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I was about to have a straight-up heart attack!

For real—not one of those fake ones that my girl Diamond was always having. The way my heart was pounding inside my chest, I was gonna pass out for sure.

When I looked over at my girls, I could tell they felt the exact same way. My best friend for life, India, was standing so still, just grinning like she was in shock. And Veronique looked like she was going to faint from happiness, though I wasn’t sure if she was all excited about the Divine Divas or about Arjay Lennox, who had stayed right by her side ever since we ran off the stage.

The only one who was standing like this was no big deal was Diamond—our leader, or at least that’s what she thought. Yeah, Diamond was just standing with her arms folded—like she knew all along that the Divine Divas were going to make it to the finals of the Glory 2 God Teen Talent Search.

I mean, I had a lot of confidence, trust that. But no one in the world had more confidence than Diamond. It’s not that I didn’t think we could sing; every single one of my girls could carry at least half a tune. But when we started this whole thing back in September, I never would’ve believed that we would have made it all the way to the finals. All the way to Miami—South Beach, to be exact. We would be competing with four other groups.

But I wasn’t hardly worried—I knew for sure that my girls and I were going to shut this whole thing down. At the end, we were gonna be the ones with the recording contract.

Just thinking about that made my heart start crashing again. Could this really happen? Could the Divine Divas really get a $250,000 recording contract and move into the big time?

Not that I was sure that this was the way I wanted it to go down. I mean, I was into winning, don’t sleep. But I wasn’t about to give up any part of my dreams. No way. No matter what happened with my girls and the Divine Divas, in two years, I was going to Harvard. Trust that. And, I was going to become a nuclear physicist. You could bank on that, too. If we won this thing, we’d just have to find a way to work it out.

“Hey, what you doing over here all by yourself, Pretty Lady?”

I had to lean my head all the way back to look up at Troy. He was that tall and one of the Three Ys Men, who were our backup dancers. The way he was grinning in my face, I could tell he was as happy as we were. I guess this whole winning thing was as exciting for the guys as it was for us, even though we were the ones who were out front.

“I’m not doing anything.” I tried to shrug Troy off, but it was hard. I could tell by the way Troy had been looking at me ever since we got to New York that he kinda liked me, but I didn’t know for sure. It could’ve been that he just wanted to hang with me because his boys—Riley and Arjay—had already hooked up with India and Veronique.

But it didn’t matter—I liked Troy; I just didn’t like him like that. Not that I wasn’t into guys; I mean, Troy was major fine. But I had a plan for my life. And right about now, boys—even cute ones—just didn’t fit in.

“So, Aaliyah, ah—”

“Hey, baby girl!”

Whew! I was so glad my dad came over and interrupted Troy. I could tell he was going to do something like ask me if I wanted to go out with him when we got back to Los Angeles.

“Hey, Daddy,” I said, hugging my father. He was the only male I was into impressing right about now.

“I’m so proud of you,” my dad said. He looked at Troy and added, “I’m proud of all of you. You guys were fierce.”

“Daddy, nobody says fierce anymore.”

My dad frowned. “Nobody?”

I shook my head. “Only Diamond and Tyra.”

“Well, if it’s good enough for Diamond and Tyra, it’s good enough for me.”

Troy and I laughed with my dad, but then we stopped when Roberto Hamilton, the president of Glory 2 God Productions, came into the room where we were hanging out.

“Thank you for waiting,” Mr. Roberto said. “And congratulations, once again, to all of you.”

As Mr. Roberto looked around the room, I did, too. Even though we were in New York, this room was filled with people from our church in Los Angeles. Besides me and my girls, and the Three Ys Men and our parents (except for Veronique—her mom, Ms. Lena, never came to any of the competitions), there was Pastor Ford and her crew. And about twenty other people from Hope Chapel packing this place.

But when everybody was as happy as we were, it didn’t matter if we were standing so close it felt like we were in a club or something.

“Well.” Mr. Roberto’s voice made me turn back to him as he said, “We are at the final round. How do you feel?”

He was just talking to me and my girls, but a whole bunch of people answered, “Great,” “Just fine,” “All right!” as if they were the ones who had been doing all the singing.

Mr. Roberto laughed. “So, now that we’re here, we wanted to let you know just how seriously we’re taking this whole competition.”

I took a deep breath.

“We’re looking for the next big group.”

I couldn’t help but grin, and my girls were cheesin’, too.

“And on the G2G label, that means that we’re looking for young men and women who’ll be able to perform at the highest levels.”

