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  Dedication

For my children—may you always know that even in storms, love holds.

And for every survivor who ever chose to keep breathing when bullshit tried to bury them.







  
    
      “Sometimes survival doesn’t feel like living.

But it’s still the bravest thing we’ll ever do.”


    

    
      Ellington “RIXX” Bass Sr
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September 12, 2012 — Lancaster County Courthouse, Lincoln, Nebraska

The courtroom smelled like floor wax, old paper, and somebody’s cheap-ass cologne that tried too hard to be loud. DeAngelo Jenkins—DJ to everybody who mattered—stood there in shackles with his wrists kissed by steel and a chain at his ankles that clinked when he shifted. He tried to stand tall like he wasn’t shook, jaw set, chest out, but the truth flickered in his eyes whenever he looked anywhere that wasn’t the judge. Up on that bench, robe draped heavy like authority didn’t weigh nothin’, the man read years off like numbers on a cash register. Fifteen. Credit for time served. Eligible for parole when the board felt merciful. The words landed dull and final, like somebody shutting a trunk on a body.

Diamond sat behind him, shoulder-to-shoulder with her babies: Lauren on the left, chin high and eyes mean as a storm; Michael on the right, legs too short to touch the floor, sneakers swinging the smallest, saddest rhythm. Both too young to know all the laws, old enough to understand what a locked door meant. Diamond’s palms were pressed flat on her thighs to stop the tremble that kept sneaking up her arms. She didn’t cry; tears had rules in her life. In public they were glass you could cut yourself on.

“Mama,” Lauren whispered, sharp and steady the way she always was when her feelings tried to outrun her mouth, “they takin’ Daddy?”

Diamond kept her eyes on DJ. His shoulders rose, then fell. He turned his head enough to catch her gaze. Lips moving without sound, he shaped the only thing he could give her before the door swallowed him: Hold it down.

She nodded once. That was the deal. That had always been the deal, even when nobody said it out loud. She would hold it down.

The bailiff’s hand found DJ’s elbow, professional and bored. The judge called the next case like he was reading a grocery list—next defendant, next life. DJ took a half step back to steal one more look at his kids. Michael’s mouth crumpled; Lauren’s jaw locked up even harder. DJ’s face cracked, and then he smoothed it, swallowed the pain like pride, and let the bailiff take him. The side door banged, heavy and hollow. The sound made Diamond’s stomach turn the way cars do when brakes fail on ice.

For a breath, all the noise in the room went under water. Lawyers talked. Papers shuffled. A deputy laughed at something that wasn’t funny. Diamond stood slow, told her legs to cooperate, and gathered her kids with the same gesture she’d used since they were toddlers—two fingers crooked, come on, let’s go.

In the hallway, the air tasted like winter even though the calendar still said summer. Lincoln did that—snuck cold in early, laid it on your bones before you had time to prepare. People drifted past in clusters. A girl cried into her hoodie. An old man argued with a public defender about “fair.” Life rolled forward like it didn’t notice anyone’s emergency.

Bobby “Biv” Bivens peeled off a beige wall where he’d been leaning like a poster. Peppermint breath and smoke clung to him; the hoodie he wore looked like it had secrets in the pocket. He walked easy, like consequences never learned his name.

“Dime,” he said, voice syrupy-smooth the way a lie feels right up until it don’t. “Heard it. Fifteen ain’t fifteen. You know that.”

“Then you do his time,” Diamond said without stopping.

“Aww, you still spicy.” He grinned, gold flashing. “Country Estates look good on you, though. You movin’ different.”

“I’m movin’ forward.” She shifted Lauren’s backpack higher on the girl’s shoulder, free hand drifting out so Michael could hook two fingers in it like he always did when crowds got thick. “Back up, Biv.”

He lifted his hands like she’d drawn on him. “I ain’t here to cause no scene, Dime. Just sayin’, I got y’all if—”

“We good.” Diamond shouldered through the heavy courthouse door into a cold that made eyes water and knees consider. “We always good.”

Biv’s laugh followed them to the car, light and disrespectful at the same time. In the rearview, as she buckled a shaking Michael, she caught him in the mirrors, strolling like a sermon she had no time to listen to.

The Impala coughed to life. Diamond set her jaw, merged into traffic, and aimed west. Cornfields quilted the edges of Lincoln, green gone yellow, sky the color of old pews. Forty-five minutes to Omaha if the road wanted to be kind. She didn’t expect kindness.

“Mommy,” Michael said after a few miles, voice small like he didn’t want to wake the air. “Is Daddy mad at me?”

“No, baby,” Diamond said, eyes fixed on the blacktop. “He mad at the world. That ain’t the same.”

Lauren stared out her window at nothing. “He knew better,” she said, low.

“Watch it,” Diamond said, not to start a fight but to keep one from starting inside her chest.

Lauren didn’t answer. She pressed her forehead to the glass, breath making clouds that vanished as soon as they formed, the way plans did in families like theirs.

Omaha rose up out of flat land—warehouses first, then neighborhoods, that neat little skyline pretending it was bigger than it was. Diamond exited muscle-memory quick and found the stretch she knew by heart: 105th and Sprague, Country Estates Townhomes, beige boxes stacked like somebody cut a suburb into slices. Not the hood, not the hills, the in-between where most people quietly lived and loudly struggled.

She parked in her regular spot, told the kids the three words she used to keep life simple—keys, shoes, hands—and hustled them up the stairs. The townhome wasn’t big, but it was theirs: two bedrooms, two bathrooms, thin carpet that already learned their story, blinds that clacked in the wind like old gossip. A calendar with due dates magneted to the fridge made the kitchen look like a war map.

“Wash up,” she said. Water ran. The sound steadied her.

When they finished, Diamond made a dinner that was more strategy than cuisine—ground turkey stretched with onions, rice, the last of the frozen corn, a little cumin because food should still taste like something even when money said it shouldn’t. Lauren grated cheese like she had a grudge. Michael set the table exact and careful, forks turned the same way like respect.

They ate with the TV low—some local anchor talking weather like he had personally invented rain. Halfway through, the phone rang with the digital politeness of a robot from the future. This is a collect call from— quick pause—DeAngelo Jenkins. To accept, press 1.

She pressed. The kitchen air sharpened.

“Dime,” DJ said, voice thinner than it was that morning, prison acoustics pulling the bass out his throat. “You good?”

“We here,” she said.

“Kids with you?”

“Yeah.”

“Put ‘em on.”

She hit speaker, set the phone between the plates like it was a fourth person at the table.

“Daddy?” Michael said, bright and breaking.

“My boy,” DJ breathed, like the words had flavor. “You holdin’ Mama down?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about. Lulu?”

Lauren rolled her eyes like a grown woman at a childish nickname. “I got an A in social studies,” she said, chin up. “And Ms. Roh said I gotta rewrite a sentence ‘cause I wrote ‘hella’ and she said it ain’t formal.”

DJ half-laughed. “You your mama’s child.”

Diamond looked at the stove clock so she wouldn’t look at her reflection in the microwave. “You straight?” she asked.

“I’m in intake,” he said. “They gone move me when they move me. I’ll figure it. You talk to my mama yet?”

“I’ll stop by tomorrow,” Diamond said. “She cookin’? She always cookin’.”

