
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

When Summer pulled into the driveway of her parents’ modest
brick ranch Saturday evening, she slid into the remaining
space. With her father’s old ’90s-model pickup truck parked in
the carport and her mother’s red sedan right behind it,
Summer’s car was the last vehicle that would fit.

Rodney sat on the front porch, reading. He rocked back
and forth on the old steel swing and looked up from his
newspaper as Summer got out of her car.

“Hey, Dad,” Summer said as she climbed the steps.

He smiled. “Hey, honeybun.” As she came closer, he
reached out and grabbed her hand. “I want to thank you for
being big enough to say yes to this. I know your mother hasn’t
made things easy for you. All I ask is that you hear her out
because I really think she’s come around.”

Summer nodded, swallowing the lump of nervous energy
sitting in her throat. “Crystal’s still coming, right?”

“Yeah. She texted me that she’s running late.”

Summer sat down on the swing and snuggled up to her
father’s side. “I think I’ll sit out here with you and wait for
her.” She didn’t really want to go in and see her mother yet, at
least not without both of her biggest supporters close behind
her.

“How are you doing, Dad? Haven’t talked to you in a few
days.”

“Pretty good.” Rodney’s gaze was settled on the horizon.
“Just your usual aches and pains, but that just means I’m still
living, right, kiddo?”

“Right.” She drew a deep breath, filling her lungs with the
humid air that carried the fragrant scent of the magnolia trees
and white bush honeysuckle blooming in the front yard. Her
thoughts drifted to Aiko, as they always seemed to do lately,
but she pushed them away. She’d need all the bandwidth she



could muster to deal with whatever this family dinner might
bring.

Crystal’s black coupe pulled up to the curb in front of the
house. After cutting the engine, Crystal climbed out. She wore
the dark slacks and blouse she’d worn to work. She walked
around to the passenger side to get something out, then turned
and started walking up the driveway beside the line of cars.

As she got closer, Summer smiled, recognizing the
brightly colored box in her sister’s hand. “Ooh, Crys. What did
you get from Swingin’ Sweets?”

“Hello to you, too, sis,” Crystal replied with a laugh. “It’s
a marble cake with caramel-vanilla glaze.”

Summer’s mouth watered at the very thought. “Sounds
amazing. I wish we could have dessert first.”

Rodney chuckled. “You know your mama will never go
for that.”

“Did you come straight from work?” Summer asked.

“Nah, I got off at three. I just didn’t have time to go home
and change.”

Rodney stood, and that was Summer’s cue to get up.

“All right, girls. Let’s go on in before my dinner gets
cold.” He held open the screen door.

Crystal went in, but Summer found herself hesitating.

“It’s gonna be okay, sis.” Crystal stood in the living room,
just beyond the little square of linoleum at the door. “Dad and
I have your back.”

Taking a deep breath, Summer entered the house. As soon
as she was inside, the familiarity of home washed over her.
The interior, largely unchanged from her childhood, reflected
her mother’s love of all things yellow. From the framed
images of canaries on the walls to the curtains to the throw
pillows on the gray sofa that was at least as old as Summer,
Meadow Graves had used shades of her favorite color at every
opportunity.



Beyond the living room lay the kitchen. The lemon-print
wallpaper lent a sunny quality to the room, and white
appliances coordinated with the oak butcher-block countertops
and beige cabinetry. As they filed into the kitchen, Summer
noted that her mother wasn’t in the room. Summer took her
usual seat at the round oak table at the center of the room
while Crystal sat to her left, and father went to the stove to
look in on his pots.

The heavenly aroma of the meal made Summer’s stomach
growl. She could smell the savory scent of roasted meat as
well as the onions and garlic her father seasoned most of his
dishes with.

After a few moments, Meadow emerged into the kitchen
from the short hallway that led to the three bedrooms in the
rear of the house. The sight of her was jarring for Summer
since she hadn’t seen her mother in person in over a year. Her
mother was dressed in a white tee and a pair of royal-blue
track pants with white piping down the sides of the legs, and
she’d tied a blue scarf around her head to hold her shoulder-
length silver curls out of her face.

Meadow’s eyes met Summer’s as she sat down across
from her. “Hello, Summer. Thank you for coming.”

“Hi, Mama.” Summer offered a smile because it was the
polite thing to do. She had no idea what to expect from this
encounter, but she held out hope for a positive outcome.

