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‘A long leash is still a leash’


—octavia butler, Patternmaster


‘Definitions belonged to the definers, not the defined’


—toni morrison, Beloved
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It really is beautiful here,” Jasmyn says, looking out of the passenger-side window. Here is the Black history museum with its massive roman columns and grand staircase. Next door, the manicured sculpture garden is populated with statues of W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, Stokely Carmichael, Malcolm X, and, of course, Martin Luther King Jr. A block later the Liberty Theater, with its ornate rococo stylings, comes into view. Enormous posters announce the dates for December’s Nutcracker performance. Beautiful Black ballerinas star in every role from the Rat King to the Sugar Plum fairy.


Her husband, Kingston—everyone calls him King—takes a hand off the steering wheel and squeezes her knee. “Been a long time coming,” he says.


Jasmyn smiles at his profile and rests her hand atop his. God knows he’d worked hard enough to get them to here. Here being Liberty, California, a small suburb on the outskirts of Los Angeles.


She turns her eager gaze back to the sights of the downtown district. They pass Liberty Gardens with its bountiful variety of cacti and succulents. On a previous visit, she’d learned from the entrance plaque that desert flowers have unique adaptations that allow them to extract the maximum amount of moisture possible from their parched environment. Jasmyn told King she felt a kinship with them because of the way they found a way to thrive despite hardship.


“Bet they’d prefer if it just rained a little more,” he teased.


“Probably,” Jasmyn said, and laughed along with him.


They drive by the aquatic complex, and then the equestrian center, where she sees two young Black girls, twelve or thirteen years old, looking sharp in their riding jackets, breeches, and boots.


Finally, they begin the drive up Liberty Hill to the residential section. They’d visited Liberty three times before, but Jasmyn is still awestruck and, if she’s being honest, a little discomfited at the sheer size of the houses. Why call them houses at all? Modern-day castles are what they are. Expansive lawns and landscaped hedges. Wide circular driveways, most with fountains or some other architectural water feature. Multiple cars that start at six figures. They pass two parked pool service vans and another for tennis court maintenance.


It’s hard for Jasmyn to believe that everyone who lives here is Black. Harder to believe that, in just one month, she’s going to be one of the Black people who lives here. The Jasmyn that grew up fighting for space in a cramped, one-bedroom apartment with her mother, grandmother, and older sister couldn’t have imagined she’d end up in a place like this. That Jasmyn would’ve thought this kind of living was only possible for the rich white people she saw in TV shows.


But here she is, driving by these outrageously colossal homes, on her way to her own outrageously colossal home.


King turns down their soon-to-be street. It’s a week before Thanksgiving, but a handful of the houses already have Christmas decorations up. The first has not one, but two enormous Christmas trees on either side of the lawn. Both are flocked and decorated with crystal snowflakes. Closer to the house itself, spiral-strung lights ascend to the top of their fifty-foot-tall palm trees. There are wreaths in every window and a more elaborate one hanging from the front door.


But it’s the house half a block later that makes Jasmyn ask King to slow down and pull over.


“These people aren’t playing,” King says.


The house has three separate displays, all of them animatronic and so realistic Jasmyn does a triple take. On the left side of the driveway there’s a nativity display complete with bowing Wise Men, baby Jesus in a manger, and two angels with wings beating lightly. On the right, there’s an elaborate Santa’s workshop display featuring Mrs. Claus and her helper elves wrapping a tower of presents. The final display is on the roof. Santa, resplendent and jolly, is poised for takeoff in a life-sized sleigh, complete with rearing reindeer led by Rudolph.


But the most incredible part to Jasmyn, the part that makes her smile wide, is that all the figures are Black. Santa and Mrs. Claus. The angels and the elves. Baby Jesus and the Three Wise Men. Every one of them, a shade of brown.


“Just beautiful,” she says.


She’s seen Black Santas before, of course. For the last two years, she’s made a special effort to seek one out for their six-year-old son, Kamau. And to this day, she still remembers the first time she ever saw one. She’d been nine and overheard their neighbor telling her mother about it.


“I hear they got themselves a Black Santa down at the mall,” the woman had said.


