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I am going to be sick.

Not actually sick. Not the kind where you excuse yourself and find a toilet and hold your hair back. The other kind. The kind where your stomach folds in on itself because you just got the thing you have been chasing for three years and now you have to sit here at your desk and act like a normal person while your old boss claps you on the shoulder and says congratulations and you smile and say thank you and your hands are shaking under the desk where nobody can see them.

Senior Brand Strategist. My own desk in the partners' bay. A salary bump that will let me stop lying to my landlord about whether I can afford the rent increase. My name on the glass door insert, third from the top, which means I am the most junior person on the floor but I am on the floor.

Paul, my old manager, a harmless man in his fifties who has managed the mid-level team for twelve years and will manage it for twelve more, leans against the kitchen counter and stirs his tea and tells me things about my new line manager.

"You'll like Frankie. She's a tough bitch but she's the best one to learn under."

"Can't wait," I say. I am holding a mug of coffee I have not drunk. I squeeze the handle so hard my knuckles go pale.

I have heard about Frankie Cole the way you hear about a car crash on the motorway. You know it happened. You know people were involved. You slow down to look even though you tell yourself you won't. I have seen her in the lift. I have seen her cross the office floor at nine in the morning in suits that cost more than my rent. The junior creatives call her Daddy behind her back and laugh when they say it and I have always laughed too and I have never once examined why.

My new desk is in the corner of the partners' bay, next to a window that overlooks the canal. Shoreditch. Glass and concrete and exposed brick and espresso machines and the particular kind of ambient anxiety that comes from working in a building where everyone is twenty-eight and ambitious and dressed slightly better than they can afford. I unpack my things. A notebook. A pen pot. A framed photo I took in Crete two years ago that used to have Tom in it, but I cropped him out last week with a pair of scissors and now it is just a sunset over water and nobody needs to know.

The email lands at ten forty-two.

Jessica,

Welcome chat. My office. 11am.

F.

Two lines. No pleasantries. A single initial. I read it four times. I save it. I close it. I open it again. I check my outfit in the reflection of my laptop screen. Black pencil skirt. Cream silk blouse. Ballet flats, the good ones, the ones with the pointed toes that make my legs look longer than they are. My best gold studs in my ears. Hair straightened. Lipstick. I put lipstick on this morning at quarter to seven, standing in my bathroom in Clapham in my underwear, and I leaned close to the mirror and blotted my lips on a tissue and told myself it was because first impressions matter for senior management.

It is not because of anything else.

I take the lift to the seventh floor. The lift mirrors are cruel under the strip lighting and I check my reflection and tuck my hair behind one ear and then untuck it and then tuck it again. My blouse is cream silk, thin, and I bought it because it photographs well on my Instagram and because the girl at Reiss said it made me look effortlessly expensive. I am beginning to suspect it is not as opaque as I thought it was. I can see the faint outline of my bra through it. The bra is cream too. La Perla. I bought it six months ago for a date with Tom that ended with him falling asleep on the sofa during a film and me eating crisps in bed at midnight wondering if this was what the rest of my life looked like.

The seventh floor is different from the fourth. The fourth floor is open plan, hot desks, the hum of twenty-six people on Slack. The seventh floor is glass offices. Thick carpet. Silence, or close to it. The partners up here have assistants who sit at small desks outside their doors and type quietly and do not make eye contact with anyone below Associate Director level. I walk past three of them. My ballet flats make no sound on the carpet.

Frankie's office is on the corner of the building. I can see it from twenty feet away through the glass walls. Floor to ceiling windows on two sides. A view of the canal and the rooftops of Shoreditch and, beyond them, the City, the Gherkin, the Shard, all of it laid out like a model. Her desk is dark wood, wide, clean. A single white orchid on the windowsill. A black leather Eames chair behind the desk. Two smaller chairs in front of it, angled slightly inward, the way chairs are arranged in offices where the person behind the desk wants you to feel welcomed and watched at the same time.

She is at the desk.

I stop walking.

