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    July 5th




    I’VE NEVER BEEN SO AWARE of the sound of my own steps as I make my way to the front desk, my new heels clacking on the hard white marble. I flatten my skirt and fiddle with my suit jacket in an attempt to look like a serious career woman and not the sweaty mess of a girl I feel like.




    It’s 8:00 a.m., and it’s already over eighty degrees outside and humid as a rainforest. I’ve just walked about a half hour to the business district in Philadelphia from my apartment in South Philly, and as my dress shirt starts to stick to my lower back, I’m thinking I should have coughed up the ten dollars for a cab. I’m momentarily relieved that I’m in a suit—in general, being in a suit makes me feel like I’m in a grown-up costume, but at least today the jacket hides the sweat stain I’m sure is appearing above my butt. I didn’t expect to be nervous—I know I’m a good candidate for this job—but something about the stifling heat and a looming sense that today is the first day of real life has me a little off.




    “Charlotte Kane. I’m here for the research assistant program at Genesis Life Systems,” I manage to get out without stuttering when I reach the large and imposing security desk. In smart charcoal suits with crisp white shirts and earpieces, the two men at the desk look more Secret Service than receptionist.




    Genesis Life Systems is the biotech research arm of the multinational conglomerate Garrison Holdings, headquartered in Center City, Philadelphia. The lobby of the Garrison Holdings building is beautifully sterile—all white marble and stainless steel. Since the interviews I had for the job all occurred in the career center at school, this is my first time actually inside the building, and it’s even cleaner and colder than I expected. I now understand why it’s simply referred to as “the Garrison.”




    “ID, please,” says the older of the two men as he starts typing my name into the computer.




    I dig my driver’s license out of my purse. He shines one of those purple pen lights on it and tilts the card back and forth, scanning it carefully.




    “Welcome to Garrison, Miss Kane,” he says, handing my ID back. “Please look into this camera so I can take a picture for your temporary badge.”




    I’m not sure if I should smile or not and settle on what must be an awkward-looking half-smile.




    “You’re the first to arrive from your program. You’ll be taking the east bank elevators up to the forty-sixth floor—behind us and to the left.” He points in the general direction as the printer below the desk spits out a card. He clips the card onto a lanyard—an orange one with the blue Garrison Holdings logo every few inches—and hands me the badge over the desk. “Make sure you keep this with you at all times. Don’t even go to the bathroom without it. You’d be surprised how many locked doors there are in this place.”




    I thank him and try the barcode on the gate to the left of the desk. The waist-height glass panels retreat soundlessly into the stainless steel dividers.




    As I make my way toward the far left elevator bank, I inspect the temporary badge. My half-smile looks more like a lame smirk, and I hope these pictures aren’t used for anything else. Below my name, it reads “Clearance Level: 1” in bold red letters, and there is a red border around the entire badge. I have to assume that means there are a lot of places in this building I’m not supposed to be.




    The ride up to the forty-sixth floor is surprisingly fast and quite silent. Alone in the elevator, I can almost see my reflection in the glossy marble of the wall, and I try to smooth my hair and blot the little beads of sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. I’m glad I’m early—I’ll have plenty of time to find a bathroom and make myself a touch more presentable before I meet the other new recruits.




    There’s a sign where the elevator bank meets the hallway that reads:




    Genesis Life Systems


    Research Assistant Orientation:


    Room 46D




    It’s printed on glossy orange poster board with the Garrison logo printed lightly in navy blue every six inches or so like a watermark. I follow the arrow pointing left down the hallway, and I’m happy to find a ladies room just a few doors down. Looking at my reflection, I wonder how my hair can possibly look both flat and frizzy at the same time. After help from my very girlie college roommate, I’m actually surprisingly capable of blow-drying my hair to look halfway decent, but apparently I missed the lesson on managing humidity. I fish an elastic out of my purse and pull it into a loose bun.




    I’m not wearing much makeup—I almost never do—just my regular mascara and a little brown eye shadow, so there’s not much to touch up, but I do pull an almost-never-used nude lip gloss out of my bag and swipe a layer on. The added bit of shine makes me feel a lot more made-up and a little out of my element, but this is my first day, so I should try to make a good impression. I still have some time before orientation starts at 8:30, so I get out my phone and check my email. There’s a brief note wishing me good luck on my first day from my mom. This does give me just a tiny bit more confidence, so I take one last look in the mirror and head out into the hall.




    Room 46d has a podium at the front and four rows of tables, each with eight chairs. In front of each chair is a stack of folders and books—all orange and blue, lest we forget which company we work for already—and a folded name card including university and major. I find mine in the third row.




    Charlotte Kane


    Harvard University


    Biomedical Engineering




    I’m the only one in the room, so I hang my purse on the back of my chair and start rifling through the orientation material. It’s pretty dry stuff—a big packet of HR material about benefits and such, a single sheet of information about my lab placement, and two spiral bound books: the Garrison Holdings Code of Conduct and the Genesis Life Systems Manual of Policies and Procedures. They’re each close to an inch thick.




    I’m hoping the rulebooks are just for reference when I hear the door open at the back of the room. Two guys walk in, both in suits with badges around their necks like mine. One of them is pretty cute. They both smile and walk toward me. When we shake hands, the cute one holds my hand just a moment longer than seems natural.




    “Kyle Harris,” he says, glancing at my ID. “Nice to meet you, Charlotte.” He holds my gaze a little longer than is comfortable. Is he flirting with me?




