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            For my Catskills lovelies

Antonia, Meabh, and Sadhbh at

The Windham Spa

Cordelia at Ze Windham Wine Bar and

Roxanne at my local post office

Thank you for your friendship, making me laugh when I needed it most, and being there for me when I was at my lowest.

            Love, S. xoxo

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         The ten-year-old with the gap teeth and blond pigtails stares back at me.

         “Meeley,” she insists.

         “It’s not Meeley, Olenka. It’s Miley.”

         As much as I dislike talking about pop singers with my second graders, I believe it’s my duty as a teacher of English as a Second Language to at least correct my students’ pronunciation.

         “Yes, Miss Lily. I know. Meeley Cyrus. She played Hannah Dakota.”

         As well as teach her the correct state. “It’s Hannah Montana, which is right next to North Dakota.”

         “Who is North Dakota?” she asks with a confused look crossing her face.

         “It’s a state, stupid,” Ramon, a skinny boy with Harry Potter-like glasses, offers in reply.

         Head-desk. 

         I turn to Ramon. “Please read Class Rule number 2 out loud so everyone can hear.”

         His face turns beet red, swallowing before he begins. “We do not call each other bad names.”

         “Thank you, Ramon. Now please apologize to Olenka.”

         He pivots in his chair to her. “I’m sorry, Olenka.”

         She nods shyly. “Okay, Ramon.”

         Thankfully, at that exact moment, the PA system crackles to life. The steady voice of Cottage Grove School’s principal, Mr. Henry Palmer, comes over the system with the final announcements for the day.

         “Good afternoon, boys and girls. I hope you all had a productive day of learning. I have no announcements, just to wish you a lovely holiday. I look forward to seeing all of you in the New Year.”

         The sound of papers shuffling over the PA echoes into the room.

         “Actually, I do have one announcement. Miss Lily Moore, please come to my office after the final bell.” The PA system shuts off with a squeak.

         I’m sure it’s nothing.

         My ten ESL students instantly emit a Pavlovian response of “Oooh! You’re in trouble!”

         I sigh to myself. Great.

         “I’m sure it’s nothing. Now, you know the drill. Pack up your bags, get your jackets, chairs on top of your desks, and quietly line up at the door single file.”

         Per their usual daily routine they follow my instructions, without the quiet component.

         Once I lead the students outside and ensure they’re safe with their parents or parent-approved minders, I take a deep breath and head back inside the one-story brick building and down the hallway to the principal’s office. I wait in the outer room for the okay from his secretary, looking out the window at the snow-covered Catskill Mountains across the Hudson River. An intercom buzzes, indicating I’m allowed to enter.

         Dressed in his usual tweed jacket with a button-down shirt and tie and tortoise-shell glasses, Mr. Palmer resembles a college professor more than a grammar school principal. He is mild-mannered and kind, and even chivalrous, rising to his feet when I walk in.

         “Miss Moore, please,” he says, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk.

         “Thank you,” I reply with a nod, placing my hands folded together in my lap, sitting up straight to give him my full attention.

         I look directly at my boss, who smiles at me sheepishly, then stretches his arms out on top of his desk, folding his hands together like mine are, but then he bounces them up and down on the oak wood, clearing his throat.

         Oh, shit. This isn’t good news.

         “Miss Moore, I hope you know how much I appreciate your work here. I never receive anything but rave reviews from the other teachers, your students, and their parents.”

         I give him a small smile. “Thank you, sir.”

         He sighs audibly.

         Please, just pull off the damn Band-Aid and get this over with.

         “I heard from the school board today. Apparently, they hired an efficiency expert and she concluded that a separate ESL class is not cost feasible for the district.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “It means that after the Christmas break, you won’t have your own classroom anymore.”

         My mouth drops; my hands clench together now even more tightly. “But what about the students? They need ESL. You can’t put them into the mainstream classes. Many of them have serious issues, and not just the lack of English proficiency. Some of them barely say a word in class, and many have never even been in a classroom setting before—”

         Mr. Palmer holds up his palms to me, effectively telling me to stop talking. “I know. Believe me, I repeated those same sentiments to the board members, but because of the size of our district, money comes before the needs of the students.”

