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Chapter 1. Just Checking the Map
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Piper had no intention of reinstalling the app that day.

Not after work.

Not after dinner.

Not just to look.

And absolutely not with one eye, which was how Jules had phrased it, as if bad decisions became safer when measured in body parts.

That morning, Piper had no room in her head for men, apps, or any other questionable forms of geography. Emma and Zoe were building a mermaid archipelago on the living room floor out of colored paper, shells, two yogurt lids, and one sock that Emma insisted had “sleeping volcano energy.”

“A sock can’t be a volcano,” Zoe said.

“It can if it’s asleep,” Emma said.

Piper looked at the sock.

The sock did look tired.

“I wouldn’t argue with geology before breakfast,” she said.

Zoe looked up from the map.

“This isn’t geology. It’s an incorrect island system.”

“Systems are allowed to have difficult periods.”

Emma nodded with grave approval.

“Thank you.”

The floor was covered in markers, glue, scissors, half a bunch of grapes someone had declared “sea rocks,” and a blue paper river that ran uphill because Emma said it felt “emotionally better that way.”

Piper liked mornings like this.

They were noisy, sticky, alive, and required more diplomacy from one adult woman than several actual dates.

An island had to be cut out.

A lighthouse had to be labeled.

Zoe had to be convinced that “Prison for Bad Seagulls” was too aggressive for a children’s map.

“They steal food,” Zoe said.

“Yes, but this is a family project.”

“Crimes don’t improve because of the audience.”

Piper put the scissors down.

“You’re becoming more alarming every week.”

“It’s development,” Zoe said.

Emma picked up a purple marker.

“What if someone lives far away? Can they still visit?”

Zoe considered this seriously.

“If there’s a route.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“Then you build one.”

Piper froze with the glue cap in her hand.

Terrible.

Even the children were starting to sound like Jules.

“What?” Emma asked.

“Nothing,” Piper said. “Geography is just being very loud today.”

By noon, the map had taken over half the floor.

It had islands, bridges, three lighthouses, and one extremely judgmental dolphin. When the girls’ parents came home, Emma dragged them straight to the archipelago, while Zoe began explaining the government structure with the confidence of someone who fully expected to be elected.

Piper gathered the glue, washed her hands, checked the couch for marker stains, and only outside, standing in the heat, took her phone from her bag.

Three messages from Jules.

Are you still maintaining the monastery?

I’m not saying dating.

I’m saying geography.

Piper stopped by the gate.

In her bag was a half-empty pack of children’s crackers Emma had given her “for grown-up tiredness.” The sun pressed against her shoulders. Somewhere behind her, Zoe was still explaining emergency wave policy to two exhausted adults.

Piper typed:

I just spent four hours building islands. I do not need geography.

Jules replied immediately.

Perfect. You’re warmed up.

Piper closed her eyes.

Even by text, Jules could stand in a doorway with coffee and the expression of a woman who had already decided, but was generously allowing you to participate.

No, Piper wrote.

Jules:

You didn’t even ask no to what.

Piper:

I can sense a crime in advance.

Jules:

It’s not a crime. It’s an app.

Piper locked the phone and put it back in her bag.

No.

She walked home even though it was too hot for moral victories.

Past the flower stand.

Past the café where the cat lay on a chair like a retired judge who had left the courtroom but kept the habit of silent disapproval.

Past Dana’s wall, where Piper’s drawing, Birds Don’t Wait for Answers, now hung between coffee steam and afternoon light.

She stopped outside the window.

The drawing looked calmer than she felt.

Phone facedown.

Birds over water.

A tiny capybara in the corner, invited purely for its life experience.

Proof, at least, that one bad silence had become useful.

Her phone buzzed inside her bag.

Piper did not take it out.

That was an answer too.

That evening, she made herself dinner.

Tomatoes, bread, basil, a little lemon.

It looked almost like something a person with a life would eat.

Piper sat by the window, barefoot on the warm tile, and tried not to think about the irritating possibility that Jules had a point.

Her phone lay on the table.

Dark.

Not innocent.

After dinner, another message arrived.

Jules:

I know you’re heroically not installing the app.

Piper looked at the screen.

I might have a personal life.

Jules:

You have tomatoes, a sketchbook, and dramatic posture. Don’t start.

