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  INTRODUCTION


Would you believe that superhuman strength is real—and that science classifies it as a disease? Imagine being born with a rare, extreme form of this condition, a mutation so unique it grants extraordinary strength, stamina, and an imposing physical presence. But such power comes at a cost. 
For William Strong, growing up with Myostatin Deficiency was anything but a gift. He endured relentless bullying, was ostracized for his differences, and later, falsely accused of murder, he became a fugitive hunted by the law. Forced into the shadows of Milwaukee’s grim back alleys, William found refuge in isolation—until fate thrust him into the role of an unlikely hero. His brutal acts of vigilante justice, driven by bitterness and a thirst for revenge, struck terror into the hearts of criminals.
Yet, for all his immense strength, William's greatest struggle lies within. His inability to forgive and his hardened heart weigh heavier than any physical burden, threatening to destroy the humanity he still clings to. His story is not one of power but of its price.






  
  CHAPTER 1


Fast Food
Monday, June 12, 2000 
"Alright, alright…I know!" Victoria snaps with one arm crossed as she shifts her weight anxiously from foot to foot. With a frustrated groan, she jabs the “hang-up” button and flings the cordless phone like a football, watching it bounce off the couch in the living room. Spinning on her heel, she wrenches open the sticky cabinet doors, her movements sharp and impatient. Cans of corn and pork & beans clatter aside, each one falling short of the ingredients she desperately needs to pull together his evening meal.
Her husband had made it clear earlier that morning—he wanted his favorite dish, spaghetti and chicken, waiting for him when he got home. But by the time Victoria returned from her doctor’s appointment late in the afternoon, the promise had slipped her mind. Her thoughts had been preoccupied with the growing list of chores she needed to tackle before his arrival, desperate to ensure the apartment was spotless. It was a careless oversight, one that mirrored the mistake she had made months ago—a mistake that had cost her dearly.
He had arrived home from work with his appetite sharp and his expectations high, settling at the table and licking his lips like a ravenous predator preparing to pounce. But instead of the savory meal he craved, he was met with the unwelcome sight of leftover liver and limp mashed potatoes, reheated and slapped onto a plate from the microwave.
She vividly recalled the weeks spent hiding behind oversized, bumblebee sunglasses, shielding the world from the evidence of his rage—the black eye that took far too long to fade. That night had left a mark deeper than bruises, a memory she was desperate never to relive. But with the clock ticking and the ingredients for his favorite meal still missing, a gnawing fear crept in, whispering that tonight might unfold just like that dreaded evening.
“Shit... shit, shhhit,” she muttered through gritted teeth, her frustration mounting as she shoved cans aside, desperate to find the elusive spaghetti noodles she was certain had been there. Her bony, dark fingers gripped the handle of the lower cabinet with a sharp tug, but as the door swung open, a cascade of battered pots and dented pans tumbled out, clanging loudly as they spilled across the floor, surrounding her feet in a chaotic mess.
"Oh my God—I can’t deal with this shit!” she yells, furiously cramming the battered, dented pots and pans back into the cabinet before slamming the door with a resounding thud. “His trifling ass is always stressing somebody out, can’t never put shit back the way I had it! He needs to focus on keeping his damn job and stop acting like it’s his business to micromanage my every move!"
Profanity flowed effortlessly from Victoria’s petite, 5-foot 3-inch frame, a 28-year-old Black woman whose sharp tongue was as much a part of her as her dark, almond-shaped eyes. Whether she was angry or in good spirits, her words were always colorful, and anyone who knew her understood that a conversation with Victoria was rarely dull and never quiet. Some acquaintances had even started to steer clear of public outings with her, particularly after the infamous burger joint debacle. It had all started with a tray of cold fries—a culinary sin in her eyes. The limp, lifeless “L”-shaped potatoes sparked an eruption of expletives so explosive it left wide-eyed onlookers in stunned silence and parents scrambling to cover their children’s ears. The outburst had been so intense that the manager not only escorted her and her friends out but banned them for life from what she once described as the home of “the best damn burgers in Milwaukee.”
"Okay, if I hurry, I can do this," she muttered to herself, her voice strained with urgency as her eyes darted to the glowing numbers on the microwave clock. With a quick glance out the grimy kitchen window, she scanned the sky, hoping the weather wouldn’t throw another obstacle in her path. Deciding it was clear enough, she grabbed a clean glass from the dishrack and filled it with tap water. The cool liquid trembled in the glass as she brought it to her lips, swallowing one of the pain pills the doctor had prescribed earlier that week—a small reprieve to dull the ache she carried both inside and out.
