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I felt beads of sweat starting to form on the
back of my neck as my fingers drummed restlessly on the arms of the
chair. I needed this job in the worst way and I didn’t think I
could cope with another rejection. Despite being ridiculously
overqualified for the position, I would do anything to get out of
the hospitality industry. Sure, it was something I was good at,
having parents that owned a small Irish pub meant I grew up in a
bar, and being able to pull a perfect draft was a skill that
provided no trouble landing a job back in the industry. However, I
was getting really sick of being called “sweetheart” and if one
more jerk grabbed my ass while I served him his beer, I was
seriously going to lose it.

This had not been my dream when I moved to New York
five years ago - making minimum wage and living in a shitty,
cubby-hole apartment I was sure violated every safety code known to
man. Still, it beat living on the streets, which is where I would
find myself if I didn’t start earning more than I was now. Of
course, I hadn’t always been so desperate. I couldn’t believe my
luck when I had landed an entry-level associate’s role at a small
brokerage firm straight out of college. I had stepped off the
greyhound bus like a cliché in an ’80’s hair band video, leaving my
nervous, conservative parents and six siblings back in Boston. I
should have known it was too good to be true. Three years later,
just as I was about to make the progression to junior broker, the
company—like so many others—went bankrupt and closed its door. I
found myself out of work and out of luck.

There weren’t many opportunities for a commerce
major during a global financial crisis. Any jobs there had been
were snapped up by seasoned veterans, which is why I’d had no
choice but to take a job at Garro’s, a sports bar on the Lower East
Side. My previous bar knowledge had made it a safe and familiar
choice even if the money wasn’t great. At least it was only a short
commute from my Brooklyn apartment and it meant I had at least one
hot meal a day.

I looked nervously at my watch. Two o’clock. Shit. I
still had another thirty minutes to wait before my appointment, and
my bravado had already started to wane. Desperation was a horrible
thing, because I knew either way this whole experience was going to
suck. If I got the job, I was going to hate it, as it would no
doubt be mind-numbingly dull, and if I didn’t, I should pack up my
shit and reserve my park bench in Central Park. I was out of
options and out of time. I took a deep breath as I tried to harness
the nervous energy buzzing through my body. Rock stars. This is
what it had come to.

The job I was so desperately vying for was personal
assistant to Lexi Reed, the head of Reed Public Relations. She held
the account for a massive local rock band, Power Station. I was not
a fan. Of the band I mean. The five-piece New York natives were
gritty and raw with their sound featuring torturous guitar riffs
with an unrelenting rhythm section. It was in-your-face loud.
Obnoxious. Sure they were blessed with good looks. Okay, each one
of them was insanely handsome but that still didn’t mean I would
throw myself shamelessly at any of them and lose my self-respect. I
never understood the allure of a rock band or why women with so
much going for them would lower themselves to being groupies.

Ms. Reed, on the other hand was, by all accounts, a
fierce businesswoman. An import from the land Down Under, she had a
reputation for being a hard-ass with an amazing sense of style, and
a respected determination that led to her playing with the big dogs
in the industry. Despite me loathing the assistant position I was
hoping to land, I did have an amazing amount of respect for her.
She not only held Power Station’s PR account, which was huge, but
she was also successfully building her own company by bringing in
lots of new business. Smart move. The growth projections in the
industry were huge if she could land the right clients - a
statistic I was hoping to wow her with when I finally got into the
interview. It wasn’t my style to go in unprepared and my late night
research had been fruitful.

“Ms. Murphy?” A slender and
attractive blonde with a strong English accent approached
me.

“Yes. Ashlyn.” I stood up and
offered her my hand hoping it wasn’t too clammy.

“Ashlyn, I’m Sydney. I’m Ms. Reed’s
current assistant.” Her bright blue eyes sparkled as she accepted
my hand graciously. “Lexi is just finishing up with another
interview and then you are up next. Is there anything I can get you
while you wait?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” I was
relieved the wait was almost over.

Sydney nodded and disappeared back through the
doorway from which she had emerged, her cute bob haircut bouncing
with each step.

I sank back down into my seat, rubbing my palms
nervously against the fabric of my skirt. I hated job interviews.
They were the intellectual version of a beauty pageant. Here are my
qualifications. Smile. Judge me. Smile. I hope I’m good enough. It
was enough to make me want to vomit. My stomach churned in
solidarity with my train of thought.

The previous candidate stepped out from Ms. Reed’s
office and into the reception area, signaling the end of her
appointed interview. She used her sly glance and cocky grin, I
assumed, to unnerve me further. So that’s how we’re going to play?
I’m one of seven children, honey. I am the master of the mental
psyche-out.

I stood, in preparation for my turn, when I felt a
shadow cast over me blocking out the midday sun. It was just my
luck to finally get an interview with a halfway decent job and some
crazy-ass Armageddon took over New York. I slowly turned—might as
well get a good view of whatever fate was about to befall me—and I
almost smacked directly into Alex Stone.

*crickets*

Alex Stone was the lead guitarist of the band, Power
Station, and while I had not been a fan of the band, I was
definitely an appreciator of this fine specimen in front of me.
Standing six four, with an amazingly toned body, ice-blue eyes, and
magnificent blond hair, he had been engineered to be a sex symbol.
Rivaling Michelangelo’s David, he was chiseled to perfection. The
fact I didn’t care for his music did not detract from my
fascination. In fact he could probably give up his music career,
stand in the Met Museum and allow us mortals to glare longingly at
him all day. What? Living art is a legitimate gig.

