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  To my husband, thank you for having my back and making me feel like I can touch the stars.
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  Prologue

  
  




Arielle

The walk back from the library is supposed to be chill. It usually is just Malcolm and me, our backpacks half-unzipped, complaining about professors who assign fifty pages like we don’t have other classes, and laughing about Tina’s latest situationship disaster. Normal.

Tonight starts out exactly the same, until his phone buzzes. He glances down, and I catch the name on the screen before I can stop myself.

Jasmine.

Of course. My stomach does that stupid little drop thing—the one I pretend I’m not bothered by, and fail at completely. I quickly look away, suddenly pretending the trees on the quad are the most interesting things in the world.

He types a quick response, shoves his phone back into his pocket, and falls back into step beside me like the universe didn’t just punch me in the chest with brass knuckles. 

“Alright, so listen,” he says, completely oblivious. “That Econ midterm is going to be brutal. Professor Daniels hasn’t curved a single exam this semester, and I refuse to let him mess up my holiday—”

He keeps talking. He says something about study groups and a guy named Derek who never actually studies but somehow always passes. I hear the sound of his voice, but I’m not listening to a single word. I’m still stuck on Jasmine. I’m still stuck on how much energy it just took to keep my face neutral.

Why am I letting a stupid text bug me this much? Why did I even look away, as if it mattered whether I saw it or not? Now I’m stressing out just walking next to my best friend, feeling something I have absolutely no right to feel—hot and tight and painfully jealous. I want to cry. I also want to say something sharp and ugly just to put the pressure somewhere outside of my own chest.

Instead, I do neither. I just walk.

“—so I was thinking we hit the library again Thursday before the weekend. You in?” He glances over, waiting for an answer. “Arielle?”

I blink, shaking myself out of my head. “What?”

“You good?” he asks. His voice drops low—that soft, husky tone Malcolm uses when he’s being genuinely attentive, the one that always makes it feel like he’s trying to check my pulse.

“Yep.” I pop the p like everything is perfectly fine. Like I’m not deeply annoyed and having a mini breakdown right now. Like I’m not pissed that a girl who treats him like a revolving door can casually slide into his inbox whenever she feels like it.

He squints at me, chuckling and shaking his head as if I’ve officially lost my mind. “What’s up with you?”

“What?”

Too much attitude. I hear it the second it leaves my mouth. He hears it, too.

Now he’s staring directly into my soul with those hazel eyes—the ones that change color depending on the light or his mood, the ones that cause my stomach to drop all over again, but for entirely different reasons. Why do I even notice stuff like that? Ugh.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, his smile fading.

“Nothing.”

Malcolm stops walking. Just… dead stops on the pavement. And now he looks annoyed. Great.

I turn around to face him, crossing my arms tightly and trying to look unbothered.

“Why are you acting like this?” he asks.

“Like what?”

“Like this.” He gestures toward me like he’s presenting Exhibit A in court.

I realize I’m clutching my backpack strap for dear life, fidgeting like I’ve just been caught red-handed stealing from the cookie jar. I can’t bring myself to look him in the eye. I release my death grip on the strap and wrap my arms around myself instead, because now I feel exposed, and I hate that. 

He lets out a heavy huff and steps closer. “Arielle. Talk to me.”

And here’s the thing—I want to. I really do. I want to say, yeah, I’m annoyed, because every time you start acting as if you might actually be done with Jasmine, she texts you and you run back like she’s offering free Wi-Fi. But the words stay locked in my throat. Because I’m not his girlfriend. I’m just his friend.

Because I’m technically dating Corey, who is… alright, I guess. My happily ever after for now-er. So instead, I shrug. “It’s nothing. Just tired.”

So instead, I just shrug. “It’s nothing. I’m just tired.”

He steps even closer. He isn’t crowding me, but he’s close enough that his cologne hits me—warm, clean, and entirely too comforting.

“You sure?” he asks quietly.

Something inside my chest snaps. Why should I notice his cologne? Why is my face heating up just because he’s standing near me? The floodgates completely blow open, and the filter vanishes, and I. Went. In.

“Why does she keep texting you like she didn’t break up with you a month ago?” I demand. “Via text, by the way?” 

His eyebrows lift. “Jasmine?”

“No, Beyoncé, Mal. Yes, Jasmine. Who else has the voodoo handbook on playing with your feelings the way she does?”

He blinks, completely caught off guard. “Yo, what are you talking about? And not for nothing… It’s complicated. We’re… you know.”

“Yeah. I know.” My voice is much sharper than I mean for it to be, bleeding with all the frustration I’ve been hiding. “She snaps her fingers, and you show up like a dog begging for treats.”

Malcolm’s jaw visibly tightens, the confusion instantly replaced by a hard, angry line. “That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?”

He exhales slowly, running a hand through his hair. “Yo, let’s just drop it. We’re both tired, and you’re acting… not like yourself. You probably just need some food. You know how you get.” He flashes that lazy grin, trying to joke away the sudden tension, and reaches out to pat my head. He knows I absolutely hate that.

I smack his hand away. Hard.

“Ow! Dang, Michelle Yeoh…”

“I’m serious,” I say, cutting right through his humor. “Why do you let her do that to you? Why do you always go back?”

He stops smiling, his gaze locking onto mine. “Why do you care so much, Ari? Why does it bother you all of a sudden?”

There it is. The question I’ve been dodging for two years. Because he isn’t the only one wondering. I’m wondering too, and now my face is flaming. “It doesn’t,” I lie.

He tilts his head, his voice dropping an octave. “Arielle.”

