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    Prologue




    Saturday, 29 September




    Eyes still closed, I fumble for my phone, which is blaring its alarm.




    ‘What time is it?’ I mutter to myself, squinting at the light forcing its way through the curtains. ‘That night went quickly.’




    I roll onto my back and stare at the white ceiling, at the two long cracks right above my head. Lately, all the days are just blurring into one. Work, home, sleep, repeat. I rub my face with my hand and sit up on the bed, pulling my knees to my chest. I study my reflection in the mirror opposite. My pale face and grim expression are not exactly filling me with optimism.




    ‘I look even worse than usual,’ I sigh heavily. ‘And this hair…’




    My long, chestnut locks were, to put it mildly, in a bit of a state. I take a strand in my hand and inspect the split ends.




    ‘Morning, Amelia. I heard you were up’.




    Miranda is standing in the doorway. Her short, black hair shines in the autumn sunlight, and her large, dark-green eyes are half-hidden by her fringe. Dressed in a grey tracksuit, she gives me a wide smile, snapping me out of my thoughts about my appearance.




    ‘I’ll make us a coffee,’ she says cheerfully.




    ‘Thanks, Miranda. You have no idea how much I need it’, I reply, my voice hoarse.




    ‘I think you need more than just coffee; you need a proper rest. I’m starting to think you’re suffering from a severe case of workaholism and chronic sleep deprivation. Slow down a bit, girl, because…’




    ‘You know I can’t,’ I cut her off. ‘This is my last month of the internship. The last two weeks have been really intense, so much to do because of the changes at the company’.




    ‘I get it,’ she nods knowingly, ‘but you said everything was ready, so surely you can take it easy now. Besides, you’re only an intern there and you have so much responsibility’. She pulls a face.




    ‘I can’t take it easy. Not yet’, I say, shaking my head.




    ‘Oh, give it a rest, Amelia.’ Miranda rolls her eyes. ‘You’re the best one they’ve got. That job offer is practically in the bag’. She folds her arms across her chest. ‘You were the same at uni, you never let up,’ she states firmly, her brow furrowed.




    ‘Whether I’ll get the job remains to be seen. There’s a lot of competition’.




    I hear her familiar sigh, but I ignore her disapproval.




    ‘Besides, I just want a good evaluation when I finish the internship. It’s important for my CV because, to be honest, I’m not even sure I want to work there’, I say, holding my hands out.




    ‘I don’t know what you’re worrying about. You’ve already got plenty to put on your CV as it is. With references like yours, you could work anywhere’.




    ‘I wouldn’t be so sure.’ I rub my forehead, and Miranda rolls her eyes again. At this point, we both know there’s no sense in continuing this conversation.




    ‘You’ve got something to celebrate.’




    ‘I don’t, not yet,’ I add, hoping she’ll understand, at least a little.




    ‘Yes, I’m thrilled I’ve got the job, but you’ll see, everything will work out for you too,’ she says kindly, perched on the edge of the bed.




    ‘I hope so,’ I reply in a near-whisper, twisting the edge of the duvet between my fingers.




    ‘It definitely will,’ my friend tries to reassure me. ‘Oh! That reminds me!’ She says, as if suddenly remembering something. ‘Speaking of celebrating, we still haven’t celebrated my new job!’




    ‘I know, Miranda, I’m so sorry I haven’t had the time, but –’ I start to explain.




    ‘There’s nothing to be sorry about. We just have to do it! Preferably before I go on holiday’, she says with a wide grin.




    ‘But you’re already on holiday, and you and Mark are leaving tomorrow. So when do you want to celebrate?’ I ask suspiciously.




    ‘We’ll think of something.’ The narrowed eyes and mischievous grin are a dead giveaway that she’s planning something. ‘All is not lost. We’ll discuss the details over coffee’, she says breezily, and disappears out the door.




    I reluctantly get out of bed and head for the door. Before leaving, I glance one last time at the mirror with a sense of resignation, grimacing at the dark circles under my eyes.




    ‘I just hope it’s a quiet one, somewhere nice and low-key,’ I sigh to myself, before walking out of the bedroom.




    ‘That smells amazing, Miranda. You make the best coffee in the world, you know that?’ I smile, walking into the kitchen.




    ‘I know,’ Miranda winks as she pours the coffee into two mugs. Wisps of steam rise from the kitchen worktop, and the aroma of freshly ground beans fills the entire flat.




    ‘I’m going to miss this while you’re away,’ I say, leaning over my mug. ‘Not to mention we’re supposed to move out in a month, and you’re moving in with Mark.’ I sit on one of the high stools at the island.




    ‘It makes me sad too, thinking about it.’ Miranda takes the seat next to me.




    ‘Yeah, it’s been great,’ I agree, taking a sip of coffee. ‘This is delicious.’ I take two more sips, breathing in the aroma.




    ‘I’m glad you like it,’ she replies, amused.




    ‘I always like your coffee,’ I look at her with a wide smile and set my mug down on the worktop. ‘Have you packed yet?’




    For the last few days, she’s been saying she needs to get on with her packing, but she hasn’t even got her suitcase out of the wardrobe.




    ‘Not really. But relax, we don’t fly until tomorrow afternoon, so there’s plenty of time’, she says with a dismissive wave of her hand.




    ‘It’s great you’re finally going on that holiday.’




    ‘You have no idea how excited I am. A whole two weeks!’ Her voice is high-pitched, but I can’t blame her; she’s been planning this trip for three months. ‘What about you? Will you get some rest?’




    ‘I don’t know. The company is preparing to change its systems. An investment from a foreign company. I told you about it, remember?’




    ‘Yeah, for the past two weeks you’ve been coming home late, always filling in some spreadsheets. And you mentioned some American corporation’.




    ‘That’s the one. On Monday, the board has an important meeting with their representatives, so the atmosphere will probably be tense’.




    ‘Well, that sounds like fun,’ Miranda says with a slight smile.




    ‘Oh, yeah. The whole department is on high alert for a few guys from overseas and some CEO’. I roll my eyes at the thought of Monday.




    As an intern at one of the biggest marketing corporations, I’d had a chance to see what these kinds of meetings were like. Everyone gets weirdly on edge. Normally, the atmosphere is pretty relaxed, so the sudden commotion is a bit stressful, especially when all those CEOs and directors from competing firms descend on our department, acting like pompous buffoons. As if they’ve conquered the world and their massive egos can barely fit through the lift doors.




    ‘I suppose it’s the same everywhere,’ Miranda starts to giggle.




    ‘I’m just glad I don’t have to be part of that horror show. It’s moments like these that I’m grateful I’m only an intern. To be honest, I almost feel sorry for my boss, having to deal with all those stressful meetings’.




    ‘I don’t feel sorry for mine.’ The smile vanishes from her face.




    ‘Is he still being horrible?’




    ‘Horrible is putting it mildly,’ Miranda says, giving me a knowing look. ‘It’s Saturday morning and we’re talking about work.’ My friend rubs her face with her hand. ‘Anyway, tell me, how are things with your new flat?’




    ‘Good. I’ve just got the last few documents to sign’, I say, turning my coffee mug in my hands.




    ‘Okay, just make sure you read everything twice before you sign anything,’ she instructs me.




    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ I giggle.




    It’s a shame we’re moving out after four years. I’ve grown used to this place. As soon as we started working part-time, we decided to move out of the halls. The flat is tiny, but we were lucky to get it. We each have our own room, and the open-plan kitchen and living room provide us with some extra space. I hope I’ll be happy in the new place. The studio flat I’ve chosen is closer to the city centre and has a lovely view.




    ‘So, do you know what you’ll be doing while I’m away?’ Miranda looks at me over the rim of her mug.




    ‘Not yet, but don’t worry, I’ll find something to do… if I don’t pick up some extra work’.




    I hear that familiar sigh of hers when I mention working overtime. Miranda has just realised that I have no intention of relaxing or working any less while she’s gone. I know exactly what she thinks about my commitment to my job, but I’m focused on the internship, which ends in a month, and then I’ll have to decide what’s next.




    If I receive a job offer, I’ll have to consider it seriously. I never planned on a career in marketing; I only got this internship because their recruitment process was later than the finance companies, and I hadn’t graduated yet. The thought of the marathon of sending out CVs and going to interviews makes my stomach churn. I know that the top firms in the banking sector are highly sought after, and the competition is fierce.




    ‘I really hope you’ll see sense. I’m genuinely worried about you’.




    ‘You don’t need to be.’




    ‘I don’t know about that. But if I can’t convince you to rest, then let’s at least make the most of tonight. Let’s go out and celebrate my new job. Marek still has a few things to sort out before the trip, so we can let our hair down. The next chance we’ll get won’t be for another two weeks’, she stresses.




    ‘Tonight? But how, and where?’




    ‘Anka and Julka recommended a new club. Said it’s got good music and the décor is amazing’.




    ‘Clubbing,’ I pull a face.’I was hoping you’d choose somewhere a bit less… loud’, I suggest gently.




    ‘Oh no, you don’t.’ She jumps up from her seat. ‘First, I finally want to celebrate this job, and I plan on doing it with my best friend. Second, I’ve already arranged it with the girls, and I want to go dancing. And third, when was the last time you went out anywhere, eh?’ She rattles off passionately.’You’re twenty-six, you should be living your life. Come on, it’ll do you good to let off some steam’. She gives me a provocative smile. ‘Maybe you’ll meet someone handsome,’ she adds, as if it were an afterthought.




    ‘Ha ha!’ I burst out laughing.’You mean some horny guy looking for a one-night stand? No thanks, we’ve been through that before, remember?’




    ‘Yeah, I know,’ she winces at the memory of our last night out. ‘But you haven’t dated anyone properly since you and Norbert broke up. How long has it been now?’




