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  Cherida


Icount seventeen steps from my rental car to the front door of the Heartstring Hill Hotel. I always count when I'm nervous, and today, as I walk into the hotel, I'm definitely counting. 
I'm here to save the Heartstring Hill Hotel from closure, and this contract could make or break my new independent business. Somewhere in the financial reports of this hotel is the answer that will keep both alive.
My reputation rides on the results, and this place is too beautiful to fail.
I pause at the weathered wooden door and check my watch—7:58 AM, perfectly on time. My reflection in the glass shows my usual armor: blonde hair pulled back in a neat bun, a charcoal blazer that means business, and an expression that says I know what I’m doing, even when I’m not entirely sure.
Inside, the dining room is beautiful. Warm, cozy lighting and exposed wooden beams create character; fresh flowers adorn every table. Someone designed this place to make people fall in love with being here.
The sound of laughter draws my attention to a corner table, where a tall man with dark, unruly hair is setting down a slice of chocolate cake in front of an elderly woman whose face lights up with pure joy.
“Happy birthday month, Mrs. Croft,” he says, and his voice holds the genuine warmth that makes strangers feel like family. “Can’t let September pass without celebrating our favorite Tuesday regular.”
Birthday month. My mind immediately translates that into “recurring promotional expense.” The memory of my father’s cheerful voice hits me faster than I can block it: “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Money has a way of working itself out.”
Forty-three thousand dollars later, we’d lost our house.
I shake off the memory and get my first clear look at the owner: Rory O'Shea. Chef's coat stretched across broad shoulders, dark hair that's probably never seen a professional stylist, and hands that adjust the flower vase on Mrs. Croft's table with unexpected gentleness. When he smiles at the elderly woman, something in my chest does a traitorous flip. He's gorgeous.
He’s also humming something Irish-sounding and melancholy. The combination of his gentle attention to the elderly customer and the half-hummed ballad creates an intimacy that makes me feel like I’m intruding on something private.
I approach the table, watching as Mrs. Croft pats Rory’s hand with affection while he listens to a detailed update on her nephew’s college applications. Watching Mrs. Croft’s face transform with happiness reminds me that there’s more to the world than profit margins.
I clear my throat. “Excuse me. Mr. O’Shea? I’m Cherida Turnidge, your financial consultant.”
When Rory turns toward me, I get the full impact of blue eyes that remind me of summer skies. They crinkle at the corners when he smiles, suggesting he finds most of life amusing.
My pulse stutters.
“Ms. Turnidge! Perfect timing.” His smile is broad and genuine. “Mrs. Croft, meet our new numbers expert, Cherida. And Cherida, this is Mrs. Croft; she’s been coming here every Tuesday for two years.”
“Two years, three months, and sixteen days,” Mrs. Croft corrects with a wink. “But who’s counting?”
I am, I think. Because customer lifetime value calculations require precise data.
“Thank you for including the hotel room in the consulting package,” I say aloud, maintaining my professional composure.
“Of course. Let me show you around.” Rory turns back to Mrs. Croft. “Enjoy your cake and tell your nephew I’d be happy to write that recommendation letter.”
“You’re a treasure, dear,” Mrs. Croft says, then she winks at me. “Take good care of our boy here.”
While Rory gathers keys from behind the counter, my gaze drifts to the papers scattered there. Even from a distance, I can identify unpaid invoices by the bright red print topping each page.
My fingers itch to sort them into categories.
“Ready for the tour?” Rory appears beside me. “I’ll show you the office first, then get you settled upstairs.”
He leads me to a small office behind the kitchen. Recipe printouts cover every surface, supplier catalogs overflow from bookshelves, and a corkboard displays staff schedules mixed with customer thank-you cards and photos from successful events.
But it’s the decorative ceramic teapot sitting proudly on the desk that makes my stomach drop.
“What’s in the teapot?” I ask, though I suspect I already know.