Jasmyn begged her mother to go and meet him. The following weekend, along with every Black family in the neighborhood, they went. The line was long and her mother was mad by the time they got to the front. But Jasmyn sat on Santa’s lap and asked him for the thing she thought a Black Santa would understand: money. Money so her mother didn’t have to work two jobs. Money so she could have her own room and not have to share the living room with her sister, Ivy. Money so they could afford a house in a neighborhood that was less dangerous. It didn’t occur to her to ask for one in a neighborhood that wasn’t dangerous at all.


Six weeks later her grandmother died and left Jasmyn’s mother enough money to quit one of her jobs for a few months. Her sister dropped out of high school and moved in with her older boyfriend. “God works in mysterious ways,” her grandmother always said. It seemed to Jasmyn that Santa did, too.


King leans closer to her so he can get a better view of the display. “We definitely making the right move, baby,” he says.


He says it because at first, Jasmyn had taken some convincing.


Liberty is something more than a neighborhood and less than a township. According to the brochure, it’s a community. A gated, outrageously wealthy, and Black community.


“A Black utopia,” King had said when he first told her about it. “Everyone from the mayor to the police chief to the beat cops to the janitors, all Black.”


“How can they keep it all Black legally?” she asked.


Kingston eyed her like she was naive. “How many white folks you know want to move into a predominantly Black neighborhood?”


She conceded the point.


“It’s a place where we can be free to relax and be ourselves,” Kingston said.


She was skeptical still.


“There are no utopias,” she told him. Certainly not for Black people and certainly not in America. Not anywhere in the world, if she was being real. She reminded him that Black utopias had been tried with little success before: Allensworth and Soul City, for example.


“This one will last,” he’d insisted.


And she’d wanted him to be right. Wanted to live in a place surrounded by like-minded, thriving Black people. A place with wide, quiet streets where their son could ride his bike, carefree, with other little Black boys. A place where both King and Kamau would be safe walking around at night. She imagined them going for a stroll on some cold evening, both of them wearing hoodies. She imagined a cop car pulling alongside them. But this cop car had Black cops, and they were slowing down just to wish them a good evening.


But Liberty’s wealth got under her skin. Would she fit in with rich people, even if they were Black? Would she ever get used to being wealthy herself? And worse than that insecurity was this: she didn’t want to turn into one of those bougie Black people who forgot where they were from—and the people they came from—as soon as they got a little walking-around money.


“Baby, what are you talking about?” King had asked. “We haven’t lived in the hood for a minute now,” he said.


They’d argued in the kitchen of their two-bedroom apartment in the mid-city district. The neighborhood was working class, with quite a few older immigrants, their first-generation kids, and, of course, Black people. It wasn’t rundown by any means and it certainly was better than Compton, where Jasmyn and King had both grown up. Still, there were homeless tents every few blocks or so. Some stores were still boarded up from the protests against police brutality a few summers before. The public school they sent Kamau to was decent but didn’t have nearly enough Black teachers. Living there made Jasmyn feel like she’d come far from where she started out, but not too far. She still felt a part of the pulse of the Black community in LA.


King had been more upset by her resistance than she’d expected. “You’re a public defender. You do more for our folks and our community than most people, for God’s sake,” he’d said.


“That doesn’t mean I can just up and abandon them,” she said.


He stared at her, mouth hanging open for a few seconds, before saying anything. “How is it abandoning? It’s not like you’re leaving your job. I’m talking about moving to a place with only Black people.”


Jasmyn knew her resistance was more emotional than logical, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d be losing some part of herself if she moved.


It’d taken an incident with a white cop later in the spring to finally convince her to move.


“We should get going or we’ll be late,” King says now, and starts the car up. “We got the interior designer at ten and the landscape architect at eleven a.m.”


Jasmyn nods. “Maybe we should come back tonight with Kamau so he can see those animatronics lit up and moving,” she says as they pull away.


King squeezes her hand. “Good idea.”


“Can you imagine his little face when he sees all this?”


King bulges his eyes out, imitating the funny face that Kamau makes when he’s amazed by something. They both laugh.


