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To the woman I used to be.
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To the woman who will rise after her.

You survived.

You bloomed.
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CHAPTER ONE – LOVE IS 
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All This Love by DeBarge drifts through the living room, floating up to my bedroom on the second floor. 

I’m seven years old, lost in Barbie Land, humming along to the music as that feel-good tenderness fills the house. I can smell the meatloaf in the oven, and I just know Momma fixed her buttery, smooth mashed potatoes with it. 

My hands are busy working through my doll baby’s half matted hair. You know, the doll baby with the bald spot in the middle.

“Saliya!”

Momma’s voice cut through the music like a whip, sharp enough to snatch my breath.

My head jerks toward the door on instinct. Panic yanks me to my feet before I even register moving.

The doll slips from my hands and hits the floor with a soft thud, and my feet barely touch the floor as I sprint out of my room.

“Momma! I’m coming!”

But I don’t make it.

I stop in the hallway as my body locks in disbelief.  

My stomach flips, hot and sick, and my vision blurs with tears.

David’s got Momma pinned against the bedroom door, the metal knob scraping the wall so hard that white paint dusts the floor.

One hand clamps tight around her neck. The other presses into her chest.

I watch as David lifts Momma just enough for her black slippers to dangle, toes scraping the floor like she’s trying to find the ground again.

When Momma’s eyes find mine, they’re wide and wild as she claws harder at her neck, fingers slipping against skin, slick with sweat and fear.

“Momma! David, let her go!”

I scream again, louder this time, the words scraping out of my throat until it burns.

My voice bounces off the walls and doesn’t feel like mine anymore, but David doesn’t even glance at me. 

His face twists into something dark, something I’ve never seen before, like a shadow’s taken over him and won’t let go. 

“Go... get help, Saliya!” 

Momma chokes out the words between gasps as she fights for air.

I bolt down the stairs; legs pumping, breath hitching between sobs.

The wooden steps sting my bare feet, each one sharper than the last, urging me to move faster.

I don’t even realize I’m in just a T-shirt and underwear until the cold; early spring air slaps my skin.

The damp grass soaks my toes, the blades clinging to my skin as I run.

I don’t stop until my feet hit the pavement; cool and rough as I fly down the street, crying for someone, anyone, to hear me.

I see a group of men standing a few houses down. When they see me, they run toward me with protective concern. 

I stop and look up, hands on my knees, gasping for air. “He’s trying to kill my momma! Please help her!” 

One guy scoops me into his arms, following his friends to my house. He smells something like the burning piles of leaves in Grandma’s neighborhood, sharp and sweet at the same time. 

Everything else is a blur. 

Flashing blue lights, shouting, and Momma being pulled out of the house wrapped in a blanket and escorted into her friend Larry’s car. Tonight, he’s not a friend; he’s a savior.

Hmph...Some memories don’t fade; they burrow.

They sink into the soft soil of your mind, growing tangled roots you can’t dig out—no matter how hard you claw, drink, or cry.

You dodge them like bullets, smiling through the ricochet, pretending your past doesn’t still burn. 

Maybe beauty is what comes after pain. 
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CHAPTER TWO – STILL AIR
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Grandma’s house sits in Pinewood Heights, Smithfield, Virginia, right behind the meat-packing plant. The summer air here is always thick with the smell of pork and metal. The pigs smell like mud and old meat. 

The smell hangs in the air like stale cigarette smoke in a closed room, always there, sinking into everything. It even sticks to your clothes and seeps into your hair no matter how long you stay inside.

No, it isn’t pleasant, but after a while, you stop noticing. 

After us kids get our oatmeal or sweet rice with a side of toast and milk, we’re outside chasing the sun. Even when it’s hot and heavy, the air pressing against my skin like it wants to smother me, I’m still out there. At 8 years old, it’s all I can think about.

This is iceberg weather! That’s what I call it. Nothing cools me down like an iceberg from Mrs. Georgia’s house up the road. Purple’s my favorite.

She serves them in Styrofoam cups, the crushed ice crunching between my teeth before it melts into something syrupy and sweet that slides down my throat.

