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For all survivors of domestic violence


Love doesn’t have to hurt
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Deepening friendships mean people can trust you


with their secrets, both large and small. Good


friends never break a confidence—at least that’s


what we’ve always been taught…





Chapter 1



“Alyssa, how am I supposed to get my dance on with Uncle Reed and Aunt Phoebe guard-dogging us all night long?” Sighing loudly, I throw my hands up in resignation, acting like a total drama queen. “I change my mind. I’m not going to the Sweethearts’ Dance,” I say, referring to the dance always held the Saturday before Valentine’s Day.

“I can’t have your mom and dad watching me like a hawk. Talk about total humiliation. If I wanted a bodyguard, I could call Leo and have him go to the dance with us. At least with him we’d look cool.”

The more I think about it, the more I like the idea. Leo was my dad’s best friend and was employed as his bodyguard before Jerome went to prison.

“You really need to chill,” Alyssa replies while checking her reflection in the full-length mirror standing in the corner of my bedroom. “My parents aren’t just gonna be watching us. They have to keep their eyes on all the students.”

“How much do you wanna bet?” I huff. “Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed have a vested interest in us. I’m telling you…girl, it’s going to be all about us.”

Tearing herself from my mirror finally, Alyssa asks, “A what kind of interest?”

She’s standing there with this ugly frown on her face. I just love using the new words I learn daily in sentences because it drives my cousins, Alyssa and Chance, crazy and it makes me seem much smarter than they are. “Vested. It means protected or established by law, commitment, tradition, or ownership.”

Alyssa shakes her head, her microbraids swinging back and forth. “We have to go to the dance, Divine. Everybody is gonna be there. And we get to go with dates. Girl, we’re actually getting to go out with Stephen and Madison. How long have we been waiting for that to happen? It’s a miracle.”

“Well, I didn’t expect your parents to be there with us,” I complain, checking myself out in the oval, full-length mirror standing near the window. My new razor-cut, shoulder-length hairstyle is holding up well and looks great. “This sucks big-time. I can see it now…Madison and I start slow-dancing and here comes Uncle Reed measuring to see if we’re too close—no body parts touching. I bet we won’t be able to walk outside to get some air without Aunt Phoebe hot on our tails. How can they embarrass us like this?”

“At least they’re letting us go to the dance. Divine, you know how my dad feels about stuff like this,” Alyssa tells me. “If it weren’t for Mama talking him into letting us go, we’d be staying home tonight. So let’s just go and have a good time with our boyfriends.”

“Madison and I are not together,” I quickly correct her. “We’re just friends.”

Alyssa chuckles. “Yeah, right. You know Madison is your boo.”

I break into a grin because she’s right. A warm feeling spreads through my body at just the mention of Madison Hartford’s name. He has his name all over my heart. “I’m taking my time with him. Like I’m not about to let him think he can just come running back to me whenever he feels like it. That brotha is gonna have to work hard to get me back.”

Picking up my comb, I style my flat-ironed hair, then check my makeup. Aunt Phoebe only lets me wear lip gloss and powder foundation. But I’m not tripping because I still look fierce. I have what my mom calls inner beauty. “It’s gonna be some hatin’ going on tonight when we walk into the dance.”

“Girl…wait till Stephen and Madison see us. They’re going to lose their minds over how cute we’re looking tonight.”

I totally agree. My cousin and I really look hot in our dresses. Mom bought them in Los Angeles and sent them two weeks ago. They actually look more sophisticated than some of the dresses she’s bought us before—more grown-up. Even Aunt Phoebe with her no kind of fashion sense managed to find the perfect purse and shoes to match Alyssa’s red dress and my white one.

We’d arranged to meet Stephen and Madison at the school. Uncle Reed had suggested they ride with us, but I wasn’t having it. It would be too lame to pull up in a car with our dates and my aunt and uncle.

I don’t want to be late, so I say to Alyssa, “Hurry up. We need to get going.”

Alyssa takes another look in the mirror. “Okay, I’m ready.”

We walk out of my bedroom and head up to the front of the house where Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed are waiting for us.

For once, my aunt actually listened to me and decided on wearing the red suit with the silver trim. It looks good on her—Aunt Phoebe can come out of the box when it comes to fashion. I’m trying to work with her, but it’s so hard sometimes. Especially since she’s six feet tall. I’m a trendsetter and prone to showing off my unique sense of style, while my aunt Phoebe would be buried somewhere under the jail by the fashion police.

At about five-eight, Uncle Reed is a conservative dresser. He just looks like a preacher all the time, and he probably owns more black suits than anyone else in the world. At least he’s wearing a red tie tonight. I have a teddy bear that looks just like him, down to the wire-framed glasses.

“You girls ready?” Aunt Phoebe asks, checking us out. “Oh, you both look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” we reply in unison.

I’m as ready as I can be with my aunt and uncle coming to the dance with us. They are so messing up my style. I admit I got in over my head that one time when I met the psycho over the internet, but this time it’s different.

It’s just a dance.



