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This book is dedicated to all the women who have
struggled, or are currently struggling, with self-love and
self-acceptance in a society that tells you focusing on your own
happiness is selfish. As long as you draw breath, it’s never too
late to discover who you truly are and live the life you
deserve.

 


I am fully aware that I am not the image you see in
the fashion magazines,

Or America’s version of a svelte beauty,

But I know that I am strong in mind, body and
spirit.

 


I no longer need

Validation,

Attention,

Approval,

And love

To define who I am.

 


I accept that I am

Perfect,

Strong,

Beautiful,

And loving

In my own way.

 


I accept that I am…

And always will be…

ME.

 


—Anne Shade


Chapter One

1980

 


This was not how I imagined starting my summer
break, sitting miserably in the third-row seat of our family’s
station wagon traveling thousands of miles from everything I knew
and loved. Okay, maybe not thousands but still. My five-year-old
little brother, Jacob Jr., J.J. for short, or “the Accident” as my
sister and I liked to refer to him, had turned the entire
second-row seat into his personal war zone with his G.I. Joes
battling his Justice League Heroes for the right to be his favorite
action figures of the week. My sister, Jackie, was moping in the
front seat next to Mom with her face buried in a book, as she had
deemed us unworthy of speaking to since the last rest stop where we
embarrassed her by singing along to the Jacksons’ “ABC” playing
throughout the building.

We were on our way to Montclair, New Jersey, where
we were moving to be closer to Mom’s family who lived throughout
New Jersey and New York. Jackie wasn’t too thrilled until she found
out we would only be a thirty-minute train ride from New York City
and her dream of becoming a Broadway star. My brother was clueless
and only saw it as a new adventure. I, on the other hand, hated
having to move away from all my friends and having to start high
school in a new city with a bunch of strangers. I begged my parents
to let me stay in Indianapolis with my father. My mother wasn’t
happy about the idea of leaving me behind, but she said if Dad was
all right with it then she was. Turned out Dad’s
twenty-something-year-old girlfriend wasn’t too keen on having to
compete full-time for his affection. Dealing with us visiting every
other weekend was one thing, every day was another story. Turned
out her tantrum was more effective than my rationale on why I
should stay. So here I was, away from everything I’d ever known in
my entire fourteen years on this earth. Okay, maybe that was a bit
dramatic, but not having a choice in the matter still sucked.

“Hey, gang, we’re just one exit away from our new
life!” Mom said.

“Yaaaay!” J.J. cheered. He popped up next to me and
tapped my shoulder. “Aren’t you excited, Ness?”

I tore my gaze from the fascinating view of other
speeding cars, looked past my brother’s grinning face, and met my
mother’s eyes pleading with me through the rearview mirror. I
looked back at J.J., gave him my best big sister smile, and lied
straight to his sweet, innocent face.

“Yes, I am, buddy.” I planted a wet, sloppy kiss on
his cheek just the way he liked it but pretended was gross.

“Yucky, Ness!” He wiped his cheek in mock disgust,
then grabbed Batman to look out the window.

Exit 148

Bloomfield

Montclair

1 mile

One mile for me to just accept my situation and make
the best of it. Look at it the way Mom had been trying to tell me
to do, as if it was a new adventure in our life’s journey. Looking
at my brother and sister reminded me that their lives were also
changing. Jackie had also left friends behind, including her
boyfriend, Gabriel. With her eighteenth birthday just a month away,
I asked why she didn’t stay in Indy and go to school like he had
asked her to do. She said that Mom needed her. Thinking back on how
Mom reacted when Dad asked her for a divorce, Jackie was probably
right.

Mom called it an episode. The doctors called it a
nervous breakdown. Mom had to go away for a month, and Dad had no
idea how to run the household since he traveled so much for work.
Schedules and routines flew right out the window until Jackie had
stepped up and, with Mom’s military precision, whipped things right
back into shape. When Mom came home, Dad still left, and Jackie
once again stepped up and helped get her back to somewhat normal.
Mom found a part-time job as a real estate agent, her career before
us kids came along, and went to therapy regularly. She wasn’t her
old self, but she also wasn’t the mess she had been when she went
away. Jackie became the glue that kept our family together.
Personally, that seemed like a lot for a seventeen-year-old to take
on. I sure couldn’t do it.

Then there was our little brother, the Accident. We
started calling him that because he was the result of our parents
trying to make up after an argument when things started falling
apart between them. Jackie said Mom got pregnant to try to keep
Dad, which obviously didn’t work seeing as where we were now. Dad
adored J.J. and the feeling was mutual so I knew J.J. would miss
not having him around. Jackie told me J.J. was the only reason Dad
was against us moving, but, like us, he knew that Mom wouldn’t be
able to stay in Indianapolis with only his family for support. To
keep herself from falling apart again she needed to be surrounded
by her own people. Our last weekend with Dad was tough for us all,
but when he held J.J. for the last time, it was the first time I’d
ever seen him cry.

I looked at Mom. She seemed genuinely happy for the
first time in a long time. If this move kept her from going to the
dark place, then I could force myself to shut up and accept it,
whether I liked it or not. Besides, we would be going to visit Dad
at the end of the summer. I could see all my friends then.

“We’re here!” Mom said.

Jackie decided this was worthy of looking up from
her book as we pulled up to a three-story multifamily house.

“This is it?” she said, not hiding her frown of
disappointment.

Mom’s happy expression fell a bit. “I know it’s not
what you guys are used to, but it’s just until we can get back on
our feet once the house in Indiana is sold.”

Jackie looked as if she wished she could take back
what she said. “I know, Mom. I’m sorry. It looks nice. Really.”

“I think it’s kinda cute,” I said.

The house was surrounded by a wrought iron fence and
waist-high hedges and was painted a soft yellow with dark green
trim and shutters on the windows. There was a wraparound porch with
a few lounge chairs, and a large tree stood in the neatly trimmed
front yard with a scattering of rock sculpture bunnies in a flower
bed around the base.

Mom gave me a relieved smile. “Your uncle should be
here with the moving truck any minute now. Why don’t we go in so
you guys can look around before we get busy unloading?”