“She gon’ feed y’all like she can fix everything with greens,” he said, humor turning quickly to a sound like an apology. “I’m—”

“Don’t,” Diamond said. “Eat your words in there. They cheaper.”

The recording cut in polite: You have sixty seconds remaining.

“Dime,” he said, rushing, “don’t let Biv near my kids. Don’t let him near you. He gon’ act generous ’cause he want leverage.”

“Biv don’t run my house,” she said.

“I know you got it.” His voice softened until she could barely hear it. “Hold it down.”

The line clicked. The kitchen went back to hums and forks. Lauren took a breath, put her face back on like armor, and asked if there was more cheese. Michael wiped his mouth with the back of his hand then remembered his manners and reached for the napkin.

After dinner, Diamond supervised homework like a general. Lauren’s essay—tight but mean, like the author. Michael’s math—clocks and quarters and patience. Baths, edge control, lotion on ashy knees, a fight over whose turn it was to pick the bedtime story, a compromise that made nobody happy and everybody quiet. She kissed foreheads, laid blankets, turned the nightlight just so because brightness woke Michael and darkness made him hide in his own breath.

In the kitchen, she faced the paper war. MUD, OPPD, rent, insurance, the cell phone they needed for calls like the one that just came. Pay dates, side cash, Boogie’s maybe ride to the salon, that lady who still owed her forty for knotless braids she put in last week. She did math on the back of an envelope with a pen that wrote like it had arthritis.

Her phone lit. Boogie.

You good?

She should’ve lied. She typed: We here.

I’m passin’ by. Need anything?

She thought about saying wings, because Lauren would smile and Michael would lick sauce like joy, and because eating without fear was a gift. She said: Milk. Bread. Eggs if you got ’em.

Bet, he wrote. Ten out.

She piled letters, folded them, pressed her palm on the stack like she could flatten the debt with heat. When the knock came—three soft, his signature—she opened to gray hoodies and the clean smell he always carried, like laundry and kindness.

“Hey, Dime,” Boogie said, stepping in sideways so he didn’t feel like he was entering her whole life. He put bags on the counter: milk, eggs, bread, a sack of oranges like small suns, and yes, wings. “Got extra. You know how it go.”

“I appreciate you,” she said, eyes on the groceries because she didn’t trust what her face might say to his face.

“You eat?” he asked.

“We did,” she said. “But you know Lulu gon’ act like she ain’t. Mikey too.”

Boogie smiled. “Then these for later. I know your rules.” He didn’t sit. He didn’t linger. Big as he was, he made himself small, hands in his pockets, looking at her like he was checking the weather of her soul. “How’d it go?”

“How you think,” she said.

He nodded, eyes saying I’m sorry without humiliating her with the words. “You call me if y’all need rides. Or if you just want a five-minute peace. I’ll do a grocery run with them and come back with everybody laughing.”

“You got jokes,” she said, and the smile caught her unexpected. It felt good and wrong and like something you put back in the fridge for later.

When he left, the apartment held his warmth for a minute. Then the building sighed its same old sigh. The neighbor upstairs stomped through a video game war. Somewhere two doors down, a couple argued in whispers that grew fangs. Country Estates was quiet until it wasn’t.

The next morning, Nebraska showed out—cold enough to bite without snow to prove its point. Diamond layered the kids anyway, hoodies under coats, gloves cheap enough to lose and not cry about. At the bus stop, breath puffed, the ground gritty with salt someone halfheartedly scattered yesterday. A man in a Huskers beanie sold incense from a milk crate, sticks labeled in Sharpie: Egyptian Musk, Black Love, Frankincense. A woman in scrubs sipped coffee like medicine. A city bus growled, pulling up with the tired authority of old machinery.

“Can we go see Daddy?” Michael asked, watching the bus door fold open like a mouth.

“When they let us,” Diamond said. “Saturdays if the stars line up.”

“You gon’ cry?” Lauren asked, not rude—just the kid version of honest.

“I might,” Diamond said. “You might too. And we gon’ be alright anyway.”

The kids nodded like a vow. On the ride, she scrolled through messages and saw a number she didn’t save but recognized by the little clench it put in her neck. She answered because life didn’t respect boundaries when it wanted something.

“What,” she said.

“Don’t be like that,” Biv smiled through the phone. “Got somethin’ for you. Clean. Ms. Bern at a church pantry out North said they short a driver this week. I told her I knew somebody who could hold it down and not steal the bread.”

“Why they ask you?” Diamond said. “She ain’t got deacons?”

“I know people,” he said. “Even the holy ones. You want it or you wanna keep arguin’ with the OPPD man?”

She closed her eyes, pictured the red letters on the shut-off notice, pictured her kids’ faces under candlelight like they were camping when really they’d be poor. “Text me the address,” she said.

“Attagirl,” he said, and hung up before she could call him anything else.

She dropped the kids at school with kisses like promises, watched them disappear into the building that smelled like sanitizer and crayons, and told herself to breathe. Then she pointed the Impala north, up 30th where the air changed and history clung to street signs. The church basement was warm and busy, boxes stacked taller than some of the volunteers, Ms. Bern moving through the chaos like choreography.

“You Diamond?” Ms. Bern asked, smile soft, eyes that had seen a thousand storms pass and a thousand more come again. “You the driver Bobby said was comin’?”

“Yeah,” Diamond said, bracing for the side-eye that name usually earned.

But Ms. Bern just nodded like she knew every name in this city and also how to separate a person from their associations. “Good. You got a license? Insurance? Car seat if you need it? Lord, I sound like somebody’s auntie.”

“I got all that,” Diamond said, flipping her wallet open to flash the card. “Where we goin’?”

“Senior high-rise, then a duplex off Lake, then a couple folks we know ain’t gonna make it down here in this cold.” Ms. Bern pressed a clipboard into Diamond’s hand and a twenty-dollar bill into the other, folding Diamond’s fingers over it before she could refuse. “Gas. Or a candle if you like candles. Don’t you dare bring it back.”

Diamond loaded the van with a rhythm she learned from necessity—heavy up top, delicate low, pack tight so nothing shifts when the world does. First stop, a veteran with hands that shook when he saluted her with the paper bag like she had medals; she told him thank you before he told her. Second, a duplex where three kids in socks grinned like Christmas when bread came out the box. Third, a lady on oxygen who blessed Diamond with a prayer that felt like a coat.

When she rolled back to the church, Biv was posted under the awning like a headline she didn’t ask to read. “Look at you,” he said. “Community service shawty.”

“Don’t get cute,” Diamond said, but some of the edge had melted with the way Ms. Bern hugged her shoulder when she passed. “I got it.”

“I know,” Biv said, and he did that thing people do when they try on sincerity for size. “I ain’t the devil all the time.”

“You enough of him,” she said. “Thanks for the lead.”

He dipped his chin like a gentleman from a different life. “Keep your phone on. Dee gon’ need voices.”

“His mama’s voice louder than all ours,” Diamond said.

“True,” Biv admitted, then angled away toward a car with tinted windows and a driver who watched the world like it owed him a receipt.

