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    Olivia Jones is a nerd. The computer programmer doesn’t get out much, preferring to spend her time playing video games and watching movies. While she is successful and intelligent, she is also anti-social and sexually naive. Steven Teller has just graduated and landed his dream job working for Olivia. He’s young, handsome, and full of enthusiasm. He’s eager to impress his new boss, but employment isn’t the only thing he wants from Olivia.




    An online introduction to Steven’s friend, Chris Knight, leads the two of them to start exchanging flirtatious emails and instant messages and while his attention flatters Olivia, his personal questions both shock and intrigue her. It’s not long before Chris encourages Olivia to explore her body and her sexuality under his guidance. All the while, Steven’s feelings for her make themselves known, and Olivia is torn between the mysterious, enigmatic stranger she met online, and the charismatic young man right in front of her. 




    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter One




    August 2009




    




    It was the knocking that woke me up: quiet at first, then more insistent. Who would want to speak to me at that hour? Hardly anyone ever called round; I sometimes wondered if anyone actually knew where I lived. If I died in my sleep no one would find me until the landlord came round to complain about late rent payments.




    As I woke up fully, the knocking became louder and faster, interspersed with a gentle moaning noise. I groaned. My neighbour. I’d never met my neighbour but I knew more about her sexual desires than I knew of my own. I closed my eyes again and waited for the words. They were always the same: ‘Faster, oh yes! Yes, just like that, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me.’




    Sounds like he’s doing just that, love, I thought.




    I don’t know what compelled me to lie in bed listening to my neighbour achieve her orgasm. Envy, perhaps? To say it had been a while was a major understatement – I was practically a born-again virgin. It had been so long since that door opened I was sure it had sealed over. It wasn’t that I didn’t get offers – well maybe not so much lately – but I was reasonably sure I could probably have had the varied, exciting sex life my neighbour enjoyed if I’d wanted to. I’d always found sex a bit awkward, though. I didn’t really like talking about it; I verged on the prudish and for the last few years I’d found it less stressful to just avoid it completely.




    I dragged myself out of bed and made my way to the bathroom. I’m not much of a morning person and working for myself usually gave me the freedom to roll into work whenever I wanted, but I was officially becoming an employer and I wanted to make a good impression. Well, not a good impression as such, the right impression. Not that I had any idea what that meant, exactly. I figured it couldn’t hurt to be there before he arrived at least and appear as though I had this running a business thing down to a fine art.




    I didn’t, of course. When I started out, I’d had no intention of running the type of business that employed people but my last job got quite a bit of attention and suddenly I was the hottest programmer in London. Seemed stupid to turn down the work when it could be contributing to my early retirement fund, or that little house in the country I’d been secretly dreaming about sharing with Mr Right. But I could only take on so much by myself, so it was time to bring in reinforcements.




    It always took me a long time to get ready for work. It wasn’t that I took a great deal of care over my appearance, I could never be bothered doing anything with my hair, which is long and thick and hangs in that undecided limbo between straight and curly which borders frizzy. On a good day, I would throw my head upside down between my knees and scrunch a bit of spiral curl serum into the tresses, but most days I just piled it into a knot on top of my head. It had to be a really special occasion for me to get the hair straighteners out and even then, I had to plead with my best friend Ruth to straighten it for me. This was done with caution, however, because Ruth could never stop at my hair, and before I knew it I would be all trussed up like a doll and feeling pretty stupid, as though I was in fancy dress … as a drag queen.




    That’s unfair actually. Ruth always looks good and tries her best to guide me with my fashion choices, but I just don’t feel comfortable unless I’m in jeans and a T-shirt.




    My main morning problem though, came down to motivation. I didn’t want to get out of bed, especially if I’d been rudely awoken by my noisily sexually active neighbour and missed out on a large chunk of my forty winks. Usually, when I did finally crawl out, I would stand in the shower far longer than was necessary, just enjoying the water. Warming my body on cold days, cooling and refreshing me on hot ones. I loved being in water. My dream country house would have a swimming pool and a spa!




    Then, after I’d showered, I liked to sit wrapped in a towel staring into space while my body dried. Perhaps it was testament to just how lazy I was that I couldn’t even be bothered to dry myself and instead waited for the air around me to do its work. Perhaps in my dream house I’d have servants who dressed me.




    I realised my dreams had been tainted by BBC costume dramas. Perhaps sexually I belonged to those times, but my career was far more technologically advanced and I wouldn’t swap that for all the tea dances in Derbyshire.




    Eventually, two hours after I’d dragged myself out of bed, I got dressed. That didn’t take me very long at all; my clothes lived on the floor at my feet and I just chose something that didn’t smell too bad. Then I headed out the door and was on my way to my office.




    On this day, however, I wanted to make a good impression. I wanted to be the best boss in the world. But I wanted to be respected too. I had no idea how to achieve that so I decided to aim for respectable and introduce laid-back Olivia afterwards. I drew the line at wearing a suit, though. I couldn’t comfortably work in a suit so I decided on smart jeans and a plain T-shirt. I wouldn’t be advertising my love of Star Wars or Doctor Who or Batman. I would be the busy and important owner of Inspired Programming. 


  




  

    Chapter Two




    It was no coincidence that my office, in a converted school in Camden, was within walking distance of my flat. I commuted to work for four years before I went self-employed and wasted a lot of hours that I’d never get back. I don’t know how it happens, but no matter where you travel to in London, it takes an hour. I vowed that I would at least live on the same Tube line as my office but when I found this place in Camden I knew it was where I belonged. Not just the building either, but the area. Camden reaches out and spreads its feel-good vibe, infecting everyone that walks within its boundary. Once I started working there, it was only a matter of time before I lived there too.




