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“Daddy, how many more bags do I have in the car?” Emily Harris asked, placing a suitcase in the entry way of her new living quarters.

“Just two more, and I still have to grab your TV,” Mr. Harris answered from the front step. Emily smiled; it had been three weeks since she moved out of her mother’s home in New Jersey to go live with her father in North Carolina. For the first time since she’d begun college, Emily returned to school to start her junior year of Paradise Valley University feeling like a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

Emily looked around as her father brought the remainder of her things in. This is ten times better than that lonely apartment, she thought, pushing her straight, sandy brown hair, which almost fell to her shoulders, behind her ears. 

The clusters was a housing complex that Emily knew well. She’d visited a few times her first two years, and now, she was living in them. The three bedroom, two bath mini home, equipped with living room, kitchen, and dining area was a huge step up from her drab, small apartment that she was forced to live in her sophomore year. 

Running upstairs with her roommate assignment card in hand, Emily eagerly knocked on the door to room number three. The door opened and Emily smiled a bright smile. “Hi,” she beamed to her new roommate. 

“Emily, I love you, but I can’t do this with you. I can’t be your roommate,” Malajia Simmons rudely retuned as Emily moved in for a hug. 

“Malajia, that’s so mean,” Emily giggled. 

“I’m sorry, you already knew this shit wasn’t gonna fly,” Malajia replied, fanning herself with her room assignment card. 

Misplacing her room assignment mail that had arrived at her home over summer break, Malajia went straight to the housing office upon returning to school earlier that morning. Her mood went from happiness to learn that she was assigned to a cluster, to horror when she learned that her new roommate was none other than Emily Harris. 

Pushing her straight, burgundy-streaked, long tresses over her shoulder, Malajia darted across the hall to room number two and kicked open the door, which was easy since the door was already cracked.

“Girl! Are you out of your damn mind?” Sidra Howard hollered, spinning around as the door slammed against the wall.

“Shut up. Listen, one of y’all trade me rooms,” Malajia demanded. “I’m not living with Emily.”

“Girl, nobody is trading you. Stop being rude.” Sidra waved her hand dismissively at Malajia before greeting Emily, who had walked into the room, with a hug.

“Look here damn it, I’m not playing,” Malajia grunted. “Either you or your roommate is getting out of this room, Sidra.”

“Malajia, I’m standing right here,” Emily reminded.

Malajia shot her a confused look. “And?” she barked. “I mean, you’re my girl and all, but you know you’re boring.” Malajia’s blunt response made Emily shake her head.

Before Sidra could scold Malajia, she saw her roommate heading up the steps. “Why is your friend over here trying to get us to trade rooms with her?” she asked.

“Because she’s a fool,” Alex Chisolm answered, plunking a large plastic container on the floor. “Malajia, stop being rude.”

“That’s what I just said to her,” Sidra giggled, adjusting the collar on her blouse.

Malajia sucked her teeth, then grabbed Alex’s container. “Y’all think I’m playing,” she muttered, dragging it across the hall. “I’m not rooming with no damn Emily.” She gave the container a kick into her room.

“What the hell are you doing?!” Alex exclaimed, hands on her voluptuous hips.

Malajia walked back across the hall, dragging one of her suitcases. “I’m moving your dusty crap into your new room,” she informed, nonchalant. “Y’all got me chopped.” 

Alex shook her head then put her hands up. “You know what, fine Malajia, damn.” Grabbing the remainder of her bags, she headed for the door. “Come on Em, I’ll be your roommate... She’s messy anyway.”

Emily followed Alex out of the room, as Malajia did a dance in a circle.

Sidra stared at the scene for several seconds. “So now you’re going to be getting on my damn nerves,” she fussed, slamming a shirt on her bed.

“Nah, I’m a fun roommate,” Malajia boasted, pulling her mini skirt down. She looked across the room. “Why does this room have bunkbeds?” she ground out. 

“You’re just noticing them?” Sidra asked, tone smart. 

“Don’t ask me no damn questions, just figure out how we’re gonna pull them things apart,” Malajia threw back, shaking her hand in Sidra’s direction. “I’m not sleeping on another top bunk. I had enough of that shit freshman year.”

Sidra sighed. This is going to be a long semester. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll call Josh and David over to do it for us. They’re back already.”

Malajia flung her hair over her shoulder and skipped across the hall to grab more of her things. She was greeted by a coat hitting her chest. “Real mature, Alex.”

“Yeah? Hurry up and get your dusty crap out of my room,” Alex shot back. 

“Shut up and give me my damn makeup that I left in there,” Malajia demanded. “I don’t need you tryna use up my shit.”

Alex grabbed Malajia’s makeup case from the dresser. “Even if I wanted to use that mess, I can’t,” Alex ground out, pushing the case in Malajia’s hands. “I’m like two shades darker than you.”

Ignoring Alex, Malajia tossed the coat into her room. Then slid the makeup case in after it.

“Hey, come put this stuff up!” Sidra yelled. 

“I’ll do it later! Don’t start that neat-freak bullshit,” Malajia yelled back, heading down the stairs. Crossing the kitchen floor, she reached room number one and gave the door a loud bang.

“Open up, open, open, open!” she hollered, banging repeatedly. The door snatched open and Malajia threw her arms out. 

“I was hoping that my being quiet would make you think that I wasn’t here,” Chasity Parker sneered. 

“Your car is outside, fool,” Malajia ground out as Chasity walked over to her desk. 

“That doesn’t mean that I couldn’t still be out, dumbass,” Chasity threw back. “I just talked to you earlier, what do you want?”

Malajia waved her hand dismissively. “What I always want, cranky. To bug you.” she jeered. Sitting on Chasity’s bed, she looked at the suitcases and bags on the floor. “Damn, I almost forgot about how much shit you have,” she chuckled. “Where is your new roommate gonna put her stuff? ...I bet you the heffa won’t be as fun as me.”

Chasity smirked at Malajia’s sour face. “Still mad you got Emily, huh?”

“I ain’t got no damn Emily. I threw Alex’s big ass right in that room with her,” Malajia boasted, examining her manicured nails. She liked the way the burgundy polish complemented her brown skin. “Princess Ponytail is my roommate now... I would’ve kicked your roommate out, but I don’t know the chick, so I can’t threaten her just yet.”

Chasity placed a jewelry box on her dresser. “I don’t have a roommate this year,” she revealed, much to Malajia’s surprise. 

“Bullshit,” Malajia countered. “There’re no single rooms in the clusters unless you’re an RA and your evil ass ain’t nobody’s resident advisor.”

Chasity was unfazed by Malajia’s attitude. “According to the office, the girl that was supposed to be in here decided not to come back at the last minute,” she revealed. “So, I have my own room.”

Malajia stomped her foot on the floor. “That is so not fair!”

“Oh yes the hell it is,” Chasity argued. “I’ve been cheated out of my own room for two years. Shit, it’s about damn time.”

Malajia sucked her teeth as she stood from the bed. She stuck her hand through an open door and turned the light on. “And you got your own bathroom?” she observed. “Fuck Sidra, I’mma go get my stuff and bring it in here.”

