

[image: e9780758281814_cover.jpg]







Shortie Like Mine

 


NI-NI SIMONE

[image: e9780758281814_i0001.jpg]


KENSINGTON PUBLISHING CORP.

http://www.kensingtonbooks.com

[image: e9780758281814_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


Title Page


Dedication

Acknowledgments

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

A READING GROUP GUIDE - SHORTIE LIKE MINE

Discussion Questions

A Discussion with the Author

Teaser chapter

Copyright Page







For Taylor and Sydney, a few years from now...
 and to my cousin RaShea,
 for the day we sat in the mall
 and dreamed up Melvin.




Acknowledgments

My Father, Christ Jesus, I thank You for Your multitude of blessings. Your word said all I had to do was ask it in Your name; I did, and here I am. Thank You Lord, for continuing to see beyond my faults and straight to my dreams.

To my mother and father, I love you for all of your support and for always being there for me. I couldn’t do any of this without you.

To Kevin, for always being my number one fan!

To Taylor, Sydney, and Zion, I do all of this for you!

To my family, I love each and every one of you, and to my cousins: John, Taniesha, Kaareem, Malik, and Sharief, thanks for all of the childhood memories that I can now sit back and write about.

To Nakea Murray, for knowing from day one that this was possible. To Selena James, for the opportunity, glad we’re back together again! To Melody Guy, for being the best. To Mercedes Fernandez, thanks for your assistance with this project. And to all of my author friends for always being there and listening to my stories no matter what, you mean the world to me!

To all of the book stores, book clubs, websites, fans, coworkers, and message boards—thanks a million for your support!

And to all of the lil’ mamas who wear their thickness well, I wrote this for you! Be sure to send me a friend request on MySpace at myspace. com/nini_simone or email me at ninisi mone@yahoo.com, and tell me what you think about Shortie Like Mine!

Hollah!




1

I ain’t even gonna front ...
 Since you walked up in the club
 I’ve been giving you the eye ...
 Must be a full moon ...

 


—BRANDY, “FULL MOON”

 


 


 


It was official: I was fly. I had on my freakum dress and the fat version of Lil Wayne was stalking me. Everywhere I looked, there he was. Grinning. As if somebody here in Newark, New Jersey told him he was cute. He had drips of sweat running from his temples to his chin and was breathing like he was having an asthma attack. I was embarrassed. Out of all the tenders lined up outside the club, hugged up on their honeys, and kicking it with their boys, here I was being harassed by a baby gorilla in a short set.

My girls and I were in line, waiting to get in to Club Arena for teen night, and for the first time in my life, I was appreciating my size fourteen brickhouse hips. My hair was done in a cute ponytail, swinging to the side with a swoop bang in the front, my MAC was poppin’, and my stilettos were workin’ it out.

I resembled a voluptuous New New from ATL: two deep dimples, honey glazed skin, full lips, and dark brown eyes shaped like a lost reindeer. My sleeveless House of Dereon dress was the color of new money and the belt wrapped around my waist was metallic silver. My colorful bangles and big hoop earrings were courtesy of Claire’s and the rose tattoo on my left calf was by way of the 99 Cent Store and warm water. So, you get the picture? Fierce was written all over me. And just when I started feeling comfortable with being the biggest one in my all-girl clique, tragedy struck ...

“Yo, Shawtie!” my stalker screamed as if he were working at the Waffle House, making a public service announcement. He was standing at the door talking to one of the bouncers, when my friend Deeyah walked up and stood beside me. “Yo, Shawtie,” he called again. “Deeyah”—he raised his arm in the air as if he were making a three-point play—“that’s me right there.”

My girls and I all looked around. We ain’t know who the heck he was talking about.

“Seven, there go your new boo.” Deeyah blew a pink bubble and popped it. “The one and only Melvin. Told you I was gon’ hook you up.”

Melvin? I tugged Deeyah on her arm. “Is this a joke?”

“What’s wrong with him?” she snapped, rolling her eyes. “You tryna talk about my taste?”

Oh ... my ... God ... I’ma die. “He looks like my sixty-year-old Cousin Shake.”

“Everything is not about looks, Seven. When are you gon’ to grow up and learn that?”

“When I’m done with being sixteen, which is not today. I don’t believe this.”

“Well, who did you think you were gon’ get?” She popped her gum and smiled. “After all, Josiah is mine and the rest of his crew, well ... I hooked them up,” she said as she pointed at each of our friends: Ki-Ki, Yaanah, and Shae.

Ki-Ki and Yaanah shot me a snide grin as if to say, That’s right! But Shae rolled her eyes and said, “Please, Deeyah. You lucky I ain’t punch you in the face for that. Gon’ hook me up with somebody named Shamu.”

“Shamu is a nice name.” Deeyah jerked her neck.

“But he followed me around in school.” Shae sighed. “From class to class, and then I come to find out he was the oldest kid in special ed.”

“Special ed?” Deeyah pointed to her chest. “He’s in my class. So what you tryna say, Shae? So what if he wears a helmet? He needs love, too.”

A helmet?

“Why”—Shae looked toward the sky—“do I even go through this?”

“Go through what?” Deeyah smirked. “Why don’t you think about the future, Shae? Don’t you know people in special ed get a check every month? Never mind, Shae. You just played yourself.” She turned her attention back to me. “Seven, I know you got more sense than this chick, so you know you need a man that you gon’ complement. Trust me. See Josiah, needs a chick like me. I’m a dime and you’re a quarter. Josiah is the captain of the basketball team and Melvin over there”—she pointed—“is the team. Make sense?”

