
Chapter One 

			Olly Smith-Nakamura wanted to hit something. It didn’t matter what. She just needed something tangible to focus on so she could vent her anger and frustration on something other than the easiest target: her parents.

			Deep down, she knew her fathers weren’t the reason everything in her life was so screwed up these days. It wasn’t their fault that in the span of eleven months, one had lost his job and the other had been forced to shutter the restaurant he had long dreamed of opening. That was because of the downturn in the economy.

			It wasn’t their fault she had to leave her friends and family in the Bay Area behind and relocate to a tiny ass town she had only previously (and briefly) visited for family reunions or holiday get-togethers. See reason one.

			It also wasn’t their fault that her girlfriend had broken up with her at the first sign of adversity when they had been part of each other’s lives for as long as either could remember. That was on Alice, who had promised to give the long-distance thing a try but had kicked her to the curb before she and her family had made it even halfway through their cross-country road trip. Their relationship deserved a better ending than a vaguely worded text. Their friendship did, too.

			No, none of her problems were her parents’ fault. But it was so much easier to blame the people she crossed paths with every day rather than a germ she couldn’t see or the girl who no longer wanted to see her.

			Instead of lashing out for the umpteenth time, she cinched the hood of her favorite sweatshirt a little bit tighter, cranked up the volume of the rap song blasting on her earbuds a little bit higher, and retreated within herself. Because despite Kendrick Lamar’s best efforts to convince her that everything was going to be all right, she couldn’t imagine how things could help but continue to get worse.

			The house she had grown up in now belonged to someone else, her parents’ savings had been depleted, and even though they said her college fund was still intact, she would feel like a complete asshole if she even considered putting the money toward paying the five-figure annual tuition at her college of choice when it was clear her dads could use the money for other things. Like putting a roof over their heads and food on the table.

			“How much longer do you plan on keeping up the silent treatment?” Papa asked as he and her bio dad ferried her to the open house at her new school.

			She would have preferred to take a virtual tour, but her dads had insisted on making an in-person appearance so she could get a better feel for the place. Like she wouldn’t be spending the next nine months doing exactly that. Adults could be so weird sometimes.

			Instead of answering him, she turned her attention to the views flashing past the car windows. The homes were relatively modest, but their owners had taken the concept of curb appeal to the next level. She hadn’t seen this much flora since she and Alice had spent the afternoon wandering through the Japanese Tea Garden in Golden Gate Park.

			Frog Wallow, West Virginia, would be pretty if it weren’t so freaking small. A name change might help, too, but that was the least of her worries. The population was less than a thousand, the residents were predominantly white, and the nearest “real” town was nearly an hour away. At least there was Wi-Fi. If not for that, she might lose her mind. What was left of it, anyway. She could already feel her brain cells dying from lack of intellectual stimulation.

			She had thought they had reached rock bottom when her fathers had told her they were putting their house on the market. Then they received the call that Dad’s father had died.

			Grandpa George had always seemed so indestructible that his death had come as a shock. But the even bigger surprise was that not only had he willed the hardware store he owned to Dad, but Dad and Papa decided they should move to Frog Wallow to manage it.

			She still couldn’t believe Dad was born here. Or that he had chosen—actually chosen—to return.

			He had moved to California when he finished college twenty-five years ago. After he and Papa used the proceeds from selling their house to pay off their bills, they had decided to pick up stakes and move to his hometown rather than remain where they were.

			Sure, the cost of living was much lower in West Virginia than it was in California, but what was she supposed to do for fun when the most popular attractions weren’t internationally known destinations like Fisherman’s Wharf or uber-gay Castro Street but an abandoned coal chute and a water tower shaped like a giant frog?

			“It’s an opportunity for us to start over,” Dad had said when he and Papa sat her down to tell her they were moving from a town she had grown up in to one she barely knew.

			Her idea of starting over didn’t involve Marie Kondo-ing most of their belongings and tossing all the items that didn’t spark joy. She and her parents had crammed the few things they had opted to keep into the space above the shop Papa had inherited. He was trying to get her to view the area as a loft apartment, but she couldn’t see his vision. To her, it was still just a glorified storage room that Grandpa George used to sleep in whenever he and M’Dear got into an argument that couldn’t be settled overnight.

			“Really, Olly?” Papa asked when she continued to focus on the passing scenery rather than answer his question. “We’re still playing that game?”

			She shot him a quick glance. She didn’t know which was worse: the look of disappointment on his face or her unwillingness to take the necessary steps to make it go away.

			Just because her dads asked her to see things from their point of view didn’t mean she could. If they had done a better job of planning for contingencies, she wouldn’t be stuck spending her senior year of high school in the middle of nowhere.

			They wanted her to think of the next few months as an adventure, but this was real life, not a cheesy made-for-TV movie in which all of the heroine’s problems were neatly resolved after a romantic hayride and a few cups of hot cocoa with a newfound love interest or the high school crush she had left behind. Her life was way too complicated to be fixed in two hours. Or an hour and forty-five minutes, not counting commercials.

			“It’s okay, Brian.” Dad found an empty parking space in a lot filled with pickup trucks and minivans, then reached over and gave Papa’s hand a squeeze. “She’s allowed to feel some type of way about all this.”

			They shared a deep, meaningful glance before Papa turned away. Even though she was too mad at them to admit it, she liked how they still got moony-eyed over each other even after being together for so long.

			They had met twenty-two years ago at a party at a mutual friend’s house after the annual Pride parade. They made an unlikely pair—David Smith, a Black man from Appalachia, and Brian Nakamura, a second-generation Japanese American man from Oakland—but they had clicked right away. They had moved in together a few weeks after they were introduced. Neither could remember whose idea it was to start a family. Once it became a topic of conversation, it was all they could think about.

