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To my clique: Nick, Mandy, Dirt, Wink, and Big Ed
 Two Plus Too till we die

 


“I drop it all for y’all, if my homies call.”

—Tupac, “If My Homies Call”




All I Want for Xmas Is You

“Santa hooked me up this year.”

—B2K, “Santa Hooked Me Up”

 


 


Closing time!

Well, almost.

Mina eyed the clock on the register, willing it to move from ten-thirty to eleven. She stared at it for a full thirty seconds and the time remained one zero, three zero. She hip-bumped the vacuum cleaner she’d stowed away under the register—totally against the rules—and gave the register’s clock one more pleading look before giving up.

Eleven P.M. was taking forever.

It was official, she hated working the holidays with a passion. The extra hour the mall was open was killing her.

At ten-thirty on the last shopping Friday before Christmas, the teen girls who would normally storm Seventh Heaven’s were at other stores shopping for their boyfriends or parents, not themselves. It would be another story the day after Christmas. But Mina didn’t want to think about that. She was still praying she wouldn’t have to work that day, even though Jess said everyone was usually scheduled to handle the onslaught of returns.

I could use an onslaught now, she thought, taking the store’s emptiness personally.

Unable to endure the idleness another second, Mina waved at Vic, Seventh Heaven’s cutie-pie DJ. She signaled that she was about to turn on the vacuum and he should pump up the music a notch. She ran the dust sucker over the already immaculate floors. Not once had Mina ever felt vacuuming accomplished anything except some inane need of the store’s supervisors to check it off a closing procedure to-do list. The floors were clean enough to eat off. She took her time rolling the vacuum down the center aisle past the perfectly folded tees and racks of miniskirts. She smiled over at the brown cord mini. Next pay day that baby would join the rest of her growing Seventh Heaven wardrobe.

The vroom of the vacuum sucked to a dead stop.

Mina frowned down at it, bent to check the problem—probably sucked up one of the price tags—then heard Vic’s laughing. She looked up to ask him what he’d done, figuring he was messing around with her, and ran smack into Jessica.

“Mina, I told you to stop vacuuming so early,” Jessica said, the vacuum plug dangling from her folded arms, legs in a wide model stance. Her hazel eyes were an eerie contrast to her coffee bean skin.

Vic imitated Jess behind her back and Mina bit back a smile. Seeing the glint in her eye, Jess whipped her head Vic’s way, but only caught him bopping his head, ear to the headphone.

“I’m just going to make you vac again at eleven–oh-five,” Jessica said, facing Mina once more. She sounded like an exasperated parent chastising a child.

“The store’s empty,” Mina reasoned. She reluctantly wound the plug around the vacuum, snaking it out of Jess’s grip.

“So? We’re not supposed to vacuum until we’re closed.”

“That’s seriously the dumbest rule ever,” Mina said, more pouty than rebellious. She eased by Jessica, rolling the vacuum with her toward the front of the store. “Friday nights blow.”

Jessica’s shoulders hitched as she folded an already well-folded shirt. She flicked her long, curly weave over her shoulder, then tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, nearly singing, “If I’ve gotta be here, you’ve gotta be here.”

Mina looked over at Vic and rolled her eyes. He winked at her as he spun her favorite song. Singing under her breath, Mina swayed her hips to the beat and dance-walked the vacuum back to the spot where she’d started, on the ready for eleven P.M. A sudden grin exploded across her face. Even over the music, she heard the clique’s banter, recognizing the familiar cadence, before they appeared around the corner. She drank in the sight of her friends like a thirsty person sizing up a glass of cold water.

JZ stopped and stooped low enough for Jacinta to climb onto his back. He stood up, popped Jacinta in the spot he wanted her, and caught up with the rest of the clique in two long-legged strides. His biceps bulged when he locked his hands under her jeans-clad thighs. Both he and Cinny were looking fit thanks to a summer of conditioning. He’d taught her how to swim and for reasons only known to JZ, he’d made early morning runs, sit-ups and push-ups part of his lessons. Jacinta, who had already been curvy to a point of distracting guys, now had a tighter waist, toned arms, and a rock-solid butt. Mina noticed that whether he was dunking Cinny in the pool, lifting her over his shoulder for a playful spin, or giving her a ride on his back, JZ couldn’t keep his hands off the new firm figure he’d help sculpt.

And Jacinta was the happiest Mina had seen her in a long time. Raheem, her boyfriend of five years, was at Georgetown University—out of sight and out of mind. No sooner had Jacinta said bye than she and JZ began a more open flirtation fest, and it hadn’t been that sly to begin with.

Mina couldn’t relate to Cinny’s giddiness. She fought depression anytime the realization hit that Brian was in Durham, a starting freshman on Duke University’s basketball team. Some days Mina spent hours imagining what life would be like if Brian were a regular student instead of a student athlete.

He’d be able to road-trip home now and then and be home for regular holidays instead of on lockdown until Christmas. He hadn’t even come home for Thanksgiving because the team played in a tournament in Hawaii. Forget being mad jealous that he was in one of the most beautiful places on earth; Mina only knew he should have been home with her. Instead, she’d watched the television wide-eyed, giddy, yelling “That’s my boo” anytime the camera caught him.

Mina wondered how Cinny was going to handle Raheem being home for the holidays, something she’d confided only to Mina that she dreaded.

Mina’s eyes scanned the clique quickly, as if needing visual reassurance that Brian wasn’t bringing up the rear. He’d bulked up over the summer preparing to go toe-to-toe with some of the country’s best college ballers, and Mina couldn’t help but stare at his new girth anytime he was near.

She wanted to see him so bad she could taste it. Instead, she focused on Michael, apparently the only one immune to the buffness running rampant among the guys, looking oddly patriotic in a pair of jeans, a red polo, and a pair of crisp, white Air Forces. His kicks sparkled as if he’d just popped them out of the Nike box. Just about five foot ten, he was five inches shorter than JZ and more male-model clean than athletic chic.

