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            "Home is not where you are from, it is where you belong. Some of us travel the whole world to find it. Others, find it in a person."— Beau Taplin


    


Julen stares at the job posting glowing on the computer screen, his fingers hovering over the keyboard, suspended in the familiar pause of doubt.

Live-in caretaker for a private estate. Excellent pay. Minimal requirements: discretion and reliability.

That word, discretion, tightens something in his gut.

Not because he’s indiscreet. He knows how to keep a secret. 

But others often interpret discretion in strange ways when it comes to someone like him.

The truth, as always, is more complicated than anyone wants to know.

Julen grew up the eldest in a working-class family.

His difference made him an easy target.

At school, he was called names, ‘creepy’, ‘doll’, and beaten up.

At home, his father’s disappointment was a constant weight.

His only refuge, his mum.

By sixteen he couldn’t stand it anymore. 

Depressed, emotionally wrecked, he left school.

His mum, a seamstress, tried to teach him sewing. 

His father flew into a rage, ‘Don’t make us even more of a laughing stock than we already are.’

From that moment, his father’s hopes shifted to his brother, three years younger than him.

Julen was adrift, like an abandoned boat, trying to navigate the waters of life alone...

He tried hairdressing, then baking, searching for a place to belong.

Nothing ever earned his father’s approval, a fact finally cemented when Julen let his hair grow.

‘You should look like a man.’ His father said, the words a final verdict on a son he could never understand.

Julen’s soft, androgynous features have always unsettled people—too delicate for a man, accentuated by his shoulder-length wavy brown hair. 

His existence seems to demand explanation, and confusion often turns into rejection.

At twenty-eight, he has never heard anyone say ‘I love you.’

He believed himself in love once, twice, in the few fleeting interactions he had managed to encounter. However, he was innocent, too inexperienced to understand that there was no love, only an exchange of desires.

It took him too long to realise that he was just being used. 

He felt disappointed...

It hurt, and many times he blamed himself for what he never chose.

He became detached.  

Alone in his own world...

Some nights, he aches for someone beside him.

Living with his parents feels like a burden. 

Julen knows they don’t approve of his life, and their silence carries the unspoken question: what will become of him?

He understands now that his father’s harshness masked fear—a desperate attempt to protect a son he knew wouldn’t fit easily into the world. 

His family loves him, in their own way. Even his brother, who has earned their father’s pride by following him into the workshop as a mechanic.

The relentless pressure resulted in bouts of sleepwalking.

He was prescribed some medication.

The episodes diminished, yet flared every couple of months, depending on the stress in his mind.

The last ones:

—Assaulting the fridge overnight for a dessert meant for a client, leaving an empty dish on the bench by morning.

—Wearing a dress from his mum’s studio, wandering around the house.

—Pruning roses in the garden in the pouring rain.

Still staring at the post, his fingers start to itch.

Why not try? He needs to move out of his parents’ house, to do something different.

The caretaking job... the pay is very good. Far better than what he makes selling his cakes and pies. All the excitement he once felt doing that, has long since faded into routine.

This posting feels... intriguing... 

It isn’t from the usual sites but in a niche freelance board few people know about.

The location: the highest  hills overlooking the city...

Before doubt can pull him back, Julen types. 

He crafts a reply that leans into his strengths: reliability, discretion, solitude. 

He does not mention his... little problem...

That same afternoon, when he checks back, a message waits in his inbox.

Julen—

Thank you for your interest.

Interview tomorrow at 2 PM. Address attached. Ask for Edric Osbert. —E.O.

Edric Osbert. The name conjures no face, so he imagines an old man with poor health, or a recluse isolated from the world. Perhaps not a job for long, he thinks. The income is appealing. Whatever...

After all, tomorrow could change everything. 

Or it could all crumble...

Both possibilities feel equally likely...

Deep down, his intuition tells him that a new life is waiting for him....

The next day, Julen takes two buses, each one rattling through the city’s edges and into the kind of suburb where the pavements widen and the houses step back from the road. 

