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The August heat sat heavy over Baton Rouge, curling against the skyline like smoke. Even with the air conditioner on high, Chailah Dupree could feel it through the windshield of her black Escalade. She rolled the window down halfway and let the Southside air hit her — the same mix of fried food, gasoline, and old soul records leaking from porches that had raised her.

Every corner looked familiar, every voice sounded the same, but she wasn't that girl anymore — the one who dreamed of escaping before the neighborhood swallowed her whole. She'd done it. She'd built something.

The folded newspaper on her passenger seat flashed the headline that proved it:

"From Southside to Success: Chailah Dupree Wins Entrepreneur of the Year."

She'd smiled when she first saw it that morning. Now, as her tires rolled over cracked pavement and passed the crooked streetlight her daddy once fixed himself, pride twisted into something closer to guilt.

Her mother's house appeared just ahead — small, white, and stubborn against time. Angela Dupree stood on the porch with a watering can in one hand and a bonnet tied tight, tending to her rose bushes like she'd been doing since Chai could remember.

"Well, look what the city done dragged back," Angela said, voice teasing but full of love. "Miss Big Time Dupree herself."

Chai stepped out in heels that didn't belong on these streets and met her mother halfway. "You act like I ain't been down here in months."

"You have been down here in months." Angela gave her a look. "You out there winnin' awards and forgot how to answer the phone."

They laughed, hugging long enough for the years between them to melt a little. Inside, the same lemon oil scent clung to the furniture. On the mantle sat framed pictures — her father in his trucker's cap, smiling with grease-stained hands; Gio, broad-shouldered even as a teenager; and one of Chai in a pink graduation cap, eyes full of fire.

Her father, George Dupree, had died seventeen years ago in what the papers called an accident. The brakes on his rig failed, they said. Folks on the Southside said different — whispered about debts and jealous men. Angela never talked about it, and Chai learned not to ask.

Over dinner, Angela bragged about Gio — how he was "building empires" in Ascension Parish, flipping houses, buying land, making the family name ring again. "He got that Dupree drive," she said proudly, then softer, "but he runnin' himself ragged. Just like his daddy."

Chai smiled but stayed quiet. She'd seen that same restlessness in her brother's eyes — the kind that burned bright until it burned through you.

After dinner she headed to Fade & Flow, the salon owned by her best friend, Laila Nguyen. The door chimed and the scent of coconut oil, flat irons, and gossip hit her like memory.

Laila spotted her instantly and let out a squeal. "Look at you! Miss Magazine Cover herself! You really out here makin' Southside look good."

Chai laughed, sliding into the chair beside her. "Girl, stop."

But Laila wasn't smiling for long. "You know who been askin' about you? Korbin."

The name hit like a pulse in Chai's throat. Korbin Brooks — her first love, the one who made her believe in forever until forever ran out. Ambitious, reckless, magnetic. He was everything bright and dangerous about being young on the Southside.

"What he want?" she asked carefully.

Laila folded her arms. "He talkin' 'bout a business move, sayin' he startin' a new lounge. Droppin' your name like y'all partners."

Chai exhaled, slow and sharp. "He what?"

"I told him you don't do shady, but you know Korbin — he all talk 'til he mess around and make it somebody else's problem."

Chai nodded, eyes narrowing. Korbin always had dreams bigger than his pockets and a charm slick enough to make people believe him. It used to make her believe, too.

She hugged Laila and kissed little Jadon on the forehead before heading out. The sun had already dipped, painting the sky in bruised pinks. She'd barely locked her car door when she heard that familiar voice.

"Well if it ain't Miss Dupree," Korbin said, leaning against a matte-gray Charger that had seen better days. His grin still worked like a weapon, but his eyes told the truth — tired, cornered.

"Didn't think I'd catch you back in the neighborhood," he said.

Chai crossed her arms. "You shouldn't be sayin' my name around anything you tryna build. We don't do business together."

Korbin chuckled, the sound hollow. "You think you too good for me now?"

"I just got tired of cleanin' up after your kind of ambition."

The smile slipped. "You ain't changed, Chai. Still act like money make you better."

"No," she said softly. "It just bought me peace. Something you still lookin' for."

She turned, slid into her SUV, and didn't look back until she was blocks away. In the rearview mirror, Korbin was still standing there, phone in hand, the glow from the screen lighting his face like a warning.

That night, back in her penthouse overlooking the Mississippi, Chai tried to unwind. Baton Rouge sparkled below her — beautiful, dangerous, and familiar. She poured a glass of tea and stared at the skyline, the hum of the city mixing with her thoughts. Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Unknown Number: "Congrats on your award, Ms. Dupree. Hope you don't mind me usin' your name. It opened doors I couldn't." — K.

Her stomach sank. The same voice that once whispered love now threatened her livelihood. She deleted the text, but her reflection in the window caught her — eyes sharp, mouth tight, shoulders squared.

"You can leave the block," she murmured, "build towers, chase titles... but the shadows still know where to find you."

And for the first time in a long time, Chai felt the Southside reaching for her again — not out of love, but hunger.
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Morning sunlight poured across Chai's penthouse like melted honey, spilling over white marble counters and glinting off the gold trim of her coffee mug. For a moment, she allowed herself to enjoy it — the stillness, the quiet hum of success that she had built from grit and sleepless nights. But even in all that peace, something tugged at her — a soft ache that always led her back home, to the two men who'd shaped her more than anyone else ever could: her father, George Dupree, and her brother, Gio.

The city skyline glittered outside her window, but her thoughts were on the Southside — on her daddy's voice, deep and patient, calling her "Baby G" when she'd try to follow him out to the truck yard at dawn. George Dupree had been the kind of man who made people listen without ever raising his voice. Strong hands, quiet eyes, and an honest living. He believed in showing up, even when the world didn't show up for you.

She still remembered the night he didn't come home. Seventeen years later, that memory still lived inside her like a bruise — not the kind that hurt to touch, but the kind that never fully faded. Everyone called it an accident. But something about it never sat right. He'd been too careful, too steady. And sometimes, in the dark quiet of her apartment, Chai still heard her mother crying the way she did that night — the sound of faith breaking.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, snapping her out of it.

Laila: "You up? Jadon wanna see his godmama before school. We already downstairs."

Chai smiled in spite of herself. Only Laila could text like she ran her schedule.

Fifteen minutes later, she was opening the door to find Laila Nguyen in ripped jeans and oversized shades, with Jadon half-hiding behind her leg, clutching a small toy car. He was seven now — sharp, curious, and full of questions Chai could never answer fast enough.

"Auntie Chai!" he shouted, running into her arms. She caught him easily, laughing as he squeezed her neck. "Mama said you on the news again! You famous?"

"Not famous, baby. Just workin' hard," she said, kissing his cheek. "But you can tell everybody at school your godmama's on the cover if you want to."
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