Bringing up the rear were the couples—Kelly and Greg, Lizzie and Todd. The girls were petite next to the guys—Lizzie in a frayed denim mini, boots, and a tee, Kelly in a blousey baby-doll top and skinny jeans. Todd, once skinny even with muscles, was now the same size as JZ. He was still the same goofy basketball geek but one who had finally filled out his promising frame. Lizzie was one lucky girl, in Mina’s opinion, and she reminded her best friend of that now and then. When she cheered for Varsity basketball games, Mina couldn’t take her eyes off Todd. Not in a sleazy kind of way, but in amazement. Over the summer, he’d left Del Rio Bay toned and come back ripped with a surfer’s body, complete with a six-pack. On top of that, the Cali sun had bleached his walnut brown hair blond, again. Even with their summer tans fading, he and Lizzie were a cute, sun-kissed, matching pair.

Kelly and Greg were their brown doppelgangers, the preps to Liz and Todd’s beach-bum casual. The four of them conversed among themselves between exchanges of conversation with JZ, Jacinta, and Michael, in and out like couples do, making Mina’s heart ache.

She missed being part of a couple.

The seven of them were creating the most activity Mina had seen in the unusually subdued corridor all night.

Drawn to their noise, Jessica stationed herself beside Mina. “I figured that was your posse. Could they be any louder?”

Mina knew Jess’s annoyance was only for show. Jess was as happy as she was to have a distraction for the last few minutes of their shift.

“Hey, Deev,” Michael said, as the clique entered the store. He gave Mina an affectionate shoulder squeeze.

“What’s up, girl?” JZ said, in his usual loud voice. He squatted a few inches so Jacinta could slide off his back and threw a “what’s up?” fist Vic’s way.Vic returned the salute.

“Hey, girl,” Jacinta said before heading to the clearance rack.

As their boyfriends stopped to chat upVic, Lizzie and Kelly joined JZ and Michael in a semicircle in front of Mina and her vacuum.

“Any minute now, your guy will be home. Excited?” Lizzie’s green eyes twinkled.

“Please, she practically has a clock over her head counting down,” Kelly said, bumping Mina’s shoulder.

Jess snorted. “As long as that clock knows it’s not going off until eleven-thirty, she’ll be fine.”

Satisfied she’d gotten in the proper snip for the night, Jess runway-modeled to the cash register. Mina, Kelly, and Lizzie rolled their eyes.

“Wasn’t Brian coming with you guys?” Mina asked, unable to resist peeking around JZ but only getting a glimpse of Greg and Todd high-fiving Vic at something they found hilarious.

“He was supposed to.” JZ leaned against a rack of holiday dresses, blocking Mina’s view of the entrance. “Didn’t he text you?”

Mina instinctively pulled her cell out of the pocket of her jeans. There was no message. She shook her head.

“His flight was delayed or something. He won’t be here till tomorrow,” JZ said. He put his arm around Mina’s neck in a light hold. “You’re stuck with me.”

Mina wriggled out of the hold and shoved him. “Please, don’t remind me.”

“Now, see, how does that sound?” JZ faked a pout. “We go back to kindergarten, girl.”

“But we’ve only been friends since second grade,” Mina said, hands on her hips.

“Oh, that’s wrong.You didn’t like me until second grade?”

Lizzie stepped between the mock fight. “And I’ve been refereeing since fourth grade,” she said. “Break it up, you two, before I call Cinny on you.”

“I am not in this,” Jacinta said, peeking her head over a rack of pajama bottoms. “Mi, this is cute. Hook me up with your discount.”

“No she’s not either,” Jess said, from the register. Her eyebrows arched to her forehead in what Mina called her supervisor’s stare.

“Like I said,” Jacinta continued, raising her voice and purposely not looking Jess’s way, “Mina, hook ya’ girl up.”

Mina gave Jacinta a little head shake and smiled when she saw the evil grin on her friend’s face. Jacinta always knew how to get to Jessica. She was clearly baiting her. She’d never seriously ask for a discount out loud. She didn’t have to. Mina would happily hook any of her friends up. All they had to do was tell her what they wanted, she bought it, and they paid her back. Cinny, obviously in a good mood, was successfully getting under Jess’s skin. Any other time she acted as if Jessica didn’t exist, and Jess did the same right back.

“Mina, I’ll report you. The employee discount is not transferable,” Jess said. She walked over, joining the tight circle, hands folded against her chest, and glared across the store at Jacinta, who’d already lost interest in the game and was eyeing Seventh’s tiny inventory of shoes.

“Oh my God, Jess, chillax,” Mina said. Her eyebrows furrowed as she came as close as she dared to dueling with her frenemy/boss. “Cinny was only joking.”

“She’d better be. I’m watching the things she picks out and if you buy any of it, I’ll know it was for her,” Jess said, narrowing her eyes Jacinta’s way.

Mina didn’t bother to respond. Jacinta knew how to play the game better than that. Anytime she was in Seventh’s she picked up things she didn’t like, because she knew Jess was evil enough to spy her selections. Then later she’d tell Mina the stuff she really wanted. If Jess put half as much time into being human as she did being bitchy ... well, she’d still be a major bitch. Mina hadn’t known her any other way. They got along fine at work, but Jess could turn on her bitchiness with the quickness. Mina had learned, long ago, to ride with the flow and hold on quietly during the rough patches.

Her breath hitched as an arm went around her waist. Brian’s voice, smooth and deep, was in her ear, “You trying dip early or what?”

Mina screamed loud enough to penetrate the music’s booming bass. “Oh my God!”Whipping around, she jumped into Brian’s open arms, for once not caring about the mushy PDA. He scooped her up and she wrapped her arms around his neck. They kissed and the tight circle, which had gotten progressively tighter to cloak Brian’s entrance, immediately dispersed.