“Receipts,” Rory says cheerfully, lifting the lid to reveal a colorful explosion of paper chaos. “It was here when I started, and I thought it looked more cheerful than a boring old file folder.”
I stare into the teapot. Vendor receipts, delivery confirmations, and handwritten notes create a paper disaster that would make my accounting professors weep. There’s no organization by date, vendor, or amount. The only filing system seems to be “small enough to fit through the ceramic opening.”
My father used a similar system—a shoebox instead of a teapot, but the same disorganized approach achieved the same disappointing results.
“Is this your filing system?” I ask.
“It works,” Rory says with obvious pride. “Plus it matches the dining room. Fair warning: I’m much better with people than paperwork.”
I pull out my tablet with hands that tremble. “Can you tell me about your accounts receivable process?”
“My what?”
“How you track customer payments. Outstanding invoices. Revenue management.”
“Oh, that.” Rory waves toward a pile of papers I’d mistaken for menu printouts. “I usually deal with those on Sundays.”
I pick up the nearest invoice. It’s a food supplier’s ninety-day notice with “FINAL WARNING” stamped in red across the top.
“Rory, this is from June. It’s September.”
“Time flies when you’re having fun.” His laugh doesn’t quite hide his growing concern. “But they keep delivering, so it must be working out.”
“They won’t keep delivering if you don’t pay them.” I stop myself before my voice gets too sharp. “How do you approach profit management?”
“Profit?” Rory’s face brightens. “That’s easy. We make excellent food, people love eating here, and the money works itself out when you focus on quality.”
The statement makes my chest tighten with familiar anxiety. I stare at this man who seems genuinely confident that passion can overcome financial reality. He’s exactly like my father had been.
“Money doesn’t work itself out,” I say quietly. “You have to manage it through systems and paying bills on time.”
Something shifts in Rory’s expression, warmth cooling slightly. “Right. But customer happiness doesn’t show up on spreadsheets.”
“Customer happiness doesn’t matter if you’re out of business.”
We look at each other across a gap that feels wider than the room. Rory represents everything my father had been—generous, optimistic, and convinced that good intentions could overcome economic reality. That kind of thinking had cost my family everything.
A timer chimes from the kitchen.
“Lunch prep,” Rory says, his professional mask sliding back into place. “I’ll show you to your room, then you can review whatever you need.”
We walk through the restaurant and up a narrow staircase to the second floor.
“Here you are,” Rory says, stopping at a sage green door marked with the number 7. He hands me an old-fashioned key. “Best room in the house. You have a private balcony overlooking the herb garden.”
The antique furniture, fresh flowers, and small balcony with a view of the extensive garden give the room an enchanted feel.
“It’s lovely,” I sigh, admiring the beauty around me.
“I’ll let you get settled. I’ll be in the kitchen if you have any questions.”
After he leaves, I unpack and then head back downstairs to assess the financial stakes.
The numbers tell a simple story. Within twenty minutes, I have enough information to know that the Heartstring Hill Hotel restaurant is three months from closing. Maybe less if Rory keeps giving away free birthday cake and filing invoices in ceramic teapots.
Through the office window, I watch him move through the kitchen with confident grace, tasting sauces and chatting with his staff. Everything about him suggests competence and passion for his craft.
Unfortunately, passion doesn’t balance budgets.
I spend the afternoon watching him interact with customers. An elderly man receives extra vegetables “for strength.” A young mother gets her toddler’s meal for free after a minor spill. A businessman celebrating a promotion receives upgraded wine “because success deserves recognition.”
Each generous gesture costs money. But as I watch Rory light up when customers smile, and I see how his attention makes people feel valued, I find myself hoping there is more than just losses to count in this place.
I look away when his gaze catches mine through the window; his blue eyes seem to question whether I understand what he’s created beyond the financial problems.
When Rory emerges from the kitchen with a plate and approaches my desk, I realize this situation could become more complicated than a simple financial puzzle.