We all looked at Deeyah like she was stupid. “Can you say dumb-dumb?” I shook my head. “You so busy tryna dis me that you actually just gave me and ole boy over there a compliment.”

“Girl, please. That flew over your head,” Deeyah snapped. “You just played yourself.”

“Deeyah, you just said you were a dime and she was a quarter.” Shae sighed. “Get a clue.”

“I could get a clue if I could stop passing it to you.” Deeyah rolled her eyes. “Y’all so stupid. I’m tired of being the mother of this played-out group. Anyway, Seven, I called myself doing you a favor.”

“A favor?”

“Yeah, I’m tryna save you from being played.”

“Excuse you?!” I could’ve smacked her.

“Think of it this way. If a guy is too fly, he might leave you for a skinny chick.” She ran her hands along the sides of her body. “And with Rick Ross over there”—she snickered—“you ain’t got to worry ’bout that.”

Before I could decide if I wanted to body her or simply cuss her out, I felt a tap on my shoulder and hot breath on my neck. “What’s good, Shawtie?” It was Melvin, looking me up and down as if he could take a biscuit and sop me up with his eyes. “I knew I’d seen you before—good look, Deeyah.”

“You’ve seen me?” I don’t think I’ve been to hell yet.

“Yeah, I pass you everyday on my way to English class.”

“Really?” I was beyond disgusted.

“Come on, Shawtie, ain’t you in them honor’s classes? You real smart and er’thang.” He had the biggest grin I’d ever seen. “My pot’nahs call me Big Country. But my name is Melvin. I just moved here from Murfreesboro.”

“Murphy who?”

“Carolina, Shawtie.” His gold tooth was gleaming. “You know, I-95 in the house, the dirty-dirty baby.”

I was speechless. Not only was he fat, he was country.

“Speechless, huh? You ain’t never seen nobody reppin’ for the dirty-dirty like me befo’.” As if he had a bullhorn and was doing the lean-back, he cupped each hand on the sides of his mouth and shouted, “MUR ... FREES ... BORO!!!”

God must hate me.

“I know you feelin’ me, Shawtie.” He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward him. “Gurl, you so sharp, you hurtin’ me. Now, let’s get on in here. You ain’t got to wait in no line. We just gon’ walk on in this piece. Now ya gurls, I can’t do nothin’ for them. Big Country’s pull is limited.”

“Oh, it’s okay.” I shook my head. “Really, it is. I’ll just wait with them. You go on.”

“Sab, Shawtie.” He pinched my cheek. “I was just playin’. Psyched yo’ mind.” He ran his index finger across my forehead. “Y’all get on here and come on in this piece. Deeyah and Shawtie, y’all hold arms and y’all other two walk in front of me and let them know Big Country has arrived.”

“That’s all you, Melvin?” someone shouted as we walked in.

“All day playboy,” he shouted back. “All day.”

Jesus please ...

As soon as we walked in, the base in the music sent vibrations through the floor. The D.J. was doing his thang—Baby Huey’s “Pop, Lock, and Drop It” was playing and instantly, everyone, including Melvin, started dancing. I stood leaning from one foot to the other, wondering what punishment I faced next.

And just when I decided I should find a rock to climb under, Melvin threw his hands in the air and screamed, “This my jam right here!!” “Walk It Out” started playing and Melvin took to the floor again.

After the song finished, Melvin bought me a drink and dragged me to take a few Polaroids with him. In the midst of him squattin’, leanin’, and showcasin’ a few jailhouse poses with me standing completely still, Josiah, Deeyah’s boyfriend and number twenty-three on the school’s basketball team, swaggered over with an entourage of his teammates. Two things about Josiah and his crew is that they were the finest in school and all the girls wanted them. But me, I only had eyes for Josiah and when I found out Deeyah was dating him, I think I passed out everyday for a week straight. She must’ve stolen him out of my dreams because that’s the only way I could see me allowing her to walk away with him. Other than that, we woulda been throwin’. Please believe dat. But since I didn’t think I had a real chance of him liking me, I stepped to the side and have been diggin’ him from afar.

Josiah had a super-sized Uptown in his hand. He shook the ice, handed the cup to Deeyah, and she finished it off. Then he stood behind her with his fingers locked around her waist, his chin on top of her head, and he started staring at me.

Chris Brown’s “Shortie Like Mine” was playing and for a moment I could swear Josiah’s eyes were singing the lyrics to me. This made me want him even more. The crush I had on him was unshakable. He was not only the most wanted man in school, he was the best looking. He was so beautiful I was tempted to call him pretty. He superseded fine and gorgeous couldn’t touch him. He was the type of dude that should’ve been a poster child for irresistible. Most people said he favored the rapper Nelly, but personally, I thought he put Nelly to sleep. He was so fine it didn’t make sense. He was at least six feet, with skin the color of caramel in its richest form, the sexiest almond-shaped eyes in the world, and a fresh Caesar with brushed-in waves. His gear was always dapper: baggy jeans, an oversize skull belt buckle, a fitted black tee that read “I am Hip Hop,” and throwback Pumas.

“Can’t speak, Seven?” he asked.

I know he had to hear my heart beating. “No,” I snapped, and as an extra twist, I rolled my eyes.

“Yo, Josiah,” Melvin interrupted. “Back up off me now. You know this is me right here.”

“Yo, my fault son.” He smiled. “Do you.”

“Whew, Shawtie,” Melvin said, dapping sweat like a church lady in heat. “Give ya boo a sip of that soda.”

Oh, he had me messed up. There was no way we’d reached the level of drinking after one another. “You see the bar over there.” I pointed. “Go fetch yo’self one.”

