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It Starts with a Pink Sweater


THE PLANETS ARE IN PRECISE ALIGNMENT, THE MOONS are in their proper houses, and the auspicious signs can’t be denied. Okay, okay. So maybe a five-year-old student pooping in the pool during my swimming class at the Ontario Rec Center isn’t the most glamorous—or attractive—good omen. But—BUT—class ended early (thank you, ancestors!), which meant my shift ended early. Which means I have just enough time to oh-so-casually get to the soccer field behind the building for a “goodness, what a coincidence” meet-cute with the future Mr. Altuna Kashmir Rashad, aka Tristan Dangerfield.


Don’t let his last name mislead you. Tristan’s not dangerous or a bad boy, or anything like that. Actually, he’s this kind, double helping of boy-treat who loves science and math, and who’s been lighting up my days since freshman year at Woodbine High.


He’s practical, logical, and level-headed, with just the right mix of sexy and intriguing. In other words, he’s perfect for me, and I for him. And I have this summer to get us together, because come fall, it’s off to Georgia for college before beginning my glamorous Hollywood life as a screenwriter. But first, I have to get my admittedly flat—but still cute—derrière out of the center. I’ve got the glass doors in my sights, my canvas bag on my shoulder, and my flip-flops are flip-flopping their way to the exit.


“Tuna! Tuna!”


No. Just NO. Ignoring the call of my manager, Penny, is a skill in itself. She has the voice of a cartoon character—high pitched, piercing, and from the chest.


“Tuna! Sweetie!”


Nnnnnnoooo, why is she still calling my name? And adding the “sweetie”? I contemplate running, then give up the idea. Penny is small but feisty. I could see her doing a blind-side tackle and bringing me to the ground. I pivot, which makes my maxi dress swirl around my ankles—and geez, why is Tristan not here for this slo-mo Hollywood moment? Then I give a quick wave and point at the door as though my life and liberty depend on my exit. Which they don’t, but my heart depends on the exit.


My pointing and waving and fleeing like a convict running from the prison grounds does not deter Penny. Which shouldn’t surprise me. She’s relentless. The Terminator could take lessons from her. The woman was hired as a last-ditch effort to save the center. In less than two years, she’s made it the place to be in the neighborhood—maybe in all of Ontario, California—and there are waiting lists for the classes. She’s done so well, the center’s actually in the midst of upgrades. Penny comes at me in a flurry of athletic sneakers, cotton t-shirt, and cargoes.


“Darling, I heard.” She sweeps me into a black-cherry-scented hug, then steps back. “How are you?”


Bless her heart. Only Penny can turn a poop moment into an emotional story beat worthy of a multimillion-dollar movie, with orchestral soundtrack and all.


“All good.” I clutch the four-leaf clover key chain in one hand, hoping it’ll bring me some luck and get me out of the center. With the other hand, I jerk my thumb at the door. “I should head—”


“Did you take the proper precautions?”


For a woman who spends her days surrounded by sweat, wet towels, and athletic cups, Penny’s a little high-strung about hygiene and cleanliness. “It’s all good,” I tell her. “My hands are sanitized. Everyone’s good. I should go.”


“What about you? How are you after the incident? Do you want to talk?”


The sweep of the clock’s second hand feels like the final countdown. Normally, I’m all for ticking clocks. As a soon-to-be famous Hollywood (and indie because, you know, artistic freedoms and all) screenwriter, I know a ticking clock is vital to the story. It adds intensity, movement, and tension. Except now, when all it’s adding is anxiety because I’m about to lose my chance with Tristan. “I’m so good, I don’t need to talk. However, I really need to go. Like, really.”


“Oh.” Her brown eyes widen behind her glasses. “Oh. Of course. Yes, yes. Run along, sweetheart. We can talk later.”


From the tone and sympathy, she’s misunderstood the motivation behind why I want to leave, but now isn’t the time to correct her. This isn’t about grief. This is about love.