Victoria stood at her third-story window, her lips pressed into a thin line of displeasure, her expression mirroring the frustration of a mother confronting the chaos of her child’s disaster of a bedroom. The scene below was nothing short of dismal. Overflowing trash bins lined the alley like a series of monuments of neglect, the cracked pavement between them riddled with potholes deep enough to swallow a shoe. The garages, if they could even be called that, looked more like decaying shacks. Some had doors so battered and broken they hung crookedly like loose teeth, while others had no doors at all, leaving their insides exposed to the elements and wandering eyes.
The buildings surrounding her were no better, their facades just as tired and worn as her own apartment complex. Faded and weather-beaten, they were patched together with cheap repairs that seemed to beg for a storm to put them out of their misery. Boarded-up windows punctuated the walls, glaring down like hollowed-out eyes in a skeletal face. Between these voids, scattered signs of life clung on—a line of mismatched laundry, a flicker of movement behind a curtain. The balconies, warped and splintered, leaned precariously like they were one strong gust away from collapse, more a hazard than a haven.
The only grace in the grim panorama was the occasional blessing of a clear blue sky and the warm rays of sunlight that sometimes kissed the battered landscape. It wasn’t much, but for Victoria, it was enough to remind her that even in this neglected corner of the world, something untainted still existed.
Despite the decayed, crumbling reality outside her walls, Victoria maintained her apartment with an obsessive precision that bordered on ritual. Every corner was scrubbed, every surface disinfected daily, as though she could ward off the chaos of the world beyond her door through sheer cleanliness. Everything had its exact place—the TV remote sat perfectly aligned on the corner of the coffee table, and Jet magazines were meticulously fanned out in the center like a display in a showroom. The furniture, though expensive-looking, was rented, a temporary façade that gave the illusion of affluence, masking the financial strain that loomed over their lives.
Victoria often envisioned the day she’d live in a home she could truly call her own—a modest house with a private backyard where she could breathe freely, surrounded by neighbors who smiled instead of scowled. Just imagining the simplicity of walking to her mailbox without the nagging fear of a strung-out dopehead lurking nearby, or the landlord skulking by the entrance like a predator ready to corner tenants about late rent, was enough to bring a rare smile to her face.
Heading to the closet by the front door, Victoria snatched the phone from the couch, snapping it back into its cradle with an annoyed flick of her wrist. Her gaze swept over the coffee table, and she instinctively straightened the TV remote, ensuring it was in its designated spot beside the neatly fanned-out magazines. With a quick, practiced motion, she gathered her hair into a ponytail, then paused to scrutinize her reflection in the small mirror hanging nearby. Her sharp eyes searched for imperfections, as if finding one might compound the weight of the day’s mounting tension. Satisfied—or perhaps too pressed for time to care—she grabbed her keys and darted out the door, her cell phone clenched in her hand like a lifeline, its glowing screen holding the promise—or threat—of what lay ahead.
(3:05 PM)
“Damn, how the hell did ten minutes fly by that fast?” she muttered, shoving her cell phone into her pocket with a frustrated huff. Without wasting another second, she broke into a light jog, cutting through the back alley. The uneven pavement and lingering stink of overflowing trash bins didn’t slow her pace—she knew the shortcuts all too well, her feet instinctively navigating the cracked ground and dodging discarded debris.
As she stepped out of the alley onto the side street, a young man’s gaze locked onto her. From the window of his car, his eyes followed the sway of her hips, fixated on the way her curves moved in the snug, pocketless jeans she wore. Each step caused her shirt to lift slightly, exposing a sliver of smooth, chocolate-toned skin at the small of her back, a fleeting detail that held his attention like a moth drawn to a flame.
Matching her stride with the creeping roll of his car, he leaned out of the window, his eyes fixed on her like a predator sizing up prey. A slow, deliberate lick of his lips followed, his gaze lingering far too long on the sway of her hips as she quickened her pace. “Where you headed in such a hurry, little lady?” he called out, his voice oozing with unwelcome familiarity.
Victoria shot the driver a withering glare, her pace slowing just enough to convey her disdain. Her eyes burned with a clear message: she wasn’t interested, and he needed to move on. She hoped the silent warning would be enough to send the boy in the car on his way, but she kept her guard up, fully aware that persistence often thrived where it wasn’t welcome.
Ignoring the honking cars piling up behind him, the boy tapped his brakes, slowing his car to a crawl as he matched her pace. Leaning further out of the window, his voice dripped with persistence. “Aye, I’m talking to you. Where you heading in such a rush? Need a ride or what?”
“Hell no—I’m good, thank you very much. What the hell do I look like? Some kind of fool hopping into your damn car?”
"Damn! You ain’t gotta come at me like that!" he said, his tone laced with feigned innocence as he leaned further out the car window. "I’m just tryin’ to be friendly, you know, lend a hand." Shifting his posture slightly, he softened his voice in a poor attempt to seem sincere. "Aight, for real though—can I at least ask where you going?"
