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Mommy,

Th ere is not a day that goes by that I don’t think of you.
I feel you in my heart. I see you in my children.

I hear you in my words.
Th ank you for leaving a bit of your love behind so that I 

could 
share it with those who need it most.

—Your daughter,
Cynae



I dedicate this book to my loving husband, 
Joshua, and our little family.

Th ank you for shining a bright light 
on places in my life that were once dark.



chapter 1:
SAFIRI

When I was born, Mama gave me my name. 
“People only listen to folks worth listening 

to,” Mama always says.”Th ey’ll listen to a Safi ri quicker 
than a Suzie or a Sally.” 

Even if what Mama says is true, it’s unfair, having a 
name most folks can’t even pronounce. I don’t think it’s 
that diffi  cult, but to the rest of the world, putting six 
letters together to say Safi ri seems impossible. 

I’m not sure what Mama’s reason is for thinking that 
a kid like me could ever have something important to 
say. I’m no Martin Luther King, or anything. Trust 
me. Safi ri Day will never be a national holiday, and no 
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matter what, my name won’t make one person actually 
want to hear what I have to say. 

Besides the fact that I’m probably the only kid in 
the world whose problems start with her own name, 
I have never really been popular around the hallways 
of my school, Bringhurst Preparatory Academy. I can 
count my friends on one hand — three fingers, actual-
ly. Maisy, Kimberly, and Eileen. We’ve all been friends 
for so long now, that it’s almost like they have to listen 
to me because that’s just what friends do. To the rest of 
the seventh grade class though, something about me 
screams, “Take your best shot!”; like the time during art 
class when hot glue got dumped in my ponytail while 
my class made our Cinco de Mayo party ornaments. 
Then, there was that time during a class camping trip 
when someone thought it would be funny to hide three 
lizards inside of my sleeping bag. No one fessed up to 
either offence, and no one got in trouble. I, on the 
other hand, got the message loud and clear that Safiri 
Fields wasn’t ever going to be a classroom favorite. 

There are quite a few factors that keep me on the 
losing end of the popularity contest at Bringhurst Pre-
paratory Academy. I’ve always told my parents that not 
having a cell phone is one of them. It seems like every-
one has phones to call their own. Even Maisy, Kimber-
ly and Eileen take pictures with the cameras on their 
phones while they’re waiting to get picked up at the 
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end of the day.  It’s almost like there’s some sort of cell 
phone club at my school and naturally, only kids who 
have them can join.  

There is absolutely no way of convincing neither 
Mama nor Daddy that I need a cell phone because they 
know exactly where I am pretty much every minute 
of every day. Even my “just in case of an emergency”  
argument got shut down by Mama. 

“Baby, I am your just in case of an emergency. We 
go to the same place every day. If something comes up, 
Safiri, trust me. I’ll know.”

Even though popularity is not in my near future 
at Bringhurst Prep, my Mama seems to have that de-
partment covered. I’m not always enthusiastic about 
the fact that she works as a teacher at my school, but 
Mama has come to be the favorite teacher of almost 
every eighth grade kid who takes her English class each 
year. 

In certain situations, having my mom work at the 
school I go to adds pressure to my life, especially now 
that I’m in seventh grade. I think it’s more about the 
fact that I’ll never just be an average school kid who gets 
in trouble at school and then gets punished for whatever 
she did at home. Instead, it seems like Mama has come 
up with some secret campus distress signal that’s used 
anytime I do anything an adult sees as being lazy, dis-
respectful, or any other negative adjective — even if 
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they have never taught me a day in their life. Once that 
signal goes up, in true Josephine Fields fashion, Mama 
peeks her head into whatever classroom I am in, and 
without a word, the teacher points to the door and my 
doom unfolds. 

Doom, for me, usually begins with one of Mama’s 
twenty-minute lectures on why whatever I’ve done “just 
doesn’t make sense” — a phrase I’ve heard more than 
a few times in my life. The other part of it, though, is 
a task that only my Mama, the writing teacher, would 
create for me to do whenever I get in trouble: write 
about it. 

Ever since my thumb and two fingers could hold a  
jumbo crayon, Mama, the writing teacher comes ar- 
med with a pencil, pen, and a piece of loose-leaf paper 
that she faithfully whips out of her purse no matter 
where we are. She forces me to report everything on 
paper — even when I don’t feel like it. 

