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RUSTIN


They really, truly had Uncle George entombed in a trophy case.


“I thought my father was joking,” Dad said, coming to an abrupt halt in Grandma and Grandpa’s foyer. We had only just walked through the front door, exhausted and hungry and ready to get this over with, but the large, imposing green urn stopped us both in our tracks. It was impossible to miss, glittering on the highest shelf of the glass display cabinet like a king atop his throne, lording above the dozens of trophies and plaques that made up his subjects. In a break from routine, Grandpa had even left the display case open, almost like he wanted to ensure we would see its newest prize. Because Grandpa, no doubt, considered his famous brother’s ashes to be a prize.


Just an hour ago, Grandpa had called to ream us out for missing the wake. His sharp voice had crackled through the stereo in Dad’s truck, steamrolling us when we tried to explain that we had every intention of being there, but my flight had been delayed by the thunderstorms, and Dad had waited at the Birmingham airport for two hours, and then we’d still had to drive the hour and fifteen minutes to Rustin, and hadn’t he gotten all our texts about this?


I don’t have time to check your messages! Grandpa had snapped. I’m tending to the dead! I’ve got to put George with his trophies for the night!


Dad and I had been too frazzled to take this literally.


We should have taken it literally.


I dropped my travel backpack, tied my new UConn hoodie around my waist, and stared at the elaborate urn containing all that remained of my great-uncle. “Honestly,” I said, keeping my voice low, “I’m just shocked they haven’t had him stuffed and mounted.”


“Louisa,” Dad chided, but his heart wasn’t in it. He had been vacant and withdrawn the entire ride from the airport.


“What? They could have decked him out in his old football jersey and made a real show of it.”


I waited for the trace of a smile to appear on Dad’s face—we had always been able to bond over Grandma and Grandpa’s deranged antics—but he merely sagged his shoulders and gazed upon the urn like a lost little boy. I couldn’t blame him. Uncle George had been Dad’s favorite person in the world, and now he wore his grief like a layer of rainwater from the storm outside.


“Let’s hope it’s temporary,” Dad said finally. “I’m sure they’ll find a better resting place after the funeral.”


“Doubt it. Grandpa will probably sell tickets, set up red-carpet ropes right here in the foyer.”


My grandfather had long been obsessed with his younger brother’s football career. He and Uncle George had grown up right here in small-town Alabama, tussling in the backyard until the day Grandpa tore his ACL. After that, Grandpa had poured everything he had into coaching his little brother, and eventually it paid off: Uncle George became the most successful quarterback in Rustin University history and the only Rustin player to have a career in the NFL. When his NFL career ended with a knee injury, he returned to Rustin and built up a real estate empire that cemented his status as a local legend. Even when his hair turned white, people still saw him as the golden boy.


Grandpa always told the story like it was his own triumph, as if he had formed Uncle George out of clay and molded him into the exact football god he himself wanted to be. Now he curated this display cabinet to show off Uncle George’s trophies, medals, newspaper clippings, and even a former uniform—all of it a testament to Grandpa’s impact on his brother’s success.


“That you, finally?!” a grating voice shouted. “About time!”


“Speak of the devil,” Dad mumbled. He picked up the to-go bag from Tambrie’s Café and followed the sound of Grandpa’s voice to the kitchen.


“Literally,” I whispered, because I fully expected my grandparents to give me hell about something entirely unrelated to missing Uncle George’s wake. I took a deep breath and willed myself to walk to the kitchen. The collision between my old and new lives was about to begin.


The thing no one tells you about coming out as queer is that you really have to think through the logistics of it.


And believe me, I had.


My plan had been simple, strategic, and foolproof: Wait until the end of high school was in sight, ask a cute girl to prom, and post about it for everyone to see in their own time—including everyone I’d grown up with in conservative Rustin, Alabama. Then stay in Connecticut for the summer, pick up a job at the mini-golf course, and wait for my college life to begin. If all had gone according to plan, I wouldn’t have had to face anyone in Rustin until next summer, after my sexuality had become old news, and after I’d finished my first year of college. By then, I would surely be a blazing, confident, full-fledged lesbian, completely immune to what anyone thought of me.


But my plan hadn’t accounted for Uncle George’s sudden diagnosis. The cancer lay in wait like an undetected predator, then struck as fast and violent as lightning. Dad had gotten the call only last week, while he’d been in Connecticut for my graduation. I’d known it was bad when he excused himself from my party and returned twenty minutes later with a face as white as a ghost. Collapsed on his way to the post office, he’d told Mom and me in a shaky voice. The doctors estimate three to six months.


Uncle George died five days later.


For a day or two, I had debated skipping the funeral altogether. First, because Mom wasn’t invited; my grandparents had erased her from the family six years ago after she’d had the audacity to ask my dad for a divorce. The fact that she moved us up north further enraged them, though I never knew whether this was because they actually missed me or because they couldn’t stomach having a Yankee in the family. Second, it wasn’t like I had been close with Uncle George. He was more of a peripheral figure in my life: the white-haired great-uncle who breezed into family gatherings, gave me a quick hug, and asked, So what grade are you in now, Miss Louisa? before trotting off to have cocktails with my grandparents. And third, because I was absolutely terrified of returning to Rustin a mere month after I’d come out. I would have to face my relatives, old neighbors, and the entire town as this new, openly queer version of myself, a version I was only just beginning to know. The only people I was guaranteed to feel safe around were my two oldest friends, Emma and Candor, whom I had grown up with and continued to visit every summer. They’d had my back since kindergarten, but even they couldn’t protect me from the Rustin gossip mill.


