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For Rochelle, and all the girls who deserve a happily ever after






1 Columbia, South Carolina, Present Day TAMAR


YOU KNOW WHY FAIRY TALES suck? Not because they create unrealistic relationship ideals for girls, even though they do; it’s because Cinderella and those other hags just sat around and waited for something to happen. They waited and talked to birds and wished and hoped, and eventually some handsome kidnapper appeared out of the blue sky and set their life in motion. In real life you have to actually do something. You have to get off your butt and send Prince Charming a text if you want a chance at happily ever after.

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall. I wish I didn’t look like shit before the ball.”

Fay pulls my hand away from the passenger-ceiling mirror and kisses the back of it. My palm presses against his palm, and my fingers fold into the soft warmth of his grip. He doesn’t disagree with me, and for that I’m grateful. That whole back-and-forth about how beautiful I am when I know I look like day-old gas-station chicken Alfredo is tiring.

I close the mirror, my fingers brushing against Fay’s rosary beads, a gift from his dead father that he loves more than clear skin on picture day. He never goes anywhere without them, despite the fact that he doesn’t like to talk about his dad, ever. I’ve always assumed it’s just too painful. They’re hanging from the rearview mirror and swish with every turn the car makes. I settle back into my seat and watch as the ribboned citrine sky filters through the windshield, glimmering and aggressive. It’s the kind of light that outlines moments so they can’t be lost to time. Six thirty p.m. As perfect a moment as it gets these days.

Fay makes a sharp turn, and a freshly graded report slides across the dash. I pick it up and read the cover: REINCARNATION ACROSS ANCIENT CULTURES BY FAYARD DANIELS, WORLD CIVILIZATION. I flip through, scanning the essay, and I have to give it to him—it’s pretty good, and with more than double the pages he needed to turn in. He got an A. Mr. Sato even tucked in a brochure for the Museum of Natural History in DC, glossy and inviting with a little sankofa bird superimposed over the building for some new excavation exhibit. The seniors class is supposed to be taking a trip there during spring break. Just another thing I won’t be attending.

I throw the report in the back seat and adjust the heat to ninety, then turn the vents so they blow in my direction. I can see the little beads of sweat building on Fay’s temples, but I can’t help it. I need the heat on blast, even though the temps are climbing to over sixty in February. My body is like a Volkswagen Beetle climbing Mount Everest with a faulty engine. It’s trying hard, but it’s just not happening. I’m still cold.

“I know you had to study, but Andrea’s tiat threw the sickest Super Bowl party at their neighborhood clubhouse. You remember Rick from Mock Trial regionals, right? He’s got that gray patch on the back of his head?” Fay says.

“From Richland Northeast?” I ask, trying my level best to sound upbeat and interested in whatever the hell Rick did at yet another party I missed.

“… and then we sacrificed a cat. It was lit!”

“What about a cat?” I ask, and he just smiles at me. I’m caught. “Ha-ha,” I say dryly. “I have perfect pitch, remember? I hear everything. I was listening.” I don’t sound very convincing.

“No, you weren’t, but it’s cool. I ignore you sometimes too,” Fay says, and winks.

“You do not. You hang on every word I say.”

“Psssh! You make me sound whipped. And your boy is never that,” Fay chides.

“Take me to Krispy Kreme,” I say, and he doesn’t even respond. Fay just makes a U-turn like it was the direction we were supposed to be going this entire time.

The red neon sign in the window glows to let us know the doughnuts are hot and ready, but we turn down the drive-thru instead of going in. Fay turns to place our order. “Can I get two decaf coffees, one black, the other with four sugars and two creams; one blueberry doughnut and two plain.”

I fake the sound of a whip cracking. “How ’bout that,” I say, fighting back the grin spreading across my face.

“Now, now, that’s just me being an accommodating date. Besides, when is a little doughnut break ever a bad idea?”

Fay hands me my coffee. I wrap my hands around the steaming cup and let the warmth rush into my skin as the track changes to “Smooth Operator” by Sade. Fay places the bag of doughnuts next to me and slides his coffee into the holder, then switches to the next song and gives me a pitying look. He knows it’s my absolute favorite melody to play on the saxophone, but my lungs can’t handle the exertion anymore. Now my instrument sits in its case in the corner of my room gathering dust.

Fay backs into a spot right by the front door so we can watch all the other couples on cheap dates. There are at least half a dozen cars in the parking lot, with more in the drive-thru, but the cutest pairs are the older folks sitting inside by the windows.

“Those two are on a date,” I say, pointing my stirrer at two middle-aged guys in New Balance sneakers and fraternity sweatshirts standing in line. “The guy on the left is recently divorced, and the other just moved back to town to take care of his elderly parents.”

“You take point if the Q orders and pays. If the Sigma pays, the story changes.”

I draw in the rich scent of the coffee beans and blow out a breath. “Why?”

“ ’Cause the two organizations have fundamentally different personalities. Q’s gotta be the alpha, no pun intended.”

“My granddad would beg to differ, but you’ll find out once Morehouse sends you that acceptance letter,” I say, and stick out my tongue to one side, imitating the countless Omega Psi Phi members I’ve seen strolling at barbecues, weddings, and at least one funeral. He doesn’t laugh like I expect him to.

Fay turns his head and looks out the other side of the window. He’s been avoiding the college conversation but won’t tell me why. I decide not to press him today.

“What do you think they’re talking about after forty years of marriage?” I ask, turning my gaze, and attention, to a couple who look to be in their sixties. Dressed in matching red polo shirts.

“Well, he’s just retired from the post office, and she’s just sent the last of their six children off to college. He’s talking about how he wants to relax, and she’s dreaming about seeing the country. She’ll let him talk a bit, because she’s learned how to let the old man tire himself out after all these years, before she springs the RV plan on him. He won’t say too much about it now, but he’ll bring it back up in a few days like it was his plan all along, and she’ll let him believe it was,” Fay narrates, his voice full of warmth.

