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        How to Find Love in New York:

        1. Meet for tapas.

        2. Pretend you care more about his day than your career circling the drain.

        3. Stumble to your place. Kick him out before he trips on dirty laundry. (Literal or figurative.)

        

        It’s easy. That’s how I like it.

        

        Before you crown me the least romantic twenty-something in Manhattan, meet my competition.

        

        Dr. Wesley Robinson.

        

        Keen blue eyes and fell-out-of-bed hair. Unhealthy obsession with 80s movies. Drier than a gin martini. Drive that makes Tony Robbins look like a slacker.

        

        Yep. The hot genius I’m helping sell his DNA dating app has a plan:

        

        Scale the highest peak of Mount Nerd. Then ride off with his genetic Cinderella.

        

        I shouldn’t fall for him.

        

        Even if Wes kisses like there’s something dirty under that perfect tie.

        

        Even if he opens me up like no man has.

        

        Even if guarding my heart’s getting harder each day.

        

        Because New York isn’t Wes’s mountain. I’m not his princess.

        

        And nothing this easy can last.

        

        From USA Today bestselling author Piper Lawson comes a slow-burn, opposites-attract romance about a hot nerd falling for the girl he could never have - with a little help from science!
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      “To surviving. We are brave warriors in a glorious battle.”

      “We are modern women in New York marketing.”

      Kendall clinks her can of Coke Zero against mine. I take a long swig.

      “You made it through your first end of quarter,” she says from across the plexi divider between our desks. “Did you get that account?”

      “Crotchmaster?” I choke on my pop. “After the pitch, they told me it was looking positive. And the first thing we’re going to do is change the name.”

      I scan our bright office. A dozen desks are arranged on the birch floor under chrome light fixtures, the furniture trendy and functional at once. The walls of the high-ceilinged space are white, except the longest one, which is painted hot pink. A conference room in one corner has a wall made of springy-looking plants that professionals tend to weekly, and our boss’s office is next to that.

      Don’t let the décor fool you. Our boss is tough. She’s the Olivia Pope of relationship PR. She knows what people need—even when they’re too embarrassed, self-absorbed, or ignorant to admit it—and how to give it to them.

      She’s also responsible for most of the awards in the glass case lining the wall.

      Watch out, world. Those are going to have my name on them someday.

      “And you’re celebrating by… stripping. This is new,” Kendall comments, folding her arms as she leans back in her chair.

      I make a few wardrobe adjustments, including unbuttoning the top of my blouse and tugging out my ponytail holder. “I’m meeting someone.”

      “Hot date?” Her eyes gleam.

      I slick on another coat of my favorite red lipstick. “Never met him. He’s a friend of a friend.”

      “No ponytail. You’re optimistic.”

      “Guys prefer hair down. It’s a primal thing.”

      Which is strange because Neanderthal women probably didn’t have dry shampoo. Or shower ever.

      I take a section of straight hair that’s been most colors—this season it’s white blond—and twist it around the cordless curling iron I keep in my desk drawer.

      “Are you looking to get laid in the restaurant?”

      I debate. “Saves moving locations.”

      I’m not expecting a hookup, but I figured out years ago that we’re given bodies that fit together for a reason. If we weren’t meant to have lots of sex, they wouldn’t have made it so fun.  Despite what every serious dating app commercial would have you believe, hooking up doesn’t have to come with romantic walks, “Honey, how was your day?” conversations, or his-and-hers hand towels. I get my social and emotional needs met by my friends.

      And wine.

      Kendall sets down her soda to gather her pens and notebooks and tuck them into her black leather backpack.

      “I need to pick up Rory. My new nanny flaked again. I have client meetings Thursday night, and I’m going to have to reschedule.”

      I grab my phone, which I’d put on silent for the last hour so I could work, from the corner of my desk and glance at my calendar. “I can watch Rory Thursday if you want.”

      She cocks her head, considering.

      “I can tell you’re trying to decide if you should let some random chick you met three months ago watch your pride and joy.” Kendall’s crazy dedicated to her son. I’m not looking to procreate soon, but she’s like a postcard for Coney Island—she makes it look way more fun than it is.

      “It’s not that. We’ve worked together enough that I trust you. But full disclosure, he’s learned some new songs at school that make you want to pull a Van Gogh.” She mimes sawing off her ear.

      “It’s not a problem. I can bring Scrunchie. He’s a big hit with kids.”

      I glance down, realizing there’s a voicemail on my phone.

      I listen to the message three times.

      The second time in case my caffeine high’s making me jittery.

      The third time in case the tone of his voice is giving me a seizure.

      By the time I hit End, there’s a low-grade buzzing in my stomach.

