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			Introduction

			Falling in love is already a chaotic full-time job, but falling in love with your childhood best friend who still remembers the time you fell face-first into a mud puddle? That is an absolute hazard. In I Love You To The Moon & The Stars & Back, Naomi thinks she has her adult life totally under control—until a wild fever dream hurls her back into childhood memories, leaving her completely utterly confused between the past, the present, and her long-standing crush on Timothy.

			Timothy, on the other hand, is navigating his own brand of quiet panic. From surviving corporate chaos to dodging unexpected office drama, all he really wants is to keep his sanity intact and keep Naomi safe. But when a silly misunderstanding involving yellow roses, an over-enthusiastic college friend, and an uninvited sofa tackle blows up in his office, Timothy realizes that keeping his cool around the woman he’s loved forever is practically impossible.

			Packed with childhood nostalgia, sharp banter, awkward misunderstandings, and a heart-melting journey from childhood playmates to forever soulmates, this story proves that some promises never fade. Prepare to laugh out loud, swoon hard, and fall hopelessly in love with a romance twenty years in the making. Cross my heart, hope to die!

			ABMeneses

			DISCLAIMER

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

		


		
			​Chapter 1

			The numbers on Naomi’s computer screen had officially declared war against her sanity. After staring at the same spreadsheet for nearly three hours, the neat columns of figures had stopped looking like financial data and had begun resembling tiny marching ants determined to invade her eyesight.

			She blinked. The ants blinked back. “...Nope,” she muttered, rubbing both eyes. “I’m definitely hallucinating.”

			Her fingers reached automatically for the coffee mug beside her keyboard. Empty. She tilted it upside down, hoping for a miracle. One lonely drop landed on her desk. Naomi stared at it in disbelief.

			“Seriously? You couldn’t even give me one last sip?”

			The coffee mug, naturally, remained silent.

			“Traitor.”

			Just as she was debating whether caffeine withdrawal qualified as a legitimate medical emergency—

			Whoosh! Someone rolled into her cubicle at alarming speed.

			Maridel.

			Using her office chair like it was a Formula One race car she skidded to a perfect stop beside Naomi’s desk, threw both hands dramatically into the air, and whispered far louder than any normal human being should whisper.

			“Naomiiiiii!”

			Naomi didn’t even bother looking up, “Morning, Dhel.”

			Maridel frowned, “It’s almost lunchtime.”

			“Then good... almost lunchtime.”

			“You didn’t scream.”

			“I’m conserving energy.”

			“You didn’t even ask why I nearly broke company safety regulations getting here.”

			Naomi finally lifted her eyes from the monitor and gave her friend a long, knowing look.

			“You only arrive like that for three reasons.”

			Maridel folded her arms.

			“Oh?”

			“You found free food.”

			“No.”

			“The internet crashed.”

			“No.”

			“You have fresh gossip.”

			Maridel’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, “You know me so well.”

			Naomi sighed dramatically before leaning back in her chair, “Alright. What exploded this time?”

			Maridel glanced left. Then right. Then behind her. She leaned so close across the partition that Naomi could smell peppermint gum.

			“The...”

			She paused dramatically.

			“...Big...”

			Another pause.

			“...Boss...”

			Naomi blinked.

			“Senior Partner Madriaga?”

			Maridel looked horrified, “No!”

			“The HR Director?”

			“No!”

			“The tax auditors?”

			“No!”

			“The coffee supplier?”

			Maridel slapped a hand over her own forehead, “Naomi!”

			“What?”

			“The REAL boss.”

			“The owner.”

			“The billionaire.”

			“The mysterious CEO. The one everyone thinks only exists in company newsletters.”

			Recognition finally flickered across Naomi’s face.

			“Oh.”

			Maridel waited, “...That’s it?”

			“What?”

			“’Oh?’”

			“What reaction were you expecting?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Screaming, hyperventilating, a little existential crisis.”

			Naomi shrugged, “I’m an accountant. I save my panic attacks for missing decimal points.”

			Maridel groaned dramatically. “Your degree has completely removed your sense of excitement.”

			“They actually make us sign a waiver.”

			“What waiver?”

			“’I solemnly swear to become emotionally attached only to spreadsheets.’”

			Maridel laughed so hard she almost rolled off her chair.

			“You are impossible.”

			“And yet we’re still friends.”

			“Against my better judgment.”

			The two women shared a laugh before Maridel suddenly remembered why she’d come barreling into the cubicle in the first place. She held up her tablet like it contained state secrets.

			“Mandatory boardroom meeting. All departments in ten minutes. The CEO himself is making the announcement.”

			Naomi slowly straightened, “The CEO?”

			Maridel nodded enthusiastically, “He flew in from New York early this morning.”

			“So the rumors were true.”

			“They were.”

			Naomi frowned, “I thought he preferred running everything remotely.”

			“So did everyone.”

			“Apparently not anymore.”

			Maridel lowered her voice again, “They say he’s personally reviewing every department.”

			Naomi groaned, “Wonderful.”

			“My stress level just submitted its resignation.”

			“You should be worried.”

			“I already am.”

			“No, I mean really worried.”

			Maridel lowered herself into an exaggerated whisper. “They say he’s terrifying.”

			Naomi smiled faintly, “Terrifying how?”

			“The man has fired five executive assistants.”

			Naomi shrugged, “Maybe they weren’t qualified.”

			“In less than a year.”

			“...Oh.”

			“They say nobody survives working directly under him for more than three months.”

			Naomi raised an eyebrow, “That’s... impressive.”

			“They also say he answers emails at three in the morning.”

			“I’ve done that.”

			“He reviews financial reports during overseas flights.”

			“So?”

			“He corrected an audit report while sitting in a dentist’s chair.”

			Naomi blinked, “...Now you’re making things up.”

			“I’m not!”

			“You absolutely are.”

			“Fine.”

			Maridel laughed, It wasn’t the dentist. It was during an MRI.”

			Naomi burst into laughter, “You almost had me.”

			“I was close.”

			“Very.”

			Maridel scrolled through the executive database on her tablet.

			“And here’s another interesting rumor.”

			“What now?”

			“He never smiles.”

			Naomi looked up.

			“Never?”

			“Never.”

			“Not even for photographs.”

			“I checked every company newsletter.”

			“Annual reports.”

			“Magazine interviews.”

			“His employee welcome video.”

			“Nothing.”

			Naomi chuckled, “I feel sorry for the poor photographer.. Sir, could you smile? No. Just a little? Denied. Can you at least pretend you’re happy? Next question.”

			The image that formed in Naomi’s mind was so ridiculous that she laughed despite herself. Their laughter echoed through the accounting department. Almost immediately, someone from the next cubicle poked his head over the divider.

			“Excuse me! Some of us are trying to reconcile payroll.”

			“Sorry!” they chorused.

			The head disappeared.

			Three seconds later, the two dissolved into another fit of laughter. Maridel finally wiped a tear from her eye.

			“Okay... okay... back to business.”

			She unlocked another section of the secure employee directory.

			“I finally gained access to the executive profile.”

			Naomi looked mildly alarmed.

			“Should you be looking at confidential files?”

			“Probably not.”

			“And yet...”

			“My curiosity pays no attention to company policy.”

			Naomi simply shook her head.

			“One day you’ll get caught.”

			“Not before satisfying my need for useless information.”

			She continued scrolling.

