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            Epigraph

         
         
            We Wear the Mask

            
            We wear the mask that grins and lies,

            It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—

            This debt we pay to human guile;

            With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

            And mouth with myriad subtleties.

             

            Why should the world be over-wise,

            In counting all our tears and sighs?

            Nay, let them only see us, while

            We wear the mask.

             

            We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries

            To thee from tortured souls arise.

            We sing, but oh the clay is vile

            Beneath our feet, and long the mile;

            But let the world dream otherwise,

            We wear the mask!

            —Paul Laurence Dunbar

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	Prologue

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	Chapter 27

            	Chapter 28

            	Chapter 29

            	Chapter 30

            	Chapter 31

            	Chapter 32

            	Chapter 33

            	Chapter 34

            	Chapter 35

            	Chapter 36

            	Chapter 37

            	Chapter 38

            	Chapter 39

            	Chapter 40

            	Chapter 41

            	Chapter 42

            	Chapter 43

            	Chapter 44

            	Chapter 45

            	Chapter 46

            	Chapter 47

            	Chapter 48

            	Chapter 49

            	Chapter 50

            	Chapter 51

            	Chapter 52

            	Chapter 53

            	Chapter 54

            	Chapter 55

            	Chapter 56

            	Chapter 57

            	Chapter 58

            	Chapter 59

            	Chapter 60

            	Chapter 61

            	Chapter 62

            	Chapter 63

            	Chapter 64

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Endorsements

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iv

	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38
























































































































































































































































































































































      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Prologue

         

      
   
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            Nivea Dugrave

            
               December 22, 2023

            

            Someone is following me.

            
            I know this like I know the emergency room is gonna be down at least two nurses on Christmas. I know this like I know Ava
               is gonna ask me to read her two bedtime stories tonight because it’s a Friday. And I will because no matter how bone-tired
               I am from a double shift, my baby girl deserves a good book and pretty dreams.
            

            
            Inflatable Santas, reindeer, and elves bend to the wind’s mercy. Twinkling electric lights frame the windows of houses.

            
            Green to blue to gold to magenta, then red.

            
            A dirty white Oldsmobile cruises past, slightly swerving to avoid the craters passing for potholes. Tinted windows slowly
               lower, a hand juts from the opening.
            

            
            Gripping the chain link fence to my right, I steady myself as I turn to run but all the outstretched hand holds is the butt
               of a cigarette. The driver tosses it in the street, then speeds up and turns the corner.
            

            
            I jump at my buzzing cell phone.

            
            
               
                  
                     Mom: save u a plate?
                     

                     Me: Can make my own. thx.
                     

                     Mom: U close?
                     

                  

               

            
            Chicago wind hisses and shrieks, the pressure from the air shoves me forward, encouraging me to stay alert, move faster, but
               the black ice in my city is a particular type of sinister. My phone buzzes again.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Mom: U ok?
                     

                  

               

            
            The lights twinkle. Green to blue to gold to magenta, then red.

            
            I’m not okay, but Momma taught me to be strong. To fight. And when she didn’t think I was watching, she taught me how to hide
               things you don’t want people to see, to protect them. To protect yourself.
            

            
            
               
                  
                     Me: Fine. Ava awake?
                     

                     Mom: got her books picked. lol
                     

                  

               

            
            Mom sends a picture of Ava clutching Pinksy, her best friend and stuffed unicorn. Bright smile with two missing teeth. One
               at the top. One at the bottom.
            

            
            I type: Be home in 5 min. 😊

            
            Behind me, there’s a light crunch of dead leaves under someone else’s feet. Their shadow expands and contracts, slithers closer. I pick up my pace down Wentworth Avenue as the busy blare of car horns recedes from 111th Street. Searching for my house keys, my fingers graze the small aluminum canister of pepper spray. A gift from the hospital to all the nurses last week, since carjackings are on the rise. 

            
            Merry Christmas.

            
            My mouth is sour. I can barely swallow. I’m being paranoid. The world isn’t completely evil. Not everyone is out to get me.
               Not everyone is Cormac. Some people are still nice. Like the person who sent flowers the other day. An orchid. No name. That
               was sweet. Momma calls this a random act of kindness.
            

            
            There are also random acts of violence.

            
            Voices rise from behind the door of Divine Hope Christian Church as I pass the one-story brown brick storefront. The soulful,
               softly blended notes of “O Come, Emmanuel” should comfort me but only unearth fear. The footsteps are louder. The shadow grows,
               a monstrous blob of a thing. A hand clutches my shoulder.
            

            
            “Ma’am, ma’am. Please, if you could spare anything. A nickel, quarter? I’m just tryin’ to get me somethin’ to eat tonight,” says a man
               in a dirty brown jacket. He focuses on the ground.
            

            
            I clutch my chest and take a few deep breaths. “You gotta be careful out here, dude.” I exhale again. “I thought you were
               someone else.”
            

            
            “Ain’t mean no harm. But you been the only person I seen on this block for a while and it’s cold and my leg—” The lights play
               off his umber skin. Green to blue to gold to magenta, then red.

            
            “Okay, okay. I got you. What’s your name?”

            
            “Marcus,” he answers in a raspy whisper, not meeting my eyes. His slumped shoulders do little to camouflage his towering height
               and wide muscular frame.
            

            
            Releasing the keys and pepper spray in my pocket, I surf around for loose change. “Nivea.” I pull a lone, wrinkled dollar bill from my pocket. “It’s all I got, Marcus. But if you hustle toward Wentworth and go two blocks north, Eden Mission might have a bed for you. It’s almost seven o’ clock. Might be able to get a meal, too.” 

            
            “Nivea Dugrave. Pretty name. Pretty name for a pretty girl.”

            
            “Excuse me?”

            
            Marcus grabs the dollar and lowers his face to meet mine. His fingers graze my palm. He has manicured nails. His strong jawline
               is clean-shaven. He gestures to my coat. “Your badge.”
            

            
            “Hmm.” My badge sticks out from my coat. I look down. Only my first name and the D in Dugrave are visible. This man doesn’t have X-ray vision. I put my hand back in my coat pocket and grip my pepper spray. An ungodly
               heat spreads through my body. Puffs of frozen air burst from my lungs.
            

            
            “I appreciate you helping me, Nivea. Not too many people left like you in this world.” Marcus closes the space between us.
               His jacket is dirty, but I don’t smell anything. Body odor. Beer. Urine. I smell . . . cologne. A faint scent of sandalwood.
            

            
            “I—uh. Thanks.” I point east. “Wentworth is that way.”

            
            Green to blue to gold to magenta, then red.