      Kendall raises a brow. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s the client I pitched yesterday. He said I don’t understand the nuance of their product. It’s called Crotchmaster, Kendall. They make underwear that keeps guys’ balls at the right temperature. Seriously? Do they fry like a frog if their junk’s too hot? Do they get hypothermia when it’s too cold?”

      “It’ll be fine. It’s not like you counted them in your business report for the past quarter.”

      I cringe.

      The look on Kendall’s face says it all.

      I’m screwed.

      The buzzing in my gut has dialed up from background static to “ate some dicey tacos” level.

      I’m still the new kid. Having been hired at Closer three months ago, I’m under the most scrutiny. Plus, there are only a dozen employees to start with, so every person matters and has to pull their weight.

      I glance at the time. 4:50 p.m. “I can fix this.”

      First, I call back my contact. His message said he’d be in the office until five thirty this afternoon.

      No answer.

      “Dammit!”

      I shut the top of my laptop without bothering to shut it down—who even has time for that? Probably the same unicorns that install their iOS updates the same year they come out—and race down the stairs to G.

      The streets of Manhattan are flooded with people, but I’m a pro at navigating in heels while opening Uber on my phone.

      Every eighties movie has a scene where the main character gets beat down and gets back up again. Where she fights adversity and ultimately overcomes society or evil or mean girls or whatever.

      I’m really hoping this is my scene.

      Except… there’s a message on my account.

      “What the hell? How am I suspended from Uber? Doesn’t that require a felony?”

      I dash to the subway. Of course my metro card’s down to zero, and I swipe my credit card to refuel it.

      “Card Declined” flashes at me.

      That’s why I’m suspended from Uber.

      I dig in my bag for change, but I only have two quarters next to my Dior lipstick, two tissues, a single yogurt-covered raisin, a pack of cinnamon gum, and a hair elastic from high school.

      The gum might be from high school too.

      Shit. I can’t call a cab. I’m twenty blocks away with zero purchasing power.

      I feel the rush of adrenaline as I jog back to street level.

      Here’s the thing. All women in New York are warriors.

      Hell, women everywhere.

      It’s not about the industry you work in or how you do your hair or even if you like to hook up on a first date. It’s about the fact that the deck is stacked against you, but you get up every day, ready to meet the challenge head-on.

      Today? I only have one option to make it twenty blocks by five thirty.

      I run for it.

      I hit a contact on my phone on the way.

      “Stanisky and Byrne,” the perky voice says.

      “It’s her daughter,” I pant. “Can you put me through?”

      The phone rings again, this time to the private line.

      I’m forced by a light to pull up, and I try to get hold of my wheezing as I check the time. 5:10 p.m.

      “My credit card was declined,” I say, trying to keep my voice level.

      “Did you overspend?” my mother’s sharp voice demands.

      “I’ve been paying my own bills since college. But I forgot the card was in Dad’s name.”

      “Some of our joint accounts are being changed around.” She sighs. “This is the first you’ve called in weeks, and you’re calling about money.”

      I don’t point out that she didn’t see me for weeks on end when I was in college in Philly or when I worked at a record label there for two years after graduating.

      The light’s about to change, and I dash across early, just missing being hit by a cab. The driver honks, and I hold up a hand. The taco-level anxiety clicks up another notch.

      “I’m working on my career. I have my own life. I’m a grown-up,” I insist as I run down the street in heels that were not designed for the sprint or the marathon, trying not to throw up lunch from my bubbling volcano of a stomach.

      “God knows what you’re doing when we don’t see you,” she goes on as if I didn’t speak.

      I think you mean who I’m doing.

      I realize too late I’ve said it out loud.

      “What am I supposed to tell my friends when they ask about you?”

      I can see the building from here, and I nearly collapse in relief. I rub my nose, which is itchy from sweat, as I lunge across the final cross street to my destination.

      “You mean because I’m not running a company or refurbishing a heritage house in Southampton with my high school boyfriend? I don’t know, Mom. But don’t worry about me. I have a job, and I’m good at it. And as for love? Love is easy. You can find it in a million people every day. For an hour, a night, whatever you need. It’s not complicated.”

      I’m regretting the outburst almost immediately. But all she says before hanging up is, “Some things aren’t meant to be easy. Someday you’ll learn that.”

      I jam the phone in my bag and pick my way through stopped cabs at the final intersection, lifting the hem of my shirt enough to fan my stomach.

      She wants me to date someone, but she doesn’t want me to sleep around. The hypocrisy’s thicker than Cronut dough.

      Pulling up in front of the building, I bend over double, bracing my hands on my knees for a heady moment before forcing myself through the glass doors.

