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Simone pressed her forehead against the elevator wall and sighed. The soft hum of fluorescent lighting above her did nothing to quiet the buzzing in her chest. It had been another long day. Not chaotic, not explosive—just long in that soul-sucking, mind-numbing, quietly dangerous way that eats at a woman from the inside out.

The elevator doors opened with a reluctant ding. She stepped into the hallway, heels clicking softly against the scuffed tiles, and dug into her bag for her keys. The air smelled like fried chicken from one direction and weed from the other. Home.

The packages were not in front of her door. Of course they weren’t.

Simone clicked her tongue and pivoted. Down the stairs, around the corner, past the broken mailboxes. Sure enough, her Nova packages were sitting behind the dumpster like contraband, tucked just far enough into the shadows to be missed by casual thieves.

She snatched them up, arms full and irritation rising, and marched back upstairs. She juggled her phone, her keys, her food bag, and the cardboard boxes, finally pushing into her apartment with the full-body hip slam technique she’d perfected.

The strap on the right one had been slicing into her ankle since lunch and her toes were threatening to mutiny. She let the second heel fall with a loud clack against the hardwood, unclipped her bra through her blouse with a fluid move, and flung it toward the couch.

Her apartment was clean, but tired. Like her. A small one-bedroom tucked on the east side of Baltimore, all neutral tones and Ikea ambition. She’d done what she could to make it feel personal—soft lights, a bar cart she barely used, a gallery wall of quotes and abstract Black art. But it still felt like a stopgap. Like somewhere you stayed while waiting on life to start.

She didn’t bother turning on the lights. The apartment smelled like a mix of scented wax melts, heat, and that old building funk the leasing office kept promising to fix. She stepped around a stack of unopened mail and headed straight to the kitchen to open the sweaty plastic bag of food on her arm. Grease had already soaked through the bottom.

Chicken wings. Combination fried rice. One eggroll shaped like a promise. And a Pepsi sweating like it had secrets.

She peeled back the foil like it was sacred.

“Ain’t no therapy like hood Chinese food,” she mumbled, mouth already full.

The bite burned the roof of her mouth, but she welcomed it. That was part of the experience. This spot down the street had the kind of eggroll that came out angry—bubbling hot, probably fried in oil from the Clinton administration. She stood there chewing in the dark, letting the day dissolve in a salty, greasy heaven.

The food hit like it always did—It was comfort, and it worked. For now.

But even as she ate, she felt it. The hum. The hollow. The sense that she was… not unhappy, but uninhabited.

Her job wasn’t bad. It paid the bills, came with a badge, a pension, and decent dental. Her coworkers were tolerable. Her weekends were filled with brunches, errand marathons, and occasional bad decisions with familiar men.

She had routines, playlists, a section in the fridge for her probiotic shots. But none of it made her feel alive. It just made her feel responsible.

Tonight, like every other night, she’d come home, drop her armor, and scroll herself into distraction.

Instead, she opened the Nova boxes.

Inside: swimsuits, rompers, a wide-brimmed straw hat, neon two-piece sets, and an aggressively sexy beach cover-up that looked like it had opinions.

She grinned. Just a little.

“Okaaaay, Stella,” she murmured to herself. “We about to act up.”

She grabbed her phone and started trying things on in front of the mirror, talking to herself like she was the whole group chat.

“This one’s hittin’. This? Oh, this is cheeks out in public. This is Caribbean cheeks. This is back shots under a mango tree.”

She laughed, louder than she had all week.

She peeled the outfit off and let it fall to the floor, then reached up and snatched the wig off with a sigh that came from the depths of her grandmother’s prayers.

“Clock out, sis,” she said, setting it gently on the stand by the dresser.

Now free of all structure and pretense, she stood in the mirror again. Bare face. Braids back. Stretch marks soft and high on her thighs. She looked tired, but not ugly. Just… over it.

They normally went to Miami, Vegas, or that one resort in Alcantara with the swim-up bar and overpriced hookah. That was their rhythm: shots, outfits, pictures, and post-vacation regrets. But last year, Munchie had sent a link in the group chat. Some Black travel vlog featuring four girls in Jamaica eating mangoes off the tree, swimming under waterfalls, and talking about healing energy and “divine masculine touch.”