“Wow! That’s very detailed.”

“It’s a love story. That’s us in fifty years,” he adds.

I snort. “Let me stop you at six kids.”

“What I wouldn’t have done for a little brother. I hated being an only child,” he says before inhaling his second glazed doughnut in a single bite. The pastries are pillowy soft when they’re warm, but the plain ones make my stomach hurt now. It’s one of those things I’ve only had to tell Fay once.

“But you got all your mom’s attention,” I say, slightly jealous.

“I don’t know about that,” he says sadly.

“So, it’s your only-child powers that allow you to see into the future of Krispy Kreme’s patrons?”

“Nope. I’m psychic.”

I open my mouth wide to sneeze—“Bullshit.”

We both laugh. Fay switches the music to a playlist we made together sophomore year for a songwriting elective. He was the only non-band member taking the class. It was almost two years ago, and even then, people assumed we were together. “Boyfriend” has always seemed too light a word for him—thin and arbitrary, like wrapping paper. “Girlfriend” is even worse. It comes with expectations. I don’t like labels. I just like him. The playlist is full of super old-school cuts our grandparents love, like Sade, Prince, Donny Hathaway, stuff like that. Love songs.

My gaze settles on the horizon. All that’s left of dusk is a coin’s sliver of gold in the distance. The lo-fi rhythms are like a sun-warmed lake lapping the shore, calming and perfect. And, just like that, I don’t care that I’ve got a purse full of inhalers or that the dress I bought only a month ago is a little loose. I’m just happy to be alive and seventeen.

My eyes are closed and I’m grooving to “All this Love” by DeBarge when sugar-scented fingers tenderly glide against my chin, urging my lips toward a boy with soft eyes; he tastes like lemon glaze and sweet urgency. Someone honks next to us, and he pulls away with the biggest smile on his face. I smile back.

“You’re not getting into my panties tonight,” I tease.

“So you say. I’m the panty wizard,” he jokes as he settles back into his seat and starts the car again. We slowly drive out of the parking lot. It’s better to pop the sexual-tension bubble early. Otherwise we’ll be playing the will-we/won’t-we game all night. Not that I don’t want to, it’s just… complicated. Fay would never urge me to do something I wasn’t wildly excited about doing. I guess I take sex off the table so bluntly more for my benefit than for his. “Isn’t that what they called that guy who was sneaking into people’s houses in Winslow and stealing dirty drawers?”

“I’m a hustler, baby. You know how much lightly used panties go for on the internet?” he says as he gives me a wink, his face fighting to stay serious, one hand perched at the bottom of the steering wheel and the other hand squeezing mine tight.

I laugh so hard a tear winks out of my eye and I have to clench so I don’t wet myself. We finally pull up to the school, and I can hear the bass from the gym as soon as Fay parks and turns off the engine. Seniors usually sit out the Valentine’s dance so they can save up for prom, but May is so far away, and given how I’m feeling, there’s really no telling…

“Back up in the spot!” Fay yells as he opens the car door and a whoosh of February air sends goose bumps across my skin.

“Ayo!” DeAndre calls from across the parking lot, expensive camera in hand. Fay and DeAndre have got a YouTube channel that’s really getting up there in followers. They’ll be filming all night.

Fay closes the car door to dap up his friend, and Selena waves to me from the sidewalk. I wave back and pantomime a chef’s kiss to let her know I like her dress. I should get out of the car now. That’s what I want to do, but my body needs just a few more seconds of the vehicle’s warmth. How am I going to get through this night?

“You all right, bae?” Fay asks, face right up against the window.

“Yeah!” I lie, and I bite my lip getting out of the car, covering up my wince as sharp pains shoot from my sternum and radiate to each and every one of my ribs. I blow out a grateful puff of air when I’m finally on my feet. I pat myself on the back for deciding to wear my church flats instead of my damn-she-look-good heels. Like Nana used to say, A girl can be stupid but she can’t afford to be simple.

Fay’s talking so fast and laughing so hard I don’t have to join in. I’d think he was completely preoccupied if he didn’t slip off his blazer and drape it over my shoulders. I nearly melt from the residual body heat. I love these moments when he can read my mind. Selena joins us on the way in, and we find a table with some of the other kids from Mock Trial and Model UN.

“We missed you at regionals. Pilar tanked as the star witness,” Selena yells over the bass of some song I haven’t heard yet. I nod my head to the beat, making a mental note of it so I can flip it on my beat machine when I get home. When Pilar snatches Selena from the table to join her on the dance floor, Selena reaches for my hand. I wave them on. “Nah, I’ll sit out. That’s that lame dance for underclassmen,” I joke, and they both roll their eyes.

I pay close attention to the moves, trying to memorize them in my head. I’ve been so preoccupied with doctors’ visits I’m not up on the latest dances. I’ll look it up online later so I can perfect it at home in the privacy of my bedroom—with the door locked. Jokes go over my head too—I don’t get the references—but I don’t want to think about that now.

My phone buzzes in my purse.

A: Hope you’re having fun.

Crap. If she knows I’m gone already she must have nosy-ass Ms. Valdez next door watching the house. My sister always works double shifts on Fridays. She can’t be home yet.

T: I am u know.

A:…

I wait for some snarky remark that never materializes and slip the phone back in my purse.

“Bored already,” Fay teases, and reaches for my purse. “Maybe you texting some other dude. Telling him how lame this all is.”

I roll my eyes. “Yup. He’s gonna bring me some special brownies and Chinese takeout once all this is done.” I wave my hand in the air like this is just the raggediest little backyard kickback instead of the most fun I’ve had in a year.

“Cool, cool. Tell him I like chicken lo mein and veggie egg rolls. He can get that thick-ass fruit punch, too, ’cause I’m coming along. You promised me the night, and you owe me for flaking out the last ten times.”