In the end, I kept picturing Dad’s ashen face when he’d gotten the call. For me, Uncle George’s death was a small ping on my heart, like a pebble hitting a windshield. But for Dad, it was an avalanche that sent the whole car careening off the road. I didn’t want him to face this sudden loss alone, especially because I knew how rotten my grandparents could be. So I made myself a promise. I would fly down just for the weekend, put on a steely resolve, and hold my dad’s hand until we got through the funeral. And I would do it as my real self, even if I was still nervous and new.


Now the reality of that promise put a stone in my throat. This would be my first time seeing Grandma and Grandpa since I had come out, and my heart was beating so fast that I felt like I might pass out. I wasn’t clear on the details of how Dad had told them about me—maybe he’d shown them my Instagram post, or maybe he’d fixed them drinks and dropped the news as delicately as he could—but I knew they knew, and that they would have something to say about it now that I’d come home.


Home. It was a complicated word for me. Connecticut had been my home for the past six years, but Rustin would always feel like my deepest, truest home, even when I was away from it, even when I was afraid of it. And now that I had unearthed a newer, truer version of myself, could that home still hold space for me?


Grandpa was bent over the old wooden dining table, sorting through a stack of papers. He had already changed out of his dress clothes and didn’t bother to look up when Dad and I entered the kitchen.


“Sorry about the wake,” my dad said with the air of one approaching a lion’s den. “Longest I’ve ever waited at the airport. Lou’s plane circled for an hour.”


“Last I checked, those airplanes could fly through a damn rain shower just fine,” Grandpa snapped.


I waited for him to look up and notice me, but he remained focused on the papers. I darted a glance at Dad, then squared my shoulders, squeezed the rainbow bracelet on my wrist, and recited my new mantra in my head: I am gay, I am here, I am gay, I am here …


“Hi, Grandpa,” I said in the steadiest voice I could muster.


Grandpa finally looked up and examined me through his wire-framed glasses. I braced myself for the grand judgment, for some snarky version of Well, if it isn’t our little lesbian, or maybe, Don’t bring your lifestyle to the funeral tomorrow. What I got was: “The hell are you wearing? Maybe it’s better you missed the wake,” which, all things considered, was probably the best I could hope for.


I flinched, then tried to pretend I hadn’t. These were just my airplane clothes—I had planned to change before the wake—but I still liked them. The top was from a thrift store my friend Gus and I liked to shop at; it was a vintage-washed T-shirt that said RAGE CONSUMES ME above a photo of a fluffy cat. Grandpa glared at it with the disgust he usually reserved for Democrats, goldendoodles, and men who went to therapy. I met his eyes and tried to hold fast to my promise that I would be myself this weekend, regardless of how anyone else made me feel. “Um,” I said, clearing my throat, “I like this shirt.”


“Get some nice skirts and dresses for college,” Grandpa demanded, staring me down from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “If I’m paying your tuition, I want to know you’re becoming a proper young lady.”


I bristled but held my tongue. Dad’s eyes were burning into me, begging me to play along. We both knew that if I wanted to get through college on Grandpa and Grandma’s dime, then I had to walk a certain line. It remained to be seen what side of that line my queerness fell on, so for now I would have to let the little things go.


I gave my grandfather an apologetic smile and stepped forward to hug him hello. “It’s nice to see you, Grandpa. I brought you a surprise.” I forced another smile and pulled the corn bread box from the Tambrie’s Café to-go bag. Ms. Tambrie herself had pressed it into my hands with strict instructions to tell my grandfather there was extra butter and peach jam inside. I could have sworn she had a crush on him. Maybe she liked comb-overs and coffee breath.


Grandpa lifted the lid and surveyed the contents. “No honey?”


“Ms. Tambrie said there was butter and jam.”


“She always forgets the damn honey,” he said, smacking the container aside. “And today of all days. It’s been a hard enough week already.”


Just then, Grandma rounded the corner, her hands aloft and her fingers pinched like something might need fixing at any moment. She had that buzz about her like she’d been hurrying from one inane chore to the next. Unlike Grandpa, she was still wearing her clothes from the wake: a formal black dress, diamond earrings, and perfectly coiffed hair the color of buttercream icing. I braced myself again, fully prepared for her to make a dig like Grandpa had, but all she said was, “Oh, Louisa, I’m glad you finally made it,” as if I’d walked over from the neighbors’ house instead of flying a thousand miles through a thunderstorm.


“Hi, Grandma,” I said, returning her perfunctory kiss on the cheek. “You look beautiful.”


She neither acknowledged nor returned the compliment. “We need to discuss the photo boards.”


I had no idea what she was talking about, but that’s how it always went with Grandma. She saw everyone as a potential assistant. Jesus himself could have shown up on the doorstep and she would have said, Now, if you insist on this Last Supper, you’ll have to help me set the table. Go fetch the cloth napkins.


“They’re in the living room,” Grandma went on, beckoning me to follow. “Shannon and I worked on them all day yesterday.”


The living room smelled overwhelmingly of flowers. There were bouquets on every surface—the coffee table, the mantel, the windowsills, even Grandma’s old wooden hope chest, where she still kept her wedding dress. At family parties, usually after a glass of gin, she would fish the dress out and try it on for everyone, making sure we remarked on how well it still fit.


“People are sending flowers in droves,” Grandma said. She must have realized how inappropriately pleased she sounded, because she cleared her throat and spoke more somberly. “As they should. Losing George has upended our world.”


The space not taken up by flowers was covered with giant trifold photo boards like something a kid might use for a science fair project. Grandma and Aunt Shannon, my dad’s younger sister, had made photo collages of Uncle George’s life that spanned from infancy to his final days.


“Go have a look,” Grandma ordered. “Then you can move them to the Cadillac. We’ll need you to drive it to the service tomorrow.”