The hills climb gently at first, then steepen. 

The final stretch, he walks. But then, he sees it.

The house rises from the hillside in stepped layers of sun-warmed sandstone.

Terracotta tiles catching the light and climbing plants framing the edges of the walls. 

It looks less like it was built and more like it grew there. As if the earth asked for it.

He presses the intercom button beside the gate.

‘Julen?’ The voice is deep, slightly amused.

‘Yes. I’m here for the interview.’

The gate opens with a near-silent click. No clank, no rust. 

Just a smooth, mechanical sigh.

He steps through.

To his left, lavender grows in generous, humming rows, the kind bees dream of. 

The scent floats in the air, thick and calming.

To his right, fruit trees stretch into an extensive orchard.

As he draws closer, the house reveals an unpretentious style. 

Sand-coloured stucco walls rise in gentle curves, while glass glints discreetly between graceful arches.

It feels like someone with taste—and time—has lived here. Not just money.

Before he can lift his hand to knock, the door opens.

The man who appears is tall—unreasonably so—with a lush beard, and light blond hair that falls in straight lines to his shoulders. 

Skin tanned by sunlight, not machines, and his deep-set blue eyes almost seem silver.

‘Julen?’ the man asks again, this time with a half-smile.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Edric.’

They shake hands. Edric’s grip is firm, not overpowering. Warm. Strong...

‘Come in, please. I’ll show you the house.’

The interior is not what he expects. No chrome or soulless white. No stillness. 

Instead, it smells of lemon polish. 

The floors are wooden, worn smooth by years of footfall. 

The beams above are thick and scarred, the colour of golden syrup.

There are shelves crowded with books that have actually been read, tables with scratches that tell stories, vintage chairs seem beautifully handcrafted.

Everything feels touched and used, but in the best way. 

Well-loved and sturdy. It’s the kind of solid material built to last forever

Art hangs everywhere. Not the glossy, impersonal kind that rich people buy to impress guests, but pieces that suggest a life lived with travel, curiosity, and memory. 

Faded maps of archaeological sites. Shelves of pottery, their edges worn smooth by time, and small stones arranged by colour and shades.

Each one from a different corner of the world.

It seems like a preserved archive of a passionate, well-travelled mind.

A sudden, uneasy thought occurs to Julen: Were these objects acquired illicitly? Are they valuable?

The latter, almost possible. As for the first... he wonders, but he’s not going to question it...

‘My grandfather Wilfred was an archaeologist,’ Edric says, watching Julen’s eyes take everything in. ‘Well, amateur. He liked to dig in the dirt. Brought things home instead of souvenirs.’

Julen runs a hand gently along the frame of a photograph—a cracked amphora rising from soil, a hand reaching towards it. ‘It’s incredible...’

The whole house feels like a secret just beginning to be revealed.

They move through the rooms until they reach a sunlit terrace. 

The view is breathtaking: rolling hills in the distance, dotted with vines and olive trees, and the ocean shimmering far below.

Everything is colour and quiet. 

Julen feels the ache of it—beauty so still it unsettles.

‘My grandfather bought the land in the eighties,’ Edric says, placing a tray on the wrought iron table. ‘Back when this was considered the middle of nowhere.’

On the tray, whatever-beverage-it-is, steams in a thermal carafe. 

There are golden pastries too.

‘He was a linguist by trade. But this was his dream. To live close to the earth. To plant his fruit, his vegetables...’

They sit, the chairs creaking a bit against the floor.

Julen tries not to look too long at Edric.

The man has presence—a gravitational pull Julen hasn’t felt in years. If ever.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ Edric says.

So Julen does. Or a version of it.

He speaks with a measured balance—enough truth to be believable, enough omission to stay safe...

He mentions his employment history, his efforts, his recent attempts at self- employment.. 

What he doesn’t say: the sleepwalking, the fear of being discovered, of being seen as a fraud. 

Edric listens without
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