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			For the Black nerdy girls who were led to believe that who they were was an anomaly. For the 4 percent of medical students in the United States who are Black women. For the dark-­skinned girls for whom self-­love is a continued, arduous process. For me, at age twelve, scouring the shelves for books about girls who looked like me, whose suffering wasn’t supposed to be the subject of discussion in English class. For all my girls who spent their youth reading about other people falling in love and making no effort whatsoever to experience it themselves. This one is for y’all.
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			One

			The worst thing I ever did was grow an ass. It announced its presence loud and clear before the rest of my body could figure out what was happening; one day, I was skinny thighs and gangly arms and protruding belly button, and the next, my thighs were bursting the seams off my jeans and my ass was projecting out so far from my back that you could fit a pencil bag down the gap, fit an orange, fit an asshole thirteen-­year-­old boy’s hand. No belt could contain it, and spandex-­polyester-­blend “curvy”-­fit Levi’s didn’t stand a chance. The Ass had taken over. It didn’t care that it was 2002 and asses were out of style. It didn’t care that it had robbed me of the chance to be that girl from the movies, the one scrutinizing her slim, toned body in her full-­length mirror, peering over her shoulder and asking her bum of a boyfriend “Does this dress make my butt look big?” Because for me, the answer would always be yes, and it would be unjust to blame the dress.

			(No, sweetie, movie boyfriends always say. You look great. Three minutes later, they’ll complain to their boys about how annoying it is when she asks questions that have no right answer. They’ll make fun of the fat chick, for no reason other than fat girls are funny, in the scene after that.)

			Real men, the ones who existed off-­screen, had no quarrel with the Ass. I knew what it meant to know that a guy was fucking you with his eyes before I knew what fucking was, knew enough to feel sticky-­sick from their sleepy, half-­lidded gazes and curled lips and damn, mamas. I learned to clutch my fists tightly over my barely budded chest and shuffle out of sight, legs clamped together to keep the Ass from jiggling too much, not that it helped. The Ass had tossed me into womanhood without my consent, thrown me out on a platter for consumption, and left me there to smile vapidly at the Uncle Who Was Just Visiting as his eyes went hooded and he said, “Ay! Angie! All grown up, I see.”

			For a while, no man who wasn’t “hood” would ever fess up to being into ass, not until the time when ass came into style and every other Instagram post featured some skinny-­waisted, big-­bootied video vixen in a bodycon bandage dress. I would have given the Ass a pass for all the trouble it brought me if only it had remembered that I didn’t have the right phenotype. Big asses were glamour if you were Kim K or a light bright Dominicana, but on a dark-­skinned nappy-­headed ho like me they were too jungle, too much Saartjie Baartman and not enough Marilyn Monroe.

			Frederick, my (first ever!) boyfriend of six months, loved the Ass. He liked to rest his hand on the small of my back and stroke down the satin-­smooth skin until the high, round cut of it was cupped in his palm. Momma had always said I was lucky—­my ass came from my back on a steady slope, not jutting out assertively like so many of my aunt­ies’ did—­and Frederick enjoyed that incline, resting his hand along it when we were watching Netflix or falling asleep on his double.

			I think the Ass might have been the only thing he actually liked about me, in the end.

			“I’m . . . not coming with you.”

			I hoisted my duffel bag higher onto my shoulder, giving my soon-­to-­be ex-boyfriend an appraising look. Frederick looked sheepish, leaning against his perfectly-­parallel-­parked Lexus with his hands shoved into his pockets and his gaze directed determinedly into the distance. He was the kind of guy whose fashion sense swung dramatically between runway sharp and basement-­dweller sloppy, and today, in his sun-­bleached high school debate tee and raggedy sweats, he was flagrantly going for the latter. It was an outfit barely acceptable for bed, let alone for meeting my judgmental Ghanaian parents. I still remembered what he’d worn on our first date: a blue blazer, starched white button-­down, gray slacks. That outfit, paired with his sculpted frame, even brown skin, and thick-­rimmed glasses? He’d looked good enough to eat. I’d taken one look at him, thought, Oh, you’ll do, and praised the geniuses behind the Hinge app algorithm for bringing his existence to my attention. Everything about the way he presented himself in public was so deliberate, and once upon a time, that effort had been attractive to me.

			But now? I knew, with certainty, that he had specifically chosen this monstrosity of an outfit to signal to me that I would be driving to Naperville alone. He’d probably spent thirty minutes hunting down the rattiest tee in his dresser just to get the point across. He would’ve done better to spit at my feet.

			“Clearly,” I said with a defeated sigh. “So. What are you doing here, then?”

			We both knew the answer to that question. After all, Frederick had been playing the Nice Guy game for weeks now—­the one little boys play when they want to break up with their perfectly fine girlfriends but don’t want to bear the responsibility of hurting her feelings, and so drag things out and misbehave until the girl loses patience and breaks it off first. And he’d played it so well: responding to my complaints about my Step exam* with a halfhearted “that sucks,” commenting at large on how hot he found women who looked nothing like me, finding reasons to be too busy to see me that somehow were not present for his boys. He’d been mean, when all he’d had to be was honest.

			And my dumb ass had allowed it. I’d convinced myself that I was being oversensitive, that I needed to give him space, that he didn’t owe me the commitment he’d promised me. And because of my own negligence, Frederick was going to end us in the cruelest way possible. Not that he thought he was being cruel. Knowing Frederick, he probably figured that dumping a girl an hour and a half before meeting her parents was being magnanimous. I need to do it to her face, he’d probably told himself, that’s what a good guy would do. Even now, his expression was tortured, like someone was slowly driving a screw into his back. As if the burden of dumping me was one he was brave to bear.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. He looked me up and down like he couldn’t help himself. “You look great.”

			In contrast to his shabby outfit, I had chosen a dress that I knew he would like: midi length and navy (classy, conservative) but form-­fitting (so that everyone in the vicinity would know Frederick’s girl had body). But physical attraction had never been our problem, had it?

			“Thanks,” I said. I crossed my arms, waiting for him to gather his nerve. Frederick mirrored my stance, avoiding my gaze as the silence thickened. Eventually, he cleared his throat.

			“You know, I really was touched when you asked me to come meet your parents,” he started. “It was nice to know that you wanted me to see you with your tribe.”

