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PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Milena

Rio De Janeiro

AS I CLIMBED THE NARROW alley that would take me to Seu Silva’s market, I studied the place around me. The houses were uneven, some piled on top of others, shacks full of jerry-rigged wiring and rooms so small you couldn’t understand how they fit so many people.

I lived in one of the poorest, most violent favelas in Rio de Janeiro, and it was hard to see any beauty in the middle of so much misery. But despite what people thought, most of the residents were decent, hardworking folks who dreamed of a better future. And I was one of them.

I passed one of the drug dealers who handled the hill’s “security.” A stocky guy, sunburned, wearing simple clothes and mirrored sunglasses.

Another one who, sooner or later, would end up in a shootout with BOPE or a rival gang and be found face-down in some ditch.

There were plenty like him around here, but what gave me the creeps was the gun in his hand. He held it in a ready position, turning his body from side to side, showing that thing off like it was a trophy. Which, to be fair, it was—since the dealers’ entire arsenal was either stolen or bought through shady deals.

Beside him stood Renato, my stepfather’s nephew. He was a shitty person, and to make things worse, he was always sucking up to the wrong kind of people and getting involved in every kind of illegal shit.

I didn’t like him. Even less the way he looked at me.

But it wasn’t just him. Ever since I was young, I’d stood out in the favela—my height, my curvy body, my brown skin from the hot sun. My light brown hair, straight and thick, fell to my waist, a spectacle all its own.

That’s why I followed a strict curfew. I was scared to walk around here at night.

I kept going. To avoid having to look at him again, I lowered my head and stared at the uneven ground—a patchwork of cement, broken tiles, cobblestones, and whatever other materials people had used to improvise. A real quilt of scraps.

I sighed. I’d never get used to this. And it was because of this thirst to get out of here that I’d always pushed myself to be a good student. When I was still young, I swore to myself that my future would be far away from this favela. Preferably out of Brazil.

Maybe it was too big a dream for a simple girl like me, but that didn’t stop me from hoping.

I stopped at Seu Silva’s shop and asked him to give me a bag of rice, a bag of beans, and a carton of eggs, and put it all on my mother’s tab.

She wasn’t the only one. Poverty crushed most of the residents, and hardly anyone could pay upfront, so the shopkeeper kept a notebook where he wrote down all the debts, to be paid the following month.

Unfortunately, there were months when she was a few days late, but he knew my mother was a hardworking woman who always found a way to pay.

When I stopped at the tiny counter, the chubby man opened his little debtor’s notebook, then stroked his goatee.

“Sorry, Milena, but your mother didn’t pay last month’s bill, and the balance is already pretty high. I can’t let anything else go until she settles it.”

My shoulders slumped in discouragement. Right then, I remembered seeing my mother handing some money to my stepfather at the beginning of the month, to pay the shop, and I immediately guessed what had happened. I knew Mauro’s character, and I had no doubt he’d spent it all on booze.

“That’s okay, I’ll tell her.”

He nodded, but when I turned to leave, he called me back.

“My wife mentioned yesterday she wanted to take a look at some of your jewelry. Depending on what she picks, we could knock it off the bill,” he said, kindly, clearly trying to help.

Seu Silva was on his third marriage, this time to a woman much younger than him.

The women in the favela who didn’t want to get involved with drug dealers or MCs—the ones who sang at the illegal funk dances—went after bar owners and small-market guys. Men who were mostly honest and made a decent living.

“I’ll grab my bag of jewelry and come back at the end of the day,” I said. He agreed.

I walked home thinking about my mother, who had to work as a maid during the day and a waitress at a pizzeria at night, just to afford food and pay the bills, while that piece of shit she lived with—a few years younger than her—didn’t lift a finger.

My stepfather’s routine was: watch TV in the morning, eat lunch, then spend the afternoon wandering around, getting drunk in bars, and leaving the bill for my idiot mother to pay.

Sometimes she complained, but she loved him so much and was so terrified he’d leave her for a younger woman that she just put up with every shitty thing he did.

The woman was so sick over that son of a bitch that she even banned me from wearing short clothes around the house. It was horrible knowing she was jealous of her own daughter, even though she knew I never gave him or Renato—who was a copy of his uncle in the worst ways—any kind of encouragement.

In the favela, everyone knew Silvia was being played for a fool, but she kept her eyes shut, and all I could do was feel sorry for her.

When I stopped in front of the little house we lived in, I waved at my mother, who was coming out with a bucket in her hand. She had the day off and was taking the chance to do laundry and clean the house.

I helped whenever I could, but it didn’t improve things between us.

Ever since she met Mauro and brought him to live with us, nothing had been the same. It was like, overnight, I’d turned into some kind of rival.

I felt her judgmental eyes on me all the time, so I avoided moving around the house. I spent most of my time locked in my room studying English, or at the community center where I was taking my administrative assistant course.

It was hard. My mother didn’t let me feel comfortable in my own home. I knew part of it was because of the hungry looks her husband threw my way, and that made me incredibly sad.

As soon as she saw me without the things she’d asked me to buy, her eyes shot daggers at me, full of reproach.

“Seu Silva wouldn’t sell to me. He said you didn’t pay last month’s bill,” I explained, and untied the rope holding the gate shut so I could get through.

“Like hell I didn’t pay!” she snapped, irritated, grabbing a clothespin stuck to her shirt.

“He said he didn’t get anything. You’d better go down there and talk to him. I’m going to take a shower, it’s almost time for my course.”

Her face hardened. Deep down, she already knew Mauro had blown the money, and she’d be pissed at him. But, like always, she’d take it out on me.

I went inside and noticed things were pretty organized, much different from when she wasn’t around.

Mauro spent the day grabbing one thing or another, messing up whatever he felt like, but never washed anything or put it back. The worst part was that my mother didn’t realize she hadn’t married a man—she’d gotten herself an older, ill-mannered son.

A total dead weight.