Our feet can’t move fast enough, running up and down the dirt hill out back, the one with the pond at the bottom, hiding behind trees like secrets. I know I’m not supposed to be here, but we still sneak down. We poke at sand fiddler crabs until they pinch our fingers, and we toss them back into the water, squealing.

We race our bikes up and down the paved hill beside it, wind burning our cheeks, laughing so hard we almost tip over. 

Behind Grandma’s house, the brush sways in the breeze. If you run your hand across the tall grass, its feather-soft tops will tickle your palms. When the sun starts dipping low, bikes drop, and the smell of charcoal takes over the neighborhood.

That’s when the family packs into Auntie’s yard for cookouts, just a few houses down from Grandma’s. The air smells like charcoal and grilled chicken, and the grown folks lean back in lawn chairs with their cans of beer, laughing loud enough to spill into the street. 

Momma has the best cartwheel I’ve ever seen, landing with her hair wild and her laugh even wilder. Sometimes those cookouts run so late the grown folks forget to tell us no, and that’s when the sleepovers happen.

We stay up all night building pillow forts, whispering until we fall asleep in a heap. The best part? Waking up to Aunt Stephanie’s crispy bacon popping in the pan. The smell pulls me from my sleep and into the kitchen, with cheese eggs made just the way I like them.

I want to stay here forever. 

“Don’t get too close to the road, Saliya!” 

Grandma calls out to me, slicing through my memories from the day before. 

I look over and catch her rubbing her feet together in her white plastic yard chair, the way she always does when she’s at ease. She has on her long white dress with the roses to match her gigantic rose bush at the side of her house.

Not even looking up, I try to carry my voice so she can hear me. “Yes, ma’am!”

I look over and see her pink house shoes, looks like she’s had them since I was born. The slippers are sitting at the foot of the chair, the dusty imprint of her heels worn deep into the fabric. 

Grandma’s right back to laughing on the phone, her voice warm. 

For a moment, everything is still; it’s perfect. But then there’s a shift...

I freeze mid-jump, my rope hits the dirt, and I grab my stomach. “Where did everyone go? Grandma?!”

I don’t hear the neighbors, the birds, and I don’t feel a breeze. 

The sun is gone. 

I look up, squinting my eyes to make sense of the dark clouds I see spinning in the sky.

“Grandma!!” Louder this time, but I don’t hear her. 

I don’t even see her. Maybe my eyes are playing tricks on me. 

Tears blur my vision. My breath turns sharp and shallow; the air muffles in my ears like they’re about to pop as the wind suddenly picks up, but I can’t catch it.

Then it hits, a deafening roar that shakes the ground. One thought takes over:

RUN NOW, SALIYA. It’s a tornado.

One minute I’m jumping rope. Next, I’m running for my life. Each step makes the ground stretch even further.

This time, the wind doesn’t just roar. The funnel tears through everything in its path: my jump rope, my grandmother’s rose bush, even the sound of her laughter. 

And still I run, feet sinking into the dirt like quicksand.

The wind grabs me before I can make it to the cellar door, yanking with a strength I can’t fight. Somewhere far away, my momma’s voice screams my name, but it’s far away now. 

My body goes limp.
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CHAPTER THREE – A SUMMER DAZE
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I wake up gasping, mid-scream, clutching my chest. Sweat slicks my skin, my bonnet’s halfway off, my socks gone.

“Saliya! Aye! You gonna lay up in that bed all day?” 

Momma’s voice breaks through the walls from the kitchen. It’s that tone, the one that makes your nerves stand at attention and never misses its mark.

I roll my eyes, stretching, still halfway stuck in the tail end of the tornado dream. My skin is sticky, and my locs are plastered to my forehead. 

“Damn, can I wake up first?” I say, mumbling under my breath.

Momma appears in the doorway, coffee in hand like it holds all the wisdom she swears I don’t have. With one hand on her hip, she drills holes clean through me with her eyes. 

“Look, Saliya! Watch your mouth. And don’t ‘damn’ me when you sittin’ in my house, in my AC, eating my food!” 

