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      My new boss, the single dad next door, is handsome as sin.

      A ten year age gap doesn’t matter either,

      Neither the fact that he’s the first guy to ever touch me!

      The only thing that matters is that he makes me feel good – really good.

      And now, I can’t stop dreaming about a family with him.

      

      Yep, no prizes for guessing I am the new nanny,

      And totally in love with his adorable, little daughter…(and him ).

      The billionaire’s given me a billion reasons to smile.

      But everyone says he is broken, damaged, scarred.

      Well, I’m determined to bring a smile on his face,

      To help him live life once again.

      Only if he lets me…
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      The sun shone brightly in the morning sky as I wiped the sweat from my brow. Loading all of my stuff into a pickup truck entirely by myself was a pretty daunting task, but I had done it. I felt so utterly exhausted but proud as I smiled triumphantly in the rear-view mirror. It was a good look for me after so much stress with my hasty move. My caramel brown nose crinkled up, wiggling my freckles, my eyes catching in the light like an emerald suncatcher. If I wasn’t so bone tired, I might have taken my cell phone out to document what was a pretty momentous occasion, but it was in the bottom of my purse next to me and I just didn’t have the energy to spare.

      As if to enforce that it wasn’t the time, several of my ebony waves were blown out of my bun by the wind from the window. I managed to tuck them behind my ear, but I knew I would have to do something more permanent at the next stop. I had a long journey ahead of myself, and while a messy bedhead bun was the least of my worries, I didn’t want to obscure my vision.

      After all, I was leaving Oregon which had been my home the past few years during college for the hustle and bustle of Corona de Mar. It was more than a little bittersweet, to be entirely honest. I would miss the rain gently clinking against the roof. The fragrant forest around me billowing the scent of pine and cedar in the misty mornings. The trills of the of chickadees, and the songs of the local sparrows serenading me as I sipped my morning coffee. Oregon was truly my second home.

      It had given me peace in an incredibly stressful time of my life. College hadn’t been easy, and I had rushed to graduate early. I wasn’t the most academically gifted, so I worked hard to always make the dean’s list. Too many late nights studying and fretting over tests, trying to make sure I was never at risk for losing my scholarship.

      As I went to start the beat-up old truck my dad had bought me long ago as a going away present, the phone rang unexpectedly. Panicked and jarred from my thoughts, I fumbled momentarily to unbury it from the bottom of my purse. I almost dropped the stupid thing right out of the truck, but thankfully I caught it before it hit the ground.

      That’s all I’d need today; I couldn’t help but grouse to myself before breathing a sigh of relief that I hadn’t actually dropped the expensive thing as I hit the answer button.

      “Espie!” My mother’s voice exclaimed excitedly from the other end; I could almost hear the crinkles in the corner of her eyes with her classic motherly smile. “I just wanted to make sure that you have the right address!”

      “Yes Mama, I have it right in my phone- GPS has been set. I am just about to head out now, was just putting a few more things in the back of the truck”

      “Just remember, you have to get buzzed in at the gate. I told the butler you’ll probably be in late.”

      “Yes Mama, I know. Do you need anything before I get there?”

      My mother rattled off a few items she needed for my father from the store, which I quickly scribbled onto the invoice for the truck rental. Since his accident, my mother had been pulling double as both nurse to my father and housekeeper to a wealthy man, and though her voice sounded as happy and bubbly as ever- there was a tired undertone to it as well. Taking care of Papa was a handful and a job all on its own. He had always been a very loving but independent man, and I could tell that working both jobs had been taking a toll on my mother. So, I offered to move in with them to help. It would be a little weird not being back in the family home, but my mother assured me the pool house they had converted into an on-site living quarters was more than sufficient for everyone. To my surprise, rent was included in my mother’s pay, but I decided that once I settled in, I would find a part time job at the very least to help pay for groceries and any bills they might have. It was only right.

      “Don’t drive the whole sixteen hours straight- take breaks, Esperanza”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. Always the worrier.

      “Yes Mama, I will take breaks to eat and if I need to nap.”

      “Okay just don’t rush to get here, take your time.” She insisted. She told me she loved me and to be mindful of jerks on the highway before hanging up.

      I adjusted the rear-view mirror as I started my journey and set my phone into the cheap, stick on cradle I had bought from the dollar shop. After four years of art school, maybe Corona Del Mar would be an interesting change of pace. New sights to be seen, new people to meet.

      Hell, maybe I could even use that art degree to get a nice teaching job at a nearby school, I thought to myself as I pulled out of my old driveway and onto the road of new beginnings. Finding art teaching jobs in the surrounding schools of the area had proven futile and being a barista by day and bar tender by night to keep food on the table and a roof over my head had been exhausting.

