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Praise for Between Friends & Lovers

‘What a beautiful, emotionally generous, goodhearted book! 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, author of Funny Story

‘This book is spectacular! It is deft and voicy, sexy and emotionally brilliant. I am honestly obsessed . . . and cannot wait to shout about it to every reader I encounter’

Christina Lauren, author of The Paradise Problem

‘Sweet and steamy, perfectly written, overflowing with heart . . . Basically, I’ll recommend this book for eternity!’

Ali Hazelwood, author of Not in Love

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

Abby Jimenez, author of Just For The Summer

‘A beautifully written depiction of being vulnerable enough to love deeply and be loved that same way in return. Between Friends and Lovers is sexy and heartfelt’

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

‘Obuobi’s second novel is a powerful exploration of finding yourself . . . a vulnerable, page-turning tale about trust, mental health, and second chances’

Kirkus Reviews (starred)
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For the “strong” girls. For the girls who seem to have
it all together even when they’re falling apart. For the
Megan Thee Stallions of the world, who everyone knows
how to consume but no one knows how to protect.
You deserve to be cherished too.




Chapter One

Jo

Surviving as a Black girl in high society is pretty easy, as long as you know the rules.

One: arrive with your pedigree at the ready—your degree from a prestigious university, the smattering of letters behind your name, your association with friends powerful enough to confer you relevance. Announce these clearly enough and often enough that no one asks why you’re here, but with enough humility that you’re not seen as a threat. (Anecdotes that begin with when I was in medical school or my dormitory in Cambridge often do the trick.)

Two: be intentional with your hair. Keep it straight on the days you want to blend in—dealer’s choice on whether you rock a lace front, U-part, or a silk press, because let’s be real, hardly anyone in attendance will know the difference—and only bust out the Afro when you want to stand out. Be aware that standing out might not always be in your best interest, and relish the irony that existing in your unaltered self is considered a statement.

Three: adopt a standard Midwestern accent. Strip your voice of AAVE and go for more Channel 7 News, though you can throw out the occasional biiiitttchhhh for laughs in select social situations.

And, most importantly, number four: never, ever make a white woman cry. Because white women’s tears are salt sowed into fertile land, the fertile land being your friendships, your peace, your livelihood, and whatever else you may hold dear. The cuter and younger the white woman, the more potent the tears. The more witnesses, especially of the straight male variety, the more devastating the impact.

All this to say: I was screwed.

Ashley Biernacki and I stood facing each other in the atrium of international supermodel Renata Kovalenko’s lavishly decorated Gold Coast penthouse, where we had both been invited to celebrate her son, TV actor Ezra Adelman’s, thirtieth birthday, at a party funded by her husband, billionaire CEO of Knydus Technologies Paul Adelman’s, endless coffers. I was here because Ezra was my best friend. Ashley was here because Ezra was her boyfriend. And because karma doesn’t exist, she’d only become more beautiful since our last encounter (sixteen years ago, when she’d called me a gorilla for refusing to let her copy my homework).

“I—I don’t know what you want me to say,” Ashley blubbered. Her high, round cheeks were pink, and the tears that spilled from her large hazel eyes were pretty, like glistening glass droplets. Her effective zone was only about a two-meter radius, plenty wide enough to get me in trouble in the crowded atrium. In the two minutes or so since our unfortunate encounter began, Ashley had managed to transform me from Dr. Josephine Boateng, physician, influencer, and close friend and confidante of the hosts, into an unspecified angry Black woman preying on Somebody’s Hapless Granddaughter.

“Why are you crying?” I asked, baffled. A distinguished older gentleman at my two o’clock huffed, having heard I’ll give you something to cry about. I searched my vicinity for an ally, and, finding none, settled on an approaching Ezra, who had put me in this quandary to begin with. “Seriously?”

If I was seeking refuge in Ezra, I did not find it. Ashley was not Ezra’s first girlfriend this year, possibly not his first this month. Handsome heirs to tech empires didn’t really have to do the long-term-commitment thing. But although he’d always been kind of a garbage boyfriend, he’d also always been a pretty reliable friend.

Until today. Today, his expression was cold. I watched, stunned, as he grabbed Ashley’s hand, gave it a squeeze, and used his other to dab her face with a pocket square that I knew cost more than my entire outfit. I’d rather he’d used it to smother me.

Really, though, I should have known. Ashley Biernacki was very cute, very small, and very blond. She possessed the H-bomb of white girl tears, and man, did she know how to wield them. As a kid, she’d employed her little siren’s song regularly, usually after doing something unspeakably horrible to me, and many a beet-faced assistant principal had dragged me into their office in defense of it.

Judging by Ezra’s expression and the heightened whispers around us, history was about to repeat itself.

“I just wanted to say hello,” Ashley said.

Ezra gave her the most tender smile, then turned a hardened gaze to me. It was odd, seeing him look at me like that, like a stranger had slithered into his skin and was glaring at me through his eyes.

“Jo,” he said. “Can we talk?” He tucked his now-damp pocket square back into his blazer, running a soothing hand down a shuddering Ashley’s arm. “Alone?”

