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The day was finally here. After teaching as a public-school teacher for about five years, I decided to turn in my badge and leave my teaching license behind for good. In my early years after college, I was excited about the possibility of teaching, especially to underprivileged youth. I guess I had the superwoman mentality that I could save the world by educating our youth. I had bought everything from novice teacher books to expensive learning manipulatives. Furthermore, I had taken part in a teaching internship, so I was more than ready to use my new set of skills in the classroom. My first job at 16 was working at a local daycare. I had also taken on various babysitting jobs, in which I received rave reviews, might I also add. Through these jobs, I realized I should become a teacher. What better way could I give back to my community? My parents were ecstatic that their first-generation college graduating daughter would pursue a career of integrity, but those hopes were short-lived.

I can't recall when it first started, but my first year as a teacher was an absolute disaster. As much as I'd like to say that teaching was wonderful, I can't say that it was.

Principal Dawson, my principal at the time, was a rather obnoxious woman if you ask me. During my first year of teaching, she assigned me to a classroom of troublesome students who barely passed the fourth grade. It was her expectation that I should be able to work with any student without any difficulty. 

I could remember her exact words. “As a black educator, you should be able to handle and relate to these students.” The nerve of her, I thought. Working with students who were struggling was okay with me, but allocating every student with a discipline problem, regardless of color, to me year after year was ridiculous. I felt resentment about my teaching career, and it was frustrating. It bothered me, even more, when Principal Dawson would make exceptions for my white colleagues. She made certain that their students were well-behaved and had superior academic skills. It wasn't that my white colleagues didn't have their own set of challenges in the classroom, but Principal Dawson went out of her way to make sure they had the fewest. I wasn't the only black teacher who felt that way. The worst part of all was that Principal Dawson herself was black, but like Zora Neale Hurston used to always say, “all skin folk ain't my kinfolk,” and she was right.

Principal Dawson made my teaching career extremely uncomfortable and practically hellish. Though I enjoyed teaching my students and had built a reputation for having the most disciplined and high-achieving class in my school, it required a lot of work and sleepless nights. In addition, I had developed severe migraines and backaches, all of which I had never experienced before. The stress was overwhelming, and there was no way I could continue teaching like this. It was clearly time for a change.

I had thought about transferring to other schools, but I was burned out. Even though my parents did not approve of my decision to leave this profession, I had to do what was right for me. It was critical to my health and overall being. I cared about my students and felt good knowing that I might have a positive impact on their lives, but this new generation of youth lacked respect. Their parents were also difficult to work with. It was time for me to move on. It was time to pursue something that I had always loved, cooking. It was no secret that I enjoyed cooking and dining in various restaurants. I used to take pictures of everything I cooked, baked, and ate. I suppose you could say my social media profiles were bursting at the seams with food-related images. It was a no-brainer for me to pursue a culinary career as a food blogger when I decided to leave teaching. Although my father may tell you that it was impractical, it was something I was enthusiastic about. I was twenty-eight years old, and I had no intention of squandering the next twenty-five years of my life working for a low-paying job with questionable retirement benefits. There are times when you have to take a risk, and I was willing to do just that.

“Have you finished packing?” asked my friend and fellow co-teacher, Joanna Morrison. The walls were stripped down from all of its posters and learning materials as she entered my cluttered classroom. The room was now crammed with vacant desks and an outdated chalkboard that they refused to remove from my class, despite my repeated requests.

“Girl, I'm all done. I can't believe how much material I've collected in the last five years. Just take a look at all of those boxes over there. I'll have to ask Mr. Marley if he can help me carry those down to my car.” Mr. Marley was the school’s custodian. He was accommodating, at least to me. Mr. Marley treated me nicely, even though some of the teachers complained that he refused to clean their rooms or empty their trash cans. I learned early on that treating everyone in the school community with respect was the best policy for creating fewer problems for myself. Although some of my coworkers could be unpleasant at times, I had formed great relationships with the majority of them.