“Awww, ain’t they cute?” JZ said with mock adoration. But in four long strides he was at Vic’s DJ station, already over the happy reunion. “Vic, I hope you got some fresh mixes for my New Year’s Eve joint, son.”

In answer,Vic nodded in time to the booming beat.

Lizzie and Kelly joined Jacinta in window shopping. Only Michael and Jessica remained off to the side, Michael browsing the CDs in the impulse-buying section near the register and Jessica pretending to neaten a stack of tee shirts.

Brian set Mina down. “For real, though.You ready to blow?”

Mina nodded her head Jess’s way. “Gotta ask my boss.”

“No,” Jess said before Brian could ask. She looked at her watch. “She still has ten minutes before closing and another thirty of cleaning.”

Brian laid one of his prettiest smiles on Jessica, his brown eyes teasing. “Come on, Jess.You know I’m only home a few days.”

“Uh-huh. And?” Jess’s hands flew to her hips. Mina saw in her face that Jess was working to keep her gaze steely. Like most girls, she was openly tickled that Brian James’s light shone on her. Mina saw it in the hopeful twinkle in Jess’s catlike hazel contacts. They brightened more when Brian put his arm around Jess’s shoulder.

“You know Mina has curfew. Help a dude out,” he said, making Jess his co-conspirator.

“That’s what you get for dating a young ’un,” Jess said. Her eyes rolled but without the usual annoyance.

“What can I say? I like ’em young.” Brian laughed when Mina smacked his arm.

“Come on, Jess. Let her go early,” JZ hollered from the front,Vic’s earphone up to his ear.

“No,” Jess said his way. Her eyebrow rose toward Brian. “Uh-uh.”

“Don’t be like that, Supe,” Brian said.

Mina nearly giggled. Only Brian and JZ could get away with calling Jess “Supe”—short for supervisor. Jessica actually grinned. Everyone loved getting a Brian James nickname.

“She can’t leave before eleven-thirty. That’s her shift,” Jess said, working to sound authoritative. Her lips pursed. “But she already vacuumed too early. So as soon as we close she can roll.” She swished her hair and smirked. “But you owe me, Mina.”

Mina groaned. “I’d rather stay till eleven-thirty.”

“Don’t say that,” Brian said. His fingers tap-danced down Mina’s back, leaving goose bumps along the way. “Supe might change her mind.”

“She still has ten minutes,” Jess reminded him, as Brian tugged on Mina’s arm.

Brian picked up a pink tee and held it up to his chest. “Is this my color?”

“You’re only making more work for your girlfriend,” Jessica said. She pulled it from his hand and tossed it at Mina, who caught it clumsily.

Mina obediently refolded the shirt, careful to follow the Seventh Heaven formula—right sleeve, left sleeve, left side, right side, two body folds up, neckline last. She did it without thinking; six-hour shifts, four days a week for eight months did that to a person. She shook her head in a firm no when Brian went to grab another tee. He came up behind her, pretending to help her fold.

“Hurry up and clock out,” he whispered. His mouth lingered on her ear and nibbled, making Mina grin and her legs rubbery.

“Get a room,” Jacinta yelled from across the empty store.

Brian stepped back, threw his hands up in a hands-off gesture, then leaned against a shelf of jeans.

Michael came over, taking his place beside Mina. He draped his arm over her shoulder. “I saw those baby doll flats you were talking about. They’re cute.”

Jess’s eyebrow arched. “What are you? The token queer eye for the straight guy?”

Mina’s jaw dropped, but before she could defend Michael, he easily traded barbs back.

“Only if you’ll officially join us as the token bitchy, pretending-to-be-rich girl.”

The diss escaped his mouth smooth as butter, so casual a passerby would have missed the nasty undertone.

Had Michael backed down it would have been an invitation for Jess to dig deeper for another venomous diss. It was her way. But game respected game. Jess flipped her weave, her expression cool, and busied herself brushing lint off the folded jeans.

Brian tweaked Mina’s side as he said, so only she could hear, “She gon’ let you go now.Watch.”

Mina pressed invisible wrinkles out of the shirt she’d refolded and pretended to check the other shirts, to make sure no tags were sticking out or sizes out of place. She bit back a grin when Jess, with an exaggerated sigh and eye roll, said, “Just clock out, Mina. Your clique is only making more work.” Her lip went up in a partial scowl.

Mina’s legs worked triple time, just short of a run, as she walked to the store’s back room. She grabbed her purse and jacket and was clocked out in three minutes. She breezed by Jess and bid her a hasty, “Thanks, Jess.”

Jess’s eye roll was halfhearted. She and Mina’s bond was a shaky one, based more on their mutual love for Sara, Jessica’s twin, than anything else, but that was enough.

Jess followed the louder than ever clique to the entrance, eager to put down the store’s glass closure and lock up. When everyone was out, she shouted after Mina, “You still owe me,” then let the glass come down on Mina’s response.

Brian slid his arm around Mina’s waist. They walked in sync, lagging behind the others.

“I got you off work early. So you owe me too,” he said, a devilish grin on his toffee-complexioned face.

Mina smiled up at him. Even in his Duke hoodie, she could see he was more muscular than when he left, broader too. Remembering how good it felt to lie her head on his firm chest made her tingly.

Owing Brian, she didn’t mind.




The Gang’s All Here

“You gon’ make us both get into some things
 that’ll scare grown folks.”

—David Banner ft. Chris Brown, “Stuntin is a Habit”

 


 


It’s just like old times, Mina felt like shouting as the clique chilled in JZ’s family room. Sitting at the juice bar with Brian, she surveyed the usual chaos, soaking in every ounce of the energy emanating from her friends. Her heart fed off it.

It was like being in a time warp bubble from the summer. Todd, Michael, and JZ on the sectional sofa playing Madden, smack-talking insults and obscenities; Jacinta flitting between plucking with JZ—a happy intrusion to his game that he would have never allowed a year ago—and conversing with Lizzie and Kelly at the arcade-sized Pac-Man game. Greg standing with them, guiding the girls through each level’s danger spots, as he waited his turn at the “real” gaming on the sofa.

