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Marie Potente woke up with her face smushed against a desk so cluttered it looked like a stationery store had exploded on it. A leaning tower of untouched files teetered dangerously close to collapse, her computer hummed with purpose, and Messenger notifications were pinging away like an overly caffeinated teenager. To top it off, email alerts kept popping up in the corner of the screen like a needy ex who just won’t quit.

She blinked. Once. Twice. Where the hell was she?

Before she could make sense of her surroundings, the door to the nearby office flew open. A young woman, probably in her early twenties, burst out, covering her face as she bolted past Marie.

Marie’s brain hit a speed bump. Did that girl just...get fired? Or worse—was this one of those cliché ‘the boss tried to make a move’ scenarios?

Her musings were cut short when a man strode out of the same office. Marie immediately snapped to attention.

Chris Damon, Vice President of Summit Industries, tall, sharp-jawed, and with a wardrobe so polished it could’ve reflected your insecurities back at you. The 30-year-old man looked every bit the part of ‘rich and important.’ His bespoke black suit fit so perfectly you’d think it was sewn directly onto his chiselled frame.

And those shoes. Black leather, handmade, shiny enough to double as a mirror. If wealth had a sound, it would be the click of those shoes hitting the floor.

Unfortunately for Marie, Chris also had a reputation. If sarcasm were a sport, he’d have an Olympic gold medal, and his face—which could’ve been carved by Michelangelo on a productive day—rarely displayed anything resembling warmth.

Chris stopped at her desk, his expression colder than a December morning. He glanced at her in the same way she’d look at gum stuck to her shoe.

‘Marie, if you ever let someone like that into my office again, wasting my valuable time, you can pack up your desk and take your talents to the nearest fast-food chain. Got it?’

Marie, still groggy, blinked and tried her best to wake up. ‘Uh... right. Got it. Sorry, boss.’

He wasn’t done. ‘I’m meeting the CEO of Nexus Communications shortly. Reschedule any afternoon interviews for 3:30 sharp. And for the love of God, screen the candidates properly this time. That girl...’ He trailed off, shaking his head as if recalling a particularly bad Tinder date.

‘She had the audacity to try seduction. Wearing a neckline so low, I thought she might fall out of it. But honestly, with a chest flatter than a runway, what’s the point? And the makeup—Marie, it was so caked on, you could’ve scraped it off and started a cottage cheese factory.’

Marie stared at him, horrified. ‘Boss, can we please not put the words “cottage cheese” in that context? I actually like eating that stuff.’

Chris’s expression didn’t so much as flicker. He just stared at her with those piercing eyes of his, unblinking, like he was trying to mentally beam the phrase stop talking into her brain.

Marie got the hint. She chuckled nervously, grabbed the nearest stack of papers, and pretended to be engrossed in them.

Chris stood there for what felt like a century (but was probably about half a second), then let out a small, derisive snort. Without another word, he turned on his heel and marched back to his office. The door slammed shut with a dramatic bang, as if it had a personal vendetta against hinges.

The moment he was gone, Marie finally exhaled, sagging into her chair like a deflated balloon.

‘Still employed,’ she muttered, flipping open the top file in a half-hearted attempt at productivity. She scrawled down Chris’s latest orders in her planner—a habit she’d picked up during her first week of working here. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that Chris Damon’s memory was sharper than a TikTok teen’s ability to sniff out a trend, and forgetting his instructions was basically career suicide.

She checked the clock. Noon. Lunchtime.

She wasn’t particularly hungry, but her body moved on autopilot. She yanked open her bottom drawer, pulled out her trusty lunchbox, and popped the lid. Inside sat a single, lonely apple. It looked so sad and underwhelming that Marie half-expected it to start reciting Shakespearean tragedies.

She sighed. An apple wasn’t lunch—it was an insult. How had she forgotten to pack anything else? She tossed the box back into the drawer and leaned back, debating whether it was worth heading to the cafeteria.

Just as she was about to make a decision, movement caught her eye. Across from her, Nicolette—Chris’s other assistant—was performing her usual lunchtime ritual.

Nicolette Stiles, who insisted on being called ‘Nicolette’ because ‘Nicole is such a basic name,’ pulled out a cucumber from her lunchbox. Not a salad, not a sandwich—just a single cucumber. With the precision of a surgeon, she sliced off a piece no bigger than her thumb, popped it in her mouth, chewed delicately, and then declared with a regretful sigh, ‘So full. I really shouldn’t have eaten so much.’

Marie stared at her, trying to process what she’d just witnessed.