I admit that I do love to write. I’ve always said that 
I want to be an author when I grow up. There is some-
thing about putting words together that makes the sun 
shine eight times brighter than it would have if I hadn’t 
written them. Maybe one day, I will actually write a 
real book, but for right now, outside of the work Mama 
makes me do, writing is just my way of keeping myself 
out of trouble at school. My Mama, however, who is 
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the president and lead member of my fan club, is con-
vinced that I am going to be as famous as Oprah is. 

I remember the day when Mama went out and 
bought a gigantic, dinosaur-sized yellow notebook for 
me so that I could write all of the stories I make up, in 
one place. I wasn’t too excited when she shoved the spi-
ral-bound notebook in my hands because yellow just 
so happens to be Mama’s favorite color. Twelve years 
of having every shade of yellow glued to my life like 
the air I breathe has been more than enough time for 
me to realize that I’ve had my fill of the color all to-
gether. But every other spiral notebook that Mama has 
ever bought me for school has been one of the cheap 
ones that are only sold right before school starts in the 
Fall with the words “One Subject” plastered across the 
bottom. I don’t know what excited me more: the idea 
that it was the most expensive notebook that Mama 
had ever bought for me in my entire life or the glittery, 
cursive “S” in the middle of its cover, which goes be-
tween standing for Safiri or Super Girl depending on 
who asks. Either way it goes, the yellow notebook is 
where I write my troubles away. It has become my way 
of fighting back without landing in the principal’s of-
fice. Sure, I could just stand up for myself, but writing 
a story just seems so much simpler. My imagination 
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gets lost between the lines of the pastel pages in what 
has now come to be known as “my book.” 

Those responsible for taking me down the path that 
leads to one of Mama’s doomful lectures don’t just both-
er me — they anger me. And for some reason, it seems 
like the angrier they make me, the more evil they wind 
up being in the stories I write in the notebook. Even 
though I could do without all of the kids that make my 
days look less like walking down the yellow brick road 
from Dorothy’s Oz, and more like walking in a field of 
thorns, I have to admit that evil makes for a pretty good 
story — at least in my book. Maybe that’s why a girl 
named Vivian Coats makes an appearance on more of 
its pages than I would actually like to admit. 

Without a doubt, Vivian is just pure evil. Somehow, 
she knows exactly how to take me from blue skies and 
sunshine, to gray clouds and thunderstorms in less than 
sixty seconds. In reality, though, she is nothing more 
than a girl who thinks it’s cool to make fun of anyone 
who isn’t exactly like her. It’s no wonder that Vivian is 
the star of one of the best stories I ever wrote in my 
yellow book. The words of it came together almost im-
mediately after what I call “the Michele incident.” 

Michele was a new girl who came to Bringhurst Prep 
two Januarys ago. As soon as she walked in with her 
parents to register for her first day at school, the gossip 
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started. Everything, down to the zebra-print charms on 
Michele’s bracelets, made it clear to everyone that she 
meant business when it came to fashion. To Vivian, 
who had always been the center of attention with her 
name brand wardrobe, though, Michele meant trouble. 

For someone like me, if Vivian isn’t talking about 
my clothes, then she’s comparing my thick, coarse hair 
to her long, smooth curls. It’s pretty much the same 
for every other girl at school. For some reason, Vivi-
an Coats always finds a way to make life miserable if 
you don’t worship the ground she walks on. Michele 
though, seemed to walk to a different beat than Vivian 
did. She noticed things — good things about everyone. 

“Cool notebook! Yellow is one of my favorite col-
ors,” Michele announced to me one day in the hallway. 
And those words were the only introduction I needed 
to know that we could be friends. 

For about two weeks, it seemed like Michele was just 
what I needed. For the first time, Maisy, Kimberly, Ei-
leen and I just kind of ignored Vivian. Michele was the 
type of person who automatically made you cool just by 
hanging with her. It seemed as if she didn’t care about 
what anyone thought about her or us. Not even Vivian. 
Finally, I was part of a group that didn’t get picked on 
between classes, and she no longer had to sit by herself 
at lunch. Michele brought something new to our group 
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of three that had never been there. The moment that I 
let Vivian Coats get the best of me, however, was the 
very minute I lost Michele as a friend. 

