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Chapter 1

[image: image]

Favorite Things
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You have firm convictions—stand strong behind them.

Even though I’ve never seen one in person, wood thrushes are my favorite bird of all time. They sing the perfect summer song. They sound like sunshine and fun and good luck. Whatever mood you’re in, if you hear a wood thrush singing, you’re gonna feel ten times better, I promise. But they don’t come around very often. So when I woke up this morning and heard one, I knew it was my lucky day.

Wood thrushes remind me of my favorite instrument, the flute. Uncle Jimmy taught me to play forever ago, and in the beginning, my flute went everywhere I did. I loved it so much, I even named her Flicker. Flicker the Flute. Then Daddy taught me soccer, and I loved that, too. But after a while, it was like a seesaw, with soccer on the one side and Flicker on the other. I couldn’t do them both at the same time. Lessons or practice? Games or recitals?

I chose soccer, which is Daddy’s favorite thing.

Something about that wood thrush singing that lucky song this morning pulls me right out of bed and into my favorite place—the Cave. My closet. A narrow rectangle, just long enough and wide enough to hold my sleeping bag and a pillow. There’s a stack of old photographs and a shoebox full of fortunes on one end, and down at the other end, hidden out of sight, is Flicker.

I plop down on my sleeping bag, reach for my flute case, and unlock it as softly as I can. I run my fingers over the shiny silver parts and assemble them. I take a deep breath and activate Quiet Mode before starting the fun part of The Barber of Seville. Quiet Mode is when I blow softly across my flute. I can still hear the notes, but nobody else can. It’s almost like the wind is blowing, carrying a faint tune.

No one knows I still play my flute. My parents think I abandoned it the way kids leave behind old toys, but I could never abandon Flicker. It’s just that I don’t want Daddy to wonder where my heart is. It’s with soccer. With him.

So I keep Flicker to myself. Every now and again I slip up and play a few notes out loud, but not this morning. This morning is a soccer morning, and an important one at that. It’s the last game of the season, and the Astros are undefeated. We want to keep it that way. No one would understand why I’m suddenly playing my flute instead of doing soccer drills or getting dressed. So I have to be extra careful. Quiet Mode it is.

“MJ! Are you awake?” Daddy’s voice startles me. I can tell he’s already halfway up the stairs. I shove Flicker into my sleeping bag and jump up to answer.

“I’m awake, Daddy!”

“Just checking! I didn’t hear you moving around yet.” He knocks and swings open my bedroom door, whisking something in a glass bowl. “Champions need breakfast. I’m making pancakes!”

“That doesn’t look like pancake batter!”

“This is the winning marinade. Marinade . . .” He points to me to finish.

“Not sauce!” we say together, and laugh.

He puts his nose right up to the orangey-brown mixture and inhales. “Ooh wee!”

I shake my head. Later today is the big Grill-Off. It’s our first cookout of the summer, and it’s always a big deal.

“Anything special in your pancakes?”

“Extra chocolate chips, please!”

“You got it. Let’s go, Astros!” he yells.

I laugh and hurry to get dressed, but I roll my eyes at my uniform. My name is Maya Jenkins, MJ for short, but my uniform says Maya. Nobody calls me Maya except people who don’t know me very well . . . and Mama.

After I’m dressed in our home whites, I pause in the mirror. I practice my game face, the stern look that shows the other team you mean business. But the deep dimples in my brown cheeks erase the sting, and I still look pretty friendly. I shrug and run my hands over my dark brown hair. It’s parted down the middle, cornrows on each side like always.

I’m ready. There’s only one thing left to do: spin my Wheel of Fortunes. The Wheel is a cardboard circle mounted on my wall. It’s cobalt blue, the color of the oceans you see in pictures of Earth from outer space. The outside edges are crammed with pasted-on fortunes from fortune cookies. Every morning (and whenever I need good luck), my favorite thing to do is spin the Wheel until my chopstick points to one thin rectangle of wisdom. Each fortune is a compass, leading me in the right direction.

I close my eyes, concentrate on soccer, and give it a whirl. It lands on:

You have firm convictions—stand strong behind them.

I read it out loud three times to lock it in. Then I kiss Daddy’s picture for extra good luck—the one of him as a kid in his royal blue Chargers uniform.

On the way out my room, I steal a look back at the Cave to make sure Flicker is safely out of sight.





Chapter 2
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Let’s Go Play Some Football!
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Your talents will be recognized and rewarded.

“Let’s go play some footballllll!”

That’s Daddy, dragging the l for extra drama. He yells this at the beginning of every game, giving it his whole heart and soul. His gleaming bald head thrown back, hands cupped around his mouth, no shame, he takes a deep breath and lets it rip.

