

[image: e9780758284037_cover.jpg]







Drama High, Vol. 4 FRENEMIES

L. Divine

[image: e9780758284037_i0001.jpg]


Dafina Books for Young Readers 
KENSINGTON PUBLISHING CORP. 
http://www.kensingtonbooks.com

[image: e9780758284037_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


Title Page


Acknowledgments

Prologue

1 - Just Friends

2 - Dangerous Liaisons

3 - War

4 - The Other Side

5 - Revelations

6 - Fiyah

7 - Fake

8 - Oreos

9 - Cleaning House

10 - Like Water for Chocolate

11 - Yuck Mouth

12 - The Cuss-Out

13 - Irreplaceable

14 - Kick-Ass Boots

15 - Trick or Treat

16 - A Gangster’s Dream

Epilogue

A Reading Group Guide

LADY J

START YOUR OWN BOOK CLUB

Copyright Page






Acknowledgments

To my godfather, Baba Kofi A. Zannu Medahochi, who made transition during the completion of this novel; I am forever grateful for our time together. To my grandfather, Roger Harvey; to my uncle, Bryan Harvey who was more like a brother to me and the inspiration for the character. To my daddy, Claiborne Logan; to my step-daddy, Ricky Haskin; to Rashad Wilson, my oldest and truest friend; to Joshua Johnson, I wish you were still here to walk this path. To Larry Williams, Jewel Holloway, T.J. Desch, Baba Kwame Kalimara, Ras Markus, Ras Cello, Ras Prophet and the men of Eso Won books, thank you for your balancing energies.

And, to my readers, thank you for loving Jayd’s path. To my students, all who knew and loved my class no matter the grade level, thank you for making me a better person on a daily basis. Without the experience teaching each student who came into my life allowed me, I would not be the woman I am today.

~Ase~




Prologue

“Sometimes the people you think are your friends can be worse than enemies,” my mom says. I can hear her voice, but I can’t see a thing. I feel suspended in time, like I’m in between the dream world and reality.

“Yeah, Mom. I feel you.” Did I say that aloud or in my head?

“They pretend to be your friend, while all the while, they really want more. They either want to feed off your popularity, talent, cookies, anything you’ve got to give. Whatever they think they can have, they will take.”

This feels too real to be just a dream.

“Remember, Jayd, lust takes, and love gives. And, I’m not talking about material things. Friends give their true selves to you. Frenemies, on the other hand, pretend to give until you start reciprocating. Then the giving turns into taking. And those are not friends. Those people are leaches. And, like all leaches, they must be eliminated in order for you to thrive.”

 



For the second time since falling asleep last night, I sit straight up in my bed, breathing hard and sweating like I just ran a mile. Good thing I shower in the morning. Damn, what was that? It wasn’t really a dream. It was more like a psychic conversation between me and my mom. I wonder if she did that on purpose.

My mom being able to read my mind really freaks me out still. She says she can get only in my head. I wonder how long she’s been able to read my thoughts. Now she’s sneaking into my dreams. Man, this is getting to be a bit much for a sistah. But, like my mom said, it comes with the territory of being a Williams woman, just like our never-ending drama.

“Jayd, wake up, girl. You’re already five minutes late,” Mama says without moving from her comfortable position in the bed across from mine. How she knows what time it is without looking, I’ll never know. But I know she’s right. I can hear Bryan stirring around in the kitchen, so I know it must be past time for me to get up. As I stumble out of my twin-size bed to retrieve my outfit for the day from the back of the bedroom door, I accidentally step on the rhinestone sandals Jeremy bought me sticking out from underneath my bed.

“Remember your mother’s words, Jayd,” Mama says, making me recall the dream I just snapped out of. As if it isn’t bad enough I have Mama in my head, now my mom has crept her way in, too. What the hell?
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Just Friends


“You, you got what I need/
 But you say he’s just a friend.”

—BIZ MARKIE



After both Rah’s surprise kiss yesterday afternoon and my first dream last night about Jeremy being Tania’s baby-daddy, I’m even more confused about what to do with Rah and Jeremy. I can’t front, Rah’s kiss is still making me tingle, and I have to see Jeremy this morning. How can I look Jeremy in the face after what I did? Well, technically, what Rah did. But I could have stopped him if I really wanted to.

“Jayd, get out the bathroom. I need to go, now,” my cousin Jay says, snapping me back into my morning routine. My cornrows are shiny from the mint shea butter Mama and I made last night. Mama supplies most of the beauty products for Netta’s Never Nappy Beauty Shop: hair oil, sprays, lotions, soaps, essential oils, you name it. If it can be made, Mama can make it. And it’ll be ten times better than anything you can buy at the beauty supply.