         I swallow before asking the question, dreading the answer. “So, what happens to me?”

         He gives me a conciliatory smile. “Well, the good news is that you’ll still be teaching. Tutoring, really. The board approved funds for after-school ESL tutoring sessions twice a week.”

         “Twice a week?” I screech. “There’s no way that’s enough time with them!”

         Shocked at my outburst, my face grows red in embarrassment. “Mr. Palmer, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

         He shakes his head at me. “Please, no need for an apology. I actually admire your passion for your students and their learning. But I need to know if you’re interested in still continuing with them.”

         I practically jump up in my seat. “Yes, of course.”

         “Silly question. I knew you would say that, but I’m glad to hear it just the same. You’ll start the tutoring after Christmas break. Of course, your pay will be half of what you earn now.”

         Of course.

         “Is there anything else, sir?”

         “No, that’s all for now. I’m so sorry about this. I truly am.”

         I look at my principal’s face, his mouth downturned, his eyes soft and sympathetic, and I believe him.

         I rise from the chair. “Thank you, Mr. Palmer. I appreciate your kindness in this situation.”

         He follows, coming to his feet and extending his hand to me. “Miss Moore, if there’s anything you need, do let me know. I hope you have a lovely holiday with your family.”

         Yes, Merry fucking Christmas to me.

         I slap on a grin and nod. “I wish you the same.”

         I walk out of my boss’s office in a fog. If anyone addresses me, I don’t hear them. I reach my classroom and walk straight to my desk chair, the one I’ve sat in for two years, and slump my body down into it. I glance around the room at the colorful posters I’ve put up; the maps of the countries where my students were born, with push pins marking their hometowns; their work stapled to various bulletin boards, gold stars contrasting against the lined notebook paper. I want to cry so much, but I can’t afford to.

         I reach for my purse, rummaging around in it for my phone. I need to call Reed. I need to hear my boyfriend tell me everything will be fine and it’ll all work out the way it’s supposed to.

         I listen as the phone rings once, twice…then goes straight to voicemail.

         Damn it.

         I shake my head and throw my cell back into my purse. I grab my tote bag, locking my classroom behind me. I wrap my wool scarf tighter around my neck as a cold breeze hits my face the second I step outside.

         A light dusting of snow covers the hood of my dark blue Volvo. I shove the key in the lock, hip-checking the driver’s side door of my baby, which I inherited from my mom six years ago.

         Once I secure myself with the seat belt I greet my Swedish car lovingly, petting the steering wheel. “Hello, Ingrid. You’ll get me home safely today, ja? Because I’ve had a crap day and I can’t deal with any more shit right now. I’d be really grateful. ’kay, thanks.”

         I turn the key and Ingrid comes to life, bless her. Backing out of my assigned space, I drive out of the staff parking lot, turning west for my alma mater.

         Like other upstate New York colleges such as Ithaca and Skidmore, Ashby College is a liberal arts college known for its small class sizes and professors who challenge and inspire. Located on the edge of Hudson, a town with bustling art galleries, antique stores, and bistros, it was my first choice when I was applying to college. It helped that I lived across the river in Catskill, so I could commute to campus.

         But with all of my student loan debts, living on half my current pay isn’t an option. I need to find a second job.

         I love Ashby’s campus. It’s spread out across rolling green lawns, and there are oak trees everywhere, the buildings all low and red brick. My favorite feature is the collection of sculptures by Ashby grads who have become famous artists in their own right.

         I pull into the visitor parking lot, give Ingrid another hip-check when I shut the door, then make my way toward the admin building. I walk up the stairs, turning right for the career services office. I greet the staff with a smile, masking my desperation.

         An older woman occupying the seat at the reception desk glances at me curiously. “Looking for a job, sweetie?”

         “Just something part-time. Could I…?” I ask, gesturing toward the computers for students’ use.

         “Of course. Nice and quiet today, so take as long as you need.”

         “Thanks.”