			Papa’s sister Miriam had offered to be a surrogate. Two rounds of IVF later, Olly had been conceived. Aunty Mommy, as Olly liked to call her, had urged her dads to name her Olivia because all three of them adored Olivia Newton-John circa 1978, when the Australian pop star had starred in Grease with John Travolta, their mutual crush. Olivia had been shortened to Olly, not in honor of the skateboard trick but because one of her young cousins found the longer version of her name too difficult to pronounce. The nickname had stuck.

			Because of proximity, Papa’s relatives had played a prominent role in her life thus far. Now Dad’s family would have more of a say, which had been one of the motivating factors behind his and Papa’s decision to make the move in the first place. They said they wanted her to have a chance to get in better touch with her African American roots. She couldn’t be mad at them for that, even though she was furious with them for practically everything else.

			Dad turned to face her. “I’m not going to try to tell you what you should or shouldn’t be feeling because your emotions are valid, and you’re entitled to have them. You don’t want to be here. I get that. You had a great life in San Francisco. Your papa and I did, too. Both of us would give anything to be able to turn back the clock, but we can’t. That life is over, Olly. At least for now.”

			Unshed tears made Olly’s eyes sting. She looked out the window so she wouldn’t have to meet her dad’s penetrating gaze.

			“Please look at me when I’m talking to you.”

			Like Papa, he was a quiet disciplinarian. Neither made a habit of raising his voice to her. They didn’t have to. Their soft words always came with a sufficient air of authority.

			“Thank you,” he said after she complied with his request. “Despite our change in circumstances, the three of us are still a family. This is just a bump in the road that we will eventually get over. Years from now, you’ll look back and be glad we made this decision. Until that happens, you’ve got to cut us some slack and work with us instead of against us. Come inside, meet your teachers, check out your classrooms, and be civil for an hour.”

			Papa flashed a smile, showing off the dimples she had inherited from his gene pool. “Then you can go back to being the monosyllabic queen of sarcasm we know and love.”

			Olly tried not to roll her eyes because she didn’t want to hear yet another lecture about the gesture being her favorite nonverbal form of expression. “Fine.” She stuffed her earbuds into the pocket of her hoodie and let herself out of the car. “Let’s just get this over with.”

			All she wanted to do was be invisible, but she felt like the center of attention as soon as she and her parents joined the steady stream of people filtering inside. Families like hers were common where she used to live. Here, where a set of no longer used railroad tracks divided the traditionally white side of town from the traditionally Black one, she and her dads stuck out like three proverbial sore thumbs.

			She pulled her face mask out of her pocket and put it on. She no longer had a medical reason to wear it because she and her parents had been fully vaccinated against COVID, but she needed something to shield herself from prying eyes while the next sixty minutes crawled by.

			She and her dads checked in with the welcoming committee in the foyer, where they picked up a folder containing her class schedule as well as a copy of the dress code. The class schedule seemed pretty basic, but the dress code was much more stringent than she had expected.

			Aside from the usual restrictions concerning hemlines, low-riding jeans, and visible bra straps, there were also provisions banning articles of clothing bearing offensive or political statements. That ruled out half her wardrobe.

			“Toto, we are definitely not in Kansas anymore.”

			Behind her, Dad was reminiscing about the years he had spent wandering the same halls and classrooms she was about to inhabit. He had recapped his freshman year and was about to start on his sophomore campaign when she heard someone call her name.

			She looked up to see her cousin Shemar waving at her like a flagman directing a plane from the tarmac to the terminal. Shemar was without doubt the most relentlessly happy person she had ever met. He could make her laugh no matter how bad a mood she was in. He had once kept her in stitches during a family funeral, which had earned both of them a dreaded death stare from their grandmother. If a look from her parents could make her feel chastened, a disapproving glance from the woman everyone referred to as M’Dear could make her wish she had never been born.

			“Hey, Uncle D. Uncle B.” Shemar greeted each of Olly’s dads with a head nod.

			“You must have grown six inches since the last time I saw you,” Papa said.

			They had attended Grandpa George’s funeral virtually because of crowd size restrictions that had been in place at the time, and they had been quarantining since they arrived in town, so they hadn’t seen any of their family members in person in over a year. How fitting that Shemar’s warm, friendly face was the first one to greet them.

			“It’s about time, right?” Shemar asked as he puffed out his scrawny chest. “I was starting to think puberty had passed me by.”

			“Are Denise and Ike here?” Dad asked.

			“Mama had to work, and you know how Pop is. You couldn’t drag him to one of these things if you paid him.”

			Shemar’s father was Dad’s brother. Though Shemar bore a striking facial resemblance to his father, their personalities couldn’t be less alike. Shemar never stopped smiling, and Uncle Ike’s most common expression was a frown.

			Shemar turned his attention back to her. “What’s up, Olly Oxen Free?”

			“Hey, Pebble.”

			Shemar was a huge fan of Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, though he was less than half the wrestler turned actor’s size. His legs had gotten longer, and his voice had certainly gotten deeper, but he was still the same skinny kid she had hung out with a couple of times a year since she was six years old.

			“Bring it in here.”

			Shemar moved the box of pizza he was holding so they could greet each other with their traditional chest bump. Thanks to his growth spurt, her chest was now closer to his navel than his shoulders. Papa was five foot eleven. Dad was six foot three. Shemar had pulled even with Papa and would probably soon blow past him. Despite his changed appearance, he seemed to be the same sweet, open-hearted guy she had always known and loved.

			“I can’t believe you’re going to be staying here on the regular instead of just a few days at a time,” he said.

			“Neither can I.”

			In his eyes, that was a good thing. In hers, not so much.

			“You should move in with M’Dear and me.”

			Shemar had moved into M’Dear’s house after Grandpa George died so she wouldn’t have to be alone. Olly had assumed he would return home a few days after the funeral was held. Three weeks later, he was still there.

