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      I inhale the fresh air and the fragrant scent of nearby magnolia trees. A gentle breeze kisses my skin beneath the warmth of the spring Atlanta sun as I glance over the bedroom balcony railing and survey the manicured lawn of my Tuxedo Park estate. I’ve owned the place for several years. Yet, it still feels surreal that this is my home.

      As a little girl, growing up in a run-down, matchbook-sized apartment not twenty miles away, my mom wanted my sister and me to know there was something more out there for us to aspire to. She’d take us for a ride through this very neighborhood. We’d fantasize about living in a house like this one. So eight years ago, when the house came on the market, I bought it.

      Of course, things were different when I bought the house. Back then, I was a pop music princess. And now… Now, I’m Monté Graves’s ex.

      “That ungrateful shithead!”

      I release a quiet sigh. So much for my peaceful morning.

      I came onto the balcony to savor my requisite morning cup of coffee while reading a romance novel and enjoying the lush view of the property. A respite from scrolling through one disparaging tabloid headline about me after another. Each story casts me as a washed-up, unlucky-in-love pop star who hasn’t had a hit in years. Each photo portrays me as being miserable and depressed since my breakup with my longtime ex—fellow pop singer Monté Graves—whose star is skyrocketing. Thanks, in no small part, to me.

      I haven’t shown the latest headline to my older sister, Deena, who is also my publicist. But clearly, she’s just seen it.

      My sister stomps out onto the concrete balcony overlooking the pool’s waterfall as she approaches with her phone in hand.

      “Have you seen the latest story?” She waves her phone, so angry I’m afraid she’ll pop a blood vessel.

      “It’s not that big a deal, Deena.” I push the corners of my mouth into my practiced smile. The same one I’ve flashed for the countless cameras that have followed my every move since my breakout hit when I was nineteen—well over a decade ago. The smile is meant to calm down my hotheaded older sister.

      Deena has a husband, a set of rambunctious seven-year-old twins, a terrible-two-year-old, a geriatric golden retriever with hip dysplasia and failing eyesight, and hereditary hypertension. So I don’t need her working herself up into a frenzy over something my asshole ex has done.

      “Not that big a deal?” Deena mocks me incredulously, one fist planted on her generous hip. “You’re shitting me, right? After everything you did for Monté… after everything we did for his ungrateful ass”—she jabbed a thumb into her chest—“how dare he do this to you.”

      “And what exactly has he done to me, Deens? Fallen for someone else?” I adjust the silk eye mask embroidered with the word Offline pushed atop my head and brush muffin crumbs from my lavender Anya Lust silk kimono set. I’m still wearing my pajamas well into the afternoon, and I can hear my up-at-dawn older sister’s silent judgment loud and clear. I draw my feet onto the vintage cast-iron patio chair I’m seated in, folding them beneath me. “We’re not together anymore. Monté is free to see whomever he wants. As am I.”

      Deena rolls her eyes and tosses her auburn locs over one shoulder. She plops onto the seat opposite me. “We both know you’re not seeing anyone else. You’ve been moping around this place, waiting for Monté to return on bended knee, begging you to take him back.”

      Deena’s tone and expression manage to be both chiding and empathetic. A trick she perfected when we were kids. Our dad had “gone to the post office” when I was six and Deena was ten. Day after day, I’d ask when he’d be back. Mom would force a smile and say, “Soon, baby,” while trying her best not to burst into tears. Deena, on the other hand, informed me with that exact same look that our dad was never coming back.

      She was right then, and she’s mostly right now. Which is why I need another shot of caffeine before I respond to my sister who is way too damn good at reading people.

      I sip coffee from the monogrammed, black Ember smart mug Monté gave me a few weeks before the breakup. Deena eyes the gifted mug and hikes one of those thinly arched eyebrows of hers. I got rid of the sentimental gifts Monté gave me. But this temperature-controlled smart mug isn’t sentimental; it’s practical. Besides, I deserve it after putting up with Monté’s needy ass.

      “I am not moping,” I say finally. Not true. “Nor do I expect Monté to come back.” Almost true. “I’m glad it’s over.”

