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Prologue
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Niyah sat in her recliner, the glow of her phone screen lighting up the room. She couldn’t believe how quickly the past few months had flown by. Weeks filled with video calls, endless texts, and inside jokes that had made her feel like she’d known Malik forever. They were going to meet in person on Saturday. Her phone buzzed and she smiled, seeing his name pop up.

Niyah: So... Saturday’s still on, right?

Malik: Of course. You’re not backing out on me, are you?

Niyah: Lol, no way. Just can’t believe we’re finally meeting after all this time.

Malik: I know. I think it’s about time we do this in person.

Niyah: Yeah, I’m excited... but also nervous.

Malik: Nah, don’t be nervous. It’s gonna be just like our calls, except we won’t have to worry about bad WiFi.

Niyah: Haha, true! It just feels different, you know?

Malik: Different, but in a good way. Trust me, it’ll be chill.

Niyah: I hope so. So, I’ll be helping my niece move that day. You can pick me up from there.

Malik: Works for me. I’ll be waiting. Just let me know where to meet you.

Niyah: I’ll text you the address around the time we finish. Probably around 7.

Malik: Perfect. Can’t wait to finally see you in person.

Niyah: Same here. It’s gonna be fun. See you Saturday.
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Chapter 1
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Zara glanced down at her phone as it vibrated insistently, a cheerful, repetitive buzz announcing a group text from her two aunts, Janelle and Niyah. She smiled, scrolling through their contrasting messages, each a perfect reflection of the women she’d grown up around. Janelle’s text, blunt as usual, read: 

“Hey Zara, what time Saturday?”

Niyah followed: 

“Girl, you moving already? That’s wild! What should I wear? Hope you ain’t making us do any heavy lifting. You know my nails just got done!”

Zara chuckled, a light, airy sound, shaking her head in amusement. If anyone knew the stark contrast between the two sisters’ personalities and appearances, it was her. Janelle and Niyah were complete opposites, but somehow, that never seemed to weaken their bond. In fact, it often made their family dynamic more interesting.

Janelle, the younger of the two by one year, was the responsible one. She was the planner, the organizer, the voice of reason. She always kept things in order, whether it was family gatherings or just everyday life. Zara admired her aunt’s strong, no-nonsense attitude, even if Janelle sometimes came across as a little too serious. She was the one who made sure things got done. Zara always viewed her aunt as the epitome of an organized and put-together woman.

An accomplished mental health counselor, Janelle, was also deeply rooted in family. Zara always relied on her for advice, regardless of whether she wanted it. Janelle’s firmness could intimidate, but those close to her knew of the warmth she possessed. Her unique skill was listening without judgment, allowing everyone to be understood, even when times were hard. Her unwavering support made her the backbone of their family, always there to lend a hand or a word of wisdom when needed most.

Then there was Niyah. She was the one who was free-spirited, unpredictable, and always the life of the party. For Zara, the family was unimaginable without her aunt’s spontaneous energy. In contrast to Janelle’s structured nature, Niyah embodied delightful chaos. She didn’t work because of a disability, but her vibrant personality reflected in everything she did. Niyah always brought laughter to even the most serious situations, using her unique blend of wit and charm. She had a way of turning everything into a fun experience, even if it wasn’t always practical.

Throughout her childhood, Zara considered herself a bridge between the two, learning to balance the practical with the playful. She admired her aunt’s determination and admired Niyah’s ability to live in the moment. Zara, the sole daughter of their elder sister Felicia, basked in the loving attention of both her aunts, who had pampered and indulged her since her earliest years, creating a deep bond. Now, at 30, she still sensed their influence in every part of her life.

As Zara tapped out a response, the familiar contrast between her two aunts made her smile.

“Thanks, Nelly. Anytime after 8 works. And Aunt Niyah, don’t worry, no heavy lifting for you, promise!”

Janelle’s message buzzed in almost immediately: “Who’s bringing breakfast?”

Niyah’s immediate response was a sharp, “Not me. But I’ll bring the music.”

Zara shook her head with a laugh, knowing exactly what that meant. Niyah would show up fashionably late with a speaker blasting something fun and upbeat, turning what should be a stressful moving day into an impromptu dance party. Despite the chaos, Niyah’s energy had a way of making everything seem less burdensome. Even the most tedious tasks somehow became more enjoyable when she was around, her infectious enthusiasm spreading like wildfire.

Zara’s phone buzzed again as she was in the middle of packing up a box of linen. She wiped her forehead and glanced at the screen to see another message from Janelle.

“Anything specific you need the boys to do? Marcus and Jordan will be there.”

