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Praise for Die for Me

“I’m obsessed. Lyrical prose, relatably complex characters, a steamy love story with mounting dread that is at once sensual and full of ­yearning . . . Die for Me is utterly unique and still at its core about the most universal of stories: a woman vanquishing fear through love.”

—­Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author

“Die for Me is bold, edgy, and hypnotic. It lures you into its dark and intoxicating world from the very first page. Sean and Julian are a roller-coaster ride that I couldn’t predict and never wanted to end, and Obuobi’s voice is crystal clear. Stunning.” 

—Lyla Sage, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Die For Me is extraordinarily beautiful and sharply original. Shirlene Obuobi has crafted a story rich with passion, heart, and an emotional intensity that holds nothing back—it kept me up long after midnight and I have zero regrets. Quite simply a stunning read.” 

—Nalini Singh, New York Times bestselling author

“Edgy, sensual, powerful, Die for Me proves Obuobi to be an up-­and-­coming powerhouse. With deft genre bending, Obuobi gives romance and paranormal readers what they’re salivating ­for—­and then some.”

—­Christina Lauren, New York Times bestselling author

“A gripping paranormal romance that had me utterly obsessed from the first page to the last. Obuobi’s characters are sharply crafted and their chemistry is deliciously addictive—one of my favorite romances of the year.”     —Kaylie Smith, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Smart, sexy, and ­addictive—­a paranormal romance that hits every single craving. I loved it.”     —­Abby Jimenez, New York Times bestselling author

“This smart, sexy novel by Obuobi . . . is already drawing praise from romance heavyweights . . . Bracing and addictive.”     —Marie Claire



Praise for Between Friends & Lovers

“Between Friends & Lovers was an absolute joy to read, with messy, realistic, and deeply lovable characters. . . . Obuobi’s perfect balance of humor and wisdom made this one a true standout.”

—­Emily Henry, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“I adored On Rotation, so I had high expectations going into this book, but with Between Friends & Lovers, Shirlene Obuobi gave me a once-­in-­a-­lifetime reading experience. It’s sweet and steamy, perfectly written, overflowing with heart, and it became an instant favorite. . . . Basically: I’ll recommend this book for eternity!”

—­Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author

“This book is spectacular! It is deft and voicy, sexy and emotionally brilliant. I am honestly obsessed with Shirlene Obuobi’s Between Friends & Lovers and cannot wait to shout about it to every reader I encounter.”

—­Christina Lauren, New York Times bestselling author

“Meaty, complex, and steamy. Obuobi takes it all on! Add Between Friends & Lovers to your TBR; this is an author to watch.”

—­Abby Jimenez, New York Times bestselling author

“Obuobi’s emotionally insightful novel explores the tension between friendship and love.”     —­The Washington Post

“Shirlene Obuobi’s sophomore novel is a beautifully written depiction of being vulnerable enough to love deeply and be loved that same way in return. Between Friends & Lovers is sexy and heartfelt, and I still think about Mal and Jo all the time.”

—­Riss M. Neilson, author of A Love Like the Sun

“If you delight in complex, charming love stories, this one’s for you.”

—­Marie Claire

“Obuobi tackles the reality of being a medical professional, racial microaggressions, and the meaning of family. Between Friends & Lovers is at times ­heart-­wrenching, but, in the end, it is absolutely charming.”

—­Booklist (starred review)



“Obuobi’s second novel is a powerful exploration of finding ­yourself . . . a vulnerable, ­page-­turning tale about trust, mental health, and second chances. Read this ­book—­doctor’s orders.”

—­Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


Praise for On Rotation

“As a fan of Grey’s Anatomy (and Chicago Med!), I couldn’t put down On Rotation, and you won’t be able to either. Shirlene Obuobi makes you feel as if you’re actually right there with the lovable Angie, and I personally couldn’t get enough.”

—­Meg Cabot, New York Times bestselling author

“Smart, funny, and utterly swoon-worthy, On Rotation is a layered and deeply compassionate novel of navigating life and love in your twenties. Angie Appiah will be your new best friend.”

—­Grace D. Li, New York Times bestselling 	author of Portrait of a Thief

“On Rotation is a charming story from start to finish. The ending will melt your heart!”

—­Tracey Livesay, ­award-­winning author of American Royalty

“On Rotation by Shirlene Obuobi is part ­rom-­com, part coming-­of-­age ­story—­a book so full of life that I badly missed Angie, Obuobi’s protagonist, the moment I finished. It’s been a rough couple of years for all of us, so scoop up this completely delightful debut for a shot of joy.”

—­Marie Claire

“Obuobi’s debut features a winning cast of characters who alternatively help and hinder Angie, whose ­first-­person narration is warm and relatable. . . . Obuobi ably navigates plot twists and emotional turns while addressing millennial angst and issues facing Black women. A funny, emotional ­page-­turner that will have readers rooting for Angie.”

—­Booklist (starred review)

“A genuine delight from start to finish, On Rotation will appeal to fans of Rainbow Rowell, Talia Hibbert, and Ali Hazelwood and resonate with any reader who enjoys multicultural, multifaceted, inclusive love stories starring unapologetically strong and complex women.”

—­BookPage

“Fresh, romantic, and ­hilarious . . . The story of a Ghanian American medical student, On Rotation is ­whip-­smart and sharply observed, filled with ­laugh-­out-­loud moments while not shying away from heavier issues. With On Rotation, Shirlene Obuobi establishes herself as a writer to watch.”

—­Brenda Janowitz, author of The Liz Taylor Ring

“Humor and honesty leap off the pages of this addictive read. A ­binge-­worthy romance with a hilarious and relatable heroine that will steal your heart from the first sentence.”

—­Jane Igharo, author of Ties That Tether

“Narrated by a strong lead with an unforgettable voice, On Rotation is an original romance novel bursting with charm, humor, and the most lovable characters. I’m besotted with Angie and her posse!”

—­Lizzie Damilola Blackburn, author of 			          Yinka, Where Is Your Huzband?

“If you’re looking for a ­swoon-­worthy beach read, you’ve found it.”

—­Good Housekeeping

“Obuobi offers a thoughtful storyline that just about every young person can relate to.”

—­POPSUGAR

“Author Obuobi, a physician and cartoonist, is in her wheelhouse chronicling the hectic, and sometimes solitary, life of a medical student. The often witty footnotes, frequently describing medical jargon or Ghanaian traditions, add an amusing flair to Angie’s personality, but the novel’s true strength shines in its more serious moments. . . . Guaranteed to make your heart beat faster.”

