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I WAKE UP TO THE SOUND of a notification. The morning sun shines on my face through the brown curtains. I bought it last year in a sale for half the price, hoping it'll block the light, but now I'm regretting the purchase. Throwing the blanket off, I grab my square glasses to check my phone. It's an email from the bank reminding me to pay my installment this month. 

This is only the second week, but it's good to have a reminder else I would never remember it. It's six in the morning. A new boss is arriving at the office today, who's a treat to the eyes. At least that's what I've heard from my co-workers. I'm thirty-three and I've been working in the corporate industry for around eight years now. Every heir to your previous boss always turns out to be a rotten brat. They don't want to work hard themselves and always expect the opposite from their employees. I don't expect anything less from Mr. Johnson’s grandson.

Although I doubt he'll be on time, I better hurry in case I'm wrong. I don't want to disappoint my new boss on his first day. Stretching my arms, I get off the bed and rush to my bathroom. My mother, though sick, always lives in the kitchen. If I don't hurry,  she'll start cooking and fall ill again. The doctors have advised her rest, but she doesn't listen. 

I brush my teeth and tie my thick, black hair into a bun. Lately, my skin has been looking dull. I can see the dark circles and a blue-grey spot on the side of my face. Brown skin is more prone to hyperpigmentation. I need to remember my sunscreen. Fixing the glasses on my big hazel eyes, I rush out of my room. I see the lights are on in the living room, but the sofa in the centre is empty. My mother's room next to mine is open. This means only one thing. I enter the kitchen to the right to see my mother in front of the stove. 

“Good morning,” she says, smiling at me. Her hair is tied in a messy pony, and she's still in her green floral gown, indicating she walked here directly from bed.

“Mom.” I roll my eyes. “Why do you always do this?”

“What?” She shrugs. “I'm just cooking a meal. Don't you want me to eat?”

No matter how early I wake up, my mother finds a way to beat me. I come back home around ten at night, since I have to work overtime to pay my bills. Once I'm done with the bank installments, I won't have to stay in my office for long. It'll probably take five more years unless I get a promotion. I don't have energy to leave my bed earlier than six. She feels bad for me, but I have to take care of her. After Dad, I can't lose her as well. “The doctors asked you to not work too much.”

“Doctor asked me to eat well, so that's what I'm doing,” she says, looking back at the pan.

I know she's trying to help me, but she's already sick, and it worries me. The reason she's staying with me is her health. If she keeps working, then that beats the whole purpose. “So it's not for me.”

“Of course it is,” she says. “It doesn't take much to cook for two.”

At times I wish to hire help, but the house cleaning itself goes over my budget some months. If only Daddy were here, everything would have been fine. This is the house he wanted to gift me, but unfortunately life had other plans. Now, I've to pay the rest of the installments. My mother is just trying to help me, like my father, but she's just stressing me out. “Why don't you listen?” 

“Why do you get up so early?” Before I reply, she points at the wooden door. “Go get ready now that you are up and have breakfast. Skipping meals is what's making you so skinny. I can hardly make out your waist.”

She's right. Everyday waking up and cooking for two, I do get lazy and just skip breakfast. Most days I only make lunch and go to work. 

“I made your favourite pancakes,” she says. 

That's really sweet of her. I hug her from behind and kiss her greying hair. “Thank you.”

“Go get a shower now,” she says. “I'll make you tiffin.”

She'll have to move really fast to do that. “No, that's fine. I'll order something at work.”

“Do you even eat everyday?” she asks. 

“Of course I do.” I shrug. “If I don't, I won't be able to do my job at all.”

She looks at me with a straight face. “Try to come home early today.”

As far as I remember, nothing is special on this date. “Why?” 

“Because you are always working overtime. Why does your company always keep you occupied?” 

Given the circumstances, I haven't told my mother that I agree to it because of our finances. Her blood pressure is stable for now, and I don't want to stress her out and make it worse. “It's because of the new boss. He's still getting used to work so he needs most of his employees,” I lie. 

“Who is your new boss?” 

“He's Mr. Johnson's grandson.” Now that's not a lie.

She shakes her head and goes back to cooking. “They should give the job to someone capable rather than handing it over to their incompetent family members.”

Life's unfair. Some people are just born to inherit and others to build their own legacy. I chuckle and turn around. “If it were that easy.”

Running back into my room, I hop into the shower and wear a full-sleeved black dress with a V neckline that ends right above my breasts. I put on a matching stocking to cover my legs and pair it with kitten heels. This is usually what I wear everyday except for the change in colour of the outfit. Monica, the PA, teases me sometimes for it, but I don't mind. She's a good friend. Only she knows about my problems. On my last birthday, she gifted me an expensive gown that she wanted me to wear on any special occasion. Unfortunately, that occasion has not arrived, and it's still packed in my cupboard.

I grab my phone from the side table and run out of my room. Since I'm early, I can start working on the marketing project and return home soon. That will put my mother's mind at rest. She has been stressing too much about my hours in the office. 