Jasmyn rolls down her window and sticks her arm outside, letting her hand ride the air currents the way she used to as a child. She takes a long breath. Even the air in Liberty smells different, crisp and new. They pass two more Black Santas. A young couple walking with their toddler son and a dog waves to them as they drive by. Jasmyn smiles wide and waves back. In a couple of months she and King and Kamau will be the ones waving to someone new in the neighborhood. Maybe they’d get a dog, too, once they were settled.


She rests her hand on her stomach. It’d taken them years longer than they’d planned to get pregnant again, but their second son is just seven months away. That Liberty, this place of Black splendor, will be all he knows fills her with pride. She imagines that growing up, surrounded on all sides by Black excellence, will plant a seed in both his and Kamau’s hearts. It will help them both flourish, secure in the knowledge of their own beauty and self-worth.


Jasmyn reaches across the console and squeezes King’s thigh. “You were right, baby,” she says. “This is the right move.”
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The first thing Jasmyn notices about the older Black woman on her front doorstep is that her hair is relaxed. Not natural. Meaning that every six to eight weeks or so the older woman goes to a hair care salon and sits in a chair while a hairdresser applies a chemical that some people—Jasmyn among them—call “creamy crack” to her hair. The chemical transforms her natural, kinky, and beautiful hair into bone-straight locks.


Jasmyn studies the woman’s hairline. It’s funny how much hair can tell you about the kind of person you’re dealing with. To Jasmyn’s mind, using creamy crack is a sure sign of being an unenlightened Black woman. She finds that the practice is more common among the older generation. They steadfastly believe that taming their supposedly wild hair will make them more respectable.


Even her own mother hadn’t been immune. Right after Jasmyn graduated from college, when she decided she didn’t want her hair relaxed anymore, her mother warned her off.


“Let me tell you something,” she’d said. “Nowadays, you young ones think times have changed. You think you can be Black as you want, but I’m telling you, your white bosses will judge you behind your back. To your face, they’ll say how nice your hair is. Meanwhile it’s the girl with straight hair or the weave getting promoted. You mark my words,” she said.


That had been one of the last conversations they had. Her mother had a heart attack and died a few months later.


Jasmyn feels the familiar grief as an expanding thickness in her throat like she’d never again take a full breath. Even then she’d known that her mother was trying to protect her, trying to make life easier for Jasmyn than it had been for her. But she also knew that nothing changed if someone didn’t change it. She’d stopped relaxing her hair and grown out her Afro.


And those bosses her mother had talked about? They had no choice but to promote Jasmyn. She was excellent at her job.


Jasmyn touches her short Afro and pulls her eyes away from the woman’s hairline. She reminds herself not to judge the older woman too harshly. She came up at a different time.


“I’m Sherril,” the woman says. “Think of me as your one-woman welcome committee.” Her smile is innocent and broad. Jasmyn can see all there is to see of her elaborately white teeth.


“Well, thank you,” says Jasmyn. “I don’t think I’ve ever been personally welcomed into a neighborhood before.”


Sherril waves her off. “I’m sorry I took so long to stop by. I know you all have been here for at least a couple of weeks now.” Her accent is southern, Mississippi maybe. “We like to let folks know they’re right where they belong.”


There’s no denying the kindness of the gesture. Jasmyn feels a slight wash of shame over the way she’d judged the other woman. Not for the first time, she reminds herself that Black people exist on a continuum from Uncle Tom to Black Panther. Some folks come to enlightenment later—sometimes much later—than others. Some folks never get there at all.


“Would you like to come in?” Jasmyn asks.


The woman shakes her head and Jasmyn watches her hair pendulum around her face. Not a curl or a coil or a kink is anywhere in sight.


“Maybe another time,” Sherril says. “Besides, I’m sure you have a world of unpacking to do.”


She doesn’t correct Sherril’s assumption. Despite the fact that they’ve been here for only two weeks, they’re already settled in. King had hired a moving company that did it all: packed up their old apartment and unpacked and moved them into their new house.


“I stopped by to give you some welcome to Liberty treats,” Sherril continues.


She hands Jasmyn two boxes. The first is a simple cardboard one with what looks like shortbread cookies.