“It wasn’t ten times. Maybe… five.”

“Uh-huh. You know I’m cool just sitting on your couch. We don’t have to go out. I know you ain’t always up for this.”

“I know.”

His smile widens in that Cheshire cat kind of way and he kneels down in front of me so he can wrap his arms completely around my waist while I’m in the chair.

“Can I tell you a secret?” he asks, his breath hot against my ear.

“Do I have to keep it?” I say, my lips drawing up into a small smirk as he leans back to check my expression.

He looks shocked for a second, and I pinch his elbow.

“You know I’m good for it. What?” I coax.

“Valentine’s Day is my favorite holiday.”

“For real? What about Thanksgiving? I mean, ’cause you can put it away.” I laugh.

“You know my family is super small. I’m the only child of an only child. My dad’s people are in the islands and we don’t talk. Our Thanksgiving isn’t ever like it is on television. I only get that when I’m at DeAndre’s or that one time you invited me over with your fifty-leven aunties.”

“Okay, then, why not Halloween or Christmas?”

“Halloween only knocks when you can still trick-or-treat. Christmas is cool, but it’s kinda the same deal as Thanksgiving.” He stops and studies me. “What’s that look?”

“I know why you like Valentine’s Day,” I sing, teasing him a bit. “You’ve been getting valentines since kindergarten, haven’t you? Who sent you a card? I know you got some candy cups at school today.”

Fay is a flirt. He can’t help it. It’s less about attraction, but more how he relates to people. He’s genuinely interested in them, and girls eat that stuff up with a spoon. There is no way that he didn’t get some candy today, maybe even a few cards, with girls taking their shot while I’m away. He winces like he’s been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I got you one. I was hoping you’d be back by now,” he says, sadness tinging his voice.

“Yeah, me too. Online school is—”

“She’s baaack!” Joo croons as she walks up to the table with her shadow, Brianne.

“Hey, Joo,” I say. She’s in a cherry-red bodycon dress with clear heels that are an inch shy of being fit for the stripper pole. As always, she’s nothing but smiles as she tucks one of her jet-black strands behind her ear with a pointy, acrylic-tipped finger. We’re friendly, but not really friends. She’s smart and nice enough, but we’ve never clicked. I’d have to really think about it to say exactly why. She looks good and she knows it. I glance down at my home manicure and slide my hands under the table.

“Sup?” Fay says as he unwraps himself and stands to his feet.

Joo paints on an exaggerated frown and bats her lashes at Fay. A performance more for me than for him.

“So you not gonna say thank you?” she asks.

“Thank you?” I say.

“Oh, not you, T. Fay.” Her eyes never leave Fay’s face.

Now it’s my turn to paste on a fake smile. I shift my gaze up at Fay with my best I told you so face. Fay and I aren’t official official (my call, not his), but anybody with eyes knows the deal. Most people have manners, home training, that sort of thing—they know enough to keep a distance and be respectful—and then there’s Joo.

“You sent him a Cutie Cup, right? Let me thank you on his behalf,” I say with as much sincerity as I can muster.

Joo’s fake frown turns to a real one.

“He told you?” she asks.

“Oh, girl, I assumed. Everybody loves Fay. All kinds of… people send him valentines. Friends, thirsty girls desperate for a chance, you know how it is. Oh, I didn’t mean you. I’m sure it was just friendly. I’m sure you got a few too, right?” I say matter-of-factly. The more I talk, the more irritated Joo looks.

Brianne, who is the yes-man of yes-men, presses her lips tight, and her eyes go wide. I can’t tell if she’s holding in a laugh or waiting for a cue from Joo to throw the first punch.

I hold my expression. I may be a lot of things, but a punk ain’t one of them. The DJ switches the track from a slow bop to something more fun, and a ton of people rush the dance floor.

Fay, eager to break the tension, opens his mouth to say something, but I rise from my chair and immediately need to sit back down.

“Y-you know, Joo. Why don’t you and Fay go dance?” I say. I quickly glance away and close my eyes tight, trying to stop the room from spinning.

“What you trying to do, T?” Joo says as she sets her purse on the table. I’ve disrespected her and she knows it, but it can still go either way.

“Chill, Joo,” Fay says.

“Yeah, everybody chill. Why is it so tense in here?” I joke and turn back to look at them. “Fay, go dance with Joo. Brianne and I are gonna go to the bathroom.”

Brianne, eager for an out, nods enthusiastically and hops from Joo’s side to mine.

Fay squints as his body involuntarily moves to the beat. “You sure?”

“Yeah, you gotta thank her for all that sugar, right? We’re all friends—right, Joo?”

The ball is in her court, and she knows she’ll look stupid if she turns this into anything more than words.

“Yeah. C’mon, Fay,” she says with all her teeth, but I catch her eyes cutting to mine a few times when Fay isn’t looking, searching for the real reason behind my acquiescence.

I watch as he spins her twice before they make it to the writhing crowd. She laughs at something Fay says, and I take heartbreaking notice of how good they look together.

“Bri, help me get to the other side of the building. I don’t feel too good,” I say, and lean hard on my friend since Girl Scouts, hoping against hope she knows how to keep her mouth shut.






2 TAMAR


I’M NEARLY INCONSOLABLE WHEN MY sister Aabidah finds me in the teachers’ lounge. The crying brought on a coughing fit, so she had to bring the oxygen tank through a side entrance so no one at the dance would see. Aabidah eventually had to half walk, half carry me out of the school building. I’m no longer crying, but I’m still sipping breaths from my oxygen mask as she draws me a bath with Epsom salts and eucalyptus oil to open my chest up.

“You want to tell me why I had to come and get you? Or why you went to a dance when you know you’re not supposed to?”

“I’m n-not a-a child,” I say, fully aware I’m acting like one.