			His delivery felt rehearsed, the heavy pause and pained swallow all part of a performance.

			“But even then, I wasn’t sure,” he continued. “I said yes because I thought I should. It felt like the right thing to do. But—­”

			“Now it doesn’t,” I said, cutting his speech short. No need to hear his final arguments when I’d already accepted my verdict. “Okay, cool.”

			I pulled out my keys and took a sharp left, marching toward my car. Not a second later, I heard the heavy footfall of his steps behind me.

			“Come on, Angie,” Frederick tried. “Let’s talk for a bit. I feel like I owe you that much.”

			I swung around to look at him one last time. Even in this getup, Frederick was handsome. Smart. So woke that he probably taped his eyelids open at night. He was everything I thought I wanted in a man, the perfect other half of the Black power couple I’d always dreamed of. The Barack to my Michelle.

			But, yet again, I’d gotten ahead of myself. What about Frederick, aside from his nice car, his impressive CV, his swag, had convinced me that he could be the One? Sure, he checked off all the boxes, but every guy I’d fallen for checked the boxes too—­except the one that required them to actually give a shit about me.

			“You’re breaking up with me, right?” I said. When he didn’t answer, I nodded, understanding. I threw open my car door, tossed my bag in the back seat, and gave him my most beatific smile. “Don’t worry; you don’t owe me anything. We’re good. Have a nice life, Freddy.”

			When I drove off, he was still standing where I’d left him, dumbstruck. I smirked. Small victories, Angie, I thought. You dated a lawyer and still managed to get the last word.

			

			
				
					*	Step 1—aka every medical student’s white whale. You get to take it one time, and if you pass, you’re stuck with your score forever. (You can retake it if you fail, but that doesn’t look great on your application.) Mess up, and you can kiss your dreams of being an orthopedic surgeon goodbye. No pressure, right?

				

			

		

	
		
			Two

			The drive up to my childhood home was mercifully smooth for a Thursday morning in Chicago. It was as if all the city’s rowdiest drivers had decided to cut me a break and sleep in; I got cut off only once merging onto the expressway and swerved out of the way of only two souped-­up Dodge Chargers going 90 down I-55. I turned on my favorite true crime podcast, careful to avoid any cases involving jilted lovers or angry exes, and when I tired of murder, switched to a playlist conveniently devoid of Girl Power songs and breakup anthems that could get me all up in my emotions. Today was about my baby sister. Whatever feelings I had about Frederick would have to be bottled up, boxed, and left in a cellar to ferment.

			Too soon, I pulled into the driveway of my childhood home. With its brownish-­red brick, charcoal roof, and well-­manicured lawn, my parents’ house looked like a clone of all the others on our cul-­de-­sac. Still, I could make out the small additions they had made in anticipation of the Knocking*: two large ceramic pots brimming with petunias in the entryway, a row of solar-­powered lanterns that lined the walkway to the front door, a thin but gloriously blooming crepe myrtle my parents had probably fought the homeowner’s association to plant. I thought about stealing one of the petunias to tuck behind my ear but thought better of it and rang the doorbell instead.

			My mother was at the door in a flash, her magenta maxi dress floating around her like the petals of an orchid. She was still strikingly beautiful. She hated when I said that—­“Still! Am I abrewa† already?”—­but it was true. Dealing with my, Tabatha’s, and Daddy’s bullshit for a quarter century plus somehow hadn’t put a crack in that silky smooth skin of hers.

			“Where’s Frederick?” she asked.

			Probably, I thought, because she’s preserved in brine.

			“Nice to see you too, Momma, you look lovely,” I said. I stepped around her and gave Auntie Abena, who had come to Chicago for a short trip that, so far, had lasted four months, a nod. “Auntie.”

			“Yes, where is that fine boy you said you were bringing?” Auntie Abena said.

			“He’s not coming,” I said, toeing off my shoes by the door. Saying it out loud stung more than I’d anticipated, and I took a deep, settling breath to recalibrate. “It smells amazing in here, Auntie. Did you make nkatenkwan?”

			“How did you know I didn’t make it?” Momma said.

			I shot my mother a disbelieving look. Despite being the picture of the perfect Ghanaian woman, my mother’s skills in the kitchen were notoriously lacking. She could crank out a reasonable kontomire, throw together an ampesi that Grandma wouldn’t side-­eye, but anything more complex was a wash. If it weren’t for our omnipresent crashing aunties, I probably would’ve grown up on takeout.

			“Where’s Daddy?” I shouted, walking down the hall to drop off my bag in my room.

			“Looking at himself,” Momma shouted back. “Tell him he has to hurry up. Christopher and Gregory will be here any minute.” When I circled back into the kitchen, she grabbed a hold of my arm, turning me around to face her. “So why isn’t Frederick here? It would have been good for him to watch, for when he knocks.”

			Frederick, knocking, for me? When we first started dating, I’d seen it. Frederick standing at my door, bolstered by the parents I had never met, a bottle of ostentatiously expensive gin tucked under his arm. The image seemed preposterous now. Still, at its resurgence, my body ached with yearning.

			“We broke up,” I admitted in a small voice.

			Momma’s eyes widened. Then she released me, smoothing her hands down her dress with a huff.

			“Ah, well, lawyers don’t make that much money these days anyway.” She narrowed her eyes critically at my hair, reaching up to fluff the crop of tight curls. “You know, I don’t think this hairstyle is helping you. You know how these men are; they like their women with hair down their backs. Before you leave, you should try on one of my wigs. And we can take you around church; a few nice young men joined the congregation recently, and Sister Lisa has said some of them are looking—­”

			“I’m going to check on Daddy,” I said with finality.

			But before I could step toward my parents’ bedroom, the doorbell rang.

			It was Chris, right on time at ten thirty. Chris was the most punctual Black person I had ever met, a peculiar match for the perpetually late Tabatha. Thankfully, his patience was about as infinite as his love for my sister. At least from the outside, their relationship was by the book. Chris and Tabatha dated for the appropriate amount of time—­three years, long enough to prove that Chris was serious, not so long that his intentions could be questioned. He was respectful, tall (which Daddy liked), African American (which Daddy liked a little less), and had recently landed a six-­figure job as a mechanical engineer three months after walking the stage at the University of Illinois at Urbana-­Champaign. When Tabatha insisted on moving to Evanston to pursue her MBA after graduation, Chris left his beloved college town behind and followed her north, spending hours in our living room chatting with our father and sipping Muscatella. We all knew it was only a matter of time before he knocked, but when?