“Hello,” Alex purred, dazzling me
with his amazing devilish grin. “Are you waiting to see
Lexi?”

Of course I knew Lexi Reed was not only the band’s
publicist but also married to the guitarist, aka the guy in front
of me, but man, Lexi was like Barbie. The bitch had everything.

I blinked, allowing my eyes to float down his sexy
muscular chest and noticed he had a Baby Bjorn carrier with a
sleeping infant inside strapped across it, hindering my view. I
think my ovaries just exploded. It was too much. Because when Alex
wasn’t sending the panty-wearing population into overdrive by being
a rock god, he was a new dad to his baby daughter, Grace. I mean,
seriously, how could a woman not swoon over that deadly
combination?

“Um,” I mumbled like a moron, all
my years of education flashing before my eyes, unable to make my
mouth function. He was talking to me?

“I’m just going to need a moment of
her time, mind if I step in ahead of you?” His smooth voice curled
around every word, making love to it.

I nodded wordlessly, feeling compelled to continue
the moronic theme I had running. It was better than throwing myself
at his feet and worshiping him, a very real danger the longer he
stood there. He was more than just good-looking, he was obscenely
attractive, and I had this unbelievable urge to lick him, slowly,
like a cat.

Taking my wide-eyed, enthusiastic nod as a yes and
seeing he wasn’t going to get anything more intelligible out of me,
Alex strode into Lexi Reed’s office. I watched as his ridiculously
hot body disappeared through the doorway, my eyes straining to
catch the last glimpse of his incredibly toned ass before it
slipped from view.

“He’s married and a douchebag,” an
uninvited voice said, pulling me from my happy place.

“Huh?” I twisted around, ready to
disembowel the owner of said voice for ruining my Alex Stone
fantasy.

“He,” the owner of the voice
pointed to the door Alex had just walked through, “Is. A.
Douchebag.” He enunciated slowly before continuing, “Alex. Is.
Also. Mar-ried.” He paused before each syllable for
effect.

Standing in front of me, marring my memory of Alex,
was the owner of the voice – an annoying man. Shorter than Alex, at
what I assumed to be roughly six foot, he eyed me with more
interest than I was comfortable with. He had a mess of dark hair,
smoldering dark brown eyes, and was covered in tattoos, the
evidence poking out from the sleeves of his T-shirt. Next to the
word badass in the dictionary, I’m sure there was a picture of this
guy. Dressed in torn, dark blue jeans, and a Misfits T-shirt, he
was the epitome of a rock star, without the finesse Alex possessed.
Despite his unkempt look he was strangely sexy, although his smug
smile made me want to add ripping out his tongue to the
disembowelment I already had planned.

“I heard what you said,” I snapped.
“There is nothing wrong with my hearing. I just don’t know why you
cared to volunteer that information.” Despite his good looks, I
think if either of those two men was a douchebag it would be the
one who was still talking to me.

“Oh cool, you talk.” He laughed. “I
just wasn’t sure if you were just a star-struck fan or you had a
disability. I was trying to be polite.” He moved closer, stretching
out his hand. “I’m Dan. Dan Evans.”

“I’m not a star-struck anything.
And I don’t have a disability. I don’t know what you are talking
about.” I purposely rejected his handshake and instead adjusted my
jacket, annoyed he had assumed I was just another one of
those girls. Who was this guy anyway? Judging by his
appearance, I guessed him to be another member of the band,
possibly the drummer? He probably needed to compensate about not
getting enough attention being holed up behind a drum
kit.

“Look, it’s fine, babe. We’re used
to it. Girls get crazy over us all the time. You don’t need to be
embarrassed.” He pulled back his hand and shrugged, seemingly
unfazed by my lack of civility.

“I’m not embarrassed. And I’m not
your babe. Whatever you think you saw, you were mistaken. I don’t
get crazy.” I was slightly embarrassed, but more irritated I’d been
caught staring…and called on it.

“Sure. Okay. You don’t want to
admit it, that’s fine but I know what I saw, and you were throwing
so much heat in Stone’s direction I’m surprised the paint didn’t
peel off the wall.” He pulled out a stick of gum and popped it into
his mouth, thoroughly enjoying the fact I was irate. Clearly not a
gentleman.

“Oh my god. I was not throwing
heat. Are you insane?” I hissed, my embarrassment manifested into
full-blown anger as I tried my best to save face. No matter how
gorgeous this man in front of me was, I was not going to let him
get the better of me.

“You can keep denying it all you
like, babe. Makes no difference to me. I just thought I’d be
charitable and point out it’s a waste of your time.” He chewed on
his gum, smirking. “You have a better chance of the Cleveland
Indians winning a World Series than Stone sleeping around. Now me
on the other hand, I don’t have those kinds of
restrictions.”

My face flushed with anger, as I officially wanted
to kill him. Yet stupidly, I couldn’t deny how attractive he was as
he smugly stood in front of me, his broad chest filling the
material of the tee that did little to hide the toned flesh that
lay beneath. What the hell was wrong with me? He was rude, arrogant
and probably teeming with every STD known to man, and he’d called
me babe…twice. I was not going there.

“Did you take some kind of class to
learn how to be so offensive or is this a natural ability?” I
leaned forward, refusing to allow him the pleasure of knowing he
was getting under my skin.

