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Stan

The jazz pianist tickled the ivories with long, slender fingers as I sat at the nearby buffet table, holding a half-eaten cracker with a smear of caviar on the end. The best type of caviar, sturgeon straight from one specific lake in Russia, and I could barely even taste it.

The pianist was tearing it up, too. His backup ensemble were equally as skilled. The guy on bass, a great big wedge of a man like a living teddy bear, practically made love to his instrument. A bass violin kind of does look like a woman, with curves and all. 

This fabulous soiree was organized to commemorate the firm’s acquisition of Dynamic Mechanics, a bleeding-edge tech firm focused on microprocessors and other essential hardware of the computerized future.

It was a hell of a coup, and we were folding in hundreds of employees into our existing firm structure. Now that DM was a division of our firm, this meant that a good portion of the people at the party were total strangers to me.

But where some saw awkwardness, I saw an opportunity. There were all kinds of fresh young females there for the taking, yet I felt an odd melancholy weighing down my body and mind.

A tall, mustachioed man hovered nearby, a glass of champagne in his hand.

“You look entirely too glum for a man who just got a whole lot richer.”

I glanced over at Chandler, my friend and business partner, and shrugged.

“I’m fine. Just thinking.”

“About what?”

To be honest, I was thinking about the fact that I was the sole remaining bachelor at the firm, and what that meant for all of our futures. There were four of us, owners and executives, but their wives now played an increasing role in management.

“About the fact that you and Jon and Mason are out of luck tonight.” I grinned ear to ear, though I really didn’t feel it. “I mean, just look at all the beautiful ladies here. Tonight is an endless adventure—for me.”

I gave him a look and shook my head as if I was very sad for him.

“But what do you guys have to look forward to? Some tasty hors d’oeuvres? A few glasses of champagne before you have to go home to wifey?” I heaved a sigh. “I cry for you, but my tears are from laughter.”

Chandler patted me on the shoulder. “Chin up, you’ll find your missing piece someday.”

“I’ll most certainly find one tonight, maybe even a couple.” I threw back a glass of champagne and headed for the balcony. “I need some fresh air.”

Chandler laughed and it was this weird knowing laughter. Like he was privy to something I wasn’t.

In fact, all of my partners had been acting funny ever since they got married. It was something I’d tried not to think about, but it grew harder to deal with every day.

The balcony doors closed behind me and I took in the fantastical sight of the New York skyline. Nearby, a pigeon strutted like a conqueror on the marble railing. I decided to name him Ted. He looked like a Ted.

“I tell you what, Ted.” I heaved a sigh as I looked out on the city. “It sucks being the lone bachelor in the firm. A few years back, we worked all day and partied all night long.”

I slapped my palm on the railing, which startled Ted and made him jump back on his bright orange feet.

“All night long, I’m telling you. I can’t count how many bars we shut down. Now, though, if I want to go out, I have to go by myself. I mean, I can get any woman I want. But doing it with my friends was way more fun.”

I looked over at him and sighed.

“You’re lucky you’re just a pigeon, Ted. You don’t want to deal with life’s changes as a human being.”

Ted cooed at me, twisting his flexible neck around to stare. His head cocked this way and that, and then he took off in a furious profusion of fluttering. A single feather drifted down and I caught it out of the air.

“Son of a bitch, look at that. Some cultures believe that if you catch a feather out of the air, then you get to make a wish.”

I stared at the feather in my hand for a long time.

“Too bad I don’t believe in that bullshit.”

I tossed the feather over the balcony, but before it left my fingers a stray thought crossed my mind. I thought it would be nice for things to change. I didn’t want to wish for my buddies getting divorced, but I could wish for my own boredom to end.

The wind caught the feather and bore it away. I watched it flutter down until it grew so small as to be out of sight. I thanked Ted silently for his wise discourse, and headed back into the party.

I was more determined than ever to find some fine piece of ass, a distraction to keep me from feeling lonely tonight. Unfortunately, my search was disrupted when Mason sidled up to me.

“Hey, Chandler said you’ve got a horseshoe up your ass about something. I came to help.”