She is in a charcoal three piece suit. Waistcoat buttoned. Jacket off, hung on the back of her chair. White shirt underneath, slim cut, the sleeves pushed up to the elbows. I can see the tattoo. Her right forearm. Geometric, fine line, a pattern that starts at her wrist and disappears into the rolled cotton. Her hair is dark, cropped short at the sides, longer on top, pushed back from her forehead. Three small gold studs in one ear and a thin gold cuff on the cartilage. She is writing something by hand. A fountain pen. Who uses a fountain pen.

I forget my own name.

Not a figure of speech. I stand there, outside her glass wall, and for one full second I do not know what I am called. It comes back. Jessica. Jessica Palmer. I am Jessica Palmer and I am twenty seven years old and I have just been promoted and I am about to walk into my new boss's office for a welcome chat and I will not be weird about it.

Her assistant, a woman in her thirties with a sharp bob and a patient expression, looks up from her screen.

"Jessica? Go on in. She's expecting you."

I knock on the glass door. Two knuckles. Light.

Frankie looks up.

She does not smile.

She looks at me for what must be three seconds but my body registers it as thirty. Her eyes move. From my mouth. Down. The blouse. The skirt. My legs. My shoes. Back up. Slowly. To my eyes. Grey blue eyes, I think, or maybe just grey, and they do not blink and they do not look away and they do not apologise for the journey they have just made down the entire length of my body.

"Jessica. Come in. Close the door."

Her voice. Low. Not loud. The kind of voice that makes you lean forward. Edinburgh underneath it, just barely, smoothed out by fifteen years in London but still there in the vowels, in the way she says my name. Jessica. Four syllables. She takes her time with each one.

I close the door. I cross the carpet. I sit in the chair opposite her. I cross my legs. I uncross them. I cross them again. My hands find each other in my lap and clasp and I realise I look like a schoolgirl in front of the headteacher and I move my hands to the armrests instead and grip them and that is worse because now I look like I am bracing for a crash and I settle for folding them loosely and resting them on my knee and breathing and not thinking about the fact that the cream silk is definitely not opaque enough and I can feel the cool air of the office on my collarbones and I am dimly, horrifyingly aware that my nipples are hard.

They are hard through the La Perla bra and they are hard through the cream silk and under the office lighting they are visible, two small raised points against the fabric, and she has noticed. She has noticed and she is not pretending she has not noticed. Her eyes drop to them once, briefly, the way you check a clock, and then back up to my face.

"Tell me about the Whitfield campaign."

She leans back in her chair. The fountain pen goes down on the desk. She folds her hands behind her head and the movement pulls her shirt tighter across her chest and I can see the shape of her collarbones, the line of her neck, the faintest shadow of another tattoo at the base of her throat where the top button is undone.

I talk. I am clever. I know I am clever. I have been clever about the Whitfield campaign for three months and I have prepared for this conversation because I knew she would ask. I give her the metrics. The strategy. The pivot we made in week six when the audience segmentation didn't hold. The social engagement numbers that came in fourteen percent above target. I talk for ten minutes and I am good. I am very good.

She listens. She nods occasionally. A slow nod, more like acknowledgement than agreement. Her eyes do not leave my face. Not once. I have been in meetings with men who look at their phones, who check the door, who glance at their screens while I am mid-sentence. Frankie watches me like I am the only thing in the room worth watching. It is flattering and terrifying and I do not want it to stop.

"Interesting. The social numbers. That was your idea? The pivot?"

"Yes. The client wanted to stay on the original segmentation but the data was clear."

"And you pushed back."

"I did."

"Against the client."

"The data was clear," I say again, because I do not know what else to say when she is looking at me like that.

One corner of her mouth lifts. Not quite a smile. Something close to it. Something that suggests she has just confirmed a hypothesis she has been holding for some time.

"Good. I like someone who pushes back."

She asks me about the pipeline. My current client load. Where I see the quarterly targets landing. She asks smart questions. Precise questions. Questions that tell me she has already read every report I have ever filed and is testing whether I understand my own work as well as she does. I answer well. I hold my own. My voice does not shake. I am proud of this.

At the end of the meeting she stands.

She walks around the desk.

