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Chapter 1 

This Is Life… 

 

 “Tessica, come on outta that bathroom!!” Stephanie Scott 

was late for work that morning, and at Tyler Steel, that meant one 

less $9.00 in her paycheck. 

 “I’m comin’, Ma.” Tessica Scott sat on the toilet, pulled 

the golf ball out of the drain in the small tub, and sighed.  There 

were so many things about her life that she hated. She hated the 

golf ball stopper in the tub. She hated the window that faced the 

backyard where anybody could run through and see you in the 

bathroom. And she hated ‘Tessica’. What kind of name was that? 

 Wrapped in a thin, threadbare towel, Tessica slipped into 

the room she shared with her baby sister, Nicara. She was curled 

up at the foot of the bed, fully dressed and pouting. She’s a pretty 

cute four-year-old, Tessica thought. 

 “What’s wrong wit’ you, Dinky?” Tessica teased, calling 

her by the nickname she had given her, which she hated. 

 “I ain’t no Danky,” Nicara shot back. “And I ain’t going 

to school.” 

 Tessica laughed, shook her head, and stepped behind the 

quilt she would pull out that divided the 9 x 12 room in half when 

she needed to change clothes. Some privacy, she thought to 

herself. A quilt on a rope. Once again, thoughts of her life and 

situation pushed her smile away. That, and the sound of her 

mother charging down the hall. 

 “Tessica, let me borrow a pair of your socks. I know I just 

washed, and I can’t find the mate to none of mine.” 
 Tessica frowned behind the quilt. She had just bought a 

brand-new package of socks because her mother kept 

“borrowing” hers. She couldn’t afford to lose too many pairs 

since she only got ten dollars a month from her mother to take 

care of her personal needs, including school supplies. 

 “Hurry up, girl!! I got to get to work. Sonia out there 

blowing now.” 

 “All right, here they go.” She passed the sparkling white 

socks around the quilt to her mother and returned to her hair. She 
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really wanted to get a perm like all the other girls in school. She 

was probably the only girl in the Senior class who still got her 

hair pressed, and the only style she could get away with was a 

ponytail. I would love to wear a Chinese ball, or maybe get a real 

pretty bob. Once again, her mother interrupted her thoughts. 

 “Tessica?” Stephanie stepped behind the quilt, 

rummaging through her purse. “On your way home from school, 

stop by James’ store and get a loaf of bread, some milk, and some 

peanut butter. Make you and Nic-Nic some peanut butter 

sandwiches for supper. Here’s five dollars and some change.” She 

started out of the room. “Oh, and drop her off at school for me,” 

she shot back over her shoulder. “I gotta go.” Stephanie rushed 

down the hall towards the door. “Bye.” 

 “But Ma . . .” she started. Too late. Stephanie was out, 

and the door slammed shut. If she had to take Nicara to school, 

that meant she would be late. Mrs. Harvey would have a fit if she 

were late for homeroom. Then I gotta go to the store after school, 

she thought. For a peanut butter sandwich supper. I’ll be glad 
when Ma get her stamps. At least then we can get some real food. 

 “Come on, let’s go to school.” Tessica held out her hand. 

 “I ain’t goin’,” she replied calmly. 

 Tessica squatted in front of her sister. Nicara’s big, soft 

brown eyes melted her heart. “Tell you what, Dinky. If you let me 

take you to school, I’ll come back and get you when I get out of 

school, and I’ll take you to the store with me. I’ll even let you 
pick out the peanut butter.” 

 Nicara’s eyes brightened. “Can we get some popcorn, 

too?” 

 Tessica lowered her eyes briefly. “We don’t have enough 

money. We’ll get some when Ma get stamps.” 

 “Hmph.” Nicara folded her arms in imitation of her 

mother. “We never have enough money for nothin’.” As she 

trudged down the hall, Tessica watched her with a twinge of 

sadness. Someday we will, Dinky. Someday we will. 

 The front of the building that housed Nicara’s pre-school 

made passers-by wonder if the place was deserted. Heavy boards 
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covered the windows, the old, heavy wooden doors were 

splattered with chipped paint, and graffiti covered the faded brick 

exterior. The inside was just the opposite. Fresh paint, a soft 

yellow, covered the walls in the hallway, and in each of the 

classrooms, the walls were a nice pastel green on the lower half 

and winter white at the top. The inside always smelled of pine 

cleaner and air freshener, mixed with a little glue from the older 

kids’ projects and, sometimes, food from the kitchen, depending 

on what time of day it was. 