			“Height...tall. Education…too many degrees. Languages...Six!”

			Naomi laughed.

			“Show-off.”

			“Wealth...”

			Maridel squinted.

			Maridel gushed, “I don’t even know how to pronounce that many zeros.”

			“Just say ‘filthy rich.’”

			“’Filthy’ isn’t enough.”

			Then Maridel’s finger stopped moving. “Oh.”

			“What?”

			“I found his picture.”

			She turned the tablet toward Naomi. Naomi leaned forward absentmindedly. The man in the photograph wasn’t what she’d expected.

			He looked surprisingly young.

			Calm. Composed. Confident. And undeniably handsome.

			“What did you say his name was?”

			Maridel scrolled back to the top of the profile.

			“Managing Director, Chief Executive Officer, Primary Shareholder...”

			She cleared her throat.

			“Timothy...”

			Naomi’s heartbeat stumbled.

			“...Vanderbilt.”

			Everything inside her went still.

			The laughter. The chatter around the office. The clicking keyboards. The ringing telephones. Even the steady hum of the air-conditioning faded into silence. Only one name remained.

			Timothy Vanderbilt.

			No. It couldn’t be. Could it?

			Her eyes never left the photograph. The confident executive. Slowly, it began to overlap with the smiling face of a teenage boy she had loved long ago.

			The boy who used to walk her home after school.

			The boy who shared his umbrella whenever it rained.

			The boy who bought her dirty ice cream after she’d scraped her knees.

			The boy who unknowingly became her very first love.

			Her lips parted ever so slightly.

			“...Timothy...”

			Across from her, Maridel frowned.

			“Naomi?”

			No response.

			“You okay?”

			Naomi barely heard her. Her eyes remained fixed on the photograph.

			“...It’s really you.”

			Far above the bustling accounting department. Inside the executive office on the top floor, Timothy Vanderbilt casually opened the employee roster that had been placed on his desk. His eyes skimmed through dozens of names. Then suddenly stopped.

			Naomi Africa.

			He frowned.

			Why did that name sound so strangely familiar?

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			The corporate server room was chilly, but Naomi felt entirely frozen. Her fingers hovered numbly over the sleek tablet interface. The name Timothy Vanderbilt glared back at her from the encrypted director’s profile, acting like an emergency brake on her brain.

			Suddenly, the polished glass partitions of the high-end accounting firm dissolved. Her mind aggressively dragged her backward, tumbling through a decade and a half of memories, landing straight into a sunny, chaotic suburban afternoon when she was just a pint-sized six-year-old trailing after her older friend, Rose.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			They had been playing an intense, high-stakes game of playground tag with the neighborhood kids right outside Rose’s house. Naomi had been running at full velocity, her tiny sneakers skidding on the pavement, completely focused on escaping whoever was “it.”

			But then, the front door of the house had swung open.

			Out stepped a sixteen-year-old Timothy. He was tall, lean, carrying a backpack, and possessed the kind of effortless cool that made the suburban air feel suddenly cinematic.

			Six-year-old Naomi had stopped dead in her tracks. Cupid didn’t just shoot an arrow; he practically launched a heat-seeking missile into her tiny, undeveloped chest. Her heart started thumping with the force of a bass drum. She was so completely mesmerized by the older boy that she completely lost all situational awareness.

			“Watch out!” someone yelled.

			It was too late. Another kid, sprinting blindly from the opposite direction to avoid being tagged, collided straight into her.

			CRASH!!!

			Their foreheads smacked together with a sickening, hollow thud. Naomi’s vision dissolved into spinning cartoon stars, and she collapsed flat onto the grass, clutching her forehead.

			“Oh my gosh! Naomi got absolutely wacked!” Rose shrieked, instantly abandoning the game and running toward her, with Timothy close behind.

			“We’re in big trouble now,” the neighborhood kids whispered in a panic. “Her big friend is gonna come down on us!” Fearing the wrath of older kids, the entire playground roster scattered into the bushes within seconds.

			“Nana? Nana, can you hear me?” Rose knelt down beside her, her voice laced with panic.

			Dizzy and blinking back tears, Naomi opened her eyes. The blurry world slowly came into focus, revealing Rose’s worried face—and right next to her, Timothy, leaning down with an expression of genuine concern.

			“Are you okay, little one?” Timothy asked, his deep, adolescent voice surprisingly gentle. “Where does it hurt?”

			Naomi swallowed hard, desperately trying to look tough and brave in front of the most beautiful teenager she had ever seen. She sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “I-I’m fine. It doesn’t even hurt.”

			She couldn’t explain the fierce pride that suddenly flared up inside her tiny soul. She just didn’t want this boy to think she was a baby, even though her heart was going thump-thump-thump so loudly she was convinced they could hear it through her t-shirt.

			Timothy let out a soft, melodious laugh, reaching out to gently pat her shoulder. “Wow, Rose, your little friend is incredibly brave. Not a single tear! And she’s absolutely adorable. Are you sure she’s just your neighborhood shadow? She’s way too cute to be associated with you.”

			“Hey! Watch it, Tim!” Rose crossed her arms, pouting. “Are you implying I’m the ugly one here? I’m right here, you know!”

			“Hey, you said it, not me,” Timothy teased, flashing a brilliant, lopsided smile. He leaned down further, cradling Naomi’s small face with both of his hands to inspect the bump forming on her forehead. “What’s your name, brave little girl?”

			“Nana...”

			Timothy’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He looked at her with pure amusement and said the most world-shattering words her six-year-old brain had ever processed: “Well, Nana, you are way too pretty. When you grow up, can I be your boyfriend?”

			“Oh, please, Timothy, stop it!” Rose groaned loudly. “She doesn’t even know what that word means yet! You’re completely corrupting her. Look at her, she literally still has a milk mustache from lunch!”

			“Rose, with eyes like that, she’s going to have a line of guys down the block when she grows up. She won’t even notice a guy like me by then,” Timothy laughed, playfully pinching Naomi’s flushed cheeks. “So, sorry, sis... your little friend is officially my girlfriend now.”

			“Whatever floats your boat, Romeo,” Rose laughed, shaking her head. “She doesn’t understand a word you’re saying. If someone offered her a piece of chocolate right now, she’d trade you away in a heartbeat.”

			Timothy leaned even closer, his face mere inches away. “Is that true, Nana? You wouldn’t trade me for candy, right? So... am I your boyfriend?”

			Naomi, completely spellbound by his scent of laundry detergent and teenage confidence, gave a fierce, determined nod. “O-Okay.”

			“Yes! See that, Rose? She said yes! It’s official. We are a couple,” Timothy cheered playfully.

			“Nana, what are you doing?!” Rose laughed uproariously. “Tim, did you hypnotize her? Did you put a spell on her or something? Or did you just terrify her into compliance?”

			“Of course not,” Timothy replied smoothly, his face hovering close to hers. “She just knows we’re destined for greatness. Right, babe?”

			Naomi’s heart practically leaped out of her throat. Before she could even process the proximity, Timothy playfully leaned in and planted a quick, soft, dramatic peck right on her lips.

			“There! Signed and sealed. You’re officially my very first kiss, and we are legally a couple now,” he joked, winking.

			“Ugh, you are completely ridiculous, Timothy! This is a total corruption of a minor!” Rose yelled, laughing as she dragged her brother back by his backpack.

