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            Chapter One

          

          
            Sonja

          

        

      

    

    
      The strip of shops, eateries, and galleries in The Village of West Greenville was dark and quiet when I pulled my Subaru into the parking lot a few blocks away from The CoWorking Spot. In the last few years, this part of town had experienced some growth with the arrival of a few restaurants and specialty shops. But that was just a handful of businesses, most of which closed at or around six o’clock, leaving the streets quiet on a late summer evening. I took advantage of this moment of quiet. Closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths to settle the nervous butterflies in my stomach.

      About a month ago, I allowed myself to be convinced to sign up for a six-week entrepreneurship course — something I’d regretted since the day the payment cleared.

      What makes me think I can run my own business?

      The only thing I’d managed in the last ten years was a household, and occasionally, the front desk at my ex-husband’s real estate offices. Those skills didn’t necessarily translate into the sort of hustle one needed to be an entrepreneur. But the night I signed up, my sisters Birdie and Agostina, and my friend Estelle made it seem like a great idea to start a business with the skincare products I made from the herbs and medicinal flowers in my garden. And I agreed. Or maybe the gallon of wine I drank that night agreed, because now that I was sitting in my car with my brand-new laptop in my brand-new laptop bag, I wondered if I’d temporarily lost my mind.

      The Bluetooth in my car announced an incoming call from Estelle Murphy.

      “Hello?”

      “Get out of the car, Sonja,” she ordered.

      “Why did I let you talk me into this?” I groaned and opened the car door, slightly annoyed that she knew me so well.

      “Because you’re more than ready for it. We’ve gone through this. Get out of the car, and I’ll walk down there with you.”

      “Okay. I’m coming.”

      I’d arrived a good forty minutes early, mostly because I needed to stop by Ink Blue Yoga to get a pep talk from Estelle.

      Ink Blue, Estelle’s yoga studio, was one of my favorite places. The front windows went floor to ceiling, which made the interior look and feel bright and warm. The smooth, shiny hardwood floors were warm in the winter months and cool in the summer. They welcomed bare feet, and I almost wanted to drop my bags, strip down, and get in a few vinyasas. Estelle was good at this business thing and was brilliant at getting her studio seen. If I checked our town’s hashtag on Instagram on any given day, her yoga studio always showed up in the top nine.

      “Hey, Soni,” my friend said and gave me a knowing look as I came in. “Amelia?”

      The woman sweeping at the far end of the studio looked up.

      “I’m going to walk Soni down to The Coworking Spot. I’ll be right back.”

      “No problem. I’ll get everything set up for the six-thirty class.”

      She grabbed two bottles of water out of the cold case near the cash wrap and handed me one. I opened it and followed her back out to the sidewalk.

      “Okay,” she said, falling into step beside me with natural grace. Estelle was just a few inches taller than I was but lithe, lean, and way less frumpy than me in her hundred-dollar yoga pants. “Out with it. What are you feeling right now?”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. “I’m nervous.”

      “Be specific.”

      “I’m probably going to be the oldest person in the class — ”

      “And that matters because…?”

      “It makes me feel self-conscious. It’s been years since I’ve been in a classroom. I’m not sure if I can learn everything I need to know to make this thing work.”

      “Sonja, you’re one of the smartest people I know. You’ll be fine.”

      “How can you say I’ll be fine? It took me six days to figure out how to use this fucking computer you made me buy.”

      Estelle laughed at me, and I joined her, realizing how pathetic I sounded. Doing something new was always scary. But it had been so long since I’d done anything new that this felt huge. She grabbed my hand as we walked the remaining two blocks to the building that hosted The Entrepreneur Academy.

      “There’s no need to be intimidated by anything you’re presented with today. You’re there to learn, and the instructor is there to teach you.”

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. “You sound like you’re escorting your kid to their first day of elementary school.”

      “Aren’t I?” she joked. “Who’s your instructor again?”

      I pulled up the email they sent me after I registered for the class. “My instructor is someone named Atlas James. You know him?”

      Estelle gasped, and her steps faltered a bit. “Yeah… yeah, I know him.”

      “What was that reaction about?”

      “Uh, nothing. Atlas James is … he’s an amazing teacher. I learned a lot from him.”