—­Kirkus Reviews

“This effervescent story is a treat.”

—­Publishers Weekly
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For those who have been told to shrink, to dim their light for others’ comfort, or to choose an agreeable status quo over their own dignity and truth. For those who have broken down their carefully structured lives and rebuilt them, brick by brick, on stronger foundations. And finally, for my Black girls who squinted at the pages of the paranormal romances of the early aughts, wishing to see themselves there. Die for Me is for everyone, but it’s especially for you. 




Love . . . is a risky business.

Shere Hite, Women and Love
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One

The Grand Ballroom of the Edison Mansion is a study in gold: gold velvet curtains, gold pillars, gold candelabras from which ­amber-­colored flames flicker and flare. Brandon Pen­dersen, my colleague and fellow Broadview Hospital lifer, fits right in with a gold satin tie that matches his new wife Leila’s golden beach waves. I still remember his first wedding, fifteen years ago, under a sagging drop ceiling in the basement of Chicago’s city ­hall—­Brandon in an ­ill-­fitting navy suit, Winona, his ex-­wife and my best friend, in a vintage ­tea-­length dress she’d thrifted from Goodwill two weeks earlier. They’d had nothing between them but five hundred thousand dollars in student loans, thirty cumulative hours of sleep that week, and a promise to love each other ­forevermore . . . which Brandon broke two years ago when he fell in ­lust-­love with the ­twenty-­something-­ year-­old device rep with whom he is currently swaying to Ed Sheeran’s ­“Perfect.”

Under the table, I text Winona.

Winny. You sure it’s okay for
me to be here? It feels wrong.

Winny’s response is immediate.



Of course I’m sure. I asked you to go. And besides, Sophie needs an ally out there.

My eyes flicker to Sophie, Winny’s ­twelve-­year-­old daughter, who is sitting at the head table in a burgundy ­cap-­sleeved dress and examining her black fingernails with the determination of a preteen who can be forced to sit still but not to put on a show.

Well, if it’s any comfort, Brandon’s hairline
looks like someone drew it on with a marker.

I can almost hear Winny’s laughter in my ears, more wheeze than sound, like she’s choking on a marble.

Oh my god the plugs! You should have seen what
they looked like when they were growing in. Like
a Christmas tree farm on New Year’s Eve. Was
hoping they would all fall out for his big day.

Trust me girl, that would’ve been a 
blessing. He looks a mess right now.

Like an old man in denial, Winny responds.

I snort, then take a sip of Bordeaux to cover for it.

Brandon invited the entire interventional cardiology subsection to his wedding, but I was still shocked to receive an invitation. On a professional level, he and I were still cool. We covered each other in the cath lab when one of us was running late, traded calls when necessary, jumped in on each other’s cases when we needed a first scrub with more experienced hands than our trainees could provide. On a personal ­level—­well, he’d courted and eventually cheated on my best friend right under my nose at our shared place of work. Maybe our many years of calling ourselves a throuple had given him the impression that he could split my allegiance like he had his daughter’s custody, but I was Winny’s before I was his, and I would be Winny’s forevermore. When Brandon betrayed Winona, he’d betrayed me too, spat on the sacred union that was husband, wife, and perpetual third wheel. For all his faults, Brandon should have been smart enough to know that.

And yet he’d still invited me to his wedding.

“I know you hate me right now,” Brandon had said as he’d handed me the ­wax-­sealed gold envelope. “But I still consider you my friend, Sean. I really do want you there.”

Later that night, I’d asked Winny if she wanted me to burn it.

“I want you to go,” she’d said instead. “If only to bear witness.”

To the end of their marriage, as I had once its beginning.

The ballroom erupts with applause. I place my drink, and my phone, down on the table, plastering what I hope is a polite smile on my face as Brandon dips Leila into a passionate kiss on the dance floor.

“Gorgeous,” Joseph Krause, one of the four other interventional cardiologists at my table, says. He’s ­twenty-­five years older than the rest of us and clearly losing his edge in the lab. Despite this, he still sees himself as a steward of the kind of wisdom that requires imparting whenever he senses he’s losing the spotlight. Like now. “Second weddings are always much more romantic than firsts, don’t you agree? You’ve learned more about yourself. Know what true love actually looks like.”

My colleagues, most of whom have had lavish second weddings themselves, laugh. I exchange a queasy look with Haoran, the only man at our table still with his original wife, a lovely woman named Katherine who cuts furiously at her chicken breast and pretends not to care that the rest of the table seems to think she has an expiration date. Her arms are sloped, doughy, and the fine lines on her forehead have never seen ­Botox or filler, and she’d once confessed to me at a work dinner that she too felt like it was only a “matter of time.”

I don’t agree. Haoran is dutiful and kindhearted, a family man through and through. He also, however, isn’t the confrontational type, which means that while Krause expounds on his idea of true love only being found on the second go-­round, he says a whole lot of nothing.

Which means I have to be the bad guy.

“I don’t really understand the need to get married again, in that case,” I say, tilting my head to the side. “If you don’t know yourself well enough to reliably keep a vow, why make another one?”

Once upon a time, seeing Krause shoot daggers at me from across a table might have made me nearly wet myself. Nowadays, it’s like watching a baby throw down his rattle.

“You’ve never been married before, right, Sean?” Krause says, tossing an arm around the back of his (second) wife’s chair. She beams up at him, either unaware or unfazed by the fact that she is being used as a prop. “I’m not sure you would understand.”

“I’m not particularly interested in tying myself legally to someone, no,” I say primly.

“Yes, I’m sure there’s a line of suitors just banging down your door,” he sneers.

I hold back a snort. Krause doesn’t know that I was once ­engaged—­albeit to a horrible ­man—­or that my phone log is full of texts from guys who made it to date three and are begging for a chance at number four. Men like him can’t comprehend that they might be the worst thing to happen to a woman. They can only conceive of themselves as a gift, even though most of us consider Krause a very power­ful nuisance on his best day.



“I see you’ve been by my place,” I snip. “You can take a ticket, if you’d like.”

Krause’s scowl thins his lips so much that they disappear behind his Colonel ­Sanders–­esque white mustache.

“Marriage gives you stability. A home to go back to,” he says. “Eventually you’ll get old and gray, and all those suitors you turned your nose up at will head out for greener pastures. You should settle down before you run out of options.”

The laugh that escapes my chest is hoarse with righteous indignation.