			Naomi sat frozen on the grass, her tiny hand flying up to touch her lips. The world around her had completely lost its sound. Even though it was just a playful, joking gesture to him, her entire universe had just shifted on its axis.

			“She’s just so cute, Rose,” Timothy chuckled, standing up and dusting off his jeans. “I’m telling you, she’s going to break hearts. But remember, Nana, you’re mine now! No looking at other boys on the playground!”

			“Wow, now you’re being a possessive teenager to a first grader. I’m utterly speechless,” Rose said, rolling her eyes.

			Timothy laughed, extending his right hand toward Naomi. He extended his pinky finger, waiting. Naomi, moving like a robot under a spell, wrapped her tiny pinky around his.

			“There. Our contract is fully executed. I don’t want to see any other little boys holding your hand. I’m the jealous type, just so you know!”

			“Oh, please! Let’s get out of here before you make me throw up,” Rose said, pulling Timothy away toward the house.

			Before he turned around, Timothy playfully ruffled Naomi’s hair. “Alright, we’re heading inside, babe! See you later! Don’t go falling for any other playground guys, okay?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Earth to Naomi... Hello? Is the internal audit server completely fried, or are you just malfunctioning?”

			Naomi gasped, her eyes snapping back to reality. The sunny playground vanished, replaced instantly by the cold fluorescent lighting of the corporate office. “W-What? What did you say?”

			“Geez, Naomi,” Robbi said, staring at her with deep concern. “You completely spaced out on me for a solid two minutes. You looked like you just saw the ghost of a bankrupt client. I’ve been talking this whole time and you were just staring into the void.”

			“Oh... sorry, Rob,” Naomi stammered, her heart still racing from the vivid memory. “I just... I got lost in thought for a second. What were you saying about the portfolios?”

			“I was saying, after I finish handling the automated rejection notices for the lower-tier junior transfers, I can totally head up to the penthouse suite with you to assist with the executive presentation for the new CEO! We can tackle the ice king together.”

			Naomi froze, her mind spinning frantically. Timothy Vanderbilt. The guy who held my pinky finger. The guy who took my first joke of a kiss. He is the billionaire CEO.

			“No,” Naomi said quickly, her voice sharp. “No, wait. Change of plans.”

			Robbi blinked, confused. “What do you mean, change of plans?”

			“You... you handle the executive presentations for the elite Ivy League transfers. I will personally handle the files of the analysts who didn’t meet the initial automated criteria. Including... Timothy Vanderbilt’s executive review portfolio.”

			“Wait, what? Naomi, did the caffeine finally melt your brain?” Robbi looked at her like she had grown a second head. “The CEO is reviewing the top-tier candidates personally. Why on earth would you waste your time reviewing the lower-bracket files when the big boss is upstairs?”

			“Because!” Naomi scrambled for a logical corporate excuse, her hands moving frantically across her keyboard. “Because it would be incredibly short-sighted of our department to just dismiss those transfer files without a thorough, human-verified review. It reflects poorly on our firm’s talent acquisition image. If we just discard them while focusing entirely on the elite, word gets out. If I personally audit their files, it ensures compliance and morale. We owe them due diligence. At the very least.”

			Without waiting for Robbi’s response, Naomi grabbed her tablet, stood up, and practically bolted down the hallway toward the secure archives.

			“Seriously?” Robbi muttered, scratching his head as she watched her speed-walk away. “Five minutes ago she wanted to flee the country to eat carbs, and now she’s suddenly the champion of corporate due diligence? What the hell just happened?”

		


		
			​Chapter 3

			The fluorescent lights of Ledger & Associates Corp. hummed with a clinical energy that did absolutely nothing to soothe Naomi’s frying nerves. She stared at the spreadsheet on her dual monitors, the numbers blurring into a meaningless matrix of black and red. Beside her, Maridel was aggressively spinning in her ergonomic office chair, clutching a vanilla latte like it was a weapon of mass destruction.

			“I’m telling you, Nao, it’s a corporate hostile takeover wrapped in a Tom Ford suit,” Maridel whispered loudly, leaning over the partition. “The spreadsheet warriors in upper management are panicking. The old partners didn’t just retire; they sold the entire kingdom to a single, mysterious billionaire tycoon. He’s not just the new CEO; he owns the whole damn building now.”

			Naomi tried to focus on adjusting a depreciation schedule, but her heart was doing a strange, irregular tap-dance against her ribs. “Does the tycoon have a name, Dhel? Or are we just going to refer to him as Lord Voldemort of the Auditing Department?”

			“The memo just hit the HR portal two minutes ago,” Maridel said, frantically tapping her tablet. “His name is Timothy Vanderbilt. Thirty-six years old. Columbia grad. He turns failing firms into goldmines and drinks the tears of inefficient accountants for breakfast.”

			Timothy Vanderbilt.

			The coffee mug in Naomi’s hand threatened to slip from her fingers. The office around her suddenly felt entirely devoid of oxygen. “No way. It’s a common name. There are probably hundreds of Timothy Vanderbilts in the corporate world. It’s a one-in-a-million coincidence. A statistical anomaly. Haaiiss, then why are my palms suddenly sweating like I’m being audited by the IRS?”

			“Earth to Naomi,” Maridel hissed, waving a hand in front of her face. “You look like you just saw a ghost. Or worse, a math error.”

			“I’m fine,” Naomi managed to choke out, forcing her eyes back to her screen. She tried desperately to rationalize the sudden spike in her adrenaline. “Even if it is him... so what? It’s been twenty years since I last saw my absolute first love. How old was he then? Sixteen. And I was... six. A literal child with a giant, embarrassing puppy love. He probably looks completely different now. He’s probably stressed, craggy, and beaten down by corporate greed. Yes, exactly. He’s probably bald.”

			She took a deep breath, trying to calm her erratic pulse. “I was just blinded by childhood emotions back then. I thought he was a literal god who walked the earth just because he could make a basketball three-pointer and bought me ice cream. It was a silly, immature infatuation. It’s over. Completely over.”

			Suddenly, the heavy glass doors of the executive suite swung open. The entire floor went dead silent. The clicking of heels and the sharp stride of expensive leather shoes echoed through the bullpen.

			Naomi’s heart rate broke all known land speed records. Tug! Tug! Tug! She almost panicked, dropping her highlighter and scrambling to sit up straight, pretending to be deeply engrossed in a financial statement.

			“He’s coming this way,” Maridel muttered under her breath, suddenly looking incredibly busy with an asset ledger.

			Through the corner of her eye, Naomi saw a towering figure stop right by her cubicle cluster. The man was immaculate. A tailored charcoal suit, sharp jawline, and dark eyes that commanded absolute authority. There wasn’t a single gray hair or bald spot in sight. He looked devastatingly handsome—and completely out of her league.

			IT’S TIMOTHY... OH MY GOD, IT IS REALLY TIMOTHY!!!

			He glanced down at her desk, his eyes lingering on her employee nameplate for a fraction of a second. Naomi held her breath, her entire childhood flashing before her eyes. She braced herself for the recognition, the awkwardness, the sheer embarrassment of her past behavior.

			Timothy’s gaze met hers. It was cool, professional, and entirely detached. “Good morning. Make sure the quarterly summaries are on my desk by three o’clock,” he said smoothly, his voice a deep baritone that sent a shiver down her spine. Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked into the glass corner office.