      It’s 5:20 p.m. when I get up to their receptionist and ask for Brad.

      “I’m sorry. He’s gone for the day.”

      “Gone,” I echo. “He said he’d be here until five thirty. Does he have a cell you could give me?”

      “I’m sorry, no.”

      “It’s important. I was discussing an urgent issue with him.”

      “What’s urgent?”

      I swallow. “Crotchmaster.” How I say it with a straight face I’ll never know.

      “You can leave a message.”

      I come up with a few words, which she jots down—hasn’t this woman heard there’s an app for that?—and I close my eyes. I hope I’m not getting fired for this.

      The low-grade buzz of anxiety has long since evolved into a churning stomachache.

      My boss, Daisy, is not going to be happy. Either because I screwed up my paperwork or because I failed to land the client. The woman could sell collagen injections to the Michelin man.

      A notification sounds, reminding me of my date in five minutes.

      I have two options: skulk home and roll around in my own panic or find a diversion from the stress and churning.

      The mirrored panel across from me confirms it: I look as if I’ve been through a tornado.

      But I shaved my legs this morning—not because I’m planning to sleep with the guy, but because Murphy’s law says if I don’t shave them, he’ll turn out to be a Hemsworth.

      My hair’s down, but instead of sexy waves, it’s in limp noodles over my shoulders. Though I don’t have acne anymore, the pressed powder that keeps down what’s left of it is long gone. I’m pretty sure I have boob sweat going on, but at least it doesn’t show in my sleeveless black top and my leggings are fake leather, not real, which is the only reason I’m not chafed.

      Kendall would remind me to find something to be grateful for.

      I settle on clear antiperspirant as I return to the elevator, punching the button for G as if it’s Brad’s patronizing face.
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      The maître d’ looks at me expectantly. “Reservation?”

      “I’m meeting someone at the bar. Six feet. Dirty-blond hair. Dirty blue eyes.” He doesn’t get the joke. “Last name Robinson.”

      He nods. “Mr. Robinson has a table.”

      My date is at a trendy new tapas restaurant. I probably look as if I came from SoulCycle, minus the glow of endorphins and virtue.

      I scan the room as I follow the maître d’ through the restaurant. Every table is occupied, plus each seat at the bar. The happy-hour crowd is just the right blend of eager and chic that only this city can pull off.

      When my friend Jake called to set me up for Monday afternoon drinks with one of his friends from Baden, the high school we both went to, I was intrigued.

      My gaze lands on the man I’m meeting, and I’m glad I shaved my legs.

      Wes Robinson is the reward for my long-ass day. His shoulders and chest fill out his suit jacket perfectly. He’s tall but broad enough you’d trust him to carry you safely out of a stampede, or Macy’s on Black Friday.

      The hair falling across his forehead is actually light brown, not dirty blond. It’s an odd length, as if he was trying to decide whether he could get away with having it obscure his eyes.

      Apparently he decided he couldn’t.

      I’m glad because when I get close enough, I see those eyes are blue-gray, the opaque color of an unfamiliar lake. The kind you don’t know how deep it is and could spend all day trying to decide whether diving in headfirst will kill you or give you the rush of a lifetime.

      He’s got that mysterious vibe that men in this city seem to project, like a good cologne that’s light enough to drive you crazy while promising something infinitely better if you’ll only be patient.

      The maître d pulls out my chair, and the man I’m meeting holds out a hand.

      “I’m Wes. You must be Rena.”

      His voice is lighter than I expect. Deep enough to be masculine, but not that heavy baritone that makes it sound like a guy’s fighting narcolepsy.

      “That’s me.” I drop into the seat, grabbing the maître d’s arm before he can leave. “Can I get a glass of pinot grigio? A big one?”

      “Your server will be right over.”

      “Yes, but you’re here now. And you look like a guy who knows where they keep the wine.” Annoyance flits over his brow, but it’s gone as fast as it appears.

      He leaves, and I turn back to my companion.

      “I preferred dinner to drinks,” Wes says, shifting to lean his forearms on the table. “Getting to know someone takes time.”

      “I look forward to it.” Because, God, he’s handsome.

      Still, in this restaurant full of laughter and loud voices, his sculpted mouth and a square jaw are both set. It’s as if he’s facing a prostate exam instead of a date.

      But hey. Given the day I’ve had and the volcano lurking beneath the tectonic plate of my sternum? I’m not at my best either.

      “Jake says you’re a friend who’s recently come back to the city?” I prompt.

      He nods. “I finished a postdoc at the University of Washington in April. Before that, I was at Johns Hopkins and Caltech.”

      Fancy.