    While I’m still an absolute tomboy and nerd at heart, over the course of college I made somewhat of a transition to at least look like a girl. More or less appalled with my baggy jeans, sweatshirts, and constant ponytail, my roommate insisted I start to buy clothes that fit and learn to apply make-up. She wore me down, and by the end of college, I actually enjoyed looking a little feminine. I’m still not used to being noticed, though, and my first assumption tends to be that guys are just being awkward or friendly. My best friend, Maddie, says my flirt-dar is all screwed up.




    I don’t have much time to wonder if Kyle is flirting with me before the door opens again and several more new recruits come in. Before long, the room is full, and a thin woman in her mid-thirties heads to the podium and asks us to take our seats. I hadn’t noticed that the name card next to mine is Kyle’s; he gives me a quick smile as he slides into his chair. His eyes are bright, and I notice his shoulders are broad and square when he shimmies out of his suit jacket. I debate doing the same, but the thought that I might still have a sweat stain on the back of my button-up stops me.




    The human resources woman introduces the first speaker, a gray-haired guy named Jack Green. When he takes the podium, I realize where I’ve seen him before. He’s the president of Genesis, and he’s on the news from time to time whenever there’s a significant new product or drug from the company, or any kind of controversy. Most recently I’ve seen him talking about a highly anticipated obesity drug scheduled to hit the market next year. I think he was interviewed by Anderson Cooper.




    I’m oddly star-struck for a brief moment—Jack Green is no celebrity, but he’s huge in the world of biological sciences, and I certainly wasn’t expecting to be in the same room with him in the first ten minutes of my career. He starts out by telling us about his first day at Genesis, in the research assistant program forty-two years ago when there were just two recruits each year. His spiel is a little cheesy, and I’m sure he gives the same talk every year, but I can’t help being a little excited to become part of an organization that has made so many important advancements.




    After several more speakers and just before noon, the HR woman steps back up to the podium and informs us that we’ll be served lunch on the top floor of the building—the Garrison Holdings executive floor. The Garrison is the tallest building in Philly, and I look forward to seeing the view as we pile into the elevators.




    Kyle walks with me the whole way, asking what I thought of the speakers and what I know about the lab I’ll be joining.




    “Not much, just that it’s Pod F and the name of my manager. Isn’t that what your orientation material had?”




    He pauses. “Well, yes, I’m Pod D, but my manager also called me two weeks ago to introduce himself and tell me about the work going on in his lab. He sent me some papers to read to prepare.” Kyle must be able to read on my face that this is worrisome to me. “Maybe my boss is just an overachiever or a micromanager,” he adds quickly. “I’m sure yours will go over everything with you when we get into the labs on Monday.”




    I don’t have much time to think about this because we’re just getting to lunch and I’m distracted by the sign outside the meeting room. Printed, of course, in blue on Garrison orange, with the Garrison logo watermarked all over it.




    Genesis Research Assistants


    Welcome To The Annual Meet-Your-Manager Lunch




    I guess I’ll find out more about my potentially neglectful manager earlier than I thought. I follow the other research assistants into the room, and we find nametags on a table by the door. There are maybe twenty older Genesis employees milling around the room, and within a few minutes, the other RAs have all found their bosses and stand chatting in small groups. I do a second lap, reading every nametag, and then circle back toward the door. There’s one lonely remaining badge.




    Todd Strickland


    Pod F




    Great. Not only did he fail to reach out to me ahead of time, but he hasn’t even bothered to show up at our welcome lunch.
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    The HR woman notices after a few minutes that I’m standing around awkwardly.




    “I’m so sorry, Charlotte. We’re not sure where your manager is at this moment. I’ve sent my assistant down to your lab to try to find him.”




    I nod, unsure of what to do with myself, then walk over to a table with soft drinks and take my time opening and pouring myself a Diet Coke. I hear the HR woman ask everyone to seat themselves, and I’m glad the round tables are large—at least I won’t be sitting alone.




    “Charlotte, come sit with us,” Kyle says, laying his hand on my shoulder from behind. I nod, grateful for the distraction, and follow him over to a table.




    He introduces me to his manager and makes a real effort to involve me in the conversation as we work on our appetizer salads. It’s sweet of him to try to make me comfortable, and it’s definitely nice to have an ally so early on. A cute ally.




    As I take my last bite of some fancy baby green, I notice there’s a tiny blue Garrison logo in the center of my plate. Even the china in the executive meeting room is Garrison branded. Kyle still has a few bites left, and I point it out to him as he finishes up. He rolls his eyes and giggles quietly.




    “Tomorrow’s orientation activity,” he whispers, mimicking the buttoned-up effect of our HR leader, “includes the mandatory Garrison tattoo. Please select a butt cheek this evening, and I advise you to bring along a topical anesthetic if you so choose.”




    I’ve just taken a sip of my soda, and I almost snort it out my nose. I’m still laughing when I notice Kyle look over my head toward the door.




    A bedraggled middle-aged man is pinning a nametag to his shirt. He’s still wearing a lab coat—a wrinkled and stained lab coat—and thin, mousy hair sticks up all over his head. It looks like he’s been in the same clothes for days. All of the other managers have worn suits for the occasion.




    He stands looking confused for a moment before the HR woman escorts him over to my table. The seat next to me is empty, and I stand uncomfortably to introduce myself. For a moment, I have a glimmer of hope that he’s one of those oblivious geniuses so immersed in his work that he doesn’t have room in his brain for understanding social norms or operating on a regular schedule. I could learn a lot—I had a professor like that in college, and he was tough, but I got a ton out of his fluid dynamics course.




    “I’m Charlotte Kane,” I say, holding out my hand. “Your new research assistant. Nice to meet you.”




    “Todd Strickland,” he says with a brief, clammy handshake. “I know who you are.”




    He sits abruptly in the seat next to me. I’d have expected an apology at least, but the servers have just set our entrées down, and Strickland picks up his fork and digs in immediately.




