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Advance Praise for L. Divine and the DRAMA HIGH Series

“Move over Sweet Valley High and Gossip Girls. Drama High has it all—cute boys, backstabbers, and a smart, tough-as-nails heroine that all girls can look up to. Drama High is fun, fast and highly addictive. L. Divine writes authentic, compelling fiction. Once you start reading, you won’t be able to stop. L. Divine creates a strong, inspiring heroine in Jayd, whose life is anything but simple. Drama High offers a rare mix of compelling, authentic and fast-paced storytelling.”

—Cara Lockwood, bestselling author of I Do (But I Don’t) and Wuthering High: A Bard Academy Novel

 


“Following Jayd was so exciting. She was such a true, down-to-earth person. In many of the scenes I found a little of myself in Jayd. The drama she stayed in led to so much anticipation that it was hard to put the book down. This was a great start for the Drama High series.”

—Ashley Freeman, Tucker High School, Tucker, Georgia

 


“When I was reading the book I didn’t expect some of the things to happen that did. That’s why I really liked it. I’m waiting for the other book to come, so I can see what happens next. I really liked this book because nowadays girls think that you have to give your body to keep the boy, and that really isn’t true and this book is an example. More girls need to read this book. L. Divine did a great job. Keep up the good work.”

—Bianca Edwards, age 17, Glen Burnie, Maryland

 


“With such limited options for African American teenagers, Drama High: The Fight is a refreshing addition to teenage fiction. L. Divine did a wonderful job capturing the true essence of real teenagers and their life experiences. I read the book in two days. Can’t wait to share this new series with the many teens I know who are seeking age-appropriate reading material.”

—Lisa R. Johnson, Sistahs On the Reading Edge Book Club

 


“L. Divine is a brilliant author. Her novel Drama High captures the imagination and keeps the reader wanting to turn the page to see what happens next.”

—Candice Sewell, age 12, South Holland, Illinois

 


“L. Divine’s novel Drama High: The Fight was awesome. Drama High is just like most of the schools everywhere. Every school has characters just like South Bay High a.k.a. Drama High. For instance Jayd, the chill-and-laid-back chick that has no problem saying what she feels; Misty, the school’s yap mouth and drama maker; and KJ the school’s hottie and athlete that everyone wants to be with.

When I continued reading the book I realized that Drama High is a lot like my school. They both have so much in common. From the Caucasian population and even down to the “imma-whoop-your-butt-for-messing-with-my-man” scenario. That’s why every girl should read this book. So that they can put themselves in Jayd’s position and learn how to take the mature and reasonable way out of any situation, physical or verbal. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to read Drama High: The Fight. I can’t wait to read the next two novels.”

—Tirsheia Spriggs, age 15, Glen Burnie, Maryland
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Dedication

 


 


 


 


 


To my Ori; my grandmother Dorothy Jean; my mother, Dorothy Lynette; my Yeye, Iya Songo Eniola Kalimara, Sharron Robinson, Enola Gay, Omidayo Rochelle, Sheila Hite, Jane Demian, Sheila Rollins, Lana Brown, Theresa Ross, Mrs. Kirkwood, Mrs. Moore, Natam Laurent, Grace Hall, Toni Crowe, Khisna Griffin, Valerie Roane, and to all of the other powerful women’s legacies in the making. Keep on keeping on....




Prologue

The smell of freshly cut grass permeates the crisp night air. The crowd is cheering loudly and my heart’s beating fast. I don’t know why, but I feel like something’s about to go down.

As I get up from the bleachers and start walking toward the football field, the coronation has already begun. The parade of fancy cars starts to cross the football field, each carrying candidates for homecoming queen and princess. Nellie’s sitting in the passenger side of Chance’s classic Chevy Nova, looking like a queen with the Drama Club’s other candidates seated in the back. As the cars stop in the center of the field, Nellie’s car is second in line and very close to the people in the bleachers.

I come down the bleachers as quickly as I can, trying to reach Nellie and Chance. But it seems with every step I take I’m farther and farther away from the scene.

As Chance gets out of his car to let the ladies out, three people in hooded jackets rush the football field, causing a stir. As Nellie steps out of the car, three people step out from under the bleachers and take out what appear to be big water guns from underneath their jackets and attack Nellie at full force. It turns out that they’re not water guns but paintball guns. Chance, trying to protect Nellie, leaps in front of her but gets taken out by the gunman instead.

 



“Jayd,” Bryan says, peeking his head through the bedroom door. “Get up or you’re going to miss your bus, sleeping ugly,” he says before slinking back to the bathroom, leaving me to worry about my dream. I hope I’m way off on this one because Nellie’s too excited about being the first Black homecoming princess for South Bay High.

“Did you hear your uncle? Get up, girl,” Mama says. I jump at the sound of her voice.

“Alright, Mama, I’m up,” I say, stumbling out of my bed toward the door. Bryan has been picking up early shifts to make more money. I hate when he beats me to the bathroom. It’s never a good start to my morning.

“Don’t forget about your homework for me, it’s due tonight, Jayd. I’ll be waiting for you when you get home,” Mama says from beneath the covers.

“OK, Mama. I’ll see you when I get home,” I say. As I head into Daddy’s room to retrieve my morning necessities, Bryan opens the bathroom door and cuts in front of me.

“Excuse me,” he says, practically pushing me out of his way.

“It’s a little late for that now,” I say, referring to the stench he’s left for me in the bathroom.

“Just thought I’d freshen it up for you before your morning shower, Queen Jayd,” he says, reaching up to the top bunk where he sleeps and grabbing his deodorant from under the pillow.

“Next time please don’t do me any favors,” I say as I locate my toiletries in one of my oversize Hefty garbage bags in the cramped closet, before leaving Bryan to his morning routine. I don’t have time to deal with his bull today. After Jeremy dropped me off at the bus stop last night, he made a point to tell me that from now on he would be picking me up from the bus stop in the mornings when I reach South Bay. I want to look extra cute this morning, being that it’s our first official day as a couple at Drama High. I’ll worry about Nellie later. As with all my dreams, it’ll come to pass one way or another. I just hope I can learn to control them sooner than later with Mama’s guidance. Until then, I’m just going to go with the flow and enjoy my man and my friend’s turn at catching a little drama of her own.