We all climbed out of the car, and I took J.J.’s
hand as we followed Mom up the walkway. She had flown here a week
ago to sign the lease and pick up the keys, so she was able to let
us into the first-floor apartment. As soon as the door was opened,
J.J. let go of my hand and took off to explore his new
surroundings. There was a large main room with a fireplace that was
so neat and clean that it looked as if it hadn’t been used for an
actual fire in years. Windows were on either side of the fireplace
facing out to a backyard that had a garage and more concrete for
parking than grass. A big bay window looked out onto the front of
the house, and there was an open archway that led to the kitchen.
Next to the kitchen was a bedroom and bathroom, and on the other
side of the room were two more bedrooms. I walked over to the
bathroom, stood in the doorway, and sighed. It wasn’t large but it
was clean.

“There’s only three bedrooms,” Jackie whispered as
she came up beside me.

“Guess we’re back to sharing a room.”

It must not have been the answer she wanted to hear
because she sucked her teeth and walked away. The sleeping
arrangements wouldn’t bother me too much, but Jackie had gotten
used to having her own space for the last ten years. After Dad got
promoted to vice president at the travel public relations agency he
worked at, he bought us a house up in the hoity-toity Geist area of
Indianapolis and we all got our own rooms. It didn’t take long for
the excitement of having my own space to wear off. I missed sharing
a room with her and our late-night talks. Mom told us during the
drive here that until the house in Indianapolis was sold, we had to
make some adjustments. Going from a big house that gave us each our
own space, more bathrooms than we needed, a pool, and private
fenced-in yard to an apartment where we had to share a bedroom and
one bathroom was going to be quite an adjustment, especially for
Jackie, who had worn our financial status like a security
blanket.

I never cared about the fancy clothes or the need to
impress the kids of the Geist. My wardrobe consisted of blue jeans,
T-shirts, and Converse tennis shoes, which were my obsession. My
collection of Converse had taken up an entire wall in my room. I
had packed and brought all of them without realizing there might
not be enough space for them here. I turned away from the bathroom,
walked over to Mom as she stared out the front window, slipped an
arm around her waist, and laid my head on her shoulder. She was
about five ten, and at fourteen, my height of five eight made me
almost as tall as she was.

“I know this is a big change for you guys, but I
think it’s a change for the better.” She sounded so hopeful that it
felt wrong for me to even consider this change as something
negative.

“A new adventure,” I said.

“Exactly. I’m sure you’re probably not too thrilled
having to share a room with your sister again, but this was the
best place your uncle and I could find that’s centrally located.
You guys can walk to the library and the movie theater, the high
school is also a good walking distance, and there’s a washer and
dryer in the basement. I’m going to give you and Jackie the master
bedroom since it’s bigger. I don’t need that much room.”

“Mom, you don’t have to sell me on this. I know
you’re doing the best that you can.”

“Thanks, Ness. I really needed to hear that.”

A U-Haul truck rumbled up the street and stopped in
front of the house.

Mom sighed. “Your uncle is here! Let’s get to
work!”

J.J. came bouncing happily out of the bedroom he had
staked his claim on. “Ness, I have a secret hiding place in my
room!”

“That’s pretty cool, buddy. Let’s go help Mom and
Uncle Frank.” He took my hand as he bounced down each step from the
porch, then took off to throw himself into Uncle Frank’s arms.

Jackie stepped up beside me. Her eyes looked red and
puffy, as if she’d been crying. I grasped her hand as we walked
toward the truck, and she gave it a brief squeeze before releasing
it and walking ahead of me. Movement to my left caught my
attention, and I turned to find an extremely cute boy sitting on
the porch of the house next door watching all the activity. He
looked to be about my age, with a golden tanned complexion, and
hair styled in a short, curly afro. He wore a blue-and-white
striped T-shirt, blue jeans, and a pair of white Vans slip-on
tennis shoes. As if he sensed I was watching him, he turned and
looked at me with a smile that made my stomach flip. He gave me a
wave, and I smiled and waved back.

“Ness!” Mom called. “Stop dawdling and come grab
some of this stuff.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, hurrying toward the truck.

I grabbed a box and turned back around, but the boy
was gone.

 


 


By the time the sun set, with the help of Uncle
Frank and several of his friends, we managed to get the kitchen
boxes unpacked and our beds set up. We were all relieved that we
wouldn’t have to spend the night in the sleeping bags Mom bought
before we left Indianapolis in case we arrived too late to unpack
or Uncle Frank was delayed. After a dinner of takeout pizza, J.J.
had already gone to bed, Jackie was in our room moping, and Mom sat
in the kitchen with Uncle Frank talking. I could hear the rumble of
his deep voice through the open window as I sat in one of the
chairs on the porch.

Frank was my mother’s older brother. He had his own
real estate agency in town and lived just a couple of blocks from
us. It was good to see Mom happy again, but I still had doubts
about starting high school in a new city. Never really a part of
any of the cliques at school back in Indiana, I wasn’t sure where
I’d fit in. I’d had my small group of friends and that was enough
for me. My eyes began to feel heavy and I must have drifted to
sleep. A screen door slamming jolted me awake.

“Hey,” a voice said.

“Jeez!” Surprise almost had me jumping from my seat.
I looked in the direction the voice came from and saw the cute boy
from earlier standing in the neighboring yard smiling at me.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to
welcome you to the neighborhood.” He held a tin over the waist-high
hedge separating the yards.

Trying to calm my racing heart, I walked down to him
and accepted the tin.

“They’re homemade cookies,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“I’m Nikki Carter. Spelled like Nikki Giovanni.” He
gave me a shy grin.

“Thank you, Nikki. I’m Janesse Phillips, but my
family and friends call me Ness.” I held my free hand out to
him.

His hand was soft and warm when he took mine.

“I like Janesse much better than Ness.”

My face heated with a blush. “My sister, Jackie, was
four years old when I was born and couldn’t say my name, so she
just called me Ness and it stuck. I don’t even think my brother
knows my full name.”

“Jackie and Janesse. Does your brother’s name start
with a J also?”

“Yes, Jacob, after my father. We call him J.J. for
short. My mother’s name is Janet. They thought it would be cute to
have a family full of Js.” It still surprised me that my parents
used to be that sickly sweet in love once.

Nikki looked amused. “Well, it’s unique.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“At least you don’t share a name with one of the
most talented Black female writers of our time. My mothers didn’t
give me a tough image to live up to at all,” he said with sarcastic
humor.

