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         Ula was tired of repeated, fruitless job interviews. Always the same: hundreds of CVs sent out, humiliating conversations, an occasional trial day, after which the last thing she heard was “we'll call you.” Like swimming through the sea of shit on tinder just to arrange a few terrible first dates, and even if some ended in bed, you would sometimes hear the same thing – “I’ll call you.” Although she had an advantage over men since she would usually dump them. She promised to be in touch, just to have the peace of mind. Anyway, when it came to dating, she had no interest in making any commitments. Yes, she wanted to find company for frequent and intense intercourse, but the last thing she wanted was a relationship. The previous one had left her with a bad taste in her mouth, and besides, it was in itself the indirect cause of such ineffective job searches. Her ex-husband had liked to have her at home. Develop your passions, take care of the house, let's try for a child, don't be afraid, I will provide for us. Sure, that’s what he said. But not only to her – and as it turned out, the other one got pregnant much faster, which led to Ula packing her bags and deciding that she was better off relying on herself. But the last few years of unemployment and little experience did not look good on her résumé, and she couldn't make up for it with pretty eyes.

         She was sitting now in the spacious hall of an insurance company, despite the fact that she knew nothing of insurance, and considered trying to get a position in some supermarket after all. The cash register job was the opposite of what she felt she was made to do, but her savings were shrinking at an alarming rate, and she had no intention of returning to her parents with her tail between her legs at the age of thirty.

         “Mrs. Ursula Paczkowska?” she heard her name from behind her back. Her name? Her husband’s? She didn't really know anymore. She shook herself and rose from the leather couch.

         She headed for the office they pointed out, clutching a briefcase full of certificates and CVs that no one ever wanted to see anyway. Except that one time she hadn’t taken it.

         The man who had called her came in behind her and sat down with two other people, a woman and a middle-aged man. The sharp, unshaved jaw of the young man made a stunning impression along with his perfect figure, although he wasn’t the one to catch her attention – instead it was his older counterpart, looking at her with kindness, but also boredom.

         “Aneta Krawczyk, Human Resources Department,” the woman introduced herself, shaking the candidate's hand, and right behind her, the man introduced himself and his son:

         “Kaminski.” But she knew perfectly well. Ever since she crossed the threshold.

         He hadn't changed a bit – age had given him more wrinkles, but he was still handsome and elegant. He was looking at her politely, but rather impassively, from behind the lenses of thick, black-rimmed glasses. The handsome face was clean shaven and focused. Ula instinctively glanced at his hand, which held a pen above her CV. He still had a wedding ring.

         She sat down in the indicated seat and tried with all her might to focus on the conversation. She listened to working conditions, duties, and other very important things that she could not comprehend for anything in the world now. As if they were communicating in Chinese, to which she nodded with a smile. Not only that, but she answered them in the same language, which seemed completely foreign, and yet her messages reached where they needed to, although her thoughts wandered around the mouth of the older Kaminski, bringing back memories of the times when those lips warmed her skin with kisses, encircling nipples and fingers, shielding teeth which bit into her neck. And now they were saying something about “responsibilities” and “challenges”, as if he didn't remember her at all, and she couldn't understand how it was possible, because he must have been etched into her memory forever.

         But why was she surprised? He was one of her first, and she owed him many of her preferences and skills. And for him, she was probably just another fling passing through his life. Another trophy that would eventually go away, making room for someone younger and more inexperienced.

         The end of the interview pulled her out of her thoughts. “We’ll call you?” It was over, and she had no idea how it had gone, though she easily thought it was the most tragic conversation of her life. She had no idea what they were talking about, she answered automatically, without any deeper reflection, because her head was busy reliving her memories. She said goodbye and left the office feeling dejected, mentally rebuking herself for being stupid. It would even be better if she didn't get the job. Who would want to work for a former lover? In addition, one who could be overbearing, possessive, and brutal – although the latter, fortunately only in bed. In any case, it sounded like a recipe for a despotic boss, mobbing, and possibly sexual harassment. On the other hand, the last part probably wouldn't bother her, not with him.

