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Dear Me,

Mom just read my journal. Here is what I’m thinking:

#1—Nothing happened at Derrick’s house, so I don’t know what the big deal is.

#2—I can take care of myself, which was actually provenin the journal.

#3—What gives my mother the right to just go in my room and read my journal?

#4—If my mom keeps me from getting the car my daddy promised me, I will leave!

#5—Derrick does not look like Bow-Wow. Do not ever fall for a guy you’ve only seen from the ninth row up in the stands at a basketball game.

Maybe I should stop writing all of my personal stuff down. But if I do that, who will I tell all my problems? I mean, I have my friends, but they don’t understand me like this journal does. No, I can’t give up the journal. I’ll just have to find a good hiding place for it.

—Karis I’ve-Been-Wronged Reed
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chapter one


Dear Me,

Derrick is cute—NOT! I can’t believe I risked my life by having Tamisha take me over to his house instead of the football game. Seriously, if my mom found out, I would be writing my eulogy instead of writing this journal entry. And for what? Some boy who does not have one single real DVD in his famed DVD collection! I swear, every single movie he had was bootleg. I think his whole room was bootleg. His whole game is bootleg, when I think about it! He acts like one thing in the beginning, but when you look closely, you realize it’s not exactly as good as the real thing. Okay, here’s what happened: Tamisha took me over to his house—we synchronized our watches—she was to pick me up in EXACTLY forty-five minutes. There was no one except Derrick at his house, so I knew I didn’t want to be over there too long. Anyway, we started watching a movie on the floor in his bedroom. Everything was fine at first. I mean, so long as I didn’t stare at him right in the face, it was okay. I just kept trying to think about all the wonderful things we’d talked about on the phone because he was NOT as cute as I remember him. So, there we were watching the movie to the best of my ability since it was a little blurry. I was just getting beyond the fact that I had to ignore the line running through the middle of the screen, and the next thing I know, Derrick is trying to kiss and hug and all that. I was like, “Hold up! Wait a minute!” and he was like, “What’s wrong, baby?” like this is some kind of bad music video. I could not believe how he was trying to turn our movie-watching into some kinda romantic rondayvu (spelling??). When we’re on the phone, he’s an innocent little boy, but when we were together, he was a grown octopus! I’m not saying I wasn’t feeling his kisses—I’m just saying, I wasn’t trying to do all that.See, I know how and when to draw the line. I know when enough is enough. Thank God, Tamisha came right on time! I was outta there so quick! I know Derrick is nice and all, but he is not the one for me. Maybe we should just be friends because #1, he is not that cute, and #2 he is having some issues right now that I cannot help him out with. I think I’ll leave him alone until his hormones settle down.

Karis Laying-Low Reed

I don’t know which is more stupid—me going over to Derrick’s house, or me writing about it in my journal knowing how straight-up nosey my mother is. I mean, I know that a momma’s gotta do what a momma’s gotta do. But does a momma have to read my journal and get all up in my personal business? What about my American rights? My Texas rights? My basic human need for privacy? First my journal—next thing you know, she’ll be following me into the bathroom.

The bathroom; that’s a good place to go right about now.

I wait until my mother turns her back and takes a breather between the yelling spells. I’m doing my best to rise from the couch without making a sound. Her head whips around instantly. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To the bathroom,” I reply, throwing in a bit of whine for effect.

“Sidown,” she hisses.

I bounce on the balls of my feet, faking the biological emergency. “But I’ve really gotta go.”

She throws her hands up in the air and they land on her hips as she half-laughs, “That’s what you should have been saying when Tamisha dropped you off at your little man-ish boyfriend’s house when you were supposed to be at a football game: ‘I’ve really gotta go.’ But noooo, you couldn’t say it then, so don’t be sayin’ it now. You ain’t really gotta go nowhere. Okay?”

I’ve already slipped back onto the couch, and I mumble, “Yes, ma’am.”

My mother does a cha-cha slide over to me and pushes hot words onto my face. “I can’t hear you!”

I look her in the eyes and answer again, “Yes, ma’am.”
 