I looked at him in confusion. “Your mothers, as in
more than one?”

Nikki looked down as he began picking at a leaf on
the hedge between us. “Uh, yeah, I have two moms as parents. I
usually don’t tell people that right away.”

Not wanting him to feel embarrassed to have told me
something so personal, I shrugged. “Hey, that sounds pretty cool. I
have a cousin who’s gay, and her and her life partner are thinking
of adopting.”

Nikki’s shoulders relaxed and he gave me a broad
smile.

“I was a donor baby, but it’s cool because the donor
was one of their college friends, so I know who my dad is.”

“Wow, so you have three parents?”

“Well, four if you count his wife. They’re actually
my godparents,” Nikki said proudly.

“Wow.” This was a lot for my tired brain to take in.
Nikki must have picked up on it because he gave me an embarrassed
grin.

“Sorry. It’s late, you’re obviously tired from your
busy day and I’m talking your ear off. I’ll let you go. Good
night.” He turned away.

I didn’t want him to leave, but I was too tired to
focus on a full conversation. “Nikki, wait.”

He turned back toward me.

“If you’re not busy tomorrow, maybe you can show me
around.”

“Yeah, I can do that. Come by when you’re
ready.”

“Okay. Thanks again for the cookies.”

“You’re welcome.” Nikki gave a wave as he jogged up
his front stairs.

After I watched him disappear into his house, my
body finally decided it had had enough for the day. I barely said
good night to Mom and Uncle Frank before I entered my bedroom to
find Jackie was already asleep with a wadded-up tissue in her hand
and dried mucus crusted under her nose. Just for a moment I
considered grabbing my camera. It would be the perfect blackmail
picture, but then I thought better of it. Jackie was hurting and it
wouldn’t be right to remind her of that.

Yawning again, I sat on the bed and realized the tin
of cookies was still in my hands. Going back to the kitchen wasn’t
an option so I set it on top of the box with my Converse. Too tired
to search for my pajamas, I stripped down to my undies and climbed
under the covers. The last thought on my mind before drifting off
to sleep was how soft Nikki’s hands were when he passed me the tin
of cookies.

 


 


The smell of coffee and bacon and my brother singing
the Sesame Street song at the top of his lungs were my alarm clock.
I sat up with a groan, feeling like every muscle in my body had
been through the wringer. Lifting boxes and arranging furniture
yesterday was probably the most exercise I had done in months.
Jackie’s bed was already empty. The added scent of pancakes gave me
the energy to get up and grab my suitcase to find something to
wear. When I left my room to go take a shower, stepping through the
door was like entering another world. The TV, stereo system, and
most of the living room furniture was all set up. There were barely
any boxes left to unpack.

“G’morning, Ness!” J.J. bounded from the sofa and
threw himself at me, wrapping his little arms around my hips.

“G’morning, buddy.” I bent over and gave him a kiss
atop his head. Satisfied, he ran back to his spot on the sofa to
finish watching Grover telling him the word of the day. Accident or
not, I absolutely adored the kid.

With my clothes bundled in my arms, I went to the
kitchen instead of the bathroom. Jackie and Uncle Frank sat at the
kitchen table eating while Mom stood at the stove flipping
pancakes.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Mom said.

“G’morning. When did you have time to do all that?”
I pointed toward the living room.

Mom shrugged. “I wasn’t tired, and since your uncle
was already here, we just finished setting up the living room. I
wanted you guys to wake up with the place feeling as much like a
home as possible.”

“Did you sleep?”

“Yes, a few hours. I’ll take a nap later when J.J.
takes his. Go get dressed so you can eat breakfast before it gets
cold.”

I sent a questioning gaze Jackie’s way. She
surprised me with a smile and mouthed “She’s fine.” The last time
Mom couldn’t sleep was when she ended up in the hospital. If Jackie
said she was fine then I had to trust that she was, so I turned and
continued my original path to the bathroom. After a much-needed
shower and clothes that didn’t smell like I had run a marathon in
them, I went back to the kitchen.

She gave my head a pat as I walked by. “You’re going
to need your braids redone soon.”

I made a face at her back. I hated getting my hair
braided. For the first few days it felt like somebody was pulling
my scalp off my head until the cornrows loosened up. Unfortunately,
I inherited Dad’s thick and curly family hair, so it took Mom
forever to braid it. I didn’t look forward to sitting on the floor
on a pillow for hours with her yanking and pulling on my head, but
she always did such cool designs that sometimes it was worth
it.

“What do you girls have planned today?” Uncle Frank
asked.

Mom answered for us. “Before they think about doing
anything or going anywhere, they need to finish unpacking their
room. I don’t want full boxes still in your room at the end of
summer.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jackie and I responded in unison.

Uncle Frank grinned. “Okay, what do you have planned
after my slave-driver sister sets you free?”

Mom swatted him with a dish towel, and he winked at
me.

“I have to call Gabriel,” Jackie answered.

“Jackie, you are not going to spend this whole
beautiful day holed up in your room on the phone with that boy,”
Mom said.

“Oh my God! Can I just live my life!” Jackie stood
and put her dishes in the sink before leaving the kitchen in a
huff.

Uncle Frank and I smirked at each other.

“What about you, Ness?” he asked.

Mom picked up her cup of coffee and sat in Jackie’s
vacated seat.

I took a few bites of bacon before answering. “I met
the boy next door, Nikki. He’s going to show me around.”

“Which house?” Uncle Frank asked.

“The one to the left of us. The all white one.”

He and Mom exchanged a curious look.

“Ness, Nikki is a girl,” she said.

Both she and Uncle Frank watched me intently as I
absorbed this not so surprising information. I had thought about
that last night before I went to sleep. It made sense as I
remembered the smoothness of her hands and the way her voice
sounded just a little too soft for a boy. The brief look I got when
I first saw her, exhaustion from the day, and it being too dark for
me to really get a good look at her last night, had me assuming
that Nikki had been a boy. My stomach still did that little flip,
despite now knowing she was a girl. As much as I would like to
believe the feeling had to do with her looking so much like a boy,
it wasn’t new for me to have a crush on a girl, but they were
feelings I hadn’t told anyone about.

I shrugged. “Oh, okay. I just assumed she was a boy.
No big deal.”

I could still feel their eyes on me, but I continued
eating my breakfast, ignoring them.