			He didn’t recognize her. Not even a little bit.

			Naomi sank back into her chair, a mix of profound relief and a strange, unexpected sting washing over her. To him, she wasn’t the little girl who used to ruin his basketball games. She was just Accountant Number Forty-Two.

			As the glass door shut behind him, Naomi’s mind drifted backward, twenty years into the past, to a completely different world.

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Six-year-old Naomi was a permanent fixture at her older best friend Rose’s house. Even with the age gap, they managed to share some school time together in college. But back then, they were just two chaotic kids who lived two blocks apart. The biggest perk of visiting Rose’s house wasn’t the toy collection—it was Rose’s older brother, Timothy. He was sixteen, a high school basketball star, and the center of Naomi’s universe.

			Whenever Timothy was around, Naomi would completely abandon whatever she was doing just to breathe the same air as him.

			One sunny afternoon, Timothy was out in the driveway shooting hoops with his friends, Russel and James. Naomi was supposed to be playing dolls with Rose on the porch, but the moment she heard the orange ball bouncing against the asphalt, her focus shifted entirely.

			“Russel, James, let’s stop for a while,” Timothy said, wiping sweat from his forehead with the collar of his jersey.

			“Huh? Why do you want to break now, Tim?” Russel complained, holding the ball on his hip. “We just started. We don’t even have a score yet!”

			“Yeah, man, what gives? Are you tired already?” James teased.

			“Uh, well... my back hurts a little,” Timothy replied, stretching his arms.

			“Your back hurts? Since when does a varsity guard get a backache after five minutes?” James laughed. “Did you stay up too late studying or something?”

			“Actually, yes,” Timothy said, trying to look responsible. “I sat for too long last night working on that history project.”

			“Studying? You? Since when do you care about history?” Russel laughed.

			From the porch, six-year-old Naomi stood up, abandoning her Barbie doll. She marched right down the steps and stomped over to the driveway. “He does study! Timothy is very smart!” she declared in her squeaky, tiny voice, crossing her arms defensively.

			The teenagers stopped and looked down at the tiny girl. Timothy burst into a warm, bright laugh that made Naomi’s heart melt. “See? My little bodyguard believes me,” Timothy joked, patting Naomi gently on the head, completely messing up her pigtails. “Go back to the porch, kiddo, before you get hit by the ball.”

			Naomi didn’t want to go back to the porch. For the next hour, she devised a brilliant tactical plan to stay within Timothy’s line of sight.

			Inside the living room later that afternoon, Timothy and Rose were hanging out. Naomi initiated her strategy. She walked back and forth across the room. She went to the bathroom. Two minutes later, she walked out, went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, closed it, and walked back to the living room. Then she stood by the window. Then she walked back to the bathroom.

			“Hey, little shorty,” Rose finally said, giggling from the couch. “Can you just sit still in one place? I’m getting dizzy watching you pace around. Are you drunk on apple juice?”

			“I just... need to move around, Rose,” Naomi muttered, her cheeks turning bright red.

			“Move around? You’ve gone to the bathroom four times in twenty minutes,” Rose teased ruthlessly. “Do you have a water fountain inside your stomach? You’re going to empty your whole body at this rate.”

			“Rose, stop it!” Naomi whined, looking at the floor, wishing the tiles would swallow her whole.

			Timothy looked up from his magazine and chuckled. “Hey, leave her alone, Rose. You’re always picking on your friend. My poor little Lab feels so embarrassed now.” He looked at Naomi with a soft smile. “Don’t mind her, Lab. She’s just jealous. Come over here.”

			Lab. Short for “Love,” his special nickname for her. Naomi’s heart soared. She pretended to be sulking, but internally, she was throwing a festival. She walked over to the couch, and Timothy immediately pulled her up, letting her sit right next to him.

			“Stay here by my side, Lab,” Timothy said dramatically, wrapping an arm around her tiny shoulders. “You can be my motivation to finish this boring reading assignment.”

			For the rest of the afternoon, while talking to Rose, Timothy completely doted on Naomi like she was a giant plush toy. He pinched her cheeks, tickled her until she gasped for air, and messed up her hair repeatedly. Naomi sat perfectly still, barely even blinking, completely mesmerized by his presence, totally convinced that they were meant to be together forever.

			“You know, Tim... I really admire your dark magic,” Rose remarked, rolling her eyes.

			“What dark magic?” Timothy asked, amused.

			“You must be a wizard. Naomi gets so quiet whenever she’s next to you. She doesn’t even blink! Did you cast a spell on her, or is she just frozen in pure terror?”

			Timothy laughed loudly, shaking his head. “Excuse me, for your information, my Lab behaves well because she appreciates my undeniable charm and handsome face. Right, Lab?”

			“Wow... the delusion is real,” Rose groaned. “I can’t handle this.”

			Timothy ignored his sister and looked down at Naomi, giving her a playful wink. “I don’t care if she believes me or not. Come on, Lab... tell Rose how much you love your favorite kuya!”

			Naomi remained completely silent, her lips locked in a massive, goofy grin. She was terrified that if she spoke, her tiny voice would give away the absolute truth—that she was completely, irrevocably in love with him.

			“See? She can’t even speak,” Rose pointed out, laughing. “She’s traumatized by your ego.”

			“Nah, she’s smiling,” Timothy said confidently, squeezing Naomi in a brief side-hug. “That means she agrees with me.”

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Back in the present day, Naomi stared at the closed glass door of the CEO’s office. The six-year-old girl inside her was screaming, but the twenty-six-year-old accountant took a deep breath, adjusted her glasses, and forced her fingers back onto the keyboard. The puppy love was history, but her new boss was very, very real.

		


		
			​Chapter 4

			Naomi was violently yanked out of her panic spiral by the sharp, authoritative clearing of a throat.“Miss Africa? Are you actually looking at the tax ledger, or are you just trying to burn a hole through my expensive mahogany desk with your eyes?”

			Timothy’s deep, velvety baritone vibrated across the room, instantly shattering her trance. Naomi realized with a jolt of pure horror that she had been standing rigidly in front of his massive executive desk for a solid two minutes. He had her mid-year performance review folder open, and she had completely frozen up, staring at his impeccable jawline instead of acting like a normal, competent corporate accountant.

			“Hah? Ah! Yes, sir! I mean, no, sir! I am completely focused,” Naomi blurted out, her voice pitching up an octave higher than normal. She quickly smoothed down her blazer, her heart hammering against her ribs. “I apologize, Mr. Vanderbilt. I was just... mentally reconciling a tricky amortization schedule for the Q2 reports. Lots of moving parts. Business, clients, tax compliance... you know how it is. My mistake, sir.”

			Timothy raised an eyebrow, his piercing dark eyes scanning her flustered face with clinical detachedness. He clearly didn’t recognize her as the annoying six-year-old kid who used to steal his basketballs and sit on his lap twenty years ago. To him, she was just a mid-level corporate drone named Naomi.

			“Right. Have a seat, Miss Africa,” Timothy said, gesturing coldly to the leather chair opposite him. “Let’s get this over with. I have a board meeting in twenty minutes.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Naomi murmured, sliding into the chair and trying to shrink herself as much as humanly possible. She kept her chin down, deliberately adjusting her thick-rimmed glasses so they covered more of her face.