As I move towards the kitchen, my mobile rings. It's Monica. She usually doesn't call me in the morning unless it's an emergency. I answer the phone. “Good morning.”

“Get ready, now,” she says, huffing. “I'm coming to pick you.

I ride with Monica to the office often, and it's too early for her to be at work. “Why?”

“The new boss has arrived,” she says, breathing heavily. “And he's asking for everyone.”

This doesn't make any sense. Maybe I was wrong about the new guy. He might be a workaholic.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 2

[image: ]




Kian

––––––––

[image: ]


BEING EARLY IN THE office is a master move. There's no better way to show my grandfather that I'm ready to handle the company than making him believe I'm responsible now. He still thinks of me as the little boy he raised, but I'm grown and I need my own finances. After all, I'm his only heir. I'll get everything he has, so why not just give it to me today. I'm twenty-four, I've completed college, and I even worked under my cousin Freddie for a whole year. I've learnt so much from him and I'm ready to take what's rightfully mine.

As I continue to work, I get an email. It's from a friend. He's getting married on a cruise, and it's a five day ceremony. I've known him since childhood, but I can't attend a boring wedding for so long. Someone knocks on the glass door. Checking the date, I close the laptop on the desk and look at the entrance sitting on my chair. It's a woman around my age in a blue knee-length dress. “Get in,” I say. 

“Goodmorning, sir,” she says, entering with a yellow file. Her thick, wavy brown hair flows around her oval face. The sunlight from the window behind me glints on her tan skin. “I'm Monica. I was Mr. Johnson's, your grandfather’s, personal secretary.”

Apart from the office, I also get a hot secretary. I adjust my tie, looking down at her slender body. This is perfect. “Good morning,” I say, looking at the file she's holding. “You got something for me.”

“Yes, sir.” She smiles, staring into my blue eyes. “This is the summary of all the projects for which Mr. Johnson was going to attend client meetings this month.” She places the file on the table. “You can tell me if you want to make any changes.”

While I'm good at handling people, right now I'm thinking about handling this hot chick. My cousin is engaged to his secretary, so it must be common to have an affair with your employee. Not that I plan on marrying her or any woman for that matter, but I can definitely have some fun. “What exactly are your duties?” 

“I'm your personal secretary,” she says. “I basically do anything you ask me to like, fixing your meetings, reminding you of them, answering phones on your behalf etc.”

Since I just joined, I don't want to catch unnecessary attention in the office. Grandpa might find out about it, but that doesn't mean I can't have fun at home. “Does your duty include running personal errands?”

“Y..yes,” she says hesitantly, “but Mr. Johnson never asked me to do that. He always keeps me in the office.”

Well, I'm not my grandfather. He's still hungover grandma. I prefer exploring more than him. The way she's smiling at me, she must like what she sees. Every woman does.

“Do you want me to read it to you?” She picks up the file and opens it. 

“Read what?” a man asks from behind.

Both of us look at the door at a grey-haired man in a black suit, my grandfather. I jump off the chair. “Dadu, what are you doing here?”

He strides towards me. “That's the question I should be asking.” He glances at my secretary. “Leave.”

Without a word, she spins back and walks out. 

I stare at my grandfather, glaring at me with his deep eyes. His long, slim nose turns red. At this moment, I feel like I'm looking at my older version. 

For some reason, he appears mad. “Good morning, Dadu. Are you here to see how I'm doing?”

“No,” he answers, “I'm here because you are in my chair.”

Something about him is so intimidating. It's like he's piercing my soul with his dark eyes. I move away from the seat even though he doesn't ask me to. “But I thought you wanted me to work.”

“Only when you are ready,” he says.

After Dadu, everything will be mine so he should just give it to me now while he's still alive. “Dadu, I'm twenty-four. I've done everything you asked me to. You said I need experience, and I got it from Freddie. What else do you want me to have?”

“You are not mature,” he says, still standing in his place. 

Sometimes I feel like he doesn't want me to grow because that would mean he's old, and he's probably scared of death. I spread my arms. “What else do you expect from me?”

He moves closer to me and sighs. “A great grandchild.”

“What?” My mouth agapes. Out of all the requests he made, this has to be the weirdest one. “I can't create a child out of thin air.”

“No, you need to find a good woman and marry her before making a baby,” he says as though it's no big deal. 

That's a long process, and I don't plan on marrying anyone. “Where is this coming from? All of a sudden why do you want a great grandchild?”

“Do you want me to die without seeing that?” he asks. 

Most old people do, but my grandfather certainly has a different idea. He's already eighty, and it doesn't seem like he wants to leave. “That's not what I mean. Don't I need a woman for it?”

“I've started looking for a perfect girl for you,” he says. 

This is it. I've got to put my foot down before he forces me to marry some random girl. “No.”

“Well then, you can leave.” He moves to the side.

No other employee here needs to have a marriage certificate but I'm supposed to have a wife to be here. “Why?”

“I still own this company, and you are not allowed unless you  marry.”

