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      He hates me for some reason. I will not rest until I change his mind.

      People always like me. It's kind of my thing. All the employees at my tech startup think I'm the best boss, and the community partners and investors I woo not only trust, but adore me.

      Everyone likes me, except him.

      I may have been caught off guard when I accidentally insulted AJ Trachtenberg, but I'm pulling out all the stops trying to make it up to him…and it’s not working. Offering his students a swanky field trip doesn't win him over—it only seems to make him grumpier.

      Unfortunately, grumpy looks very good on him. AJ is tall, dark, and annoyingly handsome and he’s got a giant chip on his shoulder. Honestly, his smoldering is distracting.

      I can’t afford any distractions right now, not with the media hounding me as I try to take my company public. Maybe I can swing a one-time naked distraction, though. That doesn’t have to mean anything, right? I'm not looking for a happily-ever-after here. I'm just trying to get him out of my head.

      Alas, when it comes to business and bossy men, I have trouble letting go.
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      I will sell this house today. I always channel Anette Bening in American Beauty when I think I have more on my fork than I can chew. I will sell this house today, I chant, symbolically referring to nailing an interview with a reporter from Forbes and meeting community leaders and all the other tasks that come with running a tech startup on the cusp of going public.

      Forbes is just another interview. I’ve done a hundred of these by now.

      Mirror check reveals my hair is looking fabulous. My skin has that peachy glow I get after a nice workout. Not a hardcore Pound workout with drum sticks—a nice stroll on the treadmill in the company gym before popping up to my office.

      I check my watch. 7:55. Just a few minutes until my assistant arrives and just a few more minutes until the reporter strolls into my space. I lick my teeth and check the mirror again. Hearing a tap on the door, I turn my head, smile in place.

      “Oh.” I shake my head, seeing my CFO, Logan, and not my assistant. “Hey, friend.”

      She struts into the room holding a small bundle of yellow flowers. “Just wanted to bring you some sunshine before your big interview.” She shrugs and sets them on my desk.

      I look up at her, awed by the gesture. “That was really freaking nice of you, Logan.”

      She winks and pats the desk. “Knock ‘em dead, Sam. I know you will!” Logan makes her exit and I pick up the flowers, giving them a sniff even though I know tulips don’t really have a scent. I never know what to do when people do nice things for me like that, out of the blue.

      It makes me uncomfortable, and I fully recognize that that’s probably really telling, in terms of my mental health. I remind myself I’ve bought Logan flowers plenty of times.

      Another tap on my door frame reveals my assistant, but she’s not alone. It’s go time.

      “Morning, boss,” Audrey says, nodding her head at the sleekly dressed man by her side. “I’ve got Mr. Childers here, from Forbes.”

      He flashes a toothy grin and I clench. I don’t like this guy. My spidey senses tell me he’s out to portray me in a bad way. But I’ll win him over. I always do.

      He hurries over to me with his hand outstretched. “Call me Isaiah, please.”

      I offer him my standard firm-grip-handshake. “Pleasure to meet you, Isaiah. Audrey, would you be able to put these in some water for me when you get a chance? I’d love to have them on my desk later.” She smiles and gestures for the bouquet.

      Isaiah starts talking. “So, Sam. Can I call you Sam?”

      I hold up a finger for him to wait as I make sure Audrey gets what she needs and is on her way. Once she closes the door I sigh and put on my public smile. “Sorry. Hello. Sam is fine. Where should we start?”

      He gestures around the room. “This is an impressive upgrade from a tiny dorm room.”

      I laugh the expected laugh and tell him about starting Vinea in my “spare” time in college, coding the software late at night when I should have been sleeping but needed to silence all the shouting in my head. Between the demands of my statistics degree program and my siblings calling me for all the things teenagers typically ask of a parent…well, let’s just say I had a lot of anxious energy to burn off.

      “Yes, I can tell you’re very … energetic.” Isaiah thumbs through some notes. “So, you’ve compared Vinea to relationship management software? Tell me what that means.”

