

[image: image]

 


[image: image]





Dedication

For my mom





Epigraph
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The place in which I’ll fit will not exist until I make it.

—James Baldwin

Hair is the first thing. And teeth the second. Hair and teeth. A man got those two things, he’s got it all.

—James Brown
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1

Roddie dreamed he was home again.

His mother was home early from work, grinning at him as she removed the plastic name tag that read Layla and shed the jacket she wore every day as a bank account manager. She pulled an apron over her head and smoothed down her sleek, short hair. Then she tossed Roddie an apron. He caught it and worked the neck strap carefully over his braids.

Together, they dragged the whiting fish fillets she’d brought home through seasoned cornmeal, and Mom guided him as he slowly, carefully slid them into the oiled pan. All the windows were open, and his mom put a pot of water, lemon peel, and bay leaf on to boil—to ensure no stinky fishy smell lingered in the apartment, she told him. Roddie had been looking forward to this cooking lesson more than any other—because he loved pan-fried fish but also because his mom said it was one of the first dishes her own mother taught her how to make.

“I remember when we used to get fresh whiting straight from the ocean,” she said, spearing a flaky bite with her fork.

“Was that near where you grew up?” Roddie asked.

Mom was quiet for a moment, as she always was when Roddie tried asking about her childhood, and when she spoke, she said, “You’d better eat up if you still want to go to the fair tonight.”

He really, really did.

Dishes went in the dishwasher, and the next thing Roddie knew, they were standing in line for the Tilt-a-Whirl. When it came time to climb on, his mom would step aside.

“Don’t you want to ride?” he’d always ask.

“No,” she would always say. She would lean closer then, so he could hear her soft voice over the noise of the fair. “I’ve had enough scares for one lifetime.”

This close, he could smell her perfume, the scent of flowers and honey and sweet powder surrounding him, before the impatient teenager running the ride would usher him through the gate.

His mom would move over to the boiled peanut stand to wait for him as the ride began to churn. Roddie could see her as the ride spun faster and faster, her round brown face a blur of motion. The force of the ride sent his braids flying, and he screamed in delight, holding on to the handles for dear life. When the ride was over, he’d run to her, still a little dizzy and breathless, and she’d press a blue raspberry frozen lemonade or a small bag of cotton candy into his hands. As they walked to the next ride, Roddie would feel so content and happy that he would completely forget to ask his mom what she’d meant when she said she’d had enough scares for one lifetime.

Down the hall, the door to Ms. Penny’s office squeaked open, shattering Roddie’s daydream. From where he sat alone in the cafeteria of the Williamson Orphanage, he could hear Ms. Penny, the head of the group home, speaking with someone in hushed tones. He tugged at his hair, in a full Afro now instead of neat braids, reminding himself once more:

He was not going home, ever again.

In the wake of the daydream, his life from before felt so close. Staggering off a fair ride into his mother’s hug, baking biscuits from scratch on Saturday mornings, sitting on the floor at his mom’s feet every evening as she would braid his hair before bed. That was his favorite time of the day: all the chores were done, and although his mom would be tired, she always had enough energy to talk with him. While she parted his hair in equal sections, applied a soft cream, and then used a wooden comb to detangle and plait each one, he told her about what had happened at school that day. And she shared stories about her clients at the bank. The day before her accident, one of them had gotten so angry at his mom’s boss that she threw her car keys at him.

Now he had to do his own hair, even though he wasn’t good at it. His parts weren’t straight, his braids weren’t even, and his arms got tired trying to comb through all of his thick, natural hair. He didn’t even try to braid it himself anymore. It was getting long. Well, big. When it was loose, like now, his hair puffed out into a huge sphere that even the wind didn’t penetrate. Ms. Penny had a barber come to the home a few weeks ago, saying Roddie could do with a haircut, but he had refused. He couldn’t explain it, but when he thought about cutting his hair, about anyone but his mom touching it, he felt sick.

Roddie sighed, tugged at his ’fro once more.