			“She says you need a room with four walls and a door that closes instead of an attic filled with sawdust.”

			“It’s a loft,” Dad said, “and M’Dear will change her mind once it’s finished.”

			“Even if she doesn’t, her idea demands consideration,” Papa said. “Would you like to stay with your grandmother for a while, Olly? Not forever. Just until the renovations are completed. You’d have more room, a lot more privacy, and you wouldn’t have to worry about trying to study in the middle of a construction zone. Think of it as practice for when you head off to college next year—without the tearful good-byes after your dad and I get you moved into your dorm.”

			“I don’t know.”

			It would be cool to have her own space and it would be awesome to help keep a smile on M’Dear’s face while she was in mourning, but moving out would feel like she was abandoning her fathers. If they were supposed to be having a grand adventure, shouldn’t they be doing it together instead of apart?

			“It’s a lot to think about,” Papa said. “There’s no need to worry about making a decision now.”

			“Knowing M’Dear, it’s already a done deal.”

			“You got that right, Uncle D,” Shemar said. “She made me clean up your old room this morning just in case. I nearly threw my back out boxing up all those old trophies of yours.”

			Olly was a little tired of adults making decisions about her life without consulting with her first. The pizza in Shemar’s hands provided a pleasant distraction. The steaming hot pie smelled like grease and cheese, one of her favorite flavor combinations. “What kind is that?”

			When she reached for a slice, Shemar snapped the box shut and pulled it out of her reach.

			“Get your own. This one’s mine. There are plenty more in the cafeteria.”

			“If that’s the kind of food on the menu, going to school here might not be so bad after all.”

			“Don’t get used to it. Today’s event is catered. When classes start, there’ll be nothing but the pre-packaged stuff on the menu.”

			“Great.”

			One of the perks of Papa running his own restaurant was making her friends envious by taking leftovers for lunch the next day. The people around here were probably more familiar with a Happy Meal than a bento box. Like she needed another reason to stand out.

			“Are you really going to eat that entire pizza by yourself?” Papa asked.

			Shemar nodded vigorously. “I need the carbs, Uncle B.” He was wearing his cloth face mask like a chin strap, which didn’t help prevent the spread of germs but facilitated the shoveling of more pizza into his mouth. “I’m too heavy to wrestle at one twenty-six this year and too light to compete at one thirty-two. I either need to drop four pounds or pack on two more and move up to the next weight class. This seemed like the better option.”

			“What’s your timeframe?” Dad asked.

			“Fall preseason starts right after Labor Day, and team tryouts are tomorrow after school.”

			“That’s cutting it close. You might want to add protein shakes to your diet. They always worked for me when I was trying to add or maintain weight.”

			Shemar grimaced. “I tried them, but they gave me such bad bubble guts M’Dear started calling me Tootie.”

			“If that’s the case,” Papa said, “you’d better stick to pizza.”

			Olly bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “If you move up, who’s going to fill your spot at one twenty-six?”

			She and Shemar had always been about the same height and weight. Though he was now substantially taller than she was, he was still as skinny as a rail. His metabolism was so high he could probably eat four pizzas a day and not gain an ounce, let alone the two pounds he was counting on.

			“You, dumbass. The other guy who competed at one twenty-six last year moved out of the district after his dad got a job at the coal mine in Marion County. He’s a cool dude and not having him around will definitely hurt team chemistry, especially on long bus rides. But his results weren’t much better than mine, so losing him won’t have much of an effect on our overall record. The lower weight classes have been our weak link the past few years. If you shore up that part of the lineup and DJ keeps putting in work at heavyweight, the team could have a legit shot at making the playoffs. Who knows? We might even win state for the first time since Uncle D graduated.”

			Wrestling was something of a family tradition. Dad was a four-year starter when he was in high school, and one of Papa’s distant relatives was currently a sumo wrestler in Japan.

			During her freshman year, Olly had joined the girls’ team at her old school as a lark. She hadn’t expected to enjoy it so much—or to be so good at it. Her team had made the playoffs each year she was a member, and last year they had come within a few points of taking the crown.

			When she had been forced to move to West Virginia, she had thought her wrestling career was over. If Shemar was right, she might have been given a reprieve. But she had been hit with too many disappointments lately to get her hopes up.

			“Keep dreaming,” she said. “I doubt this school is woke enough to have a co-ed sports team.”

			“See, that’s where you’re wrong.” Shemar used a slice of pizza to emphasize his point. “The golf team’s been co-ed for years.”

			“I stand corrected. Should I start practicing my putting instead?”

			“No need. We’re too small to have a football team, and more people are interested in basketball than any other sport, so Coach Snyder has a rule that anyone who tries out for the wrestling team makes it on the squad, which means you’re guaranteed a slot.”

			“That explains why you’ve been rocking a singlet while riding the bench for the past three years.”

			“Ha ha. You got jokes, cuz. You really do. My win-loss record might not be as good as yours, but being able to say I was a member of the wrestling team for four years will bolster my case when I start applying to colleges. And I’m comfortable enough with my manhood to admit you’re a much better wrestler than I am, so what do you think being on the team would do for you?”

			Stanford didn’t have a women’s wrestling team, but if Olly was able to make Frog Wallow High School’s squad and have a successful season, she might be able to earn an athletic scholarship to one of the colleges that did. Then her parents would be free to pursue their dreams rather than finance hers. It would be cool to put herself in a position to help them out rather than feeling like one of the anchors that was dragging them down.

			“What do you have to lose?” Shemar asked before he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “This town is a great place to grow up, but most of the people that stay are the ones who can’t afford to live somewhere else.”

			His mouth dropped open when he realized he was talking loud enough for Dad and Papa to hear him.