“Malajia, I just got back, please don’t make me drop kick you already,” Chasity warned, as Malajia ran for the door.

Malajia stopped and spun around. “Sooo, I can’t move in here with you is what you’re saying?” she asked.

Her hazel eyes flashing, Chasity pointed to the door.

Malajia sucked her teeth. “Oh come on, I can keep you warm when Jason’s not here,” she joked. 

“Get out!” Chasity yelled, inciting laughter from Malajia.

Malajia walked out of the room, then immediately darted back in. “Hey—” 

“Girl, I said get out!” Chasity barked.

“Calm your light ass down,” Malajia hissed, referencing Chasity’s light brown complexion. “Who’s that man bringing stuff in?” she pointed to the man in question.

Curious, Chasity walked out along with Malajia. They watched the tall, brown skin, distinguished man carry bags up the steps. “Hell if I know,” Chasity shrugged.

“He’s cute, with his old self,” Malajia mused, prompting a side-glance from Chasity.

Emily ran down the steps, followed by the other girls. Emily skipped over and gave Chasity a hug.

“Yay, we’re all living together,” Emily gushed.

Chasity shrugged Emily off of her. “Don’t start your corny shit.”

Emily chuckled, then signaled for her father, who came back downstairs, to come over. “Daddy, I want to introduce you to my friends.”

A warm smile on his face, Mr. Harris walked over and shook each girl’s hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you ladies. I’ve heard great things about you.”

“Thank you, you fine a—”

Malajia’s inappropriate compliment was halted by Alex nudging her. “Nice to finally meet you too, Mr. Harris,” Alex put in.

“Well, I’m going to run to the campus diner to grab something to eat, do you ladies want anything?” he offered. 

“No thanks,” they collectively answered.

“Uh, Miss Harris, how does your mother feel about your father dropping you off and not her?” Sidra asked once Mr. Harris was out of the door. She, like the other girls, knew how possessive Emily’s mother was when it came to her. Not only did she drop Emily off herself each semester, she even unpacked for her and stayed the night.

Emily pushed some hair behind her ear. “I’m sure she’s not happy about it...especially since I moved out of her house a few weeks ago.”

The look on the girls’ faces were of complete shock. 

“Say what now?” Chasity charged.

“Wait, you moved out?” Malajia followed up.

Emily nodded. “Yes. I live in North Carolina with my dad now.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before?” Alex asked. She had spoken to Emily several times over the past weeks before returning to school, and Emily had neglected to mention that.

“Well, I don’t know. I guess I was still trying to come to terms with everything,” Emily admitted. “My mom is really mad. She hasn’t spoken to me at all.”

“Count your blessings,” Chasity mumbled, causing Alex to shoot her a glare.

“We’re proud of you sweetie,” Sidra slid in, giving Emily’s shoulder a slight rub. “You finally took a stand and you’ll be better for it,”

Emily smiled. She knew that Sidra was right. Maybe her mother would come around one day or maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, Emily knew that she couldn’t focus on that, especially if she wanted to pull her grades up far enough to be removed from academic probation.

“So, wait a minute,” Malajia began, grabbing everyone’s attention. “Emily, your mom won’t be bringing her miserable ass around here this semester?”

“Seriously Malajia?!” Alex exclaimed. It never ceased to amaze her how inappropriate Malajia could be at times.

“What? I’m just asking,” Malajia explained, defensive.

Emily sighed. “Yes, that’s correct Malajia.”

Malajia let out a squeal of delight as she jumped up and down. “Yeeeesssss! Time to celebrate. Let’s go get some drinks,” she bellowed. “Chaz, drive me to the liquor store.”

Without responding, Chasity shook her head and walked into her room, shutting the door on everyone standing there. 

“First you stingy with your room, and now you stingy with your car?!” Malajia shouted through the door. “Forget you bitch!” Malajia then took off running for the steps when Chasity snatched the door back open, chasing her.

“Malajia, stop messing with her!” Alex yelled after them, laughter in her voice. 

Sidra shook her head when she heard Malajia scream from upstairs. “God, why does her voice have to carry so damn far?” she griped.
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Plopping down on an accent chair in the living room, Mark Johnson reached for the TV remote. “Shit, now that y’all have this kitchen, I’m coming off the meal plan,” he declared.

Later that evening, after unpacking their belongings, and heading to the grocery store, the girls decided to call the guys over and make dinner. 

Sidra frowned. “What do you mean y’all?” she questioned, voiced laced with disdain. “You guys have a kitchen in your cluster too.”

“Sid, you know none of us guys know how to cook,” Mark stated, flipping through channels.

“Jason does,” Chasity slid in from the kitchen.

Damn it, Jason Adams thought, shooting his girlfriend a glare. His look was met by a sly smile from Chasity.

“Yes! My roommate can cook!” Mark boasted, holding his hand up to give Jason a high five. “High five for home-cooked meals.” 

Jason stared at the silly look on Mark’s face for several seconds before turning his attention to David Summers and Josh Hampton. “One of y’all please switch rooms with me,” he begged. “Please, I’ll throw in my stereo.”

“Sorry Jase. I’ve already been through that. It’s your turn,” David teased, opening a can of soda.

“Damn it,” Jason groaned, grabbing his drink from the floor.

Alex approached Chasity, who was standing over the stove stirring beef strips, green peppers and onions in a pan. She waved a ten-dollar bill in Chasity’s face.

“Alex, I already told you to go head with that raggedy ten dollars,” Chasity snapped.

“What’s wrong with you?” Alex frowned. “I’m just trying to contribute to some of the food that was bought today,” she explained.

Chasity frowned at her. “What, you think I spent twenty dollars?” she sneered. “You forgot that fast that I spent a hundred and fifty dollars on food for this house. What is ten dollars gonna do? Nothing but piss me the hell off... Put it away.”

“Hey, Miss take-all-the-damn-credit, you’re not the only one who spent money on stuff for this house,” Malajia put in from the couch in the living room. “I bought all these wine coolers.”

“Girl, stop lying,” Alex snarled. “You bought one wine cooler. Sidra gave you the money for the rest of them.”

Malajia opened her drink, sucking her teeth in the process. “Stay out my goddamn business, Alex.”

“I don’t even know why I offered to pay for those drinks,” Sidra said, running her hand over her long, straight ponytail. “I’m just going to pay for it later. Her drunk behind will be getting on my nerves all night.”

Malajia titled her bottle in Sidra’s direction. “You know me so well, ponytail,” she teased.

Alex shook her head, then turned her attention back to Chasity. Still holding up the bill. “Anyway, here.”

Chasity slammed her spoon on the edge of the pan. “Alexandra, I will fuckin’ shred that ten-dollar bill and put it in your damn fajita,” she warned. “Get the hell away from me.”

Alex sighed. “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t offer.” She shoved the money into the back pocket of her jeans.

“All you offer is ten bucks? You could’ve kept that to yourself,” Malajia quipped. “You see me? I never offer anything. Chaz’s rich ass is just gonna pay for it anyway.”