         She crossed the street to enter the cosy diner in front of the building in which she had just made a fool of herself. Maybe running away from stress like this would be frowned upon by a potential employer (okay, let's assume that is almost certain), but this time she didn't really care. She didn't want this job. Or rather, she wanted it if only he wasn't the one to be her boss. Still, she wondered what the worst-case scenario would have been if he had hired her: if he still didn’t recognise her and treated her as something completely new, or if he remembered how she allowed herself to do whatever he wanted.

         She ordered a drink and sat down with it at a table at the back of the bar. She took her phone out of her purse and started looking for Kaminski on Facebook. It was easy, but even easier to swipe far into his photos. She found those from ten years ago and admired them. Not that he was a dreamboat – at least compared to his son. He was a rather average guy in his fifties, perhaps neater and more elegant than others. Stocky, with muscular arms and thighs, dressed in a shirt with gold cufflinks and tight trousers the colour of perfectly ripe berries.

         She stared at the face frozen in the photo, at the narrow pink lips that could spew the foulest and most exciting promises she had ever heard. She mentally undressed him further, remembered the salty taste of his skin, always smelling of expensive perfume. She squeezed her thighs and shifted forward in the chair so that her panties pressed pleasurably against her.

         She looked up from her phone and took a long sip of the cocktail prepared by the young bartender. She looked at him. He could be her age. When he caught her eye, he smiled. She bit her lip, letting her fantasy take over, this time about dragging the boy to the toilet and tapping him in a matter of minutes. A quick release of tension would do a much better job than a weak drink sipped through a paper straw. It would be simpler than deluding herself that he’d call back – whether to invite her to sign a contract or for a date. She smiled back and rose from her chair, but instead of going to the bar or to the restroom right away, she went outside.

         The September sun was flooding the street with gold and reflected off the glass walls of modern townhouses. Squinting against the glare, she stared at his office window. She lit a cigarette and was becoming less surprised that he hadn't recognised her. In ten years, would she remember the young bartender, if anything happened between them? Maybe just the fact that he existed – but even now she couldn't remember whether he had stubble or not. She did not make an electrifying impression back then either. An inexperienced brat who had yet to learn how to operate a man. She may have been pretty, but she wouldn’t be the first or the last.

         She turned towards the diner and looked at the bartender again. His tattooed forearms suggested a bit of an attitude, but that didn’t mean anything yet. She didn't want someone like herself back then. She wanted a strong, dominant man. One like him… She glanced again at his window. It would not happen. Nothing happens the same way, he was probably a different person already. Or exactly the same, but she had changed. Going on thirty might be too much for someone who liked to seduce high school girls.

         She stubbed out her cigarette and went straight to the restroom. In front of the mirror, she touched up her makeup, readjusted her breasts a little in her bra, and let her hair down. Thirty didn't have to be so bad at all. She may be an unemployed divorcee, but she looked fantastic. And self-confidence suited her well.

         After leaving the bathroom, she went straight to the bar and sat on a high stool. She propped herself up on her elbows, accentuating her breasts even more, and smiled invitingly at the boy. She was ready to flirt, but first she needed a confidence booster.

         “I'll have another drink.”

         “No problem, although the drink has already been ordered for you by the gentleman over there,” he said in a low voice and with a slight movement of his head indicated her table.

         She looked that way and was dumbfounded.

         “Thank you,” she said, and slipped off the stool. She slowly made her way over, studying the man intently as if to make sure it was not a mistake. But she would have to be blind to mistake him for anyone else. “Jan?” she said hesitantly and stupidly, sitting down across from him. “You recognised me after all?”

         “Do you think I would be able to forget?” he asked with a slight smile and offered her the drink he had ordered. “I just didn't know you had changed your name. You surprised me.”