Greg went with the flow like he’d been friends with all of them forever, fitting in easily since he and Kelly became an official couple over the summer.

Mina knew if JZ or Michael brought a girl around, it would hardly be as nice a match. And they must have known it too because neither of them ever had.

Not that me and the girls wouldn’t accept her, Mina thought, checking herself. The fact was, guys seemed to find things to bond over, while girls seemed to focus on the differences.

And then there was the whole competition thing.

She’d run up against her fair share of girls JZ was dating who always seemed to get her and Jay’s sibling-rivalry friendship twisted. If she had to explain to one more chicken head that she and JZ were only friends, a choke hold was going to go along with the explanation.

She giggled at the thought. More than likely she’d get Jacinta, the brawn among the girls, to do the choke-holding.

Brian pulled her stool flush against his, forcing Mina’s attention back to him. She draped her legs over his to prevent them from being crushed by the bar stools. His hands cuffed her sides as he leaned in, closing off their part of the room with his intimate stare and seductive grin.

“You miss me, Toughie?”

“Nah,” Mina said, unable to keep a straight face. An explosion of “aw man,” went off from the couch, but Mina barely heard. Brian kissed her gently, pulled back, and in a voice that melted her heart, said, “I missed you.”

Her heart trotted as Brian kissed her again, this time longer, his hands pressing against her hips as he leaned in closer. Mina’s head swam. She and Brian hadn’t been this close since August. If you didn’t count the many times she’d watched him play on television, it had been four months since they’d seen each other. The time apart had been all text messaging and phone calls. She kept her phone on so much she’d worn out two batteries already.

Oh my God, I’m swooning, she thought, giddy, and to prove it, lost her balance when Brian eased his hold on her hips.

“Mmm, good hands,” she murmured when he rested his hand on the small of her back to steady her.

“Uh-huh.” A playful smile lit up his face. “What you know about how good my hands are?”

“A little sumpun, sumpun,” she said shyly, suddenly dumbstruck by his presence.

He was really here, home with her again. She quickly zapped the bothersome side note that he was only home for a week before heading back to school. Instead, she stared into his face, taking in the way his long eyelashes framed his friendly brown eyes, wanting to make sure the moment was real. Being up close, very close to her delight, she saw he looked different, somehow older and more mature. A clean thin line of facial hair framed a more square jaw, and his eyes seemed wiser, like he knew things.

How can that happen in four months? she wondered, content to sit there inches from his face, his hands lightly stroking her backside.

His left hand kept up the gentle stroke as the right hand lifted Mina’s left hand. His thumb rubbed the silver heart-shaped ring on her finger. He grinned. “Just checking.”

Mina squinted. “You thought I was going to stop wearing it?”

“You know how y’all chicks do.” Brian’s thumb played with the promise ring he’d given her, twisting it around her finger slowly. He gazed at her, his eyes narrowing as if probing into Mina’s mind. “You probably just put it on ’cause you knew I was coming home. I need to do one of those spot inspections on you one day ... catch you off-guard.”

“And if you do, you’re gonna be all burnt ’cause I’ll have it on,” she said. Her heart did a small happy dance when Brian squeezed her hand lightly and winked. “Shoot, I wish you would come home one day on the fly.”

He dropped her hand gently, then resumed massaging her lower back. “Yeah, but you know that’s not gonna happen. The season gears up for real after break.”

“Yeah, I know.” Mina frowned. “Am I gonna see you at all?”

“Nope. Not until school ends.” He pulled her closer so they were face-to-face, practically sharing his stool. “So you know what that means, right?”

Mina pushed his chest and feigned pulling away. “Don’t even say something nasty.”

His face fell in exaggerated offense. “I wasn’t.”

“Yes, you were,” Mina said, chuckling. She gave up her weak resistance, resumed their face-to-face stance, and put on her best wary tone. “What? What does that mean, Brian?”

“It means I only have a couple days to tap that ...” He patted her butt then.

He burst out laughing and tugged at Mina as she pulled away, playing mad.

“See, I knew you were gonna say something rude,” she said, untangling herself.

He grabbed at her, trying to pull her back, but she quickly slipped out of his grip and stood beside his stool.

“Just for that, I’m making you wait,” she said, even as her body grew warm thinking about being alone with him.

“Don’t be like that, Toughie,” he said, faking sadness.

He swiveled in the stool so she was standing between his legs and wrapped his arms around her. She instinctively put her face up to his for the kiss she knew was coming and lost herself in it. Her hands stroked the back of his neck. Right as her body screamed “uncle,” she pulled back, smiling.

“Still making you wait,” she teased seductively before walking off to join the girls at the Pac-Man game.

“You so wrong for that,” Brian yelled after her.

Mina blew him a kiss.

“Brian, you must have lost your touch,” Jacinta said. “I thought y’all would have been gone.”

“Your girl on that tease tip,” Brian said. He watched the rowdy game of Madden for a few seconds before standing up and stretching his long legs. He walked over to the more subdued Pac-Man game, bear-hugging Mina from behind. They swayed lightly, side to side.

“Shoot, from what she told me, I’m surprised she didn’t jump you when we picked her up from work tonight,” Jacinta said, her grin sly. She moved away before Mina’s smack could connect.

“Don’t be telling all my business,” Mina scolded.

“Actually, Brian, Mina told me that she’s ready to take the pact with me,” Lizzie said. She winked at Mina and they laughed.

Brian snorted. “Abstinence pact?” he hollered over the rising noise. “Todd, you still not handling your business, son?”

A round of bawdy teasing broke out as the guys gave Todd a hard time for complying with Lizzie’s year-long virginity pact. Todd took it in stride. The only evidence that he was embarrassed were his hands, first the right, then the left, pushing through his unruly hair.

“She’s the boss,” Todd said, his blue eyes gleaming playfully.