1

New Territory

“In the middle of the madness/ Hold on.”

—SADE

 


 


I love Jeremy’s new habit of picking me up at the bus stop by school every morning. Last night while driving me back to Mama’s, he insisted on starting this morning and I don’t mind at all. It’ll give my feet a well-deserved rest and keeps me from dealing with the uncomfortable stares of the neighbors. It also gives me a few private moments with my baby before the impending drama of the days begins. After last night’s dream, I can only imagine what’s coming our way.

“Nellie doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into,” Jeremy says, practically shouting over the loud music as we slowly cruise toward campus.

“I know. I told her to be careful. These folks around here will smile in your face and be all happy for her publicly. But, when the shit hits the fan, they’ll scatter like roaches,” I say, recalling my personal moment of betrayal when I first joined the Associated Student Body.

“Ooh. Sounds like a sore spot. I’m intrigued,” Jeremy says. The base from Jeremy’s car is so smooth, the people walking around outside with their spoiled dogs can’t even complain about the loud reggae bumping from his speakers. He turns down the volume slightly, ready for my story. I readjust myself, straightening out my red Apple Bottom cuffed Capri jeans and matching red shirt as I turn to face him.

“It’s not funny,” I say, playfully socking him on the arm. “It was a very painful experience, having the entire Associated Student Body ostracize me for speaking up against the favoritism the cheerleaders, athletes, and ASB members receive during the monthly student senate meeting.” Almost veering off the road, Jeremy looks at me, shocked.

“When did this happen?!” he exclaims, almost laughing. I’m not surprised he doesn’t know. Mickey and Nellie wouldn’t have known about it either if they weren’t my friends. The athletes and cheerleaders are a tight-lipped clique, even when they’re hating. I guess it’s bad for their rep if they air their dirty laundry around school.

“Last spring. And, it’s not funny,” I say, again socking him in the arm, this time a little harder. “I was really hurt when they all turned on me.”

“I’m sorry I laughed. It’s just I don’t understand why you would join an organization and then speak out about the perks, especially during a meeting where the principal and teacher sponsor are present. But, I’ve got to give it to you, baby. You’ve got guts. So, then what happened?” Jeremy asks as he slows down in front of the main parking lot, really interested in my story.

“I resigned and joined the Drama Club,” I say. “I was already enrolled in the class and played Lady Macbeth in the drama festival. So, I already knew everyone.”

“It just goes to show you how ridiculous these people are up here. Nellie doesn’t even know what she’s getting herself into, especially running against ASB.”

“I’m with you one hundred percent, baby. I know how these cliques up here work and I’d never run for anything just because I know how vicious they can get,” Jeremy says as we join the long line of cars waiting to get into the parking lot. The first bell hasn’t rung yet and students are already hanging out all over the place.

“Has she ever run for anything before?”

“Not that I know of,” I say, not really sure. She went to another high school for freshman year, just like me and Mickey. So, I don’t know much about her life before South Bay High.

“Well, the competition ain’t pretty. During homecoming week, the opposition can be very dirty,” Jeremy says, finally pulling into a parking spot and barely missing a squirrel.

“Jeremy, did you see that poor squirrel?” I ask, reaching into the backseat for our backpacks.

“Poor squirrel? You mean that oversize, rabies-infected rat?” he says, grinning at my sensitivity toward small animals. I can’t even stand to kill a roach, let alone a small animal. It gives me the creeps.

“Well I’m just a damn riot to you this morning, ain’t I?” I ask, stepping out of his ride. As if I hadn’t said a word, Jeremy takes my hand and backpack in one quick motion.

“Did I mention how good you look in those jeans?” he asks, eyeing my goodies like he wants to take a bite right now.

“No, you didn’t. But, I can tell by the look on your face you meant to.” And, he’s right. These are my favorite pair of jeans. They fit perfectly and feel good, just like the two of us together.

“Not that I need to remind you, but you always look good, girl. I’m glad you stopped being so stubborn and decided to take me up on my offer,” Jeremy says, slipping his arms around my waist and pinning me up against his Mustang. He kisses me softly and makes me forget all about the squirrel. I could stay here all day, but the school day calls.

“Come on, Jeremy,” I mutter in between pecks. “I have to catch up with my girls before the bell rings.”

“OK, just one more kiss,” he says, pulling me in closer. I wish we could ditch class. His kisses are so worth the unexcused absence in Spanish.

“OK, you two. Break it up,” Chance shouts from the top of the stairs leading from the parking lot to campus, completely ruining our flow. “There are young, impressionable minds here. Keep it moving,” he says, gesturing his arms like a traffic control officer, drawing even more attention from the nosy onlookers all around.

“Don’t you have other happy couples to harass?” Jeremy asks, wrapping his right arm around my shoulders and leading me toward campus.

“Yeah, Chance. Can’t you see we’re busy?” I ask.

“Jayd, you’re never too busy for your boy,” Chance says, kissing me on the cheek and falling into step with me and Jeremy while the other students rush past. “And, did I hear you say couple?” he asks.

“Yes, which means no more free kisses,” Jeremy says, pulling me slightly away from Chance.

“Hey, just because you’re my man don’t mean my cheeks, or any other part of my body for that matter, belong to you,” I retort, as sassy as ever. I do like Jeremy’s newfound possessiveness. It’s kind of sexy, as long as he doesn’t get too carried away.

“Hey, dude,” Matt says as he and Seth walk up to us. “Chance, Jayd.”

“What’s up, dude,” Chance says, giving Matt and Seth dap.

“Well, don’t you two make a picture-perfect couple?” Seth says as Jeremy and I stop and lean up against the bicycle racks next to the science building.

“How’s Nellie handling the nomination?” Matt asks.

“I think she’ll be fine,” Chance says, looking around the buzzing campus. “Do you know if she’s here yet?” he asks, taking his cell phone out of his pocket and flipping it open to check the time.

“No, but I’m about to find out,” I say. “I have to get to my locker before the bell rings. I’m sure I’ll catch up with her then,” I say, reluctantly rising from my comfortable position next to Jeremy.

