
STILL SOFT
A Novel

by
Dr. Tamika Stewart
––––––––
ISBN 979-8-9943098-9-6

Copyright © 2026 Dr. Tamika Stewart
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental.
ISBN: 979-8-9943098-9-6
First edition


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication | For every woman who survived without surrendering her tenderness. | May you always remember that softness is not weakness.

Contents

CHAPTER ONE | Twenty-One and Already Responsible

CHAPTER TWO | Dreams Do Not Pay Tuition

CHAPTER THREE | Every Room Has a Hierarchy

CHAPTER FOUR | The Streets Changed, and So Did the Stakes

A NEW HOUSTON IS RISING.

COMING SOON

LOCAL LEADER CHALLENGES HOUSTON DEVELOPMENT PLAN

KITCHEN. | BOOKS. | MOMMY’S STUFF.

CHAPTER FIVE | Six Years Without Waiting

TOMORRA BASSCULEE | GUEST CONTRIBUTOR

FORWARD VOICE COMMUNICATIONS

CHAPTER SIX | The Woman Behind the Microphone

HOME FIRST: A WOMAN’S GUIDE TO CHOOSING WHAT MATTERS

CHAPTER SEVEN | The Next Title

CHAPTER EIGHT | The Man Who Met Her Standing

CHAPTER NINE | Still Soft

BONUS CHAPTER | Learning the Rhythm

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication
For every woman who survived without surrendering her tenderness.
May you always remember that softness is not weakness.

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Contents

[image: ]


Chapter One: Twenty-One and Already Responsible

Chapter Two: Dreams Do Not Pay Tuition

Chapter Three: Every Room Has a Hierarchy

Chapter Four: The Streets Changed, and So Did the Stakes

Chapter Five: Six Years Without Waiting

Chapter Six: The Woman Behind the Microphone

Chapter Seven: The Next Title

Chapter Eight: The Man Who Met Her Standing

Chapter Nine: Still Soft

Bonus Chapter: Learning the Rhythm

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

Twenty-One and Already Responsible
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At twenty-one, Tomorra Bassculee already understood that life could be full and unfinished at the same time.

She had two young children, a relationship that had become familiar before either of them had learned what adulthood truly required, and dreams she rarely discussed because they sounded too expensive when spoken aloud. Beneath her mattress, hidden inside a white envelope, were eighty-seven dollars she had saved without telling anyone. It was not enough to change her life, but Tomorra considered it evidence that change had already begun.

She lived in a Houston housing complex where families existed within inches of one another. Every wall carried sound. Children cried through open windows. Couples argued behind closed doors and lowered their voices only after realizing the neighbors had stopped talking to listen. Music traveled between buildings, mixing gospel with blues, hip-hop, and the occasional slow song someone played repeatedly after a relationship ended.

The stairwells smelled of old urine, bleach, cigarette smoke, and meals prepared in apartments too small to contain their aromas. In the summer, heat settled over the concrete and remained there long after sunset. Children chased one another between buildings while their mothers called from windows, promising consequences nobody believed until the porch lights came on.

There were shootings.

There were nights when gunfire interrupted conversation and everyone became quiet long enough to determine whether the sound had come from nearby or several blocks away. Then life resumed—not because anyone believed violence was normal, but because dinner still needed to be cooked, children still needed baths, and morning arrived whether fear had been resolved or not.

But the complex was not only danger.

Outsiders liked stories that made places simple. They saw government buildings, crowded apartments, police cars, and worn concrete. They did not see the working families who left home before sunrise. They did not see neighbors sharing groceries before payday or grandmothers watching children who did not belong to them. They did not hear the laughter after funerals, when grief and humor sat at the same kitchen table because both were necessary.

Tomorra’s family belonged to the working middle class, even if their address suggested otherwise.

Her parents worked. Bills were paid. Clothes were clean. Education mattered. Respect was expected. Their apartment was not luxurious, but her mother made sure it felt like a home rather than a temporary place they had been assigned.