“I made them myself,” Sherril says.


“Thank you. This is very nice of you,” says Jasmyn with a smile. “Funny enough, these are my son’s favorite. He’ll devour these in one swoop if I let him.”


The second box is larger than the first and tied with fine gold ribbon. Liberty Wellness Center is embossed in cursive across the lid.


“Oh, you didn’t have to do this,” Jasmyn says.


“Of course I did, sugar,” Sherril says and smiles. “Go ahead and open it up.”


The box itself is exquisite: teal blue, velvet soft, and shimmering. Aspirational packaging, the advertisers call it. It smells faintly herbal. Jasmyn tugs at the silky ribbon. Inside, she finds a small bouquet of sage and lavender twigs tied together with gold thread nestled against white satin. Below the bouquet, there’s a dark blue silk sleep mask and a heavy black card with gold printing. At first Jasmyn thinks maybe Liberty has its own credit card, but when she turns it over, she sees it’s a membership card to the Wellness Center. Next to the card are delicate glass bottles with facial cleansers, toners, and moisturizers. All the product names are French and written in cursive so ornate, they’re barely legible. Combined with the sumptuous blue and gold of the box and ribbon, the whole package is definitely reminiscent of eighteenth-century European royalty. Jasmyn traces a finger over the looping letters, slightly frustrated that, even here in Liberty, Eurocentric standards of beauty and luxury reign.


Still, it is a beautiful package and so thoughtful of the other woman to bring it to her. Jasmyn says as much.


“Self-care is important,” says Sherril. “Everybody needs an escape from the world every once in a while.”


Jasmyn nods, though she doesn’t much agree. There’s always so much work to be done, especially for their community. Community care is self-care.


Pregnancy heartburn kicks in and Jasmyn rubs at her stomach. “Take it easy in there, sweetie.” She smiles up at Sherril. “This one got me burping.”


“You’re pregnant,” Sherril says. She takes one step back, and then another, as if this discovery is unexpected and, somehow, alarming.


“Fourteen weeks along.” Jasmyn waits for the woman to ask the usual questions: Is it a boy or a girl? Have you already chosen a name?


But the questions don’t come. Sherril looks at her stomach for so long it makes Jasmyn think maybe she has some tragic maternal history. Maybe she hadn’t been able to have children of her own. Or maybe she lost one to gangs or to police violence. Or maybe she was simply lamenting the passing of her childbearing years.


Sherril’s eyes drift up from Jasmyn’s stomach to her breasts and up to her trim Afro. “That’s quite a shirt,” she says.


Jasmyn checks to see what she’s wearing: a T-shirt with a raised fist and the words Black Power in cursive below.


“I didn’t know they still made those,” Sherril says.


Jasmyn frowns her confusion. Of course they do. Why wouldn’t they?


“Well,” Jasmyn says. “Thank you so much for these. I can’t wait to eat the cookies.” She stacks the gifts against her stomach.


“Yes, it sure was nice to meet you. Welcome to the neighborhood again and be sure to visit us up at the Wellness Center.” Her eyes drop to Jasmyn’s stomach again. “It’ll do you a world of good, especially in your condition.”


Jasmyn smiles and promises she’ll visit just as soon as she finds the time. Which will be never. She’ll never have the time for something so extravagant and so fundamentally unnecessary. Not when she could be using all that time and money helping people less fortunate than herself.


Jasmyn walks them out to the driveway and watches as Sherril makes her way to her car. As she opens the door, sunlight flares in the side-view mirror, haloing her hair, her face. It has the effect of making her look paler than she had before. Jasmyn squints, trying to see through the light to what’s really there, but Sherril closes the door. The side mirror shifts and the illusion is lost.


Jasmyn walks slowly back to the house. A fine shiver feathers its way across her skin. She frowns up at the sky, searching for something to explain her sudden chill, but the spring sky is a wide-open expanse of cloudless blue. Still, the air feels charged and full somehow, as if it’s readying itself for a release.


