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Chapter 1: Small-Town Blues
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Monique "Mo Mo" Johnson stood on the edge of her mama's crumbling porch, a cigarette dangling from her lips. The morning sun hadn’t even fully risen, but the thick North Carolina air already felt heavy, like it was trying to hold her back. She stared out at the dusty road stretching ahead, cracked and worn, much like everything in this town. Nothing moved except an old mutt sniffing through garbage down by the corner. The same damn scene she’d been looking at her whole life. Same houses, same broken people, same busted dreams. She was done with it.

"Ain’t nothin’ here but dead ends and folk tryna keep you broke," she muttered, flicking the ash off her cig. Her suitcase sat by her feet, one of the wheels busted so it leaned to the side, just like everything else in Boone. She didn’t need much. A few outfits, some knockoff heels, and a dream too big for this place. The rest of her stuff? She’d leave it behind, same way she was leaving this sorry-ass town.

Her mama's voice echoed from inside. "Mo Mo, you gone really do this? You think them city folks gon’ treat you better than your own? Huh? Atlanta ain’t what you think it is, girl!"

Mo Mo rolled her eyes so hard it almost hurt. "Mama, you don’t get it. You ain’t never got it. I ain’t finna rot here like you did. I got plans, alright? Big ones."

Her mama came to the doorway, her robe hanging off her skinny frame, cigarette burns on the hem. "Plans? Girl, what you got is dreams. Dreams don’t pay bills. They sure as hell don’t keep no roof over your head when you out there wit’ no money and no friends."

Mo Mo snatched up her bag. "Better than sittin’ here watchin’ life pass me by while you yellin’ ‘bout the same shit every day. I ain’t built for this slow-ass country life. I’mma make it. Watch me."

She stormed down the steps, her mama yelling something about her being "too fast for her own damn good." But Mo Mo didn’t care. She was done hearing it. Done watching her mama scrape by on food stamps and busted dreams. Done listening to folk talk about what they "coulda been" if life hadn’t knocked them down. That wasn’t finna be her story.

The bus station wasn’t far, just a mile down the road. She walked, her heels clacking against the cracked pavement, drawing stares from a couple of old heads sitting outside the corner store. One of them, Mr. Leroy, shook his head and called after her. "Mo Mo, you think that city gon’ make you? Nah, girl. It’s gon’ break you."

She didn’t bother looking back. "It gotta catch me first."

The bus ride was long and stifling, the air conditioning barely working. The old lady next to her kept nodding off, her head falling onto Mo Mo’s shoulder every few minutes. She didn’t push her off, though. Not because she cared, but because she was too busy staring out the window, her mind racing.

She imagined herself walking down Peachtree Street in some Louboutins, her hair laid, her nails done. Men stopping to stare, whispering about how fine she looked. Women eyeing her with envy. She pictured herself in a high-rise condo, sipping champagne while the city lights sparkled below her.

But for every glittering thought, there was a shadow lurking. She couldn’t shake what Mr. Leroy said. "It’s gon’ break you." The words kept bouncing around in her head, no matter how much she tried to drown them out with dreams of luxury. What if he was right? What if she wasn’t ready?

"Nah," she whispered under her breath. "I’mma be straight. I got this."

The bus pulled into Atlanta just as the sun was setting. The city was alive, buzzing with energy that hit Mo Mo like a drug. Cars honked, people shouted, music blasted from somewhere nearby. It was nothing like Boone. Everything here moved fast, loud, and chaotic. Exactly what she wanted.

––––––––

[image: ]


The Greyhound station was grimy, filled with people who looked just as lost as she felt. A man leaned against the wall, his eyes bloodshot, muttering to himself. A couple argued loudly near the vending machines, their toddler crying in a stroller. This wasn’t the Atlanta she’d dreamed about. But it didn’t matter. She was here now. No turning back.
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Chapter 2: Welcome to Atlanta
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When Mo Mo stepped off the bus and was hit with the smell of exhaust fumes, hot pavement, and fried food. Atlanta was alive, loud and moving at a pace she couldn’t quite wrap her head around. People zipped by, shoulders brushing hers like she was invisible. The city didn’t stop for anybody, and Mo Mo realized real quick that she had to keep up. Her duffel bag was slung over her shoulder, weighing her down, but she clutched it tight, knowing it held everything she had in the world.
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