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“I Was Here Before the Bodies”

I don’t remember when I was born.

Streets don’t get birth certificates. We get names whispered, then mispronounced, then written wrong in police reports. They call me a block like I’m just a stretch of concrete between two corners nobody wants to claim. Like I ain’t held generations in my cracks. Like I ain’t been baptized in sweat before blood ever touched me.

I was here before the sirens learned my rhythm.

Back when kids still ran barefoot across me in summers hot enough to fry skin and dreams at the same time. Back when grandmothers sat on stoops like sentries, rocking slow, watching faster lives unfold. Back when the laughter hit my bricks harder than bullets ever would.

I remember every footstep.

You don’t forget weight once it presses into you long enough. I know the difference between a child’s run and a man fleeing his mistakes. I know the sound of hope when it skips, and fear when it drags its heels like it ain’t ready to see what’s waiting around the corner.

They think I don’t feel.

But everything that happens on me leaves something behind.

That’s how it starts. That’s how it always starts. With a little something left behind.

The first one I watched grow was Kairo.

Skin the color of new asphalt after rain, eyes too old for how small his body was. He learned my rhythm early. Learned where my cracks would trip him if he ran too fast. Learned which streetlight flickered and which one stayed loyal through the night.

Kairo walked light.

Like he didn’t wanna wake what slept under me.

His mama used to pull him by the wrist, dragging him home before the streetlights came on, voice sharp with love and fear mixed together. Fear always louder. Love always heavier. She worked doubles and prayed singles. Left before sunrise, came back when I was cooling down, tired and quiet.

Kairo stayed quiet too.

He’d sit on the curb, tracing my lines with his finger like he was reading me. Like he could feel what I been holding.

Some kids stomp on me.

Kairo listened.

Nina came later.

She moved into the yellow house three doors down, the one with the porch that sagged like it was tired of holding secrets. She brought furniture that smelled like another block and eyes that looked like they’d already buried something.

She walked different from the jump.

Careful. Protective. Like every step was a promise she made to somebody who wasn’t walking beside her anymore. She carried groceries like they were fragile memories, held her keys between her fingers like claws even when the sun was still out.

Her brother’s blood still clung to her shadow.

I felt it when she crossed me for the first time.

Grief sinks deeper than bullets.

Her porch became a sanctuary without her asking. Kids started sitting there. Women started stopping there. Hurt started leaking out slow, like it finally found somewhere safe to drip.

I liked Nina.

She spoke to me without knowing she was speaking.

Then there was Tone.

Every block got a Tone.

He came loud. Shoes too clean. Chain too bright. Laugh too big for a place like me. He didn’t step on me—he stomped, like I owed him something. Like I was just a stage for his story.

Tone treated me like a shortcut.

Somewhere to pass through. Somewhere to get what he needed and disappear from.

That’s the mistake.

Blocks remember who stays.

And who only shows up when it benefits them.

I tried to warn him.

Cracks deepened under his feet. Streetlights blinked when he walked past. Dogs went quiet when he laughed too hard.

But Tone didn’t believe in signs.

Most of them don’t.

Old Man Reese believed.

He been sitting on the same stoop since before the paint on these houses started peeling from shame. Before the corner store got bulletproof glass. Before hope learned how to duck.

Reese talked to me like I was alive.

“Easy,” he’d say, tapping his cane against my concrete.
“Don’t hold that one,” he’d murmur when an argument got too loud.
“Let that baby pass,” when sirens chased someone who didn’t deserve catching.
He knew.

Some people feel the weight of a place. Feel how much it’s been asked to carry.

Reese carried me back, in his own way.

The first blood I remember tasting this year came on a Tuesday.

It’s always something normal. That’s how death likes to arrive. Slipping into days that don’t look important. Sun still shining. Ice cream truck still playing that off-key song. Somebody cooking grease-heavy dinners with windows cracked open.

Then pop.

Then pop-pop.

Sound don’t echo the same when it knows it belongs.

A body hit me hard enough to knock dust out my pores. Warmth spread fast, soaking into cracks that been thirsty too long. People screamed. People ran. People froze.

I held him.

That’s what I do.

Held him until the ambulance came too late. Held him while his soul decided it wasn’t staying. Held his blood long after the yellow tape forgot his name.

He wasn’t supposed to die.

But he didn’t belong to me like the others.

That matters more than innocence.

Kairo watched from his window that night.

Didn’t cry. Didn’t flinch. Just watched, eyes reflecting red and blue lights like he was memorizing something important. He closed the window slow, like he didn’t wanna disturb what I was doing.