I hadn’t even seen her coming. Since I didn’t have to 
wait for a big group of people to walk with me to the 
cafeteria, I always made it to the line before everyone 
else, and met up with Maisy, Eileen, and Michele at 
our usual table, since they brought their lunches from 
home. On this particular day, Vivian got in the lunch 
line right behind me, and didn’t say a word. I was fo-
cused on the hamburger and fries that were about to 
be dumped on my tray. Vivian was focused on making 
sure my friendship with Michele ended up in a dump. 
She had been ready to strike — just like a snake. Maybe 
if I had seen her, I wouldn’t have even given a second 
thought to anything she said. I wouldn’t have believed 
the lies she had been waiting to feed me. 

“You know your new friend, Michele, is telling ev-
erybody that your mom buys your clothes from the 
Goodwill store?” Vivian blurted. 

By this time, the lunch line had wrapped along the 
left wall of the cafeteria. Vivian and I were at the front 
of the line, where everyone could become our audience 
if they wanted to, and they did. Even the lunch lady, Ms. 
Wendy, looked up from the register long enough to see 
what was going on. 
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I gripped my tray and looked in Vivian’s eyes. I didn’t 
really know what I was looking for. Although I didn’t like 
her, the unwelcome news still hurt, and it caught me by 
surprise. Vivian spoke while the others giggled behind 
her. Her face never changed, though. She seemed to be 
concerned − as if she was sharing the news of betrayal 
with me out of the goodness of her heart. 

I’ve never been good at making decisions in front of 
crowds, especially not when I’m the center of attention. 
Even though I knew better, I fell right into Vivian’s trap. 
Everything that I had learned about Michele left me. 
Somehow, I allowed myself to believe that since I had 
known Vivian longer than I had Michele, that some-
how meant something. Even though I nearly hated 
Vivian, and she felt the same way about me, instead of 
keeping a good thing going with my new, fashionable 
friend, I messed up terribly and let Vivian erase all of 
the good things that Michele, Maisy, Eileen, Kimberly, 
and I had as a group. 

Furious, embarrassed, and without saying a word to 
Vivian, I walked away, feeling betrayed. I felt the eyes 
of everyone in the cafeteria on my back. They were all 
watching me to see what I was going to do. 

Talking behind my back is how she thanks me? 
My mind raced as I marched toward the table where 

Michele, Maisy, Kimberly, and Eileen were sitting. 
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How could Michele do something like this? Was she ever 
really my friend?

By the time I got to my usual lunch seat, I had made 
up my mind. 

“Michele, you need to go! I don’t want to be friends 
with someone who talks about me behind my back!”

She had just taken a bite out of the ham and cheese 
sandwich from her purple and green lunch box, and 
had a mouthful so it took a few seconds before she 
could even say anything. Eileen, Maisy, and Kimberly 
just sat there, confused. I had been the one to make 
Michele a part of our group, and until that moment, 
had never been the type of girl to make a big produc-
tion in front of everyone. 

“What are you talking about, Safiri?” Michele look- 
ed up at me as if she didn’t have a clue about what I was 
saying.”I haven’t said anything about you. I barely even 
know anyone here!” she pleaded. 

Standing there, something inside of me started to 
question what Vivian had told me. My stomach tight-
ened into a knot that made its way to the top of my 
throat. Suddenly, I felt like I was waking up from a bad 
dream. I scrambled, trying to figure out what was hap-
pening. My mouth was moving faster than my brain, 
though. By the time I realized I was walking right into 
some evil plan of Vivian’s, I had already gone too far. 
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Everyone was still watching and waiting to see what I 
was going to do. 

I looked right at Michele, wishing I hadn’t started 
down the path I was on. Her eyes were filled with tears, 
but she didn’t let them fall. She peered back at me, wait-
ing for me to explain why I had chosen that day to try to 
embarrass her in front of everyone in the cafeteria. 

“You know what? Fine!” Michele yelled before I had 
figured out how to make everything go back to the way 
it had been for the last two weeks. She stuffed her sand-
wich along with the chips, cookies, and juice that she 
had spread on the table, back into her lunch box, and 
walked out of the cafeteria door. 