Piper:

I’m busy.

Jules:

Great. Install busy.

Piper covered her face with one hand.

You’re unbearable.

Jules:

Download it. Look for ten minutes. Don’t answer anyone. Just expand the map.

Piper stared at the message.

Expand the map.

Looking was not choosing.

Looking was not promising.

Looking, technically, was barely a crime.

She put the phone down and opened her sketchbook.

On the page was an unfinished woman by the water. Pink hair. One shoulder. A blank space where the face would be. Behind her, several birds lifted away from the shore. One flew slightly higher than the rest.

Piper drew the shoreline.

Wrong.

She erased it.

Drew it again.

Still wrong.

The phone remained silent, but its silence had become theatrical. The small black rectangle on the table knew it was winning by presence alone.

Piper looked at it.

“One eye,” she said to the empty room.

The room did not object.

Unfair.

She installed the app slowly, with an expression of great personal dignity.

First it asked for permissions.

Then it suggested updating her profile.

Then it showed old photos where Piper looked like a woman trying to convince the world that her new life had already been fully assembled.

She deleted one.

Kept another.

Added a recent photo that was not perfect: pink hair pinned up messily, one shoulder caught in sunlight, the edge of Dana’s café wall behind her.

For the bio, she wrote:

I draw, work with kids, and have strong opinions about bad maps, honest coffee, and people who don’t panic during a pause.

She read it back.

Too honest.

She almost deleted the last part.

Then she left it.

The feed opened.

A man whose entire bio was “ask me,” which Piper felt was a hostile amount of homework.

A man holding a fish as if the fish had co-signed his mortgage.

A shirtless man in a mirror with the expression of someone who had already given himself five stars and left a review.

Piper closed her eyes.

“Geography, you are on probation.”

She swiped again.

And saw him.

Moshe.

His profile was not flashy.

That was the problem.

Dark T-shirt.

Sun-browned skin.

Strong nose.

Quiet mouth.

Eyes that did not seem interested in selling anything. They looked more like they were deciding whether a conversation was worth the effort.

In one photo, he sat outside a café.

In another, he stood near a market stall wearing sunglasses.

In the third, he held a motorcycle helmet under one arm and looked away from the camera, as if no one had asked whether he wanted to participate in the visual portion of modern dating.

No gym mirror.

No fish.

No loyalty quote.

No cheerful “looking for a drama-free woman,” which always made Piper want to personally summon drama.

Just his name.

Moshe.

And one line underneath:

Not looking for perfect timing. Just the right conversation.

Piper read the line.

Then read it again.

Then rolled her eyes at herself.

“No,” she said.

And, of course, did not close his profile.

She was not going to message first.

That mattered.

A person needed standards.

Piper put the phone down and picked up her sketchbook.

She drew the shoreline.

Erased it.

Drew it again.

Erased it again.

At 10:47 p.m., the screen lit up.

A new message.

From Moshe.

You look like someone who notices things other people miss. This is either a compliment or a warning. I’m not sure yet.

Piper stared at the words.

The room seemed to go a little quieter.

The fan kept turning overhead.

A scooter passed outside.

Somewhere below, someone laughed too loudly for a Wednesday.

Piper read the message again.

And laughed.

Not loudly.

Not the way women laughed in movies right before making decisions they would later describe as necessary.

Just once.

Softly.

Against her will.

Annoying.

Not because it was brilliant.

Because it did not sound like a template.

By now, she could usually read a man in six lines.

Who wanted convenience.

Who wanted admiration.

Who wanted attention with no consequences.

Who wanted a woman-shaped pause between himself and his own boredom.

Who just wanted proof that someone was still answering.

Modern dating had given her that education for free.

This man did not fit quickly.

That was the first problem.

Piper looked at the message.

Then typed:

That depends. Are you hoping for a compliment or an escape route?

She held her thumb over send.

It was reasonable.

Not too interested.

Not too cold.

Piper enough that she would not have to apologize later to herself or to the imaginary committee of Jules, Dana, and two capybaras.

She sent it.

The typing bubble appeared almost immediately.

Disappeared.

Returned.

That should not have interested her.

It did.

Moshe:

I respect a woman who builds both into the same sentence.

Piper looked at the screen.

Not flirting exactly.

Not performance.

