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Chapter 1: Normal Girl
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Imani James was a normal girl. At least, that’s what she told herself most days.

She had the same cracked phone screen as every other junior at Prescott High. Same chipped black nail polish. Same playlist full of slow R&B and moody rap verses that made her feel understood in a way people couldn’t.

Her favorite hoodie was too big, swallowed her hands, and still smelled faintly of her grandmother’s rosewater perfume. She wore it every chance she got. Especially on days when the world felt too loud.

Imani liked quiet. The kind of quiet you find early in the morning, before the house wakes up. When the kettle hisses low, and the pages of her notebook rustle with the breath of something almost becoming poetry.

That was her secret. Imani wrote poems. She didn’t tell anyone — not even her best friend, Kiara — but every blank space she could find was fair game. Margins of math homework. Grocery receipts. The bathroom mirror when it fogged up.

Words were the only place she felt safe.

In them, she didn’t have to be invisible. Or perfect. Or small.

In her words, she was real.

Her life was simple. Not easy — never easy — but familiar.

She lived in the South Side of town, in a two-bedroom apartment with her mom and her little sister, Ava. The walls were thin, the neighbors were loud, and the air conditioner only worked if you kicked it — hard — in the bottom left corner.

But it was home. And Imani knew how to survive there.

She knew how to keep her head down at school.
How to spot the teachers who looked through her.
How to walk fast, but not too fast.
How to laugh off boys’ comments in the hallway.
How to bite her tongue when someone called her “loud” even when she hadn’t said a word.
She knew how to be a normal Black girl. The kind who blends in. The kind who doesn’t take up space.

The kind the world forgets — until it’s too late.

That Friday afternoon started like any other.

Imani stayed after school to finish a history paper in the library. She ignored the stares from a few boys at the back table. She pretended not to notice the librarian watching her like she might steal something.

She took the long way home.

Earbuds in. Hoodie up. One poem half-finished in her back pocket.

She crossed the empty lot by the abandoned church. Passed the corner store with the busted neon sign. Her shoes hit the same cracked sidewalk she always walked.

Everything felt... normal.

Until it wasn’t.
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Chapter 2: The Walk Home

[image: ]


It happened fast.

That’s what people always said about moments that change you — “It happened so fast.”
But for Imani, it was both instant and eternal.
Seconds that stretched into forever. A blink that never seemed to end.
She was halfway through the shortcut behind the church when she heard footsteps.

Not unusual — it was a public path. People passed through all the time. She didn’t turn around. Not at first.

But something in her stomach went tight. That inner alarm.
The one Black girls are taught to ignore because “we’re too dramatic,” “too angry,” “too paranoid.”
Still, she glanced back.

It was someone she knew. A boy from school.
Not someone she was close to — but someone who had smiled at her once in the cafeteria. Someone who helped her pick up her books in the hallway just last week.
Someone who made her think: Okay. He’s alright. Not like the others.
She forced a polite nod. No smile — just enough to say, I see you, but we’re not talking.

He smiled too.

But then he didn’t stop walking.

Then he got closer.

Too close.

The rest came in flashes.

His voice — friendly at first, joking.

Her laugh — nervous. Awkward. Like she didn’t want to be rude.

Then the shift.

His hand grabbing her arm.

Her voice saying no.

His laugh, again. This time colder.

The panic rising in her throat like bile.
The sudden realization that there was no one around. No cameras. No way to scream loud enough.
She said stop.

She said it again.

And again.

But he didn’t listen.

And the world didn’t either.

After, she sat on the ground.

Still. Quiet. Shaking but silent.

She didn’t cry. Not then. She stared at the cracked sidewalk and counted the lines like they meant something.

One. Two. Three. Breathe.

She pulled down her hoodie. Pulled herself up.

Walked home like nothing happened.

Like her body wasn’t burning from the inside out.

Like her voice hadn’t been taken and thrown into the dirt.

Like she hadn’t just become someone no one wants to talk about.

Ava met her at the door, asking if she wanted noodles.
Her mom was in the kitchen arguing with a bill collector.
The world was still turning.

But Imani felt like it had shattered and spun in reverse.

She walked past them both, straight to the bathroom, and locked the door.

That’s when she finally let go.

The sob hit her from somewhere deep, a sound she didn’t recognize coming out of her own mouth. She crumpled to the floor, her body aching in ways she couldn’t explain.

