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​PROLOGUE
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I learned early that silence can hurt louder than fists.

It started with a knock on the door that didn’t sound right. Too heavy. Too sure of itself. The kind of knock that thinks it owns the place before it even steps inside. I was on the floor with my homework spread out, pencil in my mouth, half-listening to my mom hum in the kitchen like she always did when she was trying not to think too hard. That hum stopped the second the knock came. Dead quiet. Like the whole house flinched.

I looked up. She didn’t.

“Stay there,” she said, voice flat. Not scared. Just tired.

That was the first red flag. My mom never sounded tired. She was built out of sharp edges and stubborn breath. Whatever was on the other side of that door had already taken something out of her.

She wiped her hands on her jeans and opened it.

I didn’t see him at first. I saw the shadow. Big. Blocking the porch light like it owed him rent. Then I heard his voice. Low. Calm. Controlled. The kind of calm that comes from knowing nobody ever tells you no.

“I need to talk.”

She laughed once. Short and ugly. “Funny. You had years.”

I got up slowly, heart pounding like it was mad at me. I stepped closer, enough to see him through the crack in the doorway. Broad shoulders. Clean clothes. That alpha confidence that makes the air feel smaller. His eyes flicked past her and landed on me.

That’s when everything snapped tight.

He froze.

I saw it. The hitch in his breath. The way his stare locked like he’d just been punched straight in the chest. His eyes tracked my face like they were trying to solve a problem they didn’t want the answer to.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

My mom didn’t look back at me. Didn’t move. “Nobody you need to worry about.”

He took a step forward. She didn’t move either, but the air changed. I felt it. Thick. Charged. Like the moment before a fight breaks out in the school parking lot and everyone knows it’s about to get ugly.

“She looks like me,” he said.

That’s when my mom finally turned around.

I’d never seen her eyes like that. Sharp. Cold. Hurt so deep it burned clean through. She stood between us without thinking, like muscle memory took over.

“Don’t,” she said. “You don’t get to stand there and say anything about her.”

“Her,” he repeated, quieter now.

I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew it was bad. I knew the truth was sitting in his throat, choking him, and that whatever came next was going to ruin something forever.

“How old?” he asked.

She didn’t answer.

“How old?” His voice cracked that time. Just a little.

“Old enough to know better than to trust you.”

Silence. Thick and ugly.

I wanted to say something. Anything. But my mouth wouldn’t work. My heart was beating so loud I thought maybe they could hear it.

He took another step forward.

I stepped forward too.

“Stop,” I said. My voice came out stronger than I felt. “Whatever you came here for, you don’t get it.”

His eyes snapped to mine again. Studying. Measuring. I hated that look. Like I was a puzzle piece he’d lost and just found under the couch.

“You’re mine,” he said, not to me, but like he was reminding himself.

That did it.

My mom lost it.

She shoved him. Hard. Not enough to knock him down, but enough to make a point. Her hands shook after, like she hated that part of herself for still caring.

“No,” she snapped. “You don’t get to claim anything. You rejected me. You walked away. You don’t get to come back and act like you get a say.”

I didn’t understand everything then, but I understood that word. Rejected. It landed in my chest and stayed there.

His face twisted. Guilt. Anger. Fear. All fighting for space.

“I didn’t know,” he said. “If I had known—”

“You would’ve done exactly what you did anyway,” she cut in. “You chose power. You chose your title. You chose yourself.”

He looked at me again, and this time it hurt. Like he was seeing all the years he missed stacked up behind my eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

I stared him down. “You don’t get to know it.”

His jaw tightened.

“I’m not here to fight,” he said.

“Then leave,” I shot back.

Another pause. Longer this time.

Finally, he stepped back. The porch light hit his face again, and for a second, he didn’t look like an alpha. He looked like a man who’d just realized his crown cost him everything that mattered.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

My mom laughed again. This time it sounded broken. “For you, it is.”

She slammed the door.

The house shook.

Neither of us moved for a long time.

