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JUST ONCE

Seems nothing ever changes / We're back to being strangers.
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CHAPTER ONE
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LEEK

Four in the morning got its own kind of quiet, and I done spent enough of 'em in this warehouse to know all the different flavors it come in.

There's the quiet right before somebody finally lay down a verse that's gon' change they whole life, when the room hold its breath with 'em. There's the quiet after, when everybody just look at each other like did that really just happen. And then there's the quiet I was sittin in right then, which wasn't neither one of them — just the fridge hummin, the AC unit tickin, and my back tellin me I'd been in the same chair since two o'clock yesterday afternoon.

I run my thumb across the fader and pushed the kick up half a hair. Barely nothin. But that's the whole job, if you wanna know the truth. Ain't about the big moves. It's the half a hair, the little bit ain't nobody else gon' hear but everybody gon' feel. You move the kick a half a hair and a nigga in his car three weeks from now gon' turn it up and won't know why. That's the part I love. That's the part I'd do for free, and pretty much have been.

Devereaux Sound. My name on the wall. Well — my daddy's name, technically, but he ain't do nothin with it but give it to me and go do eight years, so far as I'm concerned it's mine now. Took me three years of skipping meals and running up cards I'm still payin down to turn a leased-out storage warehouse off Metropolitan into a room that actually sound like somethin. Foam on the walls I hung my own self. A board I drove to Nashville to buy off a old man who cried when he sold it. Rug on the floor my granny gave me before she passed, red and gold, still got a burn in the corner from where I don't even remember. It ain't much. But when that door close and the world go away and it's just me and the board and whoever brave enough to open they mouth in front of the mic — man. It's church in here. It's the only church I go to.

"Aye, Leek." Trell's voice come floatin over from the couch behind me. He been laid out on it for a hour with his hood up, on his phone, doin whatever Trell do. "You still messin with that? It's done, bro. It was done."

"It ain't done."

"It's done." He sat up. Trell always got a lil more energy at four in the mornin than a person ought to. "You be doin this. You take a whole song that's finished and you sit here another three hours movin stuff can't nobody hear."

"You can't hear it."

"Ain't nobody can hear it. That's my point." He laughed. "You worse than a woman with a edge-up. It's straight, bro. Leave it alone."

I ain't say nothin. That's the thing about workin with people who don't do what you do — they think the last ten percent is you bein crazy. They don't understand the last ten percent is the only percent. Anybody can get a song ninety percent there. The world full of ninety percent. Ain't nobody rich off ninety percent.

But I ain't feel like sayin all that, so I ain't say none of it. I just kept my hand on the fader and let the two bars loop, and loop, and loop.

That's another thing about me you might as well learn now, 'cause it's gon' come up. I don't say a whole lot. Never did. My mama used to say I came out the womb already keepin secrets, and she wasn't wrong. Where I'm from, a open mouth is a open door, and a open door is how the wind get in and knock everything off the shelf. So I keep mine shut. I let people think what they wanna think. It's easier, and it cost less, and by the time they figure out they was wrong about me I'm usually already gone.

The artist we had in — young boy named Sauce, from off Campbellton, got a lil buzz, got a lil mouth to go with it — he'd left around three, all hype, dappin me up, tellin me I was a genius, tellin me we was finna be rich. They always tell you that at three in the mornin. By noon they done forgot your number. I learned not to hold it against 'em. You give a hungry man a plate, he ain't gotta remember you. He just gotta eat.

"Say, though," Trell said, and I heard it in his voice before he even got to it. The little slide it do when money bout to come up. "You get somethin off Sauce tonight or nah?"

"He gon' pay when the song do numbers."

"See, that's — bro." Trell come and sat in the chair next to me, the one that squeak, and turned it around backwards like he do. "That's what I be tellin you. You too nice. You in here bleedin for these lil niggas and they walkin out on a IOU? You know what this room cost a hour?"

"I know exactly what it cost a hour, Trell. I'm the one payin it."

"Then charge like it." He shrugged, easy, like it was the simplest thing in the world, like I ain't already thought about it every single night lyin awake doin the math. "You be lettin your heart run your business. Real talk, that's why you where you at. You don't need all these people, Leek. You need like — two artists, the right two, and you need to lock in with the right money people. I know some money people. I keep tellin you I know some money people."

"Your money people be havin conditions."

"Everybody money got conditions." He said it and looked at me a second too long, and then he smiled and it went away, whatever it was. "I'm just sayin. You out here doin it the hard way when it's a easy way sittin right next to you." He tapped his own chest. "That's all. That's all I'm sayin. You always wanna do everything your own self."

"'Cause when I do it my own self, it don't come with conditions."

"A'ight, superman." He laughed and got up. "A'ight. I'ma let you save the world. I'm bout to slide."