         I plant myself in front of one of the monitors, dropping my purse to the floor. I use my old Ashby user ID and password, which are still valid, thank God. I click on the link for part-time jobs and begin scanning the listings. There are various positions—babysitting, snow shoveling, baristas at a local café.

         I sigh in frustration.

         None of them interest me until one catches my eye.

         “Part-time house cleaner wanted for single occupant home. 2 days a week. Light cleaning. No cooking. No laundry. Excellent compensation.”

         The “excellent compensation” line grabs my attention. There is no phone number listed, only an email address with the name “SEstate.” The name disconcerts me, but I don’t care. It could be some old money family in Hudson with a mansion overlooking the river that wants someone to wax their floors like Cinderfuckingrella. But now…desperate times, desperate measures.

         I pull out my thumb drive from my purse and connect it to the computer’s tower. I knock out a quick cover letter, attaching my résumé from the drive, and hit send. Logging out, I thank the receptionist and head for the exit, pulling my wool hat tighter over my head and turning up the collar on my coat to face the bitter cold outside.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I pull into the driveway of the two-story A-frame house I call home. With its wraparound front deck, two large front windows, and three small windows on the second floor lined with flower boxes—all of it covered in a light coating of snow—the entire structure could have been airlifted straight from the Swiss Alps.

         And I hate it. It’s too cute, too sweet. Too perfect.

         But it’s what came with the package when I met Reed Shepard—of the Shepards of Saratoga Springs—at a mixer freshman year, so I had to swallow the fact that he lived in a house straight out of Heidi.

         We live in a section of Cottage Grove known as Cottage Grove Hills. It was founded back in the 1920s by a group of families from the Capitol Region of Albany who wanted a place in the country. Their blood runs blue; their names are permanently featured in every annual edition of the Social Register.

         I turn off Ingrid’s engine and pat the steering wheel, wishing her good night.

         I get out of the car and shake my head at the sight of Reed’s BMW sedan covered in its protective tarp that he had custom made for it. He always covers it during inclement weather, which is so ridiculous since the weather in the Catskills is inclement ninety-nine percent of the winter season. The Shepards overlooked one important component of the house when they had it built—the garage—but I figure that was on purpose so they could show off their various luxury automobiles.

         I stomp my feet on the mat outside the door to shake off any residual snow. “I’m home,” I shout when I walk through the door.

         “Study,” I hear Reed reply in return.

         I drop my bag on the sofa in the living room and make my way to the book-paneled room where Reed is sitting at his desk, his eyes fixed on the computer screen in front of him.

         Dressed in a light blue long-sleeved polo shirt and his Ashby sweats, he doesn’t acknowledge my entrance.

         I walk over to him and kiss the top of his head. “How are you?”

         “Stressed,” he replies curtly.

         I glance at his desk, where open copies of science textbooks are strewn about. “What’s going on?”

         “Hopkins told me the new department chair is going to observe me next week in my Computer Science 101 class. If I do well, she’s going to recommend me for a full-time position, so I have to knock the lesson plan out of the park.”

         “Have you met the new chair yet?”

         “No, but I’ve heard mixed things about her, which doesn’t help.”

         Reed is an adjunct computer science professor at Ashby, teaching mostly the 101 level courses to incoming freshmen as part of their prereqs. I never mention to him that he probably won’t be promoted since he doesn’t have a PhD. As loving and caring as he is, Reed tends to live in his blue-blooded world, where the right name and money can buy anything. In my family, the blood doesn’t run blue, but its collar does.

         This is why I clear my throat before I share my news with him. “Honey, I need to tell you something.”

         He runs his hands through his hair. “Can it wait?”

         “They’re taking my classroom away from me.”

         His head whips around, his eyes widened in shock. “Why?”

         “The school board decided to cut the ESL program, so I’ll only be a tutor in the after-school program when the holiday break is over, which means my pay will be cut in half and I’ll need to get a second job.”

         “When did you find out?”

         “Today. Palmer called me into his office after class.” I glance over and point to his cell sitting on the desk next to his computer. “You would’ve known all this if you’d answered your phone when I called you about two hours ago.”

         He pauses and picks up his phone to check the screen. “Fuck.”

