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			Mama,

			You are my first true love.

			My Forever Black Queen.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			DUCHESS

			OCTOBER 5

			9:46 A.M.

			 

			NOVA AND I are walking in unison, leading the crowd that followed us out of B-Building to witness for themselves what’s about to go down. I don’t know how word got out. I can only assume Nova told other people about the text Tinsley McArthur sent her last night. Tinsley asked Nova to meet her between first and second periods today by the courtyard—the middle point between our opposite worlds on this campus.

			I can see Tinsley strutting toward us in the distance—the crisp breeze ruffling the hem of her plaid skirt and her shoulder-length chestnut hair. A crowd of people are following her as well. It’s like that part in She’s All That—the original one from the ’90s that I pretend to hate every time my girlfriend wants to watch it—when Taylor Vaughn, that story’s resident mean girl, meets face to face in the hallway with Laney Boggs, the frumpy-turned-semipopular pet project of Taylor’s ex-boyfriend, as their heated contest for prom queen in the movie nears its climax. But it’s not the prom queen crown fueling this little rivalry between Nova and Tinsley. It’s homecoming queen, which Tinsley feels entitled to because three generations of her family have worn the crown before her. And she has no chance in hell of winning it this year unless Nova drops out of the race. Which is why she requested this meetup. To somehow convince my homegirl to step aside, because God forbid Tinsley doesn’t get something she wants.

			Spoiler alert: That ain’t happening.

			I inhale a deep breath that has me feeling taller and we all stop a few feet from meeting in the center of the covered breezeway. The racial undertone of what’s happening could not be more evident. Pretty much all the kids behind us are Black, and Tinsley’s crowd is predominately white. The chatter on both sides simmers to hushed whispers as Tinsley looks Nova up and down. I don’t need to check to know Nova is glaring back at her.

			“Tinsley,” Nova says, fiddling with the silver, flower-shaped diamond pendant she’s worn every day since getting it for her birthday last semester. It’s fake, but it looks hella real. “What’s this about?” she adds, sliding her hands into the pockets of her high-waisted jeans.

			You could hear a pin drop.

			“I won’t belabor this,” Tinsley says, tugging at the strap of the messenger bag hanging on her shoulder. “I’m pretty sure you have assumptions about why I summoned you.”

			“Summoned?” I hiss.

			Nova laughs, shaking her head at this entitled trick.

			Tinsley is literally a carbon copy of Taylor Vaughn, but with a Southern twang. She walks around here with her slender nose pointed in the air like she owns everything and everyone. And yeah, her family is one of the richest and most influential in this town, and her dad’s construction company built our school, but that’s beside the point. Tinsley is self-entitled and hella obnoxious. She can be cruel, and she knows she can get away with it. The white kids don’t wanna cross her because they’re either country club brats like her or they don’t want to be excluded from her social circle. And lots of the Black kids’ fathers, uncles, and older brothers work for her father in some capacity, so they’re scared that pissing her off could mean unemployment checks for their families. It’s mad annoying.

			But I know at least one person besides me who isn’t about to back down to the spoiled princess today: my girl Nova.

			She might be the Laney Boggs in this scenario, but she ain’t nothing like ol’ girl in that movie. My girl isn’t some awkward pretty girl who needs a makeover to realize her worth. Nova showed up here junior year already looking like a freaking goddess. Dudes were losing their minds, and girls were losing theirs in jealousy. A dark-skinned, statuesque Black girl with iridescent blue eyes. Everyone was gawking at her like she was a freaking unicorn.

			Apparently, blue eyes are so rare in Black folks that our biology teacher taught a whole lesson on genetic coding to highlight the few instances when dark-skinned people like Nova are born with eyes like that. According to Mr. Holston, there were three possible ways Nova got her stunning eyes: (1) one of her immediate relatives is white; (2) she has some rare disease that makes her albino only in the eyes; or (3) there’s some kind of mutation in her bloodline. We’ve always joked it has to be the latter. Having some sort of genetic mutation sounded too cool not to embrace.

			“I would have preferred to do this one-on-one; you know, woman-to-woman,” Tinsley says, looking more at me than Nova or the crowd behind us. “Did you really need an audience?”

			“Did you?” I retort, nodding at the sea of white faces I hardly know.

			If Tinsley is the Taylor Vaughn in this scenario and Nova is Laney, that makes me Gabrielle Union’s character. The chick who started out as Taylor’s friend first but flipped to becoming Laney’s BFF. There was a time when I considered Tinsley a friend. A long, long time ago. I would never trust her snake ass again.

			“We’re here to protect Tins,” Giselle says to me. She’s one of Tinsley’s best friends. Lana, her other best friend, flanks Tinsley on her left, like some CW bodyguard.

			Giselle’s Black, one of the few Black kids in Tinsley’s orbit, or in the sea of faces behind her. Giselle’s family has the money to belong to the country club. All her friends are white. Every dude she’s been linked with has been white too. We call her Candace Owens.

			“Protect her from what?” I snap.

			I definitely know what the Black White Girl is implying.

			“Who knows. You can never be too careful with these transplants,” Lana says.

			“Girl, if you don’t—”

			Nova holds a hand up, stopping me. She’s right. Me cutting up would feed into the little stereotype they’re trying to push on us. I bite my lip to stop myself from saying something else.

			“Why are you trippin’ about the crowd?” Nova says. “Don’t like doing your dirt in public?”

			Tinsley flinches. “Excuse me?”

			“I’ma cut right to it,” Nova says. “ ’Cause what we’re not about to do is pretend this is something other than yo’ weak-ass attempt to intimidate me into dropping out of the election.”

			Tinsley’s brow creases.

			“Sorry, boo-boo, but I ain’t Kim Hammerstein,” Nova continues, eliciting gasps from a few people and confused looks from everyone else.

