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Dedication

For my mom and my dad. 

Thanks for always believing in me. 



And Mom, I’ll translate this story on my next visit. 

*mwah*

Chapter 1

THE WIND HAD BEEN PICKING up since noon. Trees and bushes  twirled,  bent,  and  swayed  wildly.  Fallen leaves  and  broken  twigs  marred  the  beautifully manicured  gardens,  stone  paths,  driveways,  and resident patios in the Pacific Hills Apartments complex. 

Sitting  on  the  bench  by  my  bedroom  window,  I  watched the  disarray  worsening  each  time  the  wind  howled  and occasionally felt the window glass tremor. The weather had been crazy like this for two days since the red flag, and a high-winds warning was announced in Southern California. 

Yesterday, a eucalyptus tree fell in Tustin, a next-door city to Irvine, injuring two pedestrians. 

Though it was February, winter season, California winters were  usually  mild,  somewhere  around  45  degrees Fahrenheit.  However,  because  of  thunderstorms  the  day before,  the  temperature  dropped  by  ten  degrees, according to the weather on my laptop’s screen. 

While typing a password to login into my bank’s website, something comical outside my window caught my eye. The wind snatched a baseball cap off a boy walking across the green  belt,  and  each  time  he  tried  to  grab  it,  the  wind kicked it just out of his reach again. 

Chuckling,  I  shifted  my  focus  back  to  logging  into  my bank  account.  The  smile  on  my  face  faded,  and  my stomach churned to see the total balance — $ 246.75. 

 It’s not much left! 

Biting  my  lower  lip,  I  calculated  quickly.  With  the paychecks  I  would  get  the  next  two  Fridays,  there  would

be  enough  to  pay  only  this  month’s  rent  and  barely  buy food. Sighing, I stared at the screen. 

Since  Lizzy,  my  ex-roommate,  moved  to  Seattle  almost three  months  ago,  I  have  been  struggling  to  pay  the  rent on  my  own.  I  had  to  cut  back  on  all  my  expenses  and learned  to  make  do  with  oatmeal,  eggs,  mostly  instant noodles,  and  the  occasional  banana.  My  salary  as  an accountant was not enough to support my $2,500 a month rent  payment  for  the  two-bedroom  apartment.  If  I’d  had  a roommate, 

paying 

$1,250 

per 

month 

would 

be

manageable. Or I could move to a cheaper apartment? 

That  was  out  of  the  question  because  I  did  not  have enough  money  for  a  deposit.  Yeah,  I  wasn’t  proud  of myself.  Whenever  people  learned  I  was  an  accountant, they always assumed I was good at managing my money. 

But I wasn’t! I wasn’t a shopaholic, but I  loved shopping! I had  brand-name  bags,  shoes,  and  clothes  sitting  in  my closet, waiting for me to wear them. But in my money-tight situation,  I  had  begun  to  realize  those  expensive  things didn’t bring me any happiness at all. 

Moving to a different company with a higher salary? 

That  wasn’t  the  best  solution,  either.  I  hadn’t  built  much of a resume yet since I’d been in my job less than a year after graduating. 

I’d already put ads for ‘renting a room’ on Craigslist and received some responses. Too bad no one acceptable had inquired  yet.  Most  of  the  applicants  were  job  hoppers, college  students,  jobless,  single  parents  with  a  kid,  or someone  who  only  needed  a  temporary  place.  Some males  had  responded  to  the  ads  too,  although  my  criteria were  clear:  a  female  with  a  steady  job,  not  a  smoker (because I had asthma), and willing to rent for at least two years. And a disadvantage of putting the ads out was that I got a lot of spam and telemarketer calls. So annoying! 

A  few  weeks  ago,  I  had  taken  flyers  to  work  and  given them  to  three  coworkers  who  were  close  to  me:  Sylvia, Lena,  and  Yoo-Shi.  We  worked  for  Myriad  Food  and Beverage,  a  distributor  for  frozen  food  and  beverages ranging from soft drinks to wine and spirits. 

Sylvia  Santos  and  Yoo-Shi  Kim  were  in  the  alcohol division, supervised by Christine Moore. Lena Hunter and I were  in  the  non-alcohol  division  under  Rowena  White. 

Desiree Lang was our general manager for accounting for Myriad  Beverage,  and  Tania  Lee  was  another  accounting general manager for Myriad Food. 

“No male roommate?” Lena had asked while reading the flyer as we took lunch together in the office lunchroom. 

“Nope. That wouldn’t be appropriate,” I’d answered. 

Sylvia nodded her agreement. “It’s not good for a single young  woman  to  live  with  a  male,”  she’d  said  in  her Philippine  accent.  “I  think  living  with  a  male  roommate would  lead  you  to  have  a  ‘romance  relationship’,  and usually, that relationship would be messy!” 

Yoo-Shi  put  the  flyer  on  the  table.  “I  had  a  male roommate for two years in Seoul. We were both single and didn’t fall for each other. In fact, we helped each other. One day, my roommate fell in love with a girl and asked for my opinion. It was fun, like having a brother or a cousin.” With a pout, she continued, “I wish I had a male roommate now because  it  is  fun  and  less  drama.  Not  like  living  with  my bitchy roommate.” 

We’d  all  looked  at  her  in  sympathy.  Poor  Yoo-Shi!  Her current  roommate  was  grumpy.  I’d  met  her  once  when picking up Yoo-Shi. She was a single, large-frame woman in  her  early  forties  with  a  long  nose  and  long,  dirty  ash-blonde  hair.  Her  voice  was  deep  and  throaty.  When  she talked, she looked down her nose at you as if you were her humble  subject.  Yoo-Shi  had  said  the  lady  was  nice  the

first  month,  then  suddenly  changed.  Too  bad  Yoo-Shi couldn’t kick her roommate out, for some odd reason. 

“I agree with Yoo-Shi,” Lena had said, tossing her golden blonde  long  hair  over  her  shoulder.  “When  I  lived  in Chicago  for  my  first  job,  I  had  a  male  roommate  two different  times.  I  already  had  a  boyfriend,  but  he  lived  in New  Jersey.  My  roommates  also  had  girlfriends,  but  they lived  in  a  different  state  too.  We  were  fine,  barely  had  an argument.  They  kept  the  apartment  clean  and  helped  me with any computer issues. We’ve kept in touch.” 

“Really?”  I  had  asked,  eyes  widening.  “Didn’t  your boyfriend  feel  jealous?  I  don’t  think  I  could  do  that  to  my boyfriend.” 

“Well,  I’d  told  my  boyfriend  about  my  intention  upfront and  asked  his  permission.  He  appreciated  my  openness and was fine,” Lena had said. “If they disagree, well, better you don’t do it. I think I’m lucky because my boyfriend was so open-minded, which is why I married him. Again, it’s up to you, Rory. Don’t do it if you aren’t comfortable.” 

Yoo-Shi  had  nudged  me.  “Rory,  I  don’t  understand  why you can’t have a male roommate. You are single, and it is socially acceptable for opposite genders to live together.” 

“I  know,  but…it’s  a  complicated  situation,  and  I’m  not brave  enough  to  break  my  promise.  Sorry,  I  can’t  give details,” I’d answered. 

Yoo-Shi had seemed unsatisfied but didn’t say more. 

“Don’t worry, Rory. We’ll try to help you,” Sylvia had said as she pulled her long black hair up into a bun. 

After that, I’d gotten a few referrals from them, but those fell through because the prospects either found a cheaper room, moved in with family, or stayed in the same place. 

Man,  if  I  can’t  find  a  new  roommate  this  week,  I’ll  be doomed! 

I felt queasy thinking about my current condition. Maybe I

should work on the weekend. There was a dance academy near  my  apartment,  and  who  knew  if  they  needed  a receptionist.  Another  possibility  was  working  as  a  cashier in  a  little  grocery  store  a  few  blocks  away.  Its  employees looked  happy  each  time  I  stopped  by  for  groceries.  But thinking  of  working  on  the  weekend  made  me  cringe. 

Perhaps it would be better than eating instant noodles for another month! 

My  phone  rang,  its  melodic  tone  interrupting  my miserable thoughts. I glanced at Lizzy’s name, flashing on the screen. 

“Hi, Rory! How are you?” greeted Lizzy, talking above her noisy background. 

“Marvelous! But hey, I can’t hear you. Where are you?” I asked. 

“Terry  and  I  are  in  a  cinema  for  the  new  Marvel  movie. 

So crowded today. Hold on. Let me find a quiet spot.” From her breathing, I could tell she was walking fast. “Have you seen the movie yet?” 

“Not  yet.  I—”  I  didn’t  want  to  admit  to  her  that  I  didn’t have  money  for  such  leisure.  “Maybe  sometime  next week.” 

“Okay. Make sure you watch it. You are a Marvel movies’

girl.”  Lizzy  chuckled.  “Oh,  yeah,  the  reason  I  called  you,  I need a favor.” 

“Sure, what’s up?” 

She  drew  in  a  breath.  “An  hour  ago,  my  boss  texted about  an  IT  emergency  in  a  client’s  office,  close  to  Irvine. 

Next Monday, I need to fly down and don’t want to stay in a hotel, so can I crash on your couch for a night?” 

“Sure,”  I  said.  “I  don’t  have  a  roommate  yet,  so  please come.” 

“Ohhh, I’m sorry about that. Don’t get discouraged. You’ll find someone great,” she said. 

Well,  too  late.  I  already  felt  discouraged,  hopeless. 

“Thanks, Lizzy. I’m working on it,” I said. 

“Terry said he gave your ad to any female coworkers he knows who might be looking for a place. Hope one of them will contact you soon,” Lizzy assured me. 

