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For the ones who have used your magic to lift, protect, and illuminate everybody else . . . rest is our new resistance.

Rest & shine, my loves.

Rest & shine.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

It often feels like the stories I tell find ways to intersect with my real life. I’m one of those “precious” writers who actually believes a little bit of the divine finds its way into the creative process. So I’ve stopped being surprised when there are signs along the way that I’m on the right path or that I’m writing exactly what I should be. I believe that when I follow those whispers, people who need my work and my words will find them at the right time.

If you’ve read the first two books of the Skyland series, Before I Let Go and This Could Be Us, you’ve already met Hendrix, the heroine of this book. I’ve mentioned previously that she was caring for an aging parent living with some form of dementia. In Can’t Get Enough, we learn that it’s Alzheimer’s. Research and interviews are always the cornerstones of my creative process. It’s where I begin. So I interviewed several people who are caregivers for loved ones with dementia and also health care professionals who work in this area. One of the people I interviewed was my mother because her mother, my “Banny,” had been living with dementia for several years and her condition had continued to deteriorate.

The week after I turned in my edits for this book, Banny passed away. It was not an easy journey. She wasn’t consistently recognizing people around her at the end, but she would ask for her sisters, for her brothers, for her mother—all who had gone ahead of her. I like to think that in the haze of her final days, they were light and lifeline to her, and she was reaching for them. She was longing for a peace that I firmly believe she has now found.

I tell you this so that you know Hendrix’s journey is not theoretical for me. I’m not removed from the emotions and the difficult task of caring for a loved one in various stages of dementia. I’ve also seen the flashes of joy this experience can bring when we least expect it. How the human mind, which can betray us, can also delight and astound when we’ve underestimated its capacities.

No two journeys are identical. Some aspects of Hendrix’s mother’s situation may feel familiar to those negotiating these circumstances, and some may be quite different. Special thanks to Jess, Tiye, Erin, Jazmine, Eric, Teresa, Lexi, Lucy, and my mama for sharing their experiences as caregivers and loved ones. I also want to extend grace to the caregivers who manage the challenge of living their lives, taking care of their families, and working, while also finding themselves parenting their parents later in life. It is tough in so many ways, but based on the conversations I had, also a responsibility most see as a privilege. If you’re walking this road in any role or capacity, my great wish is that even as parts of this story may hit close to home, that they hit with hope. That this story resonates and that you feel the care and thought with which I tried my best to handle this topic. I’m sending you strength and hope and all the best.

Thank you for reading. [image: Illustration]





“A woman is free if she lives by her own standards and creates her own destiny.”

—Mary McLeod Bethune, educator, philanthropist, activist






PROLOGUE
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HENDRIX

The front door stands wide open.

That has always meant a warm welcome at the two-story traditional house where I grew up, but now the sight makes me shiver more than the chilly wind of Christmas Eve whistling in my face.

“Is this it?” the Uber driver asks, watching me stand in the driveway with my rolling suitcase.

“Uh, yeah.” Uncertainty colors my voice and probably my expression if the driver’s Can I go now? face is anything to judge by. “This is it. Thanks.”

But is this home? The slightly overgrown lawn and uneven hedges would never have been tolerated by my mother in all the forty years of my life. The garage door is up and Mama’s pride and joy, Shortcake, her pearl-colored Lincoln MKC, is parked there. Mama wouldn’t leave her baby exposed like that.

Something’s wrong.

Something’s been wrong for a while. I haven’t exactly ignored it. I’m not one to bury my head in the sand, but I did hope it wasn’t as bad as I’d suspected. There are worse things to be guilty of than hope, but right now I can’t think of them.

As the Uber pulls off and I drag my bag up the driveway to the wide-open front door, the cloud of dread that has gathered in my belly for the last year calcifies and drops like a stone. I cross the threshold and shut the door behind me, surveying the front room Mama always kept immaculate. It was the first impression of our home, and I’ve never seen it in such disarray. Black dirt from an overturned plant soils the white carpet. A thin layer of dust dulls the end table’s usually shiny surface, and the lampshade is askew. The whole scene is askew, and I’m so disoriented it feels like I’m standing on the ceiling.

“Mama?”

Her name comes out thin and tentative, like when I called her as a child, scared there was a monster hiding under my bed. She always responded right away, coming into my room with a reassuring smile.

There is nothing reassuring about this answering silence.

Beep! Beep! Beep!

The smoke detector blares, breaking the quiet and jarring me from my stupor. White clouds billow into the hall, and I race to the kitchen. Plumes of smoke stream from a hissing pan on the stove. The acrid scent of something burning floods the air and stings my nose.

Shit!

Coughing, I rush past a mound of flour in the center of the kitchen floor, fumbling through the drawers where Mama always keeps dish towels. Wrapping one around the handle, I drag the pan away from the angry red burner. The pan sizzles when it hits the sink, a curtain of steam rising into the air and almost blurring—but not quite—the sight of raw chicken parts, chopped vegetables, half-formed piecrusts, and sloppily sliced fruit littering the counter.

What the . . .

Lifting the pan lid reveals collard greens, or what’s left of them. All the water boiled out and the charred mass is stuck to the bottom. I wrench open the oven door, and my nose wrinkles at the scorched, withered mess that may have been a ten-pound turkey in its previous life. Grabbing a second dish towel, I pull the smoking mess from the oven and plop it onto the range.

The smoke detector keeps squawking, so I stretch to vigorously wave my hands back and forth in front of the blinking alarm until it quiets. The silence that follows is even worse. With the immediate emergency of burning food addressed, I’m forced to deal with the bigger problem.

Where’s Mama?

“Ms. Catherine,” I say with sudden realization.

How many times has Mama walked over to our next-door neighbor’s house while her food simmered and baked? That has to be where she is. I sprint out the back door to the fence that divides our yards, pushing impatiently at the wobbly gate that is never locked between the two houses. I charge up the cobblestone path Mama’s closest friend laid through her garden, absently noting the frost-covered bushes sure to bloom in spring. I bang on the door.