    The mention of Norbert makes me feel sick. Norbert Gradowski, the physiotherapist. Tall, slim, with dark blond hair, blue eyes, and an oh-so-sincere smile. Always sociable, funny, and confident. The opposite of me. We’d been together for almost four years. I thought he was the one, and then one day, out of the blue, he told me it was over, that there was someone else. I shudder at the very thought of it, how he left me for that girl he met when she came in for a few appointments with a bad shoulder. What more is there to say? He broke my heart. Bastard.




    ‘Oh, Miranda, you know it’s not that simple,’ I sigh loudly.




    ‘Are you thinking about that wanker?’




    ‘Sometimes,’ I shrug.’But there’s nothing to talk about.’ I wave a hand dismissively.’That chapter’s closed.’




    ‘Then let’s go out and have some fun,’ she insists.




    ‘You know, I don’t think a crowd of wild party-goers is the right place to meet someone decent.’




    ‘I get the feeling that idiot has put you off all men,’ I hear her sigh in exasperation.




    ‘There’s some truth in that. He taught me to be cautious, as you would say’.




    ‘Do you know what I’d do to him if I saw him now?’ Miranda threatens theatrically.




    ‘I know, I know, you’ve told me a thousand times,’ I reply, amused, and finish my coffee.




    ‘Anyway, back to the subject at hand…’ Impatient, she taps her nails on the worktop, waiting for my answer about tonight. An affirmative one, preferably.




    ‘Alright, I’ll come with you.’ With a smile, I hop off the stool at the island and start clearing away the mugs.




    ‘Brilliant!’ My friend jumps for joy.’I’m texting the girls right now.’ She grabs her phone. ‘It’ll be great, you’ll see,’ she adds, a sparkle in her eyes.




    * * *




    ‘Ready to go?’ I hear the click-clack of heels in the hallway. ‘The taxi’s waiting.’




    ‘Coming, coming,’ I reply, quickly trying to fix my hair one last time in the bathroom.




    Wow, look at you, all dressed up’. Miranda looks me up and down as I walk out.




    ‘What?’ I glance at myself in the mirror. ‘Should I change?’




    ‘No! God, no! You look stunning’, she says with a genuine smile.




    The black, shimmering, strappy dress has a modest neckline, but it’s quite low-cut at the back. It’s fairly short, and its loose fit hides my figure a bit.




    As for my figure, I’m not that different from most women my age. I’m slim, but not skinny. A typical pear shape. Slender arms and shoulders. I don’t have any extra inches around my waist, and even my boobs are okay. But my hips… I’ve always hated them. They’re too big, too wide – just, no. I usually choose outfits that don’t draw attention to them. Straight-leg trousers, maybe jeans, or looser-fitting skirts. With dresses, I try to go for ones that are slightly flared.




    I slip on my heels and fix my hair one more time in the mirror by the door. Damn it, not a single strand is behaving, I think, smoothing the pieces along my face.




    ‘Come on, the taxi driver will get impatient.’ Miranda takes my hand and pulls me out onto the landing.




    The club Miranda chose is already packed, even though it’s still early. At the entrance, we’re joined by Julia and Anka, Miranda’s colleagues from work. A friendly blonde with hazel eyes and a short brunette with a warm smile tell us excitedly about the place. The modern interior is genuinely impressive. The combination of exposed brick, steel, and white décor creates an incredible effect. Two dance floors on two levels and a perfectly tuned sound system make you feel like you’ve stepped into another world the moment you walk through the door.




    We squeeze through to the bar and order drinks, and when we manage to find an empty booth, we quickly claim it. The lower dance floor is filling up fast. For a moment, I watch the people who have come out to have fun tonight. The strobe lights flash to the beat of the music, and the bass is so loud you can feel the blood pulsing in your veins.




    ‘Let’s go dance!’ Miranda orders, and she’s the first one on the dance floor, carving out a space for us.




    We sway and jump to the rhythm of the tracks the DJ mixes into one continuous stream. Miranda was right; it feels good to let off some steam and relax. The drink has already gone to my head, and I start to feel wonderfully light, as if I have no bones, brain, or muscles. I love dancing. It’s a shame it took me so long to realise it, and now I rarely take the opportunity to go out and just live like everyone else my age.




    A few guys start circling us, but we quickly give them a clear signal that we’re not interested in their company.




    ‘I’ll go and get us some drinks,’ I offer as we collapse, tired, into the booth. The girls nod, their faces flushed.




    When I get to the bar, I feel like I’ve hit rush hour. I wait for the bartender for what feels like an age, and making our drinks seems to take an eternity. Everyone’s shoving their way in, so there’s no room at the bar.




    Through the throng of impatient customers, I finally spot the bartender and my four chilled cosmopolitans. At last! The moment I turn to leave, a man who has just walked up to the bar bumps into me, making me drop one of the glasses on the counter. The drink spills everywhere, and the bartender gives me a bewildered look.




    ‘I’m sorry, it wasn’t my fault –’ I start to explain, as the man standing next to me moves closer.




    ‘My apologies. This mess is my fault’, I hear him say to the barman in English, in a deep British voice.




    I love a British accent. The six months I spent on a student exchange in London, supported by a scholarship, made me very well acquainted with the city. To this day, I’m glad I took the chance to go. It was one of the few good things that came out of breaking up with that idiot.




    ‘I bumped into the lady by accident,’ he adds, leaning over the bar, his deep voice vibrating right by my ear. I shiver slightly.




    The bartender nods and immediately starts cleaning up. I slowly turn towards the man who made me lose a drink. I don’t have the patience to wait for another one.




    Brown eyes stare at me from under thick, dark eyebrows. An uncontrollable blush spreads across my face. The handsome brunette looks quite young, despite his sharp features, high cheekbones, and a strong jawline. He smiles slightly, and two charming dimples appear in his cheeks.




    My stomach does a sudden flip.




    ‘Again, I’m sorry. It’s so crowded in here’, he says with a smile and a friendly sparkle in his eyes.




    ‘It’s nothing. It’s usually like this on a Saturday,’ I reply, switching to English. ‘Or so I’ve heard,’ I add quickly, flustered.




    The man stops leaning against the bar and stands up straight.




    Damn, he’s tall.




    My eyes travel up. At five foot seven, even in my nearly four-inch heels, he’s taller than me by at least half a head. He’s wearing a perfectly tailored suit, and his shirt makes it clear that he’s well-built and very attractive, although I have to admit, he looks a bit strange, being so overdressed for a club.




    ‘How’s your night going?’ He asks casually, brushing a few stray strands of dark hair from his forehead. He moves closer to let a couple of guys pass him.




    The movement and his closeness release the scent of his cologne, which hangs in the air between us. I can smell bitter orange, lavender, and sage with a hint of mint and musk, but mostly, it’s the scent of his skin. The combination is a heady mix of adventure, summer rain, and warm wind. It hits me, and a pleasant shiver runs down my back.




    ‘Not bad… I mean, it’s good,’ I say, staring at him.




    Not bad? Come on, Amelia, get a grip.




    He suddenly leans down towards me.




    ‘I saw you dancing,’ his breath ghosts over my earlobe.




    A wave of heat rushes through me, and my blood runs hot.




    What does he mean, he saw me? Has he been watching me? I’m not usually susceptible to cheap pick-up lines like, ‘Hey baby, nice moves,’ but what he said, and the way he said it, has a very strange effect on me. I don’t know if I should be scared, but what I’m feeling right now is more a strange excitement than terror.




    He’s studying me. I can feel a deep blush creeping up my neck and across my chest. His gaze follows it to where my skin is burning, and I see his lips twitch. Great.




    I reach for my drinks, intending to get away from the bar as quickly as possible, but as I hear someone complain about the way being blocked, some obnoxious guy literally shoves in next to me, pushing me closer to the stranger. He is now looking at the glasses I’m holding.




    ‘I’m sorry about the drink.’ He gestures to the barman.




    ‘It’s fine. I should be getting back anyway’, I say, suddenly realising how long I’ve been gone.




    ‘What’s the rush?’




    ‘My friend’s celebrating her new job,’ I reply, rooted to the spot.




    ‘Are you having a good time?’ I see a playful glint in his eyes.




    Is he flirting with me?




    ‘Yes. So you said’, I tilt my head to the side and smile slightly.




    Damn it, am I egging him on?




    ‘I did’, his smile widens, ‘and I hope you’ll dance with me’, he whispers into my ear.




    I feel another rush of heat.




    ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ I reply with a surprised laugh, taking a step back to put some space between us.




    ‘How about you at least tell me your name, then?’ He’s still smiling, leaning on the bar.




    It’s at this moment that I realise this isn’t just some innocent flirtation; this man didn’t just appear at the bar by chance. He probably didn’t mean to knock my drink over, but I know this conversation isn’t just the result of a little accident.




    ‘I don’t give out personal details to strangers,’ I say curtly, wondering what this is all about.




    ‘But we’re not exactly strangers anymore,’ he leans in again, and my stomach does a somersault.




    My body is completely betraying me.




    The barman comes over to us, so for a moment the stranger’s attention is on him. I feel a sense of relief when his eyes are finally off me, but also a strange pang in my chest that they are. He raises his voice slightly and orders a whisky. The deep, low timbre of his voice cuts through the thumping music with ease, reaching the barman clearly.




    There’s that shiver again.




    ‘I really have to go back now.’




    Not waiting any longer, I hurry down the small steps and skirt around the edge of the dance floor. I sneak a glance back at the stranger I abandoned at the bar. He looks just as good from a distance as he does up close, and it’s been a long time since I’ve felt anything like this. No man has been able to spark the slightest interest in me, until tonight.




    ‘What took you so long?’ Miranda pulls a pout.