      “Yeah, but you gasped.”

      Estelle cleared her throat and smirked. “You’ll see.”

      We arrived at the doors, and I turned to her with a smile. “So, I’ll meet you next door when the class is over so that we can have some drinks?”

      “Oh, most definitely! Relax and have fun. It’s not nearly as hard as you think it will be. Especially not with Atlas teaching. I think you’re really going to enjoy yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Bye, Estelle.”

      Still laughing at my friend, I went inside the coworking space that doubled as a classroom on evenings and weekends. From what I read online, the two people who owned the business and ran the programs were dedicated to helping an underserved group of entrepreneurs get a foothold in Greenville’s growing economy. The businesses that their students started after attending the Academy were conscientious and interested in blending into the existing community. That was precisely the kind of business I wanted to build—one that felt so familiar that my customers could easily imagine the hands that made the products and feel connected to the process.

      I’d entered on the street level across from the Village Journal into a small lobby and seating area.

      “Hi!” the young girl behind the desk said with a smile. “Welcome to The CoWorking Spot. I’m Chloe. Can I help you?”

      “Uh, yes. Hi, Chloe. I’m here for the Entrepreneur Academy?”

      “Ah, yes. Could you just sign in for me? They’ll be meeting in the Community Classroom at the big table down there,” she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder. “But you’re a little early, so feel free to grab a cup of coffee and look around or just hang out up here. Atlas is around here somewhere.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said as I signed in.

      When I was done, I adjusted my bag on my shoulder and made my way down the steps to the Community Classroom. The big table was in an open area, with about ten or fifteen chairs around it. The group was far smaller than I anticipated, and for some reason, that made me feel even more nervous. That, and the fact that this Atlas person was somewhere in the building, meant that if no one else arrived soon, I would be the first to meet him. All that tittering Estelle had done on the sidewalk made me wonder what the hell I was in for.

      After choosing a seat on the far end of the table away from the big screen TV as the place to drop my laptop bag, I went back up to the lobby to grab a cup of that free coffee the girl at the desk had offered me. I was still considering the dark, strong-smelling brew when a young man bounded up the stairs.

      One look at him and I swear my mouth went so dry that my tongue stuck to the roof of it.

      “Hi!” he said cheerily, his lips splitting into a grin that lit up his face. And Jesus Christ, was it a gorgeous face. He had smooth dark skin and the sort of distinctive features that were so unusual that it was hard to look at him without really staring. Full lips, a broad nose, and bedroom eyes with thick lashes that squinted when he smiled, like he was doing now.

      “Hello,” I managed to croak, unable to tear my eyes away even though he was standing next to me now, and I had to look up, up, up to meet his gaze. This man was tall and built like he could plow my north field without a horse, with shoulders that he could probably throw a woman-sized sack of potatoes over. And by woman-sized, I meant me. I would like to be that woman-sized sack of potatoes.

      That thought startled me. I couldn’t remember the last time I looked at a man with little more interest than I gave a sturdy dining room table.

      “Trying to get that last dose of caffeine in, huh?” he said casually, as if his deep baritone wasn’t designed to disintegrate my panties the moment he opened his mouth.

      “Uh, yeah. I usually try not to drink coffee this late. It tends to mess with my sleep, but I’m not usually out after this hour, so⁠—”

      What the hell was I even saying? Why was I talking about my caffeine intake like some old lady who needed to be at home before nine to make sure she took her remedies?

      “I hear that,” the young man said as he tore open two sugar packets with the edge of his bright white teeth. His tongue swiped at a loose granule, and my pussy clenched like I knew how that tongue would feel between my thighs.

      Look away, Sonja. Look a-damn-way.

      He gestured at the still-empty cup in my hand with the carafe of coffee in his hand, offering to fill it up.

      “Yes, please.” I held out the paper cup in my now trembling hand. “Thank you,” I said once it was filled and finally turned toward the coffee station to add some sugar and cream.

      “No problem. I’ll see you down there,” he said, a smirk in the corner of his full lips.

      “Oh! You’re here for the Entrepreneur Academy thing?”

      He pivoted around the corner to make his way back down the stairs. With his eyes on me, his smirk shifted into a smile. “I’m the instructor,” he said just before he disappeared from view.

