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			To Ms. Spicer, who relentlessly pushed me to go to Howard, for seeing what an HBCU would do for me.

			You changed my life.

			And to Black educators changing lives every single day.

			That’s love.

		

	
		
			BLK History Month

			Nikki Giovanni

			
				If Black History Month is not

				viable then wind does not

				carry the seeds and drop them

				on fertile ground

				rain does not

				dampen the land

				and encourage the seeds

				to root

				sun does not

				warm the earth

				and kiss the seedlings

				and tell them plain:

				You’re As Good As Anybody Else

				You’ve Got A Place Here, Too

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Since publishing Love Radio, I have had the pleasure to speak on panels where some of my favorite Black romance author contemporaries and I are able to gush about one of our most beloved Black love stories, Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston. When I first picked up Hurston’s novel, published in 1937, I never intended to read a love story.

			I read the book young, and what struck me most was Janie’s story of independence and freedom, of finding a love that felt right to her and to love her own way, and choosing herself despite what society expected of her. Though set in the 1930s, Hurston’s novel felt more real to me than any romance story I’d read before (which, FYI, were mainly my mom’s paperbacks with Fabio on the cover).

			As a young Black student attending a Historically Black College and University, I wanted to follow in the footsteps of the notable Black women I’d researched who’d attended Howard University. That list included two luminaries, Toni Morrison and Zora Neale Hurston. Through their writing, we get a glimpse of how their experiences at their shared alma mater shaped their outlooks on love.

			Over the years what I’ve come to love most about graduating from an HBCU is the comradery and the competitive dynamic these schools have toward one another. It’s all in fun, but it is a part of the culture. It too is love. You rep your hood, your school, wherever you come from with pride, embracing its contradictions, beauty, and uniqueness as well as how it has shaped individuals. I got the good and bad while at my alma mater, and I’m thankful for all of it. The setbacks and heartbreaks showed me the woman I was capable of being.

			Conversations between alumni and current students can, and do, happen anywhere: on a flight while wearing your paraphernalia or in a corporate setting when you might be one of the few Black people in that space. For me, the best is hearing my “H-U” alma mater’s call, knowing the person who yelled it attended the same school as I did before we even exchange names.

			The knowledge I acquired at an HBCU gave me the resources to fly in corporate America; the diaspora and cultures within cultures gave me a sense of understanding about myself in ways I never felt before. We were Black, and that was the wonder.

			When I revisit the works of Black women who matriculated through HBCUs, like Hurston and Morrison, I’m reminded of the love stories they wrote themselves and how their words shaped generations of Black women, men, and nonbinary people, including the writers featured in this anthology.

			There are over one hundred HBCUs spread across the country, and in this collection we’re highlighting eleven in stories that reflect the experience of finding a place, a possible love in a new city, or a new campus that may feel more like home than the characters—or even I—had ever imagined.

			I chose to curate this amazing roster of authors and edit an anthology about HBCU love stories from a place of reverence. In You’ve Got a Place Here, Too, the stories reflect the love we have for HBCUs and reveal what makes them beautiful. And while you’re watching characters (mostly) fall in love on the page, I want you to fall in love with a place—the campus—and know that if you don’t feel a sense of home anywhere, this might be a place for you, too.

			I couldn’t have imagined, when I conceived of this idea, that it would allow me to work with a cast of today’s luminaries. Kennedy Ryan takes us to her fictional HBCU, her A Different World as I like to call it, in “Brave the Skies,” a continuation story from her Audible novella Coming Home. She was my top ask for obvious reasons, the most important of which was her care when writing about Black love. And let’s not forget the spice she brings! It’s why her work is so beloved today.

			It’s also why I asked New York Times bestselling romance author and Xavier University alum Farrah Rochon to contribute. She shows us the Mardi Gras experience in “Second Line, First Dance,” while Florida A&M University alum Dawnie Walton pens a love story between two alums in “The Highest of Seven Hills.”

			It was important to me to have male POVs as well as queer love representation, a topic that for so long was buried at HBCUs. You’ll discover a multigenerational journey of the exquisiteness of our people through the illustrious HBCUs featured. Bestselling and award-winning poet Elizabeth Acevedo writes a Tuskegee Airmen homage, in verse, in “A Flying Lesson,” and Carla Bruce writes of love sprouting in the basement of a Lambda Student Alliance meeting. Critically acclaimed author Kai Harris pays homage to the Fisk Jubilee Singers in “Whatever Gods May Be,” and Carnegie medalist and MacArthur Fellow Kiese Laymon offers a deeper and darker tale in “The Musty.” Award winner Christine Platt takes us west to Langston University with a love that begins with a white lie, and New York Times bestselling author and YA romance queen Nicola Yoon’s lovers make a difficult decision at the University of the Virgin Islands in “Romantic Studies.” While Detroit’s chief storyteller Aaron Foley highlights Michigan’s only HBCU through a secret love, a romance collection is not complete without a café love story, penned by contest winner and North Carolina A&T student Jasmine Bell. Just like HBCUs, this collection’s got something for everybody.