    The conversation is awkward. I ask a few questions about the lab, but Strickland gives curt answers, like he really doesn’t have any interest in whether I even know what the lab does. After a halting five minutes or so, he takes the napkin from his lap and drops it on the Garrison-stamped plate. I’m maybe half done.




    “Charlotte, I have to get back to the lab. Come in Monday morning ready to work.” With that, Strickland stands up and walks out of the room.


  




  

    July 9th




    I HAVE NERVOUS JITTERS Monday morning when I make my way to my lab station on the forty-seventh floor for the first time. Five minutes after I arrive, Strickland walks in carrying a vat of Starbucks and looking even more disheveled and cranky than he did at the manager lunch. I hope this isn’t how he is every morning.




    “How much experience do you have running tests on blood samples?” he asks me. “Oh, welcome to the lab.” His greeting sounds like a forced afterthought.




    My heart sinks a little.




    “Um, not a ton,” I say. “We did a few blood tests in my cell biology course, but most of the electives I took were in medical robotics.”




    Literally the first question my boss asks me, and my answer is disappointing. Strickland looks a little irritated, and I already want to crawl under my lab bench.




    “You’ll have to learn fast. We have a lot of samples to get through today.” He turns and walks away, gesturing for me to follow. He then removes a rack of test tubes from the bank of glass-doored refrigerators behind his station. The tubes of blood look almost black under the lab’s fluorescent lights.




    “Watch me first, then ask questions,” he says and then explains what we’ll be testing for.




    What Strickland shows me seems pretty straightforward. After five minutes or so, when he’s done dipping test strips and making slides to send to the micro lab, among other things, he looks up at me.




    I don’t really have any questions about the procedure. It’s maybe fifteen steps or so, but none of them seem particularly complicated, and I’ve written each one down in my notebook. I’m fairly certain I could replicate it already.




    “What’s this study about?” I ask. “What are we looking for in the results?”




    Strickland again looks a bit irritated, like I’m wasting his time with silly questions. I’m self-conscious for a moment, but he can’t possibly fault me for being interested in the work.




    “It’s a drug study,” he says, “a drug Genesis is hoping will improve liver function. We’re looking to see if it does, in fact, improve liver function.” There’s a condescending edge to his voice, which really doesn’t sit well with me.




    I take a deep breath. I am definitely not going to get into it with my boss on my very first day in the lab.




    “Why don’t you try this one.” He hands me a tube of blood, effectively dismissing my interest in the actual study. “I need to know you’ll be able to handle the rest of these today. I have to do some work on another study—a confidential one.” Again, there’s that edge, like he wants it very clear that he has far more important things to do than help me learn on my first day.




    I breeze through the procedure, recording the results on the station laptop precisely as he showed me, and I know I’ve done well. Strickland nods.




    “I’ll be in my office. If you need me, knock loud.” He walks away without another word.




    A “good job” would have been nice.
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    I finish the rack of blood around lunchtime. For the first few samples, I still had to pay attention, but since the fourth or fifth one, I was basically on autopilot. Getting through the remaining sixty or so tubes was one of the most excruciatingly boring things I’ve done, even with my headphones blaring Lady Gaga.




    Just as I’m starting to panic a bit that I’ve made a big mistake in taking this job, someone taps me on the shoulder.




    “Hi,” says a redheaded girl who looks a few years older than me. “Charlotte, right? I’m Hannah.” She reaches out to shake my hand. Her hair is pulled back, and she has no makeup on, but she’s unobtrusively pretty in a way that makes me think she must be a real knockout done up. She has kind eyes and is smiling at me.




    “Looks like you’ve had a pretty exciting morning,” she says. “Strickland isn’t exactly the most welcoming boss in the world, is he? Come on, I’ll take you to lunch.”




    I nod. I could use a break before going back to Strickland for my next task, and my stomach is grumbling. Wouldn’t hurt to have a friendly face or two in the lab either.




    On our walk to Potbelly Sandwich Shop, Hannah tells me she’s been at Genesis for five years. She started out in the research assistant program like me and was promoted after two years to researcher, which from what I’ve gathered is pretty fast. Kyle told me last week that only about a quarter of the research assistants get promoted after two years, about half after three, and then the rest either get fired or moved to another division within Garrison. So, we’re basically in direct competition with each other. I don’t find this surprising, but it is a little nerve-racking, especially given that my incoming recruit class seems pretty academically competitive.




    “How do they decide who gets promoted after two years?” I ask Hannah once we’re seated with our sandwiches. My turkey and cheddar on a whole grain roll hits the spot, and I take a long drink from my bathtub of Diet Coke, which I hope will be enough to keep me awake through the afternoon.




    “They say they look at your progress in the lab, but since it’s not like research assistants are getting their names on any papers or anything, I think it’s really more about the review you get from your manager.”




    So Strickland, who already dislikes me, will decide my fate after two years. If I even make it that long.




    Worry must show on my face, because Hannah holds up her hand and continues. “I know, he seems like a real hard-ass, but he’s actually pretty fair to his researchers. I thought he hated me for at least a year, but everybody thinks that with him. I’m pretty sure every RA he’s had has been promoted after two years.”




    That’s a bit of a relief to hear, but now I have to worry about being the first to break the streak.




    Most of the rest of our lunch is spent getting to know each other. Hannah has been married for about a year to her college sweetheart, an architect who works at a nearby firm. They live in the Art Museum district and have a rescue shepherd mix named Lola. My enthusiastic jealousy over their having a dog seems to win her over. She’s down-to-earth and sweet, and I hope she’ll be a friend to me at work.




