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It is better to be hated for who you are than to be loved for
who you are not.
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CHAPTER |

Wesley

“You look like you’re a smart-aleck with a dishonest
heart who wants to say something really stupid.” The
brawny police officer had singled me out to make an
example of. She was eager for me to challenge her in some
way so she’d have the authority to use force against me.
She was much taller than I was and had a solid-looking
jaw, a fierce and unyielding glare and appeared to be pow-
erful enough to crush my skull with her bare hands. It was
obvious that she spent all of her spare time at the gym,
pumping iron. She was as tall as a tree in the rain forest
and at any moment I thought she would howl out a battle
cry like Xena the Warrior Princess.

I’d just walked down a ramp from the back door of a
bus with about five other guys who were restrained. The
bus had been converted into a transport vehicle to move
detainees from the local jailhouse to a facility specifically
designed for juveniles. Along with the five other guys, I
was now standing outside in the pouring rain, and I wasn’t
happy about my Nike sneakers and clothes getting soaked.
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“Come on, say something. I can see everything you’re
thinking.” A pellet of saliva flew from the officer’s
mouth and landed on my lip just below my nose. For a
brief moment I could smell her tart breath. I didn’t re-
spond to her verbally. Instead I looked at her and elected
to answer her with silence and a smart-aleck facial ex-
pression. When she reached the conclusion that she
couldn’t provoke me beyond my facial contortions, she
moved on to the guy who was shackled up in front of
me. He asked how long we had to stand out in the rain
and she shouted at him so viciously that his composure
snapped like a twig and he began crying tears of sadness.
Punk was the first thought that flashed in my mind when
I saw his chin take a nosedive into his chest and his
shoulders slump forward. His body began jerking vio-
lently as his emotions took control of him.

“You are not to speak to each other!” She tapped the butt
of her revolver with her index finger. The officer smirked
at him as if she’d accomplished a particular goal. She then
roared out instructions like a lion in the wilderness.

“You are to march into the building and line up with
your backs against the wall and await further instructions.”

No one said a word or uttered a single sound except
for the guy who wouldn’t stop crying. I wanted to smack
him on the head to make him shut up, but I couldn’t. I
didn’t know about everyone else, but I felt a very strong
anxiety attack swelling up within me. As we marched
into the building, I found it difficult to move because the
steel shackles the police placed around my wrists and
ankles were ratcheted on very tightly and were gnawing
deep into my skin. I was doing my best to control my
renegade feelings from surfacing and making me do some-
thing stupid, but it wasn’t easy trying to contain an emo-
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tional swell that was like a wild beast buckling iron bars.
I tried to reposition the steel bracelets into a more com-
fortable position, but I only made my situation worse. I
felt as if the armor I was being restrained with were sawing
straight through to my bones.

Once inside we lined up against the wall as we were in-
structed to do. A few moments later a handful of police
officers appeared and stood by each one of us.

“Come with me,” said a male Hispanic officer with a
slight smile. His eyes and skin were brown and his black
hair was freshly cut and styled. He had a medium build
and walked with presence and purpose. He escorted me
through a series of giant and impenetrable doors.

“So, what are you in for?” he asked. The tone of his
light Spanish accent seemed friendly and caring. His
demeanor was nothing like the madwoman who had
escorted me off of the bus.

“I don’t know,” I answered.

“Come on, man. There’s no need to be angry with me.
I’m not the one who put you in here. You did that all on
your own.” He was right. I didn’t have any reason to have
an attitude with him. He was just doing his job.

“Alcohol abuse among other things,” I said.

“So, you have a drinking problem? You’re too young
to toss your life away over alcohol, amigo.”

I didn’t say anything because he didn’t understand any-
thing about what I was going through. And I certainly
wasn’t his friend.

“I’m Officer Sanchez. You’ve been assigned to my unit.
I’m going to process you into our system,” he said. Officer
Sanchez escorted me into a small room and sat me down
in front of a desk with a computer.

“Give me a moment, I’ll be right back,” he said, and
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then exited the room, making sure to lock the door. It was
so quiet in the room that the silence seemed loud. Maybe
it was because I could hear myself thinking. I could hear
my thoughts lying to me, telling me that everything would
be okay and that I’d be released. I looked around to try
to distract my mind. The room was cold and uninviting.
The walls were made of solid brick and were painted
white and the floor was gray like a rain cloud. Ten minutes
passed by before Officer Sanchez came back and sat at the
computer. He took a deep breath, then began typing. He
stopped pecking at the keyboard with his two index
fingers and began talking.

“Wesley Morris, why were you driving a stolen
car while you were drunk?” he asked. I couldn’t tell if
he was actually concerned or just asking an obvious
question.

“The car wasn’t stolen, it belongs to my mother.”

“When you take a car without getting permission, that’s
called stealing, even if it is your mom’s car.”

“How is that stealing when I was going to bring it
back? Last time I checked, true car thieves don’t return a
car after it’s stolen.” Officer Sanchez threaded his fingers
together behind his head. His chair groaned as he reclined
back. We looked at each other for a long moment before
he asked another question.

“What’s your relationship with your mother like?”

“I don’t know,” I answered.

“Do you guys get along?” he continued questioning me.

“Obviously we don’t since she said I stole her car.”

“Hey, ’m just trying to understand what happened
here, okay?”

“I don’t even know why I’'m here. I didn’t really do
anything wrong.” Officer Sanchez was silent again. It
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was clear that he could see right through me, but I
didn’t care.

“Do you want me to call your mom right now?” he asked.

“No, I’d rather be locked up in here than be around
her,” T answered truthfully.

“Why?”

“Because it’s probably better for me here. I’ll be away
from her and all of her bull.”

“Do you think your mom is too hard on you?”

“I don’t want to talk about my relationship with her any-
more. Besides, it is what it is,” I said as I once again tried to
adjust my wrists so that the handcuffs felt more comfortable.

“Well, as a matter of procedure I have to call her,” said
Officer Sanchez.

“Whatever, man,” I uttered.

Officer Sanchez pressed the speaker button on the
phone and then dialed my mom’s phone number, which
I’d provided earlier. I sat in my seat, shackled up and
glaring at the phone as it rang. I heard my mom answer.

“Hello, Ms. Carter. This is Officer Sanchez from the
County Juvenile Detention Center. How are you today?”

“I’ve seen better days,” my mom answered through the
speakerphone. The sound of her voice made my blood
pressure rise. My mother and father were divorced. Their
marriage was always on shaky ground, but when my mom
refused to stop drinking, that was the breaking point. After
my mom won the bitter court battle for custody over me,
she started using her maiden name. She didn’t want any as-
sociation with my father.

“I can understand that. It’s not easy for a parent to go
through this sort of thing.” There was a short moment of
silence and then Officer Sanchez continued. “Ms. Carter,
[ have here in the room with me your son, Wesley, who said
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he wanted to speak to you.” Officer Sanchez motioned
with his hands for me to speak at will. I really didn’t have
anything to say to her, but he insisted that I speak.

“Hey,” I said.

“Wesley, why are you doing this?” my mom asked.

“I didn’t do anything,” I insisted.

“You are just making things harder than they have to
be. You’re going down the wrong path, Wesley, and that
hard head of yours is going to keep getting you in trouble
if you don’t change.”

“You know what, I wouldn’t be in trouble if you weren’t
always on my back and pushing me so much. I mean, you
don’t like me, you pick your boyfriends over me and on
top of that you’re offended by my very presence. So you
can save your little speech for another time.”

“Wesley, you know that’s not true,” she said, de-
fending herself.

“Then why did you report your car stolen when you
knew that I had it? You knew your car wasn’t stolen. Did
one of your boyfriends suggest that you do it?”

“Don’t twist this around on me, Wesley!” The anger in
her voice flooded the small room I was sitting in. “Why
are you drinking again?” she asked.

“You know what, just forget it. I can’t believe you have
the nerve to ask why ’'m drinking. Now I know for sure
that I’'m better off here.” I leaned back in my seat and
refused to say anything more.

“Wesley, I want you to think about what you’ve done
while you’re in there. Do you understand me?” she asked.

“Whatever,” I answered her just so she’d shut up. At that
moment Officer Sanchez stepped back into the conversation.

“Ms. Carter, will you be at Wesley’s upcoming court
hearing?”
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“Yes, his father and I will be there,” she said. After shar-
ing a few pleasantries, Officer Sanchez hung up the phone.

“Why is your relationship with your mother so poison-
ous?” he asked.

“Like I'said, it is what it is, man. She doesn’t care about
me and I don’t care about her.”

I suppose Officer Sanchez didn’t know how to respond
to my comment so he didn’t. He went about the business
of processing me into the system. After I signed several
documents regarding my personal belongings, Officer
Sanchez walked me through another series of doors and into
a small shower, which was about the size of a tiny fitting
room at a clothing store.

“There is shampoo and soap over there on the shelf.”
He pointed. “I need you to get undressed and hand me
your clothes.”

“What? While you watch?” I asked, horrified at the
thought of him looking at me while I undressed.

“Amigo, this is the way it goes down in here. These are
the rules you must follow.” He removed my shackles.

“What if I refuse?” I asked.

“Trust me, you don’t want to do that.” Our eyes locked
and I knew he was dead serious about what he’d just said.

“Fine, man,” I said, then got completely undressed and
handed over all of my clothes.

“The shower is on a timer. By the time it stops I’ll be
back with our standard inmate gray jogging pants and
sweatshirt. All of the detainees wear them. After you get
dressed, I’ll take you through orientation so that you’ll
know the rules and what is expected of you while you’re
here. After we’re done with that, I’ll show you your
sleeping quarters and then take you to the common area
where the other detainees are.”
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Officer Sanchez shut the door and locked me inside the
tiny shower. I pressed a white button on the wall and the
water came on. I stepped under the showerhead and got
goose bumps as the water splashed against my skin. It was
freezing cold at first but then adjusted automatically. I
preferred nice long hot showers, but since there were no
sill valves on the wall to adjust the temperature I had to
live with bathing in water that was barely warm. I closed
my eyes, punched a wall a few times with the side of my
fist and then thought about how I was going to survive.
The shower turned itself off and I moved over to the door
to open it but I couldn’t. I stood at the door, naked, wet
and cold, searching for any signs of Officer Sanchez. When
I didn’t see him I took a few steps backward and placed
my back against the wall. I folded my arms across my
body, exhaled and tried to keep myself from going com-
pletely insane.



CHAPTER 2

Keysha

“Wake up, Keysha, we’re almost there,” said Grand-
mother Katie. I opened my eyes just as she turned off Main
Street and onto Church Street. I stretched out my body
and released a loud yawn. She and I had been driving
several hours from my dad’s home to her house in the
country. I tried to stay awake and keep her company
during the long journey, but once the landscape changed
from picture-perfect suburban homes to farmland, barns
and smelly cows, it was all too easy to fall asleep from
visual boredom.

“Where are we?” I asked as I brought myself back from
the land of the sleeping.

“We’re just about there. I live on this street,” she said as
we drove past a neighborhood playground. There was a
Little League football game going on and I briefly watched
as a young boy ran about ten yards for a touchdown.

“This is it,” she announced as she brought her car to a
hard stop directly in front of her home.

“It’s a beautiful home,” I complimented as I studied the
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yellow two-story frame house. The white picket fence,
which was in need of a fresh coat of paint, outlined
the boundary of the property. I noticed the porch swing
that was swaying back and forth and could hear it squeak-
ing.

“I just love this time of the year. It’s so pretty to see the
season change from summer to fall,” she said as I studied
several auburn leaves billowing downward from trees
that were around her property.

“I pay the young man who lives a few doors down to
rake up the yard for me. He does a good job and he’s
reliable. Next year he’ll be heading off to college and I’ll
have to find a new person who is willing to do the work
for me.” She paused for a long moment, so I turned my
attention to her. She was smiling at me as if I were the most
precious thing she’d ever seen. Her smile, her eyes and her
spirit made me feel warm all over.

“Well, come on, let’s get all of your belongings inside.”
Grandmother Katie pressed the trunk release button and
we both got out of the car. I removed my belongings from
the trunk and followed Grandmother Katie up the path-
way toward the house. I wrestled with my suitcase as |
pulled it up the front porch steps one at a time. Once on
the porch I'looked to my left through a window and saw
Smokey, who was Grandmother Katie’s black Labrador
retriever. We talked about her dog during the journey to
her house. Smokey had tucked his head beneath the drapes
and was greeting us with loud barks.

“Hey, Smokey.” Grandmother Katie waved to her dog
as if he were a real person. Smokey responded to her
greeting by whining and then barking again.

“It’s okay, Keysha, he’s not going to bite you. If any-
thing, he’ll try to lick on you.”



IF I WERE YOUR BOYFRIEND 19

“Being licked by a dog would not be cool,” I said. As
soon as she placed her door key in the lock tumbler,
Smokey barked even louder. When the door finally
opened, Smokey rushed up to her, wagging his tail, wig-
gling his body and sniffing her clothing.

“Did you miss me, Smokey?” she asked as he petted
him on his head.

“He loves it when you pet him,” she said. “I’'m afraid
that I’ve spoiled him.”

Smokey came over to me and I let him sniff my hands,
my clothes and my luggage. Once he approved of me, he
rushed back inside the house. I listened as his paws clicked
against the hardwood floor.

As I entered her home the first thing I noticed was all
of the photos on the wall. There were pictures every-
where of her, my grandfather, my dad, her parents and
my grandfather’s parents. One entire corner of the room
felt like a visual history book. I was about to ask some
questions, but she interrupted my train of thought.

“Bring your suitcase along and follow me. I’ll show
you the room where you’ll be sleeping.” 1 followed her
up the wooden staircase that groaned the moment we
began climbing.

“You can sleep in here,” she said as she opened a door
to one of the bedrooms. I wheeled my suitcase to the
center of the room and plopped down on the bed. The
yellow paint on the walls was a little too bright for my
taste. There was an old dresser in the room, a desk with
a sewing machine and a built-in bookshelf on the far wall.
The lime-green bedding complemented the curtains and
the pictures of fruit hanging on the walls. The room was
very clean. In fact, it was too clean and looked as if no one
had slept in it for a long time.
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“Well, is the room okay with you?” she asked. I turned
and smiled at her.

“Yes, the room is perfect,” I answered. I then stood up
and moved over to the bookshelf to see what was there.
All of the books appeared to be about sewing and knitting.
They were definitely books for a grandmother.

“Well, go ahead and get yourself settled in,” she said.
“I’m going to head downstairs to let Smokey out in the
backyard and take care of any accidents he had while I was
gone. Come on down the back stairs when you’re done.
The stairs lead to the kitchen and that’s where I’ll be.”

“Okay,” I said as I moved toward the window to see
what was outside. When I drew back the curtain, I could
see the park and the football field. The game was still in
progress but not for long because I noticed that the score-
board said that there was only two minutes left in the
fourth quarter. As I moved away from the window, I noticed
Smokey sniffing around a tree. I thought he was about to
unearth something, but I quickly realized that he was only
searching for the perfect spot to raise one of his legs.

It took me about twenty minutes to unpack all of my
belongings and explore the other rooms. Once I’d finished
snooping around I did as Grandmother Katie asked and
walked down the back staircase and into the kitchen. I
found her sitting at the table with an assortment of veg-
etables on a silver tray. She’d just placed a carrot in the
vegetable shredder and I watched as the machine spewed
out long cords of carrots into a stainless steel bowl.

“Hey, what are you making?” I asked.

“A big salad for dinner. Have a seat,” she said, nodding
at the empty chair on the opposite side of the table.

I took a seat and looked around the kitchen, which was
very clean, organized and built for cooking fabulous
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meals. It was nothing like the kitchen in the small studio
apartment I lived in with my mother. I focused my atten-
tion on the platter of food. Grandmother Katie was making
a salad that included cucumbers, lettuce, green and black
olives, mushrooms, beets, cheese and sunflower seeds.

“Do you know how to cook?” asked Grandmother Katie.

“I know how to cook for myself,” I answered.

“What do you cook well?” she asked.

“I’'m pretty good at making tacos, spaghetti and my
lasagna is the bomb, or so I’'ve been told.”

“Well, I think T’ll let you cook tomorrow evening’s
dinner, then,” she said as she adjusted the setting on the
food shredder before placing the cucumber through the
slicing mechanism.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve made anything,” I ad-
mitted. “I’ll need some help.” I smiled at her. She smiled
back and the warmth of her smile made me feel loved the
way the sun loves a flower.

“Well, that’s what I’'m here for, to help—I want to help
you, Keysha.”

“I shouldn’t need that much help, only—”

Grandmother Katie interrupted me. “That’s not what
I meant, baby. I want to help you get through the trouble
you’ve gotten yourself into.”

I stopped smiling and craned my neck down toward the
floor in shame. I didn’t want to talk about my pending
court case, my suspension from school or my strained
friendship with Liz Lloyd.

“Hold your head up, honey. There is no need to feel as
if ’m attacking or judging you. I just want to listen to you,
understand what’s going on and offer suggestions to help
you make better choices, okay? You’ve got a good head on
your shoulders. You just have to use it to its full potential.”
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I wanted to hold my head up and look her in the eye
but I couldn’t because I felt as if I’d caused everyone a lot
of grief over my mistake.

“Everyone makes mistakes, Keysha. It’s just a part of
living and that’s a true fact. Even some of the most intelli-
gent people can have a lapse in judgment from time to time.”

“Yeah, but the mistake I’ve made is a colossal one.”

“Oh, honey, your mistake isn’t all that bad,” she at-
tempted to assure me.

“How can you say that? I have a court case. People
think I’'m a drug dealer and I might go to jail for it.”

“Well, are you a drug dealer?” Grandmother Katie asked.

“No,” I answered.

“Then as I see it, the only mistakes you’ve made are se-
lecting a bad friend and bowing down to peer pressure,
and anyone can make that mistake.”

“Well, to me they feel like the mistakes of the century,”
I said, releasing a nervous sigh.

“Do me a favor and boil some eggs for me. I want to
slice up some eggs to put in our salad.”

I stood up and went to the refrigerator and removed a
carton of eggs.

“How many should I boil?” T asked.

“Four should do it. You can use the pot that’s sitting
there on the stove,” said Grandmother Katie.

I removed the eggs, poured water in the pot and placed
the pot over the flame. For a brief moment I stared down
at the white eggs floating in the water.

“You know, your friend Liz may be jealous of you.”
Grandmother Katie pulled me out of my trance.

“I don’t see for what,” I said, sitting back down.

“It doesn’t take much for a person to be jealous of you.
Jealousy is an ugly trait and can show its hideous face over
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something as simple as a new outfit. I think young folks
call jealous people ‘the haters’ these days.”

I laughed.

“Look at you, trying to be all hip and stuff.” We both
laughed together for a moment, but then Grandmother
Katie began to share some of her wisdom.

“You know, when I was fourteen, there was a girl who
had a problem with me even though we were friends. Her
name was Willie Mae Smith.”

“Willie what?” I laughed at the name.

“Willie Mae. It’s an old southern name.”

“What did she look like?” T asked.

“I remember her skin being very dark and beautiful, but
I think she viewed her pretty dark skin as a cruse. Her hair
was short, she was overweight and her family was ex-
tremely poor. Willie Mae’s mom attended my father’s
church and that’s where I met her. We became friends and
were always with each other.”

“So, why was Willie Mae jealous of you?” I asked.

“You’re going to laugh when I tell you this but Willie
Mae couldn’t articulate her words or express herself the
way I could.”

“So she was jealous of you because you could talk
better? That seems dumb,” I said.

“To you it may seem that way but to her it was a huge
deal. Willie Mae’s problem stemmed from her lack of
understanding. She always got her words twisted around.
She would say things like ‘I’'m going to be a confessional
when I grow up.””

“What in the world is a confessional?” T asked.

“You’re missing my point. She really meant to say the
word ‘professional.’”

I cracked up laughing when I heard that.
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“I would laugh at her too but I also tried to help by cor-
recting her. I was always correcting her, speaking up for
her and finishing her sentences for her. Especially when
we were around other people.”

“So, how did you find out she was jealous of you or had
a problem with you? It sounds as if you guys were good
friends.”

“Willie Mae and I sang in the youth choir together at
my father’s church. During choir practice a situation arose
with another girl who was making fun of Willie Mae’s
shabby clothes, big nose and dark skin. The other girl,
Nicole, was a mulatto with fair skin, a thin nose and a
fine grade of hair. Willie Mae had trouble locating the
right word she needed to express her feelings. I knew the
word she was looking for so I acted as her liaison as I’d
done countless times. I guess this particular day she’d had
enough and hauled off and slapped me during choir
practice. I was stunned and hurt at first, but those feelings
quickly turned into anger. Before I could stop myself or
ask why she’d slapped me, I slapped her back. The next
thing I knew we were on the floor fighting.”

“Wait a minute, you were fighting while in church?” 1
asked for clarification.

“Yes, and my father had a fit. He marched into the choir
stand and broke up our fight and tanned my hind parts
for fighting in the house of the Lord.”

“I can’t imagine you in a fight,” I said.

“Well, I’ve had my fair share of them.”

“So, what happened after that?” I asked.

“My father made me apologize not only to Willie Mae
but to her mother, Lonnie. It wasn’t until I apologized to
Miss Lonnie that I realized she had a speech impediment.
She couldn’t articulate or enunciate a single word. Miss
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Lonnie got through life by mumbling her words. It was
the strangest thing. I’d met Miss Lonnie plenty of times,
but as I thought about it, I realized that whenever I ran
into her she was always with someone who spoke for her
and the most she’d ever said was ‘okay’ or ‘that’s right.’

“Later that evening during dinner my father explained
that Miss Lonnie and her family were from a small Island
off of the coast of South Carolina. Miss Lonnie was a
Gullah woman and spoke the Geechee language.”

“The gee what?” I asked.

“The Geechee language,” she restated.

“Come on. That sounds made up. You’re pulling my
leg.” T laughed.

“No, it’s not made up, Keysha. Hang on a minute,
your grandfather has books about the Gullah people in
his library.”

Grandmother Katie got up and told me to follow her.
We walked into another part of the house that was filled
with shelves of books. It was one big library. Grand-
mother Katie began searching the shelves until she found
what she was looking for. She opened the book and
flipped to a page featuring several enslaved blacks.

“See?” Grandmother Katie pointed and began reading
the passage below the photo. “It says, “The Gullah are
blacks who live in the Low Country region of South
Carolina and Georgia, which includes both the coastal
plain and the Sea Islands. Historically, the Gullah region
once extended north to the Cape Fear area on the coast of
North Carolina and south to the vicinity of Jacksonville
on the coast of Florida; but today the Gullah area is
confined to the South Carolina and Georgia Low Country.
The Gullah people are also called Geechee, especially in
Georgia. The Gullah are known for preserving more of
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their African linguistic and cultural heritage than any other
black community in the United States. They speak an
English-based Creole language containing many African
loan words and significant influences from African lan-
guages in grammar and sentence structure.’ It wasn’t until
my father explained the culture that I understood why
Willie Mae resented me for constantly correcting her.”

“Oh, wow. So she was doing the best that she could
with what she’d learned from her mother,” I said.

“Yes, and on top of that she was speaking a language
that had survived slavery. However, when you’re young,
these sorts of things seem strange, especially if you
perceive them as something abnormal. So in my mind at
the time, Willie Mae suffered from the same speech prob-
lems as Miss Lonnie although it wasn’t as severe as her
mother’s.”

“So Willie Mae was jealous of you because of how you
could articulate.”

“Yes, and she was also angry about people making her
feel bad about being Gullah.”

“Well, I don’t know why Liz would be jealous of me,”
I said. “We haven’t even known each other that long and
I haven’t done anything to her.” Grandmother Katie was
about to put the book back on the shelf.

“Can I read that?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. She handed me the book and we went
back into the kitchen.

“Liz could have a beef with you for any number of
reasons,” Grandmother Katie said as she checked the
stove. “The eggs are ready now,” she added as she drained
the water off of them. I sat back down at the table and
searched my mind trying to identify any warning signs I
may have missed with Liz, but I couldn’t locate any.



IF I WERE YOUR BOYFRIEND 27

“So, how do you know if your friend is really your
friend?” I asked, because I was puzzled as to what a true
friendship looked and felt like.

“Your friends should reflect who you are. They should
feel like a part of you. Good friends always have your best
interest at heart and will tell you the truth even when you
don’t want to hear it. Good friends don’t put you down
or call you stupid or dumb in an effort to make you feel
as if you’re beneath them. A good friend will not try to
convince you to do something that you know in your
heart is not right or good for you. Good friends are never,
ever, fake,” she said.

“But how can you tell if your friend is fake?” I asked.

“You’ll feel it,” she said. “Something inside you will
guide you. Most people call it intuition.”

“Oh,” I said. “I had a friend named Toya who I knew
in my heart really wasn’t a good friend and I knew that
she didn’t have my best interest, as you put it, at heart.
She was the type of girl who liked getting into trouble. She
had a way of making me feel bad whenever I didn’t want
to do all of the crazy things she wanted to do. But I wanted
her to be my friend, so I went along with whatever she
wanted to do.” I paused. “One thing is for sure. I knew
that our friendship was over when she split open my hand
with a straight razor.”

“A straight razor?” Grandmother Katie screeched.

“It’s a long story. But all I’'m tying to say is that I should
have listened to my intuition because Toya was and
probably still is rotten to her core.”

“Here’s a bit a’ knowledge I want you to keep with you
always. When someone isn’t good for you, leave them be-
cause you can do bad all by yourself. As you mature, you
will find it a little more difficult to separate yourself from
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people who are no good for you. You may discover that
your worst enemies are the people who are the closest to
you. A husband, a child, a coworker—”

“A crazy mother,” I interrupted. She had a slightly
baffled look on her face when I said that, but then she
made the connection as to what I meant.

“You see, that is why you’re so smart. You’ve learned
some of life’s most important lessons on your own and that
is one of the things that makes you very special, Keysha.”

When Grandmother Katie told me that I felt validated.
I felt as if I wasn’t crazy and I also felt something inside
me change. I felt love for her. I felt as if I could be myself,
open up and talk to her about anything, and Id never really
felt that way before about any of the adults in my life.

“Okay, this salad is just about ready,” she said.

“After we eat can we read some of this book together?
I want to know more about these Geechee people,” I said.

“Absolutely,” Grandmother Katie said as she smiled
at me.



CHAPTER 3

Wesley

I°d just finished putting on the gray sweat suit and was
standing by the mirror giving myself one last glance over.
The sweats were huge and I had to pull the drawstring to
its limit in order to keep my pants from falling down. The
water at the detention facility was very hard and as a
result my skin got very dry and had begun turning white.
I exited the shower area and found Officer Sanchez
waiting for me.

“Do you have any lotion? My skin is all dry,” I said.

“Yeah, I do,” he said. “Hold out your hand.”

I did as he instructed me to do and he squeezed some
lotion that he had gotten off of a countertop that was
nearby into my hands. Once I finished applying the lotion
to the exposed parts of my skin he took me into the main
group area where the other detainees were sitting around
talking, playing cards and chilling out. I found a spot to
sit down and just watched everyone, feeling slightly afraid
and a little paranoid. In my mind I knew that I didn’t
belong. I wasn’t this type of person. I didn’t consider
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myself to be a troublemaker or a criminal. I just made a
mistake, that’s all. A lot of guys looked evil, hard and
mean. It wasn’t difficult to tell which dude had a street
reputation and thug credibility. Those type of guys had a
certain persona and presence about them. Their body
language spoke for them. This is a drag, 1 thought to
myself. Just sitting around waiting for the day to end was
enough to drive me crazy if I let it.

“What’s up?” asked this guy who sat down next to me.

I looked at him and studied him for a moment. I knew
him from somewhere but I couldn’t exactly remember where
we’d met. He was slender with large almond eyes. His hair
was combed out on one side and braided up on the other.

“Nothing,” I answered.

“I know you,” he said. “ You don’t remember me?”

“I sort of remember your face but I don’t remember
your name.”

“It’s Deon, man. You hang out at Tricked Out Night-
club with that chick Liz Lloyd, right?”

“Yeah, Liz and I are cool,” I said.

“I also partied with you at a house party a while back.
You and your boy had scored some alcohol and everyone
at the party got completely smashed.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember you now,” I said, feeling better
that I knew someone.

“My name is Wesley,” I reminded him.

“That’s right, Wesley.” He snapped his fingers. “So,
what are you in for?”

“Stupid stuff, what about you?”

“I was at a party celebrating with my basketball
team. My school team had just won a big tournament
and I shot the winning point at the buzzer. It was a
sweet shot too. I got the rebound, got around two de-
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fenders and dribbled the ball hard up the court. I
glanced at the shot clock real quick and noticed that I
only had two seconds left. I arrived at the three-point
line, to find Joey, another defender, waiting on me. I
faked him out as if I was going to take the ball to the
hole. When he went for the fake out, I launched myself
high into the air. Joey tried to come back and block the
shot, but it was too late. I released the ball, watched as
it soared through the air and then whoosh, nothing but
net, baby. The buzzer sounded, indicating that time had
run out, and I tossed my arms up in the air to celebrate
the victory. Unfortunately, Joey got nailed in the face
during my moment of jubilation. Before I had an oppor-
tunity to apologize, my teammates swarmed me.” He
paused for a moment, a look of regret crossing his face.
“Anyway, getting back to the party, it got out of control
when Joey showed up with a few of his teammates. I
apologized to him, but Joey wasn’t there to receive an
apology. He wanted to fight.”

“His boys probably hyped him up to battle on the way
over,” I stated.

“Joey and I got into a shouting match and then he swung
on me and nailed me right on the jaw. I wasn’t about to get
my butt whipped so I tackled him, got him on his back and
unloaded on him. The next thing I knew guys from my team
were fighting with the guys from the other team. It became
a full-blown brawl within a matter of moments. The entire
situation snowballed out of control. A lot of screaming, fur-
niture was being broken and people getting bloody
knuckles and split lips. I don’t know how long the brawl
went on because [ was caught up in the moment. I came to
my senses when I heard someone shout, “The cops are here!’
Everyone scattered at that moment. I tried to get out before
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the cops came in, but they cornered me and then took me
into custody.”

“But what for? You were only defending yourself. Did
you explain that to them?” I asked.

“Yeah, I explained everything to them, but since I had
alcohol in my system I was brought in on charges of dis-
orderly conduct and underaged drinking. Joey went to the
hospital because I'd knocked out one of his teeth during
our fight. I heard that he’s been released already and is
doing okay.”

“Well, did the cops arrest him?”

“Nope.”

“Well, why didn’t the cops bring him in for disorderly
conduct too?” I asked.

“That’s what I'd like to know,” Deon answered as he
shrugged his shoulders. “This entire situation is real
jacked up.” He leaned back in his seat. “I’'m worried
about going in front of the judge and what this is going
to look like on my record.”

“It probably won’t be bad,” I tried to reassure him.

“No, it is bad, man. My coach came to see me yester-
day. He told me that two college scouts had come to see
me and he had to tell them that I was in here. On top of
that I’'m going to miss four games that I know college
scouts planned on attending. Man, I just feel as if I’ve
blown my scholarship opportunities over something really
stupid. Colleges look at this sort of thing, you know. This
is my senior year, dude, and I may have just blown it.”
Deon released a sigh of frustration. I could hear the fear
and anxiety in his voice. “If Joey had just accepted my
apology, none of this would have happened.”

“Have you ever gotten into a brawl before?” I asked.

“Pve had my fair share of fights but nothing major,”
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he answered. “Say, have your parents been here to see you
yet?” he asked, changing the subject. I could tell that
reliving events that landed him in this place was causing
him more stress than he had anticipated.

“No, and I really don’t want them to come.” I reposi-
tioned myself in my seat. “I especially don’t want to see
my mother because we don’t get along. I get along better
with my father.”

“Well, my parents came here and, man, I’'m telling
you, it was hard for me. I feel as if I’'ve disappointed
them. I didn’t want them to see me in here dressed like
this.” Deon stopped talking. Judging by the look in his
eyes, [ knew he was hurting but trying not to show it by
acting macho.

“Everything will be fine. This is no big deal. Is this your
first offense?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered. “I’ve never been in trouble like
this before.”

“I think the judge will probably go easy on you. It’s not
as if you’re a repeat offender or anything,” I said.

“This isn’t me, man. Being in here is the last place I ever
expected to be. It’s cold in here. I don’t like the single
rooms with the hard mattresses or the stainless steel toilet.
This will be the last time that I ever mess up. I’'m hoping
that the college scouts will look at this as a small mistake
and nothing more.” Deon ran his fingers through his hair
and then met my gaze. “Come on, Wesley. Tell me what
you’re really in for,” he inquired.

I didn’t answer Deon right away because I was trying
to figure out a good starting point. There were so many
events that had led up to my being locked up.

“Hey, man, if you don’t want to talk about it, I
understand.”
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“No, it’s not that I don’t want to talk about it. ’m just
trying to figure out where to start.”

“Well, for starters do you like being in here?” asked Deon.

“You know, at first I didn’t but now that I’ve had a
chance to calm down and relax, this place isn’t so bad. In
fact, it’s okay because I can hear myself think.”

“Man. If you like this place, things must be pretty
bad at home.”

“‘Bad’ isn’t the word for it. ‘Chaotic’ would be a
more accurate description,” I said. I relieved some of the
tension in my neck by rotating it in a circular motion
until it cracked. “I’'m tired of all of the constant scream-
ing matches that I get into with my mom. At least in this
place T get a chance to escape from her. In here she
can’t touch me, or tell me what to do or belittle me.
Now that I think about it, I’m actually in a pretty good
mood,” I said.

“Is it really that rough?” asked Deon.

“Dude, you have no idea,” I said, and was silent again.
“When you get out of here you’ll probably go back to a
loving family,” I continued. “Your family will probably
look at this as a learning lesson and all will be forgiven.”

“Don’t get it twisted,” Deon corrected me. “My dad is
not happy about me being here. And when I do go back
home, I know that things are going to be different.”

“Yeah, but your parents care and understand, right?”
I asked.

“My dad sort of understands but my mom couldn’t
even talk when she saw me in here. She just cried. It was
hard for me to see her so hurt.” Deon swallowed hard.

“That just means that she cares, man, and that’s a good
thing. My mother will come in here and raise hell with me.
That’s how she is. She’ll remind me how all of this is my
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fault and I deserve what I’m getting. I swear, sometimes I
wonder if she’s really my mother.”

“Come on, let’s walk around a little,” said Deon.

“Walk where, man?” I asked, looking around. “This
place is like the inside of a bank vault.”

“I know it is but the moving around helps to keep me
from going completely nuts. By moving around I feel like
I’m going somewhere.”

Walking around was cool with me, so Deon and I
slowly strolled around the outer walls of the common
area. No sooner had we begun moving about than he
started pretending that he was shooting jump shots. “They
have a gymnasium in here for us but the floor is being
fixed.” Deon shared more information with me but I
couldn’t have cared less about the gymnasium.

“Okay, go on. What’s the deal with how you ended up
here in prison paradise?”

“Saturday night I took my mom’s car while she was
asleep and drove myself to Tricked Out, the teen night-
club. When I got there, a line of people was wrapped
around the building waiting to get in. I parked my
mother’s car next to a black Chevy Caprice that was
filled with people. When I got out of the car, one of the
guys recognized me. They’d scored some alcohol from
a nearby convenience store and asked if I wanted a
drink. I joined them and hammered down a few beers
and a few wine coolers. There was no need to go inside
the club because the party was right outside where I was.
The guys said that they were going to go get some more
alcohol and asked if I wanted to come with. I said no,
because I wanted to catch up with some more folks who
were inside the club. I went inside and hung out with
Liz Lloyd and the crew. I was feeling great when all of
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a sudden I felt as if the room was spinning around. I
knew I was feeling that way because of all of the alcohol
I’d drank. At that point I decided that it was time to
head home. So I walked back out to the parking lot and
got in my mother’s car. I knew that I was too buzzed to
drive so I got in the passenger seat, pulled the seat lever
and lowered it into a reclining position. I then drifted
off to sleep. The next thing I knew cops had surrounded
the car and had their flashlights beaming in my face.
They were yelling and shouting, ‘Get out of the car!’ I
had no clue as to what was going on. I got out of the
car and was detained and placed in the back of a squad
car. Several officers searched the car but didn’t find
anything unusual. Then an officer comes over and opens
up the squad car door to talk to me. He says, ‘The car
you’re in has been reported stolen.” At that point I got
ticked off.

““‘Get real,”” I said, snapping at him because I thought
he was on some racial-profiling power trip. “‘Look, man,’
I said to him, ‘T have keys to the car. I didn’t steal it.””

“What did the cop say then?” asked Deon.

“He said that it didn’t matter as far as he was concerned
because I was inside a vehicle that had been reported
stolen. Then he asked me if I’d been drinking. I refused
to answer his question.

“Did you hear me?’ he asked once again. I said have
you been drinking alcohol?’”

“At that point I’d gotten irritated and wanted to smash
anything that I could because nothing was going right. I
wanted to lie to him about the drinking, but I didn’t. I told
him that I had a few drinks but not that many. I told him
that [ was a really good driver and I was resting in the car
because I didn’t think it would be a smart thing to do if I
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drove after having as many drinks as I had. He said that
he appreciated my honesty but wanted to see if I could
pass a few simple tests. I got out of the squad car and he
took off the handcuffs. The officer told me to spread my
arms out like an airplane and then touch the tip of my
nose with my index finger one at a time. I tried to do it
but I got dizzy and almost fell to the ground. Then he
asked me to close my eyes and count backward from one
hundred. I couldn’t believe I’d failed that simple test. No
matter how many times I tried to count backward my
numbers got twisted and came through out of sequence.
At that point the other officers agreed that I’d had one too
many and needed to be taken into custody.”

“Why didn’t you call your mom? Didn’t you have a cel-
lular phone on you?” asked Deon.

“No, I didn’t have my phone with me. When I got to
the jailhouse they called my mom but I refused to speak
with her. I was too angry.”

“Well, did she report the car stolen?” Deon wanted to
know.

“What do you think?” I answered sarcastically.

“Man, that has to be hard.” Deon was now sympathiz-
ing with me.

“So now you know a tiny slice of my story. I'm in no
rush to go back home because I can’t stand it there.”

“Yeah, but you can’t stay here forever.” Deon once
again pretended to shoot a jump shot.

“I know that. What I really want to do is live with my
dad. If I can go and live with him, I know that my life
would be so much better than it is now,” I'said as I noticed
how everyone in the common area began lining up.