         Reed rises from his chair and studies my face carefully, then shakes his head, running his hands through his hair. “I’m so sorry, babe. I’m really worried about the observation, the new department chair…”

         I step closer to him, folding him into my arms “It’s okay, honey. I know. You’ve been working so hard trying to prove yourself to the faculty that you forget about everything else.”

         “You’re right. So, this means you probably won’t be home until after five once you start tutoring?”

         I pull back from him, his segue into another topic completely catching me off guard. “Probably, but what does that have to do with anything?”

         “I always loved coming home from class, knowing you’d be waiting for me.”

         I can’t help but smile at the memories his comment conjures. “I know. Remember that lacy black number I got from Victoria’s—”

         “I loved walking in and smelling what you cooked for dinner.”

         He’s kidding, right?

         “I’m sorry, but the last time I checked, we live in a town called Cottage Grove Hills, not Stepford.”

         He bites his lower lip. “Damn it. Sorry, Lil. I know I’m being such a shit. I promise once this observation is over, I’ll be the sweet, caring guy you fell in love with. But I just have to get this done, okay?”

         I grin at his reply. “I know you will. I was thinking for dinner—”

         He releases his hold on me and sits back down at his desk. “Yeah, whatever you want, babe. Doesn’t matter to me. I just need to get this done.”

         I shut my eyes as my shoulders turn inward into my chest, almost as if they’re forming a protective shell around me. I place my hand on my belly to settle myself. The hollow pit where my stomach used to be. Goose bumps pop up all over my arms from his less than warm reaction to my announcement.

         No ‘it’ll be okay,’ no ‘we’ll get through this together.’

         He’s never been like this before. 

         It’s fine. It’s fine. I know the reason. He’s stressed. He loves me. He’s only like this because he loves his job and wants to be hired for a full-time position. 

         I slowly retreat from the room, biting my lips together. I take slow, deep breaths. I pick up my purse and tote bag in the living room.

         A pair of strong arms encircles my waist, pulling me toward a warm body.

         Reed holds me tightly, his warm breath in my right ear. “I’m really sorry, babe. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

         I shut my eyes, placing my hands over his. “I know you are, Reed. It’s okay.”

         He places a soft kiss on my neck before releasing me from his grip. I turn to see him walk back into the study.

         When I reach the bedroom, I drop my bags to the floor. Kicking off my shoes, I fall back onto the bed, fusing my eyes shut. I clench my lips together, taking deep breaths to calm myself.

         But only one place truly brings me the calm I need.

         Jumping off the bed, I sling my purse over my shoulder. I yank open the bottom drawer of my desk, pulling out the used Nikon that I bought on eBay and drop it into the bottom of my bag.

         I don’t even bother telling Reed I’m leaving. I doubt he’d even notice. I give Ingrid a nudge to open the driver’s door and pull out of the driveway, heading back to campus and the one place that gives me comfort and sanctuary when I need it most.

         
            *  *  *

         

         So beautiful.

         I sit on my favorite bench in my oasis, a few feet from the one object in this world that brings me peace and always lifts my spirits. The sun beams down on me, providing much-needed warmth in the cold weather.

         The sculpture was here when I started as an undergrad, and it never ages for me; I find something new to discover about it every time I come here. The moment I saw it on the first day of Ashby College freshman orientation, I stood paralyzed. Our tour guide was discussing meal plans at the time, if I recall correctly, but I zoned her out and focused on them: The Lovers. The subject of the sculpture.

         Cast in deep bronze, a woman is standing directly in front of a man, her hair cascading down her back, the hem of her dress flowing around her calves, her voluptuous chest pressing into him. The man’s forehead leans against the woman’s; his arms are wound tightly around her waist. While she is dressed, he is completely naked, his legs hard and muscled, his backside firm and strong.

         The most striking feature of the sculpture is what draws me back to this place again and again. The woman is holding his face between her hands, cupping it as if it were the most precious thing in the world. To me, she is comforting him, and I only wish I knew why.