“Malcolm.”

We stare at each other, the quiet night buzzing around us. Not only is my face on fire, but my heart is beating entirely too fast. My stomach flips as a wave of frustration rises—not at him, not really, but at the timing, at myself, and at the universe for being so petty. I back away a few steps, needing some physical space so I can actually think and gather my thoughts. I’m seriously tripping right now.

“You deserve better,” I say, the words coming out quieter this time. “That’s all.”

He frowns, his eyes narrowing. “I deserve better?”

“Yeah. Better than someone who only wants you when she’s bored.”

His eyes flicker—hurt, surprise, and something else I can’t quite pinpoint. Then he pulls on that tight, controlled smile he gets when he’s trying his hardest not to sound pissed. “Someone like who, Ari?”

I say nothing. Just frozen. Rooted to the spot. 

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” he says softly.

My brows shoot up. “Excuse me?” Oh, no. He has officially lost his mind.

“Miss, ‘You deserve better’… do you even hear yourself right now?” A bitter line curls his lips, like he recognizes my bull and it stinks. His voice drops lower, entirely too controlled. “You’re the one staying with a guy who treats you like an obligation. The guy who forgot your birthday, Ari. The guy who no-shows you on holidays and leaves you on read more times than I can count. But you’re still with him, aren’t you? But you want to talk to me like you get to tell me about my relationship—be real, Ari.”

The words hit like a backhand going one way and back again. Because he’s not wrong. And he’s the only person who’s ever said it out loud… to my face. 

I swallow hard, the truth sticking in my throat. “It’s different…”

The look of pure disbelief on his face is loud enough to make me feel completely stupid and helpless.

Right on cue, my phone buzzes in my hand. The screen lights up with Corey’s name.

I don’t answer it, but I take another step back. Malcolm’s words and Corey’s timing just made everything terrifyingly clear. I need to stop pretending I don’t know what this is. It’s time to close this door for good.

“I should go.”

“Ari—”

“I’ll see you later, Mal.”

I turn around before he can say anything else, and before I say something I can never take back. My heart is pounding against my ribs, my face is burning, and my thoughts are a total mess—and damn him, my eyes are actually stinging.

I walk away. Because honestly? I’ve got nothing left. Just a big mouth and the sinking, hollow feeling that nothing between us will ever be the same again after tonight.

Way to go, Ari. 




Malcolm

She turns away before I can say anything else. I watch her go—shoulders tight, head low, wiping at her face like she hopes I won’t notice.

But I do.

“Ari—” I try again, but she’s already putting distance between us. It’s like something just cracked wide open, and she’s trying to outrun it. And I just stand there like an idiot, watching her walk away from me.

I shove my hands into my pockets, feeling entirely frustrated with this whole night. Because she’s right. About Jasmine. About everything.

But I’m right, too.

None of it actually matters, though, because we’re both too stubborn, too scared, and too tangled up in other people to admit what’s been sitting between us for years. I drag a hand over my face, staring blankly at the spot where she was standing just a second ago. The night feels instantly colder without her next to me. Does that even make sense? Nothing about what just happened does.

First of all, I shouldn’t have snapped at her. But damn—she was saying too much and not enough at the exact same time. And I don’t like to read into things that aren’t perfectly clear. Jasmine already has my head messed up as it is; I can’t get my hopes up about a situation I don’t even understand myself. This thing… this undeniable thing Arielle makes me feel. I keep telling myself I have no business feeling it because she’s with somebody, and technically, so am I.

But…

I take a single step forward, like I might actually go after her. Then I stop.

What would I even say if I caught up to her? Leave him? Choose me? Or should I tell her that I’ve been trying not to want her since our freshman year, and that I’m losing that battle every single day? Be for real, man.

So I just stand there, knowing that nothing after tonight will ever be the same again. I shove my hands deeper into my pockets and start walking in the opposite direction, the weight of everything unsaid sitting heavy on my shoulders.

It’s the last time we walk home together. And it was that night I realized wanting her was never the problem. Timing was. Fear and pride were.

Damn.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Present Day—Arielle

The last moving box is heavier than I thought it would be. Or maybe I’m just tired. Or being dramatic. Or all of the above. Either way, I’m standing on the stoop of my new building—warm brick, big windows, quiet block—holding this cardboard box like it’s a lifeline.

I pull in a lungful of cool air and hold it there, letting the quiet settle into the hollow spaces where anxiety used to live. Not anymore. This is mine. My place. My fresh start.

I take my time climbing the steps, key in hand. I’m about to slip it into the lock when the front door suddenly swings open. I almost drop the box.

“Ahh! I was wondering how much longer you were gonna stand out here staring at the building like it was alive and about to jump you, girl.” Ms. Clarkson cackles, filling the doorway. She’s in a floral house dress, slippers, and the kind of confidence only a sixty-something Black woman with opinions can carry. “Good thing you finally came up, baby. I was hoping it wouldn’t take all afternoon—these collard greens ain’t gonna cook themselves.”

I blink. “Huh?” I quickly shake the confusion out of my head. “Uh… hi.” I awkwardly extend a hand around the box.

Ms. Clarkson grabs onto it, pulling me inside so fast I can barely keep my feet under me, snapping the door shut behind us.

“Come on in,” she says, letting go of my hand and reaching straight for my box.

“Oh—no, no, I’ve got it,” I protest. The box contains basically half my life, and she is definitely not supposed to be lifting heavy things.

She waves me off with a snort. “Please. I’ve carried heavier things than this. Like my husband’s ego.”

