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Prologue

After this morning’s dream about my girl Mickey’s man jumping Nigel, I never did get any sleep. Before our friends were awake, Rah made me breakfast and took me home to get dressed before taking me to work. He’s such a sweetie. But the cuteness ended when he started to get repeat text messages and calls from his girl Trish, snapping me into the reality of the situation: if I want to be with Rah, I’ll have to deal with being the other woman always, because I don’t see him changing his ways anytime soon.

Thank goodness my mom’s picking me up from work in a few minutes. I’ve never been so tired in my life, not even when Mama keeps me up all night working in the spirit room. I think it’s my job that’s wearing me down. I’m starting to feel like the people I see going to work on the bus everyday look miserable. I need to make a change for the better and soon.

 



“So how was your trip?” I ask as my mom pulls away from the curb and drives toward Inglewood. She decided to pick me up from work so she can get me back to Mama’s early. I guess she and Karl have a follow-up to their Vegas date later this evening. Girls in general are a trip when they get a new man. And my mom’s no exception to the rule.

“It was wonderful,” she says, her green eyes sparkling through her Versace shades. They must be a gift from her new man because I know they’re not in her budget. “But the date’s not over yet. We’re going to The Cheesecake Factory for dinner, so you’ve got ten minutes to get your stuff when we get back, okay? I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

Damn, it’s like that? It seems second nature for women to put a guy as top priority when he’s around. That’s exactly why—no matter how much I may love Rah—I’ve decided not to have a man right now. Who needs the drama?

“I do, and so does every other woman I know, including you, little miss thang,” my mom says telepathically. I hate when she does that.

“If you don’t like it, then speak what’s on your mind, shawty,” she says again without moving her lips.

“Okay then, fine,” I say, still vexed from having to work under Marty again today at the restaurant. I need to find a new job. “How come every time a new dude pops up I become second in line?” I say, feeling the pain of my words knot in my throat. Whenever I get emotional I want to cry. My mom sees it as a sign of weakness, so I try not to let it happen too often in front of her, and this time is no exception.

“You’re never second, Jayd,” my mom says. She’s speeding down La Brea like it’s the Autobahn. “But between working all week and having you on the weekends, I never have enough time to just be me,” she says, sounding like the self-absorbed Lynn Marie that Mama always talks about. From the time I could remember, which has been basically all of my life, Mama has called my mother selfish and materialistic. I used to defend her, until I got a little older and understood that Mama was telling the truth; otherwise my mom would have raised me herself. I try not to blame her too much. Although it’s times like these that make me rethink my forgiving attitude.

“Oh Jayd, I know you think I’m selfish, and you’re right,” she says, turning onto her street and unlocking the doors before stopping the car. “But honestly, Jayd, you’ve been able to take care of yourself since you were very young. When you get older you’ll appreciate having such an independent mother. No matter how Mama may feel about it, I know you came to me because you knew who I was before we met. I used to talk to you in the womb all the time, and you responded. I know you heard me, so don’t act like this is news,” she says, touching my hand and looking at me. Except for their colors, our eyes are identical.

“I know, Mom, I know,” I say, opening the car door and exiting before she makes me cry. I can actually remember having dreams about talking to my mother from inside her belly. Mama says it’s typical for me and other babies born with cauls to have memories revealed through dreams, even of our past lives. Caught up in my thoughts, I trip on the curb, splashing the murky drain water onto my Nikes and accidentally causing the car door to scrape on the sidewalk.

“Okay then. So don’t be so salty when I want to go out. It’s all for you, baby. And be careful with that door,” she says, forcing a sarcastic smirk from me. My mom’s nothing if not honest about who she is and I definitely admire her for that. With or without a king-man, my mom’s a queen. And I, being her daughter, wear a similar crown and deserve more than what any of these dudes around here are offering me. I know I can do better on my own and that’s just what I intend to do.
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Cruise Control

“I’m not here for your entertainment/ You don’t really want to mess with me ...”

—PINK

 


 


I don’t mind being back on the bus and hiking the near-mile it takes to get to school every morning. Sometimes I wish Mama would let me attend school closer to home but she thinks I’ll get into too much trouble. The brisk morning air feels refreshing against my cheeks. I can tell my legs have become a little weak from the daily rides with Jeremy. But I doubt I’ll still receive that privilege now that we’re no longer an item. I feel awful about our breakup. I do still have feelings for him, but they’re not as strong as what I feel for Rah. Speaking of which, here’s a text from him now. I’ll have to hit Rah back later. Right now I want to mentally prepare for my day while hiking up this steep-ass hill—no distractions allowed.

As the procession of fancy cars passes me, all heading to South Bay High, I notice Misty walking ahead of me across the street. I guess her mom’s running late this morning and couldn’t give her a ride, since I saw her on each of the three bus rides it takes to get here. But luckily they were all packed as usual, forcing a safe distance between us.

I’m surprised Misty couldn’t catch a ride with someone else from South Central. I guess she wanted to roll solo this morning, too. Still, it’s odd for Misty to ride alone, unlike myself. I actually prefer the solitude I find on the bus; it gives me time to think. Mama says I should use this time to study my lessons, and I do for the most part. But instead of reading or writing them down, I recite what I already know in my head. It’s hard enough to concentrate on these noisy and bumpy rides as it is. Besides, I don’t like to have too much in my hands just in case I got to make a quick move. You never know when the driver will miss a stop or a fight will break out in the back. I’m always on my toes.

