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chapter 1



“Madison and I got married last night…” I announce as Alyssa and I walk down a grassy hill to the sidewalk.

Caught off guard, my clumsy cousin nearly topples to the ground in a spill that you know would’ve embarrassed her. I reach out to help her while I struggle to keep from cracking up in her face.

Alyssa straightens up, then stops just a couple of feet from her house. “Y’all did what?”

“Girl, you heard me. Madison and I are married.” She stands there and looks at me as if I’m wearing bright pink eye shadow or something equally not cool. “I wish you could see the expression on your face.” I chew my bottom lip to avoid laughing.

“Divine, stop lying! First of all, you’re only sixteen years old, and second, you were home last night with us. I know you didn’t sneak out ’cause you’re not crazy. You know my parents would chop your head off and mail it back to Los Angeles.” She shifts her backpack from one side to the other. “By the way, April Fools’ Day was yesterday.”

Her metal braces gleam in the morning sun, drawing my attention to them. Alyssa is such a know-it-all sometimes but I’m not about to let her faze me today. I’m on my honeymoon. Some honeymoon. Going to school is not my idea of a romantic wedding trip. At least Madison and I have nights in our private chat room.

“I can’t believe you gon’ try and lie about something like that,” Alyssa continues to fuss. “Like I’ma believe some stupid crap like that.”

We navigate away from the brick ranch-style house, making sure that we’re out of earshot just in case Chance or Aunt Phoebe comes outside. Alyssa’s right about her mom—my aunt is straight-up crazy. I moved in with them almost three years ago when my dad went to jail and my mom went to rehab. I never thought I’d call any place other than Los Angeles home, but Temple, Georgia, has become very special to me. All my friends think it’s just because I’m with Madison. The truth is that I truly love being with my family. Even Aunt Phoebe can be cool at times.

“That’s what this is all about,” Alyssa is saying. “Right?”

I shake my head. “This has nothing to do with April Fools’ Day. I’m telling you the truth, Alyssa. Madison and I are married. We had a virtual wedding ceremony.” I take out a piece of paper from my backpack and hand it to her. “See…this is our wedding certificate. I told you. We’re husband and wife.”

“So how did you do it? How did you get married so quickly?” Alyssa asks. Her dark brown eyes look like they’re about to pop out her head. She pushes a curling black tendril away from her face. Her hair is getting longer and longer, and it’s thick. A flash of envy courses through my veins. I wish my own head of hair was thick like that. “C’mon, Divine…tell me.”

“There are several places on the Web that will allow you to have a wedding, a reception—even a honeymoon suite. Madison and I have a suite for two weeks as part of our wedding package. You can get married for free on some sites but girl, you know me—I have to do it diva style. So I paid fifty dollars for our wedding.”

Alyssa gasps. “You paid fifty dollars? I would’ve just gotten married on one of the free ones.”

“Hmmph! I wanted a nice wedding. Besides, it was only fifty dollars. That’s really not a lot of money.”

“Well, it’s a lot of money to me.” Alyssa looks at me with a look of surprise on her face. “I can’t believe you did it. You and Madison actually got married.”

I take a quick look over my shoulder to make sure Chance isn’t sneaking up on us. He’ll do that sometimes trying to scare us. Lately, he’s been big on pranks even though I keep telling him I don’t have a sense of humor when it comes to stupid stuff. “Alyssa, you can’t tell anyone. Madison and I are keeping it a secret.”

“You better hope my parents don’t hear about this. I know Mama will lose her mind if she finds out.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “You’re the only person I know who skipped dating and went straight to marriage. I guess you really meant it when you said you don’t half-step.”

“I already know he’s the person I want to be with, Alyssa. That’s all dating is for—to find your Mr. Right. Well, I’ve done all that.”

“If my parents find out, it’ll be the only wedding you’ll ever have,” Alyssa warns. “Better enjoy it while you can.”

“That’s why you can’t tell anyone. I don’t want Aunt Phoebe or Uncle Reed to find out and I especially don’t want my mom to know.” Alyssa’s not only my cousin; she’s also my best friend and I tell her all of my secrets.

“I’m not saying nothing,” Alyssa vows. “But I do want to know what y’all plan to do. Are you going to try and get your own apartment? Or are you going to keep your marriage a secret until you graduate?”

She actually believes Madison and I are married! I hold back my laughter before deciding to let her in on the real deal. “Even if they do find out, it’s not like the end of the world. Alyssa, it’s a game. We’re role-playing. Our marriage isn’t really legal.”

Alyssa places a hand over her chest and releases a short sigh of relief. “Girl, you had me thinking you were truly married.” We stroll down the street as if we have nowhere to be at any particular time.

“We had a ceremony performed by Preacher David at a cyber-wedding chapel,” I explain.

