

1. The Sisters

			Once upon a time

			somewhere far, far uptown

			tucked behind a veil of white oak leaves in the thick DC summer heat

			three Black women were at peace. 

			 

			The pool glittered. Sunlight cut through the treetops and a breeze whispered at smooth slabs of concrete. Lush spheres of hydrangeas lined the walls of a glass-sided mansion. Their laughter peppered the air. Their toes drew lazy circles. At the far edge of this secluded estate, three sisters lay in the grassy lap of the garden. 

			The Jones sisters looked out of place. Like feral mermaids at the edge of an infinity pool. But there they were. On a blanket in the grass, Jasmine, Ella and Layla lay on their bellies. A bowl of cherries, a bag of chips, a jar of shea butter, a dozen books and three sweating bottles of cold water. Jasmine sat up. She opened a worn copy of The Baking Bible. Limbs splayed and boyish, she leaned into the book. Her loose white tank top and basketball shorts were seasoned with white flour. She squinted at it and laughed. She raised her eyebrows and nodded as if she were having a conversation with the book. She ran her fingers over the words, imagining how the souffle would feel on her tongue. Goat cheese and smoked thyme melting into nothing. She turned the page and cupped the nape of her neck with her palm. 

			Ella sat up and pulled her hair back into a swinging ponytail. Her hair was long and done. Conditioned, flat-ironed, a shining black waterfall. She tightened the strings of her bikini, and her belly folded over in a soft curve. Her lips naturally curled up into a smile. She looked nice. Like a sweet, Southern girl who might call you sweetheart if you acted right. She reached into the jar of shea butter. She warmed it in her hands and massaged it into her forearms and shoulders, each inch of her body glowing as her hands touched the skin.    

			Layla rolled onto her back and tipped her chin up to the sunlight. Her skin was adorned with silver rings and studs, gleaming like stars across the midnight sky. She lifted her phone up to the clouds, squinting through sunlight as she swiped at the screen. Long, fat braids danced down her back, glints of yellow beads catching the sunlight as she shook her head. She scrolled through photos from the protest, stopping to study a picture of herself. Protest signs blurred in motion around her. Her fist in the air, her eyes closed. She looked like she was praying. 

			Anyone who knows DC (for real) knows that summer in this city is insufferably hot and humid. Stay inside, don’t move, don’t eat, don’t even think kind-of-hot. But this summer was exceptional. If you wanted to spend a minute outside, you had to be in somebody’s pool. So, the Jones sisters decided to “borrow” their “neighbors’” pool. A For Sale sign went up in May and the five-million-dollar mansion sat empty all summer. The Realtor (a friend of a friend of their mother’s) gave showings by appointment. A team of landscapers and maintenance workers visited every other Wednesday. The estate was pruned and manicured and the pool was clean. So, every Saturday Jasmine, Ella and Layla walked to the rich, rich part of town to swim and float in a fantasy. They affectionately referred to the mansion as their “summer cottage.”  

			Layla tossed her phone into the grass and sighed. She looked at her older sisters basking in the sun. “Let’s get naked,” she said. 

			“Yep,” Ella replied, pulling at the strings of her bikini.  

			“Breaking and entering . . . and skinny-dipping. Sounds like us,” Jasmine said as she dog-eared a page in her book. She pulled her shirt off and threw it into an azalea bush. Layla stood and tossed her bikini top to the ground. 

			Jasmine slowly climbed to her feet. She stretched up toward the sun. 

			The three sisters stood butt ass naked at the edge of the pool. Jasmine danced to a song in her head. “Rock the boat, rock the boat, rock the boat, work it in the middle.” Jasmine sang as she looked over to Layla. Layla nodded her head and joined in, attempting to beatbox. 

			Ella jumped in with a melody. “Work the middle, work the middle, work the middle.” Ella closed her eyes and danced. This was her song. Aaliyah always made her feel sexy. She moved her hips as she sang along. 

			They yell-sang a slow jam, drunk with joy. Ella body-rolled, Jasmine did an underwater running man. Layla was twerking in the pool, letting her tiny ass hit the crest of the water. Waves crashed around them. Their laughter moved the air around them. The density of everything changed. The sky above reached down to pull them closer. With each breath in and out, they made space. All the anxious thoughts about fat, and hair, and being invisible, and being strong, and too sexy, and not sexy enough—all the ties that held them back from joy melted away. For the sisters, gravity was only a suggestion. A rule whispered by a weighted, simple world. Slowly, they rose above the water. Each inhale lifted them up and up. Their shadows danced on the waves. Three shades of melanin gold dripping with cold beads of light. Their breasts, calves, arms, the curves of fat that jiggled, Ella’s stretch marks like bolts of lightning, Jasmine’s wide back, Layla’s long limbs dancing above the water. It was like remembering. For one blissful moment they remembered that God made them, and everything was exactly where it should be. With the ground far beneath them, they held each other’s beauty up to the light, holding their own beauty until everything glowed, warm in the sun. This was the secret of the three sisters: they had power. On their own they knew how to conjure and heal and see beyond this world. But together they knew how to fly. The Jones sisters levitated. And then. All their buttery harmony and laughter was cut by the sound of a man’s voice.  

			“Hello?”

			The sound bounced against the mansion’s concrete walls. With three small splashes, the sisters slipped from the air back into the water. The music in their minds vanished. The three sisters froze, mouths agape, their heads peeking up above the water line. Ella ineffectively attempted to look respectable, using her hands to cover her nipples and crotch. Layla and Jasmine looked up at the young man standing in the glass doorway of the mansion. 

			He was in his thirties. Dressed in summer slacks and a fitted button down. Deep brown skin, strong jawline, close-cut beard, and a sharp fade. Young, Black and handsome. He looked down at the grass, his hand at his brow—embarrassed to be there. “Oh. I am so, so sorry. I just . . . I-I-I—”

			Jasmine walked swiftly out of the pool. She gathered her sisters’ clothing as she spoke in her I am the eldest sibling, I’m in charge voice. “We were just leaving. We’re well acquainted with the realtor, so we were basically . . . watching it. The house. Until it was sold. We figured the property could use some . . . watching.”

			“And some love! An empty house could always use some love.” Ella interjected, giggling. Jasmine threw a look at Ella.

			Layla—still waist-high and naked in the pool—didn’t budge. “I’m sorry, who are you again?” She put her hands on her hips. “The pool guy? The gardener?”

			The young man kept his gaze low, chuckling. “Well no. Actually. We just bought the house . . . last month?” He said softly, as if he were apologizing for it. Ella gasped. Jasmine and Layla exchanged a glance. “But you’re more than welcome to come here. Anytime! I mean it. You don’t even have to ask.” Gaining confidence, the young man began to talk a mile a minute. 

			“I love having visitors, and meeting neighbors, and I agree, a house could always use some love, especially an empty house. Do y’all live around here?” 

			He lifted his gaze to Ella, now mostly dressed, tying the strings of her bikini top, her sarong draped over her head like the Virgin Mary. Ella looked up at him. 