When I finally arrive on campus, Chance is waiting for me by my locker with Nellie and Mickey, of course. I must admit, I love having my crew back together. This weekend’s chill session was just what we needed to get our groove back. And spending time with Rah is always cool, especially when we’re in the studio watching he and Nigel work on their music. His new song still has me blushing, but not blind to the painful facts. Rah has a girl and I’m single. I’ve had three relationships in four months and it’s time for me to chill. I’m letting time take over for now, leaving the controls on cruise while I sit back and enjoy the ride.

“Hey y’all,” I say, interrupting what looks like a deep conversation. “What’s up?”

“Hey Jayd,” Nellie says, putting her lean arm around my shoulders and escorting me to my locker. What’s her problem? “How are you feeling, girl?” she says as I open my locker door, retrieving my Spanish and English books for my first two classes. I haven’t forgotten them in my locker for the past couple of weeks and I have to admit, I’m proud of my progress.

“I’m feeling fine, Nellie. Are you okay?” I say, putting my hand on her forehead, checking for a fever.

“Girl, stop playing,” she says, slapping my hand away from her face and taking a step back toward Chance and Mickey, who are amused at our behavior. They look just as concerned about me as she does.

“Nellie’s just making sure you’re okay. This is the first day back since you and Jeremy broke up,” Mickey says, taking her watermelon Blow Pop out of her mouth long enough to translate Nellie’s body language. “Everyone’s already talking about it.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty brutal,” Chance says, grabbing Nellie by the waist, like she’s his property to claim. Their blossoming relationship should be the talk of the town, not my breakup with Jeremy.

“Is there something I should know about you two?” I say, slamming my locker shut and leading the way out of the busy hall. I do notice people I don’t even know looking at me and whispering to their friends. Bad news travels fast, especially when it’s about the most wanted boy in school and his chocolate pick-of-the-month.

“Yeah, you should know that people are cashing in on their bets of how long you and Jeremy would last,” Chance says, looking across the quad toward South Central, the black side of the quad, where Misty has joined the crowd. I’m sure she’s having a field day with this one. I’m surprised she didn’t say anything to me about it on the bus. But, from the looks of it, she had more important things on her mind. I’m still confused as to why KJ didn’t give her a ride. Aren’t they still dating?

“Yeah, it’s pretty pathetic what some people will bet five dollars on,” Mickey says. I can’t say I’m surprised. Jeremy is the most popular cat at this wack-ass school and his life is of public interest.

“Only five dollars? I’m worth way more than that,” I say, making light of the humiliating situation, while giving my friends a good laugh.

“Yes, you are,” Chance says, letting go of Nellie long enough to give me a bear hug. “None of these dudes up here are good enough for my girl,” he says, making Nellie feel slightly uncomfortable by the looks of it. Here we go. I don’t like the idea of my best friends dating, especially not when Chance used to have a crush on me. Even though nothing went down between us, I know how females are when it comes to their men—even if they are my girls. Mickey would have had a beef with me if Nigel and I used to date. And I know it bothers Nellie that Chance used to have it bad for me. But now he’s hooked on her, and I hope she concentrates on the future and not the past.

“Yeah girl, you already got your man,” Mickey says, referring to Rah. “You just need to woman up and fight for the fool,” she says, now loudly smacking her candy–turned–gum as the first bell rings.

“Nobody needs to woman up, Foxy Brown,” I say, teasing my girl, who’s still wearing the attitude of her Halloween costume’s character. I’m glad we took pictures of that night at the Masquerade Ball—we all looked good. Noticing me eyeing my key chain before securing it into one of the many pockets on my Jansport, Nellie takes hers out and clasps it to her backpack.

“Hey, let’s all wear our pictures on our bags, the ones of us in our Halloween costumes,” she says, taking Chance’s key chain off his belt and hooking it onto his backpack.

“What are we, in junior high?” Mickey says. Before she can protest any further, Nellie takes Mickey’s out of her purse and locks it to her backpack as well.

“No. But we can still show love, right Jayd?” she says, waiting for me to follow suit. I take the picture off of my cluttered key chain and move it to my backpack, next to the “No More Drama” satchel Mama gave me for the first day of school. I tied it there after the drama between Misty and Trecee unfolded and haven’t even considered moving it.

“Are you happy?” I say, sassing Nellie as we continue to walk to class. “Now we officially look like the clique I never wanted to be a part of.”

“There’s a big difference between our crew and those other cliques,” Nellie says, putting one arm around me and the other around Mickey’s shoulders, forcing Chance to release her waist again. Lucky for Nellie, Chance looks amused by our impromptu soul train.

“What’s that?” Mickey says, dryly. She’s not into belonging with any one set of folks, or any one dude for that matter. I know she and her man have been together since junior high, but I doubt that she’s ever been exclusive. And, according to the dream I had Saturday night, her unfaithful shit’s about to hit the fan.

“We’re real friends—ride or die.” As Nellie says something that sounds more like Mickey’s mantra, I see KJ and his crew looking my way. He has a big smile on his face. I know he must be talking about Jeremy and me breaking up. I wonder if Jeremy’s getting this kind of heat on the white side of Drama High.