“Divine, how did you find out about this stuff? I’ve never heard of anybody getting married on the Internet.”

“You can find anything on the Internet. I was looking up marriage ceremonies in different cultures for math and came across an article on online marriages in China. They call it wanghun. I was curious so I visited some websites for more information. I think it’s pretty cool.”

“Why were you doing that for a math class?”

“We had to establish how weddings are celebrated in different cultures, then figure out mathematical problems like how many guests should be seated at a table if only eight tables are available, but ninety guests are expected, or which food a person could buy for one hundred twenty-five guests if the budget’s like a thousand dollars. Mr. Monroe doesn’t have you all doing that?”

Alyssa shakes her head. “Not yet, anyway. But back to this wedding stuff. I’ve never heard of waygum…whatever you call it.”

“It’s pronounced wang-hun. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it. It’s not like you live in a metropolis.”

“I know what that means. It means big city.”

“You went and subscribed to Word-A-Day, didn’t you, copycat?”

“Yeah, but I already knew what it meant. You’re not the only smart one in the family.”

I check my Louis Vuitton watch. We only have about fifteen minutes to get to school before the first bell so Alyssa and I pick up our pace. I’m hoping to see my husband before first period. Normally, I wear pants to school but I’m wearing a dress just for him. Today is special.

“I can’t wait for prom,” Alyssa says. Our prom is scheduled for the last Saturday in May. Seven weeks away. Mom’s already ordered our dresses and we have our shoes and accessories thanks to Aunt Phoebe. I’m still waiting on Madison to order his tuxedo. He’s such a slowpoke sometimes.

“I hope Stephen and I win Prom King and Queen,” Alyssa continues. “We’re gonna look so good—If that boy ever gets his tux. I don’t know what he’s waiting on.”

Shaking my head, I say, “Hate to tell you this, Alyssa, but it’ll be me and Madison looking fierce that night. I—”

Chance comes running up behind us. “Hey! Why didn’t y’all wait on me?”

“You were on the phone with Trina so we didn’t want to mess around and be late,” explains Alyssa.

She’s right about her brother. When he and his girlfriend are on the telephone, they don’t know how to get off. I know I’m being hypocritical, especially since Alyssa and I spend hours gabbing on the phone too! I don’t see why Chance doesn’t just wait to talk to Trina on the way to school. He goes to her house every morning to see Joshua. But oh well…

“I wasn’t on the phone that long. Trina was just telling me the time of Joshua’s doctor appointment. I had to wait for Mom to give me a note so I can leave school early.”

“Daddy duty,” I mutter. “Aren’t you just loving it?”

“It’s okay,” Chance states honestly. “I love my son so I’ll do whatever I have to do.”

“Is Trina still trying to get you to marry her after graduation?” Alyssa asks.

“She says little things,” Chance replies. The silence between us says what we all know. Trina really wants to get married and has been bugging Chance about it a lot. She’s scared he’s going to find someone else when he goes off to college in the fall. Chance loves Joshua, but he would’ve preferred to wait until he was married before having a child.

I guess I can understand why Trina’s worried. Chance is a cutie. His new-penny coloring, acne-free complexion, deep dimples and big brown eyes will draw girls to him like a magnet. He’s not just cute—he’s smart too. I’d never say any of this to him, but my cousin is a great catch.

“I want to marry her eventually. Just not right now.” Chance stops walking long enough to adjust the bulging backpack on his shoulders. “We need to get college degrees so that we’re able to take care of Joshua. I sho’ don’t make no real money working at Wendy’s.”

Chance is the type of person who doesn’t complain about anything. Like I said, he’s a good catch, and it makes me angry when I see Trina trying to use the baby to manipulate him. I don’t like nobody playing my cousin.

I still talk to her but Trina’s gone down a few notches on my friend list. She’s lucky to have a boyfriend who stuck around while she was pregnant. Aunt Phoebe would say she’s blessed and don’t even know it.

Alyssa brags to Chance that she’s subscribed to Word-A-Day.

“I signed up too,” he responds.

“Haters,” I mutter. “You and Alyssa just can’t stand the fact that I’m beating you at Scrabble so now you’re copying me. Don’t y’all have an original bone in your bodies?”

“Don’t go around thinking that you are a Scrabble world champ, just because you’ve won a couple of games. You were lucky, that’s all.”

“Don’t hate, Chance,” I reply with a chuckle. “Everybody can’t be like me. You can learn all the new words you want—I’ll still beat you and Alyssa. Not only am I cute, but I’m smart too.”

“Divine, keep dreaming.” Alyssa laughs. “You’re a legend in your own mind.”

“I see you had some haterade for breakfast this morning.” I chuckle. “I guess I wouldn’t be happy losing all the time either.”

