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  Christmas with my Boss




  
Chapter One






  

    Before you start: Can't get enough of them sassy curvy heroines and sexy older heroes? Grab another Instalove Romance, completely FREE!


  




  * Ian *




  There she is. My woman, except she doesn’t know it, and probably never will.




  I keep my head fixed on the papers in front of me, but the numbers are blurring and I can’t for the life of me figure out what it is I’m reading. All I can focus on is her from the corner of my eye, pausing in the doorway to my office.




  “Umm, Ian, do you have a minute?” she asks.




  I try to be casual in the way I glance up at her, then make a show of putting the stack of papers down onto my desk.




  “Yes, Emily? What can I do for you on this fine December morning?”




  She smiles briefly and pushes a stray lock of her hair behind her ear.




  How I wish I could have done that. Her thick, unruly curls look so inviting to the touch. So luxurious. As does the rest of her.




  Emily takes a reluctant step forward, smooths down her knee-length pencil skirt, and waits for a moment.




  I catch myself staring and clear my throat. “Please, take a seat.”




  She turns around to close the door behind her and takes a step forward. My heart jumps a few beats, before I chide myself for it. Obviously, she’s not here for any of that! Down, boy!




  “I wanted to come in…” she starts. “Shit, how do I say this?”




  Now, I’m half intrigued, half terrified. Has she noticed my behaviour lately and come in to make a complaint?




  The inappropriate stares towards her desk. The way in which my heart, as well as the rest of my body, seems to react to her presence. I’ve been playing it cool—professional—but women are more sensitive to subtle cues, aren’t they?




  HR will have a field day with this…




  “By just telling me already,” I say. Hopefully I sound confident.




  “Yeah. Huh.” She smiles again but avoids the sight of me. This is not going well.




  “Maybe we should—Do you want some tea? I should get us a cup of tea first,” she says.




  Before I get the chance to say anything to stop her, she’s out the door again and making a beeline for the kitchenette.




  Bloody hell, I mutter under my breath as I push my chair back.




  I don’t know if she intended for me to follow her, but it’s happening, anyway. As though my feet have a mind of their own. It could be worse. At least I don’t have a hard-on. Yet.




  The sight of her standing with her back towards me as she fills the kettle almost gives me just that, though. She’s a vision of feminine perfection. Soft curves as far as the eye can see. I love that she usually wears a skirt to work. And today’s wardrobe choice accentuates all of her best assets.




  If only she knows how hard I’ve fallen… Ever since my split with Debbie, Emily has been on my mind almost constantly. Like a man obsessed, my imagination has gone wild. But I’ve controlled myself in her presence for the most part.




  Fuck, does she know, though? Is that why she ran out of my office just now? Onto neutral territory, within earshot of all of her colleagues?




  “Emily. Is something the matter?” I ask.




  I watch as she lines up two clean mugs and drops in a bag of PG Tips each. We’re nothing if not particular when it comes to our choice of tea in this office.




  “It’s just, I didn’t think it would be this hard, you know?” she says.




  “What is?”




  She takes a deep breath and turns with her head held high this time. “I want to put in my notice. There it is.”




  Then she exhales sharply and cocks her head to the side with an apologetic scowl on her face.




  Weird expression aside, she’s still gorgeous.




  And I’m speechless for a few seconds until she nervously breaks eye contact.




  “You want to—” I shake my head in shock. “Why? Are you not happy here?”




  “See, this is why it’s so hard. I am. It’s a good job. But I think it’s time for a change now.” Her tone pitches toward the end of her answer, as though she’s asking me, not telling me.




  “Well… This comes as a surprise, that’s all,” I mumble.




  “I’m so sorry! I know things have been tough this year.” She pours the water, then adds a splash of milk, and hands me one of the mugs before picking up her own. “With the economy being what it is, and—”




  “Where are you going?” I ask. And will I see you again?




  “Actually, my friend Lauren—I’ve known her forever, since we were little—she’s recently secured financing and is opening a boutique down in Teddington. She’s a fashion designer, so she’s good at all the creative stuff, but I am to help her out with the business end. Marketing, paperwork, and whatnot.”




  I nod and take a careful first sip of my tea. The hot liquid hits my tongue and instantly calms some of my anxiety.




  Teddington… It’s not very far, but not close enough to be able to accidentally run into her on my lunch break either.




  “It’s a good opportunity for you,” I comment.




  She nods.




  “Well, I wish you all the best.” I mean it too, sort of. She sounds excited about her plans, and I want nothing more than for her to be happy. Okay, perhaps I want one thing just slightly more… But that’s painfully out of reach; always has been.




  “Thanks, Ian!”




  “I do need you to put it in writing.”




  “Just one more thing. I was hoping to take those holidays I’ve saved up this year. Lauren wants to open in early January, so there’s not a lot of time to get all the work done.”




  My heart sinks. That means she’s intending to leave even sooner than the obligatory one-month notice period. And with the way she’s looking at me now, refusing her isn’t even an option.




  “Yeah… There’s not much going on this time of year, so I don’t see why not,” I mumble. “I’ll need your letter today, so I can file it with HR.”




  She leans over, puts her hand on my arm, and smiles brightly. “Of course. I’ll get it done right now. Thanks so much for understanding, Ian. I was really worried about telling you.”




  “No problem,” I say.




  Fuck.




  She turns and carries her own mug of tea over to her desk. There’s a spring in her step that wasn’t there before. Clearly, she wasn’t exaggerating. Now that the news is out, she looks like a burden has been lifted off her shoulders.




  Meanwhile, I can do nothing more than mindlessly rub the spot on my arm where she’d just touched me. It’s as if I can still feel her fingertips pressing into me.




  And that same burden she’s lost has landed squarely on me.




  These young girls in the office are going to be the death of me. Perhaps it’s for the best that Emily is leaving before I make a complete arse out of myself.




  As much as I try to convince myself of that, there’s a large and very insistent part of me which disagrees. Am I really going to let her walk out of here—and out of my life—forever?




  * Emily *




  New year, new start.




  Or, it will be, once I join Lauren’s new start-up business. It’s early December, and I still have another two weeks of work to get through before I make the jump, but it’s all starting to feel very real now.




  The thought of leaving this place behind fills me with excitement, but also a pang of sadness. I won’t miss the work for sure, but the people…




  I glance up from my laptop screen and toward the perpetually open door of Ian’s office. By people, of course I meant person. I’m going to miss Ian.




  It doesn’t even make sense. He’s my boss, and he’s got to be around forty. I, meanwhile, am a card-carrying young millennial. With the student loans and credit card debt to prove it.




