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      He knows how to use his beaker…

      

      Sophie

      I love my boss.  Liam Whitby is brilliant, funny, and makes a lab coat look sexy.  He’s also completely uninterested in me.

      Until one late night at work changes everything.

      Now, we can’t keep our hands off each other, and the sparks could cause fiery chaos in the lab.

      Liam

      I don’t date coworkers.  At least not since my messy breakup with my lab tech.  I’m determined to stick to my vow, even if I’m constantly imagining what my fellow chemist, Sophie looks like in nothing but a lab coat and heels.  Sleeping with Sophie is a mistake, but I can’t resist her sweet kisses or our explosive chemistry.

      Even though I only want a casual relationship, our bond is elemental.  Is that why I can’t stay away from her?
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        Sophie

      

      

      “Sophie, don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s a stupid idea.”  My best friend Hattie sipped at her coffee and took a bite of the carrot cake muffin.

      “Mrs. Galath always said there was no such thing as a stupid idea,” I said.

      “Look, our second grade teacher was a real sweetheart, but trust me, even she would say that’s a stupid idea,” Hattie said.

      “Lots of people move to new towns, get plastic surgery, and assume new identities,” I said.  “It happens all the time, Hattie.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      Hattie’s pragmatism was a real downer.

      “Honey,” Hattie's gaze was sympathetic, “I know this week has sucked really hard -”

      “Just like me in that video!  Heyo!”  I held out my fist, but Hattie shook her head.

      “I’m not fist bumping something that is upsetting you.”

      “I’m using humour to overcome the humiliation,” I said.  “Since the ‘change my identity and my looks’ option is not viable.”

      Hattie’s continuing look of sympathy didn’t make me feel any better.  “Don’t feel sorry for me, okay, Hatts?  I have no one to blame but myself.”

      Her sympathy became fierce disapproval.  “Don’t even start with me on that bullshit, Sophie.  This is one hundred percent that cocksucker Cody’s fault.  He uploaded the video to PornCentral, not you.  He sent the copy of the video to your coworkers, not you.”

      “Ugh.”  I stared at my coffee and my uneaten piece of banana loaf.  I’d lost my appetite sometime around Tuesday when Cody sent the email, and it had yet to return.

      “Why did he have to send it to everyone at work?” I asked.  “Why?”

      “Because he’s an asshole,” Hattie said.  “An asshole with an inflated ego and a ridiculously tiny dick. Now I know why you faked your orgasms with him.  Although the one on the video was real, yeah?”

      “No,” I admitted.  “It’s fake.”

      “Huh.  Your faking ability is impressive, girl.”

      “Thanks,” I said morosely.  “I had a lot of practice.”

      “I never understood why you dated Cody for so long, anyway.  I mean, not that sex is everything, but if he couldn’t even make you cum, why stick with him?”

      “Well, because like you said, sex isn’t everything in a relationship, and I kind of thought that I could teach him how to make me cum eventually, you know?”

      “Not with a dick that small,” Hattie said.

      “It’s not about the size,” I said, “it’s how they use it.  Besides, Cody is average size, and you know it.  Although I appreciate you trying to make me feel better.”

      “I’m sorry it’s not working,” Hattie said.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure there’s anything that can help,” I said.  “Not when every person at Optimum Pharmaceuticals was emailed a copy of my sex tape with my ex-boyfriend.”

      “Any luck getting the porn site to remove it?” Hattie asked.

      “Not yet.  Honestly, the real damage was sending the video to my coworkers, and Cody knew that, you know?  How they look at me now is… well, it’s awful and embarrassing.”

      “It’s only been three days,” Hattie said.  “The novelty will die off, and they’ll treat you the same as they did before.”

      My blonde hair was in its usual ponytail, and I tugged absently on the end of it.  “Did I tell you that Cody replied to my text?”

      “Shit, no.  What did he say?  Did he tell you why he did it?”

      “Yeah.  Says he knows it was me who ratted him out to Liam, and that’s why Liam fired him.”

      “Are you kidding me?  You didn’t tell Liam about Cody’s mistake!”  Hattie’s look of outrage was kind of adorable.  “That fucking cunt.  Seriously, I hate that guy so much.  You were the one who fixed his mistake!  And if you were going to rat him out for the fuck-up, you would have done it three months ago when he broke up with you.”

      “Honestly, I should have reported his mistake the day it happened.  Liam gave me so much shit on Monday about not reporting it.  I thought he was gonna fire me too,” I said.

      “It’s been over four months since Cody fucked up.  Do you know how Liam found out?”