Zara’s face lit up at the mention of her two cousins. Despite being a few years younger than their cousin, Marcus and Jordan were always dependable, their muscles flexing as they tackled the heaviest tasks. As the oldest, Marcus owned a bustling auto repair shop, its greasy scent always clinging to his clothes, while Jordan toiled away as a welder, the sparks of his torch painting fleeting patterns in the air. Jordan, despite being a year younger than his brother, was a full inch taller, a fact he often boasted about.

Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she typed back: “Yes! I need them for the heavy stuff. I’ve got furniture that needs moving and no way I’m doing it alone!”

She smiled to herself as she sent the message. The two oldest had always been the strong, reliable types. They were always willing to help family out, especially if it involved anything physical. As a child, Zara always relied on them to help move items or put together furniture, and now she was thankful to have them during this hectic move.

It wasn’t long before Janelle responded again: “They’ll take care of it. We’ve got this.”

Zara sighed in relief. At least that was one less thing to worry about. Between her aunts organizing and her cousins doing the heavy lifting, the move was already shaping up to be manageable. The only thing left was to make sure Niyah stayed on track. She pictured her fashionable aunt’s late appearance, perfectly polished nails, and her offering decorating counsel in place of manual labor.

As the moving plans solidified, a wave of calm washed over Zara; the anxiety that had been a constant companion receded, replaced by a quiet anticipation. It wasn’t just the physical work that her family would help with, but the emotional support, too. Their presence would make it seem less like a chore and more like a family gathering. The thought of shared laughter and familiar faces made the entire process seem more manageable, even exciting. For once, the chaos of change seemed something she could accept, surrounded by people who truly understood her.

Zara’s phone buzzed again as she was packing up another box. This time, the message from her aunt made her laugh.

“I’m bringing Ellis, too. He can help with the light stuff.”

Zara smiled, imagining her youngest cousin trying to keep up with his older brothers. Ellis was Janelle’s youngest son, and though he was only 13, he was always eager to be included in anything his older brothers did. Zara pictured him trying to carry boxes half his size, wanting to be just as significant as his two oldest brothers.

She rapidly tapped out a response: “Perfect! We’ll find plenty of light things for him to carry. Don’t want him getting too tired!”

“We’ve got the heavy and the light covered,” she responded. “We’re glad you’re moving back to Crest Ridge.”

“Me too, auntie. I’ll be bothering you all every day now.”

“Not me. I know how to mute you.” Niyah messaged.

Crest Ridge, the town where Zara and her family lived, was one of those picturesque southern cities known for its rich history and well-preserved architecture. The city was a perfect blend of old-world elegance and modern convenience. A sense of community thrived; weekends were spent in leisurely walks along tree-lined streets, the gentle sounds of birdsong accompanying them, or enjoying the lively atmosphere and comforting smells of the local diner.

Small businesses and entrepreneurs flourished because of the city’s strong reputation for support. Quaint shops and family-owned establishments, passed down through generations, dotted the city’s downtown area. Local artisans, restaurateurs, and shop owners filling the streets with vibrant energy highlighted the town’s unique character. Zara always appreciated the beauty of her hometown. From the sweet scent of freshly cut grass to the view of the sprawling hills, it had always been like home.

It was no wonder she moved back. After her mom passed, all Zara wanted to do was to be by her family. She needed the comfort of familiar faces, the strength of her roots. The move was coming up fast, and there was still so much to do. With Janelle’s three children present, Zara experienced a sense of relief. This was more than just a physical relocation; it was a step toward rebuilding a life she’d almost lost, one where her family would help her hold it all together again.

Zara’s phone buzzed again, this time with a message from Niyah.

“By the way, I’m bringing some of my famous banana pudding. You know you can’t move without dessert!”

Zara laughed, imagining her aunt’s impish grin. Niyah always made the most ordinary events seem special, and her banana pudding was a family favorite. It was a small gesture, but it caused Zara to bond more deeply with her origins; the upheaval of the move seemed only a reason for a family get-together.

“You’re a lifesaver, Auntie,” Zara typed back, a little less burdened. “I’ll save you a spot in the kitchen for it.”

As she set her phone down, Zara took a deep breath, letting the familiar sounds of her family’s messages wash over her. This move might be overwhelming, but with Janelle’s organization, Niyah’s humor, and the support of everyone else, it didn’t seem so daunting. In fact, it was beginning to seem like something she might expect, like a new chapter, filled with the love and laughter that had always defined her family.
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Chapter 2
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It was Saturday morning, and Zara’s family had gathered to help her with the big move. The new apartment building sat nestled in a quiet area of Crest Ridge, surrounded by trees that shaded the sidewalks. However, the only downside is it was on the third floor. As if moving boxes weren’t exhausting enough, the steep stairs promised to make the process feel even longer. Still, Zara knew, with her family by her side, they’d tackle the challenge together, one trip at a time.