“Is that why you cheated on your ex-­wife?” I ask. “Because she was getting a little too old and gray for your tastes?”

Krause’s wife gasps, someone chokes on their drink, and Katherine gives me an appreciative look. Meanwhile, Krause’s hold on his fork tightens like he’s thinking about lodging it in my neck.

“Oooookay. Daggers away,” Haoran, ever the peacekeeper, says. “I propose a ­toast—­to an open bar on Brandon’s tab!”

We raise our glasses, Krause begrudgingly. Then, before our tentative peace can be disrupted, the emcee clinks a glass; it’s time for speeches.

For the rest of the program, I keep my attention on the happy ­couple, who look up at each other with sugary smiles as friends and family exalt them and their relationship. The mood is light and airy, as if the happy couple formed their bond at a run club rather than through clandestine meetings in the cath lab supply closet. The Pendersens are many in number, but I note that Leila’s side is eclectic, strikingly young, and only takes up one table. I’d pieced together her backstory through brief conversations we’ve had since she started working at Broadview: parents who died young, an older brother who followed only a few years later. What family she has now she had to forge on her ­own—­something that I felt had connected us. Before she became my best friend’s ex-­husband’s love interest. Still, for a wedding celebrating such an unseemly union, it’s surprisingly mundane. By the time the third speech ends, I’m fighting back yawns.

Then Leila’s man of honor steps up to the microphone, and the whole room stills. He’s tall, brooding, a storm cloud of a man, crackling with an unmistakable and unteachable magnetism, and racially ambiguous in the sort of way that makes me wonder whether his hair would curl if he grew it out.

My type? Not exactly; I usually like my men to be a little less pretty. And older. Considerably older than the ­twenty-­something years this young man has on him. And yet here I am, working half the muscles in my face to keep saliva from oozing out of the corner of my mouth. Questionable choice in current husband/former affair partner aside, Leila sure has some good taste.

“Hello everyone,” he says, in a deep, vaguely ­British-­accented voice that is as smooth and sonorous as a cello’s hum. “I’m Julian.”

“Hi, Julian,” the room calls back. He smiles, almost bashful, and every person in the room sits to attention as if someone has turned a crank.  

Okay so this is very inappropriate, I text Winona, after I have picked up my jaw. But Leila’s man of honor is FOINE.

Really? Winona responds. Omg. You should snatch him up. She steals my husband, my best friend steals HER best friend. It’s perfect.

I suck in my inner cheek. Yes, Julian is glorious, but not glorious enough to settle my unease. All of these festivities, all of this money, has gone to celebrate the breakdown of Winona’s family. Almost everyone in attendance knows her, but not one person has asked after her, skirting around her existence like she’s a Bloody Mary who will appear in the middle of the ballroom if they say her name thrice. Only Sophie seems to serve as a reminder, her cascade of dark curls, ­sand-­colored skin, and bulbous eyes too unlike the Pendersens’ Scandinavian features for anyone who greets her to forget their origin. Over an elaborate crystal centerpiece, I catch my goddaughter’s eye, then throw her a thumbs-­up. Sophie sticks her tongue out at me in response: our shared signs of resistance.

A few feet away, Julian is finishing up his remarks. His speech is pretty standard: cute anecdote about how he met Leila (age fourteen, in her high school cafeteria where he was visiting as an exchange student) and the first time he met Brandon (last year, on the North Avenue Beach volleyball court), ­well-­wishes for the couple. In between staring at him, making faces at Sophie, and texting Winona under the table, I miss most of it.

“And Sophia,” Julian says suddenly, turning to the head table just as Sophie uncrosses her eyes. “I know today must be full of conflicting emotions for you. That you might feel like your dad’s happiness came at the expense of yours. That by celebrating his new union, we are betraying your old one.” He gives her a beatific smile, and she stares back, ­slack-­jawed. “My hope for you is that whatever pain you might feel right now eventually makes room for some joy. Leila might never become another mother to you, but I hope that maybe someday she might become something like a friend.”

The tense silence that follows is suffocating, like someone’s just dropped a smoke bomb into the room. It’s only interrupted by a loud ­clatter—­my phone, sliding off my lap and onto the floor.

At the head table, Brandon tries his best to maintain his composure, but his bride takes it out of his hands.

In a slow, sweeping motion, Leila raises her glass.

“Screw you, Julian,” she says, giving him a dazzling smile.

Julian grins.

“Only in your dreams,” he says. And then he takes his seat.







Two

Once the lights dimmed for the reception, I excuse myself from the festivities, lingering in the ballroom just long enough to see Brandon’s dad spin Sophie onto the dance floor to ABBA’s “Take a Chance on Me.” My mind shuttles to what feels like a lifetime ago: Winona, Brandon, and I meeting for dinner during residency. Somehow Brandon and I had been placed on the same cardiology rotation, and on a schedule that would allow us to see each other to boot. And so we ­gathered—­Brandon ­pre-­call, me exhausted and ­post-­call, Winona ­post–­proposal defense for her psychology PhD ­program—­around the peeling dining room table we’d ­garbage-­picked three years before, inhaling Taco Bell soft shells ­between complaints about our micromanaging preceptors. Halfway through her Crunchwrap Supreme, Winny suddenly braced herself against the table, then excused herself into the bathroom. Brandon and I exchanged a concerned look as he raced after her. It took ten minutes for them to emerge, and when they did, they wore identical expressions: ­shell-­shocked but ecstatic.

“Food poisoning?” I asked.

“Worse,” Winny said. Then she held out a hand, turning over her fist to reveal a positive pregnancy test. Her eyes welled with tears, and Brandon buried his fingers in her curls to press an adoring kiss to her forehead. “You’ll be godmother, obviously. If all goes well.”

“Obviously!” I cried, standing up to pull both of them into a hug. Our tears intermixed, three and a half bodies pressed close, nothing between us but love.

And now the “food poisoning” is twelve years old and that love has been snatched away and repackaged for someone else, and here I am, meant to celebrate it all.

At least she hasn’t stopped grinning since Julian’s speech. I take that as a signal that she’s doing well enough that I can afford myself a ­moment.

I’m wandering around the venue, I text Sophie. Plan to head home at 8?

7:30, Sophie says, ever the negotiator.

Deal, I agree. One hour more. I’ve burned an hour in worse places than my best friend’s ex-­husband’s wedding, and I know exactly where I want to spend it.