			“We’re in the neighborhood,” Layla replied flatly. 

			“This is gonna sound weird. It looked like you guys were floating just now. How did you do that?”

			“No,” Jasmine replied, staring the young man down. Layla and Ella exchanged a glance. 

			“Um. Okay . . . Well. My name is David Scott,” he said, staring at Ella. “I’ve seen you before . . . I think?” David smiled, tilting his head.

			“I don’t think so,” Ella said. She hopped on one foot, pulling at the sling of her sandal.

			“No, I’m sure,” David said, grinning.

			Ella giggled. Layla narrowed her eyes at Ella.

			“Did I see you at Tone? The gym?” David asked.

			“Oh yea. I work there.” Ella smiled.

			“I thought so,” David said, crossing his arms. He smiled again. Ella looked away, blushing. 

			Layla and Jasmine stared at her, then back at David, baffled by this oddly timed flirtation. 

			“Well. How about we let you settle in,” Jasmine said, as she herded her sisters to the side gate. “We’re just down the street, so. If you ever need some neighborly things. You know, flour or butter or . . .” 

			“Sugar?” Ella called out. David laughed.  

			“Ella!” Layla hissed. 

			“Hey. It was really nice meeting y’all! I—didn’t get your names?” David walked to the end of the deck as the sisters scurried away. 

			“That’s because we didn’t tell you our names,” Layla called out with a smile on her face. 

			“Nice meeting you too.” Jasmine saluted David as she opened the garden gate for her sisters.

			“Hey! Me and my sister are having a housewarming party this Friday. Around seven? Y’all should come!” His voice was boyish and hopeful. 

			“We’ll be there!” Ella shouted.

			“Oh, and I’m Ella! And these are my sisters Jasmine and La—” 

			“Ella!” Jasmine and Layla whined in unison, covering Ella’s mouth as they jogged away. David watched them disappear down the road. 

			





10. chrch

			Amber ribbons of light cut through stained glass. Liquid flute melodies washed the vaulted walls of an old church. Coconut-oiled and shea-buttered hands floated up in the air. Mama Ro stood at the foot of the altar, breathing deeply. The loose cotton of her T-shirt stuck to her skin. Ro gazed up, watching her hands swim and turn like wisps of smoke. She bent her knees, and the worn wooden floor creaked beneath her. As she moved, the people followed. She smiled and they smiled. She laughed a wild, crazed laugh and the people echoed in an explosion of joy and sound. She tipped her head back and shot her hands up in the air with a high note that grazed the cathedral ceiling and gently soared back down to a thunderous low note. The people in the church followed, a sudden blossom of notes bending up and down. This was chrch. Not “c-h-u-r-c-h”, rather—chrch without the “u,” a Black feminist spiritual space. When Ro was in her twenties, she and her girlfriends invented this weekly tradition. 

			Ro remembered her grandmother’s North Carolinian Baptist church with fondness. Of course, she clocked the hints of misogyny. The homophobia. The fear. But she loved the music. The smell of cakes and coffee and booming waves of voices singing together. That love kept her looking for God. As a grown woman, Ro encountered a rebranded kind of fear in her peers’ Afrocentric Christianity. These were the original Hoteps. The sons of Panthers who still called women “queens” and “sis.” They put djembes and kente cloth on the altar. They sang Kwanzaa songs and mounted paintings of Black Jesus. They changed a lot about church but some things didn’t change. For example, the music director was still very gay and still very deep in the closet. Some traditions just wouldn’t break. 

			So, Ro looked for God elsewhere. She studied astrology. She wore only shades of blue for Yemeya. She read hooks, Parker, Angelou and listened to Makeba. She prayed alone in the candlelit corner of her studio apartment. All the Black intellectuals and artists in DC quietly searched for spirit. The lesbians and too-loud women. They all knew they were witches and priests. They had their spell books, stars and candles, but something was missing. Nobody worshiped together anymore. Their power and prayer was isolated. So, one Sunday afternoon, half a dozen Black women brought their tarot cards, crystals and star charts into a room and emerged with an idea. 

			chrch. A collective ritual, led by the flock. In terms of creed, chrch was not defined as any one thing in particular. It was about the people. It was built upon the practice of a rotating ministry. Every week the minister would change, and the minister could be anyone in the chrch. They could be an elder or a four-year-old. And they could lead the congregation in any way they pleased. They could bring popcorn and their favorite movie. They could play “Kind of Blue” on repeat or read Baldwin for an hour. chrch was about being close to Spirit and finding God in each other. It was their attempt to take the trauma and the patriarchy out of religion. Ro knew her people needed this. She could see it in how fast the word spread. The group grew larger and larger: congregations filling up living rooms, then basements, then parks and sanctuaries. People shared their rituals. They expressed grief. They danced and prayed. They shared hot coffee and cake. They sang songs with thick, churning waves of harmony. They made God big and wide. And then after five years of collective magic, chrch lost its congregation. Some folks wanted to find a brick and mortar. Some folks wanted rules. Others wanted men in leadership roles. Some didn’t. But Ro believed that chrch had simply run its course. It healed a lot of folks and then they all moved on. People had work, kids, errands to run. The friendships and traditions faded away as the women grew up. By the time Ro was pregnant with Jasmine, everyone was just too busy to show up anymore. “Black women sometimes get too busy to keep saving the world,” Ro would say.   

			Thirty years later, Ro’s doctor told her she was dying, and the thought of dying made her yearn to live harder. She knew her calling was to hold the community. She found her power there. As facilitator. Sculptor of the container. She had her doting, worrying daughters. She had teaching. But she wanted more. She needed to do something with whatever life she had left. So she called every college, shelter, community center, and public school. She sought out the women who had open, empty arms. She sought out the women who had wounds and no one to tend to them. She called on Jasmine’s queer communities. She met people who Jasmine called non-binary and genderqueer. She learned how to ask about pronouns. She built an army of Black women and queer folks who needed something. A hand to hold. A listening ear. An hour dancing in an old church on a Saturday morning. Nearly two months after receiving her cancer diagnosis, Ro gathered a booming congregation and made a whole new chrch movement in DC. 

			Ro opened her arms up to the sky and laughed from the bottom of her belly. The congregation laughed with her. Ro spotted her mischievous daughters in the back of the sanctuary, attempting to blend in. 

			The three sisters glowed together. 

			Ella laughed up at the ceiling. She felt that fizzy sheen of joy. She dreamt of David. Moments came back to her in warm waves. She brushed her brow bashfully, then smiled into her hands. 

			And Layla leaned into a catlike stretch as she dreamt about her protest. She was building a production in her mind. She reconstructed the old photos of DC’s Black Broadway. She envisioned a celebration. A choir of voices chanting and singing. She saw herself surrounded by protestors and wild, raw power. She imagined what her movement could be. 

