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A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on.

—Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill
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one



Why do boys lie so much? Why won’t they listen, be attentive and above all, be truthful to their girlfriends? Why do they continually do idiotic things that ruin great relationships and then deny the truth when they get busted? I wish someone could explain the male ego to me, because I’d certainly like to know the answers to my questions. I swear I don’t understand why or how boys can be jackasses and egotistical all at the same time and think there is nothing wrong with that. Is that just the way it is with guys, or does their stupidity disappear as they get older? I briefly thought about Beyoncé’s song “If I Were A Boy” and the truthfulness of the words she sang.

I searched my mind for answers to my questions while sitting on a soft brown leather sofa in the lobby of the Hyatt Regency McCormick Place hotel. With my face buried in the palms of my hands, masking my humiliation, I thought about how I’d gone to great lengths to find the perfect prom dress and matching accessories for what was supposed to be one of the best moments of my life. I’d even slept in an upright position so I wouldn’t wreck my hair. Needless to say, when morning came I had a nasty muscle cramp in my neck. I did all that only to have my jerk of a boyfriend and his needy ex-girlfriend screw it all up. For a moment I felt as if I were about to have an anxiety attack, but I held my emotions in check. Then I smeared away the angry tears streaming down my cheeks, smudging my makeup in the process. I thought about mean-spirited ways to get even with Antonio and Priscilla, his ex. I thought about posting my angry thoughts about him all over the Internet. I’d let everybody know just how much of a jerk he is. As much as I wanted to let go of my rage, I couldn’t, at least not just yet. I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to replay what had happened a few minutes ago.

My best friend, Maya, and I had just set foot back inside the ballroom, where Thornwood High School students were jamming to the rhythm of the music. Across the crowded room, I spotted my boyfriend, Antonio, talking to his ex-girlfriend Priscilla. I rushed over to see why she was chatting with him. If truth be told, I thought she was trying to make him an offer he just couldn’t refuse. Boy, was I way off on that one. By the time I arrived, Priscilla was going off on him, so I stepped between them and confronted her. I asked her what the hell was her problem. Even though it was prom night and I had on an expensive dress, I was all set to kick her butt for old and new if she wanted to throw down. All during the school year she’d been on my back about my relationship with Antonio. At one point I seriously thought we were competing for the attention and affections of the same guy. But it was clear I’d won—Antonio was at prom with me and not her. I believed Priscilla was just a sore loser who couldn’t get over the fact that Antonio had chosen me over her. At that moment I was intent on setting things straight. Then Priscilla dropped a bomb.

“I’m pregnant with your baby, Antonio!” she screamed. Everyone near us stopped what they were doing and focused on the argument that I’d walked in the middle of. Honestly, when Pricilla first made the announcement I thought I didn’t hear her correctly, but then she repeated herself.

“Oh, damn, Antonio! You’re a straight-up player. You’ve got one girl loaded and another chickenhead ready to beat her down,” some boy who was standing nearby said, as if Antonio was supermacho. I was so shocked and appalled by the announcement of the pregnancy that I ran out of the ballroom.

I opened my small purse and searched for some tissues to dry my cheeks and blow my nose. I rose to my feet and headed toward the front door so I could step outside and get some fresh air. As soon as I stepped out of the air-conditioned hotel and into the warm night air, Maya seemed to appear out of nowhere.

“Are you okay?” She moved around in front of me, then embraced me. I placed my forehead on her shoulder and sobbed.

“It’s okay. Please don’t cry, Keysha. He isn’t worth the salt in your tears.”


“Why do I have the worst luck with guys? Why do I keep falling for the jackasses and jerks?” I asked, not really expecting Maya to give me an answer.

“My mom says that’s why it’s called dating. You meet someone and get to know them. If it works out, cool, but if it doesn’t you have the option of moving on,” Maya explained.

“Well, I suck at dating, that’s for doggone sure,” I stated as I pushed away from her. “I’m going to ruin your pretty dress with my tears and slobber.” I inspected her dress, making sure I hadn’t left any wet spots on her.

“I don’t care about the dress. I care about you,” Maya said as she rubbed my back in an effort to comfort me.

“I’m cool,” I said. “But I don’t think I can go back in there. Not after what just happened.”

“You shouldn’t let this ruin your evening, Keysha,” Maya said.

“Are you serious? I know you’re not trying to say I should go back in there and give him another chance.” I searched Maya’s eyes for an answer.

“All I’m saying is you should try to make the best of it. You can hang out with Misalo and me. I’ll even let you dance with him,” Maya said jokingly.

“I do not want to dance with Misalo.” I glanced at traffic moving along Dr. Martin Luther King Drive.

“What did Antonio say after I left?” I asked.

“He said he wasn’t the father of Priscilla’s child. Then she slapped him and he was about to swing on her until some other guys started pulling him away.”


“Where is he now?” I asked.

“I don’t know, probably somewhere inside trying to figure out what to do next. Once Antonio was pulled away, I came out here to look for you.”

“Well, I don’t want to go back in there. I just want to go home and sit in my room,” I said as I pulled out my cell phone and called the limousine driver. When he answered I told him to drive around to the front of the hotel so he could pick me up.

“You’re serious, aren’t you. Are you sure you just want to leave? I mean, can’t you just put this behind you and let it go? After all, you’re not the one who’s expecting a baby.”

“Do you think I’m making too much of a big deal out of this?” I asked. “I want your honest opinion.”

“I can understand you being angry, but have you considered that Priscilla may be lying? Maybe she just did all this to be dramatic.”

“Well, if she did, she should get an Oscar for her performance,” I snapped.

“Speaking of drama, here comes Antonio.” Maya nodded in his direction. I turned and saw Antonio glance at me and then quicken his pace to reach me.

“There you are,” he said as he tried to embrace me, but I moved away.

He seemed exasperated by the fact that I’d pulled away from him. “I know you’re not going to let Pricilla’s crazy outburst screw up the night.” Antonio wasn’t taking my feelings about what had just happened seriously.


“Antonio,” I said, making sure I held his gaze. “I’m going to ask you one question, and I want an honest answer from you.”

“Come on, baby. Let’s just go back inside, have some fun and slow dance,” Antonio pleaded with me. He pouted as he tried to take my hand and lead me back into the ballroom, but I wasn’t about to budge. “No. Not until you answer my question.” I stood firm on my position.

“I’ll give you guys a minute to talk this over.” Maya stepped away to give us a little privacy.

“You don’t have to leave, Maya,” I assured her.

“I’ll just be right over there,” Maya said, pointing to a nearby bench outside one of the hotel doors.

“Keysha, stop tripping. Priscilla has mental issues. Everyone in the school knows that.” Antonio rubbed the palms of his hands up and down my arms. “Are you cold?” he asked.

“No,” I said, as I tried to figure out what to do.

“Come on. You know you’re my boo.” Antonio kissed me on the cheek and for a moment, like a lovesick fool, I allowed myself to forget everything that had just happened.

“You can have him, Keysha! Because he’s nothing but a musty-smelling, double-crossing dirty dog!” Priscilla screeched as she exited the hotel.

“Get your crazy butt away from us!” Antonio turned his attention to Priscilla.

“I hate you, Antonio!” Priscilla screamed. “I can’t believe that you don’t even care about our baby!” All the tears that fell down her twisted face and even the veins that popped up in her neck convinced me she was emotionally wounded and possibly telling the truth about being pregnant.

“You’re a liar. I don’t believe that’s my baby,” Antonio shouted.

“It’s the truth and you know it.” The raw emotion in Priscilla’s voice was unmistakable and powerful. She shot Antonio a hateful look before running off.

“I’m glad she’s gone,” Antonio said. I could tell he was extremely annoyed as he tugged at my arm to get me to come back inside with him.

“Come on,” he insisted. When I didn’t budge, he turned to me, placed my cheeks in the palms of his hands and kissed me. “You’re my girl, Keysha. I’ve got so much love inside of me that’s just waiting for you and only you. Whatever you need or want me to do in order to prove it, I will.”

“Antonio,” I whispered softly.

“What?” he asked, removing a strand of my hair away from my eye.

“I need the answer to my question,” I said.

“If I answer it, will you come back inside?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, not fully sure if I would go back with him.

“Then what is it?” Antonio stepped back, folded his arms across his chest and waited for the question.

I cut straight to the chase. “Have you had unprotected sex with Priscilla?”

Antonio looked deep into my eyes and with a straight face answered, “No. I’ve never even had protected sex with Priscilla. She’s not my type and never has been. She’s been trying to hook up with me for as long as I can remember. She just can’t stand the fact that I like you instead of her.”

“Really?” I asked, desperately wanting to believe every word that passed through his lips.

“Yes. That’s the truth. You can’t let every crazy girl who has a thing for me try to tear us apart. Priscilla is a certified nutcase.”

“Okay. I believe you.” I was torn, but gave in to my heart instead of the logic in my mind. I searched my purse once again for my cell phone. I was about to call the driver back and tell him I’d be staying a little longer after all. Just as I flipped up the phone and was about to press Redial, Priscilla ran toward us with a large crystal bowl filled with fruit punch and slung it at us.

“I hate both of you!” she yelled, then dropped the bowl, which shattered into large pieces. As Priscilla rushed off, I was completely stunned. Most of the fruit punch had landed on me, ruining my hair, my dress and my expensive shoes. Fruit punch dripped from Antonio’s face. I think he’d seen Priscilla charging toward us and moved in the nick of time.

“I don’t believe she just did that!” Maya said, rushing over to me in a panic. “I’m beating her down just for you the next time I see her.” A few adults exiting the hotel asked if I was all right, but all I felt was total humiliation.

“I’m going to go and ask the front desk clerk for a few towels,” Antonio announced before rushing off.

“Which way did she go, Maya?” I said, removing my shoes and glancing around the hotel lobby. I was about to chase her down. I didn’t even care about drying off first.

“There she goes, right over there!” Maya pointed to Priscilla, who was running down the sidewalk toward the exit ramp of the parking garage.

“Priscilla! Priscilla!” I shouted angrily. She stopped briefly to look back at me. At that very moment a speeding car came zooming out of the garage, narrowly missing her. The driver jammed on the brakes, then made a sharp turn onto King Drive and sped away. “Oh my God, Maya! That was Lori driving like a lunatic.” By the time I turned my attention back toward Priscilla, she was gone.

“Damn! Can you believe that, Keysha?” Maya’s voice had risen to a high pitch.

“Lori almost ran Priscilla down. That just goes to show you that God don’t like ugly,” I uttered. I knew my alcohol-addicted ex-boyfriend, Wesley, had to be in the car with her. Lori was another psychopath who went to my school. I’d seen both Wesley and Lori earlier—smelled them, too—they both reeked of alcohol.

“I think you just saved Priscilla’s life. If she hadn’t stopped to look at you, she would’ve been a stain on the concrete.”

“I saved more than Priscilla’s neck just now. I also just gave Wesley and Lori another chance. I hope I don’t hear about them on the news tomorrow morning,” I said sympathetically.

“Come on. We’re not going to stand here so that everyone can stare at us like an accident on the freeway. There’s a bathroom right over there. Let’s go get you cleaned up.” Maya tugged on my arm and rushed me off to the ladies’ room. I wiped myself off with some hotel towels that were hanging on the rack. Every now and again I glanced at my reflection in the mirror.

“It’s not that bad.” Maya tried to lie to me, but it was useless. I was a mess. I looked like a sad version of Cinderella with a big red stain on her dress.

“I’m going home, Maya. I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said, rushing out of the restroom and back outside.

“Wait. What about Antonio? If you leave now, how will he get home?” Maya asked, chasing after me.

“Screw Antonio. I never want to see him again,” I said tearfully as I ducked inside the waiting car. The driver shut the door and I let down the window.

“I feel like I should come with you,” Maya said.

“I just don’t see how I can go back inside looking like this. I look like a train wreck. I just want to go home.”

“I’m coming with you.” Maya tried to open the door, but I held on to it.

“No, Maya, please. Go back inside. Look over there.” I pointed to where her boyfriend, Misalo, was standing.

“Go on. Don’t worry about me,” I insisted as I rolled the window back up and told the driver to take me home. When the driver asked about my date I simply explained that we’d gotten into an argument and he would be getting a ride home with someone else. He glanced at me through the rearview mirror and I could see his eyes asking questions about my wet clothes.


“It was a really bad argument,” I said.

“I’m sorry your evening was ruined,” he said as he pulled off.








two



By the time I arrived home I had a massive headache. My feet were hurting and my stomach was feeling sour. All I wanted to do was pop an aspirin, take a shower, put on my pajamas and go to sleep. When I walked in the house, Jordan and Barbara were snuggled up on the sofa watching a rented movie called Slumdog Millionaire. I really didn’t want to answer a lot of pointless questions, but given the fact that I had smudges of black mascara smeared beneath my eyes, my hair was a total wreck and my beautiful yellow prom dress had a hideous red punch stain that covered my breasts and abdomen, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to walk in the house looking like a disaster without giving some sort of explanation.

“What the heck happened to you?” Jordan asked, pushing the pause button and turning on a lamp.

“I’m fine,” I said, trying to downplay my appearance.

“You are not fine, Keysha. What happened to your hair, and your beautiful dress?” Barbara was breathless and came over to take a closer look at me. Jordan followed.

“Did that boy try something? Did he try to rape you?” Jordan asked, getting all worked up.

“No, Dad. It’s nothing like that,” I answered, hoping he’d calm down before he burst a blood vessel.

“Are you hurt?” Barbara asked.

“Did you get into a fight?” Jordan asked.

“No. Not exactly. It’s a really long story and I just don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said, trying to hold back my tears of disappointment.

“How did you get that stain on this dress?” Barbara asked. “I think it’s ruined.”

“Did the kids get unruly? Was there some kind of commotion? Did they trash the hotel?” Jordan was trying to figure out every possible scenario.

“I was dancing and lost my balance. I tumbled over a table that the punch was on and it got all over me. Everyone laughed at me and I just didn’t want to be there anymore,” I lied. I knew it was wrong, but right then I just wanted to be left alone. I figured I’d tell them the truth in the morning once my head stopped hurting.

Jordan folded his arms and I knew that he was skeptical. “How did you lose your balance dancing? Weren’t you paying attention?” Jordan didn’t believe a single word I said.

“It’s hard to walk in high heels, Jordan, let alone dance in a pair,” Barbara said, defending the lie I’d just told. I felt crappy about lying, but I thought it was the quickest way to get them to leave me alone. My little white lie worked, because Barbara said, “Well, go get yourself cleaned up and get some rest.”

“Good night,” I said, and began to head toward my room.

“Keysha—” Barbara caught me before I could leave her sight. I turned to look at her.

“I know there is more to that story than you’re telling.” Barbara saw right through me. I didn’t know what to say so I remained silent. “I want to know the truth about what happened, but we’ll talk about it later.”

I nodded my head and continued up to my bedroom. I got undressed, took a nice long shower and washed the punch out of my hair. Once I blow-dried it, I wrapped my hair in a scarf and then went to bed.

I didn’t wake up until noon the next day. The sound of a lawnmower’s motor woke me up. I placed my feet on the floor and sat upright. I walked over to my window and saw Mike cutting the grass. He glanced up at my window and stuck his tongue out at me. Typical Mike, I thought. He likes being rude just because he can.

I went over to my dresser and removed my gray cotton sweatpants with matching top, then headed down the hall to my bathroom to get myself together. By the time I returned to my bedroom, Mike was sitting on my bed fumbling around with my cell phone.

“Boy, why are you bothering my stuff! Leave my phone alone.” I marched over to him and snatched it before he had an opportunity to punch more buttons.


“Why do you have your phone password protected?” Mike asked.

“To keep nosy people like you out of my business,” I snarled at him. “Why are you in my space?”

“I was talking to Mom this morning and she told me your B.S. story about falling over the punch table. You couldn’t come up with a better story than that?” Mike laughed.

“It’s the truth,” I said, still holding on to the lie I’d told.

“Yeah, right, and I’m dating Miley Cyrus,” Mike fired back.

“What do you want, Mike?” I was quickly getting irritated.

“I told Mom the truth about what went down last night and she can’t wait to talk to you about it.” Mike had a cynical smile on his face.

“You have no idea what happened, so don’t even try it.” I wasn’t about to play his silly little game.

“Oh, I know about everything, Keysha. Remember, I have friends who were there,” he said, stretching out his body on the edge of my bed.

“If you don’t get off my bed wearing those dirty clothes you’ve been outside gardening in I’m going to make you regret it,” I said, jerking him up to his feet.

“You shouldn’t exert yourself, Mother,” he said sarcastically as he glanced down at my stomach.

“What are you talking about, fool?” I asked straight out.

“I told you. I know everything that went down last night, and I told Mom that you’re pregnant.”

“You did what?” I snapped.


“Don’t deny it, Keysha. I heard you went off on Antonio when you told him you were pregnant with his baby. My friends told me all about it,” Mike said with absolute certainty.

“Well, your so-called friends have got the story all twisted!” I snarled at him for believing everything he’d heard through the grapevine.

“So what are you saying?” Mike asked.

“I’m not pregnant, Mike. I’m one hundred percent positive about that,” I assured him.

“Well, who is pregnant? My source told me that you were positively pregnant.”

“Priscilla Grisby. She claims that the baby is Antonio’s, but when I asked him if it was true he denied it.”

“Oh, boy, that’s not good.” A distraught look formed on his face.

“What’s wrong with you? Why do you suddenly look pale?”

“I opened my big mouth and said something I shouldn’t have.” He looked at me nervously, as if a heavy weight had just been placed on his shoulders.

“Wait. You weren’t serious when you said you told Barbara I was pregnant, were you?” I asked, sensing that was the issue troubling him.

Mike crunched his face. “Ooh, Mom just ran out to the drugstore. I think she’s going to buy a pregnancy test. She left the moment I dropped her the hint that you were pregnant.”

“You’re lying. Stop playing with me, Mike!” I said, horrified by his boneheaded prank.


“I’m not playing. I honestly thought you were pregnant but were too afraid to say something about it. I thought you might be in the motherly way and…”

“You jackass! What the hell, Mike? Did you have a Kanye West mental meltdown or something? Why would you just go running off at the mouth like that?”

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” he barked.

“I can’t believe you’ve done something that stupid. Wait a minute, yes I can. You took Jordan’s car without his permission, left it someplace where thieves took it from you and then ended up in jail when you tried to get it back.”

“Why are you bringing up old stuff?” Mike asked.

“Because you seem to have forgotten that I was the one who helped when you got all jammed up. I can’t believe that spreading a rumor is how you show your appreciation for what I’ve done for you. Are you truly that ungrateful?” I glared at Mike.

“How was I supposed to know that it wasn’t true?” Mike said, unwilling to apologize.

“How about asking me first? Duh!”

“I didn’t think you’d tell me the truth.” Mike shrugged, still being a stubborn ass. “But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t going to cut it.” I flipped open my cell phone and dialed Barbara. When the phone began to ring I handed it to him. “You need to fix the dumb crap you just pulled,” I said, handing him the phone.

“Can’t this wait until she gets back?” he asked.


“Hell to the no!” I huffed.

“She’s not answering. It went into her voice mail.” Mike handed my phone back to me. I groaned and then walked away from him.

“Where are you going?”

“To make me a bowl of cereal,” I replied as I began descending the stairs.

Mike trailed behind me. “I drank the last of the milk this morning. Besides, it’s lunchtime now.”

“Then I’ll find something else to eat.” Barbara kept the freezer and refrigerator stocked, and there was always some great snack available.

 

Barbara returned just as I was pulling my warmed-up frozen pizza out of the oven. She walked into the kitchen and placed several bags of groceries on the countertop.

“Between you and Mike, you guys have me constantly visiting the supermarket,” Barbara complained, but then quickly changed the subject. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay,” I answered, not offering up more information than I felt necessary.

“Mike!” Barbara summoned him.

“I’m in the basement,” he yelled back.

“Go out to the car and bring the rest of the groceries in here,” she said, then washed her hands in the kitchen sink. She spooled off a single paper-towel sheet before grabbing a small plate and taking a slice of my baked pizza.

“Are you eating in here?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I answered, taking a seat at the kitchen table. “Where’s Jordan?”

“He took his car in for some routine maintenance work,” Barbara answered.

“I hope Mike straightened out that lie he told you this morning,” I said as I twirled melted cheese around my index finger.

“Honey, I didn’t believe Mike when he suggested that you were pregnant. I knew he was letting his imagination get the best of him. But I would like to know the truth about what happened at prom.”

“It’s no big deal.” I huffed, wanting her to drop the subject completely.

“Oh, yes it is. I want to know how that expensive dress got ruined. I paid damn good money for it.” Barbara thumped her index finger against the tabletop a few times.

I finished chewing my pizza and then dabbed the corners of my mouth with a napkin. “I was mad about what happened, but I’m not anymore. This morning I came to the realization that I need to focus on myself and do what’s best for me. Boys right now are just too much to deal with. They lie too much, they can’t be trusted, and all they want to do is be players. I don’t believe there are any guys left in the world who truly want to get to know a girl for who she is without some type of ultimatum attached to the friendship.”

“Well, Keysha, you have to remember that girls mature much faster than boys. By the time they’ve figured out how to behave, damn near half of their life has passed by,” Barbara joked.

“Well, I’ve given up. I’m just going to chill for while,” I said with absolute resolve.

“I don’t think your new resolution will last long, but I commend you for taking the initiative to focus on something else other than dating. Now stop stalling and tell me what happened before I—”

“Stupid stuff,” I said, cutting her off midsentence. I took another bite of my food and finished chewing. “This girl named Priscilla Grisby used to date Antonio at some point before I did. When Antonio and I started kicking it she began throwing salt on our friendship. I ignored her as much as possible, but there were several times that I wanted to kick her butt. The only reason I didn’t is because Maya kept me from doing it.”

“Okay, so was this girl Priscilla at the prom?” Barbara asked.

“Yeah, she came by herself,” I explained.

“And?” Barbara was impatient, giving me no time to finish my story.

“She approached Antonio when Maya and I went to the bathroom. When we came back she was yelling at him and made the announcement that she was pregnant with his baby.”

Barbara had a surprised look on her face. “Are you serious?”

“No, I’m just joking—of course I’m serious,” I said condescendingly.


“Well, how far along is she?” Barbara asked.

“I don’t know and really don’t care. I asked Antonio if it was true, but of course he denied ever being with her. I decided to leave because I just didn’t want to deal with that type of drama. Then, as I waited for the limo driver to pull up, that crazy heifer Priscilla flung the punch bowl at me and Antonio. Most of it landed on me. I would’ve beaten her behind, but I was in total shock. It took me a minute to actually process what had just happened.”

“Well, that crazy girl is going to apologize to you and give me my money back for that dress one way or another, I promise you that,” Barbara said with unwavering conviction.

“I want some get back. I was thinking that I should just let it go, but now I’m all fired up about it again. I know several places where I could jump her and beat her down.”

“You will do no such thing, Keysha!” Barbara pointed her index finger at me.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Neither Jordan nor I want you fighting, that’s why. Besides, she’s pregnant, and you just don’t go around beating up on expectant women.”

“She started it, though! Priscilla shouldn’t go around bullying people if she isn’t ready to deal with the consequences.”

“Yes. That is true, but sometimes, Keysha, you have to be the bigger person,” Barbara tried to explain. I listened but wasn’t really feeling the pearl of advice she was attempting to instill in me.


“It’s hard to be mature when the other person is acting like an idiot.”

“I know it is, but given the unstable emotional state of mind she was in, I can see why she reacted the way she did. I’m not saying she was right, nor am I taking her side. I’m just saying Antonio may have pushed her over the edge when he denied being the father of her child. Having a baby is difficult in and of itself, but to go through a life-changing event like that without the support or compassion of the father—well, that’s just horrible.”

“What’s horrible is her getting pregnant,” I said, not wanting to see her point of view.

“It takes two to tango, Keysha. She didn’t get pregnant all by herself.” Barbara pointed out the obvious.

“Yeah, whatever,” I mumbled, uninterested in continuing the conversation.

“I’m sorry that your night got all screwed up,” Barbara empathized as she placed her right cheek in the cup of her hand and bowed the corners of her bottom lip downward.

“It is what it is,” I answered impatiently, feeling numb about the entire episode.

“You’re right, and there is no use in dwelling on what cannot be changed.” At that point, I knew Barbara had pretty much said everything she wanted to say about the incident.

 

Later that afternoon I got a phone call from Antonio. At first I wasn’t going to answer it because I truly didn’t have a thing to say, but at the last minute I changed my mind and decided to see why he was calling.

“What do you want?” I answered my phone in the nastiest tone I could summon up.

“Unlike you, I was calling to make sure you were okay. I can’t believe you left me stranded at prom.” Antonio’s exasperation equaled my own.

“You should not have allowed Priscilla to splash all that punch on me,” I said, getting angrier by the moment.

“I didn’t even see her coming, Keysha. How was I supposed to stop her? I don’t have eyes in the back of my head, you know.”

“Whatever, Antonio!”

“Do you know how awkward I felt walking around begging people to give me a ride home? I had to get a ride with one of the guys from the basketball team. Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was?”

“Probably as humiliating as someone putting all your businesses in the street or throwing liquid on your expensive prom dress, then running off leaving you looking all stupefied. Forget about you, how do you think I felt, you jerk?” I roared.

“Stop twisting this around and making it about you, Keysha. You’re not the only victim here.”

“Yeah, and I’m certainly not the one who had drama follow me to the prom. Now that I think about it, you probably knew Priscilla wanted to talk with you all along, but you avoided her until she forced you to hear what she had to say.”


“Oh, so now you’re sticking up for Priscilla? You can’t be serious!” I could tell by his voice that Antonio was extremely agitated.

“I’m not sticking up for her, I’m just saying if I were in her shoes I might have tried something similar.”

“You would’ve tossed a bowl of fruit punch on me?” Antonio asked.

“Not that part. I’m talking about when she announced to the world that she was pregnant with your baby. I know you said it wasn’t your baby, but if it was, what would you do?” I asked, wanting to truly know what kind of man he was.

“It’s not my baby, so I don’t see a need to even answer such a dumb question.” Antonio was defiant.

“How is that a dumb question?” Confused, I wrinkled my eyebrows.

“Because it is, Keysha. You don’t go around asking guys what they’d do if their girl came up loaded,” Antonio snapped.

“Okay, so what you’re really saying is that if we were to do it and I got pregnant, you’d turn your back on me,” I said, wanting to be certain I knew where I stood with him.

“That wouldn’t happen, because we’d use protection,” Antonio countered.

“The only thing that protects one hundred percent of the time is not to do it at all. Abstinence. Even if you used a condom, those things can break sometimes.”

“I thought you went to Planned Parenthood and got the Pill?” Antonio asked.


“I did, but I haven’t started taking them. Besides, taking the Pill is only like ninety-five percent safe. There is still a chance that I could get pregnant. How could you not know that?” I asked, utterly shocked by his lack of knowledge.

“It’s not my job to know about the Pill and other stuff that girls should be taking care of. If more girls would handle their business the way they’re supposed to, there wouldn’t be so many teen pregnancies.”

“I don’t believe you just said that.” I felt the few remaining feelings I had for him freezing over.

“I don’t see why. It’s the girls who have to carry the baby for nine months and then bring it home from the hospital. Guys don’t have to worry about stuff like that,” Antonio reasoned.

“You would make a horrible father,” I said, hoping I’d hurt his feelings.

“You’re right, because I don’t want kids, ever.”

“Whatever, Antonio. I’m done talking to you now.” I didn’t want to hear another word pass through his lips.

“So you’re not even going to say you’re sorry for leaving me?” Antonio was totally perturbed.

“I’m not going to apologize for a damn thing!”

“You know what? I don’t need a dumb-ass chickenhead like you. I’ve got girls lined up just itching to hook up with me,” Antonio spat.

“I know you didn’t just call me dumb.” I pulled the phone away from my ear briefly and looked at it. I knew Antonio’s big ego was bruised, but I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to insult me.

“No. I called you a dumb-ass chickenhead and—”

Click! I hung up the phone. I buried my face in the palms of my hands and took a few deep breaths. My head began aching, and I knew a massive headache was on the horizon. I went to the medicine cabinet and removed a bottle of aspirin. I swallowed the pills and then went to my bedroom and lay down. The day was only three-quarters over, but I didn’t know if I could get back up to face the rest of it.








three



I returned to school the following week with a mixture of dread and anticipation. I was fearful of other students approaching me wanting to know every scandalous detail of what happened on prom night. I really didn’t want to relive that unpleasant experience, but I knew there would be no getting around it. The upshot of everything was that the school year was quickly coming to an end and I didn’t have to go to summer school. In just a few weeks I’d be taking my final exams and rushing out the door screaming with joy. My plans were to fill my summer days with nothing more than sitting around the house watching daytime television. I intended to get hooked on soap operas, reality shows and the telephone. I knew my goals were rather pathetic and lacked any type of real ambition, but that was truly the extent of what I wanted to do until I got a better idea.

After breakfast Mike and I left the house together. As we walked down the driveway and onto the sidewalk, we noticed his girlfriend, Sabrina, waiting for us at the corner.

“Hey, guys,” Sabrina greeted us. I said hello as Mike gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

“I heard about what happened at the prom,” Sabrina said.

“Well, if you heard Mike’s version of events, he got it all wrong,” I quickly said, because I didn’t want her to believe that I was pregnant.

“So you’re not—”

I cut Sabrina short. “No. I’m not about to have a baby.”

“Oh. Okay, then, I won’t bother to give you the stuff I printed out about teen moms from the Internet. I also got a lot of useful information from this reality show on MTV called Teen Mom,” Sabrina kept babbling.

“Yeah, Keysha. Sabrina has me watching the show. It’s really interesting,” Mike added.

“Well, I don’t need some reality show to tell me that being a teen mother isn’t very smart. What someone should do is create a reality show on how to understand males and their egos. I’d be willing to bet millions of dollars that a show like that would generate an enormous following.” We reached the corner of 170th Street and decided to cross over to the school side of the street.

“That does sound like a good show. Maybe you could call up one of the Cable Stations and give them that suggestion,” Sabrina said. She unzipped her purse and removed some chewing gum. “Here, Mike, your breath is a little on the hot side this morning.” Sabrina offered him a piece of gum.


Mike held the palm of his hand to his lips and exhaled his breath into his hands.

“I’ve told you a thousand times that you need to brush longer,” I said to him.

“Yeah, whatever,” Mike said as he inserted the gum into his mouth.

“You should listen to your sister, Mike. She’s right, you know,” Sabrina added.

“Are you kidding me?” Mike glanced at Sabrina disapprovingly.

“Duh! Yeah, she’s right. You know how you always want to French kiss me and sometimes I just pull away? Well, it’s because of your breath, babe.”

“What is this? Jump on Mike day or something?” Mike griped.

“Lord, boy, she’s only trying to help you out. Stop being so stubborn,” I said just as we made it to the school parking lot.

“So you’re saying I can kiss you more if I take care of my breath,” Mike asked.

“Yeah,” Sabrina answered, “and start using a toothpaste that whitens your teeth. You have a cute smile, but sometimes the yellow tint of your teeth is not attractive.”

“Okay. That’s enough. You guys are just trying to give me a complex. My teeth aren’t all that bad.” Mike had gotten defensive.

“If you say so, but that’s how it starts. First you ignore your teeth, then you develop bad skin and then the next thing you know everyone is walking around calling you ‘Zit-Puss-Baby’ behind your back,” I said.

“Isn’t that the truth. I can’t stand guys with bad skin filled with white zits and dry black skin. Yuck!” Sabrina closed her eyes and shivered at the thought. At that moment I stopped walking. I set my backpack on the ground and unzipped the front compartment.

“What’s wrong? Why are you stopping?” Mike asked. I didn’t answer him right away because I was frantically searching for my school ID, but didn’t see it.

“Dang it!” I exclaimed. “I have to go back home.”

“What for?” Sabrina asked.

“I left my school ID sitting on my desk in my room,” I answered as I zipped up my bag and rose to my feet. I quickly looked at my watch and realized that if I rushed back home I’d still have enough time to stop at my locker and grab a snack from the cafeteria to eat between classes.

“I’ll catch up with you two later,” I said before turning to walk in the opposite direction.

By the time I’d gone home, picked up my student ID and returned to school I was in a big rush. I hurried to my locker and began to fumble with the combination lock.

“Three turns to the right, two turns to the left and one turn to the right,” I mumbled. Just as I’d yanked down on the lock to open the door, Wesley appeared. He slapped the palm of his hand against the locker next to me. The loud noise caught me off guard and I flinched.

“Boy, you nearly gave me a heart attack. Why are you making so much noise?” I asked, moderately annoyed by the disturbance as well as his presence.

“Why are you so jumpy?” I hated that he answered my question with another one.

“I’m not jumpy,” I disagreed.