Annoyed both by Malajia’s comment and by the laughter resonated around the room, Chasity grabbed the plate of food that Malajia sat aside earlier. “Mark, here,” she said. 

“Bet!” Mark bellowed, running for the plate.

“That’s mine!” Malajia exclaimed. “That has the chicken. He was supposed to wait for the beef ones.”

“Now he’s eating yours,” Chasity hissed.

Mark started dancing while taking a big bite out of Malajia’s food. “Ahhh, you gotta wait now.”

Malajia stared daggers at Mark. “That’s why I dug in my nose before I made it, you dusty roach,” she jeered.

Sidra busted out laughing so hard at Malajia’s insult that her brown face turned red. “Oh my God Malajia, that’s terrible.”

Mark glanced at Sidra as she continued to laugh. “It’s so terrible, but your ass is laughing real hard over there,” he bit out.

“I didn’t say it wasn’t funny,” Sidra threw back, wiping a tear from her eye.

Mark rolled his eyes, then focused his attention on Malajia, who was frowning at him. “I still got your food,” he boasted, eating. 

Angry, Malajia turned back around in her seat. “She gonna make me another one,” she grunted of Chasity, taking a sip from her bottle.

“Bet money I don’t,” Chasity challenged. 

Emily stood up, giggling. “Aww Malajia, I’ll fix you another one.”

“Emily, if you come over here I’m gonna throw yours in the trash,” Chasity sneered, halting Emily’s progress to the kitchen. “Go sit your happy ass back down.”

Not wanting her food to suffer a worse fate than Malajia’s, Emily quickly turned and made a beeline back to her seat at the dining room table. “Sorry Malajia, but I’m hungry,” she teased.

“Don’t worry about it Emily.” Malajia waved her hand. “I’mma feed hers to those frogs that be outside in the grass.”

“Ooh, we have frogs in our grass?” Alex beamed, running for the door.

“Whatchu’ gonna do, eat em?” Malajia ground out. Laughter erupted around her. Alex was not amused. “Sit your big ass down and leave them damn amphibians alone.”

Fed up with Malajia’s mouth, Alex tossed a throw pillow at her. 
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“No not the weave, not the weave,” Malajia pleaded, quickly opening the door and darting in the house to escape the pouring rain. She had hoped that she could run to pick up her class schedule from the registrar office before the rain started, but she wasn’t that lucky. 

Snatching off her wet, high heeled sandals, she hurried up the steps to the bathroom. “Damn rain is disrespectful.”

Reaching in the cabinet under the sink for her hair dryer, Malajia caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. “Oh shit!” she exclaimed, noticing that her red and black bra was visible through her soaked white tank top. She shrugged after a moment. “Well, at least it’s a cute bra,” she mused to herself.

Cutting on the blow dryer, she began the process of blow drying her sewn in extensions. If having to use her half-broken hair dryer wasn’t annoying enough, hearing a knock on the door nearly made her curse. Groaning, she hurried down the stairs. 

“Which one of y’all heffa’s forgot your key?” Her agitation changed to nervousness once she saw who was standing on the other side of the door. “Ty—Tyrone?”

“What’s up Malajia?” Tyrone Edmonds replied. Not bothering to wait for an invitation, he walked into the house, a flat package in his hand.

Moving towards the steps, Malajia folded her arms to her chest. “What are you doing here?” she asked, voice not hiding her disdain. “How did you find out where I live?”

“Come on Malajia, damn near everyone on this campus knows who you are,” Tyrone grunted. “All I had to do was ask.”

“Well, you might as well forget that you know, because you’re not welcome here,” she hissed, then backed up slightly when he took a step towards her.

“What the hell is wrong with you? I haven’t seen you or spoken to you in weeks.” Seeing her back up, Tyrone stopped his approach towards her. “I go through all of this trouble to come see you and you act like this?”

Malajia’s eyes widened. “Do you blame me after what you did?”

Tyrone rolled his eyes. “Malajia, come on. That was weeks ago and I already said that I was sorry.”

“Tyrone, you hit me!” she yelled. “You slapped me like I was some bitch that owed you money. And now you expect me to just accept your apology?”

Tyrone ran his hand over his low-cut hair. “Okay, I shouldn’t have hit you,” he admitted. “But you knew you were wrong for letting that damn Mark take your phone.”

Malajia stared at him in disbelief. She couldn’t believe how nonchalant he was acting over what he had done to her. “He only took my phone and argued with you because he heard me tell you not to call me a bitch.”

“I told you I didn’t want you hanging out with him!” his loud voice boomed throughout the empty house.

“It was my damn birthday and he’s my friend!” she yelled back. “I didn’t know he was even going to New York. Hell, I didn’t know that I was going for a party for me. If I did, then I would’ve invited you. I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you.”

Malajia spent days after her and Alex’s surprise birthday celebration in New York dreading the face to face conversation that she and Tyrone would eventually have. After several harsh text messages and bitter phone calls, she finally saw him when he requested that she take the train to Virginia to meet him. His initial cheerful reaction changed to jealous rage when he brought up her birthday. Angry that he wasn’t invited and even more angry that Mark was there celebrating with her, he lost his temper and slapped her across the face when she accused him of being jealous. Completely shocked and terrified, Malajia fled his apartment and hopped on the next train back to Baltimore. She hadn’t seen or spoken to him since.

“Okay babe... Maybe I overreacted.”

Malajia was baffled, and it showed on her face. “Maybe? Maybe you overreacted?” she snapped. She stepped further back when he took more steps towards her. Her back was now touching the wall; Malajia shut her eyes tight as he came within inches of her face.

Staring at her intensely, Tyrone stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. She resisted the urge to smack his hand away. On one hand, she was furious at him. But on the other, she missed his touch. 

“Listen, I know that I hurt you and for that, I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I should’ve never hit this beautiful face and I promise I will never do that again.”

A few tears fell from Malajia’s eyes as Tyrone pulled her to him, wrapping his muscular arms around her. Malajia was still and silent. Both when he hugged her and when he finally released her.

“Can I take you out to lunch or something? You know, as a peace offering?” Tyrone asked, wiping the tears from her face.

“I—I can’t. I have a bunch of stuff to do before I start classes on Monday,” she quietly replied, pushing hair behind her ear.

“Okay... Can I see you later this week then?” he pressed. 

She could do nothing but nod.

Tyrone breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, I brought you a late birthday gift,” he said, handing her the package.

Malajia couldn’t get any words out, she just stared at it. 

“Here, let me show you,” he persisted, opening the box. 

Malajia stared at the hand mirror that he pulled from the box. The silver rectangular mirror with a stem, looked a little like an antique, and looked a bit heavy. 

Tyrone smiled, holding it in front of her. “When I saw it, I thought of you,” he said. “You know how you’re always in your mirror.” His attempt at a joke received no reaction from Malajia. He cleared his throat. “Anyway... I hope that you like it.” 

Malajia finally took the mirror from Tyrone’s hands. He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek then walked out. 

Malajia let out a long sigh, as if she had been holding her breath the entire time. Not knowing what to think or how to feel, she could do nothing but put a hand over her face and sob quietly. Hearing chatter outside of the door, followed by a key jiggling, snapped her out of her tears. She quickly rubbed her eyes and hurried up the steps.