Then she slid down the door and sat on the floor, back pressed against it like she was holding the world out by herself. I went to her without thinking and sat beside her. She pulled me in, arms tight, like she was afraid I might disappear if she let go.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Not to him. To me.

“For what?” I asked.

“For raising you in a world where men like that exist.”

I leaned into her. “We’re fine.”

She shook her head. “We survived. That’s different.”

I didn’t sleep that night. I stared at the ceiling, replaying his eyes, his voice, the way my chest burned when he looked at me like I mattered too late.

That was the night I understood something important.

Rejection doesn’t always happen face-to-face. Sometimes it happens years before you’re born. Sometimes it’s a choice someone makes that you end up bleeding for.

And sometimes, the alpha who rejected you comes back thinking he can fix it.

He’s wrong.

This is our story now.
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​Everybody Leaves Eventually
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That’s not a saying to me. It’s a rule. It’s the only one that never breaks, no matter how hard you pray, fight, or pretend you don’t care.

The morning after he showed up at our door, my mom acted like the house didn’t still smell like him. Like the air wasn’t bruised. Like my chest didn’t feel tight every time I looked at the deadbolt.

She was already up when I came down. Coffee in one hand, phone in the other, hoodie pulled over her head like armor. Her hair was tied back messy, and she had that look—eyes sharp, jaw locked. Not scared. Not weak. Just ready.

“You got school,” she said without looking at me.

“I know.”

“You got practice after.”

“I know.”

“You’re not walking home.”

“I know.”

She finally looked at me then. Really looked. Like she was checking to make sure I was still here. Still hers.

“Don’t start,” I told her.

Her mouth twitched like she wanted to say something soft. She didn’t. She never does when she’s scared.

Instead, she slid a plate toward me. Eggs, toast, some burnt edges because she wasn’t paying attention. My mom cooks like she fights—fast, angry, and like she doesn’t need help.

I ate because that’s what you do in our house. You eat. You move. You don’t sit around and cry about what happened. Crying doesn’t pay bills. Crying doesn’t stop people from coming back.

I watched her the whole time, though.

She kept rubbing her thumb along the rim of her mug. Over and over. Little circles like she was trying to erase something. She didn’t even realize she was doing it.

“You sleep?” I asked.

“A little.”

That was a lie. I could hear her pacing half the night. I could hear her breathing change every time a car passed outside. She thought I didn’t notice. She always thinks I don’t notice.

I kept my voice calm. “He coming back?”

Her eyes flashed. “No.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I said no.”

I held her stare, because I’m not little anymore, and I’m not scared of her tone. Not after what I saw last night. Not after I watched her shove a whole alpha off our porch like he was trash.

“Okay,” I said. “But if he does—”

“If he does, you stay behind me.”

“I’m not doing that.”

She slammed her mug down, not hard enough to break it, but hard enough to show me where the line was.

“I’m not arguing with you at seven in the morning.”

“I’m not arguing,” I said. “I’m telling you I’m not hiding.”

“You’re not grown,” she snapped.

I leaned back in my chair. “I’m grown enough to know when someone’s trying to take something.”

Her face tightened. For a second, her eyes went shiny. She blinked it away like it burned.

“Finish eating,” she said, voice lower. “We’re leaving in ten.”

That was the end of it. In our house, the end is the end.

Outside, the air was cold and mean. The sky looked like it didn’t feel like being blue today. The street was already loud—trash truck grinding, somebody’s dog losing its mind, music thumping from a car that shouldn’t have speakers that clean.

Our neighborhood ain’t the kind of place where people wave. People watch. People judge. People mind their business because minding somebody else’s gets you hurt.

My mom’s car was old but loud. The engine sounded like it hated mornings too. I got in and shut the door, and she locked it instantly. Habit.

We drove in silence for a minute.

Then she hit me with it, like she couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“You gotta keep your head on straight today,” she said. “No running your mouth. No snapping. No fights.”

I stared out the window. “So I’m just supposed to act normal?”

“Yes.”

“Normal doesn’t exist for us.”

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “You wanna be right or you wanna be safe?”

That made me laugh once, but it wasn’t funny. “Since when did safe stop people from leaving?”

