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‘An adorable love story. A Brush with Love blends sweetness, breathless romance, and moments of striking vulnerability’ Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author


‘Prepare to smile, laugh, and cry your way through this witty, fast-paced rom-com debut starring a passionate heroine and a delicious cinnamon roll hero who knows how to love her just right’ Evie Dunmore, USA Today bestselling author


‘A Brush with Love reads the way young love feels. Mazey Eddings stole my heart with this laugh-out-loud funny, almost unbearably cute debut (and she made me care about dentistry)’ Rosie Danan


‘I’m obsessed with this book, and I fully intend to never stop yelling about it. With a shimmering voice and razor-sharp wit, Mazey Eddings has crafted a contemporary romance masterpiece that made me want to hug my dentist. There is an extraordinary amount of empathy in these pages: Harper and Dan are so lovably flawed, and Harper’s mental health journey landed right in the center of my heart. The most intoxicating slow burn I’ve read in ages’ Rachel Lynn Solomon


‘Harper and Dan have my whole heart. I love everything about this book, from their adorable meet-cute to their unconventional first date, to the two of them working through their very real – and therefore not always pretty – issues. Dan is a soft, swoony hero, Harper is a relatable heroine who struggles with anxiety, and every page of the way I was rooting so hard for them to find their happily ever after. A Brush with Love is funny and cute while also exploring serious topics, powerfully underscoring the truth that relationships require work, and that happy endings are for everyone’ Sarah Hogle


‘Tenderly written and oh-so-sexy, A Brush with Love brims with emotional depth, whip-smart banter, and sizzling chemistry. This romantic comedy completely stole my heart’ Chloe Liese
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Anxiously awaiting news from the residency program of her dreams, dental student Harper Horowitz is laser focused. So crashing (quite literally) into Dan Craige is exactly the sort of dreamy distraction that she is trying to avoid.


First-year student Dan may not have the same passion for pulling teeth as Harper does, but he’s instantly smitten. When Harper makes it clear that she’s not interested in trading filings for feelings anytime soon, they set out to be ‘just friends’ – a plan with the best of intentions and the poorest of follow-throughs.


Late nights in the dental lab (and the rather unsubtle match-making efforts of their friends), draw Dan and Harper closer. Still, Harper can’t shake the worry that a romance with Dan might risk everything she’s worked so hard to build.


Harper may have no trouble acing her studies but falling in love is a whole new challenge.
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For all my anxious angels and worry warriors.


Don’t let the monsters get you down.


And for Hamda, the woman I admire beyond measure and
the best friend I could have ever imagined. We did it!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Dear Reader,


While this story is a romance that will (hopefully) make you laugh and smile, please note that there are sensitive topics, including loss of a loved one and the complexities of living with a general anxiety disorder. There are also moments with potentially triggering content, including an on-page panic attack, discussions of grief, sexism, and ableist language.


These last two are vehemently condemned by the narrative, the characters, and myself.


I hope I have handled these topics with the utmost respect. Please take care of yourself while reading.


Love,


Mazey












CHAPTER 1


HARPER


“Shiiiiiiiiit.”


Harper’s curse was lost to the wind as she whipped her foot out of an icy puddle and gave it an aggressive shake. Nothing screamed “perfect start to a Monday” like drenched scrub pants and freezing rain pelting down from every angle.


A dull, December gray hovered over Philadelphia, making coffee the city’s last source of warmth and happiness. Chugging down the final drops of her own lukewarm cup, Harper wondered why she left bed before April.


With the empty thermos tucked back into her bag and soaking bangs poking her in the eyes, she ducked her face to the wind and trudged the final, miserable blocks to Callowhill University’s School of Dental Medicine.


She swiped her ID badge against the security reader and rushed into the school’s warm lobby, her face instantly starting to thaw. Mild chaos already swamped the check-in desks, while soaked patients waited in stiff pleather chairs for their names to be called, looking the standard degree of annoyed and apprehensive that was an occupational hazard for dentists.


Harper absorbed the early morning energy as she ripped off her gloves with her teeth and shoved them into her coat pockets. She went to work on her wet mess of bobbed black hair— scrunching and finger-combing in vain against the knots already starting to form.


A group of residents strode through the swinging doors of the Oral Surgery and Trauma Clinic next to where she stood. Her fingers stalled halfway through a rat’s nest of tangles to observe them like a wild-life documentary. Right on cue, anxiety made its regularly scheduled morning appearance and beat a tiny hammer against her chest.


That would be her someday soon.


Hopefully.


While most dental students focused on drilling and filling their way to retirement, Harper dreamed of facial reconstructions and corrective jaw surgeries, each day orbiting around the singular purpose of becoming an oral surgeon.


But with residency match day a little more than a month away, Harper was stuck in a unique version of a worry-ridden hell. Having spent the past four years working her ass off for flawless grades, incredible hand skills, and publishable research, there was nothing more she could do than idly wait while random program directors and admissions departments determined her future. All her dedication and drive reduced to test scores, her GPA, and a trite personal statement.


The stress had her averaging a solid three hours of sleep a night, the rest of the time spent staring at her ceiling while what-ifs and worst cases swirled through her brain and down her throat, settling sickeningly in her stomach as worry cuddled close to her chest.


Before her mind spiraled into a total panic, a tap on the shoulder broke her trance. She turned and was assaulted by the blinding smile of her best friend, Thu.


“Caught ya lusting again,” Thu said with a wink.