			“Whew! Thank the heavens, he really doesn’t recognize me,” Naomi thought, a wave of cold relief washing over her. “And that’s exactly how it needs to stay.” She didn’t want him to connect her to his younger sister Rose. If he found out she was that same chubby, obsessed little girl who used to proclaim her undying love for him in kindergarten, she would literally have to resign, change her name, and move to Antarctica.

			But as she shifted in her seat, her eyes accidentally wandered to the edge of Timothy’s desk. Her breath hitched. Sitting right there, next to his designer pen set, was a polished silver picture frame.

			“Oh no! No, no, no! That’s their family beach portrait from ten years ago!”

			Naomi’s eyes widened in sheer panic. In the photo, a teenage Rose was smiling widely, standing right next to Timothy and their mother. Naomi had that exact same photo saved on her phone because Rose had sent it to her during college. If Timothy followed her line of sight, or if she made any weird comment, or if she panicked too visibly, he might start asking questions about how she knew his sister. Worse, if Rose ever visited the office and saw her, the jig would be completely up.

			* * * * * * *  * *

			“Ahem! Mr. Vanderbilt,” Naomi said abruptly, her voice cracking under the pressure.

			Timothy flinched slightly, startled by her sudden explosion of volume. He looked up from her file, his expression a mix of confusion and mild annoyance. “Yes, Miss Africa?”

			“Uh... sorry about that. I can’t help it! This is just... how my voice naturally sounds when I’m discussing high-stakes corporate data,” Naomi scrambled for an explanation, sweating through her silk blouse. “I just wanted to say... I noticed you’re looking at my credentials. I see you’re looking at my employment history.”

			Timothy looked back down at the folder, tapping his pen rhythmically against the desk. “Yes. I was just reviewing your performance metrics. Your technical skills are top-tier, and your auditing speed is impressive. However, your supervisor notes that you have a tendency to completely avoid eye contact with upper management and that you frequently hide behind your cubicle partition whenever I walk past the bullpen.”

			A heavy, suffocating layer of embarrassment settled over Naomi. “Ah. Yes. Well... that’s just my deep, profound respect for corporate hierarchy, sir.”

			“Is it?” Timothy asked, his tone dry as dust. He closed her folder with a soft thud. “Miss Africa, your work is undeniable, but if you want to make senior partner in this firm, you need to show confidence. You look like you’re constantly terrified that I’m going to fire you. Or eat you alive.”

			Naomi swallowed hard, a profound sense of exhaustion washing over her. She looked at this beautiful, successful man—her very first love—and realized how completely ridiculous this entire situation was. She was a grown woman, a certified accountant, yet she was acting like a fugitive trying to evade the FBI. She was tired of the stress, tired of hiding her face, and tired of the constant fear of being exposed.

			Slowly, Naomi stood up, gripping her notepad tightly. “Sir, thank you very much for your time and for reviewing my file. It’s incredibly kind of you to give me this feedback, even though I know I’ve been acting completely weird around the office. I know I look under-qualified in terms of leadership material right now. Honestly, I think I’m just wasting your valuable time today. I’ll just go back to my desk, apply your notes, and let you get ready for your board meeting. Thank you, Mr. Vanderbilt.”

			Before he could say another word, Naomi turned on her heel and practically sprinted toward the glass door, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm.

			Timothy sat frozen at his desk, completely stunned by her abrupt exit. He stared at the closed door, a sudden wave of corporate guilt washing over him. He looked down at his own impeccably tailored but rigid posture, then at the heavy dossier. Lately, the anonymous company feedback forms have been brutal. The junior staff thought he was an unapproachable tyrant, a scruffy, hard-nosed, tightwad corporate robot who didn’t possess a single ounce of human empathy.

			“Was I really just that much of a jerk to her?” Timothy thought, rubbing his temples. He had practically barked at the poor woman. She was one of their sharpest mid-level assets, and he had just terrified her into running out of his office like he was a monster. If he wanted to shed his reputation as a cold, unyielding miser and fix his leadership image, he couldn’t keep treating excellent employees like numbers on a balance sheet. He needed to make amends, show some basic human kindness, and prove he could be a reasonable mentor.

			He stood up from his executive chair, smoothing out his suit jacket. “I need to call her back. I need to apologize and fix this.”

			He hurried across his office, threw the heavy glass door open, and called out into the quiet bullpen.

			“Miss Africa! Wait! Please, come back in for a moment.”

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Twenty years earlier, a completely different scene had played out in the Africa household.

			Naomi’s mother had just walked into the living room after a long day of work, dropping her bags on the sofa, when she noticed something completely unprecedented. She called out to Naomi’s older cousin.

			“Hey, come here for a second, please.”

			“What’s up, Tita?” her cousin asked, walking out of the kitchen with a glass of juice.

			“Did you threaten, yell at, or punish your little cousin today?” Mom asked, pointing toward the small bedroom by the hallway where six-year-old Naomi was sitting at her tiny desk, aggressively writing in a workbook.

			“What? No, Tita! I haven’t even spoken to her since I came over. Why?”

			“I’ve been watching her for three days straight. The moment she gets home from kindergarten, she locks herself in there and studies. She’s doing flashcards, math problems, and practicing her reading. It’s creeping me out,” her Mom whispered.

			“What? She’s literally in kindergarten!” her cousin laughed, shaking her head. “What is there even to study? Learning how to color inside the lines?”

			Her Mom reached out and sharply twisted the sister’s ear.

			“Ow! Tita! Why did you do that? My ear!”

			“Because you’re being dismissive. Even in kindergarten, the curriculum is intense nowadays! When you were that age, all you did was eat dirt and play tag outside. Now, they are teaching basic mathematics and advance phonics. Look at your cousin! She is taking her future seriously.”

			“Okay, okay! You could have just told me normally! Ow... I think you actually detached my earlobe from my skull, Tita. Your hands are registered weapons. Should I call the local authorities and report domestic violence?” her niece joked, rubbing her red ear.

			“Come here,” her Mom said, reaching out with a smirk to grab the other ear. “You want to report me? Let’s walk down to the station together right now. I’ll give them a live demonstration!”

			“Ow! Tita, stop, stop! I’m sorry! My ears are going to literally fall off!” she pleaded, dodging out of the way.

			Mom finally let go, laughing softly. “Can’t you see I’m just trying to keep you on your toes?”

			“Hahaha! Don’t worry about Naomi,” the cousin reassured, adjusting her hair. “You know how kids are. They go through weird, hyper-fixated phases. Tomorrow or the day after, she’ll get bored, and she’ll go right back to her old ways—which means leaving her toys all over the floor and watching cartoons twenty-four-seven.”

			“Hmm... I hope you’re right. But it’s not just the studying. She isn’t even staying out late to play in the cul-de-sac anymore. She runs straight home before 5:00 PM every single day. She just sits in her room, muttering to herself.”

			“Wow, really? That actually is a miracle,” she joked. “Maybe she’s possessed by a very nerdy ghost. Should we call a priest for an exorcism?”

			“Oh, stop it, you’re terrible. Let’s get out of here before we scare away whatever brilliant, hardworking karma has taken over your sister’s body. Come on, help me with dinner,” her Mom said, chuckling as they walked into the kitchen.

			Little did they know, six-year-old Naomi had heard every single word through the cracked door. She was giggling quietly to herself, clutching her colorful math workbook to her chest.