“Ms. C,” I call, tugging on the metal handle. The door doesn’t budge. I go around front and ring the doorbell, but no one answers. Face pressed to the window, I’m disturbed by the quality of the darkened room I peer into. The stillness is stale like nothing has stirred in a long time inside.

“Hendrix? That you?”

I turn on the porch and frown at Mrs. Mayer, the neighbor from across the street Mama and Ms. Catherine never could tolerate.

“Gossipy, is what she is,” Mama used to say. “Couldn’t keep a secret if it was sewed in her jaws.”

“Mrs. Mayer.” I walk down the steps to meet her at the fence she’s peering over. “Have you seen Mama or Ms. Catherine?”

The papier-mâché of her finely wrinkled skin creases with a series of emotions—surprise, dismay, sadness.

“I saw your mother earlier when I was out walking.” Meaning snooping. “But I haven’t seen her in a few hours. And Catherine, well . . .”

Her eyes drop to the grass and then lift, surprising me with their wetness.

“Well, Catherine passed. We buried her two weeks ago. You didn’t know?”

My head spins and my fingers shake as I grip the fence for support.

“What do you mean . . .” I grapple for words, but can’t form a coherent thought. It’s not possible my mother’s best friend died two weeks ago and I didn’t know. “She . . . died? How?”

“Heart attack.” Mrs. Mayer shakes her head, letting her gaze drift over to Ms. Catherine’s front porch. “Your mama didn’t take it well, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

I’ve been out of the country for work, but Mama and I spoke several times over the last few weeks, and most of those times she seemed lucid and pretty close to her usual self. In none of those conversations did Ms. Catherine’s death come up. We talked yesterday to confirm my flight time. I make sure to come home at least once a month, twice if I can, but work has slammed me hard recently. I called Ms. Catherine a couple of times last week and got voice mail, but that has happened before. She always calls back.

Not this time.

“I can’t believe Betty didn’t tell you,” Mrs. Mayer says, her look shifting from mournful to speculative. “I wondered why you weren’t at the funeral.”

“I . . . yeah, I . . .” There’s no answer for it. I refuse to give this woman more information that’s none of her business.

“So is Betty missing?” Her gaze sharpens, snaps to our back door, which, in my haste, I left open. A few tendrils of smoke straggle from the kitchen into the early evening air.

“No, not missing. Not home. I just got in from Atlanta and wondered if you’d seen her. I’m sure she’s out running some last-minute errands or something.”

“But her car’s in the garage,” Mrs. Mayer states. “She wouldn’t walk to the grocery store.”

“I need to go, Mrs. Mayer.” I turn abruptly and don’t wait for her to acknowledge the dismissal. “Merry Christmas.”

“Let me know when you find her,” she calls.

My steps stutter at the word “find,” but I speed-walk back into our house.

Mama’s missing.

When we first got the Alzheimer’s diagnosis, of course the doctors told us wandering was a possibility, but it’s not something we’ve had to deal with much before. Not like this. I need to call the police. I have no idea how long she’s been gone, where she might be. I knew the situation here wasn’t sustainable. It was patched and Band-Aided until we could figure out a long-term solution, and Ms. Catherine was the glue barely holding it all together. But she’s gone now, and Mama’s missing. An icy rivulet of fear runs down my spine, and I’m paralyzed. I—who always know what to do, where to go, what the next step should be—stand frozen in place with a sinking sense of dread and awful knowing. My throat closes around a sob, choking it into a whimper. I blink at the tears gathering in my eyes and swipe them.

“Get your shit together.” I pull the phone from my pocket, poised to dial the police department, but it rings before I can initiate the call.

“Hello?” I say it like a question because everything is right now. I know nothing except the terror rolling through my body like a giant snowball hurtling toward a cliff’s edge.

“Ms. Barry?” It’s an even voice—starched, calm. “Hendrix Barry?”

“Yeah . . . um, yes. I’m Hendrix Barry.”

“I’m Officer Billings. We have your mother here.”

His words loosen the fist in my chest. My heart is a raging rhythm in my rib cage. The blood rushes to my head and I draw a shaky breath. I shuffle through the heap of flour to slump against the counter in relief, heedless of the white powder dusting the black boots I thought I couldn’t live without last week.

“Is she hurt?” My voice cracks under the strain.

“She’s fine,” Officer Billings replies, his tone professional, but not unkind. “A little . . . confused, but doesn’t seem to be worse for wear. Your information was in her purse and written on her hand.”

“Where is she?” I grab Mama’s car keys from the hook on the wall by the fridge, already on my way to the garage. “At the police station?”

“No. We’re at an old plaza off Plymouth Ave.”

“The one where the Dollar General used to be?” I frown, starting the car and peeling out of the driveway like I’m being chased by goblins.

“Yeah, that’s the one. Security guard saw her wandering around the parking lot. The address—”

“I know where it is.” I change lanes, barely checking for oncoming traffic. “I’m only about five minutes away. Can you—”

“We’ll be here until you arrive.”

“Thank you.”

I barrel through a yellow light, glad that most people on this side of town seem to be off the streets this late on Christmas Eve. Tears track a hot streak over my cool cheeks.

“Stop,” I snap, swiping impatiently at the wetness. “Mama will be upset enough without seeing you all broke down.”

But broke down is exactly how I feel, like every wall, every thing that has been holding me up, holding my fears back, collapsed when I saw the chaos at the house.

I pull into the parking lot and it’s like stepping back in time, except years ago this plaza was the thriving center of our community. I’d be here with Mama all day on Saturdays, roaming from Cato to Lee’s BBQ to the small bookstore at the end of the row whenever I wasn’t helping in her bakery, Sweet Tooth. The pastel cupcake sign that used to grace Mama’s shop is long gone. A hardware store took over when she had to shut down, but even that store has left the plaza. The sign hanging up now says FOR LEASE. A haze of disuse shrouds the lonely plaza. Even the few vehicles in the parking lot seem not so much parked as put out to pasture.