			“Sorry about that, Uncle D,” he said with a grimace. “I didn’t mean—”

			“Forget about it.” Dad’s Southern drawl only showed up when he was tired or upset. Olly didn’t have to guess which scenario applied in this case. “Why don’t you show Olly around for a while?” His hand shook as he held up her class schedule. “Your papa and I are going to see if I can find the teachers on this list. I recognize some of the names from when I was a student. We’ll meet you back here in a few, okay?”

			He walked away before either Olly or Shemar had a chance to respond.

			“Way to go, Tootie.”

			“I didn’t mean to make him feel bad. I didn’t realize how what I said would sound until I said it. M’Dear says I should think before I speak, not the other way around. I guess I still haven’t learned that lesson.”

			“No shit, Sherlock.” He was inflicting enough punishment on himself without her piling on, so she tried to lighten the mood. “You haven’t learned to share, either. Are you going to give me a slice of that pizza or not?”

			He held the box out to her. “It’s the least I can do after almost making your dad cry.”

			Olly had been doing the same thing for months now. At least Shemar had been mature enough to apologize for his actions. During her time here, perhaps she would be able to learn from his example.

			She grabbed a slice of pizza and pulled her mask down so she could take a bite. “Seriously, dude, this pizza is amazing. Where’s it from?”

			“The Blue Jay Café. When it’s not wrestling season, I work there after school and on the weekends. The owner is Rich Hall. He played baseball at WVU for three years, then got drafted by the Toronto Blue Jays. He never achieved superstar status, but he collected those fat Major League paychecks for a good ten years. His wife, Tiffany, is a real estate agent. She’s also the first woman the town has ever elected to be mayor. That’s them over there.”

			Shemar jerked his chin toward a couple who, like her parents, appeared to be in their late forties. He was tall, handsome, and seemed fit enough to still be roaming the outfield. She looked approachable, professional, and effortlessly stylish. Their presence was so magnetic that most of the people in the room gravitated to them instead of the other way around. If she watched long enough, Olly was positive a receiving line would start to form.

			“Ooh, I just thought of something,” Shemar said. “If Uncle B doesn’t have a job lined up yet, I could put in a good word with him at the Blue Jay. The manager is always threatening to quit for one reason or another. Uncle B could slip right in and take his place. If he gets the job and tells Mr. Hall it was my idea for him to apply, I might even get a finder’s fee.”

			Olly admired Shemar’s hustle. He was always looking for a way to make money, but he was willing to put in the work to get ahead rather than take a shortcut.

			“I think Papa’s committed to helping Dad run the hardware store and getting our place remodeled. They’re making progress, but everything’s still a bit of a mess.”

			“Yeah, you’re right. You practically still have the moving van backed up outside. I’ll wait for y’all to get settled in and hit him up then. But whatever you do, don’t say anything about the store in front of Pop. He’s still feeling salty about Granddaddy leaving it to Uncle D instead of him.”

			Dad and Uncle Ike had never been especially close. Their relationship had grown even more strained after Grandpa George’s will was read. Uncle Ike thought he should have inherited the business because he was older, but Grandpa George had left it to Dad because he had a better head for business.

			“Mum’s the word,” Olly said as she dramatically zipped her lips shut. “If you do manage to talk Papa into managing at the Blue Jay, though, he’d probably spend more time behind the line than in his office.”

			“You won’t hear me complain. The soup he made for me when I had the flu was the bomb. It was so spicy it sweated the germs right out of me. M’Dear still has him beat in the kitchen, but he’s a much better cook than Mama.”

			“I’ll be sure to tell Aunt Denise you said that.”

			“Not if you ever hope to see me again. Because she would ask M’Dear to ground me for so long, I’d be old and gray before either of them finally let me out of the house. My mama can hold a grudge longer than most singers can hold a note. Anyone who gets on her bad side is bound to stay there for a while.”

			“True. Who’s that with the Halls?”

			“Their daughter, Ariel.”

			Ariel was almost as tall as her father and appeared to be just as polished as her mother. Her skin was dusted with just the right amount of makeup, resulting in a natural rather than artificial look. Her long hair was worn up and away from her face, giving off a vibe that seemed purposeful rather than “I didn’t have the time or energy to do anything with my hair, so I grabbed a rubber band and pulled it into a ponytail.”

			“Does she go here, or is she enrolled in private school?”

			“Go here? She practically runs the place. That ain’t no surprise, given who her parents are.” Shemar ticked off her list of accomplishments. “She’s head of the student council, the best pitcher on the softball team, and the odds-on favorite to be class valedictorian.”

			“With that résumé, she has the makings of a classic mean girl. She probably has the requisite insufferable ego to match.”

			“You would think so, but, nah, she’s not like that. She’s actually pretty chill most of the time.”

			“Most of the time?”

			“She’s super competitive. Get this. This past season, she was one out away from throwing a perfect game when Madison Davis, the catcher, dropped a called third strike and allowed the runner to reach first. The next batter hit a home run to win the game two to one. Ariel stopped speaking to Madison after that, and they had been BFFs since they came out of the womb. That was the only regular season game the team lost last season, but they ended up losing in the first round of the playoffs. It’s hard to win games, let alone a title, when the pitcher and catcher aren’t on the same page.”

			“Have Ariel and Madison kissed and made up since then?”

			“If they did, it must have been long distance. Madison graduated in May. She hasn’t been back to town since she opted to enroll early at WVU rather than stick around to face Ariel’s wrath.”

			“And I thought I hated losing.” Olly finished her slice of pizza and put her mask back in place. “Her name’s Ariel? Like the Disney princess?”

			“Her family is practically royalty in this town, so the name makes sense, don’t you think?”

			Olly couldn’t agree more. Uncrowned or not, there was something regal about her. “Considering how lucrative sports contracts are, her father must have made a fortune during his baseball career. Why didn’t he settle in Toronto or one of the other cities he played in?”