Harper rolled her eyes. “Hardly. Less than a month ago I had to stage an intervention to get you to stop cyberstalking UCLA’s provost for admission news.”


Having matched into UC’s orthodontics residency in late November, two months earlier than surgery, Thu hadn’t missed an opportunity to torment Harper on her unknown future.


“You were like a feral animal when I made a grab for your phone,” Harper added. She still had rug burns from Thu tackling her to get it back.


“What’s some mild manhandling between friends,” Thu said with a wink. She pulled back her hood, raven hair tumbling down in immaculate fishtail braids and makeup so perfectly applied that somewhere a YouTube beauty vlogger shed a single tear at its glory.


Harper scowled.


“Wow. Isn’t it a little early on a Monday to be the physical embodiment of perfection? I mean, you actually have the nerve to show up to school looking like it’s not pouring rain and seasonal depression isn’t in full swing?”


“Aww, I love it when you sweet-talk me.” Thu linked her arm through Harper’s, leading her toward the morning’s histopathology lecture.


“How’d the date go last night?” Harper asked as they weaved through the school. Thu had been excited at the prospect of a free meal with a quarter-way decent-looking guy, holding out hope that he had a great, compensatory personality. A free meal was a free meal, and Thu would never pass up a chance at love or food.


“Oh, you mean with the only guy on Tinder who hasn’t sent me an unsolicited dick pic?”


Harper nodded, trying to look sympathetic through her grin. While random dude nudes plagued the majority of women on Tinder, Thu attracted unwanted cock shots at an alarming rate.


“To start”— Thu shot Harper a sidelong glance that told her to buckle up for a wild ride—“he kept calling me ‘thuh.’ I get it, my name isn’t phonetic— whatever— I’m used to it. But, when I tried to make it easy on him and told him to pronounce it ‘two’ like the number, I shit you not, he stared at me for a solid minute before laughing and saying he liked funny girls.”


Harper snorted.


“Then, he took me to a shitty Chinese restaurant because he thought I’d ‘enjoy ordering in my native tongue,’ and ‘it would make me feel more at home,’” Thu said, using dramatic air quotes for emphasis.


“Stop it.”


“I swear. I first tried to explain that Vietnam is not China, but that seemed too advanced a geographical concept. Then I told him it didn’t even matter because I’m second-gen from Jersey, but this also must be a hard idea to grasp.”


“Who wouldn’t be confused?”


Thu shot Harper a look before continuing. “I suffered through mind-numbing conversation about his intramural Frisbee team, and the time he grew out his back hair for a year because he lost a bet. I didn’t even throw up. Aren’t you proud of me?”


“Was it the Frisbee or the back hair that made you want to vomit?”


“Frisbee. And when he drove me home, he asked me if, as a dental student, I had an automatic oral fixation.”


Harper slapped a hand over her mouth as she tried to stifle a laugh. “Shut the fuck up. What did you say?”


“I said, ‘Sadly, no. But if I did, you and Freud could suck my dick,’ then went inside and sewed my vagina shut.”


Harper cackled so hard, tears pricked at her eyes. “I’m sorry, it’s not funny. I shouldn’t laugh.” She choked on the words and tried fanning her face to gain some composure as they descended the few flights of stairs to the basement lecture halls.


“No, you shouldn’t. Because it gets worse.”


“Thu, it’s impossible for that to get any worse.”


Thu shook her head in defeat. “To put a cherry on top of the world’s most microaggressive first date, he sent me a full-frontal an hour later and asked me if Chinese girls liked sausage.”


“What! Let me see.”


Thu scrolled through her phone and handed it to Harper.


“Huh. Awful lighting,” Harper said, squinting at the world’s most unimpressive dick pic with a mixture of horror and delight. “What did you say back?”


Thu let out a long sigh as she took back her phone. “I told him the truth, that it looked like a crunchy Cheeto with the powder licked off. Harper, have you ever had the overwhelming urge to rip out your reproductive tract and use the fallopian tubes to choke the stupidity out of men? Because that’s where I’m at.”


Thu’s disdain made Harper laugh even harder.


“I’m glad you think my misery is so funny,” Thu snapped, working to suppress a smile.


Harper was about to ask if this gem could be The One, when her foot slid through a puddle on the linoleum floor, and the world fell from beneath her.


Adrenaline prickled through every corner of Harper’s body as she fell down the final flight of stairs. She clawed for the railing, grasping at nothing but air. Her breath slammed into a knot in her throat as her butt and back rebounded against the last few steps.


The last thing she saw before squeezing her eyes shut and smacking onto the tile floor was a long pair of legs crumpling as she crashed into them.


Her head rocked back, hitting the ground with a muffled thud, as something landed on her chest, knocking any remaining air from her lungs.


She lay still for a moment, not trusting the world to stop spinning, as she did a quick mental scan for injuries. She realized she was mostly fine, besides a throbbing head and bruised ass. Her biggest concern was trying to breathe as a heaviness weighed down her sternum and her heart pounded against it.


Never one to miss an opportunity for minor hysterics, Thu shrieked through Harper’s fog as she rushed down the stairs, adding to Harper’s already pounding headache. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, Harper!!”


But, as Thu’s voice hovered directly above Harper, it morphed from a dramatic shriek to a mischievous drawl. “Wow. Oh my God, Harper.”


Harper squinted her eyes open to look up at her friend, who was staring with a shocked grin at Harper’s chest.


Harper looked cross-eyed down her body in confusion. Short waves of chocolate brown hair fanned across her chest. Her eyes traced over a golden profile, down the graceful slope of a strong nose, to a cheek pressed firmly against her breastbone. A tan powder dusted the face and clung to long, dark eyelashes.