      “I went to UPenn. First, second, only.” The waiter sets my glass in front of me. It’s at my lips the next second, the flavors of dry white with a kick of sweetness rushing over my tongue like a balm. That’s when I remember, wincing. “Ah. I have a slight issue with paying tonight.”

      If it bothers Wes, I can’t tell. “I asked to meet you. I’d expected to pay.”

      It’s strange the way he says it, but I roll with it. “Thanks. But just so we’re clear, I’m not a woman who expects men to pay for everything. Something happened with my credit card, and I haven’t had a chance to straighten it out yet.”

      “Noted.”

      I glance down at the menu. “This reminds me of this great vegan place I eat at sometimes.”

      “You’re vegan.” His nostrils flare.

      “No. But vegan places have the best vegetables. They have to, it’s all they’ve got. You want good vegetables? Order the vegan special somewhere and then ask them to add meat.” He blinks. “I couldn’t actually be vegan. Have you seen some of those people? They’re like, ‘OMG, this cauliflower with cashew cheese is divine.’”

      A brow lifts—or maybe two. I can’t tell under the thick fall of hair.

      “A person shouldn’t have an orgasm from a vegetable,” I explain. “Unless you’re sticking it somewhere.”

      The wine is doing its job.

      “Well,” he says at last, “there’s lots of meat here.”

      I let my gaze flick down his chest and back up. “I see that.” His hand stills with his glass halfway to his firm mouth.

      “I can’t be the first person to tell you you’re good-looking.”

      “When my mother does, I ignore her.”

      His low deadpan catches me by surprise, and I can’t stop the grin. Maybe he has a sense of humor after all. “Do you know how to take a compliment?”

      “People should know who they are and not need validation.”

      “So you don’t take compliments or you don’t give them?”

      Wes cocks his head, sending the fall of hair back over one of his eyes. “I suppose I give them better than I take them.”

      His mouth twitches as if my smile’s contagious but he’s fighting the virus.

      “In any case. You are similarly...” He makes a gesture with his hands. “Attractive.”

      “Thanks.”

      My thighs clench together and I uncross and cross my legs under the table, bumping his shin lightly in a way that makes him frown.

      I force my attention back to the menu. “So how do you want to do this?”

      Tapas are the ultimate first-date test. It’s like you need to collaborate to solve a giant puzzle of what the other person wants while still getting what you want while you don’t even know yet whether you care what they want.

      “There’s cauliflower. Which I believe you passed on. And steak.” He points, and I nod.

      “What about oysters?” I lob.

      We agree on six dishes, half of which are vegan and all of which I’m going to try, and once the waiter’s retreated, I shift forward.

      “So, tell me everything about you,” I say. Guys love talking about themselves. “Let’s start with the easy stuff. What do you do?”

      “I’m a doctor.”

      My dad’s a cardiologist. He fixes people’s hearts but can’t take care of his own. He hits on women at parties. My mom had his Porsche painted the color of a penis. It’s a dance they do.

      I take another sip of wine. “You’re in hospital or private practice?”

      “I have a PhD in genetics.”

      Yikes. Probably clones farm animals or tells people what to eat for their body type.

      “My research focuses on cancer,” he goes on as if I asked. “The factors that cause it. I conduct longitudinal heritability studies.”

      If I was hoping Jake would set me up with an easy-breezy “What sports team do you cheer for?” type, I was clearly off-base.

      The waiter brings a basket of bread. It’s a “carbs, yes” kind of day, so I reach for one.

      “I stumbled on something I didn’t expect: you can predict which individuals from the sample are compatible on the basis of a few alleles. The implication being that people could, in theory, find partners based on their DNA.”

      I freeze with a piece of roll halfway to my mouth. “Wait. You’re a matchmaker?!”

      “No.” I could have ignored the edge in his voice if it wasn’t accompanied by the flash of irritation in his gaze. “It’s not the focus of my research.”

      I butter my bread and take a bite of it, chewing slowly as I watch him. Now I’m interested. “So, you’re in it for the money.”

      He takes a drink, and I watch his throat work before he straightens in his chair as if he’s bracing himself. “I’m interested in the commercial applications, yes.”

      I feel as if there’s a “but,” but it never comes.

      The first two plates are delivered, and I’m grateful for the moment’s break because I’m not sure what to make of Wes Robinson.

      He’s not what I expected. He seems like the kind of guy my friend Haley used to hang out with in college, the spectacularly smart kind.

      But as I watch Wes take a bite from the first shared plate, I don’t remember any of them looking like him, or having his deliberate composure. He’s not naïve like the interns we had at Closer this summer who were green as the trays of wheatgrass down at Booster Juice. He’s smart. He knows it.