Back inside, she rubs her hands up and down her forearms to warm them. What was the silly thing her grandmother used to say about goosebumps? That it meant someone had just walked over your grave. The first time she’d said it, Jasmyn was just a little girl and she’d cried, inconsolable. She remembers Ivy making fun of her tears and her mother scolding her grandmother for “putting morbid nonsense into the child’s head.”


Jasmyn huffs a laugh at the memory and shakes off the odd feeling of foreboding. She replaces the lid and reties the bow on the Wellness Center package. It really was thoughtful of Sherril to bake cookies and bring welcome gifts. No one had ever stopped by with presents in her old neighborhood. Truth is, she didn’t even know the names of any of her old neighbors.


She texts King and tells him about Sherril’s visit.


They really do believe in community here, she types.


Just make sure you save me some of those cookies, he texts back.
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You better not be tracking mud all over my brand-new floors,” Jasmyn says to Kamau when he comes into the kitchen from the backyard.


He gives her a sheepish look with those big brown eyes of his and then turns right around to go take off his Nikes outside on the deck.


“That’s more like it,” Jasmyn says when he’s back.


“Sorry, Moms.”


“It’s all right,” she says, and opens her arms. He dives into them for a hug. “Which freckles should I kiss today?” she asks.


Kamau grins and makes a big show of thinking hard about the decision by stroking his chin in the same way King does.


Jasmyn laughs. They play this kiss-the-freckle game at some point every day. Sometimes he chooses the delicate spray across the bridge of his nose. Other days, he picks the constellation on his left cheek or the small sprinkling just under his right temple.


Today he picks his cheek. Jasmyn gives him three nuzzling kisses before hugging him close and holding on to him a little tighter than she normally does. She knows she needs to go easier on him. It’s hard to be in a new neighborhood and at a new school trying to make friends when you’re six years old. Hell, making new friends is hard for her, too, and she’s thirty-six.


He slips out of her arms. “Can I get a snack?” he asks and runs over to the pantry.


He’s small for his age, short, and a little too thin. King worries about him being tiny, doesn’t want him to get bullied. But Jasmyn thinks he’ll hit a growth spurt soon enough. He and King are so much alike physically, same slightly too-big ears and perfect eyebrows. She has no doubt Kamau will end up being over six feet tall just like his father.


Jasmyn watches Kamau grab a bag of chips and sighs. No matter how small he is now, she knows it won’t be long before he’s perceived as being grown. She’d read more than one study that said cops overestimate the age—and, therefore, underestimate the innocence—of Black children by about four years. Instead of Kamau’s height, what King really needs to be worrying about is giving Kamau the Talk. He needs to talk to him about how to deal with the police harassment that will inevitably come his way. If he’d already given it to him, Kamau would’ve known not to say anything to the cop who pulled them over last spring.


It’s not often that you recognize the moment propelling you from one kind of life into another while the moment is still happening. But for Jasmyn, the traffic stop was one such instance, and she’d felt her path shift.


It was late afternoon on an unexpectedly cool spring day. The three of them—Jasmyn, King, and Kamau—were driving home from the annual children’s Easter party that King’s new job put on. Even though he’d been working as a venture capitalist at Argent Financial for about three years, Jasmyn still thought of his job as new.


Every year, the company hosted a catered family brunch, complete with the Easter bunny, multiple chocolate fountains, egg decorating and story-time stations, and a massive Easter egg hunt. It was over-the-top and, Jasmyn was sure, far too expensive. Still, Kamau loved it, which meant she loved it, too.


She’d been leaning back against the headrest with her eyes closed when King said, “Oh shit.” The note of suppressed terror in his voice bolted Jasmyn upright. A siren sounded. In her side-view mirror, she saw the reds and blues flashing.


“Ohhh, Daddy said a bad word,” Kamau said in the delighted and superior way children use when they catch their adults doing something wrong.


“Hush up, baby,” Jasmyn said. She used her gentlest voice.


This wasn’t their first time being stopped by a cop, but it was their first time with Kamau in the car.


King turned to look at Kamau in the back seat. Then he looked at Jasmyn for a long second.


She read his fear, reached for his hand, and squeezed. “You got this,” she said.


“Maybe he’ll be Black,” King said.