			And then, last week, I got the phone call. Chris cleared his throat and asked me to please find a way to get Tabatha out of the house, and within minutes, the entire Appiah family, both domestic and international, knew that when was today.

			“Hi, Angie,” Chris said, his smile a little shaky. He had spritzed on too much cologne, but otherwise looked smart in his blue button-­down and dark wash jeans. He clasped a thin box that I knew contained the ceremonial liquor he would use to make his request. Behind him stood a heavyset middle-­aged man. Chris’s father, Gregory Holmes, I remembered, just before clapping his large hand in mine. Chris had done his research. You can’t come alone to ask to marry a Ghanaian girl. My parents would have laughed him all the way back to Urbana.

			“It’s nice to see you again, Angela,” Mr. Holmes said. “How’s medical school going?”

			“Well,” I said, dismissing the many sleepless nights and the tearful breakdowns alone in a corner of the campus library in one woefully inadequate word. “Hard, but I’m enjoying myself.”

			Mr. Holmes inhaled deeply, as though my admission had shifted something deep and old inside him back into alignment. He was sixty-­something years old, of the generation that remembered scorched churches and sundown towns, and every young Black person’s success seemed to loosen the scars left by the state-­sanctioned violence he had endured in his youth. He placed a heavy hand on my shoulder and squeezed, peering down at me over his bifocals.

			“Good,” he said. “Good. We’re proud of you, you know.”

			I smiled. Old Black people were always proud of me. It felt undeserved; my parents had grown up free.‡

			“Thanks, Mr. Holmes.”

			I led them into the living room, where my father now sat, arranging himself like an Ashanti chief on our blood-­red couch as if he hadn’t been preening in the bathroom seconds before. I’d disliked the decor in my childhood home for some years now, with its garish gold curtains, lavish green throw rugs, and custom coffee table with Gye-­Nyame§ engraved into the sides. It seemed desperate, a too-­transparent proclamation of our family’s Ghanaian-­ness. It was as if my parents—­who’d been born in Ghana, educated in Ghana, then shipped off to England in their twenties for jobs that didn’t exist at home—­had grown insecure in their heritage. When we first moved to the States, their habits and mannerisms had still been distinctly Other. Growing up, Tabatha and I had taken off our shoes before entering the house, folded our hands behind our backs when scolded, and were careful never to hand things to our elders from our left hands. But those habits were extinguished within a quarter of the time that it took for them to be ingrained in our parents in the first place. Even my parents’ accents had become something oddly inimitable, no longer the thundering brogue I used when describing to my friends what a Ghanaian accent sounded like, but something slightly English, slightly American, with a touch of a vague African something mostly audible in the r’s and t’s. The last time Momma went back to Tema and tried to haggle in Twi in the market, the seller accused her of being a foreigner and tried to charge her double. After that, our house was suddenly shrouded in red, gold, and greens, in adrinka symbols and carved ebony elephants. I was a bit surprised that Daddy hadn’t broken out the kente cloth for the occasion.

			Daddy didn’t stand until Chris and Mr. Holmes stopped in the center of the living room. He regarded them with a cool smugness for a half second before languorously getting to his feet, moving with the syrupy slowness of a man who considered himself a great benefactor.

			“Chris, good to see you!” he said, clapping him on the back with one hand. With the other, he reached for Mr. Holmes’s hand. “Oh, Greg, Chris was telling me you were coming into town. How was the trip?”

			The niceties continued. Daddy asked after Chris’s mother, who unfortunately could not make it, and oohed and aahed over pictures of Mr. Holmes’s new BMW. When they settled into their chairs, Daddy shot me a look, reminding me to execute my duties as eldest daughter and serve our nice guests. I put on my most serene smile and asked them whether they would like anything to drink (orange juice for Mr. Holmes and water for Daddy and Chris), any biscuits¶—­We have some good shortbread, you really have to try some—­and shuffled to the kitchen to help prepare the arrangement. The presentation had to be perfect—­biscuits arranged so that not a crumb fell out of place, glasses filled to three quarters height with just two cubes of ice in Daddy’s water, napkins folded into neat triangles, all balanced on a large silver serving tray. The first time Chris came over and my father sent me to the kitchen to prepare the tray, he had seemed uncomfortable being served. Now he barely acknowledged me before plucking a biscuit from the plate.

			“How’s Dorothy doing?” Mr. Holmes asked. I sighed internally; gathering my parents was like herding cats.

			“Oh, she’s doing well. She’ll be out in a minute.”

			Daddy gave me another look, this one saying, Go check on your mother, and I obliged with a nod and slipped out of the living room and into my parents’ bedroom.

			I found Momma in front of her vanity wearing a gray sheath dress, her magenta maxi dress discarded at her feet. She gave me a chagrined smile, as shy as Dorothy Appiah could look.

			“I looked out of place,” she explained. “All of you are in muted colors, and I thought we should match, you know, for the pictures . . .”

			She was nervous. Of course she was; the Appiahs were among the first crop of Ghanaians to immigrate to Naperville, and Tabatha the first of the children to have a Knocking. All eyes would be on our family, taking notes on how successfully we translated the marriage traditions through a Western lens. Any photographs we took would likely be circulated through WhatsApp groups across the country, and Dorothy Appiah was not about to give any cause for salty aunties to cluck about the mother of the bride trying to “steal the spotlight.”

			“You looked great before,” I said truthfully, “and you look great now.” I turned my body toward the door. “Come on, Ma. Hurry out before you miss the whole thing.”

			Momma didn’t miss the whole thing, and neither did Auntie Abena, who snuck her nosy ass into the living room under the guise of sneaking some biscuits and ended up sitting on the couch next to Mr. Holmes, interjecting like Tabs was her daughter.

			I did, though. Because just when Chris cleared his throat and said, “Actually, I have a reason for coming here today,” I got a notification on my phone: an email from SCORES@nbme.org.