“Well, I think you are. Would you like to talk to me about what’s bothering you?” Wesley leaned his shoulder into the locker and focused his eyes on me.

“There is nothing bothering me, Wesley,” I assured him.

“You never were a good liar, Keysha. I can tell when you’re covering up your feelings. Sometimes you bottle up stuff inside until it just explodes, and that’s not healthy.” Wesley sounded like a shrink, as if his analysis of my behavior was on point. He paused, then pressed his back against the locker next to me.

“You know, now that you mention it, there is something bothering me that I’d like to talk to you about,” I confessed as I removed some books from my duffel bag.

“Talk to me. I’m here for you, Keysha,” Wesley said, more than willing to cater to whatever I wanted or needed.

“You hurt my feelings, Wesley, with the way you treated me at prom. You said a lot of mean things and I could tell you’d been drinking. What was up with that? I thought you were over the alcohol issue,” I said, truly wanting to know the reasons behind his relapse.

“I wanted to feel good, and drinking helped me get there. Besides, why do you even care about that? You already dumped me and made it very clear that it was totally over between us. That was so hard for me to deal with. I may look like a tough guy on the outside, but…”

“You know why we broke up, so don’t stand here and pretend you’re clueless or innocent,” I reminded him as I shut my locker.

“I’m guilty of loving you, and if that’s a crime, then you might as well lock me up and toss away the key.”

“Wesley, you’re not in love with me.” I chuckled as I began walking.

“I proved my love to you when I risked my life by going undercover to expose Liz Lloyd and Neophus Trinity when they were trying to frame you for selling drugs. Have you forgotten about that?” Wesley asked.

I stopped in the middle of the hallway and exhaled as I tried to block memories from that stressful situation. He wasn’t playing fair. I turned and gazed directly into his eyes and said, “Of course I haven’t forgotten, Wesley. And I’ll be forever grateful to you for what you did. But you also—”

“Shh.” Wesley put his index fingers up to my lips. “I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t forgotten how I’d proved my love for you.”

“But you also proved your love for Lori by taking a bullet for her,” I quickly reminded him, in case he had a sudden case of short-term memory loss.

“You don’t have all of the facts, Keysha. What I did for you, I did willingly. When I got shot over Lori, I was forced to get involved.”


“I don’t believe you,” I said, turning away and continuing on.

“It’s the truth,” Wesley said as he trailed behind me. “Lori’s boyfriend was threatening her, and I got pulled into their dispute.”

“It doesn’t matter now. That’s old news and I’m over that now. You and Lori are a couple now and I need to respect that.”

“Lori and I aren’t exactly a couple, Keysha. She’s more like a bully who—”

“Wesley, save it. I don’t want to listen to you complain about some other chick. The fact is that you two were at prom together and you left early.”

“You saw us leaving?” Wesley asked.

“Yes, I did, and you along with that psychopath girlfriend of yours almost ran over Priscilla Grisby. Did you realize that, or were you guys too drunk to notice?”

“Hey, I wasn’t the one driving. Besides, I don’t remember much of anything after I spoke to you.”

“That’s not the point, Wesley,” I said, trying to get through to whatever sense was left inside his thick skull.

“Then what is?” he asked.

“You guys shouldn’t have been drinking, let alone driving. That was just stupid.”

“Well, I’ve developed a reputation for doing stupid things. Taking bullets, going into drug houses to keep the girl I love from going to jail. Hell, why not add drunk driving to the list?” Wesley was now clearly irritated.


“Just do me a favor, Wesley.” I placed my hand on his shoulder and gazed into his eyes. He placed his left hand over mine and focused on me.

“You know that I’d still do anything for you, Keysha.”

“Don’t drink and drive, okay? You have to promise me you won’t do that again,” I pleaded.

“Why don’t we get back together, Keysha?” Wesley asked, completely ignoring what I’d just said.

“Because,” I answered.

“That’s not an answer,” he said with an exasperated tone.

“I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later,” I said, readjusting my book bag and picking up my pace to place some distance between us.

“Where are you headed?”

“That way, toward the cafeteria.” I pointed.

“What’s going on with you and Antonio?” Wesley continued following me, although I thought he was going to his class.

“Nothing,” I answered.

“You’re lying again,” Wesley boldly proclaimed.

“So you’re calling me a straight-faced liar now?” Wesley was beginning to annoy me.

“I heard about Priscilla shouting out to the world that she was pregnant with Antonio’s baby at prom.”

“You’re the first person who actually got a fact straight,” I said.

“I also heard that you beat up Priscilla really badly and that Antonio got pissed with you for jumping on his baby mama and slung an entire bowl of fruit punch on you. If you need me to kick his ass, I will. Just give me the word.” Wesley offered up his services.

“What! Where did you hear that lie? I swear I am completely amazed at how a story can get twisted totally around once it has gone through the rumor mill at this school.”

“Well, that’s what happened, isn’t it?” Wesley pressed on in search of the truth.

“No. Well, yes, but not in the order you’ve described it,” I said, attempting to set the record straight.

“Well, that’s the way the story got back to me,” he said.

“I swear now I’m starting to believe everyone who attended prom was drunk.” I stomped my foot and place my hands on my hips.

“Yeah, Ed Daley and a few others were handing out shots of booze in the men’s bathroom. Everyone came in for a hit.” Wesley laughed.

“Ed Daley is going to be your downfall,” I said, hoping he’d heed my warning. “Anyway, you heard it wrong. Yes, Priscilla is claiming to be pregnant with Antonio’s baby. And yes, I did want to beat her down, but I didn’t. Antonio didn’t sling fruit punch on me, Priscilla did. There, now you have all your information correct.”

“So, how do you feel about that?” Wesley asked.

“What do you mean, ‘how do I feel’?”

“I mean, are you going to put a beat down on her for ruining your prom?”

“I don’t know. A part of me wants to, but I know it won’t change anything that’s happened. So, I’m sort of at a crossroads right now,” I admitted.

“So, if you were to see her in the hallway today, what would you do?” Wesley kept probing me.

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully.

“Can I be honest with you?” Wesley asked.

“You always are,” I pointed out.

“Okay, I’m just going to be real with you, Keysha. Antonio isn’t the guy for you. He’s not your type and he only cares about two things. Having sex and being a player.”

“Are you the pot who called the kettle black?” I asked.

“What?” Wesley had a perplexed look on his face.

“I’m sorry. I sound like my Grandmother Rubylee. All I’m saying is it takes a player to know one.”

“Oh, so you think I’m a player now?” Wesley asked.

“If the shoe fits, then wear it,” I answered.

“I’m not a player, Keysha.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“Are you ever going to forgive me?”

“Wesley, I’m not mad at you.”

“Then why won’t you give us another shot?”

I shrugged my shoulders because I didn’t have an answer.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“So, there might be a slim chance for us to get back together? Is that what you’re saying?”

I shrugged my shoulders again and said, “I don’t know.”

“I’ll take your answer as a positive sign of hope,” Wesley said.


“It is what it is, Wesley.” I opened the cafeteria door and walked inside.

Wesley followed. “Lori is nothing like you, you know. I’ve never cared about her the way that I care about you.”

Not really knowing what to say to that, I responded with, “That’s nice to know, Wesley.”

“I’m going to win you back, Keysha. Just give me a chance, okay?” Wesley pleaded.

“Wesley—”

“Shh.” He cut me off. “Don’t say a word. I just want to do whatever it takes to get close to you again. I’ll catch up with you later, Keysha. Just think about me during the day. That’s all I want you to do.”

Before I could say anything more, Wesley disappeared into the crowded hallway. I was going to tell him that trying to get back together was a waste of his time, but he wouldn’t have listened anyway.








four



The lies that had gone around the school about me were annoying and mean. Someone in my second-period class heard that I’d pulled out a gun and shot at Priscilla. A girl in my third-period class had heard that I’d pushed Priscilla in front of a bus and almost killed her. Another girl in my fourth-period class heard that I was knocked up with twins, had gotten sloppy drunk, fallen over the table, spilled fruit punch everywhere and then screamed out that Priscilla and I were both bisexual and sleeping with Antonio. The rumors had gotten so outrageous that I just stopped trying to correct people. By the time I entered history class, even Mr. O’Brian had heard about it. Since I was the first person to arrive, he decided to mention something about it.

“I hope none of the prom rumors I’ve been hearing are true, Keysha,” he said as he began erasing the blackboard. My eyes fell on a quote he hadn’t yet erased.

“Who said that?” I pointed to the writing on the blackboard.


“Those are the notes from my World History class. Sir Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill said that.”

“And who is he?” I asked.

“You mean who was he,” Mr. O’Brian corrected me. “He was a British politician known chiefly for his leadership during World War II. You’ll be taking World History next year.”

“Is he dead?” I asked a silly question.

“He passed away in January of 1965. I was only five years old when he died,” said Mr. O’Brian.

“Well, he must have been a very smart man, because what he said is so true.” I repeated what was written on the blackboard: “‘A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on.’”

“Yes, and in my lifetime I’ve seen numerous examples of lies that have outrun the truth.”

“Why do people lie anyway?” I griped. “Ever since I came to this school, vicious rumors and lies have been following me around. I just don’t get it.”

“Well, sometimes people lie when the truth is too painful or when they want to destroy someone’s character or credibility. The more scandalous the lie sounds, the quicker it spreads. However, in the end the truth always wins.”

“Well, someone needs to put some fire up under truth’s behind so it can move quicker,” I said jokingly. Mr. O’Brian laughed along with me for a few moments until more students began entering the classroom.

 

By the time my lunch hour rolled around, I’d grown weary of being badgered by classmates who were curious about what had gone down at prom. Even people I didn’t know were pestering me. I got to the point of just saying leave me alone to anyone who approached me with a retarded rendition of events.

I walked over to the lunch counter, grabbed a food tray and stood in line. I got two slices of pizza, chips and a soda for lunch and then found a table to sit at. A moment later, to my surprise, Mike joined me.

“What’s going on?” he asked as he sat down. He’d ordered himself a chicken-patty sandwich with French fries, soda and an ice-cream sandwich bar.

“Nothing. Just trying to keep my head on straight. I’m tired of people asking about what went down,” I admitted as I popped the top on my soda can and took a long gulp. I tried to quell the urge to belch but I couldn’t. “Ooh, excuse me,” I said.

“You’re excused, you slob,” Mike said jokingly.

“Boy, please, you’ve got some nerve,” I fired back.

“So, where is your girl Maya?” he asked.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because that’s who you’re usually sitting with. Did you two have a fight or something?” Mike was always being nosey.

“She had a doctor’s appointment but will be here later.”

“Ooh, is she pregnant or something?” Mike asked annoyingly.

“She went to see her dentist, silly.”

“Oh.” Mike took a bite of his sandwich and chewed with his mouth open.


“Close your mouth.” I gave him a nasty glare.

“What?” Mike asked puzzled.

“You’re chewing your food like a cow on a prairie,” I said.

“You know what?” Mike stopped chewing and stood up. “I didn’t come over here so that you could ride my back about silly stuff. I’m going to go sit somewhere else, because it’s obvious that you want to be alone.”

“Mike you don’t have to go. I was just—”

“Later,” Mike said. I watched him walk to the other side of the cafeteria and sit down with some of his football and track friends.

“This place is driving me crazy,” I grumbled as I massaged my eye sockets with my fingertips. I guess I was sort of lashing out at Mike because I was irritated by all the questions I had been asked. Come on girl. Get ahold of yourself, I thought. Just as I began to calm down, I was startled by the loud slap of books landing on the tabletop.

“Wesley, you’re not going to startle me twice with the same lame trick. I know you want us to get back together. I do still—”

“So, it is true!” a girl’s voice barked at me. I quickly removed my fingers and opened my eyes. I glanced over to my right. Lori, Wesley’s current girlfriend, stood next to me with her index finger pointed at my face.

I put both hands on the table in case I needed to stand up quickly. “I know one thing. You better move your finger before I break it,” I warned her. It was clear that Lori meant business, but I had no clue why she felt so threatened by me.


“All I know is you’d better stay away from Wesley before you get your behind whipped, Keysha.”

“What are you talking about, trick?” I snapped.

“Who you calling a trick, whore?” Lori pushed my shoulder. I glanced at my left shoulder where she’d pushed me.

“Fight!” I heard someone yell. Students sitting nearby quickly gave us space to throw down. They waited on the edge of their seats, anticipating how our spat was going to turn out.

“Look here, little bony girl. You’ve got one more time to put your hands on me. Do it again and I’ll smash your face into this table.”

“You need to stop sending mixed messages to Wesley. He’s mine now. I made sure of that on prom night because I gave him his manhood, which is something you weren’t woman enough to do!” I decided that it was time to stand up. Lori was slightly taller than me, but not by much. She was much thinner, and I knew it wouldn’t take much to win a fight with her. A few tugs of her hair, a couple of good claws to her face and a few well-placed punches would bring the conflict to a quick end.

“Trick, I don’t care that you’ve had sex with Wesley, although he was probably thinking about me the entire time. Why else would he get down with you and then come see me? I’ll tell you why. Because you don’t have a lot to offer. You probably bored him to death.” I raised my voice at her, hoping my insults would tip her over the edge and force her to make her move.

“Whatever! You fruit-punch-wearing scalawag. All I know is you’d better stay away from Wesley or else!” Lori was a bold and feisty girl who needed to be taken down a notch or two.

“Or else what?” I moved closer to her and was about to push her down. All I wanted her to do was touch me and it was going to be on.

“Break it up over there!” I heard one of the security guards yell out as she approached us.

“You just remember what I told you and stop sending him mixed signals,” Lori threatened as she backed away.

“Whatever!” I snapped as I sat back down. I exhaled loudly and then glanced down at my food. I’d suddenly lost my appetite.

“What was all that about?” asked the security guard.

“Nothing,” I answered. “Just a misunderstanding.”

“It looked like a lot more than a misunderstanding to me.” The guard, who was a frail-looking woman with thick, leathery skin from too many hours of tanning, pressed for more information.

“Look, we squashed it, okay? Nothing happened.” I wanted the guard to leave me alone.

She pointed her first and second fingers at herself and then directed them toward me. “I’m watching you, young lady. Every move you make and breath you take. I’m watching you.”

I tilted my head. “It is not that serious,” I assured her. The guard finally accepted my statement and moved on.

Geeze, I can’t wait for summer break to come, I thought.


 

At the end of the day, I finally ran into Maya outside near the soccer field. She was hugging Misalo and kissing him goodbye. Misalo saw me approaching and stopped kissing Maya.

“Oh, hey, Keysha. How’s it going?” he asked.

“Everything is cool,” I answered before saying hello to Maya.

“I saw Antonio earlier,” Misalo mentioned.

“What did he say?” I asked, only half-interested.

“Not much. He said that you guys had broken up.” Misalo reached down and picked up his backpack.

“And tell her what else he said,” Maya goaded Misalo.

“He just kept denying that Priscilla’s baby belonged to him. He said he knows for a fact that she’d been sleeping around and is just trying to blame him for her problems. He refuses to tell his parents about it.”

“And,” Maya said, pushing him to spill all of the information he’d relayed to her.

“He wants to get back together with you. He asked me to put in a good word for him.” Misalo chuckled.

“Huh! There seems to be an ex-boyfriend virus going around,” I uttered, as the thought of getting back with Antonio made my stomach turn.

“I’ll take that to mean that there is no way in hell you’re going to date him again,” Misalo answered his own question.

“Bingo!” I said, pointing my finger in the air.

“Okay.” He laughed before giving Maya a quick kiss on lips.


“I’ll call you tonight,” Maya said as Misalo turned to walk across the soccer field toward his house.

“Call me after eight. I should be back from the grocery store with my mother by then,” Misalo said.

Maya and I began walking in the opposite direction on the other side of the school’s campus.

“How did it go?” I asked her about her dental appointment as we walked home.

“Girl, get real. I know you didn’t walk all the way around here just to find me and talk about my dental appointment. You look like you have something on your mind.” Maya knew me all too well.

“You won’t believe the day I’ve had,” I confessed.

“Really, was it that bad? You didn’t get suspended or a detention did you?” Maya asked with genuine concern.

“Not exactly, but I did almost get into a fight,” I said.

“A fight!” Maya’s shouted, and then stopped in her tracks.

“Yeah,” I said.

“With who and about what?” I could tell that I had Maya’s full attention.

“Lori.”

“Lori! Why are you fighting with Lori?” Maya shrugged her shoulders in confusion.

“Let me finish.” I exhaled. “Okay, so this morning Wesley appears out of nowhere wanting to shoot the breeze about what went down at prom. Except that wasn’t the real reason he wanted to see me.”

“Okay, so what was he all up on you for?” Maya asked.


I reached up and scratched the back of my neck. “He wants to get back together with me,” I confessed. Maya started laughing.

“Are you serious?”

“Very,” I said.

“Why doesn’t he just give it up? It’s over and he needs to move on,” Maya said.

“I was trying to tell him that, but he just wasn’t listening. It was like he was twisting everything I said to him and kept looking for any hint that I wanted to get back with him. It was really weird and…sort of creepy.” I stared at Maya to let her know just how uncomfortable Wesley’s comments made me feel.

“So what happened?”

“Nothing. I tried to tell him that I wasn’t going to be with him ever again, but he walked way begging me to think about him.”

“Ewie, what for?” Maya curled her lips into a sour expression.

“I don’t know. So the next thing that happened totally caught me off guard. While I’m sitting in the cafeteria, Lori comes up to me and threatens to kick my butt if I don’t leave Wesley alone.”

“Wait a minute!” Maya stopped walking briefly to take in what I’d just said. “You mean to tell me that she’s worried about you and Wesley getting back together?”

“Yup. I think Wesley must’ve have told her that he wanted to be with me or something stupid like that, and she got all knotted up about it because she claims that she had sex with him on prom night.”

“Get out of here!” Maya spoke very loudly. “Oh, that’s just too damn wild.”

“It couldn’t have been all that good if less than two days later he’s coming to me looking to hook back up.”

“Let me ask you a serious question, and I want a straight answer from you,” Maya said.

“What?”

“Do you want Wesley back? I mean, it’s okay if you do, I’m just trying to—”

“Maya, no. I have no intention of ever going back to Wesley. It’s over, and he needs to get that through his head. Right now he’s just as annoying as a fly at a picnic.”

“Well, okay, then it’s settled. Wesley and Antonio are history, which means you’re free to have a new summer romance,” Maya said with a smile.

“Yeah, right. I’m leaving boys alone for a while,” I proclaimed with absolute certainty.

“That’ll change, I’m sure,” Maya said sarcastically.

“No, it won’t. I’m serious. I just don’t want to deal with guys right now.”

“No. What you really mean is that you don’t want to deal with guys at this school right now. What you need is to expand your pool of datable guys, and I know just how to do it.”

“Girl, what are you talking about?” I asked.


“How would you like to make some money this summer?” Maya asked.

“Doing what? I’m not flipping any burgers,” I quickly said.

“Neither am I.” Maya chuckled. “How would you like to sit around the community swimming pool all day and make some decent money?” Maya grinned like the cat who ate the canary.

“Swimming pool?” I asked, wondering where she was going with her question.

“Yes. My mother knows the head of the park district. There are two slots available for lifeguards. We can take the training course right here at school. It doesn’t take long, and once we get our certifications we’ll automatically get the jobs, or at least an opportunity to interview for them.”

“I’m not about to go and be a lifeguard. I can’t get my hair in the pool every day. That’s just too much maintenance with the blow-dryer.” I looked at Maya as if she’d lost her ever-loving mind.

“What are you talking about?” Maya asked, honestly perplexed by my reaction.

“Black women, their hair and water don’t mix, Maya. If our hair gets wet it will turn nappy. Even if we sweat, it’s a problem. That’s the very reason why you don’t see black women on an Olympic swim team, white-water rafting or any sport that has to do with water. Hell, it’s even a challenge for us when it rains.”

“Well, you swim in gym class all the time,” Maya pointed out.


“That’s because I have to and trust me, I do everything humanly possible to keep my hair from getting wet.”

“Well, just do the same thing while you’re taking the certification course,” Maya reasoned.

“Maya, it takes a lot of work,” I complained.

“I’ll help you. It can’t be all that bad.”

“Girl, you don’t understand the issues with my hair,” I huffed. “I don’t know why God gave all the other women on the planet water-resistant hair except for black women. There has to be a reason behind that decision.”

“Look, maybe I’m just totally stupid when it comes to this, but there are black women in the WNBA. They run up and down the basketball court all night and I’m sure they sweat and their hair looks fine to me. And what about Venus and Serena Williams? They sweat and their hair looks fine.”

“A lot of those women wear braids,” I answered, slightly annoyed by the way she was getting around my excuses.

“Then have your daddy pay to get your hair braided. Come on, Keysha. This is a great chance to make some money to go back-to-school shopping with. Just think about how fly we’ll look in the fall when we return for our senior year.” I was about to come up with another defense but paused when the idea of buying my own clothes with my own money began to sound appealing. I suddenly saw a flash of myself in all of the hottest fashions. My hair was on point, my makeup was flawless, and I had on so much bling that I had to put on sunglasses.

“Is swimming a good way to stay in shape?” I asked as the fantasy of flaunting a hot body like Ciara or Shakira around boys appealed to me.

“Of course it is, Keysha,” Maya assured me.

“When does the training course start?” I asked.

“This coming Saturday. I have all the information in my backpack. I even grabbed you an application. We can sit in your backyard and take a look at everything,” Maya explained.

“Okay,” I said, liking the thought of hanging out with her at my house.

Maya leaned toward me. “Trust me, it will be a blast. We’ll get to wear bikinis and work on our suntans,” Maya said.

“That’s another thing. Black folks generally avoid the sun,” I said, finding another reason to not make a commitment to do the swim training.

“Well, that’s a silly rule. Where do these rules come from anyway? Is there like a book of black-people rules floating around somewhere, because my father has never mentioned any of them to me,” Maya asked, trying to understand why I was being so difficult.

“No. It’s just sort of passed down from generation to generation,” I admitted.

“Why is that?” Maya asked.

“To be honest, I don’t know. I’ll have to ask my grandmother Katie about it. She’d know,” I said.

“Well, when you find out the answer, let me know.” Maya twisted her lips a little as we turned and walked up my driveway.
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Spring had definitely arrived, because the sun was beaming brightly and it was fairly warm and breezy. Maya and I walked onto the patio to relax. She brushed off a few leaves and small twigs that had landed on one of the seat cushions of the patio furniture. She placed her book bag on the wooden table and unzipped it.

“We’re going to have so much fun this summer,” Maya said, beaming with certainty. “My mom was a lifeguard when she was my age and she says that it was one of the best jobs she’d ever had because she walked in the door in a supervisory position. For the most part she was her own boss, and get this… She said she spent a lot of time lounging around reading books. When she mentioned it, I immediately thought about you, Keysha, because I know how much you love to read. Just think of how cool it’s going to be sitting around reading books and getting paid for it.”

“That does sound better than what I’d planned on doing with my time this summer,” I admitted. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Yeah, what do you have?” Maya asked.

“Well, if Mike hasn’t drunk it all we should still have plenty of Kool-Aid. Barbara made some yesterday and hooked it up by throwing some sliced lemons in the mix.”

“That works for me,” Maya said. I told her to sit tight while I ran inside. When I opened the refrigerator, I was glad to see the glass pitcher of Kool-Aid was practically full. “Mike must’ve overlooked it,” I said aloud. I grabbed the pitcher and removed two glasses from the cupboard. I placed a few ice cubes in each glass, then grabbed one of the trays from a separate cabinet. I placed everything on the tray and walked back outside. I couldn’t believe I’d allowed Maya to talk me into taking a lifeguard-certification class. After reading what was required, I freaked out.

“Maya, how am I supposed to learn all of this stuff? What in the world is active and passive drowning victim rear rescue? And what in the world is front and rear head-hold escape? I don’t know, girl, this stuff sounds too complicated.”

Maya held up the palms of her hands. “Keysha, relax. It’s not as difficult as it sounds, at least I don’t believe it is. I think it’s just a fancy name for a really simple maneuver,” Maya tried to assure me.

“How do you know? I mean, I’ve never seen you do any of this stuff, and you’ve certainly never talked about it.”

“Okay, I’ll admit some of this stuff is new to me as well, especially all the first-aid stuff that we’re going to learn, but I’m willing to give it a shot,” Maya admitted as she removed a pen from her bag and began filling out some of the paperwork.

“Maybe you should just work there and I can come hang out on the days that you work,” I said, completely convinced that I’d never be able to do any of the stuff listed on the sheet, even though I’d never heard of it or tried it.

“Keysha, stop being such a baby and try something different for once in your life. I mean, honestly, how could you not want to try it?”

“Because it sounds like hard work and I don’t want to do anything that’s difficult. I just want to chill over the summer.” I took a sip of my drink as I leaned back in my seat.

“I’ll make you a deal,” Maya said.

“A deal? There is no deal that needs to be made. Besides, why are you trying so hard to get me to do this?” I questioned her motive as a horrific image entered my head. My hair would look like a wet and tangled mess if I were to spend an unnecessary amount of time swimming.

“Because I don’t want to do this alone, okay? You’re my best friend, and this is the sort of thing that friends do with each other. Come on, Keysha, it’s not like I’m asking you to go shoplifting like that girl Toya from your old neighborhood did.”

I grumbled at the memory of that episode in my life. I was happy that Toya Taylor and all of her drama were now chapters in my past.

“Look, you guys have that huge swimming pool back there.” Maya pointed in the direction of the pool. “Whatever we don’t learn in class we can practice here. I truly believe you’re making this out to be more difficult than what it is. Besides, if my mother thinks that I can handle it, I’m sure the entire process will be a breeze. Just think about all of the fun stuff we’ll be able to do with our own money. This is such a no-brainer, Keysha.” Maya seemed to be searching exceptionally hard to find the right words to convince me to go along with her, but I was like a jackass sitting in the middle of the road.

I shook my head no. “Maya, black girls just don’t get into swimming,” I said, deciding that my urban background and cultural history would be the ultimate and final authority on the subject. “You’re half Hispanic and you certainly have a nicer grade of hair that won’t get nappy if it gets wet. I don’t expect you to understand my issue.” Maya stared at me as if I were a complete stranger. I couldn’t tell if she was insulted about what I’d just said or if she was going to continue trying to make me believe a summer job as a lifeguard was worth me walking around every day looking like a cat with matted hair.

“You didn’t have to go there, Keysha,” she said. I placed my left hand over my mouth because I immediately realized that I’d inadvertently hurt her feelings.

“What?” I asked, choosing my words more carefully.

“Just forget it,” she mumbled, gathering up the information, stuffing it back into her duffel bag and rising to her feet.


“What are you doing?” I asked, suddenly feeling awful.

“I’m going home,” Maya said.

“Why are you leaving?” I asked.

“Because I don’t want to be around you anymore right now.” Maya slung her bag over her shoulder and began walking away.

“Maya, I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is. It’s a cultural fact that black folks don’t swim. You can’t be mad at me for telling you the truth,” I said, getting up to follow her.

“Whatever, Keysha!” Maya continued walking without turning back to say goodbye.

 

I stood still for a moment, truly stunned by her reaction. I didn’t know if I should go after her or just wait until later when she’d had time to cool off. I walked back over to the table, sat down and gulped some of the Kool-Aid. Before long I heard Mike shouting out my name.

“Keysha!” he hollered out as he walked down the driveway toward me.

“What?” I fired back.

“Why didn’t you pick up the boxes sitting at the front door?” he asked.

“I didn’t notice any boxes,” I said, standing to see what he was referring to.

“Here,” he said, handing me a small brown package addressed to me. I looked at it, wondering who’d sent it.

“Grandmother Katie sent each of us one,” Mike said as he opened his up.


“Oh, cool,” I said. Mike removed a new video game for his PlayStation.

“Why is she sending us gifts?” I asked, totally not expecting one.

“She does it because she wants to,” Mike informed me. “Open yours. I want to know what you got.” Without delay I ripped open my package and saw that she’d purchased me a small webcam for my computer.

“What am I supposed to do with this?” It wasn’t something I’d asked for or wanted.

“If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.” Mike extended his hand and waited for me to give it to him.

“No. It belongs to me. I’m going to go give her a call and thank her for it,” I said, putting the gift back in the box.

“Well, I’m going to play my game.” He noticed the pitcher of Kool-Aid on the table. “Are you done with this?” Before I could answer he lifted the pitcher to his lips and began sloshing it down.

“Gross. What if I’d wanted some more of that?” I asked, very irritated with him.

“I guess you’d have to make some more.” He laughed as he walked away while continuing to guzzle every last drop.

Why do boys only think of themselves? I wondered as I went inside and up to my bedroom.
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I followed the simple installation instructions for the webcam and in no time flat I had it hooked up. I then phoned Grandmother Katie to thank her for the gift.

“Hello?” said Grandmother Katie as she answered the phone.

“Hey,” I said, smiling at the sound of her voice.

“Who is this?” she asked.

“It’s me, Keysha.” I was a little bewildered by the fact that she didn’t know who I was.

“Oh, I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t catch your voice,” she admitted. “How did your prom go?”

“Ugh, let’s not talk about that right now,” I pleaded.

“Did something bad happen?” She pressed the issue anyway.

“It depends on how you look at it. I did not have a perfect evening, but I did learn that boys will lie through their teeth.”

“Well, not all of them, honey,” Grandmother Katie said.


“I’ll give you all of the details on that later. I was calling you to say thank-you for the gift.”

“Oh, you got the webcam I sent to you. It wasn’t damaged, was it?” she asked.

“No, not at all. In fact I’ve already installed it and it’s working well, but why did you get this?” I asked.

“Well, I got a new computer that has a built-in webcam and I thought it would be fun to do video calls with you. I even went and got myself an account on Skype.”

“Who told you about Skype?” I asked jokingly.

“Oprah did. Sometimes she has shows and her guests use it.”

“Oh. I don’t watch Oprah. I like Tyra Banks and Wendy Williams,” I said as I scratched the side of my head and flaked up some dandruff. “It’s time for me to head back to the beauty shop.”

“Already? You must’ve sweated out every curl on your head dancing around at prom.” Grandmother Katie laughed.

“Not exactly.”

“Are you at your computer?” she asked.

“Actually, yeah, I am,” I said.

“Good, so am I. Why don’t you take a moment to get a Skype account and make me your friend so we can do a video chat?”

“I’m tripping out on the fact that you have a Skype account,” I said with a smile spread across my face.

“Well, you know me. I like being hip,” she said. I wanted to tell her that no one uses the word hip anymore, but I decided to just let her have her moment.


In no time at all, I created an account, made Grandmother Katie my friend and was sitting in front of my computer looking at her on my screen. She had the ability to smile with her eyes, which had a way of saying welcome without actually speaking the words. Her skin was a flawless shade of cinnamon brown and her hair seemed to be turning more silver with each passing day.

“Hey, Keysha. I can see you,” she said.

“Do you have a microphone for your computer?” I asked.

“Yup. It’s built-in.”

“Hang on, let me run into Mike’s room and get his headset. I’ll talk to you using it,” I said as I hung up the phone before getting up and walking down the hallway to Mike’s room. I asked him if I could borrow his headset.

“Yeah, I don’t care,” he replied, refusing to turn his attention away from his new video game, which appeared to be some type of advanced war competition. When I returned to my computer, Grandmother Katie had moved away from the screen. I sat down and waited for her to return.

“There you are,” I said when she’d finally returned.

“Sorry about that. I had to open the back door and let Smokey out in the yard.”

“How is that dog doing, anyway?” I asked.

“Smokey is fine,” she informed me. “When I took him out for walk in the park yesterday he decided that he wanted to go for a swim and rushed off and ran directly into the pond. He loves going for a swim.”


“Do you know how to swim?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t consider myself to be a strong swimmer at my age, but I do know how. I used to swim all the time when I was a kid. Jordan and Mike are much stronger swimmers.”

“What about Barbara? Can she swim?”

“I’ve seen her swim at the house before, and from what I can tell she seems to do okay. She likes to swim around with her head above water. Kind of like Smokey does. Why are you asking?”

“Because I was trying to explain to my girlfriend that black people don’t swim. I mean, I heard my other grandmother, Rubylee, once say that black people aren’t good swimmers because we have thick bones and we tend to sink instead of float. Anyway, my girlfriend Maya is trying to get me to take a lifeguard-certification class with her and is mad because I told her I don’t want to walk around looking like a runaway slave about the head.” Grandmother Katie sighed, and I felt as if I’d said the wrong thing.

“Well, am I right or wrong about this?” I asked.

“Your grandfather would say you’re horribly misinformed,” Grandmother Katie answered.

“Misinformed?” I said, wondering what in the world she meant by that.

“People of African descent are excellent swimmers, Keysha. It is true that most African-Americans do not connect with swimming. But black people have an amazingly rich swimming history that dates back to pre-slavery days.”


