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The Introduction
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The black taxi bobbed along the red cobblestone driveway. A soft tapping sounded against the taxi’s floor, mimicking the music blaring through her headphones. Listening this loud was detrimental to her ears, but music helped to calm her nerves, especially now. The hour-long drive from the city to the country made her antsy, making the music a godsend. 

A sea of lush green came into view, spreading throughout the massive mansion’s landscape. The yard was beautiful and filled with well-manicured bushes, trees, and hedges, which surrounded the driveway. Further down the remarkably lengthy driveway, a huge door slowly popped into view. She pressed a finger to her phone’s screen and the music flowing from the headphones stopped. She threw the headphones in her purse and readied herself to exit the taxi.

The taxi pulled up to a spot leading to the mansion’s front door. She half expected the door to magically swing open, but chuckled at the ludicrous thought. Grabbing for the door handle, she heard a faint clearing of the throat from the taxi driver and removed her hand. The pudgy man hopped out of the taxi and scurried towards her door. She watched as his burly body hurried around the taxi. For a short and heavy person, he was quite fast. But that wasn’t the surprising thing. Having the taxi driver leave the comforts of the driver’s seat to open the customer’s door was shocking. The taxi drivers she’d encountered in America never did this, at least not for her. Instead, most would watch as she grappled with her bags, hoping she’d hurry so they’d move on to their next fare. 

“Ma’am,” he said as he held the door and waited for her to climb out.

“Thank you,” she said. A warm smile appeared on her face. 

The taxi driver closed the door, walked to the trunk, and grabbed a red duffle bag and a large blue suitcase. She grabbed the duffle bag and placed the long strap over her shoulder. The taxi driver closed the trunk and smiled at her.

“That will be £121.”

“Sure.” She removed her wallet from her purse and shuffled through the contents, pulling out three bills and handing them to him. “Keep the change.”

He counted them. A huge smile rolled across his meaty face. He thanked the woman, shuffled back into his taxi, and drove away, waving to her as he left.

She shifted to face the house; an enormous country style mansion fit for a family of ten, maybe more. Her suspicions bordered on most of the bedrooms being empty. The mansion reminded her of a home you’d see on a luxury magazine cover. Red brick covered with white trim running along the windows. The roof, gray and triangular with three chimneys sticking up. A glass door sat in the middle, and she could faintly see inside. Nestled under the windows were small hedge bushes shaped like a square. The curb appeal was pristine. It was evident the gardeners took immaculate care.

She grabbed her blue suitcase and trotted towards the door. Before ringing the bell, she took a quick peek through the window and spotted two wooden staircases leading in both directions. A hauntingly familiar melody played when her finger brushed the glowing button. It was unusual for a house to have that sort of bell. It reminded her of that song, Tubular Bells, by Mike Oldfield. A song she so fondly membered from childhood. She chuckled at the thought and began bobbing her head to the melody. As a child, that was one of her favorite songs, mainly because her mom played it every summer morning. The song played in her dreams, and she’d wake up humming it. Then a thought came; the song played in the movie The Exorcist. Her smile faded.

Seconds ticked by, but no answer. She rang again, oblivious to the lanky figure appearing from around the mansion’s corner. 

“Hello!” the shadow said.

A soft shrill slipped from her lips and she jumped back, almost tripping over her suitcase.

“So sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” The tall figure moved from behind the shadows and into the sunlight. His skin was like porcelain, drawing attention to his dark red hair. He had a friendly smile, and she could see a bit of crow’s feet on the sides of his blue eyes. Every color on him seemed magnified against his very white skin. Yet, he was attractive in a non-traditional sense. A caricature of what others thought a stereotypical “posh Englishman” looked like. “You must be Rae?” he asked, walking closer to her.

Rae shared a nervous smile. “Yes, I am.”

“Please forgive me,” he said in a flawless English accent, “I should’ve advised you to enter on the side of the residence instead. We had the floors renovated, and no one’s allowed in the foyer just yet.” He noticed the scared look on her face. “I really didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

“No, it’s fine.” She took a deep breath in.

“I’m William Rose, your new employer.” He held out his hand.

“Rae Washington.” She shook his hand. It was warm.

“Good to meet you, Rae.”

Silence fell over the pair. He sized her up, taking in her many visible features. He hastily looked down at her suitcase. “May I take your bags?”