      “Vinea has become essential for a half million scientists worldwide,” I tell him. “Our software is cloud-based. Do you know how many researchers were relying on paper? Emailing spreadsheets back and forth? Version control is a real problem, even for brilliant minds.”

      Isaiah frowns. “So it’s an online version of a spreadsheet? For researchers?”

      I shake my head, trying not to roll my eyes. “Vinea lets scientists track, measure and forecast their scientific work. There is so much repetition in labs, and researchers studying living cells…well there is just too much data to track and manipulate by hand. I know there’s a problem in the world of life sciences research, and I know that Vinea can solve it.”

      A buzzing sound interrupts my train of thought and I look down to see my phone dancing across my desk. My brother’s name flashes on the screen and I silence the call, turning the phone upside-down. “Sorry,” I say. Isaiah nods. “As I’m sure you know from your prep work, my focus is tailored solutions for research institutions. Academic researchers use Vinea free of charge to track their work.”

      Isaiah nods again and holds a finger in the air. “I think I’ve read that you get people hooked while they’re in school so they’re dependent on Vinea once they enter the workforce?” He arches a brow at me sinisterly. My phone buzzes again and I slap the side button, holding it in and hoping this turns the damn thing off.

      I smile again so I don’t shake him. “While it’s true I do want my solutions to spread like a vine and dig their tendrils into every lab, I want to be clear that the scientists using Vinea aren’t ‘roped in’ so much as they are transformed by how we can help them and their work. Think how much headspace these folks have to make sense of patterns and correlations once they have an accurate handle on the trends in their data.”

      The phone continues to jump across the desk, more insistently now. “Do you need to answer that?” Isaiah frowns at the phone.

      “No, please accept my apologies. It’s my family calling. I think they’re just excited for me. You know, talking to such an important publication…” I try to stall as I succeed in turning off the phone. My family has no idea I’m talking with Forbes today. My brother probably needs help ordering new underwear and doesn’t know his damn size.

      “Isaiah,” I tell him, trying to take back control of the interview, “in the past year Vinea has secured over $200 million in seed investments and we have a valuation of $900 million. My investors find us because all the life sciences companies in their portfolios adopt our solutions. Because biotech company leaders and entrepreneurs become accustomed to my software in graduate school. We believe this is the future of⁠—“

      The door to my office opens and Audrey pokes her head in, grimacing. “I’m sooo sorry, Sam. It’s the Colonel on the phone. He says it’s urgent.”
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        * * *

      

      Audrey hurries to take Isaiah on a tour of the building and I hope she catches my nonverbal cues and prayers to take him by Logan’s office. Logan can charm even the slimiest of slime balls, and Isaiah seems none too pleased at being interrupted.

      “I’m the CEO of a company,” I tell myself. “A reporter should expect my time to be in demand.”

      I’m really good at appearing confident on the outside, when it’s usually chaos in my brain. I take a deep breath and stare at the phone on my desk for another beat. The red “hold” light flashes at me insistently. I pick up the handle. “Hello?”

      “Samantha.” My father’s sharp voice makes me shiver as if he were in the room to me, yelling at us Vine kids as if we were his soldiers. “I’m not happy to be making this call this morning.”

      “Well,” I tell him. “I’m also not happy about the interruption. May I ask what’s so urgent?”

      “You did not send the notarized paperwork your brother requires in order to sell the beach house, Samantha.”

      I blow out a breath. I recall hearing something about paperwork but Audrey hasn’t put anything on my desk recently. “I don’t believe I received paperwork.” I have to speak this way to my father, as if we are colleagues, rather than father and daughter. This is how he’s always been, and this is how life was growing up with the Colonel at the helm of our family.

      “I don’t have time for impertinence, Samantha. Your brother has important real estate development on the line here.”

      I’m the CEO of an almost-billion-dollar company, I want to scream at him. I have important shit I’m in the middle of, too. But I can’t say these things to my father and my brother is incapable of hearing them. My brother never remembered to actually send me the paperwork, and we both know it.

