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    To the twelve-year-old me.

Thanks for keeping us safe, and know that you are loved.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Yeah, it sholl is nice when what you have to say is well received. But life don't work like that baby girl. Putting yourself out there in this big ole world to get hurt is part of the life experience."
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Please turn to the back of the book to see list of detailed triggers before reading.
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​Prologue

​The Summer of ’95
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One afternoon, with her Walkman blasting the latest track from Jade’s favorite radio station, she saw a group of boys following her. Seeing one of her cousins with them, Jade chose to pretend not to see them. Until her cousin started to shout at her. Turning around to yell back, Jade’s eyes grew twice their regular size when a rock darted toward her face. 

“What y’all do that for?!” Jade shrieked while jumping to the side. 

The boys laughed as they picked up more rocks. Jade’s heart slammed hard into her chest before she took off running down the street.

“Dang! Her fat ass can run!”

Jade didn’t turn around to see who was talking, her only goal was to get back home. But the boys started to run behind her too, and they were faster. Her eyes burned as she bolted around the corner. When Jade saw the silver buick in the yard, she wanted to shout from happiness. 

Granny Gladys stood on the driver’s side of the car, with a cigarette in one hand and the other on her hip. Jade didn’t care that granny didn’t keep her promise to stop smoking, all that raced through her mind was getting into the older woman’s arms. 

“What y’all chirrin doing now?” 

Jade’s whole chest was on fire, but she didn’t dare stop. Reaching out her arms, she grabbed a hold of granny’s small waist and wept when her granny’s familiar scent  made it to her nose.

“We was just playing!”

Hearing her older cousin lie, Jade looked up at her granny and the woman wiped Jade’s eyes with her hand. 

“That true Jade? Y’all was playing?”

When Jade shook her head, she saw her granny’s eyes get smaller before looking out at the boys and flicking the cigarette into the air. “Y’all gone and play somewhere else, ‘fore I start playing with a fresh switch!”

Soon Jade felt her granny’s hands touch her back, causing more tears to stream down her round face.

“What happened baby girl?” 

Jade sniffled. “I-I-I went to the store for more paper and w-when I was walking back home they th-threw rocks at me.”

Her eyes were stayed blurry, no matter how much she wiped at them with the back of her hands. 

“You ain’t say nothing to them?”

Looking up at granny Gladys, a fresh wave of hurt filled Jade’s eyes. “I ain’t say nothing to them!” 

Then she did something that she knew could land a switch on her tail, but Jade didn’t care, Jade pointed out to the road where the boys were and shouted, “They always picking on me! Why?!”

She could feel granny Gladys hands tighten against her shoulders, and Jade straighten her back. A child not ‘staying in their place’ and yelling at an adult was bad manners, so Jade knew that shouting at her granny was for sure going to end with her getting a sharp tree twig to her soft behind. She took a few more sharp breaths when granny Gladys’ callused hand pinched her chin.  It seemed like forever passed while granny stared down at Jade. 

“I know you’s mad, but you best ‘member who you talkin’ to, little girl.”

Hearing granny scold her instead of having Jade walk to the big tree in front of their house, a new feeling of hope filled Jade’s chest. “Yes ma’am.” Jade mumbled out. A beat passed before she added, “I’m sorry.”

Silence followed as granny let go of Jade’s chin. “Well, they gone now. Anyway, I got something for you.” 

Trying to get her heart to slow down, Jade nodded and went with her granny to the passenger side of the four-door Buick. When the car door opened, a long black bag was in the first seat. At least it looked like a bag to Jade. “What is it granny?”

“You tell me. Gone and pick it up.”

Jade put her bag of notes on one side as she reached out for the strange bag. It felt rough at first, but when Jade lifted it, she realized that there was something solid inside. Curious, she tilted her head and saw a zipper on the end. Turning back to her granny, she pulled on the zipper and saw what looked like shiny wood. Frozen in place, Jade was almost too scared to hope it was what she thought it was. 

“I gotta gone back to work soon girl! Gone and take it out already. I know you know what it is by now.”