“How did I offend you? I have been
nothing but polite. I haven’t even looked at your tits.” Dan stared
at me bewildered, actually confused.

“Wow. My tits and the rest
of me thank you for your lack of interest.” I gave him my best
death stare, disappointed I didn’t have some mutant ability that
would render him incapacitated. I blamed my pre-teen fixation with
comic books for giving me such unrealistic expectations.

“Don’t mention it. They are a
little on the small side, it makes things easier.” He shrugged,
talking about my breast size like it was no big deal. The edges of
his mouth curved as his eyes dipped down to gaze at my
aforementioned tits, which were thankfully contained by my
conservative business shirt.

“Really? You’re not even going to
hide the fact you are now staring at my breasts?”

“Well now we are talking about
them, I kinda can’t help myself.” He grinned, not even having the
decency to be remorseful. “You know, now that I’ve looked at them,
they don’t seem so bad. You should maybe pop a button or two
though, work with what you got.”

“Dan!” Ms. Reed fired from the now
opened doorway startling me from my seething rage. Alex Stone, aka
sex god, was standing beside her, looking somewhat
amused.

“Don’t harass my candidates.” Lexi
turned to Alex, gently touching his arm. “Can you please remove him
from my office? I’ll call you later.” She tenderly kissed the top
of baby Grace’s head and whispered a soft goodbye.

Alex nodded as he walked over to us. “My apologies
for Dan, he has no impulse control.” Alex gave me a blinding smile,
grabbing Dan firmly around the arm. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t apologize for me, numbnuts.
We’re just talking.” Dan protested against Alex’s grasp.

Lexi rolled her eyes at the commotion before
addressing me. “Ashlyn, if you are ready I can see you now.”

“Your name is Ashlyn? Unusual. It’s
pretty.” Dan’s eyes lit up with excitement at finally learning my
name. Not that he’d asked, clearly he was too preoccupied with
being an ass to worry about regular pleasantries.

“My life is a little more complete
knowing you approve. Thanks for that. Have a wonderful day.” I gave
a forced smile as I pushed past him and strode purposely toward the
open door of Lexi’s office.

I needed to get my head in the game and flirty Dan
was not aiding my cause. Instead I focused forward as I followed
Lexi into her large and neatly maintained office, mentally
evacuating thoughts of the tattooed, scruffy rock star I left in
the foyer.

“I’m sorry about him. Dan really is
a unique human being.” Lexi gestured to the large plush chair
opposite her desk. “Please, take a seat.”

Lexi Reed was stunning; a petite brunette with
feminine curves, she owned the fitted, bright green shift dress she
was wearing. Finishing her look with an impressive black pair of
heels and a fancy twisted up-do, her appearance had me feeling
slightly underdressed in my Target-purchased jacket and skirt
combo.

“He is harmless. Obnoxious, but
harmless.” I settled into the chair not willing to admit Dan Evans
had unnerved me. After all, if I was going to be Lexi’s assistant I
was going to need to be able to handle the likes of Dan.

“Well, that is reassuring.” Lexi
smiled as she settled into her leather office chair. “So, Ashlyn.
Tell me why someone has a commerce degree from University of
Massachusetts, and who previously worked on Wall Street, wants to
be an administrative assistant?”

I took a deep breath as I tried to determine the
best way to rationalize my position. Damn. This was going to be a
hard sell.
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“Dan, do you go out of your
way to piss off my wife?” Stone chuckled as we walked back to the
car.

“Dude, come on. You know she loves
it, her day isn’t complete until she has gotten her daily dose of
Dan.”

Lexi and I were cool; she knew the score as far as I
was concerned. Granted our friendship had started with me trying to
crawl into her panties; she’s a solid ten. Who wouldn’t try for
that? But I totally respected she was now off the market and
happily married to Stone. I never understood what the attraction
was. Sure the man wasn’t ugly but he got way more than his
share of pussy. At some point when Lexi crossed our path, the two
of them had started fucking and somehow managed to keep it from the
rest of the band. I was absolutely appalled. If you’re banging a
girl like that, then it’s your civic duty to share details with
your brothers. Fuck, photos would have been better. Instead they
kept that shit on the down low leaving us oblivious and not
contributing any new material for my spank bank. Of course they
eventually got it together enough to be a couple and did the whole
walking down the aisle thing, and as much as I think marriage is
for suckers, those two pretty much belong together. Not that I’m
getting soft, ’cause Dan Evans does not get soft, but after the
amount of shit those two have gone through, to see them happy with
a kid was kind of fucking awesome. Oh and the kid, Grace, pretty
much owned me. That little girl had me wrapped around her finger so
tightly I’d move the world to please her. Between her and Noah,
James and Han’s little dude, I was happily playing Uncle to some of
the coolest kids on the block. Not to mention the gaggle of nieces
and nephews my sisters had given me. Being Uncle Dan was a pretty
sweet gig.

“So what was up with the stare down
with the redhead? Wasn’t the whole reason you begged to come with
us was so you could put the moves on Sydney, despite her telling
you there was no chance?” Alex hit the keyless entry on his brand
new, fully loaded Escalade. The bastard had caved and bought a
family car, leaving his bitchin’ Maserati parked in his garage
whenever he had Grace in tow. I guess it could have been worse; at
least the Escalade was still pimp. If he’d bought a Dodge Caravan
then I’d have had to take him outside, kick his ass, and check his
man card. I don’t give a fuck he’s got a kid, Power Station does
not do minivans.