			And Jasmine thought about sex. She shook her head. Horny in chrch. Again. Even in a feminist church, it felt like she was breaking a rule . . . which of course made it even hotter. The congregation followed Ro as she tried her hand at some modern dance moves. Jasmine stumbled along, tripping a bit on herself. She glanced over at a boyish person on the other side of the room. Kinda cute, she thought, squinting. A little bandana with twists peaking out. Any diversion from her recent obsession with Zora was a blessing. The boy was shorter than she preferred, but also quite handsome. Snack sized. In her experience, what the shorties lack in height, they usually make up for in zeal. Napoleon complexes could be hot. Jasmine stared, moving slower. She dreamt of a world where queer AFAB folks cruised their crushes like gay men. She could simply stare this boy down and meet up in the bathroom. No names exchanged. Just efficient, emotionless sex. She imagined pulling on those twists and pushing the boy’s face into her. Letting them fuck her with a thick, long tongue. The boy stared back at her. Jasmine looked away for a moment. She melted the fantasy into her dancing. Her hands lingered too long on her body. I could do it, she thought. I could totally have casual sex at feminist chrch. It would be fitting! It would be an adventure. It’s probably what God wants for me. She nodded to herself. 

			When Jasmine looked back up, her eyes caught the razor glare of a femme in zebra-print sweatpants on a neighboring yoga mat. The boy suddenly looked away. The zebra-print femme watched Jasmine. Jasmine shot her eyes to the opposite side of the church. A territorial femme girlfriend. Fucking typical, she thought. 

			“Nobody wants your short-ass boifriend anyway,” she muttered under her breath.

			“And here it comes . . .” Layla said, gesturing toward their mother.

			Ro gracefully leaned down to the boom box at her feet. 

			“Doin’ the what?” Jasmine playfully sang.

			“Doin’ the butt!” Ella and Layla sang back with a practiced off-color harmony.

			“I said doin’ the whaaaat?” Jasmine repeated.

			“Doin’ the butt!” Ella and Layla sang louder.

			The sisters muffled their laughter, catching the eye of one disapproving auntie. 

			A drum beat erupted into the room. A horn section of exclamation. EU’s DC classic Da’ Butt smacked every brick on every wall and echoed back. The women screamed with excitement. Jasmine covered her face, pointing at Ro’s animated body rolls. Layla danced across the room to her mother and shimmied in a circle of sixty-year-old women. Ella giggled and the room lit up with movement. Everyone loved the Saturdays when Ro was minister. She always, ALWAYS played Da’ Butt. Her joy was embarrassingly corny but it was also undeniably contagious.  

			“Every time!” Jasmine shouted.

			“Shit. If it ain’t broke.” Ella shrugged. 

			Jasmine watched Ella sink into a slow twerk. 

			“Okay, okay!” Jasmine said, nodding to the beat.

			Ella peeled her T-shirt off and waved it in the air like a flag. Her belly and breasts bounced as she played in the beat, Harlem shaking her shoulders.

			“Ella!” Jasmine screamed. Seeing this, another woman shrieked with joy, pulled her T-shirt off and threw it across the room. Another followed suit and soon the whole room was full of shirtless people laughing, giggling and dancing. 

			Jasmine’s mouth fell open. “Are you high?” Jasmine asked mid two-step.

			Ella threw her shirt, hitting Jasmine square in the face. 

			“Nope,” Ella said, grinning. 

			Jasmine stared at her sister. “Oh God. Are you in love or something?” Jasmine asked. She stopped to put a hand on her hip.

			“Girl no,” Ella said. She continued dancing.

			“Are you fucking the prince? Is that it?” Jasmine asked warily. 

			“I. Am. A lady,” Ella replied, clutching her imaginary pearls.

			“You didn’t answer me,” Jasmine said.

			“No. I am not fucking the prince,” Ella said as she did a spin. “But. He does want me to come have dinner with his dad . . .?” 

			“He wants you to meet Dad and y’all didn’t fuck yet?” Jasmine asked, her arms folded now.

			Ella shrugged.

			“Damn,” Jasmine said. 

			The sisters watched as the chrch congregation formed a circle. Ro set the example by dancing as silly, goofy wild as she possibly could. And the congregation followed her lead. They all danced and laughed with wide mouth, all-the-front-teeth smiles. They twerked and jumped and two-stepped. There were elders who looked like eight-year-olds. There were youngsters trying their very best to look grown. They all played in the beat, their joy pulsing from the center of the room.   

			Ella danced over to Jasmine and took her hand. Jasmine relented and danced with her.

			“Will you come?” Ella asked as she twirled Jasmine.

			“Nope,” Jasmine said as she did the cabbage patch.

			“Please?” Ella pleaded. 

			“Nope.”

			Ella stopped dancing. “David asked me to ask you. He really likes you,” Ella said in her sweetest little sister voice.

			“He likes everyone,” Jasmine said, as she attempted to moonwalk.

			Ella smoothed the back of her hair with an open palm. She chewed at her bottom lip.

			Jasmine two-stepped closer. 

			“I don’t want to go alone,” Ella whispered.  

			“Why?” 

			“I like him. A lot,” Ella said.

			“And he likes you back; what does that have to do with me?” Jasmine asked, searching Ella’s eyes.

			“I don’t know,” Ella whispered.

			“He would be a fucking idiot not to love you. Ella come on. You’re a fucking bad bitch.”

			“Jasmine.”

			“You are,” Jasmine snapped.

			“But it’s dinner with his dad! He seems so . . . intimidating. I want to be impressive, you know?”

			Jasmine shook her head. “I said it already. You ARE a bad bitch. If his rich daddy isn’t impressed by you, he can fuck off.”

			Ella thought for a moment. “I just want to be comfortable. You’re the best part of me. You and Layla,” Ella said with a weak smile. “. . . and I can NOT bring Layla.” Ella nodded in Layla’s direction across the room. She was twerking shirtless with somebody’s grandmother. 

			Ella took Jasmine’s hand. “Jasmine. Please.”

			As if summoned, Layla skipped across the room toward her older sisters. The three sisters danced wildly in their circle.  

			“OKAY I’ll go,” Jasmine sighed.

			“Yes!” Ella squealed as she jumped up and down.

			“Go where?” Layla asked, panting.

			“To the rich boy’s daddy’s house for dinner,” Jasmine said through a smirk.

			Layla lifted an eyebrow.

			“What?” Ella asked. 

			“Nothing!” Layla replied, her hands rising defensively up in the air.

			“You made a face,” Ella said, her hands on her hips.

			“No I didn’t,” Layla replied.

			“Your eyebrows did that thing,” Ella said, pointing to Layla’s face.

			Jasmine stepped between her sisters. She wiggled into a goofy dance in her attempt at peacemaking.

			“Okay, baby sisters. Here’s what’s up. Layla, you and I will support Ella to the best of our ability in her love affair with the handsome prince.” Jasmine stared at Layla as she spoke. She then shifted her gaze to Ella. 

			“And Ella, you will give Layla the gift of not having to come to this dinner. AND. I will agree to come, but only under one condition!” 

			“Anything! Anything,” Ella pleaded.

			Jasmine’s face was stone serious, her hands held together gravely. “I’m not coming if the other prince is there. Okay? No Zora.”  