Celeste Bassculee raised Tomorra with the consistency of a single mother, although she was married.

Her husband occupied space in the family, but Celeste carried its movement. She remembered appointments, attended school meetings, managed household needs, handled discipline, celebrated accomplishments, and noticed changes in her children before anyone else did. She rarely described herself as overwhelmed. She simply completed whatever needed to be done.

Tomorra watched her closely.

Long before she understood marriage, she understood that a woman could have a husband and still carry the family alone.

That knowledge did not make her angry.

It made her observant.

Celeste believed crying had a purpose, but not every problem deserved tears.

“Feel what you feel,” she once told Tomorra, “but don’t sit there so long that you forget to decide what comes next.”

Tomorra remembered the second half more than the first.

She was loved.

She was cared for.

She was also taught that strength was expected.

Not hardness.

Strength.

The difference would shape every relationship she entered.

By twenty-one, Tomorra had become a mother twice. Her daughter, Journey, was three years old. Her son, Chase, had recently turned one. Their father, Damon Price, worked as a cashier at a neighborhood laundromat, the same job he had held since before Journey was born.

Damon was dependable in ways that were easy to overlook. He went to work. He returned home. He loved his children. He was not cruel, reckless, or absent.

He was comfortable.

At twenty-one, Tomorra did not yet understand how deeply comfort could divide two people.

She wanted education. She wanted businesses. She wanted rooms with high ceilings and windows large enough to let morning enter without permission. She imagined driving vehicles that started without hesitation and owning a home where her children could run upstairs instead of learning which neighbors were arguing through the walls.

She wanted choices.

Damon wanted consistency.

Neither desire was wrong.

But they were not the same.

Sometimes Tomorra visited him at the laundromat and watched him count quarters behind the counter. The machines hummed while dryers turned clothes belonging to strangers. Damon knew most customers by name. He knew which machines shook during the spin cycle and which customers would need an extra week to pay for wash-and-fold service.

He was good at his job.

That was part of the problem.

He was good enough to remain there forever.

When Tomorra mentioned returning to college, Damon did not tell her she could not go. He asked practical questions about tuition, childcare, transportation, and time. Each question was reasonable. Together, they sounded like reasons to remain exactly where she was.

Tomorra answered only one.

“Not going will cost me more.”

Damon smiled as though ambition were one of the things he loved about her—as long as it did not require his life to change.

Tomorra noticed.

She always noticed.

But she did not argue.

Her future was still too new to defend.

That evening, after putting Journey and Chase down for a nap, Tomorra stood in the small bedroom and lifted the corner of the mattress. The envelope was still there, flat and soft from being handled too many times. She counted the money again, although she already knew the total.

Eighty-seven dollars.

It represented skipped lunches, bus fare she had stretched by walking farther than necessary, and coins she had collected from the bottom of purses and jacket pockets. It was not savings in the way banks understood savings. It was proof of intention.

She tucked the envelope back under the mattress and sat on the edge of the bed.

The apartment was quiet except for the refrigerator humming in the kitchen and the low sound of television from the next apartment. Tomorra could hear a woman laughing through the wall, then a man’s voice answering, then the laughter stopping suddenly. She had grown up knowing how quickly a mood could change in close quarters. Walls did not keep secrets. They only softened them.

She looked toward the doorway where her children slept.

Journey had her mother’s seriousness already. Even at three, she studied people before warming to them. Chase was different—soft-cheeked, loud when hungry, quick to smile when Tomorra entered the room.

Tomorra loved them with a devotion that frightened her sometimes.

Not because love felt heavy.

Because love made failure personal.

Before children, ambition had belonged only to her. If she failed, she could absorb it. If she delayed, she could explain it to herself. But after Journey and Chase, every decision became part of their inheritance. She could not pretend that staying the same affected only her.

She rose and walked to the kitchen table, where a college application sat beneath a grocery circular and an overdue light bill. The application was creased at the corners. She had started it twice and stopped both times, not because she doubted herself, but because the questions made the future feel official.