			With the recent Supreme Court ban on affirmative action, HBCUs are more important than ever. As students of color contend with more barriers in higher education, I hope this collection will also be a handbook to guide them in making the best academic decisions for themselves. For twentysomething or teen readers, there might be a school here that interests you. For the alum wanting to feel nostalgic for their time at their alma mater, we got you. For readers who’ve always wondered what it’s like to attend an HBCU, here’s a peek into the experience. For my romance readers who are looking for some tender Black love stories, there’s so much in this collection to enjoy.

			And if this anthology happens to inspire you, then guess what? My hope is that you’ll fall in love…with the characters, with the wisdom they offer, and with yourself. That you realize your love has a place here, too.

			(And if it’s with someone else, that’s an additional perk.)

			—Ebony LaDelle

		

	
		
			Whatever Gods May Be

			Kai Harris
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			My granny once said to me, “Ain’t no granddaughter of mine gon’ spend her whole life living ’round nothing but white folks,” and it was those exact words running through my head that first week as a transfer student at Fisk University. Granny also once said, “You ain’t like ya momma, and that’s what’s so hard for her; it’s also what’s so proud for me,” and this had nothing to do with that, but it’s what made me fall in love with my granny right from the start of our story.

			I pulled open the dark wood doors of Fisk’s Cravath Hall and landed in a mural-filled rotunda with vaulted ceilings and towering stone pillars. After two rotations, I spotted the door for the registrar. As I sat and waited to meet my adviser, I wished on the freshly 11:11 clock on the wall that everything would go smoothly. Otherwise, I would have upended my entire life for a fantasy, a bedtime story, a chance at a fresh start that I’d maybe never have.

			“Myra Rose?” The woman who stepped into the lobby of the advising office and called my name was frowning, as if I had somehow disappointed her already. Smiling, I followed my new adviser—a war vet who filled our stroll with tales of her sacrifice—down a dim hallway that seemed to stretch on forever, focusing entirely on matching the rhythm of her slow stride rather than obsessing in my mind over whether I’d made the right choice by coming here.

			My granny was the person who taught me about HBCUs, though she had never stepped foot on a single college campus before traveling with her only daughter on move-in day. That day was Granny’s first time leaving her native Georgia, my mother’s college graduation being the second and last. College, travel, any experiences outside the South, Granny did not have. But what she did have—as a traditional Black granny and the matriarch of her family—was an opinion. And her opinion said I would be more than a token Black girl on anybody’s white college campus. So, halfway through my sophomore year of college and after an extremely contentious attempt at getting my parents on board, I relocated to the setting of my dreams, Music City USA—less interestingly known as Nashville, Tennessee—in search of a version of myself that could only be discovered here, 547 winding miles south of the perfect dreams my parents had made for me.

			“Alright, let’s see,” my adviser said, gesturing for me to sit across from her. She introduced herself as “Florence McFloyd, but everybody calls me Miss Flo,” a nickname she seemed proud to own. “You’re a transfer, right? This is the second semester of your sophomore year?”

			I nodded. “I did freshman and half of sophomore year at the University of Michigan, but then I— Well, I had to leave.” I bit my lip, wondering if I should say more.

			“And what was your major there? Were you in good academic standing? I’m looking for your transcripts…” She squinted at her computer screen and clicked her mouse several times.

			“Performing Arts Technology. I’m studying to be a sound designer. Like, for movies and stuff.” I became suddenly aware of my hunched posture and straightened in my seat.

			“So, performance?”

			“No, not performance,” I said too loudly. “I don’t perform. The major is focused on music production, recording, composition, stuff like that. I picked it because of all the music majors at UofM, it was the only one where I didn’t have to perform—”

			“We don’t have that here,” spoke Miss Flo with a straight line for a mouth. “We have majors in Music and Performance. Both of which will require you to audition. Vocally,” she added with eye contact. “So, you can either schedule an audition or tape it. Or you can pick a new major.”

			“Well, I did some research,” I said, pulling the printed evidence from my backpack and attempting to steady my rapidly increasing heart rate, “and it says on the website that transferring music majors can apply with either an audition or a placement exam. So, I was thinking I could—”

			“One of these days somebody is going to update that,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what the website says, but I know the music department chair personally, and I can assure you”—she smiled conspiratorially—“she’s not letting you in the department unless you sing for her.” Her tone was casual, nonchalant, as if she wasn’t attempting to stamp out the flame of my hope.

