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CHAPTER 1
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Romantic Comedies Lie

It's all a lie. Yes, romantic comedies lie, and maybe you already know this, but I want to make my opinion and all my discontent clear because I used to be the kind of person who believed in love and in the happy ending, but that was back when Julia Roberts and Sandra Bullock starred in countless romantic comedies.

The reason for my disillusionment began at Christmas, and that was the start of my great life change, as it was the push I needed to move away from a small town called Bandera, known as the cowboy town. With less than 1,000 inhabitants, the hobby of the residents is to mind each other’s business, in addition to the pasture. This brings me to the point that everyone knew my ex-boyfriend was cheating on me, except for me.

My hands shake with anger just remembering the day I caught the bastard kissing my ​best friend in the hallway during Christmas. I thought this kind of situation only happened in cliché movies and that the rumor about backstabbing friends was nothing more than fake news. To make matters worse, she wasn't just any friend; I considered her a sister because we had been together since we were born. We were neighbors, and sometimes I felt like my mom liked her more than me. So much so that mom defended her that night, saying I was imagining things.

No. It wasn't me who put anything in my head. They did!

Those bastards must have been together longer than I could imagine. In the height of my innocence, I had never realized that there were horns on my head that must have reached a skyscraper. As if all this humiliation wasn't enough, I also cried like an idiot when I caught Matthew sucking on the neck of the person I considered a sister. They didn't expect to be caught because I always watched Love Actually every Christmas and stayed locked in my room until it ended.

This time, I got out before the credits finished and caught them red-handed. I was so shocked that I didn't even know if I was delirious.

I broke down. I kept thinking that I had rushed when I bought my wedding dress without him having proposed to me. I cried over the loan I took out to buy the dress, not over the bastard.

Now, looking at the situation coldly, I realize that I didn't even know if I truly loved him; maybe I was just attached to the idea of living a romantic comedy with the guy I lost my virginity to. I wasted years of my life following him around and forgot that I wasn't living my life but his.

When I looked at my family and heard my ​cousin say that I was ruining Christmas with my "tantrum," something changed in my mind. The tears stopped, my face became serious, I assumed a new personality, and I permanently abandoned the quiet and passive girl that existed within me.

I punched my cheating boyfriend, ignored my best friend's countless apologies, and told her to go to hell. I told my dad that he needed to stop collecting useless things and should seek therapy because he was turning into a hoarder. I told my mom that she didn't need to be a perfect housewife and that she had to stop trying to prove it.

I spilled more truths than I had spoken my entire life, like telling my cousins that no one wanted to hear anymore that they were successful before turning 30; we were all tired of it. I felt exhausted from the humiliation they put me through every Christmas.

"Hey, Poppy, when are you going to go to a real college?" They kept asking that. For my family, having studied Literature was the same as having done nothing. And maybe it was nothing living in Bandera; I needed to move to another city and not enroll in another college.

I also told my uncles that their Christmas decoration was tacky with all that sparkle; they did it just to show off that they had money. I told my sister that she needed to remember that she wasn’t glued to her husband; she didn’t do anything on her own and wouldn’t let him do it either; she was a jealous control freak. And, on top of that, I told my grandparents not to listen to my parents and that they could go to rodeos or go out dancing; it wouldn't kill them.

In the end, almost out of breath, I shouted that everyone would still hear about me because I was going to New York and finally pursue my dream of living my own life. At that moment, ​no one believed what I said; my mom was more concerned with reheating the turkey. While she put it back in the oven, I packed my bags, determined not to turn back.

I wanted to leave that night, but it wasn't possible because I didn't have a ticket, much less money. My dad came to see me in my room at the end of the night, and seeing how sad I was, he gave me the ticket I so wanted. Then my grandmother and grandfather came and gave me money for a place to stay; the rest would be on me. And in the end, when I least expected it, my mom gave me an envelope with money, saying she would sell my wedding dress that I almost ripped and that the amount was equivalent.

My promise was fulfilled shortly after New Year’s. I said goodbye to everyone who still believed I would change my mind at the airport and dreamed big as I pictured the sky above the clouds. I imagined myself in a movie and "Don't Go Breaking My Heart" started playing in my head.

I am not Julia Roberts, nor Sandra Bullock, much less Anne Hathaway, although they said I looked like her when she starred in Love and Other Drugs. I am just Poppy Jones, and I am ready to star in my romantic comedy.

For a moment, I was scared; it was the second time I left the city and the first time I flew on a plane. The only time I left Bandera was to see Justin Bieber's concert, which landed me a short jail time for breaking into his hotel and 3 months of punishment.

There was nowhere to run; it was real. I am ready to take the lead in my life, catch a yellow cab, and bump into a handsome, charming man in the middle of Times Square. Okay, I’m dreaming big, but that’s how romantic comedies are, and that’s fine; they lie, but who knows, maybe mine ​could come true?

[image: image_rsrc4M2.jpg]
1 Year Later...

NOW, LIVING IN THE city that never sleeps, everything that seemed like a dream has turned into a tremendous nightmare. First of all, landing my dream job isn't easy; the big publishing houses didn’t want someone without any experience, and the small ones didn’t either! This was a huge absurdity because, according to the interviews I had, I didn’t have a single reference to get the job, let alone any experience in the publishing market. Of course, I didn’t; nobody gave me a chance!

