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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.

OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
{

HEADLINE
ETERNAL





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781472265517_FC.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