ON THE SHORT drive to the school, I think about my cousin Chance and his girlfriend Trina. They’re not going to the dance tonight because he has to work and Trina is due to deliver their baby around the end of March. She’s been dealing with a lot of swelling and feeling sick, so her parents are keeping her home until the baby comes. She’s on independent study right now.

I’m still tripping over the fact that Chance and Trina are really having a baby next month. My aunt and uncle were totally upset at first, but now everyone is all excited. I guess they had no choice but to accept it because the baby’s coming anyway. Uncle Reed is a preacher and says sex before marriage is a sin. He and Aunt Phoebe were disappointed because their own son wasn’t listening when it came to that. Uncle Reed probably thinks that other people won’t listen to him if his own children mess up. Personally, I don’t think it’s their fault at all. Teenagers are going to try stuff no matter what sometimes. It’s not right, but it’s just being a teen. To be honest, I’m not exactly thrilled to have a crying baby in the house. But then again, it’s not like this is my real home—it feels like it is, but it’s not.

Uncle Reed parks the car near the gym where the dance is being held. Alyssa climbs out, looking around for Stephen and Madison. They’re supposed to be meeting us right out front. I get out of the car, checking out the surroundings, too.

It’s cold outside and I’m not about to freeze standing out here waiting on Madison. I can’t believe they’re late. We’ll look all crazy walking into the dance by ourselves. I’m not going out like that. I’ll go back home first.

Stephen walks out through the front doors of the school with Madison following him. I release a soft sigh of relief.

My boo is here.

Aunt Phoebe pauses long enough to tell us, “I expect you both to act like young ladies. Once you walk inside this school—y’all better stay inside until we’re ready to leave. We ain’t having no funny bizness going on. I mean it.”

A couple of kids walking by us pause long enough to hear Aunt Phoebe’s mouth and start to giggle. I’m so wanting to die of embarrassment. Now would be a really good time for Aunt Phoebe to catch a bad case of laryngitis.

Just before we walk inside, my semi-best-friend Mia and her boyfriend show up. She looks pretty in the red leather pantsuit she’s wearing, but Tim…oh my gosh…he’s looking all thuggish.

His pants are hanging so low, they look like they’re about to fall off his tail, and he’s got a bandanna tied around his braids. I wonder if he knows that his fashion risk actually started in prison. It’s how prisoners advertise their willingness to have sex with another inmate.

Jerome told me that even before he went to prison. He had never been a fan of baggy pants and oversize shirts. I used to think the look was cool until I found out where the style originated.

We wait for them to catch up and make our grand entrance together.

I steal a peek at the boy Mia’s been seeing for the last three or four months. He’s kind of cute. I don’t know what it is exactly, but I don’t really like Tim. It’s just something about him that doesn’t feel right to me. He doesn’t say a whole lot when he’s at school—just walks around with an attitude all the time. He only seems to kick it with the boys that stay in trouble all the time for fighting or skipping school and smoking weed.

“Divine, you wearing that dress, gurl,” Mia complimented. “You look hot.”

I smile at the compliment. “You do, too.”

I feel Tim’s gaze on me and glance up. He’s just standing there staring at me, a shadow of annoyance hovering in his eyes.

Feeling uncomfortable, I turn to Madison and say, “I feel like dancing.”

My boo’s so into me that he doesn’t notice the sudden tension in the air. Grinning, he takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor.

On the dance floor, I allow the music to sweep me up and carry me away with the rhythm. I love music and I love to dance. Alyssa and Stephen follow us, and soon the four of us are dancing and singing to Yung Joc’s song “It’s Goin’ Down.”

I hold back from showing off some of the dance moves I learned off BET because hawkeye Aunt Phoebe is standing near the edge of the dance floor, checking us out hard.

I wish she’d go get a life.

Mia and Tim navigate through the crowd, finding us. We dance through three more songs. I need a minute to make sure I’m not looking whack, so Madison and I leave the dance floor. He takes a seat at our table while I make a bathroom run. Alyssa and Mia join me there a few minutes later.

“I didn’t know Stephen could dance like that,” Alyssa says. “My boo can really dance.”

I laugh. “He’s okay…Did you see Nicholas out there? Now, I didn’t know he had any rhythm outside of typing on a keyboard.” He’s a good friend of mine, but the boy is a major nerd.

Penny and Stacy walk into the bathroom giggling about something.

“It’s about time y’all got here,” Alyssa says.

“It was Penny. You know she always late for everything.” Stacy pulls a brush out of her purse and makes an attempt to tame her hair. She has curls flying all over the place. I have no idea what she’s trying to do, but in my opinion—it definitely didn’t work. “That music’s sounding good. I’ma get my party on,” she tells us.

“Did I really see Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed out there?” Penny questions while touching up her lipstick.

“Yeah,” I respond. “Our bodyguards are here.”

Mia laughs along with Stacy and Penny, leading Alyssa to pinch me on the arm and say, “You need to not be talking about my parents like that.”

“Like you’re happy about them being here,” I respond. “You were just as upset about it when you first found out, Alyssa.”

“They’re here and there’s nothing we can do about it. Let it go, Divine.”

I take a step back when Alyssa tosses her braids over her shoulder. “Hey, watch it…you’re dangerous with those things.”

