
        
            
                
            
        

    






 
Begin Reading
Table of Contents
About the Authors
Copyright Page
 
Thank you for buying this
Farrar Straus Giroux ebook.
 
To receive special offers, bonus content,
and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.
 

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup
 
For email updates on Leah Johnson, click here.
For email updates on George M. Johnson, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillan.com/piracy.



For the real-life Andy and Dom, wherever you are —L. J.
For the Nannys, Nanas, Dears, MiMas, Grannys, and Black Grandmothers—both blood and otherwise—who’ve always protected their queer grandbabies —G. M. J.



’Run and Tell That:

The Definitive Blog for All Things Oakrun
Posted: December 31 by Alotta Bang Bang
If you’re true to this, not new to this, I don’t have to explain to you why the whole town is buzzing today. And as my real Runners know, I only write for the truest among us.
Side note: This is why I am so insulted by the insinuation that my blog full of informative, cultural commentary is being framed as a gossip rag. A gossip rag? What do you think this is?? Perez Hilton in 2007??? Please, sweetie, we are so beyond that. I am a historian, okay???? I am a queen of CULTURE. Nay, of substance. So, to a certain queen with hard lace and an underwhelming dip: You’ve been put on notice.
Anyways! For this certified Oakrun historian, there are few events in town that titillate my Midwestern sensibilities quite as much as the Festival of Lights. The festival gives Oakrun its je ne sais quoi. Its flavor. Its small-town charm.
Tomorrow night, our town center will be transformed into a winter wonderland. You may be envisioning the North Pole: snow on the rooftops, people buzzing from place to place to get things done, a queen in a monochromatic look coming to serve you joy and holiday fashion. And you wouldn’t be wrong. (I will be the queen in the monochromatic look, by the way. I’ve been hand-sewing sequins onto a candy apple–red bodysuit for months. You will be gagged. Trust.)
But it’s so much more than that. Since Oakrun’s inception we’ve been releasing paper lanterns filled with votive candles to honor our neighbors who became ancestors during the year. As much as it is a celebration of life—complete with a hot-cocoa cart staffed by Lady Nelson, a free hand-warmer station by Cole’s, and performances by all your favorite local girls (including yours truly in the aforementioned bodysuit and a pair of So Kates)—it’s also an opportunity for us to pay tribute to those who made this town what it is today.
It’s a family reunion set to the backdrop of Mariah Carey lip syncs and sentimental ceremony. It’s the intersection of reverence and irreverence that makes Oakrun unlike any other place. I personally can’t wait to see what this year’s celebration holds. And you know I’ll be keeping you up to date on all of its happenings here on ’Run and Tell That.
Smooches!







ONE
NEW YEAR’S DAY
Dominique
7:30 A.M.
If a pickpocket took my wallet right now, they’d be out of luck. I’ve looked at this bank account every single day for the last forty-two days, and that balance just keeps getting lower and lower, waiting for a check to come so I can go back to “faking it till I make it.” Right now it’s just a whole lotta faking.
Luckily, this flight home was covered by the new gig I booked. Even if I’m on one of the worst airlines in the industry. You know, the kind where the seat is cheap, but you have to pay for the seat belt?
“We are now in our final descent,” a pleasant voice sounds over the intercom. “Please put your seat in the upright and locked position and put away all electronics as we prepare for landing. We thank you for flying DEAL Airlines.”
I reach in my backpack and pull out a piece of gum. The sunlight shines through my window, just hitting my face. It’s the perfect light for a selfie. I pucker my lips just enough that they give me that full look my followers expect as I snap the photo. My first thought is: Dang, I look good. Followed closely by: When did I become this person?
These last two years have been such a blur, though. Just before high school graduation, my cousin Andy dared me to do this silly BleepBlorp challenge all about giving your best runway walk and smize. But lo and behold, it went viral, and before we knew it, an agent had flown to our little town of Oakrun with an offer for me to relocate to New York City.
To be seventeen years old and walking in my first Fashion Week was probably the most surreal moment of my life. Being a new face on the scene, I was invited to industry parties and red carpets among celebrities who I’d only dreamed of meeting one day. While there’s still some excitement, with each new event the glitz and glam have lost some of their luster. Even more, every new face in the industry means fewer opportunities for me—and for my bank account, it’s been a struggle.
As the plane breaks through the clouds, my usual view of high-rises and highways has all been replaced with farmland, endless dirt fields that will be planted with corn seeds once the last frost has come and gone. The sight fills me with warmth—nostalgia for the small-town life I love to live, minus the smell of cow pastures in the wind.
Being in the public eye isn’t easy, and frankly, it’s exhausting. My supporters, the Dominators, are amazing, but I have just as many haters. The trolls in my comment section take up way too much of my brain space no matter how many times my friends tell me to ignore them. In Oakrun, I get to be at peace. The quiet, small-town bustle beats the noisy streets of New York any day of the week. The food is fresh and homemade. And the memories of my childhood are simply irreplaceable.
Around every corner there’s another reminder of who I used to be. The pizza joint where me and Andy would fold menus in exchange for free slices. Or Cole’s, the hardware store my family’s owned for seventy-plus years, where I learned the difference between a spud wrench and a crescent wrench (which definitely came in handy when my shitty landlord wouldn’t repair the toilet in my first apartment). And Clean Slate, the dry cleaner where I got my suit pressed before the first-grade Christmas concert (where I obviously had a solo during “Mary, Did You Know?”).
My whole world was the ten-mile radius of Oakrun before that video. And I haven’t set foot here since the day I left.
I brace myself as the plane finally touches down.
My body jerks as the tires slam to the ground with a screeeeccchhh. I swear this airline reminds me of The Flintstones. I’m surprised the floor doesn’t open up and we land the plane using our feet.
Once I’ve recovered my senses, I quickly pull out my phone to shoot a quick text: Just landed GiMa! See you soon. I can’t wait to see my grandmother. She has always been my foundation even when on shaky ground.
Next I open up the message thread between me and my cousin, and try not to cringe at the number of white text bubbles there are in a row.
Andy: Just watched that video of u lip syncing to Beyoncé. The wig was PERFECT  Now I see why u used to always make me be Kelly lmaoooo
Andy: Hellooooooooo
Andy: When u coming home? Haven’t seen u in FOREVER. Miss u 
Andy: I left u a voicemail. Call me back asshole!
Andy: Idk what’s going on with you but I need you to answer your phone
Andy: DOMINIQUE I’M FUCKING SERIOUS DON’T IGNORE ME
Months of texts piled up between us. At first it was because I was just so busy—a photo shoot here, a brand deal there. I’d miss a FaceTime call every now and then, but I always called Andy back eventually. But life happens. I’d bomb an audition and would just be too drained to kiki. Eventually, the hype from those first few viral videos started to die down, and less and less calls came through for gigs I really wanted to take. I was accepting anything just to keep my rent paid. I knew that if I answered the phone—hell, if I even replied to a text—she would know the truth.
So, I just … didn’t.
I slide my phone back into my pocket, too overwhelmed to know what to say. I’ll see Andy soon anyway. She’ll be annoyed, but she’ll forgive me. That’s what family’s for, right?
Inside the airport, I cross my fingers that my bag actually made it. I’m pretty sure DEAL stands for Don’t Expect Any Luggage. I pull a pair of jet-black Prada sunglasses out of my book bag as I wait for my luggage to arrive. They are probably the most expensive thing I’ve ever purchased, especially being a kid who used to get his boots from the Oaky Dokey Thrift Store. Right now, I’m just grateful these shades are hiding my dark eye bags.
Creeeeaaaakkkkkk.
The old baggage carousel turns on, and I join the throng of people stepping closer to it as the first bag tumbles out. There’s a middle-aged Black woman with a bonnet staring at me from a few feet away. I can see the gears turning in her head as she tries to figure out where she’s seen me before. OMG … my first fan encounter in Oakrun.
I try to play it cool as she walks over, but she stops in front of me with an almost-embarrassed smile on her face.
“Hi,” I say, mustering up as much enthusiasm as I can handle this early in the morning.
She beckons for me to lean in close, like she wants to whisper something to me. I anticipate what’s coming next.
I lean in and the woman cups one hand around her mouth.
“Your fly is open.”
What? I lean back in a hurry and turn around to zip up my skinny jeans as unobtrusively as possible. If it were possible to die of embarrassment, doves would fly, “Amazing Grace” would be playing, and I’d be six feet under. I turn back and offer a sheepish thanks to the woman, who pats me on the shoulder before retreating.
I can feel my phone vibrate, and it’s a message from Kim, my agent.
Kim: Let me know when you land. Ciao
She can be a bit much. The first time she visited Oakrun to scout me, she pulled up like a Kardashian. I’m still to this day not even sure how she found private car service in this town. She sat down on GiMa’s cracked leather couch in five-inch heels with a fur stole over the shoulder … in May.
She sold me a dream and I took it. She’s basically like my guardian in New York, coming to photo shoots and setting up bookings. She runs a tight ship and plays no games with my career … which means she plays no games with her career … which means she always gets her check before I get mine. So her getting me this deal with the newest hotel development coming to Oakrun feels like a full-circle moment. Helping my city while doing what I love is a win-win.
I finally see my purple suitcase with the hard shell cover, the one GiMa bought me as a parting gift. Nothing fancy, but very sturdy, just like her. I grab the bag and rush through the double glass doors leading outside. My grandmother, busy matriarch that she is, does not like to be kept waiting. Plus, I worry about her being in the cold too long—she has already been struggling with her arthritis and doesn’t help around the shop anymore. I shake off my worries as I spot GiMa’s huge red pickup truck rumbling to a stop in front of the curb.
People think New York is cold, but it ain’t got nothing on Oakrun. If I was sweating, droplets would have already frozen on my face. Since we’re pretty far north, we’re the lucky ones who get that brutal lake-effect snow coming off Lake Michigan. But unlike the soot-filled snow of New York, it’s like magic when it falls here.
The passenger-side window rolls down, and the sound of loud gospel music blares from the speakers, disrupting the quiet. “Took you long enough. Welcome home!” a familiar voice shouts.
“GiMa!” I shout as I run toward her.
I throw my bags in the truck bed and open the passenger door. My grandmother looks the same as she always does: dark brown skin with deep smile lines, in her muumuu with rollers still in her hair, sitting on an embroidered pillow so she can see over the truck’s dashboard. I clamber into the passenger seat and lean over to hug her.
“Hi, baby,” GiMa says softly.
She squeezes me back, and I close my eyes, relishing the way her gray hair tickles my cheek and the exhale of her breath on my neck, smelling like Chanel No. 5. I’m home.
It’s been a long time since I’ve hugged anybody, especially family. The first hug I ever remember was that of my mom, Lucille. I was only eight years old, and it was the first day of third grade. There I stood, smiling from ear to ear as she, my Aunt Michelle, and GiMa took pictures. Right before I ran into school she yelled, “Dominique, wait.” She ran up to me and squeezed me so tight. I didn’t know at the time that she was sick. She wouldn’t make it to see me off to fourth grade. That’s when GiMa became my main caregiver.
I smile. Rolling past farm homes and fields with GiMa tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of Karen Clark Sheard makes me feel like I’m eight years old again. If I close my eyes, I can pretend I never left, never gave up everything I’d ever known for a chance to escape. I needed a fresh start—away from the ghosts of my past, the small-town gossip, and the person I used to call my best friend.
Most of the landmarks are still standing, though I notice that Oaky Dokey is dark and shuttered and there are a few shiny new storefronts I don’t recognize scattered along Main Street. Ma-and-pa shops are becoming pop-ups, leaving brightly colored, corporate-looking storefronts in their place. Maybe with this deal I can remodel Cole’s to match the look of the newer shops in town, even go on one of those home-makeover shows and be on TV. Content is king these days.
GiMa turns the music down some and pats my knee. “It’s good to see you in person and not over that TimeFace.”
“It’s called FaceTime, GiMa,” I say with a laugh.
“You know what I mean,” she retorts.
“It’s good to see you, too. I know it’s been too long.”
I look out the window and we are already pulling into town.
“So how are you feeling?” GiMa asks, and I know she’s not just talking about right now.
I sigh. “I’m okay, I guess.”
GiMa’s face wrinkles up in disbelief. “We can talk about it after you get settled.” She squeezes my knee and turns the music back up. “Right now, just listen to the words of the song.”
I do as she says and focus my attention back out the window as the choir sings “Total Praise” from the speakers.

My mind drifts in anticipation to tonight’s festivities. The Festival of Lights is Oakrun’s biggest and best celebration. I plan to make this one count. I remember the year the mayor fell off the stage doing the running man. And the year GiMa got the Oakrun Woman of the Year award and immediately burst into tears. Or the last Festival of Lights I went to with Andy and Tyler, two years ago. It’s one of my favorite memories: the whole gang together for the chaos, before the distance.
We danced to the music of our high school jazz ensemble playing Christmas songs and drank apple cider like it was champagne. We snuck up to the roof of Cole’s Hardware and started planning out what we would do after graduation, passing a bottle of Martinelli’s Sparkling Apple Juice between us and feeling like the whole world was ours. It felt like the last time we were really able to be carefree, to be us.
The loud noise of the engine finally silences as GiMa turns off the truck.
“Be careful getting out. It’s icy,” she says as she hops out in her muumuu and slippers, with a wool scarf on her neck and gloves to match it.
I grab my bags and follow GiMa to the building. The apartment I grew up in is on one side of the second floor, with Andy and her parents’ place on the other side. Both sit on top of Cole’s, which takes up the entire first floor.
As I walk up, I see a notice painted in the front window of the store. It stops me in my tracks.
GOING OUT OF BUSINESS
Thank you for 75 years of love and support
Cole’s is closing? I’m now regretting all the missed calls and messages from Andy while I was stuck in my own bullshit, which is clearly not as important as this.
“Dom. Come on now, it’s cold out here.” I walk inside the door, which leads to a staircase for the second floor.
GiMa slowly walks up the creaking steps, taking them one by one while holding on to the railing. Cole’s Hardware has been a part of our family for generations. And before she retired a few years back, GiMa would wake up early, leave breakfast for me covered in the oven, and make her way downstairs to check on things. Andy and I practically grew up in that store. GiMa had a lot more mobility then. Her body may be getting older, but her spirit is just as young as ever.
She stops at the top landing like she’s waiting for something.
“Why are you not going inside, GiMa?” I ask, staring around her at the door.
She looks at me, her eyes squinted. “Now, you know the New Year’s Day traditions ain’t changed since you left.” She laughs at herself. “A man must be the first person to walk through every room in the apartment. I stayed at the hotel last night just to make sure it was you.”
Since I was a little boy, I was the first to walk through after the Watch Night church service. Back then, Andy and I would pretend to pray but would end up falling asleep on the velvet pews instead. My chest filled with pride as I stepped through the apartment with a sleepy smile at the end of the night. With everything that has changed, it’s great to know that some things never do.
“Well, what man was gonna walk through the apartment if I didn’t make it in time?”
GiMa cuts me a look and says, “Stay outta grown folks’ business.”
I laugh before twisting the knob.
It still smells like lavender and vanilla and looks exactly like I remember it. Same African-inspired art on the pale purple walls. Same picture of Barack and Michelle Obama sitting on the mantel. Other photos of GiMa, Andy, and me at every single town event. GiMa even has my kindergarten art displayed for all to see.
I throw my leather jacket on the couch and walk through the kitchen, trailing my hands over the cute circular wooden table GiMa found at Oaky Dokey’s and fixed up. I look through the window and see that the sun has now all but disappeared as clouds have begun to shadow the whole city.
I step into the bathroom, wincing slightly at the pink tile that makes it look like a bottle of Pepto Bismol threw up all over the walls, then make my way into GiMa’s room: king-sized bed, a rocking chair, and her old box TV. The perfect home for an old-school grandmother. And then there’s my room, it’s like a shrine to my life before I left. Posters of Beyoncé on the wall beside track-and-field medals and trophies. Not much else exists in the small room besides a bed, a dresser, and an old flat-screen TV—but the sight brings a smile to my lips. This place has always been my private oasis, a place to cry, laugh, and dream even when nothing felt possible beyond the roads of Oakrun.
“All clear!” I yell as I head back to the front door.
GiMa finally enters and nods in satisfaction. “Feels different already!” She laughs.
I turn around to ask, “GiMa, what’s going on with Cole’s?”
She slowly walks over to the recliner, taking a seat. “What did I just say about grown folks’ business? We can talk about that later, but right now I need you to put those bags away. I got some errands I need you to run.”
I just got here is what I want to say. But what comes out instead is: “All right, GiMa.” I walk into my room to put my bags away.
I can feel my phone vibrate. I just know it’s Andy finally waking up from some winter hibernation.
Instead I’m caught by surprise …
Tyler: Happy New Year.
I can hear my heart beating in my ears, the sound of its steady thump practically drowning out every other beep and hum in the apartment. How does Tyler know I’m in Oakrun? Wait, does he still have my location on his phone?
I mean, we didn’t leave off on the best of terms. It’s been hard doing these last two years without the closest person in my life. It’s like the left arm losing the right arm and having to do everything on its own. I exit out of my messages before my brain betrays me and does something stupid and reckless like texting back I miss you. I let it out in a long sigh.
“Dominique, what’s holding you up in there?” GiMa calls from outside the door.
I shake myself from my thoughts. “Huh?”
“IF YOU CAN ‘HUH,’ YOU CAN HEAR!” she hollers.
I snort. The apartment isn’t the only thing that hasn’t changed. I get up and walk out my room. GiMa has already moved from her recliner to the kitchen table. She moves quick when she wants to.
She’s writing what looks like a list on the back of an envelope and pouring herself tea from the blue-and-white porcelain teapot in front of her. Without looking up, she pushes a mug toward me and keeps writing. I pour a little sugar in from the canister on the table and follow it up with a good spoonful of honey.
I start to stir a shaky spoon.
“Is ya nerves bad? Why you so shaky. Like you seen a ghost.”
“Nothing, GiMa.”
That first sip tastes better than any ten-dollar smoothie or fancy coffee I can get in NYC. Maybe it’s the tea … or maybe it’s the love that went into making it.
“I miss having tea with you every day,” I say quietly.
GiMa looks up and smiles. “Traditions are what keep our family alive.”
“What’s on this list?” I ask, taking another sip.
GiMa takes off her glasses and gives a mean side-eye. “Don’t tell me you done forgot all the New Year’s Day traditions?”
“Of course not. We gotta have black-eyed peas for good luck and wisdom. Collard greens for wealth, because when you fold them up, they look like money. Pork to symbolize progress, ’cause pigs root forward in mud.”
“Well, I’ll be damned.” She looks down at her list, chuckling. “Since I’ve already deep-cleaned the house, the only other thing is to pick up the clothes from the laundromat. I think we’re good to go once you take care of this. Get me some broth, too.”
She hands me the list and I quickly scan it. Black-eyed peas, collard greens, ham hocks, fatback bacon, chicken broth, onion powder, garlic powder. Shouldn’t take too long.
GiMa stands up and stretches. She reaches toward her purse to grab some money.
I sit up and sputter, the mouthful of tea I just sipped spraying on the table. “GiMa! I got it. Trust me.”
She still pulls out three twenty-dollar bills from her pink clutch and hands them over. “Okay, this should be more than enough. And make sure you bring me back my change.”
I know better than to try to win an argument with GiMa. I take the cash meekly, finish my tea, and stand up. GiMa heads to the living room and turns on Judge Judy. I swear she watches that lady more than the news.
“If the snow gets too bad, text me and I’ll come and get you.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I grab my leather jacket off the couch and head outside and down the stairs. Old Miss Wilson from next door is out in her fuzzy leopard-print bathrobe, grabbing the mail, and she smiles when I wave at her. A couple of kids run past, screeching in laughter. They don’t spare a glance at me, and something about that makes me smile. I put my headphones in and turn on Beyoncé’s Renaissance album.
I stare at the Tyler text one more time as snowflakes start to fall on my screen. It’s not much, but it’s from him. And he is a piece of me no matter how hard I’ve tried to move on.
A cold breeze cuts through my jacket, but the chill feels good, grounding. I take a look into the sky and wonder: Is coming back to Oakrun a dream come true, or a nightmare waiting to happen?







TWO
Andy
7:32 A.M.
The first thing I notice when I wake up is the bitter tang of stale puke in my mouth.
The second thing I notice is that I’m in a bathtub, surrounded by French-sounding shampoos … wearing someone else’s clothes.
Before I have time to run through the thousands of scenarios that could have resulted with me in this position, each more Very Special Episode than the last, someone pulls back the vinyl curtain that’s been shielding me from the harsh light of the bathroom, and—
Screams bloody murder.
On instinct I scream back. Because, honestly, what else is there to do? I cover my face in case they decide to strike, and I’m just in time to block a Fabuloso-soaked towel from causing permanent damage to my retinas.
The rag hits my arm with a loud splat as the assailant’s scream pitches so high it’s practically operatic. I only know one person in Oakrun who can hit a note like that, and it’s—
“Alotta?”
The six-foot Amazonian drag-queen goddess in front of me halts her screeching, like a baby who’s just been handed her favorite stuffed animal.
“Andy?” Alotta Bang Bang frowns, and her eyes narrow in my direction. She lowers her voice to a whisper-shout. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here? And what are you wearing? You look like a member of a certain nineties boy band that had not one but two white boys with frosted tips in it.”
I look down at myself and groan. I have on baggy gray sweatpants and an oversized hoodie with the Wu-Tang Clan logo on the front. I’m not even totally sure I know what a Wu-Tang Clan is, which makes the indignity of this all the worse.
I shouldn’t even be here right now. And I really shouldn’t have been at the party last night. I mean, crowds make me feel like a Chihuahua in a stampede of Great Danes, and the thought of doing anything that could possibly jeopardize my chances of getting into the Newsnight Summer Journalism Intensive makes me want to crawl into a sewer grate and make a home there. Newsnight has one of the best summer journalism programs for incoming collegiate reporters in the country, and it’ll change my entire life if I get in. I just know it.
But last night, I tossed every one of those concerns out the window for Brooklyn Townsend.
Alotta sets down her bucket of cleaning supplies and gestures for me to explain myself. I guess hearing about my New Year’s Eve exploits is more pressing than her part-time gig housekeeping for the Holloways. I rub my eyes clear of the extremely cool and very sexy eye boogers that’ve collected on my face overnight. My general state would be more embarrassing if Alotta weren’t the babysitter who washed mushed peas out of my hair once upon a time.
Now she’s like the ageless fairy gayparent I never asked for but somehow got blessed with anyway.
“I needed to build up enough confidence to talk to Brooklyn last night, so I drowned myself in champagne.”
I drop my head into my hands and groan.
“I’m a cliché of the highest order.”
Alotta rolls her eyes and holds out her hand for me to take. With her help, I struggle out of the bathtub, and I feel more like a baby colt than I do a reasonably put-together seventeen-year-old girl. My whole world sort of tilts the second I get upright, and my stomach lurches into my throat like I’m about to make the contents of my gut the contents of the wall in a second.
“Sweet baby Jesus, girl. If you’re going to be in your rebellious phase, you’re going to have to learn the ropes. Remember: Beer before liquor, never sicker—”
“Let me stop you right there.” I cut her off with a wave of the hand that’s not currently clutching my stomach, as if I can keep from puking by sheer will alone. “This isn’t a phase. It was an attempt to ‘get the girl’ like they do in one of your goofy romance novels—and it most definitely failed.”
Last night I had a very clear plan. Start by getting Brooklyn Townsend to see just how cool and carefree I can be, and of course sweep her off her feet with that cool carefreeness. Part two was going to be waking up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning to intercept my cousin Dominique at the airport with a tongue-lashing of a lifetime—the kind that always seems to snap main characters out of their own bullshit in the movies.
I was planning to get the girl and save the day, in that order.
Being charming enough to sweep Brooklyn off her feet was supposed to be the easy part. But instead I turned myself into whatever this soggy mess in the mirror is.
“Well, failure or not, girl, you left a pool of something nasty as hell on this toilet seat, and I do not get paid enough to clean that up.” Alotta shoves a spray bottle into my hand and jerks her head in the direction of the toilet, where I most definitely missed the bowl last night. I feel a second round threaten to come up at the sight. “Just pitiful. Absolutely no aim, and you didn’t even eat any bread to soak up the alcohol. I raised you better than this. I mean, really…”
Alotta reprimands me until I finish suffering through the indignity of wiping up my own bile.
“You know the worst part?” I ask, ignoring all her notes on how to prevent myself from ending up in a situation like this again. I wash my hands, turn on the faucet, and rinse my mouth out twice for good measure. When I feel a little less like Death’s unspectacular lesbian cousin, Dreadful, I turn back to Alotta. “I can’t even remember if I spoke to Brooklyn last night. I can barely remember anything past eleven.”
Insult to injury to injury to injury.
The only upside is that there’s still time to enact part two of the plan before the Festival of Lights tonight. All I need is the flash drive in my glove compartment and for Dom to actually answer my phone call for the first time in months.
“I should have known you did all this for a girl,” Alotta says, beaming with pride.
I don’t tell her that Brooklyn isn’t just a girl; she’s the girl. I’ve been halfway in love with her since she crashed into town with paint-splattered jeans and a healthy distaste for authority two years ago. My crush on her hit me hard and fast despite my very strong feelings about how objectionable her family is. Her dad is some big-time banking businessman who lives in Chicago and her mom wanted a slower pace than what she was getting in their Lake Shore penthouse or whatever. I’m pretty sure they’ve owned a private jet at one point. They’re the definition of big money and small ethics.
But Brooklyn’s first day, she stood up in our English class, told our teacher he was a cog in the heteronormative, white-supremacist machine for trying to make us read Huck Finn, and I was sort of a goner. She was nothing like the stiff-haired, stiff-drink conservatives her parents were.
Brooklyn doesn’t care what other people think about her. She gets good grades but doesn’t seem to be consumed by them, she’s worldly in a way no one else in our graduating class is (I once saw her eating sashimi at lunch, with stainless-steel chopsticks—so chic), and she pushes back against every expectation. Sometimes I’m not sure if I want her or just want to be her. Maybe it’s her boldness, maybe it’s the way her hair is always perfectly disheveled like she’s just gotten done running her hands through it, I don’t know. But I’ve had the kind of crush on her that can only be likened to that of a featherweight boxer going twelve rounds with someone well above their weight class.
She is the one and only, singular exception to my palpable disdain for all the people who have flocked to Oakrun in the past two years. Because she’s not like the rest of them. She’s not like anyone I’ve ever known.
I’m just praying I didn’t do anything stupid in front of her last night.
“Your grand romantic gestures leave something to be desired, angel face, but you’ve got the spirit.” Alotta gives me a little shake. “Next time, though? Do it sober. Just say no and D.A.R.E. to resist and what would Jesus do and all that, okay?”
She brushes off her skirt as if the very sight of me has made her rumpled by association.
She’s wearing a bedazzled French maid costume that I’m sure she bought at the Party Supply Superstore and spruced up in her craft room. Her honey-blond Brazilian blowout lace-front is swept into a tasteful chignon, and that paired with her natural skin tone makes her look like a slightly curvier, campier version of Beyoncé. A sight that would probably be a little funny on anyone else, but on Alotta? It’s giving haute couture.
I don’t know how she manages, but Alotta’s got about a dozen different jobs and makes them all look fabulous. When she was my babysitter as a kid, she often used to wear her version of the white-and-red Mary Poppins dress. The only difference was, hers had a rhinestone-encrusted corset and tore away into a bright purple spandex bodysuit during her drag performances. Sometimes she moonlights as the home-and-garden specialist at my parents’ store, Cole’s Hardware, in a pair of pink leather overalls and platform cowgirl boots.
She’s always had a flair for the dramatic.
I’m grateful she’s giving the theatricality a break right now, though. At the moment I just want to get my car and go home. I want to take a nap, talk to Dom, and forget any of this ever happened. But before I can do any of that, I have to find my keys.
“Yes, Alotta, I’ll do as Jesus did.” I roll my eyes and add with a mumble, “Especially the anarchist justified-rage-in-the-temple stuff.”
I hug her around the waist and offer our usual goodbye: “Have the day you have!”
Because telling someone to have a good day is just too much pressure sometimes, you know?
“I always do, sugarplum!”

I wade into the disaster area that is Connie Holloway’s house after a party and almost wish I could trade this stranger’s hoodie for a hazmat suit. There are streamers hanging from every surface imaginable, spilled booze dried and sticky on the hardwood floors, and a not-insignificant number of teenagers in varying states of disarray sleeping on the living room floor.
Here’s what you have to understand about the Holloways: They’re filthy stinking rich. So rich, in fact, that the second I lay eyes on their all-white marble kitchen in the light of day, I’m instantly pissed off that they don’t keep better champagne in the house. If I have one memory from last night, it’s the way my stomach started churning like a glorified vat of battery acid after about the fourth flute of the stuff. The tickle in my nose wasn’t bubbles; it was probably an allergic reaction.
Rich people never spend their money where I think they should, though. Like the Holloways’ floor-to-ceiling fish tank, filled with weird exotic fish that I’m pretty sure you can’t even bring into the United States without half a dozen permits. Why someone would sink 30K into buying a peppermint angelfish when they could, I don’t know, make it so that poor folks could pay their rent and little kids could afford school lunch, I’ll never understand.
Everyone in Oakrun used to be working class, like my family. But two years ago Home Digest put Oakrun in their yearly roundup of best towns in the country for millennial girlbosses or something like that. At first it was exciting to see Oakrun get recognized for being a place where love and equality were practically written into its town charter, but for the most part it’s been a disaster.
Not even three full months later, ugly-ass McMansions like this one started popping up all over town. They bulldozed the old shotgun houses that had populated this area since Oakrun was first founded, and erected these sad beige monstrosities in their place. And the people who inhabit them aren’t much better. It seems like every one of the folks who’ve moved to Oakrun since then has a job I can’t define like Startup Tech Ninja or First Impression Consultant or Manager of Management for Managing Managers. All I know is they seem to have more money than God and want to change everything about my hometown that made it worth moving to in the first place.
I don’t want to give them that much credit, but from where I’m standing, it’s true. My entire life exists in before and after. Before the list, after the list. Before we got the notice that the guy who owns our building sold it to make way for a new development, and after. Before my cousin sold out his family for a check, and after.
If I think about it too hard, I get worked up all over again. In another year’s time, every mom-and-pop shop and corner store in this town is going to be leveled. If Mayor Youngblood has anything to say about it, at least.
I tiptoe around everyone sleeping to search for my keys and phone. I trace my footsteps back to the last spot I remember: the Holloways’ back porch. But aside from a fresh dusting of beautiful but annoying powdery snow, there’s nothing to be found.
If I wasn’t worried before, I’m worried now. Weird clothes, no keys or phone, and a mouth that tastes like backwash.
What the hell happened last night?
“You’re awake!”
The patio door behind me slides open and out comes Connie Holloway, looking for all the world like a public-radio reporter meets ski-resort catalog model in an all-white jumpsuit, lavender fur earmuffs, and a portable microphone and recorder in her hand. She’s recently taken to podcasting, her next frontier of influencing. In the past few months, she’s tried vlogging, dance videos, and OOTD posts, but nothing has really stuck yet. And while no one will ever top Alotta’s blog when it comes to town gossip, Connie’s podcast has been surprisingly insightful. She might have found her ministry.
When she sees me shivering, though, she sets down her equipment and pulls me into the house.
“Trust me, I’m leaving soon,” I start, in case she’s getting ready to give me the boot. I rub my hands over my arms and shoulders to warm back up. “I just—”
I stop myself when I can feel my voice getting ready to shake, my pulse jumping at her approach. I tug at the sleeve of the hoodie. It’s not Connie who makes me nervous—she’s harmless, like the Energizer Bunny in lululemon. It’s really just that over the past two years I’ve started to have these random bouts of nerves that border on anxiety. Like all my emotions are suddenly too close to the surface.
Last night, with champagne bubbling in my belly, all the complicated feelings that buzzed around inside me were easier to ignore. But now the panic rising in my chest feels ten times worse. Flashes of memories come back to me in bits and pieces. The way I grabbed for a microphone when Tyler went up to sing “Shackles” during karaoke (he was Mary and I was, of course, also Mary) and belted like my life depended on it. I want to groan at the memory.
Tyler will be the first person I text the second I—
“I need to find my phone? I lost it last night? And my keys?”
Everything comes out like a question, even though they’re definitive statements.
“Oh my god, don’t you remember?” Connie smiles wide enough that I can see every one of her perfect orthodontia-altered white teeth. “You tossed your phone in the fish tank when you were dancing on the table. See?”
She slides through her camera roll until she comes to a video of me standing on her parents’ kitchen table, doing the sprinkler dance, busting into a running man, and immediately launching my phone into the air by accident. It flies with perfect precision and lands right in the Holloways’ floor-to-ceiling fish tank, and everyone in the room erupts with cheers.
“We have to call a specialist to scoop your phone out because it’s like very dangerous to reach into the tank. There are at least six poisonous fish in there,” she explains. “But it’s totally worth it because you were so funny last night! I had no idea you were just so funny.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose between my thumb and index finger. It’s like the second I see myself in 4K, more than just the bits and pieces come rushing back—everything does. I did talk to Brooklyn last night. I made her laugh, even. But I also barfed all over her shoes right as the clock struck midnight and curled up in the bathtub after a second-round puke all over the Holloways’ guest-bathroom toilet seat.
She adds, “And then you fell off and landed on the custom New Year’s Eve cake my parents had made—which was, like, much less fun of you. But it’s fine, everyone just dipped into the chocolate fountain instead!”
The mortification has to be radiating off me like fumes from a chemical spill. But Connie doesn’t seem to notice.
“My brother says you can keep the clothes, by the way.”
God, yeah. That’s how I got this outfit. I wince.
It’s clear I won’t be getting my phone back today, but maybe my keys aren’t a lost cause. The second I ask, though, Connie tilts her head with a funny little expression, like she doesn’t understand the question.
“I’m not sure.”
She taps her chin and brightens with a memory. And somehow I know the next part before she even opens her mouth.
“But your car isn’t out front anymore.”







