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Dedication

To all the alleged good girls.

And all the bad girls too.
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It never fails. Daddy always finds a way to make morning service extend well into the afternoon, even after he promised he’d keep it short. Today, during his sermon, he took twenty minutes to really drive home the point that Jesus helps those who help themselves. Like, he repeated that sentence over and over, broken up by heavy gasps, performative joy, and call-and-response praise from the congregation.

And it’s not just him either. Bertha, our choir director, and Miss Annabelle, our lead singer, are in on it. I swear, they try to turn every Sunday into an episode of Sunday Best. Not every song should be ten minutes long, and I promise you, they shouldn’t all end in an elaborate praise break.

But that’s partly Dom’s fault. With him on the drums and his best friend, Terrence, on the bass, together they’re always egging on the congregation, summoning the Holy Ghost, trying to get Sistah Betsy to jump up and down in the aisle—but really they’re just trying to get her wig to fall off again. I’ve told Dom I’m sure she’s found better ways to secure that thing on her head after how embarrassed she was that magnificent Sunday. But he thinks there’s still hope.

Daddy has already “opened the doors of the church,” we’ve already done the last offering and final announcements, but for some reason Daddy’s trying to start his sermon back up. I don’t have time for this. At this rate, I won’t get to straighten my hair before Dom picks me up for our date tonight. Today is our two-year anniversary. I stressed that to Daddy before we left the house this morning. I said, “Daddy, tonight is important. We have to get out on time. Please.” But he kept saying, “You can’t rush praise, Mo-Mo, but for you, I’ll try my best.”

Really, Daddy? Is this your best?

“It don’t matter who,” Daddy shouts into the microphone, closing out the service with his familiar chant. Thank God, we’re almost out of here.

“It don’t matter what!” He’s got a big smile on his face, sweat dotting his forehead. This is his favorite part of the week, his favorite part of the day, his favorite part of everything. He loves being in this church more than he loves working on the deck in our backyard, and he loves doing that a whole lot.

I know that being pastor of this church is his greatest joy, but I don’t get it. Just, like, how? Doesn’t this get old? It’s the same thing every single Sunday, ever since he was a kid. But somehow, when he was a young, poor boy in the eighties, he came to this ancient building, with its stained-glass windows, haunting Jesus paintings, and funeral flowers, and was like, Yeah, I like this a lot. How can someone that young appreciate the rules and the politics and the “shhh, pay attention” and the “you better close your eyes when you pray” that comprises every Black Baptist church in the South? How does anyone of any age fall in love with that?

But it’s his—the church and the congregation and the title—handed down to him after Pastor B. D. Jackson died. I was only five then, but at the time, the congregation was unsure about Daddy. Since he was so young, they worried he would be flaky. At least, that’s what he tells me, because all I’ve ever seen is their adoration for him. They worship the ground Pastor T walks on, while I do everything I can just to keep my eyes open every Sunday.

I love my daddy, but I hate church.

The only good thing about coming to this place, sitting on the front pew beside my no-nonsense tyrant of a mother, is Dom. His drums are set up below the pulpit, so he’s literally sitting in front of me at all times. He’s the reason I can’t ever keep my eyes on my Bible.

As the congregation shouts back, “Yeah,” Dom joins in with a kick to his bass drum and a few taps on his cymbal, then his eyes lift slowly to mine.

Dominic Hudson is my daddy’s protégé. He’s really good at performing in church. But he’s also really good at sports, so everyone in town knows who he is. And despite the fact that he’s more involved in church than me, the pastor’s daughter, he doesn’t have that unbreakable reputation of being a Christian kid. Probably because he’s a lot different when we’re not in church, and when adults aren’t around to hear him cuss.

Dom’s my dream boy. He’s gorgeous, popular, sweet, and really into me. When he holds my gaze, nothing else matters. My daddy’s voice and the accompanying praise fade out. My heart lurches, beating faster than his kick drum. I’m so lucky to have him. That’s what everyone says. I’m so lucky to have captured The Dominic Hudson’s heart. And they’re right. He treats me like my daddy treats my mom. Like a queen. Like a gem. Like his.

Dom smirks at me and nudges his head over to Deacon Hanson, whose eyes are closed and whose face is pointed up to the ceiling, as if he’s wrapping himself in God’s word. Dom rolls his eyes to the back of his head and moves his mouth up and down like a fish. He’s so goofy, and he knows exactly how to make me laugh.

But then, amidst my snickering, my mother snaps her fingers in front of my face.

My stomach clenches, and the butterflies inside go poof. Looking at her is like looking at Medusa. Her dark, narrowed eyes and flaring nostrils turn me to stone. That’s the second time she’s caught us playing around today. She leans into my ear. “Don’t make me get onto you again, Monique, or I promise you won’t be going anywhere tonight.”

She straightens her back and crosses her legs at the ankle, pasting a pretty church smile back on her face. It’s not like my mom is ever a sweet person, but in church, she’s extra, extra callous. She won’t have me embarrassing her in front of all these people.