“Aw,  he’s  so  sweet,”  I  said.  “Please  thank  Terry  on  my behalf.”  Terry,  her  boyfriend,  had  just  moved  to  Seattle  a week  ago.  I  believed  wedding  bells  would  ring  for  those two soon. 

“Will do. Rory, I always think of you as my sister anyway, so don’t be shy when you need our help, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

“By the way, does Mrs. Ishida know about my moving out and you’re looking for a new roommate?” Lizzy asked. 

I  grunted  at  the  heavy  weight  that  landed  on  my  chest when Lizzy brought up my aunt’s name. I loved Aunt Amy but  was  scared  of  her  at  the  same  time.  Well,  mostly because  I  didn’t  want  to  burden  her  anymore.  I  owed  her for  taking  care  of  me  after  my  mom,  her  younger  sister, passed  away,  and  I  wasn’t  a  docile  kid  back  then.  At fifteen,  I’d  been  successfully  turning  her  beautiful  black hair gray. So, for once, I wanted her to enjoy her single life in Boston without having to worry about me. 

“Rory, are you there?” 

Lizzy’s  voice  brought  me  back  to  reality.  “Um…yes,  I’m here. No, I haven’t told her yet,” I mumbled. 

I pictured her rolling her hazel eyes. 

“It’s  been  three  months  since  I  moved  out,  so  you’d better  tell  her  soon,”  she  said  after  a  long  pause.  “I  can’t imagine how mad she will be if you keep her in the dark.” 

I winced at the reminder. 

“Well,  I  can’t  force  you  to  tell  Aunt  Amy,  anyway.  But  if you need help, Terry and I are here for you,” said Lizzy. 

I nodded as if she could see me. 

“Hey, I’ve got to go. Terry will get worried if I’m not back. 

See you Monday.” 

“Okay. See you, and a big hug to Terry,” I said. 

“Sure thing.” 

We hung up. I sighed and dropped my phone on the bed, then walked out of my room heading toward the kitchen. A bowl  of  colorful  M&M’s  chocolate  sitting  on  the  counter looked tempting, so I sat in one of the high chairs, lifted its glass lid, took a few, and plopped them into my mouth. 

Since Lizzy had brought up my aunt, I couldn’t get Aunt Amy’s  face  out  of  my  mind.  I  thought  about  the  day  two years  ago  when  she’d  told  me  about  the  offer  to  work  in Boston  when  I  was  in  my  last  year  of  university.  I  was  so happy  for  her  to  be  able  to  move  back  to  the  city  she loved. 

I’d  wanted  to  stay  in  our  apartment,  but  Aunt  Amy thought it was a bad idea for me. 

“Move to a studio or one-bedroom apartment, Rory,” my aunt  had  said.  “I  know  you  have  a  part-time  job  now,  but your wage won’t cover the rent.” 

“But this location is close to my campus and my part-time job,”  I’d  said  stubbornly.  “Doesn’t  this  apartment  complex have a one bedroom too?” 

My  aunt  had  pursed  her  lips.  “There  are  many  other apartments near your campus. Besides, I’ve already asked the  office  manager,  and  she  said  there  are  no  studio  or one-bedroom units available at this moment.” 

I had pressed my lips tightly and avoided my aunt’s eyes while going over all my reasons for not wanting to move. It was  challenging  to  juggle  my  time  between  the  job,  my classes, and my schoolwork. My weekends were dull and boring,  mostly  full  of  writing  school  papers.  I  didn’t  think  I had enough time for selling or donating stuff in preparation for  moving.  My  head  had  pounded  each  time  I  thought

about that, and living in a student apartment was a no-no. 

Most of those students loved partying more than studying. 

If I wished to graduate on time, I had to avoid living there! 

Besides,  I  loved  Pacific  Hills  with  its  beautiful surroundings.  The  neighbors  were  great.  I  had  built relationships  with  the  staff  and  already  knew  who  was reliable  and  who  was  not.  The  monthly  program  was superb, with free classes twice a month. I doubted I would find all that any other place. 

My aunt had narrowed her eyes while listening to me. 

“Please allow me to stay here until I graduate and once I get  a  permanent  job,  then  I’ll  move  to  a  one  bedroom,”  I had literally begged my aunt. 

“Well,” she’d said, looking straight at me. “After listening to  your  reasons,  I  assume  you’ve  also  thought  about  the consequences  of  staying  here.  So  don’t  complain  about that  later,  okay?  Since  I  won’t  help  you  pay  for  the  rent,  I will choose a good roommate so you can share expenses with her. And think of it as my last duty as your guardian.” 

Well,  I’d  wished  she  could  help  pay  the  rent  until  I graduated,  but  I  wouldn’t  take  back  my  words.  Overly confident, I’d agreed. 

Before she left for Boston, she’d found Lizzy, her church friend’s daughter, to be my roommate. 

I sighed and laid my head on the countertop, thinking. My aunt  had  sacrificed  a  lot  for  me,  including  moving  to California  when  I  was  accepted  as  a  student  at  the University  of  California,  Irvine.  It  was  unfair  to  ask  for  her help  if  I  was  the  one  who  insisted  on  living  in  this apartment. I decided to keep trying to find a roommate on my own and, if in one more month I didn’t find one, I would call her. 

Chapter 2

ON  SUNDAY  MORNING,  THE  WIND died  down.  The apartment  complex  grounds  were  a  mess  with leaves and broken twigs strewn over wet ground. 

On my way back from jogging, I saw a huge tree had  fallen  and  blocked  the  sidewalk  around  the  human-made lake near my apartment. No victims, but one car that was parked on the curb got smashed. 

I was about to go around the fallen tree when I heard my phone  buzz.  I  took  it  out  from  my  running  belt.  On  the screen,  I  saw  a  new  email  notification  from  Rowena.  I groaned.  Not again! 

Last  month,  Rowena  had  requested  that  Lena  and  I reroute our office email to our personal email so we could help in our off hours with a project for Mr. Samuel Hamilton III,  the  owner  of  Myriad.  Desiree  told  us  about  the possibility  that  Mr.  Hamilton  would  establish  a  partnership with  a  company  somewhere  in  Europe.  It  was  a  “hush-hush”  project,  and  only  people  in  the  accounting department knew because we were the group that worked on  and  processed  the  financial  data.  The  rest  of  the departments  would  be  informed  later  to  prevent  any negative  issues.  But  the  hush-hush  project  hadn’t  even started yet, and Rowena was already taking advantage of our personal time. Almost every Sunday, she emailed us to finish  our  reconciliation  reports  so  she  could  review  them Monday  morning.  It  made  little  sense  why  we  couldn’t  do that Monday morning and have her review them later in the day, but what Rowena wanted, Rowena got. 

I  scoffed  at  her  email,  inserted  my  phone  back  into  my running  belt,  and  continued  jogging.  I  had  already  done most  of  my  tasks,  so  there  were  only  three  left,  but  they would take half of my precious Sunday to complete.  Ugh! 

By  12:30  PM,  I’d  finished  the  reconciliation  reports  and submitted  them  through  the  Blackline,  an  accounting-reporting website our company used. I sent a text to Lena. 

Are you done with your report? 

My  phone  vibrated  when  she  replied.  Tapping  on  the screen  to  open  the  text,  I  chuckled  at  the  thunder  emoji she  sent.  I  wasn’t  in  the  mood  for  teasing  her,  so  I responded by sending a nodding emoji. 

I  closed  the  office  notebook  and  put  it  back  into  the computer bag with a sigh. In the last two months, I hadn’t been  feeling  any  excitement  about  working  at  Myriad anymore. I still liked my coworkers and enjoyed events like cooking demonstrations or wine tastings. But my manager was unbelievable! 

I  remembered  vividly  the  day  I  had  interviewed  with Rowena  ten  months  ago.  I’d  been  impressed  by  her easygoing  manner  and  excited  to  work  for  her.  I’d  been even  more  excited  on  the  first,  second,  and  third  days  in the office, but the bubble of excitement had deflated slowly on the fourth day. The honeymoon period had ended, and Rowena  showed  her  real  personality.  She  wasn’t easygoing  as  she’d  seemed  during  the  interview.  The promise  of  “will  train  you  until  you’ve  become  an  expert” 

had been forgotten. 

“I want to show you only once, so you’d better remember and  not  make  me  repeat  it,”  she’d  said  in  a  bossy  tone, pointing her forefinger in my face to intimidate me. 

After  that,  I’d  felt  uncomfortable  around  her  as  if  she were  releasing  an  unpleasant  aura.  Rowena  was  very moody and impatient. My stomach had clenched each time

she  passed  by  my  cubicle.  I  hadn’t  understood  and  still didn’t,  why  she  always  furrowed  her  eyebrows  at  me whenever  I  went  to  her  for  advice.  And  she’d  quickly stopped  answering  my  questions  at  all,  telling  me  she didn’t  remember  and  “go  check  the  folder  where  we  keep the general ledger’s history or wait for Lena to come back.” 

Lena  had  already  gone  to  Chicago  because  of  a  family emergency  before  my  first  day  and  wouldn’t  be  back  for three  more  weeks,  so  there  was  no  one  to  help  me.  I’d quickly  become  friends  with  Sylvia  and  Yoo-Shi  that  first week,  but  they  couldn’t  help  because  they  were  from  a different division. 

To make matters worse, without any help while adjusting to how things worked at Myriad, I’d been making mistakes. 

I  remembered  feeling  cold  beads  of  sweat  run  down  my spine  each  time  Rowena  emailed  me  back  on  one  of  my reports  with  “WRONG  ACCOUNT”  written  in  the  subject line. It had been really hard not to think of her glaring at me from  her  office  because  it  was  diagonally  across  from  my cubicle  and  Lena’s,  adding  to  my  growing  discomfort around the woman. 