			Your score report is now available, the subject said, and my heart took off in a gallop. My Step 1 score.** I hadn’t been expecting it so soon; my upperclassmen had told me to expect to wait six weeks after the exam, and it had barely been two. And yet here it was. The main determining factor for the trajectory of my medical career, the test that determined whether I had a hope of matching to the specialty of my choice,†† sitting in my email behind an unassuming link. I rushed into my bedroom to open it, tapping my foot impatiently as the PDF loaded on my phone—­

			A 209.‡‡

			I’d passed, but barely. I stared at the number in numb shock, feeling the tears I had held back all morning prickle the corners of my eyes. I had gotten 240s on all my practice exams. I’d studied for twelve hours a day for a month straight. How could this have happened? How could I have let this happen? So much, I thought, for proving myself as more than the Affirmative Action Candidate.

			On the other side of my closed door, my father’s unrestrained laughter mingled with Mr. Holmes’s, and I felt a smothering sense of loneliness. The father of a man who loved me so much that he wanted to be mine forever would never sit with my family nibbling on Walkers shortbread. After all, the one man I’d convinced to commit had left me out on the literal curb after just half a year. Dorothy’s first daughter is a doctor, but she’s still unmarried, can you imagine? the Appiahs still at home base would say among themselves. Up until today, they could have added, Oh, but at least she’s brilliant, and for me, that would have been enough.

			But now, they couldn’t even say that. I was not only alone, but also a failure. All of that potential, wasted, they would say instead. What a shame, what a shame.

			What a shame indeed.

			*

			I lay in bed, facedown and unmoving, until the Holmeses took their leave and my bedroom took on an orange hue. Being in my childhood room felt less like an escape and more like being trapped in a curated exhibit on Childhood Overachievement. Plastered on every wall were reminders of what I should have been before this Step score. The newspaper clippings announcing my induction into the National Honor Society. Trophies from the National Science Bowl regionals and Destination Imagination, from spelling bees and science fairs through the years. Stacks of Princeton Review books, AP workbooks from every available class, a placard next to my diploma marking me as Parkview High School’s class of 2010’s salutatorian. Markers of excellence, of a girl who always worked twice as hard,§§ who was the best of “the best and the brightest,” not a girl who barely passed. Tabatha’s bedroom was much more typical, covered in Twilight posters and clippings from Seventeen magazine, but Tabatha had grown up with a chiller, saner version of Momma who had allowed such trivialities. My version of Momma had been convinced that simply looking upon the image of a shirtless man was enough to get me pregnant.

			Joke’s on her, I thought. If she’d known back then how disastrously bad I would be at keeping a man, maybe she would have let me spend a little more time ogling Taylor Lautner’s abs.

			My door slammed open so hard that it nearly ricocheted off its hinges. I looked up to find my sister glowering over me, her hands on her hips.

			“You know your bestie has been blowing me up,” Tabatha said. “She’s freaking out because you aren’t answering her texts.”

			With a sigh, I pulled my phone out from my pocket. I’d silenced it shortly after receiving my score in an attempt to shield myself from notifications from my class group chat, which would inevitably be full of Step-­related humble-­bragging. I had ten messages from Nia (all some version of Are you alive?) and thirty more from the “Sanity Circle” group chat brainstorming progressively more grisly ways that I could have been murdered en route to Naperville. I smiled in spite of myself.

			Sorry to disappoint, I typed. I am, indeed, still among the living. When I looked up again, Tabatha was peering down at my face.

			“You okay, sis?” she asked. “Momma told me about what happened.”

			My heart rate skyrocketed, and I rolled onto my back, looking up at her in terror.

			“How did she find out?” I said, my mind racing. Had I somehow accidentally hit a button and forwarded my Step score to my mother? Had she hacked into my exam registration account and taken a peek for herself?

			Tabatha raised an eyebrow.

			“Um,” she said, “because you told her?” When I looked at her blankly, she added, “About Frederick?”

			The relief I felt was washed over almost instantly by despair, and I groaned, wiping my hand down my face.

			“There are no secrets in this house, are there?” I said.

			“Not a one,” Tabatha declared. She closed the door behind her with a click, then dropped unceremoniously onto the bed next to me. She was still dressed in a chic jumpsuit from her outing, completely unaware that her boyfriend had spent the morning requesting her hand in marriage.

			“Look at you,” she said. “Sulking. Just like old times.”

			“I’m not sulking,” I insisted. “I just have a stomachache.”

			“Yeah, sure, a stomachache,” she said. “How are you so bad at lying? Even to yourself.”

			“How are you so bad at minding your business?” I snapped.

			Undeterred, Tabatha sat up on her elbows and flicked me on the forehead.

			“My big sister’s emotional well-­being is totally my business,” she said. “Anyway, what I came here to say was good riddance. No offense, but your boy Freddy was a jerk.”

			“No, he wasn’t.” I sighed. “Frederick was actually a gentleman most of the time. He just . . . wasn’t that into me.”

			Him and everyone else. How many times had I thought I’d made a genuine connection with a member of the shittiest sex, only to be shrugged off like an old coat at the nearest opportunity? So many that I had practically lost count. But Frederick had seemed so different. After all, he’d done something groundbreaking: called me his girlfriend. He had looked at me and seen a future, seen something more than an ethnic, erudite fling to show off to his friends. He had wanted something more than an Ass. No one before him had managed that, no matter how poorly they fit the script for what a fuckboy was supposed to be. I’d made it to almost twenty-­five before convincing a man to commit to me, and even he hadn’t made it a year before saying “never mind.”

			A tear slid down my cheek, and I swiped it away, annoyed. To her credit, Tabatha didn’t say anything for a long time, letting me mire in my misery. Then she sighed.

			“Angie,” she said. “Be honest with me. Were you that into him?”

			I rolled onto my side to give her an incredulous look.

			“What do you mean, was I into him?” I said. “I was with him, wasn’t I?”

			Tabatha rolled her eyes.

			“You know what I mean,” Tabatha said. “Did you like him?” Then she grinned, kicking her voice up to a grating pitch. “Did he make you feel all warm and gooey inside?”

			Impossibly, I laughed.

			“Never make that voice again,” I said, but I knew the answer to her question. It was one I’d turned around in my head over and over again ever since the excitement of being chosen had worn off, even before Frederick became distant. “I guess? Or at least, I wanted to like him. I didn’t have a reason not to. I just . . .”

			“You didn’t have a spark,” Tabatha finished for me.