 Tessica opened the door to the third room on her right, 

Nicara’s classroom. As usual, they were running around in circles 

while their teacher, Mrs. Bell, set up for the day’s routine. 

 “Hey, Tessica, how you doin’?” Mrs. Bell looked up from 

her table. “Where’s your mama?” 

 “She was late for work, so I had to drop Nicara off. How 

you been doin’?” 

 “Oh, I’m all right. I’m a little tired from tryin’ to clean 

my rugs, ‘cause I’m getting’ some new furniture. Hey Nicara, 

what’s up?” 

 “Nothin’ but the wind.” Nicara bounced over to a group 

of girls, while Tessica and Mrs. Bell watched her and shook their 

heads. 

 “That girl is a mess. She gonna be somethin’ when she 

gets in high school,” Mrs. Bell said. 

 “She already is something,” Tessica replied. “Mama can’t 
hardly do nothin’ with her. Well, let me go. I’m gonna be late for 

school myself.” 

 “Okay, then. Look, tell your mama to do like my husband 

do. He works out there where she’s at, and he sets the alarm clock 

about 30 minutes ahead so he’ll be on time.” 

 “Okay, I’ll tell her.” Tessica raced down the steps of the 

brownstone and down the sidewalk, dodging trashcans and 

sleeping bodies. She had ten minutes to make a 20-minute walk. 

She’d just have to hear Mrs. Harvey fuss. Bring a note, bring a 

note. How can I when my mama never has time to write one? 
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 She burst through the gate at South Pratt High School at 

8:10 a.m. As late as she was, she couldn’t help but stop and stare 

at the champagne SUV pulling up at the gate behind her, and even 

more so at the figure stepping out of it. There was something 

different about him, different from most boys she knew.  He was 

average height, with a nice solid build. His hair was braided into 

neat cornrows, and other than the watch he wore, there was no 

‘bling-bling’, no jewelry of any kind, no necklaces, and no 

earrings! He looked normal enough, smartly dressed in khaki 

pants a navy polo shirt, and white sneakers. Very nice, she 

thought. His shirt is tucked in, his pants are around his waist, and 

he’s wearing a belt! He was gorgeous, and had the biggest, softest 

hazel eyes she’d ever seen. She turned to go in the building, 

knowing in her heart that whoever he was, he’d never be 

interested in her. 

 Just as she was about to walk through the door, a voice 

called out to her from behind. “Excuse me.” 

 Tessica’s heart dropped to her white socks. She stopped 

and turned slowly, with much more grace and confidence than she 

actually felt. “Yes?” 

 “Hi. Could you show me to the office? I need to get my 

schedule.” 

 “Yeah, sure. Follow me.” This can’t be happening. He is 

too fine! But no point getting my hopes up. I’m probably not his 

type. She glanced sideways at him, as he turned to wave at the 
driver of the SUV. I sure would like to be, though. 

 The walk to the principal’s office ended entirely too soon 

for her. “Mrs. Gates is the secretary. She’ll get you your 

schedule.” 

 “Thanks. I’ll see you around.” He smiled and stepped 

inside, leaving Tessica breathless against the wall. Reality set in 

when she heard the clanging of the tardy bell. As fast as her white 

canvas sneakers would carry her, she ran down the hall and 

around the corner to Mrs. Harvey’s 12th grade homeroom. 

 “Lord, would you look at this? Nobody told me school 

was starting 15 minutes later now. So glad you could join us, 
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Scott.” Mrs. Harvey, a young, slender, brown-skinned woman 

who always peered at everyone over the rim of her glasses 

perched on the tip of her nose, addressed everyone by their last 

name. Tessica managed to overlook her gruff ways. Maybe 

because Mrs. Harvey seemed to care about her a little bit. 

 “I’m sorry I’m late, Mrs. Harvey. My mama was late for 

work and I had to drop my little sister off at day care.” 

 “She didn’t send a note with you?” 

 Tessica lowered her eyes, her trademark giveaway that 

she was troubled. “She didn’t have time,” she mumbled in reply. 

She was utterly embarrassed, because all eyes in homeroom were 

on her, including her best friends Nina and Aimee, and her worst 

enemy, Tammi Stewart. Everybody stared, some mockingly, 

others in sympathy. Whatever the case, she knew that she would 

be the topic of lunchroom gossip, as usual. 

 Mrs. Harvey peered over her narrow glasses. “Why don’t 

you come see me after school? We’ll see what we can do.” 

 “Okay.” Tessica took her seat by the window. A slight 

breeze was scattering trash across the outdoor basketball court. 

