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This book is dedicated to every woman who loved hard, hurt deeply, and still found the strength to rise.

To the women who gave their heart before they fully knew their worth.
To the ones who carried pain in silence.
To the ones who turned heartbreak into power.
And to every woman who can look back and say:

I am stronger because I survived it.
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Some love stories do not begin with fairy tales.

Some begin with tension.
With attraction.
With bad timing.
With complicated choices.
With the kind of emotions that make you question everything you thought you knew about yourself.
Victoria Heat: The Woman I Became After Him is not just a story about romance. It is a story about transformation.

It is about a young woman standing at the edge of adulthood, still learning herself, still trying to understand love, and still believing that passion and commitment always belong in the same room. It is about the kind of connection that feels undeniable, the kind that pulls at your spirit and changes your direction before you even realize what is happening.

This story moves through Texas heat, family opinions, personal fears, loyalty, desire, struggle, and growth. It explores what happens when a woman falls in love with a man who stirs something deep inside her but also awakens parts of herself she has never had to confront before.

At its heart, this novel is about more than a relationship.

It is about becoming.
Becoming wiser.
Becoming stronger.
Becoming more honest with yourself.
Becoming the woman life was shaping all along.
Not every chapter of love feels soft.
Not every lesson comes gently.
And not every person enters your life just to stay.
Some come to change you.

This is that story.
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Victoria, Texas
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Victoria, Texas wasn’t the kind of place people dreamed about leaving their mark on.

It was quiet.

Too quiet sometimes.

The kind of town where everybody knew everybody’s business, and if they didn’t know it yet, they would by the time Sunday service was over.

Symone Harris had lived there her entire twenty-two years.

And if she was being honest with herself, she had mixed feelings about that.

Some days Victoria felt safe.

Other days it felt like a cage.

That Friday evening the Texas air hung thick and warm, even though the sun had already started dipping low across the sky. The orange glow stretched across the small streets and parking lots like the town itself was slowly exhaling after another long day.

Symone stepped out of the small boutique where she worked part-time and adjusted the strap of her purse over her shoulder.

Her curls were pulled up into a loose puff, a few strands falling along the sides of her face. She wore a simple oversized graphic tee tucked slightly into some faded jeans and a pair of clean white sneakers.

Nothing flashy.

Nothing extra.

That was Symone.

Natural.

Effortless.

And without realizing it, the kind of woman men noticed even when she wasn’t trying.

Her coworker Tasha pushed through the glass door behind her.

“Girl, I swear my feet about to fall off,” Tasha groaned, leaning against the door frame.

Symone laughed softly.

“You say that every shift.”

“Because every shift feel like slavery,” Tasha shot back, fanning herself dramatically.

Symone shook her head.

“You so dramatic.”

“Dramatic?” Tasha gave her a side eye. “Symone, we folded the same stack of jeans like twelve times today because these people don’t know how to shop like normal humans.”

That made Symone laugh harder.

The two women started walking toward the small parking lot.

Victoria didn’t have the kind of nightlife bigger cities had. By eight or nine most of the town slowed down.

Restaurants.

A few bars.

Gas stations glowing under fluorescent lights.

And people driving slow with their music loud.

Symone leaned against her car, pulling her keys from her bag.

“Anyway,” Tasha said, folding her arms, “you still coming tomorrow?”

Symone raised an eyebrow.

“To what?”

Tasha stared at her like she had just asked the dumbest question on earth.

“The barbecue at Marcus’ house. Everybody gonna be there.”

Symone hesitated.

“I don’t know.”

Tasha groaned again.

“Girl you always say that.”

“I’m serious,” Symone said with a small smile. “I might just stay home.”

“You twenty-two talking about staying home on a Saturday like somebody auntie.”

Symone shrugged.

“Maybe I like peace.”

Tasha stepped closer to her.

“No. What you like is hiding.”

Symone frowned slightly.

“I’m not hiding.”

“Yes you are.”

Tasha tilted her head.

“You always working, going home, or hanging with your cousins. You never meet nobody.”

Symone opened her car door slowly.

“I meet people.”

Tasha smirked.

“No you don’t.”

Symone paused.

Maybe Tasha wasn’t completely wrong.

She had dated before.

But nothing serious.

Nothing that made her feel like the stories people talked about when they said things like real love.

Most of the men around Victoria were predictable.

Same conversations.

Same energy.

Same small-town mentality.

Symone wanted something different.

Even if she couldn’t fully explain what that meant.

Tasha crossed her arms.

“You know what your problem is?”

Symone looked up at her.

“What?”

“You think love supposed to be safe.”

Symone blinked.

“What does that even mean?”

Tasha grinned.

“It means the man that change your life probably gonna scare you a little.”

Symone laughed lightly.

“Yeah okay.”

“I’m serious.”

Symone slid into the driver’s seat.

“You watch too many movies.”

Tasha stepped back from the car.

“Just come tomorrow.”

Symone sighed.