      “No, but I suspect it was Erica.  Liam didn’t say who told him, and he was so pissed that I didn’t want to push.  I'd be heartbroken if I got fired just as we started the pre-clinical development stage.  It feels like it’s taken us forever to get here.”

      Hattie smoothed back a strand of her dark hair that had already escaped her braid.  “I’m proud of you, Soph.  You do important work.”

      “So do you,” I said.

      She scoffed and took another sip of coffee.  “I was paid to pretend to be someone else.  That’s not important work.  You’re creating a new drug that could help epilepsy.  That’s important work.”

      “That isn’t who you are anymore,” I said.  “And you haven’t been that person for a long time.  What you do now is important.”

      “I fix cars,” she said.

      “People need their cars,” I said.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You okay?” I asked.  “I thought you loved being a mechanic.”

      “I do,” she said.  “I seriously love it, but lately, I’ve just been restless.  I’m looking for….”

      “Looking for what?” I asked when she didn’t continue.

      She shook her head.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  At least not right here in the middle of Brilliant Beanz where anyone can overhear us.”

      I looked around the crowded coffee shop.  I recognized about seventy-five percent of the faces, which happened when you lived your entire life in the same small town.

      “All right,” I said, “but we are circling back to this, Hattie.”

      “Yeah, yeah.  Right now, let’s focus on your crisis, okay?”

      “Do you think Barb looked at me funny when we ordered our coffee?” I asked.

      Hattie glanced at the silver-haired woman standing at the till and smiling at a customer.  “No, why?”

      “Because she gave me an, I’ve seen you sucking your boyfriend’s dick look,” I said.  “And Walter at the Super Save last night definitely gave me an, I watched you taking it from behind look.”

      “Oh, Walter has absolutely seen your sex tape,” Hattie said.  “He asked me on Thursday night if you and I had ever hooked up and recorded it.  Said if we had, we could load that to PornCentral, and he’d even pay to watch it.”

      “What a gentleman.” My voice was thick with sarcasm and embarrassment.  “Sorry you’re getting dragged into this, Hattie.”

      “Honey, you know I don’t care.  Besides, there are, like, four videos of me on PornCentral right now.”

      “Yeah, but none of them are actually you,” I said.  “Just incredibly impressive look-alikes.”

      She shrugged.  “People believe it’s me.  Or want to believe it is.  It’s what happens when you’re a moderately successful actress.”

      Moderately successful was total BS.  My best friend had become the star of a very popular sitcom at the age of eleven.  Everyone knew her name, but few people knew why she’d quit the show and returned to Willowdale as soon as she turned eighteen.

      It’d been seven years since she’d quit, but thanks to the show's popularity, syndicated reruns, and the antics of Hattie’s mother, Hattie hadn’t faded into obscurity as she’d hoped.  Paparazzi occasionally showed up to our small town of Willowdale to stalk and snap pictures - usually whenever her mother did something stupid - and Hattie bore it all with a quiet stoicism, no matter what they wrote about her in the tabloids.

      “Anyway,” Hattie said, “I promise this will die down, even with your coworkers.”

      “I’m working with him today,” I said.

      “Liam?” she asked.

      I nodded, my stomach churning up the small amount of coffee I’d managed to drink.  “Yeah.”

      “Okay.”  Hattie’s voice turned brisk.  “So, the guy you’ve been crushing on since you started at the lab has seen you banging another guy.  It’s not ideal, but it's not that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things because….”

      “Because Liam is gay and probably more into watching Cody in the video than me,” I said.

      “Bingo.”  Hattie gave me finger guns and ate another bite of muffin.

      “Finger guns, Hattie?”

      “I’m bringing them back.  Making them cool again.”

      “They were never cool in the first place.”

      She just shrugged before smiling at me.  “Look, I know it’s embarrassing that Liam saw you naked and doing nakedy things in the video, but you’re a twenty-five-year-old woman who doesn’t need to be ashamed that she had sex with her boyfriend.  You did nothing wrong, honey.”

      “I know, but it’s just….”

      “What?” she asked.

      “It’s bad enough that I’m crushing on my gay boss and have been for what feels like forever.  Now I have to deal with the fact that he’s seen me naked, even if it does absolutely nothing for him.  My boss saw me having sex with a co-worker, Hattie.  It’s so embarrassing.”

      “One, it’s not like it was a secret that you and Cody were dating, and two, Liam had his own drama with dating a co-worker, remember?  He’s probably the most sympathetic out of everyone at the lab.”

      “That’s a good point,” I said.  “Dayton did kind of lose his mind when Liam broke up with him.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised that HR didn’t mandate a ‘no dating your co-workers’ rule after that fiasco,” Hattie said.  “Dayton destroyed the entire lab.”

