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    Dedication
To my sons,Ja'Mareehyon "Boss" Bass and Ellington "Lil Rixx" Bass Jr.—you are my legacy, my purpose, my forever pride.To my daughters, whose names carry light and power—you remind me daily that love must be lived loud.
To my mother, Brenda Wansley—you always saw my potential, even when I was distracted by everything else.You taught me that finishing what I start is just another form of loving myself.This is for you, because I finished it.
To my brother, Michael "Mics" Bass,we've fought unspoken battles side by side,and no matter how many times life tried to divide us,we always came back stronger.You're my day one, my soldier, my blood.
To my sister-in-law, Michaela,your grace under pressure and loyalty in silence don't go unnoticed.You are the calm in chaos, and I'm grateful for you.
To LaTrenda Mitchell,co-writer of this book and real-life force of nature—your fire lit this journey, and your vision carried it.This one is ours.
To Raynelle "Dez" Dillas,my entire spirit, from Bermuda to the U.K.—our hearts beat in tandem, our dreams stay aligned.You've never let me fall, not once.Mental. Emotional. Spiritual. Rooted in love—thank you.
To Kate Barlow,whether I'm in the kitchen whipping up something fancy,writing lyrics that spill from the soul,or building entire worlds one chapter at a time— you're always there.Encouraging me, cheering me on, and never letting me forgetthat you're proud of me.That kind of love sticks.Thank you for being a light in every room I step into.
To Angela Boyd,your support hits different.You've been a quiet strength, a steady presence,the kind of friend who shows up with love, not noise.You never needed the spotlight to shine—your spirit speaks for itself. Thank you for being real, always.
To Anthony "Tony" Bultez,as a kid, I looked up to you like you were larger than life.You inspired me before I even knew what inspiration was.You made me believe it was possible to be bold, confident, and completely myself.That impact? It's permanent.You were the blueprint before I had one.
To those who doubted me—thank you too.You gave me something to prove.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The stars don't just watch us…they remember.Every secret. Every silence. Every scream that never made it out."
—
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Chapter One: “Check-In”
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The winding streets of Elkhorn curved like they had something to prove. Lined with towering trees and spaced just far enough from each other to whisper wealth, the neighborhood looked nothing like where they’d come from. The Tesla Model X moved like silence down the avenue, its matte black paint catching just enough sunlight to flash menace if you looked too long. Ellington sat behind the wheel, his hand steady on the leather, window half-down, letting Nebraska’s early summer air hit his face. The houses here didn’t just say money—they shouted it in taste. Flagstone walkways, glass-railed balconies, and custom doors that probably cost more than his first apartment.

He grinned a little as he pulled into the driveway of the Airbnb. Three stories. Stone and cedar facade. Floor-to-ceiling windows in the front. A wraparound porch with a view of the bluffs beyond. This wasn’t the kind of house you stumbled on. This was curated. Booked months in advance. The kind of place that said: “We’re back, but we’ve elevated.”

Michaela’s voice came from the back seat, interrupting his thoughts. “Damn, E. You really did that.” Her almond-shaped eyes scanned the house with a smile she didn’t bother to hide. She wore tailored joggers and a soft cream trench that draped off her shoulders like a magazine spread. Michaela always looked editorial without trying.

Ellington gave a modest shrug. “Y’all said you wanted space and peace. This got both.”

“Shit,” Michael muttered from the passenger seat, his voice dry as always. “This got a mortgage.”

Ellington chuckled, but his eyes flicked sideways, measuring his younger brother. Michael was dressed like a minimalist banker—slim charcoal polo, black fitted chinos, Rolex glinting under his cuff. He leaned forward to get a better look at the porch before quietly unbuckling. “Security system?”

“Smart locks. Cameras. And the neighbor across the street’s a retired firefighter,” Ellington replied. “Whole block is quiet money. Ain’t nobody lurking.”

“Good,” Michael said, reaching for his duffel bag. “I didn’t come back home to get caught up.”

The back passenger door opened slowly, and Shannell stepped out like she was entering a set. Long black dress with a side slit, soft gold anklet, locs wrapped into a regal knot. She didn’t say much—she rarely did—but her presence landed like a statement.

Ellington watched her a second too long, then remembered to blink.

Michaela noticed. She always noticed.