Okay, I thought. That was certainly us. I mean, we were the Divine Divas. We were… fierce. I grinned as I thought about what I’d just told my father.

“Sometimes you’re going to have to perform under pressure, sometimes you’re going to have to perform on short notice, you’re going to have to perform with big names, all kinds of things.”

I wasn’t a nuclear physicist yet, but I didn’t have to be one to know that Mr. Roberto was building up to something big. I guess this competition really was straight serious now.

“So because of that, we’ve decided to give each of the remaining groups a mentor.”

Diamond was already clapping her hands like she knew what Mr. Roberto was talking about.

“You’re going to be working with someone who’s already been through all of this,” he continued.

“Oh, my God,” Diamond yelled out. She held her hand to her chest like she was going to have a heart attack.

Even though India and Veronique rolled their eyes while Diamond went all the way to her dramatic side, I couldn’t hate. I mean, five minutes ago I was having my own heart attack.

“I know who it is!” Diamond shouted out and raised her hand like we were in class or something. Now that was funny. ’Cause Diamond was in my chemistry class, and she never raised her hand for anything!

“You think you know?” Mr. Roberto grinned.

“Uh-huh!” Diamond nodded. “It’s… Yolanda Adams!” And then she snapped her fingers in the air like she had nailed it.

The way Mr. Roberto shook his head and Diamond pouted and frowned like she was confused made everybody laugh.

Mr. Roberto said, “I’m not going to stand here and make you guess. Let me introduce all of you to the mentor for the Divine Divas.” Then he stopped, like he was waiting for a drumroll.

He turned toward the door and I peeked around my dad. All kinds of people were going through my head: Beyoncé, Mariah… oh, oh, I know. I just loved Rihanna!

And then she walked into the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce… Zena!”

“Oh, my God!”

It was Diamond screaming, but now I was the one having a heart attack. For real!

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I pushed my hand against my chest, ’cause I was sure my heart was going to poke right through my skin.

Then, my knees… I don’t know what happened. But they got rubbery.

By the time I dropped to the floor, I couldn’t hear or see a thing.
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My head was hurting really bad.

I opened my eyes and looked straight into my father’s face. His eyebrows were bunched together like he was worried or scared or something.

When I tried to lift up my head, he said, “No, no. Stay still, sweetheart.” He brushed my braids away from my face. “The ambulance is on its way.”

Ambulance? Why did I need any ambulance? And why was I stretched out like this on the floor?

Behind my head, I could hear people walking around and talking all fast. And then I thought I heard Diamond. Yeah… it was Diamond, because she was the only one I knew who screeched like that.

“What’s wrong with her?” That’s what Diamond was screaming over and over and over.

Was she talking about me? There was nothing wrong with me, and I needed to let my girls know that. I tried to sit up again, but then I really felt it. Only this time, it wasn’t my head that was hurting. This time, I hurt because I remembered what had happened.

I lay back down, even though I really did feel fine. I didn’t need any ambulance. I just needed for my dad to tell me what was going on.

“Dad, why did he… is it…” I couldn’t even finish my sentences.

But I didn’t have to. My dad started nodding his head like he knew what I was going to say. That happened a lot with my father and me. He always knew what I was thinking. Sometimes I thought it was because he and I spent so much time together. But truth—my dad had mad skills; there was a reason why he was the assistant chief of police and Diamond called him Top Cop.

“Daddy, why didn’t you tell me?” I hated the way I sounded. Kinda like Diamond when she got upset, all whiney and screechy.

He shook his head again. “Ssshhh. Don’t try to talk. Everything’s going to be fine.”

How could he say that? Nothing was going to be fine ever again. I could feel someone walking really close to me, and my heart started doing that hard beating thing. I squeezed my eyes closed—as tight as I could.

Please God. Don’t let it be Zena.

I said Amen to myself, then peeked through one eye. And I was so happy when I saw Pastor Ford leaning over me. She didn’t say anything; all she did was take my hand and nod her head.

Okay, it didn’t take a nuclear physicist to figure out that she knew what was going down. My dad had probably told her everything. Or maybe he hadn’t said a word and Pastor Ford had figured it out on her own. She was special like that. She had this serious thing going on with God where she knew everything; she’d probably known about Zena all along.

But then that couldn’t be true, because if Pastor Ford had known all this time, she wouldn’t have let me tell that big ole lie for so long. She never would have let me tell my girls that my mother was dead.