“I can forbid you from doing things, but I haven’t, because usually you don’t need me to be the adult in the room. You handle it yourself. But this? You could barely get up and get dressed this morning. There is a reason we’re doing virtual school online. Why, why—”

“Because I’m seventeen. Because I want my senior memories to be more than doctors’ visits and binge-watching singing competitions,” I say, holding back the frustration and sadness building inside me as I pull the mask away from my mouth so she can hear me clearly.

“Mama would be on your ass right now,” she mumbles to the tub.

“But Mama isn’t here anymore, so…”

“So…” She turns to face me, then shuts off the faucet and lets her hand drag in the water a bit to break up the salt crystals settling in like fog.

“I saw Coach Letterman outside,” she reveals.

“He tried to push up on you, didn’t he,” I say as I let the mask snap back in place.

“Yup.”

“Ewww.” My face contorts.

“I don’t know how he keeps his job,” she wonders.

“He only pushes up on the recent graduates. Once you cross that high school stage, you’re fair game. He needs to be reported.”

Aabidah nods a little too fervently, and I can tell she’s hiding a smirk.

“Did you give him your number?” I ask, drawing in a pained breath of shock. She breaks into a fit of laughter, and I can’t help but follow her. “Owwww. Don’t make me laugh.”

“I didn’t give him my real number. But Coach Letterman is fine!” she argues.

I grimace. “He’s old as hell, too.”

“Whatever, I’m grown.”

“See, y’all be encouraging that nasty behavior. What did Mama used to say? A fast tail makes a soft behind,” I chide.

She sucks her teeth. “That is not how the saying goes. It’s a hard head makes a soft behind.”

“Whatever. You know what I mean.” I take a beat to let my breath slow, and slip off my robe to get into the tub. “I’m sorry for going out. It was selfish. Fay called, and I don’t know. I just couldn’t say no again,” I say, guiltily.

Aabidah shakes her head. “Shut up. You’re supposed to go out and have fun, and you’re supposed to do it behind your parents’ backs. You don’t have any of those anymore, so my back will do just fine.”

I slip lower into the water and let the warmth do its work. Eucalyptus pushes past the blocks in my nose and chest, allowing me to breathe just slightly better than a few minutes before, but the feeling is delicious all the same. Aabidah gets up to go, but I stop her. I don’t want this tension between us. I never ever let us leave a room without smoothing things out. Not after how Mama died.

“Tell me what you remember most about senior year.”

Her shoulders slump, hating the change in subject. “After you tell me what happened with Fay.”

My chin drops to my wet chest and I draw circles in the water with my finger.

“I ran. Metaphorically speaking. Really, I just leaned on this girl until I partially collapsed in the teachers’ lounge.”

Her mouth drops open in genuine shock. “Why?”

“I couldn’t stand looking into his eyes and seeing so much hope there. The wanting. How many times can I say no when he wants to come over? I know he just wants to see me, but I’ll be damned if he sees me with my face half drowned by an oxygen mask. The house smells like old sick people, no matter how much Pine-Sol you use. And I’m not blaming you. It’s me.

“And Fay’s sitting there at the table and he wants to dance. He doesn’t say it but I know he does, and I keep coming up with these excuses because the truth is too real and too pathetic. I saw the looks on all the other girls’ faces. Pity. Not for me, but for him. Those bitches smell the blood in the water, and you know what? I agree with them. Why would he want to be with me when he could be with one of them? One of those smiling, happy girls with a scholarship on the way and finals the only fear in her heart. Somebody who can twerk and drink spiked punch and laugh at dumb shit ’cause laughing is easy. I thought I could handle it, but I couldn’t.” I pause to take a much-needed breath, small though it may be.

“So that’s it, then?”

“What’s it?” I say, the grief giving way to anger.

“You just giving up? Like you did with Spelman?”

“Spelman’s just on hold.”

“Scholarships don’t hold. You’re a legacy. You’ll be the fifth generation of women in this family to go to Spelman College and pledge. Pretty girls do what?”

I roll my eyes. “Wear twenty pearls. I know.” We don’t talk about how Aabidah missed her opportunity to continue the legacy because she had to stay home and take care of Mama. Her sorors are great, but the University of South Carolina wasn’t her dream. I think it’s too much for her to imagine that Spelman might not be my dream too, or that fate has intervened yet again to set fire to our family legacy.

“I know their music program isn’t what you originally had in mind but—”

“We had a deal!” I whisper-yell, rising just a bit in the water so she knows I’m serious. This part of the conversation is over. “No college dreams, no future plans. I want scandal and intrigue. Four years ago. Spill,” I demand.

Aabidah chews her lip and fixes the decorative towels on the rack so they line up just so. Thinking. She wants to say more and I’m waiting for it, but she doesn’t go there. Instead she launches into a story about how the French teacher got caught cheating and his speech-pathologist wife tossed all his clothes onto the tennis court right before a match. It’s funny. It’s also a smoke screen. She gave up too easily, and if I know anything about my sister, it’s that she never ever gives up without a fight.






3 FAYARD


I MISS HER THE MOST when it’s quiet. The air conditioner kicks in and a low rumble fills the media lab with background music that I hate, and there it is. Loneliness. Not that I’m alone. DeAndre is rendering some footage from the Winter recital right next to me, headphones blasting something I don’t recognize. His right hand, still a little dirty from automotive class, moves the mouse smoothly while his left is buried elbow deep in a bag of Wise dill-pickle potato chips. He chews with his mouth open and then licks his fingers.

“Want some?”

I shake my head. Nasty.

I’ve been staring at the same footage for nearly an hour, turning my rosary beads over in my pocket like a worrying stone. Dre set up a few GoPros before the dance started, so we got some great stuff: the dance-off between the freshmen and the juniors, Cathy Tran’s promposal. But what I’m obsessing over won’t even make it into the final cut for our channel. It’s about a half hour after I arrive with T. She gets up from her seat at the table and then falls back down. I’ve got my head turned, mouth wide open, mid-laugh over something stupid, I’m sure. I didn’t see her. I wasn’t paying attention. I zoom in closer, looping the strained pull of muscle in her jaw when she rises, the look of panic in her eyes as she gets to her feet, and finally the plastered smile she gives me when I eventually turn back around.