“Okay then,” Uncle Frank said as he stood and put
his dishes in the sink. “I better get home and clean up before I
head into the office.” He gave Mom a kiss on the cheek and lowered
his hand toward me. “Gimme some skin.”

I gave his palm a slap and he turned his hand over
for another. “Catch ya on the flip side, Ness.”

“See ya later, Uncle Frank.” I scraped the last of
the syrup up on my plate with the last bite of pancakes.

“All done?” Mom asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Mom stood and picked up my dishes. “You go finish
unpacking so you can meet your new friend.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

I went to my bedroom to find Jackie standing in the
middle of the room frowning.

“I don’t know where you plan on putting all those
stinky tennis shoes, but there’s no room in the closet for them and
both our clothes.” She sounded irritated.

Besides being offended because I barely wore a pair
of my Converse long enough for them to get stinky, I was tired of
being the punching bag for her emotions lately. It took everything
in me to keep myself from throwing one of my shoes at her.

“Look, I don’t like this setup any more than you do,
but we need to make the best of it for Mom. Besides, nobody told
you to come with us. You could have stayed to be near your flaky
boyfriend and gone to school in Indy.”

Jackie snorted. “What, and leave you to pick up the
pieces if Mom falls apart again? I think not.”

That was it. We hadn’t gotten into a physical fight
since we were little, but she was trying my patience. I turned and
practically shoved my shoe in her face. “You know what, Jackie? You
aren’t the only one this has been hard on. At least you got to go
through high school with your friends. I not only have to start at
a whole new school but try to make all new friends at the worst
possible time in a kid’s life. Teenagers aren’t the nicest people
to the new kid. And look at poor J.J. We’ve had Dad around for our
whole lives. He’s gotta grow up with a father he only sees during
summer breaks and holidays. And lastly, it couldn’t have been easy
for Mom to make the decision to take us from everything we know and
love to start over, which, by the way is what she also has to do.”
I blew out an angry breath and continued. “Mom hasn’t had to work
since you were in grade school, and now she’s had to start a career
in her forties, be a single parent to three kids, and keep a roof
over our heads. So, get your head out of your own ass and stop
being so damn selfish.” I turned my back on her and slammed the
shoe back into the box.

At the sound of sniffling, I turned to find Jackie
sitting on her bed crying. Aw hell, I broke my sister. I went over
and sat beside her on the bed and put my arm around her
shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Jackie,” I said to comfort her, even
though I really wasn’t sorry.

Jackie pulled her shirtsleeve over her hand and used
it to wipe away her tears. “No, you’re right. I’ve been selfish. I
was just so mad at Dad for what he did, and then he couldn’t even
step up and be a father when we needed him to be after Mom went
away. All I could think about was what would happen if Mom couldn’t
come home. If she never got better and they kept her locked away in
some loony bin for the rest of her life. What would happen to us
then?” Jackie’s voice broke and she took a deep breath. “Nana Lois
sure wouldn’t take us in. God forbid her grandchildren would have
the nerve to sit on her expensive furniture. With the way Dad’s
travel schedule was, we probably would’ve ended up out here anyway
with Uncle Frank. As much as I love him and the rest of Mom’s
family, Indy was our home, and I wanted to do whatever needed to be
done to make sure we stayed there. I also wanted to make sure that
when Mom did come home, she wouldn’t have to worry about
anything.”

I gave Jackie’s shoulder a squeeze. “You did a great
job. I don’t think anybody could’ve taken better care of us than
you did, but Mom did come home, and she’s been fine. Moving here is
probably the best thing for her, so we have to suck it up and deal
with it for her sake.”

Jackie chuckled. “Suck it up and deal with it, huh?
You couldn’t come up with something more inspiring?”

I grinned. “It seemed to fit the situation.”

Jackie laid her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry I’ve
been so mean to you.”

“You’ve been mean? I hardly noticed.”

Jackie gave me a playful shove. “Seriously.” She
took my hands with a look of sisterly concern. “If you need to talk
or have a hard time adjusting at school, you can come to me. I know
I haven’t been there for you like I should, but I am now. I’m your
big sister, not your mother, and I need to act more like it.”

My eyes began to tear up. I quickly blinked them
away. “Thanks.”

Jackie nodded then stood and went over to one of the
three boxes with my Converse and opened it. “Since this is a
rental, we probably can’t mount shelves on the wall like Dad did
back home, but I’m sure we can find a few inexpensive bookcases to
put along the wall by your bed to store them.”

Maybe I hadn’t broken my sister after all. Maybe she
just needed a little adjustment.

 


 


The four of us spent the rest of the morning and
early afternoon unpacking and organizing. By two o’clock, Jackie
and I could see Mom’s energy was waning. Other than a few boxes of
knickknack items, everything was unpacked, so we insisted she go
lie down. J.J. joined her.

“So, what are you gonna do?” Jackie asked.

“The girl next door is going to show me around. You
want to come?”

“The one that gave us the cookies?”

I nodded.

“Look at you, making friends already. No, I’m going
to call Gabriel and a few of my other friends. You go have
fun.”

“Okay, see ya later.” I went back to the bedroom,
grabbed my wallet and keys, then went to the kitchen to get the now
empty cookie tin, and hurried out of the house.

Nikki stepped out onto the porch just as I was
coming up her walkway. “Hey there, I thought maybe you forgot.”

I handed her the tin. “No, we just had a lot to
finish unpacking. Thanks again for the cookies. They were really
good.”

Nikki looked at the tin in surprise. “You finished
them all?”

“We had them with our lunch today. A dozen cookies
and four people, they didn’t stand a chance. My mom wanted me to
ask if your mom wouldn’t mind giving her the recipe.”

Nikki blushed and gave me a sheepish grin. “I made
them. I’ll be happy to give her the recipe.”

“Oh, wow, they were like on a professional
level.”

Nikki’s blush darkened. “Thanks. I want to open up
my own bakery someday.”

She was cute and made baked goods. There went those
flips in my belly again. I tried to ignore them. Seeing Nikki now,
up close in the light of day, I could see the soft facial features,
the long slender fingers, and the subtle roundness beneath the
upper part of her T-shirt. From a distance, she could easily be
mistaken for a boy, but up close, you would have to be blind not to
know she was a girl.

“Well, if these cookies are on the menu, I’ll be one
of your best customers.”