“Huh? You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, utterly dumbfounded. I knew there was some lesson she was about to teach, so I listened.

“I really wish you could’ve known your grandfather. He could have taught you so many things.”

“I’m sure he could’ve, but do you remember what he said about black folks swimming?”

“Sure, I can give you some interesting historical facts, but it will be up to you to do any additional research. Before the slave trade began, Africans living in coastal communities were known to be excellent swimmers by European explorers. In the year 1804, a party of about fifty men lead by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark set out to explore America. Mr. Lewis had a childhood companion and slave with him named York. York was noted as being the best swimmer of the entire group.” Grandmother Katie paused before continuing on. “Okay. You’ve heard of the Underground Railroad, right?”

“Yeah, I know about that, but I’ve never heard of some dude named York.”

“After we’re done here, I think I’ll put together some historical information that you might enjoy reading. Anyway, do you know where the name ‘Underground Railroad’ comes from?” she asked

“I have no idea,” I admitted. I’d never thought about why they called it the Underground Railroad.

“A black swimmer is where it comes from.”

“A black swimmer? There were no black swimmers during slavery,” I said, completely certain that I was correct.


“Oh yes, there were. The Underground Railroad got its name when a slave named Tice Davids escaped from Kentucky in 1831 and swam across the Ohio River to freedom in Ripley, Ohio. According to legend, Davids’s owner was chasing Davids in a boat when he lost sight of his swimming slave. Thinking Davids must have drowned, he remarked to his companions with a sarcastic smirk that his slave must have taken an ‘underground railroad.’ The comment was reported in the press, and the term has been with us ever since.”

“Really?” I asked, totally amazed by this news. “I’ve never learned that in school.”

“Well, don’t feel bad, love. A lot of people don’t learn the truth until they’re in college taking an African-American studies course.”

“But that’s just only two examples that happened two centuries ago.”

“Hang on, I’m not finished. Marcus Garvey, a West Indian revolutionist, and Jack Johnson, the first black heavyweight champion of the world, were both excellent swimmers. In the early twentieth century, the popularity of swimming grew. Public swimming pools started springing up all over the place, but they were mostly for whites only, and society purposely excluded black people from using the facilities.”

“Where were they building the swimming pools?” I asked.

“All over, even in Chicago,” Grandmother Katie said.


“Hmm,” I said, because I’d lived in Chicago all of my life and couldn’t think of a single place where I’d seen a swimming pool.

“You sound as if you doubt what I’m telling you, Keysha.” Grandmother Katie picked up on the uncertainty in my voice.

“I believe you,” I said.

“Just because you were never taken to a place where there was a pool doesn’t mean that they weren’t there. Have you ever heard of Andrew Young?”

“Nope. I can’t say that I have.”

“You’ve heard of Martin Luther King, Jr., right?” Grandmother Katie asked sarcastically.

“Of course I’ve heard of him.”

“Well, Andrew Young was one of his top advisers and was on the swim team at Howard University back in the 1950s. Dr. King was also a very good swimmer. What you have to understand, Keysha, is that slave owners feared that slaves would escape by swimming to freedom. So what they did was create stories about creatures in the water and even disciplined slaves by sticking their heads underwater until they nearly drowned to death so that they would fear swimming. This physiological mind game worked. Even after slavery, segregationists didn’t want black people swimming in their pools, so they created bogus studies that claimed that black people couldn’t swim because their bones were too big. Even though this was completely untrue, many people within the black community began to believe this. And if I’m not mistaken, blacks are two to three times more likely to die in drowning incidents, because they’ve never learned how to swim.

“Even though today there are greater opportunities for people of color to learn, remnants of slave-owner mentality still plague our community. Black folks have even gotten to the point where they find excuses for not learning how by saying they don’t want to get their hair wet or the pool water will damage their skin. The really sad thing about not learning this life skill is that black folks miss out on job opportunities. Many who don’t learn lose employment opportunities and promotions and are denied opportunities for jobs that require strong swim skills in areas such as law enforcement, firefighting or marine biology. On top of all that, arms of the military check out recruits’ swim skills at the boot-camp level, and who do you think fails the basic swim test most?”

“Black folks,” I answered.

“You got it, kiddo.”

“Okay, even with all of what you just said, why is it that I’ve never heard of a black man or woman swimming on an Olympic team? Why don’t we have a black Michael Phelps?” I asked.

“I think swimming has long been considered a country-club sport like golf and tennis. Just think about it—Venus and Serena Williams recently shocked the world with their tennis skills, although there were black tennis players who came along before them, like Althea Gibson and Arthur Ashe. Tiger Woods is certainly a new phenomenon in the world of golf. I think that swimming will continue to be a new frontier for black folks until the sport produces, as you said, a black Michael Phelps.”

“So, what you’re really saying is that the way I feel about swimming stems from slavery?” I asked just to be sure.

“In so many words, yes.”

“Why do I suddenly feel dumb?”

“You’re not dumb, Keysha. Your grandmother Rubylee unknowingly passed on a lie that had been passed on to her. The question you have to think about is this—now that you know the truth, what are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly.

“Well, I think your friend Maya is a smart girl and is really asking you to develop a skill that has the potential to put you on the path to great career opportunities. And save lives all at the same time.”

“Ugh, I feel really crazy now that you’ve put it like that. I feel as if I’m being forced to grow up,” I said, slapping the heel of my hand against my forehead.

“Honey, as long as you keep taking oxygen into your lungs, you’ll keep growing up.” Grandmother Katie laughed at her own joke. “You’re at an age now where the decisions you make can have a crucial impact on the rest of your life. One of my duties as a grandparent is to help steer you in the right direction.” Grandmother Katie positioned her hands as if they were on a steering wheel and simulated the driving movement.


“You’re right,” I said.

“Honey, I’m not always right. Well, most of the time I am.” She laughed again at her own joke. “Seriously, though, it’s your life, Keysha, and only you can live it. I just want you to recognize and consider thoroughly any and all opportunities or blessings that come your way. When you’re unsure about something, do some research on it. That’s what the library and bookstores are for. Heck, you have your own computer, child. You have the ability to find information at your fingertips. Having your own computer in and of itself is a blessing.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Sometimes I forget that I can use the computer for stuff other than playing games or sitting in chat rooms with my friends.” I glanced over my shoulder because I thought I’d heard Mike coming. I didn’t see him, so I turned my attention back to Grandmother Katie. “I have a ton of homework to do, but I’ll call you back when I’m done,” I said as I smiled at her.

“Okay. I’m here if you need me. Love you.” She kissed the tips of two of her fingers and placed them up to the camera.

“I love you too.” I lovingly kissed her back.

Once I logged off my web chat with her, I grabbed my book bag and pulled out two of my textbooks and several folders. I sat back down at my desk and began reviewing my work. I tried to focus, but my mind wouldn’t allow it. I felt awful about the way Maya had stormed off, and I wanted to clear the air between us. I was about to pick up my cell phone and call her when purely out of curiosity I decided to Google the words “African-American swimmers.” I was totally confident that nothing new or interesting outside of what Grandmother Katie had mentioned about black swimmers would come up. The first thing that popped up was an article written in April 2008 about two black female swimmers, one named Blair Cross and the other Brielle White. That shocked the hell out of me, so I clicked the link and read their fascinating stories. They both said that people were amazed that they were black and could swim let alone swim competitively. They also talked about the importance of being role models for young black children.

As I continued to do my research, I came across an athlete named Anthony Ervin who was the first swimmer of African descent to win a gold medal in the Olympics, and that had just happened in the year 2000. I decided to YouTube his name to see if it came up, and sure enough it did. I watched Anthony leap off the diving stand and rocket through the water like a missile. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Then I kept searching YouTube and came across a black female swimmer named Maritza Correia. She was the first Hispanic-American woman to make the U.S. Olympic Swim Team. As I began to learn all this, I thought about Maya and wondered if she’d ever heard of this woman. Then I stumbled across a Website that totally blew my mind. The International Swimming Hall of Fame is an organization dedicated to the sport of swimming. A lot of the stuff Grandmother Katie and I had spoken about was there, but there was so much more. They even had videos, one of which showed this black girl who worked for the city of Fort Lauderdale Ocean Rescue. This girl’s skills were so awesome that she could even ride a surfboard. She talked about how she loved being a lifeguard because being in the water was a very calming experience. All her friends thought she was crazy and even went as far as to say she wasn’t a real black person because she was on the school swim team. She went on to say how much she loved being a lifeguard because it gave her a sense of control, which is what Maya was trying to explain to me.

Finally, I saw a video on the Website that had me in tears. Two sisters who reminded me of Grandmother Katie were interviewed about swimming. The younger sister got into swimming in the mid-1990’s as a way to deal with some health issues she was having. She would get up every morning and go swimming. However, the older sister always criticized her younger sibling for getting wet every day and even went as far as to make her feel bad for liking the sport. Eventually, the older sister started to swim and now competes in the sport with other women in her age group. After watching this video and countless others on the Website, I changed my mind. I decided to not allow some lie from slavery, which was supported by segregationists and black folks alike, to keep me from doing something extraordinary for myself.
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After I reconsidered my decision, I called Maya. Her cell phone rang continuously before going to voice mail. I left a high-priority message asking her to return my call because I had something important that I needed to tell her.

Later on, when I’d finished my homework, I realized that Maya had never returned my phone call, so I gave her another jingle. This time the phone went directly to voice mail, which meant she’d turned her phone off.

“This is silly,” I said aloud before calling her on her home phone. Her baby sister, Anna, who is a freshman at our high school, answered the phone.

“Hello, is Maya there?” I asked impatiently.

“Who is this?” she asked, sounding annoyed.

“Keysha,” I answered.

“Oh, I didn’t catch your voice. Why are you calling her on this line?” Anna asked curiously.

“Because she won’t answer her cell phone. Is she there? I really need to speak to her,” I said, wanting her to get her on the line.

“I have a question. Are all the rumors about you true? Because I’ve heard some pretty wild stuff,” Anna boldly asked.

“No, and you shouldn’t believe everything you hear around that school,” I said, giving her some of my own personal advice.

“You don’t have to snap at me about it. I just asked you a simple question.” Anna was the complete opposite of Maya. She was high-spirited, and from what Maya had told me she loved to gossip and act older than she was.

“Would you please put Maya on the phone?” I asked as pleasantly as I could.

“You can’t talk to her right now on this line because I’m on it.” Anna seemed to take personal satisfaction in preventing me from talking to Maya.

“Well, would you please let her know that I called?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ll try to remember,” she said, and abruptly hung up on me. I removed the phone from my ear and looked at it.

“Why you little—” I caught myself before she made the ugly side of my personality come out. I decided to send Maya a text message in the hopes that she’d get it and contact me. I realized that she was refusing to take my calls because I’d hurt her feelings, which was something I did not mean to do.

I went downstairs to the family room. I grabbed the television remote, sat down and turned on the TV. I flipped through the channels and stopped at VH1 to catch the end of a reality show called Fantasia for Real. Just as the show was getting really good, I heard someone coming into the house. I sprang to my feet and walked toward the door to see who it was. Barbara was entering the house with a box of files from her office, and I went over to help her.

“Let me get that box for you,” I said, reaching out to take it.

“Oh, thank you, Keysha,” she said as she shut the door and locked it behind her.

“Just set it on the kitchen table. I’m going to go through all of that stuff in a minute, once I put on dinner.”

“What are we having?” I asked.

“Is there any more salmon in the freezer?” she said as she squatted down and pulled off her shoes. “If there is, take out a few pieces.”

“I’m not sure, but I’ll go check,” I answered as I took the box and placed it where she’d asked. After checking the freezer, I brought up several frozen planks of fish and placed them in a tub of cold water for thawing.

“How was your day?” I asked Barbara as I followed her into her bedroom.

“Exhausting. There is a large budget shortfall due to mismanagement of funds by the president of finance, and the mayor is not happy about it. There is talk of bringing criminal charges against the person responsible. I am on an investigative committee that has to take a look at everything the president of finance has done. Part of what I have to look at is what’s in the box,” Barbara exhaled. “When the media and voters find out about this, it’s not going to be pretty.”

“It sounds messy,” I admitted.

“Messy is an understatement. Enough about that drama. How was your day?” she asked.

“It was cool. Maya came over for a little while, but then she got mad at me and left,” I said, wanting Barbara to take an interest in my day and ask why.

“What did she get mad for?”

“Because she wants me to take a lifeguard-certification class with her and—”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea. You’d be able to get a great summer job with that type of certification. I know for a fact that the water parks are always searching for lifeguards.”

“I’m glad you feel that way, because I wanted to find out if you were cool with it.”

“Absolutely,” Barbara said as she began removing her jewelry.

“I’ll step out while you change,” I said, turning to walk out.

“Before you leave, do me a favor and unzip me out of this dress.” I walked over and unzipped her dress, noticing for the first time a tattoo on her back.

“Oh, my God! You have a tattoo in the center of your back. I never thought you were the type of person to have a tat. I want to get one,” I said, admiring the design.


“Tattoos are a big decision, Keysha,” Barbara said as she went into her walk-in closet and finished undressing. I decided to sit on the side of the bed and wait for her.

“When did you get it, and what does the symbol mean?” I asked.

“I got it when I was twenty-one years old. It’s a friendship tattoo, and my girlfriend had one just like it,” Barbara said.

“What do you mean had?”

Barbara exhaled softly as if something weighed heavily on her heart. I’d never seen her look so wounded. “Well, her name was Latrice, and we grew up together. I met her when I was five years old. We were both taking ballet lessons at a dance school. In the fall of that year we entered kindergarten together and clung to each other like a melody to music. We went through grammar school together and were inseparable.” Barbara coughed up a soft chuckle. “We always got into trouble for talking too much in class.”

“Did you guys remain friends through high school as well?” I asked, thinking about Maya’s and my own personal desire to have a true friend who would always be by my side.

“Oh, yeah. We worked on and styled each other’s hair, created outfits with her mother’s sewing machine, and we got our driver’s licenses on the same day. She was truly a one-of-a-kind friend. On our twenty-first birthday we decided to get the tattoos to celebrate fifteen years of friendship.”

“Where is she now? Did you guys have a fight or something? How come I’ve never heard you mention her before?” Barbara exited the closet wearing her pajama pants and one of Jordan’s old college T-shirts. She looked sloppy, but I could tell that she was very comfortable.

“She passed away, Keysha,” Barbara answered mournfully.

“Really? What happened?” I asked, feeling badly about her loss.

“Car accident. Happened when she was twenty-four. She was driving home from a trip she’d taken to Atlanta. By the time she got to the Midwest, she ran into a very bad snowstorm. She should’ve pulled over and gotten a hotel room for the night, but she didn’t. I guess she wanted to get home. Anyway, witnesses said that an eighteen-wheeler had turned on its side on a section of the highway that was suspended above a cliff. She didn’t see the accident until it was too late. She lost control of her car and ran off the highway and down a steep embankment. She died at the scene.”

“That’s so sad,” I said, feeling the need to hug her.

“Yeah, it is, but she was the type of friend who always had my back. That’s why we got the tattoos placed there.”

“Did she have any kids?” I asked.

“No. At the time she was in med school and wasn’t ready to start a family just yet,” Barbara said as she exited the bedroom. I trailed behind as she entered the kitchen.

“Can I help you cook dinner?” I asked, even though I knew she wasn’t going to say no.

“Absolutely. Why don’t you cut up a few potatoes for me?” Barbara reached into the cupboard and pulled out one of the griddles.

“I think my friend Maya and I are learning how to be close like you and your friend Latrice.”

“You’re not trying to get a tattoo, are you?” Barbara asked.

“Can I?” I quickly asked, because I knew that Maya had one and I was dying to get one as well.

“I’m not sure how I feel about that. You’re still very young, and I don’t want you to have regrets about it later,” Barbara explained.

“How about for my eighteenth birthday next year?” I asked, pressing the issue.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” Barbara clearly wanted to end the conversation.

I sat down and began skinning a potato with a peeler I’d removed from the rack on the countertop. I noticed that Barbara began scratching around the edges of her hair with her fingertips.

“It must be about time for a touch-up,” I uttered as she concentrated on a spot near her forehead.

Barbara said, “Yeah it’s about that time. I also need to get the gray hair around the edges taken care. I cringe at the sight of it.”

Barbara walked into the bathroom and washed her hands. When she returned she began preparing the fish to place on the griddle.

“I think your gray hair looks distinguished,” I said glancing in her direction.


“Gray hair looks distinguished on men but doesn’t have the same effect for a lot of women,” Barbara griped.

“Now my grandmother Hazel had sexy salt-and-pepper hair and she wore it proudly as if it were her crown. Said she’d earned every strand of it. People used to ask her if she dyed her hair because it looked so perfect on her. It always amazed me how someone with so much gray had the ability to make young men flirt with her.”

“How young?” I asked curiously.

“Very young,” Barbara answered. “Grandmother Hazel at times was like a peacock, strutting around displaying the beauty of her curls like they were a plume of feathers.” Barbara smirked before continuing on.

“She was young at heart and didn’t like to be around folks her own age. Heck, when Latrice and I turned twenty-one she took us out drinking.”

“What! You went drinking with your grandmother?” My jaw hit the floor when she told me that, because I could never imagine going out drinking with Grandmother Katie or Rubylee.

“Yeah, we did. Hazel was a real pistol and she lived her life to its fullest. She passed away peacefully in her sleep about five years ago.”

“How old was she?” I asked.

“Seventy-nine, but she acted like she was forty-five. Remind me later and I’ll show you a few pictures of her,” Barbara said.

After I finished with the potatoes I went into the bathroom, washed my hands and then unconsciously ran my fingers through my hair. I stepped back into the kitchen and said, “I’m going to have to let my perm grow out some.”

“Yes, you are, but giving your hair a break from chemical relaxers can be a good thing. Once you have your braids in you’ll have to use a leave-in conditioner on your hair and wash it every time you swim. That’s going to require some effort on your part, but it’s not going to be impossible,” Barbara said as she examined my hair.

“It’s actually just about time for me to get a touch-up anyway, because I do have some new growth,” I said.

“So the timing is great for braids. Just make sure you have on your swim cap as you go through the training.”

“I don’t even get in the water without it,” I said jokingly.

“Good. The next time we go out we’ll stop at the beauty-supply store and pick up some products for you. I also know this excellent hairstylist who really can do a very nice job of braiding your hair,” Barbara added.

“Do you think Jordan will be cool with me taking the class and all that?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, I don’t see why he wouldn’t be,” Barbara said confidently.

I stepped away from her and removed a glass from the cupboard. I moved over to the refrigerator, placed my glass under the slot for ice water and pressed a button. Once the glass was full I took a sip and said, “I didn’t want to do it at first, you know, take the certification class, but after speaking to Grandmother Katie I changed my mind.”


“Speaking of her, I need to give her a call.” Barbara tapped her forehead with her hand a few times before placing one of the fillets on the griddle. “I’ll call her after we eat dinner.”

I finished helping Barbara prepare our meal and set the table. By the time we were finished, Jordan was pulling into the driveway.

 

The following morning I arrived at school early. I couldn’t wait to see Maya so I could apologize. I stood at her locker with my books clutched to my chest and my back pressed against her locker waiting for her to arrive. After what seemed like forever, I finally saw her enter the building through one of the doors at the end of the hallway. As she approached I smiled at her as if I had the world’s juiciest secret.

“What are you grinning so hard for?” she asked with a perplexed stare on her face.

“Because,” I answered vaguely as I moved out the way so she could get to her locker.

“Because of what?” She wanted me to get to the heart of the matter.

“How come you didn’t return my phone calls last night?” I asked, even though I had a clear idea why.

“You made me mad, Keysha, but I’m over that now. I’m just going to take the certification class by myself. It’s something I want to do, and I shouldn’t have tried to drag you into it.” I sensed that Maya was about to apologize to me, which was something she didn’t need to do, so I stopped her.


“It’s not your fault.” The words rushed out of my mouth.

“Huh?” She tilted her head, confused by my outburst.

“You didn’t do anything wrong by asking me. I’m actually here to tell you that I’m sorry for making you feel bad and for trying to sell you some stupid lie that’s been around since slavery.”

Maya was silent for a long moment as she processed what I’d just said. “You know that you’re not making any sense to me right now, don’t you?” Maya tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

“Let me explain. Maya, I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to do the swim-certification class with you.” I let go of my secret.

“Keysha, you don’t have to, it’s okay,” Maya said with a sad whine in her voice.

“Did you hear what I just said? So stop being disappointed about it now. I want to do it.”

She waved me off. “Keysha, stop playing around. You’re not serious and you know it.” Maya didn’t believe me at all.

“Yes, I am. That’s why I kept trying to reach you last night.” I sat my books on the floor and placed Maya’s hands in my own. “I learned something yesterday after you left. I had a long chat with my grandmother about it. She helped me to understand why I felt the way I did about swimming. Look, to make a long story short, I’ve come to two conclusions—the first one is that you’re the best girlfriend in the world. You’re kind, honest and sincere. I should not have made you feel like crap for trying to help me grow as a person.”


“For real? You really think that about me?” Maya placed her hand over her heart.

“Yes. I mean what I said,” I assured her. “And I’m really looking forward to taking the lifeguard-certification class with you.”

“OMG! I’m so glad you changed your mind. We’re going to have so much fun!” Maya was suddenly excited.

“Well, I’m really going to need a lot of help, because this isn’t going to be easy for me. Do you still have the paperwork?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s in my bag.” Maya placed her backpack on the floor, squatted down and unzipped it. She searched around for a moment until she found the papers. “Here are the copies I had made for you. Fill them out and get them back tomorrow and I’ll drop them off with the aquatics director. Don’t forget to get your parents’ permission,” Maya said.

“The class starts Saturday, right?” I asked, just to be certain.

“Yes!” Maya said joyfully. “This is great news! I’m so happy that you’re going to do this.” She gave me a giant hug.

 

The next Saturday morning I got up early and went to the swimming pool at my high school. There were about ten people there, and Maya and I were the only girls. Mr. Briggs, a man who appeared to be in his midthirties, was the instructor. He was very lean, with bushy black eyebrows, and he worked for the United States Coast Guard. He began by talking about the importance of water safety, the skills we were going to learn and what we were going to be tested on at the end of our six weeks of training.

“The training will be tough,” he said. “But when you’re done you’ll have the knowledge and expertise that can make the difference between life or death.” He asked us to get in the water so that he could assess our current swimming skills.

“Ugh, he wants us to get in the water on the first day?” I whispered to Maya.

“Come on. Stop complaining,” she said, taking me by the hand and leading me over to the steps.

 

At the end of the training session that day, Maya invited me to hang out at her house for a little while. After I called Jordan and got permission, Maya’s mom picked us up and drove us back to their home. As soon as we got there we went directly to her room and shut the door. Maya’s room was small but cozy. She had a large closet with sliding doors that had mirrors on them. Her dresser was lavender and matched the headboard on her full-size mattress perfectly. On top of her dresser was a collection of perfume bottles, scented lotions and jewelry. Situated on a small nook table near the window, an alarm clock doubled as an iPod music station. Maya had a few posters of some hot models, actors and recording artists taped on her walls. I sat down on her bed, looked at myself in her mirror and was irritated by the sight of my hair.

“I’m supposed to get my hair braided next week. I can’t wait, because I can’t walk around too long with unmanageable hair,” I said touching my hair and feeling frustrated with the way it looked.

“Oh, you don’t look that bad. You wore your swim cap the entire time.” Maya walked over to me and touched my hair. “It’s really thick, and I happen to think that your natural hair is very nice. I think you’re just paranoid.”

“Are you kidding me? Girl, I’m starting to look like one of those black power people I’ve seen in our history book.” I chuckled as Maya placed her iPod in the docking station and selected some music.

“Ooh, turn it up. I love that song by Jay-Z,” I said, popping my fingers to the groove. Maya did as I requested and then crashed on the bed beside me.

“So, is there any new boy at school that you like?”

“God, no, I’ve sworn off boys. They’re just too much damn trouble,” I said as I searched my purse for a fingernail file.

“What about Garrett Jones? I think he sort of likes you,” Maya said.

“Eeew. He always has white stuff in the corners of his mouth,” I griped.

Maya laughed out loudly. “You’ve got a point there. If you could build the perfect guy, what would he be like?”

“Hmm,” I said, thinking about that for a moment. “Well, he’d have to be cute but not so gorgeous that I’d have to fight other girls off him. He’d have to have a great sense of humor, be attentive to my needs and be honest. I don’t want to deal with some lame dude who wants to be a player and is always surrounded by girls. That’s so tacky, if you ask me.”


“See, I’m glad Misalo understands that I’m the best thing that is ever going to happen to him.”

I chuckled.

“I’m serious. I know we’re not that old and people think that our love for each other is just superficial, but I feel a true connection to him. Something deep and spiritual.”

“Spiritual? Maya, what are you talking about?” I asked as I rested on my back and stared up at her ceiling fan.

“Okay, here is a perfect example. Sometimes I know what he’s going to say before he says it. I also can be thinking about him and out of the blue he’ll call me and say that I was on his mind. I feel really weird when that happens.”

“You are so lucky that you have a boyfriend like him,” I said.

“We’re going to get married one day and have a family,” Maya admitted.

“How many kids do you want to have?” I asked.

“I think I’d like to have four kids. Two boys and two girls. And I want to have them close in age so that they can all grow up together in a big house, with a big backyard and a dog.”

“You have it all mapped out, don’t you?” I said jokingly.

“Hey, it’s never too early to start planning the rest of your life.” Maya laughed.

“Well, like I said, boys just aren’t my priority right now. I am so done with Antonio and Wesley. Lord, Wesley just gets on my nerves now. I can’t believe how my feelings for him have changed.”


“As they should have. He was cheating on you with that slut Lori.”

“I know, but sometimes I feel as if he really didn’t mean to get so involved with her.” I paused. “I don’t know how to explain it really, except to say I think there is a part of me that wants to believe that—”

“Keysha. Snap out of it, girl. I can’t believe you’re sitting here feeling confused after what he did.”

“You’re right, Maya. I’m just tripping. In all honesty, the only person I truly want to date right now is myself.”








eight



The last day of school had finally arrived, and I was sitting in my eighth-period class waiting for the dismissal bell to ring. I’d turned in my final exam ten minutes earlier and couldn’t wait for summer vacation to begin. I felt that I’d done a pretty good job overall and would end up with a B average in the worst-case scenario. As I waited for the bell to go off, I thought about all the crazy turns my life had taken. Getting forced to go live in a group home for troubled teens. Yuck! I never wanted to go back to that crazy place. The drug scandal with Liz Lloyd. I wonder whatever became of her, I thought. Then there was Wesley and his heroic efforts to clear my name. I’ll always be grateful to him for that.

At that moment the dismissal bell rang and everyone sprung to their feet and rushed out into the hallway. Kids were shouting and banging on the lockers just to make extra noise. Many started cursing because they knew they could get away with it without having to deal with any consequences. Students were littering the hallways with paper and other trash. As I pushed my way through all the madness I felt the urge to participate, so I tossed a folder filled with my useless schoolwork in the air. The pages flew out and scattered all over the floor.

As I marched through the hallway, I bumped into Priscilla, who was clearly stunned to see me. I was about to unload on her and call her every word in the book for screwing up my prom dress, but I didn’t get a chance to because she covered her mouth with her hands and began puking all over herself.

“Eeew!” I hollered out as she hurried away toward the bathroom. I turned the corner and headed down another hallway and saw Antonio talking to a few of his friends. When he saw me he broke away and came over to me.

“What’s going on?” he asked with a cute smile that at one point had had the ability to make butterflies prance around in my belly.

“Same old stuff, just a different day,” I answered sarcastically.

“I see that you’re still pissed,” he fired back, sweeping his tongue past his lips before sliding it back into his mouth. I think he wanted me to swoon at the sight of his exposed tongue.

“I have a right to be, especially with all of the rumors that were floating around about me after prom a few weeks back.”

“Oh, yeah, I heard a few of them. A couple of them were pretty funny.” Antonio laughed.


“I know you were the one spreading them around. I’m not stupid,” I said, wanting him to confirm my suspicions. The rumors and ridiculous lies had to come from someplace, and Antonio was probably the one with the gasoline and match.

Antonio pointed to himself. “Who, me? Why would I do that?” He placed a sly smirk on his face that made him look guilty. “I don’t have time to go around like some childish punk spreading around rumors about you. I’ve got better stuff to do with my time. You ain’t all that.”

“Whatever, Antonio, but since you brought up the subject of a child, your baby’s mama has morning sickness and she’s in the bathroom having a rather nasty vomit episode right now. You might want to look into that,” I said, hoping my words would deflate his oversize ego.

“I’ve told you already. I don’t know who knocked up Priscilla Grisby, but it wasn’t me.” Antonio continued to boldly deny having any type of sexual relationship with her.

I decided to play a quick little mind game with him, since he’d developed memory loss. I asked him to lean in close to me so that I could whisper in his ear.

“Did you know that lips tell lies? And your lips are lying so hard that you actually believe that you’re telling the truth,” I murmured before stepping away from him. The expression on his face was priceless. He looked like a confused dog who was trying desperately to understand what its owner was saying. He had no inkling how to respond, because he knew I was right. He was a liar and a jerk, and they were personality issues that were as much a part of him as his ego was to his privates.


“Screw you, Keysha! I hope you get a disease or something,” he snarled before turning his back to walk away. I laughed out loud.

I continued toward my locker. I spotted Wesley milling around in the hallway ahead of me. As I approached him, my heart filled up with a sense of dread. I was hoping he wasn’t waiting on me; I didn’t feel like talking to him.

“Hey, girl,” Wesley greeted me.

“Hey. Why aren’t you running around like a madman like everyone else?” I asked.

“I just don’t feel like it,” he answered as someone rushed passed us shouting “Teachers suck!”

“Can I ask you a question, Wesley?” I asked as I spun the dial on my locker.

“You know you can ask me anything.” Wesley pressed his shoulder against the locker next to me.

“I’ve been thinking about you lately,” I admitted.

“Really?” I could hear a renewed enthusiasm in his voice.

“Yeah. As your friend I feel that I should be straight up with you,” I said.

“Let me guess. You want us to get back together, right? I knew you’d come around, Keysha. I promise you I’ll never—”

“Wesley, stop it. Just chill out with the idea of hooking back up with me, that’s over. I’m talking about your drinking problem. I’m really worried about you.”

“Huh! If you were worried about me, you’d start dating me again and help me get myself back in order.” Wesley got snippy.


“Wesley, I can’t help you with the dating thing, but I do feel like you should return to rehab. Please consider getting some more help,” I pleaded.

“Oh, you think I should return to rehab,” Wesley mocked me. “Speaking of rehab, how are your therapy sessions with the psychiatrist going?” Wesley put the index finger of his left hand to his temple. I wasn’t going to allow him to make me feel bad or bruise my feelings for seeing a therapist, because in all honesty I’d found the sessions to be very helpful. “Wesley, my visits have been rather useful. That’s why I brought up the subject.” I reached out and stroked his cheek with the back of my hand.

Wesley held my hand and then kissed the back of it. “Your touch feels so nice,” he said, placing my hand over his heart.

“Wesley, I want what is best for you. I think you should return to rehab for more help. I don’t want your drinking problem to ruin your life. As a friend, I’m—”

“What the hell is this?” Lori seemed to appear out of thin air. Ed Daley, Wesley’s liquor supplier, was with her.

I cut my eyes at Lori and exhaled loudly.

“You must be dying for me to beat your ass.” Lori snatched my hand away from Wesley’s chest and stood directly in front of him. She invaded my social space, waiting for me to make a move.

“Tramp, if you even dream about jumping me you’d better wake up and apologize.” I pointed my finger at Lori’s nose.

“You wanna do something? We can do this. School is out for the year now,” Lori said as she took out her silver hoop earrings.

“I know one thing, you better get your little bony behind out of my face before you get dealt with.” Lori was just one punch away from meeting my ugly side. The no-nonsense ghetto Keysha didn’t take crap from anyone.

“Oh, man, you guys are going to fight over Wesley? I love watching girl-fights,” said Ed Daley. His red hair and matching freckles reminded me of the Chucky doll. All he needed was a knife and a hideous laugh and I would have a hard time telling them apart.

“Shut up, Ed!” Lori barked as if he were her disobedient dog.

“What is it with you? Why are you such a controlling tramp?” I asked, unafraid of her offensive temper.

“Why are you still trying to hook up with Wesley?” she answered my question with one of her own.

“I’m just trying to help him. True friends do that,” I snapped.

Wesley finally said something. “Come on, girls. There is no need to fight over me.”

“I don’t fight over boys,” I quickly said, looking over Lori’s shoulder at Wesley.

“Well, I do,” Lori said. I focused my attention back on her. “And I better not ever catch you with your hands on him again.”