“What’s going on over there?” I asked.

“Feeding time,” Deon answered. “They’re about to
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take everyone to the cafeteria for some food that is sure
to give you diarrhea.”

“I’'m not hungry so I’'m just going to chill over at one
of the tables,” I said.

Deon laughed. “Dude, you don’t have a choice here.
You have to go. Come, I’ll show you what’s safe to eat
and what isn’t.”

I followed Deon and lined up with the rest of the de-
tainees and stood in silence as I thought about how I
could convince my mother to allow me to live with my
dad permanently.



CHAPTER 4

Keysha

On Sunday I woke up very early in the morning because
I couldn’t sleep. I got out of bed and walked down into
the kitchen, opened up the refrigerator and poured myself
a glass of cranberry cocktail juice. I was wide-awake and
knew that I wouldn’t be able to fall back to sleep, so I went
into the family room and turned on the television. Flipping
through the channels, I located MTV. A program was on
that talked about the lives of Tupac and Biggie Smalls. I
got engrossed in the program along with their music and
fast-paced lifestyles. It was appealing to me to have fancy
cars, loads of jewelry and to be the center of attention. I
also liked Tupac and his thuggish looks. To me he looked
untamed, masculine and gentle all at the same time. And
his voice, I loved the sound of his rough and jagged voice.
I was so involved in the program that I didn’t notice that
Grandmother Katie had gotten up and had just entered
the room. I quickly clicked off the television.

“Good morning,” I greeted her.

“Good morning. What were you watching?” she asked.
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“Nothing,” I answered. I didn’t think she’d approve of
me watching the life story of Tupac and Biggie.

“Yes, you were. You were watching something. What
was it?”

“It was nothing,” I said once again.

“Let me see the remote,” she said. I reluctantly gave it
to her. She clicked the power button and the program was
on the part were Biggie Smalls had been murdered.

“Is this what you were viewing?” She looked at me
disapprovingly.

“Yes, ma’am. I couldn’t sleep so I came in here to watch
television.” I told her the truth because I had a difficult
time lying to her. Grandmother Katie sat down on her
recliner and continued to watch the program.

“Who is this about?” she asked.

“Biggie and Tupac,” I answered her.

“Oh, yeah. The two young men who were murdered.”

“You’ve heard of them?” I asked, utterly surprised that
someone her age even knew of them.

“Yeah, I’ve heard of them. We’ve talked about them
before at church,” she answered.

She and I watched the remainder of the program
together, and at its conclusion, Grandmother Katie turned
off the television.

“What a waste,” she said. “All of that beautiful creative
talent gone to waste. Perhaps if their energy could have
been focused in a different direction their lives would not
have been so short.”

“But they had it going on while they lived,” I said. “I
mean, they had everything. Cars, a house and money.
They were doing it,” I said, excited about their lifestyle.

“Honey, money, cars and a home will not make you
happy. Having purpose in your life can make you happy.
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Doing for others can make you happy. Giving—” Grand-
mother Katie stopped talking and there was a perplexed
look on her face.

“Keysha, did your mother and other grandmother ever
take you to church?”

I laughed.

“Are you kidding me?” I laughed again. “We never
went to church. Grandmother Rubylee said that the
church was full of sinners pretending to be sanctified.”

Grandmother Katie’s mouth fell open and she glared at
me as if she were completely bewildered by what I’d just said.

“What are you thinking? What’s wrong?” I asked
because I was beginning to think that I’d traumatized her.

“Has Jordan taken you to church yet?” she asked. My
grandmother was referring to my father who we called by
his first name, Jordan. I had recently discovered my father
and his side of the family a few months ago. My mother,
Justine, and I were struggling to make ends meet in our
old neighborhood in Chicago. When she got busted by the
police for passing bad checks, I ended up in foster care. |
had never met my father until I wound up in the system.
Because I shared the same last name as Jordan, the social
workers were able to locate him.

Jordan never knew of my existence before that time. He
invited me to move into the house he shared with his
wife, Barbara, and son, Mike. Jordan and Grandmother
Katie were always kind to me, but Barbara and Mike
really resented my presence those first few weeks.

“No. He said that we were going to go but I think he
first wanted to build up our relationship. I’'m positive we
were about to go, but then I sort of complicated things.”

“I want you to go upstairs and get ready for church,”
she said.
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“What?” I asked.

“We’re going to church this morning. I was going to go
to the afternoon service, but I think it would be better for
us to go to the early-morning service.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s going to be boring,” I protested.

“You’re bored sitting here now, so your being bored at
church will not harm you.”

I was ready to snap back with an ugly comment, but I
held on to my words before my mouth got me into trouble.
Still, the last thing I wanted to do was listen to some old
sweaty preacher talking about sinners and heathens.

When we arrived at church, everyone there knew my
grandmother Katie and everyone seemed to want a
moment of her time to speak with her. I don’t know why
I got jealous about sharing her but I did. Someone asked
her about organizing a health day at the church for people
who didn’t have medical insurance. Someone else asked
her if she could find some hours to assist with the adult-
literacy ministry. She graciously acknowledged everyone’s
plea for her assistance and she said that she would see if
she could find some time in her schedule to volunteer.

“Dang, why are these people all over you like that? Can’t
they do stuff for themselves?” I asked with an undertone
of irritation that Grandmother Katie sensed immediately.

“Get your attitude in check, young lady. You’re in the
house of the Lord and your nasty mood will not be toler-
ated in here.” Grandmother Katie gave me a look that I
knew instinctively not to play with unless I wanted my life
to end right where I stood. I released a big sigh and wanted
to follow it up with a snide remark. But out of respect for
her I held my words.

“To answer your question, along with other members
of our family, I have done a lot of community service in this
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town and for this church. It’s not about people wanting me
to do stuff for them. It’s about giving and helping those who
are in need. That is my passion. Doing this kind of work
is what fills my spirit with joy and gives my life meaning
and purpose.”

“How are you doing, Miss Katie?” A young man in his
late twenties approached us. He was gorgeous. I mean,
stop what you’re doing and smile at him as hard as you
could gorgeous. I knew he was too old for me, but still,
he was too fine for words.

“I’m doing fine, Erin.” Grandmother Katie embraced
the gentleman.

“How are Kayla and the baby doing?” she asked.

“They’re doing wonderful.”

“That is so good to hear. I’ve very proud of you. Oh,
Erin, this is my granddaughter, Keysha. Keysha, this is
Erin, our youth pastor.”

“I didn’t know you had a granddaughter. It’s nice to
meet you, Keysha,” he said, smiling at me.

“Hi,” I greeted him back, but the word came out all
wrong. I sounded as if I was completely lame.

“Is this your first time here?” Erin asked.

“Yeah,” I answered, smiling hard. I couldn’t help it. He
looked like an older version of the singer Neo-Yo. And
Lord knows I’ve fantasized about being Neo-Yo’s wife on
a number of occasions.

“Have you met anyone in the youth ministry yet?”

“The answer to that would be no.” I extended my
arms out as if I were taking a long stretch. When I did
that my breasts rose up and jutted forward toward him.
For a brief moment Erin’s eyes fell downward and
danced all over my breasts. A delicious twang of energy
consumed my mind and body. It excited me to know
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that I could tempt an older man. It excited me to know
that he lusted for something he couldn’t have. I was
about to do the move again, but I felt Grandmother
Katie’s laser-beam eyes all over me.

“I mean, ’m visiting my grandmother for a few days
and this is my first time here so I haven’t had an oppor-
tunity to meet anyone yet.” I tried to cover up the naugh-
tiness of the little temptress inside me.

“Well, sit up front and after the service I’ll introduce
you to some of the kids in choir.”

“We will, Erin,” Grandmother Katie said. We then said
goodbye for the moment as we made our way to the front
of the church. As soon as we sat down Grandmother
Katie snapped at me.

“Little girl, don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again!”
Grandmother Katie’s face was masked with scorn.

“Do what?” I played dumb. We locked eyes on each
other as if we were having a staring contest. But Grand-
mother Katie wasn’t toying around. She did something to
me with that glare of hers. I felt as if she read every impure
thought I had in my head. Grandmother Katie was admon-
ishing me without saying a single word, and that fright-
ened the hell out of me. No one had ever done that before.
I broke eye contact. I felt as if she’d just entered my soul
and found the temptress inside me and set her straight.

“Erin is a very bright and intelligent man.” She began to
speak. “He’s a great leader and has inspired a number of
young people to come off of the streets and join the church.”

I wanted to say, whatever, but I didn’t. A few moments
later the choir stand began filling up with the members of
the youth choir. The choir began to sing a popular gospel
song by Kirk Franklin. The choir was well trained and
sounded very good. The live music, the energy and the
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spirit of fellowship quickly filled the air around us. The
young music director encouraged everyone to stand on
their feet and clap their hands and sing along. Grand-
mother Katie stood on her feet and allowed the music to
consume her. She turned toward me as she sang and I saw
a completely different person. Her facial expressions, her
voice and eyes were all completely filled with joy. It was
amazing how quickly she changed. I’d never seen anything
like that in all of my life. When the pace of the music
slowed, everyone sat back down and Erin, the youth
minister, stepped up to the podium.

“A lot of adults look at youth today and the only thing
they see is a headache and a problem. They complain
about the negative energy in the music youth listen to, they
complain about the way they wear their clothes and
violence they commit against each other. It would appear
to many our youth today have completely lost their minds.
But I’'m here to tell you that it’s not all about the youth
and what they’re doing. Some of it is about the parents and
what they are not doing. You see, as a child you come into
this world knowing very little. And it is up to the parents
to program the child with good information so that he or
she can function and be all that God intended them to be.”

“That’s right,” I heard Grandmother Katie say in
agreement.

“When I was a young man coming of age my family
wasn’t rich, but we weren’t poor either. We were just
broke all of the time. And what I mean by that is there
was always enough money to take care of the household
but rarely was there enough left over for luxuries. Today,
we call that ‘living from paycheck to paycheck.’”

Everyone in the church laughed together because they
understood where the pastor was coming from.
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“When I needed new clothes for school or church my
mother would always take me to a discount department
store called Value Smart. And she would always take me to
a shoe bin in the middle of an aisle where the shoes were
connected together via their shoestrings and tell me to find
my size. And I would always say, ‘Dang Mama, why can’t
we ever go to the regular department store instead of coming
here to Value Smart?” And do you know what she said?”

“Tell us what she said,” Grandmother Katie said.

“She said that we don’t go to those stores because I
want you to understand that your value is not linked to
the clothes on your back or the shoes on your feet. She
told me that my value was the light that was inside me.
She said my value was linked to my intelligence. She said
that my value was linked to the content of my character.
She said that my value was linked to how I feel about mys-
elf and not about how I look.”

Wouw, 1 thought. I felt as if Erin was speaking directly
to me. I listened to the rest of his sermon, and what I
thought would most certainly be a completely boring time
actually turned out to be interesting.

As promised, Erin introduced me to members of the youth
choir. They were all very nice and welcoming and one girl
even suggested that we catch a movie during my next visit.

After church Grandmother Katie and I went to the
mall. We stopped at the bath-and-body shop and she said
that I could pick out some scented lotion and bubble bath
for myself. I walked around sniffing a variety of scents but
finally settled on a body lotion that smelled like peaches.
We stopped at the food court, got something to eat and
then headed back home. It was during the drive home that
I got brave and decided to share the reasons behind why
I gave myself to Ronnie.
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“The sermon was really interesting today,” I said.

“Yes, it was,” Grandmother Katie agreed as she merged
with the traffic on the expressway.

“All of the talk about being valuable was kind of new
to me. Why do guys make girls feel as if they’re valuable
or special just to get what they want and then dump
you?” 1 swallowed hard because that was a tough
question for me to ask.

“Well, what is it that guys want?” she asked, and I
couldn’t believe that she was going to make me spell it out
for her. I swallowed hard again. It wasn’t easy for me to ask
adult questions.

“You know, when they want you to give it up. They’ll
tell you how much they love you and want to be with you
and say all types of things to make you feel special. And
then, when you finally say yes and they get what they
want, then it’s like they treat you differently.” I tried to
make sure that my question was a broad one so that she’d
believe that I was speaking about girls in general and not
myself, even though I was.

“Oh, okay.” Grandmother Katie was silent for a
moment. “Well, young lady, first off, a young woman
should never offer the honeypot to a man just because
he says he loves you or makes you feel good about
yourself. You should already feel good about who you
are and you should love yourself. When a young woman
has good self-esteem, a boy or man will not be able to
come along and offer her something she already has.
The second thing is, and I know this is going to sound
old-fashioned, but you shouldn’t do adult things and
not be married. You shouldn’t give a boy privileges
without being in a devoted relationship, and young
ladies around your age are much too young to deal with
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those kinds of feelings and emotions. Young people
need to enjoy being young because being young only
happens once.”

“QOkay,” I said, analyzing what she’d just told me. She
released a big sigh and then continued to talk.

“Keysha, young men around your age are not serious.
They’re too young to be seriously in love. It’s a game to
young men. The idea is to be as charming and as clever as
you can to get a girl to lower her guard. Once they get what
they’re seeking, they may become bored and search for a
new challenge. The other side of the coin is that once a girl
gets a reputation for being active, other boys will come
buzzing around like flies at a picnic in search of an oppor-
tunity to use their wit and charm to get some honey.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen guys do that before. Okay, so how does
a girl control her urges? I mean, it’s not all about the boy
wanting to do something. Girls have those feelings too.”

“Keysha, you must understand that a woman is
carrying paradise. And you can’t let every ship you see
dock on your shores. It is okay and normal to have urges
but you’re in control of them. You choose when, where
and how to turn them on or off. Remember, being intimate
with someone is a very special gift and should not be
given away because of an urge. Urges come and go but
love lasts a lifetime.”

“But what if a boy doesn’t like a girl because she isn’t
active?”

“Then he never saw the value of you in the first place.”

Wow, 1 thought to myself. I was amazed at how
Grandmother Katie connected our conversation back to
the church sermon.

“Do you have any more questions?” she asked. “Come
on, it’s okay. You can ask whatever you want.”
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“No,” I said. “I think I’'m good for now. But if I have
more, | will definitely ask you,” I told her as we exited
the highway and continued on our journey home.



CHAPTER 5

Wesley

When I awoke the sun was just pecking over the horizon.
A sense of peace washed over me as I watched the sun pre-
pare to greet the world. I felt rejuvenated because I’d
gotten a good night’s rest. I was happy because my mom
couldn’t rush into my room during the night, shouting and
screaming at me. Nor did I have to listen to her accuse me
of doing things that I did not do. I sat upright on my bed,
pressed back against the cold brick wall and peered out
of the narrow window that was in my holding cell. I
wanted to cry about my situation, but I fought off the urge
by thinking about stuff that made me angry. That was a
unique trick that I’d taught myself. It was my way of
covering up just how badly my feelings were hurting. My
mom has made my life a living hell. She doesn’t trust me,
she’s suspicious of me and she makes up stories about how
horrible I am as a son. She thinks I’m violent, disrespect-
ful and has hated me since the day I was born. At least
that’s the way I think she feels. One time she sent me to
a therapist because I told her that I’d rather run away and
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live on the streets than live with her. I cringed at the
memory of having to go a therapist.

Spending a lot of brain energy thinking about my
mom was driving me nuts, so I decided to lie down for
a while longer or at least until the guard opened the
door to let me out.

Later that same day I was sitting around the common
area killing time listening to Deon talk about how he’d
met his girlfriend at a regional cheerleading competition.

“My buddy Jerry and I went to the competition to see
how lucky we could get,” Deon said. “Fifteen different
schools were represented and the girls were a perfect ten.”

“Yeah, right,” I said, not fully believing him.

“Dude, I'm telling you. Every girl in the gymnasium
that day was a hottie. It was like being at a Miss America
pageant and the Playboy Mansion all at the same time.”

“Okay, with all of the perfect models there, how did
you manage to pick just one?” I asked.

“I don’t know. It just happened. I was sitting in the
bleachers watching her and her team compete for the re-
gional title. My eyes were just drawn to her. I liked the
energy she had and she never stopped smiling even when
the pyramid her team tried to create collapsed because a
move wasn’t executed right. Right then I knew that I
wanted to meet her and learn everything about her.”

“So, what did you say when you got your chance to
meet her?” I asked.

“I caught up to her out in the gym hallway at the water
fountain. She was humped over, sucking up water like a
fish. I stopped for a moment and studied her long brown
legs and the way they disappeared behind her red cheer-
leader skirt. I studied the shapeliness of her legs and the
way her calf muscles contracted to form a perfectly shaped
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heart. Man, she has some awesome legs.” Deon momen-
tarily became lost in his thoughts until a batch of new de-
tainees who’d just entered the common area moved
directly past us. “Anyway, our first meeting didn’t go so
well. T said to her, ‘Hey, tough break, you’ll get it next
time.” She stopped drinking water and looked at me as if
I’d just spit on her.”

“She said, “There won’t be a next time. You’d know that
if you were a true fan of the sport.””

“Oh, snap. She treated you like that?” I asked, laughing
because I could visualize him standing in the hallway with
a clueless look on his face.

“Yeah, she called me out on that one. But I did try to
recover because my game was tight. [ know how to charm
a girl. I told her that she was right. And asked her if she’d
be willing to help me learn the sport. At that point she told
me to get lost and rushed into the girls’ locker room.”

“You struck out,” I said. “So, how did you guys end
up dating?”

“A few weeks later I had a game at her school. When
I saw her again, I was still in awe of her. She was just so
perfect for me.” Deon leaned back in his seat. “I took
another leap of faith and actually introduced myself to her
again after the game. I told her my name, where I was
from and asked her if there was any chance for me to get
to know her better. She smiled at me and said, ‘Possibly.’
And the rest, as they say, is history. What about you,
Wesley? Do you have a girl?”

“No. Not right now. My last girlfriend played too many
games. She liked dating several guys at the same time. The
final straw came when I almost got into a fight with this
guy over her. But then I realized that she really wasn’t
worth fighting for, so I let her go. I was cool with it,
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though. I wasn’t terribly upset over it.” I was about to tell
Deon about another relationship, but Officer Sanchez
called my name.

“Wesley, come here,” he said. I stood up and walked
over to him.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Come with me. You have a visitor,” he said.

“Who?” 1 asked, even though I already knew the
answer. My mother had arrived to cast judgment upon me.

“Your mom is here,” he answered.

I suddenly felt ill. “Look, man. Do I have to go and see
her? Because right now, I really don’t want to. My mother
is Puerto Rican and African American and has the temper
of a grizzly bear.”

“Yeah, you have to see her,” said Officer Sanchez. “You’re
lucky that you have someone coming to see about you.”

I grumbled loudly as I followed Officer Sanchez to the
visitors’ room.

I walked through a series of doors and entered the visiting
area, which was set up like a large high school cafeteria.

“Okay, here are the rules.” Officer Sanchez captured
my gaze. “There is no touching, no yelling and no use of
profanity. And don’t get up from your seat until you’re
told to do so. Break any one of the rules you will be
placed in isolation for five hours.”

“Dude, please don’t make me talk to her. Tell her 'm
in detox right now,” I pleaded.

“Have a seat right here,” said Officer Sanchez, com-
pletely unmoved by my cry for mercy.

I sat at the table for a few minutes feeling anxious and
jittery. The moment I saw my mom enter the room, my
stomach did a somersault. The very sight of her shot my
blood pressure sky-high and made my skin itch. My mom
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is a tall hefty woman who is fond of wearing oversized
wigs and too much make-up. She absolutely refuses to
allow the big hairstyles of the 1980s to die. Today she has
on a sandy brown wig that is tilted too far to the right.
She is wearing a long-sleeve V-necked dress that is showing
too much cleavage. When my mom finally spotted me, she
walked over and sat down on the opposite side of the
table. I had a hard time looking at her because not only
was she an embarrassing sight, but I was angry with her.

“How is it going?” she asked.

“It’s going fine,” I answered her.

“Are you in a cell by yourself?” she asked.

“Yeah, and it’s great because I don’t have to worry
about you charging into my room in the middle of the
night shouting at me.”

“Wesley, ’'m here to help. I had to do something. You’re
out of control and this was the only way that I could get
your attention. You left me with no other choice.”

“Oh, no, you don’t. Don’t you even try to twist this
around. You had a choice. You didn’t have to report your
car stolen. You knew where I was going,” I said to her.

“Wesley, you took my car without my permission,” she
said.

“No,” I cut her off. “You gave me permission to take it.”

“No, I didn’t,” she fired back at me.

“Yes, you did! You know what?” I raised the palms of
my hands up. “Let’s just stop now. I'm ready to go. I
don’t want to talk to you.”

“Wesley, you have to listen to me. I love you, but [ don’t
know what to do with you. You’re lucky that the police
found you before you drove home. Your alcohol levels
were past the legal drinking limit. Do you know how
dangerous it is to drink and drive?” she preached to me.
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“Well, I had to learn how to drink and drive from some
place.” T looked in her eyes to see if my words hurt her,
and they had. For some twisted reason hurting her feelings
made me feel good. “So don’t come up in here acting like
the pot who called the kettle black.”

“I don’t do that anymore, Wesley.” She tried to defend
her drinking problem.

“Yeah, right. You practically come into my room every
night sloshed. Yelling at me and making my life miserable.”

“I need you to hear me, son. I want to help you,” she
said. She looked as if she wanted to cry, but I didn’t have
any sympathy for her at all.

“Are we done?” I asked. “Because I don’t have anything
else to say.”

“P’ll see you in court,” she said, and then stood up. “I
hope you fix your attitude by then.”

“Yeah, whatever! I’ll see you when I see you,” Isaid as
she walked out of the room. I remained seated for about
fifteen minutes before Officer Sanchez reappeared. He
told me that I could get up so I did and followed him back
to the common area.

“Hey, amigo, it’s not cool to be so disrespectful to your
mom.”

“Well, if she did some of the things to you that she’s
done to me, you’d fully understand why things are the
way they are.”

“But she’s still your mom and you have to respect her
no matter what,” said Officer Sanchez.

I didn’t respond to him because I didn’t fully agree with
what he was saying to me. In my mind, my mom was crazy
and if I didn’t get away from her soon, I’d go crazy too.

“So, what are you going to say at your court hearing
tomorrow?” asked Officer Sanchez.
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“Whatever it takes to get the judge to see that I don’t
want to go back to my mother’s house,” I answered.

“Where do you want to go?” he asked.

“With my dad,” I said.

“You and your dad get along well?”

“Yeah. Me and my dad are real cool. We don’t have any
problems. I’d go live with him in a heartbeat, but my
mother won’t let me.”

“Why not?”

“Because she sees me and the child-suport check as a
way to support her drinkng problem. And that’s the
truth, man.”

“Is that how you started drinking?” asked Officer San-
chez. “By watching your mom?”

“Something like that.”

“Amigo, you’re only sixteen. You shouldn’t be drinking
to solve your problems. How long have been doing this?”

“About three years. Since I was thirteen.”

“Do you think you need help?” asked Officer Sanchez.

“Dude, right now I’m in the best place in the world. So,
as far as I’'m concerned, my call for help has been answered.”

“That’s twisted, man. You don’t want to be here. This
is not a place to live,” said Officer Sanchez.

“Well, for now it suits me just fine,” I said as he opened
the door for me to head back to the common area.

Later that evening I received a phone call from my dad.
I was happy to hear from him because I knew he’d under-
stand everything that I was going through.

“Hey, Wesley, how is it going?” he asked me through
the phone.

“Well, things have been better,” I admitted. “I can’t
wait to get out of here.”
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“Yeah, I know, son. I heard that your mom came to visit
you today. How did that go?” he asked.

“Not so good,” I answered him truthfully.

“Was she sober when she came to see you?”

“Yeah, she was sober, but we still got into a little bit of a
shouting match.” I began bitting my fingernails. “Hey, Dad.”

“Yes?”

“I want to come and live with you. I don’t want to be
in Mom’s house anymore and I’'m going to let the judge
know that.”

“Well, don’t you worry about that, Wesley. I’ve got a
lawyer coming with me tomorrow and together we’re
going to get all of this mess straightened out, okay?”

“QOkay,” I answered.

“Now, you get some rest. You’ve got a big day
tomorrow and you’re going to need all of your strength.”

“Okay, Dad, love you,” I said.

“Love you too,” he responded.



CHAPTER 6

Keysha

| was standing at the kitchen sink with my head under-
neath the water faucet getting my hair washed by Grand-
mother Katie. She was massaging shampoo into my scalp
and the strokes of her fingertips put me in such a relaxed
state that I felt I was going to sleep.

“All right, I’'m going to rinse this shampoo out now,”
she said as she carefully and skillfully guided my move-
ments so that all of the shampoo was washed out.

“My grandmother used to wash my hair like this all the
time when I was a young girl,” she said. “I loved the
feeling of her strong, soft hands.”

“What was your grandmother like?” T asked as I stood
erect, and began the process of drying my hair so that
Grandmother Katie could blow-dry and curl it for me.

“Your great-great-grandmother Lorraine was a very
tall woman. She stood around six foot one or two. She
had a very difficult life, though. You see, her mother
passed away when she was only twelve years old. And her
father was as mean as a pack of wolves. When I was a little
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girl, he used to own a corner newspaper stand. He sold
the daily paper, soda pop and candy every day. One par-
ticular day I’d found myself four pennies while outside
playing. I walked to the corner where his newspaper stand
was and asked for a piece of hard candy. I stood on my
tiptoes and placed my four pennies atop a stack of news-
papers and waited for my candy. Do you know what that
low-down snake-in-the-grass man said to me?”

“No, what did he say?”

“He told me that hard candy costs five cents. I looked
at him perplexed because I knew he’d let me get away with
being a penny short. That mean man glared nastily at me
and said, ‘Now, git on-way from round here. And don’
come back till you got all yo’ money.’”

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

“No. I’'m not,” said Grandmother Katie.

“That was mean,” I said. We went upstairs to her bed-
room so that I could sit on a small stool while she blow-
dried my hair.

“Why was he so mean?” I asked as I sat on the stool.
Grandmother Katie draped a towel over my shoulders.

“I think he’d seen a lot of things in Mississippi as a
young man that made him very bitter and mean-spir-
ited. As a result of his experiences I was told that he
placed an iron wall around his heart so that he wouldn’t
have to deal with his pain. My grandmother told me
one day, someone would come along and break through
his iron wall and help him deal with all of the vaulted
emotions he’d been hiding. For a long time I thought I
could fix his broken heart, but I was wrong. He died
an old, lonely and bitter man.”

“Don’t you get lonely being in this big house by your-
self? I mean, this is a big house for one person,” I said.
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“No, not at all. I have plenty to keep me busy and
from being bored. Besides, Smokey keeps me company.
I was lonely and sad for a while after the passing of your
grandfather. He would not have wanted me to stop
living, so I grieved and moved on. I see life so differ-
ently now. I feel that my purpose is to help others any
way [ am able.”

“Well, lately I’ve been thinking about my situation,” I
said. Grandmother Katie turned off the blow dryer so she
could hear me. I figured since she wanted to be of service,
it couldn’t hurt to share my thoughts.

“Go on, I'm listening,” she said.

“I know that my friend Liz is behind what has
happened to me. I know that she set me up but I don’t
know why. I don’t know why she pretended to be my
friend and then turned around and stabbed me in the
back. It just doesn’t make any sense,” I said.

“Have you talked with her since all of this madness be-
gan?” asked Grandmother Katie.

“No,” I answered. Grandmother Katie took in a deep
breath and then exhaled. I could sense that my situation
was heavy on her heart.

“I’'m going to find out, though,” I said. “When I go
back home tomorrow, I’m going to confront her and just
ask her straight out. Why did you do me like this?”

“Well, if you ask and she doesn’t give you an answer,
don’t push it. The truth will come out in court,” said
Grandmother Katie.

“But I don’t want to go to court. I want her to own
up to what she’s done. I mean, setting me up like that
was just low down.” I started feeling myself get emo-
tional about being framed.

“Remember, Keysha, you don’t want to get yourself into
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any more trouble, okay? You have your entire life ahead
of you and I don’t want things to spiral out of control.”

“But this entire situation is stupid. All of the charges
can be dropped if she’ll just admit to what she’s done.”

“Maybe she won’t talk because she’s protecting some-
one,” Grandmother Katie said. “I’'m not defending her
actions, I’'m just trying to think of a reason as to why
she’d do it.”

“If Liz is protecting anyone, it’s her own self. But I
don’t care about her need for self-preservation, I just want
my life back,” I said to Grandmother Katie.

“And you will get it back. I promise you that,” she said.

I was silent for a long moment because I was lost in
thought. Grandmother Katie turned on the handheld
dryer again as I continued to visualize my confrontation
with Liz. If she didn’t own up to what she’d done, I
planned to beat her down until she did.



CHAPTER 7/

Wesley

Officer Sanchez entered the common area and asked the
detainees that were assigned specifically to him to form a
large circle with the chairs. We were about to have a
group discussion about the reasons why we were being
detained and what changes we were going to make once
we got out.

“I wanted to take some time to talk about what you can
do to change your life so that you don’t end up back here
or in a maximum-security prison. Yesterday during visita-
tion I noticed that Wesley here—” Officer Sanchez nodded
his head in my direction “—was being very disrespectful
to his mother. He was so disrespectful that when she left
she was in tears. Wesley, why were you being so insolent
to your mom? And second, does anyone in the group feel
that it is ever appropriate to be rude to your parents?”

“You all just don’t understand the things my mom has
put me through,” I'said as my stomach began doing flips.
I didn’t think that I’d have to defend my ill feelings
toward my mother.
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“Well, tell us.” Officer Sanchez encouraged me to open
up to the group, but I wasn’t about to spill my guts to a
bunch of guys I didn’t know. I’d look like a complete
punk if I did that.

“Let’s just say she doesn’t do the things that a mother
is supposed to do,” I answered, and wanted the conver-
sation regarding me and my mother to end.

“Hey, man, that’s your mom,” said Santiago, a short La-
tino guy with thick black eyebrows whom I’d spoken to
only briefly during lunch break. At the time of our greeting
we only said hello and asked each other what we were in
for.Ilearned that he was here for vandalism. However, he
certainly didn’t know me well enough to be offering up
advice about my situation. “I know that I don’t know you
all that good but it’s your mom, man. You’re going to need
her before she needs you. In my opinion, you need to
settle whatever beef you have with her.”

“You don’t have a clue,” I answered him, feeling as if
he was sticking his nose in my private business. “That
woman has done things and said things that no mother
should do or say.”

“Like what?” asked Officer Sanchez.

“Forget it, man. Move on to someone else. [ don’t want
to talk about my problems right now.”

“But it’s your problems that got you here, cowboy.”
Santiago kept running his mouth and I didn’t like it.
“Don’t you think that having a bad relationship with
your mom has led to you being here?”

That did it. I felt rage starting to flow through my veins.

“What about your mom? What’s your relationship with
your mother like?” I snapped at him. I locked my gaze
upon him so that there was no mistaking my anger.

“Man.” Santiago dropped his eyes and focused on the
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floor before him. It wasn’t the reaction that I was antici-
pating. “I wish I could have a relationship with my mom.
She’s gone. She left me with my elderly grandmother when
I was two years old to try to make it big as a singer in Las
Vegas. She left Chicago with a suitcase, a bus ticket and a
big dream. She ended up on the streets, selling herself.
Eventually, her lifestyle took her life. So ’'m talking to you
from the perspective of someone who would’ve loved to
have one more day with my mother, regardless of how
much I disagreed with her.”

I leaned back in my seat because I didn’t know how to
respond to that. All I knew was how I felt. My mom
bruised my heart in such a way that I vowed to never
allow her to get close to me again, and when I made that
commitment, I shut my emotions toward her off. Right
now I just didn’t see any way to change my animosity
toward her.

“You have your court hearing tomorrow,” said Officer
Sanchez, speaking to me. “When you go before the judge,
what are you going to say in your defense?”

“I’m going to tell her that I don’t want to live in my
mother’s house anymore and that I want to go and live
with my dad. Life is so much better with my dad. We get
along very well and I just think everything will be much
better than what it is now,” I said.

Officer Sanchez looked directly at me, searching my
eyes for sincerity.

“QOkay, perhaps living with your dad will be much
better for you. Do you respect your father?” he asked.

“Yeah, I respect him.”

“Do you argue and yell at your dad?”

“No, he isn’t going to put up with me shouting at him.
I just don’t have a reason to be angry with him,” I said.
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“That’s good,” Officer Sanchez said. He was satisfied
with the answers I’d given him. Officer Sanchez shifted his
attention to Deon and began speaking about the fight he’d
gotten into and how he could have prevented the brawl.

A few hours later I found myself hanging out with
Santiago and a few of the new detainees. Deon had al-
ready gone before the judge and I’d received word that
the judge released him to the custody of his parents. I
heard that he got off with twenty hours of community
service. The news of his release sparked conversation
between Santiago and me. “Who is the judge in your
case, man?” asked Santiago.

“I got Judge Hill,” I answered briefly, wondering when
and where I’d run into Deon again. I was thinking that
he could’ve at least come back to say goodbye, but then
I realized that he probably couldn’t.

“Aw, man. She’s tough. I’ve gone in front of her before.
She doesn’t play around. I know when she sees me again,
she’s going to throw the book at me.”

“You’ve been in here before?” I asked, sort of surprised.

“Yeah, I'm kind of a repeat offender. I saw Judge Hill
about five months ago on a trespassing case. This home
construction company was building a new subdivision
near my home. Some friends and I waited until after the
construction workers left for the evening and jumped the
fence. We ignored the giant No Trespassing sign and
wandered around to check out the new homes. Some
nosey neighbor saw us jump the fence and called the cops.
When the police arrived, my friends and I scattered, but I
was the only one they caught. I was arrested and they
booked me on trespassing charges.”

“She’s really not going to be happy about seeing you
brought in this time on vandalism charges.”
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“I know. Judge Hill is going to scream at me, I just
know it. She gave me three months’ worth of community
service for trespassing and she’ll probably triple my
sentence for vandalism.” Santiago paused in thought. “I
had to get up every Saturday morning and go down to
the homeless shelter and work like a slave. I'm being real
with you. If she doesn’t sentence you to community
service, she’ll fine your parents, or worse, she will leave
you locked up, especially if she thinks for a second that
you haven’t learned your lesson.”

I didn’t say anything because I was at a loss for words.
I also didn’t feel good about going before a tough-as-nails
judge. I suddenly wasn’t so sure if she’d see my side of the
story or at least be willing to listen to what I had to say.

“So, what do you suggest I do when I see her?” I asked.
I wanted to get a better sense of what to expect.

“Hey, man, just don’t be disrespectful and tell your
side of the story. Maybe she’ll understand,” said Santiago.

About a half hour later Officer Sanchez and several
other security staff members came toward me, carrying
handcuffs and shackles for my ankles. I was still sitting at
the table with Santiago, playing a card game.

“Okay, amigo, I need you to turn around and kneel
down on the floor with your hands behind your back.”

I took a deep breath and did as Officer Sanchez said.
He placed my ankles and hands in the shackles. Officer
Sanchez helped me stand on my feet and then escorted me
out of the common area and over to the court building.

“Your parents have already arrived,” he told me as we
walked down a long corridor.

I didn’t say anything because my emotions were
swelling like a water barrel about to overflow. [ was trying
to contain them as best I could, but it wasn’t easy. We
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stopped in front of a wooden door that said Courtroom
Nine, Judge Nancy Hill. I swallowed hard as Officer
Sanchez opened the door. I stepped inside and awaited
further instructions.

“I’m going to take off the handcuffs. You are to have
a seat over there next to the attorney your father has
gotten to represent you.” Officer Sanchez pointed to a
bald-headed African-American man who wore glasses
similar to those that fictional character Harry Potter
wears. | said okay and did as I was told. As I moved
deeper into the courtroom I saw my dad and acknowl-
edged him by nodding my head in his direction. My
mom was sitting as far away from him as possible. We
made eye contact but did not exchange greetings through
body language.

“Hi, 'm Rick Waters,” the attorney said as he shook
my hand. “I’ve been talking your case over with your
father, who has filled me in on some of the problems you’ve
been going through with your mother. I want to ask you
a few questions before the judge enters the courtroom.”

“QOkay,” I said. Mr. Waters asked me a series of ques-
tions about my relationship with my mother and my
father. His tone was serious as he inquired about where
I’d gotten alcohol from and how long I had been drinking.
He also asked me how I was introduced to alcohol and
how often I drank. I answered his questions openly and
honestly. Just as we were finishing up, the judge entered
the courtroom. Everyone had to rise to his or her feet
when she entered and then sat back down after she did.

“Okay, I’'ve read over the circumstances involving this
case and I want to start by asking a few questions of Ms.
Carter,” said Judge Hill. “Ms. Carter, would you please
have a seat up here next to me on the bench?”
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I watched as my mom took a seat next to the judge. I
could tell that she wasn’t comfortable.

“Ms. Carter, can you explain to me what happened and
why you reported your car stolen?”

“Yes.” My mom paused for a second as she cleared her
throat. “I was taking a nap and when I woke up to run an
errand, I noticed that my car was gone. I didn’t know what
happened to it. I figured that it must have been stolen be-
cause my neighbor’s car was stolen a few days earlier.”

I held my head down in disgust. I could tell that not
only was my mother telling a lie, but also by her speech
patterns, she’d been drinking.

“Ma’am, do you allow your son, Wesley, to drive your
vehicle?” asked Judge Hill.

My mother repositioned herself in her seat. Her body
language was giving her away. Now it was not only clear
to me that she’d been drinking, but Judge Hill was also
suspicious. “You know, I let him drive sometimes. Around
the neighborhood or to the— What do you call it?” My
mom began snapping her fingers because she couldn’t
recall the word she was trying to say. “Oh, dammit, what’s
the damn word I’'m searching for? You know the word.”
She looked at the judge for an answer.

“No, I don’t know the word.” Judge Hill appeared to
be irritated with my mother. “And I ask that you refrain
from cursing in my courtroom.”

“The place where the kids go and buy clothes.” Mom
raised her voice to Judge Hill. “The mall.” The word
finally came to her.

“Ma’am, are you under the influence of any prescrip-
tion medication or perhaps a narcotic?”

“I'm no damn drug addict,” my mom snapped at
Judge Hill.
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“Ma’am, one more outburst like that and I will fine
you,” Judge Hill barked back at my mother. “Now answer
my question. Are you under the influence of anything?”