Inside, the house looked even better than the photos. Twelve-foot ceilings, white oak floors, exposed beams, and furniture that felt expensive even in its simplicity. The interior was all soft grays, burnt orange accents, and plush neutrals. It smelled faintly of lavender and citrus—probably one of those linen sprays they used for short-term guests with high expectations. The place could easily sleep twelve, fifteen if they got creative. There were seven bedrooms, six bathrooms, and a full outdoor patio setup with a grill, a hot tub, and a fire pit built into the stone.

Michaela wandered into the kitchen, her heels clicking across the marble. “Okay, I see you, luxury.”

Ellington tossed his keys in a bowl by the door and walked in behind her. “It was either this or the one with the indoor sauna and no privacy.”

Michael was already upstairs claiming the master suite. He didn’t say it, but everyone knew that was happening from the minute the reservation was made.

Shannell drifted toward the back of the house, finding a quiet corner room with a balcony and soft sunlight pouring in. She didn’t need space, but she needed distance. There was a difference.

The silence between them all wasn’t awkward. It was aged. Well worn. They didn’t have to speak much because they’d grown up in the same ecosystem—fostered in struggle, schooled in resilience, graduated with a diploma in survival.

Back when they were kids, Omaha hadn’t been on anybody’s radar for anything but drive-bys, crack-era fallout, and Midwest tornadoes. They’d met on the schoolyard and stayed connected through scraped knuckles, after-school suspensions, whispered secrets, and front porch loyalty. Time had taken them in different directions—some up, some across—but somehow, all of them made it out intact.

Michael had climbed the corporate ladder in supply chain strategy, now leading contracts for a national retailer. Michaela had built a consulting firm for nonprofits and urban outreach programs. Ellington ran a boutique investment group in the Carolinas focused on small business real estate. And Shannell? She kept the lowest profile—licensed therapist, independent contractor, high-demand, high-fee, and always discreet. Nobody asked too many questions. Not because they weren’t curious, but because Shannell had a way of reminding you that knowing her was already a privilege.

They hadn’t all been in the same house in over a decade. This trip—fourteen days back home, in style—was supposed to be a celebration. Not just of survival, but of success. A reminder that they’d won, even if the scoreboard still tried to argue.

By evening, bags were unpacked, wine was opened, and music flowed low from the sound system—Sade giving way to Summer Walker, followed by old Jay-Z records that only people with real opinions played on purpose.

They sat on the patio as dusk fell, city lights distant and quiet behind them.

Ellington rolled a blunt with calm precision, looking out at the skyline like it had something to say. “Anybody gone back to the old block?”

“Drove through,” Michael said without looking up. “Didn’t stop.”

“Too much memory or too many cameras?”

Michael gave a slow grin. “Both.”

Michaela crossed her legs and reached for the wine. “I went by the old school last month. The fence still bent. The library’s closed though.”

Shannell finally spoke, her voice low but clear. “Home hits different when you don’t need it.”

Ellington passed her the blunt. She took it without looking at him.

They were all quiet after that.

Not because they ran out of things to say.

Because they were all thinking the same thing.

They made it out.

But some didn’t.

The next evening, they decided to go into the city. Elkhorn was nice—serene, curated, damn near cinematic—but Omaha was where the stories were. Even now, as adults with money and options, they all felt something when they hit certain streets. Something between pride and grief.

They took the Range Rover this time, Michaela driving. She moved like someone who was used to being underestimated—precise, smooth, with one hand on the wheel and the other scrolling through the playlist. Michael sat up front, scrolling emails even though he wasn’t supposed to be working. Ellington and Shannell sat in the back, both on their phones but neither really present.

They hit Leavenworth first, then swung down toward 24th and Lake. The city hadn’t changed much here. Gentrification had tiptoed through a few blocks, but the heart of it stayed the same. Corner stores, barbershops, storefront churches, faded murals. A liquor store on 29th still had that same broken neon sign that used to buzz late into the night.

They passed the park where they used to hoop. The net was gone. The pavement cracked worse than before. But it was still home. Kind of.

Dinner was at a place downtown—an upscale Black-owned bistro with gold accents and a rotating seasonal menu. Michaela had made the reservation two weeks ago, insisting they eat somewhere with cloth napkins and real glassware. “We grown now,” she’d said. “Let’s act like it.”

