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Dedication
There is no way I would be able to do any of the things that I do without the unfailing support of my husband. 
His patience is legendary. 
His humor is...well, quantity over quality, right honey? 
It is not possible for me to fi nd a better role model in life than my mother. She is strong, loving and supportive. 
I only hope to grow up to be just like her. 



Prologue
F rom: Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
To: Lifecycle Group <lifecycle@centreseating.com>
Cc: Design Group <design@centreseating.com>
Cc: Programming Group <programming@centreseating.com>
Subject: Maritas Project

To all staff, 

Due to time and cost overruns, we are moving the Maritas
project over to Philanthropy Designs effective immediately. I
am requesting that one team member from each of your groups
volunteers to work alongside Phil Fink at PD in order to complete
this complex project. 

Please respond to me ASAP so that we can move remaining team
members on to other projects. 

Roger Gant

Vice President, Research & Development
Centre Seating, Inc. 
The groans came almost immediately from around the software programmers’ bullpen. 
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“Is he joking?” someone called. 
“We’ve been working on that damn project for months!” 
another programmer moaned. 
“Hey, I’m glad to be rid of the thing. I haven’t slept in months!” 
a third person yelled back. 
Matt hunched his shoulders over his desk, trying to make himself invisible. It wasn’t that he disliked working with Phil, it was that the Maritas project was such a pain in the ass that none of them wanted to volunteer. 
“Okay, draw straws, guys,” the senior programmer called. 
More groans. 
Matt stared intently at his computer monitor, hoping that they’d forget about him. He always lost when they picked straws. 
“You, too, Matt,” his coworker Greg, who sat next to him, poked his arm. 
Sighing, Matt swivelled his chair around and snatched a straw. 

Dammit. “Dammit,” he repeated out loud. 
“Don’t worry, buddy, you’ll have a great time working with Fink,” Greg said, punching him in the arm when he saw the tiny piece of straw that Matt was left holding. “The Fink-man, the Fink-meister, the Fink-inator.” 
“It isn’t Fink that’s the problem.” It was going to take months to get that stupid Maritas project fi xed. He only hoped they could do so without him fl ying into a murderous rage. Turning away from his coworkers, he responded to their boss’ email. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
Subject: Maritas Project ‘volunteer’

Okay, boss, here’s your stooge from programming. 










 ~Matt
Grumbling, he sent the email to his friend Roger, knowing that the guy would get a good laugh at Matt’s expense. It was a short time later when he received his reply. 

From: Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
To: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: Drop the AK-47

and come down outta the tower. It’ll be okay, Fink will
fi x everything. 
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Roger
Fix everything his ass! There was no way Fink was going to be able to just fi x this stupid software. He knew that the guy was a good programmer, but he’d have to be able to work miracles to fi x this shit. He had worked with Fink many times over the past fi ve years and he was a good guy, wrote a mean line of code and was highly effi cient...but he had yet to meet the Maritas project. 
And even though Roger had requested someone from each of the R&D groups to stay on the project, the other two groups had little involvement in the actual programming portion. They would gather together all the original notes and information, pass them along to Fink and make themselves available for Q&A. But beyond that, it was up to him to help good old Fink work his way through the code. 
He shuddered, noted in the next email from Roger who was 
‘volunteering’ from Lifecycle and Design, then opened an email message to Fink. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Phil Fink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
Subject: Maritas project

Phil, 

Seems we’ll be working together yet again. I’d like to say this
project is going to be a snap, but it’s gonna be hell. Let me
know when you have time to get started. I’ll check with John
in Lifecycle and Cara in Design and make sure they get copies
of all the notes and original plans out to you. 

Once you’ve picked yourself up off the fl oor, get back to me
with your plan of attack. 







 ~Matt
He sent the email off and then started the next one to his coworkers in Lifecycle and Design. While he was writing to Cara and John, a new message came in and he paused to see who it was from. It was Fink’s response to the Maritas project email, so he stopped to read it. 

From: Pfi nk <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
To: 

Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: Re: Maritas project

Matt, 
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Not to worry, this will take no time at all. The best way around
the mountain is thru it. 

Phil
The man had lost his mind. Actually, it was more likely he hadn’t taken a look at the software yet. He expected to receive another message once Fink had the opportunity to review the software in its present form versus what Maritas had requested. 
It was two days later when Matt received an instant message from Fink. 
PFinkPD:
Got a sec? 
MCollins:
 Yep. What’s up? 
PFinkPD:
I took a look at the Maritas software. 
MCollins:
Want me to send along an unmarked handgun? 
PFinkPD:
It’ll be a snap. 
MCollins:
You’re loaded, aren’t you? 
PFinkPD:
Nope. 
MCollins:
How exactly do you plan on fi xing that piece of
crap? 
PFinkPD:
I don’t. 
MCollins:
I knew it! You’re bailing. 
PFinkPD:
Nope. 
MCollins:
Okay, so spill. 
PFinkPD:
We’re going to start over. 
MCollins:
Excuse me? 
PFinkPD:
It’ll be easier to start from scratch. Seriously, I
sometimes wonder what the programmers in your department
are smoking when they write this shit. 
MCollins:
I’ll pass that question along and get you an answer
by the time you’ve fi nished writing the new code. 
PFinkPD:
We, my friend. WE are going to write this software. 

And it’s going to rock. You’ll get a bonus. Maybe a raise. 

Maybe a new company car! In fact, tell Roger to pack up his
offi ce because they’ll be giving you his job. 
MCollins:
Yeah, okay, enjoy the rest of that fancy mushroom,
bud. 
PFinkPD:
I’ll send you an outline tomorrow. You’ll see, it’s
gonna be easy. 
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Matt held his fi ngers up to his temple and made a shooting motion with his thumb. 
MCollins:
Right. Later, Fink. 
Four weeks later, the software that Matt’s entire group had been working on for seven months was completed. And truthfully, Fink had done most of the coding himself, with just minor input from Matt. 
When Maritas requested only one small change to the software, Matt knew that it was Fink who was going to be the one to help him get his idea off the ground. 



Chapter One
There was no easy way to explain why everyone she worked with thought she was a man. It wasn’t that she was manly looking...in fact, far from it. She had big boobs, wide hips and, to put it nicely, pleasantly plump thighs. Let’s not even discuss the rear end she was dragging around. In addition, the curly mop of strawberry blond hair that she was forever pushing out of her round face was also a clue to her gender. But no, the people she worked with on a daily basis thought she was good old reliable Phil Fink. 
There was a reason for the name...Phil had come about accidently after she found out that they had been assuming for almost a year that she was a man. Fink came about because, well, it was her last name. And for the past nine years, she’d been running her own fi rm, Philanthropy Designs, where she worked wonders with her computer in relation to design, software programming and internet applications. And for those same nine years she’d been able to work from home, not once gracing the buildings of her most infl uential clients. Some assumed that Phil Fink had a severe phobia about fl ying, others suggested that it was a fear of making a formal presentation, and still others considered the thought that Phil Fink was too nerdy for the general public...and the list went on. But no matter, she was well respected in her fi eld and now clients came to her begging for her help. She wasn’t sure, but she 16 Rida Allen
thought part of her success was because people thought she was a man. While it was a changing fi eld, the computer industry was still mostly male-dominated and you had to continuously prove yourself if you were a woman wanting to make it. 
It was easy to continue the charade of being Phil Fink. She communicated only by email and instant messenger, sending fi les and sharing brainstorming sessions via her high speed digital connection. And when presentation time came around, there was always someone on the client’s side who wanted to get ahead by making the presentation on their own. But by this time, all of her clients knew where the ideas, the know-how and the fi nal product had come from. Phil Fink. 
And so she had been fl oating along in her career, not a bump in the road, until now. Now, her biggest client, Centre Seating, wanted her to work directly with one of their software programmers to get a hot new piece of software working. She’d worked with Matt Collins before...he was a good guy with grandiose ideas but he often lacked the ability to put them into play. He was also easy to work with because he knew his limits and took critique easily. 
But work with him in person? No way! Anything they could do in person, they could do separated by hundreds of miles and clear-cut anonymity. 

Dink. 
She looked up from her notepad where she’d been scribbling dirty words in response to Centre Seating’s request. Her email software had just informed her that she had new messages. She wasn’t surprised to see that one message was from the very man who had started this whole fi asco. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Phil Fink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
Subject: your expertise is required

Phil, 

C’mon bud, this software could really push me up the corporate
ladder. I’ve been slaving here for years with no hope of upward
mobility until now! You’re the man who can help me get this
job done. Really, it would only take a couple of weeks... 
She sucked in a breath at that point. A couple of weeks? Was he kidding? 
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...to get this done right. I’ve got the model fl eshed out, we just
need to get it working in the system. I won’t stay a moment
longer than I need to and I promise to get out of your face
when you tell me to...no questions asked. 







 ~Matt
Matt waited impatiently for Fink’s response. Dammit, he didn’t give a snap who this guy was or what lifestyle he lived! He didn’t care if the guy was the biggest nerd anyone had ever seen, or if he lived in some hole and ate cold pizza for breakfast and pop tarts for dinner. This was his career they were talking about! 
No one had ever requested to work with Fink face to face, mostly because they knew from the beginning that he would say ‘no’. Everyone at Centre Seating had discussed this guy up and down, wondering why from the beginning he had only been known as Fink in all his correspondence. It was after they’d been working with Fink for almost a year that someone had dared ask if they could call him something other than ‘Fink’. Even human resources only knew Fink as his company name...Philanthropy Designs. And to his knowledge, no one had dared to ask where the company name had come from. Well hell, if Fink actually agreed to this crazy deal, and Matt was going to make sure he did, then he was going to fi nd out where Philanthropy Designs had come from. 
He would come back the offi ce hero with not just the best piece of software ever designed and written, but he would come back with face to face knowledge of the infamous Phil Fink. 
He jumped when his email software notifi ed him in a gentle female voice that he had new mail. God he loved that voice...it reminded him of his fi rst lover in high school, a sexy redhead who was all boobs and legs. Sending up a silent prayer, he clicked open the response from Pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com. Cursing under his breath, he opened his chat software and searched his list for ‘PFinkPD’. Double clicking on the name, he opened a chat window and began typing. 
MCollins:
Phil, u there? 
PFinkPD:
No. 
MCollins:
Hey bud, how’s it hangin’? 
PFinkPD:
Busy, as usual. U? 
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MCollins:
Trying to fi gure out why a good friend of mine
won’t lend me a hand... 
PFinkPD:
Look, we can make your software clean and slick
through our usual process. 
MCollins:
 Not this time, we need to sit side by side and work
this shit through. It’s too complex to trust to email and chat
sessions. 
PFinkPD:
Then fi nd someone else to do it. 
She couldn’t believe she’d typed that. Dropping her head into her hands, she moaned and prayed that Matt didn’t pass that little remark on to his boss. No matter what, Centre Seating was still her biggest client. 
MCollins: 
No you didn’t just say that. 
MCollins: 
Look, you’re the man for this job, there’s no
question. But I have to be able to work with you directly. I
know you won’t come here to the offi ce, so I’m willing and
able to take several weeks out of my life here to come to you. 
PFinkPD:
It won’t work. It’s better to do it this way. 
MCollins:
We work great together, Phil...this piece of software
is going to be da bomb. 
PFinkPD:
All my stuff is da bomb. 
MCollins:
You’re right, dude...absolutely. Now help me out
here... 
PFinkPD:
Look, give me a week doing it my way. If it doesn’t
work out, we can always make other arrangements. 
MCollins:
I don’t like the look of that ‘other arrangements’,
Phil. I’ll give you fi ve days and if I don’t like the way it’s going,
I’m fl ying out the next day and I’m landing on your doorstep. 
MCollins: 
Phil? 
MCollins:
Phil? 
MCollins:
That’s it, I’m leaving tomorrow before you can
make arrangements to take off. 
She felt like she was going to hyperventilate. It was possible for him to fi nd out her address without asking her, even though she went to great lengths to keep it private. Even her clients’ 
accounting departments only had her post offi ce box on fi le, but still... 
MCollins: 
Phil! I was yanking your chain, man. 
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PFinkPD:
Look, I know everyone thinks Phil Fink is a big
joke, but I’m good at what I do and when I say I’ll deliver, I
deliver. 
MCollins:
I know that, dude, that’s why I want you working
on this project. 
PFinkPD:
Then you have to respect my need to do things my
way. 
Matt cursed again and pushed his hand through his hair. Phil Fink was right. 
MCollins:
All right, I’ll give you a week. But if it’s not working
out the way I feel it should, then we do it my way. Face to face. 

Period. 
PFinkPD:
I can clear my schedule today and start
tomorrow. 
MCollins:
I’ll email you what I have so far. 
Swearing, Phil typed in a series of commands, then studied the results. It took her only a minute to send the modifi ed fi le off to Matt, but she knew what his response was going to be. It was the same response she’d been getting for the past seven days...it wasn’t what he wanted. 

Dink. 
She was swearing before she even opened the email. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Phil Fink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
Subject: CU Monday

Phil, 

I’ve made reservations for Sunday night. I’ll go straight to the
hotel and be at your offi ce at 8am Monday morning. Please
forward directions from the hotel to your offi ce. 







 ~Matt
Dammit. It was Friday afternoon and they’d been working on this stupid piece of software for what seemed like an endless number of hours. And no matter what she did, it wasn’t right! She was beginning to think that Matt was purposefully throwing her off so he could follow through with his threat. 
When she didn’t respond to his email, Matt sent her an instant message. 
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MCollins:
U still there or u take off for an early weekend? 
PFinkPD:
I’m still here, you slug. 
MCollins:
U get my email? 
PFinkPD:
I got it, dammit. 
MCollins:
I told u it would end up this way. U shoulda just let
me come out in the fi rst place, save us both some trouble. 
PFinkPD:
Screw you. 
MCollins:
CU Monday, 8am sharp. 
PFinkPD:
I’m leaving the country. Nice knowing you. 
MCollins:
Have a good weekend, Phil. Enjoy your last hours
of freedom. 
Matt logged off before Phil could launch any further verbal assaults on him. He was actually looking forward to seeing Phil Fink work in person. He respected the man and his abilities and wanted to see him work his magic in real life. He was also looking forward to being the offi ce hero as he expected to bring back a shitload of juicy Fink gossip. Grinning, he pushed away from his desk, grabbed his suit jacket and left the offi ce. 
Phil really did consider leaving the country as she spent her entire weekend cleaning her condo. She also spent time cursing her decision to keep her offi ce in her home instead of removing her business from her everyday life. But really, working from home was life at its best, especially since no one ever saw her. 
She had no receptionist, no assistant, no accounting department and no boss. No one saw her bad hair days, or the zits that burst out during that time of the month. There was no one to complain when she worked sporadically throughout the day, sometimes in her pajamas, other times in only her underwear. 
And most of all, there was no one to know she was Phyllis Fink and not good old nerdy-guy Phil Fink. 
“Dammit, dammit, dammit.” She knelt in front of her couch and checked underneath it to make sure that there was no clothing lost under there. It wasn’t that she was a slob, it was that work was her life and she seldom took time to clean properly. Once every two weeks someone came in and did the heavy cleaning but the kind Jamaican woman wasn’t due in until the end of next week. 
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swept up the clothing she had found under or on top of other living room furniture and carried it off to the laundry room. She wondered what Matt Collins would think of her condo...and her workspace. 
It was a far cry from the everyday condo considering it was in a remodeled warehouse. From the outside, the place looked exactly like a warehouse, but inside there were four condos, hers being on the top level. It had cost her a small fortune, but she wanted the top fl oor so that she could have a two level apartment. In doing so, she was able to put her offi ce in the loft area over one side of the main living areas, and her bedroom and bathroom over the right side of the living areas. The loft was visible and open to the living areas, the bedroom was not. And despite the fact that the outside of the building looked like a warehouse, the inside looked liked an upscale luxury apartment with a lovely curved staircase to the loft, a country kitchen and breakfast nook, huge windows in her living room and a very private hot tub and sauna. 
It hadn’t been easy to afford this place and to revamp it to fi t her needs, but thanks to a dear uncle who had left her a small sum after his death, she’d been able to do it. After spending a year in a rental apartment while she was starting up her business, she was glad to have a place of her own to live and to thrive. She was safe and secure in this hideaway, that no one from the outside would ever suspect housed several homes. 
With a grunt, she shut the door to the laundry room and made her way upstairs to her bedroom. Did she even have anything to wear while Matt was here? She was used to dressing casually... 
was that appropriate with a business associate, especially since her offi ce was in her home? Throwing open her closet, she plowed through it to see what she had, and what might still fi t. And fi rst impressions were most important...should she go out and buy a business suit so that when she greeted him on Monday she looked professional? Or would that set a bad precedent? 
What in the hell was she thinking? There was no way the fi rst impression was going to be a good one. Matt was expecting Phil Fink, the nerd with tape on his glasses and a pocket protector in his stained button down shirt. She knew the things they said about Phil at her clients’ offi ces...she was no dummy. Could she trust Matt to keep Phil’s secret? 
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She fl opped back onto her bed, wishing she could contact Matt right now and tell him to stay the hell away from Phil Fink! 
Knocking on the bland front door, Matt stepped back just slightly and smiled at the peep hole. When he heard footsteps on the other side of the door, he called out, “C’mon, hurry the hell up, would you?” 
“Hold your damn horses!” 
He grinned at the response, then took another step back when the door swung open. 
“Matt.” 
“Rog.” 
Rolling his eyes, Roger motioned for his friend to come inside. 
“Well, come in already. Melanie is in the kitchen.” 
Matt smacked him on the shoulder as he passed. “Thanks for the dinner invitation.” 
“Yeah, well, I fi gured it might be the last time we see you. I don’t expect Fink is going to let you live after you’ve seen him.” 
“A kind of ‘once I tell you I’ll have to kill you’ thing?” Matt asked, one eyebrow shooting upward. 
“Yeah.” Roger closed the door and the two men walked side by side around the corner into the big country kitchen where a small woman with mocha colored skin was standing at the stove. 
Matt paused briefl y to admire her hair, the tight brown twists were gathered up and spilled over in all directions from the top back of her head. When she turned to greet him, her deep brown eyes were fi lled with light and joy. 
“Hello, Matthew.” 
He grinned and leaned over to kiss her smooth cheek. “Hello, Melanie,” he mimicked. 
“I hear you’re going out of town,” she said, turning away from him to pull open an oven door. 
Roger went to take the roasting pan from the oven and his wife fl ashed him an appreciative smile. “Yeah, he’s a brave man.” 
With a clunk, he set the pan down on the stove so the roast inside could be transferred to a serving plate. 
“Jeez, you act like the guy is an axe murderer,” Matt muttered, his mouth watering at the smell of a home cooked meal. “He’s just YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 23
a programmer and probably weighs a hundred pounds wet. I don’t think he’s going to do me any physical harm.” 
“You have no idea,” Roger told him, pulling out a carving knife and checking the edge carefully. He was just slicing into the meat when the doorbell rang. 
Matt looked fi rst at his host who was busy with the roast, then at his hostess who was elbow deep in some bowl that was resting in the kitchen sink. “I’ll get that.” 
“Thanks, that would be great,” Roger nodded, his eyes jumping to his wife’s. 
Frowning at the look that passed between husband and wife, Matt returned to the front door and yanked it open. On the other side stood a tall brunette with almond shaped eyes and fi re engine red lips. “Hi, can I help you?” 
She smiled and shifted the bottle of wine from her right hand to her left. “Hi, I’m Sarah.” 
“Hello, Sarah. What can I do for you?” He watched as her smile tilted up at one corner. 
“I’m here for dinner. Melanie invited me.” 
Now he understood the silent communication between Roger and Melanie. “Well then, come in and join the party.” Standing back, he waited for her to pass by before he closed the door. 
“Everyone is in the kitchen.” 
She sauntered into the kitchen and greeted the couple there. 
Matt followed behind her, sending a glare over her head at Roger. 
“Sarah, welcome!” Melanie hugged her, then accepted the bottle from her. “This is my husband Roger and his friend Matthew.” 
Sarah shook hands with them both, her hand lingering a bit in Matt’s grasp. “Thanks so much for the invitation, Mel.” 
“We’re glad you could make it,” Melanie said warmly. “Roger, why don’t you open the wine and set it on the table for dinner.” 
He took the bottle and turned away from Matt’s accusatory gaze. “Great idea.” 
“We’re almost ready so why don’t you two go into the dining room,” Melanie suggested, giving Sarah a nudge with her elbow. 
“We’re right behind you.” 
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Matt politely let Sarah go ahead of him, then he shot a nasty look at Roger. This wasn’t the fi rst time the couple had set him up on a blind date, but it was one of the sneakiest. Had they warned him ahead of time, he would have turned down the dinner invitation. Obviously they knew their matchmaking was getting on his nerves, so they decided to surprise him. Since his parents had left town about a year ago to pursue their greatest wish to travel around the world together, Melanie had assigned herself a combination big sister and keeper. Not only had she been trying to set him up on dates every month or so, she also invited him to dinner at least once a week to make sure he was eating proper meals. The latter he was more than fi ne with as Melanie was a dynamite cook when she wasn’t working on her latest jewelry creation. She had been designing glass beaded jewelry for as long as he had know her and Roger. 
He was too much of a gentleman to be rude to Sarah, so he made polite conversation while they waited for their friends to join them. “So, Sarah, how do you know Melanie?” 
“We met in our Pilates class about six months ago,” she told him. 
“That’s great,” he said, trying not to notice how her dress clung to her breasts. She was pretty for sure, her dark hair swinging around her shoulders in a straight curtain, her brown eyes twinkling with good humor. As she talked about her Pilates experience, she stepped closer to him and touched his arm with slender fi ngers. 
“Dinner is served!” Roger boomed as he entered the room. 
Setting down a plate of meat and a plate of vegetables that had been roasting in the same pan, he moved aside to let his wife approach the table. 
Melanie set the potatoes and rolls on the table, then smiled up at her husband as he held her chair out for her. “Thank you, honey.” 
He dropped a kiss on her cheek before sliding onto his own chair. 
Trying not to roll his eyes, Matt went to Sarah’s side and held out her chair for her. When she was settled, he took the remaining chair between her and Roger. “Everything smells delicious,” he YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 25
told Melanie. “This is a nice send off to a long working trip.” 
“You’re traveling for work, Matthew?” Sarah asked as Roger handed her a glass of wine. 
Taking the next offered glass, Matt nodded. “Yep, I’ll be out of town for weeks, probably. Maybe even months.” 
Melanie frowned and sent her husband a look as he poured her wine. “It’s only a quick trip for some software, Sarah. Right Roger?” 
“Sure!” Roger affi rmed. “He won’t be gone long.” 
Glaring at his friend, Matt took a gulp of wine before setting the glass down on the table. “So, someone pass me the roast beef.” 
Sarah swirled her wine around in her glass, her eyes glued to Matt’s face. “You work with computers, then, Matthew?” 
“Yup, computers. I work really long hours, sometimes weekends, and even when I’m home I’m usually glued to my PC.” 
He accepted the plate from Roger, then dropped two big pieces of meat on his plate. “How about those potatoes, Melanie?” 
She sent him a dangerous look before handing over the bowl. 
“Don’t be silly, Matt. I know from Roger that the people in his group work standard hours unless there’s an emergency.” Turning to Sarah, she sent her a wink. “And Matthew is going to move into management soon, for sure.” 
Without taking her gaze off Matt, Sarah leaned her chin on her hand and batted her eyes at him. “Management...that’s terrifi c. 
You look like you work out...what do you do when you’re not working on your computer?” 
“I’m pretty much a couch potato,” he told her, forcing a laugh as he passed her the bowl of potatoes. His eyebrows shot up when he saw Roger jump in his chair. 
“We’re out all the time, playing racquetball or picking up a game of basketball. Matt’s always whipping my a...butt on the courts,” he added. 
Reaching out, Sarah stroked Matt’s forearm with the tips of her fi ngers. “I bet you’re great at all kinds of physical activities,” 
she purred. 
His eyes fl icked from her hand, to her pouting lips, to the obvious cleavage that was pointed in his direction. “What did you 26 Rida Allen
say you did for a living, Sarah?” 
“I’m in sales.” One red-tipped fi nger drew circles on his skin. 
He wanted to smack her fi ngers and tell her to keep her hands to herself, dammit. “And what is it that you sell?” 
“Pharmaceuticals.” When she noted his pointed look at her hand, she stroked him one last time before sitting up. “Before that, I sold medical supplies to hospitals so the transition between the two was easy.” 
“Why the change?” Roger asked. 
She shrugged delicately and pushed some salad around on her plate. “The drugs are lighter to carry.” 
“Right.” He sent his wife a look, but made no further comment. 
Matt watched as Sarah ate several pieces of lettuce, a corner of a quarter of potato and several forkfuls of vegetables. “Would you like some roast beef, Sarah?” 
Shuddering, she shook her head. “Oh no, I haven’t eaten red meat since I was a child. It’s bad for your system.” 
For the fi rst time that evening, Melanie looked fl ustered. “Oh dear, I’m so sorry, Sarah. Can I get you something else?” 
“No, that’s quite alright,” she reassured her friend. “I’m fi ne with what I have.” 
Dinner continued in almost complete silence, although Matt was pretty sure that Sarah tried to play footsie with him under the table at one point. When he didn’t respond, she seemed resigned to his disinterest. 
Sarah didn’t stay for dessert, claiming a headache from the half of glass of wine she had drunk during dinner. 
When Melanie returned to the dining room with her homemade cherry pie and vanilla ice cream, the room was still silent. “Okay, okay!” 
Matt gave her an innocent look. “What?” 
“I’m sorry already!” she exclaimed. “I thought she was your type! Athletic, intelligent, gorgeous...” 
“I’ve told you guys that I’m not interested in a setup. Why won’t you believe that I can fi nd my own dates?” he asked, taking the large slice of pie she had dished out in apology. 
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“You should be settling down with a wonderful woman,” she said fi rmly. “You shouldn’t be alone.” 
“I don’t understand why you think I’m unhappy,” was his soft response. He knew Melanie only had his interest at heart, but he didn’t want her fretting over him. 
“It’s not that you’re unhappy, per se.” She dropped two scoops of ice cream onto his plate. “But you could be so much happier with the right woman at your side.” 
He grabbed her hand before she could withdraw it. “If I can’t have you, then I don’t want anyone,” he teased. 
Blushing, she smacked his hand playfully. “You had your chance, cookie.” 
“He did? When? Where was I?” Roger blustered. “You better keep your grubby little hands to yourself, bub.” 
“Hmm, maybe Roger should go work on this software with Fink and I’ll stay here with this beautiful creature.” He winked at her. 
Melanie giggled and cut into her own piece of pie. 
They ate in silence for a few minutes before Matt spoke again. 
“You really thought she was my type?” 
Roger threw up his hands in an innocent gesture. “I’d never even met the woman before.” 
Matt turned back to Melanie. “So?” 
“You have to admit, she’s got a great body,” Melanie defended herself. 
“In all the time you’ve known her, you didn’t notice how, um, aggressive she was?” he asked mildly. 
A blush tinged her cocoa colored cheeks. “I guess I didn’t really spend a lot of time with her outside of Pilates.” 
“So you picked her based on her looks?” Roger’s voice was fi lled with amusement. “Isn’t that kind of shallow, Mel?” 
“Hush,” she scolded him. “You’re not one to talk. After all, you picked me, didn’t you?” 
Reaching out, he hooked a hand around her neck and dragged her closer for a kiss. “Damn right. Best thing I ever did, too.” 
Matt watched them, envy sneaking into his heart. Focusing on his plate, he scooped up the last of his pie and pushed back his 28 Rida Allen
chair. “Well, I should be going.” 
“Yeah, you do that, buddy. You know where the door is.” 
“Stop that!” Melanie hissed, jumping to her feet. “You don’t have to rush off,” she said to Matt. 
“Actually, I have to get home and do about a million loads of laundry,” he explained, “so I can pack for my trip.” 
Following him to the front door, she asked him, “Do you really think you’ll be gone that long?” 
“I have no idea, but I have to be prepared to camp out for a couple of weeks, at least.” 
“And this person you’re going to see...” 
“Fink,” he supplied. 
She frowned. “Doesn’t he have a fi rst name?” 
“Yeah, Phil,” Roger said from behind her. “Phil Fink.” 
“You’re going to work around the clock with this one guy?” 
“Yep...he’s the best for the job at hand.” 
“Well, I hope he’s a nice person and that you’re successful in getting what you want,” she told him, pulling him into a hug. 
“Thanks for dinner, Mel. The food was great.” 
“We’re going to miss you, so work hard and come home soon.” She kissed his cheek before letting him go. 
“I’m not going to miss you one damn bit,” Roger added. “Now get the hell out of here so I can be alone with my wife.” 
Matt grinned and opened the front door. “I’m going to miss you too, Rog.” 
“Safe trip, buddy,” Roger called after him before closing the door. 
Matt arrived at his hotel late Sunday night and went straight to his room and to bed. Upon waking Monday morning, he was struck with the realization that he had no idea where Phil Fink worked or where Philanthropy Designs kept its offi ces. He nearly leapt out of bed and was just picking up the telephone receiver when he saw the envelope shoved underneath his door. Setting the receiver down, he strode to the door and scooped up the ivory envelope then turned it over in his hands. It had only his name typed on the front. He tore open the fl ap on the back and pulled out a card with an address and turn-by-turn instructions on reaching YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 29
Philanthropy Designs from his hotel. It was a good thing he had dropped Phil an email with his itinerary before leaving town. 
Good old Phil, what a guy. Matt should have known that Phil would never leave a stone unturned or a line of code incomplete. 
He tossed the card onto the bed and went in to shower. He had no familiarity with the area, so he hoped the instructions were correct, otherwise he had no way of contacting Phil. No one had ever spoken to him on the phone and there had been no phone number listed on the card. 
After showering and throwing on clothes, he snatched up his briefcase, which held his laptop and the papers they needed, grabbed the directions and left the hotel room. 
The directions were fairly simple so he was glad he had chosen the hotel he did. He was not surprised to drive into an industrial type area as many computer fi rms picked those areas for the cheap space. Evidently Philanthropy Designs was no different. The front door to PD’s offi ces was locked and Matt wasn’t sure exactly how to alert anyone he was there. He saw no doorbell, no intercom system and no access panel. For a moment, he stood there dumbly, unsure of what to do. Should he pound on the door, look for a window, call a shrink? He scratched his cheek, stepped back to look up at the building, squinted and then cursed. 
As if he had said a magic word, a buzzer sounded and he heard a latch slip away. Quickly, before his luck could change, he grabbed the door handle and pulled open the heavy metal door. 
The card in his hand indicated that PD was on the top fl oor of the four story building, so he stepped up to the elevator and pressed the UP button. The elevator creaked and groaned and he wondered wildly if it would even carry him to the fourth fl oor. 
When the door cranked open, he stuck his head inside and was surprised to fi nd that the elevator was decorated in shades of beige and green. It almost looked like it belonged in a fancy hotel instead of some run-down warehouse. Before he could change his mind, he took a big step into the elevator and pressed the button for the fourth fl oor. Closing his eyes, he sent up a silent prayer as the doors cranked shut again. However, as the elevator began to ascend, he found that the noises he had heard in the lobby were not present. Talk about major sound proofi ng! 
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The elevator stopped smoothly and let him out on the requested fl oor, unharmed. He stepped into a small area, much like the lobby downstairs, and was faced with one bland, unmarked metal door. 
There were no windows, no signs, no decorations, just the now closed elevator doors behind him and the plain door in front of him. Was this a bad neighborhood? Was there some kind of security risk here he was unaware of? He shuffl ed his feet, readjusted his briefcase in his hand and knocked loudly on the door, hoping someone would hear him. Once more he heard the metal rasp of a lock being disengaged, and then the door swung inward. Although he couldn’t see anyone holding open the door, he could see into the offi ces...only to fi nd that they looked a helluva lot like someone’s home. 
Stepping forward into the doorway he called out, “Hello?” He nearly hit the doorway header when a woman slipped out from behind the door and greeted him softly. She smiled and invited him into the foyer before closing the door behind him. Taking a moment to orient himself, he decided that this pretty, if plump, redhead had to be Phil’s assistant or receptionist. 
“Matt?” 
He nodded and stuck out his hand to shake hers. “Hi there, I’m here to see Phil Fink. He’s expecting me.” She looked at him oddly, but shook his hand anyway. She had a nice, solid grip and he noticed immediately that she had pretty fi ngers with fi re engine red fi ngernails. As she released his hand, he looked around curiously, wondering now if maybe this was Phil’s wife. Boy would the offi ce have a fi eld day with this! Nerdy Phil Fink had himself a hot little wife stashed away. Maybe he kept her prisoner so she wouldn’t know that there were studly guys out there in the world. Turning back to her, he realized she was waiting for him to say something. “Is Phil here?” She screwed up her pretty face and continued to watch him. After another moment, she spoke. 
“Follow me.” 
He watched her turn away from him and stride confi dently across the apartment toward a curved wood stairway that led to an upstairs area of some sort. It was a pleasure, actually, to watch her walk. She had a nice hippy sway to her stride that reminded him how long it had been since he’d taken the time to go out with YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 31
a woman. As he trailed her up the stairs, he realized that she wore some kind of scent that followed in her wake, fl owing toward him like the skirt she was wearing fl owed around her legs. At the top of the stairs, he realized that the loft area was a home offi ce...and man was it a grand setup. Even he didn’t have this nice a setup at Centre Seating’s offi ces. Setting down his briefcase, he turned back to his guide and smiled at her. “Are you Phil’s assistant?” 
She crossed her arms over her generous chest and gave him a good, hard, glare...one that changed her face from pretty to very obviously insulted. 
“No, you slug... I’m Phil.” 
It was a good thing he had already set down his briefcase, otherwise he would have dropped it. As it was, his jaw fell to the fl oor and his eyes probably bugged out of his head. “What?! ” 
Sighing, she dropped into her expensively ergonomic Aeron chair. “You might as well sit down before you fall down.” 
He couldn’t associate the nerdy Phil Fink he’d known for fi ve years with the husky-voiced woman sitting before him. Squinting, he sat in the available chair and pressed his lips together tightly. 
“You’re not Phil.” 
She crossed her legs, adjusted her long skirt and then looked him in the eye. “Yes, I am.” 
“That’s funny...very funny. Where is Phil hiding? I knew he didn’t want to do this, but I didn’t think he had the balls to come up with this kind of prank. Really, it’s good, it’s funny. You can give me the address to Philanthropy Designs’ offi ce and I’ll be on my way. No sense in wasting any more of your time,” he rambled, his eyes bouncing everywhere but on her. 
“You let me know when you’re done,” she told him, fanning out her fi ngers and studying her newly polished nails. She never got her nails polished, let alone get her toenails polished...something funky old Matt Collins would never know if he didn’t quit making her want to really slug him. She let him sit there and stew for a few minutes while she looked him over covertly. He was fi ne looking, no doubt about that. She had secretly hoped he’d be the nerd he was expecting her to be, so that this would all be easy. 
A nerd would understand why she did what she did, but not this man. This man would never understand. He had probably spent 32 Rida Allen
his whole career cruising through because he was not only a man, but a good-looking one at that. He had light brown hair that was parted on the side and he wore it a bit too long to be fashionable. 
His eyes were the color of liquid brown sugar and right now, just as hot. She watched as he clenched a nicely formed hand into a fi st and glared at her nonchalant posture. 
“You’re Phil.” 
She held out her hand again and introduced herself, “Phyllis Ann Fink, President and owner of Philanthropy Designs.” 
He glared at her outstretched hand, then up at her. “What kind of joke is this?” 
Sighing, she let her hand drop and cocked her head. “It’s not a joke and honestly, I’d appreciate it if you kept this whole thing to yourself.” 
“Are you shitting me?” 
She almost grinned, but upon seeing the anger in his face, she smothered the smile. “Look, I have a very good reason for letting people think what they do.” 
“‘Letting people think what they do’?” he growled. “You lied to all your clients, telling them you were Phil Fink! There’s got to be some kind of law against that!” 
“I never lied to anyone, Matt,” she said softly. “Someone assumed something and I let them. I haven’t hurt anyone or done anything illegal. I do my job and I do it extremely well. Period. 
What other people think is their business.” 
“Everyone thinks you’re a nerd!” he blurted. 
She did smile this time. “I know.” 
“They think you have a rampant fear of fl ying.” 
“I know.” 
He studied her for a moment. “They all believe you’re a man. 
No one ever questioned it.” 
“Why is that, Matt? Because I’m extremely good at my job? 
Because I work hard, deliver my work on time and often early? 
Because I’m in the computer industry, because I own my own business?” She tapped a nail against the arm of her chair. “I corresponded with everyone as PFink because that was my email address and that was my screen name. When people addressed me over those mediums, it was as ‘Fink’. I know they all got a laugh YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 33
over it, but it’s not the fi rst time someone had made fun of my last name. I’ve lived with that legacy for twenty eight years. I never said I was a woman because, frankly, I saw no reason to. It wasn’t important to my duties or my capabilities. I was about six months in with Centre Seating, in a brainstorming session, which I was participating in over instant messenger, as were several others. 
Someone, and I can’t even tell you who, said, ‘Fink’s right...he always knows what to do with that shit.’ At fi rst I thought it was a typo, then someone else made a similar statement, referring to me as a ‘he’.” She shrugged and met his gaze again. “I began to realize that they were regarding me highly, but as a man. Would I have received that kind of praise as a woman? Maybe, but maybe not. So I didn’t correct anyone and when someone fi nally said to me, ‘I hate calling you Fink...what’s your fi rst name?’ I merely answered, ‘Phil’. I’d been called Phyl on and off all my life, what was the big difference between an ‘i’ and a ‘y’?” 
“Evidently it’s the difference between you and Phil,” he answered, but his anger was fading. Really, the whole thing was a misunderstanding. “So why let it go so long? You’ve proven yourself and your abilities, why not tell people the truth?” 
“Because who cares?!” she said angrily, pushing to her feet. 
She paced back and forth along the loft, her bare feet sinking into the beige carpeting on every pass. “What difference does it make if I’m a man or a woman? I do my job, I deliver my work, that’s it.” 
“If that’s the case, Phil, then why not tell people?” he asked softly. 
She dropped back into her chair. “Because I like the way things are. I like the respect I receive as Phil, I like the way people interact with me. If I’m all the sudden Phyllis instead of Phil, people will treat me differently.” Looking him in the eye, she wanted to beg, but didn’t. “Don’t tell anyone.” 
He raised an eyebrow at the command in her tone. “I’ll think about it.” 
She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. “Okay, don’t tell anyone while you’re here. You can take that long to decide if you’ll keep my secret or not.” 
He couldn’t believe how amazing her lips were. “Yeah, right, 34 Rida Allen
okay...I won’t say anything...for now.” 
With a decisive nod, she indicated his briefcase with her chin. “Okay, so let’s get started on this piece of crap you call software.” 
Groaning, he set his briefcase on a cleared space on the desk and snapped it open. “Whatever you say, Phil.” 
She rolled her eyes and opened the version of the software she had saved on her desktop. 