After spending an entire year roaming around my cousin just so I can win over my Dadu, I can't give up like this. He's determined to make my life hard. “I didn't say I don't want to marry.”

“You said no.”

“Yes.” I nod, like a little boy. “What I meant is that I don't want you to look for a girl?”

“Why?” he asks like it's a normal thing for grandparents to interfere in their grandchildren’s life.

Right now, I can figure out everything else later. “Because I've found someone for myself.”

“Who is it?” His nostrils flare. “Some girl you met at a nightclub or hooked up at an event?”

Grandpa is being too judgemental. Just because I have fun with women doesn't mean I keep track of them. I don't even meet most of them after one night. “No.”

“Who is it then?” he asks.

I'll have to create a perfect picture for him to believe, but I can't think of anything. “She's a hardworking woman who does not go to clubs.”

He squints as though trying to see through my lies. “And such a woman was interested in you?”

Now that's just rude. All my life I've never had a problem getting any girl, keeping them is a different story. Just because Dadu can't have fun doesn't mean I shouldn't enjoy my life. “Yes.”

He raises his thick, grey browns. “Are you serious about her?”

“Yes.” I try to keep eye contact with him. If I look away, he might think I'm lying. 

“Then why haven't you mentioned it to me?” he asks.

Because she doesn't exist. “I haven't proposed to her yet.”

“When are you planning to do so?”

Being in police interrogation is easier than getting questioned by Dadu. “Soon.”

“I want to meet her,” he says, turning back. “Invite her over this Sunday.”

Within a week. I can't create an ideal woman for him so soon. “Why?”

He stops and faces me. “Is there an issue?”

The way he's looking at me, I know he'll kick me out if I deny. “No, it's just that I've to ask her as well.”

“Tell her I want to see her,” Dadu says. “You can come to my office for a week, but if I don't meet this girl, next Monday, you'll be out of here.”

Dadu leaves the office, leaving me bewildered. Moving back to the chair, I sink down. I need a girl within a week, and she has to be my grandpa’s type. How will I do it? 

Someone knocks on the door. Startle, I look up to see my secretary outside. She's supposed to take care of my errands, and right now, my errand is to get a girlfriend. 
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HOPEFULLY, I'M NOT late. I don't want to disappoint my boss on the first day that'll kill all of my chances of extra cheques. Monica has run directly into the boss's cabin. It's been over thirty minutes so I think everything is fine. He's not mad, and he definitely won't ask for me. No one cares about a marketing junior unless there's a new product or new campaign launch. 

I'm just being paranoid for no reason. Sucking in a deep breath, I bring my head back in the cubicle and focus on my computer. Everyone else in the office is still in their place so the new boss clearly doesn't want to meet the staff. Quite frankly, no CEO talks to the employees unless it's absolutely important. While driving, Monica has been stressing me out. I'm not his personal secretary. I don't need to worry about anything. 

“Hey.” Monica peeks in through the door, startling me.

Flinching, I sigh and move back. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“Sorry about that,” she says, grinning. “Do you have a minute?”

It's not been that long since I started working. If the new boss finds me gossiping, he might make an example of me. Most CEO’s do it to scare other employees and keep them in check. “Can't it wait till lunch? I'm still on my project.”

“No, it's urgent,” she says. “It's a work with Mr. Kian Johnson.”

“Who's that?” I cock my head. 

“Our new boss.” She gestures to me to follow her. “Come on.”

If it's the CEO's task, then I don't want to miss it. Although I don't understand what he wants from me. I'm not even a senior marketing manager. Regardless, I follow Monica. Everyone else on this floor is still in their cubicle. So it's just me whom he called for some reason. “What is it?” I ask Monica as we enter the lift at the end of the floor. 

A couple of people walk inside with us.

“I'll tell you once we reach my office,” Monica says.

Maybe she doesn't want to talk about it in front of other employees. It must be something special, and I can't believe I'm a part of it. After reaching the fifth floor, both of us leave the lift. This is where all CEO’s, board of directors and their secretaries work. I don't come to this tier often. Apparently, the high end people don't want to deal with junior employees. At least that's what Monica and other assistants told me. 

We walk at the end of the room and enter an open cubicle outside Mr. Johnson's cabin. I try to peep in and take a look at the new boss. 

“In here,” Monica says.

It is not like this is a big space. It can only accommodate a chair, a table, and cupboard to the right. Anyone can peek in from the top of the cubicle. The walls are not that tall. I enter it and both of us almost fill the cubicle. There's no place to move further. “What is it?” I ask.

“Do you want to make some extra cash?” she asks, clasping her hands as though requesting me. 

Given my current financial condition, it'll be a blessing. But I'm not sure how much more I can work. “I can take one more hour max.”

“What?” She cocks her head like I said something senseless.

“Monica, I'm already doing overtime.” I spread my arms. “I can't do more than one hour, or I'll go crazy.”

She waves her arms in the air as though fighting invisible mosquitos. “No, no. It's not that kind of job.”