			Kimberly Hammerstein was Tinsley’s rival for captain of the cheerleading squad junior year. We ran into her last week at Jitterbug’s, the hamburger spot Nova and my girlfriend work at. Kim spilled some hot tea to us after she overheard us talking about Nova running for homecoming queen.

			Kim said she’d been the favorite for captain, being the more skilled cheerleader and all, though she admitted it helped that her mother was the coach’s best friend. Kim said Tinsley pulled her aside after practice the day before Ms. Latham, the cheerleading coach, was going to pick the captain and warned her that if she didn’t tell Ms. Latham not to consider her, she’d be forced to tell our principal about how Kim sneaks her nineteen-year-old boyfriend onto campus to smoke weed under the bleachers of the football stadium during school hours. When Kim called her bluff, Kim said Tinsley pulled out her phone, and showed her the pictures she had of them in the act. Like I said, the chick is a snake.

			Tinsley tilts her head. Little Miss Blackmail is probably wondering how we found out about Kim.

			“Whatever you think you know—you don’t,” she says.

			“I know you’re naive enough—no, make that delusional enough—to think I’d let you intimidate me,” Nova replies.

			Tinsley sighs. “You’re new here, so you don’t understand what this means to me. I’ve been dreaming about being homecoming queen since I was a little girl. My—”

			“Your grandmother, mother, and sister were queens too,” I finish for her, rolling my eyes. “She knows. I told her. Next.”

			“Y’all wouldn’t be this cocky if we were having a real election this year,” Lana says. “Everyone knows she’d never beat Tinsley in a fair vote.”

			“That’s only because y’all outnumber us,” someone behind us says.

			Nova and I both turn back just as our homeboy Trenton steps out of the crowd, and it suddenly hits me how word got out about this showdown. Nova probably mentioned Tinsley’s text to him. He’s linked to both the Black kids and the white kids since he takes AP courses. He knows the white kids from class, but still hangs with us. He also despises Tinsley, more than I do. He ran his mouth for sure.

			“It’s a historical fact—y’all don’t support us unless we cooning for y’all,” I say, looking directly at Giselle.

			She actually tries to step up to me like she’s ’bout that life. Tinsley’s right arm shoots out like she’s some soccer mom shielding her kid after throwing on the brakes. She clearly doesn’t want this to escalate into something physical. She cares too much about her image.

			“Can we not bring race into this?” Tinsley says. “That has nothing to do with me wanting to be queen.”

			“Funny you say that now,” Nova answers, “ ’cause wasn’t you the same student council president who argued that our new election policy is basically reverse racism to try and persuade the rest of the council into lobbying the administration to rethink doing it this year?”

			Nova’s comment excites chatter on both sides. Accusations and insults are flying back and forth. Too many for me to tell who’s saying what. I’m just listening to make sure I don’t hear the N-word come out of anybody’s mouth on Tinsley’s side.

			“Hold up! It wasn’t anything like y’all are making it seem,” Tinsley yells, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Don’t paint me as some bigoted, tiki-torch-carrying, let’s-whitewash-history, right-wing conservative because I voiced concerns about the racial quotas this school has implemented. Look, I was only saying the policy is another form of discrimination. I definitely think we’re all equal. And should be treated fairly. Everyone here agrees, Black lives matter. I blacked out my social media along with everyone else during the police reform protests.”

			Is this chick serious?

			“Yeah, performative activism at its finest,” I retort.

			“Nooooo,” she croaks with an exasperated expression. “However, being excluded from something solely because of my skin tone, which you guys say you’ve had to endure all these years, is kind of unfair to us as well, right?”

			A few kids behind her nod and mumble in agreement.

			“That’s not how this works,” I say. “That’s not how any of this works.”

			“My only goal in bringing it up to the council was to start a conversation,” she says after the chatter subsides. “You’re captain of the dance team, Nova. Didn’t you hate having to pick a certain number of white girls for the team this year, regardless of how talented the other Black girls were who tried out?”

			“Are you admitting that we dance better than y’all?” Nova says, inciting laughter from our side.

			“Why don’t y’all throw hands and whoever loses drops out!”

			That dumbass suggestion came from Jaxson Pafford, who’s perched on one of the courtyard’s round concrete tables with some of the other football players. His dirty-blond hair looks ten shades lighter underneath the morning sun’s warm glow.

			“We don’t need commentary from the Fuckboy Gallery,” Tinsley responds, maintaining eye contact with Nova.

			“You wasn’t saying that sophomore year,” he says, his entourage high-fiving him.

			Never would have thought Tinsley would slum it with him. Jax and his family are way below her tax bracket.

			“Name your price,” Tinsley says to Nova.

			“My price?”

			“Yeah. There has to be something you want more than that crown. Something I can give you instead.” Tinsley tucks some of her hair behind her ear, seriousness entering her pale face. “I heard you’ve been spending your weekends organizing cleanups at the old slave cemetery in your neighborhood. I think that’s so noble. So selfless. That place is in such disrepair—”

			“How would you know?” someone behind us yells. I have to strain to keep myself from bursting out laughing.

			“What if I made a large donation toward its revitalization?” Tinsley continues, unfazed. “I could have my father write the check tonight. Pulling up weeds and picking up trash can only go so far. You’re right, history that important deserves respect. Respect I can help you give it. Think of how good it’ll look when you can afford new headstones and better landscaping, repair the crumbling graves, maybe even install landmarks and signage.”

			Some of the pride I’ve been feeling slowly seeps from my chest like a deflating balloon. Nova’s pensive expression has me worried she’s really considering it. This I didn’t factor, Tinsley trying to bribe Nova into dropping out. Nova’s been spending a lot of time cleaning up that cemetery. She even roped me into helping a few weekends, which is when I usually play ball with my Pops. I rarely cancel on him. It’s become a passion project of hers. But she has run into a lot of walls when it comes to raising money to really give it the attention it needs.