Then she takes a few steps back toward the center of our living room and reaches down to the coffee table, picking up my beloved pink-heart journal again. I still cannot believe she read it. “And what is this?” she traces over the entry until her pearl-tipped fingernail lands on what she’s looking for. She wags her head as she mocks me, “ ‘When we’re on the phone, he’s an innocent little boy, but when we were together, he was a grown octopus.’ What’s that supposed to mean, huh?”

Mrs. Clawson, my pre-Advanced Placement English teacher, would have appreciated my fine use of figurative language. “It’s just a metaphor, Mom.”

“A meta-four!” She slams my journal shut, and the resulting puff of air makes her soft brown bangs do the wave. “According to this diary, it would have had a meta-five and a meta-six, given a few more minutes. Tell me, Karis, what would you have done if Tamisha hadn’t come back to pick you up when she did, huh? What if Tamisha hadn’t been on time? What if you had started ‘feeling’ your little boyfriend’s kisses? Then what?”

I want to tell her that, first of all, Derrick is not my boyfriend. But somehow I think that might damage my case, so I keep that bit of information to myself. The second thing I wish I could tell her is that there was no way I would have done anything stupid with Derrick. I want to tell her that I timed things precisely to protect myself from crossing the line. I also want to tell her that Derrick and I talk on the phone for hours at a time and I have intense feelings for him. Next to Tamisha and Sydney, Derrick is my best friend, kind of. Well, I used to trust him until he turned into that eight-legged marine creature. Besides, he is really only a six on the face and body scale. When I saw him on the basketball court, he looked like Bow Wow. But when I saw him up close at his house, he looked like maybe he could be Bow Wow’s half brother. Plus one of his front teeth was longer than the other. Believe me, my mother does not ever have to worry about me sneaking off to Derrick’s house again.
 
Nonetheless, my mother would not understand these things. She’s a minister. Need I say more? So in response to her question about what I would have done, I default to my standard answer, which turns out to be the stupidest thing I can say. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? What you mean, you don’t know? I betcha Derrick knows. I betcha Tamisha knows. I know what would have happened, ’cause it happened to me and that’s how I ended up pregnant with you when I was your age. You think I don’t know what boys and girls your age do when they’re together for hours unsupervised? And, really, it don’t take hours. It only takes a few minutes to do something that can change your life forever!”

She stands there for a minute, towering over me. I jump a little when, out of the corner of my eye, I see her right hand approaching my face. It’s moving too slowly for a slap, so I calm down a bit as she puts her forefinger and thumb on either side of my chin, raises my face, and makes me look at her.

Her light brown almond-shaped eyes are a mirror of mine. We’ve both got the same eyes, the same light brown skin, the same dark brown hair and roughly the same skinny shape. Right now, my mom is about three inches taller than me. But if it weren’t for her pudgy stomach and her wider hips (which she, of course, blames on me), we could probably trade jeans. Everybody says we look more like sisters than mother and daughter. She thinks it’s a compliment. I don’t. Who wants to look like her mother? But these eyes, they are both mine and hers. And just when I see a pool of tears forming in them, she points me toward the hallway and says, “I can’t stand to look at you right now.”

I wish she’d make up her mind. Does she want me to look at her or not?

Minutes later, we start with the all-too-familiar routine. She comes into my room to collect my cell phone and my modem. I can keep the computer for the sake of school. I can go on the internet in the den, but only for academic purposes. There goes my social life.

“Where’s the iPod?” she asks.

This is a new one. “That, too?” I protest. “Daddy gave it to me!”

She raises her eyebrows. “And?”

I cannot believe my mother is this mean! This is straight boo-dee, but I can’t say so without getting into more trouble—not that that’s possible at this point. Slowly, I reach into my Louis Vuitton drawstring bag and pull out the hot pink iPod, a gift my father gave me only two weeks ago to celebrate my sixteenth birthday. Unlike the other items she’s taking away, this one hurts. I try real hard, but I can’t stop the tears from falling down my cheeks. It feels like she’s taking my daddy away from me. Again.

That’s all she ever does is take, take, take. She takes my freedom, she takes my friends, my family, everything! I think she wants to take my life because she didn’t have hers. She missed the homecoming games because she couldn’t find a babysitter, she missed her senior prom because I had pneumonia, and she didn’t graduate with her class because she had to sit out a semester. Basically, she lost her teen years when she got pregnant with me at sixteen—but how is that my problem? Why do I have to pay for her mistakes? I’m not my mom, and she’s not me! The more I think about it, the madder I get.

