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To all the young readers who wrote me letters and asked me questions about what happened to the characters from Tears of a Tiger and Forged by Fire. Because of you, the characters were allowed to live and grow and develop into real personalities. Because of you, they will never die.

Thank you.
—Sharon M. Draper




We wait in the darkness for the signal to begin. I wonder what’s taking so long. Behind me, I hear somebody whispering. Our silky gowns are rustling softly as we, the graduating seniors, adjust our hats, hair, and nerves. We stand nervously in two lines that curve from the back of the auditorium, out into the hallway, and halfway up a flight of stairs. In alphabetical order for the very last time, the boys in gowns of navy blue, the girls in silver.

I’m one of the first in line because I have to sit on the stage. Even though it’s hot, I’m shivering in the darkness while we wait for the lights to come up to announce the beginning of the ceremony. I close my eyes, but the darkness seems like it’s trying to grab me. I blink, and the shadows are breathing on my neck, chasing through my thoughts.

I let the shadows walk me back through the last two years, through loss, pain, death, and humiliation. I’ve got dark memories of fire and blood running in slow motion through my head. I think about Rob, who died in a car crash in November of our junior year. I think about my Andy, my dear sweet Andy, who left me—left us all—the following April. And I try not to think about my own dark stain that I know will never be erased.

Like silent trumpets, the lights of the auditorium suddenly blaze. We seniors cheer, the audience stands and applauds, and then we hear the tinny sound of “Pomp and Circumstance” coming from the school orchestra sitting down front. I always cry when I hear that song. As we march proudly down the aisle in the procession, excited parents flashing cameras and waving with joy, I think back to my first day of school as a kindergartener, how scared I was, and how a skinny little boy named Andy Jackson shared his peanut butter sandwich with me. I think about grade school and long division, junior high and locker partners, high school and basketball games, hospitals and funerals.

As senior class president, I have to give a speech tonight, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to stand in front of this huge room of parents and students and put the shadows into words. I climb the steps slowly—this is no time to trip or stumble—and I watch the others march in. The rest of the graduates proudly file into rows of gowns and hats into the seats in front of me, their faces unwrapped packages of smiles and success. We sit down and the ceremony begins with the usual speeches from school board members and declarations by the principal. My speech is the very last of the evening—our final good-bye. I hold the pages tightly in my hand as I skim the words once more. I try to relax a little, and I grab the tiny butterfly that hangs from the thin silver chain around my neck. I take a deep breath and I finally let myself think about everything that’s happened. I let the shadows take me back to last year—to that day in April—the day that Andy died.
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I think homeroom is a stupid waste of time. They take attendance, read announcements, then make you sit in a room watching the clock when you could be in a class, maybe even learning something. Dumb! Mr. Whitfield is OK as a teacher—he’s probably too nice, so kids take advantage of him sometimes, like I’m getting ready to do.

“Grimes?”

“Here.”

“Hawkins?”

“Yeah.”

“Henderson?”

“Here.”

“Immerman?”

“Over here.”

“Jackson? . . . Jackson? . . . Is Andy absent again?” Everybody looked at me like I’m supposed to know where Andy is at every single moment. I’m not his mother. I’m not even his girlfriend anymore. I ignored them all and dug in my book bag for a pencil.

“Yeah, Mr. Whitfield. He’s got ‘senioritis,’ a terrible disease.” Leon thinks he’s so funny. Everybody laughed but me.

“Well, since he’s only a junior, I’d say that he’s got a fatal disease. Juniors who catch senioritis have been known to develop serious complications and never graduate,” Mr. Whitfield said jokingly.

“He’ll be here tomorrow. He has to. He owes me two dollars.”

“Good luck. OK, let’s finish with attendance.”

“Johnson, Ranita?”

“Here . . .”

“Montgomery, Keisha?”

“I’m here. Mr. Whitfield? I don’t feel good. Can I go to the nurse?”

“OK, Keisha, but unless you’re going home, try to get back in a hurry.”

I wasn’t really sick. I shouldered my book bag and headed out of the room without looking at Mr. Whitfield. I was still upset about breaking up with Andy, and I just needed some space. I glanced down to the end of the hall where I saw my best friend Rhonda heading my way. She yelled down the hall, “Hey, Keisha, have you seen Andy this morning?” A couple of teachers stuck their heads out of their doors, but Rhonda ignored them as she hurried down the hall toward me.

“No, and I hope I never do again.”