Rodney soon began placing plates in front of them, loaded
with thick slices of ham, baked macaroni and cheese, and
green beans seasoned with slivered sweet onions. After adding
tall glasses of sweet tea, he finally sat. His deep voice echoed
in the silence as he said a brief grace. When he finished, he
said, “Y’all dig in.”

Summer cut off a piece of the tender ham, then groaned as
she chewed it. “Wow, Dad. This is so good.”

“Thank you.” He grinned, never one to tire of folks
complimenting his cooking. “It’s hickory-smoked, and I added
a little bit of flair to it.” He took a sip from his glass. “I got it
from Marvin. Y’all remember him? He plays in my poker



league, but he owns that butchery and smoke shop over in
Georgetown.”

“I remember him.” Crystal nodded. “The one that always
wears that straw fedora, whether it matches his clothes or not.”

Rodney laughed. “That’s him. He’s had that thing thirty
years or more, and the dang straw is starting to unravel, but
nobody can convince him to get rid of it or replace it.”

“You mean nobody in the poker league can convince
him,” Crystal insisted. “Let a nice-looking lady friend ask him
to lose it.”

Summer giggled at the banter between her father and
older sister, noting her mother’s relative silence. She shrugged
it off. I’ve waited years for Mama to come around; I can wait
a few minutes longer. She’ll speak up when she’s ready.

As if Meadow had somehow heard her younger daughter’s
thoughts, she asked, “How have you been, Summer? New job
going well?”

“It is, thanks for asking.” Summer washed down a bite of
macaroni with a swig of ice-cold tea, appreciating the hint of
lemon she detected. “The kids have a lot of mischief in them,
but I love seeing them learn and explore. It’s what makes
teaching worthwhile.”

A smile spread over Rodney’s face. “You’ve got a lot of
Beulah in you. That passion for education is flowing through
your veins just like it flowed through hers.”

Hearing that made Summer’s heart swell with pride.
“Thanks, Dad.”

“Mama would certainly be proud of your work, both with
your students and with the old Sojourner Truth site. I know I
am.”

All eyes at the table turned to Meadow, who’d broken her
silence to comment.

While Meadow had everyone’s attention, she segued
smoothly to another topic. “Ivy First Baptist’s is having a
ninetieth-anniversary service tomorrow. I’m gonna sing with



the senior choir.” She speared a few green beans. “Y’all
welcome to come by and hear me warble.” She uttered a soft
chuckle and looked pointedly at Summer.

Summer regarded her mother, sensing that she was
extending the tiniest of olive branches. “I could probably
swing by.”

Meadow took a deep breath. “Before you decide if you
want to come or not, there’s something I need to say to you,
Summer.”

Oh, boy. Tension entered her neck and shoulders. Here it
comes.

“I want to apologize to you. For so long, I’ve been
unfairly judging you and pushing you out of my life. I see the
way you and your father and Crystal get along, and I’m left
out of that relationship. But I know it’s my own doing, and it’s
time I did right by you.”

Summer nodded but didn’t say anything. No way I’m
interrupting her while she’s feeling apologetic.

Laying her silverware down across her empty plate,
Meadow continued, “At work the other day, one of my
coworkers came to me to talk about the guest list for my
retirement party. It’s coming up in a few months. As we were
going over the guest list, I realized that you probably weren’t
gonna be there.” She paused, tears gathering in her eyes. “And
honestly, I wouldn’t blame you. It made me realize how much
I miss having you in my life, and how much I miss the
relationship we used to share. I’ve been acting so silly for so
long.” She laughed bitterly. “I can’t get that time back with
you. But there’s still so much time ahead of us, Lord willing. I
just hope and pray you’ll give me a chance to earn back my
place in your life.”

Dashing away her own tears, Summer nodded again. “I
really appreciate everything you’ve said, Mama. And I’m
willing to give you a chance, as long as you understand that
full forgiveness is gonna take some time.”



“I do understand, baby.” Meadow reached across the table
to clasp her daughter’s hand and squeeze it. “I accept you, and
whoever you choose to love. I supposed I could’ve festooned
this whole place in rainbows, but that seems a little cliché.”

Summer laughed through her tears. “It kinda is.”

“In light of that, I came up with my own way of making
amends, something I thought was more meaningful and
personal to the women in this household.” She released
Summer’s hand and stood. Walking across the kitchen, she
opened one of the upper cabinets and pulled down what
looked like an oversized shoebox. Returning to the table with
an almost-reverent look in her eyes, she touched the box’s lid.
“I’ve been saving these for a while, and I think it’s time.”

Rodney gave his wife’s shoulder a loving squeeze. “It
most certainly is, Meadow.”