It’s the smile that’s the problem, because I didn’t see it for the paper-thin mask that it was. I remember wanting her to dance and even resenting her for being so bougie. I thought she was bored. I lean back in my chair and let the loop play over and over on the screen, as if on the next play it’ll be different: I’ll notice how much pain she’s in and take her out of the auditorium and to Finlay Park instead, carry her down the steps and let her watch the waterfall at night, wrap her in my mom’s old FAMU blanket I keep in the trunk. Or I’ll realize how dumb the whole dance idea was from the beginning and take her to Cool Beans, that coffeehouse on USC’s campus. We’ll sit in front of their fireplace and sip hot cocoa from cups the size of cereal bowls until curfew. I imagine all the scenarios that don’t end up with her staggering out of the gym on the arm of a girl whose name I can’t remember.

“You can watch it loop like that forever. It won’t change what happened,” DeAndre says as tiny bits of chip fly out of his mouth. He pulls his headphones off and pauses the track. “Just go over there. It’s obvious you want to apologize.”

“I called. She won’t answer. I texted. I get one-word replies. I’m iced out.”

“You know my instinct is to say”—he pauses and flips me the middle finger—“but I know how you feel about T. I don’t understand it, but I acknowledge it. If you want my advice—”

“I don’t.”

“Nevertheless, I’m gonna give it to you. Use your resources. Plebeians use lame stuff like telecommunications networks and social media. You a king or you a buster?”

“Be plain. I’m not in the mood for your riddles, Dre.”

“What I’m saying is that T is no ordinary girl, so you can’t go about this in an ordinary way. In Little League, what did Coach Barclay teach us about defeating your opponent?”

“The three Ds?” I ask, not following his metaphor at all.

“That’s right. T’s avoidance is your enemy, and you attack your enemy by distraction, deception, or destruction. Which is it gonna be?”

“You know we lost nearly every game.”

“Nevertheless. Which is it gonna be?” he urges, fully invested in this piss-poor advice. I gotta give it to him, though. He is trying.

I shake my head. Dre’s got a sports analogy for every situation, and I don’t know why this would be any different, but he does give me an idea. It’s wild, but it is something. I shut down my computer and throw all my other equipment and books in my bag. It’s Wednesday. Bible study night. If I move fast, I just might make it.

“Thanks, Dre.”

“No prob! Don’t get arrested! Wear protection.”

“I don’t think that applies,” I say carefully.

He stuffs another wad of chips into his mouth and chomps down loudly. “It always applies!”



Sarah-Ann’s already got her seat belt on when I squeal into the parking space right next to her at Shining Point Church. I knew that as head of the Teen Ministry, she’d be the designated driver for the Bible-study carpool. She’s the church’s oldest Girl Scout and co–troop leader for the Daisies. The parking lot is full of the tiny girls in their uniforms. I jump out and give a silent thanks to God the meeting ended early enough to let Sarah-Ann drive. Her twin brother, Bo, is the backup driver for the Bible study pickup. My plan would be dead in the water before it even set sail if he’d gotten the job.

She’s about to slam her car door shut when I stick my arm out to catch it.

“Hey!” I say too loudly and too brightly, but Sarah-Ann smiles back.

“Hey to you! I haven’t seen you around in a while,” she says.

“I—I know. I have, uh… been doing a lot of silent study in my, uh… prayer closet. You’ve got to have a personal relationship with Christ.”

For a second I think she’s going to sniff out my bullshit, but she nods enthusiastically.

“Oh yes, definitely. But you’ve also got to consult people who’ve spent their lives in prayer and study like Pastor Roberts. Sheep need a shepherd.”

That is not the analogy I would use, but I don’t have time to get into that with her.

“Well, I was in prayer, and God put it in my heart to volunteer more at the church.”

“You should! And the Teen Ministry would love to have you. We’re cleaning out Deacon Riley’s gutters this weekend, and then we’re going to delouse Mother Bolden’s three cocker spaniels,” she says excitedly.

“Oh, wow. That does sound, uh, enriching, but I was hoping I could start today. As a service to you personally, I could do today’s carpool,” I say as earnestly as I can muster.

“You don’t have to do that!”

“I’d love to! I want to! You serve God by serving others, right? And that includes you.” I plaster on another big smile.

“Well, I could use that time to put an extra coat of disinfectant on the toys in the playroom,” she says, more to herself than to me, as she thinks it over.

“Great! When one door closes, God opens a window. Is that the list of pickups?” I slide the list out of her hands and make sure the Christian hug I give her once she steps out of the car is just a tad too long. A soupçon of guilt to keep her from telling anybody I stole her job for the day.

There are four people on the list. Just enough to fit in my car. They’re all kids I know, and they all live so close to one another that I could get the lot and still be thirty minutes early for service. So when I idle the car in front of T’s house and walk up to the door, I’ve got reinforcements.

The bell rings and I can hear her yell “got it” from inside. I thought I was prepared for when she opened the door, but I’m not. She’s in a pink T-shirt that says HOPE DEALER on the front and jeans that hug every curve. It’s just jeans and a T-shirt, but to me she couldn’t look better if she was in diamonds and lace or some luxury-brand stuff from the mall. She’s water in the desert.

“H-hey,” I say, and watch her lips quiver as she smiles. I surprised her, but she doesn’t look mad about it. She leans over to the side to look past me at the car full of kids from our Vacation Bible School days.

She rolls her eyes and laughs a bit. “Clever.”

I shrug. “Still coming?”

“You know it. Can’t let the devil keep me from church.”

“I’m not the devil,” I say, giving her my arm so she can lean on me as we walk down the steps to the car.

“So you say.”