“Yeah, whatever,” Mickey says. “Let’s just try to stay on the right side of our friendship from now on.” I couldn’t agree more; we’ve already had enough drama for the year and we’re only in the second month of school. But I seriously doubt it will happen. If I know one thing about our crew, it’s that we have haters. And where there are haters there’s always drama. “And I haven’t forgot about you being our slave, either,” Mickey says to Nellie, referring to Nellie’s punishment for choosing Tania over us.

“I think she’s learned her lesson, don’t you?” I respond. As much as I would love to humiliate Nellie for what she did, no one’s perfect, and I would hope my true friends would show me some mercy when the world’s against me.

“No, especially not with her making us all wear these damned pictures on our backpacks,” Mickey says, flicking the frame with her curved silver and violet nails. Nellie looks scared and I don’t blame her. Knowing Mickey, Nellie’s punishment will be cruel.

“There’s the final bell,” Chance says, pulling Nellie off to first period as I head to my Spanish class, saving my girl from her sentencing, for now.

“All right, I’ll see y’all at lunch. I have to talk to my English teacher at break,” I say. Mrs. Malone’s helping me go over my last paper. She thinks I didn’t try hard enough and wants me to revise it for an A. I wish all of my teachers were cool like her. Most of them would just let my little black ass fail.

“Damn, Jayd. School isn’t all about work,” Nellie says, as Chance leads her away.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you loved this wicked-ass place,” Mickey says, following the new couple away from the quad.

“Bye y’all. And don’t make any more bets on my relationships,” I yell after them. I know they didn’t, but I’m sure the thought crossed their minds.

“Hey Jayd. What’s up with my girl?” Nigel says, swooping me up into a huge hug and walking me out of my classroom as I head in. He loves catching me off guard. Nigel must’ve had a meeting with his coach, Mr. Donald, who also doubles as my Spanish teacher. Thank God I’m not trying to take the AP exam in this subject, because I’d fail because of his inadequate teaching, for sure.

“Nothing much. Aren’t you going to be late for class?” I say, as he puts my feet back on the ground.

“I’m an athlete, baby,” he says, showing off his hall pass from Mr. Donald. “We’re always excused.”

“Whatever, Nigel.” I push the heavy door out of his hands and pass him. As I enter the classroom, I notice a new girl is sitting in my seat. She looks a little shaken, so I’m not going to sweat her today. I’ll just have to be here a little early tomorrow morning to stake my claim.

“Have you talked to my boy this morning?” Nigel says, escorting me to an empty desk as the rest of the class makes their way into the chilly room. First period’s always the coolest. I don’t know if it’s because of the morning frost, or the air conditioning they use to keep us awake, but I’m always glad to get out of this room.

“No, but he texted me a little while ago. I’ve just been too preoccupied to hit him back,” I say, only telling half the truth. Ever since Rah’s girl started texting him while we were together yesterday, I’ve been rethinking just how attached I want to get to him right now. I’m just glad he’s not at my school everyday. If he were up in my face all of the time, he would be too irresistible for me to even think twice about getting back with him. Being tucked away at South Bay High does have its advantages.

“Well, you know he doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” Nigel says, grinning and showing off his bright smile. Mickey doesn’t have a chance against falling hard for Nigel. I just have to help all of us not get hurt by the heat their forbidden love is stirring up. If Mickey’s man finds out that she likes Nigel, there’ll be hell to pay.

“Yeah, I remember well. And you will both remember that I don’t play games,” I say, taking my seat as Mr. Donald writes today’s agenda on the board.

“Yeah, whatever, Jayd. You’re a trip. Just hit him back,” Nigel says, finally leaving the room, and me to my thoughts. I can’t handle Rah and my first day broken up with Jeremy at the same time. I’m not looking forward to third period. I know Tania’s got to be glowing over the news of us breaking up. I just hope she doesn’t say anything to set me off, because the last thing I need is more heat in my fire this morning.

 



Second period was a breeze because we watched The Color Purple in class, comparing it to the novel, which we already read over the summer as a prerequisite for this course. I love Mrs. Malone’s book list. She makes the best selections and also the most diverse. Our summer reading list included works from Sandra Cisneros, Zora Neale Hurston, and Julie Dash. I don’t know if any of those authors will be on the AP exam for sure, but I enjoyed reading them anyway.

“Can I just rewrite my paper on Alice Walker’s literary voice rather than Virginia Woolf’s?” I ask, whining about my last assignment. I hated reading A Room of One’s Own. Not because Woolf’s writing sucks, but because I don’t relate to her style. It just doesn’t speak to me. And that’s exactly what I tried to express in my paper.

“I like your critique of Ms. Woolf’s voice,” Mrs. Malone says after class, propping herself up onto the desk in front of mine, displaying her cream and turquoise moccasins. She looks like she just stepped out of a New Mexico tourist brochure. “You just need a more solid argument,” she says, handing me a paper heavily marked in red. Damn, that means hella work on my end.

“It doesn’t look like you liked much about it,” I say, flipping each of the five pages, revealing more red ink as I continue to flip. It looks like she bled all over it.