“QOkay.” My mom began trying to explain herself. “I
was just a little bit nervous.” She squeezed her thumb
and index finger closely together to emphasize her
point. “So to help calm my nerves I had a little some-
thing to drink.”

A very stern and dissatisfied expression washed over Judge
Hill’s face. She looked at her watch. “Ma’am, do you realize
that it’s only 10:30 a.m. and you’re already intoxicated?”

“I’m not intoxicated,” my mom snapped back at the
judge. There was no way she was about to admit that
she’d had one too many.

“Ma’am, have you ever given alcohol to your son?”
asked Judge Hill.

“Who, Wesley?” My mother asked the question as if
she’d never heard of me. “You know, it’s better if he does
that kind of thing at home with me where it’s safe.” My
mom looked to the judge for approval of her rationale, but
she didn’t get it. “Look, I’d rather that he be in the house
with me drinking than being out in the streets. At least I’d
be able to monitor him.” My mom began raising hell be-
cause she wasn’t getting the response she wanted from
Judge Hill. “Sure, I’ve let him have a glass of wine around
the holidays and other special occasions.” My mom finally
admitted that she had introduced me to alcohol.

“Do you realize that in this state that is considered to
be child endangerment?” asked Judge Hill.

“Come on, it’s just a sip of wine from time to time. It’s
nothing serious.” My mom downplayed the significance
of her error in judgment.

“T have no further questions,” said Judge Hill as she be-
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gan jotting down some notes. “Mr. Waters, do you have
any questions?”

“Yes, Your Honor, I do,” said Mr. Waters. “First, I’d
like to state that the problems between Wesley and his
mother go back several years. Now, Ms. Carter, would
you like for Wesley to go home with you today?”

“Yes, Wesley needs to be at home with me. His dad is
too irresponsible to take good care of him like I do.”

“Do you feel that providing a minor with alcohol is a
good standard of parental care?”

“Look, it’s not as if I gave my son a bottle of Jack
Daniel’s after school and said ‘drink up.’ It was just a few
sips of wine every now and again.”

“Ms. Carter, do you keep alcohol in your home?”

“Of course I do. Everyone does,” my mom answered.

“Ms. Carter, are you aware that when Wesley was
picked up by the police, he had a blood-alcohol level that
was above the legal driving limit?”

“Yes, I know about that.”

“Where do you think Wesley got the alcohol from?”

“I don’t know, out in the streets somewhere. He
probably got it from one of his older friends. Now, that’s
who you should be after. The one who gave him the hard
stuff.” My mother wanted to get the focus off of her.

“Ms. Carter, is it fair to say that your protection of
Wesley from drinking outside of the home has failed and
that, in fact, you have been encouraging your son to drink
with you other than on special occasions?”

“No, that’s not true!” my mom howled out. “Listen,
mister! Don’t you go trying to twist my words around! I’'m
a good mother and I love my son. He’s all I’ve got. I can’t
be with him everywhere. If he gets alcohol out there in the
streets, that’s not my fault! You need to go out and find
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the criminals who got him intoxicated. If I knew who did
it, ’'d go and make a citizen’s arrest myself!”

“Your Honor, I have no further questions,” said Mr.
Waters.

“Okay, I want to hear from Wesley,” said Judge Hill.
“Please approach the bench.”

I stood up from my seat and approached the bench near
Judge Hill. T was nervous but happy because I was finally
going to get a chance to tell my side of the story.

“Wesley.” Judge Hill looked at me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered.

“Who would you like to be released to today?” she asked.

“If I had a choice, I’d really like to go and live with my
dad.”

“Why is that?” she asked.

“Because.” I paused to select the right words. I had
wanted to be fearless with my criticism of my mother, but
when I looked at her I began to feel sorry for her. “I
mean—my dad and I get along well and me and my mom
don’t. We haven’t gotten along in a very long time. My
life was great until I turned thirteen.” I sniffled. “Aw,
man.” I felt myself tearing up as [ was about to speak the
truth and bare my soul to Judge Hill. “As far as I know,
the reason my parents got a divorce is because my mom
accused him of physically abusing me. And that just
wasn’t true. When she divorced him, she forced me to sit
down and have a drink with her to celebrate their separa-
tion. She was happy about it, but I was miserable. My
heart was so torn up over the divorce.”

I stopped talking so that I could wipe the tears away
from my eyes. “Man, this is harder than I thought it would
be.” I swallowed hard and took a few deep breaths to calm
my nerves and manage the adrenaline that was flowing
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through me. “The first time I got drunk was that day with
my mom. Once I recovered from being sick and managing
my hangover, I made a vow to myself to try and get them
back together so that we could be a happy family again.
But that all changed when her boyfriend moved into the
house just one week after my parents’ divorce. That hurt
me so badly that I just didn’t know what to do.” I stopped
talking because my words were imprisoned in my chest.

“Wesley, why are you telling these lies on me?” my
mother blurted out from the rear of the courtroom. I
looked into her eyes and saw nothing but defiance in
them. At that moment, I sucked up my emotions, got
angry and barked back at her.

“What I’m saying is not a lie! It’s the truth and you know
it! You ruined everything! You ruined a great home and a
great life all for some jerk that was cheating on you. My dad
is a good man and you treated him like scum. You made it
seem as if everything was his fault. But it wasn’t his fault at
all! You wanted a divorce from my dad so that you could be
with some jerk. You’re a big liar and you’re a drunk, Mom!”

Judge Hill slammed down her gavel.

“QOkay, that’s enough,” she said, and I calmed myself
down. There was a long moment of silence. I noticed that
Judge Hill was scribbling down something on a notepad.

“Wesley, has your dad ever abused you?” asked Judge
Hill.

“No, ma’am, never,” I answered.

“Okay, I have no further questions of you. I’d like to
hear from your dad now. Mr. Morris, would you please
have a seat up here on the bench next to me?” Judge Hill
pointed to the seat beside her. My dad got up from his seat
and did as Judge Hill asked.

“Mr. Morris, do you live in Illinois?” asked Judge Hill.
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“Yes,” answered my dad. “I live about eight miles away
from Wesley.”

“Mr. Morris, what do you do for living?”

“Right now I work as a claims adjuster for an insu-
rance company.”

“And how long have you had that job?” she asked.

“I’ve been an adjuster now for about six years,” an-
swered my dad.

“Do you have room for your son?” asked Judge Hill.

“Yes, I do. I’'ve always had room for him and he knows
that he can come and stay with me anytime.”

“Would you like to have primary custody of your son?”
asked Judge Hill.

“Yes, [ would,” answered my dad.

“Is there anything additional you’d like to tell the court?”

“I’d just like to stay that I know that Wesley has been
struggling with a lot of things and that I know he hasn’t had
any peace since the divorce. I have really made an effort to
be a part of his life, but at times his mom has alienated me
from him and has done a lot of things to keep us apart. If
Wesley were to come home with me, we’d work out
whatever problems he’s having. There will be ground rules
that he’ll have to follow in order to keep him out of trouble,
but honestly, Wesley isn’t a bad kid. He’s just a kid in a crisis
situation.”

“Do you have any questions of Mr. Morris, Mr.
Waters?” Judge Hill looked at the attorney my dad hired.

“Mr. Morris, are you behind on your child-support
payments?”

“No. ’'m actually three months ahead,” answered my
dad.

“I have no further questions, Your Honor,” said Mr.
Waters.
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“Qkay, you may step down and go back to your seat,”
Judge Hill instructed my dad. Once he sat down, Judge
Hill began to speak.

“QOkay, let’s cut to the chase here. Today this court is
going to reduce the charge of auto theft down to joyrid-
ing. This court is also going to find probable cause that
Wesley needs crisis intervention to address his addiction
to alcohol. I am mandating that he get treatment at the
Mayville Rehab Facility. This court is also going to order
that this child be released from the custody of this facility
into the custody of his father.” Judge Hill slammed down
her gavel, indicating that her decision was final.

I leaned back in my seat and exhaled a big sigh of relief.
That was intense, I thought as I closed my eyes for a brief
moment. When I opened them back up, Officer Sanchez
was standing next to me.

“Come with me,” he said. I followed Officer Sanchez
past Judge Hill.

“Wait a minute,” I said, stopping. “I just want to say
thank you. I am so glad you listened to me.”

“You make sure that you do right by your father, stay
sober and don’t let me see you in here again or else.” Judge
Hill glanced at me for a brief moment before opening up
the file folder to her next case. I walked out of the court-
room feeling a sense of relief.



CHAPTER 8

Keysha

| was fussing with my suitcase as I tried to pull it up
the stairs to my bedroom. My luggage was much heavier
because Grandmother Katie and I had gone shopping
for fall clothing. Grandmother Katie had purchased two
winter coats, several turtleneck sweaters and a variety
of other necessary clothing for Chicago’s harsh winter
season, which would be arriving soon. I jerked so hard
on the suitcase that the strap snapped off and the
suitcase tumbled down the stairs.

“Mike.” I called out my brother’s name. I needed him
to come out of his bedroom and help me.

“Mike, I know you hear me, boy!” I said with an irri-
tated tone because he didn’t answer me right away.

“What?” he shouted out.

“Can you please come help me with this suitcase?” 1
asked.

“No. I’'m busy revamping my MySpace page,” he hol-
lered out to me.

“That’s okay, you’re going to need me for something
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one day and I’m going to be just as inconsiderate to you
as you are being now.” I walked back down the stairs and
tried to pull my suitcase up the stairs once again. Several
moments later Mike came out of his room wearing his
blue pajama pants and a Bernie Mac T-shirt that had the
phrase I Ain’t Scared of You in bold letters just below the
image of Bernie’s face. Mike had been spending an
enormous amount of time in the gym and in the workout
room above the garage. His biceps, triceps and chest were
noticeably bigger. Although I hadn’t been gone very long.
Mike seemed to have gotten a little taller and his voice
seemed a little deeper. I hated to admit it, but he actually
had all of the tools to be an irresistible man. But I wasn’t
going to tell him that. I didn’t see the need to inflate his
head or ego any more than it already was.

“Pll get it,” he said as he maneuvered around me.

“What for? I’'m almost there now,” I said with a wise
attitude.

“Look, do you want some help or not?” he asked. He
finally grabbed my luggage and hauled it up the re-
maining steps.

“Jeez, what do you have in here? A dead body?” Mike
complained.

“Come on, use your man strength, ’'m sure all of your
bulking muscles can handle my small suitcase.”

Mike gave me a sarcastic look. “Whatever,” he said,
and then left the suitcase at the top of the landing before
heading back into his room.

“Thank you, Mike,” I said aloud. I rolled the suitcase
into my room and unpacked all of my clothes. Just as I
was about to hang up my new winter coat, Grandmother
Katie and Jordan, my dad, entered my room. My dad
would be turning forty soon but could easily pass for a
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man in his midthirties, especially if he dyed his hair to
hide the gray. He’s tall and has the same chocolate brown
skin as me. He has broad shoulders and sizable arms.
Although he has a little bit of a tummy, it doesn’t droop
over his belt.

“Qkay, baby, ’'m going to head back home now. I’ve
got a long drive ahead of me.” Grandmother expanded
her arms so that I could step into her embrace for a giant
hug. I know it sounds silly and probably a bit childish but
I loved getting hugs from her.

“Now, you remember what we talked about, okay? And
if you need anything, just pick up the phone and call me.”

“Okay, I will,” T said.

“Now, let me go down the hallway and fuss at Mike
for not coming out of his room to say hello to me.”
Grandmother Katie exited my room and headed down the
hallway toward Mike’s room.

“So, how was your visit?” asked Jordan.

“It was good,” I answered as I scanned my room in
search of my television remote.

“Just good? Did anything happen?” Jordan pressed the
issue.

“No, nothing happened,” I said, not sure why he was
grilling me. “Anything happen here?”

“No. Nothing happened while you were away. How do
you feel about spending time with your grandmother?”

“It was cool. It was nice to get away from all of the
madness. I had a chance to clear my head and think about
my situation.”

“Is there anything new you’d like to share with me re-
garding your situation?” asked Jordan.

“No,” I answered. I wasn’t ready to tell him that I
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knew what Liz had done. I wanted to wait until I got an
answer from her as to why she’d set me up.

“Are you nervous about going back to school tomor-
row?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “In fact, I can’t wait to get back. There
are a lot of things I need to get straightened out.”

“Like what?” Jordan asked suspiciously.

“Just school stuff. You know, working on improving
my grades and stuff like that,” I lied to him. The only thing
that was really on my mind was confronting Liz. I thought
about calling her but changed my mind because we needed
to talk face-to-face.

“Well, I’ll let you finish getting settled in. I’ll be down
in my office, working, if you need me,” he said, and then
left my room. Once he was gone, I shut my door and
turned on my radio. A popular song by Destiny’s Child
came blaring through the speakers. I rocked my head to
the melody as I sang “I’m a Survivor.”

The following morning at 6:00 a.m. my alarm clock
began buzzing loudly.

“Dang,” I said as I looked at the clock, which was
sitting atop my desk on the opposite side of the room. I
tossed back my bed linen and dawdled over to the desk
and slapped the off button so the loud noise would stop.
The alarm clock was normally situated on the nightstand
next to my bed, but my stepmother, Barbara, moved it
because I kept hitting the snooze button instead of getting
out of bed.

I was about to get back in bed and lie down because 1
really wanted to sleep a little longer, but I heard a knock
at my door.

“Who is it?” T asked.
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“You know who it is.” Mike didn’t wait for me to
invite him in. He opened the door.

“What’s up, son?” he greeted me.

“Mike, I am not a boy, would you please stop calling
me son!” I think Mike enjoyed irritating me. Mike was
already dressed. He had on a pair of Girbaud blue jeans
and a matching button-down blue jean shirt. He had a
black do-rag on his head so that his hair would appear
wavy and smooth once he removed it.

“How was your visit with Grandmother Katie?” he asked.

“It was okay, I was bored at times but overall it was a
nice visit,” I said to him as I sat down on the edge of my
bed. I yawned but covered my mouth so that my breath
wouldn’t assault the air around us.

“So, what’s been going on around here?” I asked.

Mike looked at me for a long moment before speaking.
“It’s been a trip. This whole drug thing you’re mixed up
in has everyone talking. The rumors that are going around
are very ugly.”

“Rumors?” I asked. “What rumors? Jordan said nothing
new went down.”

“He doesn’t know about the rumors. People believe
you’re a straight-up drug dealer, girl. There are rumors
about the Ecstasy being made in this house. Rumors
about some girl named Toya Taylor who you used to
get high with but then ratted out to the cops because
you wanted to have a relationship with her but she
rejected you.”

“What!” I almost puked when I heard that. “Where are
these ridiculous rumors coming from?” I asked.

“The rumor mill!” Mike said sarcastically. “I don’t
have a clue as to where they’re coming from. I do know
the rumors have messed up my reputation at school.
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People are saying that ’'m helping you sell it because I’'ve
been defending your name.”

“Sit down here next to me.” I patted a spot on the bed.
Mike came over and sat down.

“It’s Liz,” I said. “Liz is responsible for all of this
drama, Mike. I got a chance to do some thinking when I
was at Grandmother Katie’s house and I realized that Liz
is the one who planted the drugs on me.”

“We’ll have to get her to confess that before you get put
in jail.”

“Put in jail? What are you talking about? I thought we
were going to fight this and win?”

“Well, I probably shouldn’t tell you this but I overheard
a conversation Dad had with your lawyer, Asia. And from
what I could tell, the police feel as if they have a slam-dunk
case against you. They’re not even looking for the real
criminals.”

“That’s crazy.” My voice trembled with nervousness.
“I didn’t do anything. This is all Liz’s fault. This is her
doing. Why can’t they see that?”

“I don’t know,” Mike answered. We were both silent
for a moment because we were at a loss for words.

“I can’t go down for something like this,” T said. “It’s
not fair.” I stood up and began pacing back and forth. I
was trying to focus my thoughts on what to do next. “If
my grandmother Rubylee were here, she’d get all of this
mess straightened out in no time flat. She wouldn’t even
be stressed out over it.” I turned toward Mike.

“Well, what do you think your other grandmother
would do in a situation like this?” asked Mike.

“Who, Rubylee?”

“Yeah, Rubylee. What would she do?”

“She would tell Liz, ‘T'm about to kill you cemetery
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dead’ and then shoot her where she stood,” I answered.
“But killing her is not an option for me. I need her alive.”

“I say kill her anyway.” Mike laughed a little bit.

“My grandmother Rubylee doesn’t play around,” I said
as I raised my index finger to my teeth and began chewing
on my fingernails. “I’ve already made up my mind to
confront Liz and ask for an explanation and a confession.”
I focused my attention on Mike. I was searching his eyes
for support.

“What if she doesn’t confess?” he asked.

“Then I’ll have to make her,” I answered with absolute
resolve. “Let me finish getting dressed. I’ve got a big day
ahead of me. I’ve got to deal with all the rumors, confront
Liz and clear my name.”

“That’s easier said than done,” Mike said as he stood
up and walked out of my room.

“Yeah, I know,” I mumbled to myself. “But I have to
do what I have to do. Some days are just born ugly, and
this day is shaping up to be a very ugly day.”



CHAPTER 9

Wesley

Y esterday, after the judge rendered her decision, I walked
out of the courtroom and was escorted to a holding area.
After I’d waited for about twenty minutes, Officer
Sanchez entered the area with a box that contained all of
my belongings.

“This is it for you, amigo. You make sure that you do
right by your father.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” I said as |
opened the box and removed my jeans.

“I don’t want to ever see you back here, you under-
stand?” Officer Sanchez was about to leave the room to
give me some privacy.

“Trust me, I’m never coming back to this place. I hated
being locked up,” I said, even though I hadn’t wanted to
admit it when I arrived.

“No, you told me that you liked it here, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember what I said. This place was better
than where [ was at, trust me on that one. But staying here
permanently would have driven me crazy.”
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“Make sure that you do great things with your life.
You seem like a smart guy. I hope my perception of you
is correct.”

“It is and I will,” I said. Officer Sanchez instructed me
to place my prison clothes in the box once I was fully
dressed and to leave them in the room.

“You’ll have to stop at the front desk to fill out some
paperwork. After you’ve completed it, you’re free to go.”

“Hey, thanks,” I said, extending my hand for a hand-
shake. “Thanks for helping me get through this.”

“No problem. You take care of yourself.” Officer
Sanchez said his final goodbye and then left.

I never thought putting on my own clothes could feel so
wonderful and liberating, but it did. I followed Officer
Sanchez’s instructions and filled out some paperwork at the
front desk, which was nothing more than a sheet of paper
that confirmed I received all of the belongings I had when
I arrived. Once I did that, I walked through a series of
doors until I saw my dad sitting on a chair waiting for me.
When he saw me, he stood up. I walked over to him and
give him a big hug.

“Man, you’ve got to go on a diet,” I said as I patted his
belly, which was as round as a barrel. He tried to suck it in,
but that couldn’t hide the years of bad eating habits and lack
of exercise.

“Yeah, well, when you get to be my age your me-
tabolism slows down quite a bit,” he said, chuckling. My
dad is slightly taller than I am, he has broad shoulders
that slope downward and he leans forward when he
walks. His skin complexion is almond brown and he has
a bald pattern shaped like a horseshoe on top of his head.
I’ve been trying to get him to completely shave his head,
but he refuses to do it. He keeps saying it might grow
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back, but the chances of that ever happening are ex-
tremely slim.

“Are you all set?” asked my dad.

“Yeah, where is our attorney, Mr. Waters? I want to
thank him.”

“He walked me through some paperwork I had to fill
out but then headed back to his office. He’s a busy man.
I’ll be sure to let him know how much you appreciate his
hard work.”

I was silent for a moment as I stood in the presence of
my father. On the inside I was jumping up and down, but
on the outside I was just trying to be cool about everything.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” said my dad.

“You took the words right out of my mouth.” We
walked out of the facility together and into the bright
sunlight. I felt renewed and I was certainly overjoyed with
the fact that Id been given a second chance.

Being able to live with my dad was the best thing that
could’ve ever happened to me. Now I wouldn’t have to
worry about being in an environment where there was
constant yelling and shouting. I no longer had to worry
about my mother’s mood swings, her lies, her temper or
her manipulating ways. I was so thankful that Judge Hill
was able to see and understand that I was in crisis and
needed an exit out of my situation.

When my dad and I arrived back at his house we sat
out on the patio so we could relax and have a very serious
conversation. As I sat I mentally prepared myself to listen.

“Here.” My dad handed me a can of soda as he walked
through the large patio door.

“I know that it hasn’t been easy on you,” my dad
started. “Neither you nor I have known a moment of
harmony since the divorce. I’'m so sorry that your mom

b
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has been encouraging you to drink, which has led to your
bad decisions.” My dad paused and then looked directly
into my eyes.

“I knew there was something going on but—how serious
is your drinking problem?” He asked the killer question.

I swallowed hard as I tried to find an answer to his
question. I didn’t know what to say so I remained silent.

“Okay, let me try getting my answers another way.”

“Where have you been getting alcohol from?” He asked
another killer question.

I leaned forward in my seat, stared at the ground and
began tapping my foot against the pavement. His ques-
tions were making me nervous. I felt that if I answered
them, he might not want me. I feared that he’d ship me
off to some orphanage or some reform school for kids
who were really messed up.

“I just want the truth, Wesley,” he said.

Again, I swallowed hard because I didn’t know where
to begin.

“Answer me.” My dad demanded a response.

“I, um.” I choked on my words. “I know that I have a
problem. But I want to fix it. I don’t want to be like Mom.
She did this to me. She made me drink with her. The first
time I drank with her I got so sick and I hated that feeling.
But then when I told my friends that I got sloshed with
my mom, they all thought she was the coolest mother in
the world. Since my friends thought it was cool, I just went
with the flow. At first I was a light drinker. I’d have a beer
every now and again, but when I entered high school, I
hooked up with a group of kids who loved to party. They
could get their hands on anything through this adult guy
named Neophus and his student contact, who is a girl
named Liz.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me about this? Why hasn’t anyone
reported these people to the police? With all of this infor-
mation everyone could be charged with child endanger-
ment, including your mom.” My dad was shocked and
troubled by what I was telling him.

“No one wants to be a snitch, Dad. Besides, I wouldn’t
feel right turning in my own mother. I don’t think I could
live with the guilt that I’d feel in spite of all she’s done.
Besides, everyone was having a great time and no one was
getting hurt.”

“Well, it may be too late for your mom. The cat is out
of the bag and Judge Hill didn’t like the fact that your
mother gave you alcohol. 'm almost positive that there
will be consequences for her actions.”

I didn’t say anything because I suddenly felt numb. I
didn’t like my mother, there was no question about that, but
to see her convicted of a crime wasn’t on my agenda either.

“The consequences? Did any of your friends ever stop
to think about the consequences of their actions?” he asked.

“No. We were having fun. We don’t think about stuff
like that, especially when we’re partying.”

My dad leaned back in his chair and brushed his hand
across his lips. I could tell that he wanted to know more,
but he was thinking about how to phrase his words.

“QOkay.” He inhaled and then exhaled. “So, how often
do you drink?”

“Every day,” I answered truthfully. “But I want to
change,” I quickly added. “You’ve got to believe me. I
really want to change.”

My dad stood up and began pacing back and forth. He
was thinking very hard. I could see the worry and concern
written on his face. He rubbed the tension out of his neck
as he processed his thoughts.
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“I’ll do whatever it takes, Dad.” My emotions started
getting involved. I felt as if my father didn’t want to know
the truth and I began to panic. “Please don’t put me out
like Mom used to do. I hated it when she did that. She’d
come home, start a fight with me and then force me out
of the house.” I swallowed down my anxiety because I
didn’t want to cry. I was sixteen years old and way too
mature to be crying like a baby, so I began using the angry
and bitter feelings I had for my mom to squash the crying
spell I felt I was about to have.

“When she did crazy stuff like that, I wanted to tell you
but I didn’t know how. I didn’t know where to begin or
even how to express my pain. I thought everything was my
fault, your divorce, her unhappiness and even her drinking
problem. Somehow she made me feel as if I was the root
cause of everything that was wrong in her life. I took her
B.S., Dad. I dealt with it every day and it wasn’t easy.”

“Come here.” My father placed his hands on my shoul-
ders. “Look at me,” he said.

I raised my eyes and looked directly into his and saw his
pain.

“I’'m never going to turn my back on you. Do you
understand me?” I nodded yes. “We’re going to work
together to break through the invisible bars of addiction.
You are my son. And whatever it takes to get over this is
what we’ll do.” My dad embraced me and it felt so good
to be in the arms of someone who truly cared.



CHAPTER 10

Keysha

| walked to school at a brisk pace because I couldn’t wait
to walk up on Liz and confront her about what she’d
done. I wanted an explanation. I wanted to know why she
doped me up at the teen nightclub. Why she planted drugs
on me and why she was spreading vicious rumors around.
The more I thought about what she’d done, the angrier I
became. Honestly, what she’d done was grounds for a
good old-fashioned beat-down if not more. As I came to
the four-way stop sign other students who were also
heading to school joined me. That’s when all the judgmen-
tal glaring and whispering started.

“That’s her, the drug dealer,” I heard someone whisper.
I tried to ignore the whispering but it was difficult. I con-
tinued on my way more determined than ever to set things
right and to clear my name. Finally I arrived and entered
the school through the gymnasium doors. The girls’ bas-
ketball team was still having early-morning practice. As
I walked across the gym, the entire basketball team
stopped dribbling their balls and focused on me.
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“Hey,” I heard one of the girls call out to me. I glanced
in the direction of the voice and noticed five girls ap-
proaching me. I suddenly felt very uneasy. I felt as if some-
thing major was about to go down and I didn’t want to
be a part of it.

“I hear you’re the one who has given our school a bad
name and reputation,” said this girl who was extremely
tall. She had on pink sweatpants and a pink T-shirt with
the words Don’t You Want to Take Us Out? written across
her bosom. The other four girls were dressed similarly but
were not as tall.

“Excuse me?” I asked, not understanding what she was
talking about.

“Come on.” She leaned into me and spoke in a loud
whisper. “Everyone knows you’re the supplier. Everyone
knows that you’re going to be going to jail soon. And from
what we’ve heard, going to jail would be like going to a
family reunion for you.”

I couldn’t believe it. This girl, whom I’d never met
before, had approached me with a nasty attitude and had
the nerve to talk about my family.

“You’d better get away from me before you get dealt
with,” I threatened her, even though I had no intentions
of fighting her.

“What, you think you can take me?” She began flailing
in a violent manner. “Do you know who I am? I’'m
Dorothy Pam Pinkerton and I’ll put you in the hospital!
You think you’re big and bad enough to jump on me.
Come on with it, then. We can do this. Because of you,
all of the other schools in the conference believe that our
school is filled with drug addicts and losers. Because of
all the negative publicity you brought to this school, the
college basketball coach who had planned to come watch
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me play canceled her trip. You may have ruined my
chances of getting a scholarship. I’ve just been waiting to
see you,” she snarled at me. Anger and waves of rage were
in her eyes. The other four girls closed in around me. I
looked into the eyes of each girl and all I saw was hatred.

“Look,” I said to Dorothy, “I don’t know what you’ve
heard, but it’s not true. I am not some dope dealer, okay?
I’m sorry that your scholarship opportunity got messed up.”

“Sorry just isn’t good enough,” she said, then lowered
her eyes to slits and moved forward. She was very close
now and looking down at me. My heart began to race like
a herd of wild stallions galloping across an open prairie.
[ wanted to run but I couldn’t.

“Make your move.” She pushed my shoulder.

“Did you just hear what I said?” I gave her a nasty look.
“I told you that whatever you heard just isn’t true. Your
missed opportunity isn’t my fault!” I hollered out loud,
hoping that someone would hear me and come to my aid.
I quickly scanned around for the coach but didn’t see
him. The girl pushed me again and my duffel bag fell
from my shoulder.

“Coach Sanders is in the bathroom and he’ll be there
long enough for me to jack you up! So, what are you going
to do now? I’'m all up in your face.”

“You need to back up off of me, Dorothy,” I said,
trying to sound tough. I didn’t want to fight, especially not
on my first day back from being suspended. She pushed
me a third time but then I pushed her back. She tried to
grab me but I fought her off. The other four girls began
shouting all at once. Dorothy swung at me but I ducked
and caused her to miss her mark. Instinctively, I drop-
kicked her and nailed her on the thigh. I was about to
swing on her but the others girls grabbed me from behind.
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At that moment I heard a man’s voice ask, “Ladies,
what’s going on over there?”

It was Mr. Sanders, my guidance counselor and the
girls’ basketball coach. I exhaled a sigh of relief. I was
happy to see him.

“This isn’t over yet, Keysha,” said Dorothy as she
limped away. Mr. Sanders approached.

“Keysha, I should have known you were at the center
of the controversy. What was all that about?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I answered as the pace of my heartbeat
began to return to normal.

“Well, wait for me in my office. I have to give you a
permission slip.”

“A permission slip for what?” I asked.

“Students who are returning from a suspension need to
have a permission slip from their guidance counselor in-
dicating that their suspension period has concluded.”

“Dang,” I fussed at him.

“Get your attitude in check, Keysha. Getting another
suspension would not look good to the judge when your
case is finally heard.” Mr. Sanders threatened and advised
me all in one swift tongue-lashing.

“Whatever,” I answered as I continued on toward his
office.

b

Sitting in Mr. Sanders’s office, waiting for him to return
and type up my permission slip took forever. I had bigger
things to concern myself with. Before being delayed, I had
planned to catch Liz at her locker, but now I’d have to wait
until first period before I saw her. When Mr. Sanders arrived
at his office to meet me, he took his sweet time filling out
my permission slip. He finally finished just as the first-
period bell rang.



92 Earl Sewell

“I’m going to be late for math class,” I said.

“Relax, I’ll walk you to class so that it doesn’t get
marked.”

I sighed impatiently and tapped my index finger against
his desk repeatedly. My unconscious tapping must have
annoyed him because he stopped what he was doing mo-
mentarily and looked at me.

“You know, Keysha, it’s no picnic down at the juvenile
detention center.” Ob, boy, here we go. Another lecture,
I thought to myself. “I’ve been there many times and
none of the students have ever said that they loved being
there.” I glared at Mr. Sanders because I had no clue as
to what he was talking about. “If you get convicted, the
judge is going to place you at a maximum-security juvenile
detention center. Your freedom will be completely taken
away from you. The judge can sentence you to twelve
months or longer. The jail cells are cold, the food is
horrible and the guards will not put up with any nonsense
or foolishness.”

I didn’t say anything to Mr. Sanders. I just shifted my
eyes around the room and focused on everything but
him. I didn’t want to listen to him. I didn’t want to even
think about being locked up against my will for some-
thing I didn’t do.

“Don’t get into any trouble, young lady,” he scolded me.

“Yeah, whatever,” I answered sarcastically. He’d gotten
on my nerves.

“See, that attitude of yours is going to get you into
deeper trouble.” He pointed out what he perceived to be
a character flaw.

“No, it’s not!” I snapped at him. “Why does everyone
assume that ’'m guilty? Huh? You’re not in my corner,
Mr. Sanders, so don’t even try to act like it. When the
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police came for me, you automatically assumed that I
was responsible for everything. Well, I’'m here to tell you
that ’'m not.”

“I am here for you, Keysha. I want to help in any way
that I can. You say that you’re not responsible, then tell
me who is.”

“Forget it. I just want to get to class,” I said.

“You’re only making things worse on yourself by not
talking about it.” He tried to convince me to open up to him.

At that moment I made sure every word that came out
of my mouth next was filled with damnation.

“The lawyer that my daddy got for me told me not to
discuss my case with anyone and that includes you.” I
folded my arms across my chest.

“QOkay, that’s fair enough,” said Mr. Sanders as he
pushed himself away from his desk. “Come on, I’ll take
you to your class now.”

When I walked into my math class, the first person I
scanned the room for was Liz. [ saw her sitting and talking
to another student. The student she was talking to directed
Liz’s attention to me. When our eyes locked upon each
other I was shooting artillery and missiles with mine. Liz
winked at me. She was toying with me the way a cat toys
with a mouse. I took my seat on the opposite side of the
room and waited for the period to end. When the bell
rang, [ sprang from my seat and marched toward Liz but
was stopped cold in my tracks when Ms. Allen called me.

“Keysha, please come here. I need to see you,” she said.

“Dang.” I stomped my foot against the floor. Liz didn’t
even look in my direction. She just walked out of the
room as if I were a complete stranger to her. She didn’t
say hello, or how is it going or anything. I was so infuri-
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ated by this that if I’'d had a blowtorch on me she would’ve
been toasted beyond recognition.

“Keysha, you need to take a make-up test,” Ms. Allen
informed me. I huffed and she mistook my irritation with
Liz as an attitude problem with her.

“I don’t have to give you a chance to take this test, you
know?” She pulled a pencil out of her desk drawer.

“No, I want to take the make-up test,” I answered.

“We covered a lot of ground while you were out. So
you’ll need to spend time catching up. If you need a tutor
let me know.” Ms. Allen opened up her lesson book.

“Keysha, Keysha, Keysha,” she repeated. “You’re a
borderline D in my class. If you don’t pull it together, you
will fail.”

“That’s because I haven’t really been applying myself,”
I answered truthfully. “I can do better.”

“I hope so because this class is the lowest math class
this school offers. You can’t afford to fail.”

“QOkay. I’ll do better,” I said.

“I’ll give you two days to take the make-up test. You’ll
need to come into this class early on Wednesday morning.
Understood?”

“Yes,” I answered as the students in the second-period
class began taking their seats. She focused her attention
on the students who were entering.

“Mr. Wesley, long time no see. Please come up here and
see me.” Ms. Allen began talking to one of the boys who’d
just entered the room. I looked at Wesley briefly but was
distracted when I heard the second-period bell ring.

“Dang it. ’'m late now.”

“I’ll give you a pass,” said Ms. Allen, and began filling
out a late slip.

“What’s up?” Wesley spoke to me.
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“Hi,” I said. I didn’t study Wesley because I was in a
hurry to get my slip and head off to science so that I could
catch up with Liz.

“Are you new here?” Wesley asked.

Before I could answer, Ms. Allen interrupted. “Mr.
Wesley, this is not a place to pick up girls. It’s my math class.”

“Oh, sorry about that, Ms. Allen, I didn’t mean to be
so disrespectful,” Wesley apologized.

“Here you go, Keysha. Remember, first thing Wednes-
day, you need to be in here taking that exam. I will not
accept any excuses. If you’re not here I will fail you.”

“Qkay,” I said, and rushed out of the room.

When I entered my second-period science class I gave
my tardy slip to Miss Eisner, who was my teacher.

“Welcome back, Keysha.” I was all set to go take my
seat next to Liz, who was my science partner, but there
was someone else sitting in my seat.

“Who is your science partner?” asked Miss Eisner.

“Liz Lloyd,” T answered.

“Oh, yes. I had to give her a new partner since you were
out. You are now with William Baker, opposite side of the
room and toward the back.”

I grumbled. I did not want to be lab partners with
William Baker, whose body funk was strong enough to
wake the dead at a morgue. I swore that boy had no idea
of what soap and water is.

“Oh, and you need to see me after class to discuss how
you plan to make up the assignments you missed.”

I grumbled once again as I caught Liz glaring at me. She
placed a silly smirk on her face. It was as if she was
laughing at me, and I didn’t like it. The more I looked at
her, the more I wanted to strangle her.
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I didn’t get a chance to confront Liz right away
because all of my teachers kept me after class to talk
about all the assignments I had to make up. I knew I’d
get my chance to talk to Liz during lunch, so I wasn’t
too upset. As [ was making my way to the cafeteria, Mr.
Sanders spotted me in the hallway and asked me to step
inside his office for a moment. Once again, I rolled my
eyes and huffed out of frustration. I spent twenty
minutes of my lunch hour talking to Mr. Sanders about
my failing grades and how, if I didn’t get my act
together, I’d end up in summer school or repeating my
junior year.

“Keysha, I just got your grades from your teachers.
Right now you have four Ds, one weak C and one E
You’ve got to pull these grades up. If you don’t earn your
credits you will be in summer school.”

“I know, okay? I’'m going to do better.”

“A lot of kids tell me that just because they think it’s
what I want to hear.” Mr. Sanders paused and then
showed me an envelope that had been opened.

“Do you have any idea of what’s in this envelope?” he
asked.

“No,” I answered.

“It’s a request from the court for a transcript of your
grades. It appears as if the judge who has been assigned
your case wants to know what kind of student you are.”

My heart began racing once again.

“I’m a much better student than what those grades are
showing,” I argued. The last thing I wanted was for the
judge to think I was completely lame.

“Documentation beats conversation, Keysha. The
proof is on paper, not in your words,” said Mr. Sanders.

Even though he was only telling the truth, I still
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wanted to scream at him because I hated his smug
attitude toward me.

“I’ll be forwarding a copy of your grades to the judge
and your parents, as well. It’s kind of like my little insu-
rance policy that you’ll change your ways.”

“Fine, I don’t care.” I looked him directly in the eye.
“Can I go to lunch now?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, and I got up and rushed out of his
junky office.

I didn’t have enough time to get any lunch, so I walked
directly over to the lunch table where Liz and the crew
were hanging out. I rushed up to the table and slammed
the books I was carrying down on the table in front of Liz.

“Why did you do it, Liz?” I was angry and restraining
myself from calling her every word in the book.

“Do what? I didn’t do anything to you.” She treated me
as if I were delusional.

“Liz, you’re the one who set me up! You’re the one who
planted that crap in my locker!”

“Sweetie, you need to bring your voice down a notch
or two.” Liz was mocking with her fingers.

“I know you’re not trying to tell me to be quiet! Girl,
I will beat you down up in this cafeteria and this school
if I don’t get an answer!” When I made that statement,
everyone at the table began to give us space.

“Hold up, ya’ll,” Liz said with a smirk on her face. “I
want everyone to know that Keysha has flipped com-
pletely out. It sounds as if that Ecstasy you’re hooked on
has killed one too many brain cells because you’re talking
like a psychopath.”

“I want answers from you, Liz, and [ want them right
now, or else!”
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“Or else what?” Liz was defiant.

“Yeah, or else what?” said Courtney and Brittany, who
were sitting next to Liz.

“If you fight Liz, you’ll have to fight all of us,” said
Courtney.

“You see, Keysha, I have friends and you don’t. I have
people who will vouch for my character and you don’t. I
have a lot of things that you don’t. ’'m smarter than you,
I’m prettier than you and everyone knows that my style
is much better than yours.”