      Wes seems to sense something’s changed because after the first bite, he barely glances at the plate as he shifts back and folds his arms over his broad chest. “So, you work in relationship marketing. What does that entail?”

      “Today it entailed getting passed on by a client I spent the last two months courting. Because I didn’t get the nuance of their product. Tell me something, Wes Robinson. Would you love having shorts that keep your testicles cold in the summer and warm in the winter?”

      Those blue eyes clear as he considers my question. “I’d love it if you never said the word ‘testicles’ again.”

      A laugh bubbles up from deep inside me.

      I’ve caught him off-guard too, because his mouth curves, reluctantly.

      And shit. If Wes Robinson gives good serious? He’s heart-stopping when he smiles.

      It’s terrible news because I’m guessing those grins are a rare occurrence, and after tonight, I’ll probably never see the guy again.

      Which suddenly feels like a shame of epic proportions.

      “Are you always so candid?” he asks.

      “Lies are overrated.”

      “There’s a difference between candor and lying.”

      “Not as much as you’d think.”

      More plates come, and I toss back an oyster and close my eyes.

      “Good?” he asks.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it’s good.” I slant him a flirty look. “You know they say oysters are an aphrodisiac.”

      “I thought that was cashew-cheese cauliflower.”

      The laugh’s out before I can stop it, and the couple at the next table looks over.

      I don’t care.

      We talk more, and I enjoy his company. We start with work, segue to music, current events. He’s a good conversationalist once he relaxes a bit.

      A blinking red notification comes in on my phone.

      Just like that, the anxiety’s back.

      “What’s wrong?” Wes asks.

      “My car. It’s moving.” I follow the dot on my screen.

      “It’s being stolen?”

      “Yes. And no.” I suck in a long breath. Let it out as I shut my eyes.

      I should be leaving. Doing something to try to figure out my tanking career, my family drama, or the fact that my car left my parents’ garage without permission.

      But when my eyes blink open, I don’t see the restaurant. All I see is Wes Robinson. He looks like the beautiful answer to every problem I have, and I almost wish our dinner wasn’t over.

      But there’s something I need more.

      I take a final sip of water, then tuck my hair behind my ears. “Can I borrow you?” I ask, shifting out of my chair and dropping the napkin on my seat without waiting for a response.

      I weave through the tables out into the hall, which is quiet. When I turn, he’s right behind me.

      I take a second to check him out again. Yup, he’s just as good-looking as before, and it’s not the wine.

      “I need to tell you something,” I say in my sexiest whisper.

      But his gaze narrows on mine, wary. “If you killed someone and buried them under this restaurant, I don’t think I can take that level of candor.”

      The dry humor would normally make me laugh, but now, I’ve got a one-track mind.

      Even in my heels, I have to tilt my face up to look him in the eye.

      I wonder what he’s like in bed. Whether he brings the same deliberateness to making a woman come that he does to having a conversation.

      “It’s been a crazy week.” I play with the knot of his tie, loosening it.

      “It’s Monday.” But he lets me do it, and his tone lowers to match mine.

      His shirt’s pressed, and though it’s not designer, it fits him well. But the clothes aren’t on my radar.

      I’m hoping they’ll be on my floor.

      I smile, stretching toward his ear. “Points for the dinner. It’s classy. But I don’t think I can wait until dessert.”

      I pull back enough to look in his eyes, which are working over mine with desire and a hint of panic.

      Then I shift up on my toes and press my mouth to his.
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      I hate the word “crazy.”

      It’s imprecise.

      Crazy could mean the vending machine ate your change. Or the editorial committee rejected the paper you’ve spent three years honing to perfection.

      But if the woman offering me her tongue in the hallway of this Midtown tapas place is right about one thing? It’s this—it has been a crazy week.

      No. It’s been a crazy year.

      Three months ago, I dropped everything I’d worked for to move back to New York.

      Then my father died.

      He was here one second and gone the next. I don’t care how much time I spent in a classroom—there was nothing in my education on how to pick up the pieces after the most important man in my life vanished from it. Especially given the way things ended between us.

      When the woman Jake wanted me to meet crossed the restaurant he’d suggested, my first thought was, She’s pretty. Not beautiful, because that implies a kind of untouchability reserved for elves in Lord of the Rings movies.

      My second was, She’s not here for me.

      But she’d come to my table, her cheeks flushed, her green eyes settling on me under thick lashes.

      Her hair was straight with a hint of bend, dark near her head and white at the ends through some feat of modern chemistry.

      Despite the fact that my interest in all things had been next to zero for weeks, I couldn’t resist dragging my gaze down the rest of her.

