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You’re special.

That’s all her first note from him had said.

She’d found it taped to the knob of her apartment’s front door after she arrived back from her jog one morning. Given the difference in their schedules, he’d have time to leave the note and be gone for work before she’d be back from her pre-work cardio jaunt around the community, and he’d known it.

She hadn’t recognized the handwriting, and no wonder. Who wrote anything down so much anymore in this increasingly paperless world? A note from an apartment-complex neighbor, jotted inside of a folded little sheet of repurposed tree and stuck to a doorknob, was a definite twenty-first-century anomaly.

He hadn’t signed it, but she loved that. Not because he’d never been too wild about his name (he said the sound of it always made him feel like he ought to be tap dancing somewhere in a tux with tails, and he’d never tapped in his life) but because his leaving the unexpected, two-word message unsigned made it more intimate.

Unrecognizable handwriting and absence of a signature aside, she knew right away that the note was from him. And he knew she’d know it.

“Ah, Tracey,” she’d murmured over the paper as she delayed refolding it, the essence of a smile drifting over her lips. Her eyes embraced the message, or rather surrendered to the message’s embrace, as two of her fingers fiddled with the string from the hood of her hoodie, a garment often tasked with shielding her head from the early mist of the outdoors. The mist, among other things her various workout shields shielded her from.

She didn’t usually address her favorite neighbor by the full first name with which he’d only come to resigned terms in adulthood.

“Back in the day,” he’d told her one evening while they were dining out, sharing their personal histories over teriyaki dishes at their table for two, “I got in hot water with the playground monitors at school for punching out a few boys who said it’s a girl’s name.”

“Oh, poppycock and corn kernels,” she’d retorted in objection. “Yours isn’t a girl’s name. It’s unisex, of course.”

Tracey swallowed a bite of chicken. “Besides the fact that I wasn’t allowed to say ‘sex’ or anything too sneakily close to it till I was twenty-one, a bunch of kids pointing and laughing at you don’t care nothin’ about logical explanations on why your name’s legit.” He let out a dry snicker, digging into his rice with his chopsticks. “Then there were the older kids who straight-up called me ‘Dick.’”

“Hm? Oh. Hm.” After she leaned to inhale the zesty scent of her dish, she shook her head. “The sheer inaccuracy appalls.” The tines of her fork speared a broccoli floret. “Dick’s ‘Tracy’ hasn’t got an ‘e.’ Did the kids who made fun of you have any respect for spelling at all?” She grinned at her dinner companion, pointing the broccoli at him. “You should have given them the hard facts, Tray. Should’ve nipped their teasing in the bud by hitting them right between the eyes with definitions and exactitudes.”

“Wow. Okay.” Tracey grunted. “Bad buds do need to be nipped, but you would’ve had me do it by hitting all those brats between the eyes?” That got a warm smile out of him. “Pretty much sounds like a stealthier way to punch people out at recess, Clarion.”

Despite her practice of calling him by his nickname as most other people did at this point in his life, he was the only one who never called her by the shortened name “Claire.” That was another something intimate about all this.

She didn’t have another thought of the floret on her fork until Tracey’s almond-shaped eyes dropped to it, one of his hands going up to rub across the back of his neck, right under his short, black, spongy hair, styled in an abundance of sponge twists. “You, uh...plan on feeding me that?” he asked, his voice having also dropped, landing a delicious octave below its norm.

Clarion let her broccoli piece retreat after she’d left it pointing at him for too long. She popped it into her mouth, feeling her face flame, unsure if her neighbor was fully aware of how he ignited her senses at times.

Her study of his hair prompted her fingers to reach for the end of the silk scarf resting over her shoulder, down from where the main part of the scarf was wrapped carefully around her head.

She didn’t always have her head covered while she was with him. Only whenever the two of them were in public together.

“I’m all for stealthy ways to engage in battle,” Clarion confirmed to distract her mind from the somber place it threatened to go. “One way or the other, I wouldn’t have had you fight alone, if we’d been in each other’s worlds back then,” she added, thinking of earlier descriptions in Tracey’s personal history-telling: descriptions of some of the gaffes and indignities he’d faced as a brown boy whose mix of physical features confused, amused, or offended certain kids. And certain grownups.

“That is,” Clarion qualified, “I used to duck and take a fairly timid route when kids made fun of me, for one reason or another.” Her eyebrows lowered. “But something different would come over me when people made fun of anyone else I cared about—”

She stopped and set down her fork, the face of her mother showing up in a memory to complete the end of that spoken thought. Clarion gave no voice to the completion.

“Huh. I can dig it,” Tracey replied, believing her just like that, and she wondered if his heart had heard the end of her thought anyway.

She’d already told him about her mother, earlier during that dinner conversation.

Telling Tracey the important things had been surprisingly comfortable for Clarion since she’d first moved to her current apartment and met this easygoing guy who lived on the floor beneath her. He’d been friendly and frank with her from the start, saying she sometimes talked like “somebody from history or something,” especially when she aimed to keep to a lighter tone.

“I could sleep to you talking,” he’d let her know during their second ever chat over the phone.

Clarion’s brow wrinkled as she sat up on her bed. “My talking puts you to sleep?”

“Yeah. No. I mean, listening to you makes me want to kick back and let the words take over. The way you put things sometimes, and your voice.” Tracey’s rich chuckle flowed through her earbud, warming her ear. “You’re like a bedtime story.”

Comments like those and his relaxed and open manner with her in general prevented any fear she might have had about being quite as frank with him.

“Tray? Do you ever think you and I must look mismatched?” she’d come out and asked him one weekend afternoon as they strolled around a lakeside park in their community, the casual sounds of other locals’ voices floating around them.

