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      March 17th

      Beer, leprechauns, dyeing the river green, getting smashed at your favorite small-town bar. To your average modern American, that is the true meaning of St. Patrick's Day.

      Look, if you're lucky, you'll have a blast with your friends and make memories that will last for decades to come. If you're unlucky, you'll be staring down a bottle of red wine drowning your feelings in another pint of Phish Food ice-cream from Ben & Jerry's. There is no one way to do St. Patrick's Day right, but there are so many ways to get the day oh so horribly wrong.

      Nairobi had enough of the games. She had enough of the standing around in dimly lit bars hoping some cute guy would talk to her. This year she hatched a plan with her girlfriends to end their long string of boring St. Patrick's Day celebrations for good. She had all mailed out invites, spread the word to all their friends within a 50 mile radius, and bought kegs, snacks, and plenty of St. Patrick's Day themed foods to last for a night of raging fun.

      The rules were simple. Party all night and leave at 6 AM the next day. Of course, since this is not a “real” holiday, at least not according to the bosses who expected them all show up the next day bright and early, there had to be limits. So the one limit was be out of the house by 6:00 AM. It was clearly printed on all the invitations before they were mailed out.

      The night began with Nairobi’s best friends, Leslie and Sharon helping her decorate to prepare for the party. They began decorating the second floor of her house in preparation for a large influx of guests.

      "Do you think you'll get laid tonight?" Sharon asked.

      "Sharon! This is not what tonight is about."

      "Why not?" Leslie asked.

      "Tonight does about out with the old and in with in you. But I do not mean new men."

      "Don't tell me you're still salty about that break up. He was an asshole. You are better off without him.”

      “He left me for a supermodel,” I reminded them. 

      “Yeah a super model who looks like a moose,” Sharon blurted out. 

      Leslie chimed in, “Stop it Sharon. You don’t have to shame this other woman for something Donald did.” 

      “Can you give this feminist shit a rest, Leslie?”

      “No! I can’t. And you should know better...”	"Can you two please stop fighting?" Nairobi pleaded.

      Sometimes her friends could get so wrapped up in their own arguments and disagreements with each other that they could lose sight of the real reason they were here. Their brief argument about politics managed to settle down fairly quickly and before long the kegs were delivered, the food laid out and the DJ had the music pumping throughout the entire party.

      People began to filter in one by one. Sharon had invited friends from her job at the library. Leslie invited the men she did CrossFit with and the sorority sisters she was still in touch with. Nairobi's house was filled from top to bottom with a large group of people milling about and dancing to rap music. The party was by all means a success.

      The kegs were kept flowing, and the scent of beer and ale filled the house. Everyone wore green, clover leaf shaped apparel, and a few people had even arrived with red-haired wigs--to represent Irish people supposedly. Everything was going along perfectly.

      Nairobi had not thought about her ex in an hour or so which for her was a record. Donald had been on her mind from the moment he had ghosted her for three weeks and then broken up with her via text message. She knew that she should have been grown enough to be over him. But the dating game these days was harsh and Nairobi found it difficult to handle both the harsh competition from women and the repeated heartbreaks from men. Leslie managed to remain optimistic, and so did Sharon, but Nairobi wasn't convinced there were any more good man left. All the good men were single fathers, taken, or gay.

      And of course, Nairobi also felt pressure to bring home a strong black king. She had dreamed about her black king for years. She thought Donald was that black king. But all the men she had dated would start off calling her a queen only to end up treating her like trash. Where were the men who wanted a real good woman with her own house, her own car, and her own job? Nairobi felt like she was spinning her wheels looking for a good guy, wasting time as she got older and older.

      Are my standards too high, she wondered? Nairobi decided that her high standards were the rules she needed to stay happy. So for now, the high standards would stay.

      Her friends had encouraged her to strike out big this night and to allow herself to be open to any encounters. Nairobi milled around the room, receiving compliments about what a good party she was throwing. But there were no men. At least no men that she was interested in. Nairobi scanned the room and all she saw were regular dudes.