“Come on, girl, you don’t really mean that. I know it hurts. You and Andy were together for so long. It’s hard on me to see you two break up.”

“Yeah, Rhonda. It hurts. I really liked him, you know, but it just got too complicated. He’s better off without me. He’s got to get himself together before he can get seriously involved with someone else. How’s Tyrone?”

“Oh, just fine—so fine!” Rhonda giggled. “We’re going to the movies tomorrow. Do you want to come?”

“No, I’ll probably just catch a movie on cable. It’s kinda nice just to relax for a change and not worry about how I look or what I’ll wear or where we’re going. I’m just going to chill and enjoy my freedom.” I said the words, but Rhonda knew I didn’t mean them.

“OK, but call me if you change your mind. Say, I’m going to drop off Andy’s chemistry homework at his house after school. Mr. Whitfield said he’d fail unless he got this assignment in. You wouldn’t want to go with me, would you?”

“No way, girl. Actually, if I saw him, I might break down and do something stupid like cry, or make up with him. I’m out of his life—at least for now.”

“OK. I’ll call you later.”

When Rhonda had called me later that night, however, she was crying hysterically about Andy and blood and a gun. She wasn’t making any sense at all.

“Oh, Keisha! It’s Andy!”

“What about him?”

“Blood everywhere!”

“Where? What are you talking about?”

“Monty. Poor little Monty. He found him.”

“Found who?”

“He found Andy.”

“Is Andy OK?”

“He had a gun! His father’s hunting rifle!”

“Who did?”

“Andy!”

“Calm down and tell me what’s goin’ on! You’re not making any sense!”

“Andy’s dead, Keisha. He shot himself. Monty found him when he got home from school. I got there about the same time Andy’s mom got home. It was awful! Oh, Keisha!” Rhonda dropped the phone and all I could hear was heavy, choked sobs coming from her. I didn’t cry right then. But it felt like a huge rock landed inside my chest and just sat there. I didn’t want to believe her, but soon it was clear that it was all too true. Andy had taken his own life.

I felt dead, too. Like living was stealing breath. I felt like it was my fault, even though I knew it wasn’t. Andy had been really messed up inside since that terrible car crash last year after a basketball game. Andy had been driving the car and had been drinking. His best friend Rob Washington had died. I guess he just couldn’t get over his feeling of guilt for Robbie’s death. I also knew that part of the mess in Andy’s head had to do with us breaking up, but I wasn’t gonna be caught up in that same guilt trip. I felt like I was going to explode.

I heard the door open downstairs; my mom had just come in from work. I ran to her and screamed, “Mom, oh Mommy, Andy’s dead!” I let her hug me like she used to do when I was little. My nose was all stopped up and all I could do was gulp and sniff and cry some more. “It’s all my fault!” I moaned. “How could he do this? Why didn’t he call me? Andy can’t be dead! Oh, Mommy, it hurts so bad!” I couldn’t stop crying. I never knew a person had so many tears inside.

As she heard the news, my mom gasped and held me real close. I think she cried, too. She let me sob like a baby; I could feel her strength and love. She stroked my hair and soothed me with the same whispers and mother tones that had calmed me since I was a little girl. When my sobbing had slowed down a little, she gave me a couple of tissues and said quietly, “Tell me what happened, Keisha.”

“I’m not sure. They just found him.” I sat on the sofa next to my mother with my head in my hands. I just couldn’t stop crying. “Why didn’t he call me? Even though we broke up, he knew I still loved him. He knew I’d talk him through any problem.”

“He did call,” my mother said quietly. She was really crying now.

I looked up at her in disbelief. “When?” I asked suddenly.

“Last night, well after midnight. You were asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you, and I thought it could wait until morning. I’m so sorry, Keisha.”

“Mom!” I shouted. “How could you be so cold?” I

jumped up and glared at her. My eyes, which were already red and burning from all the crying, felt like hot swords as I glared at her.

“I couldn’t possibly have known, Keisha,” Mom said gently. “I couldn’t possibly have known,” she repeated, weeping quietly into her hands. “I’m so sorry.”

I looked at my mother with a mixture of disgust and rage. I had to get out of there. “I have to get to Andy’s house,” I said suddenly. “I have to see for myself. And I have to see Monty. He’s going to need somebody. Can I use your car, Mom? I’ll be careful.”

“Let me drive you, Keisha. You’re too upset and shaken to drive. Besides, Andy’s parents are going to need some support, too.”

