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There’s a fine line between love and hate . . .

Poppy Peterson is about to be evicted if she doesn’t pay her rent. She used to be an actress on a telenovela until her character, Ramona Gonzalez, Executive Administrative Assistant to the CEO, was killed off. Unfortunately, dead characters can’t pay the bills.

Ryan Stark is a tough boss – especially if you’re his assistant. He’s been through five in the last two months and now no one wants to work for him. He needs an assistant who can meet his demands. And he can be very demanding.

Poppy’s been an assistant before – well, on screen anyway. It can’t be that hard to do in real life, right?

Two things are for sure. Poppy is about to play the role of a lifetime. And Ryan is about to learn a whole new lesson about what’s really important in life.

For more laugh-out-loud, swoon-worthy hijinks, don’t miss Jo’s other rom-coms, Love to Hate You, Burning Moon, Almost A Bride, Finding You, After the Rain and The Great Ex-Scape.


I’m going to have to dedicate this book to all my ROSA ladies, you know who you are. Thank you all for helping me solve this story and make it the best it can be.


CHAPTER ONE
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Poppy

Drama!

It always finds me. No matter where I go, or what I do. On some days, I can almost feel it watching me, waiting to pounce, waiting to hand me that one aerosol can that explodes so loudly that the neighbors call the police and they break down my door. Or to hand me that one bottle of defective hair remover cream (too much peroxide) that scalds my vagina and lands me in the ER with a hot doctor. That accidentally locks me in a toilet cubicle in a shopping center overnight, or that causes that freak wave that rips off my bikini bottom on that crowded beach.

Drama. Look it up in the dictionary. If my face is not plastered next to its definition, it should be. In fact, I’ve often considered sending an email to the good people of the Oxford University Press and suggesting that they include me in its definition somehow.

My mother used to say that drama was my destiny, that it was ingrained in my DNA. After all, that’s how I’d come into the world, she’d said. Bursting into it in the hospital parking lot, unable to wait a few more minutes until I made my grand appearance. Maybe that’s one of the reasons behind the career path I’d chosen. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I was about to make one of the most dramatic and ridiculous decisions of my life . . .

I gazed up at the big, shiny building that towered above me like an intimidating giant made of metal and mirrors. If I walked in and did what I was planning on doing, I’d be breaking the law! Okay, so maybe lying on my CV to get a job wasn’t exactly “breaking the law,” per se. Maybe it was just twisting it a tiny bit. Not that bad, right?

“If you lie, you become a liar.” But I could hear my mother’s words echoing in my mind, over and over again. I hung my head and reviewed my options.

One, I could not do this and in a month’s time would be evicted and blacklisted and living on the streets. Or two, I could do this and potentially save myself from a life of street living.

I took a deep breath and looked up at myself in the rear-view mirror.

Oh God! I looked ridiculous in my short, brown wig and purple cat’s eye glasses. Both the wig and glasses had been props from the TV show I’d recently acted in—that is, until my character had met her rather dramatic and untimely demise.

I’d played the part of “Executive Administrative Assistant to the CEO.” So when I’d seen that exact same job offered in the employment section of the paper just two days ago, I’d taken it as a sign. A light at the end of the dark tunnel of debt I currently found myself wading through.

My debt was mostly due to the fact that I was more of an “out of work” than “in-work” actress. And I couldn’t even supplement my income with waitressing work like most other actresses did. My waitressing skills were infamously terrible . . . how was I meant to know that Mr. Wong’s secret sauce was that flammable and that the patron had been wearing a toupee?

It’s not like I’d never gotten work as an actress before. In fact, in the last year I’d gotten several roles. I’d played “Scary Witch Five” in a children’s pantomime, “Rushed Train Commuter Nine” in an action film, and I’d also gotten an advert for pantyhose. Granted, only my leg had been seen, but the leg had been attached to my body, as my agent had pointed out. But my biggest role to date had happened a few months ago, playing Ramona González, Executive Administrative Assistant to the CEO of an experimental, secretive government laboratory testing facility, on a very low budget telenovela called Venganza Ignacio (Ignacio’s Revenge) that had been shot in South Africa (because it was cheap), dubbed into Spanish and only screened in Paraguay.

The only reason I’d gotten the job was because the original actress playing Ramona had gotten food poisoning on day one and the director had decided that they didn’t need all four “Terrified Lab Assistants.” And so, I’d landed myself my first speaking role.

The job had lasted exactly two months, before my character had been viciously killed off by the evil twin brother of the CEO, who for years had been presumed dead when his private jet had crashed in the Amazon rainforest. Except he wasn’t dead. As it turned out, the brother had been taken in by a wild tribe of cannibals, who’d taught him to be very evil and instructed him in the ancient art of killing people with poisonous darts made from the slimy stuff found on the backs of venomous tree frogs. Exactly how my character had died, btw.

What a pile of crap! At least I’d scored this wig and glasses and some other props from the show, which I was now wearing for my job interview in precisely ten minutes. I guess wearing this disguise made me feel slightly better about lying. It made this feel less like a job interview, and more like an audition for a role.

I climbed out of the car and headed for the building clutching my (fake) CV in my now very shaky hands.

How hard could this be? All I’d done in the show was answer calls, staple papers together, file stuff, shout things like “Shall I get the head of the army on the phone?” and “Put the facility on emergency quarantine lock-down!” and “There’s been a breach in the radioactive containment field and the rats have mutated.” Not to mention have sex with my hairy boss on his desk. Not that I’d be having sex with this CEO; well, I hoped that wasn’t part of the job description anyway.