When  Lena  had  returned  to  work,  a  heavy  burden seemed  lifted  from  my  shoulders.  She  was  super  patient. 

Her  golden  blonde  hair  bounced  as  she  nodded  in sympathy while reading all the notes from Rowena on my reports.  Slowly,  she’d  taught  me  to  understand  the accounting  process  at  Myriad  Beverage.  After  only  a couple  of  hours  with  Lena,  I’d  been  able  to  do  my  job better. 

Lena was well-liked by many people at work. When she’d returned  from  her  leave,  coworkers  stopped  by  her  desk and  asked  about  her  family.  Rowena  had  said  nothing, only  sending  sharp  glances  at  her  when  Lena  had  a

conversation with a lady from the tax department. From my peripheral vision, I’d been able to see her staring at Lena. 

Around  noon  that  day,  Rowena  had  called  Lena  to  her office. Through the office’s window, I had been able to see that  Rowena’s  face  was  twisted,  and  her  lips  were puckered  as  if  she  were  eating  something  sour.  I’d  been surprised how Lena had come out of her office calmly, with a  smile.  I’d  been  intrigued  to  learn  from  her  about  how  to deal with Rowena. 

A week later, I’d bumped into Lena in the ladies’ room on the  third  floor,  the  top  floor  of  the  building,  and  she  was crying. As I’d pushed the restroom’s door open, I saw her standing  with  her  back  to  me,  both  hands  up  to  her  face, and her shoulders shaking. 

Startled,  she’d  turned  around.  Her  teary  eyes  had widened and then glared at me. 

“Why are you here?” she’d asked, pushing a lock of her long hair out of her face. “Are you spying on me?” 

“Of course not,” I’d said, confused. “I like coming up here whenever I need to be alone. Besides, this is the cleanest restroom  in  this  building  since  this  floor  is  only  partially occupied.” 

She’d  stomped  her  foot  and  said,  “Don’t  you  dare  tell anyone about this.” 

I’d  moved  aside  as  she  left  the  room  abruptly,  her footsteps echoing in the empty hall. 

When  I’d  returned  to  my  cubicle  next  to  hers,  Lena  had looked  fine,  but  she  became  quiet  and  even  avoided  me. 

Later, she’d approached me and asked if I’d like to go out for  dinner  with  her.  I  hadn’t  wanted  to  but  was  curious about her strange behavior, so I’d gone with her to an open space  mall  about  twenty  minutes  from  our  office.  We’d ordered  our  dinners  and  sat  in  the  outdoor  dining  area. 

While we’d waited for our food, Lena poured her heart out

on  how  Rowena  had  treated  her  staff  and  how  Desiree knew but didn’t do anything. 

“That’s  awful!”  I  hadn’t  been  able  to  believe  my  ears. 

“Why does Desiree let this happen?” 

“You don’t get it, do you?” she’d said with a bitter smile. 

“Desiree is Rowena’s friend. They used to work together.” 

I’d  blinked  speechless.  It  had  never  crossed  my  mind that  Desiree  was  Rowena’s  friend.  No  wonder  they seemed to get along well. 

“Another example of how Desiree always gives Rowena what  she  wants.”  Lena  had  shifted  uneasily  in  her  seat. 

“Have you been in documents storage?” 

“Not yet,” I’d said, shaking my head. 

“Well, the storage space is dirty and messy, which is why we  call  it  ‘the  dungeon.’  Desiree  told  us  that  cleaning  the storage area needed to be a team effort, so everybody has to  put  aside  time  for  a  cleaning  day.  Everybody  set  aside the date, and on that day, we wore casual attire. But then Rowena told Desiree she had a ton of reports to get done and  asked  permission  to  stay  in  the  office.  I  heard  their conversation.” 

“Did Desiree permit her?” I’d asked. 

Lena  had  rolled  her  eyes.  “Of  course!”  She’d  curled  her lips. “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t care if she comes with us or  not.  But  I  didn’t  like  her  remark.  She  said  ‘so  long, suckers.’ No one heard but me because I was passing her office  when  she  said  that.  Again,  I  don’t  mind  at  all,  but why did she say that? What a jerk she is!” 

“Maybe  she  was  joking?”  I’d  tried  to  give  Rowena  the benefit of the doubt. 

Lena  had  scoffed.  “Rowena,  joking?  You  haven’t  known her  too  long,  have  you?”  Her  eyebrows  had  lowered  and pinched  tighter.  “Soon,  you  will  know  that  she  is  cunning and a jerk!” 

“Did  others,  like  Christine  or  Sylvia,  notice  that  Rowena got out of cleaning day?” I’d asked. 

Lena  had  given  me  a  half  shrug.  “Christina  looked annoyed  when  Desiree  said  Rowena  wasn’t  joining  us.  If I’m  not  wrong,  Christina  had  asked  permission  to  leave early for her son’s award ceremony that day, and Desiree had told her no. Sylvia and Yoo-Shi…well, they are neutral with  Rowena.  But  I  know  Sylvia  has  a  beef  with  Desiree because  when  the  non-alcohol  division  was  established almost  two  years  ago,  Desiree  initially  offered  Sylvia  a position as an accounting manager. But then instead, she gave the position to Rowena.” 

Lena  had  taken  a  deep  breath  and  looked  at  me.  “I’m sorry to tell you all these things. You must think I’m a jerk, talking  ill  behind  someone’s  back.  Well,  you’re  an  adult and can tell the difference. And I want you to be careful in the  office.  So  no  matter  how  badly  Rowena  treats  you, don’t go to Desiree, okay? Not even to HR. No one wants to work with a crybaby. Just bite your tongue and do your job.  Once  you  feel  you  can’t  stand  it  here  anymore,  find another job.” 

My stomach had steadily tightened while listening to this. 

Myriad  was  my  first  company  to  work  for  after  university, and  I’d  wished  to  work  there  for  a  longer  time.  Alas,  I’d needed to learn there was no such thing as a perfect place to work. 

“After  all  you’ve  been  through,  why  are  you  still  working here?” I’d asked carefully. 

Lena  had  been  taken  aback  and  didn’t  respond  right away. “Well, this office is near my house,” she’d said, lifting her gaze to me. “And also, I’m working toward getting my CPA  license,  so  I  think  it’s  wise  to  stay  in  this  company until I get it.” 

She’d studied my face and said, “Rory, please keep what

I’ve said to you today just between us, okay?” 

“Yes, of course,” I’d nodded. 

And  since  then,  we’d  been  good  friends  who  always gave  each  other  comfort  whenever  Rowena  was  harsh  to one of us. 

Chapter 3

ANOTHER  WEEK  PASSED  WITHOUT  ANY potential roommate.  Lizzy’s  short  stay  in  my  apartment  last Monday  had  been  like  a  breath  of  fresh  air.  We’d chatted and laughed like in the old days. But once she’d  left,  reality  pulled  me  back.  At  this  moment,  I  felt nauseous  at  the  sight  of  my  bank  account  balance dwindling when I paid one-third of my credit card payment. 

Suddenly,  instant  noodles,  oatmeal,  and  eggs  were dancing in front of my eyes and chanting at me.  “We love you, Rory! We love you, Rory!” 

The  chanting  stopped  as  my  phone  chirped  for  an incoming message. 

I flicked the screen open and read an email from Amazon Marketplace. 

Congratulations,  someone  is  interested  in  buying  your  Tory  Burch Fleming  tote  and  the  Coach  cross-body  bag.  Please  follow  Amazon Marketplace’s rules on sending your merchandise…

I  liked  the  tote  and  the  bag  but  had  to  let  them  go  so  I could buy some  real  food. Maybe it was time to forget my pride and ask for my aunt’s help. 

The next morning before going to work, I was putting the shipping  boxes  in  my  car  when  I  heard  Rick  Perkins,  my seventy-two-year-old neighbor, call my name. 

“Rory, my good neighbor! Good morning, young lady!” He grinned, creating deep wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. 

His cheeks were pinkish, and the sweat pooling around the front of his shirt indicated he must be coming back from his five-mile morning jog. 

“Good morning, Rick,” I answered, closing the car’s door. 

“Jogging five miles as usual?” 

Nodding,  Rick  took  off  his  baseball  cap  and  used  his fingers to smooth down the white hair underneath. Putting his  cap  back,  he  said,  “I’m  not  young  anymore,  so  five miles is good for me.” 

“You aren’t old,” I replied. I wasn’t lying. For his age, his body was slim and sturdy. 

He  chuckled,  pushing  up  the  long-sleeved  T-shirt  that had  been  hiding  tattoos  he’d  gotten  while  in  the  Marine Corps. “Thank you, but my body can’t lie. So, young lady, are you ready to conquer the world?” 

“Absolutely!” I grinned, pumping my arms up. 

Rick grinned widely too. “So, how’s Amy doing? Is it still cold up there?” he asked, one side of his mouth kicking up a smile. 

“She  is  doing  fine.  Just  busy  with  her  volunteer  work. 

Last  week,  she  sent  me  a  few  pictures  of  the  blizzard.  It was unusual even for February. Um, let me show you the pictures.”  I  dug  in  my  purse  for  the  cell  phone,  then scrolled  up  the  picture  gallery  folder  and  showed  them  to him. 

Aunt Amy and I had become close with Rick and his wife Maggie  about  three  years  ago  when  their  cat  Tubby  ran away during the Fourth of July fireworks. Tubby had snuck into  my  half-open  window  and  hidden  under  my  bed.  I hadn’t  been  aware  of  his  presence.  My  aunt,  who  was allergic  to  cats,  had  found  him  the  next  day.  Poor  Aunt Amy!  With  teary  eyes  and  a  red  face  from  sneezing nonstop, she’d found me in the kitchen and asked between sneezes if I’d hidden a cat in my bedroom. 