Ever so perfect and elegant, my mother is exactly who you picture when you think of Southern Black Women. She carries herself like a queen, and in this tiny town with only about ten percent Black people, we kind of are royalty. My daddy is the pastor of the only Black church in town; he’s a mentor to all the Black athletes and friends with all the coaches. Everybody knows him, and everybody knows my mother—pastor’s wife, first-grade teacher, three-time first-place winner of the Annual Fall Festival Pie Baking Contest with her famous sweet potato pie.

While I’m just their daughter. Which means people at school tend to be careful around me. They tend to watch their language, neglect to invite me to parties because they know I won’t be allowed to go anyway, and act like I’m some Goody Two-shoes snitch, even though I’ve never snitched on anyone in my life. I wish I was afforded the same benefit of the doubt that they give Dom—even though he’s practically the pastor’s son, he’s still cool.

“Amen,” Daddy says, calming the congregation, wiping his brow with his handkerchief. “Praise God. Now, as you know, every first Sunday I like to have our closing prayer led by one of the youthssss,” he hisses, amplifying my anxiety, because then Mom lays her hand on my back and starts pushing me forward.

No. I will not get up in front of all these people and pray. With literally every Black kid who goes to my school watching? Nope. Not only will that be terrible for my already ingrained reputation as a church girl, but I’m also just really bad at it. Daddy says praying is as simple as having a conversation with God, but it’s obvious that there’s a cadence to it.

“Anybody?” Daddy asks, looking around the church.

“Go,” Mom says, pushing harder, but I don’t move. And I know there’s a chance she’ll forbid me from going out with Dom tonight if I don’t get up there, but there’s an even bigger chance she’ll disown me if I go up there and choke. She needs to ask herself, what’s more embarrassing—me not volunteering, or me choking in front of all these people?

Before she can drag me up by my hair, Sasha Howser, Terrence’s little sister, stands and goes to the front—saving me and burying me at the same time, because she’s always the example Mom uses when critiquing my behavior. Why can’t you do this like Sasha or do that like Sasha? Now I’ll never live this down.

I’ve never seen someone so young be so committed to Christ. And I, honestly, have never hated anyone more than I hate her. She’s always got her nose tucked in her Bible, always has her fingers clasped tight during prayer.

“Come on up, Sasha. Give her a hand, church,” Daddy says, making his way to the edge of the pulpit to hand her the microphone. The congregation claps for her and praises her for her initiative. Mom reluctantly removes her hand from my back to join in on the praise.

Sasha walks up in her modest bag of a dress with a smile pasted on her pretty face. Microphone in hand, she says, “Thank you, Pastor T. Everyone, please bow your heads and join me in prayer.”

I bow my head, but I don’t join her in prayer. I’m fuming. This might actually be worse than me going up there and choking. I just know all the way home Mom is going to go on and on about how Sasha is so much better than me.

“Father God, we come to you, humble and grateful for another day to give you the glory. You didn’t have to spare us, but you did, Lord. Touched us early this morning, filling us with the breath of life.”

“Yes, Lord,” my mom whispers beside me.

I’ve got my head bowed and my hands clasped in my lap, like a good pastor’s daughter, but then I feel a vibration on the pew. My open eyes widen and still, my gaze freezing within the cracks of my knuckles. It’s not my phone—I know that immediately. It’s Reggie’s.

I almost forgot that he was sitting next to me. He’s been unusually quiet and well-behaved, up until now. I watch out of the corner of my eye as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. The screen says “Laser” as it buzzes in his hand. I can feel my mom’s nerves getting worked up, feel her body getting stiffer with every second that he doesn’t decline the call.

Then, oh my God, while Sasha prays into the microphone, and as the congregation throws in “Yes, Lord” and “Amen” and “Thank you, Jesus,” Reggie answers his phone.

“Yo, Laser.” Then he laughs.

My mom scrambles, pushing against my shoulder as she reaches across me.

“Nah, man, I’m gonna have to call you—”

Mom snatches the phone right out of his hand, scowling at him in utter disbelief.

My body burns with embarrassment. And I’m not exactly sure what I’m embarrassed about. That everyone is looking at us? Yeah, but also how my mom has no shame in disciplining a child who isn’t even hers. I know that while he’s at church, Reggie is our responsibility—we’re his ride here and back—but still.

He looks at my mom, aghast at her audacity, then he looks down at me, like I have the power to do anything about it. I don’t. So I slowly duck my eyes back down to my lap, clasp my hands a little tighter, and mentally thank God for what just happened. Nothing I’ve done today compares to what Reggie just did. Mom won’t even remember having to get onto me and Dom. She won’t remember that it should have been me up there praying, instead of Sasha, because Reggie answered his phone in the middle of church.

He’s not from here. And he, apparently, hasn’t gotten his fill of my mom’s vengeful glares, because every Sunday he makes a scene. Last Sunday, he was caught singing, “My God is awful,” instead of the classic, “My God is awesome.” The Sunday before that he actually tried stealing from the offering bowl, which is kind of ironic, because stealing is the whole reason he’s here—in our town and in our church.

From what I’ve heard, Reggie used to live in Huntsville, just one town over, but he allegedly got expelled for breaking into his school and stealing a bunch of dumb stuff, like those crappy TVs that teachers wheel in when they don’t feel like teaching. You would think he’d have learned his lesson. But lessons slide off this boy like bald tires on black ice. Nothing fazes him. Especially not Daddy praying for him at every family dinner, forcing him to be here every Sunday, or making him do volunteer work around the church, as if just being in this building will change his heart. He’s only been here a month and he’s already made a terrible name for himself. I’m convinced that God has given up on Reggie, and I’m starting to think my daddy should too.