      “Holy fuck … that’s Atlas James?”

      “Yes, ma’am, it is,” the girl behind the desk said with a wistful sigh.

      Leaving the cup of untouched coffee on the bar, I ducked into the nearest bathroom to call my so-called friend. Her self-satisfied giggle met my ears when she finally decided to pick up the phone.

      “Really, Estelle?”

      “What?”

      “You could have warned me that my instructor was a real-life action hero, so I didn’t embarrass myself by drooling and blubbering like an idiot.”

      “You drooled and blubbered like an idiot? That’s surprising. I didn’t think he would get that much of a reaction out of you.”

      “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Sonja,” she began gently. “I’ve known you for almost nine years, and I’ve never heard you so much as sigh at the sight of a pretty man. Even men that are universally handsome never seemed to move the meter for you.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, well, Atlas James sure as hell did.”

      “Mmmhmm… six weeks of class with him was not an unpleasant experience.”

      “Estelle! You’re happily married!”

      “I’m married, not dead, Sonja.”

      “I get that, but…”

      “Yes, I allowed myself to enjoy his personage, then I went home to my husband. And since you no longer have one of those, none of that should matter to you.”

      “I have no intention of⁠—”

      “I gotta go. The six-thirty Power Hour is about to start. I’ll meet you for drinks, and we can talk about how Atlas made you squirm in your seat for an hour and a half.” Then she hung up before I could respond.

      I glared at my phone’s darkening screen for a moment and tried to figure out if there was a way that I could sneak downstairs, grab my new bag and twelve-hundred-dollar laptop, and duck out before the class started. Because I couldn’t sit in the same room with that man.

      Hell, maybe I didn’t need to grab my stuff. Estelle could drive me home. My kids were there, so I didn’t need to worry about how I would get in. I could pick up my bag in the morning or some other time when I was sure he wouldn’t be here. Then I would quit the class because a woman my age should not be subjected to a man that young and that fine for six long weeks without any sort of satisfaction.

      Satisfaction?

      I mean, seriously. What satisfaction did I want from this man? And more importantly, what satisfaction would he be willing to give? Did I want to know? Goddamn, he had successfully scrambled my brain. This was not right or okay.

      I glanced in the mirror and smoothed my hand over my newly cropped hair.

      Around the same time that I allowed myself to be convinced to sign up for this course, my sister Agostina thought it was a good idea to chop off all of my hair. “A woman who cuts her hair is about to make big changes in her life,” or some foolishness she’d parroted from a mindfulness blog she read. Initially, I thought the cut looked cute. Fun. Now I just looked like a middle-aged woman who’d lopped off her hair and dyed it to hide the grey.

      I sighed and shook my head at myself, then turned on the water to wash my hands. I was making too big a deal out of this. He probably didn’t even notice that I’d drooled over him. I wasn’t unattractive, but I’d long ago realized that I’d become invisible to a specific type of man and definitely a certain age bracket. Atlas James fit that demographic. Yeah... I was worried about the wrong thing.

      By the time I made my way out of the bathroom and toward the low murmur of conversation in the Community Classroom, I’d convinced myself that I was overreacting. I’d only assumed that he had noticed me noticing him. That didn’t make it true.

      And I believed that until I realized that my bag had been moved to a seat other than where I’d left it. It was now in front of a chair closer to the middle of the table…

      Right across from where Atlas was setting up his laptop and unloading his backpack.

      I glanced toward the place I’d left my things and saw that two girls were huddled there now. How wrong would it be if I put on my mom-voice and bullied them out of their seats?

      “Decided against the coffee?” Atlas asked, pulling back into the present.

      “Uh… yeah. I had a couple of sips, but I’m jittery enough. It would have been a mistake.”

      “I probably should have done the same, but you know…Y.O.L.O.”

      I cringed inwardly. “Yeah…Y.O.L.O.,” I echoed, then pulled out my chair.

      My son used that horrible slang phrase when he was in middle school. Was this Atlas in the same age bracket? Now I felt a little gross about lusting over someone who was probably only a few years older than my high school-age son.

      Yuck.

      I laughed at myself again. Unloaded my bag.

      Stay on task, Sonja.