Chance shakes his head and laughs. “Girl, you going down…”

“Me? Never,” I respond. “Divine Matthews-Hardison’s not going out as a loser. It’s totally not my style.”








chapter 2



My heart leaps with joy and my lips turn upward when I locate the tall, lean and fine Madison Hartford. Today he’s wearing a black-and-white Rocawear polo shirt over a pair of black jeans.

I immediately kick Alyssa and Chance to the curb. “I’ll see y’all later. I need to go over there to talk to my boo.”

Alyssa opens her mouth to speak, but I stop her by sending a quick glance in Chance’s direction. I don’t want her slipping up and saying anything around her brother. He has a big mouth and will tell Aunt Phoebe everything. He’s been trying to get back on her good side since he got Trina pregnant.

Alyssa spies Penny and Stacy a few yards away and takes off in their direction. “See you later, Divine.”

I nearly sag in relief. I’m going to have a serious talk with Alyssa when I see her during lunch. I want to make sure she understands that my virtual marriage to Madison is a total secret. I don’t want her telling Penny and Stacy either. Penny is Alyssa’s cousin on her mother’s side so she’s family, and Stacy is another friend of ours. We’re pretty close but I classify them as semi–best friends. At this level, they’re not entitled to know all the secrets I share with my B.F.F.s.

My attention is so focused on my girls that I trip over a backpack left lying in the grass and feel myself falling.

Madison’s instantly at my side, catching me before I totally embarrass myself. My cheeks warm and my pride bruised, I look away in humiliation when I hear his soft chuckle. I’m so ready to die right on this spot.

“It’s not funny,” I say.

“It was, kinda,” he responds. “You know you’d be laughing at me.”

I give Madison a sidelong glance. “No, I wouldn’t.”

“C’mon, baby…don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad,” I tell him. “Why were you standing over here? I figured you’d be hanging with your boys over on the basketball court.” Madison and his friends usually gather there in the mornings just to hang out and brag about their girlfriends and who’s doing what to whom.

“I’m waiting on my bride,” he whispers in my ear. “I couldn’t wait to see you this morning with your fine self.” Madison’s eyes travel down my body.

My boo knows exactly what I need to hear. He’s so sweet to me and he makes me happy. He’s almost forgiven for laughing earlier.

I take his hand in mine and say, “It’s never a good thing to laugh at my near falls, just so you know.”

Madison kisses me on the cheek. “I’m crazy about you even if you are clumsy.”

I give him a playful shove.

We walk over to the huge oak tree on campus and sit down on one of the concrete benches. “Did you tell Alyssa about us?”

“Yeah, but she’s not going to tell anyone.”

He chuckles. “See? I knew you were gonna tell her. Girl, you can’t keep nothing to yourself.”

“You’re not mad, are you?” I ask.

Madison and I had promised each other not to tell anyone about our marriage, but I couldn’t help myself. I had to share my happiness with Alyssa. “You know my cousin’s not going to go off and run her mouth.”

“I’m not mad. But Divine, you just can’t be telling Alyssa all our business, though. We need to keep some things private.”

“Madison, are you trying to say I talk too much?” I’m hurt by his words.

“Do you?”

“No,” I respond coolly. “I don’t tell Alyssa everything, if that’s what you’re implying.”

Madison’s ex-girlfriend, Brittany Wilkes, strolls by, staring my boo down like he’s a piece of chocolate and halting our conversation.

I’m not about to be disrespected so I say, “You might want to just take a picture of him—it’ll last longer.”

Brittany stops walking. “If I was you, I wouldn’t be getting too comfortable. Madison’s not who you think he is. Believe me, I know that firsthand.”

“Whatever…” I dismiss Brittany’s words with a wave of my hand. That girl’s just jealous because Madison had the good sense to leave her and come back to me. She’ll just have to get over it, though. They were only together for a few months after Madison lost his mind and broke up with me. As soon as he realized it was me he really wanted he dropped her.

Madison takes me by the hand and stands. “C’mon, Divine…let’s get out of here. That girl ain’t nothing but a troublemaker.”

“You won’t get an argument out of me.” I totally can’t stand Brittany Wilkes. She’s been up in Madison’s face a lot lately. Probably trying to get him to break up with me again. Oh yeah, I heard all about it. I have eyes all around this school. I don’t know why she can’t get it in her head that Madison doesn’t want to be with her. Brittany’s making a fool out of herself. No boy wants to be with a strumpet. Mom’s cook, Miss Eula, says “strumpet” is what they call a girl who goes around having sex with different boys.

Actually, Miss Eula is more than just the cook. We consider her family and love her to death. Miss Eula and my dad’s grandmother used to work together back in Tennessee for some rich family. When my great-grandmother died, she took in my dad, Jerome. When I was six or seven, Miss Eula’s house burned down. My dad was going to have a new one built for her but she wanted to come live with us. She and Mom travel when Miss Eula’s up to it but she enjoys cooking. She always says she was born in a kitchen. Miss Eula’s so funny.