“Okay, boss,” JZ said, never taking his eyes off the plasma screen.

“Liz, you my girl and all, but Todd a better dude than me. I would have stepped on you long ago.”

“Thanks a lot, Jay,” Lizzie said, scowling.

“Hmm ... Greg’s not saying nothing,” Jacinta said. “Which means either Kelly broke the pact and gave him some or—”

“Or that Greg works out a lot to distract himself,” Greg said. His hand covered Kelly’s on the game’s joystick as he helped her dodge the colorful ghosts hot on her trail.

Kelly smiled, embarrassed, refusing to join the public discussion of her sex life or lack thereof. She and Lizzie had taken the pact together before she and Greg started dating. She wasn’t about to share that, as cool as she was with the pact, she was having a harder time than Lizzie being casual about it.

Todd ran over from the sofa, his hand up for a high five.

“Dude, that’s what I’m saying,” Todd said. He and Greg exchanged a pound. He yelled over to JZ, “See, Greg knows what it’s like to live like a monk. I condition like twice a day so I won’t go serial killer.”

The clique cracked up at Todd’s animated grimace.

“That’s why you’re looking so buff,” Mina said.

Brian kneed the back of her leg lightly. “Oh, so you be checking him out?”

“Hells yes,” Mina said. She lifted her head for a kiss and Brian leaned over, planting one on her. “Seriously, though. I was like, dang, T is getting huge.”

With all the action at the back of the room, JZ and Michael put the game on hold and joined them.

“Ay, I just thought about something,” JZ said. He put his arm around Lizzie. “Liz, keep your stuff on lock because I think it’s helping T’s game.”

“I know it’s helping my game,” Todd said, his eyes an exaggerated pool of sadness.

Lizzie put her arms around his waist. “So I improved your game? Cool.” She stood on her tiptoes and laid an affectionate peck on Todd’s lips.

“Son, you mad aggressive on the court lately. I never connected it with your dry spell, though,” JZ said, marveling at the thought. “Maybe I should try that.” He laughed loud and hard. “Sike.”

The sound of Lil Wayne penetrated the clique’s laughter. Jacinta pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and the ring tone grew louder, shushing the group.

“Hey,” she said into the phone, walking away.

Conversation resumed about Todd’s newfound energy and aggression until Jacinta returned and announced, “I’m getting ready to roll, y’all.”

JZ’s eyebrow rose. “Where you dipping to?”

“That was Raheem,” Jacinta said, pushing the cell back into her pocket. “He over at my aunt’s house, so I told him to pick me up. Girlfriend duty calls.”

Mina caught the hardening of JZ’s stare despite how quickly it came and went. Her stomach rolled at the tension she felt in the fleeting glare and she attempted to joke it off. “Jay, looks like you gotta call one of your little jump offs tonight.”

“Who said I wasn’t gonna do that anyway?” JZ said, smirking. “I was just waiting for all y’all couples to bounce.”

“Geez, are you kicking us out?” Lizzie said.

“Well, you know what they say?” A broad grin spread across JZ’s face. “You don’t have to go home but you gotta get the hell out of here.”

Brain dapped him up. “I know that’s right.” He squired Mina toward the stairs. “Let’s dip.”

Kelly, Greg, Lizzie, and Todd followed behind them in the midst of a chorus of good-byes.

“That’s messed up about you, Jay,” Mina said, over her shoulder.

He saluted her. Just as she and Brian hit the stairs, she heard Jacinta say, “You gonna walk me out, big head?”

JZ’s voice came back strong, “For what? You’n know your way out all of a sudden?”




Catching Feelings

“ ’Cause first we were chillin’, now I’m catchin’ feelings.”

—Day 26, “Exclusive”

 


 


Once everyone left, JZ sat back on the sofa, picked up his game controller, and waved it toward Michael.

“We gon’ finish this game, son?”

Michael looked up from raiding the juice bar’s fridge. He took a gulp of juice before answering. “I thought you were ready to call one of your side chicks.”

JZ forced as much enthusiasm into his voice as he could. “I am, after we finish.”

“You sure, kid?” Michael sauntered over and stood behind the sofa. “I don’t want to block your game.”

JZ grinned. “Naw. The shortie I plan on calling one of those rebel chicks. She’ll sneak out no matter what time I ring her up.”

He and Michael exchanged a fist pound. Michael walked around the sofa and took his seat on the left side of the large leather sectional. He picked up his controller and JZ unpaused the game. They played in silence for five minutes.

JZ’s eyes were on the screen but his mind wasn’t. Michael scored on him in no time.

“I can’t believe you fell for that fake,” Michael said, giddy with victory.

JZ groaned. “I know. And your punk ass just did that same move, two plays ago.”

Their duo of laughter was small in comparison to the fullness of the clique’s constant chatter, which had filled the room minutes before. Only the canned cheering of the game’s crowd and the analyst’s voice announcing that JZ’s quarterback “seems confused” broke up the silence.

“He dissed you, son,” Michael said, enjoying every minute of the whipping he was giving.

JZ cursed when Michael’s team intercepted the ball. He hit the controller against the sofa and sat up, determined to focus.

“Hold up,” Michael said. He pushed the button to call a time-out, freezing the game. “Gotta go. I finish this whipping in a minute.” He walked toward the bathroom, teasing JZ the entire time.

“I be ready for you, punk,” JZ said, with more bravado than he felt. When he heard the bathroom door shut, he flicked his phone out of his pocket and texted Jacinta.


Thas messed up about u ... ur man call n u go runnin’ I see how it is



His heart raced. He hoped Jacinta would take it for his normal joking, but couldn’t help wanting her to know she was foul for mad dipping like that. He knew Raheem was home, but had figured he was hanging with his boy Angel for the night. That’s what really had him angry, he convinced himself. Being caught off-guard was the issue, not the fact that Cinny had to leave, just how she’d left.

He eagerly read Jacinta’s response.