“Give me one more minute and then the bathroom’s all yours,” I say, packing my toiletries into my bath towel before taking one more look in the mirror. My yellow Africa 1 T-shirt goes perfectly with my complexion, making my spirits lift. I love wearing bright colors. They make me feel good, despite whatever shit my environment may be throwing my way at the time.

“I don’t have a minute, girl. Get out now!” Jay can be such a drama queen sometimes, I swear.

“Go around back and let it out. You a dude,” I say as I continue to primp in the mirror. My uncles and Jay—probably Daddy, too—have all taken a piss out back before, either out of necessity or some sort of male bonding thing. It ain’t nothing new to him.

“It ain’t like that Jayd,” Jay says, almost groaning. I guess I better let him in. Man, I miss the semiprivacy of my mom’s house on the weekends. At least I don’t have to share the bathroom with a bunch of men while I’m there. But it’s only Monday, which means I have a entire week before I get some privacy again.

 



After returning my bathroom necessities to one of my three garbage bags turned dresser drawers in Daddy’s room, I head to the kitchen to find Bryan eating breakfast and ready to go to work up the street at Miracle Market. He didn’t get in until hella late last night, and I’m surprised to see him up and alert, even though his eyes are beet red.

“Hey, Jayd,” Bryan says in between mouthfuls of cornflakes. I’m sure it’s his second or third bowl. Early-morning munchies can do that to a brotha.

“What’s up? Glad you made it home this morning,” I say, grabbing a banana from the kitchen counter, heading into the dining room to retrieve my backpack and put on my sandals before heading out the door. I pull my sweater off the back off the chair where my purse is sitting and slip it on, even though it’s going to be a warm day. It’s October, and the weather is finally changing. And I’m sure it’ll be even cooler once I get to Redondo Beach.

“Don’t hate because Mama keeps you on lockdown, Black-erella. It’s just part of being a girl,” he says, thinking his little joke is funny. But it’s not, and I’m tired of the double standard around here. If I’m supposed to be from a long line of powerful women, how come it seems we have so many limitations?

“Whatever,” I say, tired of this argument. “I got to go before I miss my bus.” I open the heavy door before tackling with the security gate. The wrought iron has been bent for years, making it hard to open.

“Wait up. I’ll walk with you,” Bryan says as he steps in front of me to open the gate in one quick motion. “Upper-body strength: another perk of being a man.” As he steps back into the kitchen to grab his bag, I step outside on the front porch and take in a breath of fresh morning air. I love this time of the morning. Everything feels clean before the dew melts. Bryan slides his black bag over his head, barely missing his dreads.

“When you gone twist your hair up?” I ask. He looks like a poodle before it gets cut. And his hair’s growing fast.

“As soon as I find somebody I can trust to twist it up for me,” he says, nudging me as we walk down the street toward Alondra Boulevard. He’s been trying to get me to do his hair for a while now. But I ain’t looking forward to the charity work.

“You know a sistah don’t work for free,” I say, nudging him back but harder.

“How you gone make a nigga pay and we blood?” he says, looking genuinely hurt.

“How you gone expect something for free and we blood?” I say, mimicking his pitch perfectly. Bryan is more like a brother to me, and I love him the most out of all my uncles. But he’s cheap, just like KJ. Maybe that’s why they can hang. As if he’s in my head, too, Bryan asks me about the dudes in my life.

“So, how’s the White boy? I still can’t believe you picked him over KJ,” he says, sounding as confused as I feel.

“He’s cool,” I say, looking down at my yellow Bebe sandals. The shiny rhinestones shimmer in the morning sun, making me remember what Rah said about dudes buying me things. Between his warning at Homecoming and my mom’s warning in my dream, I’m starting to wonder about Jeremy’s true intentions.

“All right, what’s wrong?” Bryan says, knowing I’m not telling the whole truth. Damn, he’s intuitive for a dude.

“Well, Rah kinda came back into the picture recently,” I say, not wanting to tell him everything that happened. He and Rah used to hang out, but not as much as he and KJ do. Rah was all about spending time with me when he came over, which was pretty much every day when we were together. It was whom he hung with after he left my house that was the problem.

“Rah? What’s that nigga up to? Him and Nigel still hanging tight?” he asks.

“Yeah, Nigel goes to South Bay now,” I say. I still can’t believe it myself. How did my world get so small?

“Fo sho? That’s some good shit right there. Now I won’t be so worried about your ass,” he says, pushing me off the curb as we approach Miracle Market.

“Glad my social life meets your approval,” I say, a little saltier than necessary. But this male bonding shit really gets on my nerves sometimes.

“What’s got your panties all up in a bunch?” he says, taking out a spliff and lighting it right in front of the store. Bryan has no fear.

“Without getting too detailed, Rah says he just wants to be friends, but I don’t think he’s telling the whole truth,” I say, leaving out the juicy kiss he planted on me.