			I closed my eyes. Yes, that was true. Frederick and I hadn’t had even the semblance of a spark. But I’d found our lack of chemistry comforting. With Frederick, there was no haze of hormones to cloud my judgment, no rose-­colored lenses for red flags to hide behind. No opportunity to do what I did best, which was to throw myself heedlessly into another person and let them drain me dry. A spark was like a sprig of parsley next to a steak: nice, but not necessary, for love. Not objective. I had looked at Frederick, with his three-­piece suits and silver tongue, his law degree and his easy, ready smile, and thought, here is an investment that is low risk, high reward. No need for a will-­they-­won’t-­they, no hours spent second-­guessing intentions and ruminating over lingering touches. Frederick’s romantic interest was explicit from the start; after all, we had picked each other like items off a menu. I would have to learn to love him, and I was more than okay with that. Frederick had felt safe, until he hadn’t.

			I told Tabatha as much. To her credit, she didn’t say anything for a long time. I was thankful for that. Not even a year ago, Tabatha might have responded with a pithy statement about how I needed to work on my self-­esteem, and I would have been forced to kick her out. But a year out in the real world had taught her that she didn’t know everything, and so when she opened her mouth to speak again, I listened.

			“You know what, sis,” she said. “I think you’re thinking too hard about this. Love isn’t a test. There aren’t right answers. You can’t get into anyone’s head and puzzle together whether or not they can love you, or you can love them. You just have to jump in blind and accept the chance that you might get hurt.”

			Lucky for me, I’m bad at tests too, I thought bitterly.

			“Well, some of us have better odds than others,” I muttered.

			Next to me, I felt Tabatha stiffen, gearing up to protest. I closed my eyes against her defiance. No matter how much Tabs tried to empathize, for her, my romantic troubles just didn’t compute. Growing up, she’d been Baby Appiah 2.0, with most of my book smarts but none of my diffidence. When we first moved to America, I buckled under the weight of my otherness. The abrupt transformation from being an individual to just another “African booty scratcher”¶¶ shattered my first vestiges of self-­esteem, and I spent the next nearly twenty years picking up the pieces.

			“You know, you’re always saying shit like that.” I could feel her glaring. “That it’s easier for me, or something.”

			Because it is, I thought. Like it or not, Tabs checked off all the boxes for “universally hot Black girl”: light skinned enough to pass the paper bag test, slim-­thick, with hair that was always laid and makeup that was always tasteful. When Tabatha wanted someone, she hardly had to ask herself if they wouldn’t want her back for something she couldn’t control, if she was too chubby or too dark or too loud, because she wasn’t any of those things. Maybe Tabs and I were different because of natural temperament, or because she was younger and more effortlessly American. Or maybe she had simply been born with the more acceptable set of characteristics. Most people knew how to love a girl like her. They didn’t really know what to do with one like me.

			“Fine. Whatever. Let’s say that it is,” Tabatha said then, breaking our uneasy silence. “But what I’m saying is that you don’t make it easier. You’re always thinking about how men don’t like you because of x or y or z. But the truth is, Angie—­you’re part of the problem. You only go for the low-­hanging fruit, and you act all shocked when half of it is rotten.”

			Good ol’ Tabs. Always delivering her toughest love with a heaping spoonful of disdain. I winced, throwing my arm over my eyes.

			“Geez. Down, girl,” I said without bite.

			Tabatha pursed her lips, swatting my shoulder.

			“Well, I guess I should allow you at least forty-­eight hours to wallow in self-­pity before ripping you a new one,” she said. “But at least come out and eat with us. Auntie made nkatenkwan . . . and if you make me wait any longer for it, I’m gonna steal all of your meat.”

			“Like hell you will,” I said, launching myself out of bed and onto my feet. Quick as a cat, Tabatha sprang for the door, muscling me out of the way, and for a moment, in pursuit of the best cut of goat, I left my grief at the door.

			

			
				
					*	During the Knocking, a man and his parents come to a woman’s parents’ home, armed with a bottle of either gin (old school, traditional) or schnapps (the J. H. Henkes’ “aromatic” brand, not messy frat-­party fare). Afterward, the family asks the woman whether she accepts the proposal. Back in the day, after the Knocking, an envoy was sent out to make sure the suitor was good enough for the lady in question, collecting info such as his family’s medical history, whether his uncle was an alcoholic, and if anyone had a predilection for wife-­beating. Nowadays, Ghanaian families just stalk their daughter’s boyfriends on LinkedIn.

				

				
					†	Old lady. You start out as a “sister,” progress to an “auntie,” and in the midnight hours of your life, become an “abrewa.” My grandma, eighty years young, still declines the title.

				

				
					‡	Free to grow up as people, not people asterisk.

				

				
					§	Adrinka symbols represent proverbs. Gye-­Nyame, the most ubiquitous of these, symbolizes the supremacy of God.

				

				
					¶	Yes, biscuits. The British imparted their particular brand of English on us, and some things stuck. For example, I am still convinced that football is the correct way to refer to the sport Americans like to call “soccer.”

				

				
					**	Step 1 is the first of three major Step exams required to get an American medical license. The exams are designed to be pass/fail, but as residency programs have gotten more competitive, they have been used to “weed out” applicants. No one cares much about how you do on the other two Step exams, though there’s talk about changing that.

				

				
					††	After medical school, you apply for residency in your specialty of choice. You then rank all the institutions where you interview, and they rank their applicants. All this info goes into a magical box, and then, in March of your fourth year, you open up an envelope that tells you where you’ll be spending the next two to six years of your life in indentured servitude!

				

				
					‡‡	An objectively awful grade. The average Step score is in the 230s and climbs every year because no one rises to the occasion more than a medical student who has banked $300K on getting into their chosen specialty.

				

				
					§§	As every Black kid has heard, “to get half as far.”

				

				
					¶¶	Okay, but why has every African immigrant in America been called this?

				

			

		

	
		
			Three

			“Are you sure you can’t stay any longer?” my father asked. He leaned against my doorframe with his arms folded, watching me stuff my pajamas into my duffel bag. His expression had all the mournfulness of the family pet watching his favorite visiting college kid pack at the end of a break. I would have felt worse about my quick escape if he hadn’t spent all of dinner last night interrogating me about my grades.*

			“I have a meeting at one with Dr. Wallace,” I reminded him. It wasn’t a complete lie; I did have a meeting at 1:00 p.m. with Dr. Wallace—­in two weeks. But I also had almost twenty-­five years of Immigrant Parent experience, and I knew that the best way to avoid a guilt trip when trying to make an early exit was to come up with a school-­related excuse.