Not the bright little display of I’m different that men liked to perform right before proving, three messages later, that they were not.

Something quieter.

He wrote like an actual thought had occurred and survived the trip to his thumbs.

That was expensive.

Piper set the phone on the table.

Looked at her sketchbook.

Drew one line.

Stopped.

The phone had been silent for twelve whole seconds.

She was not going to pick it up again.

Obviously.

She had work. Drawings. Friends. Archived messages. A fairly recent understanding that not every message deserved immediate attendance.

The phone lit up again.

Moshe:

But if this is an escape route, I should warn you. I usually order coffee first.

Piper closed her eyes.

No.

Not funny.

Not that funny.

She opened her eyes.

She was smiling.

Completely unnecessary.

Coffee.

Of course he had to make the escape route sound like a date.

She picked up the phone.

Then put it down.

Then picked it up again.

Because geography, as it turned out, knew how to write after ten.
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Chapter 2. Breakfast Has No Filter
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Breakfast was a dangerous place to begin.

Especially after ten days of messages.

First on the app.

Then, on the third night, on social media, because Piper said modern caution deserved a nicer name. Moshe said he respected any verification system that did not require him to pose with his passport, today’s newspaper, and a look of sincere regret.

He lived in the larger city nearby.

Close enough to be real. Far enough to require intention.

His city had office towers, traffic, parking structures, and people who looked personally offended by lunch breaks. He sent her a photo of his morning coffee beside a gray window. A wet street after rain. His keys next to a stack of work papers. She sent him the edge of a sketch, a slice of Dana’s café wall, a bird with too much confidence for something that did not pay rent.

They did not rush.

That was the strange part.

He did not push to meet right away. He did not send the usual “I don’t like texting forever,” which, in Piper’s experience, often meant, “I don’t like when women have time to think.” He asked questions. Answered hers. Stayed present when the conversation became ordinary.

Piper told him a little about her work with the girls. Not as a cute performance for a man. Just because children had a way of building worlds with more authority than adults built lives.

Moshe wrote:

Adults are very good at getting permission to stay stuck.

Piper read that twice.

Then typed:

Dangerous sentence for a man who is currently asking for coffee.

Moshe:

I’m not asking yet. I’m preparing the terrain.

On the tenth day, he wrote:

I’ll be in your town Saturday morning. Work first, then free. We could finally confirm whether I exist outside a rectangle.

Piper stared at the message longer than necessary.

Then replied:

Only in daylight.

Moshe:

Cruel. Breakfast forgives nothing.

Which was how Piper ended up standing in front of her bathroom mirror Saturday morning with one earring in, the other on the sink, and the expression of a woman trying to get legal advice from her own reflection.

Evening was generous to men.

Evening softened faces, hid pauses, gave ordinary sentences more depth than they had earned. At night, a city got generous too, women got tolerant, and questionable decisions sometimes came with flattering lighting.

Breakfast had no filter.

Coffee.

Voice.

Shoes.

The part of a person before the day handed him props.

Which was exactly why Piper wore a dress she was trying not to admit was a dress.

White, with tiny blue flowers. Light enough for the heat. Simple enough to say, “It was the first thing I grabbed.” Intentional enough for that to be a lie.

She put her hair up.

Took it down.

Put half of it up.

Settled on a loose knot that looked effortless only to men.

She put on lip balm.

Blotted some off.

Too much effort for breakfast looked like a signed confession.

She was almost out the door when her phone buzzed.

Jules.

Still alive?

Piper looked at the screen.

For now.

Today the rectangle becomes a man?

Piper sighed.

Over the past ten days, Jules had referred to Moshe as “the rectangle” because she refused to grant full human status to any man before visual confirmation.

Breakfast, Piper typed.

With geography?

With a person.

Dangerous subcategory.

Piper picked up her bag.

I’m just having coffee.

Jules:

No one “just has coffee” in a dress.

Piper looked at herself in the mirror.

The dress looked guilty.

You can’t see me.

I can see structure.

Piper locked the phone and left.

Outside, the morning was already warm but not yet mean. The coastal town was waking slowly: shutters opening, metal chairs scraping pavement, a man in flip-flops carrying a bag of ice with the seriousness of someone transporting a small nation’s last hope.

They had picked the café the night before.

Not too touristy.