“Fetch?” Josiah snapped. “He ain’t a dog.”

“Is that why you responded?” I asked.

“You tryna say I’ma dog?”

“I’m tryna say you all up in here wit’ it.” I waived my hand under my chin as if I were slicing it.

“Dang, Shawtie, you just angry, huh?” Melvin said. “What, you P.M.S.’n or somethin’? Somebody hook my girl up with some Midol.”

His girl?

“Now, Shawtie,” Melvin went on, “act right in front of company and gimme some of that soda.” He snatched the cup from my hand and I snatched it back, causing it to spill and splatter all over my dress.

“What, are you stupid?!” I couldn’t believe this. “Oh, my God, you ruined my dress! You just dumb! Who invented you? Dang, you ... get ... on ... my ... nerves! Why don’t you take I-95 and ride you and yo’ gold tooth back down south. Uggggg! What crime did I commit to get hooked up with you?!” I hated being so mean, but didn’t he ask for it? Looking at Melvin, I could tell I hurt his feelings because for the first time tonight he was silent.

“Yo,” Josiah snapped, releasing his hands from around Deeyah’s waist and standing up straight. “I think you owe my man an apology.”

“Apology? If anything, you need to apologize for being up in my business!” I shouted. “Ain’t nobody talkin’ to you!”

“You know what?” Josiah said with extreme base in his voice. “You gotta nasty attitude. And I really don’t know what it’s for, ’cause you look ridiculous, rockin’ a buncha knockoff. If you so miserable, why don’t you take ya fat ass home!”

Every tear I had in my body filled my mouth, which is why I couldn’t speak. Yaanah and Ki-Ki were looking around the club as if they hadn’t heard anything. When I looked at Deeyah, she’d covered her lips with her right hand and a snide smile was sneaking out the side. Shae was standing there in disbelief, looking at Josiah as if at any moment she was about to give it to him. “You know I got yo’ back,” she said.

I wanted to cry so badly, but I’d been played out enough and if I let this slide, then all of them standing here would think they had the upper hand. So, this is what I did—I blacked on all of ’em. Straight up, I was ’bout to read ’em. “Deeyah, Yaanah, and Ki-Ki, I know y’all ain’t laughin’.” I looked at Shae for confirmation. “Should I get ’em, gurl?”

“Get ’em, gurl, ’cause I’ma get ole boy over here when you done.” She placed her hand on her right hip and looked toward Josiah.

I snapped my neck. “Let me set you on fire real quick. We ’spose to be homegirls and y’all standin’ here laughin’, when everybody here know you three are the queens of knock off. If it wasn’t for y’all, the Ten-Dollar Store woulda been closed down! You Payless-Target-Wal-Mart-havin’-Salvation Army freaks. Look like you get ya clothes out the Red Cross box. And word is, Josiah, you buy all of Deeyah’s gear, so what that make you?”

“A hot-ass mess.” Shae rolled her eyes in delight. “Looks like you been shut down, Superman.”

“Whew, look at you girl,” Melvin said, looking at Shae. “I likes me some aggressive women. Maybe I oughta hollah you. What’s your name?”

“Boy, please,” Shae said.

Josiah shot me a snide smile. “Your mouth is ridiculous.” He eyed Deeyah and the expression on his face seemed to dance in laughter. “Y’all shot out.”

“I don’t believe you went there, Seven,” Deeyah said. “You know Ki-Ki ain’t boostin’ from the Red Cross box no more.”

“Don’t be tryna call me out!” Ki-Ki shouted. “That was Yaanah’s idea anyway.”

“Oh, no, you didn’t ... !”

And the next thing I knew, these three were in a brawl over whose idea it was to jack the donation-clothing bin. But hmph, I didn’t care. What difference did it make to me when I felt like the whole club was still trippin’ off how bad Josiah played me. I knew it was time for me to roll, I just didn’t want it to seem like I was running from something, or better yet, someone. “I’m not beat for this.” I managed to keep the tears that flooded my mouth at bay. I turned to Melvin. “My fault if I hurt your feelings.”

“Oh, you ain’t hurt my feelings, Shawtie. That just turned me on.”

If I didn’t feel like crying, I would’ve laughed. “I’m ’bout to bounce.”

“Hold up, Seven,” Shae called behind me. “ ’Cause I’m ’bout to bounce with you.”

And just like America’s Next Top Model, we threw our right shoulders forward, our bootylicious oceans in motion and proceeded out the door.
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We ... are ... family ...

 


—SISTER SLEDGE, “WE ARE FAMILY”

 


 


 


My body was buried beneath a heap of pink covers when I stretched my left arm out and slapped the snooze button on my alarm clock. I had it programmed so I would wake up to Jay-Z and Beyoncé singing “Upgrade U.” Up until last night, nobody could tell me this wasn’t me and Josiah’s jam, but since he tried to play me, “Irreplaceable” was now our song.

I let my arm swing on the side of my twin-sized bed and drop to the floor. I needed at least five more minutes of sleep. Getting up at six o’clock in the morning was the worst, especially when I had a pain-in-the-behind ten-year-old brother called Man-Man and a sixty-year-old throwback cousin named Shake, who made it his business to scare me every morning wearing too-tight MC Hammer pants, a polyester muscle shirt, high top L.A. Gears, and a pair of DMC Gazelles.

“Make it do what it do!” Cousin Shake yelled from behind our bedroom door.

“Fat Mama!” Man-Man pounded like 5-O. “Wake ... yo’ ... big butt ... jelly roll ... on the pole ... roach-lookin’ self up! And tell two dollar lil’ Kim to get up, too!”