			“Well, next time you should come home earlier,” he said petulantly. “You have a car, and you live close. You need to commit more time to family.”

			Miss you too, Daddy, I thought.

			“I’ll visit soon,” I said, skirting past him. Momma was already at work, a small blessing. “I promise.”

			“Okay,” he said, following me out the front door. He pulled me into a hug that would have been comforting if my skin hadn’t been crawling with anxiety. “Drive safe. Tell Nia I said hi.”

			Last night’s nkatenkwan had only temporarily delayed my despondence. After twenty-­four hours of high-­intensity exposure to practically all the potential triggers for my impending breakdown, I was in need of two things: (1) an exit plan (achieved) and (2) a distraction. I’d texted Nia, but she had planned for my absence by finally scheduling the bread-­making class I’d given her for Christmas and wouldn’t be home until late. Michelle, who had journeyed with me from our Midwestern college to our Midwestern medical school, was still on her Step study block, and wouldn’t be free to hang for another week. A bummer; I couldn’t very well go sit in my apartment alone with my thoughts. I would have to entertain myself.

			Thankfully, it was summer in Chicago. Every Friday to Sunday, there was bound to be a niche street festival or four to explore, a free concert, a park performance of King Lear. I scrolled through the city calendar of events, selected an art fair in Pilsen that was only twenty minutes from my apartment, and went on my merry way.

			Evidently, the entire city had the same idea.

			“Y’all don’t have to go to work?” I muttered, grinding my teeth as I drove farther and farther away from the festival, looking for a free parking spot.† This is fine, I reminded myself, tamping down on my frustration before it could bubble over and turn into misery. You have nothing but time to burn. Besides, it’ll be nice to explore the neighborhood.

			Eventually, I found parking about a mile and a half away from the festival entrance. Outside, the bright afternoon sun flared in full force. Somehow, I had forgotten that a world existed outside my sphere, one that consisted of city noise and summer color. I thought back to my last few months, which I’d spent holed up in various libraries studying for Step or hiding away in suburbia at my parents’ house and realized that I hadn’t been properly out in a long time. My world had narrowed to me, Nia, and the occasional interloper,‡ and the abrupt expansion to so much more stretched my senses thin. I popped my headphones in and selected an upbeat song, the soundtrack for my reintroduction to my bright new world.

			Pilsen had a grungy charm, I decided. I’d wandered its streets before, but almost always at night, almost always after drowning my post-­exam sorrows with Michelle at some bar. A shame—­a neighborhood like this deserved to be appreciated sober and in the light of day. Practically every building featured a colorful, heavily detailed mural, and the juxtaposition of cultures—­Mexican, Chinese, Gentrifying Yuppie—­meant that every block hid a pleasant surprise.

			About a mile into my walk, a gated clearing came into view, an interruption of brick and awnings with lush green and pink and yellow. It was small, barely half a block wide, but glorious. A flaking hand-­painted sign at the entrance designated the area as lydia’s floral arrangements urban garden, est. 2013, and another read, public access encouraged. Despite the inviting message on the sign, Lydia’s garden was unoccupied. The gate creaked noisily as I entered.

			Inside, the garden was even more breathtaking than I expected. Butterflies fluttered through the air, and squat, fuzzy bumblebees buzzed over the petals of bright orange daylilies. I knelt in front of a rosebush so perfect that my mother might have tried to uproot it. My fingers hovered over the unblemished white blossoms, just barely brushing against the velvet-­soft petals.

			Frederick used to bring me flowers. On our first date, I told him that I hated them as gifts (“they’re so much work to prep, you can’t really do anything with them, and they die, like, instantly”), and after that, every time I saw him, he had some for me—­a fat blue hydrangea blossom, a bushel of baby’s breath, a half dozen red roses. At first, I thought it was our little joke. I would hunt around my apartment for the most ridiculous container for them—­empty coffee canisters, Diet Coke bottles, and, once, a whole saucepan—­and put them in a place of honor in the living room for him to find. At first, Frederick had played along, egging me on . . . but after a few weeks, the flowers stopped coming. And then one day, when we were out to eat, he’d told me that I was ungrateful. “I bet every woman in this room would love to get flowers from their man,” he’d insisted, and I realized that, all along, he hadn’t been getting those flowers for me. He’d been getting them for himself: to prove that he was the kind of guy who got girls flowers.

			And deep down, I’d known that.

			Suddenly, I felt fragile, like a cheap glass teetering at the edge of a counter, only a nudge away from shattering. I knew I was headed into a vicious cycle, and fast: unmitigated sadness I had no right to feel, followed by self-­loathing, because of course I still felt it. I sat down on the sun-­warmed stone of the garden path, tucking my knees to my chest and watching the dark splotches of my tears splash and spread on my jeans. What was wrong with me? It was like Tabs had said. I didn’t love Frederick, and he hardly liked me. I was too brash for him, too unpolished. He wanted a poised, political wife, and I had been willing, for a while, to flatten myself to fit that mold. And for what? Eight-­year-­old Angie had dreamed of white coats, not white weddings, and instead of focusing on studying for the last major hurdle in the way of that dream, I had let myself be distracted, anguishing over how to fix a relationship with a man I didn’t even want.

			“Excuse me,” a voice said.

			I yelped in shock, my hands flying instinctively to cover my face. The cords of my earbuds caught on my arms, sending my earbuds flying and cutting my music off halfway through “In Fantasia.”

			Okay, so the guy kneeling in front of me was cute. Real cute. I hadn’t gotten a particularly good look, as I was presently trying my best to disappear, but it had been enough for my body to know that it was attracted to his and that alone made me want to push past him and go flying out the garden gate.

			Cute Boy laughed good-­naturedly as I swiped at my tears, trying in vain to gather the scattered fragments of my dignity.

			“Kishi Bashi?” he said. “You’ve got good taste.”

			It took me a moment to realize that he was talking about my music. My volume had been turned all the way up; no wonder I hadn’t heard him approach. I sniffed, accepting my earbuds back as he handed them to me.