THREE
Dominique
8:05 A.M.
I just know I’m going to see him today. How could a three-word text have my mind so scrambled already? Maybe I should just respond? But if I do that, he might try to talk, something I’m not sure I’m fully ready to do. Maybe I’m overthinking it?
All the memories of Tyler and me come flooding back. We bonded in first grade during school pictures when we were the only ones missing our two front baby teeth. Two brown-skinned Black boys with gaps in their smiles. All day, everyone joked that we looked like twins. And by recess we were already best friends. By high school we were inseparable. Star athletes on the track, him running the 100 and 200, and me the 400 and the 400-meter hurdles. We were going to be as iconic as Carl Lewis but as flashy as Noah Lyles.
Me, him, and my cousin Andy, we were an unmistakable trio. If you saw one of us, there was always a pretty good chance the other two wouldn’t be far behind. Our dreams of who and what we’d become were always tied together. If I was going to be a famous athlete, so was Tyler, and Andy was going to be the journalist who wrote our profiles for Sports Illustrated and Runner’s World.
But things shifted. I’m in New York City, living my fabulous facade of a life, while Ty is at Pennington College, an elite liberal-arts school here in Indiana, fulfilling the dream of track we both once held. When you’re just kids, you don’t know how things will change. How what you want out of life will turn on its head. And in an instant, one of you moves the goalpost and it leaves a lot of hurt behind.
I moved the goalpost.
I just wish he understood my side too. I wish everyone did.
As I walk to the grocery store, I can’t help but notice the influx of folks walking in yoga pants with labradoodles on a leash in one hand and Starbucks in the other. Wait, is that a G-Wagon? In Oakrun?
I catch myself walking the breakneck speed that’s necessary in New York and decide to slow down a bit. In the past, the frigid winter weather would have made me want to hibernate, but I’m truly just happy to be home. Relieved, even. The pressure to stay at the top of my game has become much more overwhelming lately.
Fresh snow hits my face as I take in the multicolored shops downtown and the smell of fresh pastries. Oakrun is known for our hot cocoa, which I love with marshmallows and whipped cream on top. When I’m done with the groceries, I need a cup ASAP.
The more I walk, the more I feel like a tourist in a new city. All I want to do is look inside the windows of new stores, take selfies in front of murals, wait in line at a … food truck?
Andy warned me something like this could happen—our home morphing into something else entirely. But in high school, between track practice and trying to keep up my grades to get a scholarship to college, I had other things to worry about besides her constant refrain of impending doom.
As I spot the local grocery, a rustic-looking wooden warehouse that’s been a town staple for decades, the snow starts to pick up and a light dusting forms on the parking lot. I look both ways to make sure no cars are coming and run and slide as my boots glide across the thin layer of ice. I can’t help but laugh at myself, as clumsy as ever.

Inside the supermarket, I become intoxicated by the aromas. I can’t even remember the last time I went to a supermarket that wasn’t like a Whole Foods.
I grab a basket from the front and walk the aisles looking for the ingredients GiMa needs as if I’m window-shopping at Saks on Fifth Avenue. I go to the produce section and get her fresh greens, ’cause as she says, she ain’t eating nothing out of a can. I try to gauge how much she will need, which is tricky because an entire sink full of greens can cook down into one small pot.
“Is that Dom?”
That shrill voice. The clicking of those kitten heels walking up toward me. It can be no other than the Loudmouth of the Midwest, Miss Angie. If gossiping were an Olympic sport, Miss Angie would have six gold medals—a feat people like Andy’s old babysitter, Alotta Bang Bang, aspire to. Personally, I prefer neighbors who mind their business.
“Hey, Miss Angie.” She leans in for a hug. The smell of her lavender perfume almost knocks me off my feet, and I pull back quickly.
“Wow, look at you all grown up!” She slaps my arm. “How have you been?”
“I’m doing well. Living in New York now—”
She cuts me off with a quickness: “Now what’s going on with Cole’s?”
Nosy as ever … I should’ve known she wouldn’t let me get a word in.
“Cole’s is just fine. So is GiMa. But actually—I really need to get these groceries.” I scurry away as quickly as I can, not even caring if I’m being rude. It’s hard to process that GiMa has been trying to keep all this from me. I’m sure she doesn’t want to bother me, but still, Cole’s is a part of me, too. Hell, even if I had known, I wouldn’t have been able to do much anyway.
Until now … this hotel deal definitely changes things.
After grabbing the black-eyed peas, I walk toward the checkout line. I forgot about the after-holiday sales, though, and with that comes these long-ass lines. Thankfully, the 10 ITEMS OR LESS line isn’t too long. I feel my inner Naomi Campbell kicking in, giving heel-to-toe pumps as I strut past an imaginary crowd.
I’m caught up in my own fantasy until I see him. Tyler.
He’s working as a cashier—must be his side gig for winter break from college—but he doesn’t notice me immediately. On first glance he looks the same. Hair low-cut fade with deep waves on top. Smooth, brown complexion with a small mole that sits just above his right eyebrow. He’s definitely put on some muscle, though. I can’t imagine him lifting weights when he could be running instead. He’s always enjoyed it more than me, says nothing makes him feel more alive. But his smile, the perfect gap in his teeth with a lopsided grin that’s always been given freely … it shifts something inside me. Almost like when you are lying on the bed after putting on fresh sheets. Exciting in the simplest way, and calming.
He’s chatting with a customer and lets out a laugh. It’s not overindulgent, though, like the ones he saves for the people he loves. My DMs are always flooded with heart-eye emojis from followers, but secretly I wish even one was from him.
But it’s been months since we last spoke. Will he just ignore me, like he has since I moved to New York? Pretend we weren’t each other’s whole world before everything got ruined? I wouldn’t blame him if he did, but I have no problem doing the same. Can’t let anyone play in my face like that, and he’s hurt me just as much.
But he did text me … and I didn’t respond. Shit!
I turn to go back down the aisle and—
BOOM!
I’m hit by a shopping cart and knocked right into the shelf of canned peaches. I’m now splayed out on the floor, peaches scattered everywhere as I knock down several of the cans on the shelf. Well, this is dramatic.
I look up and there is a little kid, who is just like me at age five, racing shopping carts and laughing at the top of his lungs. Maybe GiMa was right about horseplay in the supermarket.
“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” The kid’s mom has now run over as everyone in the store looks at me as if I fell out of my heels on the runway.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I’M OKAY, EVERYONE!” I say a little too loudly, still shocked from the collision. I pick up my basket and brush off my jeans. As I continue to collect myself, I hear a voice I haven’t heard in what feels like forever.
“Dom? I thought that was you.”
Fight. Flight. Or freeze.
I guess it’ll be the latter because I don’t utter a single word for several excruciating seconds. It’s like I’m stuck in quicksand.
“Hi” is all I manage to say before Tyler starts helping me put stuff back in the basket. This is so embarrassing. I’ve never been shy a day in my life, so why does seeing Tyler make me feel like a deer in headlights? It brings back so many emotions at once that I can’t even name them all, let alone process them.
“Just come to my register once you get another bag of peas.” You don’t have to tell me twice. I scurry along to replace the busted bag, grateful for a second to get my head together. Once that’s taken care of, I walk up the aisle, pausing to take a breath and count to ten before slowly walking back toward the register—ignoring a cleanup crew giving me the evil eye. I knew it was coming, but seeing Ty again has me gagged. Nothing could have prepared me. There was a lot left unsaid when I moved.
Mutual anger is an interesting emotion, especially when it feels like there’s something else bubbling beneath the surface. We let each other down. I felt that he should’ve been supportive of my decision to follow my dreams. He felt that I should’ve been more faithful to our original dreams of going to college together. Forget the physical distance between us; I never factored in the emotional distance my choice to move to New York would create. We were pieces of each other’s puzzles, and to Ty, I removed a piece without his permission. But it’s my life—I shouldn’t need permission to make my own decisions.
My heart beats wildly as I approach his checkout station. “My line is closed,” he jokes. But clearly my brain is still fried because I just stand there and stare at him. Again.
Luckily, my body kicks into autopilot, extending my arm to hand him my groceries like a robot, and he starts scanning them. One. By. One. What is only a few seconds feels like an eternity.
My palms begin to sweat, still unsure how to strike up a conversation with my former best friend, the person I used to tell everything to—well, almost everything.
“Never thought I’d run into you today … um, how you been?” A lie don’t care who tell it, because it was almost inevitable that I would see him today.
He doesn’t even look up at me, laser focused on getting me out of here. I go to the end of the register and start bagging the groceries.
“The town is only but so big, Dom. And my phone number hasn’t changed if you really wanted to know how I’ve been.”
Damn, that was cold. I guess me trying to create small talk isn’t gonna work. I ignore him, finish bagging, and pay. He cuts his light off as he walks to the back office to pick up his things and close out. I feel my phone vibrate.
GiMa: Don’t forget to pick up that laundry or your ass won’t have a blanket. You need a ride back, the snow is picking up some?
GiMa will find a way to squeeze a cuss word in a sentence like the last bit of toothpaste in a tube.
Me: Aite GiMa. And no I should be fine. It’s just snow lol


But, really, the thought of GiMa driving in these conditions doesn’t sit right. Guess I should have listened to Ty and gotten my driver’s license.
Tyler comes outside fully bundled up in a black peacoat with matching gloves and a cap. The snow is falling heavier than before, and the idea of carrying all these groceries down to the laundromat, then to GiMa’s, sounds like hell. I could use a ride. Tyler might be my only option.
As he gets closer to me, I blurt out, “Hey, Ty, you think you can run me by the laundromat? GiMa got some stuff there I need to pick up.”
He just stands there, giving me major side-eye. Wow, I didn’t think we were that far gone. He can’t even give me a quick ride?
“The snow is picking up. GiMa was gonna come get me, but she is getting older and her eyesight ain’t what it used to be.”
He lets out a sigh. “I’ll give you a ride. But only because of GiMa.” He begins walking as I trail behind. He pops the trunk of his burgundy Mercury Cougar and gets in the car while I put the groceries in and hop in the passenger seat.
I try once again to break the tenseness of the moment. “So how is college, Ty?”
Not that I really needed to ask. I’ve been following his whole cross-country season like a stalker in a Lifetime movie. I know all his fastest times, every race that he has been to, every medal that he has won. I even log into my “MillionDollarLegz” burner account on BleepBlorp to look at his stories from time to time. I’m really proud of him for chasing his dreams even if I’m not a part of them anymore.
In the most monotone, uninterested voice ever, he says, “College is great, man; you should try it yourself.” He then sets the defroster on, never looking at me once.
“I like my student-loan debt at zero,” I say, even though—despite popular belief—my bank account is sitting pretty close to zero right now. I’m feeling a little guilty about my snappy response until Ty responds, “Me too, that’s why I’m on scholarship.” Damn. Cracked my face to white meat with that one. One thing about Ty, he was always better at reading folks than I was.
My lips purse as my eyes squint in his direction. If looks could kill, the one I’m giving right now would be deadly. Out of habit, I reach for the radio to turn on some music. I’ve never been good about sitting in silence for too long. But we reach for the knob at the same time and our hands brush ever so slightly. Everything feels so tense, awkward, and clumsy.
“You drive, I got the music,” I reassure him.
“Now how you gonna tell me what I’mma do in my own car? I’m not Uber.”
What started out as regular banter is starting to feel like anything but, and I don’t know how to course correct.
“Can I please play music in your car?” I’m both sick of the fighting and fully aware I need him to help me finish these errands for GiMa. He keeps his eyes on the road but hands me the aux cord, still refusing to look at me. I roll my eyes and hook up my phone.
Tevin Campbell’s “Can We Talk” starts to play. It’s funny how this song has transformed from a love song to a Black family anthem. I haven’t been to a brunch in Harlem that doesn’t sing this in unison when it comes on. I start belting the song aloud and Ty shakes his head. He’s likely annoyed at my singing, but at this point he might be annoyed if I breathe too loud—so I don’t pay him any mind, to be honest, letting the emotion of the song wash over me.
“NOOOWWWWWW I BUILT UP MY CONFIDEEENCE.” I can tell this is annoying him some. So I keep going.
“GIVE ME JUST ONE MORE CHANCE … FOR LOOOOOOOOVVVVVE … CAN WE TALKKKKKK.” He finally pulls the cord out as he parks the car near the laundromat, and I immediately go silent.
The snow is starting to fall even harder now, in thick sheets. It looks like we are driving through a snow globe that just got shaken up. He cuts the engine, then gets out of the car with a dramatic door slam. Honestly, I’m just grateful he didn’t kick me out before we made it here.
The Oakrun Wash and Fold. A good old community staple. As we walk inside, though, it is not what I remember. The old-school white washers and dryers are all now stainless steel. Coin-slot boxes have been replaced with credit-card readers. To be honest, they could’ve used an upgrade.
“Dominique! It’s been so long since we’ve seen you. How are ya, kid?” asks Mrs. Vernie. She’s an older Black woman with a mole under her left eye, in her sixties but definitely doesn’t look like it. “Black don’t crack” as they say. She has a mixture of gray and black hair that lies just below her shoulders.
She owns the place. Oakrun born and raised. “I’m good, Mrs. Vernie, just picking up GiMa’s stuff.”
She smiles. “I’ll go get it from the back.” Tyler and I stand at the counter while we await her return. He starts to make a beat on the tabletop. I bop my head to it and then find a bell on the counter to ring to his beat. This is the silly stuff that we used to do that would annoy everyone around us. It almost feels like old times.
We stop goofing off when Mrs. Vernie comes back out with two big bags of laundry. I grab one and Tyler grabs the other.
We thank her and start to head out before Mrs. Vernie interjects. “Dominique, one more thing!”
Mrs. Vernie hands me an envelope with a bill in it. “GiMa is a little behind on the laundry bill, so just tell her I’ll add it to her tab.”
“I’ll take care of it. How much is it?”
She punches $78.90 into the machine.
I pull out my debit card, but Mrs. Vernie makes a funny face after swiping it. As soon as she leans in, dread punches me in the gut.
“It declined, honey,” she whispers sympathetically. “Do you have another one, maybe?”
Tyler just looks at me inquisitively.
“Oh! I forgot to tell the bank I was going to be out of town,” I lie, reaching in my pocket to use the cash I brought with for this trip, which isn’t much.
As we grab the clothes, I think, Damn, this is really bad. My card is declining, Cole’s is in trouble, and GiMa can’t even afford her laundry bill. This hotel deal couldn’t have come fast enough. I’ve really gotta save my family.







FOUR
Andy
8:15 A.M.
“What do you mean, it’s not out front? How did— Who would just … take off with someone else’s car?”
“I have no idea.” Connie scrunches up her face in confusion. She sighs. “This is why I should always be recording. Everything is content.”
Grand theft auto isn’t the way I would have chosen to start the new year, but clearly, my feelings on the matter aren’t relevant to the situation. My heart rate panic spikes.
“I don’t know, Andy, there was so much going on. Do you know how hard it is to be a good hostess for a New Year’s Eve soiree?” She puts her hands on her hips and pouts. “Things got so wild last night. We ran out of peppercorn salami on the charcuterie board! I had a lot to deal with.”
I don’t have time for this. I rush out Connie’s front door, hoping that maybe she just has faulty information.
“Wait, Andy, can I interview you for my podcast?” she calls after me. “The listeners want to know about your cousin coming back to town!”
I ignore the media request and try to logic my way into some answers. Maybe the charcuterie situation had Connie so distracted that she’s misremembering. I slip and slide the entire way down the Holloways’ walkway, which is quickly being covered by a fresh layer of powdery snow as the sky opens up. The urgency to find my car drives me forward even though it’s freezing, I seem to have lost my coat, and my toes are already starting to go numb inside my boots—the only article of clothing I have on that actually belongs to me.
But there’s no reason for any of it. Because it’s clear as day the second I can see the street. My trusty silver Toyota Corolla isn’t next to the mailbox like it was when I arrived last night. Which means the flash drive in my glove compartment that I need to show Dom before the festival tonight is also missing.
I was only medium panicking before. The clothes and the embarrassing video and the drowned phone are all bad but manageable. Having to face my mom as a hungover, phoneless degenerate, tough but survivable (hopefully). But this? My only means of transportation and the car that holds my one key to saving my cousin’s reputation vanishing without a trace? I don’t know what to do with myself, so I try my hand at a new strategy: full-on dramatics.
I extend my arms to the side and fall back in the snow. I land with that soft crunch that only happens when the snow is the perfect consistency. This is how my year begins, by becoming one with the earth. Maybe if I’m lucky, the ground will swallow me whole and they can simply wheel the ice block containing my body to the summer intensive in a few months. I’ll skip cleaning up this mess I made and it’ll all work out. Yup, that’s what I’m gonna do.
It’s coming down fast enough that my clothes get soaked through right away, and—wow, this is actually an awful plan. How do they do stuff like this on TV shows? They’ve got to have heated blankets on set.
“I’m pretty sure the snow is fake in those scenes.”
I didn’t even realize I’d said anything out loud. I look up into a pair of brown eyes and immediately shoot up. My limbs are stiff as I try to push myself to stand. My nose is running and my fingers are going numb and why the hell are my knees not cooperating with me?
“Huh?”
“That’s why they don’t need heated blankets on set, because the snow is usually fake.” She smirks. Is this girl honestly enjoying my predicament right now? “I’m Iris. You okay?”
I nod because it’s easier than thinking about anything else. We’ve never spoken before, but I recognize her face from school.
Iris helps me stand when it looks like I’m not going to be able to do it on my own, and I finally get a good look at her. The tips of her black hair are bleached so blond they’re almost white, and she has to shake her head to sweep her overlong bangs out of her face. She’s a walking billboard for why lesbian punk bands should have never gone out of style. She’s got a grease-covered towel tossed over her shoulder, and a bleach-stained IT’S AN HONOR JUST TO BE ASIAN hoodie under a beat-up leather jacket, accessorized by an upside-down pink-triangle pin on her lapel.
“My mom bought it for me when I was in fifth grade,” she says when she realizes I’m reading her hoodie. “She thought I needed more ‘strong female role models like Cristina Yang’. Don’t ask.”
Her eyes roll even though her lips tick up in a small smile.
“Here.” She slips her gloves off her hands and slides them onto mine quickly. “My parents will kill me if they find out I let you freeze to death on the front lawn. I’m pretty sure it’s a tax liability.”
I cut my eyes to the driveway next door and spot a bright red hatchback with a California license plate standing out stark and obvious against the snowy backdrop.
“I was putting chains on Moody’s tires,” she explains. “Moody, my car. But I saw you hit the deck and thought I should come over just in case. Connie’s no good at first aid.”
I turn back to the Holloways’ house and see Connie waving brightly through the window, gesturing wildly at the microphone in her hand. I can’t help the full-body cringe that takes over.
As if reading my mind, Iris says, “I wouldn’t worry about it. We’ve only been neighbors for a few months and I’ve seen Connie with spinach stuck in her Invisalign at least six times. She has no room to judge anyone.”
I don’t mean to keep tabs on everyone in Oakrun, but it’s almost unavoidable. I’ve been reporting for The
Oakrun Student Post since I was a freshman, and working the register at my parents’ store since I was old enough to count. Inherent to both jobs is a certain level of gossip and curiosity.
Iris showed up at school just as the school year started, and her parents opened one of those Instagrammable, white-people yoga studios downtown a few weeks later. Go with the Floga moved into the building that used to house the town’s only independent bookstore, Sullivan Family Books. I grew up sitting among its dusty shelves, thumbing through used books older than me before I could even read them. I popped in every week to visit the one-eyed shop cat, Jellyroll, on days when I just needed a cuddle because my dad had been out on the road too long or I was stressed about an upcoming test.
Then, three months ago, without a warning, they announced they were closing because their landlord wouldn’t renew their lease. Apparently, he’d gotten a new tenant who was willing to pay twice the rent.
I once made the mistake of listening to an interview Iris did for Connie’s podcast, but we’ve never spoken before. I don’t know her. But still, a bitter taste fills my mouth at the thought of a Chapman helping me after what her parents have done.
I run through all my options for escape, beginning with borrowing someone else’s phone to call my mom and beg her to come get me. But I remember that she’s behind the counter at Cole’s and has no one to cover her if she leaves, since GiMa’s arthritis has started to progress. Which may not be a big deal to some places, closing for twenty minutes, but we can’t afford to miss even a second of potential business right now. Especially when we don’t know what we’re going to do after the store closes for good.
I think about going back inside and asking Alotta for help before I remember that (1) Alotta has a job to do, which, judging by the detritus of the Holloways’ living room, is going to take her a while, and (2) Alotta is the kind of queer person who lives up to all the stereotypes about us not knowing how to drive. Even if she were free, I wouldn’t trust her to get me home. And (3) If we lived anywhere else in the world, maybe bumming a rideshare from her account would work, but Oakrun is too small for Uber drivers. The nearest rides are always at least an hour away.
So I change course entirely. I look over at Iris’s car, newly adorned with chains to help her navigate the snow, and lock in to the most reasonable solution: Iris and her precious Moody. I have about twenty bucks in my pocket from shoveling Old Lady Nelson’s walkway yesterday morning. It’s pretty much my only bargaining chip, but it’s worth a shot.
“How much for your chauffeur services?” I ask.
Iris may be rich, but if I’ve learned anything recently, there’s nothing rich people love more than getting even more money. Iris’s face flashes with surprise before it wrinkles in confusion.
“I need someone to drive me to my car,” I explain. “I’ll slide you a couple bucks if you can give me a lift.”
In just the amount of time it took for me to retire from my pity party and debate my plan for moving forward, the snow has kicked up to something vicious. We’re on what I think is the sidewalk, but I can barely see more than a few feet in front of me. I could ignore the chill settling into my bones and the numbness of my toes before, but I definitely can’t now. Even though the Holloways live less than a mile from my family’s store, at this rate I’ll be cosplaying as the Abominable Snowman by the time I get there.
Either way, the clock is ticking.
“Ten minutes of your life and then you’ll never see me again.” When her face falls briefly and then twists back into consideration, I add, “F-f-five seconds before the offer e-e-expires.”
I can barely get through my sentence without my teeth rattling in my head, which is humiliating. Chattering teeth and a snotty nose do not a convincing argument make. Maybe this is my atonement for sneaking out last night and making a fool of myself.
“Oh, yeah, you’re in some position to walk.” Iris snorts. “Seriously, what’s the deal? You seem a little frazzled.”
As if grand theft auto and standing outside in a veritable blizzard wearing someone else’s clothes aren’t sufficient reason to be a little unkempt. Ridiculous.
But I need a ride and I need one now, so I do what I never do: I use my cousin to get what I want.
“I have to get my car and find my cousin, in that order, okay?”
With Dom’s notoriety, I figure it’s the one and only good time to throw his weight around a little.
I assume that at the mention of my cousin Dominique, the kind of recognition or excitement that always follows will flash across her face. That the thrill of being close to a real-life influencer, even just by association, will be enough to get her to say yes. But there’s nothing.
No recognition. No excitement. Just amusement.
“Your cousin?” she asks. “Must be a hell of a family reunion if you’re willing to brave the storm for them.”
Huh. Weird. Unlike folks who’ve lived here our whole lives, every newcomer seems to be enamored with Dom’s celebrity. They stop me in the cafeteria at school, or prod me for details about him when checking out at Cole’s. When Dom got his big break, everyone in Oakrun was proud. He was ours—our friend, our family—and his success was ours too. But that also meant that we watched him be bombarded with intrusive new fans and internet trolls and nasty rumors.
So, without ever saying a word about it, we all knew that it was our job to protect him however we could. Dom is a star, sure, but before all that he was just another kid from Oakrun. No one bought into his newfound celebrity. No one asked him for money or favors. That’s not the Oakrun way.
But, of course, those rules don’t apply to all the newcomers.
It doesn’t surprise me that I know who Iris is. But the fact that she doesn’t know me or Dom feels like someone handing you a bottle of water when you barely even noticed you were thirsty. Like whatever happens from this point forward is being created right now, today. It’s a blank canvas in a place where notions of what it means to be in my family were practically grafted onto me at birth.
“S-s-so, are you—”
“I don’t want your money,” she interrupts.
Well, that’s even better. I might get a ride just because she’s a Good Samaritan. That’s one check in the “Maybe She’s Not as Bad as Her Parents” column.
“Thank god.” Without asking another question, I take what’s being offered to me and march my way up the Chapmans’ drive to Iris’s car. It feels kind of like a main-character moment. The hot mechanic girl next door offers the unassuming nerd a ride and they bond over their shared love of poetry or something and forge a lifelong connection. My face heats momentarily at the thought. But when I reach for the door handle, she slips in between me and the car, blocking me from getting in.
“I don’t want your money. I, uh—how about a favor instead?”
Oh.
I deflate instantly. Of course. She does need something from me. I don’t know why I’m disappointed, but a flare of it burns fast and bright in my chest. She’s going to hold my ride hostage unless I agree to what she asks of me. I should have known one of these rich interlopers could never do something just for the sake of community. There’s got to be something in it for them.
“If I say yes, you’ll help me find my car?”
She nods so quickly and enthusiastically I worry she may give herself vertigo.
“Absolutely, no questions asked,” she answers.
“Okay,” I agree. “Fine. What is it?”
“I…” She pauses and furrows her eyebrows in thought before her lips tick back into a smirk. “I want to cash it in later.”
“You’re sh-sh-shitting me.” I roll my eyes. “I’m agreeing to a r-r-random favor with an indeter-r-r-minate due date? No w-w-way.”
“Andy, frostbite is imminent.” Iris extends her hand to me. “Do we have a deal?”
And because I’m about three seconds away from icicle status, I shake. Iris’s hand around mine is firm and sure, her eyes locked on mine like she’s seeing something strange and interesting for the first time. It’s so disarming, the attention, the focus, all trained on me. For a second I forget I’m out in the snow, freezing my toes off. I forget everything.
I didn’t make a deal with the devil.
But a beautiful girl might be much, much more dangerous.



Call Her Daughter podcast, episode 2: “Coveralls Are the New Couture”
Iris Chapman: What is this for?
Connie Holloway: It’s my new podcast, Call Her Daughter. Where I interview people’s daughters about stuff that’s, like, important to them.
IC: Isn’t like half the world somebody’s daughter?
CH: Well, yeah, but that means I’ll have plenty of people to interview! And Call Her Daddy was already taken, so.
IC: Um, okay.
CH: So, tell the listeners what’s going on here!
IC: I was heading to lunch because it’s square pizza day, and then I was attacked by a girl with a mic. Now I’m apparently doing an interview?
CH: Exactly! So, you just moved here in September, right?
IC: Connie, you know I just moved here in September. We live next door to each other. You baked my parents a tray of vegan brownies as a welcome present. Does that ring a bell?
[muffled]
CH: Can you puh-lease just cooperate? My listeners want fresh faces on the pod.
IC: It’s audio only. They can’t even see my face.
CH: Are you going to go along with this or not?
IC: Fine.
[normal volume]
CH: Tell us about your time here so far.
IC: I mean, it’s nothing like back home. The people, the weather. Thank god for the auto-body shop. At least there’s something I recognize.
CH: You’re from sunny Los Angeles. What do you think of your first Oakrun winter?
IC: First off, I need a new coat. Leather might as well be tulle for all the good it does me. How do you people stand this? I look like a ghost. But, um, yeah. I just learned how to put snow tires on a car today. I hear there’s a big storm coming this weekend, so I’ll probably get some chains on Moody later this week. Gotta protect my baby.
CH: And Moody is your …
IC: Moody is my car, Connie.
CH: I don’t know what kind of stuff you do in your free time! Moody could have been your girlfriend!
IC: Why would my girlfriend need chains? You know what? No, never mind. This interview is over.







FIVE
Dominique
8:25 A.M.
“After all this time, what made the great Dominique Cole grace Oakrun with his presence?”
I sigh. I can’t let Tyler know what’s going on because in all honesty I don’t even know what is going on. Cole’s is in trouble. Andy’s probably mad at me. And it turns out I’m even more broke than I realized.
I can’t but help feel like I’m in some “hero saves the day” flick. The kid who has been away from home comes back to town to find things aren’t what they used to be and has to come up with some harebrained scheme to save the town and repair old wounds.
But I feel far from being a hero.
“So a lot has changed around here, I see?” I ask, ignoring Ty’s question altogether. Another awkward silence hits us as I shuffle through the phone to find another song.
“I mean, no shade, Dom—you have been gone almost two years. A lot can happen in a short span of time,” he says. I lean my head back in the seat.
He is right, though. I wanted to get out of Oakrun so bad that I never tapped back in. And hell, my life changed in an instant, so why would I expect change elsewhere to move any slowly? Social media has a way of showing you a version of life that seems so much more exciting than what you are living. My favorite influencers were getting to travel the world, live in different cities, and get loads of free shit. Material things aren’t everything, but it all just seemed so fun.
And of course I called GiMa at least once a week, and I saw all the articles Andy posted about the changing city. But I just assumed she was exaggerating, and that the town was finally catching up with the rest of the world. I thought change was good. Who doesn’t want new, shiny things in their city?
Now I’m not so sure. Walking through the streets of Oakrun, it doesn’t quite feel like home anymore. And I’m not sure if that has more to do with me, or with the “facelift” it’s gotten since I’ve been gone.
My thoughts are broken by Ty’s continued monologue. “Lots of developers and stuff have taken an interest in Oakrun. People are being priced out of living here, having to work multiple jobs to keep up with increasing rents. If I didn’t have my scholarship, I’d probably be home just to help my folks.”
GiMa always says that fast money ain’t always good money, which I learned the hard way. When I first left for New York, I was doing so well. Followers are a huge currency on social media, and with my 201K, I was making good coins. Simply by posting “Get Ready with Me” videos and testing skin-care products, I was bringing in thousands of dollars a month. But how quickly it can come is how quickly it can go.
I’m not the new kid on the block anymore, and my engagement has been down, just like my sponsorships. In the last year I’ve only gained an additional 40K followers, putting me at just about the quarter million mark. But several influencers have grown much bigger, leaving me to pick up the scraps of any opportunities being handed out. But change is a necessary part of life, even if it’s a setback.
“I mean, is change always that bad?”
Ty lets out a sigh. “Are you really that lost, Dom? Sure, change is always going to happen. But some changes are bad changes. And the changes to Oakrun … they couldn’t get any worse.”
I sneak a glance at Tyler behind the wheel. He looks a little sad but also so confident, so focused. That’s the thing about Ty: When he has a plan, he sticks to it. He isn’t for fancy things. He is a true Oakrunner down to the bone. As much as I was the one with the big personality, he was always this calming factor in the room. He balanced out Andy and me. I sometimes wonder how he survived our over-the-top antics, although he did participate sometimes.
I can tell something else is on Tyler’s mind, though, as he chews on his bottom lip in frustration. Plus, he is playing it too cool right now.
I can’t help but think back to our falling-out after graduation. I had gotten scouted to our dream school, Pennington, too. But with all my momentum on social media, I chose a different path. It felt like college would always be there, but I didn’t wanna miss my five seconds of fame.
Tyler questioned why, after all the plans we had made, I’d change my mind so quickly without telling him. The truth is maybe I was too scared to let him down.
To be honest, it was never just about going to college together. Although we’ve never spoken about it, we’ve always felt like something more than friends, but neither of us had the courage to admit it. When I left Oakrun, it felt like whatever we could have been died alongside our friendship.
But there’s another side to things too. Part of my leaving wasn’t to get away from Tyler, but to find out who I was outside of him. Oakrun never felt big enough to contain my ambition. Tyler couldn’t understand that. Only for me to be back in the one place with the one person who makes me the most comfortable.
“Sometimes I wish we could go back to those times when it was all so simple,” I respond. “No bills. No real responsibilities. No pressure about who and what we have to be.”
Ty continues driving, and the gas light comes on.
“Shit. I gotta get some gas.”
Up on the left is the gas station, but not like I remember it. It used to be called the Oak Tree Pump and Go. Now it’s a TuTu’s, the famous chain where you can get gas, coffee, and a variety of foods all cooked in the back, made to order. We have several in New York City, but I never thought I’d see one here in Oakrun. Tyler pulls up to the pump and gets out of the car. I follow.
“Ty, I’mma grab something inside—you need anything?”
“Naw, I’m good.”
I walk through the parking lot, which is now covered with a thin layer of snow. Inside, the store looks … just like every single other TuTu’s I’ve ever been in, which gets me thinking about the saying “the more things change, the more they stay the same.” Like, on paper this is new, fresh, and revitalized. But it has no character. It’s just a copy of every other location.
As kids, we always knew who worked at the counter. They would greet me, Andy, and Tyler with a free piece of candy and a smile. Now it’s just ugly pink uniforms and new faces. I walk toward the back wall, where all the drinks are located, when I hear this shrill voice talking at the register.
“Do y’all have any Pepto? My stomach been acting up all day.”
It’s Miss Angie. Again. I swear that woman must wander around town all day hoping to get some tea, and I ain’t talking about the kind you drink. I slowly and quietly grab a can of pop from the fridge. I lightly tiptoe behind a rack of potato chips and duck down, hoping to not be seen by her again. She continues her conversation with the cashier.
“Now, Mrs. Vernie—you know, the one who runs the laundromat—she got a new car. I think she is also running numbers in the back because I know she can’t afford that. And you know who I saw? Dominique Cole. You know, the little celebrity from Oakrun. I ain’t no gossip, but I saw that their little “business” is going out of business. If he such a big shot, why they ain’t got no money? You think he on that stuff?”
I twist my face in anger. If GiMa were here, she would lay her out. The cashier sighs.
“Ma’am. I haven’t a clue who these people are. For the third time. That’ll be eight dollars and fifty-three cents.” Miss Angie shrugs her shoulders and pays the bill.
“See y’all tomorrow.”
I stand up from behind the potato chips and walk over to the register to pay my bill. The cashier rings up my soda and I pay. I can’t believe the nerve of Miss Angie, gossiping about me and my family to strangers. I quickly grab my pop and head back out to the car, where Tyler sits inside, waiting for me.
I get back inside and suck my teeth.
“Everything aite, Dom?”
I want to tell him, but right now I’m so hurt and confused that I can hardly put all my thoughts together.
My phone vibrates.
GiMa: Hey. You ok out there?
I respond: All good. Be home in 5 minutes.
I glance over at Tyler, whose forehead is wrinkled in concern.
“Yeah I’m fine … I think I just might be a little jet-lagged.”
He pulls out of the gas station with pursed lips—he can always tell when I’m lying—and heads toward GiMa’s house. I lean my head back and close my eyes. I’m not sure how the rest of this day will go, but if the last hour is indicative of anything, I may need a nap.