"Beans, just up the street, if you really need to know," she said, her tone sharp and dismissive. "So you can keep it moving, 'cause I’m practically there already." Without waiting for a response, she quickened her pace, her stride firm and uninviting.
"Ain’t no need to be nasty, baby—just tryin’ to do you a favor. But hey, it’s whatever.” He spat the words out, his tone tinged with mock hurt as he waved a dismissive hand in her direction. With a rev of the engine, the car peeled off, the squeal of the tires echoing down the street as he sped away, his indignation trailing behind him like exhaust.
As the sleek, black Honda Accord finally sped off, its chrome rims catching the sun’s glare, Victoria caught a glimpse of movement inside. Through the dark, almost impenetrable tint of the windows, she could just make out the shadowy outlines of two figures in the back seat—vague, hulking silhouettes that might have been male. A smirk tugged at her lips despite her irritation. Her eyes lingered on the license plate for a moment, the bold Wisconsin tag spelling out, “LDYSMN.” The irony wasn’t lost on her, and a dry chuckle escaped her throat.
Stepping into the grocery store, Victoria was momentarily struck by the blast of cool, air-conditioned relief, a sharp contrast to the oppressive ninety-degree heat outside. But the comfort barely registered. She had no time to savor it, her focus honed razor-sharp on the task at hand. Without hesitation, she darted through the aisles, her eyes scanning the shelves with frantic precision as she hunted for each ingredient. Her phone remained a constant presence in her hand, the glowing screen reminding her with every glance just how little time she had left.
Thankfully, the "12 Items or Less" line was short, sparking a flicker of hope that she might actually pull off this impossible mission. This was her halfway point, and every second counted. She stood in line, her impatience growing as the clerk lingered over a slow-moving conversation with a woman clutching an assortment of coupons. The chatter grated on her nerves, but before she could give it more than a passing glare, she felt someone step into line behind her—too close. Their warm breath brushed the back of her neck, and a subtle but unwelcome bump from their lower half pressed against her. A sharp wave of irritation shot through her. Tightening her grip on her basket, she shuffled forward, hastily placing her items on the counter and silently willing the unwanted presence to back off.
“Well, well... ain’t you something else up close,” a voice drawled from behind her, sudden and too familiar, dripping with the same unwelcome confidence she’d heard earlier.
Glancing over her left shoulder, she immediately recognized the intruder. It was the same baby-faced boy who had tried to offer her a ride earlier, now standing uncomfortably close. His loud-red custom tee screamed for attention, perfectly matched with equally obnoxious sneakers that looked fresh out of the box. His baggy blue jeans, slung so low they defied gravity, were held up by a belt fastened snugly around his thighs—an exaggerated display of the so-called “Saggin’” trend. To Victoria, the term was fitting; read backward, it described exactly the type of people she associated with this ridiculous fashion. The oversized clothes, at least two sizes too big, confirmed what she already knew: he was just a boy playing dress-up in a world he didn’t yet understand. The smug expression on his face, complete with a bitten bottom lip and a hand rubbing his chin like some amateur model, only reinforced her first impression—this kid fancied himself a gift to womankind, and the thought made her stomach turn.
“Oh, hey, ‘Mr. Lady’s Man,’” she said, her voice laced with sarcasm as she threw him a sideways glance. 
“The name’s Clarence, but my people call me ‘Clay,’” he replied, flashing a grin he probably thought was charming.
“I was talking about your license plate, but okay, ‘Clarence.’” Her tone was sharp, cutting through his attempt at smoothness. She turned slightly, narrowing her eyes. “Do you mind backing the hell up and giving a bitch some space? I’ve got a lot of shit to handle, and I don’t have time for your adolescent bullshit right now.” 
Pausing for effect, she clicked her wedding band against the counter, holding her hand up just enough for him to see the glint of the ring. “Besides, I’m already taken, so you can save your energy.”
“What? Adolescent? Girl, I’m nineteen—ain’t nothin’ adolescent about this. And so what? He don’t gotta know,” Clay retorted, his voice dripping with misplaced confidence.
Victoria didn’t miss a beat. She glanced over her shoulder with a sly smirk, her voice cool and cutting. “Who said it was a he?” With that, she handed the clerk her cash, her dismissive tone like a final nail in his bravado.
The clerk handed back her change, and Victoria, now wearing a faint smile, gathered her bags and headed for the exit. As she walked through the automatic doors, her stride confident and unbothered, Clay stood frozen in line. The cocky grin that had lit up his face moments ago was gone, replaced with a stunned expression of rejection. He watched her leave, his ego deflating like a balloon with a slow leak, as though the very idea of someone brushing him off was a foreign concept. For the first time, he looked less like a predator and more like a boy out of his depth.
