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chapter 1










“Mimi,I’m dying for you to see my dress,” I say into the purple-rhinestone-studded cell phone. “It’s this deep purple color with hand-painted scroll designs in gold on it. I have to be honest. I—Divine Matthews-Hardison—will be in all the magazines. I’ll probably be listed in the top-ten best-dressed category.”




Mimi laughs. “Me too. My dress is tight. It’s silver and strapless and Lana Maxwell designed it.”




“Oh, she’s that new designer. Nobody really knows her yet.” I’m hatin’ on her because she’s allowed to wear a strapless gown and I had to beg Mom for days to get her to let me wear a halter-style dress.




I make sure to keep my voice low so that the nosy man Mom claims is my dad can’t hear my conversation. It’s a wonder Jerome actually has a life of his own—he’s always trying to meddle in mine.




I can tell our limo is nearing the entrance of the Los Angeles Convention Center because I hear people screaming, and see the rapid flashing of cameras as diehard fans try to snap pictures of their favorite celebrities while others hold up signs. I’m glued to the window, checking out the growing sea of bystanders standing on both sides of the red carpet.




The annual Grammy Awards celebration is music’s biggest night and the one major event I look forward to attending every year. Singers, actors and anyone really important will be present. Media coverage is heavy and I know as soon as I step out of the limo, the press is going to be all over me.




Settling back in the seat, I tell Mimi, “I’ll talk to you when you get here. I need to make sure my hair is together. You know how these photographers are—they’re like always trying to snap an ugly picture of celebrities to send all over the world. That’s the last thing I need—some whack photo of me splashed all over the tabloids. See you in a minute. Bye.”




Cameras flash and whirl as limo after stretch limo roll to a stop. I put away my phone and take out the small compact mirror I can’t live without, making sure every strand of my hair is in place. A girl’s gotta look her best, so I touch up my lips with Dior Addict Plastic Gloss in Euphoric Beige. I like this particular lip gloss because the color doesn’t make my lips look shiny or too big in photographs.




I pull the folds of my gold-colored silk wrap together and blow a kiss to myself before slipping the mirror back into my matching gold clutch. I’m lookingfierce, as my idol Tyra Banks loves to say onAmerica’s Next Top Model. To relieve some of the nervous energy I’m feeling, I begin tracing the pattern of my designer gown. This is my first time wearing what I consider a grown-up gown. I’ve never been able to wear backless before, but thankfully, my mom has a clue that I’m not a baby anymore. I’ll be fifteen soon.




“Divine, honey, you look beautiful,” Mom compliments. “Anya did a wonderful job designing this gown for you. It’s absolutely perfect. Doesn’t make you look too grown up.”




My smile disappears. She just had to go there.




“Thanks.” As an afterthought, I add, “You do too.”




My mom, renowned singer and actress Kara Matthews, is up for several Grammys. On top of that, she’s scored starring roles in three blockbuster movies, one of which will have her leaving in a couple of weeks to film the sequel in Canada. She can be pretty cool at times but then she goes and ruins it by going into Mom mode. To get even, I say and do things to wreck her nerves. Like…




“I hope I see Bow Wow tonight. He’s so hot…” I can’t even finish my sentence because the look on Mom’s face throws me into giggles. My dad, Jerome, comes out of an alcohol-induced daze long enough to grumble something unintelligible.




He’s never allowed me to call him daddy. Says it makes him feel old, so he insists that I call him Jerome.




Hellooo…get a clue.You are old.




It used to bother me that Jerome didn’t want me calling him Dad when I was little. But after all the crazy stuff he’s done, I’d rather not tell anyone he’s related to me. Although I’ve never actually seen him drink or whatever, I’ve watched enough TV to know what an addict looks like. If I could sell him on eBay, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I can just picture the ad in my head.






Hollywood actor for sale. Okay-looking.




Used to be real popular until he started




drinking and doing drugs. By the way, he




really needs a family because he’s on his




way out of this one. Bidding starts at one dollar.







Mom interrupts my plans to auction Jerome by saying, “Divine, I don’t want you sniffing around those rap artists. You stay with me or Stella.I mean it. Don’t go trying to sneak off like you usually do. I don’t care if Dean Reuben lets Mimi run around loose. You better not!”




Mom and Jerome make a big deal for nothing over me talking to boys. Period. I’m fourteen and in the eighth grade. I’m not even allowed to date yet, so I don’t know why they’re always bugging whenever I mention meeting guys. I will admit I get a thrill out of the drama, so I figure giving them a scare every now and then can’t hurt.