“Jayd, all of these notes aren’t bad. Don’t always expect the worst,” she says, leaning over and turning to the third page. “Take for example this page. I wrote a paragraph explaining how this is where your actual thesis begins, instead of on page one, which is where it belongs. This is your rough draft, Jayd. Turn in the final one to me by Friday,” she says, closing the paper and placing it on the desk in front of me. “I’ve seen you do much better. But you’ve seemed a little distracted lately. Everything okay at home?”

“Yes, everything’s fine,” I say, looking at her wall clock, ready to roll. There are only five more minutes left in break and I really could use a Snickers right now. Mrs. Malone’s always looking to have an after-school-special type of conversation with me. She’s cool, but I’d never tell her all of my business. Mama would hang me where I stand if I ever told any of my teachers about my home life. I learned that lesson very early on when I was in elementary school: whether it’s dirty or clean, we never air our laundry in public.

“Is everything okay with Jeremy?” she says, like we’re a couple of old girlfriends having tea. Ah, hell nah, let me nip this one in the bud right now before she pulls out a box of tissues.

“Jeremy’s no longer my concern,” I say, rising from my seat, wounded report in hand. “I’ll have the paper back to you by Friday and thank you again for giving me a chance to rewrite it.” I say, marching toward the door. Damn, there’s the first bell. Now I’m going to have to go to third period without my chocolate fix. I really hope everything’s cool with both Jeremy and Tania. Any more irritation and I’m liable to bite someone’s head off.

“Jayd, if you ever need to talk, I’m here. I know breaking up seems like the end of the world, but it’s only high school,” she says, whimsically dismissing my feelings as a schoolgirl crush. Even with Rah winning the battle for my heart, I still feel for Jeremy.

“Thank you, Mrs. Malone,” I say, as I walk toward third period. Right now I just feel like my feelings are out of control, like they’re marching to their own beat and I’m a passenger along for the ride.

[image: e9780758275806_i0003.jpg]

“The key is to be in alignment with your feelings in order to control the situation,” my mom says, sounding more like Mama than herself, as she invades my thoughts.

“Not at school,” I say aloud to my mom as she coquettishly grins in my head. She’s having too much fun with her born-again powers. But I know she’s right. I have to get my mojo back, and fast.

When I walk into Mrs. Peterson’s class, Tania and Jeremy aren’t there yet. At least they won’t be able to catch me off guard. Now I have a moment to prepare myself.

“Hey Jayd,” Jeremy says, walking into our class right as the bell rings and taking the seat next to me, as usual. I guess some things haven’t changed.

“Hey,” I say, unable to muster up a different greeting. I’m still so upset with him for not claiming his and Tania’s baby, because he’s afraid of his dad disowning him, but I also feel guilty, because it was an easy way for me to be free to explore something new with Rah. But Jeremy doesn’t have to know all that.

“Good morning, class,” Mrs. Peterson says, barely looking up from her desk. “Your assignment’s on the board. Your quiz will be during the last fifteen minutes of the period. If you must talk, make it quiet, please.” Before returning to her newspaper, Mrs. Peterson looks up at the opening door, ready to attack whoever’s walking into her arena late. “Thank you for joining us this morning,” she says, hella salty to a tardy Tania.

“Well, it’s the least I can do, considering it’s my last morning at South Bay,” Tania says, sliding an envelope across the teacher’s desk, as giddy as ever. She turns around to wink at Jeremy, then gives me a sly look before walking to the back of the classroom where her followers are seated. She collects money from some classmates while Mrs. Peterson signs her release papers. I know this trick didn’t place a bet on me and Jeremy.

“Jeremy,” she says, leaning across my desk, directly in striking distance. If I were a crocodile, she’d be underwater by now. “It’s been real,” she says, blowing him a kiss as she cuts her eyes at me. “So sorry the two of you didn’t work out,” she says, showing off her fifty dollar bill and blinged-out engagement ring before walking back to the teacher’s desk. The broad’s lucky she’s pregnant. Otherwise, whipping her ass might be worth the automatic suspension from school.

“What a bitch,” Jeremy says under his breath, but loud enough to make the students around us giggle. Well, at least Jeremy and I are in agreement about something. Too bad I can’t agree with Jeremy accepting that his father will only allow his sons to bring home white babies. Lucky for Tania, her parents hooked her up with a fiancé in New York who also happens to be rich. What a life.

“Yeah, I think our breakup is worth a whole lot more. At least a c-note,” I say, breaking the iceberg that’s between us. I would love it if we could still be friends. I genuinely like the cat, and love vibing with him, whether we can kiss or not.

“I agree. At least a hundred. I wish they’d let me in on the bet. I could have made a killing,” he says, taking his books out of his backpack and turning to our assignment. With Tania’s grand exit over, it’s back to work in Government class.

“I hear you. What would you have wagered?” I ask, copying the notes from the board into my notebook. I miss the easy exchanges with Jeremy. We seemed to lose our spark amid all of the relationship baggage. It’s nice to be on the path to friendship again, even if it’s slightly awkward. Like Mama says, time heals all wounds or makes you forget what you were fighting about in the first place.