         “I didn't expect you there either. Even less so here.”

         “You know, if it doesn't suit you here or there, we can go elsewhere,” he suggested and put his hand on hers. He ran his hand over Ula's ring finger. “A different name, but no wedding band. Did you lose it or get rid of it?”

         “I can see that you don't beat around the bush, as usual,” she admitted with amusement. She did not hide her satisfaction with this turn of events, but she lost a bit of her self-confidence. Few men could make that happen. And he was a master of making things happen.

         “You know that I like to get straight to the point.”

         She knew, sure. When he wanted something, he did not wait. He clawed at her the way he ripped off clothes – quickly, violently, wildly. But it didn't bother her then or now. While she usually liked longer foreplay and the gradual build-up of tension, it was irrelevant with him. Just his hungry gaze was an aphrodisiac.

         “Isn't that unethical?” she asked innocently and took her hand away. She didn't want to discourage him – on the contrary – but she wasn't going to make it easy for him either.

         She took the glass and closed her lips around the straw. She looked him straight in the eye and took a few sips, licking her lips at the end. It was a nice change. He always guided her, from the first sentence to the last groan. Today she wanted to play with him, and any ethics were just an excellent excuse.

         “You can’t say that you expected ethical offers from me, even professional ones.” He leaned over the table and pushed her drink aside. When she tried to take it again, he gripped her wrist tightly, almost painfully. “If you want, we can forget about it, no problem. But it doesn't look like you want me to.”

         He was right. A brief show of strength was enough to make her remember how much she missed it. The boy behind the bar didn't exist for her anymore, she had forgotten that she had plans for him at all.

         “Okay, take me home,” she agreed, his grip loosening. It had been easier than she expected.

         In the car, he behaved very normally. He talked about work, about his dogs, even about his family – as he used to. She told him about the divorce, the move, and the fruitless job search. In fact, she went over her résumé in more detail than she had an hour ago during the interview. And through all of this, he did not let her feel that he was bored by these topics.

         She liked that about him. Despite being horny and prone to making advances when they were just supposed to talk, he was still good at it. And not only now, when he was curious about her, but always – even when she complained to him about problems at school, exam stress, or overprotective parents. What could an eighteen-year-old girl have to offer, besides her body? Even if it wasn't much, he didn't make her feel so. They also talked about books, music, and art. Thanks to him, she believed that she was interesting.

         He parked in front of her apartment building and immediately moved his hand from the gear stick to her thigh. He ran his hand up her leg, under her skirt, and stopped there.

         “Can you start next week?”

         “What?”

         “I guess it's ethical. I'm offering you a job, just like that, not because I want to fuck you. When the time comes, I'll do whatever I want with you anyway.”

         As he said that, she felt a knot tightening in her abdomen, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the excitement at the chance to escape unemployment. It was one thing to know it, another to hear it outright.

         “I can start today.”

          
      

         Astonishingly, it ended there. He didn't follow her home, call, or write – only the Human Resources Department contacted her. When she started working, she did not know what direction their acquaintance was taking, because at times she was met with indifference again, and from time to time, when no one saw, he practiced what any other employee would call – as she had predicted – sexual harassment, with the only difference that Ula didn't mind. Work continued with its daily rhythm – brewing coffee, running around with papers to sign, making appointments – and he only occasionally hinted that when he saw her in such tight skirts, he wanted to fuck her from behind so hard that she would howl in pain. With other people he was remarkably professional, maybe even curt, and she had the impression that his son was more open to her and interested in how she felt in her new job. But his son didn’t ask her to plug something directly under his desk just to use Ula's back as a footstool, and then send her off with nothing, because in the end it never led to anything further – no offers were even made.