I spot the squad car right away and pull up beside it. Not even bothering to turn off Mama’s car, I slam into park and jump out, leaving the driver’s door open. The police officer leans against the car, but I glimpse Mama in the back seat and my heart clenches. Once when I was sixteen, the cops picked up some of my friends and me for “cruising.” Whatever we were doing was harmless, but we were a bunch of Black kids hanging out late, so we must have been up to no good. They made me sit in the police car until Mama came, and I quaked in fear waiting for her to arrive. All my adolescent bravado fell away and I remember feeling so young and so small in that big back seat. It’s Mama in the back of the cop car now, but I still feel small and completely unprepared for what’s ahead.

It’s funny how the tables turn.

I’m only now realizing that often when people say “it’s funny,” they really mean that it’s . . . sad. A sad reversal of fortune. To have always been the parent. And now to be . . .

Mama doesn’t look up, but I sense that she knows I’m here. I reach for the door handle, but the officer stays my hand.

“Can we talk for a minute before you . . .” He tips his head toward the car.

I lick my lips nervously at the ominous weight of his words. “Of course.”

“This was in her purse.” He extends a slip of paper to me.

If lost, call my daughter Hendrix Barry.

My cell number is scribbled at the bottom.

If lost, as if she’s a misplaced item. Something that could be easily returned, only I don’t think anything can bring my mother back. Not ever really again.

“That’s how we found you so fast,” the officer continues. “I checked the records, though, and we’ve, uh . . . had a few calls about her before. She seems a little more disoriented this time. In the past, we called a Catherine Simmons.”

“Yeah, she . . . um, Mrs. Simmons very recently passed away. I didn’t find out until tonight.”

“What’s your mother’s condition?” he asks, eyes trained on my face.

“Alzheimer’s.” The word still feels unfamiliar, the hard consonants of it scraping against my teeth and tongue. “She was diagnosed last year. Early stage and it’s been manageable. I live in Atlanta, but she didn’t want to move there. She wanted . . . she wants to stay here, to stay home. And we agreed only because she had Catherine.”

“Can I be frank?” Officer Billings asks, barely waiting for my nod before going on. “In cases like this, social services will step in and tell the family that if you don’t make some kind of arrangements, you’ll be held responsible if anything happens to her or to someone else.”

“Arrangements as in—”

“She can’t live alone anymore, Ms. Barry. What that looks like, you and your family will have to determine, but this can’t continue. Not just because it’s disruptive for us, but for her own safety.”

It’s nothing I didn’t know, but it’s a tidal wave, and the only thing standing between me and the inevitable crash was Ms. Catherine. Now she’s gone.

“This won’t happen again.” I flick a glance over his shoulder to my mother’s silhouette in the back seat. “We’ll figure it out. Thank you for calling and for taking care of her.”

He offers a brief nod and opens the door.

“Mama,” I say, smoothing the distress of the last hour from my tone. “Let’s go home.”

The eyes my mother lifts are familiar, because they are the same deep shade of sable brown I meet in the mirror every morning, but they are foreign in their vacant bewilderedness.

“Huh?” Mama says . . . asks.

“Let’s go home,” I repeat, taking her elbow gently, helping her out of the car.

I swallow a gasp at my first clear sight of her under the parking lot lights. Her hair is matted in places. Dark circles smudge under her eyes. She shivers, pulling a housecoat over the lounge pants I’ve never seen her wear beyond the privacy of our home. Her tennis shoes are mismatched.

And she smells.

That is maybe the most heartbreaking detail of this scenario. My mother, who has always showered morning and night, smells like she hasn’t showered in days.

“Come on, Mama,” I say, taking her elbow and guiding her to the passenger seat. I go to fasten her seat belt, but she knocks my hand away.

“Hendrix Rae,” she snaps, her voice low and indignant, defiant. “I’m not a child.”

I much prefer her irritation, even her anger over the lost look in her eyes moments ago.

“Yes, ma’am. Sorry.” I climb behind the wheel and start the car, but don’t leave even once the officer does. I need to know. “Why’d you come here, Mama?”

She stares at the hands in her lap, blinking rapidly. “I . . . I got confused. I thought . . .”

Her lips clamp on whatever she was about to admit, and strain tightens the skin around her eyes.

“Your store, the bakery, used to be here.” I cast the statement like a hook, fishing for the answers that will make sense of this. “Can you please tell me why you came here, Mama?”

She squeezes her eyes shut and dips her head, shame in her trembling mouth and the tears like crystals on her bottom lashes. The silky belt of the robe is twisted into her clenched fist.

She can’t bring herself to admit it, but I know my mother came here tonight to open up her bakery, the one that’s been closed for more than a decade. It’s getting worse, and even being as involved as I have been and talking to her as regularly as I do, I didn’t know.

How could I not know?

* * *

After pulling Shortcake into the garage, I get out and head for the door to the house, but Mama stays in the front seat, her eyes trained ahead.

“Mama,” I say, stopping beside the passenger door and opening it. “You coming in?”

“No.” She wraps her arms around herself and shakes her head vigorously. “No, no, no. They’ll come back.”

“Mama, no one is there. No one is coming back.”

“They come at night sometimes.” Eyes wide and wild, she lowers her voice, casting a furtive glance at the front door. “They took my underwear, Rae. They go through my cabinets and refrigerator. They steal from me. I get scared.”

“No one’s gonna hurt you, Mama.” I swallow past the hot lump swelling in my throat. “I won’t let anyone hurt you ever. Okay?”

“You’re not here.” Her bottom lip quivers and she squeezes her eyes shut. “No one is here anymore. They’re all gone.”

Her mother. Her best friend. Her husband. All gone. One of the hardest parts of aging is being the one “still standing” when everyone else has found their peace lying down. And Mama has seen so many go.

Guilt washes through me, cresting in frustration and shame. I wasn’t here. I live hundreds of miles away.

“I’m here now,” I say, leaning against the open car door. “Come inside with me so we can eat Christmas dinner.”

What’s left of it.

She peers past me to the door, apprehension painting lines around her mouth and eyes. “You sure the coast is clear?”

“I’m sure.” I extend my hand to help her climb out of the SUV.

When we enter the kitchen, I stop short, shocked to see the flour swept up, the counters clear, a window open letting in cool fresh air to dispel the smoke. For a moment, I wonder if Mama’s delusion has some merit, when the kitchen door swings open.