Zara stood at the base of the staircase, hands on her hips, watching her two cousins haul boxes and furniture up the steep flights of stairs. Nearby, she could hear Ellis talking with his mother while they sorted through the lighter items. As the cool morning air yielded to a warmer breeze, the work became even more strenuous. She felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. Pulling it out, she saw a message from her cousin Myia, who had stayed behind but would visit later.

“Need a break or backup?” the text asked, adding a bunch of laughing emojis. Myia’s calm and supportive personality always reassured her, and she knew her arrival would bring peace to the turmoil.

But for real, I gotta take Tyson to work, since he couldn’t find a ride. We’ll come by later to help.

She pocketed her phone just as Marcus arrived at the bottom of the stairs, somewhat winded, and gave her a playful look. “Third-floor apartment, Zara? Really? You’re lucky we love you.”

She laughed. “Trust me, I’ll owe you big time after this.” 

“Don’t forget about me!” Jordan added as he ran to them. “He’s not the only one doing the heavy lifting.”

“Lol I won’t forget about you either. "

As the morning wore on and the family continued to lug boxes and furniture up the three floors, Niyah kept checking her phone. She had decided that Malik should see her after they finished settling in. Because of her family’s overprotective nature, she definitely did not want them to meet him so soon. She quickly sent Malik a message:

Hey, I’m sending you the address. Wait until we finish, then we can meet up.

Sending the message, she breathed deeply, watching Janelle and the others help Zara get comfortable. She knew it would raise a million questions if her sisters or the kids got wind of Malik showing up. It was better this way. No drama, no explanations. Just a quiet meeting after the dust settled from the move. She’d introduce him when the time was right, but today wasn’t that day.

Janelle, with a box of kitchen supplies, briefly looked at her sister, who was texting. A knowing smile curved her lips as she raised an eyebrow, playfully asking, “Oh my, who’s the mystery person today? Who’s got you glued to your phone?”

Niyah quickly locked her screen, tucking the phone into her pocket and forcing a casual grin. “I’m just taking care of a few small things.”

Unconvinced, a smirk twisted her mouth. “Yeah, right. You’re acting shady. You got a secret boyfriend or something?”

“Please. I’m just staying on top of things. You know how it is.”

“Uh-huh, you can’t fool me. You’re all smiley over there. If it’s nothing, then show me the phone.”

“Nope, not today! You’ll find out soon enough.”

Despite a playful glare at her sister, she opted not to push the matter further, considering the situation. “Alright, keep your secrets for now, but I’ll be waiting.” She winked before heading back upstairs to help with the next load. Niyah let out a relieved sigh, thankful her sister didn’t press her. She wasn’t ready for anyone to know about him yet, especially not today. They were in the middle of unpacking, boxes scattered everywhere, when a sharp knock echoed throughout the apartment. Everyone paused, and Zara, nearest to the door, sighed. “I’ll get it.”

A woman stood there, arms crossed, and looking annoyed, as she opened the door. “Hello, I live beneath you,” she started, her voice strained with irritation. “I don’t know what you all are doing up here, but the noise has been nonstop. It’s way too loud, and some of us are trying to enjoy our Saturday.”

Niyah cut Zara off, leaning against the door frame with a smirk. “We’re moving in. It’s not exactly a quiet activity, you know?”

The woman frowned. “Well, maybe you could keep it down a little. Some of us live here and don’t appreciate the constant thumping around.”

“Lady, it’s a move. It’ll be done when it’s done. Why don’t you get a life and chill for a few hours? You’ll survive.”

The neighbor stared in shock, their mouth falling open. “Excuse me?”

Seeing things were about to get worse, Zara quickly stepped in. “We’re almost done, really. We’ll try to keep it down.”

With a huff and narrowed eyes directed at Niyah, the neighbor angrily descended the stairs. She crossed her arms and shook her head as the door clicked shut. “People really need to learn how to mind their own business.”

Zara looked at her with a mix of amusement and exasperation. “Well, that’s one way to meet the neighbors.”

Towel in hand, Janelle walked over, wiping her hands. “What did I miss?”

Zara let out a laugh. “Auntie’s already making friends.”

“Well, since we’re almost finished, who’s ordering the pizzas? Remember to order mine as a veggie.” Janelle said.