Chapter Two
They barely stopped for lunch, as if they thought working hard the fi rst day would make the program come together more quickly. But when dinner time rolled around, Phil stood and stretched her back. 
Matt watched, fascinated by the lines of her lush body as she bent backward to work out the kinks in her muscles. When she straightened and turned toward him, he looked away quickly, hoping she hadn’t caught him. 
“We have to fi nd dinner. Do you eat Chinese food?” she asked, stepping back from the desk and heading toward the stairs. 
“Oh, yeah, sure.” He stood and followed her downstairs, realizing that he was actually starving. “Is there any place that actually delivers here?” he asked skeptically. 
“Oh ye of little faith,” she called over her shoulder as she padded into the kitchen. “You’d be surprised how many homes there are in this area.” 
“You mean yours isn’t the only one?” 
Grabbing the delivery menu from a kitchen drawer, she returned to where he’d plopped down on the sofa. “There are three other condos in this building and there are four more buildings like this on this block alone.” 
“Huh, I would never have guessed.” He accepted the pink menu from her and studied it carefully. “You a picky eater?” 
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Laughing, she tucked herself into her favorite overstuffed chair. “Are you shitting me?” 
Startled, he looked up and directly into her hazel-colored eyes. “What?” 
“I’m not a picky eater, trust me.” 
“Hunh. Okay, why don’t we get a couple of different things and share them?” he suggested. 
“Sounds fi ne to me. Why don’t you order...you still have the address here, don’t you?” 
“Right. You allergic to anything?” he asked, standing and crossing to the telephone sitting on the breakfast bar. 
“Nope, not a thing. And to tell you the truth, I’m a real sucker for pot stickers,” she called back to him before disappearing down the long hall toward the back of the condo. 
He turned back to respond only to fi nd that she was gone. 
Shrugging, he picked up the phone and ordered the food. It took him a few minutes to convince the guy on the phone that he was really calling from Phil’s address. Evidently they knew her at the restaurant and she always ordered her own food for delivery. With a frown, he hung up the phone and turned back to the living room. 
From here inside the building, he would never guess that this was a converted warehouse. Of course, he was sure that was exactly what the designer had wanted, but still he was surprised at the effect. He slumped down onto the couch and rested his head on top of the cushion. 
“You need some coffee or something?” 
He jumped at the sound of her voice, then tried not to gasp out loud. While he had been busy arguing with the Chinese food guy, she had changed her clothes. He was a little disappointed to see that the skirt and sheer blouse were gone, but he was intrigued by her new ensemble. 
She saw him staring at her and almost immediately regretted the change. “Oh, sorry, I, uh, am not used to wearing such dressy clothes.” 
“It’s no problem for me.” He grinned at the fl owered leggings and matching blue tee shirt that was long enough to fall to her knees. And as before, her feet were delightfully bare. “Imagine this, modest little me here with the infamous Phil Fink who is YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 37
currently dressed in a cute little outfi t that clashes with her toenail polish.” 
Groaning, she curled her toes under and dug them into the beige carpet. “Shut up, you slug.” 
They stared at each other silently for a moment. 
“So, did you order the food or not?” 
He pushed himself to his feet and turned toward the hallway where he knew the powder room was. “Yep. The guy was a little upset that I was ordering for your address.” 
“Yeah, Tran is a friend of mine,” she called after him. “He owns the restaurant and knows my favorites. If he has a special that he knows I’ll like, he’ll slip it into my order without asking. 
I’ve gotten some delicious food that way.” 
He grunted and closed the door between them. 
She pushed her hair out of her face and went into the kitchen to make some tea to go along with their food. Tran usually arrived within half an hour so she didn’t need to check the front door for another fi fteen minutes. She had just put the kettle on the burner when she heard a chat window ring in the loft. Swearing, she made the familiar jog up the stairs to her computer. Roger from Centre Seating was looking for Matt. She typed in a quick response and tripped back down the stairs to the kitchen. When Matt came out of the bathroom, she told him he was being paged on the computer. 
While he was upstairs chatting with his boss, she slipped into her spare bedroom to check the monitors showing the entrance to the front of her building. As she had expected, Tran was approaching so she entered her code to unlock the front door. The code was part of a software program she had designed in order to keep her building secure. Each tenant had their own code which when used, was recorded into a log indicating what time the code was entered and how long the front door was open. The code was needed to let someone into and out of the building and the only thing that could override it was the building’s state of the art fi re detection system. The security logs could be compared to the surveillance tapes in case there were any problems. So far, in the seven years the building had been open, they’d never needed to compare tapes to the logs. But still, they continued to use the security system without fail. 
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Once Tran was through the door, she hurried back downstairs and over to the door to her condo in order to let him in with the food. He greeted her heartily and carried her food to the breakfast bar. 
“Some man ordered your food,” he told her. “I almost called you back to see if it was really for you.” 
She giggled and started unpacking the big brown bag. “Why didn’t you?” 
“Because he ordered pot stickers.” He grinned and took her money without counting it. “I knew you had to be involved.” 
“You know me so well, Tran.” 
“Speaking of which, I put something special in your order.” 
He winked. 
“I can’t wait to try it!” She took the whistling kettle off the hot burner and turned to walk Tran to the door. “I’ll let you know what I think.” 
“Enjoy,” he said before disappearing into the elevator. 
She listened to it clank and groan as it descended to the lobby. 
The noise was yet another security measure as you couldn’t ignore its movement at any time during the day or night. But in deference to the rider’s ears, they had made the interior highly soundproofed so tenants could use the elevator without going deaf. Back in the kitchen she punched her code into a small keypad tucked behind an invisible panel to let Tran back out of the building. “Matt!” she yelled as she carried cartons of food to her kitchen table. “You better get your ass down here or there may not be any food left. 
And let me tell you, Tran makes a mean pot sticker!” She paused to listen as he practically thundered down the stairs, through the kitchen and into the breakfast nook. 
“I’m starving, dammit,” he growled. “Just hand me something.” 
She passed him a couple of pot stickers on a plate along with the dipping sauce. “You want some tea?” 
Stuffi ng a whole pot sticker in his mouth, he nodded. As she turned to retrieve the kettle and mugs, he moaned in delight. 
“I told you they were good,” she said over her shoulder. 
He nodded and started opening cartons to see what was there. 
“What did Tran send along this time?” 
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“I have no idea. He never tells me.” 
“How do you know you’ll like it?” he asked curiously. 
“I’ve been eating food from Tran’s place for over seven years... 
he’s pretty familiar with my tastes,” she said dryly. Sitting down, she grabbed a carton and dumped out some fried rice. Once she had it spread out over her plate to her liking, she began scoping out the rest of the food. “Ooo, here it is. And it smells spicy!” 
He watched as she dumped some food on top of her rice and dug in with her chopsticks. “How is it?” 
“Oh man, it’s hot...and gooooood.” 
“What is it?” 
She grinned. “I have no idea.” 
“Hmm, maybe I’ll leave it to you then.” 
“Wimp,” she taunted. “Can’t stand the heat? Then get out of the kitchen.” 
He glared at her for a moment, then reached for the container and put some of the mystery food on his plate. “Call me a wimp, will you?” He grabbed at the food with his chopsticks and dropped it twice before getting it into his mouth. 
Watching him, she waited for the inevitable curse that tumbled from his mouth. 
“Holy Christmas, this stuff is spicy!” 
She nodded and proceeded to eat. 
“Whew, this is great...I haven’t had Chinese food this good in years!” 
They made their way through a good amount of food and several mugs of Chinese tea. When they were done, many of the cartons were empty but there was enough food for lunch tomorrow for the two of them. 
Phil put away the leftovers in the refrigerator, refi lled her tea and went back to the table to sit. “Fortune cookies?” she offered. 
He took the wrapped cookie from her hand and pulled open the bag. “So does Tran make these special for you, also?” 
Shaking her head, she stuck her tongue out at him. She loved the cookies and could munch on them for hours, which Tran knew. 
And that was exactly why there were several spread out on the table. 
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inside. Reading it as he popped a broken piece of the treat into his mouth, he considered the fortune. 
She did the same, then stopped to take sip of her tea. 
“What does your fortune say?” 
“You will do great things,” she read out loud. 
“In between the sheets.” 
The piece of paper slipped from her fi ngers and fl oated down to the table top. “Excuse me?” 
Sitting back in his chair, he grinned. “I guess you never hung out with a bunch of drunk guys. You’re supposed to always end your fortune with either, ‘in between the sheets,’ or ‘under the covers’.” 
“I see. So, what does your fortune say?” 
“You will make new friends,” he stated, then looked up at her expectantly. 
“What?” 
“You’re supposed to say...” 
“Oh, right...‘in between the sheets’.” 
He rolled his eyes. “No, try it again.” Clearing his throat, he repeated, “You will make new friends...” 
“In between the sheets,” she fi nished. Upon hearing what was said, she fl ushed. Pushing to her feet, she snatched up her mug and said, “Not here you won’t.” 
He was still laughing when she stomped out of the kitchen and through the living room. 
“Get up here and get back to work, you slug!” she shouted back at him. 
A grin still lingered on his lips when he joined her a few minutes later. “Thanks for dinner, Phil.” 
“Thank Centre Seating...I’m charging them for everything, trust me,” she said abruptly, her fi ngers fl ying over her keyboard. 
He settled onto his chair and started going over their written notes. 
Phil rubbed her eyes and glanced over at the clock in the corner of her computer screen. “Holy hell, it’s two o’clock.” 
Groaning, Matt stared blearily at the screen. “Morning or afternoon?” 
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“You need to go,” she said bluntly, saving her work before pushing away from the desk. 
“It’s so late,” he mumbled. “I’m not sure I can fi nd my way back to the hotel.” 
“You can’t stay here, I don’t have a guest room.” 
He got to his feet and rolled his head from side to side. “I don’t need a whole room, just a piece of one is fi ne.” 
“You have to go to the hotel,” she repeated, turning on her heel and stomping down the stairs. 
“I can crash on the couch,” he told her. “I don’t even need a pillow.” 
She spun around at the bottom of the steps and he nearly fell over her. “I’ll call you a cab.” 
He moved her aside with his arm then made his way over to the couch, where he fell face fi rst and started snoring almost immediately. 
“Great, just great,” she mumbled, stalking down the hall to the linen closet. She found a blanket and a pillow, returned to the living room where she threw both items onto Matt’s back, then went back into the kitchen. 
He heard her walk away and opened one eye slightly to see her disappear into the kitchen. A minute later the lights in there went out and the condo was silent. He had no idea where the stairs were to her bedroom, but it was obvious she was no longer nearby. 
Rolling to a sitting position, he toed off his shoes and unbuttoned his shirt. After a quick visit to the bathroom, he returned to the couch, dropped his pants and stretched out on the soft cushions. 
Within a few minutes, he was asleep for real. 
Phil was already in the kitchen making her breakfast when she heard Matt groaning from the living room. She almost dropped the bowl of pancake batter she was mixing when he came into her line of vision. He was wearing his slacks but they were unbuttoned at the top and his shirt was hanging open to reveal a wrinkled white tee shirt beneath. 
“What time is it?” 
“Nine fi fteen.” 
“What are you doing?” 
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“Making pancakes,” she answered. “You want some?” 
He shook his head and tried to suppress a shudder. “Coffee?” 
“Maybe you should go back to your hotel and, uh, shower,” 
she suggested politely. 
Grunting, he wandered off to the bathroom, but was no more awake when he returned. “Coffee?” he asked again. 
She rolled her eyes and poured him a cup of hazel nut coffee. 
“Go back to your hotel, dammit.” 
“Right.” Taking a slurp of his coffee, he retrieved his keys and his wallet from the coffee table. “Be back shortly.” 
“Take your time!” she called out as he walked out the front door, still clutching her coffee mug. Shaking her head, she punched in her code to allow him to leave the building. She turned back to her pancakes, pouring circles of batter onto her griddle. 
“Guess he’s not a morning person,” she mumbled. Neither was she, but at least she made the effort to be polite...and considering her lack of sleep last night, it was a mighty effort. She had paced her bedroom for a couple of hours, taking time out to slip into her spare room where her bank of monitors was set up. She wasn’t watching him, she had told herself, she was just...watching. The monitors in her spare bedroom were connected to several cameras setup both inside her condo and outside the building itself. Each tenant had access to the outside cameras but she was sure she was the only one who actually had cameras installed inside her condo. 
But she had reason to be wary and so she had a camera in her breakfast nook, which covered the kitchen, and a camera watching the open living room area. A third camera watched the front door from the inside, a fourth watched both the elevator doors and the outside of her front door. Back in the condo, she also had a camera in her loft, one in the laundry room, another in the hallway and yet another in the hidden stairs that went from her bedroom and exited out of the building into the parking garage. The stairs also had a second door from the spare bedroom, in case she was in the room with the security monitors. And lastly, she had cameras over her six person hot tub and her four person sauna. The bathrooms didn’t have cameras and neither did her bedroom. 
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saw the hidden cameras inside her condo and those who spotted the cameras outside assumed they were a sign of the times. Along with the exterior cameras, she also had a camera in the garage that was trained over her car and the surrounding area. She’d never heard of anyone having a problem in the garage, but since the guy was doing the installs, she went ahead with the garage cam as well. 
Entering and leaving the garage was about as secure as entering through the front door. The garage was under the warehouse and you entered and exited through a code secured, automated door at the back of the building. The only way into and out of the garage was through that door. Once you were in the garage, you had to take the elevator to your fl oor, except for the tenants on the fi rst fl oor who had more direct access through their own private elevator. Marion and Glen had a handicapped accessible elevator since both were in wheel chairs. 
She came out of her reverie when the smell of burnt food hit her nostrils. Swearing, she scraped the four burnt pancakes off her griddle and dumped them in the nearby sink. Maybe cooking was a bad idea in her sleep deprived state. Quickly she stored the unused pancake batter in a plastic container and pulled out some cold cereal, a bowl and a carton of milk. Better safe than sorry. 
Matt realized he was back to square one when he approached the front of Phil’s building. He still had no idea how to get in or how to alert Phil he had arrived. Evidently she had been waiting for him because he only stood outside the door briefl y before he heard the lock open. This time the ride in the elevator didn’t bother him one bit and within a few minutes, he was inside Phil’s warehouse condo once again. 
“‘Morning,” Phil greeted him. 
“Hi.” 
She wanted to eat him up he looked so good. Instead of his more formal slacks and button down shirt from yesterday, he was now wearing blue jeans and a polo shirt. “Feeling better?” 
“Yep.” He held out her mug. “Sorry, I evidently took this with me earlier.” 
“Yes, you did.” She accepted the mug, setting it on the breakfast bar to take care of later. “You ready to get started?” 
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“Sure.” Following her upstairs, he immediately forgot his questions about the weird front door as he was confronted with Phil’s backside once again. Today she was wearing a tank of some kind that barely skimmed her hips and allowed him a vicious view of her rear end. He nearly stumbled on his way up the steps at the sight of her ass encased in black denim jeans. 
She settled into her chair and booted up her computer. 
Matt watched in fascination as she went through several security steps in order to login to her system. “What are you, Fort Knox?” 
“I have a lot of privileged information in here...I have to be careful.” 
“There’s careful and then there’s careful,” he muttered, turning on his own laptop. 
They worked for several hours and at one point, Matt remarked at how well they worked together. 
“Gee, it’s as if we’ve worked together for fi ve years,” Phil said sarcastically, fi nishing a line of code. 
He frowned before realizing she was right. He was acting as if they were new coworkers when in fact, they’d worked together many time over the past fi ve years. It was odd for him to come to grips with the fact that this...woman sitting next to him was good old Fink. “Sorry.” 
Sighing, she pushed away from her desk and looked at him. 
“This is what I meant about not wanting people to know. And even though you know the reason, you still don’t see me as the same person.” 
“You aren’t the same person.” 
“Yes, I am,” she insisted. “If you closed your eyes and worked with me, you wouldn’t know the difference.” 
“I’d still smell you.” 
“Excuse me?” she squeaked, horrifi ed. 
“The perfume you wear, the shampoo you use, whatever it is, even with my eyes closed, I’d still smell you,” he clarifi ed. 
“That’s not what I meant,” she huffed. 
Sighing, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Look, I don’t know what to tell you! Working together like this makes you a different person.” 
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“Because I’m a woman.” 
“Because you’re all the sudden a human being,” he corrected. 
“Before, when it was just emails and chats, you were this unknown entity who did really excellent work. Even though we talked about you, wondered about your life and personality and such, you were still just a thing named Fink. But now...now you’re Phyl.” 
“Well, however you want to put it, I’d still prefer to be ‘just a thing named Fink’. Evidently I work really well that way.” Without waiting for him to respond, she turned back to her computer and began working. 
He sat silently, watching as her fi ngers fl ew over her keyboard. 
Even though he knew she was still angry, she quickly became absorbed in her work. He had wondered what it would be like to watch Fink work his magic...and here it was, only Fink was a woman who had a bodacious body and as he had barely refrained from saying earlier, smelled amazing. 
Shortly after fi ve, Phil’s computer dinged and brought up a reminder window. 
“Okay, that’s it for today,” she announced, saving the software to her hard drive. 
“What do you mean?” 
She looked over at him, noting that his hair was disheveled from the multitude of times he had pushed his hand through the sandy locks. “We’re stopping for today.” 
“Today?” 
“The fact that you can’t seem to comprehend simple sentences reinforces the fact that stopping for the day is a good idea.” 
“We can’t stop now, we’re on a roll.” 
Shrugging, she pushed away from her desk and shook out her hands. “The roll will be there tomorrow. It’s not like we’re going to fi nish this thing tonight, so I don’t see a reason to bust my hump twenty hours a day.” 
He stared at her, his mouth hanging open. “You mean you’re going to hang it up for the day?” 
“Yup.” 
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out the door,” he muttered in amazement. 
“I guess that shows how much you know about ‘the mighty Fink’.” She pushed some curls out of her face. “I don’t work every hour of every day, I do take breaks and I do have a life. Speaking of which,” she got to her feet, “I have plans for this evening, so you might as well pack up your stuff and head out.” 
“Plans? What kind of plans?” he asked curiously. 
She didn’t answer him, but went down the curved staircase and into the kitchen. 
Slowly, as if he were expecting her to return and say, ‘Just kidding!’, he packed up his briefcase and the notes they’d made today. With a shrug, he followed her path, stopping at the entrance to the kitchen. “I guess I’ll go, then.” 
“All right.” 
“What time should I, uh, come back in the morning?” 
“I’ll be ready to start at eight,” she told him. “Whatever time you want to join me is fi ne.” 
“I’ll be here at eight.” 
She nodded, then waited for him to go to the front door. “See you in the morning.” 
He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking into her pretty face. “Okay, right, in the morning.” 
“Good night, Matt.” 
“Good night, Phil.” When the door closed almost in his face, he realized that was the fi rst time she had used his name. He liked the way it had rolled off her tongue, her husky timbre wrapping around the sound. Out on the street, the metal door clicking shut behind him, he realized he still had no idea how to gain entrance to the building. He hoped that Phil would be waiting for him in the morning. 
Phil slipped into a one piece bathing suit and made her way down to her hot tub. Having sat with Matt all day, her muscles were completely knotted and she needed the relief that the powerful jets in her tub would provide. Setting the temperature and pressure for the jets, she waited for the water to heat up. She hadn’t lied to Matt, she did have plans, they just didn’t happen to include anyone but herself, the hot tub, and later maybe a good book. 
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When the water was ready, she sank down into the tub with a hiss. It was a great way to relax but she hated the fi rst moments of getting into the water. As soon as her body adjusted, she sighed and let her head fall back onto one of the pillows rimming the tub. 
There was no way she was going to be able to keep up this hectic pace with Matt. Working on her own allowed her to work on her own schedule, quitting when she felt frustrated, working when the mood hit her. She hated being tied to someone else’s schedule, which was part of the reason she had started her own company. She had never missed a deadline, but her working hours fl uctuated heavily. Some days she worked for hours on end, other days she barely checked her email or responded to chat windows. 
Sighing, she closed her eyes and tried to blank her mind. 
After about an hour of mindless soaking, she got out of the tub and turned off the heater and jets. Upstairs she climbed into the shower and cleaned up, washing her hair last. Finally she settled into bed and reached for the book that had been sitting on her night stand for at least a month. It was a mystery novel she had picked up at the bookstore, intrigued by the female lead. Flipping open to her bookmark, she stared blankly at the page. 
It was no use, she was wired. There was no explaining her moods, so she wrapped herself in a comfortable robe and left the bedroom. 
Matt fl ipped through the tv channels in his hotel room, the remains of room service sitting on the small round table near the windows. The food had been uninteresting, but fi lling, and now he was looking for something to do. It was unlike him to be inactive especially so early in the evening, but he had no clue what he could do in this town. He was unaccustomed to travel and not inclined to go out on his own. 
Mumbling a curse, he shut off the tv and unpacked his laptop. 
So what if Phil was doing other things... he could still work on the software. He set up his computer, then connected his modem to the data line the hotel provided, thinking he could check his work email. He connected to the internet and opened up his email software to download his messages. While he was waiting, 48 Rida Allen
he opened his chat software to see if any of his colleagues were online. He might as well get updated on things going on at the offi ce. 
His chat software indicated that most of his coworkers had left the offi ce, though Roger was still online. 
MCollins:
Yo, Rog. 
RGant497:
Yo. Howsit hangin’? 
MCollins:
This thing is kickin’ my butt. 
RGant497:
I’m not concerned about your butt, man, how’s
Fink’s butt handling it? 
Matt paused, thinking about the curve of Phil’s ass, and the way it swivelled back and forth when she was walking up the stairs in front of him. 
RGant497:
Matt? You get dumped? 
MCollins:
No, still here...was just...thinking. 
RGant497:
? 
MCollins:
Can’t really explain. 
The chat window remained unchanged for a moment before Roger continued. 
RGant497:
Where r u? 
MCollins:
Hotel. 
RGant497:
You cut out early? 
MCollins:
No, Fink had other plans, kicked me out. 
RGant497:
Plans? You’re joking, right? The king nerd Fink
had *plans*?! 
MCollins:
No joke. But I’m not quite as amazed as you are. 
RGant497:
Spill. 
MCollins:
Can’t. 
RGant497:
Holy shit, it’s got to be good. 
MCollins:
You have no idea. 
RGant497:
What *can* you tell me? 
MCollins:
It’s going slower than I expected. Somehow I
thought Fink would snap h... 
Matt paused in his typing, making sure he didn’t give Phil away. 
MCollins:
...his fi ngers and the code would be done. 
RGant497:
Not that simple, eh? 
MCollins:
No. 
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MCollins:
I gotta tell you something about Fink... 
He was about to ‘spill’, when a window popped up on his screen, asking him to allow a chat session from an unknown screen name. Out of curiosity, he clicked ‘yes’ and a new chat window opened up on his monitor. 
IrishCoughE:
 Salutations. 
Blinking, he studied the screen name for a moment, trying to decide if he should answer. In the meantime, Roger was trying to get his attention in the other chat window. 
RGant497:
Matt? 
RGant497:
Matt, bud, u there? 
RGant497:
Hello? Anybody out there? 
MCollins:
Yeah, all right, I’m here. 
RGant497:
C’mon man, you left me hanging. What about
Fink? 
Matt was drawn back to the second chat window open on his screen. 
IrishCoughE:
I hope you’re there. I saw your profi le and was
hoping to chat. 
IrishCoughE:
I’m harmless, I swear. 
He was about to type something in response when Roger’s chat window made a noise. 
RGant497:
Dude, speak up or I gotta head home. Melanie is
making dinner and I can’t be late again. 
MCollins:
Go on home. I’ll catch up with you later. Tell Mel
I said hello. 
RGant497:
Right. You’re going to have to fi ll me in later. 
MCollins:
The software is coming along...it’ll be fi ne. 
RGant497:
I meant about Fink. Cya. 

****RGant497 has disconnected.****
Matt closed Roger’s chat window and returned to the one remaining on his desktop. 
MCollins:
Sorry, u still there? 
IrishCoughE:
Yes. Am I interrupting? 
MCollins:
No, was taking care of some work. 
MCollins:
Do I know you? 
IrishCoughE:
I saw your profi le and thought I would say
hello. 
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MCollins:
I can’t even remember what’s in there. 
IrishCoughE:
You’re a software programmer? 
MCollins:
Yes. 
IrishCoughE:
Are you good at it? 
MCollins:
I do all right. Are you a programmer? 
IrishCoughE:
I wouldn’t say that exactly. 
MCollins:
What would you say? 
IrishCoughE:
I do all kinds of things with a computer. 
MCollins:
Legal or illegal? 
IrishCoughE:
I’d prefer not to answer that. 
MCollins:
Illegal. 
IrishCoughE:
You have plans for the evening? 
MCollins:
Why? 
IrishCoughE:
I don’t want to mess up your plans. 
MCollins:
By doing what? 
IrishCoughE:
Luring you into a somewhat provocative chat. 
MCollins:
How provocative? 
IrishCoughE:
How much time you got? 
MCollins:
I got all night, honey. 
Was he crazy? Matt slapped his hand over his eyes, wondering what in the hell he was doing. Yes, he was entirely bored and restless, but still, was he this desperate for some human contact? 
It wasn’t that chatting with people online was a big deal, it was chatting with someone he knew nothing about. After all, it was easy to disguise who you were online...a concept he was now achingly familiar with. With that thought, he went back to his keyboard. 
MCollins:
So before we go any further, I guess I should ask if
you’re a woman. 
IrishCoughE:
LOL
 I bet you say that to all the girls. 
MCollins:
So how did you fi nd me? 
IrishCoughE:
I did a search on software programmers. Have
you done anything I’d be familiar with? 
MCollins:
Doubtful. I do software for corporations...custom
designed for their needs. 
IrishCoughE:
Ah...how long? 
MCollins:
Five years. Why were you looking for a
programmer? 
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IrishCoughE:
I hear programmers do it with their fi ngers. 
MCollins:
Izzat so? 
IrishCoughE:
And I hear programmers have bigger hard
drives. 
Matt laughed out loud, wondering where she had dug these taglines up. 
IrishCoughE:
And programmers do it on command. 
MCollins:
So you’re looking for a man who’s good with his
hands? 
IrishCoughE:
Are you? 
MCollins:
Wouldn’t you like to know. 
IrishCoughE:
Got references? 
MCollins:
A whole resume full. 
IrishCoughE:
What’re you working on now? 
MCollins:
An unbelievable software program that’s going to
get me a freakin’ promotion. 
IrishCoughE:
You work alone? 
MCollins:
Not usually. You? 
IrishCoughE:
I don’t play well with others. 
MCollins:
Tsk tsk...you should learn. It’s fun to play with
others. 
IrishCoughE:
More fun than playing with yourself. 
Matt chuckled. He had set himself up for that one. 
IrishCoughE:
Then again, maybe you like to play with
yourself. 
MCollins:
Always more fun with a friend. 
IrishCoughE:
You working alone on this program? 
MCollins:
No, working with someone. Staying in a stupid
hotel while we work together to get this software running the
way I want it to. 
IrishCoughE:
How far you travel? 
MCollins:
Three hours by plane. 
IrishCoughE:
How long you going to be there? 
MCollins:
‘Til we get this done. 
IrishCoughE:
Why can’t you do this yourself? Not good
enuff? 
Matt frowned and stared at the chat window. 
MCollins:
I’m plenty good. 
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IrishCoughE:
Oooh, I bet you say that to all the girls. 
MCollins:
What do you do? 
IrishCoughE:
I like to call myself a computer specialist. 
MCollins:
What do other people call you? 
IrishCoughE:
Depends on whether I’m a threat to them. 
MCollins:
How could a nice girl like you be a threat to
anyone? 
IrishCoughE:
And if I said I could code circles around you? 
MCollins:
I’d say you weren’t the only one. This programmer
I’m working with is smart as hell. 
IrishCoughE:
Oh yeah? 
IrishCoughE: 
And that doesn’t bother you? 
MCollins: 
Hell no...I’m getting the better end of the deal on
this one. I get to watch this programmer work, learn their
tricks and get a superior program out of the deal. 
IrishCoughE:
Good for you. Not so many people are so
generous. 
MCollins:
Personal experience? 
IrishCoughE:
Not exactly. So, MCollins, what do you do for
fun? 
MCollins:
Other than code? 
IrishCoughE:
Yeah, other than code. 
MCollins:
Debug. 
IrishCoughE:
Ha ha ha. 
MCollins:
Gee, is that not what you meant? 
IrishCoughE:
Drink? Drugs? Sex? 
MCollins:
You offering? 
IrishCoughE:
LOL
MCollins:
So what is it that you do that could intimidate
people? 
IrishCoughE:
I’m a hacker at my core. That word scares
people. 
MCollins:
So, hacker, eh? Can you fi x my parking tickets? 
IrishCoughE:
Yes. 
MCollins:
How? 
IrishCoughE:
Tell you to pay them and not park illegally
again. 
MCollins:
Ha ha ha. A funny hacker, I can’t imagine it. 
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MCollins:
What else you do besides hack? 
IrishCoughE:
Why do I need to do anything else? 
MCollins:
You make a living at hacking? 
IrishCoughE:
In a roundabout way. Leaves me lots of free
time to do what I like. 
MCollins:
And what do you like? 
IrishCoughE:
Hot guys with good hands. 
MCollins:
And you think that’s me? 
IrishCoughE:
Isn’t it? 
Matt paused, wondering if this person knew him. Most people expected programmers to be extreme computer nerds. But then again, if she was a hacker, maybe she knew there were all types of people in every industry. 
IrishCoughE:
You didn’t answer. You must be a nerd. 
MCollins:
And if I am? 
IrishCoughE:
You got good hands? 
MCollins:
Maybe. What about my nerdliness? 
IrishCoughE:
Lights out, no problem. 
MCollins:
And do I need lights out for you, too? 
IrishCoughE:
You admitting I need the lights out for you? 
He blinked and reread what he had written. 
MCollins:
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 
IrishCoughE:
Right, lights out, got it. 
MCollins:
Jeez, you’re harsh. 
IrishCoughE:
So tell me about your software. 
MCollins:
Can’t. 
IrishCoughE:
Y not? 
MCollins:
You might be software spy. 
IrishCoughE:
Okay, change topic. Tell me what you like in
a woman. 
MCollins:
Boobs. 
He had answered automatically, then instantly regretted it. 
IrishCoughE:
LOL Well, at least you’re honest. 
MCollins:
Sense of humor, intellect, honesty. 
MCollins:
and boobs. 
MCollins:
Have you got ‘em? 
IrishCoughE:
Yes, and they’re HUGE. 
MCollins:
Hmm, I don’t know if I like them HUGE. What
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about your ass? 
IrishCoughE:
That’s huge, too. 
MCollins:
Oh good, I like a big ass. LOL
IrishCoughE:
What about you? 
MCollins:
I have big boobs and huge ass, also. 
IrishCoughE:
LOL
MCollins:
What do you like in a man? 
IrishCoughE:
Good hands, a kind heart, someone who
doesn’t intimidate easily. 
MCollins:
It’s that huge ass again, isn’t it? 
IrishCoughE:
LOL You’ve got a weird sense of humor. 
MCollins:
Thanks, I work at it. 
IrishCoughE:
Speaking of work, how come you’re not
working now? 
MCollins:
My coworker kicked me out. 
IrishCoughE:
Sent you packin’ eh? You must really be
annoying. 
MCollins:
Said they had plans. 
IrishCoughE:
A hot date? 
He scratched his cheek. Did Phil have a hot date? He wasn’t sure he liked that thought. 
IrishCoughE:
You still there? 
MCollins:
Yeah, just had a thought. 
IrishCoughE:
About your coworker’s hot date? 
MCollins:
Sort of. 
IrishCoughE:
Why you care about your coworker’s hot
date? 
MCollins:
I don’t even know if it is a hot date...they just said
plans. 
IrishCoughE:
Not hot enuff for a hot date? 
MCollins:
Let’s change the subject. What about you, are you
hot enuff for a hot date? 
IrishCoughE:
Too hot to handle. It’s tattooed on my big ass. 
MCollins:
It’s got to be a big ass if it fi ts that tattoo. 
IrishCoughE:
So, hot stuff, what are you wearing? 
MCollins:
Is this a boxers or briefs question? 
IrishCoughE:
No, it’s a ‘what are you wearing right at this
moment’ question. It’s a cybersex thing...pay attention. I’m
YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 55

hitting on you. 
MCollins:
Ah. 
IrishCoughE:
Never cybered before? 
MCollins:
Can’t say that I have. 
IrishCoughE:
Oooh, a cyber-virgin! 
MCollins:
Be gentle with me. 
IrishCoughE:
Okay, but only the fi rst time. After that, it’s a
free-for-all. 
MCollins:
What do we do fi rst? 
IrishCoughE:
Tell me what you’re wearing, baby. 
He laughed. 
MCollins:
Jeans and a tee shirt. 
IrishCoughE:
Oooh, take off the tee shirt. But do it slowly. 
MCollins:
Okay, it’s off. 
IrishCoughE:
That was too fast. Next time, slower. 
MCollins:
Right, slower. 
IrishCoughE:
Women like it slow. 
MCollins:
And you? Do you like it slow. 
IrishCoughE:
Oh yeah. Now take off your jeans...button fl y? 
MCollins:
No, zipper. 
IrishCoughE:
Well, don’t hurt yourself. 
MCollins:
I don’t think I will. I’ve done this a time or two. 
IrishCoughE:
Okay, I’ll wait. 
MCollins:
Done. Now what? 
IrishCoughE:
Boxers or briefs? 
MCollins:
Boxer briefs. 
IrishCoughE:
Ah, well, strip those suckers off. 
MCollins:
And you? What are you wearing? 
IrishCoughE:
A robe. 
MCollins:
And what else? 
IrishCoughE:
That’s it. 
MCollins:
You came prepared for this party? 
IrishCoughE:
Was just in the shower and ready for bed. 