State regulations didn’t allow kids in the orphanage kitchen, but Ms. Penny took pity on him the first week he’d arrived, letting him sit in the dining room to refill the salt and pepper shakers and the condiment bottles. His mom’s death always felt like it was pressing down on him, making it hard to breathe; even if the sounds and smells of the kitchen were a constant reminder that his mom had died before she’d been able to teach him all her recipes, they also seemed to lift a little of that weight, ease the tightness in his chest.

Outside, the other boys played, their shouts filtering through the window. If his mom had been there, she would have told him to go out and join them. You only get to be a kid once, she used to say. Adulthood comes faster than you think, and it lasts the rest of your life.

Ms. Penny’s high heels clipped down the hall toward the dining room, and a moment later, she came into view. The wide sleeves of her blue blouse fluttered in the breeze from the ceiling fan, making her look like a giant bird.

“Good afternoon, Roderick.” Like she did with all the kids, she called him by his full first name. She didn’t like nicknames.

“Hello,” he said.

She watched him for a moment as he refilled the salt shakers. “I can’t tell you how much of a pleasure it’s been to have you here with us. I know how hard it’s been for you since”—she lowered her voice—“since your mother passed on.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to whisper. It’s been two months already.”

“Two months is not much time at all to grieve.” Ms. Penny kept her voice gentle. She looked like she was about to say more, but instead she sat and began to screw on the lids of the salt shakers he’d just filled.

She was right, Roddie knew. Only two months had passed since his mom’s car was hit by a tractor-trailer driver who had fallen asleep at the wheel. She’d been on her way to the bank after dropping Roddie off at school. From what he was able to piece together in the time since, his mom had tried to move out of the way of the oncoming truck, but it skidded sideways, filling up both lanes of traffic, and his mother couldn’t have avoided the impact, no matter which way she turned the car. After the collision, his mom’s car had caught fire.

When the principal had come to get him out of class, he saw the police officer standing next to her and he knew something terrible had happened. The officer talked to him the entire way to the hospital, but Roddie didn’t remember anything the man had said. Someone in a white jacket told him his mom had died, that he wasn’t allowed to see her, and that someone would come for him.

Roddie was unable to think or feel anything. It was like his brain didn’t work. All he could do was put one foot in front of the other as adults led him from room to room in the hospital. Then came the questions, and he had to make his brain work again. His name was Roderick Jermaine Bolden. He was twelve years old. His mom was Layla Bolden. His father had died before he was born. His grandparents too, but he had an aunt. He gave them his address, and also his aunt’s name.

Roddie waited while adults decided what to do with him. They made phone calls, wrote reports, took his picture. He turned his apartment key over and over in his fingers, wondering if he would ever use it again. When a day had passed and they couldn’t get in touch with his aunt, they sent him to Ms. Penny at Williamson Orphanage, where he’d lived for the past two months.

It was very little time to grieve, it was true. And yet, so much had happened.

“I have some news,” Ms. Penny went on, breaking him out of his memory. “As you know, we’ve been trying for two months to locate your mother’s sister, Angela. We’d learned from her employer that she’d taken an extended leave from her job in order to go on a personal trip out of the country and had left no forwarding information.”

Roddie nodded. Since his mother’s accident, Ms. Penny and the social workers at Williamson had continued to try to track down Aunt Angie, since she was the only family Roddie had left. But as he told them when he first got to the group home, that wasn’t going to be easy.

Even though Angie was his aunt, Roddie didn’t actually know her all that well. In fact, he could only recall saying a few words to her in his whole life. Mostly “Hi” and “Bye” and “I’m fine, school’s fine” on the video calls they had a couple times a year. Every time they spoke, she was in a different country; Roddie wasn’t sure what sort of job his aunt had, but it must have been one that made her travel all the time. At least, that’s what Roddie assumed, since his aunt had never come to visit them—not even once.