The corners of my mouth twitched downward. Here we go. People were watching, waiting with bated breath for my reaction the way one might wait for a circus lion to roar.

But I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. I lifted my champagne flute to my lips, relaxed my shoulders, and gave Ezra what I knew was my most disarming smile.

“Of course,” I said, then allowed the man who I knew was rapidly becoming my former best friend to lead me through the atrium. The crowd parted like the Red Sea around us, making way for their prince and the pariah.

Ezra led me down a quiet hallway in silence. I power walked behind him, trying hard to keep pace with his long strides in my stilettos, and marveled at the breadth of his back. When we first met, he’d been light enough for me to hold in my arms, so thin that when we embraced, I would wince against the daggers of his collarbones. That Ezra—the mop-haired one with a crooked smile and a lack of decorum, that had been the boy whose life I’d once saved. He’d looked up at me through glazed blue eyes and asked me to never leave him, and I’d whispered back, “I won’t,” and now, ten years later, I wondered if maybe I should have sought reciprocation, made him promise never to leave me either.

We reached our destination, the study, and Ezra held the door open for me, a jailer opening a cell door. I walked inside, skimming a hand along a bookshelf. I’d never seen any of the Adelmans use this room, and yet it smelled like them, like sunlight and open windows, sandalwood and citrus. In the center of the room was the bureau Mazarin, as pristine as it had been two years ago when Renata had spotted it in a museum and, in the most heinous display of unconscionable wealth, decided to purchase it right out of its case. I circled it, then leaned against it, facing the closed gold-trimmed ocher curtains. Six hundred thousand dollars and three hundred years of history, all under my bum. I spun the miniature globe atop it as I waited for Ezra to close the door.

The moment it clicked shut, Ezra rounded on me.

“So . . . care to explain why you’re accosting my girlfriend?” he said.

“What do you mean?” My voice came out high, squeezed out from behind a reed-thin throat. “I was perfectly nice.”

“Of course you were, and that’s why she’s crying,” Ezra said flatly. He raised his hand to his hair to push it back, then, remembering that it was chock-full of product, lowered it again. “Come on, Jo, I know you think I’m moving too fast, or whatever, but you can bother me about that, not her—”

“Is that what you think this is about?” I cut him off in disbelief. “That woman. Your girlfriend. Her full name’s Ashley Biernacki, right?”

“Yes,” Ezra said instantly. And then, finally, he paused. “Wait. How did you know that?”

“Think, Ez,” I said. “Why would I know that?”

I waited for understanding to hit, for his set jaw to go slack. Seeing the shock in his expression cooled my ire somewhat. After all, Ezra wouldn’t do that to me. Wouldn’t knowingly cozy up to the woman who had made my life hell, even if it had been over fifteen years ago. We’d spent too many cool nights under starry skies, unraveling our traumas like threads off tapestries, for him to hurt me by cavorting with one of the prominent actors in mine.

“Shit,” he said. “Oh shit. Are you sure it’s her?”

“Of course I’m sure,” I said. What I’d said in response to her outstretched hand and peppy “Hi! I’m Ashley! You must be Jo!” was “You know me. You used to make my life miserable.” Factual. Direct. Not particularly mean. I could have smiled more, sure, maybe shaken her hand instead of leaving it hanging limply in front of me, but I also could’ve upended my glass of champagne over her head. I’d been gracious, all things considered.

I told Ezra as much.

“I didn’t know,” he said numbly.

“Well, you not knowing didn’t stop you from instantly jumping to her defense.”

“What was I supposed to do?” Ezra said. “You of all people know how overwhelming Mom’s parties can be, and this is Ashley’s first one. And Jo, you know I would never have asked her out if I knew about your history. But it’s been a long time, and I promise she’s a good person now. If you got to know her, you’d probably really like her too—”

I tuned him out. I don’t care if she’s Mother fucking Teresa now, I wanted to shout. If I was honest with myself, I didn’t much care that the woman Ezra was dating was a potentially much-improved Ashley Biernacki. Just that I was in this room getting admonished, while she was free to dab away her tears and garner sympathy in the atrium. Just that even now it didn’t occur to Ezra that maybe he should have been defending me.

All of these years, I’d been silently hoping that Ezra would someday see me. That the flippant, habitual love yous that addended his goodbyes would gain definition, that one day it would click in his head that maybe the intimate, buried-in-each-other’s-skin love he was searching for in women like Ashley was right in front of him all along. And, because I hated to think of myself as pathetic, I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t hung up on him at all. That I hadn’t looked elsewhere because I was busy. That I was currently a twenty-nine-year-old virgin who had gone on a grand total of three dates in my life because I had to focus on medical school, then because there was no time for romance in residency, and not because I was keeping myself available just in case the boy I’d been in love with for most of my adult life would wake up one morning and decide to pick me choose me love me.

A hand on my chin guided my face forward.

“Talk to me, Jo,” Ezra said gently. “What is this really about?”

With Ezra’s new frame had come new strength, a consequence of years spent crafting a TV-ready body with the assistance of personal trainers, nutritionists, and chefs. When his hands slid to my shoulders, I knew escaping his grasp would take effort. It was aggravating, being in love with someone who could see all of your secrets in your face except for the ones that mattered the most.

