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It was an early afternoon at the Sunset Princess. The traffic rushed by, taking little note of the fading business. A woman in her sixties wearing a plastic visor, apron, and tennis shorts pushed a housekeeping cart over the concrete sidewalks with a disenchanted look on her weathered face. 

The hotel’s only extended stay resident was the subject of her discontent on nearly a daily basis. The tenant in number seven was nothing like the number seven. She was not as lucky as the number seven suggests, and she was seldom awake before sunset. 

She never answered the door. When she did, she was usually rude or sometimes verbally abusive. Yet her eccentricities were met with tolerance by the owner.

For all her misfortune, tenant number seven belonged in room thirteen. Jill “Goldie” Jenkins pushed a cart filled with over-bleached towels, cleaning supplies, cheaply packaged soaps and a delivery towards room number seven with a look of annoyance on her face.

The sun promised the heat that would eventually radiate from the sidewalk and increase the algae growth in the pool. The owner, Joe Kennedy, couldn’t afford the pool maintenance bill, making it one less thing for Goldie to worry about. 

She paused to straighten a pair of bleached plastic flamingos next to the walkway. She noted the faded taupe paint on the side of the stucco building as she made her way to the last stop on her house cleaning to-do list. 

The Sunset Princess used to be the only hotel with easy access from the highway. It was once a gem of a place, but now it had to compete with newer establishments with modern amenities. It was tired and unappreciated.

It was a large sprawling place that was expensive on upkeep. Early in its history, a restaurant with a stage for musicians and dinner theater had been built to entertain the patrons. It was once the centerpiece of the hotel. It stretched upward ambitiously, taller than the rest of the place. 

Large windows covered the building. It once looked stunning at night when the lights were on and people passed through its doors seeking a night of entertainment. Palm trees were planted in front. Spotlights gave the place a dreamy atmosphere. The Doric columns in front were regal and matched the hotel’s name.

But all were long since neglected and there was nothing regal about the Sunset Princess anymore. Any repairs were done cheaply. The bar and kitchen were closed and the lights were shut off and forgotten. 

Now it was the one part of the hotel that suffered from delusions of grandeur. It was a haunting relic of a forgotten time in the hotel’s memory when it was once great. 

The rest of the hotel was discounted. To compensate for the maintenance bill, the hotel’s owner began to offer discounted weekly rates.

Though the extended stay tenants helped pay the bills, Goldie still had to complete the housekeeping by herself. Just before number seven, there was an area where the concrete had disintegrated.

Goldie lifted the cart so she wouldn’t get the wheel stuck in a pothole only to see the rear wheel get caught in another hole. She walked around the cart and lifted it out of the hole and pulled, cussing at the unfairness of having to work in such conditions.

It was all an act because she would rather be working than not. If the place didn’t start filling up soon, she might be retiring earlier than planned.

She stopped before door number seven, and knocked briskly.

“Housekeeping, Ms. McCall!” Goldie called.

As usual, the discreet Do Not Disturb sign with gold lettering was wrapped around the doorknob. It was ordered especially for her partly because Mr. Kennedy didn’t spare any expense when it came to the comfort of his best customer. 

It was also ordered to warn strangers away from room seven. As she waited for the answer that would not arrive, Goldie opened a cardboard box on the cart labeled with a number seven. She was fascinated by the contents. 

She caught the scent of luxury shampoos, herbal facial products and body soaps created by the most elite of salons and spas. There were supplies for manicures and facials. An assortment of at least ten nail polishes and coordinating lipsticks were included in the collection. Preferring the glamorous look, Ms. McCall adored red and metallic tones. 

There were two quarts of vodka keeping the exorbitant beauty supplies company. They were so familiar in number seven’s delivery that Goldie didn’t even raise an eyebrow. She sifted through the expensive cosmetics one more time before closing the box. 

Mesmerized by the scandal of a rich bitch living in a seedy hotel, Goldie was perplexed by tenant number seven and her decadent tastes. There was something missing from her order.

Cora McCall didn’t request Tylenol or aspirin on her shopping list. Certainly, she must have a colossal headache from the vodka she drank night after night. Goldie shook her head and rolled her eyes cynically.

Maybe she’s into something stronger that only her dealer can provide. Lucky number seven’s all you can drink hangover combo. She laughed out loud at her own inside joke and began to bang on the door again.

“Ms. McCall, I’m going to have to use my key again! Hope you don’t mind!" she called.

As she waited, she thought more about Cora’s conundrum. It was weird how Ms. McCall simply didn’t visit the salon or spa because she certainly could afford it. She didn’t have a car. In fact, no car had ever pulled into the parking lot with her in it, not even a taxi. 
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Goldie found it ironic that Ms. McCall spent most of her life drinking booze and sleeping through her hangovers. If she had enough cash to pay for the best things, why not spend the day at the spa? Why didn’t she hire a driver or at least check herself into rehab?