“Sure.” Rae removed the duffle bag from her shoulder and handed it to him.

“Shall we?” he said, grabbing the bag and the handle of the suitcase.

They strutted around the house, toward the side door. For Rae, it was like stepping into a whole new world. The yard was bigger than she originally thought, spanning acres out. Rae imagined it took days to get the yard to its current exquisite state, or a team of gardeners diligently working around the clock. A small glass greenhouse, off in the distance, caught her eye. Of course, they would have a greenhouse. It was almost commonplace for a mansion this size to have one. She stopped, observing the enticing sight of the glass structure. Trying to grow her own garden in Orlando and London proved difficult due to the limited space in her condos. Rae wondered what earthly treasures laid behind those glass walls.

“Rae, are you okay?” William asked, looking back at her.

“Yes. I was looking at the greenhouse. Gardening is one of my to-do hobbies. I tried creating a garden however, my London apartment lacked the space for one.”

“Well, we can see it once we put your stuff away and get you settled. Maybe you can start one here.”

“Yes, that sounds great.”

William could hear the excitement in her voice. He didn’t particularly care for gardening, but he was glad someone else outside of his mother would enjoy the greenhouse.

Beyond the greenhouse, she saw a maze garden with tall, dense, green hedges with red roses growing from them. A flow of water reached into the air from the maze’s middle. It seemed unreal. The mansion looked straight out of a movie. 

The two finally stopped at a white door with six small windows on it. William opened the door and turned to Rae. “Ladies first,” he said, holding the door open.

“Thank you.”

Rae walked inside where a beautiful, French country-style kitchen awaited her. White cabinets and counters overwhelmed the room, while white marble adorned the countertops. There were swirls of gray embedded inside the marble, which gave it a graining effect. A huge island with a farmhouse sink sat in the middle of the room with four bar stools propped up underneath. The island countertops were a light blue color, complimenting the very white decor. A gas stove, an overhead vent, two ovens, and a large cabinet filled with fine China finished the charming room.

“This is a beautiful kitchen. I’m just in awe of it.”

“Thank you. My mother is the one that decorated it,” he said, closing the door. William watched as the woman strolled around the kitchen, enamored by her surroundings. Rae ran her hands against the marble countertops. It felt like silk elegance underneath her fingertips.

The sun shined through the large kitchen windows, illuminating everything within it, including her. Her deep, golden-brown skin shined in the sun’s rays. William tried not to stare long. Something about her was enticing beyond his words.

“This is great. Your mother has great taste.”

William laughed. “Shall I show you your room?”

“Yes, sorry.” 

“No apologies necessary. Trust me, you’re not the first to get excited about it.”

They walked through a dimly lit sitting room, off the kitchen. It wasn’t Rae’s taste, but it seemed like a cozy place to sit and read. They finally came to a pair of stairs leading to the second floor. Despite the sun being less prominent on this side, each step was clearly visible.

William shifted to Rae. “We consider these the back stairs. It’s quicker to get to the kitchen and parlor. There’s also an extra bathroom to the right.” He pointed to a closed door nestled in the corner of the sitting room.

“Got it.”

“Ladies first.”

“Thank you again.”

William watched her walk up the wooden stairs, being careful to keep several feet behind. Her round butt swayed as she gradually ascended the steps. It was a delightful sight. He smiled to himself and strode up after. They walked past two other bedrooms and a bathroom before stopping at Rae’s room. William opened the door and gestured for Rae to walk inside. A rainfall of sunlight greeted her, coming from four large windows covering one of the walls. The room was decorated in rustic decor. The sunlight highlighted a four-poster bed with a beige comforter and a white, fluffy throw blanket lying across. Four beige pillows rested on the wooden headboard. Two light wooden nightstands, in the shape of open cubes, stood on both sides of the bed while two rustic, distressed-looking lamps sat on top. In the corner, close to one window, was a dresser, whose coloring matched the nightstands. The decor perfectly fit in more with the kitchen than any other parts of the house she’d seen.

Rae could see two closed doors by the dresser. She walked towards the door closest to the dresser and turned the knob.

“That’s the wardrobe,” William said as he placed her duffle bag on the bed.

Rae opened the door to find a modestly sized walk-in closet. The closet was perfect and would hold all her clothing with room to spare. “This is a lot of space. This is a dream closet. I don’t think half of my things will fit in here.” She exited the closet and eyed the door next to it.