“A million dollars,” he says, looking as serious as a heart attack and surprising me, much like Nigel did earlier. “I would’ve bet that much that we’d stay together, if the situation and timing were different.” I now realize Jeremy feels as bad as I do about us breaking up. The difference between us is that he has no one to catch his rebound. My phone vibrates with another message from Rah, making me blush. Damn, this sucks. Now I really feel uncomfortable.

“Quiet please,” Mrs. Peterson says, ending the heat for now. I hope Jeremy and I can really be friends, even if he does find out about me and Rah. But, for now, I just pray that we can all chill for a minute before crashing head on into each other.
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Who Got Next?

“All the boys keep jocking, they chase me after school/ What you know ’bout me?”

—LIL’ MAMA

 


 


I’ve been thinking about Jeremy’s comment since third period, and Lord knows I didn’t need any more distractions to keep me from concentrating in my math class. I’m just glad that’s over and I can get a break at lunch. I wish I could spend lunch alone or in Ms. Toni’s office, but here comes one of my girls. Now there’s no way to duck for cover.

“Hey Jayd,” Nellie says as I put my books into my locker. “How’s our champion academic?” she says, putting her arm around my shoulder as I close my locker and walk with her toward the main quad. I guess we’re chilling in South Central today. Otherwise we’d be headed in the opposite direction.

“Don’t try and butter me up, because you know I can’t save you from Mickey. Where’s your boy toy?” I say, referring to Chance. I hope she’s not using him out of convenience. But, just like with Mickey and Nigel, I’m going to try and stay out of their relationship as much as I possibly can. What I do on the side to influence the relationship is my own business and usually for everyone’s benefit. But, other than that, I want no part of it.

“Chance is catching up with his boys. He said he’d meet us in South Central when he’s done. Nigel and Mickey are already in the lunch line. Come on,” Nellie says, rushing me through the packed hall and out of the double doors. The bright sun hits my face, forcing me to squint as we make our way through the lively crowd. It seems like everyone of the nearly two thousand students decided to stay on campus for lunch today. I wonder if Jeremy’s one of them. I already miss hanging off campus with him and his crew on the regular. I’m also going to miss him paying my way.

“I’m really not in the mood for a crowd right now,” I say. Nellie looks like a warrior queen as she charges through the medley of fair bodies in complete contrast to ours, focused on her goal. I wonder if she knows how powerful she really is, with or without her silly Homecoming crown.

“Jayd, cheer up. It’s a nice day and Tania’s last. Don’t let these fools up here get you down.” Completely dismissing my wishes, she leads me to the cafeteria where half the student body is gathered.

“That’s not what you were saying a few weeks ago when that picture of you was going around,” I say, reminding her of her desire to be an ostrich not too long ago. “I just want to hide right now, Nellie. You of all people should be able to understand that. And I’m not even that hungry.”

“Jayd, you have no reason to hide. And don’t get salty with me, trying to bring up the past and all.” As we reach the lunch line, as usual Mickey and Nigel, the inseparable duo, are together and I notice KJ and Misty in line, too. I wonder who’s paying? Noticing my gaze, KJ looks up from Misty’s behind long enough to give me a sly smirk. I roll my eyes at him and his obnoxious attitude. What did I ever see in that punk?

“Hey y’all,” Mickey says, with Nigel nodding a “what’s up” from the side of her neck where he’s resting his head. These two make me slightly envious of having a relationship where public displays of affection are a constant requirement. KJ was too clingy, while Jeremy, wasn’t affectionate enough. But Rah is right on point when it comes to making a girl feel wanted.

“Don’t you two ever get tired of hanging all over each other? It’s so uncouth,” Nellie says, sounding more like a proper old white lady than my homegirl from the CPT.

“Never,” Nigel says, turning Mickey’s face toward his and giving her the biggest kiss I’ve witnessed in a long time.

“Okay, that’s enough. Sorry I asked,” Nellie says, eyeing today’s menu. “Jayd, want to split a veggie sandwich?”

“Sure,” I say. I can’t resist Subway’s veggies and cheese. It’s the only thing they have that I like, except for their cookies. “No mayonnaise, and extra mustard on my side, por favor.”

“English, please,” Nellie says, sounding disgusted by my response. She’s worse than Bush when it comes to hating on our Spanish-speaking homies. Maggie, my Latina homegirl who’s also the queen of her crew, can’t stand her, even if she did convince all of El Barrio to vote for our princess of color. But Nellie would never acknowledge the love and that’s just fine with Maggie. She can’t stand Nellie’s bougie ass.

“Please,” I say, as salty as her comment was before. “Why are you such a tight ass? You know what I mean.”

“Yes, and you know how to speak English,” Nellie says, turning around to order our food. “We are in America now. Speak the language if you want to stay.” The Mexican lunch lady stops serving us and just stares at Nellie, ready to go off. If we were in Compton, I’m sure she would have given Nellie a mouthful of Spanish and then some. But we’re in Redondo Beach, where the students have more power than the cafeteria staff. Instead, the lady cusses Nellie out with her eyes and I feel her one hundred percent.

“Nellie, sometimes you can be so rude,” I say, snatching my soda and bag of chips from her and walking away toward the lunch benches. I swear I’m embarrassed to be with Nellie and Mickey sometimes. It gets tiring being around ignorance, even if these are my girls.