“He’s probably not, Jayd, and you know that. So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is I just got into a new relationship and there’s already so much drama.”

“Well, maybe it’s the universe’s way of telling you to make a different choice.” If street philosophy were a major in college, Bryan would have a PhD in the shit.

“Oh, here you go. You need to apply for a job as a therapist or something and stop wasting your time working at the liquor store,” I say as I walk away from his cannabis cloud toward the bus stop on the corner.

“No, thanks. I like my life just the way it is,” Bryan says as he takes one last draw before putting it out and back into his bag, ready for work. “Can you say the same thing?”

As the bus pulls up to take me to my first stop in Gardena, I can’t help but think about what Bryan just said. What if all this chaos in my relationship with Jeremy is telling me to make a different choice? Then what do I do?

 



After last week’s Homecoming hype, I’m looking forward to a normal day at school. Nellie gets to sport her new crown around campus all day, and I’m glad for my girl. With the lunch procession of the Homecoming court taking up all her time, we probably won’t get to chill too much today. Even though her head’s still in the clouds, I’m glad she’s coming down a little.

I can’t stop thinking about my dream last night. And from my experiences, they usually come true in one way or another. I wonder if Tania really is pregnant with Jeremy’s child. Wouldn’t that be some shit? Young Middle Eastern girls getting married ain’t really all that surprising around here. But one of them being pregnant by a White boy would certainly make heads turn, I’m sure. Speaking of which, here’s my White boy now.

“Hey, baby,” Jeremy says as he reaches across the passenger’s seat, taking my backpack and throwing it into the backseat while I sit down for the short ride up the hill to campus. If South Bay High didn’t have so much drama, it wouldn’t be such a foul place to come to every day. It’s a clear morning, and the unobstructed view to the ocean is always refreshing.

“Hey, Jeremy,” I say as we kiss. I haven’t spoken to him since early yesterday afternoon. I stayed up all night with Mama, working in the spirit room, and didn’t get a chance to call him before that. All I can think about now is Raheem’s lips touching mine. What the hell?

“How was your evening, Lady J?” he says, pulling his Mustang away from the bus stop and joining the rest of the caravan rushing to get a good parking space. “I called you, but I figured you were tired from work.” If only he knew the half of it.

“It was fine. Just hella busy. I had a lot of homework to do last night,” I say, leaving out the spirit-work part of my evening. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to share that side of my life with him, especially since he doesn’t believe in God or anything close to it. If I tell him about my lineage as a Voodoo Queen, he’ll probably react like Misty and think I’m trying to cast a spell on him. And to think, the first potion I made was to help keep his ass out of jail.

“I hear you. I’m still making up work from my suspension weeks ago. The teachers up here are relentless.” Yes, they are, especially when it comes to homework. You’d think we were in college already.

“I gotta shake it off. ...” Mariah sings, announcing a phone call. I have to switch up my ring tone every now and then to suit my mood. The caller ID reveals Rah’s name, making me tingle just like I did when he kissed me yesterday. This isn’t good.

“Hey, can you drop me off right here?” I say as we approach the front gate, still in line behind at least twenty other fancy cars waiting to get into the crowded parking lot. “I need to get something out of my locker before the bell rings,” I say, telling only half the truth. I just want some space to think for a little while before the day begins.

“Sure thing, Lady J.” God, Jeremy’s so sweet, making me feel even guiltier about Rah. When did I become the bad one? “I’ll catch up with you at break,” he says, leaning over to give me a kiss. His lips are so soft and pleasant. I can’t hurt him. I just can’t.

 



As I approach the Main Hall, I see Misty and KJ making out in the quad. They have no shame, although they really should. It still makes my blood boil that they’re together, but what can I do? If I really think about it, they deserve each other. Besides, I’ve got enough dudes to sweat right now.

“I gotta shake it off. ...” Mariah sings, revealing another call from Raheem. If nothing else, the brotha’s persistent.

“What’s up, Rah?” I say, sounding irritated, even though I’m glad to hear his voice.

“Well, good morning to you, too, Miss Jackson,” he says, sounding as cocky as ever. This boy’s confidence is part of what makes him so irresistible. “How’s your day going so far, sexy?” he says, making my flushed cheeks obvious, even through the phone.

“It’s going just fine, thank you. I’m at school, about to get my day going, so I don’t have time to chat, man,” I say. Rah, chuckling at my Southern accent, gets to the point of why he’s calling.

“I was wondering if you could braid my hair today after school,” he says.

“Now, you know Monday’s the day I get my assignments for the whole week. I have to organize them and get started on my work for Mama, too. I can’t do it tonight,” I say. I wish I could though. I love playing in Rah’s hair. It’s so soft and wavy, black as a panther’s coat. And he’s wearing it in a fro these days, making him look extra fly.