“Mark, you’re so greedy, go home!” Sidra yelled with amusement, opening the front door.

“Come on, I know y’all got food!” Mark shouted back from across the pathway.

“Sidra, shut the door, because if he comes in here we’ll never get his ass out,” Chasity chimed in, walking through the door.

“I heard that,” Mark said as Sidra shut the door, giggling.

“He’s such a moron,” Chasity scoffed, snapping her umbrella shut.

“Yeah I know. That’s my brother though,” Sidra mused, heading for the steps. “Hey, are you taking any calculus classes this semester?”

“Don’t ever say calculus to me again,” Chasity jeered, remembering all the trouble she went through just to pass those three calculus classes. 

Sidra giggled. “Sorry. If you were, I just thought that you could help me pass,” she replied, adjusting her purse on her shoulder. “I already know that I’m going to need help,” 

“Which one do you have?”

“Calc 1,” Sidra answered.

Opening her room door, Chasity shook her head. “I don’t even know why I asked you, as if I could actually help you,” she said. “I don’t remember any of that shit. You better ask Jason to help you.”

Sidra sighed. “Very well. See you later.” She headed up the steps and stopped short of entering her bedroom, to see Malajia blow drying her hair in the bathroom. “Got caught out there without an umbrella huh?”

“Yeah,” Malajia answered, turning the dryer off. “My dryer is acting stupid; can I use yours?”

“Sure, it should be under the sink in the back.” As Malajia reached for the other dryer, Sidra raised an eyebrow, something with Malajia was off. “I’m surprised you actually asked me to use it. You normally just take stuff.”

“Just trying to be respectful,” Malajia’s tone was dry, even.

“Okay, now I know something is up with you,” Sidra concluded, folding her arms. “Is everything okay?”

Combing her hair, Malajia held a blank expression. No, I’m not. “Yeah, I’m good,” she lied. “Just salty because I got caught in the rain. Don’t want my dye to run.”

Sidra stared at Malajia for seconds, not sure whether to believe her or not. “Oh, okay,” she finally answered before heading for their room. Leaving Malajia alone. 

Leaning over the sink, Malajia gripped the sides and let out a long sigh.
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Alex folded her class schedule and placed it in the back pocket of her jeans. “What did they say about your academic probation?” she asked Emily, who was walking along side of her.

Sighing, Emily adjusted her pocketbook on her shoulder. “I have to bring my grade point average up to a 2.0 by the end of this semester,” she informed.

Emily and Alex meandered through groups of students after leaving the registrar’s office. The rain had finally stopped and the sun began to peak through the clouds, which was a relief for the girls as the walk back to their little house was a long one. 

“Well that doesn’t sound too bad,” Alex placated. “As long as you focus, you’ll be able to do it.”

“Yeah, I know. But I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be put in this situation in the first place,” Emily sulked. “I’m so mad at myself.”

“Em, everyone falls at one point in time,” Alex consoled. “The good thing is that you’re willing to pick yourself up and start over. You’ll do fine.”

Looking down at her cell phone, Emily gave a slight smile.

Alex glanced at her. “As nice as your new phone is, you’ve looked at it three times before we even stepped foot in the office,” Alex observed. “Now you’re checking again... You waiting for your mom to call?”

“Yeah,” Emily replied, tone sullen. “Don’t get me wrong, I know that I made the right decision in leaving her house, but...” Emily searched for the words. “I guess I didn’t think that she would actually not talk to me because of it.”

Hopping over a puddle, Alex tried to think of something encouraging to say to Emily. She herself wasn’t surprised at Ms. Harris’s reaction. The woman was known for throwing a temper tantrum when her daughter didn’t do what she wanted her to do. However, Alex didn’t want to upset Emily more by telling her that. “Why don’t you try calling her again,” she suggested finally.

Emily shrugged, then dialed. Here goes nothing. Both girls waited in silence as the phone rang several times before going to voicemail, “Well, that’s that,” she muttered, hanging up.

Alex watched Emily toss her phone in her purse. “You not going to leave a message?”

“I left a bunch of messages over the past few days,” Emily admitted, agitated. “I’m not leaving another one.”

Alex put her arm around Emily. “Don’t worry sis, she’ll come around.”

“Yeah maybe,” Emily sighed. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Damn Jason, your place seems to be the popular one,” Sidra mused, stepping foot into his cluster house.

“Yeah, I know right,” Jason agreed, opening a can of soda. “We haven’t been here a whole week yet, and already everyone knows where I live.”

A party in the clusters on the Saturday before classes were to begin was an upperclassmen tradition at Paradise Valley University. Having the houses placed at the end of the campus made it easy for students to drink and throw parties outside, without campus security hovering. 

Even though numerous students were piled into several of the houses in Jason’s cluster, his house seemed to be the most popular. Being the school’s star football player, it wasn’t surprising.

“It’s going to be rowdy in here all the time,” Alex put in, amused. “David isn’t going to like this at all. You know how much he likes the quiet, especially when he has to study.”

“There is never any quiet with Mark around,” Jason jeered, taking a sip of his beverage.

Sidra giggled, “Still annoyed that you got him as your roommate this year, huh?”

“Sid, I tell you, every damn day I’m trying not to kill that dude,” Jason complained. “He’s loud for no freakin’ reason and he keeps bugging me to cook all the time. I’m not his damn mom.”

Placing her arm around Jason, Sidra looked at him sympathetically. “Tough break, sweetie.”

“Yeah, well Josh and David don’t have it any better,” Jason stated. “They may live upstairs, but Mark doesn’t hesitate to run up there bugging them all the time.”

Alex laughed, “What do your other housemates say about him?”

“They don’t pay him any mind,” Jason laughed back. 

Alex and Sidra made their way back outside to mingle with other people in the commons area. Jason leaned against the wall, taking another sip of his drink while he bobbed his head to the music that was blaring through the stereo. Hearing Mark’s loud voice over the music, Jason rolled his eyes. 

“Jase!” Mark bellowed.

“What?” Jason hissed.

“Yo, you gonna make this taco salad?” Mark asked, holding up a pack of ground beef.

Jason shot him a glare. “Dawg I’m not making that. I told you, I’m not cooking anything,” he bit out, annoyed. “You better eat those chips and leave me alone.”

“I’ll just ask you later,” Mark resolved after a few seconds of staring at Jason with a dumb expression, completely ignoring his protest. 

Jason threw his hands up in the air in frustration as a female guest approached him.

“Hey Jason, where are the cups?” the curvy, dark skinned girl asked him.

“In the kitchen, where you just came from,” Jason stated, pointing in that direction.

Flicking her long faux dreadlocks over her shoulder, she giggled. “How about you come over and show me exactly where they are?” she proposed, striking a seductive pose.

Jason shook his head. Just go away, he thought. Being a tall, handsome man, Jason was used to being flirted with. That didn’t mean that he liked that type of attention all the time. “How about no, and you go find them yourself,” he replied.