      Spending months on end in a university lab in Seattle doesn’t typically mean encountering women wearing sleeveless tops clinging to perky breasts or sky-high heels and black leather leggings that hug every slow curve. Not to mention the red lipstick that somehow resisted wearing off on her wine glass.

      Yeah, lips like that weren’t usually on campus.

      Even before my dad got sick again, my short list of priorities didn’t involve women. Everything in my life for the last ten years has been directed toward one goal: getting a faculty position at a university with an excellent life sciences research program.

      In fact, it’s been months since I last got laid, and I didn’t care that much until about three seconds ago.

      I’m thinking about it now.

      Because she smells like vanilla and tastes like wine.

      Maybe I should’ve been more prepared by the glint in her eyes, the flush in her cheeks, the way I swore she checked me out more than once.

      I’d dismissed it as my imagination.

      But nope.

      We’re kissing. In the hallway of a tapas place I can’t afford and really don’t like.

      I haven’t touched another person in forever, but somehow she’s in my space and I don’t hate it. The signals running down my spine are nowhere near disgust and alarmingly close to pleasure.

      Even though my dopamine has been down-regulated for months, my dick isn’t getting the message. And when my tongue brushes hers, I realize one of us just took this up a notch. I’m going to lie awake staring at the ceiling tonight, deconstructing it until I can point to exactly the moment our civilized conversation went to shit.

      It was probably the oysters.

      But assigning blame takes a backseat to something so improbable it blows everything that came before it out of the water.

      She’s playing with my hair.

      Her nails are dragging over the nerves as if she’s dragging a finger along the bars of the tiger cage at the zoo.

      Taunting. Teasing.

      Rena sways against me, and I swallow. Not because I don’t know how to kiss a woman—it’s like driving stick or making over-easy eggs; once you’ve done it a few times you can’t fuck it up much—but because I’m not sure where we go from here.

      In sixth grade, I learned an important lesson: it doesn’t matter where you start; it’s where you end.

      My instinct is to do what I did in my first science fair when my volcano broke.

      Take an awkward prototype and weave it into something exquisite.

      I’d change the angle, part her lips more. Not so I can press my tongue inside, just so I can learn the shape of her mouth.

      Back her against the wall, find out what her fascinating curves feel like flush against my chest.

      I’d capture the ends of her hair between my fingers, offer a definitive opinion on whether it’s waved or curled.

      But I’m not about to paw a woman in the hall of an exclusive tapas place—which shouldn’t be a thing—because my dad died three weeks ago and took everything I’ve built and everything I am with him.

      I pull back.

      The light stings the backs of my retinas as I blink my eyes open, finding her flushed oval face a few inches from mine.

      Before I can be grateful for the fact that we’re on equally uneven footing, she yanks the ground out from under me again.

      “I live eight blocks from here.” It’s the same teasing voice she used earlier, plus a promise underneath that goes straight down my spine.

      Half of me wants to check the clock to make sure it’s still seven on a Monday.

      The other half wants to follow her off the edge of a cliff. Probably the same half that’s responsible for the pulse I can feel thudding in my clenched fists and the fact that there is an evolving situation threatening the zipper of my dress pants.

      She’s waiting for me to say something. Because conversation requires two people.

      “I can’t take advantage of a business meeting.”

      My voice is unusually rough, but I sense it’s my words she’s focusing on when her lashes blink once. Twice.

      The warmth evaporates from her gaze, replaced by confusion. “What?”

      “Jake thought you could help me market the application of my compatibility research. That’s why he arranged for us to meet.”

      Cue the record scratch.

      She’s looking at me as if I’ve grown another head, and I have the same awkward feeling as when I realized as a first-year grad student during my first presentation at the national conference for genetic epidemiologists that I’d forgotten to control for exposure to a known environmental toxin in my GWAS study.

      I reach up to rub a hand over my suddenly hot neck. “Didn’t he tell you that?”

      She clears her throat. “Not so much. Although I might’ve been multitasking when he called… I thought you were friends from Baden.”

      “I didn’t go to Baden. I teach there. I met Jake at an alum mixer this summer when I joined the faculty.”

      Something tells me this just got worse, though I can’t pinpoint why, and feeling as if I only have partial information is starting to piss me off.

      “You’re a teacher at Baden,” she echoes, then squeezes her eyes shut. “This is perfect. My mother’s right. I can’t even... oh my God.” Rena’s hands shove through her hair, and for a moment I’m distracted by it again.

      This awkward moment is interrupted when our waiter comes down the hall, looking between us. “Are you finished your meal?”

      “No,” I say firmly, even as she insists, “Yes.”

      He bustles off, and by the time I turn back, she’s shouldering her bag and turning for the door.