And see, that right there is Trell in one picture, and I want you to hold onto it, 'cause it's gon' matter later in a way I couldn't see standin in it. Trell been my nigga since we was nine years old on Delowe, since before either one of us had two nickels. Trell is the one who showed up to my granny funeral in the only suit he owned, which was too little, wrists hangin out the sleeves, and stood next to me the whole day and ain't say a word 'cause he knew I ain't want words. Trell would take a charge for me. Trell did take a charge for me, one time, in a way I ain't gon' get into.

And Trell also, always, every single time, had a lil something in his voice steerin me smaller. You don't need all these people. You don't need her. You don't need nobody but me, bro. At four in the mornin, tired, it sound like loyalty. It take you a long time to learn that sometimes the man tellin you you don't need nobody is the man who need you not to have nobody. But I ain't there yet. Standin in this chapter, Trell just my day-one, and I dapped him up and told him drive safe, and watched him bop out to his car under the one workin light in the parking lot, and I ain't think nothin of it.

Then it was just me.
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Here's the part I don't tell people, 'cause it don't fit the picture.

Everybody see the studio, my name on the wall, the artists comin through, and they think I'm up. They think Leek doin good. And on paper, comparin me to where I come from, maybe I am. But the truth is I hadn't ate a real meal in probably two days that didn't come out a gas station, and the reason I was still movin that kick a half a hair at four in the mornin wasn't just 'cause I'm a perfectionist, though I am. It was 'cause the second I stopped, I had to go home. And home was a apartment I could barely cover, with a fridge that had a old thing of baking soda and a hot sauce in it and not one single thing you could call food.

I grind like I grind 'cause the grind is the only thing that ever loved me back consistent. You put the work in, you get the result out. It don't lie to you. It don't leave. My daddy left — went in when I was ten, came home when I was eighteen a whole different man who flinched when I got too close, like I was the one who did somethin. My mama, God rest her, she ain't leave on purpose but she left, tired, worn all the way down by men and by life, and I watched her get smaller and smaller in her own house till there wasn't hardly none of her left. I decided somewhere in there I wasn't never gon' be small in my own house. I wasn't never gon' need nothin from nobody I couldn't get my own self. And I damn sure wasn't never gon' put my hands on nothin or nobody the way I seen hands get put. My mama's face taught me that. You don't forget a face like that. You build your whole life around never bein the reason somebody make it.

So I work. I put the ten percent in. And I don't let people in the room past the board, 'cause the board is far enough.

I saved the session. Watched the little bar crawl across the screen. Sauce_ImThatGuy_FINAL_v9. Nine versions. I laughed at my own self a little. Backed it up twice like always, one drive and the cloud, 'cause the one thing I learned from Simone — and I'll get to Simone, unfortunately — is you never leave nothin you love in one place where it can get took.

Killed the lights. Set the alarm. Stepped out into that ATL four-a.m. air, which in the summer ain't cool, it's just less, thick and warm and smellin like somebody grillin four blocks away even though don't nobody be grillin at four in the mornin. City hummin low. That orange streetlight buzz. A train somewhere. I stood in the lot a second and my stomach growled loud enough to answer the train.

I ain't wanna go home to no baking soda. So I got in my car — a old Charger I keep clean 'cause it's the one nice thing I let myself have — and I went lookin for somethin open.
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You ever drive around a city at four in the mornin lookin for food you can afford? It's humbling. Everything either closed or it's the kind of open that get you robbed. The Waffle House on Cascade had a line of a certain type of energy in the parking lot I ain't feel like being a part of that night. The gas station by the highway had they grill off already. I drove past three, four spots with they gates down, metal pulled, dark.

And then off one of them side streets in the West End, one of them blocks that's half comin-up and half still-tryin, where they got a old warehouse row that people been turnin into little businesses, I seen a light.

One window. Lit up gold in a whole row of dark. And a truck backed up to it, one of them refrigerated box trucks with the motor runnin, and a man standin at the back of it with a clipboard, and a woman standin in the doorway of that gold light with her hand on her hip and a phone pressed to her ear, goin off.

I don't even know why I slowed down. I tell myself now it was 'cause I was hungry and it looked like maybe a kitchen. But that ain't the whole truth. The whole truth is you can see somebody from fifty feet away, in a doorway, in a bad light, and somethin in you just — sit up. Like your body know before your mind do. My foot came off the gas its own self.

I rolled up slow and put it in park across the little street, and I ain't even really mean to be watchin, but the window was open and the night was quiet and her voice carried.