         She began to wonder if maybe she was too old, that maybe she was suitable for work, but not necessarily to be his lover. As she brewed his morning coffee, she wondered if he'd spent the night with his wife or his twenty-year-old mistress, and she was furious with herself for being obsessed. She was really attractive, she knew how to interest a man and how to please him, she felt much more confident with her sexuality than when they were dating, but he was blind to it, as if he was afraid to cross a certain line, even though he crossed all the others with a bang.

         Several months passed in this strange suspension, in which she learned to function in the office hustle and bustle and use every opportunity to be alone with her boss. However, when plans to organise a corporate event materialised before Christmas, so many new responsibilities fell on her shoulders that she did not even have much time to devote to an office romance. There was a lot to deal with, and December in itself was a busy month anyway. Although all settlements – from monthly to yearly ones – were not her business, crowds of people who needed something right away passed through her office – everything from a stupid envelope to the CEO’s signature, without which work would come to a standstill. Buying Christmas trees for the office seemed like a trivial task, but she wasn’t really complaining – she liked the duties.

         They organised the office party the day before Christmas Eve. After a week of taking care of every last detail, she was quite pleased with the result. The office was plunged into the warm glow of golden Christmas lights, a large table was nearly buckling under the weight of Christmas snacks, and a DJ dressed in a cheap snowman suit was playing Christmas and winter songs. Ula personally told him not to play “Last Christmas.” Everything was supposed to be elegant and soothing after the stressful and rushed previous weeks.

         She bought a special outfit for the occasion – a red, satin dress with a sweetheart neckline, tightly hugging her generous breasts and innocently flared at the bottom. She felt like a million dollars with loose curls and expensive nylon stockings. She was put in a good mood by the male glances following her around the room, although she was a bit disappointed that Kaminski was so good at concealing his interest.

         After 8p.m. she went to his office, where there were gift packages prepared for the employees. She counted them again and started tossing them into a velvet Santa sack. After a while, he entered the room too, holding a red coat and a fake beard in his hand, already wearing a hat with a pompom. He still looked sexy.

         “I'm already packing them,” she said, pointing to the half-filled sack. However, Santa turned the key in the lock.

         “I also have something for you, but I guess you'd better unpack it here.”

         Jan took an oblong box from the desk drawer. She raised an eyebrow, but took the package and delicately tore open the red, shimmering paper. She lifted the lid and saw a beautiful leather flogger. The handle was wrapped in woven leather, and the strings coming out of it were an intricate braid of red and black stripes. She ran her fingers over them, then plunged her nose into the braids to inhale the pleasant scent of leather.

         “What am I to make of this?” she asked, turning the gift over in her hands.

         “Are you so surprised by it? You're not gonna tell me you've been good this year?”

         “I tried…”

         “Good girls do not provoke like that. They do not parade in front of my wife with their tits out and they do not do everything in their power to get a dick to suck under the Christmas tree,” he spoke very softly, but these words had enough strength to pierce through her. He approached very slowly, cautiously, like a predator that would eventually catch her once it had completely cut off her escape route. “I said, when the time comes, I'll fuck you,” he panted in her ear, grabbing her hair to pull her face against his.

         Her fingers tightened on the tabletop. How was it possible that with him she was barely twenty again, completely losing control of the situation?

         The fake beard and red coat landed on the floor beside her feet. Jan kissed her on the lips and cornered her with his body with such force that the edge of the desk dug into her from behind, and from the front she felt the pressure of his erection.

         He turned her back to him and pushed her onto the desk. He lifted her skirt, revealing her round buttocks and slapped them violently.

         “Nice,” he murmured, running his finger up the red nylon seam, then fingering the clasps of her garter belt, which had disappeared under the satin fabric of her red panties. “I see you wrapped a gift for me too.”

         She didn't answer, just waited intently to see what he would do next. From behind the door, she could hear the buzz of conversation and loud music playing. There were a lot of people and here he was just taking her panties off, stroking her buttocks, until finally he grabbed the beautiful, brand-new flogger from the desk and swung it.