She turned her gaze to the bulletin board, where a class reminder 

about Prom Dues caught her eye. The Prom! Her spirits rose, only 

to crash again. They couldn’t even afford food, let alone a formal 

gown for her to go to a dance. Mama wouldn’t care anyway. She 

never does anything for me. She squeezed her eyes shut to force 

the tears away. The first period bell rang to rescue her from any 
further self-pity. That would certainly ruin her day. 

 Once in the hallway, her spirits were picked up again 

when she spotted Nina and Aimee waiting for her. “What up 

girl?” Nina squealed. 

 “Nothin’, girl. Y’all ready for that test?” Tessica’s whole 

personality seemed to change when she was around Nina and 

Aimee. The only ones she knew she could count on to make her 

feel good about herself. 

 “Nope. But when did that ever stop me?” They giggled 

slyly. “But for real, though, I studied a little bit. Dedrick came 
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over last night, and you know how he is. Wants all my attention, 

so he can watch the game. How he gonna act?” 

 “Girl, at least you got a boyfriend. The only somebody 

that flirts with me is Lenny James. I can’t even go in Mr. James’ 

store.” 

 “Don’t complain. At least he got a job,” Aimee spoke up. 

 “Humph. I don’t call sweeping floors and stacking boxes 

a profitable career.” They fell into a fit of giggles as they entered 

Mr. Wright’s biology class. His stern look silenced them 

instantly. They gave each other knowing looks as they took their 

seats at the lab tables. Test papers turned face down were already 

in place. Mr. Wright never missed a beat. He was probably the 

best teacher at South Pratt High. 

 “All right settle down. When I say so, turn your papers 

over and begin.” He surveyed the class. “Okay, begin.” 

 Fifty minutes later, the class straggled out of the room, 

sighing. Another killer test. Nina waited outside for Tessica and 

Aimee. 

 “Girl, next time I’m gonna tell Dedrick he’ll have to stay 

home and watch his own TV. That was a monster! What do y’all 

think y’all did on it?” 

 Aimee sighed. “I don’t even know. My brain hurts.” 

 “Girl please,” Tessica replied. “You know you got an A.” 

 “I guess. What about you, how you think you did?” 

 “If I’m lucky, maybe a C. But I…” her voice trailed off 
and her mouth fell open in shock. Her stranger was standing not 

three feet in front of them, by the gym door. Could he have gotten 
finer in the last hour? 

 “What’s wrong wit’ you guh?” Nina prodded. 

 “Girl, it’s him!” Tessica recovered her voice and clutched 

Nina’s arm. 

 “Guh, you’re cuttin’ off my circulation! Him who? The 

president?” 

 Tessica narrowed her eyes at Nina. She could be so silly 

at times. “No, nut, him,” she whispered, pointing towards the 

gym door. Nina’s and Aimee’s wide eyes followed Tessica’s 
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trembling arm and finger to the spot she pointed out. Nina’s jaw 

went slack, just as the new boy, who apparently felt someone 

watching him, turned his head towards them, smiling when he 

saw Tessica. Unwillingly returning his gaze, she could only 

manage a weak half-wave when he waved at her. Nina was 

hysterical. 

 “Girl, who is that? He is too cute.” 

 “I don’t know,” Tessica whispered back, still staring. 

 “What do you mean, you don’t know? He just waved at 

you!” Aimee said. 

 “I mean, I just met him this morning. I had to show him 

to the counselor’s office so he could get his schedule. I don’t even 

know his name.” 

 Now, Nina narrowed her eyes. “You mean to tell me, you 

walked with someone that fine, and you didn’t get no info? I 

thought I raised you better.” She paused while Tessica cracked a 

smile at her remark. “And you mean to tell me that lovely 

specimen is going to be here amongst us every day? We must get 

details.” 

 “Well, all I know is his folks must have money or 

something, because he rode up in a pretty champagne SUV. You 

know that’s my dream vehicle!” She clutched Aimee’s arm this 

time. 

 “Man you killing my driving arm.” 

 “Sorry. I can’t help it. But what am I getting so excited 
for?” She dropped Aimee’s arm and slumped against the wall. 

“Somebody that fine will never notice me.” 

 Nina shook her head. “Tessie, how many times am I 

gonna have to tell you to stop putting yourself down? You’re 

pretty, you get the best grades in the senior class, and you’re nice, 

people like you. There’s no reason why he wouldn’t like you.” 