The bell rings.

“I hate leaving you right now,” Madison says. “We don’t even have lunch together anymore.”

He gives me this little puppy dog look and I just want to melt.

“I know…I hate it too.”

We hug, and then go our separate ways. My first-period class is on one end of the school while Madison’s is in the opposite direction.

Instead of taking notes in my AP Chemistry class, I spend my time doodling Mrs. Madison Hartford all over my notebook and daydreaming of a life with my boo.

I breathe a sigh of relief when the bell rings at nine thirty. First period is finally over. I normally enjoy my chemistry class but today my mind is on other things.

My next three periods go by in a blur: A test in second period that I’m pretty sure I passed. Nothing much happens in my third-period P. E. class; we run around outside trying to swat a little yellow ball and trying not to sweat. I’m testing for my brown belt in tae kwon do soon and I’d rather be preparing for that instead of standing out here swinging a tennis racket. I can’t wait to wash up and get out of my gym clothes. They’re totally not me.

I enjoy my fourth-period Spanish I class. I want to learn to speak at least two more languages.

My stomach growls loud enough to catch the attention of the boy sitting across from me. He looks over at me and grins. I’m so ready to just go through the floor. As if I’m not humiliated enough, it does it again.

This time he reaches into his backpack and pulls out a granola bar, offering it to me. Talk about totally embarrassing.

I shake my head, turning down his offer. I scribble thanks on a piece of paper and hold it up for him to read. Lunch is right after this class so I silently urge my stomach to keep quiet until then.

The bell rings, prompting me to send up a quick prayer of thanks to the Lord. I’m starving.

My hunger is quickly forgotten when I see my boo in the busy student-infested hallway.

I stop and talk to Madison for a few minutes before meeting Alyssa, Stacy and Penny in the cafeteria.

They’re already in line by the time I arrive. I wade through a crowd of hungry students to get to them.

“Where were you?” Alyssa asks. There’s so much noise in the cafeteria that she has to talk loud enough to be heard. “You’re usually the first one here.”

“I saw Madison when I was leaving Mrs. Rodriguez’s class.” I bust into a grin. “You know I had to talk to my boo.” My smile disappears when I look at the salad bar. “Look at the lettuce,” I tell Alyssa. “They need to throw that mess away. It’s all brown and gross.”

One of the workers walks over wearing a stern expression.

“Excuse me,” I say. “Can we please get some fresh lettuce? This stuff right here is changing colors right before our eyes.”

She takes a long look, shrugs and says. “Honey, just give me a few minutes. I’ve got to bring some more food from the back. I’ll be right back.”

I read her name on her badge. “Thanks, Miss Betty. I really like your hair that way. You should wear it down more often.”

Her grim expression is replaced by a tiny smile. “Thank you, dear. I felt like I needed a change.”

“Look at you working Miss Betty,” Alyssa whispers.

“She looked like she needed a kind word today.” I shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

Miss Betty returns with crisp-looking lettuce. We talk for a few minutes while I fix my salad. Turns out, she’s a big fan of my mom’s. “Miss Betty, I’ll get her to sign a picture to you,” I promise. “Thanks so much.”

I add a slice of pepperoni pizza and a chocolate-chip cookie to my meal. I make my way up to the register, stopping briefly to pick up a soda.

“What’s up with you, Divine?” Penny questions after we find a table. “You seem like you’re in a really good mood. You even chatting up the cafeteria workers. That’s not like you.”

“Yeah,” Stacy agrees. “You look happy about something.”

“I am,” I reply with a big grin.

“Y’all not gon’ believe wh—” My cousin shuts up quick when I cut my gaze to her, silently urging her to keep quiet. I’m still not ready to share my news with anybody else. Sometimes Stacy talks too much.

Alyssa picks up a carton of milk. “Y’all not gon’ believe what’s on the history test. I hope you studied ’cause it’s not an easy test,” she says instead.

I give her a grateful smile.

Penny squeezes a packet of sour cream on her baked potato. “So, what’s up with you, Divine? Did you win some money or something?”

I shake my head. “Nope. Why would I need to win money? I’m already rich.”

“Your mom’s rich, Divine,” Alyssa states. “Not you.”

“Like whatever,” I mutter.

Stacy picks up her hamburger. “Okay, now I know something’s up—c’mon, just tell us,” she pleads.

“It’s nothing, Stacy.” I take a sip of my soda. My eyes travel to her micro-braids. “Whoever did your hair really did an awesome job.”

“Thank you, girl. My aunt did them. You know she works at a hair salon in Villa Rica.”