“Could you please tell her we need to talk?” Chance says. “She needs to know how to handle the nomination, know what I mean?”

“Yeah. Tell her we’ve got her back if any shit goes down,” Matt says.

“Yeah, I can’t wait until Reid gets wind of our nomination. He’s going to be so pissed,” Seth says, looking like he’s been waiting for this moment all his life.

“Why did y’all nominate Nellie?” I ask. I hope it doesn’t sound like I’m hating because I’m not. Why they’re now her personal cheerleaders is what I don’t get.

“Honestly, Jayd, we think she can win. She has that princess quality about her that gives her the competitive edge necessary for full domination,” Matt says. It sounds like he gave this a lot of thought.

“And also, she’s just enough of a bitch to instill fear in all the other candidates, which is exactly what we need to win,” Seth adds.

“Don’t be calling my woman a bitch,” Chance says, punching Seth in the chest. I knew he had a thing for Nellie.

“Your woman? Did I miss something?” Matt says.

“Nah, you didn’t miss nothing. My boy’s just got it bad for Nellie and she could care less,” Jeremy says, rising from his spot on the bike rack to walk me to my locker.

“I’ll relay all the messages,” I say, instinctively taking Jeremy’s hand and leading him up the walkway toward the Main Hall.

“I’ll catch up with y’all later,” Jeremy says, leaving his crew behind.

“Later, you two,” Chance says. “And, tell Nellie if she needs anything at all, hit me up.” Poor Chance. He’s picked the wrong Black girl to have a crush on. Although, I think it would be cute if he and Nellie became a couple. Then, we could all hang out together and start our own crew. But, I’m sure Mickey would have a serious problem with that. She’s already not feeling hangin’ out with the White side of campus. If Nellie crossed over, she’d be liable to leave us both behind.

 



When we reach my locker, Nellie and Mickey are already there waiting for me to arrive.

“Hey, girl. What took y’all so long? The bell’s about to ring and we haven’t even had a chance to catch up,” Nellie says, reaching out to give me a hug.

“Sorry. It was my fault. We ran into my friends, a.k.a. your fan club,” Jeremy says.

“Her fan club? What are you talking about?” Mickey asks. She’s already on the phone with her man, I assume, and I’m sure they just saw each other. He comes to her house every morning before he goes to work, bringing her fresh doughnuts from Randy’s Doughnut Shop. They are too cute.

“Chance, Matt and Seth are looking for you. They want to give you some pointers on being the Drama Club’s nominee for homecoming princess, with the first round of voting taking place at lunch and all,” I say.

“Oh, that’s so sweet,” Nellie says, twirling strands of her hair around her index finger; she must have gotten a fresh perm this weekend. “I’ll have to catch up with them at lunch.”

“Voting? What the hell we got to vote for?” Mickey says, completely out of the loop. When it comes to school business, Mickey couldn’t care less. She might as well not even come to school sometimes, as oblivious as she is to the ins and outs of Drama High. All she cares about is what she’s wearing, who’s hating, and getting her diploma on time so she can go to beauty college. Everything else is secondary.

“Girl, where you been?” Nellie asks. “You have to vote for the top three candidates for each grade level,” she says, filling Mickey in while I retrieve my books from my locker. The bell has just rung and the race is on, with students bustling around the spacious hall, rushing off to first period.

“I don’t get it. If you’re nominated, doesn’t that mean you’ve already been voted in?” Mickey asks, putting her man on hold to get a better understanding of the voting process. I guess she cares now that her girl’s on the ballot. Jeremy shakes his head, amused by my girls’ conversation.

“No, silly. I have to win a place on the actual ballot for next week’s election. This is just the beginning,” Nellie says all dreamy as if she’s running for Miss America.

“Shit, that means I have to vote twice,” Mickey says, resuming her phone conversation. “Baby, I got to go. The bell’s about to ring,” she says before hanging up her cell.

“That goes for me too,” Jeremy says, giving me a kiss before sprinting down the hall. “Check y’all later,” he says to my girls.

“Bye, Jeremy,” they say at once.

“So, when is the voting supposed to take place?” Mickey asks, truly annoyed. Anything that takes away from her chill time aggravates her.

“At lunch. And the finalists will be announced Wednesday at break. Make sure you tell everybody in your classes, Jayd. I have to make it onto the ballot,” Nellie says as we all head toward our respective classes.

“Will do, Princess,” I say, teasing her. I’m sure she’s popular enough to make the ballot on her own accord. I really don’t want to get involved with all the election business. It’s too volatile here. These folks take their politics very seriously, as Nellie will soon find out.

 



When I get to Spanish class I notice our teacher/football coach, Mr. Donald, is wearing a dress shirt and tie like he does on game day every Friday during the regular football season. I wonder what’s going on.

“Good morning, class,” Mr. Donald says, waiting for the bell to finish ringing before continuing. “I have a new student coming in this morning and I’ll need to talk to him outside for a few minutes. You’ll need to complete page eight in your workbooks. And, if you finish before we’re done outside, you can start your homework on page twenty-five of your textbooks,” he says, picking up his teacher’s edition and writing the homework assignment on the board under today’s notes.

When I reach into my backpack on the floor next to my seat, I notice my workbook’s not in there. Damn it. I can’t go more than two days without leaving one of my Spanish books in my locker. Reluctantly, I have to ask for yet another hall pass.

“Mr. Donald?” I ask while raising my hand. He doesn’t need to turn from the board to look at me. He already knows what I’m going to say.

“Let me guess, Miss Jackson,” he says. “You left your books in your locker.”

“Yes, I did,” I say. “I’m usually not this forgetful.” Mr. Donald turns toward the class and looks straight at me with no emotion.

“Here, Miss Jackson,” he says, handing me the hall pass. “And, please make this the last time.”

“Thank you and I will,” I say, feeling a little embarrassed. I like to remain somewhat anonymous in my elective courses. I just want to pass, not make friends or enemies.

As I rise from my desk to open the door, someone’s already on the other side pushing it open. I step outside, almost losing my footing, to see a face from the past.