			“Because a million dollars goes a lot further in Frog Wallow than it does in any of those places. Their house looks like something out of a magazine. When this is over, ask Uncle B to drive past so you can see it.”

			“No, thanks. If I see how the other half lives, I might not want to head back to my sawdust-filled attic.”

			In Frog Wallow, people could tell what socioeconomic class someone belonged to just by hearing whether they lived east or west of Railroad Boulevard. The thoroughfare divided the town in half, and it was also the street where the hardware store she now lived above was located.

			The residents on the west side of Railroad Boulevard were more well-to-do and predominantly white. The families to the east were more likely to be poorer and browner than their neighbors on the other side of town.

			Olly, like in most social situations, found herself caught between two worlds. Time would tell whether she found one where she felt like she truly belonged.

			“What’s Ariel’s story?” she asked.

			“Everyone calls her Miss Perfect behind her back because she never does anything wrong. Or anything fun. Or is that the same thing? Anyway, she doesn’t party, she doesn’t date, and she has zero social media presence. She scrubbed her pages a few months ago and doesn’t post anything exciting.”

			“Probably to avoid making herself look bad during college interviews.”

			“I know employers ask for all your passwords before they offer you a job, but college admissions boards don’t really look at that stuff, do they?”

			“Dude, haven’t you read about all the acceptances that have been revoked after problematic posts were discovered?”

			Shemar’s mouth dropped open again. If he kept this up, Olly would have to have a word with him about his see-food diet.

			“I forgot about those. Man, I need to scrub my pages, too, because there are definitely some things I don’t want anyone in charge of deciding my future to see.”

			“Where are you thinking about going?”

			“I would love to go to Morehouse because it’s in the ATL and it has a great track record of molding men into leaders. MLK, Spike Lee, and Samuel L. Jackson all went there. FAMU’s on my list, too, because their marching band is fire.”

			“But definitely a historically Black college?”

			“For sure. I’ll probably be stuck paying off student loans for the rest of my life, but it would be worth it in order to spend four years in a situation where teachers expect me to do well instead of being surprised by it. Are you still thinking about applying to Stanford?”

			“I’m not so sure anymore.”

			“What? Then why are you still rocking that sweatshirt?”

			“I’ll always support their teams because I grew up rooting for them, but if I’m being completely honest, going to school there is starting to feel like it’s Alice’s dream rather than mine.”

			“You’ll find your way.” Shemar nudged her with his elbow to show his support, then dropped the last piece of pizza crust into the empty box. “I can introduce you to Ariel if you like, but don’t you dare ask her for her phone number. I love you, cuzzo, but she is way out of your league, and I don’t think she plays for your team.”

			“Then it’s a good thing she isn’t my type.”

			He looked her up and down. “Since when is smart, athletic, and gorgeous not your type?”

			“I’m looking for a way to leave, not a reason to stay.”






Chapter Ten 

			Olly lifted the lid off the stock pot, peered into the boiling water, and stabbed one of the tumbling beef ribs with a two-pronged fork. The meat wasn’t done, but to her untrained eye, it looked ready to be placed in the oven for the next part of the cooking process. “Am I okay to switch?”

			Papa peered over her shoulder. “Those look perfect. After you drain them, be sure to use a liberal amount of seasoning before you baste them. What temp were you planning on using?”

			“Three hundred for ninety minutes.”

			He poked one of the ribs with his finger. “You might want to bump that up to three twenty-five, just to be safe.”

			Olly carried the large pot to the sink and poured the contents into a colander. “It’s killing you not to be able to do this yourself, isn’t it?”

			M’Dear had allowed Papa to advise her on the proper way to prepare the ribs to prevent her from giving anyone food poisoning, but she had given him strict instructions to take a passive rather than active role in the proceedings. “She’s never gonna learn if you do it for her,” M’Dear had said.

			“I’m comfortable with the idea of being an observer rather than a participant.”

			“Sure you are.”

			He grabbed a tasting spoon and dipped it into the Brunswick stew. The dish was a staple in the South. Grandpa George used to make it for every family reunion. His version contained a laundry list of items and took several hours to cook. She was trying to replicate his efforts with fewer ingredients and in half the time.

			“This is really good, Olly.”

			“You don’t have to sound quite so surprised. Even though I was never able to stay awake all night to watch you and Grandpa George barbecue, I retained some of the techniques he shared with you through osmosis.”

			“I thought you were too busy playing with Shemar and his friends to notice.”

			“So did I.”

			She hadn’t realized how much she had learned until she got in the kitchen and went to work. Then everything came flooding back. All the hours Papa and Grandpa George had spent sharing recipes and swapping tall tales while they stoked the fire and spread the coals. She hadn’t fully appreciated those moments at the time. Now she considered them priceless.

			She placed the ribs in a metal baking pan and sprinkled them with a variety of seasonings. Then she covered them with the contents of one of the bottles of Japanese barbecue sauce Papa had brought with him from San Francisco. He had readily parted with most of his other belongings before they moved, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to toss any of the assorted spices he had come to depend on because he knew he wouldn’t be able to find any of them in Frog Wallow’s lone grocery store.

			“To foil or not to foil?” she asked.

			“No foil. You want to bake them, not steam them. Baste them every thirty minutes, and they should be perfect.”

			She stirred the stew to make sure it wasn’t sticking to the bottom of the gigantic pot it was simmering in. Then she stopped to take stock.

			“The ribs are in the oven, the stew is on the stove, I’ve already mixed the cole slaw, Shemar needs forty-five minutes to make the biscuits, and Keisha’s bringing the potato salad. What’s next?”

			“You take a moment to breathe.”

			“I don’t have time for that. Cooking is so stressful. Why in the world do you enjoy it so much?”