Decided I was in the mood for company. 
MCollins:
So you take your robe off? 
IrishCoughE:
You want me to? 
MCollins:
Well, if I have to sit here naked, then I think you
should be naked, too. 
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IrishCoughE:
Deal. 
IrishCoughE:
Done. Now what, stud? 
Frowning, he wondered why the thought of this anonymous woman naked at her keyboard was so interesting to him. He wouldn’t say he was turned on, necessarily, but he certainly was... 
interested. 
MCollins:
This is your scene, you lead. 
IrishCoughE:
All right, lay down on your stomach and close
your eyes. 
MCollins:
You’re going to give me a big surprise? 
IrishCoughE:
Funny, you’re funny. 
MCollins:
Okay, I’m on my stomach. 
IrishCoughE:
I’m crawling over you, straddling your waist
but not quite touching you anywhere except your hips, where
my thighs barely make contact. 
MCollins:
Isn’t this a little backwards? 
IrishCoughE:
Hush. Now, I want to ask you your name, but I
understand if you don’t want to give me a real one, but give me
one that’s comfortable for you. It will make this more fun. 
He paused to stare at the screen. What could he tell her? 
IrishCoughE:
Do you have a nickname or something? 
MCollins:
Not really. I guess you can just call me Matt. 
IrishCoughE:
All right, Matt. Now relax as I press my
hands into the tense knots at the back of your neck. I know
you’re stressed, I can feel it in your muscles. They resist my
ministrations, but I’m stubborn and keep working until I feel
you melt underneath me. You moan as the tension ebbs away... 

I lean forward enough to brush my breasts against your back,
then pull away. 
MCollins:
You have good hands. 
IrishCoughE:
Thank you. I start to work my way down your
shoulders, staying there long enough to ease those strained
muscles, then move inward again to begin massaging the back
of your neck. I draw my hands up your neck and into your
silky hair, hearing you say my name softly, like a prayer. 
MCollins:
Your name, what is your name? 
IrishCoughE:
You can call me Irish. 
MCollins:
Irish. 
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IrishCoughE:
I work my fi ngers deep into your scalp, then
back down your neck to your shoulder blades. I feel the
restrained power there...it’s obvious you work out, it’s obvious
you take care of your body, but now it’s my turn to take care
of it. Leaning over again, I press my lips to the center of your
back, taking a little taste of your hot skin. 
Reading the words, he moaned out loud at the thought of a pair of lips leaving their imprint on his skin. 
IrishCoughE:
From there, I fi nd my way down your back,
always working the muscles just beneath that hot skin of
yours. Each time I release a knot, I soothe the spot with my
lips. Unfortunately, I can tell that I’m making you tense in
another way, but it’s a good way, isn’t it? 
MCollins:
Oh, yeah. 
IrishCoughE:
I ease my body lower, over your tight rear and
down to the back of your knees, so I can reach that luscious
butt. It’s fi rm beneath my hands as I slide my fi ngers outwards
toward your hips. No, no, don’t move...shame on you...I press
your body back down onto the mattress, then leave my mark
high on your right buttock in punishment. No one will see
those teethmarks but me, right Matt? 
MCollins:
Right. 
IrishCoughE:
Now I slowly move my hands down to your
thighs, where I massage fi rst one, then the other, working
the outside muscles before I reach for the inside. Don’t be
naughty...no matter how much you want to, don’t lift your
hips again. There will be time for that, I promise. I continue
my adventure, down your right leg, over your knee to that
amazing calf I had been admiring all night. It’s taut and hard,
like other parts of you, I’m sure. 
MCollins:
You got that right. 
IrishCoughE:
You have nice feet, and I bet you’re ticklish,
but when I wrap my hands around your right foot, you moan
instead of laugh. Imagine that, an erogenous zone way down
there...I’ll have to remember that. I fi nd my way back up your
left leg, pausing to lavish kisses on your calf, the back of your
knee and then again on your thigh. Your skin almost burns my
lips, it’s so hot. You are hot, aren’t you, Matt? 
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MCollins:
Hot and bothered, yes. 
IrishCoughE:
Can you feel my lips glide up along your back? 

Do you feel my tongue slipping out to taste your fl esh? 
MCollins:
Absolutely. You have great hands and lips to die
for. 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? 
MCollins:
Yeah? 
IrishCoughE:
Still have both hands on the keyboard? 
He grunted. 
MCollins:
Yeah. 
IrishCoughE:
Too bad. Next time I’ll have to try harder. 
MCollins:
Next time? 
IrishCoughE:
Good night. 
MCollins:
Where are you going? 
MCollins:
When will you be online again? 
IrishCoughE:
Look for me. 

****IrishCoughE has disconnected.****
He groaned and pushed the laptop away. So he hadn’t gotten naked like he said, so he had kept his hands on the keyboard the whole time...he had also gotten hard as a rock, hearing her voice in his head. Since he didn’t know her and had no clue what her voice sounded like, his fi rst lover’s voice had superimposed itself in his head. And damned if it hadn’t gotten him all riled up. He’d never gotten involved with someone in chat before, it had never seemed to interest him. Now he knew why so many ended up having online affairs...and she hadn’t gotten anywhere near his... 
what was he thinking?! She hadn’t gotten anywhere near him at all! That was it, he was crazy. 
Swearing, he logged off the chat and closed his laptop. 



Chapter Three
Matt was outside Phil’s building for less than 30 seconds before the door clicked open and he made his way inside. Upstairs in her condo, he accepted her offer of hot coffee, then went upstairs to her loft to set down his briefcase. By the time Phil joined him with his coffee, he already had his laptop set out and his notebook open. 
“Well, good morning to you, Sunshine,” she greeted him sarcastically. 
He looked up at her. “Oh, sorry. ‘Morning.” 
“You get up on the wrong side of the hotel room, or what?” 
“No, just had some things on my mind,” he responded, taking the mug from her. “How was your evening last night?” 
“Very nice, thank you for asking. And did you fi nd something to do on your own?” 
“I made good use of my downtime, yes.” 
“Did you touch base with Roger?” 
“Briefl y.” 
“And?” 
“And what? I told him things were progressing, if a bit slowly.” 
“And what did you say about me?” she pressed. 
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Roger about her, but it was gone before he could let it get to him. 
“Nothing. We only talked briefl y. He had to get home because his wife was holding dinner for him.” 
“Okay.” She settled onto her chair and logged onto her computer. “Thank you.” 
Grunting, he opened the software on his laptop to review where they had left off yesterday. 
“So do you really think this software is going to get you a promotion?” she asked casually, opening the software so they were in the same starting position. “And why is it such a big deal? 
If you want to move up then move on.” 
“Centre Seating has great project managers and good upward mobility options...that’s where I want to be,” he answered. “My buddy Roger got me into CS. He knows I’m not the greatest programmer so he cuts me some slack there. But he knows I have good ideas and that I work hard. I know my limits and know when to ask for help.” At her bland look, he crossed his arms over his chest and said, “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
“You’re here because you want to be the big man who goes back to the bullpen with intimate knowledge of Phil Fink,” she retorted. 
He raised an eyebrow at her statement and watched her blush furiously. 
“You know what I mean,” she growled. 
“I think you make too much of yourself.” He sniffed and turned back to his laptop. “No one at Centre Seating cares that much.” 
“Yeah, right.” She closed the software and opened the code that ran it. “Fine, let’s get going...we’re stopping at fi ve again.” 
“Fine.” 
They worked in silence for a while, only speaking when they needed to share or trade ideas. After they ate a quick lunch of sandwiches and chips, they went right back to work. 
“It’s not moving these fi les correctly.” He pointed at his laptop screen and frowned. 
She stared hard at the code open on her monitor and inserted a line. 
“Let’s see what it looks like now.” 
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Shaking her head, she erased a piece of the line and rewrote it. “Now it looks okay.” 
“How can you tell without seeing it in the GUI view?” he asked her curiously. 
“You’ll think I’m crazy,” she said by way of answer. 
“I already think you’re crazy,” he told her. “So no harm done.” 
“It’s like that Matrix movie thing...you know how the people outside the matrix can see inside the matrix by looking at the ‘1’s’ 
and ‘0’s’? It’s like that for me when I look at software code...I see it the way it would look in graphical view.” She saved her changes and showed him the result. “See? The way it looks now, I could see that from the changes I’d made in the code. I think that’s why I often do things faster than other programmers...I don’t take the time to stop and look at the graphical user interface every time I make a change.” 
He looked at her, his head tilted to the side, his eyes wide with interest. “How did you learn to do that?” 
“I’m not really sure and I know I can’t explain it. I just can.” 
“Okay...” Well, at least now he knew a piece of that Fink magic, which he had initially been joking about. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be the kind of magic he could learn. There had to be some other nugget of knowledge he could glean from her eventually...and fortunately it seemed she had no qualms about sharing her capabilities with him. 
Matt shut his hotel door behind him, torn between happy and annoyed that they had indeed quit working at about fi ve o’clock. 
It meant that they had to stop working even though he felt he had more to contribute today, but it also meant he could get back online to see if Irish was around. 
He ordered room service again, stopping to jump in the shower before it arrived. This time he ate a fairly boring turkey dinner that included mashed potatoes and string beans. Along with it he had ordered a beer, but he put it in the mini-fridge for later. 
Waiting until seven rolled around on his clock, he then popped open his laptop and connected it to the hotel’s data line. Before he logged onto his chat, he checked his offi ce email, answered a few 62 Rida Allen
questions and emailed Roger a quick update. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
Subject: Project update

Rog, 

I didn’t have a chance to catch you online this afternoon so I
wanted to let you know that things are progressing at a swift
rate. As usual, Fink has things under control and will most
likely complete this software in record time. Catch up with you
in a day or two. 







 ~Matt
Once he had sent the email, he logged onto his chat and searched for Irish’s name on his buddy list. When it didn’t show up, he found himself disappointed. Instead of logging off, he left himself connected and went to read his favorite news website. As he paged his way through some articles, his chat program dinged. 
He clicked on the window and was surprised to see Irish had sent him a message though her name still did not show up on his open buddy list. 
IrishCoughE:
Hey there, good lookin’. 
MCollins:
Hey Irish, what’s happening? 
IrishCoughE:
Not too much. How was your day of hard core
programming? 
MCollins:
Fine, nothing big. What’re you up to? 
IrishCoughE:
Wondering what you’re wearing. 
MCollins:
Just the boxer briefs tonight, baby. U? 
IrishCoughE:
This hot little blue bra and panty set. 
MCollins:
Did you pick that out just for me? Blue is my
favorite color, you know. 
IrishCoughE:
Of course, I was totally thinking of you when
I slipped this on. 
MCollins:
So what’s on tap for tonight, Irish? 
IrishCoughE:
Let’s get you on your back, you sweet thing. 
MCollins:
All right...now we’re cookin’. 
IrishCoughE:
Lay down, stretch out on your back, cross your
hands at the wrist over your head. 
MCollins:
You got it. What next? 
IrishCoughE:
I’m straddling your stomach, resting myself
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on your tight abdomen. I use my hands to work on the hard
muscles of your neck, stopping briefl y to feather a light kiss
over your closed eyes. I massage your tight shoulders and
make my way down over your chest, following with light
kisses and licks. Then, before you realize what I’m doing, I
press my open mouth over your nipple. I hear you groan deep
in your throat as I use my teeth lightly on the hardened nub. 

Not wanting to be mean, I make sure to give your other nipple
the same treatment. 
MCollins:
Irish... 
IrishCoughE:
I knew you’d like it, I could tell. I use my
hands to brace myself as I slide my body lower along yours,
barely stroking your hard length with the center of my heat. 

Settling myself across your thighs, I return my hands to your
chest, where I trace each sculpted rib. I follow each stroke
with my mouth and tongue, smiling as you try to control your
breathing. Lower I go, my tongue swirling around your belly
button, then lower. 
MCollins:
Oh, god... 
IrishCoughE:
Oh, yes, I know, Matt. I fi nd myself stopped at
the waistband of your boxer briefs... 
MCollins:
You don’t have to stop there. 
IrishCoughE:
I slide my hands up underneath you, between
your boxer briefs and your hot skin. I can feel you trembling... 

did you know I could make you tremble? 
MCollins:
No. 
He let out a harsh breath, suddenly aware that he was breathing harder and sweat was starting to trickle down his back. 
IrishCoughE:
I can...it’s not hard. But evidently, Matt,
other things are very hard. Oh yes, indeed, and they’re quite
impressively hard at that. But no, I drag my fi ngers down from
your tight behind to your thighs, massaging fi rst the outside,
then the inside. Hey! Shame on you, no pushing yourself
practically in my face. Tsk tsk, naughty boy. I love your thighs,
they’re hard, too, and sprinkled with light colored hair. Of
course I need to taste your skin and I do, open-mouthed, with
tongue and teeth. You have nice knees, too, Matt. I like a man
with good, strong legs...and you have them in spades. 
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IrishCoughE:
Slowly now, I drag myself up your body again,
stopping to rest my breasts against your hard length. Have
you ever pressed yourself between a woman’s full, swollen
breasts, Matt? 
MCollins:
No. But it sounds like heaven. 
Swallowing, he was surprised to fi nd that the voice in his head had changed from one he had heard whispering in his ear during lovemaking, to one he was less familiar with. However, this voice was a little huskier, a lot sexier, and was nearly killing him. 
IrishCoughE:
Oh, it is...it’s better than heaven. But, another
time... 
MCollins:
Dammit. 
IrishCoughE:
You’ll have your time, I promise. But now, I
crawl up your body, leaving sloppy kisses across your chest. 

Your neck is delicious and I fear I could stay there a long time,
but I don’t. I want to press my lips to yours, so I do, lightly. 

Your lips are just as amazing as the rest of you, but I want
more than a little nibble. I use my tongue to press past your
lips and then I viciously plunder your hot cave of a mouth. 

The groan this time comes up from the very depths of your
soul and I feel you shift your body to reach for me. I allow you
to grab my shoulders and trail your fi ngers down the slope of
my chest... 
MCollins:
Oh, god, yes, what I’ve been waiting for! 
IrishCoughE:
Matt... 
MCollins:
Oh, yes, Irish, let me touch you... 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? 
MCollins:
Yes? 
IrishCoughE:
Good night, Matt. 
MCollins:
Are you shitting me? 
IrishCoughE:
Look for me. 

****IrishCoughE has disconnected.****
Matt swore and dropped his head onto the tabletop with a thud. That was it, she was some kind of cyber-tease who got her kicks by doing this kind of stuff to innocent guys. She was cruel, she was horrible...she was so addicting he wished she would log on again right this instant. Dammit, he needed another shower, this time a cold one. 
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“What’s up with you today?” 
Matt hunched his shoulders when Phil snapped at him for the third time. 
“You’re not focusing at all...what’s the deal?” she questioned him. 
“Nothing, it’s nothing.” 
“You’re really jumpy, too. You got some kind of problem? 
Something you need to deal with?” she wanted to know. 
“No, I’m fi ne.” Instead of going back to his laptop, he hopped to his feet and paced along the length of the loft. “I’m a little wired, that’s all.” 
“You want to call it a day? I mean really, it’s not a big deal. 
We’re not close enough to fi nishing that knocking off early is going to matter,” she offered. 
“No, we should be working...that’s what I’m here to do.” He dropped back into his chair. 
“You sure there’s nothing you want to talk about?” 
He looked at her, wondering if she ever let herself get involved with other people. “Why do you live here like this?” 
“Excuse me?” 
Great, now she looked incredibly insulted. “I mean—” 
“I don’t know what your problem is, but I think my life is great.” She tilted her chin up and returned to her work. 
“I’m sorry, that’s not the way I meant for it to come out.” 
Rubbing his hands along his jean-clad thighs, he cleared his throat. 
“I meant, why do you prefer to work alone all the time?” 
“I enjoy the freedom of working on my own schedule and at my own pace,” she responded automatically. 
“That’s a very politically correct answer,” he teased. 
“It’s the truth,” she insisted. “I don’t like having to answer to anyone.” 
“But starting a business all on your own is a big risk.” 
“It was worth it.” She continued to study her computer screen. 
“Look, I like the way my life is, period.” 
“Okay, sorry, I was just curious.” 
Pushing away from her desk, she swivelled her chair to look at him. “You don’t have to be here, you know. We could have done this my way and you would never have had to subject yourself to 66 Rida Allen
me and my lifestyle.” 
“No, Phil, really...I was just making conversation. I envy your life, your capabilities and your drive to succeed,” he assured her. 
“It’s my fault, I’m in a mood today...I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
She settled down enough to look him over more closely. “You do look a little tired.” 
“I’m feeling out of sorts...I don’t usually travel so this is diffi cult for me.” 
“So why don’t you go home for a couple of days. I’ll work on this software, you can get yourself together and come back Monday,” she told him. 
“No way, Jose. If I leave now, you’ll never let me come back.” 
He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her. “I’m staying right where I am.” 
“Fine. But if you can’t pull your act together, you might as well go back to your hotel,” she instructed him. 
“I’m fi ne, let’s get back to work.” 
“Fine, whatever.” Mumbling under her breath, she returned to her work without giving him another glance. 
He rolled his eyes and got to his feet. “I’m going to get a drink.” When she didn’t respond, he left the loft. 
It was almost creepy how anxious Matt had become to leave Phil’s condo. He enjoyed working, that was for sure, and for the most part Phil was good company...but it was Irish who occupied his mind. It didn’t seem to matter if he was awake or asleep, Irish fi lled his head with her vibrant sensuality and turn of word. 
He’d never gone in for written porn before, but somehow this felt different from what he would consider porn. This felt like he knew Irish, which logically was insane, since he didn’t know her at all. 
But still, it didn’t keep him from fi ring up his laptop and opening his chat window. Almost immediately, as if she’d been waiting for him, Irish sent him a message. 
IrishCoughE:
Hey handsome. 
MCollins:
Irish. 
IrishCoughE:
You’re mad at me? 
MCollins:
You’re a cyber-tease. 
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IrishCoughE:
You’re just mad because you think I’m having
all the fun. Well, tonight, feel free to lead the show. 
MCollins:
Me? 
IrishCoughE:
Sure, why not? It’s obvious you have something
you want to do...so go ahead. 
Matt went from being mad to being lost. How exactly was he supposed to do this? 
MCollins:
I don’t think I know how. 
IrishCoughE:
Sure you do. Sometimes you just need someone
else to lead the way. 
IrishCoughE:
 So, tell me what you want to do to me. 
MCollins:
What are you wearing tonight? 
IrishCoughE:
Oh, you’re really going to love this outfi t, Matt. 

I picked it out especially for you. It’s a black teddy with ties
down along the front holding it together. 
MCollins:
I bet it’s see-through, isn’t it? 
IrishCoughE:
Sheer, in all the right places. 
MCollins:
Oh yeah, I knew it would be. 
IrishCoughE:
I think you’d really enjoy it if you sat up on
the bed, your back pressed to the wall. That way I can kneel
across your lap, pressing myself down over your already hard
length. 
MCollins:
That’s good, I like you here like this. I can lean
right over and grab the ties holding your shirt together
IrishCoughE:
teddy
For some reason, an image of Phil popped into his head, straddling his lap and moaning. Suddenly, he felt inspired. 
MCollins:
Yes, that sheer teddy that barely hides your breasts
from my eyes. The tie falls away easily and I hear you moan. 

With your hands on my shoulders, I push my fi ngers through
your hair, holding your head in place for my plundering kiss. 
IrishCoughE:
Yes, kiss me hard like that. 
MCollins:
I’m not satisfi ed with that and so I let my mouth
blaze a path along your jaw and down your neck to the hollow
at its base. I can feel your pulse beating wildly there and I
pause, waiting for you to encourage me. 
IrishCoughE:
Oh yes, don’t stop. I press myself down onto
your hardness, rocking a bit hoping to ease the ache I have
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there. With my hands, I grasp the back of your neck and press
your lips against my throat. 
MCollins:
You make it clear that I can continue and so I do. I
press kisses along the top of your chest, then allow my tongue
to discover the tender valley between your breasts. I’m so
close to you now that I can clearly see your puckered nipple
through the material of your teddy. I can’t help myself and so
I lean over and suckle your still covered breast while my other
hand snakes beneath the material to fi nd your other breast. 
IrishCoughE:
You do have amazing hands, I knew it. I can
feel my breasts swelling to meet your touch. Your mouth and
tongue are so talented...my god, I hope you never stop. 
MCollins:
Why would I want to stop? I tuck my hands beneath
your ass, weighing the succulent globes with excitement. 

You’re only partially covered there
IrishCoughE:
And if you slide your hands forward a bit,
you’ll see that this teddy features a crotchless panty... 
He groaned out loud, his fi ngers clenching into fi sts. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so hard and his heart had beaten so fast when there wasn’t a woman in sight! 
MCollins:
Crotchless, my god, you’re killing me. 
IrishCoughE:
Tell me, tell me how... 
MCollins:
It’s easy from this angle to slip my fi ngers forward
far enough to feel your heat, to touch the moisture gathering
there. 
IrishCoughE:
Oh god... 
MCollins:
You’re slick with wanting me...I knew you would
be... 
IrishCoughE:
You’re just dying to plunge into me, aren’t you,
Matt? 
MCollins:
Undeniably. I gather you in my arms and using my
legs, I press you back into the soft mattress. You open yourself
to cradle me snugly against you... 
IrishCoughE:
Matt... 
He groaned immediately. 
MCollins:
No... 
IrishCoughE:
I press a kiss to your tightly clenched jaw,
sliding my hands up into your already tousled hair. 
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Yes! 
MCollins:
Oh yeah... 
IrishCoughE:
I crane my neck so I can whisper in your
ear... 
No! 
IrishCoughE:
Good night, Matt. 
Shit. 

****IrishCoughE has disconnected.****
“Matt!” 
He jumped in his chair and raised his startled eyes to Phil’s. 
“What?” 
“I’ve been calling your name for almost fi ve minutes. Where the hell are you?” she demanded. 
“I’m here, I’m here,” he responded. 
“You’re acting weird again, like you’re rattled about something,” she told him. “If you’re worried about the software, don’t be. It’s coming along nicely and probably won’t take us too much longer to complete.” 
“No, no, it’s not the software. I know you’re doing a terrifi c job and mostly I’m getting in your way,” he admitted. “I’m just... 
distracted.” 
She laughed out loud. “Distracted...that’s what you’re calling it?” 
He jutted out his chin in a mulish gesture. “It’s no big deal, I’m 100% here now.” 
“Why don’t we close it up for the day. It’s Friday, we’ve been working pretty hard, we should give ourselves a break.” 
“If I weren’t here, would you be taking a break?” he asked. 
“Well, no, probably not—” 
“Then forget it.” 
“Look, to tell you the truth, I don’t usually work regular offi ce hours, so this week has been kind of stressful for me. I’m accustomed to working on my own schedule, sometimes not starting until after lunch, sometimes not stopping until the early hours of the morning,” she explained. “I can’t really do that with you here.” 
“Why not?” 
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“Because you’re at the hotel. It’s stupid for me to call you at eleven o’clock at night to say I have an idea and am ready to work,” she said harshly. 
“Then let me stay here.” 
“No, absolutely not.” She shook her head. “There’s no place for you to stay here and honestly, that would make things worse.” 
“Worse how, exactly?” he asked, his tone dangerously low. 
“I haven’t lived with anyone in nine years, Matt. I like my privacy,” she informed him. “I’m not willing to give that up for a job.” 
“And if Centre Seating gives you no other choice?” he wanted to know. 
“Then Centre Seating is overstepping its bounds and I quit!” 
She knew her voice was almost hysterically high-pitched, but she couldn’t stop herself. “This is ridiculous! It’s a piece of commercial software, not something that’s going to save the freaking world!” 
He watched her, his face almost expressionless. “So tell me, is it me that bothers you? If I had been someone else, would you have allowed them to stay here and do this project with you?” 
She jumped to her feet and leaned down into his face so that her nose almost touched his. “It’s only because you are you that I’ve allowed you to invade my world as much as you have!” 
“What?” 
She could have kicked herself...how could she have let that slip? 
“Would you please explain yourself?” he asked in a soft voice. 
Sighing, she turned away from him and wrapped her arms around herself. “Look, we’ve worked together a lot, we’ve joked and chatted and talked, yes?” 
“Well, yeah, I guess so.” He hadn’t really thought much about it. 
“Have you ever asked any of your colleagues how I treat them when I’m working with them?” 
He stared at her backside, willing her to turn around, but she didn’t move. “No, I guess not. I mean, we’ve talked about Phil Fink on and off over the years I’ve been with CS, but mostly about his...your life and world.” 
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“I’m not an open person, Matt...I haven’t been in a long time. There’s just something,” she paused to draw a deep breath. 
“Something about you and the way you treated Phil, that made me more comfortable working with you. In fact,” she couldn’t believe she was going to admit this, “I’ve often requested that you work on projects with me because we work so well together.” 
His eyebrows shot upwards almost past his forehead. “No one ever told me that.” 
“It was a requirement that you not know.” 
“Why?” 
“I didn’t want you to get a swelled head,” she said wearily. 
“And I guess I was afraid that some day you’d use it against me.” 
“Like now.” 
She nodded at the wall. “Yes, like now.” 
He got to his feet and tentatively rested a hand on her shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, I know I’m a pain in the ass.” 
“A pushy pain in the ass,” she said in a strained voice. 
“You’re right, let’s cut out of here for the rest of the day and do something fun.” Squeezing her shoulder gently, he released her and turned to clean up his laptop. “What can we do that’s fun here in your sleepy little town?” 
She laughed as she heard him trip his way down the stairs. 
“Fun? I’m not sure I know the meaning.” 
“Sure you do!” he called. “Sometimes you just need someone else to lead the way.” 
Upstairs, she smiled to herself, but didn’t respond. 
Phil led Matt to the garage through the elevator. When she stopped at her car, he gave her a look. 
“You’re joking, right?” 
She sent him a sideways look and circled around to the driver’s side. “No joke, this is my car.” 
He whistled and opened the passenger door. He’d never actually seen one of the new Ford Thunderbirds up close and this one was a beauty. It was a sleek white with a black soft top and inky black leather interior. “I’m impressed.” 
“It has a hard top but I have it stored away until the winter... 
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and everything.” She grinned and slid behind the wheel. “Top down or up?” 
“Are you kidding? Top down!” he exclaimed, buckling his seat belt. “Where are we going?” 
“There’s a park,” she began as she started the car. “It has a big lake with paddle boats, a walking path, old fashioned merry-go-round and stuff.” Showing him how to disengage the roof, she put the top down and whipped out of her parking space. “We can at least blow off some steam there, maybe take out a paddle boat or something.” 
“Sounds cool. How long have you lived here?” he asked, watching as she tapped in a code and a large part of the building seemed to slide away in front of them. 
“Eight years. I bought the top fl oor as they were fi nishing redoing the other three levels. They had left the top fl oor for last because it was more expensive and they actually didn’t have any buyers. When I saw the potential that the place had, I knew I had to have it,” she told him, speaking loud enough so he could hear over the whipping wind. 
“Did it originally have two levels?” 
“It originally had nothing, not even fi nished walls. It was truly a warehouse. I envisioned the second level, including the open loft and the main living space. I pretty much designed the whole place, instructing the architect where to put what.” She made a quick turn and followed along a two lane road. “Do you live in an apartment or a house?” 
“Apartment.” 
“Are you married?” she questioned. 
“No. Could you imagine me being married and leaving home for an unknown period of time to work on a project?” He laughed. 
“My wife would probably divorce me!” 
“You think you’re the only man to ever do that in a relationship?” 
He cocked his head. “Hmm, I guess not. I guess I hadn’t really considered it. Since I’ve never been married, I really live my own life, answer to no one, you know?” 
“Yes, I know.” 
“Have you always lived alone?” 
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“As an adult, yes. I grew up with a pretty close-knit family.” 
“Really? And now where are they?” As he spoke, he looked out the window to see that they were nearing a park-like area...lots of green grass, trees and people. 
“They’re in Florida.” Without any further comment, she parked the car but left the top down. “Here we are.” 
“What should we do fi rst?” 
“Up to you.” 
“Why don’t you show me this infamous merry-go-round. I haven’t seen one of those in years.” He followed her up to the path then fell into step beside her. “What did you do before you started your own business?” 
“Went to school.” 
He looked at her in surprise. “You never worked for anyone else?” 
“Not really. I mean, I worked part time in high school, retail type jobs. But when I decided what I wanted to do, I went right into it on my own.” 
“God, that must have been amazing. How old were you?” 
“Nineteen.” 
He stopped and grabbed her arm. “No way!” Awe rang in his voice. “Did you always want to own your own business?” 
“I’m not sure. It just kind of worked out that way and I never questioned it. I didn’t know any differently, didn’t expect that I would fail and kept pressing forward. I never considered quitting, didn’t really fi nd obstacles that I felt were insurmountable.” 
Shrugging, she began walking again. 
Automatically, he followed. “Wow, I’m impressed, Phil. I wish I had that confi dence in myself.” 
She didn’t respond and as they turned the corner, the merry-go-round came into view. 
“Whoa.” 
“I know, it’s incredible, isn’t it?” 
He stared at the merry-go-round, the colors and the images of yesteryear jumping out at him. “This is amazing.” 
“They redid it a few years ago, restoring all the horses and other animals to their former glory. The committee did months of research to make sure they used the correct colors and images 74 Rida Allen
for the time period it was built. As far as I know, it’s always run perfectly, so that was never a problem, but it was severely vandalized about ten years ago.” They approached the circular monstrosity, which was currently running and held about a dozen children and adults combined. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen one with such vibrance to it.” 
He watched the machine slow to a halt and several people spilled off, while others remained where they were. Grabbing her arm, he tugged her up onto the metal fl ooring. “C’mon, let’s ride it!” 
She groaned and followed him as he wove in and out of the brilliantly painted animals. 
“I want one that goes up and down!” he called over his shoulder. Spotting a free horse, he hopped on its back. 
She grabbed the bar attached to the horse next to his and pulled herself up side-saddle so she could face him. “Happy?” 
“Extremely!” he grinned at her and his eyes lit up as the merry-go-round began to crank up to speed. 
They spent most of the afternoon at the park, playing like children. 
Matt found that despite his expectations, Phil loosened up quite easily and laughed a lot. A few times he caught himself watching her for the sheer joy of looking at her. 
When dinner rolled around, they found a nearby deli and wolfed down sandwiches. Matt washed his food down with an ice cold beer, Phil opted for a root beer. 
As they rode the elevator back to her apartment, they joked about charging Centre Seating for their time spent on the paddle boats. Once back in her living room, they fell silent and stared at each other. 
“So...” she began, pushing a few stray curls off of her face. 
“So...” he repeated, rubbing his neck. 
“I guess we could go do a couple hours of work,” she suggested half-heartedly. 
“Work...uh, yeah, I guess.” He looked up at the loft, then back at the curvaceous woman across from him. “Hey, you know how we talked about how you prefer to work on your own schedule and as the mood struck?” 
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“Yeah.” 
“Why don’t I move my stuff in here for the weekend and we can see how it goes,” he offered. “If it doesn’t work out, we’ll go back to the regular nine to fi ve shift...if it works, we might actually be more productive.” 
“I don’t know, Matt, I’m not really set up for guests.” She gestured toward the couch. “I don’t have a second bedroom and the only shower is off my room.” 
“Hey, it’s no big deal, I’ll stay out of your way. As for the couch, I can go pick up one of those air mattress things and throw it right on the fl oor.” The more he talked about it, the more he felt like the idea had merit. “I think between the two of us we could fi gure out a schedule for the shower and just think...” he winked at her, “the faster we fi nish this software, the faster I’ll be out of your hair.” 
She thought for a moment about her privacy, her security and all the other reasons why she should say no. Opening her mouth, fully intending to turn him down, she said, “Sure, why not?” 
He blinked. “What?” 
Closing her eyes in dismay, she repeated, “I guess we can give it a try this weekend.” 
“All right, great! And hey, if you have things you have to do, you go on your way and I’ll hang out and work on the software or something.” He gave her a big smile. “This is great...I had no idea how I was going to make it through a long, boring weekend. Now at least I’ll have company!” 
“Right, company.” She smiled wanly. 
“Okay, good, I’m going to go back to my hotel, pick up some clothes, then stop and pick up one of those mattresses. I’ll be back in, say, two hours, okay?” Without waiting for her to respond, he threw her a smile and practically raced from the room. 
She watched him go, what semblance of a smile she had, fading away quickly. Hearing the elevator clanking down the shaft, she moaned out loud. What had she done? With a gulp, she stopped to punch in the code to open the front door, then she raced through the condo and up to her bedroom to clean up. It hadn’t hit her until that instant that Matt would not only have to be introduced to her hidden stairs, but he would also be walking right through her inner 76 Rida Allen
sanctum! 
Once she had picked up her laundry, she stalked down the short hall to her spare room and closed the door fi rmly. She was damned if she was going to explain that to him as well. Turning the lock, she pocketed the key and trudged downstairs to put her clothes in the washroom. 