Nicolette stood up and began pacing the office. ‘Gotta burn off those calories,’ she said, lightly jogging in place. ‘Can’t let them pile up!’

Marie blinked. ‘Calories? From... a bite of cucumber?’

‘Moderation is key!’ Nicolette chirped, tossing her hair like a shampoo commercial.

Marie shook her head. She headed to the bathroom, dug out the small bottle from her purse and popped two white pills into her mouth.

At 1 p.m. sharp, Chris emerged from his office, looking as immaculate as ever. He gave a curt nod to Nicolette. ‘You’re coming with me.’
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Chapter 2 Bossy Boss
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The two of them were off, leaving Marie behind to handle the afternoon chaos. Her job was to coordinate interviews for the assistant position Chris had recently vacated. He’d fired someone last week—no one knew why, but the rumour mill said it was because they used Comic Sans in a report.

Now, thanks to that, Marie and Nicolette were drowning in extra work. The hunt for a replacement was urgent, and Marie’s job was to find someone who could survive working under Chris without turning into a cucumber-slice-eating fitness fanatic.

Flipping open her work log, she reviewed her strategic disaster of a morning. She’d scheduled ten interviews—five in the morning, five in the afternoon—carefully hand-picking candidates who, on paper, seemed competent enough to survive the Thunderdome of Chris Damon.

Spoiler alert: no one survived.

Marie had personally screened the morning candidates, trimming the group down to what she thought were the crème de la crème. But even those lucky five had walked into Chris’s office only to come out looking like extras from a zombie apocalypse film—shell-shocked, glassy-eyed, and rushing for the exit like their legs couldn’t carry them fast enough.

For the afternoon lot, Marie forced herself to be pickier. She’d double-checked résumés, made a spreadsheet of strengths and weaknesses, and sent up only three candidates, hoping to finally please her boss.

Chris returned an hour later looking like he’d been forced to sit through an amateur ukulele recital. His face was dark as a storm cloud, and Marie could hear the whoosh of a pen being thrown across his office. It wasn’t long before she heard Chris’s voice booming through the walls, absolutely eviscerating some poor guy about his ‘astounding inability to understand instructions.’

That guy was never seen again.

Needless to say, none of the afternoon lot got the job.

By the end of the day, Marie was running on fumes. Between the back-to-back interviews and Chris’s standards that rivalled a Michelin food critic, she’d barely said more than ten words to her boss—and most of those were ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘I’ll handle it.’

And things weren’t slowing down anytime soon. Over the next two weeks, Chris’s schedule was packed tighter than a Black Friday checkout line. First, he’d be jetting off to inspect a production line in one city, then flying straight to another to hammer out an equipment deal, and then yet another for... something else equally stressful. Marie didn’t ask for specifics—Chris’s calendar gave her anxiety just reading it.

Chris took Nicolette on this whirlwind tour. Marie stayed behind to hold down the fort. She didn’t know if she or Nicolette got the shorter end of the stick. 

Her job title may have been ‘assistant,’ but in reality, she was Chris’s unofficial right-hand woman and gatekeeper. When Chris wasn’t in the office, she was the one keeping the company afloat. All the documents that needed review came to her first. She sorted them into high-priority and ‘meh’ piles, emailed the summaries to Chris, and waited for his responses. Once he replied, she’d distribute the tasks to the relevant departments and nag them until deadlines were met. She was also overseeing the logistics for next week’s big product launch.

In short, she was running the show. And the show was a three-ring circus where all the performers were on fire.

Marie had developed a nasty cocktail of anxiety and insomnia since her second year on the job. Every night she’d lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, replaying the day’s chaos like a bad Netflix original. And yet, every morning, she dragged herself out of bed, poured herself an industrial-sized coffee, and threw herself back into the grind.

There wasn’t time to dwell on how she felt. Between the endless stream of emails, meetings, and frantic requests from every corner of the company, Marie barely had a second to think about her personal life—except at night, when the silence was deafening, and she couldn’t escape her own thoughts.

Still, Marie knew one thing for sure: If Chris Damon was a workaholic, she was the enabler.

*** 
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Just when she thought her Monday morning couldn’t possibly get worse, her phone rang at lunchtime. Chris. Of course.

‘Marie,’ Chris’s clipped tone came through the phone, sharp as a pair of designer scissors. ‘I need you to go to my apartment and grab my black Hermès suit. The one with the subtle pinstripes. Pair it with the dark red bow tie—actually, no. Scratch that. Get me a single red rose. And I need it delivered by five. I’ve got a cocktail party at seven.’