      Okay, now you’re just tellin’ bold-faced lies.

      The truth is, I was completely blindsided by Monté’s sudden decision to end our relationship. The photos in tabloid articles about our breakup confirmed as much. In them, I’m sporting watery, red eyes, puffy cheeks, blotchy skin, and zero makeup as I paced this very balcony, pleading with Monté not to end our relationship.

      Those less-than-flattering photos made the rounds the day after our breakup six months ago. They’re resurfacing now because Monté recently declared that his current love interest—a gorgeous rapper with a body that could stop traffic and a debut album that’s blazing up the charts—is the love of his life. And he keeps reiterating how this time it’s for real.

      Granted, our first date had been carefully orchestrated as part of a publicity stunt by our mutual manager, Landry Hines. But I’d made the mistake of falling in love with the jerk. And I honestly thought he felt the same. Maybe he did at some point. But I barely recognized the calculating, dead-eyed fucker who stood in my bedroom and calmly informed me that we’d had a good run, but it was time for us to move on.

      It was nearly the same speech verbatim I’d helped him devise when he’d decided to leave the moderately successful boy band he’d gotten his start with at the age of sixteen. The band had been together for thirteen years and had a decent fan base. But Monté had aspirations of becoming a solo act. A dream I had orchestrated with the help of my PR team and image consultants until Monté was making enough bank to hire his own.

      We recorded a duet for my album that went platinum and another on his debut solo EP. That song went platinum, too. As did the EP. Eventually, he got the big solo record deal. But as Monté’s star began to rise, I tried to ignore the shift in his attitude and the growing rift in our relationship. Because I honestly did love him. I’d essentially put my career on hold to help him launch his. But despite all that, I got the breakup speech that I essentially wrote. Maybe having my former fiancé regurgitate that speech back to me is the karma I deserve.

      The words a favorite author, Beverly Jenkins, once said scroll through my brain.

      Karma is only a bitch if you are.

      Well, tou-fucking-ché.

      I drain the last of my coffee, wishing I’d added a shot of King’s Finest bourbon to it, then stand. “I should get ready.”

      “For what?” Deena stands, too. That damn fist of hers is propped on her hip again. “We both know this”—she indicates the stack of romance novels on the table—“is pretty much the extent of what you do all day.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with reading romance.” I prop my fist on my slightly less generous hip.

      “I’m not saying there is. The problem is you don’t do much else anymore.” Deena softens her exasperated tone.

      “Reading isn’t all I do,” I say indignantly.

      “Rewatching the complete seasons of Schitt’s Creek, Insecure, and First Wives Club doesn’t count either.” Deena points a bejeweled fingernail at me.

      “Isn’t that what ‘washed-up pop princesses’ do?” I ask, irritated with my sister who also happens to be my publicist-slash-babysitter. “Besides, I have my Save the Peachtree School of the Arts Committee meeting this afternoon,” I remind her. “I need to hop in the shower, or I’ll be late.”

      I make a beeline through the bedroom that’s twice the size of the one-bedroom apartment we shared with our mom after Dad bailed. Deena, who isn’t ready to give up on the conversation, follows me into my spa bathroom—one of the first renovations I made to the house. The fact that I practically shut the door in her face doesn’t deter her. I whip off my pajamas and strut toward the shower bare-ass naked, hoping my sister will take the hint and make herself scarce.

      Deena plants her stubborn ass on my black leather vanity stool, her back turned toward me as she scrolls through her phone. Probably seeking out more Karris Baker is a lovelorn, washed-up loser headlines and brainstorming how to counteract the damage this time.

      I put a shower cap over my hair, already wrapped in a silk scarf. Then I step into the shower situated in a little alcove tucked around the corner.

      “Look, Kare Bear…” Deena sighs softly, invoking my childhood nickname. Something she hasn’t done in ages. “I realize how upsetting this must be.”

      “I am not upset.” I squirt a generous pump of Rosie Jane’s Calm the F*ck Down body wash onto my favorite exfoliating sponge, inhaling the scent of lavender, chamomile, and neroli.