      As promised, I stopped a few times to use the restroom and eat. As I chewed down on my ham and pineapple pizza, I googled Corona Del Mar. I had heard it was beautiful, and anticipation was getting the best of me. The pictures were gorgeous- there was a beach nearby, where I figured any time I had spare I would spend. Swimming had been one of my sister, Margarita and I’s favorite things to do as children.  My smile dulled as the thoughts of us dressed in our cute little nautical swimsuits, splashing each other, passed through my mind. A subtle twinge of sadness creeped up on me, and I quickly shook it off. I stood up and threw my trash away, and walked back to the truck and hopped in.

      “Time to kick that sadness right out of this road trip!” I said to myself and smiled as I tuned in to some upbeat, pop music. I stopped a few times on the way down after that, once for dinner and a few times to use the restroom, and a last stop at the store to pick up the items my mother had asked for. The rest of the trip was a nonstop solo karaoke session- I was surprised at how much I missed taking long car trips and singing to myself. I was sure I would be hoarse by the time I made it to the mansion.

      As eleven o’ clock hit, I could feel myself getting tired. I really should have listened to my mother and taken that nap. But I had that Brooks family stubbornness and two hours left to go.

      “I think what this journey needs is to blast some metal!” I giggled as I settled on Marilyn Manson, cranking the volume all the way up. That would keep me awake, I laughed to myself as I sang along. It had been so long since I had listened to super heavy music. College music was all about pop and indie vibes, so I had just gone along with it. I snorted to myself as I thought back to high school and watching my goth friend, Corbin, try to head bang and losing his balance. It apparently had made him incredibly dizzy and he fell on his butt, his Tripp pants almost slipping off in the tumble.

      As I neared my destination, I gazed in wonder at the sparkling beach, the lights from the city reflecting and dancing off the waves like fireflies fluttering in the night sky. I passed many shops and various eateries- all upscale and affluent, places I would never had dreamed of visiting in my humble youth. I had grown up not poor, but not rich. Middle class at best- but had never desired for anything. Papa was always a hard worker, a construction worker always working for high class clients. But even then, we were not well-to-do. We did, however, have an amazing little boat that we used to take to the lake as a family on our camping trips to Oregon- part of the reason I had chosen Oregon for school. It reminded me of happy times and felt like a second home.

      As I rounded to the gate, my eyes widened at the massive mansion in front of me. It was almost like the word mansion didn’t even suffice; it was more like a damn palace. The gates themselves where a filigreed combination of rose gold, gold and silver- almost glowing in the lights that hung above. I knew my mother’s client had been rich but THIS rich?! It’s like I was Annie coming to stay with Daddy Warbucks in my dog-eared truck, ratty tank top and acid wash shorts. I felt underdressed and underwhelming in comparison to the beauty that echoed behind the gate.

      Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I noticed a call button to buzz me in on my right and started to feel a bit overwhelmed. Self-consciously, I battled with my messy bun in the mirror, digging through my purse for some lipstick and mascara and quickly tried to put some on. It’s not like I was working here, but I didn’t want my mother’s boss or his staff to think I was just some hooligan off the streets. As I pursed my lips to put on my ravage me red, I jumped as the intercom clicked and a low, tired, yet friendly voice came through.

      “Hello Miss Brooks, we’ve been expecting you,” the voice beamed.

      “H-Hello,” I whispered into the call box “Sorry I am so late, I tried to drive right through I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “Ha! Such a sweet girl you are, considerate as well- it’s no trouble.” the friendly man chuckled. “Let me buzz you in! Come straight through to the turn around to the front door, I will meet you there so I can show you your living quarters.”

      The gates slide so soundlessly you could hear a pin drop.

      As I drove in slowly through the long driveway, I noticed all the rose bushes and tiger lilies to the sides of me. In the distance I could see well groomed, almost sculptured foliage, but couldn’t make out exactly what the shapes were. It was in that moment I realized I had not been wearing my glasses and slyly reached into my purse, slipping the black frames onto my face. My mother would KILL me if she had known I had drove sixteen hours without my glasses. It didn’t affect my driving whatsoever, but my mother thought otherwise no matter what I tried to say. It was better to just let Mama remain blissful in her ‘Mother knows best’ attitude- she had enough on her plate.

      After about five minutes of creeping up the long, gorgeous driveway, I finally made it to the roundabout- a gorgeous, white marbled fountain with three cherubs sat in the middle. I drove past it and made it to the front door. They looked like they belonged on a castle, tall and beautiful. There was a design on them, but I couldn’t quite make it out in the dark- the only lighting around was from my headlights, save a few rooms high up in the four-story mansions front. Out of instinct, I turned them off quickly, fearing I had woken someone else besides the butler with my arrival. I chuckled myself at the thought- as if the owner lived on the first floor in this humungous home. This wasn’t Cutten. I mean Eureka wasn’t far from where they had lived in their quaint, one story, three-bedroom home- and even that, as beautiful and fancy as it seemed, was nothing compared to this.