Sasha closes out her prayer and Reggie exclaims, “Amen,” louder than anyone.

My mom drops his phone in her purse and whispers, “See me after church.”

He smiles back at her sweetly. “Sure thing.”

I don’t think he understands what he’s getting himself into with my mom. She doesn’t hold herself back for anybody, and she definitely doesn’t stand for being disrespected by a child—especially not troublemakers like Reginald Turner. She’s had more than twenty years of experience with kids like him in her classroom. She didn’t get her reputation as the most respected teacher in the district by letting kids walk all over her.

After service, Mom holds him hostage in the back seat of our Cadillac while she and Daddy make their rounds, consulting with everyone in the congregation. And when they get stuck in a day-long conversation with Deacon Hanson about how he’s still waiting on his disability check, Dom pulls me around the side of the church.

Pinkies linked, I check over my shoulder at the crowd in the grass lot, then back to his low fade and the chain around his neck. I notice a red gift bag dangling from his free hand and bite the corner of my lip. He got me a gift? Glimpsing the size of the bag, I think it must be jewelry. Maybe a ring—a placeholder until we’re old enough to be married, like my parents.

They were together at seventeen, just like us. After high school, they went to the same college, graduated four years later, got married, and conceived my sister. They did everything right. That’s all everyone (especially my parents) has ever wanted for me and Dom—for us to do everything right.

He presses my back against the big oak tree behind the building, our feet caught in the grooves of the roots, then we turn invisible. We’ve got spots like this all over town, spots where we can kiss without anyone (Mom) calling us inappropriate, “trying to be grown,” or demons of lust. But Dom’s kisses liquefy me. I am a demon of lust. I am raging hormones cloaked in a church dress.

“I got something for you,” he says against my mouth. My eyes flutter open as he pulls back, blinking at me with his heavy brown eyes, the color of iced tea in the sun. My heart drums against my chest when he holds up the little red bag. “I couldn’t decide if I should give it to you now or tonight. But I figured I’d give it to you now, so you can wear it for our date.”

My eyes bulge. It’s definitely jewelry.

It’s one thing to wear Dom’s letterman jacket—to have its sleeves swallow my arms whole, to have his last name, Hudson, printed on my back as I stroll down the hallway. But a ring? That would make me more than just his high school girlfriend. It would make me his future.

I take the bag with a stupid grin on my face. “I thought we said we weren’t doing gifts.”

He shrugs. “Couldn’t resist.”

There’s a single piece of red tissue paper stuffed inside. After I pull it out, my fingers land on something softer and much more delicate than the tiny felt box I expected. I hold my expression steady as I pull out a clump of red lace. “Is this . . . lingerie?” I ask, horrified and disappointed and confused, but still smiling.

“Yeah. We were gonna try again tonight, right?”

My lips still. Were we? I was really hoping tonight would be unencumbered with struggle. I drop my gaze to his black dress shoes tangled in the tree roots, sorting through the sudden anxiety clogging my throat.

“Mo, it’s our two-year anniversary.” His tone hardens. “I think it’s about time we get this figured out, once and for all.”

“I know,” I say, nodding but not making eye contact. When I look back up, his expression is toeing the line between frustration and anger.

“You want to have sex, right?” he asks.

I think so. I mean, yeah. I do. I really do. But for some reason, for me, just wanting to isn’t enough. I nod and force a smile, though, because I don’t want him to stop believing in me. “I’ll wear it for you,” I say.

“Yeah?” His eyes light back up, and he kisses me fast. “I can’t wait to see you in it. And you know what?”

“What?” I ask, trying to feign enthusiasm.

“I’ve got another idea for how to make it work this time.” I ask him what it is, but he just snuggles his face into my neck. “I’ll tell you later.” I giggle at his tickles, then find his chin and pull his lips back to mine. We kiss through the chattering and the laughing at the front of the church. We kiss through my fear and my apprehension. We kiss like a married couple.

My daddy says kids like us should keep our tongues in our mouths. He says kisses on the lips shouldn’t last any longer than a couple of seconds. Anything longer is a precursor for activities that we’ve got no business partaking in—until we’re married. But Dom and I are in love. He’s the only boy I’ve set my eyes on for the past ten years, and eventually we will get married. So, what’s the use in waiting? If we end up in the same place as my parents, who cares about all the stuff in the middle?

Dom slides his lips over my neck, slides his hands down my backside, filling up his palms and squeezing. I tilt my neck to the right so he can kiss me lower. Then, as his lips near the neckline of my dress, I hear “Monique?” behind us.

My eyes pop open to find Reggie standing a few feet back, watching us go way too far on church grounds. I rush to lift Dom’s hands off my butt. “Yeah?” I squeak.

“Sorry to interrupt, but your dad told me to come get you.”

I nod at him, my cheeks on fire. “Okay. I’m on my way.”

He takes one last look at us tangled up together. Then he spins on his heel and heads back to the front. God only knows how long he’d been standing there, or how much he saw.