Marie nearly dropped her phone. ‘Boss, I’m supposed to inspect the event venue at two. Even if I launched myself out of a cannon, I wouldn’t make it in time. Can’t you just wear one of the suits you brought with you?’

A silence as cold and unforgiving as a January wind followed on the other end of the line.

Marie gulped. ‘Um... Sir, my bad! I’ll book the fastest flight, grab the suit, and personally hurl myself into your hotel room with it. Leaving now!’

And leave she did. At a speed that would’ve made an Olympic sprinter proud, Marie dashed to Chris’s apartment, located the elusive Hermès suit, and threw together some of her own clothes in a travel bag. She didn’t even pause for a proper breath until she was in the cab to the airport, her phone glued to her ear as she barked instructions to colleagues about tasks that still needed doing.

Once at the airport, Marie spent her precious hour-long wait hammering out emails on her iPad.

By four p.m., she finally stumbled into the swanky hotel where Chris and Nicolette were staying, panting like she’d just outrun an angry mob. The summer heat, combined with her mad dash, had left her looking like she’d just completed a very sweaty marathon. 

When she reached Chris’s door, her forehead and nose glistened with tiny beads of sweat, which she furiously tried to wipe away as she knocked.
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The door opened, revealing Chris with his usual neutral expression—neutral in that ‘I’m judging you silently’ kind of way. His eyes travelled from her dishevelled hair to her sweaty face and slightly wrinkled blouse. He raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow.

‘You’ve really outdone yourself. Did you run here from Westhaven? Or did you take a detour through a sauna?’

Marie ignored him. She shuffled into the room, dumping the precious Hermès suit onto the pristine hotel bed. ‘I brought the suit.’

Chris crossed his arms, looking like a disgruntled Vogue editor. ‘Could you try looking presentable before showing up? Go to the bathroom, find a mirror, and take a good, hard look at yourself. Right now, you resemble a vegetable seller from the dodgiest street market—actually, scratch that. They’d probably outclass you.’

Marie blinked, her brain briefly short-circuiting.

Really? Did the boss think she’d just crawled out of a swamp for fun? She wanted to snap back with something clever, but all that came out was a defeated sigh.

Does it physically hurt him not to be a jerk? she wondered.

Chris walked to the bed and carefully removed the protective plastic from the Hermès suit. He spread it out on the bed carefully, smoothing out invisible creases with a perfectionist’s precision.

‘Where’s the flower?’ he asked.

Marie perked up and, with the flourish of a magician, produced a small bouquet of red roses from behind her back.

She had learned her lesson with Chris. The man had standards so high they probably required a NASA telescope to see them. If she’d brought just one rose and it had even a slightly uneven petal or the wrong shade of red, he would’ve sent her off on a quest for a better one faster than you could say ‘impossible expectations.’ So she’d hedged her bets and grabbed a whole bunch. Surely, one of these would pass his rigorous inspection.

Her bets paid off. Chris examined the flowers with a critical eye, but in the end, said nothing.

While Chris got dressed, Marie borrowed Nicolette’s bathroom and popped two white pills in her mouth.

At seven o’clock, she found herself at the swankiest cocktail party in town, tagging along like Chris’s underappreciated shadow.

This wasn’t just any cocktail party—it was one of those events. The kind where the air was thick with champagne bubbles and insincere compliments, and the attendees were all dressed to the nines, subtly flexing their power and influence. Invitations to this kind of soirée were more coveted than front-row seats at a Taylor Swift concert.

Marie smiled politely as she followed Chris around, playing the part of the dutiful assistant. He snapped his fingers; she fetched. He agreed to meetings; she jotted them down on her iPad. Whenever his glass of wine got low, she stealthily swapped it out for warm water because drunk Chris was not on the evening’s agenda.

The party dragged on well into the night. By the time Chris finally escaped the mob of overly enthusiastic networkers, Marie was ready to curl up under one of the buffet tables and hibernate.

She watched as Chris wandered out onto the balcony, his tie slightly loosened, the glow of the city lights reflecting off his sharp, though tired, features.

Taking pity—or maybe just acting on autopilot—Marie grabbed a steaming cup of coffee from a passing waiter and marched outside. She handed it to Chris.

He took the coffee, sipping it quietly before handing the empty cup back to her. He leaned lazily against the iron railing, his gaze fixed on the city skyline as if it held the secrets of the universe.

For a while, he said nothing, just stood there looking annoyingly at ease, while Marie tried not to yawn too obviously.

Finally, Chris broke the silence. ‘Marlborough or Crestview. Which city do you prefer?’