  As much as midnight fantasies and early morning daydreams try to convince me otherwise, Ian would have no use for me. He’d laugh if he knew I had these inappropriate feelings for him. He’s a real man, and in his eyes, I’m nothing more than a dumb kid.




  That’s what made it so hard to tell him I was leaving. I thought for sure I was going to blurt out something to give myself away and make these remaining two weeks even more awkward than they need to be.




  I feel like a schoolgirl with a crush on a teacher. In perpetual proximity to the object of my desire, and yet infinitely far away. He’ll be forever out of my reach, and so it’s only appropriate that we put some distance between each other. Before I lose my mind completely.




  Because there’s no way a man like him could ever want a girl like me.




  He’s built to perfection. His chiselled jaw and salt and pepper hair are enough to get my heart beating faster. Then there are the icy blue eyes that try to pierce my soul every time he looks at me. And his body. Oh my God.




  I know he works out, because he brings his gym bag into the office at least twice a week. And ever since his divorce last year, he’s really started filling out his shirts rather nicely. Actually, that’s another reason I was so grateful for Lauren’s offer. Ian has always been hot, but now he’s back on the market as well. And my imagination has been working overtime, conjuring up the most cliché, porny scenarios that all end the same way: with me bent over his desk.




  That would never happen, obviously.




  I’m not on his radar like that and it seems no one else is, either. He’s been nothing but proper, even with the pretty girls in the office. And I’m not even pretty. As my mum likes to say: Perhaps I could be, if I lost a few pounds. As if I haven’t tried and failed at that already!




  Back to Ian. He’s a real gentleman. Because with the way gossip spreads around here, an office affair would have become common knowledge immediately. As far as I know, he hasn’t even been on a single date since his divorce.




  So, there’s no hope. And until I stop pining for what I can’t have, I’ll never get a proper boyfriend either.




  I sigh and run the spell check on the letter I’ve just typed up.




  My resignation.




  He did seem disappointed, didn’t he? He must be worrying about finding a replacement for me over the holiday period. This is the worst time of year to schedule job interviews.




  Unless…




  No! I shake my head. Stop it!




  I aimlessly click around the various windows open on my computer in an attempt to quiet my mind. I’m leaving. And that’s final.




  From the corner of my eye, I see Ian making his way to the hallway while talking on the phone. I hit ‘print’ on the letter and sign it, before quickly popping into his office and dumping it on the desk. Best to just leave it here, before I make things even more awkward with further conversation.




  “So,” Jessica rolls up beside my desk as I sit back down. “You told him?”




  “Yup.”




  “What did he say?”




  I roll my eyes. She’s so nosy. “What’s he supposed to say? I was supposed to put it in writing.”




  “Okay… Anything else?” she asks.




  I shake my head. “Don’t you have work to do?”




  She sticks her tongue out at me and walks her office chair back to her own seat.




  The fact is, I also have work to do. Instead of risking another trip down the rabbit hole of X-rated fantasies starring Ian, I open a fresh document and start making a list.




  Everything I have to finish before I leave in two weeks.




  I can’t help but feel even sadder now. Only two weeks to go, and I’ll likely never see Ian again. I’ll be leaving a part of myself behind in this office when I go.




  Chapter Two




  * Emily *




  This is it. The last few minutes of the last day at the job. Just the office Christmas party to get through, and I’m home free.




  No embarrassments, no bullshit. At least none so far. The night is still young.




  My heart is heavy. I’ve had a pretty good time here these past two years. Although this wasn’t my first job out of college, this was the longest I’ve ever stuck around anywhere.




  At two-to-five, I decide to escape into the hallway and call Lauren for some much-needed emotional support.




  That has been my coping mechanism these past two weeks. Every time I feel like running back and telling Ian I’ve made a mistake and to please give me my job back, I call Lauren for a pep talk. Her enthusiasm for our upcoming joint venture is infectious.




  “Hey, girl!” she answers.




  “Hey…”




  “You sound depressed. Last day?” Lauren asks.




  “Yep.”




  “Did you tell him?”




  I take a deep breath and roll my eyes. “Did I tell who, what?”




  “Don’t play dumb with me. You’ve only been talking about that sexy boss of yours for hours on end each time we speak,” Lauren says.




  “I haven’t!” I exclaim.




  “I talked to Ian today, and he said this, and he did that—” Lauren speaks in an artificially high pitch, just to annoy me. “Oh, during the staff meeting, Ian made this joke today… Ian, Ian, Ian!”




  “Shush, woman!”




  I sheepishly check both directions of the hallway. Thankfully, this particular conversation isn’t being overheard. The last thing I need is for Jessica to walk past and start some last-minute gossip. I want to be able to walk out of this building with my self-respect intact.




  “Well. Are you going to tell him?” Lauren asks again.




  “Am I—No! Are you nuts?” Of course I’m not going to tell him.




  “You’ll regret it. Don’t blame me if you regret it later.”




  “I won’t.” The one thing I do regret is telling Lauren about my crush on Ian.




  “You’re no help whatsoever. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”




  “Okay, sweetheart. But do me a favour.”




  “What?” I snap.




  “Tell Ian.”




  I hang up in a huff. Lauren means well, but I’m not fearless like her. I can’t just go up to the man and—




  Before I get the chance to recover, the lift doors open and Ian walks out. He nods while approaching me in the hallway. A whiff of his intoxicating cologne finds its way into my nostrils and leaves me swooning.




  “Hey. You about ready?” he asks.




  “Um, yeah. Sure,” I say, almost choking on my own breath.




  “Okay, then,” he says as he starts walking again. “Better keep an eye on that cough. You don’t sound too good.”




  I’m still trying to catch my breath as he disappears through the double doors to our office floor. Dammit. Very smooth!




  * Ian *




  Although I’ve played it cool these past two weeks, the ticking clock of Emily’s departure has been on my mind constantly. Still, I’ve soldiered on until suddenly, it’s Friday the 13th, and almost time to say goodbye.




  Initially Emily wasn’t planning to attend the annual Christmas party, but some others convinced her that it would be silly to miss out. Tonight would serve as her farewell party as well.




  I’m torn. Although I’m glad I get to spend some more time near her, I’m also dreading the fact that our last few hours together are going to take place near an open bar.




  As a very young company, we’ve had our fair share of Christmas party scandals. Hook-ups and drunken mishaps have been a regular feature during previous years, but nothing serious enough to make upper management reconsider the format of the party. It’s traditionally been an opportunity for everyone to let their hair down.




  Whatever drama happens at the party, tends to stay at the party. At least that’s what the unofficial company motto appears to be.




  Obviously I’ve never done anything inappropriate myself; certainly not while I was still married. As the manager, it’s imperative I lead by example, but now I’m finding that my self-imposed boundaries are crumbling.




