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      About the book

      One morning in December, Teddi Reynolds wakes up to a life that isn’t hers.

      She’s married to Jaden Phillips — her brilliant, insufferable rival who has spent years making her feel invisible at work. She has a twelve year old stepdaughter she never saw coming. Her best friend won’t return her calls. And there’s a dog. A large, adoring, relentless dog. Teddi can barely keep a succulent alive.

      None of it makes sense. None of it is what she chose.

      But somewhere between the chaos of the holiday season and the quiet moments she never expected — a girl who needs more than Teddi thinks she can give, a man who might not be who she always assumed — she begins to wonder if the life she’s been handed is trying to tell her something about the one she left behind.

      She has until Christmas Day to find out.
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      Teddi Reynolds knew something was wrong that December morning when she turned in her bed and her nose brushed against something warm and furry.

      She didn’t do furry.

      The décor in her apartment was sleek and minimal. Her bedsheets a smooth, soft cotton; the blanket a cool sleek burgundy. Her pillows medium softness. She liked comfort but didn’t like being too comfortable.

      So the furry feel against her nose made Teddi pause. When she reached her hand up to brush it away (perhaps some interior lining had escaped from her blanket?) her hand touched something solid. Furry, solid and warm.

      Her eyes flew open and she saw the rump of an animal. An animal! A brown, shaggy haired animal! What was it doing in her bed? She didn’t have a pet.  Her heart began to race as she cautiously let her gaze shift from the creature to survey the room.

      Certainly not hers. Somebody else’s.  No way would she claim this shabby place as her own. The side table next to the bed was made of a darker wood in a shade that violently clashed with the bed’s headboard, which became an equally violent insult to the overstuffed armchair in the corner. She felt as if she’d fallen asleep in the middle of a yard sale. She didn’t know anybody who lived with such a lack of taste. She had one friend (her only friend if she were being honest) who owned a cat and had just bought a new dining set that she made sure matched the wainscoting in the room (the cat matched it too, her friend had once owned a sweet calico but had decided to give it to her brother since the cat clashed with the couch pillows). Teddi had acquaintances but had never been to their homes. No point really. It was easier to maintain relationships when you kept people at a suitable distance.

      But she’d woken up in someone else’s  guest bedroom. This was too close for comfort. So, how had she gotten here?

      She didn’t remember drinking anything last night.  There had been an office party. Yes, she remembered that. A holiday party. Bad jokes, okay food and a chance for better projects, if she flattered the right people. She didn’t drink at office parties. She was too aware of herself to let herself get loose. She’d chatted, watched Director Madeline Delacroix work the room with a social grace and skill Teddi both envied and admired.

      She didn’t even remember if she’d been enjoying herself. She didn’t usually take stock of things like that. Enjoyment and happiness where ridiculous metrics on which to base one’s life. She just did what was necessary to get to the next step. Her boss wanted her at the party, she attended, smiled and then...

      She’d caught sight of Jaden Phillips, handing a cranberry feta pinwheel to a sitting colleague who’d sprained their ankle on a skiing trip. She didn’t want to catch his eye, but no, too late, he glanced over at her from across the room. She knew what would happen next, he wouldn’t smile or nod in acknowledgment like someone with a semblance of good manners.

      Phillips didn’t care about manners. He’d look at her as if she were as appetizing as ringworm then shift his gaze to something he deemed more important.

      It always seemed to happen in mere seconds. Their eyes would meet (unintentionally on her part, probably intentionally on his) and Teddi would feel a zing of irritation course through her body like acid as Phillips’ dark gaze calculated all her flaws in one sweeping glance then dismissed her in a glance equally cutting, as if she didn’t matter at all.

      To her disgust, that moment at the holiday party—amid the chatter, the scent of oranges and cloves, the sound of Mariah Carey singing “All I Want for Christmas Is You”—their eyes met, but he didn’t look away.

      Neither did she. She wouldn’t be intimidated by him. Only hours before he’d insulted Teddi’s intelligence by implying she was an idiot for helping Alena on a project. No, she wouldn’t look away so she held his gaze.

      And then… And then what?  Then the rest wasn’t even a blur. It had been completely erased.

      Why couldn’t she remember?

      Teddi sat up and the furry creature beside her stretched out its long legs and yawned, before turning its head and offering her a goofy grin. It looked like a mix of a golden retriever and greyhound—long and slender with lots of hair with the bright, happy brown gaze of a puppy.

