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To every woman who ever had to start over.

To every daughter who ever carried the weight of her mother.

And to every little girl who had to learn to breathe even when it hurts.
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Chapter One: Her Mother’s Breath
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The first thing I always noticed was the sound of my mother breathing. It filled the whole house like background music, rough and heavy, never stopping. That sound told me two things at once. It told me she was still alive, and it told me she was struggling.

Mama had sarcoidosis. I didn’t understand it back then, not really, but I knew it made her tired. I knew it made her cough until her chest shook. I knew it drained the strength that might have gone into hugs or kisses. She wasn’t the kind of mom who wrapped you up in her arms every second, but I could always feel her love. She showed it in quiet ways. She’d pack our lunches early. She’d slip me an extra cookie. She made sure the lights stayed on and food stayed in the fridge, even if it meant she went without.

That was my mother’s love. Quiet. Steady. A love you could hear in the rhythm of her breath.

That morning in Baltimore was just like the others. Mama stood in the kitchen in her robe, moving slow but moving with purpose, her hand pressed to the counter as she packed sandwiches. Her body looked fragile, but her will was strong.

“Delilah, this one is yours,” she said, sliding a brown bag toward me. Her voice was rough, like it hurt her to push the words out.

“Yes ma’am. Thank you,” I said quick, before she could change her mind and hand it to someone else.

Daddy was already dressed sharp, like always. Marcus loved to look important. Shirt pressed, tie perfect, like he was ready to stand at a podium and talk down to a crowd. He lived for that role, the man with all the answers.

“Focus today, Delilah,” he told me, his voice steady, his eyes sharp. “Winners don’t let small things get in their way.”

I nodded like I was supposed to. On the inside I felt that pressure I always carried with me, the weight of trying to be the picture he wanted.

Then came the sound I dreaded most. Lariah’s laugh.

“Yeah Dee,” she said, grinning at me like she knew something I didn’t. “Don’t get distracted. Not that you ever do. You’re always the perfect one.”

To anybody else, it probably sounded like a joke. But I knew her. That was no joke. That was her way of cutting me down and hiding it behind a smile. She was always good at that, slipping the knife in and laughing so no one else noticed the blood.

Mama gave her a look, one of those silent warnings, but she didn’t waste words. She couldn’t.

Daddy clapped his hands once, loud enough to snap the air in the room. “Let’s go. Time doesn’t wait for anybody.”

I followed him to the door, holding my lunch close. Lariah trailed behind me, still smirking like she had won something.

And before I stepped outside, I paused for just a second. I stood still and listened.

That sound. My mother’s breath.

It was heavy. It was rough. And it was love.
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Chapter Two: The Choice Nobody Understood
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When I was little, I thought my family’s life was normal. I thought everybody’s mom breathed like that, and everybody’s dad talked like he was the smartest man in the world. I thought everybody had a little sister who could smile sweet and still stab you in the back before breakfast.

But as I got older, I started to realize that the choices we made, or the choices that were made for us, set us apart.

The first real choice I remember was mine. At least, that is how it felt. I was maybe six or seven. Mama had been sick for days, laid out in bed with her chest rising and falling like she was climbing a mountain she could not see the top of. Daddy was out, doing whatever he always said was too important to explain. It was just me and Lariah.

She wanted to go outside and play. I wanted to stay inside, close to Mama, just in case she needed water or her medicine. Lariah rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck.

“You act like you her nurse,” she said, pulling at my arm. “She got Daddy. She don’t need you.”

I shook my head. “She does need me. I’m staying.”

It wasn’t a big argument, not yet. It was just a moment. But it was the first time I chose Mama over fun, over being a kid. And I didn’t regret it, not
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