Head still spinning, she reached out, dusting the powder off the lovely nose. With a startling flash, the eyes shot open, and the head moved slightly to look up at her. The intense and uncomfortable feeling of falling swamped her all over again as forest-green eyes rimmed with honey locked onto hers.


“Are you okay?”


It took Harper a minute to realize where the voice was coming from. It wasn’t the words or the movement of the finely formed mouth that made her aware of it— not even the rumbling of the question reverberating against her chest— but the tip of a tongue darting out, wetting a delicious pair of lips and removing the coating of powder, that made Harper return to her senses . . . and fully acknowledge that a random man’s face was pressed extremely close to her boobs.


With that, Harper came back to earth, and her torso shot up from the floor. The man let out a soft groan as his head jolted from her chest and landed awkwardly in her lap. She scrambled to sit up on her knees as he disentangled himself from her. At the same time, Thu crouched down, pretending to drape a comforting arm across Harper’s shoulders as she whispered, “Holy shit, he’s hot.”


Harper whipped her head to look at her friend, eliciting another wave of throbbing pain through her skull. Massaging her temple with one hand, she pushed Thu away with the other.


“Are you okay?” the man repeated, looking at her with genuine concern. Seeing him head-on made Harper feel like her heart was throwing confetti around her chest.


Okay. Wow. He’s absolutely gorgeous. Cool.


She squeezed her eyes shut and took a steadying breath. No one actually looked that good; she must be hallucinating.


But, opening her eyes, it was confirmed with a red alert of embarrassment that no, she wasn’t seeing things, and yes, the man she’d body-slammed was, in fact, as good-looking as he’d first appeared.


His hair had that perfectly mussed look that begged her fingers to run themselves through it. His jaw and cheekbones could cut glass, and the tiniest hint of stubble dusted his skin. Where she expected to see an equally chiseled nose was one that was a touch big, the tip forming an adorable, rounded bulb. It was a nose that could easily look goofy on a softer face, but it worked to ease the sharpness of his other features just enough to create an endearing and approachable quality.


Harper continued to stare at him, now unable to look away. She must have really hurt her head.


“I . . . I fell down the stairs,” she explained, surveying the scene around her. Thu let out a snort that she disguised as a distressed sob.


The stranger cocked a lopsided grin at Harper, a small dimple peeking out of one cheek. The urge to touch him struck her again.


“I saw. It was hard to miss if I’m being honest,” he said with the slightest hint of teasing. “But seriously, are you all right?”


Harper opened her mouth but wasn’t sure of the right words to explain that she’d never felt this disoriented in her entire life, dazed and tongue-tied by his face, of all things.


He studied her carefully, and her cheeks flushed to the point of discomfort. Harper pushed herself to standing and dusted off the weird powder from her scrubs. Glancing around for its source, her stomach dropped as she realized what she’d done. Not two feet away, a shattered stone model of a patient’s dentition littered the ground.


One of the trickiest parts of dentistry was taking a good impression of a patient’s upper and lower teeth. A dentist had to work quickly to mix alginate powder to the perfect rubbery consistency, then jam it into the patient’s open mouth and mold it around their teeth, often causing them to gag and dry heave in the process— throw up was not a rarity in the whole ordeal.


It was pure torture for everyone involved, and a task that often took many tries for students to master before they had a workable mold, much to the dismay of the patient. The mold would then be taken to the wet lab for setting into stone, which was a bitch of a process itself. All in all, models were an absolute pain in the ass to make and something you guarded with your life if done well.


Harper’s eyes widened in horror, and her gaze snapped to the man she’d crashed into. He was similarly dusting himself off, as he looked with absolute misery at the massacre of his project. She realized with an even stronger pang of guilt that, based on the graduation year embroidered above the breast pocket of his scrubs, he was a first-year student. She’d destroyed something that took even seasoned seniors countless tries to get right, let alone someone newly learning the technique.


“I’m so sorry!” she blurted out, scurrying over to the fragments to see if anything was salvageable. Thu moved with her, picking up the pieces farther down the hall.


“I slipped and— and everything is soaking wet, and— and— rain! So much rain! Oh my God, I can’t believe I broke this. I feel— I mean— I’m so sorry. I—” She turned to look at him, lost for words on how to remedy this.


“It’s okay. Don’t . . . worry about it,” he said, dragging a hand down his face and squeezing his chin as he continued to stare at the mess with a pained expression. After a moment, he composed his features and offered her a sad half smile.


“I really am so sorry,” she repeated, her fingers practically itching to reach out and touch him. He was so damn pretty, her breathing hitched a bit.


“Accidents happen. Please, don’t worry about it.” He bent to scoop up the pieces, his scrub top pulled taut across his broad shoulders as he gingerly collected the fragments. Guilt drowned Harper’s stomach. Guilt and something that felt a tiny bit like lust.


“At least let me help you fix it,” she blurted out, surprised at how urgently she wanted him to say yes. He looked over his shoulder at her and lifted an eyebrow.


“You don’t have to do that.”


“I want to. Please. It’s the least I can do.”


“Harper’s a lab goddess. She’ll help you make a new one in no time,” Thu quipped, moving back to Harper’s side and handing over the pieces she’d collected.


He stood, and Harper was forced to take a step back and tilt her head to meet his gaze. At five foot two (and a half) she stood about eye level with his nipples. It wasn’t an awful view. His lopsided grin and dimple were back as he gave her an appraising glance.


