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    I STARE BLANK-FACED AT THE E-MAIL on the screen in front of me,praying I am misreading the first two words in the second paragraph.




    Group memos like this one find their way into my inbox almost every day and are typically filled with nothing more than boring office news. An announcement about Sally-so-and-so’s upcoming retirement, or a notice about Joe-shmoe’s birthday next week. Nothing unusual or earth shattering. This particular memo started out that way, nothing worth panicking over. That is, until I arrived at the second paragraph and came to the two little words that currently have me in a chokehold.




    Two. Little. Words.




    Nicholas Kerkley.




    Okay—dream or hallucination? If I’m expected to live until the end of this e-mail, it has to be one of the two.




    A dream is easy enough to check, right? If this is a dream then something nonsensical or fantastic will be going on, like one of my co-workers will be Paula Deen from Food Network which, in my dream universe, will somehow make perfect sense. Or, I’ll open the door to our office and it will lead into my grandma’s kitchen. Then there’s the ever popular—if not a bit cliché—one where I’ll be naked.




    I look around the office: no Paula Deen. The office door is open: no grandmother’s kitchen. Last but not least, I glance down at myself, hoping—yes, hoping—to find that I’m only wearing underwear, but find myself fully clothed.




    All right, not a dream.




    So much for that, but dream or no dream, this still can’t be real. It can’t be. It must be some weird hallucination. I’ll close my eyes, take some deep breaths, count to five, and everything will be fine.




    One…(Breathe in…two…three…four…And out…two…three…four…)




    Maybe it’s the caffeine; I did have way too much coffee this morning.




    Two…(In…two…three…four…Out…two…three…four…)




    I should know better than to order a large when it’s not decaf!




    I continue my breathing exercise, but it’s not helping.




    All right, that’s it, no more coffee, starting tomorrow.




    Inhale. Exhale.




    Please let it be the coffee…




    Inhale. Exhale. Dear God, please, please, please…




    One more breath…Damn it!




    My screen still holds today’s company memo for the Herstein Group, and Nicholas Kerkley is still the only name listed under “New Client.”




    I lean back in my chair and cover my face with both hands. This can’t be happening. Why would he choose this firm? Does he know I work here? Does he even remember me? After all, it has been over eight years. Dear God…is he married? Does he have kids? This picture pops into my head: he has his arm around some twenty-something, blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty queen as they walk along the beach with half a dozen adorable children. All of them with her perfect hair and his gorgeous eyes…




    “Jules?”




    “Hmm?” My head snaps up, and I see Bree at her desk, staring at me as though I have a third eye. Only now do I realize I’ve actually been hunched over in my chair, face buried in my hands, practically hyperventilating.




    “You okay?”




    “Oh yeah, fine, just a headache. Face too close to the screen,” I say with a smile I hope she buys.




    Brianna St. Charles and I work for The Herstein Group, one of only four personal finance consulting groups at SMS Financial. Our boss (Margaret Herstein herself), Bree, and I make up the entire team. Bree and I met when I was hired over six years ago, and she’s been one of my best friends ever since.




    The only issue I have with her is the fact that it’s incredibly hard on the ego to be anywhere near her in public or within sight of a mirror. She has huge, beautiful curls of strawberry-blond hair, silver-blue eyes, and a body a supermodel would kill for. She’s a perfect, statuesque beauty, while I’m the even-more-mousy-and-plain-by-comparison friend.




    You’d expect someone who looks like Bree to have the common decency to be flighty, or air-headed, or have some personality defect to balance it out. Something to keep the rest of us from just giving up altogether. But no, she’s the sweetest, smartest, most down-to-earth person you could ever wish to meet. She’s impossible not to love.




    As Bree goes back to typing, I stand and make my way to the restroom with as calm a façade I can muster. The door shuts behind me, and I step into the large handicapped stall. Not only does it have extra space, but because it’s the kind with its own private wash area. I walk over to the mirror and brace my hands on either side of the cold porcelain sink.




    All right, deep breath. You can do this. It doesn’t have to be that bad. After all, odds are I will never even have to see him. I’m just the admin; I hardly ever meet face-to-face with our clients, and there’s no reason he should be any different.