"—nah, see, that's where you got me twisted." She had the phone on her ear and she was pointin at the clipboard man with a whole finger even though whoever she was cussin out was on the phone, not him, so this woman was fightin two people at one time and lookin like she was winnin both. "I ordered forty pounds and this man out here tryna hand me twenty-eight talkin bout that's what's on the invoice. I know what I ordered, baby, I wrote the order. You think I don't know my own — no. No. You gon' send the rest or you gon' send my money back, them the only two songs you can sing to me right now."

The clipboard man said somethin I couldn't hear, kind of held the clipboard up like a shield.

"Don't show me no paper," she told him, off the phone now, or the phone down at her side anyway. "I don't wanna see no paper. Paper ain't gon' feed three hundred people at a repass Saturday mornin, is it? Huh? Can they eat the paper?" She had a apron on, flour or somethin on it, hair tied up, and she was maybe five-foot-four of pure do not play with me tonight, and I'm not gon' lie to you, I sat in my car in the dark and I smiled for the first time in about a week.

'Cause I knew that. Not her — I ain't know her from nowhere. But I knew that. The one woman standin in the one lit window at four in the mornin, runnin her whole entire operation off a cracked phone and a bad attitude and not one soul comin to help her. I knew what that cost. I knew she was tired the exact particular way I was tired, the bone way, the way where you can't stop 'cause stoppin mean it all falls, so you just keep standin in the door yellin at trucks. Game recognize game. Grind recognize grind.

The truck man finally threw his hands up and went and did somethin in the back of the truck, and she stood there in the door breathin, and for just a second — one second, when she thought wasn't nobody watchin — she let her shoulders drop. Just for a second. Put her free hand up over her eyes and pressed, like her head hurt, like the whole thing hurt. And then a car door or somethin made a noise down the block and she snatched them shoulders right back up quick, like she got caught, like she couldn't afford to be seen tired even by a empty street.

I felt that in my chest like a fingerprint. 'Cause that's me. That's exactly me. Snatch it back up 'fore anybody see.

Now. I want you to understand somethin about me before I tell you what I did next, so you know how strange it was.

I do not talk to people first. Ever. It's a rule, and it's a old one, and it kept me safe my whole life. You let the other person talk first, 'cause whoever talk first is showin they hand, and I don't show my hand to nobody. Women especially. A pretty woman especially especially. Simone talked to me first, all them years ago, walked right up to me smilin, and look how that turned out — I'll tell you, but not now, my stomach hurt too bad to relive it. Point is, after Simone I built the rule up into a wall, and behind that wall I been just fine. Alone, but fine. I'll take fine.

So I don't know what got in me. I really don't. Maybe it was the hour. Maybe it was two days of not eatin. Maybe it was that half a second I watched her let her shoulders down and pick 'em back up, and somethin in me just wanted, for one time in my life, to be the reason somebody ain't have to carry it by they self in a doorway at four in the mornin.

I turned my car off.

I got out.

The truck man was pullin off now, gears grindin, and she was standin in her doorway lookin down at that cracked phone shakin her head, and I crossed that little empty street with my hands where she could see 'em 'cause a woman alone at four a.m. don't need no surprises, and I heard my own voice come out my own mouth doin the one thing I never do.

"You need some help carryin whatever he did leave you?"

She looked up.

And Lord, them eyes. Tired and sharp at the same damn time, already halfway to tellin me no, already sizin me up — friend or problem, buyer or trouble, worth my time or one more thing I gotta deal with tonight. I watched her do the whole calculation in about a half a second, quick, a woman who done had to learn to read men fast 'cause reading 'em slow got expensive.

"Do I know you?" she said.

"Nah." I stopped a respectful ways off. Kept my hands out. "I was drivin by. Lookin for somethin to eat, matter of fact, and everything closed but you." I nodded at the truck disappearin down the block. "Looked like you was gettin the short end out here. I run a spot up the way — I know how that go. Niggas'll short you and hand you a invoice like the invoice food."

Somethin moved in her face. Not a smile. She wasn't givin me no smile, not that easy, I could already tell she wasn't the type to hand a smile to a stranger like it was free. But somethin. A little crack in the do not play with me. Recognition, maybe. Grind knowin grind.

"You run a spot," she said, flat, not buyin it yet but not slammin the door neither.

"Studio. Off Metropolitan. Music." I shrugged. "So I don't know nothin bout forty pounds of whatever that was. But I know about standin in a door at four in the mornin arguin with somebody who think you slow. And I know it go easier with two hands than one."

She looked at me a long second. Behind her, through that gold-lit door, I could see it now — a kitchen. A real one. Steel tables, big pots, trays. A whole operation. And taped up on the wall by the door, a little sign, hand-painted, letters done with love: GRANDMA OLA'S.

She followed my eyes to it, then brought 'em back to me, and she shifted her weight, and she still ain't smile. But she stepped back. Half a step. Just enough to make the doorway not a wall no more.