      No one sparked her interest. No one made her heart do that fluttery thing like when you have a new crush. Leslie had found someone. She had pressed her butt into some poor guy and had now thrust him up against the wall with her sexy dancing. Sharon had done better. She found two tall skinny white men and she danced between them, enjoying the attention that they both lavished on her.

      Yet, Nairobi could find no one. After a few minutes of staring, a man tapped her on the shoulder. She turned around and he asked, “Do you want to dance?"

      The man was about 20 years older than everyone else at the party. He was bald headed, with yellow teeth and the smile that reeked not only of beer but of cigarettes and perhaps a dead rat. This was not the man she was searching for.

      "No thank you," Nairobi answered politely.

      "All women are bitches,” he growled before turning away and disappearing into the crowd.

      We have us a winner, Nairobi thought to herself sarcastically.

      She wished that the night would end with magic. She imagined meeting a tall handsome chocolate man with a body like Tyrese, eyes like Michael Ealy and swag like Denzel Washington. Everyone here reminded her of Urkel. And even that was far to complimentary.

      After the heat from the party had everyone dripping in sweat and all the partygoers were properly drunk, Nairobi had fully given up on finding a good man. Sharon had come up to her and asked permission to "use" her bedroom with two of her new fine to spearhead and I really reluctantly agreed, immediately having regrets when she realized too late what Sharon meant by "can I use your bedroom”.

      

      Nairobi had completely given up, when she noticed someone in the corner of her eye. She snapped around to look at him. Across the room was a tall man who towered over everyone in the room. He had reddish-brown hair, not too long but not too short. His eyes were piercing green, visible even in the dark and dance floor. He was at least 6'5" tall dressed in a simple white button-down and green pants. He was pale… Usually that wasn't the sort of man Nairobi looks for but tonight, she couldn't help but notice how incredibly attractive this man was. He stood out and no other woman in the room seem to have noticed him. He searched around as if he was looking for someone. Probably a girlfriend, Nairobi thought to herself morosely.

      

      For a split second, she lost sight of him and then he disappeared into the crowd. She started to look around for him, pushing through the crowds of people standing around chatting about politics, the music, or what they were going to do that night. But he was nowhere to be seen. It was as if she imagined him completely. At that point, Nairobi began to lose steam. She wanted to stay up until the party ended, but she had been much more hopeful about her prospects of finding a man when she had made that decision. Now, staying awake felt hopeless. There were no cute men. Even throwing her own party, all she had done was walk around awkwardly and make small talk with old friends. There was no spark. No romance. No chocolate soldier with rock hard abs ready to make her world go round.

      

      Nairobi asked Leslie to take over the role of host and she retired to her guestroom. The sounds coming out of her bedroom let her know that her little promise to Sharon would mean a lot of sheet washing the next day.

      

      In her guest bedroom, Nairobi listened to the party throbbing away downstairs. She was horny, too horny. She had expected some relief from the unbearable ache between her legs but single life meant that her chances of ending the night alone were higher than ever. She considered texting Donald, asking him to come over for a late night romp. Sharon had promised to punch her teeth and if she ever did it again. Donald had moved on. He left her for another woman and even if he would have come over to have his way with her again, doing that would be wrong. Just because Donald had been a screwed up jerk didn't mean that Nairobi had to be one too.

      

      She had no choice but to drift off to sleep, dreaming of the handsome African king who would eventually sweep her off her feet and deliver her into a world of perpetual pleasure, bliss, and perhaps eventually love. Her dreams did not last long. The party only grew more intense as the night raged on. Sharon screams could now be heard throughout the entire top floor of the house and various people who had paired off could be heard making out in the hallway, or getting thrown up against walls as their various partners for the night engaged in flagrant foreplay. St. Patrick's Day allowed all those wild untamed urges to be expressed. You could always blame it on the spirit of the Irish if things went too far. Or if that didn't work, blaming it on the beer worked just fine too.