“I’m fine, Mason.” I ignored him, staring around the room and searching for a target. “I’m busy, so if you don’t mind, let me zero in on tonight’s conquest.”

“I see.” Mason chuckled. “What about the blonde in the corner?”

I glanced that way. Sure, she was attractive, but I just wasn’t feeling it.

“High maintenance chick with makeup thick. Not in the mood for that.”

“Okay,” Mason gestured near the piano, where a black-haired beauty tried not to spill out of her evening gown. Tried and somewhat failed. I could see an edge of the areola on her plunging neckline.

“Who, the queen of the undead there? No.”

“I think it’s obvious you’re going to find something wrong with whoever I pick out, so I’m going to stop now.” Mason offered a wan smile. “I don’t know what you’re looking for, Stan the Man, but I hope you find it.”

“Whatever,” I muttered to myself as I turned back to the buffet table. “I’d like to—”

I ran right into her, spilling drinks down the front of her black dress. Her perfectly formed lips formed an O as a gasp escaped from her throat. My eyes fixed on her deep umber eyes, limpid pools I fell into and never hit the bottom.

“Oh,” she cried.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I should have been paying attention to where I was going.”

I took out a handkerchief, and almost wiped her chest before I realized that would probably work against me. I offered it to her instead as nimble, fleet-footed staff came to clean up the mess.

“Hey, no worries,” she said in a definite Brooklyn accent. “I was staring at my cell phone instead of where I was walking.”

“But your dress,” I said, feeling a heel. I knew quality when I saw it, and that was one quality little black dress. It hugged her curves without giving too much away, unlike the queen of the undead earlier. Her auburn hair flashed in the light, cascading other hues as she moved.

“Ah, it’s white wine on a black dress, I think I’m good.”

She flashed a smile at me.

“Listen, if you send me a dry-cleaning bill—”

She burst into laughter.

“Believe me, I got that covered.”

“Are you sure?”

“Fuhgeddaboudit.”

I joined her in a smile.

“Fair enough, then. Can I at least replace the drink I made you spill?”

“Sure,” she said, pronouncing it ‘shore.’ I was getting a definite “working class” vibe from her, but she wore Prada and walked in heels like she’d been born in them. A little bit of class mixed with a glorious lack of sophistication.

Now why in the hell did I find that so appealing?

I figured she was from the DM company we’d just acquired. It would explain why I’d never seen her around the office, though I’ll admit I hardly knew everybody on sight. The firm employed a lot of people.

I replaced her glass of wine, got myself a bourbon on the rocks, and decided to make my play.

“So, it’s hard to imagine a gorgeous woman like yourself being at this soiree alone.”

“Oh, is it?” Her eyes flashed at me, a slight smile tugging the corners of her thick, sensuous lips. She was just everything, the total package of sweetness with a nice spicy kick of street smarts. I felt the all too familiar thrill of the hunt. “How do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?”

“I don’t.” I gave her a little shrug. “But I’m interested enough to risk the embarrassing awkwardness to take a shot, anyway.”

“You think you can keep up with me?” She cocked an eyebrow.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that most of you Wall Street types are kind of bland and boring. I mean, my last boyfriend was a theater major who dressed up like Don Quixote and serenaded me with love poetry he wrote himself, so the bar is kind of high.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Ah, but seeing as he’s your ex-boyfriend, it must not have been enough.” I moved in a bit closer and stroked my finger along her arm. She didn’t shy away and offered me a sly smile before taking a sip of champagne. “And as far as us Wall Street types go, let’s just say I’m more adventurous than most.”

“So is that what I am to you? An adventure waiting to happen?”

I couldn’t tell if she was offended or not. I chose my next words tactfully, as if I were in a billion-dollar negotiation.

“I prefer to think of it as if we’d be going on an adventure together.”

She relaxed and looked at me from under lidded eyes. The smoky dark purple shadow she had chosen really made her eyes pop. I again felt as if I were being drawn into them, as inexorably as the sun rises.

“Good answer. Ivy.”

“Stan,” I replied, taking her hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

She gestured toward the balcony terrace. “Want to get out of here? Whenever I hear jazz music it sounds like a bunch of people playing different songs at the same time.”