I thought I’d misheard her. “Ma’am?”


“George’s Cadillac,” she said impatiently. “You’ll be driving it to the funeral so we can set up the photo boards before everyone arrives.”


I simply stared at her, unable to stomach the idea of driving a dead man’s car. Seeing Uncle George’s ashes—literally all that remained of him—had been enough of a mindfuck already.


“Oh, honey,” she said, correctly reading my expression. “Don’t be precious. People die every day. Doesn’t mean we should waste a tank of gas.”


My dad and Grandpa entered the room. Dad put a hand on my shoulder and said, “I can drive it, Lou, and you can take the truck.”


Grandma tutted. “Oh, Tate, you’re so soft.”


Dad chose to ignore the jibe, which was his usual survival strategy with Grandma. “Louisa’s had a long day. I’m starving, so I can only imagine she’s ready to eat a horse. How about we eat first, then tackle the photo boards?”


Grandma rolled her eyes. She had very little patience for basic human needs like food and water. “Never mind all that. Did you get a look at these, Tate? Shannon insisted we keep the photos from your college graduation even though you had that awful ponytail.”


Dad sighed in resignation and approached the collages with his hands in his pockets. “You taped the obituary up there?”


“Of course I did. Some people may not have read it yet.” Grandma sniffed. “Your father worked closely with the reporter to get it just right, and I want every person in this town to appreciate it.”


I looked over Dad’s shoulder at the front-page copy of The Rustin Herald. Dad had emailed my mom the digital version, but this was my first time seeing it in print.



FOREVER OUR GEORGIE BOY


George Garridan Wade


1949–2026


THE HOMEGROWN PRINCE WHO BROUGHT GUTS AND GLORY TO OUR SMALL CORNER OF ALABAMA




George Garridan Wade, 77, of Rustin, Alabama, passed away on May 29, 2026, after a sudden cancer diagnosis. He was the son of the late Henry F. Wade and the late Kathryn (Bailey) Wade of Rustin.





I skimmed all the usual fawning over Uncle George’s incredible football career, the real estate business he had started after settling back in Rustin, and his “indelible impact on our community” until I got to the small details at the bottom.




Survived by his brother Amos F. P. (Martha) Wade, nephew Tate Wade, niece Shannon (Keith) Wainwright, great-niece Louisa Wade, and great-nephews Quinn and Charlie Wainwright.


Services will be held on Saturday, June 6, 2026, at Bethel Baptist Church, at 11:00 A.M.


In lieu of flowers, the family asks that you attend a 2026 season Rustin Reckoners football game in George’s honor.





“He hated that nickname,” my dad muttered, brushing his finger across GEORGIE BOY.


Grandpa scoffed. “Bullshit. That nickname made his whole career, didn’t it, even after football ended. How many people bragged about buying a house from Georgie Boy? How many of ’em went to his jersey retirement? How many free lunches did he get when he was palling around town?”


I glanced at Dad, who was still frowning at the obituary. I could almost feel the bitter weight of his grief. If Dad had written the obituary, it would have said things like George ate peanut brittle by the bagful, and George watched Pretty Woman whenever he had a bad day, and George was the first person you’d call when your wife left you.


“How many people are we expecting tomorrow?” I asked, already dreading the answer.


“Several hundred, maybe a thousand,” Grandpa said, crossing his arms pompously.


I looked between my grandparents. I was pressing my luck, but I couldn’t help myself. “Uncle George wanted something that big?”


“’Course he did. Adored in life, adored in death.”


Dad caught my eye and shook his head subtly.


Unfortunately, Grandma sniffed it out like a bloodhound. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Tate, you’ve got to stop treating the man like a saint. George’s ego was bigger than this house. He wanted a big sendoff.”


Dad clenched his jaw and left the room without responding.


“Delusional,” Grandpa said, shooting a look after my dad.


“Bless his heart,” Grandma said with an exaggerated flutter. “He doesn’t understand how this town needs to say goodbye to George. People deserve that closure.”


And what about what Uncle George deserved? I wanted to ask. What about what our family—what my dad—deserves?


“Now, don’t give me that look,” Grandma said, correctly reading my expression again. “We’ve taken all of George’s wishes into account. The man wanted to be cremated, so we cremated him.”


Grandpa hmphed. “And my mama and daddy are probably rolling in their graves. They wanted everyone in the burial plot together.” He looked around, and his expression became conspiratorial. “But as you can see, I’ve figured that out. I’m keeping the cremains here until Martha and I pass, and then George can slide right into our plot. What the man didn’t know won’t hurt him.”


Grandma stepped closer to the photo boards and trailed her fingertips across a series of young Uncle George in his football uniform. “He was a handsome man,” she said wistfully. “All the girls were crazy about him.”


Grandpa cleared his throat behind us.


“Well, then,” Grandma said, coming back to herself. “I suppose we should eat.” She turned to my grandfather. “Amos, honey, how ’bout some gin?”


We ate on the enclosed porch, where the rain hadn’t managed to soak anything. The storm had finally ended but the humidity lingered like shower steam. Grandpa mixed cocktails while Grandma laid out the napkins and doily place mats. Dad settled back into himself after pouring a glass of bourbon. Then it was blessedly quiet while we dug into our fried catfish, collard greens, macaroni and cheese, and buttery biscuits.


I took a long sip of my sweet tea and realized there were parts of Alabama I had missed: the cooking, the magnolia trees, the trilling cicadas. Even the humidity was comforting, seeping into my skin in a way that settled my nerves like a weighted blanket. It was like my body knew I was home, even if I didn’t want to be. Even if everything had changed.