Her mother slowly lifted the lid off the box, then reached
inside. After a brief rustling that sounded like crinkling tissue
paper, she lifted a beautiful, familiar-looking item into view.
“When Mary Ellen’s was about to close a few years back, I
went and talked to her. I was able to convince her to part with
three of her best teapots if I promised they’d be well taken
care of. It cost me more than I care to admit, but considering
the memories we made there, they were worth every cent.”
She turned the first pot around, showing off the glistening jade
color and the elephant’s trunk that made up the teapot’s
handle. Smiling, she passed it to Crystal.

Crystal accepted it, her free hand flying to her mouth. Her
eyes wet, she whispered, “Mama. It’s my favorite one.”

“I know. I remember she used to keep her most valuable,
unique teapots on display in a glass case by the cash register.
We’d look inside of it every time we went in there for high tea,
and each of us had a favorite.” She took out a second one; it
was a pale shade of pink and featured a peacock’s curved neck
as its handle. “This was mine.” Setting that one beside herself,
she reached into the box again.

Summer’s heart climbed into her throat like one of her
students scaling a jungle gym.



“And this one is yours, Summer.” Meadow lifted the
teapot and held it out to her.

Tears ran down Summer’s face as she took it and turned it
over in her hands, admiring the shimmering lavender color and
the hand-painted floral design. The memories of all those
Saturday afternoons, eating pastries and drinking tea with her
mother and sister while she peered from beneath that big-ass
hat, came flooding back. Gripping the braided handle that was
fashioned to look like a section of wisteria vine, she released a
muffled sob. “Thank you, Mama. Thank you so, so much.”

“You’re welcome. It’s very literally the least I can do, to
show you I meant what I said.” Meadow wiped her face with a
napkin. “We’re gonna start over from this moment forward.
And I’m gonna do whatever it takes to do right by you, to get
back that closeness we once had.”

Still clutching her teapot, Summer nodded. There wasn’t a
dry eye around the table at this point, but she didn’t care.
Receiving a gesture like this from her mother, after over a year
of fractured relations with her, was overwhelming and
shocking, but in the best possible way. For the first time in a
long time, she felt there was a real chance to mend their bond.

Looking over the bustling green grounds of Ivy Park Sunday
afternoon, Aiko breathed a sigh of relief. Her position on the
small temporary stage that had been erected a few hours ago
gave her an excellent view of the space, and from where she
stood, it seemed everything had all come together.

In only two days, and with a small four-figure budget, she
managed to plan what she considered a pretty impressive
event. There were bounce houses, face painting, and a snow-
cone cart, sure to be a hit with the kids. Several informational
booths, stocked with Abernathy-themed giveaways for the
adults, had been set up around the park’s perimeter. The
centerpiece of the gathering was the stage and the one hundred
chairs set up in two sections of neat rows, with an aisle
dividing them. A microphone was positioned near the stage to
allow citizens to voice their concerns.



Hours of shopping, filling out online forms, and a lucky
find of several hundred pieces of merchandise left over from a
conference had made it all possible. And while she was
thrilled to have pulled it off, she had no desire of ever doing
anything like this again.

“It’s pretty amazing what you managed to do here, on
such short notice,” Fiona commented. Wearing a simple pair
of jeans and a blue tee with the Abernathy logo, she was as
casually dressed as Aiko had ever seen her.

“Thanks. I’m glad you’re impressed because my event-
planning days are officially over. I’ve experienced levels of
stress and exhaustion over the past few days that I never want
to revisit.” Aiko shook her head.

Fiona chuckled. “Well, at least you’ve done the hard part
of your work already. Now I have to go up there and make a
speech.” She shuddered. “I’d rather have a root canal than
engage in public speaking. But my therapist says it’s important
to face my fear. Exposure therapy and all that jazz.”

“So, you volunteered to do this?” Aiko asked.

Fiona nodded. “Yes. I’m having serious regrets, but
there’s nothing to be done about it now.” With that said, Fiona
stepped down from the stage and wandered off across the
grass.

Left alone with her thoughts, Aiko fought the urge to
pace. Rather than wear a dent in the stage, she visited the four
booths, making sure each one was properly outfitted and
attended. Interns staffed them, and she checked with each to
ensure they had what they needed. Three booths were
informational, and the fourth was the food tent, where
attendees could enjoy free hot dogs, individually packaged
snacks, and cold sodas. As she left each booth, she did so with
the same parting words. “Be polite and engaging. And make
sure you direct any questions you don’t understand or are
unsure how to answer to either me or Fiona.”