My resume isn't great; the only job I had in Bandera was as a waitress. In the last year, I worked in a restaurant and a perfumery. When possible, I also managed to take on some freelance work translating and editing texts, which helped me pay the rent, which, by the way, was one of the reasons for my frustration.

I live with a friend of one of my cousins; the apartment is simple, but the location is great, right by the subway. On the downside, we also share the apartment with unwanted guests, more specifically, rats.

Not everyone had this bad luck, but I was one of those people.

Yes, it's disgusting to talk about this, and I really wish it weren't true. New York is not just the city that never sleeps, but also the city infested with rats. To explain better, the city, being the most populous metropolis in the country with so many ​residents, produces a lot of garbage, and obviously, where there's trash, there are rats, and that’s where the problem lies.

Last week, my roommate and I had a big fight with a gigantic rat, and we had the landlord's assurance that it wouldn't happen again, but I didn't trust it because it wasn't the first time we had unwanted visitors.

Yesterday, I got into a discussion about what was worse, rats or bedbugs, which are nothing less than the pests themselves. When I arrived in the city, I stayed in a hotel that was infested with them, and that was not a pleasant experience.

So, I have to say, romantic comedies lie a lot! New York is crowded, and people are always in a hurry. My bike was stolen right after I bought it! To make matters worse, the city is dirty. Many times, I pick up trash in the streets, and people look at me strangely for doing that.

Okay, not everything is bad. The Big Apple, as New York is also known, has its good parts. Not everyone suffers from rats and bedbugs. In the summer, the city comes alive, and everything becomes colorful and cheerful, even the people. The sun sets at around 8 PM, the bars fill up, and Central Park turns into almost a beach. I always bring my towel on weekends to sit and read a good book.

Despite having plenty of fun things to do at night and many attractive people, my experiences with romance haven't been very good. Yes, I bumped into a lot of people in Times Square, but it's because the place is always so crowded that I can’t even look at people's faces without being swept away by the crowd.

I had some disastrous dates and ended up deciding to close myself off from love completely. Right now, my motto for love is the same as Bridget Jones', the diva with whom I share the same last name: "Stop getting involved with alcoholics, workaholics, men with commitment phobias, voyeurs, megalomaniacs, emotionless types, or perverts, and don’t fantasize about someone who is all of those things." I have to add cowboys to this list.

It may sound crazy, but I’ve encountered all these types in the city. There aren't many men left on the list, and that’s probably for the best. My focus is to get my job and not to find some jerk who will break my heart into a thousand pieces by hooking up with my best friend. In the end, my dream turned to ashes in the blink of an eye, and a bucket of cold water was thrown right on my head, or better yet, a rat literally fell on my head.

My roommate, Lucille Hensley, has already warned me that I should give up and go back to Bandera and be the country girl I am. Yes, she said it exactly like that, and of course, she doesn’t like me. But I’d say she doesn’t hate me as much as her name, which came from Little Richard's song "Lucille."

Living with the grumpy one was a sign of cheap rent in Manhattan. Despite everything, the location and my financial condition gave me no escape. So far, I haven’t been able to get rid of this torment of sharing an apartment with Dracula.

At 24, my future is as uncertain as the outcome of the interviews I've had. So far, no one has called me, and I feel like no one will.

It's Wednesday, and I'm trying to paint my nails without smudging them when my phone rings. I jump up, and my heart nearly stops when I see it’s a call from a number that's not in my contacts.

Has God decided to show mercy on my poor unemployed soul?

I answer the phone, and a few minutes later, I scream like a lunatic. "Bonavich Publishers called me!" The company is one of the ​largest publishers in the world, part of the top five English-language publishers, and owns over 100 imprints worldwide, operating in around 20 countries.

Wow! That’s more than I wanted.

"Okay. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Poppy; it’s just an interview." A simple interview that will take place in the afternoon. In other words, I have just a few hours to put together my best look, work on my speech emphasizing my best skills, and try not to freak out in the meantime.

"Holy shit, I finally have an interview!"

I hop out of the room, overjoyed.

"What the hell! Can you make less noise?" yells my roommate, opening her bedroom door. She works as a bartender at night, so she sleeps all day. If vampires existed, she would be one, since she never goes out in the daylight.

Dracula, the nickname I gave her, has that 2000s gothic style. Her hair is medium-length and black with a choppy cut, her brown eyes are always lined and shadowed with black. The clothes she wears are usually in dark tones and quite retro. To top off the look, she has a hoop nose ring and an eyebrow piercing.

She looks and acts like a teenager, but she’s already 30.

"I got an interview, Lucille!" I scream in ecstasy.

She runs her hand through her hair with a not-so-friendly expression and says:

"I’ve told you a million times to call me Lullie." She slams the door in my face.

I shrug it off because nothing is going to ruin my happiness. Sure, it’s just a simple assistant position, but just the possibility of being inside the company means the sky's the limit.

There’s only one hitch for this interview: the fact that I don’t have a suit to wear. This isn't my style; I don’t have any of that in my closet. For a ​company like Bonavich Publishers, something more formal is necessary, something that gives me the air of a businesswoman.