I choke on a laugh. “Ma’am…”

“Call me Ms. Clarkson. Or Miss Lorrie if you wanna be cute.” She ushers me further into the hallway and immediately starts giving me the rundown of the place. “Now, laundry’s in the basement. Don’t go down there after ten—those pipes get moody. Your unit is on the third floor, best light in the whole building. And your neighbor on the second floor?” She pauses for dramatic effect, inching closer to me like she’s about to drop some juicy bit of gossip. 

“He’s so quiet. Polite. And girl… fine as Sunday morning.”

I blink. “Okay…?”

She pats my cheek like I’m a toddler and grins like she knows something I don’t. “You’ll see.”

I laugh it off. What else do you do when your new landlord starts matchmaking before you’ve even unpacked? She hands me back my box and floats down the stairs like a whirlwind of muumuu energy. I’m left standing there wondering how she climbed those flights without breaking a sweat, while I’m winded just watching her go.

Shaking my head with a grin, I step into my apartment.

The space is even bigger than I expected, and completely charming—exposed brick, slightly slanted floors, and natural sunlight pouring in through the glass. It’s beautiful, and it’s mine. I drop the box, stretch my arms, and literally twirl around the empty living room like a little girl experiencing Disneyland for the first time. Elation is overflowing.

I grab my phone, pull up Spotify, and make my selection. Jill Scott understands me every single time. Golden fills the room, and yes, Miss Scott, you’d better sing.

I start unpacking, talking to myself out loud like I always do. “Okay, Ari. New chapter. New energy. No more chaos. No more—”

Footsteps echo out in the hallway. I instantly freeze.

It’s an old habit. A Corey habit.

I take a deep breath and force myself to shake it off. “We’re not doing that anymore,” I whisper. “Be easy.”

I close my eyes, trying to reset, and slowly but surely get it together. Corey was my biggest mistake and a brutal lesson, all wrapped up in a nice little trauma bow. I shake out my shoulders and hands as if I could physically shake the memory of him off my skin. Slowly, the tension drains away, and I start to feel a bit looser. Joy finding me again. 

I unpack. I dance. I enjoy what’s mine.




The next morning, I wake up feeling like I’m ready to take on the world. Absolutely nothing is stopping my wins today. I grab a bag of trash and head out, because I’m meeting my real estate agent in twenty minutes to look at potential office spaces, and I’m already running behind. I hate being late.

I’m texting Tina and Elliott in our group chat as I walk, my thumbs flying over the screen.

Tina: Send pics of the new place!!

Elliott: Congrats on your new pad.

Arielle: Thanks, guys. Are we…

I don’t get to finish the sentence.

I’m halfway down the stairs when someone comes rounding the corner from the ground floor at the exact same time. We both look up—groceries in his hand, a phone in the other—and my stomach drops straight through the floorboards.

“…No. Way.”

He stops short on the step below me. He freezes, too.

“Yo… Yo, oh my God… Ari?”

Oh my God is right. I would give anything to be somebody else right now—literally anyone else on the planet—but there is no way I am that lucky. Because there he is. Malcolm. Of all the people. Of all the buildings in Brooklyn. Of all the narrow staircases. He just had to be on this one. Right in front of me, in the middle of my brand new beginning.

Damn. Damn. Damn.

Everything in me glitches. He’s the one who finally breaks the silence, though his voice is thin and cracks halfway through. “Hey… What are you doing here?” He looks around at the peeling paint on the stairway walls as if they might offer him a logical explanation. “You… live here?”

“Apparently.” My voice comes out unusually high, nearly a squeak. Great. “You?”

“Since last year.”

Of course, he has. Universe? Seriously, what did I ever do to you?

Before either of us can say another word, Ms. Clarkson appears at the bottom of the stairs as if she just teleported into the room.

“Oh, good, you two met!” she beams, looking up at us. “Didn’t I tell you?” she whisper-shouts in my direction.

We both just stare down at her, completely frozen.

She pats Malcolm’s arm. “Help her with that trash, baby.”

He shoves his phone into his back pocket and reaches out for the plastic bag automatically.

I instinctively pull it back out of his reach. “I’ve got it.”

He holds up his hands, hesitating for a fraction of a beat before he quickly schools his features into a neutral mask. “Alright.”

My heart does a full gymnastics routine. I try to step past him, trying to avoid touching him—which is hard to do in a narrow stairwell—and our hands brush. That tiny bit of contact is enough to make me stumble.

He tries to steady me, but I step out of his reach, avoiding his eyes.

“Oh, be careful, suga,” Ms. Clarkson calls out.

My face is blazing on fire, silently praying that the clumsy moment went unnoticed. But the slight smirk and the raised brow Malcolm throws my way say he noticed, alright. He would have teased me mercilessly about it if… well, if things weren’t so completely different between us now.

“So…” he says, clearing his throat and shifting his grocery bags. “How’ve you been?”

“Good.” At least I was until about thirty seconds ago. “You?”

“Good.”

We just stand there on the stairs. Two college-educated adults completely struggling to carry on a regular, basic conversation. Perfect. We are both desperately trying to pretend we don’t remember the last night we spoke. The last words we hurled at each other. The last time everything changed.

I force a polite smile and try to bail as fast as I can without looking totally psycho. “Well. I should go.”

He nods quickly. “Yeah. I—yeah.”

I start down the steps, feeling his eyes burning into my back the entire way. I glance back just once when I reach the landing, and yup. He’s still looking. Ms. Clarkson is still standing there, too, her arms crossed, smirking like she’s watching a reality TV movie play out in real time.