She flinched like I slapped her.

I didn’t take it back, though. I meant it.

My mom swallowed hard. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Throw words like knives.”

“I learned from you.”

She didn’t answer. She just drove.

When we pulled up to school, the parking lot was already full of noise and drama. People posted up on hoods of cars, laughing too loud. Girls with lashes and glossy lips moving like the world owed them attention. Boys in hoodies, chains, and fake confidence, trying to act grown even though we still gotta ask permission to use the bathroom.

I opened the door and stopped.

My mom reached over and grabbed my wrist.

Her grip wasn’t tight, but it was serious.

“Look at me,” she said.

I looked.

Her eyes were fierce. “You don’t owe anybody your story.”

“I know.”

“And you don’t owe him anything either.”

I held her stare. “You sure?”

Her throat moved like she had to force the words out. “Yes.”

For a second, I believed her.

Then I got out.

The second my feet hit the ground, my senses kicked up, the way they always do. It’s like the world turns the volume up on everything when you’re not fully human. Smells get loud. Sounds get sharp. You feel eyes on you before people even look.

I walked through the crowd like I belonged there, chin up, shoulders back.

That’s the thing about being raised by my mom. You can be dying inside and still walk like you’re the one holding the knife.

“Yo!” someone called.

I turned and saw my friend coming toward me fast. She had her hair slicked back, big hoops, and that face like she stays ready to clap back on anybody at any time.

She looked me up and down. “You good?”

I shrugged. “I’m here.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I didn’t answer right away, because if I did, my voice might crack and I refuse to give the world that kind of power.

She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “You look like you ain’t sleep.”

“I didn’t.”

“Why?”

I stared at her for a beat. My friend is loud. Loyal. The kind of person who’ll ride for you, but also the kind that’ll spread a secret by accident because she talks with her whole life.

Still... I needed someone who wasn’t my mom.

“Somebody from the past popped up,” I said.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Like... your mom’s past?”

I gave her a look.

She held her hands up. “Aight, aight. I’m just saying. People don’t just pop up unless they want something.”

“Exactly.”

She leaned in. “Was it a dude?”

I didn’t speak, but my face did.

Her mouth opened. “Ohhhhh. Nah. For real?”

“Not here,” I hissed.

She closed her mouth and nodded like she understood. Then she whispered, “He ugly?”

That almost got a smile out of me. Almost.

“No,” I said. “That’s not the problem.”

“The problem is he thinks he can walk in, right?” she said, eyes hard now. “Like you a light he can switch on whenever.”

I swallowed. “Yeah.”

She bumped my shoulder. “Let him try. You not built like that.”

I wanted to tell her that’s the problem. I am built like that. Built to survive. Built to take hits and keep moving. Built to act like rejection doesn’t hurt even when it breaks your ribs from the inside.

But I just nodded and kept walking.

All day, I felt like something was coming. Not like a monster under the bed. More like a storm you can smell before you see it. People laughed around me, teachers talked at me, but my mind stayed half outside, listening.

By third period, I caught it again.

That scent.

Not human. Not fully.

It hit me through the open window when the wind shifted.

My body went still. My pulse jumped like it wanted to run.

It was the same smell from last night. That sharp, clean, dangerous scent that didn’t belong in my world, but acted like it did anyway.

I stared at the window, throat tight.

My teacher was talking about something I didn’t care about. I couldn’t hear her anymore.

All I could think was: he’s close.

I forced myself to breathe through it. Slow. Quiet. Like my mom taught me when I was little and scared.

Don’t panic. Don’t show fear. Fear is blood in the water.

The bell rang. People shoved past each other in the hallway. Somebody bumped my shoulder and didn’t apologize. Normally, I would’ve turned around and handled it. Today, I kept moving.

I got to my locker and yanked it open harder than I needed to. My hands shook, and I hated that.

My friend popped up beside me like she’d been waiting. “You leaving with your mom?”

“Yeah.”

“Good,” she said. “Something’s off today.”

I didn’t look at her. “What you mean?”