I placed my hand on my lower back, set one foot in front of the other and leaned toward Wesley. “Wesley, after all we’ve been through, you’re going to let her talk to me like this and not say anything?” I couldn’t believe he wasn’t stepping in to break up our argument.

Wesley waved his hands. “You guys just need to chill out.” Wesley offered up a half-ass defense.

Ed Daley encouraged us to duke it out. “No, man, let them fight.” He’d taken out one of those travel-size bottles of alcohol and guzzled down some of the liquor before offering it to Wesley, who eagerly drank it down.

“Wesley!” I yelled at him for being so stupid.

“What?” He glared at me as if there were nothing wrong.

“Why are you doing this to yourself?”

“It was just a little drink. It’s not a big deal, Keysha,” Wesley said, defending his behavior.

“You need to get yourself a new set of friends and drop Miss Hell Raiser and Chucky. They’re not good for you at all.”

“I know exactly what he needs, and it’s not you, chick. So I’m going to say this one more time.” Lori extended her index finger and began poking me on the shoulder. “Stop. Trying. To get back with Wesley!”

Before I realized it, I shoved Lori so hard that she stumbled backward into Wesley. She quickly gathered herself and lunged for me, but Wesley held her back.

“You’d better hold on to her, Wesley! You know I’ll mess her up!” I shouted.

“Come on, Lori.” Wesley began pulling her away. Lori fought him and even tried to kick me several times, but I was too far away.


“You just wait until I see you again, Keysha! I’m going to have something for you!”

“Yeah, whatever, heifer, just remember you have to bring some ass in order to whoop some,” I taunted. Wesley continued to yank her away.

Ed extended his hand with the small bottle of alcohol. “Do you want some? It’ll help calm your nerves.” I couldn’t believe Ed Daley had the balls to ask me if I wanted a drink.

“Get your punk ass out of my face, Ed!” He flinched when I raised my voice, glaring at me in a drunken fit of complete stupidity. He turned away to go catch up with Wesley.

“Wesley, let’s go drinking, man. School’s out for the summer!” he howled.

“What a total waste,” I spoke aloud to no one in particular.

During my walk home, I thought about Wesley and all the drama we’d been through. I truly did care about his well-being, and it was unsettling to see him drinking, especially after he’d vowed to never do it again. Maybe he believed that by relapsing he was somehow hurting me. The truth of the matter was that he was only hurting himself. I feared that he’d make some huge mistake that the words, I’m sorry wouldn’t be able to fix.

I crossed the street and walked past Mr. Submarine and spotted my younger brother, Mike, and his girlfriend, Sabrina. They were sitting in a booth snuggled up next to each other.

“Mike thinks he’s so cool,” I muttered. He wasn’t so cool when he had decided to take Jordan’s prized 1979 Pontiac Trans Am for a joyride to impress some hood rat a little while ago. While he was trying to hook up with her, someone stole the car. Everything that happened after that just got messy. But when all was said and done, Mike had learned his lesson.

Not long after Mike got into major trouble for stealing Jordan’s car, I ran away from home to be by Wesley’s side because he’d been shot by some gangbanger in Indianapolis. I moved heaven and earth to be by his side, only to discover he’d gotten shot while trying to protect Lori. Talk about the ultimate betrayal. I almost didn’t want to believe my eyes when I walked into his hospital room and found lipstick prints all over his face and Lori standing by his side. It was clear that he’d been two-timing, so I told him it was over and then I left. Eventually, Wesley moved back here to South Holland, but I had no clue that Lori would be moving here as well. Rumor has it that she moved here to live with her dad because she’d gotten threats on her life from the gangbanger she was dating in Indianapolis.

When I arrived at the house, I checked the mailbox before heading inside. I went upstairs to my room, changed clothes and sat on my bed. I then called Maya so I could tell her about the latest drama with Wesley and how I almost got into a fight with Lori. I hoped that she’d pick up the phone, because I knew that she and Misalo were hanging out doing the couple thing.
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A few days later my grades came to the house and I was overjoyed to learn that I’d earned four A’s and two B’s. Next fall I’d be a senior in high school, admired and adored by everyone beneath me. It was also rather scary, because I would have to start giving college some serious thought. I still needed to take my ACT and SAT tests. Just the thought of taking those exams caused me to stress out, because I hadn’t taken them during my junior year. There was so much going on when the opportunity to take exams came up that I blew them off.

At dusk on Saturday evening, Jordan and I were sitting around in the family room chatting it up. All the windows in the family room were open, and the warm spring breeze felt good on my skin. Jordan was soaking his feet in a footbath that was filled with Epsom salts and hot water. Whenever my father overexerted himself on the jogging track, his feet would get sore. The radio was set to an ’80s station, and George Michael was singing one of his hit tunes called “Father Figure.”


“Do you have any idea what you want to do after high school?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about college much because I wasn’t sure if money would be an issue,” I answered. I’d only lived with my dad for one year and figured he’d never saved up any type of money for me. Especially since he didn’t even know I existed until my mom got in legal trouble and a state social worker got in contact with him and asked if he’d take a blood test to verify that I was his biological daughter.

“A junior college wouldn’t be a bad place to start. You could go to school full-time and work part-time in the evenings to help save money for when you go off to a four-year university,” Jordan said as he glanced down at his submerged feet. I sat next to him on the leather sofa and snuggled up to him. I loved the comfort and protection I felt with him, as well as the sweet scent of his cologne. Mike used to hate it when he found us hugged up together because he felt as if Jordan was paying me more attention.

“Who knows, maybe I’ll get a full-ride scholarship or something,” I mentioned, thinking of another way my college education could be paid for.

“That’s very true. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, now would be a good time to start filling out some applications. Your senior year will come and go before you know it.”

“Yeah, I know. My counselor gave me this list of places that offer kids money for school. I really should start taking a look at that stuff.”


“Don’t wait until the last minute to apply, because a lot of places only have so much money available,” Jordan reminded me as Barbara entered the room. She and Mike had just returned from the video store. As soon as they stepped inside, the scent of Chinese food began wafting through the air.

“You guys got dinner?” I asked.

“Yup,” Barbara answered as she walked over to Jordan.

“What’s going on?” she asked as she handed Jordan the movies she’d gotten and then walked into the kitchen with the food.

“Nothing, just sitting here talking about how to pay for her college education,” Jordan said as he removed the movies from the bag.

“I picked up Ironman, Cadillac Records, I Can Do Bad All by Myself and Transformers,” Mike said, picking up the remote and turning on the television.

“I want to see Tyler Perry’s movie. I love his films.” I immediately let my choice be known.

“We’re watching Transformers first. Dad, the surround sound is going to be off the chain,” Mike said excitedly.

“I’m with Keysha. I want to see I Can Do Bad All Myself. I’ve heard so many good things about it.” Barbara evened out the odds.

“Dad, honestly, do you want to watch some chick flick or do you want to see an action movie?” Mike waited for Jordan to make a decision.

“Ladies first, Mike,” Jordan said, as he removed his feet from the bath and dried them off with a towel.


“Ugh! I’m going to go watch it in my room,” Mike said grudgingly.

“Man, that food smells so good.” I rubbed my hands together as I stood and then headed toward the kitchen. We all sat down to eat and talk. It was wonderful to be a part of my new family. I felt secure, loved and supported. These feelings were new to me, and a few times over the past few months I’d taken it all for granted. I made a mental note to get my act in order and be happy that I had such a loving and caring family.

With school out for the summer, I had a ton of free time. For the first few weeks, Maya and I spent our days at the swimming pool before and after our certification class. With my hair braided up and a good swimming cap, putting my head underwater became a nonissue. I spent hours on end perfecting my aquatic skills, and before long, with the additional support of Maya, we had both become much stronger swimmers.

As time moved on, I actually looked forward to getting in the water every day because it was fun. I found swimming relaxing because it offered a type of serenity that I just couldn’t get anywhere else.

The day of my certification test had finally arrived, and I was about to be tested on the skills I’d acquired. I’d completed thirty-two hours of training as well as gotten my CPR certification. I had to be able to swim 300 yards continuously, swim 20 yards using front crawl or breaststroke, surface dive in seven to ten feet of water and retrieve a ten-pound object. Once I had the object, I had to return to the surface, swim 20 yards back to the starting point with it, and exit the water without using a ladder or steps. All of this had to be completed within one minute and forty seconds.

Maya was sitting next to me on the bleachers, and like me she was very nervous about taking the test. The scent of chlorine was wafting through the air, and it was slightly chilly. We both had on one-piece bathing suits. Maya’s was brown and blue, and the one I had on was black and gold.

“Look at me.” Maya held up her hand. “I’m shaking like I have an uncontrollable twitch.”

I took Maya’s hand into my own and held it. “We’re both going to do fine,” I said in the most confident voice I could muster.

“I just want this to be over,” Maya admitted as we watched the first person fail the test. He couldn’t retrieve the weight and hold on to it.

“OMG, if he can’t make it I know I’m going to fail.” Maya had already given up on herself.

“Girl, if you don’t stop tripping…. We did not go through all of this just to fail at it,” I said. I was supremely confident we’d pass the test without much effort because we’d spent practically every day for the past five weeks in a swimming pool. The second person who took the test also failed. They had trouble with the surface dive. Maya and I watched with stunned emotion at how many people were struggling. Finally, Maya’s name was called. She rose, unwrapped the towel from around her waist and headed to the starting point.


“You can do this, Maya.” I sent her away with words of encouragement. She glanced back at me briefly before continuing on and gave a nervous smile. Maya began the test with the surface dive and did it perfectly. She swam flawlessly and then dropped down to retrieve the ten-pound weight. She struggled with it but was able to make it back to the starting point and exit the water as required. She leaned over, resting her hands on her knees while trying to catch her breath. She was noticeably exhausted, but I could tell she was pleased with her performance. She toweled off and then came back and sat next to me.

“You’re fierce, Maya!” I said excitedly.

“The rubber human torso is very heavy. Be sure to push off the bottom of the pool very hard so you can get back to the surface. If you don’t push off hard enough, you’ll be forced to drop it or sink back down with it.”

“Really?” I said, suddenly concerned about drowning. It’s funny how fear creeps into your heart even when you feel very confident about your skills.

My name was finally called and I stood.

“Go get ’em, girl!” Maya said. I walked down the bleachers and across the pool deck to the starting point. I removed my flip-flops and placed the soles of my feet on the chilly concrete. I took several deep breaths and prepared to demonstrate my surface-diving skills. I glanced down at the water briefly and suddenly became very afraid. I mean my heart started drumming so hard against my chest I thought it was going to burst through my rib cage. The water was slightly choppy and seemed to be breathing. I started shivering uncontrollably and hugged myself.

“You can begin when you’re ready,” said one of the judges behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and looked at them.

“Are you okay, Ms. Kendall?” asked another judge. I tried to answer, but a boulder was in my throat.

“Let’s go, Keysha!” Maya screamed. I glanced over at her. She was standing and giving me the thumbs-up sign.

Okay, Keysha, it’s now or never. You can do this. I was trying to muster up the courage to start the test.

“Is there some type of problem, Ms. Kendall?” asked the first judge.

“No,” I answered quickly. After taking another breath I leaped in and performed the maneuver with masterful precision. I began swimming and gliding through the water with ease. I spotted the ten-pound human torso and dove for it. I didn’t push off the bottom hard enough and lost momentum. I felt myself sinking and began to panic. As I sank back down, I pushed off harder. I broke the surface, took a deep breath and continued on. In the background I could hear Maya shouting. Judging by the urgency in her voice I knew my time was very short. I quickened my pace and reached the starting point. I exited the pool with the object and, like Maya, I leaned over and rested the palms of my hands on my knees.

“Excellent!” said one of the judges. “You’ve passed.”

Maya and I were superexcited about passing the certification course and becoming licensed lifeguards. My heart was filled with a sense of pride and accomplishment and I wanted to celebrate the achievement. After we showered and changed our clothes, we walked to a local pizzeria. I ordered two slices of cheese and sausage pizza along with a soda. Maya ordered one slice of pepperoni pizza and some bread-sticks. We sat in a booth near the window so we could watch people as they walked by. Starving, I bit into my food right away. The combination of cheese, bread and the tomato sauce tasted heavenly. I’d just taken a gulp of my soda when I heard Maya’s cell phone vibrate.

“I think you just got a text message,” I said, curling a long line of cheese around my index finger.

“Maya checked her phone and said, “Oh, it’s from Misalo. He wants to know if I passed the class.”

“Where is he, anyway?” I asked, wondering why he hadn’t come down to the pool to support her.

“He’s at the DMV,” Maya said as she set the phone on the table and picked up her pizza.

“Is he getting his ID renewed or something?” I asked.

“No. He took the test to get his driver’s license today.”

“Did he pass?” I asked just as her phone vibrated again.

“Let me see.” Maya picked up her phone and glanced at the screen. A smile spread across her face.

“Judging by the huge smile on your face, I assume that he did pass,” I said as I leaned back in my seat.

“Yes, he did!” Maya said giddily. “You know what this means, don’t you, Keysha?”

“Umm, no,” I answered, confused by her question.


“It means freedom, girl. Now that he has his driver’s license we can go places. We can go on a real date without being picked up and dropped off by our parents.”

“I can’t wait to take driver’s education. I missed this year because the classes were too full, but I know for sure I’ll get it during the first semester of my senior year.”

“That makes two of us. Misalo was very lucky to get into the class.” Maya bounced around in her seat and popped her fingers.

“Why are you squirming around so much?” I asked.

“OMG! I have to call him. Excuse me for a second, Keysha.” Maya scooted out of the booth and stepped outside. I sat there staring out of the window, searching for something interesting to hold my attention. The only thing I noticed was a giant moving truck headed toward my house. I glanced over at Maya again. She was laughing and smiling. I pulled out my cell phone and searched for a recent song by Lady Gaga I’d downloaded. I grooved to the music and for some strange reason began to think about Wesley. I decided to give him a call just to see how he was doing.

“Hello, Wesley?” I asked as soon as I heard the line connect.

“I knew it! Why are you calling him, Keysha?” Lori had answered his phone.

“I was just checking on him,” I snapped.

“He doesn’t need or want you. Why can’t you get that through your thick skull?” Lori asked.

“Would you just tell him that I called, please?” I asked, wanting to end the conversation.


“Hell, no, I’m not going to tell him. And if I were you I’d—” I hung up on her before she could finish making her idle threat. No sooner had I put my phone away than Maya returned.

“Misalo is going to see if he can get his dad to give up the car and take us to the mall.”

“Are you serious?” I asked

“Yeah. We could go there and just hang out,” Maya said. One moment I was excited about the idea and the next I’d changed my mind.

“No. You and Misalo should go alone. I’d be a third wheel. Besides, if this is the first time he’ll be getting the car to drive by himself, it should be an experience that the both of you share.”

“Give me a break, Keysha. You’re just being silly now,” Maya said, dismissing my comment.

“Don’t you want to be alone with him?” I asked.

“Trust me, if I wanted to be alone with him I know how to arrange time for that. Besides, he won’t mind,” Maya answered with absolute certainty.

“We’ll see,” I said, and then changed the subject. “So about the summer job as lifeguards, what’s the next step?”

“Well, according to my mom, the community pool is very short-staffed and in desperate need of lifeguards, so I think it will be a breeze for us to get the job.”

“I sure hope so,” I said as I inserted the last morsel of food into my mouth.

Maya and I went our separate ways after finishing our food.


“I’ll call you if Misalo gets the car,” Maya said as she walked away from me.

“Okay,” I said.

As I walked home I noticed that the large moving truck I’d seen earlier was parked in the driveway of a house not too far from where I lived. The residence was situated on a corner and had a driveway that arched around like a half moon. It was the biggest house in the community and was similar in design and style to the one I’d seen time and again on reruns of a television show called The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. In my opinion, whoever moved into that house had money, and lots of it. Needless to say, I was as curious as a cat to catch a glimpse of who was about to move in.

I slowed my pace as I moved past so I could peek inside, since the front door was wide open. I saw the movers walking down a ramp at the back of the truck carrying in a large sofa. I was concentrating so hard on trying to see who was moving in that I hadn’t noticed the two guys pulling into the driveway in a gold-and-black customized Toyota Scion. The guy on the passenger side exited with two large pizza boxes. He glanced in my direction and raised his chin up at me in a quick, jerky motion—his way of saying hello or what’s up. He was an okay-looking guy. He appeared to be around my age and was tall and very lean. He had curly black hair that was full on the top but tapered closer to his scalp on the sides. His ears sort of stuck out from his head, but not so much that he looked odd. His complexion matched my own. It was caramel brown but could easily turn into a shade of rich golden brown when exposed to the summer sun. I waved back to him. I briefly noticed the other guy, who appeared to be his older brother. They looked exactly the same except the older brother was taller. I was positive that once the girls in the neighborhood discovered they lived in a minimansion, they’d become instantly popular and the girls would be fighting to win their affection. I couldn’t have cared less about how fine they looked. A handsome face, cute smile and nice body usually led to a bunch of drama, and that was the last thing I wanted.
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The following afternoon Maya and I caught the bus over to the headquarters office of the park district and filled out the job application. Once we were finished, we decided to walk over to a nearby fast-food restaurant for lunch. I ordered the Italian beef sandwich combo loaded with sweet and hot peppers. It also came with large fries and a soda. Maya decided on a grilled chicken sandwich with cheese combo. We paid for our food and waited for it at the end of the counter.

“How long do you think it will take them to give us a call-back for an interview?” I asked Maya, who was still glancing up at the menu.

“Dang it, I should have gotten the double char dog with cheese fries,” Maya said.

“If you’re going to change your order, you’d better say something now,” I said.

“I think I will.” Maya got the attention of the cashier and quickly made a change. Once she’d paid the difference she walked back to the end of the counter where I was still waiting.

“So, what were you saying?” Maya asked, now that her attention was fully focused on me.

“Oh, I was asking you how long do you think it’ll take for someone to call and schedule an interview?”

“Hopefully, not long at all,” Maya answered, pulling a few napkins from a dispenser on the countertop.

I leaned against the counter. “I can’t wait to start working and making my own money. I have so many things that I want to do,” I said.

“You and me both,” Maya chimed.

We sat down and began eating our food. My sandwich was greasy and messy but tasted delicious.

“We’re both going to be fat if we keep eating like this,” Maya joked. Although with all the swimming we’d been doing, neither one of us had very much body fat.

“I doubt it,” I said, as an image of my mother popped into my head. I couldn’t imagine myself ever looking like her. She has a belly that drools over her belts and stretch marks everywhere. “I’m never going to let myself get big and sloppy,” I said with conviction.

“Come on. We’d better go stand at the bus stop before we miss the next one. I think with the money I make I’ll try to set some of it aside to buy a car. Taking the bus is such a drag,” Maya griped.

“That’s a good idea. I never thought about using the money to purchase a car.”


“I’m not talking anything too fancy, just something to get around town in. Oh, and it has to have an awesome sound system and air-conditioning,” Maya said. We tossed our trash in the garbage and walked across the parking lot toward the bus stop. Thankfully, we both lived within three miles of the pool, so the bus ride wasn’t very long at all. Just as we’d made it to the corner bus canopy where the Pace bus would pick us up, Maya’s phone rang.

“Hey, boo,” I heard Maya say. I immediately knew she was talking to Misalo.

“Hi, Misalo,” I leaned over and spoke into Maya’s cell phone.

Maya smiled brightly and said, “He says hello back.” She then placed her left index fingernail between her teeth.

“Are you kidding me? Of course Keysha and I would love to hang out this afternoon.” Maya glanced over at me. “You’re free, right?” she asked me.

“Yeah, I’m not doing much this afternoon,” I answered.

“Well, we’re not at home right now. We’re at the bus stop in front of the community swimming pool,” Maya informed him.

“What’s going on?” I asked, rudely interrupting her. Maya held up her hand for me to stop talking.

“Well, we can wait for you right here at the bus stop. How long will you be?” She paused and listened to him. “Ten minutes? Cool, we’ll see you then,” Maya said as she hung up the phone.

“What’s the plan for this afternoon?” I asked.

“He has the car and he’s going to come by and scoop us. We’re going to catch an afternoon movie,” Maya informed me.

“Ooh, now that’s what I’m talking about. What movie do you want to go see?” I asked.

“I don’t know. There’s a lot of good movies out right now. We can go for scary, comedy or action,” Maya said.

“Well, my vote is for comedy,” I said.

“I think that’s what Misalo would want to see as well. I’m cool either way.” She dug inside her purse. “I hope I have enough money.”

“If not, I have enough for both of us,” I said.

A short while later, Misalo pulled up in his father’s blue Ford Taurus. Maya and I got in, and off to the movie theater we went. We arrived fifteen minutes early, which left time for Misalo to get popcorn and a drink. Maya and I stood near a few video-game machines while Misalo ordered his snacks.

“OMG! Turn around quickly.” Maya didn’t even give me a chance to ask why or what for. She placed her hands on my shoulders and spun me around so that I was now facing the direction of the restrooms. “What’s going on?” I asked, completely clueless as to why she was acting so strangely.

“Hang on. Let me verify something,” she said as she quickly turned and looked toward the entrance.

“What a sleazebag,” Maya said.

“Who?” I asked impatiently.

“You’ll never believe who just walked in together,” Maya said.


“Who? Wesley and Lori?” I asked, figuring that it could only be them.

“No. Lori and Antonio,” Maya whispered.

“Stop lying!” I said, and spun myself back around to see it with my own two eyes. Sure enough, Antonio and Lori were standing in line waiting to buy tickets.

“What a slut!” I said aloud. “Look at them. They’re trying to act as if they’re not together. I wonder where Wesley is.”

“I don’t know, but he’s certainly not with her,” Maya said.

“I’m going to say hello,” I said and began to step away.

“Keysha, just let it go.” Maya tried to stop me.

“I’m just saying hello. I’m not going to do anything. I just want her to know that I see them. That’s all.”

“But why?” Maya asked.

“Because. I just want to see their reaction,” I said, and walked off. I heard Maya huff as she trailed behind me. I walked over to Antonio and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around and sort of flinched when he saw me.

“Hello, Antonio,” I greeted him with a nice smile but a nasty undertone.

“Oh. Hey,” he answered drily.

“What are you doing here?” Lori asked with a feisty fire in her voice.

“Just saying hello to my ex-boyfriend. You seem to have a thing for my leftovers.” Lori looked at Antonio, then shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she folded her arms.

“Don’t even go there. It’s not like that,” Lori quickly said.


“Yeah, right. So, Antonio, how is your baby mama doing? Have you checked on her at all since we last spoke? I mean, she was very sick.”

“Keysha, why did you even come over here? Did you just want to start some drama?” Antonio asked.

“It’s just a simple question. No need to get your briefs in a knot,” I said, cutting my eyes over to Lori.

“And where is Wesley, Lori? I thought you two were totally inseparable,” I asked, waiting to hear the lame lie she was about to tell.

She didn’t answer me immediately. “Wesley is out with his father.”

“Oh, does he know you’re here with Antonio?” I asked, playing gossip girl.

“I told you, don’t even go there. It’s not like that.” Lori cut her eyes at me.

“No need to get all sensitive. I never said it was like anything.” I smirked at her.

“Hey, guys,” Misalo came up behind us. “What’s going on, Antonio? How are you doing, Lori?”

“What’s up, man?” Antonio did a quick fist bump with Misalo’s free hand.

“So, what movie are you guys coming to see?” asked Maya, who had decided to get to the heart of the matter.

“We’re not coming to see a movie,” Lori quickly said. “I’m here applying for a job. I just happened to run into Antonio as he was walking in.”

“And why are you here, Antonio?” I asked.


Antonio frowned at me. “I don’t owe you an explanation. I’m minding my own business and you need to get some of your own instead of trailing up behind me. I don’t want you. You need to get over me and move on with your life,” Antonio said.

“Whoa, okay guys, we’ll see you later,” Misalo said, wanting to avoid any type of conflict. “Come on, Keysha, let’s go.”

I pointed my finger. “For your information, I’m not chasing after you. I just came over to say hello!” I snapped.

“Whatever, chickenhead. Get lost!” Antonio said as he glared up at the marquee displaying the show times.

“Oh, you calling me a chickenhead and you’re standing here with the video vixen of Thornwood High?” I got loud and ignorant, which I really didn’t want to do, but he was making me go there.

“Keysha, let’s go,” Maya said, pulling me away. Lori flipped up her middle finger and then shifted her weight from one foot to other. I wanted to twist her damn finger off!

“Why are you allowing them to get under your skin like that, Keysha?” Maya asked, turning me around so I’d stop looking at them. “What’s the big deal, anyway?”

I took a few seconds to calm down. “I don’t know, girl. I guess I’m still sort of pissed off about prom and how Lori stole Wesley from me.” Maya glanced at me and raised her eyebrows.

“Don’t say it. Because I already know that what I just did was lame.”


“You need to just chill out, girl,” Misalo said. “It’s not that serious. It’s not like he was your husband or something.”

“You’re right. He’s just a boy with a big ego and she’s just an accident looking for someplace to happen,” I said. The three of us walked down the corridor toward theater ten, where our movie was being shown. As soon as I sat down in my seat I thought about Wesley and whether or not he knew where Lori was. A part of me wanted to call him to gossip about it, but another part of urged me to not go there.
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Two days after Maya and I submitted our job applications, we received phone calls requesting interviews. I let Barbara and Jordan know about it, and they were both very happy and supportive of me. Since I’d never been on an interview in my life, I had no idea what to expect. I was thankful Barbara took some time out to do a little one-on-one interview coaching with me. She gave me some practical tips like: Don’t walk into my interview chewing gum, and wear a business suit.

“Why do I need to wear a business suit?” I asked. “I’m going for a job as a lifeguard.”

“Honey, even if you’re applying for a job as a garbage-man you want to be viewed as professional. I cannot tell you how many people I’ve refused to hire because they came without a résumé, dressed inappropriately and had no idea how to sell their skills to an employer.”

“A résumé? I’ve never even had a job before,” I said nervously.


“Don’t worry. I’m going to show you how to hook one up based on the skills you have. We’ll also do a little role-playing so that you’ll have an idea how to answer some commonly asked questions.”

“Dang! Maya said we were going to be handed this job. I didn’t think I needed to prepare for it as if I were cramming for an exam,” I griped.

“Honey, nothing in the world is going to be handed to you for free. Trust me, I’m pretty sure that even Maya’s mom is working with her to make sure she represents herself well.”

“Ugh!” I grumbled. The process didn’t sound like it was going to be a cakewalk.

On the day of my interview I felt every nerve in my body buzzing. I hadn’t gotten much sleep and my stomach was feeling sour. Barbara let me use one of her business suits that was too small for her but looked pretty decent on me. She made sure my braided hair looked flawless and did one last run-through of how I should conduct myself. Before I left the house I glanced at myself in the mirror and had to admit that I looked much older wearing the all-black skirt suit with a crisp white blouse and low-heeled black shoes. I took a few deep breaths and then walked out to the car, where Jordan was waiting. He wanted to drive me to the interview as well as give me even more encouragement.

“I’m so proud of you, Keysha for taking such a giant step. I know you’ll do well,” he said as he smiled at me. For some inexplicable reason I got emotional and gave him a giant hug. I held on to him for a long time with my face buried in his shoulder. He didn’t seem to mind, because he held on to me, too.

“Come on. You don’t want to be late for your first job interview. Remember, first impressions go a very long way,” he said as he fired up the car and drove off.

 

All the coaching Barbara and Jordan had given me paid off big-time. The woman who interviewed me said that out of all of the candidates she’d interviewed she was most impressed with me. She told me I’d be hearing from her in a few days. I left the interview feeling incredibly relieved.

Two days later I received a phone call from the park district offering me a part-time position. I gladly accepted the offer and the salary.

Maya and I began on the same day. We arrived at the pool first thing on Monday morning and went through orientation. We walked around the facility and learned where all the equipment was located and how to maintain the swimming pool. We learned the rules of the pool, what was expected of us as lifeguards and what a typical day at the swimming pool was like.

On Saturday morning I woke up early, freshened up, put on my one-piece bathing suit, khaki shorts and a Tyler Perry T-shirt with a photograph of Madea on the front and a caption that read: I’ll Go To Church When They Get A Smoking Section. I went downstairs to get something to eat and ran into Mike, who’d just placed two waffles in the toaster.


“Hey,” I said as I opened the refrigerator and removed the gallon jug of orange juice.

“Dang, girl, you need to stay the hell out of the sun. You’re getting darker than my hair,” Mike said sarcastically.

“Well, good morning to you, too,” I fired back, trying to ignore his insult.

“I’m serious, you’ve turned like three shades darker,” he said as he rested against the countertop.

“Well, you know what they say—the blacker the berry the sweeter the juice.” I smirked at him.

“Ewie, too much information,” he complained as his waffles popped up. I removed a glass from the cupboard and filled it with ice.

“All jokes aside, Sabrina and I are coming to the pool today along with some other friends. You’re not going to kick us out if we start getting a little rowdy, are you?” Mike asked.

“Why don’t you and your friends just swim here? Why do you have to come to the pool and start acting ignorant?” I asked.

“Because that’s what we do.” Mike wasn’t taking me seriously.

“Well, I’m telling you now. If you and your friends start acting crazy, I’m kicking you out,” I warned.

“Come on, Keysha, would you really kick your own brother out of the pool?” Mike thought I was playing around.

“As my girl Madea would say—” I pointed to my T-shirt “—put the shut, to the up. Okay? Shut to the up. All you need to do when you come to the pool is shut up and swim. If you think I’m playing with you, try me.” I smirked at him as I gulped my orange juice.

“Some sister you are.” Mike took his food and began walking back to the family room.

“What’s going on with you and Sabrina, anyway?” I asked just to be nosy.

Mike shoveled food into his mouth and chewed it up quickly. “Nothing, same old stuff, just a new day,” Mike said.

“Oh, did you know we have some new neighbors that moved into the house down the street?” I asked.

“Yeah, I saw that,” Mike said with a mouthful of food. “Have you met them?”

“Sort of. I said hello to one of them when they first moved in.”

“I haven’t heard much about them, but I’m sure they’ll be around this summer,” Mike said.

“Have you seen the car they’re driving?”

“Yeah, the Scion? That’s a cold ride they’re pushing. Speaking of rides, Dad is finally getting his Trans Am back.”

“Really, are the police done with it now?” I asked.

“Yeah, thank goodness. I’ll never do something as stupid as take his car without permission again. It’s probably going to cost a small fortune to get it restored back to mint condition.”

“You know, I was considering saving up money for my own car. I’ll be taking driver’s education next year and it would be so cool to have my own set of wheels.”


“What kind of car are you thinking about getting?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Something cute.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re still set on a Volkswagon Beetle.” Mike frowned at the idea.

“Why do you care? It’ll be my car that I paid for with my own money.”

“Keysha, that’s just not a cool car. You need an Eclipse or a Mustang,” Mike suggested.

“Well, if you can find one of those cars that’s reasonably priced, let me know and I’ll take a look at it,” I said.

“Okay, cool, because you know as your little brother it would be cool if you’d let me borrow your car from time to time.” Mike came over and draped his arm around me. I looked at his hand resting on my shoulder and flicked it off.

“Are you kidding me? I’ve seen the way you drive. You have a lead foot and would probably kill yourself and anyone close to you,” I said.

“I don’t have a lead foot,” Mike disputed.

“Ah, yes you do,” I said, standing my ground.

“Come on, Keysha, don’t be like that. You’ll let me borrow your car sometimes, won’t you?” Mike began to whine.

“Boy, I haven’t even gotten a car yet. I just said I might save up enough money to get one.”

“How about this—if I find a car that you like I’ll go in half on it with you,” Mike said, trying to strike up a deal.

“Let me think about that,” I said as I walked into the bathroom. I opened the medicine cabinet and searched for some of Barbara’s scented lotion, because I was fresh out. I made a mental note to replace hers once I received my first paycheck.

“Is Mom or Dad driving you to work this morning?” Mike asked.

“I don’t think so. I’ve been catching the bus to work all week,” I said, exiting the bathroom. “What time will you be at the pool today?”

“I don’t know, probably around one,” Mike answered as he ate the last morsel of food on his plate.

“Okay, I’ll see you then,” I said and walked toward the front door. I knocked on Jordan and Barbara’s bedroom door and waited for permission to enter.

“Hey, guys,” I said as I entered the room. Jordan was in his walk-in closet looking for a necktie. Barbara was lounging around on the bed watching HGTV. “I’m about to head out to work.”

“I have to go into the office today. I could drop you off if you’d like,” he said as he exited the closet.

“No, I’m good. I sort of like taking the bus to work. It gives me a little time to clear my head. Thanks anyway,” I said.

“Are you sure? I don’t know many people who’d turn down a ride in a car for a bumpy bus ride,” Jordan said.

“Are you sure I won’t be taking you out of your way?” I asked.

“Of course not,” he said as he located the necktie he’d been searching for.