 Tessica glanced towards the gym door. “Thanks, Nina, 

but I don’t think I can hang with that kind of competition.” Nina 

followed her gaze once again to the door. Standing beside 

mystery man was Tammi Stewart. The Tammi Stewart. Class 

queen since junior high, captain of the dance squad, member of 
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the Diamonds & Pearls Club, and daughter of Fred and Lynda 

Stewart, doctor (physical therapist) and realtor, respectively. 

Tammi was the envy of nearly every girl at South Pratt High who 

had to walk in her shadow occasionally. But they had to give her 

her props. Tammi was beautiful. Her naturally wavy, thick black 

hair hung to her waist; her smooth skin was a flawless cocoa 

brown; she was about 5’6”, with a figure that she just knew would 

land her on the cover of every major fashion magazine in the 

country someday in the near future. And it helped that she had a 

3.6 GPA. However, she had competition in that category. 

Tessica’s GPA was 3.72. Tammi never let her forget that she was 

right on her tail. 

 Nina smiled sarcastically. “Girl, I thought you was talkin’ 

about something. You know how she is. She got to make herself 

known. That’s all that is.” But inside, Nina wasn’t quite as 

confident about that statement as she sounded. Two things about 

Tammi were fact; what Tammi wants, Tammi gets; and Tammi 

always gets her man. 

 Tessica sighed deeply and nudged Nina. “Let’s go to 

study hall. No sense wasting time standing here dreamin’ the 

impossible dream.” They started to walk off, but were halted by a 

high-pitched, false greeting of friendliness. 

 “Tessica, wait up.” Tammi skipped over to them. “Did 

you see our new fellow student? He is too fine!!” 

 Nina rolled her eyes towards Tessica, then turned to 
Tammi. “Is he really?” she gushed, imitating Tammi’s squeal. 

 Either she didn’t notice, or she chose to ignore Nina’s 

mocking. “Um hmm. He is just too smooth. His name is Gabriel, 

and he just moved here from Atlanta. He’s going to be trying out 

for chorus. And, he doesn’t have a date for the Prom. It must be 

fate,” she grinned. 

 “I can imagine he wouldn’t have a date yet, since he just 

got here this morning,” Nina replied. “Anyway, I thought you’re 

supposed to be going with Sed. Isn’t he your boyfriend?” 

 “Girl, I don’t know. He’s so undecided. If Gabriel asks 

me, Sed will just have to go stag. Or,” she grinned mockingly, 
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“maybe he could take you, Tessica. You don’t have a date yet, do 

you? What about you Aimee?” She smiled all too innocently. 

Tessica pretended to ignore Tammi, but her words cut like a hot 

knife through soft butter. She just has to rub it in. Less than two 

months before prom, and I’m dateless. And dress-less. And 
hopeless. 

 Aimee spoke up. “I have a date. You already know.” 

 Tammi’s face fell for a brief second, but she recovered 

quickly. “Why so quiet, Tessica?” Tammi queried, the mocking 

sarcasm in her voice digging deeper. 

 Tessica glanced upward and sideways at Tammi, who had 

her by about six inches. “Nothing. That biology test wiped me 

out, that’s all.” 

 “Oh, yeah, I think I got a ‘B’ on it. I forgot to study 

because Sed and I were on the phone late. How did you do?” 

 Tessica straightened her back against the wall and 

stretched as far as her 60 inch height would allow her. “I probably 

got an ‘A’. I don’t have time for distractions,” she added, grinning 

confidently. 

 Tammi’s face fell again for a moment. “Oh.” Bouncing 

right back, she added, “I guess you would have a lot of time on 

your hands, since you don’t have a boyfriend to spend time with. 

Well, I guess I better go. My man is waiting for me. ‘Bye, now.” 

She whirled and sashayed over to Sedric Watson, one of the most 

popular and most handsome boys at South Pratt High. Until now. 
 Nina spoke up. “I guess you told her. But I thought you 

said you might get a ‘C’.” 

 “Yeah, but I’m not gonna tell her that. You see she takes 

any chance she gets to put me down.” 

 “Uh huh. You should have slapped her.” 

 “Girl, please. Then Fred and Lynda and the police and the 

sheriff’s department will be up here, and the news, and they’ll call 

the plastic surgeon, and Who Wants Get a Face Lift, ‘cause you 

got jack-slapped with a biology book, and…” 
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 Nina and Aimee doubled over in laughter. “Girl, please 

stop! My stomach hurts.” They calmed down, and Nina eyed 

Tessica steadily. 

 “What?” 

 “You see how you just got Tammi off your back?” 