Is it embarrassing? Absolutely! But I love it because I love him.

Mama says Daddy’s a soccer snob, calling it football like that. They both grew up right here in Georgia, so they know what the word football means to everyone else. But Daddy doesn’t care. He fell in love with soccer a million gazillion years ago, back when he was my age.

“It’s silly, MJ,” he said to me once. “You spend the whole game passing and catching a ball with your hands, and Americans have the nerve to call that football.” He joins in with the rest of the world, calling soccer by its proper name.

Even though he yells “Let’s go play some football” at the beginning of every game, we’re almost done with this one. He’s rallying the Astros, because if someone doesn’t hurry up and score before time runs out, our last game will end in a tie. Nobody wants a tie. Especially not Daddy and me.

I sneak a look at the clock. Two minutes left. Still enough time to win. I never, ever give up, not until the final whistle blows. But no one is where they should be. I sigh.

“Come on!” I shout to anyone who’ll listen. Keep it together, MJ, I remind myself, blowing out a big puff of air. I get my love of soccer from Daddy, but my firecracker fuse from Mama.

My best friend, Ginger, hustles and as soon as she’s in position, we start the dance. She nutmegs the midfielder and runs ahead. It’s a slick move, and Daddy shouts, “Ooh wee!” from the sidelines. Then she passes it to me.

We dash from the midfield, adding Angelica to the party, shaking defenders and passing our way to the top. And then I see it, clear as day, the perfect opening for a shot on goal. Wanda’s calling for the ball, but I lock eyes with Meisha. I pass it to Ginger to set it up.

“MJ! Wanda is right there!” Angelica shouts, running past, trying to boss me around as usual. You have firm convictions—stand strong behind them. I ignore her and pass it to Meisha. The crowd rumbles. This is it! Meisha takes one touch, just one. And boom! She smashes a rocket just past the keeper’s fingertips and into the top corner.

A thing of beauty.

We all rush over to Meisha, screaming, dancing, hugging in a huge bunch. I’m the smallest one in the group, but I might be the most excited.

When the whistle blows to end the game, the groan on the other side of the field is drowned out by our parents going wild, cheering, whooping it up. I can’t help but wonder if Mama is one of them—if she’s smiling, at least.

Mama is not showy. Daddy is a pick-you-up, swing-you-around, yell-“I love you”-across-the-field type. Mama is a squeeze-your-hand, caress-your-face, and whisper-in-your-ear type. She doesn’t use a lot of words or volume to tell you she is worried or happy or mad. She does it in looks and touches and small movements.

One is not better or worse than the other. They are just different.

Though she is stingier with her smiles than Daddy is, she seems to be giving them even less lately. I notice it most at the games or whenever someone brings up soccer. But even outside of soccer, her smiles seem shallow now. They start and stop at her face. When was the last time she smiled a real smile? A deep one. The kind that starts all the way from your toes, rumbles up through your belly, and lights up everything around you.

Weeks? Months? I’m not exactly sure. It’s been gradual, like the dimmer switch in our living room. It starts at full brightness, but you can ease the switch down until the darkness is bigger than the light, and shadows take over the whole room. It’s cool when you’re watching a movie. It’s not so cool when you’re watching your mom.

After a quick closing huddle and photos with Coach, I run to the sidelines. Daddy and Mama clap and give me matching thumbs-up. I hug and kiss them quick before dashing off with Ginger and Angelica. Win or lose, if it’s warm, we get ice cream.

“Congratulations, Babygirl!” shouts Daddy. “Great assist on that goal!”

“I’m proud of you,” says Mama. I want to believe her, but even now her smile is barely reaching her eyes.

“Looked like the MVP to me!”

“Mathew . . .” A small warning tone from Mama.

“Whoa!” Daddy throws up his hands in retreat. “I don’t vote on these things. I’m just saying, she looked like the MVP.”

Mama shakes her head at him. The little smile she had is all gone now. I wish I could make her understand. Deep down, I do want to be named MVP. If you want to play for a better team, being the season MVP gives you an edge. It’ll bring me that much closer to the big goal—becoming a Charger like Daddy was. Our closing banquet is less than a week away, and the MVP will be announced then.

“Have fun, baby,” says Mama, planting a loud kiss on my cheek. I can tell she means that, at least.

Just before my friends and I pile into the van, I sneak one more look at my parents. Daddy with his deep brown skin, bald head, and easy smile. Mama, the shortest mom out here, with her spiky fade and cherry-red lips. They are chatting with the other parents, both smiling now. I’m probably the only one who wonders where the rest of her smile is.

We jump back into Angelica’s van, giggling, slurping, and wiping away drips from our waffle cones.