    I’m feeling a little more optimistic about my job by the time I get back to my lab station. Strickland’s door is still closed, so I head over and knock. I wait a few seconds, and he doesn’t answer. I assume he’s at lunch and am about to head back to my station when I hear a faint banging from inside his office, like he’s moving chairs around. It sounds like a door slams, and a moment later, the office door swings open in front of me. Strickland looks irritated again, like he was in the middle of something. I’m momentarily thrown off.




    “Hi, Todd. Uh, sorry to bother you, but I finished the blood tests from this morning and wanted to know what to work on next.”




    A surprised look crosses his face. “You finished already?” His eyes dart to my lab station and then back at me. “Ah,” he says. “You finished the first rack.” He glances at the clock. “Still not bad. The rest are in there.”




    He points at the glass refrigerator behind his station. My heart sinks. There must be at least ten more racks.




    “Try not to bother me until you’ve finished the rest,” Strickland says matter-of-factly and closes the door in my face.


  




  

    July 16th




    “STARTING WEDNESDAY,” Strickland says as soon as he sees me the following Monday morning, “we’re going to have a lot of subjects coming through here, and I’ll need your help taking and organizing all the samples. We’ll analyze them starting next week.”




    He doesn’t waste any time with the typical pleasantries, but my being involved with actual subjects is good news, I think. At least I will have a break from running tests.




    “Which study are the subjects from?” I ask. I might as well read up on it so I don’t sound like an idiot if any of them ask me questions.




    “I find it most efficient to have designated sample-taking days, so they are from several different studies. This week, we’ll be busier than usual. We have all our monthly subjects coming in as well as our bi-annuals. I guess you got lucky, lots of practice.” Strickland turns. “Follow me.”




    It dawns on me that tons of subjects this week means days and days of busywork running all of the tests next week. I’m not sure I’d call it luck, but I am sure I’ll be an expert by the end of it.




    The subject reception area looks like the waiting room of a doctor’s office. There are a bunch of chairs gathered in twos and threes and little side tables in between, each with a neat pile of magazines.




    Strickland sits down at one of the computer stations on the reception desk and motions for me to pull up a chair. Behind us is the door to the sample-taking rooms, four little exam rooms off a short corridor. At the end of the corridor is the door back to our lab.




    Strickland shows me how to pull up the subject calendar on the computer.




    “When a subject comes in and tells you his name, first ask to see an ID, and then find him on the calendar. Click the ‘checked in’ box here, and then double-click on his name.” He clicks on a subject scheduled for Wednesday and pulls up his file. “We’ll print all these out too, so we don’t have to do it day of. Actually, you can do that. Make sure it’s done Tuesday night before you go home.”




    Great. A printing job. Aren’t there assistants for that? I nod and jot myself a reminder in my notebook.




    “Why do we have to check IDs?” I ask. “Who would fake being a subject?”




    Strickland nods. “I know, for most of the studies it seems pretty unnecessary, but we do have a couple of more…sensitive studies, so it’s become company policy. It can get awkward when you’re asking someone you’ve seen every month for two years to see ID, but company policy is company policy.”




    I nod, wondering what all these confidential studies are. Maybe running hundreds of the same test could be slightly more engaging if the study itself were at least interesting.




    Strickland goes on to show me where in the files to find the pertinent information about each subject and which samples need to be taken. It takes the rest of the morning for him to show me all the supplies, how to take each type of sample, and how to do all the office tests. The blood tests are the hardest, but Strickland tells me that his colleague in another lab is doing the same thing and will send over Kyle, his RA, this afternoon so we can practice on each other.




    Awesome. Not only will I have to stick the one cute guy from training over and over with a needle, but unless Kyle happens to be a phlebotomy prodigy, I’m likely to look like a heroin addict by the end of it. I guess it’s better than somehow having to practice on myself, though, and it was actually fairly thoughtful of Strickland to set up. It’s nice to have my boss actually take the time to teach me, but something still seems a little off about him, a little hurried and frazzled.




    “I’ll start out here with you on Wednesday morning, but by mid-morning, hopefully you will be fine on your own. Friday we have some subjects coming in for studies you are not cleared to work on, and some from our longer running studies, so I’ll be in and out.”




    “I actually wanted to ask you about that. What do I need to do to get a higher clearance level and how long does that usually take? I’d be interested in working on more of the studies.”




    Strickland snorts. “I think you’ll have your hands full as is. If I start seeing exceptional work from you, I’ll recommend you be considered for clearance level two. But you should know, some of the studies we run in this lab are much more classified—some you’ll never be able to work on.”




    He sounds a little haughty, like he wants me to think I could never be as important at Genesis as he is. I’m irritated, but I resolve to do a good job this week with the subjects and ask him again in a month or two.


  




  

    July 19th




    IT’S BEEN A NICE CHANGE to be chatting and poking and prodding rather than sitting at my lab station all day, buried in samples of blood and urine.




    By the time Thursday afternoon rolls around, I’ve gotten a little bored with all the small talk, but also quite fast at taking samples. I’ve made it a little game with myself, to see how quickly I can get people in and out. The majority of the subjects on Thursday just need to give two vials of blood and pee in a cup, and my best time so far is seven minutes. Looking at it as a game seems to make the day go a little faster, and I’m really looking forward to getting home. Thursday is reality TV night with Maddie, and we have The Bachelorette and The Real Housewives of Orange County on the DVR. Half the time we just talk over the TV and don’t really watch anyway, but it’s always fun. Way more fun than labeling cups with pee in them and poking subjects with needles.