“That’s just how Angie is,” his mom had told him after a video chat on his mom’s birthday that Roddie’s aunt had to leave after only a few minutes so she could catch a connecting flight to Brazil. “It was always her dream to travel the world. I’m glad that dream’s come true for her.” If his mom was ever sad or angry about her sister never visiting, she didn’t show it; if anything, she sounded proud of Aunt Angie. But Roddie could never understand what sort of person had a dream that meant you were always away from home, and never had the chance to see your own sister.

Especially now that he knew what it meant to never be able to see his mom.

Roddie’s hand trembled, spilling salt on the table. Without thinking, he swept the fine grains into his palm and tossed them over his left shoulder. He’d seen it in a movie he’d watched with his mom—she told him it was a ritual done to keep evil spirits away. When he’d asked her why people didn’t just keep salt with them all the time, she smiled. “Salt doesn’t work on every evil,” she’d said, her gaze going far away. “But what could doing it hurt, right?”

Maybe Mom should have had some salt with her on the day of the accident. Maybe it could have—

No, he wasn’t going to think about that.

Roddie put aside the now-full salt shakers and moved on to pouring ground black pepper from a big jug through a funnel into the pepper shakers. A warm breeze wafted into the dining room, sending Ms. Penny’s sleeves into a flutter.

“I’m happy and relieved to tell you that your aunt has gotten in touch with us.”

Ms. Penny stood there, seemingly expecting something from him, but he wasn’t sure what it was. He wasn’t even sure exactly how he felt.

“So . . . what happens now?” he asked finally.

Ms. Penny’s expression softened. “Well, she’s coming to pick you up. She’s returned to South Carolina, and she’s going to bring you home.”

Roddie blinked. Once, twice. “Why did it take her so long to—” His voice cracked on the last word and he cleared his throat. “—to call?”

Ms. Penny traced the extra-sharp crease in her blouse with a finger. The hard ironing had worn some of the color out of the fabric and there was a line of lighter blue down the outside of each arm. “I think maybe you should ask her that. But from what I understand, she hadn’t heard about your mother until she was finally able to check her email this morning, and she called us immediately. She has already booked a flight home.”

Roddie nodded. He wouldn’t cry; he’d already done so much of that. “Do I have to go with her?”

She took a breath, then leaned closer, placing her elbows on the table the exact way she told him not to. “Do you not want to go, Roderick?”

Roddie shrugged.

Ms. Penny took a full pepper shaker this time and screwed the lid on as she spoke. “I know you don’t know your aunt all that well, and it probably hasn’t been easy, being here, wondering where she is all this time. But she is family. If you go with her, it might start to feel like home after a time.”

“Nothing will feel like home. Nowhere.” He moved from the black pepper to the hot sauce, being careful to pour the spicy liquid slowly into the squeeze bottles. After a moment, he glanced up at Ms. Penny. “How long a time?”

“There’s no way to say for sure. Everyone’s experience is different. The only thing that I can say for sure is that it will take time for anything to feel right again.”

“Figures,” Roddie grunted.

“I know the past two months have been a difficult adjustment, but you made it through.”

“Well, you gotta keep pushing.” The words slipped out before he knew what he was saying. They were the same ones his mother had said to him, so many times. Even on the day she’d died.

After climbing out of their car that morning, he’d stood on the sidewalk in front of the school, looking up at iron gates, unwilling to go inside. He had a math test he’d been dreading. He’d studied hard, but taking tests made him nervous and he didn’t always do well, even when he knew the information.

His mom had leaned over the passenger seat and called to him. “Gotta keep pushing through the dark, baby. Just keep going, no matter what.”

He’d rolled his eyes at her but said, “I promise.”

Then she’d blown him a kiss before driving away.

He pulled the memory of his mom close: her smile, her perfume, her fingers as she combed and braided his hair. Gotta keep pushing, baby. No matter what.

He nodded, then tapped the hot sauce bottle on the table to settle what he’d poured. “When is my aunt coming to get me?” he asked.

Ms. Penny nodded at his decision. “A few days.”
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Roddie stood next to Ms. Penny on the porch of Williamson Orphanage a few days later, watching the other boys playing kickball on the grass and waiting for his aunt to come for him.