I carried on walking, forcing my head into the air in the hopes that faking confidence might actually help allay my fears somewhat. I was good at faking, I was an actress, after all. Not a great one. I wasn’t terrible, but I was no Meryl. But I loved acting. I cursed loudly as I walked. Why couldn’t I have loved accounting, or lawyer-ing, or doctor-ing or something sensible like that? Something that ensured my fridge was stocked with more than an old jar of peanut butter and that I didn’t need to rent in the most undesirable part of town. “Undesirable” you must understand is a polite euphemism for “shittiest shithole in the Southern Hemisphere.”

The big shiny building was even more intimidating on the inside. The entrance hall looked like the interior of a modernist museum, complete with very uncomfortable-looking steel chairs that seemed more like sculptural pieces than actual things to put your butt on.

“Hi.” I walked over to the terribly busy-looking receptionist. “I’m here for the job interview. Doris Granger.” I smiled, trying to hide the embarrassment at the fake name I’d chosen for myself. What was I thinking? Doris bloody Granger! But for some reason choosing a fake name had helped add to the illusion that I was assuming a character and playing a role. I’d briefly thought of giving Doris an accent. Something exotic, like Romanian or Czechoslovakian. Thankfully, I’d come to my senses. Besides, Doris did have a certain studious ring to it, certainly more so than Poppy Daisy Peterson. (My mother had been a florist and had named me after her favorite flowers.)

“Have a seat,” the receptionist said, pointing at the “chair.” I smiled and approached it tentatively. I lowered myself onto the avant-garde metal thing and, yes, it was definitely the most uncomfortable thing I’d ever sat on. I looked around for something to do and grabbed one of the magazines on the table.

Travel and Leisure Now.

Leisure Management.

Leisure in Focus! (I wondered why that one had an exclamation mark?)

It all seemed like quite a bit of leisure overkill. Mind you, this was Stark Leisure Group. I tried to make myself comfortable and flipped through the pages of one of the magazines; beautiful seafront villas, bushveld lodges and mountain sanctuaries soon filled the glossy pages and I was just about to read an article about the tourist boom in Rwanda when—

“AAARRGGHH!”

A loud noise made me look up as a woman ran through the reception as if she was being chased by a pack of invisible wolves. The harassed-looking woman stopped when she got to the receptionist and pointed a finger at her. I sat up straight and watched the spectacle.

“I have never been treated like that in my entire life.” She was on the verge of tears. “I don’t know how you work for him?” she snapped. “He is the rudest, the . . . the . . .” She stuttered, the words sounded like they were getting stuck in her throat. And then she turned and looked at me. “Are you here for the interview?” she asked, sounding frantic. I nodded. “Well, don’t! Just don’t,” she said and then started marching off. I stared after her in horror as she flung the doors open and threw herself out of the building.

“What the—?” I muttered under my breath.

“Clearly, he’s in one of his moods again today,” the receptionist said, shaking her head. “Good luck to you,” she tutted and looked down again.

“Sorry . . . uh, what do you mean?” I stood up and walked over to the desk.

The receptionist looked around nervously and then leaned in and whispered. “Mr. Stark, well, let’s just say he’s not exactly easy to get along with.”

“Really?” I swallowed hard and clutched my CV even tighter.

The woman nodded. “He’s made almost every one of his staff cry at some stage. And you better know how to do your job, he doesn’t like inefficient people or take kindly to—”

The phone interrupted her and she answered it at the speed of light. “Yes, sir, Mr. Stark,” she said into the phone. She paused and looked up at me. “Yes, there’s one more.” Another pause as she listened intently on the phone. “No, I’m afraid I can’t tell if she’s an ‘airhead buffoon with no real qualifications other than being the most inarticulate person you’ve ever met’ like the other one.” The receptionist widened her eyes at me. “I’ll send her up.” She put the phone down.

“Um.” Nerves gripped me. “Maybe . . .” I started backing away. “Maybe I’ve made a mistake. Maybe this job isn’t really for me after all.”

I didn’t wait for a reply and ran out the door as fast as my legs would carry me. This Mr. Stark sounded like a monster and even though I was desperate for the money, I didn’t want crying to be part of my job description. I cried enough already. I was one of those “nervous crier” types. And if I were truly honest with myself, I was feeling quite relieved that I had an excuse to leave. I mean, what had I been thinking . . . a disguise, a name change, a fake CV, for heaven’s sake. It sounded like a storyline straight out of the telenovela itself. It was probably one of the most ridiculous things I’d almost ever done in my entire life.

But then I saw it and stopped dead in my tracks . . .

“HEY!” I yelled as my car was lifted onto the back of a tow truck. “What are you doing?” I raced over to the traffic officer standing next to it.

“Are you the owner of this vehicle?” The man asked in that firm police tone that is intended to strike terror into your heart. It did.

“Why?” I asked cautiously.

“Do you know this is a no-parking zone?” The traffic officer pointed at a sign that was barely readable, due to the layer of rust on it.

“That?” I protested. “But you can’t even read it. That should be illegal, having a sign that no one can read. How are people supposed to . . . uh, uh—”

The traffic officer raised an eyebrow at me and pointed down at the road as my car moved off it.

“Oh! That.” I swallowed hard.

“Yes, that,” the traffic officer answered sarcastically. “That giant red cross through the big yellow word ‘parking’ is a dead giveaway, don’t you think?” He flashed me a patronizing smile.