			Ella pulled Jasmine into a bear hug and nodded into her shoulder. “NO. ZORA.”

			 

			





11. Malcolm

			From the street, Malcolm Scott’s house almost looked small. It was nestled into a hill on the Gold Coast of 16th Street. Jasmine did not tell Ella that she googled the address. She did not tell Ella that the house was estimated to be worth six million dollars. David beamed and waved at them from the doorway. As they crossed the threshold, they found themselves transported into another world. Jasmine cursed under her breath. Ella said nothing. The sisters took it all in. They walked around calmly as if they were not overwhelmed by the impossibly high ceilings or the new, sparkling appliances. Slender vases full of fleshy green orchids. Hand-crafted wooden dining chairs and forty-foot narrow windows looking out at the sunset. Jasmine kept her hands in her pockets. The sisters had seen fancy houses. The Beechwood Prep parents were all pretty wealthy, but this was next level. This is what rich-rich looks like, she thought. What movie stars’ houses must look like. Understated and clean. The absence of things was what really made the place look rich. A wealth of empty space. It made you feel like you could breathe better. You could do anything you wanted in here. You could drive a car in this living room. You could roller skate! You could install a ninety-foot Christmas tree. Rich people would never actually do any of these things. But how good must it feel to know they could. 

			David gave them a brief tour. He waved his arms around, pointing out a few sentimental trinkets, his favorite artworks and features of the house. Jasmine tuned his voice out. She felt her jaw ache with envy. She didn’t want to want all this. But she did. Who wouldn’t? No loans. No coming up with the rent. No wondering if your mother would die because her healthcare was shit. The Scotts had the privilege to do everything because they chose to. Not because they had to. The freedom to cartwheel in your kitchen even if you never actually did. 

			“Ladies!” Malcolm emerged from behind the kitchen island. 

			“Hellooo!” Ella and Jasmine said sweetly, synchronized in their awkwardness. 

			“I’m guessing you’re Ella, and you’re Jasmine?” 

			“Yep!” Jasmine faked a smile as she replied. No, the very gay-looking one with the bald fade is not your son’s girlfriend, she thought to herself.

			“Such a pleasure to meet you. I’m Malcolm! But feel free to call me David’s dad. Ha!”

			Malcolm wrapped Ella up in a bear hug, then Jasmine. He bubbled over with joy. Jasmine recognized the roots of David’s boyish energy. 

			“I’m so glad you both could make it!” Malcolm grinned. The sisters followed as he headed back to the kitchen. He bounced cheerily in a pair of worn jeans and a black T-shirt. 

			“I’m afraid my cooking is awful,” Malcolm went on. “But I make a great summer salad and I’ve ordered some fantastic Jamaican food from Spice.” Malcolm uncorked a bottle of red and tilted the glass as he poured.

			“Your home is really gorgeous!” Ella gushed.

			Malcolm grinned. “Ah, well I can’t take too much credit. The design was all Zora.” 

			Jasmine nearly flinched at the mention of Zora’s name. She rolled her eyes. Begrudgingly, she had to admit it: Zora had good taste. Really good taste.  

			“Can we help?” Jasmine asked.

			“Absolutely not. Please! Make yourselves at home!” Malcolm handed each sister a glass of red wine.

			Ella took Jasmine’s wine glass and discreetly handed it to David. David nodded. Malcolm took note of this.

			“I’m sorry, Jasmine, I didn’t even ask. Would you prefer white? Or a cocktail? I make a famously dangerous mojito . . .” 

			“Oh, no I’m okay,” Jasmine began. She felt the weight of Ella’s gaze.

			“I think I also have an IPA. And somewhere in here there’s a beautiful rosé—” Malcolm went on as he opened and rummaged through the oversized fridge.

			“I’m sober. Actually,” Jasmine said. 

			She watched David and Ella nodding in vigorous harmony. Malcolm emerged from the fridge. 

			“Well, that’s very—very admirable,” Malcolm said with a slow nod.

			Jasmine smiled. “Thank you.” She nodded back. 

			Malcolm glanced back into the fridge. “I’m sure I have something that—hmm . . .” 

			“Oh. Water is fine,” Jasmine offered.

			“Water,” Malcolm repeated. 

			“Yep. I love water. I know people don’t love water, but it’s really like my favorite drink. Other than coffee. And it’s probably too late for a latte.” 

			Ella frowned. Jasmine squinted at Ella. 

			“What?” Jasmine whispered. 

			“I’m sure we have something more exciting to offer you than—” Malcolm went on, rifling through the fridge’s depths.

			“Ok, Dad. I’ll take care of Jasmine’s drink. Why don’t y’all go ahead and sit down?” David gave his dad a shoulder pat. 

			“Alright, well,” Malcolm said, reluctantly letting go of the refrigerator door.

			Ella and Jasmine smiled stiffly as Malcolm led them to the dining room. 

			When they sat down to eat, the table was glowing. A quiet bossa nova tune hummed from the kitchen. Curry and turmeric yellows, the deep reds of wine, tomatoes, oxtail, and a bright green summer salad shimmering with strawberries, corn, and goat cheese.

			Malcolm raised a glass. The party followed his lead. 

			“To summer in DC. And to new friends.” He flashed a wide smile at Ella. 

			“New friends,” David echoed. 

			The sisters relaxed into the evening. Even Jasmine’s shoulders unclenched as they ate. Malcolm was charming. In spite of his immense wealth, it appeared that he was not snobby. He was kind. He possessed all the endearing, goofy dad qualities Jasmine and Ella imagined a dad should have. Like the dads in the movies. Or the dads they met at their friend’s houses in high school. Jasmine was pleased that he’d ordered out. She didn’t call herself an expert by any means, but she did have strong opinions when it came to cooking. The Jamaican food was perfect. Jasmine managed to eat only one beef patty when she really wanted to eat four and slide the rest into her backpack. The salad was lovely, the vinaigrette light with a hint of sweetness. And David doted on Ella with graceful subtlety. Jasmine noticed the lovebirds holding hands under the table. If it were any other straight couple in the world, she would have sucked her teeth at this. A deep eye roll at the cliché. But Ella was so full of joy around him that Jasmine couldn’t feel anything less than happy for her sister. 

			“I’d love to visit your café some time,” Malcolm said, pointing at Jasmine. 

			“I’d love to have you.” Jasmine pointed back. 

			“We’re a big coffee-drinking family,” David said, smiling at Ella.

			“You know what. I’ll have Justin grab coffee for the office next week. I’ll make sure he calls a day ahead so you’re not swamped?” Malcolm grinned into his wine glass as he took a sip. 

			“Oh. That’s so generous! Thank you,” Jasmine grinned.

			“So, was Layla busy tonight?” Malcolm changed the subject. 

			Ella and Jasmine exchanged a look. “Our sister . . . Layla?” Ella asked. 

			“Yes! I had the pleasure of meeting her at the housewarming. We must have talked a whole hour about real estate. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but I think I might have a protégé on my hands,” Malcolm raised an eyebrow at David. 

			Ella looked at Jasmine and frowned. 