“I love my braids. I’ll probably wear my hair like this forever.”

“That’s a bold statement. Fashion risk and all. Not to mention what it might do to your hair.”

“Don’t hate,” Alyssa responds with a grin.

We stand around in the bathroom talking about everything—from boys to makeup to curfews. After chatting for a little over ten minutes, we walk out to reunite with our dates.

“What took you so long?” Tim demands as soon as we return to the table. “I’m sitting here waitin’ on you.”

I glance over at Mia, who suddenly looks like she’s scared of the boy. She’s over there stuttering and stuff trying to explain that we took a little girl time for ourselves. What’s up with that?

Madison strokes my arm, bringing my attention back to him. “You look good,” he whispers in my ear. “Right now I just want to kiss those sweet lips of yours.”

I giggle until Aunt Phoebe’s tall Amazon self walks over to the table. She gives me this funny look before asking, “Y’all behaving yourselves?”

“Mama…,” Alyssa groans.

“I’m just checking,” Aunt Phoebe responds before moving on to the next table.

I glance over at Mia, who’s in what still looks like an intense conversation with Tim. I drop my eyes when he glances my way.

Madison stands up and grabs my hand. “C’mon, let’s dance. I like this song.”

Holding hands, we make our way to the center of the dance floor. Madison and I move to the beat, looking fierce as can be. I bet we’re the best-looking couple here.

Just as we make it back to the table, Tim rushes to his feet, pulling Mia with him. Mia plasters on a fake smile and practically whispers to me, “I’ll s-see y’all later.”

“You’re leaving?” I ask.

She nods. “Tim’s ready to go. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Tim grunts something to her and Mia looks like she’s about to cry.

What is going on between them? I wonder. I do know one thing—I’d never let the thug talk to me any kind of way. Humph.

He wouldn’t punk me like that.



“WHAT’S UP WITH that fool?” Madison asks when Tim and Mia leave.

I shrug. “He’s a real jerk. Can you believe he got upset just because we went to the bathroom? That’s crazy.”

Madison reaches over and takes my hand in his. I quickly search the room to see where my aunt and uncle are—I don’t need them tripping. He leans forward to steal a kiss.

“They’re on the other side of the room talking to the principal,” he whispers. “It’s Valentine’s Day and I miss kissing you.”

I check out the room one more time because I’ve been missing Madison’s lips, too. I’d never admit it to him though.

We kiss, sending the pit of my stomach into a wild swirl.

“Y’all better cut that out,” Alyssa warns. “My mom and dad will be checking on us soon. You know they usually show up around now.”

“Chill, Alyssa,” I respond. “It was just a little kiss. It’s not like we were in a lip-lock.”

“Tell it to my parents when they catch you. Personally, I don’t care what you and Madison do, but I’m not getting in trouble with you.”

“Like we have anything to worry about,” I respond. “Nobody saw us.”

No sooner have the words slipped out of my mouth, Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed walk up to our table. I scan their faces to see if I can get a heads-up on if I’m busted or not.

I steal a glance over at Alyssa, who looks like she’s been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. I think she’s trying to tell me something, but I can’t figure it out.

Uncle Reed asks, “Where is Mia and her date?”

“They left,” Madison answers.

“Son, you might want to wipe off that lip gloss,” Uncle Reed tells him. “You look like you’ve been eating pork chops.”

Stephen and Alyssa burst into laughter while I hand my boo a napkin.

Aunt Phoebe places a hand on my shoulder, leans down, and whispers, “Keep those lips of yours to yourself, sugar. Understand me?”

I can feel my face growing warm. “Yes, ma’am.”

Right now I’m hating Uncle Reed for calling Madison out like that. My aunt and uncle truly suck.

I let out a long sigh when they move on to the next table. I can’t believe they just did that to us.

“You got busted,” Alyssa says with a laugh as if I didn’t have a clue. I’m the one sitting over here flaming with embarrassment.

“Shut up,” I snap.

My revenge comes later when Uncle Reed walks onto the dance floor to pry Alyssa and Stephen apart. I howl with laughter. My cousin looks like she’s about to pass out in her humiliation.

Back at the table, Alyssa pinches my arm.

“Hey, that hurts.”

“That’s for laughing at me.”

“You should’ve seen your face.” I chuckle. “I thought you were gonna die right on the spot.”

“To be honest…I thought I was, too. I thought Mama was gonna take me out right on that dance floor. I can’t believe she embarrassed me like that.”

We decide to sit at our table talking for the rest of the evening. Especially since the deejay is playing a lot of slow songs.

Five minutes past one a.m., Aunt Phoebe comes to the table and announces, “We’re getting ready to leave. Say your good-byes and meet us at the car.”

I glance over at Madison. “I guess I’ll give you a call tomorrow. We’re going to Atlanta to see my mom.”

“Put your phone on vibrate. I’ma call you later.”

“Okay. If I don’t answer right away, call me back. I know Aunt Phoebe’s going to want to fuss.”

Alyssa interrupts us. “Mama and Daddy just walked out. We better get out there. I don’t feel like being embarrassed any more tonight.”