"You look like you finna rob me or eat everything I got," she said. "I ain't figured out which."

"Can't it be both?"

And there — right there — the corner of her mouth. She fought it. She lost, barely, just for a flash, and then she got it back under control like a professional. But I seen it. I seen it and I'm not too proud to tell you my whole tired chest lit up like that board when a good take come in.

"You can carry them boxes off the dolly," she said, turnin back into the light, talkin over her shoulder like she already decided somethin she wasn't gon' tell me she decided. "And if you touch my macaroni I'ma call the police and my granny, and you don't want neither one."

I stood in that doorway one more second before I followed her in.

Understand, I ain't know nothin yet. I ain't know her name was Zaria. I ain't know she'd give me the wrong number 'fore the sun even came up, on purpose, watchin my face when she did it. I ain't know she was one bad month from losin the whole dream, same as me, and too proud to say it, same as me. I ain't know we was two people built out the exact same broke pieces, cut the exact opposite way — me all locked doors, her all raised fists — and that the very thing that pulled me across that street was gon' be the thing that near about killed us both.

I ain't know none of that. All I knew, steppin out my rule and into that gold light for the first time, was that I spoke first.

For her, I spoke first.

If I coulda seen the whole road from that doorway, I still woulda took the step. I want you to know that. Whatever come after — and a lot come after — I'd have took that step every time.

I picked up the first box.

— end of Chapter One —
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CHAPTER TWO
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ZAE

I clocked him before he ever got out that car.

See, that's a thing men don't understand about women like me. Y'all think you smooth, think you slid up on us out of nowhere. No. I felt them headlights slow down a whole block before he parked, felt that Charger creep up and sit across the street with the engine still tickin, and every hair on my arms stood up at attention the way they do when a room got one too many people in it. A woman who grew up how I grew up, in the houses I grew up in, she got a alarm system in her skin. Mine went off soft. Not danger soft. Just — pay attention soft. Which, honestly, is worse. Danger I know what to do with. Pay attention is how they get you.

But I wasn't bout to let no strange man in a muscle car see me flinch at four in the mornin, so I kept my back to him and kept cussing out Reginald from Peachtree Provisions, who had done sent me twenty-eight pounds of chicken when my invoice, my own handwriting, said forty, and who was now trying to tell me about a "supply adjustment" like I ain't have three hundred grieving people to feed Saturday morning off a repass I already got paid half for and already spent.

"Reginald." I pinched the bridge of my nose. My head was poundin behind my right eye, that specific four-a.m. pound, the one that live back there rent-free during catering season. "I'ma say it one more time and then I'ma hang up and call your boss, who go to my granny church, so think real careful. You gon' make this right, or you gon' find out."

The phone was hot against my ear. That crack in the screen had got longer last week and now it ran corner to corner like a lightning bolt, and every time I held it up I could feel the little edge of glass catch my cheek. I kept meaning to fix it. I kept meaning to fix a lot of things. The phone, the walk-in that ran two degrees warm, the second fryer, the fact that if this month went the way the numbers said it was gon' go, wasn't gon' be no brick-and-mortar Grandma Ola's, was gon' be me back cooking out this shared kitchen till my knees gave out, renting time by the hour like everybody else, forty-eight and still saying one day.

Nobody knew that part. Not Nina, not my granny, damn sure not Reginald. Everybody thought Zae was up. Zae got the catering popping, Zae got the van, Zae got the little logo on everything. What Zae had was six thousand dollars of other people's deposits already spent and a dream running on fumes and pride, and pride was the only one of them two that never ran out.

Reginald said he'd send the rest in the morning. I told him morning wasn't a time, it was a threat, and I hung up.

And that's when the car door opened.
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I turned around slow, wiped my hands on my apron — I had flour up both arms from the cornbread I'd been prepping, and a smear of it across my collarbone I wouldn't find till I got home and looked in the mirror — and I watched this man cross the street toward me with his hands up out to his sides. Palms open. Empty. On purpose.

I noticed that. I want you to know I noticed that first, before I noticed anything else about him, because it told me two things at once. It told me he knew a woman alone in a doorway at four in the mornin needed to see his hands. And it told me he was the kind of man who'd learned, somewhere, that his hands were a thing people needed to keep a eye on. Both them things were true about him. It'd take me a long, long time and a lot of tears to understand just how true.

Then I noticed the rest of him, 'cause I'm a woman, not a saint.

Tall. Not gym-tall, work-tall, built like somebody who used to have to carry things and never lost it. Dark, clean, a lil beard that ain't nobody line up for him, he did it his own self, I could tell. Tired around the eyes the exact way I was tired around the eyes, that bruised look, that I have not laid all the way down in days look. Plain white tee, jeans, a chain he kept tucked. And a face — Lord, that face. Not pretty. Pretty I could've dismissed. Pretty men bounce off me, I been inoculated. No, this man had a face that looked like it was thinking, like behind it something was always running, some quiet math, and it landed on me and stayed there in a way that made that alarm in my skin go off a second time, louder.