Dom slides his hands over my backside again. “I love your dad, but I don’t understand why he’s trying so hard to help that kid. He’s a lost cause.”

“Daddy doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with Reggie.”

Dom pushes off the tree and grabs my hand, leading me around the side of the church. “Oh, there’s definitely something wrong with Reggie. I mean, who answers their phone during church?”

When we get to the front, my parents are beside the Cadillac. The second my daddy sees Dom, his smile grows too big for his face. That’s how he always reacts when he sees Dom. Daddy grabs him by the back of his neck and pulls him into his chest. “Good job up there, boy.”

“Thanks, Pastor T.” Dom laughs sheepishly, pulling out of my daddy’s embrace. “But Pastor, I was wondering, am I still good to take Mo out tonight? It’s our anniversary.”

Daddy looks at me, like he’s thinking about it. “I don’t know.”

I tilt my head impatiently. “Daddy.” We talked about this at length before church. He knows how much I’ve been looking forward to tonight.

“I’m serious, baby. Your auntie and uncle are coming over for dinner. Maybe you two should join us, instead of going out.”

“Daddy, no.”

“And there’s that movie you’ve been wanting to watch. What’s it called?” he asks me. “That’s right. Terrible Twos.”

“Daddy, that’s you! You’ve been pushing that movie on me for weeks!”

He laughs, pinching my cheek. “I’m just messing with y’all.” Then he opens the passenger-side door and reaches for Mom’s hand. “Of course y’all can go out. What’s on the agenda for tonight?”

The tiny gift bag in my hand suddenly weighs a ton.

Dom says, “Probably go to dinner in Spring—somewhere we’ve never been before. That’s almost to Houston, so we might be a li’l late getting back.” He’s trying to tack on time in case our once and for all takes longer than planned.

Daddy tilts his head. “Are you asking for an extension on her curfew?” He smiles.

“Daddy, it’s our anniversary,” I say.

And just when it looks like he’s about to agree, Mom comes in and sucks the fun out of everything—as usual. “Monique’s curfew is ten p.m. Absolutely no exceptions, Dom.”

Dom and I both look at Daddy, waiting for him to override her decision, but she keeps going. “And you need to stop all that playing in church. Stop distracting my daughter, or else this”—she waves her finger between me and Dom—“is over.”

There it is—the ultimatum. Dom nods. “Yes, ma’am. I understand. I’ll have her back by ten o’clock sharp.”

Dom knows my parents as well as he knows his own dad. And with my mom, he knows exactly the point to stop pushing. He’s spent enough time with her to know she doesn’t bluff.

Daddy leads her into the passenger seat, closes her door, and walks around the front. “See ya at the house later on, son.”

“Yes, sir.”

Reggie’s already buckled in on the other side when I climb into the back seat. Dom bends down and whispers in my ear, “I’ll pick you up at six. Don’t forget to wear that for me tonight.” Then he kisses my cheek. “See y’all,” he says before shutting my door.

I stay facing forward, not watching him grow smaller in my window, not looking down at the burning-hot contraband in my lap, ignoring his words ringing in my ears: once and for all. 
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The car ride home is awkward.

I’m staring out my window at the pine trees lining the road, while freaking out about the fact that Reggie caught Dom and me making out behind the church—what we must have looked like from his perspective, what he must think of us, what he must think of me.

I’m not the kind of girl who gets caught making out with boys behind buildings—at least, I don’t want anyone to think I am. As much as I want to shed this church-girl image, I don’t want to replace it with that one.

Reggie doesn’t say a word about it, though. He doesn’t really get a chance, what with my mom chewing his head off about answering his phone during service. He’s staring out his window. I don’t even know if he’s listening to her.

She asks him, “Will your mother be home when we get there?”

Two whole seconds go by without an answer. I check his side of the car, and yep, he’s wearing AirPods in his ears.

I stare at him, aghast. Doesn’t he get enough of being in trouble? How is he so unafraid of punishment?

Maybe I should warn him. Maybe I should reach over and tap him on the shoulder, be like, dude, take those out, but I don’t think of it fast enough. Mom checks over her shoulder, and her mouth plops open. “Reggie!” she snaps.

He slowly turns to face her with a conniving smile. “Yes?”

“Give them to me,” she growls, holding out her hand.

“I mean, I’m not even listening to anything.”

So, he was blatantly ignoring her?

“Give them to me,” she says again.

“I’m almost home anyway.”

She raises her voice, her left eye twitching. “Give them to me!”

It drops my stomach. Reggie licks his lips and swallows hard. He takes them out of his ears and hands them over. Mom drops the AirPods in her purse alongside his phone. And now the car is silent, except for the light rumble of our tires on the road, the light shush of air blowing through the vents, the light whisper of gospel on the speakers.

Mom says, while facing the windshield, “While you were ignoring me, I asked if your mother is home right now.”

“I don’t know,” he says. “How about you give me my phone and I’ll give her a call?”

Mom looks at him over her shoulder, wordlessly, and waits. He stares back, testing her with cold, hard eyes. He has no idea who he’s messing with.

Finally, he breaks and says, “She’s working today,” and turns back to his window.