I step out onto the front stoop, finally letting out the breath I’ve been holding since the landing, and lean heavily against the iron railing. I pretend I’m sending a text message just to keep myself upright and composed.

I mean, damn. Did he have to be that fine? At least Ms. Clarkson wasn’t lying—he is, in fact, fine like Sunday morning. Those hazel eyes, that tan complexion, and the curly hair he’s let grow out a bit since our days on campus. His well-built frame looks like he practically lives at the gym now. Goodness.

I’ll save my emotional breakdown for later. Preferably somewhere private. And with a massive amount of snacks.

I open the group chat and finish my interrupted text to Tina and Elliott:

Arielle: Thanks, guys. Are we still on for tonight? Because I have to tell you guys, something you literally will not believe [face-palm emoji].

I shove my phone into my pocket, drop the trash bag into the bin out front, and make a fast dash down the sidewalk to try and make it to my already-late appointment.




Malcolm

She walks out the front door, texting as she drops her trash bag in the bin. The morning sunlight catches her just right.

She hasn’t changed that much. She’s still so beautiful. My mind is already cataloging what’s changed and what’s the same. I’m beyond words at the moment. I shouldn’t still be looking, but I am. Because how the hell do you look away when Arielle James walks out of your building like the universe just hit shuffle and landed on chaos?

Ms. Clarkson clears her throat from the bottom of the stairs—loud and pointed. I drag my eyes away from the doorway. There she is, grinning up at me like she’s enjoying every second of this. Which she absolutely is.

I turn and start walking up to my apartment, choosing not to give her any more fuel than my obvious reaction to seeing Arielle again had.

“Don’t start,” I mutter.

“I didn’t say a word,” she sings.

Which is exactly how I know she was dying to.  So, I make my swift exit, head up the last few steps, the grocery bags digging into my fingers. I unlock my door and step inside. The second it closes behind me, I lean back against it and exhale.

What are the actual odds? After all these years, all that bad timing, all that mess—she ends up here. In this building. On the floor directly above me.  

I unload the groceries slowly, still shaking my head. She looks amazing. Good in a way that makes old feelings stretch awake, like they weren’t dead at all, just sleeping.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her. But here I am. Pretending this isn’t a big deal is already feeling impossible. She lives in this building now. And the worst part about all of this is? I have absolutely no idea what to do with that or feel about it, for that matter. 








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Arielle

The bell over the door at Cafe Lune jingles when I rush inside, breathless, my curls slightly frizzed from the sprint. I am still emotionally hungover from seeing Malcolm in my stairwell like a walking, talking flashback.

I take a second to gather myself, pull in a deep breath, and scan the crowded room.

Jordan is already sitting by the window, waiting for me.

Wow. I forgot how good my real estate agent looks in person. He’s tall, with broad shoulders, a clean-cut fade, and a navy sweater hugging muscles that have absolutely no business being that defined at noon on a weekday. He looks up from his screen, smiles, and—Lord. Straight white teeth and warm eyes.

But… he’s not… Mal—Stop it. Don’t go there. Get a grip on yourself. 

Jordan stands up as I approach the table. “Arielle!” His smile widens, genuinely welcoming. “That new-apartment glow looks good on you.”

I smile back, and we lean into a quick side-hug. He’s warm, friendly, and smells amazing. But my body reacts the exact opposite of how it should when I’m this close to a really attractive guy. I should be salivating right now, or being coy, or doing something normal. Instead, nothing happens. I just keep my head focused on business.

We sit down, and I order a croissant and a latte while he finishes a half-eaten bagel and a coffee.

“You settle in okay?” he asks, leaning forward with his elbows on the table, looking like he’s actually interested in the answer.

“Yeah, it’s… cute. Cozy. A bit of getting used to. I’ve always lived with someone, so having that big space all to myself feels a bit jarring. But I’m enjoying making it mine, you know?” I lower my eyes to my coffee, my mind still violently contemplating the fact that I am living directly above the one man I thought I would never see again. I still can’t believe it. Malcolm Carter is right downstairs.

Jordan tilts his head, studying my face. “You okay? You seem… somewhere else.”

I freeze for a second. Are my frantic thoughts broadcasting directly onto my forehead? I quickly try to smooth things over. “Me? No. I’m good. Never better. Great, even.”

Yeah, Ari, that’s exactly how a normal person smooths things over. I sound like a malfunctioning robot.

Thankfully, Jordan doesn’t push. I am deeply grateful for the grace. He just nods and pulls out his tablet, shifting the mood perfectly. “Alright, boss lady. Let’s talk business.”

And just like that, I am right back in my element. We go through the curated office spaces, my branding ideas, consulting packages, my upcoming workshop, and my six-month goals. I can feel myself lighting up. This is who I am now—confident, articulate, and building a business that’s entirely mine.

Jordan watches me speak with a soft admiration that makes my cheeks warm up a little. Okay, so I’m not totally oblivious to his charms. Maybe my system just has a delayed response, which means I can still see other opportunities if they present themselves. Good to know.

“You know,” he says, setting his stylus down, “you’re really good at this. You’re going to change people’s lives.”

I smile, genuinely touched by the compliment. And then, my brain completely betrays me with a sudden flash of Malcolm’s face from the staircase. Why am I thinking about him right now? Go away. Shoo.

I shake my head so hard my curls bounce against my shoulders. Jordan either doesn’t notice the sudden twitch or politely pretends not to.

“Ready to go check out the spaces?” he asks, packing up his tablet.