I closed my eyes, facing the darkness of my eyelids.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I whispered, more to myself than to him.

Ezra’s voice was soft, raspy, a fingernail scratching along wool.

“What do you mean by that?” he said. “What do you mean by this?”

I gestured between us, to the too-close space, the desperation that hung thick in the air, tension that had no business existing, considering I was the only one who could feel it.

“This,” I said. “Whatever this is. Whatever we are.”

Ezra’s hold slackened just enough that I could have slid out of it if I’d wanted to. But I didn’t. Instead I watched the revelation settle over his face—first, through his rapidly blinking eyes, then the stuttering inhale followed by an exaggerated swallow, finally, the click and shift of his jaw, his telltale sign of discomfort that none of his acting coaches had succeeded in training out of him. I realized, suddenly, that this was it. That he knew. That I wanted him to know.

“Jo,” he said quietly. “Do you . . . ?” He opened his mouth to continue, then clamped it shut, and I leaned into him, closing the distance that he’d already all but eradicated.

“Do I what?” I whispered. I realized, right then, that if Ezra finished his question, I would tell him the truth. That the fear that had held me back all these years (fear that he wouldn’t feel the same; that we would have a few weeks of awkwardness in which he would pretend that I’d said nothing at all; that there would be a new, palpable distance between us, a millisecond’s hesitation before he pulled me into hugs that were no longer crushing; that I would lose him slowly, and in the process lose Renata, and wake up in a world in which I could call neither of them mine) now paled in comparison to a future in which I stayed stagnant by his side and he continued to choose Ashleys over me.

Ezra stared down at me, shocked into stone. I watched his gaze slip down to my lips, then back up to my eyes, like he was seeing me anew, and a hope I’d once stomped out reignited in my chest.

“I . . .” he started.

Behind us, the door flew open.

“You two are always squirrelled away somewhere!” a voice said, Renata’s. “Ezra, that girl you brought is weeping all over the atrium. Why don’t you be a gentleman and . . .” A pause. “Oh. Am I interrupting something?”

I watched Ezra’s eyes tick over my shoulder to meet his mother’s, but I didn’t turn around to acknowledge her, just chased down his gaze. I could sense him pulling away, leaning ever so slightly toward the door, and I felt every inch like a scab pulled early.

Ezra cleared his throat. “I have to go,” he said.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “You’re choosing to.”

He rolled his bottom lip into his mouth, a confirmation, and my heart sank.

When Ezra stepped around me, around the desk, and bolted for the exit, I didn’t watch him leave. Is this the hurt I’ve been avoiding all these years? I thought, as the door clicked shut. I’d expected devastation. I’d expected to feel like I was tearing apart at the seams, like I would fall to my feet and never stand up again. I’d expected the sort of heartbreak that inspired breakup anthems, screenplays, sonnets.

Instead, what I felt was a quiet, resolute grief, like I’d known all along that this would be the outcome of letting Ezra know that my feelings for him were not entirely platonic. And now that I’d exhausted the last of my what-ifs, the time had come to move on.

I had already tried many other methods of getting over Ezra—ardent denial, immersing myself in work, even physical space. But what I really needed was to quit him cold turkey. No more good-morning texts, no middle-of-the-day calls where we recounted an old misadventure for the hundredth time, no spontaneous meals, no innocent touches that my brain could interpret as something more. Just me, a carton of ice cream, and a fifth rewatch of Love Actually. Girls’ nights out with my roommate, Dahlia, where I would actually let her play wingwoman like she’d always wanted. Maybe even a dating app, when I felt ready.

A hand settled on my shoulder.

“That certainly seemed tense,” Renata said. “Are you okay?”

I turned. Renata looked down at me, her eyes wide with concern, and mine instantly welled with tears.

When I first met Renata Kovalenko, I’d found her hard to look at without staring. Her beauty was incisive, her features almost inhuman in their perfection, and they’d graced editorial magazines for two decades prior to her retirement. Now her presence was as welcome and familiar as my favorite blanket. I remembered what she’d told me when we first met, at Ezra’s hospital bed. You’re ours now, she’d said, squeezing my hand. I will not let you be a stranger.

“It’s nothing,” I said. A tear escaped down my cheek, and I swore under my breath, dabbing it away with the heel of my hand. “All right, fine, it’s something, but I’ll be okay, Renata, really.”

Renata’s gaze turned hawkish.

“Did that boy say something to you?” she said. Her voice lowered to a harsh whisper. “I’m telling you, this acting business, it turns good men into such pigs. All that adulation, it’s not good for their heads. We need to put him back in his place.”

“It’s his birthday party,” I deadpanned.

“He’s thirty,” Renata said. “Old enough to be fully aware that this party is mostly for me.”

I laughed. Renata didn’t, and my heart ached with love for her.

“Seriously, Renata, there’s no need. It’s a bit embarrassing that I’m even weepy in the first place. That’s what I get for mixing Prozac with champagne.” When she didn’t relent, I sighed. “I just need a minute to get myself together.”