Simone had laughed so hard she nearly dropped her phone.

“Y’all tryna get us sacrificed,” she’d said.

But Danielle—quiet, calculating Danielle—saved the link. A month later, she’d dropped a list of affordable Airbnbs near Negril. Said something like, “We’ve never done a real trip. Like… real culture. Real peace.”

Simone hadn’t needed much convincing. She filled out the passport form, got her photo taken on lunch break, paid for expedited shipping, and didn’t tell anyone outside the crew.

And now? That navy-blue passport sat on her dresser. Brand new. Blank pages waiting. One stamp on the way.

She picked it up, ran her fingers across the cover like it held magic, then flopped back onto the bed with a dramatic sigh.

“First stamp... We out.”

She lay there a few seconds longer, surrounded by swimsuits, glittery sandals, and enough edge control to last a war. The AC rattled. Somebody outside yelled at their kid. Her phone buzzed twice with work emails she didn’t check.

She didn’t care.

Tomorrow, she’d be gone.

Everyone assumed she was going to turn up. Get her back blown out by some Jamaican Adonis with dreads and good teeth. Maybe she did. Maybe she didn’t.

But lately, a thought had been trailing her like a shadow. It followed her into elevators, under hot showers, and across clean store aisles:

Is this it?

She was thirty-two. Her mother had been pregnant with her at sixteen. Her grandmother at fifteen. The clock didn’t tick for Simone—it pulsed. Not because she wanted a baby right now. But because the shape of her life was starting to feel like borrowed clothes. A little too tight. A little too faded.

She was just wondering if there was something else. Some more she hadn’t named yet.

And if there was…

Would she be brave enough to claim it?

Simone picked up the neon cover-up, held it against her body, and smirked. It didn’t make her feel whole. But it did make her feel closer.

“Yeah,” she whispered, eyes locking with her reflection. “We on our way.”





Chapter 1
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The plane had barely left the ground when Marsha, aka Munchie, leaned across Simone’s tray table like she had something classified to share.

“Okay, y’all. Hypothetically…” she started, eyes already wild, “if you meet a man in Jamaica, and he fine-fine—but he got four kids and one gold tooth—what you doin’?”

“Prayin’,” Danielle said from the window seat, not even looking up from her Kindle.

“I’m not askin’ you, Harriet Tubman,” Munchie snapped, rolling her eyes. “You got a degree and a moral compass. I’m talkin’ to Simone.”

Tasha smirked, butting in, and popped her gum. “I mean… is the tooth real gold or, like, plated? ‘Cause that makes a difference.”

They all burst out laughing, including the older Jamaican couple across the aisle who’d been side-eyeing them since boarding.

This was the rhythm—jokes, shade, laughter like a language. But underneath it, a long and messy history.

Munchie was the wildcard. Loud, raunchy, down for whatever. They’d met in tenth grade detention when Simone got caught fighting and Munchie was already in there for fighting. They’d clicked instantly—two girls with big attitudes and bigger survival instincts. Munchie never went to college, but she’d worked at the same hair salon since she was nineteen and made rent every month with tip money and hustle. She’d charm the pants off a man, then clown him for blinking too much.

“I’m just sayin’,” Munchie continued, now tearing into a mini bottle of Fireball she smuggled in her bra, “we in the air, bout to touch the soil of fine-ass island men, and y’all talkin’ like we goin’ to a retreat.”

Danielle looked up now. Calm, unreadable. “It kind of is, though.”

Danielle was the only one who changed. Not the fake kind—quiet, slow, stubborn change. The kind that makes other people uncomfortable because it holds up a mirror. She was Simone’s cousin on her daddy’s side, but they weren’t close until adulthood. Graduated last year with her associates degree in criminal justice. Took the long route through community college while working two jobs and helping raise her goddaughter. When she cut her hair and started reading Toni Morrison for fun, the group started calling her “Angela Davis Lite.” But Simone saw it. Danielle wasn’t trying to be better than them—just better than her past.

Munchie nudged Simone again. “Don’t go quiet on me now. You know you the main one talkin’ bout ‘I need my back rearranged like IKEA furniture.’”

Simone snorted. “That was one time. And I was half-sleep when I said it.”