The only thing I can do is marketing. I'm not trained in any other skill outside my qualification. “What is it?”

She grins awkwardly, knitting her fingers. “Please, don't get mad.”

There's no reason for me to be angry at my friend for finding me more ways to make money. I desperately need it. “Why would I get mad? What's the job?”

“You have to fake an engagement with Mr. Kian,” she says. 

“What?” My mouth agapes. That does not sound like work.

“I know. I know it sounds weird, but hear me out.” She pumps her hands in the air. “Mr. Kian needs a fiancée for a month, and he's willing to pay a lot of money for it. After that, you'll be free.”

This has to be the most bizzare thing anyone has ever asked me. I keep staring at Monica, not knowing how to reply.

“So.” She shrugs. “What do you think?”

I still can't process what she's asking. “What do you mean by a fake fiancée? What does he expect?”

“Nothing.” Her eyes open wide as she shakes her head. “He won't touch you or do anything inappropriate. I've talked to him about it. All you have to do is pretend to be with him in front of his grandfather and the rest of his family.”

That doesn't make any sense. I spread my arms. “Why?”

She frowns. “Rich people thing. I guess. He just asked me to find him a fiancée by Sunday, and I can't think of anyone but you.”

“Why me?” I cross my arms. 

“Because I know about your debt, and it's just for a month,” she says. “He's willing to offer a lot of money. You can pay at least two years worth of installments with it.”

It's really sweet of her to think about my well-being, but it's also annoying. I told her that because I want to take it out of my chest. Keeping my stress to myself gives me anxiety. I don't really want some sympathy cash. Besides, his family is my ex-boss. Things can get ugly if he recognises me. “Isn't his grandfather Mr. Johnson?”

“Yes.”

“Won't that be an issue?” I cock my head. 

“How? Mr. Johnson can't even recognise everyone on this floor. The only reason he remembers me is because he needs to call my name everyday.” She rolls her eyes. “These rich folks treat us like we don't even exist.”

“I don't know.” I shrug. “It just sounds wrong.”

“Why?” Monica chuckles. 

I can't believe she's asking me that question. “Isn't lying a bad thing?”

“I know it feels weird, but it's easy money,” Monica says. “You need it, and he's willing to pay for it. Think about your mother. You are always stressed about her health, and you are compromising your own health as well. With some help, you'll be able to take care of both yourself and your mother, and you won't have to work for such inhumane hours.” 

Even though she has a good point, it just feels immoral to lie.

“Listen.” She touches my hand. “If you don't want to do it, you don't have to. I'll find someone else.”

Monica doesn't have bad intentions at heart. She has many friends, and she could have gone to anyone, but she came to be. Because out of all the people she knows, I need it the most. “Okay, a month won't hurt I guess.”
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AFTER ABOUT AN HOUR, I still can't focus on work. Dadu’s words haven't left my ears. The phone on my table rings, disturbing me further. “Who's this?” I answer.

“Hello, sir, it's me Monica,” my secretary says. “I've found someone for your Sunday meeting.”

Already! I'm impressed. I can see why Dadu hired her. It's not like I wouldn't have given her a job, but my reasons would be different. “Who is it?”

“She's here with me in my cabin.” 

Wow, she's quick. “Let's see her then. Bring her here.”

Dropping the receiver on the table, I get off my seat. I can't wait to find out which hot chick she got me. Looking at the door, I see my secretary walking towards the cabin with a woman in black dress. 

“May I come in, sir?” my secretary asks.

“Yes,” I say, glancing back and forth between her and the woman with her. 

“This is Iyla,” she says, pointing at the woman next to her. 

That's not my fiancée. She's so plain, has poor eyesight, looks odd, and what's wrong with her face. I can see her dark circles even through her glasses. Even her hair looks messy despite the bun. She appears to be someone who has given up in life.

“Good morning, sir,” the woman greets me. 

Ignoring her, I look at my secretary. I might have overestimated her. She has done a terrible job. “Can I talk to you for a second?” 

“Sure,” she says, smiling as though I'm pleased with her work. 

The woman stands there despite my words. I glance at her. “Did you not hear me?”

“Leave,” my secretary whispers into her ears. 

Without questioning, she walks out of the cabin. I watch her move into the cubicle before speaking. Even though she's not even worth looking at, I don't want to hurt her feelings. I stare at my secretary. “That?” I point at the door. “You brought me that?”

The smile fades away from her face. “What's wrong?”

I chuckle. Maybe she doesn't know the kind of woman I've been with, but Dadu knows it. “My grandfather will take one look at her and realise I'm not dating her.”

“Why?” She looks at the cubicle and back at me. 

Really? She wants me to say it. “That woman looks like someone who walked out of a funeral.”

“Sir, it's just her dress. She can change.”

Her stupidity is making me furious. “And do you plan on changing her face too?”

“Why?” She shrugs. “What's wrong with her face?”

There's no way she's asking me that question. “Don't you have eyes? I date hot chicks, and the one you got looks like a walking corpse.”