By late afternoon the clouds decided to spit sleet just to be petty. She swung back to Country Estates with fingers cold and a head crowded with lists. When the kids clattered through the door after school, the apartment tilted back toward warm. They threw backpacks, traded stories in overlapping noise, and celebrated the way oranges burst when you peel them fast. Boogie dropped by with a pan of lemon-pepper wings and a shy smile he tried to hide behind jokes. He ate one standing, then wiped his hands and backed toward the door like he didn’t trust himself to want anything he couldn’t have the right way.

“Call if you need me,” he said, eyes lingering a second too long on the tired in her face.

“I know,” she said, and meant it and didn’t know what to do with that truth.

Night fell early, the way it does when September pretends it’s November. After homework and baths and arguing about whether the Huskers were “trash” or just “unlucky,” after prayers that were part ritual and part bargaining, the apartment quieted. Diamond sat with the bills again. Nothing had moved since the last time she stared at them. They never did until money did.

The phone’s robot voice arrived like an usher again. Collect call—from DeAngelo Jenkins—accept, press 1. She pressed. The line clicked, and the hum of a place designed to break men leaked into her kitchen.

“I got a bunk,” DJ said, pride and humiliation braided tight. “It ain’t by the toilets either. Good look.”

“That is a good look,” she said, because some sarcasm didn’t belong on a man already carrvin’ punishment out his own chest. “We dropped by your mama’s. She fed the kids like greens could fix paperwork.”

DJ made a sound that was almost a laugh. “She been doin’ that since I was nine. Tell her I’m good. Naw—don’t tell her that. Tell her I’m breathin’. That’s the version she can handle.”

“I will,” Diamond said.

He inhaled, held it, let it go. “You gettin’ by?”

“I’m workin’,” she said. “Church pantry needed a driver this week. Ms. Bern real. And I got braids Friday, two heads back to back. We ain’t starvin’.”

“Don’t let nobody do you ‘favors’,” he said. “Favors got hooks.”

“Look at you,” she said, a smile pulling against the corners of her mouth before she could fight it. “Soundin’ like a man with wisdom all of a sudden.”

“Soundin’ like a man who been stupid long enough to learn.” He went quiet a second. The rustle of a paper blanket, a cough not his. “Tell Lulu I’m proud of that A. Tell Mikey he my right hand. Tell ’em I—”

“They know,” Diamond said, because hearing it and believing it were two different sports and tonight she was too tired to referee.

“I’m sorry,” he said, soft enough that if the sink had dripped she might’ve missed it.

She closed her eyes, saw fifteen holiday seasons lined up like cans on a shelf. “Hold it down,” she said, and the words were a promise and a curse and a prayer.

The call ended. The fridge motor clicked off, leaving a silence that pressed like hands. Diamond got up, checked locks, checked kids, checked the corner of the rug that always curled. In Lauren’s room, a poster of a cheerleader’s frozen smile watched over a desk that had bitten pencils and a book with a folded page. In Michael’s, a hand-drawn picture of a stick-figure family taped crooked to the wall—Mama tall, Daddy taller, two kids holding hands, sun too big for the sky.

She stood in the doorway between their rooms, one foot on beige carpet, one on the hall’s vinyl, and let the weight have her for exactly three breaths. Then she put it down again, because she had no choice.

Back at the table, she took a pen and wrote a new list not of bills but of moves: Pantry—three more days, maybe more if she didn’t annoy Ms. Bern; Braids—Friday, Saturday, call Tasha’s cousin about that sew-in; Hotel—text Rosa about picking up an extra laundry shift; Boogie—accept rides only if she absolutely had to, pride was expensive but so was gas; Biv—no, unless it came with witnesses and daylight and a receipt.

Out the window, Country Estates slept like a neighborhood that learned a long time ago how to mind its business. A siren moaned distant, then gave up. The wind knocked a something loose on the building and it clacked, clacked, clacked like a metronome for the night.

Diamond washed the last dish even though it could’ve waited. She set the alarm on her phone and placed it face down. She turned off lights until the apartment was mostly dark, just the hallway glow making a thin river down to the kids’ rooms. Before she went to bed, she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror—eyes older than twenty-eight, mouth set in that stubborn Bass family line her mama always said would save her or wreck her. She touched her own cheek like a mama telling a baby the truth.

“Hold it down,” she whispered to the woman in the glass. “We gon’ do that.”

She climbed into bed that still remembered his weight and arranged herself in the shape of someone who could sleep. Nebraska night pressed against the windows. Somewhere, a train called out like it was homesick. In the morning, she would get up, and the list would be waiting, and the road between Lincoln and Omaha would still be long, and the kids would still need breakfast, and the pantry would still need a driver, and the bills would still be bold. The world would not have changed. But she would still be here to meet it.

Outside, a gust bullied the siding. Inside, Diamond closed her eyes and made space for tomorrow to try her. She planned to answer it the only way she knew how—palms open, jaw set, both feet under her, ready to carry what love and life would not.
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September 13, 2012 — Omaha, Nebraska

Morning came like a bill—loud, due, indifferent. The alarm buzzed against the nightstand, weak little thing with a crack in the plastic from getting slapped too many times. Diamond rolled over and punched it quiet, then stared at the ceiling long enough to hear the building wake up around her. Pipes coughed behind the walls. Somewhere above, a toilet groaned like a sick animal. Out in the parking lot a pickup turned over twice and gave up, then tried again with a curse and finally caught. She swung her feet to the floor and felt yesterday in her ankles, in her shoulder blades, in the part of her chest where the world sat now that it knew DJ wasn’t coming home for real.

She moved on autopilot at first—coffee for herself because headaches cost more than beans, oatmeal for the kids because sugar cereal made them loud at the wrong time. Lauren shuffled out wrapped in her blanket like a cape and went straight to the table without hello, eyes gritty and jaw already set. Michael came behind, steps careful, hair mashed on one side from sleep. Diamond kissed both their foreheads like signatures on a contract and slid bowls across the table. They ate slow, one of them clinking a spoon harder than necessary and the other apologizing to the bowl like it had feelings.

“Don’t be late,” Diamond said, her voice softer than she felt. “You know that principal love a tardy slip.”

“Principal love everything,” Lauren muttered. “He love yellin’ and love bein’ loud for no reason and love callin’ home over nothin’.”

“Watch the tone,” Diamond said. “Leave me some room to be mad at the right stuff.”

Lauren’s mouth folded in but her eyes didn’t. Michael tapped his spoon twice, a little rhythm he did when his thoughts got big. “Mama, if Daddy call tonight can he hear my Super Mario if I play it? Or is that against jail rules?”

Diamond blinked once because the question was a child’s and a philosopher’s. “It ain’t against rules,” she said. “But them calls short. You talk to him with your whole mouth while you got him, then play. He gon’ like that better.”

Michael nodded, satisfied. Lauren rolled her eyes like she was allergic to tenderness and reached for the salt like oatmeal was a steak. Diamond wanted to laugh because the gesture was her at that age exactly; she held it in because the laugh might break open and flood the room.

She hustled them through teeth, faces, lotion on ashy elbows. Edge control slicked Lauren into something a teacher could not blame for her smart mouth. Michael picked his hoodie—red, because he said it made him fast—and then changed to gray because Lauren said red made him look like he wanted attention. Diamond let them argue it down to a draw, handed out lunches like she was dealing cards, and shepherded them into the Omaha morning.