    It’s 2:57 p.m., and I have eight subjects left—one every fifteen minutes until five o’clock, at which point I’ll need to spend an hour or so picking up and filing. Three more hours; I can handle that. I look at the calendar—Jennifer Champlain should be here in the next few minutes. If I can get her out by 3:06, I tell myself, I’m going to use the extra nine minutes to run downstairs and treat myself to a latte.




    I hear the door to the reception room open and look up from the computer. That is not Jennifer Champlain.




    Walking toward me is pure, distilled masculinity.




    My breath hitches in my throat as my eyes drift over the figure in front of me. A crisp navy suit, cut close and impeccably tailored, drapes elegantly over broad shoulders and hangs from slim hips. The unbuttoned neck of a white dress shirt exposes just a bit of collarbone, two strong slashes across what I can tell is an exquisitely muscled chest. My eyes snag on that little divot between them at the base of his neck, and something small and frantic flutters inside me as a fleeting image of my own tongue dipping into that dent flickers through my mind. I’m near shocked at the direction of my thoughts—all of this and I haven’t even made my way to his face, so mesmerized am I by his all-but-tangible virility.




    I almost wince as I allow my eyes up to his face.




    He is absolutely devastating.




    I’m a sucker for bone structure, and his is like none I’ve ever seen. High cheekbones are just a touch wider than his heavy jaw, both so strong I wouldn’t be surprised if they were reinforced with steel. He doesn’t quite have dimples, just a bit of hollowness to his cheeks that only serves to emphasize the flawless wide line of his mouth. His nose is ruler straight but not too narrow or sharp; just a trace of cleft mars the tip.




    Everything about his face is strong and purposeful—he’s been drawn with a Sharpie and everyone else with a pencil. My heart beats in my ears.




    But it’s when his ice-blue gaze fixes on mine that the rest of my field of vision darkens and blurs, like I’ve dialed the brightness on my laptop all the way down in full sunlight. For a second there’s something distant, maybe even sad in his deep-set, almost aqua eyes. Then he blinks, and when his eyes reopen, something is different. They’re somehow softer, the glimpse of melancholy suddenly evaporated. And though he hasn’t moved, I swear the space between us is shrinking. With my feet planted firmly on the ground, I’m still floating toward him, unable to keep a comfortable distance between us.




    I’m not usually one to get tongue-tied around good-looking men; I think an entire childhood playing ball and riding bikes with the boys has left me pretty unintimidated by the opposite sex. But as this man stares me down across the desk, the thought does cross my mind that I may not be able to speak at all. I use every ounce of willpower in my being to tear my eyes from his and look down at the computer in a vain attempt to distract myself. I check the next slot in the calendar, thinking maybe he’s just early, but it’s another woman due at 3:15. I look back up.




    “Warm one out there today, huh?” he says to me, his voice low and resonant with just a hint of roughness. It’s the kind of voice that could make a mediocre-looking man hot, and on this specimen, it’s nearly ridiculous and hits me like a fist to the gut.




    He begins to remove his suit jacket. This man undressing in my presence is not going to make it any easier to speak, and an unexpected image of him removing a lot more than his jacket pops into my head.




    “Yeah, the humidity is a killer,” I manage and immediately wish I’d come up with something better. Short, light brown hair—or maybe it’s a dark blondish red—frames his perfectly proportioned face. It’s just long enough to be a little mussed up, and I can’t tell whether the bit of messiness is purposeful or not. Whatever it is, it’s disastrously hot. Despite his striking appearance and the paralyzing effect he seems to have on my brain, he doesn’t have the air of a guy who spends a lot of time in front of the mirror. Before I can think of something else to say, he extends his hand to me over the reception desk.




    “Owen Becker,” he says. “You must be new. I’m sure I’d have remembered seeing you here before.”




    His eyes lock on mine again, and a slight smile crosses his lips. Is he flirting with me? No. Sexy and friendly are not mutually exclusive; he’s just being nice. Plus he’s a subject. I don’t remember too much of the Genesis policy manual in great detail, but one rule definitely stuck out in my mind.




    Genesis Life Systems Policy #38: A Genesis researcher may not date a subject of a study from his or her lab pod. Should a researcher begin a relationship with a subject, he or she will be immediately removed from that study. Any inappropriate behavior by a researcher toward a subject could qualify as grounds for termination with cause.




    I thought it seemed unnecessarily strict, given that the extent of researcher/subject contact seems to consist entirely of brief, periodic appointments, maybe a needle stick or two, and a little bit of small talk. But this is my first real job, and I have no excuse not to follow the rules.




    I realize after a moment that I’ve gone way too far down this path anyway. A good-looking subject walking into the lab and introducing himself is no reason for me to start worrying about company dating policy—“good-looking” being the understatement of the year. I suppose I don’t have a great sense of what league I’m in, but I’m pretty sure he’s out of it.




    “Charlotte Kane,” I say, taking his outstretched hand. A tiny but searing current of electricity buzzes through me when my skin touches his. His lips part almost imperceptibly, and some hopeful part of me wonders if he felt the same thing. His hands are big, his handshake warm and firm. “You’re right. I’m the new research assistant. I’ve been here about two weeks.”




    I realize I’m not sure how long I’ve been shaking his hand and quickly release my grip. But he holds on just a fraction of a second longer and then lets his fingertips trail lightly over my palm as he pulls his hand away. An unfamiliar wave of something like heat flows downward through my abdomen at the unexpected touch. Did he mean to do that? He hasn’t looked away, his stare unnervingly intense.




    My brain lurches into first gear. I’d better find out why he is here. He’s not in the calendar for today, so either there is a mistake or he’s not a subject. Maybe he’s selling something—that would explain the hot suit and the flirty line. And I don’t recall any Genesis policies on salesmen.