Chapter Four
Matt dumped the air mattress on an empty space on the fl oor and his suitcase on the couch. “Do you have any sheets? I didn’t think to buy sheets for this thing,” he muttered, unwrapping the plastic from the mattress. 
Phil rolled her eyes and marched down the hallway to her linen closet. “What size is the mattress?” 
“Queen,” he called out. 
She grumbled and looked through her sheets, sure that the only thing she had was king size sheets that fi t her own bed. Grabbing a fl at and a fi tted sheet in a very pale green, she returned to the living room. “I just have king size sheets.” 
He looked up with a frown. “Guess I’ll have to fi gure out how to make that work.” 
“You can tuck the edges underneath it, no big deal.” She shrugged and dropped the sheets onto the couch. “Do you prefer to shower in the evening or in the morning?” 
Turning on the electric pump, he left it to fi ll the blue mattress with air. “I usually shower in the evening, but I’m fl exible.” 
Pushing to his feet, he stood facing her. 
“That’s fi ne, I prefer to shower in the morning.” Pivoting on her heel, she made her way down the hallway, not turning to look to see if he was following. “I’ll show you where the bathroom 78 Rida Allen
is.” 
He jogged a little to catch up with her, reaching her side as she neared the linen closet. He came up an abrupt halt, almost smashing into her when she stopped to throw open the closet door again. 
“Here are the towels,” she snapped, handing him several. 
“When you’re done with them, you can dump them in the hamper in the bathroom.” 
“Great, thanks.” As they passed the laundry room, he asked, 
“Would it be all right if I used your washer and dryer this weekend? 
I need to do some, uh, laundry.” 
She fl ashed him a look, but nodded. “There’s laundry detergent and everything in there right on the shelves.” 
Just past the laundry room, the hallway ended and he looked around curiously for the stairs. When she turned to face him, he raised an eyebrow. “Okay, do I have to say ‘open sesame’ or something?” 
“Not exactly.” Putting her hand fl at on the right wall about three feet from end of the hallway, she pushed and the door opened beneath her hand. “It’s heavy, but it opens.” 
“Hunh. How come it’s hidden like that?” he asked, trying to see the seam when the door swung closed again on it’s own. 
“It’s part of the sleek architecture,” she said dismissively. “Go ahead, open it.” 
He repeated her actions and the door pushed open to reveal a very normal looking stairway. 
“C’mon.” Brushing past him, she led the way up the well-lighted stairway and into a short hallway. Directly across from them was the door to the spare room, but she bypassed that and entered the next door, which led into her bedroom. “The bathroom is attached to my bedroom, so you have to go through here.” 
It was impossible for him to step into Phil Fink’s bedroom without stopping to take a look. Interestingly enough, it was a very serene area, done in deep plums and grays, with very little fl uff or nicknacks. Her bed was made, though not meticulously so, and there were no clothes to be seen strewn about anywhere. 
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was surprised to see that her walls were painted with a faux fi nish but were completely bare except for the framed mirror over her dresser. “Very nice,” he murmured, looking up to catch her glaring at him from another doorway. “Oh, sorry.” 
“Here’s the bathroom.” She threw out her hand to indicate the room. “It’s your basic bathroom, has a tub and separate shower. 
Feel free to use either.” 
“Okay, great.” 
“Just, uh, let me know when you want to come up and shower and I’ll get out of your way,” she muttered, leaving him standing in the middle of her mid-size bathroom. 
He took another quick look around the shiny room, then followed her back into her bedroom. “Now that I know you a little better, I think this room really refl ects you.” 
She stopped to look around, trying to see her bedroom through his eyes. To her it was just her bedroom, painted and decorated in very moderate, soothing colors. “Thanks, I think.” 
“It was a compliment,” he assured her. “So, underneath this area is your kitchen, right?” 
“Yeah.” 
“What’s behind the kitchen?” 
Dammit, why was he so perceptive? “Another room,” she said vaguely, heading back for the stairs. 
He caught her by the arm in the hallway and raised an eyebrow. 
“What kind of room?” 
She gave a tug to try and free her arm from his grasp, but he held tight without actually hurting her. “Hot tub.” 
“What?! ” 
Rolling her eyes at his gaping mouth, she repeated, “A hot tub.” 
“You have a hot tub hidden away in this condo?” 
“Yeah, it’s next to the sauna.” 
“Sauna?! ” 
Yeesh, was he going deaf? What was the big deal? “Yes. 
Neither is particularly large, but they’re there nonetheless.” 
“Please tell me we can use the hot tub,” he begged, his eyes sliding closed. “I can’t remember the last time I was in a hot tub.” 
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“You can use it, if you like. I’ll show you where it is.” 
“Aw, Phil, it’s no fun alone!” he exclaimed. 
“You resist no opportunity to pick at me, do you?” she questioned, her hands now on her ample hips. 
“You got that right. Besides, can you imagine what the guys at the offi ce will say when I tell them I saw Fink in a bathing suit?” 
he laughed. 
“Great, terrifi c, wonderful.” Still gazing at him, she marveled at how his face changed and his eyes lightened when he laughed. 
“I’m guessing you want to use the hot tub now.” 
“You got that right!” 
“You have a bathing suit?” she wanted to know. 
“My birthday suit,” he answered teasingly. 
“Forget it.” 
“No, no, no.” Shaking his head, he followed her back along the hall and down the stairs. “I probably have swim trunks tucked away somewhere in my suitcase. If not, I’ll wear a clean pair of underwear, no big deal.” 
“Fine, whatever.” 
“You’re coming in with me, right?” he prodded. 
“Right, sure.” With a sigh, she turned back to the stairs. “I’ll be down shortly.” 
“Great.” He watched her go, then practically jogged down the hallway to the living room to look through his bag. 
Ten minutes later, he was leaning against the wall at the end of the hallway, waiting for Phil to appear. She did so, grudgingly, about fi ve minutes later. He was disappointed to see she was wearing a long robe that covered her from shoulder to ankle. 
She gave him a baleful stare then pushed at the wall a few inches from where the stairwell door was. Another door pushed open, and she lead him down a short hallway and through a second water and humidity resistant door. 
“Your place is full of surprises, isn’t it?” 
“You have no idea,” she muttered under her breath. “Here it is...see, nothing exciting...” she trailed off as he made his way around the hot tub, inspecting it from all sides. As he watched, she turned on the heater and the jets, then leaned against the side of the tub to wait for the water to warm. 
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“So how did you work this out?” he asked, pulling his tee shirt off over his head. 
She was sure her mouth dropped open and thought maybe a little drool gathered near the corner of her lips. Dressed, Matt was a spectacular example of man, wearing only blue bathing trunks, he was...beyond words. He had no hair on his chest at all and just a sprinkling of light hair below his belly button that disappeared beneath the waistband of his trunks. He had full, broad shoulders, a nicely defi ned stomach and...oh hell, he had an amazing back. She watched as he set his shirt on the bench behind him and stretched his arms over his head. Laying awake at night, she could never have imagined such a perfect specimen. 
“Ready?” 
She snapped her mouth shut but her eyes were wide. “R... 
ready?” 
“The water, is it ready yet?” 
“The water, right, in the hot tub.” It took all of her strength to tear her eyes away from him and focus on the temperature gauge. 
“Sure, it’s fi ne. But be careful, it’s hot.” 
“Hot water in a hot tub, imagine that,” he said, giving her a cheeky grin. 
She waited until he was concentrating on getting into the tub before pulling off her robe and getting in as well. Smothering a laugh as he cursed at the hot water, she slipped into the tub and settled herself onto one of the molded seats. “Hot enough for you?” she quipped. 
“Yeah, you could say that.” He moved until a jet was positioned right in the center of his shoulders. “Oh yeah, that’s the stuff.” 
Grinning, she let herself relax, ducking lower under the water until it covered her shoulders. 
“How often do you use this?” 
“A couple of times a week. It’s an incredible stress reliever... 
just turn off your brain and soak.” She allowed her arms to fl oat to the surface of the water. “I’ve also actually worked out some code in here.” 
“Really?” 
“Yeah, I come in intending to decompress and as I’m sitting here, the answer just pops into my head,” she explained. 
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“That’s cool. Do you use the sauna as much?” 
“No, not as much...I’m always afraid I’m going to fall asleep and drown in my own sweat,” she joked. “And I sweat a lot, trust me.” 
“Then why did you have it put in?” 
“Because when I told the architect I wanted a hot tub down here, he said there was enough room for a small sauna as well. I wasn’t sure how else I would use the space so I said okay,” she said, shrugging. 
“Do you ever have hot tub parties?” he teased, watching as her hair started to stick to her head from the spraying water. 
“Uh, actually, you’re the fi rst person other than me to use it.” 
“Really? Why?” 
She looked away, not wanting to meet his gaze. “I’ve never had anyone stay over, either.” 
He didn’t respond, just watched her as she chewed her full lower lip. Eight years and she had never had a man stay over with her? Well, it was her business, not his...besides, his track record was nothing to be proud of, either. “Well, I’m honored...thanks for the invitation.” 
“Actually, you kind of invited yourself,” she reminded him. 
“Oh, right...well, thanks for not throwing me out on my ear when I invited myself into your home and into your hot tub,” he clarifi ed. 
They sat silently for a little while, the noise from the jets fi lling the room along with the steam from the hot water. 
As her eyes and body grew heavy, she reached up to sweep her now wet hair from her face. She knew it was about time to get out, but she couldn’t seem to move her tired body. 
He watched her covertly, almost sighing when she lifted her arms out of the water and over her head. In doing so, her swimsuit covered breasts shifted higher, peeking up out of the swirling water and teasing him with their puckered tips. His hands itched something awful...he wanted to reach out and stroke those full, fl oating breasts...wrap his lips around those tight nubs. Shutting his eyes, he chastised himself silently. This was Phil, not some hot blond looking for a good time—not that Phil wasn’t hot, but really he wouldn’t consider her to be a blond. She had more of a reddish YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 83
blond thing going on...he wondered what color the thatch of hair between her legs was. Stop it! 
Phil Fink, Phil Fink, Phil Fink! 
“I think I’m going to get out,” she said softly, too tired to care if he saw her exiting the tub. 
“Oh, okay, sure.” He bobbed his head, trying not to watch her as she stood, water dripping down her slick limbs. “I’ll be out shortly.” 
“All right. Just make sure to turn off the heater and the jets when you’re done,” she instructed, wrapping herself in her robe. 
“You still want to shower tonight?” 
“Uh, yeah, if that’s all right.” 
“Sure, I’ll go change and then go up to the loft to check my email. The bathroom should be available in about ten minutes.” 
“Sounds good, thanks.” He watched her go, willing his body to settle down so he, too, could get out of the tub without embarrassing himself. 
After his shower, Matt said good night to Phil, then watched her swing her hips as she marched down the fi rst fl oor hallway to the stairs. Once she had disappeared, he made himself as comfortable as possible on the air mattress and then opened his laptop. He knew from prior use that Phil had a wireless network setup in the loft, so he did a quick search with his wireless network card. It took him about thirty seconds to connect to her network and logon to the internet over her high-speed digital line. He was on for about fi fteen minutes before Irish found him. 
IrishCoughE:
Hey there, sweet thing. 
MCollins:
Hello, beautiful. 
IrishCoughE:
You’re on late tonight, aren’t you? 
MCollins:
Yeah, I had a long day. 
IrishCoughE:
In need of a little relaxation? 
MCollins:
What did you have in mind? 
IrishCoughE:
Whatever your heart desires. 
MCollins:
I think it’s my turn to show you a good time. 
IrishCoughE:
Go for it. 
MCollins:
Naked? 
IrishCoughE:
Every time you’re nearby, yes. 
MCollins:
Good. So I lay you down on your bed, naked and
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already fl ushed with desire. Softly I press my lips to yours... 

our breaths mingle just before our mouths touch. As I pull
away, you try to follow, but I don’t let you. I move my mouth to
your jaw, to trace your skin up to the soft spot behind your ear. 

I hear you sigh and you roll your face away from me so I have
better access to that beautiful curve of your neck. I trail a path
of kisses along the side of your neck, pausing to nip at the spot
where your neck meets your shoulder. You have beautiful skin,
so soft and creamy, I want to lap you up. 
IrishCoughE:
Don’t stop there, Matt... 
MCollins:
Stop? I don’t know the meaning. Pulling away, I
gaze down at your full, heavy breasts. Already your nipples
are puckered, begging for my touch. Never one to disappoint,
I lean down to press a kiss to one, then the other. When you
moan softly, I fl ick my tongue out to circle your nipple, then
pull the taut fl esh into my mouth. You taste like honey and I
can’t seem to get enough, cherishing fi rst one breast, then the
other. Even though I don’t really want to, I leave your breasts
and continue downward, tasting each inch of your smooth
skin. I take a moment to tickle your belly button, then swoop
lower, my hands now sliding over your hips and around to
your delightful ass. I’m close to the center of your heat now
and I can smell your unique scent, heightened by your desire. 

You want me. 
IrishCoughE:
Yes. 
MCollins:
It’s easy to tell. Gently I touch you, feeling the
springy hair beneath my fi ngers. I can’t wait another instant
to taste you so I lean forward and fl atten my tongue against
your slit, sliding upwards until I fi nd that fascinating little
nub nestled between your lips. As I fl ick my tongue against
it, you jerk underneath me. God, you’re beautiful. One taste
isn’t enough and so I use my fi ngers to spread your lips apart,
taking a second taste of your sweetness. The ragged sigh I
hear from your mouth is enough to encourage me so I press
my tongue inside you. I feel your inner muscles trying to hold
me there and for a moment, I let you. Then, before you know
what is happening, I pull away, returning my mouth to your
clit. As I suck the little piece of sensitized fl esh into my mouth,
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I press one fi nger slowly inside you. Your moan tells me I’m
doing exactly what you wanted. 
IrishCoughE:
How did you know? 
MCollins:
By the way you were pushing your hips toward
me, I knew what you needed from me. I can also tell by the
way you’re rotating your hips now that one fi nger just isn’t
enough so I add a second, stretching you a little more. You’re
so wet, so slick and so ready for me, I almost can’t stand it. 

But I do, using my mouth to continue to torment you, along
with my fi ngers inside you. I can feel your thighs trembling,
can sense you chasing the ultimate feeling and so I slow my
stroking tongue, my thrusting fi ngers, waiting for your climax
to slide away from you. When your movements slow, I start
over again, bringing you ever closer...but each time you reach
for your fi nish, I pull back. 
IrishCoughE:
Cruel. 
MCollins:
I won’t let you suffer forever, I promise. 
IrishCoughE:
I’m not sure I believe you. 
MCollins:
You’re so close now and I’m harder than I have
ever been before in my life. Sliding into you will be the only
thing I need to reach my own climax. I know you’re ready for
yours and one stroke from me will bring it to you. 
IrishCoughE:
I push you away by your shoulders, replacing
your hands and mouth with my own shaking hands. I let you
watch as I pleasure myself, using my fi ngers to bring myself
to climax with a long, low moan. I can see the disappointment
in your face... 
MCollins:
You got that right. 
IrishCoughE:
But your time will come, I promise you that. 
MCollins:
And so what do I do with this hard on I have
here? 
IrishCoughE:
Let me help you with that. 
MCollins:
Yeah, right. 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? I want you to do something for me this
time. 
MCollins:
What? 
IrishCoughE:
Take your hands off the keyboard. 
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painful erection he was now sporting, he wasn’t sure he could resist her request. 
IrishCoughE:
Make yourself comfortable there, on your back,
and allow me to pleasure you the way you pleasured me. 
MCollins:
All right. 
IrishCoughE:
God it’s an amazing sight to see a beautiful
man like you stretched out on my big bed. Surprisingly, you
dwarf the mattress with your size and strength. But it’s all
right, I have a strength of my own to bring to this equation. 

I take a moment to pour a little fl avored oil into my hands
before I touch your hard length, jutting so proudly from your
pelvis. You feel like silk-covered steel, hot to the touch and
throbbing ever so slightly. Slowly I wrap my hands around
you, measuring the length and width of you before stroking
you from tip to root...and then back again. When I stroke you
a second time, I see your eyes glaze over and your legs tense. 

I don’t want to end the moment this quickly so I loosen my
hands and lower my mouth. Whoops! Mistake there! I can feel
you fl ex underneath my tongue and so I lightly graze your
head, then lick down the length of you. As you’re taking a
deep breath, I pull you completely into my mouth, savoring the
dark, earthy taste of you. I replace my mouth with my hands,
stroking you with long, slow movements, hoping to keep your
climax at bay a little longer. I swirl my tongue around your tip
again, sucking you into my mouth briefl y like a lollipop, then
releasing you before you can even grasp the sensation. With
one hand I weigh your ever-tightening sack, with the other I
continue to stroke you. Your groans of pleasure have begun
to string together, making one long moan as your length jerks
slightly under my fi ngers. I return my mouth to your head,
sucking lightly as my hands continue to stroke your base. Your
whole body tenses... 
Yes! 
IrishCoughE:
I can feel your strength, your body pulling
together... 
Oh, yes! 
IrishCoughE:
You tighten underneath me, your erection
hardens even more, grows even more... 
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Oh, god... 
IrishCoughE:
I suck harder, allowing you to move your hips,
sliding along my hands and into my mouth... 
I can’t...don’t stop...oh god, please... 
IrishCoughE:
I tense as well, waiting for you to let go, to fl y
away, to soar... 
Yes, yes, yes, yes! 
IrishCoughE:
And suddenly, with what seems like a violent
snap of your body, you climax, your whole body shuddering,
convulsing, almost fl ailing about on the mattress, nearly
bucking me off of you. But still, I hold on, wanting to ride
through it with you, never letting go... 
Unh. 
IrishCoughE:
And then before I know it, it’s all over and your
body sinks back down into the mattress, weak-limbed and
incredibly, absolutely sated. 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? 

****IrishCoughE has disconnected.****
It was not something he had planned, and yet here he was, his body physically sated as he lay on an air mattress in the living room of the infamous Phil Fink. And even though he had found release, he felt cold and empty inside. He felt alone. 
Matt jerked awake, his senses quickly attuned. trying to fi gure out what woke him from a deep sleep. He knew the warehouse was heavily soundproofed, so it was unlikely a noise from outside the building had awakened him. He lay quietly for another moment, orienting himself in the darkness, waiting for...something. 
There it was...a scream. He shot to his feet, already running down the hallway before his mind could wrap itself around his thoughts. Hands outstretched in the darkness, he shoved open the door to the stairwell and took the steps three at a time. As he ran down the upstairs hall, he heard the shout again, a sound fi lled with such terror that the hair on his arms and head stood at complete attention. Without pausing, he shoved open Phil’s bedroom door and instinctively fl ipped on the light, looking for an intruder. 
Instead he found Phil, tangled in her bedsheets, strewn across her 88 Rida Allen
bed. Her hair was a mess, standing out at odd angles from her head, and her eyes were squeezed shut. She fl ailed about on the mattress, kicking and screaming at some nameless assailant. 
Again, without thinking, he strode to the bed, crawled across it to reach her, and grabbed her arms. Her eyes fl ew open but they were glazed with fear and completely unseeing. She shrieked again, trying to jerk away from him, her head fl ung backward at an odd angle. This was more than just a nightmare, this was some kind of night terror attacking her. Her only response to his slight shaking of her body was another scream. Her muscles were tense under his hands and he had no idea how to bring her awake other than slapping her, like they did to hysterical people in the movies. 
However, considering her responses up until this point, hitting her would probably push her deeper into her terror. Instantly, another option penetrated his mind and without considering the consequences, he did it. 
Releasing her arms, he grabbed her face in his hands and pressed a kiss to her lips. He used all the pent-up emotion within him while still keeping the kiss gentle, soft, coaxing. After a moment of utter stillness, she relaxed into the mattress, her entire body going limp. Without realizing it, he deepened the kiss and after another moment, she responded. He felt her hands push through his hair and settle against his head. 
She let him pull away from her, a small smile still lingering on her now swollen lips. A second later, she let her hands fall away from his head and she opened her eyes. “Matt?” 
“Are you all right?” he whispered. 
“Matt?  What...what are you doing in here?” 
He could see the shock on her face and realized she had no memory of the screams that had nearly scared him to death. “You were having some kind of night terror or something. I heard you screaming from downstairs.” 
Closing her eyes, she swallowed past the lump in her throat. 
“Screaming?” 
“Yeah, like seriously shrieking for your life. What the hell was that?” 
She couldn’t face him, couldn’t look into his eyes and see the pity she knew would come into them. “Memories.” 
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“Memories? Of what? ” he asked incredulously. 
She wanted to push him away at the same time she wanted him to pull her close. “A home invasion,” she said fl atly. 
He sat up, giving her a little breathing room. “You?” 
Nodding, she pulled herself up enough to lean back against her headboard. At the same time, she pulled the covers up over her. “When I was younger.” 
“How old were you?” 
“Seventeen.” 
As much as he didn’t want to ask her to relive it, he wanted her to share with him in the hopes that it would relieve some of her fears. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
“No.” 
“Do you always have these night...terrors?” 
She shook her head. “They come back sometimes when I’m under stress or there’s a change in my regular routine.” 
His mouth fell open. “It’s me, isn’t it?” She didn’t answer him, but she also wouldn’t meet his eyes. “It’s because I’ve moved into your life and your condo.” Jumping to his feet, he paced at the foot of the bed. “Why didn’t you tell me? If you had explained, I could have...” 
“Could have what? Felt sorry for me? Treated me differently?” 

Pitied me? 
“I don’t know, done something,” he responded, anguish evident in his voice. 
“It’s my problem, not yours,” she said harshly, crossing her arms over her breasts. 
“Were they ever caught?” 
She blinked at the change of topic. “Yes.” 
“And did you testify against them?” 
“Yes.” 
He rubbed his forehead. “God, you’re the bravest woman I have ever met.” 
Staring at him, she tried to comprehend his statement. “They were convicted based on my testimony.” 
“Sent to jail?” 
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before killing the whole family.” 
His breath caught in his throat. “Holy hell.” 
“They appealed and sat on death row for fi ve years before they were humanely put to death,” her voice trembled slightly. 
“How many of them were there?” 
“Three.” 
“What about your family?” 
“I was home alone.” 
He shuddered and his blood turned to ice in his veins. “Did they...” 
She didn’t want him to fi nish his sentence. “No. One of them smacked me around, another one slugged me...I fi nally pretended I had passed out. When one of them tried to drag me across the room, he cursed and said I was too fat to lug around and left me there. For once in my entire seventeen years, I was happy for the extra weight I had always carried.” Shrugging, she didn’t meet his eyes. “I stayed slumped on the fl oor for two hours while they ransacked the house and stole our things. I was afraid to move, to reach for the phone...I knew the instant I did, one of them would spot me or hear me.” 
“Smart woman!” he crowed. “Even at seventeen, you were crazy smart.” Smiling, he sat down on the edge of the mattress near her. “Where was your family during all of this?” 
She frowned at his nearness, but didn’t move away. “They were on vacation in Florida...my parents and my younger sister.” 
She tried to bring up an image of her sister, fi ve years younger than herself, but the picture was fuzzy. Six years later, would she still have long hair? Would her freckles have disappeared or would they be more prominent across her nose and cheeks? And what about her parents...how would they have aged since she had last seen them? Would her father’s dark hair be streaked with gray? 
Would her mother have laugh lines around her mouth and eyes? 
Her breath hitched as she thought of the last time she had seen them, at the airport near their home in Florida. She had stayed a mere two days and that had been her longest visit since their move. 
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why they ended up moving there. They felt like it was safe.” 
“And you? What did you do to make you feel safe?” He watched the expression on her face change. “This condo...that’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you can’t fi nd the stairs in this place! That’s why you have the front door rigged the way you do. You must have a control box somewhere, yes?” 
“Yes.” 
“You’ve created a secure hideaway for yourself.” 
“You have no idea,” she murmured softly. 
“What?” 
“Yes, it’s secure,” she confi rmed. 
“But you’re not a hermit, here, right? I’ve seen you leave the house...” 
“No, I’m not a shut-in or anything. I leave the house, I go to the movies, I do all the normal things you do...” Hugging herself, she swallowed past the fear of saying the words. “It’s not the outside world that scares me...I’m afraid to be at home.” 
“But you’re here all the time, you even have your offi ce here!” 
“I made it as secure as possible and then I guess I hoped for the best.” She shrugged, unable to explain it to him. This condo wasn’t what she considered a home, it was a fortress. And considering how much she worked, it stood to reason that her offi ce should be in her fortress as well. But she would not tell him that. 
He gave her a strained, one-armed hug. “You’re a strong woman and I’m proud to know you.” 
“Um, thank you.” She held herself rigidly in his embrace. 
“Will you be all right now? Will you be able to go back to sleep?” 
She glanced over at her bedside clock. “I’ll probably go do some work, if you don’t think it will disturb you.” 
“Work?” 
“A couple of other projects that are due in a few weeks.” 
“It won’t bother me.” Getting to his feet, he straightened his shoulders and strode to the door. “If you need anything, let me know, okay?” 
She nodded and watched him leave, the smell of him still lingering in the room, the taste of him still lingering on her lips. 
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Saturday morning, Phil tried to quietly sneak across the living room from the kitchen to the loft stairs. As she was setting one foot on the bottom step, Matt grunted and spoke without opening his eyes. 
“I’m awake.” 
“Oh!” 
Still without moving, he continued, “You ready to get to work?” 
“It’s still early,” she said softly. “You can sleep in, I have some things I need to do.” 
“If you’re working, I’m working,” he responded, his voice husky with sleep. He swung his legs off the side of the air mattress and sat up. “Give me fi ve minutes to get washed up.” 
She watched him hobble his way down the hall to the powder room before she continued up the stairs to the loft. She was knee deep in emails when he joined her about fi fteen minutes later. 
“All right, I’m here, I’m awake,” he announced, dropping into the chair in front of his laptop. After a moment of silence, he looked up from his dark laptop to see her engaged in her own work. “Uh, what time is it, anyway?” 
“About seven,” she responded absently. 
He blinked, cleared his throat and repeated, “Seven? Seven a.m.?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Are you aware that this is Saturday?” he asked curiously. 
She turned to look at him. “Of course! I told you not to get up.” 
“Saturday mornings are made for sleeping in, you know.” 
“I do that, on occasion,” she defended herself. “But with your software on the main burner, I have to use my time wisely. I have other projects that do eventually need to be completed. If I leave them all for the last minute, all the work will collide and I’ll be buried.” 
“Oh, right.” He scratched his cheek. “I guess I forgot you still have other clients.” Grinning sheepishly, he booted up his laptop. 
“Well then, you do what you have to do and I’ll check my own work emails to make sure everything is under control there.” 
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response to an inquiry from another client. 
He made himself look busy for about twenty minutes, then gave up. “I’m going to make some coffee. You want anything?” 
“Sure, coffee would be great. The coffee and fi lters are in the cabinet above the coffee maker,” she informed him. “I’ll take mine black and strong, if you don’t mind.” 
“No problem.” 
Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him push to his feet and make his way down the stairs. She was now intimately familiar with his strong arms, which intensifi ed her curiosity about the rest of his amazing body. Today he was wearing navy blue shorts and a white tee shirt with his company’s logo on the breast pocket. The dark blue pants emphasized his muscled legs while the white cotton shirt made his broad shoulders look even wider. And although he had taken three times longer than his announced fi ve minutes, he hadn’t bothered to shave and his handsome face was still partially covered in light brown stubble. She wondered what the whiskers would feel like against the tender fl esh of her throat. 
With a start, she snapped back to reality to fi nd Matt holding a coffee cup practically under her nose. 
“See, I told you Saturday mornings were for sleeping in,” he teased as her eyes fl ew up to meet his amused gaze. 
“Sorry, was thinking about a project,” she responded, grasping the cup and inhaling the smell of the fresh brew. After blowing across the top of the mug, she took a careful sip and sighed at the strong taste of french vanilla. “Mmm, one of my favorites.” 
“I fi gured as much. You seem to have a lot of it,” he told her before sinking back into his chair with his own coffee cup. 
“It’s a comfort fl avor,” she explained. “You probably didn’t notice, but it’s decaf. I usually drink this in the evening.” 
“Oh, well, sorry...” 
“No! No, it’s fi ne...thank you for making it.” Giving him a tentative smile, she took another sip and turned back to her computer monitor. 
“So, are we gonna spend all day chained to these machines?” 
he asked. 
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email. “Like I said, I need to keep up with my other projects.” 
“Okay, here’s the deal,” he began. “We’ll work for a couple of hours, but then we have to get out of here and do something fun.” 
“Fun?” She thought of the hours they had spent out of the condo yesterday. “What exactly were you thinking?” 
“I don’t know, maybe lunch out or if the weather turns bad, a movie?” he suggested. 
“Movie?” She couldn’t remember the last time she had gone to the movies with someone. Every now and then, when something really interesting hit the theaters, she went to an afternoon show, but always alone. 
“Sure, a movie or maybe there’s a concert playing somewhere? 
An outdoor festival? A wine tasting? Something?” He turned to look at her again. “Something relaxing...something away from work.” 
She didn’t answer, just chewed on her bottom lip as she continued making her way through her email messages. 
After another half hour or so, they returned to Matt’s software, working easily as a team. When his stomach rumbled loudly enough for both of them to hear, he pushed away from the desk. 
“That’s it, we’re getting out of here before I pass out from hunger.” Standing, he held out his hand to help her to her feet. 
Slipping her hand on top of his, she almost sighed when he closed his fi ngers around hers. She allowed him to help her to a standing position and all the sudden, they were almost nose to nose. Staring deeply into his brown eyes, she held her breath as she swayed toward him a bit. 
His eyes dropped from hers to stare at her full mouth. When her pink tongue slipped out to run across her parted lips, he groaned out loud. 
Without warning, a noise startled them both so they jumped apart at almost the same time. 
“What...?” 
She glanced over his shoulder. “Your laptop...you have an instant message,” she whispered. 
Inhaling deeply, he released the air on a long sigh. “Right, a message.” He turned away to see that his old college roommate, YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 95
with whom he kept in touch, was looking for him. “I’ll, uh, answer this and then we can go grab some lunch.” 
Nodding mutely, she waited until his back was to her before she disappeared toward the back of the loft. She made her way along the hidden back hallway to the bedroom area across the condo. Once back in her bedroom, she stopped to take a deep, reassuring breath, then went into the bathroom to wash up and change clothes. 
They went to lunch shortly thereafter and while there, heard from their waitress that there was an outdoor festival about an hour away. Back in Phil’s car, they made their way across the county, following the directions the waitress had passed along. As they approached the festival, they saw people milling about. Most were walking to and from their cars, carrying packages and stuffed animals, laughing and joking and looking as if they were having fun. Finding a parking space proved to be a challenge, but as they were getting ready to move from one parking lot to another, Matt spotted a space and she rushed to zip her Thunderbird into the empty spot. 
With a laugh, she popped up out of the car and met him at the trunk. “I can’t believe there are so many people here!” 
Grabbing her hand, he tugged her down the aisle and toward the entrance to the festival where he bought their tickets. He hustled her through the archway where he handed over their tickets and grabbed up a guide to the fair. “So, do we want to map out our course or wander aimlessly?” 
“Let’s just walk and be surprised,” she told him breathlessly, her eyes wide as she took in their surroundings. She didn’t bother to pull her hand from his, following him as he picked a direction and went. 
Their fi rst stop was a booth setup with basketball hoops. 
“Three shots for a dollar!” 
He came to a halt and threw her a grin. “How ‘bout I win you a stuffed animal?” 
She rolled her eyes. “You know these things are rigged. You can’t get those basketballs through the hoops.” 
“Ha! What’s the bet?” 
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“Bet?” 
“If I win, what do I get?” 
Shooting him a look, she folded her arms across her chest. 
“You win, I’ll buy you some cotton candy.” 
“Cotton candy?” he scoffed. “I’m a man...I don’t want no cotton candy!” 
Involuntarily, her eyes traveled up and down his body as if she needed the reminder. 
“I’ll settle for nothing less than nachos with jalapeno peppers.” 
She snorted. “Fine.” 
“And what do you want if you’re right?” 
Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as he pushed his sleeves up and swung his arms back and forth in front of his body to loosen his muscles. “W...what?” 
“If you’re right,” he repeated. “What do you want?” 
“Cotton candy,” was the only thing she could think of to say in response. 
“Right.” Feeling loose and limber, he paid the vendor his dollar and picked up a basketball. He was preparing to shoot when he felt more than heard Phil sidle up next to him. Her presence disrupted his concentration and the basketball hopped off the side of the rim attached to the back wall of the booth. Grunting, he grabbed up another ball and tried to put her nearness out of his mind. The second ball bounced off the backboard, headed for the hoop, then wobbled away, and he directed a glare at the snicker that assaulted him from his left. When his third shot plopped right onto the hoop and bounced off, he grumbled and frowned at the vendor. 
“All right, I win!” Phil clapped her hands before grabbing his forearm. “Cotton candy, here we come!” 
Matt followed her from the basketball booth and forked over his cash to the cotton candy vendor. 
“What color do you want, miss?” the man running the cotton candy machine asked kindly. 
“Blue,” Phil told him before accepting the cone of wispy fl uff. 
Curling a hand around Matt’s elbow, she took a swipe of the cotton candy with her tongue and giggled. 
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“Enjoying yourself?” he asked, his own mouth watering as he watched her pink tongue repeatedly attack the cloud of blue cotton. 
“Mm hmm!” She held out the cone to him. “Want some?” 
He stared at her lips, now tinged a light blue, and lost his breath. “Uh, no, thanks.” 
“Suit yourself.” 
They walked in silence for a few minutes, pausing at a couple of booths to check out the wares that were displayed. As they moved further into the mass of people and vendors, they saw the carnival rides rising up ahead of them. 
“Do you want to ride anything?” 
She stumbled then gasped as he caught her against his side. 
“You okay?” he asked, concern evident in his voice. 
“Yeah, sorry. I guess I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 
She focused her gaze on the ferris wheel looming over them. “I’m not actually much for heights.” 
“Okay, what about something else?” He paused and looked over the other rides. “The Screamer?” 
Eyeing the ‘Screamer’ which seemed to launch you high up into the air, she shuddered and shook her head. “But I’m good for the Tilt-a-Whirl.” 
“The Tilt-a-Whirl it is.” He tugged her into the short line and watched her try to fi nish her cotton candy. When it was their turn to climb up onto the ride, she ditched the remainder of the blue stuff and grabbed his hand. He curled his fi ngers around hers and helped her into their basket. 
A few minutes later, they disembarked, laughing and gasping for breath. 
The ride had been quick, fun and exhilarating, leaving Phil feeling like she had just downed a huge cup of coffee and followed it with a jumbo cola. “That was excellent!” 
Grinning, Matt slung his arm over her shoulder. “Ready for the Screamer yet?” 
“Not hardly.” 
“I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise,” he teased, bumping his hip against her. 
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maze of rides, most of which were of no interest to her. 
They found another merry-go-round and rode it along with about a million screaming children. Deciding that there was nothing left for them in the rides area, they moved back into vendor area and began looking over the arts and crafts that were for sale. 
“Oh man, my sister-in-law would love this!” Matt exclaimed, picking up a small water color of a colorful parrot. “She has a bird that looks exactly like this.” Pulling out his wallet, he paid the vendor and waited for the woman to wrap up the picture. 
“How many siblings do you have?” Phil asked him as he accepted the bag with the picture tucked in it. 
“Two brothers, one younger and one older,” he told her as they moved on to the next booth. 
“Both married?” 
“The younger one is married, the older one is single.” 
“The youngest of the three of you is the only one married?” 
she asked, one eyebrow raised. 
“Yeah, Wes married his high school sweetheart about a year after graduation. Shelly lived two doors down from us for almost ten years and they were friends for a long time before they even started dating. They’re good kids. Kane, on the other hand, is a workaholic. I think even my mother has given up on reforming him.” 
“Where do they live?” 
“Wes and Shelly live in my parents’ house back home. Kane, surprise surprise, is in New York.” 
“If Wes and Shelly live in your parents’ house, where are your parents?” 
He grabbed her hand again. “My parents retired about a year ago and they’re currently traveling the world. It was their fondest desire and they set money aside for it for as long as I can remember.” 
“Wow.” 
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. They’re supposed to come back in the next couple of months and will probably stay with Wes and Shelly only long enough to plan the next trip.” 
“Do you miss them?” she asked, thinking of her own family. 
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“I do miss them, but they keep in touch and I wouldn’t ask them to give up their dream for anything.” Pausing, he cocked his head and gave his next thought some consideration. “I really think when Wes and Shelly have their fi rst kid, Mom and Dad will come back. I think they’re taking these trips now while they’re still active and there are no grandchildren to dote on.” 
“Are your brother and sister-in-law trying to have children?” 
“Not right now. They’re both pretty young, so I think my parents still have some time to fl it about.” He craned his neck to see around a crowd of people. “Hey, I wonder what all these people are looking at.” 
Together they pushed through the crowd to fi nd a board with a poster tacked to it. It announced that there was a movie scheduled for the evening, showing in the open fi eld beyond the rides. 
“If we grab some food, we can make our way back over to the movie fi eld and stake out a spot. What do you think?” he asked. 
The movie was the original ‘Thomas Crown Affair’ featuring Steve McQueen and Faye Dunaway. “Sounds good to me. What do you think we can fi nd to eat?” 
“I think we’re stuck with carnival food, but let’s go check it out.” 
Together they found hot dogs, french fries and sodas. Instead of waiting, they ate their food as they walked and tossed their trash before entering the area where the movie was to be shown. 
“Any place in particular?” Matt asked, gesturing to the vast expanse of empty fi eld. “Do you like to sit up close, or would you prefer to sit in the back row and neck?” 
She rolled her eyes at his waggling eyebrows. “I like to sit in the middle.” 
They found a spot and settled down onto the soft, green grass. 
Chewing on her lip, Phil peeked at him out of the corner of her eyes. “What were you like as a kid?” 
“Me?” Adjusting, he gazed at her in silence for a few minutes. 
“I was a nerd,” he said fi nally. 
She laughed softly and plucked at a blade of glass. “Did you have a pocket protector and everything?” 
“No, but I was in the math club.” 
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“Did you get picked on a lot?” 
“No, mostly because Kane was around. He was the strong, silent type and he threatened anyone who picked on me. By the time he graduated I think I had grown into my own personality as the laid-back, mellow guy, so no one really paid much attention to me.” 
“And what about Wes?” 
He smiled. “Wes was the sweet one. All the girls sighed over him, but he only had eyes for Shelly.” 
“Did you have a lot of girlfriends in high school?” 
It was his turn to play with a stalk of grass. “Not too many. 
Girls fl ocked to Kane because he was mysterious. They surrounded Wes because he was adorable. Me? I was just average and so I kind of slid underneath the radar.” 
Looking at him now, she couldn’t believe that. “And now?” 
His eyes fl ew up to meet hers. “And now, what?” 
She blushed and looked up at the darkening sky. “I can imagine that you have women lined up to go out with you.” 
When several couples began taking up residence nearby, he lowered his voice and leaned in close to her. “You think so, huh?” 
he teased. 
Phil was saved from having to respond when the sound of a projector suddenly whirred on and the night lit up with the beginning frames of the movie. 