 



U know how it is ... don’t trip [image: e9780758281586_img_9786.gif]

 



He scoffed, typing back angrily.


I ain’t rummin over this ... jus sayin, I ain’t know he had u in check like dat



He grinned.

Checkmate.

If there was one thing Jacinta hated, it was anyone thinking they had control over her. Her message back was simple.

 



Knucka please! He don’t.

 



JZ eyed the bathroom when he heard water running. He typed back quickly.

 



Coulda fooled me. But w/e. have fun

 



He sneered at the message. His chest tightened as he wrote “have fun.” He’d never meant something less.

He scowled down at Cinny’s response.

 



Raheem says hey

 



JZ’s fingers glided over the keyboard so fast he had to backtrack to delete his mistakes twice.

 



What he telling me hey for?!

 



He glared at the phone, unable to take his eyes off it even as Michael made his way across the room, already bragging about finishing up JZ’s punishment. A smile broke across JZ’s face as the response lit up his phone.

 



Duh cuz he think I’m talking 2 Mina. ttyl

 



That’s right, I got your girl even when she right there beside you, JZ thought, sending mad telepathy to Raheem.

He put the phone away and settled back into the sofa, relaxed now.

“Come on, so I can beat you down, kid,” he said, grinning.

“Man, please. You down by fourteen. You ain’t catching this kid with that sorry QB,” Michael said.

“Watch me. I’m ready go on a roll,” JZ said.

He thought about Jacinta sneaking and lying to text with him. He was winning tonight, no doubt, even if it was only a small victory.

“I’m on a roll,” he said again, his smile a mile long.




The Next Level

“Take me to New York, I’d love to see L.A.”

—Estelle, “American Boy”

 


 


There were a few things Michael assumed he’d never see in his lifetime.

A fly pair of sweatpants. Wearing them signaled giving up, in his opinion. The things simply weren’t made to be worn outside a gym.

Snow in July.

JZ being sprung.

All bets were safe on the first two remaining as elusive as an endangered animal in the rain forest. But he couldn’t have been more wrong about that last one, because JZ was definitely sprung, gone, totally open over Jacinta.

He’d known JZ was texting Jacinta once everyone left last night.

First of all, JZ was mad that Jacinta dipped in the first place. He’d gotten that squinty eyed hurt look on his face, then he’d dogged Jacinta out by not walking her to the door—classic Jay.

Second, whenever it was Cinny texting or calling, the ring tone was always a pimplicious song like, “Playa’s Rock” or “Sexual Eruption.” Michael guessed that long ago, but had it confirmed when he’d mistakenly seen it was Cinny calling one day when JZ left his phone on the sofa.

Sprung.

JZ.

He’d wanted to give JZ grief about it, the other night, but JZ was working so hard to cover it up, Michael wasn’t so sure he’d see the humor in it. He settled for whupping up good on JZ in three Madden rematches.

The losses alone were sign enough JZ was preoccupied about something.

Michael shook his head and laughed softly into the silence of the Bay Dra-da theatre troupe’s sewing room, a gracious name for the dimly lit oversized supply closet the crew used for designing and fitting. Two sewing machines stood side by side, just far enough so people sewing wouldn’t crack elbows, flush against a drafting table strewn with Michael’s designs. Luckily, he was there alone. No more than three people could fit into the room at any given time and even then you risked someone poking your eye out if they moved too fast.

Forgetting about JZ’s text creeping, he relished the quiet of the empty school—loving the access being in the theatre troupe gave him.

The holiday break was just what Michael needed. It gave him time to work on his latest design without the interruption of classes or someone bumping him as he sewed. Time he should have taken advantage of instead of hanging with the clique all weekend, but it had been a while since he’d let them dominate his weekend. It felt kind of nice.

Yawning, he stepped away from the headless mannequin, finally giving it his full attention. He took another step and another until he was almost out the door of the tiny room.

Distance wasn’t enough.

He squinted at the formal baby-doll minidress, working unsuccessfully to convince his tired brain that the dress was as fabulous as the original sketch. Just a few weeks ago, it had been only a mass of shimmering pink and green tulle and an ambitious creation in Michael’s mind. Now, a sequined sweetheart bodice glittered above the wisps of tulle, hugging what would be cleavage if the mannequin had any.

He hated it. The green was too ... green, like a bag of frozen peas.

He loved it. The soft pink streaks within the green tulle and iridescent pink sequins peeked out just enough. Anyone thinking the dress was only green would be pleasantly caught off guard by the pastel highlights

A slightly electric buzzing in his veins coursed up and down his arms as he alternated between caressing the dress with his eyes and pelting it with darts of loathing. He stepped forward an inch, his hands itching to rip every seam and start from scratch. But his eye for fashion, knowing a good thing when he saw it, wouldn’t let him step any closer. He remained frozen near the door of the sewing room thinking how the dress would shimmer under real lighting. Sudden affection for the piece stopped the tingling in his hands and something like hope peeked around the dark cloud above his head.

“Another MJ creation, like it or not,” he said to the empty, dark cave.

He stuck his tongue out at the dress, immediately feeling bad. It wasn’t the dress’s fault he was having a fashion fit. The troupe’s latest production was. He’d spent the last few weeks before break bored out of his mind, hemming and sewing costumes for the upcoming production of High School Musical.

His eyes rolled. How original, a high school production of High School Musical.

It was the first time since he’d gotten the gig as assistant costume designer that he hated the costumes, since they were simply regular clothing—nothing daring or unique, only straight modern-day American school teen. Mr. Collins, the troupe’s director, hated Michael’s idea of adding a futuristic twist to the production so he’d have at least some challenge.

So he’d been stuck feeling like a child laborer in a third-world country making huge numbers of polos and reconstructing denim so it looked more washed or worn. Today was the first real time he’d had to work on his own creation in months. He sent a telepathic apology to the dress and went about compiling his sketches from the messy drafting table.