    The school closed down eight years ago and the Church put it up for sale. They were about to demolish the building after six years, intending to sell the land when Dave stepped in. He bought the building, renovated the classrooms and converted them into office and studio spaces for creative artists and organisations. There was a sense of belonging to the building; even though we were all self-employed, it somehow felt like we were a team. Unsurprisingly I often got called on to fix the computers of some of the other tenants, and I helped out occasionally with designing flyers and websites and things like that for them. I enjoyed this because those favours provided a nice distraction from the more complex projects I generally undertook.




    A knock at the door signalled the arrival of my new employee and brought me out of my reverie. I stood as the door opened and started making my way towards the kitchenette.




    ‘Hi, Steven. Come on in. Would you like a tea or coffee?’




    ‘Hey, Olly. Tea would be great, thanks. Milk, two sugars please.’ Steven replied.




    Olly? That’s Miss Jones to you, young man, I wanted to tell him. Or at the very least Olivia! As the kettle boiled, I watched him dump his bag on his desk and sit in the chair, leaning back comfortably and swivelling in small half-circles back and forth while he waited for me to make his drink.




    He was confident and relaxed. He wore black skinny jeans and baseball boots. A waistcoat was buttoned up over a casual, plain shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. His dark hair was short at the back, trained forward at the front and was thick and messy. He looked too cool for school, a far cry from the mass media portrayal of the average computer nerd. It annoyed me slightly. I remembered James fondly, and wondered if I’d made the right decision.




    I’d interviewed four people for this job. In truth, I could probably afford to hire all four of them, but I was nervous about releasing full control over the work going out under my name and I wanted to ease my way in slowly. I’d devised a small test to find out how well they worked, their attention to detail, and techniques they used. Steven was quite cocky about the test afterwards, like it was nothing to worry about, while James had been nervous and over-analysed his work. I was childishly pleased that Steven had made a small error – nothing critical, but an error all the same – but James had made an error that was actually my mistake in the test design. When I corrected it, I found James would have been right.




    Steven was confident, straight out of university and his training was completely up to date. The latest techniques, the latest software; he could probably teach me a few things. He also seemed likely to be good at schmoozing customers and clients – the one area in which I did not excel. Luckily, my work stood for itself, but I was sure I could bring more clients in if I could get the networking right and I had a gut instinct that Steven would be better at it than James.




    I kept James’s CV, though. If I decided being an employer was OK I thought I’d bring him in. I imagined I’d need someone else in the office who was more like me; Steven might just drive me insane!




    I glanced over at him while I stirred the sugar into his tea and tried to swallow the feeling of annoyance at his confidence.




    ‘OK, so first things first, there is a café in the front of the building and they deliver lunch to all the offices in here. You just have to get your order in by 10:30 a.m. and it’ll be brought around by noon,’ I said as I handed Steven a menu and picked up the phone to call Steph. It was answered on the second ring.




    ‘Stephanie’s, Steph speaking.’




    ‘Hey, Steph, it’s Olivia. How are you?’




    Steph was the easiest person to talk to in the world; with so many customers in her café, she got so much practice that she could win prizes for small talk.




    ‘Hi, Olly.’ Steph exclaimed, ‘do you want the usual?’




    My usual was Chinese chicken and salad in a tiger-bread baguette with a bag of roast beef flavour Monster Munch.




    ‘Of course. Hey, Steph, I have a new member of staff to add to your list. Steven Teller.’




    I handed the phone over to Steven, and a flicker of uncertainty crossed his face before a huge grin spread across it and he spoke confidently into the phone.




    ‘Hi, Steph. This is Steven, how are you?’ He laughed at whatever she said and he looked across at me smiling. ‘Yeah, she’s made me a cup of tea and everything. I thought I’d be the one making the teas around here!’




    I raised my eyebrows and muttered, ‘Oh you will be.’




    Steven finished his lunch order and replaced the handset. He grinned at me like he knew something he shouldn’t. Damn Steph, what had she told him about me?




    It was not going as I’d expected. Why wasn’t he more scared of me? I was the boss, for goodness’ sake!




    I shuffled together the papers I had in front of me and handed them to him.




    ‘Induction pack. There are a few forms to fill in and I need your bank details for your salary. I’ll leave you to it; give me a shout when you’re done.’




    ‘Sure thing,’ he replied, ‘I have a form for you too from the university.’




    He held out a booklet towards me. Really? He was giving me work to do? This was all wrong. I could feel the crease between my eyebrows forming.




    ‘What is it?’ I asked.




    ‘It’s to do with the internship programme; they need to know that I’m fulfilling the criteria set out by the programme organisers.’




    Oh yes, that was the other reason I’d chosen him. Steven was on a fast-track intern programme, which matched up suitable graduates for twelve months’ work experience. The salary was part subsidised by the programme so I got him cheap. I had not realised that this would cause me more work. I really needed to get an assistant.




    ‘So what is he like?’ Ruth asked me, tucking her feet underneath her body as she curled up comfortably in my armchair that evening. She knew I was stressing out about managing someone and was eager to find out how the first day had gone.




    ‘He’s annoying,’ I sighed. ‘No, he’s not annoying, he’s just young and cocky and sure of himself.’




    ‘Aren’t those last two the same thing?’




    ‘Cocksure? I guess so. He called me Olly.’ I folded my arms across my chest defensively and frowned.




    She gasped, mocking me. ‘That bastard, calling you by your name.’ She laughed. ‘Everyone calls you Olly.’ Ruth was too reasonable sometimes; always saw the good side to everyone and everything.