“I’m sorry we couldn’t make your graduation,” Grandma said, taking a prim sip of her gin. “It’s not easy to find flights up there. Might as well book a trip to Paris, the way they schedule these things.”


I wanted to point out that I’d just found a flight here on the exact same route, but I held back. “No worries, Grandma. Thank you for the card and the check.”


“Don’t say ‘check,’ sweetheart, it’s crass. ‘Gift’ is fine.” Her eyes fell to my ripped jeans. “Maybe you can get some new clothes for college, hmm?”


“I said the same thing, Martha,” Grandpa said through a mouthful of corn bread.


“You won’t find a nice young man, looking like that,” Grandma continued.


“Amen,” Grandpa agreed.


My heart stuttered to a stop, then immediately started pounding with fight or flight. I cast a look at Dad—Didn’t you say you had told them?—but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. Had he lied to me? Or maybe he’d put off having that conversation because of everything going on with the funeral?


Either way, this was my moment: the terrifying but necessary dive into the deep end. It was time to get it over with.


“Um,” I said, sitting up in my chair. My cheeks burned and my heart pounded so fast it hurt. “The thing is … I’m not really interested in finding a nice young man.”


“That will change,” Grandma said, fluttering her hand like she was brushing away a thoughtless opinion.


“No, I mean … I don’t like boys.” I took a deep breath. “I like girls.”


I expected them to freeze, to stop eating, to start shouting, but neither one of them even bothered to look at me.


“Oh, here we go,” Grandpa said, rolling his eyes and stabbing a fork into his mac and cheese.


“Now’s not the time, Louisa,” Grandma added, shaking the ice cubes in her gin.


I shot Dad another incredulous look, waiting for him to come to my aid. When all he did was shake his head, I looked back at my grandmother and asked, “Are you saying now’s not the time for me to be a lesbian?”


Grandma clucked her tongue. “Lesbian,” she repeated. “Everyone thinks they’re a lesbian these days.”


“The fuckin’ mailman thinks he’s a lesbian,” Grandpa sneered. “Everybody wants to be special.”


My mouth hung open. “That’s—”


“Let’s talk about it later, Louisa,” Dad cut in.


The table fell silent. Grandpa gnawed on his food loudly and open-mouthed like a cow chewing cud. Grandma took a distinctly unladylike swig of her gin. I set my fork down and sat there numbly, feeling completely outside my own body.


For the last six years, I had divided my life in half: before the divorce, and after. Alabama, and then Connecticut. Two parents every single day, and then one parent at a time. But recently, I had subconsciously divided my life into another set of fractions: before coming out, and after. Hoping I was like everyone else, and then realizing I wasn’t. Embodying the Louisa whom people assumed was a typical straight girl—and then becoming the Louisa who was very clearly not that.


And now I sat here, sick to my stomach, trying to hold on to the person I had become while my grandparents pretended nothing had changed at all. I had been dreading this conversation for days, playing it in my head over and over, trying to imagine the most vicious things my grandparents might throw my way. I’d braced myself for their disgust, their rage, their Bible-thumping, maybe some blistering tears; I’d even prepared for them to revoke my tuition money altogether. But I had never considered that they would be indifferent, that they would flat out dismiss my queerness, and that Dad would simply sit there and let them.


Was this because of Uncle George’s funeral? And if it was … did that even matter? Uncle George had died, yes, but a new part of me had been born at the same time. Was it wrong that I wanted my family to hold space for both?


“Well, I’m full and sleepy,” Dad said when he finally spoke up. “I’m sure Louisa is, too.” He tossed me the keys to his truck, then turned to my grandfather. “Dad, where are those Cadillac keys?”
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THE FUNERAL


The morning of the funeral dawned bright and sunny. Clear blue skies, whistling birds, and a strange sense of stillness in the air. Dad made good on his promise to drive the Cadillac, which was just about the only thing that endeared him to me this morning. We had barely spoken since leaving Grandma and Grandpa’s house last night.


I followed behind Dad in his truck, driving barefoot because my wedge heels were too clunky on the pedals. The black A-line dress I’d borrowed from Mom fit snugly against my skin. I had taken pains to iron it last night, but it was already wrinkling from the humidity … or maybe from sweat. I seemed to be perspiring out of every pore in my body. If facing my grandparents had been like walking into the lion’s den, then today was like walking into the Colosseum. I would be facing the whole of Rustin in everyone’s favorite place to pass judgment: church.


Bethel Baptist looked the same as ever: white, stately, looming monstrously above the road. I hadn’t been here since last summer, when Grandpa had insisted that the whole family pack the pews for Father’s Day. My stomach had clenched uncomfortably then—I’d never felt at home in church, even when I still thought I was straight—but now it positively roiled and thrashed in protest. I half expected to burst into flames the moment I walked through the heavy front doors.


Breathe, I told myself. I blasted the air conditioner and leaned my armpits toward it, trying to dry the stubborn sweat still pooling in every crevice of my body. I am gay, I am here, I am gay, I am here … and tomorrow I’ll head back to safety.


“This is unhinged,” Dad said when I parked and joined him by the Cadillac. Looking around, I had to agree with him. The service wasn’t set to begin for another hour, but the parking lot was already a circus. Traffic cops had been deployed to direct the swarming cars; most of them wore GEORGIE BOY buttons alongside their badges. The old church ladies were gathered out front, handing out funeral programs, paper fans, and a generous helping of judgment on people’s outfit choices. And for whatever reason, the Rustin University marching band was out in full force, cycling through the fanfare music they played at football games. As Dad and I lumbered through the parking lot with the photo boards, the band paused so a lone bugler could play military taps, even though Uncle George had never been in the service.