			No. No. No. This is not how this was supposed to go.

			“You’re the only Black girl on the ballot,” Tinsley says, her tone even and compassionate. “If you drop out, it’ll be impossible for this new policy to be implemented. Which is okay. They can pick a Black girl next year; no harm done.”

			I know Nova can feel my eyes burning a hole in the side of her face. That’s why she’s refusing to look at me.

			“I heard you weren’t even all that excited about being nominated at first,” Tinsley continues. “That has to mean something. So how about it? I get you a check for whatever amount you come up with, and you use it to honor your ancestors. You know I can make it happen. Is the crown worth that much to you?”

			The three-minute-warning bell goes off, but none of us move. I have to remind myself to breathe.

			“Come on, Nova. We’re going to be late for class.” Trenton places a hand on Nova’s shoulder, pulling her out of whatever thoughts Tinsley’s proposition has unlocked. “You McArthurs are something else,” he says to her. “Is this the only way y’all can get on top? By stepping on someone you think is weaker? Using money to get what you want?”

			“What’s it gonna be, Nova?” Tinsley says, ignoring Trenton.

			Nova blinks, and the hardness she had in her face when we marched up to Tinsley returns. “No, Tinsley. I’m not dropping out.”

			My chest loosens and I let out my breath.

			“And that’s that on that,” I say with a smile.

			“I’m seeing a lot of students who’ll be getting detention if this breezeway isn’t cleared—and fast!”

			Everyone knows that voice. The crowd disperses like ants scattering from a disturbed mound. Mrs. Barnett is standing off to the side with her hands propped on her hips.

			“Ladies, do you not have class?” our principal says to us. Giselle and Lana remain at Tinsley’s side, just like me and Trenton remain next to Nova. “Mr. Hughes, what’s this about?”

			“Nothing but our student council president trying to tamper with the homecoming elections,” Trenton responds.

			“Tinsley? Nova?” Mrs. Barnett’s gaze ping-pongs between them.

			“No worries, Mrs. Barnett,” Nova says. “I think Tinsley understands.”

			Mrs. Barnett steps up to us. “Understands what?”

			“That she’ll be homecoming queen over my dead body,” Nova says.

			Then she spins around and takes off toward B-Building. Trenton and I follow, leaving Tinsley and her minions standing behind us with Mrs. Barnett.

			“I bet Tinsley’s seething,” I say when we’re out of earshot.

			“Let her,” Trenton says. “We’re about to crown this school’s first Black queen.”

			Nova is beaming as we enter B-Building together.

			I am too.

			My Pops always says that when one of us wins, we all win. I’ve never felt that more than right now. Taylor might have won in the end of She’s All That, but in our version, Laney’s getting the crown.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			DUCHESS

			OCTOBER 7

			1:15 P.M.

			 

			LOVETT HIGH IS really two different schools masquerading as one. Most of the people who deny that are white.

			This school has never had a Black homecoming queen, student council president, or prom queen. Any schoolwide elected positions have always gone to them—the white kids. They outnumber us. They’ve known one another and attended school together since kindergarten. That makes it hard to win any of this school’s popularity contests. A fact us Black kids had to accept since we were forced to go here after Hurricane Katrina.

			The student population was 95 percent white before Katrina. Everyone focuses more on the damage the storm did to the city of New Orleans, but Katrina wrecked shop along the Mississippi Gulf Coast too. It leveled our town and all the others that dot the coastline. All kinds of tornadoes tore through here, flattening entire neighborhoods, businesses, and our two high schools—this one and Booker High, the school us Black kids used to attend. The school district wasted no time allocating the money to rebuild Lovett back then. But Booker…that was a different story.

			They claimed that it wasn’t feasible to reconstruct Booker because of its poor academic performance and extensive building damage. Translation: the all-white school board wasn’t about to pour a whole bunch of money into rebuilding a school for the Black kids who consistently whipped their majority-white sports teams here. They had a better idea: close Booker and split up the student body, busing half the students to a high school in the next town and sending the rest to Lovett, where they spent millions on top of millions to expand so they could accommodate all the new Black faces who would coincidentally become the star athletes that transformed the school’s weak-ass sports program into the multidivision champions they are today.

			For the past decade, the leaders of the local NAACP have publicly called out all the disparities the situation created. Their efforts finally got some traction after the nationwide police reform protests, or as I like to say, when white people finally wanted to acknowledge that systemic racism exists. The school’s administration folded to the calls for change, implementing racial quotas for all clubs and after-school activities, starting this year.

			The homecoming court got expanded so that it would include two slots for all the grade-level maids—one girl from the standard curriculum and another enrolled in the school’s AP curriculum. For queen, the student body would have to elect a senior girl from the standard curriculum one year and the next choose a girl from the AP side, alternating each year going forward, starting with the election of a senior girl from the standard curriculum this year.

			It’s basically the school ensuring the court will be composed of one Black girl—or person of color, though around here, that color is mainly Black—and one white girl at each grade level, with the crown for queen being passed between a white and Black girl every other year since most of the Black kids make up the “standard” students and all the white ones are the AP kids.

			My girl Nova has already got the crown locked up. But white folks are funny to me. As long as everything is swinging in their favor, all you hear from them is “Work hard and you can achieve anything.” The minute we get even a crumb tossed at us, suddenly they lose their mind and wanna play victim, the way Tinsley McBitchy is.

			Let her be butt-hurt. It’s entertaining. This is our year, and no one can take it away from us.

			“Would you ever mess around with a white dude?” Nova’s voice pulls me out of my head and into the present.

			I’m doodling in my art sketchbook. I sit up straighter on my stool, scrunching my nose at her. “Girl, really?”

			“Forgot who I was talking to,” she says with a chuckle. “How about a white girl? Could you see yourself ever dating one?”

			Hell to the no! And she should know why.