Dina Slater leans half her body out of the back window to whistle at us. “Don’t y’all look cute.” Her brother Philip pulls her back into the car.

“Shut up, Dina!” he mumbles as he opens the car door on his side for T to slide in.

“Nice to see you again, Tamar,” Bernard says in his uniquely formal way from the front seat.

“Thank you, Bernard. It’s nice to see you, too.”

“Fayard, did you know Tamar’s name is biblical? The biblical Tamar’s two husbands were killed by God for their wickedness, so she disguised herself as a prostitute to deceive her father-in-law Judah so she could bear a child,” Bernard recounts.

“Uh… wow… uh. I did not know that,” I reply.

I catch T’s face in the rearview mirror: Her hand is over her mouth, trying to stifle a laugh. Bernard’s got an encyclopedic knowledge of the Bible and board games. I went over to his house one Memorial Day for a BBQ and promptly got my ass handed to me in chess, checkers, Monopoly, and Clue.

Everyone but T files out of the car when we make it to the church parking lot.

“Loop around a few times,” she says as soon as we’re alone.

She doesn’t have to ask me twice.

“You got it.”

“So?” she asks.

“So . . ,” I say back, suddenly at a loss for words.

“You have my attention. This was cute. It’s nice to see you, and not in the same way that it’s nice to see Bernard.” She smiles, and the world slows down and clicks back into place again. I don’t feel right when she’s not around. I can’t even remember what it felt like not to know her, and if all I get is this bit of time in a church carpool, I’ll take it. Even if she’s still in the back seat and I’m chauffeuring her around the parking lot.

“It’s good to see you, too. I promise not to compare you to a prostitute,” I tease.

“Well, let me do a praise break for that.”

I keep glancing at her in the rearview mirror, grateful for the distance. Otherwise I might just stare at her the entire time and let the minutes tick by as I memorize each divot in her collarbone or try to calculate the degree at which each of her eyelashes curls.

“Pay attention to the road,” she says softly, chastising me.

“I want to apologize,” we say in unison, and then laugh.

“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” I say, and she stops me.

“No, please let me say this,” she says. “I left you stranded. I didn’t say goodbye. It was rude. I’m sorry. And you didn’t deserve to be ghosted.”

“You’ve been avoiding me too,” I add softly.

“I’m sorry for avoiding you.”

“That’s it?” I ask, and she rolls her neck a bit at my tone, a little nonverbal WTF. I quickly backtrack. “Nah, nah, it’s not like that. I’m just stopping you ’cause you know you don’t have anything to apologize for. I should have never suggested the dance in the first place. I wasn’t paying attention to what you wanted, and I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I need you to.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yes. That’s it.”

“You’re not gonna ice me out anymore?” I ask.

“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying I accept your apology. How long did it take for Brianne to tell you where I went?”

“Brianne! That’s that girl’s name!” I shout as I slap the steering wheel. “I’ve been trying to remember her name for days. Uh, I don’t know, two songs, maybe three. It was unseemly what I offered her to tell me where you went, but she didn’t break.”

“Brianne’s cool, despite her choice of best buddy. You and Joo looked good together.”

I pull the car back into the church parking lot and turn to face her.

“Joo could sprout wings and I wouldn’t fly anywhere with her. You know that.”

She chews her bottom lip, trying to keep the smile she’s suppressing from cracking wide across her face. Her eyes meet mine for a second, and there’s that thrum in my chest that starts to warm my entire body. It makes me want to touch her, sit next to her, and think unholy thoughts on holy ground.

“I’ve got a lot going on, Fay. It’s not fair to you that—”

“You don’t get to decide what’s fair to me. I do. I’ll make that decision. Flip the coin, roll the dice, I’ll always choose you. Even if I have to sit through Pastor Roberts’s warbling through ‘Amazing Grace.’ ”

“That sound ain’t sweet at all,” she laughs, but there’s something sad in her eyes. I want to press, ask questions to make sure that I’m still on her good side, that everything is smooth now. But I’m afraid that this truth is as fragile as the soap skin on sink bubbles.

“C’mon, then,” she says, and opens the car door. “I’ll get a stack of envelopes and let you pass notes to me through the service.”

“What if I want to listen?” I joke.

“I stopped listening a long time ago.”

“Then why do you keep going?” I ask, knowing how hard it is to hold on to your faith once God takes away something you thought was a given.

“The motions, bae. Sometimes you just have to go through the motions.”






4 TAMAR


THE PROBLEM IS THAT YOU think you have time. When you’re in high school, every minute before graduation feels like hours as you wait for your real life to start. But that’s not the case for me. I look into my future and all I see is a brick wall.

I haven’t talked to Fay in weeks, hoping he’ll move on, dreading the day he will. We rode to Bible study together a few times before he left for the spring break trip. And one time he came over to binge-watch reruns of House, but I had a coughing fit and we had to call the EMTs and it was too much. Not for him. For me.

He keeps calling but I don’t pick up. He texts but I don’t reply. At first it was just questions asking how I’m doing or what I’m doing. Now he just checks in with updates about what he’s doing and how much he misses me. He’s written a few letters, too. I read them under the covers with a flashlight, afraid that even the fluorescent beams of my bedroom lights might bear witness to my cowardice.

Aabidah’s sensible gray Camry rolls to a stop in front of a squat cement building way past the county line. It’s attached to what looks like a dilapidated dollhouse. Gravel pops like ’hood Fourth of July as Aabidah and I let our eyes settle onto the grim facade in front of us. I scrunch my nose up so bad that I have to readjust my oxygen line. My sister notices immediately.

“Don’t do that, T. I asked around. She’s supposed to be the best.”

“According to who? Backwoods Weekly? Meth and Homemade Biscuits Times?” I joke.