    “Do you have an appointment?” I ask, focusing on the screen to avoid being pulled right over the desk by the odd magnetic power in his gaze. “I don’t see you here in the calendar.”




    “I should be in there for three. Usually Strickland meets me out here.”




    Strange. It seems like Strickland has been more than happy to pass off as much of his work as possible on me, and I can only assume he’s done the same with his other RAs ahead of me.




    “Have you been a subject for a long time?”




    “A while.” He wrinkles his nose, which makes the corners of his eyes crinkle. “I think this year makes twenty-seven.”




    My eyes widen. He looks to be in his mid-thirties. That would mean he’s been coming to Genesis since he was a small child.




    “Twenty-seven years. I didn’t know we even had any studies going on that long.”




    “Lucky me,” Owen says with a hint of a smile, turning up only one corner of his mouth.




    It dawns on me that Strickland said some of the longer-running subjects are due Friday, so I scroll through the calendar to tomorrow. There he is: Owen Becker, 3:00 p.m., July 20. Tomorrow.




    “Ahh, okay,” I say. “Here you are, three o’clock tomorrow.”




    “So strange. I could have sworn the scheduling woman said the nineteenth, but I must have gotten mixed up. I’ll have to rearrange a case meeting tomorrow, but that’s okay. I know you guys are always booked back to back.”




    My stomach tumbles as I realize I don’t want him to leave. He’s off limits as a subject, not that I’d have a chance anyway, but Genesis policy can’t keep me from enjoying his hypnotic presence for a few minutes.




    “Well,” I start, “my three o’clock subject isn’t here yet, and I’ve been running ahead of schedule. I’ll squeeze you in if you like.” Before the words are all the way out of my mouth, I’m wondering if I’m even going to be able to keep my hands steady enough to draw his blood.




    “Could you? That would really be great. And I’d much rather get stuck by you than that old hack.” He smiles. That seems like a line, but for some reason, it sounds almost earnest coming from him.




    “I’m sure you’ll be more fun to stick than my three o’clock anyway.” I’m surprised to hear that come out of my mouth. For me, at least, that’s a little bold.




    His smile broadens slightly, and I notice that his mouth is a touch asymmetrical; he has a strong cupid’s bow, and it’s a little higher on his right side than on his left. I know lots of studies have shown that humans find symmetry to be beautiful, but this small asymmetry somehow makes his face even more masculine.




    “Let me just grab your file, and we can get going.”




    Owen starts to come around the reception desk. He clearly knows where the exam rooms are, but then I realize I’ve been too distracted to follow protocol and ask for his ID.




    “Oh, before we go, can I take a quick look at your ID? I know it’s—”




    “Silly, I know, but company policy,” he says in an uncanny impression of Strickland. “Don’t worry, Strickland has been carding me for fifteen years. At least you have the excuse of having only just met me.”




    He hands me his ID. I take a moment to note that he’s thirty-four, and he lives on Rittenhouse Square, which is one of the nicest places in Philly. The bit of boldness sweeps through me again. “You must be very photogenic. You even look good on your driver’s license.”




    Owen bites his lip, and there’s that softness in his eyes again when I look back up at him. As I hand him back the card, the afternoon sun streaming in from the windows catches something on his hand, and I see a glint of gold. A ring. My stomach sinks, and I want to kick myself immediately for the reaction. There does seem to be a spark—I wonder briefly if this is what people mean when they talk about chemistry—but he’s a subject, so it really doesn’t matter if he’s married or not. He’s off-limits either way. Maybe I’m reading into it and he’s not even really flirting with me in the first place; I’m certainly not known for reading these things well. But I don’t really want to give up the fantasy that this perfect man could be interested in me. And if he’s married, either he’s interested and not perfect, or he’s not interested.




    I watch his hands as he puts the card in his wallet. My heart basically leaps into my throat when I realize I was too distracted by this Owen Becker’s charm to notice which hand it was on. On further inspection, it’s some sort of class ring, and it’s on his right hand. His left hand is clean.




    He catches me staring.




    “Is…is that your class ring?” I’m not sure if that’s a weird question, but I felt like I had to say something about his hands that wasn’t Thank God you’re not married.




    “My dad’s, actually. I’ve been wearing this ring since my hands got big enough to keep it from falling off.” He spreads his fingers and looks thoughtfully at the ring. It certainly means something to him.




    “Can I see?”




    He holds out his hand to me, and rather than just lean forward to look, I take it and hold it closer to my face. The electricity tingles through my forearm again as my skin touches his. My heart pounds against my ribcage, and his eyes burn into me as I inspect the ring, noticing his long fingers and cleanly clipped nails.




    Just then, I hear the door to the reception area open, and a woman in her forties walks in. I’m still holding his hand and give him an embarrassed smile as I release it. But he doesn’t pull his hand back right away, and he looks at me steadily. Like he doesn’t care if someone sees him holding my hand.




    “Hi, Jennifer?” I call to the woman. She nods. “We’re running a little late, but I should be able to get to you in ten or fifteen minutes. I’m sorry, I hope that’s not too much of an inconvenience.”




    “No problem,” she says, settling into a chair by the windows and pulling a Kindle out of her purse.




    The short distraction of greeting my real three o’clock is enough to briefly stop the runaway train of sexy-older-man fantasy barreling through my head. He’s still a subject. Given that he’s about a thousand miles out of my league, it’s probably not going to be company rules that keep us apart, but my stomach still sinks a little when I remind myself of the very explicit Policy #38. I resolve to enjoy the ten minutes or so I’ll have in his presence and move on.