“Why are you tripping now?” Nellie says, with Mickey and Nigel following right behind her. “I was just joking,” she says, taking a seat on the bench next to me and unwrapping our foot-long sub. “Besides, it’s not like Spanish is your native tongue.”

“Well, neither is English,” I say, thinking back to my lessons about my great ancestor, Queen Califia. I’m not sure which West African tongue she spoke when she arrived in California, but I know it didn’t sound a damn thing like what was already being spoken here. “Nellie, that argument isn’t valid because none of us are originally from here. Besides, as much as you claim to be well-read, you should know that.” I miss having intellectual debates with Jeremy. Arguing isn’t as frustrating when I feel like I’m learning something while getting my point across.

“What’s got your panties all up in a bunch?” Nigel asks, sitting down on the bench across from us, right beside Mickey. They both have a cheeseburger meal, making my and Nellie’s lunch look like rabbit’s food. I look around me. It’s kind of nice to see everyone outside hanging out. Some students are playing hacky sack or ballin’, and others are just chilling and enjoying not being in class.

“Yeah, it sounds like you’ve got a chip on your shoulder, girl. I thought Rah was supposed to work that out for you,” Mickey says, kissing Nigel’s neck before taking a sip of her drink. Nellie looks at them in disgust, but manages a smirk to signal her agreement with their sentiment.

“You’re so nasty,” I say, reaching across and smacking her in the arm. “Everyone isn’t appeased by physical stimulation.” Some couples forget about their issues when they touch, which is what Rah’s hoping will happen with us. But he knows I’m not that easy.

“Well, maybe you should join our camp. It works,” Mickey says, giving her and Nigel a good chuckle. This is why I wanted to chill alone today. I’m just not in the mood. And I have to get to work on rewriting my English paper. As I plan my escape route in my head, Jeremy walks up with Chance, making me feel even more like getting away. What the hell is he doing in South Central anyway?

“What’s up,” Chance says, greeting Nigel and the rest of us.

“What’s up,” Jeremy says, following suit and greeting the group—but his eyes are focused on me. “How’d you do on our quiz?” he says, trying to make small talk. Before I can respond, Tania and her crew leave the cafeteria with a farewell committee of mass proportions behind them. I guess the Homecoming queen leaving the school is a pretty big deal in their world. It means that the runner-up actually gets to become queen for the rest of the year, so they perform some sort of ritual recrowning from the queen to the senior princess. But who cares? Besides the dance, there’s nothing else for the queen to really do until next year.

“I’m glad the heffa’s leaving,” Mickey says, loud enough for Tania and her crew to hear. But, because Mickey’s of no consequence to them, they choose to ignore her.

“That makes three of us,” Jeremy says, still eyeing me. I wonder what he’s thinking. He looks extra yummy today, wearing an olive green rip sun T-shirt with some faded cargo shorts and his classic Birkenstocks. His hair is pulled back in a bandana, showcasing his bright blue eyes and rugged bone structure. He should give up surfing and become a model, for real. Even as fine as Jeremy is, he still can’t hold a candle to Rah’s glow. It’s like comparing Chris Brown to Nas. They both may come in nice packaging, but only one has everything I’m looking for in a dude.

“For real. We’ve got enough rich bitches taking up space in here. Don’t you agree, Jayd?” Mickey’s got that right. Misty’s all the broad I can take. Tania was way too extra, just like Trecee. Now with them both out of the picture, maybe I can concentrate more on myself instead of on how to stay away from crazy girls. I’ve wasted enough time this school year with these dudes and their high-drama bitches.

“Yes, I do,” I say, taking a bite of my sandwich before following up with a mouthful of Doritos. The food goes so well together, unlike this scene. Everyone’s paired up, except for me and Jeremy, but I don’t think the pressure is as intense for him. I’ve had about all I can take for one day. I need space to breathe.

“I don’t mind them being rich,” Nellie says, picking at her food. “It’s just the bitch part that bothers me.” At least she’s keeping it real. If Nellie had it her way, I know she’d be over there hanging with the rest of the royalty. I feel bad for my girl—her dream of winning the Homecoming crown came true, but ended up being a nightmare instead.

“I’m going to go to drama class early and study my lines,” I say, clumsily rewrapping my sandwich and stuffing my chips in the bag alongside it. “The auditions for the Fall Festival are coming up next week and I’m trying out for Lady Macbeth,” I say, knowing no one heard me. I pick up my soda and backpack, ready to walk down the hill when Tania heads my way. Shit, sometimes I’m too slow with my escapes. I need a refresher marathon of The Bourne Identity if I’m going to escape trouble at this school.

“Already missing me, Jeremy?” Tania says, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him on the cheek, while everyone watches, waiting for my response. Reid and Laura, the president and first lady of the Associated Student Body or ASB as we call it, are even on the sidelines watching the show.

“No, Tania, I’m not,” he says, taking her hands in his and forcing her off of him. How can he be so cold to his baby-mama, even if they aren’t claiming each other? Dudes are a trip.

“Not even a little bit?” Tania says, backing off, but still flirting with her eyes. A rich slut is the worst kind. I bet she’d fit right in with Paris Hilton and her crew. Maybe she’ll run into them while she’s in the Big Apple.