    ‘It was mobbed at the bar.’ I hold my hands up helplessly as I set the glasses down on the table.




    ‘Why have you only got three drinks?’ Julia asks, frowning at me.




    ‘There was a bit of an accident. You guys drink these, I’ll get myself one later, when the crowd dies down a bit. It’s so packed,’ I say, sitting down opposite them.




    Before my friends can take their first sip, a waiter brings a cosmopolitan over to me. All their eyes go wide, and I nervously glance towards the bar, where the stranger is still standing. He raises his glass to me.




    ‘Who’s that from?’ Miranda asks, looking around.




    ‘A guy at the bar knocked one of the glasses out of my hand. It’s from him’, I say nonchalantly, though shivers are running down my spine, a faint tingling, like touching a live wire.




    ‘Which one?’ Anka cranes her neck towards the bar.




    ‘He’s standing over there –’ I turn to look, but I can’t see him anywhere. ‘He’s gone,’ I reply, trying to sound casual, but a pang of disappointment hits me.




    We finish our drinks and head back to the dance floor. Every so often, I scan the room, in the quiet hope that I might see him again. I wonder if he’s watching me again, maybe standing somewhere secluded and dark. I strain my eyes, carefully studying every corner, but I can’t see his silhouette anywhere. My face falls a little.




    ‘I need the loo!’ I yell to Miranda, who’s dancing wildly next to me.




    ‘What?!’




    ‘The loo!’ Her short hair is flying everywhere as she nods energetically to show she heard me.




    We’ve been dancing for a while now, and the latest drink has gone to both my head and my bladder, so I bounce my way to the toilets. I do my business, fix my tousled hair in the mirror, and pull down my dress, which had ridden up dangerously high while I was dancing. I take a few deep breaths and reapply my lip gloss.




    I’m walking back down the narrow corridor to the dance floor when I see the stranger from the bar just by the exit.




    He’s leaning against the wall, his hands in his pockets. Certain that I wouldn’t see him again, I now slow down. He smiles widely as I walk towards him. The corridor is dimly lit, but I can still clearly see the glint in his eyes. A few longer strands of hair have fallen onto his forehead. I feel my stomach muscles clench.




    ‘So, how are you enjoying yourself now?’ He says.




    ‘Very much. Thanks for the drink’, I reply, tipsy and dazed.




    ‘I can see it served its purpose. You’re dancing even better than before’. He takes a step towards me.




    It’s true. After two drinks, I’m in a blissfully festive mood, and the thought that the stranger has been watching me all this time is making my head spin even more.




    ‘So how about that dance now?’ The man moves closer. The narrow corridor leading to the toilets means we are once again standing close to each other. Too close.




    ‘I still think that’s not a good idea‘, I say, shaking my head.




    ‘Just one dance. Come on’, he whispers into my ear, intensifying the spinning in my head.




    I don’t get picked up by guys in clubs; I’m not interested in flings. After a four-year relationship and an emotional break-up, I was single for a long time, not letting any man get close. There was one guy, a charming assistant bank manager who was helping me gather material for my master’s thesis, but when it turned out I wasn’t the only one he was’helping’, I got out of that situation at the speed of light. So I don’t understand why I’m now actually considering this stranger’s offer.




    ‘Another drink, then?’ He tries another tack, smiling again. The charming dimples reappear in his cheeks, and his lips part, revealing their deep red colour. I watch them for a moment. They’re full, well-defined and… tempting. I shake my head to clear it.




    ‘Alright, a drink would be good,’ I say finally, looking at him with a dazed expression.




    ‘My pleasure,’ he says with a smile, gesturing towards the bar on the other side of the dance floor.




    I turn, and a moment later I feel his hand on my bare back.




    A pleasant warmth spreads through me. I know I should pull away, create some distance, but his large hand and long fingers send a pleasant tremor through my body.




    It’s definitely the alcohol, my subconscious reassures me.




    We squeeze through the crowd of writhing bodies. The music is loud, and the lights flash in different colours, creating beautiful mosaics on the white walls. We finally make it to the bar. For a moment, I take in my surroundings and the man beside me. Dressed in a suit, enveloped in his seductive cologne, there was also the faint scent of amber liquor on his breath. He didn’t fit in with the other men at the bar at all, who were sweaty, doused in cheap aftershave, and in some cases so drunk they could barely stay on their feet.




    ‘Sex this time?’




    ‘W-what?’ I blink rapidly, my legs giving way beneath me.




    ‘The drink,’ he explains, amused, while I’m still standing there with my mouth open.




    ‘Oh. Yes, that would be fine’, I nod more times than necessary, and for reasons I don’t understand, my pulse quickens.




    But he only offered me a drink, and I know what a Sex on the Beach is. Still, hearing the word ‘sex’ from him sounded very, very strange, so much so that for a moment, I found myself wondering what he’s like in bed, how he treats women. Whether he’s a gentle lover, or if he prefers rough, fast sex that leaves women remembering his touch for a long time after.




    Damn it, it’s just a drink. You’ve had too much, Amelia.




    The man orders another whisky for himself and a Sex on the Beach – the drink, of course. I watch him, strangely flustered by the double entendre and my own runaway thoughts.




    ‘You ordered a cosmo last time, so you must like those sweet, sticky juices,’ he says teasingly.




    ‘Sticky juices?’ I ask, pretending to be offended, though I want to laugh.




    ‘What else would you call those colourful drinks?’




    ‘They’re very good cocktails. Much better than the bitter taste of whisky’.




    ‘Bitter?’ He interrupts.’Women rarely appreciate good alcohol.’




    I nod. Normally, I would probably get into a debate with him about what women really like and how wrong men are on that subject, but these unruly thoughts are still running through my head, making it hard for me to think straight.




    ‘And you? Are you having a good time?’ I ask, changing the subject.




    ‘It’s alright. If I had the night off, it would probably be better’, he replies evasively, handing me my drink.




    ‘You’re at work?’ I don’t hide my surprise. Who works on a Saturday at this time? Maybe he’s a bouncer? I look around, trying to spot any other security staff in the club. I don’t see anyone, so I size up the stranger again. His suit looks expensive and tailor-made, so I’m not sure. Maybe he’s the manager.




    ‘Unfortunately, my work rarely ends on a Friday afternoon and starts again on Monday morning.’ He smiles mysteriously and raises the glass of whisky to his lips.




    Now I’m even more intrigued. But before I can come up with a hundred different theories about his life, my attention is fixed on his deep red lips as they close around the thick rim of the glass. He tilts it back and takes two long pulls of his whisky. At the sight of his damp lips, I swallow hard.




    Damn it.




    ‘Are you nervous?’ He stops smiling, but there’s still a friendly glint in his dark eyes.




    ‘No, why would I be nervous?’




    Good question.




    ‘I don’t know. You just don’t seem like a regular clubber’.




    ‘I already told you, I’m celebrating with my friend,’ I say, looking at him, confused.




    Is it that obvious I don’t fit in here?




    ‘You did, but you don’t come here often, do you?’




    Now I really feel like I should check my forehead to see if the number of times I’ve been out on a Saturday is written there.




    ‘I’m having a really great time,’ I assure him.




    ‘You seem tense, so it can’t be going that well,’ he observes, tilting his head to the side.




    ‘Excuse me? I am not tense’, I say indignantly. It’s been ages since I’ve had this much fun on a night out. It’s only around him that I feel this tension, and I have no idea why.




    ‘Then dance with me,’ his words sound like a challenge.




    ‘Out of the question,’ I say, nervously shaking my head more times than I should.




    ‘My point exactly,’ he says calmly.




    ‘Are you provoking me?’




    ‘Maybe a little,’ he leans in, his deep red lips just inches from mine.




    A strand of his hair falls playfully onto his forehead, and I instinctively shift my position, pressing my knees together. Why does he affect me like this?




    I want to come back with a witty retort to his flippant behaviour, to put him in his place, but instead, I finish my drink in silence, thinking about what he said. I watch him as he leans casually against the bar, sipping his whisky. He’s handsome, magnetic, and the night will be over soon. The lewd thoughts I had when he offered me the drink are still circling in my head, and I have a genuine desire to let go, to throw all caution to the wind. I want to dance for him. I want him to watch me, just like he was doing before. The desire makes that strange pang in my chest travel down and settle just below my ribs.




    Could I do it? Dance for him? We don’t know each other and we’ll probably never see each other again, so why not? But is it the right thing to do?




    I give the stranger a once-over.




    ‘Stay here.’ The words are out of my mouth before my brain can catch up.




    I step onto the edge of the dance floor, my heart hammering and my legs feeling like jelly. I turn to face him and start to move gently to the music. His sparkling brown eyes are fixed on me. I take a deep breath. The music changes. Calvin Harris and Sam Smith,’Promises’. Ironically, it’s perfect. No promises, just one dance. The sensual voice immediately pulls me onto the floor. The man from the bar watches my every move intently, so I close my eyes and raise my arms above my head, running my fingers through my hair every so often. I feel my dress ride up, but I don’t care, because right now, I’m dancing for my stranger. Despite the few metres between us and the dim light, I know he’s watching me, and I’m spurred on by the knowledge that I’ve had his attention all evening. I feel no self-consciousness at all. In fact, it’s a revelation: I have never felt more sexy. It’s a little strange, dancing so freely for someone I don’t even know.




    Lost in the moment, I don’t notice when the stranger joins me. I feel his closeness, and that shiver runs down my spine again.




    He puts one arm around my waist, and I brush my hip against him.




    I draw a sharp breath, but I don’t pull away. The fingers of his other hand trace the hem of my dress. For a split second, I want him to pull it up even higher, but I quickly push the thought away.