 

Thirty minutes later I was at the swimming pool checking the chlorine balance. After I checked that, I grabbed the long net and skimmed a few leaves off the surface of the water. Then I hosed down the deck and lawn chairs and made sure there wasn’t any broken glass on the pool deck. Since it was early in the morning I was the only person there, but I knew it wouldn’t be this peaceful for long.

I was scheduled to work from ten to four, and Maya was scheduled to work from one to seven, when the pool closed. We knew we’d just end up hanging out at the pool with each other once our shifts ended, so it was no big deal.

I sat in one of the lawn chairs and pulled out a book that I’d removed from the bookshelf at home. It was a Kimani Tru book called 16 Isn’t Always Sweet by Cassandra Carter. Just as I was starting to really get into the book, a woman with several small children exited the clubhouse and came onto the pool deck.

“Good morning,” she said as she herded her little munchkins along. They were so cute. She had two little girls who looked to be ages five and seven and a little boy who was about three. They all had on orange water wings and were super-excited about getting into the water. Their mother took them over to the small kiddie pool and got in with them. I watched as they splashed around in the water giggling and laughing. It was such a pleasure to see children with skin as brown as my own enjoying the water. Experiencing the fun of water sports had been unimaginable to me when I lived with my mother, Justine. Living with her was like being in a living, breathing nightmare. I haven’t seen or heard from her since she’d robbed a currency exchange a while back. Her partner in crime, named Simon, was caught, but my mom had somehow managed to get away with my baby brother, who is still an infant. At that moment, I wanted him to be with me. I wanted to teach him how to swim and watch him enjoy the pool just like the other children. I didn’t want him to experience the hell my mother was going to put him through. I suddenly felt a pain in my heart, a painful sadness that hadn’t surfaced in a long time. It was the emotional bruises and deep sorrow from the life I had lived with my fugitive mother and my grandmother Rubylee, who was still in jail. Even though I’d lived a hellish life with them, there was still a place in my heart that longed to see them. If I ever got the chance to see them again, I think I would hug them and tell them I’m okay and I’m going to make it.

By the noon hour, it was a scorching ninety degrees outside and the pool was jam-packed with people. I had to blow my whistle several times to stop a few rowdy junior high school students from trying to drown each other, as well as put up with overzealous seventh grade boys who were trying to win me over with loser compliments. Then, shockingly, one boy who was about thirteen years old took it upon himself to make sure I knew him personally.

“So, you’re the new lifeguard?” He sat down on an empty lawn chair next to me.


“Yes,” I replied, not taking my eyes off the patrons in the pool.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Keysha,” I replied.

“I’m Alex. You got a boyfriend?” he boldly asked. I turned to meet his gaze for a moment because I couldn’t believe he’d asked such a personal question. Alex had light brown skin, bad acne and a high-pitched voiced that teetered on the verge of being extremely annoying.

“Don’t you think that question is a little inappropriate?” I asked, wanting him to seriously think about his inquiry into my personal life.

“I’m just trying to find out who my competition is,” he bravely admitted, gazing at me with innocent eyes.

“Alex, I’m way too old for you, so don’t even waste your time trying. Besides, you just met me like ten seconds ago,” I said, giving him rock-solid advice.

“Haven’t you heard of love at first sight?” he asked, and I had to laugh.

“Love stinks, kid. Trust me on that one,” I said.

“Well, I’m going to sit right here next to you so you can get to know me. I’m sure that once you do, you’ll really like me.” Alex smiled at me, flashing a mouth filled with wire braces. Oh Lord, I thought.

 

Maya arrived at work right on time. She came in, got settled and provided me with a much-needed break.

“Go get yourself something to eat,” she said.


“I’m just going to chill out in the clubhouse for a moment. Mike and Sabrina are on their way, and he picked me up a sandwich from Subway.”

“Cool,” Maya said as she slipped on her sunglasses. “It is so hot out here.”

“You’re not kidding. Look at the tan I’ve gotten,” I said, pulling my shoulder strap over to the side so that she could see my tan lines.

“You should let me put some sunblock oil on your back so you don’t burn,” Maya suggested. I agreed and allowed her to rub the lotion on me. No sooner had Maya started than Alex swam to the edge of the pool.

“Why didn’t you let me put that on for you?” he whined like a lost puppy. Maya began laughing.

“Boy, go someplace.” I shooed him away. Alex poked out his lip before submerging himself under water and kicking, doing an underwater handstand.

“That’s cute, he’s trying to impress you.” Maya kept laughing.

“My God, the boy is like a fly at a picnic. He has no clue that he’s not welcome,” I said, slightly annoyed.

“So how has everything been going?” Maya asked as I shifted my position so that she could rub the other side.

“Well, it’s definitely busy. Oh, and keep your eyes on those boys over there. They’ve been wrestling in the water and I had to tell them a number of times to stop. I’ve given them a final warning, too, so if they start clowning around again, feel free to kick them out,” I said.


“Okay,” Maya said.

At that moment I saw something that shocked the hell out of me. Priscilla and Lori walked out onto the pool deck laughing and chatting as if they were BFFs.

“What the hell?” I pointed at Lori and Priscilla.

“Ooh, when did they become friends?” Maya asked.

“I have no idea, but I wonder if Priscilla knows that Lori was at the movie theater with Antonio,” I said, fixing my gaze upon them. Priscilla must’ve sensed me looking at her because she turned and looked in my direction. A part of me desperately wanted to get even with her for ruining my prom dress.

“I should kick her out,” I muttered.

“Just calm down, girl. You don’t need to do something stupid and lose your job. She is not worth the trouble,” Maya said, wanting me to avoid doing something I’d regret later.

“Ooh, I can’t stand either one of them,” I said through gritted teeth. Priscilla didn’t say anything, she just turned her head the other way and continued talking to Lori.

“What’s up, chocolate child?” I turned and saw Mike and Sabrina had arrived with my lunch.

“I kind of like that name,” I said to Mike.

“It was meant to be an insult,” he responded.

“I love you, too,” I said sarcastically. “How are you doing, Sabrina?”

“I’m good. I can’t wait to get in the water to cool off. It’s supposed to be hot like this for the next several days.”

“Yeah, I heard that, too,” Maya chimed in.


“Well, I’m going into the clubhouse and eat my food,” I said, rising to my feet. “Maya, I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Okay, girl, take your time.”

“Mike, stay out of trouble,” I warned.

“Whatever, Keysha. I’m not worried about you,” Mike said as he looped his arm around Sabrina and walked over to the other side of the pool deck to claim two empty lawn chairs.

As I walked over to the clubhouse I glanced over at Lori and Priscilla. Why were they hanging out with each other? I caught Lori’s gaze. She stuck her tongue out at me like a bratty child. I wanted to give her the middle finger so badly, but I knew that some adult who was there with their children would probably report me. I ignored Lori for the moment but knew that one day soon, she and I were going to have a total blowout.

 

The following morning I arrived at work at the same time and went through my daily routine of checking the chlorine levels, cleaning the swimming pool and hosing down the deck. It was a quiet Sunday morning, and I wasn’t expecting anyone to arrive for at least another hour. As soon as I sat down to read my book, two guys exited the clubhouse locker room and came out onto the pool deck. I didn’t recognize them at first, but then realized they were my new neighbors who’d moved into the minimansion.

“Good morning,” the shorter one greeted me.

“Good morning,” I responded as I reached for my dark sunglasses and put them on. The two walked down to the other end of the swimming pool toward the blue spring-loaded diving board. I sat upright so I could keep a close eye on them. The last thing I wanted to deal with this morning was a cracked skull from one of them inadvertently slamming his head against the diving board. The taller brother, who appeared to be the older of the two, stood at the back of the diving board and did a few arm stretches and neck rolls to loosen up. He walked to the edge of the diving board and tested the tension of the board’s spring by bouncing on it a few times. They then purposefully talked loudly so I could hear them.

“How does it feel?” asked the younger brother.

“It’s decent,” responded the older brother, who’d walked to the back of the board. He then measured his steps, leaped into the air, came down on the edge of the diving board and allowed it to catapult him into air. He tucked his knees and arms tightly into his chest and rotated in the air twice before opening up and diving perfectly into the water.

“Not bad,” said the younger brother, who followed up with an equally impressive dive. He did two flips with a full twist. I watched as the two of them put on an impressive show of various dives. They executed backflips, pike dives, pike flips and reverse backflips. Without a doubt I was impressed with their skills, but not enough to strike up a conversation about their background. After about an hour they gathered their stuff and prepared to leave.


“You’re the girl I saw the other day, aren’t you?” asked the younger one as he slipped his feet back into his sandals.

“Excuse me?” I played as if I had no idea of what he was talking about.

“A few days ago you were walking down the street watching the movers haul our stuff into the house,” he explained as he approached me.

“Oh, yeah, that was me,” I answered coyly.

“My name is Jerry and that guy over there is my older brother, Erin.” He extended his hand for me to shake it.

“I’m Keysha,” I said as I reluctantly reached up to shake his hand.

“So what did you think?” he asked.

“About what?” I answered.

“About our diving skills.” He was trying to find out if I was impressed, but I wasn’t about to feed his ego.

“What about them?” I asked. I folded my arms.

“Well, did you like what we were doing?” he asked.

“Was I supposed to?” I answered his question with a question.

“Okay.” He chuckled. “Maybe you’re having a bad day or something.”

“I’m actually having a wonderful day,” I assured him.

“You know most people would be pretty amazed to see two black guys who can dive like my brother and me. He’s on his college swim team and happens to be the only brother on it.”

“That’s nice,” I said drily.

“Are you always this pleasant?” Jerry asked.


“Do you always ask so many questions?” I fired back. He remained silent for a long moment and I glared at him from behind my dark sunglasses. I got the sense that it irritated him because he couldn’t read what my eyes were saying.

“Jerry, come on, man, she’s not interested. Let’s just go,” his older brother, Erin, called from across the pool.

Jerry turned and looked over his shoulder at his brother. “I think she is, but just doesn’t know it yet,” he said full of cocky confidence.

“My, don’t you have a big ego,” I snidely remarked.

“Oh, my ego is nothing compared to your bad attitude,” Jerry said. I chose not to respond, because I didn’t feel like it.

“Maybe I’ll see you around the neighborhood,” he said as he began to step away.

“I doubt it,” I answered. He chuckled once more and scratched his head as he walked away.








twelve



When Maya arrived at work later that afternoon I couldn’t wait to tell her what had happened earlier that day with Jerry and his brother Erin. At 1:00 p.m., like clockwork, she waltzed out onto the pool deck wearing a new and fabulous-looking black-and-white halter one-piece bathing suit with matching sarong.

“Ooh, look at you, miss sexy lady,” I complimented her as I stood up to give her a hug.

“Why thank you, darling,” she said, pretending to be a snooty woman of ridiculous wealth.

“You are so silly,” I said as I sat back down.

“So what’s going?” she asked, waiting for me to deliver any juicy gossip that I’d heard.

“Well, I met this guy named Jerry and his older brother, Erin, earlier today.”

“Really? What did they look like?” Maya asked.

“They were handsome. They both have smooth brown skin, curly hair and nice smiles. Jerry has a big ego though.” I mentioned the thing that stood out most about him.

“Was it a big ego or just too much confidence?” Maya asked for clarification.

“To me he was all ego,” I replied.

“Well, what did he do?” Maya asked.

“He and his brother came up here to show off. Jerry said that I should be impressed with the fact that he and his brother are black divers, but really I couldn’t care less,” I spoke honestly.

“Ooh, that does sound like a big ego,” Maya admitted.

“Yeah, then he had the nerve to come over here and try to feed me a line of bull, like I was supposed to just swoon the moment he spoke to me. I was like, ‘Boy, if you don’t go someplace and get you some business—’” I laughed out loud and so did Maya.

“Well, go on and get yourself some lunch. We’ll talk when you come back,” she said as she got situated to watch everyone.

 

I didn’t return to work until Wednesday morning, and since it was a weekday I knew it would be pretty slow except a few stay-at-home moms and perhaps some kids who just wanted to take a quick dip. I’d just sat down and was about to read when Alex, my little stalker, rolled up to the fence behind me on his mountain bike.

“Do you want me to come and keep you company?” he asked.

“Hell to the no,” I answered.


“Dang, why did you have to say it like that?” He sounded pathetic, and I knew I’d hurt his feelings. “You don’t have to walk on my love like that,” he complained.

“Sweetie, you don’t have enough love to walk on,” I answered back with a harsh tone. Alex eventually got the message that I didn’t want to be bothered and left me alone. Then, just as I was truly beginning to enjoy the peace and serenity of being at the pool all alone, Jerry showed up. I stopped reading my book so I could keep an eye on him while he tried to impress me once again with his diving ability. However, to my amazement, he didn’t do any diving at all. He swam a few laps and then came over to the edge of the pool where I was sitting.

“Are you feeling better today?” he asked.

“I wasn’t feeling bad the other day,” I reminded him.

“Okay,” he said politely. “Listen, about the other day, I may have come off sounding a little conceited, and I didn’t mean to.”

“No, you didn’t sound a little conceited, you were practically boasting as if you were the best thing since the discovery of fire,” I said.

“I’m sorry about that. My brother and I are just very competitive and at times I get so wound up that I give off the wrong impression,” he said apologetically.

“It’s cool,” I answered, not really putting more thought into the moment than need be.

“So, can I start over by introducing myself to you?” he asked.


“You don’t need to,” I said.

“Hello, Keysha, my name is Jerry and I’m your new neighbor.” He ignored what I’d just said. I remained silent.

“My family just moved here from Buffalo Grove, Illinois. It’s a suburb that’s northwest of downtown Chicago. I like Chinese food, pizza and watching Tyler Perry films,” he said.

“Now there is something we have in common,” I admitted.

“What?” he asked.

“Tyler Perry. I love his work,” I said.

“Then that makes two of us.” Jerry smiled at me. “So, Keysha, what else do you like?” he asked.

“Why do you care?”

Jerry shrugged his shoulders. “It seems like an appropriate question to ask when you’re trying to get to know a person.”

“Maybe I don’t want people to know me. Maybe I just want to be left alone. Have you ever considered that?” I asked.

“Man, Keysha. You’ve really built up a strong wall of protection. What happened in your life that has made you so untrusting?” he asked as he bounced up and down in the water.

“You don’t know jack about me, so stop trying to psychoanalyze me,” I answered rudely, hoping he’d just swim away and go on about his business.

“You’re right. I don’t know much about you at all. But I’d like to think that I’m pretty good at spotting someone who has a broken heart or has dealt with a lot of emotional pain.”


“Yeah, right,” I responded in a brazen attempt to throw him off.

“Hear me out. If I’m mistaken, just tell me. But I’m willing to bet that you’re either in a bad relationship or just getting over one and right now you’re so hurt that you’re snapping out at anyone who tries to get close to you.”

“Well, if you’re so damn observant, why are you over here bothering me?” I asked.

“That’s a good question, and to be honest I don’t have an answer to it.” He paused for a moment. “I guess I’m just trying to make new friends. It’s hard when you move from one town to the next. You leave most of your old friends behind and you don’t really know when you’re going to see them again. Then when you arrive someplace new, you hope that you can hook up with someone who is real and not fake. One thing I can’t stand is phony people or people who pretend to be your friend but then turn around and stab you in the back. Know what I mean?”

I didn’t want to admit it, but I knew exactly what he meant. I’d gone through so much of what he was talking about that it was like he was telling a slice of my life story without even knowing all of the details. I decided to let down my guard a little and entertain talking to him a little more. “Yeah, unfortunately I know exactly what you mean, Jerry.”

“See, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” He smiled at me.

“How old are you, Jerry?” I asked.

“Seventeen, and you?”


“We’re the same age,” I said.

“So, what’s Thornwood High School like?” he asked.

“Same as any other school I guess. There are some good things about it and some not so wonderful things, too. I pretty much keep to myself.”

“Do you play a sport or have any other interests?” Jerry asked.

“I had the lead part in the school play,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I also like to sing.”

“Really? I’d love to hear your voice. Sing something for me.”

“Get out of here, I’m not going to sing for you.” I laughed.

“Look at you. That’s the first time I’ve seen your pretty smile.”

I cut my eyes at him. “Don’t even try it,” I warned. I truly was not interested in dating or anything remotely close to it.

“Hey, I’m not trying to pull anything,” he said, holding up his hands so I could see them.

“So, what’s your story?” I asked. “I’m sure you have a slew of girls trailing behind you just dying to be your boo.”

Jerry released a low chuckle and then glanced down at the water. “I’m not really like that. Now my brother on the other hand, he’s a straight-up womanizer,” he said.

“How old is your brother anyway?” I asked.

“Just turned twenty.”

“So why aren’t you like him?” I was curious.

Jerry winced and I could tell I’d just touched on a sensitive issue. He was quiet for a long moment before speaking. “I can’t believe that I’m still dealing with this, because it’s been almost a year since I broke up with her.”

“What happened?” I was now very interested in what he had to say.

“It’s a long story,” he said.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, adjusting my position on the lawn chair.

“You’re sure that you want to hear this?” he asked.

“Lay it on me,” I encouraged him to tell his story.

“Okay, but don’t call me some hopeless sap afterward, okay?”

“I won’t,” I agreed.

“Okay, it’s like this. The summer between my freshman and sophomore year of high school I started dating this girl named Jessica. She was everything to me. I loved her and thought we were going to be the classic high-school-sweetheart love story. I thought we were going to make it against all the odds, you know?”

“Oh, I know that feeling,” I admitted.

“She was my first, but I wasn’t hers. I gave up my virginity to her because I really felt that I was in love with her. After we’d done it a few times my feelings for her grew stronger, but she started becoming distant with me all of a sudden. She wasn’t returning my phone calls, e-mails or text messages. When I saw her in person and asked her what was going on she just said that her computer was down and her mom forgot to pay the cell phone bill. I believed her until a friend named Carlos called me up at around nine-thirty one night and told me to come outside and walk over to his street. When I asked him why, he just said I needed to see it for myself. So I sneaked out of the house, hopped on my bike and rode over to his place. When I got there Carlos was standing outside with his finger pressed to his lips, telling me to be quiet. I stopped my bike, placed it on the ground and tiptoed over to him.

“He had said, ‘Your girl Jessica is getting nailed in the car over there.’ He pointed to a sedan parked in a dark corner on his street.

“‘No she’s not.’ I wanted to punch his lights out for lying, but instead I reached for my cellular phone and gave Jessica a call but she didn’t answer.

“‘If you don’t believe me then let’s go take a look,’ Carlos suggested. I was positive he was wrong and the only thing we were going to see was some chickenhead and her boyfriend doing their thing.

“As we’re sneaking over to the car I could hear and see that there was activity going on. The car was rocking, the windows were fogged up, and I could hear music as well as moaning.

“Then Carlos had said, ‘Why don’t you knock on the window? That would scare the crap out of them. Then you could confront Jessica and ask her what’s up and why is playing you.’ I told Carlos I wasn’t going to do that but he pressed the issue until I finally found the guts to interrupt the couple. As I approached the passenger side the door opened and Jessica stepped out zipping up her blue jeans and buttoning up her top.”

“You’re kidding!” I said, totally horrified by what he must’ve felt like.

“I wish I were,” he said.

“Well, did you say something?” I asked.

“Of course I did. I went ballistic. I wanted to kick the guy’s ass, but my friend held me back.”

“Well, what did she say?” I asked.

“She was surprised as hell to see me. She fed me some bull crap about trying to let me down easily and how I should’ve recognized the hints she was dropping.”

“That’s horrible,” I said, feeling sorry for him.

“Yeah, I was pretty messed up after that. I felt like I should’ve waited for someone really special to come along. My brother keeps telling me that I need to get over her by going out and dating a bunch of girls and having a ton of sex, but I’m not that type of guy. I know a lot dudes that are, but I’m not one of them.”

“Wow, that is so messed up,” I said as I leaned back in my seat.

“Yeah, but it is what it is,” he said and swam away to the other side of the pool. Jerry got out and toweled off. He walked back over to me and thanked me for listening.

“No problem,” I said, smiling at him warmly.

“I’ll see you around, okay?” he said as he extended his hand. I shook it and then he turned and left.








thirteen



Over the next few days, Jerry came to the pool during the morning when no one was around to hang out with me and chat. On the third day he arrived with some breakfast food from McDonald’s and asked if I could share a meal with him. I felt obligated to let him know that I really wasn’t interested in a relationship, in case that was the road he was trying to go down.

“Neither am I. Why can’t we just be two people who chill out with each other?” he asked.

“Well, I don’t see anything wrong with that,” I admitted with a smile.

“Good, because I just happen to like talking to you. I hope you like sausage biscuits,” he said, opening the bag and placing one in front of me along with some orange juice. “I also have a plain biscuit without meat if you’d like that better.”

“The sausage biscuit is fine,” I assured him. As we ate our food I asked him what his parents were like.


“Hang on,” he said as he finished chewing. He wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin before he continued. “Well, my parents got divorced seven years ago and my brother and I lived with my mom. Less than a year after the divorce she married this guy who was in the military. We moved around a lot for four years. I’ve lived in Maui, San Francisco and Baltimore. Then my mom got really sick. She developed lung tumors that were cancerous. She’d started smoking cigarettes at a young age and over the years it caught up to her. My brother and I tried to get her to quit, but her addiction was just too strong. My brother and I had to move into my dad’s house out in Buffalo Grove. It hasn’t been easy, because he just got remarried to a girl who’s not much older than my brother. It’s really messed up having a stepmom young enough to be your girlfriend. Anyway, the house in Buffalo Grove was too small for all of us, so my dad found us a bigger house here.”

“So what’s your dad like? Is he cool?” I asked

“I don’t really think he cares what my brother and I do. He’s too busy trying to make his wife happy. She wants to have children and is healthy enough, but he isn’t exactly a young man anymore and…” Jerry paused. “He has to go a male-fertility specialist. Anyway, to make a long story short, my dad is too busy catering to his young wife Adiya’s needs.”

“Wow,” I said as I took all of that in.

“Yeah, it’s not very pretty, but there is nothing I can really do about it,” Jerry said.

“So where did you and your brother learn how to dive so well?” I asked.


“When we lived in Maui all we did was hang out at the beach and swimming pool all day. Sometimes we’d hike out to the waterfalls and dive off cliffs. It was crazy, but we had a lot fun. When we lived in California and Baltimore we both joined the swim team. My brother was good enough to get a scholarship and is sort of pushing me to do the same, which is why we’re so competitive.”

“Jerry, I’ve gotta say that I’ve never met anyone with a background as unique as yours.”

“What’s so unique about being the kid of divorced parents? Last time I checked, it wasn’t big news.”

“Not that part, I’m talking about having to live in so many different places,” I explained.

“Trust me, it’s not all that it’s cracked up to be. Just as we were getting settled and making new friends we had to move and start all over. I’m hoping this is the last time we have to move for a while.”

“So what does your dad do?” I asked.

“He owns a software company. He develops software applications for all kinds of firms. Some of his biggest clients are Kodak, Motorola and Toyota. He’s always on the road traveling with Adiya.”

“It sounds like you don’t like her very much,” I said, picking up on his disdain for her.

“No. I’m not very fond of her. She acts as if she’s so much older than she actually is and is always trying to tell me what to do,” he said.

I learned a lot about Jerry and realized that I’d misjudged him. He and I weren’t so different when it came to bruised hearts and being forced to deal with complicated family issues. I decided to let my protective wall down and share with him all of the drama I’d recently gone through.

It didn’t take long for my little annoying admirer, Alex, to feel threatened by Jerry. Every time Little Alex saw Jerry talking to me, a scowl would form on his face. He’d begin to break the rules of the pool by running around the deck, pushing his other friends into the pool or splashing water on girls before they had a chance to put on their swim caps. I know he did it just so he could get some type of attention from me. He was a real nuisance, and once I had to kick him out of the pool because of his bratty behavior.

One Saturday afternoon, Alex decided to issue a diving challenge to Jerry in order to impress me and prove that he was so much better than Jerry. Needless to say, Alex lost horribly. He tried to do a back dive and landed flat on his back with a loud splat. All of his friends and even the little girls his own age laughed at him. Not willing to give up, he tried to do a jackknife dive and lost his form in midair. He ended up flapping his arms and legs wildly and landed with a hauntingly loud belly flop. When he exited the pool, his chest and stomach were turning bright red. Jerry, on the other hand, showed his young challenger no mercy. He executed the dives that Alex had attempted with flawless perfection. All the girls in the swimming pool began clapping for him and asked that he continue to entertain them with his superior diving skills. Feeling humiliated, Alex left the swimming pool with his head bowed down.


“It’s sort of cute, if you ask me,” Maya said once Little Alex left.

“That boy needs to just give up,” I said, laughing at his efforts to win me over.

“It’s puppy love, Keysha. He likes you so much and it’s just killing him that you see him as a little boy and not the young man he feels that he is. My little brother is the exact same way,” Maya informed me.

“Well, I can’t control the way he feels. He’ll just have to get over it,” I said, laughing. I focused my attention back on the pool. Jerry’s older brother, Erin, had arrived. He and Jerry continued to impress everyone at the pool with their talent. As I watched the two of them go at it, I had a greater appreciation for their diving acrobatics. A few times as Erin got out of the pool he glanced in my direction and looked at me longer than necessary. It was as if he wanted to say something but decided to hold back. I didn’t think much of it, I just found it to be a little weird how he studied me as if he were going to be taking an exam. Then, when Jerry wasn’t looking he blew me a kiss, grabbed his crotch and winked at me. I responded by flipping up my middle finger and my rude gesture surprised him. The expression on his face was that of disappointment. I think he actually thought I’d get a kick out of his degrading antics. What an idiot, I thought to myself.

 

Every year the park district held an annual Fourth of July pool party and invited everyone in the community to attend. For a small fee, attendees could enjoy a day filled with fun and games for small children, live music and free barbecue. The evening would be capped off with a fireworks display at sundown. The days leading up to the holiday weekend had everyone who came to the swimming pool talking about the event and how they looked forward to attending. All the lifeguards had to attend a mandatory meeting with park district officials to discuss pool safety and to be on heightened alert for people who were intoxicated and didn’t have the good sense to not jump into the pool. Two other lifeguards who were there asked Maya and me if we wanted to cover their shifts and make extra money. The catch was that we’d have to be on duty and wouldn’t be able to participate in all the fun. Personally, I didn’t care about a party as much as I loved the idea of having additional spending cash. Maya, on the other hand, wanted to spend some quality time with Misalo.

“Do what you feel you have to do,” I said to Maya who was conflicted about her priorities.

“But I want to do both,” she whined as we were exiting our staff meeting.

“Well, maybe you can work it out so that you can spend the day before the festival with him and then work on the holiday,” I suggested.

Maya griped a little more, but eventually concluded that my suggestion was a great idea.

 

The swimming pool area was festooned with Fourth of July ribbons. There were red, white and blue tablecloths, balloons, plastic flags and patriotic ribbons and streamers placed all around. A live band had set up their equipment inside the clubhouse, and park district workers had cleaned and delivered two giant barbecue grills and placed them on the patio just outside the clubhouse. By noontime the pool area was packed. I was perched up high on the lifeguard chair at the deep end of the pool. Maya was sitting on one of the lawn chairs at the shallow end. It seemed as if everyone who attended my high school was there. I spotted Wesley, Lori, Priscilla, Ed Daley, Antonio, Mike, Misalo and Sabrina. A bunch of kids that I knew from theater came out, as well as girls from the cheerleading squad, the pom-pom squad and the drill team. I saw a few guys from the football team, track team and basketball team. Even Alex and his little annoying junior high school friends were there.

A number of older folks were inside the clubhouse singing along to a song called “Sweet Home Chicago” that was being played by a local blues band. Outside where I sat on guard there was a chorus of loud chatter, giggling and cursing by some of the older teens. I sat back and kept a watchful eye over everyone and felt a great sense of pride and importance. Every now and again I’d glance over at Lori, Priscilla, Wesley and Antonio and wonder what they were all talking about.

“Keysha, are you from Tennessee?” I glanced down below me and saw Alex looking up at me.

“No, why are you asking?”

“Because a ten is all I see.” He smiled at me hard as if I was supposed fall in love with that lame pickup line.


“Alex, don’t you have something better to do?” I asked.

“I’m trying to do you.” Alex thrust and rolled his hips.

“You’re disgusting!” I said, and turned away. At that moment, one of Alex’s eighth-grade friends ran up behind him and pushed him into the water. Normally I would’ve blown my whistle and kicked the offender out of the water for thirty minutes, but I didn’t because Alex had it coming.

“I’m going to get you for that, Paul!” Alex yelled out to the boy who’d pushed him in as he swam over to the edge of the pool. Paul took off running. I watched Paul run past Maya, who made him slow down and walk. Maya glanced at me and then pointed to the bathroom to let me know she was about to take a short break. I nodded to let her know I’d keep an eye on her area until she returned.

A few moments later, Wesley walked over to where I was.

“Hey, Keysha,” he greeted me, and I smiled warmly. Wesley wasn’t wearing a shirt, and unlike the lean muscular body that Jerry had, Wesley was pudgy and needed to spend more time in the gym. He wasn’t even eighteen yet and he was already developing a beer belly. His chest was hairless but there was a thin line of fine hair that began at the bottom of his belly button and extended downward. He was wearing baby-blue swim trunks with a hemline that came down to his knees and black beach sandals. “Hey Wesley, I haven’t seen or talked to you in a long time. How have you been?”

“I’ve been hanging around doing my thing,” he said, looking up at me.


“And what exactly is your thing?” I asked, paying attention to the young boy about nine years old as he walked to edge of the diving board and leaped in the water. He came back up and swam over to the ladder on the side of the pool.

“Just hanging out with Ed and Lori… Where did Lori go?” Wesley’s speech pattern wasn’t quite as clear as it should have been.

“Have you been drinking again?” I asked, really concerned about him.

“I haven’t had much. That crazy son of bitch, Ed, went into the clubhouse and stole like four bottles of beer. That’s my man there. Ain’t that right, Ed!” Wesley shouted out to his friend who was on the other side of the pool and raised his cup.

“Wesley, whatever you do, don’t be stupid and jump in the pool. Besides, it’s illegal for you guys to be drinking. You’re underage, and if anyone finds out both of you are going to get busted.” I knew talking to him about his drinking issue was pointless but I tried to get through anyway.

“Wesley!” I heard Lori shout out his name like he owed her money. Lori and Priscilla rushed over to where he was standing beneath me.

Lori was wearing a yellow bikini top with white shorts. Her body was very skinny like a lot of those Hollywood actresses, and her hair was pulled away from her face. “Why are you over here talking to the trick in the high chair?” Both Lori and Priscilla cut their eyes at me. Priscilla had on a pink-and-white one-piece bathing suit with a matching sarong wrapped around her waistline to hide the little pooch that had begun to form at the bottom of her belly. She had a pair of white sunglasses and a straw hat to help block the sun.

“Watch your language before I kick you out of the pool, Lori,” I warned.

“You and what army?” Lori barked.

“Why are you talking so loud?” Wesley complained.

“Why are you over here talking to her?” Lori was just way too bossy.

I threaded my eyebrows together, raised my voice and pointed my finger at Lori. “Why are you talking to him like that?” I came to Wesley’s defense.

“Why are you always trying to hook back up with him?” Priscilla chimed in. I glanced at her with an expression that said, Oh no you didn’t!

“You should only talk about what you know, Priscilla, and stop listening to lunatics like Lori who lie all the time!” I fired back. I was heated by then.

“Lori just keeps it real. She sees right through you, Keysha! We both do.” Priscilla got catty with me.

“See right through what, heifer?” I snapped out on Priscilla.

“You want facts? Then I’m going to give them to you. Keysha, you like stealing guys who are already taken. Just like you stole Antonio from me and just like how you’re trying to get back with Wesley. I wouldn’t be surprised if the new guy, Jerry, has a girlfriend!” Priscilla folded her arms and twitched her neck up at me.


“You know what? All of y’all are twisted in the head! Y’all wouldn’t believe the truth even if Barack Obama came here personally and told it to you. You’re too busy believing every lie and rumor that comes in your e-mail in-box or on your cell phone screen.”

“You’re acting all big and bad sitting up there in that chair. Why don’t you come down here and say it to our face?” Priscilla issued me a challenge.

“Oh, girl, you ain’t said nothing but a word. I still owe you a beat down for screwing up my prom dress!” I said as I took off my whistle and prepared to come down and deal with both of them.

Wesley raised his arms high in the air, then allowed them to drop down. “Y’all shouldn’t fight,” he finally spoke up.

“Shut up, Wesley!” they both shrieked. I couldn’t believe how he’d allowed two girls to punk him.

“Go on, then. I don’t care anymore.” Wesley sat down on a nearby lawn chair, folded his arms and shook his head disapprovingly.

“What’s going on over here? Who’s got a beef with my sister?” My brother Mike and Sabrina came over.