      “Okay… It looks like everyone is here!” Atlas said. “Let’s get started.” He clapped his hands together and moved toward the front of the room. “Welcome to The CoWorking Spot. I’m Atlas James, and I’m going to be your instructor for this cohort of the Entrepreneur Academy. A little bit about me…Yes, my name is really Atlas, but I don’t think my mother named me that in anticipation of me having shoulders big and strong enough to carry the world on them, but it helps that I grew into it.”

      We all laughed at that, and he seemed to relax a little bit.

      “I’m a business coach for creative people who want to use their talents to make money. I’ve been at that for a little over six years. Before that, my best friend and I built a tiny home in a step-van panel truck, and I traveled to every state in the continental US because I was that eager to get away from here. I have two degrees, a bachelor’s in business and an MBA in marketing, both of which I used to build and run this business. Now…” He looked from one end of the table to the next, and then his eyes settled on me. “I’d like to get to know all of you.”

      My mouth suddenly went dry, and my nipples drew up into tight little buds against the thin silken fabric of my bra. I folded my arms, leaned forward on the table, and prayed that he didn’t ask me to go first. Nothing but squawking high-pitched sounds would come out of me if he did.

      Atlas smiled at me, then turned his attention to one of the young girls at the far end of the table.

      Thank God.

      “You there in the pink sweater. State your name, state your business.”

      Everyone at the table was at least ten or more years younger than me. They had internet jobs that I’d never heard of before — like social media manager and content strategist — that they’d joined the Entrepreneur Academy to grow. None of them had a business that sounded anything like mine.

      “And what about you?” Atlas pushed up the sleeves of his shirt and pointed at me.

      My brain short-circuited as I stared at his thick, veined forearms.

      “Miss…” he coaxed, a smile curving the corners of his mouth.

      “S-Sonja…” I stammered. Yes, that’s my name. “Sonja Watts and I want to open an online store to sell natural soaps, essential oils, and hand and body crèmes using recipes created by my Gullah grandmother.”

      The room fell silent.

      “Excuse me…Sonja?” one of the girls at the end of the table began. She was sitting across from the girl in the pink sweater. I think her name was Ashley.

      “Yes?”

      “What is a Gullah exactly? You mean, like Gullah, Gullah Island? That show that used to come on Disney?” Ashley asked with a giggle that her friend in the pink sweater echoed.

      Atlas turned his attention to Ashley and regarded her for a long, critical moment. “Gullah people are Coastal Carolina African Americans who have maintained most of their West African culture, including language and traditions,” he explained in a flat, icy tone. “They practice a lot of holistic medicine through cherished recipes passed down through generations.”

      He looked at me again, his eyes soft and…was that appreciation I saw there?

      “I imagine your business will be no different than someone starting their own beauty brand.”

      “I imagine so…” I said, feeling for the first time in an hour that I was right where I was supposed to be.
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      Estelle had already grabbed us a couple of stools at the bar when I found her next door at The Narrows. I ignored the smug smile on her face and ordered a whiskey sour.

      “Oh, come on,” Estelle groaned. “You really can’t be pissed off that I didn’t tell you that your instructor was an intelligent, ridiculously gorgeous man. I feel like that was the best kind of surprise.”

      “To you!” I countered. “I don’t like to be caught off guard by things like that. I like to be prepared for all situations so that I don’t make a goddamn fool of myself drooling over a kid that’s nearly the same age as my son.”

      “What? He’s nowhere near as young as Winston. Atlas and I went to high school together. We’re the same age.”

      So that made him thirty-one years old. That wasn’t too young, was it?

      Too young for what, though?

      I shook my head. Why was I even thinking about this? Atlas James had no interest in me. “I don’t like to objectify young men this way,” I said after taking a sip of my drink. “It makes me feel like a creepy old lady.”

      “Well, sometimes it takes just the right man to make a woman indulge in that singular pleasure,” Estelle smirked. “So, what got you first?”

      My mind slipped to that moment when he bounded up those stairs on those long legs. Those thighs... those goddamn thick-ass thighs. Or was it the mischievous light in his eyes or the knowing smirk in the corner of his mouth? Or those full lips that I could easily imagine on mine?