			“Bih, you know me better than that,” I respond, looking back down at the entangled set of lines, shapes, and shading I’ve spent all period working on. The abstract drawing Mr. Haywood assigned that I’ve decided is my interpretation of the mental struggles I have of being a queer Black woman in this country. He’s probably not going to get it.

			“Stop capping. You know I know you’ve kissed one before.”

			She catches my eyes shift over to the art table where Tinsley and Jessica Thambley are seated, two rows behind us.

			Introduction to Drawing and Painting is the only class where I see any white faces who aren’t faculty or staff. It’s like that for most of us Black kids. Electives are really the only classes we share with the AP kids. The NAACP recently called attention to that as well, accusing the school’s administration of discouraging us from testing into advanced placement courses. We all know they only created the AP curriculum to appease the white parents who pretended they were concerned the teachers would have to spend too much time catching up the Booker High transfers when the school first reopened. In reality, they just don’t want their kids mingling with us. Separate but equal is still as Southern as iced tea.

			“Don’t even try and bring that up, trick,” I say to Nova, whose smirk lights up her pretty eyes. “I was eight. It was innocent. And it taught me why I’ll never trust any of them again.”

			I still feel Nova watching me after I go back to scribbling in my sketchbook.

			I pause. “What?” I say to her.

			She leans closer and whispers, “I heard she asked Mrs. Barnett to take her name off the ballot.”

			“Who?”

			“Tinsley,” she replies, nodding her head in her direction.

			I smack my lips and go back to my drawing. “Girl, I’ll be so glad when homecoming is over and you can stop obsessing over her. We won. Let’s enjoy it and not worry about her. You act like she slept with yo’ man and you need to get revenge.”

			“I’m teaching her a lesson, that’s all.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I’m hearing a lot of talking over there,” Mr. Haywood says, looking over at us as he’s meandering around the room to see what everyone else is working on. “I assume you’ll both have finished your drawings by the time I get over there.”

			Nova and I bend back over our sketchbooks, biting our lips to keep from laughing.

			“Mr. Haywood, I’m done,” Jessica Thambley announces, waving her skinny arm in the air. “Wanna come take a look at mine?”

			“Oh God, here she go again,” Nova whispers.

			“Wannabe teacher’s pet,” I reply, rolling my eyes.

			“Nah, wannabe teacher’s little ho.”

			“Ew, he’s old…and engaged.”

			“I don’t think Vanilla Barbie cares.”

			We both giggle, which draws a stern look from Mr. Haywood.

			It’s kinda funny how all these chicks be fawning over him. I mean, it’s understandable, I guess. Dude’s not bad-looking, and he’s not that old. He only just graduated college. He sort of looks like Adam Driver, oozing that awkward, unconventional handsomeness girls somehow find hot. He lightly touches the small of Jessica’s back as he reaches her. I almost burst out laughing again because I catch Jessica deeply inhale when he leans over to look at whatever she drew.

			“Why’d you ask me that?” I whisper to Nova now that Mr. Haywood is distracted.

			“Ask you what?”

			“About messing around with a white person.”

			She stops shading with her pencil a brief second, her eyes quickly flicking my way, then returning to her notebook. “Briana was giving Nikki a hard time the other day about dating Chance. Saying she can’t really be pro-Black dating a white dude.” Nova rotates her sketchbook and tilts her head to the right, studying her drawing with a furrowed brow. “Just wondered what you thought, that’s all,” she adds with a shrug.

			Briana and Nikki are my girlfriend’s friends who we’ve been hanging around a lot lately. Even though that sounds like something Briana would say, something about the way Nova’s tone changed when she said it feels inauthentic. Pops says I have a sixth sense about these types of things. Says my ability to sense when someone is trying to hide things is why I would make a good police investigator. Spent most of childhood thinking I would prove him right.

			The chime of the school’s intercom system stops me from hounding Nova for the truth.

			She shoots up straighter on her stool the second Mrs. Barnett’s raspy voice echoes from the loudspeaker above the whiteboard in front of class. I forgot the homecoming election results were being announced today. A smirk pulls on my lips. It’s going down in the one class we have with Tinsley. Nice.

			“I bet she’s back there about to lose it,” Nova says, reading my mind.

			I fight the urge to look over my shoulder to see if that’s true.

			After some dry speech about everyone being winners regardless of the results, Mrs. Barnett starts reading off the names of the court, starting with the freshmen. A few people in class clap when Jessica is announced as one of the junior maids, shocking no one. She’s one of the pretty/popular girls. Tinsley Jr., if you will. Cheerleader. Country club brat. I think she’s been on the court since freshman year too, like Tinsley. She’ll probably be the queen next year.

			“And finally, our esteemed queen this year is Nova Albright, who I know will serve the title well as this school’s first Black queen,” Mrs. Barnett says.

			“Yeeeeaaaahhh,” Nova and I sing in unison before poking our tongues out at each other in our best Cardi B impressions.

			“And because the only other girl nominated from the senior class dropped out at the last minute, there will be no senior maid this year,” Mrs. Barnett continues. “Congratulations to all the winners.”

			Half the class looks back at Tinsley, who is shrugging her messenger bag onto her shoulder as the bell rings to end class.

			“Congratulations, Nova,” Mr. Haywood says as he walks past our table on his way to the front of class. “It’ll be great when we can move past having semi-rigged elections to foster inclusion.”

			No he didn’t.

			Tinsley walks by, her nose pointed at the ceiling. Nova steps out of the crowd, blocking her path to the door.

			“Tinsley, aren’t you gonna congratulate me?” Nova teases.

			Tinsley steps up to her with that resting bitch face that has a lot of these white girls around here scared of her. I push through the crowd to stand next to Nova.

			“Good luck getting a ball gown for your coronation,” she says matter-of-factly. “I doubt you’ll find anything grand enough that your mother can afford, you know, since Klarna isn’t an option.”

			Everyone within earshot howls.

