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‘Hard pass on that guy, right?’


Mackenzie ‘Mac’ Austin just wants what any modern, commitment-phobic woman in New York wants: a no-strings-attached hook-up, steamy enough to brag about over mimosas the next morning.


What she doesn’t want is her dating app’s latest suggestion: preppy, corporate Thomas Decker. So, obviously, she rejects the guy without a second thought. There’s just one snag: he’s sitting next to her, so he witnessed her do it. And now he’s calling her out.


After the initial embarrassment, Mac is determined not to let it bother her, but Fate has other plans – and Thomas isn’t going anywhere. First, he pops up as her new boss. And then he reappears as her best friend’s soon-to-be brother-in-law.


As the not-so meet cutes add up, Mac is sure that uptight Thomas is the last man that a free-spirit like her should want. Only the more time she spends with him, the more Mac realizes that the man she can’t get away from has become the same one that she wants to keep close. . .









CHAPTER ONE


Friday, September 9
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“Another Malbec?”


I glance up from my phone at the bartender, and the fact that she already has the wine bottle poised over my glass makes me think I’m not doing a great job of hiding the fact that I’ve just been stood up.


I smile and nod in thanks as she tops my glass off rather generously, then turn my attention back to my phone.


God bless Collette. My best friend has maintained a reassuring, steady barrage of messages, all of the men can rot variety.


Indeed.


But whereas my best friend is blowing up my phone in grand style, my date, on the other hand, remains steadily, painfully silent.


I suck in my cheeks, and for the tenth time, debate the possibility of texting him. Just something cute and nonchalant. Hey, did we cross wires? Hey, am I at the right place? Hey, did I get the wrong date?


If I tack a casual lol on the end of it. That erases any note of vulnerability, right?


Haha, whoops, did my assistant put the wrong date in my calendar, lol.


There! I start to type. That’s downright breezy.


With a little groan of disgust, I delete the message without hitting send. I don’t even have an assistant.


I take a sip of wine and say a regretful goodbye to the opportunity to explore Kris Powers’ intriguing tattoos up close and personal tonight. I suppose that’s what I get for crushing on a trainer at my gym. If I’ve learned anything from my flaky, free-spirited mother, it’s to never pursue a man who’s better-looking than you.


But oh, how I like the pretty bad boys.


Give me a guy with too-long hair, an aversion to razors, and an inked-up, sculpted bicep, and I end up, well . . . here. Nursing wine, alone, because I’ve got a soft spot for men I can’t count on.


Like mother, like daughter . . .


It’s the way of us Austin ladies. The “settle down” gene skipped right on by us. In place of the commitment chromosome, we got what I like to think is a charming blend of wild child and free spirit.


I mean, we’re not feral. It’s just that our romantic philosophy leans towards love the one you’re with, and love translates more to, well, sex.


But I’m not a cynic. Really, I’m not. I believe in happily-ever-after! I just don’t happen to believe that happily-ever-after has to involve a man—or at least not be limited to one man.


Which is why my below-the-waist parts are disappointed at Kris’s no-show, but there will be no mourning beyond a brief case of Lady Blue Balls.


There are, after all, always other fish in the sea.


And in Manhattan? There are a whole lotta fish. And I know just where to find them: TapThat.


As in, my favorite dating app of late.


Yeah, yeah. I know. Classy.


But also? Sort of addicting.


TapThat happily exploits our human proclivity for snap decisions and gut reactions. You’re presented with a potential match, and then you get five seconds and only five seconds to decide whether you’re feeling it.


Double tap for hell yeah, or do nothing and the guy fades away.


Is it the most cerebral and thoughtful of dating apps? Nah. In fact, it’s quickly developed a reputation as the hookup app more than the meet-your-future-spouse app, but as we’ve established, that suits me just fine.


Especially on nights like tonight when I have no intention of letting my cute, lacy thong go unseen all because of a flaky gym rat.


I open the app, thumb at the ready. I know within a half second that the first match is a no. The guy is probably sweet, but I’m definitely not into the bright coral bow tie.