			“Thanks,” I said numbly, finally letting myself look at him. Good god, was he hot. Maybe not to Nia, who would probably say he was too lean, but he was exactly my type—­tallish, with thick, black eyebrows and an unabashedly sunny smile. He was some kind of brown, maybe South Asian, probably Latin, and dressed simply in black joggers and a burgundy hoodie that was, embarrassingly, almost the exact same color as my shirt. He had his longish hair pushed back and secured with a thin headband; his inevitable girlfriend was probably desperate to cut it.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, and I winced. “I don’t mean to bother you, but . . .” His smile became sympathetic. “You looked like you needed bothering.”

			“I’m fine,” I said, stretching to my feet.

			Now that the initial shock had worn off, I was wary. That a boy had approached me in the wild was not particularly unusual. I was still my mother’s daughter, after all. Men finding excuses to stop me in the street had ceased being a compliment and become more of a nuisance not long after I hit puberty, and I had since perfected the art of wheedling myself out of unwanted conversations. Every now and then, though, I wouldn’t want to escape. I would find the guy charming, and we would banter and flirt, exchange numbers, and talk for a good length of time before he abruptly ghosted, or worse, I discovered that he wasn’t actually on the market.

			This was not one of those times. Cute Boy was attractive, but he had atrocious timing.

			“It’s okay if you aren’t fine,” he was saying. He stood up too, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. “I won’t judge.”

			I narrowed my eyes.

			“So is this what you do?” I asked. “Hide out in the bushes like some kind of troll, and then pop out to offer comfort to all the crying girls who come into this garden?”

			He laughed.

			“Who’s hiding?” he said. He pointed at a bench a few feet away, only somewhat obscured by a row of delphiniums. Blood rushed to my ears; how had I missed him there? “I was just sitting there, minding my business. You’re the one who came barging into a public garden to have a cry.”

			“You’ve been here this whole time,” I said, my stomach sinking.

			“Well, yeah,” he said. “I was going to leave you alone, but you sounded pretty miserable. Though, I will admit, the whole thing was pretty cinematic, what with this backdrop.” Just as I was about to sink into the earth, he added, “Nothing to be ashamed of. I’ve had a couple good cries here myself.”

			That gave me pause. Not just because he was making light of my breakdown, but because he’d offered up his own. I couldn’t remember the last time a man had told me that he cried without shame.

			“You have?” I said.

			“Oh yeah,” he said. “To answer your question, though, I usually come here to draw.” He ducked his head, suddenly shy. “And. Um. Actually, I was hoping to ask you a favor.”

			Here it goes, I thought. Let me guess, the favor is going to involve me holding something for you. And surprise! That something is your dick—­

			“I was wondering if I could draw you.”

			My heart stammered in my chest. It was a strange request but flattering all the same. And I could tell that he was serious; I could see now that he’d left a small book and a pencil pouch on the bench.

			“Oh,” I said.

			Cute Boy seemed to have used up all his bravado on his initial approach, because now he could barely meet my eyes.

			“Sorry,” he said, “I know it’s kind of a weird thing to ask—­”

			“No,” I said quickly. When his smile faltered, I added, “I mean, no, it’s not weird. Okay, who am I kidding, it is, but I don’t mind. You can draw me.”

			He smiled so widely you would’ve thought I’d offered to pay his rent. And he had dimples. Christ.

			“Oh. Okay! Great!” he said, noticeably more animated. “My name’s Ricky, by the way. And you are . . . ?”

			“Angela,” I said. “Angie.”

			“It’s nice to meet you,” he said, then, all business, headed back to the bench.

			At Ricky’s direction, I sat, cross-­legged, in a patch of sunlight on the ground across from him. The foliage around me left dappled shadows across my legs but spared my face. He instructed me to put my hands on my knees, then changed his mind and had me fold them in my lap. When he was satisfied, he pulled his sketchbook onto his lap and began to draw.

			The early summer breeze shifted through the trees, still carrying with it the sting of spring chill. Without my music, I could hear the loud stillness of the city, cars zooming down the street only tens of feet away, birds chirping, Ricky’s pencils scratching against paper. The places where the sun touched my skin felt warm and light, and I took in a deep, cleansing breath. I felt loose and liquid and languid. It was the most at peace I had felt in months.

			“You can move, you know,” Ricky said after a while. I opened my eyes to find him looking at me with amusement.

			“Doesn’t my pose matter?” I asked. He smiled, switching out his graphite pencil for a colored one.

			“Not anymore, not really,” he said. “I just wanted to get your face right.” Then he stuck his tongue out, teasing. “This isn’t the Royal Academy; I don’t need you to stay put for six hours for your portrait.”

			“Nice of you to wait”—­I checked my phone for the time—­“fifteen minutes to tell me that.” I bent forward in a stretch, making a show of shaking out my kinks. “Are you almost done?”

			“Yup,” he said. “Just hang on a second.” He pulled a corner of his top lip into his mouth, his eyebrows furrowed with concentration. I watched him as he switched between colored pencils automatically, using only red, yellow, and blue. After a few more minutes, he grinned up at me. “Okay. Here.”

			I sat next to Ricky on the bench, accepting the sketchbook when he handed it to me. In the millisecond before it could exchange hands, it occurred to me that he could like to draw but be terrible at it and I would have to praise this stranger for highlighting my worst features—­

			I needn’t have worried.

			“What the hell, Ricky,” I said, dumbstruck. By cross-­hatching the primary colors together, Ricky had managed to bring a new, shimmering dimension to the garden, merging and blurring the flowers and leaves into a mere suggestion of themselves. And the image of me—­it emanated peace and contentment and none of the turmoil I was feeling in reality. He’d made me so beautiful, and so effortlessly. My throat tightened, and I felt my eyes well with tears again.

			“Do you like it?” Ricky asked.

			“O-­of course. It’s stunning,” I stammered. The tears I tried to hold back trailed down my face, and I sighed and wiped them away before they could fall onto his small masterpiece. “Oh no,” I said, exasperated. “Sorry. I can’t seem to stop doing this today.”

			“Hey, it’s okay,” Ricky said in a low voice. Then he added, “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“No offense, Ricky,” I said with a snort. “But why do you care?”

			Ricky’s expression didn’t change. Instead, there was a flicker of strain behind his eyes, like a light being turned off and then back on again, gone and back so quickly that I might have missed it if I hadn’t been specifically searching it out. But then his smile disappeared altogether, and he leaned back on the bench, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

			“I . . . Honestly, I don’t know,” he said finally. “I just knew that if I didn’t talk to you, I’d regret it.”