“Yep,” I say, with way too much enthusiasm. “Let’s do it. I mean—let’s go do the offices… I mean, let’s go see them.”

I turn away, utterly mortified, wondering if I can wire my mouth shut for the rest of the day. I am sounding like a complete lunatic. I am so embarrassed by my absolute lack of game.

Jordan definitely knows what he is doing. He chose the absolute best spaces for me to check out, proving that he truly heard and understood my business vision. And he’s such a gentleman, too. He opens doors for me, asks thoughtful questions, makes me laugh, and gives me plenty of space to think without crowding me. I really appreciate that. If I’m being completely honest with myself—I really like it.

At the last office space, we stand by a massive window overlooking Fulton Street. The afternoon light hits the glass just right—I know because Jordan’s eyes linger on me a beat too long.

“Arielle…” he starts, his voice dropping low and warm. “Can I ask you something?”

My stomach instantly flips. Not the good, romantic flip. The oh no, I am not ready for this flip.

“I was wondering,” he continues, taking a half-step closer, “if—”

Before he can finish the sentence, panic wins. I blurt out, “Wow—look at the time—where did it go? Okay, I gotta—yeah—bye!”

I practically moonwalk backward out of the room and sprint down the hall.

Outside the building, I lean hard against the brick exterior wall and whisper, “Girl… what is wrong with you?” I berate myself out loud, feeling ridiculous and intensely immature.

The heavy glass door clicks, and Jordan steps out a moment later, concern softening his features. I jump, startled, and spin around to face him.

“You okay?” he asks gently. “I didn’t mean to—”

“No… yeah,” I cut in, the words coming out way too fast. It wasn’t him making me feel nervous or out of sync, and I honestly don’t want him to think he did anything wrong. I force a breath and lie. “Just… something came up.”

His face still carries that worried, confused look, but once again, he doesn’t push. “Alright… Well, let me know what you decide about the office spaces.”

We share a brief, warm smile—the kind that could easily turn into something more if I actually let it. But as I turn and walk away, my mind is already somewhere else.

He was about to ask me out. I know he was. But after Corey, and now literally running into Malcolm on the stairs… my still-healing heart is not ready for any of that. Damn organ.

I pull out my phone and send a quick text to Tina and Elliott as I head for the subway:

Arielle: Guys, have my drink ready for me, please. And make it a double!! I’m coming in like Miley’s definition of a wrecking ball…




Malcolm

I’m staring at my computer screen, a pen twirling in my fingers, my mind nowhere near the lines of code in front of me.

Arielle. Arielle James.

My Ari… Can I even say that? She’s never been my anything. Just my best friend. The girl who never became more. Whose fault was that, really?

Jacob, my business partner, leans against the office doorway with his arms crossed. “Bro,” he says, his voice breaking through my head. “I’ve been calling your name for like two minutes. You alright?”

Snapping out of my reverie, I sit up straight in my chair. “Yeah, I’m good.”

He raises a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re lying.”

I let out a heavy sigh, tossing the pen onto the desk. “Bro, I could tell you, but… you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, man.”

He walks into the office—completely uninvited, in true Jacob style—and drops into the chair across from my desk. “Try me.” His face lights up, his curiosity piqued tenfold.

I look him dead in the eye. “I met my new upstairs neighbor this morning.”

Jacob just stares at me like… okay? And?

I exhale. “It’s Arielle James.”

Jacob freezes. He stares. He blinks once, twice. Then he completely bursts out laughing—loud, obnoxious, and echoing off the walls.

“Oh, hell nah,” he wheezes, clutching his stomach. “The universe straight-up hates you, bruh.”

I rub my face with both hands while he keeps laughing like this is the best free entertainment he’s had all year. I let out a long, defeated sigh.

This is going to be a very long day.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Malcolm

Jacob is still laughing. I just wait, arms crossed, glaring at him until the wheezing stops.

“Arielle James? The Arielle?” he gasps, wiping a tear from his eye. “Upstairs from you?”

“Yes, Jacob. Are you deaf as well as insensitive?” I stand up from my chair and start pacing the length of my office.

He throws his hands up in mock surrender. “Okay, okay… but dang, bro. You cannot be this unlucky. I thought after you finally dropped Jasmine, you’d be in a good place romantically. Clearly, I was mistaken.”

“Be serious, man.” I drop back into my chair with a heavy thud. “This is not a joke. This is my life. My peace. Except my peace is officially no longer peaceful because the ultimate thorn in my side decided to move into my exact building. This is madness.”

Jacob grins like he’s watching premium cable drama. Then he pauses, his eyes scanning me from head to toe like he’s seeing me for the first time today. “Bro… you left the house like that? You can’t be running into ex-situationships looking like you lost a fight with your laundry basket. What the hell, bro…”

I look down at my hoodie. There’s a faint grease stain right by the Nike logo. Okay, fair point.

He must read the instant embarrassment on my face—and whatever else I’m desperately trying to hide—because his expression shifts. It’s the exact look he gets when a piece of code finally clicks.

“You still like her,” he says flatly.

“No, I don’t,” I scoff, looking away.

“Wait a minute. You probably never stopped liking her, have you?”

“Jacob, you—”

“Dude, this is absolute karma for leaving that girl from Bumble on read for three weeks,” he says, effectively cutting me off before I can even attempt another denial.

I glare at him. “I was busy.”

“You were playing 2K.”

“Still busy.” I rub the bridge of my nose. “And anyway, my feelings for Arielle are not the point. Because there are no feelings. I don’t feel a damn thing for her.”