“You stay away from that Bow Wow,” Jerome orders. “He’s a nice kid, but you don’t need to be up in his face. Don’t let that fast tail Mimi get you in trouble.”




This subject has so come and gone. All his drinking must be making him forgetful or something. Rolling my eyes heavenward, I pull out my cell phone, flip it open and call my best friend just to irritate him.




“Mimi, we’re about to get out and stroll down the red carpet,” I say loud enough for him to hear. “Where’s your car now?” Mimi’s dad is an actor too. He’s always out of town working, which Mimi loves because then she can run all over her entertainment-lawyer mom. Her dad is the strict one in her family. For me, it’s Mom. She’s the only grown-up in my family.




Our limo stops moving. The driver gets out and walks around to the passenger door.




“We’re here, Mimi. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” I hang up and slip the phone into my gold evening bag.




Cameras flashing, the media are practically climbing all over the limo. As usual, my mom starts complaining. But if the media isn’t dogging her, her publicist comes up with something to get their attention, which isn’t hard to do with my dad’s constant legal battles. I just don’t get Mom sometimes.




Mom claims she doesn’t really like being in the spotlight and the center of attention, but me, I love it. I’m a Black American Princess and I’m not ashamed to admit it. I take pleasure in being pampered and waited on. Mostly, I love to shop and be able to purchase anything I want without ever looking at a price tag.




“I wish I had a cigarette,” Mom blurts. “I’m so nervous.”




I reach over, taking her hand in mine. “Don’t worry about it. I hope you win, but even if you don’t, it’s still okay. At least you were nominated.”




She smiled. “I know what you’re saying, sweetie. And you’re right, but Ido want to win, Divine. I want this so badly.”




“I know.” Deep down, I want it just as bad as she does. I want Mom to win because then I’ll have something to hold over that stupid Natalia Moon’s head. Her mother is singer Tyler Winters. As far as I’m concerned, the woman couldn’t sing a note even if she bought and paid for it. And I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one who thinks so, because she’s never been nominated for a Grammy.




The door to the limo opens.




Leo, our bodyguard, steps out first. He goes everywhere with us to protect us from our public. There are people out there who’ll take it to the extreme to meet celebrities.




Mom’s assistant Stella gets out of the car next. All around us, I hear people chanting, “Kara…Kara…Kara.”




A few bystanders push forward, but are held back by thick, black velvet ropes and uniformed cops.




“They love you, Mom.”




Smiling, my mom responds, “Yeah…they sure do, baby.”




I’m so proud to havethe Kara Matthews as my mom. She’s thin and beautiful. Although she’s only five feet five inches tall, she looks just like a model. I have her high cheekbones and smooth tawny complexion, but unfortunately, I’m also saddled with Jerome’s full lips, bushy eye brows and slanted eyes. Thankfully, I’m still cute.




“Hey, what about me? I got some fans out there. They didn’t just come to see yo’ mama. She wouldn’t be where she is if it wasn’t for me.”




I glance over my shoulder at Jerome, but don’t respond. He’s such a loser.




I have a feeling that he’s going to find a way to ruin this night for Mom. Then she’ll get mad at him and they’ll be arguing for the rest of the night.




I’ve overheard Mom talk about divorcing Jerome a few times, but when he gets ready to leave, she begs him to stay. I wish they’d just break up because Jerome brings out the worst in Mom, according to Stella.




Stella turns and gestures for me to get out of the limo. It’s time to meet my public.




Okay…my mom’s fans. But in a way, I’m famous too. I’m Hollywood royalty. Kara Matthews’s beloved daughter.




I exit the limo with Leo’s assistance. Jerome will follow me, getting out before Mom. She is always last. Her way of making an entrance, I suppose.




I spot a camera aimed in my direction. I smile and toss my dark, shoulder-length hair across my shoulders the very same way I’ve seen Mom do millions of times.




Mom makes her grand appearance on the red carpet amid cheers, handclapping and whistles. We pose for pictures.




Here we are, pretending to be this close and loving family.




What a joke!




I keep my practiced smile in place despite the blinding, flashing darts of light stabbing at my eyes. It’s my duty to play up to the cameras, the fans and the media.




I can’t imagine my life any other way.