            
            I wait for Marcus to leave. But he stands there. I step back. My fingers search for the tab to open my pepper spray so I can
               blind the hell outta this creep and run home to my momma. To my Ava. I reach for the fence, but miss the post. I prepare to
               fall, to hurt, but Marcus grabs my arm and steadies me. The keys and pepper spray fall out of my hand and into the grass.
            

            
            I don’t feel physical pain, but staring into the abyss of Marcus’s gaze, I feel something much worse. I try and free myself
               from his grasp, but he doesn’t let go. I open my mouth to scream.
            

            
            “Your address is 252 W. 117th Street. Your momma, Charlotte, makes bomb-ass mac ’n’ cheese. Ava’s favorite color is orange.”
               Marcus laughs, a sick, deep sound from his throat. “What kind of little girl likes the color orange?”
            

            
            He jerks me to him and squeezes my right bicep. Pain shoots down my arm. “I’ll start with Ava first. Make you and your mom watch. Or you can come with me.” 

            
            My phone buzzes again. Marcus takes it from my pocket, his sharklike eyes scanning the screen. “Mom unlocked the door. Shall
               we go pay them a visit?”
            

            
            Bile rises in my throat. I swallow it. “N-no. Please.”

            
            A needle pierces the flesh of my neck.

            
            Green to blue to gold to magenta, then red.

            
            Now black.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Giovanni Mason

            
               June 12, 2025

            

            Hospitality is a call to service. It’s a game of observation. It requires a self-destructive level of persistence. It’s crazy-ass
               problem-solving skills like finding an animal skull for a group of maxillofacial surgeons who have a medical demonstration
               in less than two hours. It’s about knowing how to tastefully rebuff a request to source two dalmatians as greeters for a lavish
               wedding. Or drugs. There’s always a guest who asks if I can get them drugs.
            

            
            And I can, but I won’t.

            
            Working at The Chicago Ivory Hotel and Resort has taught me many things, mostly about self-control. That’s why I’m trying
               to remain calm; listen to the measured trickle of the thirty-foot crescent-shaped sable water feature fixed in the middle
               of a lobby twice the size of the entire first floor of my apartment building. But his voice is getting progressively louder.
            

            
            Front desk agent Evon Canders straightens her back. “Sir, at The Chicago Ivory Hotel and Resort, we strive to give our guests—”

            
            “I don’t want canned answers. I want the room I paid for!” He slams his fist down on the desk.

            
            I almost expect it to break. The lively chatter of the other guests in line morphs into low murmurs and turning heads. What
               he’s not gonna do is yell at Ms. Evon, a woman old enough to be his mom, pixie short with graying hair, one of my de facto
               aunts at The Ivory. Who raised you, dude?
            

            
            “You turn small battles into wars, Gio.” Momma reties the patterned scarf around her head.

            
            “I let a lot more go than you think.” Keeping my head down, I give her privacy and scroll through my phone.

            
            “And that’s the stuff you should fight about. You gotta love yourself enough to figure out your priorities, little girl.”

            
            I put down my phone and look at her. “You. You’re my priority.”

            
            Click. Click. Click.

            
            Yesterday’s conversation with Momma plays in my head as I stride across the alabaster floor tiles with stark onyx veins reminiscent
               of lightning strikes. Momma would say this is the Aries in me. The hotheaded, impulsive force of movement first and the cool,
               intellectual rationalization second.
            

            
            I squeeze between the guest and Ms. Evon. My three-inch Manolo Blahnik lava-colored heels toe-to-toe with his chestnut-shaded
               Tom Ford shoes. “Why don’t we step this way, sir.” I slide my eyes side to side. I need him to pick up on my vibes:
            

            
            You are big and Black and you’re drawing the wrong kind of attention.

            
            I usher the guest to a desk four feet away. Each station a technologically advanced teak and marble fiefdom, but out of five,
               only two are occupied. 
            

            
            “I’m Giovanni Mason, chief concierge at The Ivory.” I offer a business card from the left pocket of my ember-colored pinstripe suit. “Sounds like you’re having a tough day, Mr. . . .” 

            
            “Bale,” he mutters. He doesn’t move to take my card.

            
            I tuck the card back in my pocket. “Okay, Mr. Bale. Let me see what I can do.”

            
            Bale slides his long fingers down his stubbled jaw. “I asked for a room with a view of Michigan Avenue not the Chicago River.” There’s a tan line on his left ring finger. People whose lives are thrown into chaos want control over
               every little thing.
            

            
            I open our hotel management software, NexusLuxury, and log in. Employee PTO; Meetings; Quarterly Reviews. I click onto the
               General tab. Rooms; Guests; Guests (Special); Events. I didn’t forget how to check in guests. Ms. Evon wouldn’t let me. Like
               converting from Baptist to Methodist, she’d never allow me to become a complete apostate.
            

            
            “On vacation, Mr. Bale?”

            
            “No.” He stares down at me, but not with the anger and frustration he directed at Ms. Evon. His face is full of . . . disdain.
               Maybe I remind him of an ex-girlfriend. A critical mother. He can take it up with his therapist.
            

            
            “Visiting family?” I type. Muted clacking, the only conversation between us. I click on Rooms.

            
            “I—uh . . . something like that.”

            
            “Would you like me to make a dinner reservation? Tickets for a show?”

            
            The rooms are labeled Low, Mid, and High. There are dozens: facing the pool, facing the river, facing brick walls, or a view
               of a roof on a shorter building.
            

            
            He shakes his head and slides his driver’s license across the desk. Full name Ronan Bale.

            
            “Why don’t you enjoy some fresh lemonade. I’ll call you over soon. Okay, Mr. Bale?” I keep my voice pleasant. I smile though it’s the last thing I want to do. I’ll solve his problem though it’s the last thing he deserves. 

            
            Bale scans the immediate area aware that eyes still linger on him at the desk. He has nowhere to turn his anger, so it’s fizzled
               out. For now. He slinks off to a rust orange Barcelona chair with a brass mid-mod overhanging lamp and pretends to look at
               his phone.
            

            
            Ms. Evon tends to another guest. All’s well. I survey my little kingdom. The place where Momma and the rest of the housekeeping
               department practically raised me, where the valets would give me candy she forbade me to eat, where Teddy in Security taught
               me how to throw my first punch, where front desk agents babysat me while Momma cleaned rooms to pay for a home where we spent
               little time and an education that led me back to the place she wanted me to escape, not for my sake, but for hers. I remember
               the tepid smile and the two-pat hug she gave me when I told her I was hired as a front desk agent.
            

            
            “Good for you, my Gio.”