“Okay, lab goddess, you’ve got a deal. But it’s due tomorrow, so I understand if you’re too busy.”


“That’s fine,” she mumbled, wanting to melt into the floor at her new nickname.


“I’m Dan, by the way,” he said, reaching out a hand to shake hers. She returned the gesture, and Dan’s touch plucked at the already frayed threads of her composure, causing her pulse to flutter and her skin to prickle as his long fingers wrapped around hers.


This was all very . . . weird. While she had a handful of failed dates and unimpressive hookups under her belt, Harper usually observed guys with detached objectivity. She wasn’t blind and could appreciate that, yeah, some guys were cute, some were funny, some were even undeniably hot. But a man had never triggered anything inside her that made them worth her time or energy.


But something in the way Dan looked at her had her heart acting like quite the little drama queen.


It was probably that shameless fucking dimple.


Harper’s eyes flicked to the embroidered name over his breast pocket that came standard on all school-issued scrubs. Daniel Craige.


“Do you have a license to drill?” she blurted out.


Dan’s eyebrows lifted, and he blinked at her, making Harper cringe so hard, she almost snapped a neck muscle.


“Sorry, license for what?”


Harper cleared her throat. “To drill. Like, um, with a hand-piece. Or like . . . license to kill . . . you know, Daniel Craig . . . James Bond . . .” She flapped her hand toward his chest, letting out a nervous giggle that ended with a mortifying snort.


At this point, Harper was confident she was concussed. Or hallucinating. Anything for this not to be real life.


Dan looked down to his chest, then back to Harper. A funny smile quirked his lips, and he opened and closed his mouth a few times before finally finding words.


“I don’t,” he said slowly, fully grinning now. “But whatever helps you remember me.” Then the bastard actually winked at her.


If any more blood rushed to Harper’s face, she was fairly certain she’d suffer from a subdural hematoma. And hopefully die.


“So, tonight?” he asked after a moment.


“What?”


“The model? Want to work on it tonight? I can meet you in the lab at five, after classes.”


“Oh, um, yeah. Right. Perfect.” She noticed she was still holding his hand and dropped it like he’d burned her. He let out a soft laugh.


“It was nice to meet you, Harper.” He stared at her for another beat before moving down the hall, tossing the stone pieces into the trash as he went.


Harper watched him retreat, then flushed again when he glanced back over his shoulder and caught her staring. At his butt.


“I remember the first time I ever talked to a boy,” Thu said at Harper’s shoulder. Harper whipped her gaze to her.


“Excuse me?”


“No, I mean it’s cool that I got to see what was clearly your first interaction with a man. Ever. Very smooth, Harps. I had no idea you were such a James Bond junkie.” Thu didn’t even try to hide her smug smile as she walked past Harper and to the auditorium.









CHAPTER 2


HARPER


“Harper met a guy today,” Thu told their friends Lizzie and Indira during lunch. Per their usual routine, the four of them convened at Big Joe’s Coffee where Lizzie worked, the shop located directly between the dental school and Callowhill’s medical school, which Indira attended.


“What guy?” Lizzie and Indira said in unison.


“Thu, shut up,” Harper groaned. Thu hadn’t dropped the topic all morning.


“A gorgeous man literally fell into her lap,” Thu said, taking a big bite of the warm cranberry scone Lizzie plopped in front of her.


While technically a barista, Lizzie had a muffin-shaped heart that beat only for baked goods, and she spent more time preparing treats for the pastry case than actually helping customers. Much to the dismay of Big Joe.


“What guy?” Lizzie hissed, leaning so far over the coffee counter, she was close to rolling over it.


“You all would dismally fail the Bechdel test right now. How very unfeminist of you. I hope you’re ashamed,” Harper mumbled, digging into her own scone.


Thu rolled her eyes. “Oh yes, Harper, how dare I get excited at your first interaction with a hot guy in the four years I’ve known you. I should be very ashamed, indeed.”


“I interact with guys!”


“You haven’t been with a guy since, what, undergrad?” Indira asked, sipping her coffee. “Mercury went into retrograde yesterday, so I knew shit was about to get wild, but I definitely didn’t see something like this happening.”


“If someone doesn’t give me details about this guy in two seconds, I swear I’ll start screaming at the top of my lungs,” Lizzie said, a glutton for drama.


“Lizzie, you work here.”


“What’s your point?” Lizzie said, fixing her with a look of genuine confusion.


Harper buried her head in her hands as Thu relayed the embarrassing scene in such graphic detail that Harper wondered where she could get some bamboo shoots to shove up her fingernails instead of this torture.


“He’s definitely into her,” Thu concluded with a satisfied nod.


“Such a good call with the fall, Harps. Very rom-com meet-cute. Works every time,” Lizzie said.


Harper stared at her. “I didn’t throw myself down the stairs on purpose, you troll. I slipped on a puddle.”


Lizzie rolled her eyes and tossed her long, red hair over her shoulder. “All I’m saying is that if you did fall on purpose to catch his eye, I wouldn’t judge. Not like I haven’t done worse.”


“Like the time you joined that marathon training club because you saw that cute guy signing up?” Indira offered. “Or when you decorated that croissant to look like a vulva, hoping the hot customer would get the oh-so-subtle hint?”


“Or that time she completed the five-pound burger challenge at Puddy’s because she wanted the guy in the corner to be impressed? That one was amazing,” Thu added.


Lizzie nodded sagely. “You can’t say I’m not dedicated to my art.”