She lowered her voice. “I saw some dude outside earlier. In a black SUV. He was just sitting there, watching.”

My stomach dropped.

“You sure?”

“Yeah. He wasn’t no parent. He looked... serious.” She paused. “Like he wanted smoke.”

I shut my locker and forced my face to stay blank. “What he look like?”

She started describing him. Tall. Broad. Clean. Eyes that don’t look away. The kind of man who walks like he’s used to people stepping aside.

I didn’t need the details.

I already knew.

I turned and walked out without saying much. My friend called my name, but I didn’t stop.

Outside, my mom’s car was already at the curb like she’d been waiting too long.

I got in fast.

My mom’s eyes flicked over me. “Seatbelt.”

I clicked it in.

She pulled off before I even finished.

“Mom,” I said, quiet. “Did you see anything?”

Her jaw tightened. “Yeah.”

“Was he here?”

She didn’t answer right away.

Then she said, “I told you. You don’t walk home.”

That wasn’t an answer, but it was.

My throat felt dry. “He’s not gonna stop.”

“No,” she said. “He’s not.”

I watched her hands on the steering wheel. Steady. Controlled. But her knee was bouncing. That tiny crack in her armor that she didn’t notice.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

Her voice came out low, like she was talking to herself more than me. “I want you to stay alive.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“It is when you’ve lived like we have.”

I stared at her. Really stared. And for the first time, I noticed something I never let myself notice.

My mom wasn’t just tough.

My mom was tired.

Not tired like “I need a nap.” Tired like “I’ve been carrying this alone for years and my arms are shaking.”

We drove home, and she didn’t turn into our driveway right away. She kept going, taking side streets, looping around like she wanted to make sure we weren’t followed.

Finally, she parked in front of our place.

We sat there for a second, both of us staring at the door like it might bite.

Then she spoke.

“You listen to me,” she said, voice hard. “No matter what he says, no matter what he promises, no matter how sorry he acts... you don’t let him mess with your head.”

I blinked. “You think he’ll talk to me?”

“I know he will,” she said. “Because that’s what they do. They don’t ask. They take.”

Anger rose in my chest, hot and fast. “Then let him try.”

My mom grabbed my chin, not rough, but firm enough to make me look at her.

“You think you’re ready for that kind of fight,” she said. “But you don’t even know what you are yet.”

My heart thumped. “What I am?”

Her eyes sharpened.

Like she’d said too much.

She let go of my face and opened the car door. “Inside. Now.”

I followed, but my mind was loud.

You don’t even know what you are yet.

That sentence chased me up the steps, into the house, through the locked door.

Everybody leaves eventually.

But some people don’t just leave.

Some people come back.

And when they do, they don’t come back empty-handed.
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​Mama Raised Me Hard
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Mama didn’t raise me to be liked—she raised me to survive.

People at school think they know me because they see the outside. The way I walk like I’m late to something. The way I don’t laugh too loud, don’t smile too long, don’t give anybody the kind of look that says, come try me. They think it’s attitude. They think I’m one of those girls who stay ready for drama just to feel something.

Nah.

I stay ready because Mama taught me that peace is something you guard. Like money in your pocket in a crowded hallway. Like your phone in the lunch line. Like your heart around boys who talk sweet but move dirty.

Mama raised me hard because life raised her harder.

Our house wasn’t big. It didn’t need to be. It was clean, quiet, and always locked. Mama didn’t play about doors. She checked the windows at night like she expected something to crawl through. Not because she was scared, but because she knew what the world does when it smells softness.

There were no “good morning” speeches in my house. No long hugs. No baby talk. Mama loved me, I never doubted that. But she loved me like a shield loves a soldier. Close, firm, no shaking.

The first thing she ever taught me wasn’t how to ride a bike.

It was how to throw a punch.

I was little, maybe six, still missing front teeth, hair in two messy puffs. She put my small hands up and fixed my stance like she was building a wall. Then she tapped my chin.

“Never let them see your throat,” she said.

I didn’t even know what that meant. I just nodded because when Mama spoke like that, you listened. Her eyes would get cold, like she was watching an old memory in her head and making sure it didn’t happen again.