         The braided strands hissed down towards her bottom and she felt a pleasant burning sensation. He swung again and struck, a little harder this time. Then again and again. On the fifth hit, a soft squeal escaped her lips.

         “You don't want someone to find us, do you?” he asked in a low voice and, leaning over her back, plunged his fingers into her.

         “No,” she admitted, remembering that his wife and son were also playing outside the door. So she clenched her jaw, though she wanted to moan in pleasure as he pleased her with his fingers. When his open palm hit her flushed buttock, she managed to suppress a squeal this time.

         She stared at their reflection in the large window, wondering if from the outside you could see what she saw – how her boss was leaning over her with a frenzied expression, fiercely penetrating her with his fingers. When he added another finger and began to move his hand even faster, the expression on her face changed as well. Jan smiled – he was admiring the reflection himself, following the changes in her expressions whenever he caused her pleasure and pain in various ways. And when she lost control of her groan again, he served another, even stronger slap.

         “Hush,” he instructed, and sped up his movements. Ula bit her lip hard and clenched her fists. It was hard to come silently, but finally she felt the warm trickle of her ejaculation run down her thighs.

         Satisfied, Jan stepped back and, as if nothing had happened, began to put on the Santa suit. He wiped his wet hand in her panties, which he put in his pocket.

         “It's time to go, everyone is waiting for their gifts.”

         He stuffed the rest of the packages into the sack and left before she could get up from the desk. She lay on it for a moment longer with her naked buttocks exposed, trying to recover, control her shakiness, and slow her breathing. She would prefer not to get up at all and wait for him to come back and use her again, but the risk of someone else entering the office this time effectively choked her enthusiasm.

         The rest of the party went as planned: gifts, snacks, dancing, and champagne. She was a regular employee again – she got a package with natural cosmetics and a cinnamon candle, she was invisible to Jan, and she was not interested in the attention of other men at all. She couldn't see their looks anymore, or at least she didn't care. But the evening seemed to be over for her, just as quickly as her glass ran out of champagne every time someone filled it.

         Shortly after ten, she decided that there was nothing left for her to do. She had taken care of everything that needed to be done, and she was not a particularly good coordinator of an event when drunk. She ordered a taxi and went home, hitting a shop on the way, where she bought a bottle of wine and a bag of cheese puffs.

         After midnight she was somewhere halfway through the bottle and the next episode of a series. She was lying on the couch in her favourite pyjamas and she wasn’t expecting the evening to take a different turn. She was just about to go to bed when the episode's most important piece of dialogue was drowned out by the sound of the doorbell. She jumped up like she had been bitten. Of course, she told herself that it must be a drunk neighbour, or that a pizza delivery man had mistaken the floors, but she hoped to see Jan behind the door. And when she peered through the peephole, she wasn't even particularly surprised.

         She glanced in the mirror and quickly rubbed the cheese crumb and wine moustache off with the back of her hand. Plus, she still looked pretty good for bedtime – mostly because she had been too lazy to wash off her makeup. He could imagine that she had planned to wait up for him looking this beautiful even all night.

         “You didn't even say goodbye,” he said, cramming himself into the apartment as soon as she opened the door for him. There was a white layer of snow on the shoulders of his black coat, and his ears were slightly red. She closed the door behind him.

         “Why should I say goodbye, if we were planning to see each other again?” she asked provocatively. She watched as he easily pulled off his clothes and entered the depths of her apartment without invitation. He looked around at the studio, immersed in the blue glow emanating from the TV and the contrasting warmth of the candles.

         “I didn't plan to, but you made me. I don't like toys slipping out of my hands.”

         As if nothing had happened, he began to unbutton his shirt. His casual attitude and ease with which he took control of the situation both embarrassed and excited her. She liked the fact that even within her four walls he had an advantage over her, and he planned to use it delightfully.

         When he took off his shirt, he walked over to Ula and grabbed her by the hair.