			“The kitchen is my happy place. Just being in it relaxes me. You zone out when you’re listening to music or twisting some hapless opponent into a knot. I do it when I’m stuffing gyoza.” He gave her a hug and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m proud of you, Ol. Your dad is, too.”

			“For finally learning how to cook?”

			“No, for speaking your mind. We watched the podcast last night.”

			“Oh, that.”

			She expected to take some flak for some of the things she had said, starting with her parents because she hadn’t let them know her interview with Keisha might prove to be controversial.

			“Yeah, that. You might not win any popularity contests at school tomorrow, but I’m glad you were brave enough to speak truth to power. Just remember to stay away from the comments section.”

			“Trolls suck. I learned that years ago. People give themselves permission to say anything when they’re hiding behind the anonymity of a keyboard. I expect to take heat from a few people at school and around town. What I don’t want is for anything I said to have a negative effect on your business at the store.”

			“Don’t worry about that. We’ve survived downturns before. If people decide not to buy a box of nails or a bag of feed from us because you stood up for what’s right, we don’t want their business anyway.”

			She and Papa headed to the porch, where everyone else was sitting. M’Dear was doing word finds as usual. Dad and Uncle Ike were playing Spades against Shemar and Aunt Denise. Based on the amount of grumbling coming from Uncle Ike’s side of the table, he and Dad were losing badly.

			“I don’t know why I agreed to play with you. You’re even worse now than you were before you moved to California.”

			“I’m not the one who overestimated the number of books we could earn during this round,” Dad said. “You were.”

			“Don’t be mad because Shemar and I are taking you to school today,” Aunt Denise said. “Show them how it’s done, baby.”

			“Bam!”

			Shemar slapped an ace on the table, drawing cheers from Aunt Denise and groans from Dad and Uncle Ike.

			Aunt Denise gathered the cards and added them to the growing pile in front of her. “That’s game. Have you two had enough, or do you want to go again?”

			“I want a new partner is what I want. Brian, are you any better at Spades than your old man is?” Uncle Ike asked.

			“If you’re playing chess, I’m your guy. If not, you’d be better off sticking with David.”

			“What about you, kid?”

			“Don’t look at me,” Olly said. “I’m strictly a Words with Friends girl. Sudoku if I feel like a change of pace.”

			“Looks like you’re stuck with me,” Dad said.

			“I need to take a walk before I subject myself to that again.” Uncle Ike pushed his chair away from the table. “Looks like you’ve got company, Ol. Is that Lamar and Tina’s daughter heading this way? Damn, she’s always been a tomboy, but her guns are even bigger than mine these days.”

			Uncle Ike’s biceps were approximately the size of a pair of canned hams. They had come not from hours in the gym but years of manual labor. When she was a kid and he used to pick her up and toss her in the air, she flew so high she felt like he was sending her into orbit.

			Olly followed his line of sight. Keisha was walking down the sidewalk with a plastic-wrapped glass bowl in her hands. She was wearing a floral print sundress that showed off her muscular arms and shoulders. Olly thanked her lucky stars Keisha was straight. Otherwise, her relationship with Shemar could go from close to complicated in a heartbeat.

			Shemar nearly fell out of his seat. “You didn’t tell me you were inviting her to Sunday dinner.”

			“I wanted to thank her for having me on her show.”

			“You could have sent a card. I would have sent a card. You should have sent a card.”

			“Don’t freak out, dude. She can see you.”

			“You could have told me she was coming is all I’m saying.”

			“I didn’t know you were dating Lamar and Tina’s kid, Ol,” Uncle Ike said. “I’ve got to give you a dap for that. You have good taste in women.”

			Olly accepted his fist bump even though it wasn’t warranted. “Thanks, but she’s not here for me.”

			“Then who is she here for?” Aunt Denise asked.

			Olly tilted her head toward Shemar, who was frantically straightening his clothes and making sure his breath didn’t reek.

			“Okay, then.” Aunt Denise leaned back in her seat as if she were waiting to see what would happen next.

			“He doesn’t know what to do with all that. She’s too much woman for him.”

			“Give him a chance, Ike,” Dad said. “He might surprise you.”

			“The only thing that will surprise me is if he doesn’t piss his pants the first time she looks his way.”

			“Is that what you did when she spotted you three points in a game to five and still won by two?” Olly asked.

			“I took it easy on her because I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

			“It didn’t look like she took your feelings into account when she broke your ankles with a nasty crossover dribble.” Dad took a sip of tea. “Don’t try to deny it. We saw the video. I think Olly turned it into a meme if you want to check it out.”

			Uncle Ike waved him off and resumed his seat. Some of their ribbing had real bite. Today’s back-and-forth seemed to be much more lighthearted. Olly welcomed the change.

			Shemar stood as still as a statue, frozen by his inability to calm his nerves. Olly nudged him with her hip to goad him into action. “If you don’t make a move, she’s going to move on,” she whispered.

			“What am I supposed to do?”

			“You can start by getting the salad.”

			“Right.” He trotted down the stairs. “Hey, Keisha. Let me take that from you.”

			He looked at the potato salad after she handed him the bowl. Olly didn’t know how it tasted, but the presentation was amazing. The pale yellow mustard-based salad was topped with a layer of sliced hard-boiled eggs that had been sprinkled with paprika.

			“I’m not going to find any raisins when I dig into this, am I?” Shemar asked.

			“My mother made it. She knows better than to throw in some random ingredient that doesn’t belong.”

			“Because the first rule at a cookout: ask—”

			Keisha finished the sentence for him. “Who made the potato salad.”

			They smiled at each other, prompting Uncle Ike to grudgingly admit, “He might have game after all.”

			“You know M’Dear and my parents, but I don’t think you’ve met Olly’s dads.” Shemar led Keisha up the stairs. “This is my uncle David, and this is my uncle Brian.”

			“It’s nice to meet you both,” Keisha said.