“Your sister is about to get her ass kicked,” Lori said as she knuckled up her fingers into fists.

“Nope, that’s not gonna happen,” Mike said as he stood in front of Lori and began forcing her to back away.

“Why do you have to get your brother to fight for you, Keysha?” Lori continued to taunt me. “What’s up with that?” Once Mike made sure she was gone, I glanced at Priscilla.


“I’m giving you a pass because I know you’re pregnant,” I said.

“You don’t have to make any special accommodations for me. I can hold my own.” Priscilla was too ignorant to even realize how dumb she sounded.

“I’m just going to pray for you, Priscilla,” I said and stepped away from her. I was heading toward the bathroom to get Maya when Paul and Alex ran past me.

“Stop running!” I yelled at them, but they didn’t listen.

Paul rushed past Priscilla and nearly knocked her down. When Alex reached Priscilla, he stopped, looked her squarely in the eyes, and pushed her into the deep end. He stood laughing and pointing as she began flapping her arms and sinking below the surface.

“Alex!” I called out his name with absolute authority. “Get over here!” Alex rushed over to me.

“Why did you push her into the pool, boy?” I snapped.

“She was trying to fight you, that’s why. I can’t have some chickenhead jumping on you for no reason.” Alex’s heart was in the right place, but his mean-spirited act was not.

“Don’t you ever do that again! Do you hear me?” I scolded him severely.

“I was just trying to help,” he said, looking hurt and pathetic.

“Get out of here!” I said and kicked him out of the pool. His scrawny chest heaved back and forth a few times as he tried to hold on to to his emotions. I exhaled a frustrated sigh as I looked back toward the pool for Priscilla. I didn’t see her, so I scanned the pool deck also. I glanced back at the location where Alex had pushed her. Bubbles were popping up on the surface of the water.

“Oh, Jesus!” I whispered nervously as I ran over to Priscilla. I looked down into the water and saw her clawing at the side of the pool wall in a frantic attempt to latch on to anything that would help her get to the surface.

“Wesley!” I looked over my shoulder at him. “Does Priscilla know how to swim?” I asked in a panic.

Wesley shrugged his shoulders as he rose up and walked over to take a look at Priscilla who was still in distress. “I don’t know, I’ve never seen her swim before.” At that moment, all of my training kicked in. I stepped off the edge of the pool with my hands at my sides and splashed into the water like a scuba diver. I shot toward the bottom of the pool and got directly behind Priscilla. I locked my arms around her torso and pushed off the bottom of the pool with a strength I didn’t know I had. We rocketed toward the surface like two torpedoes. Once we reached the top, I rolled over onto my back, making sure that Pricilla’s face was above water. I kicked as hard as I could to the pool’s edge.

“Oh my God!” I heard Maya yell. By the time I reached the edge of the pool Maya was there to help me pull Priscilla out of the water. We situated Priscilla flat on her back. I got on my knees beside her and tried to revive her by shaking her shoulders and calling her name.

“Priscilla!” I shook her and watched for signs of movement. Not seeing any, I tilted her head back and lifted her chin. I opened her mouth and checked that no vomit was blocking her airway.

“Oh my God! Keysha, is she alive?” Maya asked in a panic. I didn’t answer her. I tilted my head, placed my ear near her mouth and listened to see if she was breathing. I didn’t hear or feel her breath. I looked up at Maya and said as calmly as I could, “Go dial 9-1-1.” Maya sprang to her feet and rushed away. I turned my attention back to Priscilla and placed the heel of my left hand on her breastbone with my other hand on top of it. I pressed on her chest thirty times in rapid succession. When I finished, I tilted her chin up, squeezed off her nostrils, opened her mouth and breathed air into it. I watched as her chest rose up and down gently from me forcing air into her body. I repeated the entire process a second time because I wasn’t about to give up on her.

“Damn you, Priscilla. I’m not going to let you die on me!” I shouted as I repeated the process for a third time. Finally, she gasped and then began coughing up water. I turned her on her side. She coughed up the remainder of the liquid and then tried to catch her breath. After a minute her breathing seemed to return to normal. I hadn’t even noticed the crowd of partygoers who’d stood by in silent shock and watched me revive Priscilla.

“Are you okay?” I asked her as she tried to sit up. She nodded yes and I said aloud, “She’s going to be okay, everybody.” I sat on my knees and rested my butt on the heels of my feet. Wesley handed me a towel so I could wipe water from my face.

“You are so awesome,” Wesley said, kneeling beside me and hugging me. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Just then Maya walked in with two paramedics. Priscilla sat completely upright and everyone began clapping with relief.








fourteen



I’d heard through the grapevine that Priscilla’s parents had had no clue she was pregnant until they arrived at the hospital after her near-death experience. Everyone who came to the pool after that episode thanked and congratulated me and Maya for our quick thinking and bravery. My bosses, along with senior park district officials, were very pleased with the fact that a tragedy was avoided. Jordan, Barbara and Mike were also very proud of me and took me out to dinner to celebrate. I told Jordan that it wasn’t necessary, but he insisted.

“Are you kidding me! You saved the life of a young girl and her unborn child. That’s certainly something worth celebrating.” Jordan was beaming.

“Dad, I was only doing my job,” I said, but he was too full of pride to just allow the moment to slip by without being recognized.

 

When I returned to work, the pool area had been cleaned up and all the party decorations had been removed. The bottom of the pool was dirty, so I decided to pull out the vacuum and clean it before all the stay-at-home moms arrived with their infants and toddlers.

Just as I was finishing up, I was delighted to see Jerry exit the locker room and walk out onto the pool deck.

“Hey, you,” I greeted him.

“Hey,” Jerry said as he walked over to me and gave me a hug and a peck on the cheek.

“You’re looking good,” I complimented him. He was wearing a nice pair of navy-blue denim shorts, a white polo shirt and black sandals.

“What brings you by? Obviously, you’re not going swimming,” I said.

“No, I’m going down to North Avenue Beach with my brother. We’re meeting some friends from our old neighborhood and we’re going to catch the beach volleyball tournament.”

“Oh, wow, that sounds like fun. I’ve never been to a beach volleyball tournament before,” I said as I dragged the vacuum hoses back into their storage container. “How come you didn’t invite me?”

“Umm, because that would have sounded like a date and you’ve expressed to me on more than one occasion that you’re currently dating yourself.” He made me eat my own words.

I smirked. “You still could’ve invited me,” I said, not wanting to fully acknowledge what I’d said to him.

“Well, I’ll take that hint as a green light to keep you in mind when I’m planning future events.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets.


“Didn’t you say you weren’t interested in dating girls?” I teased.

“Ahh, now you’re trying to turn things back around,” he said, laughing. I went and sat down on my lawn chair and got comfortable. Jerry sat on an empty chair next to me.

“So, when are you leaving?” I asked.

“My brother should be along in a minute to pick me up,” he said, looking at me longer than necessary.

“Well, I hope you have fun,” I said, raising my knees up to my chest and draping a beach towel over my legs.

“Listen. Have you heard anything about a big house party that’s coming up in about two weeks?”

“Umm, sort of. I think Misalo may have heard something about it and Maya made mention of it, but I wasn’t really paying attention,” I said.

“Well, my dad and Adiya will be traveling to Miami on business in two weeks, so my brother and I decided to throw a party. Since we’re new to the area, he thought it would be great to throw a little kickback. We’re basically inviting a few people that we know to christen the house.”

“Really?” I said, excited about the concept of a cozy house party.

“Isn’t that going to tick your dad off, though?” I asked.

“Nah, this isn’t the first time my brother and I have had a kickback party. We’ll have everything cleaned up long before he returns home, so he’ll never know.”

“Well, aren’t you worried about people breaking stuff or neighbors calling the cops?” I asked.


“No, silly. Our house is on a corner lot and the one next to us is empty.”

“What about your neighbors across the street?” I asked.

“The girl who lives there has already agreed to invite a few of her friends. So everything is covered. Besides, we live in a house, not an apartment. There is no law against a homeowner having a party. You should come as my guest. As Snoop Dog would say, it’s gonna be ‘crack-a-lackin’.’ In fact, it’s probably going to be the best get-together of the summer. Some of my brother’s college friends are coming, as well as folks from our old neighborhood. One of my brother’s friends is twenty-one and works as a deejay, so the music is going to be hot.”

“Does this mean you’re officially asking me out on a date?” I asked, feeling excited about the idea of giving romance another chance. Jerry paused and looked into my eyes. Butterflies danced around in my belly. He leaned closer to me, but then stopped to make sure I understood that he wanted to kiss me. I didn’t put up a fight, which was a clear indication that he should move forward. I gazed into his eyes and relaxed my lips. I parted them slightly, making sure that I didn’t open my mouth too much because I didn’t want him to think I was trying to swallow his face. Our lips gently touched. Jerry placed his hands on my shoulders, then my cheeks. He was totally into the kiss, and I wanted to make sure that I didn’t pull away too soon. He made the final call when he began to push away as he looked into my eyes. He smiled at me, and I embraced him.


“That was nice,” he whispered in my ear.

“Yes, it was,” I agreed with him as I exhaled.

“Now I’m going to ask you officially if you’ll come to the party with me as my date.”

I giggled hard, which I didn’t intend to do, but I couldn’t help it. “I’d love to come,” I said as I rested my head against the back of the lawn chair.

“Give me your cell phone number so I can plug it into my phone,” he requested as he removed his iPhone from its holster. I gave Jerry my number and watched as he programmed it in.

“By the way, I heard about how you saved that girl’s life. That was pretty cool.”

“Hey, I was just doing my job.” I downplayed the incident.

“Well, you did one hell of a job, baby,” Jerry said, leaning in once again for a second kiss. “Oh, I like the way your lips feel,” he said, leaning in once more.

“That makes two of us,” I said as I heard a car horn.

“That would be my brother.” Jerry stood. “I’ll give you a call later, okay?”

“Sure. See you soon,” I said as Jerry exited the pool deck.

A few hours later, the sunny sky gave way to some dark storm clouds, and off in the distance I heard the rumble of thunder. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the storm would hit and Maya and I would have to close the pool.

Just as it began to sprinkle, Wesley arrived at the swimming pool with an arrangement of flowers.


“Hello, Wesley,” I said as I began to gather up my belongings before everything got soaking wet.

“I got some flowers for you, Keysha.” He tried to hand them to me just as the sky opened completely up and began raining in hard sheets.

“Ahh!” I instinctively squealed as I rushed into the clubhouse. Wesley trailed behind me and once he was inside, he closed the patio door so we wouldn’t get any wetter.

“Come on, let’s go over by the fireplace. There’s a sofa over there,” I said, leading Wesley around. “Wait right here while I go to my locker and get an extra towel.” I went into the ladies’ locker room and retrieved an extra beach towel that I’d stored there. When I returned, Wesley was looking out of one of the sliding glass doors at the intensity of the falling rain.

“Here you go,” I said, handing him the towel. Wesley took it and dried himself off.

“Aww, my flowers got crushed,” I said as I picked them up off the floor.

“Oh damn, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I’d dropped them,” Wesley said apologetically.

“It’s okay, they don’t look too bad,” I said, trying to spruce them up. “Why did you buy me these, anyway?”

“Just because,” Wesley answered. I gave him a suspicious look, because I knew there had to be a reason behind this.

“I don’t feel like any more drama out of that crazy girlfriend of yours,” I said, placing the flowers on a nearby end table. I then sat down on the tan sofa.


“She’s more than I can handle sometimes,” Wesley admitted.

“Wesley, why do you allow Lori to disrespect you and treat you like crap? I feel as if you’ve changed your entire personality just to be with someone who doesn’t truly care about you.”

Wesley shrugged as if he were at a complete loss as to why he was putting up with her demanding and possessive ways. “I think you may be depressed or something,” I spoke honestly.

“I don’t know, I might be,” he said, sitting down next to me. “I’ve just got a lot of issues I’m trying to deal with.”

“Well, have you talked with your father about your problems? He seems like a really understanding and easy-to-talk-to man,” I said.

“I can’t talk to my dad about what’s going on. It would just tear him apart,” Wesley admitted.

“I think it would tear him apart to see you like this and not get additional help,” I said. “You’re so much smarter than the people you’re hanging around, Wesley.”

“I think I’m sick, Keysha,” Wesley said, wincing.

I leaned in and sniffed him to see if I could smell a hint of booze. “Are you about to vomit or something, Wesley?”

“No. I just don’t know if the alcohol is causing the burning sensation or if it’s something else,” Wesley muttered.

“Burning sensation? What are you talking about, boy?” I turned my head sideways and looked at him strangely. “Never mind, it’s probably nothing and it’ll go away in time,” Wesley continued babbling.


“You’re not making any sense, Wesley,” I said, trying to figure out what he was mumbling about.

“Just forget it, Keysha.” Wesley paused in thought. “I’ve heard about this party that these guys named Erin and Jerry are throwing in a few weeks and I wanted to know if you’d go with me. Not on a date or anything, but as friends.”

“Wesley, you’re dating Lori, or have you forgotten?” I reminded him.

“I’m going to break up with her,” he said.

I frowned. “Dude, if you do that and then show up at a party with me and Lori finds out, things are going to get complicated. She and I already came pretty close to an all-out fistfight.” I jogged his memory.

“I’ll protect you,” he said.

“Wesley, how are you going to protect me when you can’t even stand up to the girl? Let me give you a good piece of advice. Girls don’t like guys that they can run over.”

“I’m just trying to keep the peace with her, that’s all.” Wesley offered up a weak rationale for accepting her abuse.

“You know what your problem is?” I asked.

“No, what?”

I hesitated so I could select the right words to express my thoughts clearly. “Okay, it’s like this, Wesley.” I turned my body to face him.

“Wesley, you like to rescue girls in distress. I believe your desire to help troubled women comes from your inability to save your mother from her alcohol addiction. So you unconsciously seek out girls you can save. When they no longer need you, you feel like you’ve lost something. Working here at the swimming pool gives me a lot of peace and time to reflect. I’ve thought about our broken relationship a lot and I truly believe the only reason you got involved with me is because I needed help. Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that helping me was a bad thing, because I truly appreciated you risking your life to save me. But I don’t need you to rescue me anymore. I think that when I no longer needed you in that way, you got bored and knowingly or unknowingly chose to involve yourself in Lori’s life.”

“Keysha—” Wesley interrupted me.

“No, Wesley, I need you to listen. Now that Lori’s safe and out of danger you’re once again at a loss. Only this time, you’ve rescued a real lunatic who has flipped the script on you. I think you thought she was going to be forever grateful to you and she’s nothing like that. She’s bossy and very sneaky.” I paused.

“Wesley, you’re too nice when it comes to dealing with Lori. You need to toughen up some. You also need to find the thug within you and get your swagger back and beat your dependency on alcohol once and for all,” I said.

“You know I’m not a thug, Keysha,” Wesley whispered softly. “That’s not a good look for me.”

“Neither is being steamrollered by some loud-mouth control freak,” I said.

“So you’re really not going to go with me to this party?” With that statement, Wesley got on my nerves, and I felt as if everything I’d just said had gone in one ear and out the other. I jerked my head back, exhaled my aggravation and flung my arms in the air, then allowed them to flop back down.

“No. I’m going with Jerry, okay? I’m dating someone else now, Wesley. I’ve moved on, don’t you get it?” For the first time I spoke to him as if he were a complete idiot. I didn’t like degrading him, but it seemed to be the only thing he understood these days.

“I need a drink,” he said, rising to his feet.

I turned my lips down into a frown. “You need a drink like you need a hole in your head,” I said angrily.

Wesley placed his face in his palms and then slowly dragged them downward. “I’m out of here. I don’t need you riding my back right now!” I could tell immediately by the slump in his shoulders and the tone of his voice that the truth of my words had wounded him. Wesley didn’t say anything else; he just walked out the door and into the pouring rain.

 

Maya and I were off from work and stood on the corner bus stop waiting. We’d decided to spend our day shopping at a huge street festival on State Street downtown. The night before, we’d talked on the phone and planned out exactly how we were going to spend our time. We’d find a nice café and have brunch together before heading over to where the street vendors were. We’d scrounge around looking for good deals on clothes, makeup, jewelry and anything else that we’d find interesting.


“I hope they have some nice-smelling perfume on sale,” Maya said as she glanced down the street to see if she could spot a bus coming.

“Girl, I can’t wait until next year when I get my driver’s license,” I said, wishing I had the type of freedom and independence that a car offered.

“That makes two of us,” Maya added.

“I don’t have any set list of items I’m going to be shopping for. I’m just going to play it by ear. If I see something I like I’m going to get it,” I said, deciding to sit down on the bench. Maya sat beside me and pulled out her cell phone and fiddled with it. I glanced down the street in search of the bus, but instead I saw trouble approaching.

“Look who’s coming this way,” I said, nudging Maya.

“Well, if it isn’t Miss Loud Mouth herself,” Maya said. “Maybe she’ll just keep walking without saying a word.”

“We can only hope,” I said jokingly. A few seconds later Lori was standing in front of us chewing her gum like a horse chews hay.

“I’ve got a bone to pick with you,” she said brazenly as she folded her arms across her chest.

“I don’t have anything to say, Lori,” I responded, hoping she’d just keep moving.

“But I’ve got something to say to you. In fact, I’m glad I’ve run into you out here because I was on my way to your job.”

“Lori, why don’t you just get a—” Before I could finish my sentence, Lori lunged toward me and slapped my face and began tugging on my hair. I stood and yanked my head away from her claws before she got a chance to get a good grip.

“I’ve told you a hundred times to leave Wesley alone, but you keep on messing with his head and confusing him,” Lori shouted.

“Oh, it’s on now! I’m going to give you everything you got coming. Maya, hold my purse,” I said as I knuckled up my fists and swung at Lori. My first swing missed the mark. She swung back and scratched the side of my face. I lunged toward her and was able to get her in a headlock. I squeezed as hard as I could with my arm and punched her in the face several times with my left fist.

“Kick her ass, Keysha!” Maya screamed, encouraging me to continue. Lori wasn’t much of a challenge at all. After the first punch her knees buckled and she fell to the ground.

“Okay, Keysha, that’s enough! She’s done,” Maya said, pulling me off of her. I got in one last good punch before I let her go. Maya pushed me away from her and kept repeating that it was over and I’d won. Lori staggered to her feet and sucked on her bottom lip, which was split open.

“You want some more?” I taunted her.

“This ain’t over, Keysha!” Lori threatened, but I wasn’t afraid of her at all, especially now that I knew she couldn’t fight.

“Just let it go, Keysha,” Maya said.

“I can’t believe she came at me like that. What in the world is wrong with her? That chick is straight-up crazy,” I said. Lori ran across the street and down a residential block.

“Let me see your face,” Maya said. “Ooh, she scratched you pretty good,” she said, opening up her purse to get a tissue.

“Did she break the skin?” I asked, feeling the stinging start to settle in.

“Yeah, she did, but it’s not too bad,” Maya said.

“What about my hair? She didn’t pull out any braids, did she?”

“No.” Maya applied pressure to the slightly bleeding area on my face. “Well, maybe now she’ll think twice before deciding to scrap with you,” Maya said, trying to find a bright spot.

“All the swimming I’ve been doing paid off, because I was nowhere near tired and felt strong enough to pick her up like a wrestler and body-slam her. Why would she come and pick a fight when she’s outnumbered?” I asked, searching for some logical explanation for Lori’s perplexing behavior.

“Who knows what’s going on in that crazy head of hers? I personally think she’s emotionally unbalanced or something.” Maya took a closer look at my face. “It’s not as deep as I thought it was, but we don’t have to go downtown now if you don’t want to.”

“Are you kidding me? I’m not about to allow that tramp to ruin my day. Do you have a compact mirror?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Maya opened her purse and handed it to me. I looked at my face and saw where she’d clawed me along the side of my eye and down my cheek.

“That’s nothing, Maya,” I said. “It’s just a superficial scratch.”

“I said it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was,” Maya said. “I think I see the bus coming now. Are you sure you still want to go?” she asked.

I quickly nodded. “I’m positive. Thanks for having my back,” I said.

“Not a problem. I know you’d do the same for me,” she said.

I gathered myself and straightened out my clothes. Within a few seconds the bus arrived, and we boarded it.








fifteen



On Thursday I had to work the evening shift, which meant that I didn’t arrive home until nine. When I entered the house, I kicked my shoes off at the door and walked up the steps into the family room. Jordan was slouched down and asleep on the sofa with the television remote in his hand. The early edition of the evening news was about to begin, so I decided to sit down and watch it so I could hear the weather forecast.

The newscaster babbled on about a number of topics. An earthquake on the other side of the world. Nuclear weapons in North Korea. The costly wars of Iraq and Afghanistan. The nation’s struggling economy and the numbers of layoffs still happening around the country. I walked over to Jordan and took the remote. I sat back down and channel surfed for the weather channel. I stopped at VH1 briefly and watched a music video by Coldplay. I finally hit the weather channel. On Friday it was going to be sunny and in the high eighties.

“Perfect,” I said aloud. “That’s the best news I’ve heard.”


Erin and Jerry had decided to move the day of the party from Saturday night to Friday during the day. Jerry explained that it would be a better time to have it because neighbors and parents would be at work, and if the music got too loud there would be no one around to complain about it. For me this meant that I wouldn’t get a ton of questions from Jordan and Barbara about attending an unsupervised party.

“Hey, I didn’t hear you come in,” Jordan said, awaking from his deep slumber.

“I just got here,” I said.

“Why didn’t you call me? I would’ve come and picked you up,” he said.

“I just jumped on the bus because it was pulling up as I locked the door,” I explained.

“Still, you could’ve called me to let me know you were on the bus so I’d be watching out for you. There are a lot of crazy people in this world, and just because you live out here in the suburbs I don’t want you to get a false sense of security.” Jordan continued to press the issue.

“Well, when I get a car you won’t have to worry so much,” I said, trying to make him feel more comfortable.

“Are you kidding me? Once you and Mike start driving I’ll be even more concerned because the potential for something bad to happen increases.”

“Daddy.” I moved over and snuggled up next to him. “I think I’ve demonstrated pretty well that I can handle serious situations. Besides, if anyone walks up on me they’d better be ready for a fight, because the hood Keysha will come out in a minute,” I said, laughing.

“That’s nice, but sometimes being hood may not be enough.” Jordan curled his fingers like quotation marks to emphasize his point.

“Okay, I’ll call to check in more often,” I said, not wanting to drag out the conversation longer than necessary.

“Where’s Barbara?” I asked.

“At a village board meeting. She should be home in a little while,” Jordan said.

“Oh, I heard that you’re getting your car back.”

“Yeah, I am. Lord only knows what condition it’s going to be in,” he said with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

“Maybe it won’t be all that bad,” I said in an effort to give him a little more hope.

“Perhaps.” Jordan held out his hand for the television remote. He flipped back to the news channel just in time to catch a sports story about the Chicago Cubs.

“Well, I’m going to bed,” I said as I gave him a good-night kiss on the cheek.

“Love you,” he said as I walked away.

“Love you, too, Dad,” I answered as I walked upstairs to my room.

 

I must’ve been more exhausted than I’d thought, because I slept most of the morning away. When I opened my eyes and glanced over at my alarm clock it was eleven-thirty. I sat up and allowed my eyes to adjust to the brightness before I stretched and yawned simultaneously. I picked up my cell phone. I had a text message from Jerry. I flipped my phone open and read it.

“Can’t wait 2 C U,” it said.

I walked into the bathroom to freshen up. When I came out I walked down the corridor to Mike’s bedroom. I found him admiring himself in the mirror while splashing on too much cologne. He had his entire room smelling like Axe body spray.

“What’s going on, sleepyhead?” Mike asked me as he wet his fingertips and brushed a thin line of upper lip hair.

“You know if you keep rubbing it like that it’s going to fall out,” I teased.

“No, it’s not. My mustache is going to come in nice and full,” he said as he lifted his chin to see if he’d sprouted any new growth. “Don’t hate the player, Keysha, hate the game.”

“Whatever,” I said, not taking his comment very seriously. “Are Barbara and Jordan gone?”

“Yup.” Mike spun around as if he were Ne-Yo, or some other hot performer.

“Where are you going anyway?” I asked.

“To a party,” Mike boasted.

“Which party?” I asked, wondering if he too was going to be at Jerry and Erin’s party.

“The one that the two new guys are throwing,” Mike said.

“They invited you?” I recalled Jerry saying that the party wasn’t going to be really big, just a few friends from his old neighborhood.


“Not exactly,” Mike said.

“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?” I asked.

“Sabrina’s girlfriend Katina lives directly across the street from the new guys. They invited her and asked if she’d bring a few friends with her. So she called Sabrina and invited her and she in turn invited me.” Mike stopped glamorizing himself long enough to focus on me and say, “Why do you ask?”

“Because Jerry, the younger brother, invited me to come as well,” I admitted.

“Cool, then I really shouldn’t have an issue getting in,” Mike said.

“No, I suppose not.” I exhaled.

“I’m going to have so much fun,” Mike said excitedly.

“You’d better not get into any trouble,” I warned, because I knew Jordan would kill us both cemetery dead if he had to deal with any more drama from either one of us.

“What could possibly go wrong? It’s just a little kick-back party. I’m going to dance, hang out with my girl and just chill,” Mike said.

“That’s all you’d better do,” I replied, giving him a little big-sisterly advice.

“So, are you going to get dressed or give a lecture like Jordan?” Mike asked mockingly.

“It won’t take me long.” I walked back to my room.

 

I lied to Mike, because it took me like forever to figure out what I wanted to wear. Now that I had my own money and had been shopping like crazy I had so many different outfits to select from, but I was having such a hard time making a final decision. Eventually I settled on a pair of white front-patch-pocket shorts that were really cute because of the flap pockets and wooden buttons. They also clung to my now curvaceous legs. All the swimming had paid off big-time. For my top I chose my multicolored cinch-waist striped sweater with hand-pointed stitching, a V neckline and short sleeves. For shoes I chose my brown crisscrossed wedge heels. I made sure my skin was well oiled, because pool water is notorious for drying out skin. I added my accessories, made sure my hair was perfect and added some sweet-smelling perfume and sexy lip gloss. I did one last body check in the mirror to make sure I looked totally irresistible and finally stepped out of my bedroom well over an hour later.

When Mike and I arrived at the party, his girlfriend, Sabrina, and her friend Katina were already there. They were in a corner near the television sitting on two fold-up chairs. As soon as we walked over to them, a song called “How Low” by Ludacris began playing.

“That’s my jam there!” Katina immediately stood up and began dancing seductively.

“Damn, Katina! When did you learn how to do that?” Mike’s eyes nearly popped out of his head, and I could tell Sabrina didn’t appreciate his interest in Katina’s dance moves.

“Why are you looking at her like that?” Sabrina asked, ready to slap Mike if he didn’t have a good answer.

“You guys work that out,” I said and stepped away. I wanted to see what the house looked like. I walked out of the family room and into the dining room. That’s where the DJ had set up his equipment near a row of windows. I stood there and listened to music as several high school and college-age girls rushed into the room and began showing just how low to the floor they could go with their dance moves. Before I could blink an eye there were dudes standing close to them, waiting to get their grind on once the girls got done squatting and wiggling their behinds.

“Come on, girl. How low can you go?” Some dude with an Oakland Raiders baseball cap cocked to the side and a bottle of beer in his hand stood in back of me and began swaying to the music.

“I don’t know you,” I remarked snidely and stepped away. He didn’t have a difficult time finding a girl who was willing to put on a show for him. I wandered out of the dining room and down a corridor past a bathroom to an enclosed patio, which led out to a wooden deck. There were more college guys back there playing cards, drinking and grooving to the music.

“Hey, shorty.” Some guy with hazel eyes, curly hair and a sly grin reached out from the card table and grabbed my hand. “Do you eat lots of Lucky Charms? Because you look magically delicious.”

“OMG! That was so funny I forgot to laugh.” I tried to make him feel stupid.

“Then you must be the sexy tiger with the stripes because you look great!” he continued on with his lame pickup lines.


“I’m sorry, I should’ve told you that I’m allergic to B.S.!”

“Ooh, shawty got you with that one!” said one of his buddies, who was sitting next to him and laughing hard.

I walked out onto the wooden deck that overlooked a sizable man-made pond. There was a flock of Canadian geese swimming around and squawking.

“You’re the lifeguard, right?” Erin, Jerry’s brother, came up beside me.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“So what do you think?” he asked.

“About what?”

“The party?”

“It’s cool. I like being here,” I admitted as I turned and saw what appeared to be a wave of teenagers heading toward the house.

“You a want a beer or something? There is plenty to drink. We’ve got wine coolers, a keg of beer, gin, vodka, some weed. What’s your pleasure?” he asked, looping his arm around my waist on the sly.

“Nothing right now,” I said, pulling away from him. It just felt kind of sleazy that he’d try to make a move on me, knowing his brother and I had been talking.

“Do you know where Jerry is?” I asked.

“He’s around. Check in the basement,” he suggested.

“Okay, I’m going to go do that,” I said and turned to walk back in the house.

“Hey, lifeguard,” he called out to me. I looked over my shoulder at him.


“What’s your name?”

“Keysha,” I answered.

“You have a sexy ass, Keysha,” he said glaring at me lustfully as he blew me a kiss. I didn’t know whether to feel self-conscious or flip him my middle finger. I just shook my head disapprovingly and continued on.

The deejay was now playing a song called “Cupid Shuffle,” and everyone began to groove and dance to the music. In a matter of moments the size of the crowd swelled to the point where there was barely enough walking space to move from one room to another. When I finally squeezed my way back into the family room I saw Maya.

“Is this party off the chain or what?” Maya yelled above the music.

“Yeah.” I leaned close to her and spoke directly in her ear. “Have you seen Jerry?”

Maya now leaned in and spoke in my ear. “No. But Wesley and Lori are here, and he asked about you.”

I rolled my eyes. I felt someone tap me on the shoulder. I turned and saw Antonio.

“You look hot.” Antonio smiled at me lustfully as he swayed his hips like he thought he was going to get a chance to grind my behind.

“Where is Priscilla?” I asked.

“She couldn’t make it. She’s sick.” Antonio spoke loudly enough for me to hear him. I was about to say something else, but he spotted Lori and quickly excused himself.

“What was that about?” Maya asked.


“I don’t know, girl. Do you see the way he’s hunting Lori down?”

“Yeah, that is strange. Something is going on with that,” Maya said suspiciously.

“Where is Misalo?” I asked.

“He went to the bathroom,” Maya said.

“Oh, okay. I’m going to try and find Jerry,” I said.

“Okay, I’ll see you around.” Maya gave me a quick hug and I moved past her. I finally located the steps that descended into the basement. There were even more people down there dancing. I searched the crowd for Jerry and finally spotted him standing behind the bar with a drink in his hand talking to a group of guys. I made my way over to him and the instant he saw me he shouted my name.

“Keysha!” He came over and gave me a hug. He smelled like a mixture of cologne, tobacco and sweat. “Guys, this is the awesome girl I was telling y’all about.” He draped his arm over my shoulder and kissed the crown of my head. I looped my arm around his waist.

“Keysha, these are my buddies from Buffalo Grove. That’s Tim, Mel and Carlos.”

“Hello,” I said, and smiled. Tim had blond hair and green eyes. Mel had brown hair and brown eyes and Carlos had black hair and brown eyes. They all had athletic builds and seemed decent enough.

“What are you drinking?” I asked Jerry.

“It’s just a soda. You want one?” he asked.

“Yes.” I felt hot from all the people and their body heat. Jerry opened up a cooler chest that was at his feet and retrieved the drink.

“I thought you said this was going to be a small party,” I asked.

“Hell, I did,” Jerry said, laughing. “I don’t know where all of these other people are coming from, but it’s cool as long as everyone is having a good time.”

“I noticed that there is no furniture in the house,” I said.

“It’s all in the garage out back. Me, my brother and a few of his friends moved it all back there so it wouldn’t get damaged. Trust me, Keysha, we thought of everything.”

“This guy and his brother always threw some kick-ass parties when they lived in Buffalo Grove,” said Tim as he reached down into the cooler chest and pulled out a can of beer. He popped the top and began guzzling it down.

“Do you want one?” asked Carlos. “We’ve got plenty.”

“No, thank you,” I said, not feeling the need to get all liquored up.

“Would you like to go someplace where we can have some privacy?” Jerry whispered in my ear. I nodded.

Jerry and I maneuvered our way back upstairs to the main level. The house was practically bursting at the seams with people. The music was loud, and people were jumping around and tossing their hands while moving to the beat of the music. Girls were grinding their behinds against guys who were more than willing to let them. Jerry and I made our way upstairs to his bedroom. When he opened the door there were a bunch of Erin’s friends who Jerry knew standing around smoking weed.


“All right you guys, come on, get out,” Jerry ordered them to leave.