            
            There are questions I want to ask her, sharp and spiky inquisitions that a body riddled with cancer and a heavily medicated
               mind can’t clearly answer. Or in Momma’s case, doesn’t answer. Not out of malice. Out of protection. But she is wrong about
               me.
            

            
            Most people are.

            
            I’m stronger than I look.

            
            “The only rooms matchin’ what he’s looking for are on the Mid Floors or High Floors,” says Evon, sneaking up behind me like
               the Force ghost of Obi-Wan Kenobi.
            

            
            “I’m close to finding something.”

            
            My stomach gurgles as I smoothly clack away on the computer built into the desk. “We got a lot of R&Rs this morning.”

            
            Ms. Evon’s eyes sweep over the lobby. “Yeah, a lotta rooms that still need cleaning.”

            
            There’s a Mid room overlooking Michigan Avenue. 2204. But the room number is highlighted in red. Still needs to be turned
               over, but it has the view Bale wants and is only $30 more per night. That’ll do.
            

            
            “This room should make him happy, but I need it cleaned before he blows his top again.”

            
            Ms. Evon taps my shoulder and points to my right. Near the bank of six elevators that go to the High Floors, Mecca Cordray,
               the housekeeping manager and another de facto aunt, hurries to the second elevator as the first one has just closed in her
               face.
            

            
            I power walk and swerve my body in front of Mecca. “Need a favor.”

            
            Mecca’s head gently swings from left to right. Her perfectly coiffed silver French braid slashing along her shoulders like
               an irritated viper. “A favor implies that I’d get something in return for my service, Ms. Chief Concierge.”
            

            
            “That’s quid pro quo. I’m asking you to perform an act of kindness for a . . . beleaguered guest.”

            
            “You mean a difficult guest.” Mecca presses the up button. Her walkie chirps. One of the housekeepers needs extra time for
               a turnover. A guest vomited behind the dresser. Mecca acknowledges the request, then clips the walkie back onto the belt of
               her black and red uniform. Her dominating six-foot frame could scare me if I thought she was capable of anything other than
               giving me a hard time and still loving me despite hating me sometimes, too.
            

            
            “I bumped a guest from a Low Floor to a Mid Floor, but it’s an R&R.” I hold Mecca’s mildly indignant hazel glare.

            
            Low Floor. Mid Floor. High Floor. R&R. It’s a secret language steeped in service, based on the categorization of wealth and influence. And though everyone at The Ivory is valued (it says so on our website), there’s the reality that some guests have more value than others. 

            
            Yes, because they are wealthy and powerful.

            
            No, I don’t like hierarchies based on wealth and privilege.

            
            But we live in a world that worships capitalism and I don’t have the means or the time to dismantle a system that rewards
               greed and overlooks generosity, because rent is due in a week.
            

            
            The elevator doors begin to close without a squeak or groan. Mecca waves her hand to stop them. “How much of a tantrum he
               throw to get that bump in status?”
            

            
            “On a scale of one to Whitlock, a six.” I glance over at Bale, his head is tilted back either looking at the six-ring glass
               chandelier above him, counting down to his next outburst, or praying. “Can you help?”
            

            
            “I’ve got 307 rooms, 56 floors, and 29 housekeepers. Five of which are out sick. I look like I have anyone to spare, Giovanni?”

            
            “I’ll owe you. Okay? Quid pro quo.”

            
            Mecca shakes her head. “You know he won’t appreciate all the hoop-jumpin’ you doin’.”

            
            I shrug. “It’s not about him. If you’re gonna do anything, give it your all.”

            
            “That’s Diedre talking.” Mecca’s face becomes an uneven mix of annoyance and concern. “I’m gonna head on up there tomorrow.”

            
            “That a yes?”

            
            “What’s the room number?” asks Mecca.

            
            “2204.”

            
            Mecca lets the door close and walks to the left elevator bank of six elevators, three for the Low Floors and three for the
               Mid Floors. I follow.
            

            
            “I’ll throw in dinner at Tootchie’s, your favorite. Sound good?”

            
            “I don’t want dinner.” Mecca presses the elevator button and swipes her badge clipped to her black uniform shirt trimmed in
               scarlet. “Send him up in half an hour.”
            

            
            “Thank—”

            
            The elevator doors shut.

            
            “. . . you.”

            
            My phone buzzes with a text.

            
            
               
                  
                     Willa: Forwarding calls to you for the next hour. In a meeting.
                     

                  

               

            
            I retreat to my secluded perch in this lavishly decorated cage of wealth as Head Chef Aidyn Ledger leaves The Ivory’s three-starred
               Michelin restaurant, The Cathedral. He saunters toward the elevator bank meant for High Floor rooms. Three minutes later,
               Willa Vanacore, the general manager, my boss, and the serrated-knife-edge pain in my ass, emerges from the Low Floor elevators
               and follows Aidyn. Her three-carat diamond wedding ring glittering on her slender finger. She doesn’t look in my direction.
            

            
            One crisis solved and it’s only 9:30 a.m. My time, devoured by entitlement and begging and negotiating, feels both like a
               few hours and a few seconds. Time flows differently at The Ivory. Guests’ demands shift like Chicago summertime weather. My
               motivations and memories are fluid, healing me and cutting me. But I’m adaptable.
            

            
            I don’t give myself a choice to be anything else.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Redding Stark

            
               June 12, 2025

            

            
               Holding a rally for Nivea on the 17th @ 6:00pm. Hasan Park. 68th & Oglesby. Hope you can make it.

            

            I stare at Charlotte Dugrave’s text. In my soul, there’s a rancid hope that if I don’t answer her, my guilt will disappear.
               I stare at the five manilla folders lying next to a vase of blooming yellow roses.
            

            
            Nivea, Stacey, Annette, Olivia, and Mia.

            
            There was a time I loved flowers. Lilies. Daisies. I even liked dandelions. They reminded me of Dad. He transformed wilting
               flowers into lush gardens. It was akin to magic. I miss that magic. I miss Dad. I miss peace.
            

            
            Emmett kisses me on the cheek. His full lips produce a tight, quick dry thing. “Morning, Redding.” He moves past me to the
               pantry and grabs a bottle of water. His muscled arm reaching for the bottom shelf. “Get any sleep? Heard your phone ringing.”
            

            
            I go to the refrigerator. The yellowed paper of Hudson’s drawings lightly flutters as I place a cold bottle of water on the
               countertop. “Surprised you can hear anything from the guest bedroom.”
            

            
            Emmett’s sienna-tinged eyes narrow. He returns the warm water to the last shelf in the pantry. He’s careful as he rises so
               he doesn’t bump his head on the door frame. “You need your space. I’m giving it to you.”
            