I have T-minus three minutes to catch up to Tristan, and I’m not about to waste it. “See you!” I dash into the June sunshine, blink to adjust to the light, and hang a left to speed for the field. There’s some zigging and zagging to get around the construction guys and scaffolding, but I’m an athlete. An athlete in almost-love. Cement mixers and hard hat areas don’t stand a chance against me.


“Tuna!”


Nnnnnnnnnnooooooooo to yet another detour in my plan. I get that the universe likes to test us mortals, make us question how badly we want our goals, and throw obstacles into our paths, but why, why is it throwing me my adorable little swimmer? I can’t ignore him. Not just because he’s a kid, but because he’s the kid who had the accident, and I know it’ll keep him awake tonight. I can’t have that baby face losing sleep. “Hey, Mitchell. How are you doing, bud?”


He’s clutching the hand of his mom, and his face is redder than his hair. “I’m sorry about the accident. I didn’t mean to.”


I send up a prayer to the ancestors and screenwriting gods that the soon-to-be love between Tristan and me can handle a delay. “I know, little man, you’re good.”


Brown eyes well up and time stops.


I squat in front of him, let my bag flop to the ground, and take his hand. “You are so good, and no one’s going to remember what happened next class.” So not true. It’s eight kindergarten kids. They’re going to remember this story until they die.


“See?” His mom rubs his shoulders. “I told you. No one is mad at you. Accidents happen.” She smiles my way and mouths, Thank you.


They head to the parking lot. I check my watch. If I sprint, I can do this. The Savannah College of Art and Design in Georgia may have thwarted one dream by not giving me a swimming scholarship, but my second dream is on the field, and if I don’t hurry I’m going to miss him.


I grab hold of my bag handles and run for it. The wind is cold on my wet scalp, and tendrils are sticking to my face, but I’m not letting a lack of foot support in my flip-flops deter me from pursuing love. Nor will I slow down for the stitch in my side.


Okay, the bug I just swallowed may have slowed my roll, but just for a second. I put on an extra burst of speed and swing around the corner.


Ah, yes, yes, to signs and omens. It’s Friday, which means all the Littles are losing their minds and delaying Tristan’s schedule. They’re a group of ten kids, all eight-years-old, and they’re in various states of chaotic energy, zooming around the field. Tristan is doing his dreamboat best to corral them, but let’s face it: one super hottie with a heart of gold is no match for a bunch of kids hopped up on vitamin D, courtesy of the sunshine, and the promise of Saturday cartoons in the morning.


And okay, okay, silently cheering on the kids to ignore him is not my highest moment, but yo, man, this is my moment, and I can feel it in my multiracial, chocolate-vanilla girl bones. Maybe one of the Littles will trip and fall, and I’ll be there with a soft word and a kind touch that will prove my big heart and love of—no. No. NO. Scratch that. Oh, my ancestors, DELETE AND REWRITE! I’m not up for any kid hurting themself just so my heart can score a victory or so I can showcase how caring I am.


I cross the field, scanning for a way to subtly shove myself into Tristan’s life. I’ve been drooling over him since, you know, forever—but either he’s been dating or I’ve been dating. Except for last year and a bit, but that doesn’t count. My world was detonated in a Superman-esque explosion that would have wowed the special effects guys at the Warner Bros. Studio.


My universe is rebuilt now. At least the foundations are in place. Tristan is unattached and this is the first time we’re both in a place to date each other. We’ve been in each other’s orbit because we have mutual friends, and it’s practically in the stars for our romance to happen.


Tristan’s the proverbial flame, and the kids at Woodbine were the moths. Except instead of burning or destroying, Tristan’s flame lit us up and warmed our fingers. I’ve never known anyone with as many friends as he has.


Last semester, we were finally in the same class—English—together. For group projects, the teacher ended up having to assign kids because everyone wanted to work with him. All of this is good news. If I ask him out and he says no, I know he’ll be nice about it. Other people’s DNA may consist of nucleotides, but Tristan’s is pure kindness. Honestly, how can my heart not melt for a guy who stops in the middle of gym class to pick up a disoriented butterfly from the track and put it in a tree, safe from sneakers and stomping? Butterflies, man. That’s a sign. So, yeah, I can totally do the asking out. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy. How hard can it be?