The only person I know who is always in a suit is my neighbor, Albinka Milburn; she’s Polish and has lived in the United States for 5 years. I heard she moved here because she met her husband online. We keep in touch, although she doesn’t like Lucille.

Normally, I would never ask someone for a favor, but situations like this call for desperate measures. Obviously, I won’t go empty-handed. I bring my pecan pie that I made yesterday, a recipe I learned from Grandma. I knock twice on my neighbor's door and find her in her pajamas.

"Poppy!" she says, surprised. We always greet each other when we see one another and have talked many times in the elevator, but we’ve never visited each other.

"Hi, Albinka, are you off today?"

"Yes, I took 2 days off; I’ve been so tired lately," she says, shaking her blonde hair. She’s a flight attendant. "Do you want to come in?" she asks after noticing I look a bit anxious.

I confirm that I do and leave my shoes at the entrance. My neighbor happily accepts the pie and offers to slice it. While she talks about the flight she did the night before, I notice the colorful decor in her apartment.

After I find an opening, I finally speak:

"I have an interview today at a very big and famous company, and since you always look so stylish, I thought I’d ask for, um... a borrowed outfit. I remember you offered me one time and..."

"Oh, of course! I have so many clothes that I don’t wear anymore; I think we’re the same size."

I would say no; her body is slimmer than mine, ​she probably wears 2 sizes smaller. I feel so embarrassed that I don’t know where to put my hands, so I shove them in the back pockets of my jeans.

"I have an amazing skirt and blazer set that you’re going to love, and you’ll definitely be the center of attention."

"Yay!" I clap awkwardly. Hands, stay in my pants for God’s sake.

Albinka was very serious when she said the outfit would stand out. The color was a red that almost looked orange. She got so excited about my interview that she decided she would do my makeup too. I don’t want to be rude, as she’s doing me a favor, so I sit at her vanity while she tells me all about her life.

I learned that she met her husband online while improving her English and that they had only seen each other twice before getting married. When she finishes my makeup, I’m so late that I barely have time to check. I just thank her for being so good to me and promise that I’ll visit more often.

I go back home just to grab my bag, since I’m running really late, and bump into Lucille, looking like a zombie because she just woke up.

"Good luck with your interview..." I’m startled by her kind words and her face smeared with black makeup. "That outfit is fantastic, and the makeup is the cherry on top."

"Wow, thanks, Lucille," I say, and she smiles, showing all her teeth.

I find her attitude so strange that I have to check my reflection. Am I really that pretty?

The shock hits.

The makeup is a bit, or rather, much more exaggerated than I’m used to. The foundation is well applied, but there’s a bit too much pink blush on my cheeks, ​and the shimmer on my eyelids and false eyelashes is over the top for an interview. The vibrant red lipstick topping everything makes it look like I’m heading to a party, not an interview at a publishing house. The tone of the makeup is completely out of sync with the brown color of my skin.

I take a deep breath because I can’t freak out, and I definitely don’t have time to take off the makeup. I have to be grateful, as Albinka put so much effort into it. Maybe it’s not as exaggerated as I’m thinking. My style is very basic, and that’s why the shock was strong when I looked in the mirror. At least my brown hair looks nice and well-waved. The bangs I cut in a moment of change have turned out lovely and are wavy just below my eyebrows.

Ready, I rush out of the apartment and wave for a passing taxi while trying to pull down the slightly tight skirt.

On the way, as I look through the window, I see the chaotic traffic and visualize that dream that seemed so far away. It’s been a year since things have been hard for me; I barely have money to support myself, I hardly have friends in the city, I’ve been humiliated in my previous jobs, my roommate hates me, and I’ve had terrible dates. I feel so alone, broke, and almost hopeless.

Until now...
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CHAPTER 2
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BLOODY MARRY

I get out of the taxi and find myself facing the huge building of the company. Besides being one of the tallest skyscrapers in the world, the building is entirely mirrored.

I want to stop and take a picture in front of it, but I give up because I’m trying to be a professional and not the dazzled person I am. I take a deep breath and silently squeal with satisfaction.

There’s a persistent question in my ear that won’t stop bugging me: Why would a company like this want someone like me to work for them? I have no experience, let alone qualifications. Did someone accidentally select my resume?

I enter the building as the automatic door opens magnificently, and immediately I see the luxurious reception area. In that moment, I feel like I’m in the movie "The Devil Wears Prada," except instead of the fashion world, I feel immersed in the world of bestsellers.

The light tones of the environment harmonize very well with the lighting. The individual armchairs in a light brown tone look extremely comfortable. Nothing is too contrasting; everything is pleasant to the eye. Even the receptionist seems perfect; nothing is out of place, and his black suit is impeccable.

"Welcome to Bonavich Publishers. How can I help you?" he asks from behind his desk, sporting a very white smile. The way his blue eyes move to measure me shows that my appearance is a bit striking.

Again, I try to pull down my skirt and blink several times with the false eyelashes I’m not used to. I lift my chin and, with a giant smile, reply:

"I’m here for an interview."

"Name, please." I can see his name on his badge: Ricky Ciccone.

"Poppy Jones," I reply, watching him check with someone through his headset if I’m cleared.

"You can go up. Tenth floor. Wait at the other reception; there will be more candidates waiting," he informs me, and I thank him in response. Ricky evaluates me again, and a mocking smile appears on his lips.