      “I might be your publicist, Karris, but I’m your sister first and foremost. Taking a calm, logical, adult approach to the breakup is fine when you’re in public. But you don’t need to pretend with me. You have every right to feel hurt and betrayed by what Monté did.” Deena hesitates a moment before continuing. “Mom told me you’d been thinking of turning one of the guest rooms into a nursery,” she adds gently.

      I inhale sharply in response to the heaviness in my chest. Phantom pain from where Monté ripped my heart out six months ago. My eyes burn, and silent tears mingle with the warm water flowing down my face from the rainfall showerhead. I scrub my tawny-brown skin so aggressively with a loofah sponge that it feels like it might bleed. I sniffle quietly, hoping my sister won’t hear over the sound of the shower.

      “Kare Bear… say something,” Deena pleads softly. In a matter of minutes, she’s gone from concerned publicist to overprotective big sister to doting surrogate mother—a role she was often forced to play while our mom worked two demanding jobs to pay the bills. “Talk to me. Please.”

      I finish rinsing my skin, then grab a towel and dry off. I slip on my short, lace-trimmed silk La Perla robe. The one I’d bought in Monté’s favorite color: fucking turquoise. Because it reminds him of the sea. I huff, pushing the thought from my mind as I join my sister in the main bathroom. I snatch off my shower cap and silk scarf, tucking them both into a drawer. Then I spray product onto my hair, add some hair butter and oil, then drag my fingers through my dark-brown natural curls and fluff them while my sister sits there patiently awaiting a response.

      “What do you want me to say, Deens?” I ask when it’s clear that she isn’t going to let this go. “That it hurts to hear him spewing glowing words of love about what’s-her-face? Well, it does. That shit cuts like a knife. I put my life on hold so I could prop up his failing career and fragile ego. And the worst part is I honestly don’t know what I did wrong. But admitting that makes me seem bitter and more pathetic than the tabloids are already making me out to be.” I wipe angrily at the hot tears that blur my vision before they can slide down my cheeks. “So why bother saying them?”

      “First of all, you didn’t do anything wrong. Monté was a charming user. He fooled all of us.” Deena stands, her eyes shiny as she wraps me in a bear hug that eases the tension I’ve been carrying in my neck and shoulders. “You can’t bottle up that pain and just pretend it isn’t there. If you do, you’ll never get over him.”

      “I am over him.” I wriggle out of my sister’s hold, offended.

      “Okay, so you’re over him. But you’ve failed to move on. In fact, that’s your problem.” Deena rubs her chin as she paces the marble floor.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being alone.” I try not to sound as defensive as I feel.

      “Of course not.” Deena follows me inside the walk-in closet that was once a separate bedroom. “But you want to change the narrative in the tabloids that you’re devastated over your ex’s engagement, right?”

      “Obvi.” I glare at her.

      “Well, the best way to do that is for us to find you a new love interest,” Deena announces with a self-congratulatory smile.

      I stop scanning the business suits in my closet. “You’re not serious.”

      “Someone notable enough to be press-worthy. Yet, not so big that they become the focus of the story,” Deena mutters more to herself than to me. Suddenly, she snaps her fingers. “I know the perfect guy.”

      “Stop talking!” I hold up both palms like a crossing guard. “Right now. I mean it. Stop saying words. You’re not making sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Deena folds her arms. “You have to manipulate the media. Beat these bastards at their own game. You’ve been in the industry long enough to know I’m right.”

      “Why can’t we focus on my charity work, like performing at the autism charity gala or saving Peachtree School of the Arts… which is what I’m attempting to do right now?”

      “I’ve tried focusing on your philanthropic efforts.” Deena sighs. “It just isn’t a big enough story to divert those bloodsuckers from the ‘poor brokenhearted Karris’ narrative. And frankly, it’s drowning out the important work you’re doing. I know you don’t love the idea. But this is a solid plan. One I’m sure will work.”

      “A fake relationship is what got me into this mess in the first place,” I remind her.

      “Then it only makes sense to use the same tactic to get you out of it,” Deena says matter-of-factly. As if any of this makes sense.

      “Let’s say I’m willing to consider it.” I rub my throbbing forehead and resume my search for something to wear to this committee meeting Deena is making me late for. “Who’s this perfect guy you have in mind?”