            
            “I never said I needed space.” Feeling every bit of my forty-two years, I flex my right shoulder, hoping to loosen it up.

            
            “The files you leave in our bed say otherwise,” retorts Emmett, his sharp tone etched with a little bit of pride.

            
            He’s learned to give as good as he gets. He used to be softer. I’ve turned him hard. My peripheral vision catches a spider
               slowly creeping its way toward the edge of the counter, beyond the flowers to my files. I smash the bug with my hand, twisting
               my wrist the slightest bit to the left, making sure it’s gone to that great, intricate web in the sky.
            

            
            “They’re not in our bed now.” I wash my hands at the sink and dry them with a paper towel. “I was lucky to get copies of those
               files before—”
            

            
            Emmett mumbles to himself and takes a few sips from the bottle.

            
            If you’re going to fight with me, don’t be a pussy about it. Go for it!

            
            “I didn’t catch that.”

            
            Emmett shakes his head. “I said I’m not doing this with you, Redding.”
            

            
            “Mmph. You must really be mad the way you’re saying my first name.”

            
            “For a detective you’re slow at noticing details.”

            
            “I clocked you a week ago when I returned to work. It’s the way you said ‘Redding’ this time. Like it’s damn near a curse
               word.”
            

            
            “Now you care how I say your name? All you do is obsess over what you can’t change, and you don’t give a damn about what you can!” 

            
            Emmett looks up. So do I. There isn’t any creak or groan above to indicate movement from Hudson’s room. Maybe he didn’t hear
               us.
            

            
            “We’re having a fight we should’ve had a week ago.” I massage my temples.

            
            “We should’ve had this fight months ago.” Emmett wearily peeks over at the files then back to me. “Wouldn’t’ve made a difference anyway.”
            

            
            “I’m not gonna justify what I do and who I am to you. You knew who I was, and you once loved me for it.” I caress a rose petal.
               I focus on the softness and remind myself not to say something I’m unable to come back from.
            

            
            I glance at our son’s old sketches as they silently accuse Emmett and me of the absence and distance that we’re both guilty
               of maintaining. Emmett stares at the refrigerator, too. The tense line of his wide shoulders relaxes. We love Hudson and don’t
               want to damage him in some irreparable way. Though, as parents, we should be long past the fantasy that we haven’t somehow
               deeply screwed up our kid despite our best efforts not to.
            

            
            Emmett takes a deep, shaky breath. “It’s Violent Crimes, Red. Markham is gonna be fine as long as you clear cases and keep
               him looking good.”
            

            
            He called me “Red.” Emmett still loving me should grant me comfort, but finding those women, what happened to them, is my
               chance to restore some version of the woman I was and regain the peace I long for. The peace we all deserve. Nivea, Stacey,
               Annette, Olivia, and Mia.

            
            Orchids left in homes or workspaces. Poetry. Typed on laptops. Scribbled on stationery left on top of a bedroom desk. In Nivea’s
               case, a sticky note on the back of a smashed phone.
            

            
            
               	Stacey Atwater—Open minds in tortured bloom. Marked memories and bled potential from open wounds.

               	Annette Hawkins—Elevated in onyx. Shaped in amber. I am created to be golden for you.

               	Olivia Madden—I make You and unmake You. I make Me and unmake Me.

               	Mia Curran—In long lines and lost connections, I have been here. Hidden by your dark excess.

            

            “You think anyone kept looking for them while I was gone?”

            
            Emmett opens his mouth, but I answer before he can utter a syllable.

            
            “No! And now, they won’t even let me touch that case—”

            
            “Let Missing Persons handle it,” interrupts Emmett. “I don’t want the news vans back out here. Phone calls from reporters.
               We had to switch Hudson’s school ’cause the kids wouldn’t leave him alone about his cop mom. You were wrong and someone almost
               died. You almost died.”
            

            
            “And they’re still missing! Yes, I could’ve died, but it was worth that to try and bring them home when everyone else wanted
               to look the other way. There are coincidences and then there are patterns. I see a pattern. A violent pattern.” I massage
               my right shoulder. “Each victim had someone deliver an orchid the day before they went missing, then left a line of poetry
               from the place they disappeared? Come on, man.”
            

            
            Emmett shakes his head. “It’s . . . thin. You want me to lie? That doesn’t help you.”

            
            I don’t want help. I want validation. The man out there snatching these women covets what they have. Their talent, their bravery,
               their determination. He craves their love. And he wants what all men want.
            

            
            To possess.

            
            He wants someone he can no longer have. Each of these women is a reminder of that loss. A symbol of what he can reclaim. And
               the silence helps him. The silence engulfing their vanishings keeps him able to disappear us. Again and again.
            

            
            There were no national news stories, no documentaries; there was no longing to know what happened, no hunger for justice.
               Only apathy remains when Black women go missing. So, we try and save ourselves, put up flyers, post on social media and plead
               for information on our missing, pray. Or some measure of all three. 
            

            
            We are not searched for. We are not missed. We are not protected.

            
            My throat burns. “Finding them is one less haunting, one less atrocity we bear.”

            
            Cormac Lennon left sketches for Nivea in the nurses’ station. He worked as a lab technician. He’d write her poems. Sing to
                  her in the breakroom. Asked her out. Two medical professionals. The perfect meet-cute. Nivea declined the offer. Then Cormac
                  started following her home. For safety, he said. Friends told Nivea to get a protective order. But Nivea believed she could
                  wait him out. Then she disappeared. I followed Cormac to a café in Bronzeville. I wanted to talk. That’s all. I wanted to
                  know what he knew about Nivea.

            
            “Red, what you’re looking to do is . . . it’s impossible.”

            
            “I’m gonna find—”

            
            Emmett holds up his hand. “I’m not saying finding those women is impossible. It’s improbable, not impossible. But you’re fighting
               some desperate battle to fix the past by finding these women. What you’re doing is self-delusional, at best. Self-destructive
               at worst.”
            

            
            “I have to stand in that gap, Emmett. No one else will.”

            
            “Is it safe?” asks Hudson at the bottom of the stairs. His voice is deeper, that little squeak vanished, replaced with a light baritone lilt, like Emmett. His father’s twin in every way except the eyes. Hudson has my eyes. His grandfather’s eyes. Wide set, amber, and always watching. 

            
            I turn on the stove and grab a frying pan. “Want a cheeseburger?”

            
            Hudson looks past me to Emmett. “No.” He remains near the stairs in a black-and-white Nike T-shirt, black shorts and running
               shoes, all gangly limbs he’ll grow into in a few years.
            

            
            “Come on, you love my burgers! You always talk about ’em.”