Renata glared at me, unblinking, for what felt like a full minute. Then she straightened, smoothing her hands down her dress.

“Okay,” she said. “Your room upstairs is clean. Go. Take the time you need.” She flexed a diminutive bicep, curling her mouth into a snarl. “And if you change your mind, give me the word. I’ll have him thrown out by his underpants.”

“I won’t,” I said. “But thank you.”

“Of course,” she said. Then, squeezing my shoulder, she swept the door open and disappeared into the throng, leaving me to contemplate a future without her.




Chapter Two

Mal

Malcolm Waters had been described in many ways: A dynamic new voice, the New York Times had proclaimed, following the publication of his debut novel, She Blooms at Dusk. Supremely gifted, his photography professor had said. A sweet kid, his mother still liked to say, even though he was thirty-two and very much a man now—Come on, Momma, Jesus. Brimming with talent, and yet completely lacking ambition, his ex-girlfriend, Portia, had said, shortly before permanently ending their tumultuous on-again, off-again decade-long relationship.

An incredible idiot, Kieran of Kieran and Kelechi, programmer power couple and the only friends Mal got in the divorce, typed into the group chat. Seriously. How does one get invited to an Adelman party and NOT PREPARE?

Be nice, babe, Kelechi responded. Mal’s just not used to being a big shot.

In Kieran’s defense, it was true that Mal had not prepared for the Adelman party, which was why he’d shown up at Kieran and Kelechi’s doorstep the day before with all of the formal wear he owned hanging over his shoulder and a stream of questions about which of his pieces qualified as cocktail or black tie falling off his tongue. And in Mal’s defense, he had not been expecting an invitation. His connection with the Adelmans was tenuous at best; his mother had retired from Knydus a few years ago and, back when his photography studio was still operational, he’d done a few promotional shoots for their associated charity. When he received the email from his literary agent, Amelia, informing him that the Adelmans had requested his address, his first concern was that he was being sued.

Instead, he had received a personalized invitation to Ezra Adelman’s birthday party from the one and only Renata Kovalenko.

Even in his discomfort, Mal could recognize the gravity of this event. The wealthiest and most important people in Chicago, all gathered in the five thousand square feet of the Adelmans’ Gold Coast penthouse. He felt like he’d crawled through a closet to Narnia, and that everyone on the other side wore Dior.

Kelechi: By the way, Mal, your read receipts are on. Put away your phone and go rub elbows. Also, if you do manage to get an audience with THE Renata Kovalenko, please please pretty please get her autograph for me. Thank youuuuuuuuuuu.

I’ll do my best, Mal typed dispassionately. His (Kieran’s) jacket was too tight in the shoulders, and he rolled them back, dropping his head against the sculpted wood walls of the Adelman penthouse atrium. He did not want to rub elbows. If Renata hadn’t personally signed his invitation with Bravo on your beautiful novel! Would love to discuss further, xoxo, he probably wouldn’t have come to this party at all. But if he hadn’t, Amelia would track him down and roast him over an open fire. (This was not an exaggeration. She’d told him as much. “With adobo seasoning.”) By Amelia’s calculations, Renata was going to offer to buy film rights to She Blooms at Dusk, and, given the newness of her production company and the depth of the Kovalenko-Adelman coffers, the offer was sure to be fuck-everybody-else huge.

As long as he didn’t muck things up.

But one hour in and he’d seen neither hide nor hair of Renata. At some point, exasperated, he’d asked a group of unnaturally gorgeous women whether they’d seen the hostess, and they had tittered among themselves and said with at least an ounce of derision, “Good luck.” Apparently, an audience with Renata was hard to get.

Which was how Mal found himself at the back of the room, nursing a glass of excellent Scotch, texting his friends, and trying to determine how much longer he had to stick around before Amelia would cut him some slack and allow him to make a graceful exit. He could feel his skin beginning to crawl, his discomfort coming through in his jostling legs and the whirlpool forming in his glass. Eventually, after plucking a croquette from a passing waiter’s tray, he stepped away from the wall, crossed the room, and wandered out into the hall. God, when had he become so useless? Not so long ago, he’d taken pride in being able to meld into any group, anywhere, to find familiar ground among Kieran’s rugby friends, in Kelechi’s slam poetry groups. He’d been the king of diffusing tension. When had he lost that ability and become “spineless,” as Portia had once said? Renata Kovalenko might want to make his book into a freaking movie, and he could hardly stand to stick around long enough to start the conversations that could turn that into a reality. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and he was fumbling the bag.

“Get your shit together,” Mal said under his breath. He remembered advice his therapist had first given him, when he’d realized that maybe his aversion to public spaces was more than run-of-the-mill introversion. It’s okay to find a space if you need it, he’d said. As long as you don’t let yourself sink into it.

Space. Space was certainly not lacking in this place. He’d already traversed the crowded first floor, but there was a stairwell near the back that he’d seen only a few people ascend since his arrival. He propelled himself off the back wall, then power walked down the hall.

A couple of guests were milling about upstairs, peering down on the party from a mezzanine balcony, and the reduced density made it easier for him to breathe. The hallway just beyond was lined with dark wood doors, and he lingered, waiting to see if someone would appear before letting himself into the first room on his right.