“This is a kick-ass party, man,” said one of the weed heads.

The smell of marijuana was overpowering, so I walked over to his window and opened it up. By the time I turned around, Jerry had locked his bedroom door and was removing a spray can of air freshener from a shelf in his closet. Jerry then plugged his iPod into a docking station. He selected some music and walked over to me.

“Come on and dance with me.” He took my hands into his and pulled me into the center of the room. I placed my hands on his shoulders and threaded my fingers behind his neck. He pulled me in close and placed one hand on the arch of my back.

“Do you know how fine you are?” he whispered.

“No. Why don’t you tell me?” I said, suddenly feeling desired.

“The first time I saw you I knew that I wanted to be with you,” Jerry admitted.

“How did you know that I even wanted to be with you?” I asked.

“I knew you were impressed with me when you watched me dive.” Jerry’s arrogance started showing.

“You weren’t all that,” I said, trying to deny what was probably true. Jerry lowered his eyes and prepared to kiss me. When our lips met, I opened my mouth and waited for the dance of the kiss to begin. We kissed nonstop for the remainder of the song. By the time the next song began playing Jerry had wrapped his hand around my waist and led me over to his bed. Suddenly I was lying flat on my back with him on top of me. We kissed deeply, and the passion between us was starting to get intense. I surrendered my most sensitive body parts to Jerry, my earlobe and neck. When he kissed me there, goose bumps formed on my skin and I immediately cradled the back of his head so that he wouldn’t stop. Suddenly, someone began pounding on Jerry’s bedroom door.

“Just ignore it,” Jerry insisted as he kept kissing me. The pounding got louder.

“Jerry, are you in there?” the person on the other side asked. Jerry tried to ignore him, but the person knocking tried to gain entrance by turning the doorknob.

“Jesus Christ! I’m going to beat down whoever this is,” Jerry said, getting up to open the door. I peeked over his shoulder and saw that it was his friend Carlos.

“Dude, you’ve got a problem brewing downstairs. Some guys brought some pit bulls to the party and want to have a dog fight.”

“What? Are you for real?” I overheard Jerry ask.

“I’m telling you, dude, they’re about to do the damn thing. People have started placing bets.”

“Who are they?” Jerry asked.

“I don’t freaking know. It seems like people are just coming from all over the place. I think other folks are calling up their friends on their cell phones and telling them about the party,” Carlos explained.


Jerry glanced over his shoulder at me. “Wait right here, Keysha. I’ll be back,” he said as he stepped out into the crowded hallway.

I sat upright and placed my right cheek in my right hand and exhaled. A short time later I looked up and saw Wesley pushing open the door and peeking around.

He smiled when he spotted me. “Wesley, what are you doing? Are you drunk?” I asked.

“There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said. “I never thought I’d find you in one of the bedrooms, though.”

“Whatever, Wesley,” I said not wanting to get into a debate with him about what I’d been doing before he came in. “Why are you looking for me?” I asked, thinking that he was drunk out of his mind.

“To let you know that I did it.”

“Did what?” I asked, completely clueless as to what he was referring to.

“I stood up to Lori. I broke up with her,” Wesley said, as if that was one of the most difficult things he’d ever done.

“Well, you should have, especially if you weren’t happy,” I said, commending him on manning up.

“I’ve also decided to do as you suggested and check myself back into rehab.” Wesley paused. “You were right about me, Keysha. I’m going to stop trying to be a hero for everyone else and be one for myself.” I didn’t know what to say. It was obvious that Wesley had had a breakthrough, and I was happy for him. I rose to my feet, walked over to him, closed my eyes and embraced him as a friend.


“So this is why you’re breaking up with me, so that you can get back with this whore!” I popped open my eyes and found Lori standing at the door.

“You are truly a certified—”

“Keysha!” Wesley interrupted me. “I got this.”

“Lori. You’ve been running over me ever since I’ve met you, and I can’t let you do it anymore!”

“Wesley, you’re only saying that because you’ve been listening to the bull crap she’s been filling your head with!” Lori’s eyes were ablaze with hatred and rage.

“You can’t handle the truth! That’s your freaking problem. When someone tries to give it to you straight, you twist things around. You’re the type of girl who prefers to believe in lies. You’re deceitful, Lori. That’s why I’m through with you. You can drop off the face of the earth for all I care.” Wesley roared like he was her daddy. When he was done, all Lori could do was fold her arms across her chest and throw daggers at me with her eyes.

“Keysha.” Wesley looked over his shoulder at me. “I’ll see you around,” he said and then left.

“I’ve just declared war on you, Keysha!” Lori wrinkled up her face and pointed her finger at me before exiting the room.

 

Once Lori was gone, I shut Jerry’s bedroom door and locked it. “This is crazy,” I said to myself as I processed what had just taken place. I walked over to Jerry’s window and took a peek outside. I was totally shocked with how many people were outside trying to get in. The crowd had grown to concert size, and folks were getting rowdy. Right then and there I got an unsettling feeling and decided it was time for me, Mike, Maya, Misalo and Sabrina to leave. A crowd that size was surely going to initiate a call to police.

When I opened Jerry’s bedroom door, there were so many people jam-packed in the hallway that they naturally piled into Jerry’s room so that they’d have a little wiggle room. After squeezing past a ton of people I finally made it back down into the family room. I searched the crowd for Mike and Maya but didn’t see them.

“What’s going on, baby? Is this party off the chain or what?” It was my little stalker, Alex. Someone had given him a beer and he obviously thought it made him look and feel older. I hadn’t seen or heard from his behind since he nearly drowned Priscilla.

“Boy, what are you doing here? And why are you drinking?” I yelled at him with authority.

“I’m having fun, just like everybody else. Everybody knows about this party!” Alex boasted.

“Listen, Alex. You should go home. This party has gotten way out of control.”

“What are you talking about? This party is off the hook, baby. And you’re looking extra thirsty in those shorts!” Alex said, then reached out to stroke my thigh. I twisted his earlobe.

“Take your little ass home!” I shouted in his ear before letting him go.

“Hell, no, I won’t go!” he shouted back defiantly before disappearing.


“Mike!” I spotted him and called out his name. He made his way over to me.

“Keysha, it’s time to go. A fight just broke out in the back.”

“Are you serious?”

“As serious as a terrorist attack,” Mike said.

“I have to find Maya,” I said with desperation in my voice.

“I don’t know where she is. It’s way too crowded in here to search for her. Go outside and call her on her cell phone,” Mike suggested. Suddenly all hell broke loose. The fight in the back had swelled into an all-out brawl. People were being pushed and crushed against the walls.

“Come on, Keysha!” Mike grabbed ahold of my arm and began pulling me away from the stampeding brawl. We pushed and forced our way outdoors only to find complete chaos. People were clashing on the street, smashing out the windows in the empty house next door and defacing property with cans of spray paint. I watched a group of rowdy rebels kick in the front door of the empty house and then charge inside to go on a vandalizing rampage.

“Come on, Keysha, we’ve got to get out here!” Mike yelled. Within a matter of seconds there were cops everywhere and the crowd began stampeding in multiple directions like a herd of wild horses.

“Run!” I shouted, and took off running as best I could in the direction of our house. Mike rushed past me but slowed when he saw that I wasn’t keeping up.


“Take off those dang heels, Keysha!” Mike howled at me.

“I can’t run barefoot because I’ll cut my feet,” I said, but kicked off my shoes anyway and began sprinting as fast as I could. Behind me I heard police dogs barking and people screaming with fear. Growing anxiety made me concerned about Maya. I didn’t know where she was. I wasn’t sure if she’d gotten out or somehow got tangled up in the bedlam and was in desperate need of help.
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Once I reached our driveway I stopped running, leaned over, placed my hands on my knees and tried to catch my breath. It was then that I’d noticed the blood between my toes. I sat on the grass, folded my leg onto my thigh to take a closer look. A sizable chunk of flesh dangled on the ball of my right foot, and if I didn’t get it taken care of right away I’d end up with a nasty infection.

I looked around for Mike, but he’d already rushed inside the house.

“Bastard!” I said aloud, angry that he’d gone inside without me. I gathered myself, rose to my feet, and hopped on my left leg all the way down the driveway and over to the door. Just as I was about to bang on it with my fist, Mike opened it.

“I was on my way back out to see where you were,” he said, still breathing heavily. “I thought you were right behind me.”

“You know I’m nowhere near as fast as you, Mike,” I said as I leaned against him.


“What happened?” he asked, looking down at my foot.

“I don’t know. I must have stepped on something, because my foot is messed up,” I hobbled into the house. Mike helped me up the stairs and over to the sofa. He slid the footrest under my heel so he could take a look at it.

“Damn!” He winced.

“Is it that bad?” I asked.

“Well, it’s not pretty,” he assured me.

“Dang it!” I frowned. “Help me get to the bathroom so I can clean and bandage it up.”

“Once I saw you kick off your shoes I turned and got in the wind,” he explained as I lowered the lid on the toilet seat and sat. He turned on the cold water and pulled out the first-aid kit that was in the medicine cabinet.

“Yeah, you and about a thousand other people,” I said, repositioning myself. “Where did Sabrina and her girlfriend Katina go?”

“When a bunch of guys came into the house with barking pit bulls I told them that it was time to go. They went over to Katina’s house and I went looking for you,” he explained. “Where were you, anyway?”

“I was upstairs,” I said. Mike helped me clean my wound, cut away the skin-tissue flap and bandage my foot.

“What happened to Maya?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said as I reached into my pocket and removed my cell phone. I didn’t have any messages from her so I called. Her phone rang for a while and then went to voice mail.


“She’s not answering,” I said.

“Call Misalo,” Mike suggested. Thankfully, I had his number programmed into my phone and gave him a call.

“Same thing,” I said. “It rang for a while, then went to voice mail. I hope they’re okay.” I paused as I recalled something Mike had said earlier.

“You said that a fight broke out in the back. Who was fighting?” I asked.

“When I was in the back looking for you a mob came from around the front of the house. They were pissed off with another group of guys who were on the deck and decided that they wanted to fight. I saw people jumping in to break it up and it escalated from there. At that point I went back inside and that’s when I ran into you.”

“Wow,” I said, shrugging my shoulders and swiveling my head disapprovingly.

“What about your boy, Jerry?” Mike asked.

“Oh, wow, I totally forgot about him,” I said, feeling bad. I dialed his number, but it went directly to voice mail.

“Where was he when all hell broke loose?” Mike asked.

“In the basement trying to prevent the dog fight,” I said, feeling a rush of nervous energy race through me.

“This incident will probably make the evening news,” Mike said.

“Maybe so,” I agreed.

“One thing is for sure—we can’t let Mom or Dad know that we were anywhere near that party. They’d chop off both of our heads if they knew we took part in all of the chaos,” Mike said.

“You don’t have to worry about me saying anything,” I assured him.

“What are you going to say happened to your foot?” Mike pointed to it.

“I’ll tell them I cut it while walking barefoot around the pool deck,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s a good one,” Mike commented, liking the lie I’d tell if the subject came up.

I spent the remainder of the afternoon trying to reach Maya without any success at all. I was going crazy with worry because I feared that something horrific had happened to her. I even phoned her house several times, but didn’t get an answer.

After my family ate dinner together we gathered in the family room to watch a rented movie. The moment Jordan turned on the television, the first thing I heard was reporter Angela Rivers providing the details on a wild teen house party. Jordan wasn’t paying much attention to it and was about to flip the channel, but Barbara stopped him.

“Hold on a second, baby, I’ve seen that house before,” Barbara said, taking a very close look at the background shot.

“Two brothers, one seventeen and the other twenty, decided to throw the party of the summer for a few close friends. What they didn’t count on was this—” Angela paused as a video clip of all the stampeding teenagers was shown.

“Caught on cell phone video are drunken and out-of-control teens defacing property, brawling and smashing out windows. When the police arrive you see packs of teenagers fleeing in multiple directions as they try to avoid being arrested or detained by the police. This is an unusual occurrence for a quiet suburban community, and neighbors say the two young men who hosted the party are new to the area. Police have arrested the two young men and have contacted their parents, who were out of town when the rowdy party took place. Authorities also discovered that there were dog-fighting matches, and charges will be brought against the homeowners and others for this cruel and vicious activity. Paramedics had to be called in to deal with injuries ranging from cuts and bruises to broken bones. Police say that a thorough investigation will be launched and charges will be brought against anyone involved in spraying graffiti on private property. As for the two young men who hosted the party, additional charges are expected to be filed against them as well. Authorities are encouraging anyone with any other information to contact the South Holland Police Department. Reporting live from South Holland, I’m Angela Rivers.”

“I am so glad that neither one of you were involved in that foolishness,” Barbara said as the news report ended.

“I think they’ve learned their lesson,” Jordan said in support of us.

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Mike chimed in as all three of them glanced over at me.

“Hey, I don’t have time for that type of drama. I’ve got a job to keep me busy,” I added.


“Good,” Jordan said as he walked over to the DVD player and inserted the movie.

“What movie did you get?” Mike asked Barbara.

“It’s a remake of an old ’80s television show called Fame. I thought you guys would like it.”

“I’m cool with it,” Mike said, glancing over at me briefly before turning back to watch the movie.

 

Around 1:00 a.m. my cell phone rang. I wasn’t sleeping very hard because I’d left several desperate messages for Maya to call me whenever she could. I immediately snatched my phone from beneath my pillow and answered it.

“Hello,” I greeted the caller.

“Hey, it’s me, Maya,” she spoke softly.

“Where have you been, girl? I’ve been driving myself crazy with worry.” I scolded her for not calling me sooner.

“Did you get out before all of the craziness started?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, sensing that she wasn’t as lucky.

“Well, I didn’t,” she said with a nervous edginess in her voice.

“What happened?” I sat upright and gave her my full attention.

“My right fibula bone and ankle are broken and I have a cast on up to my hip,” Maya said tearfully.

“Are you kidding me?” I said, turning on the light in my room.

“No.” I heard her sniffling.


“What happened?” I whispered, feeling awful about not being there for her.

“Misalo wanted to go into the basement to watch the stupid dog fight. I told him I didn’t want to see that, but he persuaded me to go down there with him for just a minute because he was only curious. After squeezing our way down the stairs, we quickly discovered that it was too jam-packed to see anything, so we decided to leave. The minute we tried to get back out, people were pushing to get down into the basement. Next thing I know I hear the dogs barking. I thought they’d started the fight but they hadn’t. The dogs got spooked or something and started attacking people. People started pushing to get out.” Maya paused and cried a little, which caused me to cry. “I felt like I was being crushed alive, Keysha. My foot got pinned against the first step and I couldn’t move it. As people kept pushing forward from the back I felt as if my entire body was in a vice or about to be completely smashed like garbage in a trash compactor.”

“Where was Misalo?” I asked, walking over to my dresser to grab a few tissues.

“He was right next to me yelling at people to back up, but they were all shouting for us to move forward because the dogs had gone wild. Then I heard a loud cracking sound, and I felt my leg collapse. I screamed because I was in so much pain. Misalo put my arm around his neck, then propped his foot against the step and pushed back against the crowd. He was able to create enough space to free up my leg. Then all of a sudden the people who were trying to come down the stairs into the basement started yelling ‘The cops are here’ and began to scramble. Misalo picked me up and carried me up the stairs and out the door.”

“Oh, Maya, I am so sorry,” I said as I continued to cry.

“When we got outside it was like the world had gone crazy. People were running and shouting and fighting. Misalo set me down on the grass but had to stand over me and fight off a stampeding herd of people who were charging like wild buffalo. I’d never seen anything so crazy my entire life,” she said, and continued to cry for a solid five minutes.

“Did the paramedics help you?” I asked.

“Yeah, they helped me, but when I looked at my leg and foot they were really messed up. Misalo rode to the emergency room with me and called my parents. I have to be in this thing for eight weeks. My summer is totally ruined, and I’m going to lose my job,” Maya said, bursting into tears. I felt horrible and didn’t know what to do or say, so I cried with her and told her I’d be over to see her as soon as I could.
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On Saturday morning I hobbled to work, but I didn’t do my usual routine of vacuuming the pool, hosing down the deck or checking the chlorine balance because my foot was still feeling raw and sore. I wanted to swim and blow off some steam, but I really couldn’t get into the water with the open sore on my foot. I was upset and didn’t want to do anything except sit on a lawn chair and listen to sad yet uplifting music, so I selected a Mary J. Blige album I’d downloaded onto my iPod. I put on my sunglasses, stared blankly at the blue sky and prayed for Maya’s speedy recovery. Before long I’d drifted off into a light sleep.

I was awakened by the squeaking sound of the clubhouse door opening. I didn’t bother to look and see who was coming out. I just assumed it was some parent and their small child coming for a swim. “Are you Keysha Kendall?” a woman’s voice asked. I looked up and saw a man and a woman with service revolvers perched on their hips and knew they were cops.

“Yeah,” I answered her slowly, wondering why they were there looking for me.

“I’m Detective Crane, and this is my partner, Detective Rosati,” said the female officer. The woman was a tall, thin redhead with a short haircut, pasty skin and brown freckles. She appeared to be in her early forties, but the crow’s-feet around her eyes suggested she was older. Detective Rosati looked like a hard-ass with a beer belly, a receding hairline and an annoying sniffling habit that caused him to suck in air through his nostrils every two seconds.

“We’d like to ask you a few questions,” she said, pulling up a chair from a nearby table.

“Questions about what?” I asked, feeling an anxiety attack surfacing. My heart began pounding against my chest, I was edgy and uneasy.

“Just relax, we’re just doing a little investigation,” said Detective Crane. She took out her badge and showed me her identification. She then took out a notepad and pen.

“Keysha, how old are you?” she asked.

“Seventeen,” I answered.

“You’re a minor as well,” she muttered. “Where are your parents?”

“Why?” I asked, getting defensive and not wanting to give out any unnecessary information.

“It’s just a routine question.” Detective Crane tried to put me at ease, but I began to feel myself tensing up.


“They’re at home,” I answered reluctantly.

“That’s fine. Do you still live at this address?” Detective Crane showed me a sheet on her notepad that had my address on it.

“Yeah, how did you get that information?” I asked.

“We had it in our database. It seems as if you’ve had a charge brought against you in the past.”

“Yeah, but—”

“I know the charges were dropped,” Detective Crane finished my sentence for me.

“So what’s this visit about?” I asked, wanting them to hurry up and leave.

“Do you know Jerry and Erin Hammond?” she asked.

“Yeah. I know Jerry better than I do Erin,” I answered.

“How long have you known Jerry?” asked Detective Rosati.

“I’ve only known him a few weeks,” I said.

“Were you guys romantically involved?” he continued to question me

Agitated, I exhaled and gave an ugly glance. “Why is that any of your business?” The ghetto Keysha was starting to come out.

“It’s important to our investigation,” Detective Crane explained. I once again hesitated before I answered their question. They were making me nervous; they seemed to be playing close attention to my every movement and expression.

“Like I said, I’ve only known him for a few weeks. He and his brother come here to swim just like everyone else. I’m not sure what you’d call our relationship status. We weren’t exactly boyfriend and girlfriend, but we were talking to each other.”

“Did he mention the party that he and his brother were going to have yesterday?” asked Detective Rosati.

“Yeah, he told me about it.” I cut my eyes at him because I didn’t trust him at all. Something about him made me feel totally on edge.

“And were you at the party?” he asked, following up his question with another one.

“Why do you need to know that?” I asked, once again getting defensive.

“We’re just trying to establish where you were when the party was taking place,” said Detective Crane.

I huffed and then turned my attention away from them. “Yeah, I was at the party. Is that a crime?” I asked.

“No, but underage drinking, use of illegal drugs, dog fighting, criminal mischief, burglary and defacing of property are,” said Detective Rosati.

“Well, I didn’t do any of those things that you’re talking about. I don’t drink, smoke or do drugs,” I said in my own defense.

“Do your parents know that you were at this party?” asked Detective Crain.

“No,” I said, folding my arms across my bosom and shooting daggers at her with my eyes, hoping she didn’t get the notion to go to my house and snitch on me.

“Since you know Jerry, did he mention to you or do you know who might have brought the illegal drugs and alcohol to the party?”

“I have no idea.” I paused. “Shouldn’t you be asking Jerry and Erin these questions?”

“A second team of officers are dealing with them,” said Detective Crane.

“Do you know whose idea it was to go break into the property next door and spray graffiti on the walls?” asked Detective Rosati.

“No,” I said with an attitude.

“Do you know anyone who ran inside and participated?” asked Detective Crane.

“No,” I answered. “Look, when my brother and I walked out of the house all hell was breaking loose. We decided at that point to leave and go home. What happened afterward is beyond me, because I wasn’t there.”

“So, you have a brother who was also there.” This seemed to be news to Detective Crane. “Where is he right now?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. I didn’t want to say anything else.

“Is he at home, perhaps?” She pressed the issue.

“I said I don’t know. I don’t keep tabs on him like that. Am I under arrest or something?” I flat-out asked.

“No,” said Detective Crane. “As I said before, we’re conducting an investigation, and other witnesses informed us that you were there.”

“Other witnesses? Who in the world gave you my name and the idea that I knew something about what went down?” I asked suspiciously.


Detective Crane didn’t answer my question. Instead she removed a business card from her shirt pocket and handed it to me. “If you think of anything else you’d like to tell us. Here’s where you can reach me.”

“I’ve told you. I don’t know anything about who did what.”

“I’ve noted that. Is there a number where I can reach you if we have additional questions?” she asked. I really didn’t want to give her my cell phone number and I certainly didn’t want to give her the phone number to the house. I suddenly felt that I was damned if I did and damned if I didn’t. I gave her my cell number.

“Thank you. We’ll be in touch,” she said as they both walked back toward the locker room and exited.

“I hope not,” I said aloud as I picked up the phone and called Jerry. His phone rang continuously before it went to voice mail. I was about to leave him another message, but heard a recording that said, “This mailbox is full, goodbye.” I grumbled when I really wanted to scream.

 

I worked a double shift because Maya couldn’t come in for obvious reasons. I mean, if someone started drowning, a lifeguard with her leg in a cast wasn’t going to be of much help. When 8:00 p.m. arrived it was time to close the pool, and I was extremely exhausted. I closed up shop without rearranging the furniture or removing the beach ball and other flotation devices from the pool. All I wanted to do was get out of there so that I could stop and see how Maya was doing.


I stood on the corner and waited for the bus, which seemed to be taking forever to arrive. When it finally showed up, I boarded it, paid my fare and took a seat. I tilted my head back and was about to close my eyes when I heard someone call my name. I opened my eyes and looked in the direction where the voice had come from. A few seats back I saw Katina, Mike’s girlfriend Sabrina’s friend. She waved for me to come sit with her. Without hesitation I went and sat next to her.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Better than it was yesterday. Did that party get out of hand or what?” she said, smiling as if all of the chaos was exciting to her.

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to relive all of the madness that had taken place.

“My parents almost died when they heard what had happened. You should see that empty house on my block. It’s so trashed it’s a total eyesore. At least that’s what my mom says. My dad says that it looks like we live in the hood now and he’s not happy about it. He said that he’s going to talk to the Village Board and try to get them kicked out of the neighborhood or something.”

“How in the world does he plan to kick someone out of their own home?” I asked.

“I don’t know. That’s just what he said.” Katina hadn’t considered the rationale of what her father wanted.

“Well, I’m glad that you and Sabrina got out before all of the madness went down,” I said, genuinely happy that she was unharmed.


“Yeah we got out, but we didn’t miss any of the action. Sabrina and I watched everything from my bedroom on the second floor. It was like watching one of those police reality shows where surveillance cameras catch all the action. I love those types of shows. I watch them all of the time.”

“Did you see who decided to ransack the house?” I asked.

“I don’t know who started it. There was just so much action going on everywhere. I pulled out my cell phone and recorded some of it. In fact, when it was all over I walked out of the house and over to the news van. I spoke to that news reporter, Angela Rivers, and let her know that I had cell phone video of what had gone down. They made me sign some silly waiver and then downloaded what I’d recorded and used it on the news!” She boasted as if she were brilliant for coming up with the idea of capturing it on video.

“Good for you,” I said. I didn’t really give a damn about what she’d recorded. “Have you seen Jerry and Erin?”

“Girl, they’re probably still in jail,” Katina said as a matter of fact.

“Jail?” I spoke louder than I intended to.

“Yeah, I saw the police handcuff them and everything,” Katina said. “My mom said they’ll probably sit in jail until their father comes back and bails them out.”

“Well, now I know why Jerry hasn’t answered his phone,” I said.

“Hey, this is my stop.” Katina stood up and pulled the stop cord. “It was nice talking to you.”


“Nice talking to you as well,” I said, moving out of her way so that she could walk over to the exit door.

“Hey, Katina, you don’t know who brought all of the alcohol and stuff do you?” I asked, thinking that maybe she had some additional information I could share with the authorities.

“No, but you could probably find out from Ed Daley. He’d be able to tell you,” she said as the bus came to a halt. “See you later.” She stepped off the bus.

 

I arrived at Maya’s house around 8:30 p.m. Her mother answered the door and I greeted her pleasantly and asked if I could come in and see how Maya was doing.

“Did you go that party, too?” she asked, clearly annoyed by what had taken place. I didn’t want to admit that I had, but knew her mom could probably smell a lie a mile away.

“Yes, I was there,” I answered her shamefully.

“Agh, you kids just don’t think about the consequences of your actions,” she said as she stepped aside and let me in. “She’s in the other room watching television.” She pointed.

“Thank you. I won’t be long,” I assured her.

I walked into the room where Maya was resting. She was sitting in a straight-backed chair that looked uncomfortable and had her injured leg propped up on another chair. Maya’s entire leg was covered in a cast. She couldn’t bend her knee at all, and the white cast looked totally uncomfortable.

“Hey, girl,” I said as I entered the room. I walked over to her and gave her a giant hug. “Are you hanging in there?” I asked.

“I don’t have a choice,” Maya answered. I pulled up another straight-backed chair from a corner of the room and sat in front of her.

“How does it feel?” I asked.

“It sucks, Keysha. You have no idea how difficult it is to use the toilet when you can’t bend your freaking knees!” she said angrily. “This is not how I’m supposed to be spending my summer!” She began crying tears of rage.

I felt myself tearing up because I truly understood her frustration and pain.

“It’s hard for me to get around because I haven’t figured out exactly how to use my crutches, and I can’t sleep in my bedroom because it’s on the second floor. I tried hobbling up there once and nearly fell backward. So now I have to sleep in my brother’s bedroom, on his creepy mattress which makes my skin crawl, while he gets to sleep in my room and bother all of my stuff,” Maya said, full of angry emotion. I decided that all I needed to do at that point was listen to her.

“And Misalo. My parents told me that I have to break up with him because they feel like he’s bad news and is no good for me. Even though he did everything he possibly could’ve to protect me, that isn’t enough in their eyes.” Maya smeared away the tears streaming down her cheeks. That’s when I noticed how red and puffy her eyes were.

“He even tried to come over and see me, but my dad ran him off. He told Misalo that he wasn’t welcome here.”


“Do you want me to give him a message for you?” I asked, hoping to make her feel better.

“Just tell him that I love him and nothing is going to keep us apart,” Maya said with renewed conviction. We remained silent for a minute, but then she asked me a question.

“How was work today?”

“I worked your shift for you. The park district is working on finding a replacement for you, but I don’t know when that’s going to happen.”

“My life totally sucks!” Maya griped.

“Well, we’re on the same boat, honey, because two detectives paid me a visit today.”

“WTF! Why are police hounding you?” Maya seemed to welcome the distraction.

“Hell if I know. They came there asking all kinds of questions about Jerry and Erin and if I knew who vandalized the empty house next door to them.”

“I heard the place got totally trashed,” Maya stated.

“That’s what I heard, too, but I haven’t been over there to look at it or anything.”

“How did so many people hear about that party?” Maya asked.

“Cell phones, girl. People started calling their friends and those friends called more friends and it went on and on. People showed up from everywhere. If you ask me the crowd was massive.”

“Wow!” Maya said.

“And get this—Jerry and Erin are in jail right now,” I said.


“Get out!” Maya yelled.

“Yeah, girl, it’s a real mess.” I repositioned myself in the seat.

“Well.” Maya paused. “It was one hell of a party.” She laughed and tried to find a silver lining in all the mess that happened.

“Do you have any polish?” I asked.

“Yeah, upstairs in my room,” Maya answered.

“Well, I’m going to go get some so I can paint your toes. They look a mess,” I said with a smile.

“You know, Keysha, I’d like that a lot,” Maya said, giving me permission to go retrieve what I needed from her room.

 

Maya’s mom was kind enough to drive me back home since it was nearly ten. When she pulled into the driveway I noticed an unmarked police cruiser sitting in the driveway.

“It looks like the police are here. They don’t think you’re missing, do they?” asked Maya’s mom.

“No, I called my parents and let them know that you were bringing me home,” I said, wondering what was going on. “This probably has something to do with my brother.”

“Well, I hope everything is okay,” she said as she stopped her car and let me out. She waited until I was inside before pulling off. I walked up the steps and entered the family room. I felt my heart stop when I saw Detective Crane and Detective Rosati sitting on the sofa. Mike had his face buried in his hands, and both Barbara and Jordan looked at me with murderous eyes.
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Detectives Crane and Rosati paid Mike a visit at home to find out what he knew about the party and all the vandalism that took place. Needless to say, when our parents found out that we actually were at the party, they were beyond pissed off. Once the police left, Barbara hauled off and slapped Mike so hard that he tumbled to the floor.

“That’s for being deceitful and acting as if you were nowhere near that party. How could you lie to us like that with a straight face!” Barbara had gone ballistic. I wanted to say something but I didn’t know what, and to make matters worse my stomach started doing somersaults and I felt as if I were about to puke.

“And you!” Barbara looked at me as if she wanted to commit homicide. “After all we’ve been through since you’ve arrived. We’ve stood by you, defended you, and this is how you repay us for our kindness?”

“But—”


“But my ass, Keysha! The police told us how they paid you a visit at work today. Let me tell you something, little girl. If this turns out to be more than just an inquiry, I’m going to see to it personally that you stay locked up!”

“But—” A boulder got caught in my throat and I couldn’t speak. I wanted to assure her that I did nothing wrong, but she was inconsolable at that moment. I looked at my father, who had such a look of disgust on his face that I bowed my head and stared at the floor. I dared not say anything to upset him any more than he already was.

Jordan walked over to me and stopped. I felt his eyes glaring at me like lasers, and if they’d had the power to burn I would have been a pile of ashes.

“Daddy—”

“I don’t want to hear it!” he barked viciously. I cringed with fear. He and Barbara finally left the room.

Nervously, I walked over to Mike, who stood holding his face. His eyebrows were threaded together from the wounded scowl in his expression.

“Are you okay?” I asked, trying to comfort him with a hug. Mike pushed me away from him and didn’t say a word. He walked over to the door and walked out into the night. I stood in the center of the family room, paralyzed. I felt as if everything around me was coming unhinged, and there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

 

Jordan and Barbara were extremely disappointed in Mike and me. Their disillusionment with me stirred up a storm in my heart that was heavy with the burden of the truth. They still allowed me to go to work, and that’s exactly what I did. I didn’t involve myself in anything that had the potential to lead to trouble.

At night I could hear Barbara and Jordan arguing about what to do with Mike and me. My bedroom was directly above theirs, and the ventilation ducts carried their voices straight up and into my room, especially when they were loud.

Jordan wanted to ship me off to reform school for troubled girls, and Barbara wanted Mike to be placed in a mental hospital for further evaluation to determine if there was a medical explanation for his Jeckyll and Hyde personality. She even went as far as to suggest that something could have happened when Jordan accidentally dropped Mike on his head when he was still a toddler. It was heart-wrenching listening to them bickering and then observing them as they moved around the house the next morning refusing to speak to each other and completely ignoring Mike and me. I felt like an interloper, and all I wanted to do was disappear, or at least have the ability to make myself invisible.

By Tuesday of the following week, I was still walking around on eggshells, and it was unnerving. No one in the house talked to each other anymore, and it began to feel as if my family wasn’t going to survive this latest hiccup.

After eating a very light breakfast, I left the house and went to work as usual. When I arrived I methodically went about doing my chores, but it wasn’t easy because I was starting to feel as if neither Jordan nor Barbara cared for me anymore. I felt alienated and isolated from their love. I wanted to tell them how sorry I was for the things I’d done. I knew they were angry, but I didn’t want them to be viciously unkind to me. I wanted them to know that the words falling from their mouths hurt me more than they realized. But I knew that they wouldn’t listen to this, especially since trust had become an issue. I knew that I was more of a burden to them than I’d ever been before.

