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Some people think I would do anything for money. Theyre wrong. I wouldnt do nothing bad. Nothing that would hurt people, like selling dope, or shoplifting. But when you always trying to think of ways to make a dollar, like I do, folks bound to think the worst. 

Weird, huh? A thirteen-year-old girl who loves money. Who got bunches of it nickels, quarters, dollarsstashed under her bed, shoved in socks, piled in drawers. 

Some nights, when I cant sleep, I grab me a fistful and count it till I drop off snoring. Dont take me too long to nod off then. No wonder everybody thinks that my money-hungry ways will get me into more trouble than I can handle. Shoot, even my girls think that. My momma, too. 

Momma. She and me is usually tight. But this morning, I aint even speaking to her. Yesterday, I seen her getting out of that Lexus, kissing Dr. Mitchell, my girlfriends divorced dad, on the cheek. Laughing, like he was soooo funny. 

I dont ever remember Momma dating nobody. Not since she and Daddy got divorced a few years back. It aint so bad shes dating somebody, but she could at least be straight up with me about it, especially since its Zoras dad shes hanging with. 

Time for school, Raspberry, she says, marching from room to room, slamming drawers shut, and turning off our dripping faucets. 

Im in the bathroom rubbing pimple cream on my face. Hoping it will make this zit family sitting right on my chin go away before school starts this morning. 

When I get to the kitchen, bacons popping around in the pan. Its Valentines Day, and Mommas got heart-shaped cinnamon pancakes lying on a pretty red-and-white plate on the table. 

I tell Momma to hurry up. I got to make me some money today. She shakes her head. All this money talk gets on her nerves, she always saying. But I dont care. Im gonna have me some big-time cash someday. I aint gonna be stuck up here in the projects, trying to get by like everybody else. 

Momma turns her head my way, and smiles. Sit, she says, patting the kitchen chair. 

I grab a paper towel to rub that zit cream off my face before it dries. Dont want it chipping off like plaster from a wall and falling in my food like it did last time. 

Eat, Momma says, putting five pieces of bacon on my plate and setting down a bowl of warm syrup. Shes on another diet, so all shes eating is dry toast. 

Momma dont even realize I aint speaking to her. Shes going on and on about the table. How pretty it looks. Its got a white plastic tablecloth on it, with pink candy heartssprinkled from end to end. Theres also a homemade card sitting there waiting for me to read. 

I had a Valentines card for Momma, too, until last night, when I seen her with Dr. Mitchell. After that, I ripped that thing into a thousand tiny pieces. Tossed it out my bedroom window, even though Mommas the head of the tenant cleanup committee, and she dont play stuff like that. 
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Mommas putting on her coat, saying shes gonna go heat up the car so we dont freeze our butts off on the way to school. I put the last of the bacon in my mouth, and go check myself out in the mirror to make sure there aint no gunk stuck between my teeth. Then Im out the door, coat and all. Soon as I step into the hallway of our building, I hold my nose with my fingers. I can tell that Shoe and his brother Check been peeing up the place again. In the summer, they say they do it to kill off the ants. Wintertime they claim they killing roaches and spiders. I think they just trying to see who can pee the farthest. I dont know why they even bother. Before the weekend comes, Momma gonna have em down here scrubbing up. Then their grandmas gonna go upside their heads for being so nasty in the first place. It happens like this all the time. 

Im trying hard not to breathe in this funky stuff. But its hard holding your breath and locking up fast when you got three locks to work with. 

By the time I get to the street, Mommas giving Shoe an earful, yelling out the car window at him for doing something he shouldnt. That boy got a lot of nerve for an eleven-year-old. Hes standing on the curb next to the car, loud-talking Momma. Saying he didnt pee in the hallway. But everybody round here knows peeing in the hallways is Shoe and Checks trademark, kinda like Zorro with his Z, or Spiderman with his web. 

Im on the sidewalk sitting in a busted-up chair, watching Momma and Shoe go at each other. Momma tells Shoe he better not make her get out her car and get next to him. Hes got his eyes fixed on her good. Then he does what he shoulda done in the first place. He backs down, and mumbles some lame apology. Thats when Momma gives the car a little gas, and pulls out of her parking space. 

I get up out the chair, and sit it in Mommas empty parking space so nobody takes it while shes gone. Momma dont see, but Shoe kicks over the chair soon as our car pulls off. 

Usually, when Momma drives me to school, Im talking her ears off. Since she works nights, we use our mornings to catch up on things. But today, I ignore her. I turn the radio on, and start jammin to the beat. I act like Momma aint even here. 

By the time we get to the bottom of the hill, Momma says, We need to talk. Good, Im thinking. She gonna tell me whats up with her and Zoras dad. But no, Momma turns down the radio and starts talking about hormones, and how thirteen-year-old girls like me get moody because were turning into women. 