Chapter Five
Sunday morning, they both slept in, exhausted from the previous day’s activities and the late night movie. At about ten fi fteen, Phil fi nally stumbled out of bed, stiff from sitting on the grass the night before. Even though a bath would have been perfect, she was ever mindful of her guest downstairs so she took a longer than usual hot shower and dressed in comfortable leggings and a tank top with thin straps. As quietly as possible, she crept downstairs and into the kitchen where she put up coffee and began making batter for waffl es. She pulled bacon out of the refrigerator, set the frying pan on the stove and dropped the bacon in, slice by slice. 
Evidently Matt was a pretty heavy sleeper because even when she made noise extracting her waffl e iron from the cabinet, he didn’t stir. As the iron heated up, she set the kitchen table with orange juice, syrup, fresh strawberries and blueberries, both of which she liked to put on her own waffl es. Turning back to the kitchen, she jumped. 
Matt stood in the doorway to the kitchen, watching her with sleepy interest. “‘Morning.” 
“Good morning.” 
“What are you doing?” 
She rested a hand on her hip and cocked her head. His hair was sticking up in the back and his shirt was twisted slightly around his stomach. “Making breakfast. If you hurry, the waffl es 102 Rida Allen
and bacon might still be hot.” 
Saliva pooled in the back of his throat. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
Laughing as he shot down the hallway, she set up the coffee maker with regular caffeinated coffee then turned back to check her waffl es. 
“I didn’t know you cooked.” 
She looked over her shoulder to see he had splashed water on his face and evidently some of it had landed in his hair, which was now plastered to his forehead. “I like to cook, actually. It’s just not incredibly fun when you’re cooking only for yourself.” 
“I can’t remember the last time I had real waffl es,” he murmured, barely restraining himself from standing over her shoulder. The smell of frying bacon was wafting up at him and once again, he felt saliva fi ll his mouth. 
“Well, sit down and I’ll bring everything over,” she instructed, shooing him away. “How do you like your bacon?” 
“Extra crispy, please.” 
“Good choice.” She brought over a small stack of waffl es and the plate of almost blackened bacon. “The syrup is cold...” 
“That’s fi ne,” he assured her. 
She returned for the coffee pot and brought along sugar for him. “Well, dig in.” 
Waiting long enough for her to settle onto her chair, he grabbed two waffl es, dropped some butter on them then covered them in sticky syrup. He snatched up several strips of bacon then reached for the coffee pot. “Coffee?” he offered her. 
“Sure.” She held out her cup for him to fi ll, then took a careful drink. “May I have the bacon, please?” 
He passed her the plate, then dumped some blueberries on top of his waffl es before digging in. As he closed his mouth around a big forkful of food, he moaned. “Oh my god.” 
“Good?” 
“The waffl es are melting on my tongue,” he muttered, taking a bite out of a piece of bacon. “I’m sorry, but this is the end of my conversation until there’s nothing left to eat.” 
Grinning, she made up her own plate of waffl es and began eating. They were both silent as they enjoyed the breakfast foods, YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 103
but somehow she felt comforted by another presence in the house... 
or maybe it was just his presence that comforted her. Unable or unwilling to follow through with that thought, she stabbed another strawberry with her fork. 
When they fi nished breakfast, he settled back in his chair and patted his fl at stomach. “That was de-licious,” he announced. 
“Thanks for making all that food.” 
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. Of course, I cooked, which means you get to clean up!” 
He groaned and eyed the dishes on the table. “I don’t remember agreeing to that deal.” 
“You did, right before you crammed that whole waffl e into your mouth,” she teased. 
“Oh...hunh, you probably could have gotten me to make almost any deal at that point.” He nodded. “All right, I’ll clean up. 
You got a dishwasher, right?” 
Laughing, she pushed back her chair and left him to wash dishes and tidy up the kitchen. 
Once he had fi nished in the kitchen, he left the dishes to dry in the drain, then went to fi nd Phil and start working. 
It was Monday afternoon and Matt was studying a portion of his software code when his email alerted him that he had new messages. 
At the sound of the female voice announcing the email from his laptop, Phil raised an eyebrow but did not comment. 

From: Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
To: 

Matt Collins <mcollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: Immediate Attention

Bad news, buddy...you gotta get your ass back here. Now. 

Roger
“Shit.” 
She swivelled her head to stare at him. “What’s wrong?” 
“Roger.” With a few mouse clicks, he opened his chat window and looked for Roger’s screen name on his buddy list. 
MCollins:
Roger. 
RGant:
You got my email. 
MCollins:
Yeah. What’s going on? 
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RGant:
You won’t believe me when I tell you. 
MCollins:
What? 
RGant:
Greg’s wife just had an emergency c-section. Fred
went into the hospital with acute appendicitis and Nina is
working on a deadline. 
MCollins:
Yeah, and? 
RGant:
Larry is on his honeymoon and Punja is giving a
presentation in California. 
MCollins:
So? 
RGant:
And the software you coded for Albert Warner is
vomiting some critical error and they need it fi xed ASAP. You
gotta come back and take care of business. 
MCollins:
Can’t you send me the fi les? I’ll fi x it from here. 
RGant:
No can do. You gotta get your ass back here now. 
MCollins:
And what about my software? We’re right in the
middle of coding! 
RGant:
Leave it with Fink...he can probably fi nish it faster
without  your sorry butt hanging around. 
MCollins:
No way, forget it. This is my software and I’m
going to be involved in every little piece of it. Otherwise it’s
just another program that Fink wrote. 
RGant:
Fine, whatever...you’ll have to put it off. Get on a
plane today. 
MCollins:
Right, great, terrifi c. 
He logged off and cursed loudly. 
“What’s up?” 
Sighing, he turned to face her and felt an unexpected tug of regret. He didn’t want to leave for more reasons than his stupid software. “I have to get back to CS.” 
Her heart dropped to her stomach. “Why?” 
“There’s a sudden lack of software programmers and a sudden infl ux of problems.” He explained briefl y about his coworkers and then about the bug that had cropped up in one of his programs. 
“You can’t do it from here?” 
“No, Roger wants me back there.” Turning back to his laptop, he started cleaning up his work and saving it to his hard drive. “I hate this interruption, but I have no choice.” 
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to the code open on her screen. 
“No. I’ll have to come back.” When she didn’t respond, he looked up to meet her gaze. 
“All right.” 
He wasn’t aware that he had been holding his breath, but all the sudden it came out on a whoosh. “I’m not sure how long it will be before I can get back here...” 
“It’s okay, I can pick up on some other projects in the meantime. 
I never seem to lack for work.” 
“Maybe you should think about getting some help,” he suggested, closing his laptop and sliding it into its case. 
“Maybe someday, but right now I’m happy with things the way they are.” 
“May I use your phone to call the airlines? It’ll be faster than doing it online.” 
“Sure, you can use the line up here.” With that, she stood and left him alone in the loft. As she entered her kitchen to get a drink, she considered what she was going to do with all her free time. 
Sure, she had other work she should be dealing with, but she had quickly become accustomed to having Matt underfoot. Shaking her head, she drank her juice and returned to the loft to check her email and start making plans for the rest of the week. 
“Well, Centre Seating may regret requiring me to return at the last minute.” Matt chuckled as Phil ascended the stairs. 
“How much?” she asked him. 
“Twice as much as my original round trip ticket,” he answered, tucking a piece of paper into his pocket. “Unfortunately, it means I have to leave now in order to stop at the hotel to pick up the rest of my stuff.” 
She watched as he stood and gathered up his belongings. 
“Guess it sucks to have a boss telling you what to do and in what time frame.” 
He grinned over his shoulder as he went down the stairs. 
“Don’t rub it in, Fink.” 
“Well, drop me a line if your slave driver ever gives you a break.” 
“Very funny. Hey, can I leave the air mattress and stuff here?” 
he asked. 
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“Sure. I’ll pack it away later, don’t worry about it.” 
“Great, thanks.” He scooped up his clothes and shoved them into his bag. “I have to run. I’m really sorry about this, you know.” 
She walked him to the front door, trying to offer him a smile. 
“It’s no problem, really. We’ll catch up in a couple of days and you can let me know what you think your schedule is going to be.” 
“I’ll message you when I get to the offi ce tonight,” he told her before he left. 
After letting him out of the building with her code, she returned to the loft to close up his software and begin work on another project. 
Matt walked into the offi ce as many of his coworkers were leaving for home. But when he walked into the programmers’ 
bullpen, he found Nina hunched over her desk, studying a printout. 
“Hey, Nina.” 
She started and looked up at him, the usual smile missing from her dark-skinned face. “Thank god you’re back.” 
“I hear it’s been crazy...and I’ve barely been gone a week!” he slid onto his chair and booted up his computer. 
“Yeah, it’s been wild. I can’t believe this software is due at the end of the week and there’s some broken code I just can’t fi nd,” 
she moaned. 
“If you get really desperate, pass it over to me and I’ll try to look it over with fresh eyes,” he offered. 
She gave him a grateful look before going back to her print out. 
Turning back to his computer, he opened his offi ce email and then logged onto his chat window. Immediately he saw that Phil was online, so he opened a chat window to say hi and let her know he had arrived safe and sound. 
MCollins:
Hey, Fink. 
PFink:
Howdy. 
MCollins:
Arrived, safe and sound. 
PFink:
Knee deep in code yet? 
MCollins:
No, not yet. Just checking my email and looking up
the fi les on the original software design. 
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He jerked his head back when a second chat window popped open on his screen. 
IrishCoughE:
Hey handsome, you’re online early. 
MCollins:
Hey, Irish. What’s shakin’? 
IrishCoughE:
I was thinking of you...so I got naked. 
MCollins:
Izzat so? 
IrishCoughE:
Naked and stretched out here on my big old
bed...waiting for you to join me. 
He stared at his screen for a moment, noting that both chat windows were blinking, requesting his attention. In one window, he had a supposedly naked woman who clearly wanted to have cybersex again. And even though he couldn’t participate at the moment, he certainly could get in some good fl irting. In the second window, there was Phil Fink, a software programming nerd with beautiful hazel eyes and curves that fi lled out every piece of clothing she threw on, from jeans to skirts. The decision was easier than he could have imagined. 
PFink:
If you need help with that code, let me know. 
PFink:
Matt, you still there? 
PFink:
Did you get dragged off to a meeting? 
PFink:
Cat got your fi ngers? 
PFink:
Did they feed you to the wolves? 
PFink:
Matt? 
MCollins:
Yes, sorry, I’m here. Had a little business to take
care of. 
PFink:
You have any trouble on the trip? 
MCollins:
No, none whatsoever. Wish I could see Roger’s
face when he gets the charge for the fl ight, tho. 
PFink:
Check out the broken code, yet? 
MCollins:
About to open it. What’s happenin’ with you out
there? 
PFink:
Nothing. Finishing up a project that’s due in a week. 

The client will be thrilled since they were pushing to get it
done more quickly than I wanted to do it. 
MCollins:
See, even you have someone you have to answer
to. 
PFink:
But the difference is, I told them where to stick it and
we ended up using *my* timetable and not theirs. 
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MCollins:
Screw you...and your little dog, too. 
PFink:
LOL
PFink:
So how long do you think it’s going to take to get your
act together there? 
MCollins:
Miss me already, Fink? 
PFink:
Up yours, Collins. 
MCollins:
What are you going to do without me there? 
PFink:
Gee, I don’t know, get some work done, maybe? 
MCollins:
You’ll miss me. 
PFink:
Your loud-ass snoring, yes. 
MCollins:
I never had any complaints before. 
PFink:
Probably you’ve deafened yourself with your own
snoring. 
MCollins:
Okay, Fink, let me get crackin’ on this bug. The
sooner I get it fi xed, the sooner I can get back to working on 

*my* software. 
PFink:
Let me know if you need a second set of eyes. I’ll be
around. 
MCollins:
Thanks. Later. 
PFink:
Cya. 
Matt closed their chat window and as he was opening his fi les for the broken code, he saw the second chat window still blinking. 
After a moment’s pause, he closed the window without looking at it. He had work to do in order to get back to what was important... 
Phil, er, working with Phil on his software program. 
It was late and all Matt wanted to do was crash and get some sleep, but like an idiot, he was drawn to his laptop and his chat software. He wasn’t sure exactly who he was looking for and when Irish popped up, he pushed away the disappointment that struck him. 
IrishCoughE:
Hey stud. 
MCollins:
Evening, Irish. 
IrishCoughE:
I thought maybe you were avoiding me. 
MCollins:
Sorry about earlier, but I was at the offi ce and it
wasn’t a good time. 
IrishCoughE:
Ah, understood and forgiven. And now? Where
are you now? 
YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 109
MCollins:
Home, considering crashing because I have to be
in to work early again tomorrow. 
IrishCoughE:
I thought you were out of town? 
MCollins:
Had to come back for a bit...long, boring story. 
IrishCoughE:
Well, as long as we’re here together, why don’t
we get comfortable? 
MCollins:
Comfortable? Is this where you disappear and
come back wearing something slinky and see-thru? 
IrishCoughE:
Only if you want me to actually put clothes 

*on*. 
MCollins:
Right...you’re naked, as always. 
IrishCoughE:
If you’re anywhere around, naked is the best
way to be. And you? 
MCollins:
Still dressed at the moment...not sure if I have
enough energy to actually strip down to my birthday suit. 
IrishCoughE:
Let me help you out there. I push you backward
so that you plop down onto the edge of your mattress, then I
kneel on the fl oor to untie your shoes. Pulling them off one at
a time, I then push my hands up past the hem of your pants
to rolls your socks down and off your feet. If I remember
correctly, your feet are defi nite erogenous zones, but we’ll
come back to those. Scooting forward on my knees, I rub my
breasts against your legs as I reach for the button on your
pants. With deft fi ngers, I unbutton and unzip, taking great
care to brush my fi ngers along your hardening erection. You
stiffen both there and the rest of your body, but I gently push
you down so your back is pressed against the mattress. It takes
only a little encouragement for you to lift your hips so I can
pull your pants and briefs off, both at one time. Practically
crawling up your legs, I straddle your thighs and begin to
unbutton your shirt, stroking each inch of fl esh I uncover. 
He watched the text appear on his chat window, but as he read, he found himself wishing it was someone else. 
MCollins:
Irish. 
IrishCoughE:
Yes, I hear you call my name and I know you
want me as much as I want you... 
MCollins:
Stop for a minute! 
IrishCoughE:
What’s wrong? 
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MCollins:
Just...tell me what you look like. 
He watched the screen for a moment, waiting for her response. 
IrishCoughE:
Why don’t *you* tell *me* what I look like. 
Dammit, why wouldn’t she answer him? 
MCollins:
Can’t you tell me anything? 
It took her a minute or two to respond to that question. 
IrishCoughE:
What difference does it make what I look like? 

The good thing about this medium is that you can visualize me
any way you want. Tall, short, blond, brunette, whatever... 
MCollins:
But I want to know about *you*. 
IrishCoughE:
It doesn’t matter...it’s all about the fantasy! You
can have whatever you want, whomever you want, however
you want. 
MCollins:
That’s all this is about? 
He had no idea where these questions and feelings were coming from, but he couldn’t help it. This anonymity was really getting to him. 
MCollins:
Tell me anything, any detail as long as it’s real. 
IrishCoughE:
No. I’ll do anything to you that you want, but
otherwise, the details have to come from you. 
MCollins:
Okay, look, maybe I’m tired. Let’s call it quits,
okay? 
He waited for her to respond, but after a few minutes, all he saw was:
**** IrishCoughE has disconnected.****
Sighing, he closed his chat software and turned off his laptop. 
He was exhausted and needed sleep, that’s all. His ‘relationship’ 
with Irish was a fantasy, as she had said, nothing more. 
He stripped out of his clothes and fell into bed, not realizing that the last thought he had before falling into a deep sleep was of Phil slowly crawling up his naked body, her curly reddish hair falling into her face. As he slept, erotic dreams assaulted him, all of them featuring the full-bodied curves of one Phyllis Ann Fink. 
For the remainder of the week, Irish seemed to disappear, but Matt was not upset at all. After work each evening, he’d grab some food and settle down in front of his laptop to chat with Phil. 
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They chatted about work, they chatted about their families, their youth...they chatted about nothing at all. And each night he went to sleep with her fi rmly implanted in his mind, which was obvious because of the dreams that continued to plague him. 
Friday night was just another night to him since he was planning on working seven days a week to get caught up so he could get back to his own software program. So when he logged onto his chat software, he was surprised at the response he got from Phil. 
MCollins:
Hey Phil. 
PFinkPD:
Hey, what’s up? 
MCollins:
Nuttin’. How was your day? 
PFinkPD:
Fine, nothing interesting today. 
MCollins:
You eat dinner yet? 
PFinkPD:
Uh, no, not yet. 
MCollins:
K. Want to get back to me after you’ve eaten? 
PFinkPD:
Actually, I, uh, have plans. 
MCollins:
What do you mean? 
PFinkPD:
I have plans for the evening, so I won’t be able to
chat. 
He stared at the chat window, not really comprehending her message. 
PFinkPD:
I guess I’ll catch up with you sometime
tomorrow? 
MCollins:
Tomorrow. 
PFinkPD:
Good night, Matt. 

****PFinkPD has disconnected.****
Frowning, he stood up and walked back down the hallway from his bedroom to his kitchen. Where was Fink going? What kind of plans did she have? Was it possible she had...a date? He opened the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of Heineken he had in there. Popping it open, he carried it with him into the living room, dropped onto the couch and turned the television on. Even with the noise of some sports program on one of the various ESPN 
stations, he still couldn’t get his mind off of Phil on a date with some guy. 
Before he knew it, his beer bottle was empty so he got up to get a second one. He wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but what 112 Rida Allen
the hell, it wasn’t like he had plans for the evening. 
He was well into his fi fth beer when he vaguely heard his chat software making noise. Grasping his current beer bottle, he stumbled down the hall to his bedroom and nearly fell onto the bed, barely salvaging the remaining beer in his bottle. It took him a few minutes to focus, but he fi nally read the open chat window on his screen. 
IrishCoughE:
U there? 
IrishCoughE:
Hey. 
IrishCoughE:
Matt? 

****IrishCoughE has disconnected.****

****IrishCoughE is connected.****
IrishCoughE:
U there yet? 
IrishCoughE:
Helloooo? 
MCollins:
I’m here. 
IrishCoughE:
Well, thanks for joining me. 
MCollins:
I was otherwise involved. 
He was typing slowly and deliberately, hoping not to let on how loaded he was. And he was loaded...the words were practically swimming across the liquid crystal display on his laptop. 
IrishCoughE:
Am I interrupting? 
MCollins:
Nope, was out of the room. 
IrishCoughE:
So what’s happenin’, stud-muffi n? 
MCollins:
Nuthin. 
MCollins:
where u been all week? 
IrishCoughE:
miss me? 
MCollins:
nope
IrishCoughE:
Of course not. Well, I missed you... 
He fi nished what beer was in the bottle, then burped loudly. It was a short jaunt back to the kitchen where he removed the fi nal bottle of beer from the refrigerator, then returned to his bedroom. 
One more swig, and he returned to the conversation. 
MCollins:
What do you look like? 
IrishCoughE:
What do you think I look like? 
Groaning, he took another drink. 
IrishCoughE:
Okay, another question...what do you want me
to look like? 
MCollins:
Not fair question. 
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IrishCoughE:
You brought the whole subject up again. I don’t
understand what the big deal is...this whole online thing is all
fantasy. 
MCollins:
not what I want it to be
IrishCoughE:
What? 
His mind was getting fuzzy but he knew what he wanted to say. Unfortunately, the concept wouldn’t transfer through his fi ngers. 
MCollins:
not what I want you to be
IrishCoughE:
What are you talking about? 
MCollins:
I want you to be her. 
IrishCoughE:
Her? 
MCollins:
want someone to love
MCollins:
to be with
MCollins:
to hold
MCollins:
to touch
MCollins:
want her
MCollins:
hot hot hot
IrishCoughE:
Are you on crack? 
MCollins:
and ass, oh man
IrishCoughE:
You’re high, aren’t you? 
MCollins:
y can’t u b her? 
IrishCoughE:
You’re drunk. 
MCollins:
she’s got these boobs and legs forever... 
Phil’s mouth dropped open as she stared at her laptop screen. 
He was talking about her! She wasn’t sure if she should laugh, cry or run screaming from the room. 
MCollins:
shes amazing
MCollins:
beautiful
MCollins:
no one understands
MCollins:
I told them 
The decision was made for her as tears fi lled her eyes and spilled over to run down her cheeks. He was talking about her. 
IrishCoughE:
You’re babbling. What exactly are you talking
about? 
MCollins:
hes a she
MCollins:
no one knew
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MCollins:
I saw for real
IrishCoughE:
Matt, you told them what? 
MCollins:
but shes gone
IrishCoughE:
Gone where? 
MCollins:
we were fun
She wanted to reach through the computer and strangle him into making sense. Had he told all his colleagues about her? Had he spilled the beans? 
MCollins:
shes hot...want her why did she go? 
MCollins:
cant tell her 
MCollins:
they know
There was no way she was going to let him turn her life around. She couldn’t take the risk of him ruining her professional reputation. Leaving him to continue his ramblings, she opened another program and began typing. It didn’t take her long, but when she was done and came back to the chat window, he was still going. 
MCollins:
dream about her cant help it
MCollins:
u listening to me? 
MCollins:
doesnt matter, want her not u
IrishCoughE:
Matt, I have something for you. 
MCollins:
what
IrishCoughE:
it’s a program to enhance your chat software
MCollins:
what for
IrishCoughE:
Gonna send it to you. Just install it, trust me. 
MCollins:
whatever
IrishCoughE:
Here it comes. Install it as soon as you get it. 
With a couple of clicks of her touchpad, she sent him a small program that would quietly erase all evidence of contact between the two of them with her as Irish. As the program completed its loading, it would automatically shut down his chat program and at that point, she would disconnect. She would no longer contact him as Irish and he would have nothing to remind him of IrishCoughE. 
Additionally, the program had a secondary bomb in it, waiting for the command should she require its activation. 
IrishCoughE:
Did you get it? 
MCollins:
yeah
IrishCoughE:
Install it now! Quick, double click it. 
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She waited a few seconds, then saw the update on her chat window. 

****MCollins has disconnected.****
Sighing, she shut down her chat program and turned off her laptop. The tears had dried, but she was still disappointed, upset and a little mad. Leaving her bedroom, she made her way to the loft and sat down in front of her computer. After a few minutes of typing, her emotions shuttered away, she became engrossed in her work. 

From: PFink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
To: 

Sloan Levine <slevine@centreseating.com>
Bcc: 

Roger Gant <rgant@centreseating.com>
Subject: Final project

Mr. Levine, 

As President of Centre Seating, I wanted to alert you directly
that while working with Matthew Collins, in your software
programming division, I have come to the conclusion that Mr. 

Collins is defi nitely in the wrong division in Centre Seating. 

While Mr. Collins’ programming capabilities are satisfactory,
he has excellent ideas and his ability to conceptualize
projects is beyond compare. In founding and running my own
business, I recognize that someone like Mr. Collins can be an
extraordinary asset to your project management staff. I hope
you will take this under advisement. 

I have forwarded my fi nal project, Mr. Collins’ idea, to Roger
Gant, which was completed in record time. Additionally, I have
forwarded my fi nal invoice to your accounting department
and am hereby requesting that at this time, we conclude
our business dealings. I have enjoyed working with Centre
Seating and all its employees, but at this time I am looking
to make changes to my own company. My corporate vision
has changed and I must pursue it with my full attention and
commitment. 

I hope that our companies may part on amicable terms,
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however at this time, I am requesting that there be no further
contact between Centre Seating and Philanthropy Designs. 

Should there be a change in our business plan, Centre Seating
will be the fi rst to know. Until that I time, I wish you nothing
but success in all your endeavors. 

Sincerely, 

P. Fink, President and Owner

Philanthropy Designs
“Collins, you won’t believe this.” 
Matt looked up to see his boss and friend, Roger, approaching with a piece of paper clutched in his hand. “What’s up?” 
“This email went directly to Sloan, but I was copied on it.” He held out the single sheet of paper for Matt to take. 
“What is it?” 
“Take a gander, my friend. I don’t know what the hell you did to Fink, but evidently it was pretty bad...or pretty good, I’m not sure.” Roger waited for Matt to read the printed out email. 
“What the hell...!” Matt shoved back his chair, pushing one hand through his hair, the other still clutching the email. 
“I told you...Fink just wigged out. What did you do?” 
Matt turned back to face Roger, trying to hide the hurt that was racing through him. Despite the accolades and words of praise Phil had passed along to the President of Centre Seating, he was hurt at her actions. Not only had she fi nished the stupid software solo, but she had practically demanded that there be no more contact from him. What had happened? What had he done? “I didn’t do anything. I have no idea what Fink’s problem is.” 
“Well, at least he said cool things about you. Maybe Levine will give you that promotion,” Roger offered hopefully. 
“Right, the promotion.” He shoved the email back at Roger then swivelled back to his computer. “It would be nice to see that software, too, you know.” 
“You didn’t see it? Man, it’s awesome...probably better than even you could have hoped.” Roger whistled. “I’ll email you a copy so you can see for yourself. Too bad Fink won’t be around to save our asses anymore.” 
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Matt let him go without making any more comments. Without thinking, he opened his chat software to see if Phil was online. 
When he didn’t see her active on his buddy list, he then opened an email window. He wrote a quick email, asking Phil what was going on, then sent it off to her address. While he waited for a response, he tried to concentrate on his current project. A few minutes later, his email software alerted him to new mail messages. The one and only message waiting for him was an automated reply indicating that his email to Phil had been rejected and returned. There was no further explanation in the message that would explain the problem. 
He checked the address he had typed in for Phil and found it was the address he had been using for over fi ve years, so he was sure it wasn’t a typographical error on his part. So far, the two ways he had of communicating with Phil had failed. He still had no access to a telephone number for her and since she was blocking his email and not logging onto the chat, his remaining option was to see her in person. 
Stomping down the hall to Roger’s offi ce, he fumed inwardly at Phil, calling her every name he could think of. “Roger.” 
He looked up from his desk. “What’s up, Collins?” 
“I need to take some time off.” 
Roger laughed. “Yeah, right. Really, what do you need?” 
“I’m serious.” 
Straightening, Roger studied his friend, noting the frown lines across his forehead and the way his lips were drawn tight. “What’s going on?” 
“I can’t explain, I just need to take a couple of days off.” 
“Right now?” 
“Yes, right now,” Matt confi rmed. 
“Hey, look, I understand you’ve got a problem, but so do we. 
I mean, we’re still as short-handed as before and now with you under Levine’s microscope, I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to be deserting the team,” Roger tried to explain. “Can’t you put it off until the weekend? I mean, maybe you could take half a day Friday and then Larry and Punja will be back on Monday so you can take a couple of days next week.” 
He rubbed a hand over his face, trying to consider his options. 
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him time too cool down...and maybe by then Phil would have come to her senses. “Fine, but I’m out of here at noon on Friday.” 
Whirling from the offi ce, he fl ew back to his desk to make his travel arrangements over the internet. 
Phil knew what she wanted to do with Philanthropy Designs, she just wasn’t sure exactly how to go about it. But like the rest of her past, she was not going to let any obstacles stand in her way. 
She wanted Philanthropy to be like Centre Seating, to be the one working directly with the client instead of being the subcontractor who cleaned up the contractor’s mistakes. 
The fi rst thing she did was begin putting together a portfolio of her work, separating them into categories of jobs. She printed out the description she had of each job she’d performed over the past nine years so she could review them before placing them into their respective piles. She was getting some nice stacks together, laying them out on her worktable in the loft, when her computer dinged. The program that popped open was connected to her security system, so she jogged to the back of the loft and down the hidden hall to her bedroom area. In the spare room, she checked the monitors, fl ipping through different cameras to see what was amiss. When she brought up the camera in front of the condo, she was shocked to see Matt standing out on the street, throwing something at the building. She watched for a moment, realizing he was throwing pebbles at her living room windows, which was obviously what set off her security. The windows were all wired for pressure so the pebbles must have set off an alarm in the central system. As she stood in front of the monitors, she watched him throw a third and then a fourth stone before he strode back to the front door and waited. 
Was he kidding? Did he think she was going to let him into the building? She had gone through great pains to remove him from her world, she wasn’t going to back down because he threw a couple of rocks at her window. Hands on hips, she watched him through the security camera as he stared at the front door, waiting for it to unlock. If any of her neighbors were home, they were sure to call the police to report someone loitering on the front stoop. 
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in front of the building and two offi cers got out of the car. 
Matt turned at the sound of the vehicle pulling up behind him. Frowning, he watched the police offi cers exit their car and approach him cautiously. “Afternoon, Offi cers,” he greeted them. 
One of the offi cers tipped his head. “Afternoon, Sir. Can we help you out with anything?” 
“I’m a client of someone in this building and I’m waiting for her to buzz me in,” Matt replied calmly. 
“Why don’t you give them a call and ask them to let you in?” 
the second offi cer suggested. 
“I, uh, don’t have the number with me, unfortunately, Offi cer. 
I’m sure she’s running a little late so I’ll wait for her here,” Matt told them, leaning against the wall next to the front door. 
“I’m sorry, sir, we can’t let you do that,” Offi cer number one told him. “There’s a no tolerance order for this building. We’re going to have to ask you to move on.” 
“I understand your need to follow that order, Offi cer, but I have an appointment here and if I leave, it could jeopardize a very large contract,” he lied. 
“If you don’t move along, sir, we’ll be forced to arrest you,” 
Offi ce number two informed him in a monotone. “No tolerance means no tolerance.” 
Sighing, Matt looked up at the security camera over the front door and waved hopefully. When the front door remained locked, his shoulders sagged and he nodded to the offi cers who were waiting patiently for him to vacate the premises. “Thank you, Offi cers,” he muttered before stalking off to his car. 



Chapter Six
Matt was annoyed, but was not going to let this little setback get to him. So he hunkered down in the hotel, plugged up his laptop and got online. He had no clue where to start, no clue how long it was going to take to fi nd her, but he was going to work at it day and night. 
He had no idea that searching for hackers was going to be so easy, yet so diffi cult. Typing the word ‘hacker’ into a search engine would only get him so far, he had to get inside the society...or at least fi nd someone who already was and get them to help him. So what he did fi rst was create a new persona for himself, something that made no sense to anyone else because it made no sense to him. He began leaving messages on hacker forums, indicating he was in need of assistance, but not saying specifi cally what he needed. The best he knew how to tempt a hacker was to tell them that it would be a challenge and only the most knowledgeable hackers should respond. 
Sadly, he did this for three days before he got one response. 
Obviously he had underestimated the hackers and found out from the one respondent that hackers had been laughing at him behind his back. He didn’t care, he just wanted to know if the person who had responded would help him. 
MC482719:
u there? 
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Slhacker:
 yeah
MC482719:
thanks for answering me
Slhacker:
yeah, so what’s your deal? 
MC482719:
I want to know if you’ll help me. 
Slhacker:
u need to be more specifi c
MC482719:
I’m looking for someone. 
Slhacker:
and this someone might be? 
MC482719:
she said she was a hacker
Slhacker:
and u believed her? 
MC482719:
yeah, I did. can u help me fi nd her? 
Slhacker:
what makes u think I’ll help u? 
MC482719:
dunno, to prove that u can? 
Slhacker:
interesting theory
MC482719:
ok, the deal is, I’m looking for this hacker person
that I met online because I’m hoping she’ll help me get in
touch with this woman. 
Slhacker:
it’s always about the women, isn’t it? 
MC482719:
this woman is a technology professional and she
lives in this place that’s locked up tighter than a drum. I need
to get to her, I need to talk to her, and I think my hacker friend
can help me. 
Slhacker:
if this ‘hacker friend’ is a friend, why do you need
me to help u fi nd her? 
MC482719:
she disappears every now and again, then pops
up unexpectedly. unfortunately, I can’t wait for her to reappear,
I need to fi nd her now. 
Slhacker:
so, do u have a name for me? 
MC482719:
you’re going to help me? 
Slhacker:
guess we’ll see. what’s the name? 
MC482719:
I knew her by IrishCoughE
MC482719:
well, sound familiar? 
Slhacker:
I knew an Irish, once. 
MC482719:
and? 
Slhacker:
I can’t guarantee it’s the right person, of course. 

She was a cool bitch, didn’t brag much but hung and traded
shit. A little on the weird side, tho. 
MC482719:
weird, how? 
Slhacker:
we don’t talk much about personal stuff...talk a lot
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about the shit we do, about the shit we’d like to do, about the
shit that had been done that we wish we had done. 
MC482719:
yeah, so? 
Slhacker:
Irish didn’t talk much about anything and some of
us began to suspect that she was a wannabe, u know? That
she’d never actually done anything. Actually, it was about
eight months before I knew Irish was a woman. 
MC482719:
what?! 
Slhacker:
yeah, it was weird. I was talking to her, thinking
she was some weenie Irish guy with bright red hair and green
eyes, like a leprechaun or something. I asked how her family
felt about her being a hacker...she said her family didn’t
know. So I said, what about your wife, how do you keep your 

‘activities’ from her? 
Matt’s heart pounded in his chest as he read the words on his screen. 
Slhacker:
so she says something like, I don’t have a wife,
you idiot, I’m a woman. Seemed like it really pissed her off,
too. I mean really, how was I supposed to know? Most of the
hackers I know are men with no social skills who stare at their
computers and spend their lives in chatrooms trying to get
cyber-laid. 
All the sudden, the conversations he’d been having with Irish were blurring with the chats he’d had over the past couple of months with Phil. Opening a window to look at his hard drive, he searched until he found the chat logs that were stored automatically after each chat session. He’d started doing that when chat became standard operating procedures at work, in case he ever needed to review discussions. As he browsed through the logs, his heart dropped to his stomach. There was no trace of the chats he’d had with Irish, they were gone! He knew he hadn’t erased them, he hadn’t touched the log directory in over fi ve years...where could they have gone? He went back to the chat window to fi nd that slhacker was still talking. 
Slhacker:
So after she fi nally calmed down, we continued our
regular chatting and I actually got to know her a little better. 

Even heard about some of the stuff she did. 
MC482719:
 What kind of stuff? 
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Slhacker:
well, she was better at writing programs to do
stuff than actually doing it manually. I’m not sure why...you’d
expect if the skill was there, it was there. 
MC482719:
like what kind of things? 
Slhacker:
she’d send out these programs that would do shit,
u know? Stuff you’d have to download or stuff she’d have to
force or plant and come back for. 
MC482719:
so, could she force something onto my machine? 

To, like, delete some stuff? 
Slhacker:
sure, I guess, but as far as I know, she never did
that kind of stuff to friends. Are you sure she considered you
a friend? 
MC482719:
I thought she did, but now... 
Slhacker:
but now what? 
MC482719:
well, I went to look for some chat logs to see if I
remembered a conversation we’d had, and the logs between
her and me are gone. 
Slhacker:
are you sure you logged the chats between the two
of you? 
MC482719:
yeah, I’m sure. I log everything because I use
this chat software for work. 
Slhacker:
you download anything from her? Any kind of
software or graphic or program? Anything? 
MC482719:
not that I recall
Slhacker:
well think harder, man. If you pissed her off, she
could have planted all kinds of shit on your machine. You
SURE you didn’t download anything? 
Matt thought back to the last conversation he’d had with Irish...he knew he’d been wasted, but he didn’t recall making her mad. Of course, he didn’t remember much at all, so it was feasible that he had downloaded something. 
MC482719:
I really don’t know...I mean, I had one conversation
with her when I was a little toasted... 
Slhacker:
how toasted is a little toasted, dude? Toasted
enough to download something from her? Toasted enough to
install some program she sent you in email? 
MC482719:
I never emailed with her, only chatted. 
Slhacker:
did she send you something over chat? Some
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program? Enhancement? Anything? 
Matt closed his eyes and groaned. Enhancement. 
MC482719:
hell
Slhacker:
you really should pay closer attention. What was
it? 
MC482719:
she said it was an enhancement to the chat
software. Said I should install it right away so we could start
using the enhancement together. 
Slhacker:
then what happened? 
MC482719:
when the chat software restarted, she was gone. 