“Could y’all take your soap opera somewhere else? We’re trying to eat over here,” Mickey says, again catching Tania’s eye. I don’t even know what made Tania think she could come over to where Mickey was sitting and feel safe, especially after what went down at the Halloween dance a few days ago. I thought Mickey was going to kill Tania for attempting to plant a worm-infested apple in the cauldron for Nellie to bite into. Too bad Laura took the bait instead.

“No one’s talking to you. And besides, it’s a free country last I checked,” Tania snaps back. Now she’s done it. Mickey puts the remainder of her burger in its container and wipes her hands and mouth on a napkin before slowly rising from her spot next to Nigel, who’s smiling because he knows what’s about to go down. Nothing’s more amusing to guys than a chick fight.

“I don’t care if the bitch is pregnant,” Mickey says, looking at Jeremy, but talking to no one in particular. “She’s about to get her ass whipped once and for all, talking to me like she knows me. Your last day here’s going to be the most memorable day of your life,” Mickey says, tossing her drink at Tania, who unwillingly catches it as red fruit punch splashes across her pink sundress, highlighting her flat chest. I hope the baby gives her some breasts.

“You—you—hoochie!” Tania shouts, as the crowd around our table gets bigger. I wish I could leave and head to class like nothing’s happening. But Mickey’s my girl and she wouldn’t hate Tania so much if it weren’t for Nellie and me. So, the least I can do is have her back. Noticing my discomfort, Chance comes over to me and stands by my side, with Nellie right behind him. It’s nice to see him taking some initiative for a change.

“Is that right?” Mickey says, walking around the lunch bench, ready to charge. “Hoochie is as hoochie does, trick!” She lunges at Tania, grabbing her hair as Jeremy blocks her full attack.

“All right, break it up,” Jeremy says. Nigel pulls Mickey back as we watch the hectic scene in astonishment. I don’t think anyone even heard the bell ring. The cafeteria locking up is my only indicator that it’s time for us to go. I hope this is the last time I see Tania—forever.

“This is what you chose over me and our crew,” Tania says to Jeremy as he lets her go. For the first time, I can sense her pain. So, she’s not completely heartless? Good to know. “You’d rather hang out with a bunch of rough ghetto girls than me?” And, just like that, I change my mind. This broad is as cold as they come. I feel sorry for their baby.

“Who are you calling ghetto?” Nellie yells at her. I know she wants to kick her ass for the whole rotten apple incident, but that’ll never happen. Nellie’s way too prissy to fight. That’s why she’s got Mickey.

“You and your raggedy little friends. This school used to stand for something. But now anyone can come here as long as they have a bus pass. I’m glad I’m leaving this tired scene.” As she walks toward Laura, who’s dutifully waiting with a handful of napkins, I feel like I have to say something. This is, after all, really my fight.

“I’d rather be ghetto any day, than give up my life in high school to take the GED so I can become one of the Desperate Housewives.” I say, causing oohs and ahhs to ripple through the crowd. Patting herself dry, Tania looks genuinely pierced by my sharp remark. I know being pregnant and single wasn’t part of her ten-year plan, no matter how she tries to play it off.

“I may be a housewife, but I’m never desperate,” Tania says confidently. But I can tell she’s shaken. Between my mouth and Mickey’s physical attack, I’m surprised the girl’s still standing.

“Are you sure about that?” I say, ready to let everyone know exactly why she and Jeremy broke up. Luckily, Rah texts me right in time, silencing my exposé. Besides, I don’t want to be late for class. I can channel all of my frustration toward my rehearsal. Lady Macbeth is a raw chick and I’m going to need to release this anger somewhere. So, Shakespeare will have to do.

“For real, ladies, just chill out,” Jeremy says. I look at his face, knowing he’s afraid I’ll spill the beans. But I’m not; I’m done with their mess. I have my own life to live and they’re not included.

“I hope you live happily ever after, Cinderella,” I say, as Chance, Nigel, my girls and I all head away from the scene. Mickey devours the last of her lunch while the crowd rushes toward fifth period. I guess she worked up an appetite wailing on Tania. I’m still a little hungry myself. I can’t wait to go home. Only two more classes until I’m free from this madness. Why can’t I ever have a peaceful week at this school?

 



When I arrive on my block after school, the scent of dinner is overwhelming. I love walking down our street in the evening. I don’t see how my uncle Bryan can be a full-on vegetarian, especially living with Mama. It’s cool to go “no meat” for lunch every once in a while, but Mama’s got me sprung on southern cooking—no tofu included.

“Your grandparents are at it again,” my neighbor Brandy says from her porch. It smells like fried chicken’s cooking in her house. My cousin Jay comes out right behind her like he lives there. He and my uncles all have their homes-away-from-home around the neighborhood.

“Yeah Jayd. You might want to sit this one out,” Jay says, devouring a chicken sandwich as my stomach growls.

“I can’t. I’m too hungry.” The veggies and cheese sub didn’t do me justice and I’m ready to grub. I hope Mama cooked because I could use a home-cooked meal after the day I’ve had.

“Well, you’d better order a pizza because the kitchen’s a wreck,” Jay says, putting the last of his dinner into his mouth.

“What happened to the kitchen?” I ask. I hope the damage isn’t too bad. I could at least warm up some fishsticks or make a peanut butter and honey sandwich or something.