      “Please tell Sean I’m happy to sign paperwork if I receive it,” I tell him. “As you and he are aware, we have notaries on staff here at Vinea. I can and do handle these requests promptly. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a reporter waiting and I cannot take advantage of his time.”

      I’m able to hang up with my father only because there’s another person’s time to consider. I don’t have to check my email to know I’ll be receiving a frantic attachment from my brother’s attorney. It’ll be couched as a “resend” but the time stamp will show the real story.

      And it won’t matter. This will all just be another example of Samantha not doing enough to support the family in their time of need. My mother devoted everything to taking care of us, and when a pulmonary embolism took her from us in my teens, everyone just shoveled her responsibilities onto me.

      I take another deep breath and remind myself that this is why I’m a terrific CEO. This experience is what has allowed me to squeeze more hours out of every day. I stand and smooth out my skirt, taking off down the hall in search of Isaiah.

      “I’m soooo sorry, Sam.” Audrey hurries up from her desk and starts to chase after me. “He was just so mean on the phone! I thought it was a real emergency this time.”

      I squeeze her arm. “You don’t have a thing to apologize for, Audrey,” I tell her. I know how my father speaks to people. “I’m sorry you had to field that call. Now, can you take me to that reporter so I can finish what I started?”

      She smiles and gestures down the hall toward the conference room. I freeze, because I momentarily forgot that we invited all these people to come in today. My community relations manager said it would be good for Isaiah to see how Vinea gives back and builds partnerships, and make it easier for the reporter to grab quotes from people all at once. I can only imagine what Isaiah will try to worm his way into getting them to say.

      I groan and then form fists, squeezing a few beats and releasing, trying to redirect all the energy flying around inside my body. Then I push open the door, stick a smile on my face, and head into the room, keeping my eyes fixed on Isaiah and his smarmy smile.
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      From: Vinelli, Kellie

      Sent: Monday, August 28

      To: [All Staff]

      Subj: Morning Middle School Memo!

      Good Morning Faculty! Who’s ready for action?! We had a terrific first week last week!! Today we’ve got standardized tests in ELA so don’t forget those positive incentives!! And let’s not forget that AJ Trachtenberg will be representing Franklin Middle School at the Vinea Community Conversations meeting! Thank you, AJ!!! Can’t wait to hear your report!

      Have a great day On Purpose!

      Kellie Vinelli, Principal
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        * * *

      

      I don’t care what my colleagues say. They sent me to this meeting because they didn’t want to be here. See also: how I got chosen as science department head for Franklin Middle School.

      You’ll be a great representative for our kids, AJ!

      You’re the best one to remind all those folks about our students, AJ!

      Pure shtuss, as my Bubbie would say.

      It’s rough being a realist in a workplace where people overuse exclamation marks.

      I sigh and straighten my tie, then reach for my folder and climb out of my compact Honda Fit.

      Yes. I’m 30 years old and I drive a Honda Fit, even though I’m 6’-1”. No, I don’t think a man at my stage in life should be driving something flashier. No, I don’t care that my sister drives a Range Rover.

      I live in the city, I parallel park in the city, and I’ll always choose fuel efficiency and dependability over prestige. I grunt at the haters who aren’t actually here today and make my way inside the Vinea campus.

      Who calls their workplace a campus? It’s obnoxious, as is the perky person assigned to greet me, but I do accept the coffee they’re holding out, because it smells amazing.

      Hold on…yep. Tastes amazing, too. Okay, I will agree to release one layer of surly attitude in exchange for coffee this good.

      “Let me just give you a quick overview of our campus.” The greeter, a person whose name tag says Shane (They/Them), gestures to the left. “We’ve got all-gender restrooms throughout the building. There’s a space out back for service animal relief if you need that, and we have a multi-sensory room on each floor.”

      It gets harder and harder to stay irritated with Vinea the more Shane lists the accessible features of their workspace. Pardon me. Their campus. I nod in thanks as they guide me to the conference room, snagging a coffee refill on my way in the door.