Inside the church, the air-conditioning was running full blast and the lights had been dimmed to minimize the heat. Dad and I set up the photo boards in the atrium, then went to join the family at the front of the church. Grandma wore a snappy black pantsuit and a wide-brimmed hat with a pale pink ribbon. Grandpa was dressed in a tailored black suit with a navy-blue tie that matched Rustin’s football uniforms. There were corn bread crumbs on his lapel.


“Louisa, sweetheart, come give me a hug,” Aunt Shannon said gravely. She was Dad’s younger sister by two years, and though Dad would never admit it, I knew he didn’t like her. She wore a pantsuit that matched Grandma’s, except hers was mint green and looked better suited for a Kentucky Derby party. Her hair was piled high on her head like a honeycomb. When she leaned in to hug me, I thought it might tip over.


“I’m sure you’re having a tough time,” Aunt Shannon said, touching my chin. “How could you not be?”


A space opened inside my heart, making room, finally, for someone in my family to acknowledge what I was going through—


“Losing Uncle George is hard on all of us,” Aunt Shannon went on, and my heart closed right up. She tutted and plucked a stray fuzz off my dress. “But for a young person like you, I know it feels like the end of the world. It’s probably the hardest thing you’ve ever been through.”


I looked into her clueless porcelain face and bit down on what I wanted to say, which was Oh, definitely, other than my parents’ divorce and moving to a completely different part of the country and, just recently, this teeeeeeensy little thing called coming out.


“Totally,” I said instead.


“I’ll be singing the communion hymn.” Aunt Shannon puffed out a breath like it was a real sacrifice on her part, but I knew she’d lobbied my grandparents for the honor. Aunt Shannon thought she had an incredible singing voice. Dad thought she sang like a goat in heat.


“That will be beautiful, Aunt Shan.”


“Thank you. I hope I can do Uncle Georgie proud.” She turned to my dad and clucked her tongue. “Oh, sweet brother, how are you holding up?”


I dipped away and went to stand by my little cousins. Quinn, the six-year-old, clutched a Nerf gun in his hand. Charlie, the three-year-old, was eating candy from a Pokémon Pez dispenser.


“I need to blow my nose,” Quinn announced.


Aunt Shannon’s husband, Uncle Keith, looked around like someone might produce a tissue. When nobody did, he handed Quinn his funeral program. Quinn stared at it, then blew his nose right into the poorly cropped photo of Uncle George.


“Daddy, it scratched my nose,” Quinn whined with a gob of snot stuck to his chin.


“Suck it up, Quinny. Your great-uncle just died.”


Quinn shot the Nerf gun at him and ducked to hide behind me.


“That’s enough fooling around!” Grandma snapped. Her hat wobbled on her tight hair. “The receiving line is starting. Get in position. Charlie, what’s that in your teeth?”


We lined up single file. I was struck by the strange performance of it all: my family, fanned across the altar in a unified front, facing the whole of our town like we were about to put on a show. Grandpa was first, Grandma right next to him, both of them officious and solemn like diplomats at the White House. Aunt Shannon and Uncle Keith were next, and Dad was next to them, cracking his neck and shifting his weight nervously.


The receiving line seemed to stretch for miles. Hundreds of voices bounced off the ceiling until my ears started to ache. I twisted my toe into a burn mark on the carpet, trying to ground myself as every soul in the town came forward to pay their respects.


“Your uncle was a great guy,” the people said, each face taking me in. Strange hands clasped my own: soft, sweaty, calloused, strong. “I was his barber.” “George was my neighbor.” “I’m with the alumni office; your uncle made our job a breeze.”


Did I know them? Did I used to?


“You’ve turned into a pretty picture,” said a local businessman whose eyes lingered too long. “You sure got tall,” said one of Grandpa’s old friends. “Oh, Louisa, you darling thing,” said a woman drenched in cloying perfume.


“Thank you,” I said, over and over, hating my fake smile.


Did they know me? All of me? What had they heard, and what did they think of me? And how self-involved was I to be worrying about their perceptions of me, when today was supposed to be about Uncle George? But I couldn’t help feeling like I was outside of my skin, seeing myself from afar, seeing other people see me.


I am gay, I am here, I am gay, I am here …


Suddenly, a rush of whispers filled the room. A towering, imposing man had strutted into the church, his chest puffed out with importance, exuding so much arrogance you would have thought he was swaggering into the US Capitol Building rather than a church in Alabama. His wife lingered behind him like an afterthought, wearing a tasteful black dress and a diamond necklace.


Immediately, Grandpa dropped the hand of the woman he was talking to. He straightened up and motioned for the man to cut to the front of the receiving line.


“Amos,” the man said in a deep, rumbling voice. He wore a smartly tailored suit with flashy cuff links. His hair was parted impeccably. He pumped my grandfather’s hand, then kissed my grandmother on the cheek. “Martha. Such a shame about George. He was a good, God-fearing man. Our program wouldn’t be what it is without him.”


His words sounded rehearsed and affected, but my grandparents were eating it up. I leaned into Dad and whispered, “Who is that?”


“Rhett Calhoun,” he muttered into my ear. “New head coach.”


Of course. Rustin’s new football dynamo, the man who stepped in last summer when Rustin’s previous coach was unceremoniously fired. Coach Calhoun had revitalized the program and led the Reckoners to a winning season for the first time in four years—including a trip to a bowl game. No wonder my grandparents were looking at him like the sun shone out of his ass.


“He was a, uh …” Coach Calhoun clicked his tongue and looked off to the side dramatically. “Well, he was a hero of mine.”


“Oh, Rhett,” Grandma said, clutching her chest. I caught Dad’s eye and refrained from pretending to barf.