    ‘Yes but you know me. He should call me Olivia, or Miss Jones even.’ I stopped when I saw the smirk on Ruth’s face and started laughing, ‘OK, maybe not Miss Jones, but you know, it’s a little familiar to go shortening people’s names before you even know how they take their tea. Not one single cup of tea did he make me today, I had to make my own.’




    Ruth rolled her eyes towards the ceiling. ‘How is that any different from all the time you’ve been working for yourself?’ she asked sternly.




    ‘Ah, but now I have to make two cups! I mean what am I paying him for if not to make me my tea?’ I shrugged and let out a dramatic sigh. ‘I don’t want to go in tomorrow.’ I grumbled.




    ‘I’m absolutely certain he’s not that bad. Maybe he was just nervous and hid it behind bravado. I bet he’s not as sure of himself as you think he is.’




    I pondered this for a moment.




    ‘Well I’ll be nice, but it’s his bloody turn to make a brew!’




    ‘So what does he look like? Is he cute?’ Ruth teased, ‘Or does he look like an über-nerd?’




    ‘I don’t know, he’s about twelve or something,’ I gasped incredulously, ‘I didn’t notice whether he was attractive.’ I thought about what Steven looked like, ‘He’s quite trendy looking; all skinny jeans and big hair. Looks more like a gig promoter than a computer geek.’




    Ruth’s eyes lit up as she laughed. ‘He sounds pretty hot, no wonder you hate him!’ She threw a cushion at me. ‘You should just start being nice to him,’ she added in all seriousness.




    I shrugged. ‘I made him four cups of tea today. If I were any nicer it would be borderline sexual harassment.’




    I grinned then and she laughed, regarding me quizzically. ‘What on earth is wrong with your hair?’


  




  

    Chapter Three




    I vowed to get over my stupid prejudice toward Steven the next day, so when he arrived I made him a cup of tea and showed him where everything was kept so he could help himself. OK, maybe I was trying to hint he should get a round in once in a while, but I did it in the name of workplace fairness, not because I resented making him a drink.




    We sat down at the meeting table and I spread out a few client files.




    ‘These are the jobs we’ve got booked in at the moment. They are in various stages of development with the clients. I want you to start sitting in on future meetings so you’ll be in a position to work on the coding.’ I pushed the files towards him, ‘Have a read through them and if you have any questions give me a shout. I want to go through the new contract with you this afternoon. It’s a big job, the reason I had to expand, so I want you involved from the beginning.’




    There now, that wasn’t so hard. No employment tribunals heading my way any time soon. I found it strange sharing my work space with someone, especially someone I hardly knew. I kept thinking he was going to get up any second, thank me for my time and leave so I could get on with my work. It’s like having a visitor who doesn’t know when he’s outstayed his welcome. I knew I would need to find a way to feel comfortable working while someone was there. I was sure that in time, when we got used to each other, I would wonder how I ever worked alone.




    The door opening signalled the arrival of lunch.




    ‘Hey, chicken!’ Steph called, a hint of laughter in her voice.




    I groaned as she started singing, ‘Chick chick chick chick chicken,’ and then laughed at Steven’s bemused expression.




    ‘I’m sorry, chick. Your song was just on the radio while I was making chicken butties, it got stuck!’ She placed my usual lunch on my desk and wandered over to Steven to deliver his sandwich bag.




    ‘She doesn’t like to talk about her music career,’ Steph whispered as she placed his food on the desk. Steven’s eyebrows shot up and he turned to stare at me, torn between his own curiosity to know what she meant and Steph’s warning not to ask me. He opened his mouth to speak, unsure what to say and stuttered for a while. I shook my head at Steph and then nodded towards the wall. Steven’s gaze moved to, and settled on, two frames, the first setting off a computer animated character called Jerk Chicken, the second displaying a gold disc.




    ‘You created Jerk Chicken?’ he whispered.




    ‘I’m surprised she even eats chicken any more, she’s so sick of that thing!’ Steph said, grinning.




    ‘Jerk Chicken wasn’t the problem – it was that stupid song. I don’t know why I agreed to it.’ I shook my head.




    ‘My cousin wanted a Jerk Chicken plush toy,’ Steven mumbled.




    ‘Well there’s a cupboard full of them over there. Help yourself, you’ll be doing me a favour,’ I laughed.




    Jerk Chicken was a 3-D character I created for a project while I was in my final year at university. A slack-jawed, stupid chicken singing, “Chick chick chick chick chicken.” A few years later, I uploaded it to YouTube and within a week, it had over a million views. It went viral; I even received the link myself by email on twenty-three separate occasions.




    Then I got a call from a record label wanting to release a single, a dance remix with Jerk Chicken sampled throughout it. They wanted me to make a video to go with it, of course. At the time, I was in shock that my stupid university project had become so infamous, but then I received the draft contract from the record company and I couldn’t believe the amount of money they were offering me. I didn’t have to think long to realise I could leave my job and set up on my own, knowing this song would earn me more than enough money to live off for a few years while I was getting my business started.




    As it turned out, I needn’t have worried; Jerk Chicken made my CV look pretty good and work had been regularly knocking on my door since I started three years ago. But the song was everything I hated about music and it remained a constant source of embarrassment to know that all the merchandise and licensing agreements for Jerk Chicken, which earned me so much money, stemmed from that record.




    Steven continued staring at me in, what was that? Awe? I felt a flush creep up over my face, which made Steph laugh as she left the office, whistling the tune to herself.




    ‘Wow,’ he said finally, ‘I mean don’t get me wrong, the song was awful, obviously.’ I shrugged my shoulders and nodded in agreement as he continued, ‘But when I first saw that YouTube video, seriously, I could not stop watching it. I can’t even tell you how many people I sent that link to,’ he grinned. ‘Wow, I’m working for Jerk Chicken!’