“You’re right. My bad,” he says. “Can I come see you anyway ?” He sounds like a ten-year-old boy asking his mom’s permission go outside and play.

“No, you may not. You’re a distraction,” I say, sticking to what I know is right but the polar opposite of what I want. I miss having Rah in the spirit room with me. Mama doesn’t allow any of my other friends to come in while I’m back there. She makes them wait outside or in the house.

“I’m also good company. I can help you sort the herbs and shit,” Rah says, bringing back memories of summer afternoons cleaning Mama’s herbs. Rah would help me hang them from the ceiling to dry. He’s always been much taller than me. I enjoyed watching his body stretch up toward the ceiling. Yes, he’s a huge distraction.

“I’m doing a little more than sorting herbs and shit these days, Rah,” I say, sarcastically mimicking him. “I have studying to do, bags to make. It’s more complicated than before.” When I get to my locker, Nellie and Mickey are there waiting for me. By the looks on both their faces, it’s not about to be a drama-free morning.

“Well, holla at your boy when you get a free moment, Miss Jackson,” Rah says, momentarily giving up the battle. But I’m sure he’s not retreating from the war.

“Fo shizzle,” I say, again giving Rah a good laugh before hanging up. Before I can flip my phone, Mickey starts going off about Nellie and her crown.

“You need to check your friend, Jayd,” Mickey says, rolling her neck and making her three pairs of descending bamboo earrings jingle. Mickey’s quite a sight when she gets pissed. But Nellie’s presence has made her look more like a force of nature.

“What the hell happened?” I say, gently pushing Mickey and Nellie to their opposite sides before opening my locker. The warning bell for first period just rang, and the hall is crawling with students. I need to get all my Spanish books and get to class on time. This mess between the two of them will have to wait until later.

“I’ll tell you what happened,” Nellie says, straightening her perfectly centered crown on top of her head, making Mickey suck her teeth in disgust. “Your girl here is jealous because everybody’s looking at me now and not her ghetto-fabulous ass,” Nellie says, putting her hands on her hips and rolling her neck. Although not quite as sassy as Mickey, her chill is still felt, and Mickey’s up for the fight.

“You see what I’m talking about, Jayd? This trick is trippin’,” Mickey says, looking Nellie straight in the eye. Mickey takes a step toward her, looking like she’s about to slap her clear across the face.

“Who you calling a trick?” Nellie says, stepping back from Mickey’s approach. Nellie’s not a fighter, but she’ll be damned if anyone calls her out her name. “You’re just a hater, Mickey. You can’t stand it when someone else is in the spotlight.”

“Okay, you two, calm down. You’re causing a scene,” I say, placing my books in my backpack before slamming my locker door shut. “Can we discuss this at break? We’re all going to be late for class.” I lead the way through the busy crowd. It’s so loud in here we have to practically shout to hear each other.

“There’s nothing to discuss, as far as I’m concerned,” Mickey says, sounding like she’s done with the chatting.

“I don’t have time anyway. I have to prep for my entrance. The Homecoming court is being presented in the Main Quad at lunch, and then we’re all going out,” Nellie says, flipping her hair over her right shoulder as we exit the hall through the front door into an even busier outside. This girl is getting on my nerves, too.

“Okay, then, we’ll talk about it after school,” I offer, trying to appease our princess. I hope this phase wears off soon. I’m afraid Mickey’s going to whip her ass before it’s all said and done.

“I have plans after school,” Mickey says. I know she means she’s meeting Nigel at football practice. If Nellie found out the two of them were dating, she would flip.

“You know what?” I say, stopping in the middle of the walkway. “You two were friends before I came along. So, y’all work it out. I have enough issues of my own right now to be dealing with this BS.” As I head down the path toward Spanish class, I can feel their eyes still on me. Unfortunately for them, they have most of their classes together, including first period. Misty, KJ, C Money, Del and damn near the rest of the Black junior population is on the same track and therefore in the same classes. With the bell ringing above my head, I step into Spanish class and momentarily away from the drama. I’m sure it’ll resume soon enough.

 



Getting through my first two classes smoothly is pivotal for me to have a good morning. And I was able to get some of my homework done in the library during break, giving me more time to work on Mama’s assignment, which is also a good thing. But for some reason, this day is determined to be a rocky one. It’s lunch, and instead of going off campus with Jeremy and his crew, I’m in the Main Quad waiting for Nellie to appear. Why am I still such a good friend to her?

As Nellie and the rest of South Bay’s Homecoming court struts from the cafeteria through the Main Quad, Nigel and our winning football team are escorted by the cheerleaders. Nellie’s gleaming and sucking it all in. Tania, right behind her, has a strange look on her face, like she’s just smelled something horrible. And then, right on Nellie’s back, she throws up.