“Yeah, I saw him go downstairs with Principal Dawson. She needed him to clean something up in her office. You know how much of a diva she can be,” Joanna said.

“Don't I know it? That's why I am so glad to be leaving this place. She has practically been avoiding my room all day.” Principal Dawson knew she needed to sign off on my discharge papers, but I knew she would take her precious time. She was still upset that I was leaving, but what did she expect? The woman didn't play fair, and I had enough of that.

“I feel awful about this, but I know you have to do what is best for you, Kaila. You are an amazing teacher, and I am going to miss you terribly. Who else will I be gossiping with?” Joanna laughed and rolled her eyes at the same time.

I went over to hug Joanna. I was going to miss seeing her every day. I would not have made it to five years if it hadn't been for her. 

“You know we're going to talk every day, girl,” I said as I broke our embrace. Nothing will change except my everyday interactions with Dawson.” I shook my head in disgust as I remembered some of the things that Dawson had done to me over the years.

“Well, I just wanted you to know that I wish you the best of luck on your new adventure.  You're going to be a fantastic food blogger. I can't think of anyone else who deserves it more,” she smiled.

A tear nearly fell from my eye as I was overcome with emotion by Joanna's comment. “You're going to make me cry, girl,” I sniffled.

“Oh, no, no. You're not going to cry on your final day here. This is a happy occasion.” Joanna grabbed my hands and led me in a silly dance.

I couldn't stop laughing. “Girl, you're a mess,” I said, giggling like a ten-year-old.

“And you know it,” she laughed. 

After a few seconds of silliness, I broke our embrace.

“Hey, I've got something I'd want to show you,” I said as I walked over to my desk to retrieve my phone. I wanted to tell her about the wonderful news I had gotten from the Gourmet Therapy Food Blog. They had just accepted me as their new food blogger for their popular online and social media platform. Everyone knew about Gourmet Therapy Food Blog, from celebrities to political figures. Restaurants almost fought over who would gain the most attention from this blog, since everyone knew that Gourmet Therapy was the most trustworthy food blog around.

“Look at this.” I handed over my phone to Joanna so she could read the email in which Gourmet Therapy congratulated me on becoming their newest blogger.

Joanna's face lit up with excitement as she read the email. “Kaila, you've excelled yourself yet again! I am so happy for you. My best friend is a food blogger for one of the most popular food blogs in the country! By simply standing next to you, you have just elevated me.” She began doing her happy dance once more.

Joanna was so extra that I couldn't help but laugh. I loved that about her. At times, she even wore her weave down past her behind and told the students she had grown it overnight. Joanna's outrageous hairstyles always had Principal Dawson in a state of shock. The look of absolute disgust on Dawson’s face was priceless. My friend's antics were going to be missed. 

“Joanna, you are too much. What am I going to do with you?”

“Come on K, not you too. You sound like David,” Joanna joked. David was Joanna's husband. I was well aware that Joanna's tremendous energy gave David a run for his money, but he adored her and would go to great lengths for her. If I ever got married, I would want a husband who would be as committed to me as David was to Joanna. My dating life, on the other hand, was nothing to write home about. In reality, I barely had time to date because of my hectic schedule as a teacher.

Joanna and I continued our conversation talking about old times and current drama among our school officials until Joanna went back into her classroom to clean up. It was the end of the year, and the students had just started their summer break. It was a busy time for all the teachers to clean their classrooms. Principal Dawson finally arrived in my classroom at 3:45 p.m., to be precise. She was aware that I was expecting her, but she didn't seem to mind.

“Ms. Jamison,” she said firmly and authoritatively. She then took a seat at one of the vacant desks where I had placed my discharge papers. I was surprised that she could fit into it. When she had found a comfortable position, she looked at me with concern. “I am deeply saddened by your decision to leave. It was wonderful working with you, but I guess this new generation of educators is lacking the heart we had when I first taught.” As she began signing my discharge papers, she muttered something under her breath.

