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This volume, Keep It Movin’, is special to me because the term is more than just slang. It reaches back to our collective ancestors who always kept it moving in spite of the insurmountable odds they faced. It is also dedicated to their descendants, those of us who continue their legacy through dreaming, working, and living. If you are taking breath, be thankful and don’t waste any time dwelling on the negative. Our past is more than slavery and our reality bigger and more purposeful than the negativisms all around us.

Rather than focus on nihilistic behavior, those of us who possess the soul of warrior survivors keep it movin’ no matter what. It’s not easy because the world around us—family, friends, enemies, co-workers, etc.—can really work our nerves! But it’s all a part of the challenge, an obstacle on the road to success. But anyone who is self-employed through the blessings of his/her talent will tell you that it’s worth all of the DRAMA.

Our ancestors knew it and strived to always do their own work, and when that wasn’t possible, they still made a way. We have the opportunity through education, self-love and realization—and most of all, through faith—to surpass their contributions and keep our legacy alive and ever-flowing.

So, this volume is dedicated to the FAITHFUL who prevail against the odds, always tred the path less walked upon, and who not only know their flow but live it. As the saying goes, “don’t give up, get up” and keep it movin’ always~





“You can’t hide the truth from the youth/
 You can steal the fruit not the root.”

—ETANA
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THE CREW

Jayd

A sassy sixteen-year-old from Compton, California, who comes from a long line of Louisiana conjure women. She is the only one in her lineage born with brown eyes and a caul. Her grandmother appropriately named her “Jayd,” which is also the name her grandmother took on in her days as a voodoo queen in New Orleans. She lives with her grandparents, four uncles, and her cousin Jay. Jayd is in all AP classes and visits her mother on the weekend. She has a tense relationship with her father, whom she sees occasionally, and has never-ending drama in her life, whether at school or home.

 


Mama/Lynn Mae

When Jayd gets in over her head, her grandmother, Mama, is always there to help her. A full-time conjure woman with magical green eyes and a long list of both clients and haters, Mama also serves as Jayd’s teacher, confidante, and protector.

 


Mom/Lynn Marie

At thirty-something years old, Lynn Marie would never be mistaken for a mother of a teenager. But Jayd’s mom is definitely all that and with her green eyes, she keeps the men guessing. Able to talk to Jayd telepathically, Lynn Marie is always there when Jayd needs her.

 


Esmeralda

Mama’s nemesis and Jayd’s nightmare, this next-door neighbor is anything but friendly. She relocated to Compton from Louisiana around the same time Mama did and has been a thorn in Mama’s side ever since. She continuously causes trouble for Mama and Jayd. Esmeralda’s cold blue eyes have powers of their own, although not nearly as powerful as Mama’s.

 


Rah

Rah is Jayd’s first love from junior high school who has come back into her life when a mutual friend, Nigel, transfers from Rah’s high school (Westingle) to South Bay. He knows everything about her and is her spiritual confidant. Rah lives in Los Angeles but grew up with his grandparents in Compton like Jayd. He loves Jayd fiercely but has a girlfriend who refuses to go away (Trish) and a baby-mama (Sandy). Rah is a hustler by necessity and a music producer by talent. He takes care of his younger brother Kamal and holds the house down while his dad is locked up and his mother strips at a local club.

 


Misty

The word “frenemies” was coined for this former best friend of Jayd’s. Misty has made it her mission to sabotage Jayd any way she can. Living around the corner from Jayd, she has the unique advantage of being an original hater from the neighborhood and at school.

 


KJ

He’s the most popular basketball player on campus, Jayd’s ex-boyfriend, and Misty’s current boyfriend. Ever since he and Jayd broke up, he’s made it his personal mission to persecute her.

 


Nellie

One of Jayd’s best friends, Nellie is the prissy princess of the crew. She is also dating Chance, even though it’s Nigel she’s really feeling. Nellie made history at South Bay by becoming the first Black Homecoming princess and has let the crown go to her head.

 


Mickey

The gangster girl of Jayd’s small crew. She and Nellie are best friends but often at odds with each other, mostly because Nellie secretly wishes she could be more like Mickey. A true hood girl, she loves being from Compton, and her man with no name is a true gangster. Mickey and Nigel have quickly become South Bay High’s newest couple.

 


Jeremy

A first for Jayd, Jeremy is her white ex-boyfriend who also happens to be the most popular cat at South Bay. Rich, tall and extremely handsome, Jeremy’s witty personality and good conversation keep Jayd on her toes and give Rah a run for his money—literally.

 


Mickey’s Man

Never using his name, Mickey’s original boyfriend is a troublemaker and always hot on Mickey’s trail. Always in and out of jail, Mickey’s man is notorious in her hood for being a coldhearted gangster, and loves to be in control. He also has a thing for Jayd, but Jayd can’t stand to be anywhere near him.

 


Nigel

The new quarterback on the block, Nigel is a friend of Jayd’s from junior high and also Rah’s best friend, making Jayd’s world even smaller at South Bay High. Nigel is the star football player and dumped his ex-girlfriend at Westingle (Tasha) to be with his new baby-mama-to-be, Mickey. Jayd is caught up in the mix as a friend to them both, but her loyalty lies with Nigel because she’s known him longer and he’s always had her back.

 


Chance

The rich, white hip-hop kid of the crew, Chance is Jayd’s drama homie and Nellie’s boyfriend, if you let him tell it. He used to have a crush on Jayd and now has turned his attention to Nellie.