    ‘I hope that my track record following Jerk Chicken is far more impressive than my university project piece?’ I scowled at him.




    His eyes widened and he stopped grinning.




    ‘Oh sure, yes of course, I mean I’ve played your games and they’re some of the best game apps I’ve played,’ he trailed off and I sighed.




    ‘Yeah, but it’s Jerk Chicken. I know,’ I threw a plush toy at him. ‘Why don’t you honour your newly respected leader with a cuppa?’




    ‘Coming right up, boss,’ he grinned and bounced towards the kitchenette.




    Steven placed a mug of tea and a plate of cookies in front of me and sat down. ‘Homemade,’ he said by way of explanation. They looked amazing – soft and chewy with big chunks of chocolate. I could feel my mouth watering and my stomach clearing a path for the inevitable influx. I mostly follow a ‘seafood’ diet, as in, I see food and I eat it.




    ‘They look amazing,’ I mumbled as I reached out to take one, trying to be a little calm about it and not just shovelling it into my mouth like I wanted to. The smell alone was driving me crazy; they were so fresh. I will never think badly of Steven again. I bet James wouldn’t have brought these little pieces of heaven to my door.




    ‘I made some notes about the current projects. I hope you don’t mind?’ Steven said, forcing me to concentrate on work and not biscuits. He pushed a sheet of paper towards me. He’d made some good points about the brief for a mobile phone app, currently unresolved between myself and my client Jack, mainly because he wanted a level of interactivity I didn’t think was possible within the brief.




    ‘It’s quite a new technique that I was working on in my final project and I think it could work with this,’ Steven finished up and I realised I’d missed half of what he said, but recognised he was offering a solution that would please the client. That would also mean having to hand over a large chunk of the project to Steven because I hadn’t updated my skills yet. Damn it. I knew I was being stupid feeling resentful and even perhaps a little bit jealous, but I couldn’t help it. This was my project, I’d worked hard to win it, and to hand it over to someone else made me feel inadequate. But isn’t that why you hired him, I asked myself. Because his skills are completely up to date? And because I had too much work coming in to do alone. I had to hand some of it over. I bit into another cookie. Oh homemade cookie, I sighed inwardly, if only everything were as simple and lovely as you. I nodded at Steven.




    ‘Congratulations, kid, you just won your first job. Can you put together a plan of how this will work, and we’ll meet with Jack later this week?’




    Steven stared at me, then shook himself.




    ‘Yes, yes of course, thank you. Wow, are you sure?’




    ‘Of course I’m sure, now take these away from me before I eat them all.’ I reluctantly pushed the plate of cookies towards him and stood up.




    ‘Do you still want to go through the new contract with me?’ he asked, reminding me why we had sat down at the meeting table together. Humph! I grumped inwardly. So you can steal that away from me too?




    ‘I do, but I’ll put together an overview and email it to you tomorrow. I think if you can get your plan started this afternoon and we can go finalise it with Jack you can get cracking on this as soon as possible. I was going to have you share the new contract because I wouldn’t be able to do both by myself, but if you can take this one off my hands I’ll be able to do more of the new one.’




    I grinned then, as I realised we were embarking on two big pieces of work at the same time: quite an achievement for a small time developer. In the past, I’d worked on a client project for six months and then worked on something of my own, dividing my time between commissions and developing something I hoped would sell and earn me lots of money. Taking on two clients at once was a big step, but seeing Steven’s enthusiasm made me feel excited about expanding. Maybe I’d take on some more staff, after all. Someone who would make the tea, for instance!


  




  

    Chapter Four




    The familiar notification sound clicked on my laptop signalling an instant message. I was updating my Facebook status and accepting some friend requests. Steven had added me on Monday night but I was only just checking my account three days later. The instant message was from him, thanking me for adding him as a friend. I debated whether to reply or just ignore it. On the one hand I didn’t really want my employee intruding in my life outside work, but on the other hand I didn’t want to be rude. I typed, You’re welcome, see you tomorrow, and hit enter. Then I closed my laptop and switched on the television. No doubt there would be a message waiting for me next time I logged in that I wouldn’t need to reply to.




    The following morning, Steph arrived early with our sandwiches and sat down on the sofa, closing her eyes for a few moments’ respite from the rush of the café. Friday mornings were always busy, with everyone treating themselves to breakfast, although lunchtimes were often quiet with people going out to the market or the pub for lunch.




    The office was an old infant classroom which had areas built in which would have served as a play shop or play house. There was also plumbing built in for a cleaning area for arts and craft activities, which Dave had used to build in the kitchenette.




    Being on my own for so long, there was very little furniture in here other than the sofa for less formal meetings, a table for formal meetings, and a couple of desks. I had added the second desk as soon as I placed the job advert a few weeks ago. A bookcase and filing cabinet stood in the second alcove, along with the Jerk Chicken cupboard to complete the set-up.




    The sofa was big, green, and swallowed you up if you sat on it for too long. It was the best sofa in the world. Cosy and warm in winter, I spent as much time as I could on the sofa under a blanket.




    ‘We are heading to The World’s End after work tonight, Steven – I hope you’ll join us.’ Steph informed him, opening her eyes. Steven glanced across the room to me and I shrugged.




    ‘Friday night, drinks after work. It’s sort of a thing they do,’ I explained.




    ‘You really get to know a person when you go out drinking with them, don’t you agree?’ Steph asked casually, ‘It’s a miracle we ever got to know this one of course, bloody hermit.’




    ‘I’m not a hermit, I’m just slightly anti-social,’ I corrected her. Steph snorted.