“Toi,” I growled, turning my head toward my sister’s bed. “I’ma kill ’im.”

“Retardos!” Man-Man banged again. “The special ed bus outside!”

“Make it do what it do, now!” Cousin Shake said as if he were waiting for a response. “Fat Mama and Toi, is ya dead? Answer me!” He pounded. “Let Cousin Shake know if ya dead so I’ll know what to tell yo’ mama when she calls and wanna know why y’all ain’t up yet. Po’ mama, out there workin’ the graveyard shift at the phone company and y’all around here makin’ tricks of yourselves. This exactly why I don’t think ya need to be going out anyway. If it was up to me, you’d have supper by five and be in the bed by eight! You might be foolin’ ya mama, but I can see right through ya, out there gyratin’ ya’selves for a buncha ex-convicts. That’s right, I said it ex ... con ... victs. Now, get up fo’ I call the law on ya! Y’all gon’ get some education ’round here!”

“In case you didn’t know”—I snatched the door open—“I fight old people.”

“Anytime, anyplace, lil’ girl, ’cause the day you hit me is the day I’m gon’ teach you what rock and roll is all about. Now, get ready for school, fo’ Cousin Shake have to handle you.”

“Calm down, Cousin Shake.” Man-Man had a smug look on his face. “You ain’t got to deal with this. I’m just gon’ tell Mommy on ’em!”

All I could do was roll my eyes and slam the door in their face. “Toi, I swear I can’t stand them. Why did Cousin Shake have to come here to live after his wife died? God, he gets on my nerves!”

I started rummaging through my closet for something to wear. “Toi!” I called, realizing she didn’t answer me. “Toi!!” Still no answer. As I walked over to her bed, I heard a knock at my bedroom window. I pulled the curtains back and there she was, gawkin’ at me with a cheesy smile about a mile wide. “You ... must be ... stupid!” I opened the window to let her in. “Mommy told you the next time she even hears about you sneaking in through the window, she was gon’ put bars on it, and I’m sorry sistah girl, but I’m not tryna be in jail.”

“Nobody said you had to be in jail.” She fell from the window to the floor. “All in my business!”

“Ah un rudeness.” I couldn’t believe this. “Are those words I hear comin’ out the side of yo’ neck?! ’Cause I swear on all the love I have for Bow Wow, honey dip, I will rock you to sleep. Know what? I’m just gon’ tell Mommy ’cause I’m tired of this.”

“What you mean, tell Mommy? You want us both to be on lockdown? If you do that, you know she not gon’ wanna hear about you going to no more parties, no more staying up late, and you know the phone’ll be comin’ outta here.”

I hated it when she made sense. “I’m getting real sick of you. You gon’ mess around and get into some trouble you can’t get out of.” I started rummaging through my closet for school clothes again. “And I hope you had some sleep, because Cousin Shake’s disability kicked in, so he stopped working at Wal-Mart. And his miserable self is here all day, looking for a reason to scream on us. Besides, school just started and you’ve already skipped like five times. And if you do it again, Mommy is gon’ flip and that will be on you and not on me.” I pulled out a pair of tight Baby Phat jeans, a hot pink tee with “The definition of fresh” written in rhinestones across the front, pink bangles, and matching hoop earrings. “You need to tell Qua to stop keeping you out all night.”

“Okay, Mother,” she remarked sarcastically. “And for your information, I planned on going to school today.”

“You need to go everyday. Keep it up and you won’t be graduating.”

“Anywho, since when Cousin Shake stop working at Wal-Mart?”

“Since I started minding my business,” he yelled through the door.

Toi and I looked at each other and fell out laughing.

Before Qua came along, I loved being around my sister. We were fraternal twins and we used to be best friends until her taboo boyfriend came along.

Word on the street is that he’s a street pharmacist, which is part of the reason my sister is draped in Purple labels and Bebe all the time. I haven’t said anything about it, because I don’t want Toi to flip on me. But I know if my mother ever hears wind of this, it’ll be the end of these two as we know it.

And to make matters worse, my mother doesn’t know he’s twenty. Toi lied and told her he was eighteen and attended Essex County College. He used to come around until Cousin Shake started yelling, “Take cover!” every time he walked through the door.

Now, Toi goes over to his place and spends every waking moment she can with him. He has a small house he flipped over on Nye and there’ve been plenty of times I’ve seen girls coming in and out of his spot, a few of them even riding around with him in his car. Once, I told Toi what he was doing and peep this, homegirl went right back and told him exactly what I said. Every freakin’ word. And after he lied and made her think I was hatin’ on her, who did Toi accuse of making things up? Me. Not Qua. But me. I was pissed and from that moment on, I swore she would never hear another word about Ghetto Charming from these divafied lips.

“I got bathroom first!” I ran out the room, leaving her sitting on the bed, still laughing at Cousin Shake.

By the time I was showered, dressed, and back in the room, she was under the covers sleeping. “You better get up,” I snapped, spraying oil sheen in my hair.

“I got cramps,” she said groggily.

“You should’ve had cramps last night. Come on, Toi, I’m not doing any more work for you.”

“Then don’t,” she snapped. “Go. I’ll meet you there.” She turned over and buried her head beneath the pillow.

“Whatever.” I looked in the mirror and applied my MAC lip gloss. “If you want Qua to pimp you the rest of your life, then you do boo. ’Cause if you keep acting like this, I won’t have to tell Mommy—you’ll be forced to. Stupid!” Before I left, I snatched the covers off her.

“What took you so long, Bubble Butt?!” Man-Man said, sitting at the table finishing up his grits.