Grinning wide enough to split her cheeks, Jade snatched the guitar out of the black bag. She’d wanted a guitar of her own after listening to the weekly top 40 for almost a year with granny and her auntie Dee. To know that she had one now made her feel so happy that she couldn’t hold it in. Dropping the guitar back on the seat, Jade ran into granny’s arms for a second time. “Thank you granny!”

“Well, don’t thank just me. Dee gave me half the money to buy it. And there’s some books inside one of them pockets too.”

Looking back at the black bag, Jade finally saw the opening and the small books it held. She blinked away the new tears and whispered, “I’mma thank her too.” 

“It’s our birthday present to you. So take good care of it, ya hear?”

Jade brought her lips together as her nose started to sting. 

No one had gotten her a birthday present before. Growing up in a house with six other kids, she always heard the grown ups say how money was too tight for gifts on everyone's birthday. So Jade learned early to not ask for anything. To finally get something from her two favorite people in the world on her special day made Jade’s heart grow in size. 

She brought her eyes up to meet granny’s one last time, “Thank you so much granny.”

Granny Gladys bent down and kissed Jade’s forehead. “You welcome.”

Collecting the new notebooks and guitar, Jade looked at her granny and then across the street where her cousin and his friends were doing flips on an old mattress outside an abandoned house.

“You don’t pay them no nevermind baby girl.”

Clutching her gift, Jade hung her head. “Why ain’t I like everybody else, granny?”

Feeling her granny’s hands pull her chin up, Jade looked into her eyes. Granny didn’t look mad. She looked like how Jade’s friends sometimes did when they were trying to solve a hard math problem in class. 

“You always been a little different. Nothing wrong with that – that’s just who you are. Don’t go trying to change to fit nobodies’ mold of what they think you ought to be. That’s how gems break baby – by giving in to pressures that weigh them down. You meant to shine. So you just keep on shining baby girl.”

Jade liked when people remembered where the meaning of her name came from. And besides the not smoking no more part, she couldn’t think of a time her granny ever not told her the truth. So Jade tried to stand up taller and nodded.

“Okay. I’mma try.” 

She picked up her bags with one hand and sprinted toward the house, turning one last time to wave at granny Gladys.

“I love you granny!”

Granny Gladys made her way to the driver’s side of the Buick, but turned to face Jade. Sending a small smile back to her, granny got in the car and started the engine. And Jade stood in the doorway and watched her granny drive away, until the car was too far down the street to see anymore before going inside to finally play with her new gift.

​

​

​

​

​

​
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​Chapter One 

​Sweet Valley Lows
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Home was finally bearable, with everyone too busy to tease her anymore. She did have some school friends, but once that final bell rang, they all would go their separate ways. Every Friday, it was the same, she would walk with them until they reached the student car lot and when asked if she needed a ride, Jade would say no. Making her way to the city bus stop, she wondered, Is this how it’s gonna be for me now? When school ends? 

She tried to remember what granny Gladys told her years ago about accepting being different, but it was hard. Without granny here to remind Jade anymore, she felt so alone. Lung cancer took granny to the grave just before her 16th birthday, and since the day Jade had to watch the pallbearers carry her granny in the white and chrome casket to what was now her final resting spot, she felt alone.  

Stepping off the city bus, Jade made her way through the tall gate entrance to Northern Lights High School. She didn’t have any morning classes, but loved leaving the house as early as she could. With Luxe strapped to her back, Jade made her way to the music rooms that were just behind the administrative offices and squinted to see if any of the lights were on. Seeing a light further down the corridor, Jade made her way to the room. Until she heard someone call her name. 

“You Jade, right?” 

Jade surveyed the girl in front of her, and immediately recognized her. It was hard not to, since the short girl’s photo was plastered all over campus. Kim was one of the popular kids always up for some award, played basketball and was now part of the orchestra, thanks to her saxophone playing boyfriend, another popular kid. “Hey. Yeah, my name’s Jade.” 

“I thought so. I be seening you around here by yourself.” the girl replied. 

Jade really wanted to be alone and not take part in a social experiment, so she asked, “Is there another room open? I want to practice before classes start.”