“But back to Harper’s new boyfriend. What’s he like?” Indira never let things go.


Harper groaned. “I don’t have a boyfriend. I broke his stone model, and I’m helping him make a new one. Purely academic. And I’m fine, by the way, if anyone was wondering. Only bashed my head on the floor. No big deal, try to rein in the worry.”


Her friends groaned in unison. “Oh, okay. She’s reverting to the academic excuse again. How original,” Indira said to Thu, ignoring Harper’s scowl.


“Saw this coming. ‘My future is too important. No distractions. Blah blah blah.’”


“My future is too important,” Harper said defensively, swiping crumbs off the counter.


“You’ll avoid dating forever with that one,” Thu said. “Maybe— and this is absolutely batshit ludicrous, so bear with me— but maybe you try dating to include someone in your future. Wild, I know.”


Harper rolled her eyes.


Thu’s gaze narrowed, and her teasing took on a more serious note. “You kind of have the future thing figured out, though. You’re graduating in a few months, and we all know you’ll get into residency and move to a new city, so why not have a little fun before you go? Because you know after that is private practice and shucking wisdom teeth for the next thirty years, resulting in a cushy retirement. Seems like the only future you haven’t planned is one where you have someone to share that with. Kind of a sad way to go through life if you ask me.”


Harper opened her mouth to defend herself, but Thu held up a hand to silence her.


“And no matter how much you’re going to argue and say surgery isn’t a job, it’s a passion, you’re smart enough to recognize the burnout that’s attached. With no one around to share that with, it seems a surefire way to end up not only alone but extremely lonely . . . But what do I know?” Thu said with a shrug, giving Harper a meaningful look before digging back into her pastry.


Harper stood in stunned silence, unable to meet any of her friends’ eyes. As it always did, her nervous body picked up the tension shift immediately, overreacting to the energy a thousand-fold. Her heart started thrumming, blood painfully pulsing to the very tips of her fingers and toes as anxiety swirled around her chest.


“I’ll see you guys later,” Harper said, hoisting her backpack onto her shoulder and turning to leave.


“Oh, come on, Harps, she was just teasing,” Indira said, reaching out and squeezing Harper’s arm.


“I know,” Harper said, plastering on a fake smile as embarrassment pricked at her eyes. “I really have to go study, though.” She bolted for the door and headed back to the dental school, working to compress that growing anxiety into a tiny box in the pit of her stomach.


Her friends didn’t get it. Harper doubted anyone ever would.


It wasn’t like she wanted to be like this. She was lonely— but it was a loneliness so bone-deep, it wasn’t something a simple boyfriend could take away. Her constant flood of panic wasn’t an emotional hurdle she needed to jump, it was her second skin, a pulsing physical barrier that kept her separated from everyone.


How was she supposed to date when even the simplest things threatened to disrupt her emotional equilibrium? How was she supposed to regularly and willfully plunge herself into the heart palpitations and a churning stomach that came with opening herself up to someone? And how was she supposed to expect another person to see her chaotic ugliness and still want to be with her?


There was no point in setting herself up for failure.









CHAPTER 3


DAN


Dan couldn’t suppress his grin when class let out. He’d spent most of the day zoning out of lectures, Harper’s warm brown eyes and nervous smile popping into his mind and sending a jolt of excitement to his fingers.


“Dude, you okay?”


Dan snapped back to reality to find his friend Alex eyeing him.


“Yeah, why?”


“I’ve never seen you smile at school before.”


Dan opened his mouth to argue, but realized Alex had a point. Dental school had been a choice not entirely Dan’s own, and as his first year clipped along at a brutal pace, the stress of the program and competitive attitude of his classmates did little to assure him he’d chosen wisely.


“I think I met a girl,” he muttered. He didn’t really want to talk to Alex about it, but couldn’t resist the urge to bring up Harper. Alex’s eyebrows disappeared behind his floppy black hair as he fixed Dan with a sly smile.


“What girl?”


“Her name is Harper. She’s a fourth-year, I think.”


Alex’s smile turned to wide-eyed shock. “Harper Horowitz?”


Dan shrugged, studying Alex’s reaction. “I didn’t get her last name. Why? Do you know her?”


“Um, yeah, I know her. She’s like some sort of genius gunner or something.”


“Gunner?”


Alex rolled his eyes. “You know— the over-the-top intense people who will do anything to get into residency. Studying all night, straight As, perfect board scores. She’s OMFS, so that’s super gunner status. She basically has her choice of specialty program.”


“OMFS?” Sometimes it felt like he and Alex spoke different languages that were vaguely similar, but the most essential points were lost in translation.


“Seriously? Are you even in dental school? Oral and maxillofacial surgery. It’s the most competitive specialty to get into. Those kids are ridiculously cutthroat— nothing but studying and practicing. I’m pretty sure Harper’s top of her class too, so I imagine she’s pretty intense.”


Dan focused on stuffing his laptop into his backpack, avoiding Alex’s questioning looks. Alex’s description didn’t match up to the endearing girl Dan had thought about all day. She’d seemed a bit on edge, sure, but far from cutthroat— and she was clearly kind, or she wouldn’t have offered to help him.


While Harper didn’t seem particularly intimidating, he couldn’t deny that she held a certain intensity about her.


She was also cute as hell.


“Dude, are you blushing?”


Dan ducked his head and zipped up his bag. “Of course not. It’s warm in here.” He tugged at his collar for effect.


“So, are you taking her out?”