      “The shoulders and definitely those thighs… but the shoulders first. I don’t think I’ve seen shoulders like that outside of a fitness magazine,” I said finally.

      “Right? I mean, he was always tall and broad, but those shoulders⁠—”

      “He looks like he could plow my north field without a horse.”

      “Plow your north…what!” Estelle let out a screech of hysterical laughter.

      We were still giggling and blubbering when the subject of our amusement mounted the steps, a soft cashmere scarf draping those shoulders I’d just mentioned. Just like earlier, my lungs refused to take in air. A slow smile spread across his face as he crossed the room to where we sat at the bar.

      “Shitttt,” I hissed under my breath and turned my back to the stairs. “He’s here, and he’s coming over here. Don’t look!” I whispered, realizing just how immature that sounded as it came out of my mouth.

      “What? Who’s coming? Oh…” Estelle picked up her glass and waved. “Atlas! Hey! Come join us!”

      “Fuck!” I cursed under my breath.

      Estelle’s eyes widened. “Sonja, language!” she scolded lightly.

      “Hey, ladies,” Atlas said, wearing a big smile as he shrugged off his jacket and draped it on the chair beside Estelle. “You mind if I join you?”

      “Absolutely not. Pull up to the bar. It’s been a while,” Estelle said cheerily.

      “It has! I see that your yoga studio is tremendously successful.”

      “It is, thanks to you.”

      He nodded graciously. “And how do you know, Sonja?”

      “She’s my best friend. We live across the street from each other. I’m the one who told her about the Entrepreneur Academy.”

      I smiled, warmed by Estelle claiming me as her bestie. “More like she got me drunk and signed up for me. I wouldn’t have done something like this without her encouragement,” I volunteered.

      “Awesome, thanks for that,” Atlas said, giving Estelle a wink. “What do you think so far?”

      “It’s intimidating, but I’m excited to get started.”

      He nodded and signaled to the bartender. Apparently, they were well-acquainted because he immediately started making him a drink. “Don’t be intimidated. I know it’s a lot of information, but I have a pretty good track record for picking out which businesses will actually succeed in each cohort, and I think yours is going to be one of them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Listen, I know I’m like, the most ancient person in that class, and I’ll probably need a little more hand-holding than everyone else, but you don’t have to patronize me.”

      Atlas’s eyes widened. “No, I’m serious! I predicted that Estelle’s yoga studio would be the most profitable in her cohort, and she was. And she knew just as much about running a business as you do.”

      “Hey!” she said, whacking him on the arm.

      “What?” he said with a laugh. “It’s true.”

      “Yeah, well, not all of us were math and computer science geeks in high school or had a GPA that had the Ivy League courting us.”

      “Yes, I was an awkward, gangly teenager with bottle cap glasses whose love for numbers left him with plenty of time to learn how to code and master the stock market with the money he made cutting grass. Woo-hoo! Glad that paid off!” he deadpanned.

      “I think it paid off in dividends,” I said with a laugh, liking the thought of him as an awkward, sweet teenage boy who was more into his computers and math than girls.

      “Was that a stock market joke?” he asked, then that sweet, awkward boy who’d grown into a strapping young man leveled me with a look that made my thighs snap together like that would protect me.

      “It didn’t land? Dividends are quarterly payments made on past investments, right?”

      “Actually, it’s on overall profits and revenue, but that was close enough.”

      “Do you want to sit beside her?” Estelle interrupted. “You’re kinda leaning all the way into my space.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Stelle,” he said, looking slightly embarrassed.

      “No worries,” my friend said as she slid off her stool and gestured for him to move into the space she’d just made for him. Atlas cringed a little bit but didn’t hesitate to move onto the stool closest to me.

      Christ, he smelled good. Like frankincense, and something sweet that I couldn’t quite place, and maybe a little peppermint. “I’m sorry about my friend. She seems to think you might be interested in me and that you need help facilitating a… hook-up? Is that what the kids call it?”

      He smiled nervously. “I mean, I don’t know what the kids are calling it these days, but you sound doubtful about me being interested in you?”

      “I meant… romantically,” I said, for clarification.

      “Uh… so did I?”

      The way his sentence turned up on the end made me wonder if he was curious or unsure.