I was so angry I felt as if I were about to explode with
rage. Then it happened, something in my mind clicked and
I heard a voice tell me to beat her down. I swung at Liz but
she moved out of range and immediately sprang to her feet.

“Come on! ’'m not afraid of you,” Liz said as she re-
moved her earrings. Everyone sitting at the table suddenly
jumped to their feet.

“Fight!” someone cried out. Just as [ was about to leap
up on the lunch table and punch Liz and her goons in the
face, my brother, Mike, appeared out of nowhere.

“Keysha, come on,” he said as he hooked his hands on
my shoulders and held me back.

“No, she has it coming, Mike! Let me go!” I shouted
out and wrestled to free myself from his clutch.

“What’s wrong? Your brother has to come to your aid
and fight your battles for you?” Liz continued to antago-
nize me. In that moment whatever thread of a friendship
we had ended. Liz had just become my fern enemy.

“Let me go, Mike!” I tried to jerk away from him, but
he was much stronger than I was. He grabbed my arm
with one hand and picked up my books with the other and
pulled me out of the cafeteria. His clutch was so tight I
felt his fingernails tunneling into my skin.
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“Why did you stop me, Mike? I was about to kick
her—”

“You can’t afford to get suspended again, Keysha!
Think about what you’re doing.”

“Let me go!” I snarled at him like a wild monster.

“Keysha, calm down before a hall monitor comes and
nails both of us,” Mike snapped at me.

“Okay, just let me go,” I said. Mike wasn’t sure if he
should.

“Please, just let me go,” I pleaded, and finally Mike re-
leased his grip.

Mike and I argued during our walk home from school.
He was talking to me as if [ had no business starting trou-
ble with Liz.

“You’ve got to calm down, Keysha. You just can’t go
around getting into fights.”

“Why not?” I barked. “She had it coming, Mike. She’s
the source of all the drama that’s going on in my life.”

“I know but you’ve got to think about the consequences
of your actions.”

“I wasn’t thinking about consequences. All I wanted
to do was to beat the truth out of her. I mean, who does
she think she is? When I came to this whacked-out
school, T didn’t know anyone and she was the first
person who acted as if she wanted me as a friend. Then
she turns around and stabs me in the back?” I growled.
“I want to know why she’s doing this to me. I want to
know why she’s treating me like ’'m some psycho who
doesn’t know up from down.”

“Look, I’'m not saying that she didn’t have it coming.
What I am saying is that you can’t get involved in a fight.
You have two strikes against you already. You have a
court case and you’ve been suspended. One more mishap
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and who knows what will happen? If a hall monitor had
come you’d have gotten suspended again, then what?”

“At least I would’ve felt better knowing that I’d gotten
suspended for seeking the truth.”

“Ahhh, why can’t you see what I’'m saying, Keysha?”
[ was frustrating Mike because I refused to agree with him.

“No, Mike. Why can’t you see what I'm saying? If  go
down for this, they’re going to ship me off to a juvenile
detention center and I can’t deal with that, okay? You have
no idea of what it’s like to be in a place like that.”

“They’re not going to ship you off to a juvenile deten-
tion center.” Mike didn’t believe me.

“You want me to leave, don’t you?” I snapped out on
Mike. “You never did want me in the house. You and Bar-
bara really want Jordan all to yourselves. Come on, Mike,
say it?” I punched him on the arm. “Come on! Say it.” I
hollered at the top of my lungs. “Say it, you jerk!” I felt
tears of anger swelling up inside. I didn’t want Mike to
see me cry but I couldn’t help it.

“Say it! I know that’s what you’re thinking!”

“Keysha.” He tried to calm me down but his words
didn’t offer me any comfort.

“You hate that I know you?” When Jordan discovered
that I was his daughter a few months ago, Mike gave me
such a hard time. He was suspicious that I was trying to
take advantage of their family, and probably felt I was a
no-good hood chick.

“Keysha—"”

“Whatever, Mike!” I said as I ran ahead of him so that
I could completely let my tears go.

When I reached the house, Jordan was home. I gave him
an ugly glare before rushing in the house and up to my
room. | slammed my bedroom door so hard that several
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items on my desk fell over. Picking up one of my pillows,
I began slamming it against the walls of my room. I’d lost
it. I didn’t understand why everything had to be so com-
plicated. In the middle of my display of rage, Jordan
walked into my room without even knocking on the door
and that ticked me off.

“What do you want?” My words were poisonous.

“First of all, you need to put yourself in check when
you’re speaking to me.”

“What for? You really don’t want me here and I know
it. You want me to go away. You want me to disappear. |
can feel it. You never wanted me in this house. You never
wanted me to be around you or Mike. You only took me
in because you felt sorry for me. I know it’s true so you
might as well say it so that I can move on with my life.”

Jordan closed my bedroom door and leaned his back
against it. He folded his arms across his chest and just
looked at me.

“I’m going to say this one more time, young lady, and
if I don’t get the results that I want, you’re going to see
just how ugly I can get. Lower your voice and sit down
on the bed.”

I didn’t like being told what to do one bit and I was
about to let Jordan have it. But something deep inside me
told me not to make things worse for myself. Forcing
myself to sit down on my bed, I focused on a spot on my
wall. I didn’t want to look at Jordan and right now I cer-
tainly wasn’t in the mood for one of his speeches.

“Tell me what’s going on with you,” he asked, but I
remained silent.

“Answer me, Keysha.” Jordan raised his voice at me,
which made feel worse. The sound of his displeasure with
me hit my heart like a flaming arrow and I began to cry.
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“Nothing,” T lied.

“No, something is going on and I want to know about
it.” His voice became calmer.

As I continued to look at the wall, my tears continued
to overflow. I hated the fact that I’d lost command over
my emotions.

“Mike probably already told you what happened.” 1
sounded as if I had several frogs lodged in my throat.

“I want to hear your version of what happened,”
Jordan said.

“It was nothing.” I paused.

“Keysha, tell me. We can talk about this. You know
that I care.”

“No one has ever really cared about me. No one has
ever really cared about what I did or didn’t do. So why
do you care?” I asked.

“Because that’s what dads do. We care about our
children.”

I took a few deep breaths and tried to calm myself
down. “I almost got into a fight today,” I answered.

“A fight! Mike didn’t tell me anything about a fight.”

I was surprised that Mike hadn’t. I automatically
assumed that he would.

“Mike arrived in the nick of time and stopped me,” 1
said. “Please don’t raise your voice at me. It upsets me
when you do that.”

“Who were you fighting?” Jordan wanted to know.

“I don’t want to tell you because then you’ll get mad
at me,” [ answered. Jordan was silent for a moment.

“That girl. What’s her name?” He began snapping his
fingers, trying to recall her name.

“Liz.” I told him the name that had eluded his memory.
“She’s the girl responsible for all of this mess. I went to
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talk to her today but she treated me as if  was a complete
outsider. She made me feel dumb and worthless, so I was
about to make her eat her words.”

“Keysha, look at me.”

I slowly blinked away more tears from my eyes and then
craned my neck toward Jordan.

“Under no circumstances are you to be up at the
school fighting.”

“She had it coming, Jordan.”

“I don’t care whether she had it coming or not.
Fighting is not an option, especially with your court
case pending.”

“She’s the very reason why I have the case, Jordan.”

“That may be. However, we’re going to let Asia, the at-
torney, deal with this.”

“Asia doesn’t know Liz like I do. Liz is a two-faced—”

“Keysha,” Jordan interrupted, “fighting is bad for
several reasons. You could seriously hurt someone or they
could seriously hurt you, or even worse, if things get too
far out of hand, someone could lose their life. ’'m not
saying don’t defend yourself if you’re being assaulted.
What I am saying is that I don’t want you initiating any
physical confrontations with this Liz girl.”

I placed my face in my hands.

“She’s ruining my life and she doesn’t even care,” 1
said. “I can’t let her get away with that.”

“And she’s not. We’re going to prove our case in court,”
Jordan assured me.

“How, when everything points to me? How are we
going to do that without any evidence? We need evidence
or a confession or something. All I was trying to do was
to save time, money and a big effort. If I get locked up at
some juvenile detention center, you’re not coming back for
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me and [ know it.” I stood up and began pacing the floor.
I was trying to think of ways I could torture a confession
out of Liz. I was thinking about my grandmother Rubylee
and what she’d do in a situation like this. She knew how
to make Liz talk like a bird singing in a tree.

“Keysha, I’'m not going to leave you,” Jordan said.

“Yeah, you say that now. But I know the minute I get
locked up, you’re going to disappear.”

“Why do you think that?” he asked.

“Because everyone has always left me hanging,” 1
answered.

“Keysha, who came and got you when the police pulled
you out of school and took you to the station?”

“You did,” I answered. Jordan was making me
remember and think rationally.

“If I didn’t leave you then, what have I done to make
you think I’'m going to turn my back on you now?”

“Nothing,” I uttered. Jordan stood up, approached me
and placed his hands on my shoulders.

“Look at me,” he requested once again. I looked into
eyes and listened to the words coming from his heart.

“I will always be there for you. I know it’s hard to
accept given the fact that we haven’t really known each
other very long, but I need you to place more trust in me.”

“It’s hard for me to trust adults,” I answered honestly.

“I know it is, but you’ve got to place a little faith in me.”

I studied his eyes for a long moment before breaking
the connection. Not wanting to have another weird
Grandmother Katie moment.

“I don’t want you making things worse for yourself.
Fighting Liz at this stage would send the wrong message
to the judge and the prosecution. Not to mention it may
draw more negative publicity to us.”



IF I WERE YOUR BOYFRIEND 105

“I just want to hit her one good time, though.” Once
again I was expressing how I felt.

“I know you do, but that’s not the solution to our
situation.”

“Pll try not to beat her down but I can’t make any
promises,” I said.

“Then I’ll help you stay out of trouble. I want you and
Mike to be together as much as possible.”

“What?” I was confused.

“You heard me. I want him to be around you as much
as possible during the time you’re not with the family. I
want you to walk to school together.”

“But Mike has football practice twice a day sometimes.”

“Then I want you to be at those practices with him.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You can’t be serious,” I said.

“Yes, I am serious.” Jordan stood his ground.

“I don’t even like football,” T whined.

“It’s not about what you like or don’t like. It’s about
keeping you out of trouble.”

I huffed at the idea of being with Mike so much, but I
agreed with him for the moment.

“So, what’s going on with the case?” I asked.

“Things are still in the preliminary stages. The case has
been assigned to Judge Nancy Hill, who has requested a
transcript of your school records.”

My heart sank.

“What’s wrong?” Jordan asked. “Why do you have
that look on your face?”

“It’s nothing,” I said as I began to think about what my
guidance counselor told me.

“No, it’s something. Now, what is it?” Jordan pressed
the issue.
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“Why does Judge Hill need my school records any-
way?” I had gotten anxious again.

“It’s not uncommon. It will help the judge make a de-
termination about your character.”

“Hubh, she’ll end up throwing the book at me,” I said
sarcastically. “Right now my grades aren’t in the
greatest of shape.”

“Yes, I've heard,” Jordan said. “Today I received a
number of e-mails from your teachers explaining your
poor performance to me. We have to address that as well.”

“I can do better,” I quickly let him know. “I’m smarter
than what my grades say.”

“Then prove it to me. Turn your grades around and
show me who the real Keysha is.”

“Okay, I'll do what I need to do in order to pull my
grades up,” I said.

“Just saying okay is not enough. To make sure that you
do what you’re supposed to I’'m going to be on your back.
And don’t worry about this court case. I’ll deal with that,
understood? You focus on your education.”

“I understand,” I said, and sat back down next to him.
Jordan sat with me and draped his arm around my
shoulder. I locked my arms around his waist and we
hugged each other. At that moment, hugging him was
one of the best feelings I'd ever known.



CHAPTER I

Wesley

Three weeks had gone by since I was released from juvie
and moved in with my dad. He and I followed up with
the Mayville Rehab Facility as instructed by the court
and I now had to go to meetings in the evenings on
Monday and Wednesday and all day on Saturday. Parents
were allowed and encouraged to come on Saturday so that
they got a good sense of how they could help keep their
loved ones on the road to recovery. I must admit that I
thought going to rehab would be a real drag, especially
on a Saturday, but it wasn’t so bad. A lot of the kids in
my group had the same addiction as I did and some had
worse addictions. The thing that we all had in common
is that we came from troubled homes. During one group
discussion on Saturday I really opened up because I
wanted my dad to hear how I truly felt.

“It was very difficult for me,” I began. “My mom
would always tell me that she loved me but her actions
wouldn’t reflect her words. I felt valueless to her and I felt
no matter what I said or how hard I tried to do everything
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she wanted me to do, it was never enough. I felt that all
the things she was showing me went against who I was.
It was as if she thought that just because she was a heavy
drinker that automatically made me want to be one, as
well. I felt as if she’d given me a label and an identity that
I had to follow no matter how incongruent it was with
who I truly was.”

My father interjected his thoughts after he’d listened to
what I’d said. “I would imagine that what you went
through was like trying to wear a pair of shoes that
belonged to someone else or didn’t fit your feet.”

“Yeah, Dad, that’s kind of what it was like. Every day
I felt hurt or abused in some way by my mom. I felt as if
I was cursed and had no real way out of my situation. All
of my friends and those within my crew were seasoned
drinkers, drug abusers and could be certified as insane. I
mean, some of the stuff I did with them was so outrageous
and dangerous that I still wonder how and why I’'m still
alive.” I was quiet for a long moment as I thought how
many times I’d almost seriously injured myself by doing
some dumb stunt to prove how cool I was. One of the
worst stunts was driving down a pitch-black farm road
at a high rate of speed with no headlights on. “It was as
if I was chasing death because I thought it was a way to
exit my misery.” My dad draped his arm around me. I was
silent again.

“If it’s too hard to talk about right now, it’s okay,”
said my dad. “I’m going to be with you every step of the
way, okay?”

I nodded my head in agreement. It was strange how just
talking about my problems had such an impact on how I
felt. It was almost as if [ were getting rid of the monstrous
person I’d become. Others in my group opened up, as
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well. One guy got hooked on pot when his uncle intro-
duced it to him. A girl in the group got hooked on anti-
depressants because the kids at school ridiculed her to no
end and yet another girl was recovering from heroin that
her boyfriend got her hooked on. After hearing some of
the problems the others had, I didn’t feel horrible or alone.

I got all of my belongings out of my mom’s house and
got settled into my permanent life with my dad. My dad
set boundaries and expectations that had to be met. His
biggest concern was my grades. He demanded that I
improve so that I wouldn’t flunk out of my junior year of
high school. His other rule was the harshest. No parties
or free time until further notice. That rule would kill my
social life, but I could deal with that because under no cir-
cumstances did I ever want to go back with my mom.

My first day back at school was interesting because I
was cleaning out my friends’ closet and getting rid of
people who were bad for me. The first person on my list
was Ed Daley. He stopped by my locker between first and
second period to see me and welcomed me back.

“Aw, man, they finally let you out,” said Ed, who was
a short and stout Irish kid with red hair, freckles, braces
and a speech problem that caused him to sound as if he
was slurring his words.

“Yeah, Ed, I’'m out.” I began working on my combina-
tion lock so that I could get my book for science out.

“Hey, man, I hear that Liz Lloyd has been looking for
you. I think she’s got a little release present for you.” Ed
laughed at the idea of alcohol being my present.

“Release present?” I asked as I stooped down to pick
up my science textbook.

“You know,” Ed whispered, “she got you some booze,
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man, so that you can celebrate.” Ed began guffawing
again. He was goofy like that. “When she gives it to you,
let me know so that I can help you kick off the party.” Ed
waited for me to laugh along with him, but I didn’t.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked with a perplexed
expression.

I swiveled my head from right to left.

“Liz can keep her present,” I said. “That’s not who I
am anymore, Ed.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ed was confused by
my response.

“I don’t drink anymore,” I answered.

“What the hell, man? What are you talking about?
You’re Whiskey Wesley. You’ll drink anything. Do you
remember the time we got hammered and then went for
a swim in Lake Michigan? Remember you almost
drowned and—"

“Ed,” I interrupted. “That’s not who I am anymore.
I’m sorry.”

“Aw, man. What did they do to you at that juvenile de-
tention center? They must have brainwashed you or some-
thing.” Ed threaded his fingers behind his head and shifted
his body weight from one leg to the other. The notion that
I’d gone cold turkey with my drinking was something he
couldn’t comprehend and was unwilling to accept.

“Don’t tell me you went and got all religious on me.”
Ed was truly hurt by my news.

“I’m a new person, Ed. Can’t you tell?”

“No. You look the same to me.” Ed looked into my
eyes. “Okay, the whites of your eyes are white and not red.
I did notice that, but you look so much better with red
eyes. You looked cooler and you were more at ease. The
old Wesley wouldn’t talk all the nonsense you’re talking.
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All you need is a quick hit and you’ll be fine. I want the
old Wesley back. You need to drop the choirboy act.”

I smiled because he honestly thought his speech was
enough to turn me back into the person he liked.

“I’m not going down that road again, Ed. The Wesley
you knew was not the person that I am. That was someone
else. That was someone who was very unhappy. This is
who I am,” I said to him. Ed looked at me as if I’d just
wrecked his brand-new car.

“What has gotten into you? What’s next, you’re going
to start getting good grades?”

“Yeah, that’s one of my new goals,” I said to him,
feeling confident.

“You’re dumb, Wesley. Just like the rest of the school.
You’re one of us, not one of the book nerds who join the
math or debate team. You’ll never fit in with them. They
won’t accept you.”

“Ed, 'm not looking to be accepted by anyone. If who I
truly am upsets you, then I’'m sorry but that’s just the way
itis now.” Ed was speechless. “Look, I’ll catch up with you
some other time, Ed. I have to get to my science class,” I
said as I closed my locker, and headed toward the classroom.

Throughout that first day I went around to all of my
so-called friends and let them know that I wouldn’t be
hanging out with them anymore. They all thought I’d
gone crazy but I didn’t care. Eventually I heard that Liz
Lloyd began spreading rumors around about me having
some kind of mental breakdown while I was locked up,
but I didn’t care about that either. She could say whatever
she wanted to.

I was such a poor student when I was drinking. I didn’t
care about what grades I got or turning in assignments on
time. Now that I was sober and could think straight, I saw
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how ignoring my schoolwork was a monumental error. I
was behind in every class I had. I was even failing gym,
which anyone can get an A in as long as they participate.
But it’s hard to run laps around a track or play flag
football when you’re dealing with a hangover. After I saw
where I was academically, I made a promise to myself to
get my act together. I studied harder, listened in class and
participated more than I ever had. I freaked several of my
teachers out because they couldn’t believe the transforma-
tion that had occurred.

“You’re like a completely different person,” Miss Eisner
told me one day as I was leaving her second-period science
class. “Keep up the good work,” she said as I exited the
room. I often arrived at school early and did extra-credit
work or studied at the school’s library. For the past several
weeks I’d noticed a girl studying and working just as hard
as I was. She was very cute. Okay, well, maybe better than
cute, she was beautiful. She had gorgeous eyes, pretty
caramel skin and a strong presence about her. I never saw
her smile though. She always has a very determined look
on her face. Sometimes I wanted to approach her and say
something witty to make her laugh, but I feared that she
might snap on me. I wondered if she remembered that I
said hello to her before. A few times I’ve sat on the
opposite side of the room and allowed my eyes to dance
all over her. I was hoping that she’d feel me ogling her,
but she didn’t. She focused on her work and had no clue
that I even existed.



CHAPTER 12

Keysha

After my initial altercation with Liz I didn’t see her for
two days. I’d heard through the grapevine that she and
several of the kids from her crew were cutting school as
an act of defiance against her teachers and the educational
system in general. The fact that Liz decided to cut school
for a few days irritated me to no end, because regardless
of the promises I’d made to my father to stay away from
her and avoid another big quarrel, I found myself obsessed
with confronting her another time. When I did see her
again, it was on Thursday morning just after Mike had left
me to head to football practice. I was on my way to the
school library to work on an essay I had to write. I spotted
Liz in the parking lot gossiping with several girls from her
crew. The moment I saw her, I slung my book bag on the
pavement and ran toward her. I couldn’t help it. Racing
toward her, I was like an animal chasing down its prey. |
was so focused on Liz that a student who was trying to
park her car almost nailed me. The person driving blew
her horn at me but I ignored the loud noise.
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“Liz!” I yelled out her name as I approached her. “We
need to talk.” My voice was filled with fury.

“Well, I don’t want to speak to you, jailbird,” she
insulted me, and I felt my blood boiling over.

“Liz, I am not playing with you, girl,” I said, clench-
ing my fists repeatedly.

“See, girls, this is what happens to you when you can’t
handle the drugs you’re taking.” Liz was filled with
attitude and spite, I could hear it in her words and see it
in her body language.

“Keysha is the poster child for the word ‘stalker.””

Liz and the girls laughed at me and that really ticked me
off.

“What did you just say?” I asked as I clenched my jaw
tightly. I was doing everything within my power to keep
from committing a homicide in the school parking lot.

“Oh, come on, Keysha. You know you’ve been stalking
me like some lovesick girl who can’t get over the fact that
her lover has dumped her.”

“Iam not some lovesick girl and you know it.” Liz was
really trying my patience. “I’'m here to talk about the
drugs you planted on me and I want some answers. I also
want you to confess that you’re the one who set me up!”
I was now shouting at her.

“Who are you raising your voice at?” Liz snarled at me.

“You!” I barked back.

“You know what, jailbird, if I were you, I’d leave before
something bad happens to you.”

I couldn’t help it. My rage consumed me and I was ready
to pull out her spiked raven-black hair and scratch her face
with my fingernails until it became covered with blood.

“Move out of my way.” She pushed my shoulder and
that did it. I swung at her and connected with a solid slap
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right on the jaw. Before Liz or any of the other girls could
react, I was cocking my arm back for a second shot. I
swung and missed, which gave Liz enough time to recover
and grab a handful of my hair. She began pulling it hard,
causing my neck to jerk. I somehow managed to get a hold
of her shirt and began tugging at it until it started to rip.
I heard the fabric tear.

“This is a new blouse, you—"

“Why did you do it, Liz?” T interrupted as I continued
to rip her blouse away from her body.

“Let me go!” I shouted but Liz continued to violently
yank on my hair. Her shirt was almost completely off of
her body, so she released me and I let her go, as well.

“Are either one of you two sluts going to help me?” Liz
shouted out for help from her girls.  knew that I was about
to get a beat-down because I was outnumbered. But I didn’t
care. Turning my fingers into talons, I lunged for Liz,
screaming like a madwoman. I clawed her face several times
before her goons could make a move. They tried to grab
me but I was swinging my fists like a lunatic. I began fighting
them, as well. I took a few hits but I gave out some as well.
A crowd of students formed around us and began encour-
aging us to fight dirty. Someone punched me in the back and
then slapped me. I swung back and connected with a slap
on the ear. At that very moment I heard Mike’s voice.

“Hey, break it up! Stop it!” I could tell that my brother
was charging toward me. He’d broken through the crowd
and began pushing me away to safety.

“No,” I yelled. “I’'m going to keep fighting her. She can’t
ruin my life like this.”

“Your life was already screwed up!” Liz howled at me.
I spit on her and nailed her right between the eyes. She
spit back and hit me on the neck.
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“Come on, Keysha, just walk away, let it go.” Mike
grabbed me and was pushing me farther away from her.

I fought Mike off of me. And rushed at Liz once again.
She landed a punch on my lips, but it didn’t matter
because I’d locked my fingers around her neck and started
choking her. Mike once again pulled me off of her.

“Come on! Let’s finish this right now, Liz. You think
you’re bad but you’re not.” I was fired up. “Come on!
I’m waiting.”

“Your day is coming Keysha! I swear, you are going to
regret this.”

“Does it look as if I’'m scared of you? Huh?”

“Keysha, shut up!” Mike kept pulling me away.

Since I wanted to get in the last word, I gave Liz the
middle finger.

“Same to you, Keysha!” she barked out as she tried to
adjust her torn clothing.

“Bring it on, Liz. ’'m not afraid of you. You may have
those other girls afraid of you but I’'m not. Anytime and
anywhere.” I pointed my index finger at her. “I hate you!”

“The feeling is mutual!” Liz howled out.

“Let me go, Mike. I'm not done with her.” I tried to
break free of his grip.

“No. That’s enough,” Mike said. “You’re just a little
hellcat, aren’t you?” he said as he continued to move me
farther way.

“Okay, 'm done with it,” I said. “Now, let me go.”
Mike looked into my eyes to see if [ was telling the truth.

“It’s okay, ’'m cool,” I said. He let me go.

“What the hell was all of that about, Keysha?” Mike
yelled at me.

“How did you get to me so quickly?” I asked.

“I told you. I have friends all over this campus.
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Someone called me on my cellular phone just as I was
about to change into my gear and told me that you and
Liz looked as if you guys were about to throw down. I
knew right then I needed to run like the wind to get over
here.” We reached a bus bench and sat down.

“Keysha, that’s the second time I’ve had to break up a
fight between you and that girl.”

“It probably will not be the last either,” I said to him.

“Keysha, I know you hate the girl but people like her
never win. Liz is poison. I probably should have told you
that instead of making you feel unwelcome.” Mike stroked
down my hair.

“Your hair is all jacked up,” he said.

“I must look like something out of a horror movie,” 1
said as I tried to pat down my messy hair.

“I’ve seen worse. You’re so lucky that her girls didn’t
do more damage. You could’ve really gotten hurt.”

“I didn’t care, Mike,” I said.

“Yeah, but I do,” he said.

I paused because I wasn’t expecting to hear that from
him. I stared at Mike for a moment.

“You really do care, don’t you?” I asked.

“Of course I do.” Mike took in a deep breath and then
slowly let it out.

“Hey, ’'m sorry about all of the mean things I said to
you. I didn’t really mean any of it,” I admitted.

“That’s good to know. Because I’'m not going to keep
coming to your rescue if you hate my guts.”

“I don’t hate you, Mike. I envy you but I don’t hate you.”

“Look, the bell is going to ring in about fifteen minutes
and I need to get all the way back to the other side of
campus to get my books and stuff. Are you going to be
cool? No more fighting?”
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“Yeah, no more fighting. I’'m cool now. I’ve gotten it
out of my system. Liz is just a low-down, evil snake in the
grass. I need to learn how to pick better friends.”

“I told you that Liz was a real nutcase. I think the girl
is bipolar or something.”

“You could be right,” I said. “I’'m going to go pick up
my book bag. It’s in the middle of the parking lot. You
head on back to the locker room. I’ll catch up with you
after school, okay?”

“Cool,” Mike said, then stood up and sprinted back to-
ward the other side of campus.

There was an unwritten agreement between Liz and me
to avoid each other at all costs. I didn’t want to run into
her any more than she wanted to run into me. After I
realized that I wouldn’t be able to get Liz to admit to her
wrongdoing, I decided to listen to what my father said and
let Asia handle my case. I gave her Liz’s name, phone
number and address so that she could serve her with a
subpoena to appear in court. I spent the next several
weeks at the school library focusing on pulling up my
grades and proving to Jordan and myself that I was a
much better person and student in spite of what my grades
and quandary seemed to say.



CHAPTER I3

Wesley

“Wesley, it’s time to get up.” My dad entered my bedroom
and hovered above my body. He shook my shoulder a few
times to make sure I was awake. “Come on, get up, I’'ve
already let you sleep for a few extra minutes.”

“Let me sleep a little longer,” I whined as I pulled my
blanket around my body tighter.

“No, you need to get to the library so you can locate
some books about Henry Ford. I want the paper you have
to write on him to be completed long before it’s due.”

“Dad, I have four weeks to write that paper,” I com-
plained. My dad wasn’t having it so he walked over to the
wall and hit the light switch.

“Get up, Wesley, you don’t have time to be horsing
around.” My dad left my room and headed for the kitchen.

“What’s for breakfast?” I called out behind him.

“Cereal and milk,” he shouted back.

“I’'m tired of eating cereal and milk for breakfast,” 1
grumbled as I sat upright on my bed. Placing my bare
feet on the floor, I took a long stretch. I stood up and
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shuffled my way into the bathroom so that I could
prepare for my day.

Once [ was dressed my dad and I sat down and ate to-
gether. He was drinking his morning cup of coffee and
eating a bowl of Cap’n Crunch while watching the
morning news. There was a story about teens, their inde-
pendence and drug usage. News reporter Angela Rivers
was in the field doing an investigative report on the subject
and offering tips for teens and their parents on how to deal
with the issue.

“A driver’s license is a teenager’s rite of passage, a
gateway to greater freedom as they move toward adult-
hood. However, for countless teenagers that journey
toward independence can sometimes turn into tragedy.
Automobile accidents remain the number-one killer of
teens, a dilemma that has defied the efforts of parents,
educators, lawmakers and law enforcement.” Footage of
a car accident that happened last week popped up on
screen. The accident had been major news because three
teens had gotten injured.

My dad turned up the volume on the television. “Let’s
watch this together,” he said. I positioned myself in front
of the television and listened.

“This year alone thirty-five local teens have lost their
life through recklessness and driving under the influence
of alcohol. Law enforcement authorities say that many
teenagers don’t have to go through the hassle of getting a
fake identification card in order to purchase alcohol.
Many of them only have to go as far as their parents’
cabinet to find a variety of choices.” The camera panned
to a grim-faced police officer. “It’s the parents’ job to
guide their children through their teen years. I would rec-
ommend that parents dispose of or lock up any alcoholic
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beverages in their home that teens have direct access to,”
stated the police officer. The serious expression of his face
conveyed that he had seen has seen a fair amount of
tragedy. “Experts recommend keeping an open line of
communication with your teenager, as well as taking a
positive and active role in their life. Learn who their
friends are and keep a close eye out for any sudden unex-
plained changes in behavior and attitude. It could be an
indication that something has gone wrong. Teens are most
vulnerable to making a bad decision when they’re hang-
ing around their friends without the supervision of an
adult. Responsible parents may want to consider making
their home a safe place where teens can hang out and still
have their privacy,” Angela Rivers concluded. My dad
lowered the volume on the television.

“New rule,” he began. “I realize that there may come
a time where you find yourself in a situation where your
friends are doing things that you’re not in agreement with.
If you ever find yourself in a bad situation, I want you to
call me. I’ll come and get you from any place at any time.
No questions asked,” he said.

“What do you mean by ‘no questions asked’?”

“It means that I will not ask questions and I will not
preach to you. It means that my main concern would be
for your safety and well-being. When you’re ready to talk
about whatever the situation was, I’ll be here for you.
What ’'m driving at here, Wesley, is that you have options.
You’re in control of your own actions and not your
friends’. If you’re ever in a jam I’ll always be the person
you can count on.”

“Dad, as far as I’'m concerned you’ve already proven
that to me,” I said. My dad smiled at me warmly.

“So, how is school going?” he asked.
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“Okay. I had to get rid of some friends. One guy named
Ed Daley thinks that I got brainwashed while I was locked
up. He didn’t want to believe that I’d gone cold turkey and
stopped drinking.”

“Let me guess, he said that he liked the old you better,
right?” my dad asked.

“Yeah, how did you know that?” I was curious.

“Misery loves company. It sounds as if Ed is miserable
and now he has to either change his life or find someone
new to be miserable with.”

“Knowing Ed, he is going to find someone else to be
unhappy with. I also stopped hanging around the crew
that I used to hang with. In fact, they kind of disowned
me now so I really feel like a loner.”

“Give the new you some time. You’ll find new friends
who have the same interests.”

“Trust me, I don’t mind being a loner. It doesn’t bother
me one bit. There is a certain type of freedom that comes
with being a loner,” I said. “I don’t have anyone influenc-
ing me and it keeps me out of trouble.”

“Well, don’t become too much of a loner because you
will have to interact with people. You just have to be a
little more selective and hang around students who are
positive and who make you feel good about who you are.
You don’t want to select friends who belittle you.”

“I feel what you’re saying,” I answered as I chomped
on my cereal.

“Have you talked to your mother?” he asked.

“No,” I answered dryly.

“Has she tried to contact you at all?” he asked.

“No,” I answered again.

“Wesley, regardless of everything she has done, she’s
still your mom.”



IF I WERE YOUR BOYFRIEND 123

“I know that, but right now, ’'m enjoying not being
around her. ’'m not ready to see her or talk to her.” My
words were cold and icy but that was the way I felt.

“Well, it’s time for me to head off to work.” My dad
decided not to push the issue. “I’ll be home around
4:00 p.m. to see how you’re doing with your paper.”

“QOkay, see you later,” I said, before changing the
channel. The Simpsons was on so I turned up the volume.

“Don’t be late,” my dad said as he walked out the door.

“I won’t,” I answered as I laughed at Homer Simpson
guzzling beer and then belching loudly.

I placed my duffel bag on one of the wooden tables at
my school’s library. Walking over to the card catalog, 1
found the drawer for the letter F and thumbed through
the index until I found several cards that listed books
about the life and legacy of Henry Ford. I wrote down the
reference numbers on a scrap of sheet paper that was
sitting atop the card catalog. Then I walked to the other
side of the library to search the shelves for the books I
thought would provide me with good information. As I
began searching the shelves I saw her again. Man, she’s
pretty, I said to myself. I remembered that her name was
Keysha but that’s about all I knew. She sat down at one
of the computer stations and began tapping the keyboard
with her two index fingers. It was clear to me that she
needed to learn how to type and I was willing to help her
learn, if she’d allow me to. I had to make myself stop
staring at her as if I were some pervert with nothing better
to do. Locating the book I’d been searching for, I made it
a point to walk past her. I hoped that she’d notice me but
she didn’t. I wanted to make eye contact with her so that
I could introduce myself. The last thing  wanted to do was
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approach her and catch her off guard. If I did that, I just
knew she’d say, “Why are you bothering me?” or “I don’t
want no scrub so get away from me.” Deciding to go back
to the other side of the library, I brought my belongings
closer to where Keysha was working. I figured at least I'd
have a chance to look at her and drool. I positioned myself
so that I was facing her. I studied her flawless skin, her
full lips and the way she softly tapped her index finger on
her lips when she was thinking about something. Keysha
gathered up her belongings and moved to a table in front
of me. She was now in my direct line of sight. Just looking
at her inspired me to write a poem to express how I felt.
I’d never written a poem in my life, but for some reason,
my untamed attraction to Keysha demanded that I put my
feelings down on paper. I removed my spiral notebook
from my bag and began.

I am fascinated and captivated by your mystery
and secrets. I want to know who you are and what
part of heaven you came from. I want the combina-
tion to your heart so that I can place your emotions
next to my own and feel the warmth of your spirit.
You have enchanted my thoughts with the sweet
melody of your mystery. My heart dances for you,
my soul sings for you and my mind is consumed with
thoughts of us being—

I stopped writing for a moment and focused my atten-
tion back on her. That’s when I noticed that Dorothy Pam
Pinkerton and two other members of the girls’ basketball
team had surrounded Keysha.

“You remember me, don’t you?” I heard Dorothy
whisper loudly. She had invaded Keysha’s personal space.
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Keysha looked up at her and wrinkled up her nose. I
deduced that Dorothy’s breath had a rank odor.

“No one in this school likes you, Keysha! And I can’t
wait for the day the cops come and drag you out of here
for good. This school doesn’t need weeds like you. You
need to go on back to the ghetto and make a bunch of
ghetto babies and live off of welfare. I heard that you and
your mama were welfare queens.”

I couldn’t believe what Dorothy had just said to her. That
ticked me off me, so I know it had to have ticked off Keysha.

“You say one more thing about my mother and I will
stomp you into the ground.”

“Come on, ’ve been waiting to beat the crap out of you.”
Dorothy backed up and waited for Keysha to stand on her
feet. Keysha was brave and fearless. She was outnumbered
three to one and yet she stood up and prepared to defend
herself at all costs. I quickly scanned the room for one of the
librarians before their conflict got out of control. However,
I didn’t see one. Figures, 1 said to myself. Whenever you're
sitting and gossiping with your friends, a librarian will
pop up out of thin air and tell you to be quiet. Now, when
I really need one, I can’t find one. 1 glanced back over at the
girls and saw Dorothy anticipating Keysha’s next move.
Keysha was keeping a close eye on Dorothy while making
sure the other two girls didn’t attack her by surprise. Keysha
quickly positioned her chair between her and the other two
girls.

“Come on, do something.” Keysha encouraged Dorothy
to make her move.

I looked around for other students, but since it was still
early, no one else was in the library.

“Ahhhheeemm.” I cleared my throat and walked to-
ward them.
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“Dorothy, why don’t you get out of here and leave
her alone?” I said, positioning myself between Keysha
and Dorothy.

“Wesley, if you don’t get your narrow wine-headed be-
hind out of my business I’'m going to kick your—”

“I don’t need your help,” Keysha interrupted Dorothy.
“I can take care of this myself.”

“I’m sure that you can,” I said to Keysha, “but just in
case, I thought I’d help even up the odds a little.”

“What? You’re into beating up on girls now, Wesley?”
Dorothy asked.

I looked Dorothy up and down.

“Last I heard, you were more of a man than your own
father,” I barked at Dorothy. She and I had some history
of conflict that dated back to grammar school.

“Why are you even over here? Shouldn’t you be drunk
or high by now and sitting on the floor nodding in and
out of reality?”

I hated Dorothy for bringing up my past addiction
problems in front of Keysha. Her words hurt me a little
more than I thought they would, but I didn’t let it show.

“And shouldn’t you and your trolls be somewhere
dribbling a basketball and assaulting the air with your
body funk?”

“Who are you calling funky?” Dorothy got loud.

“You!” Keysha got in on the action. “Your breath
smells as if you’ve been licking the buttocks of a gorilla!”
Dorothy’s teammates laughed at Keysha’s comment.

“Am I right, girls? I mean, come on. You had to have
noticed that sister girl is just a little on the hot side when
it comes to her breath?” Dorothy’s teammates laughed a
little harder.

“Shut up!” Dorothy was even louder now. “Ya’ll are
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not supposed to be laughing at that,” she scolded her
girlfriends.

“Shhhhh!” Finally, a librarian appeared. It was Miss
Haskey, who was a no-nonsense type of person. “What
is the matter with you, Dorothy? You’re shouting so loud
that I heard you all the way in the bathroom.” Miss
Haskey approached us. “What’s going on over here?” she
asked, sensing that something was afoot.