			“Well, she is. Very passionate. About real estate . . .” Jasmine said, watching Ella. Neither of them knew what kind of lie they were supposed to tell on Layla’s behalf. 

			Malcolm nodded in agreement. “It’s a challenge to find someone excited to chat about this stuff. Most Black folks have an aversion to talking about high-end development. Makes them uneasy.” Malcolm poured himself another splash of red wine. He stood to offer some to David and Ella. They both refused.

			“Why is that?” Jasmine asked, innocently. 

			“Well. Most people have no perspective for the economic angle. The investment required to develop in a city these days—it’s necessarily high risk.” Malcolm spoke with the precision of a well-practiced lawyer. He’s delivered this speech before, Jasmine thought.

			“High risk requires high yield.” He gestured with his hands. “As much as we’d all like to live in a world with equal distribution of wealth, we just don’t. And as long as we don’t, well. The world keeps turning.” Malcolm shrugged. 

			David sighed. Ella looked at her plate, praying for a new topic. And Jasmine fumed. 

			David placed his hand on the table. “Dad has problems with the G word,” David said, glancing at Jasmine. 

			“Gentrification isn’t necessarily a dirty word. But these days the perception is such that—well, the perception is always negative,” Malcolm said warily.

			“Well, my perception is that it displaces Black and low-income communities. Especially luxury development. Is there another way to . . . perceive that?” Jasmine pretended it was a question. Her polite young lady act was fading away. 

			“You’re absolutely right. And of course it’s not fair,” Malcolm said, nodding. “But that’s why we’re so passionate about the community outreach work we do. We can’t level the playing field, but we can use our resources to give back as much as possible.” 

			David shifted nervously in his seat.

			“So gentrification is okay as long as you’re making a profit and giving back? As much as possible?” Jasmine asked. 

			Ella cleared her throat. 

			Malcolm appeared unfazed. He sipped at his wine glass then sat back in his chair. “I love your passion, Jasmine. I would honestly expect no less from friends of David’s. But I hope you’ll consider this. When white people are wealthy, successful in their business, what does the world expect from them? How does the world perceive them? A rich white man is ordinary. He may be celebrated. He may be condemned. But ultimately, we expect nothing of him. If he gives to charity, he’s a hero.” Malcolm paused. “When a Black man becomes wealthy as a result of his successful business, the world expects him to correct the system? Reverse the effects of colonization, close the racial wealth gap, and lift every Black community out of poverty? Even if I had the ability to make a dent in all that, why exactly would that be my responsibility?” Malcolm’s voice remained calm, but his smile faded slightly. “Gentrification is a product of capitalism. Not Malcolm Scott.” Malcolm smiled. It was a good speech. He was older, wiser and richer than anyone at the table and nothing could shake his confidence. 

			Jasmine didn’t fake a smile for him. She couldn’t manage the polite gesture. She looked past him at the front door, imagining what Layla would say if she were sitting at the table. Imagining what she’d say if Ella’s joy didn’t hang in the balance. As Jasmine got lost in her hypothetical counterargument, a melodic tone hummed from the foyer as the front door opened. 

			Jasmine’s wide-eyed expression was stuck for a moment as she watched Zora casually slip into the house. ZORA. Of course she’s here, Jasmine thought to herself. Here’s Zora, at the dinner party she was explicitly not invited to. There’s Zora in her cafe on a date. Zora in her cafe at seven in the morning. Zora in her thoughts all fucking day. Because she’s everywhere now, apparently. Zora sauntered into the dining room. Jasmine pushed her chair back as she stood up. Zora entered the room, expressionless. 

			Jasmine’s eyes wandered up to Zora’s locs, pulled into a bun atop her head. She wore fitted slacks and a button-down tee with cuffs that pinched at her arms. Zora’s shirt was black with thin white lines, tucked neatly into her waistband. Jasmine glanced at Zora’s belt. Her eyes drifted and caught on the pull of the seam. Don’t stare, Jasmine thought to herself. Even in this just-left-the-office, metrosexual men’s wear, Jasmine could trace every line of Zora’s body. The strength in her abs, her biceps, her thighs. Jasmine was lost in this thought for a moment.

			“OH hey!” David called out. 

			“Hey,” Zora said as she stared at Jasmine. 

			“Hey,” Jasmine responded in an uncharacteristically high voice.

			Jasmine looked around. She realized she was the only one at the table standing up. She hurriedly sat back down. 

			“Zozo!” Malcolm lit up and reached out to hold Zora’s hand. “I thought you were out of town this weekend?” He looked at her with confusion.

			“I’m not sure why . . .” Zora said, as she glanced at David. David studied his food. 

			“Then come eat with us!” Malcolm continued. 

			Jasmine’s heart skipped. She wanted so badly for Zora to stay. She also wanted Zora to leave immediately, so she could breathe and sit and talk like a normal person again.

			“I can’t stay,” Zora said, as she handed Malcolm a folder. “Just making a delivery. Good to see you, Ella. Jasmine.” Zora stared at Jasmine again. Jasmine was sweating. 

			“Not even a drink?” Malcolm smiled sweetly up at his daughter.

			Zora looked at her watch. 

			Tssss. Rude, Jasmine thought. And what kind of watch was that anyway? A desperately masculine, leather-strapped, oversized thing. Jasmine hated it. 

			“Um. Alright,” Zora said. 

			“Great! Malcolm’s famous mo-ji-to?” Malcolm asked as he danced out of the room.

			“Sure,” Zora called back, as she sat across from Jasmine. She stared at the table. Jasmine felt the tension thicken with every second of silence. Zora pointed at the table suddenly. 

			“Let me help you clear.” Zora leaned across the table to retrieve the wooden salad bowl. Jasmine closed her eyes. What was that scent? Cedar? The scent of Zora lingered. She could taste it. 

			“Oh please, Zora! You didn’t even eat! Let us do it!” Ella chirped, as she collected the plates and utensils. 

			“Just sit down and stop being weird.” David punched Zora’s arm playfully, then gathered up the serving bowls.

			By the time Jasmine reached for a plate, they were all gone. David and Ella shuffled into the kitchen. Ella looked back, catching Jasmine’s wide-eyed expression. Ella mouthed SORRY as the couple walked away. Plates clattered in the distance. Malcolm seemed to have begun an impromptu mo-jito tutorial. Ella was oohing and wowing throughout the lesson to Malcolm’s delight. 

			Jasmine sighed. Alone with Zora. Again. She would definitely curse Ella out for leaving her like this. Zora stared at her. Jasmine’s heart beat hard in her throat.

			“How was dinner?” Zora asked.

			“It was nice,” Jasmine snapped.

			“Good,” Zora replied, nodding.

			“How is . . . your weekend?” Jasmine asked.  

			“It’s been okay,” Zora began. “I had a lot of work for the firm. So not ideal. But I’m glad it’s done,” Zora said, her hands clasped together. 

			“What kind of work do you do?” Jasmine asked. 

			“Real estate law, mostly. For my dad’s development group,” Zora replied.

			“Ah,” Jasmine nodded.  