      I angled myself toward him and looked him in the eye. “Did she put you up to this?”

      “Who? Estelle? No… I didn’t even know that she knew you. I…did I read this wrong? I thought we had a moment at the coffee bar before class…”

      My body flushed with heat, nipples pinging into hard nubs again. “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, like, ogle you. It’s just that your shoulders are so broad and strong that I — ” I shook my head, mortified that I’d almost told him that I imagined my knees over those broad shoulders.

      He giggled. Atlas actually giggled, and his shoulders bounced as the giggle morphed into a laugh, and then I was sure he was having a go at me now. I’d made a fool of myself.

      “I just made it really weird⁠—”

      “No, you didn’t make it weird. I’m just astounded that you would doubt that I’m into you. Perspective really is a motherfucker.”

      “What?” I asked. Now I was genuinely confused.

      Atlas angled his body toward mine and leaned into the triangle of space the two of us made with our bodies. “You’re stunning, Sonja. I could barely keep my eyes off of you the entire class. I was afraid that I made you feel uncomfortable with all of my staring.”

      Uncomfortable in all the best ways.

      “But I’m like nine years older than you.”

      “Ten if you round up, but what does that mean, anyway? I’m a consenting adult. I’m of age,” he said with a smile that bordered on lascivious.

      A startled sound came out of me that was somewhere between disbelief and laughter. “You can’t be serious. I’m forty years old.”

      “And you’re beautiful and sexy as fuck,” he said, his voice dropping into a lower octave that made me squeeze my thighs together again.

      I shook my head and looked away from his intense, penetrating eyes. “I’m not. I’m a middle-aged woman with two kids, one of whom is on the way to college.”

      “Who the hell told you that?” he asked.

      “I…”

      Atlas chucked me under my chin, forcing me to look him in the eye. “Who the hell told you that you’re not sexy and beautiful? Whoever told you that lied to you, Sonja.”

      Shit.

      A lump was building in my throat. I was gonna cry. This was unacceptable. I blinked hard and bit down on my bottom lip to try and stave off the tears, but he teased my lip from between my teeth and swiped the pad of his thumb across it.

      Goddamn, he might as well have reached down into my pants because I swear I was going to come on the spot.

      “You probably think I do this all the time, huh? Like I’m some sort of charmer and have my choice of women.”

      “You don’t?” I asked, arching my eyebrow.

      He laughed. “Okay, maybe I do have my choice of women, but they are never usually the type of women I want.”

      “What type of woman is that?”

      Atlas made a big show of dragging his gaze down my frame. “The woman right in front of me.”

      I shook my head, still in disbelief that this young man was giving me his attention. “I don’t know how to respond to this.”

      “That’s fair,” he said, then leaned back a little. “Maybe just…think about it for a minute. Preferably when you’re alone in bed tonight. Get comfortable with the idea that someone like me could want someone like you.”

      “Hey, Sonja,” Estelle interrupted. “I’m gonna head out. It’s bath time, and I need to get home to make sure Deacon doesn’t let Christopher talk him out of getting his stinky ass in the shower.”

      “Okay, I’m gonna head out, too.” I slipped off the stool, a motion that deposited me right into the triangle of Atlas’s thick, muscular thighs. A soft, almost imperceptible moan slipped from him before he shifted back a bit more to give me space.

      “So I’ll see you in class?” Atlas asked.

      “Yes, of course! I have a business to create!” I said as I grabbed my denim jacket. Before I could grab my bag, he picked it up and held it out so I could slip it on my shoulder. His fingers caressed the side of my neck, and I shivered.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” he said.

      I cleared my throat. “Okay, well... thanks for the chat!” I squeaked, then hightailed it out the door.

      Estelle and I were parked in the same lot a few blocks up, so we walked together. I was caught in a stunned silence until we reached the corner, but I could practically feel the smug satisfaction rolling off of her.

      “Okay, maybe you’re right,” I said finally.

      “Right about what?”

      “Right about me being … attractive to the opposite sex.”

      “I mean, I never doubted it.”

      “But that doesn’t mean that someone like Atlas is even a possibility.”

      Estelle frowned. “Why not?”