“You meant it,” Tasha said, flipping through the movie options on here screen. “You always mean it.”

The flight attendant passed by with snacks and Simone waved her off. She wasn’t hungry. Her stomach had that electric flutter—not quite anxiety, not quite excitement. Just a hum beneath her skin like something was about to happen.

She glanced around their row. Munchie was humming “Bam Bam” under her breath now, swaying with her eyes closed like she was already in the club. Danielle was back to reading, her legs tucked under her. And Tasha had reclined slightly watching some movie Simone didn’t recognize.

They’d been through a lot together. Too much. Fights. Makeups. Money lent and never returned. Shared heartbreaks. Baby showers. Jail calls. Grief. Survival.

She’d watched Munchie bury her sister. Watched Danielle walk out of a toxic relationship with nothing but a duffel bag and her pride. Watched Tasha go from one man to the next like leap frog. And they’d all watched Simone claw her way out of a bad situation and into a job that looked good on paper but felt like concrete in the soul.

It wasn’t perfect. But it was theirs.

And right now, thirty thousand feet in the air, headed somewhere she’d never been with people who knew all her versions, Simone felt the first real flicker of freedom. Not performance. Not survival.

Just… possibility.

She didn’t know what Jamaica was going to give her.

But she was ready to take it.

The gravel cracked under the tires as the rental car rolled to a stop. Simone cut the engine and exhaled loud enough for everyone to hear.

“That was the longest thirty minutes of my life,” she said, pulling the keys from the ignition.

“Girl, you act like you didn’t almost kill us twice,” Tasha shot back, swinging her door open and stepping into the heat. “You drove like we was runnin’ from child support.”

Munchie stretched and popped her gum. “Don’t matter—we here now. Jamaica, baby! This lil’ house cute or whatever.”

Danielle didn’t say much, just took her time getting out and scanned the yard like she was assessing for ghosts. Bougainvillea vines spilled over the gate. A bright turquoise villa sat quietly behind it, white trim faded from the sun, but still charming. Two hammocks hung from the porch posts like they’d been waiting just for them.

Simone hit the lock on the car and opened the gate with her shoulder. “C’mon y’all. I need a shower and a drink in that order.”

Inside, the house was warm—stone tile floors under bare feet, big windows cracked open, linen curtains billowing like soft ghosts. Three bedrooms. Two bathrooms. The kitchen was tucked into the back with open shelves, a cracked countertop, and a small wooden table with one wobbly leg.

Munchie yanked open the fridge. “Oh… oh no.”

Tasha peered over her shoulder. “Empty as hell.”

“Not even ice,” Danielle added, checking the freezer. “What’s the plan?”

Simone dropped her bag and wiped sweat from her brow. “Grocery store. Now.”

They didn’t unpack, didn’t sit, didn’t take in the view. They piled right back into the busted hatchback rental, which creaked like it was judging them. The AC barely worked. The speaker only played out the left side. But Simone drove like she meant it—window down, elbow out, a little island breeze creeping through her edges.

The market was a riot of color and sound. Vendors yelling out prices. Buckets of ackee and breadfruit. Women frying fritters by the roadside. Chickens running wild like nobody told them they was food.

They walked in loud, already arguing about what to buy.

“I’m makin’ curry chicken,” Tasha declared, already tossing onions into the cart.

“No, we doin’ fish tonight. Fried snapper,” Danielle countered, snatching the onions back.

“I just want plantains and rum. That’s it,” Munchie said, already three aisles deep with a bottle of Wray & Nephew in hand.

Simone ignored them all and focused on the essentials. Oil. Seasoning. Fresh thyme. Scotch bonnets. Rice. She moved with quiet authority, but she was smiling. She hadn’t smiled like this in months.

Two teenage boys bagging oranges nearby tried to holler. “Yow, browning! You need help wid all dat?”

Simone didn’t flinch. “I got it, baby. You focus on them rotten oranges.”

Munchie howled laughing. “Yooo, she still got it.”

They checked out, loaded the car with way too many bags, and headed back with music blasting and sweat collecting in every fold.

At the house, they unpacked and got to work like a well-oiled machine. Hair up. Bras off. Music bumpin’.