The hostess greeted them with the kind of smile that said she recognized someone but couldn’t place from where. They were seated near the back, away from the bar but close enough to catch the DJ's vinyl blend of 90s R&B and smooth trap. The lighting was low, warm, the kind that made everyone’s skin glow.

They ordered drinks and appetizers first—bourbon neat for Michael, something fruity and strong for Michaela, and white wine for Shannell. Ellington skipped the menu and asked for tequila straight, no lime.

“You still drinking like the world’s ending?” Michaela teased.

“It is. Just slowly,” he replied, cracking a grin.

The food came out fast—shrimp and grits with a habanero glaze, lemon pepper lamb chops, a kale and quinoa salad that nobody touched. The conversation started light, as it always did—music, memories, gossip about people from high school who were now trying to go viral on TikTok.

Then Michael asked a question that changed the table’s temperature.

“You hear what happened to Dre?”

Everyone paused. Michaela blinked. “What, recently?”

Michael nodded. “Last week. They found him behind that old strip mall on Maple. OD’d.”

Ellington looked down at his glass. “Damn. He was clean last I heard.”

“He was,” Michael said. “Three years sober.”

Shannell’s eyes flicked toward him. “You think it was planted?”

Michael shrugged, but the weight in his eyes said more than his silence did.

“Same alley where Tonya got jumped,” Michaela added quietly.

“Same alley a lot of folks disappeared in,” Ellington said.

There it was again—that unspoken thing beneath the words. Something was off in the city. Too many quiet deaths. Too many people vanishing or turning up staged. But nobody wanted to say it yet. Not tonight.

After dinner, they ended up at a rooftop lounge across from the Old Market. The view was stunning—glass skyline, warm breeze, music floating up from the streets. They got a bottle of champagne just because. Michaela started dancing in heels she swore were too high. Michael actually smiled. Shannell laughed more in twenty minutes than she had in the last two days.

Ellington watched them all, wondering how long it would last.

He stepped off to the side, phone buzzing in his pocket. It was a text from David.

“You in town? Need to talk. Shit’s weird.”

He read it twice. Then again.

Shannell stepped up behind him, barely audible over the music. “Everything good?”

Ellington slipped the phone back into his pocket. “Yeah. Just old stuff.”

She didn’t push. Just looked at him for a moment too long, then walked back toward the group.



They didn’t go back to the Airbnb until after midnight.

Shannell disappeared into her room first, claiming a migraine. Michael and Michaela stayed up, pouring another glass of wine and putting on a movie neither of them really watched.

Ellington stood on the balcony for a long time, staring out into the dark. The lights from Omaha flickered faint in the distance, but they didn’t call to him the way they used to. He thought about Dre. About Rayvon before him. About the silence around all these deaths and how quickly people moved on.

He thought about David’s text. About the fact that David never texted unless something was real.

He pulled out his phone and typed a response.

“Tomorrow. Noon. 45th & Blondo. Old parking lot.”

He hit send. Then deleted the thread.

Ellington arrived early. The parking lot at 45th and Blondo hadn’t changed. The asphalt was still cracked, with faded lines that barely guided the cars, weeds pushing through the edges like nature itself was trying to reclaim what the city had abandoned. A busted streetlamp leaned at the edge of the lot, long dead, still ignored. Years ago, this used to be a car wash. Now it was a forgotten slab of concrete in the middle of a neighborhood that never got its second chance. Ellington leaned against the hood of his car, hoodie up, hands in his pockets, eyes tracking the slow crawl of traffic through the streets. Four blocks out, the edge of the projects still stood like a shadow no one could outrun. Somewhere up the hill, someone was frying bacon—the smell riding on the morning wind like a memory. Omaha was always familiar in ways it shouldn’t be. You could leave it, outgrow it, stack up credentials and air miles, but it still lived in your bones.

David rolled up ten minutes later in a matte gray Dodge Charger, the engine a low growl beneath his approach. He stepped out of the car with that same slight limp he’d had since high school and the same hooded eyes that never gave away too much. He didn’t smile, didn’t wave. Just nodded and walked up with his usual bounce. They dapped up like brothers who’d seen too many things together to bother with small talk. David looked around once before speaking.

“You back for good?”

“Nah,” Ellington replied, his voice even. “Couple weeks. Airbnb out in Elkhorn.”