They watched and waited, but the cop who emerged from the car was white.


King rolled down his window and put his hands on the steering wheel, in plain sight. His grip was so tight that his knuckles blanched. Jasmyn wanted to reach out and touch his hand or hold it—something, anything—to relieve the clawing fear invading her throat. But what if the cop deemed her movement suspicious? She could picture the incident report. Suspect moved in a threatening manner.


She wondered if she should record. Sometimes, video was the only way to get justice. On the one hand, she knew the law, knew she had the right to do so. On the other hand, recording the cop might antagonize him and lead to an escalation. In the end, she kept the phone in her lap and recorded voice only.


The cop arrived at the window. His eyes ransacked the car’s interior before resting, finally, on King.


He asked for license and registration. He asked if King had had anything to drink and where they were coming from and headed to. King answered the questions as if they weren’t presumptuous, rude, and completely out of line. A kids’ Easter party, Officer. Home, Officer. Nothing to drink, Officer.


The cop explained that the car’s registration sticker had expired. He went back to the patrol car to run their plates.


How many times had Jasmyn reminded King to replace the registration sticker? Three times? Four? And now look. Still, she didn’t bring it up. He was surely feeling bad enough.


“How you doing back there, baby?” she asked Kamau.


“I need to go pee,” he said.


“Can you hold it for Mommy?”


“OK,” he said. “But I really need to go.”


It took ten minutes for the cop to come back. Before he could say anything, Kamau blurted: “My daddy said a bad word.”


The cop’s head swiveled to Kamau. “Oh, he did, did he?” His voice had a drawl in it.


Jasmyn froze. In her mind, she saw all the possible paths leading out from this one. The one where her husband’s and child’s bodies lay riddled and ruined on asphalt. Down another path, her body joined theirs. Down another, only Kamau is murdered. Down another still, he is orphaned.


She felt, in that moment, a profound powerlessness, the certainty that the trajectory of her life was not up to her, not really.


Jasmyn studied the cop’s face, watched him decide what path her life would take.


He smiled. “Sometimes daddies say the wrong thing. You have to forgive us,” he said. He looked back at King. “I have a little boy, too.” Then he straightened, handed King his license and registration. He rapped the roof of the car. “Get that sticker updated,” he said, and walked away.


That night she and King fought. “When are you going to talk to him about cops?” Jasmyn asked. She was upset that Kamau didn’t already know not to say anything to a cop unless he absolutely had to. It didn’t matter that he was only six.


“Why can’t we just let him stay young and innocent for a while longer?” King wanted to know.


She’d jabbed a finger at him then. “You saw how close we came today. You know how that could’ve ended. You can keep him innocent or you can keep him alive. Those are the choices. You, more than anybody, should know that.”


She knew she was wrong to say it even as she said it.


King’s older brother Tommy had been killed by a white cop when he was just thirteen. Talking about what happened to Tommy wasn’t something they did. His death was a wound in King that had never scabbed over, much less healed.


Jasmyn apologized. She blamed her insensitivity on how afraid she’d been during the stop. She’d kept apologizing until the hardness in King’s eyes softened. After a while, he forgave her.


A couple of weeks after the traffic stop, King had come to her again about moving to Liberty.


It was the fourth time he’d asked in six months. Each time Jasmyn had put him off, saying that she was happy where they were and that she didn’t want to upend Kamau’s schooling. King pointed out that she didn’t particularly like Kamau’s school. Still, she’d said, stability was important. The third time he asked, she used all the same excuses and added that it was much too rich and bougie.


“Rich, bougie, and Black,” King counterargued with a smile.


After the incident with the cop, he asked again for the last time. “All the cops there are Black,” he’d said.


“Not all Black cops are good cops, baby,” she said.


“Yeah, but they’re less likely to harass you just for being Black, right?” he said, and she’d had to agree with that.


She’d been about to launch into her usual counterarguments when he pulled her into his arms and rested his forehead against hers. “Baby, I couldn’t live if something happened to you or Kamau. Not after Tommy.” His voice was small and so young, as if time had collapsed and he was still trapped in the immediate aftermath of Tommy’s death. “It’s my job to keep you safe. To keep both of you safe,” he said. “Let me do my job.”


