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Shadows paced like restless ghosts behind the blinds. My heart hammered against my knit cardigan. Not from fear, but from anger. 

Familiar, unresolved anger. 

I’d just made it home from an evening run to Walmart when I heard my neighbors, Joshua, and Vanessa, fighting… again. 

I walked through the breezeway of our ground-floor apartments listening to them argue as the crisp autumn breeze clung to me like a secret not ready to be told.

“Josh, stop! You’re hurting me!”

Vanessa’s voice cracked with the kind of desperation that made my stomach turn. Not because I hadn’t heard it before, but because I had. 

Because I grew up with it.

It was the same sound my granny made when she begged my grandpa not to hit her in front of me. It was the kind of cry that didn’t sound like it came from your throat but from your soul unraveling. 

As a child, I used to press my ear against my bedroom door and pray Granny Irene would scream loud enough for a neighbor to care, or for God to do something. But no one ever came, and God must’ve been busy. 

So, it wasn’t just Vanessa’s screaming that I heard.

It was my grandma’s.

It was every woman who ever screamed for help and was met with silence.

And I couldn’t ignore it.

Not again.

I gripped the handle of the plastic bag tighter and stepped closer to Apartment 102.

“Don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you!” 

Josh’s demand was followed by a thud. Something—or someone—hit the floor.

I flinched, causing my art supplies to clatter against the concrete. I glanced around, checking both sides of the lot, but didn’t see a single soul. Whether that was a blessing or something I’d regret, I couldn’t tell just yet. 

“You bitch!”  

Another thud.

My bangles clinked loudly as I tugged my cardigan across my chest and took a cautious step toward Josh’s place. The door was slightly ajar. I peered between the crack and saw Vanessa hovering over him in the foyer, clutching a set of bloody keys. They clanked against one another as her hand trembled like a leaf on a limb, and her chest heaved like she’d just outrun death.  

The intermittent light from the television allowed just enough light to show Josh laying on the floor; eyes rounded with shock, like he couldn’t believe she had the nerve to fight back. He swiped at the cut on his cheek; the blood dripping between his fingers was proof she’d gotten the better of him this time.

Enraged, Josh attempted to scramble to his feet, but in his drunken haste, he tripped over his untied shoelaces and fell again. Vanessa took advantage of the moment and leaped over the broken coffee table, bolting toward the door. 

I turned quickly and rushed to pick up my supplies. I dashed toward my own apartment, pretending to unlock the door. I peeked over my shoulder as Vanessa raced past me, running for her life. She looked back once, and in that fleeting moment, our eyes met, and I saw everything I used to see in my grandma. 

She was scared, in pain, and tired. 

Tired of the fighting. Tired of the mental abuse. Tired of being a punching bag.

Witnessing their domestic dispute triggered old fears of mine. It all felt familiar, but this time, I wasn’t a scared little girl who was too small to help. 

I could do something about this. 

I needed to do something about this.

Vanessa dove into her car and burned rubber out of the complex. She was safe for now, but that wasn’t good enough. Because even with her gone, something in me was still stuck in my childhood—like my body hadn’t gotten the memo that their fight was over, because it wasn’t Josh I saw when I closed my eyes. 

I saw Granny Irene lying on the floor, unmoving. I saw the moment the world stopped making sense.

I was only seven years old when she was beaten unconscious at the hands of my grandfather. I was too young to fight, and too scared to run. All I could do was hide in my closet and pray like she taught me. But it didn’t change anything.

Sure, Grandad died unexpectedly shortly after so Granny didn’t have to suffer anymore, but that didn’t undo what he did or erase what I was exposed to at such a young age. And it sure as hell didn’t silence the guilt that still bloomed in my chest like invasive weeds. 

So no, Vanessa getting away wasn’t good enough. 

At least, not for me, because I’ve seen what happens when you leave men like that unchecked.

They found someone else to break, and I wasn’t about to let that happen. 