David let out a low whistle. “Rich nigga vacation, huh?”

Ellington smirked, shrugging. “You could say that.”

They stood in silence for a beat, letting the neighborhood fill the space between them. It was quiet in a loud kind of way. Distant sirens, the hum of tires over uneven pavement, somebody yelling a name out of a screen door three blocks away. Then David’s voice dropped a note lower.

“You hear about Dre?”

“Yeah. Mike mentioned it last night.”

“He ain’t OD,” David said.

Ellington’s brow twitched. “You sure?”

“Positive. Dre was clean. Three years straight. Was mentoring kids over at the center on 24th. Nah, this wasn’t drugs. They made it look like it, but it wasn’t.”

Ellington’s mouth tightened. “So what was it?”

David scanned the lot again before answering. “Cleanup.”

“Cleanup of what?”

David hesitated, then met Ellington’s eyes. “Rayvon was asking questions before he died. Serious ones. About shit that ain’t adding up. People missing. Paper trails vanishing. Dre was helping him. Low-key. Then Ray gets shot. Now Dre’s gone too.”

“You think somebody’s trying to silence folks?” Ellington asked, voice low.

David nodded. “Hell yeah. Quiet as it’s kept, there’s some weird shit happening. Ray was spooked before he died. Said he felt watched. Said he couldn’t trust nobody. Was looking into things. Never said what.”

“You think it’s someone we know?”

David nodded again, slower this time. “Maybe. Ain’t ruling it out.”

Ellington shifted his weight, folded his arms across his chest. David had always been keyed into the streets—more than Ellington even during his wildest days. If David was nervous, it meant something.

“You ever get the feeling someone’s trying to clean the slate?” David asked. “Like erase people connected to something they don’t want seen?”

“Yeah,” Ellington said after a moment. “I do now.”

They stood together a little longer, neither one speaking. A red Impala rolled past slow, windows down, music playing low. David tracked it until it turned the corner. Then he looked back at Ellington, voice soft but sharp. “Just watch who you trust. People out here play close for a reason. Sometimes the one looking out for you got the blade already drawn.”

Ellington didn’t respond. He just nodded, dapped him again, and walked back to his car.

Back at the Elkhorn house, Shannell was already awake. She moved through the kitchen with the kind of stillness that made her presence felt rather than heard. A silk robe tied loose at the waist, bare feet gliding over the hardwood, eyes trained on the steam rising from her tea cup like she was tracking thoughts instead of vapor. She’d heard the front door close earlier—Ellington slipping out without a word. She didn’t ask where he was going. She didn’t have to. His silence had a different rhythm lately. Tighter. More calculated. He was starting to look at her different, and that was a problem. Shannell was never afraid of being seen, but she was very particular about how she was seen. Ellington had always looked at her like she was a question worth answering. Lately, he looked like he wanted to solve her. She couldn’t let that happen. Not yet.

Upstairs, Michaela stirred under the duvet, eyes blinking open against the soft glow of the morning sun filtering through linen curtains. She reached over and felt the cool space beside her—Michael was already gone. She sat up, rubbed her face, and heard the low sound of the security app pinging from downstairs. When she came down, Michael was in the back of the house, standing at the sliding glass doors, his phone in hand, reviewing footage like something might suddenly jump out of the past.

“You good?” she asked, her voice still laced with sleep.

Michael didn’t look up. “Just thinking.”

“About?”

He hesitated. “About how many people we used to know are dead now.”

Michaela wrapped her robe around her tighter, stepped closer. “Yeah. I’ve been thinking about that too.”

“It could’ve been us.”

“But it wasn’t,” she said softly.

Michael finally looked at her. His face was sharp in the morning light. “Maybe that’s why it feels like something’s coming.”

Michaela didn’t say anything. Just looked at him and nodded slowly. She felt it too.

Later that afternoon, the group piled into the Range Rover and headed back into the city for the Juneteenth block party. Every year, Omaha did it big in the heart of North O—food vendors stretched from 24th all the way to Lake, stages bumped everything from Afrobeat to old-school gospel, and families showed up in matching tees like it was a reunion. For Ellington, this was always the part of summer that made the city feel alive again. For Michael, it was a necessary reminder of how far they’d come. Michaela, dressed in white linen and gold hoops, rode shotgun, snapping photos from the window like a tourist in her own childhood. Shannell sat in the back, legs crossed at the ankle, sunglasses on, lips painted a muted mauve that never smudged.