“No, she does not.” My secretary's lips open as she steps back. “She's beautiful.”

These attractive women. They always have to be so nice and fake about ugly chicks. “In which world? She won't work. Find me someone else,” I say, turning back to my seat.

“Why, sir?” Her brows. “What's wrong with Iyla?”

“Who's Iyla?” I ask, sitting in my chair.

She points at the door. “The woman you just met.”

“Oh, is that her name?” 

“Yes, she introduced herself,” my secretary says.

I must have missed it, and it's not like she's worth remembering. Quite frankly, I've forgotten my hot secretary’s name as well. If she didn't work here, she might have played the trick. “Find me someone who looks more like you. What's her age anyways?”

“She's thirty-three, but that's besides the point. Everyone can see she's prettier than me.”

Now that's funny. I laugh, knitting my fingers on the table. “That's too old for me, and the worst part is I can tell her age.”

For some reason, my secretary doesn't find it amusing. “You are judging her based on her office attire. If she were to dress like me, you wouldn't think that.”

I squint. “Beauty doesn't work that way. You are either beautiful or you are not, and that woman is clearly unlucky when it comes to beauty.”

“Just give me a week,” my secretary insists. “I promise you I can change your mind. All I need to do is put her in different clothes.”

“If it were that easy to make someone pretty, everyone would be hot.” I really don't have time for this. “Why are you so pressed about it?”

“Because I don't have anyone else who can do this job as well as she can,” she says. “Iyla is beautiful, that's why I chose her. I know a CEO’s fiancée is supposed to be attractive. Apart from that, she's educated and hardworking, the kind of woman your grandfather wants. She ticks all the boxes. Just give me a week. I'll put her in the kind of clothes, hair, and make-up that make men think a woman is attractive.”

Again, I don't believe she understands the assignment. “What? I'm not attracted to women in pretty dresses, I'm attracted to pretty women. Are we not on the same page here?”

“We are,” she says. “But with all due respect, sir, I understand beauty better than you, else I won't be wearing a figure hugging dress in which my new boss can check out my curves. And so he won't fire me thinking I'm too ugly to be his personal secretary.”

This is an office setting, and I've acted very professional with her. 

“I know where your eyes have been this whole time, Sir.” She licks her lips. “If Iyla were to dress like me, you would have looked at her the same way.”

On my first day, I don't want my secretary to accuse me of unprofessional behaviour. “You think I'm checking you out.”

“You and everyone else I met today, even women,” she says with a straight face. “But I did it on purpose, so I don't mind.”

Does that mean she wants to hook up with me? “What do you want?”

“One week,” she says. 

If she thinks she knows so much about men, I'll give her a chance. I cock my head. “And what if you fail?”

She stands straight. “You are the boss. You can decide the consequences.”

A smile appears on my lips. She looks so confident. It's not like I can't ask Dadu for an extension, but I don't need to tell my secretary about it. I just want to see the colour drain from her face on Sunday. “Fine. You have one week,” I say, resting in my chair. 

For a while, she keeps staring at me. 

“Anything else?” I ask. 

“Yes,” she says, getting closer to my table. “I'll need some money to buy new clothes for Iyla, and you need to give her one week leave so she can rest. Don't cut her salary as she is working for your benefit.”

Not only is she asking for cash without even meeting Dadu, but also for a paid leave for her friend. “Are you trying to rip me off?”

“No, sir,” she says. “You are my boss. The last thing I want is for you to be upset. Please, trust me on this one.”

“Okay,” I say. Some money won't hurt. It'll be worth watching her face fall, and maybe she can repay me later in other ways. After all, she's dressed so hot for me. I take out my cheque book and sign it. 
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BEFORE LEAVING FOR the CEO’s cabin, Monica forgot to put the receiver back. This way I'm able to listen to their conversation, something I shouldn't have done. Tears sting my eyes hearing Mr. Kian's words about me. Over the past year, I haven't had a chance to pay attention to myself. But that's no reason to use such harsh words. If he doesn't want me for the job, he should have just said it and ended their talk.

I walk out of the cabin to see him signing a cheque. Monica will return here after it. The last thing I want is for the staff around me to see me crying. Hanging my head, I rush to the restroom at the end of the corridor. I close the door behind me and cover my face crying. If he thinks I'm ugly, that's fine. Many people might think so, but they have decency to not talk about others in such a demeaning way. 

Somehow Monica convinced him to get me money; however, I don't know if I want to be around someone like him. He seems to be one of those rotten rich brats who treats everyone else like trash. My phone rings, pulling me out of my thoughts. It's Monica. “Hello,” I answer, holding back my tears.

“Where are you?” she asks. 

“I'm just using the restroom,” I lie. 

“Okay, come here soon. I've good news for you,” she says.

“Alright.” I end the call. At least one of us is excited, but I don't know if I should even give it a shot. He already thinks I'm ugly and doesn't want me. Monica has convinced him, but I don't think I should go ahead with it. He might say those rude things to my face, and I won't be able to control my tears.