  This year, I’m newly single. Mingling is definitely on my mind, but only if it’s with Emily.




  I still can’t believe I’m having these thoughts! About an employee, no less.




  Soon-to-be former employee, my mind corrects itself.




  But currently an employee nonetheless. One who is at least fifteen years younger than me.




  If I caught any of my mates ogle a girl her age, I’d call him a pervert. And deservedly so.




  Back at my desk, I try not to think about her anymore. I close down the various spreadsheets on my laptop and take a few notes for the coming week.




  It’ll be the first week without Emily here. The realisation is enough to sour my mood.




  I look up to find her walking back to her desk and collecting her belongings. I’ll miss seeing her whenever I glance through my open door. Without catching her unmistakable sweet scent in the air, whenever I walk past her desk.




  But it’s for the best.




  No, it’s not!




  Yes, it is!




  I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. Still, inappropriate fantasies of Emily enter my mind’s eye. Every time it happens, it gets harder for me to stay in control.




  “Ian, can we go now?” a female voice interrupts.




  I look up and find Jessica standing in the doorway. She flips her hair back and taps the watch on her wrist.




  “It’s past five already and I’ve got important work to do at the bar.”




  I lean back and fold my arms. “You’re going to take it easy tonight? Not like last year.”




  “Sure, Dad!”




  She’s only teasing, of course. But her choice of words reminds me yet again why I’m supposed to let Emily go.




  * Emily *




  When I emerge from the ladies’ room after changing into my outfit for the night, the rest of my colleagues are already waiting by the elevator. It’s stupid and naïve, but I pulled out all the stops for tonight.




  The figure-hugging black dress—although office-appropriate—is inviting stares in my direction. Or is it the red lipstick that did it? Either way, my soon-to-be former colleagues are eyeing me curiously.




  The one person who isn’t looking at me much at all is Ian. Efforts, wasted.




  “Sorry, were you guys waiting for me?” I ask.




  “Let’s go already!” Jessica whines. “Nice earrings, though.”




  “Thanks.”




  We’re about a dozen people in total and get the whole lift to ourselves. Normally the company would have booked a hotel for the occasion, but due to cost-cutting measures, the party has been organised in-house by another department.




  Although I was hoping to position myself closer to Ian in the lift, Jessica forces her arm through mine and keeps me from moving.




  “It’s going to be weird without you next week,” she says.




  I nod politely. We’ve never been particularly close, but whatever.




  “Do you have any plans for the holidays?” she chats on.




  I try to answer as best I can, but Ian’s non-reaction to my brand-new dress is weighing heavily on my mind.




  Once we get to the correct floor, I drag Jessica along to the improvised bar immediately. A Vodka & Red Bull—Jessica’s choice—takes the edge off my disappointment, barely.




  We take our first sips while more of our colleagues from other departments are still pouring into the cleared-out hall. Jessica is still questioning me, this time about my new job. The moment I utter the word ‘boutique’, her eyes light up and a fresh barrage of questions is hurled my way. Still, I welcome the distraction.




  The first two drinks go down fast. The majority of our colleagues from the rest of the company have congregated around the bar as well. Soon, we’re joined by two guys I recognise by face, but not by name until now. Tom from Accounting holds on to my hand just a little too long for comfort after introducing himself.




  He tries to get the conversation going, but I keep my answers as monosyllabic as I can. After the third or fourth round, loud music starts to play at the opposite end of the hall.




  “Oh! They’ve set up a dance floor!” Jessica squeals.




  I roll my eyes. “No way.”




  “Yes, way! Let’s go!”




  I shrug. Maybe now we’ll finally get rid of Tom. While I follow Jessica through the crowd, I keep my eyes peeled for Ian. I don’t even know why. It’s not like he’s interested.




  Tom, meanwhile, is still interested. He follows us all the way past the clusters of tables which have probably been set up for dinner. Crap, he’s going to want to dance with me.




  Finally, I spot a familiar sight in the distance. Ian is sitting by himself at the furthest table overlooking the makeshift dance floor. With one hand, he’s nursing a glass of whiskey on the rocks, while the other is loosening his tie.




  Swoon.




  Jessica tugs on my arm to get me walking again. And now that I know he’s within view, I try to make it sexy too. As if I can will him to look at me if I want it desperately enough.




  The alcohol is starting to have an effect as well. I’m looser, less anxious than before. Tonight is my last night here. My last chance to get Ian to pay attention to me. And if I embarrass myself, I’ll never have to see any of these people again.




  My reservations about dancing in front of all my colleagues have vanished as well. Who cares, they’re my ex-colleagues, anyway. So, I really let myself go to the music, much to Jessica’s delight.




  “Yeah! You go, girl!” she cheers me on.




  I take her hand and we start dancing together, rocking to the beat, swaying our hips, and letting our hair fly. Screw it. You only live once.




  But she isn’t the only one enjoying my antics. Tom has positioned himself right next to me and is trying his best to move in. I don’t even care anymore, as long as he keeps his hands to himself.




  He leans in, closing in on my ear with his mouth. “You’re sexy, you know that.”




  I try to ignore him and step in the opposite direction, closer to Jessica. I’m trying to be, but not for him. I feel eyes on me from behind, and I hope beyond hope I’ve finally got Ian’s attention too.




  The song changes to something slower, and Tom puts his hand on my shoulder. “Wanna dance with me?”




  “What?” I shake my head and smile blankly.




  “Dance with me, Emily. Stop being a tease!”




  I grab Jessica instead, who starts giggling uncontrollably. God, she’s such a lightweight.




  Halfway through the song, she loses interest in me, though, because the other guy from the bar has turned up. She pairs up with him, and I’m stuck next to Tom, who’s holding out his arms expectantly in my direction.




  Oh hell, no.




  I steal a glance across the room and see Ian is still sitting in the same place. His drink is now empty, but he’s still holding the glass mid-air.




  Is he looking at me? Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have one little dance with Tom. In case it makes Ian realise what he’s missing out on…




  So, I capitulate, and Tom eagerly places his hands on my hips and we start to sway in unison for the remainder of the slow ballad that’s playing. Once the music stops, I’m keen to get away from him again, but he won’t let me go so easily.




  I push at his arms, but they remain firmly in place on my waist.




  “Come on now, let me go,” I complain.




  He has his head cocked to one side and is staring at my lips.




  “How come we never talked before, huh? Working in the same building and all,” he says. His words are slurring ever so slightly.




  I pull a face and shake my head. “It’s my last day today.”




  “All the more reason, baby.”




  I frown and look across at Jessica, who’s already face-sucking her guy.




  “See, they’ve got the right idea,” Tom says. “Just one taste of those plump lips of yours.”