"You need some help carryin whatever he did leave you?"

His voice came out low and unhurried, a little rasp in it, a voice that had spent the night talking soft to a microphone. It landed somewhere south of my good sense and I felt it, warm, in a place I keep locked, and I got mad about it. That fast. Mad at him for having a voice, mad at myself for having ears.

"Do I know you?" I said.

He stopped a good ten feet off. Respectful. Kept them palms where I could see 'em. "Nah. I was drivin by. Lookin for somethin to eat, matter of fact, and everything closed but you."

And see, a lie woulda been easier to handle. If he'd said something slick, something rehearsed, I'da had my whole system for that, I'd have handed him a no so cold it'd frost his eyebrows and gone back inside. But he didn't come slick. He came plain. He looked at my truck pulling off down the block and said, "Looked like you was gettin the short end out here. I run a spot up the way. I know how that go. Niggas'll short you and hand you a invoice like the invoice food."

I almost laughed. I want that on the record. Standing there with a headache and six thousand dollars of trouble and a cracked phone, this stranger said the one exact true thing about my whole night, and something in my chest that had been clenched all evening let go one notch without my permission.

I didn't laugh though. I don't give it away that easy. My mama gave everything away easy — her time, her food, her body, her whole soft self, handed it to man after man like it was free, like she'd get it back — and I watched every one of them take it and leave her smaller, till by the end my mama was a pretty little ghost setting a table for men who wasn't coming. I decided when I was maybe eleven years old, watching her put on lipstick for a man I already knew wasn't gon' show, that I would rather die standing up than shrink one inch for anybody. So no. This tired fine-faced stranger wasn't finna get a laugh out of me on the first night just for being right.

"You run a spot," I said. Flat. Testing the weight of it.

"Studio. Off Metropolitan. Music." He shrugged, easy, like it cost him nothing to be looked at sideways. "So I don't know nothin bout forty pounds of whatever that was. But I know about standin in a door at four in the mornin arguin with somebody who think you slow. And I know it go easier with two hands than one."

His eyes went past me then, to the door, to the light, and I watched him find the sign. My granny's sign. GRANDMA OLA'S, hand-painted, them letters I did myself at the kitchen table three years ago with a little brush and too much love, the O's not quite round. He looked at it the way you look at something somebody made by hand. Not laughing at it. Reading it. And then he brought his eyes back to me, and something in my stomach did a slow roll I did not authorize.

Here's what I did next, and I did it on purpose, and I want you to understand why.

I stepped back. Half a step. Just enough to make the doorway not a wall no more.

Because I am not my mama — but I am my grandmother's child too, and my grandmother believe you don't turn away a soul that show up hungry, ever, it's against her whole religion, and this man had said he ain't ate. And because — fine. Fine. Because that voice, that face, them open hands, that one true thing he said about my night. Because I was tired and it was four in the mornin and for one second I ain't want to carry it all by myself in a doorway neither. I'm allowed to be a person for one second. Even I get one second.

"You look like you finna rob me or eat everything I got," I told him. "I ain't figured out which."

"Can't it be both?"

And that got me. The corner of my mouth went before I could catch it. I snatched it back, but he saw it, I saw him see it, and something behind his tired eyes lit up like I'd handed him something. Which annoyed me all over again, because I had, and I hadn't meant to.

"You can carry them boxes off the dolly," I said, turning into the light so he couldn't watch my face do whatever it was about to do. "And if you touch my macaroni I'ma call the police and my granny, and you don't want neither one."
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He came in.

And the thing about my kitchen at that hour — my little rented corner of that big shared commercial kitchen, with my station roped off from the others by nothing but respect and a label maker — is that it's the realest place I got. Fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, one of 'em flickering on the far end I keep meaning to change. The air thick and layered: bleach off the mopped floor, cold raw chicken, the deep brown smell of the short ribs I had going low in the big rondeau, bay leaf and black pepper and something sweet underneath, and under all of it, always, that flour-and-butter ghost that live in my granny's recipes and follow me everywhere I cook 'em. Steam on the window. My feet aching in my Crocs on that hard rubber mat. A pot lid rattling soft. Home, basically. The only home I built my own self, from nothing, that no man gave me and no man could take.

I watched him out the side of my eye while he worked. And he worked — didn't stand around looking useful the way men do, waiting to get thanked for existing. He found the dolly, found the stack, and he carried them heavy boxes of chicken back to the walk-in two at a time like they was empty, and he stacked 'em right, FIFO, oldest in front, without me saying a word, and that did something to me too, the competence of it, the not-having-to-manage-him of it. You don't know, if you never ran a thing by yourself, what it does to a tired woman to watch somebody just do the task right without needing her to hold their hand through it. It's almost obscene. I had to look away.