 “Yeah. I mean, the only edge I’ll ever have on her is my 

GPA, and I’m not about to let her know that I may slip even a 

tenth of a point.” 

 “See? That’s what I’m talking about. If you could keep 

that kind of attitude all the time, you could make Tammi eat your 

dust.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “You make Tammi nervous. You’re her biggest 

competition, whether you realize it or not. You had that attitude 

like you’re all that. And that’s how you got to be all the time.” 

 Tessica shrugged. “I suppose. But I just don’t have it all 

the time. Like when I was showing Gabriel to the office. I 

couldn’t make my mouth say nothing.” 

 “Well, all I know is we got a little less than two months to 

get you and Gabriel to the Prom.” Aimee said. 

 Tessica peered at her out of the corner of her eye. 

“What?” 

 “You heard me. Number one, we cannot allow Tammi to 

get her claws into Gabriel. He’s a child of God, and he doesn’t 

deserve that kind of punishment.” They both laughed. “Number 
two, you like him, and I’m sure he’d have no trouble liking you, 

so why not go for it? And number three, you both need a date.” 

 “I don’t think he’ll need any help finding one.” 

 “And it’s our job to make sure of that. Come on, let’s 

go.” Nina urged. 

 The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Tessica almost 

forgot about her meeting with Mrs. Harvey until she saw her 

standing outside her room waiting. She almost dreaded the 

interrogation that she knew she was about to face. 
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 “Come on in, Tessica.”  Mrs. Harvey put her arm around 

Tessica’s shoulder.  It felt almost strange, having someone come 

close to hugging her. 

 “I guess you know what I want to talk to you about,” Mrs. 

Harvey said, wiping her glasses. 

 “Yes, ma’am.  Mrs. Harvey, there’s really no point in 

bothering.  I mean, my mama just never has time to write a note 

for me in the mornings.  I’ll just start getting up earlier, so if I 

have to drop Nicara off, I’ll still make it to school on time.” 

 Mrs. Harvey shook her head.  “Sweetie, that still won’t 

make it any easier on you.  You have to get your rest, too.  Does 

your mama have a night job that makes her have to be late in the 

mornings?” 

 Tessica shook her head slowly. “She works the day shift 

at Tyler Steel.” How do you explain to your teacher that a single 

mother with two kids and a 7:00 a.m. factory job spends her 

nights out with her friends partying and hunting men? 

 “Well, I know the day shift at Tyler Steel gets off at 3:00 

or no later than 3:30. My brother works out there on that shift, he 

sets his alarm 30 minutes early. She should try that. Then, you 

come home, take a nap, get up, clean up and cook, spend a little 

time with your kids, then you go to bed around 8:00.  That’s what 

my friend does.  She's been at Tyler Steel for five years, and she's 

only been late twice..” 

 “I think my mama’s a whole lot different than your 
friend.” 

“Probably.  Look, how old is your mama?” 

 “I think she’s about 30, 31. Why?” 

 “She was young when she had you! Around 14 or so?” 

 “Yes, ma’am.” 

 “Never married?” 

 “No, ma’am.” 

 Mrs. Harvey nodded.  “Listen, why don’t you have your 

mama come down for a conference with me sometime?” 
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 “She wouldn’t come.  She says she’s too tired when she 

gets off work to do anything.” Except sleep ‘til 9 or 10 and then 

go out and party. 
 “Well, maybe I’ll call and talk to her.  I think maybe there 

are some things we need to discuss.” 

 “Okay.  But I doubt if you’ll have any luck.  See you, 

Mrs. Harvey.”  Tessica skipped out of the building, and as she 

did, she saw some of her classmates on their way to the music 

building for chorus rehearsal. She wished she could join Nina and 

go listen to them. Especially since Gabriel was auditioning. But, 

she had to go get Nicara.  And make their peanut butter supper. 

 

 The first person Tessica spotted when she and Nicara 

walked into James’ store was Lenny.  She groaned inwardly.  

Lenny was okay, and he wasn’t bad looking.  But he as a pest!  

Never leave you alone, she thought to herself.  She went around 

to the shelf where Nicara was debating over which jar of peanut 

butter she wanted. 

 “What’s taking you so long?” 

 “Ion like da peanuts.” 

 “You can’t read.  How you know they got peanuts?” 

 “I taste it.” 

 “Girl! You can’t be doing that.  You know Mr. James 

gonna make us buy it if we open it.” 

 “Oh,” Nicara shrugged. “I want dis one,” she pointed to a 
red label jar. 

 “Good.  Get the bread and let’s go.” 

 “Dis one?” 

