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​Chapter 1: The Color of Thunder
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The hallways of the Helen Hayes Academy for Girls were vibrating with energy—a chaotic mix of laughter, slamming lockers, and the squeak of sneakers on polished floors—but Maya Hudson felt like she was walking underwater. Everything was muffled, slowed down by the heavy, leaden dread pooling in her stomach. With every step toward the exit, the air grew thinner. She knew what was waiting for her on the other side of that front door.

She kept her eyes glued to the scuffed linoleum, counting the floor tiles to avoid eye contact, until she rounded the corner near the gym.

Smack.

The collision was sharp. Maya stumbled back, her books sliding from her grip and scattering like deCopyright © 2026 by Melvin. All rights reserved.ad leaves across the floor. "I'm so sorry, I wasn't—"

"No, that’s my fault! I was moving way too fast!"

Maya looked up and froze. It was Tashia. But not the quiet, reserved girl who used to hover on the edges of the room. This Tashia was radiant. She was flushed, slightly out of breath, with a smile so wide and genuine it felt like a spotlight in the dim hallway. [image: ]

"Today is literally the best day of my life," Tashia beamed, dropping to her knees to help Maya gather her scattered notebooks. "I just cleared the high jump record. I didn't even think I could do it, Maya! And I made some new friends... it's just... I finally feel like I belong here, you know?"

Maya swallowed hard, the familiar, bitter sting of guilt pooling in her chest. She remembered how she’d treated Tashia before, and looking at that pure, unadulterated joy, the contrast felt like a physical blow. "That's... that's really great, Tashia. Congratulations."

Tashia handed the notebook back, her expression softening into something searching and observant. "Thank you. Hey, I've been meaning to ask you... how is your sister, Michelle? She used to go here, right? I remember her being so quiet and sweet when we were younger."

Maya clutched her books to her chest, her knuckles turning white. She wanted to lie. She wanted to say Michelle was fine, that everything was perfect, but the look in Tashia’s eyes was too earnest to trick. The lie withered in her throat.

"She's... she's not doing so great," Maya whispered, her voice barely audible over the roar of the hallway. "I just wish my sister and my Mom got along the way they used to. Everything is just so tense now. Michelle hasn't been the same since my parents divorced, and... I don't know. It's hard."

Tashia’s shoulders dropped, the triumphant athlete instantly shifting into a pillar of quiet, steady support. "Maya, I am so sorry to hear that. Truly. I will pray for you and your family. If you ever need to talk, I'm around."

"Thank you," Maya managed to choke out, blinking back a sudden, hot sting of tears before hurrying toward the exit.

By the time Maya stepped off the city bus and walked up the concrete driveway, the knot in her stomach had twisted into a tight, suffocating coil. She didn't even need to open the front door to know what kind of afternoon it was. She could hear it from the porch.

The sharp, commanding cadence of her mother’s voice pierced through the wooden door, vibrating against the siding. It was a cold, jagged sound.

Maya turned the knob and stepped into the living room, instantly hit by the chaotic, heavy energy of the house. It smelled of stale coffee and unaddressed resentment.

"I just do not understand it, Michelle!" Ms. Jennifer Hudson was pacing the length of the room, her arms crossed tight enough to bruise. She looked immaculate—hair perfectly wrapped, makeup flawless—which only made the harshness of her words feel more like a weapon. Every time she turned, her gold bangles clinked with a sharp, impatient rhythm against her watch. [image: ]

Michelle was curled into the corner of the sofa, wrapped in an oversized yellow hoodie that swallowed her frame. She looked small, defeated, and entirely eroded. She didn't look up, her eyes fixed on a fraying thread on her sweatpants, her silence a desperate shield that wasn't working.

"Look at me when I'm speaking to you!" Jennifer snapped, stopping in the middle of the room. She gestured wildly, her hand slicing through the heavy air. "Do you think the world is going to coddle you? Do you think sitting around, eating your feelings, and hiding in this house is going to magically fix your life? Because it is not. I sacrificed everything—my career, my dreams, the stage—to raise you girls, and this is what I get? A daughter who doesn't even care enough to try?"

"Mom, stop it," Maya blurted out, dropping her backpack with a dull thud that sounded like a gunshot in the tense silence.

Jennifer snapped her head toward Maya, her eyes flashing with a mix of exhaustion and misplaced, jagged anger. "Excuse me, Maya? This does not concern you."

"It does concern me when I can hear you yelling from the driveway!" Maya yelled back, her voice trembling. She looked at her older sister. "Michelle, are you okay?"

Michelle finally looked up. Her eyes were red-rimmed, glassy, and totally empty. She didn't say a word. She just pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head, stood up with a heavy, unnatural effort, and walked past them both, disappearing down the hallway. A second later, the bedroom door clicked shut.

Jennifer let out a sharp, cynical laugh, throwing her hands up toward the ceiling. "Exactly. Walk away. Just like your father."

Maya stood in the center of the living room, the silence left behind feeling louder and more suffocating than the screaming had been. The house didn't feel like a home anymore; it felt like a war zone where everyone was losing. As Maya stared at the closed door of her sister's bedroom, she realized with a cold, sinking clarity that she had no idea how to save them.
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​Chapter 2: The View from the Window
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The Hudson house was never truly quiet, but the silence after a blowout argument was the loudest sound of all. It was a thick, ringing silence that pressed against the eardrums and made the air feel too heavy to breathe.

In the kitchen, Ms. Jennifer Hudson stood perfectly still. Her hands, damp with dishwater, were gripped tightly around the edge of the porcelain sink, her knuckles white. She stared straight ahead out the window into the fading evening light, but she didn't see the overgrown lawn or the cracked concrete of the driveway. When she looked out that glass, she rarely saw what was actually there.

Instead, her mind always drifted back to when she was a little girl, staring out her own childhood bedroom window, dreaming of blinding stadium lights. She had possessed a voice that could bring an entire church to its feet—a voice destined for sold-out arenas, flashing cameras, and standing ovations. That was the life she was supposed to have. But then came Mark Hudson. A teenage romance turned into a swift marriage, and almost overnight, the dream was traded for diapers, a suffocating mortgage, and a husband who never understood the fire burning inside her.

The bitterness of that trade-off had hardened her over the years, calcifying around her heart. Looking out this kitchen window, standing in the quiet wreckage of her family, was the only time she allowed herself to remember the girl who just wanted to sing to the world.

Just down the hall, behind a locked, hollow-core bedroom door, Michelle was staring out a window of her own.

She sat on the floor, her knees pulled tight to her chest, resting her forehead against the cool, unforgiving glass. Outside, a lone streetlamp flickered, casting long, warped shadows over the pavement. She wasn't dreaming of a grand future; she was desperately, painfully wishing for the past. 

She remembered a time when that driveway wasn't empty. She remembered the specific crunch of gravel that meant her Dad’s car was pulling up. The moment he walked through the door, the heavy, suffocating tension their mother always seemed to carry would instantly lift. [image: ]When her Dad was around, they were allowed to just be. They went to the movies, grabbed ice cream, and laughed without the constant fear of being too loud or taking up too much space.

Michelle had leaned on him. He was her anchor. Her safe space. But her mother’s constant, sharp-tongued attitude and unresolved anger had chipped away at the foundation of the marriage until it finally fractured completely. When Mark Hudson left, he took Michelle’s joy right out the door with him. The weight of his absence settled on her heavily—piling onto her body and crushing her spirit—as she retreated further and further into the safety of her own isolation.

And then there was Maya.

Maya sat on the hardwood floor in the hallway, her back pressed flat against the wall right between the kitchen
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