“He’s the only respectable one ’round here.” Cousin Shake patted my brother on the head. I started to say something but watching Cousin Shake’s pants rise up his butt was better than thinking of a sarcastic comeback.

I sat down to the table and Cousin Shake began fixing me a bowl of grits as if he were slopping oatmeal in a soup kitchen.

“Butter?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Salt?”

“Sugar, please.” I was trying to be nice.

“That’s what wrong witcha now,” he snorted, while sporting the biggest wedgie I’d ever seen. “You too damn sweet.” He sprinkled two teaspoons of sugar over the butter in my grits. “Who ever heard of sugar in grits?”

“You love me, don’t you, Cousin Shake?”

“Crazy ’bout you.” He kissed me on the forehead. “Now, where is Toi? She going to school if I gotta punch her in the face and make her do it.”

“I hear you, Cousin Shake!” Toi yelled as she dragged herself to the bathroom.

“Cousin Shake love ya, gurl! You know I do.”

As usual, all I could do was laugh at Cousin Shake. Don’t get me wrong, there were times where I wanted to choke him, but I knew he cared. Just sometimes he cared a little too much.

“Hur’ up, Fat Mama. Yo’ lil’ brain need all the education it can get.”

I didn’t even respond. I finished my grits, mushed Man-Man in the head, and walked out the door.
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... Based on what you see, the boy is mine ...

 


—BRANDY & MONICA, “THE BOY IS MINE”

 


 


 


It was the end of September and the weather was different everyday. Some days were sixty and seventy degrees and others ranged anywhere from the low forties to fifties, but today blew it all out the water ... it was a record-breaking eighty-five degrees. Somebody—somewhere—had treated Brick City to a surprise summer day—which meant one thing: everybody and their mama were outside, even at seven-thirty in the morning.

We were from the southward section of Newark, New Jersey, reppin’ for South 14th Street, where everybody knew everybody and you could always count on somebody being all in your business.

When I stepped onto the porch, the sun starting baking my face and Ciara’s “Goodies” was blasting from an unknown radio somebody had placed in their front window. I waved at my neighbors, who lived on both sides of me and across the street. Most of them were old people or my friends’ grandparents, who were either sitting on their steps or chillin’ on their porches in plastic lounge chairs, old recliners, or worn love seats. The bus stop was crowded with school kids and parents going to work, and the corner bodega was buzzing with customers coming in and out.

Toi still hadn’t made her way out the house, but at least she was up and getting dressed. Right about now, my mother was due to come home from work for a few hours before heading to her second job as a part-time bus driver for New Jersey Transit. And if she sees homegirl still in the crib lollygagging around, I know she’s gon’ flip, especially since she hasn’t been pleased with Toi’s nasty attitude lately. The daily speech after school has become a battle of who’s the mother and who’s the child. I feel like “I had you, you didn’t have me” is Toi’s middle name.

“Ballin’!!” Shae yelled our clique’s greeting while snapping her fingers in a zigzag motion as she headed up the block to meet me. “What’s really hood, boo?” She smiled, while checking out my gear.

“I see you peepin’ me, homegirl.” I placed my hands on my hips. “I’m just too hot for words.”

“But hot is what we do best.” She placed her backpack on the ground and began working it out. “Please, feel me.” She pointed to her chest. “Ms. RaShaeyah Harris is sportin’ ”—she strutted in front of my porch as if she were on the catwalk—“denim capris with Apple Bottoms written across the boo ... ty, a sweet pink Apple Bottoms party tee, a midriff hoodie ... and please peep the rhinestone-studded Apple Bottoms sneakers. Now give it up, give me my props, please.” Her silver bangles clapped together as she started to vogue.

“Oh, whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “You know we stay fly.” At least that’s what I always wanted to believe. And it’s not that I didn’t think I was cute or I had no confidence in myself, it’s just that I always felt fat ... huge is more like it ... and although it’s cool when it’s just me and Shae ... when we all get together, I feel like the biggest girl in the world, especially when my friends are rockin’ something I could never touch: a belly shirt, cargo catsuit, or some super tight slinky J-Lo gear ...

All my life I’ve been cute and chubby. Toi was slender and sexy with big boobs. Growing up, we were called, Fat Mama and Lil’ Mama, which I hated because it was a constant reminder of what I couldn’t stand most about myself.

Believe it or not, I didn’t always know I was reppin’ fo’ the big girls. I can remember being in the mall with my mother and her asking someone if The Children’s Place had plus sizes. Hmph. I turned to her and said, “Who you buying that for?”

But then the revelation came. My cousins and I were all going to Bowcraft with my aunt and her boyfriend. We were so excited, making plans to ride everything we saw in the amusement park. And when it came time for us to go, my aunt’s boyfriend said, “Fat Mama, make sure you sit in the middle to help the tires balance the car.” I was devastated and all I can remember thinking was, I can’t believe I’m big enough to balance a car. I must be humongous.

My mother told him off when I told her what happened, but it never erased how I felt about myself.

I see on TV, ever since Tyra Banks gained weight and Mary Kate overdosed on starvation, that skinny is supposed to be out and thick is in, but I think it’s a fad.

“Girl, Seven,” Shae carried on. “People just got to see us to believe how funky, fresh, fly we are.”

“Okay, Shae.” I laughed, stepping off my porch. “That’s enough of feeling yourself.”

As we headed up the block toward the bus stop, “You look nice, RaShaeyah,” floated from behind us. When we turned around, we saw it was Shae’s mother smiling at us, looking as if she hadn’t changed her clothes in weeks. I knew Shae was embarrassed, especially since she told me she and her mother made a pact that if anybody was around they weren’t to speak, but maybe this time her mother forgot. I guessed that’s why nobody else ever knew exactly who Shae’s mother was, except me. But I didn’t care, Shae was my girl no matter what. After all, her mother was on drugs, she wasn’t.