            
            By always, I mean over a year or more ago. I remember Hudson hugging me, smiling, and laughing, like it was yesterday rather
               than . . . when was the last time I’ve seen my son smile?
            

            
            “He’s gotta eat healthier if he wants to make junior varsity at Walter Payton in the fall,” says Emmett.

            
            “Junior varsity what?”

            
            “Basketball,” says Hudson.

            
            “What about your art? You used to paint downstairs. Let me watch you.” I walk to Hudson, placing my hands on his tense shoulders.
               “Now you stay in your room. Barely say anything anymore.”
            

            
            Hudson scoffs and rolls his eyes. “Learned from the best.”

            
            It takes everything in my power to not pop my son on the side of his head. When I was Hudson’s age, I wouldn’t dare mouth
               off to Dad.
            

            
            Hudson grabs his backpack near the breakfast bar. He pulls out a notebook and opens it. Sketches in muted colors. Landscapes.
               Our block in Bronzeville, East 48th Street. The hundred-plus-year-old greystones melded against redbrick townhomes. Dunbar
               Park. The Light of Truth Monument on 37th and Langley Avenue.
            

            
            “I have time for both. You weren’t . . . around enough to mention basketball.”

            
            I flip the pages. Marveling. Simmering. I look over my shoulder to Emmett. “You knew about this?”

            
            Emmett fingers the collar of his T-shirt. “You can come with us. A nice evening jog can clear your head.”

            
            A miles-long jog in humid air isn’t my idea of fun but spending time with Emmett and Hudson and not talking could become my
               idea of heaven. It could be a step to something that binds the wounds that scarred us.
            

            
            “I—” My cell phone buzzes. It’s French Webb, my partner, my babysitter, Dad’s best friend.

            
            
               Good tip says perp @ 7747 S Drexel Ave. Tactical going in 15. Coming?

            

            “Go do what you do, Red.” Emmett holds up his hand in temporary truce. “You ready, son?”

            
            Hudson nods and strides past me as if I’m a nonentity. I want to grab him and hug him. Shake him a little bit but mostly hug
               him. There’s an unsteady dial of emotion parenting teenagers.
            

            
            “Hey!” Emmett puts some bass in his voice, a moderate amount when he wants to get Hudson’s attention. “Don’t be a jacka— . . . kiss
               mom, Hudson. No one likes a jerk.” Emmett meets my eyes when he says this.
            

            
            Hudson begrudgingly pecks me on the cheek, an even drier smooch than the one Emmett gave me earlier. “See ya later,” he mutters
               in a resigned tone, flat and fading from me, perhaps along with any hope he harbored that I’d choose him over my job. The
               large windowpane on the back door rattles as Emmett closes the door.
            

            
            I want to tell my son in a way, I’m choosing him. I’m trying to find people that look like him, like us. Because it will keep him marginally safer in a world built to destroy everything he is. It is a torturous kind of calling when doing the right thing requires the sacrifice of everything I am and will ever be. Hudson’s mom. My father’s daughter. Emmett’s wife. A detective. 

            
            But this is about more than love. This is about survival.

            
            Our survival.

            
            I text French. Be there in 7.

            
            I snatch the yellow roses out of the vase. As my garage door squeaks and groans its way open, I lift the black lid of the
               garbage, tossing the flowers inside.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Giovanni

            
               June 12, 2025

            

            I ignore Julien Whitlock’s black eye, the surrounding skin shades of eggplant purple, egg-yolk yellow, and sewer-water green.
               He tugs at the cuff of his floral-print dress shirt. Cerulean, small snow-white blooms with emerald leaves covering his lean
               chest and forearms. He smells of wealth. Bergamot and cedarwood.
            

            
            Julien gestures to the puffy right eye on his pale fawn-tinged face. “You’re probably wondering about this.”

            
            Not my monkeys. Not my circus.

            
            Julien takes my silence as a desire to listen. “So, I’m playing tennis. The game went to deuce. Uh, that means we were tied.”

            
            I know what it means, Julien.

            
            He puts his elbow on the counter and leans over. “My buddy serves and the ball smacks me—bam—right in the face. Almost jumped over the net and kicked his ass, but, you know, I picked myself back up and won.”
            

            
            After a tennis ball to the eye? Sure, you did.

            
            I don’t care enough to call Governor Whitlock’s son on his lies. I do care about how well I do my job. One cross word from this man and The Ivory’s first Black chief concierge can kiss it all goodbye. And it will be another hundred years before they consider having one again. 

            
            “She’s gonna love this.” He sneaks a peek over his shoulder to his wife.

            
            Victoria Andersen-Whitlock sits in the lobby across from Mr. Bale, flanked by uniformed officers from their security detail.
               Two brown-haired men whose necks constantly rotate from left to right. She hasn’t looked up once, reading a book.
            

            
            Julien redirects his attention from Victoria to a girl at least twenty years younger. I’ve seen more welcoming looks on a
               hyena closing in on a lame gazelle.
            

            
            I cloak my lips with a bright smile and nod. “The strawberry and lime cupcakes from Sucré will be delivered to your room within half an hour. You can pick up your tickets for Macbeth at Goodman Theatre’s will call.”
            

            
            “She’s gotta forgive me with all I’m doing, Gio.” Julien hands me two crisp hundred-dollar bills from his wallet. He slides
               the money to me across the desk.
            

            
            I swallow and take it. “Thank you, Mr. Whitlock. We appreciate your patronage at The Ivory. And it’s Giovanni.”

            
            Julien laughs, his obscenely white teeth morph into a humanlike smile. “Okay, Gio.” He walks away.

            
            I allow few people to call me “Gio.” It’s either Giovanni or . . . Giovanni. Gio is intimate. It is three letters with which
               I allow myself to be free without The Ivory looming over me, without the guests’ expectations or my constant fear of failing
               them. Or of failing myself. Gio is my safe place.
            

            
            Julien’s security detail follows him and Victoria to their three-bedroom suite. Room 5163. The only suite above him rests
               on our top floor. That monstrosity of overindulging opulence is reserved for the VIP of VIPs—his father.
            

            
            “Room’s ready,” says Mecca from behind me.

            
            I bite my tongue. “Thank you.” I swallow traces of blood as my flesh pulses in pain. Did Mecca and Ms. Evon go to the same
               ninja school, or did they make a pact to terrorize me today for the hell of it?
            

            
            Mecca mumbles something resembling, “You’re welcome.”

            
            Outside a woman in a sleeveless sky-blue dress takes pictures with a crowd. The flashes of cameras produce a temporary strobe-like
               effect, transforming my space with its deceiving calm elegance into a rowdy and transient nightclub. I can’t see the woman,
               only her sable-hued skin, lithe frame, and her black hair, a thick braid wrapped in a bun atop her head.
            