I want to let her know that my hormones is fine. That its her thats making me act this way. But before I can say anything, shes rolling down the window, minding somebody elses business. 

Maleek Johnson, Momma shouts. If you dont get off that girl, Ill tell your mother soon as I get home. 

Maleek stops kissing Sissy. Then he tells his boys to shut up when they start laughing at him. Me, I slump down in the seat of the car. Way down, hoping no one sees me. 

Dag, Momma, I say. Why you have to go and do that? 

Our car is stopped at the light at Jackson and Thorp. Kids waiting to cross the street stare right in my face, like it was me busting up Maleeks good time. 

Maleeks face is all red now. Only he aint the only one embarrassed. I am, too. Bad enough we ride around in the oldest car on the planet. Why do Momma have to make it worse by always drawing attention to us? Always minding other folks business. 

When Momma finishes with Maleek, she rolls up the car window, and steps on the gas. I turn the radio up and close my eyes. Im gonna make me some big-time cash today, so I concentrate on that, not Momma. 

After six blocks of me not saying nothing, Momma asks me, Whats wrong? 

I dont want to say nothing. But the words come out before I can stop em. I look dead in her eyes and ask, Whats up with you and Zoras dad? 

Mommas body jerks back a little, like you do when somebody steps out from behind a door when you aint expecting it. Then she tries to act like shes cool. Dont look at me like that, she says, making sure her eyes dont meet mine. 

For a long while, she dont even look where shes driving. Shes messing around with the rearview mirror. Dusting crumbs off the seat. Stuff like that. 

After a while, Momma tries to answer my question about her and Zoras dad. Dr. Mitchell and I can do as we please. We grown. We are grown, she says, correcting her English. It makes me so mad, her doing that all day long. But since she started college last year, shes been trying to improve the way she speaks. I tell Momma to just leave me be. I like how I talk just fine. 

Dr. Mitchell and me are friends, Raspberry. Thats all, she says, putting on the brakes soon as we get to school. 

I get the hint. Momma dont want to talk. I know somethings up with them two. I put my hand out for lunch money, and jump out Mommas side of the car soon as she gives me the cash. I try not to do what I always do when dollars grease my palm smell the money like its chocolate-chip cookies straight out the oven. 

Before I walk away, I turn around and say something I know is gonna hurt Momma bad. He a doctor, Momma. What you think somebody like him wants with somebody like you, who lives in the projects with gang-bangers and junkies? 
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Its still early. First period class aint even started yet. Kids is hanging out in front of school. 

Raspberry Hill! You better get in here and straighten this mess up, girl! Zora says, standing at the front door, with her arms folded tight. 

I dont even say bye to Momma. I run Zoras way. Shes selling a few things for me today, so if somethings wrong, that means I aint gonna get my money. And I aint having that. 

Zoras eyes is pumpkin-seed green today. Last week, they was the color of honey. Three weeks back, they was gray, blue, and black, all in one week. Thats what happens when your parents is rolling in dough and can hook you up with contact lenses. But all that cash dont mean Zora got a dime to her name, especially since her parents divorce. Since then, her life has changed big-time. Her dad pulled her out of a private school and put her in this-here magnet school. He cut off her allowance $150 a monthand moved her back into the city with him. Now Zoras broke half the time. Thats why shes trying to make a little dough with me today. Shes hoping she can earn enough money to get those new sneakers she wants. They cost $120, and her dad says shes gotta pay half the cost if she wants em. 

When I get inside, Seneca Mason pushes past Zora and shoves half a chocolate candy heart my way. Zora selling these for you? Seneca asks. Sato and Janae are standing there not saying nothing. They just checking us out. 

Yeah, I say. 

So? Zora says, giving her some attitude, like she can fight if things get tight. 

I shouldve known, Seneca says, getting loud. 

What you want, Seneca? I say to her. 

Seneca waves the candy bar in the air, making her voice get louder with every word she says. I dont want this mess. Give me my money back. 

No refunds, Zora says, loud and slow, like shes talking to someone who dont understand English. You ate half the candy. Now what do you want us to do? 

Seneca looks at Zora. Then she takes her fat, crooked middle finger and shoves it deep inside her mouth. She drags her finger across her gums, around her teeth. Then out comes her finger, covered with mashed-up chocolate chunks and shiny spit bubbles. 

Dag. That look like it came out your butt, Sato says, frowning up his face at Janae. 

Shut up, Sato, Zora, me, and Seneca all say together. 

Heres the rest, Seneca says, holding up her finger. You want it? 

Zora and me back off. Seneca reaches in her pocketbook and grabs a balled-up piece of paper and wipes off her finger. 

She puts her hand on her hip, then sticks her other hand way out like she got a million dollars coming her way. Now give me my money. 

