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Chapter 1: Fresh Start
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The wrought iron gates of the Blackwood estate loomed before me like the entrance to another world—one where shadows danced longer and secrets whispered through perfectly manicured hedgerows. My weathered suitcase felt impossibly heavy in my grip as I stood there, heart hammering against my ribs with a rhythm that matched the distant thunder rolling across the October sky. The brass nameplate embedded in the stone pillar read "Blackwood Manor" in elegant script, but to me, it might as well have proclaimed "Last Chance" or "Final Hope."

October 15th - First Entry

I made it. After everything that happened at the Morrison house, I wasn't sure anyone would hire me again. But Mrs. Blackwood's voice on the phone was so kind, so understanding when I explained about the "misunderstanding" with my previous employers. She said she believed in second chances, that everyone deserved redemption. I wanted to cry right there in that phone booth. Maybe this time will be different. Maybe here, no one will discover what really happened that night.

The driveway stretched before me like a serpent's spine, winding through grounds that spoke of old money and older secrets. Ancient oaks lined the path, their branches intertwining overhead to form a canopy that filtered the dying afternoon light into strange, shifting patterns. Each step on the gravel seemed to echo louder than it should, announcing my arrival to whoever might be watching from behind the mansion's countless windows.

Blackwood Manor rose from the landscape like something conjured from a Gothic novelist's fever dream. Three stories of dark stone and ivy-covered walls, punctuated by tall windows that reflected nothing but shadow. Gargoyles perched on the corners like stone sentinels, their faces worn smooth by decades of rain and wind, yet somehow still managing to convey expressions of eternal watchfulness. The main entrance featured heavy oak doors beneath a carved stone archway, flanked by columns that had witnessed more history than I cared to imagine.

I pressed the brass doorbell and heard its deep chime echo through what must have been a vast interior. Footsteps approached—measured, unhurried—and I found myself smoothing my second-hand dress, hoping the careful mending of the sleeve seam wouldn't show. The door opened to reveal a woman of perhaps fifty, her silver hair pulled back in an elegant chignon that complemented her tailored wool suit. This had to be Victoria Blackwood herself.

"You must be Elena," she said, her voice carrying the same warm cadence I remembered from our phone conversation. "Welcome to Blackwood Manor."

But there was something in her eyes—a quick, assessing glance that took in everything from my scuffed shoes to the slight tremor in my hands—that suggested the warmth might be carefully practiced rather than genuine. I reminded myself that wealthy people often maintained emotional distance from their staff. It didn't mean anything sinister.

"Yes, ma'am. Elena Vasquez. Thank you for this opportunity, Mrs. Blackwood."

"Please, come in. You must be exhausted from your journey."

The foyer took my breath away. A crystal chandelier cast prismatic light across marble floors that reflected like still water. A grand staircase curved upward, its mahogany banister polished to mirror brightness. Oil paintings in heavy gold frames lined the walls—stern-faced ancestors whose eyes seemed to track my movement across their domain.

"The family is eager to meet you," Victoria continued, leading me deeper into the house. "My husband Richard is in his study—business calls, you understand. But the children are in the parlor."

October 15th - Later

The house is magnificent but overwhelming. Everything gleams and whispers of wealth I've never known. Mrs. Blackwood seems nice enough, though there's something about the way she watches me when she thinks I'm not looking. Perhaps I'm being paranoid. Dr. Hendricks always said I read too much into people's expressions after... well, after what happened.

The parlor was a study in understated elegance: Persian rugs over hardwood floors, leather-bound books lining built-in shelves, and furniture that managed to look both antique and immaculately maintained. Two young people occupied opposite ends of a cream-colored sofa, their attention immediately focusing on me as we entered.

"Elena, these are my children. Sophia is seventeen and just started her senior year." The girl who looked up was beautiful in that effortless way that comes with good genetics and better nutrition. Blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, and her blue eyes held a curious intelligence. But there was something else there too—a wariness that seemed too mature for her age.

"Hello," Sophia said, offering a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Mother says you used to work for the Morrison family in Connecticut."

The mention of my previous employment sent a cold spike through my chest, but I managed to keep my expression neutral. "Yes, for about six months."

"And this is Marcus, my eldest. He's twenty-five and helps manage some of our business interests."

Marcus Blackwood was tall and lean, with dark hair and features that might have been handsome if not for something unsettling in his expression. When he stood to shake my hand, his grip lingered just a moment too long, and his smile revealed teeth that were perhaps too white, too perfect.

