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 Jennifer & Philip



Chapter 1
 
Twenty-seven year-old Jennifer Brooks was still shaking as she left the records room where she and her boss, handsome CEO Philip Haas, had just had a mid-day tryst. Part of her physical response was from the chill of the air conditioning and some was even from the after effects of intense sex, but most of it was due to the abrupt and cold manner with which she'd just been dismissed. She stumbled as she crossed the office to reach her boss's private bathroom, barely catching herself before she tumbled to the floor. Having sex with Philip always left her a little weak-kneed, and this time was no exception.
 
As she opened the door to the bathroom, her eyes fell to her wrists. Heat creeped up into her cheeks at the sight of the reddened flesh where Philip's tie had bound her. Her stomach clenched at the memory of how he'd tied her hands above her head, leaving her vulnerable and completely at his mercy. He made her feel things physically that she hadn't known she could feel.
 
Once inside the bathroom, she tried to push all of the chaos out of her mind and focus on making herself presentable. She still had a job to do. She may have been fucking the boss, but she was actually qualified and good at what she'd been hired to do. She fully intended to leave no doubt that, sex or no sex, she deserved to be in this position.
 
She leaned over the sink and splashed cold water on her face, avoiding looking in the mirror for the time being. She knew her dark hair would be a mess from her thrashing about and her clothes were rumpled and, in a few cases, wet. She began to clean up, using the time to slow her pounding heart and regain her composure. 
 
When she believed she was more or less ready, Jennifer finally looked in the mirror. “Oh god,” she sighed to herself as she winced at her reflection. Her hair still had that 'just fucked' look—wet and sticking to her forehead. She quickly gathered all of her hair, twisted it up behind her head, and used the pencils she'd taken into the records room with her to hold the wayward locks in place. Her newly made bun made her look professional again. She smiled to herself in the mirror to make sure her expression didn’t seem drained.
 
After fixing her hair, Jennifer went about fixing her blouse—straightening out all the fresh wrinkles and tucking it back into her skirt neatly. With one final smoothing down of her skirt, Jennifer took a deep breath and walked back out into Philip's office, fully expecting the handsome CEO to be waiting with some task for her to accomplish, sexual or otherwise. Or maybe, he would just ask her to flat out leave the office. Was he just talking about the records room or in general?
 
It was hard to tell which he'd be asking for. He definitely believed in mixing business with pleasure. She frowned as she saw the office was empty. Maybe he was still in the records room. She took a few steps towards the door, then paused. He'd told her to get out, but he hadn't really been clear as to what the command meant. Did he want her to leave while he sorted out the mysterious phone call he'd received and then come back for further instructions, or had he meant for her to not return?
 
After a brief internal debate, Jennifer summoned up her courage and walked the rest of the way to the records room door. She grabbed the doorknob, hesitated, then knocked. “Philip?” Her voice sounded loud in her own ears. When he didn't answer, she knocked again, and then opened the door. 
 
The room was empty.
 
Concern replaced confusion rather quickly. While he wasn't exactly an open book, this behavior was weird, even for Philip. When she'd originally thought he was being cold to her earlier that day, the heat between them in the records room had proven that it had all been building anticipation. She wasn't sure what this was all about. 
 
One minute, things had been great. They'd both just had an orgasm together hard enough to see stars and she was pretty sure they'd been well on their way to more when Philip's phone had interrupted them. For a brief moment, she'd wondered if he was going to keep at it while he was on the phone. She'd been surprised when the idea had excited her, but the moment he'd seen who was calling, everything changed.
 
Something like a mask had slipped over Philip's face and his expression had hardened. She'd known the fun was over when he'd pulled one of the knots free and uncaringly left her to untie her other wrist on her own. She'd practically been able to feel the tension radiating off of him when he'd answered, but nothing he'd said had given any indication as to who he was speaking with. In the short time she'd known him, she'd seen and heard him deal with everyone from the lowest paid employees to politicians with enough clout to make her nervous. The fact that one phone call from someone had been enough to essentially shut him down worried her. Who could have that kind of sway over Philip Haas, powerful CEO and influential member of society? Thousands of ideas ran through her mind, one after the other, but none seemed more likely than the next.
 
She had to know if he was all right, if things between them were all right. Hoping the expression on her face was thoroughly professional, Jennifer stepped out of Philip's office and approached his secretary's desk. Emma looked up, the expression on her face saying that she knew exactly what Philip and Jennifer had been up to and that it wasn't anything that surprised her. Jennifer refused to let herself be embarrassed. It wasn't like she'd seduced Philip or anything. He always initiated. “Hi Emma, do you know where Mr. Haas went?”
 
Emma kept her eyes on her computer screen as she answered busily typing away. “Mr. Haas left about ten minutes ago. He seemed to be in a hurry.”
 
“Did he say where he was going?” Jennifer knew her question bordered on the line between professional and personal and she hurried to add, “I need to know for his schedule.”
 
“He did not.” Emma looked up. “He merely said that something urgent had come up and that he would be leaving for the day.”
 
“For the day?” Jennifer couldn't keep the surprise from her voice. 
 
“Yes, Miss.”
 
The secretary's gaze flickered over Jennifer and she was suddenly sure that those dark eyes could see the marks Philip's mouth had left on her breasts and how her panties were still soaked clean through. Jennifer could barely managed to keep from squirming. “Thank you.” Jennifer kept her voice polite as she hurried back to her own small desk in the corner of Philip's office.
 
Jennifer sat down at her desk, questions racing through her mind. Had the phone call just been an excuse to tell her to leave? For all she knew, he'd told Emma to call at a certain time, knowing that he'd want a reason to kick her out. But then why had he rushed out of the office? If it was something important, why hadn't he just said something? It wasn't like he'd still been on the phone when she'd finished untying herself. He could have just apologized and told her that he had to leave.
 
It was then that his previous words floated back into her mind. “Whatever happens to you today will be up to me... I can do whatever I want to you... I can strip you naked and leave you here for the rest of the afternoon. I could fuck you and let my secretary find you; see cum dripping from your pussy. I could come in every hour and make a new deposit, then leave you for the cleaning crew to find tonight... The question is, do you trust me not to do any of those things?”
 
When he'd first said them, he'd been tying her to his filing cabinet and she'd been unbelievably turned on. The idea that he had complete control over her had been heady, knowing that every ounce of pleasure she would experience would be because he wanted her to and not through any action on her part. She'd never considered that, maybe, those words had been meant in a different way. Could Philip have actually been trying to be mean? Had it been about his own pleasure and not hers?
 
Jennifer shook her head. She didn't want to think that. Philip wasn't like that. He liked domination and control, but he wasn't cruel. She knew cruel, and he wasn't it. She refused to let herself think along those lines any further. Philip was a good man. Something just probably came up and threw him off. He'd explain tomorrow. She tried not to listen to the part of her that said this was just wishful thinking.
 
She looked at the clock on her computer monitor. Technically, she still had a couple of hours left of her shift, but she didn't have anything to do. She'd finished all of the projects Philip had given her at the beginning of the day and he hadn't left a list of what to do next. She could ask Emma, she supposed, but the secretary intimidated her. Jennifer had the distinct impression that Emma didn't entirely approve of her. Besides, even if she did find something to fill the remaining time until she was supposed to leave, she wasn't sure if she could concentrate.
 
 “Fuck it,” Jennifer muttered. “If he has a problem with me leaving early then he should've told me what I was supposed to do after he left.”
 
She gathered her things and stood. Now she just had to decide if she wanted to use Philip's private elevator or if she was going to be brave and just walk out past Emma. The elevator appealed to her since she wouldn't be seen, making her escape feel less like a walk of shame, but, that implied that she had something to be ashamed about. It was also sneaky. If Philip did happen to return and came into the office expecting her to be there, it would be so much worse if it looked like she'd snuck out. If she just sucked it up and walked out the front door, she could tell Emma that she was going home and make it sound like she had permission.
 
“Don't be a pussy,” Jennifer said it out loud as she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “Own it.”
 
She maintained her confident bravado as she left the office and walked past Emma with a nod and a smile. She forced herself not to look back over her shoulder and kept going until she reached the lobby and stepped outside. The day was still lovely, but she couldn't bring herself to enjoy it as she hailed a cab. Once she gave her address, she let her thoughts return to the issue at hand.
 
This entire situation was completely throwing her. She felt like a rubber ball, getting whacked back and forth between Philip's duel personalities. On one hand, he was passionate and the sex was mind-blowing. Snapshots from their previous encounter flashed through her mind.
 
His lips sucked at her breast, bringing blood to the surface and marking her as unmistakably his.
 
He kissed her pussy like he kissed her mouth, tongue exploring every crevice until she shattered into a million pieces.
 
A hard look filled his eyes as he pounded into her, determined to make her scream.
 
All of that was good – all right, more than good – but then there was the other Philip, the one who could turn on a dime and leave her wanting in a not-so-good kind of way. The Philip who could switch from hot to cold with just one phone call. If this had been the only time this had happened, Jennifer felt as she if could have just written it off as a fluke, but he'd been playing this game the entire time she'd known him.
 
Maybe, she thought, that was the problem. Maybe she didn't know him as well as she thought she did. After all, just how much personal information about him did she have? He didn't share much of anything about himself outside of how to run the business or the type of sex he liked. And, if she were to be completely honest, both of those were limited to what he was willing to share. While he did answer most of her questions about work, he did still pick and choose what he wanted to tell her. As for his personal life, she'd been tempted to snoop around and check him out online, but had decided against it. Somehow, she thought he wouldn't like that very much. She had hoped, however, that as their relationship progressed, he'd open up and talk more about his family and his upbringing. Instead, it almost seemed like he was closing down more. This afternoon had been a perfect example of that.
 
The question then became, if she didn't really know Philip like she thought she did, she had to ask herself why she was with him and if their relationship was really going anywhere. How close was she to him, really? And if she wasn't close at all, did that mean he didn't care as much as he seemed to appear to? Was it possible that he was actually just using her? And if he was, what did that say about her that she'd fallen for all of those lines designed to get her into bed? Well, a metaphorical bed anyway. She hated to think herself that gullible, but if her past had proven anything it was that she wasn't always the best judge of character, particularly when it came to men.
 
That, of course, made her think about Brad. She knew him, understood him. If Philip was her ultimate fantasy lover, what did that make Brad? Could she actually be so shallow that she preferred a fantasy man who was possibly just using her to the reality of a man she knew? The idea that she'd been so superficial disgusted her, but she knew it was a possibility. How else could she explain her behavior with Philip?
 
Jennifer sighed as the cabbie pulled up to the curb in front of her building. Maybe it was time to stop pursuing the fantasy and get back to reality.



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 1
 
Back at my apartment, the first thing I did was pull out my cell phone and dial Sharon’s number. After everything that had happened in the last few hours, I was in desperate need of some advice. Ever since college, Sharon had been my number one person to turn to, always willing to lend a sympathetic ear and support me no matter what. With my mind in turmoil, I was desperate for someone to bring me back to reality and put everything in perspective for me.
 
Sharon didn’t pick up on my first attempt, but she did on my quick second attempt with a huge yawn.
 
“Amanda? Is everything OK? It’s almost 2 in the morning,” she said groggily.
 
“Sorry to wake you up,” I said, peering through my curtains onto the street below; the black car containing the two bodyguards was still parked on the curb. Were they going to stay all night?
 
“That’s fine, it’s what friends are for,” Sharon said, only slightly grumpy. “What’s up?”
 
I took a deep breath, ready to explain to her everything that had happened.
 
“It’s really hard to know where to start…”
 
“This is about a guy, isn’t it?” Sharon asked shrewdly. “The family friend guy? Mathis?”
 
“Yes,” I admitted. “But things just got way more complicated than I can handle.”
 
“I told you that getting involved with him was a bad idea,” Sharon sighed. “What happened?”
 
“It’s hard to explain,” I hedged. “We–”
 
“Did you guys have sex?” Sharon interrupted bluntly.
 
“Well, we did – but it’s not that simple. Sharon, Mathis is in real trouble and somehow I got caught up in all of it,” I said in a tumble before Sharon could get too wrapped up in the details.
 
“You’re going to need to start from the beginning,” Sharon told me, kindly letting me give the whole story before telling me how crazy she thought I was for sleeping with the gossiped-about playboy.
 
“I’m trying! So after our training session, we got caught up in the moment when we went outside and stood in the rain – it was a romantic moment and we got caught up in it. Somehow we ended up kissing, but I got confused. I remembered what you said about him being a playboy, and I freaked out and ran away.”
 
“Oh my god, you ran away? Are you serious right now?”
 
“Well, he followed me – he actually ran after me and kissed me again. We were in my car, and he asked me if I wanted to give our relationship a try,” I said.
 
“Oh…” Sharon paused in thought. “Amanda, that’s huge! What are you going to do?”




“That’s not it,” I said heavily. “Promise not to freak out, okay?”
 
“You had naughty car sex?” Sharon asked gleefully. “Don’t worry, Honey. We’ve all been there. Once, before I met Ryan, there was this night at the drive-in with–”
 
“Shaz, please don’t finish that sentence,” Ryan’s sleepy voice chimed in from the background.
 
“Rye, go back to sleep,” Sharon told her boyfriend. “I’ll go onto the porch,” she told me as I heard her scuttling through the phone. “Go on – what happened?”
 
“Do you promise not to freak out?” I asked.
 
“Cross my heart,” Sharon promised. I could practically feel her jumping up and down in anticipation. I took a deep breath before I took the plunge.
 
“We got caught up in a shooting,” I said meekly. 
 
“Oh what the fuck?” she exclaimed, suddenly very serious. “What the hell happened? Are you okay? Did you get hurt??”
 
“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Mathis got hurt, and I drove him back to his place. I stayed for a while to make sure he was okay, and, well, one thing led to another. We got caught up with the adrenaline rush and… things happened.”
 
“Oh…wow,” Sharon sighed. “That’s actually kinda sexy. Minus the almost getting shot part,” she added trying to humorously lighten the conversation.
 
“There’s more, though,” I told her.
 
“More? Wow, this was one crazy night,” Sharon marveled. As always when she was caught up in a good story, her emotions bounced around like a Yo-yo.
 
“It turns out that Mathis knew the people who shot at us. They were threatening him for his money. He was involved in something bad as a kid – way before he met me – but he’s completely straight now. But now these guys want him to pay some kind of hush money and they’re willing to threaten his life to get it.” I spewed out the information quickly like ripping off a Band-Aid.
 
“Whoa, Amanda. This guy can’t possibly be worth your own safety,” Sharon said, sounding extremely worried. “That’s some heavy stuff to get involved in.”
 
“But the way he acted,” I insisted, “he was so concerned for me. It seemed like all he cared about was that I was safe. He insisted that I’d be safer away from him, and he even sent bodyguards to protect me.”
 
“Holy crap…are you sure you’re completely safe?” Sharon asked, alarmed.
 
“I’m fine. The bodyguards are still outside my place, but who knows what’ll happen to Mathis now.”
 
“Amanda – you need to drop this guy,” Sharon said. “He was right about one thing: you’re safer away from him.”
 
“But Sharon,” I argued, my heart splitting into tiny pieces because I knew it was true, “everything I used to feel for Mathis is flooding back. It’s as if there was a piece missing from my life and now I’ve found it. I’ve never felt like this about someone else. Ever. Usually if something like this happened, I’d drop the guy like a hot potato, but Mathis is different. All I can think about is whether he’s okay and when I can see him again.”
 
“Oh no,” Sharon said, “You’ve got it bad. Amanda, why do you always have to go for the dangerous ones?”
 
“Mathis wasn’t dangerous before,” I defended myself. “If it was anyone else, I’d be running away, but I know he’s a good person. I can see that he’s built up a wall to protect himself, but underneath he’s that same person I fell in love with all those years ago. I’m not sure I ever stopped caring about him. I don’t even think I could stop if I wanted to.”
 
“I just hate to think about how bad you could get hurt – not just by him, but by this stuff he’s got going on around him,” Sharon said. “You’re my best friend. The last thing I want you to do is get involved with a guy who’s no good, no matter how rich or sexy he is. You’re like my sister, and I can’t let you do that to yourself.”
 
“I know,” I said, “but I think that whatever happens, I need to help him. I need to be near him. He’s a good guy – I know it.”
 
I heard Sharon let out a sigh on the other end of the phone. “Just be careful,” Sharon warned. “I love you, Amanda. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”
 
“I know,” I said. “Thank you for listening to me. It’s too late for me to walk away from him.”
 
“In that case,” Sharon said, “I really hope he cares about you as much as you care about him.”
 
I thanked Sharon again for listening to me so late at night before hanging up. I really understood where she was coming from. It was the totally rational way of seeing the situation objectively. But…this situation was just…different. As I lay in bed, trying to erase the images of the evening from my head and drift off to sleep, I mulled Sharon’s words over in my mind. Was it too much to believe that Mathis truly cared about me? 
 
I lay awake long into the night, wondering how long it would be before Mathis called me.



Jennifer & Philip
 



Chapter 2
 
Jennifer's palms were slick with sweat as she rode to work in a cab. She could have called the car service and used the card Philip had given her, but she balked at the idea. It seemed too much like him paying her for services received. The job alone was almost too close to payment for comfort. She'd originally considered taking the subway or even walking since the weather was so nice, but the moment she'd seen herself in the mirror, she'd changed her mind. Her face had been pale, her hands trembling. She hadn't slept well and it had taken a large cup of coffee and a handful of crackers to start calming her nerves. The problem was, she wasn't just anxious about how Philip would react to her having left early the day before—though that was part of it. The majority of her anxiety, however, was in regards to something a bit more personal. Philip had already proven that he could cycle from hot to cold at a crazy, rapid rate, and after what had happened before, she had no clue which Philip would be waiting for her.
 
She'd dressed for ambiguity. A plain black skirt that ended an inch above her knees, and a matching blazer over a white blouse. The ensemble flattered her figure but she still looked professional. She'd opted for simplicity for her hair as well, twisting it up behind her head again. It was neat but would be easy to take out if she – or Philip – wanted.
 
***
 
Within minutes of arriving at work, Jennifer knew that Philip was in the distant mode. He didn't mention anything about the previous day, not the sex, the phone call or her early departure. In fact, he acted as if the entire day hadn't happened at all.
 
At first, Jennifer thought it was a good thing that he wasn't making a big deal about the whole thing and that he'd eventually thaw like he had before. Maybe, she thought, he was embarrassed by his behavior and worried about how she would react, so she kept things professional as she did the work he asked of her.
Most of it was mindless, menial work that only partially distracted her from the matter at hand.
 
As the morning went on, however, Jennifer began to wonder if Philip was ever going to come around. Her previous frustration at his behavior began creeping up on her. By the time she came back from lunch, she'd decided that it was time to be proactive.
 
When Philip reentered the office, a serious, distracted expression on his face, Jennifer gathered her courage and marched over to the desk. He hung his jacket over the back of his chair while she tried to figure out what to do with her hands. She'd settled on folding them in front of her when Philip turned. A brief expression of surprise flitted across his face and then disappeared behind a business-like mask.
 
“Have you finished proofing the shareholders' report?” He didn't meet her eyes, focusing instead on shuffling papers on his desk.
 
“Yes,” Jennifer answered. She hesitated, then plunged ahead. “Can we talk?”
 
Philip raised his head, his expression unreadable. “Go ahead. Talk.”
 
“Yesterday, when we were...” She flushed but pushed on. “When we were in the records room, you got a...”
 
Philip's cell buzzed as an unfamiliar ringtone cut into Jennifer's question. He held up a finger, putting Jennifer on pause, and pulled his phone out. Jennifer waited as he read the text, trying not to let her frustration grow. That became decidedly more difficult when Philip pocketed his phone and picked up his jacket again.
 
“I have to step out for a few minutes.” He shrugged into the jacket.
 
Jennifer blinked. Had he seriously just blown her off without so much as an apology?
 
“Stay put. I'll be right back and we'll get started on the next project.” With that direction, Philip walked out of the office, leaving Jennifer standing in front of his desk.
 
She was frozen there, unable to believe she'd just been dismissed so rudely for the second time in two days. It was the sound of a woman's voice that broke her paralysis.
 
“Philip, darling, how wonderful to see you.”
 
Jennifer turned. Philip hadn't closed the door all of the way behind him. Jennifer was moving towards it before she even realized what she was doing. A small part of her reminded her that Philip had told her to stay, but she pushed it aside. She wasn't leaving the office and there was no way he'd meant for her to stay at the actual desk. That would have just been absurd.
 
She peeked through the opening as the woman began to speak again. “It's been too long. Time's been good to you.”
 
Jennifer's heart dropped as she laid eyes on the speaker. She couldn't see a lot, but what she did see was enough. The woman, to whom Philip was talking, was tall and slender with dark red curls that looked like they'd been on the receiving end of a haircut more expensive than Jennifer's entire outfit, probably more expensive than Jennifer's entire wardrobe, actually. And, speaking of wardrobes, the woman's clothing was easily as well-tailored as Philip's, which was saying something. Her face had the elegant features and fine bone structure that women envied and men coveted. Jennifer suddenly felt frumpy and decidedly unattractive. This was the type of woman one expected to see with a man like Philip.
 
“Well, I don't have much time right now,” the stranger continued talking again after pleasantries had been exchanged. “But I hope we'll get to catch up more some other time.” Her voice was even and cultured.
 
Jennifer felt her stomach turn to ice as the woman handed Philip a piece of paper and kissed him on the cheek. Philip watched the woman leave, and though Jennifer couldn't see his face, she could only imagine the admiration she'd see as he watched the woman go. The thought made her feel nauseous. Maybe she'd been right before and Philip had just been using her for sex. She wasn't like that lady. There was no way a woman like that would let any man tie her to a filing cabinet and do those other things to her. And she certainly wouldn't enjoy it. Her face flushed as she thought of all of the things Brad had said about her when they'd been dating.
 
“It's a good thing you act like such a little whore. It's the only way you'll ever get a promotion.”
 
“You better get used to doing whatever a man tells you to because you're not a good enough fuck to get away with the vanilla stuff.”
 
“You should know, the only way a man's going to put up with your shit is if you just shut up and do whatever he says.”
 
Even as Brad's words echoed in her mind, she couldn't help but wonder if that was the way Philip saw her too: a woman willing to do whatever he said for a job.
 
Jennifer shook away the memories and returned her attention to her boss. As the woman disappeared, Philip glanced at the note and then shoved it into his jacket pocket. Jennifer turned and hurried back to the desk. She still wasn't sure if Philip had meant his statement literally or not, but she was sure he wouldn't like her eavesdropping.
 
“On to business,” Philip's voice was brisk as he entered his office. “Since we both left early yesterday, we're a bit behind.”
 
Jennifer waited for him to address the reasons for the early exits, but it never came. Instead, Philip sat down and motioned for her to do the same. She complied, still waiting for him to talk about the proverbial elephant in the room.
 
“We don't have time for small talk,” Philip picked up a file and handed it to Jennifer. “We need to look over the quarterly reports from each hotel and make sure there aren't any discrepancies.”
 
Jennifer's mind was reeling but she accepted the folder. A question popped into her mind. “Isn't this what accountants do?”
 
A ghost of a smile played across his lips but never fully emerged. “True, but in my opinion, the owner should know his business better than some accountant. I always look over the reports before sending them over for a more detailed check.”
 
“Philip,” the near-smile had prompted Jennifer to be bold, “who were you talking to?”
 
He waved a dismissive hand. “No one you need to worry about.”
 
Jennifer barely managed to keep herself from flinching. It wasn't the words, really, but the tone, as if her place didn't merit a real answer. If it had been business, shouldn't she know what it was about, if he was training her? And if it wasn't business, that could only mean that it had been a personal visit. And if they were in a relationship, shouldn't he be able to share that with her too? Either way, it meant that she didn't mean as much to Philip as she'd hoped—professionally or personally.
 
The rest of the day was a blur of numbers and columns, of short word exchanges regarding only business. Jennifer didn't bring up the woman or the day before or anything that wasn't related to the work at hand, and Philip didn't volunteer anything. The more time that passed, the more Jennifer was certain that Philip wanted her when he wanted her and nothing more.
 
When they'd finally finished the last set of papers, Jennifer considered trying to talk to Philip again, but it was only a half-hearted thought. She wasn't sure she had the strength for another run-around and she knew that she certainly didn't have the stomach for it, not today anyway.
 
“I think we're done for the day.” Philip set down his pen without looking at Jennifer. He stood. “If you want to go over things again, feel free. Leave whenever you're ready.”
 
As he pulled his keys from his pocket, a piece of paper fluttered down onto the desk. He was already half-way to the door when Jennifer realized what it was he'd dropped. She opened her mouth to tell him, but he was already out the door. She knew she should either take the note and go after him, or just leave it for him to find tomorrow. Either of those choices would be the right thing to do, but she didn't move.
 
She had so many questions, about Philip, about what was happening between the two of them, and it didn't look like Philip intended to address any of them any time soon, if ever. At least one of those questions had an answer within arm's reach. What she wanted mingled with her curiosity, fueling her desire. She'd always been a curious child, full of questions and always getting into trouble when she tried to figure out things. It had only been with Brad that she'd tamed that impulse because she often found out things she wished she hadn't known. Now, with Philip, she found that the curiosity was back in full force.
 