    Our clients are extremely wealthy individuals who come to us when they need help spending their money. We assist them in purchasing real estate, research business franchises, advise them as to which personal jet will have the highest resale value in five to ten years—stuff like that. They pay us to be the unbiased experts in whatever they’re interested in. Over the past few years, our group has become the most successful one at SMS Financial.




    That, however, has little to do with me and far more to do with Margaret and Bree. Margaret is the lead consultant (the boss), Bree is the junior consultant (her assistant), and I am the secretary (the nobody). Okay, I’m the administrative assistant if you want to be PC about it, but I have never been able to call myself that. “A rose by any other name would smell as sweet” is one of my all-time favorite Shakespeare quotes, but it works the other way too. Not that my job is awful—I love Margaret and Bree, and the work is fine, it just doesn’t give you many good stories to tell at the bar. Margaret and Bree have stories, because everyone wants to hear about the heiress looking for her fifth penthouse condo just so she can piss off Daddy, or the multi-millionaire who wants a private house upstate so that he and his assistant can have some privacy for their frequent—ahem—business meetings. People are fascinated with how the other half lives. How the other half takes their coffee, not so much; that’s the sort of stuff I know. I answer phones, sort mail, arrange meetings, and take notes. I have met a few of our current and past clients through conference calls or meetings where I took minutes, or the occasional intercepted phone call when Bree was away from her desk. However, none of our clients have ever needed to meet me, so there is no reason Nick—I mean Mr. Kerkley—will be any different.




    I glance into the mirror and run my fingers through my unruly hair. It’s not-curly-not-straight texture often causes me problems, and my struggle with it this morning is particularly bad. Though at the time, I hadn’t realized my fight with the flat iron was actually a sign telling me that today would suck and to go back to bed.




    Too bad I didn’t get the message.




    With a deep breath, I slowly make my way back to my desk. I arrive just in time to overhear Bree saying on the phone, “There she is, she just got back. I’ll tell her. Okay, see you in a bit.”




    Must be Margaret. Good. She’ll have a distraction for me; she always does. Margaret has been my boss since I was hired, and she has made my work life one big rollercoaster ride ever since. Not in a bad way, as she’s one of the kindest, most caring people you could ever work for. She’s just one of those people that is always running at full speed and never seems to slow down: the textbook definition of a Type A personality. Though I will say she has a great business head. There’s a reason we’re the number one group in our firm.




    She keeps us busy, always blowing through the office, in—what Bree and I have affectionately named—a dizzy-tizzy, as she’s passing out work and talking through schedules at a million miles an hour. By the time she blows out again, Bree and I usually have more than a day’s work to do, and while we generally dread it, right now that’s exactly what I need.




    “Hey, Jules, that was Margaret,” Bree tells me, coming over to sit on the edge of my desk, as is her habit if she has news or gossip to share. “Did you see the e-mail about our new client?”




    I wince. No distraction then. “Yep, just a few minutes ago.” Please let that be the end of it.




    “Margaret just sent me his file. I was expecting the usual sixty-something divorcé or bald investor, but look at this.” She hands me a small pile of papers. “Turns out he’s only thirty-one, built this huge technical consulting corporation from the ground up, and he’s worth over seventeen billion dollars! Can you believe it! We finally get to work with a hot guy!”




    She is obviously thrilled. Good for her. Wait a minute…




    “How do you know he’s hot?”




    “Oh, I went to one of his company’s websites and saw a picture. Here, let me show you, he really is gorgeous—”




    “No, that’s all right,” I say quickly, grabbing the mouse before she gets to it. My sanity can’t handle pictures right now.




    “Oh, okay then,” she says, cocking an eyebrow. “You’ll see soon enough anyway.”




    My heart freezes in my chest. “What?”




    “That’s what Margaret was calling about. He’ll be here in an hour for our first meeting.”




    Please no, please no.




    My throat closes like an allergy attack, and I ball my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. “B-But you never need me at those meetings.”




    “I know, but Margaret says this is a big one. An all-hands-on-deck sort of thing. Apparently there’s a property up in Maine—”




    “I can’t make it,” I interrupt, fishing frantically in my brain for an impromptu lie. “I have to leave early. Doctor’s appointment.” Weak I know, but it’s the best I can come up with mid-panic.




    “You do?”




    “I told you yesterday, remember?” Wow, this is disturbing. Normally I don’t lie this well. Amazing what the right motivation can do.