“Of course.” I chuckled as I led her toward the balcony. “I don’t share your opinions on jazz, but I can respect them. I’m the same way about that music where people scream at the top of their lungs and sound like the cookie monster.”

She cackled and tugged the door open for me, which was a surprise. Was she making a statement, or did she really date such low-class bums that wouldn’t hold a door for a lady?

“So,” I said as we stared out over the city. “What do you like to do for fun?”

“Make money,” she said without hesitation. “Do what you love, right?”

“I like to make money too,” I said softly, leaning in close. “But I like making love even more...”

I took her lips, then, and they tasted as sweet as ambrosia. My heart thudded in my chest, my body strained to reach her through the fabric of my suit. Every fiber of my being wanted to take her, to make her mine for the rest of that fiery evening.

After that kiss, the rest of the party went a lot better—so I’m told. I’m afraid I missed the rest of it because of Ivy’s company. 
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Ivy

I don’t know why they scheduled the big DM acquisition party for a weeknight, but I do know that it turned out to be very inconvenient. I made this realization about seven AM when my alarm went off. I think I’d slept about three hours, tops.

A smile came to my lips even though I was tired. The memory of Stranger Stan and I hooking up in a supply room sprang easily to the surface. I was the last woman to just hook up with some guy I’d never met before at a party, but for some reason it felt right to sneak off with Stan.

I figured I deserved a red hot hookup, given how hard I worked. As a junior accounting analyst at the firm, I had a quota to get through every day. I often exceeded that quota, however, because I had ambitions far beyond my tiny cubicle.

Recently, I’d had one of those career-making moments. I’d detected an accounting error that could have cost the firm millions of dollars. One decimal place to the left, and we’d have wasted both time and money.

My accounting catch hadn’t gone unnoticed. I got called up to the office of the Chief Financial Officer, Chandler. He gave me a pat on the back and promised big things in store for me.

Then I hadn’t heard anything else from him. I figured maybe he was busy with the acquisition of DM, which stood to reason. I’d begun to put it out of my mind. It was going to look nice on a resume, but I wasn’t expecting to move into upper management anytime soon.

I picked a shirt with a high collar, to hide the hickeys Stan had left on me. What a wild man. I smiled as I checked my lipstick. Things were looking up for me, even if my heroic act of accounting had been forgotten all too soon.

I caught the train to work, yawning into my coffee as I tried to come to life. New Yorkers are the hardest-working people on the planet. I wasn’t the only one having trouble staying awake while downing caffeinated beverages. The struggle is real.

I got to work and rode the elevator up to the fifteenth floor, where my office was. I smiled at Deb, one of the other office accounting drones, as I entered.

“Hey, there you are.” Deb’s blue eyes flashed with hidden knowledge. I stopped and gave her a look.

“What do you mean, here I am? I’m twenty minutes early.” I checked the clock on the wall just to verify, and found out I was right.

“Oh, it’s just that I’ve been given specific instructions by none other than the CFO himself.”

My heart skipped a beat. Was I about to be fired? Why?

“And what were those instructions?”

“That you are to immediately report up to his office on the sixty-ninth floor.”

“Did he happen to mention why?”

“No, but it has to be something really good, or something really bad.” Deb’s brows arched high on her face. “Maybe even both.”

I put my hand on my hip and scowled at her.

“How did you figure all of this out?”

“Oh, it’s simple.” Deb’s eyes grew distant. “Number one, if you’d done something only sort of good, you’d have gotten a thank you memo. On the other hand if you’d done something bad, you’d just get a pink slip.”

I sighed and turned around to fill a cone of water from the nearby cooler. A big bubble rolled up to the top and let out a belch as it erupted to the surface.

“Number two,” Deb said as if I wasn’t exasperated. “If you’d done something really bad, like really bad, you’d get called up to the office and likely escorted from the building by security. Or police. Conversely, if you’d done something really amazingly good, then he could be giving you a promotion.”

“I think it’s best not to speculate at all,” I said. “It could be something really simple, like a bit of paperwork I have to fill out.”

“Then why wouldn’t you be doing that at HR?”