 


Bryan

The youngest of Mama’s children and Jayd’s favorite uncle, Bryan is a dj by night and works at the local grocery store during the day. He’s also an acquaintance of both Rah and KJ from playing ball around the hood. Bryan often gives Jayd helpful advice about her problems with boys and hating girls alike. Out of all of Jayd’s uncles, Bryan gives her grandparents the least amount of trouble.

 


Jay

Jay is more like an older brother to Jayd than her cousin. Like Jayd, he lives with Mama but his mother (Mama’s youngest daughter) left him when he was a baby and never returned. He doesn’t know his father and attends Compton High. He and Jayd often cook together and help Mama around the house.




Prologue

As I stand here with my cell phone to my ear, listening to Rah’s rationale about why he has to leave me stranded with no date, to drive all the way out to Pomona to meet Sandy’s crazy ass, I can feel my head getting hot. I now know the heat of a thousand suns. The tears well up behind my tired eyes, but I refuse to let him hear me cry. I haven’t even made it into the bathroom yet and I already want to throw my cell in the toilet and flush the bull Rah’s feeding me.

“Jayd, did you hear what I just said?” Rah asks, responding to my silence. I put the lid down and take a seat on the toilet, slowly removing my beach attire from my afternoon out with Jeremy. I was in a great mood before Rah came by, bursting my bubble. Now, the last thing I feel like doing is going to a party. I’m not in the mood to celebrate a damned thing unless it has something to do with his ex-girlfriends, Sandy and Trish, disappearing from our lives for good. “I’m sorry about this, baby. I’m going to get there and back as fast as I can.”

“It’s all good, Rah. No worries.” My untruthful words are barely audible to me so I know he didn’t hear me. Every time he pulls this shit I tell myself it’ll be the last time, just like the last time. When will too much finally be enough?

“If there was another way, I’d do it in a heartbeat.” Rah sighs deeply through the phone and I can feel his frustration. I wish he were stronger in his stance with both Sandy and Trish. Maybe I should have made the Bitter Bwoy Brew I concocted to repel his broads, to work on myself instead. This boy’s drama is starting to drain me and I’m tired of being his willing victim. “You believe me, don’t you, baby?”

“I believe you think you’re doing the right thing and that’s all that matters.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Rah says while I finish undressing, ready to wash up and get back downstairs. I can feel my mom’s impatience and I know she’s about to give me a psychic earful if I don’t hurry up. She wasn’t planning on being my ride this evening and I know she has other plans with her boyfriend, Karl, which means I’m cramping her style.

“Well, what do you expect? You not only threw off my day, you also threw off my mother and Karl’s plans as well. But like I said, no worries. You’ve got to go handle your business and so do I. I’ll talk to you later,” I say, abruptly ending our phone conversation. I need to get all of my tears out and keep it moving if I’m going to make it through the holidays. Otherwise, I’ll be stuck in this love quicksand indefinitely and I can’t afford to stop for anyone, Rah included.
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Keep It Movin’

“Keep on moving/
 Don’t stop like the hands of time.”

—SOUL II SOUL

 


 


 


“Jayd, hurry up and get down here. We’ve got to get going if Karl and I are going to make it to Mama’s dinner in time enough to leave early. We’re going to a party at his brother’s house afterwards and I don’t want to get there too late.” Leave it to my mom to have an exit plan for a family dinner. “I heard that, young lady. What happened with Rah? We already have to take you home unexpectedly and that’s going to take up even more of our time to be together.” Why does my mom have to sweat my mind with her telepathic conversation while I’m rushing to get dressed? She can wait another ten minutes and I’ll be downstairs with her and Karl where she’ll be able to grill me all the way to Compton.

“He had to go get his little girl,” I mutter, still in shock that Rah has left me stranded for yet another holiday. What is it with him and all the other broads in his life? How come they can snap their fingers and Rah comes running, usually leaving me behind in the dust? I’m the one he supposedly loves, but what I want always comes last. What the hell?

“Well, I don’t understand what that has to do with him not coming to Mama’s, but whatever. Did you tell him he could bring his daughter? I know Mama would love to see the baby.”

“Mom, can this wait until I’m out of the bathroom, please? I’m trying to wash my face and I still have to pick out an outfit to wear.” I didn’t want to cry in front of my mom because she would tease me to no end. She’s always viewed shedding tears as a weakness, especially if they’re falling over a dude. But I can’t hold them in any longer, especially not now that I’m looking in the mirror. I trace the tracks of my tears down my cheeks, washing them away in the gentle lather. I wish I could wash away the pain behind them just as easily.

“I already picked out your attire. You’re wearing the red dress hanging in my bathroom doorway. Merry Christmas. The shoes are already by the front door. Now, hurry up and get down here. We’ve got to keep it moving, Jayd, no matter how tough shit is. Stick it out and come on.”

“Mom, I’m coming,” I say aloud, even if technically I am the only one in the apartment. How am I supposed to concentrate on being jolly with Christmas spirit when the one I want to be with is going to be with someone else—again? Having to give up spending turkey day with Rah to Trish and her brother was one thing. But, Rah passing up my grandmother’s Christmas Eve dinner to meet up with Sandy’s trifling ass is more than I can take.

“Jayd, haven’t you figured out that the moment you stop taking Rah’s mess will be the moment he stops dishing it out? You should know better by now.”

“That’s exactly what I said to Rah about Sandy and her baby-mama games. She’s playing him, and every time Rah participates in her drama, he’s letting her get away with it.” I quickly rinse the mango-apricot face scrub from my cheeks before filling the sink with warm water to quickly wash up with. I wish I had time to take a shower, but knowing my mom, she’ll leave me if I waste any more of her time.