As Clay stood frozen in the checkout line, another young man strolled up behind him, casually munching on a bag of chips he hadn’t bothered to pay for yet. A smug grin spread across his face as he nudged Clay in the shoulder. “So, what’s up? You get them digits or what?” he asked, his words muffled by a mouthful of crumbs. 
Clay didn’t bother responding. His friend’s teasing and the clerk’s increasingly impatient refrain of, “Did you find everything okay?” barely registered. His focus was locked on Victoria as she strode purposefully across the parking lot, heading back the way she had come. Her figure grew smaller in the distance, but the sting of her rejection lingered, dulling the confident swagger he’d worn moments earlier.
She pauses briefly, crouching down to reorganize her bags, shifting the spaghetti noodles, jars of sauce, chicken, and cornmeal to balance the weight more evenly between them. Her movements are quick but deliberate, the urgency in her chest pressing her forward. Straightening up, she fumbles through her pocket for her cell phone, the plastic of the bags digging into her fingers. Finally pulling it free, she glances at the screen to check the time, her heart sinking as the minutes continue to slip away.
(3:45 PM)
“Awwww… shit!” Victoria cursed under her breath as she picked up her pace, shoving her phone back into her pocket. She had barely made it another block and a half when one of the flimsy grocery bags gave out, the tear in the corner finally succumbing to the weight of its contents. Groceries tumbled to the ground, cans clinking against the pavement, and a jar of spaghetti sauce rolled precariously toward the curb, its glass catching the sunlight like a warning. She froze for a moment, her frustration bubbling over, before kneeling down to salvage what she could.
“Damnit!” she hissed, dropping to her knees to inspect the jars of spaghetti sauce, relieved to find them intact. Her hands moved frantically, scooping up the scattered groceries while cursing herself for not double-bagging them like she usually did. The memory of that annoying boy at the checkout flashed in her mind—his smug grin and unwanted attention. In her rush to escape him, she’d overlooked the simplest precaution, and now she was paying for it.
The roar of a car engine racing down the street snatched her attention. She turned just in time to catch the black, pimped-out Honda speeding past, its tinted windows revealing nothing of the driver or passengers. Unlike before, the car didn’t slow, and the driver made no effort to acknowledge her. 
Not that it mattered—Victoria barely gave it a second thought. Her focus was fixed on her mission, every step driven by the pressure of the ticking clock. The only thing looping through her mind was the tense phone call with her husband that had set this frantic chain of events into motion. As she neared the alley that led to her apartment, Will’s words echoed in her head, sharp and relentless, refusing to let her forget what was at stake:
“I hope you got dinner about ready, ‘cause I’m starving and might be coming home early tonight—if things go smooth,” he said, his tone sharp with expectation.
“I thought you said you were working late... usually when you do, you grab something before coming home,” she replied hesitantly, already sensing where the conversation was headed.
“How the hell am I supposed to grab something to eat when I gave you the last bit of money I had to get groceries? We went over this, Vee—this morning! Don’t act like you forgot. There better be food on that damn table when I walk through the door. What exactly you been doing all day?”
“I’m sorry, baby. It just... slipped my mind,” she stammered, her voice faltering. “I lost track of time with the doctor’s appointment running late—”
“Don’t give me that,” he cut her off, his voice rising. “Vee, you let me walk in and there ain’t no food? You know what’s gonna happen. Don’t play with me, girl.”
“Okay—okay! I got it!” she said quickly, her voice tight with both fear and frustration, her hands trembling as she gripped the phone.
She frowned, resentment bubbling beneath her exhaustion. It was his fault she was running late. The trip to the doctor’s office earlier had been necessary—she’d gone in complaining of abdominal pain. When asked how she’d been injured, she’d given the well-worn excuse of having fallen, a lie so common among women trapped in cycles of abuse that it barely sounded convincing even to her own ears. The doctor’s skeptical expression had spoken volumes, her silence heavy with unspoken questions Victoria had no intention of answering.
Victoria’s thoughts drifted to the better days she once shared with William Strong—days when his touch was tender, and the exchange of flowers between them was a common language of affection. She remembered their nights out as a young couple, losing themselves in music and laughter. During the upbeat songs, his hips pressed against her rhythmically, their bodies moving in sync as though they were the only two people in the room. When the tempo slowed, he would pull her close, his breath warm against the base of her neck. He would murmur compliments about her soft skin and the delicate scent of her perfume before placing gentle kisses that sent shivers down her spine. Those moments felt like magic, a love that once felt unshakable.