Sighing in resignation, I pick up my leather coat and slip it on, thinking it would’ve been better to just stay home than to have to live down the humiliation of having to leave with my aunt and uncle as soon as the lights come on. We barely have any time to say good-bye to our friends.

Parents can be so mean.

It’s times like these that I consider going back to live with my mom. But with my dad in prison and Mom starring in movies and recording a new album, I don’t have a stable home environment—not like I do with Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed. With them I feel like I have a normal life.

And a curfew.








Chapter 2



As soon as we walk into the house, Aunt Phoebe calls us into the family room for a lecture. I already know it’s going to be about me and Madison kissing. It was only one kiss. Like what’s the big deal?

“Did you two have fun tonight?” she asks when we take a seat on the sofa.

“Yes, ma’am,” we respond in unison.

I can’t help but feel like she’s being just a little too nice. Aunt Phoebe’s setting us up before she moves in for the kill.

“Until we had to leave early in front of everybody,” I add. “That was so embarrassing.”

Aunt Phoebe stares me down. “But I’m sure you appreciate going to the dance even though you left an hour early. Right?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She’s narrowing in on us. I can feel it.

“It looked to us like you and Alyssa were enjoying yourselves.”

I wait for Aunt Phoebe to continue. I know it’s coming. She always has something to say about everything.

“Divine, your uncle and I know how much you like Madison, but we think it’s best if you don’t do anything to get yourself in trouble. One kiss leads to another, and before you know it—you’re naked and don’t know how you got there.”

Heat steals into my face. “Aunt Phoebe,” I sputter. “I’m not about to be naked with anybody.”

“You can’t control your emotions, sugar. You couldn’t even keep your lips off that boy tonight.”

Embarrassed, I don’t respond. There’s not a whole lot I can say at this point. She’s definitely got me there.

Uncle Reed speaks up. “Think about what I’m about to say. There are only two states of romantic involvement outlined in the Bible—singleness and marriage. There is no room in between for physical interaction. Right? In fact, the Bible tells us that it is a sin to fornicate.”

“Yes, sir,” Alyssa and I both answer. I can’t believe he’s about to preach to us this late. Why can’t he just wait until Sunday and put us on blast?

“So what does that say to you?”

“It tells me that if you’re not married, don’t touch. But if you are married, you can go hog wild like Aunt Phoebe says.”

Alyssa chuckles.

“I wouldn’t have put it in those terms,” Uncle Reed tells me, “but you’re right.”

“We understand what you and Mama are saying,” Alyssa states. “It’s not like we’re having sex. I’m waiting until I get married, and you know Divine’s all proud about being the big ‘V.’ We have all these feelings that God gave us, and sometimes it’s frustrating. Stephen and I really care for each other, and I know you don’t want to hear that, but it’s true. If he and I were just friends, y’all wouldn’t care if he came to the house. But because he’s my boyfriend…just because we hold hands, you and Mama get upset. We’re not doing anything and it’s frustrating to have all these feelings for a person and not really be able to explore them.”

“She’s right,” I interject. “I feel the same way. Right now, I’m sitting here feeling like I’ve done something really terrible, but it was only one kiss. I used to see Mom and Jerome kissing all the time. I see you and Uncle Reed kiss. I know you’re married and all, but I haven’t seen anywhere in the Bible that says kissing is wrong. I admit I haven’t read the entire book either, but why did God give teens all these emotions if we can’t control them?”

“God also gave you parents to help you rein them in,” Aunt Phoebe responds. “Sugar, you don’t know just how scary it is for us as parents during this time of your lives. Having a teen that is on the verge of love and lust…Lord, have mercy…”

“Is it that bad, Aunt Phoebe?” I ask with a chuckle.

She breaks into a grin. “It’s not a bad thing, but it’s not an easy time either. Our challenge is helping you deal with those emotions. A parent’s goal should be to allow young adolescents to embrace love but to give them guidance in how to handle lust and remain abstinent.”

“Mama, do you feel like you failed because of Chance?”

I can’t believe Alyssa just asked her mom that. Still, I’d like to know the answer myself. I chew on my bottom lip while waiting on her response.

“Initially, I did,” Aunt Phoebe admits. “I wondered if I’d said enough—if I’d done enough—but then I had to come to the realization that all we as parents can do is give you the information. Ultimately, the choice is yours to make.”

“It’s the same with God,” Uncle Reed tells us. “He’s given us the information—His Word. It’s up to us to follow Him or the world.”

“Aunt Phoebe, you’ve done a wonderful job with us,” I assure her. “You, too, Uncle Reed. You don’t have to worry so much about us.”

“Oh, but we do,” Aunt Phoebe counters. “It’s because we love y’all so much. And this world is sometimes much too enticing to pass up—not just for young people. For everyone. We just want y’all to stay grounded in the Word and in prayer. Always ask yourself, what would Jesus do?”

We talk a few minutes more on the dos and don’ts of dating before Alyssa and I are allowed to go to our rooms.

I get ready for bed.

Madison calls me on my cell phone.

“I just wanted to say good-night,” he tells me.