SIX
Andy
8:24 A.M.
“See how easy that was?” Iris nods once, satisfied. She blows into her hands to warm them as she rounds the car. “Now let’s get out of here. I want to see how Moody handles the new accessories.”
Iris is tossing her toolbox into the back and hopping into the driver’s seat before I shake myself into action. I feel so … destabilized all of a sudden. This whole interaction—her little jokes, her intense stare, the agreement to make good on a promise I have no idea about—has me reeling. Between waking up in complete and total disarray and discovering that my car is gone, my phone is DOA, and I embarrassed myself in front of the single greatest crush of my pitiful little life, I can say with full certainty that I’m a mess.
And nothing makes me more frustrated than feeling like I’ve allowed myself to lose control. Especially when there’s so much riding on my having it together.
I pull open the door a little harder than I need to and I slam it shut behind me by accident, but I don’t apologize. Iris is all smirky and self-satisfied while I feel like just about everything that could go wrong has gone wrong for me in the past twelve hours. The least she can do is deal with a little car-directed aggression.
“Oh-kay,” she mumbles. “Someone gets a little cranky in the snow. Noted.”
As I situate myself, I accidentally step directly onto an issue of The Oakrun Student Post that seems to be residing in the footwell. I try to shake some of the grimy snow from it, but the cover story stops me short. It’s an exposé I wrote toward the end of the semester on the illegal amounts of high-fructose corn syrup they use in our fruit cups in the cafeteria. Aside from the paper, Iris’s car is pristine. It’s a classic, clearly, with its buttery leather seats and radio sans the fancy screen with all the bells and whistles, so I toss the paper into the back seat for her to throw away later. I’m sure she doesn’t want it cluttering up her space.
I may be in a bad mood, but I’m an excellent passenger princess.
Iris turns the heat on full blast, and we sit in stony silence for a minute as the old car takes a second to warm up. Or maybe the silence is just stony on my part. I can’t really tell.
Once she deems the car good enough to go, she carefully backs out of the driveway, and instead of plugging her phone into an aux like a normal person, Iris turns on the radio, and I’m immediately met with mention of my cousin’s big mistake on the local station.
“There’s no way you haven’t heard the news by now, but tonight Mayor Youngblood is announcing a new economic development proje—”
I smack my hand against the radio dial and the whole car goes silent again. If she doesn’t already know who my cousin is, or that we’re related, I certainly don’t want to run the risk of her finding out now. There’s something freeing about my cousin’s specter not hanging over us right now. It’s not that I don’t love Dom—I do. He’s my blood, and before he moved away, I would have also called him my best friend with zero hesitation. But his newfound fame isn’t just his to carry; it’s all of ours. And it’s heavier than I was prepared for.
“Well,” Iris says after a beat. “I guess I don’t have to ask what you think about Mayor Youngblood.”
I snort. She doesn’t know the half of it.
Little Gavin—which is what everyone called him until, like, yesterday—is the fifth Youngblood to lead this town, and undoubtedly the shittiest. All he seems to care about is how many combinations of silk shirts and shiny cowboy boots he can put together in the shortest period of time. So, no. Even though a good journalist is supposed to stay impartial, my disgust for our mayor is palpable. And it’s only gotten worse since I interviewed him a few weeks ago.
“He’s kind of a scammer, right?” she continues when I don’t respond. “He was a little too happy to meet my parents after they opened the studio. Guys like that only smile that big over money and infringing on other people’s rights. Usually at the same time.”
I snort-laugh, just once, against my will. Gavin is a grimy man, and everyone with half a brain can see it. In a month, the hardware store that’s been in my family for three generations is set to shut down, thanks to Mayor Youngblood’s new “economic development” project. It’s enough to make me physically ill and fighting mad all at the same time.
So why is my cousin so intent on being the face of his newest plan?
I sober up pretty fast at the thought. But of course, Iris doesn’t miss a beat.
“Couldn’t give me more than a single laugh, huh?”
She smirks in my direction for barely a second before training her eyes back on the road.
“You’re practically doing Watts cosplay in this Year of our Lord. There’s nothing more serious—and seriously concerning—than that,” I say.
Iris holds her hand over her heart, feigning insult.
“A Some Kind of Wonderful burn? In this economy?”
And now it’s my turn to be surprised. The best burns are the ones that go just slightly over the burnee’s head, in my opinion, and Iris not only knew my reference but tossed it back in my face seamlessly. I’d be impressed that she knows anything about the cool, edgy mechanic girl from an underrated eighties movie if I weren’t using all my energy still fighting off impending pneumonia.
“What?” She laughs. “You thought you were the only precocious twelve-year-old who snuck and watched her mom’s favorite old movies on DVD? Think again, ma’am.”
Iris’s smile takes up permanent residence on her face for the rest of the drive. She turns the radio back on, and this time an old Stevie Wonder tune plays directly after some German industrial rock song because Mr. Lewison, the man who runs the station, just does whatever he wants these days.
“Hey.” Iris turns to me after a few too many beats of silence. “What kind of car do you drive, anyway?”
Iris seems to know exactly how to get to my parents’ store with minimal direction, and I’ve been grateful for the small miracle of not having to keep up any conversation. But even though I would prefer to sit here and sulk for the duration, I answer, because the customer-service instincts after a lifetime of running the register at Cole’s sometimes keep me pleasant even when I don’t want to be.
“A silver Toyota Corolla.”
I breathe against the glass to fog it up like I used to when I was a kid and then wipe it away with my sleeve.
“Economical. Reliable.” Iris nods seriously like she’s assessing my car’s virtues before she turns to me with a smile. “Pretty sensible first car for a seventeen-year-old.”
“What can I say? I’m a sensible girl.” I roll my eyes. “It’s about a hundred years old. It was the car my parents brought me home from the hospital in. They thought it was safer than trying to strap a car seat into my grandmother’s pickup truck.”
Iris’s pace is glacially slow as we creep through town, trying to avoid spinning out on the icy streets.
When we pull up to Cole’s, I have to ignore the pit that immediately forms in the bottom of my stomach at the sight of GOING OUT OF BUSINESS painted in the front window downstairs, and the sight of GiMa’s signature eyelet curtains in her apartment window upstairs. Everything about this building screams home to me.
I loved living so close to Dom and GiMa growing up. Loved racing up and down the shared hallway between our apartments, and stopping over for dinner without needing to announce myself, and falling asleep watching cartoons on GiMa’s couch but waking up in my own bed because my dad just came and scooped me up. I don’t pop in as much as I used to, but the last time I went over to help GiMa hang a new velvet portrait of Black Jesus over her TV, Dom’s door was halfway open. A simple peek told me that GiMa hasn’t changed a single thing since he’s been in New York.
When Iris pulls the car to a stop, I have to quickly plot my route upstairs.
There’s no way I can focus on finding my car as long as I’m dressed in a stranger’s soggy oversized sweatshirt. But there’s also no way I can run the risk of seeing my mom this morning. Not after neglecting to check in with her last night like I was supposed to, or actually spending the night over at Tyler’s house, which I’m sure she’s somehow figured out by now I didn’t do. No, I have to be quick and stealthy. Otherwise, I may not survive long enough to retrieve my car anyway.
“Stay here, and stay ready to drive. We might need a quick getaway,” I say.
I’ll just run past the store window to the building door. Faster than a speeding bullet train or whatever Superman’s motto is. So fast she can’t recognize me. Or catch me. Easy.
Except running has always been Tyler and Dom’s thing, whereas I’m more of a take-notes-on-the-sidelines type of girl. So, while I manage to sneak past the big window when my mom’s back is turned and she’s rearranging the wind-chime display, on my way back I’m not so lucky.
The second I close the door behind me, a girl with purple hair and a too-wide smile leaps in front of me with a tiny microphone and a phone pointed directly at my face, blocking my path back to the car. It’s like one of those BleepBlorp videos where single folks randomly get stopped on the street with questions like “What are you listening to right now?” or couples with “Would you mind telling the story of how you two met?” come to life. It’s such an unexpected sight that I’m stunned and stuttering by the time the girl shoves the microphone into my bottom lip.
“What are you listening to right now?” she asks.
I’m barely out on the sidewalk, and every time I try to step one direction or the other, the girl blocks me.
“Um … What? Nothing. I don’t have any headphones—”
“Are you a fan of Dominique Cole?” she interrupts. “Aren’t you excited about his appearance today?”
I’m as much a supporter of street reporting as the next girl, but this is ridiculous. The style is abrasive. It’s ineffective. It’s—
Got me trapped. And my mom has seen me through the window and is headed straight toward me.
“Andrea Marie Cole! I have been worried sick,” my mom shouts through the now-open door, her voice getting closer by the second.
Shit. Shit shit shit. How do you tell your mom that you went from being a model daughter to a person who passes out drunk in someone’s bathtub and wakes up to her car being stolen? You don’t, that’s how. She’s got enough to worry about without thinking that her daughter has completely fallen off the deep end. No, I’m going to have to fix this myself.
I open my mouth to respond, but Iris’s voice cuts me off.
“Whoa! Is that Zendaya?” she shouts, pointing in my mom’s direction.
The declaration is just enough to turn the girl’s attention away from me so that I can duck around her. Unfortunately for my mom, she’s not so lucky. The two collide the second the reporter runs for the door, and I take that as my opportunity to escape.
I grab Iris’s arm and pull her after me. I don’t weigh the dozens of pros and cons like I normally would—I just go. As the snow falls down around us, Iris slips a little, and her hand shoots out to grab my forearm. She rights herself just as she’s about to hit the ground. I end up gripping both her hands as she gets her feet under herself, and just before we keep on running, she looks up at me, her mouth in a tiny, surprised O. She shakes herself out of it the second my mother shouts: “Andy, get your tail back here!”
My mom struggles to disentangle herself from the BleepBlorp girl and get back up, but it’s no use. I’m halfway back to the car with Iris right behind me by the time Mom’s upright again.
“I swear to you, you’re on punishment until you graduate!” she yells as I slam the door behind me.
“I came to ask you”—Iris is out of breath as she shows me her phone—“isn’t that your car?”
On the screen, there’s a picture from Rico Glaswell’s page on Confidential, the annoying social media app where people post immediate updates about every aspect of their day. He’s doing some handstand on the steps of the library, his tongue flopping out of his mouth like a cartoon character. I squint, and sure enough, there it is in the background of the shot, the back bumper full of the telltale statement stickers that’ve been there since the day I started driving it.
“Start the car—we need to go!” I shout.
Outside the window, my mom—my beautiful, put-together, sensible mom—is rushing toward the car. Her hair is flying everywhere, there’s ice stuck to her eyelashes, and she’s missing a shoe. I can see my mom losing her balance, and before Iris can even get the car started, her bare foot hits an ice patch and she skates—
Directly into the passenger window.
“Mom!”
Her cheek hits the glass with a thud and she slowly slides down, leaving a makeup smudge on the ice as she goes.
“Oh my god, is she all right?” Iris panics. “I really can’t have your mom getting a concussion on my conscience today.”
I’m not winning daughter of the year, okay? I know that. Because I don’t immediately hop out and rush to her aid. Instead I make a quick risk assessment. If I put myself within arm’s reach of my mother, she’s liable to wrap her arms around me like a straitjacket and never let me leave home again. I can’t afford that right now. So I simply … roll down the window barely more than an inch and peek down at the ground below.
“Mom, are you okay?”
The look that I receive in response contains a type of fury I’ve never seen. She points up at me, and I’m woman enough to admit it: She strikes the fear of God in me. And that’s all I need to see. I mouth sorry to my mom and click my seat belt into place.
“Andrea, you better not leave!” she screams.
But we have somewhere we need to be.
“Punch it, Chapman.”
From: Andrea Cole <acolereports@gmail.com>
Date: Thur, Dec 18, at 7:15 PM
Subject: Advice for a young journalist
To: Allison Moreland <morelandnews@gmail.com>
Dear Allison,
I always feel like a character in a Jane Austen novel when I address an email that way. I hope you don’t think it’s too formal. Even though I’ve now counted and this is our 15th (!) email exchange this year, it’s still like emailing Santa Claus or something. And as I’m sure you could imagine, one must approach an email to Kris Kringle with the utmost respect. (In case you can’t tell, you’re Santa here.)
Anyway, I have a bit of an ethical question that I hope you’ll have some guidance for. You remember that corn syrup story I was working on? Well, when I was doing research for that piece, I happened to overhear some information that was even more important. But it’s kind of personal. A story that I’m not even sure I can write about because it hits so close to home kind of personal.
The story has to be told, I already know that. I just don’t know if I need to be the one to tell it. Or if I should talk to the person involved first before tipping off another reporter about it. Does that make sense?
I’m sorry for being vague; it’s just that I’m still not sure what to do or how much should be shared.
Let me know what you think if you have a chance. I know it’s getting close to the holidays, so things are probably pretty crazy down in Indianapolis. I always imagine big cities look like Miracle on 34th Street at Christmastime, even though Indy is a tenth of the size of New York.
Sincerely,
Andy C.
From: Allison Moreland <morelandnews@gmail.com>
Date: Fri, Dec 19 at 4:23 PM
Subject: Advice for a young journalist
To: Andrea Cole <acolereports@gmail.com>
Hi Andy,
It’s always good to hear from you, even in your formal ways!
You keep me on my toes. And I’m excited to receive more updates about your corn syrup story when it’s finished. Make sure to send a link over when it’s posted online. You’re tackling such big ideas at a young age—it’s very impressive. (My teen self was more concerned with whether or not Pacey from Dawson’s Creek would ever respond to my snail-mail marriage proposals!)
From one Black woman in a newsroom to another, I wanted to say that I understand your concerns about ethics. The issue of objectivity is, perhaps, the greatest question we have to face as reporters. What do we owe the people we write for? What do we owe ourselves? I wish I had clear-cut answers for you.
Whatever story you’re working on that’s bringing these concerns up for you, I’d encourage you to pursue it, however that may look. If it’s important enough to drive crucial questions, it’s important enough to see through to the end. It sounds like the kind of thing that should see the light of day.
I would also encourage you to imagine what your role in the story actually is. Sometimes we’re meant to be characters, not observers.
Best of luck to you on finishing your semester strong, and wishing you a very happy holiday season! Here’s hoping for a slow news month in your hometown. Sounds like you could use some rest.
All best,
Allison







SEVEN
Dominique
8:55 A.M.
Ty slows the car down as we pull up toward Cole’s. We are both stunned by what we see. A red hatchback pulls off like it’s in a high-speed chase, kicking up snow in the background, while I see my Aunt Michelle lying in the snow, looking like she just got out of a fight. A random girl with purple hair is just standing there, confused as ever.
“Aunt Michelle, you okay?” I ask, quickly opening my door. She looks downright furious, and maybe even a little … hurt? Before I reach her, my ears are accosted.
“DOMINIQUE COLE! OH MY GOD, IT’S YOU!” The purple-haired girl rushes toward me and sticks a small microphone in my face. “How does it feel to be back in Oakrun?”
“It feels great, but I really need to help my aunt,” I say.
But as I try to walk past her, she sticks the mic in my face again. “Are you excited for the Festival of Lights? What’s your shoe size? Do you prefer hot chocolate or coffee?” I’m not sure if I should be excited that at least one fan recognized me today or if I should call the cops for harassment.
“Can I get your phone number?” she squeals. Okay, yikes. I’ve had enough.
“You can get out of my face,” I snap back. Thankfully, Ty walks up and distracts the girl, so I grab my aunt’s shoe from the snow.
“Hey, Aunt Mich—” I start.
“When you see that hellion of a cousin of yours, you tell her that her ass is grass.”
I try to stop her, but she stomps through the snow to the store and slams the door behind her.
“Good to see you, too!”
Where the hell has Andy rushed off to anyway? I at least expected a begrudging “welcome home” by now. Since I’ve gotten back, the only people who have noticed me are my ex–best friend, the town gossip, and some wild girl sticking a mic in my face. In my head I built up that this return to Oakrun was going to feel like confetti, adoring fans, the whole nine yards. But so far this has just seemed like one letdown after another. That idea in my imagination was a total fantasy.
Ty finally gets the girl to leave us alone. I turn to head back toward Cole’s and see the GOING OUT OF BUSINESS sign again. Living in Harlem, I’ve heard countless stories about how much it’s changed for longtime residents. Rent prices go up, businesses close, and residents are forced to leave. Next thing you know, out-of-towners make up most of the community. I just thought that was how cities grew over time. Now the problem is right at my doorstep.
My train of thought is broken when Tyler grabs me by the arm with groceries now in hand. “Come on, Dom, let’s just go inside.” I walk over to the car, grab the laundry, and follow him into the building. We both try to go up the narrow stairway at the same time. What should just have been us taking this stuff inside has now become a competition. Huffing in our stubbornness, we continue to rush up the steps, bumping into each other like we are in some UFC fighting cage.
That’s us, though. I think at the basis of our old friendship there has always been some form of rivalry, with both of us winning and sometimes both of us losing, although Tyler was more gracious in defeat than I’ll ever be. As we tussle up the steps, I slip and Tyler gets ahead of me, ultimately beating me to the top.
I drop my bags and immediately put him in a headlock, and now we’re battling each other like two five-year-olds fighting over the last cupcake at a bake sale. He grabs me by the waist and lifts me in the air. At this moment I remember that we used to be the same size, but clearly he’s been lifting weights since I’ve been gone, which gives him an advantage I’m not ready for.
I’m now in a full nelson, trying not to surrender, when—
“What is all this commotion!” The door opens up.
We both freeze … and in unison say, “Heyyyyyy, GiMa.” We both know she doesn’t allow any horseplay. Tyler releases me from the hold and we begin picking up the groceries and laundry that have fallen to the floor.
“Get inside. Both of you,” GiMa says, shaking her head. “I didn’t raise y’all to act like animals.”
Looking down, we both slowly walk in. I set down the now-crumpled clothes on the couch. Tyler walks toward the kitchen and begins putting the groceries on the counter. After everything is put away, we both take a seat at the kitchen table while GiMa goes in the cabinet and pulls out some hot cocoa.
“You wouldn’t believe the morning I’ve had, GiMa. Ran into Miss Angie, who of course was gossiping and all up in our business. Then got here to see Andy rushing off like a speed racer and Aunt Michelle rolling in the snow.”
She continues to fix the hot chocolate with her back to us. “Yeah, I saw y’all. Geesh, Andy’s gonna be in a load of trouble when Michelle gets her hands on her.”
Ty and I nod solemnly, but that’s not what’s really bothering me.
“Miss Angie questioned me about why Cole’s was closing, and I didn’t have an answer,” I confess. “I mean, GiMa, we talk at least once a week. Why didn’t you say anything?”
Her posture immediately sinks, and she won’t look at me. But GiMa is never afraid to speak her mind, unless she is keeping something from you. I can’t say I’m surprised. That’s always how it’s been. I think when it comes to me and Andy, GiMa has always tried to protect us from the cruelty society can have in store for kids like us. People questioned me and Andy’s sexuality from an early age. Yet GiMa always reminded us that we were made perfect just as we were.
Although she knows she can give us all the love in this world, we aren’t protected from the way folks will treat us once we leave her sight.
She goes ahead and adds some marshmallows to two mugs and then hands them to us slowly after cautiously pouring in hot cocoa.
“GiMa, you getting kinda old over there?”
She smirks. “Who you calling old? I’m just seasoned.” She takes the kettle off the stove and begins making herself some Earl Grey tea. She’s not a fan of “all that sugary stuff” but makes it special for us kids. That’s always how she was when we were growing up, too. She’d make sure me and Andy, and anyone for that matter, were okay before taking care of herself … which is probably why she hasn’t said anything about the money issues going on. I reach in my pocket and pull out the change from the grocery run.
“GiMa, your change.”
“Thanks, baby.” She comes and collects it and just shakes her head.
“Money truly doesn’t go as far as it used to these days,” GiMa says.
“Speaking of that, I got a laundry bill from Mrs. Vernie but I took care of it.”
She turns and looks at me with a stern face. “Now, why would you do that? I told you before I don’t want you having to pay for anything for me.”
I flinch, but I know this has to hurt her. She was our caregiver for so long and always able to provide for whatever it was we wanted. She was the type to sell fish dinners and baked goods just to get me my first pair of track spikes. Or when Andy needed that new computer and she started sewing and hemming garments for people in town. She was always the person to make a way out of no way. She’s where I learned my hustle, the reason I’ve always been able to dream big. Now maybe it’s my turn to start helping her out too.
I look across the table at Tyler, who is blowing the steam off his cup of cocoa. He gives me this look as if I need to just leave this conversation alone. We start having a wordless debate, but eventually he mouths Let it go, with an eye roll for extra emphasis.
Tyler decides to change the subject. “GiMa, I never got to say thank you for the care package. You had the whole dorm tryna get in my room when I heated up that food you sent me.”
This brings a smile to GiMa’s face and breaks some of the tension in the room. Tyler practically grew up with Andy and me, so he’s GiMa’s honorary grandkid. She especially loves when we comment on her cooking, so I know she is eating this up.
“Well, make sure you take some food back with you when you leave. I can only imagine what that cafeteria food tastes like,” she huffs. “I swear everyone’s lazy in the kitchen these days. Couldn’t put a good meal together to save their life.”
GiMa walks over to the window and takes a peek outside. “Can you believe they are knocking down the building across the street to make a parking lot? A damn parking lot. Just ruining the town,” she says bitterly.
She takes a sip from her cup of tea and heads back into her bedroom. The door closes, and once again it’s just me and Tyler. The tension in the room has dissipated and left only awkwardness behind. We slurp our drinks intently, each silently daring the other to be the first to speak.
“You’re still mad that I left?” I ask when I can’t take it anymore. The relief I feel is instant after finally asking the question that has kept me up at night.
He takes a deep sigh and leans back in the kitchen chair. College looks good on him. It’s like I’m looking at the same person, but there is a maturity about him that is hard to put into words. Fuck it, he is sexy.
“Maybe I am still mad. You didn’t just leave, Dom. You legit never came back. No Thanksgiving, no Christmas. Nothing. Like Oakrun is a vacation and New York City is your real home,” he admits, clasping both hands together in frustration.
I slide my chair closer to his so we can look at each other face-to-face. I can feel my heart start to race again—false bravado melting into hollow frustration. With all the new people I’ve met as an influencer, no one has quite measured up to filling the void left by Ty.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
Our moment is broken by persistent banging at the door.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Kim.”
What? Why would my agent be here? Hell, the last time Kim was in Oakrun was to … well, kick-start my career. I jog over to open the door, irritated to put a pin in my conversation with Tyler when we were finally getting somewhere.
“Hello, Dom.” She snatches off her oversized sunglasses before flipping her blond hair in the most dramatic way possible. “You got a minute to talk?”







EIGHT
Andy
9:15 A.M.
“What happened back there?” I ask breathlessly. As we drive away, I crane my neck to look at my mom splayed out in the snow and the purple-haired girl still standing on the sidewalk outside my family’s store. The adrenaline of our escape has my heart rate through the roof and my knee bouncing restlessly in the passenger seat. “This isn’t the kind of place where wannabe influencers just … attack.”
“I was coming to tell you about the car, and I swear, it was like I blinked and she just materialized in front of you.” Iris shakes her head with a laugh. “It was insane. And your mom looked like she could wrestle a bear with her hands with how mad she was. We needed a diversion, and she looked like the type to be easily distracted by a celebrity sighting.”
When I was growing up, even the most mundane news in town was worthy of chatter at the grocery store deli counter or in the box office line at our single-screen movie theater. Like: Did you hear Lady Nelson switched the coffee from dark roast to medium roast? Gonna lose some business over that, I bet. Or: I wish that Youngblood would trim his hedges. It’s an eyesore for the whole neighborhood. And: Angie cut her hair into a bob! Divorce makes people do such extreme things.
So when your car gets stolen after a temporary lapse in sanity (and sobriety), you don’t call the police officers who once shared a freaking juice box at recess with your mom. And you certainly don’t wait around for your mom to start asking questions. No, you keep it as quiet as possible. Iris may be new to this town, but she seems to understand at least that much.
I cross my arms over my chest to slow the swell of appreciation I feel growing for Iris. She bailed me out back there, but I can’t forget that she’s only doing this in exchange for something that will benefit her, whatever that may be. And worse, she’s still a Chapman. The sins of her parents, of them putting the Sullivans out of business, can’t be forgotten.
With as much changing around town as there is, someone has to remember how it used to be. Someone has to hold those boarded-up businesses and closed-up shops close to their heart. Sometimes it feels like all I can do.
“Thanks,” I say, a little short. “Now all we have to do is get to my car and we can end this whole wild goose chase.”
Iris’s smile falls away. The picture of Rico flashes through my memory as we approach the library.
“I don’t even remember Rico at the party last night,” I say. “Not that I remember much at all.”
I’m thinking aloud, trying to process things. I mean, Rico is a reporter for The Oakrun Student Post, and he doesn’t like it when I assign him stories that require he actually do anything. But I thought we had a good working relationship. What changed?
“How could he have stolen my car? Why would he?” I ask quietly.
But all my questions die the second we arrive.
There is no car to speak of in front of the library. My heart starts to pound like I’ve just run a mile, and I jump out so fast I almost slip on the snowy street. I don’t know when Rico posted that picture, but my trusty Corolla is gone. Maybe if I check inside, I can ask—
In a flash, I have a mouthful of synthetic blond hair, a nose full of the scent of Santal 33, and I’m being squeezed so tight I’m pretty sure my lungs are fit to burst like a couple of oversized grapes. Iris completely disappears from my peripheral vision in the haze of Alotta’s … Alottaness.
“Andy, something terrible has happened!” Alotta cries out.
“In the ten seconds since I last saw you?” I wheeze.
In all fairness, it’s been two hours at least. But in that time, she’s not only managed to get done with her cleaning gig at the Holloways’, but she’s also changed into a demure but very fashionable green pencil skirt and matching blazer. She’s been the only drag-queen reference-desk librarian in Oakrun for as long as I can remember. There was a time before she brought her drag persona into work, but I barely even remember those days. The memories of Alotta without six-inch heels, a Dolly Parton–esque wig, and enough hairspray to threaten the already delicate ozone layer are practically a fever dream now.
If there’s one thing she’s taught me just by being herself, it’s that there really is no “before” when it comes to being fabulous. There’s only the glamorous now.
“Yes!” she wails. “Come inside, hurry up.”
I stumble after her, trying (and failing) to catch my bearings the entire way.
“You’ll never believe it!” Alotta shouts the second we’re in the foyer of the library. “My whole phone has been completely wiped out! All my videos, gone!”
“Wait, wait, start over,” I say, not quite processing the melodrama.
She’s six foot even on a good day but is almost always pushing six-six with her Pleasers on, so it’s quite the feat for me to make eye contact without straining a muscle in my neck.
Alotta sighs like I’m the densest person alive.
“I came straight here after I completed my housekeeping shift”—she turns to Iris and rolls her eyes—“the gig economy never rests, you know how it is. And I realized all the videos on my phone had disappeared. Including my audition tape for Drag On! It’s due today!”
Let Alotta tell it, the girls down at the club where she performs her weekly show, Bi Felicia, are either the sisters she never had but always wanted or sworn enemies hell-bent on destroying her, depending on the day.
There’s a pretty good chance she’s already imagined a scenario in which one of them has somehow hacked into the cloud and deleted her audition content as retribution for Alotta stealing her press-on nail glue or something. What is more likely is that my lovely friend and mentor has once again released data-stealing malware onto her phone while trying to illegally stream K-dramas with a sketchy VPN. Either way, we’ve been here before.
Which is how I know I’m not all that good with tech support. But before we can figure any of that out, I have crucial business to attend to.
“Was my car out front when you got here?”
Alotta purses her lips in thought.
“No one was out front except for my ride. I would have remembered seeing your little shitbox for sure.”
“It’s not a shitbox! It’s like the most popular sedan in the world—”
“Shhhhhhh.” Alotta presses a finger against my lips. “You must remember: I don’t care about your Toyota facts.”
Alotta is the closest thing to a big sister I’ll ever have, and this is her favorite thing to tease me about. My car is practically a dinosaur, and it couldn’t possibly have more than about a year left on its lifespan. The driver’s-side door handle is broken, so to open it from the inside, you have to roll down the window—with a literal hand crank—and open it from the outside. The CD player stopped working years ago, so I have a cheap Bluetooth speaker propped up in my cupholder that I use when I want to listen to music. And I’m almost positive a squirrel died somewhere under my hood over the summer, but I’ve been too scared to check.
“She does have a point, though. The Corolla has about fifty-four million cars to its name globally,” Iris says.
When I shoot her a look like I really don’t need your help right now, she throws her hands up in surrender.
“My apologies for trying to support you,” she says, her voice sarcastic. “The Corolla just happened to be a hyperfixation of mine for like three months.”
It’s the first thing she’s said since we got inside, and to be honest, I almost forgot she was there. But when Alotta raises her eyebrows, I’m too aware of her presence. If all the world’s a stage, then there’s very little Alotta loves more than the introduction of a new character into the Oakrun cast.
“Andrea.” She tilts her head to the side like a geologist examining a rare metamorphic rock. “Who, pray tell, is this?”
Her audition tape is momentarily forgotten while she sizes up the girl in front of her.
“I’m Iris,” Iris says, extending her hand slowly, like she isn’t entirely sure whether to offer it up for a shake or a manicure. Alotta has that effect on people. “I’d say I’m a friend of Andy’s, but something tells me you already know that’s not entirely accurate.”
“Iris.” Alotta cuts her eyes over to me and smirks at my crossed arms and pinched expression. “You are not the girl I was expecting, but I’m delighted nonetheless.”
I’ve maybe mentioned Iris once or twice since the day her family moved to town. But mostly complained about how her parents are ruining Oakrun with their soulless cash-grab yoga studio, obviously. I can read through the mischievousness in Alotta’s expression, no doubt saying, This is not the girl you told me about this morning.
Iris couldn’t be further from Brooklyn Townsend. Brooklyn completely bucks the system. She doesn’t care about rules or social mores or authority. She’s stand-on-a-cafeteria-table-and-rap-all-the-lyrics-to-a-Kendrick-song-as-a-dare bold. I swear, liking her has made all the corny dramas about first love look a little more reasonable. It’s a crush so all-consuming, so single-minded, that it’s practically impossible to see through sometimes. It shouldn’t even be called a crush anymore. It’s like when they set off little bombs inside a condemned building to tear it down.
An explosive demolition. Yeah, that’s how it feels to want Brooklyn Townsend to really notice me. Explosive and destructive all at once.
“Well, it’s good you’re here, Iris. I need a cameraperson,” she says, grabbing our hands and pulling both of us in the direction of the library’s main hall. “I take it you’ve got a steady enough hand to be our production crew?”
“Absolutely.” She nods seriously. “Are we going to be needing B-roll, or are you thinking more jump cuts—”
My head snaps in her direction and she mouths, What? Like she can’t possibly understand why I’m not in the mood for this right now.
“Alotta, listen, I really don’t have time for this. We have an emergency situation at hand. I’m talking a nine on the Richter scale, okay?”
“I’ve lived in Indiana my entire life, honey; I don’t know a thing about typhoons.” Alotta cuts me off with a wave of her hand. “Besides, I seem to remember a certain nine-year-old named Andrea Cole asking me to explain to her why I had so much duct tape in my dressing room, thus kicking off the most awkward conversation I have ever had—and that’s including the time I came out to my grandmother in the restroom of a Texas Roadhouse—so maybe you could be a bit more gracious.”
I roll my eyes.
“Exactly. Now, I performed the first video with Zoe Loft, but this is a partner number and I don’t have time to go wake Zoe up out of her midday slumber, so you’ll have to do.” I tug at the sleeve of my flannel and try to ignore the bubbling nerves that threaten to drown me when Iris realizes what it is we’re about to do. On principle, I don’t make a habit of dancing around people who aren’t Alotta (unless I’m drunk, apparently). “You’ve known this routine since you were nine. So just do it like we practiced.”
Alotta has auditioned for Drag On!, the drag-queen competition show that’s hosted by the world’s most famous drag queen, every year since I was in the fifth grade. Most years, all I have to do is hold the camera and make sure Alotta stays in frame. Other years, I act as the captive audience as she tests out her best moves and improv skills.
But this? Stepping into the frame? This has never happened before.
Alotta reaches for me and manually shakes out my arms.
“You’re always so tense. Loosen up or this will look like a hostage situation.”
“This is a hostage situation,” I groan.
I’m positive Alotta could find someone else to help. Someone better than me, to be sure. But it’s the least I can do for her. I mean, she did very patiently explain—in terms appropriate for a nine-year-old—why she kept so much duct tape on hand. She should’ve been granted sainthood for that alone.
Alotta ignores me and shoves safety pins and a skintight leopard-print unitard into my hands and urges me to go change. It’s clearly designed for Zoe, considering she actually has hips and I don’t, but I do my best to nip and tuck the extra fabric where I can, using pins and prayers. When I come back out of the bathroom, I feel ridiculous, but it’s the kind of ridiculous I can withstand for Alotta.
“There you are! That uni fits you like a glove.” Alotta claps when I come around the corner.
Iris looks up from the phone just long enough to take me in, but doesn’t offer any commentary about how silly I’m sure all this looks to her. I consider that a small blessing.
Instead she tries to help us find the best light in the room by repositioning us away from the fluorescents near the reference desk and toward the bright white lighting of the chandelier that’s been here for longer than either Alotta or I have even been alive.
Iris closes one eye like a proper director examining a scene before nodding solemnly.
“I think we’re ready.”
I can’t believe I’m about to do this. I may have learned the dance when I was a kid, but the second Iris starts the music on Alotta’s phone, it’s like riding a bike—like the most ingrained type of muscle memory. The bass pumps out of the tinny phone speaker in time with our movements, and it feels just like being back in the living room of our family apartment. Before Dom moved away and the store was about to close and college loomed large on the horizon. In my body, in my memory, I’m nine years old again.
Alotta spins me across the floor and dips me dramatically, and there are no rent payments to worry about. I mirror her barrel roll and move aside as she slips into the splits, and my house is still more full of laughter than it is muffled discussions about narrowing profit margins. Alotta’s a whirlwind of curly blond hair and years of dance training and I’m just young and carefree enough for this to be my ideal pastime.
I’m breathless with laughter as Alotta urges me to really put my whole body into my shoulder shimmy, a move that took me literal hours to master the first time. It’s been months since I got to do this, months since I wasn’t spending every waking second working part-time and writing for the paper. But this feels just like it used to—back before I understood just why Alotta always performs like she’s got something to prove. Back before I had something to prove, myself.
I’m not a dancer and never will be, not really. But this isn’t about the dance anymore. This is about recapturing, if only for a minute, something that slipped away without me even noticing.
We end the routine with Alotta hoisting me above her head in the Dirty Dancing lift and then immediately dropping to the floor in the splits. It’s insane and impressive and honestly? Kind of iconic.
“Got it in one take!” Iris shouts.
And just like that, it feels like whatever endorphins we kicked into gear a second ago hit a record scratch in my brain. I nearly forgot how absurd I probably looked doing a dance routine in an ill-fitting unitard in the middle of a dusty library. Especially to someone like Iris.
I’m suddenly very aware of myself and Alotta. I’m not embarrassed, exactly, but I do wish I had the hoodie I was wearing earlier to swallow me up again. But when Iris rounds the counter with the phone in her hand, she just smiles.
“I can’t believe you guys managed to get that together so fast.”
My eyebrows knit together in confusion. You guys? Like, plural? Alotta is the star; I’m just the sidekick. All I had to do was show up. And Iris looks thrilled to have seen it unfold up close.
Alotta takes a dramatic bow and urges me to do the same. Iris claps and my own grin stretches wide without my permission. For a moment I’m not thinking about Brooklyn or my car or what I need to do to be ready for the Festival of Lights tonight. I’m thinking about my surrogate big sister always making me feel like somebody, about how sometimes the silliness of the thing is more important than the thing itself, and about how I’m so lucky that I got to grow up in a place like this. Where our reference-desk librarian is a brilliant drag queen, and our library can double as a stage for the best ballroom performers in all of the Midwest, and it’s okay to be a curious queer kid who loses herself in books.
For a second I forget that by this time next year, I’ll be off at school, Cole’s will be closed, and none of this will be the same.