After a few poses in front of the limo, we start down the red carpet. Whenever I can, I stand in front of my parents, grinning like the Cheshire Cat inAlice’s Adventures in Wonderland . I love being photographed and I know how to strike a perfect pose.




America’s next top model—right here. As soon as I turn eighteen, I’m auditioning for that show. Mom says I won’t have to. She actually had the nerve to tell me that I could be working right now as a model. Only she won’t let me because she’s real big on education, so I have to finish school first. Talk about dangling a pot of gold in front of my face and snatching it away.




Stella and Leo march in front of us, leading the way to the doors of the convention center.




I’m walking in front of my parents, close enough to hear Mom’s words to Jerome.




“Do you have to manhandle me? You nearly ripped off my arm back there when you grabbed me.”




I notice that Mom is careful not to move her lips for fear some reporter might be able to read her words. She’s always trying to keep up appearances.




“Just ’cause you up for some awards, don’t start acting like you don’t know me,” Jerome warns. “I’m the man of the house. I run thangs…”




“You don’t run nothing,” Mom shoots back. “When is the last time anyone called you for a job?”




“Could you please stop arguing?” The words just rush out of my mouth. “You’re embarrassing me.”




We run into another group of photographers.




Mom stops and leans against Jerome, wrapping her arms a round him and wearing what everyone in the industry calls her million-dollar smile.




Well, I’m not about to be outdone.




I insert myself between my parents, separating them while tilting my face just right so that my best side will be photographed—just the way Mom taught me.




Jerome places his cold lips to my cheek, trying to show off for the media. After a few more photos he breezes past us and into the convention center.




“I hate him,” I mutter under my breath.




“Don’t say that, Divine. He’s your daddy.”




Mom pauses to be interviewed, so I reach into my purse and pull out my cell phone. Pressing the talk button, I place it to my ear. “Mimi, where are you?”




 




I give Mom a big hug in the press room after the awards. “I’m sorry you only won the Grammy for Contemporary R&B Album.”




Smiling down at me, Mom holds the coveted award close to her breast. “Sugar, I’m just thankful for this one. That album didn’t do as well as my others, so I’m amazedLiving for You actually won. This validates me personally.”




Looking high as a kite, Jerome clumsily drapes his arm around her. “Okay, baby girl…it’s time for you to go home. Mama and Daddy wanna party.”




Pouting, I look up at Mom. “Do I really have to leave right now? I wanted to hang out for a little while longer.”




“Well, you ain’t doin’ nothing but going home,” Jerome rudely interjects. Like I was talking to him in the first place. “I don’ want you hanging round these li’l dudes. You too young. I don’ wanna hafta kill nobody ’bout my shorty.”




Mom tries the diplomatic approach. “I know how much you want to stay, but your daddy’s right, hon. Besides, you have to go to school tomorrow and you’re not exactly a morning person. We girls need our beauty rest.”




“Mom, I know you can come up with something better than that. I’m cute—losing one night of sleep won’t hurt me. Why can’t I just pop into one party at least? I don’t have to stay long. Just enough to say I went. All the other kids at school will be talking about the parties they went to.” I impatiently push away a stray curl from my face. “I’m not a baby. I’m almost fifteen.”




Jerome bristles. “We know how old you are, Divine. We were there when you were born. Remember?”




I’m not ready to give up, so I keep pushing. “Then why can’t I go for a little while? Mimi’s dad is real strict but he’s letting her go to the party with them at the House of Blues. Tomorrow’s Valentine’s Day. This can be one of my presents.”




Mom places a gentle hand to my cheek. “Hon, we’re not changing our minds. You’re going home and that’s final.”




I release a long sigh in my frustration. My parents never let me have any fun. They’re ruining my life.




Mom hugs me. This is her attempt to soothe me but the effort is totally wasted because I’m really mad at her.




“How about we go shopping tomorrow after school? We’ll go to the Beverly Center and Rodeo Drive.”




At the mention of shopping, my spirits lift some. If Mom insists on switching to Mom mode, then I plan to punish her by spending as much of her money as I can. This time it’s really going to cost her big. “I want to go to Gucci and Louis Vuitton because I need to get a couple of new purses. Then I want to see the new collection at Iceberg.”




“We can do that too,” Mom promises. “Whatever you want.”




“I don’t have to go shopping with Stella, do I?” The last time we were to go shopping, Mom backed out to do a radio interview to promote her album.




“No, you don’t,” Mom assures me. “Tomorrow, you and I are going to spend some much-needed quality time together. I promise.” She glances over her shoulder at Jerome. “Daddy’s gonna join us if he’s not too busy. Right?”




