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This book is dedicated to my Hear for the Girls, 2024 Calendar Ambassadors. 

Love you Ladies!

To Ms. October ~ Holly and Ms. January ~ Liz. Two battle buddies who no longer have to battle. 

Thank you for your friendship, your wisdom, and your strength. Love you both always and miss you!
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Prologue
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The quietness in LaBella's home was interrupted by the moans from LaBella's mouth as he deepened the kiss. No one stood in their way anymore. It was just them alone in her house as they passionately kissed and groped each other. It was like their hands were telling a tale for which only they needed to know the script. 

This Fourth of July would be known for the fireworks and the turn of their relationship. There was no more obstacles to block their connection. Just as that thought crossed his mind, Darren felt her pulling his shirt up, touching his bare chest. Her touch was electric, sending shivers down his spine. 

The world around them seemed to fade away, leaving only the two in their own bubble. The vibrant colors of the fireworks painted the night sky, but Darren's focus was solely on LaBella. Her eyes sparkled with mischief and affection, and he couldn't help but feel overwhelming gratitude for this moment.

As the fireworks burst above them, illuminating their faces with fleeting bursts of light, Darren leaned in and whispered, 

"I've waited so long for this." 

LaBella's smile widened, and she gently cupped his face, pulling him closer until their lips met in a tender, passionate kiss. Darren felt himself getting harder, so he abruptly broke off the kiss, opened the door to her bedroom, and escorted her to her bed. 

Placing LaBella on her bed, he fumbled until he finally turned on the lamp near her bed. No, he wanted to take her in fully and watch her reaction while bringing her to a climax repeatedly. 

Stepping forward to kiss her, his eyes caught something that was on the opposite side of her bed from where she sat - a book that Darren had seen before. 

LaBella tried to regain his attention, pulling his face directly in front of her to kiss him. Standing up and breaking the embrace, LaBella was puzzled by his reaction, confused by his abruptness, until his hand reached and grabbed the object lying on her bed. 

Knowing what he was reaching for, a mixture of emotions washed over her face. Fear, guilt, and a hint of defiance flickered in her eyes as Darren held the book up. 

"What is this?" 

Darren asked LaBella as tears started flowing down her face.
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Part 1: How it started – First Quarter
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"Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies."
~ Aristotle ~
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Chapter 1
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October 16, 1997

He must not know that he was not supposed to speak to me. Today was going to be an enjoyable day. Lunch today was one of her favorite meals outside of pizza and spaghetti day; it was vegetable soup, honey, and peanut butter sandwiches. Her grandmother, or her great-grandmother, worked in the cafeteria at school. Grandma always ensured she was given an extra half of the sandwich. LaBella also knew her grandmother would be whipping up the same meal for dinner tonight. 

Even though the day was beautiful and bright, it was a bit chilly in the air. On days like this, Grandma Menia always said weather like this was tricky and could cause you to get sick later. On days like this, a hearty soup was always on the menu. Breaking through her reverie, the young man spoke to her again.

"Excuse me, can I sit down?"

LaBella sat and stared at the young man requesting to sit down, looking at him curiously.

"Yes."

The young man sat down at the table and extended his hand. 

"You still have an attitude from this morning." 

LaBella acted offended and glanced up at him. 

"Look, I said my bad, dang." 

Dominique Smith and Hayden Bells were sitting at the table with them. Dominique, the outspoken one in the group, immediately started in on Darren.

"Who are you?"

"My name is Darren, Darren Boyd."

"The new boy?" Mo asked in between smacking her gum.

"Yes, and you?" Darren sounded a little annoyed by Dominique's questions.

Dominique was in the middle of opening her carton of chocolate and taking a sip of her drink. 

"I am Dominique, better known as Mo, and this here is Hayden," Dominique acknowledged while pointing at Hayden.

"Hey, where are you from?" Hayden inquired in between mouth full of soup. 

Darren could not believe that he had sat down at the table. He had seen LaBella in the office, and something about her attracted him to her. Darren saw her, but she did not see him. She was a head shorter than his 6ft frame and thick—not sloppy fat, but dense in all the right places—structure. 
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After the guidance counselor signed him up for his classes, he was asked to step out so the counselor could take an important call. It was there that Darren saw her for the first time. She was in a pair of overalls with a plain white tee and some tennis shoes. She was inside talking with the school receptionist. He was too far away to hear what was said, but her laugh drew his attention. 