      It rolled on its back as if expecting a belly rub. “Sorry, don’t know you well enough,” Teddi said and shifted away from the shaggy dog and sidled out of bed. The dog made a sound of disappointment but fell on its side and didn’t get up. It didn’t seem to mind her rejection as it watched her, undisturbed by her behavior.

      “It’s nothing personal,” Teddi said, wondering why she felt guilty for not offering the dog even a brief pat on the head. “I just need to figure out what’s going on. Where your real owner is and how I get home.” She glanced down at her clothes. She wore a cotton nightie with images of tiny Christmas trees and candy canes. She didn’t wear nighties. She liked loose pajama bottoms and a tank top. Or a long t-shirt. And if she had to wear a nightie, she wouldn’t have chosen one that looked like it was better suited to a five year old.

      She reached for the side table to get her mobile.

      It wasn’t there.

      Her heart pounded so hard it hurt. She didn’t have a phone? Had she dropped it? Teddi bent down and scanned the floor. She fell to her knees and checked under the bed. She searched under the chair cushion.

      Nothing.

      She stood and slowly turned, her bare feet registering the cool flooring, trying to get her barrings. She was in a strange place without her mobile phone: the lifeline with all her contacts. So even if she found a landline to use, it would prove useless because she didn’t remember the numbers of anyone who could help her. Could it get any worse?

      Teddi raced over to the closet desperate to change out of her ridiculous nightie. She would get dressed and find her way home. But first she had to get out of this house. She opened the closet and nearly screamed at the sight before her.

      Yes, it could get worse.

      Nothing in the closet belonged to her. She frantically went through the hangers, the metal hooks scrapping along the wooden rod, clicking together like an adding machine. She didn’t see any of her clothes. Not for work, not for weekends not even gym clothes. Instead  more patterned designs insulted her eyes in an array of sweatshirts and trousers, jeans, loose slacks, T-shirts, and large long-sleeved shirts.

      She grimaced at the sight but at least she knew the clothes would fit. True disaster would have been if she’d stumbled onto the closet of a woman with a twenty-seven inch waist and a B cup. Large would work.

      Teddi grabbed the jeans and a top and pulled them on surprised to notice that she wore jewelry—a ring on her finger and a black and silver anklet—which wasn’t like her (she wasn’t one for jewelry), but she’d figure them out later. Unfortunately, the jeans proved too tight around her hips and the scoop neck top fell so low she ended up being all-cleavage. She softly swore reminding herself she didn’t have time to complain because her only focus was finding something to wear and getting out of here. She grabbed the sweatsuit—green velour, god help her—and put them on instead. They worked.

      She turned and saw a schedule on the wall. A cleaning schedule.

      Wait. She was in the housekeeper’s room? That made things even stranger. She wasn’t in someone’s spare room, she had displaced someone else’s housekeeper?

      Then an awful thought struck. She understood why she was in this room, why she had a closet of clothes that didn’t quite fit: She’d died and gone to hell.

      Teddi slowly shifted her gaze back to the shaggy dog half expecting it to suddenly jump up, stand on its four large paws and face her while flames burned in its brown eyes before it began to speak in a booming, deep voice. But, instead, the dog had gone back to sleep with its paws in the air and its head flopped to one side as if still patiently waiting for a belly rub.

      It looked stupidly adorable.

      Teddi shook her head, annoyed that she’d been distracted. Stop focusing on the dog! She had to think. Think.

      She walked over to the partially opened bedroom door and pressed her hand against it. It felt normal, no heat signaling the fiery pit of purgatory. She cautiously opened it. There were no flames on the other side. It looked like a  normal hallway. She felt something hit the back of her shin and glanced down, startled to find the dog at her side.

      “You’re as quiet as a ghost.”

      The dog blinked.

      “I bet you’re hungry. Just lead the way then.”

      The dog nudged her shin again. “I don’t understand. I’m sorry.” She patted its head and that satisfied it enough to trot down the hall past two other closed doors then up the stairs.

      Up. The. Stairs. So she was on a lower level. Somewhere.

      Teddi left the bedroom and crept up the steps to the partially opened door at the top, her heart pounding. What would happen when she reached the main level? The dog didn’t give her much time to ponder before it pushed its body through the crack, making the door swing wide open. She froze, listening for sounds of voices or movements.

      She didn’t hear anything.

      The dog returned and stared at her as if to say: Come on. What’s wrong with you?

      Teddi took a deep breath and stepped up into the main house.