Penny points at me. “Divine, don’t try to change the subject. I know you lying. You got something going on.”

My mouth drops open. “No, you didn’t just call me a liar.”

“I call a spade a spade,” Penny responds. “I thought we was your girls, but I guess I was wrong.”

“Yeah,” Stacy says. “We know that Alyssa knows what’s going on. Be like that.”

“Y’all my girls,” I assure them. “But there’s nothing to tell. Just thinking about Madison makes me happy.”

Penny scoops up a forkful of potato and sticks it in her mouth. She chews and swallows before saying, “You two make a cute couple.”

“Yeah, we do.” I finish off my salad.

“Don’t go getting the big head, Divine. I said y’all looked cute together but y’all ain’t all that. Now me and my boo…can’t touch perfection.”

“Only in your mind,” I mutter. “Madison and I are the perfect couple.”

Alyssa laughs before taking a bite of her chili dog. “Y’all crazy. Stephen and I are the perfect couple. We never have any drama in our relationship.”

Trina comes to our table carrying a tray laden with French fries and a couple of chili-cheese dogs. “Y’all mind if I sit with you?”

Alyssa wipes her hand on a paper napkin, then moves her backpack out of the way to make room for her.

“Where’s Chance?” I ask, surprised that she’s joining us. Trina and Chance usually eat lunch together. Mostly they eat away from school because seniors have the privilege to eat off campus.

“He went to lunch with some of his friends. He’s been complaining that he doesn’t get to spend any time with his boys anymore, so I told him to go on. I got tired of his whining.” Trina picks up a French fry and sticks it into her mouth. “The fries are nice and hot. Mmm…”

“You do know that we’re related to Chance, right?” I inquire. “It’s not too cool trashing him to family.”

Trina seems surprised by my words. “Divine, what are you talking about? I’m not trashing him.”

“When are y’all leaving for the doctor’s appointment?” Alyssa asks. She’s probably trying to keep my temper in check by changing the subject.

“Right after lunch. He’s going to meet me back here soon. I drove today.” She glances over at me. “What’s up, Divine?”

“Nothing,” I respond.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” I paste on a smile. I promised Alyssa that I’d try to keep the peace between me and Trina, but the girl is truly getting on my nerves. She doesn’t own my cousin. They have a baby together. That’s all. I check my watch, then get up to empty the contents of my tray before the bell rings.

“Divine, can I talk to you for a minute?” Trina asks, stepping into my path.

“Sure.”

She walks with me to the trash can where I empty my tray. We take a seat on a bench a few yards away.

My eyes take in my surroundings, noting the trees with bright green leaves, couples sitting beneath them having lunch together, clusters of friends dotted all around and students just walking around in their own world. “What’s up, Trina?”

“Have I done something to you? You’ve been acting funny around me lately.”

I meet her gaze straight on. “Trina, we’ve had this discussion before. I don’t like the way you treat Chance sometimes. I think you use Joshua to manipulate him and that’s totally not cool.”

“I’m not using my son like that,” she counters with attitude. “I really don’t appreciate you saying that.”

“I’m not going to debate this with you,” I state. “You may not be conscious of it, Trina…I really don’t know. All I know is that you need to quit. Chance loves you and Joshua, but if you keep this up you’re going to lose him.”

“What has he been telling you?”

“Chance hasn’t told me anything—he doesn’t have to. I know what I see.”

“I don’t know what you think is going on, but you’re wrong, Divine. I love Chance and I don’t see anything wrong with me wanting to be a family. I mean, we do have a child together.”

“And you’re never going to let anyone forget it, are you?” I ask. “Trina, are you so selfish that you are going to try to make Chance pay with his life for getting you pregnant?”

Her eyes tear up. “I thought you were my friend, Divine.”

“I thought we were friends too. I like you, Trina, but Chance is my cousin. My loyalty lies with him.”

“I’m not trying to ruin his life, Divine. I just want us to be a family. Why don’t y’all understand that? He’s probably gonna go off to George Washington University and meet another girl. I heard they got some beautiful women up in the D.C. area.” Tears glisten on her heart-shaped face. “He’ll always be Joshua’s father but he may not always want me.”

“Last I heard, Chance wasn’t sure where he’s going to school, but if it is in Washington, D.C., then it’s out of your control,” I say. “Trina, I do get it. I know how you feel. I’d probably feel the same way. I want to be with Madison forever, but the reality is I don’t know if it will happen.”

She wipes away her tears with the back of her hand. “I love him so much.”

“Chance loves you too. But he could stay close to home or not go to college anywhere and still meet another girl.”

“I know that. That’s why I wanted us to get married.”

“Getting married won’t keep him faithful, Trina. He has to make a conscious decision to not cheat. I should know. My dad cheated on Mom a lot. I hope now that he’s married to Ava he’ll be a better husband. Although being in prison, he can’t do much of anything.”