“Oh, Syd wants me. She’s just being
English.” I watched as my former fellow skirt-hound loaded his
daughter into the car seat. Man, times had changed. Back in the day
the only time we were utilizing the back seat was to get lucky, now
it was being used for its intended purpose. It was just all kinds
of wrong.

“What do you mean she’s being
English? How is that even a thing?” Alex handed Grace her fluffy
pink unicorn as he covered her with a baby blanket. I hoped my
balls weren’t going to suddenly shrivel up surrounded by all this
pink.

“Really, Stone? Aren’t you supposed
to be smart? We totally told her country to go fuck themselves,
don’t tell me the fact we’re American isn’t the reason she is
blowing me off.” I jumped into the passenger seat, no longer caring
about why Sydney wasn’t interested, as I tried to shake off the
memory of the redhead who made my junk get tingly. Despite trying
to keep her body under wraps in that lame-ass corporate get-up,
there was no denying she was hot. She was rocking some killer
curves. Granted she spoke way too much—I liked my girls with a
different kind of mouth action—but other than that, I would totally
be down with her playing naughty secretary.

“Dan, I seriously doubt the
Declaration of Independence has anything to do with her disinterest
in you.” He slid into the driver’s seat and hit the
ignition.

“Don’t kid yourself, Stone. Those
bastards are still pissed. Anyway, her loss.”

Sydney had been fun. Lexi had hooked up the date
with her friend-assistant so I wouldn’t have to brave a family
wedding, stag. I knew she wasn’t a hundred per cent cool with it,
thinking I would be a total ass-wipe and try and hump her friend’s
leg or something, but I promised I’d keep my dick in my pants.
Family celebrations when you are a thirty-three-year-old single
dude were down right dangerous. Sure they accused me of acting like
a teenager, but getting older didn’t mean I had to change. It’s who
I was. They didn’t care I was livin’ large and didn’t want to be
saddled down with one girl. It was like talking to a fucking wall.
So going solo into the lion’s den with as many meddling aunts as I
have would have been catastrophic. Fuck! They would have sent out
the bat signal in the hopes of finding me a wife. Luckily with Syd
on my arm, radiating professionalism and that cute English accent,
they’d been appeased enough to stay off my ass. We both actually
had a really good time, which was unexpected bonus. So when I took
her home and she paused before stepping out of the car, I knew I
had an in. She gave me this speech about it being one time and
shit, and neither of us wanted anything more so what the hell. It
had been good, real good, and I was all up for perhaps working her
into a constant rotation but she hadn’t been down with it. Giving
me some bogus line about me being a bad investment. I didn’t get
it. Was I supposed to be showing her my investment portfolio? My
401K? I would have thought the only thing she would have been
interested in was my ability to make her toes curl—which I did, no
less than three times—not whether or not I had a retirement
plan.

“Please tell me the redhead wasn’t
your attempt to make Sydney jealous? Lexi will have your balls if
you’re messing with her applicant pool.” Stone continued to run his
mouth as we pulled into Manhattan traffic. We weren’t going
anywhere, anytime soon. NYC in the afternoon was solid
gridlock.

“Oh no, she was just some random
groupie I was having fun with. Way too uptight but I thought I’d
give her something to tell her friends about. You know me, always
thinking about the fans.” I omitted telling him she’d obviously had
a thing for him. Despite the bastard being married and a walking
advert for Babies-R-Us with all his diaper bags and shit, broads
were still throwing themselves at him. I really needed to work on
either him or James letting me borrow a kid for a few hours. Girls
just seemed to eat that up

“She didn’t look like a groupie.
What she looked was a lot pissed off.” He raised his eyebrow and
gave me his usual cocky grin.

“Listen, brother, not to be an ass,
but you’re out of the game now so you don’t know how it works.
Trust me, I got this. Fifty bucks says as soon as she’s done with
her interview she is going to find the nearest bathroom and rub it
out.” I stretched out my legs hoping to ease some of the tightness
in my crotch. Imagining Ashlyn scratching that itch had me thinking
I was going to have to do the same. That tight little body, those
fiery green eyes, those cute little freckles on the bridge of her
nose. That’s putting aside the fact I have a thing for redheads. It
looked natural too; wonder if she had any hair down there? Yeah, a
stroke was definitely on the cards.

Stone popped me in the arm, crashing through my
triple-x fantasy just as it was starting to get good. “Dude, my
daughter is in the car.”

“She can’t talk yet, so she has no
idea what I’m saying.” I turned around and checked on Grace who was
oblivious to anything I was talking about. Her tired little eyes
were fighting the rock of the Escalade that was bound to send her
to sleep. Her lips curled into a precious little smile as her
eyelids finally gave up the fight. “But if some piece of shit ever
speaks to her that way, you need to call me and we’re putting that
asshole in the ground.”

“Don’t even go there, I’m already
contemplating buying a gun.” Stone gave me a sideways glance and I
knew he wasn’t kidding

“Fuck the gun, she looks like her
mother. You’re going to need a motherfucking arsenal,
brother.”
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Too depressed to go back to the apartment I
would probably be evicted from in the next few days, I took a bus
to Megan’s loft. Although we had only met about a year and a half
ago, we had become incredibly tight in a remarkably short time. She
was my best friend. We had both started working at Garro’s around
the same time, with me working behind the bar and Megan as a
waitress. Her warm smile and easy personality were a welcome change
from the cold world of the brokerage firm I had come from. The
sports bar was meant to be a temporary job for both of us until we
gained more meaningful employment.