“Nothing,” T answered Miss Haskey.

“Dorothy?” Miss Haskey looked at her. Dorothy
stomped her foot and appeared to be contemplating a
violent outburst.

“Dorothy, are you in here causing trouble?” Miss
Haskey asked.

“No,” she answered. “Everything is cool.”

“Good, now disperse and go on about your business.”
Miss Haskey ordered Dorothy and her teammates to
leave. Keysha plopped down in her seat and exhaled.

“I hate this retarded school,” Keysha complained.

I took that as an invitation to a conversation, so I sat
down on the opposite side of her table.

“Hi, my name is Wesley Morris.” I extended my hand
for a handshake.

“Keysha,” she said, shaking my hand. “So, why aren’t
you hating on me too?” she asked.

“Hating on you? Why would I do that?” I was confused.

“Why not? Everyone else is.”

“Why do you have so many haters?” I inquired because
I genuinely wanted to know.

“It’s a long story,” Keysha said as she picked up her
pencil, and began tapping it on a nearby book cover.

“I like long stories.” I smiled at her. She looked at me
as if she were perplexed by something.
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“Who are you?” she asked.

“I told you, my name is Wesley.”

“No, I mean, why did you get involved?”

“I don’t know. It seemed like the right thing to do.”

“So, what are you? Some choirboy on a crusade to
save the world or something?” I could tell that Keysha was
trying to analyze me.

“Trust me. ’'m no choirboy.” I laughed. Keysha wasn’t
laughing so I stopped.

“Relax, the fight is over. You don’t have to fight me.”
I wanted my words to comfort her.

“I have to fight everybody,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Why do you want to know?” she countered.

“Whew, are you always this tough to talk to?” I asked.

“Stop avoiding my question and answer it.” Keysha
wasn’t letting up.

“I’m just curious. I mean, why do you have to fight so
much?”

“Because that’s just the way it is,” she answered.

“That’s not an answer,” I said.

“Yes, it 1s.”

“No, it isn’t. That’s a cop-out.”

She paused for a moment and studied me. I could tell
she was making all types of assumptions and determina-
tions about me.

“What did Dorothy mean when she called you a wine
head?”

“Oh, man. That’s a long story,” I answered.

“I like long stories,” she countered.

“You can’t use my own words against me,” I complained.

“I just did.” She stood her ground and I liked that. I
was attracted to her robustness and strong will.
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“Do you really want to know?” I asked.

“I’m all ears.” She stopped tapping her pencil and folded
her arms across her chest and leaned back in her seat.

“You don’t trust me, do you?” I asked.

“Should I?” Her words were as sharp as a surgeon’s blade.

“Whew, hello, it’s me. The moron who tried to protect
you from a major beat-down. I’'m not the enemy.” I placed
a silly expression on my face. “See, I’'m very friendly.” 1
finally cracked the ice and got Keysha to laugh.

“Stop that. You look like a lost puppy begging to be let
inside from a cold storm.”

“Rulff, ruff, ruff,” I barked quietly. She laughed some
more. [ was about to do my Scooby Doo impression but
then Miss Haskey walked past us and gave me the evil glare.

“Okay, Wesley, you have my attention.” Keysha smiled.

“You know, that is the very first time that I’ve seen you
smile. I see you in here often but I’ve never seen you smile.
You have a pretty smile. You should let people see who
you really are more often.”

“So, are you a sophomore or junior?” she asked.

“A junior, but if I don’t get my grades up, I may be a
junior for life,” I admitted.

“Huh, you and I both. I’'m new here,” Keysha said.
“When I first arrived at the beginning of the semester, I
had a difficult time making friends. Then I hooked up with
this crazy girl named Liz.”

“Not Liz Lloyd. Please tell me you didn’t befriend her.”

“Why?” she asked before answering the question.

“I know Liz Lloyd. I know her very well.”

“What, did you guys used to date or something?”

I could tell Keysha was once again on the defensive and,
if I didn’t clear the air, she’d shut down on me again.

“No, not really. Listen, Liz is like a virus. She infects
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everyone she comes in contact with. She’s sneaky, two-
faced and is not to be trusted.”

“How do you know all of this about Liz?” she asked.

“Like I said, ’'m no choirboy but I’'m working on bet-
tering myself. I had to turn my life around because I was
so unhappy. I used to hang with Liz and her crew.” I paused
in thought because I didn’t want to frighten her off with
my history. “Let’s just say ’m not proud of who I was.”

Keysha leaned forward and rested her elbows on the
table. She captured my gaze and looked at me intensely.

“Liz Lloyd has screwed me over so bad that, whenever
I see her, I want to kick her ass. I don’t like her one bit,”
Keysha said with absolute conviction.

“Well, neither do I,” I responded.

“Then you and I have something in common.” Keysha
repositioned herself in her seat. “So, tell me your story,
Wesley Morris. From the beginning. I want to know ev-
erything.” Keysha smiled at me once again.

“Everything?” I smiled mannishly.

“In vivid detail.” She smiled at me as I opened the win-
dows to my soul and invited her inside for an enlighten-
ing conversation about who I am.



CHAPTER 14

Keysha

Wesley was hot. I don’t mean just cute hot. I mean, he
was so fine that he made me want to scream out his name
at the top of my lungs. He kind of reminded me of the
Jamaican rapper Sean Paul. He gave me goose bumps
whenever I was near him and, when he looked into my
eyes, he melted my heart. The way he studied me and
talked to me made me feel as if destiny brought us
together. It had been a week since he came to my rescue
and introduced himself to me at the library. I’d talked to
him every day since and I couldn’t stop thinking about
him. It was hard to believe that he and I had so much in
common. We both had mothers that didn’t have our best
interests at heart. Our fathers rescued us both from prob-
lematical situations and we both hated Liz Lloyd. I got all
excited when I was near him and he had taken it upon
himself to protect me against anyone who tried to harm
me. Wesley was nothing like my ex-boyfriend, Ronnie. In
fact, Wesley was much nicer than Ronnie ever was.
Ronnie was always making me feel stupid and worthless.
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Wesley, on the other hand, listened to me. He cared about
what I’d been through and praised me for weathering all
of the hardships I’d endured. He was a dream come true.

When the 3:45 p.m. bell rang, I leaped up out of my
study-hall seat and rushed out into the crowded hallway
toward my locker so that I could grab my homework.
Wesley was meeting me at my locker so that he could es-
cort me to the football field where I had to wait for Mike
to finish practice. As he’d promised, Wesley showed up
around 3:45 p.m., trying to look stylish.

“We need to hang out at the mall one Saturday after-
noon,” I'said as I closed my locker.

“I don’t like malls that much,” Wesley said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“It’s just never been my thing,” he answered.

“Well, you’ll be with me, so that will make it fun,” I said.

“Oh, you got it like that, huh? You can just turn
anything into fun for me.” Wesley smiled.

“What, do you think that I can’t?” I placed a little
playful authority in my voice.

“Girl, as far as ’'m concerned you make the grayest sky
blue, make it rain whenever you want to and make a ship
sail on dry land.”

“Wow. You make me feel as if I can do anything in the
world,” I said.

“That’s because you can,” he assured me as he held
the exit door open for me. We stepped outside and began
our journey around the school and toward the football
field.

“I want to take you shopping so that we can pick out
some better clothes for you,” I said.

“What’s wrong with what I have on?” he asked.

“You need an upgrade, boo. The color in that blue
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shirt you’re wearing has completely faded. Who does your
laundry?” I asked.

“I do,” he answered.

“Do you know how to separate your clothes?”

“Separate them.” He laughed. “I just throw them all in
the washing machine together. They all get washed the
same way, right?”

“Oh, Lord, you’re a typical male.” I chuckled.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you’re normal. Maybe one day I can come
over and show both you and your dad how to do laundry.
Especially if his shirts and stuff are faded like yours.”

“Yeah, they are.”

“You guys just need a woman in your lives.” I wanted
to say a woman like me but I didn’t push it.

“My dad dates a little but he doesn’t really have anyone
in particular that he’s real serious about. He likes his
simple and uncomplicated life.”

“That’s good. If you guys are happy, then that’s great. But
you still need to learn how to do your laundry properly.”

“Whatever.” Wesley laughed. “I’ll let you show me
how it’s that important.” We maneuvered our way past a
cluster of school buses and began walking across the
school’s vast parking lot.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you, how could you stand
to be with a guy who constantly put you down?”
Wesley asked.

“I don’t know. Sometimes I listened to him and some-
times I didn’t. Either way, I’'m glad that he’s out of my life
for good,” 1 said as I adjusted my backpack.

“Here, let me carry that for you.” Wesley helped me re-
move my backpack.

“This is heavy,” he whined.
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“I’ll carry it. Don’t worry about it,” I said, reaching for
the backpack.

“Relax, I was just teasing you.” Wesley smiled at me
and I playfully punched him on the arm.

“So, what about you and your girlfriend?” I asked. I
wanted to know his history as much as he did mine.

“I used to date this girl named Della Turner. It didn’t
work out between us.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged his shoulders.

“Yes, you do. Come on, tell me. You can trust me.” |
wanted him to know that I was a loyal kind of person.

“The truth is she came from a wealthy family and I didn’t.
Her father was the president of some big advertising com-
pany downtown. Her dad played golf with other executives.
Anyway, her parents made her break up with me.”

“That’s not fair,” I said.

“Believe me when I say they did me a favor. I learned
that she was cheating on me anyway, so the breakup was
no big deal.”

“So you haven’t had a girlfriend since that time?” I asked.

“Pretty much. Although, I had a few minor dates, but
nothing serious.” He shrugged again. “I mean, I’ve tried
but I seem to like girls who are out of my league. When-
ever I got rejected or humiliated by them, drinking
alcohol reduced the sting of embarrassment. Eventually
alcohol became the only way I dealt with my problems.
But ’m better now,” Wesley said. “The therapy sessions
that I had to go through really helped a great deal. I feel
stronger than I ever felt before and, now that I live with
my father, I just don’t have the problems I had with my
mother. Speaking of mothers, have you been in contact
with your mom?”
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I exhaled loudly. The thought of my mother gave me
chills.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,”
Wesley said, sensing my uneasiness.

“No, it’s cool,” I said. “I heard from my mother a few
times. We’ve talked on the phone. She talked about her
court case, which she thinks she’s going to loose. Then she
talked about the possibility of having her baby while she’s
still locked up and how she’s going to have to turn it over
to child services if she delivers while she’s behind bars. She
also continually asks me to send her money, which I don’t
have. That’s about it. I can only talk to her for so long
because she upsets me.”

“I know that feeling.” Wesley understood where I was
coming from because of our similar experience. We
arrived at the football field and I was hoping that Wesley
would say he’d sit with me for a while.

“Well, here we are,” he said. We were standing behind the
concession stand out of the sight from the football players.

“Yeah, here we are,” I repeated. I had butterflies in
my stomach.

“Well, here. Let me give you your backpack.” He
handed it to me.

“So, can I call you later?” he asked.

“You better,” I answered.

“Cool.” He paused for a moment, then reached out to
touch my hand. He wrapped his fingers around my hand
and we looked at each other for a long moment. I knew
he wanted to kiss me and I had to determine whether or
not [ was ready for that. I mean, I was definitely ready but
I didn’t want to get hurt if things didn’t work out. I also
wanted to know what the kiss would mean.

“Do you want to kiss me?” I asked nervously.
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“Only if you want to kiss me,” he responded. I paused and
bit my lip and began to contemplate the moment. I exhaled.

“I don’t want to get hurt again. I’ve got enough
problems in my life.” I tossed up a roadblock.

“Do you think ’'m a problem?” he asked, staring at me
with his warm eyes. He’d just blown through my roadblock.

“No,” I answered softly.

“Do you think I’d ever hurt you?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I won’t,” he said. “I’d never hurt you, Keysha. You
can trust me.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, and I wanted to believe him so I did.

“One kiss and that’s it, okay?” I swallowed hard. Wesley
leaned toward me slowly. I lowered my eyes and awaited
contact. When our lips met, he cupped his hand and
caressed my right cheek. The stroke of his hand was very
gentle and nurturing. I felt my heartbeat begin to race
wildly, and my body was giving in to him way too easily.
When my knees started buckling beneath me, I pulled away.

“Whew,” I exhaled. “I’ve got to go.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked, concerned that he’d done
something wrong.

“Nothing.” My voice and lips quivered because they
were filled with passion.

“Pll call you later, okay?”

“You had better,” I said, and rushed away from him so
that I could get a grip and pull myself together. There is
nothing as sweet as the first kiss, I thought to myself as I
found a spot to sit down.

During the walk home from football practice Mike
complained about how sore he was from being tackled
repeatedly.
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“I swear, everything hurts on my body,” he groaned as
we walked back across the student parking lot. I wasn’t
really paying attention to him because I was still floating
on air over the kiss that Wesley and I had shared. I
wanted him to ask me to be his girlfriend. I wanted to be
everything to him because, as far as [ was concerned, he
was the brightest spot in my life and I was hoping he
realized that.

“Keysha,” Mike yelled out. The loudness of his voice
startled me out of my daydream.

“Dang, girl, get your head out of the clouds. A car
almost hit you. Didn’t you notice that we reached the
corner stoplight?” Mike glared at me as if [ were retarded.

“No. I didn’t notice it,” I answered him. I didn’t like the
expressions on his face and for some reason I felt as if he
had an issue with me but I didn’t know what the issue was.

“Well, duh! Pay attention,” Mike said sarcastically.

I felt as if he was trying to belittle me and I got defen-
sive. “Give me a break, Mike. I was just daydreaming a
little. Is that a crime?”

“No, but if you keep hanging around with that burn-
out Wesley Morris, crime and more trouble will cer-
tainly show up.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I’'m talking about, Keysha.”

“No, I don’t, Mike.” I suddenly got mad at him for
trying to question my relationship with Wesley.

“Wesley is not good for you, Keysha. He’s trouble. He has
a very bad reputation and is known for getting completely
wasted. I’'ve heard all types of crazy stories about him.”

“Stories like what, Mike?” I was really getting angry now.

“I heard that he and his goons got some young girl com-
pletely bombed so she could be taken advantage of. I also
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heard that he was arrested for auto theft, did time at a
juvenile detention center and is in rehab.”

“That’s not the Wesley I know. That’s the old Wesley,”
I fired back at him. I wasn’t about to let him talk about
my friend in a bad way.

“Keysha, open up your eyes, Wesley will get you in
trouble. All he probably wants to do is get you wasted so
that he can have his way with you.”

“Shut up, Mike. I don’t want to hear it.”

“Well, you’re going to hear it because you need to. He’s
the wrong guy for you. When are you going to start
trusting me, Keysha? [ know what I’m talking about. I told
you about Liz but you didn’t believe me until it was too
late. Now I’'m telling you about Wesley before something
major happens.”

“He doesn’t do that anymore, Mike. He’s been through
rehab and is much better now. Besides, it’s not your right
to judge a person. You should also really take the time to
get to know him and understand what he’s been through
before you criticize and attack his character.”

“You are utterly impossible, Keysha. I don’t know
what it’s going to take for you to see people for who they
truly are.”

“I know who Wesley is and who he is not,” I said.

“Whatever,” Mike said as he placed the key in the
front door.

“Yeah, whatever,” I said, feeling uneasy as I followed
him inside and hustled up the stairs to my room.



CHAPTER 15

Wesley

On Saturday Keysha and I rode the Pace Bus to the Lincoln
Mall in Matteson, Illinois. During the ride she began asking
questions about incidents that had occurred during the
time I was addicted to alcohol. She didn’t sugarcoat any of
her questions, she flat-out asked some very serious ques-
tions. I felt as if I were being interrogated.

“Wesley, have you ever gotten a girl drunk and taken
advantage of her?”

“Wow, where did that question come from?” I asked,
feeling uneasy about telling her the truth.

“You said it yourself, you’re no choirboy.”

The tone in her voice made me uneasy. I was at a cross-
roads. I wanted say no, but that wouldn’t have been com-
pletely accurate. Or I could tell the truth and be as open and
as honest as I could and hope that she’d understand that I"d
made a big mistake. I took a deep breath and then exhaled.

“What had happened was—” I paused. “No, the truth
of the matter is, an incident happened at this house party
about a year ago. It happened one day when there was no
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school. That particular day I was hanging out with my
friend Ed Daley. We were sitting in his front yard drink-
ing some booze that his twenty-one-year-old brother, who
happened to be a bartender, had gotten for us. Some
schoolmates rode by on their bikes and said that there was
a major house party going on three blocks over. Ed and I
were bored out of our minds so we were all for crashing
a party. We gathered up our six-pack, got on our bikes and
went to check out the party. As it turned out it was the
party of the century. It seemed as if every student from our
district’s high schools were there. Ed and I got in because
we had alcohol and decided to get more of it by calling
his brother back. Ed and I took up a collection and came
up with two hundred dollars to spend. Ed’s brother
showed up with a few of his buddies and they made a
liquor run. They came back with all types of alcohol and
Ed’s brother began mixing up really strong drinks for
everyone. Everyone thought we were so cool for scoring
some alcohol and a bartender. Then Ed called up Liz
Lloyd and told her where the party was and to bring some
Ecstasy. Liz and a few members of her crew showed up
about thirty minutes later, and for those who wanted to
take their experience to the next level, she supplied them
with the pill, at a good price, mind you. She made a lot
of money that day.

“Before long a number of people were either buzzed,
bombed out or well on their way to being smashed. The
music was good too. Everyone was dancing close to each
other, grinding on each other with wild, horny energy.
Then Liz hooked up with this young girl who was com-
pleted wasted but wanted to have sex.”

“Wait a minute. Some girl was walking around asking
for it?” Keysha needed clarification.
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“Yeah.”

“Who was she?” Keysha asked.

“You don’t know her. She doesn’t go to our school. But
her name was Felicia Wilson. Anyway, Liz took Felicia by
the hand and began dancing wildly with her in the middle
of the living room where people could see them. Liz was
all over Felicia but she didn’t seem to mind. One thing led
to another and Liz did her.”

“What do you mean?” Keysha wanted me to spell it all
out for her.

“She did her. Right there on the living room floor in
front of everyone.”

“You mean to tell me that people watched?”

“Everyone wanted to watch, especially the guys.”

“Where were you when all of this was happening?”

“I was on the sofa, watching. Felicia was looking
directly into my eyes as the whole thing went down. She
kept mumbling something but I was too smashed to
understand what she was saying. I just drank my liquor
and watched the entire thing go down.”

“So Felicia basically got raped by Liz.”

“It’s sounds so horrible when you put it like that,” I said.

“I'say it like that because Liz tried to do the same thing
to me. She wanted to cover up the crime by calling it a
good time,” Keysha said with disgust. “She tried to dope
me up so that she could take full advantage of me.”
Keysha huffed, “Liz just makes my skin crawl.”

I agreed with her. “She makes the skin of a lot of
people crawl.”

“So, what happened next?” Keysha asked.

“I got so smashed that I passed out on the sofa. Ed woke
me up by slapping my face a few times. Ed said that we had
to get out of the house because the home owners would be
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back soon and they were not going to be happy with their
son for throwing such a wild and crazy party. You should
have seen the place. It had gotten completely trashed.”

“So, what happened to Felicia?” Keysha asked.

“I don’t know. When I woke up, she wasn’t there any-
more.”

“So how did the rumor about you taking advantage of
Felicia even get started?”

“I have no idea but that’s why they call them rumors,
I suppose.” I lied. I knew who started the rumor.

“I don’t understand. You didn’t try to put the truth out
there. You let the rumor grow into something that it
shouldn’t have.”

“Keysha, if there is one thing that I’ve learned it’s that
people are going to believe whatever they want to. I tried
to detach my name from the rumor but I couldn’t.”

“Do you even know who started the rumor?” she asked.

I chuckled. “Liz Lloyd started it. She spread the word
around that I’d gotten the girl drunk so that she could be
taken advantage of.”

“But that’s not true,” Keysha pointed out.

“Well, I didn’t pour the alcohol down her throat. But
had Ed, his brother and I not showed up with the alcohol
that may not have happened.”

“Well, T don’t blame you for that. Felicia had a choice
and she chose to drink,” Keysha said, and then was silent
for a long moment.

“So, do you hate me now?” I asked.

“No,” she said as she threaded her fingers between
mine. “Thank you for being honest.”

“I’ll always be honest with you, Keysha,” I assured her.

“I like knowing that,” she answered, and then kissed
me on the cheek.
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Keysha and I spent the entire afternoon at the mall. I
really enjoyed being with her and spending time with her.
I enjoyed sharing my food with her and watching her try
on clothes and watching her help me determine what
looked good on me and what didn’t. During our bus ride
back home she shared with me her love of reading and sug-
gested that I read a book called, Makes Me Wanna Holla,
by journalist Nathan McCall.

“It’s a really good book about this guy who hung
around the wrong crowd and eventually ended up in jail.
Then when he got out he turned his life around and now
actually writes for the Washington Post newspaper.”

“Are you serious?” I asked because it sounded like a
book I’d like to read.

“Yes, I’'m serious. Go online and Google his name for
yourself if you don’t believe me.”

“I’m not much of a reader, Keysha,” I confessed.

“Well, if you’re going to hang with me, you’ve got to
read. That’s not an option.”

“Why do we have to read? What’s that all about?”

“We have to read so that we’ll have different subjects
to talk about. I mean, you can’t just sit around telling me
how good I look all of the time. That would get boring. I
need conversation. I need to know how you think. I need
to know what kind of brain you have. Don’t you know that
a guy who can communicate well is a big turn-on to girls?”

“No, but now I do. I guess reading a book or two for
pleasure won’t hurt me. I mean, I do dabble in a little
poetry from time to time but nothing serious.”

“See, reading may help you with your poetry. That’s all
the more reason you should read. Besides, you don’t want
to be the guy who is too cool to read or who thinks reading
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is only something girls do. Guys like that are so lame.”
Keysha was passionate about her feelings toward reading.

“QOkay, I get your point but ’'m a slow reader,” I said
as I slung my arm around her.

“A slow reader is only an indication of a person who
isn’t reading enough. I know because I used to be a very
slow reader. In fact, I used to hate reading because it put
me to sleep. But my eighth-grade teacher, Ms. Shaheen,
was a writer and she let me read her manuscript for a
young-adult book she was working on. It was about this
nerdy high school girl who wanted to hang out with the
popular girls. In order to prove that she was cool enough
to hang out with them, they dared her to take a fake gun
into a convenience store and rob it. She did it and got
away with a few hundred dollars. Anyway, what she
thought was just a onetime initiation thing turned into
something else. The girls decided that it would be cool to
go around robbing places so that they could get money
for clothes and stuff. Well, then it got real messy because
one of the girls got shot by an off-duty police officer who
was in the store.”

“Man, that sounds as if it could be a movie. Did she
ever get the book published?”

“I don’t think so. I’ve been keeping an eye out for it,
but so far I haven’t found anything. After reading her
manuscript, I developed a love of reading and I haven’t
been able to stop.”

“So now you want to turn me into a book junkie, as well.”

“Hey, there are worse habits to have.” Keysha chuckled
as she reached down into the shopping bag that was
between her legs and pulled out the Phat Farm shirt she’d
picked out for me. She held it up close to my body to make
sure she still liked the way the shirt looked.



IF I WERE YOUR BOYFRIEND 145

“You are going to look so hot in this,” she said.

I smiled at her as I leaned back in my seat. For the first
time in ages I felt really good and I knew Keysha was a
big part of why I felt the way I did. She didn’t judge me
or preach at me and I liked that.

“There is something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I'said.

“What’s that?” Keysha asked.

“Well, it’s like this.” I stopped to think about how to
phrase what I needed to say. I began to wring my hands
because [ was edgy. “I mean, will you be my girl?” I asked.

Keysha put the shirt back in the bag and locked her
gaze upon me.

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“Yeah,” 1 answered, wondering why she thought I
was joking.

“Well, it’s about time you asked. You had a sister waiting
and wondering what the real deal was. I mean, honestly
after our first kiss you should have come back the next—"

I cut her off by kissing her passionately. When I pulled
away, her eyes were still closed and she was enjoying the
euphoric moment.

“So, are you going to be my girl or what?”

Keysha opened her eyes and said, “Yes.”



CHAPTER 16

Keysha

Wesley, Wesley, Wesley! Ooo, I liked the sound of his name.
It was so masculine and tough like a ruffian who can kick
butt, take names and still be gentle enough to treat a lady
right. Needless to say, after Wesley asked me to be his girl,
the only thing on my mind was him. I am floating on cloud
number nine. I felt he was sent to protect me and to make
sure that everything in my life turned out harmonious. I'm
not saying that I couldn’t hold my own, but it’s nice to know
that I could call backup reinforcements if I needed to.

In order to spend an entire day with Wesley I had to tell
Jordan and my stepmom, Barbara, a little white lie. I told
them that I was going to the library to do more research
for one of my papers. I even went as far as to let Jordan
drop me off at the public library. Although I did check out
two books that I needed, I didn’t read them. Instead I
waited for Wesley to arrive. He had to tell the same white
lie in order to get out of the house. Once he was there, we
headed over to the bus stop for our grand day of fun,
romance and shopping.
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“Keysha,” I heard Jordan call out my name from the
bottom of the staircase.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Come on down for dinner,” he said.

“I’ll be right there,” I said. I got up from my bed, went
into the bathroom to wash my hands and then headed
down to dinner.

“What’s for dinner?” I asked Barbara who was placing
silverware on the table.

“Baked chicken, rice pilaf and biscuits,” she said as she
moved between the kitchen and the dining room.

“Let me help set the table,” I said as I followed her into
the kitchen. Once the table was set, we all held hands and
Mike blessed the food.

“So, how did it go at the library?” Jordan asked as he
carved a small portion of chicken to eat.

“It was okay,” I answered, giving very few details. I
figured the less I spoke, the less likely it would be for me
to slip up.

“What were you doing research on?” Barbara asked.
She and I got along much better than we had before. I
didn’t look at her as my mother or my girlfriend. She was
more like an additional mentor to me.

“Well, I picked up two books about the women’s rights
movement. I haven’t really gotten into it yet, though. I
spent time reading other periodicals on the subject,” 1
lied a little.

“That’s an excellent and important subject to write
about,” said Barbara. “Do you have to give a speech for it?”

“No, I just have to turn in a ten-page paper on it. [ still
have some time before it’s due.”

“So, how do you think you’re doing with your classes?”
she asked. I had to give it to Barbara and Jordan. They



148 Earl Sewell

stayed on me when it came to my schoolwork. Barbara also
made herself available in case I got stumped or needed ad-
ditional help.

“I am doing so much better with my classes. ’'m confi-
dent that my grades are going to be much better. ’'m also
doing any extra-credit work that I can to help me improve.”

“More like extracurricular activities,” Mike mum-
bled.

I shot daggers at him with my eyes. I couldn’t believe he
was being so childish.

“When do you think you’ll have a first draft of the
paper completed?” Barbara asked.

“I’'m not sure,” I answered.

“Yeah, but you’re certainly sure about other things.”
Mike once again uttered a nasty remark. I tried to kick
his leg from beneath the table but I couldn’t reach him.

“Mike, stop it with the negative comments.” Barbara got
on him. Mike looked at his mom as if she’d betrayed him.

“Cut it out.” Barbara held her ground.

“She likes this boy at school,” Mike blurted out, and I
could’ve died right where I sat.

“Boy?” was all Jordan heard.

I started talking quickly so that Mike wouldn’t twist ev-
erything around.

“He’s just a friend,” I quickly said, not wanting to tell
the full truth. This was entirely new territory I was cross-
ing. When I lived with my real mom, Justine, she didn’t
care who I dated or what I did. But Jordan and Barbara
questioned everything.

“You can’t date,” Jordan said with absolute finality. I
glanced at Mike, who was grinning at the drama he’d
just started.

“Im not dating. He’s just a friend.” I tried to soften
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my relationship with Wesley. “I am allowed to have
friends, aren’t I?”

“Boy, and you know how to pick really good ones.”
Mike blurted out another nasty comment. He kept fan-
ning the flames I was trying to put out. I swear, if I had a
gun at that moment I would have shot him dead.

“Now, wait a minute,” Barbara chimed in. “She’s six-
teen years old and it’s age and developmentally appropri-
ate for her to have a male friend as long as it’s innocent.”
When Barbara said that, she basically chose a side, and
the expressions on Jordan’s and Mike’s faces were price-
less. They looked as if Barbara had just nailed them both
in the face with a yellow snowball.

“No.” Jordan raised his voice. “She is too young to deal
with boys. We have way too much going on in this family
right now to add another layer of complication. We have
to worry about the pending court case, the cost of the
attorney and our family name. So no.”

“Jordan, you can’t lock her up and not expect her to
live. I think she has proven that she has some sense of re-
sponsibility and knows the difference between right and
wrong. At least in my mind she has.”

I was speechless. I don’t mean just quiet, I mean, abso-
lutely shocked by Barbara’s willingness to go out on a
limb for me.

“The court case is going to work itself out. If there is
one thing I know for sure, it’s that Keysha is neither a drug
abuser nor a distributor and our name will be cleared. 1
think that as long as she’s responsible and stays away from
trouble, there is no harm in her having a male friend.”

“What about that girl?” Jordan was talking fast and
couldn’t remember Liz’s name. He popped his fingers when
he remembered. “Liz. She had an altercation with her.”
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“I’ve haven’t seen Liz in a while. Besides, we stay away
from each other now.” I defended myself and tried to
downplay the fight I'd had with Liz.

“Keysha got into a fight with Liz.” Mike once again
fanned the flames of conflict. I gave him yet another
warning glare. He just smirked at me.

“Fight? What fight?” Jordan was getting upset.

“It wasn’t a fight,” I lied again. “We just had an argu-
ment that got very heated. I wanted her to own up to
what she’d done.”

“Well, I can’t blame Keysha for trying to straighten
things out,” Barbara said.

“But fighting isn’t the way to do it,” Jordan argued.

“I know,” I said, “and I see that now. I stay away from
Liz as much as possible. 'm not looking to trade blows
with her.” T once again defended myself.

“Here is what I propose. Invite the young man over. We
can meet him, talk to him and learn more about him
before we automatically assume that he’s trouble,”
Barbara stated.

“We’d better lock down the liquor cabinets,” Mike ut-
tered. A vicious streak of evil flowed through me as I low-
ered my eyes to slits and focused on him.

“What did you just say, Mike?” Jordan asked.

“He didn’t say anything,” I cut Mike off before he had
a chance to ruin everything.

“Good, it’s settled, then. Keysha.” Barbara looked at
me. “Invite him over tomorrow afternoon for brunch.
You guys can hang out over here.”

“QOkay,” I said as I tried to relax and calm my nerves
down. No one said a word during the rest of our dinner-
time together. The silence among us was unnerving. Once
dinner was finished, I helped Barbara clean the table and
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wash up the dishes. As I stood at the kitchen sink with
my hands submerged in soapy dishwater washing a plate,
Barbara came over and stood next to me.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” I answered.

“Dry your hands and let’s have a little girl talk for a
minute, okay?”

“Okay,” I'said as I reached for a paper towel to dry my
hands with. I followed Barbara out to the exercise room
above the garage. I took a seat in one of the chairs that
was up there. Barbara took another chair and positioned
it so that she could face me as we talked.

“QOkay, you know that I went out on a limb for you in
there, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, I know. Thank you,” I said.

“No need to thank me. I was sixteen once and I know
how hard it is for a father to come to grips with the fact
that his daughter wants to have male friends.” Barbara
was silent for a moment. Then she leaned forward in her
seat and cupped her hands. “Give me your hands,” she
said. I gave her my hands as we made eye contact. “This
boy that you like, what is his name?”

“Wesley,” I answered.

“Is he your boyfriend?” she asked.

“He asked me to be his girl, and I said yes. But that’s it.”

“Are you active with him?” she asked.

“Active?” I needed her to be a little clearer.

“Intimate? Are you having or considering an intimate
relationship with him?”

I thought about the question for a moment before I
answered. Wesley and I hadn’t gotten to that level or even
talked about being intimate with each other.

“I don’t think ’'m ready for that again,” I answered her
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honestly. “We haven’t talked about that at all and he isn’t
pressuring me in any way and I like that about him.”

“Do you think that’ll change?” Barbara asked another
tough question.

“I don’t know. I suppose at some point it will come up.”

“What will you say if it does?” Barbara softly
caressed the center of my hand with her thumbs. Her
movements were soothing and comforting. I felt as if I
could trust her.

“I don’t want to be pressured into doing it. But I don’t
want him to think that I don’t like him if I don’t. Guys
can be so confusing at times.”

“You don’t have to do anything that makes you feel un-
comfortable, okay? If you feel at any point you’re being
led down a path that you don’t want to go down you have
the power to change your own destiny and direction. Do
you understand?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Let’s talk about a few girl rules.”

“What are girl rules?” I asked.

“They’re a few rules that my mother put in place when
I was a young woman your age. The rules are like safety
nets. My sister hated the rules but eventually she learned
why we needed them. Rule number one. If Wesley or any
other boy tries to force himself on you, fight. You fight
him until you can’t fight him anymore and then you still
fight. That’s about self-defense. Rule number two. If you
ever need a ride home, just call. Jordan and I will come
and get you. Anytime and anyplace, no questions asked.”

“Really?” I was completely awestruck by that one. No
one had ever offered that to me before. If I ever got in a
jam, it was either walk home or catch a bus.

“Yes, really. Rule number three. Always remember that
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someone cares. Always remember that you are loved.”
Barbara’s comment made me feel very special.

“I have one suggestion that may help me if I get into a
sticky situation. If you guys get me a car, then I’d be in
control and boys wouldn’t have the power to kick me out.
Since I’'m taking driver’s ed next semester, the timing
would be perfect,” I said, uncertain of the reaction I’d get.
Barbara laughed.

“Good try but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to
it.” She chuckled. “So, tell me about Wesley.” Barbara
once again connected with my eyes. That’s when I became
nervous. I didn’t know how much I should tell her. I didn’t
know if I should tell her everything or just a few things.
Barbara must have read my thoughts.

“So he’s a bad boy.” She read my thoughts effortlessly.

“Well, he sort of is and he sort of isn’t,” I answered.

“Well, it’s okay. It’s not uncommon for a girl to be at-
tracted to a boy who is a little rough around the edges.
There is a certain amount of mystery to a man who is a
renegade. But there has to be boundaries set. A boy
shouldn’t hit you or anything like that.”

“No. Wesley isn’t like that,” I said. “He’s more of a
renegade with a bruised heart that is pure. Like mine.
He’s had some problems dealing with emotional abuse
from his mom, as well as alcohol abuse, but he’s doing
much better now.” I decided that I could trust Barbara and
tell her everything.

“Go on, I’'m listening,” she said. So I continued to tell
everything I knew about Wesley. I even surprised myself
and told her about the magic of our first kiss and she
didn’t scold me for it.

I phoned Wesley late Saturday evening and asked him
to come over for brunch. He was excited about the idea
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of seeing me again but wasn’t too thrilled about meeting
my father and stepmother.

“I don’t know about that one, Keysha,” Wesley said
nervously.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because, what if they don’t like me or think that 'm
all wrong for you?” Wesley voiced his concerns.

“It’s okay. I had a really good and long talk with my
stepmom and she knows everything,” I said with both
pride and confidence.

“Everything?” Wesley questioned.

“Well, she doesn’t know that I spent all Saturday af-
ternoon with you at the mall, but she knows about your
struggles and your mom and how you’re living with
your dad now.”

“And she was cool with that?” Wesley asked, not fully
believing me.

“To my surprise, yes, she was. It’s like my grandmother
Katie told me. She said that Barbara and I have more in
common than I think. Barbara even told me about this mo-
torcycle bad boy she dated when she was eighteen. So
trust me, compared to all of the sneaking around she was
doing with him, you’re tame. Besides, she said that she
didn’t want me to feel as if I had to sneak around. She
wants to meet you.”

“Okay,” Wesley said hesitantly.

“Be here at my house by 1:00 p.m. tomorrow. Oh, and
wear the shirt I picked out for you,” I said.

“Okay, I’ll see you then,” he said, and hung up the phone.



CHAPTER 1/

Wesley

| sat down next to my dad, who was lounging around on
the sofa down in the basement where the home theater and
entertainment systems were. He was watching The
Matrix, which he’d rented for the weekend. He was at the
point where the characters Neo and Trinity entered an
office building, shot up all of the guards and blew up the
elevator shaft all in an effort to save their friend Morpheus.

“Dad, I have a question for you.” My dad pressed
Pause on the remote.

“This is a really good movie,” he said. “Have you seen
it?”

“Aah, yeah, Dad. It’s been out for a while now,” I an-
swered.

“You know that I don’t go to the movies much. The girl
at the video store said that I’d like this and she was right.”

“Well, just so that you know, they’re making part—"

“Don’t tell me.” He cut me off. “Don’t tell me any-
thing right now about it. I just want to finish it. So,
what’s going on?”
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“Remember how I was telling you about the girl I liked,
named Keysha?”

“Yes. The one that is kind of feisty and likes to read.
Didn’t she invite you over to lunch or something?” he asked.

“Yeah, the lunch thing is today. I'm going to head over
there but ’m not sure of what to expect. I mean, I’ve met
the parents of other girls before, but I got a feeling this
time things are going to be a little different.”

“Don’t expect anything. Just be yourself,” my dad
advised me.

“But her father, what if he doesn’t like me?” I asked the
question that I really wanted to know the answer to. My
dad smiled at me.

“Oh, I see, this is really about meeting her father for
the first time.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said.

“Tell you what. Why don’t I drop you off at this
young lady’s home and then that way we can both meet
her parents. It’ll take a lot of the uneasiness out of the
situation.”

“No,” I said quickly. “Then I’ll look like a baby.”

“Well, where does she live, Wesley?”

“A few blocks over. I wrote down her address and phone
number and left it on the kitchen counter like you asked
me to do. ’'m worried about her parents’ approval of me.”

“There is nothing wrong with you, Wesley. You’re a
nice and respectful young man. You’ve just run into a few
wrinkles in the road, that’s all.”

“I know, but what do I say to her father? What if the
guy is a real jerk?”

“QOkay. A few rules for you. When you meet him, be
very respectful. Address him as sir. When you enter his
home, listen to his direction. If he asks you to have a seat
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on a particular chair, make sure that’s where you sit. Then,
when he asks you questions, be honest and truthful.
Meeting fathers is never easy, especially the first time.
Her father was your age once and he’s probably thinking
that if you are anything like he was at the age of sixteen,
the only thing your brain is filled with is having sex with
his daughter.”