“No. Not yet, at least. She broke my stone model and is helping me redo it tonight,” Dan said, standing and slinging his backpack over his shoulder.


Alex’s eyes went wide with horror as he followed Dan into the hall.


“She broke your model? From the impression I did for you? Didn’t you already have to redo it, like, four times before that? I thought you were going in early this morning to finish it.”


Dan shrugged. Yes, he’d gone through a truckload of impression powder before giving up and begging Alex to take the impression for him. And, yes, he’d begrudgingly gone in at six a.m. to finish it that morning. But all of that seemed rather insignificant now.


Alex continued to complain about his wasted time and effort as Dan’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He frowned down at the screen before hitting the Decline button.


A text pinged through a few seconds later:




Please call me, habibi. I’m having issues with the practice’s patient retention and need your help. Like I told you, this is really going to affect our finances, and I can’t do all of this on my own.





Dan deleted the message.


“What kind of asshole declines a call from his mom?” Alex asked, staring at Dan’s phone.


Guilt slammed into him, but he corralled it into a dark corner of his chest and locked the door. Since his mom had gained full control of the family practice, there was always a new emergency. A new threat to her livelihood. Another burden Dan had to carry to ensure she was okay. Dan had never thought of his mom as a helpless woman, but she seemed to be crumbling without someone to tell her exactly what to do and when to do it.


“I’m . . . busy,” Dan said, waving his hand down the hall.


“You’re always ‘busy’ when she calls, huh?”


Dan shot him a look as he pocketed his phone. “It’s really none of your business, is it?”


Alex held up his hands in surrender. “Whatever. I’m just saying, she’s offering you a job on a silver platter as soon as you graduate. It wouldn’t kill you to answer her calls sometimes.”


“It might,” Dan mumbled, ending the conversation. Alex didn’t know the half of it. He didn’t understand the overwhelming swell of guilt and bitterness that came as side dishes to that silver platter.


They rounded the corner to the lab, and Dan’s eyes landed on Harper.


She sat on the large wooden bench in front of the lab, her feet tucked beneath her and a hefty textbook perched in her lap. She twisted one of her soft curls around her finger while she squinted at the page in concentration as her friend from earlier chatted away next to her, oblivious to Harper’s focus.


As if feeling his gaze, Harper’s head lifted, and her eyes traveled to Dan. A slow, honeyed smile lifted the corners of her mouth, and Dan felt his own mimic the look. She clapped her textbook shut and raised her hand in a small wave. The gesture was sweet and almost vulnerable in its sincerity, and it made Dan’s heart ping-pong against his chest.


“Whoa, who’s her friend?”


Dan had forgotten Alex’s existence, and it took him a minute to follow his friend’s gaze to the girl next to Harper.


“I don’t actually know. She was there this morning.”


“You have to introduce me,” Alex said, running a hand through his hair.


“Did you just . . . primp?”


“No! I didn’t primp. I . . . had an itch,” Alex shot back.


Dan bit back a grin and nodded at his friend’s reddening face.


Harper stood as Dan walked toward her, shoving her textbook into her backpack.


“Hi,” she said, shifting her weight from foot to foot.


“Hi.”


Dan’s eyes were locked on hers for a long, beautiful moment before a loud throat-clearing drew his attention away.


“Sorry to interrupt this, uh, eye contact, but I’m Thu.” Harper’s friend stuck her hand out toward Dan, but Alex grabbed at it with such speed that everyone flinched.


“Sorry. Hi, I’m Alex— Alex Huang. Dan’s roommate . . . Alex Huang.”


“Smooth, Alex,” Dan mumbled, and Alex shot him a dirty look.


“Aaron, was it?” Thu asked with a furrowed brow, continuing to shake his hand. Alex’s face fell in confusion, but Thu broke into a grin before continuing, “I’m just fucking with you, Alex Huang. It’s nice to meet you.”


“And I’m Dan,” he said, offering Thu a small wave before turning his attention back to Harper with an uncontrollable smile. “Ready to do this?” He gestured toward the lab, and she nodded.


They shot quick goodbyes to their friends then moved through the doors.


“I’m sorry again about this morning. I promise we can power through this and I won’t break anything else.” She gave him a sheepish grin.


“Don’t apologize. Accidents happen. I’m excited to work on it.” He followed her down the aisles to her workstation. She glanced over her shoulder at him.


“You’re excited to redo something you already finished?”


“Well, no. I’m never really thrilled to do anything in here, but word on the street is you’re quite the oral superstar.”


Harper stopped in her tracks, and Dan almost plowed into her. Her eyebrows shot up behind her bangs, making her eyes comically wide while her mouth opened slightly in a small O of surprise. Dan cringed, waving both hands in front of himself.


“No! No. No. I mean professional oral superstar— holy shit— No. Stop. Oral medicine— superstar. Dental prodigy. I’m trying to say I’m excited to learn you— From!— From you. That came out weird. This is weird. I’m . . . weird.” Dan clamped his mouth shut so hard, his teeth rattled, and he looked around the room for a window to throw himself out of. Anything to end the misery.


Harper’s lips pursed as she tried not to laugh, her cheeks rosy with embarrassment.


“You are weird,” she said at last, her grin winning out.


Dan ran a hand through his hair and let out a shaky sigh. This wasn’t off to the best start. Harper recovered her composure and sat down at her station, indicating for Dan to pull up a chair. He rolled one up next to her and watched her grab the different instruments and materials without a trace of hesitation in how the pieces would work together.