The second guy warrants two seconds of deliberation—the body’s an A-plus, but the purposeful way he’s leaning against a shiny red car gives me the sense he knows more about how Porsche’s parts work than my parts, if you get what I’m saying.


I let him fade away.


A third comes up and he’s an immediate double tap. Oh mama. But he’s also a long shot. He looks like a young Idris Elba, and I’m like, a 6.5 on a really good day.


I’ll need a backup plan, so I move onto Guy #4, who’s an eventual yes, earning a double tap just as his image starts to fade away. I’m a sucker for hair falling out of a man bun, but my loins aren’t exactly throbbing at the popped collar of his baby blue polo.


One more, just to build my safety net.


Guy #5 is . . . hmm.


The eyes are amazing, I’ll give him that. That sort of muted pale blue that looks almost gray. But he’s also super intense, and his unimaginative haircut and gray suit have him looking a bit like a stock photo for “successful businessman.”


My thumb stays still without tapping, and I let him fade into obscurity.


“Hard pass on that guy, huh?”


The masculine voice comes from my left, and I jolt in surprise when I realize the question’s directed at me. I’ve only been dimly aware of my fellow bar patrons, and I vaguely remember someone taking the stool beside me and ordering a Hendrick’s martini with olives. But after he went with regular olives instead of the bartender’s suggestion of bleu cheese olives, I hadn’t given him another thought. I’m of the mindset that when an offer of cheese is on the table, the answer is always yes, so he failed my test he didn’t even know he was taking.


But I’m regretting now that I didn’t pay him more attention, because perhaps I’d have identified the fact that he is a creep. He’s clearly been watching what I’m doing on my phone, and as far as I’m concerned, that should be illegal.


I very obviously, and yes, a bit passively aggressively, set my phone face down on the bar and pivot towards him.


“Seriously?” I say in my frostiest voice. I lift my wine glass and deliberately set my seething oh no you didn’t glare at his elbow beside mine on the bar and let it travel slowly upwards, imagining burning through his suit sleeve with my indignant anger.


Finally, my eyes reach his.


Oh my.


My intentions of telling him off fly out the window when our gazes meet, because those are nice. Startlingly so. They’re a delicious piercing blue, so cool they’re nearly gray . . .


My stomach flips, and not in the good way.


I know those eyes. I just saw them. On TapThat.


The color drains from my face. Or maybe the color floods to my face, I’m not sure. All I know is I want to die, because the guy sitting beside me doesn’t just look like the guy I’d just passed over on the dating app.


He is that guy.


And he’s literally just watched me reject him outright.


To his credit, he doesn’t put up a defensive smirk. Nor does he look annoyed, or pissed, or hurt, which would be worst of all.


Mostly he looks bemused by the entire situation, his eyebrows lifted in a silent challenge. Well?


I clear my throat as my brain scrambles for proper protocol in this situation. Bad move. The throat-clearing creates a throat tickle. One of those small but aggressive ones that come out of nowhere and make your eyes water as you cough in a futile attempt to soothe the tickle.


It’s one of the few things in life that wine won’t fix, and I look around for the bartender to beg for the water I’d declined when she’d offered it earlier.


The man rolls his eyes slightly at my frenzied hacking, and uses a single finger to push me his water glass. I gulp it frantically until the throat tickle abates, and set the empty glass back on the bar.


I give him what I hope is a grateful and charming smile. In the best of circumstances, I know my smile is rather charming. Or, at the very least, I like to think it’s one of my best features.


Granted, the word used most often to describe my smile is great, or less flatteringly, big. Not pretty, or beautiful.


But it’s toothy and bright, and when I shine it at people, even the grumpy ones tend to smile back.


Not so with this guy. Hmm.


My smile dims slightly, but I’m still determined to make amends. “So. Hi.”


“Hello.” His voice isn’t quite unkind, just . . . bored.