“Aah, well—that would be true, I have thought about
it but I haven’t brought that up to her. I’'m not putting her
under any pressure or anything like that.” At that point
my father turned the television completely off.

“Are you still a virgin, Wesley?” my dad asked out of
the blue. I suddenly felt mortified that he’d asked such
a personal question.

“Yeah,” I answered, suddenly wanting to end our
conversation.

“There is nothing wrong with you being a virgin at your
age. In fact, it’s a good thing that you are because having
sex is a major step and it’s a lot of responsibility.”

“We don’t have to discuss this right now. It can wait,”
I said, wanting to end our conversation.

“No, I think it’s a good time to have it. We’ve talked
about everything else but this. I know that you must have
some very strong urges. So let’s talk about it.”

I felt numb. Talking about sex with my old man was
like trying to talk about a wet dream with my mother.
It was just odd.

“You do have urges, don’t you?” my dad asked.

“Yeah, I do—” That was all I could say but I could tell
that my dad wanted to know more.

“It’s okay to have those feelings,” he said, “but you have
to be in control. You can’t allow yourself to go around
trying to hump every girl you meet. It’s unhealthy, it’s irre-
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sponsible and you could get a reputation that you may not
be very nice.”

“Are you kidding me? Guys my age love having a re-
putation for getting down with a lot of girls. There are
guys around my school who brag constantly about their
conquests. One guy told the entire locker room about
how he did some girl in his car and how bad she was.
Another guy has tricked several girls into giving it up by
telling a variety of lies from ‘if you love me, you’ll do it’
to ‘I’ll go blind if you don’t” and girls actually fall for it.”

“Wesley, just because a young man claims to have had
an intimate relationship with a young lady doesn’t mean
it’s true. A guy that brags about his conquest to an
entire locker room is a real jerk. Because now that
young lady is going to be approached by those other
guys looking for their own opportunity because she has
a reputation of being active. And just because a guy has
an intimate time with a number of girls it doesn’t make
him more of a man or a great lover. In fact, I'd be willing
to bet that the young men who are bragging so much
know very little about love, romance, compassion,
respect and truly carrying for a person. Intimacy is much
more than jumping up and down inside some young
lady’s belly for a few moments of pleasure. It is so much
more than that. It sounds as if the guys who are
bragging have removed their emotions from the rela-
tionship, which is why they don’t care about what
they’re saying. When you’re involved emotionally,
you’ve made a commitment on a different level. I’d be
willing to bet that the young ladies who are active
believe that they are in an emotional relationship with
the guys they’ve given it up to.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right because I do hear those
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same guys talking about how crazy some of the girls get
when they dump them for another girl. The girls cry, they
argue in public and some even fight the guy’s new girl-
friend. The boys I know get a kick out of it when girls fight
over them. Oh, and one girl even had her male cousins
beat up a boy for having sex with her and then dumping
her the next day.”

“Wesley, you don’t want to be in a position where you
slept with a stranger and then wake up with an enemy.
Love is not about having intercourse. Loving a person is
much deeper and there is a emotional bond that is
formed when you love someone—I know that it’s not
easy when your body is sending out signals of desire.
Sometimes the hunger for intimacy can cloud a man’s
judgment.” My dad paused for a moment. “Do you have
condoms?” he asked.

“No,” I answered.

“Then T’ll get you some to keep with you. I’'m not
saying go out and do anything, I’m just being a father.”
He paused again before speaking. “You’re my son and
you’re a likable kid with a good heart. Keysha’s father will
see that,” my dad said, and that made me feel a little
more at ease.

“Okay,” I said, glad to know that our conversation
about sex was ending.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you over
there?” he asked again.

“No, I’'m cool. I’ll walk,” I said.

“I would let you take the car but you know that we have
to wait for the final paperwork releasing you from the care
of the rehab center to reach the judge for approval.”

“I'know. I still can’t believe that Judge Hill actually sus-
pended my license.”
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“Well, I think it was a good thing that she did that. It
keeps you from making an irreversible mistake. What
time will you be back?”

“I'should be back around 4:00 p.m. or 5:00 p.m. Before
the weather turns too cold. Oh, on my way home I'm
going to stop at the library and pick up a book Keysha sug-
gested I read.”

“You really like her, don’t you?” my dad asked.

“Yeah, I do.”

“I'like her too and I haven’t even met her. When are you
going to bring her over?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”

“Well, here is a word of advice from your old man. She’s
probably waiting for an invitation from you. So make sure
you invite her over before she says something to you.”

“Gotcha. What are you going to do this afternoon?” 1
asked.

“I’m going to install that ceiling fan sitting in the cor-
ner.” He pointed to a box on the floor. “I’m going to re-
move the old light fixture above the sofa.” My dad
pointed toward the ceiling.

“Do you need any help installing it?” T asked.

“No, I can handle it. You go and have a nice time,” he
insisted. “As soon as this movie goes off I’'m going to get
that project taken care of.”

“Cool. ’ll catch you later,” I said as he clicked the tele-
vision back on and continued watching his movie.

When I arrived at Keysha’s house, I was so nervous that
I felt like puking. I rang her doorbell and waited for
someone to answer it. I cleared my throat a few times in
anticipation of greeting her dad. I heard the tumbler on
the door turn and then finally it opened up.

“Keysha.” I breathed a sigh of relief.
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“Ooh, you said that as if you were expecting a dragon
to answer the door.”

“I’m just a little nervous, that’s all,” I whispered. “Here,
I purchased a flower arrangement for you.”

“Oh, they’re so pretty,” Keysha cooed as if the flowers
were the best gift she’d ever gotten. “Come on in. My dad
is sitting in the family room. My stepmom is on her way
back from the grocery store with my brother.”

“Oh, okay,” I said nervously as I entered the house and
kicked off my shoes so that I wouldn’t track in any dirt
from outside. I walked up several steps and entered the
family room.

Keysha introduced us. “Dad, this is my friend Wesley.
And, Wesley, this is my dad, Jordan.”

“Hello, sir,” I said as [ approached him. Jordan was sit-
ting on a chair, glaring at me as if I’d stolen something
from him. I mean, honestly, Jordan looked as if a smile
hadn’t crossed his face in at least one hundred years. I im-
mediately got a bad vibe from him.

“So, you’re Wesley.” He didn’t sound pleased at all.

“Yes, sir.” Jordan shook my hand but squeezed it so
hard I swear it felt as if he’d shifted several bones in my
hand around. When he released me from his clutch, I
had to shake my hand and fingers out to make sure they
still worked.

“They used to call me the bone crusher,” he said with
a condescending grin on his face.

“What are you talking about?” Keysha asked. It ap-
peared to be the first time she’d ever heard him say
such a thing. Her father ignored her request for addi-
tional information.

“Have a seat.” He pointed to a chair and I sat down.
Keysha came over and sat next to me. She placed my
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hand in hers. I know she did it as a way to ease my nerves.
Heck, I wasn’t as uneasy when I had to go into juvie as [
was now. Jordan didn’t like the fact that Keysha was so
close to me. I could see the distrust in his eyes.

“So, what do you want to do with your life, Winston?”
Her father didn’t remember my name.

“Um, my name is Wesley, sir,” I politely corrected him.
I glanced at Keysha and I could see her murdering him
with her eyes.

“Oh, my bad.” Her father tried to sound hip but it
seemed so out of character for him.

“I haven’t thought about what I want to do yet as far
as a career goes,” I answered him truthfully.

“Why haven’t you thought about it?” he asked as if I
was a complete idiot for not having a plan mapped out.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged my shoulders. I felt my
heart beating about four times faster than normal. I felt
as if I was blowing my first encounter with him.

“He’s going to go to college, Jordan.” Keysha jumped
in the conversation. “He’s going to do great things with
his life. I just know he is.” Keysha smiled at me.

“What kind of job do you have now?”

“He’s not working right now but I’'m sure he’ll find a job
over the summer. Isn’t that right, Wesley?” Keysha asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Can’t he speak for himself?” Jordan cut Keysha off.
could hear Keysha’s breathing getting heavier. I knew that
she was upset with her father for grilling me so hard.

“So, what do you plan on doing with my child?” he
asked, but I didn’t know what he meant.

“Excuse me, sir?” I asked.

“You know, why don’t we cut straight to the chase,
Wesley?”
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“Qkay,” I said, not certain of what he meant.

“I don’t like you. And I probably never will.”

“Jordan!” Keysha yelled at him. “That’s not fair and
you know it. Why are you acting like this?”

“It’s okay, Keysha,” I said.

“No, it isn’t. You haven’t done anything to him so he
has no right to treat you like this.”

Jordan leaned back in his seat and just glared at me. His
eyes were filled with fire and I didn’t know why.

“I think I should leave,” I said.

“But you just got here. Barbara planned on cooking for
us.”

“No, Keysha,” I said, rising to my feet. “It’s time for
me to go. Your dad just said that he didn’t like me.”

“You can stay,” Jordan said, but I could tell that his
words were empty and didn’t mean anything.

“I can’t believe you’re behaving like this, Jordan,”
Keysha scolded her father.

“Look, I'll just catch up with you later, Keysha. Maybe
this is just a bad time or something,” I said, and made my
way toward the door. I quickly put on my shoes and
exited the house. Just as I stepped out into the sunlight I
saw a blue Volvo pull into the driveway.

A woman got out of the car. “You must be Wesley. ’'m
Keysha’s stepmom, Barbara.”

“Hi,” I said.

“Where are you guys going? It will not take me long to
whip up something to eat.”

“I’'m walking Wesley home,” Keysha said. “Jordan is
being a real big jerk!” she said it very loudly. The smile
fell from Barbara’s face.

“What did he do? Was he being mean-spirited?”
Barbara seemed to know her husband very well.
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“Mean and evil,” Keysha said. “Ooh, I can’t believe he
acted out like that.”

“He was like a big bully, wasn’t he?” Barbara asked.

“Yeah,” Keysha said. At that moment I glanced in the
passenger seat of the car and saw Mike with a sinister
smile on his face and wondered what that was all about.

“I’m going to walk him home. Is that okay with you,
Barbara?” Keysha asked.

“Wesley, you’re really welcome to stay. Jordan isn’t
going to bother you. I promise.”

“Thanks for offering but I really should get back. My
dad needs help installing a new ceiling fan anyway.”

“Wesley’s phone number is sitting on my desk in my
room in case you need it. [ won’t be gone long,” Keysha
informed Barbara.

Barbara sighed. “All right, then. Let me go in there and
straighten Jordan out. Oh, and for the record, I apologize
for Jordan’s behavior.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, and began walking
past the car.

“Are you sure you don’t need a drink, Wesley?” Mike
asked. At that moment Keysha realized that Mike must
have had something to do with the way Jordan was acting.

“What did you say to Jordan?” Keysha snapped at him.

“I told him what he needed to know,” Mike answered.

“You just wait, Mike. ’'m going to make you regret this.”

“Whatever, Keysha.” Mike wasn’t worried about the
verbal threat from his sister.

Keysha and I continued down her driveway and noticed
a fire engine and an ambulance racing by.

“Those sirens are so loud,” Keysha complained. “I
hate it when they rush past, especially during the
evening hours.”
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“Yeah, the sounds of those sirens are earsplitting. I’'ve
always wondered if the drivers go deaf after a while,” I said.

“I’m sure they do— I’'m really sorry about the way my
dad behaved. He really isn’t like that. Lord only knows
what Mike told him to make him act so bad.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, trying not to make her
feel bad.

“I mean, he switched from Jordan to Evil Jordan in a
matter of moments.”

“He’s probably just being protective,” I said, blowing
the entire unpleasant encounter off. “You know Hallow-
een is coming up. Do you have any plans?”

“No,” Keysha answered.

“We should do something together. Maybe we could go
see a movie.”

“I’d like that,” Keysha said. As we were making our
way past the library I had Keysha stop inside with me and
pick up the book she suggested that I read. We then made
plans to go back to my house and listen to some music
and just chill out.

“My dad will not grill you,” I said jokingly.

“I know he won’t. He’s going to meet me and instantly
adore me,” Keysha said with absolute certainty. I chuckled
because I knew that she was right. My dad would treat
her like a member of the family and I knew it.

My house was only one block from the library. As we
turned the corner onto my street, Keysha noticed that my
street was buzzing with activity. [ hadn’t noticed anything
immediately because I was reading the back cover of the
book I’d just checked out.

“Say, isn’t that your house that the fire truck and am-
bulance are parked in front of?”
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I looked in the direction of my house.
“Oh, damn!” I dropped the book and took off running
down the street toward my home to see what was going on.



CHAPTER 18

Keysha

| sprinted down the block behind Wesley and when I
caught up with him, he was panic-stricken. His home had
caught on fire. There were cords of fire hoses and streams
of water all over the ground. Firefighters were hosing
down a rear portion of Wesley’s home.

“What happened? Where’s my dad?” Wesley rushed up
to one of the firefighters, whose face was covered in black-
ness. [ was right behind him, ready to offer my support.

“Who are you?” I heard the firefighter ask.

“I live here,” Wesley quickly explained. “My dad...
Where’s my dad?” Wesley pleaded with the firefighter
for answers.

“We pulled someone out earlier. They’re being worked
on in the ambulance.” Wesley and I both made a quick
dash over to the ambulance.

Wesley pounded on the back door of the vehicle like a
deranged man.

“Open up!” he shouted. “Open up the door now!”
One of the paramedics opened the door.



168 Earl Sewell

“Is my dad in there?” Wesley asked as he tried to look
past the paramedic.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m his son. Is that him with the oxygen mask on?”
Wesley was about to leap inside the cab.

“Hold on. He’s being worked on.”

“What happened to him? What’s wrong with him?
Where are you taking him?”

“We’re rushing him to the Metropolitan Hospital
now,” said the paramedic.

“I’m riding in with him.” Wesley ignored the paramedic
and leaped inside the cab. I wanted to go with. I wanted to
be there for him, but I knew that there wasn’t enough room
for me. One paramedic closed the cab door and the other
rushed to the front of the vehicle and took off with the siren
wailing. Standing in the middle of the street, I felt helpless.
Totally upset. My heart pounded so hard I thought bombs
were exploding in my chest. I was about to cry but didn’t
want to break down in the middle of the street. I moved
out of the way of the firefighters, who were still working,
and joined the crowd of neighbors who’d come out to
watch the drama unfold. I looked at Wesley’s home, which
was soaked in water and charred with blackness. I felt so
bad and so useless. There was nothing more I could do so
I began to head back home.

As I made my way back down the block I saw Liz Lloyd
drive past me in her dad’s convertible P.T. Cruiser. She then
made a quick U-Turn and zoomed back toward me. Damn,
I thought to myself. The last person I want to see right now
is Liz Lloyd. She cruised up to me and slowed down.

“Hey, girl,” she said. I stopped walking and turned to
look at her. She was in the car along with several people
from her crew.
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“Liz, just leave me—"

Before I could even finish my sentence, Liz yelled, “This
is for ripping my shirt!” and then Liz, Brittany and
Courtney slung cups filled with soda at me. One cup hit
me on the face and exploded all over me. Another one hit
me on the arm and a third one nailed me in the chest. I
stood in shock as Liz and her crew laughed at me and then
sped off. I felt completely humiliated and was so angry
that I screamed out at the top of my voice. As I rushed
home I could only think about all of the harmful things I
wanted to do to Liz. I wanted to get a few bricks and
smash out her car windows or get a can of paint and pour
it all over her and her car. Once I got home, I rushed
inside. I marched through the family without saying a
word to Jordan or Barbara. I ran up the stairs, went into
the bathroom and locked the door. I sat on the edge of
the bathtub, placed my face in the palms of my hand and
began sobbing. I didn’t know what to do. Just when I
thought things were looking brighter they got worse, all
in a matter of moments. I heard a light knock at the door.

“Are you okay?” It was Jordan. He now wanted to
sound concerned.

“Go away,” I said. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Open the door, Keysha. Let’s talk about this.” He
sounded regretful but I didn’t care.

“Go away, I don’t want to talk,” I said as I contin-
ued to cry.

“I’ll be here if you need anything. I’'m sorry,” he said,
and walked away. About ten minutes later there was
another knock at the door.

“What? Why can’t I just be left alone?” I asked.

“It’s me, Barbara. Can I come in?” she asked. I wanted
to say go away but I didn’t.
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“Keysha?” she called to me again. “Just open the door
and let me see you.”

I exhaled, stood to my feet and walked over to the
door. I unlocked it and Barbara came in. Once she was
in, she closed the door behind her and locked it. I sat back
down on the edge of the bathtub and she lowered the lid
on the toilet and sat.

“What happened?” she asked. Before I could stop myself,
I began crying again. I couldn’t help it.  was so emotional.

“There was a fire.” My voice trembled.

“A fire!” Barbara raised her voice. “What fire?
Where?” She began firing questions.

“Wesley,” 1 said. “When I walked him home, the fire
department was putting out a fire at his house. His dad
was still inside.”

“Oh, my God.” Barbara came over and draped her
arm around me. Once again there was a knock at the door.

“Can I come in for a moment?” It was Jordan again.

“Go away, Jordan,” Barbara yelled at the door. She
turned back to me. “Is his dad okay?”

“I don’t know. It all happened so quickly. When he
saw the fire trucks in front of his house, he took off
running. By the time I caught up to him he was leaping
into the rear of the ambulance so that he could ride to
the hospital with his dad. I didn’t know what to do. I felt
so helpless,” I said.

“Oh, my. That is horrible. Do you know what hospital
they went to?” Barbara asked.

“Metropolitan,” I said.

“Come on. Pull yourself together. We’re going to head
over to the hospital with a care package for Wesley and
offer our support.”

“What?” I looked at her, confused.
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“It’s what a good neighbor does when something like this
happens,” Barbara said as she stood up and opened the door.
“Are you just going to sit there and cry, or are you going
to do something to help?” Barbara surprised me yet again.

“I want to help,” I said.

“Well, clean yourself up, put on some dry clothes and
meet me downstairs in ten minutes. Why are your clothes
wet anyway?”

“That’s another complicated story. We’ll talk about
that later,” I said as I rushed into my room to find some
dry clothes to put on.



CHAPTER |9

Wesley

| paced the floor of the emergency room to keep myself
from completely losing it. My nerves were completely
shot. I needed a drink to calm myself down and get my
mind off things. My body was craving alcohol so that I
could relax and mellow out. Dealing with the reality right
now was too difficult. I had no one. My dad was my
world. If I lost him, I didn’t know what I’d do. I didn’t
plan on calling my mother, but when I arrived, the hospital
staff insisted that I contact her, since I was a minor. I kept
exhaling all of the anxious thoughts that had consumed
my mind. Please don’t die, I kept repeating to myself over
and over again.

“Wesley,” someone called. When I turned around, I
saw Keysha rushing toward me. We embraced each other.

“Oh, I’'m so happy to see you,” I said. “I'm so glad that
you came.”

“I couldn’t let you go through something like this
alone,” she said as I hugged her tighter.

“How did you get here?” I asked.
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“My stepmom, Barbara, brought me here. She’s park-
ing the car right now.”

“This is so messed up, Keysha,” Wesley said.

“Hello, Wesley.” Barbara came up to us. “I'm so sorry
that we’re meeting again under such difficult circumstances.”

“Thanks for coming. It means a lot to me,” I said.

“Keysha and I brought you a care package of necessary
items you may need.” Barbara handed me a bag filled with
fresh towels, toothpaste, canned goods and other items.

“Wow, thank you so much,” I said, really appreciating
their kindness.

“Why don’t we have a seat?” Barbara suggested.

“Wesley, how is your dad?” Keysha asked.

“Idon’t know. When I got in the ambulance, they were
working on him. He was unconscious. I do know that he’s
alive but I don’t know much else.”

“As long as he’s still with us that’s a good sign,” said
Barbara.

I exhaled away my anxiety once again. I ran my fingers
through my hair and then stood up. Man, I need a drink,
I thought to myself. I began pacing the floor once again.

“You know, if he doesn’t pull through this, and I have to
go back to living with my mother, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“Where is your mother, Wesley? Does she know
you’re here?”

“Yeah, the hospital staff insisted that I contact her.
She’s on her way over here now.”

“Do they know how the fire started?” Keysha asked.

“I heard something about faulty wiring in a ceiling fan
and inadvertent electrocution, but I’'m not certain what it
all means.” I paused. “I’d just left him in the family room
before I came over to your house. He was watching The
Matrix. He said that he was going to put up a new ceiling
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fan when the movie went off. I should’ve stayed to help him.
This would not have happened had I stayed with him.”

“Oh, there you are. I’ve been looking all over this damn
place for you, boy!” My mother walked over to where we
were sitting. I studied her for a moment. She had on way
too much eyeliner. It appeared as if she’d been drawing
on her face with a crayon. She was sporting yet another
big-hair wig. And the way she was dressed wasn’t much
better. She had on a hot pink jacket, an old faded Air
Supply concert T-shirt that should have been thrown out
years ago, a hot pink mini skirt with matching pink leg
warmers and white tennis shoes.

“So you finally drove your daddy so crazy that he tried
to kill himself. I told him you were too much to handle.
I told him you’d put him in his grave with that nasty
attitude of yours.” My mother smelled like a distillery and
she was filled with negative energy.

“Well, is he dead yet, because I still have insurance on
him?” she asked.

I couldn’t take her and all of her madness. I blew up at
her. “Why did you even come here? I told you that you
didn’t have to! You should have just stayed where you
were, drinking yourself into a coma. I don’t need you! My
dad doesn’t need you!”

“Who in the hell are you shouting at?” she roared at
me. “I mean, if he’s sick and all, he can’t take care of you
so that means you’ll be living right back in the house with
me. That’s a good thing because I really need that child-
support money.”

“Mom, just—just—leave! Okay?” I expressed my anger
with my hands.

“Honey, I’'m here for you. Whether you like it or not,
I’m your mother. And that’s what moms are supposed to
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do.” She paused. She got close to me and whispered, or
at least she thought she was whispering, “You need a
drink? ’Cause if you do, I got a little something down in
my purse.” She winked at me.

“Hi, ’'m Mrs. Kendall,” Keysha’s stepmom intro-
duced herself.

“Who the hell are you?” My mother gave her a nasty look.

“I'm Wesley’s neighbor. He and my daughter are good
friends.” Barbara pointed out Keysha, who waved at my
mom.

“She’s kind of a homely looking girl, isn’t she, Wesley?”
my mother said, without regard for discretion.

“She’s been drinking. You’ll have to excuse her,” 1
apologized to Barbara.

“You don’t need to make any excuses for me, boy. I
speak my mind and I don’t care who hears it.”

I placed my hands in my face and moved away from her.
I found a seat on the opposite side of the room and sat down.

“Hey.” Keysha came over to me and rubbed my shoul-
ders.

“It’s going to be okay,” she assured me.

“She’s given me a massive migraine headache,” I said.
“I feel as if 'm in a bad dream.”

“Wesley.” Barbara came over to where Keysha and I
were sitting. “The doctor is looking for you. He’s talking
to your mom now.” I took my hands out of my face and
exhaled. “I’'m sorry about my mom,” I apologized to
Barbara once again.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Go see about your dad.”



CHAPTER 20

Keysha

‘ His mother is crazy!” Barbara said as we walked to the
car. I wanted to stay and be there for Wesley but Barbara
insisted that I come back home with her.

I pleaded my case to her. “You know she’s crazy. That’s
why he needs me. He can’t deal with her all by himself,
Barbara. She’ll drive him mad. Trust me on this one. If there
is one thing I have experience with, it’s crazy mothers.”

“Keysha.” Barbara stopped walking and looked at me.
“Let’s get in the car first before I say what I have to say.”
We continued to the car. Once we were inside, she fired
up the motor. “Sweetie, I know you want to be there for
Wesley, but right now is not the proper time.” Barbara
began backing out of the parking space.

“I can’t believe you’re worried about what is proper and
what isn’t! How could you be like that? He’s hurting, you
saw that with your own two eyes. How could your heart
not feel that?”

“Keysha, I know he’s hurting but you can’t go sticking
your nose in their business. His relationship with his
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mother is something we can’t get involved with. I don’t
want you getting mixed up in that drama.”

“I’'m already mixed up in it!” I snapped out. “I care
about him.”

“I know that you care.” Barbara was silent. I could al-
most hear her thinking. “He knows that you care.”

“Then let me go back,” I said.

“Keysha, I’'m going to have to say no. You may not
agree with my decision, but I am truly looking out for
your best interests and your heart. Stay away from Wesley
for a little while. At least until things settle down. Wesley
and his family have a lot of old emotional wounds that
need to heal.” Barbara paused again. “Wesley and his
mother really need to see a therapist.”

She continued to babble about how a desperate
woman like his mother could do or say anything just for
attention and she didn’t want to draw any more atten-
tion to our family especially with a case pending against
me. I folded my arms across my chest and mentally shut
down. I didn’t want to hear anything more that Barbara
had to say.

When we arrived home, I ran into my room, slammed
the door shut, crashed on my bed and cried into my pillow.

On Monday morning I rushed out of the house so that
I could get to the school library. I was hoping that I’d run
into Wesley. I walked all around the library searching for
him but didn’t see him. I sat down at one of the tables and
tried to manage my feelings of frustration and anger, but it
wasn’t easy.

“Hello, Keysha,” I looked up and saw Miss Haskey
standing in front of me.

“Hey,” I responded dryly.

“Sugar, can I ask you a question?”
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“Miss Haskey, I don’t have any late or damaged
books. [—”

“No, baby. Did you burn down your boyfriend’s
house?” she asked.

“What?” I couldn’t believe she’d asked such a question.
“No! Where are you getting your information from?” I
glared at her as if she’d lost her mind.

“Well, I was in the bathroom and overheard some girls
talking about how you were trying to cook something for
him and ended up setting his house on fire. I caught a clip
of the news this morning and heard something about a
house burning up, so I thought—"

“Miss Haskey.” I stopped her midsentence. “That’s a
rumor.”

“Well, you certainly have a lot of rumors about you
floating around.”

“Who were the girls you heard talking about this?” I
demanded to know.

“No, forget it. As long as it’s a rumor, I’'m going to
let it go.”

“Wait a minute. Tell me who was saying this so that I
can set the person straight!”

“No.” She flat-out denied my request. “You’re not go-
ing to start a fight off of something I said,” she explained.
“Just relax and do your studying like you nor-mally do,”
she said, and walked away.

There was no way I could study after hearing that, so
I got up and left. As I made my way to my locker, I could
hear people whispering about me, but I couldn’t make out
exactly what they were saying. I felt paranoid because it
appeared as if everyone was staring at me. I stopped at
my locker and began working the combination. The next
thing I knew, a hand slammed against the locker next to
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me. The noise startled me. I looked up and saw Ed Daley,
a former friend of Wesley’s.

“So you burned down my boy’s house. What kind of
crazy chick are you? Why would you set his house on fire?”

“I didn’t set his house on fire!”

“That’s not what I heard. Everyone around the school
is talking about it. They say that you set his house on
fire with charcoal lighter fluid because he was about to
break up with you.”

“That is a damn lie!” I snapped at Ed. “Get away from
me.”

“Where’s Wesley?”

“In his skin,” I barked at Ed.

“It’s because of you, isn’t it? You’re the reason he
changed. You’re the one who has been filling his head
with ideas about being a good student and staying sober.
Well, let me tell you something, sister savior! Wesley is an
alcoholic and will always be one. You’ll see. I know Wesley
better than anyone. Now that you’ve burned him out of
his house, he’s going to need a drink to help him get
through it. And trust me, when he starts drinking again and
gets back to his old self, he’s going to kick you to the
curb.”

“Get out of my face, Ed!” I'said as I clenched my teeth.

“Hey.” He put his hands up and began backing away
from me. “It is what is,” he said, then began singing an
old song from the 1980s just to annoy me. “The roof—
the roof—the roof is on fire—” Ed said as moved farther
away from me.

The entire day at school was messed up. Everyone
thought I’d burned down Wesley’s house, and it was driv-
ing me crazy because I couldn’t figure out who’d started
the rumor until I saw Liz Lloyd during lunch.
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“Liz!” T hissed to myself. “She’s behind all of this, I
should’ve known.” The moment I saw her, I became con-
sumed with rage. Besides, I owed her another beat-down
for splashing soda all over me. I dropped my book bag
on the floor in the middle of the cafeteria and rushed over
to Liz and her crew. I didn’t plan on saying a word to her
because I was through talking. It was my intention to
walk up to her and just let my fists go. Curling my fingers,
I made the tightest fist that I could. I was about to crush
every bone in her face. I was a few steps away from Liz
when Mr. Sanders, my guidance counselor, stopped me.

“Keysha, there you are. I've been looking for you again.”

“What do you want now?” I was as angry as a fire-
breathing dragon. Liz heard the sound of my voice and
looked up from her plate of food. She placed a look of de-
fiance on her face and then stuck her tongue out at me. That
did it. T tried to push Mr. Sanders out of my way but he stood
planted like a tree.

“Hey, slow down.” He grabbed my arm just above my
elbow. “What’s the hurry?”

“Mr. Sanders, you have no idea of what I'm going
through at this school.”

“Well, that’s what 'm here for. Do you want to talk
about it?” he asked.

“No, I can handle it on my own,” I snarled.

“Well, answer this question for me.”

“What?” I focused on him briefly.

“Do you know a person by the name of Justine Wiley?”

“Justine.” I paused. “That’s my mother. She’s in jail,
though.”

“Well, I think she may be out because she called here
asking all types of questions. She says that she’s being
denied her right to see you. Is this true?” he asked. At that
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moment the bell rang and the students began to exit the
cafeteria. Mr. Sanders kept talking but I tuned him com-
pletely out. I focused on Liz. She stood up, winked at me
and then gave me the middle finger with both of her hands.
Liz walked out of the door and blended in with the crowd.

“Can I go now?” I cut off Mr. Sanders midsentence. I
needed to run back to pick up my book bag and then catch
up with Liz so that I could beat her down.

“Sure, but if you want to talk about this, you know
where to find me.”

“Whatever,” 1 said, and rushed over to my book bag,
which was being kicked around. I finally picked it up and
rushed out into the hallway, which was thinning out. I
didn’t see Liz so I started running toward my next class,
but the late bell rang.

“Dang it,” I hissed. I had to turn and walk in the other
direction toward the office so that I could pick up a
tardy slip.

When I got out of school I dodged my brother so he
wouldn’t force me to go sit at the football field. Instead I
exited the school through another door and headed over
to Wesley’s house. When I got there, no one was home and
several of the windows that had been busted out during
the fire were now boarded up. The black charcoal scars
on the house were a painful reminder of what had
happened. I tried to call Wesley but his house phone was
disconnected and I couldn’t get through to him on his cell
phone. I felt as if I was losing my mind. It was driving me
crazy not knowing what was going on with Wesley.



CHAPTER 2|

Wesley

s been two days since the fire. My dad was injured pretty
badly in the blaze but he’d recover although it was going to
take time. He suffered from smoke inhalation and some
burns. Smoke from the fire contained poison gases that
were hot enough to irritate his throat and airways, which
have caused him to have breathing problems. He also sus-
tained burns to his hands and arms, but luckily his wounds
would heal with time, treatment and some surgery. The fire
department said that it appeared the fire was caused from
faulty wiring in a ceiling fan. I was happy to learn that my
dad was going to recover from his injuries, although the
road to full strength wasn’t going to be a short one. When
he finally became fully alert and aware, we talked about
what had happened.

“The movie I was watching had gone off,” he said. I was
sitting next to his hospital bed. He had breathing tubes in
his nose and his arms and hands were completely wrapped
in white bandages so infection wouldn’t settle in. “When
the movie went off, I decided to wire up the ceiling fan. I
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didn’t trip the circuit breaker like I should’ve and I acci-
dentally electrocuted myself. The power of the shock not
only burned me but it knocked me out and sparked a fire.”

“Thankfully the house security system triggered phone
calls to the police and fire departments when the smoke
alarms tripped. The fire department got there fast enough
to pull you out,” I said.

“God, this hurts like hell,” he said. I felt bad because
there was nothing I could do to make him feel better.

“The house,” he asked, “how badly is it damaged?”

“Some windows had to be smashed out. There are
black stains around the building and the family room is
pretty charred. Most of the damage is smoke-and-water-
related. The house smells like a chimney.” My dad began
coughing uncontrollably. Once he stopped, he looked me
in the eye.

“I need you to take care of business for me,” he said.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“You need to contact the insurance company and my
job,” he said. “Let them know what has happened. The
insurance company will send out an adjuster and provide
money for clothes and other necessities.” My dad began
coughing wildly once again.

“Don’t talk anymore,” I said. “I’ll take care of every-
thing. I’ve already boarded up the windows. I got the
plywood from our neighbors. It’s going to be okay.”

“Well, look at what you’ve done to yourself.” My mom
walked into the room, hovered over my dad and began
filling up the room with attitude and spitefulness.

“I hope you don’t think that I’'m going to take care of
you now, because I’'m not. And don’t even think you’re
going to come live with me while you’re recovering.” She
laughed at him and then opened her purse and pulled out
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a cigarette and a lighter. She spun the wheel of her lighter
a few times until the flame jumped up. She then lit her cig-
arette. The smoke filled the room and my dad began
coughing once again.

“What’s the matter? Is my smoke bothering you?”
She expelled a long trail of smoke from her lips and
blew it in his face.

“Would you please put that out?” I asked her through
gritted teeth.

“What for? This smoke isn’t hurting him.” She fanned
the smoke away with her hand.

“You’re not supposed to smoke in a hospital!” I raised
my voice at her. “Hello! Does that make any sense to you?”

“Watch your tone of voice with me, boy. 'm your
mother whether you like me or not!” She took another
drag from her cigarette and blew a long cord of smoke in
my face. “I’'m the only thing you’ve got left.”

“No, you mean, he’s the only thing you’ve got left.
You’re as evil as ever,” my dad said to her.

“What about your insurance?” she asked my dad. She
didn’t care about what he’d just said to her. “You do
know how to milk the insurance company for all of the
money you can get, don’t you?”

“Leave,” my father said as he began coughing again.
“Get out!”

“Make me.” She shifted her weight from one foot to
the other and blew more smoke in his direction.

“This is ridiculous,” I said, and pressed the button for the
nurse. A few moments later the nurse walked into the room.

“Hey, what are you doing?” the nurse snapped at my
mom. She was a full-figured woman who looked as if she
didn’t play around when it came to the health of patients
under her care.
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“Nurse, can you make her put out her cigarette?” |
pleaded.

“Are you crazy?” the nurse snapped at my mother.
“You don’t come into a hospital room and smoke
around sick people!”

“I can do what I want to, honey.” My mom continued
to smoke, ignoring her.

“You’ve got three seconds to put that cigarette out.”
The nurse folded her arms across her chest and took an
authoritative stance.

“And if I don’t?” My mother blew smoke toward the
nurse.

“Oh, it’s like that?” The nurse walked over to the night-
stand situated next to my father’s bed and picked up the
telephone. “I’ve got something for you. You’ve picked the
wrong nurse to mess with.” She dialed a number and re-
quested security to come up to my father’s room.

“I know my smoking really isn’t bothering him,” my
mother said to the nurse as she took one final drag before
extinguishing the cigarette. The security guards suddenly
appeared in the doorway.

“She needs to be escorted out of this room,” the nurse
said to the two men.

“I’ve put the damned thing out! Why do I still have to
leave?” my mom snapped.

“Guys, please escort her off the property,” the nurse said.

“Sure,” said one of the guards. My mother hissed and
cursed as she left the room with the guards and the nurse
close behind.

“I know this is a really bad time to bring this up but I
can’t live with her,” I said. My dad began coughing again
and I could see pain carved in his face. I felt bad for men-
tioning my problem to him.
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“I’ll do what I have to do to get along with her, okay?”
He nodded his head. At that moment I saw him press a
button so that some pain medicine could be released and
pumped into his bloodstream. It wasn’t long before the
drugs made him drowsy.

I did everything my dad needed me to do. I contacted
his job, as well as the insurance company. Cards and
flowers from his friends and coworkers began arriving and
a few of his coworkers came by to see him. On Wednes-
day, three days after the fire, an insurance adjuster came
out to the house and did an estimate on the damages and
began the process of getting a contractor to come and
repair the house. The adjuster also placed a sizable
amount of recovery money into my dad’s bank account.
My dad gave me his account information and password
so that I could make sure that the bills got paid. As soon
as my mother learned that I had access to his account, she
began working on me to get a cut of the money. I wasn’t
about to start giving her money, though, no matter what
tactic she used.

I didn’t go to school for one full week. However, Friday
I finally caught up with Keysha after school. She was
walking down the sidewalk, headed toward the football
stadium. There was a game going on between our school
and our crosstown rival.

“Yo, Keysha,” I shouted out as I waited for traffic to
clear so that I could cross the street. “Wait up.”

“Wesley, where have you been?” she shouted at me as
I rushed across several lanes to get to her. Once I reached
her, I tried to embrace her but she placed her hand on my
chest and stopped me.
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“What?” I asked. “I’'m happy to see you. Aren’t you
happy to see me?”

“Wesley, I have been walking around in circles worried
sick about you. You didn’t call me to let me know what’s
been going on with you.”

“Girl, don’t even do this to me.” I tossed up my hands.
“I’ve been through too much these past few days to deal
with an attitude.”

“What? Like I haven’t been going through stuff?”

I got the impression that she wasn’t as happy to see me
as [ was to see her.

“You know what. I don’t have time to be out here fight-
ing. I'll holla at you later.” I turned to cross to the other side.

“Wesley, wait a minute.” Keysha came up to me from
behind and hugged me. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t know
what was going on. I wanted to be there for you but I
didn’t know how.”

“You’re here for me now, right?” I asked.

“Of course I am. How is your dad doing?” she asked.

“He’s going to make it,” I answered. “It’s going to take
some time but I’'m glad I didn’t lose him.”

“Well, 'm happy to hear that he’s expected to make a
full recovery,” she said as she pressed her cheek into my
back. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.” I unlatched her fingers and turned
to face her. I caressed the side of her cheek for a moment.

“That feels nice,” she admitted. “You had me so wor-
ried.”

“I didn’t mean to make you worry. It just hasn’t been
easy dealing with my mom and all of my dad’s business.”

“Yeah, what was up with your mom at the hospital?”

