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Phoebe P. Campbell

The Billionaire's Power

Parts 4-6


1. Alone
I look terrible!
I put on large sunglasses, partly to avoid being recognized, and partly to hide my eyes, which are bloodshot and puffy from exhaustion and tears. My New York fairytale has had a nightmare ending, to say the least. My interview with David Bitsen, the actor who is supposedly Darius’s "friend," was nothing but a trap. There I was, innocently going about my work, when a photographer, clearly on orders from David, took our picture. The next day, tabloids around the world splashed the photos across their front covers, saying I was the star’s new French fiancée. It might not have been quite so bad if Darius had reacted differently, but all he did was slip away without a word, leaving me stranded in New York!
I hate him for doing this to me!
I went back to the hotel with no idea anything was wrong, and I got the shock of my life: my face on all the magazine covers and Darius gone! Obviously, my return to Paris wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs. Between the cab driver who recognized me, and wouldn’t stop asking me why I was crying if I was about to marry Bitsen and all the people in the plane sneaking glances at me, it was awful. Luckily, Darius at least left instructions at the hotel desk, so that I could travel business class and hide away in a little individual compartment where I could sleep. I got back yesterday evening, and the minute I turned my phone on, there was a message from my editorial manager, telling me to meet her first thing today. Ingrid Eisenberg is expecting me in her office. I have no choice but to drag my sorry self across Paris to meet her. 
And still with no news from Darius.
I tried to call him, but he didn't answer. I don’t even know if he’s still in New York, if he’s come back to Paris, or gone off somewhere else entirely. I don’t know if he’ll give me a chance to explain. In fact, I’m even starting to wonder if I want to explain. Just at the thought of it, I find myself sobbing, and to make matters worse, Darius is the only person who could comfort me and help me face this storm. I may be furious about what he’s done, but I still really miss him, and there is a big empty hole in my heart. Put together the anguish, the fear, and the jet lag on top of it, I don’t even know if meeting Darius was the best or the worst thing that ever happened to me. I try to stop crying with a snotty sniff, finish getting dressed, and head out for my business meeting.
Come on now, be strong! You can’t let everything slip. Try to salvage what you can.
Bracing myself on the door, I take a deep breath to calm myself down, and as if I were readying myself to jump into a freezing cold lake, I force myself to stop thinking and head out into the street.
***
My arrival at Winthrope Press is just as agonizing as I expected. As I cross the entrance hall to the elevator, I hear whispering all around me, and by the time I talk to the editorial manager’s assistant, I am on the verge of tears again. At least this time, I don’t need to tell her who I am. 
“Ms. Eisenberg is waiting for you. Would you like tea or coffee?”
“Coffee would be great, please.”
Ingrid Eisenberg’s assistant gives me such a kind smile that I can’t hold the tears back any longer. I wish I hadn’t taken off my sunglasses when I got inside. 
Get a grip!
Wearing her trusty gray twin set, the assistant tells Ingrid I have arrived, but before letting me into the editorial manager’s office, she places a hand on my arm.
“Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as you think. Everything will turn out okay.”
“You think so?” I ask, struggling to believe her.
“I know so. Go on. You’ll be fine.”
Her motherly reassurances soothe me a little. I look at her gratefully, and although there is nothing I can do about my swollen red eyes, I am at least feeling a little more together. 
“Good morning. Ms. Eisenberg,” I say in a wobbly voice.