“I shouldn't,” she murmured, as if hearing the words out loud would make her not want to do it anymore. 
 
It didn't work. 
 
“Then again,” the curious questioning part of her countered. “It isn't like I'm really snooping or anything like that. It's more rude or inconsiderate, right?” She knew she was trying to justify what she wanted, but she couldn't quite stop herself now that she'd started. It was just too easy to make excuses. “And it's not like Philip's been all nice and polite himself. He's had his own moments of being rude and inconsiderate.”
 
She reached out, her hand hesitating as it hovered over the note. The brief internal debate raged for another minute before Jennifer snatched up the wrinkled paper and spread it on the table in front of her.
 
The first thing that she noticed was that the handwriting wasn't as feminine as she'd thought it would be. It wasn't particularly masculine either, just neat and business-like. She supposed it just supported her earlier thought that maybe this mystery woman would be a better fit for Philip. Then she read the note and everything else faded away. She read the words twice, desperate to draw meaning from something so cryptic.
 
Philip, it has been too long since we have seen each other. Now that we need each other, perhaps we should forget our past and move towards a closer relationship. I hope to see you soon. J.
 
Jennifer carefully folded the note and slid it back across the desk to where it had fallen. Apparently, she hadn't learned her lesson with Brad. She was seriously regretting taking the note. Though vague, it indicated a deep and personal connection with Philip, a history and level of intimacy that didn't appear to need any explanation. It hadn't been perfect, she could see, but whoever J was, she seemed to be willing to forget about it and try to start again.
 
Brad immediately sprang to mind. Wasn't this exactly what he was doing? He'd asked her to put aside their rocky past and try again. She hadn't wanted to consider it, not really, since she had Philip, but now it seemed like Philip was more interested in mending his previous relationship with J than starting a new one with her. Sure, the note was crumpled, but he'd kept it, and J had kissed his cheek. He hadn't disagreed when she'd suggested seeing him again and he'd obviously been intrigued enough to watch her walk away. Jennifer wasn't stupid. If her time with Brad had taught her anything, it was what it looked like when a man was cheating.
 
Okay, she conceded, maybe it wasn't actually cheating because it hadn't sounded like Philip and J had been doing anything, not yet anyway. And, it was true that she and Philip didn't necessarily have a real relationship, or at least not one that they'd defined. If they didn't know what they were to each other, could it still be considered cheating?
 
“Well,” Jennifer stood. “He could've at least told me that we weren't anything serious.” She wasn't speaking loudly, but she had to speak the words. Sometimes things came across differently, more clearly, just because they were heard with ears rather than in her mind. Her habit of talking to herself had driven Brad crazy.
 
Brad. Jennifer sighed as she gathered her things. The two men just kept circling each other in her head, alternating which one seemed to be the smarter choice. With Brad, she had this tumultuous history that made her suspicious and untrusting. Their break-up had been one of the hardest things Jennifer had ever had to go through, but she ended up thinking of it as being the best thing that had ever happened to her. Now, he was back, promising a new life with all of the good and none of the bad. And there had been good between the bad. Or had it been bad between the good? Did it even matter?
 
Then there was Philip. Like Brad, he seemed to shift personalities, but none of Philip's quirks included making Jennifer feel bad about herself... well, at least not intentionally as far as she could tell. When they were together, Brad had defined their relationship, what they were, what they weren't. Philip, on the other hand, either didn't want to, or wasn't able to, define them. She knew how things had been with Brad, but not how things would be. People could change from bad to good. Philip, however, was a complete unknown.



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 2
 
It was a week after my encounter with Mathis, and I was sitting at my desk, reviewing the final touches on a project our small team had been working on for the past four months. Although it felt good to finally finish this project, my rare work-related satisfaction was completely obscured by my intense anxiety.
 
It had been a whole week, and Mathis still hadn’t contacted me. After I’d gone to bed that night, my head in a whirl, I could barely sleep, thinking about Mathis – about how I felt, and about what was going to happen. 
 
The morning after, I had woken up groggy and still exhausted at 6am, completely unable to fall back asleep. I knew I’d have to get up for work in an hour anyway, so I crawled sluggishly out of my bed and dragged myself into the shower.
 
Under the relaxing jet of hot water, I mulled over my feelings. I still hadn’t settled down from last night. As I combed the shampoo through my hair with my fingers, I remembered the gentle caress of Mathis’ hand on my silky locks the night before. As I massaged my breasts and soaped over my stomach, I could feel Mathis’ mouth kissing and exploring every inch of me. My head was still full of him, my senses alert to his every touch and caress. 
 
At least I knew that the night before had not been a mistake or a coincidence. I felt with every fiber of my being that this was right – that I wanted to be with Mathis more than anything. But even as I thought it, my mind came up with all the hundreds of things standing in our way.
 
With Mathis’ reputation so prominent, there was no way that he would ever want to be in a relationship with me. All the women who admired him and the men who respected him would see me as some little nobody trying to edge her way into their glamorous, exclusive world. In the long run, what did I really have to offer Mathis? He deserved someone with model looks who was high-class, sophisticated, and well-connected.
 
Then there was the problem of the crime organization. If I got involved with Mathis, would that just make matters worse for him? I didn’t know how he was planning to cope with it – would he call the police? I failed to even entertain the idea that he might pay them off. That just wasn’t the Mathis I knew. I didn’t want to put him in any more danger by making him worry about me, and I didn’t know how much I should get involved. After all, it was a situation I knew very little about, and I couldn’t even begin to deal with it.
 
Rinsing the soap suds off my body, I realized that I was completely helpless. Hopelessly smitten with Mathis, I was entirely at his mercy. Although I badly wanted to see him, to talk to him, all I could do was wait for him to contact me and hope that somehow, miraculously, everything would work out. 
 
Even though I wanted to put him out of my mind, I couldn’t help thinking about what must be going on in his mind. I imagined his past, how desperate he must have felt. What’s it like for him now, knowing that it had come back to haunt him? I wanted to hold him, to tell him that I still cared about him – even though I knew it was probably hopeless. Now more than ever, I felt like he needed someone, and I worried that I couldn’t be there to help him.
 
***
 
Once I was at work, I tried hard to concentrate on my tasks for the day. My team was at a critical point in finishing a project for the client, and I needed every ounce of my concentration to review the data and make sure that everything was perfect. It was hard to get the image of Mathis out of my head. It felt like every minute lasted for an entire hour, and I had to fight to resist checking my phone to see if he had messaged me, or to check that my ringtone wasn’t on silent.
 
By the evening, I was getting anxious as to whether something had happened to Mathis. Of course, I realized that I was being neurotic. I knew how busy Mathis was and I knew that he had more important things to do than to talk to me. Perhaps he didn’t want to bother me until he knew something definite about the situation. Maybe he was even communicating with the police about the whole ordeal and he didn’t want to worry me. Then again, sitting at home and not knowing was a thousand times more nerve-wracking than if I had been by Mathis’ side and in the loop about everything.
 
Over the next few days I could barely eat or sleep. Every moment I wasn’t thinking about Mathis was spent either at work, furiously concentrating on finishing our project, or writing my novel, which was taking shape more through sheer desperation for a distraction than anything else. 
 
I checked my phone constantly, to the point where I had practically worn finger-grooves into its sides. What if for some reason Mathis had lost my number? Should I call him? What if he was hurt and he needed help? But he had explicitly told me not to call him, and I didn’t want to break my word. It might even be dangerous for me to call him, and the last thing I wanted to do was to get him into even more trouble. 
 
As the days dragged on and I still didn’t hear from him, I began to think that he had either been forced to go into hiding and was unable to contact me, or that he had never intended to call me at all, and that I had simply been a convenience at the time. With the passing hours, my feelings rocketed back and forth between giving up on Mathis ever calling me and wondering if there was something stopping him.
 
By the end of the week, I was a mess of anxiety, insecurity and fear in case something had happened to Mathis. I was also trying and failing to fight off the lurking thought that he truly didn’t care. The fact that our project was completed at work was only a minor source of joy as the rest of my emotions churned like a load of laundry in a washer. I snuck another look at my phone, although by now, I didn’t really believe that he was going to contact me. 
 
As I put my phone away again with a sigh, I saw my boss, Gina, walking towards my cubicle, her face split into a wide smile. 
 
I smiled back, happy to have a distraction. If she was smiling, it was hopefully good news about the project. 
 
“How are you doing, Amanda?” she asked kindly. “I know the last week has been hectic, and you’ve been working hard for months.”
 
“I’m doing well,” I lied. “It’s been a challenge to get everything done, but it’s worth it – everyone on the team has done their best.”
 
“Well I’m glad to hear that,” she smiled. “I just came over to let you know that we’ll be meeting with Mr. Sherman, the client you’ve been working for on this project, in twenty minutes. His company has some sort of announcement to make to our team about the project we’ve just wrapped up.”
 
“Okay, I’ll be right there,” I replied.
 
I was a little nervous, since Sherman Inc. was a huge corporation and I had been one of the key members of his project team, but I knew that the work had gone well, so I had some hopes that we would be getting some thanks, or maybe even a bonus for our efforts.
 
After I had applied a fresh coat of lip gloss and hastily rebraided my hair, I made my way to the conference room. I bumped into Helen, a fellow member of my team, on the way.
 
“Do you think it’s something good or something bad?” Helen asked nervously. She was a petite Asian woman with beautiful chocolate brown eyes and a very kind nature. 
 
“I’m sure it’s nothing bad,” I assured her, “didn’t you see the way Gina was smiling when she came to tell us to come to the meeting?”
 
“I guess … I did hear a rumor that the client’s company often throws parties or dinners for the people they work with! Do you think we might get to go to a party?” She sounded almost painfully hopeful.
 
“Maybe,” I said, although I thought it was unlikely. I listened to Helen talk about what her six year old daughter was doing at school as we went up to the conference floor in the elevator. We were the first ones out of our team of five to get up there, but we were shortly joined by Michael, who looked perpetually tired, Barbara, who looked like she’d spent the entire weekend on a sunbed, and Colin, who was hastily tucking his shirt (which was always hanging out) back into his pants. A slightly rag-tag collection, I liked and respected each member of my team and we worked well together. That was one of the main reasons I had managed to work for this company for the past seven years without drowning myself in the water cooler.
 
We filed into the conference room, where our boss, Gina, was seated with our client, Steven Sherman, who greeted us with a warm smile. I mentally thanked providence that I had worn my best shirt this morning.
 
“I just wanted to collect you all together to give you our heartfelt thanks for all the hard work you’ve put in for us over the last few months,” he said. “We want to reward your efforts!”
 
We all smiled politely and murmured our thanks, and Gina gave us a little thumbs up away from the client’s peripheral vision. 
 
“This Saturday our company is holding a private gala at The Four Seasons Hotel,” Mr. Sherman continued. “We’d like to offer you tickets to the event, and we hope that you will all be able to make it! Plus-ones allowed!”
 
I felt Helen bouncing her legs up and down in excitement next to me as he made the announcement, and there was a general murmur of excitement in the room. Everyone on my team loudly expressed their thanks and excitement. Gina’s smile was so wide it looked as if her face might split in two – as far as I knew, this had never happened at our firm before, or at least not to our department. Even I couldn’t help feeling a little bit hopeful. I’d never been to a fancy event before, and this was a good chance to take my mind off all the drama with Mathis and simply enjoy myself. God knew I had little enough going on in my life. 
 
“This is going to be amazing,” Helen grinned at me as we exited the room a little while later, everyone excitedly discussing the coming weekend. “I’ll get my sister to stay with the children and my husband and I can go to this event together. We haven’t been to a party together since my brother’s wedding, and that was almost two years ago! What about you? Are you bringing a plus one?”
 
“No,” I smiled, bracing myself for the pity that was sure to follow. “I’ll just go solo.”
 
“Maybe you’ll meet some handsome businessman,” Helen teased, and I forced a smile although this caused a pang as I thought of Mathis. “Do you have a cute dress to wear? Oh no!” She suddenly looked alarmed. “I hope I can still fit into my dresses! I haven’t had a chance to wear any of them since before Katie was born. I’m going to have to find time to go shopping!”
 
“You’re already gorgeous, Helen,” I told her as she started squeezing her arms and belly with an air of consternation. I was glad to share in her excitement. Although the event would be a nice distraction, I couldn’t muster the same level of enthusiasm which I might have a few weeks ago.
 
“Well, I’ll have to make do,” sighed Helen. “But you should go all out – there’s no point hiding away that stunning body of yours.”
 
As Helen talked on about the upcoming gala, I imagined myself in an elegant, strapless dress and Mathis in a striking tuxedo. In my mind’s eye, we danced to a live band and toasted each other with champagne. Even in my mind I wasn’t sure if we matched, and I felt silly even for thinking about it. I shook the image away, deciding that I would simply focus on enjoying the evening and forgetting about Mathis. 



Jennifer & Philip

 



Chapter 3
 
She was still thinking about the similarities and differences of the two men she was torn between when she arrived back at her apartment. She was so preoccupied that she almost stepped on the figure sitting in front of her door.
 
“Brad!” Jennifer stumbled backwards, cheeks flaming at the sound of her squeaking his name.
 
“Hiya, babe!” Brad bounced to his feet. A wide grin spread across his face. He looked good in a pair of faded jeans and a fitted black t-shirt. “Thought I'd surprise you but it turned out that your roommate wasn't here to let me in either.”
 
Jennifer shook her head, automatically answering. “No, she's at the restaurant today.” She fumbled the keys in her hand as she tried to find the right one. She hadn't been expecting to come home and find Brad there and her brain was scrambling to catch up. “U-uh…come on in.”
 
Brad followed Jennifer into the apartment. “Looking good, Jenny.”
 
She could hear the admiration in his voice and thought of how nice it was to get a compliment and know that it wasn't because he expected sex. “Thank you.” She set down her purse and keys. “Have a seat while I go change.”
 
Brad settled on the couch while Jennifer headed into the bedroom. She thought about trying to find something casual-dressy, her ingrained response being to make herself nice for Brad, but the thought of that much effort only made her feel even more tired than she already was. “Fuck it,” she muttered as she pulled a pair of gray cut-off sweats and a black t-shirt out of her dresser. She'd had a tough twenty-four hours and she just wanted to be comfortable. If her ex didn't like it, he could leave. She walked back out into the living room, steeling herself to deal with snide comments about how she was letting herself go. What she wasn't prepared for was the look of concern on Brad's face.
 
“Jennifer, are you okay?” He slid over on the couch and patted the seat next to him.
 
She sat on the edge of the cushion, still not entirely sure if she could trust this side of Brad. She very much wanted to, but, at the same time, knew she should be cautious. She was just so tired of having her guard up all of the time.
 
“You can talk to me,” Brad said, turning slightly so he could focus all of his attention on Jennifer.
 
 She nearly squirmed under the intensity of his gaze. She'd never had Brad so intent on her while they were talking. He was notorious for only half listening to anything she had to say. “Well…I had a bad day at work. A bad couple of days, actually. It's no big deal, really.”
 
Brad looked at her expectantly. “You'll feel better if you talk about it.” He stretched his arm along the back of the couch, but didn't touch her.
 
Jennifer was going to refuse to talk, to just shake it off and pretend that it didn't matter, but the look of concern and sympathy on Brad's face was so refreshing, after hours of Philip's aloof demeanor, that she gave in. 
 
“My boss is really moody.”
 
“The guy from the hotel?” Brad prompted.
 
Jennifer nodded. “He hired me as his assistant and told me that he wanted to groom me to one day be a manager or higher, but sometimes he acts like I'm not even there. He goes from wanting me to do all kinds of stuff, and other times, it's like I'm not competent enough to answer his phone.” Jennifer prayed her cheeks wouldn't give away that she wasn't just talking about work.
 
“The guy doesn’t sound like he’s a very good boss,” Brad said. He touched her shoulder but didn't linger, as if unsure how his touch would be taken. “If he can't see how great you are at your job, he's either blind or an idiot.”
 
A memory flashed into Jennifer's mind and she couldn't resist asking. “Why the sudden change of heart?”
 
Confusion crossed Brad's face. “I don't understand.”
 
“You don't remember telling me to get a boob job because that’s the only way I could get a promotion at my job?” Jennifer was more honestly curious than angry. She'd long since decided that being angry at things like that wasn't worth the effort. Now she just wanted to know. What Brad was saying now didn't mesh with his previous behavior and she was wondering what had caused the change.
 
Brad flushed and had the good grace to look embarrassed. “Things like that are part of why I came by today. I wanted to talk to you about what happened between us.” His eyes darted away from hers and back again. “But that can wait if you need to debrief some more about work.”
 
“No,” Jennifer shook her head. She couldn't tell Brad anything more specific about what was going on with Philip without revealing the personal side of the relationship. Besides, she was truly interested in what he had to say about their past, especially in light of Philip's own prior relationship appearing at the office. “I'm more interested in talking about us.”
 
Brad's eyes lit up at her use of the word us, and Jennifer immediately regretted its use. It was too late to take it back so she just decided to plow ahead. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
Brad started to reach for her and then seemed to think better of it. His hand dropped back down onto the couch. “When we were together, I said a lot of mean things, things that hurt you.” He locked eyes with her. “I'm sorry, Jennifer. I never meant the way those things came out. Most of the time I was just trying to say something that would help you or point something out to you and it just came out all wrong.” He looked away from her as he continued. “You know that I've never really been good with words. Sports and numbers were always my thing. So, sometimes when I would say those mean things, it was just because I didn't know how to say them the right way.”
 
Jennifer couldn't believe it. Brad was apologizing? That definitely wasn't like him. And what he said made sense. He hadn't really done poorly in school, but communication never had been his strong suit. Was it really possible that all of those things he'd said, they'd been met to help her and not hurt her? Could he really have just been unable to articulate his true feelings?
 
“I've always been like this, you know,” Brad looked up at her from under his thick lashes and her heart constricted. “I think it's because my parents always told me that men don't talk about their feelings, so I never learned how to express myself. Think about it. My dad never told me he loved me. He'd talk sports with me, usually to tell me how I could do better or something. He never once said he was proud of me. It was always criticisms, what I'd failed at, not what I did well. I think I just learned it from him.”
 
“What made you come to this realization?” Jennifer's mouth was dry. She'd never dreamed that Brad could be any deeper than the physical stuff.
 
Brad shrugged. “I looked into other stuff I could do with my degree and was told that I could do, like, Masters classes. One of them was this psychology course so I took it. Lots of interesting stuff and it made me think about our relationship and where it had gone wrong.”
 
“And you think it was all about the things you said to me?” Jennifer wanted to ask about the other instances but wasn't sure how he'd take it if she was that blunt. Things seemed to be going well at the moment and she didn't want to jinx it.
 
Brad shook his head. “No, I know that I treated you badly too. I never should have tried to control you.” The looks in his eyes turned to one of near desperation. “I was just so scared of losing you that I held on to you too tight.”




“Tight? Brad, you were suffocating me. Controlling my every move.” Jennifer couldn't believe she'd actually said it to him. She cringed as she waited for the explosion at her accusation.
 
“I know. I was wrong, and I'm sorry.” Brad couldn't have shocked her more if he'd said that he'd wanted to move to Guam or become a priest. “I wanted to know where you were because I was worried about you disappearing on me. I didn't want you to spend time with other men because I thought you'd see how much better those guys were than me and leave me. I knew your family didn't approve of me, so I didn't want you to be around them in case they talked you out of loving me.”
 
If he really had loved her the way he said he did, Jennifer thought, those reasons could very well be valid. Had she been wrong all this time? Maybe it wasn't that Brad had really changed, but that he was now able to face that the way he'd handled things hadn't been the best.
 
“Brad, you really hurt me back then,” Jennifer's voice was hesitant. She still wasn't positive that she could trust him not to blow up, but she wanted it to be real so badly that she was willing to take that risk. “I thought that it was intentional. That you liked being mean to me and controlling me.”
 
“No,” Brad leaned closer, his expression earnest. “I only ever wanted you to love me.”
 
Jennifer swallowed hard around the lump forming in her throat. Tears pricked at her eyelids. “I did love you, Brad. So much.”
 
He reached for her again and hesitated. This time, instead of drawing back, he put his arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. “Do you think there's even the slightest possibility that you could love me again?”
 
“I don't know,” Jennifer admitted. She turned her face into his shoulder and breathed deeply. He still smelled the same. Spicy body wash and deodorant mixed with the fresh linen scented detergent he used on his clothes and, under that, the scent that was uniquely his. “So much has happened since we broke up.”
 
“Have you found someone else?” 
 
The pain in that question made the tears spill over. She'd never considered how this thing with Philip would affect Brad, even when she was debating between the two men. Now, she wondered if Philip would feel the same way if he knew she was in Brad's arms. Would he be hurt if she went back to Brad or would he just move on with J or some other girl?
 
“Jenny?”
 
Jennifer pulled back and wiped her hands over her cheeks. “I'm sorry. It's just been a long couple of days. I'm stressed and tired.”
 
“I understand.” To Jennifer's surprise, Brad didn't push his question. “You try to relax and get some rest.” He stood. “Just remember that I'm here when you need me. No matter what.” He leaned down and pressed his lips against Jennifer's forehead. “Whatever you need, I'll be.” He turned away from her. “I'll let myself out.”
 
Jennifer stayed where she was, still processing everything that had just happened. If she'd thought she'd been confused before, it was nothing compared to the way she felt now. Everything she thought she'd known about the two men in her life had just been turned upside-down and she didn't know what to do about it.



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 3
 
In the few days leading up to the gala, nobody in the office talked about anything else and I found at least half my mind successfully distracted from my own problems. The atmosphere was infectious, and even Gina didn’t bat an eyelid when she caught Helen looking at fancy dresses online. Helen told me later at lunch that Gina had actually told her to get the blue instead of the green. Even sleepy Michael seemed to be anticipating the event. He told anyone who would listen that he had bought a new bow tie which matched the one his partner, Luke, would be wearing. It was amazing that anyone did any work at all.
 
Through it all, I said very little, replying over and over to questions about whether or not I had a date with an uninformative shrug. Whenever anyone asked me if I had a dress picked out, or which shade of lipstick I thought would go best with pale green, I gave a non-committal “I’m not sure.” I was privately glad that my involvement with Mathis had been under the radar; I couldn’t face the relentless gossip which might have spread about me if it had come out that anything had gone on between us. 
 
***
 
On Saturday morning, I decided to kill the hours until the gala by working on my novel, but after a few hundred words, I realized that I hadn’t even thought about what I was going to wear. I had been so distracted by Michael’s matching bow tie and Helen’s existential crisis between eggshell and cerulean that I hadn’t given a second thought to my own outfit!
 
I immediately shut down my laptop, ran over to my closet, and flung the door open. Almost half the space was taken up with work clothes: light shirts for the summer, sweaters for the winter, and a few dresses mingled with countless pairs of slightly shabby pants. It wasn’t an inspiring sight. 
 
As I pushed farther back, I saw the monstrosity of a bridesmaid’s dress which I had worn a few years ago to a friend’s wedding. It was a sickly yellow color with a huge fluffy skirt and little green bows along the hem. Wondering whether the reason I had not thrown it out was because I had been too embarrassed to leave it in the trash, I cast my eyes over an inappropriately short black dress I had worn on a disastrous date, a few casual summer dresses, and a whole lot of lint.
 
There was nothing there! In desperation, I got out my cell and dialed Sharon’s number. I knew that she of all people would be able to help me out. After all, it was her job to sort out a suitable outfit for a panicking woman before a big event.
 
Before she could get a word in, I blurted out my problem.
 
“Sharon! I need to find a cute evening dress to wear, tonight, and all I can find in my closet is Goodwill castoffs.”
 
“Don’t panic,” she said, her voice full of soothing authority. “Get over here right now and I’ll pick you something from my closet. Trust me, I’m a wedding planner. If I can’t find you a suitable dress, I’ll have to give up my career!”
 
Half an hour later, I was in Sharon’s bedroom, which she had miraculously transformed into a dressing room, a vast array of brightly-colored dresses strewn across her bed and bursting out of her walk-in closet.
 
“A lot of the brides buy dresses for me to wear at their weddings,” she explained. “Call it a perk of the job. Basically, I could make a fortune on eBay if I could bear to part with any of them. Whatever you do, don’t let Ryan know. He thinks this closet is where I keep the cleaning supplies.”
 
“Wow,” I said. “I don’t even know where to start.”
 
“Well, it depends what look you’re going for. Are you going for glamorous yet understated, or do you want men’s eyes to bulge when they look at you, or do you want to fade into the background?”
 
“Uh … fade into the background, I guess,” I said.
 
“Wrong answer,” laughed Sharon. “You’re gorgeous, and we are going to show it. With those beautiful green eyes of yours, I think a shade of russet would work well. Or we could go with a lilac, I suppose. Even the right shade of green would look stunning …”
 
Instantly, she was on her feet and sifting through her collection, occasionally plucking out a dress and tossing it over her shoulder.
 