The service went on for nearly two hours. My grandfather spoke. The minister spoke. The mayor and the university president spoke. Bert Lamott from Lamott Cadillac rambled on for fifteen minutes, collapsed into sobs, and had to be escorted off the stage by the funeral director.


Aunt Shannon warbled through “How Great Thou Art” and cracked her voice twice. Local schoolchildren laid roses on the altar, with one little boy placing a football in the middle of them. My dad held steady until the final hymn, “The Old Rugged Cross,” began to play. His shoulders shook, and I buried my resentment from the night before as I wrapped my arm around him.


Then it was over, and the women were gathering their purses from the pews, and the men were loosening their ties, and somewhere to my left was the distinct sound of a beer cracking open. My body felt inordinately exhausted, like I’d just run a marathon without realizing it. I let out a long exhale and followed my dad up the center aisle and outside to the bright, blinding sunlight.


It’s over, I realized with relief. I ducked away from the crowd and checked my watch: 1:15 P.M. Only twenty-six hours until my flight home. I did it, I thought. I fulfilled my promise to myself. I got through the worst of this weekend.


“Louisa!” someone called.


I turned, and there were my two oldest friends, Emma and Candor, waiting for me in the church garden. I hadn’t expected them to be here, and the swell of gratitude I felt was enough to put a lump in my throat. “Guys,” I said, opening my arms wide, “oh my god, you came—”


“Of course we did!” Candor trilled, launching herself at me.


“We had to see our Louisa Ebeneeza!” Emma squealed, wrapping all three of us in a hug.


It was my old nickname, the one they’d given me after our class put on A Christmas Carol for the fifth-grade play. Hearing it now was like a familiar balm, reminding me that I was still me, that I could be old and new at the same time. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” I said, squeezing them both.


“Same, though,” Emma said emphatically. Then she drew up short, cocking an eyebrow. “I mean, as happy as we’re allowed to be at a funeral.”


“We’re so sorry about Uncle George,” Candor said, squeezing my hands. “He was one of the good ones.”


Emma leaned in conspiratorially. “But we’re not sorry that it gave you an excuse to come home.”


I grinned. “I missed y’all.”


“We missed you, too,” Emma said. “Do we look different? Older? Hotter?”


“Have we ma-tured?” Candor asked, imitating the way our old principal had pronounced the word.


I took them in: Candor with her adorable gap-toothed smile, her thick-framed purple glasses, her warm sepia skin. Her chin acne had cleared up and she wore her hair in bouncy corkscrew curls that suited her personality. Emma was still long and lanky, her summer freckles popping against her fair white skin. Her thin yellow hair was in its usual high ponytail, but the piercings running up the sides of her ears were new.


“Y’all look amazing. Couple of heartbreakers, to be honest.”


“Oh, stawwwp,” said Candor, swatting me.


“I bet you say that to all the girls,” Emma said, waggling her eyebrows. “Ayyyy.”


I barked out a laugh. My heart started beating fast, but not in a bad way. I had come out to Emma and Candor a few weeks before my Instagram post, and they had been supportive, joyful, and full of good-natured teasing. I was grateful to know that teasing extended to seeing me in person, and that they were ready and willing to acknowledge all parts of my life. Here were the two people who could hold space for Uncle George and me at the same time.


“How’d it go with Amos and Martha?” Candor asked with a meaningful eyebrow raise.


“Ooof,” I huffed. “I mean, they’re basically pretending I never came out at all. And Dad is letting them.”


“Shut the fuck up,” Emma said, her jaw dropping dramatically.


“I’ll kill them,” Candor said, dragging a pretend knife across her throat.


“I don’t know why I’m surprised anymore.” I sighed and shook it off. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I just have to make it through the rest of today, and then I’ll be out of this hellhole.”


My friends’ smiles faltered, and I knew instantly that I’d put my foot in my mouth. Candor and Emma had their own complicated relationships with Rustin, but this was still their home, and I had just insulted it. It was a reminder of the divide that had started to grow between us since I’d moved away, no matter how hard we tried to keep up our friendship.


“Sorry,” I said hastily, “I just meant—”


“No, it’s okay, we get it,” Candor said with an overly bright smile.


Emma nodded, but the spark was gone from her eyes. “We know it’s hard for you to come back here.”


“It’s not—I mean, it’s not that I don’t love seeing you guys—” I started.


“You’re still coming tonight, though, right?” Emma cut in as Candor nodded vigorously at her side. They were clearly eager to move past my misstep. “To the field party?”


They had mentioned this party a couple of times in our group text. From what I could tell, it was basically an excuse to drink, flirt, and mess around with all the kids we’d grown up with. I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of facing my old classmates, but I would do it for Emma and Candor’s sake, especially now that I’d hurt their feelings.


“A million percent,” I confirmed. “Just gotta get through this luncheon at Grandma and Grandpa’s first.” I paused, an idea occurring to me. “Hey, do y’all wanna come? I could use a buffer with Amos and Martha. There’ll be catering from Tambrie’s, and we might be able to sneak some drinks, and my dad will probably let me borrow the truck so we could go back to Em’s house and get ready together …”


I trailed off at the looks on their faces: matching expressions that said they weren’t sure how to let me down easy.


“What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”


“Oh, no, nothing!” Candor said. “It’s just … Aubrey got a new car. And we’re supposed to test-drive it with her.”


Aubrey. A name that landed like a bucket of ice water on my head. I had completely forgotten about their new best friend, the one they’d been raving about since last August. After their first day of senior year at Rustin Preparatory Academy—a full three weeks before I’d started in Connecticut—Emma and Candor had FaceTimed to drop the news that not only was Coach Calhoun’s daughter enrolled in their school, but she had sat at their lunch table.