When he saw her, it was like a light surrounded her. She could be a plus-size model with her honey-colored skin tone and mushroom haircut. She was not the typical girl he usually went with. He could not put his finger on it, but it was as though he was drawn to her. He had not even realized that he was staring when the guidance counselor, Dr. Jeffrey Felder, loudly cleared his throat to get his attention. 

"Mr. Boyd, are you ready?"

Getting caught up in a trance, Darren did not realize he had missed his question or when the counselor had opened the door and came into the hallway, so he brought his attention back to the guidance counselor. Dr. Felder was a short-aged white man that was dressed in a button-up white shirt with a V-neck sweater, who was standing in front of Darren with a manilla folder. Looking sheepishly, Darren gazed at him.

"Ready for what?"

"Mr. Boyd, are you ready to tour the school and attend your first class?"

"Yes, I am ready."

Darren grabbed his bookbag, swung it over his back, and followed the short man. He was halfway listening to the counselor when he stood before a classroom, letting him know this was his first-period class, Mr. Haynes's biology, feeling like this was not going to be good for him. Science was his least favorite subject, and he had to tackle that in the first period every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. He silently hated himself for not paying closer attention when Dr. Felder reviewed his schedule. 

Dr. Felder knocked on the door and asked the teacher to step outside. When he did, Darren came face to face with a stocky middle-aged Black male. Dr. Felder introduced him as Mr. Haynes, prompting Mr. Haynes to extend his hand to Darren for a handshake. Taking his hand, Darren realized that the teacher's handshake was stronger than he thought.

"Welcome to Moor's High. I am Mr. Haynes, your biology teacher." 

Turning to Dr. Felder, "Thanks, Doc. I got it from here." 

Dr. Felder turned to take his leave but stopped to remind Darren about basketball practice that afternoon.

"So, you ball?" Mr. Haynes asked him.

"I do a little something, something."

Looking him dead in his eye, Mr. Haynes pushed his glasses up on his face. 

"Well, let me be the first one to tell you, I do not care if you do. You will do the work in my class. I have seen too many hometown heroes never leave their hometown because they did not take their classes seriously. Do not expect a pass in my class."

"Yes, sir," Darren replied.

Darren knew what he was saying was true. He had received those passes several times at his previous school and was told he had extra time to turn in an assignment or not to worry about a test on game day. Why did he rarely take the passes? He could not act like he did not know what the teacher was talking about.

"Now, pull your pants up." Mr. Haynes instructed him.

"What, my pants?" Darren questioned, a little annoyed.

"Yes, your pants. You will not enter my classroom with your pants sagging. You are a young Black male. You already have two things against you, your race and your gender; do not add anything that can make you part of the status quo." 

Darren pulled up his slightly hanging pants on his torso and tightened his belt.

"You happy now, Mr. Hay?" 

Darren purposely mispronounced his name, displaying how ridiculous he thought all of this was.

"It is Mr. Haynes, and you will respect me when you come into this classroom. I know who you are staying with, so I have yet to have any ideas. Now come on in this class."

Entering the class, he saw her again. The same thick girl he saw in the office. It looked as though she was writing. As Mr. Haynes introduced him to the class, she lifted her head and smiled. It was then that he noticed it was an empty desk right behind her.

"Now, Mr. Boyd, please go sit behind Ms. Moor. Ms. Moor, please raise your hand so he will know who you are." Mr. Haynes said and turned back to the board.

When she raised her hand, Darren was flipping his head. God must be looking out for him. As he travelled the aisle that took him to his desk, Mr. Haynes was reviewing something on the board while asking everyone to take out their textbooks. Walking to the desk directly behind her, LaBella turned around and gestured to him to move his desk up to hers so that he could follow along in her textbook. 

"Hey, I am LaBella. Everyone calls me Bells," LaBella greeted quietly. 

"I am Darren, everyone calls me Dee. Thanks for sharing your textbooks with me." 

There that smile was again. Her smile could easily light up a room, and she had a light, airy scent. 

"What is that you got on?"

"I am sorry. Are you allergic? Let me..." LaBella franticly tried to raise her hand when Darren caught it and lowered it.

"Chill! I was saying because it smells good. Not too much."

"Okay, you had me worried there for a moment. It is Jasmine Cherry Blossom. It is my Grandma Menia's favorite."

"Well, it smells good on you." 