I really couldn’t take it anymore. At eighteen, freshly turned, I was about to finish a vocational course, and if I got lucky, I’d find a job. That was the only way out of here, because the lingerie and cheap jewelry I sold barely covered my books.

Still, I couldn’t complain. If it weren’t for that little bit of money coming in, I wouldn’t be able to stay in the course.

As I crossed the tiny living room, I noticed the red sofa cover was pulled tight and the three cushions my mom had gotten from one of her employers were perfectly lined up.

Usually that sofa was a mess, with a deep indent molded to the body of the lazy bastard who lay on it all day. The bare cement floor was clean, too.

After a quick shower, I went to my room and locked the door. It was the only part of that house where I felt reasonably good and safe.

There was a white single bed and a small wardrobe missing two doors.

Next to it, I’d stacked some cardboard boxes to hold my books, and on the wall opposite the bed was a half-length mirror and several magazine clippings with pictures of places in the United States.

My mother said I was a stupid dreamer for thinking I’d ever set foot outside that favela. According to her, we’d all die right here, in the middle of poverty, counting the coins in our pockets.

But I had other plans for myself.

I was finishing brushing my hair when an argument about the debt at the market started up.

The fight stopped, and seconds later, the bed in the room next to mine started creaking. I closed my eyes and shook my head in disgust. She was so fucking dumb, the classic woman manipulated by sex, who’d spend her life supporting a bum.

The bedroom door opened a few minutes later, and as soon as I heard the front door close, I knew Mauro was gone.

I left my room and saw my mother putting dishes away in the cabinet.

I should have just let it go, but I was so angry I couldn’t hold my tongue.

“How long are you gonna keep supporting that mooch?”

I knew I shouldn’t provoke her, but Sílvia Soares worked day and night to afford a simple life in the favela, and for a few minutes of sex, she just forgot about all her problems.

I studied her body, like I’d done before. My mother was a bit darker than me, but I got my voluptuous figure and my hair from her, though hers was much shorter. Her face wore a permanent look of exhaustion, along with a few sunspots. Still, she was a very beautiful woman.

“I support you, too,” she said, turning to close the cabinet door.

“The difference is I’m your daughter. And even so, I plan to find a real job so I can help around the house.”

“Go to your course and stay out of my life.”

I stepped closer, forcing her to look me in the eye.

“For God’s sake, Mom, wake up! That guy’s no good, he lives off you, and he even cheats on you—”

The slap across my face cut off my reckless words and broke something inside me.

“Mauro loves me,” she said, with far more anger than conviction. “He’s going through a hard time, and it’s my duty as his wife to help. You’re just a jealous little girl who dreams of a life she’ll never have, while you sell junk and strut your ass around,” she finished, and I felt the venom in every word.

We always had vicious fights because of that worthless man, and in every one she found a way to needle me, to make me feel vulgar, stupid, and dependent on her. But until that day, she had never hit me because of him.

I knew it was hard for her to hear the truths she made a point of hiding even from herself, but that slap hurt. That day, I realized it was useless to try to make her see how things really were. She liked the life she had, and she would always take his side.

I grabbed my backpack, slung it over my shoulder, then looked at her and spat out everything I felt.

“No, Mom, I would never be jealous of a needy woman who overlooks everything her bum of a man does, just to keep him in her bed.”

I saw my mother go pale, but I kept going.

“Someday you’ll wake up. You’ll realize he’s worth nothing. But it’ll be too late, and God willing, I’ll be far away from here so I don’t have to see how miserable you are.”

Rage flooded through me. Not just because of the slap or the contempt she’d shown me, but because of countless things that happened in that house, right under her nose, that she chose to ignore.

My mother, the woman who should have protected me from everything and everyone, had never been on my side. And worse, she made me feel like a burden she couldn’t wait to drop.

After that day, living together got even harder. The fights, the cursing, even the physical aggression became constant. Mauro turned her against me, made up lies, manipulated her, until the day she had to choose between the man she was in love with and her own daughter.

It wasn’t hard to guess who she chose to keep under her roof.

Two months after I turned eighteen, I was thrown out of my house by my own mother, who made a point of humiliating me, calling me a slut and accusing me of trying to steal her husband.

It was like fate was pushing me toward a cliff, leaving me with no way out and making me realize I needed to take a huge turn in my life and leave that whole hell behind. And that’s exactly what I did.

​
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Milena

Chicago

“SO, MR. MANOLO, NOTHING new on the other front?”

I didn’t like to hover, but I knew that if I got comfortable, he’d eventually just forget about me.

When I got kicked out of home, I had to do all sorts of things: clean houses, offices, take care of kids and the elderly. Without knowing it, I was getting an intensive training for when I arrived in the United States.

“You mean the elderly caregiver position?”

“Or a nanny. I mean, there’s no secret—kids and old people both like attention, so I’ve always had good references.”

“That’s in Brazil. We’re in America now. The problem is, your English still isn’t good enough,” he concluded.

I was so excited to land a caregiving job. I couldn’t take scrubbing toilets all day anymore, but the way he said it kind of knocked the hope out of me.

“Like I told you when you hired me: I’ll always give my best, wherever I’m sent.”

He looked visibly pleased with my answer.

My first job had been at his house. Back then, I was desperate for work and slipped a few résumés under doors, listing everything I could do, and thank God, his wife, Donna, got in touch.

Pretty soon, they figured out I was undocumented, and after hearing my story, they ended up taking me in.

Mr. Manolo was Latino, and after spending years living illegally, he married an American woman. Now he ran a company that outsourced all kinds of services, mainly cleaning and elderly care, managed by Donna. But since she was on leave, he had to reshuffle the staff himself.

“I know how bad you want out of cleaning, but this client is too important. We already take care of his house, but he’s sick and asked for a woman to go with him to appointments, exams, that kind of thing. Only you’d have to go into hospitals, and that’s risky, so I ended up ruling you out.”

I nodded, feeling my heart sink, and looked down at my nails.

“That’s all right, Mr. Manolo. Not this time. But don’t forget about me if something else comes up that fits.”