My eyes follow her as she walks to the window and snatches my curtains open. 

I suck my teeth and swing my legs off the bed, my toes brushing the wood floor that always creaks in protest. 

“I’m trying to figure things out, Momma. Marcus only has a few months left till he’s backkk.” I sing it out in that sarcastic tone she hates, wiping the sweat dripping down my temple. 

She cut her eyes, turning back toward the kitchen. 

It’s summer 2003, and I thought I had freedom all figured out when I ran off and married Marcus last December. It was one week after I turned 18 years old. I thought marrying him would be my ticket out, but this sure as hell isn’t the fairytale I pictured. 

He’s at Fort Jackson for basic training, shipped out for the Army one month after we got married. 

I admired his strength when we met in high school. He carried responsibility like armor, and back then, that looked like safety to me.

Me? I’m right back at Momma’s house sweating through another hot-ass summer in Newsome Park Apartments. Momma moved us here July 1995, and this has been home ever since. 

Newsome Park Apartments isn’t what folks call the best neighborhood, but it’s home. Brick buildings line the block, and the hard tile floors stay cold no matter how high you turned the heat. Momma had carpet laid down, though; a burgundy, green, beige mix she picked herself.

“Saliya, you been ‘figuring’ since you landed back here in January. I don’t know why y’all ran off and got married so fast. That sure was stupid!”

My eyes narrow, “Momma...it’s too early.”

“Too early? Or are you just late...Anyway, Saliya, when are you gonna do something with yourself, little girl?”

I let out a hard sigh. 

“Soon, Momma. Soon. Okay? Can you turn on some air boo?”

“Can you pay the electric bill, Saliya?”

“I love you too, Momma!”

She glances over her shoulder; eyebrows raised; lips pressed so tight you would’ve thought she bit into a lemon. 

“Mmm hmm. ‘Soon.’ You sound just like your daddy. Everything coming soon and never showing up at the same damn time.”

What can I even say to that? Because... where has he been?

My father’s been a ghost in plain sight my whole life. Around just enough to remind me of what I was missing, gone just enough to keep my heart confused about what I was longing for. 

I might as well file “Daddy” under “desolate” in my personal dictionary.

To Momma’s credit, she never forced me to chase after him. She let me decide. And I respect her for that.

Momma disappears back toward the kitchen, and the room settles.... until the cordless phone rings.

“Hello?” I say, my voice still carrying leftover frustration.

“Saliya, sweetie!”

My body jerks upright, tense, and my eyes widen.

“Marcus?! When are you coming back?” Hearing his voice yanks me back through time. Shit, I almost forgot I was married.

But the truth is, I wasn’t running toward Marcus as much as I was running away from Momma. She tried so hard to protect me from the world as I got older. Her grip was so tight, it ended up pushing me straight into the next chapter of my life. 

Momma? Oh, she had my things packed by the time I got back home from the courthouse; “Get out right now.”

And so, I did...

Marriage. Army wife. Grown-up, on paper. Child in spirit. 

And here we are...

“...But that’s all I know right now, okay? Saliya!? I said I’ll be back around mid-August. SALIYA!! Do you hear me?!?”

“Oh, okay, Marcus, can’t wait to see you!” I blink as my head jolts back to the conversation.

Hearing his excited tone catches me off guard, drowning out my thoughts. 

“But, sweetheart, I had to call and let you know we’re being stationed at Fort Sill. That’s in Oklahoma.”

I gurgle and then cough as a little water slides down my throat. “Oklahoma?” My glass slams onto the dresser. 

“Marcus, you sure? Because let’s be real... haven’t I been predicting my death with these tornado dreams for years? So, basically, I’m about to die...”

“Saliya, I promise we will be fine. It’s a new adventure.”

I swallow hard and stretch my face into a smile he can’t even see. I try to match his energy, try to sound like the wife who believes in her husband... who believes in our future. “Well, babe, okay. You know what, that’s great, and I can’t wait!”