Marie blinked. ‘What?’

‘If you had to choose,’ he added, as if that cleared up anything.

‘Um... Boss, what’s with the random geography quiz?’

‘You’ve been working for me for five years. Don’t tell me you’re planning to be my assistant forever?’

Marie’s lips twitched into a wide, overly fake grin. ‘Boss, I’d never leave your side. I mean, why would I? I don’t like anywhere else. Nowhere. Ever.’

‘Ha.’ Chris’s laugh was dry enough to qualify as a desert. ‘With my temper and high standards, you’re telling me you’d actually miss working for me? Marie, you’re about as convincing as a politician during an election speech.’

Her grin morphed into the blank, deadpan expression of someone who’d just taken yet another emotional punch to the face.

‘Relax,’ Chris said, waving off her imaginary wounds. ‘I need more hands around here anyway. Once the new assistant gets up to speed, I’ll transfer you to another—higher— position. Both our offices in Marlborough and Crestview need a new leader. You and Nicolette have been with me the longest. I don’t skimp on loyalty.’

For a second, Marie felt a pang of genuine emotion. His words, though dipped in his usual prickliness, were unexpectedly... considerate.

‘Boss...’ she began, her voice soft with gratitude.

‘Don’t,’ Chris cut her off. ‘Don’t get sappy on me. It’ll make you look like one of those dim-witted teenage girls who write cringe-worthy poetry about sunsets and unrequited love.’

Marie’s heartfelt moment choked and died on the spot. 

Chris opened his mouth again, no doubt to deliver yet another venom-laced gem, when soft, flowing piano music drifted out from the party inside. The melody was light and playful, like a brook babbling over smooth stones, and it cut through the wine-fuelled haze of the evening. Guests paused mid-conversation, their heads tilting as if the music had physically reset their brains.

Marie noticed Chris’s posture change instantly. The lazy slouch disappeared, replaced by a sharp, almost electric alertness. He stood straight, his gaze snapping toward the party like a bloodhound catching a scent.

She followed his line of sight and saw her. 

On the stage, in the centre of the room, sat a girl at the piano, her fingers dancing over the keys with natural grace.
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Chris’s face, usually carved from stone, softened in a way Marie had never seen before. His lips curled into a smile so warm it could’ve melted the polar ice caps, and his eyes... His eyes practically glowed with something uncomfortably close to tenderness.

It was the kind of look you’d expect from someone utterly, hopelessly in love. The kind of look that belonged in grand romance novels or sappy movie montages, not on the face of Westhaven’s most infamously snarky CEO.

Marie could understand why. The girl at the piano was the kind of effortlessly gorgeous that could make an Instagram influencer cry—young, probably just past twenty, and blessed with the kind of bone structure that made you wonder if she had a secret deal with the universe. That, Marie knew, was Paulette Gilroy. Profession: fashion designer. Likelihood of being Chris’s obsession: 100%.

Chris stood there, staring adoringly at the pianist. Marie swore he wouldn’t have noticed if the entire building spontaneously burst into flames—heck, a herd of wild rhinos could have charged through the door and he’d still be staring at her like she was the last cup of coffee on Earth.

*** 
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The following morning, back at Westhaven.

‘Marie, no. Absolutely not. I’m not wearing that blue striped tie. Paired with a black suit, I’d look like some dodgy salesman hawking fake Rolexes in Times Square.’

Marie bit her tongue to keep from replying, ‘Isn’t that your natural vibe?’ Instead, she held up three more ties, each more blandly elegant than the last. ‘Fine. What about the grey one? Or this one? Or maybe this one?’

Chris waved dismissively at the one in her right hand. ‘Put that down. And grab my shoes while you’re at it.’ Then, just as she turned to comply, his phone buzzed. ‘Wait, hold on. That’s probably the florist. Go downstairs and get the flowers.’

Marie complied, mentally flipping him off.

Thus began her morning of unpaid labour in the Chris Damon School of Romantic Desperation. It was all for tonight’s date with Paulette—a date that had apparently become the only item on his to-do list.

Marie grabbed the flowers from the deliveryman waiting in the lobby, thanked him, inspected the flowers, and rolled her eyes. Chris was acting like one of those overly smitten romantic novel leads who’d drop everything, including work, to chase after the heroine. He’d even pushed back his entire business trip schedule to stay in Westhaven for ‘a few extra days.’ Translation: however long it takes to woo Paulette.