  Yuck! The mere idea of Tom’s sloppy drunken kisses gives me the creeps. So, I try again to pry his hands off me. He dives in and I lean back as far as possible, bracing myself for the inevitable.




  But it never happens. His lips never touch mine, and his fingers stop digging into me as well.




  “That’s enough of that!” a male voice growls.




  My eyes snap open to catch a glimpse of Ian, grabbing Tom by the shoulder and dragging him backwards.




  Am I dreaming? Did I pass out?




  Tom’s face is red with embarrassment. “Mind your own business, old man!”




  Ian tightens his grip on Tom’s collar and shoves him back again. He’s a good few inches taller than Tom, and obviously those regular gym sessions have paid off as well.




  He takes my breath away.




  “Back off or don’t even think about coming in on Monday morning,” Ian threatens.




  That particular threat had the desired effect and Tom stumbles away.




  I find myself off-kilter and utterly shocked. My knees try to buckle underneath me, but Ian is right there and steadies me with both hands against my bare arms.




  I look up into his steely blue eyes and lose myself in a fantasy I’ve had countless times before.




  Chapter Three




  * Ian *




  I shouldn’t have gotten involved. But the circumstances really didn’t give me much of a choice.




  “Uhh, thanks,” Emily says, while looking up at me with those big green eyes of hers.




  Ever since she reappeared from the bathroom after her costume change, I didn’t know where to look. She’s a beauty no matter what she wears, but that dress… And those heels!




  I nearly forgot all my previous reservations seeing her all dolled up. That’s when I realised I couldn’t afford to pay her too much attention. As much as I tried, I couldn’t ignore her either.




  Neither could anyone else, it seemed. Unfortunately for the idiot kid who works in the Accounts department, he unwittingly got in the way of my protective instinct. A powerful force of nature that she awoke in me.




  Emily shouldn’t have followed Jessica to the bar and slammed down those drinks. That was stupid; it made her look like an easy target. But then, she’s still young and obviously wanted to have a good time tonight. Her last night before leaving.




  I can’t fault her for that, can I?




  “You’re okay?” I ask under my breath.




  As hard as I try to hold my breath, her seductive perfume makes its way into my lungs, anyway. Our bodies are so close, it’s setting my entire being alight. Her chest rises and falls rapidly with each breath, inviting me to glance downward more than once.




  She’s gorgeous. Curves in all the right places. But I already knew that.




  The music intensifies and everyone starts dancing again. I lead her away from the crowd.




  She never once looks away from me, and the last of my defences crumble to dust.




  “We’re under the mistletoe,” she whispers, nodding upwards.




  She’s right, though I never even planned for that. It’s a sad-looking thing, hung by a jute string and taped to the false ceiling overhead.




  I look down again, mesmerised by her red painted lips, slightly parted as they are, inviting me in.




  “You have no idea how hard I’m trying not to do something about that,” I say.




  If she’s really hearing me, she’s not letting on. The innocence in her eyes never wanes. Maybe I never said it out loud.




  “Do it then,” she mouths. So she did hear.




  I can’t stand it any longer and move in for that much awaited first taste of her lips. The world around us had already vanished for me, but now even the last doubts are wiped from my mind. This is right. This is just.




  I must have her. I am having her.




  And I’ll never let her go after this.




  Her lips part further, and I find that her tongue is already waiting for me. I slip my arms around her and bring her in closer. Her body yields with ease. There’s none of the fight I saw earlier with that kid, Tom. No hesitation, no protest.




  She readily gives herself to me. Lips to lips, tongue to tongue. Our first kiss crushes my doubts and reservations to a pulp.




  Her fingers twitch on my shoulders, digging into the smooth fabric of my suit. Meanwhile, my hands go on a journey of their own, exploring the curvature of her back.




  How soft she feels. Absolute feminine perfection. I’m hot and cold all at the same time. My heart is racing like never before.




  Even in my wildest dreams I never expected to feel this level of exhilaration.




  Our kisses started gentle, tentative, but now they’ve intensified. We’re both hungry for what the other has to give. She presses her body against me and my mind goes blank. How I wish for her hands on me. Those elegant fingers gripping my cock, which is already aching for her.




  Intellect and rationalisations make way for base instinct. I want nothing more than to take things further. To possess her entire body in the same way. To let my mouth roam her luxurious curves and give her pleasure like she’s never known before.




  I’m hard as a rock for her, as I’ve been many times before. But I always denied myself the satisfaction of following through on these urges. It felt wrong, dirty. But is it, really? We’re both consenting adults, right?




  This isn’t the time or place, though. We’re at the company Christmas party, for fuck’s sake. The whole staff including upper management is here, observing our little moment.




  Suddenly overcome with guilt, I pull away from Emily. The spell is broken.




  I think I see the sting of loss in her eyes. Or perhaps my own feelings are colouring my perception. The last thing I want is for this moment to end. Even if it’s the right thing to do.




  I let go of her and avert my gaze.




  “Excuse me for a moment, will you, Ian?” she stammers.




  I swallow hard and nod. What else can I do?




  Only when she walks away, balancing unsteadily on those sky-high heels of hers, does the red fog of passion lift entirely. In its wake, shame overwhelms me. Shit.




  Now I’ve done it.




  She already had one creep after her who wasn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer, and then I took it several steps further, crossing the ironclad boundary that should exist between manager and employee. I put my hands on her and kissed her! I should be ashamed of myself.




  A glance around the room reveals that most of the crowd are too preoccupied in their own celebrations to notice my indiscretion. None of the company's VPs are within view either. Thank God for that at least.




  But it is very clear to me that the time has come to leave this event behind. Emily has made her escape, no doubt to get away from me, and now it’s my turn. Clearly I can’t be trusted around her. Not now, not ever.




  I’ll have to make things right with her somehow, apologise for my outrageous behaviour. Just how I will do that without losing it again, I don’t know.




  I make my way through the same crowds Emily had negotiated earlier, until I’m accosted by Jessica.




  “Where you off to, boss?”




  I mumble something dismissive and leave her standing there.




  * Emily *




  What the hell just happened?




  As I find myself staring in the mirror of the ladies’ room for the second time, a mere hour after getting ready for this party, I can’t believe what just went down. Ian wasn’t interested in me; he couldn’t be!




  So why did he come to my rescue with Tom? He was just being a good boss, right? Taking care of me before things escalated into something that HR would have to get involved in.




  But did we actually just kiss immediately afterwards?




  “No flipping way,” I mumble under my breath.




  I lean closer to the mirror and clean up my smudged lipstick.




  It’s because I dared him, isn’t it? I pointed out that we were standing under the mistletoe, so he had to act on it. It’s tradition after all.




  It didn’t mean anything, did it? It was all in good fun.