      The upper level was like walking into a dream.  Golden- colored paper stars lined the hallway, which she followed to a beautiful, stylish living room where the occupants had brought the feel of the Caribbean to this chilly day. Natural wood accents complemented the sight of live peace lilies and snake plants. On a far wall she noticed an original linoleum print by Jamaican artist Albert Huie.

      Large windows allowed light to stream in, warm and welcoming, with a slightly orange tinge that signalled afternoon rather than early morning. She noticed a fireplace with bright, festive red and white cards sitting along the black mantle and the scent of pine floating towards her from a decorated evergreen tree, laden with large gold and white ornaments. She then followed a string of unlit lights into the kitchen, which hosted a table with holiday themed place mats. She grabbed a pear from the fruit bowl on the table and ate it with a sigh.

      It was the kind of home she’d once dreamed about living in but instead she’d ended  up in someone else’s basement? How had that happened? She glanced at the clock on the stove and saw it was nearly twelve o’clock. She never slept that late! What was going on?

      The question left her thoughts when she heard something metal drop near her feet. She glanced down and saw a dog lead.

      She glanced at the hopeful, brown gaze of the shaggy dog and said, “I don’t have time to take you for a walk.” She quickly finished her pear and threw it away. “If you need to do your business there must be a doggy door.” She walked to the front of the house, but the large oak door didn’t provide an exit for the dog  so Teddi headed for the back of the house and was relieved to see a yard. She slid the glass door open, letting the December chill enter the house, and motioned to the grass.  “There you go.”

      The dog didn’t move. It looked up at her and waited.

      “I cannot...” She sighed and closed the door. Maybe she’d offered to take care of someone’s dog and house sit while they were away? Why couldn’t she remember anything? What was wrong with her? Perhaps a walk could help jog her memory.

      Teddi returned to the front of the house and opened the hall closet door. She paused, feeling as if she’d stumbled on the coats of the three bears (if bears wore coats). There was a selection of coats in different sizes: a large coat in a masculine style, a medium more feminine styled coat and a smaller coat suitable for a child. Something about the larger coat felt familiar but Teddi couldn’t place why and didn’t have time to wonder.

      She took one of the medium sized coats, surprised by how well it fitted, then put on the shoes that also, thankfully, fit before grabbing a scarf and gloves then attached the lead to the dog’s collar. She took the keys that were on the foyer table and opened the front door. “Let’s go.”

      She walked out of the house down the slightly curved driveway. Two other homes bracketed hers at a considerable distance with neatly lined shrubs and trees. She was a few yards from the house when a feeling of familiarity embraced her again. She’d been here before. This suburb in Willowbrook, Delaware. As a child living here had been a beautiful, out of reach fantasy for her ambitious, immigrant parents. Even after she’d gone up the corporate ladder, by thirty-two, home ownership in this area stayed stubbornly out of reach.

      In her spare time, Teddi liked to drive through the neighborhood with her friend, Andrea, and stare at 876 Meadowbrook Lane, a gorgeous colonial, planning how they’d afford it together. They’d live on the top floor and run their business from the lower level.

      She now knew what the interior looked like because 876 Meadowbrook Lane had been the house she’d woken up in.

      Her heart sank. That hadn’t changed. Someone else still owned her dream home.

      “Hey, Teddi,” a friendly voice from behind said. “Taking a day off work, huh?”
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      Teddi froze like a squirrel that had spotted a hawk. Perhaps if she didn’t move they wouldn’t see her. This was bad for two reasons: One, someone knew her and if they knew her and she wasn’t out of place, that meant two, she was supposed to be here.

      Teddi took a deep breath and slowly turned to see the smiling face of an attractive older woman, with cheeks as rosy as candied apples, walking a bulldog.

      “It’s so good to see you!” the woman continued. “It’s been ages! How are you? How’ve you been? The holidays can be so stressful, right? Were you able to get the poinsettias that I told you about? And that sale at ...oh gosh where was it?” She laughed. “I’ve got a mind like a sieve sometimes. The name’ll come to me the moment I get home and what good will that do us, right? Anyway, I’m sure it’s still on if you’re interested.”

      Teddi did not know who this friendly, chatty woman was. She’d never known anyone like her in her life. “Right...uh...how do y-you know me again?”

      The woman laughed heartily. “I know, it’s funny we hardly see each other. I feel like a stranger too. We have to make time to get together. The holidays can be so busy so I’ll call you in the New Year, okay?”

      She didn’t even know the woman’s name. “Um...sure. Do you⁠—”

      The woman’s mobile rang. She glanced at it, sighed. “Sorry, got to dash. Tell them I say hello.”