			“Same here,” Dad said.

			“Thanks for coming,” Olly said.

			“Thanks for the invite,” Keisha said. “And thank you for welcoming me into your home, Mrs. Smith.”

			“Girl, I used to change your dirty diapers when you were a baby,” M’Dear said. “You don’t have to be so formal with me. Call me M’Dear. Are you still playing basketball?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I hope to make the varsity team again this year, and I plan to play at Northwestern next fall.”

			“That’s a good school,” Aunt Denise said. “Did you pick it for the academics or the athletics?”

			“Both. I intend to major in communications, and Northwestern has one of the best journalism schools in the country. The conference is filled with perennial contenders so each game would be a challenge. If I’m fortunate enough to make it to the WNBA, I would be able to leverage my platform to full effect. I wouldn’t mind playing in Europe, though. The season’s longer, which means the compensation’s greater, and I would get a chance to immerse myself in a different culture.”

			“Each time she comes to the shop to get her hair done, I tell your mama how much I enjoy your podcasts. Keep up the good work. You have a bright future ahead of you.”

			“Thank you, Miss Denise.”

			Shemar held up the bowl of potato salad. “I need to put this in the refrigerator. Would you like me to bring you something to drink before I get started on my biscuits?”

			“You bake?” Keisha asked.

			“It’s a hobby of mine. I’m better at savory dishes than sweets, though.”

			“He looks real cute in his apron.” Uncle Ike’s comment earned him a smack on the arm from Aunt Denise, but he didn’t look the least bit chastened.

			“I like a man that can cook,” Keisha said. “I know how to reheat leftovers in the microwave, but that’s about it.”

			“How good are you at rolling out dough?” Shemar asked.

			“I’m great at opening tubes of premade biscuits and cinnamon rolls. I’ve even managed to stop flinching when I break the seal.”

			“Store-bought biscuits? Don’t blaspheme on a Sunday. Come with me so I can show you how it’s supposed to be done.”

			Keisha dug her phone out of the slash pockets on her dress. “Do you mind if we record it for my podcast? I’ve never done a cooking segment before.”

			“Go for it. Just make sure you get my good side.”

			As Shemar and Keisha headed inside, Olly marveled at how easy relationships seemed when they were meant to be.

			“The way they were looking at each other, biscuits aren’t the only things about to get made,” Papa said.

			M’Dear shooed Olly toward the kitchen. “Go play chaperone. I’m too young to be a great-grandmother.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She was glad Shemar was able to relax enough to be his usual charming self around Keisha. But what pleased her most was that he had been able to earn a modicum of his father’s respect without having to change who he was in the process.

			M’Dear grabbed Olly’s hand before she could leave. “It’ll happen for you, too. It happened once. It’ll happen again. Just give it time.”

			Her family might have lost nearly everything over the past year. Time was one thing they had plenty of.

			* * *

			Ariel’s phone started blowing up long before #OneSchoolOneProm began to trend on social media. By the time she and her parents left church on Sunday, Keisha’s podcast had officially gone viral. Most of her previous shows had racked up only a few hundred views at most. The latest installment had well over a thousand and counting.

			“You know what this means, don’t you?” her mother asked as they settled into a booth at the Blue Jay for their usual Sunday lunch. “More press attention than this town has seen in years. The local news crews will pick up on the story first. Then representatives for the national news outlets will come rolling in. We’ve got to get a handle on the situation before it blows up in our faces.” She pulled out her phone and unlocked the screen. “When the waitress comes, order me a chef’s salad and a Diet Coke. I’ve got work to do.”

			“What do you have in mind?” Ariel asked.

			“I’m going to invite Troy to come to the house this afternoon so we can put our heads together and find a way to control the narrative. We need to settle on a position that will appease the locals without turning off the tourists.”

			“How do you plan to do that?”

			Ariel wasn’t fond of her mother’s brazen ambition, but she admired her ability to handle any crisis that came her way.

			“I’m not sure yet. Obviously, we need to issue a statement declaring that Frog Wallow isn’t filled with racists.” Her mother opened the Notes app on her phone and started typing. “If I play up the fact that we’re a small town built on family values, that will please the locals. If I make a point of saying that our traditions are important to us, but we aren’t averse to change, that will appeal to the outsiders.”

			“I feel a stump speech coming on,” her father said.

			“Those sentiments helped get me elected, didn’t they?”

			“Does that mean you’re okay with the idea of an integrated prom?” Ariel asked.

			Her mother’s flying fingers briefly came to a halt. “Are you?”

			“I’m not planning on going, so I don’t care one way or the other.”

			“Senior prom is one of the most important rites of passage in your life. Accepting the promposal, posing for pictures before the big event, renting a hotel room so you can hang out with your friends. You don’t want to miss out on such a memorable experience.”

			“Prom tickets are only sold in lots of two, which means the dance is limited to couples. I would rather skip the event altogether than attend it with someone I have zero interest in.”

			“Surely some nice boy at church or in school has caught your eye. You and Parker Tomlinson used to be close.”

			“That was before he turned into an arrogant little shit who has deluded himself into thinking he’s the second coming of Larry Bird,” her father said. “If Ariel doesn’t want to go to the prom, she doesn’t have to, Tiff. I have better things to do than sit around wondering if some pimply-faced knucklehead is trying to think of a creative way to get into my daughter’s pants.”

			Ariel had never heard her father speak with such conviction on a subject that wasn’t baseball- or business-related. She was touched by his full-throated defense of her virtue, but she didn’t have the heart to tell him he was fighting for something that had already been lost.

			“I’ve always considered myself to be open-minded,” her mother said as she began typing again. “But I’m not the one who has to make the call on what happens at school. Troy and the board are tasked with that responsibility. It’s my job to make sure whatever they decide doesn’t blow back on the town as a whole. Our economy is just starting to get back on track after a series of business closures. I can’t risk having one bad decision throw a wrench in our recovery efforts.”