  My mind is racing toward a million potential outcomes. But the numerous cocktails I’ve downed are clouding my brain.




  All I know is how I feel. Ian’s strong hands turned me to jelly. His lips on mine knocked the wind out of me. And as soon as he let go, my fight or flight instinct kicked into high gear.




  I’ve never been a fighter, so I ran in here. Something I regret now; I should have faced him to figure out his intent.




  And what’s worse, I can’t seem to muster the courage to go back out there. What am I going to say to Ian? We were just getting caught up in the moment, but now the feeling is gone.




  If he figures out just how much I’ve wanted him this past year, he’ll think I’m pathetic. All the liquid courage I’d built up is dissipating. I open my clutch purse with trembling fingers and retrieve my phone.




  “Lauren,” I cry out.




  “You told him?”




  I take a deep breath and give her the full account, in minute detail. Everything that happened with Tom, Ian’s intervention, and our resulting kiss.




  “Are you still there?” I ask at last.




  “Yeah, I’m still here. Em. You’ve got to go to him.”




  “But…”




  “Listen to me carefully. You have got to go back out there and tell him everything,” she says.




  “He’ll think I’m a total loser. We were under the mistletoe and that’s why—” I close my eyes and think back to the exact moment he kissed me. My knees are weak all over again.




  “This is good news, Em! He’s into you too. Or nothing would have never happened.”




  “But…” I protest.




  “Did he or did he not almost punch out some guy just because he was creeping on you?”




  “I wouldn’t put it quite like—” I stammer.




  “He did. Because he likes you.” Lauren sounds triumphant. Or smug. Or both.




  “Bullshit!” I say.




  “Emily and Ian, sitting in a tree…”




  That’s enough to make me hang up on her again, for the second time tonight. With friends like these…




  Lauren is right about one thing, though. I can’t spend the rest of the evening hiding in the ladies’ room. And I could use another drink to stave off the shame and regret.




  I hate being such a coward when it comes to men.




  And so, I take one last deep breath, fix my hair, and make my way outside. Unfortunately, the hallway isn’t as empty as it was earlier. Tom is hanging around right outside.




  But I’m determined not to let him intimidate me. Not this time. I pass him with my head held high.




  “You didn’t have to be such a bitch about it,” he mumbles.




  “What?” I don’t know why, but his remark enrages me and I turn on my heel to square off against him.




  “Leading me on when you’ve got a boyfriend already. It was a bitch move.”




  “The fuck?” I put my hands on my hips and stare him down. “I wasn’t leading you on. Just because I let you dance with me for a minute doesn’t give you the right—”




  “You know what, I’m over it. Have a nice life with what’s-his-name!” Tom turns away and hits the lift button three or four times in quick succession.




  “Maybe I will!” I shout, while stomping back through the double doors leading to the party.




  “Good!” he calls after me.




  What an asshole! Now I wish Ian had punched Tom. He would have deserved it.




  Once inside, I scan the room but I don’t see Ian anywhere. There are plenty of classy suits within view, but he isn’t one of them. So instead, I head for the bar, where I run into Jessica.




  It’s not even seven o’clock yet, and she’s a mess.




  “Girl! Where you been?” she slurs.




  “Bathroom.” I continue to look for Ian in the crowd, to no avail.




  “Looking for Ian?” she asks.




  I give her a probing look. Considering how sloshed she appears; she’s still got better observational skills than anyone I know. Except maybe Lauren.




  “What if I am?”




  “He’s gone up. Work.”




  “Ah.” That’s not a good sign, is it?




  She winks at me and wanders off, back toward the dance floor, leaving me with a tangle of thoughts in my head. I try not to let all my insecurities drag me down, but they’re bubbling up to the surface again.




  Clearly, he’s embarrassed by what happened, that’s why he left the party already. He regrets it.




  A man like Ian could never be into you!




  Or… is he hoping I’ll follow him up? Nah, that’s impossible!




  The simplest answer is probably the right one, I remind myself.




  I tried very hard to impress him tonight. This dress and the over the top make-up even earned me a kiss under the mistletoe, but I’m still me. An ordinary looking twenty-four-year-old with a bit too much padding around the waist, as well as everywhere else.




  Whereas Ian is… Perfect. Movie star perfect, even. The leading men of Hollywood have nothing on him.




  I might as well leave too. Our kiss was the highlight of the evening. The highlight of my year, perhaps even my life so far.




  Lauren’s words still ring in my ears. He’s into you. Or nothing would have happened.




  I bite my bottom lip and try to ignore the heaviness in my chest. At the off chance that she’s onto something, am I willing to leave things like this, without even trying to talk to him? I may never see him again after tonight.




  Ugh, I hate this. I hate having to put myself out there!




  Still, I know I have no other choice. Rather than turn up in his office empty-handed, I head to the bar and get a couple of drinks. Scotch on the rocks, like what I saw him drinking earlier.




  By the time I reach the lift, my heart is all the way up in my throat. Undeterred, I make my way up to what used to be my workplace until an hour or so ago.




  The entire floor is dim, except for the lit-up doorway at the end. Ian’s office.




  I take a deep breath, and another, while trying to overcome the inertia in my legs.




  “Ian,” I call out. “Can we talk?”




  Chapter Four




  * Ian *




  What do they say about the best-laid plans? Doomed to fail.




  That’s exactly what’s happening.




  I had left the party and retreated to my office with one clear aim: to stay as far away from Emily as possible. Because after months of keeping my desire for her under wraps, I simply couldn’t take it anymore. Not with the countdown of her departure hanging over our heads.




  Our kiss downstairs had proved very clearly that I couldn’t trust myself around her. I had gone too far.




  “Ian, can we talk?” her voice echoes against the empty floor outside.




  I close my eyes and take a deep breath. She’s here for an apology. I can’t deal with this right now. I ought to tell her I’m waiting for an important call, or just ignore her in the hopes that she’ll go away, or...




  “Sure, come on in,” I hear myself say instead.




  There she is, a vision of beauty, pausing in the doorway to my office. Her eyes aimlessly dart around the room, never fixating on me for more than a split second.




  It’s a good thing I’m sitting down, because my body is still reeling with the effects our kiss has had on me. My cock is straining painfully against my zip. This sort of thing hasn’t happened publicly since I was a teenager. My fingers are itching to take care of it right now, underneath my desk, with her still in the room.




  That is sexual harassment, I try to convince myself. Keep it in your fucking pants!




  “I…” we both start talking at the same time.




  “No, sorry, you go ahead,” I say.




  “I know you wouldn’t have meant anything by it,” she says.




  “Right,” I say, although that couldn’t have been further from the truth. It meant everything.




  “But I wanted to say thanks for handling Tom.”