      Suddenly, the dark was broken by a crack of light from the huge, heavy front doors as a small, semi hunched old man slowly lumbered out- dressed in a pair of blue and white striped pajamas. He quietly and gently shut the front door behind him, I could tell he was squinting in the dark to find my car, so I flipped the headlights back on. In a eureka like moment, his bushy eyebrows popped up and he smiled slightly, making his way to my passenger door.

      “Ahh Miss Brooks!” He touted in a refined British accent. He groaned slightly, trying to hoist his way into my passenger seat. I reached a hand out to help him, and his eyes lit up as he took it.

      “Esperanza or Espie is fine!” I shook his hand firmly as he got settled in.

      “What a gorgeous name! I am Corriander” He smiled, his blue eyes twinkling a little in the light of my trucks cabin before he shut the door. “Well, I suppose I should show you where you’ll be staying while you’re here!”

      I nodded and smiled as he pointed me to the road directly in front of us, coming off the side of the roundabout.

      “You look just like your father!” He laughed “And you seem to have the same personality”

      “I’ve always been kind of a daddy’s gal I suppose.”

      “Nothing wrong with that, Miss Brooks.”

      As we pulled into the pool house area, a gasp escaped my lips. The ‘pool house’ was more like a full-on house, complete with its own pool. It was a beautiful grey and white cobblestone with a slatted, orangey brown roof. The pool was illuminated as was the jacuzzi alongside it- perfect for an evening dip. Everything else on the property seemed so big, so there was no way this standard sized pool and jacuzzi area was big enough for whomever owned it. A chuckle came from the passenger side seat.

      “It is rather extravagant, isn’t it?”

      “I just, didn’t expect all this.” I swallowed. It was a lot for a small-town gal to take in at once.

      “Well, get used to it Miss Broo-” Corriander stopped himself midsentence to correct himself “Espie. While you’re here this little beauty is your home!” He grinned.

      We chatted a little more about college and Oregon as I brought him back to the front door. He had tried to insist on walking, but surely, I couldn’t let a man of his age wander such a vast distance at night. He waved to me kindly as I dropped him off and drove back to the pool house before disappearing behind the looming doors. Corriander seemed like a nice old man- down to earth and well mannered- it felt good to meet someone here that had a good head on their shoulders. It felt good to have someone I knew I could talk to here.

      I made my way back and grabbed my knapsack from the front seat that had my clothing in it. I would unpack later- I was sure there was a couch for me to crash on overnight, until I could drag my old mattress inside in the morning. I quietly tried to slip in without waking anyone up but of course, Mama sat in what appeared to be the living room area, reading to herself in an oversized, red recliner. She quickly perked up as her eyes, identical to mine, saw me enter the room. It felt so good to see her. It had been months since my graduation. We of course had kept contact via phone and text, but it wasn’t the same as being together.

      “Espieeeeeee!” My mother hopped up pranced a little in place before hugging me. I immediately felt normal again. This house may not have been our small little place back home, but the heart was still there. Her vibrant red hair smelled of strawberries as always, her soft hands grabbed mine excitedly. She tipped backwards a little bit and took a good look at me.

      “You are looking so amazing! How was your trip? Was this place hard to find?”

      I let out a very loud laugh “I don’t think a place like this could EVER be hard to find”

      Mama laughed too, putting her glasses on her head.

      “Did you eat dinner?” She pointed a finger at me, squinting her eyes suspiciously.

      “Yes, I did. I told you I would” I smiled, slapping playfully at her pointing finger.

      “Welllll, I know you like pastelles soooo…” She walked into the other room, I followed quickly. The kitchen was huge, much bigger than our tiny kitchen back in Cutten. There was a medium sized crystal chandelier hanging delicately above a huge island in the middle. A double stove sat next to the refrigerator as well as a full marble counter, a double sink and an abundance of cupboards. It was truly hard to believe that THIS was all covered under her mother’s pay. She went to the fridge and pulled out a plate, saran wrapped with care. “Would you like one? I bet you’re hungry after all that driving!”

      “How can I pass up your pastelles, Mama?” I grinned as she popped it in the microwave. I leaned against the counter and stretched a bit. “I left my mattress and stuff covered up in the truck outside- I hope that’s okay? I just thought it’d be too late to drag it in.”

      Mama turned from the microwave and furrowed her brows in confusion “You don’t need that old thing!” She waved her hand at me “Here let me show you your room while this warms up.”

      We walked down a narrow hallway, passing their bedroom. I could hear my father snoring softly and smiled. It would be good to see him again too. I had missed him so much since graduation. We had a small fight at the end about me moving home, and I had wanted to apologize. But that would have to wait until morning. We passed another room to the right of me, which was apparently the bathroom, and then came to another door.

      “Here we are!” Mama sort of flung the door open and raised her hands over her head in a surprise sort of fashion- and boy was I surprised.