I laugh. “Stop lying. You just called to see if I got into any trouble.”

“Did you?”

“No. Not really. We had another talk about dating dos and don’ts. Parents are convinced they know everything—that’s something that’ll never change.”

It’ll always be that way.



MIA CALLS ME first thing Saturday morning. After the way she and Tim left so abruptly last night, I had a feeling I’d be hearing from her.

“Mia, hold on,” I say. I lay the phone down on the counter in my bathroom long enough to pull my towel tight around my body. I’d just gotten out of the shower when my cell started jumping around due to the vibration.

I secure my wireless headset on my ear. “Okay, I can talk while I get dressed. I leave for my tae kwon do class in a few minutes.”

“You really like taking that?”

“Yeah. I’m working on getting my blue belt.”

“Which means what?”

“That I’m reaching higher. My instructor says, it’s like a plant reaching for the sky.” Changing the subject, I ask, “Why did you and Tim leave so early?”

“He was ready to go. Tim doesn’t like crowds much.”

“Did you guys make up? It looked like the two of you were fighting before you left.”

“We straightened everything out when we got back to my house. Tim just thought I’d left him alone too long. He said that Madison and Stephen were basically ignoring him, and he didn’t like sitting at a table with people dissing him.”

“They weren’t dissing him,” I say.

“You don’t know that. You were in the bathroom with us. A lot of the boys at school don’t like Tim.”

“Hmmm…I wonder why?”

There’s a click on the other end. Someone’s trying to reach Mia. She ignores it.

“I think they’re scared of Tim.”

“Who?” I’d like to know. He doesn’t scare me, that’s for sure.

We keep talking while I slip into a pair of jeans and an embellished sweatshirt.

“So did anything good happen after we left?”

“Katrina Hamilton and Michele Taylor almost came to blows over T.J. My uncle made Katrina leave since she was the one who started the argument in the first place. I don’t know why she keeps bothering Michele.”

“What was T.J. doing?”

“Standing around like the rest of us just watching them argue,” I respond. “He didn’t even come with Katrina or Michele. That’s why they both looked stupid. T.J. is trying to go with Linda Carter. He’s always up in her face.”

“I heard Katrina’s pregnant for him,” Mia announces. “That’s probably why she’s acting so crazy.”

“I hope for her sake that she isn’t.”

“I don’t know, but I heard she’s at least four months pregnant.”

“Who is blowing up your phone?” I question when I hear that irritating click for the eighth or ninth time.

“It’s Tim. Hold on.”

“Mia, wait—”

No, she didn’t just put me on hold for that boy. I told her I have to leave soon.

Mia clicks back saying, “Divine, I need to call you back.”

She sounds upset so I ask, “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll call you back.”

Before I can respond that I’m about to walk out of the house, Mia hangs up. She totally needs to dump that jerk.

I make a mental note to tell her just that when I speak to her later. I can’t believe he acted so rude last night at the dance. Everybody was having a good time and there he was—just sitting there acting all bored. Then he’s got the nerve to tell Mia that Madison and Stephen were dissing him. He’s the one with the attitude.

I shake my head. Mia can do so much better than Tim.

My cell phone rings just as I get into the car with Chance. He’s dropping me off at my class since it’s on his way to work.

Seeing Mia’s name on the caller ID, I quickly answer. “Hey, girl. Mia, what’s up with you and Tim? Last night, it looked like you were upset and then when you got off the phone earlier.”

“We got into an argument because he thought I was ignoring him.”

“What? Why would he think that? Like you were sitting right next to the boy the whole night.” I shake my head, saying, “He’s seriously tripping.”

“Tim likes a lot of attention. That’s all.”

“I hope you don’t get mad at me for saying this, because you’re my girl and all…Mia, I just don’t think he’s the guy for you.”

She sighs softly before replying, “Divine, you don’t know him. He’s a good guy. Just moody sometimes. Tim don’t like crowds much.”

“That’s going to put a damper on his partying,” I mumble. “You love being around a group of people, Mia. How are you two going to work this out?”

“We’re okay now, Divine. Tim just wanted to leave last night.” Mia changes the subject when she asks, “So what are you and Alyssa doing later on today?”

“We’re leaving for Atlanta. My mom is in town. Alyssa and I are spending the night there and we’ll be back in time for church tomorrow.”

“That’s nice. I bet y’all gon’ have a good time.”

“Why don’t you come with us? My mom won’t mind, Mia.”

“I can’t go. Tim is coming by the house this evening.”

“What’s that got to do with anything? It’s not like you’re married to the boy.” I can’t believe what I’m hearing out of Mia’s mouth. She loves going to my mom’s house in Atlanta. “I must have the wrong number because this sure don’t sound like my friend. This is definitely not the Mia who loves going to Atlanta for any reason and who especially loves the indoor heated pool at my mom’s house.”

Mia breaks into a short laugh. “Divine, I like spending time with my boyfriend, too. Okay?”

“Whatever.”

“Well, have a good time in Atlanta. Call me when you get back.”