I had no good answer for that. I just drank my ice-cold water and headed upstairs while trying to maintain an ice-cold heart. I had to admit that Deb’s words had gotten to me. I had a feeling that whatever was about to happen, good or bad, it would change my life forever.

I got off the elevator on the sixty-ninth floor. It felt weird up there. I seldom left my own office during the workday. Everyone seemed to be in a great big hurry. Nobody stopped to gossip, and I gaped as one of the firm’s founders, Jonathon “Tiger” Thomas, strode by rapidly while juggling two phones and as many conversations in as many languages.

In a weird way, I felt like Dorothy when she landed in Oz. Only I felt like I was the one with a house sitting on my chest.

I found my way to Chandler’s office. I had been there maybe once before, when I’d first been hired. The assistant let me in and I gaped at how freaking huge his office was. I mean, fuck, you could fit two bodegas, a donut shop, and a decent-sized deli in there.

I decided that whatever was about to happen, I was going to meet it head-on like a true Brooklynite. So I strode up to the desk with a confident swagger and smiled.

“Hey, boss, I heard you wanted to see me?”

“I did, yes.” Chandler stood up upon my entry, as did his lovely wife, the creator of one of our most successful pieces of IP, the Riverwind universe. “You remember my wife, June?”

“Yes, of course. How ya doing?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” she said, shaking my hand.

By mutual unspoken agreement, we all sat down. Chandler folded his hands on his desk and fixed me with a frank gaze.

“All right, we’re all very busy people so I’m going to cut to the chase. We’ve been very impressed with the work you’ve done for us so far. Not just the error in the Forrester account, though that was a huge deal. Your working late and coming in early, and your meticulous attention to detail have not gone unnoticed.”

“You’ve done a good job,” June said with a wink. “That’s what all that corporate mumbo jumbo my husband just spouted comes down to.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I meant it. It was nice to be recognized for doing a good job in one’s field.

“You deserve it—and more.” Chandler’s brows rose on his eyes, and his tone changed subtly. “If there’s one thing an organization growing as fast as our own needs, it’s leadership. I think you would make a fine addition to our management team—but the fact remains you’re a recent hire, and still a junior analyst.”

“I understand.” I shifted in my seat. Was this just another attaboy pat on the back session? I remembered what my father told me once.

A pat on the back is just two feet from a kick in the ass.

“So if we were to promote you cold turkey, there might be some growing pains—not to mention brewing resentment among the more senior staff. So, I thought the best way for you to get a management role with this company is for you to prove your mettle managing a project or two.”

“You—you want me to manage a project?” I blurted.

“Or two.” Chandler typed on his keyboard, and then clicked his mouse. “There, I’ve sent you the details on the Mastercraft project.”

“Mastercraft? That’s the beer brand the firm acquired a couple of months ago, right?” I remembered it coming across my screen at some point.

“That’s the one. My colleague Mr. Timmons took it upon himself to expand the brand’s image and market share. He really thinks there’s a market for, and I quote ‘microbrew quality in macro brew quantity.’”

“I’ll have to get a consultation with my dad. He loves beer.”

Chandler and June laughed, but his face soon grew somber once more.

“I’m not going to lie, working with Mr. Timmons is going to be a chore. He is a business genius, but, as many creative people do, he thinks that he can’t be bothered with mundane details. Deadlines, budget constraints, things that are as important as genius ideas. Specifically, he likes to hemorrhage money on projects to get what he wants. You have to remain firm, and use your best judgment to ensure that we stay within budget.”

“Isn’t Mr. Timmons one of my bosses?” I asked. I’d never met the man, but only knew him by reputation. Real ladies man and lothario, if you catch my drift.

“Yes, and no. You’ll have the ultimate say on all financial matters relating to the project.”

So I have all of the responsibility and none of the power. Still, I wanted to meet this challenge. I knew that this was a huge test, but also a huge vote of confidence. I was determined not to fail.

“So,” Chandler said. “What do you think? Is this going to be a good fit for you?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” I smiled at him. “But I’d love the opportunity to find out. I promise to give it my all.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Chandler stood up, and I did as well. We shook hands firmly. “Now, your salary isn’t going to change, at least not now, but project managers get a percentage bonus based on the relative success of the overall project. I can’t promise you anything overnight, and Rome was not built in a day, but this could be the start of much bigger things for you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ll do my best not to let you down.”