            
            Murmurs of conversations ebb and flow like ravenous tides. I gesture to Bale in the lobby. He stalks up and takes the key
               to his room, his head turns to the entrance where a crowd gathers and grows.
            

            
            “Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

            
            “No,” says Bale. He skulks off, waving away a porter offering to help him with his luggage. Not even a “Thank you.” Mecca
               was right, but I still did my job. I find solace in that.
            

            
            My tongue throbs. I grab a bottle of water from the built-in refrigerator mimicking a set of drawers. We normally offer them
               to VIPs. Today, I’m making myself a VIP.
            

            
            The painting above me is slightly crooked. Two haphazard vertical brush strokes of steely gray stain the middle of the canvas
               with a midnight-black horizontal line beset on each side and random patches of gold bleeding into the gray. I set down my
               water and adjust the frame.
            

            
            “Excuse me,” says a soft voice from behind.

            
            Blood whooshes through my ears. Both my arms ache from reaching, but I manage to straighten the painting. I turn around. “It’s
               a lovely day at The Ivory! My name is Giovanni. How may I be of—?”
            

            
            Is this some sort of cosmic joke? A miracle? A punishment?

            
            Natalie Moore, beautiful, loving, regal, cruel, manipulative—these virtues and vices barely encapsulate the woman standing
               before me. What does Natalie feel? How does Natalie feel? She could cock an eyebrow, and I knew the words she’d say before
               she uttered them. Now I can only get those answers if I open my damn mouth and speak.
            

            
            “N-Natalie. I . . . umm . . . it’s lovely to see you.”

            
            “You too, Gio.” Not a hint of anger or resentment in the easy upturn of her dimpled cheeks.

            
            I retrieve another water. “It’s been what, five years?”

            
            Natalie nods and sets her purse on the desk. “Went to LA after . . . everything.”

            
            “Yeah, um, well, judging from the crowd outside, looks like you’ve made it.”

            
            “Looks like it, but people are always looking for what they can tear down and . . .” Natalie’s round cinnamon-colored eyes
               widen. “Not that I was saying anything about you. I—”
            

            
            I wave my hand in dismissal and give her the water. “You’re good. It’s fine.”

            
            It’s about appearances at The Ivory. Clean rooms. Stellar service. Bright smiles. Even if you’re slapped in the face with
               your past. Even if you’re overstressed and understaffed. Even if your mother has Stage 4 ovarian cancer and is dying less
               than a mile away at Dovemire Memorial Hospital. Smile. Just smile!
            

            
            “So, influencer, huh? Okay. I see you.”

            
            “Yeah, my following has picked up the last three years. I travel a lot for events now,” she says and leans forward. “You run
               this place?”
            

            
            “Chief concierge. I’m only filling in at the front desk. Taking care of a customer issue.”

            
            “Still trying to make sure everybody is happy.” This sounds more like an accusation than a compliment.

            
            I pray for a sinkhole to swallow me. “Hope your flight was smooth.”

            
            “It was. Thanks.” Natalie fidgets with the gold hoop earring in her left ear.

            
            There’s a gloom in our silences and a stiltedness of conversation that would’ve once been alien to us. It should be a relief
               that perhaps old sins appear to be forgiven or at least set aside. It’s more of a relief that Natalie won’t make a scene,
               ask for another concierge, or yell at me for ruining her life.
            

            
            A tall, slender, older man strolls up beside Natalie. The sharp lines of his fade enhance the graying edges around his otherwise
               raven-black hair. The ombré of his trimmed mustache and thick beard go from black at the top to white at the bottom.
            

            
            “Hello, sir. I’ll be with you as soon as I finish checking in this guest.”

            
            “I’m with her,” he says, pulling a credit card from the inside pocket of his tailored burgundy plaid suit.

            
            F.T. Winstead.

            
            I steal a glance at Natalie. She plays with the cap of her water bottle. Is she waiting for me to render judgment through
               my words or my face?
            

            
            I wear a mask. One I show to all guests. One that prevents me from saying what I really think of them or their requests. But
               unlike other guests, Natalie and I have history. A bond. A love. And possibly lingering hatred.
            

            
            I still want to hug her. Shake her. Yell at her: Really? You remember the last time you were mixed up with an older man? You remember what it cost you?

            
            What it cost us?

            
            I type in Natalie’s name in NexusLuxury. She’s on one of the High Floors along with her . . . friend, Winstead. I swipe his credit card, which is unsurprisingly accepted. He bends over, whispering something to Natalie I strain to hear, but can’t. High Floors are only for VIPs, celebrities (under aliases), and politicians. 

            
            As popular an influencer Natalie is or claims to be, she’d get a Mid Floor at best. Who is Natalie, really? Who has she become?
               Who is Mr. Winstead?
            

            
            “Are we celebrating any anniversaries? Birthdays? Special occasions?”

            
            “No,” says Mr. Winstead.

            
            “Business?”

            
            “Yeah, Gio. bellezza2025. It’s the beauty influencer convention.”
            

            
            Natalie offers nothing more on the matter. I finish programming the room keys and hand two of them to Natalie who gives one
               to Winstead.
            

            
            “Your room is 4329. If you want to take advantage of our Wi-Fi—”

            
            “Thank you, Ms. . . .” Winstead reads my nametag “. . . Mason.” He gives a curt nod and strides off. He trips over his feet
               a few steps away. So much for a smooth exit. A valet rushes to assist, but he brushes him off and enters an elevator, leaving
               Natalie at the desk with me.
            

            
            I grab the attention of a porter who immediately and neatly stores Natalie’s luggage on his cart. “Your manager?”

            
            “Same ole Gio. Always gotta have all the details. Hey, do you get to stay here for free when you want?”

            
            That’s not what I asked, Natalie.

            
            “We get a discount, but who is the gentle—”

            
            “What time you get off work?” Natalie begins rifling through her purse.

            
            “Why?”

            
            “We should catch up. Grab dinner.” She finally finds her prize, a pen and a scrap of paper. “It’ll be nice.” Natalie leans in close, the light mint on her breath refreshing. She lowers her voice. “I bet you no one’s got you outta that business suit in a minute. I’ll be more than happy to play my part in getting you laid.” 

            
            There’s the Natalie I remember. Naughty. Able to get me to follow her lead no matter what she asked me. And funny as hell!
               I press my lips together tighter. I can’t laugh out loud here. Giggle. That boisterous sound, freeing my body and my mind
               from guests and high heels and “I’m sorrys” and “How can I helps.”
            