“Dang girl, you don’t know how to talk to people?” Kim scoffed and said under her breath, “Guess that’s why you ain’t got no friends.”

As Jade turned to leave, Kim spoke again. “I’m sorry, I ain’t mean nothing by it. You can come sit with me. You know, before class starts”

Sighing, Jade forced a small smile on her face. “I’m straight. See you.”

Not waiting for Kim to say another word, Jade turned on her heels and darted out of the music room. I’m so done with these social experiments.

Sometimes other girls, outside of Jade’s small group of music friends, would come up and talk to her. In the early mornings before school, when Jade was in the library, after school, or pretty much whenever their ‘real’ friends weren’t around.  It started happening so much that Jade started to call the moments ‘social experiments’. 

These popular girls would tell Jade how they felt about everything - their fears about not fitting in, not really liking the boyfriends they had, or how scared they were about life after high school. 

At first, Jade liked it. She liked the attention, and having someone to talk with about what life was gonna be like after high school. Especially after granny’s death, the conversations made her feel less alone. Though the second when someone the girls knew would show up, they would forget that they were talking to Jade and leave without even saying goodbye. 

But Jade remembered all of it. 

Especially the look in the girls eyes when they would get up to leave with the ones they called friends. They looked so sad. Like they had no choice but to go, even though they ain’t want to. 

After her sophomore year of ‘social experiments’, Jade stopped feeling good about talking to those girls. And several months into her junior year, Jade was convinced that everything about high school was a waste of time. 

But she did have one thing that she wanted. Jade wanted to study music after graduation. Last week at the school’s college fair she listened to someone from Miami University talk about the music programs they offered, and when they gave her a postcard that showed off their conservatory, she wanted to know more. Which is why she scheduled a meeting with her assigned guidance counselor, Mr. Eagle. 

Though after trekking across campus during free period and having to wait twenty minutes after her appointment time, Jade found herself sitting inside the small reception area wishing she’d just left school early to start looking for a part-time job.

The girl behind the big desk called her name and Jade turned to see a short lanky man wiping his face with a dark handkerchief. 

“Mr. Eagle’s ready to see you.” was all the girl said before picking up the phone ringing at the desk.

Jade stood and walked through the warm office.

“S-sorry about the air conditioning.” he offered, dapping at the corners of his eyes again. “Maintenance still hasn’t made it out yet to fix the unit.”

Jade didn’t wait to be offered a seat as she plopped down in the chair. Mr. Eagle kept the door to his office open as he made his way to the desk. Shuffling a small brown folder while staring, he spoke again. “So, I believe you wanted to see me about potentially going to college?”

“Yeah.”

He eyed the papers again and let out a chuckle, “Well, that’s...that’s a good goal to have.”

The heat inside the tiny office, along with the voices outside and clanking of fingers on a keyboard stole the little focus Jade had left. She tried to focus and answer the man’s questions, but everything around her was loud and draining her attention away. She managed to get through the general questions at least, until the older man asked how things were going at home.

That was when a group of basketball players rushed inside, laughing and stomping down the narrow corridor, their voices echoing loudly off the walls. With no more patience left, Jade snapped, “What my home situation got to do with anything?”

Staring at the many framed certificates and awards behind him that were hung on the wall, Jade waited for him to speak.  

Mr. Eagle craned his head around to the window behind his desk and cleared his throat. “I see. Well, umm...are you involved in after-school activities?”  

“No.” 

As the word left her mouth, Jade could feel her last chance at going to the University of Miami slip away. Jade knew it was a long shot, but she was getting desperate. And with her 18th birthday just a few months away, Jade knew it was only a matter of time before the woman trying to fill in as her guardian would start charging her rent. She had to know if she even had a chance at getting into Miami University. It was the only college she wanted to apply for - the only college she could afford to apply for, since they all came with admission fees. Jade had only managed to make enough playing on Luxe, her guitar, downtown for drunks to pay for one admission application. 

If I have even a small chance of getting in, I have to know.

