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  To every heart that has known profound loss, and to the enduring love that echoes beyond.







  
    
      Heed the whisper of sand through glass; in its echo lies the fate we cannot outrun.


    

    
      RIXX
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  Preface



When I first heard the sand slip through an hourglass, I didn’t know it would become more than a metaphor for time lost. I was twelve the day my homie’s little brother Kevin passed—his last footsteps echoing in the soft hiss of glass and grain.

In the years since, I’ve listened for echoes everywhere: the faint creak of a floorboard, the whispered hush beneath a phone’s ring, the unspoken tremor in a loved one’s goodbye. The Hour’s Echo sprang from that search—a story about the moments we almost miss, and the voices we must learn to hear.

Thank you for listening.







  Acknowledgments



First and always, I thank God—the source of my breath, my strength, and the stubborn will that carried me through every page of this story. None of this would exist without His grace sustaining me.

To my mother, Brenda Wansley—my first home and forever anchor. You saw the greatness in me even when I doubted myself, and your unwavering love made every revision possible .

To my brother, Michael “Mics” Bass—from dirt roads to life’s fiercest battles, you’ve been my backbone and my fiercest ally .

To my sons, Ja’Mareehyon “Boss” Bass and Ellington “Lil Rixx” Bass Jr.—you two are my living legacy. Every word I wrote, every fight I fought, was for you .

To my daughters—your spirits lift me higher than words can reach. You are my heart in human form .

To LaTrenda Mitchell, my heart and sacred pen, and Angela Boyd, my lifelong friend—your insight and quiet presence breathed life into these pages .

To Donitrae Prince, Samantha Jones, Krystal Carter, Nene Hanks, Kate Barlow, Raynelle “Dez” Dillas, Sean “The Ikon” Summers and Frank & Brenda Bailey—thank you for showing up, speaking up, and reminding me that even when the world went quiet, you spoke life into my story .

To Rising Star Baptist Church, Red Bridge Ministries, and New Fellowship Christian Church—your spiritual guidance and community support anchored me when storms were fiercest .

And to every reader who’s carried these words into your hearts—this book is ours. Thank you for breathing with me.








  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1: The First Breath

  
  




The air in the delivery room was a peculiar, almost contradictory blend of the clinical and the profoundly intimate. The sterile scent of antiseptic, usually sharp enough to prick Beverly’s nose and make her eyes water, was softened today by an almost imperceptible, yet powerful, sweetness. It mingled with the coppery tang of anticipation and the faint, musky warmth that clung to the starched sheets. Fluorescent lights hummed above, their stark glow relentless, yet Beverly barely registered them. Her entire world had narrowed to the face of her husband, Bryan, whose hand, calloused from years of work on engines and timber, was a vise around hers. His grip was damp with sweat, a silent promise of unwavering strength that anchored her through each wave of relentless sensation. The sounds that escaped her lips were her own, primal and raw, a guttural song of exertion echoing in the hushed intensity of the room, punctuated only by the rhythmic beeping of monitors and the calm, steady voices of the medical team. Each contraction pulled her further inward, drawing her focus to the incredible, excruciating miracle unfolding within her. And then, with a final, desperate push that consumed her entire being, a sudden, slippery warmth eased from her, followed by a profound, blissful lightness.

The world seemed to hold its breath. A gasp, sharp and sudden, escaped not her own lips, but the doctor’s, then a thin, reedy wail sliced through the hushed air. It was sharp as glass, yet to Beverly, it was the most beautiful, most perfect sound she had ever heard. Her eyes, blurred with tears and exhaustion, finally focused on the tiny, squalling bundle being lifted into the light. His skin, a mottled pink, was impossibly soft and yielding against her cheek when they laid him on her chest, a weight both foreign and utterly familiar. He smelled faintly of amniotic fluid, clean and new, and something else – something utterly unique, utterly him. His miniature fist, no bigger than a walnut, curled instinctually around her index finger, and the delicate, surprising pressure sent a jolt through her, a current of fierce, protective love that hummed in her very bones. This was Brandon. This was her son, the boy Bryan had longed for, the child who would complete their family in a way she hadn’t known was possible. Bryan, usually so composed, a man of quiet strength and measured words, leaned down, his voice thick with emotion as he whispered, “He’s perfect, Bev. Absolutely perfect.” A tear escaped his own eye, tracing a path through the faint grease mark on his cheek. Beverly felt a tear of her own escape, tracing a cool path down her temple, a tear of pure, unadulterated joy that mingled with the sweat of effort. All the years of quiet longing, the unspoken hopes, the gentle prayers for a son to join their daughter, Bri – it had culminated in this perfect, squirming bundle of life. The room, once just a sterile space of medical procedure, was now sacred, overflowing with a love so profound it felt almost tangible, thick in the air, wrapping around them. Their family was now beautifully, miraculously whole.