An hour later, after I had tried on what seemed like a hundred dresses, Sharon was still frowning.
 
“None of them are quite right,” she said. “You need something a little bit elegant and classy, but which still screams sex.”
 
“I don’t think I want to scream sex,” I said nervously. 
 
“Nonsense,” Sharon dismissed the idea as impossible. Then, her eyes took on a glazed quality and she stared off into space, a smile twitching on her lips.
 
“Sharon?” I asked anxiously.
 
“I have the perfect dress,” she said. “Wait a second.”
 
She dived head first into her closet until nothing was visible apart from one red pump, and came out a minute later, panting, with one of the most beautiful dresses I’d ever laid eyes on. It was a creamy, off-white color, cut square at the front with a deep V at the back. Although it reached the floor, it had a slit up to one knee. It was made of a sleek, supple material which seemed to reflect the light like an opal. It wasn’t strapless, as I had imagined, but instead had very short, slightly puffed sleeves. It was elegant, almost classical, and absolutely stunning.
 
“I bought this from a vintage store ages ago,” Sharon explained, “but it’s not really my style, so I’ve never worn it. With your dark hair and creamy skin, though, it’ll be perfect.”
 
“Thank you! Thank you!” I quickly held the dress up to my body in my excitement, and I felt like one of the wood fairies Mathis and I had invented. It looked almost ethereal. I had never thought of myself as beautiful before, but I had to admit that the dress brought out my best features. 
 
I turned to Sharon, and the look on her face said it all. 
 
Once Sharon had fixed my hair in a loose, glossy knot and applied my makeup with an expert touch, I said goodbye and took a taxi to my office, where I would be meeting my coworkers.
 
***
 
The women gushed over my dress, while I returned the favor, complimenting Helen’s eventual choice of a foamy turquoise gown and Barbara’s attention-grabbing scarlet number. Michael and his partner, Luke, both looked very dapper in their bow ties and tuxedos, and Colin had managed to tuck his shirt in for once and looked remarkably handsome. As we approached the gala, everyone wore expressions of complete awe as we caught sight of the gorgeous surroundings.
 
“Look at the lights,” squealed Helen. “It’s amazing!”
 
“Look at the fountains,” marveled Michael’s partner Luke. “I wonder if they’d throw us out if we tried to swim in them.” He laughed and smiled at Michael.
 
“Almost certainly,” Gina said with a slight frown at Michael, who looked nervously at his partner, as if wishing he hadn’t made it so obvious that they were together with their matching bow ties. 
 
“Oh look,” Barbara gasped, “Isn’t that George Clooney over there?”
 
“Don’t be silly,” her husband chided her, lifting his head to get a better look, and then his eyes widened. “Holy crap! It is! Let’s try to get a picture later!”
 
As we entered the fancy lobby of the hotel – snagging champagne flutes from a passing waiter – Helen, her husband Lee, and I branched off from the group to get a vantage point from the balcony, surveying the crowded room.
 
“There’s Mr. Sherman,” Helen pointed out, looking at our client, who was talking to a tall, dark-haired woman in a lime green dress. She was at most half his age, and was hanging on his every word, laughing and tossing her hair at regular 30 second intervals.
 
“Is that his wife?” I asked doubtfully.
 
“Not unless she suddenly made some drastic surgical adjustments,” Helen scoffed. “I hear he has at least three mistresses – maybe that’s one of them.”
 
“Could be,” I said. 
 
“What about that one?” Lee seemed to be having just as much fun as his wife. “That dress looks like our daughter’s last birthday cake.”
 
“Ooh, it does,” Helen giggled. “I wonder how much it cost?”
 
“She’s the actress from that romantic comedy in the theatres at the moment,” I pointed out, “so it probably cost a lot.”
 
“Oh, wow, she is!” Helen leaned forward for a closer look.
 
After about twenty minutes and two glasses of champagne, I was beginning to relax slightly and even enjoy myself. Gossiping about people’s dresses and who was dating who was a fun relief from worrying about my personal life and dwelling on something which was almost certainly over, and I had made up my mind to throw myself into the festivities of the evening. 
 
Just as I was talking to a slightly egotistical businessman who was boasting about how many millions his last deal was worth, our client stepped up to the microphone on the elevated platform in the center of the room. Grateful to get away from my current conversation, I turned my full attention to the podium.
 
“I’d just like to welcome everyone who is here tonight; I hope everyone has a wonderful evening,” he said, raising his champagne flute. Everyone clapped politely. “I’d like to introduce to you my special guest for this evening.”
 
He turned to the side, and I almost gasped as I saw who he was looking at – Mathis had just walked onto the stage clad in a black tuxedo, his light brown hair perfectly in place and a wide, charming smile on his lips. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that he might be here tonight. 



Jennifer & Philip
 



Chapter 4
 
It had taken a long hot bath and a glass of red wine to help Jennifer relax enough that she felt like she could actually stretch out in bed. Fortunately, she hadn't needed to worry about deflecting Rachel's curiosity about her day. Not long after Brad had left, Rachel had called to tell Jennifer that she wouldn't be coming home that evening. Rachel hadn't even seemed to notice Jennifer's distant tone, too excited that she was finally going to go home with a handsome customer she'd been flirting with for a month. 
 
Rachel had been trying to get an invite back to his place for the past few weeks so Jennifer knew that her roommate was going to make the best of it. There was no way Rachel would be back before dawn and Jennifer was grateful for the alone time. While she loved Rachel like a sister, and knew that at some point she probably should confide in the one person who wouldn't judge her, Jennifer was too tightly wound for any type of introspective conversation, even after her bath.
 
The hot water had helped her muscles relax, which in turn had helped her push her questions to the back of her mind. The wine had taken the edge off and left her with a warm, fuzzy feeling deep in the pit of her stomach. When she climbed into bed, she thought that maybe tonight, she could sleep.
 
To keep her mind from returning to the chaos of earlier, she picked up a book she kept on hand whenever she needed some relatively mindless reading. It was her guilty pleasure, really, but it had never failed to help keep her mind off of the craziness of everyday life. It was also a good tool for fantasizing and had been quite a help back when she and Brad had been dating and she'd had to rely on herself for relief.
 
She was in the middle of a particularly steamy scene when her phone rang. She considered not answering it, but common sense won out and she reached over to at least see who it was. Her stomach immediately tightened when she saw his name. She answered it before she could talk herself out of it. “Philip?”
 
“Jennifer.” His voice caressed her name like silk. “How are you this fine evening?”
 
It amazed her that, despite how angry she'd been at him earlier, how confused she was about their relationship, the mere sound of his voice when it was low like that could send heat racing over her nerves.
 
“I'm…fine.” The answer she gave sounded even lamer out loud than it had in her head. She set aside her book. She had a feeling this was going to be far more interesting.
 
“Have you already bathed?”
 
There was no way that question should sound that sensual. “Y-Yes.” Impulsively, she added, “and I had a glass of wine.”
 
“Red or white?”
 
“Red.”
 
“Excellent choice,” Philip said. “Put me on speaker. You're going to want both hands free for the rest of our conversation.”
 
A shiver of anticipation went through Jennifer. She'd had the edge taken off, but nothing guaranteed a good night's sleep like an orgasm or two... or four if she was lucky. Then again, quality always trumped quantity.
 
“So, Jennifer, after a bath and a nice glass of red wine, what does a girl like you slip into for the remainder of her evening?”
 
Jennifer suddenly wished she'd worn something sexier, even if Philip couldn't see it. It never even crossed her mind to try to lie due to her surprise at hearing the question. “A pair of cotton shorts, pink ones, and a matching pink camisole.”
 
“You didn't mention any underwear.”
 
Jennifer's entire body flushed. “I’m…I'm not wearing any.”
 
“Tsk, tsk,” Philip sounded both amused and aroused which was quite a feat for two small sounds.
 
“I only have one pair left and I need them for work tomorrow because I haven't done laundry in a while...” Jennifer tried to explain.
 
“You're going to stop talking now.” Philip's voice was soft but Jennifer obeyed immediately, snapping her mouth shut. “I want you to listen, obey and only speak when spoken to. Is that clear?”
 
Jennifer felt arousal flare bright and hot. It seemed like it didn't matter how frustrated she was or even how confused, her body automatically reacted to his voice. That wasn't very fair, in her opinion.
 
“Jennifer?”
 
She couldn't tell if she was imagining the concern behind the name or if Philip maybe thought he'd gone too far. Either way, Jennifer knew the answer she was going to give. “Yes, Sir.”
 
“Now, then, let's pick up where we left off.” Philip continued smoothly. “After you dressed, what did you do?”
 
“Climbed into bed with a book.”
 
“Ah, and what book was tantalizing your imagination when I called?”
 
Again, Jennifer didn't think to lie despite her embarrassment. “Castles in the Air.”
 
“I don't believe I've heard of it. What's it about?”
 
“Oh, um,” Jennifer scrambled to find an easy way to say it and failed. “It's a romance between two royal families.”
 
“Is it a sweet little romance or what they call a 'bodice-ripper'?” When Jennifer didn't answer immediately, he ordered, “perhaps I should decide for myself. Read me the last two sentences you read.”
 
Jennifer was nearly squirming as she picked up her book. Her voice was shaking as she read, but she wasn't sure if it was shame or desire. “'Axel gripped her hips as he thrust his swollen manhood inside her. Harmony's back arched as he filled her, her nails digging into the muscular flesh of his ass.'”
 
“Mmm...” The sound was low and Jennifer felt a rush of juices flood her pussy. Philip continued. “Were you planning on giving yourself some 'special attention' before sleep?”
 
“Not really,” Jennifer answered. 
 
“But it turns you on.” It was a statement rather than a question. “Don't you want to scratch that itch?”
 
Jennifer knew this was one she was supposed to answer. “Yes.”
 
“Good girl,” Philip said. “Close your eyes.”
 
She did as she was told.
 
“Run your hands up your stomach, over your shirt. Cup those pretty tits of yours and start playing with your nipples.”
 
She began lightly pinching her nipples through the soft cotton of her shirt, each tug making her pussy throb.
 
“Tell me what it feels like.”
 
“Feels nice,” Jennifer murmured.
 
Philip chuckled, a low, male sound that ran over her skin like molten lava, setting her on fire. “You're going to have to get a lot more descriptive than that, my dear.”
 
Jennifer tried to comply. “It's different than just fingers. My shirt's rubbing on my nipples, making it rougher, almost chafing.”
 
“Much better,” Philip said. “Take off your shirt. Just your shirt. Leave the shorts.”
 
Jennifer pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it onto the floor. The air conditioning wafted across her overheating skin, hardening her caramel-colored nipples even further.
 
“Lick your fingertips and play with your nipples some more. Make those pretty tips stand up for me.”
 
As her fingers began to roll the wrinkled flesh, Jennifer gave herself over to the sensations. She tugged at the tips until they were long and hard, all the while listening to Philip's voice.
 
“I want to take each of those nipples in my mouth, suck on them until you're writhing. If I was there, I'd use my teeth to turn them cherry red.”
 
A moan slipped from between her lips and she scraped her nails over the sensitive flesh, imagining Philip doing as he said.
 
“Twist your nipples. I want them red and sore.”
 
Jennifer whimpered but did as Philip instructed. Little jolts of pain shot through her breasts.
 
“Harder.”
 
She bit down on her bottom lip as she twisted them further. Sharper pain coursed through her, almost taking the edge off of her pleasure.
 
“If I can't hear you, you're not doing it right.” Philip's tone took on a harsh note. “Harder.”
 
Jennifer's fingers twisted the already throbbing flesh and she let herself go, crying out as the pain reached that tipping point where it transcended hurt and became something more.
 
“Good girl,” Philip's voice dropped to something husky, sex in its liquid form. “You can let go now.”
 
Panting, Jennifer released her nipples. They throbbed in time with her heartbeat, hot as coals and almost as bright.
 
“Spread your legs.”
 
Jennifer smiled as she parted her legs. Between the wine, the book, Philip's voice and her own ministrations, she was ready to go. Even in their short time together, it seemed that her body had conditioned itself to be ready for sex when Philip initiated something.
 
“Now, you're going to do exactly as I tell you and you will not cum until I say so. Is that clear?”
 
“Yes, Sir.”
 
“Take your hand and slide it under the waistband of your shorts. You're going to use just one finger – I don't care which one – and rub your clit. Light little circles, mind you.”
 
Jennifer shivered as her middle finger brushed over her clit. It had started to swell when she'd been playing with her breasts but was far from fully engorged.
 
“I want you to picture me sitting on my balcony,” Philip said. “I'm by myself, but any of my neighbors could come out on their balconies at any time and lean over and see me. They could hear every word I'm saying. Could hear how I'm talking to you, telling you to play with your clit and tits.”
 
His words painted a clear and decadent picture for Jennifer.
 
“I'm wearing only boxers. Black silk. I'm reaching into my shorts and pulling out my cock.” Philip made a soft sound, getting comfortable, and Jennifer knew that he'd taken himself in hand. “Now, I want you to put your finger inside yourself. Just two strokes, then back up to your clit.”
 
Jennifer's eyelids fluttered as her finger penetrated her cunt. The digit was soaked when it returned to her clit.
 
“My hand's wrapped around my cock. I'm only half-hard but I'm thinking about you and it’s making me harder. Thinking about how you must look, nipples puffy and swollen. Finger rubbing that little button between your legs.”
 
Jennifer moaned.
 
“You can use two fingers now, but remember that you're not allowed to cum without permission.”
 
She added a second finger to her clit, one on either side of the sensitive bundle of nerves.
 
“Alternate between your clit and your pussy. No more than a few strokes to each.”
 
She made a sound of frustration. Switching back and forth like that would make it harder to climax.
 
“Tell me what you're doing,” Philip said. “I want to know so I can picture it while I get myself going.”
 
He expected her to be able to talk? Jennifer wasn't sure she could manage a coherent answer to a question, let alone come up with a sentence on her own. Her body was trying to assimilate far too much data at once. Nevertheless, she tried her best. “Rubbing my clit. Up and down. Just a few times like you said. Then down to my pussy. Pushing two fingers inside. So hot and wet. Tight.”
 
“That pussy of yours would squeeze my cock, wouldn't it?” Philip's voice was surprisingly even. “Even if you stretched yourself for me, you'd still fit me like a glove. Are your fingers nice and wet?”
 
“Yes,” Jennifer was writhing on the bed, desperate for relief. The pressure inside her continued to build and she fought back the orgasm that was hovering so near to the surface.
 
“Don't you dare cum.” Philip’s order was firm, but now Jennifer could detect just a bit of breathlessness in the words. “If you cum, I'll have to punish you. You don't want that, do you?”
 
“No, Sir.” Jennifer answered even thought she was starting to think that it might be worth it if she could just find release.
 
“Do you know what I'd do to you if you came without permission? So many options that it'd be so hard to choose just one.”
 
He was breathing heavily now and the fact that he was on his balcony jacking off turned Jennifer on all the more.
 
“Maybe I'd put you over my knee first thing in the morning. Spank your ass until it hurt to sit, then take you to some long meetings so I could watch you wince and squirm. Maybe I'd tell you to masturbate until you're ready to cum and then make you stop over and over. Or better yet, maybe I'd tie you up and make you cum until you passed out, then wake you up and do it again and again until you cry for me to stop.”
 
There was a slight delay in his voice and Jennifer knew that he, too, was close.
 
“In a minute, I'm going to let you add your other hand to rub your clit. We're almost there, baby. Almost there.”
 
Jennifer squirmed in anticipation. They were nearing to the end, she could feel it. Her body was racing towards that edge and she wasn't sure how much longer she would be able to stave off the inevitable.
 
“Okay. One hand on your clit, the other in your pussy.”
 
The words were barely out of his mouth before Jennifer was moving.
 
“I want to hear you when you cum. Don't you dare try to be quiet.”
 
Jennifer was suddenly very glad that Rachel was out. While they occasionally could hear through the walls, they always tried as best they could to be discreet.
 
“Take your middle finger from your pussy,” Philip's words were rough with desire. “And you're allowed to cum when you shove that finger into your ass.”
 
The surprise almost shocked Jennifer out of her haze, but not quite. She was too far gone to let much of anything get in her way. Her finger slid from her pussy and she raised her legs to allow herself access to her ass.
 
“I'll bet that's a virgin ass.” Philip panted. “I want you to imagine that it's my dick inside you, pushing into that tight hole.”
 
Jennifer touched the tip of her finger to the wrinkled little hole and hesitated. She'd never done anything like this before, had never really thought about doing it, but if it meant she could cum, she wasn't going to stop. She took a deep breath, her other hand frantically working her clit, and carefully slid her finger into her ass.
 
The effect was instantaneous. Whether the words, the action itself or the different physical sensations that coursed through her, she didn't know. All Jennifer knew was that her world exploded into bright hot light. She was wailing, her body bucking off of the bed as she came. In the distance, she heard Philip calling out her name and knew he was cumming too.
 
She clung to consciousness, letting her body slowly come down from the high as she sucked in deep draughts of air. After a few minutes, she managed to roll over and grab a few hand-wipes. While she made an effort to do at least some clean-up, Philip's voice came back over the phone.
 
“I'm going to assume you enjoyed that,” he sounded slightly smug. “I certainly did. That was amazing, Jennifer. I may even leave the stains on my chair out here as a reminder. I think we will definitely be having many more equally delightful conversations.”
 
She wasn't sure what she was supposed to say to that but it didn't matter because Philip wasn't waiting for a response.
 
“One final thing before I say good-night. I've heard that you haven't been using the car service or card I set up. I don't know why, but as your employer, I'm going to have to insist that you use the service so I know that you have reliable transportation to and from work. Amaury will pick you up at seven fifteen tomorrow morning. No arguments. It's safer and I have a lot riding on you. Now, good-night.”
 
Jennifer blinked at her phone, thrown off by the abrupt good-bye. She'd use the service because he'd invoked the term employer, but she wasn't happy about it. That same word also threw her off about everything else that had just happened. Even after hot phone sex, she still didn't know where she stood with Philip. Which, in turn, meant she wasn't any closer to figuring out what do to about Brad. She could only hope that tomorrow would help her see things more clearly.
 



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 4
 
“Mathis Côté,” Mr. Sherman announced. He shook Mathis’ hand to enthusiastic applause – unsurprisingly, Mathis was well known in these circles. I was too shocked to listen as Mr. Sherman began to list Mathis’ achievements and the wonderful relationship he and Sherman Inc. enjoyed together. I was too focused on Mathis just being here. He hadn’t even contacted me.
 
Unfortunately, he looked great. He was polished and unworried, no sign of any wound or anxiety about his safety. At first my heart expanded, delighted to see him again, looking safe and well. After a few seconds though, a cold, clenched feeling developed in my stomach. He was alive. He wasn’t in hiding. In fact, he was making a very public appearance at a luxury event. It was as if nothing had ever happened. My final thought was: if he’s fine, then why hasn’t he called me?
 
Although I knew he didn’t want me to contact him, he was right here, in this room. Surely there wouldn’t be anything unusual about me talking to him here, right? I had to find out what had happened, whether I simply didn’t cross his radar or if something else was at work here. As Mathis gave one last smile to the enraptured audience and left the stage, I knew this was a golden opportunity to get everything sorted out. 
 
Murmuring an excuse to my companions, I made my way down from the balcony and towards where Mathis was heading. Apparently I wasn’t the only person who had a desire to talk to him; I passed several groups of women eagerly touching up their make-up and craning their heads in his direction, as well as several men and women who clearly had business in mind and were heading towards Mathis in order to network. 
 
I managed to scoot past the crowd of people, glad that I had chosen sensible flats instead of the skyscraper heels Sharon had tried to tempt me with. Mathis stood a few inches taller than the rest of the crowd, so it was easy to keep my eyes trained on him. 
 
As I drew near, it seemed as if Mathis caught sight of me moving through the crowd. For a moment, I thought I saw panic in his light blue eyes, but in a flash, his charming smile was back in place as he continued his conversation with Mr. Sherman. I hung back for a second, unwilling to break into their conversation. Then, all the air left my body as Mathis held out his arm towards me – did he want me to come over? 
 
Before I could move, however, a tall, blonde woman in a slinky black dress brushed past me in a cloud of sweet-smelling perfume and took hold of Mathis’ arm, offering her widest, whitest smile to Mr. Sherman.
 
For a moment I was stunned. All I could do was gape at this woman who was holding onto Mathis’ arm as if he were her favorite possession. Her long, elegant fingers ended in glossy burgundy talons which matched with the shade of lipstick on her plump, perfect lips. She was a stunning beauty – in a flash I recognized her as one of the blondes who I had first seen with Mathis. I recalled that her name was Kathryn, but that was all I could remember hearing. 
 
“Oh – here’s one of the young ladies I had the pleasure of working with,” Mr. Sherman was saying as I gawked at Kathryn’s willowy figure. “Amanda Taylor, isn’t it?”
 
Who? Me? Did Mr. Sherman just address me? I realized that, as I had been staring at the supermodel-like Kathryn, Mr. Sherman had glanced in my direction and was suddenly addressing me.
 
“Y-yes, Sir,” I said, struggling to get my composure. “Thanks so much for inviting me and my coworkers tonight. Everyone’s having a wonderful time.”
 
“Such a charming young lady, and what a lovely dress,” Mr. Sherman smiled, his eyes sliding up and down my body appreciatively. “Come over here, my dear. I’d like to introduce you to another valued partner of Sherman Inc., and one of my favorite fencing partners – Mathis, Amanda – and this beautiful lady you’re with was – Kathryn, is that right?”
 
“Yes,” Mathis said, his expression impenetrable, his smile unbending. “Kathryn Rossi, daughter of Walt Rossi.”
 
“Oh, indeed,” Mr. Sherman said, impressed. Even I recognized the name Walt Rossi – he was a high-profile politician who had recently announced his intention to campaign for mayor of the city. His face was on practically every bus and street corner, and you could barely turn on the TV or radio without hearing his name. Of course, it wasn’t a huge shock that Kathryn came from an exclusive background. Her dress looked as if it had been tailor-made, and she was wearing a necklace of sparkling diamonds – elegant, and without a doubt obscenely expensive.
 
“So you two are an item?” Mr. Sherman asked, smiling at the two in a fatherly fashion, although the way his eyes lingered on Kathryn’s bare shoulders and ample cleavage was slightly less paternal.
 
I looked up at Mathis sharply, but he wasn’t looking in my direction. Instead he looked at Kathryn, whose smile was almost blinding.
 
“Yes, Kathryn is my date for the evening,” he acknowledged, “and, if I may say so, quite an addition to the beautiful decorations.”
 
“Indeed. I was about to say the same thing myself,” smiled Mr. Sherman. “Well, I hope you enjoy the rest of the evening. Try the petit fours, they’re excellent…”
 
While Mr. Sherman went off to talk to another guest wearing a skimpy sequin-embossed dress who looked like she had been taking full advantage of the free champagne, Mathis gave me a curt nod and moved sideways to engage a dark-haired man in a conversation about the stock market. Kathryn gave me a slightly uninterested once-over before following him, curling her scarlet-taloned hand possessively around his elbow. 
 
I took a few moments to regain my equilibrium, trying to process what had just happened … but it didn’t make sense. Why was Mathis suddenly acting so coldly towards me? It was as if that night had never happened. Had Sharon been right? But I couldn’t believe that he was just a playboy. I was entirely lost, and I wanted some answers. I knew there was only one person who could give me any.
 
“Amanda? Do you want to go to the buffet? I heard they have little mini cupcakes.” Helen had appeared by my side again, and had decided to forego her diet for the night. 
 
“I – in a minute,” I said. “I just saw a friend of mine.”
 
I disappeared before Helen could question me further, leaving her and Barbara to scope out the buffet by themselves. In the few seconds since I had taken my eyes off him, Mathis had disappeared. I edged my way through the crowd again and headed towards the balcony again to get a good view. Mathis was nowhere to be seen as I took a survey of the room, although I did get a good view of Barbara stowing a few mini cupcakes in her clutch. 
 
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the flick of a red dress disappearing through a curtain, and I realized there must be an outdoor balcony behind it. If Mathis wasn’t inside, maybe he had gone out. Climbing swiftly down the steps again, I slipped through the curtain and out onto a large stone balcony swathed in twinkling lights. Apart from the lady in the red dress, who was talking intimately with a friend in one corner, there was nobody else to be seen. 
 
Sighing in frustration, I ducked back inside. I took another look around the room, and this time I caught Mathis’ eye almost immediately. If I had to guess, I would say that he had been searching for me too.  He was standing beside the raised platform, talking to a short, plump woman who kept touching his arm and giggling coyly, but his attention didn’t seem focused on her. He gave me a questioning look and I gestured to the balcony behind me. He gave me a tiny, imperceptible nod, and I knew that he would come and meet me. 
 
I slipped back outside and waited for him to join me. After a few minutes, Mathis came out with two flutes of champagne and handed one to me, drawing me over to the farthest side, where we would be the least visible.
 
“Okay,” he said in a low voice, “let’s talk.”
 