      

      Nairobi woke up in the middle of the night and her eyes snapped open as she stared at the ceiling, listening to the noises outside her door. Perhaps it was time to give the party another go. Maybe later at night, the men would be cuter and more available. She had her doubts that would be the case, so instead of heading out of the room, she curled up under the covers and pretended that a couple wasn't having sex right against her door. How stupid could she have been to think that throwing a party was all it took to bring an attractive man to her doorstep? Nairobi felt like an idiot. I'm 35, I should know better, she thought to herself.

      

      At around three in the morning, Leslie knocked on the guest room door. Never be answered it with a glum look on her face.

      

      "Why aren't you having fun? This is your party remember."

      

      "What's the point Leslie? It's not like I'm going to find the love of my life downstairs. All the guys here are ugly anyway."

      

      "I hate to tell you this Nairobi, but you could stand the chill out a little bit."

      “Chill out? I couldn’t be more chill. I’m throwing a party.”

      “You think this party is filled with ugly guys but you haven’t put yourself out there. It’s not like the right guy is going to fall into your lap.”

      “Even if I ask for a St. Patty’s miracle?”

      “I don’t think that’s a thing, baby girl.”

      “Where is my king, Leslie? Where is my beautiful chocolate king?”

      “I can’t tell you that. But maybe you should start thinking a little bit outside the box. Maybe your king isn’t perfect. And maybe he’s not the dark-skinned Tyrese-looking dude you’ve been hoping for.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Come downstairs and have fun.”

      “I don’t think so. I need to turn in. My Prince Charming won’t be found at this party. I need to get used to it.”

      “Fine. But I don’t want you to be sulking about this tomorrow.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      Nairobi shut my door and said goodnight to my party, and everyone downstairs. In the morning, she woke up at 7 a.m. to find my house empty. Nairobi knocked on her bedroom door and found it locked.  Great, Sharon must have slept over. That she was okay with. Nairobi wandered downstairs and saw a note from Leslie on her cleaned kitchen counter.

      “Cleaned up for you! Thanks for having a great party. You deserve the best. XO LES.”

      Nairobi’s house was spotless, as if no one had been there at all. She got a spare outfit out of the dryer, took a shower in my downstairs bathroom and got ready for work. Nairobi couldn’t believe that Leslie had fixed up everything so perfectly in only an hour.

      Nairobi drove to work and settled in to her day at the office. She got to work, reviewing accounts, billing sheets, and calling upstairs to my boss to correct changes on the accounts. Enough of that. Her work day was boring. Her boss rode me hard — and not in the good way — and by the end of it, all Nairobi needed was a stiff drink. A stiff something else would have been okay too.

      Nairobi walked into her house, a faint clanging sound emanating through the downstairs floor. Weird. That old radiator in the cellar must be broken, she thought. Nairobi set her purse down on the counter and then the clanging noise started again. She heard a muffled voice. A man’s voice.

      Nairobi froze. A man had entered her house and now he was upstairs, probably waiting to kill her and for some reason… pissed off at himself too. She grabbed a knife from her drawer and ran upstairs, ready to tackle whatever bullshit might await.

      Nairobi could hear the sound coming from her bedroom as she walked up the stairs. The man banged on the door repeatedly.

      “HELP! LET ME OUT OF HERE! PLEASE! HELLO? IS ANYONE HOME?”

      The hand holding the knife trembled as she got close to the door. With the element of surprise on her side, Nairobi was certain she could take down the man on the other side of the door. With one swift motion, she’d stab him and then… call the cops? Nairobi hadn’t planned much further. Nairobi noticed a chair stuck under the handle of her door. Weird. She hadn’t paid much attention to it in the morning, but whatever it was had clearly blocked the man in her room from escaping. Nairobi moved the chair and the door swung open. She raised her knife and screamed. The man screamed back.