Jerome sends Mom a strange look I can’t decipher.




I really don’t want Jerome tagging along. All he ever does is complain about standing around while we try on clothes, or he fusses about how much money we spend. It isn’t like we’re spending any of his money. Mom is the one making paper.




“I might be able to make it but don’t hold me to it.”




I hope that Jerome’s not able to join us. He’s such a loser.




Stella comes over to where we’re standing. “C’mon, Divine. It’s time I got you home.”




I glance over at Mom, giving her one last chance to change her mind. “I don’t want to leave just yet. Nelly is right over there. Can I just go over there to meet him before I leave?”




“For what?” Jerome demands. “You better just take yo’ lil fast tail home.”




“You need to shut up. It’s not even like that. I just want to meet him so that I can tell everyone that I met him.” I don’t include that my friend Rhyann and I have a fifty-dollar bet to see who’ll meet him first.




He leans over and plants a kiss on my forehead. “You my baby girl. I’m just tryin’ not to let you grow up too fast. You know I love you.”




I push him away, no longer caring who’s watching us. I don’t need Jerome trying to act like a father now. “Leave me alone, Jerome. You are so not related to me.”




“Sugar, don’t do that,” Mom whispers. “Remember, we’ve talked about this. Be nice to your daddy. There’s a photographer in the corner watching us.” Smiling, she adds, “Now give me a hug.”




Embracing Mom, I feign a smile. This is really going to cost her big.




“I love you,” she whispers.




Whatever. Right now, Mom’s entering the loser zone in a big way.




Jerome purses his lips as if waiting for me to kiss him, but he’ll turn blue and green before that ever happens. I walk off toward the nearest exit with Stella following. She makes a quick call to have our driver bring the limo around.




Without a word spoken between us, I climb into the limo, turn on the small television and settle back for the forty-five-minute drive home to Pacific Palisades.




Mom’s face appears on the small screen.




“Could you turn that up, please?”




Stella turns up the volume.




It’s a clip of Mom’s interview after her Grammy win. I smile. “She looks real happy, doesn’t she?”




“Yes, she does,” Stella murmurs. “I believe her whole world is going to change after tonight.”




I like seeing my mom happy. Lately though, I’ve noticed that she spends a lot of time in her bedroom with the door locked. The few times I’ve put my face to the door I’ve smelled the putrid odor of marijuana. I know Jerome has been smoking the stuff for years. But for Mom I think this is something new.




I’ve never told anyone because Stella and Mom are always saying, “What’s done at home stays at home. You never betray family.”




It really bothers me that my parents smoke marijuana, especially Mom. Just last year, she was the keynote speaker at my school’s drug-awareness program.




What a hypocrite.




It’s all Jerome’s fault.




His constant legal battles and a recent paternity suit have taken a toll on my mom. At least that’s what I overheard Mom telling Stella a few days ago.




“Do you think Mom will divorce Jerome?”




Stella put away her cell phone. “Divine, you don’t need to worry yourself with grown-up matters.”




“Well, I hope she does,” I confess. “Mom would be much happier if she did.”




“Let’s not talk about this right now,” Stella whispers. “Divine, you really need to be very careful about what you say in public.”




A small sigh escapes me. The last thing I need right now is another lecture, especially one from a nonparent. Just because she and Mom grew up together, Stella thinks she can boss me around, but she’s nothing more than the help as far as I’m concerned. She better be glad I halfway like her because otherwise she would’ve been fired a long time ago.















chapter 2










“Whydidn’t somebody wake me up?” I yell after practically breaking my neck running down the stairs. I hastily tuck the crisp white blouse into the waistband of my navy and green plaid skirt—all part of my school uniform. “I’m late for school and you know how Mr.—”




Stella holds up a hand to silence me as she speaks with someone on the telephone.




I glance over at Mom, noticing the dark circles beneath her eyes, her uncombed hair and the stack of crumpled tissues. She’s been crying.




I feel a knot growing in the pit of my stomach and realize that something is terribly wrong.




My gaze swings back to Stella.




“Ms. Matthews has nothing to say, so please stop calling here.” She slams the receiver down onto the cradle.




What’s going on?I wonder.




“Thanks, S-Stella,” Mom manages between sniffles. “I’m so s-sick and tired of reporters calling here. I don’t know why they won’t just leave us alone. We already have enough to d-deal with.” Groaning, she rubs her temples with her fingers. “My head hurts t-terribly.”