  “You’re welcome.” My responses are almost robotic, as if I’m running on autopilot while the blood flow from my brain has diverted down south.




  “Well, anyway, I got you a refill,” she adds, while placing one of the glasses down on my desk and sliding it towards me. “Cheers?”




  I raise the glass in her direction, and she follows my example. “Cheers.”




  Her plump red lips touch the glass to take a sip, and I can’t stop staring. I know what they feel like now. What she tastes like.




  “You shouldn’t have come here,” I mutter.




  “Hm?” she looks up again. Innocent green eyes, as if she has no clue what she’s doing to me. To be fair, she probably doesn’t.




  “I think it’ll be best if you leave right now, or—”




  “Or?” Her eyes challenge me briefly, before she looks away.




  Have mercy! How much more of this am I meant to take?




  I empty my glass in one gulp and slam it down onto the desk. The amber liquid burns slightly as it fills my throat. This isn’t the good stuff, but I already knew that after sampling it earlier. The loud noise makes her flinch, but she doesn’t heed my warning and stays frozen in place.




  Before I know it, I’m on my feet and moving in on her position.




  She’s vulnerable to me. Defenceless. And I’m about to go too far again.




  “This is inappropriate,” I remark.




  “Whatever happens at the Christmas party…” she whispers.




  That’s it; I’m a goner. I cup her face with both hands and guide her lips against mine again.




  Her floral scent overwhelms me, but this time I don’t even try to fight it.




  Why don’t you stop me? Why didn’t you run?




  She returns my kisses with even more urgency than she did downstairs. Could it be that she’s actually into it as much as I am? It doesn’t seem likely, and yet…




  Her hands slip underneath my suit jacket and rest on my chest. I wish I could feel her touch against my bare skin instead.




  She moans into my mouth when I let my right hand slip down her back and rest it firmly on her ass. I grind into her, overcome by lust when my trapped boner rubs past the gentle curve of her stomach. God, she’s sexy.




  She’s everything I could ever want. A goddess among women.




  Heaven on earth.




  “Someone stop me,” I mumble.




  “No way.”




  I swing her around and clear the desk with one smooth motion of my arm. Both our glasses shatter on the floor. It doesn’t matter. Nothing does, except the fantasy playing out in front of me.




  I guide her backwards until her thick buttocks press up against the edge of my desk. I lay her down gently, with as much care as I can muster in this impaired condition.




  She yields easily when I force the bottom of her fitted dress up over her thighs. Creamy white skin, covered only in the thinnest sheer stockings. I peel the pretty black lace panty down and over her hips and am awestruck by the beauty of her perfect little pussy.




  My cock is begging to be released, to claim her body as his own. But I know what I must do first. I will earn her approval before even thinking about my own release. I lick my lips in anticipation.




  “You’re gorgeous,” I growl. “Let me taste you.”




  * Emily *




  I’m in heaven. With one hand in Ian’s hair, and the other white-knuckling the edge of the desk to keep me in place, there’s not much else I can do except enjoy the ride.




  He dives between my thighs and kisses my other lips, sending me into a fit of ecstasy. I never even considered it, but this is exactly what I need.




  At this rate, the moment won’t last. I’m too far gone. Too close to salvation.




  My breaths are shallow and urgent. Any more of this and my chest might just explode.




  But he’s only just begun. Determined and confident, like only an experienced man could be, he’s giving me everything I need and more.




  His tongue teases me, his hot breath tickles. Although the air stings cold against the bare skin of my lower torso, I’m hotter than I’ve ever been.




  This right here is the culmination of a million illicit dreams. I’ve only been pining for him for years; ever since I first set foot in this office, in fact. But I never thought this could actually happen. Initially, of course, he was married. But even after that, it didn’t seem possible that he would want me that way too. He never showed any interest. Not for me, nor for anyone else at the office.




  Whether this right here is happening by coincidence or convenience, I really don’t care. I’m determined to enjoy our encounter for as long as it lasts.




  “Oh yeah,” I moan. “Right there.”




  The way he flicks his tongue across my clit has me panting for air. He knows exactly what he’s doing. Light teases make way for firmer licks.




  I lift my head to take in the view. His hands tighten on my thighs as he enters me with his tongue for the first time. I buck my hips upwards to meet his mouth. As good as it feels, there’s an itch deep inside of me which is still not getting scratched.




  The look in his eyes is something I’ve never seen before. Professional and business-like Ian has left the building. The man between my legs is wild and untamed. I’m determined to see just how much further he can be pushed.




  We’ll go all the way, I try to promise myself. I’m not leaving his office before I live out that ultimate dream.




  His pale blue eyes are on me as he continues to lick and tongue-fuck me. In and out, faster and harder now. He knows just what to do.




  I’ve had boyfriends—been with men before. But never have I experienced anything as intense as this. None of them were particularly talented in the bedroom department. I didn’t think I could hook a stud, anyway. Those always go for the skinny, pretty girls, don’t they?




  My stomach is clenching and tears are stinging in the corners of my eyes.




  Right now, I couldn’t get up if I wanted to. My knees wouldn’t be able to hold my weight. All I can do is lie back down on his desk and surrender to the beauty of the moment.




  When his lips close around my clit one final time, I’m done for. My body tenses, and my back arches up high. Pleasure courses through my veins, making me cry out his name.




  “Oh God, Ian!”




  I only barely manage to stop myself before my thighs crush down on his head.




  He withdraws and slips two fingers into my dripping cunt. That only makes me scream louder.




  Ian leans over me and kisses my mouth again. Deeply, forcefully, he silences my cries.




  My orgasm washes over me like a crashing wave, before slowly retreating again.




  He tastes of me, but I don’t mind. Knowing that those are my juices sticking to his handsome face makes me feel powerful like I never have before.




  Of all the men I’ve ever dreamt about, nobody has ever made me feel like this. Even my wildest fantasies couldn’t compare.




  Endless seconds pass before I’m able to utter a coherent word.




  “That was amazing,” I whisper against his mouth.




  Chapter Five




  * Ian *




  Although I’m still aching for my own release, the sight of a breathless post-orgasmic Emily lying on my desk fills me with a deep sense of satisfaction. I’ve outdone myself. Although her lipstick is smudged and her mascara has started to run a little, she’s still beautiful. She doesn’t need the make-up, the clothes, the high heels, or fancy perfume. Everything about her is perfect as it is.




  I can’t get enough of her sweet lips; kissing and nibbling at them, tasting her tongue, all while enjoying her touch on my shoulders and chest. To know that she’s into it all; that she’s at least somewhat attracted to me too is a wondrous thing.




  “That was amazing,” she whispers, almost too faint to hear properly.