    Easy, Amelia. It’s just one dance… and the alcohol.




    His fingertips gently brush against my thigh as he holds me around the waist. He presses his body to my back. I tilt my head back, resting it against his chest. I can hear his steady breathing and smell his cologne. I close my eyes again, swaying sensually. I don’t think I’ve ever danced like this before. I reach a hand back to brush his cheek.




    ‘You’re a really good dancer,’ he whispers, his voice vibrating next to my ear.




    ‘I know,’ I reply nonchalantly, though I don’t believe it for a second. ‘You’re not a bad dancer yourself.’




    I hear him chuckle, and I can feel the muscles in his chest contract beneath his clothes. The hairs on my arms stand on end. I pull his face closer to mine.




    ‘So I can let loose after all, can’t I?’ I ask teasingly.




    ‘Yes. Especially when you’re dancing just for me’, he whispers against my neck. My head is spinning from his words and his warm breath. ‘But I don’t like an audience.’




    I open my eyes and glance at a few guys standing by the bar. They’re looking our way, deep in some animated discussion.




    Damn it.




    ‘Are you finally going to tell me your name?’ His breath is sweet, laced with whisky, and my head spins again.




    ‘It’s just a dance,’ I remind him.




    Another chuckle.




    ‘You’re stubborn.’




    ‘Sometimes.’ He slides his hand along my thigh, his index finger drawing tiny circles on my skin.




    ‘Can I count on another dance?’ A fire ignites low in my belly, and goosebumps prickle on the back of my neck. I press back against him. It would be wonderful to dance again, but as the song ends, the reality of where I am and what I’m doing comes crashing back.




    ‘I have to go,’ I say, dazed, and slip out of his arms. I dash across the dance floor towards my friends without looking back.




    ‘Where have you been?!’ Miranda looks annoyed when I find her near the table where we were sitting.




    ‘Nowhere. There was even a queue for the loo’, I reply quickly, a stupid smile on my face.




    ‘You’ve been gone for half an hour, don’t bullshit me.’ She moves closer, her green eyes studying me, clearly curious to hear my excuse.




    ‘I ran into the stranger from the bar. You know, the one who bought me the drink’.




    ‘And?!’ She demands, giving me an inquisitive stare.




    ‘And nothing. We exchanged a few words, that’s all,’ I brush her off.




    I don’t want to admit that I was just dancing an incredibly erotic dance with a stranger and that I’m still in a bit of shock. Yes, that’s definitely it. I’m in shock. My body is tense, my heart is still beating at an unnaturally fast pace, and the deep blush that’s now spreading across my cheeks is the best proof. What a night.




    ‘Shall we get going?’ Julia joins our conversation.




    ‘Yes, we can go now,’ I nod eagerly, hoping to leave this place as soon as possible and avoid accidentally running into him again.


  




  

    Sunday, 30 September




    The alarm rings in my ears, so I quickly find my phone and switch it off.




    I ache all over as I get out of bed. I think I used every single muscle last night. I carefully shuffle to the edge of the bed. When was the last time I exercised? Ages ago. I do a quick calculation in my head as I walk into the kitchen. I hear Miranda groaning in the hallway.




    ‘Morning, Amelia. You won’t believe what’s happened’. Miranda appears in the doorway, grabbing the frame for support. ‘Our flight’s been changed. We’re leaving in three hours’. She slumps onto a stool at the island. ‘My head is splitting, I’m exhausted, and I haven’t even packed.’




    ‘Morning. Well, this is a mess’, I say, amused, but my friend just gives me a forced smile and clutches her head, resting her elbows on the worktop. ‘You’re having a really rough morning, aren’t you?’ I take two mugs from the cupboard above the sink.




    ‘A very, very rough morning,’ she groans.




    ‘How much did you drink last night to be this hungover?’ I slide a mug full of coffee under her nose.




    ‘I don’t know. Another two drinks, I think. You were gone for ages, and the dance floor was so packed we decided to go to the upstairs bar’.




    Was I with the stranger for that long?




    ‘Speaking of which, who was that guy?’ Miranda watches me closely. ‘Do you know him?’




    ‘No,’ I deny it immediately. ‘I’ve never seen him before. No idea who he is. I think he was English’, I say, nervously rubbing my forehead.




    ‘I see.’ Miranda slowly lifts her head and brings it back to a normal position. ‘Are you sure you were in the toilet that whole time, and that you were only talking to him?’ She asks suspiciously.




    ‘Yes, of course. I already told you’, I say, frowning.




    What’s with the interrogation first thing in the morning? Could the girls have seen me? Dancing…




    My pulse quickens, and I feel my stomach clench.




    ‘Alright.’ My friend takes a sip of her coffee. ‘I’m only asking because you looked like you’d been doing something else. You know, you were flushed and sweaty, and you were out of breath’.




    I choke on my coffee.




    ‘Miranda, have you gone mad?! What are you accusing me of?!’ I gasp, trying to catch my breath.




    ‘Nothing! I just wanted to make sure. But it’s not like it would be a bad thing if… well… you know…’ she trails off, trying, in her own delicate way, to tell me she wouldn’t have minded if I’d gone for a quickie with him.




    ‘You’re either completely mad or still drunk,’ I say, cutting the absurd conversation short and glaring at her.




    ‘Possibly both, but I don’t have time to think about it now because I have to pack. Will you help me?’ She asks, looking at me with pleading eyes and clasping her hands together.




    ‘Of course,’ I say with a laugh.




    The morning flies by as Miranda tries on practically her entire wardrobe. Together, we decide what makes the cut and what definitely doesn’t.




    It’s nearly ten o’clock by the time we’ve tidied up the mess and are sitting in the living room.




    ‘So, have you thought about what you’ll do with your evenings while I’m gone?’ My friend asks, pulling her knees up and resting her feet on the armchair’s edge. She massages her temples for a moment.




    ‘Not yet. And I don’t know why you keep asking me, hmm? That’s the third time since yesterday’.




    ‘I’m just asking,’ she shrugs.




    ‘“Just asking”?’ She never ‘just asks’.




    ‘Yes, just asking,’ she sighs. ‘I’m just worried, that’s all.’




    ‘Just worried?’ Yesterday, I might have believed her, but today I don’t think it’s just about concern.




    ‘Yes, worried. And I was thinking… maybe you should go on a date with Kuba?’ She starts tentatively. ‘Seeing as your little flirtation yesterday didn’t go so well,’ she winks, ‘he doesn’t leave until Friday, so you’d have time to meet up,’ she adds quickly.




    I knew she wouldn’t be able to hold back for long. The topic of Kuba has been coming back like a boomerang for weeks.




    ‘Is it just me, or are you trying to force a boyfriend on me?’ I ask rhetorically. ‘And for the record, yesterday was not a “flirtation”’, I add, shooting her an angry look.




    ‘Alright, alright. I just don’t want you to be alone while I’m away’.




    ‘Oh, thanks, but I’ll be fine.’




    ‘I know you’ll be fine, but you could at least meet up with him, couldn’t you?’ Her persistence is honestly incredible.




    ‘I don’t know,’ I reply, my voice lacking conviction.




    ‘Kuba is a really great guy. Give him a chance. You two should see each other’, she insists.




    Miranda thinks Kuba is perfect, especially for me. He’s calm, kind, and reliable. He’s a graphic designer at the publishing house where Miranda just started in the accounts department. He travels a lot, and, as she likes to point out, he’s single.




    ‘We’ll see. I’m not promising anything for now’, I reply evasively.




    I like Kuba, especially when he tells stories about his travels. We have a few things in common, but I see him more as a friend than anything more. I’ve always believed that there has to be that ‘spark’ in a relationship. Like most women, I wanted to find ‘the one’ and experience a true, romantic love. To feel butterflies in my stomach and be on a total love high. I knew it was naive thinking, especially since in my recent experiences with men, I haven’t felt even a fraction of what I secretly dreamed of. Besides, I currently need to focus on my internship, career, and moving house. Romance, which could just end in heartbreak, is the last thing on my mind. I’ve trusted a man once before, and I don’t intend to make the same mistake twice.




    ‘Okay, I won’t push it,’ Miranda finally backs off. ‘Will you come to the airport with us?’




    ‘I’d love to’, I agree. ‘We should probably get read.’ I glance at the clock. ‘Marek will be here soon.’




    ‘I agree with you there,’ my friend says with a wide smile as she gets up from the armchair.




    I take a quick shower before we leave. The warm water from the rainfall shower cascades over my body. I squeeze some shampoo into my hand and wash my hair, its pleasant scent filling the small bathroom. I lather my skin with shower gel and slowly rinse it off. Ten minutes later, I’m standing in front of the mirror, trying to comb out my wet hair. My blue eyes are staring at my reflection when I hear rustling outside the door.




    ‘Hurry up a bit, we’re leaving in fifteen minutes!’ I hear Miranda’s voice in the hallway.




    ‘Alright!’ I shout back.




    I dry my hair and put on some light makeup – a bit of foundation and a touch of mascara. In a rush, I pull on a white T-shirt and dark blue jeans. When I walk out of the bathroom, Marek is already waiting in the hall.




    He’s a really friendly guy of average height, with short brown hair, a receding hairline, and a nice smile. He and Miranda met during a language course at uni. Dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, he’s holding a black bag.




    ‘Hi, Amelia,’ he greets me, then eyes the suitcase Miranda has dragged into the hallway. ‘Let’s hope we don’t have to pay for excess baggage,’ he says dryly, and Miranda shoots him a look.




    I can barely hold back a laugh. Well… that’s reality for you.




    ‘Hi, Marek,’ I reply, amused.




    ‘All set. The taxi’s waiting,’ he announces, carrying the suitcase out the door.