      “Look at him, Stelle! It’s just not something that could or should happen. People will think⁠—”

      “Who cares what people will think?” she interrupted. She stopped walking and grabbed me by the shoulders. “No one is saying you have to marry him. You don’t even have to date him. Clearly, he’s awakened something in you, and it would be a shame to let that go to waste, don’t you think?”

      “What are you even talking about?”

      “Fuck him, Sonja. If this opportunity is available to you, jump on it. And I mean that literally.”

      “I can’t do that right now. I’m barely divorced.”

      “Do you really think that Eric isn’t out there getting his dick wet?”

      I clenched my teeth at her crude language, but the thought had crossed my mind. Eric hadn’t said why he wanted a divorce a year ago, but part of me thought another woman had something to do with it.

      “It doesn’t have to be anything serious, Sonja. Just count this as part of your self-care regimen.”

      Estelle’s words weighed on me on the drive home, and by the time we both pulled into our garages, I was halfway convinced that Atlas wasn’t someone or something beyond my reach. Those thoughts were quickly dispelled when I walked into my house, though.

      My daughter Nadia was sitting at the breakfast bar, eating a bowl of cereal. “Hey, baby. Is that what you’re eating for dinner?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Winston took me to Burger King. This is just a snack. Where were you?”

      “I told you that I was taking that business course down in the village. Why? Did something happen?”

      She shrugged. “Dad called. He wanted to know if you had talked to us about the new schedule.”

      “Shit,” I cursed. I dropped my bag and walked around the counter to embrace my daughter. “I’m sorry you had to hear it from him in that way.”

      “So it’s true? The divorce is really final?”

      I clenched my teeth against the anger that flared in my chest. We agreed that we would talk to the kids together. Break the news in a way that would answer their questions and leave them feeling secure in our love for them. Apparently, Eric had jumped the gun.

      “Yes,” I answered softly. “Daddy and I are officially divorced now, but that doesn’t mean we love you and Winston any less⁠—”

      “I’m not a little kid, Mom. You don’t have to give me the ‘we love you, but we’re just not in love with each other’ talk. Dad’s been living somewhere else for more than a year, and when he was here with us, he was always distracted and distant. I’m just worried about you. You’ve always been so devoted to him. It’s not fair that he gets to walk away and leave you alone after all this.”

      “Why do you assume that he’s the one who asked for the divorce?”

      “Isn’t he?”

      I looked at my daughter — I mean, really looked at her to see her for who she was. Nadia was bright and intuitive. I should have known that she would have been tuned in to what was happening between Eric and me.

      “Listen, don’t worry about me. I’m okay.”

      “Are you? Do we have to move? What are we going to do for money? Are you going to have to get a job or something?”

      “Baby girl,” I said, taking her cheeks in both my hands. “I don’t want you to be worried. Everything is going to be fine.” I kissed her forehead and the tip of her nose. “It’s late. You should get ready for bed.”

      My daughter went up to bed, and I did the rounds, checking the doors and the locks to make sure everything was secure before heading to bed myself. I hated that my daughter was nervous and afraid of what might happen now that Eric and I were divorced. That made getting everything I could out of the Entrepreneur Academy even more critical. I couldn’t let her see me as a cast-off housewife, unable to take care of herself. I had to prove to her and myself that I wasn’t. My little beauty-brand business had to succeed. And according to Atlas, it would be.
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      The bell hanging above the door jingled as I walked into the barbershop behind Kairo for our Friday appointment.

      “Hey! If it isn’t our two favorite customers!” Krissy, the cute bartender at the gleaming mirrored bar next to the door, chirped. She passed us our drinks — drinks that she had somehow memorized and had waiting for us when we came through the door.

      Cutz ’n Cocktails was new in The Village, a three-chair shop with an old school vibe. Dark-wood barber stations lined both walls, with red leather barber chairs. Framed photos of local athletes hung above the comfortable waiting area in the back of the room, which was fitted with two overstuffed leather chairs and a couch.

      The owners, Jerricka and Sheba, opened their shop a few months after we closed on the space that became The Coworking Spot.