One of the kids kicks a soccer ball and snaps me back to attention. It curves toward me and rolls to a stop. Bingo. I’ll bring Tristan the ball, we’ll share a laugh over the hijinks of tiny ones, and I’ll have the perfect segue into an invitation to some kind of casual group date thing, so, you know, he doesn’t feel too much pressure.


The kids are running zig-zag, a few with arms outstretched in plane mode. A few more balls rain my way. I don’t know what the game is, but apparently it involves seeing who can make the ball curve the most. I’m hoping that’s the game. I’d hate to think the objective is to hit me. The grass tickles my feet as I kick the balls back and run closer to the group.


This gets me squeals of delight and immediate inclusion into the game.


“Hey, guys, leave the lady alone,” Tristan’s deep voice booms. He may as well be whispering for all the good it’s doing.


I shoot him a grin. Then I toss the ball at a Little with cheeks so chubby and cute, she looks like she’s storing nuts for the coming winter. “It’s all good.”


He smiles my way.


I don’t have a chance to acknowledge or respond to the smile because the kids are kicking balls my way. More than kicking. Booting. Blasting. Rocketing. Oh, dang. I may have seriously underestimated the energy of these kids.


I find myself flicking off my flip-flops and suddenly playing goalie, diving and catching, kicking back to them. And let me just say, this is not the easiest thing to do while barefoot in a maxi dress. Although, I bet the printed flowers, along with the wind and sun, are casting a summertime romance vibe.


Tristan runs in my direction, but I don’t have time to even nod his way. Balls are coming at me from all directions—cue wildly inappropriate joke, with a punchline about balls and Tristan. I’d think of it myself, except I can’t come up with it right now because, you know, balls coming at my face. Oh, dang. There’s a joke in there. I’ll have to remember it for later, to share with Tristan—as long as the vibe says he’d find it funny and not uncool.


My coach brain kicks in and reminds me that I don’t have to do anything other than catch the soccer balls. I collect them and put them in a pile.


This is the wrong thing to do.


A roar of dissent and rebellion comes from the kids. They are not ready for the day to be done. I’m not a small person—I’m five-ten, built solid and strong—but something about a horde of ticked-off, hyper Littles coming at me is all kinds of horror-movie Children of the Corn wrong. And I belatedly recognize the difference between my Littles and his Littles. My kids have a built-in behavior guard—the water. There’s nothing like the risk of drowning or getting chlorine water up the nose to keep them in line. Tristan’s kids have no such restraint.


One of the kids—dark hair, and in a red-and-white striped t-shirt—grabs one of the balls from the pile. I catch hold of the ball, tug it away, and hold it over my head. Which, good move, because authority and consequences.


But also bad move, because the game has shifted. I now have tiny humans trying to scale me, which would kind of be okay in most cases, but not today, when I’m wearing a dress that’s made of stretchy fabric and is pull-on. If I don’t get a handle on this soon, Tristan’s soccer class is about to learn a wildly inappropriate biology lesson.


Luckily, Tristan swoops in like the next story beat in a rom-com screenplay. He’s got the bag for the balls. Tristan steps close, leaving me with the warmth of his skin and the smell of sunshine, scooping the ball from my hands, and tossing it in the bag.


This gets a chorus of boos and hisses, and I’m debating which of my limbs they’re going to dismember first when Tristan says, “Balls in bag, crisscross applesauce, or no goodbye Popsicle.”


Nothing gets Littles to cooperate like sugar. Come to think of it, nothing gets teenagers to cooperate like sugar. The kids scatter and drop into a line. Tristan pulls a bottle of sanitizer from his pocket and washes his hands.


I smile his way and take a moment to admire his perfection. Technically, he’s not perfect. He’s taller than me. Not that it matters. If he were pocket-sized, I’d carry him in my purse, he’s that delightful. He has dark brown hair that’s always a little too long and unruly, a nose that healed crooked after a run-in with a soccer ball, an off-center smile, and his build is lean to the point of scrawny.