Wiping my face, I stand in front of the mirror. If Monica sees me crying, she'll ask questions I don't want to answer. I see my reflection. My eyes appear puffy, and my dark circles look prominent. Maybe it's because I was tearing up, or maybe I'm ugly. I wash my face and apply moisturiser that I carry in my pocket before walking out.

As I reach the cubicle, Monica grins and hugs me tight. She picks up the cheque and shows it to me. “Look what I have got you,” she says. “With this, we can buy you new clothes and also pay your this month’s installment.”

There's no way he is already willing to pay my debt. My lips part as I look at the amount. “He agreed to that?”

Placing the cheque in my hand, she clears her throat. “I might have conned him a little,” she says. “But who cares? He's a billionaire. It's nothing to him.”

“What if he finds out?” I ask, staring at the cheque. 

“He won't,” she says, and grabs her purse from the table. “Let's go.”

“Where?” I ask. 

“Shopping,” she says, grinning. “I got you a week's leave, and I got myself a day of paid leave.”

Unlike her, I don't feel excited about all of this. It's not like he will change his mind, and he might ask for the cheque as well. I don't have that kind of money to waste on anything. “No.”

“What?” Her eyes open wide. “You don't want to go now?”

Watching the smile disappear from her face, I feel bad but I can't deal with Mr. Kian's rude comments on my face. “Thank you for everything you are doing, but he doesn't even like me, so what's the point?”

“How do you...” She stops mid-sentence. “Did you hear us?”

“Yes.” I put the cheque back on the table. “Every word of it.”

The colour drains from her cheeks as she gets closer and hugs me. “Oh. I'm so sorry, you had to hear that. Don't listen to him. He's an idiot who doesn't know what he's talking about.”

Such affection might make me cry. I suck in a deep breath, trying to control my emotions. “It's okay. You can find someone better for the job.”

“What?” She moves back and looks at me with an open jaw. “Are you really going to let his words affect you? Do you not know how hot you are?”

At this point, she's just being nice to me. Mr. Kian is right. I don't look anything like Monica. I don't have the body or the perfect skin like her. If anything, I am a hot mess compared to her. “You don't have to say all of that. There's more to people than just looks.”

“Of course there is,” she says, holding my shoulders. “But you have looks as well. Don't let that idiot’s words affect your confidence. In a week, he'll be goggling at you.”

I highly doubt that. Men like Kian don't have any shortage of attractive women throwing themselves at them. Not only do I have to look comparable to them, but there's also money online. “What if he asks me to return the cheque?”

“That won't happen.” Monica smiles. “I made sure of it. Regardless of his opinion, you can keep it.”

“I don't know—”

“No,” Monica says, sternly. “I will not let that jerk shatter your confidence. We are doing this. Let's go.”

Grabbing my hand, she picks up the cheque and pulls me with her. I don't think I can argue. Besides, I need that money so badly. Maybe I should give it a go, and even if our boss doesn't like me, at least I'd have paid this month's installment. From the corner of my eye, I see Mr. Kian sitting in his cabin. Even the thought of meeting him on Sunday scares me. 
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​Chapter 6 
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Kian

––––––––
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IT'S SUNDAY, AND I'M waiting for my assistant in a cafe. At seven in the morning, there are a few people around me. The barista just filled my cup for the third time. I don't understand what's taking her so long to bring that woman. What was her name? Something that starts with I...

Through the door, I see a woman in a yellow dress walking in. The sunlight shines into her hazel eyes as she looks at me. I look down at her tiny nose, pouty pink lips, and slender body. Damn, she's hot! And she's still staring at me. I might get lucky today. Her thick, black shoulder-length hair bounces as she walks towards me. 

“Good morning, Sir,” she says. 

I look around to make sure she's talking to me. There's no one behind me so it has to be me. Why is she calling me sir? She doesn't look like an employee, else she won't be wearing this dress that hugs her breast so perfectly. Maybe she's my employee, but she too pretty for me to not remember her. “Morning,” I say. “Do I know you?”

Stepping back, she spins around and trudges towards the door. 

Is it something I said? Why is she going back? “Wait.” I get up from my seat to follow her, but I remember I haven't paid for my coffee yet. Quickly, I take my wallet out of my back pocket and put some bills on the round table. I don't know how much I've to pay, but this should do.

As I move towards the exit, my secretary enters the cafe. Her timing can't be worse. She wishes me good morning, but I don't pay her attention. I walk out, looking for the woman.

“Sir. It's me, Monica.” My secretary follows me.

“Just wait.” I put my palm up to stop her and look around. It's been just a minute. That woman has to be nearby. Apart from a few parked cars, there's nothing on the road, not even her. How can she disappear so quickly?

“Sir.” Monica gets closer. 

“What?” I yell, and look at her.

She looks at me with wide eyes and steps back. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” I check the road again but don't see her anywhere.

“Are you searching for something?” she asks. 

I blew my chance with a beautiful woman because of Monica. My cheeks turn warm as I look back at her. “No.”