No-class girls like you are the reason my mother wants me to transfer out of this school, Zora says, rubbing her white cashmere sweater. 

Good. When you leaving, zipper mouth? Seneca says, talking about Zoras braces. 

Zora acts like she didnt hear Seneca crack on her. But I saw her cheek jump when Senecas words came out. Before Seneca says anything else, I shove my hand in my pocket and give her fifty cents of the lunch money Momma gave me in the car. 

You better be ready to give all that money back, Seneca says, cause nobodys gonna eat that mess youre selling. 

Senecas right. Before homeroom period is up, eight more people want their money back. The last four kids are out of luck, though. I aint walking out of school today with nothing. I mean, I gotta show something for all me and Zoras hard work. But a few minutes later here comes Zenna Greene walking up to me. I dont feel so good, she says, rubbing her stomach. That candy is making me sick. 

I got my hand in my pocket. Im feeling the money I made, that Zora made for me. I gotta give Zora fifteen percent. That was our deal. But thats gonna be fifteen percent of nothing if I keep giving money back to kids who bought the candy and hated it. I wrap my fingers around the money thats in my pocket. Maybe your stomach hurts cause you ate something else, I say, starting to walk away from Zenna. 

Give me my money back, Zenna says, grabbing me back with her loud, squeaky voice. 

Zenna is holding her side. Rubbing her stomach. Zenna Greene, Miss Drama Queen, trying to get some attention, I say to myself. 

I gotta go to the bathroom, she says, trying to make a run for it. 

But its too late. Stuff starts flying out her mouth. Slimy, chocolate-colored stuff. Spaghetti pieces. Chewed-up meat. It all comes splashing over the hard, shiny waxed floor. Kids is screaming and laughing and running out the way. 

You got my new shoes, girl! somebody says. 

Man, it stinks, Janae says, holding her nose. 

Zennas still holding her stomach when the principal, Mr. Jackson, walks over. He tells Zenna to go to the nurse. Yells for a teacher to call the janitor. 

Must be a bug, Mr. Jackson says, shaking his head. 

Aint no bug. Its Raspberry. Shes hustling chocolate that got worms in it, Seneca says, butting in my business. 

Mr. Jackson dont even ask me if that lie is true or not. He sticks out his gigantic hand and says, Fork it over. 

I hand him one of the chocolate hearts. He unwraps it real slow, like its a bomb or something. You trying to kill somebody? he says, eyeballing the candy, then throwing it into the trash. 

Raspberry dont care if she kill nobody, long as they pay up before they die, Sato says, laughing. 

I look down in the trash at the candy. It got big dry, white patches on it like the crust you see on a scab thats ready to fall off. But the candy aint that stale. I got them for two cents apiece last year after Valentines Day was over. The salesman said I could freeze em to keep em fresh. So I kept em in Janaes basement freezer since then. 

The principal closes in on me. Your mother know youre selling this mess? 

Yeah! No, I mean, I say, fumbling with my words. She knows I was gonna sell something. But she dont know what it was, really. 

Well, lets give her a little call, Mr. Jackson says, grabbing me by the elbow and dragging me down the hall. Mr. Jackson is saying something else about calling Momma. Me, Im holding tight to my ducats. Cause no matter what, Im not giving up no more cash today. 
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I knew it. Zenna didnt get sick off my candy. Shes got the flu. The nurse said she was even running a fever. But not too many people here talking about that. Theyre still running off at the mouth about me, saying how I was selling poison candy in school yesterday. 

Mr. Jackson told me not to sell no more candy. But he didnt say nothing about selling other stuff. So today, Im at it again. Selling red valentine pencils with purple heart-shaped erasers on top. Theyre discounted though, since Valentines Day is done and gone. 

Thirty cents, I say to Eric Kelly when were in the lunchroom. But hes not hardly paying me any attention. Hes eyeing Zora with her smooth, cocoa-brown skin, and that dimple in her left cheek. Eric cant even eat his cheeseburger, hes staring at her so much. 

You want it or not? I say, putting my hand out for the money. 

What you do with all the money you make off us? he says, wiping cheeseburger juice off his chin with the back of his hand. 

Yeah, Charles Taylor says, finishing off his luncha giant-size Snickers bar and a Big Gulp Pepsi. You always got some scam going. Gotta be making money off somebody or you aint happy. 

I dont say nothing to Eric or Charles. I just take out my pencils and start counting how many I still got to sell. Im doing the math in my head. Hmmm. I sold ten pencils in math class. I still got twenty left. 

You want one or not, Eric? I ask. Zora likes purple, you know. Its her favorite color. Right, Zora? I say, poking her in the side. 