Megan Winters had studied psychology at Georgetown
and after completing her psych degree she had decided to take a
year off before going into practice. She was a five-foot-four
powerhouse with long blonde hair, bright turquoise eyes, and an
obscene IQ. Her dad was a highly respected cardiothoracic surgeon
and her mother a pediatrician, so it had been assumed she’d follow
in their footsteps and go into the medical field. Megs had said
that going into psychology was as rebellious as she dared to be.
Her parents were both lovely people who, despite their high-geared
careers, were supportive of their daughter slumming it for a year.
In fact, they had encouraged her, as they considered it to be
character building, and were proud they had raised a daughter who,
despite her privileged life, wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty.
My hiatus from the business sector hadn’t been by choice. The
forced redundancy and a slow economy sealed my fate. Eventually
Megs’s time at the bar came to an end and she was now a clinical
psychologist at Mount Sinai while I, unfortunately, was still
fending off drunkards and popping caps off pilsners.

“How did it go, Ash?” She welcomed
me with a hug as I walked through her doorway. Her Greenwich
Village pad, flooded by the midday sun, was as warm as her
beautiful smile. Her surrounds reinforced she had money. It wasn’t
flaunted, but it stirred my desire to have nice things
too.

“Terrible,” I mumbled returning her
hug. “Not only did I probably not get the job but I made a complete
ass of myself in front of Power Station’s drummer.” I had
officially hit a new low.

“You got to meet Troy Harris?”
Megs’s eyes opened wide with excitement. I must be the only person
in the five boroughs who wasn’t a fan. “Ash, he’s all kinds of hot.
Those hazel eyes, the Mohawk, that body. Wow, just wow.”

“Hazel eyes? Mohawk? No, I met Dan
Evans. Dark messy hair, dark brown eyes, bad attitude. Isn’t he the
drummer?” I collapsed onto her sofa not needing an invitation. The
beautiful plush cushion that wrapped around me allowed my muscles
to ease. Mismatched thought waves continued to turn in my head
despite the meeting being over. While I really didn’t want to
relive my meeting with Dan, I needed to somehow expunge him from my
mind and figured a debrief with Megs was the best way to do
it.

“Ashlyn, seriously? Dan Evans is
the bass player. I saw him at a nightclub once; he’s really cute.
Troy Harris is the drummer.” The iPad that was never far from her
grasp was commandeered for my education and thrust into my hands.
The band was the background wallpaper. There he was, his smug sexy
smile, taunting me from behind the glass.

“Well hopefully if there is a god,
I will never see Dan again, so it doesn’t matter which instrument
he plays.” I handed the iPad back to Megs and let my head fall back
against the cushion of the sofa, closing my eyes in an effort to
ward off the headache threatening to take up residence in my
frontal lobe.

“Why? What happened?” The couch
cushion beside me compressed as Megs obviously joined me on the
two-seater.

“He caught me gawking at Alex Stone
like I wanted to eat him.” I cringed, squeezing my eyes tightly,
stupidly believing that would shut out the embarrassment of my
earlier activities.

“Alex Stone was there, too?” Megs’s
voice rose in excitement, taking my arm and shaking it
vigorously.

“Yes, and he is every bit as
impressive up close. I’m pretty sure my tongue was polishing the
floor.” I opened my eyes to Megs’s beaming face.

“I just want you to know I hate you
right now. It’s not fair you got to meet Alex and Dan and you
aren’t even a fan.” Megs folded her arms across her chest and
pouted. “So…were they nice?”

“Trust me, I would have rather it
had been you. No matter how cute Dan is, he is also an obnoxious
pig.” I can’t believe I just called Dan Evans cute. Why couldn’t I
focus on the fact he was offensive rather than the fact he was
attractive? When was the last time I had eaten? Maybe my blood
sugar was low.

“Aw, you think Dan is cute?” Megs
smiled, unfortunately not willing to let the tiny word that had
unconsciously slipped from my mouth, go. “Wow. Your libido is still
intact. I was sure it had taken a flight to Boca. When was the last
time you went on a date?”

“There is nothing wrong with my
libido. I’m just choosey about who I date. I don’t see the point
wasting time with someone who obviously doesn’t have the potential
for my long-term goal. I told you, I have criteria.”

Sure, there had been guys that had caught my
attention and I had dated sporadically in college, but I hadn’t met
anyone I’d really wanted to hold on to. I could count the number of
guys I had slept with on one hand and still have a finger or two
spare. It’s not that I was saving myself or I had an aversion to
sex, I just had found it a little underwhelming, usually having to
take things into my own hands—literally—to climax.

“Ash, you know you are allowed to
date just for fun right? You don’t have to see every guy for his
long-term potential. Maybe just go out and let your hair
down. Screw your criteria.”

“No. I refuse to be a woman who
settles. I worked my ass off to get into a decent college, and even
though things are tough right now, I’ll eventually make it back
onto Wall Street. I want to find a guy who’s going be a good
husband with a decent earning capacity. I’m not trying to sound
conceited, but my parents have both been slaving away at that bar
their whole lives. They’ll be working till the day they die. I’m
the first one of my family to go to college. I love them, but I
don’t want that life for me. If my future husband and I are smart,
we can build up a sizeable nest egg and let our money work for us.
I need someone who is disciplined and like-minded in order to do
that.”

