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SOPHIE

I’m not sure if this will break me. 

Being attracted to my employer isn’t a smart plan, but it’s not like I anticipated how endearing and oddly captivating Lance Thomas could be. 

Unfortunately, I’m nowhere closer to paying off Grandpa’s rent or feeling confident about the singing competition I’m entering. 

Fortunately, I’m treated to a whole new experience of Lance doting on me, kissing me until I’m lost under his spell, and excited to play house.

He’s busier than usual, away for work and still obligated to prove to his mother that he will settle down and start a family soon. It almost feels like we are one, the both of us unable to keep our hands off each other and accidentally adopting the cutest puppy. 

Nothing seems wise about caving to our attraction, but it feels too good to resist. When he dares to ask me to come to a family party with him though, I have to wonder if my heart can handle being broken by the things that hold us apart.

Lance

I’m certain she could fix me. 

Making a move on Sophie might be my smartest decision or worst mistake, but riding it out with her more than just “fun” like she claims. Nothing has changed about my mother’s mandate to grow up and settle with a wife.

Unfortunately, Sophie seems like the only woman I want to be compatible with, hungry for her touches and addicted to her laughter. 

Fortunately, she’s willing to meet me in the middle while we hide our relationship from the prying eyes of my mother and aunt. 

Nothing lasting can come from keeping Sophie a secret, but as I consider standing up to my mother and telling her to go ahead and cut me off, I can’t ruin Sophie’s chances of keeping her job. When she suggests waiting until the end of the summer, I find myself thinking about how I don’t want her to go at all when she’s so good at filling that missing piece in my soul. 
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Sophie

Lance’s fingers stayed warm and strong on my hand from helping me navigate away from the epicenter of the glass shards all over the floor. He stared at me, his brow furrowed as he seemed to search for an answer. He was supposed to tell us who he thought was to blame as we all stood around the mess. 

Grace climbed to her feet, furiously brushing off her skirt. 

Aunt Liv cringed at the doorway, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. 

Viv narrowed her eyes at me. 

“Lance, I didn’t break that vase,” I repeated, desperate for him to believe me. 

My paychecks were on the line. If I couldn’t bring in money, I wouldn’t be able to help Grandpa Joe with his rent. It was still bullshit that Mitch was price-gouging his rent to begin with, but the problem remained of me needing to pay it while Grandpa recovered. 

There weren’t many other jobs around here. Johnson was too small-town to hop around like that. I didn’t have a plan B in mind. And like Lance explained, the pay for this housekeeping position was so high because he was aware of how needy the mansion was for some cleaning and tidying. 

I hadn’t achieved that in here. All my efforts to sweep this area were for nothing with the pieces on the floor. From chunks and shards to finer powder, that priceless heirloom of a vase lay in so many itty bitty pieces nothing could be called clean in this parlor. 

It looked so bad, but it wasn’t my fault. “I didn’t break it.” 

“It doesn’t matter if you intended to break it,” Viv snapped. “You’ve only been here a little over a week and I’ve lost count of all the things you’ve accidentally dropped or broken. Or ruined—like the kitchen floor!” She tipped her chin up higher. “You can’t be trusted in this house.” 

“It’s my house, Mother,” Lance said, finally speaking up. 

I had to clarify and explain before this situation spiraled out of my control even further. Because I could not lose this job. I couldn’t fail Grandpa Joe now. “Your guest tripped over the broom and set off everything to fall until that vase crashed down. It was an accident, but it was not set into motion by me.” 

He studied me, put on the spot and needing to stand up for me and defend me. The longer he seemed to search for a response, I lost faith that he would. 

“This is ridiculous.” Grace crossed her arms and glared at me. “You’re going to side with this maid and believe what she says over me?” 

“She’s not a maid,” Lance shot back. 

“Maid. Housekeeper. Whatever.” Viv smirked at me. “You’re done.” 

“I will decide that, Mother.” Lance gave her a scolding look as he tugged me closer to stand next to him. 