“Talk?” I echoed a note of indignation in my voice, “that’s what I’ve been trying to do all week! Where were you? I was worried sick – I thought maybe something had happened to you, or you’d gone into hiding, or something was going to happen to me – you said you’d call!”
 
“Shh,” Mathis said, drawing me farther away from the muted babble of the party indoors. “I figured the less contact, the better.”
 
“I just want some answers,” I said. “First you say you want to be with me, then our lives are put in danger, then you don’t call for a week and you turn up to this gala with – her.” I waved my arms is a vague gesture to indicate the leggy, well-endowed Kathryn, with whom Mathis had confirmed he was an item.
 
“I understand,” Mathis said, and he sounded both ashamed and bitter. “I’m sorry, Amanda. I shouldn’t have kept you in the dark. I just didn’t want you to be any more involved than you had to be. The less you have to do with me, the safer you are.”
 
“But are you safe?” I asked. “Mathis, I’m a big girl. Just tell me what’s going on.”
 
“Shit,” Mathis said softly under his breath while running his hand through his perfect hair. His face had taken on that strained look it had displayed after the threatening phone call he had received. He took a deep breath, then drained his champagne flute before speaking to me, his voice low and his eyes trained intensely on mine.
 
“Amanda, this is the only way I can keep us both from getting hurt,” he told me. “So long as you are safe, everything will be fine. You don’t need to worry about anything.”
 
“But what do I have to do with getting you hurt?” I asked, confused.
 
“Everything,” Mathis whispered. He looked deep in thought. “Amanda, if you got hurt, I could never forgive myself! Andy would never forgive me. The only way that I can deal with this situation is if I know that you are safe, and the only way I can do that is if you stay away from me.”
 
“You want me to just stay away?” I asked. All the fear and insecurity which had nested in the pit of my stomach all week broke out in full force, and I felt as if I had been slapped in the face. “Then why did you even ask me to give our relationship another try? Why did you spend the night with me? Why did you make me think there was something between us?”
 
“Amanda, please understand.” Mathis’ eyes were shining with emotion. “For me to protect you, we can’t be together. Not until this whole thing is over. Believe me.”
 
“Isn’t that partly my decision too?” I asked, putting on a façade of bravado.
 
“No.” Mathis’ answer was forceful and decisive. “Just do as I say and stay away from me. Everything will be fine, okay?”
 
I looked at his eyes – they were full of anguish, and I knew he was telling the truth. Biting my lip, I nodded.
 
“Good,” he said gently. “Go back inside and enjoy the party. Don’t worry about anything.”
 
As I turned to go back inside, he called out my name. I turned around, and he gave me a warm, beautiful smile that gave a slightly different feeling than his typical charming smile.
 
“You look incredible in that dress,” he told me. “Like an angel.”
 
Somehow, despite the blow of not being able to see him or pursue our relationship, Mathis’ words had comforted me somewhat. I had to believe that if he said everything would be okay, it would be.



Jennifer & Philip
 



Chapter 5
 
All right, Jennifer had to admit, the driver may have been a good idea. He knew some excellent shortcuts and managed to get her to work fifteen minutes early. She'd even beaten Emma which was amazing because sometimes Jennifer thought Emma slept in the office.
 
Since she had no way of knowing if she'd also beaten Philip, (because the janitors left the lights on when they left at seven) Jennifer just went straight to the office. She'd opened the door halfway before she realized that Philip was on the phone.
 
“...I know how you want this to go, but based on our history, I'm not so sure it'll be a good idea.” Philip sighed, his expression weary. “Yes, I agree, we were good together at some point.” He raised his head, his eyes widening slightly as he caught sight of Jennifer. “We'll talk more later.” He hung up without giving the other person time to respond.
 
“I'm sorry,” Jennifer apologized. “I didn't know you were here already. I can go back out if you want to finish your call.”
 
“No,” Philip shook his head. “It's nothing that needs to be addressed right away.”
 
“Oh, okay,” Jennifer wasn’t totally convinced, but walked over to her desk. Did that mean he wasn't talking to J about pursing a new relationship? It had sure sounded like a 'get back together' type of conversation to Jennifer.
 
“Once you're settled in, we'll get started on staffing policies and procedures.” Philip spoke briskly, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
 
Jennifer just nodded. There was at least one good thing about Philip's uncanny ability to switch moods. He could refocus on work after something emotional had happened whereas she would've been distracted all day.
 
By the time Emma arrived with coffee, Jennifer was sitting across from Philip, poring over staffing information. As he explained each position's duties, Jennifer would comment or ask questions, comparing her knowledge of the practiced applications to what the books contained. Philip answered each one with quick, intelligent answers. Though he kept his distance from her and made no mention of their steamy phone call the night before, Jennifer began to see a side of this personality she could admire—and could certainly be attracted to. 
 
Even though he was almost cold to her in the personal sense, Philip provided thorough answers and never made her feel silly or stupid for anything she said. She'd known he was smart, but every time she saw him in action, she was impressed all over again.
 
“I have to ask.” Jennifer knew the question bordered on the personal, but since it had a professional base, she decided to go ahead with it. “Do you have some sort of psychology background?”
 
Philip's head jerked up, a startled expression on his face. “Why would you ask that?”
 
“You just seem really good at understanding which people will work together the best based on their strengths and weaknesses.” Jennifer was a little puzzled by the reaction. “I just thought you may have taken some psychology classes in school or something.”
 
“Oh, no,” he shook his head. “I guess I just read people well.” He turned his attention back to the papers on his desk. “I think that's all for this morning. We'll pick up after lunch with some of the other types of duties that managers are obligated to fulfill.”
 
It wasn't until Jennifer was heading down for lunch that a reason dawned on her for Philip's odd response. Maybe it wasn't psychology classes that he'd taken, but maybe he'd been in counseling of some kind. It didn't hold the stigma it once had, but a lot of powerful men still felt like it was something they couldn't talk about. Then again, she countered, he could have just been self-taught and surprised by her question. Philip was the type of ambitious person who would read up on anything that would help him run his business better.
 
That ambition was one of those attractive qualities that she hadn't really considered before, she realized. She'd always prided herself on not being superficial and caring about things like money and position. In fact, she'd kind of looked down on people who placed so much importance on things like that and she'd always considered ambition to go hand-in-hand with those types of things. Now, in Philip, she could see that her previous opinion had been wrong. Philip wasn't ambitious because he cared more about money than about people. He enjoyed his work, but the people were a vital part of it. In some ways, he paid more attention to people than some who claimed that it was their job to love mankind.
 
With that newfound appreciation, Jennifer went back to the office after lunch ready to learn. Philip was already at his desk and he glanced up as she sat down. Without any preamble, he began. “There are certain positions in the hotel industry that managers don't hire people to fill but businesses. But, since a business is only as good as its people, you have to consider what you're looking for when you make those decisions. Let's start with the linen service...”
 
***
 
By the time the day was over, Jennifer felt like her head was going to explode, but in a good way, not like it had been the day before. Philip had been all business, but he'd been teaching so she felt like there was still some sort of connection there. Granted, it wasn't emotional, but it was something. 
 
Jennifer packed up her things, excused herself for the day, and made her way to the elevators. She was just about to press the elevator button to head down to the ground floor when a hand darted between the closing metal doors. To her surprise, Philip stepped through the doors and pressed the down button.
 
Jennifer gave him a puzzled look but didn't say anything. If he wanted to talk to her, she'd let him initiate. Things were all right between them at the moment and she didn't want to strain anything by asking a question he didn't want to answer.
 
Philip didn't say a word as the elevator beeped down two floors, didn't even look at her. Then, just as they were halfway between the first and second floors, he reached out in front of her and hit the stop button. As the elevator jerked to a stop, and before Jennifer could react, Philip was right next to her, looking down at her with an unreadable expression on his face.
 
He stepped around her without a word and then reached his arm around the front of her waist and pulled her back against him. Jennifer let out a surprised squeak, but didn't say anything else. Philip yanked her shirt out of her skirt and shoved his hand under the waistband. His intent became crystal clear as his fingers danced over the cotton material and down to the rapidly dampening crotch of her panties. Jennifer's breathing shortened as he rubbed his hand over her underwear.
 
When his fingertips teased at the elastic band against her inner thigh, she parted her legs, eager for more of his touch. She moaned as his index finger pulled aside the now-wet material, exposing her throbbing pussy to his touch. His arm tightened around her waist as his finger delved between her lips. She let out a sigh as his finger fluttered over her clit. He pressed his lips against the back of her neck.
 
Jennifer closed her eyes and let her head fall back on his shoulder as his hand began to move. His fingers played her like a fine instrument as they circled her entrance before dipping inside for a brief caress. The palm of his hand rubbed against her clit as he began to thrust his fingers into her. She was wet, but tight, and he hadn't taken the time to stretch her, letting the burn of two fingers filter through her body along with the pleasure. Her entire body shuddered as his hand began to move faster, urging her towards a climax with an almost rough touch.
 
She could feel his shaft hard against her ass, his breath hot on her neck, but he didn't speak, didn't seem to be paying any attention to his own needs. He added a third finger and she cried out, it was too much too soon, and her muscles shook. The moment he pressed the heel of his hand hard against her clit, he sank his teeth into the juncture between her shoulder and neck and she came, her knees going weak. She pressed her lips together, swallowing the wail that wanted to escape.
 
Philip held her for just a moment before removing his hand out from underneath her skirt, eliciting a whimper from Jennifer as the movement sent another ripple of pleasure through her. She stumbled as Philip moved from behind her but he made no move to steady her. The hand that had been around her waist released the stop button and, with a jerk, the elevator continued its descent.
 
Jennifer's mind was whirling as she hurried to make herself presentable before the doors opened. She was smoothing down her skirt as they reached their destination and Philip was out of the doors before she could say anything. Her legs were still a bit wobbly as she exited, but she managed to get to the company car without incident. Once she settled inside, she closed her eyes, trying to make sense of what had just happened.
 
When it had been happening, she hadn't been able to think straight, focusing only on how her body was responding to Philip's attention. 
 
Now, she could see how impersonal it had been. He hadn't said a word, had barely made eye contact. Even his mouth on her neck had seemed more like a means to an end rather than a way to convey how he felt. Was this all she was to him? Some toy to be played with whenever the mood struck him? He could teach anyone what he was teaching her about the business. Had he chosen her because he'd sensed some sort of vulnerability, something that made him know she would respond to his advances? And if he had, what did it say about her? Should she just move on, find another job just to prove that she could do it? And prove it to who? Herself? Philip? Should she even care what he thought?
 
Even as all of her questions and doubts were rushing through her head, she couldn't help but remember other moments, times when she'd seen him being tender and caring. How he'd reacted when Brad had grabbed her arm that day at the hotel. How he'd made a show of touching her just to show up Jodie. The way he would look pleased when she grasped a difficult concept or when she took easily to a new task.
 
She was getting out of the car and heading for the front door when she thought to herself that she hadn't seen that side of Philip over the past few days, ever since J had appeared. Even the previous night's phone sex, hot and heavy as it had been, had been all about the finale, she realized. There hadn't been any affectionate exchanges; no talking about anything personal that wasn't sexual. Whatever was going on between J and Philip had effectively put a halt to any emotional progression between Jennifer and Philip.
 
She hurried up the stairs to her apartment. There was only one person she could talk to about something like this. Rachel would listen and give advice and wouldn't judge when Jennifer said that she craved Philip's touch, and that her body responded to him almost without volition.
 
As soon as she opened the door to her apartment, she saw a piece of paper on the table and her heart sank. She knew before she read it that Rachel wasn't here. The note was brief and, like most of Rachel's correspondence, barely legible.
 
“Jen, I have to go away for a couple of days. Minor emergency. Nothing big so don't worry about me. I'll talk to you when I get back. Call if you need me and I'll try to answer. No promises. Love you, Ray.”
 
Well, there went that idea. Jennifer sighed as she kicked off her shoes. She wasn't about to bother Rachel for something so trivial. Whatever Rachel was going through was more important than Jennifer's difficulty of trying to understand her two men.
 
The only problem was that now Jennifer was alone with her thoughts, a scenario that had been playing out far too often in her opinion. No good came of that, she knew. If she could've figured this mess out on her own she would've done it already. She needed to talk things out.
 
Her gaze fell on a pillow that had fallen off of the couch the night before when Brad had been there.




Brad. He'd listened so well, been so kind and understanding. What were the chances he could be that way again? And if she changed the personal to the professional, why couldn't she debrief on him, ask his advice? After all, they had been friends once too. She had to decide if she was seriously going to consider calling Brad.
 
As she changed out of her work clothes, she made a face as she pulled off her panties. She decided that a shower was in order. 
 
The idea was still bouncing around in her head twenty minutes later when she finally grabbed her phone off the table. This, she supposed, would really tell her just how much Brad had changed. If he took the time to listen to her problem and tried to help her fix it, she would know that he was different.
 
Her fingers shook ever so slightly as she punched in the number, but her voice was steady when he answered. 
 
“Hey, Brad.”
 
“What's wrong?” He asked immediately.
 
The fact that he still knew her well enough to know, with just two simple words, that she was upset, instantly made her let down her guard. The concern in his voice sent words tumbling from her mouth before she thought better of it.
 
“Remember how I said I had a bad couple of days? Well, now I'm stuck because I don't know what to do. My boss, he's all over the place, and I'm not sure how I'm supposed to react. He takes me for granted—doesn't appreciate what I do.”
 
“Do you like your job?” Brad asked.
 
“What?” His question stopped Jennifer's flow of words.
 
“Do you like your job?” He repeated.
 
“I…guess so,” Jennifer answered. “I hadn't really taken that into consideration.” It wasn't until now that she realized she hadn't thought of that at all.
 
“Well, if you want my opinion...”
 
“I do,” Jennifer quickly said.
 
“I think you need to look at it this way,” Brad continued. “Is what you're learning and how much you like your job worth how you're being treated?”
 
Jennifer was silent. It seemed so easy, so simple, when it was put that way. And wasn't that how she should look at it? Was the experience, the one-on-one learning and, yes the mind-blowing sex, was any of that worth Philip distancing himself, the secrecy, and the often rude behavior? She didn't know the answer just yet, but now she at least had a question that made some sense.
 
“And, Jenny, if this guy really is as big of an ass-hat as he sounds, you deserve better. Don't let him treat you as less than you are.”
 
She ignored the irony of that statement, instead focusing on the question he'd asked. “That helped a lot, Brad.” She tried to keep the surprise out of her voice but failed. “Thanks.”
 
Brad either didn't notice her shocked tone – which Jennifer doubted – or chose to ignore it. Either way, he didn't make a snide comment, instead just saying, “you're welcome.”
 
“Brad, how did you know?” She found herself asking. “How'd you know that something was wrong?”
 
“I'm not stupid enough to think that you were calling me just for the joy of hearing my voice—as much as I wish that were true.” Brad's voice took on a wistful note. “After our talk last night, it didn't take much to guess that you were still having problems. Unless,” he added, “you wanted to thank me for yesterday too.” There was a teasing to his words that Jennifer hadn't heard in a long time. She'd always liked his teasing, before it had gotten mean.
 
“Thank you for that too, Brad.” She was surprised to find that she didn't have to force the light tone. She actually did feel better.
 
“So, do you think, as a way to show your gratitude, you would be willing to go on a date with me tomorrow evening after you get off of work?”
 
“Sure.” The word was out of her mouth before she could double guess herself. When she realized she had accepted, she didn't regret it. It wasn't like Philip had ever asked her out on a date. She didn't even know if she meant any more to him than a fuck buddy would have. She worked hard and didn't owe him anything more than that. Unless... tomorrow, things could be different... right? But if it wasn't, didn't she deserve the chance to have some fun?
 
“How about Angelo's?” Brad asked, bringing Jennifer back to the conversation. “Say at six?”
 
“Sounds good.” She glanced at her clock. “Listen, I have to run down to the basement and get some laundry done or I'm going to have to wear my sweats to that date tomorrow. I'll see you at Angelo's.”
 
“I'll be counting the minutes,” Brad said before he hung up.
 
As she set down her phone, Jennifer let out a sigh. Here we go.
 



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 5
 
Once I made it back into the room – which felt stuffy and overcrowded after feeling the cool night air on the balcony – I had located Michael, the first of my colleagues to catch my eye, and told him that I was going home. I lied that I had a headache caused by too much champagne, and told him to let the others know if they asked where I was. 
 
I really just wanted to sit at home in my favorite pair of leggings and an old t-shirt with my college sports slogan on the back and my dark hair tied back in a messy bun as I read my old, battered copy of Pride and Prejudice. I wanted to not miss Mathis or worry about what he was going to do. I had to trust him, and the only way I could keep from worrying was to occupy every second of my time with something else.
 
Once I was finished convincing a slightly tipsy Michael that I didn’t need a matched manly escort in order to make it home safely, I went out the front of the building, sighing in relief to be away from the gaggle of fancily-clad people, and got into one of the cabs which lined the front drive.
 
As soon as I reached home I stepped out of the dress, carefully hanging it on its hanger and stowing it in my closet. I pulled on my comfiest pajamas, made myself a cup of chamomile tea and got into bed, pulling the covers up over my knees and picking up my favorite book from the nightstand. I was tired of danger, heartache, and anxiety. I didn’t want to think about the nagging fear of someone guessing the connection between me and Mathis, and I didn’t want to consider what he might be doing right now. I opened the first page of my book and resolved not to leave my apartment all weekend.
 
***
 
The next morning, keeping up my resolution not to think about Mathis, I had just reached the part of the book where Lizzie was beginning to fall for Darcy when the doorbell rang.
 
I jumped in fright; it was unusual for any of my friends to come over without calling first, and I wasn’t particularly friendly with any of my neighbors. The first thought that flashed through my mind was that it might be the people who had tried to shoot Mathis. Maybe they had seen us talking on the balcony last night! Maybe they had tracked down my car from the night of the shootout and followed me to my home!
 
I swallowed the horrible thought a moment later, scolding myself for being so foolish. They had seen us together once – it was highly unlikely that they were after me. After all, in the eyes of the rest of the world, I was nothing to Mathis. He had even made it clear that his interests lay with another more attractive woman. There was no reason to believe that his plan wasn’t working out perfectly. 
 
Mustering up my courage, I got up and answered the door. Outside was a man I didn’t recognize, middle-aged and with a handsome but instantly forgettable face of the kind you usually find on ads.
 
“Amanda Taylor?”
 
I nodded. 
 
“I have a package to deliver to you from Mathis,” he said. I noticed that he didn’t use a last name – just Mathis. The analytical part of my mind also noted that it was a Sunday, so the mailman shouldn’t be delivering. All in all, it was highly likely that this man was working for Mathis.
 
“Um… thanks,” I said, unsure how I was supposed to respond. He held out the large package to me, and I took it. It was surprisingly heavy, and I set it down next to me immediately.
 
“What is it?” I asked.
 
“I don’t know. I was just told to get it to you.” With a quick nod, he left. I thought about calling after him, but decided against it. I didn’t want to draw attention from my neighbors.
 
Closing the front door, I brought the package into the living room. Tearing off the wrapping paper, I found myself looking at a plain black suitcase. Momentarily, I wondered if it could be some sort of trap, but the idea seemed so ludicrous that I dismissed it immediately. Throwing caution to the wind, I undid the clasps and cracked it open.
 
I instinctively stepped backwards, falling onto the couch when I saw what was inside. Row upon row of $100 bills were stacked neatly inside, filling it to the brim. What the hell? I stared at the money. What the hell is this?
 
Wondering if there was a note or something from Mathis to explain this unexpected package, I threw back the lid of the suitcase to get a better look. On the inside of the lid, fastened in place with a buckle, was a glossy, black gun.
 
With trembling fingers, I picked up the gun from the suitcase. Stupidly, some part of me thought it might be a fake, perhaps made of plastic with small bb pellets, but it was cold and heavy in my hands, designed to kill. Of course, it wasn’t the first time I had held a gun, although I’d never thought to own one. I’d handled a rifle more than once at Uncle Andy’s ranch, even taken pot shots at old cans – I was pretty good at hitting the target. Once or twice, I had even gone to a shooting range with a group of friends, so I was no stranger to the feeling of cold metal. 
 
Once, when I’d been dating a guy who fancied himself as an outdoors type, we had gone to a paintball place. I’d absolutely blitzed him, and that had been the end of our brief, insignificant relationship. I got a strange kick out of pulling the trigger and hitting the target when I was shooting brightly-colored paint at heavily padded strangers. Holding a gun had felt natural. Somehow, though, it had never felt so sinister or deadly as it did now. This gun hadn’t been sent to take practice shots at cans or shoot paint pellets. Why had Mathis sent it to me? Did he think I would need to kill someone? Did he think that someone would try to kill me? I put it down hastily, shuddering slightly, its weight unwelcome in my hands. Why would Mathis send this to me? The question repeated itself over and over in my brain. Try as I might, my mind was blank, my emotions numb. Nothing came to me.
 
I thought about touching the money, seeing how much was there, but the idea made me slightly nauseous. My stomach twisted unpleasantly, and I was suddenly glad I hadn’t eaten recently. I thought about the usual implications of money stacked neatly in a suitcase: blackmail money, ransom money, or an assassin’s fee. It never boded well, I knew. Although they were crisp and clean, the rows of $100 bills seemed dirty somehow. Looking at all this money lying in the suitcase in front of me made me feel as if I was being paid off. 
 
I tried to shake myself out of my stupor as my eyes blurred and became unfocused, staring hard at the contents of the suitcase as if I could make it disappear by some mental power I didn’t know I had. I tried to think logically. I realized that I couldn’t just sit there letting the doubts overrun my mind. There was no sense in driving myself crazy. I needed answers – I needed Mathis! Without thinking, I took out my cell and began to scroll down my list of contacts until I found his name. Even the little black letters spelling out Mathis made my heart jump a little, and I scolded myself for being so silly. I had always prided myself on not being a hopeless, sappy romantic.
 
My finger trembled over the call button – my nerves fluttered and a sense of guilt stirred in my stomach as I remembered Mathis’ stern face as he warned me not to contact him – what would he say if I broke that rule? Would he be angry with me? I paused for a moment, not wanting to cause trouble for Mathis, but then I looked back at the gun, nestled in a pile of crisp bills, and my finger hit the call button before I could have any more doubts. I knew that there was no way I could rest easy with these things in my apartment unless I knew why Mathis had sent them to me. I just hoped that he would talk to me and not be angry at the phone call.
 
My heart was in my throat as I listened to the ringing, each slow beep seeming to last forever. I steeled myself to greet him, but refuse to apologize for calling him, but the call went through to voicemail, a brisk, business-like message in Mathis’ most formal tones asking callers to leave name and number. I ended the call, part of me disappointed, part of me hot and cold with relief. 
 
Mostly, though, I just felt frustrated – I needed to know what this was all about. What did he mean by giving me a gun? Was I still in danger? Was it some sort of strange joke that I was too stupid to understand? Was he really so concerned for my protection that he thought I needed a handgun to protect myself? The same thoughts repeated themselves in my mind until I was sick of the sound of them, feeling like a broken record or an announcer in a train station. I racked my brains, but it just hurt my head to think about it.
 
And what about the money? I looked at it again, my accountant’s brain unconsciously adding up the lines of bills before I could stop and remind myself that I would rather not know. I frowned as I reached a ridiculously large total – there must be hundreds of thousands of dollars in the suitcase! This was far too much money to be given simply to back off – did he imagine for a moment that I wanted money from him? For a moment I wondered if he always paid off his women when he was done with them, and my stomach turned to acid. 
 
Then it dawned on me, and it was as if someone had thrown a bucket of melted ice cream over my head – I was instantly cold and sticky with dread. The money was my inheritance. It was the same amount more or less as, and probably more than, the investments Uncle Andy had left me were worth. These crisp $100 notes in the suitcase were meant for me to have instead of Uncle Andy’s investments. Mathis had sent the money to me so that he never had to have contact with me again. He was putting me out of his life forever. I knew that this must be it, but it didn’t make it any easier to swallow. It was like being seven years old again, being forced to take a bitter, rank medicine by my exasperated mother.
 
Tears threatened to well up in my eyes as I digested this unpleasant fact. Mathis was paying me off, sending me away from him and cutting all contact between us. Without the ‘lessons’, I had absolutely no pretext to see him. He was out of my life forever.
 
I didn’t understand, though, and the confusion outweighed my horror – surely those lessons were the perfect opportunity for us to see each other without arousing any suspicion from the crime boss, or anyone else for that matter. Was Mathis really so anxious about them discovering a connection between the two of us that he refused to see me even that much? Or was he simply trying to get me out of his life? The old insecurity raised its ugly head, and I couldn’t help the little seed of doubt taking root in my chest, making my heart ache as if it were being constricted by evil roots twisting and twining around it.
 
I had always known deep down that I wasn’t good enough for Mathis. Even after everything we had shared together and the way he had looked at me at his apartment after he had been shot – as if I were a precious treasure he didn’t want out of his sight – I had barely let myself hope that he really cared about me. Now it was even more difficult to believe that he wanted me. All he did was push me away. I felt small and powerless. 
 