 “It don’t matter, they all the same price.  Now come on.” 

 Lenny was waiting for Tessica at the cash register.  “Hey, 

beautiful. What you know good?” 

 “Nothing, Lenny.  Where Jeanine at?” Jeanine was Mr. 

James’ oldest daughter and the regular cashier. 

 “She at home.  Mama say she need to stay off her feet 

until she have the baby.  Her feet look like big old pig’s feet.” 
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 “Oh.” She looked at Lenny.  If only he didn’t have to 

drop out of school.  He could have been something.  When his 

real mama died, his daddy needed help so he could take care of 

the younger kids.  So Lenny had to go to work.  And now, Mama 

is Leddy Jakewell.  She raised them the rest of the way.  I guess 

that’s why they can call her Mama now.  `Cause she took care of 

them. 

 “Going home?” 

 “Yeah.  I got some homework to do.”  

 “Oh.  I would walk with you, but daddy had to step out, 

so I gotta watch the store.  Guess I’ll see you later.” 

 “Yeah, okay.”  In a way, she was relieved.  She wouldn’t 

have to listen to his ‘I always liked you’ speech.  She clutched 

Nicara’s hand and silently trudged home. 

 As usual, the tiny five-room apartment was empty when 

they got home.  Still, Tessica couldn’t help calling out when they 

walked in.  “Mama, you here?” Silence.  She set the bag on the 

counter, put the milk in the refrigerator, and dumped her books on 

the old green couch.  “Nicara, go wash your hands so we can eat.” 

 “We gonna eat now?” 

 “Yeah.  We’ll have another sandwich later.” 

 “Humph. Gone stop me up.” She bounced down the hall 

as Tessica stared at the bag on the counter.  She flopped down on 

the couch and grabbed the remote, remembering it was time for 

videos.  Cable was the one luxury they had but could not 
necessarily afford.  Of course, it did help that they had a neighbor 

who worked for the cable company, and liked her mother, so 

when times got hard, he could always manage to push back the 

order to cut their cable off.   Tessica flipped until she found the 

music video channel.  Just in time!  They were played her favorite 

love song, followed by her favorite jam. She got up and started 

dancing around the room. Tessica always got lost in music. It was 

her escape from the miserable reality she lived with every day. As 

she twirled, she got caught up in a daydream. The Prom. Gabriel. 

Her. Together. Him singing to her, and Tammi and all the other 

girls jealous of her in her beautiful white sequined dress, with the 
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smoothest bobbed haircut they had ever seen. She stopped short 

when she bumped into something. Someone. Mama. 

 “That’s all you got time to do, dance around?” Stephanie 

rolled her eyes and dumped her things in the brown recliner in the 

middle of the room. 

 “I was just waiting for Nicara to get ready to eat.” 

 “She ain’t ate yet? Where she at?” 

 Tessica gestured to their room. “Back there.” 

 Stephanie marched down the hallway. “Nic-Nic!” 

 “Hey, mama!” Nicara flew into her mother’s arms. “Ma I 

had fun at school.” 

 “That’s good, baby. You hungry?” 

 “Yup. Tessica ain’t fix my samwich yet.” 

 Stephanie shot an evil look at Tessica. “Come on, baby. 

I’ll fix us both one.” Stephanie made two healthy peanut butter 

sandwiches and poured two tall glasses of milk. Tessica sat on the 

couch staring unseeingly at the TV. She knew she would get it for 

not having Nicara fed when their mother got home. She always 

got in trouble if something was not right for Nicara. Laughter 

came from the kitchen. Her mother never laughed with her. With 

her, it was always orders, and anger. No matter how good she 

acted or what kind of grades she got, she didn’t get one word of 

praise or encouragement. Just, “You oughtta do something.” 

What else could she do? 

 Her mother stood over her. “All right, Miss Lady, what’s 
your problem that you come home and don’t feed that baby like I 

tell you to!?” 

 Tessica frowned, on the verge of tears. “Ma, I was 

getting’ ready to fix her food. I didn’t know she was ready. She 

didn’t say nothin’.” 

 “What was she supposed to say? You the oldest, you 

supposed to take care of her.” 

 “I thought that was your job,” Tessica muttered under her 

breath, standing up slowly. 

 “What did you say?” 
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 “Nothing.” All she felt was a throbbing, stinging 

sensation in her jaw. It took a full minute for her to realize that 

her mother had just slapped her. Hard. By the time she gathered 

her senses, her mother had cussed her out good. 

 “You even listening to me?” Stephanie stood directly in 

front of her, nearly nose to nose. 