And in the fog on the mirror, before the steam faded, she wrote:

He took something.
And I didn’t know how to stop him.
But I’m still here.
Still here. Still here. Still—
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Chapter 3: No One Believes Me
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The next morning, Imani didn’t want to get out of bed.

Her body felt sore in places that didn’t bruise. Her skin itched like it was trying to forget what it had felt. Her voice — the same one that once wrote poems and whispered dreams — was quiet now. Hollow.

But silence had never saved her. Not yesterday. Not ever.

So she forced herself up.

Brushed her teeth. Combed her hair. Wore the hoodie again, even though it hadn’t been washed. It felt like armor now. Familiar. Heavy. Safe.

At school, the hallways buzzed with the usual noise — lockers slamming, sneakers squeaking, laughter cutting through the air like knives.

Imani kept her head down. Moved through the crowd like a ghost.

Kiara waved her over by the lockers, smiling big like always.

“You good? You ain’t answer my texts last night.”

Imani opened her mouth. Closed it. She thought about saying yes, just to make it easy.

But she didn’t.

“I need to talk to someone,” she said instead. “Like, a counselor or something.”

Kiara’s smile faltered. She blinked, then nodded. “Okay. You want me to come?”

“No,” Imani said quietly. “I think I need to do it alone.”

The counselor’s office was beige.

Everything in it looked like it had been chosen to be “calm.”
Soft chairs. Inspirational posters. A fake plant in the corner that leaned too far to the left.
Ms. Graves was a white woman with round glasses and kind eyes. She offered Imani tea.

Imani didn’t want tea.

She wanted someone to look her in the eye and see what had happened.

She told her story in pieces. Like she was reading a poem out loud she hadn’t finished writing.

Ms. Graves nodded a lot. Jotted notes. Frowned sympathetically.

When Imani finished, her hands were shaking.

There was silence.

Then:
“Are you absolutely sure that’s what happened?”
Imani’s chest collapsed.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ms. Graves glanced at the file in front of her.

“Well... he’s a good student. No record of anything like this. And it’s just... sometimes memories get mixed up, especially after stress.”

Imani stared at her. She wanted to scream. Wanted to tear down every soft beige wall.

Instead, she said, “I told you what happened.”

Ms. Graves folded her hands. “Of course. And I believe you believe that. But we have to be careful, Imani. These are serious accusations.”

There it was.

“I believe you believe that.”

Imani had come looking for safety. What she got was doubt wrapped in kindness.

Later that day, she sat in the bathroom stall, holding onto her knees, trying not to make a sound.

Other girls laughed by the sinks. One of them mentioned his name — the boy.

Said he was cute. Said she’d been DM’ing him. Said he was “so sweet.”

Imani wanted to disappear.

She didn’t tell anyone else that day. Not her mom. Not Kiara. Not the teacher she trusted in English class. What was the point?

The counselor had already taught her the lesson:

It doesn’t matter if you speak —
no one listens to Black girls like her.

That night, Imani went home, opened her notebook, and wrote:

I told the truth
and they dressed it in doubt.
Asked if I’m sure.
As if pain needs permission.
As if I didn’t feel him
peeling my voice from my throat.
I told the truth.
But no one believed me.
So I’ll believe myself louder
than they ever dared to.
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Chapter 4: Bruised But Breathing
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Imani survived the next few days by becoming invisible.

She answered when called on in class.
She laughed at jokes even when she didn’t feel them.
She ate lunch in the library, headphones in, eyes low.
She was learning how to wear the mask.

At home, she lied to her mom with the kind of ease that scared her.
“I’m just tired.”
“School’s fine.”
“Nothing’s wrong.”
Her mother was always working, always exhausted — the kind of tired that sank into the bones. Imani didn’t want to add to her worries. Ava needed help with homework. The fridge needed restocking. Life kept moving like nothing had happened.

But something had.

Imani could feel it in the way her skin buzzed around certain people.
In the way her stomach flipped when someone touched her shoulder too casually.
In the way her reflection no longer looked like hers.

She started writing more.

Late at night. In the mornings before school.
Between classes, with her notebook pressed against her thighs under the desk.
She didn’t call them poems anymore — they were survival spells.

Today I got out of bed.
That is enough.
Today I walked into the same building as him.
That is strength.
Today I didn’t disappear.
That is a kind of miracle.
She stopped trying to make the lines rhyme.
She didn’t care if it was pretty.
She just needed it to be real.

One afternoon, after fifth period, she found herself walking — not















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE FIRE
WITHIN¢

“““““

AUTHOR NAME





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