Intended major.

Employment history.

Emergency contact.

Educational goals.

Tomorra stared at the blank spaces and thought about how life demanded answers before a person fully had them.

She picked up the pen.

For educational goals, she wrote: to complete my degree and build a better future for myself and my children.

It sounded plain.

It also sounded true.

She did not yet know about the doctorate. She did not yet know about the talk show, the businesses, the leadership rooms, the arguments, the betrayals, the applause, the mansion, the luxury cars, or the wealthy man she would meet after years of choosing herself.

At twenty-one, she only knew the next step.

That was enough.

Tomorra had four siblings, and her family relationships were not simple, but they were close.

Andre, her older brother, was her father’s child from before Celeste. He had entered Tomorra’s life as both sibling and evidence that families often began before children understood the order of things. Andre was protective without being sentimental. He checked on Tomorra with practical questions—whether she had gas, whether the kids were okay, whether Damon was doing what he needed to do.

Nia, her younger sister, was expressive where Tomorra was measured. Nia said what she felt before organizing it into something polite. She could turn a minor inconvenience into a full speech, but her loyalty was immediate and fierce.

Cameron, her younger brother, moved through life with charm and occasional chaos. He always had an idea, a hustle, a plan, or a story about why the previous plan had not worked yet. Tomorra loved him even when she did not trust his timing.

Simone, her mother’s child from outside the marriage, carried the kind of history adults whispered about and children were expected not to question. Tomorra never held any of it against her. She had learned early that children should not inherit shame created before they had the power to name it.

Her siblings were blood.

But her friends were the family she chose daily.

Capri, Macy, Lay, Evergreen, Mo, Leea, Jazz, and Kay.

Eight women who had gathered around Tomorra over the years like witnesses, mirrors, warnings, and blessings. They were not all alike. That was why they worked. Some had careers. Some had husbands. Some wanted husbands. Some pretended they did not. Some were building lives brick by brick. Some were decorating lives they had not yet secured. Some worked hard. Some did not work at all. Some told the truth. Some made truth perform before admitting it.

Tomorra loved them.

She also studied them.

Capri Monroe was the retired one, although retirement had not yet happened when Tomorra was twenty-one. Even then, Capri carried herself like a woman who had already lived several lives and had receipts for all of them. She believed in benefits, pension plans, direct deposit, and leaving a job before it left you. She was older in spirit, the kind of woman who could turn a warning into a joke and a joke into a lecture.

Macy Carter lived in California and had always seemed touched by distance. Even before becoming a lawyer, she had the kind of confidence that made other people assume she knew something they did not. She spoke about leaving Houston as if geography were a strategy. Later, she would build a career in law and date Rafael Cruz, a poet whose public words made women sigh and whose private inconsistencies would teach Macy the difference between being chosen and being displayed.

Lay Brooks was gentle until someone mistook gentleness for weakness. She would become a nurse, though Tomorra believed she had been one long before receiving a license. Lay remembered medication schedules, birthdays, allergies, and the exact tone a friend used when pretending to be fine.

Evergreen Brooks, Lay’s older sister, was already disciplined enough to make ambition look calm. Everyone called her Ever. She would become a doctor, but even young, she carried herself like a woman who expected excellence and did not apologize for it.

Monique Reed—Mo—was laughter, risk, federal employment, expensive perfume, and poor decisions wrapped inside one beautiful woman. She knew how to make a room loosen. She also knew how to avoid silence by filling it with men, drinks, or jokes sharp enough to keep concern away.

Jazz Reed, Mo’s sister, was the opposite kind of force. She had married Terrence Cole at eighteen and seemed determined to make stability look less boring than people expected. Her discipline was not cold. It was focused. Years later, she would become a police chief and people would ask her how marriage survived ambition. Jazz would answer with the same expression every time, as though the question itself lacked imagination.