Aabidah rolls her eyes and opens the car door; the scent of diesel fuel and honeysuckle wafts in on a hot breeze. Dolly’s Mirror is a dive bar—I can tell that much from the yellowed and cracking road sign out front. Couple that with the SUV-sized American flag whipping above our heads and Dolly Parton’s “9 to 5” spilling out from the screen door and you’ve got my country nightmare come to life. Aabidah opens the door for me and pulls my oxygen tank out so I won’t have to lift it. I hoist myself out of the car, though. I need that little bit of agency, the tiniest morsel of control over my body.

“Ten dollars for your future. That’s a steal!” I wheeze, letting the sarcasm sweeten the sight of me straining for air and wincing with every step. My birthday’s coming up. I’ll be eighteen. It’s supposed to be great. I’m supposed to be excited about going off to college, getting to vote, being an almost grown-up. I should be planning an all-out bash with my friends, but I haven’t seen anyone outside church since the Valentine’s dance two months ago. And they say Tauruses are supposed to be devoted and responsible. Hardly. Too many doctors’ appointments, too many hospital visits. Pity overload for the one girl in a hundred thousand who came out on the other side of a pandemic with the lungs of an eighty-year-old. But hey, there’s hope; there’s.…

“What’s her name?”

“Rose,” Aabidah says as her eyes go wide at the Confederate-flag doormat.

“We’re already here, Aabidah. We might as well go in,” I mumble.

Her head moves from side to side, searching, like all Black people do in a new place, seeking out another Black face. We don’t find one, but we do see something that simultaneously surprises and reassures me: a child. A little girl about ten years old is pouring a beer into a frosted glass for a man in a pristine Carolina Gamecocks hat and matching T-shirt.

“Readings in the back! Put your ten dollars in the jar at the end of the bar,” she announces without looking up. So much for Southern hospitality.

The jukebox switches to “Jolene,” and somebody in one of the corner booths starts singing along… badly. When we walk through the curtain that separates the front area from the back room, the crooner is cut off mid-verse. Silence swallows us so completely that the squeak in the wheels of my oxygen tank echoes through the hallway. I nudge my sister forward with my elbow. She stumbles a bit but puts one foot in front of the other. This was her idea, after all.

The smell of sage mixed with boiled peanuts, briny and sharp, hits me as Aabidah knocks tentatively on the doorframe of the only open room in the hall.

“Y’all come on in. Take a seat on those cushions. I’ll be right with you,” a woman’s voice says through the beaded curtain. We make our way in and sit down, taking in everything around us: the candlelight and tapestry-covered walls. A literal shrine to Dolly Parton is in one corner, complete with burning incense and a fish tank with two goldfish swimming lazily in and out of a tiny church.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” Aabidah says, nearly chickening out.

“Suddenly scared she might be the real deal after all?” I ask.

“No. It’s just… this place is… I don’t know. I’ve got a bad feeling. Why are you so calm, church girl?”

I roll my eyes. “I’m out of options, I guess.”

Aabidah stopped going to the church after Mama died. I worry about what she’ll have left if… when something happens to me. Sour bile rises up in my throat. I swallow it back down and then it starts, the bone-rattling coughing fit I’ve been trying to avoid for the last hour.

The psychic, a thick white girl in a beautiful form-fitting white linen shorts set, rushes over and shoves a steaming cup of mystery into my hands as I try and fail to catch my breath. My sister nearly knocks the thing to the floor as she tries to pry it out of my grasp.

“That won’t help!” Aabidah grunts through her teeth, and pulls a handkerchief from her purse—one of Nana’s old ones—and pushes it into my palm to catch the bloody phlegm.

“It’s not for drinking. Sweetheart, put this cup under your chin and see if you can calm yourself enough to let the fumes get in your nose.” She taps the cup with a blood-red coffin-shaped acrylic nail. “You’ll have to pull that tube out, though.” She holds up her hand and gives us a small wave. “I’m Rose,” she says, and smiles.

“Like hell,” Aabidah says as she struggles to open the sterile plastic bag holding my oxygen mask so I can get more air.

It feels like my chest is packed with hot rocks, but you know what, why not? It is almost my birthday. Ripping off my oxygen tube is the closest thrill I’ll get for the foreseeable future. I pull the tubing back, settle myself enough to attempt to breathe in, hold the cup under my chin, and inhale. I don’t expect anything, really. I’ve given up on expectations. But when I draw in a deep breath, it’s the first full unhindered breath I’ve taken in nearly a year. It’s clean and minty, energizing and cooling, and a tear falls from my eye before I have a chance to catch myself.

“Feels nice, don’t it?” Rose says as she turns the knob down on her boiling peanuts and settles on an embroidered cushion in front of us. She’s covered in floral tattoos from neck to ankle, and her fifties-style red hair is tied up in one of those dollar-store handkerchiefs you see gang members wear in movies from the nineties. A Boyz-n-the-Hood-but-make-it-fashion sort of vibe.

I take another deep breath in. This time the cooling sensation flows from my lungs down to the pit of my stomach. Goose bumps erupt on my skin, and it starts to feel like I’m floating.

“Are you okay?” Aabidah asks, but she sounds far away. I turn to look at her and it’s like she’s at the far end of a tunnel, or I’m looking up at her from the bottom of a well. Shit, it’s happening again.

“What’s wrong with her?” Aabidah asks Rose, the urgency in her voice muffling it into a desperate whisper.

“She’s fine. She’ll be back soon,” Rose says calmly, winking as she drops a pillow behind me just in case I teeter.

I try to grab on to something before I fall, but there’s nothing to grab on to when you’re falling into your own mind.






5 Gao, Mali, 1325 TAMAR


HAL ’ANT BIKHAYR?”

I blink hard against the sun and turn to the auntie who just asked after my welfare. “I’m fine,” I say quickly, not wanting to draw too much attention to myself. “I… I lost my train of thought. I must have been daydreaming.”