Why do my denials sound completely weak and far from the truth, even to my own ears? I have no idea.

Jacob lets out a loud snort. “You wouldn’t be stressing or looking the way you look over someone you don’t like, man. It’s been years, right? And based on your whole vibe right now, you’re feeling all the feels. You’re a walking Drake album, bro.” He starts laughing at me. Again.

I hate how right he is about this. I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Alright… look,” I finally admit, running a hand down my face. “I will grant you that seeing her hit harder than I expected. I thought I was over it. Over her. I thought time and us simultaneously living our own lives would’ve dulled things by now.”

And honestly? She looked absolutely amazing.

“I don’t know what to do, man. She lives in my building. Directly upstairs from me.”

Jacob’s expression softens—barely, but enough to show he’s actually listening. “You don’t have to do anything, man. I wouldn’t make a big deal out of it,” he says, shrugging it away like it was so simple. As if it were that easy.

“Look, I remember how you two were with each other back in college,” Jacob continues. “And… I remember Jasmine, too. All I’m saying is chill out, take a beat, and don’t be weird.”

“I’m not weird.”

“You are literally the weirdest person I know.” He stands up, claps a solid hand against my shoulder, and walks out, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I sink deeper into my office chair, staring at the blank wall across from me. My brain immediately loops back to the morning, replaying the accidental brush of our hands in the stairwell.

I debate texting her. I debate not texting her. I debate breaking my lease and moving out. I debate asking Ms. Clarkson to evict her on a technicality.

Eventually, I just grab my phone and type out the simplest, lowest-stakes message possible before I can talk myself out of it:

Malcolm: Hey. You home?

I hit send before I can talk myself out of it.




Arielle

The moment I step inside the Juniper Lounge, Lucky Daye is crooning through the speakers, the lighting is low, creating this nice ambiance, and the air smells like citrus, bourbon—really chill vibe. 

Meanwhile, I feel like a glitching iPhone.

Tina and Elliott are already in our usual booth, drinks in hand, waving me over.

Tina squints at me the second I reach the table. “You look stressed.”

Elliott tilts his head. “What’s wrong with you?”

I drop into the leather seat dramatically and let out a heavy groan. “Can I breathe first?”

I totally appreciate them taking my text request seriously; my amaretto sour is already waiting for me. I take a healthy gulp of it and am already halfway through the glass before I even set it back down on the wood. Taking a deep breath, I finally say the words I’ve been wanting to scream to someone all day:

“Malcolm lives in my building.”

Dead silence.

I polish off the rest of my drink and drop my head straight into my palms.

Tina immediately flags down a passing waiter. “Umm… excuse me. We are gonna need a bottle. And a food menu, por favor.” She looks back at me, her eyes going wide. “Girrrllllll—wooo, the devil be busy.” She snaps her fingers at the waiter again. “Actually, scratch that. Make it two bottles.”

I keep my face buried in my hands before dropping my head completely onto the table—cushioned by my arms—as I groan in my typical, dramatic fashion.

“Uhh, Ari? You’re gonna have to tell us a little bit more than that,” Elliott says, shifting in his seat. “Because honestly, I need to hear this story.”

I don’t necessarily want to talk about it while I’m sober. But I end up telling them everything anyway. The narrow stairwell. The accidental hand brush. Ms. Clarkson being a complete menace to society.

Tina fans herself with a napkin. “Wow, that is absolutely crazy.”

Elliott nods. “I’m not into men, but Malcolm was a pretty good-looking dude back on campus. And based on the panic on your face right now? I’m guessing he still is.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Tina chimes in, leaning forward. “He is fine. Malcolm with those hazel eyes, that tall, athletic build… those arms and hands—”

“Can I finish, please?” I cut her off, rolling my eyes. “And then there’s Jordan. He’s my real estate agent. Super cute. Perfect, even. We were looking at office spaces today, and he was definitely about to ask me out.”

I pause, not knowing how to really explain the mental gymnastics I went through at the end of the tour.

“And?” Elliott prompts, waving his hand to move the story along.

“Well… I panicked and moonwalked out of the room.”

Tina’s mouth drops. “Mija, you what?”

“Like… you actually moonwalked?” Elliott asks, looking completely incredulous. “Like Michael Jackson?”

“You’re a total mess, girl,” Tina says, laughing.

The drinks arrive along with the menus, which are completely unnecessary because we already know every single item on the damn thing. We order our food, fall into easy small-talk, and they continue to tease me. Same old, same old. I tell them more about Ms. Clarkson, and they immediately decide she’s their new favorite auntie.

But underneath all the easy laughter, something is sitting incredibly heavy on my chest. I finally decide to just say it out loud.

“For a good portion of my college years, I had feelings for Malcolm. But nothing ever came of it. And now, after all this time… I don’t think I ever fully let it go.”

Both of their attentions are on me, making me feel completely bared. Like standing in front of a crowd in nothing but my panties—bared. But I need to know what they think, so I force myself to keep going.

“I thought I was over whatever feelings I held for him. Or at least, I wanted that to be the truth. But seeing him today cracked something wide open. And I’m scared, you guys. I’m scared of going through the whole wanting-him thing all over again. I’m scared of being hurt. Corey—”

They both instantly let out a loud groan at his name, their shared exasperation completely justified. I just ignore them and keep my eyes on my glass.

“Corey really messed me up. I don’t know what to do. And Jordan… who is fineness personified, is someone I should want to get wrapped up in. But I can’t. Because he ain’t him.”