Standing there, watching my new friend storm down  
the hall, back to our classroom, I knew I had made a 
huge mistake. I looked over to where I had left Vivian 
and her crew standing. They were laughing and giving 
each other high fives as they walked toward me. 

“Looks like you’re back to three.” The way Vivian 
threw her words at me made me so angry, I wanted to 
punch her. But I was too embarrassed to do anything 
but sit in my seat and put my head down. 

The Bringhurst Preparatory Academy “Mama Sig-
nal” was automatically launched. By the time we got 
back to homeroom, Josephine Fields was waiting for 
me by the classroom door. 
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“So, you just believe what everyone tells you, now, 
right?” she questioned. 

The look on Mama’s face alone, told me she was dis-
appointed in my actions. There was no way I could talk 
myself out of this one. There never was. 

“No, ma’am,” I whispered, barely able to hear my 
own voice. 

“Did you think for one second that the folks who 
you chose to believe are not your friends and that they 
were making the story up?”

“But Mama!”
“Enough, Safiri!”
The lecture went on for about twenty minutes. 

When it was all over, not only did Mama make me 
apologize to Michele in front of my entire class, but 
I had to write a note to her parents, telling them how 
wrong I had been for listening to others instead of just 
asking Michele. 

After that, Michele forgave me, but she never sat 
with us at lunch again. Other than an occasional “hel-
lo” in the hallway, she barely ever said much of any-
thing to me. 

The day I realized that Vivian had won a battle that 
nearly destroyed me was the day that I wrote the lon-
gest story I’d ever written on the pages of my yellow 
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notebook. It was almost too perfect that the letter “V” 
already seemed evil and mysterious to me. 

My stories weren’t supposed to be real, though, and 
there was no way I was going to let Vivian’s name be the 
first real name written in my notebook. In my world of 
words, I created a monster disguised as a little girl who 
finds any way she can to make my life miserable, as well 
as the lives of anyone who wasn’t exactly like her. Nat-
urally, the letter “V” was the first place I started when 
naming the evil villain in my story — a tale I ended up 
calling Vanishing Vanessa. 

I had no plans to ever let anyone see it because it 
really wasn’t that great of a story. It was just my way of 
getting over what had happened at school with Vivian. 
Even the story’s title, Vanishing Vanessa, sounded silly 
to me. However, apparently, leaving my yellow note-
book open on the kitchen table while doing my home-
work allowed Mama to see the story. Not even the big 
red circle with the ‘X’ drawn through it kept Mama 
from reading the title. 

“Safiri, did you write this?” she asked as she gently 
yanked the notebook from my hands. 

I was torn between feeling upset with her for read-
ing my story, and feeling relieved that, after what I had 
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done to Michele, Mama was interested in something 
good I had done. 

To be on the safe side, I replied with a simple, “Yes, 
ma’am”. 

“Vanishing Vanessa,” she read again.”Oh, my baby. I 
love the title! It’s so brilliant!”

I was secretly praying that Mama didn’t realize that 
the name of the main character in the story shared the 
same first letter as the person responsible for landing 
me in hot water in the first place. 

Mama made me read the entire story out loud to 
her that day. When I had finished reading, she clapped 
her hands and told me not to forget about her when I 
became a rich and famous author one day. 

It seems like even when Mama is upset with me, 
there is no way I can possibly question her love for 
me. She’s hard on me at times, but my Mama is not 
only my inspiration for being caught up in magic and 
make-believe, but for the happy endings that many of 
my stories have. Ever since I was little, I have felt like 
Josephine Fields possesses some sort of magical powers 
that have always allowed her to see things that the aver-
age person can’t even begin to understand. She has this 
weird way of knowing things even before you tell her. 
In my world, that’s magic. To her, it’s just living. 

“You’ll understand one day, Safiri, I promise,” she says. 
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It’s Mama’s words, like these, that convince me that 
she is magical. Mama’s promises are not promises at all. 
Instead, they are words that make you believe that she 
has taken a peek into your future. 

My work didn’t start out in the pretty, yellow, spiral 
notebook, and just because I have one now, it does not 
mean that every story I end up writing, lands there. I 
am pretty used to it now, but it still bothers me that 
my Mama hands me the trusty pen and paper from her 
purse without saying a word when something happens 
that would make the average twelve- year-old lock her-
self in a room and cry. Instead of giving me advice like 
my other friends’ moms do, she makes me write every-
thing down − even the stuff that hurts. 