“Is that right? Last time I talked to her, she told me she doesn’t work Sundays.”

“Hmm, that’s weird.” He looks at her with a furrowed brow. “She’s never home on Sundays, so . . . Do you think she’s . . . No, she couldn’t be.” He looks at me with mock thoughtfulness. “Could she be leading a double life? Maybe she’s secretly a mule for the cartel, and at this very moment she’s smuggling drugs over the border. That’d be pretty crazy, though, because all my mom talks about is promise me you won’t do drugs, and here she is, smuggling. How hypocritical.”

My mom looks at him with parted lips. She has no idea what to say to him, and it’s . . . hilarious. It’s hysterical. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so speechless. I laugh. I can’t help it. Everything he just said is the most ridiculous nonsense I’ve ever heard, and his fearlessness is even more ridiculous.

He looks at me, surprised to hear me laughing. Then he smiles. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile before—at least, not genuinely. I know how unhappy he must be living in this tiny town and going to our church every Sunday and sitting through unsolicited car lectures from my mom. So, it’s weirdly satisfying that I’m able to make him grin.

But then I catch myself, because I know I’m not supposed to find his disobedience amusing.

“What’s so funny, Monique?” Mom asks, turning around in her seat.

I cannot afford to get on her bad side right now. I have to keep the focus on Reggie and his unruliness. “Nothing,” I say.

She scrutinizes me a second longer. Then, thankfully, she turns back to Reggie. “Everything’s a joke, huh, Reggie? Everything is funny?”

He shrugs. “It really depends on your perspective.”

I cover my nose and mouth, hiding my enjoyment of this.

“Were you laughing when you were in the back of that squad car?”

The smile slips off my face at the same time that the smile slips off his.

“And I bet you won’t be laughing when you end up in juvie. Start your life this way, laughing in the face of authority, and you’ll spend your whole life in and out of the system. I’ve seen it time and time again with my students. You’re only sixteen years old. You still have time to make something out of yourself, but you want to laugh. Try laughing when the only place you can call home is prison.”

I can see the fury stacking in his jaw. I can see her words poking at his composure, and I’m not sure what will happen if he loses it. Nothing good, because if he goes up against my mom, he will lose. He hasn’t had enough experience with her to know how badly this will end.

And maybe I should say something, save him from himself, but the worse he behaves, the better my chances are of never hearing a word about my behavior.

“You know what?” Reggie says with a furious smile.

Don’t do it.

“You don’t have a clue—”

No, I can’t just sit here. I can’t let him do this to himself, so I cut in. “Mom, did you hear the way Sasha prayed during service today? Can you say pretentious?” Then I laugh.

My mother stops and slowly switches her attention to me, brows furrowed. It’s like I threw gasoline on the flames. “Excuse me?” She gets so triggered. “Sasha did an amazing job. When your father asks for a youth leader to lead us in prayer, you should be the first one up, instead of flirting with Dominic for the entire service. I shouldn’t even let you go out with him tonight!”

I bite my lip, bracing myself.

Then Reggie looks my way. I can feel his head turn, feel him staring at my cheek. I hesitate to meet his gaze, but when I do, I can see in his eyes that he knows what I did for him. Within our gaze, there’s understanding. Because he caught me and Dom making out behind the church, but he would never say anything about it to my parents. He’s sorry that I have to live with this woman, while I’m sorry he has to deal with her at all.

It feels like it’s us against the parentals, like we’re a team. And it’s really comforting right now, because I haven’t felt this kind of camaraderie since my sister left. A quick little smile lifts one side of his lips as he ducks his eyes away and back to his window.

Second time that I’ve been able to make him smile.

“You don’t see Sasha wrapped up in some boy. She always pays attention, she always sings along to every song, she never forgets her Bible at home. Did you know she’s planning to start a Christian club at your school?” Then Mom looks back at me, snarling. “A stranger might think she was the pastor’s daughter.”

My eyebrows twitch. Don’t take anything she says personally, I remind myself. Nothing she says counts. But it’s difficult to defend against comparisons to Sasha, because Sasha is everything I should be. She’s an amazing singer. She’s amazing at praying. She’s genuinely enthusiastic about church. I can’t make myself care like that. I barely even know if I believe in any of it. But Sasha? Sasha takes church with her everywhere.

“B,” Daddy says, grabbing Mom’s hand and holding it on the console. “Volunteering in church and doing this and that doesn’t make Sasha any better than my little girl. God knows Mo-Mo’s heart.” He looks back at me with a comforting smile. My muscles relax as I sink into his warmth. That’s why I love him. My daddy might be a pastor, but he’s not cold and unforgiving. Not like my mother. He says, “And I’m proud to have Dom in this family as well.” He kisses the back of Mom’s hand. “I don’t trust anyone else with my little girl. He’s the perfect gentleman.”

I smile at hearing my daddy stick up for me and Dom, but at the same time Reggie snorts his disbelief. I cut my gaze over to his side of the car to find him smirking at me with a cocked eyebrow. He mouths the question, The perfect gentleman? Then to demonstrate the irony, he wraps his hands around an invisible body, closes his eyes, and starts miming my make-out session with Dom. My eyes round as I check to see if my parents are watching him. Daddy’s still listing all the reasons Dom is a perfect match for me. Mom’s just listening.