“Divine, I don’t want to lose you as a friend. I don’t like this distance between us. I know I’ve been real busy with the baby and all, but I really miss talking to you.”

“I miss you too,” I confess. “But Trina, as long as you treat Chance good we won’t have a problem.” Rising, I add, “We’re cool as far as I’m concerned. Just don’t be tripping.”

“I just love him so much but I hear you.”

We embrace.

“Don’t forget to give Joshua a kiss for me. Hey, is he sleeping through the night yet?”

Trina laughs. “Sleep? What in the world is that? Joshua sleeps during the daytime. Mama says he’s got his days and nights mixed up.”

“I guess you’d better teach him to sleep at night.”

Trina nods in agreement. “I’m trying.”

I spot Chance walking toward us.

The bell rings.

“Hey,” he greets us. “Trina, you ready to leave?”

“Yeah,” she replies and rises to her feet. “Divine, I’ll talk to you later.”

“Okay. Don’t forget to kiss Joshua for me,” I tell Trina.

I walk over to where Alyssa is standing.

“Did you make her cry?” Alyssa asks as we head to our fifth-period classes.

“I told her the truth,” I respond. “Trina needs to stop tripping where Chance is concerned.”

She nods in agreement. “I was gonna say something to her myself. We’d better get going. I don’t need to be late. I heard Mrs. Henderson is in a weird mood today.”

Alyssa and I speed up our pace.

My AP World History class is okay, but I can hardly wait for school to be over. Madison’s walking me home. I hope Stephen will be with him because I don’t want Alyssa all up in our business. She usually tries to walk ahead of us, but I know she’s nosy. But I can’t say too much. Sometimes, I try to hear what she and Stephen are talking about. Looking for dirt is what Aunt Phoebe calls it.

Two hours later I give thanks to God when the bell rings.

School is over and I’m so ready to see my boo.

Alyssa and I wait for Stephen and Madison at the edge of campus. “Girl, I thought this day would never end,” I say.

“I know what you mean. I almost fell asleep in sixth period.” Alyssa sets her backpack down on the ground. “I’m so tired.”

Madison strolls out of the door and breaks into a run when he spots us at the edge of campus. “I have to stay here for a little while longer,” he announces. “Y’all go on. I need to talk to Mrs. Tuttle about my history project.”

I get this strange feeling and glance over his shoulder to find Brittany standing there watching us.

What’s up with that? I ask myself.

Madison is my boo and there’s nothing she can do about it, so girlfriend should just move on. Come to think of it, Brittany should stop drinking all those milk shakes and cut back on the burgers, pizza and pasta during lunch—she’s putting on weight.








chapter 3



“Divine, I just hung up with your mother,” Aunt Phoebe announces shortly after Alyssa and I walk into the house. “She’s on her way here to the house.”

I stiffen in shock. Mom has been in California working on a new movie. When did she get back? I wonder. My mom bought a home in Atlanta a little more than a year ago to be closer to me.

“Aunt Phoebe, do you know why she’s coming?” I question, swallowing hard. I glance over at Alyssa before asking, “Did I do something? Am I in trouble?” I search my memory, trying to remember if I’d done something that had come back to bite me in the tail. It wasn’t possible, right?

“I don’t know,” Aunt Phoebe responds, staring me down. “But by that panicked look on your face, I can’t help but wonder if you’re feeling guilty about something. Are you guilty of any wrongdoing?”

“No ma’am.” I calm down. For a second I thought that somehow they’d found out about the virtual wedding. The marriage isn’t real, I keep reminding myself. So there’s no reason for them to get mad over a game.

“Is Kevin coming with her?” I inquire with a hint of disapproval. I can tell that Aunt Phoebe noticed because of the look she gives me.

“No, he’s in Chicago, I believe she told me. I think he’s working on a new film. But if he was coming, I’m sure you would be nice to him. Right?”

“Yes ma’am. I was just asking. That’s all.” I like my mom’s boyfriend well enough, but there’s still a part of me that worries Kevin Nash will hurt her just like Jerome. Besides, I really like the way things are between me and my mom. We’ve become really close since she got out of rehab and I’m not ready for that to change.

“Uh-huh,” Aunt Phoebe responds. “You don’t have to be jealous of Kevin. Your mom has enough room in her heart to love you both.”

Whatever…

“I’m not jealous of Kevin Nash. I have no reason to be.” Aunt Phoebe doesn’t even know what she’s talking about. Jealous. Why would I be jealous? Kara Matthews is my mom. She’ll always choose me over any man.

“All right, little miss. If that’s true, then stop giving your mother a hard time when it comes to him. Let Kara be happy.”