Dan was captivated by her hands. They moved with such grace and determination, like a concert pianist’s fingers dancing along a length of keys. Dan couldn’t help but compare them to the bruteness of his father’s from the few occasions Dan had actually paid attention to his work. His dad’s hands had always moved with impatience, as if every step was an inconvenience to his end goal as he barked out orders to Dan or one of the dental assistants. But Harper’s were soft. Intentional. Fascinating.


“So, we’ll do a few alginate impressions on the mannequin first. You’ve used alginate before, right?” she asked, her voice taking on a businesslike tone.


“The powder that you mix into a sort of putty for impressions? Yeah, I think that’s what they used last time during the demonstration.”


Harper nodded then stood to lower the fold-out mannequin. It sat between them, its eerie, vacant eyes staring blindly at the ceiling and a gaping mouth filled with fake practice teeth poised in a silent scream. Dan grimaced.


“All right, let’s see what you’ve got.”


Dan’s eyes shot to Harper. She gestured at the counter now covered in various dental tools and mixing instruments. Insecurity rippled down the back of his neck to the tips of his fingers at her expectant look.


Lab work was not one of his strengths— he had yet to actually discover any strengths in dental school— but he didn’t want to make a fool of himself in front of her.


“Do you have any advice?” he asked, reaching for the alginate packet and squinting at the directions.


Dan’s attention shifted as Harper nibbled on the corner of her full bottom lip while she thought.


“It’s cliché, but the best thing you can do is practice and practice and practice, until it’s the easiest thing in the world. And then practice it a couple more times.” She gave him an encouraging smile. “It’s also important you dive right in. Don’t overthink it, just do it.” She leaned her hip against the counter and waved her hand over the supplies. Dan took a deep breath and nodded.


He measured out the alginate into the mixing bowl and added the water. He stirred it vigorously like he’d watched Alex do, trying to look like any of it felt natural. He slowly and carefully scooped the goo into the impression tray, making sure to fill it edge to edge.


Positioning himself behind the mannequin, he paused to carefully align the tray then pushed the putty against the upper teeth.


And nothing happened.


Pathetic. His father’s voice snapped like a whip across his psyche.


Dan closed his eyes and blew out a breath. He’d done it wrong. Again. What should have been an oozy mixture was a solid block in the tray, not budging against the plastic teeth. He’d moved too slowly, the alginate setting before he even had a chance to use it.


It was a rerun of every other lab experience. He would sit and watch his classmates pick up techniques and perfect procedures while he fumbled his way through the lab manual, botching every assignment in an endless parade of frustration and failure with just enough embarrassment for it to physically hurt. But suffocating guilt and familial duty always stopped him from quitting.


“Try again.”


Dan opened his eyes. Harper was looking at him, her deep brown eyes warm and crinkled at the corners with a gentle smile. She touched his wrist, making the hair on his arm stand up straight. He felt the warmth of her fingers through her gloves, and the sensation coursed up his arm in a golden buzz.


He nodded, flicking the rubbery material out of the tray, and started again.









CHAPTER 4


HARPER


Harper held her breath as she watched Dan mix the alginate for the sixth— no, seventh— time.


Brow furrowed in concentration, he scooped it out and filled the impression tray, moving with a new, fragile confidence that made a balloon of pride float into her chest. He stood behind the dummy and slid the tray into place. His eyes met hers, and she felt almost as desperate as he looked for this try to work.


The defeat bruising his face after that first attempt had fissured through her heart so deeply, she actively resisted the urge to push his hands away and do it for him while simultaneously cradling his troubled, gorgeous face against her chest and whispering that it would all be okay.


She’d settled on gentle encouragement, thinking face cradling was slightly in the realm of inappropriate lab behavior. She ducked her head to look into the mannequin’s mouth, taking careful note of the angle of his hands holding it in place. She nodded at him and smiled.


“I have a good feeling about this one.”


His eyes lifted to hers for an anxious moment before returning to bore into the dummy as though glaring at it hard enough would force it to cooperate. She took a moment to observe the tight clench of Dan’s chiseled jaw, the tension in his broad shoulders as he held his fingers against the tray in the dummy’s mouth, small knots of muscle rising gently along his forearms in focus and frustration.


“Here, just . . .” She pressed against Dan’s side, sliding one arm along his and moving the other beneath his chest to meet his long fingers on the other side. She gently moved to relax the angle and pressure of his fingers, twining theirs together in a way that felt far too familiar while they waited for the alginate to settle.


The proximity slapped her senses, every nerve ending bubbling up in a golden pop of excitement where her body pressed against his side. Harper could feel Dan’s eyes on her, but she kept her gaze fixed on the dummy. Dan shifted on his feet, and her heart pounded against the side of his broad chest. Her palms were clammy in the latex gloves, and she felt her fingers buzzing and humming where they twisted with Dan’s.


She heard him swallow and couldn’t help but glance up. His eyes were hot and bright as they roamed her face.


It was overwhelming and intense— far too intimate while not being intimate enough. It didn’t feel possible to look away.


“This is probably set,” she whispered.


“Okay.” He didn’t move.


They stared at each other for another moment before Harper sucked in a deep breath and dropped her arms, stepping away. She felt the immediate loss of the closeness and wanted it back. Dan looked at her for a second longer before straightening up and rolling his shoulders.


Harper tugged at her hair, the delicate pull working to center her ceaselessly frazzled nerves. She watched as Dan pried the tray out of the dummy’s mouth. He stared at it for a moment, tilting it at various angles before thrusting it at Harper.