She was curious why the fancy Ms. McCall lingered at the Sunset Princess. What did Joe’s fading hotel have to offer that the Hilton didn’t? Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. Maybe Joe’s hotel has services that the expensive chains don’t.

“Shady services," Goldie muttered to herself, and knocked louder. 

She pulled a key from her tropical print apron. She prepared for the part of the job she resented the most. Cora McCall spent her days in bed, and she seldom cooperated with Goldie when she wanted to clean. She never knew what to expect from the hotel’s laziest extended stay resident, and today was no different.

“This place has gone to seed," she muttered as she prepared to awaken Cora from her beauty sleep. She knocked loudly on the fading coral painted door and gave Cora a final courtesy warning.

“Ms. McCall! Housekeeping!” Goldie paused before using her key to enter. It wasn’t her usual policy to walk in but this morning Joe reminded her to check on Cora. She took a deep breath and pushed the key into the lock and turned the knob. A blade of daylight entered the dark room.

“I’m coming in, Ms. Cora. You know I have to clean your room at least once a week. You’re out of towels, shampoo and soap. Joe ordered everything you wanted. I’ve got a really nice delivery for you here," she walked into the overly cool room and turned down the air conditioning.

The room smelled of cigarettes and booze. Goldie coughed and began to open one of the drapes, uncaring that Ms. McCall wouldn’t like the sunshine coming into the room or if it aggravated her usual hangover.

She jumped when Cora sat up in bed. She was a long-legged woman in her late twenties. Her head of pale blonde hair was doused in sweat and plastered to her face on one side. Goldie was alarmed at how pale she was. Sickly or not, she was most definitely angry.

“Shut the damn curtains, Goldie! Can’t you see I don’t feel good?” Cora shouted, rolling out of bed and rapidly rushing to the bathroom. She could hear vomiting noises from the bathroom. 

Goldie shut the curtains and turned on a lamp. She shook her head as she surveyed the scene. She immediately felt regretful disturbing someone so ill, and tried to apologize.

“I’m only trying to help Ms. Cora. Don’t you think you should get out of this room once in a while?" she said, adjusting her transparent green sun visor, a souvenir from the first vacation she and her deceased husband took to Florida. 

Since she hadn’t gained any weight since the eighties, she still wore the same clothing. She gulped when she didn’t hear anything from the bathroom, worried that Cora was strangling on her own vomit or had passed out.

She was startled for the second time when a dark shadow hurried past. She sighed in relief when she realized it was only Cora crawling back into bed. She shielded her eyes from the sliver of daylight remaining. Her annoyed face became placid.

“I appreciate your concern, Goldie. It’s just that I have such a terrible migraine. The light makes it worse," she smiled wanly. Goldie was relieved she had a small bottle of Tylenol in her apron.

“Thank you for understanding, Ms. Cora. I’ll leave a couple Tylenol by the sink. You know, my mother used to get awful migraines, used to have to stay in bed all day. You should see a doctor. He may be able to prescribe something for you," Goldie told her. 

Cora looked confused as if the concept of medicine wasn’t on her mind. She closed her eyes and smiled briefly, as if remembering something. It always amazed Goldie how sparkling white her teeth were. Cora’s dental work must have been expensive. She waved her hand dismissively.

“Do what you usually do. Go ahead and put my things away. I’m going back to sleep," she said softly, pulling the covers over her head.
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Three empty vodka bottles sat on the dresser that Goldie disposed of. She put the new bottles by the sink and refilled her ice bucket for her. She replaced the two glasses with watered down vodka with fresh clean ones. 

Cora never left any food packaging behind, and the microwave appeared unused. Her diet seemed to be mainly alcohol. When she wasn’t drinking alone in her room, she was sleeping. Goldie couldn’t figure why she chose to drink her life away in room seven.

She didn’t understand why Joe didn’t tell Cora to leave. Her train had left the track long ago. Whenever Goldie brought up eviction, Joe smiled.

“Ms. McCall pays in advance. She stays. We’re just going to have to look out for her," he said. It didn’t matter what the owner said, Goldie didn’t have to like it.

“Ms. McCall, my shift ends in two hours. I promised Joe I would clean this room today and get you some supplies. You know you are Joe’s most valued customer, and we want to keep you comfortable," she said.

At the mention of Joe, Cora relaxed. It was a good thing, because there was something about Cora McCall that made her uneasy.

“Okay, Goldie, I hope you don’t mind if I sleep," Cora replied in a sleepy voice.

“Since you’re in bed, you’ll have to make it yourself," Goldie told her.