      “Bloody hell, don’t stab me!”

      He raised his hands in defeat. Nairobi lowered the knife when she realized that he was scared of her, and now she looked like a knife-wielding maniac to boot.

      “Who the hell are you?” Nairobi asked.

      “Patrick,” he said, “Patrick Saint.”

      Nairobi smirked.

      “That’s not a real name.”

      “Aye, I’m afraid it is, Miss.”

      “Okay… What the hell are you doing in my house?”

      “You tell me. You trapped me here, and now I won’t be able to leave your side unless⁠—“

      “What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t trap you here. You were obviously sleeping with Sharon and she probably locked you in here for being a total creep…”

      The man tilted his head to the side in confusion, “Who the bloody hell is Sharon?”

      “If you didn’t sleep with Sharon, why the hell are you here?”

      “My mates brought me to this banging party yesterday. I must’ve had too much to drink and passed out. I don’t know who the hell this Sharon is, but I don’t know her.”

      His flustered tone and his strange accent forced Nairobi to notice just how attractive this stranger was. He was tall, about 6’5” with piercing green eyes, round emeralds perched above sharp cheekbones and an angular jaw. He did the jaw thing — yes, that jaw thing guys do — as he puzzled over what had happened the night before. His hair, a shade of luminous russet brown was cropped around his head.

      “Well okay. This appears to have been a big misunderstanding. I apologize for trapping you in my home but… you’re free to leave.”

      “I’m afraid not, ma’am.”

      “Nairobi,” she said, “It’s Nairobi.”

      “Beautiful name.”

      “Are you refusing to leave?” Nairobi countered. She wasn’t here to flirt.

      “No. It isn’t that. I simply… can’t.”

      “Okay, Mister Saint⁠—“

      “Call me Patrick.”

      “Whatever. Patrick. I’m ordering you to leave my house, right now.”

      “I can’t leave without granting your wishes.”

      Nairobi rolled her eyes, beginning to get upset with this tall, sexy, green-eyed bastard standing in her doorway. There was something oddly alluring about him, even if none of the words that came out of his mouth made any sense.

      “Mister— Patrick. I need you to either explain what you mean, or get out.”

      “I need to grant you wishes. You captured me, and that’s just the way it works.”

      “I did not capture you, first of all, and that’s just the way what works?”

      “You aren’t going to believe me when I tell you. Bloody Colm should have never left me alone. I told him I was rubbish after too many pints.”

      “You won’t know if I believe you until you tell me.”

      “Well, Nairobi, I’m… I’m a leprechaun.”

      Nairobi laughed out loud, so hard that she leaned against her wall, crying.

      “You expect me to believe that? I’ve heard a lot of crazy shit before, Patrick, but this takes the cake.”

      “I swear to you, it’s true. And since you’ve captured me in your home, inadvertently or not, I owe you three wishes. Three… erotic wishes.”

      “What the hell kind of leprechaun are you?” Nairobi replied, smiling through her teeth.

      Whether or not this was some type of joke, she found the entire thing hilarious. Patrick on the other hand appeared to be dead serious.

      “We walk about like regular people. Magical or not, we still have to do regular things. It’s just that we’re prone to this particular folk curse. Once someone has trapped us, we have to…perform to get free.”

      “I thought leprechauns were short ugly little guys with red hair.”

      “Well some of us are. But you wouldn’t like it if I said all black women were —“

      “Point taken!” I interrupted, just in case anything offensive was going to fly out of this man’s mouth.

      “So… Erotic wishes?” I continued, “What on earth does that mean.”

      “Well, you have me here, in your bedroom, so you can safely assume that means anything you want.”

      “Anything?”

      “Yes, Nairobi. Anything. I know you’re attracted to me. It’s obvious.”

      “Attracted to you? Isn’t that mighty arrogant.”

      “Isn’t it true?”