Clarion’s face had been tipped toward the sky as she inhaled cooling drafts of lakeside air. When Tracey looked over at her without breaking his easy stride, his hands in the pockets of his denim shorts, she lowered her eyes from the sky and reached up to pull her sun hat lower over the fair skin of her forehead, even as she didn’t shrink back from Tracey’s stare.

“What?” he asked in return. “You mean it isn’t every day in our neck of the woods that Afro-Asian princes hang out with Scandinavian princesses?”

Clarion bit back a smile, but only partially.

“I’m a man of variety myself,” Tracey went on. “Have been ever since I was a kid mixing my chocolate pudding with butterscotch. And you...” He hesitated before continuing. “One of the first times we went to dinner, and you were wearing that orangey dress that matched your h—um, scarf...”

He pulled out one hand to motion toward her head. On the evening in question, she’d topped off her outfit with the wrapping of a matching scarf only after Tracey initially saw her, when he came to her place to pick her up.

“You know,” he said now, “even though I wasn’t big on those little wooden spoons, I was a sucker for vanilla and orange ice cream cups as a kid. Ice cream and sherbet—whatever those cups were.”

When he paused from walking, Clarion paused with him. He took a slow chance with his lifted hand, his fingers somewhat curled as they came and found Clarion’s face, brushing her cheek.

“Creamy and smooth,” he observed, his light, brief touch tickling her, but not in a way that would lead to laughter. As his hand backed away and returned to his pocket, his lips tilted with the kind of smile that would accompany a bashful blush. “And sweet,” he added, his gaze searching hers before he sucked in a quick breath and looked away, resuming their stroll. “Can’t nobody tell me they weren’t ambrosia, those cups of ice cream.”

Clarion’s eyebrows rose at his expression, and the lingering tickle spread through her being with a laughter-less sense of honor and a frightening flutter of pleasure.

Tracey had made it no secret since the beginning that he was attracted to her. That he was growing attached to her in a way that wasn’t only neighborly. That he would treat their “hanging out” as something completely and unquestionably more if he could.

If she’d let him.

You’re sensational.

Her second note from him had said as much.

She felt it, knew what it meant, found it inviting. His hints about making something different out of their growing companionship ignited a tender urge she shuddered to find so close to the brink within her. Though she didn’t nip his open invitations in the bud, it seemed that he sensed her shears somewhere near, on standby.

He remained as inviting as the briskness and color of autumn, as the warmth and sparkle of spring, and he didn’t push.

“Tray? Does it bother you to be friend-zoned?” she came out and asked him one night while the two of them were sitting on her living room couch in front of her television, where a would-be couple in a movie couldn’t get on the same page.

Tracey looked over at her, his eyebrow arched in disbelief. “Seriously?”

“That is,” Clarion tried to clarify, “do you ever feel like I’m leading you on?”

“Wow. Okay. We’re going there.” Tracey adjusted his sitting position to angle himself toward her. “So, let’s not talk about friendship as if it’s some sort of consolation prize. Real friends are priceless and not super-easy to come by.” One of his hands came up to his chest. “I’m all up in your zone, and you’re all up in mine. Friends. Good ones. I don’t sneeze at a blessing like that.”

His hand left his chest to wave toward the room. “If I didn’t like this zone or if I felt cheated by it, I could leave. It’s a choice. I’m here with you because I want to be.

“And no, I don’t feel like you’re leading me on.” Tracey shrugged. “I feel like you’re giving it thought and taking your time, since you haven’t told me ‘no’ or ‘never.’ Your time is yours to take, and it doesn’t feel like a waste of my time to wait. I’ll wait as long as I want.” His eyebrows gave a gentle bounce. “I think you’re worth it.”

As beautiful as his affirmation was, she wasn’t altogether comforted. She smiled a little, quietly pressing further. “And if I do wind up saying ‘no’ to what you’re waiting for?”

Something glinted in the corner of his eye as he grinned. “Then we’re friends, Clarion.”

She let that statement have its moment before she brought forth another honest question, dipping it in mischief. “Friends enough for me to call you ‘Tracey’?”

A throb of laughter was in the long breath he released, his eyelids lowering in an unrushed blink. “I actually like how it sounds when you say it.”

“Oh? Like a bedtime story?” Clarion extended one arm behind her, poking into the past. “Or a name from out of history?”

Tracey’s answer to that wasn’t immediate, but it conveyed no traces of doubt. “History’s still being written.” He moved closer to her on the couch as she brought her arm back to the present, and he took her hand in one of his, asking, “How would you like me in a tux with tails?”

Clarion took a moment to imagine him. If she did ever see him in such a tuxedo someday, what would she be wearing? Here in the present, she eased over and leaned to rest her head on Tracey’s shoulder.

He looked down into her eyes, and though she smiled up at him, she knew he saw her fear—because she received another note from him the following morning.

Three words.

You’re still here.

It was the latest note, now in her hand as she sat at her bedroom dresser, having just come back home from her morning jog. She’d gone out early as usual, even though this was a day off from work for her, and the hood of her hoodie was yet pulled over her head as she stared at herself in her dresser mirror.

She stared at her face, seeing her mother’s.

Clarion would never forget the day her parents had gone down to her elementary school to meet with the principal during lunch hour, the adults discussing the likelihood of advancing Clarion up to the next grade level to give her the kind of challenge she needed. Clarion’s class was coming in from lunch recess as her parents were leaving the building.

“Momsie! Dad!”

She ran over to hug the pair of them hello and goodbye, her childish enthusiasm clumsy in its display, her hand catching the end of her mother’s scarf and upsetting the silky cloth’s position on her mother’s head.

When Clarion made it into the classroom of others who hadn’t yet gone to their desks, a few of the children gawked at her. One of the gawking girls pointed and laughed, tossing a question out to the class. “Did you guys see, out there? Claire’s mom
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