My voice jumps to this high, playful pitch I don’t even recognize. It’s survival mode, because deep down I feel like I’m about to die.

“And I hope your ass ain’t been dressing crazy out there while I’m away, Saliya. I told you to throw all that skimpy shit away. If I don’t like it, you’re throwing it out.” He follows up with that obnoxious laugh.

Just like that, Marcus reminds me that my choices aren’t really mine. Control isn’t mine. From Momma’s house to my husband’s house, I just keep trading cages.

I laugh too, but mine is hollow, the sound pulled tight around fear. Anxiety claws at me, whispering that maybe I rushed into this marriage. Maybe I wasn’t finished being...me.

“Of course, Marcus, I’m not dressing crazy, but I’ll go through my clothes again. You know, just to be sure.” I say, forcing sweetness into my voice while my face betrays me with silent disdain. 

“I love you to pieces!”

I hang on to that fake excitement, even as tension wraps me like barbed wire, we end the call.

The phone slips from my hand onto the bed, and I press my palm to my face, accepting my fate. 

I drag myself toward the shower with a long face and racing mind. 

“What kind of weird coincidence is this, Lord?” I say to myself, mind churning. I need to get dressed, get out, and let the air hit my face. 

Plus, Momma needs space to unclench; she stays so tense, and it’s unbearable today.

When I step out of the shower, I wipe the steam off the mirror. I catch my reflection and smile at the scar under my eye.

It’s become my badge of honor, in a funny way.  A tiny reminder of how clumsy I have always been, even before I hit kindergarten. 

I slipped off the metal pail Momma had me standing on while she did my hair and smacked my face on the toilet bowl. Next thing I remember, I was in the hospital bed, getting stitches. 

This scar has been my hilarious stamp ever since. Everyone loves to ask about it, and I love to avoid telling the story. 

I used to think that was the only scar that mattered. Turns out, I’ve collected a few more since then, not the kind you can cover with makeup, either. 

Life has a way of handing them out when you’re just trying to love and survive at the same time.
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CHAPTER FOUR – DON’T TELL ME YOUR NAME
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When I step outside, sweat beads up on my forehead before I hit the sidewalk, reminding me it’s June on the coast of Virginia. I press my lips together, reaching for my facecloth. 

“Ugh, humid again.” 

As I bring the cloth to my forehead, I see him.

Him, as in... Jacoby.

His skin is that light brown that glows in the sun, eyes a shade lighter, hair sandy and curly, like he doesn’t even try and still wins. Slim build, clothes fitting just right.

For a second, I allow myself to admire him, standing there like he don’t care about a single thing except himself. So fine that it actually pisses me off a little bit.

Every time I cross his path, we linger a little too long. Long enough for me to know this man is on a mission.

“Hmph.”

I exhale and pretend to be unimpressed, picking up my pace to avoid the temptation. But for a split second, his eyes lock on mine.

Saliya, girl, don’t look at him!

I try to find a quick detour around him, but it’s too late. He smirks, and I can’t turn away as he lifts his chin and nods. 

“Aye, Chocolate, come here real quick.” 

I flinch because his voice hits me before I can avoid crossing his path, and I roll my eyes. I look left, then right, and then look at him. 

“Jacoby, what do you want? You know I’m very much married.” 

My voice comes out tired, even as my heart hammers against my chest. It’s one last effort to push him away before I give in and, truth be told, I want to. 

After the conversation I just had, I’m trying to figure out why I even got married?

“It’s all respect, beautiful,” Jacoby says as he walks toward me. His voice is low, the kind that makes you forget your own name and sends a silent tremor down your spine. 

“I just figured you could use a friend. Baby girl you look real damn lonely out here.” 

A nervous laugh slips out as I twist the damp facecloth in my hand, trying to wring out the tension crawling up my arms. 

Then, I get a whiff of his cologne.

Oh, my goodness.

I spin away to hide the smile tugging at my lips because I want to melt.

“Yeah, whatever, Jacoby. I got enough friends.” 

I toss the cloth in the air with a wave, strutting off in the opposite direction before he can see how much I’m lying.