Country Estates felt like a half-finished promise at that hour. Balconies with wind chimes and plastic chairs. Cars with notes on the windshield about oil leaks. Two older women on the second-floor landing wrapped in robes and conversation, eyes that took in everything and kept what they wanted. Mr. Keith from D-12 in his slippers, hauling a trash bag toward the dumpster like life had no emergencies left in it. Diamond lifted a chin to the ladies and got two chin lifts back—permission, warning, good morning, all in one.

At the bus stop it was colder than it looked, air crisp enough to make the kids’ noses pink. A man in a camouflage jacket sold incense sticks from his coat pocket—Black Love, Egyptian Musk, Frankincense, the names scrawled on masking tape. A woman in scrubs balanced coffee and car keys and a toddler who didn’t believe in sitting still. The bus exhaled when it pulled up, doors folding open like it was annoyed to be awake. Diamond got them on, paid in crumpled singles, blessed them with two fingers and a nod you could only read if you were theirs, and watched them ride away behind scratched plexi like fish in a moving tank.

Back in the Impala, the windshield fogged with her breath and cleared with the heater’s tired warmth. The fridge list waited in her head: light bill, gas, rent, the phone for the calls she couldn’t miss, the little that made kids happy enough to keep trying—field trip forms, snack money, the sketchbook Lauren wanted so she could draw cheer routines to scale, the quarters Michael liked to line up on the dresser like he was accounting for something bigger than coins. She added a word silently to the end of the list—work—and wrote it into the day with her hands on the wheel.

Out North, the church basement was already alive by the time she rolled in. It smelled like cardboard and hope. Ms. Bern wore a sweater with tiny gold buttons and a face that made strangers feel remembered. “Morning, baby,” she said without looking up from an inventory sheet. “You ready to bless some porches?”

“I got a trunk and a license,” Diamond said. “I’m dangerous.”

Ms. Bern snorted. “Dangerous to a hungry belly. Come on, we got a route that’ll take you all over the map.”

They loaded the van until the shocks complained. Cans of beans clanked like a congregation. Bags of rice thumped. A crate of eggs made Diamond handle softer than she did her own feelings. She signed the clipboard, tucked the route into the visor, and pulled out into a gray light that didn’t promise anything.

First stop was a senior high-rise that smelled like bleach and linoleum and a patience she hadn’t met yet. A man in a veteran’s cap opened the door slow, took the bag, and stood there crying into the handles. Diamond didn’t say it was alright because it wasn’t. She patted his arm with two fingers and said “eat,” and he nodded like she’d told him a scripture.

Second stop, a duplex where three kids in sock feet skidded to the door like puppies. A woman with a scarf around her hair answered, eyes too bright. “Bless you, baby,” she said, and it landed like a coat on Diamond’s shoulders.

Third, a house with a yard of brown grass and a dog that took guarding seriously. No answer. Diamond set the bag on the porch, knocked twice again, then left, imagining the sound the door would make when hunger found a way to open it.

When she got back to the church, breath clouding in the cold, Biv leaned where the downspout met the ground like he’d grown there overnight. He smiled like daylight couldn’t catch him doing it. “Look at you,” he said. “You out here givin’ out blessings. I should get on your calendar.”

“Stay off my calendar,” Diamond said, pocketing the twenty Ms. Bern pressed at her as thanks-and-gas with a look that dared her to refuse. “Stay off my porch. Stay off my everything.”

“I ain’t on your anything,” he said, palms up in performative innocence. “Just making sure you straight.”

“I been straight,” she said. “Even when I wasn’t.”

He nodded like he didn’t deserve the words and kept them anyway. “Dee gon’ call me,” he said. “Wanna make sure he know you movin’ clean.”

“Let me handle what I handle,” Diamond said. “You tell him the truth if you talk to him, though. Tell him I’m not sittin’ by no window. Tell him the bills got names and so do these kids’ stomachs.”

“Tell him yourself,” Biv said. “You always did have the voice for it.” He tapped the van twice, came away with dust on his knuckles, and sauntered off toward a car idling at the curb, driver watching like a hawk too bored to fly.

Back home, the townhouse felt warmer than she left it, like good deeds leaked heat. She set a pan of chicken to marinate with whatever seasonings remained in the cabinet, then wiped counters that were already clean. The quiet tried to pull her under, and she didn’t have time to drown. She pulled out the foldout card table that lived in the hall closet with a banged-up Hoover and a string of Christmas lights that worked two-thirds of the time, popped it open near the window, and set out her tools—combs with teeth like secrets, a jar of beads that clacked like tiny promises, edge brush, shine spray, rubber bands in a thrift-store jewelry box. This was one of the ways she kept light in the house—cash, clean, skill that moved through her fingers like memory.

Her phone buzzed with three messages in a row. Tasha’s cousin: U still do knotless? An old classmate: Can u squeeze my lil sis today, she got homecoming pics Saturday. A number she didn’t recognize: Heard u cold with feed-ins. Price? Diamond texted back efficiently: prices, deposit amounts, appointment slots, the kind of boundary talk that kept her from feeling like a favor machine. She booked a head for that afternoon and two for Saturday and exhaled for the first time since the courthouse. Each time a girl sat in her chair, a bill eased off her fridge a little, slid down a half inch in her mind.

Knock at the door: three soft taps, like a song. Boogie. He stood there in a gray hoodie and work boots with half the city on the soles, a case of water in one hand and a bag from Bakers in the other. “You left the milk on the edge last night,” he said by way of hello. “Looked like a disaster waitin’ to happen.”

“You just wanted an excuse to knock,” Diamond said, stepping aside. “Put it by the sink. And don’t be flirtin’ with my refrigerator.”

“I got manners,” he said, smiling without teeth. He set the water down, then reached into the bag like a magician and produced a spiral-bound sketchbook with a cover full of paint splatters. “This for Lulu. You said she been drawing cheers on notebook paper. Let her go crazy for real.”

“You ain’t gotta—”

“I know I ain’t gotta,” he said. “That’s why it count a little.”

“Boog,” she said, and his nickname came out warmer than she intended. “Thank you.”

He shrugged one shoulder, but the shrug carried a whole speech he didn’t force her to listen to. “How you holdin’ up?”

“I’m moving,” she said. “I ain’t had time to check on the holding.”

He nodded like that made perfect sense. “You need ride to Lincoln this weekend? If they give Dee visitation quick, them buses be nasty and that car of yours be moody.”

“I’ll figure it,” she said. “But I’ll call if I can’t.”

“I ain’t keepin’ score,” he said. “Call.” He looked around the apartment—kid shoes by the door, the grocery list clipped to a magnet that said Bless This Mess, the card table, the beads. “You still makin’ them girls leave with crisp parts and a sermon?”

“They leave with parts and rules,” she said. “The sermon cost extra.”

He laughed, and the sound filled the room in a way that made the house remember warmth. He left before it could turn into something, closing the door soft like you close a sleeping child’s door. Diamond held the sketchbook at arm’s length, looked at it like it might bite, then set it on Lauren’s pillow because sometimes gifts need to be found, not handed.