“I guess I didn’t see it.” How the hell hadn’t I seen that? “I’ll move my car right now if you stop towing it.” I started digging frantically through my bag for the keys.

“Too late for that,” he said, sounding way too pleased with himself. He tore a piece of paper off his little notepad and thrust it into my hands. “One thousand rand gets it out. But you’ll have to come down to the pound to collect it. Have a nice day . . . ma’am.” He said that last part with disdain. And then he and my car were gone.

I looked down at the ticket in my hands. Asking me to pay R1,000 was like asking me to pay a million. I just didn’t have that kind of cash. Or any cash for that matter. I was down to my last hundred rand and unless I could use my eviction notice to print more money on, I was broke.

I looked at my other hand, the one that was still clutching my CV, and then my eyes slowly drifted back up to the cold steel building in front of me . . .


CHAPTER TWO
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Ryan

He crunched the CV up and tossed it across the room where it landed in the dustbin. His aim was perfect, but he’d done this quite a few times already. He was frustrated. His entire world was falling apart around him and he didn’t like it one little bit.

He felt like he was walking a knife’s edge at work; with the current recession business was not great. The number of people taking vacations was down 35 per cent, and this was very bad for their cash flow, since holidays were their business. The shareholders and his board were putting huge pressure on him, and on some days he felt like he was drowning. He was also struggling to balance his business and his personal life, and currently feeling like he was failing at both.

“Dammit,” he cursed loudly. He needed an assistant! And he needed one now. And he needed one that didn’t cry and break down and go through ten boxes of tissues a day because she was going through a bad break-up. Boo-fucking-hoo. He’d had to fire her.

Of course, this had only gone on to cement his reputation even further as a cold-hearted bastard, incapable of any real emotions, and generally a bad, horrible boss! (That’s what he’d overheard them say around the proverbial water cooler anyway.)

What they didn’t know, couldn’t know, was that he was very much capable of real feelings. Real pain and anguish and every other negative emotion you could think of. His emotions tended to err on the negative side. In fact, he couldn’t really remember the last time he’d felt happy—or laughed, for that matter. All he felt these days was pain. He’d just become very good at hiding it behind a wall of anger. Because anger was so much easier to deal with.

And he had to hide it, because on some days the feelings were so overwhelming that they threatened to knock him off his feet. And if he collapsed, three hundred people would soon find themselves jobless—but they never thought about that, did they? They never thought that their job security relied on him being a “cold, hard bastard,” always in perfect control of his emotions. “Never get distracted. Always stay focused. Never show weakness,” as his father used to say. He’d let him down once before in this regard; he didn’t intend to do it again.

He had one more candidate to interview before the end of the day. He’d promised his niece Emmy that he would be home early tonight. He’d broken so many promises to her lately, and he couldn’t face the guilt that came with breaking the heart of the only person in this world that he truly cared about.

He skimmed the next candidate’s CV. Doris Granger. She sounded a hundred years old but, according to this, was only twenty-nine. He read over her previous job experience . . .

Executive Assistant to the CEO of a company he’d never heard about in Paraguay. Waitress and perfume salesperson. He sighed. Her CV didn’t exactly gleam and sparkle and inspire him with confidence, but this was the last, last, person he could interview.

He’d gone through five assistants in the last two months. Two had quit in tears after their first day and the other three, yes, you guessed it, the heartless bastard had fired them. But none of them had been good enough, and now the job recruitment company said they weren’t sending anyone else to him. Apparently, he was “insensitive” and “emotionally abusive.” This was a job, not a bloody date. What did they expect? Candlelit dinners, roses and walks on the fucking moonlit beach? But now he had been forced to place a job listing in the paper, which had caused all manner of strange people to come crawling out of the woodwork.

Maybe he would need to lower his expectations somewhat? What was he thinking . . . lower them? His expectations would need to be somewhere in a gutter to hire someone who’d served burgers, sprayed perfume and did God knows what for some company in, where was it? Paraguay, Papua New Guinea . . . Whatever! But what other choice did he have?

He buzzed down to the main reception. “Send Doris Granger up.” He paused and listened. “What do you mean she’s left?”

“Sorry,” Ayanda’s voice quivered, as if she was afraid of him. She probably was. They all were. It was better that way: “Never mix business and your personal life,” he’d learned that the hard way. “Yes, she just seemed to—oh wait, she’s back.”

“What do you mean she’s back?” he asked. Doris was clearly indecisive. He hated indecisiveness.

“Yes, she’s back. I’ll send her up, Mr. Stark.”

“Fine.” He hung up the phone and sat back down at his desk.


CHAPTER THREE

[image: image]

Poppy

He was certainly very attractive, that’s for sure. The kind of attractive that steals your breath for a moment and makes your heart beat a little faster. Pitch-black hair, sky-blue eyes, a jaw so masculine and chiseled that it could probably cut glass. Yet, he was unbelievably intimidating at the same time as he sat there and stared at me relentlessly. I hadn’t said a word since walking in and sliding my CV across his massive desk. Why was his desk so large? It was unnecessary and seemed more like an intimidation device than anything else. Well, Doris Granger was not one to be intimidated . . . oh, who was I kidding!? Both Doris and Poppy were shaking in their bloody seats. I gazed around his office quickly. It was cold, impersonal and had a somewhat dead, morgue-ish feel to it. The only other sign of (almost) life in it was the poor Chlorophytum comosum, aka the spider plant, in the corner that looked like it hadn’t been watered all year and should not be kept in direct sunlight. “You can tell a lot about a person by the plants they keep,” my mother used to say. I wondered what this dead pot plant said about Ryan Stark?