			“Wait, what? Why? It says here that if I’m transferring from an NASM-accredited institution, which I am, then my applied study and theory courses can be validated by a placement exam upon evaluation by the—”

			“Exactly,” she cut in. “Upon evaluation, such as an audition.” She sighed and sat back in her chair, which emitted a loud creak in protest. “Look, Myra. I know this isn’t what you want to hear. And believe me, I try to do everything I can to get my students what they want. But this is just how things work here. You’ll get used to it. Now”—she sat forward again, hands poised at her keyboard—“I’m happy to show you a list of available majors to choose from—”

			“You don’t understand,” I said, my breath quickening. “I can’t switch majors. Music is everything. And I’m already switching so much!” My usual calm tone turned upward into a shriek.

			“I don’t know what to tell you,” Miss Flo responded, not affected by my despair. “No audition, no music major. But if music is truly everything, then maybe you should audition.”

			I only half comprehended the words, instead imagining the big fat “I told you so” that I’d be hearing from my parents once they learned of this unexpected twist. UofM had been their choice. The school they had both attended as first-generation college students, where they had met and fallen in love. I knew it was my future school when I was six years old and they made me memorize the lyrics—with dance moves—to the fight song, “Hail to the Victors,” for Saturday football games. It was no surprise, then, when I started applying for colleges and they found clever ways to limit my search until it was narrowed down to just one, their choice, which happened to be a short forty-five-minute drive from the two-story modern in Southfield where I grew up and where my parents still lived. I had already broken their hearts when I decided to transfer schools. I couldn’t now come to them and explain that thanks to an outdated website—which they’d likely describe as my own lack of preparedness—my plan for an easy transition was flawed.

			“I’ll audition,” I said, cursing my voice for trickling out like a petrified kitten’s purr.

			“Are you sure? Just a minute ago, you made it seem like you wouldn’t be able to perform under any circumstances. Which is understandable,” she added, attempting empathy. “Even I have dealt with a bit of stage fright here and there. Back in my army days, my unit got assigned—”

			“I can do it,” I interrupted, holding eye contact for three long seconds, just like my granny taught me. Look people in the eye when you speak, she would say, staring into my childish gaze. It shows them they matter to you, but more important, it shows them you’re worth listening to.

			“Okay,” she responded briskly. “If you’re sure, we can work on getting you scheduled.”

			“Thank you,” I said, pasting on a forced smile.

			“Good luck,” she replied, with an optimism that made me feel less hopeful. “And if you need to practice, there’s a cozy little soundproof room in the library I’d recommend. Good place to clear out some of those cobwebs and jitters! How long has it been, anyway, since you’ve sung in front of anyone?” She clasped her hands together, turning them into a stand for her chin.

			My eyes dropped to my lap, where my hands were shaking. “I never have,” I replied calmly.
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			The truth was I had once dreamed of coming here and singing in front of everyone. A dream that felt so far away, like another lifetime and another version of me entirely. Which is why I still had no clue how I got here, now, seated in a rectangular forest green armchair, which I’d dragged close to the room’s only window, in the soundproof room my adviser had told me about, in the John Hope and Aurelia E. Franklin Library, the most unremarkable building on campus.

			I pulled out my planner, where on the blank page at the start of this week I had written: First week at Fisk! I’d decorated the page with stickers and romanticized with rainbow-colored fineliners the decision I was now questioning. With a red Sharpie pen, I added the date and time of my vocal audition in all caps. Just two days from today. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, replacing the urge to call my granny with a recalling of one of our best stories.

			Granny had told me about the Fisk Jubilee Singers when I was still young enough that the story sounded like a fairy tale. As she told it, she’d seen them perform at her church, where her father was pastor and her mother first lady. That Sunday, in place of their choir was the Fisk Jubilee Singers, dressed in all black and fresh off a European tour. She’d fallen in love that day, and from then on, she’d always dreamed of coming to Fisk and joining the Jubilee Singers. Except the dream was never more than that, because her parents planned for her to run their church one day, and besides, college wasn’t a dream she was allowed to have. So, she’d learned all the songs on her own and performed them in her fluffy bathrobe for her parents and stuffed animals. Then, when she grew up and married and had a daughter of her own, she told her daughter about the Singers.

			Except my mom wasn’t as easily moved. Her dreams were different from my granny’s dreams, and mainly involved getting out of the South. When she was accepted to UofM, she happily moved to Michigan and never looked back, besides on Thanksgiving, when we all—my parents reluctantly, I enthusiastically—visited Granny in Georgia. It was during one of those visits when Granny first told me her Jubilee story, playing an old recording from the Gospel Music Hall of Fame Series featuring a remastered collection of the Singers from the early eighties. Unlike my mother, I shared in its glory. Granny’s dream became my dream, and had it not been for my parents’ insistence, it would have been my inheritance. Now I was here, but struggling to take what was mine.