“Aunt Geneva!” I press a hand to my racing heart. “I forgot you were coming.”

“That’s obvious,” grumbles my aunt, a retired elementary school teacher, walking over to the pantry and putting away the broom. “House wasn’t even locked up. Betty, you forget I was coming?”

Aunt Geneva, my mother’s older sister, wasn’t around very much when I was growing up. In their forties, they had a falling-out over land my great-aunt left them, one of those silly family spats that blows up and takes years to sort through. It’s only over the last ten or so years they’ve started truly repairing their relationship.

“I didn’t forget,” Mama says, her face held stiff. “How could I forget you were coming in from Virginia?”

Aunt Geneva’s sharp glance assesses Mama’s unkempt appearance, and then flicks to me. Our eyes hold, and the knowledge that Mama definitely forgot passes between us.

“Sissy,” Mama whispers, her voice shaking and a solitary tear streaking down her face. “I didn’t forget. I wouldn’t forget. How could I . . .”

Aunt Geneva crosses the kitchen in a few strides, pulling Mama close to her chest like the little sister she is in that moment, stroking her back and patting her hair.

“Of course you didn’t forget, Bet,” Aunt Geneva whispers. “And it don’t matter either way.”

She meets my eyes over Mama’s head and says, as much to me as to her, “’Cause I’m here now.”

Mama’s Christmas meal is obviously unsalvageable. While Aunt Geneva cooks breakfast for dinner—eggs, pancakes, grits, toast, hash browns, sausage, and bacon—I get Mama settled. First order of business is a shower. Then I do a quick wash and blow-dry for her hair, oiling her scalp and using the rollers she prefers. She’s been pretty quiet since we got home, as if she’s withdrawn into a safe place in her head; a quiet spot where no one expects her to remember or respond. Even still, I keep up a steady flow of one-sided conversation, every once in a while humming her favorite, “This Christmas.” Loves herself some Donny Hathaway.

“Y’all come on and eat,” Aunt Geneva calls up as I’m sliding the last roller into Mama’s hair. “’Fore this gets cold.”

At the table, we all punish our food—stabbing, jabbing, and pushing it around our plates in the stilted silence of the dining room. So different from the holidays of years past, where the laughter and Christmas music made it so you couldn’t hear yourself think, but that was fine because all you needed to do was laugh and eat. Mama picks at her eggs for a while and then, claiming fatigue, rises and slips off to her room. I’d usually try to coax her to stay, but I can practically see words burning a hole in the tip of Aunt Geneva’s tongue.

“We need to talk,” she says as soon as Mama’s footsteps on the stairs fade and her bedroom door snicks closed behind her.

“I know.” I raise a strip of bacon to my lips for a disinterested bite. “I didn’t find out about Ms. Catherine until today, that she had passed.”

“Me neither.” Aunt Geneva whooshes out a breath and shakes her head. “I even asked Betty last time we talked about Cat. She was vague. Didn’t sit right with my spirit, but I didn’t press. I should have pressed.”

I reach across the table and cover her hand with mine. “Don’t beat yourself up. We’ll both be more vigilant from now on. Apparently there have been a few incidents with the police department.”

I relay what the cop told me and the not-so-subtle warning about social services getting involved unless we address Mama’s living situation.

“A lot has to change,” I conclude. “She can’t go on like this.”

“You already know she ain’t leaving this house till she absolutely has to,” Aunt Geneva says, taking a sip of lemonade. “Took thirty years to pay off this mortgage. She’s lived here a long time. When you’re losing your memory, being in a place where your life happened, where the past is at your fingertips, is important. It’s reassuring.”

“You’re right.” I rub my temples, resignation like a vise around my head. “It’ll be hard to run my business from here. Everything’s based in Atlanta. Most of my clients are there, but I’ll figure it out.”

“No, ma’am.” Aunt Geneva’s gaze connects with mine across the table. Compassion swirls in the dark brown of her eyes. “You don’t have to uproot your life that way, Hendrix.”

“I have to be with her. She needs . . .” The enormity of the journey ahead, with its inevitable tragic end, overwhelms me. The pressure of maintaining my livelihood so I can afford to make sure Mama never wants for anything over the long haul comes crashing on me and steals my words. Fear and panic fist my heart until my breath comes short.

Aunt Geneva stands and comes around the table, taking the seat beside me that Mama vacated. She frames my face with her hands.

“Betty won’t leave yet,” she says, a determined glint in her eye. “And while she can still remember her life in this place, I don’t think she should, but I also don’t think you need to move home to this backwoods town.”

The sliver of humor in her voice soothes me long enough to return her small smirk.

“And she doesn’t want you to have to do that, Hen,” she says. “I’m an old woman, and them roots I got in Virginia ain’t doing a thing for me. I’ll move.”

“Aunt G, no. You—”

“I am retired. Your cousin Ellie and the grands live in Costa Rica. They got the bar to run. Gerald and his family are stationed overseas. Till he’s out of the army, I don’t think they’ll be back stateside anytime soon. I only get to see my kids a few times a year as it is.”

“But your life is in Virginia Beach.”

“Girl, I’m seventy-seven years old. Husband passed. My kids ain’t around. I grew up here. Still got friends here. Shoot, New Hope Baptist was my church till I married and moved with your uncle Robert.” She chuckles and shakes her head. “They might not have even taken my name off the roll. I’ll be back on the usher board before you know it.”

“I can’t let you do that.”

“She’s my sister, Hendrix. My baby sister, and she needs me.” She leans forward to look in my eyes and taps the table with her index finger for emphasis. “There will come a time when your mama won’t be able to stay at home, but she’s still early in this. We gotta pace ourselves. Not just her, but you. Things will get worse, and we’ll face another set of decisions. Harder decisions, but we’re not there yet. I think you can stay in Atlanta, run your business and your life without much disruption, and come home every chance you get.”

The idea floats through the chaos of my thoughts, taking a few seconds to settle. Aunt Geneva’s plan will require many adjustments in how I run the business, how I run my life, but not as much as having to be here all the time would. It may be a temporary compromise we can all live with. It’s probably the best we can do for now, but guilt still gnaws at my insides.