“Mama’s wrath, that’s what,” he says, laughing and taking a seat on the porch steps. “She went way the hell off on Daddy and his latest admirer. You should’ve been there earlier when the chick was still there. Mama made her cry just by looking at her.”

“Your grandmother’s green eyes are powerful. Are those contacts? Because if they are, I need me some of them,” Brandy says, loudly smacking her gum. If she only knew how powerful Mama really is she’d never joke about Mama’s sight. She and everyone else around here know that Mama’s eyes are real, and so are her powers.

“They didn’t have to call the police, did they?” I ask. The Compton Police probably have our phone number on speed dial, with all of the shit that goes down at our house.

“No, but it was pretty brutal,” Brandy says, taking a seat next to Jay while I post up against her fence. “But I ain’t mad at your grandmother. That woman was wrong for coming up in her house like that and bringing your granddaddy dinner, like he doesn’t have a wife.”

“Was it the same woman who brought that pound cake last time?” I say, remembering Daddy picking up the broken pieces of the dessert from the ground. Mama doesn’t play when it comes to defending her territory, which begins and ends at home.

“Yes, it was,” Jay says. He loves to gossip more than any woman I know. I think most men secretly do. “She knew what she was doing. But I don’t think she knew what she was getting herself into,” he says, laughing at the memory.

“I wish some chick would come up to my man’s house bringing him food like he’s single. I’d beat her ass right where she stood,” Brandy says, rising from the bottom porch step, displaying her six-month-pregnant belly. Brandy’s in the same class as Jay and her older sister Kendra, who also attends Compton High and already has a one-year-old son.

“Yeah, that was kind of bold. But Daddy puts it on them from the pulpit, I guess,” Jay says. That sandwich didn’t come from Brandy’s kitchen. I wonder who made a chicken run. It could have been Bryan, but he wouldn’t go to a chicken spot as a first choice because he doesn’t eat meat, which means he probably didn’t make this run. And none of my other uncles are driving right now.

“I think it’s what he’s putting on them away from the pulpit that’s got your grandmother pissed,” Brandy says, stepping into the house as Jay gets up to run after her. I know he wishes that baby in her belly was his. But she only goes for gangstas: the rougher the better. Her man, Bull, is constantly in and out of jail and scares the shit out of me when he’s around. I don’t see why she got pregnant by him in the first place. But to each her own, I guess. It doesn’t help that her mother left Brandy and Kendra in this house alone with their little brother, who’s my age and is now in juvenile hall for stealing car radios with his fellow gang members, one of whom just happens to be Brandy’s baby-daddy, who didn’t get caught this time.

“I’ll catch y’all later,” I yell after them as I continue my stroll toward home. I’ve learned to deal with all of the fighting in our home over the years. Not that I’ve grown immune to it, but I know where to hide if need be. But getting dinner out of a destroyed kitchen is another challenge entirely.

When I reach home, I see Mama’s dog, Lexi, sitting on the front porch, guarding the fortress. I also notice Daddy sitting across from Mama at the dining room table. Neither one of them notices me gazing through the window, so I know they’re in serious discussion mode. Rather than disturb them, I think I’ll go and chill in the spirit room. Maybe I can bake some biscuits or something while I’m out there.

As I make my way through the weathered wooden gate leading to the backyard, I notice a cloud of smoke coming from the closed garage. I bet my uncles are getting high and trying to ignore the show going on inside.

“What are y’all doing in here?” I say, entering the stuffy space. The television blares loudly from the corner, allowing some light into the otherwise dark room. I make out three bodies. One is definitely Bryan, the other I’m guessing is Bryan’s best friend Tarek, and the other is a little hazy. I know it’s not another one of my uncles, who I’m sure are all out causing trouble of their own.

“What’s up, Jayd?” Rah’s voice bellows through the cloudy haze. A person can get high just from smelling this shit.

“Raheem, what are you doing here? And where’s your car?” I say as I make my way over to where he’s seated behind the folding card table in the center of the floor.

“Up the street at Rodney’s house. He’s putting in a new stereo for me. You would have known that if you’d bother to return a nigga’s messages,” he says, sounding irritated with me.

“I was just about to call you. But now I don’t have to,” I say, sitting in his lap and putting a smile on his face. “I really could use a hug without all of the heat, please.” Sensing how tired I am, Rah passes up his turn in the rotation and puts his arms around me, making all of my troubles melt away. Too bad the fix is only temporary.

“Bad day?” he asks as he takes my backpack from my lap and places it on the floor next to us. My uncle looks completely faded and although Tarek doesn’t smoke, he looks as chill as the rest of them.

“Yes, but it’s much better now.” His scent of Egyptian Musk oil mixed with Unforgivable—my favorite cologne—calms me down, almost making me forget about my hunger. But my stomach hasn’t forgotten and now everyone in the room knows it.

“You hungry? We’ve got some Popeye’s,” Rah says, pointing to the stacked table. This impromptu session is just what I needed to chill me out. I grab a bag with a two-piece meal in it. This will definitely hit the spot. If Rah were any other friend, I wouldn’t be too cool with him popping up at my house, especially not with Mama and Daddy at each other’s throats. There’s just something about Rah that feels comfortable, like he already belongs here. But when the wrong friends get too close, it’s anything but comfortable.
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