Darren hit her with the smile that usually made girls swoon. Waiting for the giggle that generally followed, he was surprised by what he heard.

Sucking her teeth, "Look, I know I ain't no beauty, but I am not hard up for attention. I am not doing any of your work, so you can save the little comments for someone else." Rolling her eyes, she returned her eyes to the board Mr. Haynes was writing on. Darren was about to say something when Mr. Haynes drew his attention.

"Mr. Boyd, I suggest you take notes. We have a project coming up, and you will be paired with Ms. Moor. She will expect you to do your part of the project."

"Exactly. Thank you for letting Mr. Boyd know, Mr. Haynes." LaBella stated while rolling her neck. 

Getting tired of the implications of him not being smart, he looked at LaBella and then Mr. Haynes. 

"Look, I know I am the new kid, but please believe, I know how to handle myself not only on the court but also in the classroom. So, I do not need anyone doing my work for me." 

The classroom erupted in laughter. Darren turned his attention back to LaBella. 

"Ms. Moor, you can save the attitude for someone who needs to rely on you," Darren said with an attitude.

LaBella spun back to him with a sorrowful look on her face.

"My bad. I just thought. You know what? Let's start over. Okay?"

Darren nodded at her while pulling out his notebook, and both started paying attention to Mr. Haynes. 
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Darren was thinking about his encounter with LaBella that morning when Hayden's voice pulled him out of his thoughts. 

"Are you going to answer the question?" Hayden repeated again.

Darren was jerked out of his thoughts by Hayden's voice. 

"Excuse me?"

Hayden started to giggle and asked her question again.

"I am from upstate."

Dominique squinted her face and probed further.

"Upstate? Why the world is you here in the big little town of Moor, SC?"

"Ummm..." Darren immediately lowered his head.

LaBella knew the look of being asked uncomfortable questions. 

"Mo, drop it."

Mumbling under her breath, Mo got up and announced she was getting a Coke from the vending machine. Hayden also got up, saying she was still hungry and wanted a bag of chips.

Mo stared at Hayden questionably. 

"Girl, keep eating like that, and you will be as big as a house."

Hayden sucked her teeth, "Shut up and come on. You know you want to buy me a bag of chips.” The two locked arms and headed to the vending machines. 

"Excuse my friends. They can be rude, but they are lovable."

"That is fine. Thank you for getting me out of that."

"No problem. I know how it is to be uncomfortable with questions that everyone wants an answer to."

"Yeah, I am staying with the Daniels."

"Foster Care?"

Trying to seem unbothered, Darrien hurried up and said yes.

"It is okay. I have known the Daniels for years, and they are good people."

For the first time in a long time, it seemed he did not feel uncomfortable talking to someone about his situation. "Are you in the system?"

"No," LaBella immediately answered. “My mom is a social worker, so I know about the system.”

"Lucky you. So you are related to founding family?"

"Yes and no."

"What kind of answer is that?"

"One that I hope you can read between the lines and understand that I don't want to discuss it."

"10-4. So, how are things here?”

"It's okay. You have the skating ring and the local pizza place with games. It is not anything big. Basketball tryouts just happened."

"What are you trying to say?"

LaBella started to grin and dropped her head. "I ain't trying to say anything. You look like you can ball and I remember your statement in Mr. Haynes's class. I can handle myself on and off the court."

"Ooh yes, that. Yeah, I ball."

"Okay, will they allow you to join the team here?"

Laughing, "The guidance counselor will talk to the coach to see if I can do a walk-on tryout."

"Oh, you must be good to do a walk-on tryout," LaBella said with a jab toward him.

"What can I say? He looked at my stats, picked up the phone, and made a call. Told me to be at practice this afternoon."

"Okay, this will be our last time seeing you at this table."

"Why did you say that?" Darren was curious by what she meant. 

"Athletes and the cheerleaders normally hang together."  For a brief moment, Darren saw sadness crowd her face before it disappeared. 

"Have you ever thought that I am my own man?"

"Yes, but you are in Moor, SC, where sports are a big thing, and if you are as good as you say you are, well..."

"Well, you better enjoy my company while you can."

"Conceited much?"

"Very!"

Laughing, the two enjoyed each other's company for the remainder of lunch while Hayden and Mo never returned to the table. The next day, Darren sat at the table with them and invited them all to the game, warning them they may not see him play and that having them there for support would help with his bruised ego. All the girls agreed to come and watch the game.
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