I fi gured she’d ditched out or I’d passed out and she logged
off...I mean, I was really wasted. An hour or three could have
passed between the time she sent me that software and I
realized I was logged in again. 
Slhacker:
well, my guess is that she doesn’t want to talk to
you again. 
MC482719:
does that mean you won’t help me fi nd her? 
Slhacker:
even if I wanted to help you, I doubt it would do you
any good. If she doesn’t want to be found, she’s good enough
to drop off the face of the earth. You’re screwed, buddy. 
MC482719:
what do you think she’s like? What do you think
she does for a living? What kinds of jobs do hackers have? 
Slhacker:
sadly, hackers can be anyone...depends on the level
they are. Sometimes they’re in so deep that they do nothing
but hack...sometimes they use their skills in the real world, but
legally, u know? 
A hacker whose skills run to software programming, imagine that. 
MC482719:
so maybe you can help me another way
Slhacker:
how’s that? 
MC482719:
Irish or not, I still need to get a hold of this
woman. She’s locked up in some kind of technological prison
in her home. There’s not even a regular doorknob on the front
door...no keypad for entry, no way to get in except for someone
inside to admit you. 
Slhacker:
so how does she get in and out? 
MC482719:
garage, which is also activated by a keypad
either inside the garage or inside the car. 
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Slhacker:
you can slide in when someone comes out of the
garage, right? Let them drive their car out, you run in on foot
while the door is still open. 
MC482719:
elevator in the garage, I don’t remember how the
elevator opens. 
Slhacker:
might take you some waiting time for someone
to drive out of the garage, but without knowing the place
intimately, that’s the best I can do for you. Maybe there’s a
way to hack in, but I’d have to have fi rsthand knowledge of
the place. 
MC482719:
I can’t really imagine breaking in Matt blinked as his laptop screen went black then shifted back into place. He frowned and went back to the chat window. 
Slhacker:
sometimes you gotta do what u gotta do, right? 
Slhacker:
the ends justifi es the means and such. 
Slhacker:
hey, u still there? 
MC482719:
yeah, I’m here. Weird, my screen went blank,
then came back. 
Slhacker:
what? What do you mean went blank? When? 

How? 
MC482719:
I don’t know why. It happened right after I pressed
enter on the last time I said something. I pressed enter, the
screen went blank, then shifted and came back. 
Slhacker:
dude, I hate to tell u, but it sounds kinda bogus to
me
MC482719:
what do you mean bogus? 
Slhacker:
I think you had a bomb go off. 
MC482719:
bomb? 
Slhacker:
whatever it was that you downloaded had a bomb
attached to it. The bombs are usually activated by keystrokes
and can be programed to go off any time the keystrokes
occur. 
MC482719:
well how am I supposed to know if something
happened? 
Slhacker:
no way to know until something doesn’t work or u
go looking for a fi le that is missing. Problem is, u never know
now if there are more bombs planted. 
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almost immediately what the bomb had done but he opened up the folder on his laptop to double check. Sure enough, as if he needed more proof that Irish and Phil were one and the same, all the chat logs between Phil and himself were now gone. 
MC482719:
okay, so more logs have been deleted. Surely
I can get them back, right? You hear of all this stuff that
professionals can retrieve... 
Slhacker:
hate to tell u this dude, but if Irish wanted something
gone, it’s gone. There are ways of removing things where
they’re not retrievable. Laypeople don’t know about these
techniques, but a good hacker would. And Irish is good. 
MC482719:
dammit dammit dammit. What the hell is going
on? 
Slhacker:
sorry, dude, wish I could help u, but I have a feeling
u r beyond help. 
MC482719:
and you’re saying there could be multiple bombs,
right? 
Slhacker:
yep
MC482719:
so every time I do something, I risk screwing
something else up on my computer, right? 
Slhacker:
yep
Shit. 
Slhacker:
uh, u share fl oppies with anyone? 
MC482719:
fl oppies? 
Slhacker:
what u r looking at here, dude, is essentially a
virus. 
Slhacker:
u really should take the laptop to a pro and have
it scanned, see what they can fi nd. Might be nothing...if Irish
was mildly pissed at u, she’d know how to contain it to your
laptop. Unfortunately, if she was really pissed at u, she’d
know how to disseminate it to make sure everyone u know got
it...and then some. 
Double shit. He often transferred fi les from his laptop to his work computer...there was the possibility of infection all over his offi ce and even further. Lowering his head to the round hotel table, he banged it gently against the top, chanting, “Shit, shit, shit.” 
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approached him online. He groaned as the realization hit...if Irish was Phil, then that meant Phil was Irish. He’d had cyber-sex with Phil Fink! Not only that, they’d actually been involved while they were both under Phil’s roof. 
Matt tried to make himself inconspicuous, this time scoping out the building for security cameras before fi nding a place where he could see the garage door and yet not be seen. He had to hang around for a couple of hours before the big garage door rumbled open sideways, making room for a passenger van to exit. When the vehicle turned away from his hiding place, he sent up a silent 
‘thank you’, then scurried across the street and into the building’s underground garage just as the door was halfway closed. 
Once inside the building, he walked around the parking area, looking for Phil’s car. There were not a lot of vehicles parked, so he found the Thunderbird easily. It was at that point that he realized he had no next step in his plan. Studying the elevator, he found there was a keypad for entry, but no way to buzz a tenant or call out by telephone. He was, for all intents and purposes, trapped. 
Phil frowned as her security system software popped up a window on her computer as she was answering an email to a potential client. The security system had logged an anomaly at the garage door entrance, indicating that one security pass had been used, but two things had passed the security eye. While she doubted it was something to worry about, she went to check the one camera she had in the garage to make sure it wasn’t an animal caught in the garage. 
In the spare room, she switched to the camera mounted over her parking space and looked for any moving objects in the immediate area. For a moment, she thought she saw a shadow, but it was gone so quickly and when she continued to watch, she saw nothing. Shrugging, she was about to turn away when she saw much more than a shadow move into the camera’s view. She stopped, frozen, as she watched Matt’s form cross in front of her car and walk along the far side. What in the hell was she going to do? She couldn’t leave him down there with no way out...but she YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 129
certainly did not want to have a confrontation with him. 
Matt whirled around at a sound coming from across the garage. 
“What in the hell are you doing in my garage?” Phil shouted at him from the opposite end of the structure. 
“Trying to talk to you. You won’t take my emails or my messages, I can’t get into your building or even call you on the phone. My options were severely limited, Fink.” 
“Well maybe you should have gotten the hint. I don’t want to talk to you, I don’t want to see you!” she yelled again. 
“I think you at least owe me an explanation!” he shouted back. 
“You knew who I was, Irish. You came on to me! Why did you do that?” 
“I’m not interested in having this conversation,” she told him. 
“I’m not interested in having any conversation with you.” 
“You should have told me who you were!” 
“You should have fi gured it out.” 
He stared at her, several hundred feet separating them, wondering if she had lost her mind. “How was I supposed to fi gure out that you were posing as Irish?” 
“I gave you a ton of hints, Matt. But it’s obvious that you would never even consider me to be the kind of woman you thought Irish was. You never would have considered me to be the kind of woman you’d want.” She was proud that her voice was strong and clear, not one shadow of a tremble or wobble in her words. 
“What are you talking about? Hints? You think you gave me hints?” he repeated. “You’ve got to be joking.” 
“I’m fi nished with this conversation! In fi ve minutes, that garage door is going to open and I suggest you take the opportunity to leave.” Turning away, she stomped back toward the door set into a wall. 
“Let’s talk about this, Phil! C’mon, we need to discuss this.” 
But she continued to ignore him and his only response was the metallic clang of the door closing behind her. And true to her word, the garage door cranked opened a few minutes later. He had no idea how Phil knew he was in the garage, but he assumed it was 130 Rida Allen
yet another camera and so he marched from the building, his back straight and a determined look on his face. 
Matt’s next idea again took some research, though it was a totally different kind of research. Off the top of his head, he couldn’t remember the name of Phil’s favorite Chinese restaurant, but borrowing a copy of the local phone directory did the trick. 
Instead of telephoning the restaurant, he decided to visit and try to catch Tran in person. As it turned out, it was a good thing he did, because initially, Tran had absolutely no interest in helping him. 
“I know you’re protective of Phil,” Matt began, sitting across the table from Tran. “But I want to be a good friend to her. I can’t do that if she won’t let me in.” 
“No, it is not my business,” Tran repeated. 
“You take care of her, Tran...I’m not asking you to advocate for me, I’m asking you to help me advocate for myself,” Matt tried to explain. “I can’t get to her any other way, she won’t allow it. If you won’t help me, I don’t know what else I can do. It’s not right for her to be so isolated, so alone.” 
Tran shook his head stubbornly and stared down at his cup of tea. “She is a private person and for good reason, I’m sure.” 
“I know the reason, but I’m not going to let it drive me away. 
No matter what she does, I’m not going to let her push me away. 
She came to me and offered her friendship and her trust...I don’t want to let her panic and retreat again.” Matt slapped the table for emphasis. “I won’t let her do it!” 
Studying the young man across from him, Tran considered his proposition with more interest. “You care about her.” 
“Yes, I do, very much.” 
“All right, I will help you. But don’t hurt her...she’s a fi ne, loyal woman who deserves only the best,” Tran told him. 
Matt nodded and started making notes on a napkin when Tran began outlining the plan. 
Phil closed the door behind Tran, a small smile on her face. He was such a sweet man, she loved ordering food from his restaurant. 
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he always delivered the food himself. 
After the crappy week she had, she was looking forward to indulging in some delicious food and the sweet cookies that were her dessert. She began unpacking her food, pulling out white carton after white carton, lining them up on her table. As she unpacked the brown paper back, she realized that off to the side was another, smaller brown paper bag. Frowning, she wondered what was in there, as she had already unpacked her entire order. 
Clapping her hands in delight, she fi gured that Tran had included some special dish for her. That was just what she needed! 
Tearing open the bag, she jumped back as fortune cookies came tumbling out. There were dozens of them spilling out over the kitchen table! Had Tran gone mad? She picked up one cookie, studying it intently as if it were going to explode. Instead of setting it aside for after dinner, she broke open the cookie and caught the fortune inside before it fell to the table. 

Let him in. 
She gasped and dropped the fortune. Reaching for another cookie, she broke it open and read it. 

Trust him
Another cookie. 

He cares about you. 
Another one. 

Don’t push him away. 
And another. 

An open door lets things in, but also lets things out. 

You are brave. 

You are courageous. 

Take the risk. 

You are strong. 

You are beautiful. 
Tears were streaming down her face as she opened one cookie after another, tossing away the sweet treat and devouring the tiny white pieces of paper. 

Let him in. 

Let him in. 

Let him in. 
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same thing. Let him in.  The last cookie she opened had something different written on it... 

If you don’t let him in soon, the police are going to come again
and cart him off to jail. 
Her mouth dropped open and she ran upstairs to look at the camera focused on the front door. It was almost dark already and the camera didn’t seem to be picking up any kind of movement. 
Belatedly she wished she had put in controls so she could swing the camera around manually, but instead she had to wait for it to make the sweep of the stoop and sidewalk area. As the camera came around, she saw a what looked like the side of a man’s body, but it was hard to tell in the waning light. Turning on the light on the camera, she saw the person start and look up toward the lens. 
It was Matt, without question. How long had he been standing out there and how was it that no one had seen him? Before she could change her mind, she punched in the entry code for the front door and watched him whirl around to pull it open. As the metal door closed behind him, she hit herself on the forehead, wondering where her brain and willpower had gone. 
She ran down the stairs and came to a skidding halt at the front door. As she stood there, staring at it, he knocked loudly. Could she ignore him and hope that he would give up? 
“Forget it, Phil, I’m not going away. I came this far, I’m not going to give up now!” he yelled through the door. 
She grunted and wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t want to see you.” 
“I’m not leaving,” he replied. 
“I’m angry with you.” 
“Gee, I hadn’t noticed,” sarcasm fairly oozed through the door. “Open up, Phil.” 
Glaring at the door, she refused to move one inch. “No.” 
“I’m not going to let you push me away. If you don’t let me in now, I’ll stay here until you do.” 
She stalked to the door and threw it open, turning away without meeting his gaze. 
“See, that wasn’t so diffi cult.” He stepped through the doorway, then closed the metal door behind him. Leaning back against it, he tried to slow the beating of his runaway heart, and stop the fl ush YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 133
from showing in his face. He didn’t remember having this kind of reaction to Phil in the past, but now it was hitting him full force. 
Keeping her back to him, she crossed her arms and stared at a painting on the wall. She had purchased it because the rolling waves of the sea reminded her of the turmoil she often felt inside herself. It was a reminder that there was turmoil in everything and everyone, sometimes it was easily visible and other times it was hidden deep away from the world. 
“Phil, let’s sit down and talk about this.” 
Turning back to him, she felt her heart jump up into her throat. 
He was even more handsome than she remembered and it wasn’t fair! “How did you ever get Tran to help you?” she wanted to know. 
“It took a lot of convincing, that’s for sure,” he muttered. “But Tran wants the best for you, as do I.” 
“Then why did you ruin everything?” she blurted, snapping her mouth shut as soon the words were out. 
“What are you talking about? How did I ruin everything?” 
“You went back to your stupid offi ce and told everyone about me.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “You couldn’t keep your mouth shut.” 
He stared at her, blank-faced. “What? I didn’t tell anyone anything!” 
“I don’t believe you.” 
“Why not?” Hurt fi lled his voice as he watched her stalk across the room to fl op down on the couch. 
“You told me...you told Irish that you told everyone about me.” 
Pushing away from the door, he strode over to stare down at her. “I did not!” 
“Of course you wouldn’t remember telling me...you were loaded,” she spat. “You were crowing about how you were the one to fi nd out that I was a woman, then you said you told them.” 
“I was drunk, who the hell knows what I said!” he shouted. 
“But I didn’t tell anyone anything!” 
“I don’t believe you.” She crossed one leg over another and swung it angrily. “You ruined everything for me at Centre Seating...I had to cut my losses with them.” 
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“You cut your fucking losses! No one was treating you any differently, you panicked and ran, like always.” 
She turned her head away and swung her leg faster. “I did no such thing.” 
“Then why did you send that ridiculous email?” 
Jumping to her feet, she almost cracked him on the chin with her forehead. “That ‘ridiculous’ email is going to get you your damn promotion! I was extremely generous!” 
“I didn’t ask you to send that stupid email!” 
“I didn’t ask you to snitch to everyone about me!” 
“I didn’t, dammit!” He threw up his hands and paced away from her. “This is crazy, I’m not going to keep arguing about this. 
I did not tell anyone about you...I didn’t even have a chance to discuss anything about my week here!” 
“Whatever.” 
“You think the world revolves around you! The people at Centre Seating don’t care about you, Phil...you severed the connection there and yet they keep working! You’ve pushed your parents away and yet their lives continue. You’ve pushed your sister away and her life continues as well. You live here in this cage, locked up inside, away from everyone! You have security cameras everywhere, who knows what else you have hidden in here! It’s nuts. You’ve got to give yourself a chance to realize the world out there,” he fi nished. “I won’t let you shrivel up and die here, it’s not right.” 
“Who the hell are you to tell me how to live my life?” Striding across the room, she threw open the door and swept her hand out. 
“Get the hell out.” 
He stood fi rm. “No.” 
She jerked around. “Excuse me?” 
“I’m not going to let you push me away. I’m your friend, dammit, and I’m going to stay here until we get this resolved.” 
“Oh no you’re not.” Rage ran through her and she stomped behind him to push him toward the door. But as much as she shoved, he only grunted and stayed in place. “Get out! Get out! 
Get out!” 
“No. I want to talk about you, I want to talk about why you masqueraded as Irish...I want to know why you think you need YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 135
to lie about who you are,” he told her, almost falling over as she stepped away from him. 
“I don’t need to lie about who I am,” she denied. “I did not tell people at Centre Seating that I was a man...they assumed it!” 
“And you let them continue to believe it for years!” he reminded her. “And what about Irish? You lied to me deliberately...you led me to believe you didn’t know me and I didn’t know you.” 
She sniffed and looked away. “Don’t think so much of yourself...I talk to all kinds of men online. You were just one in a line of many.” 
“But you didn’t know any of them personally. You weren’t using Irish to deceive them.” He strode to the couch and plopped down. “So tell me why you came looking for me under the guise of Irish.” 
“I was bored,” she said carelessly, waving a hand in the air. “I was goofi ng around. Who knew you’d take it so personally.” 
He stared at her for a moment before asking, “Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” 
“Why should I have? I was just playing around,” she repeated. 
“Playing around?” 
“Sure.” She gave a nonchalant shrug of her shoulders. “I chat with people all the time.” 
“You cyber with all these people?” he asked cautiously. 
“Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t.” 
“And do you always cut off your online ‘relationships’ so abruptly?” 
“The fun was over.” 
Casually, he crossed one leg over the other and rested his hands on his thighs. “And then you sabotaged me.” 
“I did no such thing!” 
“You gave me a virus,” he snapped. 
“Then you should think twice before you cyber with a stranger,” she snapped back. 
They sat in angry silence for a few minutes before she whirled away and disappeared into the kitchen. 
“You can walk away but I’m not going to leave. You can hide up there in your bedroom, I’m still going to be here when you 136 Rida Allen
come down,” he called after her. 
She slammed her bedroom door, whirling around to her bed and throwing herself onto the mattress. She could, of course, sneak out the back way and into the garage, but what good would it do her? He would still be there when she got back. As she lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, her stomach rumbled and she groaned. 
Beyond the fact that he was ruining her life, Matt was ruining her delicious dinner. 
Sitting up, she crossed to the bedroom door and eased it open. 
There was no sign of him staking out the upstairs hallway, so she snuck out and into the neighboring spare room to check the camera trained on the living room. There he was, sitting silently on the couch, a stubborn look on his face. Well fi ne, he could sit there until the cows came home. She was getting her food. 
As quietly as possible, she snuck back out into the hallway and down the back stairs. She barely opened the door at the bottom, then slipped through the door leading toward the hot tub. 
Partway down the hall, she entered the breakfast area from the door hidden behind a hutch. The room was still brightly lit and her food sat where she had left it. Fortunately, she had already set out silverware, so she grabbed her fork and several of the chinese food cartons, then scampered back through the door. It fell shut silently and she stood in the hallway for a moment, trying to decide if she could make it back upstairs without being noticed or heard. 
Deciding to chance it, rather than sit and eat on the fl oor in the hallway, she repeated her trip back through both sets of doors and up the stairs. When she was able to pull her bedroom door closed behind her, she let out a relieved breath then set about eating her lukewarm dinner. 
She was sure the food was good, but it barely registered on her tastebuds. After eating enough to silence her stomach, she closed the cartons and set them on her dresser, unsure how she was going to get them into the refrigerator in the kitchen. But fi rst things fi rst, she needed to see what Matt was up to. 
Down the hall in the spare room, she saw that he was still on the couch, arms crossed over his chest, both feet planted fi rmly on the fl oor. It seemed that he meant business, but she was unimpressed. 
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Eventually he would get tired and be on his way. Until that time, she had to wait him out. So what if she couldn’t put the food back in the fridge...it wasn’t the fi rst time food had spoiled in her house. 
Shrugging, she went back into her bedroom and tossed the cartons into the trash. No point in leaving them sitting out. 
It was early and unfortunately for her, she had left her laptop in the loft. Maybe if she went to sleep now, she could sneak out after Matt fell asleep or left, and retrieve it. 
Matt was tired, exhausted really, and yet he refused to fall asleep. There was no way he was letting her get the best of him. 
He was going to be her friend, dammit, and that was that! And even though his stomach had growled and grumbled, he hadn’t moved an inch from the couch. He was going to sit there until she gave in and talked to him. 
He yawned, then straightened up in his seat to try and keep awake. It had been at least three hours since he’d arrived and this sitting and doing nothing was driving him nuts. Against his better judgement, he pushed himself to a standing position, then groaned. His knees were stiff and his legs tingled as blood fl owed back into them. He took a few minutes to stomp around the living room, getting his muscles working again. 
Considering his options, he rubbed his hands over his face and through his hair. He was heading for the kitchen to get some food when a familiar sound pierced the air. As he raced down the hall toward the stairs, he cursed himself for causing her this kind of anguish. Hands out, he practically slammed open the door at the base of the stairs, then took the steps two at a time. She screamed again and all the hair on his body stood on end. The upstairs hallway was dark, but he continued at a run, basically slamming into her bedroom door. 
Locked! The door was locked! Was she kidding? He tried the knob again and nearly let out a sob as it turned smoothly that time, allowing him to stumble into the darkened room. He didn’t quite remember the layout of the room yet he pushed forward, hoping to reach her bed without tripping over something. Hands out again, he found the end of the bed and knelt on it, reaching out in the darkness to fi nd Phil. When she screamed again, it gave him a 138 Rida Allen
better idea as to where she was and in the next instant, he had her by the shoulders. 
“Phil! Phil!” he called her name, hoping to rouse her quickly. 
When she didn’t respond, he tightened his grip and blinked a couple of times to help acclimate his vision. The shadow of her head came into focus and he leaned forward to kiss her. He felt her hands clutch his arms and her nails dig into his fl esh, but he didn’t pull away. Instead, he inched forward until his lips met hers. Evidently she was just getting ready to scream because her mouth was open to inhale the air, which gave him the opportunity to swoop in. Pressing his mouth to hers, he swept his tongue along the fl eshy part of her lips, then touched his tongue to hers. 
The fi ngers on his arms tightened, then relaxed into a caress. He heard her moan, then he moaned in turn as she tilted her head and deepened the kiss. 
Her hands slid up his arms to wrap around his neck, one hand delving into his soft hair. Unaware of what was really happening, she gasped in air as he pressed kisses along her cheek, to her jaw and then to her throat. 
“Phil, oh god, Phil...” he whispered against her hot fl esh. 
His hands relaxed their grip on her shoulders but held her fi rmly enough so he could ravage the tender area along her collarbone. 
Still unable to see clearly, he could feel that she was wearing something soft because he found the neckline with his mouth. 
Awareness ripped through her as she felt his hand cup her breast through her silk camisole. Entirely conscious, she knew that she should pull away, but she couldn’t. She moaned again, arching her back and thrusting herself into his palm. “Matt, don’t stop!” 
He pressed his tongue fl at against the nipple that was poking through her nightshirt, wetting the fabric thoroughly before drawing the puckered fl esh into his mouth. He slipped his arms behind her to support her body as she threw her head back and shuddered beneath him. He couldn’t remember why he had her in his arms and at the moment, he didn’t really care. She smelled incredible, felt amazing and he wanted her with every fi ber of his being. Making his way back up to her throat, he kissed the hollow where her pulse fl uttered, then returned to her swollen lips. 
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“Touch me, Phil, please, I want to feel your hands on me.” 
She whimpered softly, then sucked his lower lip into her mouth. His gasp sent shockwaves through her and feeling bold, she brought her hands up to touch his chest. She could feel his heart beating furiously and for an instant, she wondered what she was getting herself into. Then it hit her. He never wanted her, he wanted someone like Irish...someone wild and aggressive and beautiful. 
“Phil,” he murmured against her mouth. “You’re killing me.” 
Pulling back slightly, she could feel his breath puffi ng across her lips as he exhaled. “What are we doing?” 
Her question brought their situation roaring back to him. He wished the lights were on so he could see the look on her face, but instead he was literally working blind. “You were having another nightmare.” 
She felt like she had been sucker-punched. “What?” 
“I heard you screaming from downstairs and it scared the bejeezus out of me,” he admitted. “I couldn’t let you suffer like that.” 
Frowning, she dropped her hands to her lap. “I see.” 
“Phil...” 
“Right, well, thank you for waking me,” she said stiffl y. “I hope you’ll understand when I ask you to please leave.” 
He reached out to touch her face and grunted when she recoiled away from him. “I can’t just walk away, Phil.” 
“I’m a big girl, Matt, I can take care of myself.” 
“It’s not about taking care of you, it’s about how we feel about each other.” He was still sitting close to her and he wanted nothing more than to have her in his arms again. “I came in here because I wanted to wake you up from the nightmare, but I knew when you were awake and I didn’t want to stop kissing you.” 
“You don’t want me...you want who you think I am in the dark,” she accused him. “You think I’m Irish, but in reality and in the light, Matt, I’m just Phil Fink, supernerd.” 
Angry, he pushed to his feet and made his way to the door. 



Chapter Seven
A tear slipped from the corner of her eye and ran down her cheek. She knew it! She was on the money, that’s why he was walking out. All she had to do was bring up her hot alter-ego and he was gone. 
Flipping on the light switch, he blinked a couple of times until he could see again. He stomped across the room to the bed and loomed over her, his hands on his hips. “I know exactly who you are, Phyllis Fink, so don’t you try to throw that Irish crap in my face.” 
She rubbed her eyes at the sudden, glaring light, then tried to look up at him. “You don’t want me,” she repeated. 
He pushed her gently fl at onto her back and stretched himself out on top of her so that their bodies touched from thigh to chest. 
“Irish has nothing on you,” he growled, taking her mouth with his. 
Where earlier he was gentle and coaxing, now he was aggressive and demanding. He forced her mouth apart with his tongue, then thrust it inside to taste her. As he pressed his hips against hers, he cupped her face in his hands to hold her still for his onslaught. 
Where he was pressed against her, she could feel his length throbbing, telling her without words that his body was ready for hers. His hands were fi rm against her cheeks and his weight was pressing her into the mattress...suddenly, she felt trapped. 
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Although she had not been raped during the home invasion, it was a recurring fear for her. And despite the fact that as Irish, she had been aggressive, she was very uncomfortable with what was happening. 
When her body tensed under his, Matt softened his kiss to more of a caress. “Phil, I want you so much. Irish was a fantasy, you’re the reality and it’s you that I want.” 
She heard him, but already her mind was slipping away into fear. “Get off me!” she cried out, pushing at his chest. “Please, please, get up.” 
He heard the edge of hysteria in her voice so he rolled off her and into a sitting position. “What’s wrong, what did I do?” 
Grabbing her hands before she could move away, he held them tightly and looked at her face. Was it fl ushed with desire or fear? 
He wasn’t sure. 
“I just want you to go,” she whispered, her eyes focused on their joined hands. She wanted to pull her hands away from his, but he wasn’t letting go. 
“No.” 
Unable to contain her emotions, she let out a sob, her whole body shaking with the sound. 
Using their still-joined hands, he pulled her into his arms and held her tightly, allowing her to cry. “It’s okay, Phil, it’s okay. 
Cry until you can’t cry anymore.” He shushed her, rocked her, held her and rubbed her back as she wailed almost uncontrollably. 
His gut feeling was that no one had ever really allowed her the chance to cry, to grieve over what had happened to her. She had locked herself away in this fortress, cut herself off from even the most basic human contact, and locked up her emotions along with her physical body. As she continued to cry, she sagged harder against him, as if the tears were leeching all the strength from her body. Although he regretted the pain she was experiencing at the moment, he felt that it was worth the release and the relief she would feel afterwards. 
She sobbed like she had never sobbed before. She cried until her throat was sore and swollen, her eyes were red and puffy and her nose was running like a faucet. And through it all, Matt held her tightly against him, supporting her body with the strength YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 143
from his. 
“You’re so brave, Phil,” he whispered against her temple. 
“You’re the bravest person I know, man or woman.” Rubbing her back, he soothed her as best he could. 
“Brave?” she hiccuped. “How can you even think that after I blubbered all over you?” 
He smiled slightly at that. “You’ve been holding yourself together for all these years, and doing it quite well. I think that’s brave.” Brushing hair away from her face, he tilted his head down and said, “I admire everything you’ve accomplished in your life, Phyllis. Yet most of all, I admire the woman you’ve become despite what you’ve been through in your past.” 
She buried her face in his chest and wrapped her arms around him. “Don’t say those things,” she mumbled against his shirt. “I don’t deserve them.” 
“Oh yes you do,” he told her fi ercely. “Don’t make me have to beat you over the head.” 
Laughter bubbled up from her throat. “Thanks, but no thanks.” 
“You know what? I think it’s a good time to go take a soak in the hot tub.” 
Sighing against his chest, she debated the intelligence of continuing the intimacy they had created. 
“C’mon, no arguments,” he ordered, setting her upright again. 
“I’ll give you ten minutes to get into your suit and I’ll meet you down at the hot tub.” Once he felt she was steady on her feet, he touched her cheek lightly, smiled and then left her alone in her bedroom. 
Matt turned on the hot tub jets and heater, then stripped off his shirt and jeans. He didn’t bring any clothes with him, so he would have to settle for soaking in his boxers. Looking up at the sound of the door opening, he greeted Phil with a smile. “Hey there.” 
“Hi.” She pulled her robe tighter around herself, then walked over to the tub, trying not to stare at him. “What’s the temperature looking like?” 
Checking the thermostat, he told her, “It’s about ready. Need help getting in?” 
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“No.” 
He watched as she turned her back to him and took off her robe before climbing the stairs to slip into the tub. Her face fl ushed immediately and she hissed as she sank into the bubbling water. 
“Okay?” 
She nodded. “Yeah.” Closing her eyes, she waited until she heard him make his own noises in reaction to the hot water before she looked at him again. “It’s hot.” 
“Imagine that, hot water in a hot tub,” he teased. After a moment of silence, he beckoned her over. 
“What?” 
“Come over here and let me massage your shoulders and neck,” he instructed. “It will help you relax.” 
She hesitated for a moment, then gave in to temptation and joined him on the other side of the tub. 
Grabbing her hand, he helped her drift across the tub and settle in between his spread legs, her back to his chest. “Close your eyes, breathe deeply and try to let your muscles relax,” he said in a low voice. When he heard her exhale, he lowered his hands to her shoulders and gently began massaging the tense muscles there. 
“Relax,” he repeated, drawing the word out. 
She dropped her head forward, allowing him to take care of her once again. The water gurgled around her cheeks, jumping up and touching her eyelids, her forehead, her nose...but all she felt was the gentle pressure of his touch. 
“Phil, I know you told me about the invasion, but did you tell me everything?” he asked carefully. “You said they smacked you around...” 
“I came away with some broken ribs from where they kicked me, a separated shoulder from being dragged around as well as some other bumps and bruises,” she elaborated, letting her head fall backwards to rest on his arms so she could see him. 
“I guess I don’t understand where these nightmares come from...it really sounds like you’re terrifi ed for your life. I mean, those shrieks send ice through my veins.” 
She rolled her head around again so she couldn’t see him anymore. “I think it’s a combination of what actually happened to me and what I learned happened to that other family. Those YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 145
horrible men raped those children and then killed the entire family. 
I guess part of me doesn’t understand why I got away with only a couple of broken bones, but still alive.” Her breath hitched a little as she fi nished the statement. 
“Breathe...” he murmured into her ear. “You have nothing to feel guilty for, Phil, you didn’t do anything. Those men are the ones who are guilty for taking lives, not you.” 
She inhaled slowly, then let the air leak out between her lips. 
“I know, in my head, I know. But in my heart and I guess in my subconscious, the two separate scenarios become one and all the sudden, I’m the one being raped and killed.” Shuddering, she felt him stroke her arms soothingly. When he made no further comment, she fell silent, trying to allow his hands to work magic on her again. 
Unable to resist, he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. He heard her quick intake of breath at the touch of his lips and it made him smile. Wet curls clung to her skin so he gently brushed them aside to continue his massage. As he touched her, he felt himself drowning in desire for her. He had encouraged her to breathe deeply and relax, yet every muscle in his body was tensing and his breathing was growing more shallow. Muffl ing a groan, he returned his lips to her fl esh, this time the side of her neck. She was practically limp in his arms and he shifted her so that she now sat across his lap, her face turned up to his. 
“Matt...” she said dreamily, one arm going up around his neck to pull him closer. When he stroked one shoulder and then swept the strap of her bathing suit down her arm, she didn’t bother to protest. She wanted him and it was obvious that he wanted her as well. 
He helped her pull down both straps of her suit so that the top now disappeared beneath the water and her breasts fl oated enticingly before his eyes. “God, Phil, you’re beautiful.” Dipping his hand into the water, he came up with her breast overfl owing his palm. He groaned and leaned over to draw her puckered nipple into his mouth. The fl esh was warm and supple from the water and he felt himself grow harder. 
Placing both her hands on his face, she pulled him back up to kiss her. “I want to touch you,” she told him bluntly. 
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He growled and kissed her hard once before helping her stand up in the hot tub. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he quipped. While she kicked off her bathing suit, he followed suit with his boxers. When she came back into his arms, he helped her straddle his legs so they were facing each other. As she lowered herself onto his lap, he felt his manhood glide between her legs, sliding along her slit and making both of them gasp out loud. “We can’t, Phil, I don’t have any condoms.” 
Although she heard him, still she thrust her hips forward and back, letting their slick fl esh slide against one another. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.” 
Grunting as she put more pressure on his engorged body part, he grasped her hips to stop her. “I can’t take much more of this.” 
She slid off of him and stood, her eyes glazed with desire. “Sit up on the edge,” she instructed huskily. 
“What?” 
Motioning, she repeated, “Sit up on the edge of the tub.” 
When he did, his breathing heavy, she knelt on the seat he had just vacated, putting herself right between his legs again. But this time, it was her hands that surrounded him, stroking along his length with something akin to awe. 
“Phil,” he muttered, watching her lick her lips. “Have you ever...I mean, are you...hell.” 
She didn’t want to answer his unasked question. Although as Irish she had been aggressive and experienced, in reality, she was shy when it came to sex. “I’m not a virgin,” she blurted, then focused again on his jutting manhood. What she had said was true, but her experience was limited to one very uninspired partner for only a couple of months...and that was in her teenage years! As for what she was considering doing at the moment, her experience was less than limited...it was nil. 
“You don’t have to do this,” he told her. “Having you touch me and letting me touch you is more than enough.” For now. 
After spending years reading romance novels and performing this particular act in cyberspace, she was sure this would be a piece of cake. She braced herself, knees apart on the hard molded seat of the hot tub, and leaned forward to take him into her mouth. 
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tip, her hands caressing the parts of him that were not in her mouth. 
In the intense heat of her mouth, he could feel himself throbbing and twitching. “Phil, I can’t take this...” He watched, fascinated, as she slowly allowed him to slip from her mouth but not without a last lick. Closing his eyes, he let out a breath that was half laugh, half sob. After he gained some semblance of control, he got to his feet and grabbed a nearby towel. As she emerged from the tub, his eyes devoured her from the top of her curly red-gold hair to the tips of her wrinkled toes. Every inch of her was beautiful, unlike any woman he had ever seen. He wrapped her in the towel, using the edges to wipe the water from her face. When they were both standing face to face next to the hot tub, he kissed her again, as gently as he could manage. Then, without speaking, he led her into the sauna, set the control and closed the door behind them. 
“You won’t let me pass out from dehydration, will you?” she asked as they moved to the bench along the long wall. 
“No, honey, if you pass out it won’t be from dehydration.” He waited until she sat down before he knelt down to grab her legs and swing them up onto the bench so that she was stretched out. 
Sitting down next to her feet, he grabbed one and began massaging it, starting at her toes. “You know there’s all kinds of pressure points on your feet,” he told her. “I can’t remember which part of your foot corresponds with which part of your body, so we’ll have to map it out ourselves.” 
As he pressed his thumbs into her fl esh, she readjusted so that she could wrap the towel around her and tuck it in so she wouldn’t have the hold the ends together. She closed her eyes and tried to relax her limbs, the sauna heating up around them. 
He looked up as he was putting pressure on certain areas of her sole to see if she was responding, but all he could see at the moment was that she looked relaxed and content. That was more than fi ne with him. Instead of continuing with her feet, he began massaging her calves, which were smooth and silky beneath his hands. She moaned in appreciation as he worked the muscles of one calf, so he moved to work the other. Without asking for approval, he continued to her thighs, his hands manipulating the fl esh and the muscles below. The bench was a deep one, enough so that he could bend one of her knees, scoot up next to it and stretch 148 Rida Allen
the remaining leg over his thighs. She didn’t seem to notice how close he was to her apex, but he was very aware. He could smell her, could feel her heat against the side of his leg. “Phil...” 
She exhaled noisily and one eye popped open. “Mmm?” 
While she was watching him, he cupped her with his palm, sliding his fi ngers along her lips. 
Arching her pelvis against his hand, she moaned and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t even remember what it felt like to have a man touch her like that. “Matt, please...” 
“Please, what? Do you want me to touch you here?” 
“Yessss,” she hissed, her heart thundering in her chest. 
A moment later, she felt him stroking her, barely touching her throbbing fl esh. Her whole body tensed, waiting for him to invade her inner sanctum. 
Carefully, he spread her open and stroked his fi nger along the inner part of her swollen lips. He found and touched the special nub that was her hidden treasure, groaning as she bucked up against his hand. That was it, he’d had enough! Leaning over, he licked her inner thigh all the way from her knee up to the spot where it joined with her hip. He took one moment to inhale her spicy scent before spreading her open again and sucking her clit into his mouth. 
She let out a low, long moan as he closed his mouth over her, kissing and licking her intimately. Her insides twisted and clenched and she thought there was no way he could make her any crazier...until she felt his tongue slide inside her. She wailed and rotated her hips, pressing him deeper inside. 
He grunted as she clenched her inner muscles around him, then licked all along from her opening to her clit, where he once again sucked the tiny bundle into his mouth. As he teased and tweaked it, he slipped a fi nger inside her to stroke her deeply. 
She began rocking her pelvis against his tongue and along his fi nger, while panting and clutching at the bench beneath her. 
Unsure as to whether she should concentrate on his fi nger or on his talented tongue, she cried out his name. When he responded by dipping a second fi nger inside her, she felt a rolling sensation come over her and then her stomach clenched. As his tongue began moving rapidly against her, her hips began rocking faster YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 149
and before she could get a breath, the climax hit her! 
Moaning as her insides clenched and released along his fi ngers, he wished it were another part of his anatomy being milked with such intensity. Beneath his tongue, her clit shuddered and pulsed as if it were trying to explode. He heard her cry out his name again, then gasp and groan before curling up toward her knees, calling for him to stop. Instead he lightened his touch and left his fi ngers deep inside her. 
Just when she thought her climax had subsided, she felt him change his touch slightly and it all rolled toward her again. Her breath caught in her throat and it felt like her eyes were twitching as a second climax hit, or maybe it was still part of the fi rst, who knew? Who cared? She soared out of reach, feeling as if she could touch the stars and fi nally, fi nally when she came down, Matt was there. He was stroking her face, whispering her name and smiling broadly. 
“You okay?” he asked, wiping the sweat away from her eyes. 
She inhaled the hot, stale air from the sauna and coughed slightly. When she did, her stomach muscles rebelled from their overwork. “I think I need to get out of here...” she said hoarsely. 
“I need some cool air.” 
He nodded and helped her to her feet, waiting while she secured her towel, then they left the sauna for the cooler air outside. “Better?” 
After taking another breath, she nodded. “Better.” Turning back to him, she pressed a kiss to his lips. “That was...beyond words.” 
“That’s good, I hope.” 
“Yes, that’s good.” As they stood there, she realized that he was still naked, and still aroused. “Let’s go upstairs, okay?” 
“Phil...” 
She didn’t wait for him to answer, just dragged him through the door, down the hallway and out into the main hall. Still holding onto his hand, she led him upstairs and into her bedroom. She had left the light on and the sheets tousled across the mattress. 
Although her legs were still wobbly, she strode confi dently across the room to the bed. Sitting down, she patted the space next to her and waited for him to sit. 
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“Phil, as much as I want to be here with you right now, I can’t,” he said, shaking his head. “I want you so much but we have no protection.” 
“It’s all right, Matt, I understand what we can and can’t do.” 
Ignoring his protest, she tugged him down next to her. Still clad in her towel, she pushed him backward on the bed and crawled up next to him. “I want to do the things that Irish does...that I’ve never done.” 
Immediately he hardened more and his heart sped up. “What are you talking about?” 
“I want you to be satisfi ed...I want you to feel the way I did downstairs,” she murmured, pressing her lips against his. She rested on his chest, thrust her hands into his hair and sighed against him when he wrapped his arms around her back. They stayed like that for a few minutes, giving each other soft kisses and pressing up against each other. Pulling away, she stroked his face, then rested her hands on his chest. Sweeping her hands out, she found his peaked nipples and teased them gently with her fi ngertips. When he groaned and let his head fall back, she followed her fi ngers with her mouth. Moving lower, she tasted the skin of his stomach and licked the area around his navel. Even lower still she found the trail of dark hair that led her to her destination. He was an amazing sight even without having much to compare him to. She reached out to touch him and he twitched under her hands. 
“Phil...” 
Wrapping a hand around him, she touched him from root to tip, feeling the satiny smooth hardness of him. He growled as she licked the head and ran her tongue along his length. Technically she knew what to do but still she worried that she would do it wrong. With no other option but to move forward, she took him into her mouth, swirling her tongue around him as she did. She could almost feel the blood pulsing beneath his skin as the musky taste of him penetrated her tongue. Experimentally she pulled back, almost releasing him, then sucked him back into her mouth. 
Surprised, he arched off the bed with a low moan. 
She was not able to take him fully into her mouth, but she made up for it by wrapping her hands around his base. It took her a few tries before she was able to coordinate her mouth with her YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 151
hands, but once she did, he responded with some muttered cursing that she was sure was a good thing. For just a moment she let her hands wander to his thighs and to his buttocks, but she returned to the rhythm that he seemed to enjoy the most. When she was fi nally able to combine everything with a tongue swirl at the head, he clutched the sheets next to her and began thrusting his hips toward her mouth. It was a powerful feeling to reduce this man to his most basic instincts. 
“Oh god, Phil...don’t...stop...right like...that, unh!” His back was bowed, his thighs were taut and his stomach tighened. “Phil... 
you have to...stop...now...I can’t...oh god...” 
She was no idiot, she knew what he was trying to say, but there was no way she was going to be like Irish. There was no possibility of leaving him unsatisfi ed...so she continued her ministrations, trying her best to follow his frantic pace. When he grabbed her shoulder, she stopped moving and allow him to continue thrusting. 
Beneath her tongue, it felt like he was expanding more and more, throbbing and pulsing, ready to explode. What seemed like only a second later, he let out a harsh groan as his body went still. She took everything he gave her, resuming her sucking motion as he moaned his completion. 
“Good god woman, stop that,” he admonished, contentment making him slur his words. 
Slowly she released him, then laid her head on his stomach. 
After a minute, she felt him stroking her hair and fl eetingly she wished they could stay that way forever. 
“Come on Phil, let’s get under these covers before we both freeze.” He helped her remove her towel, then together they huddled under the blankets. Laying on his back, he let her cuddle up to his side, one leg tossed over his. In all his years, he had never felt so at home. 
She drifted off to sleep, feeling safe and secure in Matt’s arms. 
Not once was she awakened with bad dreams. 
Matt woke with a start, trying to decide what had brought him out of his deep sleep. Stretching, he realized that he was alone in the bed. Peering around the dark room, he tried to fi gure out where Phil was, and how long she had been gone. The bathroom door 152 Rida Allen
was open, as was the bedroom door. Grunting, he rolled out of the bed and searched briefl y for something to cover himself with. Not fi nding anything handy, he shrugged and strode from the room, wondering where Phil had wandered off to in the middle of the night. He made his way into the hot tub room, not really expecting to fi nd her, but mostly to gather his clothes. Scooping them up, he left the room, stopping by the linen closet to wrap a towel around his waist. As he walked through the living room, he dropped his clothes on the couch and looked up toward the loft to see if there was a light on. It was dark, as were the kitchen and the breakfast nook. The only rooms left were the powder room and the laundry room and somehow he doubted Phil was hiding out in either one. 
Standing in the middle of the living room, hands on hips, he called out, “Phil!” When he got no answer, he spun around and strode back down the hallway toward the stairs. He took the steps two at a time and caught her sneaking back into the bedroom. 
“Hey.” 
She jumped and whirled around, looking like a kid with her hand caught in the cookie jar. “Matt!” 
He crossed his arms over his bare chest and stared at her. 
“Where were you?” 
“Uh, downstairs?” 
“I was downstairs.” 
“Oh, um, I meant in the loft.” 
“In the dark?” 
“I was checking my email.” 
He frowned. “You left your bed—where there happened to be a very hot guy right next to you—to check your email?” 
She sniffed and pushed her bare toes into the carpet. “Um, yes?” 
“I called for you, why didn’t you answer me?” he asked, stalking toward her. 
Slowly she backed into the bedroom, one hand out in front of her to defl ect him. “I didn’t want to yell.” 
“Why, afraid you might wake the neighbors?” He looked her up and down. “And how come you’re dressed?” 
“You think I would walk around the condo naked?” she asked incredulously. 
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“If the mood struck, yes. So give...what are you up to?” 
She continued her retreat until she felt the mattress at the back of her knees. He looked delicious in that white towel, but as she was well aware, he looked better out of it. “I took a quick trip...” 
“To where?” 
“Seven Eleven. They’re open twenty four hours a day...did you know that?” 
“You went to a convenience store?” 
“Uh huh.” 
“Really? Buy anything interesting?” He advanced on her, whipping off his towel and tossing it aside. 