“Stop!” I hiss at Reggie.

He puts his hands down, slips his tongue back in his mouth, and opens his eyes. Then he looks at me with a subtle, playful smile. This is a first for us. Usually, on the rides home from church, we keep quiet and keep our eyes on the trees flashing past our windows. We never smile at each other, and we for sure never tease each other.

The sun flashes across his face, and for the first time since I met him a month ago, I notice the freckles sprinkled across his nose and realize that I’ve never seen a Cupid’s bow as deep as the one parting his top lip. For a second, I allow my stomach to fill with butterflies.

Reggie is supposed to be the bad boy—the mysterious, hardened criminal that my daddy is trying his best to reform, because that’s another one of his hobbies. He takes bad boys and makes them good. He did it for Dom way back when we were kids. He did it for Tyreke and the Johnson brothers, and he’ll do it for Reggie too.

I’ve gone this whole month under the impression that Reggie didn’t know how to smile. I’ve gone this whole month thinking he was cold and hard like peppermint candy, but his smile makes me think otherwise. His smile is much warmer than I expected. Makes me want to smile too. And I do. . . .

But not for long.

When my daddy glances in the rearview mirror and says, “You know, Reggie, you and Dom could probably be really good friends, if you tried talking to each other,” I quickly turn out of his hazel eyes and back to my window. I haven’t felt these kinds of butterflies in years—at least, not for anyone besides Dom. That realization is unsettling.

Reggie doesn’t respond to my daddy, and no one says anything else until we pull up to Reggie’s ancient blue house, falling apart in the middle of the woods. Mom hands him back his phone and AirPods, and he hurries to open his door. “Thanks, Mr. T.”

“Pastor T,” my mom corrects him. It’s either Pastor T or Mr. Tinsley. Never Mr. T.

“We’ll talk later, son,” Daddy says. “Tell your mom we said hi.”

“Tell your mom that we will be calling her,” Mom adds.

I hide my eye roll.

Reggie gets out, but he falters, holding one hand on the edge of the door and the other on top of the car. When I catch his hesitation, the pointedness of his inspection of me makes the hair on my arms stand at attention. He looks like he has words for me. But he doesn’t say them. He closes the door, and Mom starts bad-mouthing him as soon as he’s out of the car.

As Daddy turns around in his driveway, I watch his lanky body kick up rocks. Until he glances over his shoulder at the car. At me. He catches my eye, and I jerk away, my heart racing faster than it should.

I wonder what that was. That look. What did it mean? What were the words on his tongue? Why do I care so much?

No, I don’t. I don’t care.

All I care about is my date in a few hours. All I care about is Dom. 
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My big sister taught me how to do makeup when I was twelve and way too young to be wearing makeup, according to our mother. Mom would always blow a gasket when Myracle made up my face like an Instagram model’s, but My-My was just trying to practice—she hated wearing makeup on her own face. She just liked doing it.

I wonder if, wherever she is now, she’s still doing other people’s makeup. If she’s making a career out of that. I know how much she cherished her precious creativity—so much so that she’d throw away our relationship for it. Surely, she’s still pursuing a career in art.

With one eye closed, leaning over the sink in what used to be our shared bathroom, I apply my eyeliner as carefully as I can—my hand has never been as steady as Myracle’s. But then a head pops around the corner, appearing next to my reflection and scaring the bejesus out of me. 

“Aunt Dee, could you not?” I grumble, putting down my eyeliner and reaching for my makeup remover. Now there’s a little heartbeat in what was supposed to be a flat line above my lashes.

“What are you doing?” she asks, leaning against the doorframe, watching me remove the liner from my eye.

“My makeup.” Clearly.

“For what? It’s just us at dinner tonight.”

I take a deep breath and try laying the liner again. “Dom and I have a date.”

She jerks her head back with an amused smile. “You two go on dates? Aren’t you, like, twelve?”

“I’m seventeen.” And I still can’t for the life of me get my liner to match on both eyes. “Today’s our two-year anniversary,” I say, reaching for the remover again.

“You really suck at this.” She grabs my shoulders and steers me to the toilet lid, where I sit with a sigh that sinks my shoulders. “Two years, huh?” she asks, while removing my shoddy work. “Wow. I can’t believe you put up with that egghead for that long.” I frown, and she laughs. “No, but seriously, you and Dom are a lot like your mom and dad were back in high school.”

My face settles and questions swirl around in my head. “That’s what Daddy says, but I don’t think I’m anything like Mom.” And Dom may seem like a perfectly innocent boy, but he’s nothing like my daddy. She doesn’t know what we have planned for tonight—or the fact that tonight isn’t our first time trying to have sex. My parents, on the other hand, waited until marriage.

“Your mom is kind of a hard-ass now—only because working with kids and having to demand respect every day forced her to be—but she used to be . . . cool.”

“Cool?” I laugh. “Not as cool as you.” Because where my mom is the epitome of elegance and class, Aunt Dee is the definition of cool. I mean, out of the blue, she chopped off all her hair and dyed it purple. She has tattoos up her arms and wears a different pair of trendy glasses every time I see her and clothes so tight they look painted on. I’ve always kind of wished she was my mom instead of her big sister, but I don’t know, Aunt Dee is also kind of a mess. She doesn’t act like a mom, or even an aunt, for that matter. She acts like my sister.