“Well, it’s time to start following your own advice. And the sooner the better, because at the rate you’re going, Rah’s going to be a distant memory if you don’t step up your game. I remember Sandy being a train wreck and if that’s how she looks in my memory, I can only imagine what she must look like in your rearview.”

“You can only imagine; since when?” I ask, washing the salty ocean residue off my body, ready to slip into my new dress and my mom’s shoes, but not before I butter up with some of Mama’s Egyptian musk body butter. I only wear the good stuff on special occasions and Mama’s creations are the best.

“Jayd, I do allow you some privacy, don’t I? I don’t want to relive your memories, trust me. What I see in your little head is more than enough. Now, get down here. You’ve got five minutes.” I exit the bathroom and eye the full-length fitted dress hanging in my mother’s doorway. Damn, she’s got great taste. The Chinese-inspired design of the dress makes it that much more stunning and gives it a classic appearance. “I thought you’d like it. Don’t forget to wear panty hose or Mama will flip out on both of us. Make it quick, Jayd.”

“I’ll be right down.” As usual, the beach air has made my fresh press frizzy, so a slicked-back ponytail will have to do. I’ll have to hook my hair up later on tonight, or in the morning if I’m too tired from this evening’s festivities. Mama usually has a full evening of activities planned for everyone to participate in. She loves to play games like Taboo and Pictionary to get the entire family involved. Mama also makes us choose teams, especially since she and Daddy, my grandfather, are always the team captains. Any chance she has to beat Daddy at any game, Mama’s taking.

“Nah, nah nah nah. Wait till I get my money right,” Kanye serenades as Jeremy’s ring tone. Damn, I don’t have time for any more drama today and I just left him less than thirty minutes ago. What could he possibly want now?

“Hey, Jeremy. What’s up?” I ask, propping the phone up to my ear with my right shoulder while squeezing into my outfit. I’ve gained some weight between the holidays and won’t be slimming back down until after the winter break. I hope my mom doesn’t say anything about me stretching my gift out. It seems like she never gains weight, no matter how much she eats.

“What’s up is you,” he says, his voice as husky as ever. Damn, he sounds so sexy over the phone. “You want to go out tonight? My friends are having a little get-together at the beach and they asked about you.” I know that means his surfing buddies, who will undoubtedly be as high as kites and Jeremy will no doubt be flying right along with them.

“Thank you, but no thank you,” I say, putting my heels on before heading out the door. I take a quick glance in the mirror, realizing I have on no lip gloss or eye shadow, making me appear plain in this gorgeous dress. I also need something to cover my arms in these short sleeves or else I’m going to freeze my behind off.

“Grab a jacket and let’s get, little Jayd. You can primp in the car,” my mom says, this time much more impatiently. I grab my mom’s shawl from the coat rack, along with my purse, finally ready to leave. It’s after five now and I know Mama’s waiting on us before serving dinner.

“I promise I’ll stay sober,” Jeremy says, missing my point completely. “I really enjoyed kicking it with you today and I’m not ready for it to end.”

“Jeremy, I already told you I have plans with my family,” I say, slamming the door shut behind me as I run down the stairs. I can see my mom’s pissed look from all the way across the street. I bet she could kill someone with one of her looks if she tried hard enough.

“Don’t play about that, Jayd. Ever,” my mom says way too seriously. I wonder what that’s all about.

“Well then, invite me to come to dinner at your house for a change. I’ll be happy to escort you, that is unless there’s already someone else on your arm?” Oh yeah, that’ll go over real well, me bringing my white ex-boyfriend to Christmas dinner at Mama’s, even if my original date did stand me up.

“Why not? Enjoy yourself, Jayd. And you know Mama loves company on Christmas Eve. This would be the best time to bring Jeremy if you plan on keeping him around, even if I do disapprove of the little white boy. But at least he’s cute and treats you well. And if he meets you there, he can take you home and me and Karl can keep moving like we originally planned. So tell him to meet you there and get your ass in this truck now or he’ll be picking you up from here, too.”

“You know what, Jeremy,” I say, swinging the heavy door of the large SUV open before tossing my Lucky bag onto the seat. I always have to pull myself up high into these large vehicles, messing my dress up and causing me to work too hard. I wish Karl had driven his Camry instead of the Expedition today. “Why don’t you meet me there and then we can go out, cool?”

“Very,” he says before we hang up. I can hear his smile through the phone. As long as Rah has other interests, so will I, even if Rah is the only ex I really want to be with for Christmas. But like Mama says, gifts may not always come in the packaging I want, but I always get what I need. I just hope she understands that when I show up with Jeremy instead of Rah.

“I must be the luckiest man this holiday, with the two prettiest women in all of LA riding in my car,” Karl says while I settle into his ride. He pulls off and heads toward the 405 freeway, which will lead us to the 91, the quickest way to Mama’s side of Compton from Inglewood. I’m going to have to learn all of the routes, since I’ll be driving soon. If I get my hustle on over the break, I’ll have more than enough to make a nice down payment on something small and economical. With the high gas prices, I know Karl must be regretting buying this ride.

“That’s why he got the Toyota to drive during the week. The truck is his weekend car,” my mom says, psychically defending her man. And I don’t blame her. My salty mood is no excuse for me talking about him. Karl’s a sweetie, even if he is twice our size, and he’s good to my mom. What more can a sistah ask for?

“So, young lady, what did you ask Santa for Christmas this year?” I like that Karl makes small talk with me without much effort. When I talk to my daddy it’s like pulling teeth without Novocain.