Oh yeah, there it was. “Guess that depends on your defi nition of interesting,” she said vaguely, reaching for the hem of her shirt. 
In an instant, she tore it off while he was already yanking down her sweat pants. She hadn’t bothered to put on underwear, so presently she was as naked as he. 
He grabbed her and yanked her with him onto the mattress. 
As they hit the covers, he heard something make a ‘thunk’ noise. 
“What the hell was that?” 
Rolling her eyes, she smacked his shoulder. “That was the box of condoms, you slug. They popped out of my hand when you threw me onto the bed.” When he laughed, she pushed him toward the edge of the mattress. “Go get them.” 
Still laughing, he switched on the bedroom light and went looking for the box. “I can’t fi nd them.” 
“You had better be joking!” 
He didn’t answer right away since he was crawling around on the fl oor looking for the wayward package. “I can’t believe this.” 
“I am not going back out,” she told him. 
“Found ‘em!” he crowed, rejoining her on the bed. “Now, where were we?” He dropped the box onto the night stand and lowered himself on top of her. “Ah yes, I believe here is where I wanted to be.” 
She snaked her arms around his shoulders and lifted her head to meet his kiss. When he left her lips to trace a path down her neck, she sighed and dug her fi ngers into his muscled shoulders. 
He was getting ready to spread her legs so he could settle himself between them when he felt her body go still and her 154 Rida Allen
fi ngers bite hard into his arms. Trying to decipher her response, he looked up to fi nd her eyes had gone wide and a bit glassy with what looked like fear. He couldn’t stand the thought that she was frightened so he wrapped his arms around her back and rolled them so that their positions were reversed. Helping her spread her legs so they bracketed his hips, he ran his hands up her back in a soothing gesture. Not wanting to embarrass her, he kissed her gently and was relieved when her body softened and she responded. He wasn’t even sure she was aware of her momentary freeze up. 
She felt his length pressed against her inner thigh so she rocked against him, making him groan. While she was kissing him, he grasped the backs of her thighs, stroking the fl esh there. It sent chills up her spine as he used his hands on the highly sensitized fl esh. 
Using one fi nger, he teased her, testing her readiness. As he did so, he lifted his head and sucked a nipple into his mouth. Her gasp turned into a groan when he slipped that fi nger inside her. 
“Matt, please, I want you inside me. No more teasing,” she scolded him. 
He released her long enough to reach for the box of condoms. 
As he fi ddled with the cardboard, she bent over to nibble his ear and take love bites of his neck. When he fi nally got the package open and tore open the foil wrapped condom, he set her upright. “I gotta get this on...” Quickly he rolled on the condom, then grasped her hips and helped her slide down onto him. 
Moaning, she thought she had taken in as much of him as possible until he slipped his hands down her hips to wrap his hands around the back of her thighs. She let him tilt her hips forward and when he spread her legs wider and thrust up into her, her mouth dropped open in a silent “O”. With that new angle, they were pelvis to pelvis, with him fully enveloped in her heat. 
Keeping his hands in place on the back of her thighs, he held her up far enough so that he could thrust in and out of her from below. He wanted her to have some semblance of control by being on top while still making her submit to him. He didn’t want her to fear anything about their lovemaking. 
She leaned over, expecting to fi nd his lips when instead he YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 155
found her breast with his mouth. The combination of his lips attached to her nipple and his manhood thrusting in and out of her slick heat was almost overwhelming. Her heart nearly stopped when she felt his hand reach down and tweak her clit. Almost immediately her stomach tightened and her insides clamped down hard on him. 
“Oh yeah,” he muttered, now circling the throbbing nub with two fi ngers. Continuing his thrusting at a slightly faster pace, he latched onto her other nipple and sucked it into his mouth. 
All the sudden she was having trouble breathing and all she could do was hang on, hoping she was keeping up with his rhythm. 
He still held one of her thighs, though now his hand was trembling against her. When he released her breast and groaned, she felt him throbbing inside her. He began moving faster, his fi ngers twitching furiously on her clit, both of which sent her screaming over the edge of sanity. The climax was the biggest she had ever had, her body shaking and vibrating against his. Someone shouted Matt’s name but she was too far gone to realize that it was her. He pumped harder and faster into her, now holding her thighs open with both hands again. She could feel her inner muscles rippling along his length and when he cried out, she felt him explode inside her. Never had she felt such a tangible reaction during lovemaking and the realization of the power she held over him was incredible. 
As he pumped into her, she reached down and grabbed his arms to hold on. In doing so, she arched her back a bit, changing the angle of his entry once more. The new sensation sent her fl ying again and she sobbed out on a breath, her stomach knotted hard with the second climax. 
Before she could come down, he pulled out of her and dragged her up his body so that her twitching center was over his mouth. 
Greedily he used his grip on the back of her thighs to hold her to him as he lapped at her opening. He fl attened his tongue against her, licking her from her opening all the way up to her distended clit. 
Her breath stuttered in her throat and her heart stopped as he thrust his tongue inside her, then licked her again. The climax continued to grip her, making her shamelessly grind herself against his face. When he sucked her clit into his mouth and scraped it 156 Rida Allen
lightly with his teeth, she completely shattered. “Oh god, stop, stop, stop!” 
At her near-hysterical cry, he drew back slightly and used his tongue to soothe her swollen heat. Long, slow licks gave her a chance to catch her breath as she slowly fell back to earth. When her whole body shuddered and went limp, he caught her and rolled her off him to her back. He crawled up next to her, laid his head on her shoulder and pressed a kiss to her sweaty neck. I love you, he thought. 
Laying silently, she fought to catch her breath and wrap her mind around what had just happened. Matt was an incredible lover, sensitive to her needs and more passionate than she could have ever imagined. But even with that knowledge rattling around in her head, she could not grasp the fact that they had made love. Her muscles knew it, her heart knew it, but her brain merely warbled around in her head going, “duh”. 
“Phil,” he whispered. “You okay?” 
She rolled her head back and forth on the mattress. 
“Just keep breathing, okay?” 
Repeating the same motion, she felt her heart skip a beat when he responded with a low laugh. 
“Phil?” 
“Unh?” 
“I didn’t mean for this to happen between us...it’s not why I came back,” he said softly. “But I’m not sorry it happened.” 
She lifted a heavy arm to stroke his cheek. “Thank you for this evening. It’s a night I will remember forever.” 
He turned his head to kiss her palm, but inside he felt crushed. 
That sounded vaguely like a thank you and good bye. Not wanting to know, he wrapped his arm around her waist, pulled her a little closer and closed his eyes. 
Matt woke up, once again fi nding himself alone in bed. A little sad, he got up and once again wrapped the towel around his waist before going to look for Phil. As he passed through the downstairs hallway, he heard the dryer turning over on itself. In the living room, he looked up to see that there were lights on in the loft. 
“Phil?” 
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She peeked over the half wall to see him. “Hi.” 
“Hi.” 
“I put your clothes in the washer. They’re drying now.” 
“Thank you.” He paused, staring up at her. “What are you doing?” 
Resting her arms on the wall, she smiled at him. “I was cleaning up some work that needed to be done.” 
“You’re working?” 
“I wanted to get fi nished up so I could leave tomorrow.” 
“Leave?” 
Her smile dimmed a little and her look turned wistful. “I’m fl ying to Florida tomorrow.” 
“What?” 
“I decided that it wasn’t right to hide myself away from my family. And I need to fi nd out who I really am and I think the best way to do that is to see where I came from,” she explained softly. 
“I know that I can fi nd who I really am with them because they’ll love me no matter who I turn out to be.” 
His heart fl ipped over in his chest, wishing he could tell her that he would love her no matter who she turned out to be. But he couldn’t force himself to voice that feeling. “I see.” 
“I have to get back to this stuff so I can be ready to leave.” 
“Can I drive you to the airport?” he offered hopefully. 
“Sure, we can leave at the same time if you can fi nd a reservation.” 
“Oh, uh, how long did you think you were going to be in Florida?” He hadn’t planned on going home. 
“I’m not sure. My return ticket is open-ended.” 
“Then I guess I had better see what I can fi nd.” 
“Come on up and use my laptop,” she offered before disappearing from view. 
Slowly he climbed the stairs, his heart so heavy that it felt like it was weighing down his every step. 
The fl ight was tough for Phil as her stomach had been fi lled with butterfl ies during the entire trip. At the airport, she picked up her rental car and went directly to her hotel room. Instead of dumping her bags and hurrying to her parents’ house, she unpacked 158 Rida Allen
her laptop and checked her messages. That took her all of about ten minutes so she stopped to send Matt an email. 

From: PFink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
To: 

Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: arrival

Matt, 

I just wanted to drop you a note to let you know that I have
arrived in Florida and am settled in at my hotel. I don’t know
how often I’ll be checking mail, but I didn’t want you to
worry. 

Phil

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Phil Fink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
Subject: re: arrival

Phil, 

Thanks for letting me know. I was thinking about you all day. 

Why are you staying at a hotel? 







 ~Matt

From: PFink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
To: 

Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: re: re: arrival

Matt, 

I wasn’t sure how comfortable I’d be at my parents’ place. It’s
been a long time since I’ve even seen them, so I decided to get
a hotel room. 

Phil
Sighing, Phil logged out and turned off her laptop. She had to stop procrastinating and call her parents to let them know she was in town. No, fi rst she had to see how they responded to her phone call after being out of touch for so long. If they seemed okay, then she would tell them she was in town and see if she could visit. 
Hands sweating, she dug out her cell phone and tapped out the number she had been carrying around in her head for years. 
The phone rang three times before someone picked up. 
“Hello?” 
It took her a few seconds to realize that her parents must not YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 159
have caller id on their telephones or they would have known it was her calling. “Mom?” 
“Oh my God,” was the whispered response. 
Phil jerked the phone away from her ear when her mother burst into tears right into the receiver. She had just settled her phone back against her ear when she heard her father’s voice crackle through angrily. 
“Who is this? Who’s there?” 
“Hi, Dad.” She waited through a moment of stunned silence, then had to swallow past the lump in her throat when her father responded with tears in his voice. 
“Phyllis? Is that really you?” 
“Yes, Dad, it’s me.” A laugh bubbled up from her stomach when she heard the phone shift and her mother’s voice came on the line again. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...” She stopped to catch her breath. 
“Phyllis, my darling, how are you?” 
“I’m okay, Mom. But I’m here in Florida and I wanted to know—” 
“Yes! Get your behind over here!” 
Her mother’s voice faded away as she told her father to fi nd Phil’s sister Lucy. “Mom? I just arrived and I’m about ten minutes away—” 
“Are you at the airport? Your father will come get you.” 
“No, Mom, I’m at a hotel,” Phil told her. “I have a car, so I’ll get myself cleaned up and head over.” 
“Yes, you hurry over.” 
Her heart still thumping furiously in her chest, Phil disconnected the call and went to wash her face. Despite the favorable response she got over the phone, she was still concerned that her parents were going to be angry at her absence. On the short drive to their house, she worried her lip between her teeth. 
Pulling up in front of their house, she felt her heart shift as she saw two people standing on the front lawn. Before she could get all the way out of the car, they were hugging her and crying. Even her father had tears running down his cheeks. 
“Okay, okay, let the girl breathe,” Phillip Fink told his wife. 
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squeezing her daughter tightly. “My baby!” 
After a few more minutes of hugging and crying, they led her into the house. 
“Your sister lives about forty minutes away,” Abigail told her. 
“So she’ll be here soon. Meanwhile, come inside. Do you need a drink, something to eat, anything?” 
“No, I’m fi ne.” Taking a seat on the couch, Phil looked at her parents. Her father was a big man, heavy more around his waist than anywhere else, and his blue eyes still shone merrily. 
His thinning hair was the same strawberry blond as hers, though on him it didn’t look the least bit feminine. Abigail Fink had a more average frame, her brown hair was cut short and as always, she had an impish sparkle to her brown eyes. They hadn’t changed much, just added a few more lines to their faces, a little more gray in their hair. “I’m sorry to have surprised you, but I wasn’t sure...” 
“No matter what, Phyllis, you are always welcome in our home and you never leave our hearts,” Abigail said. 
It was as if a weight lifted off her shoulders. “Thank you,” she whispered. When the front door fl ew open a second later, she leapt to her feet to see her baby sister come rushing through the door. It was obvious that Lucy had been crying on the way over because her pretty blue eyes were rimmed with red. “Lucy!” As she had often wondered, Lucy’s hair was still long and much straighter than hers, though similar in color. The freckles across her nose had multiplied, probably from her years of living in the state of sunshine. 
“Phil!” The younger Fink daughter launched herself into her sister’s arms and sobbed. “I can’t believe you’re here!” 
“Lucy, I’m so sorry.” Pulling back far enough to bring her parents into her view, she repeated, “I’m so sorry.” 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: 

Phil Fink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
Subject: re: re: re: arrival

Are you going to be online tonight? I’ll hang around in case
you want to talk. 







 ~Matt
YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 161
Matt sent the email, then logged off his offi ce computer. It was quitting time for him, so he cleaned up his desk and packed his laptop away to take home with him. Both he and Phil had taken planes out on the same day, headed in two very different directions. Neither had spoken of when they would see each other next, let alone when they would have the chance to talk. Really, he was hoping that if she needed a friend to talk to, she would reach out for him. 
Once at home, he quickly setup his laptop and connected his chat software. He didn’t see Phil online, but it was around dinnertime and so there was the possibility that she was eating with her family. She had not shared her plans with him, so he only had his own guesses to go on. 
As the evening wore on, he found himself disappointed that she hadn’t contacted him again. He kept reminding himself that she was probably busy reuniting with her family and that he should be happy for her. But even so, he wished his chat software would chime, letting him know she had sent him a instant message. By midnight, he assumed she wasn’t going to log on. As pathetic as it was, he carried his laptop into the bedroom, set it on his night stand, right next to his head, and got ready for bed. He slept the entire night with his chat software connected, just in case. 
He followed that pattern for the next week, always half-expecting her to contact him at some odd hour of the night. After the fi rst week she was gone, he stopped waiting for the chat software to chime. At the end of the second week, he didn’t leave his laptop on and connected overnight. By the time the third week had passed, he was resigned to the fact that she wasn’t going to contact him again from Florida. 
It was just over a month after her departure when he received a surprise. He had gone out to lunch with some coworkers on a Thursday afternoon and when he returned, his chat software was winking at him. 
PFinkPD:
Hey slug
PFinkPD:
U there? 
PFinkPD:
Hmm, I guess not. I’m checking my mail so I’ll be
around for a little bit. 
PFinkPD:
Still not there? Two martini lunch? 
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PFinkPD:
Okay, I guess you’re in a meeting or something. 
PFinkPD:
I miss you. 

****PFinkPD has disconnected.****
He cursed at the blinking window and slapped his hand against his desktop. Of all the days for her to message him! And in addition to her bad timing, she had bad manners as well. She hadn’t seen fi t to tell him her plans, her schedule, how she was doing or anything! A little, “I miss you,” just didn’t suffi ce. And as usual, he still had no way to contact her, other than email. 

From: Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
To: PFink 

<pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com> 

Subject: missed your messages

Phil, 

I’m really sorry I missed your messages today. I was out
to lunch with Roger and some others. I guess it would be
considered a working lunch...but dammit, I can’t believe our
lousy timing! I hope you’re doing well. Let me know if you’ll
be online again soon. 







 ~Matt

From: PFink <pfi nk@philanthropydesigns.com>
To: 

Matt Collins <MCollins@centreseating.com>
Subject: re: missed your messages

Matt, 

I’m sorry, too, that we didn’t connect. I’m not able to spend
much time online, so I don’t think I’ll be around again too
soon. I’m now staying with my parents and learning a lot
about myself. 

Phil
Grunting at her response, Matt turned back to his work, hoping to immerse himself in his current project. At the moment, it was the best thing for him. It kept him busy and left him little time to think about how much he missed a certain hacker/programmer. 
In her parents’ guest bedroom, Phil sat on the edge of the mattress and wiped the tears from her cheeks. She had spent over a month with her family, getting reacquainted with them and learning new things about herself. The most important thing YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 163
she had realized over the past weeks was that even though she hadn’t had some incredible revelation, that was okay. There was no deadline to fi nding out exactly who she was and that was okay, too. There was no reason to beat herself up or stop living, she had to continue to grow and learn. 
But even as she reminded herself of those things, she worried. 
Could she go back home and still continue on her quest? Would she still be the same person there that she had found here with her family? Dropping her head into her hands, she tried to stop the fl ow of tears. 
“Phyllis?” 
Hastily she wiped her face before answering, “Come in.” 
Abigail Fink pushed open the door, a concerned look on her face. “What’s wrong?” 
“I’m sad to be leaving, Mom. I’ll miss you all terribly.” 
“You can come back and visit anytime, sweetheart,” Abigail reminded her. 
“I know. It’s just...” She sighed. “I’m afraid that if I go home, I’ll lose myself again and I don’t ever want to be that way. Living like that sucked.” 
“Honey, I was so upset to realize that you were unhappy all these years. We tried our best to honor what we thought you wanted, which was to give you your own space. We wanted you to be happy and we thought that you were. Knowing now that you grieved for us just as we grieved for you, well, it breaks my heart. We should have been able to grieve together.” Taking a deep breath, Abigail continued, “But now that we’ve found each other again, and you’ve come into your own while you were here, you’ll carry us and those things in your heart no matter where you go. In the same vein, we will carry you in our hearts, and keep a place for you here in our home.” Giving her daughter a fi erce hug, she teased, “Besides, if you want, we’ll really annoy the heck out of our neighbors and get them to move out. That way you can come here and buy the house next door.” 
Phil giggled and returned her mother’s hug. “Thanks, Mom.” 
“Anytime, my darling.” 
During the visit, Phil had told her parents everything about her life, including her unusual relationship with Matt. 
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“Have you given any more thought to your plans after you get home?” 
“I miss Matt and I hope that we’ll be able to spend more time together. I’m not sure how that’s going to work considering he lives so far away, but I guess I’ll have to address that as it comes.” 
Sitting up straight, she stared off past her mother’s shoulder as if she could see into the future. “I’m afraid that things won’t be the same. I’m afraid that Matt is expecting me to come back a changed woman...that everything will be...that I will be ‘fi xed’. 
What if he can’t deal with that or if he’s disappointed?” 
“I can’t imagine that a man you’ve fallen in love with would be so callous, Phyllis.” Abigail took her daughter’s hand in between her own. “You’ll have to take it one day at a time and do your best not to shut him out.” 
“Do I ask him to wait until I’ve found what I’m searching for in myself, or do I ask him to be a part of those changes? I’m so confused! And I guess it’s possible that he could have moved on while I was away...” Her voice trailed off to a whisper. 
“I’m sure he’s waiting with bated breath to hear from you. 
Don’t deprive yourself of his company, darling. Get in touch with him when you get home.” 
“Mom?” 
“Yes?” 
Phil hugged her hard. “Thank you.” 