It was a bedroom, but not one that was regularly used, judging by its lack of personal effects. Mal lingered by the door for a second, feeling (knowing) that he was trespassing, considering how he would explain himself if someone were to walk in after him. But just this short moment of solitude was already doing wonders for loosening the band around his chest. He snapped the door shut. Wiped his hands down his face. Sat on the edge of the perfectly made bed and inhaled, focusing on the top of his head, his shoulders, his palms. Calm spread down his body like cool water. The image of a person materialized behind his closed eyelids, hazy but tall, intimidatingly beautiful, and he practiced flashing them a smile.

“Hi. I’m Malcolm,” he said out loud, and, in his mind, the person responded. Despite appearances, they were warm, much more approachable than the guests beyond this room. They introduced themselves, expressed how much they loved his novel, and asked, Has anyone talked to you about potentially bringing it to a screen?

“There’s some interest,” he responded. “But we’re still looking for the right team for it, someone who will understand the vision—”

The door opened and closed, so gently that, given a few more minutes, Mal might have dismissed the sound as a part of the scene he’d concocted in his mind. But then someone cleared their throat, and it became apparent that he’d been caught.

A woman stared at him from the closed door, her eyebrows raised high. She grasped the doorknob behind her, as if she were still deciding whether she intended to make a quick escape. But of course she was. She’d just happened upon a strange man muttering to himself in a room that was very likely off-limits. If only he could cease to exist. Better yet, if only he’d never been born.

Then, inexplicably, things got worse.

“What,” the woman said, her lips barely moving in shock, “are you doing in my room?”




Chapter Three

Jo

It had been some years since I’d last slept in my room in the Adelmans’ Gold Coast penthouse. During my second year of medical school, the radiator in my studio burst, plunging the temperature of my already shoddily heated apartment into the low forties and coating my windows in a gray layer of frost. I’d spent a week shivering under piles of blankets before Ezra dragged me out of “that fridge” into his house and declared a guest room mine. When two weeks passed and my landlord still hadn’t fixed the heat, I emptied my suitcases into the closet. Put up a whiteboard. Filled the empty bookcase with Osler and Sattar and Gray’s. Renata’s love for me had been fresh at the time, more a consequence of gratitude than true affection, and she showed it by leaving small trinkets by my door: boxes of chocolates, a diamond tennis bracelet, unhelpful study guides recommended to her by her out-of-touch, long-out-of-practice doctor friends.

But a man? Even for Renata, that would be a bit much.

“Um,” the intruder said, jumping jaggedly to his feet. “Sorry. I—I didn’t realize—”

I assessed him. Copper-brown skin gleaming under my bedroom lights, neat finger-thick locs that fell artfully over his forehead, stubble that probably reappeared within hours of a shave. Too broad to be one of Renata’s models, too easily flustered to be one of Ezra’s actor friends. His blue velvet smoking jacket was certainly a choice, but he filled it out nicely.

“I promise I’m not a pervert,” he said, and I raised my eyebrows, not sure if I’d anticipated those words in that sequence. He must have heard himself because he winced. “Oh god. That is definitely something a pervert would say. But I had to say it, you know, because there’s a very short list of reasons why I could be in your room, and I’m sure you were thinking it. So yes. Your panties are safe, or whatever.” I raised my eyebrows higher, and he cursed under his breath. “If it helps, I really want to disappear right now. So, um, let me get out of your space . . .”

My body moved automatically to block his path.

“Who were you talking to?” I asked. I watched his eyes flit pleadingly to the door. “Earlier, I mean.”

“No one,” he said quickly. Then he dragged a hand down his face. “But you knew that. There’s no one else here. I was talking to myself.”

“You could’ve been on the phone,” I offered, holding back a smirk when he scowled. To think I’d come into this room to sulk. This was so much more fun.

“Well, I wasn’t.” He sighed, shoving his hands deep into his pockets and rocking forward on the balls of his feet. “All right, I think I’ve been punished enough. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d really like to leave with at least a shred of my dignity intact—”

“Josephine,” I said suddenly. I thrust out my hand, holding his eyes in a challenge. “Most people call me Jo.”

He stilled. I watched, with fascination, as a full spectrum of emotions crossed his face—bewilderment, embarrassment, curiosity, and then finally, relief.

“Malcolm,” he said, taking my hand in his. “Most people call me Mal.” This time, he held my gaze. From up close, I could see that his eyes were uniquely shaped: partially hooded, slightly downturned, soul-searching in a way that lent a quiet intimacy to his regard. They widened, almost imperceptibly, with recognition. “And . . . please don’t be weirded out, but I think I know who you are.”

I pursed my lips. I was nowhere near as famous as Ezra, who could barely get a coffee at the Intelligentsia’s on his block without ending up in a Bustle article critiquing his outfit, but I was niche famous, familiar to health care workers and the kind of vaguely man-hating doomscrollers who appreciated my frank approach to sex ed and my perspectives on being a woman in medicine. People like Mal—namely, presumably straight men—were definitely not my target demographic.

“Through social media?” I said.