Nina stayed on her porch long after everyone else went inside. Sat there with her arms wrapped around herself, rocking back and forth like she was praying me into mercy.

Tone posted about it before the body got cold.

That’s when I knew.

That’s when I felt it settle in my foundation.

Some of them think this place is killing them.

They don’t understand.

I don’t kill everybody.

I choose.

And once I start choosing, there ain’t no going back.

By the time the streetlights flickered back to steady, I already knew who I was watching next.

I always do.

Because I been here long enough to know—

Not everybody deserves to leave.

And not everybody who leaves deserves to survive.

I don’t speak loud.

I don’t need to.

Every crack. Every shadow. Every step taken too fast or too careless—

That’s me talking.

And if you listen close enough,

you’ll hear me decide.
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“The Signs Start Small”

I never start loud.

That’s what fools expect—thunder, curses, buildings swallowing people whole. But I’m subtler than that. I been subtle my whole life. You don’t survive decades of neglect by screaming. You survive by watching. By learning patterns. By nudging instead of shoving.

The signs always start small.

Small enough to ignore.
Small enough to explain away.
Small enough for the ones who don’t belong to keep walking like nothing’s changed.
The ones who belong?
They feel it in their chest first.

Kairo felt it when the sidewalk shifted under his sneaker.

Not enough to trip him. Just enough to make him stop.

He was on his way to the corner store, hoodie up, hands empty but tense. The air smelled like rain that wasn’t sure it was coming. That’s when I pulled just a little—just enough resistance to make his foot drag.

He looked down at me.

Really looked.

“Watch yourself,” Old Man Reese called from his stoop, voice cutting through the afternoon like a warning bell.

Kairo nodded. Didn’t laugh it off. Didn’t roll his eyes.

Some people respect warnings even when they don’t understand them.

That’s how I knew he was still listening.

Nina felt it at her front door.

The lock stuck for the first time since she moved in.

She jiggled the handle once, then again, frustration bubbling. But something made her pause. Something heavy and unspoken pressed into her palm.

She stepped back.

A car rolled by slow. Too slow. Windows too dark. Music too low.

The lock clicked open on its own a second later.

Nina didn’t say thank you.

But she touched the doorframe before stepping inside.

I felt that.

Tone didn’t feel anything.

He never does.

He laughed loud that same afternoon, standing on the corner like he owned the view. Phones out. Money flashing. Outsiders posted up beside him, shoes not made for running these streets, eyes scanning everything like prey pretending to be predators.

The streetlight above him flickered.

Once.
Twice.
Tone smacked it with his palm. “Man, this block broke as hell.”

He ain’t hear the warning in the buzz.

I don’t repeat myself.

The house on the end—Boarded Blue—started crying that night.

You could hear it if you knew how. Wood expanding, nails complaining, a long hollow moan sliding through the alley like breath escaping something tired of holding it in.

Boarded Blue been empty since before most of these kids learned how to write their names. Families came and went. Promises stayed and rotted.

That house remembers fire.

Remembers a woman screaming from the second floor. Remembers neighbors watching instead of breaking windows.

I remember too.

That night, the boards rattled harder than usual.

Old Man Reese closed his eyes on his stoop.

“They coming back to old ways,” he whispered.
“Block don’t like that.”

The first fight came at sunset.

Always does.

Two boys. Both raised on me. Both fed by the same corner store, same broken school system, same lack of exits. Words turned sharp. Hands turned fast. Blood hit me in short bursts, hot and disrespectful.

I didn’t stop it.

Sometimes pain teaches better than protection.

But when one of them reached for a gun—

The streetlight died.

Darkness swallowed the corner whole.

Silence snapped tight.

The gun clattered onto me like it lost its nerve.

Both boys froze.

That was mercy.

They ran home shaking, promising themselves things they wouldn’t keep. The gun stayed behind, heavy and unwanted.

Old Man Reese came later and kicked it into the storm drain.

“You ain’t needed tonight,” he muttered.

I let him.

Kairo found the gun the next morning.

Or maybe I led him to it.

He stood over the drain, staring like it was staring back. He didn’t touch it. Didn’t take a picture. Didn’t tell nobody.

Just whispered, “I know.”

I don’t know who he was talking to.

Maybe me.

Nina’s porch got fuller.

A girl crying about a boyfriend who hit harder than love ever should. A boy asking for water and advice he wasn’t ready to hear. Nina gave what she could without letting danger sleep under her roof.

That matters.

Places notice how you protect.

I made sure her porch boards stayed strong, even when others sagged.

Tone started bringing more people.

More cars. More noise
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