Then she made me hit a bag until my arms shook.

When I cried, she didn’t yell. She didn’t comfort me either. She got down on one knee, wiped my face with her thumb, and said, “Cry if you need to. But keep swinging.”

That’s Mama.

At school, teachers love to act like they know what “troubled” looks like. They’ll pull you aside with their soft voices and their little concerned eyes. They’ll ask if everything’s okay at home. They’ll talk about “resources.” They’ll act like your anger is a problem to fix.

One time a counselor tried it with me. She called me into her office because I broke a boy’s nose in gym. He was bigger than me, loud mouth, always grabbing girls’ waists like it was funny. When he grabbed mine, my body moved before my brain did.

The counselor folded her hands and said, “Violence isn’t the answer.”

I stared at her and said, “It was my answer.”

She looked shocked, like I slapped her with my words.

Then she asked about my dad.

I laughed so hard it came out rude. I didn’t mean to, but it was like my mouth had its own mind.

“What dad?” I said.

That’s the thing. I grew up with no man in our house. Not even a random uncle coming around. No “family friend.” No fake stepdad trying to act like he was the boss. Just Mama. Just me. Just the air in the house heavy with rules.

And I didn’t miss what I never had.

Mama worked a lot, but not the kind of job people brag about. She wore scrubs sometimes. Other times she wore regular clothes and came home smelling like cold air and metal and something sharp I couldn’t name. She always looked tired, but she never looked weak.

I used to watch her hands.

Her hands told the truth before her mouth did.

Some nights they shook when she thought I wasn’t looking. Some mornings they were so steady it scared me. She had scars too. Not the cute little ones people show off. Real ones. The kind you don’t ask about unless you’re trying to start a fight.

Once, when I was twelve, I asked anyway.

“Who did that to you?”

Mama didn’t answer right away. She was chopping onions, eyes watering, face blank like she didn’t feel anything. She slid the knife across the cutting board, slow and controlled.

“Nobody,” she said.

I knew she was lying. So I pushed. Stupid kid move.

“Mama, somebody did.”

She finally looked at me, and I swear the temperature dropped.

“Listen,” she said, voice low. “I’m still here. That’s what matters.”

“But—”

“No buts.” She went back to chopping. “You want to do something for me? Stay alive. Stay smart. Stay mean when you need to.”

That was the closest thing to a bedtime story I got.

So yeah, Mama raised me hard. She had to. Because we weren’t just broke and living in the wrong part of town. We weren’t just a two-girl household where people try things because they think nobody’s coming to save you.

We were something else too.

Something we never said out loud in public.

At home, Mama taught me rules that didn’t match school rules.

Don’t eat food offered by strangers, even if it’s free.

Don’t accept rides.

Don’t go into the woods alone at night unless you can get back fast.

Don’t let people touch your hair without permission.

Don’t let anybody corner you.

And the biggest one:

Never let someone else decide who you are.

That last rule mattered because of what we were.

I knew I wasn’t normal before I even had words for it. I healed too fast. Cuts closed up like time got scared of me. Bruises faded overnight. When I got mad, lights flickered. When I got scared, the air around me felt thick, like I could taste thunder.

Mama noticed everything. She didn’t panic. She didn’t cry. She didn’t make it weird.

She just started training me like my life depended on it.

Because maybe it did.

Behind our house, there was a patch of dirt and trees. Not the cute kind of trees people take pictures with. The kind that stand there like they’ve seen too much. Mama took me out there and taught me how to listen.

“Shut your mouth,” she’d whisper. “Hear the world.”

At first I’d hear normal stuff. Wind. Birds. Bugs.

Then one day I heard a rabbit’s heartbeat in the brush. Fast. Panicked.

I looked at Mama like, what was that?

She nodded once, like she’d been waiting for that moment.

“That’s you waking up,” she said.

After that, the rules got heavier.

I learned to breathe through pain. To hold eye contact when someone tried to scare me. To spot lies by watching hands. To take a hit without folding. To walk away when walking away was smarter. To fight when walking away got you killed.