“Ahhh!” Nellie screams. She’s got vomit in her hair, on her neck and back. Tania, embarrassed, runs from the procession back into the cafeteria. Covering her mouth with her left hand, I notice a big diamond ring. This girl’s engaged? My dream may be unfolding, but Nellie getting hurled on was an extra perk.

“Damn, that’s never going to come out,” Reid says into the mic, making light of Nellie’s humiliation. I can’t stand it. I have to help her. The rest of the court, football team and campus can’t contain their laughter any longer.

As I approach Nellie at the front of the quad, I follow her eyes through the crowd, where I see Mickey and Nigel meet up and head toward the front parking lot. Nellie, already hot, has a new fire lit under her now. That was all the validation she needed to know there’s something going on between Nigel and Mickey. She looks at me as if I somehow orchestrated this entire event and walks off toward the cafeteria. I should’ve gone off campus with Jeremy. I’ve had enough of Nellie’s drama for one day.

 



Thank goodness the day’s finally over. Mickey and Nigel never resurfaced after Nellie’s unforgettable episode at lunch, so all I have to do is go to my locker and meet up with Jeremy and Chance outside the Main Hall. Damn, I hope I don’t run into Misty. That would add to the rest of the day’s negativity.

Making my way through the busy hall, I notice my counselor, Mr. Adelezi, talking to some hysterical blond girl. I wonder if he likes his job? Just when I think I’m home free from running into my nemesis, Misty rears her curly head. She must be waiting for her mother to get off. I don’t know if Misty’s lucky or not, having her mother work in the attendance office. But I’m sure she milks every advantage out of it she can.

As I walk toward her, Misty turns around. Noticing my gaze, she smiles a twisted grin, licks her lips and blows a kiss at me. That girl works my last nerve. Lucky for her, I’m almost to the front door, where Jeremy and Chance are there waiting for me. Otherwise I might send a kiss of my own back to her.

“Hey, Lady J,” Jeremy says, instinctively taking my backpack from my right shoulder and slipping it over his. We hold each other’s hands as Chance leads the way. Sprung on Nellie, he starts the conversation off as we exit the front door to chill on the steps for a quick minute before heading home. I sit in between Jeremy’s legs, leaning back and ready to give my counsel.

 



“If you want to get close to Nellie, I suggest you start hangin’ out with Tania, Reid and them,” I say more than a little salty. After all we’ve been through, how can Nellie give up our friendship for a crown? It ain’t like she’s getting paid for it or getting her own reality show.

“Man, those fools are busters. I went to elementary school with them. We used to whip their asses in kick ball. Remember that shit, Jeremy? They’ve always been little bitches,” Chance says, sounding like I really touched a nerve. Jeremy doesn’t have to voice his obvious repulsion. He and his brothers have had beef with Reid and his brothers since the beginning of time.

“Well, busters or not, they’re Nellie’s new crew. Me and Mickey have no influence over anything she does, including who she dates,” I say, leaning in close to Jeremy. He bends his arms back, leaning against the cement step, making more room for me.

“That’s some stupid shit right there,” Jeremy says. “I know Tania’s capable of pulling a stunt like that. And Reid’s just the punk to help her carry it out. Nellie’s jaded if she can’t see that—no offense, baby,” he says. Like Mama says, everything positive has a negative, names included.

“Yeah, she is acting a bit ignorant these days, and I’m over it. She and Mickey are going at it like two cocks in a fight, and I’m caught in the middle,” I say, gently twisting Jeremy’s wrist to reveal the time. Our chill time is over, and I need to head home.

“Time up?” he says, knowing the drill. If I still had to take the bus, I’d only be halfway to Compton by now. I’m glad Jeremy enjoys kicking it with me, allowing me a steady ride home.

“Yeah, it’s getting late,” I say, rising from our cozy spot on the front steps of the office, right across from where the cars are parked. I’ve lost all feeling in my backside from sitting on the cement steps. But that’s all right. At least I got to chill with my baby. I turned my phone off to avoid Rah’s after-school harassment. I’m half expecting him to be at my house when I get home.

“All right, y’all. Be safe. And, Jayd, Nellie will come around. I know it,” Chance says, with undying faith in her. If I didn’t know better I’d say this cat’s in love with her.

“You keep on believing that player,” I say, following Jeremy to the car. If I know one thing for sure, it’s that Nellie’s gotten bit by the rich girl’s club and would do anything to stay in that clique, including sacrificing her true friends for fake ones.




2

Dangerous Liaisons


“You might trick me once
 No, I won’t let you trick me twice.”

—KELIS



Since we now have mandatory AP meetings during break and lunch on Wednesdays, I won’t be able to chill at all today. Sometimes this whole AP thing is highly overrated. And when the AP exams come in the spring, I won’t have any time to socialize outside of the informal club at all.