NINE
Dominique
9:46 A.M.
It’s Kim … the agent who came to Oakrun after seeing my first viral video and swept me up under her tutelage. From that day on, we have been a formidable duo. She stands about five foot five with a perfectly sharp blond bob—a mix between Anna Wintour and Edna Mode from The Incredibles. Extremely tactful and diligent, she takes no prisoners. Kim also has about four different assistants who arrange her daily schedule down to the second, including bathroom breaks. Which is why I’m shocked that she would show up here without notice.
She enters the apartment in stiletto shoes, heels clicking on the hardwood floor. She has on a beautifully tailored trench coat with a pair of black shades as if she’s sitting front row at a show for Versace. Her presence is much larger than her height, and folks in the industry know that what Kim wants, Kim gets.
When she first came to Oakrun to meet with GiMa, there was enough tension to cut it with a knife—hell, maybe even a sword. GiMa wasn’t ready to relinquish my livelihood to just anybody. Plus, education is everything to her. Getting her grandkids to college was the most important thing in the world, since she was never able to go. But Kim came to town with a full proposal and plan, and she wasn’t taking no for an answer. And, to be honest, I wasn’t either.
I inherited my stubbornness from GiMa. Like this money situation. I’m sure she’ll figure it out, like she’s done time and time again. But it’s not right that life has to be so hard for such a generous woman. She’s given her all to this community, to the people she loves, and still Cole’s—her legacy—is being taken from her. How is that fair?
When Kim came with this opportunity to do modeling and social media influencing, my mind went into warp speed of what my life could look like. New York City penthouse apartment, driving fancy cars, flying on private jets. Having adoring fans across the country. Eating at the finest restaurants. Then the next thought was getting GiMa a new house with a full wardrobe of clothes and every flavor of tea you could imagine in her cabinet.
And then there was Andy.
She’s been reporting on the goings-on of Oakrun practically since we were in elementary school. When we were eight she made her own newspapers by taping together index cards she’d found in her mom’s desk. She’d write little updates about the menu at Nelson’s or a change in trash pickup and distribute them all over town. Her dream has always been exactly the same: to tell stories that matter for people in Oakrun and small towns just like it.
One day she’d go off to college and leave as the next Allison Moreland, and I wanted to help her. If I could pay for her journalism program, she could just focus on the work she wanted to do.
I wouldn’t be where I was without Andy or GiMa. I had to give them something in return, and my dream of being a track star wasn’t guaranteed. I would have had to go to college, wake up early, train every day. And maybe I was the best in Oakrun, but there was no guarantee I’d be the best in college or beyond. There are tens of thousands of athletes all competing for glory every day. Would I even stand a chance at the kind of success I dreamed of if I chose that path?
With Kim by my side, I was guaranteed to be somebody. And I couldn’t afford to pass that up.
Let’s be clear, I loved running—still do. I lived for that moment of adrenaline as you race off the starting line, lungs fighting for air as you hit the rubber with everything you’ve got. More often than not, crossing the finish line in the top three—Tyler and I stood proud. But now the track has changed to a runway, and I’m not sure where that leaves me. Or Andy. Or Tyler.
“Well, when the mayor called me about some big celebration called the Festival of Stars, I couldn’t imagine not being here to celebrate. He wants to announce the hotel’s grand opening. This’ll be just the thing to put Oakrun on the map.”
Of course Mayor Youngblood wants to announce this in some splashy way. His mouth has always been just as loud as his fashion choices. He’s like the wack high school senior who tries to impress the freshman by asking if they want a ride home in his Corvette. A nepotism baby at its finest, no talent but all the connections to get what he wants.
Before I can even speak, Tyler interjects. “Oakrun is already located on a map, and it’s called the Festival of Lights. I’m Tyler, by the way—just in case you didn’t notice there was someone else in the room.”
I wince at his chilly tone. Kim isn’t paying him any attention, though. “Charmed to meet you, T.” She offers a hand. “Now, Dom, I know you said you wanted to spend some time at home, but the GM Jerry Jameson told me that instead of just being the brand ambassador at this location, they want to take you on tour to some of the other hotels across the country. Like a marketing campaign where you can show off all the amenities and really drive up those numbers. Commercials, billboards, the whole nine yards. But we’d need to leave tomorrow.”
My heart starts fluttering in excitement. These last years have been hard, and this is the opportunity I needed to be back on top. I’m already creating content in my head. Swimming in the pool with shots coming up out of the water. Waking up making an espresso in a fresh new robe. This is just the spark I needed.
Then I hear that door crack open, and GiMa walks out.
Kim speaks first. “Good to see you again, Gertrude.”
GiMa exhales, unimpressed. “Hello, Kim.”
Kim goes on. “I have a meeting set up with the mayor, as we want to get this announced as soon as possible. The small-town kid who makes it big. Everyone loves these types of stories.”
Tyler gets up from the table. “Maybe I should go.”
“No. Don’t leave. Come with me to the mayor’s office. I mean, if this is my last day here, I want to at least spend more time catching up.” Tyler gives me a look of disgust but obliges me.
“Last day here? You can’t be serious about this. I finally got my baby back home for a while,” GiMa exclaims, arms crossed.
I rush over to give her some reassurance while Kim stands in the corner, typing away on her phone.
“I … think it’s great, Dom,” GiMa says as if she’s choosing her words carefully, as if she has doubts. “You’re out here just going after it. But…” GiMa looks to Kim. “Dom just got here. Is there no way they can push this back a few days?”
Kim whips her hair in a flourish. “Unfortunately, in this business you gotta strike while the iron’s hot, and this is one of those opportunities that can really change his life.”
“Well, if that’s the case, I need to get started on that food,” GiMa sighs. “Now, don’t forget us when you’re rich and famous, grandson. I’ll expect you back home soon for a proper celebration.”
“Of course, GiMa.” I reach over for a hug. Dang, I’m going to miss her. As much as I’m excited, it’s been nice to relax—to just be Dom—for a little while.
“I’m gonna need you to change those clothes, though, Dom. We will be meeting with the mayor in an hour,” Kim interjects. “I’ll see you all then.”
Well, either the party’s over, or it’s only just begun. Kim exits the apartment as quickly as she came swooping in. I haven’t even been home for a day and once again my life is flipped upside down.
“Ty, you want to help me pick something out?” He gets up from the table and heads to my bedroom with me.
“Leave that door open.” We laugh as we leave GiMa in the kitchen. The clash of pots and pans rings out as she begins cooking. As quick as that excitement came, a bit of sadness kinda washed over me too. She put on a good front, but I know GiMa was really looking forward to spending a few days with me. Though this tour is an opportunity too big to miss out on.
I pull my suitcase out and start laying some clothes on the bed. I grab a white sweater with some white jeans, a silver chain, and some shoes. I take off my shirt as Tyler takes a seat on the bed. I look in the mirror and can see his face, obviously annoyed by Kim’s whole spectacle. But then for a second our eyes lock and it almost feels like old times. Just him and me ready to conquer the world. But then his eyes drop, and he returns to his displeased demeanor. I get the iron from my closet and begin pressing my jeans.
I can tell Tyler has a lot on his mind. It’s way more than just Kim, but neither of us has ever been good at opening up. He hasn’t said a word since Kim walked out the door. But what should I expect? We finally reconnect, and once again I’m being pulled away. As much as I want to stay in Oakrun, I simply can’t afford to. This time I hope he understands that.
“So a whole tour. You’re certainly moving up in the world.” I can hear some hurt in Ty’s voice, but I can tell he’s at least trying to be supportive. I wish today had gone differently. We had a chance to reconcile, to be us again—but I blew it with witty comebacks and all the fanfare. Maybe that’s why Ty texted me. A second chance at things. Maybe this time he thought I would stay.
“Yeah. I mean … This is kinda what I signed up for. Things happen like this all the time now.” I’m just lying through my teeth. I haven’t had a lot of gigs as of late but I can’t let anyone know how bad it’s gotten for me. Pride before pain has always been my go-to.
Tyler takes a look at the outfit on the bed and the boots I have laid out next to it. “Prada boots … in the snow? I don’t think a snow boot would kill your image.”
More than anything, Ty looks exhausted—like I’ve put him through the wringer. “I’ll wait for you in the living room,” he says. As he gets up to leave, I finally ask another question that’s been bothering me.
“Why did you text me?”
He turns and looks at me, puzzled. “I didn’t text you, Dom.”
“Yes. You did.”
He steps closer to me. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I go over to the bed and grab my phone. I pull up the text and put it toward his face. “Yes. You did.”
Tyler: Happy New Year.
He shakes his head.
“What? So now you have nothing to say?”
He giggles. “I texted an old group chat we used to have. I didn’t even realize that your number was still in it. I mean … not like you keep up with any of us here.”
Oh.
Here I was this morning. Spiraling. Hoping that maybe he was thinking of me. And it was nothing more than a simple mistake.
“Even if I did, you still didn’t respond. Guess the only thing changing around here is Oakrun,” Ty says as he walks out of my room.
And for the first time in a long time, the person staring back at me in my bedroom mirror is unrecognizable. Is it more important for me to seem like I’m so “fab” instead of just being who I am? A goofy gay kid from the Midwest who likes line dancing, playing spades, and flannel pajamas?
I take a seat on the bed as I feel my anxiety starting to flare up. I inhale and exhale. Head between my legs like I do when I get nervous at auditions. I have a lot of decisions to make. But for right now, I just need to get through this meeting.
“Dom, you better get out of here before you are late,” GiMa calls. I hop up off the bed and head back toward the kitchen.
The smells coming from the kitchen are intoxicating—collard greens mixing with the aroma of her sweet potato pie in the oven. As much as I want to cozy up with a cup of tea while GiMa works her magic in the kitchen, I have to make this meeting with Mayor Youngblood. The grind to keep up appearances is a mental trap. Gig to gig ain’t nothing but check to check with a pretty bow on it. And I need this payday.
“Tyler, do you mind giving me a ride?”
He starts biting his lip again. “I actually think I’m gonna head home. Good to see you, GiMa. Make sure you save me a plate.” My heart sinks, and Ty is at the door before I can think of a way to stop him.
“Good luck at the meeting, Dom.” He manages a sad smile.
Is this what it feels like being pulled in two different directions? Between two worlds that I honestly love?
I wish I were more like Tyler. Or Andy. They both stand for something.
When Tyler makes a decision, he thinks of others first. When I make decisions, they affect everyone else whether I know it or not.
I can feel my eyes welling up. Not because I’m sad or upset. But for the first time in my life, I know what it felt like when I left him and closed the door on our future.
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Iris drops her phone into my hands so I can see the rough cut of the video the second I get back from changing. She’s so busy chatting with Alotta—something about the physics of synthetic polymers in spandex being similar to those found in car paint—that when her phone dings with a notification, she doesn’t even turn around. I don’t mean to look, but a bright red house icon flashes across her home screen. Of course Iris has downloaded Across the Street. I hand the phone back to her but have to resist rolling my eyes.
One of the worst parts about all the new people moving into town is that we don’t rely on our normal modes of news sharing (read: good old-fashioned gossip) anymore. Back in the day, everything you needed to know was exchanged over coffee at Nelson’s or while buying tulip bulbs at Cole’s. If you needed information, you got it straight from the horse’s mouth. Or, rather, the cow who got it from the goat who got it from the chicken who got it from the … You get the metaphor.
A few months ago, Mayor Youngblood started this whole campaign for people to join an app called Across the Street. It’s where Mayor Youngblood can take whatever ridiculous new scheme he has planned and pump it out to everyone in town at once, but mostly, people use it to complain about even the most minor nuisances. Yesterday, someone posted that they could smell the black-eyed peas their neighbor was making, and wanted to know if they had legal recourse to report them to the police for air pollution.
It’s pretty bleak. But somehow the app has managed to spread faster than chlamydia at band camp.
Another notification pops up, and while she’s looking at her phone, I mouth to Alotta: Stop being so buddy-buddy!
Alotta mouths back: This is a good egg, stick with her!
I pinch my nose with my thumb and forefinger, a migraine threatening to take over at the suggestion. Iris interrupts my silent conversation with Alotta by dropping her hand on my forearm and squeezing.
“Your car is in the parking lot of my parents’ studio,” she says, holding her phone up so I can see.
Two minutes ago, @SunshineChapman posted:
A strange car is loitering in our parking lot. If someone doesn’t claim it soon, it will be towed as per the signage. Namaste.
Alotta cackles as she reads the post from her own phone, a picture of my car embedded in the Across the Street announcement clear as day. Without another word, Iris grabs her keys.
“Better go get your shitbox, sister!”
I flip her the bird and follow Iris out.
I’ve never been so glad for nosy neighbors in my life.
Iris wastes no time pulling away from the library.
“Can I ask you something?” she says as we creep along the streets to avoid hydroplaning. “How’d you end up in this situation? I mean, most people are spending the holiday watching a marathon of Twilight Zone and eating leftover ham.”
“Well, you’re not,” I say.
It’s an answerless answer. It reveals nothing, which is one of the benefits of banter. I learned that from watching too many reruns of The Nanny with GiMa when I was a kid.
Iris rolls her eyes. “Okay, yeah, fair. But, like, wouldn’t you rather save all this for tomorrow?”
There’s nothing at our apartment that I want to be there for right now. Dad has always spent about half of the week out on the road to help supplement our meager income from the store, but now he’s gone all the time. And Mom is cooped up at the store all hours of the day and most nights now, so the house is quiet. Too quiet. There’s no lingering scent of New Year’s Eve dinner or out-of-town family bustling around, making a mess. I’ve been rattling around like a ghost in our apartment for months now. Even thinking about it makes my chest feel like a cinder block has been dropped directly in the center.
“That’s not really an option,” I answer. For a million different reasons, I think but don’t add. “I have a really important flash drive in my glove compartment I need to get back right away.”
I blame Alotta’s history of technological mishaps for my deep and abiding fear of trusting the cloud to store valuable information. Now my whole plan hinges on an outdated plastic device that looks like a glorified piece of gum.
“Seems like a lot of work on a day meant for relaxing, is all I’m saying.”
“I don’t get to relax,” I snap. “I know you may not get it because your parents are like one step removed from the Rockefellers or whatever, but some of us don’t get days off.”
I think of my mom at the register of Cole’s every single day, rain or shine, because we can’t afford to close. I think of GiMa, who worked in the store her father opened until she finally had to admit that her arthritis was getting too bad to keep managing things on her own. And I think of all the stories I’ve written, every single one of them a drop in the bucket that’ll one day pour out the career I want for myself.
This isn’t exactly an “assignment,” not like the stories I usually report. But it’s work nonetheless.
When Iris doesn’t speak, I realize just how harsh I was. The hot prickle of embarrassment burns the back of my neck.
“Sorry.” I uncross my arms and turn to her. “That wasn’t fair.”
“It wasn’t.” She shrugs. “But you’re lucky. I have a terrible memory. It’s already forgotten.”
And that’s it. Just as quickly as the tension ballooned, it bursts, the same playful smile as before reappearing on Iris’s face. It’s so easy, I almost want to say something else, to ask if she’s sure we’re good. Nothing is ever just easy. But she’s already moving on.
“What are you gonna study in college next year?” she asks. “I bet it’s something smart.”
“I, um…” I take in her expression, to make sure it’s really okay to just jump back into things. And when she offers me a quirked eyebrow, I take that as all the sign I’m going to get. “Well, I got into Pennington College. It’s not far from here. They have this incredible investigative journalism program where most of the professors are still working reporters, so you get actual, tangible experience. It’s wild. They even have this study abroad where you can—”
When I catch Iris staring as we sit at a stop sign, I clamp my mouth shut.
It’s just … Being a reporter is all I’ve ever really wanted to do, ever since I first saw Allison Moreland, this incredible Black anchor on one of our local stations, sit behind that big desk on TV. I wanted to be like her. To have all the answers the way it seemed like she did. Even though I’m not cut out for TV—who wants to do their makeup and sit in front of a camera every day?—the desire to be someone people can count on for the truth has stuck with me.
For most of the year, I spend my days writing newspaper stories about menu changes in the cafeteria or profiles of retiring teachers. Every once in a while, I’ll write something for the local paper that’ll get picked up by a wire service and fed out to publications all over the country. Like a piece I did once on an invasive species of mushroom that was killing trees in Oakrun. Turns out, it was a problem in towns all over the Midwest. I made a little extra cash when the story got some traction, but I also got calls and emails for months afterward from amateur mycologists giving me advice on how to better cover fungi.
I’m not interested in notoriety, as it turns out. I leave all that business to Dom.
“Anyway.” I sit back in my seat and turn back toward the window, my cheeks suddenly warm. “I get a little worked up about college.”
“Wait. Are you … embarrassed?” Iris shakes her head, like the concept of embarrassment is totally foreign to her. “Look at you, smarty-pants! It’s amazing that you have a real, concrete plan. I’m probably gonna do trade school for a while. Work part-time. You know, just until I figure it out.”
I think about her boundless knowledge of car facts, about how she was choosing to spend her New Year’s Day excitedly putting chains on the tires that she clearly poured a lot of love and time into restoring. She’s smart too, and in a way I’m not. I wonder if anyone ever tells her that. I wonder if she feels the way I do.
No one besides Alotta ever calls me smart. Not like it’s something it’s okay to be proud of, at least—like it’s something I work hard at the way Dom works at his content or Tyler works at track. A compliment like that may not be much to other people, but it makes me sit up a little straighter in my seat.
Just a little.

Go with the Floga is a certifiable disaster of a studio where all the classes are filled with white women and taught by white women who learned how to teach yoga from other white women. Occasionally with puppies. Which maybe I could get over, but I’m still holding rage on behalf of the Sullivans and their bookstore.
The second the building comes into view, I say, “Not to be an asshole, but your parents kind of … suck. This place is a nightmare.”
What used to be a beautiful redbrick building is now painted the most obnoxious bright yellow I’ve ever seen, covering up the rich, hundred-year-old brick that’s been here for as long as this town has been standing. The name is offensive enough in and of itself, but they also shipped in some fancy-pants conceptual artist from New York to paint a mural on the side of the building. Instead of just painting the words, they did a series of swirling lines in poop brown and blood red, and explained in their newsletter that the lines illustrate the “struggle between the body and the soul to find peace in a chaotic world.”
I don’t know what the hell all that means, but what I do know is that Go with the Floga looks a lot like if a cartoon sun shit its pants.
“It really is.” Iris snorts. “Even the name sucks.”
Iris suggests we park in front and cut through the building to get to the back lot where my car is supposed to be.
I regret our decision the second she unlocks the door and I see the inside. I freeze at the sight.
If yoga studios are supposed to be a space for relaxation and centering yourself, Go with the Floga missed that memo by a country mile. Every single thing that’s not bolted down is for sale. Yoga mats for a hundred dollars. Go with the Floga T-shirts for fifty. Leggings and candles and self-care journals and special pens and tote bags and—
This isn’t a yoga studio; it’s a mall. The kind they set horror movies in.
I can’t help myself from looking around. I always imagined the worst, but I couldn’t have seen this coming.
Price stickers in the same offensive bright yellow adorn all the items, which hang from pegboards and are laid out on tables and are even propped up on lounge chairs.
“Where does the yoga happen?” I whisper.
Iris sighs. “There’s a studio in the back. But, trust me, the part my mom cares about is right here.”
The way her nose wrinkles in distaste tells me everything that her words haven’t.
Even if she isn’t aware of the fact that her parents’ moving their business to this town is tearing away at the fabric of our community, she at least knows that the vibes in here are atrocious. I don’t know when I started it, but that’s another positive tally mark in my mental Iris Chapman pros-and-cons list.
She gets stony and quiet for a second. Whatever tension there may be between Iris and her parents, something tells me Go with the Floga represents a not-insignificant portion of it. And I don’t owe Iris anything, I know that, but part of me wants to relieve some of that tension. If only to get back the version of her that looked so carefree in the library earlier.
I don’t even have a plan when I blurt out: “You feel like pissing off your parents?”
I practically beam when Iris’s shoulders relax a bit and a slight smile begins to grow across her face.
“Absolutely.”
“What does your mom absolutely hate?” I ask.
She thinks for a second before answering.
“Okay, so she read this book about feng shui a year ago—or, well, she skimmed a book about feng shui—and has been obsessed with how things ‘vibe in her spirit’ ever since,” she explains, voice low.
“You want to…”
I wave my hand toward a rack of hot-pink BUT FIRST, COFFEE T-shirts, hoping that she’ll catch my drift.
I hate to channel Brooklyn right now, after making such a fool of myself in front of her last night, but if I’ve learned anything this year it’s that the impact of a well-executed prank cannot be overstated. Iris considers my proposal for about half a second before she follows my lead and swaps the coffee shirts with a rack of equally offensive hot-pink KEEP CALM AND YOGA ON shirts.
“Also, I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure feng shui is about creating balance, not just vibes.”
“Exactly!” Iris jerks her head in the direction of the mug display and directs me to move it just an inch to the left. Just enough that it will affect the spiritual vibe. “But my mom is convinced that if she half pretends to understand elements of Chinese culture, then it’ll be less noticeable that she’s extremely white and I’m … very much not.”
Iris looks around the room, a frown taking over her face.
“I love my parents, but they’re consumed with this stuff. How to make a dollar. How to signal that they’re Good People. It’s just sort of ridiculous.” She shakes her head. “They weren’t always like this. I mean, they’ve always been goofy. But I barely even recognize them anymore. The second the studio took off in LA, they decided to franchise. Chased a chance at more money halfway across the country.”
It’s the first real insight into Iris’s world that I’ve gotten all day, and the part of me that’s lumped her into a pile with her parents feels a little silly now. I think about the interview she did on Connie’s podcast the other day. At the time, I’d thought it was just a hilarious entry in Connie’s new project, but now I can hear what Iris was saying beneath all the chatter about the weather and the auto-body shop. It’s one thing to move for a parent’s new job, but it’s another to move to a place wildly different from where you were raised and see your parents’ values shift in front of your eyes.
“Do you think they’ll move again?”
“Probably. If there’s another town ‘rife with opportunity for spiritual expansion,’ as my mom says.” Iris unscrews the top off a candle that says BOSS BABE, gives it a sniff, and wrinkles her nose before setting it back down in the wrong spot. “But I graduate in May, and then I can move back home. After that, my parents can spiritually expand all the way to Siberia if they want. As long as I’ve got my car and my ocean, I’ll be good.”
I sit with that news for a second. Iris is planning to move back to LA in a matter of months. And soon this little Oakrun adventure will have been just a strange blip on the radar of her life. I understand it, and last night I wouldn’t have even registered it as anything that has to do with me. But now? My chest tightens up in a way I can’t name.
“You know what I kind of miss?” I ask, trying to get her to crack another smile. We shift the BOSS BABE candles’ table over just far enough that it’s not noticeable until you accidentally stub your toe on it. “When white people accepted Miracle Whip sandwiches and not having rhythm as their lot in life. When did they decide that they needed box braids and all”—I wave my hand around at the room—“this to feel ‘cultured’?”
“I’m pretty sure it was about the same time they discovered that you really do need to wash your legs every time you shower.” I laugh so loud and so suddenly I clap my hand over my mouth. Iris covers her face with her hands, and when she pulls them away, she’s smiling too. She adds in a whisper, “I can’t believe I said that.”
There’s no rule that we have to be quiet, but moving around in the lobby with Iris makes me feel like maybe I should. My laugh lowers to a giggle, and Iris’s does the same. The desire to know more about her hits me full on. The idea that maybe I judged her too harshly leaves me feeling a little off-balance.
“Admitting that your parents don’t wash their legs is a confession I’d only give a priest.” I lock eyes with her and hold her hand between both of mine, my voice solemn. “I’ll never tell a soul.”
It’s a joke. But Iris holds my gaze for so long that the smirk on my lips fades and the air around us feels thick enough to touch. In the dim light of the lobby, Iris’s long black eyelashes stand out even more starkly against her cheeks. My throat suddenly feels so thick that I can barely swallow.
“Do you ever wish—” I start, but before I can finish my sentence, there’s a telltale jingle of keys from the front door.
We both freeze before Iris snaps into action.
“My dad’s the only one who comes in on the holidays,” she whisper-hisses. “We’ve gotta hide!”
Iris tightens her grip on my hand and pulls me across the room and into a small closet behind the front desk. I step directly into an empty mop bucket as she eases the door shut behind us with a barely audible click. And it’s only when we’re pressed practically chest to chest in the dark closet and the handle of a Swiffer sweeper falls over and smacks between my shoulder blades that I realize how silly all of this is.
I have no business in this ridiculous girlboss yoga studio pulling some prank on Iris’s equally ridiculous mom. I have bigger things to focus on. I have a flash drive to retrieve, news to deliver to shake up my cousin’s world, an apology to give to the girl I’ve had a crush on for the entirety of my high school career, and a family business to save. I don’t have time to deviate from the plan.
I never deviate from my plans.
But for some reason, I can’t bring myself to regret it. Not right now.
Iris’s dad hums the tune of “Hypnotize” by Biggie Smalls just beyond the door, and Iris and I devolve into silent laughter. Maybe there’s just something hilarious about a white dad humming Notorious B.I.G. or maybe there’s something funny about our predicament, but either way, our elbows and knees bump as we try to keep quiet. Our chests rise and fall in time with each other’s as we attempt to catch our breath.
Mr. Chapman’s footsteps fade, and Iris lets out a long sigh. I finally feel comfortable enough to pull my foot out of the bucket, I can’t see her in the dark, but I can hear a sharp intake from right above me and just barely feel the zipper of her jacket graze my chest. In her Docs, she’s got about two inches on me, and that height difference has never felt more apparent to me than it does right now.
In the dark, it’s easy to forget all the reasons we shouldn’t get along. Here, giggling in the wake of a stupid prank on the New Year’s Day from hell, I feel seventeen. Like a kid. I didn’t even know I could feel this way anymore. In here, I can imagine that everything outside has fallen away.
I can feel light.
And in an instant, I don’t feel like laughing anymore. There’s something delicate in the air that I’m afraid to disturb. Iris’s breathing hitches suddenly, and my heart trips over itself. I want to reach out and touch her, to lean all the way into this feeling, until her voice draws me just slightly out of my reverie.
“Do I ever wish what?” she asks, voice barely audible, a puff of her breath tickling my cheek.
“Hmm?”
Her body is warm and the closet is too small and I don’t think I’m getting enough oxygen to my brain.
“Before. You said, ‘Do you ever wish…,’” she says again.
“Oh, um.” I swallow, trying to get my throat to work normally again. “Do you ever wish you’d never left your hometown?”
Iris seems like she enjoys it here. At least she does when I see her. Across the cafeteria joking around with the other auto-shop kids, their jumpsuits spotted with oil and their smiles wide. But it’s got to be hard. Being uprooted, unmoored.
“Most of the time,” she whispers.
She doesn’t say anything for a second. Her body feels impossibly close to mine. I can feel every single point we’re connected, the way the sleeve of her leather jacket just barely brushes my wrist.
“But not so much right now,” she finishes.
My heart leaps into my throat. There’s so much potential meaning in those six words. Potential that sounds a lot like beating hearts and interlocked fingers and—
A loud thud bangs outside, followed by Mr. Chapman’s cries of “Ouch, ouch, ouch!” It sounds a lot like he stubbed his toe on something, probably one of the displays we moved just enough that you wouldn’t notice right away, but would notice the second your muscle memory causes you to run directly into it because it’s not where you expect it to be.
Iris giggles—legitimately giggles, all girlish and sweet—and I want to be right there with her, caught up in the moment again.
But the spell is broken.
Her dad mutters a series of curse words that are very much not go-with-the-flow, and suddenly the supply closet feels like the walls are closing in on us.
What am I doing here?
Iris doesn’t love this town, and has no investment in sticking around. She said as much herself. But me? This is my life. This is my town. And here I am wasting time on a prank that doesn’t matter and a girl who won’t even remember me in six months.
“Are you okay?” Iris asks. Her smile drops off her face. “What’s wrong?”
I have to get out of here.
In the distance, a door slams shut, and I take that as my cue. I pray that Mr. Chapman has left and burst out of the closet, leaving Iris and her unbearably tender voice behind.



Oakrun High School “prank” results in thousands in damages, deputies say
Allison Moreland
Published: 9:22 AM EDT December 3
SHERIDAN COUNTY, IN—The Oakrun Police Department was called to Oakrun High School last night after an after-hours intruder tripped the school’s security alarm system and alerted the authorities to a potential threat. When deputies arrived on the scene, the exterior wall of the school gymnasium had been defaced with a ten-foot-long rendering of a penis in red acrylic paint. This marks the third such “prank” in as many weeks.
“We have reason to believe the recent events are connected and are being committed by a single perpetrator,” Sheriff Guzman said. “It’s Damaging, Disrespectful, and Dangerous. Please capitalize the Ds when this goes up online, by the way. We’re working on a new branding strategy.”
Due to the fact that the suspect is a minor in an ongoing investigation, authorities have yet to release their name. But we have been told they are a current student at Oakrun High School.
Student journalist Andrea Cole of The Oakrun Student
Post broke the story late last night. In it, she describes a culture of one-upmanship at Oakrun High School that drives students to do increasingly more challenging dares. The prank, which social media has taken to calling “the [redacted] Debacle,” is only one such incident in a string of similar cases over the past year.
Connie Holloway, Oakrun High School junior and “total bestie” to the suspect, was quoted in the initial report.
“It was honestly hilarious. [The suspect] never backs down from a challenge, you know. That’s, like, her whole thing. She’ll do anything on a dare. It’s iconic,” Holloway said.
No formal charges have been filed, but authorities say the investigation is ongoing.
The school district did not immediately respond to a request for comment.