      Teddi watched the woman hurry away while her heart felt like it had been crushed by an anvil. She lived in this neighborhood as the hired help. It wasn’t a temporary job.

      Taking the day off work? Maybe walking the dog wasn’t one of her duties. She wondered who she worked for, she hoped they were a pleasant couple.

      Teddi turned to the dog that had a pink baby shoe in its mouth (where had that come from?). Its gaze was fixated on a squirrel snatching a piece of bread from a grackle. “Hey you, what am I doing?” The dog glanced up at her then back at the squirrel that had disappeared up into a maple. “Okay, you can’t speak, but maybe you could tell me something in a different way.” She knelt down and looked at the dog’s collar. She saw a name: Austin Reynolds-Phillips.

      Reynolds-Phillips? Hmm, that’s funny. Her name was Reynolds but the Phillips part made no sense. She knew a Phillips, but...no. Probably a strange coincidence.

      She stood up and sighed then said to the dog, “Do your business then it’s time to go home.”

      But the dog happily trotted along, firmly holding onto the pink shoe, with no indication it had to pee or poop and took Teddi to the main road where it turned around and headed back. She didn’t argue.

      Once they were back at the house she took off the lead and the dog looked at her expectant.

      “What now?” Teddi said.

      The dog left then came back with an empty food bowl.

      “It’s the afternoon. Are you sure that’s the schedule?”

      The dog placed the bowl at her feet.

      Teddi snatched the bowl up. “Why didn’t you have me do that first? I better not have to take you out again.” She walked into the kitchen. “Where would they keep the dog food? Was it wet or dry or both?”

      She opened the pantry, found a can so beautifully packaged that at first she wasn’t sure it was dog food.  Once she was certain it was meant to be consumed by the animal salivating in front of her, she showed the can to the dog and said, “Your parents must love you,” before she opened the can and scooped the contents of it into the bowl then refilled the water bowl.

      Now that she’d completed that task she had to plan. She noticed a calendar on the fridge marked with a school event and doctor’s appointment crossed out from the previous week, then she looked up and gasped. It said December and showed the image of a snow covered evergreen, but the year had to be wrong. She blinked. Read the year. Once. Twice.

      Impossible.

      She wasn’t in a parallel universe. She was five years in the future! How had that happened? She started to calculate all the possibilities but a note on the kitchen counter halted her whirring thoughts. It said: I’ll pick up the dry cleaning.

      Like the coat in the closet there was something oddly familiar about this handwriting.

      She knew this handwriting—aggressive, bold, infuriating.

      It only belonged to one man.

      But it couldn’t be.

      Teddi’s heart pounded with such forced she thought she’d collapse. She raced through the house to find further proof. But the holiday cards just said ‘Best regards’ from the sender and didn’t list the receivers’ names.

      And there were pictures of a child at different stages of development—baby, toddler, kindergartner but nothing much more...until…

      Until…

      Teddi turned and a saw a picture on a bookshelf. She knew the spot: Dunns River Falls.

      The child was no longer alone. A man crouched by her side, unsmiling, facing the camera. The child beamed at the camera clearly unaware that the man beside her was an ogre.

      Teddi placed the picture face down and took a deep breath trying not to be ill.

      She knew whose house it was.

      Her nemesis—Jaden Phillips.
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      At that moment Teddi Reynolds realized three things:

      She wasn’t in hell.

      She wasn’t stuck in a nightmare.

      She was trapped in a nightmare created in hell.

      Somehow, for some horribly cruel reason, she’d left her wonderful life and become Jaden Phillips’ housekeeper.

      Teddi paced the kitchen, chewing her bottom lip. She imagined a possible scenario of how it had happened.

      The business she’d tried to start with her friend, Andrea, must have failed and she’d been unable to get her job back and couldn’t find work because she’d been blacklisted and over a five year period she’d lost her saving and apartment and Andrea had probably moved away and Teddi had been facing homelessness and the only person to offer her work was⁠—

      NOOOO!!

      It made no sense. She’d rather sell illegal substances, do piecemeal work. How could she have stooped so low as to be at Jaden Phillips’ beck and call?

      What must her parents think? Teddi slapped her cheeks and shook her head. She wouldn’t think about them. The fact that Phillips had been her only option of survival meant they’d washed their hands of her as she’d always been afraid they would.

      Tears briefly burned her eyes. She couldn’t believe she made such little money she couldn’t afford clothes that fit or even own a mobile phone.