“There she is,” Nigel, my old friend from back in the day, says as he releases the door to give me a tight hug. “How’s my girl been?” he asks. He looks too good to be visiting, dressed in a dark blue pin-striped suit and hat to match.

“Nigel, what’s up?” I say as he lets me go just enough to look up at him. Damn, he gives good hugs. “And more importantly, what are you doing here?”

“Girl, it’s been a while and we miss you around the way,” he says, allowing the door to completely close and leaving us outside to quickly catch up.

By his “we” I know he means Raheem. Whenever we’d get in a fight, which was often, Nigel would always play the middle man. But, this is the longest we’ve gone without talking, mostly due to us all leaving our old school, Family Christian, at the same time. Both of them now live in Windsor Hills, which isn’t far from Inglewood, but is still a completely different hood from my mom’s.

“A while? Try two years,” I say, releasing myself from his embrace to look him in the eye.

“So, you’re balling like that now, huh?” he says, grabbing my wrist and eyeing my gold bracelet. “Must be nice chilling with the White folks,” he says. “But I’ll know soon enough.”

“What do you mean by that?” I ask, eyeing the hall clock. “Is Westingle turning all White or something?” I say, referring to their school. It’s basically the Black South Bay High. My mom tried to get me to go there, but no such luck. Her address wasn’t in the right area and she missed the deadline for submitting a transfer request.

“No, but the coaches from South Bay said they could promise me a starting position, basically guaranteeing me playing time in front of recruiters from the top colleges in the nation, which means scholarships. Now, a brotha can’t pass that up, can I?” he says.

“So, you mean to tell me you’re going to my school?” I ask, almost shouting. Oh, hell no. This can’t be good. And, knowing Raheem, he’ll be at every game, if not trying to transfer himself. They are each other’s clique, no other members allowed or needed.

“Yeah, you got a problem with that?” Nigel asks, smiling.

“No, not at all,” I say as Mr. Donald opens the door. But, hell yeah I got a problem with it. First Nellie’s nomination, and now this. What the hell?

“Jayd, you know our new student, Nigel?” Yeah, a little too well. But, Mr. Donald doesn’t need to know all that.

“Yeah, me and my girl here go way back,” he says, putting his arm around me and giving me one last hug before I head to the Main Hall.

“I was just going to get my book,” I say, leaving the two of them to talk.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Jayd. Raheem gave me a letter for you, but I left it in my locker.” A letter saying what, I wonder? All I need is more drama to deal with.

 



After voting, Nellie, Mickey and I decide to hang in South Central for the remainder of lunch. Although I miss my man, I need to chill with my friends too. Most of the usual suspects are still voting in the cafeteria. So, it’s unusually peaceful in the quad area.

“Do you think I made it?” Nellie asks.

“I think so. The other names on the ballot weren’t nearly as recognizable as yours. Well, except for Laura,” I say. Laura’s the first lady of ASB and that unofficial position always has its perks.

“What’s the big deal?” Mickey says, picking at her hamburger. We each settled for cafeteria food today, which isn’t so bad. But, the voting line was long and our food has gotten cold. “So what if you don’t win. Does it really matter?” The look on Nellie’s face surely makes Mickey regret her statement.

“How can you say that?” Nellie asks, beginning what I predict to be the tantrum of all tantrums. Whenever her voice raises ten octaves, I know she’s about to throw a fit. “This is very important to me. And, it’s good for our social status,” she says, giving Mickey the evil eye.

“OK, whatever. Slow your roll and bring it down a notch,” Mickey says, taking a bite out of her lukewarm burger. “All I meant was you shouldn’t be disappointed if you don’t win.”

“That’s just the type of negative thinking I don’t need. And besides, I wouldn’t be worried about our social status if Jayd had come to Byron’s party with us as planned,” Nellie says, bringing up old news.

“Why are you dragging me into this?” I say as I get up from the bench where we’re seated to throw away my chili fries. If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s cold potatoes.

“Because, Jayd, not showing up to Byron’s party wasn’t a good move. It seems like you just don’t care about your popularity anymore,” Nellie says, sounding truly concerned. “Yes, it helps that you’re dating Jeremy. But, he’s not concerned with popularity at all and that’s OK for him. He’s a rich White boy. You on the other hand, need to think more seriously about your reputation.” Both Mickey and I look at Nellie like she’s lost her damned mind.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Mickey says, finishing off the last of her fries. To be as skinny as she is, the girl can out eat me and Nellie combined.

“I’m talking about me winning. It doesn’t help my campaign if I hang out with someone whose reputation is taking a turn for the worst.”

“What the hell!” I exclaim, almost choking on my Coke. “My reputation is just fine, contrary to popular belief. And besides, if it weren’t for your affiliation with me you wouldn’t have been nominated in the first place,” I say, checking my uppity friend. Just then, Misty, KJ, and Shae return from the cafeteria to their usual post at the table across from our bench.

“Hey, y’all,” KJ says, smiling at me like he’s just won something special.

“Hey, KJ,” Nellie says. Mickey and I are still in a state of shock over Nellie’s growing head.

“I don’t even need to ask who y’all voted for, do I?” Nellie says, hot on her campaign trail. She’s taking this princess thing a little too seriously. But, I guess Seth had it right this morning. Nellie does have just enough bitch in her to make it to the top.

“Of course we voted for you, Nellie. I made sure everyone in South Central did,” KJ says, unwrapping his sub sandwich while Misty sits next to him, holding his Snapple in her hand. This girl’s so sprung on him I’m almost embarrassed for her.

“Yeah. We Black folks stick together, ain’t that right, Mickey?” Shae says, obviously trying to say something to me without directly saying it.

“Don’t ask me. I couldn’t care less about all this homecoming shit. Although I am going to the dance.” Now, that’s a shocker. Last year her man was on lockdown in county jail and Mickey didn’t attend any school functions. But, this year is different, I guess.

“And, was that supposed to mean something to me, Shae?” I ask. I don’t really want to confront her, but I can’t let her get away with that little comment of hers. How come she thinks I’m such a sellout? Black folks get on my nerves with that mess.