“Thought you might be hungry,” he says, setting down what looks like the perfect sandwich. “House special. No charge.”
Of course. No charge.
“Thank you,” I say, and mean it despite my professional concerns.
I take a bite after he returns to the kitchen and immediately understand why customers become devoted to this place.
Back in my room that evening, I sit surrounded by financial documents, thinking about chaos and kindness and the way Rory O’Shea looked at me like he wanted me to see something important. I pick up my phone and call the one person who always understands.
My mother answers on the second ring.
“Cherida! How did the first day go?”
“The owner is a lot like Dad was,” I say without preamble.
Silence stretches between us. My mother knows what that means.
“Oh, honey. Are you sure this contract is the right fit for your business?”
“He gives away free cake for birthday months and keeps receipts in a decorative teapot,” I say. “I’m supposed to save a restaurant run by someone who thinks good intentions pay bills.”
“Oh dear.”
“It’s going to be a challenge,” I say, rubbing my forehead. “He’s just like Dad: all heart, no business sense. I just hope I can get through to him before it’s too late.”
“You will,” my mother says with quiet confidence. “You’re good at your job, Cherida.”
“I hope so.”
After I hang up, I sit in my room and realize that tomorrow, I’ll start the impossible task of teaching a generous heart to balance books.
Either I’ll save this place, or it will be the first failure of my career.






  
  Rory


I’m humming as I dice onions, but I cut the melody the moment my kitchen door swings open. 
Cherida Turnidge stands framed in the doorway as if she’s about to deliver a verdict I won’t like. She carries her leather portfolio as if it contains my execution papers, and everything about her signals professional efficiency.
“Good morning,” she says, her voice carrying all the warmth of a tax audit. “I’ve completed my preliminary analysis.”
My knife hovers over the cutting board. Nothing good has ever followed the phrase “preliminary analysis,” especially when delivered in tones that could freeze soup.
The thing is, she’s not wrong about the numbers. I’ve seen my own books; the past year has been brutal, with three new chain restaurants opening within twenty miles. But what she doesn’t understand is that some things can’t be measured in profit margins.
“Morning, Cherida.” I gesture toward the industrial coffee machine that has been my salvation through years of pre-dawn prep. “Coffee? Fair warning—it’s strong enough to wake the dead.”
“I don’t drink coffee after 8 AM. It disrupts optimal productivity cycles.”
Optimal productivity cycles. Of course she optimizes her caffeine intake. She probably has spreadsheets for her breakfast nutrients and color-codes her vitamins by effectiveness ratings.
“Right. Fresh orange juice? Herbal tea? The county’s finest tap water?”
“Water’s fine.” She settles at the corner of my prep station, spreading papers across the stainless-steel surface. “We need to discuss immediate cost reduction opportunities.”
Cost reduction opportunities. Corporate speak for “everything you love about your work is about to disappear.”
I was in the foster care system long enough to recognize when someone’s preparing to take away things that matter.
I pass her a glass, and our fingers brush during the handoff. The brief contact sends awareness shooting up my arm, which is just what I don’t need when I’m trying to focus on what promises to be a tough conversation.
“What opportunities are we talking about?” I ask, though my stomach already knows this conversation is going to taste like broken glass.
Cherida flips to a page dense with numbers and charts that resemble battle plans. “Let’s begin with staff meal elimination. You’re providing free lunch and dinner to employees; that’s about four hundred dollars a week in unreported costs.”
A memory surfaces unbidden. I’m fourteen again, sitting in a foster home where dinner was whatever you could scavenge after the "approved" kids ate. I remember counting crackers and rationing peanut butter, knowing that asking for more would label me as "difficult."
“Staff meals aren’t labor costs,” I say, my voice rougher than intended. “They’re family dinners.”
“They’re taxable benefits creating liability exposure.” Her pen hovers over the paper like a scalpel poised to cut. “Plus, there’s inventory shrinkage affecting food cost percentages.”