In other words, he’s interesting. His face calls you to constantly contemplate it because you uncover something unique every time. Like now, when I notice one of his incisors has a small chip in it. Plus, he’s got this inner brilliance—smart mixed with fun—that makes him more beautiful every time I see him, and if that doesn’t make him perfect, I don’t know what does.


I catch myself staring and say, “Thanks for the save. I thought it was going to be Lord of the Flies for a minute.”


“Oh, a classic reference,” he says. “Very nice. I would have gone with Hunger Games.”


“Maybe, but I was giving off a Piggy vibe when the horde came near.” I take a couple of balls and put them away.


“I’m sorry they came after you like that. Usually, they’re better about respecting people’s space when they’re crossing the field.”


“No worries. It’s Friday and something’s in the air. My class got called early on account of a submarine incident. Penny’s on shift,” I say, even though he’s aware of this. “She always shuts the pool down after an incident.”


“Yikes! Poor kid. I hope they come back to class.”


See? How can you not love a guy who’s first reaction is sympathy for a Small One who pooped in a pool?


He puts the last ball in the bag. “I should get the kids back to the center. It was nice seeing you, Tuna.”


“Oh, yeah, you too.” This is my moment. Time to take out my shield and sword and slay for love. But instead of a super suave, “Hey, we should do a group hang,” all that comes out is an awkward, “Catch you around.”


It’s a blow to the signs, omens, and auspiciousness the heavens gifted me with, and I imagine my ancestors in the celestial planes shaking their heads at their cowardly nu-nu of a descendant. I offer them a silent “sorry” and ask for another chance to show the worthiness of both my heart and intention.


He hoists the bag over his shoulder. “I’ll let you clear the field before I let loose the galloping horde.”


And the signs are back in my corner. Thank you, ancestors. I say, “Oh, my car’s in the lot.” I’m about to connect that sentence with, “We can walk back together,” but confusion clouds his face.


“If you’re parked in the lot, why are you here?”


The world stops so suddenly, I feel its antilock brakes engage and the seatbelt snap across my chest. It’s painfully obvious from the tilt of his head that now is not the time to confess that I came racing out here to meet him. Even in my head, that’s solidly in the “creepy girl” section of behavior.


“I thought I’d left my sweater out here.” The lie is out of my mouth so fast, I’m amazed my tongue was able to form the syllables. Up in the heavens, I’m sure the ancestors are doing rum shots and shaking their heads at how I waste the chances they send my way.


“What color is it?” He turns to the kids. “Did anyone see a sweater? It’s—” He spins my way. “Color?”


Okay, I’ve studied enough screenplays and movies to know this could be one of those small moments that snowball into wild hijinks, slapstick, and misunderstanding. Fine, but I’m more of a regular rom-com kind of person, and I think Tristan is, too. Under no circumstances am I going to allow for any off-the-grid shenanigans. “It’s fine. I don’t see it out here. If anything, I’m sure it’s in the lost-and-found bin.”


A cute Little with braids puts up her hand, then points in the distance. “I saw a sweater over there.”


“You did not!” I adjust my tone from liar, liar, pants on fire to you’re so amazing and try again. “You did not!”


“I did,” she says. “It was pink.”


“Was your sweater pink?” Tristan asks.


It’s an easy “no.” Not only am I decidedly not missing a sweater, even if I were, it wouldn’t be pink. I can’t stand that color. So why do I suddenly hear myself saying, “Yes, it was,” as though I’m in a remake of the Body Snatchers?


“Me too!” says another Little. “I saw it!”


“Me too!”


Suddenly, EVERYONE’S seen the nonexistent sweater.


“I’ll get it.” The little girl jumps up.


Shenanigan alert! Shenanigan alert! “No! No! Everyone sit. I’ll go and look for it,” I say. “But this is a good moment for all of us, right? About paying attention to where we leave our stuff?”


That gets me serious nods.


Bless little kids and their default programming that makes them think anyone older somehow possesses the wisdom of the ages.


I turn to Tristan. “Sorry, I’ll let you guys go.” My haste in leaving has less to do with manners and more from worry that he’s going to ask about the sweater.


“Sure, thanks.”