			I stood from my seat and, with a deep inhale, stretched down to my toes, then back up to lift my hands to the sky. After three breathing stretches, I started to hum. I had never had any formal vocal training, but the one thing I did have going for me was this: Singing was as natural to me as breathing. I sang in the shower, I sang when I was happy or sad or angry, I sang myself to sleep most nights. But if anyone asked me about it, I pretended like Granny’s musical talent had skipped two generations instead of just one. It hadn’t skipped me, though. And all I had to do to prove it was make it through one silly audition.

			I started with scales. There was no piano in the room, so I matched my pitch to Michael Jackson’s “Smooth Criminal,” a song I happened to know was in the key of A minor, which shares the same notes as C major. As my voice climbed up and down each note, I felt the tension begin to release from my shoulders, my neck, my face. I rolled my head in small circles and enjoyed the release. I opened the search bar on my phone and typed Natural Woman Aretha Franklin instrumental, then scrolled until I found the soundtrack to Granny’s favorite song. The familiar notes began to play from my speaker, and I couldn’t help but smile as I started to sing the soothing melody.

			“Oh!” I screeched in surprise, as my eyes floated open between the chorus and the second verse to find a pair of light hazel eyes locked on mine. My gaze trailed down from his startled expression to a set of sultry, full lips that went from speechless to smirking as we stared. I dropped my phone, which was still noisily emitting Aretha’s ballad.

			“My bad,” I said, cringing at the loud thud my phone made as it hit the floor. “I didn’t know anyone would be here.” The hazel eyes crinkled at the edges. Laughter.

			I bent to scoop and hush the phone, pretending to check it for damage when really, I was wondering if I could stay crouched and hidden forever; but then I heard his throat clearing behind me. I stood to survey him fully and immediately lost my breath. It wasn’t that the guy standing in front of me was the finest person I’d ever seen. I mean, maybe he was, at least non-celebrity (no one can top Michael Bae Jordan); it was that he was my exact brand of fineness—dark chocolate skin, soft eyes, thick lips and nose, sturdy build—all wrapped in one. When he flashed me a toothy grin, I almost fell back down. Somehow, I managed to stay standing, reaching to smooth my hair but realizing it was braided back in two plain plaits. Typical, I would meet the finest guy ever on protective hairstyle day.

			“My bad, it’s usually empty here. But I mean, wow. Your voice!” His voice was a melty milk chocolate bar.

			“Oh.” I blushed. “I was just fooling around.”

			“If that was you fooling around, I can’t wait to hear the real thing.” He tucked his hands into his pockets, then added, “So, are you new here? Freshman?”

			“Sophomore,” I said, leaning against the armchair to steady myself. “Maybe a music major, if I can figure out this audition.” I laughed, too deliberately. “I transferred this week.”

			“I knew I hadn’t seen you around before. I’m Jrue. And as luck would have it, I happen to be a music major.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Seriously?”

			“You think I’m lying.” Jrue laughed. “I mean, I’ve done some strange things to talk to cute girls before, but let’s not forget, you’re the one who invited me in here.”

			“What? No, I didn’t, I—”

			“Your voice invited me,” Jrue said with a wink.

			I rolled my eyes, again. “So, did you need something, or can I get back to—”

			“I think I heard Aretha Franklin, which, dope, but”—he paused and grimaced—“I know you’re not planning on singing that for your audition.”

			I sank into the armchair and placed my face in my hands. “See, I knew I couldn’t do this.”

			“Hol up, hol up, that’s not what I meant!” Jrue crossed over to my side of the room with a lighthearted laugh and knelt in front of me. “I just meant, well, vocal auditions are kinda formal. Do you have an idea yet of what you’re planning to sing?”

			I shook my head. “I just wanted to warm up with a song that makes me feel good, and well, that song is my granny’s favorite. But you’re right—I have no idea what to sing for this audition, and I’m not even sure if I can. I’ve never even sung in front of anyone. Well, besides you, now.” I peeked at him between my fingers with a grimace of my own, causing him to burst into giggles.

			“Okay, first things first, I need to hear more about the hopeful music major who has somehow never sung in front of anyone. Then maybe I could help you out?”

			“Help me how?” Besides that the timbre of his voice was a balm for my chaotic nerves.

			“Well, I’m more of an instrumentalist myself, but I also play organ for the Jubilee Singers on campus. And I happen to know that just last week, a spot opened up…”

			“Wait,” I said, my breath quickening at the mention, “you’re not suggesting that I—”

			“Just come to rehearsal. I’d love to introduce you to our director. He’s gonna lose his mind when he hears you sing! And we’ll see where it goes from there. Between me and you,” Jrue said, leaning in, “Jubilee Singers get dibs on spots in the music major. You make the Singers, you’re a shoo-in. Just like that, dreams come true!” He turned away, face flushing. “At the very least, you hang out with me one more time before you realize I’m a big babbling nerd?”