I hate these meetings. They’re long, boring and led by my least favorite teacher, Mrs. Bennett. After our confrontation about Jeremy, I have no patience for this trick. Her voice and perfume are making me lose my appetite. Usually, I can always eat a Snickers bar—but now it tastes like chocolate-coated perfume. Luckily Mrs. Malone is here to balance the energy.

“Jayd,” China says, snapping me out of my little world. I’m glad because I was about to mentally choke Mrs. Bennett in my daydream and get away with it.

“What’s up?” I whisper over my shoulder. China’s the coolest white girl I’ve ever known. China’s just down and proud to be a white chick from northern California. She kinda reminds me of Mrs. Malone’s daughters but even more out there. China’s mom committed suicide when she was three, leaving her and her brother to be raised by her dad, a tattoo artist with his bad-ass studio behind their mini mansion. Her house is off the chain, and she has a maid. She can do pretty much whatever she wants.

“Are you going to finish that?” China says, pointing to my Snickers bar. Normally I’d never share this with anyone, but I have little use for it now and I know she’s got the munchies. It’s only break and this girl’s already high.

“No, but it’ll cost you,” I say, picking the candy bar up from my desk, ready to pass it back.

“How much?” she says. Although I can’t see her face, I can tell she’s smiling.

“Notes from the meeting at lunch. I can’t take any more of this for today,” I say.

“I would, but I’m not going to be here either. My man’s coming to get me at lunch so we can go surfing. There’s going to be a high tide this afternoon,” she says, sounding like the surfer chick she is. Must be nice to ditch on a regular basis and not get caught. “But I got you next week, for real,” she says, reaching over my shoulder and taking the candy bar, catching Mrs. Bennett’s eye.

“I know we agreed to let you eat during the meetings because it’s break, but please be ladylike,” Mrs. Bennett says, talking to China but looking at me.

“Sorry, Jayd. I got you for break and lunch next week, if you want,” China says while devouring the chocolate treat. I’m glad she’s enjoying it. It’s worth it to me if I can miss an entire day of Mrs. Bennett. The meetings are mandatory, but as long as you can get someone to take notes for you, you won’t miss much and the teachers won’t trip too hard. They’ll just try to make you feel guilty as hell, but I don’t care. China takes good notes, and for freedom from Mrs. Bennett, it’s worth it.

“All right, China, but don’t conveniently come up missing next Wednesday,” I say, teasing.

“I got you, Jayd, for real.” I’m glad someone does. I feel less of an attachment to my girls and Jeremy lately, and I don’t know what to do about it. For starters, I’m going to talk to Jeremy next period and try to get through to Nellie. I hope they are both open to listening to what I have to say.

Since Tania’s vomiting scene on Monday, she and Nellie took yesterday off. But today they’re back and feeling as cocky as ever. I guess the whole thing was a personal bonding session between the two of them or something, because they’ve been inseparable all day. It’s already Wednesday, and I have so much schoolwork due on Friday. I already gave up my break again today, and now I have to skip lunch, too. The things a girl will sacrifice for good grades.

As I walk away from my English class toward third period, I see Tania and Jeremy having a heated discussion in the hallway outside our class. I hate that we all have government together. I hate it even more that my dreams are usually right on, which means she’s carrying the next Weiner heir. I just wonder if they know it yet. From the looks of it, somebody knows something and I want to know what.

“Hey, Jayd. Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Mickey says, looking like she’s running from the cops. “I need a favor.”

“What is it?” She and Nigel have been working my nerves this week, too. Their little affair is causing all kinds of ripples, and I can see a tidal wave coming soon.

“I need you to sign this note for me so my absence from yesterday can be excused,” she says like she’s asking me to drive the getaway car.

“Hell, no,” I say, pushing her letter aside and walking into my classroom. Mickey turns around in hot pursuit.

“Jayd, please! The office won’t accept the phone calls from home anymore. They said they needed this signed for Monday’s fifth- and six-period absences, but since I wasn’t here yesterday, they won’t let me back into class until I bring them my note from home. I told them I left it in my locker and I’d bring it at break so they’d let me go to first and second period. Come on, man. Just sign it.”

“Why can’t you sign it yourself? You’ve done it a million times,” I say, taking my seat before the bell rings. Tania and Jeremy are still outside. I wish I had super hearing. Mickey’s distracting me with her drama when I’ve got business of my own to handle.

“Because I think they’re catching on to my handwriting. Look, my homegirl Kitty was making the calls to the attendance office for me, but they said they needed my mother’s signature on file for their records. They already had me sign a signature card in my name. You only have to do it this one time. Please.” As she begs for me to commit perjury, my teacher, Mrs. Peterson, notices the scene and calls me out, causing the otherwise lively class to come to a screeching halt.