    ‘You go home and play video games. Don’t you get tired of video games?’ she asked, shaking her head.




    ‘Just checking out the competition,’ I grinned at her and she sighed.




    ‘Well now if it’s work, maybe you should be playing video games during office hours,’ Steph suggested.




    ‘That is not a bad idea, especially now I’ve got someone else here to do all the hard work for me,’ I grinned at Steven, who pulled a face at me.




    Steph stood up and touched his arm.




    ‘Come the pub,’ she implored him, ‘we usually head over at 4:30. Try and drag this one along with you, it’s been too long since she went out and getting tipsy would do her some good.’ She leant in closer to him and whispered, ‘Getting laid would do her even better, but that’s just my opinion.’




    ‘I heard that, Stephanie.’ I folded my arms and turned my face away, pretending to be offended, but she laughed at me.




    ‘You were meant to. Make sure you take your staff to the pub, don’t be mean and leave him to drink with strangers. It’s your duty as a good boss to get him drunk, especially on his first Friday.’




    I sighed and nodded. Why not? It’s been ages since I went to Friday night drinks after work. I realised it would be good to catch up with everyone and get to know Steven a bit better outside the office. Besides which, everyone knows the best times are had when you don’t plan for them. I felt a flutter of excitement deep in my belly and realised I was looking forward to having a night out.




    When we entered The World’s End on the corner of Camden High Street the rest of the tenants were already there. They gave a cheer when we arrived and I heard lots of exclamations about how they never see me out. It was nice actually, to feel such a welcome and I wondered briefly why I didn’t come out for a least one drink after work more often. Steph was probably right that it would do me good to socialise more. Ruth was always inviting me out to gigs and for drinks with her friends but I always declined. I just can’t be bothered with the small talk of meeting new people and I find myself longing for my sofa and my PS3 or my DVD box sets. I felt a flush of shame as I realised that all the people sat around the table welcoming me were people I knew. Meeting people at work somehow made it easier to get to know them and I had no excuse for not socialising with them. Steven touched my arm.




    ‘What are you drinking?’ he asked, leaning in the direction of the bar. I shook my head.




    ‘No, it’s your first week, let me buy you a drink. What are you having?’ He grinned happily at me and straightened himself up.




    ‘Pint of lager would be smashing, cheers.’ He made his way towards the table and I watched as Steph waved him over to a spare seat next to her. I smiled to myself. Steph clearly had a crush on Steven. I ordered our drinks and turned my attention back to them while I waited. I could see why Steph would like him; he was easy to be around. He found a common ground quickly and maintained a flow of conversation. It was hard to feel uncomfortable with Steven; there were no awkward silences. He knew when it was right to be quiet and he knew how to fill a conversational void before it became tense.




    It occurred to me that despite all the easy conversations, I didn’t know much about him. Well, if Steph was willing to share his attention perhaps tonight I would get to know him better. I carried our drinks over to the table and found a seat opposite Steven and Steph, pushing his drink towards him. He winked at me in gratitude. Winked! I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and tried to smother the flicker of annoyance. If I was younger than him I’d find him patronising. The fact that I’m the elder just made him irritating. I hoped that in time I would get used to his little ways and stop finding it annoying – after all he was a brilliant programmer, an excellent designer, and he was fitting in nicely around my work routine. I just wish he acted his age and treated me like I were mine.




    ‘Not often we see you down the pub, Olly. To what do we owe the pleasure?’ Dave asked, nudging me. Dave was the only person, besides Steph, that I saw on a daily basis. He was a good guy, lots of fun to be around, supportive of all his tenants, offered us all great advice. He had been particularly helpful to me in the early days when I was puzzling over the legal status of my business. I’d read so many websites talking about Companies House, directors, partnerships, and shareholders, I’d had no idea what I was doing. Dave was lying on the sofa in Reception when I arrived one morning and called me over, so I’d sat down on the sofa opposite him with a big sigh.




    ‘That is a big sigh. What’s up, Olivia Jones?’ I’d told him where I was up to in getting my business off the ground which, given that I still didn’t know what my legal status was, wasn’t very far off the ground at all. He asked me three questions: Do you own this business? Have you put up the money to get it started? Where will the profits go? To which I’d replied, ‘Yes, it’s all mine, and the profits go to me to live off.’ He’d shrugged and said, ‘Seems to me you’re a sole trader.’




    This was a relief because from everything I had read online I didn’t need to do anything to register as a sole trader. I could register as a limited company and be the sole director and member, but that seemed like a lot of obligatory annual paperwork for no reason. So I opened a bank account as a sole trader and got on with the important job of designing a mobile game app to introduce Inspired Programming to the world.




    I grinned up at Dave, glad that he was in the pub.




    ‘Well you know, now that I’m an employer I thought I should bring my new member of staff to the pub and introduce him to everyone properly.’




    Dave smiled and nodded, and regarded me with a look of pride and winked. Dave is allowed to wink at me because he is ten years older than me and has been my mentor for several years.




    ‘Staff, eh? Look at you!’ He nudged me again and as I straightened up he threw his arm across my shoulders in a congratulatory hug. I rolled my eyes, embarrassed at the attention.




    ‘So, Steven, how’s your first week been? I hear your boss is a real bitch?’ Dave grinned at me and then leant forward to focus his attention on Steven.




    ‘Oh I wouldn’t say she was a bitch, a tyrant at times maybe, but she’s OK.’




    I narrowed my eyes at him in mock warning and he laughed, ‘I’ve had a good week, I don’t think I could have asked for a better first job. I think I will learn so much more from Olly than I would have learned elsewhere, much more hands on, she’s already entrusted me with a big project.’ He smiled at me appreciatively. Steph giggled.