			You are not an experience, Rational Angie said, but Hopeless Angie had already taken over. This close, I could see that Ricky’s eyes were the color of Coca-­Cola, the kind in a glass bottle, clear mahogany in the shifting afternoon light. That he smelled like freshly laundered clothes and spearmint gum. My gaze drifted to his exposed forearms—­not muscular, exactly, but masculine, with roping veins and long lines of sinew. I wanted to ask him what about me he thought he would miss. I felt like he would answer truthfully, and that that answer would fill me.

			“Fine,” I said. “But . . . law of equivalent exchange,§ okay? I need your tales of woe too.”

			If he was offended by my demand, he didn’t show it. Instead, he let out a bark of laughter.

			“Oh my god,” he said, looking at me with awe. “Is that a Fullmetal Alchemist reference? Are you a weeb?¶ See? I knew it. I knew you were kin.”

			His smile was so damn bright that I had to avert my eyes. Thankfully, he was too busy fiddling with the zipper of his hoodie to notice. I thought at first that he was removing it because he was too warm, but instead he pulled the lapels apart to show me the symbol on the shirt he was wearing underneath it.

			“An Earthbender,** really?” I said, chuckling at his enthusiasm. I would give the man credit where it was due; he was very good at cheering me up. “Would’ve pegged you for Air, actually.”

			Ricky looked genuinely affronted.

			“An Airbender? Me?” He scoffed. “What would give you that idea?”

			“Your sunny disposition?” I posited. “Your general spontaneity?”

			“Me?” Ricky said. “I’m not spontaneous at all.”

			I snorted, gesturing in an arc around us.

			“Ricky. Hate to break it to you. But, uh . . . why am I here, talking to you right now, if you’re not spontaneous?”

			“I thought we established that my talking to you is part of a great cosmic plan,” Ricky said, smirking. “No, but really, I’m not. I angst over every decision I make. It took me years to build up the courage to just say fuck it and do what I wanted to, you know? I almost ended up going to law school because of that.”

			“Law?” I swallowed, imagining Ricky, hair slicked back, socializing with Frederick and his seedy lawyer friends in the back of a bar that straddled the line between classy and drug front. “That’s . . . huh.”

			“Yeah, I don’t see it either. My grandpa did, though, so I entertained it for a bit,” he explained.

			“Really?” I asked. Immigrant parents pushed their kids into medicine all the time, but, as Momma had astutely observed, Lawyers don’t make that much money these days. “Does he work in the field?”

			Ricky laughed.

			“Nah,” he said. “He’s a carpenter. Like it or not, I clearly got the art thing from him. He mostly builds custom furniture these days.” He pulled out his phone, beaming with pride. “Like . . . check this out.”

			He skimmed through a series of photos showcasing beautifully sculpted, detailed vanities. One of them even had an interactive mirror, the likes of which I had only seen on the internet. I gaped.

			“That’s amazing,” I said. “He should’ve just taught you to do this! Why even bother with law?”

			Ricky shrugged.

			“Pretty sure he just likes the billboards.” He smirked. “You know. Gutiérrez and Sons. ‘We bring the hammer!’ ”

			“Didn’t work on your dad?” I asked.

			“My dad,” Ricky said without skipping a beat, “is a piece of shit. So . . . no.”

			He sounded bored as he said it, not impassioned or even angry but weary, the way you’d get over rain that never stopped or a drain that never completely came unclogged.

			“That was very un-­feminist of you, by the way,” he said, chugging along as if he hadn’t just dropped the Daddy Issues bomb on me. “Jumped straight to Dad. Why can’t Mom be the potential lawyer parent?”

			I scrunched my nose.

			“How’d you know that that wasn’t my next question?”

			Ricky squinted one eye at me.

			“Because it wasn’t.”

			“You’re right. I’m problematic.” I watched a striped caterpillar inch its way up one of the bench’s legs. “So you decided to be an artist even though your grandpa was pushing for the J.D. because your dad is, what, unworthy?”

			“First of all, I’m a graphic designer,” he said. “I illustrate on the side. But yeah, pretty much. So, what do you do?”

			“Ricky uses evade,” I said, smirking. “It’s not very effective.”

			If Ricky was offended by my nosiness, he didn’t show it. Instead, he laughed and shook his head in disbelief.

			“And now a Pokémon reference.” He grabbed my hand, sandwiching it between his. “Jesus. Who are you? I mean, other than perfect.”

			My heart seized in my chest at his touch. Oh my god, Angie, you are insane, I thought. Not even one day had passed since I’d been dumped by Frederick, and I was trying to catch feelings for a complete stranger. And an artsy boy, no less: the most likely subtype to ruin my life and destroy my credit.

			I slid my hand out from between his and nestled it between my thighs. I watched Ricky’s eyes track the movement. Then they ticked back up to mine, his lips curling into a smile.

			“Charming me will get you nowhere,” I said, even though it was getting him everywhere.

			Ricky tapped his foot. I followed his gaze over the garden, out onto the sidewalk at the entrance, where people still passed, walking in their troupes, not sparing the spill of nature in the middle of their city even the slightest glance.

			“I’m starting to think you’re a bit strange,” Ricky said without malice. “I think a normal person would know that they’re just supposed to awkwardly pretend I didn’t say anything.”

			“Oh, talk about the pot calling the kettle black,” I said, chuckling. “Regardless, you did say something, so I’m not going to ignore it. Unless you don’t want to talk about it. We can make fun of pedestrians instead.” A young man with a most unfortunate hairline walked in front of the gate. “For example, someone who loves homie over there really should tell him to just give up, shave his head, and grow a beard like everyone else—­”

			Ricky held his hands up. The tension hadn’t left his shoulders.

			“Okay, okay. Can’t let you go off attacking people because of me,” he said. “And don’t think I’m letting you off the hook. Law of equivalent exchange, right?”

			I shrugged, but I was smiling. “Let’s see what you’ve got first.”

			*

			“My dad isn’t really in my life,” Ricky said. He scraped the ground with the heel of his shoe. “Grandparents did all the raising. He only used to really show up to ask for money. He was fine when I was younger, I guess, but now
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