			I blushed back, nodding casually. “I guess that sounds okay.” It was more than okay, clearly. It was my spin on Granny’s fairy tale come true: me here, in this place where she’d once foretold that I might just find something worth discovering in myself. And with my very own Michael Bae Jrue.

			“Okay, it’s a deal then,” he said, extending his hand for me to shake. When I placed my hand in his, I could swear an electrical current passed from his skin to mine.

			“So, you gonna tell me your name?” Jrue’s hand was still attached.

			“Myra,” I said, feeling—like my granny would say—as small as dust before the wind under the intensity of his stare. I broke eye contact and physical contact all at once. “Guess I’ll see you at rehearsal?” I was probably supposed to be playing it cool, but inside I was the exact opposite.

			Jrue nodded and began to rattle off instructions, but I was suddenly impatient to leave. I gathered my stuff and rushed out the door.

			“Wait, you don’t even know where rehearsal will be!” Jrue called out after me.

			How hard could it be to figure out on my own, I thought. Instead of responding, I waved him off casually, leaving the library—and those hazel eyes—behind.
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			Jubilee Hall was the largest building on campus, six stories and L-shaped, perched front and center on a manicured circle drive and covered with windows. In the heat of the Tennessee sun, I swatted mosquitos and marveled at the buzzing chirp of what my Google research told me were likely cicadas. Inside, I found the rehearsal room to the right of the golden staircase in Jubilee Hall, which the enthusiastic student at the front desk recited was reserved for golden alum—folks who graduated more than fifty years ago—and Miss Fisk, the university’s crowned queen. After repeating my request for the Appleton Room, I was finally directed to an oblong space with framed Black art covering the walls and a baby grand piano situated in front of a short wooden stage. In this room, in front of that stage, stood the Fisk University Jubilee Singers.

			As I remember it, I already knew I loved music back when Granny started reciting her stories, but as she tells it, I never loved music until I heard them. And maybe she was right. Something about the way her face lit up when she remembered herself as a child made me feel nostalgic for a memory that wasn’t even my own. When Granny heard the Jubilee Singers for the first time, it had changed her life. Hearing Granny’s stories each night as a child had changed mine.

			I surveyed the room where students sang casual duets in assorted huddles, hyping each other up with shoulder slaps and choruses of “ayyyyy” whenever someone hit a complicated riff or run. Some folks were sitting and chatting quietly with their friends, while others were studying lyrics and humming along to the melody. Books and bodies and backpacks were spread all over the place. And at the center of it all was my gorgeous library apparition.

			“Five minutes until warmups,” shouted a voice from near the stage. And suddenly, everyone was moving. It was like a choreographed dance that everyone knew the moves to, except for me. Luckily, just before panic began to set in, Jrue was magically standing at my side.

			“You ready?” he said with a sweet smile.

			“As ready as I think I’m gonna be,” I said, palms wet. Jrue grabbed my hand to lead me toward the director of the Jubilee Singers. On the way, I oscillated between embarrassment for my sweaty palms (now attached to Jrue’s cool, dry ones), fear at the idea of voluntarily singing for anyone, and nostalgia for my granny. I can’t wait to tell her, I thought as we approached the stage.

			“Dr. Watkins,” Jrue said, shaking hands with a tall man. “This is Myra, the singer I told you about. She’s preparing an audition for the music major, and I think you need to hear her sing, too.”

			I distracted myself from sheer embarrassment by studying the director as they talked. Salt-and-pepper beard, with a short fade up top. Probably fifties or sixties, though it was hard to tell because he didn’t have a single wrinkle, not on his skin or in his three-piece suit. Though he didn’t speak loudly, you would think he did because the room hushed every time his mouth opened.

			“Myra,” Jrue said, now looking at me. “This is Dr. Watkins.”

			I stared at my feet and mumbled, “Nice to meet you.”

			“Are you here to sing for me, Miss Myra?” Dr. Watkins said, sizing me up.

			“Well.” I blushed. “I was hoping maybe we could wait? My audition for the major is tomorrow, and honestly, I’d prefer not to sing twice.”

			Dr. Watkins laughed and made a face at Jrue. “She doesn’t like to sing, huh?” Looking back at me he added, “You know, if you were to join the Singers, you would sing a lot more than twice.”

			Jrue laughed awkwardly. “She knows that,” he said pseudo-confidently. “She just needs a little more time to prepare, right?” He shot daggers with his eyes that pierced my bubble of nerves.