"Pleasure to meet you, Elena. I hope you'll find our little household... accommodating."

There was something in the way he said "accommodating" that made my skin crawl, though I couldn't quite identify why. Perhaps it was the slight emphasis he placed on the word, or the way his eyes seemed to catalog every detail of my appearance.

October 15th - Evening

Met the children today. Sophia seems sweet but guarded—typical for teenagers, I suppose. Marcus is... I'm not sure how to describe it. Charming, certainly, but there's something underneath that charm that makes me uncomfortable. Maybe I'm overthinking things. New job jitters, probably.

"I'm sure you're tired from traveling," Victoria interjected smoothly. "Let me show you to your quarters, and we can discuss your duties properly tomorrow."

My room was on the third floor, smaller than the grand spaces below but comfortable enough. A single bed with a white iron frame, a small writing desk beneath the window, and a wardrobe that smelled faintly of lavender and mothballs. The window overlooked the back gardens, which stretched into darkness beyond the reach of the house's exterior lighting.

"Dinner is served at seven," Victoria explained, setting my suitcase on the bed. "You're welcome to join us in the family dining room, or if you prefer, I can have something sent up to your room."

"The family dining room would be lovely, thank you."

"Excellent. Oh, and Elena?" She paused at the doorway, her hand resting on the frame. "I should mention that my husband can be... particular about his privacy. Some areas of the house are best left undisturbed. I'm sure you understand."

I nodded, though something in her tone suggested this wasn't merely about respecting personal space. After she left, I sat heavily on the bed and opened my diary to its first fresh page in this new chapter of my life.

October 15th - Late evening

In my new room now. It's nice enough, though something feels off about this whole situation. Can't shake the feeling that there are conversations happening just beyond my hearing, glances being exchanged that I'm not meant to intercept. But maybe that's just how wealthy families operate—layers of protocol and unspoken rules that someone like me couldn't possibly understand.

Mrs. Blackwood mentioned that some areas of the house are off-limits. Makes sense, I suppose. Rich people value their privacy. Still, I keep thinking about her choice of words: "best left undisturbed." Not "private" or "personal," but "undisturbed." As if there's something sleeping that shouldn't be awakened.

I need to stop overthinking everything. This job is my chance to start over, to prove that what happened at the Morrison house was an aberration. I can't afford to sabotage myself with paranoid thoughts and wild imaginings. Dr. Hendricks warned me about this tendency to see conspiracy where none exists.

Tomorrow I start fresh. I'll be the perfect housemaid—efficient, invisible, reliable. They'll never have reason to question my presence here, never have cause to dig too deeply into my past. This time will be different. It has to be.

Dinner was an exercise in careful observation disguised as polite conversation. Richard Blackwood proved to be a man in his late fifties with silver hair and the kind of commanding presence that comes from decades of making decisions that affect other people's lives. His handshake was firm, his smile practiced, and his questions about my background just probing enough to make me wonder exactly how much Victoria had told him about my circumstances.

"Elena comes highly recommended," Victoria said as we settled around a dining table that could have seated twelve but felt intimate with just the five of us present.

"Indeed?" Richard's eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that made me want to fidget with my napkin. "And what drew you to domestic service, my dear?"

The question was casual enough, but I sensed layers beneath it. "I enjoy creating comfortable environments for families," I replied, falling back on the practiced response I'd developed during my job search. "There's satisfaction in maintaining a household that runs smoothly."

"How refreshingly honest," Marcus interjected, cutting into his beef with perhaps more force than necessary. "So many people claim to have grand ambitions these days. It's nice to meet someone who appreciates the nobility of simple work."

Sophia shot her brother a sharp look that suggested his comment wasn't as innocent as it sounded. "Marcus believes everyone should know their place in the world."

"And you disagree?" Richard asked his daughter, though his tone suggested genuine curiosity rather than disapproval.

"I think people should have choices," Sophia replied carefully. "That circumstances shouldn't define someone's entire life."

The conversation felt loaded with subtext I couldn't begin to decode. I focused on my dinner and tried to project an image of polite attention while my mind raced with questions. Why did Marcus's comments feel like veiled insults? What was behind the tension between the siblings? And why did I keep feeling like Richard was studying me as if I were a specimen under a microscope?

After dinner, Victoria walked me back to my room, pointing out various features of the house along the way. The library, the conservatory, the morning room where she took her coffee each day. But I noticed she avoided certain corridors entirely, steering our path around what seemed like perfectly normal areas of the house.