    ‘Okay, we’re coming,’ my friend replies, packing the last few bits and pieces into her hand luggage. Dressed in comfortable trousers, a loose-fitting shirt, and summery shoes, she follows Marek out.




    I grab my trainers from the cupboard, stand in front of the mirror and fix my hair, which is falling in soft waves, though a few unruly strands still refuse to behave. I put on a short, brown jacket, grab my small handbag, and close the door behind me.




    It’s Sunday morning as we drive to Chopin Airport. After a slow half-hour journey, the taxi drops us off at the main entrance. The terminal isn’t too busy, though the queue for the Crete holiday package desk is starting to get longer. Miranda gets out their tickets and the necessary documents, which means it’s time to say goodbye.




    ‘Have a great time,’ I say to them, then pull my friend into a hug. ‘Look after yourselves,’ I add.




    ‘We will. You too’, she replies, hugging me tightly.




    ‘Of course I will,’ I assure her.




    ‘And think again about meeting up with Kuba, okay?’




    I can’t help but roll my eyes. I know she means well, but sometimes she really overdoes it.




    ‘Fine, I’ll meet up with him,’ I finally give in, just for some peace.




    ‘Brilliant!’ She replies, overjoyed, and hugs me again.




    ‘Let’s go,’ I hear Marek’s urgent voice. ‘See you, Amelia.’ He waves goodbye.




    ‘See you!’ I reply as Miranda lets me go and joins the queue for the gate.




    I stand there for a moment, watching as my friends disappear into the line of people waiting for check-in. I give them one last wave and turn to leave.




    I step outside onto the street. The warm air envelops my face. I take a deep breath, completely ignoring the people passing me. I stand in the middle of the pavement for a long moment with my face tilted up to the sky, as if wishing I could be transported to a completely different place.




    The club… the dance floor… the stranger? My subconscious recalls the events of last night.




    I open my eyes and start walking, trying to shake off the irrational feeling.




    My phone rings. I instinctively pull it from my jacket pocket and swipe the green ‘answer’ icon.




    ‘Hello? Hi, Amelia’. A loud voice on the other end of the line snaps me out of my jumbled thoughts.




    ‘Hi, Blanka,’ it takes me a moment to reply.




    ‘Is everything okay?’




    ‘Yes, of course it is.’ Of course, everything’s fine. It’s just the intense emotions from last night still lingering, that’s all. ‘Why do you ask?’




    ‘Are you sure? You sound a bit off’.




    ‘Honestly, everything’s fine,’ I say, taking a deep breath.




    ‘I’m just calling to see how you are. We haven’t spoken in ages’.




    ‘I’m sorry I haven’t called. I’ve been a bit snowed under with work this week’, I say, rubbing my forehead with my hand.




    ‘Oh, I know! Could you please tell me how the internship is going? Have you had an offer yet? Have you been looking for anything else?’ Blanka peppers me with questions, and I wait patiently for her to finish. I know from experience that there’s no point in interrupting her monologues.




    ‘I don’t know. I haven’t had any offers yet. And I haven’t made any decisions myself’.




    ‘I see. But you are going to look?’




    ‘Yes, I still have a bit of time.’




    ‘Right, right, of course you do’, she murmurs. ‘What are you doing next weekend? Maybe I could come and visit, if you don’t have any plans?’




    ‘Next weekend?’




    ‘Yes. We haven’t seen each other in ages, and Mateusz has his final project meetings, so I’ll be in Warsaw’.




    ‘No – I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t have any plans, so it’s a great idea for us to meet up,’ I reply, my words all jumbled.




    ‘Amelia, are you sure everything is alright?’ Blanka asks firmly, demanding a proper answer.




    ‘Yes, I’m sure,’ I assure her, only now realising how incredibly distracted I am.’How are things in Wrocław?’ I ask, changing the subject. We’ve seen each other a lot less since she moved.




    ‘Good. Mateusz is really happy with his job, and now that he’s got this big project, he’s absolutely thrilled’. Right, I remember now, the plans for Munich.




    ‘And you?’




    ‘I’m happy too. Work is fine’, she says briskly. ‘But I miss Warsaw… and I miss you, sis.’




    I smile widely. I haven’t seen her in so long, and talking on the phone just isn’t the same. The thought that we might not see each other for a whole year makes my stomach clench.




    ‘I miss you being here too,’ I reply honestly. I can hear her smiling on the other end.




    ‘So, are we on for next week?’ She asks again.




    ‘Of course we are.’




    ‘We’ll have a proper catch-up when I’m there. See you then’.




    ‘Bye, see you.’




    I hang up and put the phone back in my pocket.




    After the call, I go for a long walk, hoping this strange excitement I feel whenever I think about last night and the stranger will finally fade. No such luck. My thoughts keep returning to our encounter: his stunning appearance, his electrifying touch, and that wild dance. By the end of the day, I find myself genuinely regretting that we never introduced ourselves, that I don’t even know his name.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Monday, 1st October




    Josh




    ‘Shit, not another traffic jam,’ I mutter, glancing around at the cars crawling along with me. ‘At this rate, I’m going to be late.’




    I look at the watch that’s been dictating my frantic pace for years. ‘Good thing Jonathan, Ralph and Scott had an easier run from the airport. The flat I rented is nowhere near as close to the city centre as I’d expected’.




    I look at the route on the sat-nav. We’re at a complete standstill now. I glance at my fellow commuters in the other cars. I tap my fingers rhythmically against the steering wheel, but the low growl of the Audi’s engine does little to soothe me. ‘I’ll call Jonathan, let him know I might be late.’




    The brief call is a relief; at least they’re already there. Being late would be bad form, though the CEO of Product Market seems decent enough. He’s a straight-talking business partner, someone I’ve got to know over several visits to London and the video conferences where we hammered out the final details of the deal. It’s been a solid few weeks of hard graft. There is absolutely no time for relaxation or fun. Not even casual sex. Then again, I haven’t really felt the urge lately. I don’t know where this lack of enthusiasm has come from. I used to be fine with casual flings, messing around with women whose names I can’t even remember. Some of them were so wild, they probably had just as much trouble remembering my name, and others have likely forgotten me completely. I’ve been the one-night stand, the rebound after a break-up, the escape from a boring marriage, and to be honest, I was happy with every one of those roles. This must just be a temporary slump.




    The phone cuts through my thoughts.




    ‘Hi, Josh.’




    ‘Shawn, hi.’




    ‘Can you send me last month’s stats from London for tomorrow, please?’




    ‘I’ll try. If not, I’ll get Steve to do it. Not sure I’ll have time to get to it myself.’




    ‘Right. And how are things in Warsaw?’




    ‘Everything going to plan, I take it?’




    ‘Yes, the meeting on Saturday went without a hitch. I think we’ll have no problem acquiring a stake in the building in the city centre – the one with the club. We’re starting with Product Market today, but I’m also in negotiations with two other firms, as well as talks with one more in Gdańsk. I sent you the profiles early last week’.




    ‘Right, I read them. Good prospects. You’re not wasting any time, I see. It’s going to be a lot of work’.




    ‘You know me, I jump at every opportunity,’ I reply, pleased.




    ‘That I do know. Anything interesting happening outside of work?’




    ‘No,’ I say flatly. Well… apart from a stunning brunette I met at the club. She caught my eye straight away. She had bright blue eyes, full, glistening lips and long, chestnut hair that smelt of flowers. Her flushed face was flawless, her features delicate and refined. Slim and quite tall, about five feet seven. Her short dress revealed enticing thighs as she lost herself on the dance floor.




    Just the memory of her makes my cock give me a hard-on. Christ, she was incredible. Whenever I remember how sensuously she moved, the softness of her skin… I feel every muscle in my body tighten.




    ‘Hello? Josh?’




    ‘I’m here,’ I mutter.




    ‘What were you daydreaming about?’




    ‘Nothing. Look, I’ve got a lot to get through, and yesterday’s unscheduled flight to London threw my schedule out a bit. Can we cover the rest tomorrow?’




    ‘You’re going to burn out one of these days, you’ll see.’




    ‘Don’t you worry about me. I can handle it. Say hello to Kate for me’.




    ‘Will do. Take care. Speak soon’.




    I arrive just as Jonathan sends me a message: everyone is waiting, and the meeting is about to start. Jonathan is my advisor; he’s always present at the initial meetings. He’s a brilliant negotiator, great at de-escalating when things get tense with the board, as I’ve seen more than once. I’m glad I had Ralph and Scott come over as well while they were in London. They’re my analysts, with a sharp eye for the finances and potential of any company we’re looking to acquire. Although someone from Product Market is meant to handle the presentation today, it’s good to have people who can clarify any ambiguities that may arise.




    I park quickly in front of the office building. I hate being late. It shows a lack of respect, and I respect anyone who works hard to achieve their career and success. Mine included. If all goes to plan, we will have the opportunity to invest in at least three companies. Saturday’s dinner brought us even closer to acquiring the property in that prime location, complete with the club, and the manager was kind enough to show me around. Again, my mind drifts to the girl from the party. Long legs, a beautiful face… I catch my own stupid grin in the lift’s reflection. ‘Get a grip, Warren. The lack of sex is clearly getting to you’, I mutter, taking pity on the bloke in the reflection.




    And here I am. Twelfth floor. I look around for a moment. Straight down the corridor, according to the directions I got from a lad in the small lobby. Through the large glass doors, I can see that everyone is already waiting. I brush my hair back from my forehead, fasten the button on my suit jacket, and walk in. Quite a large board. I mentally tally the number of people I greet. I spot Jonathan, Ralph and Scott at the far end of the table. I give them a subtle nod and turn my attention to the CEO of Product Market. He’s smiling broadly, but he looks nervous. Fair enough. I would be too. I walk over to him, offering a reassuring smile. As I pass him, I notice a woman gathering scattered notes from the floor. I bend down and pick one of the pages up for her.