			“They think I’m doing this for school? No way! It’s all because of Timothy!” Naomi thought, her eyes sparkling with absolute, fierce determination. “I heard Rose say that Timothy likes smart, successful, and rich women. I am going to study so hard, become the smartest accountant in the whole wide world, and make millions of dollars. That way, when I grow up, I can finally court my Timothy... my absolute first love!”

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Back in the present day, Naomi froze in her tracks in the middle of the crowded corporate bullpen. Hearing her name called out by the CEO himself made every single drone in the cubicles look up from their spreadsheets. Her heart stopped.

			Slowly, she turned around, her eyes wide behind her glasses, expecting the absolute worst. Timothy was standing by his open door, his expression surprisingly soft, completely stripped of his usual rigid, intimidating armor. He still had absolutely no clue that she was the little girl from his past; his mind was entirely focused on the corporate disaster he thought he was creating with his terrible attitude.

			“Please, Miss Africa,” Timothy said, offering a tight, apologetic smile that looked entirely unnatural on his usually stern face. “Step back into my office. I think I was unnecessarily harsh, and I’d like to properly finish your review without being such a tightwad tyrant.”

			Naomi swallowed the lump in her throat, taking a deep breath as she stepped back toward the room, realizing her secret identity was safe—for now.

		


		
			​Chapter 5

			“Ahem, Miss Africa,” Timothy Vanderbilt said, his voice dropping into a lower, commanding register that somehow echoed clearly across the open-plan office. “Could you please step back into my office... if you don’t mind?”

			Every single head in the auditing department turned. Naomi felt the collective weight of their stares burning into her back.

			She froze, completely bewildered. Why was the CEO calling her back in? And why did her childhood nickname feel like it was flashing in neon lights across her forehead, even though he had used her formal last name? Trying to avoid making a scene under the intense scrutiny of the senior partners, she smoothed down her blazer, turned on her heel, and walked back into the glass-walled office.

			The moment Naomi stepped inside, Timothy casually shifted a sleek, silver-framed family photograph on his desk, turning it face down before she could get a closer look.

			“Please, take a seat, Miss Africa.”

			Naomi remained standing for a second, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Sir, is there an issue with my application? I already mentioned outside that it’s fine. I know my portfolio might lack the decade of corporate experience you’re looking for. You really don’t have to break it to me gently...”

			“Are you always this quick to throw in the towel, Miss Africa?” Timothy leaned back, crossing his arms, his sharp eyes analyzing her every move. “You’ve made it past the initial filters, you’re standing in the room, so why not actually fight for the position instead of walking away? Is that your standard operating procedure—giving up the second things look difficult? I happen to believe that a true professional doesn’t just quit. To quote a philosophy I hold dear: don’t quit—try and try again until you succeed.”

			* * * * * * *  * *

			“Oh, look at that gloomy face! Nana, my love, why the long face?” Sixteen-year-old Timothy had laughed, catching up to the tiny six-year-old girl sitting on the neighborhood curb, her knees tucked into her chin.

			“I was supposed to join the junior sports clinic today,” little Naomi sniffled, wiping her nose with the back of her sleeve. “But a big kid told me I’d never make the cut because I’m too small and skinny.”

			“Hah! Who said that? And you actually listened to him?” Timothy had knelt down, gently nudging her shoulder. “He was just trying to scare you out of the competition, and you let him win without even stepping onto the court!”

			“It’s fine... I’ll just stay home,” Naomi murmured sadly.

			“What? No way. That is definitely not fine,” Timothy said firmly, his eyes bright with determination. “I don’t care how big they are. You don’t give up before you even try. That’s my number one rule: Don’t quit. Try and try until you succeed. If I were you, I’d march right up there. Who knows? Maybe you’re faster than all of them. Never underestimate your own capabilities, Naomi. Even if you don’t get picked, at least you’ll know you gave it everything.”

			Naomi looked up, her wide eyes reflecting his confident smile. The heavy weight in her chest instantly lifted. “Really? Okay, Timothy... for you, I’ll do it.”

			“That’s the spirit! Now let’s go show them what you’ve got.”

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Back in the present, Naomi’s eyes widened slightly as the memory hit her like a physical wave. Her brow furrowed as she stared at the man sitting across from her.

			“Sir... what did you just say?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Don’t quit, try and try until you succeed... is that just a common corporate tagline, or did you... get that from somewhere else?”

			Inside his mind, Timothy panicked. “Oh no. Why did I blurt that out? That’s my old childhood mantra!” He cleared his throat, maintaining his strict corporate facade while screaming internally. He noticed the intense, searching look in her eyes and felt suddenly exposed.

			Before the tension could break, the heavy oak door swung open, and Robbi Reyes poked his head in, holding a sleek tablet.

			“Knock, knock! Sorry to interrupt the high-level strategy meeting, Boss,” Robbi said with his usual theatrical flair. “The UK multinational client just pinged us. They’ve uploaded the complete asset data and initial overhead metrics for the new Q3 campaign. The preliminary spreadsheets are on my desk if you want to run the macro analysis.”

			“Excellent timing, Robbi,” Timothy said, visibly relieved by the distraction. “Acknowledge the receipt and inform their financial director that we will have the primary audit draft ready for review by next Tuesday.”

			“You got it, Boss man!” Robbi flashed a quick grin and vanished, closing the door behind him.

			Timothy immediately turned his attention back to Naomi, shifting into an authoritative tone to regain control of the room. “Now, where were we? Ah, yes. Miss Africa, let’s make one thing clear: I do not tolerate employees preempting my evaluations. I am the CEO of this firm, and I am the sole judge of who is qualified to handle our accounts. Understood?”

			“Yes, sir,” Naomi replied, trying to suppress a smirk at his sudden defensiveness.

			“Good. Let’s see what you can actually do under pressure,” Timothy said, sliding a thick stack of unorganized financial ledgers across the mahogany desk. “Consider this your practical assessment. I need a comprehensive synthesis of these figures. Extract the operational expenses, fixed overhead costs, and calculate both the gross and net margins on a weekly, monthly, and annualized basis. You have exactly one hour.”

			Naomi didn’t hesitate. She looked around the room for a workstation and began walking toward Robbi’s vacant desk near the window. Before she could take three steps, Timothy stood up and cut her off.

			“Sir?”

			“You will work right here at my executive table,” Timothy commanded, gesturing to the spacious side extension of his desk. “You can use my financial calculator if necessary.”

			“Thank you, sir, but I wouldn’t want to disrupt your workflow,” Naomi countered politely. “I’ll be much less of a distraction at your assistant’s desk.”

			Timothy instinctively reached out, his fingers brushing against her wrist to stop her. “No. Robbi’s desk contains highly confidential client data. It’s disorganized, and he’s incredibly protective of his layout. Just stay here.”

			Naomi glanced at Robbi’s pristine, perfectly organized desk. “There isn’t a single stray paper on that desk, she thought. What am I going to disturb, the feng shui?”

			“It’s fine, Miss Africa. The desk is large enough for both of us, and I’m merely reviewing performance reports. Start working. The clock is ticking.”

			Naomi stood completely still.

			“Well? What are you waiting for?”

			“Um... sir? You’re still holding my hand.”

			Timothy looked down, realizing he was gripping her wrist with surprising warmth. He dropped his hand instantly, a rare flush of crimson creeping up his collar as he retreated to his executive chair. “Right. My apologies. Proceed with the audit.”