      The room was huge and clearly the master bedroom of the house- to the side of the door, the bed was queen sized, covered with a beautiful, silky sapphire blue comforter with a gold trim. Above it hanging down was a shimmery blue canopy, enveloping it. Across the room was a huge sliding door window, overlooking the pool and jacuzzi, as well as more of the beautiful landscape on the property. Next to the window was a set of drawers, crowned with a beautiful, gold and silver entwined vanity. And to the side? A huge closet. Way bigger than I would ever need, I thought.

      “Why aren’t you two in here?” I exclaimed as I motioned to all of the stuff.

      “Your father says it’s too fancy for him, so when we moved in, we took the smaller room- makes him feel more comfortable he says” she rolled her eyes. I giggled furiously.

      “Yeah, that sounds A LOT like Papa”

      The microwave dinged and we made our way back to the kitchen. I pulled up a stood to the island in the middle, and my mother placed the plate in front of me. I had not had pastelles in a while and the smell made my mouth water. I dug in ferociously, savoring every bite- nothing was better than Mama’s food. I had tried to duplicate the recipe myself and failed- Margarita had always been the one better with cooking and baking. I was always the one who excelled at “man’s work”. We had been yin and yang. The girly vs the tomboy- but we had stuck together like glue til…

      “Good huh?” Mama interrupted my thoughts, smiling and patting me on the head. “There is also horchata in the fridge” She singed at me and winked. It was obvious she was glad to have me home. It was as if I could see some of the weight lift off her shoulders with every passing moment. She went to the fridge and brought the horchata out, pouring it for me out of a beautiful crystal pitcher into a glass, and sliding it to me. “There you go”

      I drank down the horchata and chit chatted with Mama for a little while before insisting we go to bed- if Mama had her way, we would be up all night chit-chatting. Thank god her boss gave her the weekends off. At least she could get some rest tomorrow. I knew she wouldn’t have rested until I got there safe, which was also part of why I didn’t stop halfway for the night. She already had enough going on, I didn’t need to make it worse on her.

      I made my way back to the bedroom, knapsack in tow, and changed into my camisole and pajama shorts. I was beat, and the extravagance of everything here was almost too much for me to handle. As I pulled the comforter up to my chin, I faded off smiling, feeling safe and swaddled within the sparkly canopy around me.

      I was pretty sure I was going to love it in my new home.
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      “I look like an idiot,” Papa rolled his eyes as I held onto his arms while he side stepped, a thick medical brace hugging his lower back. With each weird, crab like movement he grunted and winced.

      I hated seeing my Papa in pain. He worked so hard all the time and, unlike a lot of people I knew, was a genuinely loving man. I was so lucky to have been blessed with the family I had and knowing that he was suffering made my heart ache. If I could slap a band aid on him and kiss away the booboo, I would absolutely smother him with smoochies, but sadly the medicine that had worked so well for my scrapes when I was a kid definitely wouldn’t be enough for his poor spine.

      “It’s for your own good, Papa!” I sighed “Do you want to be able to go back to work?”

      “I’ll settle for not having to wear this sweaty, chamber of hell around me first…” He huffed, swearing under his breath in Spanish. He kept saying he could keep going, but it was apparent he was getting tired, so I suggested slowing down and taking a break. I expected he would argue with me, but instead of his usual stubbornness, he waddled over to the bed and got in. He groaned as he leaned over and grabbed the tv remote from the side table as he sat, flicking on the tv and putting on a recorded episode of Kitchen Nightmares, one of his favorite shows. He always got a kick out of Ramsey tearing the jerks on there a new one.

      “Are you okay Papa?” I put my hand gently on his shoulder, I felt kind a bit helpless in the situation. For all my college learning, I wasn’t quite sure what the right call was to make him feel better. I didn’t want him to feel infantilized or embarrassed that his daughter was helping him walk, after all.. It didn’t matter how silly he looked- I just wanted him to get better. “We worked really hard today...doing too much at once could do more harm than good.”

      “Well how am I supposed to get better if I don’t?” He smiled a weak smile at me “Mija, Sweetie, could you get my pills?”

      “You’re not supposed to take them on an empty stomach,” I asked. “How about I make some chicken and fried plantains?”

      “Just give me the pills first,” Papa snapped. Realizing quickly that he had, he apologized “Sorry.” He itched his arm, bowing his head a bit in shame and said quietly “I’ll eat after, Espie. I do it all the time.”

      Papa’s back injury had made him awfully crabby, but I tried to just brush it off. It was hard seeing such a strong person you care about in such a painful predicament, especially your own father. I smiled at him and nodded, going to the bathroom medicine cabinet to get them for him, along with a glass of water. I looked over the labels and noticed that one of the pills was an anti-depressant that I had taken in college for a while. Anxiety and depression had at one point really dragged me through the mud during finals freshman year. I felt a little pang in my heart, knowing that this injury had left my father depressed.