			“Yes, of course,” I said, straightening my posture. “I was a music major at my previous university, and I’m excited to get back on track with that here.”

			“Mm-hmm,” hummed Dr. Watkins with a skeptical glance. “Well, I happen to know exactly what the music chair is looking for in her majors. Perhaps you’d like to give me a little preview? I’d be happy to put in a good word. Once I hear you sing, of course.” He studied me with the gaze of a man whose opinion would carry a lot of weight.

			“If it’s all the same to you,” I whispered, “let’s stick with tomorrow.”

			Dr. Watkins made a hmph sound, propping his chin and tilting his head to consider me from first one angle, then another. “Do you know much about the Jubilee Singers, Miss Myra?”

			I nodded but decided against telling him about my granny and her fairy tales.

			“We uphold a strong legacy here. Jubilee Singers are the royalty of Fisk University. Leaders who carry a great deal of responsibility on campus. Even being considered is an honor.” He paused, closing his eyes slightly. “As director, my role is about more than listening to people sing. There’s also a spiritual component. I hand select every Singer. I pray before each audition and fast before making a single selection. That said”—he circled around me—“I have a feeling about you. And the timing makes it seem even more destined. See, this rarely happens midyear, but we just so happen to have an opening. And with the way Jrue described your voice, well, I’d love to hear you sing.”

			My heart was racing. I was either ecstatic or about to pass out.

			“Let’s wait until tomorrow,” he continued, “so you have time to prepare. I’ll arrange for the music chair to conduct your audition here at the same time. Since you don’t want to sing twice.” He winked. “How does that sound, Miss Myra?”

			I nodded, though I wasn’t sure how I’d gone from one audition to possibly two. Just then I caught Jrue giving me a thumbs-up from the corner of my eye, and I remembered. Ugh, boys.

			“See you tomorrow,” Dr. Watkins called cheerily before turning to address his choir. I could hear the echoes of their rich harmonies still reverberating in my ears when I was halfway down the hall. Then I heard an equally melodious voice call out from behind me.

			“Hey, wait up,” Jrue said, jogging my way.

			I tucked my head and tried my best to become invisible. After all that Jrue had done to get me in front of Dr. Watkins, I’d basically frozen. I was embarrassed and expecting a confrontation.

			But when he reached me, his face was filled with compassion. I tried to avoid his eye contact but when I eventually gave in and met his gaze, I nearly melted on impact. There was something about Jrue that felt familiar, here in this place where everything else was so new. Despite my hesitations, I couldn’t help but give in to that good feeling. So, I let myself melt.

			“Hi,” I finally said.

			“Hi,” he said back.

			And for a while, we just walked together, without saying anything else. His steps were unhurried, and he walked in a crooked line that kept him bumping his elbow into mine every few steps. Either he had an issue with coordination, or he was trying to find an excuse to touch me…

			“What happened back there?” Jrue spoke softly.

			“Don’t you need to finish rehearsal?”

			“Nah, this is my day off. I was just there for you. Wanna sit somewhere and strategize?”

			I nodded and followed him, internally gushing over the whole “I was just there for you” part.

			“The way he kept saying your name was kinda creepy. Miss Myra,” Jrue mimicked, as we settled beside each other on an upholstered bench. “Maybe I need to start calling you Rose instead.”

			My eyes grew wide. “Why would you say that? Where’d you get that from?”

			Jrue chuckled and grabbed my phone out of my hand, turning it over to reveal the stickers decorating the back of my case. Covered by an assortment of roses, all in different shapes and colors.

			“Oh, right.”

			“Do you just love roses or—”

			“It’s my granny’s name,” I cut in, “and my middle name, too.”

			“Dope! Are y’all close?”

			“Yeah, super close.” I paused thoughtfully. “She’s actually the reason why I came here.”

			“Oh yeah? She a Fiskite, too?”

			I shook my head with a smile. “Not in real life, but in her mind, for sure. Once it was time for me to start college, well, you know how it goes.” I shrugged. “My parents pretty much decided for me, which is why I started at UofM. But when I needed to leave, I knew exactly where I’d go.”

			“Why did you need to leave?” Jrue asked carefully, as if he knew it was a minefield.

			I shrugged with pretend nonchalance. “Just wasn’t a good place for me.”

			“I feel that,” Jrue replied. “Real talk, Jubilee has been like my home away from home. It’s where I found my place here when I was a little lost sophomore, kinda like somebody else I know.”

			I pushed Jrue playfully as he winked. “You gotta see what fits for you, though. Get involved with other stuff. As much as I hope my people will be your people, maybe there’s another place on campus that’ll feel more like home. It’s kinda like…cookies,” Jrue said thoughtfully. “All of us here, we’re cookies. No brownies or pies or cupcakes or whatever. Cookies.”