“I shoulda let my daddy take me to school,” Shae mumbled. Her father was who she and her two brothers lived with.

“Hey.” Shae’s mother smiled at me.

I waved. I didn’t know what to say. What kinda conversation do you hold with a crack fiend?

“I saw y’all over there profiling,” Shae’s mother carried on. “Y’all look real, real cute, too.”

“Uhmm hmm,” Shae responded.

“Okay, well, I won’t hold you ... too long.” She gave Shae half a grin.

“Here.” Shae slid something in her mother’s hand. “Let’s go, Seven.” We rushed past her and ran to the bus stop to catch the oncoming bus.

“What’d you hand her?” I asked, as we stepped onto the bus.

“Two dollars. I didn’t wanna see her beggin’ for it.”

 



“Shawtie!!” Melvin yelled as soon as me and Shae walked through the school’s doors. I hadn’t even made it down the hallway good and already he was harassing me. I looked around and there was no place to run. Truth be told, I wanted to steal on him, make him punch drunk, and then maybe he’d leave me alone. “Look at you, gurl.” He squinted his nose and looked me up and down. “All decked out, like you the ace of spades.”

“Do I know you?” I squinted my eyes.

“You better know yo’ man.” He gave me a hug without asking. “Shawtie, you just the type woman I need.” He squeezed. “Know how to fill a man up.” He let me go. “I can look at you and tell somebody in yo’ house know how to cook.”

I could tell that Shae was doing her all not to laugh.

“Look at you,” he growled, “all fine and er’thang. Girl, if you were a cake I’d lick all ... yo’ ... icing off.”

“Melvin, just when I was about to apologize, you just keep carrying on.”

“You ain’t heard? Apologies turn me on.”

Am I dreaming?

“You wanna introduce me?” my sister asked as she and a group of her friends stood by. Seeing her in school must’ve been how I realized this was real.

“You cool,” I said. “You don’t need any introductions.”

“This family?” Melvin butted in. “Come on, now. You kin to Shawtie?”

“This is my baby sister. Well, we’re twins, but I’m the oldest.” Toi extended her hand. I could tell she was trying to be funny. “You must be new here.”

Now ... why ... did she say that? I knew the performance was coming. And sure enough, he cupped his hands on both sides of his mouth, leaned back, and shouted out, “MUR ... FREES ... BORO!! Dirty-dirty in the house. I’m Melvin, but my pot’nahs call me Big Country.”

All I could do was shake my head.

“So what’s ya name, sistah-in-law?”

Sistah-in-law?

“Toi.”

“Whew-wee, y’all got some names on y’all. You named Toi, ya sistah named Seven, what’s ya mama’s name? Jump Off?”

I started rummaging through my purse. I think I brought a blade to school.

“Bye, Seven.” Toi smiled as she and her friends laughed on their way to class. “Bye, Shae, and bye, Big Country.”

“Don’t be no stranger!” Melvin yelled. “Come see us again.”

“Ballin’!!” I heard coming up the hallway. I knew it was Deeyah and the rest of the get-along gang: Ki-Ki and Yaanah. They must’ve missed the hint last night, because I’m not speaking to them. I rolled my eyes as they stopped in front of my locker.

“Dang, Shawtie.” Melvin was in my business again. “You still mad at yo’ crew? Don’t be like that. You know you being mad turns me on and I got Sex Ed first period. I might go in decent and come out a freak.”

I’m not sure if anyone saw me, but I had passed out.

“Big Country!!” One of Melvin’s friends shouted from the other end of the hall. “Yo, that’s my dawg. He from ATL. Y’all better watch out, the dirty-dirty ’bout to take over. I’ll see you at three o’clock, Shawtie!” He winked his eye and ran toward his friends.

I looked toward Shae. “If I give you a knife, will you stab him?”

She laughed. “You better stop sleeping on Big Country. He’s a cutie with his big sexy self.”

“Big? Sexy? He looks like I could fry chicken on him.”

“Well, fry me some please? ’Cause all I see is fine.”

“Your taste in boys is the worst. I almost forgot you thought Mike Jones was cute.”

“What, you ain’t know. Plus, my auntie says one thing about a southern man is he keeps a job.”

“I’d rather they be unemployed.”

“So”—Deeyah cleared her throat—“do y’all not see us standing here?”

“I see you workin’ my nerves,” I snapped.

“And I see you, but I don’t hear no apologies comin’ outcha mouth.” Shae sucked her teeth. “So, until then, you need to step.” She flicked her hand as if she’d just completed a magic trick.

“Excuse me, Shug Knight.” Deeyah rolled her eyes at Shae. “But what I’ma apologize for? We all know Seven was mistreating Melvin.”

“So what?” I jumped in. “You ’spose to be my girl and you were ’spose to have my back, but instead you were stuck underneath Josiah like some lil’ played-out groupie.”

“You just mad ’cause he called you fat.”

“Exactly.”

“But you played us by leaving us standing there,” Deeyah said.

“What was she ’spose to do?” Shae snapped. “Stand there for more insults?”

“Look,” Ki-Ki added her two cents. “Y’all three need to make up. You know we swore no boy was gon’ ever come between the Hottie posse.”

“Girl, please,” I said. “We ain’t the Hottie posse. We lil’ Divas, so be gone.”

“Booyah,” Shae said.

I could tell they wanted to laugh. Ki-Ki smiled. “Seven and Shae”—she playfully twisted her lips—“bump Josiah and Melvin and all the rest of them. We been girls since elementary school and we need to remember that.”

