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Dedicated to any twenty-something who is worried she’s about to fuck up her life.

 


Chapter 1: A Rope Untwisted
 


 

I walked into class in a confusing state of happiness and dread. On the one hand, I was excited about the guest lecturer and what he had to say about parental attachment. On another, I didn’t want to face Henry and the way he whispered and snickered about me to his buddies. And on yet another hand, I was worried that my pants were a little too white for the underwear I had put on that morning.

It was a rough way to start my third semester as a neuroscience grad student.

I slid into the back of the class, hoping not to draw attention to myself as I took out my laptop and prepared to take notes. Normally I wouldn't have kept such an intentional low profile in a class I excelled in, but Henry made me uncomfortable. I'd agreed to go on one date with him in our first semester of our Master’s program. He’d been in my Molecular Neuroscience lecture and he was cute, so I figured it couldn't hurt. It had been a boring date, and in an effort to avoid that end-of-date awkwardness, I made out with him and let him grope me a little. Mind you, this is grad school, not sixth grade, so it should not have been a big deal. But the next week I find I've got this reputation in my graduate cohort for being easy, which isn't me at all.

After settling into my seat, I looked around the lecture hall in every direction besides Henry’s. I’d seen a cute girl I didn’t recognize from previous semesters in the few classes we’d had already and wondered if she was here yet. There weren’t many girls in the Neuro program, so we tended to notice each other just as much as the boys did. The fact that the other girl was attractive was even more of a pleasant surprise. But as I tried to casually ignore the discomfort Henry’s presence drew out in me, I didn’t see her anywhere.

It wasn’t as if I’d go up and introduce myself without a reason if she’d been there. I’d have to come up with a reason to talk to her, and short of asking her if my pants were indeed too see-through, there wasn’t a reason I could think of that wouldn’t seem forced. It’s hard enough to find ways to make new friends, let alone scope out if the only other girl in the room also likes girls when every man in the room is sizing her up for himself. Besides, ever since the debacle with Henry, I’d sworn off dating anyone in my program.

I sighed, thinking it was awfully early in my life to give up on dating and sex. It wasn’t a permanent giving-up, just until I was in a different situation where my life didn’t revolve around class and studying and navigating the obstacle course of being in a male-dominated field. As soon as I got out, I’d find myself a nice boyfriend or girlfriend and be much happier.

I dreamed about what it would be like to wake up next to someone you actually liked having sex with and make pancakes together in your underwear before going out for a hike or a drive down the coast. I was eager to get to that future. But at the moment, it seemed my decisions regarding school and dating weren’t bringing me closer to that future.

I was jolted out of my thoughts by the entrance of a man dressed in a nice suit carrying a leather briefcase. He was handsome. Like, movie star handsome. He was clean-cut with a hint of a five-o'clock shadow on his strong jaw line. Judging by the way he walked to the front of the room and began organizing papers, I figured he was our guest lecturer.

For the next ninety minutes, I couldn't take my eyes off him. With a Don Draper level of smoothness and charisma, he mesmerized the rows of students with his poise and knowledge of neuroscience. I barely took notes, certain I would remember everything this gorgeous man had to say. It was the most enjoyable class I’d had in years, and by the time I packed up my laptop, I’d forgotten all about Henry and my too-thin pants.

And when he happened to be the only person in the elevator with me after class, I racked my brain for something friendly to say. The door slid closed and I cleared my throat.

"That was a great lecture, Dr. Turner."

He bobbed his head once, hands folded around the handle of his briefcase in front of him. "I'm glad you enjoyed it."

As we rode down in silence, I noticed some chalk on his shoulder. "You have some--some dust on your jacket," I stammered, gingerly brushing his shoulder.

Dr. Turner looked at his shoulder and finished dusting it off.

"Thank you." He flashed me a smile as the bell dinged, signaling we had reached the ground floor. He gave me a polite nod before stepping out into the foyer of the building.

I saw something flutter from his pocket.

"Dr. Turner," I called after him. "You dropped something."