She was walking toward the stage when her phone
vibrated in the pocket of her tan slacks. Checking the screen
before she answered, she said, “Hi, Miriam.”



“How are things going at the park, Aiko?”

“We’re about an hour from starting the event, and
everything is in place.”

“Good. I’ll expect great news later today, then.”

Aiko cleared her throat. “I only have one concern. Fiona
seems . . . a little uncomfortable about her speech.”

“Yes, I know. We had a long chat about her stage fright,
and how she’s going to tap into her personal power to
overcome it. I think she’ll be fine.”

Miriam has far more confidence in Fiona than I do. What
am I missing? “I hope so.”

“If you’re genuinely concerned, you could always make
the speech,” Miriam suggested.

Glad her boss couldn’t see her cringe, Aiko replied, “No,
I’ll leave it to Fiona. Frankly, I’m too tapped from the
planning to say anything coherent.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.” Miriam laughed. “At any rate,
be sure to let me know how it goes.”

“I’ll check in with you after we wrap up here.”

“I look forward to it.” Miriam disconnected the call.

Putting her phone away, Aiko glanced around until she
saw Fiona. She was back onstage, sitting in one of the two
folding chairs behind the small podium. While shuffling
through a handful of index cards, she appeared to be mouthing
the words she planned to say.

Around three o’clock, the first few attendees began
filtering into the park through the open gates. Aiko had used
her knowledge of her mother’s faithful church attendance to
determine the best time to start, about thirty minutes after
service ended. As a youngster, she’d attended services with
her mother; she stopped going around the age of twelve. She’d
won her freedom after a spirited debate with her mother about
the role Black women played in their church. Twenty minutes
of anecdotal evidence pointing to an unequal balance of power



between male and female congregants had been enough for
Janet to cave and agree not to force Aiko to attend service.

Just as they had all those years ago, parishioners lingered
on the church steps and lawn for a while after service to greet
the pastor and to socialize with one another. And due to the
park’s position across the street from the front doors of Ivy
First Baptist and the brightly colored signage and activities,
even people who weren’t aware of the event were bound to
wander over out of sheer curiosity.

Aiko made her way to the gate, welcoming people as they
entered. “Thanks for coming. Please, help yourself to some
refreshments.” She gestured toward the food tent near the
stage. She’d ushered in twenty or so people when her mother
appeared with her friend Myrtle. Both were decked out in their
Sunday finery: Myrtle wore a jacket-and-skirt ensemble in a
pale shade of pink, while Janet’s outfit, a soft mint green, had
a contrasting darker green border on the hem. Each woman
wore a large flowered hat that coordinated with her outfit.
Aiko greeted them both with hugs.

“This is a nice little setup.” Janet glanced around from
beneath her hat brim. “You’re not bad at this organizing
thing.”

“Thanks, Mama.” Aiko noted the hint of teasing in her
tone. “How was service?”

“It was good. The pastor was on a roll today.”

“Too much of a roll,” Myrtle complained. “We gotta be
back over there at six for the evening service and the dinner. I
don’t know why he was so long-winded; our pastor never talks
that long.”

“You know how he gets when he thinks he’s being
profound.” Janet chuckled.

The two women went to investigate the happenings inside
the park, so Aiko made a quick circle around the area, shaking
hands and chatting with folks, encouraging them to come to
the mic if they had concerns or questions. After checking the



time, she returned to the stage, where Fiona still sat, clutching
her index cards with trembling hands.

Sitting down in the chair next to her, Aiko asked, “Are
you ready for this, Fiona?”

Fiona nodded, yet her wide-eyed stare told a contradictory
story. “I’m going to do this. I have to.”

Aiko tried to keep her face neutral so she wouldn’t spook
the already-fragile woman any further. “Why don’t you just
run through your main points with me? Maybe that will help
you feel more confident and prepared?”

Fiona’s head bobbed again. “Yeah, yeah. That’s a great
idea. Okay, so here are my points. I’m gonna talk about
progress, and growth, and how those two things might seem
frightening, but really, they’re good.”

Aiko stared. She knew that wouldn’t be enough to appease
the citizenry of this neighborhood. But five minutes before
Fiona was due to speak—there wasn’t anything Aiko could do
to save her now. “Okay. Well, good luck, champ.” Aiko patted
her on the shoulder. I’ve already taken on too much for this
event. I don’t have the strength or the energy to bail her out.