I spin from him, looking for my flip-flops, get my feet caught in the hem of my dress, and pitch forward. There’s a moment of stumble, then his arm is around my waist, pulling me upright.


Our eyes lock.


“You okay?” he asks.


I nod, and a few of the kids giggle.


Tristan and I exchange a smile. And there’s something in his eyes—a flicker? A twinkle?


A chance.


I have a chance with this guy. And sure, the heroine falling and being caught by the hero is both cliché and overused in movies, but sometimes you gotta go with the trope to move the story forward. Especially because this is life and not art. If this were a movie, for sure I’d have on makeup, and there’d be way better lighting.


Plus, there’s a good chance my ancestors have given up on giving me any chances that are truly unique. Knowing them, knowing me, they’ve probably opted for the tried-and-true clichés until I prove myself worthy of creative opportunities.


I’ll take it, both their watching over me and getting another chance with Tristan. So let the word go forth that I, Altuna Kashmir Rashad, am stating the theme of my story is love, love, love, specifically Tristan love, love, love. (And, okay, I know technically that’s not really how a screenwriter states the story’s theme. Even more technically, it’s not for the main character to state said theme. But, may it please the court, story is about playing with templates.) I steal a peek at Tristan and contemplate how much I’d love to play with his templates.


I gently push away from him and slide into my flip-flops. After a quick wave at the kids, I walk away, and I don’t look back. My meet-cute has been accomplished. Now for the second part of my grand plan: asking him out.


It’s going to be creative, inventive; I’ll show my ancestors that their efforts aren’t wasted on me… at least, as soon as I think of it, it’s going to be creative, inventive, and show my ancestors that their efforts aren’t wasted on me. I head to the spot where the nonexistent sweater was totally not spotted by anyone and plot out the next story beat in my plan to win over Tristan.
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The Tyrant Cometh


I LEAVE THE WARMTH OF THE WEST COAST SUN BEHIND ME as I place my flip-flops on the outdoor mat, then step backward into the cool of our house. The braided rope that hangs on the handle gets caught in the door. I shove it aside and engage the lock.


The mirrored closet doors cast the reflection of the living room and the horseshoe that hangs on the wall. I spot Mom, on her hands and knees, crouched in the corner by the picture window. Either she has mixed up both the time and direction for afternoon prayers or she’s in the midst of creating another picture-book character. Judging by her movements, I’m guessing a story premise based on an adorable robotic vacuum who’s trapped by his lack of directional circuits.


“I’m just saying, at the next book launch, if you get Dad to make me coffee-flavored cupcakes, I promise not to bring up this moment as an example of how your creative mind works,” I tell her as I head over. I catch sight of her hands. “What! No! No, Mom!”


“Honey, I’m sorry…” She pushes a blond hair off her face. Mom unfolds herself from the corner and it’s a sight to behold. Before she was an illustrator, she was a ballerina, and it shows in her long limbs and graceful air. She says she quit dance because art was her true love. I wonder sometimes, though, if she quit because the world wasn’t ready or open for a Caucasian-Caribbean prima ballerina.


“You promised, promised, it was just you, me, and Dad tonight. It’s Friday—I had a submarine incident—”


“That red-headed kid again? What is it with his bowels and chlorine?”


I flop onto the couch and let the micro suede take me to a better place. “We were supposed to have pizza and movies tonight.”


“We’re still having pizza and movies.”


I level an accusing finger at the wet rag in her hand. “No, we’re not. You’re washing the baseboards. That can only mean one thing. The Tyrant is returning for an encore performance.”


“Don’t call him that.”


“The Tryant. Now, we’re going to have to eat some crappy pizza that will taste like cardboard and watch a foreign film with subtitles.”


“You love foreign films with subtitles.”


“When they have a story, not when they’re these weird, esoteric, surreal, go-nowhere movies where all the character does is stare out the flipping window!”


“That was one film, and in the character’s defense, the window was a symbol of…” She trails off because she, like Dad and me, fell asleep five minutes into the movie. “It was a symbol.”