“Try to get the ice cream in your mouth, not on the seats,” Mr. Gus says. He looks at me and Ginger through his rearview mirror. “Y’all made some great plays today. Did you have fun?”

“It was fun, but we took it to the wire! Y’all had me stressed,” I say.

“Yasss! Today was great, but the whole season was fire,” says Ginger. “Even the practices were pretty good.”

“This was our best season yet,” Angelica says with her mouth full of ice cream. “I can’t believe it’s almost time for tryouts.”

“I know,” I say. “Are y’all staying with rec soccer or moving to club?”

“Club definitely. If we get picked. You have to be good to make a club team,” says Angelica.

She’s right. Anyone in the neighborhood can sign up for recreational soccer, and they try to set the teams based on who is just learning and who has the game down pretty well. Then there’s club soccer. That’s exclusive. You have to be really good at soccer to play on a club team. Only the best get chosen. Since there are just a few slots, you really have to dazzle them at tryouts. It helps if you can stand out in some way to the coaches.

“I wanna play for the—”

“Chargers!” Ginger and Angelica beat me to the punch.

“Seems like everybody wants to be a Charger. Except for Meisha,” Angelica announces to the van.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“She’s quitting,” Angelica fake whispers.

“Whaaaat?” Now it’s my turn to shout with Ginger.

Meisha scored the only goal of the whole game. It seems impossible she would stop playing. She’s a fantastic striker.

“Why?” I ask.

“She likes soccer, but she doesn’t love it. She said she doesn’t want to spend all her time at practices and games in middle school.”

“I’m sure her parents are happy,” says Mr. Gus. “It’s your sport, but we have to play it, too. Taking you to practice. Games. Ice cream.”

“Dad!” laughs Angelica.

“What’s she gonna do instead?” asks Ginger.

Angelica shrugs.

Whatever she wants. That’s the seesaw. Soccer on the one end, and whatever else you like to do on the other. Like more time for flute lessons and playing in a band. I shake my head to clear the thought away.

“I’m not quitting. I love soccer. I love every minute!” says Angelica. “You hear that, Daddy? I. Love. Every. Minute.”

“Me too,” shouts Ginger, holding what’s left of her ice cream in a salute.

“Me three.”

“Cheers!” We all toast, raising our cones with Ginger.

“Girls! Watch out! No drips!”

“Okay, Daddy, okay!” yells Angelica as Mr. Gus lets me out in front of the house.

“Y’all coming to the Grill-Off later?” I ask everyone.

“Wouldn’t miss it!” says Mr. Gus. “I got my money on your father to win again this year.”

I wave to their nods and smiles as the van goes three doors down to drop off Ginger next. Back in my room, I decide to do a quick spin of the Wheel before changing for the Grill-Off. I think about today’s game, and how Daddy said I looked like an MVP. I hold my breath as the Wheel whirls around, and smile when it lands on: Your talents will be recognized and rewarded.

Maybe MVP is in my future after all.





Chapter 3
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Grill Master
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Beauty surrounds you because you create it.

The strong scent of charcoal and lighter fluid tickles my nose. I smile. Year after year Mama tries to convince Daddy to get a gas grill. “Next year, Leah, maybe next year,” he says every time. Then summer rolls around, and he’s hauling out a big blue-and-white sack of charcoal briquettes and pouring them into the mouth of the old grill. He drenches the black stones with lighter fluid and tosses in a match. It smells horrible, but I love it. It means music and food and fun, and lots of smack-talking between Daddy and Uncle Jimmy. I spin the Wheel once more and read the fortune out loud: “Beauty surrounds you because you create it.” Sounds good to me. I head outside to join the fun.

The first cookout of the year is the big Grill-Off. Uncle J brings his grill and his playlists and his homemade barbecue sauce. This cookout is really a cook-off to see who will claim the title of Grill Master. The feature is almost always ribs, but sometimes it’s chicken and one year they did lamb. Friends and neighbors drop by and “vote,” which means they eat a full plate with offerings from each grill and then claim they can’t pick a winner.

“Y’all outdid yourselves!” they say.

“It’s just too good, Mat. And you, too, Jimmy. How can I pick? Let me taste another drumstick, and then I can really let you know.”

Daddy’s first love is baking, but he will not be outdone on the grill. He has a whole elaborate routine where he mixes mustard and Worcestershire sauce and stuff like that. He marinates the food in huge containers, setting and resetting timers all day long. And with all the spices and flavors he swirls together, what you won’t do is call it barbecue sauce. Absolutely positively no barbecue sauce. We don’t buy it. We don’t make it. We don’t keep any in the house. That’s why Uncle Jimmy brings his own.

“If you gotta slather it with all that sauce once you’re done cooking, that means you hiding something!” Daddy says.