“A car,” I say. My phone, now on vibrate, signals a text from Rah. I’m through crying over his ass.


Hey baby. I’m sorry about how this day turned out. I’ll try and make it back and join you as soon as I can. I love you, girl. Don’t be mad at me for too long and holla at your boy when you get a min.



“Well, I think every teenager has the same thing on her list,” Karl continues, taking my mind away from Rah and back to my list. A loyal boyfriend’s also on the list, but I think that’s too much to ask for, even from Santa. “Anything more affordable?” Is he asking because he’s only making small talk or because he wants to get me a gift? None of my mom’s men have ever bought me anything.

“Cash always works,” I say, just in case this is more than an innocent probe. I can use all the dividends I can get my hands on.

“That’s my girl,” my mom says, gently rubbing Karl’s hand sitting on the armrest. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they’ve been in love forever. Hard to believe they’ve only been dating for a couple of months. “No matter what they say, cash is still king in my wallet.”

“So, you don’t want the gold American Express card I got you with your name on it for Christmas?” Karl looks at my mom’s eyes light up like a little girl on Christmas morning.

“Do I have to pay the bill?” My mom’s nothing if not practical when it comes to her finances. Unlike other baby-mamas, her baby-daddy doesn’t pay all of her bills. Mickey needs to come and spend the day with my mom to get a taste of what it’s like being a single mother, for real.

“What kind of gift would that be?” Karl exits the freeway, only a few minutes away from my grandparents’ house. Remembering that Jeremy’s never been all the way to my grandparents’ house before, I send him a quick text with the address. I’m sure he’ll MapQuest it if he needs to.

“Well then, hell yeah, I want my card. Give it up,” she says, patting him down like the police.

“I’ll give it to you when we get to your mother’s house. Back up, woman,” he says, attempting to gently push my mom back down in her seat, but my mom’s relentless in her quest. I hope Mama finds them as amusing as I do.

 



See you soon, Lady J.

 



Jeremy’s text has all kinds of undertones in it. I know Jeremy wants us to get back together, but I’m not there. I hope he doesn’t think his coming to Mama’s house is a step in the direction of a relationship. Friends visit Mama too, and I have to make sure he understands that. The last thing I need is more drama with one of my exes.
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Merry Xmas

“What’s love got to do with it?/
 What’s love but a secondhand emotion?”

—TINA TURNER

 


 


 


When we pull up to Mama’s house, cars are parked on lawns, sidewalks, and everywhere else they can fit. It’s always like this on Christmas. All of the prodigal children return home to give and receive guilt gifts, as well as get some good food, which I can’t wait to indulge in. When it comes to southern cooking, Mama can give Jeremy’s mom a run for her money.

“Hey, Lynn,” our neighbor across the street, Mr. Baskett, says to my mom through her open tinted window before he sees her six-foot-two man step out of the truck ahead of us. He’s had a crush on my mom forever and ain’t facing reality no time soon. But Karl’s presence might help change that fact of life.

“Hi, Mr. Baskett,” my mom says. Karl walks around to the passenger’s side and opens both our doors. He’s such a gentleman. “This is my boyfriend, Karl. Karl, Mr. Baskett.” Mr. Baskett waves from across the street, too lazy or embarrassed to walk over and shake hands. He, his wife, and their four children each weigh at least three hundred pounds. It’s rare to see them hanging outside, but it is a holiday.

“Little Lynn,” Daddy says from his seat at one of the two card tables set up in the in the driveway as we step out of the large truck, parked behind a car I don’t recognize. Maybe it belongs to my uncle Bryan’s new girlfriend, who I’m anxious to meet. It’s rare for him to change up his look for a broad, so this one must be special.

“Hey, Daddy,” my mom says, wrapping her slender, cocoa arms around my grandfather’s neck. “I have someone I want you to meet.” Karl stands next to my mom, with me close behind. I never get that warm of a greeting because I’m here all the time.

“Well, this must be the young man taking up all of my daughter’s time,” Daddy says, looking up at a smiling Karl.

“Are y’all matching on purpose?” my uncle Junior asks, making us all chuckle.

“Yes, it’s what cute couples do. You should try it sometime,” my mom says, shooting an evil look at her younger brother. My mom rarely has anything nice to say to her brothers if she speaks to them at all. The only one she’s cool with is Bryan, and even that’s a testy relationship.

“I don’t want to be a cute man,” Junior says, shuffling the deck of cards before dealing.

“It’s not so bad, as long as there’s a stunning woman by your side who’s making you cute,” Karl says. I love a man secure in his masculinity. And it doesn’t hurt that he’s in love with my mom. There’s hope for the brothers yet.

“Now that’s a whipped nigga,” my uncle Tommy says, claiming his hand without looking up. They always have some shit to say.

“Of course he is. Have you seen your sister?” my uncle Bryan says, winking at us both before reaching up to shake Karl’s hand. At least one of them has some manners. “What’s up, man? I’m Bryan, and don’t pay attention to these other fools. They didn’t have their meds today.”

“It’s all good.” Karl hugs my mom tight, waiting for the next move. I walk around them both and kiss Daddy on the cheek before smacking Bryan in the back of the head, my usual loveable greeting for my favorite uncle, and I ignore the rest and they return the favor. One person I can’t ignore is Misty’s trifling ass going inside of Esmeralda’s house next door. I guess Misty and her mother are spending the holiday with Esmeralda’s evil ass. I didn’t know the devil celebrated Christmas. She glares at me from across the yard and walks back across the porch, disappearing in the multitude of crap lining Esmeralda’s house. Maybe they’ll help her clean that shit up as a gift.