			“Yeah. It’s not exactly thrilling. Editing contracts all day. But I’m good at it.” She shrugged.

			Jasmine tilted her head. 

			“Do you like it?” Jasmine asked.

			“Well, it’s work. I don’t mind it. But—” Zora shrugged again. Her posture fell slightly. “I don’t love it. To be honest.” 

			“So. What do you love?” Jasmine asked. 

			Zora blinked. “What do you mean?” 

			Jasmine leaned forward. “Well, it’s the DC cliche to ask what you do. Right? Whenever you meet anybody at a party or something, that’s always the first question. What do you do. Like your job defines you,” Jasmine continued.

			“Doesn’t it? In part, at least?” Zora asked.

			“Well. Maybe for some folks.”

			“Right,” Zora nodded.

			“I like to ask people what they love. What do you love?”

			Zora considered this. Jasmine watched Zora’s eyes change. Her gaze fell. What was that look? 

			“I . . . I don’t know,” she said, thinking. 

			“You don’t know?” Jasmine asked. 

			Zora closed her eyes. “No one ever asked me that before.” 

			Zora blinked.

			“Oh,” Jasmine replied. 

			“I don’t know,” Zora said again.

			“What else do you do? Besides work?” Jasmine offered.

			“Well. I travel. I love food. I like to study design, architecture sometimes. But that’s less about doing. More enjoying things other people do. Sort of frivolous I guess.”

			“It’s not frivolous if you love it,” Jasmine replied. 

			They sat in silence for a moment. 

			Zora shifted her weight. “What do you love?” she asked. 

			“I’m lucky. I actually do what I love,” Jasmine replied. “I love baking. I love creating space for people to eat and feel comfy.” Jasmine breathed into herself. 

			Zora nodded.

			“You have a talent for it. Your cafe is beautiful,” Zora replied. Her face remained expressionless.  

			“Oh. Thank you,” Jasmine said, touched. She smiled in spite of herself. 

			“Is the business doing well?” Zora asked.

			Jasmine’s smile remained, but her bubble of joy deflated.  

			“It’s fine,” Jasmine lied. She took a breath. She could wax poetic all day about making work out of your passion. But what happens to the passion when the work fails? When business is bad. When you put your magic into the world and nobody wants it. When people don’t care. She still didn’t have an answer to that question. Jasmine searched for a pleasing conclusion to this topic. 

			“It’s hard work.” She rolled her shoulders back. 

			“Honestly, I’m better at baking than business,” she said with a sharp laugh, now praying for the emotionless relief of small talk. Jasmine’s fake smile grew wider as she fidgeted with a hole in her jeans. Zora stared at her blankly.

			“Why do you do that?” Zora asked.

			“Do what?” Jasmine asked, suddenly impatient.  

			“Why do you smile when you don’t want to smile?” 

			Jasmine nearly scoffed. Her smile fell. “That’s a good question. Maybe I was attempting to be polite?” 

			Zora considered this. 

			Jasmine went on. “But if you’d rather I not, just let me know. I don’t want to underwhelm you.” Jasmine smiled sincerely now. “You know how the girls here in DC can be so underwhelming? So boring?” Jasmine said, gesturing wildly with her arms. 

			Zora raised an eyebrow. “Ah.” 

			“But you’re absolutely right,” Jasmine went on. “Why would I smile at you when I don’t want to? I could just look at you and make a thousand assumptions about how and why you’re not good enough for me. Is that what you do?” 

			Zora sat back in her chair, folding her arms. She squinted her eyes slightly, staring at Jasmine. Jasmine couldn’t read her face.

			“You heard me that night,” Zora said, speaking gently now. Her voice was buttery. Low and smooth, melting into the air.

			“Yes.” The word barely left Jasmine’s mouth. 

			Zora closed her eyes again. Her head tilted down. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 

			Jasmine said nothing.

			“I was wrong. You’re not underwhelming. That wasn’t—I was wrong.” Zora tripped on her words, losing grip of her composure for the first time.

			“You . . .” Zora shook her head as she spoke. “You are . . .” 

			Zora squinted again. “Jasmine, you are . . .”

			Jasmine flinched as Ella, David, and Malcolm cut the moment with raucous cheers and chatter, dancing back into the dining room with drinks. 

			“I made you a NO-jito,” Malcolm announced to Jasmine proudly. Jasmine nodded. 

			“Basically, just mint, sugar and limeade.” David laughed. 

			“Thank you. Wow. This is lovely.” Jasmine took the glass into her hand. She felt Zora’s eyes on her. When she returned the gaze, Zora didn’t flinch. She stared. Jasmine looked away again. 

			Zora stood with finality. “I wish I could stay. But I have to go.” 

			“Oh, come on, Zozo! Stay!” David whined.

			“What about the mojito?” Malcolm sighed.

			“Next time.” 

			Zora smiled cordially at Ella. “So good seeing you again, Ella. David. Love you, Dad.” Zora kissed her father on the head. Jasmine’s chest throbbed at this expression of tenderness she’d assumed Zora incapable of. She held her breath when Zora’s eyes met hers.

			“Jasmine.”

			“Zora.” 

			Zora nodded to her and smiled. And Jasmine knew in that moment–she was lost to this woman. Lost in that smile. Zora was already beautiful. Terrifyingly so. Mean and gorgeous and rude. But her smile. This was a shade of beauty Jasmine couldn’t bear. A warmth Zora never once showed in her presence. No. No. No. Don’t fall in love with a snobby prince. She is cruel and out of your league and just STOP IT. Jasmine told herself she didn’t care. She wouldn’t. She smiled and nodded at David’s jokes. She sipped her drink. She didn’t notice Zora turn to leave. She didn’t watch Zora walk down the hall to the front door. She didn’t stare at Zora’s ass as she walked. She didn’t wish Zora would turn and come back. And Jasmine felt absolutely, positively nothing when the door slammed closed. 

			 

			





12. Layla

			The Rise DC office thrummed with music and energy. Layla’s shift ended at five, but she decided to stay late. She needed a strong proposal for the action, and so far nothing clicked. Carmen offered to stay late too. She said she wanted to help Layla brainstorm and offer feedback, though Layla had the suspicion that Carmen had doubts about Layla’s skills. Either way, Layla welcomed the help. She was stumped. So she quietly asked for the ancestors to join them. She played her favorite Ellington record on the office speaker, a solo piano concert somewhere in Paris in the ’80s. No orchestra. No bells and whistles. Just melodies like rainy days dripping with nostalgia. She turned it up, and the whole office was fuzzy with the blanket of an old recording. She burned Palo Santo and danced the smoke through the office. Layla and Carmen paced loops around the white board. Lines, scribbles, photographs, and maps littered the wall like the ramblings of a conspiracy theorist. Carmen sipped at a mug of cold coffee. Layla bounced restlessly, pausing for a moment with the fragment of a thought.

			“What if we . . .” she began, looking up at the board. “No, no, no, no.” She went on pacing, shaking her head.