My mother takes the iPod in hand and wraps the headphone cord around the rectangular box as she walks toward my bedroom door. I want to scream something from one of those poor little rich girl movies—something like “I wish I was never born!”—but there is always the possibility that my mother will do her best to make my wish come true by killing me now. The safest thing I think I can get away with while she’s still in the room is crossing my arms on my chest. I’m pushing it.

Somehow, my mother sees me and says under her breath, “Keep on and you won’t be getting a car for Christmas.”

I know she did not just threaten me with the car my daddy has already promised me for Christmas when I pass my driver’s test! “What’s the point? It’ll just be one more thing for you to take away from me.” Who said that? I hold my breath and wait to see what my momma will bop me with. She’s got a cell phone, a modem, and an iPod in hand. Those shouldn’t hurt too badly.

She keeps her back to me as she grabs hold of the doorknob. She stops and takes a deep breath. I feel like I’m in a movie theater, waiting for the bad guy to jump out of the closet and attack the innocent victim. But instead, my mother says in a calm, even tone, “For your sake and mine, I’m gonna pretend I didn’t hear that because I don’t believe that God has called me into the prison ministry.”

When my mother shuts the door behind her, I bury my face in my pillow and scream as loud as I can without letting her hear me. That’s when the door opens again and my journal comes flying across the room, barely missing my head. I grab the journal and, for a moment, consider ripping each page to shreds. I still don’t understand what gives her the right to read my stuff. In that whole forty-five-minute lecture she gave me, she never once mentioned the violation of my privacy. Where is the justice?

Instead of destroying my journal, I grab a pen from my desk and write:

Dear Me,

Mom just read my journal. Here is what I’m thinking:

#1— Nothing happened at Derrick’s house, so I don’t know what the big deal is.

#2— I can take care of myself, which was actually provenin the journal!

#3—What gives my mother the right to just go in my room and pick up my journal and read it?

#4— If my mom keeps me from getting the car that my daddy promised me, I will leave this house!

#5— Derrick does not look like Bow Wow. Do not ever fall for a guy that you have only seen from the 9th row up in the stands at a basketball game.

Maybe I should stop writing all of my personal stuff down. But if I do that, who will I tell all my problems? I mean, I have my friends, but they don’t understand me like this journal does. No, I can’t give up the journal. I will just have to find a good hiding place for it.

-Karis I’ve-Been-Wronged Reed

Now I’m searching all over my room for a journal hideout spot. I’ve got to hide it in a place where it’s so out of place no one would ever look there. There again, I have a problem. My mother might have the voice to be a minister, but she’s got a nose that could outsniff a hound dog. She can smell trouble all over me. When I was little and I got a bad note from school, I could barely get off the bus before she’d say, “Something’s wrong with you. What happened at school today?” And since I’ve never been a good liar (at least not to my mother, anyway), I’d have to break down and tell her the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

I’m searching through the closet now for a place big enough to hold a journal but small enough to be inconspicuous, and that’s when I decide to forget it. Deep down inside, the truth is: I don’t want to hide things from my mother. Once again, the tears start to sting my eyes. It bothers me that she read my journal. My mother and I have been living in this house alone for the last five years. When she and my father divorced, she got the house and me. She’s always talking about how we only have each other and God. Always talking about how levelheaded I am, what a blessing it is to have a daughter who is so self-reliant. So what made her think that she had to read my journal? What happened to the trust? In a way, I feel like she deserves whatever she got for reading it.

I figure the best thing I can do is stop writing in the journal until I’m eighteen, at which point I can do and write whatever because I will be grown. You hear me—grown! I cannot wait for that day! Go where I want to go, do what I want to do, answer to nobody but myself. And God, I suppose, but that shouldn’t be too hard, since He already knows everything.

I close my journal and put it where I have always put it—in my top drawer. If I can’t have my privacy and if my mother can’t trust me, then… whatever. That’s on her, except right now it’s on me because I’m the one who’s grounded. There’s something seriously wrong with this picture.





chapter two


Later, just as I’m getting into the bathtub, I hear my mother knock on the bathroom door. “Yes?” I ask.