Oh, brother! How was I going to get out of this? How was I going to tell my girls that I had lied to them ever since we were in the third grade? How was I going to say that my mother wasn’t dead; that she was the superstar Zena?

This was going to be some straight-up mad mess.

That was the last thing I thought about before a whole bunch of paramedics came crashing into the room.
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It felt like I was walking inside a fog.

My eyes opened up and all I could see was white and light. But it didn’t take any time for me to figure it out—I was in the hospital just waking up from that shot one of those guys in the ambulance had given me.

I wanted to get up and out of there, but then I heard the whispers. When I turned my head just a little, I saw them, and I shut my eyes real fast.

I was hoping they hadn’t seen me; and the way they kept going at it, I knew they hadn’t.

It’s not like I could say that I remembered all that much about my mother. There were little things inside my head—like Zena reading to me before I went to bed. Or singing special songs that she made up with my name. But truth—I don’t know if I really remembered that stuff or if it was just in my head because of the things my dad had told me.

But if there was one thing I did know, it was her voice. And right now her voice sounded just like I’d known it would. Just like it sounded in my dreams.

I squeezed my eyes tighter and tried to open my ears wider so that I could hear what they were whispering about.

“So, what did you expect?” my dad said.

“I… didn’t know what else to do.” Her talking voice sounded just like her singing voice—only better.

My dad said, “You shouldn’t have come back, not this way.”

“And how many ways were there to do this, Heber? I knew that if I called, you would’ve never let me see her.”

“That’s what we agreed; that was your decision.”

Then there was quiet.

Uh-oh, I thought. I could feel it—first my dad’s eyes. Then I heard his footsteps coming closer to the bed. I figured he was guessing that I was awake, that I was listening. Like I said, they didn’t call him Top Cop for nothing.

But there was a reason why my girls called me Top Cop, Junior. ’Cause I had skills, too. Even though I could feel my father real close, I just lay still, like I was a statue. For like a minute, there wasn’t any kind of sound. Then after a while, I felt him walk away before the door to the room opened and closed.

I waited for just a little while longer before I peeked out of one eye. Dang! They were gone. I had wanted to hear more. I’d wanted to hear my dad tell Zena off; and then tell her to go away and to do what she’d been doing—staying away from me and Los Angeles.

But truth—I guess the way my dad did this was cool. Taking her out of the room meant that I wouldn’t have to see her up close, wouldn’t have to talk to her at all.

Yeah, the more I thought about it, the better it was. There was no need for me to see Zena. Or talk to her. My dad wouldn’t let her come back, and that was a good thing, ’cause I didn’t want her in my life anyway.






[image: ] Chapter 4

I don’t think there was ever a time I was so glad to see my girls. Even when Diamond ran in and fell across my bed all dramatic, I couldn’t hate.

“I am soooo glad that you’re okay!” Diamond sounded like she was about to cry.

“Yeah,” India said in her regular soft voice. “We were really worried when you fainted.”

Veronique didn’t say a word. All she did was sit on the edge of the bed and hold my hand. India came around to the other side, but Diamond stayed right where she was—flung across the bottom of my bed looking like if she stood up, she would faint and the doctors would have to come and take her away.

“No worries; I’m okay, you guys.” I pushed myself up so that they could see that even though they had me wearing one of those crazy paper robes, I was fine.

“But you fainted,” Diamond whined. “You can’t possibly be all right.”

I almost laughed. My girl was talking like she was acting in a movie or something.

“Yeah, like when I fainted,” India piped in.

“But you were really sick,” I told her. “I’m not; the doctor said that my blood pressure got a little high, and he gave me something to calm down.”

“Blood pressure?” Diamond said those words as if she didn’t understand. “Isn’t that something that old people get?”

I rolled my eyes. The one thing we could always count on was for Diamond to say something absolutely absurd. “We all have blood pressure, Diamond. Mine was just higher than it was supposed to be.”

Still lying across the bed, Diamond said, “That’s what I’m talking about. You’re a teenager; why would you have high blood pressure?”

“The doctor said it was because I got upset.” I really didn’t want to say anything else, but the way my girls were looking at me, I knew they were waiting for more. Even India’s eyes were opened wide. So I added, “It was just that.…” My voice got softer, and I couldn’t look at them. “I was a little… surprised.”