            
            Nah, not at The Ivory. I gotta keep it together.

            
            “Come on. What’re you doing tonight?” asks Natalie.

            
            “Working. Then going to see Mom.”

            
            Natalie leans back and avoids my eyes for the first time in our conversation. “I, umm, yeah, someone told me about Ms. Diedre.
               I’m sorry.”
            

            
            “She’s fine.” There’s more edge in my voice than I intended, but I don’t want to think about how Momma is far from fine; how
               people saying sorry constantly reminds me of this. All she had to do was go to the doctor when her stomach started hurting and she lost fifteen
               pounds in two months. But Momma had shifts she couldn’t miss. No one could get those rooms as clean as she could, as quick
               as she could. By the time I made her go to a doctor, it was Stage 3. I should’ve pressed harder. I should’ve prioritized her
               instead of gunning for the chief concierge job.
            

            
            I should’ve done a lot of things differently.

            
            “Come on, we should have dinner, Gio. Catch up.”

            
            “That’s not a good idea.”

            
            “Some of the best times start with a bad idea.” Natalie winks. Her masterfully mascaraed eyelashes resemble a fan. A mischievous
               grin tugs at her lips, painted in nude pink gloss.
            

            
            “No,” I say. “The last time we were together—”

            
            “It’s in the past.”

            
            “Is it?” I ask.

            
            I wait for a beat or two. So does Natalie.

            
            “It’s done.” Natalie makes the motion of crossing her heart. “You go see Ms. Diedre today. We’ll have dinner tomorrow.” She
               scribbles her cell number in angled, sharp writing, and draws a heart above her name.
            

            
            “I choose the place,” I counter.

            
            Natalie nods, smooches the air twice in my direction, and saunters away, all eyes following her to the elevators to the right
               of the lobby. In adoration. In jealousy. In lust.
            

            
            “The last time we were together . . .” I say to myself.

            
            I let the sentence trail off, but the memory completes itself without prompting and without mercy. I remember the shouting,
               how fallen branches felt like glass shards on the hard earth. I remember the blood I drew from Natalie’s flesh and the blood
               she drew from mine. I can feel the stickiness of it and the uncommon heat of that evening.
            

            
            The last time Natalie and I were together, we almost killed each other.

            
            But, yeah, dinner is a great idea.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Giovanni

            
               June 13, 2025

            

            “You’re a grown-ass woman, Gio. You wanna see her or not?” Momma readjusts her pillows, then leans back.

            
            I bob my head side to side. “I shouldn’t go tonight.”

            
            “Girl, watching you go back and forth is making me more nauseated than this chemo, good God.” Momma weakly chuckles.

            
            “Natalie and I . . . it’s messy.”

            
            “What made it so messy?” asks Momma.

            
            “Does it matter?” I pick up a pamphlet boasting about the new Hartwell and Julianna Whitlock Oncology wing at Dovemire Memorial
               Hospital. They have state-of-the-art everything here, but not a cure for Stage 4 ovarian cancer.
            

            
            “Matters to you. Else you wouldn’t be here on your lunch break talking to me when you’re normally doing your job and someone
               else’s.”
            

            
            “I’m not arguing about The Ivory today.”

            
            “There’s no argument, Gio. It’s not the right move. You don’t agree. Didn’t need my counsel on that decision.”

            
            “It keeps food on my table. And your medication at a decent price. Still got a problem with where I work?”

            
            “Watch it, little girl. Don’t let your temper get your ass into something you can’t get out of. Teddy taught you how to fight.
               But I taught Teddy.”
            

            
            I close my eyes so I don’t roll them, then think carefully about my next words because it doesn’t matter how sick Diedre Anais
               Mason is, she’ll rise from that hospital bed and whip my ass like the time I was seven and thought I could throw a tantrum
               about strawberry ice cream.
            

            
            The perpetual commotion of beeping medical equipment, hallway conversations, and background television noise do not a damn
               thing to drown out the voices inside my head nor blunt the memories that linger years later.
            

            
            Breathing deeply, I utter, “I just wanted your opinion.”

            
            “Humph, such an Aries.” Momma tightens the scarf on her head. “And you don’t want my opinion, you just want me to make the
               decision for you, ’cause you don’t want responsibility for whatever happens next.”
            

            
            Stepping closer to the bed, I say, “So you’re saying I should meet with her?”

            
            “You made your decision. You just want me to . . . what’s it y’all say now . . .” Momma waves her hand about her body “. . . cosign!
               You want me to cosign on it,” says Momma.
            

            
            “Been reading Urban Dictionary?”
            

            
            “Been listening to some of these nurses,” she says, then looks out of the window. “When I get outta here, we’re gonna go see
               Christmas Around the World at the Museum of Science and Industry.”
            

            
            Momma talks about what she’s going to do when she leaves the hospital, like a soldier making plans to return home after war. And though I’m probably selfish for talking to Momma about my problems, who else do I have? 

            
            Who else can I trust?

            
            I pull up a chair next to her bed and lay my head on her lap. “I think about Nat a lot. I wanna see if she thinks about me.
               If I meant something to her.”
            

            
            I want to know she loved me like I loved her. If I was important to her. Has she learned to give more of herself to others
               than she did to me?
            

            
            “Natalie can’t . . . umm, live rent-free in your head, Gio. It doesn’t matter if she made you sad and angry or if you did
               the same to her. You should leave her in the past. Let it go,” says Momma.
            

            
            “Maybe.” I chuckle. “Rent-free, huh? Something else you learned from the nurses?”

            
            “No, watching television when I got the energy.” She yawns. “Oh, can you pick up my ticket for tonight? Jackpot’s up to $264
               million.”
            

            
            “Yes ma’am.”

            
            Momma pinches my cheeks in response. Her hands are warm. She strokes my face and hums a song. “Precious Lord.”

            
            

            I’m relieved as I shake her hand. “Thought it was just me on this floor.”

            
            We study the ceaseless movement of white bodies roaming our university residence hall. She lifts a box from my dolly, putting
                  it on my side of the room. Her side is already decorated, bed already made.

            
            “I heard Omega Psi Phi’s having a party tonight, celebrating the start to a new year.” A mischievous grin on her face.

            
            I start making my bed. “Sounds cool, but I don’t know you like that.”

            
            “Natalie. Call me ‘Nat.’ ” She unfurls my comforter, folding it neatly in thirds.

            
            “Giovanni,” I answer.

            
            “Well, Gio. Looks like you can use some fun, loosening up, and I’m that girl.”

            
            Smoothing out my fitted sheets, I meet her eyes. “Are you now?”