“Don’t you wanna ride with me to run some errands?” 

His voice softens for me, like he already knows what my answer should be. 

I hesitate just long enough to cling to what dignity I have left, then turn back toward him.

“And how do I know you’re not a murderer or a stalker? Some kind of crazy person? I don’t even know your damn last name.” 

I narrow my eyes at him.

“It’s—”

I throw up a hand, cutting him off before he can finish. 

“Nope! Don’t tell me; I don’t wanna know your full name.”  If this man tells me his name, I’ll be too invested. I’m gonna start stalking him or some shit.

“Well, I’m not crazy, I promise. Why would I wanna hurt something that looks so damn good, huh?” he says.

“Oh boy, save the pickup line, please. That was awful. You shouldn’t even be talking to me, but you’re so damn persistent.” 

I scrunch up my face but, mmm, that was very impressive.

“Well, shit, guess I’m gonna die smiling then, just you talking to me right now,” he says.

Okay, cute, but I am fighting for my life to keep my composure.

“Anyway, Jacobyyy,” I cave in 5...4...3...2... 

“I was going to the store, but I guess that can wait. Let me grab my bag. You are something else.”

I don’t give myself time to feel shame.

“Oh, shit, you for real?” he says, “Your fine chocolate self. Imma pull the car around front.” And just like that, he strolls off.

My eyes follow his frame; I’m 5’5” and he’s just a little taller than me. White t-shirt clinging to his back, blue jean shorts hanging just right, down to his shoes. Mmm, and he smells so damn good. Nice walk, too. 

Lord, keep me from myself, because I don’t want to fold.

I try to scold myself, but it doesn’t stick. 

Outside, the wind picks up, rattling the thin apartment windows. I don’t notice it yet; I’m too hyped, already looking forward to hopping in this man’s car. 

Inside the apartment, I tie a bandana over my head, half-finished box braids swinging down my back, and grab my purse.

The walls begin to thump with Lil Jon and the East Side Boyz, and I just know it’s Jacoby pulling in the parking lot. The bass rattles my chest as I cut through the kitchen and head straight to the front door. 

My stepdad steps away from the fridge, blocking my path, eyes tight and focused.

“Look, Saliya, whatever this is, you keep it outside my house.” 

His scowl pisses me off, low enough so Momma doesn’t hear. He glances once more before sliding into the living room. 

“Whatever. Don’t act like you care now.” 

My face twists with disgust at the attempt to check me as the storm door slams shut behind me.

Jacoby’s black Expedition rounds the corner, sunlight dancing on the fresh black paint. He slows just enough for me to hop in, one hand loose on the wheel, the other resting on his thigh, never even putting the car in park.

He looks me over, licking his lips.

“Damn, you ain’t waste no time, huh?”

That ‘up-to-no-good’ smirk spreads across my face as I slide the seat back, getting comfortable. 

“Well, neither did you.”

I laugh and lean my head back as I allow the moment to wash over me. I feeling freer than my conscience should ever allow as Jacoby rests his hand on my knee. For a second, I forget everything. 

Then it hits, the guilt, like ice in my veins. 

Marcus. 

My voice screams at me, but I push it down. 

Over the next few months, Jacoby is a distraction. A dangerous, beautiful distraction. Taking me away from everything that was bothering me. 

He has a way of pulling me into his world, holding me hostage all day, and making me forget about right and wrong. The danger isn’t in his charm; it’s in how easy it is to lose myself around him. With him, there are no rules, no boundaries. 

He makes me feel invincible, even though I know we’re doing something risky, something wrong. For a moment while we are together, I forget that I’m in a marriage I don’t want to be in. 

The worst part? He knows Marcus. Everyone around us knows Marcus. I cringe at the thought, but I just can’t say no; it hurts too good.

We live in the moment every day, from sunrise to sunset. It’s our world. But I know it has to end soon.

“Let’s do something different tonight,” Jacoby says one evening, his hand resting on the gearshift.

“Not just riding around here, same old shit. Let’s go somewhere we can really be ourselves.”

“Like what?” I tease, even though I already like where his mind is going.