It was 1979 when she first laid eyes on him at Custer High School. He stood tall at six foot two, his athletic frame effortlessly commanding attention. His short-cropped hair rippled with neat waves, perfectly framing his flawless caramel complexion. His smile, bright and straight as polished ivory, had a way of disarming her completely. Back then, he was everything she dreamed of in a partner—a high school sweetheart who held doors open with a charming smile, showered her with daily compliments, and planned thoughtful dates that made her feel cherished. He embodied the ideal gentleman, and she fell hard for the version of him that seemed to exist only in those golden days of youth.
After high school graduation and their quick marriage, Will had been poised for a bright future, promised a secure, well-paying position in the family’s thriving auto parts and repair business—a job perfectly suited to his passion for working with his hands. But that future went up in literal flames. One fateful night, the shop was consumed by fire, and Will’s father, bound to a chair amidst a room filled with tires, perished in the inferno. Whispers in the neighborhood suggested it wasn’t an accident. The blaze was rumored to be a grim warning, the price of an unpaid debt to dangerous men who had helped fuel his father’s success. In the end, the cost wasn’t just the business—it was a life.
She despised how life had unraveled after his father’s brutal murder and the fiery destruction of their family business. The man she once knew began to fade, replaced by someone hardened and angry. His tenderness, once so natural, had become a rare and fleeting occurrence—just enough to make her laugh or remind her of the man she had fallen in love with. Those brief glimpses of his former self kept her clinging to hope, convincing herself that the kindness buried deep within him might someday return. She wanted to believe that the good in him wasn’t gone—it was just lost, waiting to resurface.
With each passing year, his behavior spiraled further out of control. The man who once praised her slender, athletic frame now hurled cruel insults, calling her a “skinny, black bitch” whenever his temper flared. And his temper flared often, ignited by the most trivial of annoyances. He blamed her for everything—every failure, every setback, every disappointment in his life. On bad days, which came frequently, she became his scapegoat, his punching bag for frustrations he couldn’t reconcile. 
“If I’d never met you, I probably would’ve been there for Pop!” he’d shout, his voice dripping with venom. “I’m sick of supporting your helpless ass!” The irony was sharp and cutting—he wouldn’t let her work, wouldn’t let her contribute in the ways she wanted. Instead, he confined her, keeping her trapped under the weight of his anger and the suffocating cycle of his control.
In Will’s mind, his unhappiness and lack of success were always someone else’s fault. To him, "The Man" was the invisible oppressor holding him back from finding a decent job—a sentiment echoed by many unemployed Black men in the inner city, grappling with frustration and systemic obstacles that felt insurmountable.
Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind, filled with the same warnings she had heard countless times. Her mom never trusted Will, always claiming he was no good or “probably out there cheating.” She’d offer her usual brand of unsolicited, outlandish advice, like telling Victoria to watch him when he came home late. “Girl, if he ain’t peein’ straight, he ain’t shootin’ straight,” her mother would say with a smirk, her tone half-joking but her message crystal clear.
Lost in her thoughts, Victoria's gaze stayed fixed on the cracked pavement beneath her feet, her surroundings blurring into insignificance. Her body moved on autopilot, each step guided by muscle memory rather than conscious thought, like a sleepwalker navigating a familiar but shadowy path. The ache in her chest was undeniable—a sorrowful weight pressing down as she grappled with the cruel reality that the man who had once been her sanctuary, her source of joy, was now the unpredictable storm she feared most.
Without warning, Victoria's world went dark, her body crumpling to the ground like a rag doll. When consciousness began to creep back in, pain radiated from the back of her head, sharp and relentless, as she lay sprawled on her stomach. Her thoughts were fragmented, struggling to piece together what had just happened. Blurry images swam before her—cans of corn rolling aimlessly across the cracked pavement, stopping near the shattered remains of a spaghetti sauce jar. She groaned, a weak and guttural sound escaping her lips. “Uuuugh… sssshit,” she mumbled, the taste of dirt and grit invading the corner of her mouth, a grim reminder of how vulnerable she was in that moment.
An aluminum baseball bat clattered to the ground beside her face, its metallic surface glinting faintly in the dim light as it wobbled to a stop. Victoria’s senses, dulled by pain and fear, were still sharp enough to detect the looming presence of someone standing over her, their shadow stretching menacingly across the ground. From a short distance away, a gruff voice cut through the air, commanding with chilling authority, “Hurry up... bring her ass over here.”
Summoning the last ounce of strength she could muster, Victoria reached out toward the bat, her trembling fingers brushing against its handle. Before she could grip it, a blinding pain shot through her arm as an all-white sneaker crushed her wrist against the ground. Tiny shards of glass from the shattered spaghetti jar bit into her skin, embedding deeper with the relentless pressure. The searing agony was overwhelming, as if hundreds of needles were driving into her flesh all at once, leaving her breathless and paralyzed with pain.
Before she could cry out in pain, the man dropped to his knees, his hand pressing firmly against the back of her head, forcing her face into the dirt. His grip held her there, immobilized, leaving her unable to turn or catch even a glimpse of his identity.