Ouch. I am a lot of things, but I know I’m not boring. I turn towards him a little more fully, just in case he missed the fact that I’m wearing a lace bustier beneath my tuxedo-style blazer. For added good measure, I tuck my hair behind my ear, knowing it calls attention to my trademark blue streak at my temple that’s a stark contrast to the platinum blonde of the rest of my head.


But the man’s attention is back on his cocktail, and he misses the whole show. Fine. If he’s not going to check me out, I’ll study him.


I’ll give the guy credit, he’s better in person. His photo on TapThat didn’t do justice to the Captain America vibes of his cheekbones and jawline, and it missed the ever-so-slight dent in his chin entirely.


Decent body, too. Not as big and broad as I like my guys, but neither is he short and scrawny. The way his suit jacket stretches across his shoulders is nice. Quite nice.


And yet . . . not my type. Not even a little bit. His haircut is short and boring, his gaze too direct, and he’s wearing a suit. I hate guys in suits.


And then there’s his energy. I’m big into noticing people’s energy, and this guy gives off very quiet, intense vibes. Not at all laid-back-and-charming like I like ’em.


Yup. I made the right call in passing him over.


I just wish he hadn’t seen me pass him over. I have plenty of flaws, but generally rude isn’t on the list.


“So, you live in this neighborhood?” I ask brightly, going into full damage-control mode.


His storm-cloud eyes cut to mine, and for a second I feel something hot and intriguing pass through me, but I ignore it.


For an awful minute, I think he’s going to ignore me, but then he sighs and answers. “No. East Side. You?”


“A couple blocks that way.” I tilt my head in the direction of downtown. “What brings you over to the West Side?” This bar is decent. I’ve been here a handful of times. But only because it’s so convenient to both my apartment and office. It doesn’t have much to recommend it to someone not already in the neighborhood, especially in a town with about a billion bars and restaurants.


Before he can reply, the bartender comes over and gives me a bright smile. “Oh, hey! See, I knew he’d show.”


“What?” I ask, confused, until I realize she thinks that this guy is my blind date. “Oh, no. No no. No, no no. He isn’t my date.”


Then I let out a little laugh because the man sitting beside me is just about as far from Kris Powers as it’s possible to get.


The bartender makes a whoops face as she refills the guy’s water glass that I’d emptied, and then hightails it to the other end of the bar.


The man beside me leans in ever so slightly. “I don’t think you’ve made your lack of interest in me quite clear enough yet. Perhaps we could set up a sign of some sort? A not if he was the last man alive sort of message?”


I cringe and give him what I hope is a placating smile. “Listen, it’s not personal, it’s just . . .” I trail off, because there really is no way to tell someone they’re not your type.


“Don’t worry about it,” he cuts in.


“It’s nothing against you, it’s just—”


“Let me guess,” he says, turning fully towards me. “You prefer your dudes brawny and sulky? With bonus points if they’re flexing in their photo, or better yet, displaying that stupid crotch V.”


I choke on my wine. “Crotch V?”


“Different than a female crotch V,” he says, with a flash of wicked smile that disappears so quickly I think I’ve imagined it. “V-cut, I believe it’s called. You know what I’m talking about. Men who like to show off the shape wearing their gym shorts lower than necessary.”


I fiddle with one of the three studs in my ear and bite the inside of my lip, because I do know exactly what he’s talking about—the enticing V-cut groove running from the outer edge of a man’s abs down towards his . . .


Well, let’s just say I usually refer to the V-cut as dick lines.


I don’t tell Mr. Stormcloud this.


Nor do I mention that Kris Powers had a very nice V-cut, or how disappointed I am not to be seeing the apex of that V tonight.


“Uh huh,” he says knowingly, as though reading my thoughts.


“You know, if I can offer some friendly advice . . .” I start to say.


“I’d rather you did not.”


I continue, undeterred. “You seem awfully irritable. Perhaps, rather than obsessing about other men’s crotch Vs, you should care more about seeing a female crotch V. I find that such co-ed activities are instant mood boosters.”


He snorts and nabs a non-bleu-cheese olive off the silver cocktail pick with straight, even teeth. “No, thanks.”