Tina reaches across the table and gently squeezes my hand. “Ari, chica… respira. Breathe. You don’t have to decide anything tonight. So, you like Malcolm, or you still have feelings for him. And maybe,” she says, feeling me out, “maybe you’re finally ready to consider that or other options.”

I sit back, absorbing her words. She’s right. I was about to say just that when my phone buzzes against the table. I glance down, and my stomach does a violent deep dive. It makes the panic loop from earlier this morning feel like a casual carousel ride. My chest tightens up so fast I’m pretty sure I’m about to lose the food I just ate.

Malcolm: Hey. You home?

Tina and Elliott instantly lean in over the table, being their usual nosy selves, to read the screen. I just stare at the simple message, my heart pounding against my ribs and my breath completely stuck in my throat.

All around us, the lounge is buzzing. People are laughing, flirting, and living their lives. And I am just completely still. Frozen.

Elliott lets out a dark chuckle into his drink and immediately turns toward the bar. “Waiter!” he calls out, raising a hand. “Bring us another bottle!”

Yeah, we are definitely going to need it. Because I am nowhere near ready for this.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Arielle

My phone sat face-up on the marble table like a live grenade. I stared at it, willing it to tell me what to do. I went to pick it up to respond, but Tina stopped me.

“Don’t you dare,” Tina said, her eyes tracking my hand as it hovered near the device.

“What? I don’t want to play games, Tina,” I whispered, my voice sounding thin even to my own ears. 

“Good,” Tina said. “‘Cause this ain’t a game. It’s self-preservation.” 

I slumped back against the velvet booth, the gold light catching the rim of my glass. Lucky Daye was still singing about love like it was so simple. I wanted to throw my shoe at the speaker.

Tina nudges my arm. “Okay, chica. Let’s talk before you get all emotionally invested again.”

I roll my eyes and sink deeper into the seat. Hey. You home? 

Three words. Why do they feel heavier than a three-hour consulting meeting with Jordan?

“What do I even say?” I ask, looking between them.

“Nothing… yet,” Tina says.

“He sent that at 8:15. It is now 8:35. He can wait a bit, Ari—it builds character,” Elliott adds, leaning back against the cushion and sipping his bourbon.

I shoot him a sharp look. “You’re not helping.”

He just winks and blows me a kiss.

Ignoring him, I peek at the screen, chewing anxiously on my bottom lip. “Okay, but… I can’t just ignore him completely.”

“You’re not ignoring him,” Tina reassures me. “You’re processing.”

I finally pick up the phone. “I’ll just say I’m out,” I mutter, my thumbs hovering over the glass screen. “Something like, ‘Hey, so sorry, I’m out with Tina and Elliott having drinks—’”

“No,” Tina snaps. “Delete.”

“Too apologetic,” Elliott chimes in.

I heave a massive sigh, clear the box, and try again. ‘Hey, met up with my friends for drinks and just seeing this and—’

“Nope.” Tina shakes her head.

“Too much detail,” Elliott says, shaking his head. “Explaining too much makes it look like you owe him that. And last we checked… he isn’t your man.”

“Yeah, girl,” Tina adds, pointing a finger at me. “You’re not chasing anymore, remember? Corey taught us all that for five whole years. We do not over-explain our lives to dudes who don’t carry a title.”

I glare at them both. “Do you guys want to write this text then?”

“Yes,” they say in perfect unison.

Tina snatches the phone right out of my hand and rapidly types out a response before reading it back to me. “‘Hey, not home yet. Out with friends. Will be in an hour or two. Needed something?”

I frown at the screen. “The ‘needed something’ sounds a little aggressive, don’t you think?”

“It’s not aggressive,” Elliott argues. “It’s asking him to state his intent so you don’t have to guess. It’s a boundary.”

Tina nods. “Yeah. No more guessing games, Ari.”

I take a deep breath, staring at the drafted message and second-guessing every single word. Tina and Elliott go back to talking amongst themselves, and I still haven’t hit send. I leave the text sitting in the box, trying my hardest not to think about it. And thankfully, they let me.

By 9:15, I finally built up the nerve and hit send. The moment it goes through, it feels like my stomach doesn’t just drop—it completely evaporates.




Malcolm

I check my phone again. Still nothing. I pace. Sit. Stand. Pace again.

I had paced the length of my living room so many times I was surprised I hadn’t worn a groove into the hardwood. I checked my phone. 8:22. Nothing. 8:48. Nothing.

Why the hell did I text her? I shouldn’t have sent it. I drop heavily onto the leather sofa, kicking my legs out. I should have just waited until I accidentally ran into her in the hallway again. This makes me look… desperate.

My eyes land on the mantel—a half-burnt Santal 26 candle Jasmine left behind. That scent was her signature. She’d left it there ten months ago, a lingering artifact of a woman who never quite moved in but always took up space.

I remember the day I bought those tickets to Tulum. I can still see her silhouette against the window, her back rigid, phone pressed to her ear. I was holding plane tickets I’d saved for months, wearing a small, hopeful smile I rarely let myself show.

“I can’t, Malcolm,” she’d said, her tone clinical. “This is a career-defining case. I’m not pausing my life for a rinky-dink vacation just because you want to play house.”

She hadn’t even bothered to look at the tickets. She’d just kept packing her Tumi suitcase for a solo trip to D.C., leaving me standing alone in the kitchen, holding a future she didn’t want. I don’t think she said it to be intentionally cruel. She just meant it. And that was worse because it confirmed what I already knew. The relationship was completely at its end. We weren’t right for each other.