He knew he was lucky. Most of the boys he’d met at the home didn’t have any family left to speak of. But it was hard to be anything but nervous when he couldn’t really remember his aunt that well and had no idea what kind of home he was going to. He fidgeted, tugging at his hair. It crinkled, dry under his fingertips.

“Should only be a few minutes now,” Ms. Penny said, checking her watch.

Roddie didn’t respond. He looked down while he rubbed his sneaker along the grainy concrete surface of the orphanage’s front porch. When his mom was alive, he always had two pairs of sneakers: one “good” pair for school and one for play. His play sneakers had fallen apart over a month ago, so he’d had to throw them out, and now his “good” sneakers were scuffed and worn. His mom had promised to get him a new pair over the summer, but that wasn’t going to happen. These were the last shoes he’d ever have from his mother, and now, he wasn’t so sure he wanted another pair.

The rest of Roddie’s belongings were packed in a black trash bag at his feet. Almost everything from their old apartment—furniture, appliances, his gaming console—had been sold to pay for his mom’s funeral. He’d been given the chance to take some things to bring with him to Williamson, but he hadn’t been able to think straight and hadn’t grabbed much besides some clothes and a small bottle of his mom’s perfume. Roddie leaned on the railing as Ms. Penny checked her watch again, and they both looked out toward the road.

The day was hot, normal for mid-June in South Carolina, but a sudden shudder ran through him. Like someone walked over my grave, as his mom used to say. And when he looked up, a white vehicle was trundling up the road. Roddie shielded his eyes with his hand as the white SUV—new, and nice—pulled up and parked. The windows were tinted against the merciless brightness of the sun, so he couldn’t see inside. Roddie wiped at the sweat on his brow with the back of his hand. All this waiting was for the birds.

It felt like an eternity before the doors opened, and there was his aunt Angie, hopping out of the passenger seat, looking much as Roddie remembered her. Her eyes were wide in her round brown face; she wore a sundress the color of spicy mustard with bluebirds printed on it, and a warm smile. Roddie started at her smile, which looked so very much like his mom’s. But that was where the similarity stopped. His mom had been slim and tall while Angie was rounder and short, not much taller than Roddie himself. She also wore her hair coiled into long locs that hung past her shoulders, while his mother had kept hers straightened and cut super short in what she’d called a pixie style.

Aunt Angie took a few steps, then looked back over her shoulder to the tall, bald man who had exited from the driver’s side. Roddie guessed he was her boyfriend, or maybe her husband. Both of them looked about his mom’s age. She would have been forty years old this year. He’d been planning to get her a cake with candles shaped like the numbers for her birthday. Roddie tried not to think about that as he squinted in the bright sunshine.

The man took his dark shades off, shoved them into a pocket on his cargo shorts. Then he joined Roddie’s aunt, taking her hand in his, and they walked up the path to the orphanage together.

“Good morning,” Aunt Angie said politely, her gaze drifting between Roddie and Ms. Penny. “I’m Angie Hamilton and this is my husband, Erik.”

Ms. Penny stepped forward and shook both of their hands as she introduced herself. “Nice to meet both of you. Was it a long trip for you to Charleston?”

“Not really. Just a little under an hour. We’re living out in Jedburg, just north of here,” Angie replied, turning to focus on him. “Hi, Roddie. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

“Hey, Aunt Angie,” he responded, not sure what else to say. He seemed to maybe recall now his mom saying Aunt Angie had gotten engaged, but he wasn’t positive. Maybe this man was someone she met on her travels, another nomad, as his mom used to say.

“Nice ’fro, bud,” the man said to Roddie, his warm smile softening the effect of his deep voice. “You can call me Erik. ‘Uncle’ can come later, if that feels right to you.”

“We got married at a small retreat in Brazil, then took a few months there for our honeymoon.” Aunt Angie patted the huge man’s arm. “I’d messaged your mom to let her know, and we were going to call when we got back to civilization, but—” Her voice cracked, but she hid it inside a cough. “I’m so sorry, Roddie.”