Just not cleaning.

He nodded, and I could see in his eyes that he was sorry he couldn’t give me the job.

I said goodbye and left the office. While I waited for my coworkers, I stood there taking in the beauty of that city.

I still remembered vividly the first time I set foot on the streets of Chicago, how amazed I was by all those buildings. Everything was modern, flashy—so different from my reality back in Brazil.

Everything about it fascinated me, even the smell of street food.

I had dreamed so much about the day I’d walk the streets of some American city, when I could take pictures and post them on social media so everybody back in that favela would see that I’d actually made it.

But it wasn’t like that.

Unlike what I’d dreamed, my routine was anything but glamorous. It boiled down to going from company to company with a group of people, spending hours cleaning and organizing the bathrooms of executives and well-known businessmen.

Handsome men who’d walk past us and look at us like we were part of the furniture. I didn’t think I was an ugly woman, but the cleaning jumpsuit made us invisible to men’s eyes, so I couldn’t really blame them.

When my coworkers arrived, we headed toward a shopping gallery because one of the girls needed to buy a dress. On the way, they talked about all sorts of things, the most common topic being men.

“Damn, only hot guys work in this building!” Verinha said as we passed in front of PETROV & Co, a company we serviced.

Vera was a straight-talking woman from Minas Gerais who always had a joke at the tip of her tongue. She’d been in the country for two years, and I liked her a lot because her personality made our time go faster and lighter.

“That’s because you haven’t seen where I worked this morning. That place looked like a modeling agency, not an ad firm,” said Selma, a fiery woman from Bahia who kept us laughing with her snappy one-liners.

Generally, the women I worked with were Brazilian or Latina. We were close because we weren’t just there to work—we were there to get through some tough situation. I was the quietest of the bunch, but they still tried to include me in their conversations.

Since it was Friday, we’d gotten our weekly pay and were super excited. Unlike the other girls, who sent money back to their families, I had nobody left—nobody who deserved my hard-earned cash, anyway. So my salary went to food, the rent on my tiny apartment, and basic necessities.

The fact that I didn’t live extravagantly meant I could save some money. It wasn’t much, sure, but little by little, I’d have enough to live a bit more comfortably.

As we kept walking toward our destination, Selma explained why she needed the dress. According to her, the lady of the house she cleaned once a week treated her really kindly and had invited her to her fifth wedding, which was happening the following week.

At first, she turned it down, making the excuse that she didn’t have anything to wear to such a fancy event. But the boss lady gently refused to accept her no and even gave her the money for the dress, along with the address of the gallery where she could find it.

But the minute we walked into one of the stores, we got those judging looks.

That only riled them up, and they started asking for dresses to try on. Since I wasn’t buying anything, I sat down on an armchair near the fitting room.

After trying on several styles, Selma didn’t like any of them, so we moved on to other stores until she fell in love with a long black one with straps and a stone appliqué that looked great on her.

I could tell she was happy she’d found the perfect dress, but that didn’t mean she’d forget how they’d treated her in that high-end store.

The day was winding down when I said goodbye to them and headed for the subway. From there, it would still take me almost half an hour to get to the Bronx, the neighborhood where I lived.

Sitting by the window, I listened to an American couple complaining behind me.

I could hardly believe I was living on American soil, while they griped about the weather, politics, the house they lived in, the neighborhood...

Even though everything was so uncertain, I always tried to hold on to hope that the best was still to come. And a lot of the time, I drew inspiration from Mr. Manolo’s story to keep from losing heart.

The complaining couple got off two stops before mine, and when I stepped off the train, I went straight to the convenience store near my building.

I bought some fruit, frozen food for emergencies, and some cleaning supplies.

At the register, I thought about stopping by the diner at the end of the street—their hamburger was incredible—but when I noticed it was already dark, I grabbed my bags and headed for my apartment.

The neighborhood I lived in was rough. Then again, Chicago was a violent city, full of gangs, dealers, prostitutes, and every kind of illegal shit, so the smart thing to do was stay home after dark.

I climbed three flights of stairs and found Lee, one of my rough-around-the-edges neighbors, arguing with someone on the phone. The guy was covered in piercings and tattoos. Personally, I had nothing against people who ink their bodies, but his designs gave me the creeps.

He always wore baggy pants full of pockets and black T-shirts with logos of some heavy metal band.

I’d never had any problem or disagreement with him, but Jane, another neighbor, was always talking about him and the drugs he sold on a street nearby. She even thought about asking for the apartment when she found out what he did for a living, but she was afraid of retaliation.

I took advantage of the fact that his back was turned, turned the key in the lock, and slipped inside, relieved to be home.

The studio I rented directly from the landlord wasn’t much.

The walls were beige, the floor tiles old, but what caught my interest was that part of the furniture was included in the rent.

The living room had a two-seater couch and a prehistoric TV that I barely ever turned on, since all my free time went to an online administration course and studying English. I already spoke it well, but I wanted to improve my grammar and soften my accent.

Since I couldn’t afford lessons, I had subscribed to several channels that taught the language, and they’d been helping me a lot.

In my mind, being undocumented in this country was temporary, so when an opportunity came up to work at something better, I wanted to be ready.

After tidying up my little space, I took a shower to shake off the fatigue, made a cup of coffee, grabbed my books, and studied late into the night—because those courses were what would help me turn my life around.
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Milena

“I LOVE WHEN YOU CLEAN my bathroom, Milena—it stays smelling fresh for so much longer,” said Mrs. Carter, one of the women I admired most in that place. She was the president of a cosmetics company where we provided service every week.

True to her position, her office was not only beautifully decorated but also the largest on the floor, complete with a conference room and a bathroom strategically hidden away. That meant more work, of course, but I didn’t see it that way. I savored every minute inside that room, studying how she operated.

Pearl Carter was a bulldog on the phone—I’d witnessed plenty of calls between her and some poor bastards who probably shrank on the other end of the line with every order she barked.