         “On your knees,” he said, and pulled her down. He rubbed his crotch against her cheek, showing her how tightly the material stretched over his member. It was practically growing against her face, and she wanted to get rid of those trousers as soon as possible and taste it to see if anything had changed even a little bit over the years. But before he allowed it, he unzipped his fly and rubbed himself against her face, hair, and finally her mouth. She stared at him ravenously until he finally let her taste him – but only for a moment before he pulled away from her, pleased to see the disappointment on her face.

         “Come on, take your clothes off,” he muttered, lifting her up and helping her remove the red lace-trimmed T-shirt and shorts. Then, with her assistance, he pulled off his maroon tweed trousers and reached to find her lips. Kissing her furiously, he pushed her down onto the couch and focused his kisses on her body. He worshiped her neck, chest, and breasts with kisses. He bit her nipples, sucked and pinched and pulled, but this time he didn't silence her moans anymore, letting her vocalise the pleasure as loudly as she wanted. Anyway, it gave him great satisfaction.

         He parted her thighs and, in a moment, he was in her.

         “I missed that,” she whispered, wrapping her legs around her lover's hips, but he didn't answer, just pushed deeper into her, listening with satisfaction to her sudden groan.

         He fucked her, holding onto her luscious curls for stability, spouting single grunts and kisses. Sometimes, when he leaned in to kiss her, he bit her lips, once almost tenderly, and then painfully hard.

         He suddenly slowed down, and a smile spread across his face. Now he looked like a boy unwrapping his Christmas present, because under the blanket they had thrown from the couch, he saw a familiar object. He pulled himself off her and bent over to reach for the gift he had given her a few hours ago and which she had been admiring before he arrived.

         “Actually, I bought it for a purpose,” he admitted, twirling the shapely handle in his fingers, then slipping the flogger loop around his wrist.

         “Will you show me how a good bitch behaves?” he asked, and Ula knew immediately what to do. She stuck out her bottom, arching her back like a kitten. She exposed herself completely to him and allowed him to admire her. He knelt beside her and plunged his tongue into her wetness. He licked greedily, sliding the leather toy over her shapely buttocks, although he only struck them with his open hand. And when he felt her muscles tighten involuntarily, he pulled away from the honey jar, not letting her come too quickly. Not this time.

         He got to his feet, swung, and a rain of leather braids splashed across both the woman’s buttocks like stinging needles. In the comfort of a private apartment, he did not care about the noise, so he also allowed himself to hit harder, which very quickly left behind lush pink stripes.

         “Maybe this will finally teach you some patience,” he whispered in her ear, and then he lashed her bottom again, to follow it with soothing kisses on the bruising marks.

         Ula did not protest at all. When she reflexively winced after each hit, she would momentarily arch her back even more, wanting to expose her buttocks as best she could, hoping that the next blow would also accidentally fall on her swollen pussy. She loved the pain he was causing her – it sobered her and reminded her that although she had finally got him, he was the master of her pleasure. She celebrated every hit and every kiss, letting him guide her through the spectrum of sensation.

         When she clenched her thighs instinctively with another lash of the whip, he spread them open and slapped his hand between them. She squeaked, apparently enjoying it, because soon he was inside her again. He grabbed her waist with one hand, and whipped her with the other, but now it was lighter and more chaotic. It was difficult for him to coordinate the movements of his hand with the already instinctive, wildly rhythmic movements, but at the last moment he pulled his penis out and ejaculated on her exposed, sore buttocks, leaving behind a picturesque work of destruction. He threw the flogger on the couch, and then began to dress, slowly but without any obvious intention of spending the rest of the night with her, as if to complete the image of using and treating her like an ordinary toy. And surprisingly, she liked it. That was what she wanted – him to please himself with her body, increasing her appetite for more.

         “After the New Year I'm going to Berlin on a business trip,” he said as he put on his shoes in the hall. As if he just happened to remember that she was his secretary. She was about to cut him off, but he added, “I remember that you agreed to business trips, so I understand there won't be a problem? Book two rooms, next to each other.”