			Layla had to write her proposal by Wednesday. This would be the biggest action she’d planned since her start at Rise DC. The biggest protest she’d planned in her life. The assignment lit a fire in her. She hadn’t cared this much about anything since college. She glanced down at her notebook, a finger grazing the collection of hastily scrawled notes. The list of her favorite protest movements. She focused on one cluster of notes: the 1980s.

		
				AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (Act Up) curates a flood of bodies on Wall Street. Die-in on the stone steps of government buildings.

				Hundreds of people lie down on the pavement to represent the thousands dying daily of AIDS. Death. Visual. Urgent. Protestors become it, literally embody it. And the world can see.

		

			Layla had only learned about the Act Up movement in college. Her elite DC high school somehow managed to leave the AIDS epidemic out of their world and US history lessons. The history baffled her. She remembered visiting the AIDS quilt on the mall with Ro when she was a kid. She remembered looking across the expanse. Attempting to feel the weight of it all. How could the government allow so many people to die in silence? Of course, she knew the US government was capable of overlooking the deaths of Black and poor folks, but wealthy white men? She couldn’t imagine the stigma of queerness being so powerful that it overruled the privilege of whiteness and class. Layla skipped through her notes down to the Black Lives Matter movement. She had marched with them a dozen times. She had felt hot tears streaming down her face in the sea of protestors. Marching with BLM, Layla felt the conflicting mixture of grief and pride. Screaming, singing, “Who keep us safe? We keep us safe!” She would march in the streets every day if she could. Just to do something with her sadness. It was her only way to mourn and honor all the lives stolen. There was beauty in all that grief. Layla sat back in her chair and gazed up at the off-white ceiling tiles. Her body stiff, her mind in a cloud, she took a deep breath. She prayed for her power to come tonight. Layla prayed for an action that grew from its predecessors and bloomed into something different. Layla. Think.  

			She knew this was her calling. Layla’s magic was in building community. She was born to create spaces for people to see each other, to collect. She may have been a shitty friend. And most of her romantic relationships were . . . brief. But it wasn’t out of self-centeredness. She just couldn’t stop working. She couldn’t stop organizing. She could never do enough. For Layla, every taste of change felt like touching God. DC needed the Black community to claim it. Shit. Brooklyn, Oakland, Atlanta, London—the whole fucking world needed the Black community to claim it. It shouldn’t be our jobs but nobody was going to hand it to us. But the way she saw it, Black folks were responsible for both the cultural and capital wealth in this world. If nobody was going to give us reparations, we have to take them. Layla’s brain danced circles around her. What am I doing? Why am I doing this? What the fuck difference will it make? She felt like the director of the world’s oldest play. The drama of dissent: the people versus the power. And since this play had been staged so many times, she had to find a way to reinvent it for this moment. What kind of protest does DC need right now? She lit a stick of incense and closed her eyes. The warm, earthy scent transported her. Ellington’s keys swelled and trickled softly. Layla imagined Ro in that old church sanctuary. The queer folks and old folks and her crazy mamma, dancing topless in the morning light.  

			“It could be a block party . . .” Layla heard herself say aloud. “A celebration . . .” she continued. Her thoughts erupted out of order as she approached the white board. She pulled a photograph down and stared at it. A black-and-white shot of Crystal Caverns in 1922. Six Black women posing in beaded costumes. Dancers sporting golden heels, shining fringe, and ornate headpieces. Each woman tilted her head up and smiled proudly. 

			Carmen watched Layla, waiting. 

			“Ellington, the music, the food, the outfits, the businesses, the pride,” Layla went on, pushing her hands over the stacks of paper on her desk. 

			“Say more,” Carmen coaxed.

			“A celebration of DC’s Black Broadway,” Layla said as she walked to the whiteboard. “I’ll invite the whole city to the party. I can write a piece about Black Broadway. Like a booklet? But also, it’s an invitation. It’ll have little facts about the Black history of U Street. The good stuff. The beauty, the music, everything,” Layla said, pulling picture after picture from the board. “Start with joy. The economic growth, the culture, the community. All that pride and love. THEN we end with the bad stuff. The gentrification—the new Scott building. Like a party and a protest, all in one.”

			Layla handed Carmen the pictures. Carmen tilted her head, looking concerned. “I’m not sure joy is the best way to get people out there.”

			“I know it’s different, but I think we need different,” Layla said, folding her arms.

			Carmen exhaled, scanning the photographs with her eyes. “We know the most effective movements are motivated by people getting fucking pissed. Desperation. A breaking point. Don’t you think it would be more powerful to distribute facts about homelessness, displacement . . .”

			“We know tragedy works. I get that. Every protest I’ve been to was about grief. But what if we can show people what we had? Most people don’t even know the Black history of this city. They can’t imagine what we could have here. What we’ve already had here!”

			Layla was buzzing now. She ran back to the map and held her finger along the line of U Street.

			“We start here. We walk with a choir, singing, chanting. Gather marchers. Maybe we’re all wearing something. Black? Or gold? I don’t know yet. But we’d congregate here—” Layla’s finger traveled across the map to the star labeled Scott Development. Layla remembered Sean, the band. That’s the feeling she had. That’s why she asked Sean about his band! “And we stop here. There’s a go-go band, there’s food. There’s a stage for folks to talk about the history of DC and our demands for the future.” Layla was panting. She could see it all. She had the vision. She had no idea how to get there, but she knew exactly where she wanted to go.

			Carmen folded her arms. 

			“It sounds beautiful. But it’s a leap. And there’s a lot missing. This is a nuanced concept. How do we market? How do we get the word out? How much will it cost? We need to identify our tangible goals and demands,” Carmen said. 

			“It’s possible. I’m telling you. I can do it,” Layla said. “I know I can.” 

			Carmen held her gaze, then looked at the whiteboard.  

			“What would you need?” she asked cautiously. Layla paced, thinking to herself. She stopped and pointed at Carmen.

			“I can do the invitations, social media, door to door. I got that. But I need a journalist to do a piece the week before. Do you know anyone at the local news station? Or The Post?” Layla asked as if she was in a hurry.

			“I can try to cash in a favor. But they don’t usually report on this kind of thing.” 

			“I’ll call them. At least once a day. Start pushing the story. And I’ll call the mayor’s office. Maybe we can get a statement from her.” Layla raced to her notepad, jotting everything down.

			“What else?” Carmen asked.

			“The budget . . .?” Layla winced. 

			“You won’t get much.” Carmen shook her head. “But we’ll see what we can do.” She smiled as she looked down at the old photographs. 

			“A DC Block Party,” Carmen mused.

			“A Black Broadway Block party?” Layla replied hesitantly.

			Carmen shook her head.

			“Too much alliteration?” Layla asked.

			“Focus on the event. Pick the name later.” 

			“Got it.” Layla nodded.

			“Layla, if this works, it’s going to be something.” 

			“And if it doesn’t, at least it’ll be a good party,” Layla said, grinning. 