    “Oh.” She furrows her eyebrows, thinking back. “It must have slipped my mind. Oh well, no biggie. I can fill you in tomorrow. You’re not sick are you?”




    I see the worry on Bree’s face, and my stomach sinks. Ugh, why does she have to be concerned over my lie? Don’t I feel bad enough already? “No, no, just the yearly…you know.” I give her the gynecology exam grimace, and she understands immediately.




    “Oh…yuck.”




    “I was actually going to head out now,” I say, gathering up my stuff and trying very hard not to analyze the fact that I’m being the very definition of a coward. I like to think of myself as a brave, confident person, but deep down inside I know that I haven’t been brave or very confident in a long time. I try not to knowingly surrender to weakness, but at the moment, I have no other choice. This particular meeting would be far too much for me to handle.




    “Oh, okay. Well, good luck I guess,” she says, smiling sympathetically.




    “Yeah, thanks.” I throw my bag over my shoulder and all but run for the elevators.
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    My heart finally makes its way out of my throat as I lumber out the back doors and into the side alley. Normally, I would leave through the main lobby and out the front doors like a sane person. Today, however, I slip out the back because I, wuss that I am, decided at the last second to take the stairs—all fourteen flights of them—down to the main floor, as opposed to the elevator. Then in a further display of spinelessness, I avoided the lobby, took the side hall, and left through the unalarmed emergency door out back. All this, just in case he happens to be in the elevator, lobby, or anywhere in between.




    God, I’m pathetic.




    If I’m going to keep this up, I’ll definitely have to come up with excuses that are more diverse than just a plethora of doctor’s appointments, or eventually Bree and Margaret will think I’m dying.




    I push up the sleeves of my blouse as I round the corner onto Chambers Street. It’s the last day of August, but judging by the temperature, you would have no idea that fall is supposedly upon us.




    I stop at a newsstand, hoping to find something to occupy my mind for the next few hours. My thoughts are currently nipping at the edges of memories that I’ve worked very hard to bury. I need a distraction. Something to read or, at the very least, flip through mindlessly. Anything—global news, celebrity gossip, how to lose ten pounds by the weekend. As I desperately scan the racks, Bree’s words continue to fly around my head.




    “…he really is gorgeous…”




    Sigh. Yes, he is. I already knew that.




    “…he’s worth over seventeen billion…”




    Knew that too. Seventeen point seven billion to be exact.




    I’ve been following Mr. Kerkley’s career almost since it began. I say “following his career” because it sounds much more normal than “I know everything and anything you could possibly want to know about his career, company, and business interests,” which sounds like I am a telephoto lens and a pair of night vision goggles away from being a stalker. However, pathetic as it may be, I am something of an expert when it comes to Nick Kerkley’s career.




    He started his company with nothing—absolutely nothing—and built it himself from the ground up. The business and technological worlds took notice of his work almost instantly, and he has been a powerhouse ever since. His rise to the corporate elite has been documented thoroughly over the years. He’s appeared in newspapers, magazines, special interest journals, and even the occasional television interview, which I could never bring myself to watch. For over seven years I’ve been collecting every bit of information I can find that deals with him in any way, and storing everything in a box under my bed.




    Yeah…’cause that’s normal.




    Somewhere between paying for and finishing a chocolate bar, I decide to go and see my sister, Lisa. I need another person right now. I can’t distract myself and normally I would call Bree, but in this situation, Lisa is my next best option.




    For the past four years, Lisa has been the VP of Marketing for Century PR, one of the largest PR firms on the east coast. Her office is in SoHo and, as I’m in no mood to walk that far, I make my way down to the subway. I’m able to get a seat by the window as it’s early in the afternoon and the rush-hour crowds are still hard at work. As the train jerks to life, I rest my head against the window and watch the hazy tunnel lights fly past.




    Eight years. That’s how long it’s been. Eight years…
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    “Grilled cheese, fries, and a chocolate malt.”




    “White or wheat?”




    “White.”




    “All right, it will just be a few.”




    “Thanks.”




    I was at Gerald’s, the best diner in the city, and I ate there at least twice a week. That afternoon, I had just finished the last final exam of my senior year. It was Dr. Ortega’s Advanced Financial Modeling, and I knew I’d aced it. I decided there was no better way to celebrate the proverbial weight of the world being lifted off my shoulders than a plateful of comfort food.