“Fine!” Cora told her, pulling her pillow over her head. Moments later, Goldie heard her snores. She shook her head, amazed at how carelessly Cora slept her days away.

“I’ll leave you a fresh set of sheets," Goldie said, placing the clean white sheets on the dresser.

Goldie finished her work of replacing the damp towels with fresh ones and cleaning the toilet. She emptied the ashtrays and collected Cora’s dirty clothing. The usual twenty dollar bill plus a tip was left in an envelope by the sink. 

When she saw the extra ten dollar bill, she smiled. She had to admit that even though the woman passed out in the queen size bed was a handful, at least she didn’t mind giving out a bit extra for the service. Those tips added to her income. Goldie forgave her until the next time she didn’t answer the door.

Cora was steadily giving Goldie a raise. When she first moved in, there was only a five dollar bill in the envelope and now there was a ten. Goldie was coming to rely on Cora’s tips, so she felt concerned for her destructive behavior. 

Shaking her head, she left the woman and her demons to her rest, hoping that somewhere in her slumber she was at peace. She tucked the tip in her brassiere and closed the door on Cora McCall and room seven. She still had some words for Joe Kennedy.

“What is this place, Joe? A flop house or a hotel?” Goldie complained. Joe motioned for her to be quiet while he was on the phone. She placed her hands on her hips and avidly listened to his conversation.

“Yes, Mr. Haggarty, the Sunset Princess attracts tourists year round. It’s located in a prime location. We’ve already established everything. It would be a great business opportunity for you ...” 

Goldie dropped her broom in shock. After Joe hung up the phone, she stomped her feet.

“Joe, you can’t sell the Sunset Princess! Get it out of your head!" she shouted. He shrugged, looking more like a golfer than Joe Kennedy in his plaid pants and white polo shirt.

“Goldie, this hotel needs someone with some money to invest in it. I’ve been trying to get it off the ground for years, and it still hasn’t given me any return on my investment. This place is underwater!" he said in frustration.

“But you were just saying how you were thinking about renovating the arcade to bring in the tourists! You can’t just give up, Joe," she pleaded, thinking of how difficult it would be for someone her age to find a job. 

Not to mention she had Cora to think about. It struck her as odd how one minute the Sunset Princess seemed like a hopeless dead end, yet the threat of its loss made her feel desperate.
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“You just called this place a flop house, and now all the sudden you can’t part with it? Which is it Goldie?" he asked. Goldie wished she never would have complained. She may have added to his decision to sell the place.

“Listen Joe, I know I complain a lot, but this place is still like home to me, and —” Goldie stammered, trying to convince Joe she was all bark and no bite. 

“I’ll try to persuade the new owners to keep you on," he told her.

“Your generous offer will come in handy when I end up in the unemployment line," she snapped. As he frowned, a smoking car pulled into the parking lot. With a shudder and a gasp, the car stalled. 

When he saw the expensive BMW stranded at his hotel, he wondered what fate had in store. Three people exited the vehicle. The first was a very well dressed tourist, his vacation uniform straight out of a catalog. 

His bald head was sunburned, and he had a disappointed look on his face. As a former vacationer himself, Joe knew the look of the worn out husband who falsely expected the drive to Florida to be easier than it was in reality.

“Look at the snowbirds Joe. By the look of that car, I’m guessing they’re probably loaded. Maybe our luck is changing," Goldie said, her face taking on a crafty look. Joe rolled his eyes.

The traveler’s wife was the next person to exit the vehicle. Clutching a tan leather bag, she slammed the door and fanned the car’s fumes away from her face disdainfully. She had large dark sunglasses and bobbed hair. 

Her face had a pinched look, her mouth a slash amidst wrinkles. There was plenty of foundation on her face, but it wasn’t concealing her age at all. 

The third person out of the vehicle appeared to be the twenty-something son, out for one last family vacation with the folks before finally leaving the nest. He was a good looking kid, the type who wouldn’t have trouble finding a lady if he wasn’t so wet behind the ears. 

His dark hair was kind of long, but it wasn’t filled with gel or cut weird. He looked college bound in his preppy clothes. Joe had a hunch about the boy. This kid isn’t heading for college just yet. He’s looking for someone.

He reminded Joe of his own more fearless days before worry crept into his mind with every bill he received. Joe could tell as the three well dressed travelers approached the office that he was going to make some money. 

He hoped it would be enough to satiate his creditors for the time being. He gave the older gentleman his most neighborly smile.

“Good afternoon and welcome to the Sunset Princess. I’m sorry for your car trouble. Are you in need of a room?" he offered, trying to sound as classy as possible, but the sweat on his brow was less than professional. The man’s smile was tense, and he looked exhausted.
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