“Thanks again. Let me put this in the house, then we
can go.” Nikki opened the screen door to go in, then stopped. “Do
you want to come in and meet my mothers?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.” I smoothed down my shirt and wiped
my hands on my shorts. I hadn’t been prepared to meet any
parents.

I followed Nikki into her home. The decor and
furnishings were warm and comfortable. They also had a fireplace
like the one in our apartment, but theirs looked as if they
actually used it. There was no television, but a large stereo
system took up a portion of the wall near the fireplace. Nikki led
me to an office area that also had the same bay window as our
apartment looking out onto the front of the house. This must have
been what the house we lived in looked like before it was converted
to a two-unit house. Two women sat at desks placed at opposite ends
of the area. One’s fingers were flying over the keys of a
typewriter. She had smooth dark brown complexion, her hair was in a
full-blown Angela Davis afro, and she wore a white halter top with
jeans and sandals. The other woman was looking at architectural
plans spread out across her desk and had Nikki’s light golden
complexion. Her hair lay in long, thick curls down her back. She
wore a yellow sundress and was barefoot.

“Mom and Mommy, I want you to meet Janesse, the girl
who moved in next door,” Nikki said over the click-clacking of the
typewriter.

Both women stopped what they were doing, turned in
unison, and gave me a friendly smile.

“Janesse, this is my mom, Carol Hart,” Nikki said,
indicating the woman with the afro. “And this is my mommy, Frieda
Carter,” Nikki said of the other woman.

“Hello,” I said, offering my hand to each. “Nice to
meet you, Ms. Hart, Ms. Carter.”

“Nice to meet you too, Janesse, and what a pretty
name,” Ms. Carter said.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Where are you from?” Ms. Hart asked.

“Indiana, ma’am.”

They looked at each other in amusement, which might
have been over my use of ma’am, but I could have been wrong, so I
chose to ignore it.

“Well, she’s definitely a polite young lady,” Ms.
Hart said. “How old are you, Janesse?”

“Fourteen.”

“So, what do you two have planned today?” Ms. Carter
asked.

“I was going to show her around, maybe walk up to
the high school,” Nikki said.

Ms. Hart nodded. “Sounds like a good plan. Grab a
ten out of my bag and get some ice cream or something while you’re
out.”

Nikki smiled and gave her a hug. “Thanks, Mom.” She
gave her other mother a hug and kiss as well. “See you later,
Mommy.”

“Don’t eat too much junk,” Ms. Carter said.

“I won’t.” Nikki grabbed my hand, pulling me out of
the room.

“Nice to meet you!” I said over my shoulder.

Nikki held the gate open for me as we left her yard.
“Let’s go to the library first, then Church Street, then up to the
high school, and on our way back down here we can stop at the
YWCA.”

It made me tired just hearing about all the places
she had planned for us to go. “You know we don’t have to do all of
this in one day. I’m not going anywhere.”

Nikki blushed. “Yeah, I guess we can do the high
school and the Y on another day.”

“That works for me.”

We quietly walked up the two blocks to the library
before I finally got up the nerve to ask a question that had been
on my mind since this morning.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Are you…I mean…Do you like…” I found the words
difficult to say.

Nikki smiled and looked at me expectantly.
“Well?”

It was probably best to think of it like ripping off
a bandage and just go for it. “Are you like your moms?”

Nikki looked at me in confusion. “What are you
asking me?”

“Are you gay?”

Nikki looked nervously around, then went over to a
nearby bench. I followed and sat beside her.

“You thought I was boy at first, didn’t you?”

My heart ached at the disappointment on her face.
“At first, but that was because I only saw you for like a minute
when you were sitting on your porch. Then when you brought over the
cookies it was dark and I was tired, so I honestly wasn’t paying
that much attention. Can you really blame me?” I indicated her
attire.

“Girls can’t wear T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers?
It’s no different than what you’re wearing,” Nikki said
angrily.

“Of course, but most girls wear things that look
more like what a girl would wear. Your ears aren’t even pierced.”
As if that made all the sense in the world.

Nikki stood and began walking away. “You’re just
like everybody else. This was a bad idea.”

“Nikki, wait!”

She was already crossing the street heading back
toward home before I could catch up to her. When she didn’t stop, I
grabbed her arm and ran in front of her to cut her off. She looked
down at my hand on her arm then up at me like she was going to hit
me, so I quickly let go. It wouldn’t be a good start to my new
adventure by getting into a fight in the middle of the street with
our neighbor on the second day here.

“Listen, I went about this all wrong. I’m sorry if I
offended you. I was only curious. I’ve never met a girl like you
before. I mean, I’ve been called a tomboy, but I’ve never been
mistaken for a boy.”

Nikki looked down with a shake of her head. “I’m
tired of people making guesses about me when I’m still trying to
figure out who I am. Why can’t I just be me? Why do I have to fit
into some label or box that everybody thinks I should be in?”

It felt horrible being one of those people. It was
obvious Nikki was a friendly and caring person. It shouldn’t matter
what she looked like.

“I’m sorry, Nikki. It doesn’t matter to me one way
or the other. I’d still like to hang out with you if you still want
to.”

She peeked up at me. “Really?”

“Really.” I gave her a big smile to reassure her
that I meant it.

She smiled back. “Cool.”

We headed back toward the library where she gave me
a brief tour, then we headed a block up to Church Street. Nikki
took me to a diner where we sat in a corner booth and ordered hot
fudge sundaes. We both sat quietly fidgeting in our seats. I had so
many questions but knew they would probably upset her, so I was at
a loss as to what to talk about. I hadn’t had to make new friends
in so long I wasn’t sure I remembered how.

Nikki folded her hands on the table in front of her.
“I dress this way because I feel more comfortable in boy’s clothes.
Even when I was little, I’d pitch a fit if my mothers put a dress
on me. When I was old enough to have a say in how I dressed, and
after my mothers had a long, closed-door discussion, they let me
choose what I wanted to wear. My ears aren’t pierced because that
was another decision they allowed me to make, and I said no. This
is me, Nikki Carter. I’m not trying to be a boy, but I also don’t
feel it’s necessary to shout to the world that I’m a girl. I’m just
a kid trying to figure out who they are.”

“That makes sense.”

What’s that saying? Never a judge a book by its
cover. That’s exactly what I, and probably a lot of others, had
done to Nikki.