“Don’t let that guilt eat you alive,” Aunt Geneva says.

I stare at her, amazed how she and Mama sometimes seem to pluck the thoughts right out of my head.

“How do y’all do that?” I chuckle. “I couldn’t get away with nothing growing up because seemed like Mama was always two steps ahead of every lie I tried to tell.”

“We got discernment,” Aunt Geneva replies with a wink and a smug smile. “God gon’ always tell on you.”

We both laugh at that, though I’m not sure she’s joking. If there’s one thing Mama and Aunt Geneva have always taken seriously, it’s church.

“Are you sure?” I ask, the flash of humor squashed by the returning weight of worry.

“There is very little I’ve been sure of since Betty was diagnosed,” Aunt Geneva says, blinking away tears. “But coming to live with my sister and taking care of her as long as I can—I never been more sure of anything in my life.”

She pulls me close and tucks my face into the curve of her neck. My tears soak her shirt like I’m a child again. I can’t help but think of Mama tonight, the small figure in the back seat of that police car.

It’s funny how the tables turn.

Right now, I wish I could go back to being that child who counted on Mama and Daddy for everything. So far from the woman I’ve become who runs the world around her with a steady hand. I’m barely standing on wobbly legs and with a trembling heart, but I cannot afford to fail and I won’t let her down.

The tables have turned, and now Mama’s the one counting on me.
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HENDRIX

I get paid for my good ideas.

Coming to this party was not one of them.

Another quick glance at my phone settles the uneven thump of my heart. No missed calls. No new texts.

Yet.

My muscles tighten, braced for the call that hasn’t come, and anxiety floods my nervous system as I wonder why my phone hasn’t rung.

Damned if you do. Damned if you don’t.

Mama has been better since Aunt Geneva moved in a few months ago. The doctor believes Ms. Catherine’s death may have exacerbated Mama’s symptoms, or at least proved destabilizing enough that some of her lapses after Ms. Cat’s passing made sense. We can never really know, but taking her meds regularly, being more active, and having someone to watch out for her again seem to have improved Mama’s situation, or at least gotten her back on track. I try to get home to see her and help out at least twice a month, though work has been so busy lately, carving out the time has proven more difficult.

“Check that phone again,” whisper-warns the woman walking beside me, “and I’m tossing it in the bay.”

Biscayne Bay butts up to a sprawling Miami mansion and my companion, Chapel—client turned good friend—may be right. I should relax for one night . . . while I can. I slip the phone into the pocket of my wide-legged white linen pants and turn up the wattage on my smile.

“No more phone,” I say with more confidence than I feel. “Party girl reporting for duty.”

And it is a duty. Copping an invite to one of the most exclusive parties of the year is cool, and I’m happy to be Chapel’s plus-one. She is my client, though, and despite the music thumping through the walls and the sea of beautiful people dressed in all white, this is work.

“Last year this time,” Chapel says as we approach the front door of the four-level glass-paned mansion, “I was watching celebrities post photos of this party. Now I’m at the All-White Party snapping my own.”

“It is the hottest ticket in town,” I agree. “We know firsthand that Zere throws a fantastic party.”

“That wrap party was bananas.” Chapel’s eyes go wide. “What a night.”

Zere, the host and an executive producer on the reality model competition Lewks, shut shit down with the wrap party at the end of the season.

“And you had a lot to celebrate,” I remind Chapel. “From that first episode, I knew you’d win.”

“You were probably the only one who thought so.” Chapel huffs out a laugh. “No one else was sitting at home predicting the five-foot-four chick with vitiligo would win a model competition.”

“Well, then they weren’t looking hard enough because that is exactly who took home the prize.” I give her a gentle shoulder bump. “Now everybody wants a piece of you.”

Athletic wear, soft drinks, perfume—as Chapel’s manager, I field requests every day from some new brand wanting in on her unexpected meteoric rise.

“ ‘Would you bury gold?’ ” Chapel asks softly when we reach the front door, pausing before we enter. “That’s what you said to the makeup artist on set who tried to cover up my vitiligo.”

“She was clueless.” I suck my teeth. “She was burying the gold, trying to hide what makes you most uniquely beautiful.”

Chapel stares at me, blinking all fast like she might cry, but instead she reaches up and throws her arms around my neck. I almost stumble with the force of her weight, even though she is no bigger than a minute.

“What the . . .” I laugh and return her squeeze. “You need to warn a sister before you launch yourself like that.”

“Just . . . thank you,” Chapel mumbles into my shoulder. “I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t believed in me like you did.”

“Like I do,” I say, looking down at her pretty face with soft washes of pale pink a striking contrast over her dark brown skin. “We just getting started, boo. Now let’s show these folks how we get down.”

Despite the phone burning a hole in my pocket, I set out to have a good time, make some connections, and for one night forget the dilemma of Mama’s condition. I let out a low whistle when we enter the house. It’s a magnificent waterfront property with soaring ceilings and an abundance of natural light. The open floor plan flows seamlessly to a gorgeous tranquil pool. Limestone floors and stark white walls are touched with spots of color from sculptures, paintings, and oversized plants. It is somehow opulent and warm.

“I done seen some impressive shit,” Chapel says, her eyes roaming over the glass-and-chrome decor of the house, warmed with occasional touches of driftwood on the walls and tables. “But this that life. I mean I knew Zere’s man was rich as hell, but this? Another level.”

The sunken living room is decorated with what I think is custom-made Rick Owens furniture. The floor-to-ceiling windows offer a panoramic view of the bay.

“They say he reached billionaire status when he sold that video game,” I say.

“It’s a betting app,” Chapel corrects. “Called True Playahs. And yeah, I heard that, too.”

“They’ve been together for a while, right?” I frown, trying to remember any details the press managed to leak about Zere and her much-more-reserved mogul boyfriend.

“Coming up on three years, I think. When we talked on set,” Chapel says, lowering her voice as we wade into the stream of white-clad partygoers, “she seemed to think he’d be popping the question soon.”