    What a feeling! I was officially done with school and I had an amazing internship lined up for the fall. Everything I had been working so hard for was finally within reach, and I was on top of the world. It was as if I would never have to worry about anything ever again. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.




    I was so lost in my happy stupor that I jumped when the waitress placed a plate in front of me. A plate of…chicken salad melt and chips?




    I looked up. “This isn’t—” But she was gone.




    Damn.




    As I looked around to try to call the waitress back, I noticed an unbelievably hot guy sitting at the counter, watching me. When he caught my eye, he looked down at the plate sitting in front of him.




    Ah, my food. This must be his.




    He picked up his plate and walked toward my table. Dear God, he was gorgeous! Dark brown hair, and the most beautiful blue eyes I had ever seen.




    “I take it this is yours?” he asked with a breathtaking smile, setting my grilled cheese down on the table.




    Don’t say something stupid, don’t say something stupid. “Uh, yeah, thanks.”




    “No problem.” He turned back toward the counter, and I let out the breath I’d been holding.




    Uh, yeah, thanks?”The hottest guy I would probably ever meet face-to-face, and that’s all I could come up with? Why couldn’t I say something witty or charming? Or at least something remotely intelligent like, “Yes it is, thank you, and this must be yours.” You know, something a normal person would say!




    I glared down at my plate, sulking over my first few fries. Oh well, he’s probably married. Or gay. That’s the way it goes, right? Or—




    But my thought was cut short by the sound of someone sitting down in the empty seat at my table. A plate and drink suddenly occupied the space opposite me, and I looked up and into the amazing eyes I thought I’d never see again.




    “Do you mind?” he asked, timidly gesturing to the seat he had just taken.




    Holy crap! A hot guy wants to sit with me! Okay, okay, stay calm, be cool, don’t blush like a twelve-year-old.




    I grinned and nodded, not trusting my voice.




    He smiled that same heart-stopping smile and held out a hand for me to shake. “I’m Nick.”




    “Julia.”
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    The announcement of the Houston Street stop snaps me back to the present, and I’m both sad and relieved to be distracted from the memory. That’s how my fairy godmother introduced me to my very own Prince Charming—or so I’d thought when I was still young and naïve. Since then, I’ve learned that fairy godmothers and magic wands are pretty pictures that people in love use to make a point. It’s easy for people to talk when they’re happy, doe-eyed, and blind to the fact that fairy tales are for children who don’t know any better. But, when those same people find themselves out of love, suddenly that charming “We both happened to take the same subway even though he usually takes a cab, and I usually walk! I must have a fairy godmother!” story becomes “I should have known the minute I stepped on that disgusting subway not to talk to him! Only jerks and creeps try to pick up women on the subway. What was I thinking?”




    With a sigh I close my eyes and sink lower into my seat. Yes, back then I thought I was on the way to my very own happily ever after. However, I discovered that what Fairy Godmother giveth, she could taketh away.
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    “THE NEXT TIME YOU GET anything that says ‘confidential’ on it, you send it straight in to me, understand?”




    “Yes, Ms. Basham.”




    “Now this all has to be redone because the seal has been broken! How am I supposed to explain this?”




    “I’m sorry, Ms. Basham.”




    As I arrive at Lisa’s office, I find her in the process of scolding her new receptionist. The poor thing doesn’t look a day past twenty and, by the expression on her face, could very well be soiling herself as we speak. I really do feel bad for her. Don’t get me wrong, Lisa is a wonderful woman who was born for the business world, and to know her is to love her. But even I can admit, not to know her is definitely to fear her.




    I can’t help but smile as I lean back and wait for the tongue lashing to end. Lisa is someone who tackles the business world with an iron fist, which is how she got to be where she is. All her employees and co-workers respect her as a focused leader, though fear comes inherently with that kind of respect. They all know Lisa is a great person, but they’re also well aware that you don’t want to cross her.




    Even as a girl she was cutthroat. She was the first kid to be chosen for dodge ball and the last kid you wanted to play a board game with. Softball, swim team, debate club, spelling bee—everything she did, she was the best. Not because she was particularly talented in any one area, but because she worked for it. She was driven. It was no surprise that she graduated at the top of her class, or that she had no problem getting into Harvard Business School, or that she obtained the level of success she has now. If Lisa wants something, she doesn’t stop until she gets it.