That got Diamond moving. She popped up from my bed and almost knocked India down when she pushed her aside. Leaning on the bed rail, Diamond looked me straight in my eyes. “Surprised? Is that what you call it? Girlfriend, you’d better give it up. So”—she paused for a moment—“your mother is.…”

Diamond stopped right there, as if she needed me to finish the sentence for her.

At this point, I didn’t know what my girls had heard, but the way their eyes were all wide and waiting, they knew something. There was nothing I could do now but tell the God’s honest truth. I just hoped they wouldn’t be mad at me. I took a deep breath. “Zena is my mother.”

Diamond’s head fell back and she howled, shocking the heck out of all of us. I couldn’t tell if she was crying or laughing.

Veronique put her hand over Diamond’s mouth and growled, “If you do that again, they’re going to make us leave.”

Diamond nodded; she wasn’t about to get kicked out of my hospital room. Not now. Not when she was on the verge of hearing the whole story, because if there was one thing about Diamond, she wasn’t going to miss out on some good gossip. Diamond was nothing but straight-up drama.

When Veronique took her hand away from Diamond’s face, she started talking right away. “Is Zena really your mom?” But Diamond didn’t even give me a chance to answer. “Dang, I heard my mom talking—well, she didn’t know I was listening—but I thought I’d heard wrong or that she was confused or something.” She stared at me as if she wasn’t sure if I was telling the truth. “But you told us that Zena was dead.”

I shook my head. “I never said Zena was dead. I said my mother was dead.”

The looks on their faces let me know that they didn’t see the difference. But there was a humongous difference to me; I just didn’t know how to explain it to them.

Diamond said, “Zena… your mom… it’s the same person.”

She was the one doing all the talking, but I could tell that India and Veronique were thinking the same thing.

I shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“If she was my mother,” Diamond kept on like she was the spokesperson, “y’all would have known about it from the jump. I would’ve been shouting it from the roof.” She stopped and looked at me kinda sideways. “We’re your crew; when you roll, we roll. So why didn’t you tell us?”

“Diamond,” India began, “I can’t believe you’re trying to get all up in Aaliyah’s business right now. I mean, look where we are.” India spread her arms wide. “She’s in the hospital,” she said in a way that was supposed to make Diamond shut up.

See, that’s why India was my BFFL. Don’t get me wrong—I loved me some Diamond and Veronique, too, but it was different with India. She got me. Sometimes I didn’t even have to say a word and India would understand. She understood things I didn’t understand myself.

India said, “We should just let Aaliyah rest. We can talk about this later.” Everybody always said I was the mature one, but India sounded like the most mature one right about now.

Veronique said, “Yeah,” but Diamond wasn’t about to let it go.

She crossed her arms and frowned as she looked straight at me. “I thought you said you were fine.” She didn’t even give me time to answer before she was moving her hands in the air like she wanted me to just get on with my story. “High blood pressure doesn’t stop you from talking.”

At any other time, this is where I would have told Diamond to just be quiet. But I couldn’t hate. I mean, if I were in her place, I would be asking the same questions. We were all like sisters, and I had lied to them our whole lives.

Before I had the chance to figure out what to say, my dad walked in. Top Cop to my rescue, for real.

“Ladies, I hate to break this up, but you all have to get going. You still have to go back to the hotel and get your things before you head to the airport.”

“I thought we missed our flight,” Diamond said.

My dad answered, “We got you on the last one out of New York tonight.”

“Oh, dang! I was hoping that since Aaliyah fainted, we would stay another day and I could do some more shopping.”

I wasn’t the only one who looked at Diamond like she was out of her mind. Leave it to her to turn my disaster into something all about her.

India rolled her eyes at Diamond before she looked at my father, then at me, then back at my father. “What about Aaliyah?” To me, India asked, “You’re not coming with us?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know what was going on.

“We’re taking a flight back in the morning,” my father explained. “The doctors just want to make sure my baby girl’s okay before they send her twenty thousand feet into the air.”

My girls looked all sad, like they were afraid if they left me now, they might never see me again. “I’m fine,” I said, trying to make them feel better. “I’ll see you tomorrow when I get back.”

The way they hugged me almost made me want to cry. Made me want to tell my dad that I just had to be on the plane with them. But there was no talking to my father about this kind of stuff. I was in the hospital, and to him this was serious. And when stuff got serious, my dad stepped up. He was in charge.

“We’ll see you tomorrow,” India said.

Veronique said, “Yeah, peace out.”

“And oh,” India added, “the guys said to tell you to get better quick.”

“Yeah,” Diamond laughed a little. “Troy said to tell you to be easy.”