I sweep past the swinging doors that house the kitchen, the ­pink-­wallpapered parlor room, down a short flight of carved cherrywood stairs. Already the sounds of the festivities are behind me, the thrumming of the bass guitar fading to a hum in my feet. Finally I arrive at a closed oak door that I’m sure marks my destination. Looking left and right, I turn the key still stuck in the ornate handle, silently rejoicing at the click of its opening. Then, quick as a cat, I slip inside.

The room is large and cluttered; old, wrapped furniture is pushed into a pile on the side opposite a window. I shake out the heavy curtains before throwing them wide open, wincing as golden sunlight spills inside and shrouds my target: a beautiful Steinway and Sons grand piano. I first caught a glimpse of it through this window the night before when I dropped off Sophie at the venue for the rehearsal dinner and thought, Poor thing. I bet no one touches it.

I bet correctly. The layer of dust on its lid is thick as a carpet, and when I blow it off, it peels away in tendrils. I lift the fallboard and run my fingers over the keys. To my surprise, it’s in tune.

A surge of excitement rushes through me as I pull out the bench. In terms of poor wedding guest etiquette, sneaking away from the reception to play the grand piano tucked away in a hidden room in the venue is probably minor, but it still feels like a thrill. My fingers flex above the keys, and I let them decide what song to play.

They choose Chopin’s “Prelude in E Minor.” In the still room, each keystroke feels like a stab into the silence. Suddenly I’m no longer in Edison Mansion, a few hundred feet away from a ­rip-­roaring reception, but in a ­fishbowl-­shaped world of my own making. I transition into Lianne La Havas’s “Lost & Found,” delighting in the responsiveness of the keys, the creak of the pedals underfoot, the sight of the recently disturbed dust still swirling in the orange light of the sunset. I close my eyes, moving by muscle memory, singing its melancholic ­melody over the music.

Suddenly, an intrusion: an elegant chord progression that harmonizes beautifully with mine. Except I didn’t produce it. My body recognizes danger before my mind can grasp it, and my hips reflexively push the bench backward in a bid to escape.

“Sorry to interrupt,” the man who has just joined me says, straightening. “I heard you playing, and I couldn’t help myself.”

As my vision clears, I put him together. A shorn head, bronze skin, long, elegant legs that end in spotless brown leather oxfords, shoulders that seem broader now that they’ve been freed from their burgundy suit jacket.

Leila’s best man, Julian, is looking down at me.



During his speech, I’d been so sure that his eyes were dark brown, but in the light of the setting sun they take on a different ­hue—­amber, maybe even green. His lashes are long and doelike, his features a clash of feminine softness in the lips and masculine angularity in the shape of his face. I think, numbly, that he might be the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen this close.

“It’s okay,” I say, adjusting the front of my jumpsuit. Now that I’ve convinced my body that we were not just in the midst of an assault, I’m embarrassed by my reaction. “I just. Um. Thought I was alone.”

Julian settles onto the bench next to me, his shoulders knocking against mine, and I stiffen, bewildered by his presumptuousness. He smells unexpectedly sweet, like vanilla and bourbon.

“Well, you aren’t anymore.” He lays his right hand gingerly over the keys. “Start again?”

My curiosity gets the better of me. I start the song from the top, and he weaves in his improvisations fluidly.

I can’t remember the last time I played like this with another person, making music just for the love of it, feeling them respond to the minute changes in my tempo with their own. I learn more about Julian in one song than I would have in the kind of inoffensive conversation a wedding would require: that he’s bold and brash and not afraid to try new things, that he’s inventive and ­creative—­and really freaking talented, considering I’ve probably been playing for longer than he’s been alive. When the song is done, we turn to each other, grinning in the resonant silence, strangers no more.

“I liked your speech earlier,” I confess.

“Did you?” Julian says, raising an eyebrow. “Didn’t think you heard it. You were on your phone the whole time.”

My jaw drops, stuck between embarrassment that he’d noticed me and astonishment because, well, he’d noticed me.



“You were watching me, huh,” I say.

Julian turns to face me, the corners of his eyes crinkling in a smile that ends before it can reach his mouth.

“You’re a very beautiful woman who wasn’t paying attention to me,” he explains plainly. He doesn’t give me a second to recover from the first shock before delivering a second. “It’s Sean, right?”

I raise an eyebrow.

“How do you know my name?”

The melody Julian plays now is lilting and familiar.

“Maybe I did a little recon,” he says. “Maybe I planned for us to meet like this all along.” When I give him a blank stare, he grins. “Okay, fine. Brandon’s mentioned you.”

The reminder of why Julian and I are one degree removed slaps me back into reality. Of course. He’s the best man of Brandon’s new wife, a player in his new life. I imagine Leila, Brandon, and Julian sharing a drink after their beach volleyball game, Brandon complaining about me taking sides, like I’d once overheard him doing with our colleague Shiv in the cath lab reading room.

“Interesting,” I say, finally.

“All good things,” Julian assures me.

“Not sure I can say the same for him,” I mumble under my breath.

Julian laughs again.

“Well, as you might remember, my name’s Julian,” he says, holding out a hand for me to shake. I take it. It is unexpectedly soft, but its grip is firm. “And I know it’s not good to speak ill of the groom, but I don’t blame you.”

An ­age-­old reflex to defend Brandon springs to my mind, and I bite my tongue and push it down. For so many years, I’d fielded complaints about Brandon’s sometimes prickly nature with an “I know he seems like a hardass, but he’s actually a good person,” comforted the residents who came to me after he’d reamed them out with assurances that he was harmless. Because he was. He cried when his favorite clinic patients died and bought breakfasts for the trainees who worked weekends in the ICU. Kept an eye out for the learners who looked confused but were too scared to voice it and took special care to go over a topic until everyone in the room had absorbed it. Organized a committee of guys to move me out of the apartment my ex and I shared in six hours flat and build my IKEA furniture in my new studio.

He’d been, for the most part, a good man. I’m not sure when that changed. If it did, or if, as Krause had said, he’d just gone and found true love in the messiest way possible.

I close my eyes. I’m exhausted. If Sophie and I didn’t have an hour-­and-a-­half-­long drive home in front of us, I might have liked another glass of wine.

“Well. This was lovely. But I think I should probably start heading home.”

I try to push out the bench to leave, but it’s stuck, set firm by Julian’s counterweight.

“Did I upset you?” Julian says innocently, as if he isn’t intentionally keeping me captive. “I didn’t mean to.”

“No, I ­just—­” I start.

“Then forget why you’re here,” Julian interrupts. “And play with me some more.”