“So, can we talk?” she asks. 

Not that I've a choice. Chasing after the woman, I almost forgot why my secretary is here. “Yes. Where's my girlfriend?”

“Did you not like her?” she asks. 

Talking in riddles won't be helpful. I'll be glad if she starts taking names. “Who?” 

“Iyla,” she says. 

“Who's that?”

I see her cheeks turning pink as she sucks in a deep breath. “The woman who's supposed to meet your grandfather as your girlfriend.”

“Yes, where is she?” I ask, looking around. Apart from Monica, there's no one nearby.

Her face twists. “Did you not meet her yet?”

If she's going to act stupid, at least she should try better. She knows that girl was ugly, and no matter what she does, she can’t make her presentable. Now, she's acting clueless so she won't have to admit that I was right. “Where?”

“In the cafe.” She points at the door. 

So she has brought her ugly friend. Let's see her work. “Is she there?” I ask, moving towards the cafe.

“No,” she says. “But she was there a minute ago. Did you not meet her?”

Dadu wants to have lunch with my girlfriend by twelve, and I don't have a date yet. Monica is getting on my nerves. She didn't bring that woman because even she knows that woman is ugly, and now she's acting all clueless to get a pass. “You didn't send anyone, did you?” 

“I did.” She steps back. “But she told me you don't like her.”

The last part is true. I have no desire to make the woman of her choice my fake girlfriend; however, I didn't meet anyone inside the cafeteria. “Was she invisible because I didn't see her?”

“What?” She looks behind me.

I follow her gaze to see she's looking at a black car. Maybe she wants to escape, knowing she embarrassed herself. “Where is this girl?”

“One minute,” she says, and moves towards the car. Opening the door, she talks to someone.

I don't really have time for her games. If she doesn't have a girl, I have to postpone the date. “What are you...” 

Words fade in my mouth as I see the woman in yellow dress leave the car. Both her and Monica walk towards me. 

“Good morning, Sir,” the woman in the yellow dress says. 

Up close, I can see how cute she looks, but I still have no idea who she is. A smile appears on my lips. “Morning.”

She lowers her gaze and looks at Monica. My secretary knows her, but she's not introducing her to me. If this is the woman Monica found, she did an exceptional job. 

“Is she the one?” I ask. 

“Yes, it's Iyla,” Monica says. “Don't you remember meeting her in your office?”

There's no way I can forget such a pretty face. “I never met her.”

“Sir, she's the junior marketing manager,” Monica says. “The one who agreed to play your fiancée.”

She's messing with me. I stare at Iyla, glancing back and forth between me and Monica. No way. My jaw drops. I see it now. If I pull her hair back, give her some dark circles, put glasses on her eyes and whatever was on her face that day, she does look a little bit like the woman I met in the office. 

“Do you like her?” Monica asks. 

I still can't take my eyes off Iyla. She looks like a completely different person. For some reason, she's avoiding looking at me. 

Monica clears her throat. “Sir.”

“Huh.” I glance at my secretary.

“What do you think about her?” Monica smiles nudging Iyla. 

“She's perfect,” I say, and stop looking at Iyla. 

“Okay then,” she says, walking back to her car. “You can take it from here. Drop her home before night.”

“Wait.” Iyla spins and looks at Monica waving at her. 

As Monica leaves, Iyla and I stand alone on the road. She's still looking at my secretary’s car. 

If we stay here, we'll miss lunch. I've to tell Iyla some things about my grandfather so she doesn't mess things up. I offer her my hand. “Let's go.”

She faces me and glances at my palm but doesn't grab it. 

For a second, we keep looking at each other. While I don't mind staring at a beautiful face, I am running out of time. “What's the matter?”

“Did Monica not tell you about no touching?” she asks. “You can't touch me.”

It's not like I'm pounding on her, not that I won't like it, but it's just my hand. I lean down and gaze into her eyes as she keeps avoiding looking at me. “You can't even hold my hand?”

“No.”

By no touching I meant intimacy. When I saw her in the office that didn't seem like an issue because I didn't think she'd make the cut, but now she's hot so things have changed. “You are supposed to play my fiancée. Don't you think it'll be odd for us to not hold hands?”

She licks her pink lips and steps back. “We don't have to do it now. No one's watching.”

Fair enough. I don't want to scare her away. Raising my hands in the air, I gestured to her to walk to my car on the right side of the road. “Fine. As you wish.”

She moves towards the car. I open the door for her, and she steps inside. This is the first time any woman has asked me not to touch her. Iyla might be difficult but I'm sure she'll come around. I get into the driver's seat and glance at the sunlight shining on her breast. Right now, I'll keep my hand to myself. I need her. When the time is right I'll do way more than just hold her hands.
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​Chapter 7
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Iyla

––––––––
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WHEN MY BOSS DIDN'T recognise me at the cafe, I thought he hated me and I ran back to Monica, but it seems like I was wrong. The way he has been staring at me throughout the ride is making my heart race. I don't understand if he's settling for me because it's the last minute, or he thinks I'm good enough to be his pretend girlfriend. Whatever the case, I'll get paid for this gig, and that's all I care about.