“Great.” Chandler gestured at his office door. “If you’ve got a moment, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Timmons since he’s so heavily involved in this project.”

“Sounds great.”

I accompanied him out into the hall and halfway around the building. He rapped on the door to an office and then peered inside.

“Hey, Samantha, is Stan in?”

Wait, Stan? No way. Impossible. Has to be different guys, same name.

I followed Chandler inside with mounting trepidation. We got buzzed into Mr. Timmons’ office, and I got a look at him at last.

Son of a bitch. Same devilishly handsome face, same three hundred dollar haircut. Same chiseled physique a suit just couldn’t hide.

It was the same Stan I’d hooked up with at the soiree the night before.

Fate, it seems, is not without a sense of humor. And that fickle bitch was laughing her ass off at me. 
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Stan

I wasn’t a guy into repeat performances. None of my instincts were honed for that sort of thing. I didn’t ask Ivy for her phone number, and I never learned her last name. Standard operating procedure for Stan the Man.

I’d done the same thing more times than I could possibly remember or count. But for the first time, on the morning after the soiree and my hot as hell hookup, I felt regret. My first thought upon waking was that I would probably never see her again, and that felt like a shame.

Once my brain came online, I admonished myself for those thoughts. What was it Jonathon used to say before he met Amelia? Oh yeah. I don’t get soft spots for women. I only get one hard spot.

That was to be my mantra. I would be the holdout, the last man standing, the only bachelor left in the firm if I had to be. After all, love was just a chemical reaction in the brain.

You got ‘hooked’ on certain people, and your dopamine levels went up when they were around. Simple biology. I didn’t want to get hooked on any one woman. I wanted to be free to roam as I pleased, like I’d told Chandler and Mason the night before.

Once out of the shower, I paused to check out my reflection in the mirror. The Russian twists I’d added to my routine made my midsection look a bit bulky. I resolved to cut back on them while increasing work on my transverse abdominals.

It wasn’t vanity—okay, it wasn’t JUST vanity. If you’re successful, as I was without a doubt, people expected you to look successful. In ancient times that used to mean being fat with a proper double chin, to show you had access to surplus resources.

In the modern era, I’d aligned myself with the fitness geeks and worked hard to maintain my body. I found myself wondering what Ivy would think if she got the chance to see me naked. We’d done it hard, over a bench, up against a wall, but had remained mostly clothed the whole time.

Thinking about my hookup the day after in all the wrong ways felt weird, but I figured it was just a bit of infatuation. That was all. I could get her out of my head soon enough. For the time being, I needed to focus on work. Chandler was supposed to be introducing me to a new project manager I was going to work with while he was away on paternity leave.

I wasn’t looking forward to it. I’d heard it was some kind of workaholic, number-crunching nerd chick who got lucky and caught a massive accounting error. Worse, when people talked about her, they always praised her intelligence and I figured her high level of skill at her job virtually guaranteed we were going to butt heads. A lot of this belief had to do with the nature of the project itself: Mastercraft Beer and Ale.

In order to fully appreciate why the Mastercraft project was so near and dear to me, we have to spin back the clock to my college years. A couple of my fraternity brothers wanted to create a microbrew, and tap it at homecoming. So far, so good.

Only their sour, salty-ass beer was terrible, But it was a good experience, because at that same brewery I ran into Chocolate Chip Charlie. Charlie used to own a bakery for thirty years, which he eventually sold to get his dream of starting a brewery off the ground.

At that point, he was doing microbrew batches, but it was the best damn beer I’d ever had. Probably the perfect balance of flavor, boldness, and a head so thick you could balance a quarter on it.

I vowed that someday, when I made my fortune, I would look up Chocolate Chip Charlie and finance his brewery dreams.

Alas, when I made my first billion and decided to look up Charlie, he was already dead. I did speak with his son, Charlie Jr., who had built the microbrew into a modest market share but high prestige. Their beers and ales won a lot of awards, but they didn’t move a lot of product.

I vowed to change all of that. I’d finally acquired a controlling share in the brewery, after months of
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