His lips curl into a grin.

“Musiq Soulchild. 9:30 Club. We’re driving to D.C. tonight.”

I laugh, shaking my head. “You’re crazy.”

“Nah, I’m serious.” He leans over and whispers, like it’s a secret meant just for me. “You deserve something different, Saliya. Come on, let’s go.”

A few hours later, we’re shoulder to shoulder in the crowded 9:30 Club, sweat and perfume swirling together under the dim lights. The stage glows blue, and the bass of “Love” vibrates through the walls. Jacoby pulls me close, his palm steady on my back, anchoring me in the music. 

We move slowly, swaying with the crowd, his forehead pressed to mine.

“You feel that?” he murmurs against my ear.

“Yeah,” I whisper back as I close my eyes and sink into the warmth of his presence, his grip. 

For this moment, it’s just us.

But then my eyes lift over his shoulder, scanning the crowd without meaning to, and my stomach drops. 

A familiar face. Marcus’ cousin. 

She’s laughing with her boyfriend, head turned toward the stage, not looking at me, yet. My body tenses like a wire about to snap.

I grip Jacoby’s shirt. 

“Don’t look now, but Marcus’ cousin is here.”

His hand tightens at my waist, his eyes flickering with annoyance.

“Where?”

“Back by the bar. She hasn’t seen me, but...” 

I can’t even finish the thought.

“Come on,” he says, guiding me through the crowd, cutting past clusters of swaying bodies. 

We find a darker corner near the back of the venue, the music still wrapping around us, but I’m sick with anxiousness.

“Relax, baby,” Jacoby murmurs, brushing his lips against my temple. 

“Ain’t nobody worried about her.”

“But I am! What if she sees me and says something. Oh my god. What am I doing?” 

I grab his arm tighter and he pulls me closer. 

“Look, ain’t nothing to worry about long as you’re with me. I’m not gonna let anybody near you. Even if he finds out about us and shit goes down... fuck him, can’t do shit to either of us, Saliya!”

His words are equal parts fire and gasoline. 

While one side of me cringes at the recklessness, another side shivers at the way he says mine without saying it. An intimate relationship with danger and love just brewing without me knowing it. 

Musiq shifts into another slow groove, and Jacoby sings in my ear, soft, off-key, his breath warm against my neck. But the tension won’t leave. It sits between us like a shadow we can’t shake. We sway, pretending to enjoy the show, pretending I’m not terrified of being caught, pretending I don’t feel eyes crawling across the room toward me.

Later that night at the hotel, the mood is quieter, gentler. Jacoby just lies beside me, thumb stroking the back of my hand, as if holding me is enough. It’s not enough to stop the inevitable. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – THE HARD GOODBYE
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It’s August 7th, and I know Marcus will be home tomorrow. At Jacoby’s cousin’s empty apartment in Hampton, our first stop of the last day, he pulls me close, his eyes tracing my skin like he’s memorizing me. 

“You are so damn beautiful,” he says as his hand caresses my cheek, “where’d this scar come from? What happened?” 

“Don’t ask; it’s embarrassing,” I say, holding back a laugh.

“Nah, you gotta tell me now, Saliya. Come on.”

“Fine,” I sigh. “When I was little, I hit my head on the toilet bowl. Bled everywhere. Stitches. Real glamorous origin story.”

Jacoby’s eyes widen, “DAMN! I know that shit knocked you out.” 

I turn my head with a straight face. “I mean, I don’t remember much about it, so maybe so. Childhood was wild.” 

We both laugh as he pulls me into his chest. 

“I wasn’t expecting all this, all these feelings and shit, why you do me like this.”

“Eh, just being myself, love, just being myself.”

“Look, Saliya, I want you to come with me; leave him. I’m moving to Alexandria.”

His breath warms my ear, sending shivers down my spine, and my heart flutters.

“Jacoby, you know I can’t.”

He stops me before I can finish... 

“Come here. Gimme a kiss, girl.”

“Oh... okay.” The words slide out before he tilts my chin up and kisses me.
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