“Of  course  not!”  I’d  cried,  running  to  my  room.  “I  like dogs, not cats!” 

Under  my  bed,  I’d  seen  Tubby’s  eyes  glowing  back  at

me.  He’d  hissed  fiercely  when  I  tried  luring  him  out.  How Tubby  had  run  away  from  Maggie  and  Rick’s  apartment was  a  mystery,  because  their  apartment  was  on  the  third floor  in  Building  C,  and  they  never  left  doors  or  windows open.  Even  more,  our  apartment  was  on  the  first  floor  in Building  A,  on  the  other  side  of  the  grounds.  Maybe someone had forgotten to close a window, and he’d taken a  leisurely  walk  in  the  neighborhood.  When  the  fireworks started, he’d run to the closest place he could find to hide. 

Further,  Rick  and  Maggie  sort  of  ‘adopted’  me  when  my aunt moved to Boston, so they had someone to invite over during the holidays since their kids lived outside California. 

And Maggie used me as an excuse to bake and cook a lot of foods. 

“So,  have  you  found  a  new  roommate  yet?”  Rick  asked after looking at the pictures. 

“Not  yet,”  I  answered,  putting  my  phone  back  into  my purse. “It’s not as easy as I thought.” 

Rick  gave  a  nod  of  understanding.  “But  you’ve  sent  the ads and flyers out, right?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

Rick squinted down at me. “Let me guess—Amy doesn’t know about this, does she?” 

I lowered my gaze. 

“If Maggie happens to talk to Aunt Amy, please don’t tell her,” I begged, looking up at him. 

“Don’t  worry  about  that,”  he  assured  me.  “Listen,  let  me help you. When you have time, stop by my place and bring the flyer. With my luck and connections, maybe I could find someone  for  you  quickly,”  Rick  said,  without  hiding  the pride in his tone. 

I gave a little smile. That what I liked about Rick: always helpful. 

“Okay. Tomorrow after work, I’ll stop by,” I said. 

“Good.”  Rick  smiled,  watching  something  behind  me. 

“Now,  here  comes  Leo,  my  partner  in  crime.”  He  pointed his finger at Leo, my next-door neighbor on the same floor, walking toward us with a basketball in his hands. Leo was about  the  same  age  as  Rick  but  still  liked  playing basketball. 

I grinned, waved to Leo, and got in my car. 

Chapter 4

ROWENA’S  OFFICE  LIGHT  WAS  OFF when  I  arrived. 

Usually, our arrival times in the office were almost the same. 

“It’s  hard  to  believe  you  arrived  before  her!” 

commented Sylvia, popping up her head over our cubicle’s divider as I turned on my notebook and grinning widely. 

“Maybe  she  overslept  after  cooking  some  poison  last night,” Lena scorned. 

My  lips  twisted  at  the  comment  while  Sylvia  snorted, holding her laughter. 

“Trust me,” Lena added. “If you searched her office, you might find a witch hat and a broom.” 

“I dare you!” Sylvia said, laughing. 

“Psst…she  is  coming!”  warned  Yoo-Shi  from  her  cubicle near the glass entrance door. 

We all looked down at our computers. 

The  door  swung  widely  as  Rowena  entered.  Her  heavy footsteps  filled  the  quiet  room.  Without  so  much  as  a greeting  to  the  rest  of  us,  she  went  straight  to  her  office. 

Soon,  we  heard  the  heavy  thud  that  was  Rowena’s trademark  as  she  slammed  her  Longchamp  bag  onto  her desk. I never understood why she did that. 

“What  a  bitch!”  Lena  said  in  a  message  to  me  through Skype. 

I smirked and then replied, “Woke up on the wrong side of the bed, I bet.” 

“Almost  every  day?”  Lena  replied.  “Rory,  please.  She

always  does  when  she  feels  like  we  were  talking  behind her back.” 

Yeah, Lena was right. Each morning when she caught us chitchatting,  she  slammed  her  bag  on  the  table.  She always  preferred  to  be  passive-aggressive  rather  than blowing  up  like  Desiree  usually  did.  If  you  made  her unhappy, Rowena would give you the cold shoulder all day and merely pretend you did not exist even when you were under  her  nose.  And  she  accumulated  your  mistakes  and then  badmouthed  you  for  them  in  front  of  Desiree  without your having a chance to defend yourself. 

Too  bad,  Desiree  wasn’t  interested  in  finding  out  why Rowena  always  came  to  her  and  bitched  about  her subordinates. She was too busy to polish her department’s image  as  a  fun  place  to  work,  full  of  smart,  young  people and good teamwork. 

My  respect  for  Rowena  had  steadily  been  decreasing along the way, but I had to give her a thumbs-up for always being  on  time  for  deadlines  and  not  wasting  time  with nonsense  chatting.  She  barely  had  a  conversation  with anyone except Desiree and Tony, the general manager for frozen  food.  Other  than  that,  she  pretty  much  sat  in  her office except for bathroom breaks or lunch. 

It  was  unfortunate  that  her  hardworking  attitude  wasn’t accompanied  by  compassionate,  open-minded,  and appreciative  behaviors  for  her  staff.  Her  arrogant, impatient, and condescending personality was a terrible fit for  managing  people.  If  Desiree  had  cared  about  healthy relationships  between  management  and  the  team,  she would  have  been  the  best  person  to  control  Rowena’s negative tendencies. 

AT TWO O’CLOCK, WE HAD a quick meeting for the finance and

accounting  departments.  The  conference  room  was already  packed  when  Yoo-Shi  and  I  arrived,  so  we squeezed into the back corner with people from a treasury department.  In  the  meantime,  Valerie  ‘Val’  Tanaka,  the executive vice president for finance and accounting, stood at the head of the conference room with her hands clasped in front of her, her angular eyes scanning the room as she waited for the chatters to die down. 

“Thank you for coming to this quick meeting,” she said in a clear voice as the room became quiet. “I’m going to give you an update on our partnership project. Mr. Hamilton has announced  the  name  of  our  future  partner,  White  Water, Inc.  To  make  it  easy,  let’s  call  them  WW.”  Val  chuckled before  continuing.  “WW  is  a  British  wine  company.  Mr. 

Hamilton  had  a  conference  call  with  their  executive  team yesterday, and their finance and accounting team is flying to California in two weeks. They will work with his team in New York first, and then they will fly to California and work with our finance and accounting departments in this office. 

Please  keep  in  mind  that  this  partnership  is  vital  to  us because WW is highly reputable in the wine industry. They distribute branded wines to high society, royal families, and the wealthiest families in the world. So, please make them feel welcome while they are here.” 

Valerie  scanned  the  room  as  the  staff’s  murmuring  filled the quiet. 

“How  long  will  the  process  take?”  one  of  the  employees asked. 

“I’m not sure. Maybe two or three months; maybe longer. 

Depends on how smoothly we can provide the information they  need.  I  was  told  they  might  need  to  see  the  last  five years  of  our  profit-and-loss  statements  and  also  financial audit  reports.  I  bet  WW  teams  will  have  tons  of  questions once  the  reports  are  in  their  hands.  So  next  week,  each

department  head  will  give  me  names  of  people  who  are their  subject-matter  experts.  Furthermore,  as  of  this moment,  we  don’t  need  to  set  up  anything  new  yet  since this  is  only  the  initial  step  of  our  partnership.  After  the partnership  is  established,  we  will  add  any  accounts relating  to  WW  in  our  accounting  system,”  Val  explained. 

“Any other questions or concerns?” 

“Are  we  going  to  get  free  lunches  when  the  Brits  are here?” someone cried. 

Instantly we heard chuckles all around the room, and all heads  whipped  around  to  find  who  was  daring  enough  to throw  a  joke  at  the  always  serious  Valerie.  But  this  time, she gave a little smile. 

“Maybe only for those who are working with their team,” 

she answered, smiling. “So, if there are no more questions, thank you for coming today, and we’ll see you again when the WW teams are in town!” 

At  once,  the  noise  of  chairs  being  pushed  across  the floor  was  heard  as  people  rose  from  their  seats.  The meeting  room’s  doors  were  opened  wide,  and  we  poured out. Some employees went straight to their cubicles. Some lingered  in  the  hallway  or  stretched  their  legs  outside  the building before going back to work. I went to a lunchroom with Sylvia for some fresh coffee. 

“I  overheard  that  the  founder  of  WW  is  a  great-grandnephew  of  one  of  the  dukes  in  England,”  she  said. 

She  took  the  coffeepot  and  poured  some  into  her  cup. 

“And the current president of WW is his son.” 

I whistled my surprise. 

“Yup.” Sylvia nodded, pouring sugar into her coffee. She moved over so I could get some coffee too. “To be honest, I’m happy with the partnership, but I worry too.” 

“Why?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of coffee. 

Sylvia looked down at her cup and stirred for a moment

before  replying.  “Myriad  is  the  third  company  I’ve  worked for. Usually, talks of a partnership project, or whatever term management  used,  ended  with  the  company  being acquired  by  the  other,”  she  said,  throwing  the  stir  stick  in the trash can. “Maybe Myriad is different and won’t sell the company. So…just disregard my words.” 

“Our  gross  profit  is  strong  this  year,  up  12  percent compared to last year,” I said, referencing a financial report I’d  read.  “I  don’t  think  Mr.  Hamilton  would  sell  the company.” 

Sylvia  shrugged.  “Remember  the  big  fire  we  had  last year in northern California?” she asked. “It burned up most of  our  wine  suppliers’  warehouses,  and  millions  of  dollars were lost. Without their wine and other products, there isn’t anything for us to distribute. If that’s still the case, there is no more alcohol division. Wine is Myriad’s most profitable product line.” 