The first few weeks were a blur of sleepless nights and boundless adoration, yet every tiny detail, every fleeting moment, was etched into Beverly’s heart with vivid clarity. Brandon was a surprisingly content baby, his cries infrequent, usually soft whimpers that signaled hunger or a wet diaper, easily soothed by a gentle rock or the soft murmur of his parents’ voices. His tiny hands, often curled into fists the size of plump strawberries, would unfurl only to grasp at Beverly’s finger or Bryan’s thumb, clinging with surprising strength. They spent hours just watching him, mesmerized, marveling at the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest as he slept, the delicate flutter of his eyelids as he dreamed, the tiny movements of his lips as if he were whispering secrets to the air. Bryan, despite his initial nervousness with such a small, fragile creature, quickly found his rhythm. He’d sing him off-key lullabies, his deep voice rumbling through the quiet nursery, and Beverly would trace the soft curve of his cheek, memorizing every new detail, every tiny wrinkle of his newborn skin, every soft whorl of his hair. He brought a new kind of light into their home, a warmth that settled deep in their hearts, a quiet, profound happiness that resonated through every sunlit room. Their small house, once echoing with just two adult voices and Bri’s teenage energy, now hummed with a softer, more constant symphony. The gentle gurgle of the baby monitor, the soft shush of rocking, the quiet click of a bottle being prepared in the dead of night. Each day brought a new marvel, a tiny milestone celebrated with disproportionate joy. The first time Brandon’s tiny lips latched onto the bottle with confident suckles, a miniature vacuum that tugged at Beverly’s heart; the subtle shift in the curve of his back as he grew stronger, learning to lift his head; the surprising strength in his grasp as he pulled himself up, demanding to be held. The house began to take on the sweet, powdery scent of baby lotion, mingled with the faint, comforting aroma of formula and the earthy smell of his freshly laundered onesies drying on the line. Beverly often found herself just inhaling him, burying her face in the soft crook of his neck, memorizing the unique scent of her newborn, a blend of innocence and burgeoning life that was uniquely his. His first smile wasn’t just a reflex; it was a deliberate, slow unfolding that started in his eyes, crinkling the corners with a pure, unadulterated joy that radiated directly to Beverly. It stole her breath and became her most cherished reward, a silent promise of connection. Bryan, a man who rarely showed overt emotion, would soften every time Brandon’s gaze locked onto his, a silent understanding passing between father and son. He’d carefully cradle Brandon in his large, capable hands, marveling at the perfect miniature fingers, the delicate curve of his ears, the surprising weight of him. “Look at him, Bev,” he’d murmur, a tremor in his voice, “He’s just… incredible.”

Bri, initially a bit wary of the tiny, fragile bundle who had usurped some of her parents’ attention, quickly succumbed to his charms. She was ten years old, on the cusp of her own teenage world, but Brandon seemed to pull her back to a simpler place. She’d spend hours making silly faces by his crib, a rare, unguarded grin on her face as he responded with wide-eyed wonder. She whispered secrets to him, tales of her school crushes and her dreams of being a pop star, delighted when he gurgled in response, his small hands batting at the colorful mobiles above him. She loved to tickle his tiny feet, eliciting squeals of delight that filled the house, a sound that always made Beverly and Bryan smile. She often held him, careful and gentle, a nascent maternal instinct blooming within her, smoothing his wispy hair, or gently rocking him when he fussed. Brandon’s arrival had not just created a new son; it had deepened the bonds of their existing family, enriching it in unforeseen ways.