Then, a voice in my mind told me that I should just kill myself and end it all. But how? I thought. As I stood there rolling the vacuum on the floor of the pool and allowing my mind to entertain the thought of suicide, a notion of drowning myself entered my mind. I could do it tonight, I told myself. I could go home and take a few heavy barbells and some thick rope from the garage. I could bind the rope and heavy weights around my ankles and wrists and allow myself to fall into the deep end and wait for death to come and take me. It would be simple and easy. I wouldn’t leave a note; my dead body would say everything that needed to be said. The more I thought about the idea, the more appealing it became. It would be my way of getting back at my mother, Justine, for giving birth to me and then abandoning me. I would be able to get back at my grandmother Rubylee for getting incarcerated and leaving me in the world all alone. Finally, I’d get back at Jordan and Barbara for making me feel like an intruder. It would be my way of saying: “I’m tired and I’ve had enough.” Yes, I said to myself, committing suicide is the best way to go.


I heard someone enter the pool through the clubhouse locker room while my mind was in a trance and telling me to deliberately kill myself. I glanced up and saw Detectives Crane and Rosati approaching. I certainly thought I’d seen the last of those two. I didn’t acknowledge them. I just continued to do my work hoping they’d just go away.

“Keysha,” Detective Crane called my name.

“Yeah,” I answered.

“I have a warrant for your arrest.” Her tone was cold and heartless.

“What?” I glared at her thinking that she was joking, but I knew she was dead serious when I saw Detective Rosati remove the steel handcuffs.

“What are you trying to arrest me for?” I asked, backing away and searching for a way to run around them.

“Don’t make this harder on yourself than it has to be.” Detective Crane implored me not to resist. I dropped the pool vacuum and tried to make a run for it, but my attempt at escaping was futile. They easily captured me, placing my wrists in handcuffs, then read my Miranda Rights.

“Keysha Kendall. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed to you. Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?”

“Just shoot me and put me out of my misery,” I pleaded and began crying while being escorted toward their squad car.
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Officer Crane informed me that I was being arrested for criminal mischief and defacing and destruction of private property. The charges were completely bogus. I began to think that Detectives Crain and Rosati were corrupt and were just trying to close the case and move on without doing any meaningful investigative work.

“Those are false up charges and you know it. Why are you doing this to me? I’ve done nothing wrong!” I tried to speak calmly, but under the circumstances it was difficult.

“We can talk about it when we get to the station. We’ll be more than happy to accept your confession there,” explained Detective Rosati. I couldn’t believe that jackass actually thought he was going to get a freaking confession out of me! I remained silent during the remainder of the journey to the police station.

Once the squad car was parked, they escorted me inside, placed me in an interrogation room and said they’d be back shortly. The room had a table that was bolted to the floor, a clock, a surveillance camera and a two-way mirror. I sat there feeling myself going crazy, as if I were about to totally lose my mind. I didn’t understand how or why they’d come to the conclusion that I was responsible or participated in criminal activity. All I did was go to a party and then left when I saw that it was getting out of control. The only thing I was truly guilty of was not telling my parents that I was there.

Finally, Crane and Rosati walked back into the room with a folder, a pad and a pen to write with. They sat down across from me.

“Now, Keysha, we’ve already started recording this so that there is no room for error,” explained Detective Crane. “You can make this easier on yourself by telling the truth about what happened.”

“Easier on myself, how? I didn’t do anything,” I explained to them once more.

“Keysha, we have two eyewitnesses who say that you’re the one who brought the spray cans to the party and gathered up a bunch of people to break into the empty house next door.” At that point I began laughing and thought they were truly joking.

“Okay, is this some kind of prank my brother Mike is trying to pull?” I said, looking back at the two-way mirror. “This isn’t funny, Mike.”

“Keysha, we are not joking,” Detective Rosati said with a grim look on his face.


“Then the joke is on you two, because someone has lied to you,” I said, knowing that my words were the truth.

“Keysha, you’ve already admitted that you were at the party. So that places you at the scene of the crime,” said Detective Crane.

“That doesn’t mean that I committed a crime. I watch those cop shows, you know? This is a bunch of bull! I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but they are both liars! Just ask Jerry, he’ll tell you.”

“We did ask him, and he said that he’d left you for a period of time and didn’t know where you were,” said Detective Crane.

“What! That bastard!” I slapped the palm of my hand down on the table. “We were in his bedroom making out when his friend Carlos came and got him. Carlos told him that some boys had shown up with some dogs to fight with. Then Jerry left to go put the boys out.”

“Yes, he told us that. He also said that he asked you to wait in his bedroom, but when he returned, you weren’t there,” said Detective Rosati as he thumped his index finger on the table.

“That’s because all hell was about to break loose and—”

“That’s when you decided to leave the room and go join in on the fun.” Detective Rosati was trying to put words in my mouth.

“No!” I snapped at him. “That’s when I decided to go home.”

“You’re the one who’s lying to us, Keysha. Your version of events don’t match the eyewitnesses who’ve come forward.”

“Who are these eyewitnesses? Have you checked their—” I stopped talking as I thought about who’d slander my name. “Lori and Priscilla,” I said their names out loud, then looked at the two officers. They both had a different look on their faces when I said the names.

“First of all, Lori is a total nutcase, and Priscilla, although she can’t stand my guts, wasn’t even there as far as I know. I mean, she could’ve shown up, but I didn’t see her.”

“So you’re sticking to your story that you had nothing to do with it?” asked Detective Crane.

“Yes, and as far as I’m concerned I’d like to call my daddy so he can come get me. This is all a frame-up!”

“This appears to be the third time you’ve claimed to have been framed, Keysha. I’m not convinced that you’re innocent. I’ve looked up our files on you. You’ve been picked up before for allegedly selling Ecstasy.”

“Those charges were dropped!” I quickly said.

“Then the Chicago police picked you up in a stolen car,” Detective Rosati continued.

“That wasn’t a stolen car, technically,” I said.

“And now this. Here’s what I believe. I think that you’re guilty of all of these crimes but have been slipping through the cracks on technicalities. But you’re not going to get off this time, young lady.” Detective Rosati was an evil bastard who was hell-bent on seeing me go down.

“I want my one phone call,” I said with a trembling voice. In the back of my mind I began to think about all of the news stories I’d heard about corrupt cops framing innocent people and sending them to jail for crimes they didn’t commit. Or beating a confession out of a detainee for something they were innocent of. Detectives Rosati and Crane fit the mold for bad cops, at least in my mind they did.

“Fine!” Rosati slammed his fist in anger on the table. I flinched, because the guy looked as if he was about to totally lose it.

 

Jordan wasn’t happy that I’d gotten picked up by the police. When he arrived about an hour later I felt numb. They released me into his custody and I immediately hugged him, but he didn’t return the affection. His body was cold and uninviting, and he didn’t wrap his strong arms around me. I smashed my cheek into his chest hard and held on tighter because I wanted to be held. I wanted to feel safe and secure, but at the moment hugging Jordan was not comforting at all.

When we got into the car, he fired it up and drove off. Neither one of us said a word for a long time, until he finally broke the silence.

“I’m at the end of my rope with you, Keysha. I just don’t know how much more I can take. Reform school or a behavior-modification program out in the wilderness may be your last hope. Perhaps a time spent out in the open country will help you understand yourself and life.”

“You don’t believe that I’m innocent?” I asked tearfully.


“I don’t know. What I do know is that you’ve only lived with me for a year and you’ve had three run-ins with the law. You’ve pushed me to the brink, Keysha, and now it’s time for me to give you some tough love.”
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I was fired from my job. Park District officials learned of my arrest and how I’d left the swimming pool unattended without calling it in. These were the reasons given for my termination. As much as I tried to explain how I had no choice, it didn’t erase the fact that I’d left the pool unattended. My life was a disaster, all because of some lie that Lori and Priscilla had made up. When I called Maya to talk about it I was completely depressed and wanted to kill myself by overdosing on pills or something. I just wanted the pain in my heart to end.

“You have to fight back, Keysha. You can’t let those tramps ruin your life!” Maya said to me on the phone.

“What am I supposed to do, Maya? The last thing I want to do right now is something foolish that’s going to get me into even deeper trouble.”

“I don’t know. I have to think of something. Damn, I wish my leg wasn’t messed up or I’d track down both Priscilla and Lori for you and kick their asses myself.”


“Thanks for the offer, but I don’t think a beat down will fix this,” I said solemnly.

“There has to be something we can do,” Maya said, not wanting to give up.

“Die,” I said. “That’s the only way out of this mess.”

“Keysha, I don’t like the way you’re talking,” Maya quickly said.

“It’s the way I feel though. Nothing will ever go right for me.”

“That’s not true. You won the role in the school play, you passed your lifeguard-certification class, and you’re my best friend. Things do go right for you.” Maya tried to convince me that my life was worth living.

“Have you called Jerry to see if he’ll help?”

“I’ve left him messages, but he hasn’t returned my phone calls.”

“Give me his phone number and I’ll do a three-way,” Maya said. I gave her his number. She clicked over to an open line and dialed the number I’d given her. She clicked back as his phone began to ring.

“Are you there, Keysha?” she asked.

“Yes,” I muttered.

“You be quiet while I talk to him,” Maya said.

“He’s not going to answer,” I said, pretty sure that he was going to ignore the call.

“Hello.” I heard Jerry’s voice and was surprised. I remained silent and listened.

“Jerry?” Maya said.


“Yeah, who is this?” he asked.

“It’s Maya. Keysha’s friend.”

“Oh. How are you doing? I heard about your leg and stuff,” he said apologetically.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll just be hobbling around for a little while,” Maya said, attempting to put him at ease with a little humor.

“How are you doing?” Maya asked.

“I’ve seen better days,” he admitted.

“I think we both have.” Maya paused. “Listen, have you heard from Keysha?”

“I got a bunch of voice mails from her, but I haven’t called her back,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Because I heard she’s in a lot of trouble and I’ve got enough trouble of my own to deal with.” I rolled my eyes when I heard him say that.

“What did you hear?” Maya asked.

“A bunch of stuff.” Jerry was being vague.

“Like what?” I could tell Maya was getting annoyed with him.

“That she like broke into the house next door with a bunch of gangbangers she knew and sprayed graffiti all over the place.”

“Does that even sound like Keysha to you?” Maya asked. I couldn’t believe he was going to go along with that type of stupidity.

“I don’t know what it sounds like, that’s just what I heard.” He got defensive.


“Well, why wouldn’t you want to talk to her and find out the truth?” Maya asked an obvious question.

“I told you. I’ve got problems of my own. The police have issued me and my brother court dates for throwing the party and serving alcohol and drugs to minors. Girl, I’ve got enough drama of my own and I certainly don’t need Keysha’s drama added to it.”

“You’re a real bastard, Jerry!” I couldn’t contain my emotions any longer. I had to let him know what a jerk he was.

“Why are y’all playing on the phone? Keysha, is that you?” he asked.

“Hell, yes, it’s me. I can’t believe you just said all that. When have you ever known me to be around gangbangers, huh?”

“Look, that’s just what I heard. I didn’t believe it.” He tried to clean up what he’d said.

“You and I sat in your room having a make-out session and you mean to tell me that you couldn’t take two seconds to call me just to see how I was doing, knowing that that type of malicious rumor was going around?”

“I’m sorry about that, but a lot has been going on in my life.” He raised his voice at me.

“Well, I’ve been going through a lot, too, and even though my life has been a living hell I still took the time to call you and leave messages.” I wanted him to know that regardless of what was going on with me, he was still in my thoughts, which was much more than he could say.


“Look, I said I was sorry, but I wasn’t even thinking about you and your drama because—”

I interrupted him. “You know what, Jerry? Just put the shut to the up! I thought I would be able to get you to help clear my name, but it’s obvious that you’re too busy trying to save your own ass to worry about mine.”

“I did try to clear your name with the police when they asked questions about you, but they didn’t want to hear it because they were more interested in nailing my ass to a cross.”

“Whatever, Jerry!” I didn’t want to hear his lame excuse.

“Oh, that’s how you want to play it?” Jerry asked angrily. “I don’t need this crap from you.” He hung up.

“Wow!” Maya said. “I can’t believe he didn’t try to return your calls. I mean, he could’ve sent you a text message. Honestly, how long would that have taken?”

“It is what it is, Maya. Just another example of why things don’t go right for me,” I said, feeling tears welling up.

“Don’t cry. I can hear the crack in your voice,” Maya said.

“I can’t help it. Nobody believes me and no one wants to help me,” I said.

“Have you called your grandmother Katie?” Maya asked.

“No.”

“Does she know what’s going on?”

“She might. But I don’t want to burden her with this. I just want it to all be over,” I said exhaling loudly.

I heard Maya pop her fingers. “I’ve got it.”

“Got what?” I asked.


“What we have to do is get Lori to see how wrong she is,” Maya said.

“Lori doesn’t give a frog’s fat ass about the truth,” I reminded her.

“There has to be some way to turn the tables around on her.” Maya was still searching for a solution.

“She’s doing this because I kicked her butt and she thinks that I caused Wesley to break up with—” I stopped talking and slapped my forehead with my hand several times. “Wesley! Why didn’t I think of him? Wesley may be able to help me like he did the last time I was in trouble.”

“Do you think he’ll help you?” Maya asked.

“Of course he will. Wesley loves to rescue girls when they’re in trouble. That’s just how he is,” I said, feeling good about soliciting his help.

“Where is Wesley at these days?” Maya asked.

“I saw him briefly at the party, but then he left,” I explained.

“We’ll call him,” Maya suggested.

“Hang on, and I’ll do another three-way call,” I said. I clicked over to an open line, dialed Wesley’s phone number, and clicked back over to Maya. His phone rang continuously before a recording came on that said the number had been disconnected.

“Oh, wow,” Maya said. “Do you have any idea why his phone is disconnected or how to reach him?”

“No,” I answered as I thought about what I should do. “Ed Daley,” I blurted.


“Ed Daley? What does he have to do with anything?” Maya asked.

“He’ll know where Wesley is and how to contact him,” I said.

“The question is, will he tell you?” Maya asked.

“Who, Ed? He’ll talk. All I need to do is offer him some cash for a little booze and he’ll start chirping like a bird after a fresh rain.”

Maya laughed. “Well, you still have your sense of humor.”

“It may be the only thing I have left.” At that moment I heard Barbara calling my name. “Let me get off this phone. I’m being summoned.”

“Okay, I’m here if you need me,” she said.

“I know.”

 

I wasn’t able to catch up with Ed Daley until the following day. Initially, he didn’t want to give me any information on Wesley’s whereabouts, but it didn’t take much to bribe him.

I learned that Wesley had checked himself into a rehab facility on the other side of town. It was the type of place where you went and stayed for several weeks and had limited contact with your friends. Since the place was about an hour away and I didn’t have a driver’s license or access to a car, I took a page from Jordan’s book by paying a flat fee for a car service. I had the driver pick me up in front of the park district swimming pool so I wouldn’t get a bunch of questions from Jordan and Barbara, who were not happy about having to deal with another legal case.


Like clockwork the driver picked me up and drove me to the address I’d given him. I asked him to wait while I went in to see Wesley. I’d phoned earlier to find out about the visitation policy and scheduled my impromptu appearance accordingly. I walked up to the reception desk and told the woman there who I’d come to see.

“Wesley Morris doesn’t have anyone scheduled to visit him today, and the only person authorized to see him is his father,” said the overweight, middle-aged woman, who looked as if her lips hadn’t cracked a smile since she was a teething toddler.

I quickly thought of a lie that would get me past this bulldog of a woman. “Umm, yes I tried to call late last night with some upsetting news, but I was unable to reach anyone. I’m his cousin, and his grandmother has passed away. His father is an emotional wreck right now, so I volunteered to come tell Wesley.” I thought what I’d said was pretty good.

“Why didn’t you just call this morning?” she asked suspiciously.

I decided to ignore the reasonable question by getting ugly with her. “Look, his father paid a lot of money for that limo driver out there.” I pointed to the car. The woman leaned forward and glanced at it. “He wanted me to come and tell Wesley personally and bring him back if need be, but he knows that Wesley has a drinking problem and thought that this was the best way to deal with this. Now what’s the dang problem?” I snapped. She still looked at me as if she didn’t believe a word I said but decided to allow me to see him just in case my story was factual.


“Have a seat over there.” She pointed to a bench seat positioned against the wall behind me. “I’ll have him escorted down to the visitor’s room.” Twenty minutes later, I was asked to follow another worker through a series of doors. I had to leave my purse at a security desk, get searched and then walked through a metal detector to make sure that I wasn’t bringing in any drugs. Once I was cleared, I was escorted to a room where Wesley was sitting down and waiting on me. When I walked in he looked surprised.

“Keysha, what are you doing here and how did you get in?” he asked.

“Shhh, don’t talk so loud. They think I’m here to deliver you some bad news about your grandmother dying. So look sad and upset. The fat lady at the front desk told the guard to keep an eye on me.”

“Keysha.” Wesley was acting as if he wasn’t going to play along.

“Do it. Please,” I said through gritted teeth. Wesley reluctantly played along and I placed my hands on top of his and behaved as if I were consoling him. I glanced over my shoulder through a glass door and noticed that the guard seemed satisfied that my story about the dead grandmother was true. He stepped away out of view.

“Okay, the guard is gone. How are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m getting the medical attention that I need,” he replied.

“Have you been thinking about me at all?” I asked, smiling at him.


“I’ve been thinking about a lot of things, but to answer your question, yes, I have thought about you.”

“That’s so nice to know.”

“Keysha, why are you here?” His tone of voice was humorless.

“I came to see you,” I said, trying to get him to loosen up.

“Keysha, you’re lying, and I can tell.” Wesley called me on the carpet.

“Okay, so I did come out here to see you for a specific reason,” I admitted. Wesley leaned back in his chair and stared at me critically.

I took a deep breath before I began. I explained everything that had happened and how I believed Lori and Priscilla had been plotting against me and how I’d like for him to talk to Lori and get her to confess so that my name could be cleared.

“Keysha,” he spoke softly, “give me your hands.” I placed my hands on the table before me and he placed his on top of them. “I can’t help you.”

“You can’t or you won’t?” I asked because I didn’t like what I was hearing.

“Think about what you’re saying. You’ve come all this way just to tell me that you want to use me.” I hadn’t thought he’d view it like that.

“But it’s not like that, really,” I said, trying to convince him otherwise.

“Yes it is, Keysha. I’m trying to help myself right now and you’ve got to respect that. I can’t help you with Lori even if I could. She has more twists in her personality than a tornado. She’s going to make a great politician one day. But Lori moves to the beat of her own drummer. She’s sneaky and treacherous, and I’m glad that I found the strength to get away from her.”

“But I need you,” I whined.

“I need myself, Keysha. I’m in a rehab facility fighting for my dignity and self-respect. I’m not going to go around trying to be a hero to every girl I meet. You’ve taught me that. I need to be my own warrior right now. I’m not going to involve myself in your drama, Keysha. Not this time.” Wesley paused for a long moment as he gazed into my sorrowful eyes. There was truly nothing left to say. He squeezed my hands, rose to his feet and left.
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I stepped out into the sunlight, put on my sunglasses and tried to keep my emotions from getting the best of me. I got in the car and told the driver that he could drop me off where he’d picked me up. The thought of drowning myself once again entered my mind, because I thought it would be the quickest way to solve all of my problems.

The driver dropped me back off. When I got out of the car I just stood still, unsure of what to do next. I glanced behind me and looked over at all of the squealing and happy children splashing around in the water and realized that I’d truly loved my job and missed it. I caught a quick glimpse of the lifeguard they’d replaced me with and became even more depressed. I decided to walk home. It would take longer, but I was in no rush to get there. I felt so drained, humiliated and defeated. I truly just wanted to crawl under a rock and die.

By the time I made it back to the house, my feet were aching and I was thirsty. When I entered the house Jordan asked me to come up and have a seat. I walked up the steps into the family room and saw Barbara and Jordan waiting on me to join them.

“Come on. Have a seat,” he said. I tried to read their body language to see if I could get a clue as to what was going on. “Barbara and I have been discussing you.”

I took a few deep breaths and sat down. “None of this is my fault. You don’t have to send me off with strangers who want to psychoanalyze me and—” I choked up and couldn’t even finish my sentence.

“Keysha, look at me.” Barbara tried to sound calm, but I could hear the cynicism that was there. I tilted my chin up and met her gaze. Just as she was about to say something the doorbell rang. Jordan got up and took a peek out the window.

“It’s some girl,” he said. “Keysha, is this a friend of yours?” he asked, wanting me to take a look. I walked over to the window and nearly had a coronary when I saw who was standing there.

“Priscilla Grisby?” I said, totally perplexed by her presence.

“Well, tell her it’s not a good time right now and that she’ll have to come back.” Jordan was clear about what I needed to do. I walked down the steps and opened the door.

“Yeah?” I asked, questioning why she was there.

“Hey,” she greeted me. “Can I come in and talk to you for a minute?”


“This is a really bad time right now,” I explained.

“It won’t take long, I promise,” Priscilla insisted. Jordan overheard her and decided to handle the matter himself.

“Look, young lady, Keysha is in a world of trouble right now, and it’s just not a very good time for her to have visitors.”

“I know. And I’m partly to blame for what’s happened.” Priscilla looked pleadingly at Jordan. “Please, I think I can help clear her name and maybe even get the charges against her dropped.” When Priscilla said that I felt my knees go weak.

“Well, in that case, do come in,” Jordan said, allowing her to come inside. Priscilla situated herself on the sofa next to me while Jordan and Priscilla sat in two chairs facing us.

“This is sort of complicated, so I’m just going to start where I think it will make the most sense, okay?” said Priscilla.

“By all means. Please tell us what you know. I personally think that Keysha put you up to coming here,” Barbara said, thinking this was just another elaborate scheme.

“No, Mrs. Kendall. That’s just not true. Trust me when I say that I literally hated Keysha at one point. I’m the girl who ruined her prom dress.” Barbara’s entire facial expression changed when Priscilla admitted that.

“Some of what I’m going to say is pretty graphic, so please bear with me,” Priscilla said nervously.

“Trust me, at this point we can handle anything,” said Jordan.

“Okay, first things first. Keysha didn’t do any of the horrible things that the police believe she’s done. She’s totally innocent.”


“So what is this all about?” Barbara asked.

“Well the truth is that the beef is over two boys.” Priscilla paused and took a deep breath. “When Wesley was in Indiana he met Lori, who in her own way forced him to get involved in a fight she was having with her boyfriend. She claimed that her thug boyfriend was trying to take advantage of her sexually, but they’d really had sex before. Lori then decided she wanted Wesley for herself even though she knew he was dating Keysha. She basically forced herself on him. When Wesley came back home he had no idea that Lori was moving back in with her father, who doesn’t live too far from here. Keysha had no clue how conniving Lori truly is, and neither did I until recently. All Keysha knew for sure was that Wesley appeared to be messing around with another girl, so she dumped him, which is exactly what Lori wanted. Then Keysha started dating Antonio, which made me hate her because I’m pregnant with his baby.”

“Oh, wow,” said Jordan, who was completely blown away by what Priscilla was sharing.

“I know. I’m going to be the poster child for why you should use protection when you decide to have sex. Antonio and I dated each other secretly because my parents didn’t allow me to date. Antonio got to the point that he completely ignored me in order to be with Keysha, but he didn’t know that I was pregnant. So on prom night I got so upset when I saw them together that I threw an entire bowl of punch on both of them. I ruined your prom dress, and I’m so sorry for that,” Priscilla apologized. I remained silent as she continued. “When Keysha found out about the pregnancy, she broke up with Antonio, which is what I wanted, so I could work on making him stand up and be a good father to our child.”

“I can’t believe how messy this is,” Barbara whispered and swiveled her head disapprovingly.

“I know. It’s not pretty. Then Lori and I met one day and she was asking about my baby and thought that it was so cool that I was pregnant. She was the first person who made me feel good about the mistake, and I guess I just needed that type of assurance because I was so afraid and she seemed so fearless. We soon discovered that we both hated Keysha because she’d dated both of our boyfriends. Lori really fueled the flames of hate when she made up lies about you trying to steal Wesley back and suggested that I keep an eye on Antonio as well. Lori just kept feeding me all of these lies about Keysha until I started to believe they were true. Then something horrible happened.” Priscilla stopped, opened her purse and pulled out a Kleenex to blow her nose.

“I found out that Lori was not only dating Wesley, but she was cheating on him with Antonio.”

“No way!” I looked at Priscilla with shock and awe.

“Yup.” Priscilla held her head down. “It’s true.”

“Well, how can you be certain?” Barbara asked.

“Oh, trust me, Mrs. Kendall, I’m very certain. What Lori didn’t know is that her ex-boyfriend back in Indianapolis had given her a sexually transmitted disease called chlamydia. She slept with Wesley and gave it to him.”


I had a sudden flashback when she said that. I remembered the day when I was talking to Wesley at the clubhouse when he mentioned having a burning sensation. I did understand enough about sexually transmitted diseases to know that infected boys feel a burning sensation when peeing. “She’s right,” I said, supporting her claim.

“After Antonio slept with Lori, we slept together and had unprotected sex because I figured…” Priscilla began crying again “…that I couldn’t get pregnant twice. I never once thought he’d give me a sexually transmitted disease.” It took a moment for Priscilla to gather herself.

“That bastard Antonio had the nerve to say that I’d been messing around on him. I had to remind him that I’d been going to my prenatal visits and was perfectly healthy until I had sex with him. He finally confessed that he’d been burning but was too afraid to go to the doctor. He admitted that he started having problems after he had unprotected sex with Lori.”

“So what does all this have to do with Keysha and her case?” Jordan asked unsympathetically.

Barbara jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. “Jordan, calm down. I’m sure she’ll explain.”

“I was angry and I was hurt,” Priscilla continued. “My life is so screwed up right now. My dad is disappointed in me, and my mother is at a total loss for words.”

“I know that feeling,” I said placing my index finger to my forehead.

Priscilla glanced in my direction, then turned back to face Jordan and Barbara. “The other day Lori came over to my house. I let her in because I secretly planned on doing something to her but I didn’t know exactly what. She had no clue that I knew she’d been screwing around with Antonio. The only thing she talked about was how she’d gotten even with Keysha for screwing up her relationship with Wesley. She was proud of herself for what she’d done. Now that I think about it, she was just incredibly jealous of you, Keysha.” Priscilla turned to face me once again. “She went into a trance when she talked about how she’d finally gotten even with you after the fight you guys had.”

“Wait a minute. When were you fighting, Keysha?” Jordan asked.

“It wasn’t a fight. It was self-defense. She came up to me one day when I was standing at the bus stop and slapped me, so I hit her back,” I explained.

Priscilla pulled out her cell phone. “Look, I recorded her talking about how she’d finally got even with Keysha by leading the police to believe that Keysha was the one responsible for all the vandalism. She even got Antonio to go along with her.” Priscilla pressed Play on her cell phone and sure enough, there was Lori clear as day, bragging about what she’d done.


“Yeah, I got even with that trick Keysha. I set up her up real good. I got the police thinking all kinds of crazy stuff about her. All I had to do was call them and tell a big ole story about how I saw Keysha trashing an empty house and how I saw her going around the party asking other people to help her break into the place.” Lori laughed. “I even got Antonio to say that she’d asked him as well. Isn’t that cool, Priscilla? I am so slick that I ruined her life without even touching her. That’s what she gets for always sticking her nose in other people’s business.”



When the one-minute clip stopped, Priscilla said, “If you give me your information, I’ll forward it to you so you can share it with the police.”

“So, you’re only telling us all of this because you want to get even with Lori,” Barbara surmised.

“No.” Priscilla shook her head and waved her hand. “I’ve known this for a few days and I wasn’t going to say or share any of it because I didn’t want to see the father of my child in jail for lying on Keysha.”

“So why the change of heart?” Jordan asked.

Priscilla sniffled and then exhaled. “Because I was so mean to Keysha. I treated her like crap when she got the lead part in the school play, I ruined her prom, and despite all I’d done to make her life miserable, she jumped into the swimming pool to save my life and the life of my unborn child. It was such a selfless act, and I never even said thank-you. I feel so guilty about that.” Pricilla’s lips began trembling and she couldn’t hold back the flood of tears that immediately followed.

I sat there in shock. I felt as if I’d just been struck by a bolt of lightning and was paralyzed. It took me a minute to realize that Priscilla was actually a very nice person. I repositioned myself on the sofa and embraced her.

“You’re so welcome,” I whispered to her as I cradled the back of her head and rocked back and forth with her as she let out all the pain, hatred and guilt she’d been carrying around in her heart.








twenty-two



Jordan, Barbara, Mike and I took great pleasure in presenting the recorded evidence to detectives Crane and Rosati. They both looked superstupid to me when they heard it, but they did offer their apologies and assured us that once again the charges against me would be dropped.

Even after all she’d gone through with Antonio, Priscilla still wanted to give him another chance for the sake of their unborn child, which Antonio finally admitted was probably his. I told Priscilla that I’d like her to become friends with Maya and me, and she welcomed the invitation.

It didn’t take long for things to return to normal. Everyone was talking to each other again, and Jordan finally got his prized car returned to the garage where it belonged. It was pretty banged up, but Jordan was confident that once the dents were pulled out and the car got a fresh paint job it would once again look perfect. They also stopped talking about sending me to reform school and Mike to a therapist. Mike and I were both happy about that.

After the police dropped the charges, to my utter shock, Detective Rosati paid a personal visit to the head of the park district, who happened to be an old friend of his from high school, and asked if there was any way I could get my job back, because he felt responsible. Lucky for me they still hadn’t found anyone to replace Maya, and I was offered the chance to come back under her work schedule, which of course made me very happy.

It was now seven o’clock on a Saturday night and no one was at the pool except me. It had been a hectic day, but I’d had a lot of help from my little stalker, Alex, who was now more determined than ever to make me his girlfriend. But I enjoyed every minute of it. I hadn’t spoken to or seen Jerry and I really didn’t want to for that matter. I assumed that after the wild party he and his brother had had that he was on total lockdown for the summer, and that suited me just fine.

Wesley’s father had stopped by the pool earlier and given me a handwritten letter that Wesley had asked him to give to me. I read it, and the first thing he asked was if I was still in hot water. Although he couldn’t help me, the fact that he still cared meant a lot to me. He also said that he was more determined than ever to get his head screwed on straight.

“He told me to tell you that he says thank-you saving him,” his father told me.

“I didn’t do anything, though,” I quickly explained.


“You told him what he needed to hear, Keysha. Sometimes a person doesn’t realize how powerful their words are.” His dad smiled. “I want to thank you for whatever it was that you said that made him see the light.”

I glanced at the letter and then back at his father. “Tell him I said to call me when he gets out.”

“I sure will,” said his father before turning to leave.

 

Maya was doing as well as could be expected. She complained constantly about not being able to bend her knees when she used the restroom, but she was somehow making it all work. Misalo would sneak over to her house while her parents were at work to spend time with her. Although Maya wasn’t supposed to have company, she let him in. I knew she was going to go against her parents with it came to her boo.

For the first time in my life I felt at peace. Swimming was so incredibly relaxing. I could glide through the water as if flying through air. I could clear my mind and hear myself think. I never thought I’d ever hear myself say that I loved swimming or that I loved myself.

I decided to go for an evening dip. I walked down to the deep end, mounted the diving board and walked to the edge. I glanced down at the clear water, smiled at my wavy reflection and dove in. It felt fabulous to spend time with me, myself and I.









READING GUIDE QUESTIONS




	In what ways has Keysha changed since you first met her in Keysha’s Drama?

	Why do you think the supporting characters in this book were so quick to believe all the lies and rumors that were going around about Keysha?

	If Priscilla were as mean to you as she was to Keysha and needed help to save her life, would you have helped her? Why or why not?

	For many African-American teenage girls getting their hair wet is a huge issue, so learning how to swim, which is a lifesaving skill, is oftentimes avoided. Discuss the reasons why you think African-American girls should learn how to swim and ways to manage their hair.

	Why do you think Antonio wanted nothing to do with Priscilla when she told him she was pregnant?

	How do you think life is going to change for Priscilla once her new baby arrives?

	Keysha at one point flirts with thoughts of killing herself. Have you or do you know of anyone who has had these thoughts? If so, talk about how you or they were able to overcome those feelings

	Do you think Jerry was justified in not calling Keysha after all the drama that went down at the massive party?

	If you were in Keysha’s shoes and had someone like Lori trying to destroy your life, how would you have dealt with her and all of the lies she spread around?

	Discuss your thoughts on why it took so much for Wesley to realize that it was over between him and Keysha.

	It took a lot for Wesley to admit that he’d relapsed and needed help. Discuss what you feel the turning point was for him and why he finally decided to get some help.

	Sexually transmitted diseases are no joke. Discuss why Lori, Antonio and Wesley were reluctant to get medical help.

	Do you feel that Keysha and Priscilla could ever become close friends like her and Maya?

	Discuss what your favorite part of the book was and why.

	If the Keysha’s Drama series were to be turned into a television show or movie, what actors would you cast in the various roles?
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