Not too romantic.

Not right on the water, because Piper said a first breakfast should not get free help from the view, and Moshe had replied, Fair. Let the food do its own work.

The café sat on a quiet corner off the main street, with pale yellow walls, faded blue shutters, four metal tables outside, and a tree dropping small pink flowers onto the sidewalk like it was trying a little too hard to help the atmosphere.

Piper saw him before he saw her.

He was already there.

That improved him by at least fifteen percent.

No fake lateness.

No grand entrance with a smile meant to erase inconvenience.

No masculine assumption that the scene began only after he arrived.

Moshe sat at the edge of the shade. A cup of coffee stood in front of him. His sunglasses lay folded beside it. One hand rested on the table. He was looking down the street with a stillness that did not seem to need an audience.

Then he looked up and saw her.

His face changed.

Not dramatically.

Not as a move.

A clear, quiet happiness appeared there.

Piper almost stopped walking.

Unfair.

“Hi,” he said, standing.

“Hi.”

In person, he was both more ordinary and more dangerous than his photos.

Not polished.

Not model-handsome.

Actually handsome.

Dark eyes. Sun-browned skin. A strong nose. Light stubble. A mouth built for dry comments and inconvenient truths. He looked like a man who could lift heavy things, drive for hours without complaining, and be silent without turning it into punishment.

“You exist,” Piper said.

“For now.”

“Good. I would have felt strange having breakfast with a rectangle.”

His mouth twitched.

“Jules?”

“She’s cautious.”

“She called me a rectangle.”

“That’s almost a compliment. Early on, she usually uses worse geometry.”

Moshe pulled out her chair.

Not theatrically.

Just on time.

“Then I’m grateful to the shape.”

Piper sat and took off her sunglasses.

“Don’t get used to it.”

“To the shape?”

“To gratitude.”

There it was again, that almost-smile.

It was beginning to annoy her professionally.

“You’re different in daylight,” he said.

Piper looked up.

“Good different or disappointing different?”

He thought just long enough for her to hate the answer in advance.

“More precise.”

She stared at him.

“That’s irritating.”

“I know.”

There was no obvious flirtation in it.

Which made it worse.

A server brought menus. Coffee appeared quickly, which Piper considered a sign of civilization. She wrapped both hands around the cup. The ceramic was warm. The coffee smelled dark, bitter, and nearly medicinal. Somewhere inside, bread hit a hot surface with a soft, toasty crackle.

Moshe glanced at her menu.

“Do you trust me enough to order badly for you?”

Piper lifted an eyebrow.

“Strange question before I’ve had eggs.”

“Important window.”

“No.”

He laughed quietly.

“Correct answer.”

Piper looked down at the menu.

Most of it was normal: eggs, toast, cheese, fruit, several dishes involving avocado, which in this town behaved as if it had graduated from business school. But one corner had clearly been designed by people with emotionally unstable imaginations: pears with cardamom, a herb omelet with soft cheese, yogurt with honey and something called salted pollen.

Piper looked at Moshe.

“You seem like the kind of man who orders the weirdest thing just to find out whether the morning has earned respect.”

He glanced at the menu.

“I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me before nine.”

She laughed.

That was when it got worse.

He was simpler in person.

Not more charming.

Simpler.

Less like a message thread. More like a man whose thoughts, voice, and pauses all lived in the same body without arguing.

They ordered.

Piper chose the herb omelet because she was not going to let breakfast intimidate her intellectually.

Moshe ordered eggs, roasted tomatoes, yogurt, herbs, bread, and fruit so calmly that it seemed he had quietly decided to take half the menu without being vulgar about it.

When the server left, a small first-meeting silence settled between them. The kind where two people had to find out whether the room they had built in messages could hold actual chairs.

Moshe leaned back slightly.

“So,” he said. “Are you always this suspicious in daylight?”

Piper took a sip of coffee.

“Only when a man writes well.”

“Fair.”

“No,” she said. “Earned.”

His eyes stayed on her a second longer than necessary.

“Good.”

And he did not rush to fill the pause.

He did not defend himself with charm.

He did not try to win the rhythm back with speed.

He simply let the sentence remain between them.

Piper felt her internal sensors misfire. Usually, after something like that, a man made a loud joke, explained himself, or tried to reclaim control of the impression.