      “Down the hatch!” He gave a pained, half smile as he gulped them down and settled into bed “Now how about that food?” He pinched my arm playfully. I went to smack at him but realized that was probably a bad idea.

      “You got it, Papa!” I kissed gently him on the forehead and headed to the kitchen.

      

      As I pulled the chicken from the fridge, I realized I had no idea where anything was. I guess now is as good a time as any to explore this mess hall, I thought to myself as I scoured the cupboards. Slowly, I worked my way through- finding a deep skillet for the plantains and came across adobo and some other seasonings, as well as some rice, and a shallow pot. The sugar and cinnamon were luckily in plain sight, probably from Mama making horchata. It had been awhile for me, but I figured since Papa had worked so hard today and we were both pretty hungry, maybe he’d like some arroz con pollo instead of just regular chicken. I searched the fridge for ingredients for the sofrito I needed for it, but there was no pork to be found. Oh well, it’s the thought that counts, right? I sighed to myself and got to work. It was my hope that a nice, home cooked meal would lift his spirits. I had only been back one full day and could already tell that Papa was not himself. Papa was a proud man, who had always worked really hard to put food on the table and give us a good life. He had insisted that Mama not work several times, but once Margarita and I were in school-she had gone right back to it. The fact that he can’t really contribute, and that Mama is doing all the providing must be killing him inside. I sliced the plantains and carefully tossed them into the fryer oil.

      My Papa and his family immigrated early on in my father’s childhood from Puerto Rico. Though as Puerto Ricans they were considered legal citizens of the United States, his father opted to change their last name to Brooks. It was a different time when they had move here, and though the Civil Rights movement had well been underway, and the peace and love of the sixties and seventies had taken more of a hold, his father had felt that no one would really take a construction company by the name of González seriously. Especially in the South. Now, a strong name like Brooks would work.

      His father was a hardworking man, he had built Brooks Construction from the bottom up, starting with odd jobs and finally- moving on to building office buildings and houses for the ‘everyday man’. My Abuela stayed home and raised my father and his five sisters. When Abuelo died, the family business went on to my father. So, to be unable to be there at work and have other people taking care of the family business in his stead had to be a real hit to his pride. It didn’t matter that my cousin Jonesy was a great foreman, Papa hated not having his hands dirty. The minute he had woken up from his coma from the accident that broke his back, he had vowed to return to work- stronger and better than ever.

      My mother was a bit younger than my father; her family was of Irish descent-hence my green eyes and freckles. Her father had run a lumber yard, O’Sullivans Lumber, and my father’s dad and he had become best of friends- helping each other out with projects at discounts and referring each other’s customers to one another. My father was five years her senior, but they had played together since they were young. They had lost contact for a few years while my dad went to school for business management. When he came back after graduating- and spending a few years living what Mama teasingly called ‘the free life’, they reconnected again when he came back to work for Abuelo. He was twenty-five, she was twenty, and she was the secretary at the lumber yard. After a few dates, they were inseparable. My grandfather, Donald O’ Sullivan was thrilled to bits when my dad proposed to my mother. He was an amateur carpenter and even carved their wedding arch for them. My grandmother, Blanche, was a florist and weaved a beautiful ivy and floral arrangement around the cherry arch. Not long after that, I came along and then my sister, Margarita. The two families still did business together- Jonesy was my cousin on my mothers’ side. Together our families had long been blended between Irish and Puerto Rican tradition- great food, and great fun but also hardworking- sometimes to a fault in my father’s case.

      Finally, after about an hour, I was done with lunch. I tried to make it look super fancy on the plate, cinnamon-sugaring the plantains and adding some sour cream to the top of the arroz con pollo. I definitely was no Gordon Ramsay, but hopefully it would put a smile on his face. I then combed the kitchen and found a lap tray in a cupboard under the kitchen island and set it up nicely. I even poured him what was left of Mama’s horchata into a tall glass and made my way back to his bedroom.

      “Alright! Soups o-“ I started excitedly and then quickly hushed myself, realizing my father had fallen asleep. All of the exercising today must have really tuckered him out, I thought to myself as I set the tray on the side table. The air conditioning was a little chilly in his room, so I covered him up as and kissed him on the forehead. He smiled slightly and adjusted a little but didn’t wake up. As I left the room, I left the door open a crack in case he needed me.

      I made myself a plate and sat down at the island, gazing out the door facing out. The yard was vast and so beautiful. Amongst roses and tiger lilies that I had encountered on my way in, lavender bushes were abundant, as well as dahlias and many other gorgeous flowers. It was like being surrounded by a beautiful floral maze. The front bushes even towered over the outside fence, making it seem almost unnecessary if not for the fact it could be easily walked through.