      Teddi stopped in the middle of the kitchen, gripped her hands into fists and swore, startling the dog. “Sorry,” she said and the dog returned to its meal.

      She had to plan her escape.

      This was a nightmare, but she’d survived worse. Her grandmother had been a housecleaner and had worked two jobs to support herself and her dependent sister. At fifty-six her grandmother had left Jamaica (and her charmingly useless husband) and come to America. She created a small cleaning service that allowed her to buy a comfortable house and send money back for her younger children’s schooling and help her eldest daughter emigrate with her family. That was how Teddi had come to America with her parents and older brother at three years old. Teddi had helped her grandmother during her summer breaks in middle and high school because it beat staying home with  her critical parents and their perfect son.

      She was used to hard work. She’d find out how much money she’d saved in this hellish version of her future, and then plan her escape. She didn’t think Phillips would give her a reference, but she had skills. She would go into town and use the library there to see what opportunities she could find.

      Unless he  blacklisted her. Knowing Phillps that was completely possible. If no one would hire her she’d  be forced to leave town. Fine with her. She’d start fresh somewhere else far away. She’d never have to see him again.

      Teddi left the kitchen and returned to the living room. There were plenty more pictures on the bookshelf where she could gain clues, but she didn’t dare look at them and be reminded of who owned this lovely dream house.

      She never imagined Phillips owning a house. She always pictured him in some dark cave emerging from the earth’s depths to torture unsuspecting humans. But the house was annoyingly normal—beautiful actually. It hurt that Phillips owned what she’d always dreamed of having.

      She wouldn’t dwell on that. She’d clean and then disappear back downstairs before anyone came home. Fortunately, she knew when he got off work, so she had plenty of time left. She’d do what was on the chart.

      Teddi closed her eyes, clapped her hands and said, “Be with me, Grandma,” a prayer that had gotten her through many tough days.

      Unfortunately, Teddi was so busy making her way down the list (polish the furniture, dust the shelves, clean the pantry, vacuum the family and living rooms) she didn’t notice the lengthening shadows and time ticking past. She was vacuuming the hallway runner when she heard the front door open, felt the icy chill of a December wind and turned. Late evening sunlight shone behind a figure, casting it in shadow.

      The devil had walked through the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      He didn’t have lovely midnight-black hair, but rather a reddish brown mutation that in no way complimented his brown skin. He had cold, chisel-hard brown eyes and an unsmiling mouth with lips as thin as the edge of a ribbon strip. He wasn’t tall, he wasn’t elegant, and he was far from charming. Unfortunately, he was brilliant. He worked all hours, was  diligent, meticulous, ambitious, cunning. He’d already managed to steal two projects from her. His team cowed in his presence. He ruled by fear and intimidation. He was always critical of Teddi’s work, and, unfortunately, was right most of the time which annoyed her more. He was an aggravating specimen of a man who was rightfully arrogant. The type who was smarter than most people, knew it, and made sure others knew it too.

      The first time Teddi had met him, or rather the first time she’d spoken to him besides a brief courteous “hello” when they passed in the corridor, she’s been late to a crucial meeting.  After the meeting had finished, Phillips had stayed behind in the nearly empty conference room and said, “I’ll give you two years.”

      “Two years?” she asked, wondering if he was teasing her about being late.

      He nodded. “Yes, before you’re out of here. You’re bright but sloppy, coasting on peoples’ goodwill, but it won’t work here. It’s brutal.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      A grin as chilling as an Arctic storm touched his thin lips. “If you think that’s a threat, you won’t last a year.”

      Teddi proved him wrong, fueled by sheer spite. She hated her job, dreamed of leaving every day, wrote her resignation five times then deleted them soon after, but stayed the two years Phillips predicted she wouldn’t because she wanted to show him. Three years later and she was headed towards a promotion.

      At least she had been before she’d landed...here.

      She’d clearly done something wrong in her life because she was now in the devil’s lair working for him.

      The monster entered, December’s icy fingers stretching past him, touching the air with a chill, his ridiculously friendly hound beside him. He gripped a bunch of hangers over his shoulder—the dry cleaning. “What are you doing?” he said.

      Teddi braced herself for a slew of insults. Did she vacuum the rug wrong? Were the pictures not straight enough? Did she miss a spot of dust?  She wanted to tell him to close the door because it was freezing and then say, “What do you think I’m doing?”, but he was her boss now and source of income until she got a new position so she had to bide her time. She grit her teeth until her jaw ached then said, “I’m sorry ,was there something you wanted?”

      “I want to know what you’re doing.”

