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My best friend, Ellie, had sworn up and down that her widower father was never home.

"He’s seldom there, basically a ghost," she’d said, shoving the crumpled job listing across our uni’s cafeteria table when I complained about my overdraft fee. "You’ll just be watering his sad little ficus and collecting stupid money for minimal effort."

For the first week, she was absolutely right. The penthouse was all cold marble and echoing silence, Nathaniel Hawthorne appearing only in brief, sharp bursts, leaving behind nothing but evidence of his existence like some corporate Bigfoot:

A half-drunk espresso abandoned on the sink. The lingering scent of his stupidly expensive cologne on discarded suits. A single sock that made me question whether billionaires actually dressed themselves.

Then comes today.

I’m halfway through alphabetizing his spice rack (who the hell needs three kinds of saffron?) when the elevator dings. 

Hawthorne steps out, all sharp suit and sharper jawline, looking like he’s about to fire someone just for fun. His gaze lands on me, the rogue dust rag in my hand, and the open cabinet where I’ve been aggressively pretending cardamom and cumin are interchangeable.

"You must be Grace,” he says. "Ellie failed to mention you’d be... restructuring my kitchen."

I hold up the saffron like a peace offering. "I organized it..."

"Incorrectly." His jaw tics as he plucks it from my fingers like I'm a toddler caught with scissors. "This isn't some college dorm kitchen where you can just throw ramen packets wherever." 

"Put. Them. Back." His voice cracks like a whip when he catches me mid-freeze. “By region. Then alphabetical within each section." A pause that makes my soul leave my body. "This isn't chaos, Grace. It's a system."

By the time I finish, my palms are damp, my neck prickling under his scrutiny. The rest of my shift passes in a haze of held breaths and stiff shoulders. Every task becomes a minefield. Too much polish on the forks; will he think I’m wasteful? Too light on the mop; does it look like I’m slacking? I might as well be defusing bombs blindfolded.
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