      “Ward Hughes.”

      “Ward Hughes?” I whip around to face my sister.

      There’s a glitter of amusement in Deena’s dark-brown eyes at the mention of my high school ex who also happens to be the younger brother of one of her closest friends. That’s how Ward and I first met when we were about twelve. He is now known to people all over the world as DJ War, and he’s huge on the club scene.

      I pull out a pair of tan Brunello Cucinelli pants and study them. Just how much give does cotton crepe have? I’ve put on about twenty pounds during my six-month pity party.

      I clear my parched throat and try to sound nonchalant. “DJ War is doing a European club tour. We could barely nail him down as the DJ for the jubilee concert this fall.”

      The upcoming school year will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Peachtree School of the Arts High School, which Ward and I both attended. The committee decided to celebrate the milestone with a few huge, fundraising events that will be attended by the school’s star-studded alumni. Ward and I are among Peachtree’s most notable success stories. That’s the only reason I reached out through our sisters to ensure that he would be there.

      “Ward returned home a few days ago,” Deena says excitedly.

      I don’t need to ask how she knows. Deena and Wanda—Ward’s older sister and stylist—talk often.

      “He’s exhausted from the international travel, tired of living out of hotels, and plans to lay low in Atlanta for a while. This honestly couldn’t be a more perfect setup.”

      “For whom?” I scrunch my face, my belly tensing at the thought of seeing Ward again.

      We’ve crossed paths at industry parties a few times over the last ten years. He’s never looked glad to see me. Though, I honestly can’t blame him.

      “For both of you, obvi,” Deena taunts. “It’ll divert the narrative about you being heartbroken over the split with Monté, and it’ll be a positive PR cycle for Ward. Every time he dates some B-list pop star… no offense,” Deena adds with a wave of her hand.

      “None taken,” I lie through gritted teeth.

      The retort, “I’m Rick James, bitch!” echoes in my head.

      “Ward’s stock goes up every time he dates someone newsworthy,” Deena continues, tapping out something on her phone. “It’s a low-effort, win-win scenario for both parties. You just need to be photographed out at lunch and dinner a few times holding hands. The media will eat that shit up. And just like that, there’ll be no more talk of ‘poor, lonely Karris.’”

      When I don’t respond, my sister glances up from her phone. “This is going to work, hon. Trust me. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “And it’s not like you two haven’t done this before.” Deena stops tapping on her phone long enough to raise an eyebrow. “You two faked your way into becoming homecoming king and queen in high school.”

      “And you were dead set against it,” I remind my sister. “You were even more opposed to Landry setting me and Monté up for the publicity,” I say, referring to Landry Hines—the manager Monté and I share.

      “I was,” she acknowledges. “But quite honestly, it worked. Both times.”

      “Fine.” I thumb through my clothing in search of a top to go with the pants. “If Ward is up for it… I’ll do it. But I have rules.”

      “Great. The two of you can work that out when you go see him tomorrow afternoon. Wanda will be there to let you in around a quarter to two, so you can make your case.”

      “Make my case? I thought you were going to arrange⁠—”

      “Ward doesn’t like to be managed. Wanda thinks it’ll work out better coming from you. Just make a genuine plea from one old friend to another.”

      “But Ward and I aren’t friends, Deens. Not anymore. You know this.”

      “And you’ve always felt bad about how things ended between you two. This is the perfect opportunity for you two to work things out.”

      “But what if Ward doesn’t want to work things out?” The question echoes in my head every time I consider apologizing to him. “He clearly isn’t a member of the Karris Baker Fan Club. Every time I try to talk to him, he grunts at me like a fucking caveman and acts like he has somewhere more important to be. The man literally won’t spend more than thirty seconds in my presence.”

      “Hmm… Sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you. I’d suggest you turn on the pop princess charm.” Deena flashes a smart-ass grin. “I have to go. Calvin volunteered us to make cupcakes for the kids’ bake sale. Let me know how your meeting with Ward goes,” she calls over her shoulder as she hurries out of the room.

      Shit.