Stella pours a glass of water and hands it to Mom while I make myself comfortable on the plush sofa beside her, curious to find out what the heck is going on.




“Mom, what’s the matter?” I inquire, anxiety spreading through my body. “What happened?”




Mom wipes her face with her hands. “Sugar…I need to tell you something. Last night after I left your father, he—”




“He’s in jail again,” I contribute, completely disgusted with Jerome at this point. Didn’t the man have a clue how to stay out of trouble?




Mom hugs me. “Yeah, he’s in jail, but this time…”




Seeing Jerome’s face on television, I zone out on Mom and pick up the remote control with shaky hands. I turn up the volume so that I can hear the news report on Jerome’s latest stunt.




“—taken into custody for the murder of Shelly Campbell…”




Although I grasp the meaning of their words, it’s still not making sense to me.




No sense at all.




Jerome’s been arrested many times before and I’m pretty sure he wasn’t always innocent of the charges, but this time I totally believe the police have made a huge mistake. There is no way Jerome would’ve done such a terrible thing. He’s stupid but he’s not a killer.




Images of a dead woman rudely elbow their way into my mind. A devoted fan ofLaw & Order, I have a clear mental picture of a sheet-covered gurney being pushed to the morgue, of a woman stretched out naked on a stainless-steel table, surrounded by all kinds of weird-looking instruments.




I suddenly feel sick to my stomach. I put a hand to my mouth, trying to force the puke back down my throat.




Through the heavy fog in my brain, I hear Mom ask Stella, “Has Jerome’s lawyer called back?”




“Not yet.”




I pull my knees up to my chin and wrap my arms around them. I can’t believe how quickly things have changed from last night.




From Mom and Stella’s conversation, I piece together the events. Apparently the evening took a turn for the worse after I left. Jerome flirted with another woman. Mom got upset and came home. Jerome must have left the party and gone to see Shelly, the woman they were now accusing him of shooting.




I know that Shelly Campbell is the reason my parents have been fighting so much for the past week.




Stella’s voice cut into my troubled thoughts. “Divine, why don’t you go to your room? I’ll have Miss Eula send up a tray.”




I give Stella a defiant glare before responding, “You must be crazy. There’s no way I’m leaving my mom.”




Mom betrays me by siding with Stella. “She’s right, hon. Go on up to your room. There’s going to be a lot of people in and out of the house today. I really need you to stay out of the way.”




I cling to her, promising, “I won’t get in your way.”




“Divine,” she says in a voice that’s low with emotion. “Do this for your mama, okay?”




I give a reluctant nod and rise up from the sofa, my lips sticking out as far as I can get them. I give Mom another chance to change her mind. When she doesn’t, I protest by stomping up the steps of the curving staircase. I’m so tired of being treated like a baby.




Inside my room, I turn on the television, searching for more news on Jerome’s arrest. Through tears, I eye the pictures of Shelly Campbell that TV stations are flashing all over the screen. I’ve seen her a few times, mostly in the tabloids when she filed a paternity suit against Jerome. She was claiming that he fathered her four-week-old son, Jason.




I’m sorry she’s dead but that baby is not my brother.




The first time Jerome was arrested, my parents sat me down and explained how their celebrity status brought on all sorts of accusations. They warned me that some people would do and say anything for money.




I angrily wipe away my tears. Jerome’s innocent. He’s being framed.




This is all a big mistake. When the truth comes out, I hope Jerome sues the police department and the news stations.




My cell phone rings.




“Dee, I just heard…are you okay?” Mimi asks as soon as I answer.




“Yeah. I guess.”




“I know you’re not coming to school today, right? Everybody is talking about it here on campus.”




“What are they saying?”




“They’re just wondering if your dad really did it. I told them I didn’t think so.”




“No he didn’t do it,” I snap. “Jerome isn’t a killer. He’s being framed. You’ll see.”




“Hey, I’m on your side. I already told them that he’s innocent. Rhyann and I have been saying it all morning.”




“I can’t believe people are tripping like this.”




“People just like to have something to gossip about. A couple of reporters tried to come on campus, but security wouldn’t let them get far.”




“This is so crazy,” I mutter. “I can’t believe this is happening.”




“I know. I’d probably just stay in bed for the rest of my life if it were me.”