This woman had some damn nerve. Someone who hadn't taught in a classroom in over two decades, in my opinion, had no authority to criticize teachers today. In addition, I'm sure she had a far more supportive principal than I had. I refused to let her get away with her sly remark, so I countered.

“Respectfully, I disagree, Ms. Dawson. Anyone who decides to go to college to become a teacher does so because they are passionate about what they do. It doesn't mean they won't lose their enthusiasm. But, in my opinion, teachers require greater support, and little is being done to ensure that they have it.”

Principal Dawson grimaced as she handed me my papers. Her lopsided smile drew attention to her dreadful pink lipstick. The woman was attractive, but her cunning and nefarious ways did not help her image or highlight her best qualities. She began to resemble the principal from the film Matilda.

“I am certain that our district has provided a great deal of training and assistance to our teachers. Sometimes, this profession is not cut out for everyone you know.” She was clearly attempting to defend the district's moral ethics, but it was failing miserably. I'd learned to keep my mouth quiet whenever she did me wrong over the years, but today I had time.

“Ms. Dawson, I believe that you should let the teachers be the judge of that. Sure the district has provided a lot of training, but unfortunately, internal leadership has failed to fulfill its own obligations. You can't possibly understand what a teacher goes through unless you're in her classroom.” With that said, I looked at her with a smile of my own. She was about to lift her mouth to speak again, but then I interjected. “Thank you, Ms. Dawson, but I must go now. I have to turn in my teacher’s badge before the school administration office closes. I’m sure you understand.” I took my purse from the table, giving her the signal that I was in a hurry. Mr. Marley had already taken my boxes down to my car. Now that I had my signed discharge papers, it was time for me to go.

Principal Dawson stood from the desk and handed me over my papers. “Well, I wouldn't want to stand in your way Ms. Jamison, take care of yourself.” 

“I will and you do the same,” I replied. I then walked out of the classroom, never looking back. After that, I felt liberated and was ready to embark on my new career.
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It had been a full week since I had left my teaching career. It was nice knowing that I would not be returning. Many of my friends were perplexed as to why I would leave teaching, even though they were aware of the severe impact it had on my life. I couldn't understand why people who claimed to care about me wanted me to keep doing something that made me miserable. In any case, as a realist, I stopped caring about what those folks thought. People were unaware of how difficult it was to educate nowadays. The teacher strikes that often popped up around the country were for a reason. 

The expectations of teaching were becoming too much. This was why so many public schools were failing. The school districts were under a lot of pressure to ensure that all students passed state assessments, which was understandable. However, they were unable to take into account the mass of students who were reading below grade level and facing systemic trauma. These students were just being passed through the system. The school-to-prison pipeline was as real as its proponents claimed. As a teacher, I had numerous responsibilities. You had to teach, preach, counsel, and even parent at times. Year after year, the number of parents who had neglected or abandoned their children had increased. Many grandparents were suddenly becoming legal guardians, and it was difficult for them to raise their grandchildren, despite their best efforts. It was insane, but it was the truth. 

For me, the breaking point came when one of my students, Chris, was shot and killed by his mother's lover or uncle, as she referred to him. I can remember that incident like it happened yesterday. Chris had come to me and confided that his mother's boyfriend was abusing him. I could tell something had been wrong when he came to school hungry and was wearing the same clothes day in and day out. It wasn't uncommon for students in a low-income school to be without. Many parents did everything they could to care for their children with what they had, but some didn't. I took it upon myself to buy Chris some new clothes and a coat, which is something I regularly did for some of my students. I had even approached his mother about possible available resources, but it was evident that she was only concerned with herself. 