Moshe did not take anything back.

He left room.

That was expensive.

The conversation started slowly.

He asked about her work, and unlike a lot of men, he did not turn children into a cute decorative fact.

He did not say, “You must be so patient.”

He did not say, “That must be fun.”

He did not ask, “Do you want your own?” which, in Piper’s private legal system, should be punishable by public banishment before the second coffee.

He asked:

“What are they like?”

Somehow, that was different.

So Piper told him.

About Emma, who could declare a sock a volcano and expect the decision to be respected.

About Zoe, whose relationship with rules already made adults want to hire representation.

About maps, bridges, routes, and the terrifying confidence with which a child could say, “If there isn’t a route, then you build one,” as if adults had simply failed to read the instructions for being alive.

Moshe laughed, short and surprised, like a man who had not planned to enjoy anything that much before ten in the morning.

“She really said that?”

“She did.”

“Strong position.”

“She’s eight.”

“Even stronger.”

Piper looked at him over her cup.

“You sound like you’re ready to run for her council.”

“I’m still reviewing the platform.”

“Be careful. Her vetting process is strict.”

“I’m already afraid.”

“Good.”

The food came fast.

Piper’s omelet smelled like hot butter, herbs, and something sweet hiding inside without permission. Moshe’s plate looked irritatingly confident: roasted tomatoes, thick bread, yogurt, greens over eggs, as if someone had plated breakfast with complete emotional clarity.

He tore off a piece of bread, tasted something from his plate, and pushed the dish slightly toward her without ceremony.

“Try this.”

Piper looked down.

Then at him.

“This is intimate for breakfast.”

“You can say no.”

She did not say no.

The bite was excellent: warm bread, salt, herbs, lemon, something smoky underneath.

Piper looked at him.

“Annoying.”

“Why?”

“Because now I have to respect your breakfast judgment.”

“That was the long plan.”

He said it lightly, but his eyes stayed on her face while she smiled.

Her body, traitor that it was, seemed to have voted early.

She pushed her plate toward him.

“Fine. Try this. But if you don’t like it, criticize elegantly.”

He tried it.

A few minutes later, the table stopped being his and hers.

They traded bites, argued about sauces, corrected each other’s terrible assumptions, and debated whether fruit in a savory dish was confidence or a cry for help.

Then a pink flower dropped from the tree and landed directly in Moshe’s coffee.

Piper looked at it.

Moshe looked at it.

The server, passing their table, said, “The tree likes you.”

“That’s too much pressure for breakfast,” Piper said.

Moshe picked up the cup, studied the floating flower, and said, “I’m willing to be judged by plants, but only after ten.”

Piper laughed before she could stop herself.

That was the problem with him.

He made small interruptions feel like part of the plan.

By the second coffee, Piper realized she had stopped monitoring her own face.

A rare and almost indecent condition.

Then they talked about cities.

Why people leave.

Why they stay too long.

Why a new address can sometimes be an old habit under better weather.

Moshe was living in the larger city because of work. Not forever. Maybe not even for long. A very adult kind of temporary: contracts, timelines, practical reasons, no pretty pretending that any of it had to mean something.

“What do you actually do?” Piper asked.

He smiled without much amusement.

“Something I can explain badly or boringly.”

“Start with badly.”

He looked into his cup.

“Operations. Freight. Coordination. Solving problems other people prefer to call unexpected developments.”

“That sounds like a cover story.”

“It is. But an honest one.”

He told her enough to become more real, but not so much that breakfast turned into a résumé. Shipments. Schedules. Broken things. Missed deadlines. Weather. People. Practical chaos.

Piper did not notice herself saying it until the words were already out.

“You like fixing movement.”

Moshe looked up.

For one second, his face changed the way faces change when a sentence lands too close to the truth.

“Yes,” he said.

Then, after a pause:

“Annoyingly accurate.”

Piper finished her coffee to hide what the answer had done.

Some men made themselves dangerous by staying mysterious.

Moshe was doing it by becoming readable at the wrong moments.

At some point, Piper checked the time and realized almost an hour and a half had passed.

That should have sobered her.

It did not.

Moshe noticed.

“Do you need to be somewhere?”

No offense.

Just an observation.

“No,” Piper said. “I’m checking how suspicious this breakfast has become.”