Mathis could just snap his fingers and send me a fortune which could make me disappear from his radar completely, just like that. I did not have that luxury. I knew I could never accept the money, never touch it without thinking about Mathis. It was ironic: before I met Mathis again, I would probably have been elated to suddenly have enough money to be free from all my financial burdens. Now, it felt like a trap. I’d give it all to have Mathis, without all the obstacles and interruptions between us. I didn’t want the money – not a single dime of it!
 
In a sudden fit of anger, I slammed the lid of the suitcase, hiding both the money and the gun from view. I didn’t want any of it. It was a poor replacement for Mathis, almost as if he was mocking me, like one of his bimbos he could just send away with a credit card when he had lost interest in her. 
 
I picked up the suitcase as if it were diseased, touching it only with my thumb and index finger. It fumbled out of my hand with a loud thud, sending a shock down my spine as I worried about my neighbors being curious about what I had in my apartment. It was incredibly heavy for a bundle of paper, but I ignored the weight, and quickly dragged it into my bedroom and looked around for the darkest corner to throw it in. 
 
I set the suitcase against a wall and dug through my closet, almost swimming my way through my clothes (I seriously needed to make a trip to Goodwill) until I could reach the very back, the place where dust and darkness went to curl up and die. With loathing and anger struggling for dominance in my chest, I heaved the suitcase into the corner of my closet, shoving my abundant clothes back into place so I didn’t have to look at it anymore. 
 
Even once it was out of sight, though, I couldn’t put it out of my mind. 
 
I went down to my kitchen, made myself a cup of chamomile tea, and pulled up my unfinished novel on my laptop, trying to lose myself in the lives of my characters and forget about the tangled mess that was my own existence.
 
It was about as easy to do as forgetting to breathe. Try as I might, the words on the screen were just words, and the characters I loved seemed like pale cardboard wraiths in comparison to the rich, complex problems which were plaguing me in real life. I wished that Mathis’ crime syndicate could just be conveniently killed off or sent to China to become rice pickers with a few taps on my keyboard.
 
The idea of having the gun and the money frightened me. I still didn’t truly understand the package. I wanted more than ever to talk to Mathis, hear his comforting voice and his deep, warm chuckle. I wanted to know that he was safe. I wanted to be reassured that neither of us was in any danger. Most of all, I thought, as the words on the screen blurred together in a wet mess, I wanted him to just hold me in his arms.
 



Jennifer & Philip
 



Chapter 6
 
Six.
 
That was how many phone calls Philip had taken during which he'd asked her to step outside, sent her on an errand, or gone into the records room by himself. Six calls that Jennifer were sure had come from J. Who else would he be so secretive about?
 
Each time, when she came back in to the office or he returned, she waited for an explanation, a word of some kind to tell her that whatever they had was worth something to him, and each time she was disappointed. Every time he sent her away or left, Jennifer felt her frustration grow. To make matters worse, she kept hearing snippets of conversation that continued to convince her that Philip was pursuing something with J.
 
“...you've said that before. How can I believe you this time...”
 
“...I know what I want...”
 
“...yes, I am considering seeing you again...”
 
The seventh time, the phone rang as Jennifer was trying to finish typing out the latest payroll information before it was time to leave. There was only a half hour left before her day was done and she needed every minute if she was going to complete the work. So, when Philip spoke up again, her patience was already wearing thin.
 
“Jennifer, this is a private call. Could you step outside for a moment?”
 
Jennifer turned, mouth opening to say something, but Philip had already turned away with his hand on his cell, ready to answer. She stalked out of the room, shutting the door harder than necessary and earning a dirty look from Emma. Instead of sitting or walking down to the bathroom or to get a drink, Jennifer began to pace, her brain racing.
 
She was glad that she'd accepted Brad's offer for that night just so she had something to look forward to. At least someone in her life was behaving honestly. It just still surprised her that it was Brad. The fact that Brad thought Philip was being a jerk, even without knowing about the sex part, spoke volumes considering her ex's past behavior. Maybe this was who Philip really was. Maybe the nicer Philip was all an act and she was just now seeing the true face of the man.
 
As she neared the door on her third trip back across the carpet that day, she caught a few words.
 
“...maybe if you'd been a little more clear, I would have always known where I stood...”
 
That was the last straw. Jennifer snapped. How dare he accuse anyone of not being clear about a relationship? She threw open the door and marched up to his desk, the past few days of frustration bubbling over. Philip just stared, as if he couldn't believe what he was seeing.
 
“I'm leaving.”
 
“I'm going to have to call you back.” Philip hung up the phone and glanced at the time. “You still have about fifteen minutes to work on that spreadsheet.”
 
“Maybe I need to clarify,” Jennifer spoke in an even, firm tone, working to keep the emotion from her voice. “I don't mean that I'm leaving for the day. I mean that I'm quitting.”
 
“Wait? What? Why would you say that?” Philip appeared genuinely shocked.
 
Jennifer almost laughed. Was he really that clueless? “While I have appreciated the opportunity to learn from you, I cannot take being disrespected any longer.” When Philip opened his mouth to protest, Jennifer held up a hand. It felt so good finally saying what she was feeling. She was tired of being a doormat. “When we first met and you offered me a job, I let myself believe that it was because you saw something in me, not because I'd let you fuck me. The way you've treated me over these last few days, however, has shown me that you don't respect anything about me. If you want to treat me like some replaceable whore you can pay off with a job and a car service until you tire of me, then I'll save you the trouble and leave before that happens.”
 
When she paused to take a breath, Philip spoke up. His voice was soft. “You think I think of you as a whore? Replaceable? What would make you... how could...?” He seemed to be at a loss for words.
 
“Really?” She did laugh this time, wincing at the bitterness in the sound. “You want to know how? How's this. You basically use me every which way, but any time I try to get close to you, to get to know more about you, I get nothing. You won't answer a single damn question that may let me get to know the real you.”
 
“You want answers.” He made it a statement.
 
“Yes.” Jennifer crossed her arms, unable to quench the wild hope that sprang up inside her. Was he finally going to talk to her? To let her get close?
 
“You deserve them,” he admitted. “But you need to let it go.”
 
“Excuse me?”
 
Philip looked seriously at her, something hard glinting in his eyes. “All of those answers you want, Jennifer, they're all part of my past. My past is my business, no one else's. No one gets those answers.”
 
A sharp pain went through her. “Tell me, Philip, is it worth it? Is holding on to those secrets worth more than me?”
 
He didn't speak, a sad expression passing over his face before disappearing behind an expressionless mask.
 
“Okay then.” Jennifer nodded. “I guess I know where I stand now.”
 
She turned and walked out of the office without looking back, not even when she heard him call out her name.
 



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 6
 
I went to bed early, too distracted to concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes, but it was hopeless. No sooner had I closed my eyes than images of Mathis came unbidden to my mind. I could see him smiling his charming smile at me, laughing at something absurd I had just said, his eyes crinkling up a little at the corners. It was as if my subconscious had been squatting, hidden, like a smug, fat frog under a rock, ready to come out and mock me the second I closed my eyes. 
 
The images were mixed in with the younger Mathis, the boy I had known at Uncle Andy’s ranch. Although his face was smoother and rounder, his expression lighter and more carefree, they were one and the same person to me. The Mathis I knew now still knew how to laugh and smile, was still unfailingly courteous and chivalrous – except to me apparently – and he still looked at me in the same way, his gorgeous eyes softening as his face relaxed into a smile, as if I were the only person in the world.
 
Tears slid slowly down my cheeks and soaked into my pillow as I thought that I might never see either of these men again – not the carefree boy nor the more serious man. It was very rare for me to cry. Except for when I’d heard about Uncle Andy’s death, I couldn’t remember the last time I had shed a tear. When other boyfriends had left me, or more often when I had ended things with them, I couldn’t even muster a few sniffles. I didn’t think of myself as cold hearted, I was just too pragmatic to get worked up over a relationship. With Mathis, it felt as if my chest might explode just thinking about it.
 
I wasn’t sure how long it took me to fall into a restless sleep, but eventually it overcame me, when the sky was a deep black and there were no sounds in the world but the occasional rush of a night-time driver going wherever it was that people went at 3am.
 
I was jarred from my restless sleep well after 4am, the little red numbers on my alarm clock blurring and shifting fecklessly in front of my bleary eyes as I tried to read them. I could hear an insistent ringing, and for a moment I thought I was back at college and it was a fire alarm. I was about to call out to Sharon to put on some pants this time when I realized that I was in my apartment, almost a decade between me and my college days, and it was my phone making the cacophonous noise.
 
For a moment I considered ignoring it, but the dutiful part of me wouldn’t allow me to let it ring, so I leaned over and picked it up, groaning as my head throbbed slightly with the movement. The only person who would even call me at this hour had to be Sharon.
 
“What, Sharon?” I said grumpily into the phone as I answered its needy ringing. “It’s 4am.” My voice was grainy from sleep, and my tone was enough to make most people slam down the receiver immediately.
 
“Amanda?” I froze as I recognized Mathis’ deep, smooth voice, entirely free from the confusion of sleep.
 
“Mathis!” I said his name without thinking, and cringed at how breathless I sounded, like a giddy schoolgirl talking to her idol after a pop concert.
 
“I’m sorry for waking you,” he said, sounding genuinely sorry about it. My heart rose up, buoyed on the sound of his voice, and lodged itself in my throat so my voice came out high-pitched and bizarre.
 
“Oh, no you didn’t wake me,” I said stupidly. “Well, you did, but it’s okay – I wanted to talk to you. H-how have you been?”
 
“Amanda, you’re babbling.” Mathis sounded vaguely amused. “Take a deep breath.”
 
“Sorry,” I said, cursing myself for how idiotic I must sound. “I’m still out of it. I tried calling you last night, but you didn’t pick up.”
 
“I told you it would be better if you didn’t contact me,” Mathis reminded me. “I didn’t want to risk taking the call.”
 
“Sorry.” I sounded like a broken record. Then I remembered why I had tried to call him – the gun and the money in the suitcase. A tendril of irritation stirred in my stomach at the memory – what had he expected me to do?
 
“It’s safer if I contact you,” Mathis continued. 
 
“I know,” I said, a little impatient. “But Mathis, you sent me a gun and enough money to buy a small country or a very large number of pudding shots – did you expect me to sit here meekly and accept it? What on earth were you thinking sending me those things, and without as much as a by-the-way!”
 
It was Mathis’ turn to hesitate, and when he spoke he sounded slightly abashed.
 
“Well, I suppose it was a little selfish of me,” he admitted. “I didn’t think how it might seem to you – I just wanted you to be safe.”
 
“So you gave me a gun?” I asked archly.
 
“It was just a precaution,” Mathis assured me. “It’s very unlikely that you will ever have to use it. I just felt better knowing that you had it – selfish, I know, but I had your best interests in mind. Do you remember the times we practiced in the yard at your uncle’s place?”
 
The summer we met, we borrowed Uncle Andy’s rifle and took practice shots at targets we set up in the yard out the back. Although Mathis hit the target almost every time, it was me who always hit dead in the bull’s eye. He used to tease me about how he’d better watch his back when I was around.
 
“I remember,” I admitted grudgingly.
 
“I know you could handle yourself if you needed to,” Mathis said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.
 
I wanted to ask him why. If he knew I could handle myself, why was he shutting me out to the extent that he refused to even see me? I avoided asking, however, not wanting to sound childish. 
 
“What about the money?” I asked instead, trying hard to keep any feelings out of my voice.
 
“Amanda, you know how dangerous it is for us to be together right now. I don’t want to cheat you out of your uncle’s inheritance, but it’s too risky for me to teach you to handle his investments at the moment. I’ll keep on maintaining them in your name. This is the net worth – I want you to have it in case anything happens.”
 
He didn’t need to say ‘to me’ at the end of his sentence – we could both feel the words squatting there, unspoken. 
 
“I don’t want it,” I told him emphatically. “I can take care of myself, and I don’t need this money. It’s not mine, and I don’t want it.” I sounded like a child arguing about a candy bar, but I didn’t care. I wanted him to know that I couldn’t be bought so easily.
 
“Amanda, your uncle would want me to provide for you – the money is yours by rights. He wanted you to have it – and I do too.”
 
“Well, you’re going to have to take it back,” I insisted stubbornly. “I won’t use it and I won’t accept any money from you.”
 
“You’re still so stubborn,” Mathis said with a sigh. “I’m not going to take it back. It’s rightfully yours and I would be stealing from you if I took it. It’s yours to do what you like with, even if that means growing an exciting collection of dust bunnies. It’s up to you.”
 
I had to smile at that. Mathis had the ability to make me smile no matter how serious the situation. Even so, I didn’t want to accept the money.
 
“I don’t want it,” I said again. “Mathis, I want to know what’s happening. Do you really think there is danger for me? Have you decided what you’re going to do about this crime boss guy? Has he tried to contact you again? I need to know.”
 
“You don’t need to know,” Mathis said, and the trace of humor had disappeared from his voice. “Try not to worry about it, Amanda. It’s my problem to deal with, not yours. The important thing is that you are safe and provided for. Let me worry about everything else. In the meantime, you just need to stay away from me.”
 
I almost shouted in frustration, but I kept my temper.
 
“Mathis, I can’t help but worry – I need to know what’s happening,” I insisted.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “Just keep away. Goodbye, Amanda.”
 
“Wait!” I didn’t want him to hang up, not like this. I heard him hesitate, and I blurted out the first thing that came into my mind. “Was there ever something real between us, or was I just convenient?” I felt instantly embarrassed for asking him directly, but it was too late now to take back the words.
 
There was a long pause on the phone, and for a moment I thought maybe he had hung up, but when he answered me, his voice was soft and sincere.
 
“You should know better than to think you were just a passing convenience,” Mathis told me gently. “But I’m not the young boy you knew back then. I’ve changed. I’m a different person from who I was back then. You don’t know the person I am now, Amanda – and maybe it’s a good thing that you don’t.”
 
I opened my mouth, ready to ask half a hundred questions about what he meant, but he hung up without giving me a chance. 
 
What did he mean? Was he just trying to keep me away from him? Did he think that by hinting that he was a different person it would put me off him and make me want to stay away from him? I remembered again the way he looked at me now and then, the way his eyes crinkled with humor, and the concern he showed towards me. 
 
In my heart, I knew he was a good person, and that mattered far more to me than whether he was the same person. It was foolish to expect that an eighteen year old boy caught up in a summer romance would be the same person as a thirty year old man who was experienced with women, rich, successful and smart. Even if he was a different person, though, I knew that he was a person I could trust and somebody I wanted to be with.
 
I thought back to the suitcase he had given me. I didn’t really have many more answers now than before I had spoken to Mathis, at least, not the answers I had wanted to hear. I resolved not to disturb either the gun or the money, but I couldn’t help but wonder about them, and what they meant. I closed my eyes again, trying to get back to sleep, but it did not come until long after dawn.
 



Jennifer & Philip
 



Chapter 7
 
Jennifer hurried into the restaurant. She was late and that did nothing to ease the fluttering in her stomach. She'd spent a good thirty minutes walking around to clear her mind after leaving work, and then, realized that she had only forty-five minutes to shower, change, and get to Angelo's. She'd sent a text ahead to tell Brad that she was running behind and hoped that new Brad didn't let it spoil the evening. After the day she'd had, she really needed something to go right. What she didn't need was Brad getting pissy because she wasn't on time.
 
Angelo's was just as she remembered it even though it had been nearly three years since she'd been there last. All of her memories of this place were intrinsically tied to Brad. It was here they'd had their first fancy date. Here they'd come when they celebrated their dating anniversary. They'd come here the night they'd first moved in together even though they had an apartment full of things that needed unpacked and could barely afford to split an appetizer. All of those memories flooded into Jennifer's mind as the hostess approached.
 
“I'm meeting someone here.” Jennifer pulled her wrap more tightly around her shoulders, suddenly self-conscious though she wasn't sure why. If anything, she should be comfortable with Brad here. This was their place. “Brad Miller?”
 
“Right this way, ma'am,” the attractive young hostess motioned for Jennifer to follow her.
 
They made their way through the crowded tables to a small booth for two at the back of the restaurant. Jennifer hadn't really needed the escort. She could have made it there blindfolded. It was their booth. She gave Brad a shy smile as she slid into the seat across from him.
 
“Things any better at work today?” He asked after giving the waitress their wine selection.
 
Jennifer shook her head, unable to meet his eyes. She was afraid that whatever she saw there would make her starting crying. “I might have actually quit.”
 
“You might have quit? You're not sure?”
 
She shrugged. “I told my boss that I was quitting but I don't know if he took it seriously.” She didn't add that she wasn't sure if she wanted Philip to have taken it seriously. She took a deep breath. “You know what, Brad, I don't want to talk about my work. It's depressing and I've had enough of that for today.” She raised her head. “Why don’t you tell me what you've been up to since I saw you last.”
 
Brad looked pleased by her query. “Well, for the last six months, I've actually been working as a nutritionist for a minor league baseball team down south. Then, about three weeks ago, I got a job offer from Bud Melville.”
 
“The hockey coach?” Jennifer recognized the name. Rachel was insane for hockey. Jennifer had never understood the appeal.
 
“Right,” Brad nodded. “Anyway, I did a phone interview and then, last week, I got the job.”
 
“Congratulations!” Jennifer said whole-heartedly. “I'm glad you're doing so well.”
 
“I am,” Brad took a sip of his wine. “And it's not just with the job either. I've really changed the way I look at things, Jenny. I don't see the world the same way I did before.”
 
Jennifer raised an eyebrow. While she was still hurt from her encounter with Philip, she wasn't quite as vulnerable as she'd been the previous night. She wasn't sure she was ready to accept that Brad had done a complete one-eighty. “What happened to cause this change?”
 
Brad shifted in his seat and abruptly stood. “I have to use the restroom. I'll be right back and I'll answer your question. I promise.”
 
As he hurried away, Jennifer took a sip of her wine. It wasn't as good as the bottle she had at home, but it wasn't bad either. She wondered just what Brad had gone through that had made him have this metamorphosis. It wasn't like his previous behavior had really had some sort of root basis in his childhood. She knew his parents. Granted, Mitsy and Buster Miller hadn't been the most affectionate of parents, but they hadn't abused him. If anything, they'd spoiled him, which, Jennifer supposed, could have contributed to some of Brad's problems. The Millers had actually been one of the wealthier families in town and Jennifer had sometimes envied them. Well, envied them for their money anyway. Had Brad experienced some sort of tragedy recently that made him realize that he needed to change—even if it was just to change the way he communicated with other people in his life? Tragedy could do strange things to people.
 
Maybe, Jennifer thought suddenly, that's what had happened to Philip. Maybe there was some horrible tragedy in his childhood or adolescence or even when he'd been a young adult. Things like that left scars, and not just physical ones. Her previous observation regarding psychological training fit in here as well. If Philip had been through something awful as a child, he probably would've been sent to see a psychologist. If that was the case, was she being too harsh on him? Shouldn't she be more understanding of why he didn't want to talk about his past? If she'd been abused or abandoned or anything like that, she didn't think she'd want to talk to people about it. Maybe she should try to give him a second chance like she was giving Brad. After all, Philip's situation might be a bit more understandable.
 
Then again, she countered, if something tragic had happened to Philip, wasn't it also possible that he was damaged beyond repair? Could she really be in a relationship with someone who needed so much help just to interact with people? How far gone was too far? And when did sympathizing with or pitying someone stop becoming a reason to be with someone?
 
The questions were still circling in her mind when Brad returned from the restroom. He still looked a little nervous, but didn't back away from her previous question.
 
“You asked what changed me,” he started. “The simple answer is you.”
 
Jennifer wasn't sure what exact expression was on her face, but she knew it was one of genuine surprise.
 
“It didn't take me long after I lost you to realize that I'd made a horrible mistake letting you go,” Brad continued. “You'd always been there for me, taken care of me, and I'd taken it all for granted. I wanted to get you back and I knew that I didn't deserve a second chance, not the way that I was. It was then that I decided to make myself worthy of you.”
 
Jennifer could hardly believe what she was hearing. Brad had changed because of her? He'd cared about her enough to become this better person?
 
“I read self-help books and psychology books and tried to figure out where we went wrong, what I'd done wrong. I started looking for a better job so I could support us.” Brad took a deep breath. “And then I realized that there is one way I could prove that I really have changed, that everything I've told you is true. One way to show you that I want this time to be different.”
 
Before Jennifer could even start to speculate what Brad could possibly mean by that, he slid out of his seat and, there, in front of her, dropped to one knee. He held up a small black box and, as he opened it, said, “Jennifer Brooks, I've loved you since I was a boy and I want to love you for the rest of your life. Will you marry me?”



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 7
 
I went to work the next day, and the next, my sleepless night and the suitcase in my closet burning a hole in my chest and my brain, leaving me touchy and distracted. More than one of my colleagues asked me if everything was okay, and I had to force a smile and lie through my teeth to convince them that nothing was wrong and to keep out of the daily lunchtime gossip. 
 
I wanted to talk to Sharon so bad, but it was several days before she could spare the time to get dinner with me. Her next wedding was only a couple weeks away, and she was being run off her feet organizing the bridal shower and seeing to all the last minute details, dress alterations, bridal favors and everything else that went with the traditional big, expensive wedding. 
 
When she did turn up at our favorite Italian restaurant, she was twenty minutes late and slightly breathless. I was more than a little suspicious that the breathlessness was a fake excuse, since she had clearly driven to the restaurant, but I let it slide. She had come up with this trick for most of her more demanding clients, and now did it regularly out of habit.
 
“I’m so sorry I’m late – the bride’s sister had a meltdown because she’s older, and kind of on the chubby side, and thinks she’s going to die alone while her sister gets married to her prince charming and has truckloads of fat babies,” Sharon explained hurriedly. “Honestly, it’s enough to make you never want to get married. I think Ryan and I will just elope if we ever decide to tie the knot.”
 
I nodded, preoccupied despite the panting, pink-clad cloud of fuss and worry in front of me.
 
“Amanda? Are you okay?” she asked me, concerned. “Usually you’d have a witty comeback for me, or at least a slap for kicking you out of your role as maid of honor.”
 
“Sorry,” I sighed, giving Sharon a wan smile. “I’ve had a lot on my plate too these past days.”
 
“Did you have to go to seventeen different shoe shops to try and convince a teary bridesmaid that life was worth living for high heels, if not for men?” Sharon joked. I gave her a weak smile and she gave me her own dazzling grin in response as she gestured to her own feet, strapped into a gorgeous pair of pink satin sandals, complete with skyscraper heels.
 
“Well, I didn’t say there were no perks,” she admitted. I laughed despite myself, and we ordered a bottle of wine to see us through the dinner. For a while we chatted about shoes, clothes and the upcoming wedding that Sharon was planning, but as soon as the wine arrived, Sharon got down to best friend business.
 
“Now, what’s got your panties in a twist?” Sharon asked me as we toasted to new shoes and shopping sprees. “Is it that hedge fund guy?”
 
“Yeah, who else?”
 
Sharon gave a theatrical sigh, but settled down to listen attentively nonetheless. 
 
“He keeps telling me to stay away, but it’s like a pot of honey telling a bee to stay away,” I explained. “I called him the other day, and he called back – he told me he wasn’t the same person he was when I knew him, but I know he has a good heart, even if he has gotten older.”
 
“Mandy,” Sharon said, and the look she gave me was full of kindness and sympathy, “If he’s telling you to stay away, maybe it’s for the best. From everything you’ve told me about him, he doesn’t sound like a very safe person to get involved with. We all fall for bad boys now and again. The trick is to get out before the damage is done.”
 
I frowned. “Since when have you dated a bad boy?” I asked curiously. “If Ryan got any more straight-laced he’d have to wear a corset.”
 
Sharon laughed. “Before I met you,” Sharon said, blushing slightly at the memory. “He was a freshman at college and he had his own car. I was 16, and… you don’t really need to hear this story.”
 
“I’ll take your word for it that you acted with integrity and restraint,” I said. Sharon gave me a sheepish grin, and we both burst out laughing.
 
“There’s something else, too,” I admitted as our laughter died down. I took a deep breath and told Sharon about the mysterious man at my front door, the package from Mathis, and the gun and the money I found inside it. I was about to tell her what Mathis had told me when he called back at 4am, but before I could get it out, Sharon cut me off.
 
“Whoa!” Sharon stopped me before I could continue. “He gave you a gun –” she cut herself off realizing how loud she was speaking and immediately adjusted her voice to a loud whisper. “A gun and a suitcase full of money? What the fuck!”
 
“I didn’t really know what to make of it myself,” I admitted. 
 
“Are you sure he’s not trying to get you involved in whatever trouble he’s in?” Sharon asked. “Do you think it’s dirty money?”
 
Although I had felt as though the money was dirty, I had never considered this perspective.
 
“No,” I said decisively. “Mathis is almost obsessed with keeping me safe. He won’t so much as let me call him, let alone see him. The last thing he’d do is try to get me involved in whatever trouble he’s in. If he wanted to pay those guys off, he’d send the money to them, not me.”
 