“I will.” I can’t believe my girl is going out like that. Mia used to break up with a boy if he didn’t call her two days in a row. She didn’t take no mess from anybody so it’s hard for me to believe she’s fooling around with that jerk Tim.

I don’t know what’s going on, but I totally intend to find out. Mia is a semi-BFF and I can’t let her play herself. She can’t have me going around looking like I have whack friends. I’m so not going out like that.

My friend Nicholas is standing outside the building when I arrive. He takes tae kwon do classes with me. “You were tearing up the dance floor last night,” I say. “I didn’t know you could move like that.”

“I know you think I’m a nerd, but I got skills.”

Laughing, we walk inside.

This morning we work on our sparring, called Ryorugi, for the competition.

After the hour-long class, Nicholas and I walk home together.

“Is Mia really going with that dude from Birmingham? Tim Mallory?”

“Yeah. I don’t know why. There’s something about him that I just don’t like. He looks so mean.”

“I heard he was in a gang.”

“I can believe it,” I say.

We change the subject, discussing our upcoming competition the rest of the way home. Nicholas leaves me at my house, then makes his way over one block to where he lives.

Inside the house, my cell phone rings again. This time it’s Rhyann, my best friend in Los Angeles. “Hey, girl,” I say when I answer.

“You’ve been in the South much too long,” she complains. “You’re starting to sound like your cousins.”

“Whatever…”

“Did you have fun at the Sweethearts’ Dance with Madison?”

“Yeah. We had a great time. How about you and Carson? Did you guys have fun at your dance? That’s the one thing I do miss about Stony Hills Prep. The school dances.”

“Girl, I danced all night. I was so tired when I got home,” Rhyann says. “And you should have seen Mimi. The dress she was wearing was nice. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look so pretty.”

“Really? Rhyann, did you take any pictures?”

“I did. I’ll email them to you in a little while.”

We talk for almost an hour, catching up since our last conversation two days ago.

Aunt Phoebe comes into my room. “Sugar, you need to get busy if you’re going to your mama’s house. You got chores to do before you go anywhere.”

“I’ll give you a call later,” I tell Rhyann. My aunt really knows how to ruin a mood.

“I don’t know how you put up with her.”

“Bye, Rhyann.” I practically hang up on her. I love my friend but I don’t like her talking about my aunt. I don’t play that mess. Besides, Rhyann goes through the same stuff I do, so I don’t know what she’s trying to say.

I leave my room in search of my aunt. “Aunt Phoebe, I’ve already cleaned my room and my laundry is done. What else do I need to do?”

“What about your bathroom? Have you cleaned it?”

I hate cleaning the bathroom. It’s the absolute worst chore in the world. “Not yet.”

“Have you cleaned your windows?”

“My windows,” I repeat. “I have to clean windows?” This is the first I’m hearing of it.

Aunt Phoebe nods. “That’s part of your room, isn’t it?”

I’d never thought of it that way. “Aunt Phoebe, you never said anything about me cleaning any windows. I just assumed it was part of the house—like outside the house.”

“The Windex is in the pantry.”

“Aunt Phoebe, I’m telling you, we really should get a maid. It would make things so much easier. Look at what it’s doing to me.” I show her my fingernails. “These chores are ruining my nails. I need to have a manicure like every other day.”

“Why do I need a maid when I got two good hands and a house full of healthy people?”

“Because you love me and you take pity on my poor hands. I can’t be a fierce model with ugly hands, Aunt Phoebe. It just won’t work.”

Instead of pity or even a mere hint of sympathy, I get laughter.

Life is so unfair.

Shortly after twelve, we leave for Atlanta.

“I hope Miss Eula made one of her lemon pound cakes,” Alyssa states. “I have a taste for one so bad.”

I laugh. Every time we visit my mom’s house in Atlanta, Alyssa wants lemon pound cake. “I’m sure Miss Eula baked one,” I tell my cousin. “She knows how much you like it.”

Aunt Phoebe mutters something we don’t understand and shifts her position in the front seat of the van.

“I don’t think your mom appreciates you talking about Miss Eula’s cake like that,” I whisper.

Alyssa’s eyes dart to Aunt Phoebe, then back to me. “You think she mad?” she mouths to me.

I shrug.

“Mama, I like your cakes, too,” Alyssa blurts.

I smile and glance out the window when Aunt Phoebe responds, “Honey, you don’t have to tell me that. If it’s got sugar in it, you love it.”

I slip my headphones over my ears and lean back against the leather-cushioned seats, scanning the playlist on my iPod while Alyssa listens to hers.

I’m so glad that she’s listening to music or one of her audio-books because I don’t feel like listening to her talk nonstop all the way to Atlanta. It’s bad enough I can still hear Aunt Phoebe’s voice over my music.

My cell phone vibrates, alerting me to an incoming call. I check the caller ID.

It’s my boo.

I let it go to voice mail since I’m in the van with my aunt and uncle. I don’t like them listening to my conversations with Madison—trying to be all up in my business.

Don’t parents have enough to worry about without getting all involved with their children’s lives? Uncle Reed is always preaching about let go and let God.