“Not at all,” Shae says, smiling. “I’m just saying if there’s a Black name on the ballot, you know we’re going to pick it because that’s how we get down over here.” Yeah, broad, clean it up why don’t you. Frankly, I’ve had enough of her and Nellie. Besides, I can’t stand to watch Misty practically feed KJ for another second. I wonder what my man is up to. Maybe I can catch up with him on my way to drama class.

“Well, as lovely as this little chat has been, I’ve got to roll,” I say, grabbing my backpack from the ground before getting up to leave.

“Can’t keep the White boy waiting, huh?” Misty says.

“Better than being someone’s maidservant,” I snap back at her before saying bye to my girls and heading away from the quad and down the hill. “I’ll catch up with y’all after school,” I say to Nellie and Mickey, ignoring Misty’s evil glare and KJ’s intense eyes.

“Jayd, I’ll walk with you,” Nellie says, hurriedly picking up her bag and tossing the rest of her chicken strips into the trash can before following me. It’s not like her to leave Mickey, so this must be good. “I’ll see y’all in class,” she says to Mickey and everyone else, since they all have fifth period together.

“Jayd, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings about the whole reputation thing,” she says. “I just never imagined I could get nominated at this school for anything,” she says, looping her arm into mine, forcing me to listen. Honestly, I don’t want her to win if this is what’s going to happen to her. She’s already enough to deal with. Becoming princess will just make her ass even more uptight and stuck-up.

“I know. And, for the record, I couldn’t care less about what people up here think of me,” I say, not letting her completely off the hook while letting her know we’re still cool.

“I know. And you’re right. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been nominated. So, thank you, girl. This means so much to me,” she says, returning to her princess dream. “I can’t wait until the nominees are announced on Wednesday. I just know I’m going to win.” For Nellie’s sake, I hope if she does, that Matt, Seth, and Chance are going to be right there for her. Because, folks won’t be happy with her nomination, and when the shit hits the fan, I don’t know what she’s going to do. She’s never had to face any drama of her own up here. And, if my dream predicted correctly, there’ll be plenty to go around.




2

Process of Elimination

“Walk like a champion, Talk like a champion.”

—BUJU BANTON

 


 


Although I’m a tad bit excited for Nellie, I honestly don’t think today is going to be the grandiose picture she’s painted for herself. She picked out a special outfit to wear for the big announcement and got her nails done after school yesterday. The girl’s in the zone for winning the crown and nothing better get in her way. But, if I know one thing for sure, it’s that something or someone’s definitely going to try to spoil this coronation.

Speaking of which, these students around here seem to become ruder as the year progresses. What happened to a simple “excuse me” when you bump into someone? I’ve been standing in the Main Hall for five minutes where at least ten people have nudged my body in one way or another. And, according to my count, not a single one has said “excuse me”. I turn around ready for the smackdown when one more person bumps into me.

“Oh. Excuse me, Jayd. My bad. I didn’t see you standing there. ¿Que pasa, chica?” Maggie says, giving me a big hug. At least someone else around here has some manners. “Why are you standing here by yourself? You know you and your girls should be rolling tight, with the announcement coming and all,” she says referring to the impending backlash from the White students and other haters, should Nellie win the nomination.

“I’m actually waiting for them. Mickey told me to meet them here at break and I haven’t seen them yet,” I say, getting a little worried. I hope the drama hasn’t already begun. “How’s your man?” I ask, surprised he’s not with her. She and Juan are usually attached at the hip.

“Oh, he’s fine. He’s waiting for me in El Barrio. You want to hang with us while you wait?” Maggie asks, looping her arm into mine. “You know you’re always welcome to hang with us, hermana,” she smiles, reminding me why El Barrio is the tightest clique at South Bay. They even sound tight, always speaking in “we,” like the Borg on Star Trek: The Next Generation, but definitely in a positive way.

“Maybe I should. Let me call Mickey and let her know where I’ll be,” I say, reaching for my cell with my free hand.

“By the way, how’s your man?” Maggie asks. “I heard you and the White boy are pretty hot and heavy these days, no?”

My train of thought interrupted and briefly blushing, I proceed to scroll down my list of contacts until I reach Mickey’s name and push send.

“He’s just fine, and how did you know about the hot-and-heavy part?” I ask, ready to point the finger at Misty, the usual suspect. Mickey’s voice mail picks up immediately, which means she’s either on a call or turned off her phone. No point in leaving a message. I’m sure I’ll see her before she gets around to checking her voice mail, one of her least favorite activities.

“Oh, don’t you worry about that. We’ve got eyes and ears all over this campus. You just worry about pleasing your man. I like this Jeremy. He seems good for you, from what we’ve heard,” she continues.

“What exactly have you heard and from where?” I ask.

“Well, not too much except he’s very generous when it comes to spoiling you,” she says, gently touching the gold bangle Jeremy bought me last week. “And, that’s a sure sign of a good man. Speaking of which, are you coming with us or not because Juan’s about to send out the search party if I don’t get my fine ass over there soon,” she says, turning toward the quad area.

“You go ahead. I’d better stay here and wait for my girls,” I say, still worried. Where are they?

“Suit yourself, chica. Tell Nellie and Mickey I said hola and your girl Nellie to watch her back. You know these people around here are serious about their crowns and shit,” Maggie says, pulling her compact out of her backpack and checking her face in the tiny mirror.

“Will do, sis. I’ll check for you later. We may need the backup if she wins,” I say, only half joking. I’m expecting retaliation, but not immediately. These folks at South Bay High are stealthlike. Speaking of which, I see the ASB president headed this way. What’s Reid up to now?

“Oh hell, here comes that corny White boy. Doesn’t he have anything else better to do?” Maggie says as she returns her mirror to her backpack’s side pocket and slips the huge Jansport onto her tiny back, ready to bolt. “Adíos, chica. Hasta luego.”

As Maggie heads down the crowded hall and out the double doors, I can’t help but worry about my girls. Flipping my cell open to dial Nellie’s number, even though I know her phone’s usually off during school hours, Reid catches me off guard and hands me a flier for ASB’s homecoming court nominees.

“Good morning, Miss Jackson. I haven’t seen you at any of the meetings at lunch. It would really behoove you to stay affiliated with the right side,” he says, leaning up against my locker.