Adrenaline coursed through her veins as the weight of her predicament sank in. She thrashed against his grip, but the effort only pressed the sharp gravel further into her cheek. Desperation surged, and she clawed at his wrist, her nails sinking deep into his flesh. A scream tore from her throat as she felt the warm slickness of his blood beneath her fingertips.
"Ow—shit!" he hissed, wrenching her hand away. His fingers twisted into her hair, lifting her head just enough before slamming it against the unforgiving surface, leaving her unconscious.






  
  CHAPTER 2


Beast
(3:42 PM) 
Across town, William Strong lingered at the edge of a bustling bus stop, his thoughts consumed by the crispy chicken and spaghetti waiting for him at home. His stomach growled in protest as his eyes locked on the billboard plastered across the side of the approaching bus. The image of a burger and fries looked so vivid, so tantalizingly real, he swore he could almost smell it. Mesmerized, he barely noticed the crowd surging forward, slipping past him to claim their places. By the time he snapped out of it, his spot at the front of the line was already gone.
"Move to the back, now!" the bus driver barks at the cluster of passengers loitering near the middle of the bus, their stubbornness as immovable as their feet. His voice, sharp and strained, slices through the steady hum of the engine. "We've got a crowd boarding, people! Let's keep it moving—back! Thank you!"
Will silently mouthed the "F" word, his lips forming the curse as he peered through the bus windows. Every seat was taken, packed shoulder to shoulder, with a crowd of unlucky passengers shoved toward the rear by the steady press of new arrivals. The thought of the long, grueling forty-five-minute ride home gnawed at him—a journey he’d have to endure standing, his small lunch box clutched tightly in one hand while the other gripped the cold chrome bar for balance.
People gave Will a wide berth as he settled into his spot, careful to avoid any chance of his grimy work uniform brushing against their pristine attire. The sharp tang of grease and oil clung to him, undercut by a faint edge of sweat, prompting those nearby to subtly shift away, their bodies angled to shield themselves from the unwelcome scent.
A little girl, no older than six, sat in the seat ahead of him. Her hair was done up in neat twists, each one capped with a colorful barrette that clicked softly as she moved, and a pink book bag rested on her lap, jostling with her every fidget. She wrinkled her nose and pulled her upper lip high enough to nearly seal her nostrils, fixing him with a look that said he was nothing less than a six-foot, rancid pile of trash wafting its stench in her direction.
"You stank," she says, wrinkling her nose as she scoots closer to her mother, who perches by the window with an air of quiet amusement.
"Real hard work ain't supposed to smell pretty, young lady," he replies with a broad grin, puffing his chest as if the sweat and grime were badges of honor.
"Then maybe you ought to get a 'real hard-working' car, so the rest of us don’t have to suffer for it," a low voice mutters from the small crowd gathering behind him.
The stares and whispered remarks rolled off him without a second thought. He took no shame in his motor oil-slicked shirt and grease-darkened jeans; they were a testament to his hard day's work. Stepping off the bus at his stop, he moved with quiet confidence, his head high and his gait carrying a subtle swagger. He paused briefly to straighten his clothes, then continued down the familiar stretch of his neighborhood, undeterred.
“Heyyy, Will!”
Will turned toward the voice, spotting a girl perched on a porch, her hair being braided by another. “What’s up, Trina—what’s up, ladies?” he replied, nodding at two more girls who had just stepped out onto the porch, their eyes fixed on the rare sight of a fine, hard-working man strolling past.
“Mmm, just look at him,” Trina drawled, her voice laced with admiration. “He knows he’s fine, even rocking them raggedy clothes. Victoria’s lucky as hell. You know he treats her right,” she added, her words met with approving murmurs from the others as Will continued on his way.
He bounded up the steps to his apartment building, taking three at a time with a youthful swagger. As he reached the top, a young woman exited, brushing past him with a casual glance. Unable to resist, he turned on his heel, his eyes trailing her retreating figure. A sly squint and a sharp click of his tongue betrayed his appreciation, but his moment of admiration nearly cost him as he narrowly avoided walking face-first into the closing glass door. Catching it just in time, he looked up—only to find his landlord standing in the doorway, watching him with a raised brow.
“Well, hello there, Mister,” she says.
“Hey, Ms. Flannigan. Damn, you’re looking good! Bye, Mrs. Flannigan!” Will fires back, cutting her off mid-thought. His bold remark sends a flush to her cheeks, throwing her off balance just as she’s about to ask about the rent. Instead, she’s left standing silent and stunned at the foot of the stairwell. By the time the moment catches up to her, he’s already vaulted up the stairs and out of reach.