    Luckily for me, this take-no-prisoners attitude not only applied to her competitive and professional endeavors, but to her family as well. She has always had a very strong belief in protecting one’s own—namely me. Our father only passed away in recent years, but our mother died when I was six and Lisa had just turned ten. Since then, Lisa has really been both a mother and a sister to me. She packed my lunches for grade school, got me ready for my first day of high school, was there to help me pick out my prom dress, and she wouldn’t let me stop until my college admissions essay was perfect. But more than just the trivial, she has always gone out of her way to take care of me emotionally as well, giving the advice and the guidance that she thought our mother would have given if she were here.




    I try not to smirk as I think of her employees having the chance to meet that Lisa. The Lisa who was sweet and motherly, who took care of me when I was sick, and who used to tuck me in at night and read me stories. The Lisa who—though by no means perfect—really is the best sister anyone could ask for.
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    Lisa had just finished reading to me, and we sat curled up together in my bed.




    “How will my fairy godmother know how to find me?” I asked, running my fingers over the picture of the sparkly dress the princess on the book cover was wearing.




    “The same way Santa knows how to find you,” Lisa answered matter-of-factly. “She knows everything. You see, she’ll show up when you need her most, she’ll know all about you, and know just how to help you.”




    “She’ll know about me? Everything?”




    “Sure, she has to. How else can she know who you should marry?”




    “What about the bad stuff about me, will she know that too?”




    “What bad stuff?”




    “Like when I broke the picture frame and told Dad it fell over by itself, or when I don’t finish my dinner?” I asked, holding the book tighter, as if clinging to the dreams my fairy godmother might take away because I didn’t like peas.




    “No, she won’t care about that stuff.” She smiled as I sighed in relief. “Her only job is to see that you get your Prince Charming.”




    “Will I get a pretty dress too?”




    “I don’t know. I guess if you need one.”




    “I think I’ll need one.”




    “Then I’m sure she’ll give you one,” Lisa said, chuckling as she crawled out of my bed and pulled the covers up under my chin. “Whatever it takes so you can live happily ever after.”
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    Lisa’s bellowing continues to pour out of the office door, bringing me back to the moment. “This is payroll information! Employees’ personal records! Do you have any idea what could have happened if it fell into the wrong hands? Do you have any idea how many lawsuits we would have been facing?”




    I bite my tongue to suppress a chuckle. Yes, if only her employees knew how sweet she can be, everyone involved would probably keel over and die: the employees from shock—Lisa, of embarrassment.




    I wait quietly by the door for the rant to end, pretending not to listen. After suffering another minute or so of berating, the watery-eyed receptionist slinks out past me with her tail between her legs. Deciding it’s safe to enter, I step through the door into Lisa’s enormous office.




    “You know you wouldn’t lose so many receptionists if you didn’t scare the hell out of them their first week on the job.”




    “Jules!” Lisa looks up from her computer, obviously shocked to see me. “When did you get here? Shouldn’t you be at work?”




    “There was a big meeting this afternoon that I wasn’t needed for, so I got out early.” Not entirely a lie. “I came to see if you wanted to do dinner tonight.”




    “Sure, that’d be great! I have a conference call in five minutes, but it shouldn’t be more than an hour. If you don’t mind waiting you can hang out here, and we’ll go after that.”




    “All right.” I take a seat in one of the armchairs across from the desk. I look up to see Lisa staring at me, thinking. “What?”




    “Nothing.” As she turns back to her desk, she gets a mischievous glint in her eye. Before I can comment, she picks up her phone and hits two buttons. “Hi, Zach, it’s Lisa.”




    Oh no.




    Lisa has been trying to fix me up with Zach Connoray since he started as a copywriter at her firm over two years ago. The fact that he has a huge crush on me doesn’t help things. He is all for the idea of us going out. Me, not so much.




    “…so if you have some time…”




    “NO!” I mouth to her, but she just smiles.




    “…would you mind coming up to my office? Julia’s here and I need someone to entertain her while I’m on a call.”




    “I’m gonna kill you!” I mouth again through clenched teeth, giving her the most menacing glare I can work up. Her shoulders shake with silent laughter.




    “Great! See you in a few.”




    As soon as the receiver hits the cradle, I yell, “Why would you do that!”