However, as soon as Chris informed me of the abuse, I immediately reported it to Principal Dawson and the school counselor, as was standard procedure. Both had informed me that they would contact child protective services right away. When child protective services came out, they found that the accusations were unfounded. His awful mother came to the school the next day raising hell about how we needed to stay out of her “damn business”. Principal Dawson, being the spineless woman she was, catered to the mother and was almost furious with me, as if I had made the whole thing up. But it didn't bother me, my students came first. Besides, Chris was not the type of child that would lie about something like that. 

As soon as the investigation was complete, the mother's boyfriend took a gun and fatally shot Chris and his mother, before turning the gun on himself. It was a tragic case of murder-suicide. For months, I was depressed and could only come to work for a few days at a time. Seeing Chris's empty desk in my classroom day in and day out only made things worse. I blamed myself so much that I went to see a therapist. My therapist at the time informed me that I had done everything I needed to do and that I needed to find peace, but I still felt guilty for not saving Chris from that situation. That experience transformed my life, and I realized that teaching was no longer an option for me.

During the summer months, I would typically take the first couple of weeks to relax and enjoy myself. The remaining weeks would be devoted to creating lesson plans, and other school year planning. I still hadn't figured out how to manage my life, but this summer would be the first in years where I could be focused on something that made me happy.

I'd told my parents about my new career, but they weren't interested in nontraditional occupations unless they paid well. I wish they had been more encouraging, but I understood they cared about me and thought a 9-to-5 job was the best option for me. As a millennial, I did not believe in working a traditional 9 to 5 if it wasn't getting me anywhere. I mean sure, it paid the bills, but life was just too short to settle. There were too many opportunities in life that were waiting for me. By the age of sixty, I hoped to be retired. If it meant I'd have to take a chance now to pursue my aspirations, I'd do it.

I decided to go for a jog in the morning. I hadn't put my physique to the test in a long time. I wasn't overweight by any means, but that didn't mean it wasn't in my genes. I enjoyed eating a nice piece of fried chicken and some macaroni cheese when I wanted to, but I also enjoyed eating salads and vegan items as well. My diet was well-balanced, which is why I got hired for my new blogging job. Tim, the editor and chief of Gourmet Therapy, praised the fact that my culinary portfolio covered a wide range of cuisines. He was looking for someone with a diverse appreciation for food, and that was me. 

I was scheduled to have a phone conference with Tim this afternoon. I had never visited Gourmet Therapy's headquarters, which was located in Florida. Facetime and phone interviews were used throughout the entire interview process, which was very exceptional in terms of technology. That was also something that bothered my parents. “What type of business recruits people they've never met before?” It was fortunate that they both were not privy to my previous online dating experiences. I would have never heard the end of it. It was a new day and time, and my parents would never understand.

After running a complete two laps around my condominium complex, I paused to drink some water from my water bottle. I had infused it with lemon to give it a citrus boost. I next used my face towel to wipe away the sweat droplets that threatened to drip down my brow. Southeast Virginia was unique in this regard. It could be extremely hot or extremely chilly. While taking a break to take in my surroundings, I observed Mr. Henney outside smoking. Mr. Henney had to be at least sixty-five years old. He said that smoking had never made him unwell before and that he had no intention of stopping now. Even though he did not have lung cancer or breathing problems, the smoke had thoroughly penetrated his skin. He smelled like an ashtray, and his yellowing nails and cloudy eyes continued to deteriorate. He may not have been in pain inwardly, but it showed in his appearance and smell. He looked up, and I waved over to him. I wasn't in the mood to start a long conversation with him today. Having been in the military and widowed, Mr. Henney loved to tell me the stories of his life as a young man. Although interesting at times, I could not do it today. He waved back with a smile. He then threw down his cigarette butte, stomped on it, and squashed it with his foot, and then he went back inside to his condominium.