“Miss Jackson, would you mind telling your friend that visiting hours are over?” she says, glaring at me from her desk across the room. That lady gives me the creeps. For the second time today I’ve been chastised by another teacher I do my best to ignore.

“Mickey, is this all over Nigel? Is it really that serious?” I say, snatching the letter from her hand, scribbling down her mother’s name and tossing it back to her.

“Thank you, Jayd. You’re my girl,” she says, hugging me hard before walking out the door. That girl is too much. But at least I know she won’t turn on me, unlike some people. Mickey’s a ride-or-die chick for life. And Nellie used to be her road warrior. Now, if she’s not careful, Nellie’s going to end up dead in Mickey’s eyes.

Tania and Jeremy walk into the classroom just as the final bell rings, looking flustered and upset. Now I’m really curious about their conversation. I think my mom should hone her skills for reading people’s minds and use it to our advantage. Man, I wish I had her gift.

“Hey, baby,” Jeremy says, taking his seat next to mine. He breathes in deeply and then lets out a sigh like he’s stressed the hell out. Mrs. Peterson looks at me again like she wants to say something, but she doesn’t.

“What’s up? You look upset,” I say, caressing his left hand with my right. On cue, Tania walks in, giving me and Jeremy a wicked smile.

“I just wish I’d been smarter in the past, that’s all,” he says, almost letting his conversation with Tania slip. But, like Chris Rock said, even if we know the truth, women always need the confession, and that’s exactly what I’m going for.

“Do you want to talk about it? Maybe I can help,” I whisper as the final bell rings, signaling the beginning of class. The rest of our conversation will have to wait until after school, but maybe I can still get something out of him indicating he knows about the baby.

“No, it’s nothing, really,” he says, moving his hand away from mine and picking up his pencil, copying today’s agenda from the board. Mrs. Peterson leaves our assignments in the same place on the board every day, and we always start the day off with a quiz. Some of her students say she teaches the same lesson plan every year, right down to her infamous quizzes. “It’ll blow over soon, I’m sure.”

“Blow over,” I say, almost letting my supernatural knowledge slip. How does a baby blow over, I wonder? “Whatever y’all were talking about looked more serious than something that’ll just go away.” Jeremy stops writing to look me in the eye. It’s as though he wants to tell me but can’t say the words. I’ve got to get him to confide in me about this. It’s the only way I can help him. I’m sure I can find a way to get the truth out of him, one way or another.

“Oh, and I forgot about our AP meetings after school today and tomorrow. I hate that shit,” he says. “I’m sorry, babe. But maybe you can catch a ride with Chance.” Truthfully I’m glad for the space. I just wish I had my own ride so I wouldn’t have to take three buses to get home. But I’d rather do that today than be forced to talk about my relationship with Jeremy, Nellie or anyone else, and that’s exactly what Chance will do. The only person I want to talk to about any of it right now is Mama.

 



When I get home, Bryan is in the kitchen. He and Jay are excellent cooks, taking after Mama, of course. But neither one of them can hold a candle to me. The hot smell of olive oil popping in the cast-iron skillet makes me hungry, and I’m tempted to ask for a bite. But knowing Bryan, he’ll laugh in my face just because he’s that greedy.

“What’s up, Jayd?” Bryan says, grabbing the oversize container of Lawry’s Seasoned Salt and sprinkling it generously over his smothered potatoes and peppers. Damn, his food looks good.

“Same shit, different day,” I say, watching him return the container to the kitchen cabinet behind him and grab the metal spatula from the stove, skillfully turning the sizzling potatoes.

“You sound just like Mama, girl. Want to talk about it?” he asks. I know he’s genuinely concerned, but I can’t trust him with this one. He’s friends with Rah, and that’s just too close for comfort to discuss me and Jeremy’s relationship with him.

“Not with you. You chill with the enemy. But thanks anyway,” I say.

“Since when you don’t want to talk to your favorite uncle, and what enemy?” he says, testing one of the now golden-brown potatoes with a fork. They smell so good, making my stomach growl like an angry dog. “I know you ain’t calling Rah your enemy,” he says, looking satisfied with his culinary skills. “Oh, you must be having issues with that White boy, huh?”

“You know his name, and, yes, it’s about him,” I say, cutting my eyes. “And who said you were my favorite uncle?” I tease, snatching a potato out of the skillet while heading toward the back door to go check on Mama. I know she has a lot of work to do for her clients, so she’s probably in her spirit room.

“You did when you were four years old,” he says, scooping most of the potatoes out of the skillet onto his plate. “Here,” he says, leaving some for me in the skillet. “Don’t say I never gave you nothing.”