Inventory shrinkage. She’s discussing Kevin’s shepherd’s pie and Katie’s favorite chicken piccata as if they were accounting errors instead of the only home-cooked meals some of my staff get all week. Kevin works two jobs to send money to his mother in Mexico. Katie balances school with work here, living on ramen and determination.
When I aged out of foster care at sixteen and started working in kitchens, I learned something important: hungry employees make mistakes, while fed employees become family.
“Cherida, those meals aren’t shrinkage—they’re how we take care of people.” I set down my knife, hearing Gran Millie’s voice in my memory: Food is love made visible, boyo. Never forget that.
“Sentiment doesn’t improve profit margins.” She makes a precise notation with surgical care. “Next: customer celebration discontinuation. Birthday cakes, anniversary desserts, congratulatory champagne—they’re all untracked promotional expenses.”
My hands still on the cutting board, I realize she wants to eliminate birthday celebrations. Mrs. Croft’s chocolate cake. The champagne toast when the Gilroys celebrated their anniversary. The congratulatory tiramisu for Lizzie Squires when she got into nursing school.
“Those aren’t promotional expenses,” I say. “They’re the reasons people love coming here.”
“They’re profit erosion.” Her tone remains calm, which somehow makes it worse. “Customer loyalty can be maintained through service excellence without financial incentives.”
“Financial incentives?” I wipe my hands on my apron. “You think Mrs. Croft comes here every Tuesday because of free cake? She comes because we remember her late husband’s favorite song and play it when she needs comfort. She comes because this place feels like family.”
“Family doesn’t pay overhead expenses.”
The statement hangs between us like smoke from a grease fire. She’s not wrong. The numbers don’t lie, and I recognize the financial reality, even as it kills me. But she’s never been sixteen and homeless; she’s never understood that creating family for others helps heal the wounds left by failed family ties.
“Right.” I pick up my knife and return to dicing with more force than the onions require. “What else needs eliminating?”
“Premium ingredient reduction. Truffle oil, aged balsamic, imported cheeses—replacing them with cost-effective alternatives could reduce food costs by thirty percent.”
Now she’s crossed the line. Gran Millie is probably spinning in her grave. From age fourteen to sixteen, she taught me that ingredients matter; the difference between surviving and thriving comes down to caring enough to do things right.
“You want me to replace thirty-year-aged balsamic with grocery store vinegar?”
“I want you to maintain acceptable flavor profiles while controlling expenses.”
“Acceptable flavor profiles.” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “Cherida, that aged balsamic is why our caprese salad gets written up in food magazines. Those imported cheeses are why couples drive three hours for anniversary dinners. That truffle oil is the difference between good risotto and a transcendent experience.”
“Transcendent experiences don’t justify a forty percent food cost ratio.”
I stop chopping and really look at her: the rigid posture, the careful expression, the way she holds her pen like a weapon. Everything about Cherida screams control, organization, and protection against variables that might disrupt her carefully laid plans.
She’s beautiful in a sharp-edged way, and I wonder what softness might hide beneath all that professionalism. But right now, she’s dismantling everything I’ve built.
“Help me understand something,” I say, moving closer until I catch the faint scent of something floral that doesn’t match her corporate exterior. “What do you think we do here?”
“Food service with hospitality components generating revenue through customer transactions.”
The clinical description makes me want to laugh, then cry. “We create memories. We give people reasons to celebrate, places to connect, moments that make ordinary nights feel special.”
“Memories don’t appear on profit and loss statements.”
“Neither does human connection, but that doesn’t make it worthless.” I rest my elbows on the prep counter, studying her face for signs of the person beneath the professional mask. “When’s the last time you had a meal that made you forget about profit margins?”
Something flickers across her expression; it’s too quick to identify and vanishes before I can determine whether it was surprise, sadness, or recognition.
“That’s not relevant.”