The tenants all understood that Mrs. Denise Flannigan ruled the apartment complex with an iron fist. It was the sole thing her late husband had left behind, and she tended to it as if he were still by her side. The only real difference was how she had evolved—from a landlord into a relentless hellhound.
"First of the month’s almost here, y’all," she’d bark, her keys jingling in her hand like chains in a dungeon. "Y’all knew it was coming last month, so don’t act like it’s some big surprise. No excuses!"
She’d always considered her late husband too soft, too willing to swallow the tenants’ endless excuses for being months behind on rent. Their own finances had taken a hit because of it. So, she decided it was time for a change. A little “Foot-In-Ass” technique, as she liked to call it, would whip the place into shape—something he could never manage while letting the tenants walk all over him.
Will stormed in the way he always did, slamming the door so hard it sent a sharp gust across the room. The wind toppled the picture of Victoria and her mother from its spot on the end table, just as he'd intended. He had a knack for making that photo crash down, aiming for it to land face down so he wouldn't have to endure her mother’s sour expression staring back at him. It wasn’t just petty spite—it was a signal. The clatter would jolt Victoria, a reminder to have his dinner ready without delay.
He stopped, taking a slow, deliberate breath through his nose. The sharp tang of pine cleaner and synthetic air freshener filled his senses. Absent was the savory aroma of spaghetti sauce simmering, the sizzle of chicken frying, or the clatter of plates being set for dinner—nothing but silence.
“Vee? Victoria!” His voice echoed faintly, unanswered. “Aye!”
He marched into the kitchen, greeted by the stark absence of any hint of a meal—no simmering pots, no cluttered counters, just a pristine stove and neatly stacked dishes. As he turned toward the microwave to investigate further, a noise echoed from the bedroom at the end of the narrow hallway.
"Bitch, I swear, if you’re back here sleeping..." he growled, kicking the door open. But the bed was empty, the covers pulled tight with military precision, corners crisp, and pillows stacked just so—large ones forming a perfect backdrop for the neat rows of smaller ones. The only imperfection was the closet door, left ajar, its knob tapping rhythmically against the wall as a cool breeze pushed in through the open window.
He slammed both fists into the door, the force driving the knob straight into the wall, splintering the plaster. Snatching his phone from the clip on his belt, he muttered a string of curses under his breath while jabbing her number.
The line rang on and on.
"I swear to GOD, if you don’t pick up this phone!”
His words were cut short by Victoria’s familiar voice: “You-know-what-to-do--” Beeeeep.
Holding the handset rigidly to his mouth, Will barked into the receiver, matching Victoria's sharp tone. "“Bitch, I know what Imma do!  Imma break yo neck if you don’t answer this phone. And if you walk through this door without a chicken dinner and biscuits, Imma act a fool!" Shoving the phone back into its holster, he turned to the bedroom window, his eyes scanning the sidewalk below, desperate to catch sight of her heading down the street.
Fuming with anger, he stormed into the living room, his chest thrust forward like a peacock who'd just conquered the gym. With a sharp grab, he snatched the remote off the coffee table and dropped onto the couch in a huff. The television blinked to life under his relentless button-mashing as he scrolled through channels, barking in frustration at the screen to deliver something worth his time.
"Fuck’n local channels! Why does Telemundo get all the good stuff? Damn Latinos taking over the neighborhood and my TV too," he grumbled, slamming the power button on the remote and tossing it carelessly into the corner of the couch. His fingers began an impatient rhythm against the armrest as he sat stewing. Finally, with a sharp breath, he got up and headed for the kitchen, his mood sour and his hunger gnawing. Rummaging through the cluttered pantry, he spotted an unopened bag of BBQ potato chips. Without hesitation, he tore into it, the sound of the crinkling bag the only relief to his restless agitation.
Leaning against the kitchen counter, he stuffed chip after chip into his mouth, the sharp crunch echoing in his head as his hand rummaged through the crackling bag for more. From the corner of his eye, a shadow slid across the living room wall, deliberate and slow. He froze for a moment, then tossed the bag onto the counter, clenched his fists, and charged into the living room, ready for a confrontation—only to halt abruptly, his tension evaporating as his bravado crumbled.
Victoria stood there, her head bowed to dodge any gaze, her appearance telling the tale of a struggle. Dirt clung to her like a second skin, her clothes ragged and smeared, forearms marked with raw scrapes and dark bruises. One hand gripped the waistband of her pants, keeping the broken zipper together, while the other steadied her trembling frame against the doorknob.
Without hesitation, he darted to her side, his hand swiftly covering hers as it trembled against the doorknob, steadying her fragile frame. Guiding her carefully to the couch, he bore the weight of her body with an urgency that matched the panic in his voice. “Come on, come on, I’ve got you, baby. What the hell happened—Vee?”