Well…



AS SOON AS we walk into the house, I catch a whiff of Miss Eula’s delicious cooking. My stomach growls in response.

Mom rushes toward me with her arms outstretched. “Come here, baby girl.”

I fall into her arms, grinning. “You act like you miss me,” I tease.

“No, I haven’t missed you at all,” she responds with a chuckle. Mom places a kiss on my cheek. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Mom smells so good. I inhale the floral scent of So Pretty de Cartier, her favorite perfume. As far as I’m concerned, I have the most beautiful mother in the world. She’s even been nominated as one of the top ten in Hollywood.

She hugs Alyssa before greeting my aunt and uncle.

Alyssa and I take our things upstairs while Mom talks with Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed.

“I love this house,” Alyssa tells me for the nine-hundredth time.

“Why don’t you just move here?” I suggest. “Since you love it so much.”

“Because I want to spend time with Stephen.”

“You only see him at school. We’re still not allowed to date.” I follow Alyssa into the room she usually stays in when we’re visiting Mom. “I’m still mad at Chance for messing that up for us.”

Alyssa places her overnight bag on the overstuffed, burgundy-colored chair in her room. “Divine, you can’t keep making Chance feel bad about Trina. I think he feels guilty enough already.”

“I’m not trying to make him feel bad. I’m just stating facts. It’s not my fault.”

We go to my room next, where I drop off my backpack and duffel. Alyssa and I return downstairs.

“Aunt Kara, where’s Mama and Daddy?” Alyssa asks when we enter the kitchen, where Kara and Miss Eula are preparing lunch.

“They’re in their room,” Mom responds.

I embrace Miss Eula. “I’m so hungry.”

She laughs. “Hello to you, too. Is that how you greeting folks these days?”

“No, ma’am,” I say. “I’m sorry, Miss Eula. It’s just that you got this food smelling so good…all I can think about is eating.”

Alyssa hugs Miss Eula, who asks me, “Why you starving so? Did you miss breakfast or somethin’?”

“I had a bowl of cereal this morning. I just have a taste for your cooking. You should be glad, Miss Eula.”

“Honey, I am. I love for my babies to eat. I don’t want you walking around looking like toothpicks. You need some meat on your bones. Be nice and round like me.”

I laugh.

“What you laughing ’bout? I’m serious.”

I love Miss Eula to death, but I’m not about to gain a lot of weight.

“So how was the dance last night?” Mom asks.

I glance over at Alyssa, who responds, “I had a good time.”

“Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed chaperoned,” I say.

Mom laughs. “That was nice of them.”

Shrugging, I say, “I guess it depends on how you look at it.”

“So are you saying you didn’t have a good time because Reed and Phoebe were there?”

“I had a decent time.”

“Decent,” Aunt Phoebe utters when she enters the kitchen. “I’d say you had a pretty good old time. Kissing that boy anyway.”

Mom’s eyes travel to mine while I’m wishing the floor would just open up and swallow me. “Divine, you and Madison were kissing?”

“It was one kiss and I didn’t kiss him—it was the other way around.”

“If your lips were pressed to his, you was kissing just as hard as he was,” Aunt Eula contributes.

“Aunt Phoebe, you didn’t have to bust me out like that.”

“If one kiss isn’t a big deal like you keep telling me, what’s the problem with your mama knowing about it?”

“I wanted to tell her myself. Besides, she knows that Madison and I have kissed before.”

“The only thing that needs to come close to your mouth is food and drink,” Miss Eula says. “Better leave those no-count boys alone.”

“I’m not doing anything,” I assure Miss Eula. “Madison and I are not even together.”

“Then why were you kissing him?”

“It was a friendly kiss.”

“Uh-huh…”

“Really, it was,” I insist.

We sat down ten minutes later to a lunch of fried chicken, homemade biscuits, and potato salad.

Afterward, Aunt Phoebe and Uncle Reed settle into the family room with Mom and Miss Eula, leaving me and Alyssa to do the cleaning up.

I resist grumbling about it because we’re going to the mall with Mom when we finish. She’s promised to take us shopping, which is my absolute favorite thing to do. Uncle Reed’s planning on going to see the Atlanta Hawks play the Los Angeles Lakers.

Since my mom is totally in Mom mode, I intend to punish her by spending lots of her money. I’ve been waiting on this Nanette Lepore outfit from Neiman Marcus. I’m getting it today.

“I can’t wait to get to the mall. Mama said I could spend two hundred dollars on clothes.”

“That’ll get me one outfit if I’m lucky or it’s on sale,” I respond.

“We’re not rich like you. Okay?”

I look over at Alyssa. “I didn’t mean it that way. I was just saying.”

“Even if I was rich—I wouldn’t spend the kind of money you spend on clothes. It’s ridiculous.”

“I like nice clothes.”

“So do I,” Alyssa counters. “I can find some stuff that looks even better than all that designer stuff you always want. You even borrow some of my clothes.”

“Okay, Alyssa. Let’s do this. Instead of going to Neiman Marcus or Saks, you pick the stores and let’s see what we can find. I was shooting to spend at least a thousand dollars of Mom’s money, but I won’t. I’ll just ask for two hundred dollars and see what I can find.” My Nanette Lepore outfit will have to wait.