“Why didn’t he send those guys the money?” Sharon asked. “It seems like that would be the best way to keep you both safe.”
 
“Mathis would never give money to criminals. He’s too honest for that – he wouldn’t endorse their crimes. Besides, that way he’d be in the palm of their hands. They could ask for whatever they wanted. He wouldn’t put himself in that position.”
 
“If you say so,” Sharon accepted. “It was just a thought. So did he leave a note or anything?”
 
“No,” I said. “I tried to call him, but he didn’t answer. He called me back and he told me the money was the inheritance from Uncle Andy. Since we’re not working together on the investments, he wanted me to have the money just in case.”
 
“That still seems awfully suspicious to me,” Sharon said with a frown. “Amanda, I know that you’ve got a thing for this guy, but are you sure he’s not involved in something dirty? Nobody just up and gives some girl a ton of money to get her to stop seeing him.”
 
I was getting indignant with what Sharon was suggesting.
 
“He’s not involved in anything dirty, Sharon. Really! Like I told you, he made some mistakes when he was younger, but he’d never do anything dangerous or evil. You haven’t met him, Shaz. When I first saw him again, he was cold and distant, but he was trying to keep away from me. Whenever we’ve been in a dangerous situation, his first instinct has always been to keep me safe. 
 
“Whatever he told me, I don’t believe he’s a different person from the one I knew. I trust him completely. It just makes me frustrated that he’s treating me like a little girl, trying to take care of me and not letting me have a say in my own life!”
 
Once I’d said it, I realized that was what had been bothering me all along, and I was furious with myself for not recognizing it earlier. The money and the gun both represented Mathis protecting me, giving me everything and not allowing me to work for anything myself or to make decisions by myself. He wouldn’t let me decide whether I wanted to be near him or not – he had made the decision for me and then given me the money, never giving me an option to refuse.
 
Sharon seemed convinced, but she was still frowning.
 
“You’re right, I can’t make conclusions about this guy if I’ve never met him,” she admitted. “But you’re my best friend, and I care about you too much to let you put yourself in any danger.”
 
“Everyone’s so worried about me being in danger,” I grumbled. “I really don’t think I am – I’m more concerned about Mathis, and I’d rather be involved than protected like a child.”
 
“That’s one area where I agree with Mathis,” Sharon said firmly. “I think you should stay away from him, Amanda. It’s dangerous to be near him right now. This is his problem and he needs to sort it out alone. Can you imagine what it would be like to put a person you cared about in danger because you selfishly cared more about being near them than about their safety? If Mathis cares about you, he shows it more by keeping his distance than he would if he was parading you around as the future Mrs. Côté or some shit.”
 
I blushed at the title, and I felt suddenly ashamed for being so hard on Mathis. I knew that if it was me, the last thing I’d want to do was put someone I loved in danger because of me. 
 
“You’re right,” I said grudgingly to Sharon. “He’s doing the right thing trying to keep me safe – even so, I wish he’d given me a choice – and I don’t want his money!”
 
“Are you sure?” Sharon teased. “I know all the best boutiques – we could have a blast with all that cash!”
 
“That’s my uncle’s inheritance you’re talking about,” I warned her despite my own laughing.
 
“Fine,” Sharon conceded. “You need something to take your mind off Mathis, though. I know!” Her pretty face brightened. “I have to host a bridal shower this weekend. You could come and help me out.”
 
“Are you sure that’d be okay?” I asked. “I don’t want to crash.”
 
“It’ll be fine,” Sharon assured me. “You can help out serving drinks and organizing the present table, and besides, it’ll be way more fun with you there to help me out. You can even help me out with the bride’s sister in case she has another meltdown. Some of the other women are real sacks of vinegar too.”
 
“You make it sound so tempting,” I said dryly. 
 
“You’ll come though, right? It’ll help you get your mind off things. Besides, the caterers I hired are awesome – the head chef is really cute!”
 
“Sharon,” I said warningly.
 
“Okay, okay, I won’t try and hook you up with the chef. Are you in?”
 
“I’m in,” I agreed. Sharon was right – it would be a nice change to help someone else and forget about my own problems for a little while. 
 
“It’s just what you need,” Sharon said, as if she could read my mind. “I know it’s hard, Mandy, but you need to move on from Mathis. Even if there are feelings there, it’s clear that nothing can ever happen between the two of you. You’re just hurting yourself by refusing to let go.”
 
“I know, it’s just–”
 
“I understand,” Sharon said soothingly. “I’m sorry, Mandy. It won’t be easy, but I’m here for you. I’m your best friend. I’ll always be here when you need me, whether it be burning a hole in your pocket, getting you really drunk, or setting you up with a cute guy who can cook.”
 
“I appreciate it,” I smiled. Our food arrived, and our conversation went on to other matters.
 
As I left the restaurant, a little tipsy from the wine and full to the brim with my favorite fettuccini, my heart felt lighter than it had, but still heavy. I knew that Sharon was probably right – it seemed like it would be impossible for me and Mathis to ever be together. I should just move on and spare myself the pain. Still, it was easier said than done. Even with every ounce of logic telling me to let it go, in my heart I still doubted. 
 
***
 
It was much easier to distract myself from everything whilst enjoying delicious Italian food with my chatty, bubbly best friend. Once I was alone again in my apartment, my doubts and anxieties seemed to envelop me once again. My heart throbbed as thoughts of Mathis bombarded me, my head ached as I thought about the complex situation, and my limbs twitched uncomfortably as I thought back to the suitcase lurking in the back of my closet.
 
I climbed into bed, deciding to catch up on my sleep, which had been broken and restless ever since the suitcase had taken up residence in my closet. It was useless. Almost as soon as I lay down, I felt wide awake. My limbs were totally restless. I tossed and turned for a few minutes, then got up and meandered over to the kitchen. As I waited for my kettle to boil, I looked out the window. It wasn’t late, just around 10, and the streets were still busy outside. I wondered how many of the people heading home right now would sleep well, their lives and loves comfortable and secure. Weird. Only a few weeks ago, I had been one of those people.
 
I wouldn’t call myself the luckiest woman in the world. At 29, more than a few people have asked me when I was going to find a man and settle down. I didn’t mind too much, though. I had never been much of a romantic, not like Sharon, who’d been planning her own wedding since long before we had met in college and dropped so many hints on the head of her boyfriend Ryan that it was amazing he didn’t have dents in his skull. I’d always been quiet and bookish, content to live my own life, enjoying my friends and my writing without the complication of a relationship. Whenever a man had come along, I’d never had more than a few weeks of enjoyment before it had started to fall apart. More often than not, the relationship had simply started to drag and become boring. I’d moved on without more than a whisper of emotion, and my life had gone on much as before – stable and peaceful, if not perfect. 
 
Now it felt as though everything had been turned upside down. Even before the shooting and the threat, before the money and the gun, Mathis had jumbled up my life into a sea of confusion and emotional turmoil. How was I supposed to move on from that, knowing that he was still out there, that he was still looking out for me? Maybe he was even still thinking about me, just as I was thinking about him.
 
Without even meaning to, I forgot about my kettle and found myself back in my bedroom, rummaging through my closet until my hand touched the smooth, soft leather of the suitcase. I tugged it out, squashing several pairs of shoes in the process, and laid it down on my bed. 
 
My fingers stroked the outside of the suitcase, afraid to open it again. It was Mathis’ – a gift from him, even if wasn’t something that I wanted. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine him taking it out, empty, from his own closet. What had he been thinking as he collected together the contents? Was it really my security he had in mind? I tried to imagine his face, his chiseled jaw clenched in worry and his eyes clouded as he frowned, wondering if I was okay, hoping that I wouldn’t need to use the gun.
 
But why hadn’t he left a note – or better still, come to see me himself? My imaginings disappeared in a flash as my anger returned, as strong as before. As much as I tried to think of this as a way for Mathis to be concerned about me, it all came back to him telling me what to do.
 
I was tired of being told what to do, especially since everyone was telling me not to see Mathis – including Mathis himself! It was frustrating, when the one thing I wanted to do more than anything else was to see him, and it was the one thing I couldn’t do. I knew he had my best interests at heart, as did Sharon, but I didn’t care. I was a grown ass woman – I wasn’t the same silly girl who made up fairy stories about handsome princes. If I wanted to see Mathis, then I would. I wasn’t going to let him or anyone else stop me. If he was afraid of the consequences for me, I would just have to prove to him that I could take care of myself.
 
Underneath my bravado, though, I just wanted to see him again. It had been a long time since I’d felt this way about someone. In fact, Mathis was the only person I’d ever felt this way about in my entire life! I didn’t want to lose that feeling. More than anything, I didn’t want to lose Mathis. I didn’t want to lose his smile, or the way he touched me. I wanted to do silly things with him like hold hands, share an ice cream cone, watch terrible movies and make fun of all the characters. I wasn’t going to let him tell me that I couldn’t – I’d show him that I didn’t need to be protected.
 
I’d already missed out on years and years of being with him. He’d disappeared once without a single word, leaving me hurt and confused, wondering if anything between us had been real. I didn’t want that to happen again. 
 
I took out my cell and dialed Mathis’ number, determined to show him that I wasn’t just some meek little girl who would listen to his every command. Predictably, it went to voicemail. Frowning, I hit the redial button, proving to him and myself that he wasn’t getting off that easily. Again, it went straight to voicemail. Apparently, Mathis was as stubborn as I was – either that, I mused, or he was in a meeting. Still, knowing Mathis, it was the former rather than the latter. If this was a battle of wills, I was determined not to let him win this time.
 
I waited half an hour, tapping my fingers as I watched the hands of the clock inch around, ten times more slowly than usual. After a little time had passed, I dialed again, hoping that this time he would get the message and pick up. I got his voicemail again. Almost groaning out loud in frustration, I tossed my phone aside, thinking out my next move. If he wouldn’t pick up his phone, I’d just have to see him in person. It dawned on me – I could just visit him at his office! He couldn’t possibly refuse to see me there. The shares were still in my name – I could get past the building secretary under that pretext, and wait outside his office for as long as it took!
 
I grinned, pleased with my plan. The thought that I might get to see Mathis in just a few short hours lifted my spirits considerably, and I felt as if a little of the power was back in my hands. Part of me felt slightly guilty for disregarding Mathis’ instructions – after all, he was only trying to keep me safe – but another part of me was optimistic, glad to finally have a plan of action after sitting inactive for so long, unable to do anything.
 
I wondered briefly if I should bring the gun with me – it might be a good idea. If I was going to see Mathis, it was theoretically possible that I would catch the attention of the crime syndicate. I dismissed the idea, however. There would be little way for them to tell that I was anything to Mathis and besides, what was I going to do with the gun if I did run across one of them? I was hardly going to shoot anyone, I reasoned, so it was pointless to have it on me.
 
I got into bed feeling more relaxed and peaceful than I had in weeks, and fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow.
 
I called Mathis first thing in the morning, just in case he decided to pick up. He didn’t, but this time I had been expecting it. It was hard to keep still. I was tense with anticipation, excited to see Mathis again. I picked out a professional outfit so I wouldn’t look out of place going to his office – black pencil skirt and a pinstriped blouse. I tied my long hair back in a ponytail and did my make-up, carefully applying an extra layer of mascara to make sure I looked my best.
 
***
 
As I arrived at the building, I strode up to the front desk confidently, smiling at the secretary, a young woman with glasses and short blonde hair. 
 
“Hi, I’m here to see Mathis Côté,” I said.
 
“Okay – do you have an appointment?” the secretary asked.
 
“Not exactly – but I am a client,” I explained. “My name is Amanda Taylor. Mr. Côté is responsible for overseeing my investments.” I was proud of how professional I sounded.
 
“One moment, please.”
 
The secretary put a call through to Mathis’ office, and I waited eagerly as she greeted the person on the other end.
 
“Yes, Amanda Taylor,” the secretary said. “I see – thank you.”
 
She put the phone down, and from the look on her face I could tell things weren’t going to go the way I had expected.
 
“I’m sorry, but Mr. Côté won’t be able to see you today,” she said firmly.
 
“What? Are you sure?” I asked stupidly.
 
“He’s going to be in meetings all day; he can’t accept any walk-ins.”
 
“But he knows me,” I said. “I mean, I’m an important client,” I corrected myself. “Could you call up again?”
 
“I’m sorry, Miss Taylor,” the secretary said again. “You can’t go up. Have a good day.”
 
“Wait – did you talk to Mathis?” I asked. “Let me just talk to him.”
 
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” the secretary insisted. “Now, I’m afraid you’ll have to leave, or I will be forced to call security.” A hot flush crept over me as she gave me a stern look, but I wasn’t quite ready to give up.
 
“But I’ve been here before – doesn’t anyone recognize me?” I asked desperately. I was beginning to attract attention, but I ignored it. “My uncle was Mathis’ mentor – I’ve been in here several times.”
 
The secretary informed me coolly, “Mr. Côté’s secretary has explicitly informed me that Mr. Côté will not be able to see you. Now, if you won’t leave the premises, I’m afraid I will have to have you escorted out.” She raised her hand to my right.
 
I took a sideways glance in the direction she was gesturing, and found myself looking at two big, beefy men in uniforms who I hadn’t noticed before. One was standing next to a potted plant and the other one was doing a great impression of a vending machine – tall and square and, most likely, full of coffee.
 
“Thanks for your help,” I said hurriedly, feeling beyond embarrassed as the two human walls started to gravitate towards me. I quickly picked up my feet and turned towards the exit.
 
As I left the building and leaned against the wall outside, I realized that Mathis must have anticipated this move. I felt stupid and humiliated, and hot tears of anger and frustration were threatening to well up in my eyes. I could still feel everyone’s eyes on me, even though I was alone on the street apart from a few businessmen heading out on their lunch breaks and paying no attention to me whatsoever.
 
I quickly pushed myself away from the building, trying to put as much distance between it and me as I possibly could. Being turned away from the office had made me feel like a grubby, insolent child who wasn’t invited to a friend’s birthday party. 
 
Mathis must have expected me to try coming to his office. Perhaps I shouldn’t have tried calling so many times – he must have known this would be the next thing I’d try. Now, short of loitering all day outside the office, waiting for him to come out, I was pretty much out of options. I certainly didn’t want to attract any more attention, and if anyone was keeping an eye on Mathis’ movements, it really might attract suspicion if I hung around all day and mobbed him coming out of work. 
 
Downcast, defeated, and only just beginning to return to a normal color after being more embarrassed than I could remember being in my entire life, I made my way back to my car, eager to be at home and alone so that I could relieve some of my frustration and anger without seeming like a crazy person.
 
Every step seemed like I was walking through Jell-O as I accepted the blunt, unpleasant reality that there was no way that I would be able to see Mathis again.
 



Jennifer & Philip



Chapter 8
 
Jennifer still couldn't believe that Brad had actually done it. They'd just been sitting there at Angelo's, enjoying a nice meal and having a surprisingly pleasant conversation when he'd said it. The words still echoed in her ears.
 
“Jennifer Brooks, I've loved you since I was a boy and I want to love you for the rest of your life. Will you marry me?”
 
She just sat there, mouth hanging open like an idiot, unable to say anything. A proposal from her ex was the last thing she was expecting after the insanity of the last few days. However, she couldn't say that it was the only surprising thing Brad had said that night. It was the other parts of their conversation that convinced her not to immediately turn him down.  Instead, she told him that she needed time to think.
 
The cab ride back to her apartment was a blur. She sat blankly, staring out of the window watching rain start to fall—pitter-pattering against the window.  She didn't even remember giving the cabbie her address, and he had to say “Miss” twice when they arrived in front of her steps to get her attention. 
 
She hurried up the stairs to her apartment building, eager to get out of the light rain. She didn't mind rain when it was warm, but it had taken on that chill that came with the night. Just before she made it through the doors, it suddenly began to pour, soaking through her clothes almost instantly. When she stepped inside, she was greeted by a cold blast from the central air that pumped through the lobby. By the time she reached her apartment, she was thoroughly chilled.
 
“Jennifer!”
 
Despite her discomfort, Jennifer couldn't help but smile as her roommate, Rachel, hurried over carrying two fluffy white towels. Jennifer accepted one of the towels gratefully and began to wipe off her face as Rachel wrapped Jennifer's thick, dark hair in the other towel. Jennifer peeled off her wet clothes and wrapped one of the towels around her as she padded over, barefoot, to her bedroom. Once wrapped in her robe, she returned to the living room to find Rachel waiting with a Winnie the Pooh mug of hot chocolate.
 
Jennifer took the mug, wrapped her hands around it, and let the warmth travel up through her body. 
 
“What prompted the mother hen treatment?” She asked as Rachel poured cocoa into a green Seamus the Leprechaun mug.
 
“I may not know all of the details, Jennifer, but I know you well enough to know that something's been going on over the last few days and I haven't been here for you.”
 
“Rachel—” Jennifer started to protest. She knew that her friend had been dealing with her own issues, most far more important than not being able to choose between two men, and she wasn't about to let Rachel feel bad about having been gone over the last few days.
 
“No.” Rachel shook her head. “Don't start apologizing.” She raised an eyebrow at Jennifer's look of surprise. “Come on, Jennifer. I know you. You were going to tell me that I didn't need to feel obligated to be home for you because you know that I have more important things on my mind...” She waved her hand like she was shooing a fly. “And so on, and so forth.”
 
Jennifer wasn't sure if she should be grateful that Rachel was trying to spare her guilt or annoyed that she was so predictable, so she settled on taking a sip of her cocoa and waiting for Rachel to continue. She knew she wouldn’t have to wait long.
 
“I'm not saying this because I think you expect me to be there. I'm just simply stating a fact.” Rachel's voice had taken on its big sister quality. “Now, I'm betting that confused expression on your face means that things just got a bit more complicated, so why don't we forgo all of the 'I know you would've been here if you could've' drama and cut straight to you telling me what's got your mind in such a mess.”
 
A wave of relief washed over Jennifer. This was one of the reasons she loved Rachel so much. No one else could just cut through the bullshit and get down to business half as well as the woman situating herself at the other end of the couch.
 
“Do you remember that night when Brad came over here and I told you about how he'd been when we were together?”
 
Rachel's baby blue eyes darkened as she scowled. “Did that bastard do something again?”
 
Jennifer gave her friend a wry smile. “Yeah. He proposed.”
 
Rachel’s jaw dropped as her eyes widened. “Wait a minute. When did he do that?” Rachel sat up straighter, hot chocolate forgotten.
 
“Tonight,” Jennifer said as she set aside her mug.
 
“Wait—wait—back up.” Rachael shook her head. “How did he have the chance to ask you tonight? I must’ve missed something big here.”
 
Jennifer sighed. “All right, but you have to promise to let me finish before you say anything.”
 
Rachel mimed locking her lips and throwing away the key, but Jennifer wasn't so sure that would help.
 
“A couple of days ago, I came home from work and Brad was sitting by the door,” Jennifer began. “I didn't want to be rude, so I invited him in.” She held up a warning hand as Rachel opened her mouth. “Let me finish.” 
 
Rachel closed her mouth and Jennifer continued. “We talked for bit, and he let me debrief about a bad day I was having at work. He was really sweet and listened so well. We got to talking and he told me how sorry he was for how things had gotten out of hand between us. And then he told me that he wanted us to try again.”
 
“Please tell me...”
 
“Rachel, you promised.”
 
“Sorry.” Rachel folded her hands over her knee. “Continue.”
 
“I told him I'd need some time to think about it. Then, the other day, when you were helping out your family, I had another bad day at work and needed to talk to someone. I wasn't going to call you even though I knew you'd be okay with it because my little drama here wasn't really that important. Really! Problem was, I was alone here with my thoughts, which you know is never a good idea.” Jennifer knew Rachel was going to be pissed at what came next, but she forced herself to keep going. “So I called him.”
 
“You did what?!”
 
“Rachel.”
 
She comically reenacted her exclamation in silence just to stress her shock, and then apologized for interrupting.
 
“He listened so well the night before, that I thought I'd see if he'd be that way again. Kind of like a trial run to see if he's really changed.” Jennifer pulled the towel off of her head and tossed it onto the coffee table. Her hair was still damp, but she couldn't stand having the towel on her head any longer. She was getting a little anxious to finish her story. “He was really nice and gave me advice. He even said that if my boss didn't appreciate me that I should stand up for myself. Brad's never told me to stand up for myself before.”
 
“So you went out with him.” Rachel had apparently decided to finish the story for Jennifer. “And he proposed.”
 
Jennifer nodded.
 
“And what did you say?” Rachel's voice was carefully neutral, not giving Jennifer even the slightest hint as to what she was thinking.
 
“I said I needed time to think about it.” Jennifer bit her bottom lip. “I'm not sure what to do.”
 
“I guess what it really comes down to,” Rachel spoke slowly. “Is if you believe he's really changed and if you still love him.”
 
Jennifer intertwined her fingers. “He's been really nice and hasn't said anything mean to me at all.” An image flashed into her mind of when Brad had seen Philip and her together at the hotel, but she dismissed it. That had been a misunderstanding. “And he explained that before, when we were together, he hadn't really meant to say such horrible things to me, that it was all just miscommunication.”
 
Rachel leaned towards Jennifer and took the younger woman's hands in her own. “Do you truly believe that?” There was no accusation in her voice, but Jennifer could see the shadow in Rachel's eyes.
 
“I don't know,” Jennifer admitted. “I want to. I mean, it wasn't all bad when we were together.” She needed Rachel to understand, to know that Brad wasn't a monster. “He chose me when he could have had any girl he wanted. He helped me get out of the little town we both thought we'd be stuck in forever. We were good together for years.”
 
“Okay,” Rachel nodded. She paused, considering her next words. “But did the good really outweigh the bad? Maybe I don't know the specifics, but it seems to me like he must've gotten pretty awful, especially towards the end of your relationship.”
 
“But if he didn't really mean it...” Jennifer held on to that hope. If Brad hadn't actually meant those things he'd said, if he'd really just been trying to help her but hadn't said things right, then all of those bad memories didn't count. Right?
 
“Are you willing to take that chance?” Rachel's voice was soft. “Think about it, Jennifer. Think about what it was like just before you guys broke up. Think about how being with him made you feel.”
 
Memories rushed forward, one right after the other. Brad's comments about her weight, about the way she dressed. Suspecting that he'd been with other women. His constant run-downs about her work. How she wasn't good enough, pretty enough, smart enough... Jennifer felt the tears burn against her eyelids, and then, suddenly, Rachel was there, her arms wrapping around Jennifer and pulling her from the past.
 
“Shh, hey, it's okay.” Rachel smoothed down Jennifer's rain-tangled hair. “I just want you to be happy.” She pressed her lips against the top of Jennifer's head. “Okay? I don't want you to get hurt.”
 
“I think that's going to be a risk no matter what I choose,” Jennifer muttered.
 
“True,” Rachel agreed. “Any time you open up your heart, you risk getting hurt. But I will say this. If any guy hurts you on purpose or not, I'll cut off his balls and serve them for dinner.”
 
Jennifer laughed, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands. Leave it to Rachel to come up with a way to bring humor into the situation. At least, she hoped Rachel was joking. There were some things Jennifer wouldn't put past her feisty roommate. “Thanks, Rachel.”
 
“That's what I'm here for, sweetie.” Rachel stood. “Just know that whatever you decide, I'll support you. And if you need to talk or yell or just have a shoulder to cry on, I'm always here.” She smiled down at Jennifer. “Don't ever not call me because I'm doing some sort of family emergency thing. You're family too.”
 
Jennifer felt tears of a different kind fill her eyes and Rachel hurried away before things got weepy. Having been raised in a family of rough and tough boys, 'chick-flick' moments weren't really her thing. She was great at advice and listening, but when it came to sharing something heart-felt, with Rachel, things were straightforward and then over.
 
Jennifer picked up her mug and drained the last of the now-lukewarm chocolate. She felt better but still a little cold. A nice long soak in the tub might be just what she needed to clear her head. Once she could think more clearly, maybe the answer would present itself.
 



Amanda & Mathis



Chapter 8
 
The bridal shower was almost as fun as Sharon’s description had suggested it would be – which was not very fun at all. Three days after my crushing failure to see Mathis, Sharon called me up to make sure that I was still going to help her out with the bridal shower.
 
“I’m not so sure, Shaz,” I said. “I’m just going to bring a cloud of depression and misery over the celebration, and the bride will end up running away with the caterer whilst the single older sister and the groom go on the honeymoon together so as not to waste good money, and it’ll end up causing a family rift which will last for generations.”
 
“Whoa,” Sharon laughed. “Aren’t you Miss Doom-and-Gloom this morning!”
 
“Sorry,” I said. “But anything I do right now is guaranteed not to go well.”
 
“We’ll see about that,” Sharon said encouragingly. “I can tell you right now that the caterers are all women, apart from the gorgeous chef you won’t let me hook you up with, and I really don’t think the bride is going to run off with him. Even if she does, thankfully the couple is going camping in Colorado for their honeymoon – not something big sis is likely to be into with her love of stilettos. I pronounce you immune to ruining this wedding.”
 
“If you say so,” I said.
 