Leea Grant was polished even when she had nowhere to go. Her hair was usually done, her clothes arranged, her home decorated with care. She appeared put together in a way that made people believe she had a plan. Tomorra loved Leea, but even at twenty-one, she sensed something watchful beneath her friend’s compliments. Not jealousy exactly. Not yet. More like comparison searching for a place to land.

Kay Grant, Leea’s cousin, would become a teacher and later a freelance educational entrepreneur. She had the practical imagination of someone who could turn a classroom handout into a business model if given enough quiet time. Kay admired ambition without resenting it, which made Tomorra trust her differently.

Together, they were loud, layered, loyal, complicated, and necessary.

They called one another sisters when blood had nothing to do with it.

And for Tomorra, that mattered.

Because blood taught her where she came from.

The Eight helped her imagine where she could go.

A few nights after mailing her college application, Tomorra went to Capri’s apartment with the children. Capri lived on the third floor of Building Twelve, where the hallway light flickered and somebody had taped a handwritten sign near the elevator asking people to stop leaving trash bags by the stairwell.

Inside Capri’s apartment, everything smelled like vanilla candles and fried chicken. The furniture was older but clean. Plastic covered the dining chairs even though no one remembered when Capri had bought them. A fan rotated slowly near the window, pushing warm air from one side of the room to the other.

The women came in waves.

Lay arrived with macaroni and cheese wrapped in foil. Ever brought wine that looked expensive and tasted too dry for half the room. Mo brought liquor and called that a contribution. Jazz brought paper plates because she trusted no gathering without them. Kay came with papers to grade and a tote bag full of markers. Leea arrived in cream from head to toe, as if the Houston heat had personally agreed not to touch her. Macy appeared through a video call from California, her face glowing under better lighting than any of them had in Capri’s living room.

Tomorra sat on the floor with Journey leaning against her side and Chase asleep across her lap. She balanced motherhood and friendship the way young mothers often did—by making her body furniture for the people she loved.

For a while, the room was only food and noise.

Women talked over one another. Laughed before punchlines landed. Passed plates. Asked questions and answered the ones they preferred. The television played in the background with no sound. Outside, someone’s car alarm went off and no one moved, because in the complex, car alarms were rarely announcements of theft. Most of the time they were just evidence that something old had been touched wrong.

Capri noticed Tomorra watching everyone.

“You quiet tonight,” she said.

Tomorra smiled faintly. “I’m always quiet.”

“No,” Capri said. “Tonight you’re thinking quiet.”

There was a difference, and Capri knew it.

Tomorra looked down at Chase, whose small hand rested against her thigh.

“I applied for school.”

The room responded in layers.

Kay smiled first, genuine and immediate. Ever lifted her eyebrows with interest. Lay’s face softened. Jazz nodded as if approval were something formal. Mo made a sound dramatic enough to pull laughter from everyone. Macy leaned closer to her screen.

Leea smiled too.

But Tomorra saw the brief pause before it arrived.

That was one of the things about being observant. People thought reaction began when the face changed. Tomorra knew reaction began in the hesitation before the face decided what to show.

“That’s good,” Leea said. “How you going to do that with the kids?”

The question was reasonable.

Tomorra did not resent it.

But she recognized the shape of it.

Some questions asked how.

Some questions quietly asked if you should.

“I’ll figure it out,” Tomorra said.

Mo raised her cup. “That means she don’t know yet.”

“It means she said what she said,” Jazz replied.

The room laughed, and the moment moved on, but Tomorra held it.

Not tightly.

Just enough to remember.

That night, while her friends discussed marriage, money, jobs, children, and men who had too much confidence for their credit scores, Tomorra listened more than she spoke.

A few of the women were curious about marriage in a way they did not always admit. They wanted to know what it felt like to be chosen permanently, to wake up beside someone who had agreed to remain. Jazz, married since eighteen, had become their unwilling expert. She never romanticized it.

“Marriage is not a prize,” Jazz said that night, picking at the corner of a paper plate. “It is a responsibility with witnesses.”

Mo groaned. “That is why I don’t ask you nothing.”