“So?” He finally spoke. His voice was gruff and demanding and it made me feel like I was back in the principal’s office, about to get detention.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Oh . . . sorry, yes.” I jumped back up and tried my best to extend my hand across the enormous table. “Doris Granger, pleased to meet y—” my voice trailed off when he made no attempt to shake hands.

“I know your name, Miss Granger. Now please, sit back down.” He gestured and I obeyed.

There was another awkward silence, and I suddenly pointed at my CV on his desk.

“My CV,” I mumbled.

“I know,” he said. “You also emailed it. There was no need to bring a hard copy too.”

A pit formed in my stomach. I hadn’t even been in his office for a minute and I was already in trouble. He glanced down at the CV on his desk and gave a slow tutting sound before looking up at me again.

“And?” he asked.

“And?” I repeated stupidly, my voice cracking slightly.

He shook his head. He seemed frustrated. “I see you worked as an assistant in Uruguay?”

“Paraguay. The ‘guays’ can get very confusing.” I smiled as widely as I could. Smiling like this would hopefully hide the fact I was a blatant liar. Not that it mattered at this stage, I was clearly not going to get this job.

“And how did you land up there?” he asked. “It’s a rather unusual place to work.”

“Mmmm.” My mind raced for an answer. I hadn’t given my character a backstory yet. “My uncle,” I said, uttering the first thing that popped into my head. “He’s South American and he . . .” I tapered off, unable to finish the lie that was about to come pouring out of my mouth. “Uncle,” I repeated.

“Don’t they speak Spanish there?” he asked.

“¡Sí! ¡Muchas gracias!” I said quickly and immediately regretted it.

“You speak Spanish?” he asked, looking as perplexed as I felt right now.

Don’t say it, Poppy, don’t bloody say it . . . but I did and I wanted to kick myself the second it came rushing out of my mouth. “Fluent in it!” Fuck! Why had I just said that? What was wrong with me?

“Interesting,” he said. “Of course, Spanish is of no use here in South Africa. It would be better if you were fluent in isiZulu.”

Please don’t lie about being fluent in Zulu . . . I mentally begged myself because I seemed to have suddenly lost all control of the things that were flying out of my mouth. I’d always babbled when I was nervous, but this was a new low, even for me. My mouth started to open before I could stop myself. “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika,” I said quickly.

He looked at me. Strangely. “Miss Granger, I’m fully aware of what our national anthem is.”

“Of course you are. Yes, of course you are. I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t.” I looked down at my lap, feeling defeated. Another silence followed.

“This is a job interview, Miss Granger. You’re supposed to be selling yourself to me.”

“Selling?” I looked up at him again.

“Why should I hire you?” he asked, sounding irritated.

“Uh, um . . . uh?” My mouth wasn’t working properly. And neither was my brain. He was so gorgeous and terrifying. It was a deadly combination. I tried to adjust my big glasses that were slipping down my small nose, but it was too late. They dropped to the floor with a loud thunk.

“Sorry!” I threw myself onto the floor. Shit! My glasses had made their way under his desk. I lay down flat and stuck my arm out, trying to retrieve them. I finally grabbed them, put them back on and shot back up to the chair as quickly as I could. “Sorry about that! Slippery little things.” I flashed him another smile but he didn’t reciprocate. He pointed at me, deadpan expression etched into his face.

“They’re cracked,” he said flatly.

“Oh?” I looked down my nose at my glasses; a large crack had indeed appeared in one of the lenses.

“Well?” he asked.

“Well what?” I was swimming in a state of nervous confusion now, more like drowning in it. Nothing was going well. My glasses had cracked and I was on the verge of cracking . . . it was all just too much. Please don’t cry too!

“Job! Hire you! Why?” He spat the words out.

“Oh. That. Why should you hire me?” I adjusted my glasses again, this time because I needed to give my hands something to do.

“Tick, tick, tick, Miss Granger. I have lots of important things to do, so if you’re not going to talk to me, I must insist that this is over.” He flashed me a cold, hard look.

“Okey-dokey,” I quickly jumped in. “You should employ me because I am . . . am . . . because . . .” I paused again. He shouldn’t hire me! At all. I had no qualifications, I had no idea what the hell I would do if I worked here, and I was wearing a stupid disguise. In all honesty, I was the last person on earth he should hire.

“You’re not doing yourself any favors here, Miss Granger. Because with every second that passes, I want to hire you less and less.” He tapped his foot and it made the desk wobble. “Miss Granger?” he asked again.

But by now, I was beyond forming any kind of coherent thoughts, let alone sentences. And I feared that if I stayed in the room for a second longer, I might find myself with my whole leg in my mouth, not just my foot.

“I’m so sorry!” I shot up out of my chair. “I think there’s been some kind of terrible misunderstanding here.” I backed away from his massive desk. Had they used an entire forest to make it?

“What kind of misunderstanding?” He stood up. God, he was tall. Tall and big in all the right places. And did I mention intimidating as hell? He towered above me like the steel building itself.

“I think I’m in the wrong place.” I looked around the room frantically. “Wrong job interview, even. I think, maybe, I’m supposed to be somewhere else . . .” I edged towards the door.

“Somewhere else, where?” He started walking around his desk and I wanted to turn and run.

“Mmmm, where indeed? Now that is a big question, isn’t it? Where are any of us meant to be, really?” I said.

He stopped walking and I was sure I could see the slightest smile on his lips. “A philosopher as well as an assistant?” He was mocking me now.