“I guess you’re right. Let’s hurry.” My voice was tight and I avoided the offer of a final hug from my mother. I pretended not to notice my mother’s outstretched arms as I looked for the car keys, and I refused to look her in the eye as we walked out the door. I was silent as we rode to Andy’s house.

When we got there, at least six police cars crowded Andy’s little street and a bright red ambulance sat in the driveway, red lights blinking in the dusk. Crowds of kids from school huddled together. Even boys were crying without embarrassment on the front lawn, and girls sobbed together, using each other for support. Rhonda sat on the damp lawn with Tyrone, pulling blades of grass from the earth, one at a time, unable to cry anymore, I guess. Her eyes were red and swollen like mine. Tyrone sat very close to her, his arm resting on her leg, looking like he was barely holding in his own tears and anger. He and Andy had played together on the Hazelwood High School basketball team, and had been friends since seventh grade.

I sat down next to Rhonda and hugged her. “I feel so helpless!” I sobbed. “Why did he do this to me?”

“He didn’t do it to you, Keisha,” Tyrone said quietly. “He did it to himself.”

“No, Tyrone,” I flashed back at him. “He did it to all of us!” I couldn’t look at Tyrone anymore. I hated that Rhonda had Tyrone there to hold and comfort her, while I had no one.

Gerald, another friend and basketball teammate, arrived with his fourteen-year-old sister, Angel. His face was twisted with confusion; Angel was sobbing and sniffling. I walked over to Angel, hugged her, and let her cry. Poor kid. Angel and Gerald had already been through more than their share of unhappiness and death. I glanced over at Gerald, whose face thanked me silently for trying to comfort his sister.

“I ain’t got over Robbie bein’ dead,” Gerald told me quietly. “High school boys ain’t supposed to die. They’re supposed to act stupid, and flunk tests, and chase girls, and get out of school, and live. Not die. And now Andy is dead, too? I can’t deal with this!” He clenched his fists.

I couldn’t say anything. He was right.

Just then another car pulled up and Rob’s fourteen-year-old sister, Kiara, rushed out of the car and over to Angel. I watched as the two friends ran to each other and wept as they tried to console each other. So many tears.

I said to Gerald, “You know this is hard on Kiara. She hasn’t gotten over her own big brother’s death.”

“Yeah, I feel you. Nothing but Band-Aids covering all that pain, and this must rip everything raw for her.”

I sighed and said carefully, “This must be rough on both of you. You two have been through more mess than oughta be allowed.”

“Yeah.” Gerald glanced at the sky, which was almost completely dark now. “Leftover pain to the max.”

I touched him gently on the shoulder. “I feel ya. It’s going to be rough for Monty and his folks, too. Poor kid. He just turned seven.”

I could see Andy and Monty’s parents through the front window, huddled together on the sofa. My mom went in and sat with them, once again offering her shoulder as a pillow for pain. Policemen marched in and out of the house, barking orders into their shoulder radios.

I didn’t notice Monty at first. He was sitting alone in a swing on the lawn of the house across the street. I left Gerald, wiped my eyes and breathed deeply, and walked slowly across the street to Monty. When me and Andy used to study together at his house, Monty’s bright eyes and crooked-toothed grin always greeted me at the door. But what do you say to a second grader who’s just found his brother’s body?

“Hey, Monty,” I said quietly. He didn’t answer. He was wearing Andy’s school jacket, the one that said Hazelwood High in large, shiny silver letters. “You need a hug?” I asked.

Monty nodded slightly. I sat down next to him and held him gently in my arms. I pushed with my feet and let the swing rock us both gently. Neither of us spoke. I felt Monty relax a little and I hugged him closer to me. The evening air was cool; the early spring sun had left little warmth. As the day ended and the night took control, me and Monty cried together in the swing. We kinda shielded each other from the wails of the kids as the plastic bag that contained what had once been Andy was removed from the house. The ambulance left with blinking lights, but no siren, and everyone was left with only darkness and silence.

It was then that Monty’s mother frantically called out to him from the house. I guess she realized she hadn’t seen him in a while and got worried. Reluctantly, he gave me one last hug, left the swing, and ran across the street to his mother, the arms of Andy’s jacket dragging the ground.
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The rest of that school year was almost impossible for everybody. The school brought in grief counselors, just as they had when Robbie had died five months before. They were strangers, though, asking questions that no one could answer. They tried to be helpful, but we were glad when they left. We had our own way of dealing with grief. We went to Eden Park together and sat by the reflecting pool and talked about stuff that was bothering us. Rhonda and Tyrone got so tight that I think they were braided together. He’d breathe out and she’d breathe in. I didn’t have anybody, and that’s the way I wanted it. I didn’t think I would ever find anyone else. I’d known Andy since kindergarten. How could someone come and replace eleven years of memories?