 “I hear you,” Tessica mumbled, holding her jaw and 

fighting back her tears. All she ever did was fight back her tears. 

 “Um hmm. Now take your wanna-be-grown, little narrow 

behind to your room, and don’t come out until I say so!” 

 “But I haven’t ate yet, Mama,” she whispered. 

 “And? You should have thought about that when you was 

prancin’ around the room like some wanna be pole dancer, 

instead of feeding that baby.  Maybe now you’ll see how it feels.  

Go on!”  Stephanie sat down and pulled off her work boots and 

got on the phone.  “Sonia? You going down there tonight?”  That 

was all Tessica needed to hear. 

 In her room, Tessica lay back on her bed and stared at the 

ceiling.  She didn’t have the desire to try to study.  She began her 

usual conversation with herself’.  Tessica figured, if you can’t 

afford therapy, talk to yourself. 

 Mama hasn’t hit me in a while, maybe a couple of weeks.  
Of course, that doesn’t make it right.  But it has been a while.  I 

try to understand mama.  I really do.  But how can you 

understand somebody who doesn’t love you?  But she loves 
Nicara.  Nicara is her heart.  She always plays with her and 

spends time with her.  It’s like Nicara is her only child and I’m 
just an outsider.  I’ve got to get away from here.  Just a couple 

more months and I’m out of school.  I’m gonna go to college way 

away from here.  I think I’ll go to Alabama. Nah. Florida.  That’s 
even farther.  Ooh, I know.  I’ll go to Texas.  Yeah.  I know I got 

scholarships coming. And when I get there, I ain’t ever coming 
home.  `Cause I don’t have one to come to.   

 Tessica’s thoughts were interrupted when the door 

opened.  She saw Nicara peeking in. 

 “What you peeping for, guh?” 
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 Nicara’s hands were behind her back.  She peered at 

Tessica from beneath her long eyelashes.  “I sorry.” 

 Tessica sat up and gazed at her sister.  Nicara seldom 

apologized.  “It’s okay.  You know how mama gets sometimes.” 

  “Here.”  From behind her back, Nicara produced a slice 

of bread with a round splotch of peanut butter in the middle.   

 Tessica smiled.  She really did love her baby sister.  

Maybe when things got better, she could take her away with her.  

“Thanks.”  She folded the bread and took a bite.  “Where Mama 

at?” 

 “In the bafroom.” 

 “Oh.”  The phone rang; or rather it jangled, as loud as it 

was.  They waited for their mother to answer it, because Tessica 

knew better than to touch the phone when her mother was mad at 

her.  And Nicara didn’t like answering the phone because people 

made fun of the way she sometimes stuttered when talking to 

strangers. 

 “Yes, this is Miss Scott.”  They heard their mother’s 

voice.  Tessica knew in an instant that it must be Mrs. Harvey.  

The only time her mother tried to sound cordial was when it was 

somebody important, and she was never cordial to bill collectors, 

so she knew it had to be her teacher.  She heard her mother’s 

voice again.   

“Well, Mrs. Harvey, it would be hard to make it, because 

I work, and I have my kids.”  There was a long pause.  “I see.  
Well, I did have some other commitments this evening.”  Another 

pause.  “Um hmm.  Alright.  I’ll be there in a few minutes.  Um 

hmm.”  Tessica braced herself.  She knew what was coming. 

“Just what have you done now?”  Stephanie burst into the 

room. 

“Nothing.” 

“Nothing?  It must be something.  Got your teacher 

calling me in for a conference on my free time which I don’t have 

much of as it is.” 
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Tessica gazed at her mother.  How a woman who could 

give birth and call herself a mother and still be so selfish was 

beyond her. 

“I guess she wants to talk to you about me being late for 

school.” 

Stephanie rolled her eyes upward.  “If you wasn’t so 

slow, you could make it.” 

“Mama, you know the only time I’m late is when I have 

to drop Nicara off at day care.” 

“And?  You got responsibilities around here too.  If I bust 

my tail working all day to put food on the table and pay the bills, 

the least you can do is help see after your sister.  Now shut up and 

get your shoes on.” 

Tessica frowned.  “What for? Where we going?” 

“Mrs. Harvey wants to make this a family conference.  

And if I get down there and find out you been telling that woman 

a bunch of lies, I’m gonna get into you, do you understand me?”  

Stephanie stuck her finger in Tessica’s face. 

“Yeah.”  Tessica slipped her sneakers on.  She couldn’t 

imagine what Mrs. Harvey was going to say, but it wouldn’t be 

too good for her when her mother heard it. 