         He took a Santa hat out of his coat pocket and placed it on her dishevelled hair, then kissed her on the lips, no longer brutal or forceful – calmly, perhaps even with some tenderness.

         She laughed, finally realising what she had agreed to during the interview. So that's what it was about then!

         “Thank you, Santa,” she murmured into his mouth and closed the door behind him, hoping he would come back to her sooner than in a year.
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         Jessica was sitting in a staff meeting when she felt her phone vibrate hard against her thigh. In the middle of a lecture about the new GDPR regulations and how it would affect the newspaper where Jessica worked, she discretely picked up her phone and read the message telling her that she had a package to pick up at her closest post office.

         “Who was that?” The sudden noise made her jump in her seat, and she could see how her colleague Bob threw a curious glance their way from across the table. Of course, Caroline thought that the text was from a hot guy; guys were all she could think about.

         “Nobody,” Jessica whispered and saw Caroline’s shoulders sink in disappointment. Jessica tried to focus on what her boss was saying, but she couldn’t keep her mind from slipping. She just couldn’t figure out what it was that she had ordered.

         Jessica’s colleagues were all taking turns yawning. She assumed that they were thinking about something else, just like she was. An article that needed to be written, a captivating interview, or maybe candy that needed to be bought for Christmas.

         November was coming to an end and everyone at work was always sleepy this time of the year; they all had other things on their minds. Everyone except for Jessica. She wasn’t going to let anything get in between her and her dream. She had a one-year-plan to become the paper’s next big journalist, and in that plan there was no room for Christmas parties, dates and things like that. She had decided to reach the top, and she was ready to sacrifice everything for it.

         But for the rest of the meeting, there was one distracting thought that kept popping up in the back of her mind. She really couldn’t figure out what it was that she had ordered. Maybe it was some folders, sent to her from one of the many archives that she had visited lately? Or maybe it was all a mistake, because Jessica felt pretty sure that she hadn’t ordered anything.

         Back at her desk, she was just about to read about the war in Yemen to prepare for the coming peace talks when an tattoo covered arm appeared to her right and placed a cup of coffee on her desk. Without taking her eyes of the screen, she nodded a ‘thanks’ and grabbed the cup. In the corner of her eye she saw the new assistant move on to the next desk with his tray full of coffee cups. It was a mystery how he could remember how everyone in the office wanted their coffee.

         When it was almost time to go home, Caroline popped by her desk. She was always in a good mood, and now she leaned against Jessica’s desk and almost managed to knock a pile of papers over.

         “Do you want to come for a drink?” She tilted her head to the side and looked at Jessica in a way that told her that there was only one acceptable answer to this question. Jessica couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do less than spending the evening in a crowded bar with Caroline and some other colleagues. Not that she didn’t like the people she worked with, and not that she was antisocial, but because she preferred spending time together with people one at the time. Somewhere you could have a conversation without having to scream.

         “No…” Jessica started, and when she saw the disappointment in Caroline’s eyes, she quickly added: “I have a date.”

         Caroline looked surprised and you could tell that she was thinking: Really? A date? Jessica could see why Caroline was surprised. It had been six months since Jessica’s last date.

         “You know that text this morning?” Jessica continued. “I didn’t want to say anything with all those people around, but yeah… It was from a guy.” There was a spark in Caroline’s eye and she shrieked and clapped her hands before she sat down next to Jessica.

         “I knew it! Tell me everything!” She leaned in, ready for Jessica to elaborate.

         “I don’t have the time right now, Caroline,” Jessica said as she packed up her stuff and turned off her computer. “I have to get home and…” what is it that single people do to prepare for a date? “Shave my legs,” she continued and rolled her eyes at her own stupidity. Caroline opened her eyes wide and gasped, pretending to be shocked.