“I want to talk to you when you get out,” she says from the other side.

“Yes, ma’am.” I knew this was coming. The only thing worse than her yelling streak is the big huge talk after the yelling streak.

This will be the longest bath I have ever taken. I stay in the tub, staring at the hot pink accessories in my bathroom: curtain, rugs, toilet seat cover, toothbrush holder and soap dish. It’s probably way too much hot pink for the average person, but not for me. Hot pink is my favorite color, and everyone who knows me knows it.

I guess I’m hoping my mother will just go to sleep and forget about talking to me. I figure this is as good a time as any to wash my hair. I undo the stopper in the tub and stand so that I can take a shower. Under normal circumstances, my mom would beat down the door and accuse me of making the water bill “sky high,” but not tonight. She has other things on her mind, and so do I. I’ve got two more years to live in this house. How on earth am I going to live in peace knowing that at any minute my mom might raid my journal? My purse? My backpack? Who’s to say she won’t bust in on me right now?
 
I wish I could say all these things to my mom, but why waste my breath? She’ll say, “I pay the bills around here. So long as I’m paying for the water you drink, the food you eat, and the electricity you use, there is nothing off limits for me in this house.” Is that it? Do parents have a right to just do anything because they have jobs? I know she pays the bills and all, but there are some rights that I feel every human being should have, regardless of their employment status. I wonder if God would have gone through Jesus’ things when he was a teenager. I know it’s a moot point, but I just wonder.

Like I said, there’s no need for me to tell these things to my mother. I can’t win that argument no matter how much sense I make.

Twenty minutes later, I’m blow-drying my hair and my mother knocks on the door again.

“Karis, hurry up and come out of there. I’ve got to get up early tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I finish drying my hair. Lotion and powder come next, and I put on the Princess pajama set that my daddy gave me. I pull my long brown hair back into a ponytail and get ready for what is to come. I really don’t know why my mother wants to have these long, boring conversations with me, where she tries to make me believe that she understands what I’m going through. Pulleaze! Her teenagehood—what she had of it—was way back in the last century. Things are different now; we have the internet, cell phones, harder classes, tougher laws, and much more responsibility than they had back in “the day” (as they call it). All of this means that while she might not have been ready to watch a movie with a guy when she was sixteen, that doesn’t mean I’m not ready. I think I’ve listened to enough of her lectures and watched enough Cosby Show reruns to have a clue about boys.

Alas, I have finally reached the point where it’s more painful to think about the big reflective talk than to endure it. I come out of the bathroom and drag my feet seven steps down the hallway to my bedroom, where my mother is waiting for me at the foot of my bed. She looks at me with arms folded and tired eyes. My eyes dart to the top drawer of my bureau, and I’m wondering if she has read my journal again.

She reads my mind and says, “You don’t have to worry about me reading your diary again. For your information, I wasn’t trying to read it this morning. You left it on your bed. Open. Did you know that? I thought maybe it was a homework assignment that you’d forgotten. I looked at it to see if maybe I needed to bring it to you at school.”

I’m thinking now; did I really leave it open? I guess… well, I had a few extra minutes, and I was just about to write in my journal this morning when Sydney called and told me that Avery McWilliams had asked her on a date, which is crazy, because everybody knows that Avery’s on-again-off-again girlfriend, Iyanna Overton, will fight anybody who even sits next to Avery in class. Sydney was asking me if she should just forget about Iyanna and go out with Avery anyway. After all, it is a free world and Avery doesn’t have any rings on his fingers. But I told Sydney to wait until after basketball season because if she ends up in a huge mess over Avery and gets suspended for fighting Iyanna, she might miss a game. That was serious business. Definitely serious enough to tear me away from the journal and forget that it was sitting on my bed as I left for school.

Okay, so maybe I left my journal out and it’s not all my mom’s fault. Doesn’t matter. I can’t admit that to her, because I cannot let her win this thing. She still didn’t have to read it, and she still didn’t have to take it to the extreme, and she still didn’t have to take the iPod I got from my dad. I keep my attitude on display as my mother silently watches me lay my clothes out for tomorrow. Baby Phat jeans, a “Drama Queen” studded T-shirt, and white K-Swiss shoes.

