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      The city is still gray with pre-dawn light when I arrive at my office, snow falling in small flakes that stick to the windows and melt into droplets. The effect is to amplify the way the streets below are strung with holiday lights that were turned on at dusk and still shine now, at dawn.

      I'm always first in, have been for twenty-five years. I like the building when it's empty, before voices and phones and the chaos of other people fill the space. Just me, the quiet, and the work.

      I stand at the floor-to-ceiling windows of my corner office, coffee in hand, looking out over the skyline. Whitmore Architecture occupies three floors of this building. Every line, every detail, designed by me. I built this firm from nothing but a drafting table in a studio apartment and the arrogance to think I could do better than everyone else.

      Turns out I could.

      Behind me, my desk is buried under three weeks of chaos. Margaret, my assistant of twenty years, retired last month. Moved to Arizona to be near her grandchildren, spend the holidays somewhere warm. Since then, I've been through three replacements. The first lasted two days before she quit in tears. The second made it a week. The third didn't show up for her second day.

      Today I'm meeting number four.

      I drain my coffee and check my watch. Seven twenty-five. She's supposed to arrive at eight. If she's smart, she'll be early.

      At seven-thirty sharp, the elevator chimes.

      I move to my office doorway and watch her step out into the empty space, shaking snow from her dark coat.

      My first thought is that HR made a mistake. She's too young. Mid-twenties at most, dressed in a black pencil skirt and cream blouse that fit her body in a way I notice before I can stop myself. Dark hair pulled back, revealing the curve of her neck. Pretty face with serious eyes that scan the office like she's cataloging everything.

      My second thought is that I need to stop looking at her like this.

      She spots me and starts across the floor. There's confidence in her walk despite the heels, despite the fact that she's entering what three other women have fled from in the past month.

      "Mr. Whitmore?" Her voice is steady, professional.

      "You're early."

      "Yes, sir. The trains are running slow with the snow, so I left extra time."

      Sir. When's the last time someone called me that? Margaret never did, but then Margaret could get away with calling me by my first name because she'd earned it over two decades and was old enough to be my mother.

      "I'm Heather Bennett."

      Heather. The name hits me with unexpected force. I haven't heard that name on someone her age in years. It was everywhere in the eighties–actresses, cheerleaders, girls in tight jeans at parties I was too focused on drafting to attend. This Heather was born in 2000, probably. The name feels like it belongs to another era.

      "This way." I turn before she can see whatever my face is doing.

      In my office, I run through the expectations. Priority clients, filing systems, schedule management. She listens intently, those dark eyes fixed on me, and I'm aware of how close she's standing. Close enough that I can smell that she only smells clean. No perfumes, no strongly scented hair or skin products. She’s smart to be aware that some of us don’t want a noseful of chemicals while we’re trying to work.

      I hand her the priority client list and our fingers brush. The contact is brief but I feel it in my chest, my stomach, lower. This is absurd. She's my assistant. She's twenty-five years old. And I’ve known her less than an hour.

      "Questions?" I ask, voice sharper than I intend.

      "What time do you typically leave in the evening?"

      "When the work is done."

      She nods, not intimidated. "And lunch?"

      "I don't."

      "Should I order something for you?"

      "I’ll let you know.”

      Most of them would be nervous by now. Fumbling with a notepad, asking for clarification. She just absorbs the information and moves on.

      "The office holiday party is the fifteenth," I add. "Margaret always handled the planning. You'll need to coordinate with the events team."

      "Will you be attending?"

      "No. I never do."

      Something flickers across her face. Surprise, maybe? Disapproval? But she just nods. "Understood."

      I give her the first task–finding and organizing the Riverside files that Margaret left scattered across the shared drive. Margaret understood her system but few others do. It should take her most of the day.

      She settles at her desk outside my office. Through the glass wall, I can see her working, the gray winter light from the windows casting shadows across her face. Her posture is perfect; shoulders back, neck long. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear; the small gesture shouldn't be as distracting as it is.

      I force myself to focus on the Schuler proposal. But I keep glancing up, watching her through the glass. The way she frowns slightly when she's concentrating. The competent movements of her hands across the keyboard.

      By ten o'clock she's reorganized the entire Riverside folder structure. By eleven, she's fielding client calls with the instinct of someone who's been here months, not hours. At noon she appears in my doorway with a bottle of water.