About a half-hour later, they were sitting in desks in Mrs. 

Harvey’s classroom.  Stephanie wore her “meetings” dress.  Not a 

church dress, because she never went.  It was one of two 

conservative dresses she owned and seldom wore.  Nicara was at 
the chalkboard scribbling away.  Tessica sat in her usual seat by 

the window, while her mother sat near the door, arms folded 

defensively.  Mrs. Harvey sat behind her desk, surveying the 

situation. 

 “Well, Mrs. Scott, it’s a pleasure to have you here.  I’m 

so glad you could make it on such short notice.” 

 “Thank you.  And it’s Miss Scott,” Stephanie replied 

dryly. 

 “I see,” Mrs. Harvey eyed Stephanie steadily.  She knew 

people and parents pretty well, and she had sized her up already.  
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“So this is your baby?”  She turned and smiled at Nicara, who 

was still scribbling on the chalkboard.  “How old is she?” 

 Stephanie straightened up in the desk and smiled.  “She’s 

four.  She’ll be five in December.” 

 “Oh.  Is she in school?” 

 “She goes to pre-school on Madison.  In Mrs. Bell’s 

class.” 

 “What?  That’s my sister-in-law.  Now, she teaches a 

good class.  How is Nicara doing in there?” 

 “Oh, she’s doing wonderful,” Stephanie beamed.  “She 

won the little art contest they had down there last month, and she 

can rattle off her ABC’s, count to 20, say the Lord’s Prayer, and 

she knows her address, phone number, and how to dial the 

emergency number.”  At that statement, Nicara began to recite a 

little nursery rhyme she learned at daycare.  Stephanie smiled 

brightly.  Mrs. Harvey smiled also, but out of the corner of her 

eye she watched Tessica steadily.  Tessica gazed forlornly out the 

window, wishing she were anywhere but where she was.  She 

began to get lost in thoughts of graduating and leaving that same 

night for Texas.  And slowly, thoughts of Gabriel crept through.  

Now why am I thinking about him?  I don’t stand the slightest 

chance with him.  I don’t stand a chance period until I get out of 

here.  She snapped back to reality when she heard her name. 

 “Well, Miss Scott, I don’t want to take up too much of 

your time, so I’ll get down to why I called you.  I wanted to talk 
to you about Tessica,” Mrs. Harvey explained. 

 Stephanie instantly tensed up.  “What is it about?  Has 

she been acting up?  Because I’ll take care of it if she has.” 

 “No, no, nothing like that.  She’s been the perfect student.  

In fact, you should be proud.  She has a solid grade point average, 

I’m certain she’ll be our class salutatorian.” 

 “Uh huh.  So why is it you wanted to see me?” 

 Mrs. Harvey peered over the rim of her glasses at 

Stephanie.  She could barely contain her disgust.  “Miss Scott, 

I’m concerned about Tessica being late so much.  She’s doing so 

well, I don’t want to see her with any penalties or issues, 
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especially this close to graduation.  Her record needs to stay 

spotless.” 

 “So what do you need from me?” 

 “I need you to try to see to it that she gets here on time, 

that’s all.” 

 “Well, sometimes I need her to drop Nicara off for me 

when I’m running late for work.  And I can’t afford to have my 

paycheck cut.” 

 Mrs. Harvey nodded.  “Well, why don’t you let someone 

from the school pick Nicara up on their way?  I know they 

wouldn’t mind.” 

 “Mrs. Harvey, I can’t afford any extra charges to pay 

somebody to pick her up.” 

 “What if we could work something out?  I know Miss 

Bell would be happy to make some kind of arrangements with 

you.” 

 “I’ll think about it,” Stephanie set her mouth in a tight 

line. “Is there anything else?  I really have a lot to do.” 

 Mrs. Harvey sat back in her chair and looked Stephanie 

straight in the eyes, which made her extremely nervous.  “No, 

Miss Scott, I don’t need anything else from you.  Thank you.” 

 Stephanie rolled her eyes and gathered her purse and 

jacket.  Nicara bounced over to her side, as Stephanie stared at 

Tessica, who was still sitting, staring out the window.  “Tessica, 

come on!”  Stephanie ordered.  Tessica jumped, then looked at 
Mrs.  Harvey.  “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” Tessica said 

softly, and sadly. 

 “Alright, dear.  You take care.”  After they left, Mrs. 

Harvey took off her glasses and wiped her eyes.  I’ve got to do 

something to help that poor girl, she thought. But what? 
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End of Preview… 
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