			I giggled and wrinkled my brow at his strange analogy.

			“The best thing about being at an HBCU is that you don’t really have to find your community. ’Cause it’s all of us. You just have to find your tribe. It’s like, we’re all cookies, but what kind of cookie are you?”

			“I guess that makes sense.”

			“So, tell me this. What did you do at your last school?”

			“Classes,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Mostly. I did get into going to football games at the Big House, though. Oh, and I did a fashion show once, ’cause my roommate was one of the organizers.”

			Jrue paused curiously before speaking. “We’ll get back to that. But I meant clubs, organizations, teams. Stuff like that.”

			“Oh, right,” I said, hiding my embarrassment behind my elbow. “Yeah, well, just one. I’m a Delta. I didn’t really have time for anything else, besides that.”

			Jrue made the face that every Black person makes when they find out I’m a Delta—a mix of respect, intrigue, and, depending on their own backstory, either distaste or admiration.

			The Divine Nine was never on my radar before I started college. Neither of my parents had pledged, and my first introduction to sororities and fraternities on the UofM campus was the white ones, with their giant on-campus houses that came equipped with cleaning ladies, their front lawn red Solo Cup soirees, and, famously, their foam parties. During freshman year welcome week, I learned there were Black sororities and fraternities on campus, too, the Divine Nine (or eight, in my case, because the AKAs on our campus had been snatched for over a decade).

			“Being a Delta was honestly the highlight of my time at UofM. And a big part of why it was hard to leave. As much as I knew I wanted to transfer here, I was also pretty comfortable there.”

			“That’s real. You know, the Alpha Beta chapter here is mad dope! Have you met any of ’em? Maybe you could get active with the Deltas here, so you don’t have to lose that.”

			“I don’t know, it kinda seems like a lot. I’m already working on the music major, and now the Jubilee audition…I don’t wanna do too much, you know?”

			“There’s one person I know of who’s Greek and in Jubilee. And she happens to also be a Delta. Her name is Amani. Maybe you should talk to her. See what her experience is like.”

			“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said, biting my lip.

			“Why not? What are you afraid of?”

			Being a disappointment, for starters, I thought. After all that was sacrificed for me to be here. “I just can’t afford for this to fail,” I eventually mouthed, just above a whisper.

			“You’re not gonna fail, Rose. I won’t let you.”

			My heart fluttered at the sweet sound of the name I shared with Granny in his mouth. “You won’t let me,” I said, placing my hands on my hips playfully. “Why not? What’s in it for you?”

			Jrue met my gaze and stared into my eyes for several seconds without speaking a word. My heart was barely beating, and I could feel every inch of my body heat up like he’d lit a flame beneath me. I tried to focus, but all I could think about was letting the blazing-hot fire consume me.

			“For one,” Jrue eventually said, “it makes me happy to introduce new people to Jubilee.”

			I smirked, still working on resuming my natural breath. “And two?”

			Jrue stood and reached out his hand to help me up. I grabbed it and felt the same electricity from the library, except now the spark was fuller, more alive.

			“For two, I could think of worse ways to spend my time than helping a new classmate find her way. Which reminds me. Have you been to the Memorial Chapel yet? It’s pretty much my favorite place on campus. They use it for concerts, graduation, stuff like that. Word is, Langston Hughes read poetry there back in the day. And there’s this organ there, worth millions, one of the best you can find anywhere in the U.S.”

			“What are you, like, Mr. Fisk?”

			“You got jokes.” Jrue laughed. “I’m just saying, I can take you, if you want. Might be cool to see more of campus. And”—he paused—“there’s a big stepshow tonight, and I think we should go. I can introduce you to Amani and the other Deltas, and you can see if it’s a fit. That cool?”

			I bit my lip and nodded. If nothing else, it would be fun to see more of Fisk. And Jrue.

			“So, back to this fashion show,” Jrue said curiously. “Was this a catwalk situation or…”

			I pushed him playfully as we headed out into the fresh air. “Just start the tour, Mr. Fisk.”
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			My first stepshow at UofM was just twelve days after I crossed Delta. I went straight from pledging to probate to step practice—staying up all night and getting whipped into shape by our stepmaster, my new line sister, who had choreographed a couple dances in high school “for fun” but had no other qualifications for the job beside that she had rhythm, and we did not. She was able to work the miracle, somehow, and that first stepshow—which took place at 9:13 p.m. on the library steps across from the Diag—was attended by everybody Black on campus and was talked about for weeks after our last sung You cannot sliiiide, in my sor-or-ity!