“I’m not worried. When Jerome gets through with them, we’re going to own the entire police department—maybe even Beverly Hills too. Mom’s been on the phone all morning talking to our attorneys.”




A short beep cuts into our conversation, letting me know that I have another caller. I check the caller ID and say, “Mimi, I’ll call you back. Rhyann’s on the other line.”




“I just got off the phone with Mimi,” I tell her as soon as I click over.




“Girl, do you need me to come over? I know this has got to be stressing you out.”




Mom would freak if Rhyann showed up on our doorstep. “I’m fine. I was just telling Mimi that this is such a big mistake. Jerome didn’t do anything.”




“I know. My uncles and my brothers get accused all the time of doing stuff. Just do like my mama does—she falls to her knees and prays. Then she runs out and gets a lawyer.”




“We have several lawyers working for us,” I announce. “Good ones.”




“Well, I wanted to check on you, girl. But I need to get my tail back to class. I’ll call you later.”




We hang up.




A few minutes later, my cell phone rings again. I don’t recognize the number so I just let it roll to voice mail.




I’ll be so glad when Jerome comes home. Then this nightmare will finally be over.




 




When Jerome is still in jail that night, I can’t deny that I’m worried about him. I thought he’d be home by now. Why are they keeping him in jail? What is his stupid lawyer doing?




Mom needs to take care of this right now.




Unable to bare the suspense any longer, I swing my legs to the edge of the bed and get up. I grab the gift I bought for my mom and slip down the back stairs, the ones that lead to the kitchen. Mom and Stella are in the kitchen talking softly, yet their voices are loud enough for me to hear their words.




I stay hidden from view, listening.




“Where’s Divine?” Mom inquires. “I bet she’s somewhere eavesdropping. That girl’s too nosy for her own good.”




I’m offended. How could she say that about me?




“She’s in her bedroom,” Stella responds. “That was Mr. Whitcomb on the phone earlier. He called to see how she was doing. He said that her teachers will email her assignments for the week.”




Still standing on the stairs with my back pressed flat against the wall, I wince at the mention of the headmaster of Stony Hills Preparatory School. He’s had it in for me from the moment I stepped on campus. Now he’s got something to hold over my head. He always makes little comments about me being just like Jerome.




Renewed anger flows through my veins. If only Jerome had come home last night with Mom…The kids at school are going to wear me out with this one. They were already teasing me over the paternity suit.




“I tried to tell Jerome that Shelly Campbell was nothing but trouble,” Mom says. “I could tell by looking at her that she was after money. But nooo, he wouldn’t listen to me. If he won’t consider my feelings, you’d think he would at least think about what he’s doing to Divine.”




“Surely you don’t think that he…”




“No,” Mom quickly interjects. “No, he didn’t kill her, Stella. You know Jerome’s not a murderer.”




The telephone rings.




“Just let it ring,” I hear Mom say.




I choose this break in conversation to enter the kitchen, acting as if I’ve just come downstairs.




“Mom, this is for you.” I give her the Valentine’s Day gift I purchased the week before. I’m hoping it’ll salvage some of the holiday for her.




“Thanks, sweetie.” She takes it from me and places it down on the counter without even looking at it.




I try not to be offended because Mom’s got a lot on her mind right now. The present can wait, even if it did take me forever to find the perfect gift for Valentine’s Day.




The telephone rings a second time. Then a third.




“Stella, just turn the ringer off.” Mom puts her hands over her ears and walks into the family room. Sighing loudly, she drops down on the sectional sofa. “I can’t stand all this incessant ringing,” she moans. “Why won’t they just leave us alone?”




“The lawyers…We need to answer just in case…” Stella says.




“They can call me on my cell phone. I really need a drink.”




“Kara…”




“Okay. Never mind.” Mom wipes at her eyes with the back of her hand as I join her on the sofa. “Last night started off great,” she mumbles. “Your daddy just had to ruin it for me. If he’d just come home, none of this would’ve happened. We were supposed to have a nice romantic dinner tonight for Valentine’s Day.”




Mom doesn’t say anything else, we just sit holding on to each other. Feeling Mom’s arms around me like this makes me realize just how badly I need this hug. I’m able to share the loss and confusion I’m feeling with someone who truly understands.




“I bet Reed is getting a big kick out of this,” Mom mutters. “He thinks my life is nothing but a big mess anyway.”




I’ve never met my mom’s brother, but from all my eavesdropping in the past, I know the reason why. Jerome met Mom almost twenty years ago in Atlanta while she was attending Spelman College. He was down there filming his second movie—the one that made him a star.