They parked a block from the crowd, stepping into the aroma of smoked ribs, shea butter, and funnel cakes. The beat of the drums from the main stage pulsed like a second heartbeat. Voices laughed over grills. Kids ran between tents with plates too big for their hands. It was beautiful. Loud, Black, and breathing.

Michaela spotted a cousin working a shaved ice booth and veered off with a quick wave. Michael followed, head on a swivel, always scanning like he couldn’t turn the security mindset off. Ellington and Shannell wandered further down, past the spoken word mic, past the voter registration tables and the free HIV testing tent. They moved in sync, but not together. That was the unspoken rule. No touching. No lingering looks. Their relationship was real but hidden. Kept beneath the surface like something fragile, though it was anything but.

They paused by a live mural being painted across a brick wall. A young artist with blue locs and paint-stained Vans was halfway through a massive portrait of a little Black girl with a crown made of sunflowers. Ellington folded his arms and nodded at the work. “That’s dope. Makes you feel something.”

Shannell’s voice was low. “Good art always does.”

“You used to draw.”

“Yeah,” she said, adjusting her sunglasses. “Stopped in college. Didn’t have time to dream.”

“Shame,” he said. “You had that dark edge. I liked it.”

She looked at him sideways. “You always liked things with edges.”

He almost smiled. Then someone called his name.

“E?! E-Duke?!”

They both turned. A man in a black and gold tee was walking toward them with open arms, grill glinting, dreads pulled back into a bun.

“David,” Ellington said, surprise flickering across his face.

David grinned wide. “Nigga, you back?”

“For a minute.”

“Man, it’s been years. You still out East?”

“Still posted. Just came through for the reunion.”

David clapped his hands together once, loud. “Bet. Glad y’all made it.” His eyes cut briefly to Shannell. “Hey. Long time.”

She nodded politely. “Good to see you.”

David’s eyes lingered. Not in a flirtatious way. More curious. More calculating.

“You know,” he said, shifting his weight, “I was just talking to Tone about you the other week.”

Shannell tilted her head. “Me?”

“Yeah. He said you used to work with his girl. At that spot downtown. Therapy joint.”

“I’ve worked with a lot of people,” she replied evenly.

David chuckled. “Bet. Bet. Just funny. Small city.”

Ellington cut in. “We were just about to grab drinks. You good?”

David held up a red Solo cup and nodded. “Already on it, bro. But you know, we should link before you bounce. I got something I need to chop it up with you about. Shit’s been... weird lately.”

Ellington’s brows furrowed. “Weird how?”

David took a slow sip. “Tell you later. You still got the same number?”

Ellington nodded.

David dapped him up, gave Shannell a final look, and disappeared back into the crowd.

Ellington watched him go, then glanced at Shannell. She was looking off toward the stage, unbothered, but her body had gone still.

“You good?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Just a lot of faces. A lot of memory.”

They didn’t say anything else. But the air felt different after that.

By sundown, they regrouped near the food trucks. Michaela had a turkey leg in one hand, a frozen lemonade in the other, and glitter on her cheeks from letting one of the local teens do “free festival glam.” Michael, stoic as always, held a to-go bag full of fried catfish and was mid-argument with a woman he apparently used to work with who now wanted to consult with Michaela. There was laughter. Flash photos. Nostalgia thick enough to choke on.

But Shannell was quiet. And Ellington was watching her.

Later, as they walked back to the truck, Michaela slowed her pace and fell in beside him. She bumped his elbow lightly.

“She okay?”

Ellington blinked. “Who?”

“Shannell.”

“She’s fine.”

Michaela gave him a look. “You sure?”

“She’s always been like that.”

“She wasn’t always quiet. Not like this.”

“She’s processing,” he said.

Michaela nodded. “Okay. But tell her she ain’t gotta disappear in plain sight.”

That stuck with him all the way back to Elkhorn.