			I hummed the melody in my head and held tight to that cherished memory as I approached my first Fisk stepshow, wearing my UofM line jacket and hoping I wouldn’t get laughed back to my dorm. Before I could get too deep off in my head, I spotted Jrue, waving at me from across the lawn and standing beside a girl I vaguely remembered from rehearsal. She was slightly taller than Jrue, light-skinned with deep burgundy micro braids, and wearing her own line jacket over a white tank top, oversized camo pants, and red heels. A classic Delta look.

			“Hey,” I said once I reached Jrue and he introduced the vaguely familiar girl as Amani. A boisterous cluster of Deltas practiced their moves and rehearsed chants behind them.

			“This is your soror, Myra,” Jrue said to Amani, who in turn repeated the announcement to our sorors, getting everyone’s attention and pointing in my direction. They smiled politely and, after the standard Delta greeting, went back to their practice.

			“Nice to meet you,” I said shyly.

			“Amani, I been telling Myra about how you’re the only person that does both Delta and Jubilee. Maybe you could tell her more about what that’s like?”

			“I mean, I can but I don’t know if it’s gonna help,” Amani said with a chuckle. “Doing both Delta and Jubilee Singers is a lot. There’s a reason why folks frown at the idea. Being a Jubilee Singer is like being an athlete or being in a frat or sorority on any other campus. It’s celebrity status, and everybody, even the Greeks, knows that Jubilee Singers comes before anything else.”

			“Wait a minute now, the Jubilee Singers might be the A-list celebrities on campus,” Jrue cut in, “but the D9 Greeks are still B-list. And who doesn’t love an entertaining B-list celebrity?”

			“True.” Amani laughed as she rehearsed her steps. “And I’m not tryna discourage you, just warning you. If you decide you wanna do both, make sure you figure out your balance.”

			“How did you find yours?” I asked, watching Amani flawlessly master her moves.

			She chuckled. “I’m still figuring it out, but my favorite part of being a Fiskite is the feeling of purpose it gives me, like, by coming here, I can be so much more. Like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. Something about that makes everything else fall into place.”

			The words felt nostalgic. I smiled peacefully as one of the Alphas greeted the crowd with a lively yell that got everybody’s attention. “Are all the orgs stepping tonight?” I asked.

			Amani nodded. “This is one of many informal shows we put on whenever there’s a new line. It’s always a good time, but it means that between probates and midterms, we have no time to practice.”

			“I remember those days.” I laughed. “I’m not the best stepper, but if y’all need more people next time, I could join a couple rehearsals. No promises that I’ll be any good—”

			“Delta Sigma Theta, up next!”

			“Gotta go, but definitely! Let’s talk after. Maybe I can help you get ready for the audition!”

			“Make that we,” Jrue said, reminding me of his presence. “I’d love to help you get ready for the audition, too. If you want.”

			I tried to hide my blush behind my hands, but not before he saw it and blushed back.

			“Wanna get closer?” he asked, pointing at the stage.

			“Sure,” I said, feeling the intensity of our bodies pressing closer and closer together as we merged deeper into the crowd. We reached the front just as the Deltas prepared to take the stage.

			“I bet y’all ain’t have stepshows like this in Michigan,” Jrue said with a smirk.

			“You’d be surprised. For a mostly white school, our Black spaces were top-tier.” A fact, with an important caveat that I decided to skip: Black people in predominantly white spaces were constantly up against the whims and wants of white people. Every outfit we chose, every code switch, every hairstyle and reaction. One way or another, all our choices had to do with that gaze, that pressure we could always feel. Which, in a way, is what had caused me to leave, in the end.

			“Oh yeah?”

			“For sure,” I said, focusing on the good. “Greek life, gospel choir, BSU…we even had our own Black homecoming and Black graduation!”

			“That sounds pretty dope,” Jrue said, “like in an ‘if I had to go to a white school’ sorta way.”

			I giggled and pushed his shoulder. “Yeah, yeah, I know it’s no HBCU, but it kinda felt like the next best thing, you know?”

			“So, then why’d you leave?”

			I considered possible answers to his question, starting with: I was unhinged and anguished and full of regret, and ending with: I still have hope that I can make her proud. “It wasn’t one thing in particular,” I replied instead, thinking fast. “I guess I just…wanted more than that.”

			“Fair,” Jrue began, before he was interrupted by the start of the Deltas’ show.

			I clapped my hands and tuned in, excited to be done with the line of questioning. As I watched the Deltas step, my mind rewound to the only positive thing my parents had been able to say to me about transferring (after finally accepting defeat). We were watching a rerun of Fresh Prince, and as Will stumbled through his first day at Bel-Air Academy, my dad turned to me and said, “That’s the thing about a fresh start. You get to decide who you want to be, almost like you’re reinventing yourself. Make sure you think about that. Who you want to be now. Use it wisely.”

			“Did y’all see us up
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