			“Or your reelection chances?”

			Her father was teasing, but his question wasn’t too far off the mark. Lately, every decision her mother made seemed to be based on how the outcome would affect her standing in the polls.

			“I’ll have to invite Elizabeth Collins to join us too.”

			“Lizzy the Lezzie?” her father said. “Isn’t that what you and your friends called her when you were in high school?”

			Her mother shot him a look as if to warn him not to make comments like that in public. “High school was a long time ago,” she said after a waitress took their food and drink orders.

			Ariel hadn’t heard the rumors about Mrs. Collins’s sexual orientation. If they were true, perhaps that was why she had always felt so drawn to her.

			“Does she know you used to call her that?” she asked.

			“Used to?” her father said with a laugh.

			“Like I said, high school was a long time ago. I’ve matured a great deal since then, even if your father hasn’t. When Elizabeth found out about the nickname, she let us know that it was inaccurate because she identified as bisexual instead of a lesbian. It’s all water under the bridge at this point because she’s married to a wonderful man now, and I’m sure they’re very happy together. Whatever the case may be, I need to get her take on this GSA thing.” Her mother’s fingers moved faster and faster on her phone’s digital keyboard as she allowed herself to vent. “I mean, what was she thinking when she decided to agree to be the advisor for such a controversial club without informing Troy or me first? When I texted him this morning, he was just as flabbergasted as I was. Does she honestly intend to stand by and waste the school’s resources while Olly tries to recruit new members to her so-called tribe?”

			“That’s not how it works,” Ariel said. “Mrs. Collins’s job will be to make sure the conversations don’t get too heated while Olly and the rest of the club members facilitate a dialogue. It’s more like an afterschool therapy session than a tent revival meeting.”

			Her parents looked at her as if she had grown a second head.

			“How do you know so much about it?” her mother asked after her father excused himself from the conversation by announcing he had to check on things in the kitchen.

			He always made himself scarce the instant the tone of a conversation shifted from casual to personal. Ariel was surprised he had stuck around as long as he had.

			She shifted in her seat. Being the center of her mother’s undivided attention could prove unnerving. Her mother’s mayoral opponent had come unglued during one of their debates, and it wasn’t hard to understand why.

			“I did some research after I watched the podcast. I knew people would have questions, and I wanted to be able to provide some answers.”

			“Are you sure that’s the only reason?”

			“What do you mean?” Ariel wasn’t ready to broach the subject of her sexuality with her parents or her friends until she had come to terms with it herself.

			“Based on the optics, you and Olly had a rather serious discussion during the open house, and the two of you were MIA at the party for quite some time Monday night. Have you been in contact with her since then?”

			Ariel decided not to tell her about the series of texts she and Olly had exchanged so she wouldn’t be asked to show her the text string or explain their conversations.

			“Frog Wallow High is a small school. Even if Olly and I didn’t have several of the same classes, we’d still cross paths with each other in the halls or at lunch. Even though you ran as an economic and social conservative, that doesn’t mean you have to be a prude. Weren’t you friends with Olly’s father when you were in school?”

			“We were friendly, but I wouldn’t call us friends. Times were different then.”

			“That’s the point Olly’s trying to make. Situations and relationships that your generation frowned on aren’t as much of a big deal in ours.”

			“Everything seems so simple when you’re a teenager. When you’re older, you’ll realize issues aren’t always black or white. They’re often several shades of gray.”

			“Isn’t that also the point Olly’s trying to make?”

			“Are you trying to tell me you agree with her ideas?”

			“You and Principal Edwards are always saying there isn’t enough money in the budget to pay for one thing or another. If that’s true, wouldn’t it make sense to hold one prom that includes all the students rather than allowing an outside venue to reap the profits from the unsanctioned alternate dance? And if the GSA plans to have any events or go on any excursions, they’ll have to provide their own financing via fundraising like the other clubs do. So, aside from a slight increase in the cost of utilities, the GSA’s existence shouldn’t have a profound effect on the school’s economic standing.”

			“It’s not the school’s economic standing I’m worried about. When this story gets out, which it undoubtedly will, we’re going to look like a bunch of hicks who are stuck in the past. That isn’t who the majority of us are. But as you’ve learned from recent history, it’s often the rather vocal minority that ends up deciding elections.”

			“Then let’s put it to a vote. No one likes being dictated to, which I think is the primary reason why so many people are up in arms today.”

			Ariel’s mother finally set her phone down. “What do you suggest?”

			“After school council elections are held, I’ll make a motion during the first meeting that we allow the senior class to vote on whether they would like to have an inclusive prom. All parties will agree to abide by the final results, no matter how the votes are tallied.”

			“That’s a good idea. It gives the students a voice and puts the onus on them rather than the administration. Some of their parents might take issue, depending on what decision is made, but I would rather deal with that fallout than the alternative.” Her mother picked up her phone again. “I’ll make your suggestion part of my spiel when my office starts fielding the inevitable press inquiries. That’s one crisis averted. There’s still the matter of the GSA. Casey’s mom told me you plan to attend tomorrow’s meeting. Is that true?”

			“Yes.” She waited for a reaction, but her mother’s expression was inscrutable. “Are you worried about what people might say?”

			“After I remind them what happens to those that assume, I would make it clear that, like me, you’re willing to expose yourself to different viewpoints so you can adequately represent all of your constituents. That is the case, isn’t it?”

			Her mother was offering her an out, but the thought of accepting it made Ariel feel depressed rather than relieved. She wanted to say she planned to attend the meeting because she belonged there, not because she was performing a duty. Perhaps one day she would be able to find the strength she needed to stop playing by someone else’s rules and start living her life on her own terms.
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