Ever so slowly, Viv arched one thin brow. Her lips twitched, and I didn’t want to guess at what else she was bottling in and not saying. 

“Oh?” Then she dropped her gaze lower. Lower yet and to the side. With a direct, intense interest, she locked her stare on Lance’s hand still gripping mine. “You will decide if this housekeeper stays?” 

I held my breath, too trapped in panic to breathe fully. Alarms were raised. Fear settled in. 

She’d noticed that he was holding my hand. Not to assist me to stand or walk when I didn’t need any help in the first place. Not to steer me or guide me anywhere. 

I doubted that he was even aware that he still held my hand. In fact, I knew he didn’t, because he was too busy scanning the shattered mess and stuck in this newfound inability of not knowing what to say. He frowned at Grace smirking at us. He was oblivious to the fact that Viv had most definitely noticed that he felt completely comfortable to hold my hand. He was clueless of what he was showing her here, that he was becoming this familiar with me. 

That was just the tip of the iceberg of the truth. 

He wasn’t merely familiar with me to feel confident of putting his hand on mine. A half hour ago, he had his lips on me. His tongue on my pussy. 

The way she emphasized that I was a housekeeper—not a woman, not a person—was deliberate. She wanted to reiterate that I was here for a purpose. I was providing a service, nothing more, and it was a hard reminder that I didn’t want to heed. And most certainly, that I wasn’t here for her son to give me an orgasm. 

Being back in the steamy moment we’d shared in the library sounded far more appealing. Going back to his kisses, his dirty talk, and his encouragement to come, yeah, all that was what I wanted. 

But it wasn’t what I was supposed to do. 

“Housekeeper?” Grace scoffed with an epic roll of her eyes. She, too, had noticed how the man she wanted to call her future sugar daddy was holding my hand. A glare of jealousy showed in her slitted eyes, and her lips kicked up in the start of a snarl. 

I peeked at Aunt Liv, praying for a rescue. She seemed to struggle holding in a smirk, but I couldn’t guess if she was amused and on the brink of cracking up or if she was sheepish about something else. All I knew was that she wouldn’t judge me like the other two. 

When Grandpa Joe spotted me and Lance holding hands on the sidewalk that one time, he’d leaped to the assumption that something was up. He’d even teased that Lance was a new beau, not my boss.  

Oh, shit...

If I were to snatch my hand away, it’d only call more attention to the fact that Lance had instinctively wanted to hold mine at all. 

Under the scrutiny in this room, I wanted the slight grounding comfort his grip gave me. 

But deep down, I knew it wasn’t something I had the right to rely on. 

No matter how much he had wanted to whisper that he saw me as his, I wasn’t—not according to Viv or Grace. Not according to the binding agreement that I would try to act like a housekeeper in exchange for a paycheck. 

Grace snorted a rude laugh and shook her head. “Yeah, count me out of this.” She shot a nasty scowl Viv’s way. “I’m not dealing with this.” With a jerky, uncoordinated swing of her arm, almost smacking another vase-like thing off the side table she’d first bumped into when she entered this room, she proved how tipsy she was. Her anger hadn’t sobered her. “I’m not sticking around to compete for a man who’s clearly interested in someone else.” With that, she looked down her nose at me then stormed off, jerking the strap of her purse so it would stay up on her shoulder with the haste she had in her exit. 

Oh, dammit. She just had to go and say it. She had to stoop so low to call us out and verbally point out that Lance was showing who he wanted to believe. 

Me.

Not her. 

He wanted to stand by me, his housekeeper. 

Not the polished, proper woman Viv had set him up to date.

“Wait.” Viv spun on her heel and held her hand up, grimacing. “Grace, no. There’s no need to go. Just—” 

Aunt Liv cleared her throat as Viv lowered her arm, defeated and apparently not interested in rushing after the angry woman slamming the front door to return to her driver. 

As Viv turned back to face us, I found the common sense to tug my hand out of Lance’s before she’d see it. He flinched slightly, confirming my suspicions that he hadn’t been aware of holding it at all. Like it just made sense and was natural between us. 