“Michael, it’s gorgeous,” Madame Jessamay’s voice said from beside him.

Startled, he held his breath to keep his thumping heart in check. He’d almost forgotten he wasn’t in the school totally alone—the troupe was in the auditorium, on the other end of the building, rehearsing.

Madame, a French teacher and head costumer, breezed into the room and beelined to the dress. Layers of satiny material flowed around her feet as if there were a fan up her long skirt.

Michael had never seen her wear anything else, no matter the season, in the two years he’d worked as her assistant. The skirts were always colorful, usually silk or cotton. When Madame Jessamay stopped, the skirts kept right on shifting and swaying like they had a life of their own. In contrast, she wore what Michael suspected was a leotard underneath. Never a shirt or blouse, but a simple one-piece stretch top, cut right to her not so ample cleavage. If she wasn’t a dancer in her former life, she wanted to be, because she was always dressed as if on her way to audition. All she had to do was drop her skirts and bam, hit a plié.

Madame Jessamay’s hands hovered over the blingy bodice of his baby-doll dress before moving on and delicately fingering the tulle. She picked at it gingerly and peeked underneath at the dress’s simple green satin body, the only (and most important) thing standing between the wearer and a long night of itching. She nodded as she hmm’ed and clucked, music to Michael’s ears.

He ventured as far into the room beside her as he could without invading Madame’s space and was still a few inches too close when she whipped around, a huge grin on her face. He stepped out of the way of her billowing skirt.

“You’re quite a talent, no?” Madame Jessamay’s eyebrow rose, and Michael grinned.

He loved the way she used the term no to mean yes, more music to his ears and confused heart. The dislike he’d felt for the dress minutes before was all but gone in Madame’s praise. Like a junkie needing a fix, her assurance arrived right on time. Michael hated that he needed it. This lack of confidence in his work was new, a monster growing by leaps and bounds the closer he got to senior year and the realization that being the assistant costume designer at Bay Dra-da could honestly and depressingly be the height of his career if he didn’t figure out where his life after Del Rio Bay High was going.

Madame Jessamay sat in the high-backed chair at the drafting table and gestured to the only other seat in the room. “Sit, Michel,” she said, lapsing into the French version of his name, like she often did as if forgetting they were not in her class.

Used to it, he obeyed.

Madame Jessamay had a commanding presence. Part of it was the billowing skirts. Another part was her heavy French accent, which made it seem as if she was expecting—never asking but demanding—your compliance. As if it was the most natural thing in the world for everyone to do her bidding. Michael took Spanish and was glad for it. He’d heard Madame was a taskmaster and didn’t doubt it.

Although she’d always been nurturing with Michael, he’d seen her slice people down in the hallways with a look, usually followed by a tongue-lashing that ended with a terse no to indicate absolutely yes, the person was in the wrong. It was a side of her he gladly experienced only as a witness from the sidelines. He aimed to please Madame Jessamay and not just because he was a little intimidated by her. Michael adored her, maybe even worshipped her a little—something he’d never admit to anyone, not even Mina.

He sat in the small chair, looking up at Madame expectantly.

Her eyes glanced over his head at the baby-doll dress and another jolt of panic zigzagged up Michael’s arm as he convinced himself Madame had found a major blunder while inspecting it. Up close she wasn’t as impressed, and the boom after the praise was coming in five, four, three, two ... He forced his dark chocolate face to go blank as he waited, breath hitched.

“You know how good you are, don’t you, Michel?” Her head shook side to side in a tiny tremor. “No. No, you don’t.” She frowned, first at the dress, then at Michael. “Your body language is that of someone worried, no? Why?”

Michael resisted the urge to shrug. They weren’t in French class, but Madame treated everyone as if she were teaching a lesson. He’d learned long ago that shrugging, saying “I don’t know,” or otherwise feigning ignorance were sure ways to incur her wrath. Instead, he took a second and thought about his future, or rather how hazy his future seemed compared to the clique’s. Mina, Lizzie, JZ, Kelly, Todd, even Jacinta—the one person Michael had assumed wasn’t a whit interested in higher education—were thinking college. They talked about it constantly. His silence during the conversations was deafening. Sometimes it was so loud, Mina would catch herself rambling on about this school or that, smile at Michael, and throw him a bone by invoking the line, “And you’re gonna be doing big things in NYC, by then, Mike. Getting your Project Runway on.”

It was an afterthought though. He was an afterthought.

He loved the clique to death. He and Mina went back to preschool. He and JZ to kindergarten. He and Lizzie to fifth grade. And though he’d only been friends with Kelly and Jacinta since freshman year, they were all tight now in some way. Still, he’d cut back on major clique outings an ice age ago. Getting with them at Rio’s Ria for pizza, a few trips to the mall to help Mina outfit her wardrobe, gaming with JZ now and then, and the occasional impromptu pool party only peppered his time. Most times Michael was hanging with Rob, a dancer with the Players, Del Rio Bay’s theatre troupe, or working on a design—his own or Bay Dra-da’s—here, at home, or at the large workroom at the Players.

Sewing and sketching designs was an escape he welcomed from the drudgery of classes and, if he were being honest, the clique’s dating woes. When he needed a good dose of drama, he found his way back to them, happy to throw himself in the middle and offer drive-by advice. It worked for him, at first. But now, four months into their junior year, the clock to graduation was ticking so loud he felt like screaming to drown it out. Hanging with the clique only made it more obvious he had no idea what direction he was headed once he grabbed the diploma out of Mr. Patmore’s hand.

If talk of who Mina was crushing after or who JZ was hooking up with dominated their freshman year, scholarships, GPAs, and should I/shouldn’t I apply were all the rage now, not completely erasing talk of hookups and breakups, but edging them to the periphery of their daily discussion.