      “Maybe…”

      “You wouldn’t have dropped that knife if you didn’t feel it. If you didn’t trust me.”

      Patrick took a step closer to Nairobi, and she found herself utterly transfixed by his eyes… the perfect shade of shamrock.

      “Your eyes,” she whispered, “They seem greener.”

      “Don’t be ashamed, Nairobi. You’ll have way more fun if you make your wishes… and just enjoy them.”

      “What if I don’t want to talk about that sort of thing with a complete stranger?”

      “I’m not a stranger. I’ve been in your room all day. I’ve had nothing to do but get to know you. I know that you keep lace panties in your top drawer… panties that you probably never get to wear for anyone. I know about that big 10-inch vibrator in your side drawer…the one that makes you harder for regular men to please…”

      “Okay! I get your point…”

      “Then tell me.”

      “Fine… I want you to kiss me then. A proper kiss.”

      “Are you sure that’s your first wish?”

      “Yes… Kiss me.”

      “I can do that,” he murmured, taking another step closer to Nairobi and pressing his hand to her cheek. Nairobi leaned in and she did the unthinkable: she allowed him to kiss her. As his lips touched hers, she buckled from the intensity of desire that was instantly unleashed. She hungered for him more than she’d hungered for any man. His soft, perfect lips spread hers apart and he darted his tongue into her mouth, tasting her and then gripping the nape of her neck as he pushed her against the walls of her bedroom and kissed her until they’d both run out of breath and pulled away, panting and desperate.

      “Oh my God,” Nairobi whispered, “That was amazing.”

      “Another one on the house,” Patrick murmured, kissing her again.

      Nairobi reached forward for his chest and pressed her palms against him. His body was firm, solid and emanated heat against her palm as she stroked his chest.

      “Now,” he murmured, “You have two more wishes, lass. How will you use them?”

      “I want you to bend me over, and take me from behind.”

      “That’s more like it. Filthy. It’s easier for me when you’re nasty. When you get into it.”

      “You sound like you’re doing me a service.”

      “Believe me, I’m not. Trust me, Nairobi, you’re very very fuckable.”

      “Just what every woman wants to hear,” I replied sarcastically.

      “Fine. You aren’t just fuckable. I want you. I want to please you…”

      “Then please me…”

      “Good. I promise, this will be every bit of what you desire…”

      Patrick grabbed her chin and pulled her close for a kiss. Then he reached his hand down to her neck, holding the delicate bones between his fingers, careful not to squeeze too hard.

      “Strip,” he commanded.

      His hypnotic shamrock eyes compelled Nairobi to disrobe quickly. She stripped off her work clothes, standing before him in her flesh colored work tights, which cinched her body in all the right places, creating the perfect curvy hips and ass. Patrick’s hands wandered to her hips and then traced the outline of her bum as he pulled her closer, pressing Nairobi up against the wall and locking eyes with her.

      “That’s not all. I want those off too. And those heels. And those pearls.”

      Nairobi kicked off her heels and realized the difference in height between her and Patrick. He was one of the tallest men she’d ever met, towering well over six five with a sculpted physique that he didn’t hide well beneath his white button-down shirt and fitted tan chinos.

      “Now the pearls,” Patrick commanded, his eyes watching the erotic image of her unclasping the pearls and letting them fall into the crumpled pile of her clothing on the ground.

      “Now the tights?” Nairobi asked.

      “No,” he whispered, “Leave those to me.”

      Before Nairobi could respond, he carried her over to the bed and grasped the tights just above her thigh.

      “You’re really going to rip those off me?”

      “Easily,” he murmured and with a loud tear, he ripped Nairobi’s tights off with one swift motion.

      She’d never been disrobed so fiercely, but before she could react, Patrick spread her legs wide and began to slide her panties down over her thighs. Gooseflesh prickled across her skin as he exposed it to the cool air of her bedroom and bent between her legs. Nairobi heaved, wondering if he’d kiss her at the apex of her thighs where she already dripped with anticipation of his entrance.