“Last  night,  I  googled  about  White  Water  and  found that”—Sylvia  lowered  her  voice—“it  also  owns  48  percent of Red Wine, Inc. Red Wine is our main competitor in the US. So, if our partnership is successful, White Water, Inc. 

will have two companies in the same business line. Do you think they wouldn’t merge us into one company?” 

I pondered her words—that made sense. If I were White Water, I wouldn’t like to have two companies competing in the same industry. 

Sylvia  forced  a  smile  after  seeing  my  expression.  “Well, don’t be scared. Maybe I’m wrong,” she said in a cheerful tone. 

Looking at her, I bit the inside of my cheek. “It’s easy for you  to  say  because  you  have  many  years  of  experience. 

Myriad  is  my  first  job  after  graduating,  and  I  will  have  a hard  time  finding  another  job  in  accounting  without  more

experience. Besides, I don’t think it will be easy for me to get a reference from you-know-who.” 

Sylvia  gave  me  a  sympathetic  nod.  “Stop  overthinking. 

Christine would be happy to vouch for you. So would I.” 

“Thanks, I appreciate it!” I said. 

“My pleasure. Let’s go back to work. If not, she might turn you into a frog.” She made a frog sound. 

I laughed so hard. 

Chapter 5

THERE WAS NO WAY I could stand the smell of another bowl of instant noodles. After work, I stopped by the grocery to buy a whole rotisserie chicken and some mixed  veggies.  The  chicken  could  be  stretched  for at least four meals if I ate it with rice and steamed veggies. 

On  my  way  back  home,  my  phone  buzzed,  and  Rick’s name showed on the screen. Hoping for something good, I answered. 

“Hi, Rick!” I greeted through the speakerphone. “How are you?” 

“Hey,  Rory.  Listen,  I  have  good  news.  But  where  are you? At home?” 

My  heart  pumped  hard.  Good  news! “Not  yet.  I’m  in Albertson’s  parking  lot  in  Carrera  now.  But  I’ll  be  home  in ten minutes.” 

“Okay, I’ll wait for you,” said Rick. 

“See  you  soon,”  I  said.  Hanging  up  the  phone,  I  drove the  rest  of  the  way  home  wondering  excitedly  about  the news Rick had for me. 

Rick was talking to Jose, one of the security guards, as I parked  my  car  in  front  of  my  apartment.  I’d  always  been amused  by  his  friendly  manner  because  he  could  talk  to anyone  about  anything,  from  the  weather  to  sports,  to culture, to food. Still chatting away with Jose, Rick waved to me as I got out of my car. The two men parted, and Rick headed in my direction. 

“For you,” he said, holding the plastic bag in his left hand out to me as he stopped in front of me. 

“What’s that?” I asked, accepting the bag from his hand. 

It was heavy. 

“From  my  beautiful  wife,”  he  winked.  “She  made  a blueberry cheesecake this morning and gave you a quarter of  it.  Some  oranges  from  her  sister’s  garden.  And  your favorite food, a tray of meatloaf.” 

“Awww…she  is  so  sweet!”  I  said.  My  heart  filled  with warmth.  “Now,  I  feel  rich!”  I  held  up  my  plastic  bags  from the grocery store. 

Rick  chuckled,  giving  me  a  thumbs-up.  Together,  we walked toward my apartment. 

“So, you said earlier that you have good news for me?” I asked as I opened my apartment door and let him in. 

Rick  nodded  and  sat  on  a  tall  chair  at  the  kitchen  bar while I took the food out of the bags and laid it out on the countertop.  The  smell  of  meatloaf  and  rotisserie  chicken made me hungry. 

“A woman named Jane Ryder called and said that she is interested  in  the  room.  But…”  Rick  stopped  and  gazed  at me. “Only for a year or less.” 

“Oh,”  I  said,  lowering  my  head  to  hide  my disappointment. 

“Yeah,  she  is  here  for  a  short-term  project  and  will  go home  when  it’s  done,”  Rick  said.  “But  I  think  you  should consider this. This lady is willing to pay for six months’ rent upfront.” 

My eyes widened as my brain made a quick calculation: $1,250 multiplied by six is…

“What?  $7,500  in  advance?  That’s  a  lot  of  money!  No, nobody  is  willing  to  pay  that  much.  It  sounds  too  good  to be true.” 

“Yup, that’s what I thought,” he said, giving me a piece of paper. 

I  nibbled  my  lower  lip  while  reading  the  phone  number

written on the paper. “Do you think she is a liar?” 

Rick half shrugged. “If she hasn’t called me in two days, you  know  the  answer,”  he  said,  rising  from  his  seat  and walking to the front door. 

“Thanks for your help, Rick. I appreciate it,” I said, as he turned  the  knob  and  walked  through  the  doorway.  “And thank Maggie for the food.” 

“Our  pleasure.  Good  night,  kiddo,”  he  said  and  closed the door behind him. 

I  sighed  and  looked  at  the  paper.  No  one  was  willing  to pay  that  much.  Shaking  my  head,  I  crunched  the  paper and tossed it in the trash can, then headed to my room for a quick shower before dinner. 





MY DINNER WAS LAVISH. IT felt like no one else could possibly understand  how  delicious  a  slice  of  meatloaf  and  a  piece of chicken with steamed rice and veggies could taste. And the blueberry cheesecake? Mm…mm…mm…! 

If  only  if  I   were  rich,  I  would  have  a  skillful  chef  like Maggie. 

Around eight in the evening, Lizzy video-called me. 

“We  adopted a puppy!” she shrieked, turning her camera to Terry holding a mixed golden cocker spaniel in his arms. 

“Her name is Kiki.” 

“Oh,  my  God,  what  a  cute  puppy!  Hi,  Kiki,”  I  squealed, waving  my  hand  in  front  of  the  camera.  “Aww,  she  is  so adorable. And the eyes…my heart is melting!” 

The puppy’s coat was long and curly and the same color as  Terry’s  hair.  When  he  planted  a  kiss  on  the  puppy’s head, for a second, it seemed that he had hair extensions. 

“How  could  her  owner  have  had  the  heart  to  put  her  in the shelter? She is so adorable!” I said, my eyes fixed on the puppy. 

“We  don’t  know.  But  she  has  a  new  home  now,”  said Terry,  lifting  the  puppy’s  paw  and  waving  it  to  me.  “Hi, Auntie Rory.” 

I chuckled and waved back to the camera. 

The puppy seemed content in Terry’s arms, pressing her head  to  his  chest  when  Lizzy  put  the  phone  closer  to  her face. 

“I’m so jealous because I think Kiki prefers Terry to me,” 

said Lizzy, turning the phone back to herself. 

“Don’t be silly,” I laughed. “Soon, she will know that you are a good mom for her.” 

Lizzy grinned widely, her eyes sparkling with pride. 

“So, any news about a roommate?” she said, still smiling from ear to ear. 

“Rick got a call today, but I don’t think it’s a serious offer,” 

I said. I told her about Jane Ryder and her promise to pay six months’ worth of rent upfront. 

“Sounds  too  good  to  be  true,”  said  Lizzy.  “No  one  is willing to pay an upfront payment like that.” 

“That’s exactly what Rick and I thought. Oh, well. Not my luck yet,” I said, rubbing my temple. 

“Don’t  give  up,  okay?”  said  Lizzy,  sounding  concerned. 

“You’ll find someone great. I believe God will help you.” 

“Thanks, Lizzy.” 

“Hey, why did you guys suddenly decide to get a dog?” I asked,  diverting  the  topic.  I  knew  she  would  ask  me  if  I was fine financially, but at this moment, I wanted to forget about it. 

Beaming, slightly pinkish, Lizzy said that they wanted to have  a  baby  soon  after  the  wedding  but  were  scared,  so Kiki  could  be  the  best  way  to  ‘practice’  before  having  the real  one.  Terry’s  eyes  sparkled  when  he  chimed  in,  with Kiki  sleeping  peacefully  in  his  arms.  Terry  and  Lizzy  were meant  for  each  other.  I  was  happy  for  them  but  also

jealous  of  Lizzy,  who  had  gotten  a  good  man  in  Terry.  I shouldn’t  have  been  worried  about  that,  given  that  my monetary issues needed to be resolved. 

Chapter 6

SLEEP ELUDED ME THAT NIGHT. My mind constantly spun about Jane’s offer. She met my roommate criteria, except  for  the  rental  term.  But  anything  that sounded too good usually ended up bad. 

My computer’s office clock read 9 AM, but I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open.  I should go for coffee. 

I  peeked  into  Lena’s  cubicle,  and  it  was  still  empty.  She had  a  doctor’s  appointment  and  would  be  in  shortly. 

Rowena  wasn’t  in  her  office  because  every  Wednesday morning,  she,  Desiree,  and  Christine  had  a  meeting  with Valerie to review Myriad Beverage’s weekly performance. 

Standing up, I looked over at Yoo-Shi, whose cubicle was behind mine. She was looking seriously at her screen with her  reading  glasses  sitting  on  the  middle  of  her  nose.  At twenty-nine  years  old,  she  was  too  young  for  reading glasses.  She  lifted  her  head  at  the  sound  of  my  fingers, tapping on the edge of her cubicle. 

“Wanna  go  down  for  some  coffee  or  tea?”  I  asked  in  a half-whisper. 

Pushing  her  eyeglasses  up,  she  shook  her  head  and said, “I have to pass this time. Christine wants me to redo this  journal  entry  after  finding  an  error  on  the  sales  tax report. Sorry.” 

“No worries,” I said, turning to Sylvia, whose cubicle was next to Yoo-Shi. “Sylvia, how about you?” 