But it is relevant, and we both know it. The way she avoids the question tells me everything about why she views my work through spreadsheet lenses. She’s protecting herself from something, just as I protect my staff and customers from hunger and loneliness.
“Let me cook for you,” I say.
Her eyes widen. “Excuse me?”
“Right now. Let me show you why premium ingredients and careful attention create value that transcends cost analysis.”
“I don’t need a demonstration. I need compliance with financial requirements.”
But I’m already moving toward the walk-in cooler, driven by instinct deeper than rational argument. If words can’t convince her, maybe flavor can. Perhaps if she tastes what genuine care and quality ingredients create together, she’ll understand why some expenses are investments in human happiness.
I emerge with farm-fresh eggs, cream, fresh chives, and aged Gruyère that costs more per ounce than most people spend on coffee. My hands move with automatic confidence—crack, whisk, chop—while I hum and try to ignore how Cherida watches my movements with the intensity of someone conducting scientific research.
“This is what I mean about financial irresponsibility,” she says, but her voice lacks its earlier edge. “Premium ingredients for a breakfast demonstration when basic alternatives would suffice.”
“Taste first, judge second.” I heat the pan to precisely the right temperature, add just enough butter to coat the surface, then pour in the whisked eggs that become the perfect scramble.
The kitchen fills with aromas that speak to the part of human nature that understands love through nourishment. Fresh herbs and aged cheese, the rich scent of farm eggs and real butter—smells that make people pause and remember what home should smell like.
I watch Cherida’s professional mask waver as the scents reach her. For just a moment, she looks like someone who might enjoy food instead of analyzing its cost-benefit ratios.
“Rory, I understand you’re passionate about your craft, but—”
“Shh.” I plate the scrambled eggs with a flourish and set them in front of her, the fork catching the morning light streaming through the windows. “Five minutes. Give me five minutes to show you what we’re really selling.”
She stares at the dish as if it might explode. “This isn’t about taste quality. It’s about financial sustainability.”
“Taste it,” I say. “Please.”
Something in my voice must reach her because Cherida picks up the fork and cuts a small, measured bite. Her expression remains neutral as she chews, but I catch the exact moment her eyes widen—that involuntary response when exceptional flavor hits taste buds expecting mediocrity.
“It’s...” She pauses, and for a heartbeat, her guard drops. “It’s extraordinary.”
Victory tastes sweeter than the aged balsamic she wants me to eliminate. “That’s the difference between acceptable and exceptional. Between transaction and experience.”
“These projections show why extraordinary isn’t sustainable,” she says, her voice softer but still carrying unwelcome truth. “Look.”
She leans closer, pointing to numbers that blur because I’m hyperaware of her proximity. The careful professional space she maintained yesterday has evaporated, replaced by the closeness that happens when two people focus on the same thing while forgetting to maintain distance.
Her shoulder brushes my arm as she traces financial data with one finger. “Food costs, labor costs, overhead—everything escalating while revenue stays flat. This trajectory leads to closure within weeks unless we implement changes immediately.”
The timeline hits me like a physical blow, but it’s hard to process disaster when Cherida is close enough that I notice where her lipstick meets her natural lip color, close enough to see that her eyes are green with darker threads running through them like secrets.
“Are you listening?” she asks, and there’s something different in her voice. It’s less clinical, more genuinely concerned.
“I’m listening.” But I’m also noticing how her hair has escaped its bun in tiny wisps that frame her face, how her professional composure cracks when she explains something she cares about despite her affected indifference.
“Then you understand why these changes are necessary. Premium ingredients, staff meals, and customer celebrations are luxuries you can’t afford.”
The word “luxuries” breaks the spell her proximity was weaving. I straighten, creating space between us that feels both necessary and disappointing.
“Cherida, those aren’t luxuries. They’re the reason this place exists.” I gesture toward the dining room, to the tables that will soon host the conversations, connections, and celebrations she wants to eliminate. “Strip away everything that makes us special, and we become just another restaurant serving acceptable food to people who eat here
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