      You didn’t ask for that, silly, she thought to herself.

      Patrick rose and then flipped her over onto her stomach.

      “You asked for it rough and hard, I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said.

      He bent between her legs now and spread her legs apart, his lips millimeters away from her wetness. He brushed his tongue against the wispy hairs that covered her mound and then thrust his tongue into her slit. Nairobi moaned. She hadn’t expected him to go this far… to use his tongue between her legs. He held her thighs pried apart and worked his tongue from her clit all the way to her backdoor where his tongue explored and moistened her puckered hole.

      His tongue and lips slid all the way back to Nairobi’s clit and she moaned and exploded all over his tongue, climaxing harder than she ever had before. As she squirmed, he tightened his grasp and buried his tongue deeper between her legs. Nairobi clutched her bedsheets and exploded again, this time prickles of light flashing before her eyes as she came close to losing consciousness.

      She gasped and moaned again. Patrick moved his face away from her wetness and used his tongue to lap the juices that coated her thighs, mound and ass cheeks with his tongue.

      “Now you’re ready,” he murmured, kissing the arch in her back as he pulled away from her.

      “I didn’t ask for that,” she said.

      “You wanted me to take you… to dominate you… to pleasure you… I’m doing exactly that.”

      Patrick reached into his pocket and pulled out an XL condom. Nairobi couldn’t help but roll her eyes. She’d seen and heard this before. Guys pulled out XL condoms only to slip and slide and eventually leave the whole thing behind when they pulled out of her.

      He broke the seal and then began to undo his pants, exposing his hardness to Nairobi for the first time. She gasped when she saw it…

      “What. The. Hell.”

      “What?”

      “That thing is like seven inches long.”

      “Ten, actually.”

      “You measured?”

      “No. The last girl did.”

      “Oh.”

      “This isn’t for the last girl, though. This is for you. All ten inches.”

      Nairobi drooled with anticipation at her St. Patrick’s Day surprise. He rolled the XL condom over his thick, pulsing ten inch member and then as Nairobi lay on her belly, he slid all ten inches between her legs with one swift motion.

      “OHHHHHHHH!” Nairobi cried as he buried his ten inches deep inside her lusty sopping cunt.

      Patrick grabbed onto her hips and pulled out of her slowly, plunging into her with a deep, forceful stroke entering her again. Nairobi came all over his cock instantly. Sweat dripped down her back, soaking her hair to her neck. She came so hard that she could feel her juices dribbling down her thighs and her legs trembling in anticipation of his next ardent thrust. Patrick grunted as he pummeled her wetness again, riding her from behind as she came over and over again. His thick white cock stretched every inch of her tightness and he couldn’t wait to erupt between her legs…

      As Nairobi climaxed again… and again… Patrick couldn’t hold back. He grunted and erupted between her legs, his thick cock pulsing powerfully as they finished simultaneously. Nairobi had sweat her hairdo out and the pleasure coursing through her veins was greater than any she’d experienced before.

      Patrick pulled out of her and tossed the condom into the trash. Nairobi turned around with stars in her eyes. He’d worked up a sweat and pulled his shirt off, his chiseled chest glowing in the evening light that spilled in through her bedroom window.

      “Wow…” she whispered.

      He flexed, showing off his biceps and abs.

      “Oh come on…”

      “Don’t act like you didn’t want to see,” he asked with a wink.

      “That wasn’t my last wish,” Nairobi countered.

      She’d forgotten her cynicism about men entirely after cumming so hard she saw stars.

      “What was it then?”

      “To know the truth. I don’t buy that leprechaun B.S. for a second. So spill.”

      He laughed.

      “Fine. I did get trapped in here and maybe I got a little crazy. But I saw this crazy beautiful woman at the party yesterday and as hard as I tried to find her, I just couldn’t. I got piss drunk and ended up falling asleep and then when I saw you…”

      “You realized you’d better settle?”