I rise from my chair and do a head toss with all the hutzpah and fierceness of Alice Guy-Blaché, the first woman to direct a film. “One day, when I’m a rich and powerful screenwriter, beloved by the masses and on the cover of all the hippest holographic magazines, I hope you remember this moment as the reason why you’re only getting face towels at Christmas.”


“Trauma, antagonists, and obstacles are the bedrock of storytelling. I’ll be the reason that you’re rich and powerful,” she says. “And I’ll expect those face towels to be monogramed, Little Fish.”


“Fine, but they’ll be poorly done and the thread will unravel within weeks.”


“Too bad I can’t say the same of your overly dramatic ways.” She goes back to wiping the baseboards.


“I’m going to my room.”


“Your dad made cheesecake. It’s in the fridge.”


“I’m going to the kitchen.”


“Eat enough to ruin your dinner. Your brother’s in charge of the meal. It’s going to be something made—badly—with spelt flour.”


“If that’s not a logline for Robby—”


“Little Fish, let’s not bring screenplay fundamentals into this.”


“Fine. But I’m not leaving you any pieces of cheesecake.”


“Yes, you are, because we’re in this together and you love me.”


She’s got me there. “I’m not leaving you any good pieces of cheesecake.”


“Move the photos, Tuna.”


“I know the protocol for when Himself visits.” I flounce (clearly my brother brings out the overly dramatic in me) to the kitchen. Ugh. The Tyrant is such a buzzkill.


He arrives on the doorstep a half-hour later.


I stand on the other side of the wooden door and debate pretending we’re not home.


“Tuna, you ninny! Open up!”


“How do you know it’s me on the other side?”


“Because Mom and Dad would have opened the door by now.”


“No! You’re the worst brother in the world, and I’m not surrendering to whatever weird thing you’re going to make us eat tonight.”


“Look at the video monitor.”


On the screen to my left, he shifts toward the camera.


I open the door and take hold of the cake box. “You’re still the worst brother in existence, but you may enter.”


He grins and steps inside.


“Backward!” I shove him out the door.


“Tuna! Don’t be so stupidstitious!”


“Robby, respect the rules of the house.”


He groans, but steps backward into the house, then spins and smiles at me.


The worst thing, the very worst thing, about my brother The Tyrant (aka Robby Hosea Rashad) is how very, very much I love and adore him.


Robby wraps me in a tight hug and, typical sibling, puts just enough pressure into it that I’m certain I hear the faint crackling of hairline fractures forming along my ribs.


“Mom was cleaning the baseboards because of you.”


“She was not.” He kicks off his sneakers and hangs his jacket in the closet. “But it’s good for her to do small chores and stay active.”


“Robby! You know the rules! Shoes are outside!” Our folks are big on respecting the old ways. They’re also big on respecting the new ways. It’s an interesting mix of ropes to keep out bad spirits and not looking at people’s food so you don’t Bad-Eye their meals. But also keeping up on math and science, and weaving all of it together. Old ways meets common sense. I like it. Robby used to like it, too.


He rolls his eyes but throws the shoes on the outdoor mat. “If any jumbee come in tonight and harm you, I’ll apologize for the shoes.” 


“Facing out—” Why do I bother? I step out, arrange them so the toes point away from the door. “Anyway, you’re the only poltergeist around here.”


“Nice, Tuna, really nice.”


“Like it’s my fault you dress like a ghost thrown forward in time from the nineties.”


“The nineties are inspiration for today’s fashions.”


“Not the way you wear them.” When I step back inside, I see Robby being typical Robby. That is, my brother can’t resist giving himself an appraising and approving once-over in the mirror.


I’m not the best judge of whether my brother is good-looking, what with him being my sibling. But based on the number of people whose gazes snap his way, and that he fits the tall, broad, mocha skin with the twist of blue eyes, it’s a safe bet to say he lands in the gorgeous range.


“Yes, she was.”


He gives his reflection a confused look and (I swear) a lip pucker. “What?”


“Mom. Wiping down the baseboards. You were over last night—like you’re over every night—and you freaked her out about the dust mites.”