      His voice grated on her nerves, it was the same tone he’d used that had gotten a senior colleague fired, but he looked generally perplexed. Did she usually have a different routine? Perhaps he didn’t like seeing her when he got home? Perhaps she was supposed to be done and down in the dungeon—basement—by now. She couldn’t help that. She went behind him and closed the door, since clearly he’d forgotten how, then stood in front of him, trying to look as demure as she could muster—it wasn’t much—then she cleared her throat and said in a quiet voice, “I thought I’d try something new. I don’t want to get in your way.”

      “My way?”

      Why did he have to sound so perplexed? She was speaking English. And although she knew he was deaf in his right ear (if someone whispered or mumbled in it, he couldn’t hear them) he was facing her so that shouldn’t be a problem. Perhaps she’d spoken too softly. Teddi slightly raised her voice. “I don’t have time to talk, but I’m almost finished for the day.” She turned on the vacuum and it came to life with a satisfying roar, she gripped the handle and pushed it forward glad to have a reason to look away, but then the vacuum swiftly died.

      Teddi checked the buttons then realized he’d pulled the plug. They needed to get a newer cordless model. Was he being cheap?

      “Cut it out, nuh man,” she said using Jamaican patios, snatching the cord from him. She did her best imitation of her great-aunt Merleen and added, “I haffi do de rooms upstairs an⁠—”

      Phillips snatched the cord back, his eyes piercing hers like laser beams. He didn’t say a word, he didn’t have to. He wasn’t happy.

      She didn’t know who she was supposed to be. Would he fire her on the spot? Give her two weeks’ notice?

      “What’s wrong, TeddiBear?”

      She gaped at him. She must have misheard. Jaden Phillips  couldn’t have possibly just referred to her as some fuzzy, cute toy. If her situation hadn’t been so terrible she would have laughed.

      “I think you should lie down,” he said.

      “I’m fine.” she said.

      “You look tired.” He leaned in close. Teddi stepped away, annoyed that the faint scent of his cologne made her body come alive. It had to be disgust, although it felt suspiciously (horribly) like arousal. But she hated this man, everything about him. She stared at him. “What are you doing?”

      Phillips hesitated then said, “I was just going to kiss you ‘hello.’”

      “Kiss me...with your mouth?”

      He paused then said in a low voice, “Do you know another way?”

      Her stomach did somersaults. His tone was as intimate as foreplay. But that couldn’t be right. The thought of Phillips and sex didn’t belong together.  “No.”

      “Then...yes. I plan to kiss you with my mouth.”

      Teddi bristled. “Why?”

      He frowned. “Why not? I usually do.”

      “Really?” This time she laughed. He had to be teasing her. “Are you allowed to do that?”

      His frown deepened. “Allowed?”

      “Why would you even want to?” Teddi said then grabbed the front of her sweatsuit as a thought came to her. Was she also exchanging her body for the chance to live here?

      He narrowed his eyes. “Teddi⁠—”

      “I’m too tired to have sex tonight.”

      He blinked then slowly said, “Okay.” He scratched his forehead as if searching for words. “I...wasn’t asking for that.”

      “Then why would you want to kiss me?” Teddi said with a sniff. “It’s not like we’re married.”

      The expression on his face—a mixture of concern, surprise, uncertainty—made her mind drift to an impossible conclusion.  She held up her hands as if fending off a horrible sight. “No.” She shook her head. “No way.”

      She could take waking up with some dog’s rump in her face, sleeping in a housekeeper’s room, even being his housekeeper, but married to him? This man of all people in the universe? No way. That would be impossible. He was just joking with her.  Toying with the unbalanced power he had in the situation. He held her livelihood in his hand and could leave her with nothing. So she’d let him have his fun. She could take the teasing even though it made her burn with anger inside.

      Teddi folded her arms and waited for Phillips to take off his stern mask and replace it with the arrogant, superior sneer she’d grown used to and say, “Of course not. I’d never lower my superior standards to marry someone like you,”  And that would put this strange world back in order because he never would marry her—he hated her as much as she hated him.

      But he didn’t. Phillips patted her on the arm and said, “Get some rest.”

      That wasn’t an answer, but no way could she be… Teddi glanced down at her right hand. Every finger was bare. Thank God. “I’m not wearing a ring.”

      She met his gaze and he lifted a coolly superior brow, the one that always irritated her, and glanced at her other hand as if to silently say: Look again. And then she remembered what she’d seen when she’d changed after waking up.