"You'll find we're an early-rising family," she explained as we climbed the stairs to the third floor. "Breakfast is at seven-thirty, and I prefer to have the main living areas tidied before the family begins their day. I'll provide you with a complete schedule tomorrow."

"Of course. And the previous housemaid—Maria, was it? Will I be able to speak with her about the specific routines you prefer?"

Victoria's step faltered for just a moment before she continued up the stairs. "I'm afraid Maria left rather suddenly. Family emergency, you understand. She didn't have time for a proper handover, which is why I've prepared detailed instructions for you."

Something in her tone discouraged further questions about Maria, but I filed the information away for later consideration. Staff members who left suddenly often did so for reasons beyond family emergencies, and the abruptness of Victoria's response suggested there might be more to the story.

October 15th - Very late

First dinner with the family was... interesting. Lots of undercurrents I don't understand yet. Marcus seems to enjoy making people uncomfortable, though he hides it behind superficial charm. Sophia is clearly more perceptive than her age might suggest. Richard watches everything with those calculating eyes of his.

Victoria mentioned Maria left suddenly due to a family emergency, but something about her explanation felt rehearsed. Why wouldn't a housemaid give at least some notice? Even with an emergency, most people would try to arrange for coverage or at least leave some notes about ongoing responsibilities.

I'm probably reading too much into normal family dynamics. Wealthy families often have complicated relationships—I've seen enough of that in my previous positions. What matters is that I perform my duties well and avoid the mistakes that cost me my last job.

Still, I can't shake the feeling that there are secrets in this house. The way conversations stop when I enter a room, the careful navigation of certain areas during the tour, the almost theatrical quality of everyone's responses to my questions. It's as if they're all performing roles rather than simply being themselves.

But then again, maybe that's just how people like the Blackwoods live—constantly aware of appearances, always maintaining the facade that comes with their social position. I need to be careful not to let my imagination run away with me. Dr. Hendricks was very clear about the danger of paranoid thinking.

Tomorrow I begin my real work here. I'll focus on being the best housemaid they've ever had, and maybe I can finally put the Morrison incident behind me for good.

As I closed my diary and prepared for sleep, I found myself looking out the window at the darkened gardens below. Somewhere in that darkness, night birds called to each other across the vast grounds, their cries carrying notes that sounded almost like warnings.
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Chapter 2: House Rules
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Morning arrived at Blackwood Manor with the kind of crisp October clarity that made everything appear sharper, more defined—including the growing sense that I had stepped into a carefully orchestrated performance where everyone knew their lines except me. I woke before dawn, a habit ingrained by years of domestic service, and spent the quiet hours before breakfast reviewing the detailed instructions Victoria had slipped under my door sometime during the night.

October 16th - Early morning

Found a comprehensive schedule waiting for me this morning. Victoria is nothing if not thorough—every task mapped out by time and location, specific products to use for different surfaces, even notes about family preferences I couldn't have known. "Mr. Blackwood prefers his morning coffee precisely at 6:45 AM, cream but no sugar." "Miss Sophia's room should never be entered when the door is closed, regardless of the reason." "The west wing is currently undergoing renovation and is not to be accessed by staff."

That last note is interesting. I didn't see any signs of renovation yesterday—no construction vehicles, no workers, no equipment. But wealthy people often have projects that move at their own pace, I suppose.

The kitchen was a marvel of modern efficiency hidden within traditional aesthetics. Commercial-grade appliances lurked behind wooden facades that matched the house's period details, and every surface gleamed with the kind of cleanliness that spoke to professional maintenance. I had just finished brewing Richard's coffee when Victoria appeared, already perfectly dressed despite the early hour.

"Good morning, Elena. I trust you slept well?"

"Very well, thank you. Your instructions were extremely helpful."

"Excellent. I find that clear expectations prevent misunderstandings." She moved through the kitchen with practiced efficiency, gathering items for what appeared to be a breakfast tray. "I should mention that each family member has particular... sensitivities regarding their personal spaces. Sophia, for instance, values her privacy immensely. Teenage phase, you understand."

"Of course. I'll always knock before entering any bedrooms."

"That's appreciated, but with Sophia, it's a bit more complex. If her door is closed, she's not to be disturbed for any reason. Even if you hear something concerning. She has a medical condition that requires... episodes of complete rest."