			 

			





13. Zora

			Zora watched the steam rise from the ironing board. She sprayed the fabric with a mist of bergamot water, and the iron sighed. Zora lifted the shirt and studied it. The morning sunlight shone through the fabric. She slid her shirt on, relishing the feeling of warm cotton on her skin. The scent of citrus and earth. The crisp white cotton against her skin. She lifted and tied her locs into a low knot. She took a breath. She thought about work. The list of tasks she needed to accomplish in the day. Which contracts were due this week. Which suppliers she needed to call. Make time to go to the gym. Make time to go abroad. How she would have her coffee this morning. 

			Then she thought of Jasmine. The black smoke around her eyes. Her penetrating stare. Zora sat on her crisply made bed. She leaned forward, clasping her hands together. Who was this girl? From the minute they met, Jasmine had been rude. She was willful, and strange. Zora hadn’t noticed much about her before. At the housewarming, she just seemed insecure. Unsure of herself, and a bit needy. Boyish, but not enough masculine confidence to really pull it off. Cute—but a bit forgettable, honestly. In the moment, she really did believe what she said. Jasmine wasn’t striking at first. But that second time at the cafe, something felt entirely different. She had some kind of magnetism in that room. It radiated from her. That morning, Zora could barely look Jasmine in the eye. She was powerful. Her makeup was messy. Her hair looked soft and fuzzy. The cafe smelled like bread and coffee and melted butter and Jasmine was at home there. She had an attitude, but there was still a pulse emanating from her. The way she pulled at the silver knobs of the espresso machine. Her apron pulled tight above her waist. Her hands on her hips. And the coffee. And the croissant. How did it taste like Paris? Zora wanted to see her again. To tell her how much she loved the croissant—that she couldn’t wait to come back to the bakery—but at the dinner party, Jasmine was just rude. Zora wasn’t sure if Jasmine liked her or hated her. Was she rude because she was hurt, or was she just pissed off because she thought Zora was a snob? Or both?  

			Most people thought she was a snob. But how would they define the word? Someone who has exquisite taste and accepts no less? Or someone who looks down on anything that doesn’t measure up to that level of taste? She wanted so much to transcend the limitations of her own judgment, but she simply couldn’t. Zora had been everywhere and seen everything. She tried the most delicious food and looked out at the most breathtaking vistas. She’d seen all the wonders of the new and old worlds. Zora spent a year of undergrad in the culinary center of the universe. She was at home in Paris. She ate the finest foods and drank the finest wines. She could order her coffee and croissant in perfect French. She ate the freshest, flakiest pastries, and she was convinced that nothing could compare. And mostly she was right. How good could it be when you’ve had the best? Being this well-traveled really is a doubleedged sword, Zora thought to herself. To have tried the best of nearly everything. It meant that consuming anything mediocre felt unbearable. And she couldn’t hide it. She wouldn’t. Zora recalled the time she tried a Starbucks croissant. How deeply it offended her senses. It tasted like old bread and cake and crackers all at once. It was too soft and somehow simultaneously stale. It wasn’t a croissant. It wasn’t bread. It was an assault on her sense of taste. And if that opinion made her a snob, well then, she was a snob. 

			But her snobbery only extended into certain areas of life. It didn’t mean she only dined at the finest restaurants. She could eat a burger and fries at a diner if she felt so moved. She could read trashy magazines and watch brain-numbing reality TV shows. Not all of the women she dated went to fancy colleges. Some of them didn’t go to college at all! Not all of the women she slept with looked like models. She dated plenty of girls who were more charming than physically stunning. Occasionally, she was very open minded. But it’s true, she was particular most of the time. Picky, perhaps. She’d lived in DC, Paris, and New York and at this point, nothing moved her. Everything and everyone looked dull. To Zora, this wasn’t pride. To her, pride implied a sense of self-importance. Believing you were better than everyone else. She never saw herself that way. She was just a Black girl who grew up with a lot of money and a wealth of opportunities. She had class privilege, but she didn’t think she was better than anyone. She wasn’t snobby. She was particular. And she wasn’t interested in apologizing for it. 

			When Zora moved back to DC, she felt the urge to find a hook-up buddy. If this sleepy city was going to be her new home base, she needed someone to pass the time with. In hindsight, she realized the tipsy late-night swiping was probably a poor choice. But she was restless, and all the women she’d casually dated were too many zip codes away. Left, left, left, she swiped. How are there suddenly so many white lesbians in DC? Zora thought to herself. She often wished there was a way to filter out the white girls. She swiped left for a good fifteen minutes before a photo caught her attention. Marie. She had a pretty smile in her first photo. Wearing glasses. At work. Cute. She looked smart. She looked like she had a job. And in the next photo, Marie was not at work. Marie was on the beach. In a bikini. Her ass was consuming the thinnest slice of spandex. Her skin dusted with fine grains of sand like sugar on an old-fashioned donut. There she was. On her knees with clear blue water glittering in the distance. Melanin glowing in the sunlight. God damn. Marie knew what she was doing. Zora’s clit grew hard and pulsed against her briefs. So. She swiped right. 

			“IT’S A MATCH!” 

			The phone lit up. 

			What are you waiting for? Send Marie a message! 

			Zora sent a message. Quick and to the point.  

			“Hey. I’m Zora. Can I take you out tomorrow?”

			“♥ ♥ ♥ I’d love to! Your profile says you love espresso. Coffee? I know a cute Black-owned spot downtown. What time works for you?”

			Zora absentmindedly responded, then proceeded to stare at Marie’s thick curves on the beach and efficiently made herself come. 

			And when the next day arrived, Zora was already annoyed. Marie had gotten to the cafe fifteen minutes early. 

			“Just ordered you a latte! ♥”

			Zora felt rushed. 

			“I hope your on the way! ☺” 

			Zora was walking from her parking spot when Marie’s text buzzed in her hand. Your? I hope your on the way? Zora looked at the screen, then itched at her scalp. Not knowing the difference between YOUR and YOU’RE probably meant nothing. It probably meant less than nothing. Marie could still be brilliant. She could still be great in bed. She could be a great cook! It meant nothing. Less than nothing. And yet. Zora couldn’t stop thinking about it. She greeted Marie with a hug and a tight smile. It means nothing, Zora told herself. Hope your on the way. You’re profile said you like pastries. Your so cute! You’re grammar sucks. Zora couldn’t keep it out of her thoughts. Zora stared down at the coffee Marie had so generously bought her. Why am I here? Zora wanted to fuck. That’s all. She wanted to fuck Marie from behind and watch her ass bounce back. She wanted to make Marie’s legs shake. Zora wanted to fuck an anonymous, beautiful woman and leave. And she knew she wasn’t a monster for wanting casual sex. But she felt like a monster for wanting it with the fucking girl next door. This girl wanted to date and hold hands as they skipped into friend’s birthday parties and weddings and family barbecues and on and on. This girl wanted to be adored and cherished, and she deserved all of it. But Zora couldn’t be the one to give it to her. She couldn’t give that to anyone.

			 

			“What do you love?”

			 

			Again, Jasmine appeared in Zora’s thoughts. Her eyes were disarmingly serious. Jasmine’s question made Zora’s brain stop for what felt
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