Looking at my smartwatch, I realized that it was approaching noon and decided to do one more lap before calling it quits. Tim would be calling me soon to let me know about my first official assignment. I felt like a kid waking up on Christmas day. Who would have ever thought I would be a food blogger? I guess it's funny how life works.
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After showering and eating a tuna sandwich with a banana for lunch, I placed my laptop on my kitchen table and began to make sure my video and audio connections were good. Because I would be conducting the majority of my job remotely, I needed to ensure that I had a high-speed internet connection as well as high-quality audio and video devices. It was one of the reasons I had upgraded my already expensive internet services and purchased a small camera and audio set.  

Twenty minutes went by before my incoming conference call came through. It was Tim. My stomach churned with nervousness. I'd chatted with Tim previously, but this time seemed different because he was about to reveal my first assignment. I was able to connect the call. Tim's face appeared on the screen after a few seconds.

“Hey there, Kaila,” Tim greeted me with a warm smile, something I greatly appreciated. “How are things in Virginia?” Tim's voice was loud and clear. At least the audio was perfect.

“Hi, Tim. Things are great here. It’s a little hot and humid here, but I am sure you are used to that in Florida.” Tim was an Orlando native. The temperatures there surpassed any heatwave in Virginia by a long shot.

“Well, we don't call ourselves the Sunshine State for nothing,” he grinned, and I caught a glimpse of his sparkling teeth. His face, too, was free of imperfections. His hair was nicely slicked back with gel. Although I believed he was Cuban, I couldn't be certain. He was a nice-looking guy, but he wasn't quite my type. 

“Good point,” I said.

“So, now that you have joined our team. I bet you are excited.” Tim showed that marvelous smile again. I appreciated people with good teeth.

“Yes, this is like a dream come true for me,” I admitted.

“I'm delighted to hear that since I'm working on a very important and interesting project, that I thought you'd be great for.” Tim began accumulating papers around his desk until he found one in particular.

“What type of project?” I asked, not bothering to waste any more time.

Tim took a few moments to read the paper before looking up at the camera. He appeared to be genuinely excited. “Have you ever heard of Aunt Lena's Southern Almonds? They've started a chicken sandwich craze down in Houston.”

I thought about what he had said and realized that I knew exactly what he was talking about. Aunt Lena's Southern Almonds restaurants made waves when they unveiled their new crispy chicken sandwich. Even though there were only three of Aunt Lena's restaurants in Texas, customers were lining up for hours and fighting to get a reservation. I thought to myself, I like chicken sandwiches, but not enough to wait in line for hours. But what was Tim's proposal? I was in Virginia, which was a long way from Texas.

I finally responded. “Yes, I've heard about it. The whole country has.”

“I'm delighted you did since this assignment has your name all over it. I'd like you to travel to Texas and do an exclusive interview with the restaurant's owner, Mrs. Lena Washington. You will also be able to try the famous chicken sandwich and give your honest opinion on it. Is it truly “to die for,” as everyone claims?” Tim erupted in laughter. Tim was definitely excited for this interview, as did I, but Texas? That was not what I expected for my first project. This was a fantastic opportunity.

“When am I going to conduct this interview?” I asked, hoping that he wasn't the type to delegate tasks at the last minute. Principal Dawson was well-known for her ability to do just that.

“It'll be in two weeks. I'll have my assistant, Ashley, contact you to handle all of your travel arrangements. Of course, we cover all of your accommodation and travel costs. I'll also dispatch my cameraman to accompany you to capture footage of your visit. Carlos Rodriguez is his full name, however, he prefers to be called Hakeem.” That was interesting, I thought, but Tim must have known what I was thinking because his next response was, “Don't ask me why, but he has been with my company for years and has never let me down with his work. I think you two will get along quite well. I will make sure Ashley arranges a phone meeting with you two before you are set to fly out. I think it's good if you get somewhat acquainted.”

I suppose he was right, but I wasn't sure how I felt about leaving town with a man I didn't know, even if they worked for the same company. “Thank you, Tim. I look forward to this opportunity. How long should I expect to stay?”