“You ask me every week.”

“Because I keep hoping you’ll make it sound better.”

Jazz smiled. “Pick better questions.”

Tomorra watched Jazz and thought about Damon.

She did not want a fantasy. She wanted partnership. She wanted someone beside her who could carry vision, not just bills. She wanted someone who could grow without being dragged, someone whose ambition did not have to be assembled for him piece by piece.

But she was twenty-one.

At twenty-one, people confuse potential with promise.

Damon had potential.

Tomorra was beginning to understand that potential without movement was just decoration.

The first rejection letter arrived three weeks later.

It came folded inside a plain envelope, addressed with her full name. Tomorra opened it at the kitchen table while Journey colored beside her and Chase slept in the playpen near the window.

The college denied her application because her records were incomplete.

She read the sentence three times.

Incomplete records.

Not lack of ability.

Not rejection of her future.

A missing paper.

Tomorra sat very still.

There was a version of that moment where she could have accepted the letter as a sign. She could have told herself the timing was wrong, that two children were too much, that Damon was right to ask practical questions, that maybe school could wait until life became easier.

But life did not become easier by waiting.

It became more familiar.

Tomorra folded the letter and placed it inside her purse.

The next morning, she dressed both children before the heat became rude. Journey wore yellow shorts and plastic barrettes shaped like butterflies. Chase fussed as Tomorra fastened him into the stroller. She packed crackers, one bottle, a change of clothes, and the denial letter.

Then she took two buses across Houston to the admissions office.

The building was cool inside, almost aggressively so. The air-conditioning made Tomorra aware of the sweat drying beneath her blouse. Students moved through the lobby carrying backpacks, coffee, and the careless confidence of people whose lives seemed arranged for their education.

Tomorra did not envy them.

She simply noticed the difference.

At the front desk, a woman with tired eyes scanned the letter and told her the school needed a high-school transcript.

“My school sent it,” Tomorra said.

“It’s not in the system.”

“Then it was lost.”

The woman looked at her as if accuracy were less useful than obedience.

“You’ll have to request another.”

“How long does that take?”

“Six to eight weeks.”

“Classes start before then.”

The woman’s expression did not change.

Behind Tomorra, the line shifted. Chase began to cry. Journey pressed against Tomorra’s leg. Somewhere nearby, someone laughed into a phone.

Tomorra felt the moment trying to close.

She did not allow it.

“What can be done today?” she asked.

The woman repeated the policy.

Tomorra listened.

Then she asked again.

Not louder.

Not softer.

Exactly the same.

“What can be done today?”

The woman finally looked at her. Really looked.

Tomorra stood there with two children, a rejection letter, and no title attached to her name. She had no influence. No appointment. No advocate waiting in an office. No husband stepping forward to handle the conversation. No money to make the problem easier.

But she had presence.

And she had learned from Celeste that sometimes systems were built to move slowly until someone refused to leave.

The woman sighed.

Then she picked up the phone.

Twenty minutes later, Tomorra walked out with the name of a registrar, a temporary enrollment form, and instructions for submitting her transcript in person.

It was not a victory anyone would celebrate publicly.

There was no applause.

No scholarship.

No dramatic announcement.

But Tomorra understood the size of it.

Sometimes the first door does not open.

Sometimes it cracks just enough for a determined woman to place her foot inside.

Outside, the Houston sun met her hard.

Journey looked up, squinting. “Mommy, you going to school?”

Tomorra adjusted the stroller and smiled.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“Can I come?”

“No, baby.”

“Why?”

Tomorra looked toward the street, where buses sighed against the curb and cars passed with windows down.

“Because I’m going so you can go farther.”

Journey did not understand.

Tomorra knew that.

Some things children only understand after becoming adults and realizing the women before them had been building bridges without naming the river.

That evening, Damon asked how the college visit went while removing his work shirt near the bedroom door.

“They gave me a form,” Tomorra said.

“So you in?”

“Not yet.”

“So why you smiling?”