I breathe heavily due to the anxiety as I enter the elevator. I hear the receptionist greet someone, and quickly that person comes toward the elevator. He gestures for me to hold the door, which I do with a small sigh.

The guy is quite handsome, the kind that makes you go, wow, he’s good-looking. Not as stunning as Jude Law, the actor I consider the love of my life. He’s a handsome guy who elicits a sigh, but he won’t take your panties off—figuratively speaking, of course. Because if it were ​literally... Oh, he definitely must have that talent.

He enters and gives me a charming smile of thanks. I nearly sigh twice in a row. I notice him adjusting his tie and the two buttons on his shirt that weren’t done up. He fixes his brown hair, combing it with his fingers, and when he finishes getting ready, he starts looking at me. He gazes at me with curiosity, an indiscretion that leaves my cheeks warm.

"Interview?" he asks. His eyes are a shiny brown. And his freshly showered scent is really nice. Quality soap, for sure. I wonder if he woke up late because he overslept or if he partied all night with some company.

"Yes... Yes..." I respond, more affected than I should be. I straighten my posture and start looking up, specifically at the point where the floor number is displayed.

"Oh, excellent. Good luck," he says, looking at a message on his phone while he speaks. I smile with satisfaction at having had a conversation with him.

Oh.

My.

God.

I’m doing this. I’m getting excited and wanting to flirt. No! No! No! Enough, Poppy, you promised yourself you wouldn’t get involved with anyone before pursuing your dream, especially not at the possible company you’ll be working for.

The elevator stops at the tenth floor, and the handsome guy lets me out first.

Confidence, I have to have confidence. I puff out my chest, keep my back straight, and walk almost without looking at the ground. Immediately, I see at least five girls and two guys waiting, definitely for the interview.

"You’re late for the meeting, Steven," a guy just pulled my elevator companion aside. Good to know his name. No. It’s not good. I’ve already forgotten.

A woman in an incredibly elegant suit starts to say:

"Everyone, I’m Elisa Nixon, the president’s assistant. Those who came for the interview, please—" her gaze falls on me curiously as she speaks—"wait; Mr. Weston Bonavich will interview each of you personally soon."

I realize my suit is drawing everyone's attention, but I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.

I decide to sit down, knowing it will be a long process; after all, all these candidates must be in front of me. I sit in an armchair to the left of the director’s office; next to me, a guy is frantically fiddling with his phone. In front of me, a redhead pretends to adjust her glasses while looking me up and down.

I cross my legs and adjust my posture, feeling a slight pain in my back from spending the whole night typing an article for an animal welfare magazine—one of my gigs as a freelancer. I feel something stretching on my leg; my tights are snagging. I knew I shouldn’t have worn them! Tights were invented to tear and not to remain intact. Yes, they were designed to make us embarrassed at the most inconvenient times.

Discreetly, and under the gaze of the redhead who’s still looking at me, I search for the nearest bathroom. Elisa Nixon informs me that there are two bathrooms turning left and that I can use one of them, just need to pay attention to the sign.

As soon as I spot the bathrooms, I notice one has a sign and the other doesn’t. The sign indicates it’s a unisex bathroom, ​and the other has no information at all, just a key. Out of curiosity, I end up opening it and see that there’s nothing in the bathroom preventing me from using it. I take the key and lock myself in a room that is extremely clean and smells nice. I need this moment of privacy to take off the tights.

The bathroom has a dark stall inside and a giant porcelain sink. There are various types of soap, and I think about trying all of them.

The first thing I do after entering is look at myself in the mirror to check if there’s anything stuck in my teeth. The fact that people haven’t stopped looking at me since I arrived gives me the feeling that something is wrong with me.

I can say for sure that the suit is too much; the button on my blazer looks like it’s about to pop off at any moment. So, I decide it’s better to unbutton it before it causes an accident.

I take off my high-heeled shoes and hike up my skirt. I start to roll down my tights when a noise stops me in my tracks. At that moment, I stand up and realize I’m not alone. Someone just came out of the stall.

My heart stops at the thought that that urban legend might be real, and Bloody Mary could be right behind me, even though I haven’t repeated her name three times in the mirror. But it’s not exactly a woman; it’s a blonde man.

A man in an Oxford suit, who can at least be called elegant, appears with a look of astonishment. His medium-sized eyes are wide open.

"Pervert! Pervert! Pervert!" I exclaim repeatedly as I pull my skirt down. For God's sake, this stranger just saw my ass!

"Girl," his voice is deep. "Please be quiet," he asks without moving from his spot. He takes the wireless earbuds out of his ear and puts them in his pocket before looking at me again.

"Were you spying on me?" I cross my arms in an attempt to cover my almost nonexistent cleavage.

"Of course not! This bathroom is private, for my use only," he doesn’t raise his voice, but he speaks loud enough to send chills down my arm.

I feel my whole body shake, and my face loses color.

"Pig! You didn’t even flush!" is the most sensible thing I can say.

"I wasn’t using the bathroom; I was just having a personal moment of reflection," he defends himself and heads to the sink to wash his hands. "But the issue here is you. Please leave," he says, drying them off. He wants to seem calm, but I can tell he’s out of sorts by the way his jaw clenches.