My jaw drops open. “I wasn’t offering. I didn’t mean my crotch V.”


He laughs and shakes his head. “Again. Just get a sign that you’re not interested.”


I sigh and set my wine aside. “Okay, let’s start over. I’m Mac.”


I extend my hand, and after a moment of hesitation, his closes around mine. Bigger and warmer than expected. “Thomas.”


“No nickname?” I prod. “Tom?”


He shakes his head.


“Tommy?”


He gives me a look.


“Come on,” I cajole with a smile. “What did your mom call you when you were little?”


“Thomas.”


Good Christ. “Well, Thomas. What’s your story? No, wait, I want to guess. New England born and bred. Yes?” I prod, when he doesn’t reply.


He gives me an irritated look. “Boston.”


“Ah ha. Which makes you a graduate of . . . Harvard?”


The guy practically smells like Ivy League.


“Dartmouth.”


“Same thing. And before that, you went to a prep school that required a uniform and a tie.” I don’t bother waiting for him to confirm this, I’m fairly confident. “Let’s see, what else? The oldest child.”


His eyes narrow, and I give him a gloating smile.


“And—you iron your underwear. Which are tighty-whities.” I say this to provoke him, but I confess, I’m the tiniest bit curious.


Unfortunately, he doesn’t take the bait, and I’m oddly disappointed when Thomas reaches for the billfold that’s been sitting in front of him, and he’s apparently already closed out, because he pulls out a thick, black credit card and tucks it back into his wallet.


I watch as he adds a generous tip—hey, if he can creep on my phone, I can creep on his bill—and adds a messy, masculine scrawl to the bottom of the bill.


He stands and glances down at me, bored expression firmly in place.


“Really nice to meet you, Mac,” he says dryly, as he slips his wallet back into an interior suit pocket.


I lift my wine glass in mocking acknowledgement, and I pick up my phone from the bar to see if TapThat #3 or #4 have tapped me.


I jump a little when I feel a warm hand press low on my back to get my attention. I turn my head towards Thomas, then freeze when I find his face is just inches from my own, his lips a whisper away.


Something unfamiliar and dangerous tingles down my spine at his closeness.


“Here’s a quick fact about me that you missed, Mac,” he says, and the crisp pronunciation of the ending ck sound of my name is borderline erotic.


He waits patiently for me to meet his gaze before delivering his parting barb with a cool smile: “I didn’t tap you either.”









CHAPTER TWO


Monday, September 12
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I’ve never been that girl who rocks the whole early morning thing. For that matter, how old is too old to consider oneself a girl? Is twenty-eight too old?


Probably.


But considering I’m wearing bikini bottoms under my slacks because I forgot to do laundry, it’s safe to say I’m not exactly crushing adulthood by most people’s standards.


Let’s just say, it’s been A Morning, capital M. The kind where you snooze your alarm three times past whoops. Which means the shower is an “essentials only,” no time for languishing. Blow dry? Nope. And though I always love taking time with my makeup, today, it’s limited to a swipe of concealer beneath my eyes, and a dark red lipstick applied while navigating Manhattan foot traffic.


And even with all that rushing?


Late. I’m going to be late. Which, I’ll be honest, isn’t a completely uncommon occurrence, and usually it isn’t even that big of a deal. I work at the global headquarters for a super-high-end jewelry brand, which you’d think would mean everything is very nine to five and by the book.


And maybe it is, in some departments. But I’m a graphic designer, and my team leans heavily into the eccentric creative stereotype. I’ve had one coworker who’s been campaigning for years to be able to bring her cats to work because they center her aura. Another who has special goggles in the office to block out the “bad vibes” of the overhead fluorescents.


My tardiness is just not that big of a deal.


Usually. Today is different.


Today, my team of misfits gets a new boss—the next in a long line of senior managers who we’ve run off, not intentionally, just . . . well, see above about cats and goggles.


I work at Fifty-Ninth and Broadway, and the elevator ride up to the thirty-eighth floor makes a half-dozen stops and takes forever. I cross my toes inside my patent leather flats that the nine am staff meeting is off to a late start, but making my way towards my cubicle, I know I’ll have no such luck. The floor is way too quiet.