Fiona took the podium a short while later, leaning into the
microphone. Her eyes were still wide, but she appeared
composed. “Good afternoon, citizens of Ivy. My name is Fiona
Dawson, and I’m a junior designer with Abernathy Creative
Development. I want to talk to you about two things: change,
and growth.”

“Boo!”

Aiko saw the teenaged boy who was the source of the
heckling, and she also saw the exact moment an older woman
next to the boy, potentially his grandmother, caught hold of his
ear and led him away.

Clearing her throat, Fiona continued. “If we break down
those two terms to their basic components, we can come to an
understanding of why they are necessary to a fulfilling life.”

Aiko tuned Fiona out as she segued into giving dictionary
definitions of change and growth, and from the looks of it,



most of the people in attendance were tuning her out as well.
Fiona’s speech was going about as well as Aiko had expected,
and Aiko could barely contain the wry laugh building inside
her.

Scanning the assemblage, she spotted Summer entering
through the gate. Accompanying Summer were her sister and
an older couple Aiko assumed to be her parents. Trailing
behind the Graves family were three others whom Aiko didn’t
recognize. Among them was an elderly woman in church garb
ambling along with the aid of a walker.

Aiko watched as the group quietly took seats in the third
row of the section on the left. While she felt some relief that
Summer and her companions had shown up without protest
signs or chants, she still couldn’t help wondering what would
happen next.

Fiona continued struggling through her speech until
finally, mercifully, she finished. A smattering of applause went
across the seating area, and Aiko chalked that up to politeness
more than anything. As Fiona rushed to her seat, Aiko stood
and approached the podium. “My name is Aiko Holt,
supervisory planner with Abernathy. I’d like to thank my
colleague, Ms. Dawson, for that informative talk. Now,
though, we’d like to hear from you, the citizens of Ivy. We
welcome you to bring any questions or concerns you might
have to the microphone.” She gestured to the other mic,
positioned on a flat paver on the grass.

Scanning the crowd, Aiko observed a small line of four
people form in front of the mic. This is a good sign—they seem
willing to talk.

Over the next few minutes, Aiko answered their queries to
the best of her knowledge, all the while mindful of Summer’s
presence. Three of the four citizens voiced common concerns
about construction noise, road closures, and whether locals
would be included in the work crews. In response to the fourth
person’s question about leasing space in the new development,
she referred the asker to the folks at Yates. Yates Properties,
who’d purchased the old school and hired both Abernathy and
Kirby, hadn’t yet revealed the totality of their plans for it.



After reading out the contact information, the last person sat
down, seemingly satisfied. “Is there anyone else who wants to
speak?”

Summer stood then, as did the elderly woman in her
group. With a steadying hand on the older woman’s arm,
Summer escorted her as she shuffled slowly to the mic.

Aiko swallowed, feeling the nervousness rise within her.
I’m not surprised Summer would have something to say. I just
hope it’s not too outrageous.

After taking a moment to lower the mic to better suit the
woman’s short stature, Summer stepped back.

Aiko felt her brow rise in surprise.

The older woman leaned toward the mic, then spoke in a
wavering voice. “Hello. My name is Melba Keys. Most folks
around here know me as Coach Keys. I taught physical
education at Sojourner Truth for twenty-three years.”

Coach Keys paused at the boisterous applause that
answered her simple statement, a smile curling her lips. “I see
many of my former students here, and I’m proud to have been
a part of their educational journey. That’s why I came here
today.”

“You’re obviously a beloved member of this community,”
Aiko said. “I’m eager to hear your thoughts, Coach.”

“Good, ’cause I’m gon’ give ’em.” Coach Keys chuckled.
“Anyhow, I don’t much care what gets built on the site of the
old school. I only care about one thing: Ivy’s youth. They need
a safe place, where they can learn and grow, and even play
some.” She paused and cleared her throat. “We need to invest
in them, for the future of this neighborhood, this city, and
heck, this world. All I’m asking is that you developers take
your minds off the bottom line long enough to ask yourselves
how this place can benefit the children. These babies need
grown folks to look out for them.” She adjusted her hat.
“That’s all I got to say.”

Summer leaned into the mic. “And I think that’s all that
needs to be said.”



Nodding her head, Coach Keys stepped back from the mic
and let Summer escort her back to her seat to the sound of
another rousing round of applause.

Aiko felt herself smiling. It seemed Summer had finally
found a way to approach the subject with a soft touch. Still,
Aiko knew Summer’s stance probably hadn’t changed.

She’s taking it light for now, but she’s not gonna go easy
on me.