“I’m not trying to keep her from being happy,” I retort. “I just want—”

My cell phone rings. I look down at the caller ID. “It’s Mimi.”

She should still be in school because she lives on the West Coast and they’re three hours behind us. Mimi wouldn’t be calling right now unless it’s a B.F.F. 911.

“Aunt Phoebe, I really need to take this.” I head to my bedroom for privacy. I don’t need Aunt Phoebe all up in my business.

“Mimi, hi. Girl, what are you doing out of class?”

“We had a half day today. Rhyann’s on the phone too. I did three-way so we could talk to you together.”

“What’s up, girl?” Rhyann shouts over the phone.

Mimi and Rhyann are my B.F.F.s. The only bad part about being here in Temple, Georgia, is that I don’t get to hang out with them except in the summer when I go back to California. Thank goodness for Instant Messenger, email and cell phones.

After closing the door and dropping my backpack on my bed, I announce, “I have something to tell you and Rhyann, but I need you to promise that you won’t say a word to anybody. It has to be a secret.”

“What is it?” Mimi demands. “I can’t take the suspense any longer.”

“Did you let that country boy get you pregnant?” Rhyann asks. “Dee, you do know about birth control, right? I remember us talking about it, so I know—”

“I’m not pregnant,” I interrupt. “You know I don’t get down like that.”

Rhyann’s relief is audible.

“Madison and I got married,” I say.

Mimi gasps while Rhyann goes off on me. “You did what? Girl, I know you done lost your mind!”

“Rhyann’s right. What were you thinking? When and how did you do this?” Mimi asks.

“We got married on the Internet. They have virtual wedding chapels.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Mimi said. “I guess we shouldn’t be surprised, though. They have chat rooms for just about anything you want.”

“Dee, you got me over here tripping,” Rhyann mutters. “You better hope the media doesn’t get wind of it—you’re going to be all over the newspapers. I can’t even imagine what your mom will do to you. Miss Kara is going to have a fit.”

I burst into laughter.

“I don’t see anything funny. This is your life you’re playing with,” Rhyann snaps.

“She must be lying,” Mimi states. “You’re lying, aren’t you?”

“I’m serious. Madison and I did get married. I have a marriage certificate and everything.” I decide to come clean. “Only it’s not like a real marriage. It’s role-playing. That’s all.”

Rhyann has no sense of humor. “I still think it’s crazy,” she tells me. “Marriage is the last thing I want to do right now. I don’t even want to play at it.”

“That’s you,” I point out.

“I’m like Rhyann,” Mimi contributes. “I’m not in any hurry to get married.”

“Well, it’s just an expression of our love for me and Madison. We wanted to see what it felt like.”

“Are you reading your cousin’s romance novels?” Rhyann inquires. “If you are, then you need to quit. You tripping.”

Frustrated, I let out a long sigh. “I don’t know why I tell y’all anything. I wasn’t asking your opinion—I was just telling you about my cyber-wedding to Madison.”

“So it’s not legal?” asks Rhyann.

“No,” I respond, “it’s not a legal marriage.”

“Did you do the do?” she wants to know.

I can’t believe Rhyann just asked me if Madison and I had sex. “I told you I don’t get down like that.”

“Well, if you did…girl, you’re legally married.”

“That’s not true, Rhyann.” I hear my mom’s voice and say, “I have to go. My mom drove here to see me and I need to find out why. I’ll give you and Mimi a call later.”

We say our good-byes.

I rush out of my room toward the front of the house, following the sound of Mom’s voice.

She’s laughing—a really deep laugh like something’s crazy funny. I haven’t heard her laugh like that in a real long time. I’m glad Mom’s getting back to her old self.








chapter 4



Mom greets me with a warm hug and a kiss. I hold her tight, inhaling the tropical scent of her perfume.

I love the way my mother smells. I keep a little bottle of her favorite fragrance so that when I get to missing her too much I spray some on a shirt I borrowed from her but never gave back. I keep it close to me.

“What’s going on?” I ask, stepping out of her embrace. “Why did you drive all the way out here?”

Folding her arms across her chest, Mom questions, “Now is that any way to greet your mama?”

“You know that I’m happy to see you,” I reply quickly with a chuckle. “But this is a surprise. I didn’t even know you were back from Los Angeles. When I spoke to Stella yesterday, she didn’t say anything.” Stella is my mom’s assistant, and she always knows where to find her.

“I flew back on the red-eye. I’m here because I just needed to see my baby girl. It’s been a minute.”

I admire the outfit she’s wearing. “Looks like you’ve been shopping. Did you buy me anything?”

My hopes are dashed when she answers, “I think you have more than enough clothes, young lady. This is from Anya’s latest collection. While I was in Los Angeles, she showed me your and Alyssa’s prom dresses. They’re absolutely stunning. She’s almost done with the detailing.”