      I touch her wrist. “Rena, wait.”

      I’m startled by the little buzz along my skin even before she turns back.

      “Thank you for dinner. And I’m sorry about the misunderstanding.”

      Misunderstanding?

      There’s no way that explains what went down and the only thing bugging me more that the fact that the woman who kissed me is looking at me in abject horror is that I have no idea what the hell is going on.

      But before I can challenge her, she trots for the door, her hair swinging behind her.

      She’s gone before I realize this is the first time I’ve felt something other than numb for weeks.
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      “Shit, Robinson. You sure your old man was a librarian?” Jake demands as he absorbs my right hook.

      “You don’t hit like yours was in the jewelry business.”

      “He wasn’t. My father ran an auction house. Three.”

      I throw two jabs and a cross, cushioned by the pads he’s holding.

      I never pictured myself boxing, but I need the friends and the workout. This particular friend likes to shadowbox and spar at this members-only club. Which is why I’m here, throwing punches while Jake holds the focus mitts, an unhealthy amount of adrenaline dosing my brain and body in pulsing waves.

      “Twenty years,” Jake continues. “Best in New York. Lost it on account of his best friend turned rival.” He lowers the pads and picks up his water bottle, sweat running down his lean face and sharp nose. “But there’s a way we can still end up on top. If my brothers would play ball, which isn’t happening because Aiden’s too busy painting and Liam’s God knows where.”

      He sets the water down and resumes his position. My shoulders are aching, but I don’t mind it today.

      I’m not sure why I’ve been working out with him twice a week all summer except that seeing my father deteriorating in bed for three months, I needed a physical outlet. I think Jake knew it too.

      When I met Jake during my first orientation event at the private high school, he insisted I join him at the club as his guest.

      I’d balked at first—I was here for my father, not to make friends—but I realized that even though my professional and family life had gone to shit, I could control my physical shape.

      What I didn’t expect was to respect the man. He might run a jewelry company, whereas I’ve never set foot in a jewelry store in my life, but we have more in common than I could’ve guessed.

      “You think tragedy runs in the family?” His dark eyes glint as he holds out the mitts, and we switch positions.

      “No. And if it did, there’d be gene therapies in our lifetime to address it. To insert and delete the smallest pieces of human programming.” He raises a brow. “But I’m a scientist. It’s not my job to play God.”

      I help Jake into his sparring gloves, then I pull on the focus mitts.

      “Do you believe in God, Wesley?”

      “I have respect for what is.” I glance toward the ring, where two men are full-out boxing. “That is the opposite of respect. For life or for God.”

      Arguments should be solved with words, with insight. Not an uppercut to the jaw.

      Doesn’t mean I can’t land one, but that’s beside the point.

      “You finished?” Jake asks dryly, and I narrow my eyes at him.

      “Four.” I lean into it, ready for the jab-jab-cross-jab combination, absorbing the force of his blows.

      Another thing I appreciate about Jake is that he doesn’t look at me like I’m the walking wounded.

      I don’t need one more person giving me sympathy. Even if I’m sleepwalking through life right now, if another casserole shows up, I’m going to dump it on the floor.

      “How was your dinner with Rena?” he asks.

      I fail to put enough weight behind the pads, and his cross glances off, catching me in the shoulder. That’s going to leave a bruise.

      “She thought it was a date,” I say.

      Jake’s eyes fall closed, and I wait for the contrition. Instead, he laughs. “What happened? I have to know.”

      “Nothing of consequence,” I grind out. “She’s not interested in working with me. And while I appreciate the recommendation, she can’t help.”

      But the look on his face says he suspects something.

      I call out more combinations, and he seems content to throw his weight behind the punches. After a few minutes, he’s as sweaty as I am.

      I yank off the mitts, and he works on his gloves. I wipe my dripping face with a towel, and I lead the way toward the change room, resisting the urge to touch my soon-to-be-bruised shoulder.

      The locker rooms are the steady kind of busy, the older daytime crowd giving way to after-work set. School lets out before most employers, and I’m grateful to have beaten the rush as I duck into the shower, turning the water to cold the way I like it.

      After drying off, I stash my bag in a locker and meet Jake in the lounge.

      “I feel like I’ve gone back seventy-five years every time I walk in here,” I say to Jake.

      “It’s the carpet.”

      “No. It’s the lack of women.”

      “Women are allowed in here. They have been since the eighties. Mostly they choose not to.”

      Hard to imagine why. In the room full of dark cherry wood and Hemingway books, I drop into a leather chair across from Jake. Drinks are set in front of us. “What’re we drinking?”

      “Two parts vodka, one part lime juice, soda,” he says, taking his time with each syllable as if he’s enjoying the game.