“Overall, you haven’t been under any disciplinary action while at Northern Lights. And you speak well enough, with surprisingly good grades to boot!” Another chuckle, this time a little more shaky than the first one, slipped from his lips before he went on, “Though there is more that would be required before submitting an admission to college. Adding some extracurricular activities would really make your admissions stand out.”

Jade stared at the older man, trying to make sure she heard him right. “If my grades are good enough, and I’ve already chosen my major- why I gotta do more?”

Seeing the fragile man look down while shuffling the paperwork in front of him, Jade waited as he quickly sighed. “Well, yes, you meet all the minimum requirements, that’s true. However, colleges receive thousands of applicants each semester. And in order to improve your chances of being selected, you have to stand out. Being more involved in school clubs and organizations can help.”

“Okay. Thanks.” was all Jade could think to say. Not waiting to be asked, she stood up and made her way out of the office.

“I-I hope we can talk again soon, Ms. Thompson.”

Rolling her eyes, Jade closed the door behind her. Why I gotta be ‘more involved’ in high school stuff to go to college? That don’t make no sense.  

Spotting the city bus at the traffic light just a block away from the school, Jade gripped her messenger bag and the black gig bag carrying Luxe tight before sprinting to the bus stop.
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​Chapter Two

​The New Boy in Town
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A week later Jade went with her sister Diamond to the Palms mall. While Diamond was getting a mani and pedi at a nearby nail shop, Jade stopped inside the music store, SoundTracks. One of the few places that she could spend hours in, besides the library. 

I really need this escape today! 

There was a ‘Help Wanted’ sign hanging at the first register, prompting Jade to pause. Seeing a pen and a few blank application forms out front, she took one and began filling it out. Next to it was a white bin that said ‘Completed Applications Here’, so after finishing the form, Jade placed it into the bin as instructed. With that done, she made way to the international music aisle.  

Since last year, more music from Japan and Korea had been added to the section, and Jade couldn’t wait to hear the latest sounds. Reaching out to grab a CD from the boy group Bangers, Jade’s hands came in contact with someone else’s. Jumping backwards, she looked up with wide eyes to see a boy staring at her.

“Sorry, didn’t see you.” 

He was the same height as Jade, with deep reddish brown skin and curly dark hair that had frosted white tips on the ends. Taking two steps back, Jade's lips parted to speak, but the boy in front of her beat her to it. “So, you a Bangers fan, uh? Name three of their top tracks then.”

I know he ain’t serious!

It was bad enough she had to let go of her dream college last week, but now having this dude test her like he had all the answers left Jade ready to fight. Narrowing her eyes, Jade finally spoke. “I’ll do one better and name three reasons why you ain’t shit.”

When he didn’t move, Jade put a hand on her hip and looked down at his appearance, scanning for anything to diss him with. “Your frost tip dye job is pathetic and I can’t decide what’s dirtier - your denim jeans or them played out kicks.”

“Two.” the boy replied.

Seeing the guy in front of her smiling, Jade blinked.”What?”

He walked up to Jade and placed a CD back onto the display case. “You said you’d name three reasons why I ain’t shit, but I only heard two.”

What’s this fool’s deal?

“I’ve been helping my Pops all day at his construction job, and I ain’t had a chance to go back home and change. Though right now I’m kinda glad I didn’t.”

Jade froze. No one ever responded to her insults like that before and it left her lost as to what to say next. Though the guy in front of her had more to say. “Name’s Nashone.”

“Jade! Let’s go!”

She had never been so glad to hear Diamond yell for her in her whole life. Backing away slowly until she was several feet away from Nashone, Jade left SoundTracks.

“Who was that?” Diamond asked, admiring her French tip manicure.

“Who was who?”

Diamond cocked her head over to Jade as they walked outside of the mall and to her red Toyota Camry. “Your little friend. I saw him talking to you.”

Rolling her eyes, Jade sighed. “I don’t know him. I just went in and filled out an application.”

“Uh, huh, if you say so. He was kinda cute. You should’ve gave him the house number.”

She knew Diamond was joking, but just the thought of anyone calling her - especially a boy - at the house made Jade queasy. To shake off the feeling, Jade flippantly replied, “Nah! Enough boys call the house anyway, thanks to you.”