“I sincerely am sorry if I offended you.”

Nikki gave me a grin. “It’s okay. You aren’t the
first and probably won’t be the last.”

Our sundaes arrived and we dug in.

“Good, isn’t it?” Nikki said knowingly. “They get
the ice cream from a place in Upper Montclair that makes it from
scratch.”

“Wait, there’s an Upper Montclair?” I asked.

Nikki chuckled. “Yeah, we’re in the unofficial
downtown of Montclair. Upper Montclair is up the hill and fancier.
If you have a bike, maybe we can ride up there sometime.”

“I do have a bike. It sounds like the part of town
where we lived in Indianapolis called the Geist. It’s a fancy
suburb.”

“Really? Do you mind me asking how you ended up
here?”

“My parents got divorced and my mom moved us here to
be closer to her family.” It still caused an ache in my heart
saying it, but I tried to sound nonchalant about it.

“Oh, wow, sorry to hear that.” I could see in
Nikki’s eyes that she genuinely meant it.

“My father is back in Indianapolis with his
homewrecker girlfriend.” No, I wasn’t still bitter at all.

“Wow. That’s not cool. He couldn’t even wait until
you all left to start going around with someone?” Nikki sounded
angry on my behalf. It was kinda cute.

I shrugged. “He’s a good-looking successful man. He
wouldn’t have stayed single for long.”

“What do you your parents do?” Nikki asked.

“My mom is a Realtor. My dad helps hotels and
resorts with their public relations. What do your mothers do?”

“One is a writer and the other is an architect.”

Nikki signaled the waitress and paid our check. “You
ready?”

“Yep.”

We made our way out of the diner and strolled slowly
down Church Street.

“What kind of activities do you like to do? Do you
play any sports?” Nikki asked.

“No, but I like to watch football and boxing. I’m
into photography.”

“What do you like to take pictures of?”

“Whatever catches my eye. I don’t have a particular
style yet.”

“There’s styles? I thought all you had to do was
just point a camera at something and take a picture.”

“Oh yeah, there’s like seven main styles. Portrait,
still life, photojournalism, editorial, fashion, sports, and
architectural, which I’ve really been into lately, but still life
and portrait are my favorites.”

Writing was always my creative go-to, but
photography had become my passion lately. No one had really taken
the time to talk to me about it, and like some dork, I droned on
and on for like five minutes about technique and form. As we
stopped at a corner, I glanced over at Nikki, who was grinning at
me in amusement. My face heated in embarrassment.

“I’m sorry. I tend to get carried away talking about
that subject.”

Nikki chuckled. “Hey, I’m the same way about baking.
My mothers call me Betty Crocker whenever I get the opportunity to
talk about it. Maybe you can show me some of your pictures some
time?”

“That would be cool.”

We stared at each other for a moment, then she
turned away as her face darkened with a blush.

“So, uh, this is Hahne’s Department Store. It’s like
the biggest store in town and sort of like New Jersey’s own version
of Macy’s.”

“This is probably where Jackie will be spending most
of her time, and Mom and Dad’s money.”

The next part of Nikki’s tour took us down
Bloomfield Avenue past shops, places to eat, and a movie theater,
and ended at a record store called Disco Brown’s where the R&B
group A Taste of Honey’s song “Boogie Oogie Oogie” greeted us as we
walked in. My body had a mind of its own when a good dance song
came on, so we were barely in the door before I was grooving to the
song.

“All right now. Don’t hurt yourself,” Nikki said
with a chuckle.

“I love this song.”

Without a care of who was in the store, I continued
two-stepping down the narrow aisles like I was on the Soul Train
line as we spent a good half hour looking through the albums while
snapping our fingers and bobbing our heads to the music Disco
played while we were there.

“You really like to dance,” Nikki said.

“A little bit.”

“A little bit, huh? You didn’t stop moving until we
left. Even when you were talking to Disco, your foot was tapping,
and your hips were moving nonstop.”

Nikki was looking at my hips. My face got hot and I
grinned so hard my cheeks hurt. What was wrong with me? Nikki was
nice and we were having a good time. Why did these weird feelings
have to come up and ruin them? The image of shoving the feelings
into a box and kicking it into a corner helped to get my mind back
into friend mode. Keep it platonic, Ness. Don’t mess it up before
it even has a chance to start.

“Do you dance?” I asked.

“I got a few moves.” Nikki did a little shuffle and
spin that reminded me of Michael Jackson.

“Impressive.”

Our walk from Disco Brown’s was only a couple of
blocks, so we were home within minutes. To my surprise, my family
were all sitting on the porch.

“Ness!” J.J. shouted, waving frantically at me.

“Your brother is adorable,” Nikki said.

“Would you like to meet my family? It’s only fair
since I met yours.” It was the only thing I could think of to
prolong our time together. Even if it meant having my family
embarrass me, which there was no doubt they probably would.

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

We walked up onto the porch where Mom and Jackie
were lounging in chairs reading magazines and J.J. was playing with
his Matchbox cars.

“Hey, guys,” I said in greeting. “Mom, Jackie, J.J.,
this is Nikki from next door.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nikki.” Mom offered
her hand to Nikki, then Jackie did the same.

“You too, Mrs. Phillips and Jackie,” Nikki said,
giving them that smile that I wished I could bottle up and save for
a rainy day.

“J.J., aren’t you going to say hi? Nikki was the one
who gave us the cookies we had after lunch.”

My brother looked from me to Nikki, then smiled
broadly. “Hi. Do you have any more of those cookies?”

Nikki smiled and sat on the floor with J.J. “I might
have a few more. Maybe next time your sister comes over she can
bring you. Not only can you have more cookies, but I’ll let you
play with my Matchbox collection.”

J.J.’s eyes widened in surprise. “You have Matchbox
cars? But aren’t those for boys?”

Nikki leaned in close to J.J. “I won’t tell if you
won’t,” she said in a conspiratorial tone.

J.J. peeked around her looking at the rest of us
suspiciously, then looked back at her with an adorably serious
expression on his little face. “Okay,” he whispered back.

“Then it’s a deal?” Nikki offered him her hand.

J.J. shook it. “It’s a deal!”

Nikki ruffled his curly hair and stood. “Well, I
better get home. I promised I would make dessert tonight. Mrs.
Phillips, I’ll bring the recipe for the cookies over tomorrow if
that’s all right.”