Many times I’d imagined myself in her shoes—earning a fat salary, wearing those designer clothes, being chauffeured around town. That’s how she got around, trying to keep up with the endless meetings she had every day.

What struck me most was that all that glamour never blinded her. She treated the cleaning crew with the same warmth she’d show the boardroom big shots. Maybe that’s why I loved doing things for her so much—I felt valued. Appreciated.

“Thank you, Mrs. Carter. Well, I’m all done here. Have a good day.”

She nodded, but just as I was about to push my cleaning cart out the door, Pearl looked at me and said:

“Hey, wait—I saved this kit for you.”

I pulled off my gloves, sanitized my hands, and took the fancy bag she was holding out to me.

“Wow!” I gasped when I saw the pile of cosmetics inside.

“They’re from our new line—makeup, creams, perfume, body wash. Try them and let me know what you think.”

The gesture genuinely surprised me. Made me happy.

I thanked her profusely, and as I headed toward the supply closet, I found myself thinking about things my mother used to say when she worked as a housecleaner.

She’d talk about how the people she worked for appreciated her attention to detail, and how that attention earned her a little treat here and there from some of them.

Crisp, perfectly tucked bed sheets. Gleaming floors. A spotless bathroom. Soft, scented towels folded just right... She used to say that kind of thing made her employers addicted to her work. That’s why she always advised me to do everything so well that, if they ever needed my services again, they’d automatically think of me.

That stuck in my mind as one of the few life lessons she ever gave me. And right then, it felt like I was finally reaping the rewards of doing a good job. Sure, Mrs. Carter always praised my work, but this was the first time she’d given me something extra—and that meant a lot.

When my shift ended, I went to the locker room to change, then waited for Selma.

A few other workers passed me, and when they spotted that bag, they shot me dirty looks. Everyone knew Pearl Carter was picky, so nobody liked cleaning the president’s office—but now they were all curious about what I’d gotten.

“Lucky bitch! I’d kill for any of that brand’s stuff—each thing costs a fortune,” Selma said when she found me.

“I was so happy. I really needed it.”

While my coworker pulled her denim jacket over her shirt, I opened the huge cosmetic bag, grabbed a box, took out the cream, and sniffed it. It was divine.

“If you like it, it’s yours,” I said, handing her the tube.

Scents of creams and perfumes were intensely personal, so I was glad when she said she loved the fragrance.

“You’re an angel, Milena. Thank you so much.”

As we walked away from the building, Selma started talking about her hopes for her boss’s wedding.

The party was going to be lavish, and she kept joking about the chance of finding a good catch there.

My friend’s comment reminded me that it had been a long time since I’d wanted anything like that. It was as if everything I’d been through to get here had dried me up inside. I had no interest in a relationship, let alone any dreams of Prince Charming. Life had taught me, in a pretty painful way, that living on dreams and illusions could cost you way too much.

We went back to Mr. Manolo’s company, and the moment we got there, I was told he wanted to see me.

I prayed it was good news.

“Ah, Milena, there you are.”

“You wanted to talk to me?”

He nodded and asked me to sit down.

“I know you don’t want to take on more cleaning jobs, but a spot opened up at that sick gentleman’s house. Twice a week, and they pay well. If you’re interested, I think it’s worth it—and since the work’s indoors, you won’t be at any risk.”

I’d worked in plenty of luxury houses where housekeepers and butlers were extremely demanding about cleanliness. But since I never slacked off, I always ended up winning them over.

He was right that I didn’t want to do cleaning anymore. But I wasn’t in a position to turn down work.

“I’ll take it, Mr. Manolo. But I only have Mondays and Fridays free.”

“Those are exactly the days the housekeeper needs.”

I nodded, and over the next few minutes, he gave me a rough idea of what his client required.

After our brief meeting, I grabbed my things and walked to the subway station. I couldn’t wait to get home and get ready for the next day—the day I’d start working at Ross Mayaf’s mansion.

[image: ]

IT WAS STILL EARLY when Mr. Manolo’s company van dropped me off at the corner of a tree-lined street, with stunning mansions and gardens that stretched as far as the eye could see.

Those enormous courtyards, with fountains and luxury cars, had nothing to do with the reality I lived in.

From where I stood, all I could hear were birds singing and the rustle of dry leaves a gardener was sweeping across the street.

I checked my phone again and headed for the address the company had given me. The house I was supposed to clean was at the end of the street, so I had no idea why the idiot driver had dropped me off here.

I shrugged and kept walking along the asphalt sidewalk.

A little while later, I spotted a woman dressed all in white pushing a stroller, with a baby wailing its lungs out.

That kid should be sleeping, enjoying the good part of life—no responsibilities, no hard labor, no bills to pay.

I almost smiled at that stupid thought and walked past the woman, who said good morning to me.

When I got to Ross Mayaf’s property, I almost whistled. No question about it—this was the most impressive house on the block. The gigantic building sat right in the middle of the last lots on the street, and it was the only one with a guardhouse and security guards patrolling the garden.

“Good morning, I’m Milena Soares, from MC Cleaning Services.”

The guard looked me up and down, then told me to wait while he checked with the housekeeper.

He stepped away while the other guard next to him kept staring at me.

Both were tall, built, with shaved heads—one blond, the other Black.

“Follow me. She’s expecting you.”

The guy walked around the house and led me to the servants‘ entrance.

As soon as I stepped into the gleaming white kitchen, a woman with red hair and brown eyes appeared, wearing a gray uniform.

“I’m Milena Soares,” I said quickly.

“Glenda Wolf, the housekeeper. Come, I’ll introduce you to the others.”

She led me to a room she said was for the staff to rest and change clothes. Inside, I saw another security guard—same size, same build; a guy who must have been the driver, since there was a cap next to him on the table; and three women in uniforms, who I assumed were the permanent staff.

“This is Maria, my right hand here in the house. And that’s Ashley—she handles the laundry, but she’ll help you with the cleaning,” she said, pointing to a dark-haired woman around my age.

“Good morning,” I said, and they nodded shyly.