“We know, Mom, we know!” Marcus yelled from the bedroom. “But you’re welcome to come back to the meat side anytime you want.” 

A burst of laughter came from Ellis in the kitchen. 

The unpacking continued as the morning stretched into the afternoon. Boxes were slowly but surely disappearing as Zara’s things found their places in the new apartment. The two brothers, despite the grumbling about the stairs, were making quick work of the heavier items. Ellis helped his mom with lighter tasks, ensuring everything was organized, while Niyah remained on her phone, occasionally checking in.

Once the food arrived, everyone was ready for a break. All the kids sat together at the kitchen table. Janelle, Niyah and Zara sat in a circle on the floor. Zara’s stomach growled at the smell of pizza wafting through the hallway as the delivery guy knocked on the door.

Jordan collapsed into a chair, wiping his brow and sighing, “At last! I was thinking we’d never eat.”

Zara carried the food inside and put it on the small kitchen counter. “Alright, let’s take a break, everyone. You’ve all earned it. And before I forget, there’s banana pudding in the refrigerator.”

Jordan responded, “Not for much longer.” “You should have led with that!”

They gathered around, the boxes of pizza a welcome sight after a long day of work. Laughter and conversation erupted as they ate. The tension from earlier with the neighbor faded away for the moment.

Marcus nudged Ellis with his elbow at the table. “I bet Auntie’s texting that secret boyfriend of hers. What do you think?”

“I can hear you, you know,” Niyah said with a smirk.

Janelle smiled at the playful banter, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was up with her sister. For now, she overlooked it. After all, there were boxes to unpack and an apartment to settle into.

While they ate, Ellis slyly added, “I bet she’s just texting the pizza guy. She’s making sure we got enough pepperoni.”

The table erupted in laughter, and even Niyah couldn’t help but chuckle. She playfully tossed a napkin at him. “You wish, little man. I’d never trust a pizza guy with my secrets.”

He grinned, dodging the napkin and leaning back in his chair. “Oh, come on, auntie. I’m pretty sure he knows more than you think. The way you order your extra cheese is practically a confession.”

She laughed, raising her hands in mock surrender, “Alright, alright. But I’ll never admit it.”

Once the mood improved, the group relaxed, enjoying their break and each other’s company instead of focusing on the exhausting move. They shared childhood memories and plans for the upcoming week. The sounds of clinking glasses and contented sighs filled the room. Even the boxes stacked in every corner seemed less daunting as they shared this quiet, simple pleasure.

After they finished, Zara asked. “So, what’s the plan for tonight, everyone? Let’s have a housewarming party.” 

Niyah, smiling radiantly, said, “I can’t hang out tonight. I got a date.” 

Everyone stopped and looked at her. Despite a barrage of questions, she skillfully avoided answering any of them. “Tell us about him. What is his name? What does he do? How long have you known him? Why haven’t we met him?”

“Give me a minute,” she said with a laugh. “Y’all asked a lot of questions and all I will say is that he’s a general manager at the gas station and he just moved down here last month after his divorce. I met him on a dating app, and he’s picking me up from here later.” 

Turning to Zara, she continued in a reassuring voice, “I only told him about the apartment building, not your apartment number. He’s going to meet me in the parking lot. He will text me when he arrives. As a matter of fact, I need to go change. I am not going out in this,” she said as she grabbed a plastic bag of clothes and went to the bathroom to change. While she was changing, Myia and Tyson strolled in. Myia looked around at the half-eaten pizza boxes and raised an eyebrow. “Y’all started without us? Where’s our food?”

Tyson, his stomach clearly growling, added, “Yeah, we’re starving!”

Without missing a beat, Marcus leaned back in his chair, a sly grin spreading across his face. “Oh, the food? Yeah, it’s right where you left it... in the car. You didn’t bring to help us move all morning.”

Laughter filled the room as Myia playfully glared at him. “Wow, really? You’re gonna do us like that?”

He smirked, shrugging his shoulders. “Hey, pizza doesn’t move itself. You snooze, you lose.”

Janelle chuckled, shaking her head, and pushed a couple of untouched slices toward Myia and Tyson. “Don’t mind him. There’s plenty left. Help yourselves before he gets any more ideas.”

Myia playfully nudged her cousin, giggling as she took her pizza, while Tyson sighed in relief, finally eating. “Next time, I’ll make sure we’re here first,” he said with a grin.

“Where’s our mom?” she asked between bites.

Janelle smiled knowingly, leaning against the counter. “Oh, your mom’s busy getting ready for a date.”