Not again.

Not if I could stop it.

I dropped my bag by my door and turned toward Josh’s, with my pulse pounding in my ears. I had no right to act on Vanessa’s behalf, but here I was. Acting on Vanessa’s behalf.

The damsel in distress had left his door open in her rush to escape, making it easy for me to slip inside unseen and unheard. Carefully, I slithered in, tiptoed around half-empty bottles of beer, toppled couch cushions, and shattered knickknacks that littered the floor. The trashy living room was dimly lit by a flickering television, and the sporadic bursts of light made the mess look even worse. 

Josh was in the kitchen, yanking open a drawer and digging through it with frantic, jerky movements. I watched him pull out a small black pistol, check the clip with a trembling hand, and mutter under his breath.

“Bitch think she can put her fuckin’ hands on me and live? I got somethin’ for her ass!”

I was unsure of my next move because I didn’t have a plan, but still, I crept closer.

I figured maybe I could talk him down or somehow make him feel powerless like he did to Vanessa. I didn’t know. But before I could figure it out, my foot collided with a beer bottle. The clinking of the glass against the tile prompted Josh to whip his head in my direction. 

My heart stopped. Oxygen deserted my lungs, and I stood paralyzed with fear.

He froze mid-step with red-rimmed eyes squinting through the dark as the flicker from the muted TV lit half his face. Blood trickled from the gash on his cheek as his bare chest heaved. His jaw clenched as his hands balled into fists, one of them still holding the gun.

“Who the fuck—”

His voice was raw and defensive, then he leaned in and squinted at me. The moment his eyes adjusted, they narrowed in recognition.

“Talerie?” His voice was inflected with something that sounded like relief, until it didn’t. “The fuck are you doin’ in my house?”

I stepped forward before I could stop myself. It felt like I had disconnected from my body, or something had taken over me. Something that didn’t flinch, didn’t fold, or didn’t care how this ended.

Josh tensed. It was slight, but I saw it in the way his chest rose too fast, and the way his eyes flicked toward the door, then back at me.

He was nervous.

So was I, but he’d never know it.

Never breaking my stare, I broke the silence with a simple question. “Does it make you feel like more of a man when you beat on women?”

Josh’s jaw tightened before he yelled drunkenly and pointed the gun at me. “Bitch! Get out! This ain’t got shit to do with you! Whatever you think you heard, just know she brought it on herself.”

I wasn’t here for a debate. 

I wasn’t even here for revenge. 

I just couldn’t live with knowing he might hurt her again.

I scoffed at his sorry excuse. “Is that what you tell yourself? That she deserved it?” 

“Talerie,” he growled like a warning. “You got three seconds to get the fuck outta my house.”

I took another step toward him, challenging him without saying a word. The tension between us crackled like static. He didn’t move, but something in his eyes shifted. It was like he couldn’t decide if I was a threat or a joke. 

He was unsure, and I wanted to keep it that way because hesitation made people sloppy.

A guttural roar erupted from Josh’s throat before he raised his arm like he was about to pistol-whip me. I attempted to sidestep him, but his free hand caught the arm of my cardigan and yanked me toward him. I stumbled forward and he grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanking my back to his front. 

“Get the fuck off me!” I shouted as my scalp screamed. 

Head locked, I twisted my body wildly and forcefully. When his sweaty arm tightened against my neck, I sank my teeth into it and chomped down until he let go.

“Bitch!”

The gun slipped from his grasp and clattered to the floor, skidding until it landed near the dining table. 

I stumbled back and slammed into the counter. Pain bloomed along my hip and stole the air from my lungs. I struggled to catch my balance. Josh staggered too, but he caught himself against the fridge. 

Neither of us moved… yet.

But I noticed something else.

A jagged piece of a broken vase on the floor. It was closer and more reachable than the gun.

We stared one another down for seconds, then moved at the same time.

But he wasn’t coming for me.

He was going for the gun.