She didn’t answer. She just sat on the couch, her gaze fixed on her knees, silent tears carving trails down her face and dripping onto her shirt.
He leaned closer, his index finger tilting her chin upward, his eyes narrowing as they took in the damage. Her cheek was scraped and bruised, the wounds laced with dirt and specks of embedded gravel. His jaw tightened, the muscles flexing and releasing as he scanned her from head to toe, the anger building with every detail he absorbed.
“You gonna answer me? Look at me, Vee,” he commanded, his voice low but edged with steel.
“Yeah,” she murmured, her head dipping in a hesitant nod.
Without hesitation, his hand clamped firmly around her jaw, ignoring the tender injuries. He turned her face toward him, his grip forcing her to meet his unwavering gaze.
“Who the fuck did this to you?  Tell me!” Will demanded, his voice sharp with desperation. “Tell me!”
“I don’t know who!” she snapped, jerking her face away from his grasp.
“Did you see they face? Anything?”
“I said I don’t know!” Her voice cracked as tears spilled over, and she turned away, trembling. “I got hit from behind. When I woke up . . . my shirt was torn . . .” Her words faltered, and she buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking under the weight of it all.
Will’s jaw tightened as he stared at her. “You woke up and what?” he pressed, his words cutting, his need for answers overriding his compassion.
“I don’t want to talk about it! Leave me the fuck alone!” she yelled, her voice breaking under the strain. “Don’t you get it? I didn’t see who the motha-fuckas was!”
Will stepped back, his fists clenched at his sides. The fury boiling inside him was almost too much to contain. The thought of someone violating her space, her safety, made him feel powerless, and the lack of answers only deepened his frustration. He wanted to act, to fix, to punish—but there was nothing solid to fight against.
She turned her back to him completely, her frame still trembling, her breaths shallow and uneven. The silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating, as they both wrestled with their own torment—hers rooted in fear and violation, his in helpless rage. He then drew his hand back, preparing to slap a confession out of her.
*Buzzzz—Buzz—Buzz*
The abrupt sound shattered the tense silence, jolting both of them. Will froze mid-motion, his breath caught as the buzzer echoed through the apartment. The interruption was sharp, jarring, pulling their attention to the secured entrance below.
Someone wanted in.
Will’s hand lingered over the intercom, his posture rigid, his face unreadable. His finger pressed the button with deliberate caution, his ear tilted toward the static-tinged speaker. The faint hum of the apartment building’s entranceway filled the room. He listened, his senses heightened, straining for anything recognizable—a voice, a familiar shuffle of footsteps, the clipped chatter of police radios.
The seconds dragged, heavy with tension. His eyes darted toward her, gauging her reaction as much as the sounds filtering through the speaker.
The quiet crackle of the intercom offered nothing. No voices. No clues. Just the muted sound of the glass door easing shut, the soft click sealing whatever or whoever had been there outside.
Will’s jaw tightened, his grip on the intercom releasing. The air hung thick between them, weighted with what had been interrupted—and what still lingered unspoken in the wake of that sound.
"Hello?" Will’s tone carried a sharp edge, his words bristling with attitude.
There was a pause before a woman’s voice responded, calm but firm. "Yeah... where’s Victoria?"
Will's brows knitted as he retorted, “Who is this?”
“This is her mother, Will. Don’t act stupid.”
At her words, Will turned toward Victoria, sitting casually on the couch. His expression twisted, more in disbelief than anything else. "Damn, girl, this yo momma!" The words escaped louder than intended, and for a moment, the air in the room seemed to tighten.
Victoria froze, her eyes wide before she frantically waved her hands. “Tell her I ain’t here!” she hissed, her voice trembling with urgency.
Will gave a small, almost dismissive nod. He spoke into the intercom with a practiced ease. "She ain’t here, Ms. Adams. You want me to have her call you when she gets home?"
The silence on the other end was palpable, thick and unsettling. It lingered just long enough to raise the tension before the quiet click of the inner door shutting broke it.
Will released the button, the buzz of the intercom fading into the stillness. For a moment, neither of them spoke, the weight of the exchange hanging heavily in the air.
“Hello!” he called out, leaning into the speaker, his finger pressing insistently on the button. Silence. He tried again, only to be met with the same empty void. “She must’ve left,” he muttered, his shoulders sagging. Turning back to the couch, he barely had time to sit when a sudden, forceful knock rattled the door.
“Aw, hell—hope nobody let her in—DAMN!” he hissed to Victoria, his voice low and urgent. His eyes darted toward the door, and his body stiffened. Slowly, deliberately, he crept forward. Peeking through the peephole, he recoiled, throwing frustrated punches into the air as if trying to fight off invisible demons.
“Fuck-fuck-fuck,” he mouthed silently, his fists slicing through the tension. He turned back toward Victoria, his
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