    ‘Hands on? You should tell her to keep her hands to herself!’




    I raised my eyebrows at the veiled warning from Steph. As if she had anything to worry about from me – aside from the fact I’m his boss and considerably older than him, she was beautiful, funny, and easy to be around. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the Monday morning gossip was that Steph and Steven ended the evening together.




    Steven and Dave continued talking, about how the centre had come about and what they both wanted from the future. I decided to take a breather and made my way to the quiz machine in the corner. Steph followed me and stood watching, waiting for me to make conversation. I concentrated on the game. It was childish of me but I’d moved over here to have a much-needed moment and Steph was well aware that I required regular alone time. I glanced round at her and followed her gaze back to our table, more specifically Steven.




    ‘He seems nice?’ she said, looking up at me. ‘You must love having him around the office.’ I sensed this was a question rather than a statement so I shrugged again.




    ‘It’s nice to share the work load and have someone around who understands what I’m saying.’




    ‘Is he single?’




    ‘I have no idea. I don’t actually know anything about his personal life,’ I shrugged.




    ‘What have you been talking about all week?’ She asked unable to conceal her surprise.




    ‘Work mostly. I’m not paying him to be my friend, I’m paying him to do the work I don’t have time to do.’ I grinned at her then, and shrugged, ‘I was hoping to get to know him a little better tonight but I haven’t had a chance to speak to him since we arrived.’




    Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.




    ‘I think he’s cute,’ she admitted.




    ‘No, really? Oh wow, I had no idea,’ I said, my voice heavy with sarcasm. She blushed again.




    ‘Am I that obvious?’




    ‘Only to me, love.’ I put my arm round her shoulder. ‘I promise I will see what I can find out for you, OK?’ She nodded, smiling as we made our way back to the table. Dave was at the bar and Steven was chatting to Tracey, a singer who ran a chain of community choirs. I felt Steph bristle next to me and I sighed as I noticed Tracey looking up at Steven through her eyelashes, smiling and playing with her hair. I groaned inwardly, realising my office was going to be like Clapham Junction, with all his admirers finding excuses to stop by. Steph sat down next to Tracey to join their conversation and Dave returned, distributing drinks around the table. He smiled as he pushed a pint my way and sat between Steph and me to listen to what Tracey was saying, still directing her words at Steven, pretending no one else was there. Steven looked up at me and grinned. He touched Tracey on the arm and said he’d catch up with her later and then he came to sit beside me on the double seat at the end of the table. He leant back and turned his head to face me.




    ‘Hi, didn’t I arrive with you?’ he asked, frowning. I nodded, smiling. ‘I thought I recognised you.’ He indicated the rest of the table. ‘These guys are cool – not as cool as you of course, but pretty cool.’




    I laughed out loud.




    ‘You don’t have to sweet talk me you know. You got the job already and I have nothing more to offer you.’




    ‘What? No! I mean it.’ He grew serious. ‘Honestly, I was expecting my first job to be taking notes for some guy in a suit. You are actually letting me loose on your projects, and trust me, I can deliver, I promise you, but I never imagined I’d be given the chance to prove myself so soon. That’s cool, you’re very cool.’ He smiled shyly then smiled his wide, goofy smile. ‘And let’s not forget …’ he began, and I shook my head.




    ‘I created Jerk Chicken?’




    He nodded, grinning. I looked at him closely while we chatted. He really was an attractive man, and close up he didn’t look that young. He had a maturity about him; perhaps he had been around older people a lot and had a more grown-up outlook. I remembered my promise to Steph and was just about to ask him when I heard him groan as he looked towards the door. I followed his gaze and saw an attractive blonde girl weaving her way through the crowd which had grown considerably since we had arrived. I was about to ask who she was when I felt his breath on my ear. I froze.




    ‘Olly I need you to promise me something,’ he said quietly. I nodded. ‘If it looks likely that I’m going to leave with that girl, please, please stop me.’




    I looked at him out of the corner of my eye and he returned my look with pleading eyes before continuing. ‘I sort of knew her at uni. I worked behind the bar so pretty much everyone knew me. We bumped into each other a few weeks ago and I haven’t been able to get rid of her since. She seems to know where I am all the time. I don’t know how she does it but every time I go out she turns up, she somehow insists on sharing a cab and then before I know it I’m back at her place.’




    ‘Tell her you’re not interested.’




    ‘I have, so many times.’ He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. ‘Just watch, she’ll find me and I will be rude to her but she won’t give up, she’s as thick skinned as they come.’




    ‘Well surely if you’re not interested it should be easy to not go home with her,’ I pointed out, confusion evident on my face.




    He chuckled at my apparent innocence.




    ‘If only that were true, Olly. She will wait ‘til I’m drunk, she will ask to share my taxi and make me feel sorry for her. I will be adamant that I’m going home but then …’ he stopped and looked at me, his face full of shame, ‘she’ll put her hand down my pants and there’s just no way I’m not going home with her. She says she knows I don’t want her but she knows how to get me anyway.’ He put his head in his hands and sighed. ‘I hate it, I hate myself for it, and I just want to get away from her.’ He looked back up at me, ‘Please, promise me, no matter what I say, don’t let me leave with her.’




    ‘I will try my best,’ I promised. He took hold of my hand and kissed it.




    ‘Thank you.’




    I heard her before I saw her again; it was a perfectly rehearsed gasp.




    ‘Steven? Oh my God, what are you doing here?’ She was smiling as she tried to squeeze past me and force herself into a non-existent space between us. She ignored me, despite half sitting on my knee, as she smiled up at him.