Mom smiled but it didn’t seem very genuine. “That
would be fine. We’ll have to have you over for dinner one night
soon.”

“I’d like that. It was nice meeting you both.” She
turned back to J.J. “Don’t forget our deal.”

“I won’t!” J.J. said.

“I’ll walk you out.” For some reason, having my
family overhear our good-bye made me nervous.

“Thank you for showing me around,” I said.

“You’re welcome. I had fun.”

“So did I.”

“You want to hang out tomorrow? We can ride our
bikes to the high school instead of walk.”

It took everything I had not to excitedly blurt out
yes. “I’d like that.”

“Cool. Can you go early? Say around ten in the
morning? We can meet here.”

“That works for me.”

Nikki nodded. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.” My heart was beating a mile a
minute just thinking about seeing her again.

After watching her jog to her gate then up her
walkway into her house, I turned back toward my own porch where Mom
was watching me curiously and my sister grinned knowingly. Trying
to play it cool, I strolled up to the porch and sat in the chair on
the other side of Mom.

She went back to flipping through her magazine. “It
looks like you two have become fast friends.”

“She’s cool.” It wasn’t hard for me to keep my tone
casual as I worried how Mom would react if I told her how I really
felt about Nikki.

Mom wasn’t too keen on the topic of homosexuality.
Even Uncle Frank avoided talking to her about his daughter, Denise.
Denise was the cousin I had told Nikki about who was considering
adoption. She was ten years older than me and lived in San
Francisco, so we didn’t see her a lot. You could see it hurt Uncle
Frank when Mom would look disinterested if he started talking about
Denise and her life partner of the past five years. Denise rarely
spoke to Mom, if at all, when she was around. She was my only first
cousin on Mom’s side of the family. Mom’s silence regarding
Denise’s sexuality kept me from talking to her about my
feelings.

“Well, I’m glad you’ve made a friend already.
Hopefully, you’ll make even more once you start school. It won’t
hurt to be more social with other kids your age with similar
interests.”

In “Mom Speak” that meant she wasn’t too keen on a
friendship with Nikki. I caught Jackie’s slight frown at Mom before
she went back to reading her magazine.

Wanting to hold on to the small flame of happiness
spending the afternoon with Nikki sparked, I joined J.J. on the
floor. “Hey, buddy, how about a car race?”

J.J.’s sweet face beamed happily up at me.
“Yaaaay!”


Chapter Two

After dinner we all sat in the living room watching
TV. Thoughts of Nikki racing through my mind kept me too distracted
to pay attention.

“I think I’m just going to hang in my bedroom the
rest of the night.”

Mom looked at me in concern. “Are you feeling all
right?”

“Yes, I think all the unpacking then walking around
town tired me out. Besides, Nikki and I want to get an early start
tomorrow. I have to make sure my bike is good for a day of
riding.”

“Okay, well then, good night,” she said hesitantly.
She looked as if she wanted to say more but changed her mind.

Relieved that she said nothing further, I gave her a
kiss on the cheek and went to my room. Jackie came in a short time
later as I was going through my camera bag.

“Gonna try and get some pictures while you’re out?”
she asked.

“Yeah. Nikki told me the high school has some great
architecture.”

“That’s cool. You really like her, huh?”

“Yeah, she’s nice.” I kept my eyes down and my
answer short to keep her from delving further.

“You know, if you like her like I would like a boy,
that’s okay.”

My whole body suddenly felt hot and my mouth went
dry. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I managed to croak
in response.

Jackie came over to sit beside me on my bed. “I see
the way you look at her. You don’t have to hide anything from me. I
don’t see anything wrong if you like girls instead of boys.”

I set my camera bag aside, shot up from the bed, and
walked over to the dresser to get my pajamas. “I don’t know what
you think you saw, but it’s not like that.”

“If you won’t talk to me about it then you should at
least call Denise and talk to her.”

Tears burned the back of my eyes. I wanted so much
to talk to Jackie about how I’d been feeling for the past year.
About how my friend Lisa and I would “practice” kissing whenever we
had sleepovers with the excuse that it would get us ready for our
first real kiss with a boy. About how the idea of doing such a
thing was about as appealing as kissing a rock and how I dreamed of
growing up to be as happy as Denise was with Elizabeth.

“Mom would be so upset.” Tears slid down my
face.

Jackie’s arms wrapped around me from behind and the
flood gates opened. I turned in her arms and buried my face in her
neck. Everything that had been bottled up within me flowed out like
a river held back too long. Somehow, she walked us over to my bed
and sat me down. I told her everything, and it felt like a weight
was being lifted off my chest after not realizing how heavy holding
such a secret had been.

“I love you, sis, and I’ll support you no matter
what, but you should really talk to Denise since she, more than
anybody, would understand what you’re feeling. Also, probably Uncle
Frank as to the best way to tell Mom.”

“I can’t tell Mom. You see how she is with Denise,
and that’s her only niece. Imagine how she’d be if it were her
daughter? She’d probably disown me.”

Jackie chuckled. “And you guys call me a drama
queen.”

I nudged her with my shoulder.

“She may be upset and probably need some time to
accept it, but I seriously doubt she would disown you.”

“You heard her earlier. She doesn’t even want me to
be friends with Nikki.”

“She didn’t say that.”

“I know you heard what she said and what she
actually meant.”

Jackie couldn’t even look at me because she knew it
was true.

“Maybe because Nikki is the extreme. Look at Denise
and Elizabeth, you can’t even tell they’re gay. The same with
Nikki’s mothers. I saw them this afternoon, and I would have never
imagined those two beautiful women were gay. You’re pretty and a
bit tomboyish, but you aren’t butch,” Jackie said, running her
hands over my cornrows.

There it was, the very thing I had pretty much said
and done to Nikki, stereotyping sexuality based on someone’s
looks.

“Wow, I can’t believe you just said that.”

“What? I gave you a compliment.”

“And you basically called Nikki butch.”

“You know I didn’t mean it that way, but you have to
admit that at first glance she could be mistaken for a boy.”

Guilt left me with no response.

“You did, didn’t you?” Jackie said.

“Yeah. I apologized, but I still feel like a jerk
about it.”

“Well, it didn’t look like it affected your new
friendship.”