ELEVEN
Dominique
11:17 A.M.
The mayor’s office looks like a small-town version of the Four Seasons hotel. I don’t know what the decor budget is for this place, but it certainly can’t be coming from taxpayer dollars. I’m not much of a conspiracy theorist or an investigator like Andy, but even I can tell that something here doesn’t add up. How are there so many businesses shutting their doors downtown, but there seems to be more than enough money to make city hall look like the Taj Mahal?
GiMa says if you scratch a thief you will find a liar. And Mayor Youngblood might fit the description to a T.
I take the stairs to the second floor, where Kim is waiting on a bench just outside his office.
“It’s about time. I thought you’d never show up.”
She picks up her custom Gucci purse as the mayor’s assistant opens the grand doors to this beautifully decorated office. He’s a thin Black guy in his thirties with small wire frames, suspenders, and a scuffed pair of oxfords. He has a clipboard tucked tight against his chest and he barely makes eye contact with us for a second before he stares back down at the floor. He looks more like he belongs in a 1950s black-and-white film than in this building that reeks of fresh paint and new money.
He waves to the mayor, who seems to be deep in conversation, never even noticing us enter the room.
It’s very presidential-looking in here. From the fake Oval Office carpet to the huge American flags sitting at each end of the room, this office’s costs alone could probably pay the rent of most of the residents in town. We take a seat as the mayor finishes up a phone call.
“Is there a reason you let them in before I was finished with my call?”
The mayor’s voice has that old Youngblood twang, but it’s sharp and mean. He might have a smile on his face, but there’s nothing kind about him.
The assistant stands in the corner looking down at the floor, his hands holding on to that clipboard so tight I think he might snap it in half.
“This is the second time you have done that this week, Nicholas.” He shakes his head. “You better get yourself together.”
Nicholas hurries out of the room like a sheep who saw a wolf. The mayor turns back to us. I feel so bad, but Kim redirects my attention forward.
“I’m sorry about that, y’all. It’s so hard to find good assistants these days.” The mayor’s eyes gleam, and a thin-lipped smile as wide as the Cheshire cat’s grows across his face. “Dominique, it’s so great to make your acquaintance. I’ve met your grandmother a few times. Such a wonderful woman of Oakrun.”
I force a smile out because, underneath it, I know GiMa can’t stand his ass. Couldn’t really stand his father or grandfather, either. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her say a nice thing about this man, nor has Andy.
“Nice to meet you as well.”
“Walk over here with me. I’d like to show you something.”
Behind his massive desk is a table with a big white sheet covering a large object. It’s only then that another man comes breezing into the room. A tall white man in a perfectly tailored black suit, his hair slicked back, and a pair of shoes so shiny I could probably see my reflection in them. He comes to stand on the other side of the table, his smile big enough to match the mayor’s.
“Dominique, Kim, meet Jerry Jameson. He is the general manager of Auclair Hotels, the luxury chain we’ve been lucky enough to get to choose Oakrun for the site of their next boutique hotel.”
“Nice to finally meet you in person, Dominique and K—”
The mayor cuts him off, “All right, Jerry, enough with the pleasantries. Dominique. Allow me to present to you: Hotel Running Oaks.”
He dramatically snatches the sheet away, and beneath it is a 3D miniature version of what the new hotel will look like. And I have to admit, it is gorgeous. There are at least fifteen floors—which would make it the tallest building in Oakrun by a long shot—with floor-to-ceiling glass windows in every room. Some rooms have beautiful balconies that overlook a luxurious botanical garden below. The silver-and-blue finish of the building bounces off the artificial-sun lamps shining upon it.
At the very top of the hotel is a rooftop bar and swimming pool. Which … I’m a little confused about. In a long winter, Oakrun can have snow on the ground for nearly four months out of the year. Feels like a big chunk of time to lose access to such an important part of the building.
But before I can even ask, the mayor pushes a button and a glass panel emerges to encase the roof. Now it’s a fully indoor pool.
I’m mesmerized by all of this. Kim and I start to walk around the table to take in the full scope of what the property will look like. The mayor explains that there is a gym, three gourmet restaurants on site, and a basketball court. The model even has miniature people playing tennis and walking their perfectly groomed dogs throughout it. It’s a dream hotel. For tourists.
The only problem is that Oakrun doesn’t get tourists. At least we didn’t used to. Is this another thing that’s changed since I’ve been gone?
“Isn’t she beautiful?” asks Gavin. “And you, young man, will be the face of the newest luxury hotel, centered right in the heart of Oakrun.”
For the first time since he tried to greet us earlier, Jerry chimes in, “If you look over at the lobby, you will see—” before being cut off by Mayor Youngblood again.
“You’ll see we have what we’re calling the ‘Influence the Culture’ floor. It’s got rooms perfect for filming all those little videos y’all do these days, and even a podcast studio so you and your posse can ‘rap’ about what’s going down these days.”
Posse? Rap? Nobody has said that since the early 2000s. Between his misplaced slang and the random blaccent that pops up as he describes the space, my eyebrows keep inching higher and higher the longer he talks. It’s clear that this white man wants to make Oakrun a major destination, but the whole thing feels a little off. “Did you see the spa?” he asks, totally oblivious to my hesitation.
“Um, yeah.” I nod. “Looks good.”
“And this is just the beginning.” Jerry finally finishes a full sentence without the mayor’s interruption. “Our hope is to roll out a line of boutique hotels like this in small towns all over the country. Places influencers like yourself can reinvigorate with youthful energy.”
Jerry pumps a fist like he’s just scored a point in a tennis match at the country club.
“If all goes well here, we would love to open up a conversation about you signing on for more—”
The mayor finally clears his throat with a cough so loud it sounds like he’s hacked up a lung.
“Jerry, you won’t be needed any longer, but thank you for coming by.”
Jerry gives Mayor Youngblood a look of disgust while exiting the office.
“So, Dominique, what do you think?”
Honestly, I don’t know what to think. I remember my last call with Andy when we got into an argument about money. I told her I was running a little tight on things and she questioned why I would continue posting such an amazing life if I was truly just like every other broke teenager surviving. Andy doesn’t understand that part of the act is an illusion and that the illusion can lead to the money.
She said I could always come home, but I threw it back in her face: I’d rather have the illusion of wealth while struggling than be in Oakrun showing the actual struggle. Before she hung up on me, her last words were “Money can’t buy you happiness.” But at the time, I definitely thought it could.
I totally understand why parts of Oakrun should stay the same, to keep history alive and all that. But what is progress without some change? I mean, wouldn’t this hotel deal mean more jobs and even better living conditions for residents? Wouldn’t it be good for business to have more tourists here to patronize local shops?
I wish I could be more decisive like Andy is. Or like Tyler. I want to be a hero, not a villain, but sometimes it’s hard to tell which is which.
“I think … I think…”
Kim interjects, “He thinks it’s amazing. So amazing, in fact, that he is at a loss for words.”
The three of us all go back to the Mayor’s desk and take our seats. He clearly has more to tell.
I sit and ponder whether Kim is right or if I have truly lost my voice.
“Well, that’s just perfect, then,” the mayor continues. “Because with the Festival of Lights tonight and your growing star on social media, I thought this would be just the way to introduce Oakrun to the world. You can tell your followers about how we’re keeping it poppin’ here in Oakrun with all the new things I’m doing.” He pauses for dramatic effect. “What are those things? Glad you asked.”
Poppin’? I mouth to Kim when the mayor turns around to gesture at a poster board full of other projects he plans to bring to the city, from a high-end dog wash to a new tapas restaurant.
She shushes me and directs her attention to the poster board.
Does my opinion even matter? All I can think about is the money—the big check I’ll cash for nodding along to Mayor Youngblood’s plan, and maybe more than that. Jerry said if this goes well, then I could maybe have deals with a dozen different hotels. That could take me all over the country, and put more than enough money in my pocket to both cover my expenses and help the family get out of debt.
Am I making a deal with an asshole? Maybe.
But does it really even matter?
“Well, as you know, our airport is a little bit run-down. So we already put in our bid for Oakrun to become a new regional airport. Full of stores and restaurants, with multiple new airlines able to fly here. It’ll be a jewel of the Midwest. A diamond in the rough!”
He stands straight up out of his seat and continues his Cruella de Vil–style monologue.
“Next we will have a new transit system. Buses and trains coming from all over the state, making us a much more accessible city. Think of the jobs, the commerce, the money pumping through this place. When I am done with Oakrun, it will be bigger than Cleveland!”
Cleveland? He could’ve said Los Angeles or Chicago, but I guess baby steps are fine too.
I finally find the courage to speak. I’m here for a check, but I haven’t lost all my sense; Youngblood is pitching this way too hard.
“I actually do have a question. How long will it be before they start building it?”
Mayor Youngblood pauses, and his smile flickers for just a second before he finds it again.
“Well, Dominique, we are still looking at a few locations. We have a lot of space in Oakrun that isn’t being used. You have to remember, Hotel Running Oaks will bring in thousands of visitors, which means the stores in Oakrun will be generating a lot of revenue.”
That has to be a good thing. More people, more business. He might’ve sold me on this. And maybe after the announcement, with the money I make from this deal and the rest of the Auclair endorsements, I can work out a deal to rebuild Cole’s Hardware. Then GiMa can make some of that new money too. If anyone can help, surely it’s Mayor Youngblood. He’s a fool, but he seems to have some decent ideas.
I just have to butter him up first. I become the face; we save our place. Win-win.
“So what about it?” says Mayor Youngblood. “A big announcement at the Festival of Lights so all your dawgs know just how down we are in Oakrun!”
“We couldn’t agree more,” says Kim with her biggest Hollywood smile, standing up and extending her hand to his to shake before I get a chance to speak. “I’ll send over the signed speaker agreement this evening.”
It’s good. A deal like this can open doors for me, for Oakrun, and for my family. Everything is going according to plan.
So why do I feel a little like I’ve just made a deal with the devil?
Buried in the back of my mind are still my thoughts of Tyler and Andy. I can’t lose my best friend again, and family is truly all I have. We’ve all left so much unsaid. I hope this time we actually get the chance to say it.







TWELVE
Andy
11:22 A.M.
I rush out the back door, ignoring the way it slams shut behind me.
What the hell am I doing? There’s barely eight hours left until the Festival of Lights and I’m ducking into closets with Iris Chapman? We hardly know each other. So, why do I feel like I’ve got static electricity running through me?
This is absurd. My palms are sweating. I just need to get in my car and go. Forget this whole day. Forget Iris and get back to work. But when I look up at the spot where the photo said my car was supposed to be, it’s not even there.
“Again?” My voice comes out more screech than shout.
I feel like I’m going to be sick.
The breath rushes from my lungs as the ground gives way beneath me. I don’t even have time to scream. I brace myself for impact, knowing there’s no way I’ll be able to catch myself before hitting the icy ground. I clench my eyes shut and … the impact never comes.
Instead I get wrapped up in the scent of old leather and motor oil, a pair of strong arms accompanying it.
“Shoot, Andy, you good?” Iris says, her voice urgent.
I blink up at the sky, but instead all I can see is Iris’s concerned expression, cheeks pink from the cold and no doubt from running after me. Behind the bangs, her face looks exactly like what I used to imagine angels looked like: soft, sweet, and perfectly symmetrical. I don’t feel the same heart-palpitating, throat-tightening nerves I always get around Brooklyn. Instead, when Iris looks at me like this, I feel like my body is entirely my own, settled and rooted. It’s a feeling so unfamiliar to me that I scramble out of her arms at the thought.
“What’s going on with you?” she asks. Her forehead wrinkles in frustration, and she throws her hands out to the side. “You could have gotten a concussion or something, running out like that!”
What can I even say to her? I have no good explanation for how we got here, to these … feelings. Not when I’ve spent years of my life pining over another girl. A crush that has been forged in the fires of raging hormones and longing from a distance. I’m not this fickle. I can’t be.
“Andy!”
I’ve never been more grateful for my best friend’s impeccable (read: historically terrible) timing. Iris’s mouth snaps shut as Tyler somehow manages to jog in our direction without losing his footing even once.
Damn athletes. All that coordination and a handsome face? Unfair.
I take a step closer to Tyler, a step farther away from Iris. Maybe if I inch away from her, the distance will help me feel a little bit less like I’m losing my mind.
“Where have you been all day?” he asks the second he gets within reach. He holds both of his gloved hands up to my cheeks, warming my skin and examining me all at once. “And why aren’t you answering your phone?”
Tyler may be looking me over for any evidence that his leaving the party without me last night resulted in my total and complete loss of sanity, but I’m doing the same. He’s as cute as always—big brown eyes giving both puppy you want to take home from the pet store and runway model at the same time—but there’s something else.
He bites his bottom lip between his teeth, visibly stressed, and I know he doesn’t look that way because of me. No, this is a Dominique-specific expression.
A million questions rush through me at once: Have you seen Dom? Where have you been all day? Can you help me figure out how the hell to get my car back?
But there’s too much there to unpack, so I keep it simple.
“Phone’s a bust. My car’s gone missing. And I’m pretty sure I’m grounded until my grandchildren have grandchildren.”
“What in the…” I can see him trying to process everything, but he doesn’t ask anything else. He extends a hand to Iris. “I’m Ty, nice to meet you.”
“Iris Chapman,” Iris answers, offering him a half-baked smile.
After they shake hands, he immediately takes off his coat and drapes it over my shoulders and all but shoves us into Nelson’s next door. The bell overhead chimes with the familiar ring when we come through the door, and on instinct we head straight to the back and grab a booth. Our booth.
Once upon a time, me, Dom, and Tyler would sit back here for hours, drinking milkshakes and scrounging for quarters to pop into the jukebox that Old Lady Nelson refuses to get rid of even though the songs inside haven’t been updated since 1978. We’d do our homework, wait for our parents after school (before they trusted us to walk all the way home and let ourselves in), or just talk. Dream.
Tyler and Dominique were going to become world-class runners, gold medals dripping from their necks. I was going to be a high-powered investigative reporter, bringing news to people all over the globe. We were destined for big things.
But eventually Dom didn’t need to craft fanciful futures with us anymore, because his dreams had landed him in New York and his model-good looks and video content were reaching millions of people. And before long, the sticky Formica tabletop and cracked red leather seats stopped feeling like a home away from home for Tyler and me. They just felt like a reminder of how far we still had to go.
Tyler slides into the bench across from me and Iris, and Carolyn, the only hostess, drops off our menus with nothing more than a pop of her gum. She stopped bothering with telling us the specials years ago. It doesn’t matter how many different ways Lady Nelson puts a spin on meat loaf, we’re never buying it.
The diner is a hollowed-out shell of what it used to be. Nelson’s is an … acquired taste. The waitstaff is cranky, the wait times are long no matter how few people are there, and sometimes Lady Nelson ignores what you’ve ordered entirely and gives you what she believes you really want instead. The floors almost always have a weird yellowing film over them, and the bathroom still smells like cigarettes even though it’s been illegal to smoke indoors for most of my life. But it’s one of the places that stitches together the very fabric of Oakrun.
People who didn’t grow up here don’t like its unique charm, though, and Nelson’s has lost a lot of customers lately. Lady Nelson had to let go of half the waitstaff last year because of the downturn in business. Sitting in this booth is a stark reminder that everything in this town feels more temporary, more fragile, than ever before.
Iris’s elbow accidentally bumps me as she takes off her jacket, and part of me wishes my body would tense naturally like it would have three hours ago. Instead it makes me shiver with nerves. The same feeling that overtook me in the closet of Go with the Floga sweeps through me again, only now there’s a witness.
I haven’t said anything, I’ve barely moved, but Iris sitting so close to me is telling enough for Tyler. I can just see him running the calculations in that head of his.
Iris’s phone starts buzzing on the table, and as quickly as she sat down, she stands back up. I take a peek at the screen and see it’s her dad calling. She sighs.
“Sorry, gotta take this. Be right back.”
She’s barely out the door before Tyler leans forward.
“Don’t even start—”
“You better tell me everything—”
“No, I need to know about what’s happening with—”
“We’ll get to him in a second—”
Tyler and I trip over each other in urgent whispers. When we both realize the conversation doesn’t stand a chance until we take turns like civilized humans, I sigh. “Fine. Ask me.”
Tyler presses both palms flat against the tabletop.
“Didn’t you say a few weeks ago that the Chapmans are a, quote, ‘scourge on society,’ unquote?” His eyes practically bug out of his head in confusion. “Blink twice if your software has been taken over by AI.”
“Oh my god,” I sigh. “Her parents are still on my shit list. But I asked Iris for a favor and promised her one in return. It’s not a big deal.”
Ty raises his eyebrows.
“A sexual favor?” He lets out a laugh before he even gets the words all the way out.
He knows the farthest I’ve ever gone with a girl is a steamy dream I had about Billie Eilish in the seventh grade. But still, I reach across the table and sock him in his shoulder for the insinuation.
“Okay, ouch, sorry!” He rubs his shoulder, but the smile never dies down completely. “Seriously, though, look at your cheeks. You’re blushing. I didn’t even know you could blush.”
Carolyn drops off three mugs of hot chocolate even though we didn’t order any, but we could definitely use the extra comfort right now. The little marshmallows bob around on top of my mug, slowly melting into the chocolate just the way I remember. I scoop them out with my spoon and drop them into Tyler’s on instinct. He loves the pillowy little pieces of gunk. Has been known to eat entire boxes of Lucky Charms in one sitting if given the chance.
“Stop it.” I rub at my face like I can wipe away the evidence of my apparently rosy cheeks. “We’re friends, I think. Besides, it’s only a day together.” With one random favor of her choosing in the future, I think, my heart beating weirdly fast at the thought. “What can even happen in twelve hours?”
“As long as you know what you’re doing,” he says. “Because I don’t.”
“That bad, huh?”
There’s so much left to say, but I know we don’t have time to get into it now. Dom is back in town, which means his presence is no doubt upending Tyler’s whole universe. Dominique has that effect on people. It’s part of why his followers are so obsessed with him. If they don’t want to be him, they want to be with him. There’s very little in between.
“Oh yeah.” His laugh is humorless. “I was walking to get a hot chocolate to drown my sorrows in when I saw you. I’m giving myself a thirty-minute pity party and then I have to run some last-minute festival errands for my mom.”
If he’s already been tasked with running errands for his mom, I can’t also ask him to shuttle me around town. Ty’s too good to say no, and I don’t want to be a burden. To anybody. Which is why maybe this arrangement with Iris today was ideal at first. An equal exchange means nobody owes anyone anything. Quid pro quo. We walk away at the end of the day free and clear of each other.
Only now I don’t know if I really feel like walking away.
Outside the window, dozens of people in different states of undress mill around before the Nearly Naked Mile. Ahead of the festival every year, there’s a charity 5K where the theme—like the title suggests—is that everyone runs it in their bathing suits. Sometimes people opt for costumes, but mostly it’s just a bunch of my classmates and their parents in next to nothing. It takes the entire calendar year to forget the sight. Just enough time to sign back up again.
Usually, Tyler would be out there and I’d be cheering him on. But this year is different, for more reasons than I can count.
Iris comes back, face flushed and frustrated. Gone is the softness and concern from before, when she caught me slipping in the street. I pull back from Tyler and frown. Something’s wrong.
But when she sits back down, she takes a slow, calming breath.
Tyler is a gentle spirit at his core, but he’s also a little bit nosy. “So, Iris.” He cups his hands around his mug to warm them. “You’re a senior, right? How are you feeling about second semester?”
It’s a safe topic to broach. Most of the senior class started getting senioritis the second homecoming was over. At this point, graduating is pretty much all anyone wants to talk about besides prom.
“I can’t wait to get back to LA. I don’t think I can do another winter in this tundra.”
She tries for a joke, but Tyler’s eyebrows quirk up.
“Any big plans?” he asks. “Job? College?”
“What is this? 60 Minutes?” I ask, balling up the corner of a napkin and flicking it across the table.
I jut out my neck so Tyler gets the hint to take it easy. It’s just I feel a surprising urge to shield Iris from prying eyes, even if they belong to my best friend. Something about the softness that broke through her self-assured exterior when we were back at the studio makes me think that this girl is someone who is used to being scrutinized.
“It’s okay.” Iris offers up a little half smile. “I thought I had a job lined up but”—she lifts her phone—“I just heard back that it’s a no go. Now it’s back to the drawing board.”
A job?
I mean, of course she’d be on the hunt for a job if she’s not starting college in the fall. But where would she work? What would she do? Is she only looking at opportunities back in LA? There are so many questions still to ask, so many things about her I don’t know. So many things about her that I’d love to find out.
And it’s that thought, the sudden tenderness that hits me head-on, that makes me remember why I wanted to run out of the yoga studio so fast earlier.
I grab one of the crumpled bills in my pocket and smooth it out on the table.
“We should probably get a move on. Try the high school, maybe. It’s one of the few places we haven’t passed yet.”
Iris takes the direction without complaint. She says a quick goodbye and starts toward the door. But when I try to follow, Tyler grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze.
“This wasn’t part of your plan,” he says.
I didn’t tell Tyler what I’d heard at city hall a couple of weeks back because I didn’t want to burden him with it. And, in all honesty, I wanted Dom to hear the news from me. But he does know that I went to that party last night with the intention of reinventing a part of myself. Of being bold and cool enough to approach my crush in hopes of finally telling her how I felt. Iris was nowhere to be found in that plan.
I shake my head.
“Not even a little bit.”
Hell, I don’t know how much of a plan is left at all, given how drastically everything seems to have spiraled over the past twenty-four hours. But I do know that there’s no champagne in sight, and I feel like I could talk to Iris all day. I don’t know where this girl came from, but despite my higher mind demanding self-preservation, I know I don’t want her to go anywhere. Not yet.
He squeezes my hand one more time and smiles.
“Well, maybe it’s time both of us rethink our plans.”







THIRTEEN
Dominique
DECEMBER 15
10:00 A.M.
New York City
It’s a normal Dom day. After waking up early and going to the gym, I head back to my place for a quick shower before setting up my phone and doing a “Get Ready with Me” video. The Dominators love seeing the new tips and tricks I’ve added to my skin-care routine, and any commission I can get off the products linked in the caption will be a much-needed addition to my bank account. I’m not sure why people love these videos—they’re just me sitting in front of a camera rambling—but they keep eyes on me, which I always hope will lead to some type of brand partnership.
But today is a big day. I have a huge audition for an up-and-coming designer, Angus Wang, to walk in his show for New York Fashion Week. Fashion Week is huge. It gets lots of press and can literally take you from being a cute kid on the internet to a supermodel overnight. Making the final round was no small feat, either. There were nearly five hundred models who showed up that day, and now it’s down to the final thirty-six. Before the coins stopped coming in, I would take a taxi down to Midtown. But saving that money every day is what now keeps my cell-phone bill paid. So I walk about a mile to my train stop to catch the number 2 train from 135th Street to 34th Street, which is Penn Station.
It’s a chilly day, but a nice one. Sun shining as the morning rush of people make their way from uptown into the heart of Manhattan. I keep a pair of headphones on me to tune out the honking cars, walking at a brisk pace so the cold doesn’t settle into my bones.
I hop down the stairs, tap my phone to pay, and head to the platform as the 2 train is pulling in. I always head toward the back of the train because there is usually an empty seat, even if you have to squeeze between the strangers. Just as I let out a sigh of relief, some kids pop onto the train with a huge speaker. I already know what time it is. I take out a dollar from my pocket as I wait for the show to begin. Starving artist to starving artist, I respect the hustle.
As the train starts moving, the kids take turns breakdancing, flipping around the rails like trained gymnasts preparing for the Olympics. Most people on the train just put their headphones on and ignore it. But I like to watch. They can’t be older than thirteen, and it takes a lot of confidence to do that every day, hoping to make a few dollars. As we hit the first stop, the kids hop off and move to the next car. I lean my head back and bop to the music in my headphones.
People watching is one of my favorite pastimes, picked up from Tyler. A crowded New York subway is the perfect place to do it as long as you don’t stare. Everyone has a different agenda. Living a different life from the person sitting right beside them. Every income level, race, religion, all gathered in one train car going to different destinations.
The train finally gets to 34th Street, and an immediate rush of passengers enter while a rush of us try to exit. I run up the stairs to the main floor; then it’s a quick walk to another set of steps and I’m finally back outside again. I dodge the taxis for a few blocks before I finally arrive at the building where my audition is being held. I see a few familiar faces in the room as I take off my jacket and accessories and get mentally prepared to perform in front of this panel. A panel that will make a decision that could change my life.
I’m handed a number and tape it to my chest. I start shaking both my arms and whispering words of encouragement to myself. The music starts playing as they call the first number. He’s a young guy, about six-two and slender. He’s got nothing on me, but his walk is very good. He gets to the end of the runway, hits a pose, pouts his lip, and heads back up. That’s all it is, about thirty seconds to give your best strut and then decisions start getting made.
“Number eight. You’re up.”
I take a deep breath as I walk from the back. The music starts playing again, an upbeat instrumental with lots of bass, and I hit the runway, giving it my best pump. I’m confident at this moment, though. This is my stage, where I belong. I envision the end of the catwalk as a finish line, and I have a matter of seconds to make my audience fall in love with me. I give a wink over to the designer and his team—knowing I’ve given them a show.
After taking my seat, I wait what seems like an eternity but is really just about twenty minutes, watching the other candidates. Modeling has changed a lot, though. There are a few other influencers here who I’ve never seen walk before—having followers goes a long way for a new designer, so sometimes the best walk can’t beat the platform with the most reach. Luckily for me, I have a bit of both.
“Can we get everyone out to the runway, please.”
We all come from the back of the stage and stand side by side.
“If we call your number, please stay put; if not, we truly appreciate your hard work today, but you can go home.”
This industry is very blunt. They start calling the numbers and I can feel my heart racing inside. My palms start to sweat, and my hopes continue to be high … until I hear those final words.
“Thank you all for coming.”
One of the most heartbreaking things is to keep making it to a final callback or a final audition only to find out they picked the person you told about the audition. Or pick the person with less talent but twice as many followers as you. It just feels like one letdown after another after another. I gracefully nod at the designer to thank him for his time before heading out.
Though I’m upset, I know GiMa didn’t raise a quitter.
I want to cry, but I have somewhere I must be ASAP—a meeting with my agent, Kim. For months she has been sending me out, and I haven’t booked a thing. I haven’t been this nervous about meeting her since the first time she arrived in Oakrun to whisk me away to this place. I just know she is about to drop me as a client. When I don’t make money, she don’t make money. And Kim doesn’t play with her coins.
I finally arrive at this little café on 36th Street. Kim is sitting tucked away at a back table, wearing a long gray wool coat and black sunglasses. I slowly walk toward the table she is seated at.
“Hey, Kim.”
She takes a sip of her coffee. “Good morning. Have a seat, Dom.”
I slowly sit down as she continues sipping from her coffee cup. I can feel my body tensing up to brace for any bad news she may have coming my way. “So let’s cut to the chase. I’ve sent you out time and time again, and as much as I hate to say it, the industry may be moving on from you.”
Damn, that hurts. But one thing about Kim—she’s honest to a fault. You’ve gotta have thick skin to make it in this industry.
“Kim. I’m doing the best I can. But social media is unpredictable. On a Monday I can have a post with eighty thousand likes on it. Do a new post on Tuesday at the same time and get five thousand likes. I’m really, really trying, though.”
She leans back in her chair.
“Dom, I know you are, but the way you have to answer to me is the same way I have to answer to my boss. And new talent is popping up every day. I can’t just keep sending you on auditions without getting any bookings.”
My heart sinks into my stomach as my eyes begin welling up with tears. Everything I’ve fought so hard for is about to be over. I already feel like I’ve lost my life in Oakrun. Lost my family and my friends. To lose my life in New York City is something I am not sure I can recover from.
“But today you’re in luck. I got a call last night from a hotel developer. Auclair Hotels. They are deciding to expand their business into something they call ‘small-town lounging with big-town luxury.’ Color me surprised when they said they would be building a new hotel and condominium in your little town of Oakrun.”
I let out a huge sigh of relief, wiping my eyes quickly so as to not let a tear roll down.
“Are you serious? I mean … what would I be doing?”
“You’d be the new face of this particular hotel location, using your likeness to promote the brand. Help the city be more accepting of the new project.”
I jump up from my seat and pace up and down the floor, thinking that there is finally some light at the end of the tunnel.
“Wow. I just can’t believe this!”
“Well, believe it, kid. I’m still working out the details, but it’s looking like you’ll need to be in Oakrun on New Year’s Day. I have to run, though, so I’ll be in touch.”







FOURTEEN
Andy
DECEMBER 15
2:00 P.M.
Oakrun City Hall
I start the audio recording on my phone the second I walk into city hall so I can transcribe every single sound I hear when I get home later. I read Allison Moreland’s memoir, Telling It Like It Is, two years ago, and she said the best advice she ever got as a young reporter was to transcribe every interview by hand, because then she really had to focus on every single word being said. Attention to detail is what makes a good journalist. And even if I’m doing stories now about high-fructose corn syrup, one day I’ll be interviewing potential presidential candidates and writing cover stories for The Oakrun Post, so I have to get in the habit of taking my work seriously.
I take a deep breath before approaching the security desk at the front. This is always the hardest part of a story for me: the moment right before the big interview. Still, Allison Moreland said that no one can tell you’re nervous if you enter a room with authority, so I put on a smile and hold out my hand for the desk attendant to shake, rolling my shoulders back.
He takes it, a little confused, and pumps it up and down once.
“Hi, I’m here to see Dr. Thompson,” I say. “We have an appointment.”
The desk attendant barely even looks down at our school superintendent’s schedule to see if I’m lying before taking a quick look at my ID and waving me through.
The nervous-queasy feeling doesn’t go away when I walk down the hall, even if I will it to. It’s there a lot now. It’s there in the morning when Mom rolls herself out of bed at the crack of dawn to open the store on her own since we had to let go of the rest of the staff. It’s there when I see yet another BleepBlorp video of my cousin promoting some weird diet tea or waist trainer or kitchen appliance that I know for a fact he can’t use. I mean, truly. He almost burned down our whole building once trying to make grilled cheese after school. That boy does not cook. What business does he have hawking this junk when he’s supposed to be “building a brand” or whatever?
I shake off the thought and knock on the door of our school superintendent’s office.
“Today, corn syrup.” I steel myself as Dr. Thompson’s boots thud across the floor. “Tomorrow? The world.”

Dr. Thompson’s face gets redder and redder the more questions I ask. Budget cuts led to new food vendors, new food vendors led to less oversight, and less oversight means that the honey buns we’re eating for breakfast now? Technically against regulation to serve. The questions are all straightforward and, honestly, didn’t take me very long to research. Maybe that’s my journalistic skills, or maybe it’s the sloppy paper trail the Oakrun High School administration seems to leave everywhere, but stories like this are easy to report.
Either way, Dr. Thompson looks like she’s just walked away from a shakedown the second I exit her office.
The knowledge of a story well investigated rushes through me, like what I imagine landing a trick for an extreme athlete or completing a prank for Brooklyn Townsend must feel like. I’m able to roll my shoulders back without having to convince myself of pride. It’s already there, and so is the eagerness to rush back home and type it up.
And there is nothing that could possibly take the wind out of my sails right now quicker than the sight of one Gavin Youngblood V.
Gavin Youngblood V is a nepo baby in the worst sense of the word. The Youngbloods are practically a monarchy of middling small-town politicians with a penchant for cowboy boots and being more charm than substance. Gavin V’s dad, Gavin IV, was the best of the Gavins: charming, handsome, country as all get-out. But he retired two years ago to tend to his goat farm and sell cheese at the farmers’ market every weekend, so Gavin V kind of got elected out of sheer confusion.
Oakrun has to have a Youngblood in office, and he was the next in line for the throne—or, um, ergonomic office chair. So while Gavin IV draws a line a block long every week at the farmers’ market, our replacement Gavin can barely get anyone to show up to his State of the Oakrun speeches in town square. During the last one, he was so disappointed by the crowd, he actually threw his microphone down and stomped offstage halfway through.
So, yeah, he’s a nepo baby, but he’s also just a man-child. And, yes, that’s a journalistic observation.
“Well, well, well, little lady, you must be here to ask me about my inspired remodel for city hall, huh?” He hikes his pants up so high I think he might eat his belt buckle. “Now, one thing you’ve gotta understand is a man like me don’t settle for nothing less than the best. Especially when it comes to carpet. Let me show you—”
“I’m not here for that,” I say, looking down. I barely even noticed that new carpet throughout the building. It looks exactly the same as the old carpet, just slightly less beige? “But I’ll keep it in mind for the next story. Thanks.”
I already know that the real Oakrun Post, the one helmed by adults, refused to cover this story. Which is probably why a twenty-four-year-old in a too-big Stetson thinks I’m here to listen to him tell me about how the new carpet in city hall is going to revolutionize Oakrun as we know it.
We’re standing in the main hall, the one lined with all the portraits of past mayors, which means behind Gavin V are at least half a dozen other Gavins who look exactly like him, just a little older and more weathered. Only six years ago, this Mayor Youngblood was a senior at Oakrun High School, losing his bid for class president (his entire platform was making Bring Your Tractor to School Day a weekly affair and replacing the water in the fountains with Baja Blast), so his face still has the round cheeks and reddish tint of a toddler on a sugar high.
“Oh.” His face twists up in confusion. “Well, I’ve got some things to say about it, so you just come on back, you hear? I’m a visionary. That’s what a lot of folks don’t understand.” He points off into the distance. “I see things coming from a mile away. My dad, see, he didn’t have the stomach for leadership, not like I do. I was born for this.”
Born to pick out carpet samples? I want to ask, but I smile politely and rush out the front door and into my car.
Alotta calls my silver Toyota Corolla a shitbox because of its, shall we say, eclectic features, but it drives … most of the time. And a win is a win. Aside from the new girl—the Chapman—and Tyler, hardly any of my other classmates have cars. It’s kind of been deemed unnecessary in a town as small as ours, but for me it’s a godsend. Especially on snowy days like today.
But of course, today is the day my car won’t start. I parked behind the huge dumpster in back of the building because it was the one place I thought my tires wouldn’t get stuck in the parking-lot snowdrift. And it seemed like a good idea at the time. But now I’m just in a freezing-cold car hidden in the shadow of the Mount Rushmore of trash. I let my head fall against the steering wheel and groan.
I wish I could say this is the first time this has happened, but Alotta’s teasing is, unfortunately, not complete bullshit. One day last month, when I tried to start my car up after school, I was in the exact same position, trapped in my spot, freaking out about being late to my shift at the store. I was able to have the auto-body class take a look at it instead of sending it into the shop for repairs, and it’s been running perfectly ever since, until now.
I hear feet crunching through the snow, and a flicker of hope ignites in me. Maybe someone can give me a jump. I crank down my window, prepared to ask for help, when I hear Mayor Youngblood and another voice on the other side of the dumpster.
But after a beat my whole body goes cold. It’s Mayor Youngblood’s voice, but gone is the happy, egotistical man from inside. His voice is smug and downright impatient now.
“Meeting by a dumpster. I bet you my daddy never had to do nothin’ like this.”
“Well, sir, I never had to have a conversation like this with your father.”