    The moment our eyes meet, I recognise her. It’s the girl from the club.




    Shit.




    Amelia




    ‘Come on, move! Do mornings have to be like this? Especially this one?’ I grip the steering wheel, shifting in my seat as if that could somehow make the traffic move faster.




    The clock on the radio display indicates that everyone is expected to be at work in half an hour. Including me. Did the traffic on Jerozolimskie Avenue have to be this awful, today of all days?




    I hate being late. It always makes me flustered and embarrassed.




    Amelia, where are you? It’s Zuza.




    Traffic. I text back quickly, waiting for the lights to change.




    Now I’m even more on edge, my stomach twisting into a tight knot at the thought that I might actually be late. The cars finally begin to move, and ten minutes later, I reach the entrance to the underground car park of the tall office building in my red Suzuki Swift, a graduation present from my parents. The barrier greets me with a large, black ‘Produkt Market’ logo. I drive down, find a space, grab my things and head quickly towards the lift. A moment later, I see the doors opening and practically break into a run to catch it. These bloody shoes. I glance down at my ten-centimetre heels, which are certainly not designed for speed.




    What possessed me to wear them? My pencil skirt isn’t helping, either. I get into the lift, press ‘12’ on the panel, and hastily shrug off my jacket, smoothing down my blouse. The grey, high-waisted skirt hugs my waist and hips. Of course it does. It was the only suitable thing I had in my wardrobe. I wince slightly at how the fabric clings to my bum, but there’s nothing for it, so I just smooth it down with my hand. I check in the mirror behind me to make sure my makeup hasn’t smudged. I pull a comb from my handbag and run it through my tangled hair, scolding myself once again for not having been to the hairdresser.




    When I get to the twelfth floor, I head down the wide corridor towards the door to the interns’ office. Inside, I find Zuza and Aga.




    ‘Morning,’ I say, putting my files down on my desk.




    ‘Mornin’,’ they reply almost in unison.




    ‘The boss was looking for you,’ Zuza adds.




    ‘Me?’ I ask, startled. What could he possibly want with me now?




    ‘Yes, he was here asking for you. Said we were to send you to him as soon as you got in’, Aga explains with a serious look.




    ‘Alright then,’ I reply hesitantly, wondering what the boss could need.




    I leave the room, cross the lobby and walk down the corridor to the director’s office. I turn left, passing through his PA Karolina’s office, and I’m surprised to see she’s not there. It seems she hasn’t made it to work yet, which is unheard of for her.




    I knock on the director’s door and walk in.




    Mr Dubień, the director of our entire division, is sitting at a large oak desk, intently studying some papers.




    ‘Good morning. You were looking for me?’ I ask, intrigued.




    ‘Good morning, Amelia.’ He puts the documents aside and looks at me. ‘Yes. I have a bit of a situation. My PA, Karolina, has called in sick. She rang this morning to say she wouldn’t be coming in, and we have a meeting in half an hour’.




    As he says this, he pulls back the sleeve of his jacket to check the time.




    ‘I need someone to fill in for her,’ he continues. ‘Your English is excellent, and you’ve already been over the analyses and prepared reports, so you’ll be accompanying me. Alright?’




    ‘Me?’ I can’t hide my shock at this turn of events.




    ‘I don’t know if I can manage,’ I add, a note of panic in my voice.




    The boss takes off his glasses and gives me a reassuring smile.




    ‘I’m sure you’ll manage just fine. You’re one of my best trainees, you have a lot of experience, and this is nothing difficult. During the meeting, you’ll take detailed notes for the report, and you’ll do the translation afterwards’.




    ‘I don’t know…’ I say quietly, though the anxiety is building inside me with every passing second.




    ‘Amelia, it’s really not that difficult. You’ll be fine’.




    Go on, show them what you’re made of! Ambition suddenly kicks in, urging me to get a grip.




    ‘Alright,’ I nod, understanding the gravity of the situation.




    ‘Excellent,’ the boss replies, clearly relieved to have solved his pressing problem. ‘The company profile is on Karolina’s desk, if you’d like to familiarise yourself with it. I know it wasn’t mandatory for the trainees, so if you haven’t done so, you can look through those documents’.




    ‘I’ve read some information,’ I reply, remembering a short corporate brochure we’d looked at while working on the changes in previous weeks.




    I decide that’ll be enough information for now. I’m more worried about the meeting, but the boss seems to read my mind, quickly briefing me as we walk out of his office and stand by his assistant’s desk. He opens the drawers and shows me where everything is. I switch on the computer, and he explains the most important things. I know the software inside out, so that’s not an issue. He glances at his watch and speaks quickly.




    ‘I’ll explain the rest after the meeting. The representatives from the investment firm will be here any minute, so grab a notepad and we’ll go to the conference room’.




    ‘Alright,’ I reply, with far more calm than I actually feel.




    I can see he’s getting nervous himself, so I try not to make the atmosphere any worse.




    I sit down at the desk and pull a notepad from the drawer. My eyes are drawn to a navy-blue folder with a white ‘Warren Company’ logo. Beneath it, a note scrawled in black marker declares it contains a detailed company profile. I ignore it when a red folder labelled ‘Filip – Analyses’ catches my eye, and for a moment I wonder why our department’s analyst would be keeping his things in the director’s PA’s desk.




    I look around the office, a room I know quite well, though I’m seeing it now from a completely new perspective. The desk faces the door, with a large window behind it. The south-east aspect means the room is well-lit. To the left is the door to the boss’s office – the director of the entire division – with two comfortable chairs standing beside it. Along the right-hand wall, tall filing cabinets and shelves are filled with all manner of folders and binders, in every colour and thickness imaginable. The cabinets, desk and chairs are all made of a light-coloured wood, giving the space a cosy feel. Opposite the door I came through, on the other side of the corridor, is the conference room, which features large glass doors. It’s still empty.




    I open the notepad – the one reserved for meeting notes – and quickly flip through Karolina’s previous entries. She hasn’t used it for a while, preferring to type her reports on a laptop, but she must have taken it home with her, so I’m stuck with the old-fashioned way.




    A moment later, I spot three men in dark, elegant suits walking down the corridor, so I put the notepad aside. At that exact moment, my boss emerges from his office and greets the visitors in English. I get up from the desk and shift my weight from one foot to the other. My bloody lack of confidence. It always seems to pick the worst possible moment to show up. I don’t know what to do. Should I go over and introduce myself, or would I be interrupting?




    The situation resolves itself when the director gestures towards me, introducing me as his assistant. Clearly, he doesn’t want to get into a sudden personnel change with them. I walk over to the men and shake hands with each of them. Two of them are about forty and sound American, without a doubt. The third man is much older. From his accent, I can tell he’s British, so I assume he must be the CEO. I recall someone mentioning the London branch to which Product Market will now report. It all adds up.




    I return to the desk for my notepad. The guests and my boss cross the corridor to the conference room, which is quickly filling up as the board members greet the investors. I look around. A long table stands in the middle of the room, surrounded by numerous chairs, all made from the same light-coloured wood as the furniture in the office I was just in. Most of the board members are already seated: two directors, the four department heads, various team leaders, and a few analysts.




    I’m waiting patiently for the boss to introduce the guests when my subconscious gives me a little pat on the back for my choice of outfit today. My eyes land on the Head of HR and the Director of Advertising. Both women are wearing elegant blazers and skirts, and I feel a wave of relief that my own clothes aren’t out of place.




    My boss takes his seat at the head of the table, opposite our guests. One chair is empty, and for a moment I wonder if we’re waiting for someone else. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Filip turn on the computer, and a presentation appears on the large screen, its title announcing a detailed introduction to the upcoming changes for the board. I open my notepad and wait for the meeting to begin.




    The director is smiling nervously, and it dawns on me that we are indeed waiting for someone. I look at the empty seat on the other side of the table – directly opposite me – and just then, the glass doors swing open.




    In he walks. My stranger from the club.




    Bloody hell. I feel the blood drain from my face. Is this some kind of joke? If it is, the universe has a truly warped sense of humour.




    Everyone rises to their feet as he strides purposefully towards the table, a broad smile on his face as he greets each member of the board. He moves confidently, shaking one hand after another, his brown eyes glinting in the autumn sunlight. I feel my heart start to pound as he gets closer to our side of the table. My legs feel like jelly. I try to shrink behind the director’s shoulder, but in my panic, I knock my notepad. It clatters to the floor, loose pages scattering everywhere.




    Mortifying.




    I quickly bend down and start gathering them up. The stranger pauses, exchanging pleasantries with my boss. ‘Please just keep walking, just go,’ I pray silently. He doesn’t. Instead, he stoops to pick up one of the pages from the floor.




    ‘Here, I think you dropped this,’ he says, holding it out to me.




    I slowly get to my feet and look up at him. He looks just as stunned as I felt when he first walked in. Well, welcome to the club, I think. He recovers quickly, though, and holds out his hand. When I take it, a warm shiver runs through my body. Our handshake lasts far longer than etiquette requires.




    ‘Good morning. A pleasure to meet you’, he says, his voice calm, but I can still detect a hint of amusement in his tone.




    ‘Good morning,’ I reply, my own voice much quieter than I’d intended.




    He lets go of my hand and brushes a stray lock of dark hair from his forehead. He’s still looking at me, the corners of his mouth turning up in a smile I can’t quite decipher. The director points to the empty chair, and the stranger walks around the table, settling comfortably into the seat directly opposite me.




    My heart is hammering. I can feel my face flushing red, and I let my gaze dart anywhere around the room, anywhere but at him. The director nervously adjusts his jacket and announces loudly that since everyone is now present, we can begin the meeting.