      It was supposed to rain today, but there didn’t appear to be a cloud in sight. I decided it was finally time to take that pool for a spin. My mother, the ever cautious one, had placed a baby monitor in my fathers’ room so we could keep track of him with our smartphones. Apparently, this high-tech system was another one of the big bosses’ gifts. I couldn’t imagine being able to afford all this stuff myself, let alone afford all the rest of this stuff, especially on an eventual art teachers’ salary.

      I had been there a few days and still hadn’t seen head or tails of the handsome billionaire my mother hyped about. She claimed he was as beautiful as he was cold, but he was caring in his own way. She had nicknamed him the Ice Prince. Ever since his wife had died suddenly, he had turned from a goofy, happy man into an almost emotionless ghost. It was actually quite sad, her mother had said, because he had always been so fun to be around, and it was tragic to see him withdraw from the world like he had. Mother said that when his wife died, he ordered all the curtains to be closed at all times, like some heartbroken vampire, who would crumble in the light. She did say that underneath that ice armor was a soft spot though., he always took care of his employees and their families. Corriander had to have open heart surgery a few years back and the man had paid for the entire operation at the area’s most prestigious hospital, no questions asked and no conditions. He never named Corriander pay him a cent towards the costs either. The thought of a man so thoughtful was enough to make a girl swoon.

      I finished my food and washed my dish, setting it neatly in the dish drainer, and then washed the pitcher, pot and skillet quickly before running to my room to throw on my new swimsuit. It was a vibrant purple bikini with pink leopard print on it that only had one arm strap. All it was missing was some sprinkle print or some neon triangles and I could be straight out of the 90s. I had always been into vibrant, in your face colors like neons, despite being the tomboy of the family. While Margarita played with barbies and entered beauty pageants, I had always climbed trees and helped Papa fix things like trucks or build sheds. It had been a shock to everyone that I wanted to go to art school, but I insisted that I wanted to be a teacher someday like Mrs. Sylvanas, my fifth-grade art teacher. When everything had happened with Margarita, I had found instead of lashing out in hurt and anger that I could express myself through art. Someday, my hope was that I could be someone else’s Mrs. Sylvanas. Not many people seemed to subscribe to the ‘pay it forward’ idea anymore, but it felt important to me to try.

      I quickly grabbed a towel from the bathroom and headed back to my room and out the sliding door to the pool side. There were plenty of lawn chairs to sunbathe in and floaties to lay on. I settled on a crystalline pink longue floaty that had a two cupholders. Perfect for a partying college gal, but also convenient for a drink and a place to stash my phone close to myself as I basked in the sunlight- just in case Papa needed me. I went back inside, grabbed a bottle of water and then took to the pool, climbing clumsily on to the floaty, adjusting my sunglasses across my face from their perch on my head. I shoved the water bottle into one cupholder, the phone into the other, and took a deep breath- the fragrant aromas of the surrounding flora like a sweet symphony to my nose.

      

      Ka-thunk.

      

      “Ow!” I shouted, surprised, as some unidentified object smacked into the side of my head. The shock from the hit sending me flailing and off balance into the water. Frantically I made sure my phone hadn’t fallen in the water and breathed a sigh of relief. Smartphones did not come cheap, and I did not have a job to get a new one. This was already a hand me down from when mom’s boss gave her and all the staff new phones for Christmas one year.

      “What the hell was tha-” I looked up to see a small girl, dressed in an adorable, ruffled pink dress with tons of bows, making her look like a living porcelain doll. Her honey brown eyes looked like pools of amber and freckles danced across her pale cheeks. Her hair was messily braided into two pigtails, hanging slump to each side of her head and uneven. On one of her wrists was a golden chain bracelet with a heart pendant on it, with an N engraved on it. She seemed to be all on her own. Mama never told me there were kids here, I thought to myself as I looked next to me in the water to see what the object of my demise had been- a frisbee.

      “I-I’m sorry” The little girl muttered, shuffling her feet and looking down as she spoke “I threw it too far.”

      “Oh! Well that’s okay!” I smirked as I grabbed the frisbee and held it out to the little girl. “Accidents happen” I winked at her and the little girls face lit up a bit. “My name is Esperanza” I could see the puzzled look on her face so I decided to make it easy “You can call me Espie though, I am Mrs. Brooks daughter, the housekeeper.”

      “My name is Nicolletta” a front tooth had apparently recently fallen out, giving her a gapped tooth grin. “But you can call me Nikki!”

      “Nice to meet you!”

      “And you as well, miss”

      The level of maturity and articulation as she spoke was quite impressive. Nikki couldn’t have been more than five years old.

      “So, Nikki,” I got out of the pool and sat on the side “Do you have any brothers or sisters to play with?”

      Nikki’s smile faded a bit as she shook her head no. “I mostly play with Corriander or the house staff” she sighed “There aren’t many kids my age around here, so summers are boring…” She groaned.