Seemed like when talk of the future came up, everyone else had an idea, if not an outright plan. Michael not only didn’t have a plan, he didn’t have a clue. All he knew was he didn’t want to go to college, not even one specializing in fashion. When he walked off that stage seventeen months from now, his long affair with institutional education was over, period. His grandmother didn’t like the fact much and his older sisters, who she called in for nagging reinforcement, weren’t crazy about it either—but Michael’s mind was made up.

And that was the problem. He knew what he didn’t want to do, but not what he did.

His mind raced from one blank spot to another in an attempt to identify “his purpose” while Madame Jessamay stared down at him, calm and patient. Shrugs and ignorance she disliked, thoughtful pondering she was cool with. In her warm green eyes, Michael saw the opportunity to tell the truth to someone who might possibly understand.

His breath unraveled within a soft hiss. He pinched the crease of his khakis between his thumb and forefinger, sharpening it before crossing his right leg over his left, and admitted what haunted his mind more and more often. “I’m good enough to make costumes for a high school theatre group, but then what?”

He shuddered inside at Madame’s wide-eyed surprise and fumbled ahead. “No disrespect, Madame. I know Bay Dra-da has one of the best troupes in the state. But ... you know, designing for y’all and designing for ...” He squinted, struggling to articulate himself. Unable to stop the reflex, he shrugged and ignored Madame’s pinched-face disapproval. “I don’t know. Somebody like Versace or even Ralph Lauren. It’s not like I’m that good.”

Madame chuckled. “You are humble, Michel. That’s what I love about you. I don’t know what Versace or Ralph Lauren or any other company might want in a young designer.” This time she shrugged and winked to bring Michael into the inside joke, before turning serious once more. “But I know the talent you have could take you far.”

The lilt of Madame’s accent soothed Michael. There was something musical in her words, the way “humble” was “umble,” “Lauren” was “Lah-wren” and “designer” was “dee-zign-air.” His brain finally got around to piecing together what she’d said instead of how she’d said it, and a shy smile played on his lips.

“You know Madame Zora, no?” Madame Jessamay said.

Michael nodded, knowing the question needed no verbal answer. Of course he knew Madame Zora. She was Madame Jessamay’s best friend—if that’s what grown women still called themselves—and the costumer for the Players. She was a former model/graduate of some fancy fashion school in Paris. She had a scar that ran from her eye to the corner of her mouth, a nasty gift courtesy of an overzealous fan at a fashion show that ended her modeling career and sent her on a soul-searching journey ending in Del Rio Bay.

Whenever Michael was around her, and the madames weren’t looking, he stared at the scar, fascinated by the price she’d paid for beauty. It was only a faint, dark line now, but one that would cost magazines a mint to airbrush, were she still a model. It also stood out like a Glow Stick in the night when she was angry, embarrassed, or excited—a raised, odd seam in the middle of her crimson cheeks.

With Madame Jessamay’s blessing, Michael had assisted Madame Zora on a few outfits over the summer. And when things were particularly busy at Bay Dra-da and the sewing room didn’t allow for chaotic alterations, Zora let them use her workroom. So yes, he knew Madame Zora. He looked on, curious, as Madame Jessamay continued.

“Zora sits on the admissions committee of the Carter School.” She nodded in affirmation as she asked, “You’ve heard of it, no?”

Michael did. His boy Rob was a student there.

“It’s the school of performing arts in DC,” he said.

“Yes, that is the one.” Madame waved, as if already mentally past the point. “Every year, Zora asks me to nominate Bay Dra-da’s most promising students. The Carter School’s music and dramatics programs are the best in the country. But so few of the parents here, in Del Rio Bay, are interested in the life of a struggling artiste for their child, no?” She and Michael chuckled an insider’s laugh. Her hand waved dismissively again. “Dramatics, it is okay for school, but not profession, some parents say. Zora, she’s so angry that I never have good candidates to pass. She thinks I’m holding out on her, afraid of angering Mr. Collins by sending his best talent to Washington.” She snickered. “But maybe there is hope yet.”

Madame scooted off the stool. She walked over to the dress, touched the ruched bow under the bodice, and turned to face Michael. “The Carter School has a program for aspiring designers. It is new. A ...” Madame’s eyes rolled to the right as she worked for the proper word. “A trial,” she said, eyes shining. She walked over and stood by Michael’s chair. “The school is not yet sure fashion design is an art per se, not by their definition anyway. But Zora is a persuasive person and one of the school’s patrons. So they are willing to take her word that a program of this nature could benefit them. Zora, she’s impressed with your work. It is your work that convinced her that such a program for students so young would be a good thing.”

Michael listened, enthralled. His eyes locked with Madame Jessamay to glean the meaning behind her words.

“Applications for the first year are being accepted now until late February. It’s an intense, three-part process. An application, interview, and runway review.” Madame smiled at the gleam in Michael’s eye. She rushed on, spurred by his obvious interest. “If you were accepted, you would begin the semester in the summer.” She laughed at his frown, waving away his concern. “Yes, yes, it’s blasphemy to take away a young person’s summer, no? But this is a once in a lifetime opportunity, Michel. For the trial, the program seeks only high school seniors with a serious interest in fashion. You’ll work with some of today’s top labels and be mentored by fashion insiders. It’s worth giving up six weeks, no?”

Michael nodded, not quite sure if he agreed completely. This was his last high school summer they were talking about. The Carter School was a performing arts school, but it was still a school. Classes were classes no matter how you dressed them up. The thought of trekking to Washington, DC,—a forty minute metro ride away—every day while the clique swam, ate pizza, and chilled on Cimarra Beach, made him feel even more isolated than he felt when they inevitably coupled off for the night.

Sequestering himself in his basement bedroom—the manpart-ment, Mina called it—to doodle a new creation or piece one together while his friends canoodled at the movies or snuck in a hookup while the parents were out was one thing. Mandatory classes and sewing on demand while summer passed him by was another. He only half heard the rest of Madame’s excited tale and was sure he’d promised to think about it over the holidays. He was sure he’d said it even though by then he hadn’t meant it.
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