Munchie DJ’d from her phone—Spice, Buju, Burna, a little Luther for the soul. Tasha was wrist-deep in raw chicken, tossing seasonings like a witch in ritual. Danielle had a rhythm going—washing herbs, slicing plantains, soaking rice. Simone took her place at the stove, stirring a bubbling pot like she was conjuring freedom.

There was arguing.

There was laughter.

There was cussing when the oil popped too hard.

There were drinks—too many drinks.

“I swear this rice smell like a man with good credit,” Munchie said, twirling her spoon.

Tasha rolled her eyes. “That don’t even make sense.”

“It do when you drunk,” Danielle whispered, sipping.

By the time they sat down to eat, it was dark out. The breeze had cooled. The ceiling fan creaked overhead. They ate at the kitchen table—four women, mismatched plates, bare shoulders glistening. The food was hot, spicy, made with hands that had known both joy and pain.

Simone sat back in her chair and looked around the room. Munchie was licking curry off her thumb. Tasha was dragging her fork across her plate like she wasn’t done. Danielle was sipping her drink slow, her eyes soft and quiet.

And her? She felt full. Not just her stomach. Her chest. Her spirit. Her skin.

She couldn’t remember the last time she sat still and felt safe.

The others talked around her, joked about what beach they were hitting tomorrow, if their wigs would survive the heat. But Simone was somewhere else for a moment. Just floating.

She didn’t know how long the feeling would last.

She didn’t even know what it meant.

But for the first time in what felt like years, her body wasn’t braced for war.

And that… was something.





Chapter 2
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They were loud as hell before they even left the house.

Lashes flying, music bumping, and three different edge control jars open on the bathroom counter. Munchie walked through the living room with half her bikini on and a drink already in hand, yelling over the soca playing from someone’s speaker, “If y’all don’t hurry up, the fine ones gon’ be gone!”

“Girl, it’s ten thirty in the morning!” Simone called back, shimmying into her cover-up in the bedroom. “Ain’t nobody fine before noon.”

Tasha burst in from the kitchen, one eyebrow drawn way too high. “Speak for yourself. These titties don’t need time—they timeless.”

Danielle chuckled softly, sliding on her sandals and grabbing her book. “Y’all gon’ scare the locals.”

They packed themselves into the car again, salt already in the air. The road to Seven Mile Beach wound through town and back out to the sea, where the sky met the water like they had a secret only they shared. The moment they pulled up, Munchie leaned forward and whispered, “This it. This the place we need.”

Vendors stood near the path to the sand, selling beaded bracelets, fruits, bottled water, and weed loud enough to earn its name. Someone was playing a riddim track on a speaker the size of a child, and it followed them all the way to their rented umbrella.

Simone stood still for a second, just letting it all wash over her. The way the sun hit her shoulders. The sound of waves tangled with steel drum patterns. The thick, sweet smell of coconut oil and jerk chicken and sweat. For a moment, her mind tried to race—but the breeze slapped her right out of it. This was something different.

They set up shop with towels and chairs and attitude.

Munchie was already taking selfies. Tasha had a drink in each hand. Danielle was under the umbrella, thumbing through her book with one leg stretched just barely into the sun. Simone sipped a pineapple rum mix and let her body go limp into the chair. She hadn’t been this relaxed since… hell, maybe ever.

They stayed like that for a while—yelling across chairs, arguing over whose playlist to use, snacking, sweating, moving only when necessary. Time became soft.

Then Simone stood up and stretched, her gold cover-up sticking slightly to her thighs.

“I’m gonna walk,” she said.

Munchie didn’t even look up. “You always walkin’ like you got a journal to cry in.”

“I do,” she replied, already headed down the beach barefoot.

The further she walked, the quieter things got. Vendors faded. Music softened. The sand cooled underfoot where the tide had kissed it recently. She passed two kids digging a trench that went nowhere. A man throwing a net into the surf and whistling to himself. A cluster of older women sitting low in beach chairs, their toes buried in the sand, one of them pouring rum into a styrofoam cup and laughing like the world was still good.

She kept walking.

There was a corner up ahead where the beach turned slightly, revealing a shaded patch under some almond trees and a strip of vendors with handmade goods. Simone wandered toward it instinctively.

No pressure. No fast sell. Just soft calls of “Yah welcome, sistah” and quiet glances.