Myia’s eyes widened, nearly dropping her pizza. “A date? With who?”

Janelle shrugged, feigning innocence. “You tell me. She has spent all morning texting someone on her phone. We don’t know his name, though, and she’s being all secretive about it.”

Myia shook her head, both surprised and amused. “Unbelievable. First pizza, now I’m finding out my mom’s out here dating like she’s 25 again. The world’s gone mad.”

Janelle laughed as she took a sip of her drink. “Oh, don’t worry. She’ll be out soon enough, and you can interrogate her yourself.”

While they continued to catch up and break down the boxes outside the apartment building, the deep rumble of a car engine suddenly interrupted the hum of the day. A tan SUV pulled up to the curb, its bass thumping so loudly that the windows in Zara’s new apartment rattled slightly. Heads turned toward the window, the loud music grabbing everyone’s attention. Marcus raised an eyebrow and peered outside.

“Who rolls up like that in the middle of the day?” he said, moving closer for a clearer view.

The SUV sat there for a moment, the driver’s side door still closed, music blaring through the open windows. Janelle frowned, crossing her arms. “I hope that’s not one of Zara’s new neighbors. This place is gonna be fun if it is.” She glanced at Zara, raising an eyebrow. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

Zara shrugged nonchalantly. “I guess it’s all part of the adventure. But yeah, a little peace would be nice.” 

With the music pulsing and bass rattling the windows, Janelle sighed. “Well, if nothing else, it’ll keep things interesting.”
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Myia joined Marcus by the window and squinted down at the vehicle. “Looks familiar, doesn’t it?” she said, trying to place where she had seen the SUV before.

He leaned in, his brow furrowing. “Wait... is that the same car that was parked outside the coffee shop last week?”

Myia nodded slowly, her curiosity piqued. “I think so. But why would they be here?” 

Tyson shrugged, uninterested in the commotion. “I don’t know, but whoever it is, they really need to chill with that music.” He gestured toward the window, clearly annoyed by the constant bass thumping.

Jordan turned to look at the bathroom door. “It could be her ride,” he said with a smirk, half-joking, but with a hint of suspicion.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Janelle said, glancing toward the door too. “She’s been acting all secretive today.”

Before anyone could say anything else, the music abruptly cut off, and the SUV’s engine went silent. Bathed in a golden glow, the car had a custom paint job. The sleek, tan vehicle was a visual masterpiece. The tinted glass’s darkness hid the interior, while the sharply designed black rims offered a stark contrast. It finally parked at the curb. Each drumbeat vibrated the car windows, partially open, enough to shake the balcony windows.

Seated in the driver’s seat was Malik. The man was African American and in his late forties. A healthy glow radiated from his dark mahogany skin, beautifully offset by his neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper goatee. A strong jawline and well-defined cheekbones gave him an authoritative yet approachable look. His sharp, expressive eyes, framed by a slight, knowing smile, hinted at both wisdom and warmth. He sported an impeccably groomed short haircut, perfect in every line and fade.

The sunlight caught the subtle glint of his diamond grill, which was a prominent feature of his smile. As he sat in the car, he bobbed his head to the beat, his hands gripping the steering wheel with a relaxed intensity. Lost in the music, Malik’s head bobbed to the steady beat.

Niyah left the bathroom and checked herself in a nearby mirror. She had on an animal print shirt, its vibrant leopard and zebra patterns cascading in shades of gold and black. The shirt hugged her in all the right places, while the sheer sleeves showed off her upper arm tattoos. The neckline was just low enough to be sophisticated yet alluring, striking a balance that showcased her taste without being overpowering. 

Her ripped black pants revealed just the right amount of skin to add interest, while also emphasizing her curves in all the right places. Her shoes, a bold wild animal pattern, matched the same daring design as her shirt, creating an effortlessly coordinated look. A small black purse, hanging casually from her shoulder, completed the outfit, adding a touch of sleekness to her edgy, yet refined style.

“Y’all are really up in my business, huh?” she said, catching the tail end of the conversation, her tone playful but with a hint of warning. “I heard everything.”

Myia raised an eyebrow, grinning. “Oh, so it’s true. You’re really out here getting all dolled up for a date while the rest of us break our backs moving boxes?”

Niyah smoothed her clothes, smirking. “The only ones that were breaking their backs had pizza and pudding. Besides, I never said I’d be here for the whole move. Gotta have some fun too.”

“Who’s the guy, Mom?” Tyson chimed in, still munching on his pizza. “Does he know what he’s getting into?”