“What can I say, I’m a woman of many talents.”

“Really?” He kept approaching me and I wanted to run. I could feel the door behind me and I’d never wanted out of one so badly. Suddenly a scene from the telenovela came to mind.

Oh God, I had to do it. How else was I going to get myself out of this? I looked out the window behind him and feigned dramatic shock. I brought my hand up to my face and gasped. And then slowly, with shaking fingers, I pointed.

“He’s returned. He’s coming for us. Run!” I said in that voice that Ramona had used so many times before. Low, slow and dragged out for added dramatic effect.

“What?” He swung around suddenly, exactly as I’d hoped. And when he did, I ran. I bolted out the door and straight to the elevator. I’m not proud of it, but that’s what I did.

As I climbed into the elevator, I heard laughter. His laughter was so loud that it echoed down the hall. I put my head in my hands. I’d never been more embarrassed in my entire life, and I’d done some pretty embarrassing things before—many of which had been filmed and put on TV. But this was next level.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Ryan

He couldn’t remember the last time someone had amused him so much. She was just about the most idiotic thing to have ever set foot in his office and, truth be told, the comic relief had been a rather welcome surprise.

Doris Granger . . . even her name was idiotic. Not to mention those stupid glasses with the cracked lens and that pink dress which was totally inappropriate for a corporate office. What on earth had possessed her to even come for the job interview?

He let out another chuckle and called down to the reception. Ayanda answered immediately. “Has Miss Granger left the building?” he asked.

“Yes. I just saw her run past.”

“Good. If she ever comes in here again, please make sure security escorts her out. I’m not sure she’s entirely stable.” He put the phone down and let out another small chuckle. Usually, when someone completely unqualified turned up for a job interview he would be pissed off. But he wasn’t.

“Doris Granger from Paraguay,” he repeated to himself thoughtfully. Who the hell works there? And who is named Doris in this day and age? It sounded totally made up. It probably was.

He looked at his watch and realized that if he left now, he would make it home just in time to have dinner with Emmy. He packed his laptop and grabbed his car keys out of the drawer. The framed photo of himself in happier times caught his attention. It was the only personal item he kept in his office. He looked at it for a moment and then put it down. On some days it was very hard to look at the photo. Today was one of those days.

He walked through the now empty corridors of the building; it was after five and all his staff had already left. He climbed into the elevator and pressed the ground floor button. As the glass-backed cage sailed down, he looked out at the building.

He’d taken over the business from his father ten years ago after his father had retired. And when he had, Stark Leisure Group had been one of the biggest holiday resort builders in the country. His father had been a real pioneer in the leisure industry, building the biggest resorts in South Africa that were affordable for everyone. He believed that holidays should not only be reserved for the upper class. But in the current financial climate, it was their resorts that were suffering, not the high-end luxury ones that the recession-proof public could afford. Their profits were down, and they were slipping each month. As a result, he’d been pressured into making a business decision that he wasn’t sure was the right one. He knew his father would definitely disapprove of it; his father’s old business associate Mr. Rautenbach had made that abundantly clear to him. His father, who had passed away four years ago, was probably rolling in his grave right now. He could almost see his face—that gruff, angry, disappointed expression that he’d worn for most of his life. He still felt like a disappointment to his father, even though the man was dead.

The doors opened and he walked into the reception area. It was raining outside and he grabbed an umbrella on the way out. He stepped into the storm and made his way to his car, the last car in the parking lot. It was always the last car in the parking lot. But as he got closer something, someone, caught his eye . . .

There, sitting on the pavement, drenched from head to toe was none other than Doris Granger. She was holding her head in her hands and . . . oh God, was she crying? Her shoulders were heaving up and down and her whole body was shaking. He should have known she was a crier. He sighed and carried on walking.

He climbed into his Porsche SUV and was just about to start the car and drive off when he found himself staring at the pathetic figure sitting alone in the rain crying.

God, it was so irritating and infuriating. He didn’t want people sitting and crying outside his place of work. That would not be good for business, and it was also—

Also . . .???

His stomach twisted and suddenly he felt uncomfortable in his seat. He held onto his steering wheel tightly and squeezed. He really wanted to get home, but Doris bloody Granger was sitting on the pavement in the rain crying. And he didn’t know why, but it bothered him.

Maybe it was because he found her strangely amusing. He sighed again, grabbed the umbrella once more, and climbed out of his car.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Poppy

I saw the feet before I saw him. I recognized them immediately because, half an hour ago, I’d been face-to-face with them under his desk while looking for my glasses.

The sound of his throat clearing was barely audible over the rain which was coming down in buckets now. But I didn’t want to look up. I didn’t want to look into those big blue eyes and make an idiot of myself once again . . . mind you, I was sitting on a pavement in the rain crying like a baby!

“Miss Granger?”

I cringed at the sound of that name. Why hadn’t I chosen a better name for this character?

“Miss Granger?” he said, louder this time.

I forced my eyes up. He was towering directly above me, blocking some of the rain with his umbrella.

“Hello, Mr. Stark,” I managed through the water that was cascading down my face.

“What are you doing in the rain?” His tone was stern.

“I’m sitting.” It was all I could think of to say back.

“I can see that. But the question is . . . why?”

“Because I don’t have a lift home,” I whispered feebly. And I can’t afford a taxi, I thought.

“I didn’t hear that,” he boomed.

“I can’t get home,” I said again, not that much louder than before.

“God, could you speak up . . . never mind.” In one swift movement, he was crouching in front of me. His sudden proximity caught me off guard and I gasped.