“Maybe.”

“That means yes.”

“It means maybe.”

Tasha pointed at her.

“You better come.”

Symone shook her head, smiling as she started the engine.

As she pulled out of the parking lot, the sky had turned a deeper shade of purple and orange.

The radio hummed softly through the speakers.

For a moment everything felt calm.

Predictable.

Simple.

But what Symone didn’t know yet...

Was that within the next few days her life would cross paths with a man named Raheem Bishop.

A man ten years older than her.

A man with a quiet intensity that people either respected...

Or avoided.

A man who painted cars like artwork.

And who would eventually become the reason Symone would one day say:

“I am the woman I became after him.”

But that story hadn’t started yet.

Not quite.

For now...

Symone was just a twenty-two-year-old woman driving through the quiet streets of Victoria, Texas.

Completely unaware...

That her life was about to catch fire.
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The Man at the Paint Shop
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Victoria, Texas moved slow on Saturday mornings.

Not the sleepy kind of slow.

The steady kind.

The kind where the sun rose early, trucks filled the roads before most people finished their coffee, and the smell of barbecue pits already warming up drifted through neighborhoods like a promise of the day ahead.

Symone sat on the edge of her bed tying her sneakers when her phone buzzed across the dresser.

Tasha.

Of course.

Symone rolled her eyes slightly but answered.

“What.”

“You sound irritated already,” Tasha said through the phone.

“It’s nine in the morning.”

“Exactly. You should already be up.”

“I am up.”

“Good,” Tasha replied. “Because you coming with me.”

Symone paused.

“To where?”

“Don’t start,” Tasha said quickly. “Marcus’ cousin got a car he trying to get repainted and I told him I’d swing by with him.”

“And why do I need to go?”

“Because you need to get out the house.”

Symone leaned back slightly on the bed.

“Tasha...”

“Symone.”

“You said barbecue.”

“And that’s later,” Tasha replied. “Right now we going to Bishop Customs.”

Symone frowned slightly.

“Bishop what?”

“Bishop Customs. It’s that paint shop off Navarro.”

Symone thought for a second.

“Oh.”

“You heard of it?”

“Yeah,” Symone said slowly. “My cousin mentioned it before. Said the dude that runs it does crazy paint jobs.”

“Exactly,” Tasha said excitedly. “And Marcus swear his cousin the best painter in Victoria.”

Symone sighed.

“You’re not letting this go, are you?”

“Nope.”

Symone shook her head.

“Fine.”

Tasha cheered through the phone.

“That’s what I’m talking about.”

“Don’t make me regret this.”

“Oh you won’t.”

Symone had no idea how wrong that statement was.

Twenty minutes later Symone pulled her car into the parking lot of the shop.

The place didn’t look fancy.

Just a large metal building with wide garage doors rolled open.

But the cars outside told a different story.

A deep cherry red Camaro sat gleaming under the sunlight like wet candy.

A matte black Charger rested near the side of the building, its rims shining clean.

Symone stepped out of the car slowly.

“Okay...” she murmured.

Tasha hopped out of Marcus’ truck beside her.

“I told you.”

Music drifted out of the garage.

Some slow Southern rap echoing through the open space.

Inside the shop the air smelled like fresh paint, motor oil, and metal.

Men moved around different cars, tools clanking, compressors humming.

Marcus waved them inside.

“Y’all made it.”

Tasha grinned.

“You doubted me?”

Marcus laughed.

“Come on.”

They walked deeper into the shop.

Symone kept glancing around quietly.

There was something about the place.

Focused.

Serious.

Like people came here to work, not play around.

Then she heard Marcus speak.

“Raheem!”

The name echoed slightly through the garage.

For a second nothing happened.

Then a man stepped out from behind a dark blue Mustang sitting in one of the paint bays.

Symone noticed him immediately.

Not because he was loud.

Because he wasn’t.

Raheem moved with the kind of calm presence that made people automatically look his direction.

He wiped his hands with a rag as he walked toward them.

He was tall.

Solid build.

Not bulky.

Just strong.

His skin-deep brown, his beard trimmed clean along his jaw. A few faint paint smudges marked his black work shirt.

His eyes moved across Marcus first.

Then Tasha.

Then they landed on Symone.

And held there for a second longer than necessary.

Symone felt something strange in her chest.

Like a small shift in the air.

Raheem nodded once.

“What’s good.”

Marcus shook his hand.

“My cousin’s car the one outside.”

Raheem glanced toward the lot.

“The Camaro?”

“Yeah.”

Raheem nodded slowly.

“Clean car.”

Then his eyes moved back toward Symone again.

Not in a disrespectful way.

Just... observing.

Symone suddenly became aware of herself.

Her clothes.

Her hair.

The way she was standing.

Tasha spoke up.

“This Symone.”

Raheem’s attention returned fully to her.

Symone extended her hand politely.

“Hi.”

Raheem looked at her hand briefly.

Then it shook.

His grip was firm.