Months flowed by in a rhythm of feedings, naps, and new discoveries. Brandon learned to roll, his tiny body tucking and unfurling with surprising grace. Then came the army crawl, followed swiftly by a more confident, hands-and-knees scuttle that transformed their once orderly living room into a landscape of baby-proofed hazards. Outlet covers dotted the walls, sharp table corners were padded, and breakable knick-knacks vanished to higher shelves. His inquisitive hands were constantly reaching, exploring textures – the cool smoothness of the wooden floor, the rough pile of the rug, the surprising softness of Daisy’s fur. The Golden Retriever, initially perplexed by the new, small human, had become Brandon’s gentle, lumbering guardian, often found napping near his playmat, one eye always open. His first true chuckle, a bubbling, infectious sound, came when Bryan blew raspberries on his tummy, sending shivers of pure delight through Beverly. And then, his first word. It wasn’t “Mama” or “Dada,” but a garbled mix that sounded suspiciously like “Bri-Bri,” much to his older sister’s triumphant delight and Beverly’s mock-annoyance. Brandon, around fourteen months, was now a small whirlwind of purposeful movement, pulling himself up on furniture, taking hesitant, wobbly steps, his small body a testament to boundless curiosity. He pointed at everything, demanding names, soaking up the world like a thirsty sponge. “Ball!” he’d shout, pointing a chubby finger at the worn leather soccer ball in the corner. “Doggy!” he’d exclaim, giggling as Daisy ambled past, her tail thumping a soft rhythm against the floor.

The joy of these early months, the pure, untainted happiness Brandon brought, settled over the Reed household like a warm, golden glow. There was no shadow, no hint of the trials to come, just the comforting certainty of a family growing together, stronger with each passing day. Beverly often found herself pausing, just for a moment, to breathe in the scent of his hair, to feel the warmth of his small hand in hers, wishing she could bottle these moments, preserve them forever against the inevitable march of time. He was their joy, their light, their everything, a perfect, healthy child basking in the boundless love of his family.
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The golden glow of Brandon’s infancy softened into the vibrant hues of toddlerhood, each day a new canvas painted with discoveries. His first wobbly steps evolved into confident strides, then eager sprints across the backyard, chasing after Daisy, the Golden Retriever, whose tail thumped a rhythmic accompaniment to his joyful shouts. By two, his vocabulary had exploded, each new word a tiny victory for Beverly and Bryan, each complex sentence a testament to his burgeoning mind. He was a curious, boundless force of nature, his laughter a bright, clear bell that chimed through the house, chasing away any lingering quiet. Their home hummed with his energy. Toys were no longer just scattered; they were strategically placed components of elaborate imaginary worlds. The living room rug became a vast desert for his plastic dinosaurs, the kitchen table a soaring skyscraper for his wooden blocks. He’d spend hours absorbed in his creations, narrating epic battles and grand adventures in a soft murmur only he seemed to fully understand. Bryan reveled in it, teaching Brandon how to hold a wrench, even a plastic one, or how to properly aim a miniature soccer ball. He loved the feel of his son’s small hand in his, sturdy and determined, a reflection of his own youthful spirit. Beverly, ever observant, cherished the quiet moments too – Brandon curled against her on the couch, intently listening to a story, his hair soft against her cheek, or the way he’d offer her a half-eaten cracker with solemn importance.

Bri, now entering her early teens, found herself pulled into Brandon’s orbit more often than she’d admit. While she might feign exasperation at his endless questions about her makeup or her latest pop idol, she’d often secretly help him with his Lego creations, guiding his small hands, or patiently explain why the sky was blue for the tenth time. She taught him how to draw stick figures with exaggerated, goofy smiles, and he in turn introduced her to the intricate lives of garden worms. Their bond, initially one of protective older sister and adoring little brother, deepened into a genuine friendship forged in shared giggles and whispered confidences.