If there was any doubt in my mind that Julian is hitting on me, it’s obliterated by the command in his stare. His eyes are golden now, lupine. From so close, they’re a vortex, sucking me in.

“You’re pushy,” I observe.

“Sometimes you have to be, to get what you want,” Julian says, with all the easy confidence of a man who has never been rejected in his life.

“And what you want ­is . . . ?”



Julian smiles.

“Nothing much,” he says. “Just to get a little more time alone with the woman I’ve been wanting to talk to all night.”

I ignore the traitorous thrill in my stomach. This is a young man, I remind myself. Somebody’s son.

“I am ­thirty-­eight years old,” I announce, holding my age out in front of me like a shield. “I’m an elder millennial at best. Didn’t have a cell phone until college. My goddaughter says I use old lady emojis.”

“Yes,” Julian says, as if to say, Your point?

“And you’re, what, ­twenty-­four?”

“Twenty-­seven,” he corrects.

“Brandon’s got some cute cousins your age,” I continue. “Did you meet Hannah? Brown hair, bangs? She’s lovely, and I’m sure she’d love to meet you. You’d have a lot more to talk about. There’s also Bridget; very sharp, very ­pretty—­”

“Just so I understand,” Julian says, the corners of his eyes creasing with amusement. “Are you suggesting, based solely on our respective ages, that you and I won’t have anything in common whatsoever? That there’s no chance that you’ll find our conversation riveting? And are you currently offering me to other women in response?”

I cross my arms.

“Be serious, Julian. A riveting conversation is not what you’re looking for.”

Julian’s grin becomes a laugh, and his fingers dance over the keys again. I watch the tendons in his hands flex, then look away, annoyed by the hummingbird flutter in my chest. Pull yourself together, Sean. Julian’s running circles around me, and he knows it. This is probably fun for him. Girls his age have probably gotten boring, but an older, seasoned woman? Better yet, one with an axe to grind, who might consider a night with her best friend’s ex’s mistress’s man of honor a particularly exhilarating form of vengeance? I would be an adventure.

“You’re right. I’m greedy. I also want to ask you to dinner,” Julian continues. “But for now, yes, a conversation will do.”

I narrow my eyes.

“I’m not going to sleep with you, you know.”

Julian smiles wickedly.

“Not yet, maybe,” he teases, and before I can think of a sharp ­retort, he barrels on. “You were singing when I came in. Why did you stop?”

Heat prickles up my neck. I thought the piano would have drowned me out.

“I’m not much of a singer,” I confess.

“Sure you are. You’re an alto. You’re not hitting any whistle notes anytime soon, but of what I heard, your tone was flawless,” he says.

And then he begins to play a song. A few notes in, I recognize it as “Killing Me Softly.” He flashes me a smile that is all sugar. “If you’re going to deny me the pleasure of a conversation, at least give me another song.”

I swallow. I’ve never sung anywhere I could be heard. It was something I did on my ­own—­in my shower, at the piano in my living ­room—­but never with an audience, and most certainly not with a partner. This is possibly the most intimate thing a stranger has ever asked of me. At any other time, in any other place, I might have feigned humility and changed the subject. But there’s something about this room, its glowing flecks of dust, its stacked furniture and floor-­to-­ceiling French windows, that make it ripe for memory making. My exquisitely handsome ­companion—­whose hand, I’ve just noticed, spans over an entire ­octave—­is a nice addition to the dreamlike ambience.



“Fine,” I say, clearing my throat. What the heck. “But maybe you should play ‘Smooth Operator’ instead.”

“I can do you one better,” Julian says, and when he starts playing again, I realize it is Sade’s “Is It a Crime?”

I throw my head back in delight. Julian has managed to convert a song full of saxophone solos and jazzy undertones into a piano ballad while still remaining recognizable, and I don’t know whether to be jealous or impressed.

“Okay, fine, so you know a few good songs,” I confess.

“More than a few,” he says, and then he settles into the verse and looks to me expectantly.

I’m shy at first, my voice barely a rasp over my piano accompaniment. But after the first verse passes and Julian doesn’t burst into laughter, I sing a little louder. By the time we reach the chorus, I’ve abandoned all apprehension. Julian’s shoulders bump into mine as he stretches along the span of the keys, and I find myself leaning into him, thrilled to the point of pleasure when he begins to harmonize with me. His clear baritone adds a haunting, resonant quality to our siren song, and I find myself fixated on the shape of his mouth, watching it stretch and shift around a voice that is clearly trained. He has full, pillowy lips, I realize, the kind that would look fishlike on a less balanced face, and I resist the urge to reach out and touch them. They curve into a slight smile around his open mouth, and my own goes dry.

I shouldn’t want to kiss Julian. Shouldn’t be wondering how those large hands would feel spanning along my back, that supple mouth opening against mine. He’s cocky and handsome and I know exactly the kind of damage his type can wreak, and yet I can’t look away. When was the last time I desired someone so immediately, and so intensely?

I don’t notice that we’ve both stopped singing. The final note hangs, suspended, in the air.



“You’re staring, Sean,” Julian purrs.

“Am I?” I whisper, inching ever closer to my mistake. “How rude. I should definitely know better.”

Julian’s chuckle is breathless. He shifts his body closer to mine, brushes a thumb against my chin in a caress as bold as it is bracing.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I like it.”

There is no question that Julian is going to kiss me. More puzzling is my realization that I am going to let him. The sun has shifted away from us, but Julian’s eyes still seem to glow, the flecks of gold and green in his irises spreading like moth’s wings as his pupils shrink into pinpoints. Beautiful, I think distantly, but also That’s wrong, shouldn’t they be getting ­bigger—­

The door jostles open.

“Auntie Sean?” a tinny voice says.

I spring away from Julian in ­horror . . . and promptly tip off the piano bench. I land on my side hard, downed like a felled tree.

Terror that she is, Sophie bursts into laughter.

“W-­What are you doing here? I thought we agreed on leaving at seven thirty?” I stutter, my face burning with humiliation. Julian extends a hand to help me up, but I ignore it, dusting off the seat of my pants.  

“It is seven thirty.” Sophie stuffs her hands into the pockets of her dress, looking wickedly from Julian to me and back again. “You’re the homewrecker’s best friend. The one who gave the speech.”

“Sophia,” I warn, but Julian bites back a smile.

“Pleased to meet you,” he says.