“Besides, there are going to be all kinds of cakes – I guarantee you that we can sneak a few pieces while the bride is opening her gifts and no one will be the wiser.”
 
“If you put it that way,” I conceded, “I guess I could manage it.”
 
“Good girl,” Sharon said happily. “I’ll pick you up in an hour.”
 
***
 
She chattered on happily enough in the car, but once we reached the venue, a large and rather luxurious villa out in the country – complete with swimming pool, tennis court and acres and acres of beautiful gardens – I started to feel nervous.
 
Everything in sight was draped in ribbons and roses, and a huge banner with ‘Rachel and Dave Forever!’ hanging over the door completed the scene of pre-wedding excitement and bliss. Hearts enveloped me like a cheery pink fog. It was positively the worst place to forget about the guy I was infatuated with. Even so, I took a deep breath, hitched a smile on my face, and began to help the caterers set up their tables.
 
“I’ll be back in a bit,” Sharon told me. “I have to go and mingle.”
 
Feeling oddly naked once I was left on my own, I finished setting up the tables and left the more artistic helpers to arrange the centerpieces whilst I went to check out the rest of the villa.
 
It wasn’t as big as my uncle’s ranch, but it wasn’t far off. I wondered if Mathis had a place in the country, or whether he was too busy for that and just spent all his time in his luxurious city condo. I scolded myself for thinking about Mathis again and headed to the kitchen to see if they needed any help.
 
Sharon found me after I’d just iced my hundredth sugar cookie – I was getting pretty good by that point, and had almost gotten my mind off Mathis.
 
“Amanda – where have you been?! I need you to help me receive guests!” she cried. She was in full work mode, her mind going a million miles a minute calculating all the ins and outs of the event. As we stood at the front door, Sharon handed out little favors and I relieved a stream of well-dressed women of their gifts. I wondered if they were all happy for the bride, or if any of them – like the older sister – were secretly jealous. 
 
I couldn’t decide if I was envious of the bride or not. I had never placed too much importance on marriage before. When I thought about Mathis, though, I felt as though I could understand what made someone want to be with another person for the rest of their lives.
 
Sharon kept up a running commentary for my benefit during the lulls in guest arrival.
 
“That was Gail, Rachel’s cousin. She’s married to a doctor, but she’s having an affair with a guy at work – all the girls gossip about it behind her back. The two coming up the path now are the bride’s stepsisters. They’re both younger - one of them is a lesbian and single, the other just got out of a long term relationship and hates anything or anyone with lips. Oh, and behind them is the bride’s friend Charlotte – she’s a real piece of work, vows she’ll do whatever it takes to catch the bouquet, even if it means roofying all the other bridesmaids.”
 
By the time the last guest had arrived, I felt vaguely grateful to have only one good girlfriend, since it seemed like most of the women at the shower were bloodthirsty, backstabbing, and secretly hoping that the bride and groom would break up before the wedding.
 
As I circulated the room with snacks, I caught snippets of conversation from all sides:
 
“Her husband’s been screwing Diana behind her back for the last six months. It was a shambles of a marriage anyway, though – he got her pregnant and then his family browbeat him into tying the knot…”
 
“…bringing the new boy-toy to the wedding. He’s twelve years younger than her. No, I can’t recall his name. She has a different one every time I see her.”
 
“…not rich by any means. She married him for his money, but she runs through it like a pickpocket through a shopping mall, so they’re living from paycheck to paycheck…”
 
“…a real gold-digger. He’s no better, though. He’s in it for her breast implants, I guarantee it.”
 
It was enough to put me off marriage forever. Every one of the women seemed to be unhappy – mercenary, unfaithful, shallow, or simply in a meaningless relationship. Instead of being glad I’d never had a chance to get serious with Mathis, however, I found myself sad that in a world where so few people meet someone who is right for them, Mathis was going to slip through my fingers.
 
My feelings of sadness turned wistful as the bride and her friends gathered round to open presents and tell stories. It seemed like all the spite and discontent melted away, and everyone was smiling happily, offering their congratulations to the glowing bride.
 
“You guys are going to be so happy – I remember when Dave first saw you. His eyes went as wide as saucers – and you wouldn’t give him the time of day!  Look at the two of you now,” one of the friends gushed.
 
“I’m so lucky,” the bride agreed, hugging whoever had decided that matching his ‘n’ hers toothbrushes was the last word in romantic. “To think that it was the first time either of us had set foot in that club. I can’t imagine what my life would be like without him!”
 
The ensuing ‘aww’ from the company was enough to make any cynic nauseated.
 
I wasn’t a believer in fate, but even so, the bride’s words struck a chord with me. I absently watched the bride open a statue shaped like a giant heart with eyes and coo over it as if it were made of solid gold.
 
What would my life be like without Mathis in it? Of course, it wouldn’t be the first time I had been alone. I was used to being single, and it didn’t really bother me. With Mathis, though, there was something special. I felt valued, animated, as if I was worth more than just a small-time accountant. I didn’t want that to go out of my life. I didn’t think that I would ever meet anyone who I felt as strongly for as I felt for Mathis. Ever since our childhood, I felt as though he was the only man who could ever match up to my expectations. None of my other boyfriends could even compare.
 
As I watched the bride and her friends gush over gifts and talk happily together about how lucky they were, I knew I had to see Mathis again, no matter what it took. Even if it didn’t work out, for whatever reason, I had to know that I’d tried, rather than just sitting back and letting it go.
 
But how would I see him? I remembered the humiliation of being turned away from his office. I remembered the last thing Mathis had said to me over the phone – that he had changed, that he wasn’t the same person anymore. Then it came to me, and suddenly I was smiling. I wasn’t the same, either. I wasn’t a little girl who would just accept my uncle’s explanation that Mathis had left on business and couldn’t come back. This time there was something I could do – something that no nice little girl would ever consider doing.
 
I left the bridal shower with an excuse to Sharon that I had some work to attend to. We hadn’t even gotten to the delicious cake part which she had promised me, but I didn’t care. She looked at me curiously, but if she saw the guilty excitement written in my face, she didn’t say anything.
 
“I’ll speak to you soon, Amanda,” she said. “Don’t just sit at home and brood – go out and do something!”
 
“I will,” I promised her, although if she knew what I was planning to do, I don’t think she would have encouraged me to “go out and do something.”
 
***
 
Once I got home, the first thing I did was take out a pad of paper and write ‘Sneaking into Mathis’ Office’ over the top. I sat back and admired my handiwork. Having the words written down on paper made me feel stronger. I would get into Mathis’ office even if it meant I had to do it stealthily. The thought made me feel like a superhero, or maybe a glamorous thief, like Catherine Zeta Jones in that one movie.
 
I didn’t know how, exactly, but I knew I had to do it, whatever it took. Thinking hard, I jotted down a few ideas on my paper:
 
Security guards – will have to get past them. How many are there?
 
Other entrances?
 
Dress as an employee?
 
This stealth thing was harder than it sounded. I looked up a street view of the building on Google maps, and instantly decided that the main entrance was out of the question – there were two security guards inside the main lobby and another outside the elevator. I would have to find a different way in.
 
I rotated the view and spotted a back door, which looked like access for the building maintenance. I wondered if it was locked. Even if it wasn’t, it was probably too risky – I could bump into an employee and be arrested for trespassing.
 
I toyed with borrowing the identity of an employee, but I knew I would have to have an employee card to scan on the elevator, and after the debacle earlier this week, the building staff and security were sure to recognize me. I was already contemplating taking a huge risk; I didn’t want to do anything too stupid.
 
I thought hard, chewing the end of my pen out of habit, before I realized what I was doing and stopped, grossed out. I hadn’t chewed the end of my pen since I was at school!
 
Laying the pen aside, I poked and prodded at my brain, trying to remember everything I could about the building. I knew Mathis’ office was on the 30th floor, so I couldn’t exactly knock on the window unless I suddenly sprouted a pair of wings or used the money Mathis had sent me to buy a helicopter. I actually could buy a helicopter, or maybe hire an airplane and parachute out onto the roof of the building.
 
I started to lose hope as my ideas became more and more ridiculous or risky. I was determined, though. I was tired of being kept in the dark, and I needed Mathis to give me some real answers and to hear me speak my mind. I didn’t know if he was ever planning to contact me again, and I didn’t want to sit around, not knowing. It would drive me insane. I had to do this. There was no other way.
 
I ruled out going in the front – it was too risky and there didn’t seem to be any good way to do it. I’d blown my chance to lie about my name or pretend I was there to see someone else. The security and secretary would know I was lying. My only chance was to get in through the back of the building – but how?
 
Then it struck me. It wasn’t exactly the best idea in the world, but I thought it just might work, if I was brave, and stupid enough to try it.
 
Mathis’ office was in the corner of the building, and I recalled a fire escape running along the back corner of the building. I guessed that there must be a door on each floor with access to the fire escape – and more likely than not they would be unlocked. A locked door in a fire wasn’t going to be any use, was it?
 
I sat back to ponder the drawback of this idea. Of course, reaching the fire escape without anyone noticing me might be a challenge, as would climbing up to the 30th floor. There was also the possibility that I would be noticed once I was on Mathis’ floor, before I had a chance to get to his office. It was risky, not to mention potentially dangerous, especially at that height. Even so, it was a plan, and it was pretty much the best idea I could think of, barring complete fantasy.
 
I was determined to try it. My uncle had always taught me that if I wanted something, I had to work for it. Well, I wanted to talk to Mathis – and I was willing to do whatever it took to be able to do just that!
 
As an afterthought, I decided I was incredibly glad that I wasn’t afraid of heights.
 



Jennifer & Philip




Chapter 9
 
When she climbed into bed nearly forty minutes later, she was warmer, but no closer to an answer than she had been when she'd first gotten into the tub. Part of the problem was that Brad's proposal was only half of her complicated love equation. 
 
The other half involved her equally as confusing feelings regarding Philip Haas, her physically attractive and emotionally distant boss. Over the short time she'd known Philip, they'd engaged in hot, intense sex several times, and she'd been kicked out of the room on more than one occasion. 
 
All of it had come to a head earlier that day when she'd finally told him that she wasn't going to take his rude treatment any longer and she'd walked away from the job she'd always wanted. She was still trying to figure out how to tell Rachel that she'd quit her job without giving away the details as to why. While Jennifer knew that her roommate wouldn't judge, she couldn't bear the thought of how disappointed Rachel would be with her for sleeping with her boss.
 
***
 
Jennifer had just slipped under the cool cotton sheets when her phone rang. She had a brief moment of déjà vú as she saw Philip's name, but she seriously doubted that phone sex was on his mind after the way she'd left things. Then again, she never did know what to expect when it came to the way his mind worked. She, however, wasn't going to play this time. No matter what he said, sex was off the table. But, despite her resolve, she couldn't quite blow him off completely. 
 
“Philip.” She was proud of herself for keeping her voice coolly polite, though she wondered how long she could keep it up.
 
She was shocked to hear that Philip's tone wasn't so even. “Jennifer.”
 
“Is there something you needed?” Her voice sounded much composed than she felt. There was still something about Philip that got her in knots, no matter what else had transpired between them.
 
 “Were you serious about quitting?” Philip didn't bother with small talk.
 
“I think so,” Jennifer said slowly. “I can't keep working with you so hot and cold. I need to know that you respect me and what I do.” She could hardly believe what she was saying. Confronting Philip earlier today seemed to have unlocked something inside her, something that she'd thought her years with Brad had broken.
 
“What if...” Philip began. He paused and Jennifer waited for him to continue. “Look, I screwed up. I know I did. I can't guarantee it won't happen again, but I can promise that I'll try to do better.”
 
Jennifer could hear an undercurrent of something in his words and it twisted her heart in a way she wasn't quite sure she wanted to analyze. “You want me to come back?”
 
“Yes.” The word held no uncertainty. “I want you to come back and work for me. Work with me.”
 
All thoughts of Brad's proposal had been pushed to the back of Jennifer's mind, making room for this new question to answer. The invitation was two-fold, she knew. If she agreed to go back to work, she'd also be agreeing to continue this relationship – or whatever it was – with Philip. Was she really ready to do that? Her eyes darted over to the ring on the table next to her bed. 
 
Brad had slid it onto her finger even though she'd told him she needed time. She'd taken it off as soon as she'd left the restaurant and slid it into her pocket. No matter how pretty it was, the cool metal was heavier than it should have been and she couldn't quite make herself put it on, not until she made a decision. Hearing Philip's voice just made it that much harder to decide, even if she'd told herself that it shouldn't.
 
As if sensing the reason behind her hesitation, Philip added, “Just give me a chance to show you that I can do better at work. Nothing else until I've proven myself, I promise.”
 
“Okay,” Jennifer gave the answer her heart wanted before her head could protest. She could hear in Philip's voice how much he meant the words and no matter how much she was still trying to figure out how she felt about Brad, she couldn't pass up the chance to find out where things could go with Philip, both personally and professionally.
 
“You'll come back?”
 
Jennifer's heart skipped a beat. For the first time since she'd met him, she truly felt as if Philip cared about her for something more than sex. “Yes. I'll be in tomorrow at the usual time.”
 
“Great!” His tone immediately lightened, but it quickly changed to a more professional tone when he continued. “I'll see you then,” he added before hanging up.
 
As she set her phone back onto her bedside table, she couldn't help but smile, a pleasant, warm feeling in her stomach. 
 
Philip wanted her. 
 
Maybe he really had to lose her first before being able to admit that he needed to change the way he was treating her. Still, she cautioned herself. Just because he said things would be different didn't always mean that they would. While Philip had never not kept his word, she'd had enough past experiences to know not to count the metaphorical chickens before they hatched. Despite her self-warning, her mind continued to play through all of the great ways tomorrow could go until sleep finally claimed her.
 
***
 
The bedroom was like something out of a fairy tale. A kinky, X-rated fairy tale, but a fairy tale nonetheless. The walls were hidden in shadows despite the large French doors that opened out onto a balcony. Though she couldn't see from her position on the bed, she knew they were near the ocean because she could smell the salt on the gentle night breeze and hear the crashing of the waves. It was the pale moonlight that told her the time as there was nothing in the room to indicate otherwise.
 
 In fact, other than the bed and its accessories, the only other things present were the white, wafting curtains over the open doorway, the thick white carpet and the deep red rose petals covering the floor as well as the black silk sheets. The flowers were the same color as the plush pillows against which she was reclining. The bed itself was magnificent. Four posts of dark cherry rose up high enough that she couldn't see their tops. It was larger than a king-sized bed, bigger than any bed she'd ever seen. The light that shone down out of nowhere barely illuminated a foot around the edges, leaving the rest of the room hidden.
 
Then he stepped out of the shadows and she didn't care about the room or the bed anymore. His dirty blond hair was tousled as if he'd just come in from the wind, and his green eyes were glowing as they looked at her. She'd never seen anything so beautiful. He didn't speak though, merely took her hand and stretched it out. As he tied her wrist to one of the posts, Jennifer became aware of three things: the pillows were gone and both she and Philip were naked. When he produced another piece of silk to bind her other wrist, she wondered where it had come from before deciding that it didn't matter. Two more strips of black silk magically appeared to allow him to tie her legs and then he stood at the foot of the bed between her feet.
 
“Don't cum until I say you can.” His voice was low and firm as he climbed onto the bed. “Close your eyes.”
 
Jennifer did as she was told. Something light and feathery ghosted over her ankle. She shivered as it moved up one leg and then switched to repeat the procedure on the other. When it passed over her stomach, she squirmed, earning a chuckle from Philip. The gentle touch continued up her ribcage and then over her breasts. Her breath caught in her throat as the object passed over her nipples. They hardened instantly and she arched her back, wanting more. Philip laughed again, the sound making things low inside her tighten and burn.
 
“Aren't you greedy tonight?”
 
Jennifer didn't respond, too busy tugging at her restraints, though she wasn't sure if she was trying to get nearer to or further from the almost too-light touch. As it danced between her breasts and down to her bellybutton, she made a strangled sound, knowing where it was going next. It passed over her lower lips and her legs twitched, wanting to close but not able to. When she felt his fingers, a surge of relief ran through her, but it was short-lived as he merely held open her lips with one hand and used the other to tease her clit with those wispy touches.
 
“Please.” She writhed, desperate for more or for less; she couldn't decide.
 
“Open your eyes,” he instructed.
 
Jennifer forced her eyes open and looked down her body to see the source of her torment. Even as she watched, Philip used the fluffy white feather to send another ripple of sensation across her nerves.
 
“Please,” she began to beg. “Please.”
 
“Don't cum,” he warned her again.
 
She wanted to tell him that she couldn't cum like this until he shoved two fingers into her pussy. The shock of the different sensations jolted her body, sending her crashing up and over the edge before she'd even realized she was close. Philip's fingers thrust in and out of her at a rapid pace, curling up to press against that spot inside her that sent sparks shooting through every cell, building and growing until everything went white.
 
The next thing she knew, she was face-down, still tied, and Philip was kneeling beside her. She turned her face towards him, desperately hoping he wasn't holding another feather. He wasn't, but the expression on his face said that he had something else in mind.
 
“You came.”
 
Shit.
 
Jennifer swallowed hard. She'd completely forgotten his command. In her defense, it was difficult to think while trying to absorb a feather tickling her clit and being finger-fucked into oblivion. 
 
“I think that warrants a punishment, don't you?”
 
She knew it was a rhetorical question and kept her mouth shut.
 
Philip didn't wait for an answer as he ran his hand over her back and down to her ass. Jennifer shivered, immediately knowing what was coming. The first crack didn't really hurt, just a sting and then a spread of heat, but as Philip continued to rain down slap after slap, they built on each other until the sharp sting became something more. Jennifer's limbs reflexively tugged at the scarves, straining as her ass began to burn. She bit down on her lips, swallowing the pleas for him to stop. Unless she was willing to give him their safe word, it wouldn't end and she didn't want to end the game just yet, no matter how much her ass protested the abuse. Only when it was nearly too much did he finally stop and Jennifer let out a half-sob of relief.
 
“You did so well,” he murmured as his fingertips ran over the hot, tender skin. She flinched automatically, but didn't try to pull away. “You took your punishment so well. I think you deserve a reward.”
 
Jennifer felt the bed shift beneath her as Philip moved.
 
“You can cum as much as you want.” His hands caressed her thighs. “But you're not allowed to be quiet about it.”
 
She wasn't sure why that was important until he continued.
 
“The doors are open, and I want anyone who happens to be passing by to know what we're doing, to know that you're enjoying yourself.”
 
Jennifer flushed but nodded. The moment his tongue touched her clit, a shudder ran through her and a moan fell from her lips. Philip held her open as he licked her, his tongue moving from circling her clit to darting into her pussy. It moved inside her and Jennifer felt the beginnings of a climax stirring. She raised her ass and Philip dug his fingers into her hips as he held her where he wanted her.
 
“More,” she begged, the word muffled as she pressed her face against the silk sheets.
 
“More what?” Philip lifted his head long enough to ask.
 
“More tongue.” She couldn't muster enough energy to be embarrassed.
 
When he complied, shoving his tongue further inside her than she was expecting, she came. Even as her body buckled against its restraints, Philip was moving again. She was already calling out his name when he buried himself inside her with one smooth thrust. The word turned into a wail as Philip began to thrust, hard and fast, each stroke taking him nearly to the end of her. His hands were on either side of her waist, giving him leverage as he bounced her off of the bed with the force of every snap of his hips.
 
“I can't hear you.” He grunted.
 
The next moment, his hand was in her hair, pulling her head off of the bed. The pain in her scalp radiated down through her body, meeting and mingling with the intensity of sensation in her pussy until they exploded and Jennifer was moaning and releasing a high-pitched sound she'd never heard herself make before. Her body went rigid, muscles tightening until Philip swore. Still, he didn't stop, forcing his cock in and out of her spasming channel as he tugged on her hair. Hours, days, years could have passed, but all Jennifer knew was that his body was against her, in her, the lines of pain and pleasure blurring until every cell in her body was hot and tingling. 
 
She felt him pulse inside her, his body tensing as he came, but not going soft as he continued to move inside her. Time and again, they climaxed together, one rolling into the next, never ending, never stopping, never pausing, only unrelenting friction and sensation until tears streamed down her cheeks with the enormity of it all.
 
She didn't know when or how her hands came unbound, only that Philip was pulling her back against him as he fucked up into her. He yanked her head to one side, his breath burning against her ear. 
 
“One more time.”
 
She knew what she wanted, but she didn't think her body could manage it again. As it was, only Philip's arms and cock kept her from crumbling to the mattress, but she couldn't tell him that. The only sounds she could make were little whimpers that were forced out with the gasps of air she'd managed to get between thrusts.
 
Philip wrapped one arm around her breasts, his hand palming her right breast as his finger and thumb teased at her nipple. The other arm had been around her waist, but that hand drifted lower now. Jennifer's eyelids fluttered as his index finger slid between her folds to rub her swollen clit. Her limbs twitched, muscles quivering, but she hovered at the edge, unable to gather the energy needed to send her past that point once more.
 
“I love the way your body trembles around mine,” Philip whispered in her ear, his words breathless. “The way you respond to every little touch. I love knowing that each time you cum, I did that to you. I love being the one who causes you so much pleasure.”
 
His rhythm stuttered, his breath catching and Jennifer knew he was close.
 
“I'm not going to cum until you do.” His voice had a rough, ragged edge to it.
 
Jennifer made a small sound and closed her eyes, desperate to find release for the pressure building inside her.
 
“Open your eyes.” Philip ordered.
 
She did and saw a mirror, whether on the wall or in mid-air, she didn't know and didn't care. She was entranced by what she saw. Her body pulled up tight, her ankles still bound, legs spread, knees parted, one of Philip's hands moving between her legs. Her head lay back against his shoulder, her lips parted, her chest heaving as she dragged air into her lungs. And then she saw Philip's face, his eyes burning with a dark fire and the determination to bring her to climax.
 
He scraped his teeth over the juncture where her neck met her shoulder and she shuddered. “That's it. Let go. I've got you and I'm not going anywhere.” At the same time his fingers tightened around her nipple, he sunk his teeth into that spot on her throat and Jennifer came apart for the final time. She heard him cry out her name, the sound nearly lost in the scream that came up from deep inside her. As his cock emptied into her pussy, they collapsed to the bed. He rolled her onto her side, tucking her against his chest. They lay there, entwined, bodies still joined, and he murmured in her ear. “Sleep. I've got you. I've always got you. I'm not going anywhere.”
 
***
 
Jennifer jolted upright, gasping for air, her heart racing. “Fuck,” she breathed as she fell back against her pillows. It was then that she realized that her sheets were damp with sweat, her pajama bottoms soaked with her arousal. “Shit.” She sighed. “I need to take another shower.”
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Chapter 9
 
I waited until the evening, going over every detail of my plan – from whether Mathis would be in his office to how I would react to certain obstacles. I didn’t want anything to go wrong, and I certainly didn’t want to get in trouble.
 
I had decided to go for an evening visit because the dimming daylight would help make me less visible from below, so that nobody could alert the building security to the fact that someone was climbing the fire escape. If there were any security cameras on the outside of the building – which I doubted (who in their right mind would climb 30 floors to break into an office building?) – I would have time to check up on where they were before making my move. 
 
I had also considered the probability that Mathis’ floor would be deserted after normal office hours were done. I didn’t want to run into any nosy secretary asking questions. I knew that Mathis would almost certainly still be in the office – back when we’d had our sessions, we often ran on late into the evening when the building was locked and empty, and I knew he worked late practically every day. If I put my plan into action around eightish, he was sure to still be there.
 
I dressed carefully in dark slacks and a dark shirt, smart enough so that I wouldn’t look suspicious. I didn’t want to look out of place once inside the office, but I also didn’t want to attract any attention when I was trying to get in. A dark shape outside a dark building wasn’t going to be visible from the street below. 
 
***
 
As I arrived on the street of Mathis’ office building, my heart was thumping in my chest and my palms were sweating. I wondered if this was what soldiers felt like before they went to battle. A part of me wanted to turn around and leave, to dismiss this idea as stupid, but
I didn’t let myself. I was going to see Mathis whether he liked it or not. Seriously, I was damn tired of feeling helpless.
 
As I approached the building, I tried to look relaxed and nonchalant. I spotted a security guard outside the door. Had he been there the evening Mathis had let me out and we had shared our first kiss? If so, he had done a good job of melting into the shadows. The fire escape was where I remembered it, leading down into a narrow alley next to the building. It didn’t look as if there was anyone around, so I waited until the security guard was looking in the other direction before darting down the alley.
 
Dusk hadn’t quite fallen, and the sky was still bright. I was glad – the alley was narrow and dim because of the tall buildings on either side. As I jogged to the fire escape, I realized that the fire escape to the first floor required a ladder that had to be dropped from the 2nd floor. I looked around and jumped up to reach the ladder foolishly. 
 
Crap. Obviously, I was way too short to reach the damn thing. I looked around again for something to stand on and noticed a garbage bin. It was a few meters away, but it had wheels on the bottom. I tried pushing my weight into it, and it budged slightly. I held my breath, bent my knees, and pushed with as much strength as I could muster. I was able to sluggishly push the bin over to the ladder. I was glad that the wheels didn’t squeak much.
 