“I'told you, Keysha, my mother is real a whack job. ’'m
amazed that ’'m as sane as [ am.” I looked away toward
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the football field because I heard the sound of a whistle
and the roar of the crowd.

“Did you want to go to the game?” I asked.

“Not really. I’d rather be with you,” she answered.

“Come on, walk with me,” I said as I took her hand
into my own. We walked back to my burned-out house.
I wanted Keysha to see some of the damage so I opened
the door and we went inside.

“Oh, it smells all charred out in here.” She gagged a little.

“We can go back out if you want to,” I quickly said.

“No, I'm okay. I just have to get used to the smell.”

“Follow me into the basement and I’ll show you where
it started.” I led Keysha through the living room and into
the kitchen. I grabbed a flashlight off of the countertop
and then opened the door that led down to the basement.
I hit the switch for the flashlight so that we could see.

“Oh, the smell is really strong down here,” she com-
plained.

“I know. This is where it began.” I flashed the light to-
ward the ceiling so that she could see the melted ceiling fan.

“What’s that humming noise I hear?” she asked. I illu-
minated a dark corner of the room.

“That’s the sump pump that the contractors are using
to pump out all of the water from the fire hoses. Come on,
let’s go upstairs. It doesn’t smell so smoky up there.” 1
walked Keysha upstairs to my bedroom and opened up my
room window so that fresh air could circulate. Keysha sat
down on the edge of my bed and I sat down next to her.

“So, what’s been going on with you?” I asked.

“Well, besides being worried about you I almost got
into a fight with Liz Lloyd. You won’t believe this, but she
went around and spread a rumor that I burned down
your house.”
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“You’re kidding me?” I was completely blown away by
what she was saying.

“I wish [ were. Everyone at school thinks I’'m some sort
of psycho. Even Miss Haskey heard about it and asked
me if I did it.”

“Man, someone has to give that girl a dose of her own
medicine,” I said.

“Oh, and then your friend Ed Daley came up to me,
talking crazy. He—"

I cut Keysha off midsentence by kissing her. “I’ve
been wanting to do that for a couple of days now,” I
admitted to her.

“Whew,” she said. “Okay, let’s just slow it down a
little bit.”

“Im cool. 'm not trying to go there like that. At least
not yet anyway.”

“Well, good. That makes me feel better,” she said. “I
picked up your homework so you wouldn’t fall behind. I
even did a few assignments for you.”

“Really, you did that for me?” I asked, feeling rather
special.

“Yeah, I didn’t want you to fall behind. I know how
easy it is to do when you have other stuff going on.”

“See, that’s why I like you. You truly and honestly look
out for me.”

“Of course I do. You’re my boo.”

“And you’re my boo,” I said.

“I also wanted to invite you over to a Halloween party
my family is throwing next weekend.”

“Are you kidding me?” I asked. “After my first meeting
with your crazy father, I’'m not coming anywhere near him.”

“You let me worry about Jordan. All you have to do is
come over and hang out with me. I assure you it will be
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much better than hanging out with your mom or sitting
around this smoked-out house.”

“You have a point there,” I said.

“Then come on over. We’ll have fun. There will be lots
of food. It will help get your mind off of things.”

“Do I have to wear a costume?”

“No, you can just come.”

“Are you going to wear a costume?”

“I don’t know, I may put on a little makeup and turn
myself into a cat but that’s about it. I’'m not putting any
serious effort into it. It’s just a party he hosts every year
for close friends and stuff.”

“QOkay. I’ll be there,” I said.

“Good, now, let’s get out of here. I can’t take the burned-
out smell anymore. We can hang out at the pizza parlor.
I’ll buy you a slice along with a tall cup of pink lemonade.”

“That sounds like a plan to me,” I said with a smile,
and then kissed her once more before getting up to leave.



CHAPTER 22

Keysha

| was standing at the stove waiting for the right time to
flip over the pancakes I was cooking for everyone. On
the countertop next to me was a glass bowl with several
eggs that I’d cracked opened and whipped up along
with a can of biscuits and a box of sausage. I suppose
I was starting to feel as if I belonged to a real family
even though Jordan and Mike didn’t like my boyfriend
and Mike seemed to enjoy getting on my nerves.
However, I came to the conclusion that it was just their
way of showing that they cared about me and I couldn’t
blame them for that. Everyone was still in bed, but I
knew that it wouldn’t be long before the scent of food
wafting through the house would make all of them
spring up. A short while later, just as I was taking the
warm sausage patties out of the oven, Jordan walked
into the kitchen.

“Man, that smells good, Keysha,” he said as he walked
over to the stove to see what I’d prepared. “What’s the
occasion?” he asked.
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“Nothing,” I said. “I just wanted to cook for everyone.
Do you have an issue with that?”

“No. None at all,” he answered. Jordan went into the
bathroom that was situated near the kitchen to freshen up.
When he came out, he sat down at the kitchen table.

“Are you ready to eat now or do you want to wait?” [
asked.

“No, as good as that smells, I can’t wait,” Jordan said.
At that moment, Barbara walked into the kitchen.

“I know you were not about to eat without the family,”
Barbara scolded Jordan.

“Um, yeah, I was,” he answered.

“Well, now you can wait for me and Mike,” she said
as if he had no choice in the matter. Ten minutes later all
of us were seated at the kitchen table eating the breakfast
that I’d prepared. They all enjoyed what I'd cooked and
that made me feel really good.

“So, how is your friend doing?” asked Barbara.

“Who?” I played dumb because I wanted her to say his
name.

“Wesley.”

“He’s okay,” I answered vaguely, because I wanted her
to probe more. I wanted to get to the point where I could
ask if I could invite him to the Halloween party Jordan
was hosting.

“What about his dad? How is he doing” she asked.

“What happened to his dad?” Jordan finally got curious.

“Well, after you kicked him out last week—”

“Hey, for the record I didn’t kick him out. He left on
his own,” Jordan said in an attempt to not sound like
the bad guy.

“Sure you didn’t,” I said condescendingly. Jordan
allowed my sneering remark to slide for the moment.
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“Anyway, as I’'m sure you all have heard, with the ex-
ception of you, Jordan, as I was walking him back home
last week we were both horrified when we saw that his
house had caught on fire.”

“Wait a minute, Wesley’s house caught on fire?” Mike
asked.

“Duh, where have you been?” I mocked him. “If I
sneeze too loudly in the hallway, one of your spies tells
you. ’m surprised you didn’t hear about this.”

“Whatever, Keysha.” Mike didn’t argue with me.

“Get to the point, Keysha. How is his dad doing?”
Barbara had grown impatient.

“He’s going to make a full recovery but it’s going to take
some time.”

“Well, 'm sorry to hear that the young man is going
through hard times. If there is anything this family can do
to help, let me know,” Jordan said.

“Well, there is one thing that may ease some of the stress
he’s dealing with,” I said. “I would like to invite him to the
Halloween party. I think it would be good for him. It would
just help him get his mind off of his situation for a little
while.” Ilooked at Jordan and tried to read his facial expres-
sion. [ knew that I’d just put him between a rock and a hard
place. I could tell that he really wanted to say no but then
he’d really look like a bad guy. Jordan released a large sigh.

“How is dude going to come kick it at a Halloween
party and he doesn’t have a place to live?” Mike asked.

“He’s staying with his mother until the contractors
repair his house.”

“Whew, I feel sorry for him. His mother is truly one of
a kind,” Barbara said.

“Keysha.” Jordan looked at me. “It’s not that— How
do I put this?” Jordan paused.
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“He can come over, Keysha.” Barbara once again
stepped in. She then looked at Jordan. “There will be
plenty of adult supervision, so I don’t see what the harm
is in allowing her friend to come visit her.”

“But—”"

“Jordan, you need to be thankful that she’s even asking
and sharing the important things in her life. Some kids
don’t talk because they’re afraid to and that can lead to
a whole lot of sneaking around. And I know you don’t
want anyone in this house sneaking around. We’ve already
gone through that, remember?”

“But—" Jordan said again.

“But nothing. When he comes over, I want you to be
nice to him,” Barbara said, and then ended that conver-
sation by starting another one. I looked at her and smiled.
I was so happy that she’d helped me to persuade Jordan.

“He’s a really nice guy, Jordan,” I said to him.

“Yeah, when he’s—”

“Mike, if you make another snide remark about Wesley,
I’ll make you regret it.” I glared at him as if I were com-
mitting homicide with my eyes.

“Whatever, Keysha,” he said, and then remained silent.
He knew I was serious and didn’t want to risk my
swinging a broomstick at him again.

“Fine, he can come but I’ll be keeping a close eye on
him,” Jordan said. “Now that we have that out of the way,
let’s talk about what needs to get done around here in
order to prepare for the party.”

“Whew, would you look at the time,” said Mike. “Boy,
I’m stuffed. I think ’'m going to go lie down for a minute.”
He tried to excuse himself.

“Park it, player!” Jordan ordered him to remain seated.
“You’re not going to weasel your way out of doing some
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work. Okay, Barbara and I have come up with a theme
for this year’s party.”

“Wait, we’re doing a theme? I thought we were just
having a regular party. I told Wesley that he didn’t need
a costume.”

“And he doesn’t,” said Jordan. “I don’t need him
hiding behind some mask. I need to know exactly where
he is at all times.”

“Jeez, you act as if you’re going to be on him like white
on rice,” I said. “What’s the big deal? Would you act the
same way if Mike brought a girl as a guest?”

“Yes, [ would,” Jordan said boldly.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Barbara corrected him. “Keysha,
he’s just being a typical man. My father was the exact
same way. It didn’t matter how nice a guy was. When I
brought a date around my father, he instantly caught an
attitude. Do you remember how my father treated you
when you first met him, Jordan?” Barbara asked.

“We’re not talking about me.” He got a little sensitive.

“Keysha, my father met Jordan at the door and refused
to allow him to come inside. He spoke to him through the
screen door and the first thing he said to Jordan was ‘Did
you know that my daughter has decided to go into a
convent? You might as well give up now and go home.””
Barbara began laughing.

“That wasn’t funny.” Jordan began pouting.

“Keysha, you should have seen the look on Jordan’s
face. He looked as if he’d been shot with a sack of spit
and left hanging to dry.”

“Eww,” I cringed at the thought of that.

“Qkay, enough. I get your point. Be as nice as I possibly
can to the boy,” Jordan said.

Barbara winked at me and I smiled back at her.
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“Mike, I’'m putting you in charge of the decorations. That
means you’ll be carving the pumpkin, stuffing the scare-
crows and putting up the spiderwebs on the outside. Our
theme this year is famous singers. I brought home some
posters and other fun stuff from the radio station to help
liven up the house. Now we all have to choose who we’re
going to be. Barbara, who will you be?” asked Jordan.

“Tina Turner,” Barbara said, laughing.

“Keysha, who do you want to be?” Jordan asked.

“Um...” I had to think a minute.

“I’ll be Alicia Keys,” I said.

“You wish you could pull that off,” Mike uttered.

“Shut up!” I snapped at him.

“Mike, who will you be?” Jordan asked.

“Ludacris,” he said proudly.

“You can’t fake the swagger,” I snipped.

“Can so,” Mike protested.

“You wish.”

“Qkay, that’s enough, you two.”

“What singer did you decide to be?” Barbara asked Jor-
dan.

“Prince,” said Jordan.

“Oh, I know you’re not going there,” said Mike. “Pur-
ple is not your color.”

“Now, that’s going to be funny,” I said.

“What? You guys don’t think I’'m hip enough to do
Prince?”

“Nothing about you says Prince,” I added.

“Ya’ll are just hating on me,” Jordan said, trying to
sound cool.

“Okay, enough already.” Barbara interrupted our bick-
ering.

“Keysha and I will handle all of the cooking and Jordan
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will take care of making sure the house is spotless and
sending out the invitations.”

“Cool, can I go now?” Mike asked.

“Yes,” Jordan and Barbara said simultaneously.

The following Saturday the house was festooned with
Halloween decorations. It was filled with guests and
friends of Barbara and Jordan’s, and there were also a few
guys from the school football team who came over. As
soon as they arrived they all rushed up to Mike’s room
to play video games. I was standing at the window waiting
for Wesley to arrive. My patience was running out be-
cause he was late and hadn’t called. I was starting to
think that he’d blown me off. I turned my attention away
from the window and looked at all of the adults standing
around looking ridiculous. There was a very large and
round man dressed up like Michael Jackson. His one
glove and short black pants with white socks were enough
to make me scream. The lady he was with was dressed
like Janet Jackson but she looked more like Missy Elliot
to me. As I scanned the room I noticed a woman dressed
like Lil’ Kim trying to dance in shoes that appeared to be
killing her feet and another man was dressed like Flava
Flav complete with a big white clock chained around his
neck. At that moment, my father decided to get real crazy
and play the song “Thriller” by Michael Jackson. That
caused everyone in the room to shout and try to do the
dance moves from the video. Watching them awkwardly
bump into each other and step down on each other’s toes
was comical.

I focused my attention out the window once again and
finally saw Wesley walking up my driveway.

“Finally,” T said to myself. I maneuvered my way
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through the crowd and over to the front door. Before
Wesley could ring the bell I opened the door.

“Hey, you,” I greeted him.

“What’s up? You look nice,” he complimented me. “I
didn’t get a costume. I had a really bad day today. I hope
that’s okay.”

“Yeah, of course it is. Don’t even worry about it. The
adults are too busy drinking to notice anyway.”

“Are you going to invite me in? It’s kind of chilly out
here.”

“Come on in, silly. You’re the one standing there like
a rooted tree.”

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to be here? I mean, I
don’t want any trouble with your dad.”

“Yes, I'm sure. Speaking of fathers, how is your dad
doing?”

“He’s doing a little better. His burns are pretty bad,
though,” Wesley said.

“Well, I’'ll keep praying for him,” I said. “Come on,
follow me and I’ll fix you a plate of food.” I took him by
the hand and led him to the kitchen.

“Hello, Wesley,” said Barbara the moment she saw him.

“Hi, Mrs. Kendall,” Wesley greeted her politely. “You
look very nice. I mean, Tina Turner has nothing on
you,” he said.

“Do you really think so?” Barbara soaked up the com-
pliment as she tried to strike a quick pose.

“Yeah, I’'m serious, you look like all of that.” Wesley
smiled at her.

“Hello, Wesley.” Jordan entered the kitchen.

“Hello, Mr. Kendall.”

“I’m sorry to hear about what happened the other day,”
Jordan said.
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I was glad that he was trying to be nice to Wesley.

“Come on, Jordan. Leave them in here to eat and
talk,” Barbara said as she took Jordan by the arm and
led him back into the family room where the other
adults were. I began preparing Wesley’s plate. I made
sure he had a sampling of everything before I sat his food
before him.

“What took you so long to get here?” I asked as I
opened up the door to the refrigerator to get him some-
thing to drink.

“I’ve had a really, really bad day,” Wesley said.

“Tell me about it,” I said as I placed a can of soda
before him and then sat down.

“I'm very depressed, Keysha.” Wesley sounded as if
he’d just lost his soul.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, touching his hand.

Wesley swiveled his head from right to left several times.
“My mother. We had a major fight before I came over here.”

“What did you guys fight about this time?” I was con-
cerned because I saw a look in Wesley’s eyes that I’d never
seen before.

“She wants me to give her access to my dad’s money
and I refuse to.”

“Why is she tripping like that? Your dad is sick and re-
covering. Why does she want you to give her access to
his account?”

“She claims that she needs money to pay a lawyer to
help her fight a DUI case.”

“She needs to get her own money for that,” I said quickly.

“I know. But she doesn’t see it that way. All she knows
is that my dad got a large sum of money from his home
owner’s insurance policy and she wants her cut.”

“Did you give her any money?” I asked.
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“No. And because of that, she’s put me out of the house.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe my ears.

“You heard me, Keysha. I said that she put me out on
the street. But knowing her she’ll freak out, call the cops
and report me as a runaway. If the cops catch me, back
to juvie [ go.”

“Well, let’s not wish for that,” I said. “How can she
do that? You’re her son!” I’d gotten very upset and
raised my voice.

“She just did. She took my duffel bag filled with clothes
and tossed them out the door.”

“Ooh, I could just strangle that woman!” I felt so bad
for Wesley. I wanted to ask him what he was going to do,
but he placed his face in his hands to hide his pain. I got
up and stood behind him to rub his shoulders.

“It’s going to be okay,” I whispered in his ear.

“Hey. What’s going on in here? Why are you touching
him like that?” Jordan rushed into the kitchen as if he’d
caught us doing something foul.

“I’m just rubbing his shoulders, Jordan.” I snapped at
him for thinking that something was going on.

“Where’s the bathroom?” Wesley asked.

“Right here.” I pointed to the one just off of the kitchen,
but the door was closed, which meant someone was
inside. “Go into the basement, there is no one down
there,” 1 said. Wesley got up and walked down the
basement steps.

“No touching,” Jordan said as he rejoined his guests.
I rolled my eyes at him. I wanted to tell him to get over
it, but I didn’t because I was too worried about Wesley. I
sat back down at the kitchen table and began to think of
how I could explain Wesley’s situation to Barbara and get
permission for him to stay with us for the night.
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“Your friend still hasn’t come back from the bathroom
yet?” Jordan said as he placed a few glasses in the sink.
“He’s been down there for about twenty minutes.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” I said.

“Um, yes, it has,” Jordan said, and walked toward the
basement. I followed him. We walked to the bathroom but
Wesley wasn’t there.

“Where’d he go?” Jordan asked, puzzled.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Wesley?” I called out. Jordan
and I began to search for him. Jordan opened up his office
door and flipped on the light switch. “What are you doing
in here?” Jordan yelled at him. I quickly marched up
behind Jordan and when I saw Wesley I was completely
shocked and hurt. He’d sneaked into the refrigerator that
was in the basement and removed a wine cooler and was
standing in the dark drinking it in Jordan’s office.

“Get out of my house!” Jordan snapped at him.

“Wesley?” I couldn’t believe what I’d seen. He looked at
me.

“I—I—" Wesley couldn’t get his words to form.

“Get out of my house before I throw you out!” Jordan
howled at him again.

Wesley put down the wine cooler and rushed past
Jordan and me. He ran up the steps and out the door.

“He made a mistake, Jordan! You didn’t have to yell at
him!” I lashed out at him. I tried to hold back my tears but
they started flowing in spite of my wishes. “He’s going
through a lot of pain right now and he just made a mistake.”

“Keysha. Mike told me about his problem. He’s no
good for you. And I don’t want you to ever see him again.
End of story!”

I couldn’t take the pain in my heart or the rage in
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Jordan’s eyes. I ran out of the basement and up to my
room. I slammed the door shut, locked it and collapsed
to the floor and cried.



CHAPTER 23

Wesley

| rushed away from Keysha’s house as quickly as I could.
[ was so angry, irritated and annoyed with myself. I didn’t
understand why my thirst for alcohol was strong, but it
was. In Jordan’s office, I had stood and sucked down a
wine cooler like water going down a drain. There was a
longing deep inside me that I couldn’t control. I thought
I had my cravings completely managed but apparently I
had a relapse. Feeling as if  were fighting against a monster
that knew me better than I knew myself scared me.

A sense of relief washed over me when I finally made
it to my charred home. I used my door key to gain
access. The house still had a smoky odor to it that was
pungent, but at that moment I didn’t care. I was just
happy to be indoors. Thrilled to have a place to stay
even though it was barely inhabitable. I locked the door
and made my way up to my bedroom. Opened my win-
dow so that fresh cold air could come in. I went to my
closet and grabbed all of the blankets I could find and
spread them across my bed. When I finally got situated



204 Earl Sewell

on my mattress, I pulled the blankets above my head and
cried, but only for a moment. I hated the fact that I was
so emotional. I cried just enough to release my initial
pain and then made myself stop. I swallowed down all
of the pain I was feeling until I was able to contain it.
Once I got my emotions in order, a sense of loneliness
came over me. Then came my sense of confusion and
hopelessness. In order to rid my mind of those demons,
I said a little prayer and then drifted off to sleep.

I awoke to the sound of construction workers unload-
ing equipment from their trucks. Tossing back the blankets,
I exposed myself to a room that was so cold I could see the
smoke of my breath escaping my lips. When I got up to
close the window, I noticed crystal-white frost covering the
lawn. After I closed the window, I went into the bathroom
to get myself ready to head to the hospital to see my dad.

When I arrived at the hospital to see him later that day
he was looking much better. He was sitting upright in his
bed and being spoon-fed by one of the nurses.

“You look like you’re feeling better today,” I said as I
entered the room and sat down on a nearby chair.

“Yeah, I’'m feeling a little bit better every day,” said my
dad as the nurse encouraged him to finish up the Jell-O
he was eating. Once the nurse was done feeding him, she
left the room to go check on her other patients.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” my father asked.

“Nothing,” T answered with a phony smile.

“Wesley—” he gave me a serious look “—what’s going
on?” he asked again. [ was trying to figure out how to tell
about my relapse but I couldn’t bare to tell him.

“I know you better than you know yourself, Wesley.
Now tell me what happened.”
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I was finding it very difficult to share my demons with
him because I feared that I’d disappoint him and that’s the
last thing I wanted to do.

“Did something happen at the house?” he asked.

“No,” I answered.

“Did something happen at school?” he asked. I could
tell that he was going to go through the process of elimi-
nation in order to get to the truth.

“Did something—"

“I had a relapse,” I finally blurted out. My dad was
silent for long moment. He just looked at me with a blank
stare. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking but I knew
whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

“How did it happen?” he finally asked.

“I don’t know.” I paused in thought. “Mom kicked me
out of the house because I refused to give her money out
of your account. When she kicked me out, I guess that
hurt me and depressed me to the point of a relapse.” I was
silent for a long moment. I expected my dad to say some-
thing but he didn’t. He just listened to me. “I have trouble
dealing with stress,” I admitted. “When I’m feeling over-
whelmed the urge to drink consumes me and this time I
lost control over the urge. I would like to start going back
to the therapy sessions so that I can become stronger.”

“You’re a good son, Wesley,” my dad assured me.
“You’re responsible, you’re caring and you’re honest. The
fact that your mom has tried to manipulate you is not only
upsetting but it’s sad. I’'m sorry that you have to go
through that.”

“I thought you’d be mad at me,” I said.

“I’m not mad at you, Wesley. I am concerned about
your well-being, though. I think that continuing on with
therapy is an excellent idea.” At that moment the nurse
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came back into the room with a small container of pills
and a cup of water.

“QOkay, it’s time to take your medicine,” she said. My
dad grumbled. I knew that he didn’t like taking the medi-
cation. After the nurse left my dad focused his attention
back on me.

“The medicine makes me very drowsy,” he said. “The
doctor will come through later on to unwrap my hands
and forearms. It will be the first time I’'ve seen my hands
since the accident. I hope they still look normal.” He
looked at his bandaged hands for a moment.

“It doesn’t matter what they look like,” I said to him.
“What matters most to me is that you’re okay.”

“I’m going to have to go through physical therapy to
get the strength back in them.”

“And T’ll be there to help,” I reminded him.

“I know you will.” My dad paused in thought. “So,
where are you sleeping?” he asked.

“At the house. It’s not so bad. A little smoky but I can
deal with it,” I said.

“Pick up the phone and dial your mother and then
hold the phone up to my ear,” he said. “I’ll straighten this
thing out about her putting you out of the house. I swear,
some of the things she does are absolutely crazy.”

“If it’s all the same to you, Dad, I’d really rather just stay
at the house. For real, it’s not that bad. Besides, that way
I can keep an eye on the progress of the reconstruction.”

“I’m not sure about that, Wesley.”

“Dad, trust me. I’m not going to do anything crazy. I can
handle being there unsupervised. Please, just let me stay.”

He locked his gaze upon me for a while before speaking.
“QOkay. But let’s get some rules put in place.”

“Let me guess. No houseguests.”
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“Yes,” he said. “And be responsible, Wesley.”

“Dad, I’m not going to let you down,” I said.

“Okay.” We talked for a little while longer before he
drifted off to sleep.

I left the room and headed downstairs to the gift shop
where I purchased a copy of the local community newspa-
per. Then I came back to my father’s room, sat down and
began reading. Flipping through the pages, I came across
an article about two sisters who were sent to youth court
for videotaping a fight they’d gotten into with another girl
and then posting the video on a computer. I began reading
the article.

Two Sisters Accused for Assaulting a Student

Three teenagers from Harvey, IL, were arrested
and sent to the judge after a video showing them as-
saulting a fourth teen was posted on the Internet. The
three attackers are sisters who assaulted a fourth girl
who was walking home from school. According to
authorities, the three sisters followed their victim for
several blocks before attacking her in a small city
park. Police reports indicate that the reason for the
attack centers on the victim spreading false rumors
around their high school campus about one of the sis-
ters being HIV-positive.

The video clip showing the attack had been down-
loaded to a particular computer at their high school
and then subsequently posted on the Internet. When
school officials became aware of the video they con-
tacted the police, who, with the help of other stu-
dents, quickly identified the attackers. The mother of
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the three attackers explained that she doesn’t under-
stand why her children resorted to violence to resolve
their conflict. In the juvenile hearing, the assistant
state’s attorney asked Judge Nancy Hill to send a
clear message that violence in our communities will
not be tolerated.

“Assault is a serious offense for adults, let alone
teenagers, and the fact that they videotaped it is even
more disturbing,” said Judge Hill, who sentenced the
girls to sixty days at a local juvenile detention center.

I stopped reading the newspaper because Keysha and
her situation were consuming my thoughts. The article
had sparked a brilliant idea. I quickly began forming a
plan in my mind. The more I thought about it, the more
I realized that, if properly executed, it would work. I put
the newspaper down and began pacing the floor. I con-
tinued formulating my ingenious plan. When it all finally
came together I clapped my hands. I’d just figured out a
way to turn the tables on Liz Lloyd and get Keysha out
of trouble at the same time. Now all I had to do was hope
that she’d forgive me and give me a chance to make ev-
erything up to her.



CHAPTER 24

Keysha

| felt sick to my stomach on Sunday morning. My stomach
was doing continuous summersaults and refused to stop. I
was stressed out beyond my wildest imagination. I was
upset by what Wesley had done. I didn’t understand why
he’d do such a stupid thing at my house. Yes, I knew that
he was upset about his mother, but still, drinking wasn’t the
answer to his problem. I refused to get out of bed because
I was so ashamed and embarrassed by what had happened.
The only thing I truly wanted to do was disappear into thin
air so that I wouldn’t have to face criticism from Jordan.
Around 8:00 a.m. Mike knocked on my door.

“Keysha, breakfast is ready,” he said.

“I’m not hungry, Mike,” I answered.

“Are you okay in there?” he asked.

“Leave me alone, please. I don’t want to be bothered.”

“QOkay,” he said, and actually left me alone. That was
a shocker. Around 10:00 a.m. Jordan knocked on my
door. By that time I had decided to sit at my desk and work
on some extra-credit work for school.
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“I’'m coming in, Keysha,” he announced. I was about
to tell him to leave me alone because I didn’t feel like
dealing with his brazenness.

“I know that it hurts,” he said to me as he sat on the
edge of my bed. I had my back turned to him and my face
buried in the page before me. “Sometimes people are not
what they appear to be. What you see is not always what
you get.” Jordan’s voice was surprisingly calm and
soothing. He sounded as if he was just as remorseful about
what had happened as I was.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, wanting him to
leave my room so that I could wallow in my misery.

“Keysha, I will admit that I don’t care much for Wesley.
But it’s because I felt threatened by him.”

That comment caught my attention. I turned around in
my seat and looked at him.

“You felt threatened by him?” I was perplexed.

“Yeah, I felt threatened by him.”

“But why?” I asked.

“Because, as silly as it sounds I didn’t want you to like
him more than you liked me. You just arrived here,
Keysha, and we’re really starting to relate to each other
and I didn’t want anything or anyone to come between
that. Wesley, in my mind, was a person who was going to
take you away from me before we had a chance to really
bond and I had an issue coping with that.”

“Wesley wasn’t going to pull me away from you,” I
assured him. “He’s my friend. I like him. We come from
similar backgrounds. He has a mother from hell and so
have 1. He has a father who rescued him from a hopeless
situation. Just like me. We just relate to each other well,
that’s all. It has nothing to do with him pulling me away
from you.”
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Jordan took a deep breath and then exhaled. “It’s nice
to hear you say that, Keysha.”

At that moment, I felt the strangest urge. I felt the urge
to hug him but I felt kind of strange about making the first
move. I captured his gaze and held it for a moment. Then
I thought, What the heck? 1 stood up, walked over to him
and gave him a gigantic hug. I held on to him tightly. He
did the same and we rocked back and forth for a moment
before I finally released him.

“You know I still don’t like him, don’t you?” said Jordan.

“But why?” I asked. “Trust me, what happened yester-
day was a bad mistake that he made.”

“I’m your father. It’s my job to dislike all of your boy-
friends. Just like it’s Barbara’s job to dislike any girl who
is brave enough to admit that she likes Mike,” Jordan said
jokingly. I laughed with him for a moment.

“Keysha,” Jordan paused. “Our court date has been
set. We’ll be appearing before the judge in three weeks.”

“Oh,” I said. My good feelings suddenly plummeted
into the dump.

“It’s okay, relax,” he tried to assure me. “Asia will be
coming by sometime this week to discuss the case and
update the family.”

“I didn’t do anything.” 1 was frustrated again. “Liz
Lloyd, this girl at school, set me up. I know she did,” I said.

“I know. Asia has already forwarded a summons for her
to appear in court.”

“That girl has caused me so much drama.” I exhaled a
frustrating sigh. Jordan was silent for a moment. “I’'m
sorry,” I said.

“No need to apologize. I just wanted to let you know
that we’re getting down to the wire, okay?”

“QOkay,” I answered.
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“Your food is still on the stove if you want to eat,”
Jordan said as he stood.

“I’ll be down in a little while. I just want to finish my
extra-credit worksheet.” Jordan exited my bedroom
without saying anything more.

On Monday morning during my walk to school with
Mike, Wesley ran up on us.

“Yo, Keysha and Mike, wait up,” he said, slowing
down as he approached. I almost started to tell Mike we
should run away from him but I didn’t. However, I did
keep moving.

“Yo, I said wait up,” Wesley hollered out again. Mike
and I didn’t stop. We just kept moving. By the time Wesley
caught up to us he was clearly out of breath.

“Dang, why are ya’ll tripping like that?” he asked.

“Get away from us!” Mike snapped out at Wesley.

“What?” Wesley wasn’t the least bit intimidated by
my brother.

“She doesn’t need you,” Mike barked at him. Mike had
become extremely protective of me and was willing to do
whatever it took to make sure that I was safe.

“Mike, hang on a second.” I called off his attack. “Wes-
ley, what you did is inexcusable. How could you do that
to me? Do you have any idea of what I had to go through
just to get permission for you to come over?”

“Look, I know I messed up. I had a relapse but ’'m
going to go back to therapy for help. I spent all day with
my dad yesterday. I told him about my setback and how
I wanted to go back to therapy for it.”

“Dude, then come back once you’ve got your act
together. Right now, Keysha just doesn’t have time to
babysit you, dog.”
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“I don’t need a babysitter,” Wesley fired back. “I’m not
perfect, okay? I’'m human so cut me some slack.”

“Why should we?” I asked, even though I was happier
than a bird soaring through the sky to see that he was okay.
I just didn’t want him to think that what he did was cool.

“Because I’ve figured out a way to get the charges
against you dropped.” Wesley looked at both of us and
awaited our reaction to his statement.

“Come on, Keysha, this fool has been drinking again.”
Mike pulled my arm and I continued to walk with him.

“Wait a minute!” Wesley placed himself directly in our
path. “Come on, guys. I’'m trying to help. And for the
record I didn’t drink this morning.”

“Wesley, what can you do that our lawyer can’t do?”
asked Mike.

“Get a confession out of Liz,” Wesley stated boldly.

“And how are you going to do that? I can’t even get
her to spill her guts,” I said.

“Liz trusts me. Or at least the old me. She knows that ’'m
not a snitch. I can get her to talk about how she set you up.”

“Even if you could get a confession out of her, if you’re
called as a witness, your character is going to be called into
question because of your record. This isn’t a joke, Wesley,
it’s real,” said Mike.

“Don’t you think that I know that, Sherlock?” Wesley
snarled back. “Just hear me out for a moment.”

“Wesley, I'm really glad that you’re—”

“Keysha, please. Just hear me out. I'm trying to make
things right.” Wesley looked at me with sadness. His
sincere expression went directly to my heart.

“Qkay, we’ll hear you out,” I said.

“Good. Because we’ll need Mike’s help and connec-
tions, as well.”
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“Oh, no, you’re not including me in your scheme.”
Mike tried to remove himself from the plan.

“Look, do you want to help her or not?” Wesley asked.

Mike was silent for a moment before he answered yes.

“Okay. The Tricked Out Nightclub has a surveillance
camera at the door. We need to get a copy of the tape from
the night Keysha and Liz were there. Mike, can you talk
to your DJ buddy at the club to get access to it?”

“Maybe, but how is that going to help?”

“It’s going to prove that Liz was there on the same
night. Mike, I also need you to get some recording equip-
ment from your D]J friend.”

“Dude, you’re asking for a lot.” Mike said.

“No, I’'m not. You’re one of the most popular kids on
campus. You know how to get people to work for you.
Get me a small tape recorder and a microphone. ’'m going
to wire myself up so that when Liz gets to talking, I’ll be
recording her.”

“Yeah,” Mike suddenly chimed in. “If you can get her
to admit that she drugged Keysha at the nightclub, as
well as supply the videotape placing her at the nightclub
on the same night that the bad batch of Ecstasy came out,
it would be easier for the police to at least consider Liz as
a possible suspect.”

“But isn’t this something Asia should be doing? I mean,
why can’t we just go to the police and tell them this?”

“Because they want to nail someone and they’re
looking for a scapegoat. These guys found a smoking gun
on you, Keysha. They’re not going to waste man-hours
searching for additional evidence. To them this is a slam-
dunk case,” said Wesley.

“That’s true,” said Mike.

“So, what do you guys think?” asked Wesley.
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“Do you really think you can pull this off?” T asked.

“Yes!” Wesley said with absolute certainty. “We don’t
have anything to lose, but everything to gain.”

“He’s got a point there,” Mike said. “I can get you the
recording stuff by tomorrow.”

“What about the access to the videotape?” Wesley asked.

“That’s going to take a little longer, but I think I can get
it.”

“Good. I’'m going to go catch up with Ed Daley so that
I can find out what Liz is doing these days. I’'m not going
to hang around with you guys while at school because I
don’t want them to get suspicious.”

“Meet me at the community center tonight around
5:00 p.m.,” said Mike. “I’ll have the recording equip-
ment by then.”

“Cool, I'll holla back,” Wesley said, and was about to
depart from us.

“Hey, wait a minute,” I said to him. “What am I sup-
posed to do?”

“Just let me be your hero.” He kissed me on the cheek
before continuing on.



CHAPTER 25

Wesley

“|t’s about time you came around to your dang senses.” I
was dribbling a basketball while standing beneath one of
the hoops in the gymnasium. I’d just asked Ed Daley to let
me know the time and location of Liz’s next party. “I
thought they’d completely fried your brain. You were really
creeping me out talking about how you’d changed. At one
point you got on my nerves so bad that I was planning on
kicking your—”

“Whatever, man,” I interrupted Ed midsentence. “You
can just call it temporary insanity or something. I really
want and need to party. I'm all stressed out.”

“Pll bet you are. I heard about that girl Keysha setting
your house on fire. What kind of crazy chicks are you
hooked up with?” Ed asked. I wanted to correct him, but I
decided not to, especially if he honestly thought Keysha set
my house on fire. I could use his ignorance to my advantage.

“Yeah, man. That’s why I need to get high. I need to
just forget about that crazy girl and what she’s done. My
dad is talking about pressing charges against her,” I lied.
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“Really?”

“Yeah.”

Ed leaned in closer to me and began to whisper so no
one would hear him. “Well, you should because accord-
ing to Liz, Keysha’s attorney has summoned her to court.
Keysha is trying to say that Liz planted the drugs on her.
Can you believe that?”

“No, that’s hard to believe,” I lied.

“Well, believe it. Liz is highly ticked off about it. She
says that she plans on destroying and humiliating her in
front of everyone.” I was silent for a moment as I pro-
cessed what Ed had just said. I was also thinking of ways
to use it to my advantage.

“How does she plan on humiliating her?” T asked.

“I don’t know. You know Liz is creative. She’ll come
up with something that’s brilliant.”

“Has Liz been asking about me since I was gone?” 1
asked.

“Now, you know that she has. She’s all irritated that
you won’t party with us and she’s been calling you a
Goody Two-shoes and a punk ever since you started
hanging with that Keysha chick.”

“A punk.” I didn’t like being considered a punk.

“That’s what she’s been calling you,” Ed reiterated.

“Well, when I see Liz, I’'m going to let her know that
the old Wesley is back. And if she calls me a punk while
I’m standing in front of her, I’ll make her regret it.” I was
bluffing but Ed understood where I was coming from.
“So, when are we going to celebrate my return, Ed? [ want
to do something wild like get completely smashed and
then go out in my dad’s car and smoke the tires by doing
doughnut circles in the school parking lot. We need to get
back to doing all of the fun stuff we used to do,” I said,
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filling my voice with enthusiasm and using my hands to
express how much I wanted to do something reckless.

“That’s what I'm talking about.” Ed knuckled up his fist
and lightly punched my shoulder. “The old Wesley is back.”

“Yeah!” I said, shouting out. “I just want to party and
release all of my pent-up stress and anxiety. I know Liz
has to have something coming up.”

“Yeah, she does.” Ed smiled. “And I know for a fact
she’d love to see you come and hang out.”

“Well, stop being so secretive, man. Give me the details.
When is the party and where is it at?”

“Calm down. You sound like some eighth grader who
has never been to a party before,” Ed teased me.

“Shut up!” I flinched as if I were about to punch him
out for calling me an eighth grader.

“Okay, here is the real deal. You remember Neophus,
don’t you?” Ed asked.

“Yeah, that’s Liz’s contact, right?” I wanted to make
sure that Neophus was the person Liz got all of her drugs
and alcohol from.

“Yeah. He’s throwing a birthday celebration for himself
at his house in two days. He’s asked Liz to make sure that
there were plenty of clients who wanted to have a good
time, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, we’re going to be partying like a rock star,
dog!” I behaved as if I were superexcited. “Come on, Ed,
get me hooked up, man.” I slapped Ed’s chest with the
back of my hand.