“That’s a deal.”

Putting away the last dish, I regret making the deal with Alyssa. I feel like I’m going to be on the losing end somehow.

We leave for the mall half an hour later.

In the car, I say, “Alyssa wants to go to Lenox Square mall. Oh, and, Mom…” I pull at the neck of my sweatshirt. “I only need two hundred dollars.”

Mom glances at me from her rearview mirror. “Really?”

Aunt Phoebe turns around in her seat. “Did I just hear you correctly?”

“Alyssa’s only got two hundred to spend and so she’s going to show me how to work it and still get some tight clothes. I’m not real optimistic though.”

“Tell her mama. We do it all the time.”

“This should be interesting,” Mom murmurs. “My baby has very expensive tastes. I guess it’s my fault.”

Aunt Phoebe agrees. “It’s definitely your fault. Remember when we used to make our own clothes?”

“I didn’t do a very good job,” Mom replies with a laugh. “You let me go out there thinking I was looking cute…I was a sight.”

“They didn’t look bad.”

“Mom, I didn’t know you could sew,” I say.

“I can’t. Phoebe is the one who could throw down. She had to redo a lot of my stuff.”

Thinking about Aunt Phoebe’s terrible sense of fashion, I immediately sympathize with my mom.

Mom quickly secures an empty parking space and turns off the car. We climb out of her Volvo SUV.

“So what store are we going to?” I ask Alyssa. “Abercrombie and Fitch? French Connection?”

“The Gap.”

“They have some pretty nice stuff,” I say. It’s not exactly on my list of stores to shop in, but I’m going to give it a try. I don’t expect to find a whole lot there. I have loads of jeans. Maybe something will jump out at me.

Inside the store, Alyssa heads straight to the clearance racks. I follow, already regretting my decision.

The first thing that catches my eye is a cropped cable-knit hoodie in heather gray. I check the price tag. “It’s only twenty-nine dollars.”

“Are you going to get it?”

I nod.

Mom brings over a pair of wool Bermuda shorts. “These are cute.”

I take them from her. “I’m getting those, too.”

Alyssa discovers a cropped wool jacket marked down to $30. I’m hatin’ on her because she found it first. I already know I’m going to want to borrow it.

Forty-five minutes or so pass before we stroll up to the cash register, our arms filled with clothing.

Alyssa’s purchases come to $198.23. Mine come to $215.67. I glance over at Alyssa, who says, “You did good for your first time.”

“I can’t believe I’m walking out with three pairs of pants and three tops—three whole outfits for under two hundred fifty dollars.”

“I got two outfits and a jacket. I’m so happy. I’ve been wanting this jacket for a long time.”

Aunt Phoebe finds a couple of sweaters to buy for herself.

“Now I like those,” I tell her. “Aunt Phoebe, they have some pants in tall sizes. You might want to take a look at them.”

Mom bites her bottom lip to keep from laughing.

“I’m buying all I’m gon’ buy. Thank you anyway.” After paying for her purchases, she tells me, “Don’t think I didn’t catch what you’re trying to say. Cropped pants are in style.”

“Cropped pants may be in style, but high-waters are not. And those jumpsuits, Aunt Phoebe…c’mon now. It’s time to give them up.”

“Phoebe, you still wearing jumpsuits?” Mom asks.

“They still fit. They may be a little short, but people wear all kinds of stuff these days, so I figure I’m just as fashionable as the rest.”

Mom, Alyssa, and I break into a round of laughter. Aunt Phoebe is too funny at times.

My mom wants to go over to Neiman Marcus, so we leave Lenox and head over to Phipps Plaza.

“Remember you can’t buy anything,” Alyssa tells me. “You were only supposed to spend two hundred dollars.”

“You are so not the boss of me.”

Before Alyssa can respond, her cell phone rings. It’s Stephen. I catch up with Mom and Aunt Phoebe to give her some privacy.

“She must be on the phone with that boy,” my aunt mutters.

I chuckle.

“I don’t know why you’re giggling. Soon as Madison calls, you hang on to his every word.”

“Aunt Phoebe, I don’t know how you and Uncle Reed ever got married,” I say. “Y’all make it sound like such a sin that we like boys. I bet you acted just like us when you and Mom were growing up.”

“She was boy crazy,” Mom states. “I can’t talk because I was the same way. And guess what? Our mothers felt the exact same way we feel now.”

I try to sneak a couple of sweaters in with Mom’s purchases, but Alyssa catches me and tries to guilt me out.

I resist with all of my might. I want these sweaters. Every girl with any fashion sense has to own a YaYa. After eyeing the new Young, Fabulous & Broke collection, I announce, “Okay, look…I can’t do this. I can’t just spend two hundred dollars. I tried and I failed. Mom, please, I love this hoodie dress.”

Mom decides that if she buys me one, she has to buy Alyssa one as well. I don’t care—it’s one of those outfits that you just have to have.

When we’re finally shopped out, we make our way back to the house. I hope Miss Eula has dinner ready because all this shopping has worked up an appetite.
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