“AR  aging  report  meeting.”  She  pointed  to  the  papers she’d  been  organizing.  “I  have  a  conference  call  with  our operation team in New Jersey in ten minutes.” 

 What a bummer! 

“Okay, I’ll go down by myself. See you later.” 

I  left  my  computer  on,  so  when  Rowena  came  back before  me,  she  would  know  that  I  was  still  in  the  office. 

Going  down  the  stairs,  I  saw  a  group  of  salespeople entering  a  big  meeting  room  downstairs,  probably  for  the monthly  meeting  with  the  VP  of  sales  and  marketing. 

Judging by their formal dresses and suits, they must have been from the Wine group that handled high-end clients. 

My  three-inch  high  heels  clackety-clacked  on  the  hard floor  as  I  reached  the  corridor  to  the  lunchroom.  I  pushed the  swinging  door  to  the  lunchroom  open  and  headed across  to  the  water  dispenser,  took  a  paper  cup  from  the stack  on  top  of  the  dispenser  machine,  and  filled  the  cup with  water.  The  cold  water  woke  me  up  a  bit,  so  I dispensed another cup. 

“Are  you  going  to  hog  the  water  dispenser?”  a  familiar voice asked from behind me. 

Swirling around, I came face-to-face with a sandy-haired guy  in  an  orange-checkered  shirt  standing  behind  me. 

Jason  Grant  was  from  the  Purchasing  Department  whom I’d met during my new employee orientation. He was kind and  helpful,  and  one  of  the  most  handsome  guys  in  the office.  Lena  called  him  Prince  Charming  because  of  his angelic  face.  Yoo-Shi,  the  smallest  among  the  four  of  us, liked him because of his tall and athletic body. “It would fix my short gene if I married a tall guy like him,” she’d said. 

I  used  to  crush  on  him  and  had  always  tried  to synchronize my lunchtime or break time with him. But then someone had told me he was in a serious relationship, and I’d stepped back just to be friends with him. 

“Hey, Jason. Sorry, I didn’t know you were waiting for the water,” I said, moving aside. 

Adjusting  his  glasses  on  his  nose,  Jason  smiled.  “Just

kidding, Rory,” he said. “Don’t stop if you aren’t done yet.” 

“No  worries.  I’m  done,”  I  said,  waving  my  hand  to  the dispenser. “Now, I need to grab some coffee.” I spun to the left and headed toward the Keurig machine. 

“If I’d known I’d meet you in here, I’d have brought your favorite tea down,” Jason said, dispensing some water. “So how are you?” 

“Good, just still busy with the reconciliation reports. How about yourself?” I asked, choosing hazelnut flavor from the many boxes of K-cups and plopping it into the machine. 

Tightening his water bottle cap, Jason turned to face me and  leaned  on  the  water  dispenser.  Under  the  dim lunchroom  light,  I  detected  sadness  flash  across  his  face and realized his beautiful green eyes looked gloomy. 

“I broke up with Cindy.” Taking a deep breath, he ran his fingers over his hair. 

“Ohhhh.  Sorry  about  that,”  I  said.  I  was  genuinely  sorry because  Jason  had  seemed  devoted  to  his  girlfriend. 

“When did that happen?” 

He  adjusted  his  eyeglasses.  “We  broke  up  two  months ago,”  he  said,  gazing  at  the  floor.  “Our  lifestyles  were  too different.  I  like  watching  movies,  and  she  doesn’t.  She preferred to stay home and cook or bake rather than going out. I like cycling, and she doesn’t. She always dressed so plainly,  even  for  parties.  I  tried  to  encourage  her  to  dress more fashionably, but she would get upset with me. I gave up  after  being  patient  for  two  years.  Now  it’s  over,  and  I move on.” He shrugged. “Yeah, it is what it is.” 

Then his face lightened up. “Hey, are you still looking for a roommate? Have you found one?” 

“No luck yet,” I shook my head. 

“I see.” Jason nodded. “If you are still looking, I’m looking for a room. Would you mind having a male roommate?” 

“Why are you looking for a room?” I asked. 

“It  was  Cindy’s  apartment,  so  I’ve  been  living  with  my brother, and he and his wife just had a baby. So, can I be your  roommate?  We  can  carpool  to  the  office.  Wouldn’t  it be great?” 

My  heart  almost  jumped  out  of  my  chest.  Oh,  my  God. 

 Did  I  hear  him  correctly?  Jason  is  willing  to  rent  a  room from me. 

“Um, actually, I’m looking for a female roommate,” I said, rubbing my ear. 

A thin cloud seemed to wash over his face. 

“Sorry,” I said, lowering my eyes to avoid his. 

Jason  chuckled  half-heartedly.  “Don’t  worry  about  it. 

Never  hurts  to  ask.  And  if  you  change  your  mind,  please consider me for your next roommate. I don’t mind paying a bit  more  than  your  previous  roommate  paid,”  he  added with his angelic smile. 

“I’ll let you know,” I said, controlling my hammering heart as we walked toward the door together. 

Jason  pushed  the  door  open  and  held  it  for  me.  I  could smell  his  fresh  scent  as  we  walked  down  the  hallway toward the foyer. He flashed me a smile as he turned left to his office. 

For  the  rest  of  the  day,  that  conversation  bugged  me.  I couldn’t take my mind off his request to be my roommate. 

With just one small criterion change, my financial problem would  be  solved,  and  Jason  was  an  excellent  candidate. 

He  had  a  permanent  job,  so  would  likely  stay  longer (hopefully), and I already knew him. 

But  how  would  I  tell  my  aunt?  Maybe  her  reaction wouldn’t  be  as  bad  as  I’d  been  assuming,  especially  if  I told her I’d been living on the top ramen diet for more than three  months.  Even  though  worrying  about  my  aunt’s reaction still made my palms clammy, I was determined to tell her that night. 

Chapter 7

MY AUNT  WASN’T MY MOM but also  was my “mom.” So confusing,  but  that’s  what  I  felt.  I  had  been  nine years old when I started living with her, and after fifteen years, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that she’d  taken  me  in  out  of  a  sense  of  responsibility  to  her sibling  and  hadn’t  had  the  heart  to  see  me  enter  the adoption  system.  She  could  have  given  me  to  my  first cousins,  but  none  of  them  would  help  me,  a  daughter  of the black sheep in the extended family. 

I  didn’t  have  a  feeling  of  love  like  between  a  daughter and her mom, but mostly a respectful feeling and a sense of gratitude for her raising me. As a result, I’d developed a habit  of  trying  to  make  my  aunt  happy  and  needing  her approval. I wanted her to see me as a smart, capable, and trustworthy  person.  I  didn’t  necessarily  agree  with  all  her opinions  because  I  wasn’t  a  docile  child,  but  in  many areas,  including  this  roommate  issue,  I  felt  obligated  to follow  her  rule.  I  couldn’t  break  the  rule,  but  I  refused  to ask for her help either because she would rescue me while giving  me  that  look  of  disappointment  she  reserved  for incompetence. 

Sitting on my couch after work that evening, I rehearsed the conversation I intended to have with my aunt about my taking a male roommate. Regardless of how many times I rehearsed the words, I was sure I’d be letting her down. 

Taking  a  picture  of  my  mom  from  the  small  side  table,  I said to her, “It would be different if you were alive, Mom.” I sighed  as  I  stared  at  the  image.  It  was  the  last  picture

taken  of  her  before  she  passed  away.  My  mom  and  my aunt  were  posing  in  front  of  their  childhood  home.  My mom’s  hazel  eyes  were  squinting  in  the  bright  light,  and the wind was tossing her light brown hair about. In her light purple  dress,  her  cool-tone  skin  looked  radiant.  Standing side by side  with my  aunt, who  had dark  brown eyes  and hair, no one could tell that they were siblings. My mom was more  like  Grandma  Audrey,  who  was  German-Australian, and  my  aunt  was  more  like  Grandpa  Kenji,  who  was Japanese. 

I didn’t know what my dad looked like. My mom had been upset  each  time  I  asked,  so  I’d  stopped  asking.  My  skin was fair with light freckles on my nose like my mom’s, but my angular eyes and hair color were like my aunt’s. 

“You’d  probably  be  on  Auntie’s  side  anyway,  after  the pain you experienced,” I mumbled, putting the picture back on the table. 

Clenching my jaw, I took a deep breath and reached for my  phone.  Suddenly,  my  heart  jolted  as  my  phone  began ringing. The screen showed it was Rick calling. Sighing as I  dropped  my  hand  from  my  chest,  I  brought  the  phone closer to my ear. 

“Hey, Rick! How are—” 

“Rory, I’m glad you picked up the phone. Are you home?” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Are you home or not?” Rick asked again. 

“Yes,” I yelled into the phone, having forgotten about his hearing.  For  a  seventy-two-year-old  man,  he  looked healthy and still ran five miles every morning, but he could not hear without his hearing aids. 

“Okay,  don’t  scream.  I  can  hear  you,”  said  Rick.  “I  have good  news.  Remember  about  Jane  Ryder?  She  seems serious  about  her  offer  because  she  called  again  this morning. Can I stop by your place to give you the details?” 

“Sure. Please come.” 

“Can I come or not?” said Rick. 

“Yes!” I said loudly

“Okay,  okay,  I  hear  you.  Don’t  scream  like  that.  Young people  love  screaming  lately.  Okay.  I’ll  see  you  soon.”  He hung up. 

Thirty minutes later, Rick was sitting at the kitchen table with me, thankfully wearing his hearing aids. 

“So,  this  Jane  Ryder  is  serious  about  being  my roommate?”  I  looked  up  at  Rick,  tapping  my  finger  on  the paper. 