      “You know that’s only gossip and rumours,” I said.  “He just broke some beakers and smashed his fist through the fridge glass door.”

      “Just,” Hattie said with a roll of her eyes.  “My point is, Liam had his own co-worker drama at the lab, so he gets how embarrassed you are.  He hasn’t brought up the video, has he?”

      “No, but I haven’t seen him since Cody emailed the video.  But that ends today.  We’re working together this afternoon, and, even worse, Finn will be there for part of it.”

      “Finn?”  Hattie immediately perked up.  She’d had a crush on Liam’s older brother since the moment she’d seen him at the company barbecue I’d dragged her to last month.  She’d peppered me for details about him, but unfortunately, I knew very little about Finn beyond he was a biologist at the lab, he was at least a decade older than Liam, and he intimidated the hell out of me.

      “Why don’t you like Finn?” Hattie asked after a few seconds of silence.

      “It’s not that I don’t like him.  I barely know him,” I said.  “I don’t like working with him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s intimidating, and he’s as smart, if not smarter than Liam.”

      “So?” Hattie said.  “You’re not exactly a dumb-dumb, Sophie.  You have a Ph.D. in chemistry, for God’s sake.”

      “I know, but trust me - Liam and Finn are both brilliant and hot as fuck, and when you put them in a room together -”

      “The ladies start to spontaneously combust?” Hattie said.

      I laughed.  “Not in the lab, we’re all way too busy, but I imagine out in the real world - yes.  It’s like both of them are the Hollywood version of what a chemist and a biologist look like.”

      “Don’t remind me.  I’m still dreaming about how Finn’s ass looked in his jeans,” Hattie said.  “Why aren’t you interested in Finn?  He and Liam are pretty similar in looks, and Finn’s not gay, right?”

      She ruined her casual tone by immediately biting at her fingernails, an old and familiar indication of her nerves.  My best friend had it bad for Finn Whitby, no matter how hard she tried to pretend she didn’t.

      “As far as I know, he isn’t gay.  But he doesn’t do it for me,” I said.  “Sure, he’s good looking, but he’s gotta be in his forties, and he has a very ‘you will do exactly what I say when I say it’ attitude that’s a little off-putting.  I don’t need to be told what to do, thanks.”

      Hattie continued to chew at her already ragged fingernails.  “So, he’s a dick, is what you’re saying.”

      “No,” I said.  “He isn’t.  At least, I don’t think he is.  He just has very high expectations.  Also, it’s super obvious he likes to be in control, and I’m not interested in my dude telling me what to do and how to do it, day in and day out.  Could you imagine how he’d be in bed?  He’d probably be like a drill sergeant barking out orders.  Spread your legs!  Get on your knees!  Show me that pussy!  Suck my dick!”

      I laughed at my own joke, but Hattie’s face had gone pink and sweaty, and she practically gnawed on her fingernails.  I reached out and tugged her hand away from her mouth. “Hey, stop that, honey.  You’re about to start eating your flesh.”

      She stared blankly at her hand before muttering a curse and tucking both hands under her legs.

      “Why are you so flushed?” I asked.

      “I’m not,” she said.

      “You are.  You turned red and got all sweaty the minute I started talking about Finn and his control.”  I stared silently at Hattie for almost thirty seconds.  “Oh my God.”

      “What?”  Hattie practically vibrated in her chair.

      I glanced around to make sure no one could overhear, then lowered my voice anyway.  “You like the idea of Finn telling you what to do in bed.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Hattie said with a scowl.

      “It already is,” I pointed out.  “Admit it, Hatts.  You like being told what to do in bed.”

      Hattie pressed her lips together and looked around the coffeehouse before leaning across the table.  “I have certain preferences in bed, yes.  Which I am not about to explain or share in this damn coffee shop, so don’t even ask.”

      “That’s fair,” I said.  “I have to get to work anyway.  But we’re definitely talking about this in detail later.  Although before we leave, I want to know why you’ve never mentioned this before to me.”

      I wouldn’t admit this, but I was a little hurt.  We’d been best friends since kindergarten, and Hattie knew everything about me.  Up until now, I thought I’d known everything about her.

      Hattie sighed.  “It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me.  I didn’t want you judging me for my… kink.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do that.  Besides, is being bossed around in bed even a kink or more of a preference?” I asked.

      “It’s more than just being bossed around in bed,” Hattie said.

      “Okay, that’s it.  We’re both calling in sick to work, and you’re telling me everything,” I said.