My mother is still sitting there with her arms across her chest, waiting patiently for me to finish doing all the things I need to do before going to bed. I think she’s enjoying this, because otherwise she would have told me to sit down a long time ago.

Finally I take out my contacts and put them in the case. My mother fusses, “You know you’re supposed to wash your hands before handling your contacts. And haven’t I told you to handle all of your contact lens business in the bathroom?”

If I take off my contacts in the bathroom I won’t really be able to see what I’m doing when I lay out my clothes. Besides, my room is pretty clean. There can’t be much danger from the bacteria in blue jeans and T-shirts. “I forgot,” I lied for good reason.

“All right. You ain’t gon’ forget when you wake up blind one morning,” my mother exaggerates. Then she laughs at herself—or maybe at me. “Karis, Karis, Karis. It’s so funny looking at you. You remind me so much of myself, with your rebellious streak. God forbid that you should make the same choices I made.”

I am so sick of this line of reasoning! In frustration, I plop myself down next to my mom and plead as much as I can without sounding disrespectful. “Momma, I am not you! On your sixteenth birthday, you were pregnant. I was not. I’m already past that point, so you don’t have to worry about me being exactly like you.”

She lifts her hand to my head and pushes my bangs back behind my ears. My mother smiles at me now. “I’m proud of you, Karis. You have made it further than I did without getting pregnant. But, sweetheart, there’s more to life than not getting pregnant. There’s school, there’s your future, and most importantly, there is your responsibility to fulfill your God-given purpose in life.”

She’s worried about stuff that is probably fifty years away. I don’t see what any of this has to do with me here and now. “Momma, I’m not trying to be a minister like you. I just want to be… me.”

“You can still be you and do what you’re supposed to do. Actually, you can’t fulfill your purpose without being the you that God created.”

I swear, I am not trying to cause a distraction, but I notice a little wrinkle in the corner of her eye and I gasp, “Momma, don’t move. There’s something on your face.”

She jumps up from the bed and makes a beeline to my mirror. She pulls at her face and asks, “What?”

I join her at the mirror and say, “Smile again.”

She does, and I point out the tiny line that creaks into her face when she makes this gesture. She licks her finger and rubs spit into the line.

“Eww! That’s nasty!” I shriek as I step away from her.

She chases me back to the bed and suddenly I’m laughing while my mother has wrestled me onto my right side, threatening to touch me with her spit-finger. I finally scream out, “Momma, you are too old for this!” She backs up off of me, catching her breath—which proves my point. She gives me a second to sit up, and when she tries to look at me, I look down at the floor. I haven’t forgotten: I am still grounded and being unreasonably punished. That was sneaky of her to try to make me laugh.

When silence returns, she plays the love card. “You know I love you, right?”

My shoulders drop a little as I agree, “Yes, ma’am.” She always gets to me with that one.

“And you know I’m not trying to make your life miserable. I’m only trying to be a good parent, right?”

“Yes, ma’am. I know. I just don’t know why you have to be so hard on me.”

My mother’s eyebrows jump in amusement. “You think I’m hard?”

I nod in quick succession.

“You have no idea what hard is! Try being the only one who can’t wear pants to PE class. Try making straight As or else getting grounded until the next report card! Try getting popped in the mouth for not saying ‘yes, ma’am.’ That is hard, Karis, and that’s what I went through.”

“Well, if Grandma and Grandpa were so hard on you, how did you end up pregnant with me at sixteen?” I’m asking this because I eventually want to work around to proving my theory that she should lighten up on me!

My mother looks down at her hands and shrugs. “My parents just gave me all the whats—what to do and what not to do. They never gave me the whys. I try my best to give you the rules and the reasons behind them, whenever possible. Not because I have to, but as a courtesy so that, hopefully, the lines of communication will stay open with us.”

I shake my head. “I still don’t understand why I can’t do a lot of stuff.”

My mom gives me a genuine smile. “I know you don’t, Karis. You haven’t lived long enough to see what I see and know what I know, so I can’t expect you to reason as an adult would reason. But when you don’t understand or trust my reasoning, just trust my heart, okay? Trust that I love you and that I’m trying to do what’s best for you.”