The goods were beautiful. Not tourist-trap stuff. Calabash bowls painted in earth tones. Necklaces carved from wood and bone. Handwoven purses in brilliant yellows and greens. One table had a series of little dolls—Black girls with twist-out yarn hair, hand-stitched smiles, and fat little legs. She touched one lightly. The woman behind the table smiled.

That’s when she saw him.

He was walking in the other direction, barefoot like her, with a guitar strapped across his back. His locks were long, some of them wrapped in copper wire. He wore loose linen pants, a faded black tank top, and eyes that didn’t wander—they landed.

He didn’t say a word. Neither did she.

But they both slowed for a second. The space between them pulled tight like a held breath. Then it loosened. He gave a small nod. She returned it.

And just like that, he was gone.

She stood still for another beat, heart doing something strange and soft in her chest. Then she turned back.

When she returned to the girls, Munchie was flat on her back like she was posing for a swimsuit shoot, Tasha was two drinks deeper, and Danielle had disappeared beneath her wide straw hat.

“Where you disappear to?” Tasha asked, her voice stretched thin with rum.

“Nowhere. Just walkin’,” Simone replied, dropping her stuff and settling back into her chair.

But her eyes scanned the beach once, just once, before she let her body sink again into the rhythm.

Zion didn’t believe in chance.

So when he saw her—lime green cover-up trailing like seaweed, bare feet pressing into wet sand, eyes distant like she was walking inside herself—he knew she wasn’t just passing through.

He didn’t stare.

He observed.

Big difference.

She moved like she came from noise. From some place where everything was hard and fast and sharp. But there was softness in her too, under the performance. He could feel it. The same way he could feel when rain was coming, or when a string on his guitar needed tuning before it snapped.

He nodded once as they passed each other. Her eyes held his a half-second longer than most people allowed. That was enough.

He kept walking. The sun was beginning to lower and he had somewhere to be.

His house sat back off the main road, where the trees grew thick and the air felt older than electricity.

He’d built it himself—well, the shell. The bones were shipping containers, sanded down, opened wide, and welded clean. But everything else was sweat and intention. Polished wood floors. Tall windows that caught the light just right and invited the outdoors inside. Wide-open spaces that let the breeze flow like breath.

It was quiet when he got home, the kind of quiet that had a pulse.

He unlocked the door and stepped inside, barefoot as always and kept going to panoramic sliding glass doors that opened to his garden. Opening them, he stepped outside again.

The garden stretched across the hillside in rows that didn’t always follow logic but followed the land. Callaloo, okra, thyme, sweet peppers, pak choi, soursop, yam. Some of it grew wild, some neat. He liked it that way. A little discipline, a little trust.

He crouched to inspect the calabaza squash—fat and low to the ground, still a few weeks off. He twisted a few leaves off the basil, rubbed them between his fingers, inhaled. Earth. Sharpness. Sweetness. That balance was everything.

Further up the slope, he passed his mango tree—old and wide, the limbs like grandmothers. Some of the fruit had ripened and fallen in the night. He picked up a bruised one, soft and half-split, and placed it gently near a shaded root. It would feed the soil, the birds, maybe something else.

He wasn’t sentimental. But he respected cycles.

That was the thing people didn’t always understand about Rasta, or about men like him. It wasn’t about appearances. It wasn’t about smoke or slogans. It was about order. Alignment. Being in rhythm with things older than yourself.

He looked out over the hills, the late sun brushing gold across the trees. Somewhere, a dog barked. A bird called once and then again.

He turned back toward the house.

The space was sparse but warm. A hand-carved table sat under a shelf full of books—poetry, Black history, music theory, herbology. No TV. No microwave. Just a kettle on the stove and a speaker that knew exactly how loud to get when the vibes were right.

In the corner, a few instruments leaned against a wall like sleeping friends. His main guitar rested in the back room near the window. He picked it up like it was alive, checked the tuning, ran his fingers down the fretboard.

Everything in him moved slow. Deliberate.

He didn’t rush preparation.

Performance started long before the first note.

He sat for a while, playing nothing in particular—just let the strings wake up beneath his fingers. The notes came soft, like sunlight through fog. He played until he felt still. Until the outside world was far, and the inside world was quiet.
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