"Of course, I’m going to leave; I don’t want to be stuck with a pervert like you!" I retort, quickly slipping on my shoes. The man in front of me continues to look at me sternly. His eyes pierce me with fury. I grab the key I left on the sink and, driven by anger, try to unlock the damn door. I notice something is wrong and try to push the key in a desperate attempt to open it.

"You locked the door? Are you serious?!" the nervous guy comes over and tries to grab the key.

"I’m going to open it," I intercept his hand touching it. The corner of his eye meets mine, and we both clear our throats in discomfort. At this close moment, I can smell him, and it’s not soap; it’s a really nice perfume. His cologne must be too expensive for me to recognize because I don’t know the scent, and I’ve worked in a perfume store. I got fired for breaking an entire shelf, and I’m still paying off the damage in small installments that will last my whole life.

"No, you’re not going to open it because the damn lock is broken; it can only be opened from the outside," he steps back, rubbing his head.

I take my hand off the doorknob and ask:

"And how are we going to get out of here?"

"I’ll figure it out, but only in an hour; I need to make sure I’m not found in the meantime."

"What?! Are you crazy? I have to get out of here now!" I exclaim, almost losing my breath from desperation.

"You’re not going to."

"I’ll scream until someone hears me."

"I’m sorry, but if you try to do that, I’ll have to kick you out of the building, and yes, I can do that," he says, not feeling very sorry at all. His winning smile shows he doesn’t care. I keep wondering who he is.

Game over for me.

I’m trapped. Trapped with a pervert. Trapped with a man who is... Wow, gorgeous. And I didn’t realize this until now that I can look at him face to face. I noticed it from the first moment I saw him. But I didn’t take my time appreciating it because, of course, my big butt was facing him.

Now I can see him clearly.

His shirt is slightly unbuttoned, as his gray tie is loosened. The navy blue color of the suit highlights his fair skin. I can only imagine the muscles underneath that seemingly athletic body. What a sexy body.

Once, I thought I had seen a handsome man. Just moments ago, I thought that.

But he’s not just handsome.

He’s like:

Holy shit, ridiculously hot. Beautiful to an unnecessary and even scary level.

His chiseled face, every line of his expression is well-defined, dark green penetrating eyes, thin lips, a strong jawline, medium beard; I notice his nostrils flaring with rising irritation. His dark blonde hair is tousled because he must be the type of guy who constantly runs his hands through it. This makes it clear he must be a narcissist.

I search for my bag, thinking I left it on the sink, and soon realize I left it on the armchair where I was sitting. Damn! How am I going to get out of here without my phone?

"Oh! My! God!" I say slowly in total panic. "Help!"

The stranger massages the point between his thick, straight eyebrows and curses:

"For fuck's sake, can you calm down?"

I move to a corner of the bathroom and think of a strategy to get out.

"No! I’m not going to calm down. It’s your fault we’re stuck! Take responsibility and get us out of here, or I’ll kick the door down," I threaten. I don’t want to reach that point because that would ruin my chance of getting into the company.

"My fault? You’re the one who locked us in!" he clenches his jaw, rejecting the blame I threw at him.

"And you must have broken the lock," I throw the blame back at him.

"The blame is yours!" he shouts, and I shout the same thing back and add:

"I can’t stay here just because you need to, I don’t know why. I have an interview, and I’m not going to lose it!" I’m emphatic, pointing my finger at him.

"You have an interview here?" he asks, very calmly, still with his hands in his pockets and standing straight. This guy is definitely crazy; just a moment ago, he was furious, and now he’s extremely calm. What the hell does he want to do locked in this bathroom?

The jerk takes his time looking directly at me. Not in a creepy way—even though I still don’t know if he is one—but in an observant way, almost incisive. As if he’s judging every line of my being.

"Yes, I do. And if you’ll excuse me, I have a position to secure," I puff out my chest, determined to break down the door if necessary.

"Oh really? And what position is that?" he continues curiously.

"I’m here for the personal assistant position for the head of Marketing. So I’m going to get out of here one way or another, even if I have to kick you," I say with my chin held high, showing I’m ready to fight him if it comes to that.

"Oh really?" he scrunches his nose. A slight smile emerges on his face.

"Stop being repetitive. Are you an idiot? Yes. You really are. And who are you to be so curious?"

He walks slowly toward me and extends his hand as he says:

"Pleasure, I’m the head of Marketing, Liam Bonavich. And you, girl with the funny accent, who are you?"

I blink several times, and one of my false eyelashes falls off.

I can’t even breathe. I tremble.

And that’s how my misfortune begins. Or rather, that’s how I meet my potential boss. The one responsible for us being stuck in the bathroom and the reason my heart is racing—out of anger, of course.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
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IT WAS HATE AT FIRST SIGHT

I can’t believe my bad luck! How is it possible to be stuck in a bathroom with my almost boss? To make matters worse, I must have made a terrible impression by being so hysterical. That Liam Bonavich can’t stop smiling; he must be having a great time watching my jaw drop to the floor.

"A-and me? Me?" I stammer, trying to regain my posture by straightening my shoulders. I take a deep breath and look into his eyes fixed on me: "I’m Poppy Jones. I don’t have a funny accent, and I’m from Texas, the best place in the world. And nice to meet you; I’m also your future assistant" at that moment, I surprise him with my audacity.