That night, Ellington couldn’t sleep. The house was still—too still for a place that big. He lay in bed, shirt off, one arm under his head, staring at the ceiling fan as it circled slow, clicking faintly every third rotation. From the hallway, he could hear the hum of the refrigerator downstairs, the occasional creak of old wood as the house settled. Outside, the Elkhorn neighborhood slept in curated silence—manicured, affluent, undisturbed. But Ellington’s mind was back in the city, in that cracked lot on Blondo, in the echo of David’s voice when he said Rayvon found something.

He sat up and reached for his phone on the nightstand. No new texts. No missed calls. The last message was from David earlier in the evening: “When can we talk? I got more.” Ellington had seen it and left it unread. He didn’t want to dive deeper—not tonight. But now, as the silence pressed harder, he regretted not responding.

He walked barefoot to the window, pushed aside the heavy curtain, and stared out at the back yard. The moonlight spilled across the patio and shimmered on the surface of the pool. The city lights were distant now, barely a whisper on the horizon. This place felt like a bubble—beautiful but separate. Like a safehouse for people who didn’t quite trust safety.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned slightly. Shannell stood in the doorway, wrapped in a gray hoodie, her bare legs pale under the hem. Her locs were tied up high, a few strands falling down the side of her cheek. She looked like she hadn’t slept either.

“You up too?” she asked.

Ellington nodded. “Couldn’t shut my brain off.”

She crossed the room slowly and stood next to him, shoulder to shoulder but not touching.

“What’s on your mind?”

He hesitated. “You ever get the feeling something don’t add up, but you can’t prove it yet?”

Shannell tilted her head slightly. “Like intuition?”

“Like a knot you can’t untangle.”

She was quiet for a second, then replied, “Yeah. That’s when you have to decide if it’s worth pulling.”

Ellington looked at her. She wasn’t smiling. Her face was soft but unreadable, like she was speaking from a place he didn’t have access to.

He turned back to the window. “David thinks Rayvon was digging into something before he died.”

She said nothing.

“He thinks it wasn’t a random shooting. Thinks Dre didn’t OD. Thinks people are being taken out on purpose.”

Still nothing.

Finally, he turned toward her again. “What you think?”

Shannell met his eyes and said calmly, “I think Omaha’s always had ghosts. Maybe they’re just louder now.”

He didn’t know what to do with that. It wasn’t denial, but it wasn’t concern either. It was something else. Something colder.

He searched her face, hoping to find a flicker of something—worry, curiosity, fear—but she was unreadable.

“You alright?” he asked.

“I’m always alright,” she replied.

That was the problem.

She turned to go, pausing at the door. “Get some rest, E. You’re carrying too much.”

When she was gone, he stood there for a long time, staring at nothing, wondering why her words felt like a warning.



The next morning, while everyone was still asleep, Ellington went into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of black coffee. The house was silent except for the ticking of the wall clock and the faint sound of birds outside. He leaned against the counter, checking his texts. David had sent another message at 3:14 a.m.

“I found it. You were right. We need to talk in person. No phones.”

That was it.

No attachments. No explanations.

Ellington’s stomach turned.

He opened his camera roll and scrolled back through old screenshots—messages Rayvon had sent a year before he died, back when they’d reconnected briefly. There was one about a counselor who had a file on a kid that vanished. One about a closed rehab center with sealed records. One message that simply read: “She’s not who she says she is.”

At the time, Ellington thought Rayvon was paranoid. Maybe he was off his meds or slipping back into conspiracy. But now? Now the words rang different.

He heard footsteps and turned. Michaela came into the kitchen, hair in a bonnet, sweatshirt slung over one shoulder. She rubbed her eyes and gave him a sleepy smile.

“You’re up early.”

“Didn’t really sleep.”

“Me either.”

He poured her a cup without asking. She took it gratefully.

They sat in silence at the island, sipping side by side like old friends who didn’t need to fill the space with noise.

“You and Shannell good?” she asked eventually.

Ellington hesitated. “Why you ask?”

“She seemed... tight yesterday. Distant.”

“She always been private.”

“Private’s one thing. Cold is another.”

Ellington looked over at her. “You think something’s wrong?”

“I think something’s off.”

He didn’t answer.

Michaela set her mug down gently. “Look, I’m not trying to start something. I just know her energy. Been around her long enough to feel the difference. She used to light up when we were all together. Now it’s like she’s... fading.”

“Maybe she’s just tired.”

“Maybe,” Michaela said. But her tone said she didn’t believe that.