Scratching the back of her head, Jade listened as Diamond started the engine and sucked her teeth. “I was just trying to give you some free advice. You wouldn’t have to worry about getting no job if you was like me.” 

Jade sighed while putting on her seat belt. Feeling claws scratch the left side of her head in between where her thick cornrows and mini fro met, Jade yelped. 

“And this natural look ain’t doing you no favors either! Need to gone ‘head and let me take a straight comb to that mess.” Diamond tsked before pulling out of the parking lot.

Thinking back to the boy she just met, how he wasn’t fazed by anything she said, Jade couldn’t think of anything clever to say to Diamond’s comment about her hair. Which must be why her sister kept talking, “I’m just saying. Maybe if you relax your mane and your mouth more, folks will relax around you too. You’d finally have something to do on the weekends instead of avoiding mama and strumming that dang guitar. Withcho rude ‘lil ass.”

“I love you, Diamond, but I ain’t going back to the creamy crack.”

Diamond reached out her hand and Jade instinctively tilted her head toward the window while her older sister turned on the radio, causing Diamond to laugh. “Just wait - one of these nights when you sleeping, I’mma creep in your room and lather you right on up!”

Images of waking up to Diamond looming over her wearing gloves and holding an African Pride box in the middle of the night left Jade’s overactive brain going into high gear. 

Knowing her crazy ass, she just might try that mess. Let me start sleeping with an extra satin scarf from now on.

The two heard one of their favorite songs and began rapping along, giggling as Diamond weaved through the midday traffic.

* * *
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That next Monday, Jade and a few friends walked into their strings class together. Until Lucky, another guitarist, stopped mid-sentence. Jade almost cussed, since she was walking directly behind her classmate and abruptly stopped, causing a few others to roughly bump against her back where Luxe was strapped. 

“Dang! Who’s he?” 

Jade’s attention went to where Lucky stared off to, and she wanted to immediately walk out of the room. 

Why’s he here?

While the others murmured about the new boy in their third period class, Jade was doing her best to make sure he didn’t notice her. Stepping back, she let her friends walk in front and took a seat as close to the classroom door as possible. Hearing the morning bell, the other students sat as well, and they continued talking until their teacher entered. Making their way to the front of the class, the man stopped when the new guy stood up and handed him a form. Looking over it, their teacher nodded and turned to face the class. “Everyone, say hello to Nas-on Micheals.” 

“It’s Na-shone. Nashone Daniels, sir.”

A few students giggled as their teacher nodded while scribbling in their black and red school planner. “You all make sure to help Nashone here get settled in, okay?” 

Not waiting for a response, their teacher went to their desk and picked up the attendance folder to take roll.

Dang! I forgot ‘bout roll call. 

Trying not to panic, Jade slowly eased out of her seat and grabbed Luxe along with her school bag.  Just as she was a few feet away from reaching the door handle to freedom, their  teacher called out, “In a hurry to leave already, Ms. Jade?”

The snickers that followed wouldn’t normally bother Jade, but knowing that she’d been spotted left her with no choice than to face the front of the class. “I, uh, I remembered I had to see the front office about something.” she weakly mumbled.

“Whatever it is, it can wait until after class. Sit back down, please.”

Jade did as she was told and tried to ignore the stares as she went back to her seat. Class resumed and Jade could feel Nashone staring at her. While looking over her completed theory exercises, she finally got up the nerve to look ahead. Sure enough, the boy from the record store last weekend was staring directly at her. 

Showing off all his teeth, Nashone raised a hand her way, to which Jade inhaled sharply before grabbing her workbook. Pulling it up high enough to cover her face, Jade heard a snort and quickly lowered the book to find Nashone turning back around in his seat and shaking his head. 

Girl focus! Finish your work so you can bounce before the bell rings.

Closing her eyes, Jade pried one open and sighed in relief when she found Nashone’s back facing the class. She then put her workbook back down and went to work on the day’s lesson as fast as possible. Completing the last exercise, Jade tore the worksheet from her book and went to turn it in to her teacher.
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