His mouth touched that almost-smile again.

“And?”

“You’re still here.”

“So are you.”

Fair.

And because he did not say it like a victory, it landed harder.

The server came to clear their plates and asked if they wanted anything else.

Moshe looked at Piper before answering.

That turned out to be more intimate than the flower.

Not because he was asking permission.

Because he had already included her in the next decision as if it were natural.

Piper should have said no.

The correct adult answer was, “No, thank you.”

A good breakfast date should end before the air learned too much.

Instead, she heard herself say:

“Maybe another coffee.”

Moshe looked at the server.

“Two.”

Not a fantasy.

Not a promise.

Just one more coffee, which was how many bad ideas avoided looking guilty.

By noon, the café had filled. Plates clinked. The light shifted. The shade under the tree thinned. A man in a Panama hat complained loudly about tomatoes as if the vegetables had betrayed him personally. Two women at the next table discussed someone’s divorce with the cool focus of retired intelligence officers.

Piper and Moshe stayed.

At some point, he took off his watch and set it beside his empty cup, as if time had become less official.

That should have worried her more.

Instead, she asked:

“Are you always this calm?”

“What kind of calm?”

“Too calm.”

He leaned back and thought about it.

“No.”

“What changes it?”

He looked toward the street.

Then back at her.

“Usually people.”

It should have sounded flirtier.

It did not.

It sounded tired.

And tired truth was often more dangerous than polished romance.

Piper looked at her hands.

So this was how it happened, she thought.

Not all at once.

Just one normal sentence after another until the whole structure started to feel load-bearing.

When they finally stood, the table looked like evidence.

Coffee rings.

Crumbs.

A pink flower.

Two people who had sat too long for a first meeting and not long enough for whatever the morning was trying to become.

Outside, the heat had sharpened. The softness had burned off the street. Light hit cars, shutters, white walls with such honesty that Piper immediately remembered daylight did not help a woman lie to herself.

Moshe put on his sunglasses.

Then took them off again, as if he had decided not to increase the distance yet.

“Well,” he said.

Piper folded her arms.

“Well.”

“That was a dangerous place for a first test.”

She laughed.

“That was my line.”

“It improved with repetition.”

She needed to say goodbye.

She knew that.

Thank him for breakfast.

Say it was nice.

Go home, open her sketchbook, and text Jules something dry and controlled. Alive. Not an idiot. Suspicious.

Instead, she asked:

“What were you going to do after this?”

Moshe’s face changed slightly.

Not surprise.

Something warmer.

“I had a plan.”

“And now?”

He looked down the street.

Then at her.

“Now I have flexibility.”

The problem with breakfast was that it left the whole day sitting there afterward.

Bright.

Available.

Badly supervised.

And before reason, experience, or the entire adult department of female self-preservation could clock in for duty, Piper heard herself say:

“Show me the plan you’re willing to give up.”
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Chapter 3. A Day Without a Plan
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They stepped out of the café, and Piper felt the mistake immediately.

Not a big one.

The kind that stood beside her on a sunny street and, for some reason, did not leave.

Moshe slipped his sunglasses into the collar of his T-shirt.

“I have nothing else,” he said.

Piper looked at him.

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

“So your entire plan was breakfast?”

“Yes.”

“Weak preparation.”

“Honest preparation.”

She had no intention of laughing.

She laughed anyway.

After a breakfast like that, a reasonable woman should go home, drink water, open her sketchbook, and text her friend something calm. Alive. Not an idiot. Suspicious.

But the street was bright.

Morning had tipped into day.

Moshe stood beside her with no urgent errands, no convenient excuse, no attempt to make their breakfast mean anything out loud.

Piper adjusted the strap of her bag.

And did not leave.

“So now what?” she asked.

He looked around.

“We could walk.”

“Walking is how bad decisions get started.”

“Then we add rules. You choose the first turn. I choose the second.”

“That is not a plan.”

“Exactly.”

Piper put on her sunglasses.

“Fine. But if we end up in a rug store or in the middle of someone’s family argument, I’m blaming you.”

“Fair.”

They walked.

At the corner, Piper chose a narrow street with faded walls, flowerpots by the doors, and laundry hanging so low overhead it seemed determined to participate in other people’s lives. Moshe chose the next turn, where a
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