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Dedication
For all of my sisters, in spirit and in truth

â€”ORP

For my ever-growing, ever-evolving family

â€”AV
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CHAPTER ONE
Naomi Marie
“Third time's the charm, right?” says Ms. Starr. She glances at the clock before she smiles at me.
Sparkles
at me, really, because she's like that.

The library is pretty busy for a sunny Saturday afternoon. The feeling that my little sister, Brianna, calls “the hopies” starts bubbling up inside me. I cross my legs for luck (but at the ankle, so I don't look like I have to pee).

“Do you have to use the restroom?” Ms. Starr asks.

I uncross my legs. “Um . . . just practicing ballet.”

“Wow, Naomi! I knew you did West African dance, but ballet too?” She sparkles some more. “On top of everything else? You are such an accomplished young lady!”

I try to look accomplished while I make a mental note to ask Momma if I can take ballet. Then it won't be a lie, just . . . practicing in advance.

I change the subject. “I think the new neon-yellow flyers worked.” There has been a huge stack at the circulation desk all week, and now they're gone. I grin and check out the Teen Gamez Crew over at the computers. Brandon Davis is there, even though he's only ten, like me; he throws a smirk in my direction
. Just wait
, I think.
You'll be begging to join my club in about five minutes.

Don't get me wrong, I like video games and stuff, especially at Uncle Andrew's, because my cousins have all the latest ones PLUS they have a basement playroom, which means it's too much effort for Momma to check on me and make sure I'm not melting my brain. I tell her that my cousins don't seem like their brains have melted (except for Wayne), but she's still all, I Said No. So anyway, I like them, but digital games are nowhere near as good as laughing and talking and eating cookies during Apples to Apples or UNO or Mad Gab. Or doing a Tower of London puzzle. I do all that stuff when I'm with my dad, but now Ms. Starr and I are starting a Bored? Board Games! Club at the library, and even though no one showed up for the first two meetings, the flyers are goneâ€”so it looks like this time they will!

“Third time's definitely the charm!” I say. “I'm going to set up.” Maybe we'll even do this twice or three times a week. Then I can hang out here and play games when Momma's friend
who
'
s-a-man-that-she-goes-on-A-LOT-of-dates-(yuck)-with
Tom comes over and Dad's working. This morning, Momma announced that Tom
will
bring his daughter
over for lunch one day soon, which probably means I won't be able to hide in my room anymore, so I need this club to happen fast in case that becomes a regular thing.

But that means people have to show up. The clock is working for once, so at 2:51 I go back out to Ms. Starr, who's showing a line of people how to use the self-checkout machine.

“Did we forget to put the time on the flyer?” I ask. “I thought we said two thirty, but it's two fifty-one. . . .”

“Yep, two thirty,” says Ms. Starr, trying to scan a chewed-up copy of
Charlie Parker Played Be Bop
before this baby totally loses it. “What time isâ€”” She looks up at the clock. “Oh.” She isn't sparkly anymore, but that could be because
Charlie Parker Played Be Bop
is kind of damp. After she hands it to the baby, she wipes her hands on her jeans.

She looks at me. “I'll tell you what, Naomi. As soon as this line goes down, I'll play a round of UNO with you. I bet Ms. Howser will join us too.”

I don't want Ms. Howser to join us. She smells like corn chips and got mad at me once for eating a mint in the library. A mint! Anyway, what does she mean, a round of UNO?

“Everyone's just a little late,” I say.

She doesn't say anything.

“That whole big stack of flyers is gone!” I say. “Maybe there's a parade or street fair or something that's making people late. There's always a street fair.” That's what we figured when no one showed up for the Books about Marine Mammals Club, and the Let's Read in Alphabetical Order Club. Ms. Starr
glances over to the Toddler Nook, which has beanbag chairs and allows goldfish eating (the crackers, not the real ones) and sippy cups. I follow her eyesâ€”a bunch of little girls are coloring on sheets of yellow paper.
Neon
yellow, just like . . .

“By this morning, when no one had taken a flyer, I gave some to the kids for coloring. I, uh, thought I'd put them to good use . . . reduce, reuse . . .” Ms. Starr trails off.

Oh.

“I guess everyone who was planning to come . . . ,” she says softly, “. . . is already here.” She finishes the last scan, and this time I can't look directly at her because my eyes feel a little funny.

“Hey! I've got an idea!” Ms. Starr sparkles again, which must be something they teach in librarian school, because Momma is like that too, especially these days whenever she talks about Tom. She's almost as excited about Tom as she is about Poem in Your Pocket Day. “Let's round up the Teen Gamez Crew for a good game of Life!”