      “No. I realize luck had dropped that beautiful woman right into my lap.”

      “Why the ploy?”

      “Chalk it up to holiday spirit,” he replied with a wink.

      “I don’t get it. I saw you last night too and then you disappeared. I figured you had a girlfriend.”

      “I don’t,” he replied, “Not yet at least.”
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      “No can do.”

      I folded my arms as I listened to Monty’s three-word response to my thirty minute proposal. That was it? I’d spent weeks crafting the perfect list of reasons I needed a raise, and demonstrating how much I added to the Banks & Wiltshire Group.

      “That’s it?” I responded, aghast.

      Monty puffed his cigar and coughed, releasing a cloud of tobacco across his desk.

      “‘Fraid so.”

      I’d been with the company for over ten years after the merger. I knew Monty as more than just my boss, the CEO, but as a friend.

      “Monty… Are you serious right now? I know what the numbers are saying, where’s all that money going?”

      He shrugged, “Expenses.”

      Seeing that I wouldn’t budge, he leaned back and offered me a drink.

      “Whiskey?”

      “No thanks.”

      Not only were we at work but it was hours before noon. Monty Banks helped himself, taking his cool time to unscrew the bottle while he poured it into his glass — no ice, no chasers, straight whiskey.

      “Sit down, Ida.”

      I sat. He drank.

      “Listen, I don’t mean to give the impression that we don’t appreciate you here.”

      “Monty, you know that I’m loyal to you. I’ve always been that way. I just want to move up. I have goals… aspirations…”

      Monty nodded and waved as he drank more.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” he replied, “I understand completely.”

      “If you understand, why won’t you budge?”

      Monty cleared his throat and drank more.

      “Hm… Ida, why don’t we make a deal here?”

      “What kind of deal?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “One where you get some money.”

      “I’m listening,” I replied.

      Money was what I wanted. Why was I the only one at the company who seemed to be struggling? New York was killing me.

      “Early bonus.”

      I folded my arms.

      “That’s it?”

      Monty sighed, “I’ll increase by $6,000.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. The figure was nowhere near as close as I’d asked for. But it was $16,000 that I needed… bad.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Think about it?”

      Monty finished his drink.

      “Yes,” I held my voice steady, “I’ll think about it.”

      Satisfied, Monty poured himself a second round.

      “I have something else to discuss with you.”

      He spoke the way white people did when they were about to ask you to do something. He avoided eye contact. Then I knew he was going to ask me to do something I didn’t want to do.

      “What is it Monty,” I huffed.

      “Don’t get short with me Ida,” he glared, winking to let me know he wasn’t serious.

      “Spill. And don’t add more to my plate.”

      “Heh,” Monty coughed.

      I waited. He drank some more and then stalled.

      “Mind if I get another cigar?”

      “No problem.”

      I could wait. Playing to Monty’s good side couldn’t hurt my case for a raise. He took his time, clipping the tip of his cigar and then rolling it between his palms before lighting.

      “Want a puff?”

      Monty knew I didn’t smoke. So I didn’t respond. He sat across from me and then started talking.

      “We value your work in the marketing department here at Banks & Wiltshire. The billboard in Times Square project, the Jamaica, Queens community outreach, it’s all been fantastic. I’ve come to trust you Ida… The day you throw in the towel will be the worst day of my life.”

      He was buttering me up now, and I knew then whatever he planned to ask me was something big.

      He smoked, drank a little more and I waited, settling into the chair and staring at him. Monty was getting older. At 60, he was still a silver-foxed scamp. His cigar and whiskey before lunch were only the beginnings of his problems.

      Monty was cursed with being both too smart and too good-looking for his own well-being. I’d like to pretend his charm didn’t work on me, but he was a difficult man to resist.

      “I want to entrust you with a matter that’s more… personal.”

      “Personal?”