  I grin and kiss her harder again. “Just you wait for what’s to come.”




  Her hand travels down my chest and abs, reluctantly at first. But when she finds the rock-solid bulge in my trousers, she starts to touch me more confidently.




  I can hardly think anymore, so desperate am I for more of her affections.




  “See what you do to me,” I growl. It’s all for her. For as long as she’ll have me.




  She starts to undo my belt, then struggles furiously with the buttons on the waistband. Meanwhile I allow my own hands a freer rein over her body.




  Those luscious breasts I haven’t dared to touch so far…




  She’s a real woman alright. All natural and with a body to die for. Wherever I touch her, her flesh accommodates my fingers with ease. Silky smooth, seductive as well as luxurious.




  “Ohh,” she moans as I squeeze her breast more firmly. It’s more than a handful. Quite a bit more.




  Our game intensifies. Her own hands start moving again, and finally I’m released from the confines of my suit trousers. She slides my boxer briefs down and my erection springs forwards against her upper thigh.




  “You’re huge,” she whispers.




  “It’s all for you. Always will be.” These words slip out before I can stop myself. But I don’t get the chance to backtrack.




  My mind goes blank when her fingers close around my shaft for the first time. I’m already painfully close. The only thing stopping me from exploding all over her perfect body is sheer willpower. This load is for her, yes, but I’m determined to deposit it deep within that sweet pussy of hers.




  Somewhere through the fog cluttering my mind, I hear her speak a solitary word. “Why?”




  I open my eyes again and find her already staring up at me. I try to answer her with another kiss.




  “Why me?” she repeats.




  I don’t understand the question. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. On a scale of 1 to 10, she’s a 20.




  “I could ask you the same thing,” I respond.




  She pumps my cock again, as if to make a point I have yet to understand. Whatever it is, I need more of the same. More of everything she’s willing to give me.




  Dissatisfied with the remaining barriers between us, I start unbuttoning my shirt and cast it off. Then, I back away from her just far enough to flip her onto her stomach.




  I unzip her dress all the way down and am greeted by a vast expanse of perfect skin. Just as I’d hoped. She’s a work of art, just waiting to be painted or sculpted. If there is a God, he created the miracle that is Emily personally, without interference from anyone else.




  She turns over and leans up against her right hand. The unzipped dress is still draped over her perfect body as she stares at me through thick lashes. Top to bottom, she scrutinises my naked form.




  I can only hope that she finds me worthy.




  Her left hand protectively tightens around her torso. As though she isn’t ready to let the dress go just yet. “Can you get the light?” she asks.




  I frown. And miss out on the glorious view?




  “Please?” she begs.




  I really don’t want to, but I can’t refuse her request. The tables are turned. I’m not her boss anymore, but she is mine. She owns me now. I would move heaven and hell to keep her happy.




  “Your wish is my command,” I say, while stepping back towards the light switch by the door.




  Even with the ceiling lamp off, there is enough ambient light coming in from the emergency exit signs on the office floor. I’ve still got some of my view, diffused as it is.




  I offer her my hand and she gets up in front of me. The dress falls off her shoulders, down her broad hips, and onto the floor. I inhale sharply. Her floral scent fills my lungs. I’ll never get enough of her natural perfume. It’s as if she was made just for me. Every little thing about her drives me wild.




  “You’re beautiful,” I say, as I cup her face again and kiss her lips.




  Like a starved man, I keep coming back for more. Another taste of her, and another.




  The salty sweetness of her pussy still lingers on my tongue. I wonder if she can taste herself on me.




  Never have I felt this way. This deep, dark urge to chase every depravity known to man… It’s new to me. She brings up the best and worst in me all at once.




  Now, she reaches for my cock again, handling it more firmly, and sending me ever closer to the edge of control. I have to do something and quick, or I’ll lose it.




  * Emily *




  I still can’t believe what is happening.




  The desperation I’d felt just an hour ago when I wasn’t sure what he wanted. The utter confusion he left in his wake after our first kiss.




  His large hands find their way back to my breasts, caressing and fondling. He takes my nipples in between his fingers and tweaks them ever so gently.




  Electric shocks pass through me; intense, but not at all unpleasant.




  Then, just as suddenly, I’m thrust into another illicit dream of mine. He flips me around again and starts stroking my generous ass.




  “God, I want you so badly,” he growls behind me, while bringing the palm of his hand down against one of my cheeks. The sting against my skin gives me courage I’ve never known before.




  “What are you waiting for, then?” I challenge him.




  Our exchange is straight from a sleazy porno, and yet it feels completely genuine.




  We aren’t just actors playing a part; reading out a badly written script. I need for him to take me, just as I’d fantasised about so many times before.




  I lean down over his desk and present myself to him. Although I made him turn off the lights, it’s really not very dark in here. Until a moment ago, I was still nervous about how he’d react once my dress came off. I should have known better.




  He isn’t blind. Anyone with half a brain would know that I’m equally big with my clothes off as I am with them on. No matter how good the cut of my dress is. Or how hard I tried to suck in my stomach all evening.




  My body doesn’t come as a surprise to him; at least not a bad one. I’m on display in front of an appreciative, even enthusiastic audience of one.




  He’s taking his time, caressing me, lavishing attention on every last part of me. With his fingertips, even his lips, as he leans down after me, and plants hot kisses down my spine.




  I try to turn around, to get another good look at him. My Adonis with the perfect abs. But he won’t let me. A large, strong hand on my back pushes me back down.




  The icy cold surface of the desk takes my breath away. But it’s Ian to the rescue, with his hot cock, knocking right at my entrance.




  I hold my breath and shuffle backwards as much as I can to meet him. His fingers dig into my hip and he pushes into me, hard.




  “Oh, fuck!” I cry out.




  He’s big. Huge, even. His dick stretches me to my limits and smothers the last of my lingering insecurities. It’s more effective than any therapy or breathing exercise could be.




  Although I’ve already cum once today, I know I have more to give, and he seems intent on taking it from me.




  My feet struggle for grip on the floor, but it doesn’t matter. His hands, strategically placed at my hip and back of my neck, keep me firmly pinned in place. His movements are smooth and deliberate as he plunges into me.




  I’ve never felt this way. Powerful, coveted, and a little dirty.




  He speeds up, little by little, thrusting into me again and again until I can feel his movements change. He’s lost in the moment, as am I. Gone is the control he’d shown only minutes ago. He’s gearing up for the grand finale.




  “Please, Emily, can I cum in you?” he asks through gritted teeth.




  I close my eyes and cry out. “Please, yes!”




  Just as he starts to slam into me harder, burying his cock into me as deeply as it will go with each push, I’m lost for words again. My lower abdomen tightens, making me moan uncontrollably. Salvation is so close; I can taste it.