      Hattie smiled, the flush on her chest and face finally fading.  “Neither of us can call in sick.  Whenever an employee calls in sick on a Friday, their boss thinks they’re lying.  Look, I have a Saturday off for a change, so I’ll come over tomorrow, and we’ll talk, okay?”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      We both stood, and I wrapped my banana bread in a napkin and stuck it in my purse.  Maybe my appetite would return by lunch.  I picked up my coffee and followed Hattie outside to our cars in the lot.  She kissed my cheek.  “Love you, Soph.  Today will go better than you think.  Just remember, Liam doesn’t have any interest in seeing you naked anyway.”

      I made myself smile and wave at her as she climbed into her car and drove away.  I slid behind the wheel, placing my coffee in the cup holder and my purse on the seat beside me.  I knew that Hattie was only trying to help, but the reminder that Liam would never be interested in me only depressed me more.

      I might have been a little hurt by Hattie keeping a secret, but I’d been keeping a doozie of a secret from her.

      I wasn’t just crushing on my boss, Liam.  I was utterly and hopelessly in love with him.
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        Liam

      

      

      “You should have told me about the video, Liam.”

      Finn stalked into the lab, a scowl on his face and his dark hair sticking up like he’d been running his hands through it.

      “Good afternoon to you too, Finn,” I said.  I stepped back from the microscope and leaned against the lab counter, crossing my arms across my chest.

      My older brother scowled at me.  We had different mothers, and Finn was fifteen years older than me, but we both favoured our dad in looks, so it was easy to tell we were siblings.  His blue eyes, the same shade as mine, had narrowed and a muscle ticked at his temple.  “Why didn’t you tell me about the video?”

      “Because Cody was my employee and my problem,” I said.  “Besides, it’s been four days since he emailed it.  Did you seriously only find out about it today?”

      “Just now,’ he said.  “And only because I got trapped in the goddamn kitchen with Luther, who took great delight in sharing every detail with me.  He even tried to show me the link on PornCentral on his fucking phone.  When the fuck is it appropriate to show a co-worker a porno at your place of business?”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised it took this long for you to find out about it.  It’s all anyone’s talking about,” I said.

      “Maybe because I’m working and not gossiping?” Finn said.  “Christ, am I the only one who works in this fucking lab?”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t reply.  Finn’s car, a 1957 Chevy Bel Air and his one true love, was having mechanical issues, and it had put him in a real mood for the past two weeks.  There was no point in poking the bear when he got like this.  It would only make him even harder to deal with.  I loved my brother, but sometimes there was nothing to do but keep your head down and wait out his mood.

      “Did you go to PornCentral and watch the video?” I asked.

      “Christ no,” Finn said.  “How many times did you watch it?”

      “I didn’t,” I said.

      That got a reaction from my usually unflappable brother.  “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope.  I had about four employees texting me before I even opened my email,” I said.  “You really didn’t watch it?”

      “I’m not interested in seeing the woman my brother is crushing on, naked,” Finn said.

      “I’m not crushing on Sophie,” I said.

      “Bullshit.”

      “She has no interest in me.  She thinks I’m gay,” I said.

      “Everyone in the lab does,” Finn said.  “Because you haven’t told anyone you’re bi.”

      “None of their fucking business,” I said.

      “Agreed.  Why did Cody send the video?” Finn asked.

      “Cody blames her for being fired.  He thinks Sophie told me about his fuck up.”

      “You told me Erica shared Cody’s mistake with you.”

      “She did, but Cody believes it was Sophie.”

      “Did you set him straight?”

      “So he could then upload a video of Erica to PornCentral as well?  Erica came to me crying on Tuesday morning, saying that Cody had recorded them having sex too, and practically begged me not to tell him it was her,” I said.  “Which I won’t because one of my employees being violated so horribly is enough, thanks.”

      “Wait… Cody was fucking Erica?”

      I nodded.  “He started fucking Erica the day after breaking up with Sophie.”

      “Jesus wept,” Finn said.  “It’s like a fucking soap opera at this place.”

      I knew he didn’t mean anything by it, but I cringed inwardly anyway.  A year ago, my personal drama had lent a certain soap opera-ish atmosphere to the lab, so I could hardly call Cody out for fucking his way through our roster of chemists.

      But I could and had fired him for making such a colossal fuck up, even if said fuck up was four months ago.

      You should have fired Sophie for not telling you about his mistake.

      Yeah, I should have.  But I hadn’t.  I couldn’t.  Sophie was one of my best chemists, and while it’d been easy to get rid of that fucker Cody, even the idea of firing Sophie had made me sick to my stomach.

      Because she’s so good at her job or because you desperately want to fuck her?
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