Warm.

“Raheem.”

His voice was deep.

Not loud.

But steady.

Symone nodded slightly.

“Nice to meet you.”

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Something unspoken passed between them.

Not attraction exactly.

Not yet.

Just awareness.

Raheem finally released her hand.

“So who car we working on?”

Marcus stepped forward.

“My cousin’s.”

They began talking about paint colors and finishes.

But Symone noticed something interesting.

Even while discussing the car...

Raheem stayed calm.

Focused.

Serious about his work.

He walked toward the Camaro outside.

Everyone followed.

He crouched slightly near the hood, running his fingers lightly across the surface.

“Paint decent,” he said. “But I see what you want to change.”

Marcus nodded.

“You the expert.”

Raheem stood back up.

“What color you thinking?”

“Candy red.”

Raheem raised an eyebrow.

“Everybody want candy red.”

Marcus laughed.

“Because it look good.”

Raheem smirked faintly.

Symone noticed that too.

The small hint of humor in someone who clearly didn’t smile much.

His eyes shifted toward her again.

“You like cars?”

Symone blinked slightly.

“A little.”

“What kind.”

She shrugged.

“I just like when they look nice.”

Raheem nodded slowly.

“That’s fair.”

Then he pointed toward the Camaro.

“Candy red gonna make it stand out.”

Symone smiled lightly.

“I figured.”

Raheem studied her expression for a moment.

Not flirting.

Just... curious.

Then Marcus clapped his hands.

“So we doing this?”

Raheem nodded.

“Leave it here Monday.”

Marcus grinned.

“Bet.”

As everyone started moving back toward the shop entrance, Symone glanced at Raheem one more time.

He was already walking back toward the paint bay.

Focused again.

Working.

Like nothing else around him mattered.

But right before he disappeared behind the Mustang...

He looked back once.

Directly at Symone.

And this time...

He didn’t look away immediately.

Something quiet had started.

Neither of them knew it yet.

But the first spark between Symone and Raheem had just been lit.

And Victoria, Texas...

Was about to get hotter.
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Something About Him
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Symone didn’t expect to think about Raheem after leaving the shop.

But she did.

The drive back across Victoria was only about fifteen minutes, but his face kept drifting into her thoughts like a song she couldn’t quite turn off.

It wasn’t just that he looked good.

Victoria had plenty of good-looking men.

It was something else.

Something quieter.

The way he carried himself.

The way he barely talked but still controlled the entire energy of the room.

The way he looked directly at people when they spoke to him.

Especially the way he looked at her.

Symone pulled into her driveway and sat in the car for a moment before turning the engine off.

Her house sat on a quiet street lined with small brick homes and trimmed lawns.

Kids rode bikes down the sidewalk.

Someone across the street was already grilling.

It felt normal.

Comfortable.

But Symone’s mind wasn’t fully there.

Her phone buzzed.

Tasha.

Symone answered immediately.

“You already know why I’m calling,” Tasha said.

Symone laughed softly.

“No I don’t.”

“Yes you do.”

Symone stepped out of the car and closed the door.

“You talking about the paint shop?”

“I’m talking about Raheem,” Tasha said bluntly.

Symone rolled her eyes even though Tasha couldn’t see her.

“Girl...”

“Don’t girl me.”

Symone walked up the small path to her front door.

“He seemed cool.”

“Cool?” Tasha scoffed. “That man fine.”

Symone chuckled.

“He alright.”

“He alright?” Tasha repeated. “Symone you lying.”

Symone opened the door and stepped inside.

The air conditioning wrapped around her like relief from the Texas heat.

“I’m not lying.”

“Yes you are.”

Symone dropped her keys onto the kitchen counter.

“Okay maybe he a little fine.”

“A little?” Tasha laughed loudly. “That man look like trouble.”

Symone paused slightly.

Trouble.

The word stuck with her longer than she expected.

“I’m not thinking about him like that,” Symone said.

Tasha made a dramatic sound.

“Sure you not.”

“I’m serious.”

“Okay,” Tasha replied. “Then why you quiet right now?”

Symone frowned.

“I’m not quiet.”

“You definitely quiet.”

Symone sighed.

“I just met him.”

“And?”

“And nothing.”

Tasha chuckled.

“Symone you don’t get quiet like that unless something caught your attention.”

Symone leaned against the counter.

Maybe something had caught her attention.

But she didn’t want to admit that out loud.

“Anyway,” Symone said, changing the subject. “You still going to Marcus’ barbecue later?”

“Of course,” Tasha replied. “And you coming.”

Symone hesitated.

“I said maybe.”

“That means yes.”

Symone shook her head.

“We’ll see.”

“You better come.”

Symone smiled slightly.

“Alright.”

They hung up a few minutes later.

Symone walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water.

But her thoughts kept drifting back to the shop.

Back to Raheem.

There had been something about the way he looked at her.

Not like men usually did.

Most guys in Victoria stared too long.

Or
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