      While Monty and I were friends, there were some boundaries that had never been crossed between us. Most “personal” situations fell firmly within that territory. Monty hadn’t told me about the time his wife lived in their beach house for a year because he’d knocked up their maid. I hadn’t told him about my sister’s third DUI.

      We kept our dirty laundry out of each other’s view. In the corporate world, the personal is always just out of reach. No matter how personal you pretend to get with your coworkers, when you head home for the night, they usually just become your coworkers.

      70-hour work weeks were the only thing that stood between me and more distance between my coworkers.

      “This is a delicate issue Miss Bell, so I’d appreciate your discretion.”

      Now my interest piqued. I clasped my hands over my knees, hiding the impatient tapping of my legs and fidgeting with my class ring from Columbia.

      “You know I can keep a secret, Montgomery.”

      Monty nodded, “Excellent. You might want to have a drink.”

      “No thanks,” I urged again.

      “Hm,” he responded.

      Before he could go on, his phone rang. I could hear Pippa’s voice on the other end, loudly asking Monty if he was free to meet a woman who wanted an afternoon appointment. Monty declined, they had another conversation about Monty’s flights to the Maldives, then he hung up.

      “Where was I?”

      “Something personal.”

      “Yes, yes…” he mumbled, coughing gently and filling my face with tobacco smoke again.

      “This is a special assignment for you Ida. If you can manage this,” Monty paused to chuckle, “I’ll definitely consider a raise.”

      “What is it?”

      I was starting to get impatient and what’s worse, bad at hiding it. Monty tapped his cigar, the ash falling gently into his engraved Harvard ash tray.

      “My son is flying back from London today. He should be arriving at Grand Central before the stock exchange closes.”

      “Great,” I replied, unsure how this news applied to me.

      “He’s coming to work here, for Banks & Wiltshire.”

      “What?”

      I folded my arms, ignoring Monty’s smirk.

      “I need someone responsible to keep an eye on him.”

      “You are his parent,” I grumbled.

      Monty chuckled, “Darling, I’m half drunk before twelve o’clock, I can’t have anymore on my plate.”

      I hated when Monty called me darling, reminding me that no matter how many decades I’d busted my butt to get here, he’d always believe the company was an old boys club.

      “Which son are you talking about?” I narrowed my eyes.

      Monty smirked, “Not Santi.”

      I averted my gaze this time. Monty rarely acknowledged his illegitimate child and I had no interest in pursuing the subject further.

      “I’m not equipped for this Monty.”

      “I believe you are, Ida. No one here knows me better than you.”

      I frowned, and didn’t respond.

      “Back when you were new ‘round here, maybe we got in each other’s way a few times, but you know how I respect you.”

      I said nothing, staring him dead in the face, hoping he’d give me a reason not to walk out of his office.

      He stood up and walked around to me, touching my face.

      “Ida, darling, I’m asking you a favor.”

      It had been years since Monty touched my face like that. We’d shared one kiss — one — at my first office party here. Then I found out he was married. With kids. And for weeks, I hadn’t spoken to him. After putting our differences aside, we’d become friends. Close, true friends.

      But his hand on my face brought me back to all those years ago when I’d been young and foolish. He’d been a charming, older, executive and for a moment, a brief moment, I’d entertained the notion of what life could be like with a man like him. Even as his mistress, you’d be taken care of. A more careless woman would have plunged into an affair.

      But I believed in love back then, and I still did, and I knew I wouldn’t find it in the bed of a married man. His touch reminded me of what I gave up for a Prince Charming who’d never arrived.

      I turned my cheek away from him, considering for a moment that no matter how angry I was with him, bitterness wouldn’t serve me.

      “Monty,” I replied, “Tell me what you need me to do.”

      He dropped his hand and smiled, the gentle flirtatiousness he’d used to get his way was exposed as a ploy, but neither of us minded.

      He beamed from ear to ear, towering over my seat looking proud of himself before he walked over to
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