He runs a finger across his lips and gives a sly smile:

"There’s something on your face, Poppy from Texas."

Immediately, I turn to the mirror and notice that one of my eyelashes has come off; I manage to put it back on after three attempts. My eyes are already stinging from the excess mascara. My neighbor said she wanted to enhance the color of my light brown eyes. I have to pretend that everything is fine with my makeup, that the discovery of his identity didn’t shock me, and I return my attention to the mocker:

"I declare a truce," I announce, offering my hand for a handshake.

"Truce?" He raises an eyebrow suspiciously and completely ignores my hand. I pretend I was trying to swat away an imaginary mosquito and cross my arms, trying to ignore the discomfort that this snub caused me.

"Yes. I’ll pretend it’s not super weird that we’re stuck in this bathroom... I think, to make it nice, all we need is a cup of coffee," I try to lighten the mood, but it has no effect. The head of Marketing simply moves away and leans against the wall. I have to change my posture and speak very seriously: "Look, I want the job. I really want a job here; it’s my dream to work at this publishing house. We don’t know each other yet, but I hope we can get along as professionals" I doubt it "But I’m not going to kiss your ass; I just want to participate in the interview like everyone else."

He stays silent for a few seconds, takes out his phone, sends a message, and then gives his verdict:

"I’m sorry, but you won’t participate in the interview; we’re stuck," he calmly leans against the wall as he says: "We can’t shout because if someone hears us and catches us here, it will be very bad for both of us. I’ve sent a message to my friend, but we have to wait for his meeting to end. And, well, I really need to stay here for a while. It’s a bad for a good."

I almost pull my hair—actually, my own—in nervousness.

"Why do you want to stay here?! This is at least weird," I interrogate, standing close to the door.

"Not that it’s any of your business, but okay, I’ll talk," he looks at me with arrogance. "I’m running away from an engagement my mother orchestrated. The girl works here, and I had a meeting with her five minutes ago."

"Aren’t you ashamed?! How can someone run away from an engagement and hide in a bathroom like a coward?" oops, I’ve said too much. I shouldn’t have said that.

"It’s not cowardice; it’s prudence. How can I marry someone I haven’t even dated?"

"What do you mean? Don’t you date this woman?" I’m astonished; the world of the rich is truly strange.

"No, we’ve never dated."

"Are you kidding me? How can you not be dating her? Were you at least hooking up?" I inquire.

"Not even that."

"Then how did you agree to marry her?!" I ask too loudly and cover my mouth for almost shouting.

He shrugs and sighs as he says:

"For the presidency; it’s part of the deal."

"That’s ridiculous. No one should get married if it’s not for love" again, I shouldn’t have said that.

"You have romantic notions. Marriage is just a transaction" his eyes become even more clouded.

"So you’ve never known love."

"And you, have you?" He asks the question that disarms me; I can’t confirm, I’d be betraying myself by saying yes because what I experienced with my ex-boyfriend was never love, not truly. "It seems not," he concludes from my silence.

"If it’s just a transaction, why don’t you marry her?" I catch him in a contradiction.

"Because I don’t want to marry just for that. I’ve been single for 32 years, and it’s not going to happen now."

"Correcting, you must have gone through a major heartbreak, which is why you don’t want to get married."

He opens his mouth, shocked by what I said, and I give a little slap to my mouth for having spoken too much again. A vein pops in his neck, and his face turns red. Liam scratches his chin and returns to composing himself, forming a straight line with his mouth, as if he wants to look serious, contradicting what his body says.

"You’re fired!" he says slowly, savoring each syllable with pleasure.

"But, but you didn’t even hire me!" I retort.

"So what? You’re fired; I don’t want to see you here at all!"

"To fire me, you’d have to be my boss; you’re contradicting yourself."

"Enough. I’m not going to argue with you anymore; let’s stay silent."

"As you wish" it’s my dream to work at a company like this, but it would be a nightmare to work with a guy like him. I slump my shoulders, realizing I’ve lost the job because the blonde guy in the bathroom doesn’t like me.

I pace back and forth, anxious about losing my interview, devastated to have met the guy who could have been my boss in a bathroom. And, to make matters worse, the suit is squeezing me so tightly that it feels like I’m going to burst at any moment.

His phone vibrates in his pocket, and after looking at the message, he drops his expression of displeasure:

"Poppy from Texas, the meeting was canceled; we’ll be leaving here soon. I don’t want to spend another minute with you," he says brusquely.

I was about to respond to him, but just as I was about to open my mouth, the sound of the bathroom doorknob makes me jump in surprise. It must not be Liam's friend because he looks just as surprised as I do:

"I’m going to hide, and you get out of here," he whispers and disappears into the stall.

The door opens after two tries:

"Ah, you’re here!" exclaims the person who saved me. It’s one of the candidates, the redhead who had been staring at me. "I think you’re Poppy Jones, right? They’re calling for you."

"Yes, that’s me... And you are?" I clear my throat nervously. If she saw Liam Bonavich, things would definitely get weird.