“Reid, I’m always on the right side. Mine,” I say, positioning myself away from him. “Why do you always talk to me like you’re my daddy?”

Shifting his stocky frame from one side to the other, he smiles coyly while placing the stack of fliers he’s holding directly in front of his chest so I can see the names. “Jayd, you used to be such a reasonable person. Do you honestly think Nellie’s going to win today? If she does win a nomination, it’s just a wasted spot that someone really worthy of wearing one of South Bay High’s most prestigious crowns could hold, like our nominees.”

“Don’t you have some more fliers to pass out?” I say, not wanting to engage in a debate right now with this asshole. We were friendly opponents last year. But after the way he and his followers turned on me last year, I’m not feeling him anymore. Him helping me with my locker a couple of weeks ago doesn’t change anything. He’s one of the main reasons I don’t associate with ASB anymore. They’re the epitome of corrupt and he’s definitely their leader.

“Yes, I do. But still, you should think seriously about what I’ve said. We need someone as outspoken as yourself on our team. Besides, it’s always a good idea to surround yourself with winners. Not the losers you’ve recently selected to keep company with,” he says looking past me. I turn to see what’s caught Reid’s attention.

Just in time, my girls, Jeremy, and Chance stroll up the hall in my direction. I turn back to Reid and look him square in the face.

“I hope you weren’t referring to my girls, because those are fighting words.” We used to spar often in ASB meetings and he always resorted to low blows, just like now. That’s why we could never be real friends. At his core, Reid’s a punk and I know it.

“No, not at all. I rather like Nellie and Mickey. They were at Byron’s party, but you weren’t, which was another bad move,” he says, looking more serious than necessary. Reid’s starting to give me the creeps.

“Hey, girl. Sorry we kept you waiting, but Miss Diva here had to change into her announcement outfit in the gym,” Mickey says, making fun of Nellie, who’s stunning in her simple black Chanel dress and matching heels.

“You are way too fancy for school, Miss Thang,” I say, giving her a big hug. “But, you do look good. How are you going to outdress yourself for the dance?” I ask as I walk up to Jeremy and Chance standing behind Nellie and opposite Reid, our common enemy.

“Reid, what are you doing at my girl’s locker?” Jeremy says in a very serious and almost threatening tone.

“Hello, ladies,” Reid says, completely ignoring Jeremy. Just then, Jeremy steps in front of me and toward Reid, like he’s ready to sock the snot out of him with Chance right by his side.

“Don’t act like you didn’t hear me, punk. I asked what you’re doing here.”

“Calm down, weiner boy,” Reid says, purposely mispronouncing Jeremy’s last name, which usually doesn’t bother Jeremy since it’s a common problem. But, I can see anything that comes out of Reid’s mouth is enough to set Jeremy off. “We were just catching up on old times. Isn’t that right, Jayd?” he says.

“Hell no. This fool’s trying to push his little girlfriend Laura for junior class princess knowing my girl’s running for the same spot,” I say, making sure the lines of division are drawn clearly for Reid. I don’t know what’s up between him and Jeremy, but I’m damn sure not going to let him put me in the middle of it. Before I can say anything more, a voice comes across the loud speaker. The announcement is about to be made.

“This is your ASB coordinator, Ms. Toni, and I have two very special announcements. One, of course, is the finalist for this year’s homecoming princesses and queen.” Everyone in the Main Hall and outside has stopped to listen. There’s a buzz of excitement all around. “The way this works is simple,” Ms. Toni continues. “There are three final candidates for each class. For the senior class, there are also three candidates. But, the seniors have two crowns available: one for the princess, who is the runner-up, and one for the queen.”

“I really should be with the rest of ASB. Think about what I said, Jayd. Ladies.” Reid gestures my girls a farewell nod and heads off, practically running away from Chance and Jeremy.

“Stay away from my folks, man. I’m not warning you again,” Jeremy shouts after Reid, completely ignoring the people watching him in the unusually still corridor. I knew Jeremy didn’t like the dude, but this feels like some deeper mess going on here. I’ll have to pump him and Chance later for more information.

“The finalists are ...” Nellie grabs mine and Mickey’s hands. Jeremy and Chance stand right behind us.

“You’re going to win girl. Just wait, it’s yours,” Chance says, looking down as Nellie smiles, thankful for his support.

“For freshman princess, the finalists are ...” Other students are making drumroll sounds with their pencils and notebooks. “Candice Sheryl, Lucinda Bergen, and Cathy Rowe.” Loud screams can be heard across campus, some happy, some sad. All accompanied by tears.

“Sophomore princess finalists are as follows: Julie Kendall, Mary Brillstein, and Becky Rainey.”

“OK. Here it comes. Y’all pray for me,” Nellie says, suddenly spiritual.

“The junior class nominees are,” Ms. Toni continues, sounding as sassy as ever. “Katrina Carr, Laura Bland, and Nellie Smith.”

“Aaah!” Nellie screams as she and Mickey embrace and jump up and down, causing a huge scene. Misty and KJ are also in the hall, laughing at the sight.

“I knew you could do it,” Chance says, picking Nellie up off the floor after Mickey lets her go. Nellie’s so excited she doesn’t even notice Chance sneak in a kiss on the cheek.

“Jayd, I made it on the ballot!” she screams in my face. I give my girl a big hug.

“Congratulations. You’re on your way now, girl,” I say, only slightly enthused. I’m too worried about the imminent backlash to get caught up in the hype of the moment.

“And, the senior class nominees for homecoming princess and queen are Kate Roberts, Josie Davis, and Tania Mahyari.” Oh, hell no, Jeremy’s ex isn’t running for homecoming queen. I don’t even think Nellie heard the list; she’s so excited about her own name having been called. I look at Jeremy, whose reaction to Tania’s name is nonexistent. But, he and Chance both notice my response.

“Problem, Jayd?” Chance asks as we shield ourselves from all of the excitement around us as people congratulate Nellie. Nellie is on cloud nine and Mickey’s right up there with her for support.

“No, not at all,” I say, insincerely. Of course there’s a problem. How can Tania be nominated for homecoming court when she’s barely here? And, I wonder if Jeremy knew she was running? Now I’ll have to see her face everywhere, not just in third period. What the hell?