Chapter Eight
About a week later, Matt made his way upstairs to the executive’s fl oor. He stopped at the CEO’s receptionist desk and smiled at the woman sitting there. “Mr. Levine called and said he wanted to see me?” 
“Mr. Collins, right. Go on in, Mr. Levine is waiting for you,” 
she gestured to the heavy wooden door to her left. 
“Thanks.” He stepped up to the door, knocked twice before turning the knob and pushing open the door. “Mr. Levine?” 
“Matt, yes, come in!” He met Matt in the middle of the offi ce to shake his hand. “Thanks for joining us.” 
“Us?” His mouth nearly fell open when Phil appeared to his left, just behind him. When he had opened the door, he must have blocked her from view. “Phil!” She looked amazing, wearing a dark blue double-breasted suit jacket that followed her curves from breast to thigh. The matching blue skirt was tight, reached mid-calf and seemed to set off her newly tanned legs. The severe blue was set off by her curly reddish gold hair and the small gold pin on her lapel. She looked curvy and delicious and he was surprised to see that she had on moderately high heeled shoes that complimented her legs. 
“Hello, Matt.” 
His heart stuttered when she smiled at him. 
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Before he could speak, Sloan Levine interrupted them, “Have a seat, you two.” He waved to the chairs facing his desk. When they were seated, he returned to his desk chair and leaned his crossed arms on his desk. “Well, Matt, as you may or may not be aware, there has been a lot lobbying on your behalf.” 
Surprise fl ickered across his face. “Lobbying?” 
“Yes, Roger has been pushing for you to move into a project manager position and a few weeks ago, when Ms. Fink completed your last project, she made the same suggestion,” Sloan informed him. 
Matt looked at the older man, then looked over at Phil. “I appreciate that they’re looking out for me, sir.” 
Sloan laughed, his gray eyes twinkling with humor. “Ms. 
Fink says she was in town for a meeting, but considering the conversation we just had about you, I’m inclined to believe that she showed up here to make sure I had followed through with her original suggestion.” 
Phil tried not to blush and refused to meet Matt’s questioning gaze. “I actually have several meetings in town, Sloan,” she corrected him. “But the others are tomorrow.” 
“Okay, okay, I believe you!” He raised his hands in surrender. 
“Anyway, Matt, I’m happy to say we’ve made a position available for you. You’ll be moving into Project Manager status, with your own offi ce, as soon as you’re able to clear up your remaining projects.” 
“That’s...excellent, Mr. Levine. I’m very honored and I will defi nitely rise to the occasion.” 
“I know you will.” Sloan stood and smiled at Phil. “So why don’t you take Ms. Fink around the building and let her say her hellos before she gets on her way.” 
Phil stood at the same time Matt did. Extending a hand to Sloan, she said, “Thank you again for seeing me today. I appreciate you making the time.” 
“Thank you for all the hard work you’ve given us over the years. I know you’ll be a success with Philanthropy Designs, whatever direction you decide to take it in.” He shook her hand, walking her to the door. “And don’t forget, I’m happy to offer advice any time you need it. I was in your shoes once and would YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 167
have loved to have a mentor, so I’m happy to offer you the opportunity I never had.” 
She laughed. “I know I’ll take you up on that!” With a quick wave, she preceded Matt from the offi ce, stopping to say good bye to the receptionist. When she was out of the offi ce area, nearing the elevators, she turned to see if Matt had followed. 
“This is a...surprise,” he murmured, pressing the down button. 
“I decided that since my last contact with Sloan was a little terse, I would stop in and say a personal thank you for all the work he’s thrown my way. Philanthropy Designs would not have survived without its contract with Centre Seating,” she explained, leaning against the wall next to the buttons. 
“He was the one who should be thanking you. You pulled our asses out of the fi re over and over again.” When the door opened, they stepped in. His fi nger hovered next to the keys as he said, 
“So, are you really going to walk around the offi ces, talking to people?” 
“I was only planning on speaking to a couple of people, like Roger for example...maybe your programming team members, people like that.” 
“Really?” 
“Surprised, are you?” she teased. 
“A little bit, yeah.” He pushed the button for his fl oor, then crossed his arms over his chest. “So, how was your trip to Florida?” 
“It was pretty amazing, actually,” she admitted, a smile spreading across her face. “I hadn’t seen my family in years and I was surprised to see they really hadn’t changed. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but...” Her voice trailed off as the elevator door slid open. She followed him from the car, her eyes drawn to his wide shoulders, contained in a dark gray suit jacket. 
“Why don’t we stop at Roger’s offi ce fi rst,” he tossed over his shoulder. 
Straightening, she lengthened her stride so that they were side by side walking down the halls. 
Matt paused outside an open door and knocked on the door frame. “Rog?” 
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Roger looked up, his coffee colored face stretching into a smile when he saw Matt. “Hey buddy, how’d it go?” 
Returning the grin with one of his own, Matt stepped into the offi ce and nodded his head. “Project Manager as soon as I clean up my fi nal software programs.” 
“Excellent!” Roger circled the desk to clap his friend on the shoulder. “I knew it.” 
Matt turned and beckoned Phil into the room. “I wanted to introduce you to someone...” 
She stuck out her hand and greeted him, “Hi, I’m Phyllis Fink.” 
Roger shook her hand, a fl irty smile on his face. “Hello, Phyllis Fink.” Keeping her hand in his, he blinked and considered what he just said. “Phyllis Fink?” 
“Roger, meet Phil Fink. Phil, meet Roger Gant,” Matt interjected, almost enjoying the stunned look on his friend’s face. 
Phil patted his hand with hers before withdrawing her other hand from his grasp. “Nice to fi nally meet you, Roger.” 
“Phil Fink? From Philanthropy Designs? That Phil Fink?” he asked incredulously. “But...but...” 
“Don’t embarrass yourself, Roger,” Matt chided. 
“I wanted to drop by and say how much I enjoyed working with you over these years,” she told Roger, trying not to laugh. 
“I was in the area at a meeting and thought it would be nice to see you in person and say thank you for all that you’ve done for Philanthropy Designs.” 
He looked her over, up and down, then cut his eyes to Matt. 
“Well, well, well...” 
Propping her hands on her hips, she glared at Roger. “Is there a problem?” 
“Nope, no problem at all. It was a pleasure working with you. 
I only wish we’d been able to get to know you better before this.” 
He circled his desk and settled back into his chair. “Why don’t you take Phil down to the programmers bullpen and let her instill some wisdom on those boobs...er, guys...er, people.” 
She turned on her heel and sashayed her way out of the room. 
Matt looked back to fi nd Roger watching Phil’s rear swinging YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 169
to and fro with great delight. “Ahem.” 
Roger’s gaze swept up to Matt’s and he grinned before giving him the thumbs up. 
Shaking his head, he joined Phil outside of Roger’s offi ce and lead her down the hall to the programmer’s bullpen. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
She shrugged and strode down the hall with him. 
“Whatever.” 
He looked her over again, trying to fi gure out how she had changed so much over a few weeks, just because she had visited her family. Stepping into the cubicles that made up the programmer’s bullpen, he cleared his throat and waited for everyone to look up. 
“Everyone, I want to introduce you to someone.” 
Several heads popped up and Phil had to squelch the urge to turn and run. She was trying her best to have more confi dence in herself, but it still did not come easily. 
“Everyone, this is Phyllis Fink, from Philanthropy Designs.” 
He gestured to each of the programmers as he introduced them. 
“This is Punja, Nina, Larry, Greg and Fred.” The men stared at her like they’d never seen a woman before but Punja and Nina both smiled and nodded their heads in greeting. 
“Hello everyone,” Phil greeted them. “I wanted to stop in and thank you for working with me over the past years. I’ve decided that it’s time to move Philanthropy Designs forward, so I will no longer have the opportunity to work with any of you.” 
Nina frowned. “What do you mean by moving the company forward?” 
“I’ve decided, Nina, that I no longer want to be a subcontractor, working behind the scenes. I’m actually in town meeting with some new and prospective clients for which I will be developing all types of software. In some cases I will be starting from scratch and in other cases, I’ll be reconfi guring or fi xing what they have to meet their growing and changing needs,” Phil explained. 
“What made you decide to change?” Punja asked her. 
“I think the decision came about because I wanted to make my own decisions as to which jobs I wanted and which jobs I didn’t. The main reason I originally went into business for myself was so that I didn’t have to answer to anyone. As a subcontractor, 170 Rida Allen
if I wanted to keep a relationship with a contractor, I had to take whatever job they threw at me. Also, I was never able to make suggestions to the client as to what might work better, or not work better, with their software. Lastly, cleaning up after other people became frustrating for me, and that wasn’t what I wanted out of my job.” When she was fi nished, she looked to the three men to see if they had any other questions. She was surprised to fi nd them still staring at her with their mouths open. Sighing, she threw a look at Matt, then continued speaking. “I wanted to pass on some suggestions to you all. Considering that I’ve, um, cleaned up after you all for quite some time...some longer than others. I wanted to suggest that you make your programming a little cleaner. Now, what I mean by that, specifi cally, is don’t fl ourish.” 
“Flourish?” Greg had snapped out of his reverie to throw her a waspish look. 
“We all want our excellent work to be acknowledged, no question. In seeking recognition, we often try to make our work look better by adding little things here or there in the code. I hate to tell you all this, but no one gives a damn what your code looks like. As a matter of fact, no one outside of this bullpen even understands your code. They can’t read it, they don’t know if you’ve written it well or not, and they don’t care. All they care about is that the software works the way they want it to. In order to do that, and do it swiftly, you should always keep your code simple. Show off by making your work meet their expectations, because fl ourishing in the code will only trip you up. Especially if you have to go back later and fi x errors, you end up having to rewrite things because the extra little pop you put in there is just in the way,” she explained. “The only person who will care about your fl ourishing is you...and eventually you’ll get angry and bitter that no one recognizes the extra effort you’ve put in. I’m here to tell you, the client doesn’t care, the boss doesn’t care, your coworkers don’t care. They all care that the work gets completed on time and properly, without fuss.” 
Matt blinked, considering her commentary. It wasn’t something he had considered and personally, he wasn’t sure if he was even capable of putting fl ourishes into his code. However, he thought back to how often Phil had merely told him she needed to start YOU HAVE BEEN DISCONNECTED 171
from scratch on their coding in order to fi x their problems. And hadn’t she always completed the work more quickly than any of them had, even working as a team of three or four. 
“Similarly, if one of you puts in a little fl ourish, and you’re working with a teammate here, then they put in a fl ourish...and then the two of you have to work through and around each other’s fl ourishes...get the idea?” 
Greg merely frowned and turned back to his computer. 
With a shrug, Phil smiled at the remaining programmers. 
“Well, I do have to get moving. I hope you all will stay in touch because even if we’re not working together directly, I still think we all have things we can learn from each other. Good luck to you all.” 
Grasping her elbow, Matt led her out of the circle of cubicles and back toward the elevators. “Anyone else you want to talk to?” 
She blew out a breath and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “I don’t think so. I think I’ve had enough.” 
“Let me walk you out.” Silently they waited for the elevator, then rode it to the lobby. Once there, they made their way outside into the sunshine. 
Phil turned to him, her hands going to smooth his tie and tug slightly on his lapels. Really, she just wanted an excuse to touch him. “Thank you for taking me around.” 
“Thank you for speaking to Sloan again,” he murmured, his heart quickening its pace. 
“So, I’m staying in a hotel a couple of miles from here...care to come over for dinner?” she asked almost breathlessly. 
“Dinner?” 
“Or whatever.” 
A smile stretched across his face. “What time?” 
“Seven.” She told him the name of her hotel, then threw him a wicked smile. “Don’t be late because I’m hungry already.” 
“See you at seven, then.” Aware that he was still standing in front of his place of employment, he merely grabbed her hands and held them for a moment, before letting her walk away. He watched her smooth, swaying walk before turning and entering his building. He was just passing the security desk in the lobby 172 Rida Allen
when the man there stopped him. 
“Mr. Collins? Mr. Levine called down and asked me to send you straight up to him.” 
Frowning, Matt nodded and made his way upstairs to Sloan’s offi ce for the second time that day. Outside his offi ce, the receptionist nodded and let him walk past. The door was open, but as he entered, Sloan asked him to close it behind him. “You wanted to speak to me again, Mr. Levine?” 
“Sit down, son.” Sloan gestured to the chair in front of him, then leaned his backside against the edge of the mahogany desk. 
He waited for Matt to sit before looking him over carefully. 
“I happened to notice that you walked Ms. Fink out of the building.” 
“Yes, sir. Ms. Fink and I have become friends over the past fi ve years. I wanted to make sure she was comfortable getting back to her hotel. She doesn’t know anyone else in the area,” Matt offered. 
“I see. Well, I was making sure that, ahem, that Ms. Fink wasn’t trying to...” He paused and brushed some lint from his black slacks. “Trying to lure you away from us here at Centre Seating.” 
Matt’s eyebrows fl ew up. “Oh, no sir, not at all. She would never do that. Like I said, we’ve become friends and I was making sure she was comfortable in a strange city.” 
“Right, that’s great of you. Just, um, let me know if you have any problems clearing your schedule for your new position. If necessary, we can move some of those things onto someone else so you can get settled into your new job,” Sloan told him. 
Once again, Matt was surprised at Sloan’s attitude. The man was worried Matt was going to be stolen away! Rising, he offered Sloan his hand, saying, “Thank you, sir, but I’m sure I can get everything cleared up pretty quickly. There’s no need to burden anyone else on the team.” 
Sloan straightened and shook his hand, then shooed him from the offi ce. “All right, get back to work.” 
Matt nodded and left the offi ce, making his way back down to his own fl oor. Unfortunately, Roger was waiting for him and grabbed him as soon as he exited the elevator. 
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“Get into my offi ce,” he whispered urgently. 
Curious, Matt followed him into the offi ce, then watched him shut the door. “What’s going on?” 
“You spent over a week with her and never said anything to me?” Roger asked, fl abbergasted. 
Matt tried to look innocent. “About what?” 
“I’m going to strangle you right here in my offi ce. It would be worth the consequences,” Roger threatened him. “I can’t believe you didn’t say a word! Did she pay you off? Bribe you? Threaten you? Please tell me there’s some good explanation for why you didn’t tell me!” 
“It wasn’t my business to tell you,” he said simply. 
Roger stared at him for moment, his mouth agape. “What?” 
“Don’t be an ass, Rog.” With that, Matt turned and exited the offi ce, returning to his desk to begin making notes on what was left to work on. 
At the sound of buzzing, Phil tightened the sash on her fl ame red silk robe and went to answer the door. With a deep breath, she pulled it open and felt a smile stretch across her face. “Hi.” 
In answer, Matt stepped into the hotel room, pushed the door shut behind him and hauled her into his arms for a kiss. It was a soft kiss, lips to lips, but it was full of promise. “Hi.” 
Leaning into his hard body, she sighed and wrapped her arms around him. “I’ve missed you.” 
He groaned and tucked his face into her neck. It seemed that so much about her had changed, and yet so much was still the same. “I missed you, too.” 
She stepped out of his embrace and tugged him farther into the room. “Are you hungry?” 
His eyes glittered. “There’s hungry and then there’s hungry.” 
“Well, dinner will be here at eight thirty, so we have plenty of time to assuage that hunger  of yours.” She toyed with the ties on her robe, backing toward the bed. “And I picked out a little something for you to feast on...” With a slight tug, the ties came apart and she dropped the robe from her shoulders. Watching him stalk toward her, she felt shivers crawl up her spine. The teddy she had been hiding under her robe was black and sheer, showing off 174 Rida Allen
every inch of her assets through a fi lmy covering. It was exactly what she had described to him over chat when she had been pretending to be Irish. 
“Woman, you’re beautiful,” he growled, sliding his hands into her curly hair to hold her head still for a kiss. He followed that up with a sucking trail down her cheek, along her neck and down to the top of her chest. Unwilling to wait, he slid his hands down her back and opened his mouth over her breast. He sucked a nipple into his mouth, fully wetting the material between him and her. 
Moaning, she arched her back and thrust her hands into his hair, keeping him pressed against her. “Oh god, Matt...that feels so good.” 
He moved from one breast to the other, this time scraping her through the fabric with his teeth. When she caught her breath, he growled and walked her backwards toward the bed. 
She pushed him away and began yanking at his clothes. 
“You’re overdressed for this party.” Her voice was breathy, her pulse was racing. “Get these clothes off, dammit!” 
A grin broke out over his face. “Ah, good old Phil.” 
“Shut up, you slug.” She worked at the button on his pants, then moaned as he distracted her by tugging on the ties of her teddy. “Would you stop that!” 
“What? I’m fascinated.” 
Button undone, she tucked her fi ngers into his waistband, grabbing his boxers and pants together. Then, she yanked. 
“Hey, watch it,” he grumbled, toeing off his shoes so he could step out of his pants. Bending over, he stripped off his socks, then stood to face her. “Now, as for you, missy...” 
At that moment she could do nothing but stare at him. He had a fantastic body and she was dying to get reacquainted with it. Knowing that the teddy would only be frustrating for both of them, she stripped it off. The material fl oated to the fl oor as she turned back to him. She licked her lips, then shrieked when he grabbed her and launched them both onto the bed. 
He fell to the side of her, not wanting to hurt her. As soon as they caught their breath, he was kissing her, his hands fi nding her hips. He slid his hands up along her back, pressing her closer to him. 
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The feeling of his chest against her breasts was heavenly, but she wanted to be even closer to him. Throwing one leg over his hip, she arched her lower body so that his length pressed against her. 
She dug her fi ngers into his shoulders, bending herself backwards to thrust her breasts closer to his lips. 
Groaning, he dipped his head to suckle her breast again, fl icking his tongue over the puckered peak. As she pushed her pelvis toward him, he muttered a curse against her sweet fl esh. 
The heat of her core made him jerk and it was a good thing he had some sense left in him, otherwise he would have slipped inside her to assuage them both. 
She let him pull away from her when he muttered something about a condom and, “not one minute too soon” . Watching him rip open the wrapper, she felt her heart thudding wildly. After years of not being intimate with a man, she now felt that the time spent without Matt the past couple of weeks had been almost unbearable. And she was sure it wasn’t only the physical intimacy she was craving. 
Sheathed, he hooked his elbows behind her knees and pressed them toward her chest. He heard her gasp, then she tilted her hips to accept him and with one thrust, he was inside her. Groaning, he stilled and allowed their bodies to adjust to each other. 
She thought she was going to die waiting for him to start moving so she rocked her hips to get him started. Evidently that was enough encouragement for him because he immediately thrust into her again. Grunting as he pressed her legs farther apart, she clenched her inner muscles as he pulled out, then rammed into her. 
He leaned over and sucked a nipple into his mouth, fl icking it with his tongue. “You taste like sweet cream,” he muttered against her. Looking up into her face, he watched as her eyes fl uttered closed and her mouth dropped open. 
Panting, she tipped her hips forward again and wailed as his length stroked across her sensitive clitoris. “Just like that, Matt, yessss.” 
He began moving faster, their bodies slapping together. When he felt her muscles beginning to tremble, he groaned and shortened his strokes. All at once, she clamped down on him and called out 176 Rida Allen
his name. 
The climax pounded her, wrenching the very breath from her body. She could do nothing but gasp for air as she heard him shout his own release. His body froze above hers then she felt him shudder before he went limp against her. 
“Holy hell.” 
She wanted to laugh but she didn’t have an iota of energy left in her body. They stayed like that for a few minutes, but then her hips started to ache. “Matt...” 
“I know, I know.” With a sigh, he unlocked his elbows and helped her stretch her legs out on either side of him. Pressing a kiss to her rounded stomach, he rolled to a sitting position, then pushed himself to his feet. “Be right back.” 
She watched him disappear into the bathroom, then closed her eyes and released a deep breath of air. Yes, she had most certainly missed him, for sure. 
In the bathroom, Matt fl ipped on the light and closed the door behind him. He reached down to take off the condom, then did a double take. “Shit.” Once he had cleaned up, he turned off the light and returned to the bedroom. His heart in his throat, he sat down on the edge of the mattress, his back to Phil. 
Rolling onto her side, she scooted over to him so that her knees were pressed up against the small of his back. She ducked her head under his arm and draped herself across his thigh. This position put her exactly where she wanted to be and she exhaled on a breath. 
All thoughts fell from his mind like a house of cards when he felt the puff of air across him. Instantly he was hard again. He held his breath, waiting for the fi rst touch, not sure exactly what her plans were. 
She adjusted a bit more, then dropped her hand between his legs and cupped his heavy testicles. His whole body tightened beneath her and she smiled in response. Still holding him, she opened her mouth and snaked her tongue out to lick the head of his engorged manhood. 
He moaned and felt himself jerk at her touch. Just as he was drawing in a deep breath, she closed her lips around his head, then sucked him into her mouth. “Holy...!” 
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Using her tongue, she swirled around his length then pulled her head back to release him. 
Feeling trapped, he tried to lay down so he could use his hips to thrust. But instead of stretching out on the bed, he felt her knees holding him in place. 
“No, no, no...” She gave him a wicked grin. “You’re at my mercy.” Softly, carefully she stroked the underside of his testicles, then wrapped her lips around the very head of him. She sucked there for a minute, then pulled him all the way into her mouth again. Above her, he groaned again and she felt him drop his hand onto her back. As she stroked him with her mouth, he rubbed his hand up and down her back. Forward and back, she moved her head at a steady pace, her free hand now around his waist and pressing against the small of his back. 
He groaned, feeling her tongue taunting him as she moved along his length. His thigh muscles tightened and he felt the tingling start. Unable to do anything else, he curled over her, his free hand fi sting into the bedspread. Grunting in time with her movements, he dug his fi ngers into her back. “Faster...faster...” he whispered into her hair, the curls tickling his cheek. 
Her stomach clenched at the sound of urgency in his voice. 
Curling her body tighter around him, she increased her pace and started gently squeezing his testicles. She felt them drawing tighter against his body as he continued forcing air in and out of his lungs. 
“Unh, oh god...Phil...unh.” 
She felt him expanding in her mouth and she knew he was done for. 
With a growl, his whole body convulsed and he exploded into her mouth. She kept drawing on him, her tongue wrapped around him, her hand still rhythmically squeezing his testicles. He jerked inside the warm wet cavern of her mouth, wanting the feeling to never end and yet...“Oh god, stop, Phil, good lord, stop!” 
Letting up on her suction, she soothed him with light licks, moving her hand from between his legs to wrap around his thigh. 
He half laughed, half sobbed and stayed where he was. 
“Goddammit, Phil.” 
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arched her neck to press a kiss to his chest. “You okay up there?” 
“No.” 
Uncurling, she disengaged herself and stretched out on the bed, still on her side. She watched him for a few minutes, still curled over on himself, forearms now braced on his thighs. 
“Phil?” 
“Yeah?” 
He rubbed his face, then looked over at her. “The condom broke.” 
She gazed at him silently for a few seconds, then said, “I know.” 
“What?” 
Watching the emotions play across his face, she lifted one shoulder. “I could tell when you came, that it felt different.” 
“I’m really sorry,” he whispered hoarsely. 
“It’s not your fault, Matt. Besides, there’s nothing to worry about,” she reassured him. “It’s a good time of the month.” I hope, she added silently. 
At that moment, someone rapped on the door. 
“That must be dinner,” she reminded him. “Can you get that?” 
He grunted and pushed to his feet. “Hang on,” he called, grabbing up his pants and yanking them on. With a short laugh, he picked up the edge of the bedspread and tossed it over her, covering her completely from view. 
She giggled, waiting until she heard the door close before peeking out from beneath the cover. “All clear?” 
“Yeah.” As she got to her feet and retrieved her robe, he lifted the metal domes from the plates. “You think you got enough food?” 
“I fi gured we’d be hungry by now...and needing an energy boost.” They pulled chairs up to the service cart and ate in silence. 
The angel hair pasta had a spicy salsa on top of it, with a tender piece of chicken on top of that. Along with the entree, they had side salads and a plate of fresh green beans sauteed with almonds and butter. “This is delicious,” she mumbled, swirling pasta onto her fork. 
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said, he was starving and he had no thoughts but the meal in front of him at that moment. When he fi nally fi nished shoveling food into his mouth, he leaned back in his chair and sighed. “That was quite a dinner.” 
Having fi nished a few minutes before him, she was already heading to the bathroom to wash up. “Ready for dessert?” 
“Dessert? I don’t see dessert,” he called after her, inspecting the room service tray. 
She reappeared in the bathroom doorway and struck a pose. 
“Here’s your dessert, baby.” 
He grinned at her. “How about a nap before we move to the dessert course?” 
“Thank goodness!” She giggled at his surprised look. “I’m exhausted!” Letting him clean up the rolling table, she made her way back to the bed and stripped off her robe. The bedspread was wrinkled and mussed, so she tossed it onto the loveseat and crawled in under the covers. A moment later, Matt switched off the lights and joined her. She turned on her side and sighed happily when he snugged himself up behind her like two spoons in a drawer. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
“So am I.” He pressed a kiss to the back of her head and closed his eyes. Within minutes they were both breathing deeply. 
Matt’s eyes popped open and he took a few minutes to let his vision adjust to the darkness around him. As he became aware of his surroundings, he also became aware of where his hands were. 
One arm was trapped underneath Phil’s head, stretched across her throat and his hand was covering her shoulder. The other arm was strewn across her stomach and that hand was tucked between her side and the mattress. With only a few adjustments, he had one hand cupping a breast and the other slipping between her thighs. 
She sighed in her sleep and pressed herself closer to him, seeking his heat. He groaned softly as her full buttocks pressed up against his now hard length. Shifting his hips, he slid himself in between her thighs and slowly thrust forward and back. 
“Matt,” she whispered, clenching her thighs around him. 
He shuddered and pressed his face into the side of her neck. 
“You’re awake.” At her nod, he dipped his fi ngers in between her 180 Rida Allen
swelling lips to stroke her. 
“Dessert?” 
Grunting, he nipped at the silky skin of her neck and proceeded to dish out dessert, for the both of them. 



Chapter Nine
“I’ll be heading home on a seven o’clock fl ight,” Phil told him as she fl uffed up her hair in the mirror. “My last meeting is at three, so I’ll be going straight from there to the airport.” 
Matt watched her as she checked herself over in the mirror before turning to grab her laptop and luggage. She looked beautiful, confi dent and delicious. “Do you need a ride to the airport?” 
Smiling, she shook her head. “No, I’ll take a cab.” 
“You sure you can’t stay another day?” Or two, or three, or a
million? 
“I really have to get home. I’ve been away from my work for so long, it’s going to take me forever to get myself organized.” 
They walked together to the elevator, Matt now carrying her suitcase while she carried her laptop. “I already have work from yesterday’s meetings to deal with, let alone the things that I put aside to go to Florida.” 
“Oh, well, okay.” He wanted to ask her what was next for them. 
Was she going to go home and resume her life while he resumed his? Would they fi nd time to be with each other or was this the last of them? Instead of voicing his concerns he stood silently in the elevator as it plummeted to the lobby. When the elevator came to a halt, he watched her stride out, her step confi dent and proud. Once more she was wearing a suit, but this time it was a light pink with 182 Rida Allen
a sexy slit in the back. She had different heels on from yesterday, but they, too, were fairly high and made him think of seeing her in nothing but her black teddy and those black shoes. His stomach clenched as they made their way out to the sidewalk where the doorman was hailing them a cab. 
“So, I’ll talk to you after I get home, okay?” She waited until he had stashed her suitcase in the cab before hugging him. 
“Good luck today,” he told her. “I know you’ll knock ‘em all dead.” 
“Thanks.” Pressing a kiss to his cheek, she ducked into the cab. 
With a wave, she was gone. Matt watched the cab until it disappeared into the traffi c, his heart aching with loss. 
PFinkPD:
Hey there. 
MCollins:
Hi. You’re home? 
PFinkPD:
Yup. 
MCollins:
How’d your meetings go? 
PFinkPD:
Pretty good. I came back with at least two more
clients. 
MCollins:
I’m proud of you, Fink. 
PFinkPD:
Thanks. 
MCollins:
You tired? 
PFinkPD:
Exhausted. For some reason, I didn’t get much
sleep last night. 
MCollins:
Imagine that. 
PFinkPD:
It was well worth it. 
MCollins:
Of course it was. 
PFinkPD:
Slug. 
MCollins:
Well, it’s Friday night, so you can get some rest
tonight. 
PFinkPD:
No rest for the weary. I got work to do. 
MCollins:
Feeling overwhelmed? 
PFinkPD:
Nothing I can’t handle. 
MCollins:
I don’t think there’s anything you can’t handle,
Phil. 
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she wasn’t sure how he would view the changes she’d made in her life. 
MCollins:
Phil? 
MCollins:
U still there? 
PFinkPD:
Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, got distracted. 
MCollins:
You want to tell me what happened in Florida? 
Her heart tripped and she fl exed her fi ngers over her keyboard. 
PFinkPD:
It was eventful as well as relaxing. I forgot how
much I enjoyed spending time with my family. 
MCollins:
Do you feel you accomplished your goals for going
there? 
PFinkPD:
I feel like I reclaimed a piece of myself, yes. 
MCollins:
I’m happy to hear that. 
PFinkPD:
Hey slug? 
MCollins:
Yeah? 
PFinkPD:
I miss you. 
Matt felt his insides twist with longing. He wanted so much to be there with her, it hurt. But even though she admitted she missed him, she didn’t ask him to come to her. If she had, he would have been there without hesitation. 
She watched the cursor blink for a few minutes before she sent another message. 
PFinkPD:
I guess I’m gonna go get to work. 
MCollins:
Well, don’t let me interrupt you. 
PFinkPD:
I’m gonna get offl ine for a while. 
MCollins:
Can’t handle the temptation? 
PFinkPD:
What temptation? 
MCollins:
Me, of course! 
PFinkPD:
Talk to you later. 

Before he could respond, she logged off and sat back to stare at her monitor. What she had said was true, she did miss him. And what he had said was true, he was too much of a temptation for her in so many ways. Sighing, she turned away to start organizing the new fi les she had brought home with her. Doing this on her own was going to be diffi cult, but she was going to put every ounce of her energy into it. Of course, in doing so, it meant she could shove thoughts of Matt away. 
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It was a couple of weeks later when Phil realized that although she was enjoying the new challenges in her work, she was also tired beyond belief. She hadn’t realized exactly how much time or energy it was going to take to interact directly with her new clients. Add that onto a big list of projects and she was working almost around the clock to keep up with her deadlines. 
And although she was working every minute she was awake, she couldn’t hide from her feelings for Matt. She missed him terribly and loved him more than she could ever express. But still, her new life, such as it was, didn’t really allow for a long distance relationship. She wasn’t even sure that it would survive a normal relationship. 
Even though her life was upside down, she didn’t mention one word of it to Matt. She tried to keep up a cheerful facade when she was online, which wasn’t often. They had talked on the telephone only a couple of times over the past weeks, and even then she had kept the conversation short. 
One Saturday, Matt caught up with Phil online at about two in the morning. 
MCollins:
Hey babe. 
Phil jumped as her laptop dinged to announce the instant message. Her skittish response was testimony to how sleep deprived she really was. 
PFinkPD:
Hi. 
MCollins:
Whatcha doin’ up so late? 
Rubbing her eyes, she stared down at the keyboard and tried to think up an excuse. 
MCollins:
Phil? 
MCollins:
U there? 
She was lucky that they didn’t use webcams to communicate because she was currently wiping away the tears that were running down her face. 
MCollins:
Hey, u ok? What’s going on? 
MCollins:
Where’d you go? 
PFinkPD:
I’m here. Sorry, I was in the middle of something. 
It was the best she could come up with. 
MCollins:
What’s doin? 
PFinkPD:
Nuthin, was just surfi ng. U? 
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MCollins:
I was checking my email before I went to sleep. I
didn’t expect to see you online so late. U working? 
PFinkPD:
Of course not! On a weekend? No way. 
MCollins:
Well, speaking of work, how’s that going? 
PFinkPD:
It’s fi ne. Busy. 
MCollins:
That’s good, tho, right? 
PFinkPD:
Sure. 
He stared at his laptop screen and frowned. She was acting kind of strangely and for that matter, had been acting strangely for the past several weeks. What was going on with her? 
MCollins: Are  u sure things are ok? Anything u want to talk
about? 
She hiccuped and blew her nose, wanting desperately to tell him everything. But she couldn’t admit that she was in over her head. She’d always taken care of herself and overcome whatever obstacles were in her way. 
PFinkPD:
Everything is fi ne. 
MCollins:
u keeping in touch with your family? 
PFinkPD:
uh huh
MCollins:
everything all right with them? 
PFinkPD:
sure
MCollins:
ok, so here’s a question for u. 
PFinkPD:
What? 
MCollins:
When can I see you again? I miss you. 
Covering her face with her hands, she burst into tears. She wanted to be with him, but there was no way she could take any time away from the work that was suffocating her. 
MCollins:
Phil? 
She tried to see the laptop screen through her blurry eyes. 
MCollins:
Babe? Where’d you go? 
PFinkPD:
Sorry, was answering an email. I miss you, too. 
MCollins:
So, I’m happy to come to you. I can even take a day
or two off and make it a long weekend. 
PFinkPD:
I don’t know. I’m a little busy right now, u know? 
He fl exed his fi ngers over the keyboard, not sure what to say. 
Was she really so busy that she couldn’t spare a couple of hours to hang out with him? 
MCollins:
how about I come out Friday night and hang out
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Saturday and Sunday? We don’t even have to leave ur condo. 

;)
PFinkPD:
that sounds better than amazing. Let’s talk later in
the week, k? 
MCollins:
k
Even as he answered her, he wondered what was going on. He wanted to be with her, didn’t she feel the same anymore? Was she so wrapped up in her new business that she didn’t have time for him anymore? Or was it something else? Or someone else? No, that was ridiculous...he knew she cared about him. 
PFinkPD:
hey, I’m exhausted. I’m going to get some sleep. 
MCollins:
all right, babe. I wish I were there to hold you
while you make those soft little snoring noises. 
PFinkPD:
I don’t snore, you slug. 
MCollins:
good night, Phil. 
PFinkPD:
 good night
Logging off her instant messenger, she sat staring at her computer. She couldn’t take this anymore, she had to get some help. She opened a new browser window and started surfi ng for sites where she could post a notice for assistance. If she could fi nd someone who wanted some part time work, that would be perfect. 
She could hand over a couple of her smaller projects to them and make more time for her to deal with the clients. Major projects she could still handle on her own. 
Perking up a tiny bit, she began drafting a job description and advertisement. Although she preferred to hire someone nearby, she would be content to fi nd someone who lived outside the area if they could work without supervision. As much as she hated to rely on a stranger to keep her business afl oat, she had no choice. 
She couldn’t go on the way things were now. With a sigh, she concentrated on writing a dynamite ad to attract a dynamite consultant. 
Matt looked up at the knock on his offi ce door. “Yes?” 
Poking his head into the room, Roger grunted. “You got a minute?” 
“Sure, c’mon on in.” Leaning back in his chair, Matt waited until his friend was in the room with the door closed behind him. 
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“What’s up?” 
“I, uh, just got out of a meeting with Greg,” Roger began, slumping down into the chair in front of Matt’s desk. “And I think there’s something you might want to know.” 
The look on Roger’s face made Matt sit up straighter. “What’s going on?” 
“Well, Greg came to me yesterday, saying he needed to talk to me and that it was serious. I had that meeting yesterday afternoon, so I set up an appointment to talk to him today.” Rubbing a hand over his face, Roger sighed. “Evidently he’s been looking around for employment elsewhere.” 
“Really? I didn’t know he was unhappy,” Matt muttered. 
“I’m not sure he’s unhappy, technically, but he’s having some money issues. He was looking for something that paid more,” 
Roger explained. “He was very frank with me and said he didn’t particularly want to leave Centre Seating, but he needed to fi nd a way to make more money.” 
“So why are you talking to me about this? I can’t give Greg a raise and neither can you,” Matt reminded him. “Only Sloan can make that decision.” 
“Initially I think he wanted me to go to Sloan and make his case, but instead he came to me with another kind of proposal.” 
“Okay, Rog, what’s going on here?” Matt demanded. “You’re beating around the bush, just come out with it.” 
“Greg found an opportunity to work part time as an independent contractor and he wants to work four days a week here.” Shifting in his chair, Roger didn’t meet Matt’s gaze. “When I asked him what kind of opportunity, he didn’t want to tell me. I said that I’d need a pretty good reason to go to bat with Sloan for him.” 
“And?” 
“He told me, but I didn’t believe him. So to prove it, he showed me the website where the job listing was.” Jutting out his chin, Roger motioned to Matt’s computer. “I sent you an email with the website address.” 
Glowering at his friend, Matt opened his email software, retrieved the message and clicked on the link inside. He waited a moment while the page loaded, then gave it his full attention. 
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fact that it was for part time work only, which was unusual in their business. “I see it. So?” 
“It doesn’t sound the least bit familiar to you?” Roger asked curiously. 
Matt shrugged and read part of the ad out loud. “Start up business needs part time programmer to complete projects from start to fi nish. Must have own work site and necessary equipment.” 
Looking back at his friend, he shook his head. “It could be any small company in our industry.” 
“Yeah, that’s what I told him. He said he sent his resume over and in return, got an automated response from a very familiar email address.” Roger leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. “It was Phil.” 
Matt’s mouth dropped open and his eyes bounced back to the ad still open on his screen. “Phil? My Phil?” 
“Yeah. Greg said he almost fell out of his chair, but then he got real excited. He fi gured if it was Phil, then he would defi nitely have a good chance at getting the job since they had worked together here.” He paused. “Now you know, of course, that even if she offered him the job, I couldn’t go to Sloan with this. He’d have a cow if he knew Phil was trying to poach someone off his staff.” 
Automatically, Matt defended Phil. “She would never poach from Centre Seating. Besides which, she thought most of our programmers were, uh, not up to snuff. Greg has no chance at that job.” Why hadn’t she come to him? Why hadn’t she told him she was looking for help? Why hadn’t she told him she needed help? Pushing to his feet, he paced back and forth behind his desk. 
“What did you tell Greg?” 
“I basically said that there was no point in discussing this option at this stage. If he received an offer from anyone, including Phil, then he should come back and talk to me.” Roger sighed. “But even if he doesn’t get this job, then he’s going to keep looking. I know I can’t get him the raise he wants and frankly, I’m not sure he deserves it.” 
Matt nodded absently, but his mind was focused on Phil. 
“What are you going to do? Do you think she’s in trouble?” 
“Every time I’ve asked her, she’s told me everything is fi ne. 
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She says she’s busy, but ‘fi ne’,” he told Roger. “And I don’t know that it’s my place to say anything if she hasn’t asked for help.” 
“I mean, it’s a good thing for her that things are going so well she needs help, you know? Not that I’m surprised...she’s got a damned good reputation in this industry,” Roger admitted. 
“I’m surprised that it’s gotten out of hand so fast for her. She’s always so organized and on top of everything...” He shook his head as her refusal to allow him to visit fi nally made sense to him. 
“What in the hell am I going to do?” 
Roger pushed to his feet and gave Matt a sly look. “Apply for the job?” 
“Apply for the...” His voice trailed off. 
“Lord knows you ain’t the best programmer in the world... 
but she is. And she can’t be accustomed to managing all those projects...but you are. Seems to me, the two of you fi ll each other in. One balances the other...ying and yang, my friend.” With a nod, Roger left the offi ce, closing the door behind him. 
Phil was afraid to open her email box as it was fi lled to overfl owing with resumes in response to her advertisement. It seemed a lot of people were looking for some part time work on the side of their regular jobs. The thought of having to plow through so many applications made her sick to her stomach. As it was, she was swamped with work, where was she going to fi nd time to read all those resumes? 
A window popped up on her screen and she stopped to stare at it. 
MCollins:
hey babe, u there? 
What she wouldn’t give to have him wrap his arms around her and tell her everything was going to be all right. She shook her head at the notion that she would allow anyone to do that. She had gotten herself into this mess, she was going to have to get herself out. 
PFinkPD:
hi
MCollins:
how’s tricks? 
PFinkPD:
fi ne. u? 
MCollins:
not too bad. Be better if I were with u. 
PFinkPD:
I know the feeling. 
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MCollins:
yeah? what’s going on? 
PFinkPD:
not much
Just her life falling apart. 
MCollins:
so, what’re u doing? 
PFinkPD:
like right this minute? 
MCollins:
yeah
PFinkPD:
talking to a slug. And a nosy one at that. 
MCollins:
hang on a sec, babe
She leaned over and rested her head on the hard surface of her desk. Her shoulders tensed when the security system let out an alert on her computer. That was odd, they rarely had any kind of alarms go off. Rolling her head, she clicked open her security system monitoring program and checked to see where the alarm had come from. The garage. The only camera there was over her parking space, but she fi gured she should check it out anyway. 
PFinkPD:
I gotta go check something, brb Hurrying, she checked the bank of monitors in the spare room, but the one over her parking space showed nothing. Before leaving the room, she fi gured she should scan through the rest of the cameras to make sure nothing was amiss. Everything seemed to be in order until she fl ipped over to the camera that was aimed at the front door to the building. There was something blocking the camera, so she waited to see what happened when it moved to pan the area. When the image didn’t change, she caught her lip between her teeth. It was possible that something had blown up over the camera...a bag or a page of newspaper, but it had never happened before. Watching carefully, she gave it another minute, then gasped. The thing blocking the camera moved! It pulled away and only then was she able to make out a piece of paper or cardboard with some writing on it. 

Let him in. 
Clapping a hand over her mouth, she wasn’t sure whether she should scream and call the police, or cry and type in her code to unlock the door. Running back to the loft, she looked at her chat window. 
MCollins:
let me in
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before she got it right. Turning, she stepped out into the foyer, but couldn’t make herself open the front door. She was still standing there, frozen, when the knock came. Her heart pounding in her chest, she took a deep breath and approached the door. When she didn’t answer it fast enough, there was another, louder, knock. 
Hand trembling, she closed her eyes, turned the doorknob and pulled open the door. 
“Hey, babe.” 
Prying one eye open, she peeked at him. He was standing in the doorway holding a ‘help wanted’ sign. 
“You put this out?” 
Her heart stopped beating and crept up into her throat. “W... 
what are you talking about?” 
“I came in answer to your advertisement.” Pulling a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket, he handed it to her. “Here’s my resume. 
I think you’ll fi nd it a perfect match for your requirements.” 
She took the piece of paper from him, but didn’t open it. 
“Seeing as I’m unemployed, and all, I’m hoping you’ll give me the chance to prove that I can do the job.” Not waiting for a response, he walked into the condo, pulling a large rolling suitcase behind him. “Meanwhile, I’m going to need a place to stay—” 
“Unemployed?” she interrupted in a squeaky voice. 
He turned to face her, standing his suitcase upright before answering. “I had to quit Centre Seating before applying for this job, you know that.” 
“Sloan is going to think I lured you away,” she whispered, not sure if she should believe what was happening. “That’s not good.” 
Crossing to where she still stood, he kicked the door closed and looked down into her confused gaze. “I talked to Sloan before I resigned. I made sure he knew I wasn’t leaving because I wanted to be with Philanthropy Designs, I was leaving because I wanted to be with Phyllis Ann Fink.” 
“What?” 
He took a step closer so that their bodies were nearly touching. 
“I told him that I was leaving because I love Phyllis Ann Fink and because I want to be with her forever. And that goal confl icted with my job at Centre Seating.” 
192 Rida Allen
“Matt...” Tears fi lled her eyes and tightened her throat. 
Raising his hands to cup her face, he brushed a tender kiss across her lips. “I love you, Phil. I don’t even know when it started, but I know it’s never going to end.” He watched her close her eyes and try to regain her composure. “I’m unemployed and homeless, Phil, don’t send me away.” 
“Send you away?” she exclaimed. “You couldn’t get away if you tried! This place is a fortress.” 
He grinned and hugged her to him. “God, I missed you, Phil.” 
“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” she mumbled against his shoulder. 
“You’ve always done things on your own and I know that you could do this, too. But honestly, Phil, why should you?” he asked seriously. “I want to be a part of your life, both personal and business, if you’ll have me.” 
“I know things are different in my life since I came back from seeing my family, so I hope you can accept the changes I have made and that I want to make in the future.” Wiping away the tears that kept leaking from her eyes, she continued, “But I don’t want to know what my future would be like without you.” 
“Phil, I love you and no matter what changes you make in the future, I’ll always love you,” he said fi rmly. 
“I love you, too.” 
With a whoop, he grabbed her up into his arms and crushed her against his chest. “We’re crazy, you know? But at least we get to be crazy together.” 
She laughed and held onto him tightly, feeling more secure than she ever had in her life. 
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