			As Naomi quietly sat down and opened her spreadsheet software, Timothy tried to refocus on his monitor, but his mind was racing. There was no practical test scheduled for today’s interviews. He had completely fabricated it just to keep her in the room. Looking at her now, focused and brilliant, he felt a strange, inexplicable pull. “She has those exact same determined eyes,” he thought to himself, completely unaware that the little girl who used to hold his hand was now sitting less than three feet away, calculating his company’s net worth.

			* * * * * * *  * *

			Years ago, from the very moment Timothy had championed her at the sports clinic, he had unknowingly become Naomi’s entire universe. To her young mind, he wasn’t just the older neighbor boy; he was a real-life superhero. As the years progressed, her innocent admiration had evolved into a deep, silent devotion. She used to memorize the way he smiled, the cadence of his laugh, and the unwavering kindness in his eyes. Even when life eventually pulled them apart, no one else had ever matched the standard he set. He was her very first love, a secret kept locked away in her heart, surviving through years of separation and the ultimate corporate coincidence that brought her right back into his orbit.

			* * * * * * *  * *

			“Sir? Mr. Vanderbilt?”

			Timothy snapped out of his reverie, blinking rapidly. “Yes? Is there a discrepancy in the numbers?”

			“I’ve completed the compilation, sir,” Naomi said, presenting the neatly organized spreadsheet on her tablet.

			“Already?” Timothy checked his luxury watch. Barely twenty-five minutes had passed. “Are you certain you don’t want to utilize the remaining time to verify the amortization balances?”

			Naomi offered a soft, confident smile that made Timothy’s heart do an unexpected, chaotic flip. “There’s no need, sir. I’ve already cross-referenced the balances twice.”

			Timothy cleared his throat roughly. “Let me review it.”

			He scanned the data. These were the actual historical figures from the previous fiscal year—data he knew by heart. To his absolute amazement, her synthesis was flawless. Her methodology was cleaner and more efficient than their senior consultants’ work. He recalled his younger sister, Rose Vanderbilt, mentioning once during college that Naomi was an absolute savant when it came to financial modeling. Seeing someone firsthand was stunning.

			But a sudden wave of professional panic washed over him. “This is absurd,” Timothy thought, trying to rationalize the strange emotional turbulence she caused in him. “I am the CEO. I cannot let a random applicant disrupt my focus like this. It’s just nostalgia playing tricks on me because she shares a vibes with the past! I need to maintain professional boundaries.”

			He looked up, forcing a neutral expression. “Very well, Miss Africa. Please wait outside with my assistant. I will have Mr. Reyes review your methodology before making a final determination.”

			“Understood, sir,” Naomi said, a flicker of disappointment crossing her features as she gathered her things. She knew the corporate code for ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you.’

			As she walked out, Timothy watched her departure, a sudden, sharp pang of regret hitting his chest the moment the door clicked shut.

			Outside, Robbi Reyes immediately bounced over to Timothy’s desk, his eyes wide with dramatic flair.

			“Boss! Tell me you saw the final three candidates I lined up for the afternoon slot. Absolutely brilliant, top-tier pedigree, and honestly, they look like they stepped straight off a corporate magazine cover! We could literally hire them in sequence and revolutionize our client relations department overnight. So, what’s the verdict? Did you send the other girl packing, or are we expanding the department?”

		


		
			​Chapter 6

			“WHAT?!” Robbi exclaimed, his voice cracking loudly as he practically doubled over in the corridor of the executive floor. He stared at the new CEO as if the man had suddenly sprouted a second head. “What do you mean you’re keeping her on your direct executive squad, Mr. Vanderbilt? What just happened in there?”

			“You heard me, Robbi,” Timothy said smoothly, adjusting his silver cufflinks with an air of absolute finality. “I’ve decided to assign Miss Africa as the lead senior auditor for my personal corporate accounts. Please thank the other senior candidates from the bullpen. Tell them we appreciate their excellent track records and will consider them for future corporate transitions.”

			“B-B-But why? Boss, what’s the catch?” Robbi stuttered, completely bewildered. “Everything just got turned upside down in a matter of seconds. I thought she was about to get fired or transferred to the basement archives with the way she was hyperventilating around you!”

			Timothy let out a heavy sigh, running a hand through his hair. “I’ll explain the organizational logistics later, Robbi. Just trust my judgment on this, okay? Go ahead and handle the logistics for the other internal applicants for now.”

			Robbi had no choice but to nod, though his eyebrows remained knitted in pure confusion. “Yes, Boss. If you say so... you’re the absolute owner of this firm, after all.” He walked back toward the human resources department with a deeply puzzled expression, muttering to himself about Naomi’s bizarre luck.

			* * * * * * *  * *

			“Congratulations, Miss Africa... you’re officially designated as my lead executive accountant.”

			Naomi stood just inside the threshold of the massive office, unable to believe her ears. When she had practically sprinted out of the room moments ago, she had already accepted the inevitable reality that her corporate career was dead. She had literally been mentally drafting a new resume to send to mid-tier accounting firms in Quezon City just to save on commuting expenses, knowing her savings account was running dangerously low. When Timothy had unexpectedly called her back into his office to announce this massive announcement, it felt like an absolute fever dream.

			“Sir... is this for real? A-Are you playing some kind of twisted corporate prank on me?”

			Timothy let out a rare, booming laugh that echoed off the glass walls. “Ha! Ha! Ha! Do I really look like a comedian to you, Miss Naomi? Yes, it’s absolutely true. Congratulations.”

			Timothy stepped forward and warmly extended his hand. Naomi, still trembling from the residual adrenaline, reached out and shook it. She was holding back tears of relief, her grip tightening instinctively around his fingers. To Timothy, her hand felt incredibly soft—almost like a marshmallow—and a sudden, inexplicable jolt of energy shot up his arm the moment their palms met. He cleared his throat, momentarily distracted by the strange sensation, before gently releasing her hand.

			“Thank you, sir! Thank you so much!” Naomi gasped, clenching her notepad against her chest to hide her racing heart. “I promise I will pull all-nighters and audit every single ledger with absolute perfection so you won’t regret picking me.”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! That is exactly the type of dedication I expect from my executive team,” Timothy said, his stern demeanor softening into something genuinely encouraging. “I have a very good intuition about you, Naomi—I mean, Miss Africa. I think your meticulous nature will be a perfect fit for my corporate office.”

			“Thank you again, Sir!”

			Trying to maintain her professionalism despite her knees turning to jelly, Naomi prepared to exit.

			“Sir, I’ll head back to my cubicle to prepare. When should I officially report to your executive suite? Next week, or after the quarterly closing? I assume I need to sign the internal transfer paperwork and clear security protocols...”

			“Can you start... tomorrow morning?” Timothy asked, leaning against his desk.

			“Tomorrow? As in, immediate deployment first thing tomorrow, Sir?”

			Timothy nodded with a confident smile.

			“Yes, sir... absolutely, Sir! I will be here before the lights even turn on.”

			“Excellent. Then I will see you tomorrow at eight sharp.”

			“W-What about my internal clearance, sir? The background check updates, the updated performance transcripts from HR...?”

			“No, no, no. Forget all the bureaucratic red tape,” Timothy dismissed with a wave of his hand. “No need for that. Just bring your absolute A-game tomorrow.”

			“Really? No extra paperwork, Sir? I mean...”