      I thumb through the handouts for today’s meeting. Community leaders from all over Pittsburgh were invited to sit down with Vinea to see how the company might be able to “give back.” It feels like they want a tax break to me. I clench and release a fist as I remember my students. My seventh grade science students would love to see a space like this, to just be in the building and peek at computer scientists and their support staff.

      I have to remember my students. Not everything is about me and my corporate cynicism. Get it together, Adriel.

      I smile at the guy who sinks into the seat to my left and shake hands with him when he introduces himself as the leader of an organization that finds summer jobs and internships for teens in the city.

      I nod and tell him, “I really hope Vinea can sponsor a few positions for you, man. This would be great experience for science-minded kids.”

      He nods back. “From what I understand, they agree to just about everything, as long as it’s a good cause.”

      I scratch at my stubble, wishing I’d made more effort to shave today. Our principal said the same thing—told me to ask for anything and they’d probably give it to us. I’m just planning to ask for a field trip for the kids. Why didn’t I think bigger?

      Before I can dwell on it too long, the conversation around the table gets started. The Vinea staff are leading icebreakers while we wait for the CEO. Sam, the handout says, will be joining us for a “community conversation.”

      I try to focus on what folks are saying, but I’m distracted when the door pops open and a breathtaking, blonde-haired woman slips into the room. She’s flanked by a scowling man in a suit and another Vinea employee, who waves at Shane.

      “So sorry to keep you all waiting,” the blonde says. “I’m Samantha Vine and I’m here to learn from you all.”

      Samantha—Sam. She is not at all what I was expecting, and that rattles me. I thought I had learned by now not to get attached to expectations. Shane starts leading introductions while I chastise myself for assuming the CEO was a man. I work really hard to overcome these sorts of preconceived notions. I take my role as a teacher seriously, and I take it even more seriously that I teach in a school district where more than 80% of my kids are living in poverty and food insecurity. My students deal with people’s assumptions day in and day out, and I want to be one person in their life who wants to know them for who they are.

      But also, this woman…she does not look like the CEO of a tech company on the brink of blowing up to the elite tier. This woman looks like a model. Someone who’d fit right in with Carnegies. From her perfect hair to her impeccable clothing, she’s a picture of wealth and poise. Just like all the women in my past who’ve always judged me and made assumptions, had their own expectations based on wealth and status. Just like all the jerks who judge my students.

      I feel my face scowling when Shane calls on me for introductions. They raise their eyebrows, gesturing at me to talk about myself, but I haven’t been paying attention to what anyone else said around me, and I don’t know if I’m supposed to name my favorite breakfast cereal or what. Best to cut to the chase.

      “I’m AJ Trachtenberg,” I huff out. “I teach middle school science for Public Schools of Pittsburgh. I’m sure you know we’re under funded and we’re always looking for companies to sponsor field trips for our students to enrich their⁠—“

      “Field trips to the museum?” Samantha interrupts me, one blonde brow arched quizzically as she asks for clarification.

      “Well, no,” I stutter, though field trips to the science museum would be amazing. There’s never any money for anything. “Field trips here. For tours and job shadowing. So the kids can see data science in action.”

      She taps a pen on the desk and glances at the scowling man beside her. Who is that guy? “I’m not sure this is the best environment for your middle schoolers, Mr. Trachtenberg.” She gestures around the room. “Our data scientists are working with very complex algorithms.”

      “And you think because my students live in poverty they can’t comprehend what it is your employees do for a living?” I’m fully in a lather now. Peak surly. I take back my gratitude about the coffee. My lower back is starting to sweat. I hate when people underestimate my students.

      “No,” she says, shaking her head emphatically, causing some of the yellow waves to tumble over one shoulder. “Absolutely not what I meant. Perhaps I should clarify that⁠—“

      “Forget it.” I slap my folder closed and cross my arms. “We’ll just take them to Google.” I realize this is an empty thing to say, both because we don’t actually have a relationship with the tech giant and also because the companies aren’t remotely the same.

