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Dedication




For Nita and Delores








A grandmother's love is so strong 


you can feel it from the heavens











  
  





















Where do you stand when staying is no longer an option?










  
  
Muscle Memory




This was starting to feel too familiar. 

I noticed it before I wanted to admit it. The way my body moved without me telling it to. Same stool near the bar. Same half-glance at the clock. Same low hum in my chest as Thursday night settled into place. 

Open Mic night. 

Again.

I’ve been doing this for four years now. I started performing at seventeen, back when I was sweeping floors and bussing tables after school, stacking a few dollars at a time in my pocket. Club Jaguar raised me in quiet ways. It taught me how to watch people. How to wait my turn. How to belong somewhere without having to ask permission.

By now, everybody here knew me. The bartenders, the regulars. Even the poets who rotated through, chasing something they can’t quite name. This place feels like muscle memory. Comfortable. Predictable.

That’s the problem. 

From behind the burgundy curtain, I scanned the room. It was almost full tonight. Familiar faces scattered across the tables, laughter cut through the music in soft bursts. The amber lights stretched shadows across the walls, giving everything that warm, forgiving glow that made people feel like they were better versions of themselves.

I could do this in my sleep. 

Then I saw her.

She was sitting with a group of women closer to the middle of the room. Her long black hair fell past her shoulders. Ebony skin catching the light like it was meant to. Green T-shirt. Jeans. Nothing flashy. Her nails were done, but the polish is chipped, an effort without urgency.

She wasn’t watching the poet on stage. 

Not bored. Just… elsewhere.

There’s something about the way she held herself - arms folded, posture closed, eyes steady but distant. Like she already knew what she thought about places like this. 

I felt the shift before I understood it.

The room didn’t change.

I did.

I finished the last of my drink, the burn grounded me instead of loosening me like it usually did. The MC’s voice cut through the chatter, calling my name. The applause came easy. It always did. Some people even stood as I stepped out from behind the curtain. 

I didn’t look at them. 

My eyes found her again. 

She hasn’t moved. Hasn’t clapped. Hasn’t smiled. She glanced up just as I reached the microphone, and for a split second our eyes met.

Then she looked away. 

That was a good sign. 

I wrapped my finger around the mic and took a breath. The noise faded. The lights felt hotter. This part never changes - the calm right before everything narrows. I started my piece, my voice steadied, practiced. I talked about life.  The words landed the way they always did. I felt the room lean in. Felt them follow me where I want to take them. 

But tonight, I’m wasn't talking to the room. 

I stole glances at her between lines. She listened without looking impressed. Her arms stayed folded. Her face gave nothing away. And somehow, that pulled more out of me than applause ever could. 

I pushed harder. 

Maybe too hard. 

This piece is sharper than usual. More personal. Less safe. I could feel it as it left me - like I was stepping too far past the edge of something familiar. I didn’t know if she felt it the way I intended, but when I reached the end and the room erupted, she finally looked at me again. 

Not smiling.

Not clapping.

Just looking.

That unsettled me more than rejection ever could.

I stepped off stage to applause and disappeared behind the curtain. My heart was beating faster. This was supposed to feel like another win. Another Thursday. Another reminder that I’m good at this. 

Instead, it felt like I said too much in a place that already knew me too well.

As I headed back into the main room, my eyes searched for her without permission. She was still there. Still folded in on herself. Still not reaching for me.

And for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel certain about my next move. 










  
  
People Who Feel Like Home




Igrew up in the Heights, in a small apartment that always felt one body short of overcrowded. 

There was one bedroom in the back where my grandmother slept. My mother and I shared the living room, folding the couch out at night and pushing it back in the morning like it was part of the routine. Space was something we negotiated, not something we had.

Ma worked nights most weeks. By the time I was getting ready for school, she was just coming home, shoes kicked off, shoulders heavy. On the mornings she didn’t work, she cooked. Pancakes and sausage. Hot cakes and links, Grandma called them. That’s where the love of cooking started for me — the smell, the rhythm, the quiet pride of feeding people.

Grandma came up from South Carolina long before I was born, leaving behind a place she never talked about directly. She’d tell stories instead—about when she worked at the diner, the strangers passing through, conversations overheard and remembered. She kept those stories alive as if they mattered. Like people mattered.

She moved in with us when I was three, after my grandfather died. That’s when Ma could take later shifts, knowing someone was always home with me. My father was supposed to help, but he wasn’t dependable. Sometimes he showed. More often, he didn’t.

That’s how I met Smoke.

We lived in neighboring buildings. One night, when my dad didn’t show — again — Ms. Linda watched me. She and my mom didn’t know each other well then, but they understood each other immediately. Two women doing the best they could with what they had.

Smoke’s father left when he was still a baby. By the time we were old enough to notice what that meant, it already felt normal. Ms. Linda did hair out of her apartment, enough clients to keep things afloat, never enough to get ahead.

I started spending more time there. By eight, Smoke and I were inseparable. Basketball for him. Football for me. Same blocks. Same corners. Same understanding that you didn’t leave your people behind.

He wasn’t just my friend.

He was my brother.

At home, Grandma kept things steady. She made lunches after school and had dinners waiting after practice. She could fry anything and make it taste like safety. Fish. Chicken. Pork chops smothered in gravy. She listened more than she talked. Never judged. Never repeated a word I told her.

Those conversations stayed between us.

They still do.

She got sick when I was older. Quietly at first. Then all at once.

Five years later, I still feel her absence in the spaces she used to fill.

And maybe that’s why, even now, I have a hard time walking away from people who feel like home.