CORN SYRUP STORY AUDIO
Recorded: December 15
Transcribed: December 15
Gavin Youngblood: I don’t get the respect I deserve in this town. Hey, you think I could do TV? Like reality?
Unknown Speaker: Of course, sir. You wanted to talk about the development?
GY: Oh yeah! Listen, I don’t wanna hear no lip from any of these little minorities about the development. You know how they get. Always complaining about one thing or another. I already seen that Cole girl sniffing around for a story.
US: Your development plans have displaced multiple Black-owned businesses already, sir. The Sullivans’ bookstore and Cole’s Hardware have been fixtures of this community for years. I think it’s a valid concern—
GY: Oh, hush up, you’re just like my daddy. Don’t know business. We need big money from big companies, all right? The right kind of businesses, if you catch my drift. We need a different … demographic downtown now. But it’ll look better if we put a different face on it, you understand?
US: That’s not really how it works. I think we should really—
GY: Enough pussyfooting around. Call up that Cole boy. The one from the internet. He’ll be the face of the project. Once we got him on board, they won’t care what comes down and what goes up. Don’t matter who gets the real money so long as they think it’s PC. We’ll announce it at the festival.
US: Sir, a redesign project of this scope usually takes months of PR and strategy to roll out.
GY: Grease enough squeaky wheels to get this show on the road. Something my daddy never could seem to do. This whole town’ll have a new face by the time I’m done with it, and I bet they’ll be ready to throw a parade in my honor. No damn cheesemaking goat farmer is better than me.
US: [Sighs.] I just want to make sure you know what you’re asking for, sir.
GY: Look at my hands. Do they look like they’re shaking to you?
US: No, sir.
GY: Damn right. Let me know when it’s done.







FIFTEEN
NEW YEAR’S DAY
Dominique
12:15 P.M.
I get back to GiMa’s house covered in snow, nose running and all. As I take my coat off and hang it up, I hear my name come up on the local news. I rush over to the couch to watch.
We are all in for a major treat at tonight’s annual Festival of Lights. Hometown hero Dominique Cole will deliver remarks about a major announcement with Mayor Youngblood. Many of you may remember when his viral video took him from the hallways of Oakrun High School to the catwalks of fashion shows in New York City. Since then, he has amassed a following of nearly five hundred thousand on BleepBlorp. Welcome home, Dom.
Back to you, Chip!
GiMa grabs me and gives me the biggest hug. It feels like my mom is hugging me too. “That was so exciting. Come on, let’s get some food.”
GiMa slowly gets up off the couch and heads to the kitchen. I take a seat at the table as she starts making my plate. GiMa always insists on serving her dishes. Says it makes her feel like a chef on one of those cooking shows. But she expects us kids to do the cleaning up afterward. GiMa slaps some collard greens on the ceramic plate, with a scoop of black-eyed peas, a piece of cornbread, and my favorite: honey-baked ham. I feel like a ten-year-old kid again. I can almost hear me and Andy fussing in the background about whether to put on the TV or play music.
As she sets the food down in front of me, it takes all my self-control not to devour the entire thing on the spot. I stick the fork in the greens, and GiMa shoots me a scowl that would take decades to perfect. I quickly drop my hand, close my eyes, and bow my head, as GiMa starts to say grace.
“Dear Lord. We thank you for the blessings on this day. Thank you for bringing my baby, Dominique, home. I’m grateful for what you have provided this family, far beyond anything I could have ever expected. Keep those who are no longer with us as our angels who guide us on this journey. Bless this food made for the nourishment of our bodies. Bless the hands that prepared it. In Jesus’s name we pray. Amen.”
This makes me think of GiMa’s favorite church song, “We’ve Come This Far by Faith.” It seems to be the thing that has kept her going so long. The thing that makes her pray instead of worrying. She always says that “God will make a way,” and she’s been here long enough to have seen that proved time and time again.
As I start to eat, I think about GiMa saying “those who are no longer with us.” I’ve learned to block my feelings when it comes to the people I’ve lost, especially the most important one. I take a few bites as my foot taps on the floor.
“Your nerves bad? Must be all the hoopla about this damn festival.” I sit in thought for a brief moment before finally saying something that’s been on my heart all day.
“GiMa. Do you think my mother is proud of me?”
I lost my mother to cancer when I was eight. It was like she was there one day and the next she was gone. My father was never really in the picture, so GiMa raised me after that. I have fond memories of early childhood with my mother singing in the church, getting me all dressed up for the first day of school, and my personal favorite thing: reading me bedtime stories. But I do sometimes wonder what life would be like if she were still here to guide me.
It was after her passing that Andy and I really became close. I think Andy went out of her way to try to fill the void left now that I didn’t have my mother with me. I sometimes think the reason that I only think about myself when making decisions is because I question how much time I will have in this life to achieve all my goals. When the person you love the most dies so young, it changes you. You realize life isn’t promised, so you do it all now, as fast as possible.
As a kid I remember holding Andy’s hand to cross the street or go to the park. But in all honesty, since my mother’s death it’s been Andy who has been holding mine.
“Of course she is proud of you. Now, what’s the real reason you asked me that?”
In reality, I’m questioning every decision I have ever made that’s led me to this point, but that’s too hard to put into words. “Maybe coming home just makes me a little sentimental.”
We both continue eating before GiMa breaks the silence of her food chewing. “Where is Tyler at? He said he would come and get a plate.”
“I haven’t talked to him since he left, but I’m sure I’ll see him at the Festival of Lights tonight.”
“Mmmm-hmmmm … So when are you two gonna get together?”
I drop my fork right on the floor. She is looking at me with a smirk on her face, and I am looking at her with eyes as big as quarters. “GiMa. It’s not like—”
She cuts me off. “I see how y’all have gotten distant, and it makes me so sad.” She shakes her head, forehead creasing with concern. “I know you love Tyler, but you gotta stop running, baby. So what if it doesn’t work out? Only thing certain is you’ll never know if you don’t at least try.”
“GiMa, what?” I exclaim. I’m so shocked I can’t even hide from the truth of her words. “How did you know?”
“Boy, you two have been competing with each other since y’all was five. Whole time y’all’ve only been running away from the obvious.” She chuckles.
All this time, it seems Tyler and I were the only ones in the dark about our feelings for each other. If GiMa has been waiting for us to take action, I’m guessing my other family has been too, especially Andy. It’s funny how you know a person doesn’t care if you are gay or not, but you still have this guilt inside about disappointing them. Of not living up to the imaginary version of you they may have in their head. But then someone who really loves you confirms what you knew all along—that some love is unconditional—and that’s the sort of thing worth fighting for.
“I have a lot of hopes and dreams for you and Andy. But the biggest one has always been that you be yourself.”
I jump up from the table and give GiMa the biggest hug. She rocks me back and forth, giving me pats on the back like she burped me when I was a baby. I look at my phone on the table and see I’ve missed a text from Ty.
Tyler: Hey tell GiMa I’m sorry I couldn’t make it for lunch.
I quickly finish eating my plate before getting up and grabbing a container from the cabinet. I start making Tyler a plate to go.
Me: I need to see you ASAP. Please. Meet me at the old spot.


Tyler: Okay. I will.
“Where are you rushing off to now? You just got back!” GiMa says.
“I’m going to see Tyler,” I respond quickly.
“All right, but not before you lie down for a second,” she says between bites.
Maybe she’s right. I have been ripping and running through town for half the day, and the truth is I am a little tired. Honestly, GiMa typically knows best … But this may be my only chance with Tyler, since I’m leaving tomorrow, and I’d hate for a nap to be the reason I missed out.
I’m not sure I can convince GiMa, so I have to make a choice. This may be the only time that I’m glad that age has slowed GiMa down some, because what I’m about to do is definitely gonna get me popped later.
I run to the table and grab his food, then my coat, and dart out the door as fast as I can.
“Dom, where the he…”
GiMa’s voice fades out as I dash down the stairs—putting my track skills to use for once—knowing that any curses from her later will be well worth it in the end.
For now, sleep can wait. Tyler can’t.







SIXTEEN
Andy
12:55 P.M.
The stampede of half-naked Oakrun citizens is almost enough to make me turn tail and head back inside, but as much as I want to, we’ve got to get back on track. There’s still a car to find and a flash drive to grab and a life after New Year’s Day to think about.
When we got the news six months ago that our lease on the building wasn’t being renewed, that was heartbreaking enough. But the realization that after we moved out, the entire building—the apartment I grew up in and the store that’s been my family’s legacy for seventy-five years—was being demolished to make way for a pretentious new hotel as a part of the mayor’s redevelopment plan, that was devastating. Our landlord at least had the decency to be a little embarrassed about it when he showed up at our door, papers in hand.
“I’m sorry, Michelle. It’s too good a deal to turn down. You know how it’s been around here lately,” he said, his shoulders tense.
And, yeah, we all knew how bad it had been. Cole’s used to be a town staple, but with more people being driven out of town by the rising rents, and even more people still opting for one-hour shipping and products for a fraction of the price online, we just couldn’t compete the same way. By the time they made our landlord the offer to buy the building, we were already four months behind on rent.
The papers have been signed and the deal is done already. The end of Cole’s Hardware is inevitable. We have no money, or alternatives, and the date for move-out is set for the end of January. Barely four weeks until life as I know it will cease to exist.
But Dominique isn’t a lost cause. He can’t be. I just know if I can get to him, if I can tell him why he’s really been asked to be the spokesperson for this new hotel, then I at least won’t have to feel betrayed by my cousin on top of everything else. Because if he knows the impact of this deal, knows why they chose him—to silence us, to keep Black folks who have been the backbone of this town since its inception from causing too much of a fuss—and goes through with this anyway, then I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to look at him the same.
“Where to next, boss?” Iris asks.
I’m sure she wants to help me find my car, but I’m also pretty sure she just wants to get away from the spectacle of the Nearly Naked Mile. A sophomore in a giant hot dog costume slips a little as he runs by, then tilts his head back to the sky and howls like a wolf and bangs on his chest once he rights himself and keeps going. It’s a bit much, even for someone who’s watched this race every year of her life.
Iris shoves her hands in her pockets and brushes her shoulder against mine. Even if nothing has gone according to plan today, I can admit to myself that this feels good. Right. I can admit to myself that I want more than her shoulder brushing against mine. I want our palms pressed together; I want our fingers interlaced. I want more than just today.
Tyler was right. Maybe it is time to rewrite my plan.
“Iris, this may be a weird idea, but what if we—”
“Andy, wait, there’s Rico!”
Iris cuts me off and points across Main. Through a throng of runners, I can see Rico, the last person who I know for sure was anywhere near my car. Maybe I can shake some sense into him and finally get to the bottom of things. And then this whole convoluted scavenger hunt will be finished.
I don’t stop to think about my lack of athleticism, or the fact that I’m in a pair of jeans that are extremely not suited for physical activity. Instead I take off.
“Rico! I see you!” I shout after him. “Slow your short ass down!”
I sprint, and Iris does too. When Rico realizes we’re chasing him, he speeds up, his five-foot-nothing strides suddenly elongating like he’s Usain Bolt. His eyes go wide and he turns back to focus on the path. He’s dressed in a bikini with a mesh cover-up over him—because propriety, I guess—and the lack of wind resistance is doing wonders for him. He’s pumping his arms and legs so fast, I’m half convinced he’s going to take flight. Still, I don’t stop. And neither does Iris.
To my left, Iris’s hoodie-and-leather-jacket combo look out of place among the costumes and half-dressed runners. Unlike me, though, she doesn’t look like she’s fighting for her life. She looks like she does this for fun, all majestic and whatnot.
It’s sick and twisted.
I dodge Dr. Vincent, my dentist, in a Superman costume, and three different fruits and veggies, until I get within reach of Rico.
“Rico, I swear to God…”
I’m huffing and puffing and the icy air is burning my lungs and I’m beginning to accept the reality that I may not catch this slippery little pool noodle of a boy today.
But Iris hasn’t accepted defeat. As I slow down, Iris turns on her energy reserves and flies past and dives straight at Rico. She tucks her shoulder like a football player going in for a proper tackle, wraps her arms around his midsection, and takes him down straight into a pile of firm snow.
I’m alarmed. I’m intrigued. I’m … kind of turned on?
Rico flails his arms and legs as Iris rolls both of them out of the way of the other racers.
“It wasn’t my idea, I swear!”
I lean over Rico and I hope I look as menacing as I feel. I just know Rico can tell me where my car is, but I’m waylaid by an even more pressing question:
“Why the hell would you wear a bikini in this weather? You’re begging for pneumonia.”
Iris elbows me. She stands up to dust the snow off herself, and stares down at Rico with her arms crossed.
“Andy, focus.”
Right. Right.
“Where the hell is my car, Rico? I know you were the last one to see it today.”
When he doesn’t answer right away, Iris cracks her knuckles like she’s going to rough him up a bit. I’m pretty sure it’s all for show, but with the way she lunged for him earlier, I can’t say what’s possible and what’s not with her anymore.
“Okay, okay!”
Iris extends a hand so he can pull himself out of the snow. She may be a bit of an enforcer, but she’s not without a heart. I like that.
What don’t I like about her at this point?
“It was Brooklyn, okay? Brooklyn has the car.”
What does Brooklyn have to do with anything? It’s not— She couldn’t—
“Rico, what are you talking about?” Iris asks.
“It was a prank. Someone dared her last night, during the party.” Rico throws his hands up. “It was funny at the time, okay? Everybody was joking around, and you were being so chaotic, it was like, ‘Haha, what if we Dude, Where’s My Car? her tomorrow?’ or whatever.”
I shake my head. No, no that can’t be right. I know Brooklyn is the queen of pranks. It’s part of who she is, part of why I think she’s so cool. She never backs down from a challenge. She’s the definition of a badass. But there’s just no way this is all part of one of her pranks.
Grand theft auto isn’t a joke. It’s a violation. It’s humiliating. It’s a slap in the face.
I can’t even stutter out a response. I don’t know what’s left to say at this point. Brooklyn Townsend played me, just like she’s played everyone else. And I was so drunk and stupid over her that I didn’t even notice.
“She’s parked at the school now.” He shrugs.
My legs feel like jelly, so I let them give out beneath me. I sit in the snow and pull my knees up toward my body.
“We good?” I hear Rico speaking, but it sounds like he’s a mile away. “Can I finish the race, or are you gonna tackle me again, LeBron?”
“That’s basketball, not football, you life-sized eye booger,” Iris practically growls. “Go away.”
Iris squats down next to me, and I feel her shoulder against mine. I allow myself to lean into her warmth without hesitation. She wraps an arm around my shoulders and I practically collapse into her. I know I need to get up, I know I need to go get my car, drive to Dom, finish what I started. But I just can’t right now. Not yet.
“I’m sorry, Andy.” She leans her head against mine and I revel in the closeness. “When I saw her get in your car last night, I didn’t think she was going to drive away with it. She went way too far, honestly.”
I pull away slowly, turning Iris’s words over in my head.
“When you saw her do what last night?”
“No, I mean, I was outside, you know, dusting the snow off Moody—”
I push myself up so I’m towering over Iris.
“You saw Brooklyn get into my car last night?”
As Iris struggles to find her words, betrayal and the hot sting of embarrassment crawl up through my chest and make a home in my throat. I can barely breathe.
“Yes, but—”
“But you asked me— Earlier. You asked me what my car looked like. So, you knew all along?”
“Yes. Well, no. I mean, I saw the car when it was in the shop at school a few weeks ago. I didn’t know for sure it was yours. Or, okay, I sort of did, but…” She’s stumbling over her words, the attempt to undo the lie that started all of this morphing her from the cool, sarcastic girl I’ve spent the day with into some fumbling mess. “You were stressed about Dominique and then you told me about your flash drive and I just thought … Well, I wasn’t thinking clearly, obviously. I just wanted…”
A pit forms in my stomach so deep, so immediate, that I lose my breath.
I’ve never told her my cousin’s name. I’ve been so careful all day not to bring him up after that first mention didn’t seem to ring any bells. With one slipup, the avalanche of omissions threatens to bury me. Iris knew what happened to my car. She knew who my cousin was.
All the discoveries that I thought we were having together. All the revelations and conversations that I thought were built on an organic foundation, free of the preconceived notions that have followed me my entire life, were all fake. Everything was built on a lie. Iris knew exactly who I was. Knew about my family, my background, and the deep embarrassment of having my car stolen by the girl I thought I loved.
All day, Iris has been running from place to place with me. Not once, not even when I told her how important it was that I get my car back, did she say anything. She didn’t tell me the truth. She let me think we were on a wild goose chase, always a step behind the world’s most inept car burglar. She laughed with me, held my hands when I was panicking, and smiled in my face.
Maybe somewhere, deep down, I should have known that me and Brooklyn would never be together. That she would never look at me as anything other than some bookish, serious girl whose crush was so big and dumb and embarrassing that the only natural thing to do was to make her the butt of a joke.
But Iris and Brooklyn aren’t the same. I thought Iris with her random car facts and her snort-laugh and her tiny, precious, lovingly rebuilt car might actually like me—even without a stomach full of cheap champagne and a famous cousin at my disposal.
“Andy, please, I never meant to lie to you—”
Iris stands to move toward me and holds out a hand like she wants to pull me to her, but I sidestep her reach. Maybe the only shred of self-preservation I’ve displayed all day. It’s only when I take a step back that I realize her eyes aren’t even trained on mine anymore.
I turn, and there it is. Over my shoulder there’s a poster hastily taped to a lamppost. It reads FESTIVAL OF LIGHTS SURPRISE APPEARANCE BY OAKRUN’S OWN DOMINIQUE COLE—my cousin’s perfectly airbrushed headshot directly underneath.
It’s all so clear to me now.
I don’t need her to answer my question at all. I know why she spent all day with me and didn’t say anything about Brooklyn. Why she let me believe any of this was real.
“But you did lie to me, didn’t you?” I wipe at the tears that are burning at the edges of my eyelids. I laugh just once, sharp and bitter. “But, hey, don’t worry. I always keep my promises. You wanted to meet my cousin, right? That’s the big, mysterious favor? Well, I’ll introduce you tonight. Maybe he’ll be able to hook you up with that job you want to get you out of Oakrun as soon as graduation is over.”
I feel used, humiliated, and discarded. It’s unlike anything else I’ve ever felt.
“Congratulations, Iris.” I turn in the direction of the school. We’re barely half a mile away, but right now I’d be willing to walk any distance if it meant being away from Iris. I call back over my shoulder, “Not so different from your parents after all, huh?”







SEVENTEEN
Dominique
1:30 P.M.
Snow begins falling again as I head toward Rivera Library, the old meeting spot. It was one of our safe places as kids. Andy, me, Tyler, and a bunch of others from the neighborhood used to go to story-time theater every weekend, where the librarians would help us act out whatever book we chose for the week. It may have been where I got my passion for entertaining, honestly.
That was one of the great things about growing up in a small city. There wasn’t always much to do, so our imaginations became a haven for us. A bench in Central Park. A space colony on the moon. A bakery in Paris. Some of the places I have traveled in life started through the books we got to read. And don’t get me started on the fantasy worlds we obsessed over.
We even had our own coven at one point, but witchcraft wasn’t our strong suit.
Although the library isn’t far from GiMa’s, the ground is icy, so I take my time on the commute, letting my thoughts unspool and anticipation build. What if Tyler isn’t ready to talk for real? To forgive me?
I walk up the steps to the front door and pull on it, but it’s locked.
I try the other door around back, but I see someone sitting on the bench with their back to me. I’d recognize him anywhere.
“Hey, Ty,” I say in a rush as I nervously approach and take a seat.
He looks back at me, then slides down the bench some, creating more space between us. Ouch.
“So, you needed to see me?”
The look on his face is saying I’ve got about two minutes or one wrong word before he takes off, and I definitely don’t want to say the wrong thing. I nervously hand him his container of food.
“So … the meeting went pretty well. We discussed plans for the city, and I even got to see a 3D model of the hotel.” I clutch the bench like it’s a lifeline. “The general manager of the hotel chain said I might even have more opportunities down the line for other gigs at different hotels. It’d be a lot of work and travel, but it’s the biggest financial opportunity I’ve ever had. Once the hotel is done, I’d come back to Oakrun for some filming and ribbon cutting, but in the meantime I’d stay at the other hotels and make content all over the country. Hell, maybe even the world!”
I don’t know what I want him to say. But I want him to say something.
He starts biting his lip again, and waits a long time before he speaks.
“I guess you’ve got everything you ever wanted now.” He stands, like he’s heard everything he needs to hear.
“Wait!” I yell and grab his arm. “It’s not quite everything I want.”
My voice shakes, betraying me. This might be the last chance I have to make things right with Tyler. Who knows how long it’ll be until our paths cross again otherwise?
Thankfully, he slowly sits back down, looking me in the eyes. I pray I’m not imagining the hope in his. I slide in a little closer to him, wrapping one arm around his shoulder, instantly feeling his shivers start to ease as we warm each other up. Snowflakes fall all around us. They silently encourage me to seize the moment.
“I think we need to talk. Like really talk,” I say. “No shade. No tea. Just … talk.”
I look deeply into Tyler’s eyes and find my center. It’s always been him. I grab both his hands as he lifts a brow in apprehension.
“I’ve felt a way about you for a while. And I think part of me leaving was because I wasn’t ready for the feelings I was having. When I went chasing one dream, I also lost another.” I slowly start to lean in as I feel our hands shake, but not from the cold. From the gravity of this moment.
The hope behind Tyler’s eyes erupts into something radiant. And I know I’ve said the right thing—that he feels the same way. He gives my hands a squeeze, which gives me the courage to do the one thing I’ve been dreaming of since senior prom.
I lean in, and when our lips meet, I exhale a breath that I’ve been holding since I left Oakrun for New York, and I imagine Ty doing the same. Our faces are a few inches apart, and for once we are both left speechless. It’s as if everything around us has stopped moving and we are frozen in time. When Tyler finally breaks the silence, I’m shocked back into reality.
He gives me a tight smile to soften the blow, but he’s got a look in his eye that can only mean he has something important to say. I make space in my heart for whatever it is. I’m finally ready to put my ego aside to hear him out. I don’t want to live a life without him in it anymore.
“I was so angry when you left. But not just because you left. But because of how you did. The fact that you didn’t tell me that your plans—our plans—had changed. You didn’t even tell me about Kim until after you accepted her offer,” he sighs. “It felt like one day we were planning to be college roommates and the next you were posting selfies saying ‘new address, same me’ in New York. It suddenly felt like the whole internet knew my best friend better than me. You never called or texted. How was I supposed to cope with that switch-up?”
This is probably the first time in years I actually listen to what someone is saying, fully, before planning my response. So much of the life of an influencer is guessing what’s coming next, and trying to figure out someone’s next move before they make it. It’s what can make the difference between booking a job or seeing it go to the next person, securing that sponsorship deal or losing it to someone with the viral video of the week. But with Tyler, I don’t want to miss a beat. I feel like I can’t afford to. Not this time.
“I know I should’ve handled it differently. I was overwhelmed. When my mom died, everyone started making decisions for me, afraid that I would fall apart. This was the first time I felt like I had made a decision for myself.” I squeeze his hands even tighter. “You and Andy always knew what you wanted, and often I would just go along with it because … I was afraid that what I wanted was too big a dream.”
I can see that Tyler’s face is showing me some empathy. He is really listening and hanging on every word I say. Meanwhile, my stomach is in knots as my palms continue to sweat, no matter how much I try to dry them on my pants. But I know this may be my only chance to convince him that this is a good thing for us. I slide a little closer and continue.
“But the overnight fame, the attention got to my head. I was just trying to keep up—not miss out on my big break—and I didn’t know how to tell you that. For that I’m truly sorry. But I’m back now. And I never want to be out of your life again,” I say. “When I failed a test, when I missed my mom—you’ve always been there. And now it’s my turn to do the same. We can make this work, Ty. People do long-distance relationships all the time, you know?”
I can see he is taking a moment to process it all—but I truly hope he can see how much I mean it.
“Dom. I appreciate your apology. But you’re still trying to fit me into your dream like some kind of puzzle piece. What about things I might want to do? Who says I want a boyfriend who’s always on the road or that I want to date long-distance? I have a life that I love. Here,” he says, squeezing my hand tight with hurt behind his eyes that mirrors my own.
His words hit me like a ton of bricks. Maybe this isn’t worth it to him. Maybe, after all this time, there’s just too much baggage between us to expect him to get over the past.
“This is hard for me, Dom. I hated that we didn’t speak for all that time. That distance—it’s weighed on me. I would type out texts to you and delete them. As much as I want to make this work, I have a life too. And it’s just as demanding. I don’t mind compromise, but it can’t only be me having to change my life to fit yours.”
He pulls his hand back into his own lap and offers me a sad smile.
“This decision has to be about what you want and what I want. That’s the only way this works. If it’s fifty-fifty.” He slides away from me again, and it feels like a million miles have opened up between us. “And I don’t think you’re ready to do that yet. I’ve gotta go, Dom—my mom needs me to run some errands for her. But I am happy for you. Honestly.” He gets up from the bench and starts to become a distant figure. Although I feel like I should stop him … I know I need to let him go.
An ultimatum. As if there were something else I needed thrown on top of all that has happened today. I really don’t want to lose Tyler again, but I also know that the work I do in New York—the deals I get—could set my family up financially forever. And give me the career I’ve always wanted.
All my hope has been replaced by a defeat weighing heavy on my chest. The weight that GiMa just got off me has piled back on in a new form. This isn’t me. This isn’t us. But I’m at a loss for words, trying to piece together what to do when my life is pulling me in two different directions. Again.
The past few months I’ve received a lot of nos, but none have felt like this. I’ve only had my heart broken one time, and that was when my mom passed. But this?
This is a heartbreak I never saw coming.







EIGHTEEN
Andy
1:45 P.M.
I’m not unfamiliar with disappointment. It’s a pretty natural part of life, wanting things that you can’t have. I wanted a pony when I was four and cried for three days straight when my parents told me I couldn’t have one. I wanted my parents to be able to retire when they got old, knowing that their legacy in Cole’s Hardware was secure, and I have had to face the reality that that may never happen. And I had a crush on Brooklyn Townsend for the past two years of high school and—especially after last night—we are never, ever going to be together.
So, yeah, disappointment is just part of being a human. But anger? I do my best to never completely give in to it. But it’s too strong right now to ignore. I march through the snow, the flames of indignation licking up inside me, warming me in a way that keeps me from even noticing the biting cold whipping against my face.
The weirdest part? While I’m embarrassed and upset about Brooklyn taking my car as a part of some prank, she’s not even the one I’m most angry with. It’s Iris. I trusted her, and she betrayed me. She used me. It was more important to her to get me to introduce her to my cousin than to be honest with me.
“Brooklyn.” Her name whooshes out of me the second I spot her.
When I round the corner, my car is parked sort of haphazardly in front of the school, its front left tire just barely up on the sidewalk, like the driver either didn’t care or has the same skill level as a three-year-old in a Little Tikes Cozy Coupe.
Brooklyn Townsend leans against the hood, taking a puff of her vape and breathing it out into the crisp air.
My first thought is, of course, pure, unadulterated outrage. And my second thought is: Oh my god, did she get pineapple-scented smoke in my mint-condition nylon upholstery? It’s that idea, of having to deep-clean my seats to get the smell of her out, that makes it hard for me to see straight.
“Andy.” Brooklyn smiles lazily in a way that I used to think was so perfect. The smile that just last night I could have sworn would be worth launching a thousand ships, Helen of Troy–style, over. “You finally caught up with me. I thought I was going to have to get Rico to throw you another hint if we were going to wrap this whole thing up before the festival.”
She pushes herself off the car and tosses my keys through the air. I manage to catch them despite the clumsiness in my freezing fingers and how disoriented I feel about everything that’s happening right now.
“‘Caught up’ with you? What—what do you mean?” I just barely manage to stammer out.
All the righteous fury disappears like Brooklyn’s smoke in the wind and is replaced by my usual nervousness around her. She struts until she’s right in front of me, her head cocked to the side like I’m an adorable puppy and she’s the person browsing the pet store who will never actually take me home. Twin sensations of mortification and unease battle it out in my brain.
“I mean, I’ve been leaving you hints all day. Little nods for how you could find me. Like a scavenger hunt.” She opens her hands up and does a little ta-da! shake. “Just going with a dare is too easy. I like to add some flair.”
I shake my head. How can she be so casual about this? She literally stole my car. She could go to jail for that. And not only did she steal it—she then spent the day taunting me by remaining just outside my reach. Her dare extends past what could maybe be excused as harmless fun and all the way into cruelty. The realization makes my stomach churn.
“Flair?”
“Yeah, you know me.” She shoves at one of my shoulders with a laugh. “It’s like that article you wrote about me last semester after—what did you call it? The #DickDebacle. The one where you called me ‘bold with a dash of daring.’ God, that was great. I cut it out and put it in my senior book.”
She’s read my articles. I thought I was writing into a void. To hear that Brooklyn has been not only reading them, but cutting them out and saving them as mementos? I expect my heart to trip over itself or butterflies to take up residence in my stomach. Instead I just feel a hot ball of frustration expand in my chest until I can barely stand it anymore.
“You’re a journalist, right?” She takes another hit of her vape and blinks slowly while she blows the smoke away from us. “I knew you’d crack the case eventually or whatever.”
For years I thought of Brooklyn as some sort of badass who didn’t care what people thought of her. Even in the stories I wrote covering her pranks and dares, I pulled back where I could have hit harder. I left out her name even when I knew she was the one responsible.
“Why would you do this?” To me, I just barely manage to leave out.
“It was a dare,” she says, her voice confused. “You know. I kind of had to?”
I’ve only had one real conversation with Brooklyn before, and that one was doused in alcohol and practically set on fire. The version of me that Brooklyn is most familiar with is focused and mostly keeps to herself; she is more concerned with getting a good pull quote for an upcoming story than finding the best party on a Friday night. So Brooklyn is just as surprised as I am when I roll my shoulders back and look her directly in the eye.
“You didn’t have to,” I say, my voice stronger than it was before. “You could have said no. You knew I was messed up last night and was probably going to wake up disoriented this morning. Did you even think about how I was supposed to get home?”
“Well, you came with that Tyler kid; I figured—”
My keys cut into my palms as I squeeze my fist tighter and tighter.
“And that’s an excuse to take advantage of someone when they’re drunk?”
“No, but—” She shakes her head. “Everyone was looking at me! I have to one-up myself every time. You know that.”
I want to smack my hand against my forehead, it’s so obvious. Brooklyn isn’t fearless. She’s reckless and has no regard for anyone but herself. What I mistook for bravery, I now see for what it is. Brooklyn wants to be admired just as badly as anyone else. She wants people’s eyes on her, no matter the cost or the consequence.
Last month, after her painting incident caused thousands in damages, her parents just wrote a check to cover the mess and—according to Connie, off the record—a little extra to keep her from getting into legal trouble.
Part of me wanted Brooklyn not just because she’s beautiful and bold, but because I thought if I could just get closer to her flame, then maybe I would catch fire too. I thought that by rejecting the prim properness of the Holloways or the problematic capitalist bullshit that Sunshine and Jared Chapman seem so stuck on, Brooklyn must be different. But she’s not. Brooklyn, Iris, and the rest of them are all cut from the exact same cloth—practically choking on their entitlement and their silver spoons.
When I don’t respond, she softens, her eyes searching mine for something, anything, that looks like the kind of adoration I’m sure I directed her way at the party last night.
“Andy, seriously, it was just a joke, you know? Just some fun. I thought you liked the pranks.”
Maybe I did. Maybe I saw what I wanted to see in Brooklyn because I needed a distraction from my parents’ failing business or my dying town. Maybe I lost myself in a crush because it was easier than finding myself in the truth. But not anymore.
It’s time to face what I’ve been running from. It’s time to do what I’ve been too afraid of.
I brush past Brooklyn, get into the car, and reverse off the curb and back out to the street. I’m going to city hall. No story, no Dominique, no fanfare. Just me and the truth.
I’m going to talk to the mayor.