The girl was about to say something else, when Jason looked behind her and smiled. And there she is, he thought, seeing Chasity approach. “You may wanna go get that cup,” he warned.

“Come on Jason—”

“Little girl, you might wanna step off,” Chasity snapped.

Startled, the girl spun around. “Excuse me?” the girl scoffed, shooting Chasity a challenging look. “Who the hell are you?”

Chasity held a piercing gaze on her. If the whole school knew who Jason was, they surely knew who his girlfriend was. “Bitch, you already know who I am. Don’t fuckin’ play yourself,” Chasity bit back, as Jason wrapped his arm around her small waist.

The girl rolled her eyes and walked away, not saying another word. Flinging her hair in the process.

“Ho ass bitch,” Chasity sneered, turning to face Jason.

Jason hugged her and laughed. “Alright, calm down,” he soothed. “She knew she had no chance.”

“That didn’t stop her ugly ass from trying,” Chasity muttered.

“Forget her,” Jason chortled. “No fights this year, okay?”

“I can’t make any promises,” she threw back.

“Aye Jase, you change your mind about making this taco salad?!” Mark hollered over the chatter from the kitchen.

“Man, I already told you I’m not making no goddamn taco salad!” Jason erupted, inciting a laugh from Chasity. 
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“God, that smoke is killing my nose,” Sidra complained, waving the cigarette smoke from her face. 

“Yeah, I hear you,” Alex agreed. Sitting outside had its disadvantages. Students were having their cigarettes and cigars, sending smoke in all directions. “But it’s either deal with it, or move.”

Sidra shifted in her seat. The benches in the cluster commons area were far from comfortable, but it beat standing. “I’m not moving from this spot,” she refused. “I’d rather go back to our house and get in my bed, than stand around all night.”

Alex looked up as Malajia and Emily approached. “Mel, you’re just getting here?” Alex teased. “I figured you would’ve been one of the first people over here. You know how you get when a party is going on.”

Malajia, still reeling from the earlier encounter with her boyfriend, was in no mood to party. Despite her disinterest, she figured she would come anyway to avoid people asking her what was wrong. “I had stuff to do,” she stated flatly.

Alex and Sidra gave slight frowns. Malajia’s low, tart tone was unexpected. “What is your problem?” Alex sneered.

Malajia tossed some hair over her shoulder. “Nothing. Where’s everyone else?” she hoped that her quick reply would change the subject.

“In the guys’ house, I think,” Alex answered, taking a sip of her soda.

“Thanks,” Malajia huffed, walking away, leaving the girls dumbfounded.

“Emily, did she say anything to you on your way over here?” Sidra asked, still unsettled by Malajia’s tone.

“No, not a word...which is weird,” Emily replied, shoving her hands in her jeans pocket.
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Malajia made her way through the crowded house. Normally, the loud music and flowing drinks were her cup of tea, but not today. She regretted leaving her room.

“Mel, my drinking buddy,” Mark called, noticing her.

Malajia sighed, approaching. Seeing him hold up a bottle of brandy, she shook her head. “Mark, nobody wants that nasty dark liquor,” she spat, folding her arms.

He sucked his teeth. “Stop bitchin’,” he shot back, pouring a small amount into two plastic cups. “Come on big head. Take a shot with me.”

“I just don’t want that,” she refused.

Mark tossed his head back in frustration, letting out a groan. “Fine Mel. You don’t have to drink the brown. We have vodka too,” he offered, pointing to the clear bottle under the sink.

He poured a shot of the clear liquid and handed it to her. “I don’t want that either,” Malajia spat, pushing his hand away.

“Whatchu’ mean?” He frowned. “You not gonna have any drinks?”

“No. I’m not in the mood.”

“But...you’re my drinking buddy,” he implored. “You know the rest of them can’t hang.”

Malajia rolled her eyes. She knew that Mark was right. Normally they would party and drink together. He may have gotten on her last nerves, but he was always a good party partner. Her mood just wouldn’t allow it. “Dawg, I said I’m not in the mood!” she snapped. “You drink that nasty shit by yourself.”

“Forget you, then,” he grunted when Malajia walked away. “I don’t need your whining ass to drink with me... Jase, come take this shot while you make this taco salad!”

“Mark, I’m about to punch you in the fuckin’ face!” Jason yelled back, earning a snicker from Mark.
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Josh jogged over to Alex, Sidra, and Emily, holding a few bottles of wine coolers. “Anybody want one?” he offered.

“No, I’m cool,” Alex declined, leaning back on the bench. 

Sidra reached for one. “You know what, yeah I’ll take one,” she grumbled. “Maybe it’ll calm me down.”

“What’s the matter Sid?” Josh asked, concerned.

Alex chuckled. “She’s mad because some guy keeps blowing his blunt smoke over here,” she said. “She’s about to go off.” 

“I swear to God, I’m about to shove that damn thing up his black ass if he don’t get away from here with all that,” Sidra fussed, twisting open the top. “Stupid, smoking bastard.”

Josh successfully suppressed a laugh. It had been a while since Sidra went from zero to one hundred on the snap meter. Although he thought she was overreacting a tad bit, seeing her upset never sat right with him. He tapped the culprit, which happened to be his housemate, on the shoulder.

“Westley, do you mind moving to another spot with your smoking?” Josh kindly asked.

Westley looked at him. “My bad man,” he apologized, then turned to the girls. “Sorry ladies.”

Alex waved her hand dismissively. “It’s fine.” The smoke didn’t bother Alex. Most of her cousins smoked, so she was used to it.

“Yeah well, just move or put it out,” Sidra snarled.

Westley stared at Sidra, watching her take a sip from her bottle. “If I put this thing out, can I come back over here and holler at you, sexy?” he proposed, smiling.

Josh’s tall body stiffened as Sidra returned Westley’s look with a venomous one of her own. “Um, that would be a no,” she replied, haughty. “I don’t talk to men who smoke.”

“Well, maybe I can change your mind,” he persisted. 

“Wes, back off,” Josh fumed, clenching his fist. “She’s not interested.”

His housemate caught Josh’s glare and registered the stern tone in his voice. “Sorry, I didn’t know she was yours, man,” he relented.

I wish she was, Josh thought. “It’s cool,” he said to his retreating housemate.

“Thank you, Josh,” Sidra smiled. “You’re always around when I need you.”

Josh smiled shyly, looking down at the ground. Alex and Emily exchanged knowing glances. “Um, anyway, Emily do you want a cooler?” Josh stammered.

Emily thought for a second before reaching for the bottle. 

“Emily, are you sure that’s a good idea?” Alex charged. 

Emily let out a sigh. “Don’t worry Alex, I’m not going to start abusing alcohol again,” she declared. Emily knew Alex was just concerned; after all she did develop a drinking problem her sophomore year. 

“I really hope not,” Alex said, tone caring. “I know you’re stressed about getting off academic probation—” 

Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I get it,” she cut in. “Never mind, Josh, I don’t want any.” 

“Okay,” Josh shrugged. 
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Mark hopped on top of a picnic table with a drink in one hand and a plate of food in the other. “Yoooo this party was wack bee,” he said between crunches. 