"Cassidy Baker," she adjusts her pink-rimmed glasses, "I’m also here for the interview, in my case, to work as Evie Bonavich’s assistant; she’s my inspiration. Can you believe she’s going to lead the new imprint of the publisher? They say it’s focused on publishing eBooks; I’m so excited!" she lets out a squeal.

"Wow!" damn! Why didn’t they call me for that position? "My interview is to work with the head of Marketing, but I definitely don’t know why I ended up in this position. But thank you for rescuing me; I was starting to panic being stuck here."

"Oh, when I saw you left your bag, I thought you were in trouble," she pulls out a pink lipstick from her bag and reapplies it.

"The door wouldn’t open at all; I was stuck here and was starting to panic."

"I had the impression you were talking to someone; wasn’t anyone else stuck with you?"

"Oh, I was talking to myself! Trying to push away the fear, you know? I really thought I saw a ghost."

"Seriously?! I’m fascinated by horror stories! Do you think the bathroom is haunted?"

"What?"

"‘Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary’" she says three times in front of the mirror. The Bloody Mary legend says that if you say the spirit’s name three times in front of a mirror, she will appear to you.

Cassidy bursts out laughing.

Nothing should happen, but a noise from the shower stall catches her attention.

"Oh my God!" she looks at me with wide eyes. "I was just joking; it wasn’t supposed to be serious" she trembles all over.

"We better get out of here, now," I urge her.

"Not so fast! What if it really is haunted?" her neck turns red.

"You’re going crazy; there’s nothing here; I just imagined too much," I stand in front of her, trying to be a barrier between the stall and her.

"I’m not," she pushes past me and nearly knocks me over with her hips "that noise came from the stall. Let’s open it!"

"No!" I shout, grabbing her arm. "It must have been the sound of the toilet that’s malfunctioning. The bathroom is clogged; it’s a horrible thing."

"Really? It all looks so clean," she reassesses the place.

"Dead serious. Don’t go in there; it’s a nightmare. I’m still trying to clear that image from my mind. Whoever uses this bathroom must be a pig!" I say loud enough for a certain someone to hear.

She squints and crinkles her nose as if she can smell the imaginary stench.

"Gross! Let’s get out of here" she exits faster than I do.

I should have returned the bathroom key, but that’s not what I do. I lock the door with Liam still inside and leave the key hanging outside. At some point, someone will come to rescue him; in the meantime, let him enjoy this moment alone as he wanted.

[image: image_rsrc4M2.jpg]
I’M COMPLETELY ANXIOUS as I enter the CEO's office, Weston Bonavich. I swear I’ll do my best to show that I have what it takes for the position, even if it means working with someone as strange as that guy from the bathroom.

I have to make a huge effort to sit in the chair without tearing my skirt. I curse my terrible idea of wearing something smaller than my size and do my best amid the discomfort.

The president is a very imposing man, dressed in what I would say is a black Armani suit, quite sober, fitting for his age, which must be around 60 years or a bit more. His watch is dark leather; I notice it’s a Cartier. His appearance resembles that of his son, especially the dark green eyes and the square shape of his face. His hair is gray, but not thinning at all. The lines on his face, both around his eyes and the corners of his mouth, reveal the stress he must have endured over the years while running the company with an iron fist. It has been passed down from generation to generation since it was founded.

"I want someone trustworthy, you understand? Someone who doesn’t just do the job but is always in the shadows of my son, ready to support him and who is completely professional," says Weston after asking me several questions about my resume.

Something feels off here; something must have happened to the previous assistant. After all, why would the president himself bother with interviews?

"I completely understand. And I’m the type of person who would support your son and even be one step ahead of him. I don’t know him, but I’m sure we would get along very well," I lie.

Weston smiles, and we continue the interview.

I win his sympathy by mentioning I’m from Texas, and he loves my spontaneous nature. Still, it’s clear from his words that it would be very difficult to hire me due to my lack of experience.

"You seem to be an amazing girl, Poppy Jones," he says after our long conversation.

"Thank you, Mr. Bonavich."

"Let me ask you something; I almost forgot..." he looks at the papers in front of him "Is your Spanish really fluent? We have a branch in Mexico, and that’s essential because Liam has frequent contact with them and travels there a few times."

"Yes, I’m fluent; I spent a lot of time with someone from Mexico" my ex-best friend's family came from Saltillo. When we were kids, she hadn’t learned English yet, and I helped her with that, just as she helped me with her language.

"Great..." he says, looking at my file "You studied literature; you must like to read, I presume. Have you read many books from the publisher?"

"I love the books from the publisher, especially the romantic novels, and I must say I started reading the thrillers from the ​crime imprint and I’m loving it. When I was little, I learned to read with my grandmother; she adored the romances you produced and sold in supermarkets. She is fascinated by those books with Fabio Lanzoni on the cover" I remember the muscular model on the cover who must be around 60 years old today "And now I understand why I wasn’t allowed to read them" the reason is the erotic content "It’s a pity it was discontinued; my grandma’s book club has a blast with them every Thursday."

"Really?"

"Dead serious; they discuss a book every week."

"Wow!" he clasps his hands and looks at me intently "I didn’t imagine these books still had such a following."