Rick nodded solemnly. 

“And she offers an upfront payment of $7,500?” 

Rick nodded again. “What do you think? Will you accept her offer?” he asked. 

I  read  Rick’s  scribbles  of  the  lady’s  information  on  the blue paper.  Jane Ryder. Richmond, London. 

“I  can  tell  you  are  uncertain  about  accepting  something this short term,” he said, gazing at me. “Maybe you need to be flexible. If you persist about only accepting a roommate who  can  stay  for  two  years,  how  long  will  you  last  on  the Top Ramen diet?” 

My mouth fell open.  How did he know? 

Rick  chuckled  at  my  expression.  “I’m  a  father  of  three daughters,” he said, tapping his chest. “One of them has a personality like yours, so I know what you’ve been through, preferring to suffer alone.” 

My cheeks warmed. 

“On  the  weekend,  you  barely  go  out  with  your  friends. 

Am I correct?” 

I grimaced at his sharp observation. 

Rick  chuckled,  placing  his  hand  on  top  of  mine  and squeezing it gently. “Take that offer,” he said firmly. 

“Yeah, maybe I should,” I said, clearing my throat. 

“You  should!”  he  clasped  his  wrinkled  hands.  “Now,  text her and make an appointment to talk to her through…what is that…tsk.” Rick flicked his finger while thinking, then his face beamed. “Ah, video call, so you can see her face, get to know her, and let her know you. If you feel good, just go for it. My gut says she is a good lady.” 

“By  the  way,  you  still  have  her  phone  number,  right?” 

asked Rick. 

 Damn, I already threw it in the trash can. 

Somehow,  Rick  read  my  mind.  “You  didn’t  lose  it,  did you?” he said, squinting at me. 

Avoiding  his  gaze,  I  stood  up  from  my  seat  and  walked over  to  check  the  trash  can.  “Uh,  I  didn’t  think  she  would call,” I mumbled, peering into the trash can. 

“Young  people  never  have  enough  patience  to  wait,  to have faith.” He shook his head. 

I  grinned  in  embarrassment  as  I  searched  the  trash. 

Snatching  up  the  small  piece  of  blue  paper,  I  waved  it  in the air and said, “Got it!” I grabbed a notepad and pen and wrote the number down, then tossed the old one because it was smeared with cooking oil and ketchup. 

“Great. Before you contact her, maybe you need to check the  social  media  to  make  sure  she  isn’t  a  criminal. 

Nowadays,  it’s  easy  to  search  for  information  about people.  Gosh,  my  grandkids  are  only  teens,  and  they already have Facebook accounts.” He cackled. 

“Do you have one?” I asked. 

Rick’s  cackling  got  louder.  “Nah,  I’m  old  school.  Don’t even  have  an  online  banking  account.  I  like  going  to  the bank, talk to the teller, meet new people.” 

I  smiled  at  his  comment.  “Speaking  of  the  bank,  do  I need  to  see  her  proof  of  employment  to  make  sure  she can pay me?” I asked. 

“That’s  a  legit  thing  to  do,”  he  said.  “She  lives  in

Richmond, meaning she has money. But it doesn’t hurt to be sure.” 

Around  a  quarter  to  eight,  Rick  left  my  house  after helping  me  jot  down  the  important  things  I  needed  to  find out  about  Jane.  I  was  glad  to  have  his  help.  He  was  the closest thing to a father figure I’d ever had. 





TWO  DAYS  LATER,  I  HAD a  video  call  with  Jane  after  dinner. 

She  was  in  her  early  thirties,  the  same  age  as  Lizzy.  Her layered  brown  hair  was  perfect  for  her  pale  skin  and sterling gray eyes. She was in her office during our call, so I checked off my list about confirming her employment. 

“Rick  told  me  you  were  looking  for  someone  more  long term.  Will  you  be  all  right  if  I  only  stay  for  six  to  eight months?” asked Jane in a thick British accent. 

“Yes,  it  will  be  fine,”  I  answered.  Getting  six  months  of rent  upfront  was  unheard  of,  and  at  least  I  could  plan  to start looking for a new roommate with a lot more lead time this way. As Rick said, I would be stupid if I refused. As for Jason…Well,  I  had  to  put  that  idea  aside  because  Jane’s offer was the best one. 

Jane’s face beamed as she said she would send a check to  pay  for  the  deposit  and  six  months’  worth  of  rent  and then  fly  to  California  on  the  last  day  of  March.  Her  flight would  land  at  the  Los  Angeles  Airport  at  11  AM,  and  she would be at my apartment sometime around 1 or 2 PM. 

My  heart  leaped  as  I  glanced  at  the  calendar  on  my kitchen  counter.  In  two  more  weeks,  I  would  have  a  new roommate. And I should clean my apartment! I’d been a bit lazy about that since Lizzy left. 

And  then  I  didn’t  have  time  to  clean.  After  my conversation with Jane, work kept me unusually busy. Mr. 

Hamilton  demanded  that  the  finance  and  accounting

departments  for  Myriad  Food  and  Myriad  Beverage  make sure  our  financial  reports  looked  better.  Any  clients  still owed us money, he wanted us to collect the money ASAP. 

The more cash we recorded, the better. 

The  Myriad  accounting  teams  worked  harder  than  ever before.  We  were  putting  in  ten  hours  every  day  and  a couple  of  hours  working  from  home  on  the  weekends.  I helped  with  collections  on  the  clients  who  had  a  lot  of outstanding  invoices  and  demanded  detailed  information before  paying.  It  was  tiresome  to  dig  deeper  into  the payment history to get a good understanding of why those invoices had never been collected. 

On Saturday, a week before Jane’s arrival, I woke up at six  in  the  morning  to  clean  my  apartment.  My  body screamed  for  sleep,  but  it  wouldn’t  make  for  an  excellent first  impression  if  I  didn’t  provide  a  clean  place  for  my future  tenant.  Dragging  my  feet  to  the  bathroom,  I  leaned over  the  sink  and  splashed  some  water  on  my  face  and head  to  wake  me  up.  The  water  was  cold!  Shrieking,  I grabbed the towel to prevent the water from trickling down my back. The cold water had already made it down to my waist, but that was enough to kick the sleepiness out of my system.  Forty-five  minutes  later,  after  two  cups  of  coffee and two soft-boiled eggs, I was ready. 

“Which room am I going to clean first?” I mumbled. 

Looking around, I wasn’t proud of myself. Well, I wasn’t a lazy  person.  But  since  Lizzy  had  left,  I  had  been  lazier about  cleaning,  especially  around  the  kitchen  and  living room. There was a pile of empty instant noodle bowls next to  the  sink.  Books  and  magazines  lay  scattered  over  the carpet  in  the  living  room.  The  only  room  I  didn’t  have  to clean was the second bedroom, where Lizzy used to stay because she had left it and the bathroom spotless. My ex-roommate was a clean freak. 

“Well,  you  are  the  dirtiest  one,”  I  said,  pointing  to  the kitchen. “Let’s clean you up.” 

I  put  my  earbuds  in  and  put  on  some  electronic  dance music  for  inspiration.  Equipped  with  a  bottle  of  Windex Multi-Surface,  trash  bags,  and  a  lot  of  rags,  I  sprayed Windex generously on the kitchen countertop and wiped it down  with  the  rag.  The  upbeat  tones  of  “Hey  Brother”  by Avicii powered me through the painful cleaning time. 

The  fridge  wasn’t  missed;  I  cleaned  the  shelves  and threw  some  expired  products  away.  Slowly,  a  pile  of  rags and  trash  bags  were  piling  up  on  the  kitchen  floor.  I  only took a short break before cleaning the living room and then my  room  too,  because  it  wouldn’t  hurt  to  show  Jane  the entire apartment. 

After  almost  five  hours  of  nonstop  cleaning,  I  was exhausted.  Looking  around,  a  sense  of  pride  crept  over me. The kitchen and living room were spotless, with books and  magazines  arranged  neatly  on  the  coffee  and  end tables. 

“Finally!” I lay down on the carpet in a starfish position. 

I had almost dozed off when my phone rang. I ignored it. 

In  the  last  couple  of  days,  a  private  number  had  been calling.  I  had  picked  up  twice,  and  no  one  answered  but some  weird,  breaking  voices  on  the  other  end.  I  figured  it was  just  a  prank  or  a  robocall  from  a  telemarketing company. 

Chapter 8

WHEN SATURDAY ARRIVED, I WAS feeling giddy. Today was  finally  the  day!  I  hugged  myself  at  the thought of my frugal lifestyle finally ending. Yay! 

No more instant noodles. 

And  it  would  be  fun  to  have  a  friend  in  the  apartment again, though I could only hope that Jane wouldn’t change like Yoo-Shi’s bitchy roommate had. 

The doorbell rang around 2 PM, and I scanned the living room one last time, then headed for the door. Clearing my throat,  I  pulled  the  corners  of  my  lips  up  as  my  hands turned the doorknob. 

As the door swung open, I said, “Hey, welc—” 

I  felt  the  corners  of  my  lips  drop.  The  person  who  rung my  doorbell  wasn’t  Jane,  but  a  tall  man  with  a  full  beard and  a  pair  of  aviator  sunglasses.  He  was  wearing  a  gray long-sleeved  T-shirt,  old  jeans,  and  a  gray  baseball  hat with  brown  hair  sticking  out  from  under  it.  He  shifted  a navy-colored backpack from slipping off his shoulder as he removed  his  sunglasses.  His  forehead  was  wrinkled  but then  smoothed  again  as  he  fixed  his  light  brown  eyes  on me calmly. 