“Thank you, favorite uncle,” I say, taking a fork from the dish rack and slamming the potatoes down.

“By the way, Tarek said hi,” he says, leaving the kitchen. Damn, his friend is fine. If I were a few years older, we could work something out, I’m sure. But I have enough boy drama as it is.

 



After finishing my food, I make my way to the backhouse to join Mama. I’m sure she has plenty of work for me to do.

“Hi, Lexi,” I say, stepping over the lounging pooch through the opened door to greet Mama.

“There she is,” Mama says, reaching over the full table to kiss me on the cheek without getting up from her stool. “Grab your apron and wash your hands, child. We’ve got lots of bags to stuff and vials to fill,” she says. “These people around here get so scared when Halloween comes around. I ain’t gone let them drive me crazy like they did a few years back,” she says, pulling up a stool next to hers. There’s barely enough room in here for the antique stove and sink, large wooden table and two stools, not to mention the dozens of shelves lining the walls. But everything seems to fit just right.

“Yeah, I remember that,” I say, washing my hands in the sink before taking the bright orange apron off the wall next to it. Some of the church folks swear that Halloween is evil and they need something to ward off the impending bad luck it brings every year. Mama always honors the dozens of instantaneous requests for her protection herbs and oils. We work for at least three weeks straight on those things. This year she’s getting a jump-start on the crowd.

“Those church people are just so superstitious, and they think I’m some sort of witch who can cast spells,” she says, scooping the crushed, dried herbs into her sifter. Mama hates to be compared to a witch. She says that description is more suitable for our neighbor, Esmeralda. “We work with the spirit world and the earth together to influence our reality. All I can do is open the door. They have to attract the protection.”

“But, Mama, what we do is a bit magical, isn’t it?” I say, picking up the dried herbs from the table and plucking them from their stems. There are about forty more hanging from the ceiling that need to be removed and incorporated into Mama’s potions.

“There’s nothing magical about inheriting gifts. It’s quite natural, if you truly understand the law of attraction and what it means to influence your surroundings. Magic is saying that you have no control, that you need some sort of amulet or wand or something to make shit happen, and that’s not the case,” she says, giving me an impromptu lesson. “When we make these bags and tonics, Jayd, we are basically influencing people’s senses to open their mind’s eye to whatever healing or help is needed at the time.”

“So, aren’t these bags a little magical then?” I say as Mama sifts the herbs into a large wooden bowl, rising from her stool to put them in the large stainless-steel pot of liquid boiling on the stove. It must be at least ninety degrees in here. Luckily it’s a mild day—not too hot or cold. So the heat isn’t unbearable.

“Only if the client believes they are,” she says. “I’ve had many people return to me demanding their money back because whatever they were asking for didn’t come true. That’s when I have to counsel them. I don’t do repeat potions. If I cast a divination for them and it says their work is incomplete, I tell them that. The work is continual, Jayd. It doesn’t end with the bag or baths or dreams. Speaking of which, have you had any lately?” she says, stirring the pot of aromatic herbs.

“No, not since I dreamed about Tania being Jeremy’s baby mama the other day,” I say.

“Does he know yet?” Mama says, not even questioning that my vision is true. Her confidence in my gifts still scares me sometimes. Most of the time, I wish I were wrong.

“I don’t know. I think he does, but he won’t tell me. I was actually going to ask you how I could make him confide in me,” I say, looking for a little quick magic of my own.

“Trust takes time, Jayd, and there’s no potion for that.” Damn. I’m still going to look for some magic cupcakes or something when Mama goes to bed.

“But we don’t have time,” I say, gathering the loose herbs and sifting them into the bowl. My phone, still on vibrate, indicates another text from Rah. That’s the third one since I’ve been home. I’ll have to talk to him later. Right now, I’ve got Jeremy on my mind. “I need to help him now before Tania works her evil on him.”

“Concentrate on what you want to happen as a result of this whole mess, Jayd. That’s your homework. When you go to school tomorrow, don’t engage in the drama at all. Instead, I want you to write down, in the present tense, what you want to happen and how it will affect you,” Mama says, turning off the stove and taking her seat at the table, ready for the next round. I have so much homework to do, and it’s getting late. I’m going to have to get some of it done at school tomorrow because we could be here all night.

“Can I engage on Friday?” I ask, making light of my task.

“Depends on what you write down tomorrow,” Mama says, looking at me in a way that makes me take the assignment more seriously. “It’s an exercise that can change your life, Jayd. This is one of the things your mother didn’t have the patience to master. Don’t make the same mistake,” she says.

Tomorrow will be an interesting day of silence for me. Jeremy had to stay after school today and will again tomorrow for his senior AP meetings. Each class meets on a different day and time. So I guess I’ll have to wait until Friday to see if my mind can make him trust me enough to confide in me about Tania.
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