      It was completely unlike our old barbershop, which I counted as a good thing, but abandoning our old barber still felt a little like cheating. I’d thought about going back there, but I couldn’t dismiss the fact that we were treated like valued clients when we walked into Cutz ’n Cocktails and never had to wait for hours to get in the chair. Besides, Jerricka was the best damn barber I’d had in ages. I couldn’t have Kairo’s fade looking tighter than mine. Even though that would probably be impossible because I swear she was in here on Tuesdays getting an edge up for… reasons. And that reason smiled at her as she emerged from the back office of the shop.

      “Hey, you two!” Jerricka said with a grin. “What’s going on? How you doin’?”

      “I’m great,” Kairo said, her smile flashing almost as bright as Jerricka’s. “My friend here needs some help, though. And I’m not just talking about his fade.”

      “You’ve been waiting all day to bring this up,” I groaned.

      “Oh! This sounds good! I’m just finishing up with Mr. Kemp, and I’ll be with you two in a second.”

      “Don’t be rushing through my cut just because that strapping young man came through the door. My money is just as green as his,” Mr. Kemp groused, and I had to chuckle. If he’d been paying any attention at all, he would have realized that the smile and cheery disposition were for Kairo, the well-dressed stud seated next to me.

      “Ain’t no rush, Mr. Kemp. We’re a little early anyway,” Kairo said, giving Jerricka a wink.

      And we were, which was also by design. How else was my best friend supposed to creep on the barber that she’d had a mighty crush on for over a year?

      Kairo let out a soft groan and bit the corner of her lip as Jerricka moved around the barber chair, giving us an unobstructed view of her fat ass.

      I shook my head and laughed at my friend, then leaned in and whispered, “Explain why you’re not asking her out again?”

      She flared her nostrils and whacked me in the arm. “Shut the fuck up, Atlas. I already told you why,” she gritted through clenched teeth.

      I shrugged and leaned back in my chair. Kairo’s explanation made sense—you don’t fuck your barber because two relationships would end if it didn’t work out. I understood where she was coming from, but damn…I hadn’t seen the kid crush this hard since seventh grade.

      “Anyway, I would advise you to worry about yourself. Speaking of which…” Her face stretched into another grin, but this one was at my expense.

      “Come on,” I groaned, covering my face. “Can you please let this shit go?”

      “Let what go? Share with the class,” Jerricka said.

      Kairo leaned forward and gleefully recounted my spectacular fail last night. And I couldn’t really blame her. I’d relived that moment over and over in my head. It still sounded just as corny as it did when it came out of my mouth last night. Sonja Watts threw me off my game, and I had no explanation for any of it.

      “Y.O.L.O., my dude? Y.O.L.O.?” Sheba laughed, barely glancing up from the head she was cutting. “You have spent way too much time in Cali surfing with white dudes if you thought Y.O.L.O. was an acceptable phrase to use in a conversation with a Black woman in twenty-and-nineteen.”

      “Wow…” Jerricka said with a laugh. “What happened? I mean, I know it’s been a minute. Are you just out of practice?”

      “Nah… you didn’t see her. This girl⁠—”

      “Woman,” Kairo corrected.

      “Lady,” I conceded. “She’s bad.”

      Kairo grunted in agreement.

      “Hold on, now,” Mr. Kemp said. “You can’t leave a man hanging with that penny-ante description. Give an old man something to visualize.”

      “Mr. Kemp!” Jerricka gasped in faux-surprise. “Don’t make me run across the street and tell Mrs. Kemp you’re over here talking nasty.”

      “Sarah Kemp knows all about my nasty mouth. How do you think I landed her?”

      “Whoa, Ernest Kemp!” Sheba, the barber in the next chair, protested. “Lemme find out that you’re some kinda cat-daddy!”

      “Some kinda… little girl,” he twisted around in his seat. “You don’t know nothin’ ‘bout me. I swear, y’all younguns think you invented sex. Now hush up and let this man tell us about his woman.”

      A surprised laugh came out of me. I swear, these old dudes at the barbershop are the best entertainment sometimes.

      “Well, excuse me!” Sheba said with a surprised laugh. “I’m sorry I interrupted. Atlas, please continue to objectify women in a barbershop owned and operated by two women.”

      “Aww, come on,” a couple of the other guys in the shop complained.

      Mr. Kemp grunted and rolled his eyes.

      “I got you, Mr. Kemp—” Kairo said eagerly as she scooted to the
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