            
            Natalie smiles. So do I.
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            Giovanni

            
               June 13, 2025

            

            It’s either irony or karma that I’m sitting across from Natalie on Friday the 13th. This evening could turn into a horror
               movie so consumingly dark that Jason Voorhees might drop his machete and retire. Or maybe not. Maybe Natalie and I will talk
               about the good times, the edges of memories we pull close to cover us like a favorite quilt on a cold night.
            

            
            The Michelin-starred wonder of The Cathedral isn’t a place where you eat a nice meal. You can do that at a run-of-the-mill
               steakhouse. The Cathedral is an experience! Elevated seven stories within The Ivory amid the cadmium-tinged allure of the
               evening skyline, high timber-loft ceilings and sultry candlelight keep others to the shadows, providing enough light for interest
               but leaving enough darkness for intrigue.
            

            
            Momma lies back in her hospital bed, smiling as she listens to dueting, then dueling violins of Sonata No. 2 in A Major begin in bright nimble fashion at first then intensely build into a sacred, pulsing momentum of strings and brilliance.

            
            I smile because she smiles. And she doesn’t seem to be in pain.

            
            “Joseph Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges was a genius,” she says. “People don’t appreciate genius until someone dies.”

            
            Guests surround us near tables forming larger circles on the outside of Natalie and me. Booths on each side are anchored against
               the exposed brick walls painted a shy shade of alabaster.
            

            
            I don’t know if I feel safe or trapped. But in my flamingo-colored long-sleeved chiffon dress, with my hair shining and my
               makeup expertly applied, I blend in well. I requested the best seat in the house. Dead center with a view of East Wacker Drive
               and the Chicago River winding through the city like a black cottonmouth snake. And it wasn’t a request, more like a low-key
               order.
            

            
            There’s a slight tremor to the table and I stop bouncing my knee and nurse my mocktail of passion fruit and soda.

            
            “That all you’re drinking, Gio?”

            
            “Got work tomorrow. You know how it is.” I smile, reaching back to adjust the tag on the brand new $400 dress I bought on
               my nearly maxed-out credit card.
            

            
            Natalie finishes her second watermelon-lime mocktail, a vixenish Mmmm escapes her lips. “I’ve seen this place all over my socials. I hear it’s like at least a four-month waitlist.”
            

            
            I grin. “Six, actually.”

            
            “Then how did you—”

            
            “A chief concierge never reveals her secrets.” I finish my mocktail, the tartness satisfyingly squeezing my tastebuds.

            
            Actually, a chief concierge never reveals Head Chef Aidyn Ledger’s secrets. Namely, that he sleeps with Willa at least three
               times a week. He also has proclivities for snorting coke after dinner rush. Not that I’m judging. Give people the gift of
               discretion. Don’t outwardly acknowledge you’re seeing what you’re seeing unless it saves your ass. Or someone else’s. I got
               two more of these favors left according to Aidyn. Why not use one of them for Natalie? Hell, why not treat myself to a day of dressing up and forgetting about my problems? 

            
            Our server silently reappears, removing the empty glasses. “Would our honored guests enjoy some of our top-tier libations
               instead? Or something else perhaps? The Cathedral’s cellar holds some of the finest wine put to lips. Our sommelier would
               be happy to make recommendations.” He bows down. “And Chef Ledger asked we take extra special care of you tonight, Ms. Mason. Dinner is gratis, of course.”
            

            
            Natalie cocks her head to the side, her lips open, a “well lookie here now” expression etches itself onto her face.

            
            Yes, I got pull around here. Never mind how I got it. Just know I got it, girl.

            
            “Why thank you, but I’ll stick with my mocktail for now. Natalie?”

            
            “I’ll stick with my drink, too. Thanks,” she says.

            
            “Very well. Our first course will be before you shortly.” Our server gracefully backs away from our table and glides toward
               the open kitchen. A rectangular window separates patrons and the staff.
            

            
            “Who was that?”

            
            “No one.” Natalie puts her phone down and rests her head on my shoulder. “You should enter the talent show.”

            
            I ignore Natalie’s lie. You don’t spend three minutes texting “No one.” “I don’t like attention.”

            
            “People need to hear you sing, Gio. Don’t be scared.”

            
            “I’m not scared.”

            
            “You are scared. And that’s fine. That’s why you have me. To see the ‘you’ that you can’t see.”

            
            “So, why do you have me?”

            
            Natalie lifts her head from my shoulder and smiles. “Same thing.”

            
            Faint laughter floats past the custom imported Italian olive wood bar, with golden brown and black striations. Julien sits in a corner booth drinking a martini. His black eye still the main attraction on his otherwise shallowly handsome face. On his left, Victoria browses the menu tucked in a corner booth. Next to Victoria sits another woman with dreadlocks pulled back into an intricate braid that stops at her mid-back. 

            
            Natalie whips out a rose-gold cell phone from her purse and begins taking pictures of The Cathedral. The bottom of her saffron-yellow,
               off-the-shoulder dress billows out from under the table.
            

            
            I hear a raised voice close to us and turn my head. Bale stands briefly at the hostess station. The woman looks at her tablet
               and shakes her head. At least he doesn’t make a scene and walks away.
            

            
            The server returns with our drinks and again disappears. Natalie picks up her phone again and takes a picture.

            
            “If you wanna drink, drink, Gio.” She clacks away on her keyboard for a minute, then puts the phone back on the table. “Remember
               when you drank that defensive lineman under the table at Donny’s Bar. Freshman year?”
            

            
            “You charmed the bouncer, like you do everyone, and we got in sans identification.”

            
            Natalie unwraps her silverware. “I made over $300 betting on you!”

            
            “I didn’t see any of that money.”

            
            “I bought dinner,” she says.

            
            “We got White Castle that night, Nat.”

            
            “Still spent some of it on you.”

            
            We laugh. Our laughter turns heads in our direction. I quiet myself and lay my napkin across my lap. I glance around. Everyone
               has gone back to their conversations, eating their meals. Ignoring us.
            

            
            “Stop that,” she orders.

            
            “What?”

            
            Natalie leans back in her chair. “You wanna laugh? Laugh. It’s not that serious and it’s not their business.”

            
            “And you don’t have to work here, Nat. I do.”

            
            “You’re not meant to blend in, Gio,” says Natalie. “What was the name of that song? The one from the talent show.”

            
            “ ‘Whatever I Am, You Made Me.’ KoKo Taylor.”

            
            “Everyone was on their feet!”

            
            A woman at the table to the left clears her throat, the specific kind of throat-clearing asking you to lower your voice without
               having the courage to demand it out loud. Natalie ignores her.
            

            
            I focus on my plate, envying Natalie’s IDGAF mastery.
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