"Of course they do; you have no idea how much. My grandma was devastated when you stopped publishing them. You should continue with the books featuring the muscle model on the cover; it’s a hot topic in the book club discussion" oops, I’ve said too much "You know, the enigmatic style like the cover of Fifty Shades of Grey is nice to read without being judged; I mean, it depends; handcuffs are a bit suggestive" I scratch my chin, fumbling over what I was about to say.

Weston laughs.

"When I received your resume, I was very curious because, definitely, you are not what we expect."

I wilt at his words.

"I understand; I don’t have experience."

"No, but I feel you have a lot to add to my son’s life and to the company."

"Really?" I ask incredulously "I mean, yes, I have a lot to add" I correct myself.

"Can you tell me why I should hire you?"

I take a deep breath. I have to speak the truth because that’s all I have at the moment.

"Because this is my only chance right now. Because ​ I know I’m capable of not just meeting expectations but exceeding them. I have to be honest and say that I don’t intend to be submissive; I intend to be correct. I’m not the type of person who bows my head; I lift it and move forward. I will deal with my boss as an equal, and we will learn from each other" I spill, knowing I’ve likely nullified my chances of getting the job.

The president stays silent, very serious. He must think I’m insolent for saying those words.

Then, suddenly, he bursts into laughter and says:

"No assistant has ever told me that! My son is completely arrogant and loves hierarchies. I think it’s time for him to learn to be a better person, and you could be the right one for that."

"Thank you very much, sir" I smile, satisfied.

"I have just one more question; it may seem personal, but I want you to answer without fear, okay?"

"Of course."

"Office romances can be extremely detrimental to a career; do you have that self-control?"

"Absolutely, sir" I reply quickly "I’m sure everyone has said this, but I’m not interested in office romances. I just want to work, that’s it."

"Great. I’ve seen many problems in the company because of that. We have a very serious dating policy regarding supervisors and subordinates. Although dating between people at the same level isn’t prohibited, I know it can be detrimental to work" he rests his chin on his intertwined hands "I don’t want to be hypocritical; my wife works with me, but we interact only as colleagues here. All I want is for the person next to my son to be focused on their duties."

I understand what he means. The CEO fears hiring an assistant who is more focused on dating his son or any handsome guy in the office than on working.

"I understand, Mr. Bonavich; I would never lose my focus."

"Perfect. I think we can end the interview here" he stands up, and I do the same so we can shake hands cordially.

"Great" I thank him for the interview.

"We’ll call you soon with a response, positive or negative."

I confirm with a slow smile and an almost empty hope that I would be hired. Even though I feel Weston liked me, I know I don’t have the experience for the position. As soon as I cross the door, I come face to face with Liam Bonavich, who is ready to enter.

We look at each other. His gaze is powerful, as is mine; he glares at me furiously because I locked him in the bathroom, but we don’t say a word to each other. I can’t stop looking until he closes the door; I notice his very nice butt.

I smile at my last thought. I think it wouldn’t be so bad if the CEO's son graced the cover of a book.
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CHAPTER 4
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DONUTOOKIE, FRANKENSTEIN, AND BLUEBERRY

I spent the whole night anxious, not only about the interview results but also because of the rat that was inside the living room sofa. I called the janitor several times, but he didn't answer; the bastard was probably sleeping instead of working. I decided to lock my room, put on my headphones to drown out the noise, and ended up falling asleep.

I wake up today with the feeling that there's something in my bed, and that thing is moving under my sheets. I scream loud enough to wake the whole building and jump out of bed while calling for Lucille, who appears still wearing the clothes from last night.

"Why are you screaming?!" her black lipstick is still intact.

"There’s something... there’s something... Ahh... Ahhh!" The thing shifts under my blanket, and I scream again. "It’s the rat! The rat!"

She shakes her head and pouts:

"It’s not a rat." She pulls back the blanket, and a ball of fur appears. "Meet our new rat exterminator, Frankenstein." The cat purrs as she picks it up. It’s not a kitten but an adult cat. "I adopted him from a shelter."

"Are you out of your mind? Our building doesn’t allow pets."

"Oh really? They don’t allow them? Then what about all those rats that keep showing up? They’re not going to ban Frankenstein; I’ll make sure of that." She gives her usual mischievous look and lets the cat go, which returns to my bed. "He chose where he’s going to sleep; Frankenstein is going to be your new best friend." With that, she leaves me alone, not knowing what to do with the cat.

I quickly find out that I’m the one who has to take care of him. We spend the morning getting used to each other because he’s quite authoritative, just like a certain little boss. I also discover, the hard way, that he doesn’t like being petted; my arm ends up all scratched up.

I spend two days adapting to the cat, and him to me. Dracula never stays home and, when he does, he just sleeps. By the third day, we’re already getting along; Frank, the nickname I gave him, sits in one corner of the sofa while I sit in the other. I think this is the beginning of a good coexistence.

I receive a call from Bonavich’s Publishers in the afternoon, and I tremble as I hear the verdict. I cry all day when I’m informed that I wasn’t hired. I can’t believe I was so close to my dream of working at one of the largest publishers in the world, especially knowing that it’s only 15 minutes from home if I take the subway. The world is way too cruel.

Today, I sank into the sofa and read Little Women, which Albinka lent me; it’s her favorite novel. I read the line "[...] never









































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
OOOOOOOOOOOOOO

BLAME IT ON
THE BOSS,

e M

N@ﬁémfmm





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