The crowd had dwindled down about a half hour ago, leaving the stragglers outside enjoying the summer evening.

Malajia rolled her eyes. “You’re just mad because nobody wanted to drink that nasty concoction you made,” she jeered, leaning back in her seat. 

“It wasn’t that bad,” Mark protested. “It would’ve gotten people to have more fun.”

Malajia looked at him, shocked. “Boy, you mixed, brandy, vodka, tequila and rum together!” she exclaimed. “Then had the nerve to put a splash of fruit punch in there. Like that was gonna cut the taste.”

David frowned, pushing his glasses up his nose. “Damn Mark, were you trying to kill people?” 

“Y’all are exaggerating,” Mark dismissed. “Always talking shit.”

“Then why aren’t you drinking it?” Alex asked, pointing to the can of beer in his hand.

“‘Cause that shit was nasty bee,” Mark admitted, putting another forkful of food in his mouth.

His quick response caused eye rolls and snickers from the group.

“Where were you two?” Alex asked Jason and Chasity when they walked up, hand in hand.

“I know, right?” Mark added. “Y’all disappeared like an hour ago.”

“We were minding our damn business,” Chasity sneered, pushing some of her long, black hair behind her ears.

The group stared at them silently before realization hit.

“Eww, really?” Sidra scoffed. “Y’all snuck off and did that?” 

“Y’all some horny bastards,” Malajia slid in evenly.

“Way to go Jase,” Mark cheered, holding his drink up.

Jason narrowed his eyes at him. “Shut up,” he hissed. Mark worked his nerves all night. If Jason didn’t hear another word from him, he would be happy.

Alex spun around at the sound of Mark crunching loudly. “What are you crunching all loud in my ear?”

“Taco salad,” he answered, wiping his mouth with his hand.

Jason frowned. “Where did you get that from?”

“Oh now, you want me to talk?” Mark hurled at Jason. Catching Jason’s glare, Mark cleared his throat. “Sidra made it.”

Jason shook his head. “He talked you in to it, huh Sid?” 

Sidra let out a loud sigh. “Yeah man,” she mumbled. “He was in my face looking all pitiful while he held up that thawed pack of ground beef.”

“Beggin’ ass,” Malajia joked. She leaned over to him, reaching for his fork. “Let me get some.”

“Fuck outta here bee,” Mark snapped, moving his plate out of her reach. 
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Chapter 3
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Sidra curled her legs up on her bed. “I wonder how many cups of coffee it would take for me to become a jittery mess?” she wondered, flipping through the pages in her folder.

Josh looked at her. “How many cups did you have this morning?”

“Three,” Sidra shrugged.

“Then three,” Josh joked, earning a playful backhand from Sidra. 

Sidra made a face at him. “Funny, Joshua,” Having gotten through their first few classes of the day, Josh stopped by Sidra’s room for some one on one hangout time. However, he became more of a bystander while she was going over syllabuses from her morning classes.

“How bad are your classes this semester?” Josh asked, adjusting his position on her bed. Sidra shot him a knowing look and he let out a chuckle. “That bad, huh?”

“I mean—” Sidra looked up when Malajia barged through the door. “Do you have to come in that hype?” Sidra snarled.

Malajia turned her lip up. “I’ll slam this door against the wall and dance in here butt naked if I want to,” she threw back. “It’s my room too.”

“Can you at least knock if you see the door closed?” Sidra argued, closing her folder.  

Malajia let out a loud huff. “Oh my God! You act like I walked in on you sucking Josh off or something,” she exclaimed.

Sidra put her hand over her face in embarrassment, while Josh, feeling a wave of heat fall over him, pretended to read a piece of paper that was on the bed. 

“Now, where’s the pack of cookies that you bought yesterday?” Malajia asked, folding her arms. 

Sidra too folded her arms. “I hid them.”

“Why would you do that?” Malajia frowned. “We share shit in this house. How you gonna hide shit from everybody?”

“Not everybody, just you,” Sidra clarified, defiant. “Your greedy behind is the reason why the last pack had to be replaced so soon. You sat there and ate two rows of cookies in one sitting.”

“I like to crumble cookies in my cereal!” Malajia snapped, clapping her hands with each word. “I don’t say nothin’ when you drink all the coffee.”

“Because I don’t!” Sidra yelled back. “And even if I did, I’d replace it before anybody asked me to.”

Josh laughed. “Mel, I’m amazed that you’re still so skinny,” he mused of Malajia’s slim figure. 

“Yeah, me too,” Malajia chuckled. “Look Sidra, my cereal is getting soggy, just tell me where the cookies are.”

“No,” Sidra refused.

Malajia stared at Sidra, eyes flashing. Seeing that her stare wasn’t making Sidra budge, Malajia nodded slowly. “Okay then.” 

Before Sidra knew what was happening, Malajia ran over and jumped on Sidra’s bed. Josh jumped up and stood by the door, watching in amusement as Malajia rolled over Sidra’s bed, crushing her papers in the process.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Sidra shrieked, trying to push Malajia off the bed. “You’re wrinkling my papers!”

“Tell me where the cookie are,” Malajia ordered, continuing her rolling. She rolled on Sidra’s legs.

Sidra slapped Malajia on the arm. “Ow, girl!” She tried to get up from the bed, but Malajia pulled her back down and rolled on her. “I swear to God.”

“Tell me where the cookies are!”

Tired, hot and irritated, Sidra gave Malajia a hard nudge. “In my freakin’ closet, on the top shelf.”

Malajia stood up from the bed. Smoothing her disheveled hair with her hands, she went to the closet and retrieved the cookies. “Carry on,” she said, skipping out the room.

Snatching her crumbled papers up, Sidra started mumbling cuss words. Hearing Josh’s laughter from the corner, she glanced at him; her grey eyes blazing. “Don’t laugh at her, she’s such a weirdo.”

“It’s hard not to,” Josh teased, sitting back on Sidra’s bed. He watched Sidra straighten out her clothes and smooth her hair back up into her ponytail. “You okay now?”

“I’m hot now,” she grumbled.

Josh stared at her. You sure are. Even in loose fitting dress pants and a blouse, Sidra’s slim figure was noticeable. He quickly shook the thoughts from his head. 

“I swear, I’m two seconds from trading places with David and moving in with you,” she jeered.

Josh swallowed hard at the thought of Sidra living in the same room as he. He gave a nervous laugh. “Yeah, this campus hasn’t joined the co-ed living arrangements team yet,” he joked.

Sidra sighed, once again studying her papers.  

“Hey, it’s about twelve, you want to go grab some lunch before your next class?” Josh asked. 

“You wanna go this early?” Sidra asked, not bothering to look up at him.

Josh shrugged. “Might as well go now and get the fresh food,” he chortled.

Sidra looked at her watch. “Good point, let’s go—” The rest of her reply was interrupted by the sound of her cell phone ringing. She grabbed her phone from her nightstand and smiled at the name on the caller ID. 

“Umm, sweetie, I’m sorry,” she said, pushing the talk button. “I’m going to have to take a rain check on lunch. It’s James and I haven’t talked to him in a few days so I want to catch up before I go to my next class.”