“Yeah,” Mal said, suddenly shy. “You’re Dr. Jojobee on Instagram, right? We’ve . . . um . . . talked before, in the DMs.”

“Oh?” I said, stepping around him to sit on the edge of my bed. “What’s your handle?”

He told me: Inlandwaters (“Made the account in college,” he confessed, sheepish.); and I pulled out my phone, navigating to our conversation. The second I saw his profile picture, a stylized photograph of a hand crushing a juice box, heat rushed to my face.

“Oh god,” I said, scrolling through our conversations. Most of them were likes and thumbs-ups, singular comments (“Have fun,” he’d said, to a video of my roommate Dahlia and me drunkenly belting “The Boy Is Mine” by Brandy and Monica on the Ferris wheel in Navy Pier), and the occasional brief exchange on the topic of my most recent posts. But sometimes the conversations were extensive. My most viral post to date, a video in which I responded to a follower’s question about how I communicated my boundaries with my sexual partners with an apparently shocking “Actually, I’ve never had sex,” had generated a surprisingly academic hour-long conversation about virginity as a social construct. In response to my post explaining why I hadn’t started a staff job after residency, he’d said, “I think it’s good that you’re taking some time—whether to rest or to evaluate what you want to do with your life next. We don’t romanticize just existing enough in this culture,” and I’d spent the rest of the afternoon lounging on the couch, encouraging him to massage away my guilt.

The mattress dipped next to me.

“Find anything good in there?” Mal said, a smile in his voice.

“I don’t know if I’ll call it good,” I said, stunned, still scrolling. “Oh my god, I told you about my mother.”

Mal laughed. Even quietly, it sounded like thunder.

“I thought you were very appropriate,” he said. “And I was touched that you confided in me.”

I peered at Mal out of the corner of my eye. When I first started my social media platform, Dr. Jojobee, I’d answered almost all of my messages. But when my following exploded, the expectations of parasocial relationships had floored me. Four hundred thousand people who thought they knew me and therefore owned me, who greeted me with wide smiles and open arms like old friends when they saw me in real life, who dissected my every move and threw tantrums in my comments section when I made posts criticizing behavior that they felt echoed their own.

I didn’t know Mal. I hadn’t even known what he looked like. His page was sparse, with only one photo from eight years ago of a significantly lankier, significantly gawkier version of himself, with a face that hadn’t yet hollowed out. But he sort of knew me, and I found that immensely irritating.

“All right, Mal,” I said. “You know that I’m an unemployed doctor who’s never had sex and has serious mommy issues, which I think puts us on very unequal footing. You owe me some secrets.”

“Secrets?” Mal said, considering. “I don’t really have many of those.”

Somehow, I believed him. There was an openness to his expression that suggested that, unlike half the attendees of this party, Mal wasn’t accustomed to artifice.

“Truths, then,” I offered. “No low-hanging fruit, though. The kind of truths that you wouldn’t normally tell someone you just met.”

“Truths,” Mal repeated. “Okay. Well. I’m a writer who used to be a photographer, and I have a pretty good relationship with my parents. And I have had sex, though I’ll admit it’s been a while.”

I nodded, trying to keep the surprise off my face. Mal had been blessed with good looks, not the kind that would inspire a double take, per se, but features that got more interesting the longer you looked at them. And there was a steadiness to his spirit that set me at ease, as if I were talking to an old friend rather than some guy who knew me from the internet and had been muttering to himself in my bedroom. In the few minutes since our interaction had begun, I’d almost forgotten about Ezra and Ashley, about Renata, about the loss I was soon to endure.

“A writer,” I said. “And I’m assuming a good one, since Renata invited you.”

“Ha,” Mal said. Suddenly he looked shy again, as if, despite having never read a word of his work, I’d just offered him the highest praise. “Um, who knows. I don’t check my ratings, and I’m only on social media to lurk, so I don’t even really know how my book’s being perceived.”

“What’s the name of your book?” I said, my finger hovering over the search bar to look it up.

Mal scratched the back of his neck nervously.

“She Blooms at Dusk,” he said. “Came out last winter.”

My jaw dropped. She Blooms at Dusk had topped the New York Times adult hardcover list for three weeks straight, and I’d seen it all over my feeds, and, more recently, on Renata’s bookshelf. “Have you read this one yet, Josephine?” Renata had asked me just the other day. “It’s divine. Very different. I think you’ll like it. And, I think, a great potential project for En Garde.”

“You’re Malcolm Waters,” I said. Inlandwaters. Of course. “Have you met Renata yet? She’s obsessed with your book.”

Mal ducked his head, embarrassed, and I studied his face, trying to piece him together. Most writer types were a bit self-absorbed, soaking up flattery like neglected houseplants even while they played at humility. But Mal seemed genuinely uncomfortable with my commentary, as if he’d rather I hadn’t offered it at all.

“She’s who I’m here to see. Just haven’t been able to track her down,” he confessed. He stared at the floor, a muscle in his cheek twitching. “But honestly, before you showed up, I was thinking about getting out of here. I got a bit, ah, overwhelmed.”