For once, she’s not too busy to say hello. In fact, she seems to be waiting for me, sitting behind her big designer desk. Her stern expression dissolves when she sees my face. 
“Hello, Juliette. Sit down, we have lots to do.”
Well, at least I’ve not lost my job.
I didn’t really think that would happen, but I couldn’t help fearing the worst. Her assistant walks in with her perfect blonde bob swinging around her face, carrying two coffees and a basket of miniature pastries. Ingrid Eisenberg tactfully pushes a rectangular, carved wood box of tissues towards me. I don’t know whether to be embarrassed or relieved that my distress is so obvious.
“So, we have a problem,” she begins.
The pile of magazines on her desk announcing my engagement to David Bitsen leaves me in no doubt as to the nature of the problem. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice an Italian magazine, which goes as far as implying I am having his child. A new wave of dismay floods through me. 
“Your interview with Bitsen has already been announced on our magazine website, so we can’t just print a replacement. However, your name is in most of the articles about the engagement,” she continues calmly. “We can’t exactly publish an exclusive interview by the interviewee’s wife-to-be,” she concludes, with a note of irony in her voice.
“I’m not his fiancée! I can explain everything!”
“I should hope so!” she answers, sitting back in her chair expectantly.
Ingrid Eisenberg picks up her coffee, making the enormous silver bracelets around her right wrist clink together. She settles down to hear my side of the story. I start by telling her about how I met Bitsen in an amazing party he held in an old, abandoned Broadway theater. I realize that this is the first time anyone has given me the chance to explain what really happened, and although I fight to stay in control, I find myself spouting a torrent of words. As I tell Ingrid the real story, I feel the crushing weight lifting from my chest slightly. I tell her everything: the party, the offer of an interview, the meeting in a café, Bitsen sitting near the window, and his strange behavior bringing my hand to his lips just as the photographer took his last photo. As I am raging against Bitsen and the unfairness of my situation, asking how he dares to let people believe these things about me, I see a smile flicker across my editorial manager’s face.
I can’t see anything funny about it.
The bastard even dared to hint that I like diamonds, like all women who want to marry a rich man! Obviously, everyone assumed he was talking about an engagement ring. I come to the end of my rant, and Ingrid Eisenberg leans towards me.
“Perfect. Time to fight back.”
Perfect?! What is she on about?
However, seeing her eyes light up with glee, I decide not to question her. I don’t get it, though: there’s no doubt about it, Ingrid Eisenberg is excited. 
Is she enjoying this?
“So David Bitsen thinks he can manipulate a Winthrope group journalist, does he? We’ll show him what he’s up against.” 
Is this personal?!
She props her thick-framed designer glasses on top of her trendy, short haircut, and carries on jubilantly.
“I was going to wait before putting you in charge of the interviews, but this is the perfect chance for you to start!” she enthuses, sounding thrilled. I’m starting to wonder if she’s gone mad. 
“We’ll publish a second interview alongside the one you did with Bitsen: yours! You’ll tell your side of the story, making it perfectly clear it was a business meeting. You’ll explain that the pig trapped you… and in the magazine editorial, I’ll announce that you’re taking over the column. You’ll see, the readers will love it!”
I finally realize what she is getting at, and sit there, in awe of her genius. Obviously, I wasn’t expecting it, but this gives me the perfect chance to explain to Darius… and to get revenge on that sly bastard, Bitsen. 
“Starting with the next edition, I’m putting you in charge of celebrity interviews. I’d like you to stop hiding behind a pen-name, and really make the column yours. I’ll let everyone know.”
Ingrid Eisenberg gives me a crinkly smile, and puts her glasses back on.
“Right, we’ll be needing a photo of you, but I think we’d better call a good makeup artist.”
Yeah, thanks…
She asks her assistant to call someone called Maria, as well as Joe, a photographer I’ve already met. I go over her solution in my head. Everything else aside, this is a promotion! I’m hoping it might resolve things between Darius and I, too. However, before I can lose myself in a daydream, Ingrid Eisenberg hangs up, grabs a notepad, and turns her attention to me again.
“Ready?” 
I nod and try to smile. To my astonishment, she smiles back, and her voice is almost kind.
“Right, let’s get started. We’ve got work to do.”
***
By the time I finally get home early that afternoon, I am feeling a little better. When I left Ingrid Eisenberg, she was already overseeing the layout, so that the magazine could go to print and be on the shelves tomorrow morning. I decide to stay home until the true story gets out, and never to go out without sunglasses again. 
And to think I hate being the center of attention…
I feel like some animal in a zoo, and it’s all Bitsen’s stupid fault. I still can’t reach Darius, but I try to push the worries out of my mind. Every time I think about him, my stomach is gripped by anxiety, and I start sizzling with anger. Even if he did come knocking at my door, I don’t know if I would want to throw myself in his arms, or kill him for abandoning me. 
For now, my only consolation is that I am getting revenge on Bitsen. Ingrid Eisenberg and I have put together an interview that implies that he used me in a cheap publicity stunt for his latest film, as it looks like it's going to be a flop… that should stop him lying about me. We’ve managed to make him look like a pathetic jerk, and my editorial manager tells me he might even get sued for jeopardizing the image of the film. Maybe I shouldn’t wish ill on people, but I almost hope it does happen. Above all, the interview gives me a chance to present my side of the story to Darius and the people I care about. I’m desperate for him to see that he was wrong, disappearing like that. I can’t understand his reaction. He knows what the gutter press can be like.
I mean, he’s been snapped with enough women who were supposedly his girlfriends!
The thought that some of them were actually his girlfriend makes me feel sick. I really have to take my mind off of him. Luckily, my phone rings, interrupting my thoughts. I pick up.
“Hello?”
“Juliette, darling!” my mother exclaims, obviously relieved. How are you? When did you get back? What’s going on, love? What’s all this in the papers?
“Mom…”
When my mother gets herself this worked up, the most difficult thing isn’t calming her down, but getting a word in edgeways. 
“I’m worried, sweetie, I’ve been trying to call you since yesterday morning! I didn’t even know you’d gone abroad until Adam told me. You might have said something!”
I don’t answer.
“Juliette? Are you still there?” she asks.
“Yes, mom. Are you listening to me?”
“Of course I’m listening to you!”
Her indignant tone makes me smile. I close my eyes, gather my thoughts, and start explaining everything to my mother… well, almost everything. Without thinking, I avoid mentioning my relationship with Darius, and I pretend that my trip to New York was just a work thing. 
“So, David Bitsen made out it was a date, but you’ll see: tomorrow, we’re printing my interview in Shooting, and introducing my column.”
“Hmm…” My mother seems far from convinced. 
“What?”
“And you’re telling me you went off to New York all by yourself?”
She can read me like a book… 
I thought I was really convincing, but my mother always instinctively knows when I’m hiding something. It’s annoying, but kind of reassuring too.
“Yes, I told you that.”
“Okay,” she answers, skeptically. “And you really are alright?"
“Yes, mom, I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”
I can tell from the tone of her her voice that my mother doesn’t believe me, but she doesn’t question what I have told her.
“I think I have the right to worry a little,” she objects, only half joking. “I’m your mother. It’s my job, darling.”
“I love you, mom.” 
I know that whatever happens, she will always be there for me. My eyes fill with tears again. I must be tired. I have to hang up quickly before my voice gives away how upset I really am.
“Right, mom, I’ve got work to do. Call you soon, okay? Love you!”
“Love you too, sweetheart.”
“Bye,” I say quickly.
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