      She shifted her gaze to her left hand and there it was—a wedding ring: its evil golden gleam gazing up at her, smugly triumphant. It wasn’t showy. It was small, light, but there all the same.

      Kill me now.

      Before Teddi could reply to his smug look, a blast of cold air filled the foyer and the excited voice of a child said, “I’ve got a new recipe I want to try! I think we have most of the ingredients, but I’ll have to check. I promise it won’t be as messy as last time.  And can we please get the glitter sprinkles this time, Mom?”

      “Who?”

      The dark-skinned child, who looked to be about eleven or twelve, continued to talk to a person who wasn’t there as she hung up her coat and took off her shoes. “Oh, hi, Dad. I’m so glad to be home,” she said, removing a red hat from a head full of brown boxed braids. “I can’t wait to get started on my new idea. I have to write it down.” She pushed her backpack against the wall with the side of her foot and raced past Teddi. “Can’t wait to show you later. Come on, Austin!” she called to the dog.

      Mom? Did the kid just say “Mom”? No. She wasn’t actually here. Teddi wasn’t actually in this place being called “Mom.” In seconds she’d open her eyes and be back in her apartment where everything made sense. She didn’t have a child and a dog and a⁠—

      Teddi felt the heavy weight of the devil’s hand on her arm. She could feel the heat of his fingers press through her sweatsuit. “Get some rest,” he said in a voice that was unnervingly tender. “You’ve been working too hard.” She looked at his left hand—under the hallway lights his wedding ring gleamed, bounding them together.
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      The dog followed her to the basement.

      It happily descended the stairs as if it were the most normal thing to do, while Teddi walked down the stairs holding onto the railing with a deathlike grip in an effort to keep herself from tumbling head first.

      This couldn’t be real.

      She would return to the shabby little basement room, crawl into bed, close her eyes and moments later “Poof” she’d wake up from all this.

      Teddi watched the dog saunter into the room then jump on the bed before it turned around and faced her as if expecting her to do the same.

      At least now she understood why the dog’s name was Reynolds-Phillips. She and that man were...a couple. She groaned in disgust and got into bed, burying herself under the covers.

      She couldn’t be married to him. Not him. Anyone but him.

      Teddi didn’t know how long she’d been bemoaning her fate when she heard a knock on the door. She froze. Perhaps if they thought she was asleep they’d go away.

      “Dinner’s ready,” a deep voice said.

      Ugh...his voice. She would have preferred the child. And his voice wasn’t a nice announcement. As always, his tone held a veneer of command. He might as well have said, Eat woman.

      “Thanks,” Teddi said determined to preserve her manners although he didn’t, “I’m not hungry.” That was a lie. She was starving, she could feel her stomach gnawing itself. Why hadn’t she thought to eat anything more than a pear? But she didn’t want to eat with them now. She wanted to stay in this room until she could make sense of her situation. Plan her escape.

      “Okay,” she heard him say.

      But she didn’t hear any footsteps.

      Was he still out there? Teddi crept to the door and cautiously opened it and met brown eyes as darkly mysterious as the depths of the ocean. That was another aspect of Phillips she hated. Because he wasn’t a tall man—average height, average build—any time she looked at him she was forced to stared at him straight on. Not that having to look up at him would have been better (down would have been perfect) but she hated having to meet his gaze. Each time she felt like stalked prey. Even when she wore heels, one glance from him could reduce her to the size of a cricket. He had an uncanny ability to chop one down at the knees with a look.

      She closed the door.

      “Open the door, Teddi.”

      “I’m fine, really.”

      “You need to eat something.”

      “But—”

      “Either you open the door or I’m coming in.”

      She knew that tone. Phillips didn’t offer threats, he made promises. Once, during a summer heatwave that threatened to melt the leaves off the trees,  he’d told her that an upcoming project was going to be his. She’d asked him if that was a warning since she wanted the project too, he said it was a promise. Only two weeks later he made good on that promise when he snatched the project right from under her.

      Teddi softly swore, sighed and then swung the door open. Phillips stood there, penetrating dark eyes pinning her in place, like a butterfly specimen in scientist’s lab. She opened her mouth to tell him she was okay ( I hate the sight of you, I hate the sound of you, I hate being here, I want to go home) but the aroma of roasted garlic and onions lured her gaze away from his face to the tray he carried. A tray with a small thermos and two covered plates. Something smelled delicious and her stomach grumbled.

      Phillips silently held the tray out to her.

      Teddi gripped her hands into fists. She didn’t want to take anything from him. Starving would be worth it. Her stomach grumbled louder.