“Thanks.” Although the word sounded strange, what else could he say? This whole situation was strange. It wasn’t as if he wanted to stay at Williamson, but then, he’d spent more time with Ms. Penny in the last couple months than he had in his whole life with his aunt. While Aunt Angie and Erik seemed okay, anyone could be nice for five minutes.

“We’re so glad to finally be here.” Aunt Angie reached out to him then, as if to hug him. But he didn’t move toward her and after a moment she dropped her hands back to her sides. “Well,” she said, placing her hands in the pockets of her dress. “I suppose this is going to be a bit of a new experience for all of us, huh, Roddie?”

“So, neither of you have any kids?” Roddie asked. He wondered how they were supposed to know how to take care of him.

Aunt Angie’s smile wavered a touch and Erik reached out and squeezed her hand. “No, we don’t, buddy,” he said, pushing his keys into a different pocket of the shorts. “But we promise that we’re happy to be looking after you from now on. We wish it could be under better circumstances, but we’re family, and that’s what family does.”

Roddie rubbed at his scalp with his fingertips but didn’t say anything else as he looked over to Ms. Penny. She seemed to be happy, at least. He rocked the sole of his sneaker back and forth.

“Where are my manners?” Ms. Penny asked. “Would you like to come in for a cold drink? It’s awfully hot out here.”

“No, thank you,” Erik said. “We’d better get on the road. Lots of work to do when we get back.”

Ms. Penny raised an eyebrow, and Aunt Angie explained. “Erik and I had been living together in an apartment in Rome, where my company had been up until recently. But we’ve just moved back into our family home—Dogwood House—where Roddie’s mom and I grew up. We thought it might be . . . Well, we wanted Roddie to have plenty of room, and maybe not have to move so far away from where he’s been living.”

“Of course,” Ms. Penny agreed. “Well, Roderick, it’s time. You have everything?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He reached down to pick up the trash bag at his feet that held all of his stuff. His hands were sweating, from the sun’s heat and from his own nervousness, and it was hard to hold on to the neck of the bag. He grasped the thin plastic harder and his fingertips punctured the bag, some of his clothes bulging out and a pair of his underwear falling to the ground. Roddie’s face burned and he swiped up the garment and stuffed it back in the bag.

Everything he owned was in this thing—his entire life, shoved in a bag that usually held stuff people didn’t want anymore. Humiliated, he turned to Ms. Penny, and for the first time since he’d known her, she looked embarrassed.

“I’m sorry we can’t give you something better to keep your things in. We don’t have the funding to buy backpacks or tote bags . . .”

Erik stepped forward then and swept the entire bag, ripped plastic and all, under one long arm. “Got it, my man. I’ll put this in the trunk.” He nodded to Ms. Penny. “Pleasure meeting you.”

Aunt Angie swept one of her locs behind her ear. “Thank you for everything. For taking care of Roddie, most of all.”

“That’s what we do here.” Ms. Penny shook Aunt Angie’s hand. “I’m wishing you all well.”

Aunt Angie looked at Roddie. “Ready to go?”

“I guess,” he said, shrugging, and started down the steps toward the waiting white SUV. When he got to the bottom, he turned back. “Bye, Ms. Penny.”

She waved at him. “Safe travels, Roddie.”

Williamson was out of sight by the time he realized Ms. Penny had called him by his nickname for the first—and probably the last—time.
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The gray fabric seats of the SUV were warm from the sun, but the air conditioner blew cool comfort. Roddie turned the vent toward his face and breathed in chilled air that smelled faintly of pine from the small tree-shaped air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. Erik drove while Aunt Angie followed the directions on her phone. Every so often, she would look back at Roddie. The first few times, he looked away.

“You okay back there, big man?” Erik asked as he turned onto the highway and merged into the flock of cars.