“Oh, for real?” I grab a glass of some white drink in keeping with the theme from a server passing by—coconut something, piña colada—don’t care as long as it contains alcohol.

“Have you seen him?” Chapel asks.

“Maybe? I don’t remember seeing him before and that’s a shame since on principle I should know every Black billionaire on sight. Not that many of them.”

“Well, he’s not as public as Zere. Not in pictures much except around this time of year when they throw this party, and even then seems like the pictures folks post are of everyone except him. But he’s fine, and this rich?” She gestures to our luxurious surroundings. “Zere better not fumble that bag.”

“I don’t care how rich he is, she is the bag. He better not fumble her.” I pause with the glass hovering at my lips and give her a wicked look over the rim. “But how fine we talking?”

“Fine enough.” Chapel affects a shiver. “I saw him on set once. There’s just something about him. Power? Charisma? It goes deeper than looks. Whatever it is, our girl Zere is lucky it’s hers.”

At that moment, the lucky woman in question approaches, wearing a white halter top and a tiny skirt that shows her almost waifish figure to full advantage. A pleased smile creases Zere’s hazel eyes at the corners the tiniest bit. The contrast of her flawless golden skin and coppery hair creates the striking coloring the camera loves so much, a legacy of her Ethiopian mother and Irish father.

“You’re here,” Zere says, her light floral scent as entrancing as her sweet voice. “I’m so glad.”

“We wouldn’t have missed it.” I return her air-kisses at each cheek. “This is incredible, lady.”

When I first met Zere on the set of Lewks, I only had the things I’d heard and read to go on—a famous model in her late thirties staying relevant through a competition reality show. Over the course of the season, though, I realized there was more to her than the headlines and the parties and the billionaire boyfriend. For one, she’s a hustler, and that I always respect. So when Chapel won Lewks and Zere approached us about developing a show starring Chapel, we were all ears and all in. When she suggested I serve as an executive producer for the show—something I’ve wanted to get into for years—I liked her even more.

“Girl!” Zere blows out a laughing breath. “Planning this party almost took me out, but it’s worth it.”

“You have a beautiful home,” I tell her, allowing my gaze to wander over the luxuriously appointed space. “I mean . . . wow.”

“Thank you. Of all Mav’s properties, this one is my favorite.” Zere scans the stunning open area, and wistfulness creeps into her voice. “I’d live here year-round if I could, but Mav can’t seem to stay in one place that long, and he actually prefers his house in Malibu.”

Something shadows her expression, but before I can interpret the look, she smooths it back into the perfect serenity I’ve come to expect.

“You’ll meet him later.” She loops her arms through our elbows and directs us toward the huge open space where a wall would be in a lesser house, leading to the party outside in full swing. “Let’s go get you a real drink.”

People crowd around a bar as long and as well-stocked as you’d find in the finest establishments. An infinity pool with floating pavilions is the jeweled centerpiece of the area. The yard rolls out like a verdant green carpet down to the house’s private dock jutting out into the bay. A pier of sorts floats over the water, decorated with overstuffed outdoor furnishings, a firepit, and yet another bar. Motorboats speed toward the deck ferrying more guests, all dressed in white. I recognize some famous faces—actors, rappers, models, high-profile figures from the worlds of business and entertainment. Black, white, brown, and everything in between. This party is renowned for assembling an impressive cross section of influential people. My shoulders move to the loud music and I sip the “real” drink Zere found for me, but I feel myself shifting into grind mode. Yes, it’s a party, but it’s also an opportunity.

And I always make the most of those.

For a few minutes Zere stays with us, introducing us to people I know only from the tabloids. Even the most famous seem to feel at ease here. Maybe it’s the tightness of the security, the carefully curated guest list, or the free-flowing libations. Whatever the reason, everyone is loose and before I know it, my default setting of what you see is what you get kicks in, and within the hour, I’m beside the DJ, directing him on what to play next. The phone rests heavily in my pocket, a reminder of my family’s challenges beyond this bay. The air, sultry and sweet and throbbing with the cadence of revelry, washes over me. If for only a moment, it washes my troubles away.

“You got ‘Jiggy Woogie’?” I ask, already winding my hips and anticipating that dancehall bop to drop.

He glances up and grins at me from the turntable, of which I approve because I’m old school like that. “You ’bout to turn this party out, ain’t you?”

I shrug and flash him a sheepish grin. “It’s what I do.”
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MAVERICK

There are few things more impractical than red wine at an all-white party. I shrug off the stained white silk T-shirt and let it drop to the floor.

“You have at least one wardrobe change every year, Mav.”

Bare-chested, I turn to face the reed-slim woman standing at the threshold connecting my closet to my bedroom.

With a chuckle, I reach for an almost-identical T-shirt and pull it over my head. “Whose bright idea was an all-white party anyway?”

Zere shutters her expression and approaches with a wry, humorless smile.

“Guilty as charged. It was definitely my idea.” She scoops my wine-stained shirt from the floor and walks it over to the hamper in the far corner.

“You don’t have to do that,” I say with a frown.

“Picking up after you became a habit the last three years. One I can’t seem to break yet.”

She walks back to me and we stand almost nose to nose. Zere was made for magazines and runways and front pages. At five feet eleven inches shoeless, she matches my six two easily in heels. Sometimes she even stands above me an inch in her favorite mile-high stilettos. I’m convinced Zere could run a marathon in those things, she’s so used to them.

Ironically, when we broke up a month ago, she called me a runner. I don’t even know if she’s wrong.

“The party’s going well,” I say, settling on a neutral subject that won’t cause trouble with more than 150 guests downstairs. “Great job, as usual.”

“Yeah, well, guess I wanted to go out with a bang. If this is my last time throwing this party, I had to make it count.”

Her words hang between us, tightening the air in the space we shared and she decorated.

“Look, Zee,” I say on a resigned sigh. “I know this is awkward, but—”

“What could be awkward about hosting a party with your ex-boyfriend when no one knows you’ve called it quits?” Her laugh peals out brittle and harsh. “I’m having the time of my life.”