    I look back at Owen, and he leans toward me like he’s going to say something. I instinctively lean in as well, and when our faces are just a few inches apart, he whispers, “I’m definitely more fun than your three o’clock.” He doesn’t smile. His look is serious—sexy—and I’m struck again by that floating sensation that threatens to pull me right into him. Then his eyes wander down my face and stop for a few seconds on my mouth. Is he thinking about kissing me? That can’t happen. Yet I indulge in a split second of thinking about what his mouth would feel like on mine before I straighten.




    “Let’s find that file and get started,” I say quietly, turning toward the file cabinets against the wall and steeling myself with a deep breath. I’ve left all the printed summaries for Friday’s subjects at my lab station, but the information should be in his paper file too. I find it quickly and pull it out of the cabinet. It’s light. Opening the manila folder, I flip through the few papers inside. There’s a list of samples needed and tests to run, like would be on a typical subject summary, but none of the information about the study. Very odd. The other few pages are Owen’s results from last month. Wow, they really test him for everything.




    “Shall we?” I say to him, and he picks his suit jacket up off the counter and comes around to the other side of the desk. Physical proximity seems to amplify his magnetic draw, and the hair on my arms stands on end as he gets closer to me. My nerves hum.




    “After you,” he says, then follows me through the door.




    I have the file open as I walk back toward the exam rooms, and it’s astounding how many samples they take from this guy. Ten vials of blood, urine, hair, fingernails, a skin scrape, and a cheek swab, to name a few. I’m about to take him into the first exam room when the door at the end of the corridor opens and Strickland strides in from the lab. He looks from me to Owen and back to me, and he does not look pleased.




    “Owen—hi—what are you doing here? And Charlotte, what are you doing with him?” His eyes burn into me, and he snatches Owen’s file out of my hand like I’m a child caught stealing candy.




    “Owen’s appointment time got mixed up, so I’m squeezing him in between the other subjects,” I say. “I didn’t want him to have to make another trip.” Somehow it feels like I’m being caught red-handed, when, really, from Strickland’s perspective at least, I’m just trying to do the right thing for the subject. I don’t think he’d be pleased about the flirting, but unless he has a security camera in the reception room, all he has seen is me bringing Owen to one of the exam rooms to take his samples.




    Strickland turns to Owen. “Owen, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to come back tomorrow. Charlotte is not cleared to work on your study. I’m the only one that can take your samples, and unfortunately I have to run to a meeting right now. Sorry for the mix-up.” He sounds like it’s taking a lot of effort to keep his voice at a normal volume.




    Owen looks at me and then back at Strickland. “Todd, it’s just taking blood and yanking out a hair or two. I’m sure Charlotte is cleared for that.” The heat of his quick glance flashes across my skin.




    Strickland looks annoyed, and his face flushes slightly. “Owen, I know it’s a pain to come back, but I really can’t let her. It’s—”




    “Company policy,” Owen says, “I know. Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He turns to me, and once again I’m snared by those deep-set eyes. “Charlotte, it was lovely meeting you.” He holds my gaze for a few moments—long enough that I’m sure Strickland notices—and then blinks away the magnetic pull, nods, and heads for the door.




    “You too.”
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    Strickland is pissed. After the door closes behind Owen, he turns to me, and his face is red with anger.




    “Charlotte, what the hell do you think you’re doing? I told you that you couldn’t work on the higher-clearance studies. You could get fired for this. Hell, I could get fired for this.” Is he serious? How could this possibly be that big a deal?




    “Todd, I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was restricted. I didn’t see anything; there’s almost nothing in his file,” I say, doing my best to keep my voice even and calm despite the nerves trying to close my throat.




    “Did you not notice when you clicked on his name in the calendar that it was security protected? You saw that it was restricted, and then you still went digging for the paper file?” He might even be getting angrier.




    “No, no, no.” I hold up a hand in protest. “I never clicked on his file. I didn’t have the printouts for Friday with me at the desk, so I thought it would be faster to just pull the paper file than wait for the summary to print out. Since I was trying to be accommodating and squeeze him in, I wanted to be efficient.” I suppose that last part is not entirely true, since I would have stood there flirting with him at the desk indefinitely, I think, had the next subject not shown up.




    “It sure looked like you were trying to be accommodating,” Strickland says, and there’s a mean focus in his eyes for a moment before he takes a breath and seems to calm himself.




    But now I’m angry. That sounded accusatory and gross. The last thing I need is my boss accusing me of violating company policy in my first two weeks. I might have thought things that were wildly indecent, but what actually happened was harmless flirting, and I know I didn’t actually do anything wrong.




    “What is that supposed to mean?” I demand. Reminding myself that a screaming match with my boss is probably not a great idea, however, I resolve to choose my words carefully from here on out.




    But he backs down. “Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean anything.” He’s lying, but at least he apologized. “Just…If any subject comes in at the wrong time, you call me before you go changing anything around. And Owen Becker is off limits. I’ve been working on his case for fifteen years, and I will not have it compromised by your carelessness.” He doesn’t even look at me, and before I can say anything else, he turns and stomps back to the lab.
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    The rest of my subjects run pretty smoothly on Thursday, though by the end of the day, I do worry that I’ve been rudely quiet. I’ve played through my entire interaction with Owen in my head at least ten times, picking apart each flirty moment over and over. Does he have that same arresting effect on every woman he meets? I determine that either he’s a very well-practiced flirt or he really was intrigued by me in some way and didn’t feel the need to hide it at all. I just didn’t get the sense he was playing with me.