“What about being in love, Ashlyn?
It can’t just be about money and security. Don’t you want a guy who
will give you butterflies? Someone who is more than just a
financial partner but who will also love you back?” Megs was ever
the romantic. Her ideas of love were twirled around a wonderful
fantasy, tied with a fancy red bow, and while my heart craved it,
it was luxury I would admire from a distance.

I winced, realizing how contrived it all sounded.
“Well of course I have to like the guy, it’s not like I’m going to
marry someone I don’t like. I’m not that shallow.” Is that how I
came across? Shallow? Conceited? Vocalized, the clinical plan
for my future sounded so much worse than it was. I envied the
freedom Megs had, to live without the fear of being broke. With
that freedom, love stood a chance. How did the conversation turn
from the interview from hell to my dating life?

“Okay. Here is what is going to
happen.” Megs’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “The interview is
done and we have no way of controlling the outcome.
Right?”

“Sadly, you’re right.” I nodded.
There was really nothing I could do. While I had answered Lexi
Reed’s questions competently, I could tell she wasn’t convinced.
She saw through my bullshit and knew it was a Hail-Mary move, an
effort to reenter the corporate world in the hopes of getting
something more suitable in the future.

“So why don’t you take a night off
from your grand plan and get crazy with me?”

“Um, no. My plans for this evening
include being online, job hunting, while drowning my sorrow in
three-cheese pie from Carmine’s Pizzeria.” The promise of cheesy
goodness was guaranteed to make my night suck slightly less than my
day had.

“Ashlyn, you can take one night off
from being responsible. One night, come out with me. Get drunk. Act
like a regular twenty-seven-year-old. Who knows, maybe find some
totally inappropriate guy and make out with him on the dance
floor.” Megs lifted herself off the sofa; the conversation was far
from over.

“Megs, you know that isn’t me.
Besides, I can’t afford it and I have nothing to wear.”

“So borrow something of mine. I
have a whole closet full of clothes; pick anything you like. And
it’s my treat so you can’t use money as an excuse.”

“What do you think one night is
going to achieve?” I couldn’t see the point in her expedition,
other than delaying the inevitable mind-numbing search through
pages of dead-end employment opportunities. And possibly sparing
myself an increase of calories that was probably going to land
straight on my ass.

“Nothing. That’s the whole point.
Sometimes you don’t need to achieve anything. You can just do it
for fun. So come on. Be reckless, we can even pick up some pie on
the way out. Angelo’s is just as good as Carmine’s.” Megs wiggled
her eyebrows enthusiastically.

I wanted to argue, to tell her no, but in all
honestly, it was easier just to give in. One night wasn’t going to
change anything and if it meant appeasing Megs and making her
happy, then I could put off my pity party for twenty-four hours and
hit it hard tomorrow. Besides I knew she wasn’t going to let up
until I agreed. She would probably blow up my phone until I
eventually gave in, so I was probably just saving us both the time
in between.

“Fine. I’ll go,” I conceded,
raising my hands in defeat. “Tonight better not suck.”

****

After a quick trip home to Brooklyn, I packed an
overnight bag, ignored the final notice bills stuffed in my
mailbox, and made my way back to the city. I had decided that while
I was happy to raid Megs’s wardrobe for our evening adventure, I
wanted to get a few personal items to equip me to crash on Megs’s
sofa, rather than to try and navigate my way home later in the
dark.

I had settled on a simple, fitted, little black
dress that was way shorter than I was comfortable wearing, teamed
with a pair of my own chunky black wedges. It was by far the most
conservative outfit Megs had decreed acceptable, nixing most of my
earlier choices. I made my peace with the fact I was going to be
flashing a little more flesh than usual, applied some makeup, and
left my long hair untethered to tumble down my back.

“You look great. Stop tugging at
your hem,” Megs whispered as we stepped out of the cab and onto the
sidewalk.

I couldn’t help it; the dress barely covered my ass
and it had been a challenge not to flash anything as I navigated
out of the cab.

“It’s so short.” I couldn’t resist
giving the dress one last tug as we made our way to the long line
that stretched out in front of the doorway of Panic, the
ironic name of the club Megs had taken us to.

“We are going to be out here
forever. This line is so long.” The girl in front of us complained.
Her male counterpart simply shrugged and pushed his hands into his
pockets. She was right; it was going to be a long wait.

“Let’s see if there isn’t a quicker
way.” I smiled, pulling Megs out of line and approached the giant
who was guarding the entrance.

“You ladies on the list?” The large
bouncer looked us over, his security number swinging from the chain
around his thick neck.

“Sure,” I smiled hoping we could
wing it and get into the club sooner. While I wasn’t thrilled about
coming out in the first place, getting inside was going to be a
hell of a lot more fun than standing outside on the street.
Especially given the cheery disposition of our fellow waitees.
Losing my nerve and hailing a cab was also another possibility the
longer we stood outside.

“I’m Ash and this is Megs. We
should be listed there somewhere,” I bluffed, wondering if we got
caught out whether he was going to make us go to the end of the
line.

He consulted his clipboard before raising his
eyebrow in question. “Ashley Brookes?”

“Yep. That’s me and this is my plus
one,” I lied, silently hoping karma wasn’t going to bite me on the
ass and the real Ashley Brookes didn’t arrive in the next five
seconds.