Sophie grunts noncommittally, but even from across the room I can tell that she’s blushing. Christ, do my ­twelve-­year-­old goddaughter and I have the same taste?

“Okay, enough of that, we’re going,” I say. I give Julian a brief sidelong glance, as if a part of me knows that looking any longer will suck me back in. “Thank you, Julian. It was lovely playing with you.”

“You’re not going to give me your number?” Julian asks, a smile in his voice.

“I gave you a song,” I say plainly, and then I hold out my hand for Sophie to take. “Ready to hit the road, nugget?”

“Duh, that’s why I’m here,” Sophie responds, her preteen impertinence contradicting her childlike hold on my hand.

We walk out the door of the music room, out of Edison Mansion, onto the grounds.

I don’t look back. Something, a primordial instinct, tells me to keep moving forward.







Three

Two hours later, I pull into the driveway of the monstrosity that is Winona’s house. The ­four-­bedroom, ­three-­and-a-­half-­bath behemoth nestled in the center of Oak Park has all the trappings of new money: a cream brick façade, a manicured front lawn, and a “Secured by ADT” sign peeking out from the holly bushes. It’s a home much too big for a ­two-­person household, but despite her complaints about the high property taxes and the neighborhood’s draconian homeowner’s association, Winona hasn’t been able to let it go.

Motion sensor lights click on as we disembark, illuminating the front door just as it swings open.

“Hi, baby,” Winona says to Sophie, who folds into her embrace like she needs it. “How was it?”

Sophie shrugs.

“The cake was gross. I don’t know whose idea it was to cover it with black fondant but it literally tasted like chalk. Thankfully they had cupcakes, so I had one of those instead. And the chicken was, like, super dry, but Dad let me have some of his brisket and that was pretty good.”



Winona’s mouth screws up like she isn’t sure whether to laugh or reprimand her daughter.

“Well, thanks for being a good sport. I know it was important to your dad that you were there.” She looks up at me with shining, haggard eyes. “You got your bag?”

I swing my overnight tote into view.

“Of course,” I say, inviting myself inside.

The living room of the former ­Pendersen-­Evans household is sparse. Brandon and Winona purchased the home with the intention of having an interior designer outfit it to both of their tastes, but when Brandon met Leila and his interest in his familial home waned, Winona deferred her refurbishing dreams for the ­three-­bedroom condominium that she is still yet to purchase. What Winona has by way of furniture is a peeling pleather sectional with a matching La-­Z-­Boy that is in even worse shape and an already aged Persian rug that has made the move from her parents’ attic to the grad school apartment she’d shared with me to the one she’d shared with Brandon before finding its home here.

It is on this rug that Winona and I, after sending Sophie to bed, debrief.

“So . . .” Winona says. We’ve changed into comfortable jersey pajama sets, and the baggy shirt hangs limply over her thin frame.

“So,” I say.

We laugh in bitter unison.

“Well, I’ve heard Sophie’s opinions,” Winona says. She blows over a mug of Earl Grey. “Where’re yours?”

When your best friend asks you what you thought of her ex-­husband’s second wedding, you have a moral obligation to tell her it was shit.

“For one, I got put at the Boys and Babes table,” I start, using our nickname for my interventional cardiology group and their significant others. “Krause was Krause. One of Brandon’s cousins kept badgering me about how I look like a woman he once worked with until I reminded him that I was familiar because I was Brandon’s ex-­wife’s maid of honor. And Sophie wasn’t kidding about the cake.”

Winona hums, satisfied. She stretches across her carpet, dropping her head back until her curtain of black curls brushes against the floor. She is runway pretty, all harsh lines and heavy eyelids. We used to joke that we were aesthetic opposites, her gaunt, ­Burton-­esque features contrasting with my rounded, lush ones.

“What about the ­fine-­ass man of honor?” she says after a moment.

I take a too big gulp of my chamomile tea.

“What about him?” I say.

“You get a closer look?”

Without warning, I am back on the piano bench, Julian’s face hovering right before mine. His gaze ticks slowly from my eyes to my lips and back. This memory of ­him—­because that’s what this has to be, a memory, though I’m not sure Julian had leaned in so close, so ­long—­seems strangely solid. I can feel the heat of his body radiating close to mine, the final notes of the piano dispersing like smoke. I resist the urge to reach out and touch him, and as if he can hear my thoughts, he smirks, the corner of his mouth turning up in an expression I’m quite sure I haven’t seen before.

“So . . . ?” The word forms around Julian’s mouth, rounding his lips to an O, but the sound produced isn’t his voice or his intonation. Winona’s, my mind supplies sluggishly, remembering where I am. She’s talking to you.

I wag my head to shake him away, but Julian lingers, seared into an afterimage on the back of my closed eyelids.

“Oh, she got a real close look,” another voice answers for me.



All at once, my vision clears enough to catch my goddaughter peeking through the railings of the stairway. Heat rises to my face. The little snitch.

“I know you know better than to be in grown folks’ business,” I say.

“And you should know better than to lie,” Sophie taunts. “You were about to kiss him. I was there. I saw. Which is really weird because you, like, just met him.”

Oh, I cannot wait to use that line on her in four years or so when she asks her Auntie Sean to cover for her teenage debauchery.

“Bed, Soph,” Winona says with some force, and we endure a few minutes of whining (“I’m not a baby, Mom!”) before Sophie’s bedroom door finally slams shut.

The instant it does, her mother rounds on me.

“You almost kissed him?” Winona hisses. When I don’t immediately deny it, she smacks me with a throw pillow. “Oh my god, Sean! How could you not lead with that?”

“It felt wrong,” I admit, ashamed. “I shouldn’t have even entertained him.”

Winona might claim that me cavorting with her ex-­husband’s new wife’s best friend would be the perfect revenge, but I know that a dalliance like that could cause distance between us. Julian is Leila’s. He’d walked her down the aisle and everything. How could I have let myself forget that, even for a moment?

“We aren’t ­twenty-­two anymore,” Winona says, interrupting my thoughts. “There aren’t rules of engagement like there used to be.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

Winona shrugs.

“You know, that we can’t talk to each other’s exes or be friends with girls I don’t like. All those guidelines we had to follow to demonstrate our loyalty. We’re past that. You know as well as I do that life is too short for all that BS.” Winny grins.

“You’re my soul sister, Sean. And I would very much like for you to have some fun. Even just so I can get the tea later.”

“Winny . . .” I start.

Winona holds up a hand.