Tomorra folded the children’s clothes into careful piles.

“Because not yet is not no.”

Damon laughed under his breath, but not cruelly.

“You something else.”

Tomorra did not answer.

She knew.

Later, after the children were asleep and Damon had gone quiet beside her, Tomorra lay awake listening to the building breathe. Pipes knocked behind walls. Someone argued downstairs. A baby cried and stopped. Farther away, music played low enough to become vibration.

Tomorra thought about her mother, about the admissions office, about Leea’s pause, about Damon’s comfort, about the envelope beneath the mattress, about the future that kept visiting her in pieces.

She did not know how she would afford school.

She did not know who would watch the children.

She did not know how long Damon would remain beside her or when she would finally admit that love without shared direction had limits.

She did not know she would one day become Dr. Tomorra Bassculee.

She did not know her voice would become a platform.

She did not know she would own businesses, sit across from powerful people, walk through a mansion that smelled of fresh flowers and polished wood, or stand beside a husband wealthy enough to give her luxury but wise enough to know she had not waited for him to become whole.

At twenty-one, she knew none of that.

She only knew she had taken the next step.

And sometimes, that was enough to change the shape of a life.

Tomorra closed her eyes.

The complex was loud.

The future was unclear.

The money was short.

The responsibilities were real.

But somewhere beneath all of it, beneath motherhood and ambition, beneath the questions nobody else could answer for her, beneath the world trying to decide what kind of woman she would become—

Tomorra Bassculee remained steady.

Still soft.

Still becoming.
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CHAPTER TWO

Dreams Do Not Pay Tuition
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The first semester rearranged Tomorra’s understanding of time.

Before college, an hour had felt like something she either had or did not have. Once classes began, every hour developed smaller compartments. Ten minutes to review notes before the bus arrived. Fifteen minutes to read while Journey watched cartoons. Seven minutes to stand beneath the shower before Chase began crying outside the bathroom door. Twenty minutes between class and the last bus that would get her home before Damon left for work.

She stopped asking whether she had time.

She began asking what could fit inside it.

Her days moved according to other people’s schedules.

The children woke first.

Damon’s shift came second.

The bus decided how late she would be.

Her professors decided when papers were due.

The laundromat decided whether Damon could come home on time.

Tomorra’s needs existed somewhere between all of them, usually after midnight.

She learned to sleep lightly.

A mother’s sleep was never complete. Even in silence, part of her remained awake, listening for coughs, footsteps, a child turning too sharply in bed. On nights before exams, Tomorra would study until two or three in the morning, place her head on the pillow, and feel Chase stir before her body had fully relaxed.

She did not describe herself as tired.

Tired sounded temporary.

This was structure.

She was building a life inside exhaustion and refusing to call the exhaustion a reason to stop.

The Introduction to Communication class became her favorite.

Dr. Ellis taught as if every conversation contained evidence.

He asked students to study pauses, posture, tone, timing, and the relationship between power and language. He challenged them to notice who spoke first, who interrupted, who apologized before making a point, and who expected to be heard without earning attention.

Tomorra recognized the world inside his lectures.

She had been studying people long before she knew observation could become scholarship.

One afternoon, Dr. Ellis divided the class into groups and asked them to prepare brief presentations on public persuasion. Tomorra’s group included a nineteen-year-old named Bradley, who wore boat shoes without socks and said “my father” before nearly every opinion, a young woman named Keisha who worked overnight at a hotel, and a quiet student named Miguel who had missed several classes because his mother was ill.

Bradley appointed himself leader before anyone agreed.

He chose the topic.

Assigned sections.

Dismissed Keisha’s suggestion.

Then told Tomorra she could “clean up the wording” because she seemed good at writing.

Tomorra watched him.

He smiled with the confidence of someone who had never considered that authority and ability might belong to different people.

“What are you presenting?” she asked.

“I’ll do the introduction and conclusion.”

“So you’ll speak first, speak last, and let everyone else research the middle?”

Bradley’s smile shifted.