“Barbecue with no barbecue sauce is just silly, Mathew. Who raised you??”

They go back and forth like this all afternoon, and it cracks me up. Uncle Jimmy knows exactly who raised Daddy. They’re identical twins. They both have moles on their faces and dimples in their chins, clean-shaven bald heads, and trimmed mustaches. But Uncle Jimmy has a crisp goatee with sharp lines while Daddy has a full beard. Daddy shaves the beard every summer, so I guess it’ll be gone any day now.

“I am planning to show you how it’s done with these ribs. Again.” Uncle J dramatically snatches away a sheet of heavy-duty foil to unveil a slab ready for the grill. “Look, Baker Man, just leave these to me.” He makes a big show of tossing a dash of salt. “I’ll handle the tough parts.”

“Man, be quiet! You mean, you’ll make the parts tough! And why you can’t follow directions? I asked you to bring some sweet peppers.”

“My bad, you right. I forgot you wanted to do shish kebabs.” Uncle J looks at me like no one in their right mind would ever make such a thing at a cook-off, and could I believe it? I giggle, looking to see what Daddy’s gonna say next. He smacks Uncle Jimmy in the chest.

“Watch out, now! Don’t hurt yourself!” teases Uncle J, flexing his muscles.

We all erupt into big laughs as Uncle J spots Mama walking toward us loaded down with plates and napkins.

“How’s my favorite sister doing?” he says, cozying up to her and freeing her hands.

“It’s good to see you, Jimmy,” says Mama. She sounds happy, but one quick look and I see she’s smiling only halfway. She’s usually as excited as everyone else for the Grill-Off. Ready to outdance the newbies while the folks who know better eat seconds and thirds of her potato salad instead. Although Mama is not one for being loud or showy most of the time, dancing is her big joy.

It’s not my imagination. Her light is definitely dimmer.

After the first sizzles on the grill, Uncle J calls out to me, “You hanging with me this summer, or are you getting too old for that?”

“I’m hanging!”

He’s a music teacher at the high school, and there’s live music in the park all summer long. Mostly we just go and lie in the sun and listen to the bands. Sometimes his students perform, and once in a while he even jams with them. I’ve never played, of course, but a long time ago I wanted to.

Maybe, deep down, I still do.

“I’m just glad you still have time for me. I heard I missed your big assist, superstar!”

“That’s my babygirl right there!” shouts Daddy. “Soon-to-be Astros MVP and a future Charger!”

Mama cuts her eyes sharp and quick at Daddy then, dropping the temperature of the whole outside by twenty degrees with just one look.

“Whew, it got frosty out here,” says Uncle J, trying to lighten the mood. “Let me go check on my grill and make sure it’s still working!” Although he turns away, I’m pretty sure he’s still listening.

“We talked about this, Mat.”

I can’t see her face, but I can tell from her tone that her eyebrows are up in the You’re getting told off position.

“I’m just having fun, Leah.” Daddy leans in and lowers his voice, but I can hear him ask, “Can’t we just do this?” I’m guessing “this” is the cookout, but I’m not so sure.

Mama storms toward the house without so much as a glance in my direction. Daddy winks at me like it’s no big deal, but I’ve heard them whisper-fighting more than once the past couple of months. At first, I thought it was just a soccer thing. Every time Daddy mentions the Chargers, she gets mad and calls him obsessed. But deep down, I know it’s more than that.

Beauty surrounds you because you create it. I’m not sure how I can create beauty from this.





Chapter 4
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Before I Let Go

[image: image]

You will find your solution where you least expect it.

I go to the kitchen in search of Daddy’s extra marinade. Mama is stirring her famous potato salad. Only she’s not really stirring it, she’s pounding it, slamming a wooden spoon into the glass bowl over and over again. Her face is one big scowl. I’m afraid to interrupt, but I don’t see the mason jar.

“Have you seen Daddy’s marinade?”

She slaps her chest. “You startled me.”

“Sorry.”

She points wordlessly to the jar on the table, which is almost hidden between serving dishes.

“It’s fine. Where’s Ginger?” she asks, still stirring but no longer slamming into the bowl.

“She’s on the way. Everybody’s coming.”

“Good.” She pauses. “Maya?”

“Yes, Mama?”

She looks at me. Her face is soft, like she wasn’t just upset a few seconds ago. That’s something else we have in common. Quick to anger, but usually quick to cool, too. I wonder if she will say something like Don’t worry about me and Daddy or Good luck with MVP at the banquet next week. I know how much it means to you. But she doesn’t say any of that. She doesn’t say anything at all.

“Never mind.” She covers the potato salad and puts it in the fridge. I watch her to see if she will change her mind again, but she takes her time at the fridge and I
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