She rolled her eyes dramatically. “His name is Malik. And yes, he’s fully aware of what he’s getting into, thank you very much.”

Janelle smiled and shook her head. “You better be careful, sis. At least let one of us meet him for your protection. You’re the only sister I got left.”

“Stop worrying. You’re beginning to sound like mom. It’s just a first date. I’ll introduce him later when the time is right.” While they were talking, Marcus went out to the balcony to take a picture of the SUV.

“These kids are like detectives. They won’t stop until they get all the background on him. You know this...”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Niyah replied with a grin, tossing a playful glance around the room. “But I’m keeping this one under wraps for now. Gotta keep you all on your toes.” She winked, savoring the mystery, knowing full well her family would buzz with curiosity long after the conversation shifted.

Leaning back, Jordan’s eyes held a mischievous glint. “Don’t worry, Auntie. We’ll meet him eventually, one way or another.”

The room filled with laughter again, but Myia just shook her head. “Well, have fun on your little mystery date. But don’t think you’re off the hook. We’ll be asking questions when you get back.”

Niyah gave a wink. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” She grabbed her purse and, with a last glance in the mirror, made her way to the door, leaving the rest of the family shaking their heads with smiles on their faces.

An hour later, Janelle told them she was getting ready to go home. She had been feeling worse for the past few hours, but didn’t want to say anything to take away from the mini family reunion. The last time they were all together like this had been at their older sister Felicia’s, Zara’s mom, funeral five years ago. With everyone’s busy schedules, today felt like a throwback to simpler, more comfortable, and laughter-filled times. Walking downstairs, the cousins chatted amiably, still telling jokes as usual, their voices echoing with warmth in the dimming light. Though years and shared grief weighed on them, today offered a small, welcome respite, a testament to their enduring bond.

Outside, the evening air had a crispness to it, signaling the coming of summer. The stars were just appearing, and the streetlights cast soft, yellow pools of light onto the sidewalk. Janelle paused for a moment, looking out at the apartment building. There was peace and quiet. The world seemed to have slowed down for a moment, offering her a rare chance to just breathe. Before she got into her car, she sent a quick message to Niyah.  

It was great having the family together today. Love you, sis. Hope we can all do this again soon.

The car’s hum was almost comforting as it ran. Content in the moment, she wondered how long it’d be before the move, years gone by, and missed moments caught up to her. The laughter, the teasing, the familiar faces, those were the things that had always anchored her, and for today, they were enough.

As Janelle pulled away from the building, she couldn’t help but glance in the rearview mirror. It was almost surreal to think about how much time had passed since they’d all been together like this. Five years felt like a lifetime, and yet, the laughter and the familiar banter had made it feel like no time had passed at all. The phone on her dashboard’s mount vibrated. Quickly glancing at the screen, she saw a message from Zara.

Love you, Auntie. Take care of yourself, okay? We’ll talk soon.

A wave of affection for her niece washed over Janelle as she smiled. Zara was the reason they had all come back together today. She had moved back to Crest Ridge, and it felt like a new chapter in their lives. Janelle hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her niece until they were all sitting around the table, talking about old times. She quickly typed a response:

Love you too, sweetie. Welcome back!

After sending the message, she returned her focus to driving. Her thoughts kept drifting back to her sister Felicia. It still hurt. The pain was always there, lingering just beneath the surface. But today had been different. Being with family, hearing their jokes and their stories, it had softened the edges of that grief. She could almost hear Felicia’s voice, laughing along with the rest of them.

The road stretched out before her, and for a moment, Janelle allowed herself to breathe. The sound of the tires on pavement, the hum of the engine, the weight of the day slowly settling in her bones, it all felt strangely grounding. Grief, she realized, didn’t always come as a tidal wave. Sometimes it was a low, constant tide, pulling gently at the edges of her heart.

She reached over and adjusted the radio, settling on a mellow old-school R&B station. One of Felicia’s favorite songs came on, a slow, soulful tune they used to sing along to in the kitchen while cooking or cleaning. Janelle’s lips moved silently to the lyrics, her fingers lightly tapping the steering wheel in rhythm.

Zara’s text still glowed softly on the screen. We’ll talk soon. Those three words felt like a promise, like a thread tying past to present, grief to healing. Despite everything, the worry, the sorrow, the questions that still haunted the corners of her mind, there was love. Steady, enduring love.

Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was Marcus:

We’ll drop some by in the morning. Try to get some rest tonight, okay?

She smiled again, touched by her son’s steady presence. She typed back:

Thank you, baby. You always know what to do.