“Repeat!” he commanded.

“I can’t get home!” I half shouted back in fright.

“Don’t you have a car?” he asked, looking around.

“It was parked in a no-parking zone and got towed away.”

“Well, that was rather stupid,” he said coldly.

“I didn’t see it,” I wailed. “I was so nervous for the interview. Oh God, I shouldn’t have come here in the first place.” Another long, loud sob escaped my lips. I went with it. I didn’t care about holding the tears back anymore. It’s not like I was ever going to see this guy again.

Another sudden throat clearing made me look up.

“Where do you live?” he asked through what was clearly a very tightly clenched jaw.

“In West Parks.” The rain was coming down even harder now.

He let out another massive sigh. I’d never heard such a loud, long, exasperated sigh before. “Come.” He stood up and started walking back to his car. I was so shocked I wasn’t even sure I’d heard him correctly until he looked over his shoulder and yelled at me.

“Are you waiting for Christmas?” He rolled his eyes.

I jumped up and ran through the rain. I opened the passenger door and climbed in. I was dripping wet and immediately, inadvertently, splashed water across his polished dashboard.

“Sorry,” I said when I saw his disapproving look. He was obviously irritated and wanted to take me home as much as someone wants a plantar wart on their toe. But I had no other choice right now and I wasn’t going to turn down a lift, even if it was from him.

“Try not to wet my entire car, Miss Granger.” He turned the engine on and the massive car roared to life.

“Sorry,” I whispered under my breath and tried to keep as still as possible, even though my body was shaking from the cold.

I heard another long sigh. His hand shot out and fiddled with the air conditioning, then he pointed all the vents in my direction and a blast of hot air hit my body. The relief was instant.

“Thanks,” I whispered.

“Don’t mention it,” he said dismissively as he focused on the road ahead of us.

We drove in total, awkward silence after that. I looked around the car. A sign hanging from the rear-view mirror caught my attention. It was a disabled sign and I wondered if he was one of those dickheads who used it just so he could get a good parking spot?

“Turn left into this road,” I said when we approached West Parks. I had no idea why it was called West Parks; there wasn’t a park or a tree in sight. Some weeds growing through the cracks in the pavement were the extent of the greenery in this area, not to mention that black mossy stuff that grew on the ceiling of my bathroom.

This place was a concrete jungle of old, ugly and cheap apartment housing. Most of the apartments were falling apart and a few local drug dealers had taken up residence on the streets below them. I was always very polite to them and turned down their kind offers of drugs with a sweet smile and a “maybe another day, but thanks so much for offering!” The last thing I wanted to do was offend the local dealers.

“There.” I pointed at my building.

“You live here?” He stopped the car and looked around nervously.

“Yes. But don’t worry, I doubt they’ll come out to steal your car in the rain.” I said it in jest, although I was being somewhat serious.

“What?” He shot me a look that told me he was totally out of his depth in this environment. He clearly was.

“Well, thanks for the lift.” I didn’t look at him but reached for the door handle, when another loud sigh filled the car and stopped me dead in my tracks. What was with this guy and all his sighing?

“Can you answer a phone?” he asked reluctantly.

“Yes!” I swung around. “I can. I swear I’m good at answering phones . . . Hello, Mr. Stark’s office how can I help you . . . I’m sorry, he’s not in, but I’d be pleased to take a message!” I hung up the fake phone receiver I’d just made with my fingers and looked at him as confidently as possible.

He shook his head. “Computer literate?” he asked.

I rolled my eyes. “Of course.”

“I don’t tolerate lateness,” he said sternly.

“Never.” I jumped in. “I’m always on time.” That was a total lie.

“And no crying in the office.”

“Absolutely not.” (I hoped not anyway.)

“You can start work on Monday. Be in the office at seven a.m. sharp. Don’t be late,” he mumbled.

I was so overjoyed that, without thinking about it, I threw my arms around him and pulled him into a hug. I realized that I’d done the wrong thing immediately when he wriggled out of my grip and brushed the water droplets off his suit.

“And absolutely no hugging,” he quickly added. “Ever.”

“Sorry.” I smiled from ear to ear. “I won’t let you down, I promise.” I jumped out of the warm car into the cold rain and scuttled across the muddy ground to my apartment block.


CHAPTER SIX
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Ryan

He sat in his car and watched the strange, wet creature running away from him. This place was a total dump. The road was full of mud-filled potholes, and every now and then she would stand in one and an explosion of brown mud shot up her leg. By the time she’d gotten to the building, both her legs were completely covered.

He watched her struggle to open the door and then . . .

“What the hell?” He was shocked to see her give the door a firm roundhouse kick before it popped open. Who was this woman? And then she disappeared into the terrible-looking building. He glanced up at it; its tiny, jail-like windows were covered in bars. Were the bars there to keep people in, or out? He couldn’t imagine living here, and for a second he felt a stab of guilt when he thought about the house he was returning to. He turned on his ignition once more and pulled away; a dodgy-looking guy came out of the shadows and glared at his car as he passed. Shit! He sped away quickly. This really wasn’t a safe area to live in and his thoughts suddenly drifted to Doris’s safety. He drove for a few more minutes before it dawned on him . . .

WTF had he just done!?

Had he really just given the job to the least qualified, and certainly the strangest person who’d applied for it? What had he been thinking? Clearly, he hadn’t been thinking, because if he had, he would never, ever, have done that! And on top of that, had he actually invited her into his car? That was completely inappropriate on so many levels. He did not mix his business and personal life—ever. And having her in his car, his personal space, felt like it was crossing a line. He never wanted to cross that line again.