“Even the pineapple that turns out to be the sweet-
est in the grove is the sourest thing in the world before 
it’s ripe,” Mama preaches.”So, the way I see it, there’s 
no need to focus on the bad if you can find some good 
in there somewhere,” she says. 

Why Mama has to take something as simple as a 
pineapple and turn it into something I have to strug-
gle to understand has always bothered me. But, Jose-
phine Fields has always made it clear that she believes 
everything in life happens for a reason, and it’s up to 
us to figure out the lesson in everything that happens, 
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whether good or bad. Even as her daughter, I’m not 
allowed to argue with that. 

“You never know what life lessons you may find hid-
den in your own words,” she says. 

I’m twelve years old now and have been writing for 
Mama my entire life. Either I’m not writing the right 
stories, or there are some lessons I just wasn’t meant to 
learn. 



chapter 2:
BITTERSWEET

My Daddy, Vance Fields, is a man of very few 
words. He and Mama are just about as oppo-

site as they come. There’s nothing anyone could ever 
do or say, though, to keep him from loving Mama. His 
face lights up with a smile whenever he talks about how 
hard he had to work to win her heart. 

“Your Mama always had something to say about ev-
erything that had anything to do with me! She didn’t 
know if she wanted to be sweet or sour with me,” he 
says. “I would bring her fl owers and she’d say she want-
ed chocolates. I’d take her to the movies and she’d com-
plain about the popcorn. “Th at Josephine was about as 
sour toward me as a new, green pineapple straight out 

chapter 2:
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of the earth,” he always tells with a grin. “It didn’t take 
long, though, for her to realize I wasn’t giving up, so 
she finally got sweet on me. That’s why I started calling 
her Pineapple Sugar — she’s sour and sweet all at the 
same time. A name like that couldn’t fit your Mama 
any better if it tried!”

I think it is pretty safe to say that what Mama now 
calls pineapple sugar started with my Daddy. It’s one 
thing to have a nickname but it’s something totally 
different when you act like that is the name on your 
birth certificate. That is exactly what Mama does. At 
some point between all those years ago and now, she 
has made her nickname, Pineapple Sugar, take on a life 
of its own. For as long as I can remember, the yellow 
wallpaper in our kitchen has been covered in tiny lit-
tle pineapples. The refrigerator is covered in pineapple 
magnets that hold up our family’s pictures and calen-
dars. The sugar jar that sits next to our stove looks more 
like it belongs in a Hawaiian pineapple grove than on 
the edge of our kitchen counter.

Just from looking at him, you wouldn’t expect Dad-
dy to have the rhythm and soul that he actually has, 
and you would never expect his singing to sound like a 
little slice of heaven. At least once every month, I can 
look for his tan guitar to hang around his waist from 
the green and white-checkered strap that seems to be 
as old as I am. Daddy goes into the garage, sits on the 
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hood of his pickup truck, plays that old guitar, and 
sings his heart out, like he is standing on the stage of 
the Apollo Theater of Harlem. Usually, the songs he 
belts out are old radio hits from his high school days 
− songs that I’ve heard Daddy play softly on his record 
player time and time again when he thinks I’ve gone to 
bed. Every now and then, however, the newness of a 
melody that comes from the garage jumps up and grabs 
my attention. 

Even though Vance Fields is a quiet man, his love 
for Mama takes him out of his soft shell. I was only 
in kindergarten when Daddy took to the cafeteria 
stage during lunch one afternoon at Bringhurst Prep, 
but I remember how everyone stood to their feet and 
clapped for him after he surprised Mama with a special 
song tribute to her for their anniversary. She was so sur-
prised that she jumped up out of her seat, grabbed my 
hand, and ran onto the stage to give him a big hug and 
kiss right in front of everyone in the cafeteria. 

The song Daddy sang that day was the song he 
wrote when he decided to ask Mama to marry him. 
It’s a song that doesn’t quite match the type of soul 
he plays his other music with because it’s got “country 
roots,” let Daddy tell it. He talks about that song at 
least three times each year, and every time, I still find 
myself grinning from ear to ear like I’ve never heard the 
story before. 