      It doesn’t matter, though, because my words have the desired impact. Samantha Vine is flustered, stammering her way through the rest of the introductions as she assures everyone else in the room that Vinea strives to be a place where every voice is considered and welcomed.

      Lip service. She’s no different from any other money-hungry mogul.

      As soon as the presentation wraps up, I leave my stuff on the table and stomp out to the parking lot. I don’t even grab a third coffee on my way out the door.

      By the time I get to the car, I feel like an asshole. I remember how welcoming Vinea’s physical space is. I know I have a hair-trigger temper. But the fact remains that she doesn’t want my students here, and by proxy she doesn’t want me. I don’t have time for people who don’t want me in their space. Not anymore.
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      The only thing saving me from curling in a ball and crying is the promise of meeting up with my friends. We call our little group Foof…Fresh out of fucks. It’s a sort of ridiculous name for a bad-ass group of entrepreneurs, engineers and queens of the Steel City.

      I feel so at ease when I’m with them, like I really don’t have to pretend or put on a fake smile or any of that. I can actually free my fucks with these gals…and I need that, because everyone else claws at me, demanding attention I can’t spare and hurling mean words at me if I say as much.

      As often as we can, Foof huddles up in the event room of our friend Esther’s bar, Bridges and Bitters, and these meetings are my recharge. Esther bought an old building in Lawrenceville and transformed it into the most amazing spot. She went for a speakeasy feel, with reclaimed wooden everything and these cozy settees. But honestly, we could meet on a milk crate by the river and I’d still walk away energized from these women.

      A few days later, and I’m still reeling after I chased off Mr. Grumpy Teacher from our meeting and stumbled through the rest of my interview with the guy from Forbes. I definitely appreciate Esther’s vintage velvet furniture as I collapse in a heap.

      “That bad?” She arches a dark brow at me as she moves some furniture around the room to get ready for the rest of Foof to arrive.

      I drape a wrist across my forehead. “If I had a corset on, I’d be asking you to slice the laces.” She pats me on the shoulder and heads back up front to mix a batch of cocktails for us. My friends shuffle in, some of them excited about their day and others looking like they want to join me tying one on.

      Logan links arms with her sisters-in-law as they make their way in. As they all chat about life, I sit up and rest my elbows on my lap, propping my forehead against my palms. “I wish I could have a do-over,” I mutter.

      “Tell me about it.” Celeste Sheffield, actual grandma and the oldest member of Foof, sits next to me, patiently waiting for me to spill my guts.

      I take a deep breath, thinking back over the wretched day, from the annoying call from my dad to my magazine interview not going well. I bite my lip, trying to decide the worst part of it all. “I told a middle school science teacher I didn’t think young students would gain much from touring Vinea,” I tell her. “So now this guy thinks I think his students are too stupid, because of poverty.” Celeste pats my leg in a motherly sort of way I really appreciate.

      “I was just so overwhelmed with the Forbes reporter there and thinking about how much work it’ll be to prepare for going public. Who has time to prep for a bunch of tween visitors? But I guess what I said came out wrong and AJ took offense.”

      Celeste swirls around the ice in her drink and looks at me. “What if you called and explained? Said you realized your mistake? You could extend your invitation to the students after all.”

      I cringe. “Ugh. Apologies are the worst, though. Like, now this guy is going to know I say dumb things when I go off book.” Men thinking I’m stupid is a big, fat trigger for me after living with the Colonel. He’s so domineering and immersed in a hyper-macho military world. Everything has to be precise with him. Language, thought processes, all of it. “Can I make Logan call?”

      Logan laughs and shakes her head, wagging a finger at me. “I just run the numbers, boss. You’re the one with your name on the building.”

      It’s true. My name is on the damn building. So why do I feel like such an imposter all the time? I’ve spent my entire life trying to fill someone else’s shoes…I got thrust into that role after my mother died. I didn’t mean to start a company in my free time from my dorm room, but I did. Now, ten years along the way, I’m on the cusp of going public with my business-baby and I can’t drum up the ovary power to call someone and apologize?