      "You've been working three hours without a break," she says, setting it on my desk. "You need to hydrate."

      She's gone before I can tell her I didn't ask for water, don't need water. But my mouth is dry and the bottle is cold; I drink half of it while she returns to her desk.

      At six, the office empties. People are chatting about holiday plans as they put on coats and scarves. Shopping, parties, visiting family. I’ll be here, as always. I've worked through every Christmas for the past fifteen years. The office is quieter during the holidays, which means I can get more done.

      At seven I look up and Heather is still there, working on something with the same focused intensity she's had all day.

      "You can leave."

      "I'm finishing the Schuler intake paperwork. Unless you need me to go?"

      Need. The word hangs in the air between us.

      "As you like.”

      She stays until eight. When she finally gathers her things, she stops at my door. The office lights have dimmed to night mode and through the windows behind her, the city's holiday lights have come on, thousands of them strung across buildings and trees. They cast a warm glow across her face.

      "I'll be here at seven-thirty tomorrow."

      "Fine."

      After she leaves, the office feels emptier than usual. I look at her desk through the glass. It’s perfectly neat and organized, like she's been here for years instead of hours.

      Heather Bennett is efficient, capable, unflappable. Exactly what I need.

      She's also young and beautiful and I noticed the curve of her waist when she leaned over my desk. Noticed how her skirt fit her hips. Noticed the small silver bracelet on her wrist and wondered who gave it to her.

      I shouldn't be noticing any of that.

      I shut down my computer and grab my jacket, but I'm still thinking about the way she said "sir" in that steady voice. The way she didn't flinch when I was harsh.

      The way I'm already looking forward to tomorrow morning.
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      It's eight o'clock and I'm the only person left in the office besides James Whitmore.

      I can see him through the glass wall of his office, jacket off, sleeves rolled up, completely absorbed in whatever he's working on. The city lights have come on behind him. The holiday displays reflect green and red and gold on the snow-smudged windows.

      With that background, he looks like something out of a magazine. A holiday ad for a luxury watch, maybe, with the holiday cheer outside contrasting with his sharp angles and silver-threaded hair and that intense focus that seems to radiate off him in waves.

      I've been staring at him too much today.

      I finish the Schuler intake paperwork and save it, then allow myself one more glance through the glass. He's running his hand through his hair, a gesture I've seen him make a dozen times today when he's thinking. It makes him look younger, less controlled. 

      My stomach does something complicated and entirely inappropriate.

      I gather my bag and stand. Through the glass, he looks up, catches me watching. For a second our eyes meet and something passes between us. It could be the heat of recognition–I’m watching you watching me–or he could be thinking, Why the hell is she still here and what was her name again?

      I break the gaze and head for his door.

      "I'll be here at seven-thirty tomorrow."

      "Fine."

      His voice is professional but tired. I want to ask if he's going home soon, if he ever goes home, but that's not my place. I'm his assistant. I've been his assistant for exactly one day.

      In the elevator, I lean against the wall and close my eyes.

      I survived.

      More than that, I was good at it. Better than good. I could see the surprise in his face when I wrangled the Riverside files in three hours instead of three days. Could feel his approval, carefully rationed, when he said the presentation boards were "acceptable."

      I have a hunch that James Whitmore doesn't give compliments. "Acceptable" from him is like a standing ovation from anyone else.

      The elevator opens to the parking garage. My car sits alone in the corner, a decade-old sedan with a dent in the passenger door and an engine that sounds like it's negotiating with death. She starts on the second try.

      "Good girl," I murmur, patting the dashboard.

      The drive to the memory care facility takes twenty minutes through the snow. I should go straight home–I've been up since five-thirty and every muscle in my body aches from the tension of trying to be perfect all day. But I promised Gran I'd visit.

      Not that she’ll remember.

      The facility has attempted festivity with a Christmas tree in the lobby and a garland along the hallway railings. It just makes everything feel sadder somehow. I sign in at the desk and head to room 247. Gran is in her chair by the window, staring out at the snow.

      "Hey, Gran." I kiss her forehead and sit on the edge of her bed. "It's me. Heather."

      She looks at me with vague confusion. Some days she knows me. Most days she doesn't.

      "I started my new job today," I tell her anyway. "The one I told you about. Executive assistant at an architecture firm. The pay is really good. I'll be able to keep you here and start paying down my loans."

      She nods but I can tell she's not following.
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