Al-Kawkaw is my city. I know the market, its beating heart, like I know the lines etched into my palm. My claim to her as my own is as valid as any girl born here, even though I was not. As its adopted daughter I know when I am being fleeced. I shake my head at the woman in front of me.

“It’s too high a price, even for cloth so fine,” I say, and turn the corner of the linen over with my hand. Iyin’s ring, a half-moon agate set in gold, catches the light.

“Fine ring,” she says, testing the waters to see if I have stolen it. I meet her gaze head-on. Yes, a slave has no use for fine jewelry, but neither does a girl whose fingers have grown too thin to wear it. It was a gift, but I don’t owe this woman that story.

“Your mistress, daughter of an old family, a respected family, can’t be seen in rags,” the old woman says as she smooths the fabric with her wrinkled hand. I can only see her eyes, but they hold mischief. She could do this all day. I don’t have even five minutes to spare.

I give her a short, dry laugh. “Rags? Is that what your competitors peddle?” I wave my hand at the stall at the end of the lane, where a man is hanging out some of the finest linen I’ve seen brought in since the last rains. The quality is not as good as what she has to offer, but the possibility of losing a sale is enough to make her bend.

“One week. I will have it ready for you,” she says begrudgingly.

“That long?” I reply, and feel a twinge of guilt as the old woman’s movements grow stiff with disappointment at her haggling skills. Iyin would have been fine with paying twice the price we have settled upon, but with the better deal, I can purchase food for the week, and food is worth more than envy. While Iyin is well versed in the price fluctuations of silks and linens, she couldn’t tell you how much you’d need to purchase six eggs.

“I know cowrie is the expected payment, but I have been to every corner of the market today, and I might have been a bit impulsive. Will you take a trade? I purchased this scroll of poetry for my mistress, but now I’m sure she already owns the piece.…”

She nearly snatches the scroll from my hand. “Tomorrow,” she says again, this time with more enthusiasm. She knows she’s gotten the better end of the deal.

“Poetry, Khala Farheen? Had I known I could get away with paying in pretty words, I would have sung you all the ballads of Gobir,” a young man interjects in an odd accent, plucking the scroll from her fingers and raising his eyebrows in flirtation. The old woman laughs.

“What do you know of poetry? All you soldiers understand is blood and war,” she replies.

The soldier straightens his back, clears his throat, and takes a step further into her tent, his arm raised toward her… in a flourish.

“ ‘All through eternity / Beauty unveils His exquisite form / in the solitude of nothingness; / He holds a mirror to His Face / and beholds His own beauty. / He is the knower and the known, / the seer and the seen.’ ”

The candlemaker in the adjacent stall claps.

“You know Rumi,” I say, astonished that a soldier would know anything besides the price of wine.

“All he knows is death and gambling, girl,” the old woman says with a sigh. “Ignore him. This place will be free of his kind soon enough.”

“Oh, but I will miss you the most, Auntie. And who would I give my winnings to? Will you tell this girl that cloth is not all that you sell?” he says, his eyes dancing.

The woman throws up her hands and lets loose a monsoon of Idoma that I can’t quite follow. Other than market visits, I am not allowed to talk with anyone outside the household, let alone travel to Enugu to pick up enough Idoma for conversation. While they joke and argue, I step away. I’ve still got to renegotiate the price of our weekly millet order, visit the midwife for an adjustment to Iyin’s prescription of herbs, and hopefully find someone who can sell me a bit of that lemon-scented honey she loves from Timbuktu. I know of one peddler, but being the zealot he is, he refuses to sell to a girl shopping on her own. I tried to explain there were no sons in our household, but he wouldn’t budge. So why give our coins to such a rude man anyway?

I smell my way, as much as I walk from memory, toward the fishmongers closer to the River Niger’s edge. The newer stalls are more likely to be set up here. With the arrival of Mansa Musa’s retinue, there’s always something new to see, even if it is a bit more crowded. A sharp voice spooks a horse tied to a stall on my left, and a cart of melons spills to the ground from its flailing front legs. In a blink I’m off-balance and heel over head with no control over my body, bound for certain disaster. But in the next heartbeat strong arms cradle me and set me on my feet again.

“You must have a lot on your mind if you did not see that coming,” the arms say as they spin me around. The Rumi soldier.

My first thought is to check my hair. It’s wedding season, and Iyin was so generous as to allow me to have my hair styled along with hers. Braids no wider than flower stems bloom from the crown of my head and loop again and again, finally gathering in a lush ball at the back of my neck. Glass beads that flash green and gold dangle from their strategic homes on each braid and could easily slip out of place, but I needn’t have worried. He caught me like it was his job to catch—a fisher of silly girls. His hands squeeze the flesh of my arms in a way that sends a shiver across my skin, followed by an internal desire I’ve never felt before. I snatch my arms loose. If he’s offended, his smile doesn’t show it.

I clear my throat, afraid the pitch in my voice might give away the nervousness churning in my belly. I have never been this close to a man I do not know, and I most certainly have never been touched by one. “Thank you,” I rush, almost forgetting my manners.

“My pleasure. I am here to serve,” he says and bows his head low.

I look around me to see if anyone is watching, prying eyes that might send a word to Iyin or her father about my inappropriate behavior. They would be lies, but it wouldn’t be the first time. Thankfully, everyone is preoccupied with calming down the horse and the river of melons rolling down the street.

“Tamar! Are you all right?” a woman’s voice cries close to my ear.

“Yaa, Adaku,” I reply, and, seeing that I’m telling the truth, the midwife’s daughter takes the opportunity to share the life story of her cousin who was once kicked in the head by one of the sultan’s horses and never recovered. I have to squeeze her arm to stop her.

“Ndo, sorry. Who was that man?” she asks.

I turn my head. I expect the young man to introduce himself, but he’s gone. “Nobody, just a soldier,” I say, and loop my arm in hers so she can lead me to the midwife. Hoping with each step that I can shake the feeling of being in the soldier’s arms.
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