         I pull out my Nikon and begin clicking away from my seat. A dusting of snow provides a contrast between the blinding white and the dark stone as I focus the lens so it can capture the lovers’ faces as closely as possible. I used to take the pictures with my phone, but after a while I realized I wanted to take pictures with better color and focus.

         Once I finish, I take a deep breath and put the camera away, leaning back on the bench. But then something beckons me to rise up and walk over to the small metal plate fitted to the right side of the sculpture. I know what’s written there by heart, even though it’s only four words. It simply reads:

         
            The Lovers

            Grayson Shaw

         

         All I know about Grayson Shaw is what I’ve discovered over the years on the Internet. From a wealthy local family, he is an alumnus of Ashby, although I’ve never found his name listed in any yearbook. He’s had exhibits of his work all over the world, but never attends any of them. I don’t even know how old he is, but I almost feel closer to him than I do to Reed, my college sweetheart, the man I plan to marry someday.

         I stare at the lovers again.

         Do you need comfort, Grayson Shaw? Is that what you need, what you want more than anything? Why are you so broken?

         The sound of my cell phone ringing rouses me from my thoughts.

         I rush over to the bench and rummage through my purse. It’s a number I don’t recognize.

         “Hello?”

         “Is this Lily Moore?” an older woman’s voice asks.

         “Yes, it is.”

         “You responded to an ad about becoming a cleaning woman.”

         My shoulders drop in relief as my heart begins to race. “Yes, that was me.”

         “Could you come in tomorrow for an interview?”

         I pump my left fist with excitement while holding the phone in my right. “Of course. I’m available any time after 3 p.m.”

         “3:30 then? Ask for Emilia Mitchell. Let me give you directions.”

         I dig around in my purse for a pen and my notepad, jotting them down. I hang up the phone, shouting “Yes!” to myself. I sling my purse over my shoulder, glancing over once more at the sculpture.

         I smile at the lovers, my heart full of hope, knowing this makes another moment when they’ve been a comfort for me when I needed them most. “Wish me luck, Grayson Shaw.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Ugh.

         I stare at the discarded clothes on my bed.

         The last interview I had was for my teaching job two years ago. What the hell do I wear to interview for a job cleaning someone’s house?

         Oh, fuck it. As long as they don’t expect me to show up in a Chanel suit, I’ll probably be fine.

         I pick up the black twin sweater set I got on sale and pair it with my go-to black tweed pencil skirt. Slipping into my black work pumps, I give myself a once-over in my full-length mirror.

         Not bad. It’ll have to do.

         I rush downstairs and quickly print out two copies of my résumé from the desktop computer I share with Reed in our study, then grab a manila envelope from the desk so I don’t wrinkle them.

         Shoving the envelope into my tote bag, I glance up at the wall covered with family photos of Reed with his parents at his childhood home. All three of them are dressed impeccably, Reed and his father in tailored suits and his mother in a cream dress with her ever-present pearls looped around her neck.

         I take a deep breath, already predicting what their reaction will be when they find out that their son’s girlfriend might be accepting a job as a cleaning lady.

         As nice as they are to my face, I know if pressed, Reed’s parents would admit they think I’m all wrong for their son, the heir to the Shepard fortune. I know it kills them that Reed wasn’t accepted at any Ivy League college, not even Cornell, where his father and grandfather had attended. He’d fooled around too much at boarding school, and got kicked out of one and only accepted into another because his parents made a huge donation to restore the school’s library.

         They won’t be pleased to be sure, knowing the woman their son is dating is a cleaning lady, but I can take it.

         My mom raised me all by herself, taking odd jobs to get through nursing school, watching every penny she made. But she did it, pride be damned.

         They’ll just have to deal with it because I am my mother’s daughter.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Come on, Ingrid. You can do it, sweetie.”

         In fear of wiping out from black ice, I slowly drive up a steep hill a few miles out of town before making a right onto a road lined on either side with majestic oak trees. Out of nowhere a tall stone wall appears, obscuring whatever sits on the other side of it.

         I glance briefly at the directions on my phone. Sure enough, just as Emilia described, sections of the wall are separated and allow for a solid black metal gate. The gate is topped by the letter “S” welded into a curlicue font.