      He pushed the tray against her midsection.

      She reluctantly took the tray and nodded. “Thanks.”

      He swept her face with one keen, assessing look before he said, “You shouldn’t spoil him.”

      “Him?”

      Phillips glanced at the dog on the bed. “Austin.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You gave him an extra meal today.”

      Teddi sent a look at the sneaky animal that happily grinned back at her. Phillips motioned to the dog and said, “Come,” which the dog dutifully did. Teddi watched Phillips give the animal an affectionate pat on the head and say, “I know it’s tempting, but we agreed,” before he knelt in front of the dog and mumbled something before he lightly tapped the dog on the tip of the nose, as if offering a reluctant scolding.

      The sight was sweet and strange. The devil wasn’t supposed to have an adorable dog. The devil wasn’t supposed to look affectionate, he wasn’t supposed to let the dog lick his hand.

      Phillips’ gaze shot to her face again and Teddi gasped as if she’d caught him naked. Embarrassment stung her cheeks. He stood and leaned against the door frame. His gaze dipped to the plates on the tray. “Go on then.”

      Teddi turned and rested the tray on the bed then turned to him as a thought struck her. “I’ve...mislaid my phone. Do you know where…?” Her words fell away as he pulled an object from his back pocket and held it out to her.

      She had to resist the urge to fall at his feet in gratitude. How did he know…? Didn’t matter. She now had a connection to the wider world, opportunities had opened up. “Thanks,” she said then reached for the door handle, but stopped when Phillips shook his head. “There’s no need to do that,” he said.

      “I shouldn’t close the door?”

      “No reason to.” He nodded to the tray. “Your food’s getting cold.”

      “But what are you doing?”

      “Waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “You to eat.”

      “Because?”

      “I’m not going anywhere until you eat something,” he said.

      Teddi looked at him appalled. “You can’t watch me eat.”

      He folded his arms and smiled as if to say, Of course I can.

      The smile made Teddi’s skin crawl. Stubborn, irritating...it was no use fighting him. And she was too weak from hunger to win. She returned to the bed and dove into the fresh bread and warm soup ready to eat them as quickly as possible so that she could get rid of him. But after the first bite of the gungo peas soup she paused, awestruck. Starvation must have heightened her senses because the legume-based meal with its mixture of herbs, aromatic onions, scallions, thyme and garlic, balancing the flavors of sweet potatoes and green bananas had never tasted so good. A hearty, filling meal that warmed her body and helped clear her mind. She hadn’t realized how scared and exhausted she’d felt until this moment. There was something familiar and calming about it.

      Had he hired a chef? Ordered takeaway? “My compliments to the chef.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She stared at him.  He cooked? He cooked well? “You made this?” Teddi mumbled around a large spoonful of food, just to make sure she hadn’t misheard.

      He frowned. “You know I did.”

      No, she didn’t. She couldn’t imagine Phillips giving her—let along cooking her—something so deliciously nourishing. But she didn’t want to think about it. She needed the strength to handle what faced her. She stared down at the soup that quickly disappeared with each eager spoonful. If he hadn’t been watching her, she would have inhaled it. When she finally finished, Teddi looked up in triumph which dissolved into surprised when she saw he was gone.

      She hadn’t heard him leave. That didn’t surprise her. Phillips always tended to move swiftly and quietly, his footsteps never heavy, although she thought he moved with the finesse of a 1950s version of a robot.

      Teddi set the tray on the ground and grabbed her phone.

      She saw a message from someone called HoneyLove. Probably spam. She’d deal with it later. She looked through her contact list and saw names she didn’t remember ever adding. Even her brother was there. That surprised her. They barely spoke. If she couldn’t get ahold of Andrea, maybe she could talk to him?

      No. Only if in dire need. Next to Phillips, her brother was the second person who gave her hives. Mr. I-Can-Do-No-Wrong. The favored son. No, she’d wait to hear back from Andrea. There was no one else she could trust.

      But she couldn’t find her friend’s number no matter how much she scrolled through her list.

      Had she saved Andrea under a different name?

      Teddi sat on the side of the bed and tapped the mobile against her forehead. Think. Think!

      When nothing came to mind, she fell back on the bed and angrily shoved her hands into the pockets of the sweatsuit. She felt the bed move and turned to see Austin, who’d jumped on the bed. “You naughty boy,” she said and he licked her face in response as if to say: Sorry, not sorry. Teddi pulled out one hand to gently push him away and a crumbled piece of paper fell out of her pocket. She sat up and unfolded it.
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