The phrasing struck me as odd. "Medical condition" was vague enough to cover anything from migraines to seizures, but the emphasis on "not disturbing her regardless of what I might hear" seemed unnecessarily specific. What kind of sounds would be concerning enough to warrant intervention?

"I understand," I replied, though I made a mental note to research teenage medical conditions that might require such isolation.

October 16th - After breakfast

Spent the morning learning the house's rhythm. It's fascinating how much you can learn about a family by observing their spaces. Richard's study is a monument to control—every book precisely aligned, papers organized in labeled folders, even his pens arranged by length. Not a single item appears to be out of place.

Sophia's room is the opposite—organized chaos that somehow works. Art supplies scattered across a desk, books stacked in precarious towers, photographs and sketches pinned to a corkboard in patterns only she could decipher. But underneath the creative disorder, there's an underlying system. She knows where everything is.

Marcus's room is... unsettling. Too clean, too perfect, like a hotel room waiting for the next guest. No personal items visible except for a few framed photographs of himself at various social events. Everything expensive but somehow impersonal. It's the room of someone who doesn't want to reveal anything about himself.

Victoria proved to be an efficient instructor, walking me through the house's routines with military precision. We started with the common areas—dusting techniques for antique furniture, proper care for Persian rugs, the specific sequence for cleaning the library so as not to disturb Richard's reading materials. But I noticed that our tour followed a carefully plotted route that avoided certain areas entirely.

"The west wing, as I mentioned, is currently off-limits," Victoria explained when I asked about a corridor that branched off from the main hallway. "Structural issues that require extensive work. The contractors haven't been able to start yet due to permit delays, but we prefer to keep it sealed until they do."

Yet when I glanced down that corridor, I saw no plastic sheeting, no warning signs, no evidence of structural problems. Just a hallway that looked identical to every other hallway in the house, disappearing into shadows that might have been hiding anything.

"What about the basement?" I asked. "Storage areas, laundry facilities?"

"The laundry is handled by a service," Victoria replied smoothly. "And the basement is primarily storage for seasonal items and Richard's wine collection. Nothing that requires regular attention."

Again, her response felt too quick, too practiced. Most housekeepers would want staff familiar with storage areas for supplies and equipment. The wine collection excuse might explain restricting access, but completely avoiding the basement seemed excessive.

"I see. And the previous housemaid—Maria—she followed the same restrictions?"

Victoria's step faltered almost imperceptibly. "Maria was... less experienced than you are. She sometimes had difficulty understanding boundaries."

"What kind of difficulties?"

"Oh, nothing serious. She simply had a tendency to be overly curious about areas that didn't concern her. Perfectly natural for someone new to this type of position, but it could be... disruptive to the family's routines."

We continued the tour, but I found myself paying closer attention to the details Victoria wasn't explaining. Family photographs lined the hallways and mantels, but I noticed something peculiar about them. In several pictures, faces had been carefully scratched out with what looked like a pen or small knife. Not torn or damaged by accident, but deliberately obscured.

"The family enjoys photography," I observed, studying a formal portrait that had been altered in this way.

"Richard's hobby," Victoria replied without looking at the picture I was examining. "He documents all our important family moments."

But the scratched-out face in this particular photo was clearly that of a young child—perhaps eight or nine years old. A family gathering of some kind, everyone dressed in formal attire, but this one small figure had been systematically obliterated.

October 16th - Afternoon

Something is definitely wrong here. I've found at least six photographs with faces scratched out—always the same size figure, always what appears to be a young child. But Victoria and Richard only have two children, both of whom are clearly accounted for in the undamaged photos.

When I asked about the damaged pictures, Victoria claimed they were accident-prone and that glass often broke, scratching the photographs behind. But the damage is too precise, too systematic for accidents. Someone deliberately removed that child from the visual record of this family.

I need to be careful how much I investigate. My curiosity got me in trouble at the Morrison house, and I can't afford another "incident." But I also can't ignore obvious signs that something is being hidden.

The afternoon brought my first encounter with the family's daily routines. Richard emerged from his study around two o'clock, his presence immediately commanding the attention of everyone in the vicinity. He moved through the house with the confidence of someone accustomed to having his environment arranged to his specifications.

"Elena," he said, nodding in my direction as I polished a side table in the main hallway. "Victoria tells me you're settling in well."

"Yes, sir. Everyone has been very welcoming."

"Excellent. I trust you understand the importance of discretion in a position like this?"
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