      “Well, I can play with you if you want.” I offered. She seemed pretty lonely and it wasn’t like I was doing anything of importance. Nikki’s brown eyes widened a bit and her excitement spilled out.

      “Really?!”

      “Yes really” I laughed “Here, go out for a long pass!” Nikki ran out a pretty good distance and I threw the frisbee. It sailed over her head and she giggled and chased after it. Nikki then tried to throw it back to me, falling about ten feet in front of me. We both laughed and I went after the frisbee, throwing it back towards her. This time she caught it, much to her delight. She seems like a good kid, I thought, I wonder why mother never mentioned her to me before? We played back and forth for about an hour and eventually I realized I was getting pooped running around. How long had it been since I had played this hard with friends let alone a kid? I couldn’t remember the last time the whole family had been together, but the memory of chasing after my sister and younger cousins gave me a warm feeling inside. Nikki also looked a bit tired. “It’s been fun playing with you but I gotta get a drink. Would you like a drink?”

      Nikki crinkled her nose and itched it “I have to go anyways, it’s way past lunch and I need to cook myself something to eat…thanks for playing with me though, Espie!” She beamed as she started to trot off towards the house, waving to me as she went. At first it didn’t register in my head as I started to walk away, and then I turned on my heels with a concerned look on my face.

      “What do you mean…cook for yourself?” I folded my arms across my chest. There was no way this kid could actually cook for herself. I mean maybe make a pb and j, but something tells me that isn’t a common occurrence in her house. She must have gourmet chefs and such that serve her and her father at every meal as extravagant as everything else was around here.

      “Well, usually my Nanny does it but…she didn’t show up today…and it’s the weekend so the housekeep- your mommy isn’t working…” She frowned, shuffling her feet again “I haven’t really eaten anything since breakfast and that was at 8am…” I looked down at my phone. It was one in the afternoon. I couldn’t very well leave such a small child to their own devices. An image flashed momentarily of the worst-case scenarios- the kitchen catching on fire and the mansion burning down- and I quickly shook my head laughing nervously to myself.

      “Where is your father?”

      “Out on business,” She sighed “I don’t get to see him a lot…” tears welled in her little blue eyes. I squatted down to her level and put a hand on her shoulder and the tears seemed to subside for the moment. She sniffled a little and I rubbed her back. It must be hard to have not only lost you mother, but also have your father so consumed with work that you hardly see them. I couldn’t imagine being raised by nannies and having no other kids to play with… “Usually Sunday is our day, but Ravenson needed him to come in for a very important meeting. He promised he would make it up to me somehow though...”

      “Well, have you ever had arroz con pollo before?” I asked. Her little eyebrows furrowed, raising one ever so slightly. “It’s chicken with rice, it’s a dish my mother taught me to make- would you like some?” Nikki perked up a bit more and nodded, wiping a stray tear that had made its way down her cheek. Poor thing, I can’t believe someone would be so irresponsible! She’s so small and young… I huffed to myself and then asked her to wait right there. I wasn’t so sure about just letting the boss’s child wander into my house- I didn’t want to give off the wrong impression. Also, he would probably freak out if he showed up to the house and there was no one there. I ran inside peering in on my father and rechecking the Papa monitor before going back out to the kitchen and wrapping up a plate full of food. I then grabbed two Gatorades from the pantry closet, threw it all in a grocery bag and headed back out. She stood there still, hopping around trying to catch a butterfly that seemed to be drawn to her.

      “Be careful, you don’t want to hurt the butterfly.” I put the bag down and put my finger in the air and let it sit for a moment. The butterfly, a monarch, landed on my finger and I slowly brought it down to her face so she could take a look. “See? Gentle. You have to be calm and quiet when it comes to nature.” Nikki nodded slowly and gently held her finger out towards mine and the butterfly scurried to hers. She giggled in delight and we stood there a few moments before it flittered away towards the rose bushes, her excitement, though quelled was apparently too much for the butterfly to handle. “So, ready to eat?”

      Nikki nodded excitedly.

      “Lead the way!” I beamed at her and she smiled back, big and bright. She took my hand and led me towards the mansion and it’s huge, celestial looking doors. Now that it was light out, I could see the details of the decorations on the door. It was much like the front gate- a mixture of rose gold and gold entwined on silver- which seemed to be a common theme here. Also, on the door in calligraphy like form, were two letters: A and M. I deduced rather quickly that they must be the initials of Nikki’s father, the owner of the house.

      Where was Corriander? I thought to myself as we opened the doors and went inside. Despite being so big, they were surprisingly light.

      My eyes widened as we walked through the doors. The floor was a black marble, flecked with gold specs that twinkled in the light of the massive, multicolored chandelier above us. In front of us was a forked staircase, the stairs a cherry wood with rose gold accents. To the side of each stairway were cherry doors to match the staircase. The only evidence a child even LIVED here was a large teddy bear on the floor, a freshly made flower crown around its head and a purple bow around its neck.