I remember the suffocating silence during her big cases—no calls, no texts, no explanations. I watched her life unfold through social media like a complete stranger. And the worst part? I stayed. I stayed because of the rare moments she made me feel needed—even when it was entirely conditional, even when it tired me out to my bones. Jasmine taught me that love was a performance, an audition I was constantly failing. Eventually, I grew tired of trying to be enough for us both.

I realized I didn’t want to do that anymore. So when she finally left, I didn’t stress. I didn’t pursue her. I sent her a single text saying I was done, and I never looked back.

Buzz.

The phone violently vibrates against my thigh. I snatch it up instantly.

Arielle: Hey, not home yet. Out with friends. Will be in an hour or two. Needed something?

I don’t wait an hour. I don’t even wait a single minute.

Malcolm: Yeah. Wanted to talk. Hit me up when you get in.




Arielle

I read the words off my screen, no longer sure if I wanted to rush home or avoid it entirely. The walk home from the Juniper Lounge was a blur of Elliott’s jokes and Tina’s “don’t-take-no-crap” pep talks. They left me at the stoop like a protective detail, Tina giving me one last squeeze of the hand before they vanished into an Uber.

I climbed the stairs, the sound of my heels on the marble steps echoing through the quiet brownstone. My heart was a percussion instrument, drumming against my ribs.

I reach his floor. And then—his door opens.

Was he literally waiting for me?

He’s wearing a simple black T-shirt and dark jeans. The dim, amber light from his apartment pools into the hallway between us.

“Hey,” he says. His voice is low and raspy, hitting that deep, late-night register that used to always make me lean in just to see if I could feel the physical vibration of it.

“Hey,” I reply. My hand is trembling slightly against my keys.

For a long moment, neither of us moves. I look at him and realize my friends were completely wrong. This isn’t about marinating or keeping boundaries. This is about two people with the same bruises finally standing in the exact same room.

This is either the beginning of something… or its undoing.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Malcolm clears his throat softly. “I didn’t mean to bother you,” he says. His voice is low, careful. There is no tension. No irritation. None of the sharp, defensive harshness I’ve come to expect from late-night conversations with men. “I just wanted to talk.”

I instantly stiffen. My mind flashes back to Corey—to the way he’d corner me in our kitchen at 1:00 AM, weaponizing his words until I felt two inches tall. To me, we need to talk usually means I’m going to tell you exactly why you’re the problem.

Malcolm notices my reaction. The subtle look on his face shows his confusion, but he doesn’t press me on it. Instead, he tries to make me feel comfortable, his voice gentling even more.

I take a deep, cleansing breath and force myself to realize that this isn’t Corey. Breathe, Ari. This is Malcolm.

He must see the phantom of that thought cross my face, because he immediately steps back, giving me an extra foot of breathing room in the hallway. 

“We can talk out here,” he offered. He gestured toward his open door but stayed rooted to his spot. “Or… if you’d rather sit, we can talk inside. Whatever you want, Ari. I’m on your time.”

And that—that right there—made my chest ache. The ache wasn’t a bad thing—it was just heavy. Like my lungs were finally taking up space I’d forgotten I owned. He was giving me the one thing Corey never did: agency.

I swallowed.

“Here is fine.”

He nodded, accepting it without question. “Okay.” 

We both started speaking at the same time.

“Okay, so—”

“I didn’t—”

We stopped.

A ghost of a smile tugged at my lips. We tried again.

“I—” We both start and stop for a second time. Then, we both laugh—and the sound is finally enough to crack the suffocating tension, letting me relax my guard just a bit.

I gesture toward him. “Why don’t you start?”

Malcolm shoves his hands into his front pockets—a nervous habit that used to drive me crazy in college, but now just makes my heart skip a beat.

“I didn’t expect to see you again,” he admits, his eyes finding mine. “Not like this. And when I did this morning… it brought up a lot.”

“I get it,” I say, looking down at the scuffs on my boots. “Seeing you here was a total shock for me, too.”

“And I didn’t text to reopen any old wounds or anything like that, Ari,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “I texted because seeing you… After all this time…made me realize how much I missed our friendship.”

The honesty hit me in the center of my chest. There is no corporate boss energy. No ESPN anchor charm. Just Malcolm.

“Is that what you wanted to talk about?” I ask, finally forcing myself to meet his eyes.

He hesitates, clearly choosing his words with care. “Yeah. I guess I just didn’t want the last time we talked to be in a stairwell with trash bags,” he says, offering a small, lopsided smile.

I step half an inch closer to him without even realizing I’m doing it. In the narrow space, his fingers accidentally brush against mine—a fleeting, electric spark that makes my heart do a frantic gymnastics skip-step.

I pull my hand back, my breath hitching in my throat. “I should go. It’s getting late.”

Malcolm nods quickly. “Yeah. Of course.”

“But…” I pause, looking back at him from the first step. “We can talk again.” His expression softened into something hopeful.

“Yeah, that sounds good. Whenever you’re ready. I’m right here. Underneath you—” His eyes widened. “Not underneath you, that would be crazy. I meant under your bedroom. No,” he sighed, rubbing his face. “I meant downstairs from you.”

A small laugh slips out of me. Ah, yes. Another thing we used to do so well back on campus: talk complete gibberish when we were nervous as hell.

I turn to leave, stepping away from his landing and starting up the dark stairs. When I reach my floor, I pause and look back down into the stairwell. He is still standing right in his doorway, his face buried in his palms, shaking his head at his own stupidity.

I wasn’t ready tonight. But looking down at him, I definitely want
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