“Oh, Bianca was much cooler than me. I used to hide out in the library. Your mom was the cheerleader type.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she was cool. She was just popular. I mean, she’s popular now, but she’s still not cool.”

Aunt Dee grabs the eyeliner off my sink and rests her hand on my cheek. “Well, I thought she was cool. At least, before she got with your dad.”

“Why do you hate my dad so much?”

“I don’t hate your dad. I just don’t think he’s—”

“Cool?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she whispers. “He’s not cool enough for your mom.”

“I think you’ve got it all wrong.” And all kinds of backward. If either of my parents is “cool,” it’s my daddy.

She starts on my mascara, not arguing. “So, what are you wearing for your little date?”

I wave my hand over my long blue T-shirt dress and white sneakers. I can’t see her expression, but I can hear the disgust cracking across her face. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“You can’t cuss in here,” I hiss.

“And you can’t leave the house wearing that. Oh my God, did Myracle teach you nothing?”

My sister was also really into fashion—another reason Aunt Dee reminds me a lot of her. But the way Aunt Dee casually mentions her catches me off guard. My parents and I never talk about Myracle, like ever. It’s almost as if she was never a part of our family. Hearing her name come so easily out of Aunt Dee’s mouth is unsettling, but also a little refreshing. I have to admit, I miss Myracle. A lot more these days, since I have no one to talk to about this sex thing. I know if Myracle was here, she’d have a solution drawn out in seconds.

I open my eyes as Aunt Dee runs across the hall to my bedroom. “Where are your real clothes?” she shouts.

“Those are my real clothes.”

She tsk-tsks. “That’s shameful.”

“What’s shameful?” my mom asks, suddenly appearing in the doorway.

“This child’s closet. You’ve gotta do better, Bianca.”

“I buy my daughter appropriate clothes for her age. She doesn’t need to be showing her body. She needs to be focused on her schoolwork and God.”

I think I hear Aunt Dee laugh. “Tell your teenage self that.”

Mom looks at me, checking to see if I heard that. When I raise my brows at her, she hurriedly turns back to her sister. “Dee-Dee, come out of there. You’re supposed to be helping me cook, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Aunt Dee comes out of my room holding a black maxi dress that I forgot I owned. It’s just as long as the one I’m currently wearing, but it has slits that go all the way up my thighs. Mom didn’t know about those when she bought it, and I was sure to not let her find out until after the expiration of the thirty-day return window. I love this dress so much, but I still haven’t found a way to get away with wearing it.

“Absolutely not,” Mom says.

“Oh my God, B, she’s seventeen. And this is Mo we’re talking about. She and that eggheaded boy don’t do anything but hold hands.”

I keep my expression steady. If only she knew.

“That dress is too revealing, Dee-Dee.”

“Let’s go.” Aunt Dee grabs my mom’s arm and hooks her own through it. “The food will burn.”

That’s the thing about Aunt Dee—she’s the only person who can talk to Mom that way. I don’t know why, but Mom is always a softer version of herself when her little sister’s around. That’s why I love when Aunt Dee is here. I get away with so much, like eating ice cream before dinner and watching R-rated movies and listening to non-gospel music.

Aunt Dee and Mom go back to the kitchen. Daddy and Uncle Raven are outside looking at Daddy’s handiwork on the deck out back. I come out of the bathroom wearing the dress with a pair of black sandals and my hair in pigtail buns. Aunt Dee smiles, while my mom sighs, frustrated. “Dee-Dee.”

“You look beautiful!” Aunt Dee exclaims.

I can tell Mom wants to tell me to go change by the way she’s looking at me all uncomfortable, but then the doorbell rings. I keep watching her, though, waiting for her to finally demand that I find something else to wear, and Aunt Dee waits too. She stands beside me looking at my mom like she’s her mom too. Maybe that’s why she feels more like my sister than my aunt.

She and my mom are ten years apart, and their mom (my grandma) was pretty absent when they were growing up. Mom took care of Aunt Dee. Protected her. Supported her emotionally. And when Aunt Dee was in college, she wasn’t welcome back home during her summer breaks, because Grandma didn’t approve of the way Aunt Dee was choosing to live her life, so Aunt Dee stayed with Mom and Daddy.

Aunt Dee has never really gotten along with Daddy. She’s always said that he was the straitjacket that choked out Mom’s cool. The only times that I ever get a peek at Mom’s so-called cool is when Aunt Dee is around and Daddy’s not. It’s like a glimpse into what it was like when they were growing up together.

Like now—just when I think she’s going to demand that I go change, Mom’s eyes soften. She says, “You better go, before your daddy sees you.”

Wait, seriously?

Aunt Dee hisses “Yes!” as my eyebrows shoot up. Then she’s pushing me to the door before Mom can change her mind.

Dom stands on the steps outside. When he sees me, his lips part. I’m always so covered up—not as much as Sasha, but still, he’s never seen me like this. “Hey, Mo,” he says, breathless, pulling a flattered smile to my lips, but then he realizes that Aunt Dee is standing behind me. He straightens his face. “Hey, Aunt Dee!”