Jasmyn hadn’t realized he was crying until she felt his tears against her cheek. In that moment she decided. She loved him too much to deny him something that meant so much. Maybe being in Liberty would help soothe the part of King where Tommy’s loss remained fresh.


“OK, baby, we’ll move,” she’d said. “OK.”


Now Jasmyn presses a hand over her heart and does a slow turn around her brand-new kitchen. The linoleum gleams. The white marble countertops are cool beneath her hand. She has one of those moments where the life you imagine for yourself and the life you actually live crash into each other. What to make of the bright line connecting the moment with the cop to this moment right now?


“Moms, can I please watch TV?” Kamau asks.


“Yes,” she says, “but only for half an hour and then—”


“You have to go and do something else,” he says, singsonging the end of her sentence with a wide smile.


Jasmyn laughs. “Get gone before I change my mind about how much time you have,” she says.


She watches as his skinny little legs propel him down the hallway. He holds his bag of chips high in the air, like it’s a prize. A small laugh bubbles up and out of her and she presses a hand to her lips. Sometimes it feels as if her love for him is too big for her body to hold. She almost calls out to tell him not to run, but she stops herself. In her head she can hear King telling her to just let him be a little boy. Maybe King is right. At least here in Liberty he has more of a chance to be just that.
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Hey, baby,” King says from her office doorway.


Jasmyn holds a hand up for him to wait so she can finish rereading the police report. It’s her third read through and she still hasn’t found any inconsistencies she can exploit. She sighs and massages the tight muscles in her neck. There’s no way around it. She’s going to have to advise her client to take the damn plea. No way can she prove that the cop hit him first.


She closes her laptop, looks up, and gives King her full attention. He’s leaning with his shoulder pressed up against the doorjamb. In their old apartment his solid, six-foot-four-inch frame would’ve completely filled the doorway. In this house, though, he has plenty of space.


He looks tired, the kind of tired he always looks when he gets home from mentoring Terrell at Mentor LA, a local charity that pairs adult volunteers with at-risk youth.


“How was it?” she asks as he comes around her desk.


Instead of answering, he leans over for a kiss. She tilts her face up to meet his and holds his face in her hands. Kissing him hello is one of the best parts of her day. He smells green, like something fresh and familiar she can’t quite place.


King leans down farther and kisses the swell of her stomach. “How’s my boy doing in there? Quarterbacking?”


It’s their little joke. Unlike Kamau, who barely kicked in utero, this baby moves. She knows King is hoping their second child will be more like him personality-wise—outgoing and sports-loving. Kamau is more like her, quiet and bookish.


“He threw a few passes,” she says.


King straightens and then half sits against the edge of her desk. “Terrell’s parole officer called me,” he says.


“He back in?” Jasmyn asks even though she can guess the answer.


“Got him for possession with intent to sell,” King says.


She slaps the arm of her chair. “Shit.”


“Calm down, baby,” King says. “It’s not a death sentence. He’ll be out again.”


“But he won’t be the same. Prison makes you hard. You know this.”


She’s seen it so many times, the way prison kills the spirit. No, not every time, but most. King says prison isn’t a death sentence. But there’s more than one way to die.


King closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose.


Jasmyn shifts her chair closer, wraps her arms around his waist. She knows how responsible he feels for the boys he mentors. Knows that Terrell landing back in prison is going to wound him for weeks.


“You know one of the things I love most about you?” she asks.


“Tell me,” he says, voice quiet.


“How deep you feel things. I know this is not easy for you.”


He rubs her back and she tightens her arms around his waist.


“Kamau get to sleep all right?” he asks.


“Fell asleep at seven thirty on the dot.” That’s when it occurs to her to wonder where King has been all this time. “If Terrell is back in jail then why are you home so late?” she asks.


“Went up the hill to check out that Wellness Center,” he says.


“You went to the spa after you heard about Terrell?” she asks, pulling back.