“Bryan, get in here and help me with this food,” Mama shouts through the kitchen window. Bryan’s the official taster of the household because he’ll tell it like it is under any circumstances, no matter who the cook is.

“I’ll go with you,” I say, leading the way across the front yard and toward the back gate. The rest of my uncles and company are in the back, smoking, drinking, and doing whatever else they do back there. Ever since Esmeralda caused my headache from hell by staring me down one morning before school a few months ago, I avoid going through the front door at all costs.

“Hey, Frankie,” I say to one of our neighbors a couple of houses down. He and his white wife usually stay inside, especially on the holidays, when drunken belligerence can come from anywhere and attack the so-called “sell-out” on the block. He’s always been cool with me, and he and Daddy are good friends, so I don’t get into all of the other madness.

“We’re right behind you,” my mom says, leading Karl to the back porch and up the steps that lead into the kitchen. Mama’s dog, Lexi, lifts her head slightly, giving Karl the eye before she moves away from her customary post across the threshold, allowing us into Mama’s kitchen.

The thick aroma of homemade stuffing and sweet potatoes hits me in the face like a brick. I can’t even speak I’m so overwhelmed. The room is filled with all of my favorite foods: potato salad, greens, cornbread, a turkey big enough to feed the entire block, fried chicken, rolls, catfish, several kinds of cakes, peach cobbler, and my absolute favorite, cherry pie. Damn, Mama threw down. She must’ve been cooking for two days straight to put out all of this food.

“Wow,” Karl says, voicing my exact sentiments. Even my mom is smiling through her nervousness. Meeting Mama is always the deal-breaker with her boyfriends. And Mama has been waiting to meet him for a minute.

“Well, if it isn’t my girls,” Mama says, walking over to kiss us both on the cheek. “And this handsome man must be Karl,” she says, also reaching up to give him a kiss on the cheek. I’m glad it is Karl, otherwise that would’ve been embarrassing.

“Hello, Mrs. James. It’s nice to finally meet you,” he says, blushing at Mama’s compliment.

“Well, don’t be so formal. Go on in and have a seat. Bryan, come and get this food so I can feed everyone else.” Bryan walks in, takes his mini-plate and sits down at the dining room table, ready to tear into the food.

“Here, sample the potato salad,” Mama says, passing a small bowlful to Karl before they take a seat at the dining room table.

“The tree looks beautiful,” my mom says, knowing Jay and I put it up. We did do a good job this year. Speak of the devil, Jay pokes his head out of his room, waves at us all and goes right back in. Whenever possible, he likes to be alone in the room he shares with Daddy and Bryan, and I don’t blame him. It’s rare anyone around here actually gets time to him-or herself.

“Is that a new dress, Jayd?” Mama says from her post at the kitchen doorway. She looks so relaxed in her champagne-colored silk dress with house slippers to match. Christmas Eve is Mama’s favorite day of the year, next to Mother’s Day, which is when she shuts down her shop completely and sucks in the entire day. Mama and Netta usually take a trip somewhere and get pampered from head to toe. This year will be no exception to the unwritten rule, I’m sure.

“No, it’s my mom’s,” I say, eyeing my mom and Karl sitting at the table, feeding each other forkfuls of Jay’s infamous potato salad. We all have our specialties and that’s definitely one of his. My mom is shameless with her affection for her new beau. But so far so good where Mama’s concerned. Mama’s already peeled one of the name labels off of a gift for one of my uncles and put Karl’s name on it instead. Now, let one of my uncle’s girlfriends get a gift meant for my mother and all hell will break loose between Mama and my mom.

“Oh. It looks so familiar,” Mama says. But the look in her eyes tells me there’s more to it than that. What is she thinking about so fiercely?

“Jayd, you not eating?” my uncle Bryan asks, slamming down the turkey and gravy, stuffing, sweet potatoes, green beans and chicken on his plate. Mama really outdid herself this year. “You don’t know what you’re missing, girl.”

“I’m good right now,” I say. Truthfully, I had so much junk to eat at the beach that I’m too stuffed to take another bite of anything. But I will gladly take home a plate or three to munch on for the weekend. I’m sure my stepmother will have a slamming spread tomorrow too, so I’ll be set for the rest of the week with leftovers.

“Lynn Marie, where’d you say you got that dress from?” Mama asks, not letting go of her lock on my outfit for a second. Something about the way she’s staring at me is making me feel nauseous. Maybe it’s my uncles’ cigarette smoke drifting in from where they’re seated outside playing cards and enjoying some of Daddy’s homemade eggnog, spiked with E&J, no doubt. Karl looks like he’s enjoying his fair share as well. I guess my mom’s driving for the rest of the evening.

“I got it from a thrift shop on Melrose earlier this week. I was going to wear it for New Year’s, but I thought it would fit Jayd perfectly. Merry Christmas, Jayd,” my mom says, winking at me and getting away with not really buying me a gift—again. Mama’s honey-brown complexion turns pale, and I can’t pick up what’s wrong. Noticing my concern for her, Mama looks me in the eye and some of the color returns to her cheeks, but not all of it.

“Jayd, you feeling okay, baby?” Mama asks, walking over to where I’m seated on the couch and checking my forehead for a fever. Mama’s green eyes have a red tint across them, indicating just how little sleep she’s had recently.