“That’s Violet, the cook,” she said, indicating another woman.

I wished her good morning too, and like Ashley and Maria, she gave me a restrained smile.

“That’s Joe, Mr. Mayaf’s driver; and Anton, one of the security guards. The other two you met first are Denver and Tyrone. You’ll get to know everyone soon enough.”

I nodded, making an effort to memorize all the names.

Glenda led me to the laundry room, where she started loading cleaning products into a giant supply cart.

Then she explained what I already knew backward and forward: don’t use the same cloth on different surfaces, sanitize everything with alcohol after cleaning, keep quiet, don’t break anything, don’t take longer than necessary in each room, blah, blah, blah.

“Only Mr. Mayaf’s room is being used right now, so I think you’ll be able to keep everything organized. Basically, you need to clean the bathrooms, the windows, strip the beds, and vacuum up every bit of dust you can—the boss is allergic.”

I nodded and let her give me all the instructions. Every housekeeper had their own way of running things, but I had the slight impression that Glenda and I would get along, because a lot of what she was saying was stuff I already did without being asked.

After nearly twenty minutes of explanations, she handed me a uniform like the ones the other workers wore and led me out of the laundry area.

I was already equipped with all the products I needed, and according to her, there was a closet on the upper floor where I could get the vacuum, dust rags, and cleaning wipes. The only thing she never kept up there was anything flammable or strong-smelling, because her boss was sick, and everything had to follow medical recommendations.

Glenda walked ahead of me, guiding me through wide hallways with walls covered in paintings and corners filled with art pieces.

We quickly passed through a room with a double-height ceiling and large arched windows that offered a stunning view of the sprawling garden.

Maybe it was just me, but I felt like that space was hardly ever used. Actually, nothing about this place felt like a home. Maybe it had been once, but right now it was just a collection of beautifully decorated rooms that gave off no warmth at all.

We stepped into the small residential elevator, and I tried to focus on what Glenda was saying while also processing my first impressions of everything I saw.

“The boss left early for an exam, so take advantage and start with his room. Use the products I told you about—we have to take care of his health, and that includes how we clean the rooms he spends the most time in.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll do my best.”

I could tell my words pleased her—she gave me a soft smile and said Maria would come by later to check on how things were going.

I left the cleaning supplies in a corner of the room and took a good look around.

The curtains were dark and heavy, same as the furniture and bedding, which made me think nothing in here had been updated in a long time—unlike the rest of the house, which seemed to have been redone.

On the nightstand, there was a framed photo of an older man, who I assumed was the owner, and a child—maybe five years old.

They both looked happy, smiling. I wondered if the kid was his son or his grandson.

I shrugged and started with the bathroom, which looked clean, but that didn’t mean it would escape my thorough inspection. Besides a double sink with old but well-maintained cabinets, there was also a bathtub and a shower stall.

I cleaned everything and finished with alcohol, then moved on to the bedroom.

I started by dusting every surface and all the books, then vacuumed every corner of that suite, polishing every object as if I were doing it in my own home.

When I was done, I put on the bed linens Maria had already picked out, and once everything was in its place, I put my hands on my hips and smiled.

I was packing up my things when Glenda and Maria showed up to inspect the suite. I was glad to see the look on their faces.

“Good work, Milena. Everything’s impeccable,” the housekeeper said.

It might not mean much to some people, but that kind of praise was precious to me.

The next room to be tidied was Ross Mayaf’s grandson’s. Glenda mentioned he lived in New York. Still, the grandfather insisted the room always be spotless, because he had hope the kid would come back to live in Chicago.

She didn’t say his name, or why the two of them were estranged, but I was curious about why the guy wasn’t there taking care of his grandfather. Still, I held my tongue—it would have been way too nosy for the first day.

Maria gave me a few more instructions, and when I walked into the grandson’s room, I was sure the whole house had been renovated.

That suite was modern, with light, glossy marble floors—nothing like the previous room, which felt like a mausoleum.

The bed was enormous, with lead-gray bedding and pillows, dark armchairs, and light-colored cushions.

The wallpaper, a soft gray, contrasted with the darker furniture. It was clear that this project had been designed to please someone with expensive taste—every piece matched the others, and everything fit together perfectly.

I cleaned it all meticulously, but the part I enjoyed most was the closet, crammed with designer men’s clothes, Italian shoes, and every kind of thing a rich man would wear.

I had no idea who Mr. Mayaf’s grandson was, but he must have been a man of excellent taste—his clothes were gorgeous.

I finished that room and moved on to the next ones, one after another, spending the whole day on the upper floor.

At the end of the day, the housekeeper showed me the staff bathroom. Before I left, I took a shower and changed clothes. I was exhausted—afraid they’d ask me a million questions, I’d only stopped briefly for lunch and then gone right back to work.

“Milena, glad you’re still here. Mr. Mayaf is desperate for a book that was on his nightstand. Do you know where you put it?”

Book? Oh, right.

“I put it back on that bookshelf opposite the bed.”

“Can you go back up and show me? I’ve scanned all the titles and I can’t find the one he wants. He always likes to read at the end of the day.”

“Sure, I’ll go with you.”

We went back up the stairs. When I entered the room, I spotted the silhouette of an older man in the bathroom. He had his back to me, but I could see his hair was thin and mostly gray. He was wearing a dark silk robe.

I walked to the bookshelf and pulled out the book.

“Here it is. I’m sorry I took it off the nightstand. I have OCD about things being out of place.”

Glenda gave me a friendly smile.

“No problem. Go on, get some rest.”

I nodded, and just as I was about to leave, Mr. Mayaf’s eyes—black as night—locked onto mine.

“So you’re Milena. Welcome, dear. I hope you enjoy working here, and don’t listen to any of Glenda’s nagging—she treats me like I’m a baby,” he joked.

I smiled again and thought it was amazing how friendly he was.

“Don’t worry, I’ll watch out for her.”

Glenda smiled too, and after handing the book to her boss, we went back downstairs.

She said he was a lonely man, but very witty, and that all the staff adored him.