My girls walked so slowly that it felt like it took five minutes before I was alone with my dad.

I said, “I really feel fine, Daddy,” thinking that maybe with just a little push, he might let me get on the plane with my girls.

He shook his head. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, but we’re not taking any chances.”

“Do I have to spend the night here?”

“No. We’re going back to the hotel. The doctor’s going to check your pressure in an hour or so. He’ll probably release you then.”

I let out a long breath. That was good. Not that I was a baby or anything; I just didn’t want to stay in this hospital by myself. But knowing my dad, he would have pulled up a chair and stayed with me all night.

“There is one other thing,” my dad said.

Uh-oh. I didn’t like the way he sounded. What was up? Was I sicker than I thought?

“It’s Zena.” He stopped as if he wanted to make sure I recognized her name. “She wants to see you.”

I was shaking my head no before he even finished. “I thought you told her that she couldn’t see me,” I blurted out, and as soon as those words came out of my mouth, I was sorry. I had given myself up.

My father smiled just a little, but I didn’t. There was nothing funny about what he was asking me to do.

My dad said, “I knew you were awake when your mother… when Zena and I were in here.” He stopped for a moment. “So, you heard us talking?”

“I wasn’t really listening a lot. Just for a little while. But Dad, I don’t want to see her.”

He nodded like he understood. Like he wasn’t going to force me to do anything I didn’t want to. But it must’ve been some kind of cop trick, because then he said, “It doesn’t make sense to put this off, Aaliyah. You’re going to have to see her sometime.”

“Why?” I whined, sounding just like Diamond again.

“Because she’s not going to go away… and she’s your mother.”

“She hasn’t been.”

I don’t know why, but the way my dad kinda cringed made me think that I had hurt him. But that’s not what I was trying to do. I wasn’t mad at him—I just didn’t want to see Zena.

He said, “She’s always been your mother, Aaliyah. Even though she wasn’t here, she gave birth to you.” He took a deep breath and added, “When you were little, she used to call and ask if she could fly in to see you. But I wouldn’t let her—I only wanted her to come back if she was going to stay.”

Shocker! Zena had wanted to see me? I’d thought that when she’d left, she’d never thought about me again. But there had been times when she’d wanted to come back? To see me?

But I shook my head; I wasn’t going to fall for that. It didn’t matter if she wanted to come back. All that mattered was that she hadn’t. She had acted as if she was really dead.

My dad kept on, “I was trying to protect you, sweetheart—that was always my only concern. But maybe I didn’t do it the right way. Maybe I should have let her come back, even if it was just for a couple of hours or a couple of days… or whatever.”

“No, Daddy.” The thoughts about what he’d just said were moving all around in my head. But that didn’t stop me from knowing that whatever had happened wasn’t my dad’s fault. He was the world’s best dad—trust that. And I didn’t want him to feel bad about anything, ’cause everything was Zena’s fault.

“It’s true, sweetheart,” he said. “Your mother and I both played a role in what’s happened. But maybe we can make things right now. Maybe we can make up for some of the time that we missed.”

I couldn’t remember ever hearing my father sound so sad. I wasn’t sure if he felt sorry for me or himself… or for Zena.

He squeezed my hand. “Talk to her, just for a little while,” he said. When I didn’t say anything, he added, “Maybe you can do it for me.”

Okay, now see—that was a straight-up dirty trick, because my dad knew that I would do anything for him, just like I knew that he would do anything for me.

And then he made it all the way bad when he added, “Please.”

There was no way I could say no now, and I nodded, because I couldn’t say yes out loud.

He kissed my forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

I waited until he walked out of the room, but the moment the door closed, I hit the floor. There wasn’t a mirror in the whole doggone room—what kind of hospital was this? Then I turned to the window. Since it was dark outside, I could see my reflection. Good thing I was wearing braids—at least my hair wasn’t tore up. My braids were tight. The only thing, though—I wish I had some lip gloss or something to make my face look more… glamorous. With the tips of my fingers, I patted my face—hard. Diamond said that got your blood flowing and gave your face a glow. When I first saw Diamond doing this, I thought my girl had lost it. But right about now, I was hoping that she was onto something. I licked my lips before I hopped back into bed.

It was a good thing that the doctor wasn’t coming to check me now, because he would never let me break out of this place. Not with the way my heart was thumping. It felt like it was going to burst right out of my chest.

But even though I felt like I was going to faint again, all I did was lean back against the pillows and wait for Zena.
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