      “Vodka gimlet.” I stir the drink, drop the lime on the napkin, and take a sip. “Not bad.”

      He shoots me a smug grin, surveying the room. “You want to be part of this world, but you hate it at the same time,” he states.

      “Why would I hate these people?” I counter. “They pay my salary.”

      “That’s why you hate them. And because the more you distance yourself from them, the more you can crow about how you rose to prominence from nothing when you win the Nobel Prize in Biology.”

      I don’t bother correcting him to say it’s the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine.

      He is right about one thing. Unlike the four sections of hormonal time bombs I was responsible for educating today, I didn’t come from a neighborhood with doormen and boxwoods.

      After ten years of pursuing a single goal my entire life, I got it. But I was forced to walk away from the professor job at University of Washington when I learned my father was dying. Until I can get a new college faculty position, which is easier said than done, I’m teaching teenagers just so I can make payments on my student loans and my father’s funeral.

      I swallow the grunt. “None of my sophs can use a microscope, not to mention tell a prokaryote from a eukaryote. I think at least three kids hooked up behind the projector screen today.”

      “But you’re stuck here,” he says.

      “I’m biding my time until I can convince UW to offer me my job again.” I flex my free hand. “There’s nothing else for me to do.”

      “You’re the teacher. You could teach them something.”

      I take a drink because I’m not about to do my least favorite thing—argue a position I can’t win.

      I’m not a teacher though. I’m a researcher. I did not work eighteen-hour days for nine years of college to inspect teenagers for signs of substance abuse.

      But far be it from me to deny someone an education. My father drummed into me that it’s the most important thing you can get.

      “How’s your mom?” Jake asks.

      “She’s dealing.”

      Jake nods. He knows what it’s like to lose your father. Though the circumstances that took his father were far more dramatic than mine, and he lost his mother too, he had two brothers to go through it with him. I don’t know what’s worse: losing both your parents and having people to help you through or losing one and being a crutch for the other.

      “Get her a dog.” His voice pulls me out of my spinning, and I shudder. “She doesn’t like them? I thought she worked at a vet clinic.”

      “She does. My dad was allergic to dogs. They’re descended from wild animals we domesticated for a purpose. That purpose was not to sleep in our beds or slobber all over your house.”

      “I thought you were a biologist. You should love animals.”

      “First, I’m a geneticist. There’s a difference. Second, I don’t dislike animals. I like them playing out their role in their respective ecosystems over generations. Preferably outdoors.”

      Jake chuckles, raising his glass. “You’re a special brand, Wesley.” We both take a drink. When he sets his down, he asks, “How are the finances?”

      The hospital bills that came with two rounds of chemo add insult to injury. We have a payment plan, but when I add those—which I insisted on helping my mom with—to my student loans and some other debts…

      There’s no way a teacher’s salary is going to dig me out any time soon.

      “Let’s go over this,” he says, as if he can read my thoughts. “You need money. Convincing funders to buy this DNA dating idea means selling them, nonexperts, on your work. Rena’s the person to help you.”

      I think back to the earlier part of our conversation, though admittedly, it’s harder to remember the part before she kissed me. “She doesn’t get it. Her eyes glazed over when I described what I do.”

      “That’s why she’s the person to help you. She understands money, she understands human nature, and she can figure her way out of anything.

      “One time at my brother Aiden’s party, the band didn’t show up and everyone was going to leave. She convinced everyone silent parties were the new thing in Europe and made a game of swapping secrets instead. And that’s how everyone ended up talking about Reid’s mom’s alcoholism instead of Aiden’s lack of birthday entertainment.”

      I’m reluctantly impressed. “When was that?”

      “They were twelve.” He snorts, and I shake my head. “Her family had no qualms about sending their two kids to Baden, were at all the same parties as mine. But unlike most of the kids from school, Rena never cared about trips or cars or having the latest shit.

      “Trust me as someone who deals in precious gems for a living—she’s the real deal. Let Rena help with your program.”

      Still, I’m resistant to the idea of working with her. Maybe because she’s younger and I’m used to the academic system, where most people who stand to teach me something are gray and seventy.

      Or it’s the fact that she kissed you, you felt something, and it’s messing with your head.

      “You’d have to be a dumb fuck not to take help,” Jake says, interrupting my thoughts. “Are you a dumb fuck?”

      I lift my glass and toss back the rest of the drink in one gulp, the alcohol and sugar playing on my tongue, burning down my throat.

      Some days, I wonder.

    

  

OEBPS/images/rena.jpg





OEBPS/images/wes.jpg





OEBPS/images/easylove-f-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen-fixed.png