      This day just went from bad to worse, because there is no way in hell Ward Hughes is going to make this easy.
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      I suck in a quiet breath, then climb the stairs to the covered porch of Ward Hughes’s picturesque house. The tan brick colonial with black shutters is nestled on a quiet cul-de-sac a stone’s throw from Chastain Park. I count to ten in my head, then I ring the doorbell. Part of me hopes Ward isn’t home.

      I run my fingers over the bumpy rainbow leather of my Anima Iris bag, then slide it onto the crook of my elbow. There’s complete silence.

      Should I ring the bell again?

      Or maybe I should use the opulent knocker mounted on the gleaming elegant black door.

      Ward might not be expecting me, but his older sister, Wanda, is well aware of my visit. She’s the one who insisted I arrive promptly at a quarter to two because that’s when Ward usually takes a break from working in his home studio to eat lunch.

      When I ring the doorbell again, footsteps approach.

      Wanda Hughes swings the front door open, and the scent of savory meat and fruit-filled baked goods swirls around her. Her dark eyes dance, and her light-brown skin glows.

      “Karris! It’s so good to see you.” Wanda hugs me tight. “Ward’s coming down now. Good luck,” she whispers in my ear, then adds loudly for Ward’s benefit, “What brings you here? Is everything okay with Deena, Calvin, and the kids?”

      “Everyone is great.” I follow the woman’s lead. “I was just hoping to have a quick chat with Ward. Is he available?”

      “Depends on who’s asking.” Ward makes his way down the exquisite curved staircase. He shoves his hands into the pockets of his gray pants, seeming neither surprised nor pleased to see me standing in his doorway.

      Wardell Hughes had best been described as “cute” when we attended Peachtree School of the Arts together. But now… the man is breathtakingly handsome. Way too good-looking to be considered a snack. He’s a four-course meal, a bottle of Ace of Spades, and a slice of Grandma’s peach cobbler all rolled into one.

      Ward has been featured on the covers of a handful of music and lifestyle magazines, looking hot enough to set the glossy pages on fire. But the truth is, he’s even more striking in person.

      “I’ve got this, sis.” Ward saunters toward the open front door, his expression unreadable as his dark eyes lock with mine like a tractor beam on the Starship Enterprise.

      A shiver runs down my spine and my throat is suddenly parched. For a moment, I can barely recall my own damn name, let alone why I’m standing on this fine-ass man’s front porch with my mouth hanging open.

      “Great. I’ll get started on lunch,” Wanda says. “Should I set another place?”

      “No.” Did someone leave the door to Alaska open? ’Cause the chill coming off that single word could give a sistah hypothermia. “Our guest won’t be staying.”

      Not off to the best start, but that’s okay. I’m not that hungry anyway. I had a bag of Pepperidge Farm cookies last night.

      Wanda offers me an apologetic smile. She asks me to tell Deena she’ll call her later, then mouths You’ve got this and gives me a low thumbs-up before disappearing around the corner.

      Ward leans against the doorway with his arms folded. He’s a couple of inches shy of six feet tall. His broad shoulders and wide chest fill the space. Ward’s athletic build makes me curious about the musculature beneath that smedium cobalt-blue T-shirt hugging his chest and offering a lovely outline of his pecs.

      He leans forward a little. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “You didn’t ask one.” I stand taller, tipping my chin and folding my arms, taking up as much space as I can. “And let’s not pretend you don’t know who I am, Ward. Petty isn’t a good look on you.”

      His nostrils flare, and one corner of his broad mouth curves in a smirk, exponentially increasing the level of sexiness he exudes without even trying.

      “Maybe a little pettiness is justified. After all, when we broke up in high school⁠—”

      “I was kind of a bitch about it,” I admit with a deep sigh as I tuck a few loose strands of hair behind my ear. “But I was young and dumb and feeling myself a bit, if I’m being honest. I’ve wanted to say that to you for a really long time. But whenever we crossed paths…” I shrug, shifting my gaze downward. “The time and place just never seemed right.”

      The snarl on his face didn’t help much either. But I opt not to mention that.