During our way to his mansion, he told me not to call him sir as it'll make his grandfather suspicious. That's something I'll have to work on. Other than that, he narrated a fake story about how we met, and it's so bizarre, I highly doubt Mr. Johnson will believe it. I hope he doesn't ask the question about our first time. 

Kian must have forgotten, but I remember everything he said about me. Though he's acting nice, a part of me is still scared that he'll be rude to me again, and I might start crying in front of him. There are a million things I can say to him, but he's my boss, and with everything going on in my life, I can't afford to lose my job. 

“We are here,” Kian says, stopping in front of a metal gate. 

As expected, he lives in a mansion that's probably too big for one person. He told me on the way he lives alone, and his grandfather is visiting to meet me. We have been talking a lot or rather I've been listening to his demands and nodding. 

“Dadu might be inside,” he says, smiling at me. “You must act like you love me.”

Now, that's the toughest part because I hate him. I nod as we enter through the gate. The pavement in the middle of the garden leads to four or five marble stairs. A guard stands in front of the closed wooden door at the top of the steps. I lean out of the window and count three floors, judging by the glass doors and windows. From the front I can see four balconies. There must be at least eight rooms on each tier if I consider both sides.

“Iyla,” Kian says, pulling my attention towards him. The afternoon light shines into his icy blue eyes. “Ready for the show?”

“Yes,” I say, noticing the guard in a grey safari suit opening his door. Ignoring my feelings, I've to put on a game face. I suck in a deep breath and grab the handle. Before I pull it, the car opens. 

“Shall we.” 

I see Kian holding the door for me and offering me his hand. Despite having no intention to touch him, I hold his palm and step out. This is what he's paying me for so I've to pretend. “Thank you.”

He leans close to me as though trying to kiss me. I jerk my hand free and move back. “What are you doing?”

“Just shutting the door,” he says, closing the car. “Why are you acting like that?”

Knowing that he's my boss, I can't reply. My cheeks flush. “Sorry.”

“That's fine,” he says, offering me his hand. “Let's go. Dadu is waiting for us.”

Our lunch is scheduled at twelve, and it's only ten in the morning. I cock my head. “Already?” 

“Yes. He seems eager to meet you. Put on a good show,” he whispers.

Not that I have any other choice. If I don't make it believable, I won't get paid. I puff my cheeks and grab his hand. We walk up the stairs and enter the house. Kian's mansion looks like something from a movie. 

The sunlight reflecting from multiple glass chandeliers cast a golden hue on the white walls. A red semi-circle sofa sits in the middle of the room facing a home screen TV. There are coral paintings on each wall as though painted by a child. In every corner of the room I notice plants and flowers. I can almost see my own reflection in the tiles. Leaving the space in the centre two round stairways lead to the top floors. There are four doors on each side on the second and third tier.

“He's in the dining room,” Kian says, pulling me to the left with him. 

Following him, I enter through the mahogany door to see Mr. Johnson sitting on one of the wooden chairs of the dining table that's almost as long as my living room. I've seen him in office multiple times, but for some reason, meeting him here is giving me shivers. CEO’s usually don't recognise juniors. I'm pretty sure he doesn't even know about my existence so it should be pretty easy for me to lie, yet my legs feel weak with every step I take. 

“Dadu.” Kian leaves my hand and hugs Mr. Johnson. “How are you?”

“I'm great.” Mr. Johnson stands and pats his back. 

Looking back, Kian beckons me. “This is the woman of my dreams, Iyla.”

The way he says it looking into my eyes sounds so convincing. For a second, I almost believe his words, but I know it's a lie. I focus on his grandfather. “Hello, Mr. Johnson.”

His face lights up as he looks at me. “Hello, dear. Come have a seat,” he says, smiling.

I sit next to him and Kian beside me. 

“So, how did you two meet?” he asks.

This is the question I had wished he didn't ask but I expected it. “In a cafe,” I say. 

According to the plan, it's supposed to be a restaurant where I lost my wallet and Kian just happened to overhear it and pay for me. Nobody has ever done that. I have changed the script to make it slightly more believable so his grandfather doesn't think I'm with him for his money. In reality, that's the only reason I'm here.

Kian grabs my hand and interlocks fingers with me on the table. He kisses my fingers that disgusts me. “The moment I saw her, I knew she was the one.”

It's unreal how he can say it all staring into my eyes. My lips part as I keep looking at him. Forget his grandfather, I would believe this is not a performance. Men like him do have a lot of experience deceiving women, that might be the reason he's so good at it. I close my lips and look at his grandfather. 

“How did a beautiful girl like you fall for him?” Mr. Johnson asks, smiling.

“We bumped into each other,” I say, forgetting the rest of the story. My heart races as Mr. Johnson keeps looking at me for more answers. I've no idea what else to say, but I'll have to quickly continue the story.
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