I shut the lid of the bin and climbed on top. I was pretty lucky that the trash had already been picked up, or else I’d risk finally seeing Mathis while I smelled like rotten food. I jumped up and was able to get a grasp on the bottom rung of the ladder. I tugged it down with my weight and it came down with a loud screech. I paused. Did anyone hear that? I stayed perfectly still and waited for something to happen to indicate that I’d been caught.
 
Nothing. I sighed a breath of relief, and then jumped down from the bin to climb the ladder. As I placed my right foot on the bottom rung and right hand on the side of the fire escape ladder, I looked up. It seemed as if the stairs stretched on forever, and I took a deep breath, thanking Sharon internally for insisting I go to the gym with her so often. 
 
I began to climb the stairs, wincing at the loud clang of metal underneath my shoes. I tried to step lightly to soften the sound, but in the quiet alley it still seemed like every cop in the city would be able to hear me, not to mention the security guard at the front of the building.
 
Although I had already come this far without incident, it did nothing to calm my nerves. Instead, every cell in my body was on high alert, and the slightest whisper of wind or far off rush of a car made me jump. Luckily, I was well shielded from view by the two buildings – the only way anyone would be able to see me from the street was if they stopped at the mouth of the alley and looked up. Even then, I wasn’t sure if someone would spot me in my dark clothing. I hope they wouldn’t be able to.
 
***
 
Night was falling fast. I paused at the third flight of stairs, my heart thumping like crazy, although more from fear than from the climb. Peering back down the way I had come, my heart practically stopped altogether. The security guard from the front of the building was making his way into the alley!
 
I thought I had been caught for sure. He must have heard the dreadful clanging from the ladder. I flattened myself against the wall and tried to keep my breathing quiet, hoping against hope that he wouldn’t look too closely. Maybe he would ignore the fact that the ladder was pulled down.
 
It seemed as if it took him forever to make his way to the foot of the stairs. I lost sight of him, but I felt as though any moment I would hear the noise of his feet against the ladder as he climbed up after me to arrest me.
 
My mouth was dry and I could feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I wondered if I could slip past him and outrun him. Perhaps I could even jump over the railings – it wasn’t that far to fall, not yet anyway.
 
As I was wildly contemplating my escape, however, I heard the sound of the ladder being pushed back up to the 2nd floor. He must’ve just thought the ladder fell! I was so relieved that I almost laughed – so much for building security! I made sure to keep still and well hidden until I’d heard him make his way around to the back of the building.
 
This must be a circuit he walked, I realized. I’d have to be careful to make sure he didn’t notice me if he came back around. After a moment of thought, I leaned down and took off my shoes so that my bare feet would muffle the sound of my footsteps. The metal was cold against my soles, but it was much quieter. Finally feeling a little bit calmer, I made my way farther up.
 
***
 
By the fifteenth flight of stairs I was definitely breathing harder. There were still lights on in many of the rooms in the building opposite, and I had to make sure nobody spotted me through a window. I still had the other half of the floors to climb, and the thought was daunting. Nevertheless I persevered, not pausing to catch my breath until I had climbed to floor 20.
 
I was immensely glad I wasn’t afraid of heights. The streets beneath me were tiny snakes, and the cars brightly lit ants. If I hadn’t been so tense, I might even have enjoyed the view. As it was, all I wanted was to get to my destination without any trouble. I had spotted two security cameras on the side of the building so far, but I could only hope that they were either fakes or weren’t pointed in my direction. It didn’t look as if they were, but paranoia made me feel as if I were in a spotlight.
 
***
 
When I reached the 30th floor, I was slightly dizzy with adrenaline, which had begun rushing through my body once more. I took a deep breath before climbing the last step, and turned to the door in relief – only to notice that there wasn’t a handle on the outside.
 
For a moment, I didn’t quite understand. A second later, it dawned on me that I had climbed all this way for nothing. Anger and disappointment crashed through me, and all at once I was ready to fall to my knees and cry, utterly defeated. How could I have been so stupid – and why hadn’t I noticed this on any of the other floors? Of course, I had been too focused on reaching my goal, but I felt like a prize fool nevertheless.
 
I took a few deep breaths, trying not to panic, reigning in the violent emotions which had taken hold of me. It was a fire door, I thought, trying to clear my head and assess this logically. Of course you could only open it from the inside – how could I have overlooked such an important detail?
 
“Fuck!” I cursed myself soundly with half my brain, while the rest of my brain tried to think of an alternative solution. Unfortunately, none of the windows were close enough for me to reach, and besides, they were solid sheets of glass, not the kind of windows that opened. I had two choices: go up, or go back down.
 
Then it struck me, and I let the breath I didn’t know I had been holding whoosh out from between my lips. There had to be roof access! In my own office building, the employees went up to the roof to smoke all the time. I’d been up their a few times to get a breath of fresh air during my break, although all I had actually gotten was a lungful of smoke. The door had been open, but there must be a handle or something – otherwise people would get stuck up there with no other choices but to set up house or learn how to fly.
 
I looked up. Luckily, Mathis’ office was near the top of the building and there were only a few more floors to climb. I crossed my fingers, hoping against hope that luck would be with me, and carried on up the steps until I reached the roof.
 
***
 
The roof was well lit, and I peered over the edge of the wall before climbing up, to make sure there weren’t any more guards. Luckily, it was empty. Either it was too early for the security guard to come up or he was taking a nap somewhere. I spotted the roof access immediately, and hoisting myself up, made for it directly, chanting an internal prayer that it would be open.
 
I hesitated before walking around to face the door. My nerves were like a taut bowstring. Any more setbacks and I’d snap. I should have had the foresight to bring a lock-pick or something – not that I would know how to use one, or even where to get one. 
 
At least it had a handle, I thought as I gave the door a quick once-over. It also had a number pad for which it required a punch-in security code. For a moment I felt sick with dread, but as I peered closer, I realized that the lock was disengaged. Taking a deep breath, I pulled the handle. The door clicked open easily in my hand.
 
Breathing a sigh of relief and thanking whatever lucky stars were watching over me, I quickly entered the door and clicked it closed behind me. I was in! The sense of achievement was euphoric. I was on the very top floor, on what must be either a maintenance stairwell or else a rarely used employee staircase for when the elevators were ever out of order. 
 
Quickly, I ran my fingers through my hair, making sure it was smooth and not too mussed up by the wind. It was pretty windy this far up, so thankfully, I wasn’t too much of a sweaty mess. I was suddenly nervous about seeing Mathis, wondering what his reaction would be. Before I could lose my nerve, I descended the stairs. I had lost count of the number of floors I had climbed, so I had to check the doors on every landing to see where I was.
 
Thankfully, going down was a lot less taxing than going up. It didn’t take me long to reach the 30th floor. The staircase had been brightly lit, but the floor outside was darkened, with only a few lights still on.
 
It was a big building, but I knew my way around this floor pretty well from all the times I had come up here to have sessions with Mathis. I approached the secretary’s desk cautiously, but she was long gone, and there was no night guard. There might have been cameras, but it wouldn’t matter for too much longer – Mathis was in the building until late and I had been in many times before, so they would be able to recognize me and would probably assume I had an appointment, unless Mathis had gone so far as to warn them too. I doubted it, and if I did get into trouble, I was sure Mathis would be able to smooth it out.
 
I approached his office, and I was both relieved and a little apprehensive to see that the light was on inside. I didn’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t been there, but now he was so close to me, I couldn’t help feeling a little bit strange. I was excited to see him, but unsure how to reveal myself.
 
I put my hand on the door handle, and paused. I could hear him moving around inside, and the sound made my heart thud in my chest. I pulled my hand off the handle, suddenly scared again. With all the adrenaline which had pumped through my body tonight, it was a miracle that I hadn’t had a heart attack yet. 
 
Swallowing my doubts and fears, I replaced my fingers on the handle, slowly curling my hand into a fist. 
 
I pulled the handle slowly, not sure how my nerves would deal with any sudden movements. I opened the door softly, but as I pushed it open, I heard Mathis start and move quickly.
 
I looked around, confused, not seeing him anywhere inside his spacious office. 
 
A second later, though, I found myself face to face with Mathis, his eyes wide and locked on mine. He had hidden behind the door, likely, in anticipation of it being someone from the crime syndicate.
 
“Amanda?!”
 
His deep voice was rough with astonishment, and I felt every ounce of blood in my body rush to my face, turning my cheeks a bright scarlet as he looked at me as if I was a ghost.
 
“Uh… hi,” I said lamely. He was still looking at me as if he couldn’t quite believe I was there, and it was beginning to make me uncomfortable.
 
“How the hell did you get up here?” he asked. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Did something happen?”
 
“No no, I’m fine,” I insisted, confused. “Why would I be hurt?”
 
All the tension seemed to seep from Mathis’ body, and he walked over to one of his wide armchairs and collapsed into it, taking a few deep breaths before giving a soft chuckle.
 
“You’re full of surprises,” he said after a moment. “I thought you were someone from the crime group. I was all set to attack you! And then I saw your face – for a horrible moment I thought they had you as a hostage. I’ve never panicked so bad in my life. Christ, it’s a miracle I didn’t have a heart attack.”
 
I thought how ironic that was, since I had been thinking the same thing just minutes earlier.
 
“I didn’t mean to freak you out,” I apologized. “You’re kind of a difficult man to see.”
 
“That’s because I’m trying to stay away from you.” In an instant, Mathis was on his feet again, his eyes sparking with anger. “I’m trying to keep you safe, Amanda, and you’re apparently dead set on putting yourself in danger as often as possible.”
 
“It’s not up to you,” I said hotly. “I’m tired of sitting around waiting to see if you’ll ever call me, Mathis. I know it could be dangerous to see you, but it’s my choice to make.”
 
“You’re as stubborn as your uncle,” Mathis said, torn between annoyance and amusement. “I can’t bear to put you in danger, Amanda. The only way I can keep you safe is if I keep distance between us.”
 
“Maybe I don’t want distance between us,” I said. “I wanted to see you, Mathis. I can’t help it – you’re in my life now and I don’t want to lose you again.”
 
“How did you get up here, anyway?” Mathis asked, ignoring my heartfelt plea. “I thought I’d told the front desk not to let you in.”
 
“You did,” I said sourly. “I found another way in.”
 
“You would,” Mathis sighed. “I should’ve known you’d do something crazy. That just makes me worry more.”
 
“You don’t need to worry,” I insisted. “Mathis, I’m not a child. I don’t need to be looked after by you.”
 
“You don’t know these people,” Mathis protested wearily. “You don’t know the lengths they would go to in order to get to me. If you spend time around me, there is no doubt that they would try to use it against me. Don’t you remember the night they shot at us?”
 
“I remember.” It still sent a chill down my spine to think of that night, the fear and horror as I drove my car at breakneck speed to get away from the bullets being aimed right at us.
 
“That was nothing,” he insisted. “I wake up at night in a cold sweat when I think of what they might do to you because of me.”
 
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling slightly ashamed of my selfish impulse now. “I only wanted to see you – you have no idea how hard it is to stay away.”
 
“I do know – it’s no easy matter for me either,” Mathis confessed. “Being this close to you right now – I have to stop myself from–“
 
He broke off and turned away, clenching his hands into fists.
 
“You’d better leave,” he said stiffly. “I’m sorry, Amanda. I just can’t do this.”
 
“I don’t care,” I said firmly. 
 
“Amanda,” he said warningly, turning around to face me again. “You’re driving me–”
 
But he didn’t have a chance to say anything else. I covered his protests with my lips, stifling his words and kissing him firmly. I pulled away after a few seconds and looked him in the eye, my own expression fiery, showing him that I wouldn’t take no for an answer.
 
I watched as the last bit of resolve faded from his eyes. He growled, and pulled me flush against him, so I had to tilt my head up to look into his face. The hunger in his eyes sent a wave of lust coursing through my body like liquid fire, and Mathis crashed his lips to mine in a searing, torturous kiss.
 
There was nothing gentle about it – it was as if all the frustration, anger, lust and longing we had both been storing up over the past few weeks was pouring out into each other, flaring up so violently that it burned.
 
I felt as though I was breathing fire as the kiss intensified. Mathis’ lips were my life source, cool but burning hot. I could feel his teeth, the wet slickness of his tongue as he forced my lips apart, drawing every last drop of pleasure from me and still searching for more. I tasted blood as Mathis nipped at my lower lip, sucking it into his mouth. I heard myself moan, and it sounded almost animal, beyond any rational human control. I wanted more – I wanted everything.
 
After what could have been hours, our kiss broke. I was gasping for breath, my throat burning from lack of oxygen and my heart thudding like someone pounding desperately on a door. I realized that I must actually have forgotten to breathe. I felt dizzy but euphoric, and the area between my legs was already throbbing with desire, wet and slick and wanting.
 
Mathis’ eyes were burning with passion, and I could tell that his reservations and his barriers had splintered like so much firewood, consumed by the heat which had kindled between us. I knew he couldn’t walk away from this – no more than I could. We were slaves to our hunger.
 
For a few long seconds we were just panting, trying to regain control over ourselves. I knew, and I was sure Mathis did too, that there would be no going back from this. Once might eventually have been forgotten, but I couldn’t have a taste of this twice and then walk away.
 
I leaned in to resume the kiss, but Mathis put a finger to my lips, looking searchingly into my eyes.
 
“Amanda,” he said, his voice husky with desire.
 
“What?” my voice was breathless, and I almost blushed to hear myself sounding so girly and swept up in the romance of the kiss.
 
“Before we do this – I’ve told you before, but I think you need to hear it again before we go any further.”
 
“What is it?” I began to frown, wondering whether he was going to tell me to go away again.
 
“I’m not the same person you used to know. I lost all the innocence I had back then a long time ago.”
 
“I know. I don’t expect you to be the same,” I said. “I want to be with you now, not the boy I knew then.”
 
“I know,” Mathis acknowledged, still holding me tightly against him. I could feel his arousal pressed against my stomach, and it was turning me on. “But I’ll expect more of you, if we’re going to do this. You need to be prepared for that – or you need to walk away now.”
 
Suddenly a worm of anger was mixed in with my lust. 
 
“I’m not a dizzy little schoolgirl either,” I said. “I’ve changed from the girl you knew too – I’m more mature, and I’m not afraid to take risks. Would the little girl you knew have broken into an office building to come and see you?”
 
“No,” Mathis gave a slow, beautiful smile which made me tingle and my heart beat faster. I felt his rod growing against me, and I felt my own lips turn up in response.
 
“Does it excite you?” I asked boldly, pushing against him a little, making him catch his breath. “Do you like that I can be a bad girl?”
 
“I’m counting on it,” he said, his voice rough with desire. He captured my lips in a kiss once more. It was raw and passionate, a clash of lips and tongue, both of us desperate for more, trying to express every part of ourselves through the kiss. I moaned as Mathis’ tongue ghosted across my lower lip, parting my lips eagerly to allow him better access. I could smell his sweet, musky scent all around me. The warmth of his body was like a furnace, his heat seeping through my clothing just as the juices from my sex were dripping down and soaking my panties.
 
Once again, Mathis broke the kiss, his left hand under my shirt, caressing the soft, bare skin on my back and sending tingles down my spine. I was panting, desperate for his touch, but he was smiling, his expression full of mischief.
 
“Let’s test a theory,” he said.
 
“Hm?” my brain was clouded with lust and I couldn’t quite comprehend his words.
 
“You said you weren’t a nice little girl,” he reminded me.
 
“I’m not,” I pouted. He chuckled, and leaned forward to kiss my plump, puckered lips briefly.
 
“You also said you could handle any demands I had of you,” he said.
 
“I – yes?” I was confused, not knowing what he was getting at. 
 
“Well, I’d like to test that theory,” he said. “I’m not the same young boy anymore.”
 
I was nervous, my mouth suddenly dry, my heart beating an erratic rhythm beneath my breasts. My excitement was layered with apprehension as I wondered what he had in store for me.
 
Very slowly, Mathis brushed his hand down the bare skin of my back and over my ass. I shuddered, closing my eyes briefly before looking to see what he was doing.
 
Slowly, very slowly, the teasing smile pulling his face into a gorgeous smirk, he undid the knot of his tie, pulling it from his shirt collar until he was holding it in his hand. I saw the bulge in his pants where his large manhood was straining to be free. It made my mouth water, filling me with desire.
 
I watched his hands as he ran them over the silk of the tie, curling it around one hand and tying it in a loose knot before smoothing it out again. 
 
All of a sudden, I realized what he wanted. My knees suddenly felt like water, and my eyes widened. My breath became shallow, and I could barely contain my emotions – a turbulent combination of nerves and anticipation. The gleam in Mathis’ eye was black and hungry, and it made me wet.
 
“If you’re not a nice little girl,” Mathis grinned, licking his lips as he pulled the tie taut between his hands, “then prove it.”



Jennifer & Philip



Chapter 10
 
Philip wasn't being particularly loquacious, but there was something different about his silences than there had been before. Now, there was an almost shy quality, as if he was venturing into unknown territory with Jennifer. His demeanor remained professional as they reviewed the payroll spreadsheet she'd finished earlier that morning, but every so often, she'd catch him looking at her with a very unprofessional expression on his face, one that made her want to squirm in a good way.
 
“Another reason I always review the payroll for each hotel rather than leave it up to the accountant is plausible deniability,” Philip explained. After seeing Jennifer's puzzled look, he continued, “I hate that phrase being put across as something positive. Basically, it's someone not wanting to take responsibility for their actions. They say they didn't know, or weren't told, so they shouldn't be held accountable. I think that's a cop out.” He gave her a small smile. “You look surprised.” There was an amused note to his voice.
 
“I am,” Jennifer answered honestly. “You create a lot of extra work for yourself by staying involved in areas that other CEO's would just let their people handle.”
 
“You're probably right,” Philip nodded. “But I take my role as a leader very seriously. All of my employees should be able to rely on me not to pass the blame. As the CEO, I should accept responsibility for as much of what goes on in my companies as possible, so I try to know as much as I can about every business.”
 
Jennifer was impressed. Not many people – business or otherwise – were willing to step up like that. It took a strong kind of man to accept that sort of responsibility and she wasn't sure she knew anyone else who'd ever do the same. This was a part of Philip's personality she hadn't realized he had, a part that she found very, very attractive. She had the sudden desire to test his commitment to keep things professional and kiss him.
 
“And speaking of knowing about business aspects,” Philip cleared his throat. A hint of red stained his cheeks, as if he knew what Jennifer was thinking. “Did you finish compiling that information on the Carlisle's coordinating manager?”
 
“Yes,” Jennifer answered and proceeded to open the folder on her lap.
 
One of her first days on the job, she and Philip had met with the appointed housekeeping representative of the Carlisle Hotel. It was there that Jennifer had seen Philip show his stern, authoritative business side. James Young had been the half-brother of the coordinating manager, Tom Evans, the man who'd given him the job. Philip hadn't fired Mr. Young, but had effectively scared him to the point where, Philip had explained, the young man wouldn't ever cross him again. A few days ago, Philip told her that he'd hired a private detective to look into Tom Evans and to do some extra digging that Human Resources might have missed. The PI's investigation had ended, but Philip wanted her to review the file and highlight the essentials.
 
“Anything interesting?”
 
“It looks like it.” Jennifer pulled one of the papers out. “The PI found some information about Evans' family and it looks like a lot of the companies he has hired for contracts have employed relatives of his, some distant, but the connections are there.”
 
“What do you think we should do?”
 
“Me?” Jennifer couldn't disguise the surprise in her voice.
 
“Yes. You read through all of the detective's notes. Do you think Evans is hiring family intentionally when other companies would be better suited for the job, or is it just how he happens to hear about those particular companies?” Philip leaned forward, his expression earnest, as if he truly cared about what she was going to say.
 
Jennifer was flustered and tried not to show it. He wasn't just asking for her to present the information or even for a general comment. He wanted her to analyze the findings and come up with a solution. Her mind scrambled and, for one frightening moment, she couldn't recall a single thing she'd just read. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and the information started to become clear. She shuffled through the information, remembering what she'd been thinking when she'd first read it. When she opened her eyes, Philip was watching her intently, an unreadable expression in his eyes.
 
“I'd meet with him, ask him to present a list of the other companies who'd bid on the positions filled by the ones he'd hired. I'd also ask to see the resumes of the people who applied for jobs where he ultimately hired a relative.” Jennifer was proud of herself for keeping her voice level. “Compare the people and companies who got the jobs with those who didn't. If there's clear favoritism, then I would either discipline Evans or fire him.”
 
“Which would you do?”
 
She considered the question. “I'm not sure. I think I'd have to see how he reacted to the questioning.”
 
Philip nodded. “I agree on all counts. Make the call.”
 
“What?” Jennifer stared.
 
“Call the Carlisle, speak with Tom Evans and tell him to send the documentation over. I want you to take charge of this.”
 
Jennifer was aware that her mouth was hanging open, but she didn't seem able to close it. Had he seriously just said that he wanted her to be in charge of investigating favoritism at The Carlisle Hotel? Mister Control was giving her some of her own control?
 
Judging by the grin on Philip's face, he knew exactly what she was thinking. “Yes, Jennifer. I want you to take point on getting this situation resolved. Run any major decisions by me and feel free to ask any questions or ask for assistance if you need it, but it's yours. You’re ready for this.”
 
Jennifer's heart skipped a beat as she saw the sincerity on Philip's face. Unfortunately, the moment was lost when, as Philip was retrieving a file from the corner of his desk, his hand bumped his coffee cup and it tipped, sending the hot liquid spilling across Philip's desk and across the front of his white dress shirt.
 
“Damn it,” he bolted from his chair.
 
“Are you okay?” Jennifer was out of her seat as well, on her way to the bathroom even as she asked the question.
 
“Fine.”
 
Philip sounded annoyed, but Jennifer knew it wasn't directed at her. She could see his frustration at himself written on his face before she disappeared into the bathroom. She found a roll of paper towels under the sink and headed back into the office.
 
She was two steps across the room when she saw that he'd taken off his shirt and undershirt. Jennifer paused for a moment to admire Philip's lean torso and then started walking again. “I got some paper...” Her voice trailed off as Philip turned away from her to fetch a new shirt from his closet. 
 
Her heart clenched. 
 
The muscles on his back rippled under his golden skin, but she wasn't looking at that. All of her attention was focused on the many white lines that marred his otherwise flawless skin. They ran from his shoulder-blades down to the small of his back without any obvious pattern and in unpredictable directions. She'd seen him without a shirt on before, though not often considering how many times they'd had sex, but she hadn't been paying much attention to his back when there had been other more interesting parts of his anatomy to capture her attention.
 
Philip shrugged on another shirt as Jennifer caught herself staring. She crossed to the desk and began clean it off, keeping her eyes down where she was soaking up the spilled liquid. What could have caused that? Even as she asked herself the question, she wasn't sure she wanted to know the answer, but still, she felt compelled to ask.
 
“Thank you, Jennifer,” Philip turned back around.
 
“Philip,” Jennifer hesitated, but pushed herself to continue. “The scars on your back, where did they come from?”
 
Philip tugged on his collar and gave her a half-smile. “Oh, you know how it is, when you're a kid...” He let the sentence trail off as he looked down at his desk to continue with his work.
 
“Oh.” Jennifer wasn't entirely sure what she was expecting or how to respond. Was she really reading too much into it? She wasn't sure why, but the way the scars had made her stomach twist, she'd expected to hear about something in Philip's past, maybe something that explained his behavior. But, she supposed, it could have been from an accident or from something dangerous he'd gotten himself into as a child. Maybe he'd gotten snagged on a barbed wire fence, been in a car accident, or accidentally fell on broken glass. There were a lot of things kids could by chance get themselves into.
 
“Why don't we take a bit of a break? We'll wait for the papers to dry from the spill and then we’ll finish up.” Philip turned away, but not before Jennifer caught a glimpse of the expression on his face. She felt sure that there was vulnerability, something broken that she couldn't define, but that she wanted to understand him.
 
Before Jennifer could answer, the intercom buzzed. She waited for Philip to either pick up the phone or send her out. To her surprise, he pressed the speaker button.
 
“Yes, Emma?”
 
“Mr. Johann Haas is on the line for you.”
 
The secretary's voice had a slight tinny quality, but there was no mistaking the name she'd said. Jennifer's gaze darted up to Philip's face. He wasn't looking at her, but rather at the intercom, his face an impassive mask. He wasn't entirely still, however. His hand went to his collar, the movement appearing to be subconscious. This time, Jennifer saw the thin white line across the side of his neck. Was that caused by the same thing as the lines on his back? Her question moved to the back of her mind when the name Emma had said registered.
 
Johann Haas.
 
Philip hadn't mentioned any brothers, so Jennifer felt it safe to assume that Johann was his father.
 
Philip's father, whose phone call clearly made him uncomfortable.
 
Johann.
 
J.
 
Was it possible that the J who wrote the letter wasn't that woman at all, but rather, Philip's father?
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