         A small security camera sits affixed to the left side of the wall, pointing down at me. An intercom speaker is embedded into the stone. I roll down the window, looking straight into the camera.

         I’m about to open my mouth to yell out to the open air, not knowing where to direct my voice, but a female voice stops me.

         “Miss Moore, please drive through the gates and park to the side of the house where you see my car. I’ll meet you out front.”

         I hear a whirring sound and turn my head to see the gate opening slowly. I drive Ingrid through, onto a long road extending ahead of me. Open acres of parkland expand on both sides of the driveway.

         Continuing down the driveway, I suddenly gasp at the sight in front of me, pressing hard on the brakes until they screech, bringing the car to a full stop.

         A mansion fronted by two tall columns stands in a cul-de-sac at the end of the pebbled road. Vines wind up and down its concrete exterior, and its surface is full of cracks. I can tell it once probably had a more majestic appearance, but now it looks as if the owners have simply given up on it.

         I pull up to the house. An older woman—dressed in a white cotton button-down shirt and loose grey silk pants, her silver hair cut pixie style and a pair of glasses hanging around her neck on a jeweled chain—waves to me, then gestures to the side of the house where an older dark brown Mercedes sedan is parked. I guide Ingrid over and park.

         I shut the door as firmly and as quietly as I can and head toward the woman.

         I take notice of a fountain centered in front of the house, also dilapidated, dry as a bone except for the dirty rainwater that’s collected in it. In the center sits a sculpture also showing its age, covered in moss and cracks, of a young woman with long flowing hair, bent over holding a bucket in her hands as if she’s collecting water.

         “Hello. I’m Emilia Mitchell, but you can call me Emilia. We’re not very formal here. Thank you for coming,” the woman says, extending her hand.

         I take her hand in mine. “I’m Lily Moore. Thank you for your call.”

         “Do come in.” She turns and opens the tall black door behind her.

         I step through the doorway into the foyer, where a huge crystal chandelier hangs from a high ceiling. Several of its bulbs are unlit. There is a long staircase to the left, leading up to the second floor, its carpet worn. The black-and-white marble-tiled floor looks like a checkerboard. There are two sets of closed double doors to my left and right.

         I notice a line of framed sketches hung along the walls as I follow Emilia to the back of the house, one of which catches my eye as I walk by it. I stop to observe it up close because it looks so familiar.

         I shake my head. No, it couldn’t be. An artist must live here, that’s all. 

         Continuing down the hall, I spot a living room with several threadbare couches scattered about. Several sets of French doors open to the back of the house.

         We turn to the left and enter a small hallway that leads to a huge chef’s kitchen—there are two stoves, and pots and pans hang from hooks above a long marble island with a wood base. A small breakfast nook in the far corner holds a round table and four chairs.

         Emilia signals to the table. “Please. Coffee? Tea?”

         The idea of drinking something cool right now tempts my dry throat. “May I have some water?”

         “Certainly. Have a seat.”

         I sit down in one of the chairs at the table, which is decorated with a ceramic bowl holding a handful of ripe lemons. A folded piece of paper, notepad, and pen lie next to it.

         Emilia comes back to the table and hands me a glass of cool water. I take two deep swallows, placing the glass on the table.

         I start to pull out the fresh copies of my résumé from the manila envelope but the woman waves her hand at me. “No need, dear. I have a copy right here. But thank you.”

         “Of course.” I tuck the envelope back into my bag, then fold my hands in my lap, ready for her questions.

         She places her glasses on the bridge of her nose, pulling the folded paper toward her and opening it. “Thank you for replying so quickly. Our maid broke her leg last week falling down the stairs and unfortunately will be out until it heals. Poor thing was carrying the vacuum and tripped.”

         I nod at the information, nervous for the answer to the question I’m about to ask. “May I ask you something?”

         She nods her head. “Go ahead.”

         “Exactly how much of the house am I expected to clean? The house is…”

         “Rather large?” she offers.

         My shoulders drop in relief from her understanding. “Yes.”