The city lights flickered on as she turned onto her street. Familiar houses, quiet porches, and rustling trees welcomed her back. Pulling into her driveway, she sat for a moment longer in the car, hands resting on the steering wheel. She looked up at the sky, dusky, soft, infinite, and whispered, “We’re gonna be okay, Felicia. One step at a time.”
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Chapter 4
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Niyah hadn’t been on what she calls an actual date in a long time. She was looking forward to a couple of hours without hearing “mom” or “grandma”. Plus, she felt extremely comfortable with Malik since she wasn’t feeling any bad vibes. A few weeks of online chatting had resulted in easy, natural conversations. A love of classic hip-hop and horror movies was the foundation of their bond. She felt confident in her choice to meet in person. Once they left, she eased up, finding peace at the moment’s simplicity.

“So, what are the plans for tonight?” she asked playfully, glancing at him over the loud music.

He grinned, eyes on the road. “My homeboy is throwing a party tonight. I figured we’d stop by, grab something to eat afterward, or catch a late movie.”

She smiled, pleased with what she heard. It felt easy, not rushed, and she was looking forward to a night without expectations. As the city lights twinkled outside, she relaxed, the music filling the silence between them. The soft hum of the car blended with the rhythm of the song, creating a quiet, comforting atmosphere. Free from the burden of future concerns, she experienced a rare moment of peaceful presence after many weeks.

She started rapping to the music as she watched the streetlights pass them by. They also had some friendly conversations along the way about the local high school football rivalry. It was the end of school season, so they passed by a lot of school decorations and yard signs saying, ‘My Graduate lives here.’ While talking, they found out that they may have crossed paths when they were younger since they went to rival schools. 

The party took place at an old barn situated down a country dirt road in the neighboring county. The venue was so far off the road that if someone was driving on that road, they would miss it. Niyah noticed a lot of action when they turned in. She saw so many cars there; she didn’t think there was a spot for them to park. As luck would have it, Malik found a spot near the front, by a row of tall, weathered fences surrounding the barn. As they stepped out of the car, the faint sounds of music and laughter drifted toward them, mingling with the crisp, earthy scent of the surrounding fields. Though the parking lot was full, the vibrant energy of the place confirmed for Niyah that this was her ideal party.

“Wow, it looks like they’ve really gone all out for this party,” she said, looking at all the vehicles. “It’s a lot of cars here. They must have invited everyone they knew.” 

“Yeah, I’m impressed. I was expecting something a bit more low-key, but this is fantastic.” 

“I just hope I don’t end up surrounded by people I don’t know. I thought you said this would be like a small party.” 

“My homie said it was. But don’t worry. I’ve got your back. We’ll be together and don’t hesitate to speak up if you feel uneasy.”

“Okay. I’ll give you a sign.” 

Malik smiled and said, “Let’s head in so I can make a quick appearance. Then we can get something to eat.” 

They started walking towards the door when Niyah’s eye caught a small table with a sign reading “Entry Fee: $10” and a man in casual attire is standing behind it, collecting fees. She quickly followed as her date walked past and into the building. Stepping through the large, wooden barn doors instantly transported them to a time when they didn’t have a care in the world. The energy was mesmerizing and contagious.

Someone transformed the usually humble, rustic barn into a vibrant dance hall for the evening. The room was a kaleidoscope of bright neon lights that danced in sync with the beats. Streamers and glitter decorations in bold hues adorned the walls. A large, glittering disco ball hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room, casting playful lights. It was just the added touch needed.  

As they entered the room, she realized that she and Malik had dressed inappropriately for the party. It made her a little sad because she would have loved to show off her style, especially in a setting like this where everyone else seemed to have put in the effort. But she remembered their first date, so this stop was obviously unplanned. She just hoped that she would have some fun while they were there, even if it meant blending in with the crowd instead of standing out. Still, as the music thumped and the warmth of conversation filled the air, she couldn’t help but feel a little more at ease, knowing Malik was by her side.

There was an area on the right side for food and drinks. The first two tables were the punch bowls. A couple of people in high-waisted denim, chunky sneakers, and graphic tees stood around the punch bowls. One of them sported a vintage FUBU jacket with bold, graffiti-like tags, while another rocked a pair of shiny, gold chain necklaces that clinked together with every exaggerated gesture as he told a story on how long it took for him to find the right pieces. The next few tables had a large variety of different foods and snacks, including meatballs, wings, pizza rolls, Dunkaroos, and cheesy nachos. And at the far end were the drinks tables. 