She’s so nice and pretty, Candor had said wistfully, it’s like hanging out with a really down-to-earth celebrity.


Dude, she offered us box tickets for the Rustin home opener! Emma had raved later, as if she’d forgotten the time we got box tickets through Uncle George.


It feels like we’ve known her our whole lives! Candor had texted after their first group sleepover.


A thousand miles away, I’d felt the ugly twist of jealousy in my stomach. It had only ever been Emma, Candor, and me. Even after I’d moved away, we had talked every day, and they had never let anyone else into the trio. How was a fourth person going to fit into our dynamic? And what if they liked her better than me?


“It’s a brand-new Audi,” Emma said impressively. “Her dad is doing, like, a promotion with the local dealership.”


“A convertible,” Candor added. “And she offered to drive us all tonight!”


“Wow,” I said, hoping I sounded enthusiastic. It was clear they wanted me to share in their excitement. “No, that’s … that’s awesome. You should definitely test-drive it.”


“Sorry,” Candor said, biting her lip.


“We made the plan a couple of weeks ago,” Emma said apologetically.


“No, guys, it’s cool. I get it. I’ll just see you for the party.”


There was a lingering moment of awkwardness as the sun beat down on the three of us.


“Well, good luck with the luncheon!” Candor said, squeezing my hand again. “We can’t wait to have you all to ourselves later!”


I resisted the urge to point out that all to ourselves shouldn’t include their new best friend. “I’ll be there,” I promised.


The luncheon felt almost as crowded as the service had been, even though I knew there couldn’t have been more than fifty people present. Grandma put me to work setting up extra card tables in the backyard, complete with linen tablecloths, sunflower bouquets, and cloth napkins.


“Are you sure you don’t wanna use paper napkins, Mom?” my dad asked. “I’d hate for you to wash all these later.”


Grandma tutted with her hands on her hips. “Good lord, Tate, what would people think, that we’ve gone to the poorhouse? I raised you better than that.”


In the dining room, Ms. Tambrie herself had assembled a buffet that could feed the entire Rustin football team: crispy mountains of fried chicken, steaming pans of collard greens and macaroni and cheese, vats of potato salad, and a tub of banana pudding nearly as big as my suitcase. Her corn bread had a place of honor on its own table, complete with serving bowls of butter, jam, and honey.


“Another piece, Amos?” Ms. Tambrie asked sweetly.


“Amos Wade, you get over here and greet our guests!” Grandma barked from the foyer. She was fussing over the photo boards with Aunt Shannon, who had finally, sensibly, taken her hair down.


Grandpa grumbled and quickly took the plate of corn bread. Then he hooked me by the elbow on his way out of the dining room. “Go find out that fella’s name,” he ordered, tipping his chin toward the corner. “He keeps saying hi like he knows me or something. Got a voice like a baby choking on its own spit.”


I frowned, glancing at the man with the cloud of curly red hair. “That’s Uncle Keith’s brother, Jeff. You played gin rummy with him at Aunt Shannon’s barbecue last summer.” I hesitated, then gave in to my impulse. “You drank five martinis and called him Ronald McDonald all night.”


Grandpa didn’t seem to notice my cheek. “Pfft,” he said, rolling his eyes. “How am I supposed to remember that?”


It went on like that for hours: Grandma and Grandpa pulling me in different directions, Ms. Tambrie fussing at me to refill the sweet tea, random people stopping to chat about how nice the service had been or how ungodly hot the summer was shaping up to be. Each time another neighbor or distant relative pulled me aside, my heart stuck in my throat as I worried, This could be it, this could be the person who asked intrusive questions about me coming out, or offered to pray for me, or said, But are you sure, honey? Maybe you just haven’t met the right guy—


But nobody said a word about it, even though I could tell they knew. Their voices were too pleasant, too casual, while their eyes bored into me in a salacious, voyeuristic way. All I could think about was blowing off steam with Emma and Candor later, then flying home tomorrow and leaving this all behind. Twenty-two hours till I’m free, I told myself as I checked my watch again.


“Louisa,” Dad said a while later, resting a hand on my shoulder. He leaned in and spoke softly into my ear. “Go take a break. I know it’s been a long day. We’ve got one last thing to get through and then we can go home.”


I frowned, trying to imagine what this one last thing could be. “You mean we’ve got to get through cleanup?”


Dad blinked a little too fast. “No. The attorney’s coming. For the reading of the will.”


This was welcome news, because it meant my grandparents would be sequestered away for a while, no doubt grabbing for every last dime of Uncle George’s money. “Sounds good. I’ll stay out of the way.”


Dad’s mouth hung open. “Er … no. We’ll need you there, too.”


My pulse quickened. “What? Why?”


Dad hesitated. I knew he was the executor of Uncle George’s estate, and that he’d already seen the will, so did that mean … ?


“Wait, am I in the will?” I asked incredulously.


Dad cleared his throat and squeezed my shoulder, already turning away. “Just. Go have a moment to yourself.”


I stared after him, but then Grandma rounded the corner with that taskmaster look in her eyes, and I bolted up the stairs before she could notice me. I shut myself in the study, away from the barrage of voices and chores, and tried to calm my racing heart.


I can’t be in the will. No chance. Dad just wants me there for emotional support while he deals with Grandma and Grandpa. I just have to get through this one last thing, and then I’m free to let loose with my friends tonight.


The room was blissfully quiet. The curtains were open to the late afternoon sun, and dust motes floated idly across the air. The desk surface was covered by one of Grandpa’s WADE ELECTRIC blueprints, this one showing the layout of a local dentist’s office. Yet another victim Grandpa had tricked into giving him business, probably by capitalizing on the Wade name. He would probably leech even more clients now that he was sure to inherit Uncle George’s real estate empire.