Ellington wanted to tell her everything—about David’s warnings, about Rayvon’s old messages, about Shannell’s flat reaction last night—but something held him back.

Instead, he said, “I’ll check in on her.”

Michaela nodded. “Do that.”

Ellington drove out to the west end of Benson just after noon, a quiet part of town not far from where they used to hang out during the early college years, when everything still felt like it could be salvaged. David picked the spot—an old tire shop turned sandwich joint that barely had a name and never had a crowd. The type of place that blended into its surroundings. Perfect for a private conversation.

David was already there, sitting in the far corner booth, back against the wall, eyes tracking every movement through the glass. He wore a black tee and jeans, no chain, no flex. His usual energy was turned down to a simmer. There was no grill today. No jokes. Just quiet intensity.

Ellington slid into the booth across from him without a word. David nodded once.

“You came alone?”

“You asked me to.”

David scanned the windows again before leaning in slightly. “You remember a girl named Tasha LaRue?”

Ellington squinted, thinking. “Name sounds familiar.”

“She used to hang with us back in the day. Real lowkey. Lived on the same block as Shannell.”

Ellington’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because Tasha’s name came up in some old clinic records I pulled from the county.”

“What kind of records?”

David pulled a folded paper from his back pocket and slid it across the table. Ellington unfolded it. It was a redacted file—heavily censored—but the name “LaRue, Tasha M.” was clear at the top. Below that: therapy intake forms, prescriptions, emergency contacts.

Then something that made Ellington’s jaw tighten.

Under “Emergency Contact”: Bailey, Shannell – Cousin.

Ellington looked up slowly. “Cousin?”

David nodded. “That’s what caught me. I ain’t never known Shannell to talk about no cousin named Tasha. So I asked around.”

“And?”

“She’s dead. Been dead. Two years now. OD, supposedly.”

Ellington felt something shift in his chest.

“She was in a rehab facility run by an unlicensed therapist. Place got shut down. Quietly. Records sealed. Guess who was listed as the lead counselor?”

“No way,” Ellington whispered.

David leaned back, eyes serious. “Shannell Bailey.”

Ellington didn’t speak for a while. He stared at the file, rereading the name over and over. He’d known Shannell for years. Slept beside her. Told her things he’d never even told Michael. But this? She’d never mentioned it. Never slipped once.

“You think she was involved?” he finally asked.

David exhaled. “I don’t know. But everyone connected to that clinic? Dead. Or missing. Rayvon found her name in some paperwork before he got clipped. That’s why he came back.”

Ellington rubbed his hand down his face. The edges of everything started blurring. Memories, assumptions, loyalty. Doubt seeped in like a slow poison.

“Why would she hide this?”

David’s voice dropped. “Maybe because she ain’t who she says she is.”

Ellington stood abruptly. “I gotta go.”

David didn’t stop him. Just said, “Be careful. Don’t tip her off.”



Back at the Airbnb, Ellington walked in through the side door like he was a stranger. He moved quietly, eyes scanning the rooms. Michael was in the backyard grilling, headphones in, focused. Michaela sat under a patio umbrella with her laptop open, half-working, half-watching. Shannell was nowhere in sight.

He found her upstairs, sitting on the edge of the bed in leggings and a loose crop top, scrolling on her tablet. When she saw him, her expression didn’t change.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he lied.

“You look off.”

“Just tired.”

She set the tablet down and stood, walking toward him. “You sure?”

He nodded.

She stepped close, laying a hand against his chest. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”

He nodded again. But he didn’t believe it.

And for the first time, he didn’t kiss her back when she leaned in.
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Chapter Two: “The Mask Slips”
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Later that afternoon, they decided to drive into midtown to check out a boutique Michaela had seen online. It was Black-owned, modern, and full of overpriced loungewear and soy candles that promised to smell like ambition and nostalgia. Michaela was the one who suggested it, but Shannell was the one who made it feel like a field trip—offering to drive, playing chill R&B through the Bluetooth, passing her phone around to show the store’s Instagram aesthetic. The girls sat up front, Michael and Ellington in the back, barely commenting except for the occasional grunt of approval whenever a picture of a model in minimalist streetwear caught their attention.