By the time Brandon was five, the initial infant charm had blossomed into a distinct personality. He was empathetic, often quick to comfort Bri if she was upset, bringing her a misplaced teddy bear or a crayon drawing of a rainbow. He possessed a keen sense of observation, noticing the way light fell through the kitchen window in the mornings or the particular scent of rain on dry asphalt. He loved to draw, sketching intricate scenes of fantastical creatures and heroic figures in a growing pile of notebooks. He was undeniably bright, picking up concepts quickly, and had an infectious enthusiasm for learning that delighted his kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Albright, who often remarked on his imaginative stories and his kind heart. The Reeds’ life felt full, vibrant, and blessed. They were a family unit, strong and loving, navigating the everyday joys and challenges with a shared sense of purpose. Summers were spent at the local lake, the air thick with the smell of sunscreen and barbeque, Brandon’s squeals echoing as Bryan swung him into the cool water. Winters brought the cozy warmth of crackling fires, the scent of pine needles from their Christmas tree, and Brandon’s wide-eyed wonder at falling snow. There was a comforting predictability to their days, a harmonious rhythm that hummed beneath the surface of their busy lives.

It was during Brandon’s sixth year, subtle as a whisper on a warm breeze, that the first discordant note sounded. He’d been playing outside, a boisterous game of capture the flag with Leo, their next-door neighbor and best friend, and had come inside flushed and breathless. He announced he was thirsty, but then, instead of immediately grabbing his juice box, he paused, pressing a small hand to his temple. “Mom,” he mumbled, his voice a little softer than usual, “my head feels a bit… buggy.” Beverly, absorbed in a phone call, nodded distractedly. “Oh, honey, probably just a little overheated. Get some water and rest.” He’d curled up on the couch for a few minutes, the faint discomfort receding as quickly as it had arrived.

Over the next few months, these “buggy feelings” began to occur with a little more frequency, though still sporadically. They were never severe, just a vague, dull pressure that he could usually shake off after a few minutes of quiet. He might wince subtly when Bri turned up the volume on her pop music, or take a moment longer to respond when called for dinner, rubbing his temples with a small, unconscious gesture. Beverly, with that finely tuned parental radar, began to notice. She’d press her hand to his forehead, feeling for a fever that never came, her brow furrowing with a slight crease of concern. “Still that headache, sweetie?” she’d ask, her voice tinged with a worry she tried to keep light. Brandon would usually just shrug, “A little,” already distracted by a new drawing or a game. Bryan noticed too, catching Beverly’s eye across the dinner table when Brandon pushed his plate away, claiming he wasn’t hungry, something unheard of for his usually voracious son. “He’s probably just growing,” Bryan would suggest, trying to reassure Beverly, and perhaps himself. “Kids get headaches. Could be anything – dehydration, squinting at his tablet too long.” They started urging Brandon to drink more water, enforcing stricter limits on screen time. They wanted to believe it was just a phase, a minor blip in the otherwise perfect childhood they were striving to provide for their son. But the quiet, unarticulated worry, a faint tremor beneath the surface, began to linger, a dissonant note in the beautiful symphony of their family life. It was a faint tremor, easily ignored in the bustling everyday, but it was there, a shadow just at the edge of their perfect golden glow.
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The whispers of concern soon grew into undeniable worries for Beverly and Bryan. Brandon’s headaches, once sporadic and mild, transformed into a more persistent, insidious presence. He was seven now, still a bright, imaginative boy, but the pain became a frequent, unwelcome companion, a dull thrum that could unexpectedly sharpen into a piercing agony behind his eyes. He learned to hide it, at first, not wanting to worry his parents. He’d press the cool, smooth glass of a juice box against his forehead, the chill offering a fleeting, inadequate comfort against the heat building within. Sometimes, he’d simply retreat to his room, pulling the rough wool of his blanket over his head, trying to drown out the relentless, unseen pressure. His boundless energy began to wane, leaving him pale and quiet after school. He’d push his plate away at dinner, claiming he wasn’t hungry, something unheard of for their usually voracious son. His usual vibrant drawings seemed duller, his laughter a little less frequent. When his friends called out to play soccer, he’d often decline, citing tiredness, choosing instead to sit quietly on the porch swing, watching the world move by with a thoughtful, almost weary expression. Bri, typically absorbed in her own teenage world, was the first among his peers to truly notice the shift. She’d find him staring blankly out the window, his comic books unread beside him. “Bran?” she’d ask softly, her voice losing its usual edge. “You okay? You’ve been super quiet.” He’d just shrug, or mumble about being tired, the defensiveness in his voice a small, sharp warning.