  He digs his fingers into the soft flesh covering my hips and shudders to a halt. Then it happens. His dick squirms, shooting a hot load of semen right into my depths. That’s all I needed to push me over the edge again.




  “Fuck!” I scream, grinding back against his hips in an attempt to make the moment last.




  Chapter Six




  * Ian *




  We’re both panting for air. Limp, sweaty, spent.




  I look down at her naked form draped across my desk. She’s truly something.




  Although I would have wanted to last longer, it was an impossibility. I had a hard time controlling myself around her with her clothes on. With her naked, there was no hope in hell to stretch this out any longer.




  I pull out of her and gather her up in my arms. She looks up at me. Even with the lights out, her eyes seem to shine and sparkle like expertly cut emeralds.




  She opens her mouth, but I don’t wait to hear what she has to say before planting my lips against hers.




  Her hands are back on me, resting against my bare chest, while I tighten my grip on her. It’s a beautiful moment, fleeting as it is. I hope she understands my intentions. That I want to see her satisfied. Happy.




  If she’ll have me, I’ll spend the rest of my life doing just that. Giving her everything her heart desires.




  But as our kisses lose their intensity, her hands on me become restless. I pull back and look down at her expressive eyes again.




  “Ian, I had no idea,” she whispers.




  “Me neither.”




  She smiles momentarily, then glances past me at the dimly lit workstations outside my office.




  “It was my last day today. When I walk out of here tonight, I’m never coming back,” she remarks.




  Her words sting me deeply, but I try not to let it show. She has no idea that during those dark mornings after Debbie and I split and I didn’t feel like coming into work, she was the one who brought me in, anyway. There are a lot of things I’ve done these last few months which I probably wouldn’t have bothered with if it wasn’t for her.




  “A new beginning,” I respond.




  She nods. “I hope it’s a good one.”




  There’s a finality in her words as well as her tone that makes me retreat again. Perhaps this was all that was in store for us. Our moment—perfect as it was—has passed.




  I try not to dwell on it, but how can I not? For a precious thirty minutes or so, I had everything I wanted in this world. We’ve made memories I’ll carry with me forever, even if they’ll bring me nothing but heartache once she’s gone.




  For sure I thought that I felt a connection. That she felt our attraction equally deeply; that there was hope for something beyond just one night. But it seems that I was mistaken.




  It was all wishful thinking on my part.




  I want nothing more than to pull her into my arms again and tell her that she’s the one for me. But it almost seems silly now, after she’s made it clear that she still intends to walk out of my life tonight.




  If I’m going to convince her otherwise, a rushed confession isn’t going to do it. Maybe I’ll propose a dinner date. An excuse to see her again sometime.




  * Emily *




  “Are you hungry?” Ian asks, while brushing a damp lock of hair out of my face.




  I smile briefly. No, not really, but I don’t want to seem difficult or childish. If I could just feel his arms around me again, my hunger would be sated.




  But I don’t tell him that. Instead, I shrug and mumble: “Sure. I could eat.”




  What was this? A hook-up, or something more? He’s just being a proper gentleman, I try to tell myself.




  “They’ve probably opened the buffet,” he remarks, while picking up my dress from the floor and handing it to me. “Here, you must be cold.”




  I wasn’t, not yet, but his warm hand briefly caressing my bare shoulder sends shivers down my spine.




  Just now, it hit me again that this is the end. That after tonight, I wouldn’t be coming into this office anymore. I let those painful words slip out because I was hoping for him to intervene somehow. To tell me that it didn’t need to mean goodbye.




  He said nothing of the sort. And I feel like an idiot for ever getting my hopes up.




  I close my eyes just to get a handle on myself. It’s pointless, because his sheer presence makes me feel weak. Just how I’ll manage on my own after this, I don’t know. We shared this evening; this perfect moment, but that’s all. Before long, it’ll be time to face the end.




  What happens at the Christmas party, stays at the Christmas party...




  Because surely, that’s all this is. An ill-advised fling after one too many drinks.




  My eyes start to sting with the onset of tears, but I take a deep breath and force them back down. Way to ruin perfectly good sex with the man of my dreams. By breaking down and making a fool of myself. I owe it to myself to walk out of here with my head held high.




  I balance unsteadily on one leg, and then the other, to step into my dress. As excited as I’d felt when it finally came off, now I’m just deflated.




  “Zip me up?” I say.




  He does as I ask, without uttering another word. When his finger brushes against the back of my neck, I hold my breath and stay completely still. All I want is more of the same. Another kiss. Another caress.




  My heart is still racing after that second orgasm. I’m still floaty and a little high. But reality has sunk in hard and sucked the joy out of me.




  Just like before, after that first confusing kiss under the mistletoe, I feel like running away again. But this time there’s no one to call for support. No plan to hatch and nothing to do, except mourn my loss.




  Ian is everything I dreamed of and more, but he obviously isn’t into me that much.




  “I’ll go down first, you follow later, so people don’t get suspicious,” I tell him.




  He nods in agreement.




  I don’t know how I manage, but I do walk out of his office with my self-worth still intact. It’s all an act, because on the inside my heart has already shattered. The confident stance, the purposeful strides that carry me across the abandoned office and toward the lift… I’m putting on a show, not just for him but for myself as well.




  As hard as I try, I can’t maintain the act. The second I step inside the elevator, I break down and let the tears flow freely.




  I have no intention of going back to the party for dinner. Not in the state I’m in now. So, I press the button for the ground floor instead.




  A quick search of my purse reveals that I’ve run out of tissues, so I can’t even clean myself up, confirming the need for me to make a clean exit.




  Then, it occurs to me that I don’t have my coat either. I left it at my desk earlier, thinking I’ll grab it after the party.




  “I’m such an idiot!” I complain to myself while stabbing the button multiple times to head back up. With a bit of luck, Ian will still be getting dressed. And if not, I’ll hide out in the bathroom until he leaves.




  I shuffle restlessly from one leg to the other and watch the overhead display until it stops at the right floor.




  “Please, please, please,” I whisper. Let me grab my coat and slip away unseen!




  * Ian *




  I’m still buttoning up my shirt as I watch her disappear through the two double doors at the end of the office.




  My chest tightens and my heart rate speeds up again. Something feels off about this situation, but I can’t quite put my finger on what it is.




  In the two years I’ve admired Emily from afar, I’d like to think I learnt a couple of things about her. She doesn’t handle confrontation well. Her hesitation two weeks ago while giving notice was a prime example. Rather than face an issue head-on, she has a tendency to—




  When the realisation hits me, my heart sinks even further.




  Her remark earlier, that was goodbye. She has no intention of sticking around after this!
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