“I told you we could’ve skipped. These parties are always more your thing and—”

“My thing?” A scoffing breath punctuates her disdain. “Find me the Daily Mail headline that says ‘Zere O’Malley’s All-White Party.’ Please. A-list celebrities are not here on the strength of my brand or my bank account, and we both know it.”

“What I mean is you always invested so much time and effort and care into these parties,” I say, cupping her shoulders in my hands and squeezing gently. “I just had to show up with my checkbook and a white suit. Now that we’re not together . . .”

She flinches, and I don’t finish the thought, but surely she knows I don’t give a damn about this party.

“I could . . .” She leans forward, lowers her lashes, swallows before going on. “I could still plan it even though we’re just friends. I wouldn’t mind.”

I weigh my words before I say them. The last thing I want to do is hurt her more than our breakup already has, but she must see that wouldn’t be healthy or smart for either of us.

“I don’t think so, Zee,” I finally reply, releasing my hold and carefully watching her face.

She’s widely considered one of the most beautiful women in the world, as she should be. The first time I saw her, I’m pretty sure I stopped breathing. She has her catty moments, but generally she’s kind and funny and pretty close to perfect. To say people were shocked when our relationship went public is an understatement. She—the model socialite and fashion world darling. Me—a borderline antisocial businessman most people would have to google to know. The official statement we’ll release after this party will say our breakup was mutual. And in a way it was. She wanted marriage and a baby. My daughter is graduating from high school, and I don’t want to start over. Just as I’m finally getting an empty nest, Zere realized she wants to fill hers. Neither of us was willing to budge, so . . . is that mutual? Her ultimatum. My refusal.

The sobs coming from the guest room down the hall the night we broke up didn’t sound mutual. They sounded heartbroken. I sat on the edge of the bed, head in my hands, while her tears tore at my heart.

“You’re right, of course,” Zere says, hurt standing liquid in her eyes. “About the party. I guess it just stings seeing how badly you want me out of your life.”

The wobble in her voice wrings something in my chest.

“Damn, Zee.” I run my hand across the back of my neck and grit my teeth. “You know that’s not it. I’ll always care for you.”

“Don’t patronize me.” A tear slips over the smoothness of her cheek, streaking through her expertly applied makeup. “Emotionally, I mean. Don’t look after my feelings and say shit you don’t mean to make me feel better.”

“I’m not—”

“I’ll have all my stuff out after the party,” she cuts in, swiping carefully at the tears. “Movers come Monday.”

“There’s no rush.” I clear my throat. “I’m rarely even here.”

I bought this house a few months before we got serious, but Zere is stamped on every square inch of it. When Architectural Digest featured it last year, referring to it as our “party house,” Zere prepared as one would for the Olympics. I’ve steered clear of Miami since the breakup, bouncing between my apartment in Manhattan and my place in Malibu. She would be pissed to know last month when I had business in Miami, I stayed at the Ritz because I knew she was here. My movers will be right behind hers because I’m selling the house she loves so much. I think losing this place might break her heart more than losing me.

Is she losing me?

Did she ever have me? Did I have her?

The sex was fantastic. Hell, our breakup sex was actually top ten. She’s a smart woman, and I was never bored. We had goals as a couple. It always felt like she was propelling us forward, like we were on our way . . . up. We were always striving. And as much as I’m driven in business, my personal life is not for climbing. I work hard and I want to rest. I never felt like I could rest with Zere. Not that I don’t crave adventure. Adrenaline is practically my recreational drug, but attending the next exclusive party, making another list, appearing on Page Six—none of that matters to me, but it always has to Zere. So the marriage and baby ultimatum may have felt like the final straw, but somewhere in the back of my mind, in unacknowledged corners of my heart, I knew our paths would eventually diverge.

“You say there’s no rush,” Zere mutters, stepping back and smoothing the white miniskirt over her hips. “But I know you’re ready for this to be over. You hate loose ends.”

“You’re not a loose end. You’re my friend, Zere. I hope you always will be.” I grab her hands, and dip the inch to look her squarely in the eyes. “And I hope you get everything you want. Everything I wasn’t able to give you.”

“Wasn’t able to? Or wasn’t willing?” She snatches her hands back. “Pretty sure your sperm count is high enough and we were practically married already.”

I don’t dispute her, though I’ve seen a good marriage in my parents, and Zere and I were never “practically married.”

“Let’s not do this.” I leave the closet and head into the bedroom, trusting that she’ll follow. “Not now with a houseful of people having a good time. Come on.”

I extend my hand, waiting for her to take it so we can present a united front this one last time. It’s a miracle our breakup hasn’t leaked to the press, but neither of us have told many people. My dad and a few close friends know, but I can trust them to keep it to themselves and let us share the news on our own terms.

Zere takes my hand and studies our entwined fingers. Her mouth trembles for a second, but she marshals her face into the mask she wants it to be. The beautiful visage that has graced every major magazine cover. She offers one jerk of a nod, almost like she’s having a silent conversation with herself, and moves toward the stairs.

I love this house most when it’s full of people. So really only once a year. When Zere suggested we throw an all-white party the first summer of our relationship, I had no idea this would become one of the most coveted invitations.

The massive glass wall leading to the backyard from the living room is folded back, opening to a dazzling view of the bay. There’s a swirl of bodies, all dressed in white, mingling, drinking, dancing outside. Servers circulate with trays of food you can easily eat with your hands. A few adventurous guests are playing volleyball in the pool . . . fully dressed.

I’ve had so little downtime lately, this isn’t really how I want to spend one of my few free Saturday evenings. But this is the last time. I can at least give Zere this.

“I want you to meet Chapel,” Zere says, reminding me we still have one last appearance to get through.

“She’s the one who won Lewks, right?” I ask, frowning and trying to recall the details.

“Right. If you’d ever actually made it to set this season, you could have met her.”

I draw in a breath through my nose and force myself not to respond harshly. “I actually did come a few times. Not as much as I would have liked, but you know I’ve been slammed with the sale of True Playahs.”

“Oh, I’m quite aware just how important your work is,” Zere half laughs.