Beverly’s brow was perpetually furrowed with concern, Bryan’s easygoing demeanor replaced by a strained tension that settled around his eyes. Their parental radar, once sensing mere tremors, now screamed an alarm. They intensified their search for answers, embarking on a bewildering journey through the medical system. The family doctor, Dr. Evans, who had known Brandon since birth, ran through the usual checklist again, then referred them to specialists. Neurologists peered into Brandon’s eyes, tapping his reflexes, their expressions ranging from professional curiosity to slight bewilderment. Ophthalmologists checked his vision meticulously, searching for any strain or damage. There were blood tests, endless tubes of crimson liquid drawn from his small arm. Then came the imaging: MRIs hummed with a low, mechanical growl, encasing Brandon in their tight, claustrophobic tunnels while he lay perfectly still, the echoing thumps reverberating through his aching head. Each new test brought a fresh wave of anxious hope, followed by crushing disappointment. Every single result came back normal, healthy. Frustratingly, bewilderingly so. “He’s perfectly fine, Mr. and Mrs. Reed,” one neurologist explained, his voice laced with professional bewilderment, gesturing to glowing, unremarkable scans. “All brain scans are clear. No signs of tumors, no neurological abnormalities. It could be migraines, stress, even something environmental. We’ll monitor him.” He prescribed a preventative medication for migraines, a tiny pill that Brandon dutifully swallowed each morning, but which brought little relief. But Beverly knew. Deep in her gut, a cold dread was beginning to coil, tightening with each clear diagnosis. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t just stress. Her son was in pain, palpable and persistent, and no one, despite all their expertise and expensive machinery, could tell them why. The helplessness was agonizing, a heavy cloak draped over their family. Bryan tried to stay strong, offering logical explanations, researching alternative treatments online, but Beverly saw the fear in his eyes when he thought she wasn’t looking.

One Tuesday afternoon, the pain was a relentless vise, squeezing Brandon’s skull, making every sound a thunderclap, every sliver of light a searing blade. He was curled on the couch, a damp washcloth draped over his forehead, the curtains drawn against the merciless sunlight. The house was quiet, save for the distant hum of the refrigerator and the gentle tick of the antique clock in the hallway. He felt a wave of nausea, hot and dizzying, making the very air feel thick and oppressive. He closed his eyes, desperate for escape, for just a moment of quiet from the storm raging inside him. He wished for unconsciousness, for oblivion.

Then, it happened. A sharp, metallic ping! echoed, not in the room, but distinctly, impossibly, within his mind. It resonated with a chilling clarity that cut through the haze of pain. His eyes snapped open, but the world as he knew it was gone. Instead, suspended in the air before him, shimmering with an ethereal glow, was the ghostly outline of a smartphone screen. It was translucent, like a mirage, yet the words that solidified on its display were shockingly clear, vibrating with an unnatural urgency that vibrated through his very bones:

DEATH ALERT: JOHN DOE. 10/27. 3:45 PM. HOW: GAS LEAK EXPLOSION.

Brandon gasped, a dry, choked sound that caught in his throat. He stared, mesmerized and terrified, his breath shallow. A phantom vibration rippled through his hand, as if he were actually holding the device, the cool, smooth glass pressing into his palm. His finger, seemingly of its own accord, lifted and tapped the shimmering screen, compelled by an unseen force. The image that flooded his mind was instantaneous, brutal, and horrifyingly vivid. He was there. The acrid, choking smell of natural gas, thick and cloying, burned his nostrils, coating his tongue with a bitter taste that made him gag. He heard the sudden, blinding flash of orange and red light, then the deafening roar of an explosion that vibrated through his bones, rattling his teeth, a sound that seemed to tear the fabric of reality. He felt the splintering wood, saw fragments flying like deadly confetti, heard the raw, guttural screams of panic and pain, abruptly cut short. He could almost feel the searing heat on his skin, the gritty dust on his tongue, the crushing impact of debris. It was over in a second, a nightmare made real, but the lingering smell
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