As I left Ross Mayaf’s mansion, I had the feeling that, judging by the way he’d treated me, we were going to get along just fine.
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CHAPTER 3
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Milena

ANOTHER WEEK HAD GONE by. I was finishing my last cleaning job of the week and couldn’t wait for Saturday to get here. The past few days had been exhausting, and I was dying to finally rest.

When I finished the hallway, I moved on to the master suite, where Ashley was already waiting for me.

“How long have you been doing cleaning work?” she asked, stripping the guest room bedsheets.

“A few months. Why?”

“Just curious. I think you’re gonna like working here at the mansion. Mr. Mayaf is a sweetheart, and now that the grandson’s temptation is off in New York, we can actually work in peace.”

I hate gossip, especially on the clock, but that comment got my attention.

“The grandson’s temptation? What’s that story?” I asked from the bathroom, and she came to the doorway to talk to me.

“The boss’s grandson is drop-dead gorgeous. Picture a handsome, hot man and multiply it by ten.”

I quickly connected the expensive clothes and the masculine bedroom to a man who matched all that good taste.

“If Glenda catches us talking about the bosses‘ personal lives...” I warned her, because I really don’t like gossip, even if that subject had piqued my interest.

“She and Maria liked you. They praised you to all the staff, including the boss.”

I looked at her and gave a half-smile.

“That’s good. I’m glad to know.”

“Yeah, but back to what I was saying—you’ll see I’m not lying when Zen shows up to visit his grandfather. That man, my God.”

Zen. So that was his name.

“When’s he coming?”

“No one knows. Word is he’s not taking calls from his grandfather or the lawyers anymore. But I get it—no one should be forced into a marriage they don’t want.

And me, the one who hates gossip—I found myself asking why faster than my brain could process my own reaction. And she, being the gossip she is, answered quicker than lightning:

”In the last few months, Mr. Mayaf kept pushing the guy to ditch his partying and settle down, so he finally took off. But before that, there was a real parade of women doing everything they could to land the heir.“

”Sounds like something out of a book, or a movie, I don’t know,“ I said, and started scrubbing the bathtub.

”They’re at war with each other, but I figure, because of his grandfather’s health, he’ll show up soon. Those two love each other a lot.“

I kept cleaning and Ashley didn’t stop chattering, though she kept working too.

Before we moved to the next room, I let my hair down to redo my bun and felt her eyes on me.

”You’re so pretty, Milena. I think if Zen lived here, he’d make your life a living hell.“

My eyes went wide. ”What do you mean?“

”That man’s got a fire even God can’t put out. The bastard can’t see a skirt without going after it.“

”I don’t think a man at his level would be interested in someone like me.“

”Yeah, but your body gets women’s attention too, so what do you think a man like him would do?“

”Weird conversation, Ashley,“ I pointed out, heading to the supply closet to grab a few more things.

”The security guys won’t stop talking about you. I bet one of them will ask you out soon.“

I let out an involuntary laugh.

”And how do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?“

”Because Glenda told Violet that when she hired you, your company gave her that info.“

I didn’t know if Ashley was telling me this out of naivety or if she was trying to pry something out of me to pass on to Glenda, so I figured I’d better shut it down and focus on the work.

”Got it. But I don’t usually get involved with bosses or coworkers.“

She shrugged, and we went on with the cleaning.

I vacuumed and organized so many rooms that by the end of the day I was dead tired and just wanted to get home and put my feet up.

”How are you, Milena?“ Mr. Mayaf greeted me from the hallway as I was getting ready to head downstairs.

”I’m great. And you?“

”Fridays make me happy, so I think it’s a good day.“

”What a coincidence—it’s my favorite day too,“ I said, and he smiled.

”Are you Latina?“ he asked.

”Did my English give me away?“

”A little, actually, but your features are different from American women’s.“

”I’m Brazilian.“

I didn’t want to touch that subject, especially with a powerful man like him. I could only imagine what he’d think if he knew about my illegal status.

”An incredible country. I’ve been to São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro twice, many years ago. I really enjoyed it.“

If I kept chatting, he’d ask more questions—everyone in that house seemed to want to know everything about my life.

”Brazil is beautiful. Well, I have to go,“ I said, and he nodded.

”Do you live nearby, Milena?“

”I wish! No, I live far from here, but the company van drops us downtown, and from there I take the train to near my place.“

Before he could comment on my daily commute, Glenda appeared with a phone and handed it to Mr. Mayaf, saying his lawyer was on the line.

The old man said goodbye, and I went downstairs with the housekeeper.

She noticed I looked uneasy when I saw her, and quickly reassured me, saying it was normal for the boss to walk around making conversation with the staff and that everyone was encouraged to talk to him.

It was easy to see that Ross Mayaf was very lonely and that his employees were the only family he had right now.

We were still in the living room when the boss called for Glenda, saying he needed her help sending some documents to his lawyer.

”You know I can do anything inside a house, but don’t ask me to touch that computer,“ I heard Glenda complain, but they ended up going to the office together.

I thought about offering to help, but I let them figure it out and left.

I needed to stop by the market, and then, finally, I could rest my bones. Preferably with an ice-cold beer.
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CHAPTER 4
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Zen

New York

“ZEN?”

I turned and my eyes found the naked woman in the hotel bathtub. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen, and still she wanted more.

“Hey,” I said, buckling my watch back onto my wrist.

“Are you staying the night with me?”

I shook my head and finished getting dressed.

Her face fell, disappointment pooling in her eyes, but I didn’t make it a habit to sleep with anyone, and I wasn’t about to break that rule for her. Especially since I’d only met her a few hours ago.

“Maybe some other time.”

I gave her a lingering, seductive look, and she smiled before sinking back into the tub, already resigned to my leaving.

I hadn’t come here hoping to get tangled up with anyone. My plans to stay in New York for a few more months were going to have to be postponed anyway, since I’d finally managed to buy a property I’d had my eye on for a long time.