It’s not. It can’t be. Nothing could linger between us except my employment here. 

The silence ate at me. Anxious and not prepared to let Viv be the first one to speak up, I cleared my throat. “It was an accident.” I stepped away from Lance toward where Grace first came in the room. “She came in here, kind of drunk, and bumped into that table. Then when she walked in further, she tripped over this broom.” I picked it up and set it against the wall where it was, miming her fall. 

Viv stared at me, deadpan, and crossed her arms. “That’s on the other side of the room from where the vase was.” 

I held up a finger. “Yes. But as she fell, she slipped in the pile I’d swept up, and she flung her arm out and hit this cabinet.” I demonstrated what I rushed to clarify. “While I kept that from falling, she kicked out her leg and hit the vacuum cleaner, which rolled across the room and shut that door.” I hustled to act it out. “And as it closed, this duster”—I ran across the room and grabbed it to show them—“popped up and flew over here to knock this can of polish over.” I demonstrated again. “And that rolled over to this mop, and the handle flipped down to smack into...” I lamely pointed at the broken vase on the floor. “Into that.” 

Viv wasn’t impressed. 

“See?” Lance said finally. “Sophie didn’t break it on purpose. And the accident wasn’t even her fault.” 

Viv hung her head and shook it. “You’re just that determined to find a flaw with every nice woman I introduce to you, aren’t you?” She sighed dramatically. “And Grace seemed like less of an airhead than the others.” 

She did? I doubted she would if she heard that “future sugar daddy” remark.

“Aha!” Lance pointed at her. “It’s about time you admit they’re not perfect.” 

“But she’s a respectable, proper girl. She’s educated. She’s a volunteer manager at the art museum!” 

“Oh, come now, Viv.” Aunt Liv rolled her eyes. “You didn’t really want a girl like Grace to be your daughter-in-law. She can’t know a single thing about art. I heard her making fun of that wonderful abstract painting of the toad in the lounge. You know that’s my favorite.” 

Lance and I whipped our faces up to look at each other, eyes wide. I dared him to laugh. 

It is a toad, not a naked man!

“And she’s a drunk.” Aunt Liv held up the empty bottle of wine. 

“Liv, it’s not nice to judge others for their alcohol consumption,” Viv scolded weakly. 

“But this is my favorite red,” Aunt Liv protested. “I don’t need her hogging it.” 

Viv wasn’t ready to be distracted though. She glanced at me, then Lance, disapproval and suspicion clear on her face. I didn’t think for one second that she’d forgotten how her son had held the housekeeper’s hand. And I didn’t want to hear her ask about it. 

“Besides.” Aunt Liv giggled. “No harm, no foul. That vase was hideous.” 

Viv scowled at her. “It was not. It was a priceless family heirloom.” 

Guilt hit hard again. 

Aunt Liv shook her head. 

Viv pointed at its remains. “It’s irreplaceable!” 

I tried my best not to cringe while Aunt Liv shook her head again, smirking. 

“And it was holding my uncle Marvin’s ashes!” Viv frowned.

I grimaced. So that wasn’t fine powder from glass or crystal... 

“No, it’s not.” Aunt Liv kicked a chunk of the vase. “It was hideous and replaceable. I bumped into it when it was in the main dining room ten years ago.” 

Viv’s mouth hung open. 

“I hurried up and found something similar on Etsy.” She shrugged. “Fifty bucks to a college student who knew how to blow glass, and viola. You never could tell the difference.” 

Lance chuckled. “But, what’s that dust then?” 

“Oh.” Aunt Liv waved both hands dismissively. “I scooped up some dirt and ash from the fireplace and poured it in so it’d look more believable.” She grinned at him, then regarded me. “Don’t you worry for one second, Sophie dear.” She walked closer, crunching on the fake heirloom shards, to pat my cheek. “Your job is safe here.” She winked before she spun to face her niece. “Come on, Viv. Let’s go so this sweetheart can clean this up.” 
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Lance

“Sophie.” I reached out for the broom that she used to act out what happened, in a chain-reaction-game sort of way, to the vase Aunt Liv had secretly replaced a long time ago. Leave it to her to pull off something like that. 