It was time for the all-school picnic. I remember sighing as I packed a bag to take—a deck of cards, a can of bug spray, a Frisbee, even my swimming suit, but I doubted if I would swim this year. This picnic was always the best part of the school year. On the Saturday after the last day of school, everybody went to Houston Woods State Park, where we had races and games, cooked hot dogs and hamburgers on the grill, rented paddleboats and rowboats, sang songs and told ghost stories by the fire until midnight. Teachers brought their own kids, students brought their little brothers and sisters, and all the hard work of the school year was forgotten in the flickering of the bonfire at the end of the day. Andy and I had always taken Monty along. He wouldn’t sleep for a week in anticipation.

I decided to call Monty to see if he’d like to go with me this year.

“I’m scared to go, Keisha,” Monty admitted after a silence.

“Why, Monty?”

“‘Cause Andy won’t be there,” Monty said quietly. “And I’m scared of the ghost stories.”

“We can leave before dark. I promise.”

“But the fire in the dark is the best part.” Monty was worried. “Keisha?” he asked.

“Yes, Monty.”

“Is Andy a ghost now?”

I saw now what was frightening Monty. “No, Monty, I don’t think so,” I said honestly. “Andy is in a good place, where he is happy and at peace. Besides, ghosts aren’t real and Andy is real. He will always be real as long as you love him and I love him.”

“Are you sure?” Monty asked.

“As sure as I can be, Monty. I know that Andy misses you as much as you miss him. But come to the picnic with me. There’ll be lots of other kids there, and you need to have some fun. Tell your mom I’ll pick you up at three.”

“OK, Keisha. Thanks.”

When we got to the picnic, most of my friends were already there. B. J. was sitting under a tree with the smallest children, telling them stories and helping them sing songs. I waved at him, and he waved back, smiling. B. J. was either going to be a preacher or a teacher—everybody said so. He loved kids, especially the younger ones. Maybe that’s because they were smaller than he was. B. J. was only five feet tall, but he was tough and wiry and knew tae kwon do. Kids seemed to collect around him wherever he went. He had managed to collect several younger siblings of the senior class, as well as several children of faculty members. The five-year-old twins of Mr. Jasper, the art teacher, each grabbed one of B. J.’s hands as they dragged him to where their dad was painting the faces of the little ones. He grinned at me as the kids pushed him into Mr. Jasper’s lawn chair and he pretended to protest as tiger stripes were painted on his cheeks.

The principal, Mr. Hathaway, was cheerfully grilling hamburgers. With him was a young man who was obviously his son, but I’d never seen him before. Mr. Hathaway was tall, with caramel-colored skin. He had probably been good-looking thirty years before, and had very unusual hazel, almost golden eyes. Andy used to tease the freshmen and tell them that Hathaway had X-ray vision, because nothing seemed to get by him; those eyes seemed to pierce right into a kid who got caught doing something wrong. Mr. Hathaway’s son, who was delivering ice and soda to his father, looked like a younger, tighter version of his dad. He was muscular, slim, and strikingly good-looking, for his hazel eyes decorated perfectly his honey-bronzed face. His movements, as he lifted the heavy boxes, reminded me of water flowing down a mountain—powerful and strong, but gentle—almost liquid. I glanced at him, not really interested, but he sure did look good. He flashed a smile at me which I guess was meant to charm me. Didn’t work. My mama taught me to be polite, so I smiled back. Now, I’m no fool—he was really fine—but he looked to be way over twenty-one, so he disappeared from my thoughts about as fast as his smile faded. I didn’t look back, but I was aware he was watching me as I headed over with Monty to speak to Mrs. Blackwell, my English teacher, who had brought her son Brandon.

Brandon was eight, and he challenged Monty to a foot race right away. I laughed as I watched them run across the grass. Monty left Brandon in the dust and roared with delight as he took his victory lap around a tree. Brandon laughed and tried to trip him. Then both boys wandered down to watch the junior high girls play softball. I walked alone, remembering the places Andy and I had walked last year. The sun was warm, and I felt relaxed and at peace for the moment. I walked over to watch the game.

Angel sat on the bench with Rob’s younger sister, Kiara, who now insisted on being called Joyelle. Neither of them showed much excitement about the girls’ softball game. Kiara had called me a few days after Andy’s funeral.