Which means, my entire team is in the conference room to meet the new boss, and now I get to do a very special kind of walk of shame. I don’t even have the trusty standby excuse of New Yorkers everywhere (“Grr! The damn subway!”), because everyone knows I walk the few blocks.


I mentally run through possible excuses, but I used up all the good ones in my repertoire when I was hooking up with a security guard in a nearby office building who worked the night shift. Our best chance at Sexy Times was in the tiny sliver of time between him leaving his shift and me getting into the office.


Even if that guy was still in the picture, I’m not sure I want to start off my first day with a new boss by alluding to morning sex excuses. I’m free-spirited, not nuts.


It doesn’t help that Elodie’s HQ is nearly as glitzy as the brand’s stores and products. Everything from the cubicle dividers to the conference room walls are clear. Navigating around the office unnoticed isn’t really an option.


Suck it up, Mac.


Dropping my stuff off at my cubicle, I speed-walk to the conference room, slowing down as I approach. All things considered, my entrance isn’t as bad as it could be. The door doesn’t squeak when I open it. And because there’s so many people in the meeting today, they’ve brought in extra chairs, and I’m able to grab one right near the doorway. My new boss’s boss is speaking, and seems wonderfully unaware of my late arrival.


Stevie—one of my fellow designers who’s apparently decided to forgo his goggles for this morning’s occasion—leans over. “Love the hair. Very mermaid.”


I gently kick his calf. So much for hoping the dampness of my hair wasn’t noticeable.


I pull the damp strands up into a messy bun and try to tune into Christina’s recitation of the new boss’s backstory, mostly listening for his name, which I’ve promptly forgotten from the email that came through last week. Blah blah, Summa Cum Laude Dartmouth, blah blah, the linchpin behind Cartier’s super-successful TV spot . . . Yawn.


I’m more of a visual learner, so I shift in my chair, trying to get a peek at the new guy. Christina Riley, Elodie’s creative director, must have invited everyone on the marketing team, not just the design crew, because the conference room’s as packed as I’ve ever seen it, with the chairs surrounding the table three deep.


Figuring the man of the hour will be near Christina, I focus at the head of the table, looking for anyone I haven’t seen around the office before.


I know her, seen him, hate her . . .


Then my gaze collides with stormy gray eyes, and my scanning gaze screeches to a halt along with my heart.


Mother of all living hell!


It’s him. Again.


The very same man I’d rejected on the app.


The very same man who was sitting next to me as I did so.


Preston? Winston? Connery?


Thomas.


And just like that, the name of my new boss comes crashing back to me.


This is . . . not good.


Christina may be blissfully unaware of my late entrance, but I can tell from Thomas’s unimpressed expression that he hasn’t missed a thing. Not my damp hair, the late arrival. Hell, I feel like he even knows about the bikini bottoms I’m wearing because I forgot to do laundry. Which then makes me realize that the last conversation I had with this guy involved me referencing his tighty-whities.


No. This is not good at all.


“So,” Christina is saying in a voice that’s way too cheerful considering how my morning is going. “That’s enough from me! Suffice to say, I speak on behalf of the entire team when I say we’re so thrilled to have you join us, Thomas.”


Yes. So thrilled, Thomas.


His gaze is still locked on me, and his eyes narrow ever so slightly, as though reading my sarcastic thoughts, before he shifts his attention back to Christina.


He stands and clears his throat. “I appreciate the warm welcome,” Thomas says in that formal, clipped voice that’s both sexier and more annoying than I remember. “I look forward to getting to know all of you. Specifically, I’m anxious to meet the talent that will be on my team, and Christina has generously given me use of the conference room for the rest of the morning for some one-on-one meetings.”


Thomas picks up an iPad from the conference room table and glances down at it. “Let’s do this the old-fashioned way, alphabetical by last name?”


I withhold my groan of dismay, but just barely.


Gray eyes flick to mine.