      Ward stares at me without response, his arms still folded. But my apology seems to have deflated his puffed-up chest and sense of righteous indignation the tiniest bit.

      I glance at the homes on either side of Ward’s. I have no reason to believe the paparazzi are following me this morning. But someone could be watching Ward’s house. Former pop star pleads with now-famous ex isn’t a headline I’m eager to see either.

      “May I come in for a minute?” I ask. The chill from Ward’s stare sends another shiver through me. This one is far less pleasurable than the first. “I won’t keep you long.”

      Ward begrudgingly steps aside and gestures toward the double French doors of his office. I thank him and step inside, taking a seat in one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      “How about we jump straight to the part where you ask whatever it is you came here for?” Ward settles into his chair on the other side and checks his watch. “I have a brisket sandwich and a warm slice of apple pie waiting. Just know that every minute my food is getting colder, I’m feeling slightly less generous.”

      “Then I’ll get right to the point.” I settle my purse on my lap, mindful of my mother’s insistence that setting it on the floor will lead to bad luck and money troubles. I might not put stock in the old superstition, but I don’t feel the need to take any chances either. I’ve got enough problems already. “I’m here to propose a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “A mutually beneficial arrangement.” Ward mimics my voice, then laughs bitterly, which I don’t appreciate. “Like your proposal that we ‘date’”—Ward uses air quotes—“so we’d be voted homecoming king and queen?”

      “Just like that, actually.” My face warms. A knot clenches in my stomach in response to Ward’s widened eyes, followed by a deep frown. He doesn’t speak, so I continue. “I realize I’m not your favorite person, Ward.” I ignore the grunt, which confirms my deduction more heartily than necessary. “But just like before, we can help each other achieve our goals.”

      “And what exactly is your goal here, Karrisma?” Ward cocks his head, hitching one brow so high it practically hits his hairline.

      He clearly remembers how much I hate being called by my government name, and he’s trying to goad me. But I won’t let him.

      I take a cleansing breath. “Perhaps you’ve noticed that I’ve been getting a lot of less-than-flattering press lately.”

      “No, actually, I haven’t,” Ward says coolly, folding his hands over his stomach. “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do…” I suck in another deep breath and lower my voice. “I didn’t do anything other than getting dumped by my fiancé. Which I’m fine with,” I add quickly. “That’s his prerogative.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that Monté has apparently found the love of his life. But rather than just celebrating his newfound happiness”—I practically spit the words which are a direct quote from one of the countless articles about the newly engaged couple—“the narrative has become poor little washed-up Karris Baker who hasn’t had a hit in years. Whatever will she do?”

      “Here’s a bit of free advice, sweetheart. We’re public personalities. People are gonna manufacture shit about us that isn’t true. On television, in print, on social media… You can’t chase down every unflattering headline out there. It isn’t good for your psyche, soul, or career. My advice? Let it go. Some other current or former pop star will do something stupid, and the news cycle will move on.”

      “Don’t you think I’ve tried that?” I pop out of the chair, dropping my purse in my seat. I pace the floor, one hand pressed to my forehead. “We’ve tried to let this blow over. We’ve tried pushing stories about all the important work I’m doing… like the Peachtree Jubilee celebration. But it just keeps coming back to this. And with the jubilee coming up soon, I don’t want anything to detract from the publicity we’re working hard to create for the event.”

      “I can appreciate your dilemma. I really can.”

      A glimmer of hope sparks in my chest as Ward taps out a rhythm on the desk with his long fingers—something I hadn’t realized I find sexy in a man.

      “But I can’t help you, Karris.”

      “I’m not asking you to rescue me, Ward.” I try to push down my wounded pride. Hell, I didn’t want to do this in the first place. But now I’m invested and determined to change Ward’s perception of me. “I’d like for us to help each other.”

      “You’re here because you want to help me?” There’s a hint of mockery in Ward’s tone. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, sweetheart, but I don’t need your help.” He gestures to the enlarged framed photos of himself on one magazine cover or another. “Maybe you should try the next guy on your list.”

      “There is no list, Ward. You’re the only person I considered asking because we’ve done this before, and we got along so well.”