“Thanks, but it's okay, Ms. Starr,” I say quickly, trying to sound as cheery as she does. “I have to go. Thanks anyway.”

I leave before she can feel even sorrier for me. Now, in addition to ballet, I'm going to have to get my best friend, Xiomara, to come back here with me so Ms. Starr won't think I have no friends. Which means I'll have to watch
Vocalympians!
in return, on account of that's Xiomara's favorite show and she claims to be allergic to books, so she never wants to go to the library. Momma, always the school librarian, gives her books for her birthday, so I use my allowance to buy Xiomara secret presents that she actually wants.

I walk to Dad's apartment without even realizing I mean to go there. It's been two years, and it doesn't feel weird anymore having Dad live somewhere else, especially since somewhere else is only five blocks away. Sometimes we even run into him at the grocery store, and even though he and Momma don't hug or anything, they are polite and not screaming and throwing eggs like I heard Meg Kelly's parents do.

Mrs. Hill-Davis steps out to sweep her stoop, but I know she's really keeping an eye on me. I don't mind, so I wave. Dad must have sensed I was coming, because he's just picked up a chicken roti from Ali'sâ€”good thing I got here while it's still warm. It's pretty big too, but rotis are kind of hard to share, so it's also a good thing that I am very, very hungry. I stand at the counter and eat it while he makes himself a peanut butter sandwichâ€”well, really a half sandwich, because he only has one slice of bread left. He should plan better.

“Good day?” he asks.

“Sure, I was . . . hanging out at the library,” I say. I leave it at that.

After we eat, we start the puzzle on the coffee table without saying a word. Momma would have asked me seventeen hundred questions by now: Who was there? Did I have fun? Did I pick up a book list and remember to say thank you? Dad is just ready with a seventeen-hundred-piece puzzle of the Brooklyn Bridge. I want to say thank you, but me and my dad tend to say a lot without really saying it; I smile as I pick up an H-shaped piece.

“So how's everything?” Dad asks after I send Momma a text to let her know where I am. She sends back smiley faces with a kiss, which I really need.

I never know how to answer questions like that. What am I supposed to say if one thing was bad? Or two things were good, but seven were horrible? So I say, “Fine.” But then I remember. “Um, well. There's one thing. . . .” I'm not sure how to say this. I mean, both Momma and Dad have been going on dates and whatever (gross), but now it seems like I should say something about Tom since he's going to be sitting at our table and eating off the plates that Grandma Billie bought. “Well . . . Tom's coming over for lunch or something. Maybe just a snack. And we're going to meet his daughter.” I shrug as I say it, to show him how not-happy-but-not-going-to-be-rude I am, so he knows whose side I'm on.

“Oh yes! Your mom mentioned that. I'm . . . glad it's working out.” Yeah, right. He looks as glad as Xiomara's dog, Shotsie, did when she had to wear that plastic cone around her neck for three weeks. I shrug again and finish a corner of the puzzle.

“I
am
glad, really, Naomi,” he says after a pause. “Of course, I won't say I'm glad that it didn't work for your mom and me to be married, but I'm glad we can always be a family. In a different way now. I want to know that
you're
okay with everything.”

Ugh, parents and “everything.” But I've had lots of practice with this, because Momma asks me almost every day if I'm okay with “everything.” “I'm fine,” I say.

He goes on. “And I'm especially glad that we can have these hangouts any time you want.”

I hug him. Mostly, the “transition” has been pretty easy on me and Brianna; she was only two years old when Dad moved out, and everybody knows about the Terrible Twosâ€”she didn't care much about anything back then except touching my stuff and showing the entire world her “big girl” panties. Now she's four and not much has changed, except the panties thing. Thankfully. Robbie Jenkins still eats booger cookies, and he's seven.

But still, the whole Tom thing is weird. Like I'm not sure how nice to be, on account of my dad. But I also don't want Momma thinking I'm being rude to her . . . friend. From far away, Tom's okay, I guess. I don't hate him. He likes to tell jokes, and he doesn't mind when you don't laugh, because he knows they're not that funny. But Momma looked so nervous and also excited when she was talking about him and his daughter coming for lunch that I could tell she's starting to
really
want me to laugh at those jokes. And she kept saying how she thought his daughter and I would get along because his daughter is a checkers champ and I'm a chess champ, and I guess it isn't supposed to matter that they are two completely different games.

It's probably a good thing that no one showed up at the library today. I'm going to have my hands full taking care of my parents. And that won't exactly be fun and games.
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