“Says here your guest is supposed
to be your husband, Keith Brookes.”

“He’s not feeling well tonight, so
I decided to drag out my best friend instead. You know how men can
be when they get the sniffles. I left him tucked up in bed.” I
smiled sweetly wondering where this new bravado had come from. I
guess I had committed so it was best just to see it all the way
through.

“Well okay then, show Mack your IDs
on the way in. Have a nice night.” He pointed to the other bouncer,
sporting the number thirty-four, whose job it seemed was solely
checking IDs. I guess there was a pecking order even with security
guards.

Mack grunted as we held up our IDs for inspection,
barely taking the time to check if they were authentic before
waving us over to the line that required no payment of cover
charge. Score.

“That was amazing, Ash. I can’t
believe we bypassed the line.” Megs’s face beamed with excitement
as we walked into the belly of the club and were hit by a wall of
flashing lights and deafening noise.

“So now what?” I screamed over the
loud music pumping through the space. The wild strobes that were
sweeping through the room seemed to have no sequence or
rhythm.

“Drinks. Lots and lots of drinks.
You, my friend, are going to have a good time tonight. Forget your
grand plan, forget the interview, and forget everything else. For
one night, you need to just BE,” Megs screamed back, her
voice barely audible over the thumping bass.

“Is that some new-aged therapy
shit?” I laughed as we waded through the crowd toward the bar,
feeling more comfortable taking my chances with the friendly
bottles of alcohol rather than the dance floor.

“You don’t need a therapist, Ash,
you need to relax. Stop putting so much pressure on yourself.” Megs
put her arm around my shoulders and hugged me. She was right. One
night wasn’t going to kill me.

“I’m trying.” I shrugged, wondering
when was the last time I had honestly loosened the reins. While
most kids had been partying through high school I had been studying
my ass off for my SATs. When I hit college, I continued to keep my
head down, not willing to throw away the opportunity to achieve my
dreams for some keg beer and Sorority parties. Besides, when I
wasn’t studying I was helping out my parents, hiding out in the
kitchen until I hit twenty-one, and then behind the bar.

“Well, try harder. We’ve been in
this place for fifteen minutes and we haven’t had our first drink
yet.” Megs squeezed her body close to mine. Her gorgeous face had
started to bead with a thin sheen of perspiration.

“Okay, okay.” We made our way to
the bar in order to rectify the no-drink situation. Knowing how
obnoxious it was when some jackass waved or hollered in your face,
I waited until the bartender made his way over to our side of the
bar before attempting to place our order.

“What can I get you?” The bartender
leaned into us, grinning appreciatively at Megs’s barely there
dress. Out of the two of us she was the one who usually got the
attention. She was not only extremely intelligent but she was also
classically beautiful. Her blonde hair and blue-green eyes
complemented her delicate features. Add to that her pint-sized
figure, she was most men’s dream girl. If she wasn’t my best friend
I would have had to hate her.

“I’ll have a Long Island Iced Tea.”
Megs smiled, thankfully not ordering anything that required a
cocktail umbrella and embarrassing us.

“And I’ll have a Dirty Martini, but
can you make it fifty-fifty Noilly Prat and Tanquary 10, lots of
brine with three olives.” I leaned over the bar in an effort to
make myself heard.

“She’ll have a Dirty Martini, make
it how you want to make it.” Megs waved me off. “You’re not working
tonight, remember? Let the man do his job. After a few of those
suckers you aren’t going to care how they are made.”

“It’s no problem, sweetheart.
You’re paying for it so I’ll make it anyway you like.” He smiled. I
wasn’t sure who sweetheart was directed at but either way I
was happy to see he was making my drink as per my
prescription.

“Thank you.” I watched as he
grabbed the liquor bottles off the shelves and started mixing the
drinks. There was something poetic about watching the liquid spill
from the measure pourer and into a Boston glass.

I tried not to stare as he shook my Martini, giving
me a wink as he poured it into the chilled glass resting on the
bar. He then turned his attention to building Megs’s Long Island in
the high ball in front of us, garnishing it with a lemon spiral. I
had to hand it to him, he took pride in his craft.

“Keep them coming.” Megs handed
over her black Amex that he happily exchanged for a bar
token.

“Megs, you don’t really want to do
that. Remember, I grew up in a bar.” The delicious icy gin-vermouth
sensation complemented by the saltiness of the brine exploded
across my tongue as I took a sip.

“Yeah, I actually do. Last time you
were drunk was New Years Eve when we were doing shots of Jose
Cuervo in my apartment. I think you’re due.” Megs grinned,
reminding me of the impromptu party we’d had after finishing our
shift at Garro’s. Having not being able to participate in the
revelry until after the bar had closed, we’d made our way to her
apartment and did shots of silver tequila until we both passed out.
New Year’s Day did not treat us kindly.

“Fine, it’s your money.” I took
another sip from my glass.

Megs held her glass up with a mischievous grin. “I
propose a toast. To great friends and great futures, and to
wherever either of those takes us.”

“And to the questionable decisions
we’re undoubtedly about to make,” I added before clinking my glass
against hers.

Megs shimmied with excitement, her grin splitting
wildly across her face. “Now you’re talking.”
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“I’m telling you, I think we
should have some input into who Lexi is hiring.” I threw back the
Jack and Coke the waitress delivered, wanting to get my buzz sooner
than later.