The negotiations had dragged on for months. The owner was stubborn as hell, but the important thing was that this place was going to be the address of the hottest nightclub in Chicago.

With a solid chain of restaurants and clubs already established in several cities, I’d even thought about settling down in Manhattan. After all, Wyn was building a name for itself, and it drew a great crowd.

But I still worried about my grandfather, even though we’d been distant lately.

Ross Mayaf was getting more and more obsessed with the idea of seeing me married, and the only way I could think to talk him out of it was to keep my distance. Not just that—I’d also ignored his phone calls and every attempt he’d made to reach me.

He needed to understand this was serious. I had no desire to tie myself down, especially to someone I didn’t feel a damn thing for.

I had a fast-paced life, and I wasn’t planning to change my status anytime soon—least of all because someone was forcing it on me.

Since my grandfather raised me, I took every piece of advice and every lesson he gave me with respect and gratitude, becoming the sharp businessman he’d taught me to be. His empire was built on the jewelry market, then expanded into other kinds of investments. I admired him immensely and intended to handle my inheritance responsibly. But as long as he was still running the companies, I’d stay in the entertainment business—the thing I actually loved doing.

So much so that tonight I still had a meeting with a guy who would likely be the manager of my new Chicago club. He had excellent references and knew everyone in the industry.

We’d agreed to meet at my restaurant, and before I left the hotel, I shot him a text letting him know I was on my way.

My bodyguard and driver, Bill, was already waiting for me, and he let out one of those deep belly laughs when he saw me climb into the back seat.

“That one set you up real nice,” he said as we merged into New York’s chaotic traffic.

“Yeah, well, same as all the rest. She only got a few hours of my attention.”

Aside from driving me everywhere and handling my security, Bill also drank with me in his spare time, and he was a sharp man. He knew exactly when a woman was coming at me with some kind of agenda, and he’d noticed that one had been showing up at my restaurant right when I was there, trying to catch my attention by any means necessary.

Until she did.

The problem was she thought she’d get more than that.

“I’ll be in the back if you need me,” he said when we arrived.

I nodded and walked between the tables, which were already nearly full.

Wyn was a great spot for happy hour. Specializing in wine and contemporary food, with an award-winning chef who drew in heavy traffic. But since I wouldn’t be staying in the city, I’d been training the manager well so he could handle everything on his own.

I’d always been meticulous about every choice I made. The food and entertainment world had a demanding crowd—people who wanted the best—and that’s exactly what I gave them.

“Good evening, Max,” I greeted the man waiting for me at a table in the back of the restaurant.

“Good evening, Mr. Mayaf.”

We both sat down, and he immediately started talking about his experience. Max had managed hot clubs in Los Angeles, Miami, and Dubai, but he was looking for a change of scenery. A mutual friend had told him about my interest in opening a club in Chicago.

He talked about what he’d seen, about market trends from his last trip to Europe, and threw out some ideas I listened to carefully—because he actually seemed to know what he was talking about.

“Trust me, a club like that needs sexy dancers hanging in cages. That’s what people want to see—especially tourists.”

Chicago was the third most visited city in the United States, behind only New York and Los Angeles, so whatever appealed to tourists had to be on the table. But I still wasn’t sure what kind of club I wanted to build.

“I’ll think about everything you suggested, and we’ll talk again.”

“Sounds good. If you go with the girls, I know where we can get some excellent dancers.”

I nodded, and we said our goodbyes.

I still had a few more people to talk to, but Max was already at the top of the list. That was a relief, but I still had a lot to think about.

My weakness for women told me that having hot, nearly naked dancers in my club would be great for business. But it would also be one hell of a distraction for me. So I’d have to weigh every suggestion from tonight before I made a decision.

I hoped that by the time I had to go to Chicago in a few weeks, this would already be sorted out.

When I got to my apartment a few hours later, I was exhausted, but eager to start putting my plans into motion.

Before bed, I traded messages with a few girls I’d been flirting with and lined up possible dates for the following week.

Single life was incredibly satisfying, and still, my grandfather insisted on trying to marry me off to some woman.

I got chills just imagining that situation. I hoped he’d get that crazy idea out of his head as soon as possible.

I knew myself too well. I knew it’d be easier for Jesus to come back to Earth than for Zen Mayaf to walk down the aisle, and the sooner my beloved grandfather accepted that, the better it would be for our relationship. I really didn’t want to have to keep my distance forever.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5
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Milena

I WAS SITTING IN MR. Manolo’s office, studying the decor of his room while I waited for him to come in with my week’s pay.

Both he and his wife had nice offices, but modest. They knew the value of the money they earned and weren’t the type to throw it around.

Their kids went to good schools, they took one trip abroad every year—usually during the children’s school break—and they seemed to live a comfortable life.

I knew this because he liked to encourage us, telling us that all our hard work would pay off one day, since he’d started from the bottom too and made something of himself.

Obviously he wasn’t a billionaire like Ross Mayaf, but that didn’t make his story any less admirable.

“How are things at Mr. Mayaf’s house?” my boss asked as he walked into the office.

He was wearing a white shirt, black pants, and suspenders.

In the last few months I’d noticed that his hair, which had been gray, had magically turned black—same with his mustache. The girls said he must be using some kind of dye to cheat his age.

“The house is big, so it’s a lot of work, but I’m managing.”

I’d been working at the mansion for three weeks now, and that place had become one of my favorite jobs. I loved the way Glenda valued my work, and especially the easy, unforced conversations with that lonely old man.

Lately, whenever he spotted me nearby, he’d ask me to help find a book, scan a document, and last Friday he had me draft an email because he couldn’t remember where he’d put his glasses.

Obviously he knew how to do all those things himself, but with the strong medication he was on, he was afraid of writing something stupid or making a mistake in the text.

From the looks Glenda gave me, I could tell she was happy that Mr. Mayaf had me as an option to help him with the computer—which was the housekeeper’s worst nightmare.

She helped him out of politeness, but it was clear she wasn’t comfortable and was terrified of messing something up.