She aint paying neither one of us any attention. Shes staring at herself in a mirror she got in her hand. Me, I dont look in mirrors too often. I dont need no reminders of why my mother named me after a piece of fruit. I got red hair, red eyebrows, and enough freckles on my face that you can play connect the dots. Nope, that aint the kind of face I wanna be looking at unless I absolutely have to. 

Zora, tell him, I say, reaching over and taking one of her carrot sticks. 

She still watching herself in her mirror, like she expecting her eyes to change color or something. Yeah, whatever Raspberry says, thats right, she says, drawing back her lips, so she can get a good look at her teeth. They got pink braces on em. 

Forget it, I say, walking away from both of them. Then I spend the next twenty minutes going from table to table trying to sell them things. 

You rich yet? Sato asks me. 

She makes enough money off us to buy herself a house, Charles Gordon says. 

Nothing wrong with doing a little business, I say, stepping over Satos raggedy book bag. Maybe you could buy yourself a new book bag if you worked for me, Sato. 

Oh man, you gonna let her play you like that? one of his boys says. 

Man. Forget her, Sato says, sticking out his foot like hes trying to trip me up. My bag may be whacked, but at least I sleep in a bed at night. Not under no bridge like a troll. 

Before I know anything, Im throwing them pencils right at Satos big blockhead. But that dont make him shut up. 

I guess the projects seem like the White House to you, Sato says, getting loud. I mean, so what if you got holes in the walls and rats biting your feet at night. 

We dont have no I start defending myself, but Sato cuts me off. 

Its better than living out a cardboard box and washing up in the gas station bathroom like you used to, huh? 

Sato knows how to crack on people good. So I dont give him a chance to say nothing else. I pick up my pencils and go. 

Momma and me never lived under no bridge. But when things got bad, real bad a few years back, we did live in a junkyard not far from here. We slept in a old beat-up van that was up on blocks. It didnt have no wheels. And the front window was busted. The mosquitoes ate us up good all summer long. One night, I counted fifteen bites. 

We wasnt always broke. We was renting us a nice house, in a half-decent neighborhood, till daddy started hanging out. Coming in with the sun, Momma used to say. I still dont know how it happened. One day he was daddy. Going to work all day long, and hugging me good night before I fell asleep at night. The next day it seemed like he was somebody else. Arguing about money all the time. Walking off with our TV, or Mommas old fur jacket. Dragging home friends that looked like they just got out of lockdown. Meeting me after school with his hand out . . . begging for whatever change I had. 

When the dope made him so crazy, he beat Momma up and sent her to the hospital for the third time, Momma left him. We lived with friends and family till they got tired of us. Then we lived in a motel till Momma got laid off work, and our money ran out. We went back to living with some of Mommas friends till they started hinting about how crowded their place was, and how much I eat. Next thing I knew, we was living outside with stray cats and dogs. Dirty men. Crazy women. Kids without parents, and people pushing shopping carts filled with smashed-up pop cans and wrinkled-up newspapers. 

People said Momma should go to one of them shelters for women and kids. She wouldnt. She said she was in a shelter when she was little, and something bad happened to her there. Only she never would say what. So we slept on the street, and in dark corners of tall, empty buildings. We washed up in gas stations and fast-food restaurants. Asked for handouts. Prayed real hard that nobody would knock us in the head, or try to steal the little bit of stuff we had. 

No matter how bad it got, though, I never missed a day of school in all the time we was living on the street. And I never missed saving Momma a little of the free lunch they gave me in school. Cold Tater Tots taste like steak when thats all you got. 

Mommas the kind of person that dont let her surroundings mess with her head. So every night, when we lived in the van, she would sit in the drivers seat, look up at the stars, and tell me how things was gonna be. One day, shed say, we gonna have our own place. With a family room, and a fireplace. What color room you want? Yeah, I figured youd want blue . . . but what about letting me paint some clouds on the walls for you? And a few stars, so we dont forget that even bad times is sprinkled with a little good, shed say, reaching up at the sky like she was gonna grab a fistful of stars and hand em to me. 

After we got off the street, Momma had some job stuffing envelopes at night. Sometimes we would be down to just rice, beans, and Kool-Aid. You know what its like to eat beans every night for two weeks straight? To drink Kool-Aid without sugar? 

Even now, Mommas always dreaming about the future. But you cant cash dreams in at the bank or buy bread, or pay rent with em. You need hard, cold cash for that. So every penny I get, I save. Momma thinks I just got a little pocket change stashed here and there. But nickels dont keep you off the street. Thats why I got six hundred dollars stashed all over my room. 

You gotta sell a lot of pencils and skip a lot of lunches to make that kinda dough. But its worth it. Cause if you got money, people cant take stuff from younot your house, or your ride, not your family. They cant do nothing much to you, if you got a bankroll backing you up. 
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