Dr. Turner turned around as I bent to pick up a twenty-dollar bill. I looked at him through my lashes as I stood up and offered the bill to him.

"Thank you," he said, contemplating me in the different light of the building lobby. "Most people wouldn't be so honest."

I shrugged, still holding out the twenty. "It's not my money."

Dr. Turner studied my face for a moment before taking the money from my hand.

"I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name earlier."

"Riley."

He nodded, squinting for a moment as he studied me. His eyes flickered up and down.

"Would you like to have a drink with me tomorrow night?"

I could feel my face grow warm and I was sure I was blushing a little. I tried not to seem too eager. "Sure."

He held up his phone with an expectant smile and I recited my number dutifully. When he was done programming it in, he tucked his phone back into his pocket and left without saying anything else.

 

 


 

 

I was so preoccupied with my phone, I almost didn't notice that Dr. Turner happened to be the only other person in the elevator with me after class. As we sank towards the lobby, I was aware my time for conversation was running out.

"How did you become interested in neuroscience's role in attachment?" I asked, opting for academic discussion, which was always safest.

Dr. Turner looked at me with a polite smile. I doubt he recognized me from the lecture he'd just given. "When I was at Cal I connected with a professor who was doing some of the primary studies on neuroscience and attachment. I liked that it was uncharted territory and asked if I could help with his research, and it just went from there."

He was so suave and casual about it.

"That must have been exciting. Your current work sounds fascinating, too. I liked that you gave focus to paternal attachment in your presentation; everyone focuses on the mother."

Dr. Turner flashed me a tight-lipped smile as the bell dinged, signaling we had reached the ground floor, and my opportunity to talk to him was over.

"Thank you." He gave me a polite nod before stepping out into the foyer of the building.

I saw something flutter from his pocket.

"Oh, Dr. Turner," I called. "You dropped something."

Dr. Turner turned around as I bent to pick up a twenty-dollar bill. I looked at him through my lashes as I stood up and offered the bill to him.

"Thank you," he said. "Most people wouldn't be so honest."

I shrugged, still holding out the twenty. "It's not my money."

Dr. Turner studied my face before taking the money from my hand. "Are you in your final semester here?"

I nodded.

"Do you have a plan for after graduation?"

"Not yet."

Dr. Turner reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, handing me his business card. My heart raced. "I have an opening in my lab for an assistant if you'd be interested in interviewing."

I could feel my face grow warm and I was sure I was blushing a little. "Sure... Yeah, definitely!"

Dr. Turner gave me another polite nod and turned to go, leaving me in a swirl of my own thoughts. Had a job opportunity with a painfully handsome man just fallen into my lap like that?

 

 


 

I almost didn't notice that Dr. Turner happened to be the only other person in the elevator with me. But once I did, I spun into action.

Wanting to hear his sexy, deep voice when he responded, I racked my brain for something to say.

"That was a great lecture Dr. Turner."

"Thank you."

"The rest of the class enjoyed it too. They don't sit up as straight or pay as close attention to the regular professor."

"People are generally polite for guests," he said with a dismissive smile.

"I don't think that's what it was."

Dr. Turner flashed me another tense smile as the bell dinged, signaling we had reached the ground floor. I gave him a smile I realized was far too flirtatious for a student and professor, but it was over before I realized.

"Thank you." He gave me a polite nod before stepping out into the foyer of the building.

Thinking quickly, I stuck my hand in my pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. Bending over, I called after him. "Dr. Turner! You dropped something."

Dr. Turner turned around as I bent to pick up the bill. I looked up at him through my lashes as I stood up and offered it to him.

He contemplated it before taking it. "Most people wouldn't be so honest."

I shrugged, still holding out the twenty. "It's not my money."

Dr. Turner studied my face for a moment before taking the money from my hand. "Can I buy you a drink?”

My plan had worked better than I thought. "Sure."

He gave me the cat-like grin of a man who has gotten something he wants. "I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name."

I thought about the whispers in the halls that had started after I'd gone out with Henry; everyone in the program knew Riley as the "easy" girl. I didn't want Dr. Turner to know that girl.

“Violet."
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