Jerome heard Mom sing and convinced her to drop out of college and move to Los Angeles with him. He told her he knew some people who could make her a star. He was right about Mom. She’s a big success. It’s just too bad that the very thing he wanted for her is what he resents the most. He’s hatin’ on her because now she’s more famous than he is.




Well, maybe not. It just seems like it because she’s wanted for music and movies and the only thing that Jerome seems to be known for lately is breaking the law.




According to Mom, he was always a troubled soul. She says that Jerome never felt comfortable around her family and took offense at practically everything my grandmother and Uncle Reed said. But it was Jerome’s actions toward my grandmother that tore the family apart.




The way I understand it, Mom had gotten into an argument with her mother. Jerome jumped in to defend her, cussing out my grandmother, who then hit him with a frying pan. Jerome shoved her, knocking my grandmother to the floor.




When my grandmother died a couple of weeks later from a heart attack, my uncle blamed Mom and Jerome for her death.




He vowed that if Jerome showed up for the funeral he would be a dead man. I’ve heard Mom say that Jerome is the reason she couldn’t attend her own mother’s funeral. He wouldn’t let her go without him and Mom didn’t want to have drama at the service, so she stayed away. It’s still a sore spot for her.




I sit here quietly observing my mom. Her auburn-colored hair is flared out in a wild, uncombed mess. Mom’s clothes—a pair of stained sweats and a grubby, oversize sweatshirt that belongs to Jerome—make her seem thinner than she already is.




Mom shivers.




“You okay, Mom?”




Nodding, she reaches into her Prada handbag and pulls out her wallet—along with a little packet of white powder.




My mom’s doing hard drugs?!




She quickly tries to cover up the contents with her hand and toss it back into the purse, but isn’t quick enough.




Rhyann is always talking about the amount of drugs that get passed around during some of Hollywood’s biggest parties. She amazes me with how much she knows about stuff like that because she’s really not one of us.




Rhyann is what my dad calls a hood rat. She attends Stony Hills Prep on scholarship. Otherwise her family couldn’t afford it. I’ve never been to her house because my parents don’t like where she lives.




Mimi says Rhyann knows a lot about celebrities because one of her uncles is a drug dealer to the stars. It’s common knowledge that he was recently arrested on drug charges, but I don’t know if the celebrity connection is true.




Mom gets off the couch, saying, “Stella, I’m going upstairs to lie down for a while.”




I rise as well.




Mom turns to me, saying, “Hon, you don’t have to babysit me. I just need to get some rest.” She kisses my cheek. “I love you, sugar.”




Together we make our way up the stairs to the second level. After leaving Mom outside the master suite, I head back to my own room.




I pick up the phone to call Mimi, then realize that she’s in class. I’ll have to wait until lunchtime, which isn’t for another hour.




Time passes slowly.




I turn on my laptop and log on to the Internet, but the first thing I see is a news flash with a photo of Shelly in a corner of the screen and one of Jerome in the center.




I don’t want to read another article filled with speculation and gossip about Shelly and Jerome. I’m already on information overload.




When the clock strikes twelve, I reach for my cell phone. Mimi should be getting out of class and on her way to the cafeteria with Rhyann.




“Dee, we were just talking about you.”




“What’s going on?” I ask Mimi. “Are they still talking about Jerome?”




“Yeah. It’s the only thing on anyone’s mind right now.”




“Even Jordan? He’s like the coolest guy in school. Evenhim ?”




“Yeah, girl, even Jordan.”




“Great,” I mutter. “My life is so over.”




 




At the end of the week, Jerome still wasn’t home and I was going crazy. Mom wouldn’t let me leave the house—not even to go to school or Mimi’s house. Now she’s finally letting me out of the house. She’s finally running in Mom mode again.




I really dread going to Stony Hills this morning. I try every excuse to keep from having to face everyone at school, but she’s completely heartless. I call Mimi first thing to have her meet me because I don’t want to face the student body alone.




Being the good friend that she is, Mimi is right there, standing near the edge of the campus waiting for my arrival.




“I’ll get out here,” I tell Leo.




He parks the Mercedes, gets out and comes around to open the door for me.




I slip on my dark sunglasses before stepping out of the car. Even in a crisis, I’m determined to look good.




Mimi runs up to me, greeting me with a hug.




“Girl, thanks so much for meeting me. I hate my life right now.”