Sophie shook her head, tugging the handle toward her. I pried it back toward myself. 

“Let me help.” 

“No.” She yanked it back toward her in a tug-of-war move and I released it. “You... No, Lance. You heard her. You know this is what I’m here for.” 

Housekeeping. That was what she was supposed to be here for, but like that combustion of lust in the library proved, it wasn’t what I now wanted her here for. She admitted a problem with getting attached to the puppy, and it provoked me to acknowledge and explore how deeply I was getting attached to her. And not for her cleaning prowess. 

Sophie wasn’t here for me to kiss and earn mewling, growling noises of desire. She wasn’t here for me to want to fuck and hold. 

“I’m the housekeeper,” she reminded me, casting her gaze lower. Taking a step back, she slipped a little on the blanket of shards lying on the floor. 

On instinct, I reached my hand out to steady her so she wouldn’t fall, but she windmilled her arms and corrected her balance before I could touch her again. 

That had to be why she was so skittish now. It was just the two of us in the house. No date like Grace. No Mother or Aunt Liv. We had privacy to resume that path to bare naughtiness and good times, to all the kisses and loud cries of climax she could give me. 

But because we’d been caught holding hands, because my mother had to be suspicious of why I was so stuck on not losing Sophie, it seemed that she wanted distance. 

I realized—too late—why Grace had accused me of being interested in my housekeeper. The jealousy on her face was telling enough, but she must have read into me holding Sophie’s hand. Just like Joe had on the sidewalk. Like my mother had in here. 

I didn’t plan it. I’d only worried that Sophie would fall. Chivalry was only a fraction of it though. Because I would never pass up a chance to touch this sweet woman and hold her however she pleased. 

I was...that addicted. 

Retreating from me some more, she slipped and swayed to keep her balance over the mess. 

“I only want to help,” I explained, knowing I had to be careful with the newness of how we’d crashed and burned in the library. Distance was the last thing that I wanted between us, but I wasn’t so naïve and blind to not see how she might need space. 

“But I don’t want it.” She kept backing up, broom in hand as she huffed her hair from her face. “You shouldn’t even offer it. I’m your housekeeper. Nothing more.” 

“You’re not—” 

“Yours.” She swallowed, her throat flexing as she stood outside the sprawl of shards. “I’m not yours, Lance. Not like she wanted Grace to be.” 

Please. Please don’t say that. Her statement was too damn close to what Aunt Liv was trying to tell me, that Sophie would never meet Mother’s approval. 

“I just—” 

“This is my job.” She held her head up high. “This is what I’m here to do. Not get sidetracked and cave to a little bit of lust.” 

I stared at her, willing her to laugh and convince me that was a joke. “A little bit of lust.” It should’ve sounded like a question that I repeated back to her. 

“Yes. And now that I’m thinking straight again, I’m well aware of my purpose here.” She avoided making eye contact as she gestured at the floor. “To keep the house. To clean. That’s my job. Not yours.” 

I crossed my arms, not budging and hating that she’d try so hard to bolden the line between us, the line labeling her as the hired help and me as the employer. 

“I can help if I want.” 

She narrowed her eyes, readying to bicker with me. 

I welcomed it. I yearned for it. When she gave as good as she got, when she replied in kind with fire, it only proved how much I mattered to her, how much she held significance and sway for me. 

She shrugged. “Then help.” 

I blinked once, almost shocked at how easily she’d given in. 

“Go through the junk in the other rooms. Get rid of more stuff so I can actually start to clean other rooms.” 

Dammit. She was still wedging this distance between us, shooing me away and into another room. Apart from her, which was all I wanted. It was too soon to give up her company. 

Don’t push. Don’t. 

