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            "You can burn a world to the ground, and you can scatter the ash to the four winds. But as long as one person remembers the way the song went, the fire ain't never really won."

      

    

Author’s Disclaimer

This is a work of historical fiction. While the characters are imagined, their journey is rooted in the documented terrors of the Jim Crow era—from the burning of the Greenwood District to the systemic violence of "sundown towns." Reader discretion is strongly advised. This story contains graphic depictions of racial violence and trauma. These elements are included to honor the gravity of history and the resilience of those who survived the fire to build a world from the ash.
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Where the Smoke Doesn’t Leave You
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Smoke doesn’t rise the way folks think it do. It don’t just drift off and melt away like a ghost in some storybook. It lingers. It’s heavy, territorial-like. It weaves itself right into the fibers of your clothes, settles on the roof of your mouth, and bakes itself deep into the marrow of your memory. Long after the embers gone gray, smoke stays behind like it owns the place.

That’s what Greenwood became first—smoke before it was ever anythin' else.

The shoutin’ started while the world was still draped in ink. It wasn’t the chaotic noise of an argument or the aimless roar of a crowd. This here was rhythmic. Organized. It was a sound that had been rehearsed in the dark long before it was ever performed in the street.

I stepped onto the porch, thinkin’ maybe the trouble was just visitin’ another block. Back then, trouble was a neighbor we had lived with so long it almost felt natural. But the air told a different story. The sky had a wrongness to it—too much frantic movement, and far too many lights where the stars ought to have been.

Then came the first crack of gunfire. It cut through the night, and everythin’ after that stopped belongin’ to words like "natural."

We called it Greenwood, but names lose their meanin’ once the fire starts to breathe. Houses that had stood for generations began to collapse, not in a grand heap, but one by one. It was deliberate, like somethin’ was movin’ through the streets, hand-pickin’ what to erase. I saw neighbors runnin’ with empty hands because there wasn't no time to choose what to save. I saw men I knew from the church pews holdin’ weapons they were never supposed to need, tryin’ to defend a world that was already meltin’ away.

And above it all—the planes.

Small, circlin’ shadows, flyin’ too low for comfort and too steady for an accident. The sky wasn't empty no more; it was an accomplice.

When the fire reached our block, it didn’t feel like an escape. It felt like bein’ evicted from a life that refused to be held onto. I don’t remember the moment I decided to run; I only remember the rhythm of it. Feet hittin’ the dirt that used to mean somethin’ else. Smoke so thick it turned familiar faces into shadows. Names called out into the heat, swallowed by the roar before they could find an answer.

Somewhere in that frantic movement, I lost the belief that a place could stay yours just because you lived in it.

By mornin’, there wasn't much left to argue 'bout. What had been Greenwood was still there in shape, but the life had been gutted out of it. It stood like an empty hull, left upright just so you could see exactly what had been took.

After that, I stopped thinkin’ in terms of stayin’. Stayin’ was a luxury for folks who still believed the ground beneath 'em kept its promises. I didn't have that no more. So, I followed the roads instead. Roads don’t ask you to belong; they only ask if you’ve got enough left in you to keep movin’.

That’s how I found myself on Route 66—a jagged stretch of hot dust, engine groan, and towns that watched you pass like they were decidin’ whether or not to let you through. You learn quickly out there that some places don’t wait for nightfall to make their minds up 'bout you. They decide the second you come into view.

That was when I learned 'bout the "Sundown"—not as a position of the sun on a clock, but as a rule that didn't need to be wrote down to be felt. You either understood the silence, or you learned the lesson the hard way. I kept movin’ with the sun always just ahead of the hood, like I could outrun my own shadow if I stayed fast enough.

And then, I found the station.

The Threatt Fillin’ Station sat off the shoulder like it had been built specifically for the folks who didn’t fit nowhere else. There was no neon, no decoration tryin’ to be somethin’ it wasn't. Just sun-bleached walls, a sign, and a kind of quiet that didn't feel like a threat.

Inside, a bell chimed when I pushed through the door. The sound didn’t accuse me; it just announced me. Behind the counter, a man looked up with eyes that seemed to have seen me comin’ long before I pulled onto the gravel.

“You from somewhere that burned?” he asked.

Questions like that are heavy. They don't need no quick replies.

“Yeah,” I said finally, the word tastin’ like grit. “Somewhere like that.”

He nodded once, a slow movement that placed me in the world. He slid a bottle of water across the wood toward me.

“Don’t be near Luther when the sun goes down,” he said.

It wasn’t a warnin’ gave in fear. It was just a cold fact of how the world still worked once you stepped outside those four walls. I looked out the window. The road was still there, stretchin’ toward the horizon like it hadn’t witnessed a thing.

For the first time in a long time, I let myself stand still. I stayed there long enough to wonder if there was any place left in this country that wouldn’t eventually turn into smoke.
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