“There’s one more special announcement I have to make,” Ms. Toni says, silencing the loud hall. “We have a new quarterback coming to us from Westingle High School.” I spoke to Nigel briefly on the phone yesterday after school. He was too busy being introduced to all of his teachers and teammates to give me the letter. It’s been on my mind since yesterday morning. What could Raheem have to say to me after all this time? And, more importantly, do I tell Jeremy about it?

“Please welcome the latest addition to our winning Sharks team, Nigel Esop.”

“Did you hear that, Jayd? We got a new Black dude up here. This day can’t get any better,” Nellie says, still high.

“How do you know he’s Black?” Chance asks, like his territory is under attack.

“Nigel Esop. Do you know any White folks who would name their son that?” Mickey says, making us all chuckle. She’s right. There are just some names that are definitely Black-owned.

“We need to catch up with Seth and Matt before third period,” Jeremy says, giving me a hug. “I’ll see you in class.”

“OK, baby,” I say, relieved they’re leaving me and my girls alone for a moment. I need to fill them in on Nigel.

“And, congrats, Nellie,” Chance says, stealing another hug from her before following Jeremy out of the hall.

“Thank you,” Nellie says.

“OK, you two, listen up,” I say, like we only have five minutes to live. “I know Nigel from way back,” I say, leading them out of the hall and into the courtyard toward my government class. We only have a minute or two before the bell rings and I need to give them the 411.

“Damn, Jayd. How do you know so many folks?” Mickey asks. “And, they always happen to be dudes.”

“Can you hook a sistah up?” Nellie asks, completely self-absorbed.

“Would you two shut up and listen?” I say, becoming impatient. “Nigel’s my ex boyfriend Raheem’s best friend and my homie from back in the day. Apparently Raheem wrote me a letter and gave it to Nigel to give to me,” I say, stopping in front of my class.

“So, what’s the big deal? I’m sure it’s just a friendly note to say hi and he’s happy y’all can reconnect,” Nellie says.

“Yeah, maybe a little too happy. I need y’all to pump info from him and see what he knows about the contents of the letter. I know he won’t give it to y’all because he doesn’t know y’all like that. But, maybe you can see if Raheem is still feeling me.”

“Why can’t you just ask him yourself?” Mickey asks. She wants to know the entire story and I ain’t about to give it up that easily.

“Look, I don’t have time to get into all of that right now. And besides, I promised Jeremy we’d have lunch together. So I won’t see Nigel today, I’m sure.”

“Even though I don’t know the whole story, I think you’re smart for staying clear of any potential drama right now, especially after all that went down between you and KJ last week,” Nellie says, reminding me of Jeremy and KJ’s fight at the mall. All I need is another dude in my life to make Jeremy jealous. “But, I don’t have time to play twenty questions,” Nellie says, looking in her compact mirror, admiring her chocolate complexion. This girl is too much. “I have a crown to win.”

“Fine, Miss Compton USA. Mickey, can you please pump Nigel for info?”

“Sure thing. Come on, Nellie. Let’s get to class,” Mickey says as the bell for third rings. Jeremy runs by them on his way to our class. Why does there have to be so much drama so early on in our relationship? I can’t wait to get home and tell Mama about my day.

 



After Jeremy drops me off at the bus stop by Mama’s house, I decide to take the long way home to think about my day. Between Nellie’s nomination and Nigel’s transfer, I can’t concentrate on anything.

When I finally get home, Mama’s in the kitchen cooking spaghetti, cabbage, and corn bread. The smell coming from the kitchen makes my stomach growl.

“Hey, baby. I thought I felt you walking up the street,” Mama says. She’s in her usual housedress, stirring the spaghetti sauce inside a big stainless-steel pot on the stove. The cabbage and corn bread are done and sitting on the kitchen table, waiting to be devoured. And, I’m up for the task.

“Hey, Mama,” I say, giving her a kiss on the cheek before washing my hands in the sink and taking a seat at the kitchen table. Mama hasn’t cooked in a week or so due to her busy schedule and the fact that she’s supposed to be on strike from cooking for the men. But, there’s enough food here to feed an army. And, when my uncles and grandfather come home, it’ll be time for the war.

“How was your day?” she says, taking the large wooden spoon out of the pot and putting it into the full sink.

“It was very exciting,” I say, recalling the day’s events in my head.

“Really? Exciting good or exciting bad?” she says, studying my face. I can never get anything past Mama.

“Well, I don’t know yet,” I say. “Nellie won the nomination for homecoming princess.”

“Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?” she asks. I’m not really sure how to answer that question without getting into the details of Monday’s dream. Knowing Mama, she’ll make me analyze it, write it down, and then assign homework based on it. And, I’m not in the mood for more work right now. But, I could use some advice about Nigel.

“Yes, it’s great for her. And, Nigel is the newest member of South Bay’s elite Black population,” I add, taking a nibble from the corn bread. It’s still in the cast-iron skillet and steaming, just the way I like it.

“Nigel from Family Christian Nigel?” she asks, turning off the pot of spaghetti before sitting down across from me. Lexi, Mama’s canine shadow, is under the table, fast asleep.

“Yes, the very same one. But, he and Raheem transferred to Westingle last I heard and Raheem sent a letter for me through him.”

“Well, if Nigel’s on the prowl, you know Raheem ain’t far behind. When’s the last time you talked to that boy?” Mama says with a little disgust in her voice. All Mama remembers about Raheem is the bad stuff. Like us getting caught kissing behind the bleachers in the seventh grade, making out in the girl’s restroom in the eighth and him getting my best friend at the time pregnant in the ninth. Hard to believe I was actually in love with him.

“Not since I chewed him out for kissing Nia,” I say, referring to his illicit affair with my cousin on my dad’s side our last year at Family Christian. The boy gets around.

“Damn, Jayd. I hoped you would escape the constant man problems of the William’s women legacy. Or at least that part of it,” Mama says nibbling on the still hot corn bread with me. Nobody makes buttermilk corn bread like Mama can.