“That door there is your bathroom.” William wheeled the suitcase to the dresser. “You don’t have to share with anyone else in the house.” He said, walking towards the bathroom door.

He opened the door. Rae grinned in delight. A large, white, cast iron clawfoot tub with shiny, silver feet and center-placed drain with silver hardware greeted her. Rae ran to it, putting her hands to her mouth. 

William laughed. “I guess it’s safe to say you love the bath.”

“Sorry,” she turned to him, “this is the bathtub I’ve always wanted. I’m used to tubs plastered against the wall, which are very uncomfortable. At least for me, who has a little extra weight on them, and height.”

“I understand the tall part.”

She looked down at the tub. “This one right here, perfection!” She mocked a chef’s kiss.

“Well, I have no doubts that you will enjoy it. In case you care to know,” he laughed, “the toilet’s there and the shower’s over there.” He pointed to a glass door on the wall. The rainfall showerhead was visible beyond the glass. “And the sink is just here.” He pointed to a long counter with a beige marble countertop and a vessel-style sink protruding from it.

“Sorry, I’m just really excited about this tub.”

“No need to be sorry. I’m glad someone will get to enjoy it.”

A bell went off and William pursed his thin lips. “Excuse me, that’s mother. How about you get settled in a bit and I can continue showing you around and then introduce you to my mother?”

“Sounds good.”

“Okay, great.” William left her alone in the bathroom. Before leaving, he looked back towards the bathroom door, watching as Rae continued marveling over the tub. Another ring, this time longer. He breathed out, twisted, and scampered from the room.

Rae plopped her purse down onto the dresser. The view from her room was stunning. It overlooked the garden maze, and she could see a part of the inside clearly. Seeing it from the window, it was wider than she first thought. She observed a couple of stone benches spread out inside parts of the maze. It seemed like a relaxing place to sit and take in the view. The country life. A life she knew nothing about. 

Something weird caught her attention. Rae squinted her eyes, walking closer to the window. A small purple orb floated just above the hedges. It darted in and out, as if dancing. Rae rubbed her eyes, but when she put her hands down, it had vanished. 

“What was that?” she said to herself. She kept looking out towards the maze but saw nothing else unusual. “Maybe it was nothing.” She waited a second longer, hoping it would come back so she wouldn’t feel crazy, but it didn’t. She shook her head and turned towards the bed. 

The bed looked comfortable. “Time for the test.” Her feet broke off in a jog and she threw herself onto the mattress. It felt like a fluffy cloud had caught her. “Aww. This feels so good.” She rolled over. A smile crawled over her face. This was exactly how she wanted her bed back home to feel. She closed her eyes, imagining her body floating in the sky. Within minutes, she’d fallen into a peaceful sleep.
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Mama Rose
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“Rae,” William called from the doorway. “Rae?” William walked into the room, glaring at the sleeping woman. He bent down and tapped her on the shoulder. “Rae.”

Rae sprang up, eyes wide, crazily looking around. She saw William standing there, and she blushed. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you again,” he said, laughing. 

“Oh no. I’m sorry, I fell asleep. This bed is so comfortable.”

“No problem. I’m glad you’re enjoying the bed. Do you want me to continue showing you around, or do you want me to give you a little while longer?”

Rae adjusted her shirt and got up from the bed. “No, I am ready.”

William showed Rae the rest of the upstairs until they finally made it down the hall where a white and gold door stood in front of them. It was the only door in the house that looked that way. Even William’s door blended in with the others. The person within this room was clearly someone important. 

“This is my mother’s room. Slightly bigger than my room, but she is the matriarch, after all.” William knocked on the door. “She is very eager to meet you.”

“I’m eager to meet her as well.”

The two stared at each other. William’s eyes were thrilled to take in her beauty. They examined her up and down before greeting her eyes once again. He nodded his head and opened the door.

The room was very dim, almost covered in darkness. Only a smudge of light peeked from underneath the curtains. 

“Mother, why are the curtains closed?” William asked, hurriedly walking over and pulling them open. Light came flooding in. An old, petite woman with fine red and grey hair was lying on the bed. 

“Oh, calm down,” she said to her son. “Sometimes you act older than me.”

A faint chuckle came from the doorway. Rae was still standing by the threshold, waiting to be invited inside. The old woman turned to look at her. She smiled. “Ahh, you must be Rae?”