“I don’t want to hear it,” she says. “I do, however, want to hear about this guy. And spare me no details. I want to know name, height, build, ethnicity, and how you ended up all snuggled up.”

I snicker, then indulge her.

[image: ]

Sleep descends upon me that night. One second I am slipping under a pink paisley comforter in Winny’s guest room, and the next I’m immersed in a realm of darkness, trapped in a purgatory of consciousness between wakefulness and slumber. And then suddenly a snap, a room. It is familiar, bustling, the colors oversaturated and blurred like I’m staring at it through ­tear-­filmed eyes. I recognize it as Brews and Beans, the coffee shop at my hospital.

There is a man sitting at a window. He is ­well-­built, tall. His long legs stretch elegantly out under his table, his broad shoulders angled toward the street. I feel a desire, suddenly, for him to perceive me. Want more than anything for his eyes to meet mine and hold. I know what they will look like: amber, burning like hot coals in a sculptural face.

As if he can sense my interest, the man turns and gives me a syrupy smile.

“Dreaming of me, Sean?” Julian says, and I startle awake.







Four

Monday rolls around. I drive to work with circles under my eyes, knowing that I will be desperately needing to stop in at the very coffee shop that haunted me all weekend for my ­much-­needed caffeine fix. I’ve been sleeping like crap for the last two nights, no thanks to a certain unwelcome visitor who keeps infiltrating my dreams. It seems like every time my eyelids flutter shut, Julian is there behind them, giving me the same infuriating, knowing grin from a table or behind the espresso machine or at my kitchen counter. I jolt awake what feels like every few hours, my body humming with so much frustration that I almost text Dave, the cute but ­self-­impressed law professor who’d bought me a drink a few weeks back, to come over and relieve it.

What is wrong with you? I think as I step into the back of the line at Brews and Beans. He’s just a pretty man you had one sort-­of romantic moment with. Get over it.

My phone buzzes: one of the cath lab nurses, Pamela, sending me a text.

Patient’s in preop, Sean. Rolling in five.



Shit. It’s the morning rush, and the line for coffee stretches around the corner of the shop. A single beleaguered barista bustles behind the bar while another takes orders in a brusque, businesslike tone. Maybe it’s time to cut my latte habit and invest in an office Keurig. I look at the cath lab schedule on my phone: my first patient is a complicated case and will probably take at least an hour. My male colleagues could get away with strolling upstairs late with a cup of coffee, but I learned quickly that the staff and patient families tended to be less forgiving of me. Blowing out my frustration, I step out of ­line . . . and right into a firm chest.

“Sean?” a voice says.

It’s familiar, deep, with a perfect, musical tone, and it takes me a second to realize that it’s the same one that’s been echoing in my skull for the last two nights. Except now it’s here, in the exact coffee shop where I’d last imagined it. Where I’d last imagined him.

I sputter. Blink. Bite down hard on my cheek. The pain is like a ­lance—­sharp, bright, real. I am, to my relief, most assuredly awake.

“Owww,” I say, raising my hand to my face.

Julian looks down at me. He looks confused but pleased and not at all like the smug creature who leers at me in my dreams.

“Sorry about that,” he says, holding an arm out to keep me from toppling over. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

Without my heels, Julian is a full head taller than me, and I have to tilt my chin up to properly meet his eyes. Even dressed simply in a maroon sweater and jeans, he’s stunning, and the simple fact of his beauty is irritating. Even more irritating is the steaming cup of coffee in his hand. My uncaffeinated goblin brain stews with envy.

“What are you doing here?” I say.

“Had some business in the area,” he says vaguely. Before I can ask more questions, he grins. “I see I’ve caught you in your natural habitat.”



I grimace. In my OR bonnet, yellow ­lead-­lined radiation goggles, and ­too-­big ­hospital-­issue scrubs, I know that I’m a far cry from the glamorous woman who’d caught his eye at the wedding.

“Yeah, well, only briefly,” I grumble. “My first patient’s almost on the table and this line is too long. Nice seeing you, but I’ve got to run.”

A hand closes over my upper arm before I can make my escape, and I glance down at it, affronted. I thaw some when I look up to meet Julian’s face; his expression is tender.

“Wait,” he says. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Either black or loaded with milk foam and flavored syrup, no in between,” I answer automatically.

Julian drops my arm, then holds out his cup.

“This is a caramel latte,” he says. “Take it.”

My jaw drops, and I look from his earnest face down to the proffered coffee.

“No, no, I couldn’t do that,” I say, shaking my head. “I should have gotten here earlier, ­I—­”

“I haven’t drunk from it, and I can always get back in line and grab another,” he says. “You, however, should be adequately caffeinated before you go up there and save lives.”

“Don’t go invoking any emergencies for me today,” I grumble, my hand already closing over the cup. It smells divine. “But thank you. I appreciate it.”

Julian doesn’t let go. Our fingers overlap, the knobs of his joints sliding against my skin, and the touch sends a curious, bracing sensation through me, like I’m being pinched awake by a cold breeze.

“And in exchange,” he says, “I’m going to insist on getting your number this time. No running away.”

I snort. In my front shirt pocket, my phone chimes; probably another text from Pamela telling me to get a move on.



“You’re so persistent,” I say, but both of us recognize that it’s not a rejection, and I watch the corners of his eyes crease with victory. Out of the light of the setting sun, they are a normal, human brown.

Julian’s stare smolders as I type my number into his phone.

“Great,” he says, saving my contact. “Try not to be a stranger.”

“Yep,” I say, already scurrying away.

“I mean it!”

“Okay!” I call back, then make a break for the elevator and try to tell myself that the flush in my cheeks is all exertion.

[image: ]

My patient is not yet prepped when I burst into the cath lab control room.

“Oops,” Pamela says. She’s dressed like me in scrubs except for a face that looks like it’s been given the star treatment in a makeup artist’s chair. “Probably could’ve given you a bit more time. Just didn’t want us to leave the patient waiting.”

She’s right, of course. If she applied that principle more evenly, I probably wouldn’t resent her for it, but I know she wouldn’t dare call Krause a second before he was needed. Sighing, I collapse onto a chair and log on to a computer, taking a long draw of my ­ill-­gotten coffee.

“Who’s on call again today?” I ask. “Because it better not be me.”

“Pendersen,” she says.

“Brandon?” I repeat, stunned. “Isn’t he on his honeymoon?”

Pamela screws up her mouth like she’s hiding a secret. Which, well, she probably is. She’s a veritable vault of cath lab secrets, if a vault could be reliably cracked opened with two tequila sunrises and five minutes of hopeful nudging.