Whatever we were trying to do couldn’t be forced. Nothing felt forced between us—only this order to give her space. That was going against my will, but I’d do it. This desire crackling between us, this innate and automatic need to be near her light and bask in her wit and smiles, that was natural. It wasn’t something that I had to push to make happen. And because I wanted to rely on the power of this draw linking us, I had to take faith in the thought that some space, a moment to think and react, wouldn’t stop this connection from growing and deepening even further. 

“Yeah.” I nodded, hating that she’d be so quick to put up a wall but understanding that she had to feel vulnerable. If not from letting me go down on her and almost getting caught by my mother, then because she said that she had to be fired. 

“But hey.” I cleared my throat as I backed up, despising how shy she could make me feel. “Um, I meant what I said. You don’t have to worry about your job.” 

She huffed a weak laugh, beginning to sweep the broken vase up. 

“Seriously. I’ll fight for you, Sophie.” 

Pausing, she furrowed her brow. She didn’t face me, and I was desperate to know what was going through her head with that pensive expression. 

“I won’t let her fire you or replace you.” 

Letting out a long, deep exhale, she nodded and resumed sweeping lightly. “I appreciate that.” 

I wouldn’t overstay my welcome. Turning, I left the room and wondered, for a hundred times throughout the rest of the day, if I could’ve said something different. If I could’ve handled it better. 

I wasn’t a confrontational guy, but I knew better than to push when someone was asking for space. I wasn’t dumb enough to insist on getting my way when someone was wanting boundaries respected. 

For the next few days, as I purged some “junk” from the house, I didn’t see her. She made herself scarce, and even when we did cross paths, she’d shut herself off from me. Wearing earbuds and always humming or mouthing lyrics, she gave me a solid silent treatment—enforcing me to give her one too. By not even being able to hear me, she’d effectively cut off all communication. 

And it stung. 

How long will this last? What can I do? 

Half the time, I worried that she was regretting our moment in the library. That she was kicking herself for ever engaging in anything intimate like that with me. 

The other half of the time, I obsessed with dread that she’d taken my mother’s threat to heart and was looking for another job. 

Texts were the only mercy she gave me. Through them, we maintained the bickering we’d established from the get-go. 

I’d send her pictures of her mishaps in cleaning. Not to criticize but tease.

First was a shot of bubbled-up rings on a table she’d polished. 

Sophie: I am still learning the chemistry of cleaning. 

That reply sounded complex. 

Then I sent her a couple of pictures of how lopsided paintings were after her dusting. 

Sophie: Geometry isn’t my forte. 

I wasn’t sure that level pictures counted as geometry but I wasn’t going to argue. 

And more recently, this evening as I packed for another trip to meet with Agatha at her company headquarters tomorrow, I texted a picture of bluish fabric that once billowed as pearly white, albeit dusty, curtains. 

Sophie: One of Buddy’s blankets must have gotten mixed in that load of laundry. 

Lance: Buddy? I thought I heard you calling him Bear this morning. 

Sophie: He doesn’t seem to like Bear. I’ll find the right name.   

I slumped into a chair, and the dog in question jumped onto my lap for me to pet him. 

Lance: I thought you were supposed to be finding him a home. 

No reply. 

Lance: And I thought I asked you to only feed him outside in the garage. So we don’t have to worry about my mother seeing him in the house. 

Sophie: Then blame yourself. I know you’ve been encouraging him to nap in your lap when you work. 

“Guilty as charged,” I muttered to the small dog as he curled into a ball. 

I was trying to be firm and hard with Sophie about Buddy because I knew he couldn’t stay here for good. But I was just as bad as she was. Playing with the little dog was sometimes the highlight of my day since Sophie was insisting on this distance between us. 

My mother hadn’t stopped over lately, and I really wondered if that was Aunt Liv’s doing. She had seemed entirely serious when she told me to view Sophie as a little bit of fun on the side. I wasn’t a fan of that concept. I wouldn’t do that, treat her like a side piece. But maybe Aunt Liv was trying to give me and Sophie a chance to be alone. 

Alone and apart. It was ironic. We were living in the same house, and she was insistent on this buffer between us. 

I headed into town to buy some
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