Mama wasn’t cruel. She was careful.

Sometimes at night, when the house was quiet and my window was open, I’d hear her in the kitchen. Not moving around. Just standing there. Like she was fighting something inside her chest.

And sometimes I’d hear a small sound—almost like a broken laugh, almost like a sob.

I never went out there.

Not because I didn’t care.

Because Mama didn’t like being seen like that. And I respected that.

But one night, I did see her.

I was getting water and I walked in on her at the table, staring at her phone like it had a gun to her head. Her face wasn’t angry. It was empty. That scared me more.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She flinched like she forgot I existed. Then she covered it fast. Straightened up. Put the phone face-down.

“Nothing,” she said.

I didn’t buy it. I sat down across from her.

“Mama.”

She stared at me for a long second. Then her eyes softened for half a breath. Not long. Just enough to remind me she was human.

“There are people from my past,” she said.

My stomach tightened. “Like who?”

“Like problems,” she answered.

That’s how Mama talked. Like she was always choosing words that wouldn’t bleed.

“Are they coming here?”

“No.” She said it too quick.

I leaned forward. “Mama, don’t lie to me.”

Her jaw flexed. She hated being called out. But she hated lying to me more.

She picked up the phone again, thumb hovering over the screen like she didn’t want to touch it.

“They found us,” she said.

I felt my skin go cold. Not scared-cold. Alert-cold. Like my body knew before my brain did that something was about to move.

“Who?” I asked.

She didn’t answer right away. She looked down at her hands. Those hands. The ones that kept us alive. The ones that could stitch wounds and break bones. The ones that never shook unless a memory grabbed her.

Then she said, “Family.”

I almost laughed. It came out bitter.

“We don’t got family.”

Mama’s eyes flashed, like I hit a bruise.

“We do,” she said. “I just... left it.”

I stared at her. “Why?”

Her throat worked like she swallowed something sharp.

“Because I had to.”

I wanted to press her. I wanted the whole story right then. But Mama looked like she was holding herself together with nails. If I pulled too hard, she’d come apart.

So I asked the question I could handle.

“What do they want?”

She tapped the phone with one finger. A missed call. A voicemail. A name on the screen that made her face change.

“They want me to come back,” she said.

Back where?

She didn’t say. But the air in the room turned heavy. Like the walls remembered something I didn’t.

Then her voice dropped. “And if I go... he’ll be there.”

I didn’t know who he was, but I hated him instantly.

The way Mama said it wasn’t normal. It wasn’t just dislike. It was pain. Old, deep, living pain.

I watched her eyes—those same eyes that never begged, never bowed, never broke.

And for the first time in my life, I saw fear in them.

Not fear like she was weak.

Fear like she knew exactly what a man like that could do to a woman who once trusted him.

My fists clenched under the table. “Who is he?”

Mama’s face went still.

She stared at the phone again like it was daring her to say the name.

Then she whispered, “Don’t ask me that tonight.”

That answer made my blood rise.

Because now I knew something else too.

There was a name in our story that had power. A name that could change the whole shape of our lives.

A name Mama didn’t say.

And if Mama wouldn’t say it...

That meant it was dangerous.

I stood up slow, chair scraping the floor. “So what happens now?”

Mama finally looked at me, really looked at me. Like she was seeing the woman I was becoming, not the little kid she used to train.

“We pack,” she said. “We go. We handle it.”

My heart started pounding, not from fear, but from something mean and hot.

“Good,” I said. “Because if somebody from your past thinks they can pull up on us and act like we owe them anything...”

Mama’s mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

“That’s my girl,” she said.

Then she reached across the table and squeezed my hand once. Quick. Strong.

“Listen to me,” she added. “Whatever you hear out there, whatever you learn... you stay close to me. You don’t move off emotion.”

I squeezed back. “I’m always close.”

Mama nodded like she believed me.

But as she stood and walked away, I saw her shoulders tighten again. Like she was putting armor on.

And I knew this wasn’t just a trip.

This was a return.