I’ve been negotiating the biggest deal of my life, as complex as the Riemann hypothesis, and she expected me to sit around on the set of her reality show waiting for her to take a break? I would never have pulled her away from something as professionally vital as this deal was for me. Didn’t I show support in other ways? Me showing up to sit around set wouldn’t have changed the fact that we have been headed to this end for at least the last year.

“Zee, I—”

“Here’s Chapel,” she cuts in, plastering a smile on her face, waving and drawing the attention of a woman I vaguely recognize. Petite with closely cropped hair tinted pink. Zere grabs her hand and draws her forward. “Chapel, I want you to meet . . . this is my . . . uh . . . this is Maverick Bell.”

“Hmmmm.” Chapel is mid-swallow, gulping and passing a slim hand over her mouth to catch the drink spilling over. “Sorry! Hi! I’ve heard so much about you.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I say. “Congratulations on winning. That’s really cool.”

“Thank you.” She beams, her expression brightening even more if possible. “And thank you for having us.”

“Where’s Hendrix?” Zere asks, glancing around.

“Girl, you know Hen.” Chapel shakes her head, a smile coming easily to her lips. “She out there taking over.”

She nods to the backyard where guests dance and cluster in conversations.

“I should have known.” Zere laughs beside me and points to a group assembled near the firepit. “Hendrix is the life of every party.”

I follow the direction of her gaze and narrow my eyes to focus. A woman stands on the stone wall surrounding the pool, which slightly elevates her over maybe twenty guests gathered around. The DJ is playing “Candy” by Cameo. From her perch this woman stands on the dais and leads the small crowd of dancers in the electric slide.

Her face is lit not just by the late-setting sun or the pool lights that have already come on as darkness approaches, but illuminated by something inside. She is luminous with skin the color of rich cocoa. The flash of her pink tongue is delicately clenched between the boldness of a smile built from straight white teeth and absolute radiance. A cloud of coiling natural curls halos her striking face, the Afro dark and full and luxuriant. She’s tall, maybe matching Zere, but where Zere is slender, almost fragile, Hendrix has a homegrown thickness that is tight in some places and voluptuous in others. She is long lines and deep curves. Lush and ripe like summer fruit.

A handful.

The description makes me grin because she would overflow a man’s hands with the cursive swell of her breasts and hips and ass, yes, but the energy she’s emitting, stepping and hopping and twisting as she leads everyone through the slide, hints that she would be a handful. She would be . . . a lot.

“Who is she?” I force myself to look away from her and return my attention to Zere and Chapel.

“Hendrix?” Chapel answers with a grin. “She’s my manager.”

“Seems to be having fun,” I reply, keeping my tone and expression indifferent, though one glimpse of this Hendrix manager person leaves me wanting to stare.

“Always does,” Zere says with a wry smile. “Chapel, there’s someone I want you to meet. It’s this executive from the network. He’s really excited about the potential of your show.”

Zere’s glance my way is a tangle of reserve and reluctance. “You’ll be fine if I mingle a little, Mav?”

“Of course. I should mingle some, too, I guess, huh?”

She knows stuff like this, sometimes people like this, bore me, and some of the stiffness melts at the edges of her eyes and mouth. She leans over and kisses my cheek, letting her lips rest against my face for an extra beat, before pulling away. Her smile goes stiff again, rigid with hiding her emotions. Since she’s shit at hiding from me, I’m glad she turns away so I don’t have to see what’s there. There’s an ache in my chest knowing I’m the cause of it.

“Go,” I tell her softly, patting her hip with a fond smile before turning to Chapel. “It was really nice meeting you.”

“Great meeting you, too. I guess we’ll see more of each other soon,” Chapel says, “since Zere and I will be working together.”

My gaze snags briefly with Zere’s over the secret we only have to keep one more night. And then the world will know what we have for some time.

That this—that we—are over.
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Whew!” I swipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and aim a grin at the bartender. “I need a drink.”

“You worked up a thirst out there.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on the bar, his blue eyes raking appreciatively over me. “What’ll you have?”

I lean forward a little, too, letting him look his fill, cleavage on display in the fitted white top that doesn’t quite meet the waistband, baring a strip of my stomach. I know I look good tonight, but damn. This white boy is looking at me like I’m a Hershey’s Kiss. Drooling and shit.

“Your call,” I tell him, flashing a flirty smile that won’t go anywhere. He’s cute, but I need swagger. This guy wouldn’t know what to do with all this. “What’s your favorite drink tonight?”

His smile broadens. “Golden Cadillac.”

“Ahhhh. I like the sound of that.”

“You’ll love it. Galliano, white crème de cacao, and heavy cream.” He kisses his fingers to his lips. “Trust me on this one.”

I let a chuckle roll out, wiggling to settle on the barstool, and give a decisive nod. “Let’s do it.”

He slaps the bar. “Coming right up.”

While he prepares the drink, a few guests come by, laughing and fist-pounding me. Apparently I made some new friends on the dance floor. Cameo brings the people together.

“That was so much fun,” a blond girl I recognize from a Hulu sitcom says. “Been a long time since I danced like that.”

I smile, wave as she goes, and accept the drink the flirtatious bartender offers.

“Oooh, thank you,” I say, studying a glass of thick white liquid garnished with orange peel. “This looks fantastic.”

I take the first sip, meeting his expectant eyes with a moan. “Hmmm. So good.”

“Told you,” he says. A trio of girls fresh from the pool drip at the other end of the bar, summoning him over for their drink orders. “Lemme take care of them. Enjoy.”

I’m poised to pull out my phone and make sure I didn’t miss any calls, when I feel the weight of eyes on me. I turn my head and have to force myself not to whip right back around. There’s a man studying me intently, and he doesn’t look away or flinch when I catch him staring. I force myself to hold the intensity of the dark gaze flecked with curiosity.

The man is nothing so simple as handsome, an arrangement of features to please the eye. It’s the way he’s built that draws attention. He’s dark golden brown, skin the shades of sun and sienna. His hair is buzzed down close, brown, but glinting with gold above dark slashing brows, high cheekbones, and a luxuriant splay of lashes. His mouth is wide and his lips are full, framed by the bones of his face—hard, blunt
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