These tables had wine coolers, both alcoholic and nonalcoholic cocktails, and she swore she saw someone pouring from Boone’s Farm. She couldn’t believe that there was a variety of Boone’s Farm and Alize. Directly across from that area was a lounge area with plush seating and low tables, providing a comfortable spot for guests to take a break from the dance floor.  

To the far right was the deejay’s area surrounded by big speakers. The center of the room held the dance floor. It captivated everyone. Intricate patterns and bold colors adorned it, enticing even introverts to join the fun. People are already moving to the rhythm, their steps synchronized with the beat of the music. The infectious energy pulled everyone into the room’s collective vibe. 

Before she could take the room in entirely, she saw someone coming their way wearing a gold chain and a “Fresh Prince” jersey with sleeve tattoos on both arms peeking out underneath. “Hey man, glad you made it! And who’s this lovely lady?”  

“Hey Tony, this is Niyah, the one that I’ve been telling you about,” he said. Tony was taller than Malik by a couple of inches and his build was more toned than muscular. If she had a guess, it would have been from a basketball court. A thick, well-maintained beard framed his caramel face, and he was wearing a pair of Dwayne Wayne glasses.  

“Ma’am, you are one beautiful lady.” Tony said as he grabbed her hand, giving one of his playful smiles, showing two deep dimples. “Too bad you’re taken, otherwise I’ll swoop you up.” 

“Nice to meet you. I’m sure you have a lot of ladies that you could ask out.” 

Malik didn’t like how his friend was treating his date. He knew Tony was a big flirt with the ladies, but he didn’t think he would do it on his date. He cleared his throat and said, “Can you keep yourself busy while we catch up? I promise we won’t be long?” She watched them as they walked away, thinking they looked more like brothers instead of friends.   

As they walked away, Niyah ventured towards the center of the dance floor. She noticed people gathered around what appeared to be an impromptu dance battle. In the center of the circle, two dancers are going head-to-head. A dancer in a bright, geometric-patterned hoodie and baggy pants executed smooth, fluid moves that blend break dancing with sharp, precise footwork. The other, sporting a classic bomber jacket and a pair of retro joggers, counters with a series of popping and locking moves that make the crowd erupt in cheers.  

The music changed to another song, and the crowd dispersed. But she was still in a hyper mood, so she danced. As her movements became more energetic, the people near her noticed. Her dance almost drew them in. When the next song played, more people gathered around and even joined in with her. With each passing moment, she becomes more absorbed in the music, her body moving with an almost instinctive grace.

Feeling more relaxed, she was at ease. She knew Malik went to talk to his friend, so she felt safe in the middle of the crowd. She felt safe in public places with people around her. The DJ notices the crowd’s enthusiasm and cranks up the music even more, adding to the excitement. 

Not everyone was feeling the same way. Malik finished talking to Tony and watched Niyah from across the room. His smile faded as he watched her dancing with some people that he didn’t even know. As he continued to watch the attention fall on her, his anger grew. He attempted to relax, but their closeness bothered him. He didn’t like that at all. Their date tonight was to get to know each other, but he was getting the feeling that it was slipping away. 

He made a quick stop at the bar to grab a couple of drinks. The longer he stared at Niyah and the men, the firmer his grasp on the drinks became. His frustration grew, yet he remained composed for the sake of public decorum. Approaching the group, he spotted several men nearby, clearly observing her. One of them, a well-dressed older gentleman, seemed like he was ready to make a move on her. 

“I saw you dancing from across the room and figured you might be thirsty, so I grabbed you a drink,” he said as he handed her one. 

Niyah, trying to hide her embarrassment, said, “I appreciate the offer, but I’d rather pour my drink, or at least watch the bartender do it.”

“Are you saying that you don’t trust me? Do you really think I’m that quick to slip something into your drink? You can see the bar from here,” he replied loudly.

Niyah said, in a calm tone, “You’re making a fuss over nothing. I’m just vibing to the music.” 

“So, I’m making a scene now, is that it? Maybe if you flirted less, you wouldn’t attract so much attention.”

“Really? A flirt? This conversation wouldn’t be happening if you were here with me instead of talking to your friend.”

They didn’t notice that the music stopped playing and everyone in the room was staring at them. To divert attention, Malik realized he needed to say something. His feelings for her were strong, yet he recognized and wanted to improve his jealousy. Maybe this was a test, maybe not. Regardless, he wanted to avoid a scene at the party and prevent a video of him from going viral.

Niyah’s excitement had dimmed, and her patience was wearing thin. When they agreed to meet in person, this wasn’t what she had imagined. His behavior was unexpected. At first, she tried to ignore it, but the scene that followed made that difficult.
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