This was unfinished business.

This was a door Mama shut years ago, and now somebody was knocking like they owned the key.

I looked down at the phone one last time. At that missed call. At that unread message.

At the name Mama refused to say.

And I promised myself something right there in that quiet kitchen.

If that name was the reason my mother had scars she wouldn’t explain...

then the next time I heard it, it wasn’t going to be a whisper.

It was going to be a warning.
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​The Name We Don’t Say
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The first time I heard his name out loud, my mom looked like somebody slapped her across the mouth.

Not hit. Not pushed. Slapped—clean and disrespectful. Like the sound mattered more than the pain.

We were in the kitchen. Same chipped counter. Same old chair that always wobbled unless you sat a certain way. The kettle was screaming like it had beef with the world, and the window was fogged up from the heat. Normal morning stuff. School day. I was half awake, hoodie on, hair a mess, acting like I didn’t care about anything.

Then my phone buzzed.

A message from a number I didn’t have saved.

He’s back.

That was it. No hello. No who-this-is. Just four words that felt like a warning shot.

I stared at the screen for a second too long. My chest got tight. My throat went dry. I didn’t even know why yet, but my body knew. My body always knew before my head did.

“What?” my mom asked, like she already heard it.

I didn’t answer right away. I set the phone down and tried to act normal. Like I could move past it. Like I could eat cereal and go to school and pretend we weren’t standing on a cracked floor that could fall out from under us anytime.

“What?” she repeated, sharper.

I slid the phone across the counter. She picked it up and read it. Her face didn’t change at first. She’s good at that. She can lock herself up quick when she wants to.

Then her fingers started shaking.

She put the phone down slow, like it was hot.

“Who sent this?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. My voice came out flat, but my heart wasn’t flat. My heart was jumping. “It’s some random number.”

She kept staring at the screen like it might start bleeding.

“Don’t answer it,” she said. “Delete it.”

I raised a brow. “Why you acting like I just showed you a gun?”

Her eyes snapped to mine. They weren’t soft. They weren’t calm. They were the kind of eyes that tell you you’re about to learn something whether you want it or not.

“Because that name follows trouble,” she said.

I blinked. “What name? The text didn’t even say a name.”

She swallowed. Her throat moved like it hurt.

“The one you don’t say,” she whispered.

That made my skin prickle.

In our house, there were rules. Some of them were normal—don’t leave dishes in the sink, don’t slam doors, don’t bring strangers home. But some rules were different. Quiet rules. Rules that sat between us like a third person.

Rule one: don’t talk about the past unless she starts it.

Rule two: never ask about my father.

Rule three: never say his name.

I didn’t even know his name. Not for real. Not confirmed. Not said like it was a fact.

I knew a title. I knew a shadow. I knew the way my mom’s body went stiff when certain people got mentioned on TV or in pack talk. I knew she didn’t go to certain neighborhoods. I knew she kept our circle small and our doors locked.

But I didn’t know the name.

“I’m tired of this,” I said, and I meant it. The words tasted like anger. “I’m tired of the secret rules. I’m tired of you freezing up like I’m five. If he’s back, then tell me who ‘he’ is.”

My mom leaned on the counter like her legs forgot how to work.

“You don’t want to know,” she said.

I laughed once, bitter. “That’s what people say when they don’t want to talk.”

She flinched like my laugh hit her.

“Don’t do that,” she said.

“Don’t do what? Ask questions? Be alive?”

Her mouth opened and closed. For a second she looked like she might cry. My mom doesn’t cry. Not in front of anyone. Not even me.

That’s how I knew this was serious.

I stepped back. I took a breath, trying to calm my tone because I wasn’t trying to break her. I was just trying to understand what I was standing in.

“Look,” I said, slower, “I’m not a kid. Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

She stared at the kettle like it could save her.

“I built my whole life around keeping you away from him,” she said. “You think that was for fun?”

The word him landed heavy.

I crossed my arms. “Why? What did he do?”

My mom’s jaw flexed. Her eyes got glassy, then hard again. Like she caught herself feeling something and hated it.
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