    “I thought you might like some company,” she says innocently.




    “I can entertain myself, thank you!”




    “Oh come on, Jules, he’s a great guy! You need to stop being so damn picky!”




    “I know he’s a great guy. It’s not him; I don’t date. That’s not being picky.”




    “Come on, he’s crazy about you. Just give him a chance. You need something to do for the next hour anyway. Speaking of…” She sits down and dials into her call, effectively ending my whining fit.




    I walk out into the hall and wait for Zach to come up. Shouldn’t take him long. Lisa is right; he’s crazy about me. He is very nice, warm, funny, and charming—an all-around great guy. I am in no way going to deny that. I also have no doubt he will make someone a wonderful boyfriend. Just not me.




    I don’t date. Not since…well, I just don’t.




    I did try for a while. I went out with several guys—mostly setups by Lisa—and they were all great…except. That’s just it—except. There was something wrong with all of them. One was too committed to work, one too attached to his mother, one too affectionate, one not affectionate enough, one too tall, one too short, and so on. Toward the end I came to terms with the fact that I was being insane, and gave up on the whole institution of relationships. The fact of the matter was that all my “excepts” were really only one thing. They were all great except they weren’t him. I was going to find something wrong with anyone I tried to date no matter how wonderful they were, simply because they were not the man I really wanted. So, as opposed to leading on countless men for the rest of my life and being miserable in the process, I renounced all dating attempts and have since lived my own personal version of happily ever after. Maybe my version would be better described as contentedly ever after, but I’m fine with that. Happily ever after is overrated anyway. Contented can’t be taken from you. Contented is good.




    Right?




    In any event, I am not about to lift my relationship embargo just to stomp on the hopes of a great guy like Zach. Anything more than friendship between Zach and I would never work because, honestly, I wouldn’t let it. He would just end up getting hurt. Better to let him have a crush on me, and eventually someone else will catch his fancy and I’ll be old news. For now, all I have to do is smile and be as friendly as possible without giving him any ideas.




    Just when I sit on the couch in the waiting area, Zach turns the corner with a big grin on his face.




    Here we go.
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    After an hour and twelve minutes in Zach’s office, twenty minutes in Lisa’s office waiting for her to get off a last minute call, and a nine-block walk to the restaurant after giving up on a cab, Lisa and I finally sit down to dinner. We had decided on Marino’s, an Italian place only a few blocks from my apartment. Great food, great service, great atmosphere, great…wine. I start draining another glass and Lisa eyes me suspiciously.




    “So what’s going on? Why are we lushing this evening?”




    “I’m not lushing.”




    “That’s your third glass and we’ve been here twenty minutes. Plus you were the one who ordered the whole bottle. You’re depressed.” It wasn’t a question.




    I reach for a piece of bruschetta without looking up. “What was the deal with your receptionist today?”




    She rolls her eyes at my blatant change of subject. “Oh, nothing. We’ve had some payroll issues lately. Someone down in accounting may be stealing money. I’d sent for the accounts payable invoices so I could look them over, but I had to have them redone, as Becky decided to open a file marked ‘confidential.’ No biggie. She won’t do it again,” she added with a slightly evil grin.




    “Someone in payroll is stealing?”




    “Possibly. Now stop avoiding the subject,” she says, done with my diversion tactics. “Spill.”




    I take another sip of wine, then stare down at my plate. “Our group was assigned a new client today.”




    “Okay…”




    “A thirty-one-year-old entrepreneur who is currently worth over seventeen billion dollars.” I pause, taking a deep breath. “Mr. Nicholas Kerkley.” I see her eyes widen.




    “As in…”




    “Mmhmm.”




    “And this meeting you weren’t needed for today…”




    “Mmhmm.”




    “Ah. I see.”




    An awkward silence follows. After a few moments, Lisa reaches for the wine bottle and tops me off, giving me a sympathetic half smile. I return it—though I’m pretty sure my smile comes off more as a painful grimace—and look back down at my plate.




    “So,” she says, not-so-subtly changing the subject, “why aren’t you a consultant yet?”




    I roll my eyes and glare at her. She’s obviously trying to piss me off. Maybe she thinks anger will be a good emotional distraction.




    “Really? You’re going to go there? We’ve been over this, and nothing has changed.” I try to keep my cool and thwart her plan. “Margaret is the consultant, Bree is the junior, and I am the admin.”