“That’s Mrs. McDowell to you.”

“Sorry,” he says with a polite smile. “Hey, Miss McDowell.”

“Mrs.,” she corrects him again, pushing me out the door. “Go on, get out of here.”

“Back by ten,” Mom shouts after us. “Not a second later!”

“Yes, ma’am, Momma T,” Dom calls back, grabbing my hand. He leads me down the driveway to his truck. My heart races faster with every step we get farther from my house and closer to our “date.”

I didn’t prepare for this. I’ve been getting primped up, trying to figure out how to put on the lingerie, trying to figure out a restaurant to lie about going to, but I haven’t for a second thought about the sex.

He opens the passenger-side door of his rickety old Chevy, and when I don’t immediately step inside, he asks, “Are you ready?”

No.

But I nod with a glassy smile. “Yep.” He helps me climb inside, and I’m sweating in places that I really wish I wasn’t. Then I watch as he skips around the front, excited out of his mind.

I’m wearing my favorite dress. My hair is perfectly pinned up. My makeup is flawless. But none of that matters where we’re going, because as soon as we get there, Dom will take my dress off and reveal the red lingerie underneath. My head will be pinned to the bench seat of his truck, mussing up my laid edges. My makeup will be smeared by sweat and Dom’s lips.

I think a part of me wanted Mom to cancel this date, because as much as I want to have sex with Dom, I’m scared of disappointing him again. And maybe that’s why I stepped in when Reggie was about to blow up—maybe it had nothing to do with saving Reggie and everything to do with avoiding what comes next. 
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New Waverly is one of those towns you fly through on that long drive from Dallas to Houston. Once you hit New Waverly, about an hour later, you’ll finally be in H-Town.

And on your way through, you might say, “New Waverly? Well, where’s Old Waverly?” And you might be joking, but . . .

Old Waverly is east of the tracks. It’s one of those unincorporated communities that you only know about by living there. That’s where Dom lives, in a house probably as old as the unincorporated community itself, cow pastures surrounding him on all sides.

And five miles up the road from his house, there’s an unmarked dirt road, so thin and bumpy that at some points it starts to feel like a trail rather than a road. After about a mile or two, it opens up to a creek with a gravel bank where people probably fish, but we’ve never seen them. The creek is one of the places where we turn invisible. It’s the only place we feel safe enough to take our clothes off.

It’s been two months since Dom and I last tried to have sex. The last time was after our junior prom, this past April. The memory burns so bright, I could swear it was last weekend.

I cried—not because of the pain. I had every intention of pushing through the pain, but when it didn’t happen that way, my spirit broke in two. I was tired of trying and failing. I was tired of disappointing Dom. I was tired of not knowing what we were doing wrong. So, I cried hard and loud, and Dom had never seen me that way. He gathered me against his chest and told me it was okay. But I knew he was just as frustrated as me.

“Huh, Mo?” Dom asks.

“What?” I turn away from my window. The sun is sleeping now, and in its absence, we’re left with pink and orange streaks in the sky.

Dom examines the panic in my eyes. “Are you okay?” He’s driving ten miles per hour up the dirt road—anything faster might knock off a wheel.

I nod with a tight smile. “I’m fine.”

But he knows me. He knows exactly what’s on my mind, and he knows that I’m not okay. “Did you see Deacon Hanson waving his cane in the air today?” he asks.

My lips curl up on their own, and I laugh despite everything I’m feeling. I can’t resist, and he knows that. I love trash-talking people from church. “I can’t believe he didn’t fall,” I say, excited.

“Mo-Mo, I told you ain’t nothing wrong with that man. He just wants everybody to feel sorry for him so nobody can say shit when he don’t put money in the offering bowl.”

“No, Dom,” I say, “he’s still waiting on his disability check to come in.”

Dom throws his head back, laughing. “That nigga on some bullshit every Sunday, I swear!”

My eyes bulge. It’s still weird hearing Dom cuss. Any time we’re around his dad or my parents or definitely anybody from church, he’s The Perfect Golden Boy. But when it’s only us, he lets it all fly. I just wish I had the nerve.

“And I swear he sang for ten hours straight,” I say.

Dom bursts out in a negro spiritual. “Wade in the water!”

I join in, “Wade!”

We stop, keeling over laughing. I can’t do this with anybody else. Pastor T’s daughter, Monique Tinsley, and her perfect boyfriend, Dominic Hudson, are to be respectful and wholesome at all times. Psh. This is the only time we can complain.

“That nigga went on and on. The only person who could keep up with his ass was Sasha.”

I squeal, “Did you see her today?”

“Everybody saw her! She might actually be an eighty-year-old woman trapped in a sixteen-year-old’s body.”

I can’t breathe for laughing. “She dresses exactly like my grandma!”

“With them thick-ass turtlenecks,” he adds, smiling at me. “It’s a hundred and ten degrees outside! Girl, why you wearing all them clothes?”

“You know, her grandma died last year. Maybe she thinks dressing like her will bring her back.”

“Mo-Mo!” Dom turns to me, surprised. My eyes widen and I instantly feel awful, disgusting, monstrous. But then Dom busts out
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