    ‘Go away, Melissa,’ he said irritably. I watched with interest as both Steph and Tracey became aware of Melissa. Steph took in the blonde hair, the tight top, and the cleavage and glanced down miserably at her work clothes. Tracey tried to set her delicate features to hide the distaste she felt and anyone who didn’t know her would be fooled, but I could see through her frozen smile. I looked at the back of Melissa’s head and listened to her pointless chatter.




    ‘I can’t believe you’re here, I just decided to pop in for a drink and see who was about. I had no idea you would be here,’ she flicked her hair over her shoulder, swatting me in the face. ‘I am so glad you are, though,’ she murmured, looking up at him through her eyelashes. I cleared my throat.




    ‘Excuse me, hi,’ I said, smiling politely.




    She turned to look at me, scowling. It wasn’t an attractive look. Her face was caked in make-up and her false eyelashes had been covered with thick liner, framing her eyes and making her look like Miss Piggy.




    ‘He’s here with me tonight and we were in the middle of something, would you mind?’ I raised my eyebrows questioningly and waited for her to reply. She looked me up and down slowly, her face displaying a commentary as she got the measure of me, and seeing nothing that worried her she stood up and squeezed past me again. She leant across the table to Steven.




    ‘I’ll see you later,’ she whispered, blowing him a kiss as she straightened herself up and sashayed away to the bar.




    Steven looked mortified so I punched him lightly on the shoulder.




    ‘Hey, round one to us. Do you want another pint?’




    I watched his face as he narrowed his eyes, watching Melissa, then he jumped to his feet, grabbing my hand.




    ‘She just entered the ladies, can we get out of here?’ he asked. ‘Quick before she comes back?’ he insisted.




    I stood up, aware of Steph watching me, a frown on her face.




    ‘I’ll text you where we’ve gone. Follow us when you’ve finished this round, OK?’ I shrugged apologetically as Steven pulled me towards the door; I kept an eye on the ladies’ toilet, hoping Melissa wouldn’t emerge and spot us trying to make a run for it. We stumbled out into the street and ran across the road towards Camden Town tube station and out of sight of the pub.




    ‘She will notice as soon as she opens the toilet door,’ he said, a hint of panic in his voice. ‘Where can we go?’




    ‘The Mixer?’ He nodded and started running across the road towards the Good Mixer. I loved The Mixer, it had a bit of a history as a pub that cool bands had frequented.




    We slipped inside, found a corner table and sank into the seats, breathing heavily. Steven looked tense but I was feeling something else, an adrenalin rush maybe, it was really quite thrilling. Running away from a stalker might sound scary but when it’s not your stalker it’s just fun. I thought back to my childhood nightmares of being chased by the Terminator and reasoned that this was probably like that for Steven; a relentless being with a single mission. For me it was nowhere near as frightening as being chased by a merciless android so I was finding the whole thing really quite exciting.




    ‘Pint?’ I asked standing up after my breathing had returned to normal. He nodded, watching the door in trepidation. I realised it wouldn’t be that difficult to work out which pub he might have gone to, there are not that many after all. ‘Tell you what, my flat is a two minute walk from here. We can go there, you can call a cab and be home long before she even comes looking for you?’ I suggested.




    Relief washed over his face and he nodded, smiling. I held out my hand to him and pulled him up. We must have looked like a dodgy pair sneaking out of the pub, looking all around. I was trying to take it seriously for Steven’s sake but I kept pretending I was Jack Bauer, whispering, ‘I’ll check the perimeter, you cover me. OK it’s clear, head to the next corner.’ By the time we reached my flat, Steven was grinning.




    ‘We are at the rendezvous point, location is secured.’ I giggled as I unlocked the door.




    ‘Copy that, Agent Jones.’ He glanced around one last time before following me through the door.




    I collapsed on the sofa, giggling. Steven stood in the doorway, watching me.




    ‘I’m sorry Steven, I know it’s not funny, it’s just that –’ I giggled again ‘– well, it sort of is funny, if you think about it. Running away from some woman because she wants to have sex with you.’




    ‘Well I suppose when you put it like that, it must seem pretty funny,’ he agreed, ‘but she’s relentless. I just want her to leave me alone. I mean, can you imagine me trying to actually meet someone with that constantly turning up all the time? She’d scare everyone away until there was only her left.’




    I wandered into the kitchen, grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge and sat back down on the sofa.




    ‘She was pretty, though. I mean, crazy stalker tendencies aside, why aren’t you into her?’ I asked, curious.




    Steven took a long drink of his beer and sighed, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. He leant back into the sofa and looked at me.




    ‘I’m a nerd, Olly. I did a degree in video game programming, I take computers apart for fun, I have the entire DVD collection of Star Trek and I sometimes sit around my house wearing a Stormtrooper helmet,’ he explained.




    ‘I can see why she likes you so much, you are a catch.’ I clinked my bottle against his and took a sip. He pulled his tongue at me and I realised he thought I was teasing him, when I was actually being serious. Best not to think about that too much, Olivia Jones.




    ‘It’s a bit different at uni – you start off living in a student house or halls with a random set of people and it doesn’t matter what you study, you just bond over the shared experience. I also worked behind the bar at the student union so everyone knew me without knowing I was this big nerd. And then someone in their wisdom decided to make The Doctor all handsome and sexy and easily accessible to a mainstream audience. For the first time in my life, no one was calling me a speccy twat any more. All these apparently popular girls were hanging around the computer rooms looking for their latest fashion accessory to hang off their arm.’




    ‘OK, but that doesn’t explain why we’re sneaking round the streets of Camden trying to lose a girl who’s apparently really into you.’