    “Who could be the junior,” she says, adding her own ending to my sentence.




    “Bree got the position. I didn’t.”




    “Because you didn’t try. You could have had it all over Bree, and you know it.”




    “She is better suited for the job than I am, that’s all. She’s got the personality.”




    “That’s about the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard. Personality my ass! She graduated from community college with a degree in general business. You interned at Stauncher House for God’s sake! You should be leading your own group by now!”




    I rest my elbows on the table and rub my eyes. “Next topic please.”




    “You sure?”




    “Yep.”




    “You’re not going to like it.”




    “Got to be better than this.” I take another drink. “Try me.”




    “How did it go with Zach?”




    Damn. I glare at her. “Yeah, still gonna kill you, by the way.”




    “What did you two do?” she asks, undeterred by my threats.




    I sigh, rolling my eyes. “We discussed how Zach’s assistant needs to dye her hair back to brown, talked about the television lineup, then watched a plethora of stupid videos on YouTube. It was magical.”




    “Sounds like it,” she says, with an obvious ooh-la-la inflection.




    “Give it up, Lis.”




    “Oh, lighten up. I’m just trying to help you.”




    “I don’t need help. I’m fine.”




    At my declaration, she leans back in her chair and crosses her arms. “You mean to tell me you want to be alone forever? That you don’t at all miss having a night out, or the occasional…bed partner,” she whispers.




    “Bed partner…seriously? What is this, Victorian England?”




    “What would you prefer? Booty call?”




    “Actually—” I smirk “—I think I would.”




    “Anyway, I just want you to be happy, that’s all.”




    “So you’re saying I need a man to be happy? This coming from the woman who has proclaimed to God and anyone else who would listen, that she’s going die happy and alone?”




    “Yes, and that’s me. I’ve never wanted marriage, or kids, or the picket fence.” She waves her hand dismissively. “I’m not a happily ever after kind of person.”




    “Neither am I.”




    “You used to be.”




    She’s right; I used to be. But that was before.




    “Regardless,” Lisa continues, “I’m not talking about love or anything like that. I’m not trying to marry you off; I just want you to have a little fun. Hell, even I go on a date every now and again.”




    “Well, you enjoy yourself.” I raise my glass in a mock toast before taking another swig.




    “All right, all right, I get it,” she says, lifting her hands in mock defeat. “I’m just saying, having a man can be fun when you give it a chance.”




    The waiter comes back with our food just in time, and I concentrate on my ravioli. Unpleasant as the conversation has been, I know she’s at least somewhat right. I probably could have my own group by now if I wanted it.




    I had wanted it.




    I used to be ambitious.




    But that was before.




    She was right about another thing too. Having a man can be fun.
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    “Well, that’s two hours of my life I’ll never get back.”




    “Just be glad we waited to rent it and didn’t see it in the theaters. Then it would have been two hours and twenty bucks you’d never get back,” I said with a laugh, as Nick reached across the couch, grabbed me from behind, and pulled me up against his chest. I laid my head back onto his shoulder and closed my eyes. “After all, it couldn’t have been that bad. I was with you,” I added sarcastically.




    He turned his head and lightly brushed his nose up and down my cheek. “You, my love, are the only thing that kept me from throwing my shoe at the screen.”




    “Why, because I was with you, or because it’s my TV?” I asked, goose bumps rising on my arms.




    “Yes,” he breathed, then kissed the hollow under my ear.




    We had been together for a month and a half, and I was totally and completely in love. I had become one of “those people.” The ones that single folks can’t stand to be around, because we’re always in a lovesick daze. I knew it was totally cliché, but I couldn’t help myself. He was perfect.




    And he loved me.




    Really loved me. There wasn’t anything he said or did that didn’t have those three little words hidden behind it. He was sweet and affectionate, but not in the annoy-the-hell-out-of-you clingy way, but more like the makes-you-feel-like-the-center-of-his-world way. By day he was absolutely devoted to me, and by night…well…wow.




    I was in heaven.




    We were at my apartment, like usual. His was tiny, and had little more in it than some clothes and a bed. He was currently working in a local bookstore, and—as his apartment would suggest—not making much money. It didn’t matter though because he was the sort of guy who didn’t need much. He and his sister, Cathy, who I had yet to meet, grew up on very meager means, their parents having been public school teachers. Then both parents died when Nick was just out of high school, leaving him and Cathy with even less. They each had enough money to go off to college, where she graduated with a degree in social sciences, while Nick took a few years off, then began a major in information technology.