“I should be asking you the same thing,” I say, allowing her to quietly probe my eyes, looking for anything but the truth. This whole thing with Rah and Sandy has really gotten out of hand, causing more drama in my life that I don’t need. And, with Laura, the hater from school, and Nellie, my ex-friend, hot on my and Mickey’s trail, I’ve got all I can handle on my plate as it is.

“Just because your head’s not physically hot doesn’t mean you’re not hurting.” Mama takes my hands out of my lap and cups her hands around mine. Before she can speak another sentence, a wave of shock comes over her and a look of surprise takes over her soft expression. Before I can ask her what’s wrong, I’m pulled into Mama’s world.

 



“Jayd, don’t resist. Whatever you do, just let it flow,” Mama says, holding onto my mind with hers. What the hell?

“Mama, where are we?” I ask, communicating as if she’s in one of my dreams. I look around the room, which looks almost the same as far as furniture goes. But it’s as if they are in a black-and-white movie, watching the show take place from the catwalk of a theater. I can hear my mom and the rest of the family in the background, talking and laughing. But Mama and I aren’t moving at all.

“I’m not sure yet. But it looks like we are somewhere in the past, Jayd. Just be still and watch. That’s all we can do until we see what we came here to see.”

Facing the hallway from where we are seated on the couch, Mama and I turn our attention to the voices coming from what is now her bedroom. Usually the woman and man’s voices shouting in this house come from my grandparents, but it’s not Mama and Daddy’s arguing we hear.

“Maman,” Mama mumbles in our live dream-state. Even if she was only one when her mother died, Mama can still recognize her voice. “And that’s my father.” Mama’s eyes travel as the tall, dark man backs out of the bedroom with a knife at his throat. Maman Marie’s hand is extended upward, controlling the blade as she slowly makes her way away from him, holding a baby girl on her hip.

“Mama, is that you?” I ask, but Mama’s too engrossed in the scene taking place to answer my query.

“I told you, I want out,” Maman says to my great-grandfather, who’s smiling wickedly at her and the baby on her hip. But Maman’s not joking. A trickle of blood drips down her lip and onto her bare shoulder, revealing more bruising from past beatings. “Get out of my way, Jon Paul, or you’ll leave me with no choice but to cut you in front of your daughter.” So that baby is Mama. What a trip.

“Oh please, Marie. You know you’re not going anywhere, especially not with my only child. She has more of my blood than yours anyway.” Jon Paul takes a step toward them but is stopped in his tracks by Maman’s glowing green eyes.

“She’s my daughter and she has my gift of sight. You know the lineage is between mothers and daughters. Back up, Jon Paul,” Maman says, allowing the sharp blade to cut the thick skin covering his Adam’s apple and causing him to wince at the recognition of his discomfort. I also think Maman’s eyes have scared him, too.

“I see that white man has given you more than expensive gifts this year.” Jon Paul tosses the fancy Christmas present in his hand to the floor. A diamond necklace and pretty silk red dress fall out of the box, and Mama’s eyes follow them as they fall.

“Jayd, the dress,” Mama says, looking at me. It’s the same dress I’m wearing. Now, ain’t this some eerie shit?

“The dress,” I repeat, looking down at the red fabric on my body and across the room at the gift lying on the hall floor. Before I can stay swept up in the irony of the situation, my great-grandmother tries to make it to the front door, but not without a struggle.

“Marie, I told you I’d never let you go and I meant it. Are you seriously going to try and leave a perfectly good black man for that little snot-nose, white boy? You have really lost your mind, no?” Maman continues her backward trek to the front door and our eyes continue to follow her. We can see my mom and uncles enjoying their food and having a good time. My cousin Jay is obsessed with the tree we decorated a couple of weeks ago and is taking inventory of the gifts underneath. But Mama and I aren’t concerned with the real world as much as we are with the way this impromptu vision of ours will end.

“That white man has been more of a husband to me and a father to Lynn than you will ever be.” Maman takes the knife and shoves it deeper into the already visible wound across his throat. Apparently amused at her attempt to hurt him, the wicked smile returns to Jon Paul’s face.

“Ah, but that’s the problem, Marie. I am your husband and Lynn’s father, which means you both belong to me, no matter who else you decided to whore yourself out to.” Jon Paul grabs my great-grandmother’s wrist, forcing her to release her hold on the weapon. The baby starts screaming and the smile is wiped clean off of Jon Paul’s face upon hearing the loud noise.

“Let go of me,” Maman yells, but it’s no use. He’s got a firm grip on her and doesn’t look like he’s letting go anytime soon. “I’m not your property.”

“As long as you live you will be mine,” he says, wrestling her and the baby to the ground, causing baby Lynn to fall out of her mother’s grasp. She crawls to sit by the Christmas tree in the dining room, which is very similar in size and stature to the one we actually have now.

“Well, then I’d rather die a free woman than remain a prisoner of yours for the rest of my life.” Maman’s eyes shimmer, causing Jon Paul to look away from her, but he still maintains his grip on her wrist. Noticing how the pretty jade bracelets on her wrist cascade down her slender arm one by one, Jon Paul touches them, causing Maman to shiver. Those are the same bracelets Mama gave me to wear when I needed the extra protection. I hope they help Maman like they helped me.

“Haven’t I always said that your wish is my command, Queen Marie?” Jon Paul pulls the bracelets from Maman’s wrist, individually tossing them toward baby Lynn, who hasn’t stopped wailing a bit. “Your legacy will live on through your daughter, since you won’t learn how to act like a proper wife.”

“I never wanted to be your wife, Jon Paul, or don’t you remember?” Jon Paul moves his hands from her wrist to around her throat. The glow in Maman’s eyes grows more intense the tighter he squeezes. Not able to stand her eyes, he looks away without letting go.