“You must’ve written that down last night,” Shae said, “cause I ain’t impressed. Just know that the next time, we gon’ throw.”

I looked at her. “Why you always wanna beat somebody up?” We all fell out laughing.

“Look, let’s blow this popsicle stick,” Deeyah said, “and be girls again. I know it’s only been a night, but I miss my two Pooh-Poohs.” She pinched our cheeks.

“Ai’ight,” Shae and I said reluctantly. “I guess we can be girls again.”

As we started talking about going out this weekend, Dollah walked by and grabbed Deeyah’s hand. “What’s good, papi?” She winked her eye.

Dollah was short for Million Dollah—a nickname he gave himself because he bragged all over the school that he had a million dollar basketball game. His real name was Clyde Gatling Jr., which he hated to be called. He was the spitting image of Omarion, who I thought was cute but Shae said looked like a broke-down Snoop, minus the perm. Dollah was tall, slim, and had bronze-colored skin. He was center position on the basketball team and was second in popularity and fineness behind Josiah. Which was why I was so blinded by flatter when he showed interest in me last year, gave me his class ring (which I keep forgetting to give back to him), and asked me to be his girl. And at the time, I really liked him, especially since everybody else had a boyfriend and I wanted one, too. The only thing was he never wanted anybody in school to know he was my man. He never paid me any attention in school, only came to my house once in a blue moon or should I say every full moon, and come to find out not only was he seeing half the girls in the school, he was lying to some of the kids around our way that he was pimping me for booty and that I was trickin’ all my Burger King money on him. So, to say the least, I dumped him. One day he spoke to me and I stopped talking to him. Simply kept it movin’. He would call my house and I would hang up on him. Eventually he got the hint and now we have an understanding: Don’t say nothing to me and I won’t have to slap you.

And that’s not the half of it. Josiah and Dollah are archenemies, so what Deeyah was doing holding Dollah’s hand was beyond me. Pretty much Josiah and Dollah are like Shaq and Kobe. They can’t stand one another and everybody knows it. Last year these two got into a great big fight, when Josiah intercepted a pass meant for Dollah and made the state championship’s winning basket. Dollah bum-rushed him and snuck him from the back. The entire gym was in an uproar and what made it worse was that the college scouts were there, recruiting some of the senior players and keeping their eyes on the junior ones.

But for real-for real, I think that the basketball thing is a cover-up for why they really don’t like each other. The real deal, I think, is because of their brothers. Josiah had an older brother, Ibn, and he was best friends with Dollah’s brother, Best. Well, no one knows the real deal. All we know is what the paper reported, and that was Ibn and Best stole a car, they were being chased by the police, the car spun out of control, and Ibn died. Now Dollah’s brother is in jail doing football numbers for Ibn’s murder. So you see, Josiah and Dollah were destined to be enemies. Therefore, what Josiah’s girl was doing holding hands with his archrival was beyond me. All I knew is I didn’t wanna be around when it all went down.

“When you coming to see about me, ma?” Dollah asked Deeyah, looking her up and down.

Oh heck, no he didn’t?! I don’t care if nobody knew we actually went together, how was he gon’ play me and be in my friend’s face?

“Why?” She smacked her lips. “What you got for me?”

“Why don’t you come after school and find out?” he said.

“I gotta wait at least until my mother is asleep.”

“Bet,” he said to Deeyah but looked at me out the corner of his eye. “Stay sweet, ma, ’cause I gotta senior ring I need to get for you.”

“You should have two,” I snapped. “ ’Specially since this your second time in twelfth grade.”

“Dang, Dollah, you that smart?” Deeyah asked. “They keep calling you back, huh?”

“You know how I do it,” Dollah said as he walked away.

We all just looked at Deeyah and shook our heads. “Am I on That’s So Raven and Chelsea has come to life?” Shae snapped in disbelief.

“You being real sexist, Shae.” Deeyah batted her eyes. “I’m real surprised at you.”

“I swear to God, I’ma scream!”

“Anyway,” I said. “Deeyah, so what’s this with you and Dollah? Did I miss something?”

“What?” Deeyah was grinning from ear to ear.

“What’s all that meet me after school and carrying on? What you ’spose to be?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, it sure didn’t look like nothing,” Shae said. “It look like a jump-off contest.”

“You cheating on Josiah?” I asked in disbelief.

“And why are you so concerned with what I’m doing with Josiah?” Deeyah snapped. “And there ain’t gon’ be too many more jump-offs, Shae.”

“Good.” Shae smirked. “Give the male population a rest.”

“That was really racist, Shae.”

The first period bell went off and we all headed to homeroom for attendance. I passed by Josiah as I walked down the hall and instantly I started feeling like a fool all over again. For the first time, he looked me in my eyes and smiled. I wanted to flip him the bird and smack him but instead I waved my hand and kept it moving. Had I looked at him too long I would’ve returned his smile.

 



Although I was in honors classes, it didn’t mean I never got bored. So what Josiah was doing standing in the doorway ignoring the teacher and coming over to talk to me, I didn’t know. I tried to act like I didn’t see him. Instead, I continued to do what I always did, which was write his name a thousand different ways in my notebook: bubble letters, cursive, fancy print, and matching my first name with his last name, all with hearts encircling them. “I’m so sorry”—he slipped my pen out of my hand—“about the way I treated you, Seven. Please accept my apology.”

“Yes, of course I will.”

He lifted me out of my chair, ran his fingers through my hair, and just as he went to tell me he wasn’t feeling anyone but me, the school bell rang and it was time to change classes. I hate daydreams!