“Shit!” he mumbled to himself and slapped the steering wheel. He’d never done anything so impulsive and emotional in his entire life. The thought unnerved him. He would just have to make her quit on Monday. There was no way she would make it through the day anyway, especially when he gave her the special Ryan Stark treatment that usually had them bursting into tears and running for the door before lunchtime. And she seemed like a crier.

He drove for a while before the environment started changing. Broken pavements and potholes gave way to rolling lawns and mansions on the hill. He arrived at his house and drove up the long steep driveway that wound its way up to his modernist mansion. He parked his car and climbed out, but paused before going inside. He always did this. He’d done this for the last two years, ever since his twin sister Rachel’s death. On her deathbed, he’d promised to take care of his niece, Emmy. To care for her and raise her like his own. The only problem was, he had no idea how to be a father, let alone a father to a teenage girl. The first year she had been fine, but since turning thirteen, everything had changed. She seemed so angry and emotional all the time, and nothing he did was right. They fought constantly and he felt like he was failing her. He hated failing. He was good at everything—except raising a teenager, it would seem. And normally when he wanted advice or needed someone to talk to, he would call Rachel.

“Emmy,” he called out when he’d gathered himself enough to walk inside and face whatever was waiting for him. “Emmy?” he called again when he didn’t get an answer.

“You’re late,” a sulky voice returned from the other room. He walked in and she turned. His heart skipped a beat. She looked so much like his sister that sometimes it unnerved him. Like seeing a ghost.

“Sorry.” He tried to smile at her, but she didn’t reciprocate.

“You promised we’d have dinner together.” She stood up angrily.

He looked at his watch. “It’s not too late to eat now.”

“Whatever. It’s not like I care anyway, and I’ve already eaten.” And with that, she marched across the room and up the stairs.

He stared after her, trying to think of something to say to make this better. But before he could, she disappeared into her bedroom.

He shook his head. Raising a teenager was totally above his pay grade, and he feared that if his sister were here to see what he was doing, she would be very disappointed. He’d tried to make Emmy happy, but everything he seemed to do was wrong. Like the time he’d come home with a Barbie for her. She’d looked at it and almost burst into tears, asking if he thought she was still a baby?

He shook his head and made a mental note to google what thirteen year olds were playing with these days.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Poppy

By the time I saw the big, silver skyscraper on Monday morning, I was already dripping with sweat—despite the cool weather. I had grazes on my knees and elbows, a ripped skirt that I was holding together with a hairpin that I’d pulled out from under my wig, and I was wheeling a broken bicycle with me.

I’d borrowed the bike from one of my neighbors since I was no longer in possession of a car—or any mode of transport, for that matter. In retrospect, it hadn’t been a good idea. In fact, it had been a monumentally bad idea, since I didn’t even know how to ride a bike. It’s not like I’d had a father to teach me that kind of thing. To my credit, I’d almost gotten the hang of it a mile or two into the ride, but the sudden honking of a car horn had caused me to tumble dramatically to the pavement. The bike fell hard, as did I, breaking the already dodgy-looking wheel as it crashed into the concrete pavement.

All in all, not a good morning. Everything that could potentially go wrong had gone wrong, and now I was almost running late for my first day at work. I ran the last few blocks; it was challenging dragging the heavy bike with me. But I couldn’t be late. I chained the bike to the only thing I could see outside the office—a small fever tree. A mere sapling growing out of the concrete box it had been planted in. I was surprised the great Ryan Stark would have allowed such a thing outside his building. Wouldn’t want the place to look human, after all. I ran for the door once I’d locked the bike up, but before I went in, I stopped and looked at myself in the reflective building.

I stared. I was trying to figure out which part of me looked worse? The top half of me, with the windblown wig, broken glasses and blood-stained elbows. Or the bottom half . . . ripped skirt and bloody, grazed knees. At least I hadn’t fallen on my face, thank God for small mercies.

I straightened myself as best I could, but it wasn’t working. No amount of straightening would make me look any better today. I still looked like I’d been dragged through a muddy swamp and then thrown into a thorn bush, with a bad wig on.

“Assume the character and act,” I said to myself as I pushed the doors open. I rushed across the floor to the elevator, shouting a quick “hello” to the receptionist I’d met on Friday. I didn’t have time for pleasantries because I was due at my desk in precisely seven minutes. And I bet he was counting the seconds.

“Hey!” the receptionist screamed after me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To the office,” I shouted over my shoulder as I arrived at the elevator.

“I don’t think so!” I heard the sudden scurry of feet behind me. “Stop right there!” she said.

“Huh?” I turned around and came face-to-face with her.

“Don’t move or I’ll have to call security.” She was swaying from side to side like she was getting ready to run if need be. But why?

I burst out laughing. “Oh . . . you didn’t get the memo from Mr. Stark. I work here now. As of today.” I gave her a friendly smile and turned back to the elevator. I reached out and was just about to press the button when . . .

“Hold it! Stop right where you are!” She shouted this time, and it made me jump.

“What’s going on?” I asked. She was pointing a pen at me now, as if it was a weapon.

“Mr. Stark told me to remove you from the building if I saw you in here again.”

“What?” My stomach twisted. “He said that?”

“Oh yes.” She was circling me now. “He’s concerned about your mental state, and quite frankly, so am I, just looking at you.” Her eyes scanned me, top-to-toe, and I was mortified.