Josh rolled his eyes as he quickly gathered his books from the floor. “Fine Sidra,” he grunted. 

Months later, and he detested the name James. He hated the fact that her eyes always lit up when he called. Or the fact that she blew him off for a conversation. Why is she wasting her time with some guy who is hardly ever around? What does she see in him? Why won’t he just disappear? Josh thought, as Sidra rambled on the phone.

Although she spoke to James, Sidra was focusing on Josh’s sudden change in mood. His facial expression, paired with the way that he jerked his book bag onto his arm and jumped up from the bed, she could tell that he was annoyed. 

She asked James to hold, then pulled the phone away from her ear. “Joshua?” she called.

Josh paused on his way to the door and turned around, not saying a word.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“Nope, nothing,” Josh spat, walking out of the room, leaving Sidra astonished.

What’s his problem? she thought before putting the phone back to her ear.
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Josh was still fuming when he stormed through his room door. He slammed his book bag on the floor and flopped down on his bed. Luckily, David wasn’t in their room, or Josh would have been embarrassed by his temper tantrum.

“Punk ass James,” he mumbled to himself. “Ooh I’m a fancy lawyer. I have a nice car and fancy clothes,” he mocked. “He probably gets manicures and shit, bitch.”

His tantrum was interrupted by Mark barging in his room. “Joshua,” he called.

Josh rolled his eyes. First Sidra and now Mark; everyone knew that he hated being called by his full name. “Dude, you still haven’t learned to fuckin’ knock?”

“No,” Mark answered bluntly. “Never. Shit ain’t changed just because we in a different spot.”

“What do you want, Mark?” Josh hissed.

“Me and the fellas are trying to get a game of spades going. You want in?” 

“No, I don’t want to play no damn spades with your cheatin’ ass,” Josh spat.

Mark frowned. “The fuck is your problem man?”

“Nothing,” Josh lied. “Now get out. I’m trying to chill before my next class.”

Mark sucked his teeth. “You always girlin’,” he scoffed, walking out the door. “Aye guys, bitch ass Josh is on his period so we gotta get another person!” Mark hollered on his way down the steps.

Shaking his head at his loud friend, Josh propped his pillow under his head and closed his eyes.
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“I hate all these baggy clothes,” Emily grumbled, tossing a shirt on the floor. She had been going through her closet and drawers for nearly forty-five minutes, trying to find something to wear. The warm September weather called for some stylish attire. Only, her wardrobe was far from stylish.

Kicking her pile of strewn clothing items out of her way, she headed down the steps. Hearing voices come from Chasity’s room, she knocked on the door.

“Alex, I’m not going to the gym with you,” Chasity argued, opening the door. “What’s up, Emily?” 

“Can I come in?” Emily asked. Without a word, Chasity stepped aside to let Emily in the room.  

“Don’t you have your Early Childhood Education class?” Alex asked, frowning.

Emily looked at her, no Mom, she thought. “Not until later,” she answered. “What are you two up to?”

“Nothing,” Chasity answered, sitting at her desk.

“I’m trying to get this icebox to come to the gym with me,” Alex contradicted. “But she’s being stubborn.”

“I don’t need to work out,” Chasity snarled, pointing to herself.

Alex’s eyes became slits. Just rub your slim, toned body in my face, why don’t you? “Usually I hate to use this word, but I’m not fat, you bitch,” she ground out.

Chasity laughed. “I never called you fat,” she pointed out. “I just said that I didn’t need to work out.”

Flagging Chasity with her hand, Alex turned her attention to Emily. “What’s up, Em?”

“Well...” Emily looked down at the drab, oversized faded grey t-shirt and baggy pink sweatpants that she had on. One wouldn’t be able to tell that she had a nice figure under all that fabric. “I need to go shopping for new clothes. And I was hoping that you would go with me...Chasity.”

Chasity gave a slight frown. “Say what now?”

Emily smiled. “I like your style,” she complimented. “All the clothes in my closet are...in the words of Malajia, ‘mommy approved.’ I think it’s time for a change.”

As Chasity pondered Emily’s revelation, Alex held her hand up. “Wait a minute. You don’t like my style?” she pouted.

“No, I’m not saying that at all, Alex,” Emily amended, shaking her head.

“Don’t lie to her Emily,” Chasity teased, looking at Alex. “She don’t like your baggy ass, off the shoulder, shirts.”

Alex playfully tossed a pillow at Chasity in retaliation. “Smart ass.”

Chasity stared at the pillow as it landed on the floor in front of her. “Your non-aiming ass is mad ‘cause I’m right,” she jeered.  

Alex sucked her teeth at Chasity, then turned her focus back on Emily. “I’m just messing with you Emily. I don’t take offense,” she assured.

Emily leaned her back against the door. “I mean, I admire all of your individual styles, it’s just that Malajia’s style is a bit too much for me and Sidra...”

“Dresses like she’s going to work every-damn-day,” Chasity cut in.

Emily giggled. “Yeah, exactly.”

Alex looked at the clock on Chasity’s desk. “Well, we all have time now, why don’t we go to the mall?” She stood from her seat.

Chasity rolled her eyes. Her idea of relaxing did not include going to the mall with Alex and Emily. “Don’t you have to go sling pizzas, Alex?” she asked, exasperated.

Alex smiled. “Nope. I don’t start working at the Pizza Shack for another two days.” She was glad that the manager held a waitressing spot for her. She was looking forward to the extra money.

Chasity let out a loud sigh. “Come on, man,” she whined, standing up.

“Hush up,” Alex demanded, shuffling both girls out the room.
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Sidra stared at Josh while he slowly ate his BLT sandwich. “How is it?” she asked him.

Josh finished chewing, then took a sip of his cola. “Not bad,” he shrugged. “The ones I make taste better though.”

Sidra nodded, before scooping up a piece of grilled shrimp and some seasoned rice with her spoon. Feeling bad that she skipped out on lunch with Josh, Sidra agreed to go to dinner with him later that day. Though she was quiet through most of their dinner, something was bothering her and she felt the need to get it out. 

“So...are you going to tell me what that was all about earlier today?” Sidra questioned after some silence.

Josh looked up from his food. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

She squinted at him. “Don’t play with me, Josh,” she chided. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You caught an attitude with me.” Josh’s behavior when she declined lunch with him, didn’t sit right with her. “Now, I’m sorry that I cancelled, but you don’t think that your response was a little uncalled for?”

Running his hand over his head, he sighed. Crap, I thought she forgot. “I apologize,” he said. “I was just...irritated.”

“Irritated about what?”

Josh sat silently while pondering what to say. Truth was, he was jealous. Jealous of the fact that Sidra was talking to James Grant. A successful man, who was seven years her senior. “I...was just thinking about all the homework that I have to do later,” he answered, finally. 

She raised an arched eyebrow at him. “Is that so?”

“Yeah... That’s so.”

Sidra watched him take another sip of soda. “So, this had nothing to do with the fact that I answered James’s phone call?” she asked. 

Josh nearly choked on his drink. His eyes widened. “What? No that wasn’t it,” he lied, patting his chest. 