			Nova doesn’t get the chance to respond. Tinsley pushes past her and stalks out of class.

			When Nova turns around to me, I can tell she’s trying to blink back tears. She’s never said it, but I know she’s embarrassed her mother barely earns above minimum wage working as a cashier at one of the neighborhood grocery stores.

			“Fuck that bitch,” I say, grabbing Nova by the wrists and looking in her eyes. “You are the queen. That’s all that matters.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			TINSLEY

			OCTOBER 7

			4:12 P.M.

			 

			“SO YOU’RE GIVING me the cold shoulder because you’re upset with her?”

			“Nathan, don’t,” I warn.

			After a few seconds of stilted silence he says, “Excuse me for trying to be supportive.”

			“A supportive boyfriend wouldn’t be pressuring his girlfriend to talk after she distinctly told him she didn’t want to when she got into said boyfriend’s truck.”

			I knew I should have taken Lana up on her offer to give me a ride home after cheerleading practice. I didn’t drive to school today. My mother had to take my car to the dealership for brake repairs. Lana would have at least commiserated with me over the Nova situation. Nathan, on the other hand, thinks I need to “accept it and move on.”

			“Babe, it’s not the end of the world.” He takes one hand off the steering wheel of the new silver Ford F-150 his parents gifted him for his senior year. He attempts to place it on my knee, but I snap my leg over before he can make contact. “Come on, chill, Tins. You knew she was going to win.”

			I have to look out the passenger window and count to myself to keep from going off on him. Conversations like this don’t make me regret cheating on him while I was on vacation in France with my family this summer.

			“Babe, seriously—”

			“Nathan, please stop talking.” I yank off the elastic that’s been holding my ponytail since practice, using my other hand to shake my hair loose. “You made your point loud and clear. This is all a joke to you.”

			“That’s not true. I’m just bored by how much of a big deal everyone in this freaking town makes it. You’d think it was the Miss America pageant or something.”

			Lovett High’s homecoming queen practically becomes this town’s version of Miss America. Her reign goes far beyond just being paraded out on the football field with her father during halftime at one game. Not only does she become the pseudo–student spokesperson for the school alongside the student council president, she also serves as a social ambassador for the town’s tourism office. For twelve months she acts as hostess at various festivals and city-sponsored events. She gets invited to fancy parties with state leaders. Lovett High’s homecoming queen has become an institution.

			And Nathan knows that. His aunt held the title two years after my mother. Every time I see the woman, she brags about all the political connections she made while being queen, and how they led to her becoming our current lieutenant governor. I intended to use the title as a springboard to become a social media influencer. Something the infusion of followers and public appearances being queen could have easily helped me achieve.

			Fuck you, Nova!

			“Babe, all I’m saying is—”

			“Can you please not say…anything?”

			He doesn’t until we turn on Main Street, which puts the blinking skyline of the hotels and casinos that dot the eastern end of Beachfront Boulevard in his rearview mirrors. He offers me a weak apology before asking me to go somewhere with him this weekend. I barely hear him because my attention is focused on the array of cafés and boutiques we’re whizzing past. My wandering gaze freezes on two people seated at one of the wrought-iron tables in front of Frozen Delights. A sight that causes my breath to catch in my throat.

			“What d’you say, babe?”

			I poke my head out the window, craning my neck to the right as Nathan zooms by. My heart starts to race. I definitely saw what I saw.

			“Does that sound like a plan?”

			“Yeah, whatever,” I mumble, settling back in the passenger seat.

			I press my hand to my chest to steady my breathing.

			“Babe, what’s wrong?” Nathan asks. “Tins?”

			I can’t speak to answer him because I can’t comprehend why my father is sitting at a table downtown eating frozen yogurt with Nova Albright.

			

			—

			The crown is heavy, darlings, so just leave it where it belongs.

			Ever since Lisa Vanderpump, my favorite Real Housewife, started to use it as her tagline, it’s been mine as well. I say it to myself every time I try on one of the three crowns we keep in a glass display case in our formal living room. I whisper it now as I place my mother’s crown on my head.

			My grandmother’s crown and scepter are perched on the top shelf of the display case. I’m still shocked my mother hasn’t moved it to one of the lower shelves, given how much she despised my father’s mother—a feeling that was completely mutual.

			My mother’s crown and scepter take up the second shelf, and my sister’s sit just below it on the third. I daydreamed my own would get placed beside hers—or that my mother would buy a new display shelf to house the four sets. The reality of that never happening makes lifting my arms to remove my mother’s crown a little harder.

			The crown and engraved scepters every Lovett High homecoming queen receives aren’t the run-of-the-mill plastic tiaras you see at nearly every other high school. A family-owned local jeweler has crafted and donated the pieces to our high school’s queens since the daughter of the family’s patriarch won the title two years before my grandmother. The designs of the crown and scepter have varied over the years, but the quality remains the same. The sparkling accessories are made of sterling silver and adorned with hundreds of cubic zirconia crystals.

			After replacing my mother’s crown on its tiny red velvet pillow, I pick up her scepter, appreciating the weight of the fifteen-inch wand in my hand. Rachel got grounded once for hitting me with hers after she caught me playing with it. She chipped one of my teeth and cracked her scepter’s glass orb by batting me in the mouth with it. The crack catches the overhead lighting in the display case, almost winking at me as I replace my mother’s scepter. I make sure it’s positioned in the holster so that my mother’s name, engraved on the metal piece connecting the glass and cubic zirconia orb to the wand, as it is for every winner, can be read through the glass door—just like my sister’s and grandmother’s.

			“Tinsley!”

			I spin around, thinking I’ll find my mother standing beneath one of the two archways to the room.

			“Dinner’s ready!” she yells. “We’re in the dining room, sweetie.”

			My brows knit.

			We? That must mean my father’s home.

			I take a deep breath before charging out of the room and across the foyer.