NINETEEN
Dominique
2:45 P.M.
I feel like half the day I’ve been walking—but now it’s a walk of sadness to Nelson’s. This morning all I wanted was my usual Frap from Starbucks, but to be honest, nothing from Starbucks has ever tasted as good as what Lady Nelson can make. I could certainly go for a good cup of hot chocolate right about now.
The bells on the door jingle as I enter. Although Christmas is over, the decorations are hanging about the old-school diner.
“Dominique Cole! Imagine us having a superstar at Nelson’s today. What can I get you, darlin’?”
“Hey, Lady Nelson. I just need a cup of hot chocolate,” I chuckle.
“Coming right up!” she says, waving me to a booth.
I am nobody’s superstar. But it is nice to hear a compliment coming from one of the most respected women in town. I look around the vintage diner and it brings back so many memories. Much like Cole’s Hardware, this spot has been here for a long time. When we were kids, if we were really good, GiMa would bring me and Andy here and we would have milkshakes with a brownie to share. Damn, I wish Andy were here.
The front door jingles again as a homeless man walks in.
“Hey, Ed. Take a seat in the back booth,” greets Lady Nelson. He nods and continues back.
Lady Nelson walks over to the counter and grabs a plate of food that she has waiting just for him. Homelessness in New York City is nothing like this. I actually watched a store owner hose down the people loitering in front. Instead of doing anything, I recorded it and posted the video to my private stories—forgetting the whole time that those people were human, too. Lady Nelson would be ashamed of her so-called superstar if she really knew me. I’m definitely not the person everyone thinks I am.
“I saw Andy a little bit ago! Looking like the damn Tasmanian Devil.”
“Yeah, I haven’t seen her yet.” Guilt settles in my stomach, but I play it off. “But I’m sure I’ll see her tonight.”
Andy must really be mad at me because she hasn’t reached out. She could also be on the run from Aunt Michelle. I should have asked Ty if he’d heard from her. I truly hate where things are with all three of us, but I also wish they could be more supportive of my journey. Then again, maybe I’m just asking for something that I wasn’t able to provide either. Coming back home has revealed so much to me in such a short span of time.
I grab my cup of hot chocolate and say my goodbyes.
“Hey, Dom,” calls Lady Nelson. “Before you go. Can you sign your photo on the wall?”
I look back to see the iconic Nelson’s wall of fame. She’s added a photo of me with GiMa and Andy from the day I left Oakrun. Me smiling from ear to ear, Andy rolling her eyes, with GiMa in between us beaming with pride. She hands me the Sharpie and I sign it: With Love, Dominique Cole. She gives me a hug before saying, “All right, I’mma close up shop a little early. See you at the celebration tonight.”
I take a moment to look at all the pictures on the wall. Of course, the whole lineage of the Gavins is there, looking like some cheap version of the Brady Bunch. But there are also a lot of faces on the wall that I’ve never seen before. Old black-and-white photos of very well-dressed Black men and women.
“Hey, Miss Lady Nelson.”
That voice … again. I swear Miss Angie must have a GPS attached to me today. I turn around and see Lady Nelson giving Miss Angie the stink face. “Hey, Angie. I’m closing up soon, so put your order in if you gettin’ something.”
Miss Angie waves her off before walking up toward me.
“Well, would you look at that. You on the wall of fame.” I sigh as I continue to look at the pictures. “You know, I would’ve been up there, if I hadn’t lost Oakrun Woman of the Year eighteen times in a row. But I ain’t bitter.”
She walks up to the photos a little closer.
“Do you know these people?” I ask.
“Well, I ain’t no gossip, but legend has it they used to be some activists or something, back in the fifties and sixties. Helping people along they way … if you know what I mean.”
I nod my head yes, but I haven’t a clue as to what this woman is talking about.
“Well, Miss Angie, it’s been great seeing you … again. But I gotta run. GiMa cooked.”
She waves me off as I walk away.
“Tell Gertrude I said hi.” I roll my eyes as I wave goodbye to Lady Nelson, who is tending to customers. As I step back into the cold and snow, I start heading back toward GiMa’s house and see a new message from Kim on my phone.
Kim: Hey Dom. Make sure you are at the hotel an hour before for hair and makeup. Ciao.
I almost forgot about the announcement tonight. That only leaves two hours for me to get my mental in check. As day has started to turn to night, the sky is bright with lights all around. It’s like walking in a Hallmark Christmas movie.
Honk, honk!
I look over and see some hometown folks just waving. That’s the thing about living here. The honking here is usually accompanied by a friendly hello and a smile. When I get honked at in New York, it’s followed by a curse word and a middle finger. It’s kinda nice to be somewhere where everyone knows who you are. Watched you grow up and is always ready to welcome you back.
Well, mostly everyone.
Tyler’s ultimatum was the last thing I was thinking would come out of his mouth. I had it all planned out in my head. I’d apologize, we would kiss, and then we’d be happily on our way. I had even created a whole plan to make it work—FaceTimes, flights, virtual dates. But once again he was right. It was me thinking of how the plan would work best for my schedule under the guise that this was what would be best for us.
It’s kinda like how Mayor Youngblood views the town. He is making decisions on what will work best for the city, which is part of his job as the mayor. However, does that take into account what the town actually wants? The well-being of his constituents should come first, but he’s too busy worrying about his legacy.
Speaking of the one thing that I normally do all day, I’ve completely ignored social media. I’ve felt the phone vibrating with notifications and DMs from the selfie I took this morning, but I haven’t had the energy or capacity to respond. However, as part of my new deal with the hotel, I need to make a post urging folks to come to the Festival of Lights tonight.
As I scroll through my feed, I see a lot of the typical Happy New Year posts. I click through, liking each one. Social media is interesting like that, though. I find myself not even reading the captions anymore. Just scrolling and liking, scrolling and liking. Sometimes I leave the occasional comment on a post in the hope of being seen. But usually it’s more of the same.
Everyone looks so happy in their curated posts, but I wonder how much of it is fake. How many people are online flexing just like I do time and time again. You truly can’t trust anyone’s online presence. I mean, my whole life on BleepBlorp has been a lie. And here I am about to get on here and smile for the camera once again, like I’ve had the best day in the world, when in reality it’s been one of the most challenging.
Well, I guess it’s time to fake it until I make it, and I need to cash a check. Starts BleepBlorp Live
“What’s up, Dominators! Tonight is showtime, a.k.a. the Festival of Lights…”







TWENTY
Andy
2:15 P.M.
City hall looms ominously in front of me—bigger, somehow, than it was the last time I was here. Maybe it’s because I know the depth of the dishonesty happening right behind the doors of the mayor’s office. Now it’s more than just the place we used to go to on field trips in elementary school and have story time with Mayor Youngblood IV and his baby goats. It’s the site where the decisions were made that put my family out of business.
The smell of Brooklyn’s coconut shampoo and the dank scent of her vape still cling to the fabric of my seats, filling the entire car. It’s enough to make me want to drive it straight to the junkyard and hydraulic press the whole thing.
I can’t believe that in twenty-four hours I’ve gone from imagining a future where we get together, go to college, graduate, move to New York, live in a third-floor walk-up in Bushwick, get married, and adopt two adorable rescue dogs to whatever this is. Some strange mixture of disappointment and embarrassment that swirls in my gut and makes me sick.
Last night, my new year was filled with wonder and possibility; now all I have is a sense of single-minded urgency about getting the mayor to change his mind, even if by force. Desperation is the only thing that gets me to pop open my glove compartment and grab the flash drive. The only thing that gets me to open the door and start my walk up to the building. I steel myself for the upcoming storm I’m no doubt about to cause. It’s going to be chaos, but it’s necessary.
“Hey, doll!”
Alotta’s cheery voice interrupts my determined march up the front walk, and I’m forced to confront, not for the first time, the fact that Alotta must operate in a completely different plane of existence from the rest of us. She’s changed out of her librarian garb, and in its place is a coat so long it nearly drags on the sidewalk, and a scarf that’s wrapped around her neck what looks like half a dozen times. She’s also being pulled along by the three Bernese mountain dogs she gets paid to walk every afternoon: Caesar, Brutus, and Claudius.
They are incredibly sweet boys, but tragically dumb. I’ve seen both Caesar and Brutus swallow a chicken-shaped chew toy whole, twice, fooled by its shape.
“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I call back, my nerves jangling like a set of keys.
I clutch the flash drive even tighter the closer she gets. The extremely friendly Claudius spots me about half a second after Alotta does and makes a break for it. His lead slips out of Alotta’s hand as he runs in my direction, his big head immediately nudging at my pockets like he always does, eager for the same treats Alotta always has on deck. Maybe it’s the fact that I’m caught off guard. Maybe it’s the slick sidewalk. But one second I’m standing upright, and the next I find myself flat on my ass, the flash drive skittering across the icy pavement.
“Claud, no!” Alotta calls out, but it’s too late.
Claudius dives for the flash drive, his instinct to devour his treat stronger than the dog’s equivalent of common sense. I scramble to get up, but end up slipping around like a vaudevillian actor on a banana peel, and face-plant into the snow. Not that it matters anyway.
Because Claudius scoops the flash drive up with his giant tongue and, like the genius he is, crunches down on it like it’s a damn Milk-Bone.
“Oh. My. God.”
I drop my head into my hands and try to will myself to keep from crying. This can’t be happening to me. Not after everything else I’ve had to deal with today. Not when I needed that flash drive, if nothing else, to deliver the results I’ve been plotting and planning and praying for.
“You big lug, that wasn’t for you!” Alotta admonishes without much heat. She sits down next to me and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Sugarplum, I’ll buy you another one. Don’t cry.”
“You can’t buy me another one. That was my only chance.”
If my voice sounds anything like how I feel, then there’s no life in my explanation. I take a deep breath and tell her the truth. About how I caught Mayor Youngblood talking about how he was going to use Dom’s notoriety to help distract from his racist project. About how his development plan is about moving Black businesses out of downtown and bringing in huge corporations instead, all in an attempt to somehow outdo his father.
I wanted to talk to my cousin in person. I needed to look him in his eyes when I told him what he was doing so I could see if the Dominique that I grew up with, the one who used to be my best friend, was still in there somewhere. But after I told Dom, I could have at least handed the flash drive to someone else. I could have tipped someone off, given them the start they needed to run across the finish line of an exposé. Maybe I would have even anonymously emailed it to Allison Moreland.
“I was going to confront Youngblood. I was going to tell him that I knew what he was planning,” I say. “That’s what was on the drive. The proof.”
“Oh honey.”
She blows out a long breath. And softens her voice like she’s comforting a toddler.
“I’m not going to lie: That was a terrible plan. It was doomed from the start. A truly, disastrously horrible concept from beginning to end.”
“Alotta!”
“I’m sorry, but it’s true. What the hell were you thinking? You should have just texted your cousin exactly what you found out the day you found out. And blackmailing a politician? You thought that was a better plan than just writing the story and letting it pick up traction?” Her face scrunches up in absolute confusion. “And on a flash drive? What is this? 2007? My darling, you were plumb nuts if you thought this was going to work out well in the end.”
I deflate further if it’s even possible.
“I wouldn’t call it blackmail,” I mumble. “And I couldn’t write the story and be objective! I had to find another way.”
“Fuck that,” Alotta practically shouts, her voice so loud a few birds sitting nearby on an empty tree branch nearby flutter away. “No, seriously, Andy. There aren’t two sides to every story. Not everyone deserves your objectivity.”
Alotta stands up, and Caesar, Claudius, and Brutus jump up as well. When Alotta starts pacing, the dogs follow her lead, trotting back and forth through the snow. She’s more serious than I’ve ever seen her. Her beautifully light brown skin turns red in the cold, cheeks colored with the wind and her anger. I can’t help but think this is the side of her that she should show in her Drag On! audition—this tenacity and relentlessness.
It’s the Alotta who took me to my first protest in Indianapolis to fight for abortion rights when I was eight, and the Alotta who taught me how to protect my thumb when throwing a punch after some kid started making fun of me for my shyness when I was in third grade. This is the Alotta who comes out when the glamour queen goes away, and I love her fiercely for it.
“Objectivity is a lie when you’re up against people with no conscience, babe.” She places her hands on both sides of my cheeks and turns my face so I have no choice but to look her in the eye. “Sometimes there are good guys and there are bad guys, and acting like they’re equal isn’t honest. You’re a writer, Andy. Write the truth about the shit that scares you. People will hear that.”
I’m crying, even though I don’t mean to. My eyes well up so fast I can’t stop the tears, and Alotta uses a gloved hand to wipe them away. The dogs shove their noses into the sides of my knees like they’re trying to comfort me as well, even if they don’t know what’s going on.
Alotta is right. Maybe the choice was never between using what I had to twist the mayor’s or Dominique’s arm to get them to do the right thing. Maybe it was about me finding another way to use my voice, one that wouldn’t call into question my integrity as a journalist or as a human.
Writing is the only thing that’s ever made me feel like I had firm ground to stand on in a world that is always shifting, but I don’t have to do it the way Allison Moreland does it. I can reinvent myself. Not into Andy Cole 2.0, but something different, something honest.
“What if it’s not enough?” I ask. “What if I write the story and it doesn’t change anything?”
“But it could.”
Alotta smiles and presses her forehead against mine.
“And isn’t that worth trying for?”







TWENTY-ONE
Dominique
3:45 P.M.
I sit on one of the memorial benches at the park, not far from town square, staring at the phone in my lap. The reactions from my last live are still coming through, and as the likes and shares go up, I know that my bank account will too. It’s the basic math of being an influencer. Enthusiasm = engagement, and engagement = a positive bank balance.
It doesn’t give me that rush I usually get when I post something new, though. Not with everything going on.
One thing about being back home: I know there’s always a familiar spot for me to duck off where I can be alone. Or at least I thought there was.
I hear the sound of steps crunching in the snow, and if I didn’t know any better, I would think Bigfoot was approaching me from behind. I look up and it’s not quite Bigfoot, but it’s certainly someone I should be afraid of.
Andy.
Her braids are slipping out of the hair tie she has them pulled back with, so they’re flying around her face, her cheeks are red from huffing through the snow, and if I thought I had bags under my eyes, well. Andy’s got a four-piece luggage set.
She doesn’t stop stomping until she reaches me. I stand up, ready to hug her, but she plants her hands right in the middle of my chest and shoves instead.
“So, you don’t answer your phone anymore?”
I stumble back, and honestly? I’ve had enough of the bullshit today.
“That’s the welcome I get?” I ask. I mush her in the forehead just like I did when she was seven and thought it would be funny to use my favorite T-shirt to shine the spokes on her bike. “This is not Real Housewives of Oakrun.”
Andy smacks my hand away from her face and mushes me back. I probably should have seen it coming. She’s always been pretty scrappy since she grew up with me and Ty. And before I know it, she’s tugging at my jacket and I’m pulling her into a headlock and we’re falling into the snow.
We are a mess of limbs as we roll around like we’re trying to put a fire out. Finally, I pin Andy down, but then she flips me over right back. We scowl at each other, but not a second has passed before I start laughing hysterically like the Joker. The anger on her face begins to subside into laughter as well.
It’s so stupid, fighting with my cousin like not a day has passed since the last time we saw each other. For a second I could forget all the distance that’s grown between us. Distance caused by all the months I avoided her calls and texts and the times I refused to come back home. And when the laughter dies down, and the snow starts to seep into my clothes, I realize I have to face it—face her.
It’s easier with other people, but Andy has always seen through me. Just like I could always see her.
“You’re an asshole, you know that?” She huffs. She’s still looking straight up at the sky. “I don’t do this stuff anymore. I’m an adult now.”
I roll my eyes and sit up. She’s been thinking she was grown since we were kids.
“I may have missed a birthday or two, but I know you’re nobody’s adult.”
When I get up, I offer her a hand, and it may take her a second, but she eventually grabs it. It’s the first time I’ve gotten a real look at her in two entire years. When I left here, she was still my little cousin, a few inches shorter than me and the same rounded baby face she’d had her whole life. Now, though, she’s right. She’s grown.
I follow her to a seat on the bench and realize her eyes look sharper and her cheekbones are more defined and somehow she’s even managed to almost catch me on the height.
Not only has Oakrun changed, but all the people in it have too. The realization, of everything I’ve missed, keeps me from roasting my cousin about how flustered she looks or from telling her about my day. I don’t really know what to say.
“You know, it’s weird. I’ve been practicing what I was going to say to you for months.” She shakes her head and laughs. “And now I just kind of want to hug you. Punch you too, obviously.”
“Well, you already got the violence out.” I throw an arm around her shoulder and squeeze. “I can go first: I kissed Tyler today.”
Andy jumps back and nearly falls off the bench in shock.
“Say Bible.”
I put a hand over my heart, the biggest swear we have: an oath on GiMa’s Bible.
“I can’t believe you! Or I guess I can. I mean, obviously, it’s about time. But, whatever. How did you— No, why did you— Or, did Tyler? Oh my god.”
“He told me he needs more. That he doesn’t want to be the guy standing around waiting for me to come back home all the time.” I slump down and lean my head against the back of the bench. “But I have a life in New York. I can’t just give it all up.”
Andy snorts, the kind of laugh that’s as mean as it is annoyed.
“Please. Some life you have,” she says. “You’re wearing a designer coat that costs five hundred dollars, but just last week you posted a sponsored video for flat-tummy tea. You mean to tell me that’s the all-important work that’s kept you away from home for all this time?”
She shakes her head like she can barely believe it.
“Who even are you, Dominique? Seriously?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know exactly what it means!” She throws her hands up in the air. “Why are you screening my calls? Why haven’t you come back to check in on GiMa and her arthritis? Why are you acting like there’s a deal in the world that Gavin Youngblood could be behind that’s worth trading what this town means to us? Or better yet, what Tyler means to you?”
I knew Andy probably wouldn’t just let it go that I went ghost for a while, but I didn’t expect all this—for her to be so harsh.
“You live with your phone glued to your hand, why don’t you use it for something that really counts for once?”
“Damn, Andy, it’s like that?” I ask, staring down at the snow.
“Yeah, Cousin, it is.” I hear her suck in a deep breath and let it out slowly before continuing. “Listen, this deal? The mayor only wanted you for it because he’s exclusively focusing on shuttering Black businesses around town to make way for these developments. He wanted a Black face on the project to help make it look less like what it is and more like some inclusive tourist destination or whatever.”
It feels like someone’s dumped ice water over my head.
What? That can’t be true. There’s no way …
But then I think about all the mayor’s little microaggressions today, which I was willing to overlook for the chance at securing a bag, and I think about all the businesses that have been most affected by this. The GOING OUT OF BUSINESS sign in Cole’s front window, the ugly-ass new yoga studio where the Sullivans’ beautiful old bookstore used to be. Or, past all that, the fact that every new business in town is something new and bougie and unlike anything we’ve ever had in Oakrun before.
“I caught him when I was at city hall a few weeks ago.” She shrugs. “I wanted to stop you before you signed on. Didn’t want you to make that decision without knowing the truth, but.” She waves her hand around in the air. “I didn’t get to you in time. So.”
“It’s all my fault.” I put my head in my hands, fighting back tears. “Why did I think I could save the day? I’ve destroyed our legacy.”
Andy grabs my hand.
“The mayor is destroying our legacy, not you. No offense, but even if I think your decision was dumb, I know it was for the right reasons.” She bumps her shoulder against mine. “You thought that big, shiny endorsement check could help the family. You couldn’t have known what he was planning.”
But I should have. I should have never doubted Andy when she would come to me with what I thought was conspiracy when it really was the whole truth. My phone starts buzzing with the Kim Possible ringtone.
I ignore the call but I know it’s only a matter of time before Kim calls back again.
“My agent.” I hold up the phone. “I have to get back before the festival tonight. There’s a lot I need to do.”
“Same.”
Andy nods and stands up. She tilts her chin up to the sky in that determined way she used to when she was convinced that this time was going to be the time she finally beat me and Tyler in a footrace.
“You remember what GiMa said when we were little, back when that creepy dude with the mustache said he’d offer her half a million dollars on the spot to buy the Cole’s Hardware brand?” she asks.
I remember that day. Me and Andy couldn’t believe GiMa wouldn’t just take the money and call it quits right then and there. We thought we’d be rich, and she could move the whole family to a mansion in Malibu or something. But GiMa refused.
“‘All we have in this life is our word and our name,’” I say, repeating back GiMa’s reasoning to us.
Andy smiles, like she can see GiMa with a spatula in one hand and that crumpled-up check in the other as clearly as I can.
“She’s always right.” Andy wraps her arms around me and gives me a tight hug. “All money isn’t good money, Dominique. Remember that.”
She walks away and leaves me sitting in the park, the cold biting into my bones. I can’t believe how badly I’ve been duped, and for it to be by Little Gavin makes it that much worse. I should’ve never agreed to be the face of this property. Since I’ve gotten back to Oakrun it seems like it’s been one bad omen after the next. I’ve never been so confused and angry in all my life.
I sit in this chilly air and wonder: What would GiMa do?
She has always been the one to give us advice, usually over a game of spades with myself, Andy, and Ty. She would probably say, “You gotta play the hand you’re dealt.”
But there is still one card left to play.
I begin another lonely trek through the snow. The excitement from this morning is all but gone now. Andy dropped a bomb that’s going to be hard to recover from. This is the type of corruption you see on your favorite TV drama. Except this shit is real life, and it’s having real-life consequences for my family. And I can’t let that happen. I finally arrive at the last card in my hand. A card I have never played since the day it was dealt to me.
LUCILLE COLE
Loving Mother, Devoted Daughter, Eternal Caregiver
When my mother died, we buried her at Mt. Zion Church, the oldest church in town. Our family has been coming here for over seventy-five years now. When she passed, it just became too hard for me to keep coming. I haven’t visited this gravesite since the funeral almost eleven years ago. All those years, I could never bring myself to see her in this way—at rest.
A mother’s love is simply something that can’t be replaced. GiMa did a great job of trying. So did Andy. And, honestly, so did Tyler. But you never know when that last hug you get is the final hug that you will ever get.
My last memory of her was in our apartment in town. It was usually just the two of us, but GiMa had moved in to help out. My mom really couldn’t get out of bed much, so I would hop in it with her. I lay by her side and cuddled up close as she sang “This little light of mine … I’m gonna let it shine” in a very soft voice. That next morning, before I went to school, she pulled me in extra tight.
She put both hands on my face and said, “You be a good boy for GiMa. Don’t give her any trouble. And remember I am always with you right in your heart. I love you, baby.” It felt like a normal goodbye at the time, but looking back at it, I think she knew it was the final day.
“Hey, Mommy. It’s me. Dominique,” I say, sitting cross-legged on the snow-covered grass and resting a hand on her headstone. “I know I haven’t been here in a while and I’m sorry about that. I still pray to you, though. Every night. I hope you can hear me. I hope you can hear me now. I need you.”
I close my eyes to try to stop the tears, but they are forcing their way through anyway. I keep talking out loud.
“Life has been interesting. You know I work in entertainment now. I’m becoming a star. They call it ‘influencing.’” I chuckle. “Being in the public eye is something else, though. Everyone knows who you are before you even know them. Or at least they think they do.” I realize that I’m just stalling, so I take a deep breath.
“But that’s not why I’m here, Mommy. I wish I could talk to you in person. GiMa always says you were the best advice giver in the family.” I take one more breath before admitting what I’ve never allowed myself to say out loud. “I think I’m in love with my best friend, Tyler. You remember him, right? He used to come over for sleepovers all the time. You used to have to heat his ice cream up.” I smile through the well of tears.
“He wants me to come back to Oakrun, maybe even go to college like we always planned. But staying here would mean possibly giving up everything I’ve worked for over the past two years. I want to fight for him without losing me in the process.”
My overwhelming rush of emotion is broken by the sound of my phone ringing. It’s Kim. She always has the worst timing. I quickly wipe my face and pick up the phone, trying to gain some semblance of professionalism.
“Hey, Ki—”
Before I can even get a sentence out, she is ranting. “Dom, where the hell are you! Press is here, makeup and hair are here. Wardrobe is here. You know who isn’t here? You. Get down here now!”
I respond, “I’ll get there when I get there.”
Kim responds, “Dom—” Click. I end the call.
“Okay, Mommy, I guess I have to go. I love you.”
I get up from the ground and start to walk. I feel my phone ringing—again. Kim should give it a rest already.
But when I pull it out, it’s not her.
It’s a text from Tyler.
Tyler: Trust your heart.
Some way. Somehow. I’m getting out of this deal.







TWENTY-TWO
Andy
4:47 P.M.
I park my car in front of Cole’s and half expect my mom to come rushing toward me, fire free-flowing from her nostrils. But instead Lady Nelson is right in front. She finds her way over to Cole’s at least four times a day. In part because her and GiMa have been thick as thieves since George Washington was in the White House, and I’m pretty confident they have some sort of psychic bond that demands they not go more than about six hours without each other. So I’m not entirely surprised to see her.
But usually she’s here to shoot the breeze with GiMa, not with the hood popped on her pickup truck. Her and GiMa have matching legitimately antique F-150s, but each believes that she was the original trendsetter back in the seventies. If I told Iris, she would probably have some fun fact about how many cylinders are in the engine, or which paint colors were available during the first run or something.
The pang that hits me immediately at the thought almost stuns me. I know the ship with Iris has sailed, but it doesn’t change how big the space she managed to take up in my brain today still feels. How is it that I went to a party last night fully believing that I was in love with Brooklyn Townsend, only to spend my day with a virtual stranger and walk away feeling like I know more about her than most people?
I still don’t have a phone, but I know if I did, this would be the moment when I would text Tyler or Dominique asking for advice. Not that either of them has much more of a clue than I do, but still. I could use the brain trust right about now.
“What are you just standing there for, lady? Come over here and help me,” Lady Nelson calls out, snapping me from my thought spiral.
It’s only when I get closer that I realize there’s a steady stream of smoke puffing out from under her hood. Lady Nelson is in her late eighties and still handles all the books for the diner, curses like a sailor, and does all her own repair work. She’s healthier than an ox and strong as a tank. But this looks like quite the task, even for a woman as formidable as she is.
I hold up the hood for her so she can root around inside with both hands.
“What’s the issue?”
“I gotta get to the pharmacy for my pills before they close, and the damn thing’s got a blown head gasket,” she says, pulling back. She’s got an unlit Marlboro dangling from her lips, and she tucks it behind her ear. “I need a new flat tappet, and that’s gonna put me out about two hundred bucks.”
“I’m positive that you’re not speaking English.”
I expect Lady Nelson to explain what part she needs, but instead my mom’s voice chimes in from the other side of the hood.
“The answer should be in your blood, Andrea,” she says, ducking under the hood to take a closer look herself, and handing over the chrome piece that Lady Nelson is apparently looking for. “I expect more from a girl who grew up playing hide-and-seek in the tire aisle.”
“I can’t afford this right now, Michelle.” Lady Nelson pushes the piece back toward my mom. “You’re a sweet girl, but I know y’all can’t afford to just be giving merchandise away.” She cuts a look in my direction. “Same way we can’t afford to be just giving hot chocolates to you and your little girlfriend.”
“We paid for those!” I argue.
My mom laughs and tucks the part into Lady Nelson’s hands. I know how my mom gets about things like this, and I know she won’t take no for an answer. This is just the way she is, and maybe the reason why Cole’s has struggled over the years to turn a profit. Cole’s is like a relic of a different era. People still have credit at the store, which we keep track of on a notepad. Our accounting system is mostly just prayers and the honor code.
It used to frustrate me, feeling like my parents didn’t take the success of the business seriously. But, after a few moments just like this, I realized that this is the marker of success, at least to them. Being able to provide our neighbors with the tools they need to live comfortably, even when they can’t afford it, is in their nature. It’s baked into the values of Cole’s.
It’s the thing that months of back rent and red on balance sheets and development-project proposals can never capture. This store has meant more to people, more to this community, than just the things we sell. It is a legacy of giving people the dignity of getting to drive to work in vehicles that they care for themselves and replacing light switches in houses that they love and always keeping the door open for our neighbors.
And most people do pay, eventually. But it’s like my mom always says, you don’t give with the expectation of getting in return. You give because it makes your spirit lighter.
Lady Nelson caves after a few minutes of negotiating, and my mom offers to drive her over to the pharmacy in the meantime.
“No thank you, sugar. It’s just my blood pressure medication, and I know Gertrude’s got the same stash upstairs.” She jerks her head in the direction of GiMa’s apartment. “I’ve got some repair work to do now.”
She pushes up her sleeves, and Mom heads back into the store without a word. And call it guilty-kid intuition, but I just know I’m supposed to follow. Inside, I’m sure to any observer my sad puppy eyes would be almost cartoonish. I don’t believe in the boogeyman, but I do believe that a middle-aged Black woman with the right kind of motivation can be just as, if not even more, life-threatening. And right now my mom is giving Halloween Horror Nights terror times a hundred.
Her box braids are pulled back into a tight ponytail at the nape of her neck, and her frown is something of legend. I didn’t even know a human mouth could invert itself so drastically. It’s the exact same expression, the exact same tension, that appeared after the first notice came in saying we were behind on our rent. It’s the same expression she took on when my dad announced that he’d be picking up even more freight and spending more time on the road with his trucking company because it was the only hope we had of earning enough money to pay down the store’s debts and still somehow send me to college in a year. He’s gone six out of seven days of the week, but it was the only way forward.
It’s anger, but it’s also resignation.
“You know, this morning I was willing to accept a really good excuse out of you.” She taps her chin in thought while she circles me like a shark in the water. “I said to myself: ‘You know what, self? She’s a good kid. Never gets into trouble. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.’ But, baby, that ship has sailed so far even Jacques Cousteau couldn’t find it.”
Well, okay. She kind of ate me up with the French oceanographer reference, can’t even lie. But, as much as I understand where she’s coming from, I don’t have time for the full breadth of her lecture right now. I still need to grab my laptop and kick part one of my new-and-improved plan into gear. My laptop, which is currently in the back office, since that’s the last place I was working. The back office, which is currently being blocked by my mom’s agitated pacing.
“Mom, I know you’re really mad at me, and trust me, I get it. But I just came back because I needed to grab my laptop really quickly, and then we can talk about—”
“No!”
I try to brush past her, but her hand shoots out to grab my arm. It doesn’t hurt, but she’s firm enough that I don’t try to move.
“No, Andy, you’re not going to just run off again.” She lowers her voice with a sigh. “It’s like all I’ve seen of you for the past six months is the back of your head, running out the door for one thing or another. What is going on with you?”
When I’m not working on the paper, I’m trying to help around the store, and when I’m not doing that, I’m busy finishing homework, and before that I was looking into high school journalism internships to bulk up my college application for Pennington. It’s always something. I feel like I haven’t been able to stand still in months.
I love my mom, I really do. But she doesn’t understand where I’m coming from. She thinks that I only have one job, and that’s to focus on school, but that’s not even close to accurate. I’m juggling a dozen different things in the air at once at all times, constantly terrified that if I drop one, my whole life is going to come crashing down.
When my mom looks at me, she sees her daughter, a little girl who needs to be protected. But she doesn’t understand that right now I’m trying to protect her. I’ve never felt further away from her than I have in the past few months.
“I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now. It’s fine. I’m fine.” I reach out to squeeze her hand. “Everything will make sense soon. I don’t want you to worry.”
“I don’t have to worry? Andrea, I’ve been worried about you every day since I gave birth to you. You think sneaking around town and hiding what you’re up to is going to make me worry less?” My mom shakes her head with a sad laugh. “You’re not ‘fine.’ And I don’t care what it is, but I need you to be honest with me.”
I’ve never kept secrets from my mom before. Never lied to her about where I was going or with whom. I’ve gotten enough rebellion out in the past twenty-four hours to cover me for a lifetime. And right now, my mom is offering me a hand up—giving me a bridge to cross so that I can be close to her again. She’s asking me to invite her in instead of pushing her away, and so, for the first time in a long time, that’s what I do.
“Mom, I need your help.”







TWENTY-THREE
Dominique
6:23 P.M.
Twenty-four hours ago I was in a room just like this. A chaotic mess of people. Hair, makeup, and wardrobe. Several influencers and models all getting ready to storm some of the best New Year’s Eve parties in town—better yet, the country. There was singing and dancing until three a.m. Then, rushing to the airport, I was in total bliss, ready to come back to Oakrun for a fresh start.
Twenty-four hours later, here I am, wondering if I have made the biggest mistake of my life. I know all the slogans. “New Year, New Me” and “New Year’s Resolutions.” January first has always been seen as a reset. A chance to start anew. But if this Day One is any indicator of my year, I might be in trouble. Then again, maybe it was time for me to finally confront some of the mistakes of my past. Maybe the new year is telling me to cut the shit and live in the truth. How else did I expect to start fresh, if I was still holding on to bad habits and old wounds?
“Okay, Dom, I’m done with you. Makeup, you’re up.” My lineup is now razor-sharp, and I look like someone worthy of my “model status.” But the disappointment of today is written all over my face. We’ve reached the eleventh hour, as folks would say. Without some miracle, Cole’s Hardware will have a new hotel in its place and I’ll be the face of that. I can only hope Andy’s plan of exposing the mayor is enough. Even if I reject the deal, he’ll likely just find some new face for it.
The MUA, Connie Holloway, comes over and sets up her lighting.
“Damn. I’mma have to beat them dark circles to oblivion,” she says.
She’s not wrong. All I’ve had in the last day is a thirty-minute nap and stress.
“It’s been a long day, to say the least.”
“And if we finish early, maybe I can interview you for my podcast.” Connie winks, but I don’t make any promises.
She pulls out some cleanser to get any excess dirt off my face, then the under-eyelid pads for a few minutes before starting to work on my face. I never wear too much makeup, though. Just enough to cover up any blemishes.
Kim is in the back going through the outfit rack trying to find the perfect look for the show. Any of them would do, but Kim is a perfectionist to her core.
I turn back in my chair as Connie starts working on the darkness under my eyes. This whole glam process takes about thirty minutes. When the setting spray finally spritzes all over my face, I know I’m done. I turn and look into the mirror and my beat is perfect.
I’m immediately pulled into the wardrobe area. Kim starts speaking. “We are going to keep this very chic. This is your big night, and I want the world to know that you have arrived.”
It’s a navy-blue tuxedo with black stripes down the side. A pair of shiny patent-leather black shoes to go with it. The outfit is really nice. I almost wish I were wearing it for something other than this.
“All right, I’ll go get dressed.” I grab the garment and the shoes and proceed to the other room to change. Once I’m done, I take a look in the mirror. I look casket sharp and feel casket ready. “Mr. Cole?”
I jump up on instinct.
“Damn.” I clutch my chest. “You scared me.” It’s Mayor Youngblood’s assistant, Nicholas. He looks just as nervous as when I last saw him. And, honestly, I feel bad for him. I can’t imagine what it’s like working for someone like Mayor Youngblood. It’d be unbearable.
“Before you go out there, the mayor wanted me to provide you with a copy of the remarks tonight,” he says. “It’s always good to read what will be on the teleprompter ahead of time.”
He hands me a folder with some papers in it. “Thank you, Nicholas.”
But as he turns to walk away, I hear him mumble something under his breath: “It’s N’Darius.”
“Excuse me?” I respond, confused.
He hesitantly turns around, lifting his head up to look me in the eyes. “My name. It’s N’Darius.”
“Oh! Sorry,” I say, embarrassed. “I thought Mayor Youngblood called you Nicholas earlier.”
“Yeah.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Mayor Youngblood says my name is too hard to pronounce—”
“What a piece of shit.” I shake my head—but N’Darius goes stiff. “Well, thank you, N’Darius.”
His face lights up. He starts walking off with a little pep in his step before turning around one more time to say, “Have a great speech.”
I’m still shaking my head. Mayor Youngblood is worse than I thought. How hard is it to remember someone’s name? And your assistant, of all people! I unfold the remarks, but they aren’t at all what I’m expecting.
“What the hell…,” I whisper aloud.
It’s a bunch of historical newspaper clippings, plus emails between the mayor and Landmark Society. I can’t believe this. Looks like the Festival of Lights just got much more interesting.