"You stacked them right," I said, to say something.

"Ran a kitchen?" he asked.

"Ran everything." I checked my ribs, pressed one with the back of a spoon, felt it give. Two more hours. "You?"

He was quiet a second, and I felt him decide something, felt him fold a longer answer up and put it away, the way I do. "Somethin like that," he said. "Long time ago. Different life."

Different life. I heard the whole locked room in them two words. I got locked rooms too. I didn't push on his and he didn't push on mine, and there was a kind of respect in that, two people recognizing each other's do not enter signs and honoring them, and if I'm honest that quiet mutual leaving-alone was more intimate than half the conversations I ever had lying next to a man.

He didn't touch my macaroni.

But he did stand at the edge of my station while I plated him up a little something — 'cause my granny would rise up out her recliner across town and feel it if I let a hungry man leave my kitchen empty, some things is bigger than my attitude — and he watched me move, and I let him, and I hate that I let him. I put short ribs over a little rice, spooned the gravy, added two pieces of cornbread still warm enough to sweat the butter, and I slid it across the steel to him, and when he looked down at that plate this grown man's whole face changed like a little boy. Softened all the way. Something moved in his throat. He ate standing up, right there, fast at first and then slow, and about halfway through he closed his eyes for one bite, just one, and I turned around and messed with a pot I ain't need to mess with because I did not want to be standing there feeling what I was feeling watching a stranger taste my grandmother's gravy at four in the mornin like it was the first kind thing that had happened to him in a while.

"This the best thing I ate in about two years," he said, quiet.

"It's just short ribs."

"Nah." He shook his head, looking at the plate. "It ain't."

And he was right. It wasn't. But I wasn't finna stand there and let a man be right about my food and my night in the same hour. A woman got to keep something.
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When he was done he washed his own plate. Washed it, dried it, set it in my rack. Then he stood there a second, wiping his hands on a paper towel, and I could feel it coming, the number, the can I call you, and I want you to understand my whole body braced for it like for a slap, because that's what a good voice and a soft face and a plate-washing and a different life all add up to in my experience: the setup. Deuce washed dishes too. Deuce said the right true things too, in the beginning, before Deuce turned my whole life into a lie I found out about at a clinic with my hands shaking, before Deuce cost me something I have never told one living soul about and never will. Every good man is a con man you ain't caught yet. That's not bitter. That's just the receipts.

"Let me get your number," he said. "For real, though. Not — I'm sayin. You cater?"

"I cater."

"I do events at the studio. Listening sessions, video shoots, all that. Always need somebody who can actually cook." He held up his phone. "That's business. Whatever else — that's whatever you say it is. But the business is real."

Smart. He left me a door I could walk through with my pride on. It's business. He gave me a way to say yes that wasn't yes. And a lesser woman, a tireder woman, a woman who ain't watch her own mama get took forty times, might've walked through it.

I looked at his face when I did it. I need you to know that. I didn't do it careless. I did it deliberate, watching him, running my little test the way I always run my little test, because a woman got to know early what a man do when he don't get exactly what he came for. Deuce, back in the day, when I used to tell him no about little things just to see — Deuce's jaw used to tick. Just a little. A little muscle in his jaw, and his eyes used to go flat for half a second before the charm came back, and I ignored it for two years and it cost me everything. So now I test. I give a man a small no, or a small wrong thing, and I watch, and his face tell me who he gon' be at his worst before I ever have to find out the hard way.

So I gave him a number. I said it slow and even, and I changed one digit in the middle, one, smooth, no hitch in my voice — I been doing this a while — and I watched his face the whole time to see what it did when, three days from now, he'd call it and get some confused stranger and know, know, that I'd looked him in his eye and handed him a lie.

His face didn't do nothing bad.

That's the part I keep coming back to, all this time later, knowing everything I know now. He typed it in, that one wrong digit and all, and he nodded, and he looked at me with them tired thinking eyes, and there wasn't no tick in his jaw. Wasn't no flat half-second. What was there — and I almost missed it, almost — was something that looked, for just a flicker, like he knew. Like he knew exactly what I'd done and why, like he'd read the whole thing off me, the mama, the receipts, the wall, all of it, and instead of getting mad he just — let me have it. Let me keep my wall. Filed the wrong number away like a man who understood that some women got to lie to you once before they can tell you the truth, and was willing to wait out the difference.

"A'ight," he said. "Thank you for the plate, Miss Grandma Ola's."

"That's my granny. I'm Zae."

"Zae." He said it like he was setting it down careful somewhere. "Malik. Everybody call me Leek."