Early afternoon, the first client arrived—a thick-haired eleven-year-old with a mother who told stories with her hands. Diamond draped a towel around the girl’s shoulders and got to work, fingers moving without stress, mind quieting with each neat part and swoop. The mother talked about her job at the call center and how people called in mad at the wrong person. Diamond hmmed at the right moments. When the mother asked about DJ in that careful way people do when they want to be kind but also want to know the gossip, Diamond said, “We good,” and let the comb be the period on that sentence.

By the time the beads clicked together in a rhythm you could dance to, the kitchen smelled like chicken in the oven and the clock said it was almost time for the school bus to cough them kids back out. The mother paid in twenties, the good way, counted exact, pressed Diamond’s palm closed and called her “baby” even though they were about the same age. Diamond swept hair into a dustpan, wiped the card table, reset the room like a stage for a new scene.

The bus wheezed outside. Feet thundered up the stairs. Lauren burst in with a tight mouth and bright eyes and saw the sketchbook on her pillow like somebody had left a door open to summer. “Mama!” she yelled, then checked herself because yelling the wrong way at Mama was a habit you only did twice. “Who got me this?”

“Boogie,” Diamond said, plating chicken and rice like a chef with five-star responsibilities. “Say thank you next time you see him.”

“I’ma draw the whole squad,” Lauren said, flipping pages like money. “I’ma make formations and choreography and then I’ma email it to Ms. Ortiz and she gon’ say I’m a genius and I’ma be like ‘I know.’”

“She gon’ say ‘thank you, Lauren, for speaking properly,’” Diamond said, and Lauren gave her a look that was its own language. Michael came behind slower, shoelaces untied like rebellion, cheeks red from the wind. He went straight to the table and counted his quarters without being asked, then slid one across to Lauren like taxes.

“Whatchu payin’ me for?” she said, softening even as she tried to sound annoyed.

“For the Nintendo,” he said. “I used it.”

“You ain’t gotta—” she started, then caught Diamond’s eye and finished, “—but thank you.”

Dinner was louder than breakfast and looser. Chicken had a way of doing that. Lauren talked about a social studies film on the Dust Bowl like it was the trailer for an action movie and wanted to know why anybody ever lived where dirt could erase you. Michael talked about a girl named Savannah whose ponytail bounced when she ran and how she beat him in a race because he tripped on purpose so she wouldn’t be sad, which made Lauren choke on a laugh and Diamond hide a smile behind her cup.

The phone rang with that same emotionless voice. The kids went silent like someone pressed pause. Diamond pressed one. DJ’s breath came through first, then his words—“Dime”—like he’d been sprinting to catch the call even though he couldn’t run anywhere. He asked about the day and the pantry and the kids and whether the chicken was lemon pepper because he could smell it in his memory. He said the yard was cold, the bed was cold, the toilet flush sounded like a scream when the room was quiet. He said he’d seen a boy he knew from Benson, too young to be anywhere like that. He said he was doing pushups until his arms begged and then he did five more.

Lauren told him about the Dust Bowl like it was personally offensive. Michael told him about Savannah like it was a state secret. DJ tried to be a dad for each of them in sixty-second blocks. “Lulu, be nice to your teachers even when they don’t deserve it, ‘cause life gon’ be full of that. Mikey, you ain’t got to lose on purpose to be kind. Let her learn to win for real.”

When the call ended, the silence didn’t feel like a punishment this time. It felt like the pause between songs on a mixtape—space to breathe, the promise of the next track. Diamond scraped plates into the trash, wiped the table again because that’s what you do when everything else is bigger than you. She sent them to showers with warnings about hot water rationing and watched the steam curl out the bathroom like the apartment was exhaling.

Knock at the door. Diamond’s back stiffened, then eased at the rhythm. Boogie again, holding nothing but his hands like a man who’d finally learned you can show up without gifts and still be welcome. “I was in the lot,” he said when she opened. “You left your trunk popped.”

“You out here securin’ my vehicle now?” she said.

“Tryna secure your peace,” he said. He didn’t cross the threshold. He looked at the hallway behind her like it was a thing he wanted to respect. “I brought nothin’. That okay?”

“Sometimes that’s the best thing,” Diamond said. “You eat yet?”

“I got a momma,” he said. “She’d come back from heaven to slap me if I skipped dinner.”

They stood like neighbors for a minute, the kind of minute that tries to stretch into something else. Downstairs, a couple argued about a rent check, their words climbing the stairwell like smoke. Outside, a siren dopplered past, minding its business. Boogie tipped his head, and Diamond nodded, and that was the entire conversation their hearts were allowed. He left smelling like cold air and something warm.

When the kids were down and the night settled into that in-between hum of refrigerators and televisions and dreams, Diamond sat at the table with a pencil and a sheet of lined paper she tore from the front of an old spiral. Letters had rules in prison, rules that made people feel measured. She didn’t always write, but when she did the words came out like they belonged to someone who believed in the future. She put the date at the top and underlined it. She wrote “DeAngelo,” because “DJ” felt like something the world could snatch and “DeAngelo” felt like the man she knew under all the noise. She told him about the pantry and Ms. Bern’s soft hands and the way a veteran cried at the door. She told him about the sketchbook and how Lauren pretended not to smile when she found it. She told him Michael wanted to lose to girls so they could feel fast. She told him the chicken came out perfect and she almost saved him a plate out of muscle memory. She told him Biv was circling but not landing and that she had no intention of letting him. She wrote about Boogie without using his name, just a line that said “some people show up quiet,” and she hoped DJ read it like comfort and not like a threat.

When she finished, she folded the paper in thirds the way her mother taught her when the light bill needed an envelope and pride needed to look like order. She didn’t have stamps in the house. She’d get some tomorrow. She’d put the letter in the box and trust the system with something that wasn’t built for trust.

Before bed she circled the kitchen once like a sentry, then the living room, then the kids’ rooms. Lauren slept diagonally like she owned the compass. Michael had kicked one sock off, the other still hanging on his heel like a reluctant good-bye. Diamond tugged the blanket up over his shoulder, smoothed his hair, and felt that surge in her chest that made everything else worth the ache. She went to her own room and looked at the place where DJ’s pillow used to be, then set her own square of sleep where it could do the most good.

Nebraska night pressed its flat hand against the window. Somewhere down 30th a train called and kept calling long after it passed, a sound that was mostly loneliness and a little bit warning. Diamond closed her eyes and counted not sheep but steps: wake, feed, work, drive, deliver, braid, write, love, sleep, repeat. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was a rhythm, and rhythm is how you survive when melody leaves.

In the morning she would try the pantry again. She would line beads in a cup and watch daughters become themselves in her mirror. She would tell Lauren to aim softer even when her words came out hard. She would tell Michael to run fast for real. She would ignore Biv until ignoring wasn’t enough and then she would invent a new way to make “no” sound like a law. She would let Boogie carry a bag once, maybe twice, without letting him carry her. She would break the day into pieces she could swallow, then break the next day the same.