“No, Maman. Don’t,” Mama says. Tears begin to fall down her cheeks as she relives this moment. I begin to cry as well, even if it’s my first time witnessing my great-grandmother’s tragic fate. Maman Marie stares at her husband intently, never letting go of her gaze as he tightens his grip around her neck. The veins in Jon Paul’s skull begin to pulsate so deeply it looks like they’re going to pop right out of his head. What is Maman doing to him?

“Marie,” Jon Paul grunts, sounding like he’s in some serious pain. “If you want that white man, you can have him in hell!”

“Not without you there to lead the way first,” Maman whispers, almost on her last breath. Baby Lynn watches the tragedy unfold, unable to help her mother, or so I think. Baby Lynn leans over to grab one of the bracelets and her small, green eyes begin to shimmer just like her mother’s. Marie, noticing her daughter’s gift, doesn’t lose the grip that her green gaze has on her husband but begins to repeat her daughter’s name aloud. “Lynn Mae.”

“Shut up,” Jon Paul says, trying desperately to squeeze Maman to death, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to work this time. Just then, the doorbell rings both in our daydream and in real time. “The white man’s gotten bold coming to our home, or has he been here before?” Jon Paul looks out of the glass windows lining the wooden door, still holding on to his prey. The guest beats on the door, desperately trying to get in. Baby Lynn and Maman continue to stare at Jon Paul and finally he lets go. He opens the door, pulling Maman’s lover in before he has a chance to defend himself.

“Marie, are you okay?” her lover asks, but she’s too choked up to say much. Baby Lynn crawls to her mother, still terrified from the traumatic scene we all just witnessed.

“Now she is, ain’t that right, Marie?” Jon Paul says sourly before going back into the bedroom.

“Let’s go,” Maman says. But instead of looking at her lover, she looks dead at Mama and me, snapping us out of her world and back into ours.

 



“Damn,” I whisper under my breath. My head is banging and it’s not from my tight ponytail. “What the hell was that?”

“It was a psychic message, Jayd. And your sight must be improving quickly if you were pulled in, too.” Mama says. Neither of us moves from our spot on the couch, quietly acclimating ourselves back into the Christmas Eve celebration going on around us.

“Did anyone else notice?” I ask Mama.

“I doubt it. We may feel like we’ve been gone forever when actually we were probably out for only a few seconds. You saw what I saw, so you know who this dress originally belonged to, right?”

“Maman Marie.”

“Yes, Jayd. And for some reason it came back to you as a Christmas gift. It’s up to you to find out why.” Before we can continue, I notice Jeremy’s voice coming from outside. That must’ve been him knocking at the door. He’s earlier than I expected, but it’s all good. The time was bound to come sooner or later that my white boy would come to dinner.

“Who’s that outside talking to Bryan?” Mama asks, looking out of the window behind our heads at the men outside on the porch, smoking and drinking as usual. Jeremy has made himself comfortable already. Maybe I don’t have as much to worry about as I thought.

“That’s Jeremy. He’s picking me up and we’re going to hang out after dinner.”

“What happened to Rah? I thought he was bringing the baby by.”

“He got caught up with Sandy,” I say. Just the thought of them together makes my butt itch.

“You know what happened to Maman when she chose to be with her white lover over my daddy, even if my daddy was the crazier of the two. Be careful, Jayd. Ex men can be more jealous than the current ones.” And don’t I know it. Rah acted crazy when I started braiding another dude’s hair. I can only imagine how crazy he would act if I fell in love with another boy, especially Jeremy. He would probably go ballistic on a sistah and I can’t have that.

“I know, Mama. I’ll be careful,” I say, ready to step outside and join my guest. “Would you like to meet my white boy?” I offer Mama my hand on my way up from the couch. We both could use the spiritual and physical support. That vision took a lot out of us both.

“Of course. I think I may have one more bottle of cologne unclaimed under the tree. You could put his name on it,” Mama offers. She always has extra generic gifts for anyone who may happen to drop by.

“I think he’s good,” I say, looping my right arm through Mama’s left and escorting her out of the front door.

“There she is,” Daddy says, waving his cigar toward Mama and me. The smell of the various types of smoke present is making my already painful headache pound harder.

“Hey Jayd,” Jeremy says. He seems to be enjoying himself already. “Your grandfather was just showing me how to play spades.” Oh, this should be good.

“This is my grandmother, but everyone calls her Mama. And this is Jeremy,” I say, introducing them. Mama eyes Jeremy carefully, taking in the structure of his face and then some.

“It’s nice to finally meet you. Jayd speaks very highly of you.” Jeremy reaches his hand out and Mama returns his firm handshake.

“I can say the same thing about you, Jeremy. What’s your family doing for Christmas?”

“Oh, we’re having a huge brunch in the morning; our traditional thing. Then we’ll have our evening free to chill with friends and extended family,” Jeremy says, looking back at me. I’m not sure which category he thinks I’m in, but I’m staying on the safe side with friendship.

“Well, that sounds very nice. Are you hungry? We’re about to serve dinner in a few moments.” Mama looks back through the front door toward the kitchen, where Jay’s holding it down.

“My wife’s one of the best cooks around,” Daddy says, making even my uncles look up at him, surprised he’s giving Mama a compliment. But none of us says a word, especially not in front of company. The holidays usually bring out the best in my grandparents and I’m glad for it. If Jeremy came by any other day he’d get the real deal.