    He stuck with it for almost three semesters, but withdrew of his own choice the year before we met. He claimed school just wasn’t his thing, and planned to go into business for himself. He already knew a lot about different technological services and wanted to start his own consulting company. He had spent the past few months testing the waters, but was finding it hard to land reputable clientele when he had no name and no diploma.




    None of that bothered me though. Not his lack of money, or his thus far failed attempts in the business world. I knew he would make it. He had all the right stuff—personality, drive, skill—it was just a matter of time.




    Speaking of…




    I reluctantly pulled myself off the couch and made my way over to my laptop which was sitting open on the table. Just one more read through…




    “Not again,” Nick groaned.




    Ten days ago, I found out that Jill Fabian, VP of Personal Finance Management for Stauncher House, would be taking an intern.




    One intern.




    Ever since then, any thought that passed through my mind was in some way, shape, or form connected to the letter on my laptop, which was currently begging me to come over and read it over just once more.




    My internship would be starting in a few weeks, and all the interns had been told during orientation that we would be assigned to a mentor. Our potential mentors would look over our résumés and qualifications, and then choose who they wanted to work with. Typical stuff, nothing we hadn’t expected. The blow had come the previous week, when I’d been at the Stauncher building for the preliminary tour. During our lunch break, I had been in the ladies room and, completely by chance, happened to overhear that Jill Fabian had just lost her secretary and had decided replace her with one of the new interns.




    I flipped out—silently, because I was hiding in one of the stalls at the time—but there was much rejoicing.




    Ms. Fabian was one of only three Stauncher House VPs. Having her name on my résumé— not to mention her knowledge and guidance—would land me any job I could want anywhere in the country. She had more seniority than practically anyone else in the entire company, which meant she would get to choose her intern first.




    She had to choose me.




    I had made up my mind then and there that I would do anything to make sure my name was at the top of her list. That, however, meant that she had to know my name, and the only way for that to happen was for me to let her know what it was. I decided to approach her. Not in person, as that would be impossible with her schedule, but I could send her a letter. An eloquent and professional letter, stating who I was and what I wanted. That was the best way for me to make myself known, show her my ambition and my drive, not to mention get a leg up on my competition. I was the only one who knew she wanted an intern, and I had to make the most of my advantage.




    Ever since that fateful trip to the restroom, I had pretty much spent every waking moment working on my letter. I had gone through over thirty different drafts, and made Nick read it so many times he was probably seeing it in his sleep—which undoubtedly is what made him insist on a laptop-free movie night.




    “Yes, again,” I said.




    “Don’t make me restrain you…”




    I giggled and made a run for it, but he was too quick. His arms came around me, pinning my back to his chest just before my fingers reached the keyboard. I tried to wriggle free but it was no use.




    “No you don’t,” he growled, playfully biting my neck. “You promised.”




    “I know, but it has to be perfect.”




    “It is perfect,” he said, turning me to face him. “It was perfect two days ago, it was perfect this morning, it was perfect two hours ago, and will still be perfect tomorrow—that is, if your constant obsessing and overanalyzing doesn’t inadvertently end up ruining it.”




    Hmm…I hadn’t thought of that.




    “You see,” he said triumphantly, seeing the truth of his words register in my expression. “Enough. You can send it tomorrow, then feel silly when it gets lost in the mail, so she never gets it, and then chooses you anyway simply because you’re amazing.”




    I rolled my eyes, but his lips came down on mine before I could argue with him.




    After a long moment he broke the kiss and looked at me—a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Now then, Miss Basham,” he said, his voice low and gruff. He leaned forward and brushed his lips against my shoulder, making me shiver. “It looks as though you need a distraction.” His lips slowly made their way up my neck. “If only there was something we could do…”




    I turned my head and caught his lips with my own. “I love you,” I said after a delightfully languid kiss. He didn’t say anything, but the look in his eyes said more than his words ever could. His mouth came down to meet mine again, this time hungry. I leaned against him in an obvious invitation that he wasn’t slow in accepting. The next thing I knew, I was in my bedroom being thoroughly…distracted.
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