“I’m organizing.”

“No. You’re positioning.”

Keisha looked down quickly, hiding a smile.

Miguel leaned back in his chair.

Bradley stared at Tomorra as though she had violated an agreement she had never made.

“Do you want to lead?” he asked.

“I want the work divided fairly.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”

“No. That’s what you’re calling it.”

For a moment, nobody spoke.

Tomorra did not raise her voice.

She did not need to.

Bradley eventually moved one of the research sections into his own column.

It was a small adjustment.

But Tomorra understood something about hierarchy that day.

People often claimed leadership before proving they could carry it.

And when challenged, they rarely defended the work.

They defended the position.

After class, Keisha caught up with her in the hallway.

“I was waiting for somebody to say it.”

“You could’ve said it.”

Keisha laughed.

“I like passing my classes.”

“So do I.”

“Then why you not scared?”

Tomorra adjusted the strap of her bag.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to be.”

Keisha studied her for a second.

“You always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Calm when you’re cutting somebody.”

“I didn’t cut him.”

“You did. You just used a butter knife.”

Tomorra smiled.

They walked together toward the bus stop.

It was the beginning of a friendship that lasted only two semesters but left a permanent impression. Keisha would later transfer to another college, then move to Dallas. They would exchange birthday messages for a few years before life thinned the connection.

Not every person Tomorra met was meant to remain.

Some people entered long enough to confirm something.

Keisha confirmed that Tomorra’s voice did not have to become louder to become effective.

It only had to become visible.

At home, visibility created different problems.

Damon liked hearing about her classes when the stories were amusing. He laughed at descriptions of Bradley and shook his head when Tomorra described professors who assigned too much reading. But when she spoke about ideas that excited her—communication systems, leadership, public influence—his attention drifted.

He listened as if waiting for the part he could relate to.

Sometimes that part never came.

One evening, Tomorra sat at the kitchen table discussing a lecture on how language shaped public opinion. Damon stood at the refrigerator drinking orange juice directly from the carton.

“The professor said people don’t only respond to facts,” she explained. “They respond to who they trust to deliver them.”

Damon nodded.

“So you think that’s why people believe anything on TV?”

“That’s part of it.”

He took another drink.

“You think too much.”

Tomorra stopped.

Damon smiled, unaware that the sentence had landed badly.

“I mean, you always breaking stuff down.”

“That bothers you?”

“No. I’m just saying everything don’t have to mean something.”

“To you.”

“What?”

“Everything doesn’t have to mean something to you.”

Damon placed the carton back in the refrigerator.

“See? That’s what I’m talking about.”

Tomorra looked at him.

He was not angry.

Neither was she.

But something had shifted again.

Small shifts had begun accumulating between them like dust in corners. Nothing dramatic enough to force attention. Nothing large enough to explain to anyone else. Just evidence that they were becoming fluent in different languages.

Damon spoke in what was.

Tomorra spoke in what could be.

Neither knew how long love could translate.

The Eight became the place where Tomorra’s growing mind could stretch.

Capri’s apartment remained their unofficial headquarters, though everyone complained about climbing the stairs. The women gathered there twice a month, sometimes more often when someone had news, heartbreak, money, food, or a reason not to be alone.

By then, Lay had begun clinical rotations and arrived carrying stories she could not fully tell because of patient privacy. Ever was deep inside medical school and had become skilled at eating full meals in less than seven minutes. Kay was working as a classroom assistant while completing her teaching credentials. Mo had started her federal job and treated direct deposit like a personality trait.

Jazz had recently been promoted.

She arrived one Friday wearing her uniform, her hair pulled back, her face carrying the fatigue of someone who had spent the day being tested by men who disliked taking orders from women.

Terrence picked her up later.

He honked once from outside.

Jazz did not move.

“He knows better,” she said.

The women laughed.

A minute later, Terrence came upstairs.

“That’s marriage,” Jazz told them. “Teaching somebody the same thing for years and deciding whether repetition is love
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