She turned the lamp off and the dark settled, not empty, just full of everything she planned to live through. She whispered into it, to God or to her own stubborn heart, “I’m holdin’ it.” The words sat on her tongue like iron and honey. She swallowed, and they went down easy.
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North Omaha, Nebraska — September 2012

The hum off North 30th was the same song it always sang—buses breathing hard at the curb, somebody’s muffler dragging sparks along cracked asphalt, the far-off thud of bass from a car creeping past the Family Dollar like the driver wanted the whole block to feel his heartbeat. The morning air had that gray chill stacked on it, the kind that made folks pull their hoodies tight even before the leaves decided to change. Diamond stood on Mama’s stoop a long minute, hands wrapped around a chipped mug that once said BEST GRANDMA until dishwater and years rubbed half the letters off. Steam ghosted up past her face and disappeared into the cold; everything felt like that lately—things she needed slipping out her fingers no matter how hard she held on.

Inside, the apartment was already alive. The radiator clicked and clanged like pots in a church basement kitchen. Lauren argued with her reflection over which headband looked more “cheer captain” while Michael counted quarters on the sofa cushion and lost count, then started again, whispering numbers like he was working a spell. Mama moved in the kitchen the way she always moved—efficient, soft-sharp, narrating under her breath, turning eggs and memories with the same metal spatula she’d had since the Clinton years. Grease popped. Somebody’s alarm on the next floor up chirped a pattern and stopped. Dogs barked two buildings over, then quit like even they were tired of themselves.

Diamond went back in, set the mug on the counter, and slipped into the little hallway between the bedrooms to do a quick check. Routine like soldier stuff: bookbags packed, hair grease put away so nobody knocked it over, lunch money divided, gym shoes found and knotted together by the laces so no one left with mismatched kicks again. She kept the list in her head because paper lists kept getting soaked by spilled cups and careless hands and grief that hung low and heavy. Some mornings she felt like she was running a small store and a small army all at once. Today was one of those mornings.

“Mom, this the one,” Lauren said, striding out like a tiny CEO in jeans and a hoodie with the school logo. The headband was sparkly green, not school colors but close enough that a teacher would sigh and let it slide. “Ms. Ortiz gon’ see me and know I’m serious.”

“She gon’ see that homework you ain’t finished?” Diamond asked without looking up.

“I finished,” Lauren said, offended. “I been finished. Ms. Ortiz gon’ wish the whole class was me.”

“That poor woman,” Mama said from the stove, without turning around.

Michael drifted in cradling his quarters like a bowl. “Mama, if you take one quarter every day for gas, how many days ‘til I ain’t got none?”

“As many days as the car say so,” Diamond said, then softened when his face pulled tight. “I’m kidding. Keep your money. That’s your bike pile. We gon’ get you there.”

He nodded hard, trust instant and complete the way only an eight-year-old could give it. “Okay.”

They ate quick and quiet. Mama pressed toast on them like blessings and repeated herself the way she always did when good-byes were part instruction, part protection. “Y’all be kind to folks that don’t deserve it, and don’t take mess from folks who think they do. Learn something. Don’t touch nobody’s things. Don’t be a hero and don’t be a fool.” Lauren rolled her eyes; Michael studied the crumbs on his plate like they had a map hidden in them. Diamond felt the words slide into her back like a brace. It helped, even when it annoyed her. Especially when it annoyed her.

Down on the sidewalk, the air bit at their cheeks. Country Estates looked like it always did: two-story stacks of beige and brown with patches of grass pretending to be yards, balconies with plastic chairs and wind chimes, a stroller parked by a door like a forever fixture. Two older women on a second-floor landing watched the world with the expert focus of people who could read a whole life from a shoe choice. Mr. Keith from D-12 hauled two black bags toward the dumpster, slippers flapping. The bus stop hosted its usual early-shift crowd—scrubs and steel-toe boots and sleepy faces. A man at the corner sold incense from a milk crate, the sticks labeled with masking tape and Sharpie: BLACK LOVE, COOL WATER, FRANKINCENSE. The scent braided with cold air and car exhaust in a way that felt like North Omaha’s cologne.

The bus wheezed when it pulled up. Diamond shepherded the kids on, kissed foreheads as if that counted as armor, and watched through the scratched window as they slid into seats. Lauren lifted her chin like a queen; Michael pressed his palm to the glass until the bus lurched and the day took them away. When it turned out of sight, Diamond stood an extra breath with the kind of stillness that comes after a decision and before a consequence. Then she exhaled, tucked her scarf tighter, and walked the few blocks to where she’d left the Impala the night before.

The car started on the second try, which felt like a small miracle. She drove toward 30th with the heater coughing lukewarm air and the radio low. You could tell what kind of day it would be by the way 30th breathed. Today it was restless. Two cruisers idled by the liquor store, officers pretending not to look while looking at everything. The Laundromat door banged open and shut with a rhythm that matched the thud of a dryer. A boy wheeled by on a bike too big for him, hands stuffed in his hoodie pocket, daring gravity to snatch him.

Diamond parked outside Mt. Zion’s fellowship hall and went down the side steps into the basement pantry. The place already buzzed—folding tables covered in donated bread, shelves hosting an army of canned goods, the big metal fridge humming like an old hymn. Ms. Bern presided from a folding chair like a general with a clipboard. Her sweater had tiny gold buttons; her eyes held continents of patience.

“There you are,” Ms. Bern said, lifting the list. “We got seniors at the high-rise, a foster mama on Lake, two aunties who don’t drive no more, and one of my deacons who will swear he didn’t order nothing and then cry when you hand him the bag, so just let him have that moment. You got gas? You got time?”

“I got both,” Diamond said, because today she did. “And if I run out, I’ll make more.”

“That’s right.” A twenty slid into Diamond’s palm with the smoothness of a magic trick; Ms. Bern closed Diamond’s fingers around it before she could refuse. “Don’t argue with me. Gas don’t grow on trees and neither does dignity. Take it.”

Diamond loaded the van the way she loaded all the hours lately—heaviest things first, fragile up top, as tight as possible so nothing shifted when life did. First stop: the high-rise where carpet smelled like bleach and old secrets. A man with a veteran cap opened the door and saluted her with the grocery bag like it was a flag. His eyes watered and he didn’t apologize for it. Diamond patted his shoulder and said, “Eat,” because sometimes that was all there was to say.

Second stop: a duplex where three kids in sock feet skated to the door across linoleum, grins big as Saturday. Their mother stood behind them with a scarf tied tight and a mouth set in the particular line of a person losing arguments with bills and still managing kindness. “Bless you,” she said, and it landed on Diamond’s shoulders like a shawl.

Third: a house with a ramp added to the front steps, where an older woman answered attached to an oxygen tank and told Diamond, in detail, about a cat that wasn’t hers but knew to come by when it was hungry. Diamond nodded and listened for longer than she had, because sometimes listening was the only thing that made someone’s day better.

By noon she’d emptied the van twice and filled it again once. Her phone blinked with a number she didn’t save but could feel in the tight muscles at the base of her neck. We need to talk. Diamond clicked the side button and let the screen go black. Ten minutes later it buzzed with a new message from Boogie: You good? Need lunch? I’m up the block. She typed I’m straight and then added But thanks because kindness deserved a full sentence.

On the last drop before lunch, Biv was a shadow where the downspout met the brick, hoodie up, breath a cloud. He didn’t come forward; he let her notice him, the way men do when they want you to feel watched.

“Dime,” he called, like they were inside a private conversation she didn’t remember starting. “You dodgin’ my calls make me look thirsty.”