I found the desk drawer where Grandpa hid his stash of MoonPies, opened one, and savored the sugary taste. Then I plopped myself on the old brown leather couch, stretched my legs, and fell asleep before I’d even wiped the sugar from my mouth.


An hour later, after the guests had gone home and my little cousins had taken my place in the study, the family gathered around the old oak table in Grandma and Grandpa’s dining room.


“Louisa, this is Mr. Otis Penny,” Dad said. “Uncle George’s attorney.”


Otis Penny rose from his chair. He was a portly middle-aged Black man dressed impeccably in a tailored Italian suit, topped off with an emerald silk ascot. He studied me through a pair of horn-rimmed glasses that magnified his keen, yellowing eyes.


“You’re the great-niece?” he asked in a baritone voice.


“Yes, sir.”


“Hmm.” He frowned like I had failed a test. I glanced at my dad, but he was making a show of shuffling his papers, carefully avoiding my eyes.


“Let’s get to it,” Grandpa barked.


There was a scuffle as seven chairs scraped the wooden floor. Grandpa leaned back at the head of the table, one leg across his knee like he was settling in for a report from his inferiors. Grandma sniffed and tapped her manicured nails on the polished table. Aunt Shannon sat with her hands folded primly like a schoolgirl, no doubt trying to model appropriate behavior for the rest of us, while Uncle Keith sat there looking like he wasn’t quite sure what to do with his face. I sat next to Dad, twisting my hands in my lap, my heart pounding with anticipation.


I expected to start with pleasantries, maybe platitudes about how sorry Mr. Penny was for our loss, but he was having none of that. He jumped right into the will with a dry, legalistic focus, droning on about “If you’ll look at page four, point three …” Every minute or so, he stopped to mop his sweating forehead with a monogrammed handkerchief. After the third go-round of this, Grandma hissed at me to bring him an iced tea.


When I returned with the cold sweet tea in my hands, Otis Penny was finally getting to the goods. “To my nephew, Tate Charles Wade,” he droned, “I leave my primary residence on Moreland Road.”


Dad visibly swallowed, clearly choked up.


“To my niece, Shannon Wade Wainwright, I leave a trust to be used for the purposes of educating her children, as well as my piano, to be used for her own enjoyment.”


Aunt Shannon made a show of closing her hands over her mouth as if she was going to cry, but her eyes remained completely dry.


“To my brother, Amos F. P. Wade, and my sister-in-law, Martha Mills Wade, I leave my painting of dogs playing poker, which they always treasured—”


Grandma made a face like she was smelling a steaming pile of horse manure.


“—and my entire portfolio of real estate holdings—”


Grandpa bounced his leg over his knee, looking smug.


“—with the exception of one property.”


There was silence as each of us waited for that dangling exception. Otis Penny seemed oblivious, licking his thumb pad to turn the page with an agonizing slowness. He scanned the next line with his finger, those keen eyes narrowing.


And then Otis Penny nearly shook me out of my chair.


“To my great-niece, Louisa Jean Wade, I leave my ownership stake in the Frisky Cricket.”


There was a ringing, palpable silence.


The what? I thought, looking around for someone to explain, but no one met my eyes. Grandpa had gone eerily still, his eyes narrowed on Otis Penny. Dad was looking intently at his papers and seemed immune to my pressing stare.


It was Grandma who broke the silence. “You’re being funny, Otis,” she said in a sharp voice that implied nothing whatsoever was funny.


“I’ve never been very funny,” Mr. Penny said matter-of-factly.


A booming thump rattled the table. Grandpa had slammed his fist down, his face going splotchy red. “Have you lost your mind?” he snarled. “How the hell can an underage girl inherit a goddamn bar?”


“A bar?” I repeated. My mind wasn’t working fast enough, and for some bizarre reason, I could only picture a metal crowbar.


“When was the last time George revised his will?” Grandpa demanded.


“May 25th of this year,” Otis Penny said firmly.


“Four days before he died?!” Grandpa roared. “And you’re actually taking that seriously? You know as well as I do that George wasn’t in his right mind at the end—painkillers addling his brain—he earmarked the other properties for me and he clearly meant for me to get this one, too. Fix the damn paperwork, Otis.”


Otis Penny stretched back in his chair. He seemed entirely unperturbed by Grandpa’s tantrum. “I’m afraid there’s nothing to fix.”


Grandpa looked ready to throttle him, but before he could argue, Aunt Shannon cut in. “Can’t she just sell it to some poor sap and make a few bucks to add to the family pot? Even if she’s underage, she should still be able to—”


“Louisa is eighteen,” my dad interrupted. His neck had turned red, but he spoke with unusual authority. “She’s a legal adult who has legally inherited the bar.”


Grandpa pounded the table again. “So what if she’s eighteen?! She doesn’t live here, she has no real-world experience, she’s about to ship off to the University of Rhode Island—”


“The University of Connecticut,” my dad corrected. He glared at his father and sister. “And you can stop saying ‘she.’ Louisa’s sitting right next to me, so let’s do her the courtesy of using her name when—”


“You watch your tone, boy! I’ve got half a mind to skin you alive, carrying out these ridiculous bequests, inviting this kook into my home to say the things you’re not man enough to say—”


“I had no control over how George structured his will,” my dad said evenly.


“Ohhhh, poor little Tate,” my grandfather said in a cruel, mocking voice. “Helpless little executor, tossed about by the winds, too weak to make your own decisions. It’s no wonder you couldn’t hack it as a quarterback.”
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