    He gives a brief introduction, stating the purpose of the meeting – more of a formality than anything – before officially introducing Josh Warren, the American entrepreneur, and the representatives from the Warren Company.




    And that’s when, to my utter astonishment and for the second time in less than fifteen minutes, the stranger from the club – the man sitting opposite me – rises from his seat and gives a charming nod to the people he just greeted. My jaw is on the floor as I look from him to the older gentleman I had mentally assigned that role to.




    Brilliant. So he’s the CEO. I want the ground to swallow me whole as I remember how we met, how I danced with him. I shrink in my seat, the awkwardness of it all making me want to disappear.




    Filip has just started going through the presentation, so I have no more time to dwell on what’s just happened. Josh. His name is Josh. For some reason, I repeat his name in my head as I take notes, jotting down the most important information. I’m trying to focus on what I’m supposed to be doing, but his presence is a constant distraction. The fact that I’ve met him again… I can’t resist the urge to look at him.




    I sneak a glance at his lips as he talks to the man beside him. They’re full, well-defined, a deep raspberry colour – exactly as I remember. I’d love to bite them. The thought makes me jolt in my chair, a hot blush creeping up my neck. My mind has gone mad. What kind of fantasy is that? Ashamed, I stare intently at my notepad.




    Filip finishes his presentation, and now he’s trying to find the folder with the necessary analyses, nervously shuffling through a stack of documents on the table. As if on cue, I shoot to my feet when I remember seeing it at Karolina’s desk. My boss looks at me, surprised, but without offering a detailed explanation, I just say, ‘I’ll be right back.’




    Before I can take a step, however, I feel a pair of brown eyes scrutinising me. I can feel him sizing me up, his gaze fixed on my hips. Shit – now I remember the pencil skirt, which is no doubt showcasing my monstrously huge bum the moment I turn around. I knew I shouldn’t have worn it. I should have picked the loose, navy-blue dress. I repeat this to myself as I reach the door. Under the fire of his intense gaze, my legs threaten to give way, and my face burns a shade of crimson. Brilliant. Just brilliant. I cross the corridor, grab the folder from the desk, and return to hand it to Filip.




    ‘Thank,’ he says quietly, embarrassed by the whole situation.




    ‘It’s no problem,’ I reply with a smile, glad I could help him. Filip, the firm’s lead analyst, gave me a lot of invaluable advice when I started my traineeship, so it feels good to be able to return the favour.




    As I walk back to my seat, I notice that the handsome man with the raspberry lips is watching me closely again. Doesn’t he know it’s rude to stare? On top of that, I have the feeling everyone can see him doing it. My face flushes with another wave of heat. I feel self-conscious all over again, though I know I shouldn’t.




    After Filip hands out the analyses to everyone, the director announces a fifteen-minute break. What a relief. I head to the canteen for a coffee. I’m hoping I can at least avoid the stranger from the club in here. I make a latte and sit at a small table in the corner, facing the window. I take a deep breath and look down at the notepad I brought with me.




    I see Filip in the doorway. He walks towards me, smiling, a coffee mug in his hand.




    ‘Hey, Amelia. Thanks again’, he says, his voice full of gratitude as he sits down opposite me. His short blond hair seems lighter than usual, and his grey-blue eyes are bright.




    ‘Honestly, it was nothing. I just happened to see the folder on the desk and…’. It’s then that I notice Filip blushing, his eyes darting nervously around the room.




    Could he and Karolina be…? Hmm. I’m not one for office gossip, but if there is something between them, I think they’d make a lovely couple.




    ‘So, how much longer do you think this meeting will go on for?’ I ask, changing the subject to put him at ease.




    ‘I’m not sure. I think we should be done within the hour’, he replies, glancing at the wall clock. He visibly relaxes, realising I’m not going to press him about Karolina. ‘How are you coping as a stand-in PA?’




    ‘It’s not too bad, considering the boss only told me about it half an hour before the meeting. Plus, I know next to nothing about this corporation, so I was a bit surprised that the young one – the devastatingly handsome one, my subconscious chimes in, and I quickly shut it up – is our investor. I’d have bet on the older gentleman’.




    Filip smiles in understanding. ‘True. He’s achieved a lot for a twenty-nine-year-old’.




    Twenty-nine? Is he serious?




    ‘But you’re doing great,’ he adds. ‘And you still find time to rescue your colleagues from tight spots.’




    He gives an embarrassed smile. I don’t think he can believe he made such a blunder.




    ‘It was nothing, really,’ I assure him, just as Wojtek, the other analyst, comes over to discuss something important with him.




    ‘Excuse me,’ Filip says, looking at me as he gets up from the table.




    ‘It’s fine. See you back in the room’, I say with a smile, glancing at my empty coffee mug.




    For this early in the day, the canteen is quite busy. Nearly all the board members are here for coffee, and a few other people from various departments are milling about. I walk over to the sandwich counter.




    ‘Hello, beautiful dancer,’ a deep voice murmurs close to my ear. I spin around and come face-to-face with the stranger.




    ‘Please don’t call me that,’ I whisper, glancing around to make sure no one can hear us.




    ‘Why not?’ He asks, amused. ‘You are beautiful. And you’re a brilliant dancer’. He smiles, brushing the hair from his forehead.




    Damn it, he’s sexy. And he’s flirting with me again.




    ‘Back at the club,’ I say, leaning in slightly and lowering my voice, ‘let’s just say I got carried away. Besides, I had no idea who you were’.




    ‘Well, I had no idea who you were, either. I still don’t, I don’t even know your name. But I have to admit, I had a great time’. He leans in, and I feel his breath brush against my earlobe again.




    I shake my head and take a step back. A shiver runs down my spine when he stands this close. His words make me blush. ‘Then maybe it’s best it stays that way,’ I say, horrified, and walk out, leaving him standing there alone.




    God, this whole situation is absurd. I rub my forehead vigorously as I stride into the ladies’. Flustered, I try to smooth out the creases in my skirt. I just have to get through the rest of this meeting. I take a deep breath and instinctively smooth the fabric again.




    I don’t know how long I was in there, but by the time I got back to the conference room, almost everyone was already inside. I notice Laura is engaged in a heated discussion with the representatives from the Warren Company.




    Laura Sawczuk is a tall blonde with an impeccable figure. Her life revolves around her career and the gym, a fact that’s obvious to anyone with eyes. A figure-hugging, dark green dress accentuates her toned body, while her short, platinum-blonde hair and small, upturned nose are her trademarks. She’s self-assured, sometimes arrogant, but she’s very good at what she does. Thanks to her designs, numerous brands have entrusted their products to our firm, and she’s launched them onto the market with great success. She has some major achievements under her belt, and right now, she’s handling the latest project for Bioline, the biggest one Produkt Market has ever undertaken. I watch her overly expressive face for a moment, and then I see a scarlet blush creep across her face, a flicker of confusion in her eyes as she moves past our boss to take an empty seat.




    I walk over, pull out the chair I was sitting in before, and place my notepad on the table.




    ‘I was saving your seat,’ I hear a familiar voice say.




    ‘Thank,’ I mutter, fixing my gaze on the table.




    ‘You left the canteen in such a hurry. I thought you might not come back. Seems like your style’, his tone is teasingly provocative.




    I offer him a faint smile, praying that no one can hear us or understand his allusion. Not that he seems to mind the situation at all; in fact, he seems to be thoroughly enjoying himself. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced a more bizarre and mortifying coincidence in my entire life.




    I force myself to concentrate on the meeting, not to think about who is sitting on the other side of the table. For a while, it goes quite well. I take my notes, write down the key points from the meeting that need to be included in the minutes, and conclude that I might have actually got everything under control.




    I manage to keep it all together. Until, that is, the stranger starts to shift in his chair, adjusting his position to get more comfortable. As luck would have it, I look up at the exact moment he slowly traces the line of his lip with his index finger. I watch, mesmerised, as the pad of his finger glides along his bottom lip, his eyes still fixed on the presentation.




    For God’s sake, that is not helping.




    I lick my own lips without thinking. It’s so distracting. So sexy.




    His fingers. His lips. His hands.




    What the hell is wrong with me?! What am I thinking? I shake my head, trying to banish the unruly thoughts. I have no idea where all this is coming from, but instead of focusing on my work, I’m gawping at a man I barely know. It’s ridiculous.




    And to top it all off, as if I haven’t endured enough torture over the last two hours, my tormentor gets up to give a speech. He isn’t the least bit embarrassed or awkward about public speaking. He thanks our firm for its trust and expresses his delight that Produkt Market will be joining the Warren Company. He assures us that thanks to this investment, our firm will gain international recognition and prestige. And I, of course, despite all my promises to myself, am staring at him again. His low voice is just as clear as it was in the club when we were talking over the loud music. The mere thought of him whispering in my ear sends a shiver down my spine. When our eyes meet, I quickly look away.




    Why do I keep watching him? I don’t know. Maybe because he’s attractive, or maybe it’s because of the circumstances in which we met. I shouldn’t be thinking about it, but I can’t stop. I’m analysing everything, from the first minute he walked in here.




    After the meeting, I sit down at Karolina’s desk. Finally, it’s over. I lean back in the desk chair, enveloped by the silence. I take a deep breath and realise just how tense I am. Right, I’ll get this report and the translation done, and then I can disappear back to the interns’ office. That’s the plan.




    ‘Good, so your team will begin implementing the first changes tomorrow?’ I hear my boss’s voice from the corridor.




    ‘Exactly. Tom and Paul will start in the morning. I have a few important meetings myself, so I’m not sure I’ll make it in’.




    The British accent gives me goosebumps. I shoot up from the chair in a panic as they walk into the room. I feel my heart start to hammer again, my body once more on high alert.