“You been thirsty since the first time I seen you,” she said without stopping, bag in both hands, boot toeing the door for her knuckles to find the sweet spot to knock. “If you parched, go drink water.”

He laughed, one of those laughs that wanted to be charming and came out like something with edges. “You tight because I ain’t Dee. You think loyalty mean starvin’? That what you teachin’ them kids?”

“Don’t talk about my kids,” she said, and the air shifted. She didn’t raise her voice; she sharpened it. “Don’t speak on ‘em. Don’t wonder about ‘em. Don’t say their names.”

He lifted both hands like she was pointing a pistol when all she had was words. “Aight, aight. Chill. I’m just sayin’, you ain’t gotta do this the hard way.”

“This the only way where I sleep at night,” she said. The door opened and an old man took the bag, and she used the exchange to move, to put brick and distance between Biv and her soft parts.

On the walk back to the van, Biv fell into step like they were a pair. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t have to. His presence was a touch.

“Dee asked me to look out before he went in,” he said lightly.

“Dee didn’t ask you to look in my windows,” she said, sliding into the seat and yanking the door closed hard enough to rattle bolts. She made herself not look back until she’d pulled into traffic.

She drove two blocks with the radio off so she could hear her pulse. Then she turned it on and let an afternoon DJ chatter about a car lot sale until the world felt regular again.

Back at Country Estates, the apartment felt warmer than the hall outside, and the smell that met her was chicken. Mama had a pan in the oven because Mama always had a pan in the oven; faith without works was dead and love without food didn’t count. “Eat something before you try to save the city,” Mama said, sliding a plate in Diamond’s direction. “You can’t pour from empty. You’ll end up mad at everybody and nobody will know why.”

Diamond ate obedient because arguing with the truth made you tired. “Biv was out front of the pantry,” she said when her mouth wasn’t full. “Acting like he a social worker.”

Mama set down the oven mitts and looked at her like she had a thermometer for foolishness. “That man is a test. Not a helper. You hear me?”

“I know.”

“Say it like you mean it.”

“I know, Mama.” She did. Knowing and wanting were different beasts that lived in the same house.

“He gon’ try a sweeter angle next,” Mama went on, turning off the oven and fussing with a burner that had been crooked since ‘03. “He gon’ act generous. He gon’ act like he just a friend. He gon’ bring something the kids want real bad and act like you ungrateful when you say no. You got to be ready to be the bad guy.”

Diamond nodded. The words slid into that same brace spot in her back. “I can do bad guy.”

“Good,” Mama said. “Ain’t no such thing as a good mama who never sound mean.”

The front doorknob clicked and the building’s hallway bled noise. That’s when Diamond remembered the other job. She pulled the folding card table from the closet, set it near the window, and laid out her tools—rat-tail combs, edge brush, clips, beader. The noon client was on time in the way fifteen-year-olds planning for Homecoming are on time: five minutes early with a bag of beads and high expectations. Her mother came in behind her, talking the whole situation of a family she barely knew like gossip was currency. Diamond wrapped a towel around the girl’s shoulders, pulled those thick curls into sections, and let her hands have the peace her head had been denied all morning.

There’s a quiet that lives in the small space between scalp and comb. Diamond fell into it. The conversation did its usual thing—school, baby hair, why knotless looked more “grown” than feed-ins, whether the girl could sneak lashes on game day, which teacher had the nerve to threaten detention over a hoodie. The mother paid half up front and the rest at the end and tried to shave five dollars with a compliment; Diamond smiled and said, “Girl, don’t do me. I got a rate,” and the woman laughed and paid the full.

While the last curl lay inside the last knot and the last bead clicked home, the phone on the counter lit up with the universe’s rudest robot: You have a collect call from—DeAngelo Jenkins. To accept—

Diamond pressed. The client’s mother got quiet on command like the kitchen had suddenly become sanctuary.

“Dime,” DJ said, voice flat from bad air and worse acoustics, “you good?”

“We here,” she said, and her voice did that soft thing it only did for him and the kids.

His words came slow, careful, like a man measuring what he could share and what he had to swallow. He’d seen somebody from Benson. The yard was cold. The food was exactly as bad as TV made it. A CO thought he was funny. The old head in the next bunk had a cough that didn’t sound like a cold. He asked about the kids, asked if Mama was still cooking too big, asked if the car was still temperamental. He did not ask if she missed him. That was not a thing they asked each other in rooms like this.

“Biv keep calling,” she said, because leaving it out felt like lying. “He say you told him to look out.”

Silence like fabric torn off a nail. “I told him watch over from a distance,” DJ said. “Not hover. He don’t know the difference.”

“He know the difference,” Diamond said. “He just don’t respect it.”

“Keep him off my family,” DJ said, and the steel came up under the words, the tone he used the year his cousin tried to bring a pistol through her door as a joke. “Boog there?”

“Boogie been about,” she said. “Groceries sometimes. Sketchbook for Lulu.” She said it like a thing not a gift, because she didn’t want to open the part of her heart that softened when a man remembered her children were people.

“Boog solid,” DJ said. “Tell him I said thank you. Don’t let him be too helpful.”

“You jealous from the penitentiary?” Diamond said, and a small shock of humor went through her, like a stopped laugh that still wanted to live.

“I’m real from the penitentiary,” he said. “Real enough to know help turn into debt in the wrong hands.”

The robot cut them like a bell—You have sixty seconds remaining. That line always made Diamond feel like she was drowning with a clock counting down overhead.

“Hold it down,” DJ said, because some things were habits and some were prayers and sometimes a habit and a prayer were the same.

“Always,” she said, because even when she hated it, it was true.

The line clicked. The kitchen inflated with silence and then deflated around breath. The client’s mother exhaled audibly like she’d been holding oxygen for them both. “Girl, you strong,” she said softly.

Diamond snorted. “I’m busy. Strong is what people call you when you ain’t got time to fall apart.”

They laughed a little together, and it was the kind that feels like both a release and an indictment. Diamond took her money. She swept hair. She reset the tools in their places the way a cook resets knives between orders.

The school bus grumbled down the block and spit out Lauren and Michael and thirty other stories. They came in loud—Lauren complaining about a teacher who assigned partners randomly (“Like I’m supposed to carry a whole human being to an A by myself”), Michael explaining the complicated politics of kickball and how he “accidentally on purpose” let Savannah beat him because her ponytail bounced and he liked the way she laughed when she won. Diamond fed them plates from Mama’s pan and watched them eat like she was counting blessings and bites at the same time.

Knock at the door. Not timid, not rude. Three taps, a pause, two more. Boogie. He stood there in a gray hoodie and work boots with half a city stuck to the treads, a plastic sack hanging from one finger and the look a man wears when he’s practiced gentleness for so long it sits natural.

“I ain’t stayin’,” he said, voice low out of respect for the rooms behind her. “Just had to drop these off. Milk, eggs, the good bread ‘cause Mikey said the other kind taste like punishment. And, uh, field trip form from my cousin’s kid—they sent ‘em home in the wrong backpack, but your girl gon’ need one next week so I grabbed two.”

“You a whole community center,” Diamond said, meaning it to come out with more edge but hearing the warmth anyway.

He ducked his head like he’d been paid a compliment he didn’t trust. “Nah. I just got some time and a car that start.”