“Oh, this,” I said. “My car was towed and I tried to ride a bike here but I fell. I don’t usually look like this.” I tried to laugh and make light of it. But clearly, it wasn’t working.

“You’re not welcome here,” she hissed.

My mouth fell open. Wait, had he been tricking me? Playing some cruel joke on me by getting my hopes up? Was he really that much of a bastard? I was determined to ask him myself.

“Well,” I squared off in front of crazy pen lady. “I want him to say that to my face!” I reached behind me and pressed the button firmly, but as I did, the pen-wielding psycho let out a yell.

“Security!” She screamed so loudly that it echoed through the large reception area.

Security, security, security the building screamed back at me.

The sound of feet hitting the marble floor made me look to my left. A frightening-looking security guard rushed towards me.

“Escort this woman out of the building. Immediately,” she said.

But before I could object, before I could explain that this was obviously some kind of dreadful mistake, I felt the painful grip of fingers around my already sore elbow.

“Wait. Wait . . .” I tried to break free, but the man marched me all the way to the door and pushed me out of the building without so much as a word.

My heart raced. It beat against my chest like a bird trying to break free of its cage. Humiliation flooded me. And then anger. I’d never been treated like this in my entire life, I’d never been more embarrassed and more, more . . . more . . .

The tears burst out of me like water bursting through a crack in a dam. This was the second time I’d found myself crying outside this building. This was a sign! I shouldn’t work here. And I clearly wasn’t welcome here either. I walked up to the small green-stemmed tree where I’d locked the bike. I was barely able to see through the salty, wet veil of tears that coated my face. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the key that the neighbor had given me for the bicycle chain and tried to slip it into the hole.

“Fuck it!” I cursed loudly when the thing wouldn’t fit. I wiped my tears and tried again. But still, it wasn’t working. I pulled my stupid prop glasses off, which were making me blinder than I needed to be, and raised the key to my eyes. It was the key for my apartment. Not the key for the bicycle chain. I must have swapped them by accident!

“I hate this day,” I yelled loudly and didn’t care who the hell was looking. I stood up and looked at the small tree. I knew these things were surprisingly bendable, a gale-force wind wouldn’t snap them. So, with one hand I began to lift the bike up while bending the stem with my other hand so that it could slip over the top. And it almost worked when . . .

“HEY!” A voice screamed at me and then, out of nowhere, the wetness came. A strong, long, cold rush of water made me fall backward onto the hard floor.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I finally saw where the water and voice were coming from. An angry, hosepipe-wielding gardener was moving in my direction. “I planted that last week. What the hell are you trying to do? Kill it?”

“I would never kill a plant,” I said quickly. But my words clearly fell on deaf ears.

“Get out of here now before I call the police and report you for property damage.”

“But my bike?” I struggled back up to my feet, dripping with water.

“NOW!” The man bellowed and pointed the hosepipe in my direction again.

I took that as my cue to leave. I turned and ran as fast as I could.

When I was a decent way away, I stopped and looked back at the intimidating silver building once more. This had to be, without a doubt, one of the worst mornings of my life, top five at least, and I’d had a few pretty damn shitty ones before. But this one took the cake and all the icing too! If the cake came with those decorative fondant flowers on top, it would take those things as well. Fuck it, this morning took the entire bakery!

I turned and started the long, wet, cold, painful, walk back home.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Ryan

He was nursing a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach as he drove to work that morning. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her all weekend.

He’d decided yesterday that he was going to force Doris to quit today. He estimated that she wouldn’t even last until lunch, but today he was having second thoughts. In fact, thoughts of her were all he was having.

Strange Doris with the bad hair, cracked glasses and terrible clothes who had hugged him and left her scent on him. He’d been able to smell her all Friday evening. It wasn’t the greatest smell, by any stretch of the imagination. In fact, it smelt more like cheap drugstore perfume or scented deodorant than anything else. It was only after his extra-long hot shower that he’d managed to wash her smell away.

“For fuck’s sake.” He shook his head and tapped a tune on his steering wheel in an attempt to dislodge her from his thoughts. He pulled into his parking lot just as he’d made another rather uncharacteristic decision. Instead of treating her like shit today and driving her off, he would simply tell her, very gently, that he’d found someone else who was more qualified for the position. He’d even give her a full week’s salary and send her on her way. He hated the idea of seeing her cry again, so perhaps a more gentle, direct approach would work better with her?

But when he got to his office, it was empty! He stared angrily at the empty desk, willing her to magically fill it, but she didn’t. So much for a gentle approach! He marched into his office and slammed the door, ringing straight down to reception.

“Has Miss Granger come in yet?” he asked.

“Yes, she did.” The response came back immediately.

“Well, where the hell is she? She’s five minutes late!”

“Uh . . . sir, Mr. Stark, you told me to throw her out of the building if she came back again.”

“I certainly did NOT!” he huffed down the phone.

“Uh, sorry, but you did . . . remember? After her interview on Friday?” Ayanda stuttered and sounded nervous, and suddenly he remembered saying it. But that was before he’d decided to stupidly hire her.

“Sorry. I did. But that was a mistake. I hired her,” he admitted.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry . . . I had no idea. She came and security threw her out and . . . I wish I’d known. I’m very sorry, Mr. Stark, I—”

“It’s fine,” he cut her off. He couldn’t bear her wordy apology a second longer, it was making his head throb. “Where is she now?”

“I don’t know,” the voice returned.

Ryan slammed the phone down, walked over to the window of his office and looked down at the street below. No sign of her. It was probably better this way anyway, then
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