“All I said was that the baseboards were a little—”


“A lot—”


“—dusty and it can be a health concern.”


“You basically told her that she’s in line for asthma and respiratory problems because the mites were going to breed and take over the world. And then you made her feel like a bad wife and mother by saying we’d get sick, too.”


“I would never say that.”


“Yes, you would. You’re a tyrant.”


“Benevolent tyrant.”


“That’s what they all say.”


“I’m only pointing out the things they need to change in order to keep them healthy and happy.”


“That’s what all tyrants say.” I take the box into the kitchen. “What kind of cake?”


“Look.”


There’s a lift in his word, and from eighteen years of being his sister I know it’s going to be very good cake or he’s about to pull some nimrod prank. I set the box on the countertop and lift the pink lid with cautious fingers. When nothing jumps out at me, I lift it the rest of the way.


Inside is a cake decorated with a tuna fish swimming underwater. Above the waves are a trio of butterflies: pink, purple, and orange. No blue ones. That’s not an oversight, and it breaks my heart, just a little.


“Tuna for the Little Fish, butterflies because she loves them. It’s chocolate on the inside.” He gives me a kiss on the top of my head.


“You are the worst kind of tyrant.”


“What kind is that?”


“A loving one.” I help myself to a swipe of buttercream frosting. “I’m still not eating whatever hideous pizza you have in mind, but I will agree to whatever hideous foreign film you’re going to inflict on us.”


He grins. “Great. Because this is from an up-and-coming director—”


“Stop. I don’t want to hear it.”


“You want it to be a surprise?”


“I want to not throw up the frosting.” I text Dad at work and tell him to get our usual deep-dish, billion-calorie pizza from the place down the street.


Thank god, he texts back. I was going to sneak a burger on the way home.


Without getting one for me?


All’s fair in love and war and Robby’s “food,” 
Little Fish.


I’m eating all of your cheesecake and the chocolate cake Robby brought, too.


Ouch! No! Save a piece for me.


All’s fair in love and war and Robby’s “food.” 
I set down the phone and dig into the cake.


Robby’s in the office with Mom going through her sketches for her new book when Dad comes in the door. I inherit my sturdy, strong build from him, as well as the darker skin tones of his African-Caribbean descent. Right now, though, I’m less interested in our physical similarities and more interested in the culinary tastes that make us family. Specifically, the melted cheese, peppers, mushrooms, onions, and salami pizza that herald his entry into the kitchen.


“The pizza stone’s already heated.” I hold out my hands. “Hand over the food and no one gets hurt.”


“Where’s the rest of them?” Dad takes a beer from fridge and runs a hand through his curly hair. His tie’s already unknotted, and he drops his jacket onto the back of the bar stool.


“In the office.” I open the oven, slide the pizza from the box to the stone, and close the door. “Did you guys make a decision yet?”


Dad’s beard, black-shifting-to-gray, hides his mouth as he presses his lips together. “It’s a big ask.”


“It’s not that big of an ask. A week. You guys go away for a week, leave me alone in the house.”


“Honey, you don’t think it’s a long time, but being alone when you’ve always had people around you—”


“But in two months I’m going to SCAD, and I’ll be living alone, off campus. Now is a great time for me to practice.” Mmm, SCAD. The Savannah College of Art and Design. One day, I will be one of SCAD’s shining screenwriting alumni whose works delight both viewers and critics. “Come on, Dad,” I say. “A few days is good rehearsal time.” Plus, a week without them around holds promise for me and Tristan, but he doesn’t need to know that.


“A week with you alone in the house is a long time—”


“Why is Tuna going to be alone?” Robby appears in the kitchen like a poltergeist.


“What the—!” I’m not the only one surprised by his sudden appearance.


Dad jumps and does an arm jerk that sends beer and foam splattering on the floor.


“How can a guy as big as you make so little noise?” I ask Robby as I hand Dad a towel.


“Someone explain why a teenager is going to be alone?” Robby takes the cloth and wipes the spill.


“First, not a teenager—legal adult,” I say.


“And second,” says Dad, “she’s not staying at home alone for a week.”