Anya Jordan is one of Mom’s favorite designers—she does a lot of her wardrobe when she’s performing in concert and also on the movie set. Anya’s designed several gowns for me as well.

I wrap my arms around her once more. “I’m so glad you’re here, Mom. I missed you.” She’s been in L.A. for the past two weeks to discuss a new recording contract and possibly a new movie.

“That’s more like it, sugar.”

I relax. Apparently I’m not in any trouble. I guess she hasn’t gotten her latest Bloomingdale’s credit card statement yet. I went a little over my shopping budget for the month. Well, it’s actually about three hundred dollars over. Hopefully, Mom’s accountant will just keep quiet and pay the bill without telling her.

Alyssa strolls into the living room and gives Mom a big hug. I hear Uncle Reed’s voice and am surprised to find that he’s home already. He usually stays at the church until four thirty.

“I didn’t expect you to be here,” I say.

“I came home for lunch and decided to spend the rest of the day with my wife.”

“Oh.”

Aunt Phoebe whispers something to Alyssa. She glances over in my direction and leaves the room. I notice Mom’s acting kind of fidgety—like she’s nervous about something.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, I’m perfectly fine,” she responds.

NOT.

Uncle Reed makes himself comfortable in the wing chair while Mom and Aunt Phoebe keep passing looks. It’s pretty apparent to me that Mom has something on her mind. And coming all the way out here—I can’t help but wonder if Jerome’s managed to get into more trouble.

My suspicion grows when they sit down together on the couch. I steal a peek over my shoulder to see if Alyssa’s lurking anywhere but I suspect she’s hiding out in her bedroom until it’s clear whether or not I’m in trouble.

I remain standing.

Mom glances over at me. “Baby girl, why don’t you sit down? I’d like to talk to you about something important.”

I’m not moving an inch until I find out what’s going on! “Okay, I know something’s up. Mom, just tell me.” I automatically assume this has something to do with my father. “What did Jerome do now? Did he get into a fight?” I wait for her answer half in anticipation, half in dread.

“Sugar, your father’s fine. As far as I know, anyway.”

I’m not convinced. “He’s not hurt or anything?”

She’s chewing on her bottom lip, so I know something is wrong despite her shaking her head no. She and Aunt Phoebe exchange looks before she turns back to me saying, “Divine, I’m sorry if I worried you. There is something I need to tell you but I hope you’ll think its good news.”

“Did you get another movie role?”

“No, that’s not it.”

I sit down in one of the overstuffed chairs. “Are you moving back to California?”

Mom shakes her head. “That’s not it either.”

“Then what is it?” I ask. “The prom dresses are really ugly, right? Are you having new ones made for us? I hope so because Alyssa and I can’t go to the prom looking whack. We’re way too cute for that.”

She laughs. “This has nothing to do with your prom. However, I will need to take you and Alyssa to Los Angeles soon for more dresses.” She pauses a moment before adding, “Bridesmaid dresses.”

Frowning, I question, “Who’s getting married? And why do they want me and Alyssa in the wedding?”

“I want you both in the wedding,” Mom replies.

I’m still confused. “Okaay. Why?”

“Baby girl, I have wonderful news. Kevin proposed to me last night. I can barely believe it myself, but he asked me to marry him and I accepted.” Mom holds up her right hand displaying a huge diamond and emerald engagement ring. She loves emeralds.

Her announcement sends my pulse spinning. “What did you say?”

“Kevin and I are engaged.”

Speechless, I get up and wander restlessly around the living room, waiting for Uncle Reed or Aunt Phoebe to verbalize what needs to be said.

Mom has totally lost her mind.

Why else would she be thinking about getting married—and to Kevin Nash, of all people? There’s not anything wrong with him, I guess, but I personally don’t feel that he’s right for her. Mom’s already been through a lot—she doesn’t need more drama in her life.

“Divine…” Mom rises to her feet.

It’s a struggle for me to wrap my head around the news of my mom marrying Kevin. I try to walk around my mother but she grabs me by the arm.

“Sugar, Kevin and I really love each other and we want to share a life together.”

When it’s obvious that my aunt and uncle aren’t planning to speak up, I sputter, “But you’ve only been d-dating like a couple of m-months. At least that’s what you had me believing all this time.” I brush past Mom and walk over to the huge picture window. She eyes me for a moment before moving to sit down beside Aunt Phoebe once more. I look over at my mom and ask, “Were the tabloids right? Have you and Kevin been dating all this time and you didn’t tell me?”

She’s a little taken aback by my question. I can tell by the way her mouth is clenched tight. “I haven’t lied to you, Divine. Kevin and I were friends but that friendship has developed into something much more. That’s the truth.” She changes into Mom mode when she tells me, “Now I don’t want to have this discussion with you again.”
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