      Ward’s frown deepens, his eyes resembling a darkening sky right before the start of one of those surprise Southern storms. “Until you didn’t need me anymore.”

      His biting tone conveys anger, but it feels like masked pain. Which makes me feel even worse. I fucked up by ending our relationship so flippantly, and Ward isn’t in a forgiving mood.

      “I know… I mean… I realize that⁠—”

      “No, Karris.” Ward stands abruptly, startling me. I step back. “You’ll need to find some other sucker this time. This one isn’t available.” Ward jabs a thumb to his chest.

      “I’m not using⁠—”

      “Request made and denied.” Ward walks to his front door and opens it. “This meeting is officially adjourned. Good seeing you again, Karris.”

      I nibble on my lower lip as I retrieve my bag and make my way to the door. I pause in front of Ward, who looms over me. The hurt and anger vibrating off him are palpable, and I truly regret hurting him.

      “Thank you for hearing me out.” I step onto the porch and turn around before he can close the door. “Please know that I’m truly sorry about how things ended between us. You were a good friend, Ward. I never meant to hurt you, and I will always regret that I did.”

      Ward winces momentarily. When he meets my gaze again, his expression is shuttered. “It would only hurt if I cared. And I don’t. Not then. Not now. Goodbye, Karris. See you at the jubilee.”

      The heavy black door closes in my face, and I can’t help thinking that it’s the perfect metaphor for the current state of my career.

      I heave a sigh and make my way to my Mercedes, still reeling over Ward’s reaction.

      He turned down my sister’s harebrained proposal: the 2.0 version of my own wild high school scheme. So be it. I’m honestly not that upset about Ward saying no. In fact, I expected it. But it makes my chest ache to think that, despite his denial, I’ve cut him so deeply. It’s a lot harder to forgive myself for that.
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      “You don’t think you were a little harsh?” Wanda sets my plate on the kitchen table with a thud. Then she drops into the chair across from me with her plate.

      I bite into slices of my sister’s mouthwatering beef brisket and melted Havarti cheese nestled between slices of fresh sourdough bread from my favorite local bakery. For a moment, I’m in heaven. But Wanda is staring me down, her arms folded on the table, as she awaits a response.

      As hard as I try to enjoy my exquisite sandwich, Wanda’s judgmental stare is killing the culinary vibes.

      So much for enjoying my meal in peace.

      I’m thirty-three fucking years old. A grown-ass man whose livelihood supports his entire family. And still, my older sister won’t hesitate to check my ass whenever she thinks I deserve it.

      “No, I don’t,” I say, because ignoring Wanda is never an option. “You obviously disagree.” I set my sandwich down and take a sip of my sweet tea, which is even sweeter than my sister’s Kool-Aid. “But it wasn’t you she stepped on while clawing her way to the top.”

      “Maybe Karris wasn’t as kind as she could’ve been about the breakup back then, but she sincerely apologized. You’re the one who was all ‘It would only hurt if I cared, and I don’t.’” She mimicked his much deeper tone and the slower cadence of his voice.

      “That shit’s not funny, Day.” I point a finger. It’s what I called her when I was little and couldn’t say her full name. The nickname stuck. “A brother has feelings, you know.”

      “I know.” Wanda’s expression softens. She reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “That’s what you should’ve told Karris. Her behavior back then was shitty, and it made you feel like crap. Then maybe you could finally let go of this silly grudge you have against the girl.”

      “And I believe that’s called discounting my feelings.” I press a hand to my chest.

      “Maybe silly isn’t the right word.” Wanda finally picks up her sandwich. “But what happened between you two was a million years ago. You were just kids. You’re not the same person you were then, Ward. I doubt Karris is either.”

      “Money and fame usually change people for the worse, not the better.” I take another bite of my sandwich.

      “True. But that wasn’t the case for you. And from everything I know about Karris, that isn’t true of her either. It sounds like she’s genuinely concerned about how all this negative press is going to impact Peachtree’s fundraising efforts. From what I’ve heard, if the committee doesn’t meet its fundraising goals, Peachtree School of the Arts is in serious jeopardy of closing. I know how important the school is to you, Ward. You don’t want to see that happen
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