“Mackenzie Austin. Shall we start with you?”









CHAPTER THREE


Monday, September 12
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My coworkers file out of the conference room, many of them taking the extra chairs with them, and conversation has already shifted away from the new guy. I hear snippets of weekend recaps, grumbles about Monday, and frustrated gripes that senior leadership changed its mind again about the spring marketing campaign.


Take me with you!


Nobody seems aware of my inner agony, and far too quickly, I’m left all alone.


No, not alone. He’s here.


Thomas has a blatantly bored expression on his face as he reads something on his phone, and for a horrific moment, I wonder if he even remembers me. Then he looks up, and suddenly the enormous conference room isn’t nearly big enough for the two of us and our mutual antagonism.


He definitely remembers me.


Thomas nods to the chair immediately to his right and gives a slow, vaguely predatory smile. “Mac. Don’t be a stranger. Not after all we’ve been through.”


I grit my teeth and stand, not so much because my new boss has instructed it, but because I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of thinking I’m avoiding him. I walk towards the head of the table, and he uses his foot to push a chair out for me.


I sit, and for a long moment we merely look at each other.


He’s wearing a pinstripe navy suit, and I’m wondering if he got a haircut over the weekend in honor of his first day on a new job, because he looks even more obnoxiously Ivy League than he had on Friday night.


Also, his shoes have freaking tassels on them. I could never date a man with tassels. I nearly tell him this, then remember that we’re not here as potential romantic partners. Not this time.


Thomas leans back in his chair, and though I suppose it could be construed as a relaxed gesture, there’s something predatory about it. He pivots the chair slightly, resting an elbow on the conference room table as he studies me.


“So,” I say, twisting one of my earring studs. “I guess now I know why you were in the neighborhood on Friday. Checking out the hood of your new office?”


Smoke & Baron, the bar where he and I met, is just one avenue over from the Elodie offices.


He lifts a shoulder, neither a confirmation or denial, then picks up his iPad from the table, glancing down. “Mackenzie Austin. AKA Mac.” His gaze lifts again. “You put your nickname on your professional résumé?”


“Obviously.”


His eyes narrow, and I try to remind myself that this is no longer just some jerk at the bar, but the man who will determine my paycheck, my promotions, my very livelihood.


I smile. “You can call me Mackenzie if it makes you feel more comfortable, Thomas. Or should I call you Mr . . .”


“Decker,” he says distractedly. “Thomas Decker.”


Damn. It’s a good name. I was hoping for something like Woodcock, or Spunkmeyer, or Seaman. You know, something I could really sink my mocking teeth into.


“You’re a designer?” he asks, still scanning my résumé.


I nod. “I taught myself Photoshop in high school and sort of fell in love with it.”


“No college?”


He asks it casually, not accusatorially, but my spine stiffens a bit anyway. “Wasn’t really in the cards for me. But I’ve taken plenty of design classes in the city. And my work speaks for itself.”


“I’m sure it does,” he says noncommittally. “Christina speaks highly of you. You’ve been here longer than almost anyone else on the team.”


I nod. “Diana, the senior copyeditor, started a few weeks before me, but we’ve both been here about six years.”


“You like it?”


I give him a slight smile. “If I didn’t, I certainly wouldn’t tell my new boss on his first day.”


“Why not? You don’t seem the type to censor your thoughts.”


“Well spotted,” I say with a laugh. “And you’re right. If I didn’t like it, I’d probably blurt it out.”


But I do like my job. Quite a bit, actually.


When I’d said I fell in love with Photoshop in high school, that was true, but that had really just been the start of it; my crush phase of loving all things design. I still use Photoshop, obviously, and a handful of other programs as well, but my work stopped being about my skill with certain apps a long time ago. For me, being a designer is just an ostentatious way of saying that I get paid for my imagination.


Yes, there’s a lot of precision involved, which admittedly isn’t usually my jam, but it’s worth it to get to create something from nothing, to see something that lives in your head come alive on the computer screen. There’s nothing quite like it. Especially now that I’m the senior designer on the team. I get to spend a lot more time with the concepts, and leave the pixel perfect stuff to Stevie and Monroe.