Everyone in that house treated me well and with respect. Even crazy Ashley—I’d gotten used to her by now. Since we were almost the same age, conversation always flowed easily. The only problem was that she still talked nonstop and loved asking embarrassing questions and making awkward comments. All things considered, I liked her, and her chattering made the time go faster.

“Great, the housekeeper had nothing but good things to say about you,” he said as he tucked some papers into his desk drawer and counted out the money to pay me.

“Oh, I’m happy working for them too.”

Mr. Manolo asked a few more routine questions, then paid me, and finally I was able to leave his office to meet up with Selma.

I stood in front of the company waiting for my friend, but the moment I stepped outside, a cold wind hit me. Chicago winters were brutal, and in a few days I’d have to pull my coat out of the closet.

Selma showed up soon after, and we headed for the train station that would take us to our neighborhood. Whenever we could, we rode together.

“I can’t decide if I should put my hair up or leave it down tomorrow,” she said as we walked through downtown.

“Better leave it down. It’s too cold to have your neck exposed.”

We caught the train at the nearest station. While she talked about the party decorations, the rich men who might be invited, and all the tasty food that would be served, my eyes wandered beyond the window.

I spotted a mother talking on her phone while impatiently dragging a kid by the arm. Past her, I saw an old man walking calmly, carrying all the patience that rushed mother was missing.

I kept watching people and scenes until my eyes caught a familiar face in passing. I fixed my gaze on that figure, but he’d already turned away, and all I could see was his tattooed arm.

The design—a circle with a cross through the middle—gave me a jolt of déjà vu, and I found myself wondering if it was really him or just a hallucination triggered by that tattoo.

Before panic could hit me, I took a deep breath and tried to convince my mind that it was just an unfortunate coincidence, and that this foggy part of my past was behind me.

I turned my attention back to Selma, and little by little, my heartbeat returned to normal.

“You’re acting weird. Spacey,” Selma said suddenly.

We’d already reached our neighborhood, and this time she convinced me to grab a hamburger.

The diner was decorated in a 1950s style, with booth seats strategically placed by the windows. Lots of stuff hung on the walls, and the smell of frying mixed with the aroma of coffee and other foods.

“I’m tired. These days at Mr. Mayaf’s house have been good for my wallet, but my body’s starting to complain.”

It wasn’t a complete lie. I was exhausted, and it was better for her to think that was why my head was so foggy.

“I bet. From what you told me, the place is huge,” she said, ordering a Coke from the waitress passing by our table.

“Yeah. A huge house with a filthy rich old man. But what’s the point of having all that if you’re the loneliest person I’ve ever met?”

“Right, you told me. And the hot grandson never showed up?”

Ashley was the only person I talked to about Zen, and she built him up so much that she made me genuinely curious.

She never got tired of saying how gorgeous and masculine he was, with the biggest dick she’d ever seen.

At first I figured they’d slept together, but she immediately confessed that he had a habit of walking around his suite naked, and more than once she’d caught him without a stitch of clothing.

“I don’t think so. If he had shown up, that chatterbox Ashley would have told me. That girl talks a mile a minute.”

“And the housekeeper doesn’t care?”

“She usually doesn’t see it. Sometimes I get the feeling Ashley talks so much to me because I’m the only one who lets her say whatever she wants.”

“Makes sense, but keep your eyes open. If she talks about the bosses to you, she can talk about you to other people. You know how it works.”

Selma was absolutely right, and since I thought the same way, I kept my eyes wide open. I still didn’t know who I could trust in that house, so staying neutral with the rest of the staff was a good strategy.

Still, Ashley spent some weekends at her aunt’s house in a neighborhood close to mine, and it was pretty likely our interactions would end up turning into friendship. She was single, always inviting me out, and sometimes I even felt like enjoying Chicago’s nightlife, but caution always guided me, and I ended up turning down her invitations.

That’s why, minutes later, when I saw a message from her inviting me to a party, I said I was dead tired and that we’d plan to go another day.

“I think you should go,” Selma said when I told her about Ashley’s invitation.

“And risk getting caught by immigration? No way.”

My biggest fear was being deported. Even after everything I’d been through in the United States, I refused to go back to Brazil, so I didn’t screw around.

“There are illegal people working in bars and clubs, and nothing happens to them. Stop being scared,” she encouraged.

If there was one thing I admired about Selma, it was her courage. She seemed afraid of nothing, and that reminded me that I used to be like that once. I believed anything was possible, and only woke up to reality after crashing hard.

“Even if I had a Green Card and were the richest woman in Chicago, today all I’d want is my bed,” I joked.

She gave up when our food arrived, and we both devoured our burgers and fries, along with the Coke.

After paying, I gave Selma some advice, because there was a good chance she’d fall for some slick talker at tomorrow’s party. My friend was dazzled by the possibility of changing her life and could easily end up in a trap.

She listened patiently, and then we each headed home. But only when I stepped into my tiny apartment did I allow myself to think about the man I’d seen on the street.

Was it possible he was in Chicago? Even worse—was he after me?

The thought of reliving that kind of doubt made me anxious, tense, with my bones aching from worry.

That didn’t erase my exhaustion, though, so I decided to take a shower. Maybe the hot water would wash those dark thoughts away.
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“MAY I COME IN?”

I turned around and came face to face with the only rich person who treated me like an equal.

“I’m almost done. Just a couple more minutes.”

Mr. Mayaf smiled and watched me finish tidying up the bathroom.

After a whole weekend of resting and studying, I felt my energy was renewed.

“You’re very meticulous, Milena,” he said, and I felt proud knowing he liked my work.

“Thank you. I’m done here, if you’d like to use it...” I said, standing up and gathering my cleaning supplies.

As I passed him, he patted me twice on the back.

“Thank you, dear.”

Ross Mayaf was an intriguing old man. In our conversations, he talked about the weather and how he loved sunny days; but then he’d always praise the beauty of rain or a gray afternoon. Maybe age made him see beauty in life’s simple things, and that fascinated me.
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