“We’ll be home soon, and you’ll be able to settle in,” Aunt Angie said before Roddie could answer. “We haven’t been back in the country that long. After we heard about your mother, well, we decided to take back Dogwood House—I’d been letting a rental company manage it for the last ten years or so—and set it up as a proper home for us. Erik had some friends who’d owed him a favor and they came in and got the kitchen and bathroom up to standard in about three days. Gosh, I can’t believe how much I’ve missed the place. There’s more work we need to do—the house has been rented for years, it could use a little TLC. But we’re excited about it. And once everything is done, it’ll be a real home again. With a big yard. You boys need lots of open space to run around in, right?”

Roddie felt like she was waiting for a response. “Yeah, I guess,” he mumbled.

Everything felt so weird . . . like he was just floating through the world, not tied to anything. He laid his head against the window. His bag was in the trunk, so he didn’t even have a book or a comic to flip through. And he didn’t want to ask to stop.

After a long stretch of silence, Aunt Angie spoke again, quieter this time. “I’m so sorry about your mom, Roddie. I’m also sorry I . . . that I hadn’t really gotten to know you before now. Erik and I can’t replace your mom, of course, but I promise we’re going to do everything we can to be the best aunt and uncle we can be. We’re so glad you’re going to be staying with us.” Aunt Angie reached down on the floor by her feet. “By the way, we got you something. It isn’t much, but we hope you like it.”

She presented him with a small box gift wrapped in dark blue paper printed with glittery silver stars. He plucked at the clear tape, removing it carefully, so as not to rip the paper. His mother loved to save wrapping paper, and no matter how much he wanted to rip it apart, he couldn’t bring himself to. He carefully slid a box out from inside.

It was an action figure. A stiff-looking plastic soldier dressed in a light purple spacesuit and helmet with a flip-up visor, holding some strange-looking weapon. The box read: Galaxy Warriors Collection—now with light-up Laserscope! It was a toy for little kids. Roddie thought back to the cards Aunt Angie had sent him for Christmas and his birthday, all with some money stuffed inside. Probably because she had no idea what he would have wanted.

When he looked at Aunt Angie, she was smiling hesitantly. Then he met Erik’s eyes in the rearview. Roddie swallowed, not wanting to hurt their feelings.

“Thanks,” he muttered.

His aunt’s smile wavered but her voice was cheerful. “It’s okay if it’s not your thing. We honestly didn’t know what to get.”

“Yeah,” Erik agreed. “Been a long time since I was your age but hey, we’ll do better next time, right?”

“Right,” Roddie agreed, because it seemed like the appropriate thing to do. His mother had been big on manners and being grateful for what you have. Even if you have to give bad news, there’s no reason to be mean about it. Aunt Angie and Erik were trying to make him feel special and that counted for something, didn’t it?

He held in his sigh and sat back on the seat as he turned the box around. Someone, probably Aunt Angie, had peeled off the price, leaving a sticky square of space. He pressed his finger to it and pulled it away until the area lost the tacky feeling.

“My mom never talked about this place,” he said.

Aunt Angie turned around. “What was that, Roddie?”

“This place? Dog . . .”

“Dogwood House,” Aunt Angie said when he couldn’t come up with the name.

“Yeah. You told Ms. Penny that it was the family home, that you’d grown up there. But Mom never said anything about it, or took me there, or anything.”

At that, Aunt Angie went quiet for a moment. “Hmm. Well, your mom lived there until she was seventeen, when she moved out. I stayed at Dogwood House until college, and then I left as well. After our parents passed away, about ten years ago now, your mom and I decided to rent out the house. The extra money helped me finish my education. Afterward, I got a job that required a lot of travel, and so we decided to continue to rent it. I haven’t been back myself, not since . . .”

Aunt Angie faced forward again, but Roddie could see the concern in her reflection in the sun visor’s mirror. Or was it confusion? A tiny wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “I’d been so focused on my job, and I suppose I always figured there would be time later to . . . to come back home. For a while now, building my career has been paramount.”

“Paramount?” Roddie said. “Does that mean important?”

“It means more important than anything else.” She pulled one
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