    I am dying to know about him, but I’m not sure how to find out more. I certainly can’t look in his file. If Strickland caught me anywhere near it, I’m sure I’d be out on my ass in minutes. How quickly Strickland snapped about the whole thing does make me wonder, though, if there’s something significant about Owen’s study. His reaction didn’t seem like one that was entirely based on “company policy”—he was really mad, like how I’d expect him to be if he thought I had almost caught him doing something shady. Strickland does seem like a bit of a loose cannon, though. Maybe I’m just being paranoid.




    By the time I pack my stuff up at the end of the day, I’ve determined that, if nothing else, I’ll at least try to run into Owen tomorrow when he’s back for his appointment. I’ll have to avoid Strickland, but maybe I can catch Owen on the way in or out. I don’t know what I’ll gain by seeing him again since it would be against the rules to ask him for his number, even if I were the kind of girl who had the balls to do that sort of thing. Which historically I haven’t been. But I’m just so drawn to him, like I’d be powerless to pass up even a few more moments in his presence.




    A few of the other RAs in my program have planned to have drinks after work, and I’m glad they’ve invited me. I could really use the distraction. The gorgeous and unattainable stranger plus my little run-in with Strickland have me a little shaken. I walk the two blocks to the bar after hanging up my lab coat for the night and find my colleagues with nearly empty glasses.




    Kyle sees me coming and opens his arms wide for a hug. I’m not one of those people who claim to be “not a hugger” or anything, but I’m also not sure that I should be on hugging terms with Kyle at this point. Maybe he’s not on his first drink, or maybe he thinks repeatedly sticking me with a needle has brought us closer. It does occur to me that if I wasn’t so completely taken with the subject from the afternoon, I might even be excited about the attention from the cute guy in my program. Regardless, I don’t want it to be awkward, so I give him a quick hug and then say hi to the other RAs. Those three—two guys and an otherwise very shy girl—are already talking loudly and laughing. Maybe they’ve all been here for a while.




    “When did you guys get here?” I ask. “Maybe I need to find a new lab, seems like you’re having more fun.”




    “I think you need to catch up.” Kyle puts his arm around my shoulders. “What can I get you?”




    Maybe this is just his manner outside of work, I tell myself. But after a half hour or so, I do notice he seems to focus all of his attention on me and ignore the rest of the group. I like Kyle—he’s super smart, has a bit of a deadpan sense of humor that I appreciate, and he’s definitely cute. Not lose-the-ability-to-speak cute, but cute nonetheless. So, after my first drink and a half, when I’ve loosened up a bit, some of my natural shyness wears away and I think maybe I don’t really mind the attention. It’s certainly not something I’m used to; I had a boyfriend pretty much as soon as I turned into a girl in college, and I’ve only been single for a few months since he and I broke up. I tell myself that Kyle is a good catch and that I should be excited he’s infatuated with me, but all I can think about, even after two strong margaritas, is the sexy stranger with the arresting stare.




    I hope Kyle doesn’t ask me out tonight. I have the guiltiest conscience imaginable and wouldn’t feel right saying yes when I’ve spent half the day going over and over how I will “accidentally” run into Owen tomorrow. I do—or at least did—have a little crush on Kyle, but if something is going to start between us, I want to be excited about it. I think I could be at some point, but right now it would seem like settling, which certainly isn’t fair to him. Perhaps leading the conversation back to work will make it a little tougher for him to find an opening to ask me out. We’ve been talking about movies, and even I can tell it would be a perfect opportunity for him to suggest a movie date. Maybe he’s not as smart as I think, though, or maybe my head is so in the clouds after meeting Owen that I’m completely misinterpreting Kyle’s signals.




    “So,” I say when there’s a lull in the conversation, “how have your sample collections been going? I’ve had almost fifty in the past two days, and if I never see a cup of urine again, I’d be a happy girl.”




    Kyle laughs. “They’ve been okay. I’ve had maybe twenty-five, and I only had to ask my boss for help finding a vein on one of them, so I figure that’s not bad. Thanks for helping me practice.”




    “No, thank you. I was super nervous for the first few. I have no idea what I would have done if we hadn’t practiced. Probably get arrested for inadvertently killing a patient with a thousand tiny needle wounds.”




    “Let me see your arm.” He takes my hand in one of his and turns it over so he can see the inside of my elbow. There are still a few marks, but they’re just little pinpricks now. He runs his fingers over the inside of my elbow. “Glad I didn’t do too much damage. Looks like you’ll pull through.”




    I laugh and take my hand back. Maybe my plan to bore him out of asking me out isn’t working. Another question occurs to me. “Does your boss run any confidential studies? We had a subject come in at the wrong time today, so I tried to squeeze him in. Turned out he was from a confidential study, and Strickland flipped the F out.” My stomach twists just mentioning Owen in this innocuous way.




    “Not that I know of. My boss seems pretty straightforward. I will say, though, he thinks Strickland is a raging douche bag, so maybe flipping the F out is just the normal course of business.”




    People must really dislike Strickland if other researchers are willing to talk to their research assistants about him after less than two weeks. He could be right, though—Strickland is a weird guy. Maybe it didn’t really have anything to do with Owen after all.




    After a few more minutes of chatting, I manage to excuse myself tactfully, leave some money on the bar for my drinks, and I’m out the door before Kyle has a chance to say anything other than “See you at work.”




    I enjoy the warm evening air on my walk home. I can’t remember if Maddie said she’d be home tonight or not, and I cross my fingers that she’s there. There’s nobody else who would indulge me in, let alone enjoy, a play-by-play analysis of a ten-minute, mildly flirty conversation that really didn’t lead to anything other than my complete fascination with a man I may well never see again.




    It’s about nine o’clock when I walk into my apartment, and I can hear Maddie’s computer. She must be watching a DVD in her room.




    “Madison Williams, get your butt out here. Today I met the perfect man, and we need to discuss.”
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