“Can I ask you something serious, Keisha?” she had asked. I could hear the tremor in her voice.

“Sure,” I replied. “Are you OK?”

“No, not really. I’ll probably never be OK again,” she said. “I miss my brother, I’m still shaking about Andy, and I’m scared death is just gonna jump in and grab me, too!”

“I know it’s hard,” I told her, “but you gotta hold on to the good memories and step out into the future—even if it’s scary. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“I’m trying to grab hold of something,” Kiara replied. “And I decided I’m changing my name,” she said suddenly, breathing deeply into the phone. “What do you think?”

“Huh? Can you do that?”

“I have to do something, or I’ll go crazy,” Kiara explained. “My parents can’t get past Robbie’s death and I can’t either. And now with Andy being gone, too, I think I’m gonna explode! I have to change something so I can deal with tomorrow, like you said. Do you feel me on this?”

“Yeah, I feel you, I guess. What are you gonna change it to?”

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot,” Kiara replied. “Robbie and Andy used to call me by my full name to tease me, but I kinda liked it. It made me feel like an actress or a movie star or somebody who gives autographs to other people.”

“What is your full name?”

“Kiara Joyelle Leila Victoria Washington.”

“That’s a mouthful,” I commented.

“I just want to be called Joyelle. Is that too much to ask?” She started to cry again. “I want some joy in my life—all the time,” she said angrily. “If anybody wants to talk to me, they have to call me with joy on their lips when they do,” she added almost defiantly.

“I think that’s cool, Joyelle,” I told her. All she wanted was for someone to tell her it was OK. “I got your back on this.”

“Thanks, Keisha. This is important to me. I’m gonna tell my parents as soon as they get home from work.”

“What will they say?”

“It will take them some time to get used to it, but they’ll do it. It’s cheaper than taking me to a shrink, which is probably what they need. Life is rough at my house.”

As Joyelle had predicted, her parents let her do it. They called her what she wanted, because I think it was easier than dealing with the kid’s pain. I glanced at the two friends watching the game. They looked so bored they could have been in math class. Angel was thin, pale, and almost ghostlike, while Joyelle was round, brown, and solid. Angel was tall; Joyelle was short. But they fit together like coffee and cream. Both of them had started paying more attention to the high school boys playing on the next field than to their own game. They giggled as they watched Gerald miss a hit and Tyrone miss a catch. I just smiled as I watched the boys try to cover their mistakes with loud, macho grunts and roars.

“I can play better than that,” Monty boasted as he walked to the fence.

“Go for it, Monty!” I challenged. “I bet you can, too!”

“Why don’t you go on out there and show them!” Angel told him with a laugh.

Joyelle laughed, too, as Monty sauntered over to the field. He picked up a bat and stepped in front of the next batter. “Play ball!” he yelled.

The boys on the field, mostly juniors and seniors, cracked up as the seven-year-old spit in the dirt. “Throw him your fast ball, Gerald!” Leon yelled from the outfield. Leon could always get a laugh from kids as well as teachers. When the biology teacher brought in small minnows to feed the bass in the classroom tank, Leon grabbed a minnow and swallowed it whole. The girls squealed, the boys hooted, and the teacher chuckled and told Leon to stop now or eat all three dozen minnows. Leon laughed and said he’d had enough, but he pretended to breathe like a fish with gills for the rest of the class. He, too, had been with most of them since kindergarten, but somehow he had never been part of their close group of friends.

Gerald wound up his pitch, and threw it with full force at the little boy who stood in front of him—knees bent, bat ready, determination in his eye. Monty watched the ball approach, waited for the right moment, then swung with so much power he almost twisted completely around. The ball connected with a resounding wallop and Monty took off around the bases on his short, sturdy legs. He rounded first base with ease. The older boys, who at first had been laughing, were now cheering him on as the outfield fumbled to get the ball. Monty approached second base just as the ball was thrown, but Tyrone, the second base man, missed because he was laughing so hard, so Monty continued, full speed, to third. He passed third base seconds before the ball did, and he slid into home like the professionals he watched on TV.

Both teams exploded in cheers for him, as well as the girls from the junior high softball teams. Even though the game wasn’t over, they put Monty up on their shoulders and marched him all the way back to the food area, where they all got hamburgers and soda.

Leon grabbed a burger from Mr. Hathaway’s grill and fixed it with onions, potato chips, and baked beans stuffed under the bun, which Monty gobbled with glee. Leon then took a watermelon and cracked it open by bringing it down with full force on the corner of the picnic table with a loud sploosh. “I’ve always wanted to do that!” he said with satisfaction.