"A'ight, Leek." I crossed my arms so I'd stop doing anything else with them. "Drive safe. It's late for a full plate and a good deed."

He smiled — first real one, and it changed his whole tired face, took ten years off it — and he went to the door, and he stopped in it with the gold light behind him and the dark street in front, and he looked back at me one more time.

"For what it's worth," he said, "he ain't shorting you cause you slow. He shorting you cause he think can't nobody stop him. Somebody gon' stop him." And then, quieter, almost to his self: "You will."

And he was gone. Charger turning over, headlights swinging across my steamed-up window, taillights going small down the block and gone.

I stood in my kitchen in the buzz of that flickering light with my heart doing something I did not order it to do, and I picked up the plate he'd washed and dried and set in my rack, and it was still a little warm from his hands, and I put it down again quick like it burned me.

I had given that man the wrong number on purpose. I'd looked him dead in his face and lied, smooth, and felt good about it, felt safe about it, the way my wall always make me feel safe.

I found out later he already knew my business was on the 'Gram. Found out he could've found my real number in about ninety seconds any day he wanted. He never said that. He let me have my little lie and my little wall and my little sense of winning, and he came and found me anyway, the honest way, and I have thought about that more times than I will ever admit to him or anybody.

That was the first night. That was the whole beginning, right there in that flickering light, the flour on my collarbone and the ribs on the stove and the wrong number in a stranger's phone.

If somebody had walked in my kitchen that night and told me everything — told me I'd love that man and leave that man and lie on that man to a worse man; told me about the hospital, the door, the blood, the little girl we hadn't even met yet who both of us would fail; told me that years from now I'd be lying in another man's bed seeing Leek's face on the ceiling — I'd have laughed them out my kitchen and gone back to my ribs.

I ain't laughing now.

— end of Chapter Two —
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CHAPTER THREE
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LEEK

I waited three days to call the number, and I knew the whole three days it was wrong.

I don't know why I waited. I coulda found her real number in the time it take to boil a egg — her business was all over the 'Gram, Grandma Ola's ATL, twelve hundred followers, pictures of ribs so good I had to put my phone down, a highlight reel of catering setups, a little cartoon logo of a church-hat granny holding a spoon. Booking info in the bio. Wasn't no mystery. But I sat on it three days anyway, and on the third night, laid up in my apartment at two in the mornin with the AC dripping and the streetlight coming through the blinds in stripes across my chest, I called the number she gave me. On purpose. 'Cause I wanted to hear it.

It rang twice. A man answered, older, confused, TV loud behind him. "Who dis?"

"My fault, OG," I said. "Wrong number." And I hung up and I laid there in them light stripes and I laughed. Out loud, by myself, in my empty apartment. First time in I don't know how long.

'Cause it was so her. I ain't even really know her yet and I knew that much — that she looked me dead in my eye, took my kindness and my clean-washed plate and my whatever else is whatever you say it is, and handed me back a lie with a bow on it, smooth as gravy, watching my face the whole time to see if I'd break. She thought she was protecting herself. She was. But she was also, without knowing it, showing me the whole map. A woman only builds a wall that high and that quick when somebody already got over it once and burned the village. I ain't know his name yet. Deuce. I ain't know about the clinic, the thing she carried, the mama, none of it. But I knew the shape of it from the wall alone, the way you can tell how big a man was by the size of the hole he punched.

Most niggas woulda been offended. Called her stuck-up, moved on, told they boys she was doing too much. But see, I don't come at people through the front door. Never have. The front door is where they got they defenses set up, they whole show ready. I come the quiet way, the patient way, I sit back and I watch, I learn how a person move before I ever make my move. It's the same thing made me good at the block back in the day and the same thing make me good behind the board now — I can hear the thing under the thing. And what I heard under Zae's pretty little lie was a woman worth being patient for.

So I ain't call her out. I ain't text funny, you gave me the wrong number. That woulda been me showing my hand, letting her know I caught it, and then we back to square one, both of us with our fronts up. Nah. I went to her business page, the honest way, right where she left the door open for anybody, and I booked her.
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Grandma Ola's ATL: Hey! Looking to book catering. Listening session at a studio off Metropolitan, ~40 people, 2 weeks out. Soul food, your call on menu. Serious inquiry, I can pay a deposit today. — Leek (Devereaux Sound)

I watched them three dots come up and go away twice before she answered, and I'll be honest, my chest did a thing waiting on it that a grown man's chest ain't got no business doing over three dots.

Grandma Ola's ATL: Devereaux Sound. The studio guy from the other night.

Me: The plate-washing studio guy, yeah.

Grandma Ola's ATL: You could've just asked for the menu at my kitchen. Instead of this.