         “You little slut,” she laughed and patted Jessica on the ass. In that moment, Jessica was reminded of why Caroline, this loud and annoying woman, was her favourite colleague. She didn’t give a shit about what other people thought of her. She did her own thing and Jessica really respected that.

         Jessica accidentally locked eyes with Bob, sitting on the other side of the room. It was obvious that he had listened in on their conversation, and judging by the expression on his face, he wasn’t all that happy about Jessica’s date. When Jessica had just started working at the paper, she had attended a Christmas party – the first and last Christmas party she would attend. After a couple of drinks too many, she had woken up next to Bob. Since then, Bob seemed to have this idea that they would end up together one of these days, even if she has told him on several occasions that it was not going to happen.

         To stop herself from laughing and making an even bigger fool out of herself, Jessica got up and hurried towards the door as Caroline screamed behind her: “Go get him, tiger! I want to hear all the juicy details on Monday!”

          
      

         Jessica hadn’t left the office this early in ages. The city was dark, and Jessica wandered aimlessly past the Christmas decorations on her way home. It was the last day of November and the streets were full of stressed mothers, carrying children and bags of presents. She thought about the fact that she could have been one of them and wondered how her life would have looked like if she hadn’t decided to put her career first.

         A buzzing against her thigh snapped her back to reality and made her stop on the street. She took her glove off and fished her phone out of her jeans pocket. Caroline had sent her a message consisting of three emojis: a tongue, a purple eggplant and three drops of water. Jessica choked on a laugh and shook her head at the same time as she grew more and more nervous about Monday when she would have to talk about a date that never happened.

         Suddenly, Jessica saw the message from the post office that she’d received earlier. She had almost forgotten about it as she rushed to get out of the office. At once, she was curious again. She really wondered what was in that package.

         When the man at the post office walked towards her carrying the huge box, Jessica couldn’t help wondering what kind of an idiot would order such a big package. When the man stopped in front of her and she realised that the huge box was for her, she wondered what idiot had sent it, and how this idiot had planned for her to get it home.

         “Oh my God,” she gasped when it was placed on the counter. The young man didn’t look amused when Jessica continued: “I actually haven’t ordered anything, there must have been some kind of mistake. Could you return it?”

         “There is no return address. If you don’t know where to send it, I’m afraid I can’t help you.” And then he called the next number. Swearing and moaning, Jessica carried the heavy and awkward package home. She would definitely get her revenge on whoever had sent this to her.

         She dropped the package on her hallway floor with a bang and hurried into the kitchen to get the scissors.

         If she had been confused before, it was nothing compared to how confused she was when she opened the package. Inside of the big, brown box, there were loads of smaller presents in different colours. All of them were wrapped in Christmas wrapping paper and all of them had a red bow tied around them. Attached to each bow, there was a paper with a number written on it. Jessica dug around in the box for a while and found a white envelope that said: read me. Her heart raced as she opened the envelope and read:

         
            This box contains a Christmas calendar with Christmas presents that I have hand-picked, just for you. Each present has a number, and you will open one present each day, starting December first and finishing on Christmas. I hope you will find the presents useful and that they will bring you a lot of pleasure.
      

            Merry Christmas, Jessica.

From a secret admirer.
      

         

         The next morning when Jessica woke up, she was tired. She had been twisting and turning all night, trying to figure out who had sent her all these presents. She really wanted to open at least one present to see what it was, but something told her that this whole thing was carefully planned out and that she would ruin the surprise if she cheated. Jessica was a firm believer in principles, and she hated when people broke the rules. She had no idea what this surprise would contain, but she decided to play along with it. One package at the time.

         After her breakfast and her morning coffee, she sat down on the sofa with present number one. She didn’t want to admit it, but sitting there in her pyjamas opening a Christmas present filled her with nostalgia. She could almost taste the gingerbread, smell the Christmas tree and hear the sound of her and her sister secretly shaking the presents underneath it.
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