“You eat?” Mama called from the kitchen because Mama’s hospitality had a hair trigger.

“I did, Miss Wansley,” Boogie said, stepping backward toward the hall like the doorway was a cliff. “I’m good. Appreciate you.”

“You need a plate for later?” Mama insisted.

Boogie smiled. “If I say yes, Mr. Frank at the corner gon’ make fun of me for coming over here empty-handed and leaving with food.”

“You tell Mr. Frank I said mind his porch,” Mama shot back, already reaching for foil.

Boogie left with a plate he pretended not to want and a look he didn’t intend to show: longing, or maybe just tiredness that recognized tiredness. Before he turned down the stairs, he tilted his head at Diamond. “You good?”

“I’m here,” she said, which was the best she could say without lying.

When she closed the door, the hall smelled like his laundry detergent and the cold. Michael, never one to miss details, said, “Boog smell like clean clothes and gas station gummies.”

“Don’t sniff people,” Lauren said, rolling her eyes.

“You sniff Daddy,” Michael said, wounded.

“I know Daddy,” Lauren said.

“You don’t know your nose,” Diamond said, ending it with a tone. They took the hint and turned back to plates.

The evening unspooled like thread. Homework at the table—Lauren’s paragraphs sharp as her mouth, Michael’s math carefully wrong and then right when he slowed down. Baths and lotion. Hair scarves and the negotiation around them. A five-minute meltdown about a lost eraser that turned out to be in a shoe. A swear to God from Lauren cut off at “sw—” because Mama’s eyebrows arrived before the rest of the word. Laughter. Tears that were as much fatigue as feeling. The small miracle of both kids in bed before full dark.

In the quiet that followed, Diamond sat at the table with a pen and a piece of lined paper left over from a half-finished notebook. She wrote a letter because sometimes the call wasn’t enough, because paper felt like it could travel better than voices through fences and eyes. She put the date, wrote DeAngelo at the top because the full name reminded her both of who he was and who she knew he could be. She told him about Ms. Bern and the veteran with tears, about the way Michael lined his quarters and the way Lauren talked like she had an office already. She wrote about Mama’s chicken smelling like history. She wrote that Biv had been circling like a vulture, and she didn’t write she was scared because she refused to give that word to a page. She wrote “I got us,” and underlined it once.

When she finished, she folded the paper in thirds the way bills get folded all across America and slid it into the only envelope she had in the junk drawer. No stamp. She added STAMPS to the list on the fridge under MILK and TRASH BAGS and BREATH because sometimes if she didn’t write BREATHE down she forgot to do it.

Her phone lit up on the counter. The number didn’t have a name. The text didn’t need one. You still think you better than everybody out here? You gon’ learn. Answer your phone, Dime. She stood there for a count of five because sometimes not reacting was the only power you had. Then she slid the phone into a mug where she couldn’t see it and turned to the sink.

She was drying the last plate when the knock came. Not Boogie’s knock and not a neighbor’s. This one had intention in it. Diamond wiped her hands on a towel and walked to the peephole, chest already tight. Biv stood in the frame like a picture of somebody you don’t want in your house—hoodie up, chain light catching the hallway’s cheap bulb, a smile he wore like a dare.

“Don’t do this,” she said through the door.

“Do what?” he said, grin widening. “Drop a plate off like Boog? Ask how my people doing? Say I got a little something for them field trips and shoes?”

“I said no the first time,” she said. “It count for all the times after.”

“Dee ain’t here no more,” Biv said, and his voice didn’t go mean; it went soft, which felt worse. “You gon’ let pride raise them kids?”

“Pride didn’t make their daddy leave,” she shot back. “And it ain’t gon’ let me open this door.”

Behind her, floorboards whispered—the sound of Mama easing into the hallway with a bat she kept for sentiment and emergencies. “We good?” Mama asked, voice the volume of a private prayer and the tone of a warning label.

“We fine,” Diamond said, eyes still at the peephole. “We done.”

Biv looked up at the peephole like he could see her. “Alright,” he said, hands raised in a theater gesture of surrender. “I’m a gentleman. For now. But don’t you ever say I ain’t try to help.”

He went. His footsteps didn’t hurry. Diamond stayed at the door a full minute after the sound faded, then turned the lock, then turned the chain, then set the chair with the busted back under the knob the way her mama taught her when she was small. Only then did she let her shoulders drop. Mama lowered the bat and leaned it back in the corner like a cane. They looked at each other and did the laugh people do when fear looks too big in the room and you need to make it smaller without lying to yourselves.

“You ain’t gotta be scared in your own house,” Mama said.

“I ain’t,” Diamond said. She was. She refused to let that be the end of the sentence. “I’m careful.”

“That’s enough for tonight,” Mama said. “Sometimes careful is braver than loud.”

They drank tea because TV said tea calmed nerves and sometimes TV told the truth by accident. Over chamomile and honey, Mama told a story Diamond had heard a dozen times about a man with a slick smile who talked pretty and left uglier, and how she learned to bar her door and her heart at the same time. Diamond listened again because repetition held wisdom and because the way Mama told it always changed a little depending on which part of her own heart had been aching that day.

When the tea was gone and the apartment finally quieted, when the couple downstairs had finished arguing and moved into the stage of life where apologies were mumbled and blankets were shared again, Diamond went to each bedroom and stood in the door and counted breaths like inventory. Lauren had crashed diagonally across her bed, one sock gone, a pencil still in her hand under the pillow like she might wake needing to write down some idea before it left her. Michael slept on his side with his hand flat, palm out, the way he used to sleep as a baby when his chest was too small for the big world. She tucked blankets under feet. She fixed a corner. She turned the nightlight just so. She stood in the thin river of light between their doors and let the weight of the day set on her for exactly ten seconds. No more. No less. Then she picked it up again.

In her own room, she sat on the edge of the bed DJ used to make groan just by breathing heavy, and looked at the empty square where his pillow would go. She pictured his face the way it looked before courtrooms and concrete—boyish pride mixed with man-sized plans. She pictured him in that yard with his shoulders squared and his mouth a straight line. She put her hand flat on the mattress and said, to the room and to herself and to whatever listened, “I got us.”

Down 30th, a train hollered like a lonely animal at the crossing and then kept on, sound dragging behind it longer than the metal. Somewhere two streets over, somebody shouted a name and laughter followed like relief. The radiator hissed. The refrigerator clicked itself off. The building settled the way old buildings do when they’ve outlived three management companies and a handful of promises.

Diamond lay back, eyes open a long time, and counted the things she could control: her breath, the locks, the list on the fridge, the way her hands could make clean parts and neat braids and little girls leave her chair feeling like their mirrors were their friends. She counted the things she couldn’t and put them on a shelf for morning: Biv’s shadow, DJ’s sentence, money shaped like math she hated. She wasn’t a saint. She wasn’t a martyr. She was tired and stubborn and tender where people couldn’t see it, and she planned to wake up and be all those things again because the world demanded it and her children deserved it.

In the soft just-before-sleep, DJ’s last words came back not like a command but like a question she kept answering: Hold it down. She breathed in. She breathed out. “I’m on it,” she whispered, and the darkness took the oath and folded it away for safekeeping.
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