      Nikki released her grasp on my and hand skipped towards one of the doors.

      “This way to the kitchen!” She trilled gleefully. I followed reluctantly. Is it really okay for me to be in here? I thought to myself as I walked behind her, those messy braids flailing around as she skipped. I shook my head her father will just HAVE to understand- I can’t just leave her all alone.

      The kitchen was just as breathtaking as the foyer, the floor continued from the entrance, black and sparkly. This kitchen was four times the size of our kitchen in the pool house, set up to cook for massive gatherings and parties. There were four double ovens and stove tops, two massive fridges, two double sinks, and what appeared to be a walk-in cooler or freezer. To the other side of the room, a pantry. A huge island took up the middle, but the room was so spacious you barely noticed. The islands counter was a medical grade silver, and even had its own sinks on each end. I scanned the room for a microwave and finally found it tucked up in a cubby above the double sinks. It was obvious that it was not used too often, but I didn’t want to serve the arroz con pollo cold. It was a huge industrial microwave and was just out of my reach.

      “Is there a stool somewhere I could use?” I turned to ask Nicoletta who stared up at me hungrily. She pointed to the chairs by a wooden table. I grabbed one of them and hopped up, sliding the plate in and setting the timer before taking a seat while we waited. “Did you braid your hair yourself today?” I smiled. She nodded and made a face.

      “They didn’t come out right though” she groaned “I spent foreeeeever trying to get them right. Usually my nanny does it.” A hint of sadness made its way into her eyes again and she looked at the floor, shuffling. “My mommy used to braid them this way every morning before…” She looked like she was about to cry. I could relate to her pain. Losing Margarita was like, losing a limb. I frowned slightly and then smiled, ruffling her hair.

      “Hey,” I lifted her chin with my finger and met her eyes, “Would you like me to fix it?” I asked. Nikki smiled wide again. She nodded and got closer to me, doing a little happy dance. I snorted and started taking down her braids when the microwave dinged. As we let it cool a bit, I quickly braided her hair, banding them tightly at the ends. “There we go! Much better, right?” I smiled. She nodded and suddenly sprang into my arms and snuggled into my chest. At first, I was shocked, and unsure of what to do. As she flew into my arms the smell of strawberries and vanilla filled my nose. I smiled and put my head on top of hers and hugged her tight. She reminded me so much of Margarita…so girly and full of life…

      We let go of our embrace and I scaled the chair again, retrieving the meal from the microwave. I walked it over to the table and motioned for her to come over. She looked at me puzzled for a minute, and then quickly scurried over and sat down in front of the plate. I pulled the Gatorade from the bag and found a fork in the dish drainer and sat them next to it.

      “What is that?” she squinted at the blue bottle and poked it.

      “It’s Gatorade- kind of like juice…” I raised an eyebrow “It’s a sports drink”

      “Oh!” she said as she fumbled with the cap. She stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth as she kept trying desperately to open it. Finally, I sat down next to her and unscrewed the cap, and she smiled. “Thank you, Espie”.  She put the bottle to her lips, guzzling the vibrant blue liquid. You could tell our playtime had left her very parched.

      “Come up for air, Nikki!” I laughed and she uttered out a breathless sigh of relief and giggled as well, picking up her fork. She started asking questions about the food as she took a bite. She immediately took a drink and I realized, maybe it was a bit spicy for her. I mean, I had been eating this stuff since I was small but even with the possibility of gourmet chefs around, I highly doubted they served anything with spice to her. I asked her if she’d like something else and she shook her head, gobbling furiously. “It’s a little spicy but I really like it!” she managed to get out in between bites of food.

      “Don’t eat too fast, you don’t need a tummy ache.” I patted her head. Nikki slowed a bit, chewing more politely. She took another sip of the Gatorade and smiled. I looked around, noticing that there were huge, gray curtains in front of us, blocking what seemed to be a huge window. “Why don’t we get some light in here? What do you think?” Nikki giggled and nodded, still gobbling away. I walked to the curtains and flicked them open, revealing a beautiful courtyard, surrounded by more flowers and in the middle sat a golden mermaid fountain. It was absolutely breathtaking. I wrangled the curtains and tied them with their huge ties into bows and sat back down. “So, where is Corriander?”

      “Well,” she pondered for a second, swallowing the bite of food in her mouth “I know he said he was going to step out to the sto-”

      “Who the HELL are you and what are you doing in MY house?” A loud, male voice boomed suddenly from behind us.

      Nikki and I turned around to see a very large, rugged man in a suit standing there, one hand on the counter and the other clutching Nikki’s teddy bear, his blue eyes glaring at me suspiciously, piercingly fierce and troubled.

    