“He canceled it,” she says. “And he signed up for, like, all the moonlighting slots this month. Methinks wife number two is a little expensive.”

I pull up the schedule, and lo and behold, there he is: B. Pendersen, signed up for half the shifts. Between clinic, his intensive care blocks, and lab days, he’s left himself three days off this month.

“He’s going to die,” I mutter, just as the door to the control room opens and Brandon storms in.

He looks harried. Whatever glow he had in the ballroom of Edison Mansion is gone, replaced by the gray, wan expression he’d worn during much of his divorce proceedings.

“Where is my patient?” he says to Larry, the nurse manning Cath Lab 2. It’s a tone that would earn me serious ­side-­eye and a feature in the group chat as the bitch of the week, but Larry looks up at Brandon, nonplussed.

“Still in preop,” Larry supplies. “Ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes?” Brandon says. He makes a show of looking at the board. “It says up there that this case was supposed to start at seven thirty. It’s eight fifteen. What’s wrong with the picture here?”

Pamela turns to give me a look, both perfectly shaped eyebrows arched high. There’s a loud screech; Larry, scooting back in his chair. He’s been working in the cath lab since Brandon first learned his ABCs and is known to take very little shit.

“Things run late sometimes,” he drawls, with the patience of a saint. “Don’t know what to tell you.”

Whatever bluster Brandon had been sporting seconds ago blows out. He scratches the back of his neck, suddenly sheepish.

“Sorry,” he says. “It’s been a long week.”

“I was about to ask whether we needed to go get you a Snickers bar,” Larry huffs. “Coming in here like a diva.”



“Just trying to see what I can get away with,” Brandon quips.

They both laugh, and the cath lab warms back up to its normal temperature. I turn back to my computer screen, pulling up my patient’s chart to prepare for my next case. I’m so immersed that I don’t notice the presence behind me until I hear someone clear his throat.

“Thanks for making it out Saturday, Sean,” Brandon says. He looks a bit hopeful, a bit guarded, and I refrain from rolling my eyes. “And for taking care of Sophie. I really appreciated it.”

“Don’t mention it,” I say. I turn back to my computer screen, scrolling through the results of my patient’s last stress test. Behind me, Brandon doesn’t budge.

“And for getting her home after,” he continues. Then after a pause, “How’s, um, Winny doing?”

My fingers still over my keyboard. I want to snatch Winona’s name out of his mouth, cut out his tongue like a vengeful medieval king might his impudent subject.

“Why don’t you ask her yourself? She’s the mother of your child. You talk every week.” I push away from my desk and make to stand. I can practically feel Pamela’s ­drama-­seeking antennas extend toward us with interest.

“O-­Of course,” Brandon stammers, and I tamp down the part of me that still sympathizes with him. He’s always been like this: capable of feeling shame, but also of blowing through the discomfort of it to get exactly what he wants and then expecting absolution afterward. Maybe if circumstances had been different. If he’d gone about things the proper ­way—­informed Winona that he was developing feelings for someone else, moved out, done the administrative work of filing for ­divorce—­I could have given it to him. As it stands, the most I can offer him is tolerance.



I peek through the window that separates the control room from my cath lab. My patient is ready. Stepping around Brandon, I strap on my lead skirt and apron, then step outside to wash my hands.

Our late start means that I work through lunch, which would be more tolerable if I’d remembered to eat breakfast this morning; I make it through all my morning cases on nothing but Julian’s coffee and two of the donut holes Larry brought in from the shop next to his house. I feel like Superwoman. I am also in grave danger of passing out.

Lunch is one of the prepackaged meals I keep in the break room freezer to tide me over for days like this one, when I’m too harried to remember to bring something better. I nuke my cauliflower rice power bowl for the four minutes suggested on the box, then push up my goggles and pull out my phone.

There are seven text messages waiting for me, but I skip those, head for emails first. The cardiology service wants to add on a case for a diagnostic coronary angiogram, and Brandon’s schedule is stacked for today, can I do it? I answer (“sure,” no punctuation or capitalization because I am an interventionist and efficiency is key), then skim through the ­rest—­the November service schedule, an email from my doggy daycare supplying me with my daily photo of my bully mix, Onix.

It’s only then that I open my texts.

Winona: absolute cluster of a morning. Had like three intakes with forty somethings with incurable cancer. This JOB.

Winona: Anyway I just sent you a calendar invite for Sophie’s dance recital next month, as I have recently been made aware that she expects you to be there. Let me know if you can make it!

Questionably Literate Bakery Guy: how was ur weekend gorjus?

Pamela: your 1pm patient ate breakfast at 9am, push him to 3 or reschedule for tomorrow?



I’m mid long-­suffering sigh when I notice them: two texts from an unknown number that halt my breath halfway down my throat.

(Unsaved number): any chance you appreciate art as much as you do music?

(Unsaved number): [image]

I tap the image, and it expands on my screen, revealing a slickly designed announcement for a gallery opening by Margaret West. PERPETUITY, the title reads, in dense, italicized font. Underneath it, a maelstrom of colors: one of Margaret West’s pieces. The event starts at nine p.m. this Saturday.

My phone buzzes in my hand.

(Unsaved number): this is Julian Conrad, by the way, and I would very much like you to save my number as such.

I smirk. It’s as if Julian can see Questionably Literate Bakery Guy two text threads down from his. I save his name, but respond back: as opposed ­to . . . ?

Julian’s response is prompt: something impersonal, like Handsome Charming Talented Pianist.

I snort. Oh wow. I see you’re quite the humble one.

Humility is so often a farce, don’t you think? I’m aware of my charms. They’ve gotten me this far, after all. Besides, I don’t think my pride could take it if you responded to me with a “who’s this?”

Sean: You have to earn the contact save. Demonstrate that you’re consequential.

Julian: Oh, I can show you consequential.

Julian: But if we’re playing that game, I’m going to save you as “songbird.”



Sean: How very presumptuous of you, giving me a pet name before a first date.

Julian: If you think bullying me is going to scare me off, I’m afraid you’re sorely mistaken. I have a thing for mean women.

Julian: Oh, and if it’s not abundantly clear, this is me asking you out.

I’m grinning at my phone and thinking of a good response when the door to the reading room swings open.

It’s Leila.

Leila is ­gut-­punch pretty. Her skin is tawny, almost the same color as her hair and only a few shades lighter than her ­yellow-­green catlike eyes. She
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