“What legacy?” I ask, anxious for a good story. There’s always a lesson involved. Before she answers, I get up and make a plate and pour myself a large glass of Tropical Punch Kool Aid with lemons. After I’ve gotten my food, I settle in my seat. It’s only the two of us here now. So, it’s a good time to have a little girl chat.

“The lesson of heartbreak from choosing the wrong men,” she says, cutting a slice of corn bread and placing it on my overstuffed plate. This is one of my favorite meals. Mama doesn’t eat until everything’s cooled off. For some reason, she doesn’t like her food hot, unlike me. I prefer it fresh off the stove, damn near burning my tongue, when possible.

“How’s Jeremy?” she asks, making me smile. In spite of all the day’s drama, the highlight was a quiet lunch with Jeremy at the beach and a slow ride home. I just love the way he makes me feel. And, I love that he loves being with me too.

“He’s good. We’re good. That’s why I’m afraid of Nigel coming in and interrupting our flow,” I say, stuffing a forkful of spaghetti into my mouth. This is the best comfort food ever.

“He can’t interrupt anything unless you let him, Jayd. Don’t you get that by now?” she asks. “You, as the female, have all the power in relationships.” Huh? Mama must be talking about some other kind of relationship because all the relationships I’ve seen, usually the men are the ones in power.

“Mama, are you serious?” I ask.

“Very,” she says, getting up and walking over to the refrigerator. She reaches up to the top and takes down her secret recipe book, which is where she keeps it when it’s not in her spirit room.

“Here’s the story of my mother, Marie, and my father, Jon Paul Williams,” she says, turning to a chapter I’ve never seen before. This book is so huge it would take me years to read through cover to cover. There are fifteen sections, all meticulously divided and color-coded for easy reference. So far I’ve only ventured to the recipes section for my personal use.

The last time I was at the beauty shop with Mama, Netta mentioned Mama’s parents, but we didn’t get into it. All I know is Mama’s mother was a white woman from Paris and her father a dark Haitian man. Mama doesn’t talk much about her parents because she didn’t grow up with them. But, the little I do know is that Mama believes her father drowned her mother in the bathtub because of jealousy. Now, that’s some shit to live with.

“Jayd, men are powerful beings, physically. But, spiritually, women are where it’s at,” she says, flipping through the yellowed pages before stopping at a page with a picture of a woman on it.

“Is this your mother?” I ask, taking a large gulp of my Kool Aid.

“Yes. This is your great-grandmother, Maman Marie Devereaux.” Mama stares at the sketch hard, like she’s communicating with her mother’s spirit. “Contrary to popular belief, my mother wasn’t a White woman, although she could easily pass for one. Her mother was white and her father was a light-skinned Black man, like your daddy.” Maybe that’s why she hates my father so much.

“So, why didn’t you correct Netta when she was telling your story?” I ask, referring to Netta’s infatuation with Mama’s lineage.

“Because it ain’t her story to tell in the first place,” Mama says, snappily. “People love to talk, Jayd, especially if the story being told is so juicy it sounds more like a legend than real life. And most of the time, the people talking only know part of the story.” As Mama continues, I clear the table of my empty dishes. But I’m anxious to settle back into my seat and see where Mama’s going with this.

“Maman was born in California. She moved to Paris in the late 1940s when she was a teenager to study art, I guess. I don’t know the full story. But, I’ve written down everything I heard about her as the years passed,” she says, staring at her mother’s picture. The woman in the photograph is very light with straight, black hair. Even though it’s a black-and-white photograph, I can still see her fierce green eyes, just like Mama’s and my mother’s.

“Part of your legacy is power. And people—men especially—are attracted to power. Maman was the most powerful of us all,” Mama says, a little teary-eyed. “I didn’t get a chance to know my mother, being that she died before my first birthday, and then I was sent to live with my daddy’s relatives in New Orleans after he disappeared. Dirty bastard. But, I still know her spirit,” she says, taking a paper towel from the roll on the table and wiping her eyes.

“What was her power?” I ask, knowing each of the Williams women have special gifts. Mama’s ability is to heal and see things as they happen, before they happen, and after they happen. My ability is to dream and sometimes I get premonitions. I’m not sure about my mother and auntie because they never developed their powers, according to Mama.

“Is, Jayd. Is. All of the ancestors on my shrine are still alive because I call on them and remember them,” she says. “That is also the power of your legacy. You can call on your ancestors anytime you need to and they will be right there. But, be careful who you call on. Not all ancestors are good,” she says, sending a chill up my spine.

“OK, what is Maman’s power?” I ask, a little shaken by Mama’s tone.

“She has the power to help those in need, to heal, and to change the future, which is why my father killed her,” she says point blank. “He was jealous because she possessed the power he so craved,” she says, turning the pages. “Jon Paul’s family—the Williams—are from Haiti, and yes, he was a Vodoun priest. But, not the good kind. He was greedy and wanted to use his power for selfish motivations. Not to help people, like Maman.” Lexi shuffles under the table.

“I’m telling you all this to say be careful, Jayd. Men do some strange things to get what they want. And, you obviously have something these boys desire. Even without the full gift of sight, your pull is strong. It’s no coincidence Nigel’s at South Bay. You better find out what Raheem wants with you before you make a huge mistake and sacrifice your relationship with Jeremy,” she says, taking out her writing tablet from the back of the book and writing down my assignment, I assume. Mama’s on point with that one. I want to know what Raheem wants too.

“Read Maman’s story and write down as many points as you can make out of it. We’ll talk about it when you’re done. Right now I have to get this food down to Mrs. Webb,” she says, referring to our neighbor at the end of the block. She just lost one of her sons in a car accident.

“So, this food isn’t for the house?” I ask, sorry to see all the good food leave.

“Hell no. I’m through cooking for these fools,” she says, rising from the table. “But, you can make your cousin Jay a plate. He should be home any minute now,” she says, looking up at the wall clock. It’s almost eight and I need to get started on my homework. I also need to talk to Nigel about Raheem’s letter. But, knowing him, he’s still at football practice.

As I get up from my comfortable seat to make Jay’s plate, Mama’s words are heavy on my heart. What do these dudes want with me? Well, I guess I’ll have to wait and see. But, she’s right. I need to stop this storm before it starts.
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