And the second he dipped his shoulder and charged toward it, I slid and snatched the shard up, kicking the gun out of reach.

He stumbled again, breathing hard, as his eyes flashed between rage and disbelief.

“The fuck you gon’ do with that? Huh?” he asked with an arrogant chuckle, but there wasn’t a damn thing comical about this situation.

Josh stood across from me in the middle of the living room, chest bare and slick with sweat. He swayed like he wasn’t sure if he were about to grab at me again or drop to the floor. His eyes were glassy and unfocused but stayed locked on me like I was supposed to be scared.

He could barely stand, but somehow, he was still trying to look like the one in control.

We stood there like two alphas, sizing each other up until Josh made another move. 

He lunged and so did I. 

I drove the sharp piece of clay forward. The edge pierced his stomach and slid into him easier than I expected. Warmth spread across my hand, but I didn’t stop. I pushed harder, twisting it the way I’d read about in thriller books a thousand times.

Josh’s eyes went wide. A strangled gasp escaped his lips as he stumbled back, clawing at his gut.

“Talerie…”

My name came out as a pleading whisper as he fell to the floor. His body convulsed. 

Once.

Twice.

It was like something inside him was trying to fight its way out. Then he went still.

And just like that, the air shifted with the kind of stillness that made you wonder if time stopped with him.

Then came the silence.

No groans. No breaths. No threats.

Just the sound of my loud and uneven heartbeat echoing through a room that suddenly felt too small.

I stood there, panting, afraid, staring down at the mess I’d made.

Oh, God. What have I done?








  
  



Sweat beaded across my hairline. Panic gripped my throat, suppressing the scream I desperately wanted to let out.  

In the middle of the living room, I stood frozen, staring down at a body I couldn’t bring back. 

I killed him.

I killed Josh.

Sporadic breaths filled my lungs like I’d just run a marathon, though I was standing perfectly still. My arms were locked at my sides as I took in the sickening sight before me. 

Dark liquid oozed between the grooves of the tile, outlining the floor with the evidence of my crime. It looked like a bloody maze with every trail leading to the same conclusion. And the worst part, I couldn’t tell if I was supposed to escape it or own it.

I killed him.

I needed to leave, but shock disabled my motor skills. My feet refused to budge from where they were planted.

My ears drummed with a chaotic rhythm, drowning out the traffic outside the thin apartment walls. 

I didn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. Time stood still. That is, until a siren wailed in the distance, and cut through the fog in my head. 

That’s when my body snapped out of the trance. 

That’s when I suddenly remembered I needed to get the hell out of there.

Fumbling forward, I stumbled against the toppled coffee table hard enough to elicit a string of curses. My wide-legged pants got caught on a splintered piece of wood in my rush to get away, and I went down. Hard. Straight into a pool of warm crimson.

My palms hit the floor with a nauseating slap, leaving them gooey and red. I stared at them for a second too long, as my stomach twisted in knots, and heat crawled up the back of my neck. 

The sirens were getting closer.

Shit!

I sucked in a deep, grounding breath, and forced myself to exhale slowly. To focus. I pushed myself up, regained my footing, and curled my cardigan sleeves over my sticky palms. 

Shuddering, I walked closer to Josh, careful not to step in the blood, and stood over his lifeless body. I inhaled another deep breath and pulled the shard from his gut, slowly and carefully. For a second, I stared at the piece of flesh still clinging to the tip, then slipped it into my pocket. After securing the makeshift weapon, I wiped everything. Door handles, counters—anything I might’ve touched, including the spot where I fell on the floor. 

Then, a phone rang with a call from ‘Big Bro’.

I ceased all movement.

Fuck!

I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if a neighbor heard the whole altercation and called his brother to come check on him, or if they were already on the phone with the cops, giving a description. I didn’t have time to change.

I need to get the fuck outta here!