Sidra looked concerned as Josh continued coughing. “You okay?” she asked. “You need me to pat your back?”

Josh put his hand up. “No, I’m fine,” he assured, coughing now subsiding. “Like I said, James had nothing to do with anything.”

Sidra folded her arms on the table top. “Josh... It may take me a minute to figure things out sometimes, but... I do eventually figure them out.” After ending her hour-long conversation with James, Sidra began reflecting on what could have set Josh off. Thinking back on not only that situation, but others in the past, when Josh’s mood changed instantly, she came to the ‘James’ conclusion. 

Although he appeared calm, Josh was nervous on the inside. Oh God, did she figure out that I’m in love with her? “And what do you think that you have figured out?” Josh carefully asked. 

“I figured that you feel some kind of way about James because you, like my father, feel like he’s too old for me,” she replied. “And the fact that he lives in a different state...”

The fact that he’s talking to you period. “Sidra, I promise you that I couldn’t care less about James.” Josh’s tone had some bite. “He’s just your friend, so it shouldn’t matter how old he is, right?” 

Sidra frowned. “There’s that attitude again.” 

Josh put his hands on his face and pulled down in exasperation. The last thing that he wanted to talk about while having one on one time with Sidra, was James. “I don’t have an attitude. I just want to finish my dinner without being interrogated about my opinion on a guy that I barely even know. Hell, that you barely even know,” he spat. “Can we please talk about something else? Class, maybe?”

Sidra sat back in her seat and let out a huff. “Okay, whatever you want,” she relented. 

Josh sat back in his seat as Sidra went back to eating her food. Plucking a piece of bacon across his plate, he let out a sigh. Way to throw a temper tantrum, stupid, he chided himself.
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Sidra kicked a pebble across the path as she slowly made her way back to her house. Upon finishing her tense dinner with Josh, she parted ways from him when he journeyed to the library. She was enjoying her early evening stroll through campus. That, paired with her pebble kicking, was easing her mind a bit. 

Before reaching the door, she gave the pebble one last kick, sending it rolling into the grass. “Well, it’s the frogs’ pebble now,” she mused to herself, opening the front door. The sound of bickering both concerned her and made her curious.

“How the hell are y’all gonna take Emily shopping for new clothes without me?” Malajia barked.

Chasity frowned at her. “What the hell is your dramatic ass so mad for?” she bit back. 

“What is going on?” Sidra cut in, setting her purse on the couch.

“Malajia has an attitude because Chaz and I went shopping with Emily earlier today,” Alex informed. “She feels that we should’ve waited for her to get back from class, so she could have gone.”

“I’m not even mad at Emily. I’m mad at you Chaz,” Malajia fumed, pointing. “You already know not to go to the mall without me.”

“No the fuck I don’t,” Chasity snapped. “You don’t give me no damn orders about where I go without you. You must’ve lost your goddamn mind.”

Emily tried to stifle a laugh. “Malajia, I just wanted to go before my class. It was nothing personal.”

“Whatever, Emily,” Malajia huffed, waving her hand dismissively. “I just hope you got some dark colors. ‘Cause all that ashy, pastel shit washes your bright ass out.” 

“Oh wow.” Emily couldn’t help but chuckle. She knew that Malajia was right, the worn fabric didn’t complement her light complexion. 

“This whole argument was so uncalled for,” Alex laughed. “Malajia, you always take things overboard.”

Malajia stared daggers at Alex. “I wonder what ugly fashion advice you gave the girl,” she snarled. “All your shit has cheap fabric and ugly colors. Be having snags and runs in ‘em and shit.”

“Hey! My clothes do not have snags and runs!” Alex yelled, slapping the coffee table with her hand.

“What are you even talking about?” Malajia threw back, clapping her hands. “That shirt you got on now has a hole in it.”

Alex quickly glanced down at her shirt as Chasity busted out laughing. Alex sucked her teeth. “It does not,” she muttered. 

Sidra giggled. “Emily, did you get everything that you wanted?” she asked, hoping to diffuse the tension.

Emily nodded and smiled, then ran up the steps. Returning moments later with bags in her hand. Sitting back on the couch. “I got as much as the money that my dad gave me would allow.”

Malajia watched as Emily pulled several trendy tops, jeans, and accessories out of her bags. Her eyes fixed on a black and silver top. “Ooh let me see,” she said, walking over. Before Emily could hand her the shirt, Malajia snatched it. “I’m borrowing this,” she declared, running up the steps.

“No! Wait Malajia, I didn’t get to wear it,” Emily exclaimed, taking off after her.

“Just let me hold it!” Malajia shouted from upstairs.

“What just happened?” Chasity asked, confused after a moment of silence.

Sidra laughed. “Emily just joined the ‘Malajia wants to borrow stuff’ club.”
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“This course is an introduction to the management function. It will focus on the theory and fundamental concepts of management, including planning, organization, leadership, and control,” the professor droned, pointing to the course syllabus. “Be prepared to partner up on several projects.”

Malajia let out a long sigh. God will he shut the hell up? she thought. Principles of Management was not what she wanted to be thinking about at that moment. The only thing that was on her mind was her dinner date with Tyrone. She last saw him a week ago, when he showed up at her house unexpectedly. But she’d had a phone conversation with him since. During it, she agreed to have dinner with him after much pleading on his part.

Her stomach was in knots. Sneaking to check her phone for text messages, Malajia jerked her head up when the professor moved near her desk. 

“Your first project will be due next week. You might want to get a head start by reading up on—”

Malajia pinched the bridge of her nose as the professor continued to speak. The heavy smell of collard greens wafted in her nose. What the fuck? Was he eating greens for breakfast? she wondered of her burly professor. 

Annoyed both by the smell and at the fact that he had yet to move from near her desk, Malajia let out a loud huff. “Why does it smell like greens?” she blurted out. She immediately looked at her professor, who was glaring down at her. Her eyes became wide and a nervousness fell over her. It didn’t help that her classmates were laughing.

“I swear on everything, I did not mean to say that out loud,” Malajia sputtered. 

“Guess whose group will be going first next week?” he ground out, folding his arms.

Malajia smacked her hand against her forehead. 
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Malajia was relieved when the hour was up. Her homework assignment had her reeling.

“How he gonna assign five chapters of reading?” she grumbled to herself, walking. “Ol’ funky ass... I’m not reading that shit.”

Malajia was startled when she walked up to her house to see Tyrone sitting on the front step.

“Hey sexy,” he smiled, standing up.

Malajia looked skeptical as Tyrone hugged her. “What are you doing here so early?” 

“Yeah, I know I said dinner, but I figured lunch would be better,” he proposed. 

“How so?” Malajia questioned.

“I didn’t want to wait anymore to see you,” he answered, grabbing her hand and holding it. “I knew your class was letting out about now, so I figured I’d just wait for you.”

Removing her hand from his, Malajia opened the door. “You should have called and told me that plans were changing. I still have one more class this afternoon,” she spat, walking inside the house with him following. “You can’t just do things like that and not tell me.” 

“Just blow the class off,” Tyrone shrugged.

Malajia was taken back
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