    ‘Right,’ my boss nods, focused.




    ‘I have a few things to sort out today. My advisor, Jonathan Meyer, will be expecting a detailed report from the meeting’, he says, gesturing to the older gentleman who is talking to the two Americans in the corridor.




    ‘I understand. The report will be prepared and sent to you today’.




    ‘Good,’ the handsome brunette nods. ‘I also need the financial statements from the previous quarter.’




    ‘They haven’t been sent yet?’ The boss is clearly surprised. ‘Right, we’ll take care of it,’ he adds quickly, keen to rectify Karolina’s oversight.




    ‘Perhaps you could send them to me?’ The man turns his gaze on me.




    ‘I think the accounting department should handle that,’ I reply hastily.




    ‘I’d rather you did it, actually. I want to be certain I’ll receive them’. The corners of his raspberry lips lift in a half-smile. I frown, looking into his shining, playful eyes. I don’t know what he’s getting at, or why he’s so insistent that I be the one to prepare the statements.




    ‘Very well, Amelia will send them to you,’ the director interjects.




    I want to scream that the report and the translation were the only things on my agenda this morning. Instead, I just nod, confirming that, of course, I will take care of it.




    ‘Amelia, give Mr Warren your number, in case he has any questions or doubts,’ the boss adds, turning to me.




    He wants what?




    ‘Well, that’s everything sorted, then,’ Mr Dubień says with a satisfied smile.




    ‘Yes, that’s everything. Goodbye’.




    ‘Goodbye,’ the director says, shaking the man’s much larger hand before disappearing into his office.




    ‘Amelia… so that’s your name’. Now the stranger turns and focuses all his attention on me.




    My name sounds so alluring on his lips that for a moment, I hope to hear it again. ‘Yes. That’s my name’, I say, my voice short and steady, trying to keep the tremble out of it.




    ‘May I have your number?’ I just stand there, staring at him with wide eyes and, probably, an open mouth. ‘In case I have any questions,’ he clarifies. ‘About the report and the statements’.




    ‘Oh… of course,’ I manage to say, turning to grab a sticky note. A red one. I write down my phone number and my full name.




    ‘Here you are, Mr Warren.’ I hold out the note, trying to keep my distance, but for him, it’s the perfect excuse to step closer, an opportunity he seizes immediately.




    ‘Josh. Call me Josh, he says, looking at me warmly as he reaches for the note. ‘Amelia Brzezińska,’ he sounds out my surname, his tongue stumbling over the soft consonants.




    It’s almost funny. I nod, as if to signal that I agree with everything he’s just said. My mouth is dry from the shock, and I instinctively start fidgeting with my hair, tossing it over my shoulder.




    ‘Thank you,’ he replies, watching me again. ‘You see, Amelia? We’re getting to know each other better and better’. He turns the small piece of paper over in his hand.




    ‘So it seems,’ I reply curtly.




    ‘I hope you’ll dance with me again sometime,’ he adds in a half-whisper, a mysterious smile on his lips. I draw in a sharp breath and blink rapidly at the thought of us ever dancing together again.




    ‘See you around.’




    ‘Goodbye,’ I manage to say, my voice rather hoarse, and watch as he rejoins his colleagues. The moment he’s out of sight, I turn and pour myself a glass of water from the carafe on the desk, downing it in one go. I sink into the chair, trying to calm myself down.




    How is it possible that for the first time in a very long time, I let loose at a party with a man I’d just met, and then, a few hours later, I’m preparing a report for him? Something like this could only happen to me.




    To stop myself from overthinking, I get straight to work on the report. I read the same page of notes several times over, but I can barely make sense of it. I realise I’m completely distracted, my thoughts drifting back to him. His eyes, his lips, the way he looks. I shake my head and sigh deeply. This is insane. A message alert pulls me out of my tangled thoughts.




    Where have you got to?




    Before I can reply, Zuza sends another one.




    We’re going for lunch in fifteen. Usual place.




    I check the time: 12:10. A break will do me good. A walk to the bar will help clear my head and clear all these thoughts. Besides, I’m starving.




    OK, I’ll meet you there, I type back quickly.




    I knock on the boss’s door to let him know I’m going out for lunch and that I’ll finish the report when I return. He nods from behind a mountain of documents.




    ‘You handled yourself brilliantly in the meeting, Amelia,’ he says, offering me a warm smile.




    ‘Thank you,’ I smile back, pleased to hear the kind words.




    ‘After the report, could you also prepare those statements from the last quarter?’ He asks politely, though his tone suggests it’s a given that it needs to be dealt with.




    ‘Yes,’ I nod.




    ‘I don’t understand it. Karolina always prepared those documents herself’. The boss wonders for a moment how such a serious oversight could have happened.




    ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get on it today,’ I assure him, promising to prepare the statements as quickly as possible. I hope Karolina doesn’t get into trouble for this. I don’t know the exact scope of her duties or what the consequences might be, but she’s a diligent and good employee.




    On my way to lunch, I stop by the interns’ office to pick up my things that I left there this morning. I put on my jacket and grab my handbag. The girls are already gone, so they must be at the bar. Even Karol, the biggest suck-up among the trainees, seems to have taken a break. It’s pleasantly warm outside, and a light breeze mingles with the sounds of the city, which at this time of day is in full swing. On the way, I try to make sense of my morning. My walk is unfortunately short, and sorting out my chaotic thoughts will probably take a lot more time.




    When I go inside, I spot Aga and Zuza at the back of the room, deep in a fierce discussion about something. They’ve managed to get our favourite table by the window, which I’m very pleased about. The bar is small but charming, though you can tell it’s seen its fair share of customers. The floor is heavily scuffed, and the varnish has faded in several places. I walk past a long, worn wooden bar lined with high stools and approach the girls. I take off my jacket and sit down next to Aga.




    ‘What are you two discussing so passionately? I could hear you from the door’.




    ‘The manager from accounts just brought over a mountain of paperwork to check,’ Zuza says, rolling her eyes. I can’t help but laugh at her reaction.




    Like me, Aga and Zuza are both doing a traineeship. They both hope to be offered a job at the firm. Zuza wants to work in Laura’s design team, though she hasn’t had much of a chance to prove herself yet. Laura effectively brushes off the trainees, but Zuza is stubborn, so I’m sure she’ll get in there sooner or later. Aga dreams of working in recruitment, and I think she’d be a perfect fit. She’s a kind, patient and empathetic person, and everyone needs that at the start of their career.




    ‘And you, where have you been?’ Zuza’s green eyes are fixed on me, her red hair framing her freckled face in thick waves. The colour is a perfect match for her fiery temperament.




    ‘The boss asked me to help out in the meeting. Karolina called in sick’.




    ‘Seriously? That’s brilliant!’ Aga is clearly excited. ‘So, go on, what was it like? What are the foreign investors like?’ The sweet-natured blonde bombards me with questions. Before I can say anything, however, the waiter comes over. I ordered a large chicken salad; I’m absolutely starving.




    ‘So, how was the meeting?’ An intrigued Zuza presses me for an answer.




    ‘It was fine. Long and boring’. The girls burst out laughing. As I give them a summary of the morning’s events, I try to omit a few key facts and sound as natural as possible, even though my insides are still churning.




    ‘What are these American businessmen like? Apparently, one of them is an absolute heart-throb’, Zuza says, leaning towards me. ‘Roksana said he’s easy on the eye. A tall, well-built brunette’. The redhead looks at me, waiting impatiently for me to confirm the rumour.




    ‘I couldn’t say,’ I reply with feigned indifference, though I feel a sudden pang in my chest at the thought of the handsome Josh Warren.




    ‘What do you mean? Roksana said he was gorgeous’, my friend keeps digging, determined to get my opinion.




    ‘I didn’t get a proper look at him,’ I mutter. I don’t want to admit that the man is indeed impressive, and that when he smiles, it makes your knees go weak. And I especially don’t want to reveal what I was thinking when he did, or the fact that I’d met him before, at the club.




    ‘Oh well. Maybe we’ll get a chance to meet him and judge for ourselves’. Zuza gives Aga a knowing nod when she realises she’s not going to get anything more out of me. Our conversation is interrupted by the waiter, and I practically pounce on my food.




    ‘Do you think you’ll be covering for her tomorrow as well?’ Aga asks me as we walk back to the office.




    ‘I have no idea. The boss didn’t say anything. I don’t know if Karolina’s illness is serious or just a one-day thing, though, as far as I can remember, she’s never missed a day of work before. I hope everything goes back to normal tomorrow’.




    I really do hope so, because I can’t imagine another meeting with the CEO of the Warren Company. We bid our goodbyes in the small lobby and return to our duties. The break has done me good. I quickly write up the report from the meeting and do the translation, sending it off as soon as it’s ready. I tidy up the documents, then inform the director that I’ve prepared and sent the report, but that I haven’t finished the quarterly statements yet.




    ‘Good, thank you, Amelia. We’ll prepare the statements tomorrow. I spoke to Karolina, and she confirmed that she did overlook it. She also said she’s come down with the flu. She’s taken the rest of the week off. I was hoping, under the circumstances, you’d agree to fill in for her?’ The boss looks at me pleadingly. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t fall behind on your own duties. I’ll send a notification to the other departments to have your tasks reassigned to someone else’.




    He must have guessed from my expression that I’m not exactly thrilled by the idea.




    ‘Alright. Of course, I’ll fill in for Karolina’. It’s not as if I can say no to the boss.




    This is exactly what I was afraid of. On the one hand, I feel appreciated, but on the other, I’m dreading any more encounters with the handsome brunette. My behaviour around him is irrational, and I don’t know why, but I have a strange feeling about this man.
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