The look he gave her was so vulnerable, it made her heart stutter. She took the finished product and held it under the station’s fluorescent light. Her eyes traveled over the canyons punctuating the mold, small peaks and deep valleys dancing across in the familiar pattern of anatomy. No air bubbles. No voids. Her heart swelled then exploded in tooth-shaped confetti.


“It’s perfect.” She beamed at him.


“Really?”


Relief flooded Dan’s features, and a lopsided smile broke across his face. He closed the distance between them and enveloped Harper in a hug. She gave a squeak of surprise as his arms wrapped around her. He pulled back to grin even broader down at her. She stared at her hand and wondered how it had made its way to his cheek, framing that ridiculous dimple. Harper couldn’t seem to move it. Dan didn’t seem to mind.


“I’m really proud of you.” She was surprised by how genuinely she meant it.


“Couldn’t have done it without your help.” Their gazes held for a second too long. At the same moment, they felt the familiarity of their closeness collide with the sharp reality of being near-strangers to each other.


Harper cleared her throat, and Dan dropped his hands from around her body. She attempted a casual eye-roll and gave his cheek a gentle, old-lady pat before moving back to her seat, Dan following.


“I would say you’ve officially joined the ranks of the lab goddesses.”


He laughed. “My mom will be so proud. What’s next?”


“We go into the wet lab to pour in the liquid stone, and then let it set. After that, we’ll be good to go.”


“Cool. That sounds like something I can only mess up two or three times instead of twenty.” He swept a hand over the mess they’d created. Harper had the not-so-subtle sense that Dan gained no enjoyment from the process.


“Hush. You’re learning,” Harper scolded before giving him a smile. She turned to organize the chaos at her station and grab the next tools they would need.


“Have you used a high-speed vibrator before?” she asked.


Dan’s head snapped up, and he looked at her skeptically, eyes narrowed.


“That question sounds like a trap . . .”


Harper blushed at his meaning and gave an involuntary snort of laughter. She rolled her eyes, trying to save face.


“Oh my God, are you twelve? The tabletop vibrator.” She waved her hand toward the adjoining wet lab, her words becoming flustered as his wicked smile grew. “The heavy-duty dental vibrators.”


At this point, he was downright snickering at her. She clapped a hand over her face and made a blind punch for his shoulder in a weird attempt at self-preservation.


“I’m sorry, Harper, are these names supposed to indicate that what popped into my head is somehow wrong?”


Her face flushed a deep crimson, and she peeked at him through her fingers. Dan’s smile grew wider, that gorgeous dimple making another guest appearance. He was so cute it was almost obscene.


“I officially hate you. It gets air bubbles out of stone pourings.” She gave his wheeled lab chair a hefty push with her foot and he started to roll away, laughing. Harper broke out in helpless giggles.


“I’m sorry— I’m sorry! You would think they would come up with names a little less . . . primed for innuendos,” he said, wheeling back toward her.


“I think to be an innuendo, it has to be subtle. That was anything but.” She turned back to their work, but the smile refused to leave her heated cheeks. “I guess they assume the future doctors of America are a little more mature than that.”


“Guess I’m not cut out for the job.” Something sadder and darker flitted to the surface of his gleaming eyes, but it was gone before Harper could define it— his goofy smile firmly back in place.


They spent the next half hour in the connected wet lab. Harper showed Dan how to mix and set the powdered stone, the finished product coming out nearly perfect with minimal issues along the way. They both shared a moment of delicate pride at what they’d created together. As they were cleaning up, Dan broke the peaceful silence that had fallen between them.


“Do you want to grab some food?”


Harper’s eyes darted up to his. Working together in the lab was one thing. The lab was her domain, her safety net of skill, and a place she rarely felt awkward or nervous. Interacting with Dan in the real world felt infinitely more terrifying.


“T-together?”


“Preferably. I mean, we can sit at different tables if you want? I hate to think I’m that terrible of company.”


“No! No. That’s not what I mean. I— I mean— we don’t really— know each other . . . Do we?” She searched his face for confirmation.


Dan let out a soft laugh. “No, we don’t,” he confirmed, ducking his head and running a palm across his neck. “Which is kind of why I asked.”


Her eyes bounced around the room, unable to rest on one thing, as the familiar pulse of anxiety started in her stomach and radiated outward to her limbs.


It wasn’t that she didn’t want to eat with him, it was more that she didn’t know if she physically could. The whole exercise had been a teaching one, a situation that provided her confidence and a constant flow of conversation. Helping him had automatically afforded her value and didn’t require her to slide real pieces of herself across a table in an exchange of emotional currency.


Sharing a meal tilted the dynamic in a way she didn’t think she was capable of functioning in, not when he made her nerves feel like they’d been plunged into a socket with a metal fork.


“I have to study,” she blurted out. This was the truth. Glancing at the clock on the wall, she felt panic tickle at her rib cage.


“Who doesn’t?” He shrugged. “But you also need to eat. Fuel that big ole brain.” He tapped his finger lightly on her temple, and Harper felt like she was going to pass out.


All she could do was stare at him, paralyzed by the equally strong forces of want and fear. It wasn’t a new sensation; she was constantly immobilized by warring impulses until anxiety eventually won out and she retreated from the tempting distraction.


But as Dan smiled at her— a look that was warm and soft and encouraging— want gained the upper hand.


“Come on,” he finally said, grabbing both of their bags and slinging them over one shoulder. He took her hand and led her toward the exit.


“Where are we going?” she asked nervously, but she didn’t try to take her hand away.
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