“Nope. You’ve got to hook your own self up on this
party,” Ed informed me. “I know Liz wants to party with
you again because she’s said it. So what I suggest you do
is find her and ask her for all of the details. ’'m pretty sure
she’ll be glad to hook you up, but since this is something
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big for Neophus, you need to go directly to her. She may
want to do a different party with you.”

“QOkay, that makes sense,” I said. “I know I’ll see her
at some point later on today. I'll pull her to the side and
talk to her at that time.”

“Oh, one more thing. Don’t let her know that I told you
about the party. She’s only telling certain people about it.”

“Cool,” I answered just as the bell rang.

I had a permission slip to travel through the hallway
from my English class to the resource center where I was
planning to take a make-up test. As I exited the hallway,
which was lined with blue lockers, I ran into Liz as she
was coming out of the bathroom.

“What’s up, Liz?” I said as I walked up to her.

“What’s going on, Wesley?” She looked at me suspi-
ciously. “I didn’t think I’d ever see the day you’d start
talking to me again.”

“What are you talking about?” I played dumb. “You’re
my girl. How is your mom doing?”

“She hasn’t changed. She’s never around— You
haven’t been acting like your old self lately. I heard you
were spending time at the library trying to get all book-
wormed out.”

“I was suffering from temporary insanity.” I down-
played my frequent visits to the library.

“So, what’s up with that twisted and demented girl
Keysha I’ve seen you around with?” Liz asked.

“Nothing,” I answered.

“Yeah, right.” Liz didn’t believe me.

“Hey, there isn’t anything between us. She’s just some
girl I was tying to kick it with, but she isn’t giving it up like
I thought she would.” A sinister grin formed on Liz’s face.
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“So you couldn’t get it either?” She laughed and I felt
a chill wash over me.

“Nope. She has her stuff on lockdown. Maximum
security—you know what I’'m saying?” She laughed again.

“So, why are you suddenly talking to me again, Wesley?”
Liz captured my gaze and I knew what she was waiting to
hear.

“Come on, you know why.” I continued to play dumb.

“No, I don’t, boo.” Liz wanted a direct answer from me.

“You know being locked up in juvie kind of messed up
my head a little bit. They had me sitting with counselors
trying to get me to talk about my feelings and why I was
locked up. It was so damn lame but I had to play the role
in order to get out. Because if I didn’t the judge would’ve
kept me detained and I just wasn’t feeling that.”

“What was it like for you in there?” she asked.

“Jacked up,” I answered honestly. “The officers were
constantly trying to get inside my head.”

“So they got to you?” Liz asked.

“They tried but I outfoxed them.”

“Oh, okay,” Liz said, seeming to understand.

“Say, now that I’'m back to my old self—" I leaned
toward Liz so that my voice wouldn’t carry “—do you have
something on you right now?” I asked. Liz snickered at me.

“No, fool.” Liz quickly searched our surroundings
looking for any hall monitor that might be approaching.

“Liz. It’s me. Your boy, Wesley. I need something bad.
I’'m back to my old self and I need to get my head back
to where it was. Those people in juvie had my thinking
all twisted up in knots. Now everything is cool and I'm
telling you that I need something to get me through the
rest of the afternoon.”

“I told you. I don’t have anything on me.”
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“No wine cooler, no small bottle of gin? No Ecstasy?”

“Dude, I'm telling you. I don’t have anything like that.”

“QOkay,” I said, not pressing the issue. I gave her a look
of disappointment

“I tell you what. There is an intimate gathering in about
two days. ’'m only allowing certain people that I know
and trust to come to it.”

“How many people will there be?” I asked.

“Trust me, there will be enough people.”

“So, are you going to let me in on this great secret or
what?” I asked. Liz smiled at me.

“You are so cute.” She caressed my face with the palm
of her hand. “When are you going to stop fronting and
start expressing your true feelings for me?”

“Liz, you know that I’ve always liked you,” I lied again
in order to gain her trust. That was the trust connection
between Liz and me. At one point we were both attracted
to each other and shared some special moments.

“Do you remember the time that you and I drove into
the city and took a stroll along the lakefront?”

“Yeah, I remember. It was you, the entire crew and I.
We had a good time.”

“I’m not talking about the crew, Wesley. I’'m talking
about how you and I shared a little time together. I liked
the way you kissed me.” She placed her index finger on
my lips. “Do you remember that kiss, Wesley?”

[ wanted to forget that we ever shared an intimate mo-
ment but I couldn’t.

“Yeah, I remember that,” I said.

“Our kiss was electric. No one has ever kissed me the
way that you did.”

I licked my lips. I got a charge out of hearing that. Liz
was stroking my ego and I couldn’t help but get excited



222 Earl Sewell

about my kissing prowess. My body was suddenly deceiv-
ing me by sending out signals of readiness.

“So you were feeling that kiss?” My ego was now
talking and it was clouding my judgment.

“Yes, do you think I can get another one?”

Ilicked my lips again. “Yeah, we can make that happen.”

“I want you to kiss me now.” She stepped closer to me
and wrapped her arms around my neck. She craned her
neck toward me and I felt myself going with the moment.

“I’ve missed you, Wesley,” she whispered.

In my mind I didn’t want to kiss Liz, but my body was
aching for attention and it didn’t care where it came from.
I justified the desires of my body by telling myself that I
needed to play along with her in order to get her to trust
me enough to tell me about how she’d set up Keysha.

“Kiss me like you mean it,” Liz said as more of a
demand than a request as she pressed her body against me.
Just as our lips were about to meet, we were interrupted
by Mr. Sanders, one of the guidance counselors.

“Don’t you two have some place you should be?” he
asked.

“Yes,” I quickly answered him.

“Damn, he is everywhere. You owe me,” Liz whispered
as we gathered our composure.

“We can discuss it over a pint some time,” I whis-
pered back.

“Check your e-mail later tonight. I’ll send you an
address, a date and time to a party in two days. Make sure
you’re there,” she said, and then continued on her way.



CHAPTER 26

Keysha

I was standing outside the community center with Mike,
waiting for Wesley to show up. Mike had gotten the
necessary recording equipment from his weirdo D]
friend who liked to order spy and surveillance equip-
ment online.

“Why in the world does your friend order equipment
like this?” T asked.

“Who, Derek? He’s always been inquisitive like that.
He gets it honestly. His dad is a detective and Derek wants
to be just like him.”

“Oh,” I said, looking at Mike strongly.

“What?” he asked.

“What do you guys do with the spy and surveillance
equipment?” I asked, not really wanting to know.

“All kinds of stuff,” he said, laughing.

“Okay, just answer me this. You guys aren’t the type
who’ll drill a hole in the girls’ locker room wall in order
to peep inside, are you?” I was concerned because I
knew Mike didn’t have a girlfriend and I feared that tes-
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tosterone might have flooded his brain out and caused
it to short-circuit.

“No, I haven’t thought of that one, but it sounds like
something I need to try. Thanks, sis.”

I rolled my eyes at him. At that moment I spotted
Wesley walking toward us.

“There’s my hero,” I said to Mike

“He isn’t all that.”

I could tell Mike was a little jealous.

“Hey, guys,” Wesley said. “Let’s go inside the lobby so
no one sees us standing together.”

The three of us went inside the lobby. Before I allowed
Wesley to speak I gave him a big hug.

“I’ve missed you,” I said to him.

“I’ve missed you too,” he answered.

“Are you two going to stand here and make out or are
we going to get down to business?” Mike didn’t under-
stand the necessity of our open display of affection. I
ignored Mike and kissed my man.

“Ooh, I love the way you kiss,” I whispered. “You’d
better not be kissing anyone else the way you kiss me,” I
said to him as I studied his eyes. I could tell that he seemed
to be worried about something.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, suspicious of the odd ex-
pression on his face.

“Yeah,” Wesley answered, but I felt as if he was hiding
something from me.

“Hello, can you let him go, Keysha, so I can show him
how to use the wire tap?”

“Dang, boy. Relax,” I admonished Mike, who had be-
come very annoying.

“Let me see how this thing works,” Wesley said as [ un-
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latched myself from him. Mike explained how the small
microphone and mini tape recorder worked.

“What about the surveillance video from the night-
club?” Wesley asked.

“My friend and I are still working on that. He’s going
to dub the tape so it’s going to take a little time.”

“Cool,” Wesley said.

“How do you get people to do stuff for you, Mike?” 1
asked because I was curious as hell.

“What, you haven’t figured that part out yet?”
Wesley chuckled.

“What?” I asked, confused.

“Your father works at a radio station and has access
to all types of promotional materials, concert tickets
and other stuff,” said Wesley. “Your brother trades
goods for services.”

“How do you get stuff from Jordan, Mike?” I asked.

“If I told you that, you might decide to cut in on my
business,” Mike was dead serious about protecting his
interests. Since he was so sensitive about it, I dropped
that conversation.

“Okay, here’s the deal.” Wesley began to talk more
about his plan. “Today, I got Liz to trust me enough to
invite me to a secret party. Only certain people are invited.”

“So, what did you have to do to get invited?” I asked.

“I had to convince her that I was my old self again and
charm her a little,” Wesley said. I wanted to ask him
exactly what he meant but I didn’t.

“Okay, in order for me to really get Liz to open up I
have to arrive at the party smelling like alcohol.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because the old Wesley always arrived at a party

half smashed.”
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“But you can’t go and start drinking again. I won’t let
you!”

“I know that I can’t start drinking again and I don’t
want to. I just need for them to believe that I’d been
drinking. I can act drunk, that’s not a problem. The trick
is going to be getting them to think that ’'m half-baked.
Any suggestions?” Wesley asked.

“I have no idea of how you can pull that one off
without actually drinking,” Mike said.

“Keysha, do you have any ideas?”

“You just need to smell like you’ve been drinking, right?”

“Yeah,” Wesley answered.

“Spray the alcohol on your clothes, like you would
perfume. That should work. Just pour some alcohol in a
spray bottle.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Mike. “I don’t see why it
wouldn’t work.”

“I knew my boo would come up with something bril-
liant,” said Wesley, who made me feel good about my
suggestion.

“Have you figured out how you’re going to bring up a
conversation about me?” I asked.

“I’'m going to charm her,” Wesley answered.

There he goes with the word “charm” again, 1
thought to myself.

“What exactly do you mean by charm?” I asked. The
only thing running through my mind was the conversa-
tion I’d had with Grandmother Katie about boys using
their charm and wit to get a girl to lower her guard so that
they could trick them into agreeing to sex.

“Just making her feel comfortable around me.”

I read Wesley’s facial expressions and knew that the
subject of his charm and Liz made him uncomfortable.
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“You’ve done Liz before, haven’t you?” I asked flat out.

“No, Keysha, I haven’t,” he answered. “We—"

“Do we really need to deal with this soap opera right
now?” Mike asked. “Next thing you know TI’ll hear a
thunderous voice saying ‘tune in next week to find out if
Wesley will tell Keysha about his sex-change operation.’
Give me a break! Come on, Keysha, work with us here,”
Mike said sarcastically. “Girls charm guys all the time to
get what they want. Wesley is just going to turn the tables
on her. Do you get it?”

“No.” I got upset. “I don’t want him flirting with Liz.
That’s disgusting to me.”

“Look, I’m not going to cross any lines, okay?” Wesley
tried to reassure me. “I’'m just going to be the old Wesley
for a moment. Liz loved talking to the old Wesley. By the
time I’'m done, I’ll have everything recorded.”

“What if she doesn’t believe you? What if she wants you
to prove that you’re really back? What if she wants you
to drink in front of her to prove it? What if she wants to
drug you up and have sex with you?” I asked.

“Keysha does have a point, Wesley.” Mike tossed a
little support my way.

Wesley exhaled. I knew that he was trying to think.

“I don’t want to have sex with Liz. I’'m not going to do
that,” he said.

“Keysha made a few valid points. What if she wants
you to drink in front of her? You could get busted if you
screw this up,” Mike said.

“Im thinking,” Wesley said, and was silent for a moment.

“Bring your own alcohol bottle.” I finally provided him
with an answer to the dilemma. “Just pour out the real
stuff and replace it with sweet tea or some other dark
color drink.”
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“Good thinking, boo,” said Wesley, who then kissed me
on the forehead.

“You just make sure that you don’t do anything that’s
going to upset me,” I said.

“I won’t, I promise. I’'m going to hang around Liz and
the rest of the crew over the next two days. I’ll call you
once I have the information we need.”

“You’d better not mess this up, Wesley. I’ve got a lot
riding on this,” I said.

“I won’t. I promise,” he said.

“Oh, one more thing,” said Mike. “As far as the equip-
ment goes, if you break it, you just bought it. Are we clear?”

“We’re clear,” Wesley said as we all walked out of the
community center and headed in separate directions.



CHAPTER 27

Wesley

Ed Daley and I had just parked his car in front of a very
large white house. The curtains were drawn shut and
there was no loud music emanating from the dwelling.

“Are you sure this is it?” I spoke slowly as if every word
I said held importance.

“Of course this is it,” Ed said. “Whew, man, you smell
like a straight-up wine head. How much did you drink?
I’m getting buzzed just smelling you.”

“Pm just making up for lost time, dog,” I said, half
laughing.

“Do you need help walking up to the door?” he asked.

“P’ll be happy to remind you that I have two feet, which
have specialized party radar built right into my toenails.
They can sniff out any party on the planet and keep me
balanced all at the same time.”

Ed cracked up with laughter.

“You’re so stupid,” he said as we continued laughing
and snorting in unison.

We got out of the car and made our way up to the front
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door. Ed rang the doorbell and a very tall and sinister-
looking man opened it. His eyes were blazing red and his
eyebrows were pinched into an expression of anger and
irritation.

“What do you two fools want?” he asked.

“Neophus, it’s me, man. Ed Daley.” Ed attempted to
break the ice.

“And?” Neophus asked.

“Liz invited me and my boy, Wesley. She said that this
was an exclusive party.”

I leaned my shoulder against the side of the house pre-
tending I could barely stand. I stuffed my hands in my
pockets and pretended to cough violently. While my hands
were in my pockets, I clicked the button on the recorder.

“This boy looks like he can barely stand up. And he
smells like he’s been hitting the bottle already.”

“This is Wesley. I know you remember Wesley, man.
He’s the guy who I said could drink tequila and chew
jalapeno peppers at the same time.”

“Yeah, I remember him. The crazy one,” said Neophus.
“Come in here and go sit down. Don’t walk around in this
house. You might see too much and that wouldn’t be
good for your life expectancy.”

“Cool, man. We got you. We just came to party, right,
Wesley?” Ed slapped his hand on my back.

“Yeah, I came to get my head right,” I said, talking slowly.

“Liz is sitting over on the sofa with the rest of the
crew,” Neophus said as he stepped aside and allowed us
to enter. The house was rather dark and had a chemical
odor that was wafting through the air. Ed and I made
our way over to the crew, who were sitting near the
glowing red flame of the fireplace. There were two very
large black leather sofas situated on both sides of a glass
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cocktail table that was filled with pills, alcohol, ma-
rijuana and condoms. I sat down on the end of the sofa,
close to the fireplace. I thought Ed was going to sit next
to me but he didn’t, instead he kneeled down in front of
the glass table and began searching for the perfect pill
to take. Neophus walked over and stood in front of the
fireplace. He looked like pure evil. Everything about his
presence and body language said bell-raiser.

“I want everyone in here to sample something from this
table. If I don’t see everyone try something, I’'m going to
crack open your skull,” said Neophus.

At that point I became very nervous and paranoid. If I
didn’t participate, I’d have hell to pay. My heart began rac-
ing as I started searching the room for the exit. I wanted to
get out of there because I'd bitten off more than I could chew.
There were about twenty kids in the room and the girls out-
numbered the guys. Most everyone was on their hands and
knees taking up the offerings that were before them.

“What’s wrong with you, fool?” Neophus snarled at me.

“I’'m cool,” T answered him, hoping that he’d let me
off the hook.

“No you’re not! Now either you sample something or
I’m going to beat the daylights out of you and your friend.
So make a choice, right now? Try something or get your
ass kicked!”

“Wesley, dude, try one of these pills.” Ed offered me
something but I didn’t know what it was. “Come on
man, this is what we came here for, bro.” I reluctantly
moved toward Ed. Neophus stalked my every move as
if he was hunting for my soul.

“It’s good for you, bro,” Ed said. “You’ll feel as if
you’re floating like a cloud in the sky, baby. The feeling
is spectacular! Trust me.”
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I took the round red pill from Ed’s hand. I put it in my
mouth, picked up a glass filled with water that was sitting
on the table and took a gulp. I opened my mouth to show
Neophus that it was empty. He seemed satisfied. However,
I didn’t really swallow the red pill. ’'d maneuvered it
around so that it was positioned between my cheek and
jaw. Neophus turned his back and I was about to spit the
pill out but Liz came over and pulled me down to the sofa.
I certainly couldn’t get rid of it while she was sitting so
close, especially if I wanted her to trust me enough to open
up about what she’d done to Keysha.

“Hey, babe,” she smiled at me. I trapped her gaze and
studied her features. Her hair was raven black and resting
on her shoulders. She had on black eyeliner, a black tur-
tleneck and a black skirt. Her skin appeared to be a little
more pasty than usual but her goth style of dress suited
her well. Liz ran her fingertips through my hair.

“Hey,” 1 answered her back trying to contain the
large amount of saliva that was rapidly building up in
my mouth. I swallowed hard and I could tell that the pill
had begun to dissolve.

“I’m glad to see you,” she said. “And it smells as if
you’re in a partying mood.” She inhaled the air around
us. “You’ve been drinking scotch,” she said.

“Yeah,” I answered, still playing the role of an alcoholic.

“The scent of alcohol excites me. Did you know
that?” she asked.

“No,” I answered her, feeling extremely uneasy. I swal-
lowed again and could taste some more of the dissolving pill.

“I want to pick up where we left off in the hallway.”
She leaned close to me and spoke purposely in my ear. She
clenched my earlobe with her teeth and lightly tugged on
it. A bolt of electric energy shot through my body and

b
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formed goose bumps on my skin. I started to feel strange
and couldn’t tell if it was the pill or because I was aroused.
Either way, I knew I had to get rid of the pill.

“Did you like that?” Liz asked. I knew that she was
tempting and manipulating me all at the same time.

“Do you want something more to drink?” she asked.

“No,” I said, “I'm good.”

“Come on, Wesley, I know you can handle more.” She
traced the edge of my ear with her tongue. I shivered with
anticipation. “Have a drink with me and I’ll do something
that will blow your mind.”

Another sensual bolt of electricity plucked every nerve
in my body.

“Is he the one, Liz?”

I glanced over my shoulder and Neophus was
standing nearby.

“Yes, this is Wesley,” she answered.

“Bring him back to my office,” Neophus ordered her.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Neophus and I want to chat with you for a moment
about something.”

“What? Did I do something?” I was nervous and afraid.
And I immediately felt that getting back with Liz and the
crew just to save Keysha wasn’t such a grand idea after all.

“Come on.” Liz pulled me to my feet.

“Hey, Ed, I’ll be right back,” I said, hoping that he’d
come with me. Ed couldn’t have cared less. His mind was
already flickering between reality and the unknown. Liz
pulled me along and I trailed behind her. I covered my
mouth with my free hand and blew out the pill. It was
almost completely dissolved. I walked into an office where
Neophus was sitting behind a desk that had piles of money
stacked up on it. There were four other men in the dark



234 Earl Sewell

room who were sitting at a table packaging various types
of pills into Ziplock bags.

“Sit down,” said Neophus. I sat in a chair in front of his
desk. Liz stood behind me and began rubbing my shoul-
ders. “Relax, babe. You’re so tense. You shouldn’t be so
tense smelling as if you’ve been on a four-day drinking
binge. Plus the pill you took should have kicked in at least
a little by now.”

“I feel as if ’'m floating,” I said. My statement was par-
tially true. I felt a sense of euphoria, but I wasn’t com-
pletely out of it yet.

“Tell him about the mess you’ve gotten us into,” said
Neophus as he leaned back in his seat. His gaze upon me
was like an eagle about to kill its prey.

“First of all, I want you to know that Neophus and I
need your help.”

“Help?” I asked nervously. “What kind of help?”

“Well, you see.” Liz tried to position her fingers on the
inside of my shirt, but I stopped her because I didn’t want
her to feel the recording wire I had taped to my skin.

“A bad batch of Ecstasy ended up on the streets from
my operation,” Neophus said. “Some kid ended up with
brain damage because of it. I failed chemistry so my
science isn’t perfect.” He laughed and so did the other men
in the room.

“The police were looking for someone to blame,” said
Liz. “So I told Neophus that I knew someone who the
police could target.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Someone you know,” Liz said. “Someone who should
not have rejected my advances toward her.” She contin-
ued to rub my shoulders.

“Relax,” she said. “It’s okay.”
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“I don’t understand,” I said.

“Keysha, Wesley. I placed a very large quantity of the
bad Ecstasy in Keysha’s locker.”

“And the police and media just happened to receive
several anonymous tips about where the pills could be
located,” said Neophus. “I wasn’t about to allow my op-
eration to sink over a few bad pills.”

“But why did you pick Keysha?” T asked. “Why not
someone else?”

“I'told you. I wanted her and she rejected me.” Liz nib-
bled on my earlobe once again and then spoke directly in
my ear. “And no one rejects me.”

“She’s such a sinister little hellcat, isn’t she?” Neophus
asked. “I’ve taught her well,” he said with pride. “Keysha
just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time,
you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I understand,” I said. “But what does this have
to do with me?”

“Well, Wesley darling.” Liz walked in front of me and
squatted down. She looked directly into my eyes.

“She’s now trying to haul me into court to say that I
set her up. I need a favor from you. Wait, scratch that.
Neophus and I need a favor from you.”

I swallowed hard. I instantly realized that I was just
like Keysha. I was in the right place but at the wrong
time. I also realized that Liz was playing me just as much
as [ was playing her.

“We want you to help us assassinate her character.
When I return to school, I’'m going to have on some
tattered clothing. I’'m going to head to the principal’s
office and make up a story about how Keysha Kendall
attacked me. Brittany and Courtney will confirm my story.
However, the icing on the cake will come from you. I
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want you to come to the office and make a report about
how Keysha plans to shoot me with a gun she’s brought
to school.”

“Wow,” I said as I listened to Liz’s twisted plan.

“Then Dorothy Pam Pinkerton is going to rush into the
office pretending to be upset because Keysha has threat-
ened her with a gun. In addition to that Neophus and I
want you to plant more drugs and a gun in her locker. Ed
Daley has been spying on her and has copied down her
combination. Once this is done the school will be forced
to check her locker. Then they’ll call the police and our
problem should take care of itself. Keysha will have a dif-
ficult time explaining all of the accusations and evidence
against her. So, what do you say, Wesley? To be a part of
this crew you have to be willing to get a little dirty.”

I swallowed hard again and then asked another ques-
tion. “Do I get any money for doing this?” Everyone in
the room laughed.

“Hell to the no!” Neophus yelled at me and I damn
near leaped out of my skin. “But you will get to walk
out of here alive.”

“Give it to him,” Neophus said to one of his goons. I
was handed a large brown bag. “Make sure the contents
of this bag end up in her locker. Don’t touch it unless you
want the police to find your fingerprints. Ed will give you
the combination. The moment the evidence is planted,
contact Liz and we’ll take care of the rest. Do you think
you can handle that?” asked Neophus.

“Yeah, I can handle that,” I said. I peeked inside the bag
and saw a gun with some Ecstasy pills.

Liz kissed my lips but I didn’t like the taste of her. My
stomach started doing flips and I felt as if a vomiting
episode would be arriving soon.
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“The prize that you get for doing this is me and I’'m
worth the risk,” Liz whispered.

“Oh, and just in case you’re thinking of crossing me or
not participating in our plan. I’d hate to see your daddy
have a setback while he’s recovering in the hospital. Have
I made myself clear?” Neophus stared me down.

“Yeah, it’s all good. I know where you’re coming
from,” I answered.

“Good,” he said, and then dismissed both Liz and me.

“Where’s the bathroom?” I asked Liz as we walked out.

“Over there,” she pointed. “Hurry up now, I have
things [ want to do to you.” My stomach did another flip.
I rushed into the bathroom and dropped to my knees
before the toilet and vomited. Once I was done I felt much
better. I rinsed my mouth out then exited the bathroom.

I walked back toward the fireplace to find Ed. He and
some girl were dancing in their underwear in front of the
fireplace. They both appeared to be completely doped up
and hallucinating.

“Dude, when did you get here on Mars?” Ed asked.

“Mars?” I repeated.

“The alien chicks love us, bro.” Ed continued to speak
as if we were on another planet.

“There you are,” Liz approached me from a dark corner
of the room. She took me by the hand and led me to the sofa.
She pushed me down and then straddled me. She placed my
face in her hands and forced me to look into her eyes.

“You’ve always wanted me, haven’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered her. I wasn’t sure if I was lying or
telling the truth.

“What is it that you like about me?” she asked.

My mind went blank when I didn’t have an answer
for her.
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“Bro, you’re getting busy with an alien. Her skin is
green man. You’re getting down with a green alien, that’s
wicked.” Ed’s mind was fully submerged in his fantasy.

“You like me because I’'m hot, don’t you?” Liz put
words in my mouth.

“Yes.” I just agreed with her to keep things from spi-
ralling out of control. Liz kissed my forehead, then my
eyelid, then my cheek.

“Unlatch my bra,” Liz invited me to explore her body.
“The latch is right here, in the front.” I suddenly found
myself at an odd crossroad. Some twisted part of me
wanted to be intimate. A dark selfish part of me had
surfaced was telling me to take my opportunity. I listened
to that dark voice and began pulling Liz’s shirt from inside
of her skirt. Liz exhaled sensually in anticipation of what
was about to go down. My hands were now underneath
her clothing. I began stroking her back as she continued
to plant kisses all over my face. I was being seduced by
her in a way that I never thought possible.

“Hey, Liz. You need to do a drop right now,”
Neophus interrupted her. “Come back to him later. I
doubt he’s going anywhere.” Neophus tossed a package
to her and she caught it.

“The address is inside the package. They’re waiting on it.”

“Damn,” Liz hissed. “I have to go. When Neophus
wants something done, I have to do it.”

“Who is he to you anyway?” I asked.

Liz chuckled. “He’s my mom’s boyfriend.” Liz winked
at me when she saw a boatload of questions come across
my face.

“It’s a long story. I'll tell you about it later. Right now
I just want you to wait here for me, okay?”

“QOkay.” I once again agreed with her but my mind was
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still processing the fact that she was doing all of this
madness with her mom’s boyfriend. What’s that about? 1
thought to myself.

“I promise, you are going to enjoy what [ have in mind.
It will be well worth your wait,” Liz said as she got up
and followed Neophus toward the back door. I gathered
my wits and stood up.

“Ed, let’s go,” I pleaded with him.

“Dude, I’'m on Venus now, doing an alien named, get this,
Venus.” Ed laughed at his own joke. “You should come to
Venus, bro, the ladies are off the chain,” Ed said as he
began swirling his arms around like an octopus swimming.

“Ed, we should get out of here.” I tried to convince him
once more. I wanted to save him from his self-destruc-
tive behavior.

Ed ignored my plea and continued kissing the girl he was
dancing with earlier. I looked around the room and noticed
that everyone was either completely bombed or sprawled out
on the floor or making out. Muffled moans, drugs and bare
skin were everywhere. I decided right then and there that my
opportunity to escape had just presented itself. The tempta-
tion to stay and participate was no longer there. Consum-
ing drugs, hallucinating and getting down with strangers just
wasn’t who [ was or what I was about. There was no need
for me to try and save Ed if he didn’t want to be so I dis-
cretely walked over to the front door, opened it up and
slipped away into the night.



CHAPTER 28

Keysha

”This is Angela Rivers reporting to you live from outside

the county jailhouse where Neophus Trinity, a notorious
drug lord, is being held without bond.”

My family and I were sitting in the family room,
watching the breaking news story. I was also on the tele-
phone with Wesley, who was watching the news with his
father from the hospital.

“A few days ago a court order was issued that gave
local narcotics agents the authority to raid Neophus’s
home, where it was suspected that he produced mass
amounts of the drug Ecstasy. It is reported that Neophus
recruited teens from several area high schools to help
him distribute the popular drug. At this time authori-
ties are saying that not only did they seize mass quan-
tities of Ecstasy but they also confiscated over eighty
thousand dollars in cash, several bags of marijuana and
a number of unregistered handguns and assault rifles.
Neighbors in the quiet suburban community were
stunned when the raid took place and are still reeling in
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shock and disbelief. Authorities have also confirmed
that several other teens have been arrested on various
drug-trafficking charges. One of those teens, named Liz
Lloyd, is also being charged in connection with framing
one of ber classmates, Keysha Kendall. Keysha Kendall
was originally charged with distributing the drugs, but
as a result of new evidence in connection with this case,
all charges against Keysha have been dropped.”
Jordan, Barbara and Mike all began clapping.

“What’s that noise I hear in the background?” Wesley
asked.

“That’s my family clapping for me,” 1 said, beaming
with joy.

“Here is more on Liz,” said Wesley.

“Liz Lloyd has been taken into custody and will remain
in a juvenile holding facility until she has to appear in court
on several charges ranging from drug selling to blackmail.”

“She’s going to hate that place,” Wesley said.

“Good,” I replied. “I hope she rots in there.”

“Keysha, don’t say that. The girl needs help,” said
Barbara.

I glanced at her and said okay out of respect, but as far
as I was concerned I really, really wanted Liz to rot.

“Let me speak to Wesley,” said Jordan, getting up from
his seat. I handed the cordless phone to him.

“Hello, Wesley,” he said. “I just want to say thank you
again for what you’ve done. I misjudged you on so many
levels and I truly apologize for being such a jerk. For you
to risk your life and well-being to clear Keysha of the
charges against her is nothing short of phenomenal.”
Jordan paused and I heard Wesley’s muffled voice. “I
know that I don’t have to thank you again but I can’t help
it. You’re a very bright and smart young man and you’ve
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most certainly earned my respect. What’s that?” Jordan
paused and listened to Wesley. “I know, I won’t forget
that you couldn’t have done any of it without the help
of Mike and Keysha.”

“That’s right,” Mike shouted. “We’re a crack team of
investigators.”

“Okay,” Jordan said, “I’ll let you talk with Keysha
again.” Jordan was about to hand me the telephone. “Oh,
Wesley, you’re still coming by for dinner this evening,
right?... Good, I’ll see you then.”

“What’s up, boo?” I said as Angela Rivers wrapped up
her news story.

“So, have I made up for my mistake?” Wesley asked.

“Now, you know that you don’t even need to ask that
question.” Wesley laughed.

“Okay, just checking.”

“You know you’re my hero,” I said. I heard Jordan
clear his throat at my comment. “And you too, I said,”
which made him feel better. I didn’t really mind that he
was all up in my conversation because everyone in the
house was so relieved.

“I still can’t believe what you did for me. I mean, going
into that house, dealing with that crazy man and all of
those people doing drugs. I would have taken one look at
everything that was going down and turned right around
and walked out the door.”

“I really did do it for you,” Wesley said once again.
“When I got home I became violently ill because of the
Red Pill that I partially swallowed. I thought I’d gotten it
all out of my system when I puked in Neophus’s bathroom
but I hadn’t.”

“I am so glad you came through all of this unharmed.
This was so dangerous.”
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“I’m not afraid of danger, especially when it comes to
you,” Wesley said. I felt butterflies dancing in my tummy
when he said that.

“Thank you, boo. It’s nice to have man who has my
back. So what happened with Ed Daley?” I asked.

“Rehab,” Wesley said. “He really needs it because he’s
was out of control.”

“Well, T hope it helps him,” I said.

“So do I,” Wesley answered.

“How is your dad doing?” I asked.

“He’s okay. His arms and hands are healing up well. He
still has to keep them wrapped to fight off infection but
he’s able to move them more. He’ll be coming home soon.”

“I walked past your house earlier today. It looks as if
the workers are really moving along.”

“Yeah, they’re working a little harder since they know
I have to stay there. They’re real nice guys. They’re going
to show me how to put up drywall over the weekend. I
think it will be cool to learn how to do that.”

“What about your mom?”

“What about her?” Wesley asked.

“Is she behaving any better?”

“You know, my mom is my mom. [ know [ have to respect
her to some degree, but for the most part we just don’t get
along and the less contact I have with her, the better.”

“Okay, I just thought I’d ask.”

“Keysha, let me call you back. My dad’s food just came
and he’s going to need a little help eating.”

“QOkay, call me back when you can.” I hung up the
phone and asked if there was anything additional that I
missed in Angela Rivers’s report.

“No,” said Barbara. “Now it’s just a matter of due
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process,” she said. “I got the local newspaper to print an
apology letter for all of the stress they caused us.”

“Oh, really?” said Jordan.

“Yeah, they pretty much crucified Keysha and this
family and I didn’t like it one bit.”

“Qoh, ’m just glad all of this drama is over with,” I said.

“You can say that again,” Mike chimed in. He stood
up and headed upstairs.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To my room to read.”

“What are you reading?” I asked.

“Some book called Indigo Summer by Monica McKay-
han. My English teacher met the author at some book
signing and read the book. She thought it was so good that
she had the school order it for the class.”

“What’s it about?” I asked.

“So far it’s about a girl named Indigo Summer. She’s in
high school and is trying out for the school dance team.
I haven’t gotten that far into the book. What about you?
What are you reading?”

“Can’t Stop the Shine by Joyce E. Davis. I just picked
it up from the school library but I haven’t started it yet.”

“Well, let me know if it’s any good,” Mike said, and
then continued on to his room.

“I think ’'m going to follow Mike’s lead, guys,” I said
to Jordan and Barbara. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

“Okay,” they both said simultaneously. I got up, went
to my room and relaxed on my bed. It was so cool to not
have any drama going on in my life. My grades had
improved, my family cared about me, I no longer had a
court case hovering over my head, plus I had a new boy-
friend who truly cared about me. What more could a girl
ask for? At that moment I thought about my grandmother
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Katie, whom I hadn’t talked to in a while. I decided that
before I began reading, I’d give her a call and share all of
my good news with her.

The following Saturday morning I woke up before
anyone in the house. I walked downstairs and into the
family room with my book. I opened up the shutters so
that the sunlight could come inside. I placed my book on
the end table adjacent to the sofa and then went into the
kitchen to pour myself a tall glass of orange juice. As I
walked back into the family room I noticed a raggedy and
loud burgundy car creeping up the driveway.

“Who in the world is coming by this early in the morn-
ing?” I uttered to myself. The car paused for a minute.

“Oh, they must be lost,” I whispered to myself but
then realized that the car had actually stalled out and the
driver had to fire it back up. The engine snarled, rattled
and growled as it came back alive.

“Oh, this guy is definitely a gold-card member of the
hoopity ride club.” The car pulled around to the rear of
the house and stopped.

“Jordan.” I called out my father’s name but he didn’t
hear me. I rushed toward the front of the house and
knocked on the master bedroom door.

“Jordan?” I called out again.

“Yeah.” I heard his voice come alive.

“Someone just pulled into our driveway.”

“Who is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. At that moment the doorbell rang.

“Go see who it is,” he said. “I’m right behind you.”

I walked back through the house and toward the door.
The doorbell chimed again before I could reach it. I went
to the door and looked through the peephole and who I saw
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made my heart stop beating for a few seconds. The doorbell
chimed again. I began hyperventilating. The doorbell
chimed yet again. I unlocked the door and opened it.

“Well, it’s about damn time, girl. You shouldn’t leave
your mama standing outside in the cold like this.” It was
my pregnant mother, Justine. I was horrified and speechless.

“I told you we were related.” I looked at who was with
her. It was her friend Simon, the man with the hideous scar
on his face. “Open up the screen door and give your
cousin a big hug.” He spread his arms out for me to step
into his embrace, but I didn’t move.

“Why are you looking like that?” my mother asked.

“Look at you,” I uttered. She was a mess. She was
wearing bright red sweatpants and a purple sweatshirt
that was too small. Her pregnant belly was poking out like
a beach ball.

“I know, girl. 'm fine and sexy even though I’'m preg-
nant.” She spoke so loudly.

“Is my cousin Jordan home?” asked Simon.

“Yes—he’s coming. Why are you here?” I asked.

“Why do you think? It’s time for you to come home
with me.”

Everything around me began to spin around. I felt light-
headed and dizzy.

“I got a new one-bedroom apartment in the hood for
us to live in, so you can start packing your bags.”

I threw a horrified look at my mother. I wanted to tell
both her and Simon to go away, but my words couldn’t
form fast enough.

“Hurry up and go get your things,” Justine ordered me
but I refused to move. “Come on now, stop playing
around. I’'m going to have this baby soon and I need you
back in the house with me to take care of it.” I couldn’t
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believe what I was hearing. I couldn’t believe that my
mother was actually out of jail and demanding that I
return home with her.

“Keysha!” she called. I tried to respond but everything
began to spin around. “Come on, girl. You can’t live the
lifestyle of the rich and famous. I won’t let you.” Her voice
was filled with hostility. “Keysha!” she yelled. I felt my
legs buckle beneath me just before I fainted.
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Reading Guide Questions

. Why do you think Wesley turned to alcohol as a way

of dealing with his parents’ divorce?

. Discuss why Wesley became infatuated with Keysha

the moment he met her.

. Discuss some of the lessons about friendship that both

Keysha and Wesley learned.

. What are the reasons you feel Liz turned against Keysha?

. Who do you think trusted Keysha more, her step-

mother, Barbara, or her father, Jordan?

. Why do you think Wesley was so bitter toward his

mother?

. Discuss why the rumors about Keysha and Wesley

were so easy for the students at their school and the
community at large to believe?

. Have you personally spread or shared a rumor about

another person at your school? If so, what was it, was
it true and why did you spread it around?

. Why do you think Liz was able to persuade so many

students to believe everything she said?

If you had a friend who was in Keysha’s or Wesley’s
situation, discuss how you would help them cope with
their circumstances.



11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Do you think Keysha had justification for attacking
Liz and trying to get the truth through violence?

Why do you think Wesley’s relationship with his
father was so strong?

Everyone has dealt with drama or conflict at some
point. Discuss an uncomfortable situation that you
were confronted with and how you resolved it.

Discuss the lesson Jordan learned about judging an in-
dividual before getting to know him or her.

Why do you think Keysha’s mother, Justine, has re-
surfaced?
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