Moving with purpose, I hopped around the mess and stumbled out of the apartment. The world blurred around me as my eyes darted across the breezeway, the doors lining the building and the shadowy corners of the lot. 

There wasn’t a single soul in sight. There were no doors cracked open. No curious faces peeking through blinds. And thankfully, no Ring cameras.

It was just me, the night, and the blood on my hands.

Literally and figuratively.

I snatched up my sack of art supplies and clenched the bag like it was the only thing tethering me to sanity. My hands were still warm, wet, and stained. I could feel the blood seeping into the fine lines of my palms as I struggled to turn the key I’d left in my doorknob.

A crumpled receipt slipped from the side of the bag. I caught it mid-air and stuffed it into the pocket of my cardigan, only to feel it slide right past the piece of clay and through the hole at the bottom. 

“I don’t have time for this shit,” I muttered under my breath.

I fished it out from the lining and shoved it back in tighter. 

After steadying my quivering hand and securing the blood-stained receipt, I turned the key, shoved the door open, and stumbled inside, before dropping the bag and keys on the floor. I collapsed against the door, pressing my back to it just as bile crawled up my throat. The hot and sour mixture coated the back of my tongue, and my stomach coiled like my natural hair on a humid day. 

I pushed off the door and stumbled through the small, dark apartment toward the kitchen sink, gripped the edge, and chucked up spit and panic into the sink. My body shook as each heave wracked my core, but it wasn’t enough to purge the weight pressing down on me.

Oh, God. What have I done?

I needed to leave Virginia.

Staying here wasn’t an option.

I washed my hands, rinsed my mouth, and hurried toward the bedroom to pack. I didn’t have time to shower or change because in this moment, time was my enemy. 

My body moved on autopilot, like it knew exactly what I needed to do. 

I yanked an old duffel bag from the top shelf of my closet and started stuffing it with the essentials: clothes, cash, and ID.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

Shit!

I dashed around the room faster than a chicken on a hot tin roof, tossing anything that wasn’t necessary over my shoulder. Once done, I tossed the bag on my bed and fumbled with the zipper, before securing it after what felt like forever. I slipped the strap over my shoulder and raced to the living room, ready to abandon the quiet life I’d built for myself.

My mind wandered as I paced and scratched my damp scalp, searching the room for something—anything—that could make this all make sense. My eyes darted across the living room, landing on the end table near the window. That’s when I saw the plant I’d been tending for months. The one Granny Irene had grown in her greenhouse and sent to me because it was our favorite flower.

It was still alive. Still thriving. Like it didn’t know everything around it had gone to hell. Seeing the purple orchid solidified my decision. 

I was going to Georgia.

My mind latched onto the idea, but before I could grab my keys off the floor and run, red and blue lights put on a lightshow. 

That’s when I realized the sirens were louder. 

Closer.

They weren’t background noise anymore. 

They were screaming through the complex like they were looking for me specifically.

Shit. Shit. Shit!








  
  



I rushed to the window and parted the blinds just enough to peek out. Flashing red and blue bounced off car windows and the side of the building across from mine. A cruiser sat near the entrance. Another one crept through the lot, slowly and deliberately. 

I counted three officers on foot with their flashlights sweeping the pavement, checking between cars. I couldn’t tell if they were looking for someone or something, but they were too close. 

The TV, which I hadn’t even realized was still on, cut through the silence behind me.

“Breaking news, tonight—local authorities are on the lookout for a suspected murderer last seen driving a stolen champagne-colored Honda Accord. The suspect was caught on a traffic camera near Marcella Apartments just before 9 pm…”

My breath caught.

The third unmarked car stopped in the middle of the parking lot, and the driver’s door opened. A tall, muscular Black man stepped out, scanning the building like he was used to walking into bad situations. He wore slacks, a fitted dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a shoulder holster strapped tight beneath his jacket. I could tell he wasn’t a regular cop. This guy looked like he asked the questions people didn’t want to answer and already knew the lies before they told them.