The store sat tucked between a juice bar and a photography studio, the kind of spot you didn’t notice unless you were looking for it. Inside, the walls were bare concrete with copper racks spaced perfectly along the perimeter. A soft playlist of H.E.R. and Snoh Aalegra played from hidden speakers, and the scent of lemongrass floated in the air like it had been trained to greet customers at the door.

They moved through the space in pairs—Michaela gravitating toward a wall of linen kimonos, Michael following behind with quiet interest. Ellington lingered by the colognes near the register, lifting bottles and sniffing each one like he didn’t trust the names. Shannell drifted, touching fabrics, running fingers over textures, occasionally pausing to hold something against her frame and nod approvingly at the mirror.

Then it happened.

As she turned a corner near the fitting rooms, a woman stepped out with a stack of folded shirts and froze.

Shannell paused too, blinking once.

The woman—maybe late forties, braids pinned up, bright eyes that had seen more than she ever said—stared at her for a beat too long. Her lips parted slightly like she wanted to speak but thought better of it.

Shannell smiled politely. “Excuse me,” she said, stepping around her.

The woman moved aside, watching her go.

Ellington, who had just rounded the same corner, caught the tail end of the exchange. He glanced at the woman, then back at Shannell, but she didn’t look rattled. Just focused. Collected. As always.

He turned to the woman. “Everything alright?”

She blinked, adjusting the shirts in her hands. “Yeah. Thought I recognized her. My mistake.”

Ellington nodded, unconvinced, and moved on.

Ten minutes later, they were checking out. Michaela bought a soft beige cardigan she didn’t need. Michael picked up a canvas weekender bag with leather handles. Ellington passed on the cologne but made a mental note to order it later. Shannell didn’t buy anything. She said she wasn’t in the mood to spend.

Back in the car, Michaela asked if anyone wanted to stop for smoothies. Michael said no. Ellington said maybe. Shannell said nothing at all.

No one noticed that she hadn’t spoken again since the boutique.

That evening, after dinner and a round of drinks back at the house, they piled into Michael’s SUV and headed toward their old high school. It wasn’t an official stop on the agenda, but something in the air felt nostalgic enough to pull them in that direction. Michaela had mentioned earlier that she’d heard the school finally updated the gym, and Ellington, half buzzed from two whiskeys, said he’d believe it when he saw it. The idea turned into a detour, and just like that, they were headed back toward memory.

They pulled up to the lot at North Central High, same cracked pavement, same flickering light over the back exit, same fence they used to climb on the weekends when they wanted to smoke on the roof or sneak into the auditorium. The school had been remodeled, sure—glass panels over the front entrance, a digital marquee now where the old block letters used to be—but underneath it, the bones were still the same. The ghost of who they used to be still lingered in the brick.

Michael turned off the engine and leaned back in his seat. “This place,” he said under his breath, more to himself than anyone else. “Man.”

Michaela leaned forward between the seats. “It doesn’t even smell the same. You remember that hallway funk? Like sweat and mop water and anxiety?”

Ellington laughed. “Don’t forget the vending machine smell. Them chips was always stale, but we still bought ‘em.”

Shannell smiled, looking out her window. “I remember getting sent to in-school suspension three times for arguing with Mr. Brody about slavery being legal in the Bible.”

Michael smirked. “That man hated you.”

“He feared me,” she corrected.

They all laughed, and for a few minutes, they were just four kids again—young and sure that the world ahead was going to be better than the one behind. But the stillness that came after the laughter was thick. Heavy. Unspoken. It was Ellington who broke it.

“You remember De’Quan?” he asked.

Michaela blinked. “Little DQ? With the asthma and the sketch pad?”

“Yeah. I heard he passed last year.”

Michael let out a slow exhale. “Damn. I used to help him with his algebra. Quiet little dude. Always drawing stuff in them spiral notebooks.”

“They said he OD’d too,” Ellington added.

Shannell turned, brow slightly raised. “What was he using?”

“Fentanyl, I guess. Or that’s what they say.”

Michaela frowned. “I didn’t even know he had people like that.”

“Rayvon said he was in touch with him before... you know. He thought DQ was trying to get clean, said he had a lead on something he’d found out about a rehab spot that used to be open near Midtown.”

Shannell tilted her head. “That one with the mural of the tree on the side?”

Ellington glanced at her. “Nah, that one’s still open. I’m talking about that old converted church—Harmony House.”

There was a pause. Just a beat. But it
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