“Tastes better when it’s ragged!” Monty agreed, grabbing a handful of watermelon with his bare, dirty hands. Leon joined him and the two of them gobbled the sweet, red, juicy hunks of watermelon, gleefully ignoring the disgusted looks they got from some of the girls.

I got a small plate of potato salad and corn chips and sat across from them. I just shook my head at Leon and Monty.

“Want some, Keisha?” Monty asked with a grin. “Not a chance!” I told him.

“You don’t know what a good thing you’re missing!” Leon said, smiling shyly. He hardly ever spoke to me at school.

I looked directly at him, which made him glance away and pretend to swat insects from the watermelon. “Something about dirty hands and watermelon juice just doesn’t turn me on,” I said, smiling back. Leon just laughed and dug out another huge handful of watermelon and gave it to Monty.

I nibbled at my potato salad and looked at Leon closely. He was one of those kids that you know but you never really pay much attention to. Leon was just a little taller than me, brown-skinned and rugged looking. He wasn’t what the girls would call fine, but he would be at the top of our list for a second look. His eyes, which were large and dark, were accented by his heavy eyebrows. He wore his hair cut very close, and everybody knew that he could really sing. When Leon noticed me looking at him, he jumped up to get Monty some cake. He brought Monty two slices, then slapped him on the back. “You’re really good, kid! Keep it up and you’ll be almost as good as I am! Andy would have been very proud of you, kid.” Leon wandered off then to watch the teachers play Scrabble.

Monty grinned with delight. Then his smile faded a little. I know he was thinking about Andy. He gulped and swallowed hard. I could tell he was trying not to cry.

Joyelle noticed. She walked over to him and sat down. “I know what you’re thinking, Monty. It’s OK to think about him. I think about Robbie all the time. Sometimes I even talk to him. And it’s OK to cry. But don’t cry today. You were dynamite out there!” She touched him gently on the hand. “Wasn’t he, Keisha?” she asked.

“Best I’ve seen today!” I said honestly.

Monty sniffed and grinned at me and Joyelle. The sun was setting on the lake and the three of us sat together in silence, watching it go down, each remembering what we had lost.

Just then, Rhonda and Tyrone came laughing and chasing each other from the woods. She was dodging him like she didn’t want him to catch her, and he was missing like he really couldn’t. “Whassa matter, girl?” he yelled to her, laughing. “You scared to get that fine outfit all wet?”

“You are not gonna throw me in that water!” Rhonda squealed, dodging his outstretched arms.

“Yeah, I better not,” he said as they got to the table where I was sitting. “I don’t wanna have to face your mama and tell her how your new outfit got all wrinkled and shrunk! That’s what happens to cheap clothes when they get wet, you know.”

He ducked as she squealed and pretended to hit him, then grinned at her as he headed over to the grill to get some food.

Rhonda said down next to me, still laughing, her face glowing with perspiration and happiness. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do with him,” she said breathlessly.

“Love him,” I replied simply.

Rhonda glanced at me and said quietly, “That’s part of the problem. I gotta talk to you, girl.” We walked over to a bench by the lake, leaving Monty and Joyelle arguing over the last piece of cake.

“What’s up?” I asked. Me and Rhonda have been tight since seventh grade when we were assigned as locker partners. Even though I’m sorta serious and studious, and Rhonda uses the “no stress/no strain” attitude toward school, we’ve stayed close all through high school.

Rhonda sighed. “It’s Tyrone.”

“He’s not creepin’ around, is he?” I asked.

“No way. It’s just the opposite. I like him so much, and he feels the same way and sometimes I feel like I’m gonna explode ’cause I want him so bad. And he wants me, too. I don’t know what to do.”

I sighed. Andy and I had once felt that way—it seemed so long ago. “Did anything happen just now?” I knew this wasn’t just lazy girl talk. Rhonda and Tyrone had been gone from the group for quite a while.

Rhonda sighed and nodded. “We were sitting right over there on that log, watching the sun as it slowly went down. Looked like a big red piece of candy. I’m feeling real mellow, then he reaches over and kisses me—real sweet and tenderlike. Then he kissed me again. And another time. It’s like the kisses came so fast that one just melted into the other.”

“And you felt like you were melting into him as well,” I added, remembering.

“Oh, yeah.” Rhonda closed her eyes and remembered. “He was fire. I was wax.”
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