			What in the hell was he doing today with Nova?

			My frown immediately dissolves and my mouth slackens once I enter our dining room. The “we” my mother was referring to is actually Rachel and my three-year-old niece, Lindsey, who are seated with their backs to me. They must have arrived while I was upstairs showering and changing out of my practice uniform.

			“Where’s Nathan?” my mother asks from her seat at the head of the table.

			I return the enthusiastic wave my niece gives me before replying, “Home. Sorry to deprive you of the opportunity to fawn over my boyfriend, but I wasn’t in the mood for his company.” As I round the table I add, “Rachel, you’re here…again…eating with us instead of at the house you live in with your husband. It’s only been three years. Don’t tell me Aiden is that sick of you already?”

			Rachel is seven years older than me. She made our mother one of the happiest women in the world the day she married Aiden Prescott on her twenty-first birthday, two months after he graduated from Ole Miss. The Prescott family made most of their fortune in real estate. My sister’s relationship with Aiden, which was basically arranged by their mothers, has been financially beneficial to my father’s construction company, where Aiden became the chief administrative officer shortly after they were married.

			Our mother appointed herself architect of our social lives at birth, her driving force being her daughters wouldn’t have to fight so hard to maintain the lifestyle she had to marry into. Ironically, that involved us marrying into other well-to-do families who frequent the country club with us. For Rachel she picked Aiden Prescott; for me, Nathan Fairchild, who also comes from one of this town’s oldest and wealthiest families.

			“How did the election go today? Oh wait, I already know,” Rachel says as I drop down into the chair opposite her.

			I feel like picking up my knife and slicing the smirk off her face.

			“Girls,” my mother warns.

			“Is Aiden working late again tonight? That’s usually code that your husband is hooking up with someone younger and hotter than you, which in your case would mean he could be sleeping with someone who goes to school with me,” I say.

			That takes care of the smirk. Her shoulders tense as well. I’ve struck a nerve. Good. How dare she bring up the homecoming election like that?

			“Tinsley, I know you’ve been on edge all week over that mess at school, but let’s not take it out on your sister, okay?”

			“I don’t see how she should be feeling any sort of way, really.” Rachel pulls a lock of her hair, which she dyed jet-black last month, behind her ear. “She’s had the whole summer to accept the inevitability of it all.”

			My jaw clenches. “You’re so right, Rachel. Maybe I should have sought counseling at Abundant Life, like you did at my age, to sort through my emotions.”

			My mother’s gasp echoes through the room. My sister’s nostrils flare.

			Abundant Life is a clinic in Harrison County approximately seventy-five miles outside Lovett. It offers various health care services to women, most of whom are low-income or impoverished, but it specializes in providing discreet abortions, like the one my sister had when she was sixteen.

			“Tinsley, I swear to God,” my mother snaps, her French-manicured fingertip pointed at me. “You breathe another word about that and you’ll regret it.”

			“Then tell your daughter not to provoke me,” I retort.

			“Both of you, enough!” my mother shouts. “I didn’t go through all the trouble of having this nice meal prepared and setting the table for y’all to bicker. I thought having a family dinner could soften the disappointment of what Tinsley had to deal with today.”

			It’s typical of my mother to think a pretentious meal would somehow make me feel better.

			Jalapeno-stuffed catfish and crawfish Alfredo are steaming on two silver serving dishes in the center of the table. I lift my gaze from the food and lock eyes with Rachel. She quickly picks up her phone and pretends it’s more interesting than we are. Bringing up her abortion was a low blow. But I was clearly joking about Aiden having an affair. Rachel usually isn’t that easy to rattle.

			“Tinsley, you wouldn’t be in this predicament had we pushed back harder when this new policy was being discussed.” My mother picks up the glass of wine sitting in front of her. “But no, you didn’t want everyone to think we were racists.”

			“I wasn’t the only one. I don’t remember any of the other white parents speaking out against it either—at least not publicly.”

			“Well, it’s offensive, if you ask me,” she says after taking a sip of wine. “I swear, all we seem to talk about in this country anymore is race. Focusing on it so much is what has us divided.”

			Definitely agree with her on that.

			Having me serve as homecoming queen meant bragging rights for her as much as it did for me. The day I told her Nova was threatening our legacy, she actually shattered the wineglass she was holding. Nothing bonds us like our shared contempt for someone.

			“What’s done is done.” My mother puts down her glass and claps her hands. “Let’s eat before all this food gets cold.”

			“Granny, I thought you said we had to wait for Grandpa.”

			My mother gives Lindsey a warm smile. “I did, sweetie, but it looks like Grandpa is working late too, so we might as well dig in.”

			The image of Nova and my father together flashes through my mind.

			“Rachel, we’re at the dinner table,” my mother says after reaching over to spoon some of the crawfish Alfredo onto her plate. “Please put the phone down.”

			“Hold on a sec. I’m reading an article. Looks like they finally caught that guy, Curtis Delmont, who the police think killed that family in Jackson.”

			I use my fork to lift one of the stuffed catfish off the platter. “That guy they spent three days looking for?”

			Rachel nods, her eyes still on her phone.

			“Thank God! What he did to that poor couple and their little girl is just awful,” my mother says.

			While I’ve been obsessing over Nova and the homecoming elections, everyone else was wrapped up in the murders of Noah and Monica Holt, which have dominated the local news all week. And not just because the couple was fatally shot in their home along with their eight-year-old daughter, but because the Jackson, Mississippi, police think the person who entered their house midmorning and killed the family execution-style is their gardener—a man who worked for the family for years and had some kind of dispute with the husband the day before the murders. The racial undertones of the crime have intensified news coverage. The Holts were white, and the gardener is a Black man.

			“There’s no solid proof yet he killed them, Mama,” Rachel drawls.

			“Then what do you call several neighbors who saw that man running out of the house shortly after hearing the gunshots?”