I looked down at my notebook and instead of class notes, I had Josiah’s name written all over my pages. I looked around my class as if I’d just returned from space. I had no idea what had gone on in there, but as we were on our way out, the teacher announced, “Quiz on today’s topic tomorrow.”

Jesus ...

I thought I had my Romeo and Juliet book for English class in my backpack, but I didn’t. It must’ve been in my locker. I had three minutes to go to my locker, get it, and return before Mrs. Flinch threw a fit about me being late, so I took off running down the hall, dodging through the students like they were a maze, and just when I thought I’d made it through with ease, I ran right into Josiah, knocking everything out of my hand and practically pushing him to the floor. As if I hadn’t been embarrassed enough, now he’ll say I was so fat I almost knocked him down.

“My fault.” I hated that I couldn’t avoid checking him out, but he was so fine, who could resist? He wore a pair of baggy black Enyce jeans, a white tee with the Superman emblem in the middle, but instead of having the letter S in it, it had the letter J, an oversize belt buckle, and fresh Jordans on his feet.

I hurried and picked up my things off the floor.

“Dang, you got somethin’ against being helped?” he asked, handing me my notebook, the one with his name scribbled in it.

I looked at him and smirked. “Nah, my fat ass can do it.” I snatched my notebook out his hand and practically tripped the rest of the way to my locker.

I grabbed the book I needed and slammed my locker shut. As I turned around to head to class, Josiah was leaning against the wall directly across from me with his North Face backpack thrown over one shoulder and his right foot propped behind him against the wall. “Yo ma, for real, you lookin’ kinda right in them jeans.”

I almost stuttered, but I caught myself. “Funny, that didn’t sound like an apology.”

“It wasn’t. It was a compliment.”

Dang, what happened to my mean mug? Why was I smiling?! “This the first time you seen me in jeans?”

“Nah.” He licked his sexy lips. “But this the first time I’m tellin’ you about it.”

My heart dropped and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. “Whatever.” I turned away from him and threw my switch into overdrive as I proceeded down the hall.

“Oh, you playin’ dirty? In a minute I’ma be apologizing to the wrong part of you.”

I batted my eyes and turned around. “What could Mr. All-Star have done that would require him to apologize ... to me?”

“We both know why I should apologize. So you need to go ahead on and accept it. ’Cause technically you owe me one, too.”

Jesus, why do I love him? “Yeah, you wait on that apology.” I sucked my teeth. “Plus, look at how you act toward me!”

“How do I act?” He walked over to me and his breath smelled sweet as it blew across my face.

I was too nervous to step back. “Josiah, you are always nasty to me. And for as long as I’ve ever known you, you’ve played me crazy.”

“But look at how you do me ... and I’ma upperclassman. You supposed to have some respect.” He laughed. “But for real, though. Half the time you don’t speak and when you do, it’s because you thought of new words you wanna try and cuss me out with. I’m sayin’, ma”—he pushed my shoulder-length hair behind my ears—“can ya boy get a break?”

My boy, more like my man.

Please do not ask me how, but him pushing my hair back made me lose control of my backpack and everything in my hand fell to the floor. My English book slid down the hall and my notebook with his name scribbled in it flew open at his feet. We both looked down at the same time and I just knew he saw his name drawn a million times with hearts all over them. He bent down, picked up my notebook, and handed it to me. I was so nervous that I snatched it and practically ran down the hall to pick up my English book. I didn’t know whether to turn around and face him or not, so I started walking toward my class.

“Slow up, beautiful. You don’t have to run.” He grabbed my waist from behind and twirled me around toward him. “It’s cool.” He ran his left hand across my cheek and my dimples lit up.

In a minute, I’ma hyperventilate!

I was cheesing so hard I hadn’t even noticed Deeyah standing in front of us. She tapped the heel of her stiletto riding boot. “My eyes must be deceiving me, Josiah, ’cause I know you not hustling backwards!” She pointed her finger and rolled her eyes. “What is this, Seven? You tryna be me?”

“And why would I do that?” I snapped. “Then I’d be standing there looking at my man playing me.”

“How could you be looking at yourself? When you gon’ catch a hint, he don’t want you?!”

“I can’t tell”—I rolled my neck—“he was in my face and not once did he mention yo’ behind!”

Josiah looked at me sideways, but I didn’t care. I didn’t know what type of game these two were playing but I’m not the one. “Y’all can leave me outta this nonsense.” I rolled my eyes and started to walk away. Josiah snatched me back by my forearm and I felt forced to stand still. Why was this turning me on?

“Don’t do that, ma,” he said. “Don’t kick a buncha ying yang and then take off like what you said was the end-all. ’Cause obviously you two got it twisted. I’m not no lil’ boy and I’m not beat for nonsense, so you running off at the mouth like you tryna be saved and you gettin’ all amped up like you ’bout to do something”—he pointed to Deeyah—“you better dead that, ’cause I ain’t the one. I can kick it to who I wanna kick it to, and I don’t have to ask your permission.”

“Josiah—” she attempted to interrupt.

“I’m talking. And you know what we talked about, so chill. And unless you wanna be embarrassed, you’ll step back to class.” He turned to me. “Your mouth is ridiculous and that’s the part of you I’m not feeling, so kill it.” He looked me up and down and swaggered down the hall.

It took everything in me not to skip behind him and say, “Okay, Daddy.”

I looked at Deeyah and gave her a look that dared her to say something. For a moment, I couldn’t remember why we were even friends this long. Maybe it had something to do with the ridiculous pact we made in elementary school or something like that. But right about now, I could tell that all bets were about to be off.
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