Me: Wanted it in writing so you'd know it's real. Business is real, remember?

Them dots again. Longer this time.

Grandma Ola's ATL: Uh huh. And here I was about to feel bad, thinking you called that number I gave you and got some old man named Earl.

And I sat straight up in my bed in them light stripes, because she told on herself. She brought it up. She couldn't stand not knowing if I'd called it, couldn't stand me having a card she couldn't see, so she flipped it over her own self and slid it across the table like it was a joke. That's Zae all the way, I'd learn — she'd rather hand you the knife than wonder if you got one.

I could've won right there. Could've said yeah, met Earl, y'all sound close. Could've made her feel caught. But you don't win a woman like that by winning. You win her by letting her see you saw, and choosing her anyway.

Me: Earl seem like good people. We had a nice talk.

Grandma Ola's ATL: 😭😭

Grandma Ola's ATL: Okay, Leek from Devereaux Sound. Send me the address. I'll come do a tasting and we'll talk menu. And the deposit is real too, I don't cook on promises.

Me: Never asked you to.

That was the whole conversation. Twelve, thirteen texts. And I laid back down grinning at my ceiling like a fool, and I want to mark this moment, right here, 'cause it matters: that was the last night my life was simple. I ain't know it. You never know it. You just look back later and go — right there. That was the last easy night. If I'da known, I'da laid in it longer.

[image: ]

She came to do the tasting on a Thursday, middle of the afternoon, which at the studio is the dead time, the golden hour before the night owls roll in. I'd cleaned up. I won't lie about it. Ran the vacuum over my granny's red-and-gold rug, wiped the board down, hid the worst of the cable mess, put a candle out I'd never once lit in three years of owning the place. Trell clocked all of it from the couch and ain't say nothing, just smirked at me over his phone in that way he do, and I told him to gone find something to do, and he laughed and said "oh it's like that," and I told him it wasn't like nothing, it was business, and he laughed harder 'cause he a liar but he ain't a fool.

She pulled up in a wrapped van, Grandma Ola's down the side, that little church-hat granny holding her spoon. Came in carrying two hot bags and a folding tray table and a whole entire energy, like she'd decided on the drive over exactly how much of herself she was gon' let in the room and not one degree more. Had her hair down this time. Jeans, a fitted tee, gold hoops, a apron folded over her arm she ain't even need but brought anyway, like armor. Looked at my little candle. Looked at me. Ain't say nothing about the candle, which was worse than if she had.

"So this the church," she said, turning a slow circle, taking in the foam, the board, the booth, the platinum plaque I ain't earn yet but hung up anyway 'cause a man got to have a goal on the wall. "Music church."

"Somethin like that."

"You said that last time too. Somethin like that." She set her bags down on the table, started unpacking, and she did it without looking at me, which is how I already knew she was paying close attention. "You a somethin like that type of man, huh. Everything's somethin like that, nothing's ever just what it is."

"You want me to be plain?"

"I want you to be whatever you is." She popped a lid off a hot pan and the whole room changed — collards, smoked, vinegar-bright, and something sweet and brown behind it, and my mouth watered so fast it damn near hurt. "But I already know you not gon' be. Men who wash they own plate at four in the mornin got a lot of doors in 'em."

"You got doors."

"I got a whole hallway." She said it flat, still not looking up, laying out little tasting portions in a row on the tray — the collards, mac baked with a crust on it, short ribs, candied yams, a square of cornbread, a little cup of banana pudding at the end like a reward for finishing. "Difference is I know which of mine is locked. You still think yours is open."

I ain't have a answer for that. She'd done reached in and touched the thing without even trying, the way she'd turn out to do again and again, and I stood there in my own studio feeling seen in a way I did not sign up for. So I did what I do. I changed the subject to the food, which was safe, and which was also — I'm not exaggerating — the best plate of soul food I ever put in my mouth in my life, and I told her so, and this time she let herself take the compliment, just barely, a little nod, a little something at the corner of her mouth she killed quick.

We talked menu. We talked numbers. She was sharp with the numbers, sharper than I expected, ran her margins in her head faster than I could on paper, and every time I tried to round up to help her out she caught it and rounded it back down, wouldn't take a dollar she ain't earn. "I don't need you to pad my invoice," she said, and there was a whole history in how fast she said it, a whole a man tried to take care of me once and it cost me my whole self. I filed it away. I file everything away.

And it was going good. It was going real good. Two people fronting so hard across a folding tray table it was basically flirting, both of us pretending this was about collard greens, both of us knowing it wasn't, when the side door of the studio banged open and Kaydence walked in.
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Now I got to stop and tell you about Kaydence, and I got to do it right, because if I do it wrong you won't understand nothing that come after. You won't understand me. You won't understand why, when it's all said and done, a
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