“A week, at most. The video interview should take no longer than two days to complete. This allows Hakeem time to make any necessary changes or gather additional videos if needed. The good news is that once you've completed your assignment, you can spend the rest of the days enjoying Houston.”

What an opportunity! I was already enjoying my new job. Sure, I had reservations about visiting Texas, but it was something on my bucket list. We concluded the call after a few more minutes of discussing my assignment. I jumped out of my chair, performed a short dance, and yelled through the ceilings. I prayed none of my neighbors thought I'd gone nuts. I was ecstatic and I had some shopping and packing to do. I was off to the Lone Star State!
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My mother had finally eased off on me after a long twenty minutes of explaining to her that there was nothing wrong with a single woman traveling alone. Gloria Jamison was a wonderful mother, but she still had those overbearing ways that could get under my skin at times.

“I simply want to make sure you're safe, baby. They got all these human traffickers out here, you know. You have to be cautious, especially in such a large metropolis.”

“I know Mom, and believe me, I understand. There was a reason I spent five years learning kickboxing and self-defense. I promise to be cautious,” I said. The truth was that I could be in danger anywhere. There was no such thing as a safe location to me, but I knew that being cautious and staying alert was something that every woman needed to be concerned about. I hadn't practiced kickboxing in a year due to a back injury, but I promised myself I'd return once my doctor cleared me.

“How come your supervisor didn't just offer you a position here? I'm sure he could have found a Texas blogger who would have eaten that greasy chicken sandwich. Why does he want you to travel all the way down there for a sandwich? That makes absolutely no sense.” Mom was clearly frustrated.

“I don't know, Mom, and I didn't ask. I don't mind traveling. Besides, Tim is paying for everything. All I have to do now is eat and have fun,” I said, but I could hear her sighing, so she wasn't going to change her stance. I decided to change the subject. It was no use in trying to convince Gloria Jamison of something when she already had her mind made up. The rest of our conversation surrounded her book club and her new hobby of salsa dancing. I was relieved that the focus of the conversation remained on her.

Later that day, I visited a nearby shopping mall. The mall was not my favorite place to go. In my opinion, it was too busy and jammed with too many teenagers, however, I did have my favorite stores. Cute Vibrations was one of my favorite places to shop. It was a modest boutique run by a small black business owner. I've always made it a point to support black-owned businesses.

“It's nice to see you today.” As soon as I came into the store, Monique, the owner, greeted me. She was dressed in a black sundress with a stunning pair of ankle-wrapping sandals. Her ankle had a little flower tattoo that was extremely cute. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, showcasing her lovely mocha complexion.

I gave Monique a small hug as I greeted her. “It's good to see you too. What are you doing here on a Thursday?” I was happy to see Monique, but she normally was off on Thursdays.

“You know Dejah, right?” she asked me.

How could I forget her? She was always friendly and had good manners for an eighteen-year-old. “Yeah, I know, Dejah. Where is she?”

Monique sighed deeply. “She shattered her leg while riding a hoverboard the other day, so she won't be back for a long time. Those hoverboards are really dangerous. In any case, I have yet to discover a suitable replacement for her. It's difficult to find someone with excellent customer service skills. They should have a class on that in high schools, and while we're on the subject. How is your new job treating you?”

I smiled. I was overjoyed speaking about my career for the first time in a long time. “It's fantastic! In a few weeks, I'll be traveling to Houston on my first assignment.”

“Houston? What's in Houston?” Monique asked, her voice thick with a southern drawl. She was actually from Georgia. She had moved to Virginia about five years ago and was doing a great job in establishing her business here.

“My editor wants me to go down there and check out that new chicken sandwich that everyone has been raving about.”

“Wow Kaila, that's huge. Aunt Lena’s has gotten national attention. I've seen the crowds. Everyone is going crazy trying to get one of her sandwiches. I tell you what, that chicken sandwich must be one hell of a sandwich. I wish they had one in Virginia,” she laughed.
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