			“I trust my instincts, Miss Africa. Just go down to the personnel office, drop off your internal resume copy, and let them know you’ve been personally selected by the CEO so they can update your security badge. On second thought... scratch that. I’ll drop by HR and handle the clearance myself. Less corporate hassle, fewer unnecessary questions from management. You may go.”

			“Isn’t that a bit too much, Sir?” Naomi asked, her voice filled with genuine concern. “The actual owner of the entire firm going down to HR just for my transfer? I can totally handle the paperwork myself, sir.”

			“It’s perfectly fine, Miss Africa. I have a few executive orders to file down there anyway. Why, what’s the matter... do you still think I’m just playing a joke on you?”

			“No, sir. I am just fervently praying to the heavens that you aren’t.”

			“If you’re still skeptical, you are more than welcome to walk down to HR with me right now, just to see the signature on the authorization form yourself.”

			“It’s not that, sir,” Naomi murmured, her eyes wide behind her glasses. “It’s just... it’s my very first time meeting a high-level executive who goes completely out of his way to accommodate a standard accountant. You’re doing so much.”

			“Why... are you filing an official complaint against my management style?” Timothy joked, an amused glint in his eyes.

			“N-No, sir! Maybe I’m just dreaming... or like you said, you might just be pulling my leg and I’m going to wake up tomorrow at my old cubicle.”

			“Ha! Ha! This is definitely not a dream, Miss Africa, and it’s certainly not a joke. You are officially on my team.” Naomi still stood near the door, momentarily paralyzed by the sheer absurdity of her childhood crush being her current savior.

			“Are you worried we’ll unearth a dark, scandalous secret in your employee file, Miss Africa?” Timothy teased, crossing his arms. “Like finding out you’re a secret international serial killer or on the Interpol most-wanted list? Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			Naomi didn’t say anything immediately, her mind racing.

			“Why the sudden silence? Do you actually have something massive to hide from the firm?”

			Naomi looked at him for a long, silent moment, her inner rom-com protagonist taking full control of her filter.

			“Ummm, actually, sir... I’m a professional corporate SWINDLER.”

			“W-What?!” Timothy’s jaw nearly dropped.

			“Yes, sir. The absolute truth is... I just got released from a maximum-security prison last year and I still have multiple active fraud cases pending in court as we speak.”

			Timothy froze, completely stunned. He stared at her, his sophisticated mind struggling to compute the confession. He scanned her face, looking for any sign of malice, but after a tense three seconds, Naomi couldn’t contain herself any longer and burst into a bright, melodious laugh.

			“It’s just a joke, sir—a complete joke! None of it is true!” she giggled, waving her hands in front of her face. “I only said it because you practically accused me of being a serial killer and a global criminal! Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			The moment Timothy saw her genuine, radiant smile and heard her laughter, a powerful, inexplicable wave of nostalgia hit him straight in the chest. Her laugh echoed in a way that made his heart pound erratically against his ribs, sending a strange flutter through his soul, though he couldn’t grasp why she felt so intensely familiar.

			“Sir... Sir? Are you alright?” Naomi asked, her laughter fading into worry. “It was really just a bad joke. I’m so sorry if I crossed a line or offended you.”

			Timothy shook his head quickly, forcing himself to regain his strict executive composure.

			“Ah... yes, yes! Of course, I know it was just a joke! And why would I be offended? I’m the one who started the criminal accusations earlier,” he replied, though his voice sounded slightly strained as he tried to laugh it off. “Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha...” He trailed off awkwardly when he noticed Naomi staring at him with a look that suggested she thought the CEO was losing his mind.

			Timothy quickly cleared his throat to regain his authoritative aura. “Okay, okay, Miss Africa. We expect absolute punctuality from you tomorrow morning. You may head back to your desk now.”

			“Thank you, sir. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye!” Naomi said with a bright smile, turning around to exit.

			“B-Bye... Take care...” Timothy called out instinctively before he could stop himself.

			Naomi paused, surprised by the unusually soft parting words. Before she could turn her head to investigate, Timothy rapidly spun around on his heel, grabbing a random stack of corporate tax ledgers and pretending to be deeply absorbed in the numbers. He felt incredibly nervous, his pulse racing as long as he felt her presence in the room. A second later, the soft click of her heels faded down the hallway.

			The moment the glass door clicked shut, Timothy let out a massive sigh of relief and immediately slapped his own forehead.

			“What on earth is wrong with me? Argh! Why can’t I just keep my mouth normal around her?!”

			Unbeknownst to him, Robbi had already crept back into the executive suite to deliver a memo and was standing right by the threshold, watching his boss self-inflict physical discipline.

			“Uh-oh,” Robbi muttered under his breath, eyes wide. “Ano’ng nangyayari kay Bossing? Why is he slapping himself? Is he regretting not picking one of the senior managers instead of Naomi? Did she cast some kind of weird accounting spell on him?!”

		


		
			​Chapter 7

			“Wait, back up. You’re telling me the new billionaire CEO—the actual owner of this entire accounting firm—is the same Timothy from your childhood?” Maridel asked, her eyes widening over her iced coffee as she stared at Naomi across the couch.

			“Yes, Dhel! The exact same Timothy,” Naomi groaned, burying her face in a throw pillow. “When he walked into the executive boardroom yesterday, my soul literally left my body.”

			“Okay, mystery solved! That explains why you were hyperventilating in the restroom,” Maridel laughed, shaking her head. “I completely get it now. You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

			“Exactly. I was completely paralyzed.”

			“But girl, that was a lifetime ago! You were what, six years old? He was a teenager!” Maridel argued, gesturing dramatically. “Are you sure you aren’t just projecting some old playground infatuation onto a hot guy in a tailored suit? It was probably just puppy love, Naomi. A passing phase.”

			“No, Maridel! Trust me, I tried telling myself that all night,” Naomi said, sitting up straight, her eyes reflecting sheer panic. “I tried to convince myself that he’s too old for me, that he’s the boss, and that I should just treat him like any other corporate dictator. But when he spoke, my heart did that exact same stupid flutter from twenty years ago. He still occupies this massive space in my heart. I can’t just turn it off.”

			Maridel gently tapped Naomi’s arm, her expression softening. “Wow. And all this time, when you were turning down every single guy in college, including Max, I thought you just had impossibly high standards. I didn’t realize you were carrying this epic, tragic romance in your head. Honestly, I’m kind of impressed by your dedication.”

			They both fell silent for a moment, the ambient noise of the city humming outside Naomi’s apartment.

			Maridel broke the silence. “So, what’s the game plan now, Miss Accountant?”

			“I don’t know yet,” Naomi sighed. “Honestly, I’m just relieved he didn’t fire me on the spot for acting weird. Right now, I’m just happy I get to be in the same room with him.”

			“What if he’s married? Or has some high-society supermodel girlfriend?”

			“Don’t manifest that!” Naomi cried out, covering her ears. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get there. For now, he doesn’t recognize me at all.”

			“But why didn’t you just tell him who you are? ‘Hey Mr. Vanderbilt, remember the annoying six-year-old girl from next door?’ Wouldn’t it be way easier to get on his good side if he knew you were his favorite little childhood buddy?”

			“Are you crazy? At first, I just wanted to make sure it was really him. It’s been so long, and I never thought our paths would cross in a corporate setting like this. I actually hoped that seeing him again would break the spell—like, maybe he’d
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