			“One neighbor also told police she saw Curtis Delmont enter the house around ten-fifteen, which conflicts with everyone who said they saw him run out of the house not too long after that. He couldn’t have shot three people that fast.”

			“Oh please, Rachel,” my mother replies, rolling her eyes.

			“His family and friends say he doesn’t even own a gun—and has never shot one,” Rachel counters. “The police are charging him with murder without any real evidence. It’s crazy.”

			“Only an animal could do that,” my mother says. “There’s no telling how that man was raised. I read somewhere he didn’t grow up in the best surroundings, if you know what I mean.” My mother widens her eyes when she says that last part.

			I stuff a bite of catfish into my mouth. I want no part of this conversation once I see the look on my sister’s face as she puts down her phone.

			“By that standard, you’re capable of doing horrible things too, Mama. You know, since you grew up in that trailer park.”

			I nearly choke on my catfish. A vein is protruding along my mother’s neck. Her past has always been a touchy subject, one she has chosen to ignore since marrying my father. In her mind, the moment she became Charlotte McArthur, she was no longer “white trash,” as she had been called growing up. Unfortunately, it took the people in my father’s world a lot longer to accept her, including his mother.

			“My past has nothing to do with this.” My mother twirls the noodles from her crawfish with her fork. “I wasn’t raised around violence. That man was. There’s no telling how that affected him.”

			“You don’t know that—”

			“Rachel, drop this, okay? I knew it was a mistake letting you attend LSU. You came back with all these liberal ideas.”

			The front door slams as Rachel opens her mouth to respond.

			“Sorry I’m late, ladies.” My father seems to cut through the tension as soon as he enters the dining room. He pauses to squeeze Rachel’s shoulder before leaning over Lindsey’s chair to kiss the top of her head. “We had a bit of good news I had to stay behind and take care of.”

			I have my lips pinched when he comes over to kiss me on the cheek. Knowing that he just lied knots my stomach.

			He gives my mother a tight smile and a curt nod before taking the seat at the opposite end of the table.

			“What good news?” she asks.

			“Found out we got that affordable housing project over in the Avenues,” he replies, unfolding the cloth napkin tented in the middle of his plate and spreading it across his lap.

			“Excuse me?” my mother says.

			I’m surprised to see frown lines across her forehead. I know she had a Botox appointment two weeks ago. She’s holding her fork in midair. “I thought the Hughes brothers were at the front of the line for that project.”

			My father forks one of the stuffed catfish onto his plate, his eyes nervously shifting toward my mother a few times. “Yeah, I think they might have been.”

			“I thought you were done stepping on Clayton’s toes.”

			“This wasn’t about that, Charlotte.”

			My mother puts down her fork. “Then what is it about?”

			I glance over at Rachel, who looks as confused and uncomfortable as me. All I know is Clayton Hughes is Trenton’s father. He used to work for my father until they had a falling-out.

			“I think it’s a great thing, Daddy,” Rachel says. “Mama was just complaining about unhealthy environments sparking violent behavior in some people. Glad to see somebody in the family can acknowledge certain needs and work to address them.”

			I stuff a crawfish in my mouth to hide my grin.

			“I appreciate that, honey. But it’s gonna mean a lot of late nights for Aiden. This project will have a lot of moving parts to it.”

			Rachel’s face goes slack when she hears that.

			“Charlotte, this fish is excellent,” my father says, stabbing the second-to-last catfish fillet off the platter. “Please give my compliments to whoever you had cater it. I might need to take a run after dinner.”

			I gulp down some water to help me swallow the bite of crawfish that now tastes like cardboard. This is the window I’ve been looking for.

			“I can’t believe you have such an appetite, Daddy, since you already had dessert this afternoon.”

			My father slowly lowers his fork, side-eyeing me. “Huh?”

			“Was that not you I saw with Nova Albright this afternoon?” Some of the color drains from his face. “You were eating yogurt outside Frozen Delights, am I right?”

			My mother’s fork clanks against her plate and we all whip our heads in her direction. If she had the power to set things on fire with her eyes, my father would be singed right now.

			“Virgil, what in the hell is Tinsley talking about?” she says.

			“Oooooh, Mommy, Granny said a no-no word,” Lindsey says.

			“It’s not what you think, Charlotte,” my father says.

			“What could she possibly think?” I interject. “How could you do this to me? Why are you entertaining the girl who stole the crown from me?”

			“She didn’t steal anything, she won it fair and square,” my father responds.

			“I’d hardly call it fair,” I protest.

			“Why are you defending her?” my mother demands. “And more importantly, how did it happen? Did she reach out to you?”

			My mother’s voice trembles slightly.

			My father drops his fork and then lifts his cloth napkin to wipe his mouth. “She reached out. She asked if my company would serve as her sponsor.”

			My mouth drops open.

			Getting local businesses to help pay for the gowns and accessories it takes to maintain the pomp and circumstance of being Lovett High’s homecoming queen isn’t uncommon, especially for girls who win but can’t afford it. But to my knowledge, my father has never sponsored a queen, unless you count my sister.

			This must be Nova’s way of getting back at me for what I said to her in class today. I’ve been underestimating her.

			“There’s no way in hell I’m going to allow you to sponsor that girl,” my mother says.

			“Allow me?” my father says before I can chime in.

			“What did you tell her, Virgil?” my mom asks.

			My father casts a nervous glance in my direction. “Said I’d think about it.”

			“Are you freaking kidding me!” I wail.

			“You will not give that girl a cent,” my mother follows.

			“She only asked, all right?” my father yells. After several seconds of silence he adds, “I won’t do it, okay?” which he says more to me than to anyone else.

			They eat the rest of their dinner in silence. I just push my food around on my plate. The only thing I’ve got a taste for is revenge.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			TINSLEY

			OCTOBER 12

			4:05 P.M.