“Yes, I am.” Rae walked inside and shook her hand. 

The room was covered in antique furnishings and random items. It looked like an antique store threw up in the room and called it a day. Next to the bed was an oxygen tank and mask. The agency hadn’t mentioned she was on oxygen. Rae’s stomach dropped. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too much for her to handle. 

“Mother, this is Rae Washington. Rae, this is my mother, Lydia Rose. 

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Rose.”

“You too, dear. Sorry about the dark room. It helps me to think.”

“There is plenty of darkness at night.” William interjected. 

“Oh, shut up, William.” She tapped him on his arm. 

William’s lips curved, and he took a deep breath in. “Anyway, you two should get acquainted. I’ll be downstairs completing some paperwork.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Lydia said to her son. 

“Mother, please behave.” William bent down and kissed her on the forehead. He nodded and smiled at Rae before exiting the room and closing the door behind him. 

“Ugh, sometimes he acts like a grouchy old man. He needs some sex.”

Rae’s eyes grew wide. What mother was really interested in her child’s sex life? She didn’t know whether to laugh or pretend she hadn’t heard her. Rae chose the latter. 

“I’m sorry, dear. He means well, but I wish he’d get off my back sometimes. He can be a bit overprotective of...” Lydia began to cough and pointed to a glass of water on the nightstand.

Rae grabbed the glass and handed it to her. Lydia took a few gulps of water before handing the half-empty glass back to Rae. She motioned for Rae to sit down on the bed, and she did, placing the glass back on the nightstand.

“Sorry, dear. My lungs aren’t what they used to be.”

“No, it’s no problem. I completely understand.”

“So, tell me about yourself. What part of the States are you from?”

Rae pushed her body further onto the bed. “I was born and raised in Florida. That’s where I studied to be a nurse. I’ve been licensed for about five years now.” 

A snoring sound came from the old woman. Rae was taken aback. Lydia immediately woke up and patted Rae on the thigh. 

“That’s just boring stuff. I want to hear something juicy. Do you have a boyfriend, kids, a lover of any kind?” She winked. 

Rae laughed. “No, ma’am, I’m single and childless. But I was with someone before I moved to England. Unfortunately, he couldn’t make a long-distance relationship work.”

“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

“Wouldn’t.”

“His loss. I’m pretty sure some fine Englishman is going to scoop you right up and the two of you will ride off into the sunset. How long have you been in England?”

“It’s been a year and a half. To tell you the truth, I can’t believe it’s been that long.” Rae put her hand on her jaw.

“Do you like it?”

“So far. I like London. Lots of restaurants to try and other things to do.”

“Ahh, London. That’s where I met William’s father. He used to work for my father at the London branch. He was a model employee, and my father really liked him and always had positive things to say about him. He introduced us, but at the time, I wasn’t too happy about it. I felt my father was pushing him on me.”

“How’d you two get together, then?”

“A few weeks later, we ran into each other at a club. I was a little tipsy and noticed him at the bar, just staring over at me. I walked over to him and asked him to dance. That’s when he melted my heart. That man couldn’t keep his hands off me.” Lydia laughed. “He used to call me Spicy Red.”

“Oh...wow, that’s interesting.” Rae fidgeted with her fingers, hoping the old woman wouldn’t go any deeper into details, but, judging by their current conversation, she wouldn’t be surprised. 

“Yep, two years later, William was born. My beautiful baby boy. Spoiled little fucker, he is, but he means well.” Lydia placed her hand on Rae’s. “For forty years we were married.”

“That’s a long time.”

“Yep. Sadly, he passed away from illness three years ago. William was devastated, of course. I was too, but he got really depressed. He said he wished his father got to meet his grandchildren. Hell, I don’t know if I’ll ever meet them–if he ever has any.” She smiled to herself. 

“Listen to me, rambling on.”

“It’s okay. You can ramble to me anytime. I’ve been told I’m a pretty good listener.”

“Thank you.”

☽☾

“Okay, here is the list of my mother’s medications and schedule.” William said, handing Rae three sheets of paper. “I also listed activities safe enough for her to partake in but limiting the amount of time she should do them. I don’t want to wear her out with too much.” William bent down at his desk and pulled a bag of pills from a drawer and handed them to Rae. “These are her pills. Refills are delivered every month on the fifth, so
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