In King’s place, she would’ve spent the rest of the evening at Mentor LA helping out in some way or looking for someone else to mentor. God knows there’s no shortage of boys who just need for someone to see their worth and believe in them despite their circumstances. At the very least, King could’ve gone to see Terrell and told him he’d still be there for him when he got out.


A kind of wariness settles on King’s face. “Something wrong with me going to the spa?” He wipes his hand over his freshly shaved head.


Jasmyn still hasn’t gotten used to this new style. She misses the nice, big Afro he used to have. Right before they moved to Liberty, he buzzed it all off.


She opens her mouth to respond but closes it again, not wanting to get into an argument. So he took a night off to go to the spa. There were worse things than that. Besides, she knows the Terrell thing hit him hard.


“Nothing wrong with it,” she says, leaning into him. “Now I know what you smell like: cucumber and mint.”


He laughs. “It’s nice up there. Got some great facilities. Fitness center, pool, Jacuzzis, steam rooms. A whole heap of treatments. Very impressive.” He rubs his head again. “We should go together.”


She smiles and makes a noncommittal sound.


He pushes himself off the desk. “How much longer you working for?”


“Twenty minutes?”


“Make it ten and there’s a root beer float in it for you. We can watch some late night.”


Jasmyn laughs and rubs her stomach. “Me and this wild child you got in here will take that deal.”


Fifteen minutes later, she settles down on the couch next to him, root beer float in hand.


This room, the family room, is her favorite. She remembers touring the house with the realtor for the first time. Jasmyn had asked why there were three living rooms. The woman explained one was a family room, another was the formal living room for entertaining, and the final one was a den. All Jasmyn could think was that she now had to buy three sofas. The house was more than they needed. How was she supposed to furnish it all? That’s when King had stepped in and taken care of everything by hiring designers. By the time they moved in, the entire house was furnished and decorated.


“How’s that float treating you?” King asks.


Jasmyn slurps her response.


He laughs and plays with the controls on the remote.


The TV is King’s favorite thing in the house. It’s a ten-foot projection screen that descends from the ceiling with the press of a button. Another button press closes the window shades and lowers the lights in the room.


King powers up the screen. He kisses her temple and settles back into the cushions, looking satisfied and less tired than he had been before.


“Sorry about Terrell,” Jasmyn says, feeling the need to say it just then.


“I tried my best,” he says.


She rushes to reassure him. “Oh, baby, I know you did,” she says “I know.”


King scrolls through the TV menu until he finds the show he wants to watch.


For a few minutes, Jasmyn pays attention. The host begins his monologue by making fun of the racist president and his latest antics. The studio audience laughs. King does too. His teeth shine bright white in the glow from the screen. Jasmyn supposes she should be laughing as well, but she doesn’t find it funny. To laugh at something repulsive, even if it was a mocking kind of laughter, is a kind of softening, an incremental step toward acceptance. Before you knew it, the repulsive thing seems less so.


King shifts and pulls her in close. “We got it pretty good, don’t we, baby?” he says.


Jasmyn smiles and rests her head against his shoulder. He still has that green, fresh-from-the-spa smell, but she tries not to let it bother her. “Yeah, we sure do,” she says.
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Where should we eat?” Jasmyn asks King as they’re driving through downtown Liberty on their way to brunch. Instead of sitting up front next to him, she’s in the back with Kamau. Earlier he’d complained of being lonely. She’d patted her stomach and reminded him he’d have a brother in a few months.


“But that’s too long,” he’d said.


They drive by the Jamaican food place where they’d had lunch on their first visit to Liberty. The food was excellent, with authentically spicy jerk pork. On that visit, she and King laughed about the “Caribbean” place they’d gone to in Santa Monica years before. Not a Black person in sight, not at the tables and not in the kitchen. The jerk sampler they’d gotten didn’t have salt, let alone any other kind of spice.


They pass by two barbershops and two hair salons and two nail spas, a place devoted to eyebrow waxing, another dedicated to body sculpting, all of them impeccably upscale. She compares the street to the ones where she grew up. Missing are the wig shops, check cashing places, corner stores that sell everything from loosies to tampons, Chinese restaurants with bulletproof glass. Mercifully, there’s no expectation of danger built into the DNA of the design here.
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