TWENTY-FOUR
Andy
7:15 P.M.
The Festival of Lights is, as usual, a production.
All of town square is lit up with glowing paper lanterns and fairy lights strung from tree to tree, illuminated in stark contrast against the clean white snow. The tradition was created way back when as a grand romantic gesture. Mayor Youngblood the First wanted to mark the first new year with his wife by lighting a path through the center of town, ending under the gazebo he built for their wedding. The lights, he said, would always help them find their way to each other.
None of us even know if the story is true, really, but it’s so romantic it’s hard not to at least want it to be. Since then, though, the gazebo has been dwarfed by a platform stage with a speaker system loud enough to be heard from two counties over, and the romance has been replaced with members of city council giving speeches and choir kids from the middle school giving heartfelt but off-key performances of “Auld Lang Syne.”
Still, when I was younger, I was in love with the fantastical nature of all of it. I was convinced that Tinker Bell was hiding in the lanterns, her magic the fuel that lit up our little town. My mom and dad didn’t bother to correct me. I think that even for them there was some joy in belief, if only for a night.
That same feeling rattles around inside me tonight. January first has possibility written into its DNA. And if I only get one chance to protect this place and the people I love, then I have to believe it’s possible. No matter how much my palms are sweating just thinking about it. We may not be able to fix everything tonight, but we can certainly try.
The crowd files into town square all around me, oohing and aahing at the lights, even if they’ve seen them a million times before. I try not to turn my nose up at the number of newcomers who mutter about the way the temperature has dropped in the past hour, and wonder how long Mayor Youngblood is going to drag out his speech before everyone is able to take their requisite photos under the gazebo for good luck and go back home.
I could see every single one of the wonders of the world, and I’m pretty sure nothing would ever feel for me quite how town square looks during the Festival of Lights every year. It is the most glorious thing Oakrun has to offer. Lady Nelson is behind her hot-chocolate cart handing out cups of cocoa to the little kids who run up to her begging for the melty marshmallows. GiMa stands beside the stage and helps prepare the paper lanterns for the yearly tribute. Nearly every family in town mills around, talking, sipping on cider and cocoa, and reveling in our final hours of holiday spirit.
I can’t help but wish that I were experiencing this, at least this year, with Iris. And I kick myself just for having the thought. Iris manipulated me—she didn’t tell me about Brooklyn because she wanted something from me. She wanted to do whatever she could to get that introduction to my cousin, just like so many other people have lately.
I’ve got a good thing going here. Yeah, this town is imperfect, but it’s mine. I have never wanted to get away from Oakrun. My roots are firmly planted here, and that’s something I’m proud of. Which means, for better or worse, things with Iris would have always had an expiration date. You don’t buy a gallon of milk when you know it’s going to go bad the next day, right? Why should relationships be any different?
“You’re looking pensive, my darling dear.”
Alotta materializes next to me. She’s not wearing a costume or some elaborate outfit that’s aligned with her job of the moment. Instead she’s in a long green coat with feathers around the sleeves and hem. I don’t think she’s playing a role right now—not dog walker or French maid or reference-desk librarian—besides the same role any of us is playing. Whatever version of ourselves feels most true when we wake up in the morning.
“Yeah, well. My life is kind of a disaster.” I shrug. “No work tonight?”
“I’m off the clock for once. God, I’ll be happy when I can afford to start school again. Then I can officially take over for Helen when she retires and hang up my many, many fabulous hats.” She sighs. “But that’s beside the point. The point is your melodrama.”
Alotta reaches into her matching green clutch and pulls out her phone.
“Just call the girl, Andrea.”
“It’s not that simple.”
Alotta tilts her head back and laughs at the sky.
“Cut yourself a break, angel baby. You’re just as human as the rest of us. A seventeen-year-old with big feelings, stupid hormones, and a mouth that is quick to respond and ears that are not always quick to listen.”
“Why is it that every time you come around, you read me?”
“Because reading, my dear, is fundamental.” She shakes her phone at me and drops it in my hand. “Find her socials and DM the girl if you won’t call her. Or don’t. But never say you didn’t have any options.”
Alotta is flawed, don’t get me wrong. She’s impulsive and sometimes a smidge too frank with her feedback. But she always, always looks out for me.
I clutch the phone so tightly it leaves imprints in my palms.
Maybe I should. Maybe I will. Maybe—
“Andy!”
Iris’s voice sends a shiver straight through me. I turn to her, and her cheeks have gone pink.
“Can we talk?” she asks.
Alotta plucks her phone out of my hand when Iris approaches, and flips her hair over her shoulder as if she willed her into my presence out of queer magic alone. And just as quickly as she appeared, she slips through the crowd, no doubt on her way to change someone else’s life.
My mom comes rushing up barely a second later, her phone out. She looks between Iris and me once and then again. I already know she’s going to have a dozen questions for me about the weird tension crackling between the two of us, but she’s focused on the task at hand. She said she wanted me to let her in, she wanted to be a part of anything I did, and this is her contribution. The store is prepped and ready for after the festival, and for now all that’s left to do is press a button.
“You ready?” she asks.
When I nod, she uses her free hand to squeeze mine and hovers her thumb over the post button on her phone. The second the clock ticks over to seven thirty, it goes live.
Right then, I can hear buzzing and artificial bells chiming all around me. The telltale sign of a mass notification, and I take a deep breath. This is exactly what I planned. Now all I can hope is that my words go as far as I pray they will. Nearly everyone in the crowd pulls out their phones in unison, eager for the dopamine rush that accompanies new gossip on Across the Street. Only tonight it’s a little more than their usual brand of hearsay.
This time it’s real.
My mom hands me the phone to see for myself what I’ve done. I don’t read the entire post, but I allow myself to skim just the last few lines as more and more heads begin to turn in my direction, even as Mayor Youngblood takes the microphone.
Everything my family has ever worked for is at risk. And I’m scared. Scared of losing the place that has felt more like a home to me than my own house, Cole’s Hardware, and you all, the family I didn’t choose but was born into anyway. And that’s the story that I want to tell. The story that matters the most.
I’ve spent years thinking that the only way to tell the truth was to listen to both sides. I thought I had a duty to listen to all perspectives if I wanted to be fair. But the truth is, none of this is fair. Mayor Youngblood wants to turn this town, our town, into something unrecognizable. A place that is known more for its luxury apartment buildings and chain restaurants than the mom-and-pop shops that have been here for as long as I’ve been alive. He is actively destroying Black businesses to make way for big development companies to come in and replace everything that makes Oakrun special. He wants Oakrun to attract the “white” kind of residents …
Mayor Youngblood clears his throat into the microphone to get the crowd’s attention, but it doesn’t seem to be working. The whispers only manage to get louder.
“It’s sad but what are we supposed to do about it?”
“Isn’t that problematic? I voted for Obama. I would never support racism.”
“We moved here for the authenticity, you know.”
It’s having the effect I wanted, and it’s immediate. Even if they don’t believe me, proof is coming soon. And if that’s not enough to shake things up, I trust that when Dom sees it, he is going to handle the rest. The knot that’s been tightening in my stomach for months loosens just slightly. This isn’t going to end up in my portfolio, it’s not going to become fodder for my application essay for the Newsnight Summer Journalism Intensive, but it’s the most important story I’ve ever told.
And we’re just getting started.







TWENTY-FIVE
Dominique
7:30 P.M.
“Sixty seconds till Dom takes the stage.”
I can feel my phone buzzing incessantly. I try to ignore it but, like Andy said, it’s glued to my hand and I just have to check it. I look at the notification and see a post Andy made all about Mayor Youngblood’s schemes. Holy shit. She really laid it all out there. And it is going off! Dozens of likes and reposts already, comments from everyone in the city.
In this moment, I’m so proud of her. I thought I was the influencer, but here she is using her voice for something that truly matters. Our family. This community. Our home. And now she is passing me the ball for a slam dunk. I only hope that this time, I can be brave. No running, no turning back.
“Showtime. Go on out.”
The crowd is full of unfamiliar faces, and there is no clapping when I get on the stage. A lot of the audience is made up of new families who have moved to Oakrun, and they stick out like sore thumbs: Carhartt beanies, even though they look like they’ve never done manual labor in their lives, impractical boots built for style and not Indiana winters, contrasted with puffy coats from Burlington and scarves wrapped so tight their heads look more like turtles peeking out of their shells.
Tomorrow, the world will resume business as usual. Everyone will return to work, the kids will start preparing for school, and the decorations in town square will be taken down. The strands of lights overhead will be rolled up, in their place only sky. The giant tree in the middle of the roundabout will lose its oversized ornaments and bulbs. And the Christmas music will reset to the solid-gold oldies that Mr. Lewison loves so much. But for today, this is still Oakrun. The tradition I grew up with along with all the beauty of the season.
Then, somewhere in the mix, there are bright young faces that hold their iPhones up in the air, recording everything.
As I walk past Mayor Youngblood, I can see the look of fear in his eyes. Meanwhile, the only thing I’m prepared to do is set the record straight once and for all. He’s finally going to get exactly what he deserves. The crowd continues to buzz from Andy’s post. The whispers echo onto the stage, and I nervously tap the mic, calling for their attention.
“Hello, everyone, I am so glad and honored to be here tonight!” I say with practiced confidence. The crowd goes silent.
“On the teleprompter there are some remarks that I was originally prepared to give. I thought tonight would be the biggest night of my career so far. And it is, but for a completely different reason than I originally expected. As some of you may already know, I’m set to become the face of the newest hotel and residences in Oakrun, and across the country. I was filled with pride and joy knowing that I would be adding to the rich legacy of this city. All I ever wanted to do my whole life was two things: to follow my dreams and to help my family.
“However, I’m embarrassed to say that I got lost along my journey. It only took a single day back in Oakrun to fully remind me of who I am. I’m not what you see on social media. The fancy events, designer clothes, and celebrity friends aren’t me. Hell, I barely have enough cash to make my rent next month. But coming home reminded me that I can never be broke when I come from a place so rich in community, love, and legacy.”
I take a pause, and I can tell I have the crowd’s undivided attention now.
“There was no need for me to build my own legacy, because Cole’s Hardware is my legacy. Cole’s is more than just a hardware store. It’s the heartbeat of this town. Imagine how shocked I was to find out that the hotel I planned to endorse was going to be built right on top of it,” I say. Audible gasps fill the space, matching the hurt I still feel in my chest.
Here it is. Now’s the time to make this right.
“But that can’t happen … because Cole’s can’t be knocked down,” I say. “By law.”
I look over to Mayor Youngblood. It’s his turn for a reaction, and his face is beet red with anger.
“What many of you don’t know is that Cole’s legacy stretches back many decades. It’s even listed in a book called the Green Book, which was a travel guide for Black people during Jim Crow, when it was dangerous for them to stop at white establishments and in major white cities,” I say. “Cole’s was never just a hardware store. It’s a pillar of the community—always has been. Whether you needed a meal, a place to stay for the night, or some words of encouragement, Cole’s has always been a safe haven to withstand the tests of the time.”
I roll my shoulders back just a bit more, and make eye contact with as many people in the crowd as I can. I want them to feel this. To understand its weight.
“Cole’s is a national historic site,” I say. “And it will always be treated as such.”







TWENTY-SIX
Andy
7:26 P.M.
Now is not the time for a grand romantic proclamation, but that doesn’t stop Iris from trying. As the crowd grows louder and more confused, Iris pushes in close.
“I didn’t know Brooklyn took your car. Honestly. I saw her get in it, but I didn’t see her drive away. I wasn’t trying to mislead you. It didn’t even occur to me that it might be relevant until Rico said her name.” She shakes her bangs out of her eyes. “You guys are friends, so I didn’t think—”
“Friends?” I interrupt. “Me and Brooklyn aren’t friends. Why would you—”
The crowd jostles us around as Mayor Youngblood attempts to get the audience on his side. Right now is usually the time when the lantern ceremony starts, but the audience won’t quiet down enough for him to introduce it. None of that deters Iris, though.
“Because of your articles! You always write about her pranks like you think they’re just funny things she does. Sometimes like you’re even impressed by them. I assumed you were close.”
I want to smack my palm against my forehead. The mortification keeps on growing. All this time I was worried that the story about the racism with the development could be the first time I’d violate my journalistic code of ethics; meanwhile I’ve been doing it for months. Allowing my stupid crush to color how I wrote about Brooklyn, never going all in on just how destructive and selfish her pranks had a tendency to be. It’s a truly embarrassing realization, beaten out by only one thought.
“You’ve been reading my articles?”
“Um…”
“You’ve been reading my articles! That’s why that copy of the paper was on the floor of your car.”
“Fine! Fine. Yes, I have been reading your articles. You are the only reason I know anything about what this town used to be.” She smiles. “You’re great. The writing stuff, but all the other stuff too, okay?”
I’m awed by the realization, my chest going warm and tight all at once. I can forgive her for what happened with Brooklyn. Maybe I already did, even before she offered me an apology.
I laugh, and it feels like my joy has no choice but to burst out.
The crowd starts erupting in loud boos; empty hot-chocolate paper cups go flying through the air toward Mayor Youngblood, and he does a little dance to keep from having his bright orange snakeskin boots splattered with cocoa. I should probably be tuned into the fallout from my post, in anticipation of Dom’s speech, but this is so much more pressing right now.
“What about my cousin?” I ask, the final piece of the puzzle eluding me. “Why did you want to meet him?”
At this, Iris finally looks embarrassed. She looks down at her boots digging into the snow and then back up at me.
I’m not listening to a word coming out of Mayor Youngblood’s mouth. All I can pay attention to is the girl in front of me, even though the sounds of discontent from all around us are growing louder with every sentence the mayor tries to deliver.
“I don’t care about your cousin,” she says.
“What?”
“I don’t care about your cousin!” she whisper-shouts as Dominique finally takes the stage. As badly as I want to focus on him, on his speech, I can’t tear my eyes off Iris. It feels like we’re so close. To something big, something important. Something that can’t wait. “I didn’t even know who he was before posters started popping up around town the other day. But when you offered me the money to drive you, you started talking about how in ten minutes it’d be over. We wouldn’t have to speak to each other again. And I just thought, well, worst-case scenario, I drive you to get your car, and then if you owed me a favor, the door would be open for us to talk at some point in the future.”
“You like me,” I say. Not a question, but a confirmation.
“Of course I like you.” She smiles. “Did you miss the part where we spent the entire day together and almost kissed in a broom closet?”
I want to kiss her now. I want to tug her away from here and start the clock on however much time we’re going to have together. But, before we can run, my cousin does the closest thing to a mic drop I’ve ever seen in person.
“Cole’s has always been a safe haven to withstand the tests of the time,” he says, voice strong and confident. “Cole’s is a national historic site. And it will always be treated as such.”
Cole’s. A historical landmark. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself.
I want to scream; I want to cry; I want to run up on that stage and give him a bear hug. He was so worried about destroying our family’s legacy, but what neither of us could quite articulate until now is that our family legacy can’t be destroyed. Not just because the building it sits in is historic, but because Cole’s is woven into the tapestry of what this community is. You can’t bulldoze that away.
Marking Cole’s as not only an unmistakable piece of the history of my family, but an unmistakable piece of this town’s history, feels like the only answer.
I feel like I’m full of champagne again, with all the bubbly giddiness minus all the queasiness. We’re not going to lose our home, our business. There’s a way forward that I hadn’t even considered yet. For all the time I’ve spent thinking of possible scenarios, about ways I could help solve the problem that my family was facing, the problem was never mine to solve alone.
By inviting my mom in, by inviting Dom, I got to share the weight. I was able to distribute it across their shoulders and have them carry it along with me. And instead of being bogged down by all of it, they rose to the challenge. Dom was willing to put his career on the line to stand up to Mayor Youngblood, and ended up finding the magic bullet in the end.







TWENTY-SEVEN
Dominique
7:41 P.M.
The crowd is now motionless. From the corner of my eye, I can see the mayor approaching the side of the stage. And then another figure stands in his way. It’s Alotta. She somehow looks just as fab as she looks immovable as she posts up, almost daring the mayor to try to push past her.
“Let him speak,” she says coolly, arms crossed over her chest.
The crowd goes wild—some boo the mayor, while others cheer for Alotta.
“As the newest ambassador for Auclair Hotels, I will ensure that we protect Cole’s Hardware, and Oakrun itself. So find somewhere else to put your fancy building.”
The crowd starts to cheer so loudly that I can barely hear myself think. I wave my hands to get them to quiet down. I’m on a roll and I ain’t done just yet.
“For years I’ve been running. And not just track. I found myself running away from the only thing I ever knew. I thought I wanted the fame. The money. The nicer things in life. But those things aren’t worth what I’ve always had here. A grandmother who always loved me. My cousin, Andy, who was my protector and confidante. A community that’s always had my back. No amount of money in the world can buy you that. So I’m not going back to New York City.” I glance toward Kim, who is off to the side, mouth wide open.
“I had to make a decision, and I have to thank one person for that. Tyler Anderson.” I watch as, almost on instinct, the crowd parts and allows him to make his way toward the front. He looks hesitant, chewing his lip in that adorable way of his, but also maybe a little hopeful. Now it’s just me and him locking eyes. And this time I don’t even hesitate to let him know how I feel.
“I’m choosing my town. I’m choosing my family. I’m choosing Cole’s. And I’m choosing you, Ty. Because I love you.”
The crowd erupts again in applause—whooping and cheering up a storm. I smile from ear to ear, probably the biggest smile I’ve let out all day. Tyler climbs the front of the stage and rushes up and hugs me. I close my eyes and take this moment in as he whispers in my ear.
“I love you too, Dom.”
And for all the world to see, we seal the deal with a kiss.
I grab his hand and run. We take off in GiMa’s truck. I can tell she has always wanted to be a getaway driver. Truth be told, based on some of her stories, she might’ve been one back in the day. I could see her and Lady Nelson getting into some trouble. Probably running moonshine in the town.
Tyler and I lie side by side in the truck bed. The winter air stings, but the sky has cleared up and it’s all stars and the moon. I couldn’t have dreamed up a more perfect moment if I had tried—looking up at the stars with the boy I love. The boy I chose. The boy who chose me. We hold hands as we ride through the city, and I can’t keep the smile off my face.
I glance over at Ty and he looks back at me as I start singing. “Last night, I—I saw you standing…” He just laughs at me, knowing where I’m going with it. We both start singing Tevin Campbell. The song that started off our chaotic beautiful nightmare of a day ends with us finally being in tune. And on key!
“Ty,” I say, drunk off this moment.
“Yeah?” He quirks a brow, and there’s a mischievous glint in his eye I’ll never get enough of.
“I have this recurring dream,” I say.
He smiles at me. “What about?”
“We are at the prom, and the theme is ‘Follow Your Dreams.’ Andy is there pop-locking in the center of the dance floor. Alotta is there too. Hell, the whole town is. The music suddenly stops, and Alotta marches up to the stage in a blue ballroom gown—looking fierce, of course—but she begins to make an announcement. It’s for prom royalty. To my surprise, she calls out our names.”
Tyler brushes his fingers against my cheek and I lean into the touch.
“Then you wrap me in your arms as the DJ plays ‘At Last’—the Beyoncé version. In the moment, with everyone watching, all is right in the world,” I say. “That’s how I feel right now, too.”
Ty slides a little closer to me. “That’s beautiful, Dom.”
I can feel the truck slowing down as GiMa pulls up to the front of Cole’s. We both hop off the side of the truck, a bit dreamily, onto the freshly snow-covered ground. I walk ahead of Ty to go and open the door.
“Dom. Wait a minute,” Ty says.
He pulls out his phone and puts on “At Last,” then sets the phone on the side lip of the truck. “May I have this dance?” I smile again and walk over slowly through the snow. As the song begins to play, we slow-dance together, GiMa watching from the back of the truck with a grin on her face.
She walks over closer to us and the three of us dance together. Nothing could have prepared me for this. A reality that’s even better than anything I could have ever imagined.







TWENTY-EIGHT
Andy
7:45 P.M.
Before Mayor Youngblood can utter another word, someone beans him in the side of the head with a snowball, and like an avalanche of small-town fury, suddenly everyone is reaching down and packing snow between their gloves to throw onstage. He runs from the stage, drenched and screaming, as dozens of angry Midwesterners march after him demanding answers.
My cousin and my best friend just had a dramatic romantic proclamation in front of the entire town, my family’s business might actually remain intact, and this girl—who I wasn’t even brave or clever enough to dream about—likes me. Not some fake version of me, not a performance of me. But the real me.
With Brooklyn, I was always thinking forty steps ahead. I jumped straight past what she wanted, who she was, what she was afraid of, and had already envisioned our entire future together. I’d fabricated a life based only on the idea of her. But Iris isn’t like that. Even though I’ve only known her for a day, it’s clear now that Iris has known me, at least in part, for weeks. She’s read my work. We’ve talked about our dreams. We’ve run from her parents, shaken down junior-class boys, and felt each other’s heartbeats in a supply closet.
It isn’t enough to run out and buy engagement rings, but it’s something.
“Oh my god.” Iris grabs my hands and squeezes. Empty cups soar over our heads toward the stage as people start a “Down with Gavin!” chant from every side. “Do you have a genie somewhere that you’re finally cashing all your wishes in with?”
I didn’t wish for this, not exactly, but I couldn’t have imagined better if I’d tried.
“No genie.” I cup her cheeks in my hands and press my forehead against hers. “I’m just lucky, I guess.”
“I don’t think it’s luck, Andy,” Iris whispers, just barely loud enough for me to hear over all the commotion. “I think it’s just what you deserve.”
As everyone around us rallies, all the anxiety that I’ve carried like an anvil around my neck for months begins to fade. The churning in my stomach that I learned to live with truly loosens for the first time in a long time, including last night. I wanted so badly to be a new and improved version of myself, a version that was bolder, more reckless, like Brooklyn, that I drank myself silly and concocted a plan that would put not only my dreams but my principles as a journalist at stake.
I wasn’t pretending with Iris. I was curious and vulnerable, and as her knee bumped against mine underneath the table at Nelson’s or our chests pressed against each other’s in that closet, I was alive. My new year plan never should have been about shedding my former self and emerging as someone shinier and better; it was about leaning on the people I love to help me when I couldn’t see a way forward on my own.
Why would I need to become Andy Cole 2.0 when this Andy is the one who loves and is loved by these people?
There’s still so much left to fix, so much left to do, but that’s something.
In fact, it might just be everything.







TWENTY-NINE
Dominique
8:00 P.M.
From the impatient tap, tap, tap of her stilettos, breaking our moment, it can only be Kim.
Ugh. I’m about to get fired. But at this point I don’t give a damn. Thankfully, everyone is ushered upstairs by GiMa. This is not a conversation I want to have on the street.
“Kim, if you are coming here to let me go, just do it and go on your merry way,” I say as I turn around to face her.
“You know, on the ride over here I was ready to do just that. I was going to leave you right here and never look back. Except my phone started ringing. Your little stunt is clearly going viral. All eyes are on you, Dom.” I can barely register what she’s saying, but she keeps going. “So no. I’m not here to fire you, but to offer you a chance. All publicity is good publicity. And you need me now more than ever.”
She pats my shoulder. “Clearly, you don’t want to come back to New York. But maybe we can figure something out. What you did up there … that takes balls.”
“Watch your mouth there, sugar,” GiMa interjects. Kim puts up two hands in apology, or maybe more like surrender.
“I didn’t come to Oakrun two years ago because you simply went viral. Kids do that every day. I came because the type of presence you have is a gift. That’s not something everyone can just do. It’s all natural. Never lose that and I’ll take you far,” she reassures me. “Well, I’m off. As much fun as this has been, I need to get home and get back to work. I’ll be in touch, Dom. Ciao, Gertrude.”
And just like that, Kim is gone.
“Well … that was unexpected. But good, I guess?” I glance at them nervously. There’s no way everything is going to work out. Is it?
GiMa walks over and gives me a big hug, and Tyler joins too. “I’m proud of you, baby. I’m proud of both of y’all. You and Andy make a great team,” she whispers as I lean back into the embrace.
“Thank you, Hurricane Kim,” I sigh, and the three of us let out a good laugh.
“So what are you gonna do, Dom?” asks Tyler.
“I’ll stay around here for a little while. Hang with GiMa and figure out next steps. I do know that whatever it is, I’ll definitely include you in my plans.”
That makes Ty so happy that he leans over for a kiss. “Can I tell you something, Dom?”
“Yeah?”
“Your lips are ashy.”
I push Ty away from me and burst out laughing, but he shushes me.
“What’s that noise? It’s coming from downstairs,” he says, and walks toward the front door. It sounds like a party, but that can’t be right.
“Let’s go see what’s up,” I respond.
Ty and I rush to go downstairs, but I stop for a second. GiMa is slowly walking behind us, and I grab her hand. “You don’t always have to use the railing. I got you.” She gives me a big kiss on the cheek as I escort her down, one step at a time.
We walk into Cole’s. Alotta Bang Bang is in full setup mode. She done moved around shelves and created a space for a DJ table and a dance floor.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“Back in the day, the dolls used to call this a rent party. If they think they’re gonna keep this building up but still shut down Cole’s, they gonna have to do it over my dead body. And Alotta got a whole lotta body.” She continues on fixing up the place as she starts playing some music.
I can’t help but chuckle, but she is right. Ain’t no need in stopping now. We are just playing the hand we have been dealt.
“Ahhhhh. Would you look at this here? Hey, Gertrude.”
Miss Angie. I turn around to speak, but before I can open my mouth, GiMa responds.
“Listen here, Angie. Ain’t nobody got time for no gossip and mess tonight.”
Angie literally clutches the pearls on her chest. “Gertrude. I would never spread gossip.”
I look at Ty, who looks at GiMa, who looks at us. We all then look at Miss Angie with a look of yeah, right on our faces. And then it comes.
“But since I’m here. I overheard a few people in the crowd talking about they was gonna raise some money to help y’all. You know, one of them fund-go-mes.”
I shake my head. “That’s GoFundMe, Miss Angie…” Despite her inability to ever get the facts right, she gives me an idea.
I pull out my phone and find one of the clips of my speech already circulating online. I post it to my main account and start writing a caption.
Historic Black landmark in danger of closing. Send funds to $GiMaDontPlay
Well, we did all the New Year’s traditions. Let’s hope this holiday still has some magic left.







THIRTY
Andy
8:43 P.M.
I’m floating as much as a girl can possibly float as she’s collecting dollar bills from strangers and accepting them from the outstretched hands of drag queens. Alotta and the rest of the girls from the bar dance down the aisles of my parents’ store, somehow turning a drab, masculine space into a kingdom of fabulous. I don’t know how they manage to perform in unison, even while separated by shelf after shelf of duct tape and Command strips, but it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.
While the building can’t be demolished, we still have the issue of all the back rent to take care of to whoever the new owner is, and Alotta has already thought that through. Instead of using her talents to perform at the Festival of Lights like she normally would, she’s dolled up in her red sequined jumpsuit and putting on an after-party for everyone who was fed up with Gavin’s bullshit and wanted a breath of fresh air. Or they just wanted to support what has always been the “right” kind of business, even when Mayor Youngblood called it otherwise.
“We’d all do anything for this family!” Alotta said, shoving a five-dollar bill into the pocket of my flannel as more queens poured into the store. “You’re not going anywhere, not if we have anything to say about it.”
This is what I’ve always known Cole’s to be. It may seem like just a hardware store on the outside, but the back office has also been a refuge for many a queen who needed a place to crash when she was between places to stay—the too-small cot a temporary home for the wayward diva. Mom has helped mend costumes with Gorilla Glue and steady hands more times than any of us can count, and GiMa has always welcomed the local queer community into the apartment for free meals and a free bed when they need it.
This is a community where everyone takes care of one another, and this is community care at its best. This is where we make good on our town motto: “When you’re here, you’re family!” The motto we believed in so fiercely, there was even a lengthy legal battle with the people at Olive Garden over who got to keep the slogan. It was a whole thing.
Britney Spears’s “Work Bitch” blares over the speakers, and I don’t dance in public, but I almost wish I did right now. Watching Lady Nelson twerk against Alotta Bang Bang from across the room reminds me that some of us simply aren’t meant to bust moves in polite company.
Except I did, didn’t I? In front of Iris this morning, I danced and laughed and felt, for a moment, unafraid. Unashamed. I didn’t think about what I looked like or what a waste of time it was, not in the moment. All I thought about was how free I felt. And when it was over, it was Iris’s smiling face, equally excited and joyous, that made me think that maybe it could be like that all the time. Maybe I could feel like that more often.
Like I’ve summoned her with my thoughts alone, Iris bursts through the front door, her gaze dancing around the room until it finally lands on me. We lock eyes, and I smile wide. I wait for the palms-sweating, dry-mouth nervousness that used to overtake me whenever Brooklyn was in the vicinity to come roaring back. Because that’s what this is, right? Another crush? And isn’t that what a crush is supposed to feel like?
But as I move across the room to Iris, that feeling never comes. The closer I get to her, the more settled I feel. It’s a new and completely unfamiliar sensation. Even when I’m close enough to smell the heady scent of her leather jacket mixed with that crisp, clean smell that always lingers after being outside in the snow, my head doesn’t start swimming and my heart doesn’t launch into my throat.
The excitement is something clarifying, not confusing. I know what I want. I want to laugh about her goofy parents until our stomachs hurt. I want to listen to her niche facts about cars and music over pancake stacks at Nelson’s. I want to take her to see Alotta perform at drag brunch and teach her proper etiquette for tipping your queens. I don’t want big moments and grand gestures and chaos. I want the small everyday magics that make up a life well lived. That knowledge settles easily in my bones like a Christmas morning snowfall.
“You’re not as shy here as you were this morning!” Iris shouts over the music.
I move my hips in time with the beat and laugh. Who knew how much a day could change a person?
“I know that’s not my cousin on the two and the four!”
Dominique and Tyler appear on either side of us, their smiles boyish and unabashedly happy. It’s a look that has been missing from both their faces for so long, I don’t even roll my eyes at Dom for so deftly pointing out that I have historically struggled to keep the beat.
“Leave her alone, Dom.” Tyler wraps an arm around my waist and squeezes. “She’s in loooooove.”
“You two are the worst.”
Dominique smacks a kiss on my forehead.
“You love us!”
He leans in to whisper in Iris’s ear before dancing back off into the party, pulling Tyler along with him.
Around us, queens are getting their life, raising money for this place that raised me, and I have to shout to be heard over the sound of the music.
“What did he just say to you?” I’m practically yelling now, but I can’t help it.
“Huh?”
Before I can repeat myself, she leans in so close to me that her lips just barely brush my ear. I fight back a shiver as a warm puff of her breath dances across my skin.
Alotta does a shimmy behind me, “accidentally” bumping me hard enough that I fall into Iris’s arms. It’s such a cliché move that I’m half convinced this is all a dream. That I’m going to wake up soon back in the Holloways’ guest bathroom, neck aching and mouth dry from too much New Year’s Eve party champagne. But when Iris’s hands press against the small of my back, her warmth radiating through the fabric, I know there isn’t a way this is a dream. I don’t even have the imagination for all this.
I right myself just enough to meet her gaze head-on.
“I said, what did my cousin say to you?” I ask.
She laughs, honest and unbidden.
“He said not to let the ‘reporter scowl’ fool me. You’re just a big marshmallow.” She presses even closer somehow, and my breath hitches without my permission. She lowers her voice and whispers just for me, “But I already knew that.”
This isn’t some main-character moment earned by changing the core of who I am. This is me, and it’s Iris, and my Oakrun, and it’s exactly what it should be.
“I like being me around you,” I say, gripping the soft worn leather on her elbows. “You think we can do this? Be a me and you?”
I haven’t forgotten that she wants to move back to LA or that this time next year I’ll be halfway through my first year of college just a few miles from here. But I think maybe what next year holds matters a little less than what this night, this week, this month holds. Maybe I don’t have to have all the answers or be thinking a hundred steps ahead. I can revel in this, today, just as it is.
Iris doesn’t hesitate. She presses her lips to mine, and it feels like everything I’ve been running toward rushes through me. It’s the answer to all the questions I still haven’t asked; it’s the anchor tethering me to earth and the lightness of a heart threatening to take flight.
And as the beauty and chaos of Oakrun rage on around us—glitter bombs, Britney Spears lip syncs, and all—it feels like the beginning of something limitless and magical.
Something grounding and special and wholly ours.
Something just like the new year itself.
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It only takes one day to fall in love.
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