She is tall. Taller than I expected. Five ten, maybe five eleven in the shoes, which are black, leather, lace up oxfords that look like they cost as much as the suit. I am five five. I am still sitting. She stops in front of my chair. Close. Close enough that I can smell her. Bergamot. Leather. And something underneath both of them, something warm and alive, something I do not have a word for and do not want to have a word for because if I name it I will have to think about why it is making the skin on the backs of my arms prickle.

She looks down at me. Six inches of height difference, more with me sitting. I tilt my head up. Her jaw is sharp. Her throat is long. The cuff on her ear catches the light.

"I have very high expectations, darling. I think you can meet them."

A pause.

"We'll see."

She holds out her hand. I take it. Her grip is firm, warm, dry. She holds my hand for a beat longer than a handshake requires. Her thumb presses once against the inside of my wrist, against the pulse point, and I wonder if she can feel it. My heart rate. Because my heart rate is insane. It is somewhere north of a hundred and twenty and I have not moved from a chair in ten minutes.

She lets go.

I leave her office. I do not remember the walk to the lift. I do not remember pressing the button. I remember the lift arriving and stepping in and the doors closing and my reflection staring back at me from the mirrored wall, flushed, wide eyed, lips slightly parted, nipples still hard through the cream silk, and I look like someone who has just been told something important and has not yet understood what it was.

I go to the bathroom on the fourth floor. The one nobody uses because it is tucked behind the print room and the motion sensor light takes three seconds to kick in and you have to stand in the dark. The door opens. Three seconds of black. The light flickers on. I lock myself in the end cubicle. I sit on the closed lid. I put my hands on my thighs and I stare at the back of the door.

My underwear is soaked.

Not damp. Not a little wet. Soaked. The cotton is warm and slick against me and I can feel it every time I shift my weight and I have been sitting in a meeting with my new boss for ten minutes and I am this wet and I have not been this wet from a man in four years. I have not been this wet from anything in four years. The last time I was this wet was a night with Tom when he came home from five a side and pinned me against the hallway wall and that was before the relationship went stale, before the sex became a thing we did on Sunday mornings with our eyes half closed, before I started faking it just to make it end.

I do not touch myself in the office.

I want to. My hand twitches on my thigh. I could. Nobody comes to this bathroom. Nobody would know. I could slide my hand under my skirt and press two fingers against the wet cotton and rub in small circles the way I do at home and I would cum in less than a minute, I know I would, I am so close to cumming just from sitting in this cubicle thinking about the way she said darling that my thighs are pressing together involuntarily, clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing.

I do not touch myself.

I sit there for ten minutes. I breathe. I count backwards from a hundred. I think about spreadsheets. I think about Q3 brand strategy. I think about the M25 at rush hour. I think about my mum's Labrador. I think about anything except the tattoo on Frankie Cole's forearm and the way her eyes moved down my body and the way she said we'll see like she already knew the answer.

I go back to my desk. I sit down. I open my laptop. I work. I am a professional. I have been promoted. I will be good at this job. I will not think about any of it.

At six I go for drinks with my old team. A bar in Shoreditch, exposed brick, craft beer on tap, the same place we always go. Paul buys the first round. The juniors from the design team come. There are eleven of us around a long table and I am in the middle and I am laughing and drinking white wine and I am fine. I am completely fine. Lisa from accounts asks me about the new desk and I tell her about the view of the canal and she asks me about my new boss and I say Frankie Cole, yeah, she seems great and I pick up my wine glass so I have something to do with my hands.

"Frankie," Lisa says. She raises her eyebrows. "She's. Yeah. She's something."

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing. She's just. You know. Intense."

"She's my boss. I need intense."

Lisa looks at me for a second and then she laughs and says good luck, babe and I do not ask what she means by that because I do not want to know. Or I do want to know. I do not want to want to know.

I drink too much wine. Three glasses. Four. Tom texts me at ten. I feel my phone buzz in my pocket and I fish it out and his name is there on the screen and the message says Hey Jess, heard about the promotion through Sarah. Well done. Hope you're doing well x. I read it. I put my phone face down on the table. I finish my wine. Paul orders another bottle. I do not reply to Tom. I do not delete the message yet. I put it away and I drink and I laugh at Paul's story about the CEO's expense claims and I do not think about anything else.
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