The man I’d seen when I first entered the room had seemed nervous, his legs jostling, his hands anchored on either side of the bed. I’d watched him inhale, count down on his fingers, exhale, breathing exercises that I, being chronically serotonin-deficient myself, recognized on sight.

“Anxious?” I said, nodding sagely.

Mal glanced up at me with saucer-wide eyes.

“A little,” he confessed. “I . . . don’t do well with people.”

“You’re doing well with me, though,” I said, and I watched him fight a smile, fascinated by the flash of his teeth, by the way it softened his entire face. It occurred to me, suddenly, that I thought Mal was cute. And not in the passive, fleeting way that I sometimes found men attractive, but in the way that made me want to see what other expressions he could make.

“That’s . . . I’m shocked by that,” he said. “I know this isn’t news to you, but you’re stunning. I’m surprised I’ve managed to string a sentence together.”

And there it was: confirmation of mutual attraction. An idea formed in my head, rapidly taking shape as I assessed him. Smart—check. Respectful—check. Thoughtful—check. Hot—very. Experienced? Well, certainly more than I was, and probably willing to teach, if his insights on my posts were any indication.

A very suitable virgin slayer indeed.

Ezra Adelman didn’t want me. Fine. But Malcolm Waters might, and I was very interested in seeing where that could take me.

I stood, placed a hand on Mal’s, held back my satisfaction when he winced like I was hot to the touch.

“No need for flattery. I was planning to help you out anyway,” I said, guiding him to his feet. “Come on. Let’s go find Renata.”




Chapter Four

Mal

Mal could hardly believe his luck. When the woman in gold, now known to be Josephine Boateng of @drjojobee fame, opened the door, he’d been certain that he was cursed. There was having zero game, then there was getting caught mumbling to yourself in a woman’s bedroom and promising that you weren’t there to steal her underwear. And yet, despite his many foibles, Jo was guiding him through the foyer, two manicured fingers hooked loosely into his, melting barriers between him and the other guests with the efficiency of a blowtorch. She had a cosmic pull, dragging people from across the room into her orbit to say hello, to kiss her on the cheek and tell her, “You look incredible tonight, Josephine. Who are you wearing?” To waggle their eyebrows and toss him knowing looks and ask, “Now, who is this?”

“Malcolm Waters, author of She Blooms at Dusk, which may sound familiar because it’s been dominating the lists lately,” she would say, smiling like she was unveiling a masterpiece. “He’s very humble, so he won’t tell you any of this, which is why I’m doing it first.”

“A pleasure,” he would say after their requisite oohs and aahs, marveling at how simply being perceived as hers turned him visible.

Mal knew he tended to romanticize real life. It was what made him a strong storyteller, but also what had kept him going back to his ex over and over again, despite years of evidence suggesting they were best apart. One heartfelt apology, one well-timed sunset kiss, and he would be sucked back in, spinning together the vision of a future in which Portia returned to him a changed woman and their second (third, fourth) attempt at romance could end with a happily ever after.

And right now he was romanticizing Jo. Jo, who, when she leaned in to whisper a joke in his ear, smelled like ginger spice and jasmine; Jo, who, draped in shimmery, slick gold satin, seemed to glow from the inside out, luminous as the full moon he could see peeking through the panes of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Jo, whose focus made him feel like the most important person in a room full of newscasters and TV producers, actors, models, and entrepreneurs.

He’d thought she was beautiful when she was one of the one thousand and fifty-two people he followed on Instagram. He’d thought she was charming in her messages—alternately bold and self-effacing, witty and occasionally profound, curious in the way academics so often were about exactly how people ticked. More than once during their conversations, he’d considered asking her to meet up. We’re in the same city, he had wanted to say, why don’t we continue this conversation over coffee? But then he’d recall that he was just one follower in her legion of four hundred thousand, and he’d remember Portia telling him that he was much better on paper, and the whim would pass. Besides, social media was a disguise. It was the face people chose to show the world, not the one they lived in all day.

Except Jo’s face in real life was so much more. Dr. Jojobee was glamorous, aloof, and always put together, but Jo was charming, cheerful, a little silly, even. He wanted to go back upstairs and tell her all of his truths. He wanted to kiss her, if she’d like it. If the night continued to go the way it was going, he thought he might try.

“Ugh. Where is she?” Jo said, frustrated, leading him out of the atrium and into the hall. She sucked in her cheeks, annoyed, then turned and gave him a helpless look. “I’m sorry. I promised you that I’d deliver you to Renata, and I’ve introduced you to basically everyone but her.”

“That’s okay,” Mal said. “I appreciate it. Lots of interesting people out there.”

Jo wrinkled her nose.

“You really enjoyed listening to Boris tell me about his gout?” she said.

Mal laughed.

“I thought it was fascinating that an Academy Award–winning director comes to you for medical advice,” he quipped.

Mal expected a laugh from her, or at the very least a pleased eye roll. But Jo’s gaze had shifted to somewhere over his shoulder and had turned hard. When it slid back to his, it didn’t soften.

“Your bow tie’s crooked,” she said, suddenly curt, and then, with a click of her heel that sounded like she intended to drive it through the floor, she stepped in close to adjust it herself.