			 

			CHEERLEADING PRACTICE ENDED up lasting an extra thirty minutes today. Ms. Latham felt our stunts were sloppy. Her annoyed gaze landed on me when she said it. She made us run through them all afternoon and I felt like I was going to throw up the whole time.

			When we were finally done, some of the girls serving as hostesses at the coronation Friday night lingered to discuss final details. When me, Lana, and Giselle told Ms. Latham earlier that we were opting out this year, she nodded with a tight smile, understanding why we wouldn’t want to do it.

			“I’m sorry, what?” I say to Giselle as we plod off the football field toward the gym. I use the end of the towel around my neck to blot the sweat off my forehead.

			“I said Jennifer Stansbury told me she saw Nova in Exquisite Designs last night, getting her coronation dress fitted.” Giselle uses her hand to fan herself. “She claims the dress is gorgeous—Jen’s words, not mine.”

			It’s been five days since Nova was officially announced homecoming queen, and she is all I’ve been thinking about since then.

			Since my useless friends couldn’t find anything I could use to blackmail Nova into dropping out of the elections, I’m dedicating the rest of the semester to bringing her down. That involves turning her into the most embarrassing queen this school ever has. Exposing any secrets she has and circulating whatever rumors I can to smear her name is one way I can do that. Petty but effective. Like this town, our school thrives on gossip.

			“I wonder who her sponsor is,” Giselle says, reading my mind. “Exquisite Designs is expensive. You definitely don’t think it’s your father, right?”

			“He knows better,” I say.

			My parents argued for at least an hour after our dinner Friday night. I couldn’t hear everything they were shouting at one another, but I did hear my mother threaten to expose how my father scored some of the development contracts with the town if he gave Nova one cent. I can only assume his childhood friendship with the mayor has something to do with it.

			“Maybe it’s that older dude I saw her arguing with in front of school,” Lana says.

			“What older dude?” Giselle and I both ask.

			“I don’t know,” she replies with a shrug. “The guy looked old enough to be her father.”

			“How do you know it wasn’t?” I press.

			From what we’ve heard about Nova, she’s never met her father. I heard she’s told people he abandoned her mother before she was born. Apparently, that’s why her mom moved away. She only moved back here to live in the house her grandmother left her mother when she died a year ago, according to Lana and Giselle.

			“No way that man was her father,” Lana says. “Not the way he was leering at her, even after she stormed off.”

			“Girl, when did you see this?” Giselle asks.

			“I saw it all go down as I was walking on to campus this morning. They were on the sidewalk, a few feet from the main gates.” Lana takes a swig from her canteen. “She looked embarrassed to see him.”

			“And you’re just now telling me this?” I snap. “I can never depend on you to deliver when I need you to.”

			Nova in an inappropriate relationship? This is the type of dirt I could have used before the elections. I need better friends.

			“Can you at least work on perfecting your toe touches since they’re still trash?” I say to Lana as I yank open the door to the gym.

			I come to a stop in the doorway.

			There are people everywhere. Jaxson Pafford and some of the other football players are moving tables and arranging folding chairs. Girls are hanging paper streamers along the wall and bleachers, which are retracted. Mrs. Barnett is barking orders off to the side, a clear clipboard clutched in both hands. This is where the coronation dinner will take place, after Nova is crowned at the ceremony in the auditorium.

			The girls who returned to the gym with me push past me and file through the door. I go in last. We gather near the black baseline of the basketball court.

			My eyes narrow on Nova, who’s at the center of the court in the hunter-green running shorts and T-shirts the girls on the dance squad wear for practice. A few of the other Black girls on the squad are gathered around her, all of them gawking, as if watching the gym’s transformation is this miraculous thing. The same girls who assured me after the new election policy was announced that none of the Black girls in standard curriculum were interested in being homecoming queen this year. Lulling me into a false sense of security about being able to hold the title despite the new policy.

			Seeing them cackling together unlocks a new streak of rage in me.

			I take off in their direction, focusing on Nova.

			“Tins, what are you doing?” Giselle whines behind me.

			I can hear the rest of the girls at my back as well.

			Nova notices me approaching a few yards before I reach her. She steps in front of the girls standing with her.

			“Everything looks beautiful, huh?” she says with a smirk that lights up her turquoise eyes.

			My girls fan out to my left and right, mirroring the way the girls from the dance squad are lined up on either side of Nova.

			“Beautiful isn’t the word that springs to mind. More like common,” I say, looking her up and down. “Decided who’s escorting you on the field yet? We know it won’t be your father. Perhaps that guy you were arguing with this morning? Lana was just telling me how…friendly y’all looked.”

			Nova’s shoulders fall and her cocky grin deflates.

			So the queen does have a secret after all.

			A sneer pulls at the corners of my mouth. “Lovers’ quarrel? God, I hope not,” I say with a mocking frown toward the girls on my side. “From what Lana said, that guy looked old as fuck. You got some serious daddy issues, girl.”

			“You don’t want to go there, Tinsley, trust me,” Nova says through clenched teeth.

			“Oh, sweetie, I know all about your desperate attempt to get my father to sponsor you. Nice try. Guess your sugar daddy is paying for whatever gaudy gown you’re getting from Exquisite Designs, ’cause my actual daddy sure ain’t.”

			“That was my uncle, bitch!” Nova steps forward. “But it’s good to know I’m living rent free in your mind.”

			“Calm down, girl.” I press a hand to my chest in faux concern. “I was only worried our homecoming queen might be in an inappropriate relationship. Everyone on the squad thinks it’s a little suspect, that’s all. I’d hate for a nasty rumor to get out of control and taint your victory.”

			Nova cuts her eyes to my left. I follow her gaze, which is pointed at Jessica Thambley. She’s one of the girls who stayed behind to talk to Ms. Latham about working at the coronation dinner. Jessica and the rest of them are now lined up to my far left
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