This wasn’t our usual hang out but I was in need of
a change, bored with the same faces I’d been seeing at the other
Manhattan clubs. The strobes flashed with an irregular cadence
while the big-ass screens designed for our privacy shook under the
thump of the bass. The gen pop part of the club was separated from
us by a bunch of drapes and out-of-work linebackers.

I’d dragged Jase and Troy along for the ride with
neither of them giving me much resistance. It’s not like either of
them had plans, and with Jase having recently broken up with his
off-on, long-distance girl, Erin, I decided it was time to go on
the prowl, and for me and my brothers to enjoy being single in the
greatest city on earth.

“Why the fuck do you care who she
hires? This isn’t the whole Sydney thing again, is it?” Troy stood
and grabbed the two beers off her tray and handed one to
Jason.

“Thanks, Beth. Give us twenty and
then bring another round.” He slid a fifty onto her tray giving her
the all clear to leave. She gave him a pretty smile before she
turned to walk away. He didn’t even look at her ass as he sat back
down on the couch. Troy had always been so fucking smooth; why he
wasn’t banging a different broad every night still perplexed
me.

“No, it’s got nothing to with her.”
I put my tumbler onto the table in front of us. “Fuck, you boys
gossip more than a bunch of old ladies. Who even told you about her
and me?” Syd and I had only happened one time but everyone seemed
to know about it. I assumed she must have talked; after all, it had
probably been a while since anyone had made her come like I had. I
wore the scratches she tore into my back for a fucking week. Who
knew she was that wild in the sack.

“You did, numbnuts.” Jason laughed,
bumping my shoulder with his fist.

“Okay, so maybe I did. Who
remembers?” I couldn’t recall spilling but honestly it was months
ago, it’s probably for the best, I didn’t like hiding shit from my
brothers. “Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with Sydney. Shit
wouldn’t have worked out with us. She’s English.”

“You make it sound like she has an
extra head or something.” Troy laughed as he nursed his beer. He
and Jase hated clubs, preferring shit-hole bars with pool tables,
dartboards, and draft beer. He didn’t bitch about it though, which
was cool, proving what a team player he was by tagging
along.

“Not you, too. I explained it to
Stone this morning.” I failed to understand why this concept was so
fucking hard. Didn’t we all study this shit in school? No wonder
there is an outcry over the state of the education
system.

“Is this the Declaration of
Independence thing or the zee versus zed thing?” Troy piped in
giving me faith the bastard had been paying attention.

“It’s the Declaration thing but
seriously, who even says zed?” I shrugged.

“You do realize the language we
speak is English so they are probably right,” Jason
added smugly, the fucker probably thinking that because he had a
college degree he knew better.

“Screw zed. As far as I’m
concerned, that fancy piece of paper our forefathers signed means
I get to say zee.” How this was even up for discussion was
beyond me, Ben Franklin would be turning in his grave with this
completely unpatriotic banter.

Troy placed his longneck on the table, stretching
his hands behind his head. “I’m sure that’s exactly what old Thomas
Jefferson was thinking when he dipped his quill in ink.”

“I assure you, Tom J would have
definitely been a zee man.” I‘d have put my nuts on it.

“How did we get from talking about
Lexi’s new assistant to Thomas Jefferson?” Jason grinned as he took
another swig of his beer.

“Who knows, but I now could totally
go a Philly Cheese Steak.” Troy laughed, scooping his beer back off
the table and taking a mouthful.

Jason leaned back into the couch. “So, Dan…enlighten
us as to why you are so passionate about this cause.”

“I was just thinking, seeing as
whoever it is will be working with us, we should probably get a
say. Technically we’re like the boss, aren’t we?” I scratched my
head wondering why I hadn’t thought of it before.

Troy’s face lit up with a big shit-eating grin.
“Wow, can you please call Lexi and tell her we’re the boss, that
shit would make my week.” Bastard knew there was no way I’d call
Lexi and poke the bear. I’d rather keep my balls attached,
thanks.

“Whatever, nutsack.” I gave him a
friendly punch in the arm. “I was there this morning while Lexi was
interviewing and I saw some potential.” I couldn’t help but think
of the smokin’ redhead I’d caught staring at Stone’s
ass.

“So who’s the girl?” Jason chimed
in, guessing correctly it had been a skirt that had got me
interested.

“Here’s the thing, she was totally
into me. She didn’t say she was but I could tell. You know when you
can just tell?” I figured maybe if we did a recap I could work out
what got her panties in a twist. All I had done was point out Alex
was off the market, why she got all ate up was still a fucking
mystery.

“So she shot you down, huh?” Troy
cupped my neck, giving me a shake.

I shrugged him off not wanting his fucking sympathy.
“She said I offended her.”

“Go figure.” Jason laughed, the
wiseass not adding anything helpful to the conversation.

“I was just being myself but she
got all defensive.” I pushed my hands through my hair, honestly
confused as to why she had been so pissed.

“Was this before or after you
opened your mouth?” Jason chimed in.

“Shut up, asshole. I was just
introducing myself ’cause she seemed like a fan, but then we
started talking about her tits,” I tried to explain, replaying the
conversation in my head, unable to stop my grin at the thought of
Ashlyn.

“Only you can go from hello
to tits in zero point three seconds.” Troy chuckled like a
fucking schoolgirl, getting all up in my grill. It’s not like
they didn’t think about tits all the time. I was just more
honest about it. Girls should be thanking me.
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