This conversation is deep—I’m trying to leave myself some wiggle room here. “Sometimes I’m not one hundred percent sure what you want me to do and what you don’t want me to do. Sometimes, I think you think I can read your mind. Like that time I didn’t know I was not allowed to eat in the bathroom.”
 
“Don’t even go there, Karis. This is different. You know good and well that it is not acceptable for you to be alone with a young man at his house,” my mom says, putting a stop to all wiggle and jiggle room.

Well, she didn’t specifically tell me I couldn’t, but now is not the time to mention this tiny detail. “Yes, ma’am.”

“And if you can’t figure out whether it lines up with my standard, see if it’s something you think God would approve of,” my mother declares. “I think you’ve gone to enough Sunday school, listened to enough sermons, and memorized enough verses in Awana to know right from wrong.”
 
She’s right. And I must admit to myself: the whole time I was at Derrick’s house, there was this little voice within me saying that I should not be there.

My mother switches gears, taking me by surprise. “Now, you and Tamisha have been friends for a long time, and I don’t appreciate her taking you over to that boy’s house. I don’t want to pick your friends for you, Karis, but if I have to—”

“It’s not Tamisha’s fault, Momma. I’m the one who asked her to take me over there. The whole thing was my idea.” Lord knows, it was the truth. Lord also knows that I cannot afford to be banned from my only friend with a car—at least not until I get my car. Plus, if I don’t stand up for Tamisha, there is a good chance that my mom will somehow get around to telling Tamisha’s mom, and then we’d both be grounded forever.

“Well,” my mother sighs, “don’t let it happen again.” She stands up, and when she does, I hear one of her knees make a popping sound. In addition to being a minister, my mother is a nurse. She stands on her feet all day, and I guess that makes your knees pop every once in a while. She turns toward me and holds out both hands. I know, immediately, that she wants to pray. I put my hands into hers and she seals them shut with a powerful grasp.

“Father,” she prays, “we come to You now thanking You for Your protection; thanking You for watching over us even when we do foolish things. Thanking You for Your grace, and asking for more wisdom. Karis needs more wisdom in her role as a developing young lady, and, Lord, I need more wisdom as the mother of a developing young lady. We haven’t been down this road before, but You have. You know all things. You said in Your word that if we would acknowledge You, You would direct our paths. So, we come before You asking for forgiveness and seeking Your guidance in all things. In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.”

“Amen,” I repeat, wondering why my mom is asking for wisdom. From the way she talks, I thought she already knows everything (I mean that in a good way).

After the prayer is finished, she gives me a big hug and tells me to sleep tight.

As she walks away from me, I ask the burning question, “How long am I gonna be on punishment?”

“Until I say you’re off.” And she shuts the door behind her.

How crazy is that! I swear, sometimes I think parents are just making up the rules as they go.





chapter three


Dear Me:

I’m grounded—again! Partially because of this diary, partially because I did something I wasn’t supposed to be doing, partially because my mom doesn’t trust me. I’m not sure which is the biggest part.

I don’t know if I spend more time grounded or ungrounded. It seems like every other week, I’m in trouble. Well, I gotta go to school now AND I gotta put this journal away!

Karis I-Just-Wanna-Be-Happy Reed

When I get to school, my girl Tamisha is waiting for me at my locker. I spot her long auburn weave all the way down the hallway and figure she’ll be wearing red tones throughout the week. Tamisha is the only girl I know who tries to match her hair with her clothes. True to her game, she’s wearing deep indigo jeans and a red DKNY short hooded sweater with the required undershirt barely covering her midriff. Tamisha is a little larger than most girls our age, but somebody forgot to tell her that. She wears the latest clothes, the cutest hairstyles, and she walks down the hallways like she owns them.

Today, Tamisha’s shoes are bright red combination sneakers/heels that I tried to talk her out of, but Tamisha says I have so little fashion sense that my negative comment persuaded her to buy two pairs. When she sees me in the crowd, she walks toward me in a rush and follows me back to my locker. “Girl, I blew your cell phone up last night! Where were you? Why didn’t you call me back?”
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