“As Jayd has mentioned a couple of hundred times. I can’t wait,” Jeremy says, making both Mama and me blush.

“Okay, and until then, Junior, get up and let the boy get a hand in,” Daddy says. My uncle Junior looks at Daddy and then at Jeremy hard before giving up his place at the table. Bryan looks up from his hand at me before dropping his eyes back down and shaking his head disapprovingly. I know I’m going to get a mouthful about this later, hopefully before he tells Rah. All I need is Bryan running his mouth to Rah before I get a chance to tell him. My Christmas will not be very merry if that happens.

“Come on, Jayd. Let’s help your cousin finish up in the kitchen,” Mama says, pulling me back inside. “Dinner will be served in ten minutes.”

“So, what do you think?” I ask when we’re safely out of earshot.

“I think you’d better be careful.” I shoot Mama a look that makes her eyes soften. I know what she went through as a little girl, but this is different. Rah isn’t nearly as crazy as my great-grandfather was.

“Don’t be so sure,” my mom adds. “You never know how crazy a man can be until he thinks he’s losing you.”

“Listen to your mother, Jayd. We’ve all been down this road before and we’re just trying to spare you some pain if we can.” Mama looks across the kitchen and out the front door, with Jay’s nosy eyes following hers. He rises from his seat at the kitchen table and looks over Mama’s shoulder.

“Who’s the white boy playing spades?” Jay asks. After placing the rest of the peeled and chopped potatoes in the large pot of boiling water on the stove, he dries his hands on a kitchen towel. I guess Mama had a craving for more mashed potatoes because there’s already enough potato salad here to feed an army.

“That’s Jeremy,” I say, walking over to the sink and washing my hands. The rolls need to be buttered and it’ll be the perfect distraction from everyone’s opinion about Jeremy. We’re not together anymore, but even our friendship is causing tongues to wag.

“And that’s Rah,” Jay says, practically running out the front door. He loves drama way too much for me. I look at Mama’s shimmering emerald eyes as she stirs the steamy pot on the stove, shaking her head from side to side.

“It’s already begun,” Mama says. I don’t know if she’s talking to me or some unknown presence in the room, but her tone is frightening.

“Mama, I know Maman and I are dressed alike, but it’s not that serious.” But I’m not that naïve. I can feel Rah’s heat all the way in here. I’d better get out there before the shit really hits the fan. What’s Rah even doing here before he picks Rahima up? Out of all of the days for him to pop up, it had to be the one day Jeremy comes by. What the hell?

“Jayd, there are no coincidences in life,” she says as if she just read my thoughts while carefully eyeing my dress. I think I should change before going out with Jeremy. I’d change now if it were the right thing to do. “Please be careful. You don’t know what a tangled web you’re weaving with these boys.”

“Mama, I’ve got this,” I say, smiling at her before exiting the kitchen to face my present mess. Rah really can’t say much because had he come through like we originally planned none of this would be happening. But no, as usual I’m left in the background to wait and see what he’ll do next. Unfortunately for him, I have options other than to wait for his next move.

“I made my books, fool,” Bryan yells at everyone else around the table. My uncles are always competitive no matter what game they’re playing. Bryan’s new girlfriend’s perched up against his chair, rubbing his braids gently. I guess she’s pleased with my work.

“What’s up, Jayd?” Rah says from where he’s standing in the driveway. Jeremy looks up from his hand and smiles at me. I don’t know if it’s because he’s got more tricks up his sleeve or because he thinks he’s already won this round. I’ll figure him out later. Right now I need to calm an angry Rah down before this holiday turns into a tragedy.

“What’s up, Rah?” I pass up my uncles and others on the porch and in the driveway, making my way over to Rah, who walks off to stand on the front lawn. My mom eyes me from her seat at the table in the driveway, next to Karl, who’s chewing it up with my Uncle Junior. “I thought you were on your way to get Rahima.”

“I see that,” he says, shifting his focus back to the porch before staring me down. “I came by because I felt bad about bailing on you, but I see you’re already over it.”

“That’s not fair,” I say, grabbing his hand to try to make him understand where I’m coming from. “You can’t get mad at me because you ditched me and I made other plans.”

“I can when it’s your ex. Next thing I know you’ll be braiding that fool’s hair.”

“You can’t be serious,” I say, trying not to raise my voice. Luckily Bryan’s stereo is drowning out any conversation within ten feet of it. “Wasn’t it less than an hour ago that you ditched me for one of your exes?”

“That’s different, Jayd. Sandy’s got my baby.”

“And where does that leave me?” I didn’t expect that to slip out, and from the look in Rah’s angry eyes, neither did he. My mom and Mama are staring us down, trying to defuse the situation by flooding my head with thoughts. But my head’s too hot to listen to reason. Rah’s got some nerve starting shit when it’s all his fault.

“I warned you, girl. Men don’t see reason when they think they’re losing you. Jealousy’s something else.” I know my mom’s right, but what do I do now?

“Dinner’s ready.” As if hearing my request, Mama comes to the rescue.

“This isn’t over, Jayd. I’ll catch you tomorrow, unless you already have plans I should know about.”

“Go get Rahima and cool off. I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say, watching the rest of the family and guests file into the crowded house, Jeremy included. If my vision of Maman wasn’t warning enough, I don’t know what else could convince me to tread lightly in between my two worlds. Maman went through it with her man, Mama with Daddy, and my mom with my father. If I don’t know anything else, I know not to give my power to a man, and it starts by never letting them in my head to begin with. I may wear my heart on my sleeve, but my crown is mine to hold on to and so is all of the power that comes along with it.
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