Intimidated  by  his  beard,  my  instinct  was  to  shut  the door,  but  I  refrained.  Instead,  I  looked  at  him  and  asked, 

“Can I help you?” 

“Yes,  maybe  you  could,”  the  man  said  in  a  thick  British accent.  “Is  this  211  Maple  Street,  number  77?  Rory’s apartment?” 

I nodded. “Yes, that’s correct. What can I help you with?” 

The  crinkle  on  his  forehead  appeared  again.  “You  are…

Rory?” he asked carefully, trying to hide his surprise. 

“Yes,” I answered. “And who are you?” 

He scratched his chin and mumbled, “I thought Rory was a male’s name.” 

“True, but I’m a  female Rory , ” I answered calmly. “Since you’re  looking  for  a   male   Rory,  maybe  you  need  to  go  to the  leasing  office  for  help.  Have  a  good  day!”  I  stepped back to close the door. 

But the man was daring. He placed his foot in the door to prevent me from closing it. 

“Hey,  what  are  you  doing?  Move  your  foot  away,  or  I’ll call  the  police!”  I  cried,  kicking  his  foot  away  while  taking out my phone from my jeans’ pocket. 

Looking panicked, the man moved his foot away. 

“No!  Please  don’t  call  the  police!”  he  cried.  “Jane  Ryder sent me here.” 

I  seized  the  opportunity  and  slammed  the  door  and locked  it  quickly.  But  his  last  sentence  stopped  me  from dialing my phone.  What did he say? Jane Ryder sent him? 

I cracked open the door to peek out. “What did you mean by saying Jane Ryder sent you here?” I asked from behind the door. “Where’s she now?” 

“I’m  Peter,  her  brother.  Jane  can’t  come  because  she had surgery last week and isn’t allowed to be on a plane.” 

His  answer  made  me  speechless,  and  I  slammed  the door again. 

Chapter 9

ICALLED  RICK  FOR  ASSISTANCE  AFTER taking  a  moment  to compose myself. I’d been so looking forward to Jane and her rent payment and…suddenly that bushy-bearded man showed up at my front door saying Jane couldn’t come? 

Rick  dashed  over  in  record  time  and  brought  Lou,  the apartment  complex  security  guard.  With  two  ex-marines present, I didn’t have to worry about Peter trying anything stupid  while  hearing  him  out,  so  I  invited  all  three  men inside.  Lou  stood  in  front  of  the  kitchen  counter  as  Rick and Peter sat on the sofa in front of him. I grabbed a seat on  the  ottoman  across  from  the  men  as  Rick  asked  for Peter’s ID. Peter calmly got his ID out and handed it over while offering a smile to Lou, who was squinting at him. 

I  had  a  hard  time  seeing  any  resemblance  to  Jane  in him.  Jane  looked  professional.  Her  brother  looked  like…a hobo with his bushy beard hiding most of his face well. His clothes  were  scruffy  and  well  worn,  and  his  brown  hair hung unkempt about two inches past his ears. Good thing he didn’t smell—at least he’d taken a shower. 

“My sister tried to call you, but no one picked it up.” Peter looked  at  me  as  he  took  a  long  white  envelope  out  of  his tattered  backpack  and  extended  it  to  me.  “This  is  a  letter from her to you.” 

“When  did  she  call  me?  I  didn’t  see  a  missed  call  from her,” I said, taking the envelope from his hand. 

Peter shrugged, leaning back on the sofa. 

I  recognized  Jane’s  handwriting  from  the  check  she’d sent.  The  letter  explained  that  she’d  had  excruciating

abdominal  pain  and  had  been  rushed  to  a  hospital  five days  before  her  scheduled  flight  to  California.  A  CT  scan revealed  that  her  intestine  had  been  perforated,  and infection was flowing through the tear and into her body. If she  hadn’t  had  emergency  surgery  right  then,  she  would have  died.  Before  the  surgery,  she  assigned  someone from the office to contact me, but they hadn’t been able to reach  me.  The  only  thing  she  could  think  of  to  do  was  to send  her  brother  to  my  apartment  since  he  had  been assigned  to  help  her  in  California  anyway.  By  the  end  of her letter, Jane asked me to call her so she could explain in person. 

Dumbstruck,  I  stared  at  the  letter  until  a  soft  tap  on  my shoulder brought me back to reality. 

“He  suggested  we  just  call  Jane,”  Rick  said,  glancing  at Peter. “I think that’s a good idea.” 

“Yeah,  Jane  asked  me  to  call  her  in  the  letter,”  I  said, waving  the  letter.  Turning  to  Peter,  I  asked,  “Is  it  okay  to call her at this hour?” 

“Yes. She’s waiting for your call,” Peter said. 

Swallowing, I took my phone from the coffee table in front of  me,  dialed  Jane’s  number,  and  put  it  on  speakerphone at Peter’s suggestion. I sighed inwardly.  I can’t believe this is happening to me! 

After  the  third  ring,  someone  picked  up,  asking  me  to wait  so  she  could  connect  me  with  Jane.  I  glanced  at Peter. 

He  shrugged  his  shoulders  as  if  saying,  “I  told  you  she sent me.” 

Jane said, “Hello,” then switched our call to video. 

“Oh, Jane!” My heart sank to see how pale she was. Her hand was attached to an IV dangling above her head. She winced while shifting slightly on her bed. Her cheeks were sunken  in  with  black  color  under  her  eyes.  I  cleared  my

throat to push down the sudden sadness rushing over me because  her  appearance  reminded  me  of  my  mom  after the accident that had killed her in the end. 

“My brother must have arrived?” she said. 

“Yes,  he  is  here,”  I  replied,  glancing  at  Peter,  who  was now  looking  down  at  the  hat  he  was  twirling  with  his fingers.  “He  mentioned  that  you’d  tried  to  call,  but  I  didn’t see your missed calls.” 

“Someone in my family had tried to call you, but he had a hard  time  with  the  connection  because  of  the  blizzard,” 

said  Jane,  after  pausing  for  a  moment.  “And  I  made  a mistake  on  writing  your  email  address  without  a  dash between  your  first  and  last  name,  which  is  why  my  email didn’t go through.” 

When she mentioned the blizzard, something struck me. 

“Wait,  I  remember!  There  were  a  few  calls  from  a  private number. I thought it was a prank or telemarketer because each  time  I  picked  up,  I  couldn’t  hear  anything  but  a choppy,  staticky  voice.  Then  I  just  stopped  answering  the calls,” I said. “Sorry.” 

“Ah,  yeah,  I  forgot  to  remove  the  private  setting  on  our phones,”  Jane  said  apologetically.  “That’s  fine.  Peter  had to come out there anyway, and we’ve been able to connect finally,” 

“So, when will you come to California then?” I asked. 

Jane  shook  her  head.  “I  can’t  because  I  need  another surgery next month,” she said. Her voice sounded tired. 

My  stomach  felt  heavy.  “I  understand.  No  worries,  I  will return  your  check  to  your  brother.”  I  nodded,  diverting  my eyes  from  the  screen.  Goodbye,  money;  welcome  back, instant noodles! “Well, thanks, and get well soon, Jane. It’s nice to…Hey!” 

I hadn’t seen Peter lean closer to snatch the phone from

my  hand.  Ignoring  my  glare,  he  sat  back  and  aimed  the phone toward himself. 

“Hi, sis!” Peter greeted, waving his hand. 

Jane  shrieked.  “Oh,  my  God,  Peter!  What  happened  to your face? When was the last time you shaved?” 

“I don’t remember,” he grinned widely, rubbing the bridge of  his  nose  with  his  finger.  He  glanced  sideways  at  me, and I fixed him with an annoyed glare. 

“And you went to Rory’s apartment like that? Didn’t even try  to  change  your…shaggy  clothes?  How  embarrassing!” 

Jane sounded genuinely disgusted. 

“Don’t worry, I took a shower this morning,” he shrugged. 

“And  then,  you  have  to  blame  Marcus.  From  the  way  he explained, I thought Rory was a male.” 

“You moron! Why would you think I arranged to stay with a  man  while  working  out  there?”  Jane  snapped.  “And  it’s not  Marcus’s  job  to  give  you  a  detailed  explanation.  You aren’t  a  kid!  Even  if  Rory  were  male,  do  you  think  it  is polite to show up at someone’s house looking like that?” 

“Obviously, yes,” Peter smirked mischievously. “I thought Rory was one of your ex-boyfriends.” 

“Shut up, Peter. If I weren’t sick, I would strangle you for saying that. Now, give the phone back to Rory,” Jane said sharply.  “Don’t  forget  to  cut  your  hair  and  shave  your beard.  For  Heaven’s  sake,  don’t  you  dare  show  up  at  our client’s office with that beard!” 

Grinning,  Peter  returned  the  phone  to  me  before  his sister finished her last sentence. 

“I’m  so  sorry,  Rory.  My  brother  is”—Jane  took  a  deep breath, her eyes closing for a brief moment—“a pain in the neck.” 

I  forced  a  smile  and  said,  “That’s  okay.  Get  well  soon, Jane.” 

Jane nodded and thanked me, and we hung up. 

Clenching  my  phone,  I  looked  at  Rick,  who  was  giving me a sympathetic look. Sighing, I stood up and walked to my  bedroom  to  get  Jane’s  check  so  I  could  return  it  to Peter, relieved I hadn’t cashed it yet. 

“This is your sister’s check,” I said, returning to the living room and extending the check to him. 

Peter replied, “You don’t need to return the check. Since I’m here to replace her, I’ll need a room. Do you think you can take me as your roommate?” 

“What?” My mouth dropped. 

Peter looked at me solemnly, cocking his head slightly as if trying to look endearing. 

From the corner of my eye, I saw Rick’s eyes widen and then heard him chuckle. 
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