         “The owner prefers that only the kitchen, guest bathroom, foyer, and upstairs hallway are maintained. The rest of the rooms are not your responsibility.”

         “I see. And it’s only for two days a week?”

         “Yes. You can start at ten in the morning, and leave any time after you’ve finished for the day.”

         This keeps sounding better and better. But it’s just too good to be true.

         “May I ask what the exact salary is?”

         She pulls the notepad to her and writes on it. When she pushes the paper toward me, I nearly jump out of the chair in a mixture of shock and pure joy from the number she’s written down.

         “Would that work for you?”

         Ummm, hell yes.

         “It would. Very much.”

         “Do you need to give your other job two weeks’ notice, or can you start immediately?”

         “I can start whenever you need me.”

         “Well, then, if you want the job, it’s yours.”

         I sit back in my chair, pursing my lips together. “That’s really all I have to do? Just clean four entire spaces for such short hours and a rather nice salary?”

         “Yes, that’s all, Miss Moore. You seem suspicious, as if there’s something I’m not telling you.”

         I shake my head. “It just seems too good to be true. I don’t even have any experience as a maid, except for cleaning my own house. And the pay is…”

         Excessive.

         “…substantial.”

         She nods her head. “You can thank the owner for that. He’s a very generous man. I’m also too old to be climbing the stairs every day until the position is filled. Would you like the job?”

         For crying out loud, I can’t look a damn gift horse in the mouth. I need the money. I can’t believe I’ll be able to pay off all of my student loans cleaning someone’s house.

         A huge smile takes over my entire face. “Thank you so much. I would like it. I can start right away.”

         Emilia sighs. “That’s wonderful, Miss Moore. And may I say a huge relief for me. Come with me and let me show you the essentials.”

         She rises from her chair and I do the same. We go back to the foyer and head up the stairs. A long narrow hallway runs the entirety of the second floor. She heads to a door and opens it, revealing a broom and a vacuum cleaner that from the looks of it is probably left over from the seventies.

         “All you need to do up here is vacuum the hallway carpet once a week.”

         “That’s all?”

         “Yes. And all of these rooms are off limits,” she informs me roughly.

         “Of course. I understand.”

         “The owner does not like anyone intruding on his privacy,” she adds for emphasis.

         Her strict tone has me nodding, my eyes boring on hers. “I would never do that.”

         “Good,” she replies curtly. “Let’s go back downstairs.”

         The next stop is the guest bathroom, which only holds a toilet and a sink. But the cabinet over the sink intrigues me because it has a large empty space in its center, missing the mirror that should obviously be there.

         “Who’s the owner of this place? Dracula?”

         Suddenly I realize I’ve said that out loud.

         Shit. 

         Good-bye, easiest part-time job I ever would have had with a dream salary for just vacuuming a fucking hallway.

         I turn around to look at Emilia, but her face doesn’t read as angry. Her mouth is downturned, almost as if in sadness.

         “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I can go…”

         I start to walk past her, but she grabs my forearm.

         “It’s all right. I know you didn’t mean it. The owner just likes to keep to himself.”

         I bow my head briefly, embarrassed. “I understand. Forgive me.”

         Emilia nods silently to herself without looking directly at me. “Let me show you where the cleaning supplies are,” she replies, almost more to herself than me.

         Something in the tone of her voice makes me want to push further about the owner, whoever he or she is, but I decide I’ve said enough for one day.

         The tour finally ends, and Emilia shows me to the door.

         “You can start the day after tomorrow, if that suits your schedule. And wear whatever is comfortable. The owner doesn’t require the staff to wear uniforms.”

         I glance at the woman, giving her clothes a once-over. She’s dressed like she’s stepped out of an Eileen Fisher catalog. “Very good. I’ll see you then. And thank you again.”

         The woman holds out her hand to me. “Thank you, Lily.”

         I smile and shake her hand one last time.

         Reaching my car, I shove my hand into my purse to rummage around for my keys. As I pull them out, something catches my attention in my peripheral vision. When I look up at the side of the house, a white silk curtain is fluttering behind a window on the second floor as if someone had been standing there and quickly backed away.
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