Before Mal could fully formulate the question gestating in his mind, its answer presented itself.

“Jo,” a man said, breathless. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Mal turned and found himself the subject of intense scrutiny.

He had never seen Ezra Adelman in real life, but he managed to be more aggravatingly good-looking than he appeared in his photos, the combination of Renata Kovalenko’s inhuman beauty merged with Paul Adelman’s aggressive averageness to create a man Mal had once seen declared America’s Bachelor Prince.

“Can we talk?” Ezra said, presumably to Jo, though his eyes hadn’t left Mal’s.

“I’m a bit busy,” Jo said. She’d undone Mal’s bow tie entirely and was retying it with the deftness of someone who’d tied a thousand bow ties before, many of them, Mal realized, possibly worn by the man who was glaring daggers at him right now. “Have to deliver this one to your mom. This is Malcolm Waters. She’s trying to buy film rights to his book, and for some reason decided the best place to talk to him about it was here.”

Ezra’s expression cleared as cleanly as if he’d wiped it away.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, in a way that suggested that nice was generous. Then, to Jo, “It’ll just take a minute.”

Jo snapped Mal’s bow tie tight, then tapped it once with the tips of her fingers.

“No it won’t,” she said. To Mal, brightly, “Much better. Let’s go.”

Then she set off, stepping around Ezra like he was a fallen log in her path.

And, despite the uncertainty that churned like a whirlpool in his stomach, Mal had no choice but to follow.

*

“SO THEY’RE DEFINITELY fucking,” Kieran said, when two days after the party, Mal showed up at his place to return his borrowed suit.

“Were, maybe,” Mal said, keeping his voice low. Harvey, their two-year-old, was fast asleep in the room next door. He didn’t want to consider the possibility that the so-called Virgin Sex Doc had been lying about her lack of experience, not because he cared much about Jo’s sexual history, but because it would mean that she had lied to him. Which, he supposed, was only marginally worse than using him to make Ezra Adelman jealous.

“Sound a little less excited about the idea, babe. Mal’s clearly disappointed,” Kelechi said from the couch where she lay, phone balanced on top of her pregnant belly, a candy-striped pink sock over her left residual leg. “Also, I’m, like, a thousand percent sure they are not.”

“Kind of cocky, for someone with no evidence,” Kieran said.

Kelechi grinned. In college, she’d earned the nickname FBI for her ability to track down the names of her friends’ missed connections based on astonishingly limited information. She’d once hunted down a guy her friend had danced with in a club based on the clue “Chris from Canada.” Finding info on an influencer and a guy who was actually famous was a piece of cake. With a flourish, Kelechi turned over her phone to reveal a photograph of Ezra Adelman, a few years and twenty pounds (lighter) ago, dressed in a crisp black tuxedo and escorting a smiling Jo on a red carpet. She looked incredible in a turquoise floor-length gown and a slicked-back high ponytail, and Mal felt his stomach clench at the sight of them together.

“Not sure if this helps, K,” he said.

Kelechi rolled her eyes.

“Did you read the article?” she said. She cleared her throat, then started, “ ‘Jo’s my closest friend in the entire world. There’s no one else I’d rather be here with tonight.’ ”

Kieran nodded sagely, rubbing his chin.

“Intimate, but heavy on the platonic vibes. He’s definitely not claiming her,” he observed. He nudged Mal, just a bit too hard, in the ribs. “I stand corrected. Maybe you do have a shot.”

Mal wasn’t so sure. The way Ezra had looked at him, like he wanted to drive an ice pick into his chest, was not how one generally looked at a man who was cavorting with his entirely platonic friend.

And then there was Jo. She’d shone blindingly bright for the hour or so they’d had together, but the second Ezra appeared, it was like a curtain in her eyes had snapped closed. Suddenly she was curt, her smiles unnaturally tight at the corners. They’d found Renata at the end of the hall shortly afterward, and she’d excused herself after introducing them with a quick “I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about,” disappearing like a sullen Cinderella at the stroke of midnight.

Mal knew a breakup when he saw one; after all, he’d been involved in several himself. And what he had witnessed between Jo Boateng and Ezra Adelman was most certainly its aftermath.

He’d heard neither hide nor hair from Jo since. This, Mal knew, was for the best. It had been two and a half years since he’d last seen Portia, and while he’d licked most of his wounds clean, he was still wary of the sort of all-consuming, whirlwind infatuation that he’d felt with her, that he’d immediately sensed forming with Jo. The next time Mal fell for someone, he would do it slowly, ease himself in, get to know them before they surprised him with red flags he’d ignored among the sea of green.

But then, just as he gathered his resolve, his phone buzzed.

It was a notification from Instagram. Drjojobee has sent you a message.

Mal choked on his spit, and Kieran and Kelechi looked at him in alarm.

“You okay there?” Kieran said hesitantly.

Mal coughed, beating at his chest as he read the message on his screen. Then read it again.

Hey, it said. You seem to have forgotten to ask for my number. Would you like me to give it to you? Maybe over dinner?

“I think . . .” he said, clearing his throat. “She might have just asked me out.”
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