“She said she’s used to it, but it still doesn’t
make it right.”

Jackie took my hands in hers. “Ness, I’m sure Nikki
knows there are going to be a lot of things said to and about her
that aren’t right, and if you remain friends with her, they may
very well be said about you as well. You have to be able to handle
that. I know you’re tough but being physically tough and
emotionally tough are two different things. You’ve always been
mature for your age, so I know you understand what I’m telling
you.”

Jackie was right. Nikki grew up here. She was
probably well-known, especially by the kids we would be going to
school with. If rumors based on her appearance were already
discussed, then people more than likely assumed she was gay, which
meant I could be labeled gay for hanging out with her. I’d only
been here a day so I hadn’t met any of her friends, nor had she
mentioned any she might have. I wasn’t even ready to accept my
attraction to girls, so there was no way I was ready to accept
being labeled because of my friendship with Nikki.

“I’m sorry if I upset you talking about this, but I
thought it was important you not only knew I supported you but also
what you may be getting yourself into,” Jackie said.

My heart was heavy. “I know. Thanks.”

Jackie gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “How about a
Popsicle. I know how much they make you feel better when you’re
down.”

My mind was too jumbled with thoughts to do anything
but nod in response. After she left the room I stood and went over
to the full-length mirror we had put on the closet door earlier
that afternoon. Although I recognized the girl who looked back out
at me, I felt as if I no longer really knew her. Before me was
Dad’s cocoa brown complexion, thick black curly hair barely
contained by my braids, his dark brown arched eyes with thick
lashes, and Mom’s round face and full lips. I was told I inherited
my grandmother Elaine’s slight overbite, broad shoulders, and her
full figure. She was Mom’s mother and died when I was young. I
seriously hoped my boobs didn’t get as big as hers were.

My gaze landed on the two generous mounds that
attracted far more attention than I liked. I couldn’t even wear a
tube top like most girls these days for fear of them popping out
for all the world to see if I moved the wrong way or, God forbid,
needed to run somewhere. No matter what I dressed like, there was
no way I could be mistaken for a boy with these things protruding
from my chest. Jackie told me once that it was a good thing that I
was tall because if I were shorter, with my broad shoulders, big
breasts and behind, I would probably be fat. She said my height
evenly distributed everything. As I looked at myself in the mirror,
I sort of wished I had Nikki’s boyish figure. At least I’d be free
of the unwanted taunts I got from boys, and sometimes, grown men
when I walked down the street.

Thinking about Nikki made me think about other names
I could get called walking down the street with her—dyke, lesbo,
homo—and I wondered if I could handle that. An image of Nikki’s
hurt and disappointed face when she thought I wouldn’t want to hang
out with her because of the assumption I made about her appeared
before me in the mirror, and I realized I was doing it again.
Assuming something I knew nothing about. That she had no friends
and was constantly harassed for what she might or might not be.
Besides the obvious crush I had on her, Nikki was nice and fun,
that’s all that should matter.

Jackie’s reflection appeared behind me looking at me
curiously. “What are you doing?”

“Just thinking.” I turned and took the orange
Popsicle she offered.

We both walked over to our individual beds and sat
cross-legged facing each other like we used to do when we shared a
room years ago.

“So, tell me all about what you and Nikki did
today.”

We talked about the places Nikki took me, the
goings-on back in Indy that Gabriel and her friends told her about,
as well as Jackie’s thoughts on what I could do to fit in more
easily once school started. We talked until Mom knocked on the door
to say good night, then we also went to bed. Jackie was lightly
snoring moments later, but indecision about Nikki still worried my
thoughts and, despite how tired I was from the day, kept me awake
for quite a while.

 


 


I woke up bright and early the next morning to give
myself time to shower, eat breakfast, and find the perfect outfit,
which consisted of one of my many pairs of cutoff denim shorts, a
pair of white Converse, and instead of my usual T-shirt, a yellow
button-down sleeveless blouse with lace trim on the collar and
sleeves. Was I trying to go for a more girly look to offset Nikki’s
boyish appearance if we came across anyone? Maybe. Or maybe I felt
particularly girly. Either way, I liked the look and even got a
genuine compliment from Jackie, who usually just sighed and shook
her head in disappointment whenever she saw what I wore.

As I rolled my bike out of the garage, Nikki came
out of her back door.

“Hey!” She gave me a wave as she made her way to her
garage as well.

A moment later, she rolled out her bike and I
drooled in envy. “Is that a Chopper?”

Nikki smiled proudly. “Yeah. My moms got it for my
birthday.”

I wheeled my bike over to the fence that separated
the yards.

“Wow, you got the whole kit. That must have cost a
fortune.”

Nikki shrugged. “I guess. It was the only thing I
asked for. They told me if I kept my grades up, they would get it
for me. My birthday was three months ago, but I had to wait until
my final report card before they bought it last month.

“Your bike is pretty cool also. I like the blue. Is
that the Schwinn Stingray?” Nikki asked.

Aww, she was trying to be nice. “Yeah, I’ve had her
for a year. She’s been good to me. I do need to put some air in the
tires though.”

“Come on over. I have an air pump.”

“Okay.”

I rode down the driveway, then over to Nikki’s
house. She met me at the end of her driveway, and we walked back to
her yard. Nikki attached the pump to my front tire and pushed the
handle up and down.

“I can do that,” I said.

“No, I got it. You just relax.”

“So, how long have you lived in this house?”

“Since I was in kindergarten. We lived in Manhattan
and my moms wanted me to grow up in a house in an area with a good
school system. As soon as I was ready to start school we moved
here. It’s a good area. A little more accepting of my moms than
some of the other towns they had been considering. It’s not
perfect, but they won’t be chasing us out of town with pitchforks
and axes,” Nikki said with a grin.

“Are there other couples like your moms here?”

Nikki felt my back tire, then switched the tube to
that one. “A few that we know of. There could be more, but it’s not
like they have a special power that tells them if someone they meet
is gay.”

My face flushed with embarrassment. “I didn’t
mean—”

“I know. You’re just so cute when you blush, I
couldn’t help it.” Nikki winked.

She unhooked the pump. “You’re good to go. Let me
just put this back and we’ll be on our way.”

Relief surged through me when she turned away
because if she would have noticed how happy saying I was cute made
me, then it would have ruined everything. As much as I
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