Ten minutes later, she returned to the suite, her arms full of Casablanca lilies. The entire room was saturated with their syrupy-sweet scent. The florist had kindly removed the pollen from the stamens—bless them—because one misstep with those and Chris’s expensive suits would be stained with an impossible-to-remove mustard yellow.

Marie set the flowers down, breathing in the heady aroma that now blanketed the presidential suite like an invisible fog. It was so overpowering, she felt slightly lightheaded. If I faint now, at least it’ll be in a fancy room, she thought, only half-joking.

Chris glanced at the bouquet with a critical eye, nodding in approval. ‘Good. Now iron my pocket square. And make sure it’s folded perfectly.’

Marie briefly debated tossing one of the lilies at his head, but instead, she just smiled sweetly. ‘Of course, boss. Anything else? Should I call NASA and ask them to align the stars for tonight’s date?’

Chris ignored her sarcasm entirely, already preoccupied with rearranging his cologne bottles.

Marie inhaled another lungful of the flowers’ cloying sweetness. Having carried the bouquet upstairs herself, she was now marinating in the scent. She pictured Chris, head over heels, strolling down the street holding that bouquet, only to be swarmed by a horde of hungry bees. She didn’t think showing up to a date with literally bee-stung lips was going to do much for Chris’s chance of winning over Paulette. 

She cleared her throat and ventured, ‘Boss, maybe we should switch to red roses or something?’

Chris paused mid-preen, turning to glare at her in the mirror. ‘Tacky.’

‘Right. Got it.’ She added in a tiny voice, ‘It’s just... the lilies might ensnare bees before they ensnare the heart of Paulette.’

Chris’s jaw twitched. In the end, he swapped the lilies for a bouquet of blue roses, sticking to his judgment that red roses were too cliché.

When the moment finally came, Marie dutifully escorted him to his car, the human embodiment of a loyal palace maid sending the emperor off to woo a queen. Just as Chris slid into the driver’s seat, Marie hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip before leaning down to speak.

‘Uh, boss?’ she began cautiously, her tone that of someone attempting to disarm a particularly volatile bomb. ‘When you’re with Miss Gilroy tonight, maybe... don’t, you know, be you?’

Chris slowly raised an eyebrow.

Marie felt a chill slither down her spine, but she powered through. ‘What I mean is,’ she continued, ‘your...um...powerful personality can be a bit...overwhelming. Not everyone can handle it, you know? Maybe, uh, tone it down a little? Just for tonight?’

He stared at her in silence, his expression as blank and terrifying as a loading screen stuck at 99%.

Marie, who was no stranger to this particular death glare, swallowed hard. ‘Boss,’ she pressed on, ‘as someone who’s read more romance novels than you’ve had hot meals, let me tell you: the stoic alpha males get the girl. The sweet, angelic second leads are also popular. But the sarcastic, emotionally unavailable types, they’re the first ones to get kicked off the island.’

Chris’s response was swift and merciless. ‘You’ve watched way too many brainless rom-coms. Stop it before your IQ plummets to below zero.’ Then, with all the grace of a guillotine, he slammed the car door in her face.

Marie sighed, slumping against the doorframe. She’d poured her heart and soul into that speech! It was practically an Oscar-worthy performance, and all she got in return was a verbal slap on the wrist.

The engine roared to life, and the car rolled forward a few feet before stopping. Chris rolled down the window, peering out with an expression that was...oddly contemplative.

‘Marie,’ he said slowly, ‘you’ve been acting strange lately.’
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Marie forced a laugh, more nervous than she let on. ‘No, no, boss. Why would you think that?’

‘Because I just remembered that you used to scoff at all those romance novels.’

Marie opened her mouth, but no reply came.

Chris didn’t wait for a response. He hit the accelerator, sending the car speeding off like it had a personal vendetta against traffic lights.

Marie stood there, watching the car zoom away, inhaling a cloud of exhaust fumes. She rolled her eyes. ‘You may dictate my work schedule, but I’ll be damned if you dictate what I do after hours.’

As soon as she got home, Marie popped two white pills out of a small bottle. They served as her dinner.

*** 
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It was almost 2 a.m. when her phone rang. The call came from Chris’s phone, but it wasn’t him who spoke. It was the bartender at the bar where Chris had likely drowned his sorrows. ‘Your boss is wasted and we need you to come and drag him out of here,’ the man said.

Marie’s heart dropped like a stone in water. She didn’t need a crystal ball to know what had happened—Chris had probably just been rejected by Paulette.

Christopher Damon was as prideful as they came. For someone like him, being turned down by the woman he’d been pining for was practically a death sentence to his ego. And to make matters worse, Paulette had likely confessed she had
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