But here’s a weird truth about me:


Sometimes I want to leave Elodie.


Not because I don’t like my job, not because I’m not good at it.


But because I love it, because I’m good at it.


I’ve got the itchy sense that I’m betraying myself by staying in this cushy comfort zone. I feel at odds with myself, you know? I’m the woman who stays up too late, eats peanut butter Oreos for dinner way too often, who doesn’t need or even want a guy to call the next day.


And yet when it comes to my professional life, I’m basically a white-picket-fence golden retriever suburbanite, in the form of a steady paycheck, a nine-to-five schedule, and a freaking health savings account.


I try not to think about it much, honestly. It’s too uncomfortable, but for some reason this guy, the way Thomas looks at me, as though he sees all, and judges all, brings all those pesky, contradictory thoughts rushing forward. One more reason to dislike him.


“Okay, I have to ask,” I say, shifting slightly in my chair, because bikini bottoms don’t make for the most comfortable underwear substitute and we’ve got a real riding up situation, if you know what I’m saying.


“Is this going to be weird?” I continue.


“Is what going to be weird?” he asks. “The fact that you and I crossed paths in a dating app prior to working together?”


“And crossed paths in person,” I point out.


Thomas shrugs indifferently. “I shouldn’t think it’d be a problem. We didn’t actually date. Neither has even a remote interest in the other, romantically speaking.”


The calm way he says this chafes at my nerves. I hear no intent to insult, just a dispassionate stating of facts, which is somehow more insulting than if he’d taken a petty swipe.


“Will it be a problem for you?” he asks, looking so genuinely concerned at the prospect that I want to lean forward and strangle him.


“Of course not,” I say with as much serenity as I can muster. “As far as I’m concerned, Friday night never happened.”


“Excellent.” He nods, as though the matter is settled. “I look forward to working together, Mac.”


“And I look forward to working with you, Thomas,” I say, matching his formality with just the tiniest bit of mockery that I’m pretty sure he notices and chooses to ignore.


He glances down at his list of new team members to meet. “Since I don’t know where anyone sits yet, would you mind sending in Margaret Bleeker?”


“Love to,” I say, meaning it. Margaret is the newest hire on the team, a very junior copyeditor fresh out of college, who is sweet and bubbly and never stops talking. She’s going to drive Thomas nuts, and I almost wish I could stay to watch it.


I hesitate in the doorway, then turn back. “So, I promise, the moment I walk out this door, we’ll never mention it again. But before we strike Friday from the record, can I ask one tiny question?”


“Sure,” he replies after an infinitesimal pause.


There. That beat of hesitation, the flash of wariness is all I need to know that I’m not the only one thrown off by this strange twist of fate.


I ask my question in a rush. “Why didn’t you tap on me? On the app? I don’t care, I’m just curious.”


Thomas sighs. “Mac—”


“Let me guess. You prefer brunettes.”


“It’s not—”


“Or,” I interrupt. “You’ve got a thing for tall women.”


I’m only 5'2.


“It’s nothing that specific,” he says, sounding annoyed. “It’s just . . .” He breaks off, then shrugs. “It was just a no chemistry thing.”


“Oh. Right, gotcha,” I say, feeling stung, even as I try to remember that I’d had the same thought when I saw his picture.


I mime zipping my lips. “Okay, I have all the closure I need. Our lack of chemistry is to be mentioned never again.”


“Good to know,” he says with the slightest of eye rolls.


I exit the conference room, feeling mostly relieved, because uncomfortable as that whole thing was, it could have gone so much worse given the circumstances.


But then I turn my head slightly towards the conference room door, and our eyes lock through the glass.


Relief goes out the window, because for a strange moment, my stomach seems to turn over on itself.


I jerk my gaze away, telling myself it’s irritation, not butterflies.


And yet, as I walk back to my desk, I can’t shake the suspicion that Thomas might be terribly, horribly wrong about our lack of chemistry.
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