    ‘She knew me from the student union, and she had a thing for me, that’s all. But she was studying fashion design, she likes Take That, she watches The X Factor.’ He paused to check my reaction. I nodded. ‘You see? I can’t have a conversation with her, we have nothing in common; she wants to be out partying every night, she wants to be meeting celebrities. I want to play video games and drink in old man pubs. Do you want to know what my fantasy is?’ he asked suddenly. I raised my eyebrows and shrugged, inviting him to continue. ‘I fantasise about having a girlfriend who opens her door to me on a Saturday night and says, “You know, I don’t really feel like going out tonight, can we just stay in and play Lego Batman?”’




    I glanced sideways at the Lego Batman cover on the coffee table and laughed.




    ‘Wow, I actually am spending this Saturday night playing Lego Batman, and that is why I don’t have a boyfriend. You know, if you were a few years older I’d probably be stalking you myself!’ I smirked at him.




    ‘If you spent your weekends playing video games you wouldn’t have to stalk me.’ He looked at me then, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, his eyes exploring my face. I felt a prickling sensation creeping up the back of my neck as his words sunk into my mind. Shit, he was going to try to kiss me. I started to panic and, breaking away from his gaze, I pushed myself off the sofa and busied myself in the kitchen, pouring a glass of water and wiping down the sink. He watched me for a few minutes before joining me in the kitchen.




    ‘Is it my age?’ he asked.




    ‘I’m sorry?’ I feigned ignorance at his question, but my heart rate increased slightly. Were we really having this conversation? I supposed it was better now so we could pretend we didn’t remember it when the hangover kicked in. Monday was going to be awkward.




    ‘Cards on the table time, Ols. I like you, you’re cool, you’re funny, beautiful, nerdy, you don’t over-think things, except maybe now you’re definitely over-thinking whether or not you should let me kiss you.’ He smiled and moved closer to me, raising his hand to touch my face.




    I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to go with the moment and sink into his arms. I took a deep breath and using all the resistance I could muster, I stepped away from him and refilled my glass with water. I searched his face as I drank it down slowly, deliberately stalling before I had to speak. His face betrayed no feeling of disappointment or rejection. He was smiling, the confidence of youth, I suppose. Perhaps in his mind it was a foregone conclusion that something would happen, but what? What was he expecting, a one night stand with his boss? A relationship?




    I wiped the back of my hand across my mouth and took a slow deep breath.




    ‘It’s not just your age. I’m your boss, I hardly know you yet – how do I know you’re not angling for a sexual harassment suit, to put me out of business and skip off with all my clients?’




    He stared at me, his confident air visibly shaken. I don’t think I’d hit a nerve; he was genuinely shocked at my suspicion. I felt guilty.




    ‘I’m just saying, we haven’t known each other long enough to be more than just work colleagues yet,’ I explained.




    ‘If I didn’t work for you, if you had just met me tonight and everything that followed still happened, would you be kissing me right now?’




    Yes! My shoulder sagged and I sighed. I closed my eyes and covered my mouth with my hand before nodding my head. I heard him exhale and opened my eyes, regarding him sadly. I felt bad, had I offended him? Was he upset? Was Monday morning going to be the most awkward day in the history of office experiences? He looked like he wanted to say something but changed his mind, shrugging instead.




    ‘Thanks for tonight, I owe you one. Can you call me a cab?’




    I nodded and picked up the phone, relieved he was leaving. I wanted to think over all his comments and everything I’d learned about him. I was feeling confused about Steven; one minute he was annoying me, the next he was making me laugh. He was too young and yet he always behaved older. I fought an urge to reach over and run my fingers through his hair.




    ‘Ten minutes,’ I told him as I settled down next to him again on the sofa, the moment long past when I feared he might kiss me. Did I want him to kiss me? Maybe. No, my explanation was valid, not that I’d thought about it before I said it, it just came to mind in the moment, but it was a worry all the same. I wanted to get back to the easy conversation we were enjoying before all this. I didn’t want him leaving in a bad mood, worrying about facing each other at work on Monday.




    ‘So why don’t you take Melissa to your place and let her see your true nerd? Maybe that will put her off once and for all,’ I suggested.




    He contemplated my suggestion but dismissed it.




    ‘I don’t think she cares about talking. I think she wants the arm candy.’ He grimaced and shook his head. ‘I can’t believe I’d even qualify as arm candy. It’s bad enough that The Doctor became a poster pin-up, but since when did nerds become sexy?’




    ‘Nerds have always been sexy. Just because the non-nerds have only just realised it doesn’t mean we weren’t all aware of it already.’




    He clinked his bottle against mine.




    ‘You are so right!’ He grinned. ‘So I assume you’re partial to a nerd yourself then? Come on, Ols, what’s your story, what do you go for?’ I felt my cheeks flush and he laughed. ‘Come on, I won’t tease you. I promise.’ I shook my head and he was distracted by a car horn beeping outside.




    ‘Ah your taxi awaits. Do you want me to go sweep the perimeter, make sure she didn’t track us here?’ I offered.




    Steven laughed and shook his head, following me to the door. We descended the stairs and I held open the door to the street, waving at the taxi to let him know we were there. Steven threw his arms round me and squeezed me.




    ‘Thanks for tonight, Olly, and thanks for hiring me.’ He walked backwards down the path, pointing at me. ‘Best. Boss. Ever!’ He grinned, ‘Oh and I will find out who your dream man is.’ He waved out of the window of the cab and was gone.




    I walked back into my flat and filled another glass with water. I leant against the sink looking at the fridge, and smiled at the picture of the current Doctor – David Tennant. Good job Steven didn’t see that, he’d be most disappointed. Shaking my head again, I turned off the light and went to bed.
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