My schoolmates are more ruthless than the media. Someone yells out to me in passing, “Your dad really knows how to get a paternity suit dropped!”




Another person asks, “Did your dad really kill that girl, Divine?”




“No,” I shout back. “Did yours?” No way am I letting people think they can just say anything to me or about me. So far, I haven’t had to show out on anybody. I’m not the only one here with celebrity parents who get in trouble from time to time. I’ll just have to endure a few weeks of teasing when it happens—same as any other kid in school.




 




I’m worried about Mom.




Since Jerome’s arrest a week ago, she’s been spending a lot of time in her room. I’m sure Stella’s just as concerned. Instead of being home with her new husband, she’s staying at the house with me and Mom.




“Where’s my mom?” I ask Stella shortly after I arrive home from school.




“She’s in her room resting,” Stella responds without lifting her gaze from the computer monitor. We’re in the office, which is where Stella handles all of Mom’s business.




“Are yousure she’s just resting?”




This time Stella raises her gaze to meet mine. “What do you mean by that?”




I remove my backpack from my shoulders and let it dangle downward. “She’s high, isn’t she? I know about the coke in her purse—”




Stella wouldn’t let me finish. “Sweetheart, your mother is very tired, so I convinced her to go upstairs and get some rest.”




“Uh-huh.” I didn’t believe her. “I’m not stupid, you know.”




Stella gets to her feet, comes around the desk and takes me by the hand. “C’mere. We need to have a little talk.”




I sit down on the couch, staring straight ahead. Stella and Mom grew up together. I know she’d protect Mom with her life, but right now I don’t care much for her loyalty.




“Your mother is under a tremendous amount of stress. This…this thing with your father is taking a toll on her, Divine. Sometimes, adults need to take medication to help them handle the stress.”




“What medication comes in a little plastic bag, Stella?” I question. “Because to me—it looks like coke.”




Stella looks surprised by my words.




“I told you I’m not stupid.” I fold my arms across my chest. “I have eyes and I know what cocaine looks like.”




“How do you know what it looks like?”




“I’ve seen it before. Jerome’s had some in the house.”




“Have you ever used—”




I cut her off by saying, “No…no way. I don’t do drugs. I’m never doing that.”




Stella releases a soft sigh of relief. She wraps an arm around me. “Honey, your mother loves you so much. She really needs your support right now.”




“I love her too. But look at how drugs have messed up Jerome’s life. I just don’t want Mom to get messed up too. I need her.”




I propel my body off the couch. “Stella, I don’t care what you say. I’m going upstairs to see my mom.”




Standing up, Stella tries to reassure me. “Honey, she’s fine—just really tired. Kara didn’t sleep well last night. Can you just give her a couple of hours?”




I survey Stella’s face, trying to discern if I’m being told the truth.




“I’ll call your room when your mama gets up. Okay?”




Nodding, I mumble, “Okay.”




I take the steps one at a time up to the second level and tiptoe down the hallway to my mother’s bedroom.




I peek inside.




Mom lay curled up in a fetal position, sleeping.




I want to walk over there and climb into bed with her, but I resist the urge. Instead, I close the door and go to my own room.




Sitting cross-legged in the middle of my bed, I pick up the latest copy ofJET magazine. I gasp when I read the article on my father’s previous arrest. I’m pretty sure the next issue will contain a story on Shelly’s murder and the fact that Jerome’s been arrested for it—even if he’s released by then.




Will they even remember to mention that Mom won a Grammy? Or that she is starring in an upcoming movie? Or will they focus all of their attention on Jerome?




I’m restless and not in the mood to do homework, so I decide to take a long walk outside. I love the park-like grounds of our gated estate. My most favorite place here is what I call my secret garden. Mom had a fountain installed and this is where we’ve shared many mother-daughter moments.




Last summer, my friends and I spent a lot of our time swimming in the Olympic-size pool, or playing tennis on our championship tennis court complete with its own pavilion, barbecue area and bathroom.




Our home boasts eight bedrooms, ten baths, a climate-controlled wine room, gourmet kitchen, a recording studio and a home theater. My room is even equipped with a retractable screen for watching movies with my friends.




I sit down on one of the concrete benches in the secret garden, pondering my future.




We’ll get through this, I decide.




Jerome will be found innocent. He’ll come home a changed man and insist that I call him Daddy. After this experience, our lives will definitely have to change for the better. I’ll finally have a normal family.
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