“Good.” Robby heads to the sink to rinse the cloth. “The security system’s—”


“Don’t,” I tell him. “Don’t even start with all the horrible things that can happen in the house.”


“I’m just trying to protect you,” he says.


“Robby, I’m going to college in six weeks. I have to learn to be alone.” It’s the truth, but it’s not the right way to say it, because his face tightens.


“No one should ever have to be alone,” he says. “I should get this in the laundry.” He disappears down the stairs.


Dad squeezes my shoulder. “You didn’t say anything wrong.”


“I know.” And I do know. But I also punched my brother’s already broken heart, and I know this, too.


By the time he comes upstairs, he’s back to normal. At least, as normal as The Tyrant can ever be. We sit down to a family dinner that’s light and airy. Dessert for three of us. Not Robby, because, “I’m past thirty and a man’s metabolism can change as they age. I have to be good about the processed foods I’m putting in my body.” After the dishes are put away, I head to the theater room for whatever torture Robby has in store.


“Where’s Grandma’s quilt?” he asks as we head inside.


“In my room,” I say.


“I’ll get it.”


“No!”


He freezes at the volume in my voice.


“Uh—I was running late,” I lie. “I left a bunch of my pads and tampons on the bed. I’ll get it for you. The quilt, not the feminine hygiene products.” I scramble for the door.


“See? This is why I think we should be doing a family book club instead of family movie night. Film media sends terrible messages to young women. You shouldn’t be ashamed of having a uterus.”


I don’t know what’s worse. My brother, the feminist, or what’ll happen if he gets to my room before I do. “I’m not ashamed. I’m just—private. Very private.” I dash up the basement steps, but I can hear him behind me. How is an almost-middle-aged man able to keep up with me, an almost-elite-athlete?


“Little Fish, I used to change your diapers.”


“Don’t remind me!”


“I’m just saying, the human body, in all of its forms and permutations is beautiful. Don’t let society dictate your self-image.”


Spoken like Ontario General Hospital’s favorite surgeon. “And I’m just saying, privacy!” I toss dignity aside, drop on all fours, and lope my way up the stairs from the main floor to the second story.


“Don’t internalize society’s misogyny.”


“This is a wildly inappropriate conversation. In the name of all our ancestors, stop!”


“I’m supporting you! Celebrating you!”


My god. For a way past twenty-year-old man, he can move. I can almost feel him on my heels.


“Do you know how many people would kill to have a brother like me?”


“Do you know how many people would kill if they had a brother like you?” Breathing hard, I burst into my bedroom. My pristine, never cluttered or dirty bedroom. I’d read once that the tidier the space, the better for creatives to create. Okay, chances are that Mom put that article on my plate when I was ten as a way to influence my pigsty ways. But it worked. My room is so clean, Robby could do surgery on any surface.


The bed has hospital corners, my laptop sits precisely in the middle of my desk, and two small faux Tiffany lamps border it. There’s a bowl with a mix of red and green grapes on the credenza that sits under my window. They’re an offering to the screenwriting muses. Of course, I’m not for wasting food. So the muses get one or two days to smell and enjoy the grapes’ essence. Then I inhale them—the grapes, not the muses—until it’s time for the next offering. Side note: grapes warmed by the sun taste extra good. A host of other decorations and accessories turn my room into a creative and spa-like haven.


Which means the thing he must not ever—in any way, shape, or form—see is on prominent display. Which also means it’s super easy to get. I leap over the mattress, grab it, and slide it under the bed just as Robby walks in the door.


He does a quick surveillance. “You hid your stuff under the bed?”


I shrug, too winded to speak.


He takes Grandma’s quilt off the bottom of the bed. “I was the one that bought you the first box of pads, remember?”


I nod. It wasn’t him. It was them, because Mom and Dad were at work, but now’s not the time to correct Robby on a technicality.


Robby heads to the door, then pauses in the threshold. “You’re a good person, Tuna. Don’t settle for anyone who won’t embrace all of you.”


I blink back tears. “I won’t.” I pull the duvet over the edge of the bed for extra cover for The Thing He Must Not See and follow him out the door. 
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