      “Gah. Fine. I know, I know. I’ll call him and grovel.”

      “That’s the winning spirit!” Esther winks as she slides me a glass of something magical.

      “What’s this yummy drink?” I stir the liquid with the sprig of rosemary she stuck in the glass. Esther uses the Foof meetings to test out her new concoctions before adding them to her cocktail menu each month.

      “I think I’ll call this one Atonement.” She waggles her eyebrows as she takes a sip. “It’s tequila reposado, Amaro, lime, pineapple and some simple syrup.”

      “I only know what half of those mean,” I tell her. “But it’s damn good.”

      “Repent and find out,” she tells me and shrugs. “Since when do you care what some man thinks of you?”

      I always care. I bite my lip and look around the room. I can’t let any of these women know how terrified I am of disapproval, of failure. No, that won’t do at all. Gotta keep faking it. I’m a go-getter, damn it.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll call him. Sheesh.” I take another sip of the drink, which is not quite a margarita, but is tart and sweet and smooth all the same. It tastes classy. Sexy. I stand up off the settee and wander into the hall. The quiet music Esther has playing in the bar creates a nice ambiance. It’s loud enough that you can hear it, but still have a conversation with someone.

      Like, say, a smoldering, grouchy science teacher I insulted earlier today…

      I roll my eyes at myself for being nervous to call him and pull out my phone. Shane is a terrific manager of community relations, and I’m sure they sent me notes on everyone who was at Vinea today. Sure enough, there’s a contact list in my inbox. They even made it clickable, so I just have to tap the name AJ Trachtenberg and the phone starts dialing.

      It rings. And rings again. And rings some more. I take a sip of my Atonement. God, Esther really makes a damn good drink. Finally, the voicemail picks up and a low voice seems to growl at me. “This is AJ. Leave a message. I’m unlikely to respond.”

      I pull the phone from my ear and stare at it, hanging up before I can reconsider.

      Was his voice that sexy earlier today? Or am I just drunk on Atonement? Who says that on their voicemail message?

      I toss back the rest of my drink and set my glass on the bar. Gah. I have to call him again. But…then I get to hear his voice again… Should I waste my time leaving him a message if he doesn’t pick up? Is this effort wasted? I tap redial and it rings ten more times. Ten freaking times before I hear the smooth baritone. The phone beeps at me, and I stammer into it. “Hi. Hello, Mr. Trachtenberg. This is Samantha Vine from Vinea. I was hoping I could talk to you about what we discussed earlier today. About your students. I mean, I would love to welcome your students to Vinea….You caught me a bit off guard earlier…”

      I realize I haven’t yet actually apologized, but can’t decide if that’s something I should even do over voicemail when he’s unlikely to respond. I sigh. “Anyway, I’d appreciate a call back so we could talk about this further.”

      I hang up and slap myself in the forehead, groaning, before I walk back into the room full of my friends.
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      I missed two calls last night. Nobody ever calls me apart from my parents and my Bubbie, so I never bother to answer my phone. I almost choked on my beer when I finally listened to the voicemail and it was from her. The blonde bombshell I happened to be Googling when I silenced her calls.

      I’m not quite sure what to make of her wanting to discuss my students, so I decide to just ignore her call. We’re dissecting frogs this week in my seventh grade science class. I have a lot to prepare and I don’t have time to listen to someone else tell me about their incorrect assumptions about my students.

      I wipe off my glasses, straighten my tie, and stride into my classroom, ready to face a room full of young teens who smell worse than the formaldehyde in the bins of frogs I stacked under the back window. “Morning, scholars,” I say to my first period class.

      They stagger in slowly from breakfast in the cafeteria, teasing each other, talking about football. I pull out my notes for first period and start arranging everything on my desk until a cracking voice interrupts me. “Yo, Mr. T.”

      I look up. “What’s up, Dante?”

      “What’s the deal with the new art teacher?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, like, how do I say his name?”

      “Ah.” I reach in my drawer for a dry erase marker and write Mx. Tran on the board
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