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Maid to Serve


The door closed behind Oliver, and he dropped the friendly smile he’d worn the past few hours and massaged his temple. Good news, he’d kept his biggest client. Bad news, that 5% price increase he’d hoped to achieve didn’t fly, so they he was stuck with the same prices they’d originally agreed to two years ago.


After all those extra hours he and his team put in to really show the high quality of their service, Briteworx still said they would end the contract if there was any rate increase at all.


Sure, his company still grew year over year, but it’d been eight years. When would his ship finally come in?


Never mind that now, though. Time to head home and make himself a nice — Oliver frowned at his smartphone’s display. The numbers read ‘10:28’ in bold.


Well, shit… Given it was an hour away… Luckily, there was DoorDash. 


His eyes ached when he pulled into the driveway. The house loomed over him, the streetlights flickering off so many windows it looked like a dozen eyes glared down at him. He clutched his coat tight to himself and made his way inside the house he’d bought for what he once hoped would be a growing family… 


Oliver shook his head. It didn’t matter. Not anymore.


The dusty smell of home greeted him. His shoes came off, landing alongside a messy pile of walking boots, several still pristine save for the thin layer of gray that coated them. A roll of trash bags and cleaning supplies stuck out of a plastic bag beside them. Spring cleaning, that’d been his plan, make the expensive home a little more presentable, then maybe sell it and move to something smaller and closer to work.


Oliver cursed and ran a hand under his bangs, feeling tired at just seeing the supplies. The vast family home made sense once, back when his ex-wife talked of starting a family and how happy she was to spend the rest of her life with him. It’d been gorgeous… but now thrown-aside packages and dirty clothes littered the place, while his ex’s photograph peered sadly down at everything. He picked his way through a winding corridor that passed for clean and made his way to the kitchen. At least he’d managed to take out the trash last week, but…


He pushed aside some takeout boxes and set his briefcase on the table, before slowly starting to eat the Pad Thai. He’d spent almost a thousand dollars this month alone on DoorDash, a giant waste. But two months ago, he’d bought some steaks, only for them to go bad in the fridge before he remembered to cook them.


It would appall his customers to see the state he lived in, but it wasn’t because of slovenliness. He just spent too much time working, both at the office and when he came home. That was what she’d said as well. That he never made time for her — and maybe she was right. He hadn’t even noticed she’d left until the day afterward.


“Fuck me,” mumbled Oliver, thumbing at his dry, tired eyes. “Little wonder I stay at work all day if these are the thoughts I come back to. Come on, you sad lump. Let’s see if we can’t turn this place around.”


No one could call him lazy, that much he’d proudly take to his grave. Two hours later and well after one in the morning, Oliver collapsed into the sofa feeling every one of his forty-two years, back aching and fingers shaking. It’d be nice to say the house was as good as new, now, but it really wasn’t. His home was too big for that, so he’d only gotten the living room, kitchen and bedroom to a livable — not even presentable — state.


He massaged his temples. “I’d need to clean for hours a day to stay on top of this, and then it might as well be a whole new job.” A job to clean. Oliver let his head fall back. “Hmm. The client from New York has a maid, doesn’t he?”


He cringed even as he said it. The idea of hiring a maid to serve your needs had always sounded just a little pathetic to him, a sad little sign that you couldn’t take care of your life, or that you were too lazy to put the work in yourself. It had been one of those things reserved for the arrogantly wealthy, which Oliver had always told himself he’d never be. 


Then again, there wasn’t much to be arrogant about in not being able to handle his own home, was there? If he wasn’t boasting about it and showing the fact he had a maid off, maybe it’d be a little more forgivable. Coming home to a clean house and a warm meal would lift his spirits, too. How much had his company grossed last year? Ten million? Twelve? And yet he lived like a broke college student. Oliver took one look around his hastily cleaned home and sighed.


“Ah, to hell with it. What do I have to lose?”


At the least, he’d save a fortune in takeout.


/-/


A few days later, there was a knock at his door. 


On the other side stood a woman who looked to have been crafted from a block of ice. She stood perfectly straight, not the slightest give to her posture, and wore her blonde hair in a short, no-nonsense bun.


Oliver stepped out and extended a hand, which she shook. “Oliver Hortense,” he introduced himself, having taken the morning off to meet her. “And you must be…”


“Penelope Goldsmith,” came the reply. Short, not angrily, but as though each word were an invaluable resource she refused to waste. “Pleasure to meet you.”


He returned the appropriate pleasantry and stood there, unsure. Okay… now what? It felt like the first time he’d ordered DoorDash, and he felt just as awkward now as back then. To buy time, he looked her over in more detail.


Penelope was neither particularly tall nor short, nor slender nor portly. She wore the classic white and black maid’s outfit, but there was little to tell about her body, as the layers concealed rather than showed, and extended out to her knees. Despite this being her first meeting with her boss, her expression was perfectly calm. Over high, haughty cheekbones, eyes like frozen pools inspected him in thorough detail. How strange for an employee to act, and he felt even more uncertain of what to say.


Luckily, Penelope spoke. “Now, my role is to serve as your maid. What do you want from me?”


That… that was a good question, one Oliver couldn’t say he had the answer to. He massaged his forehead as he tried to come up with something beyond the obvious and failed utterly. “Well… just keep my home clean? I don’t know. I just want things to be better.”


Penelope nodded. After a moment’s pause to see if he had anything else to add, she said, “I understand… This is your first time hiring someone of my profession, isn’t it?” 


Caught. Oliver sighed. “Is it that obvious?”


Another nod, her gaze calm. “Let’s do it like this: give me a brief tour of the house, and for each room I’ll let you know what I think would be a good idea to do for it. If there’s anything else you can think of, though, let me know.”


Simple, elegant, and solving that problem all at the same time. Relief washed over him. “That… Good, that seems good.”


“Very well. Now…” Penelope motioned to the door expectantly. “Let’s get started.”


Oh right. Somehow, Oliver’d thought she would… right. Embarrassment colored his cheeks, and he opened the door, careful to give her a wide berth, and started showing her around. 


She followed behind, her shoes tapping the floor with a steady click-click.


Easy enough… except his face heated further with each pile of junk or unopened box. He should have been able to at least have a place that wasn’t a complete wreck, shouldn’t he? But then, if he could handle this, he wouldn’t have needed her help, and she wouldn’t be here to see his shame.


At least Penelope didn’t react to what she saw, beyond stating her plans for how to clean it with a certain calm certainty he couldn’t manage right then.


The only time she reacted was when she asked what time to expect him back for dinners, and he’d replied with seven-thirty to eight most days. That earned a minor flash of surprise. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you said you head into work around five. Did you mean five in the evening, or did I mishear?”


“No, the house is an hour from the office, plus it’s hard to get everything done I need to, so I head in early.” Oliver scratched his head. “I know it doesn’t speak well of me, not being able to get all the work I need to do each day, but it needs to be done.” 


She tapped her fingers against her side, eyeing him thoughtfully. After almost a minute of silence, she said, “And what if you could get it done in less time?”


If wishes were fishes, he’d have quite the collection. Aloud, he said, “Well, that would let me get everything done earlier. I might make it back earlier.”


“Then I would like to offer my services as an assistant. It would be a moderate additional fee, but I come highly recommended.”


That… wasn’t wrong. He’d peeked at her portfolio, and it was definitely an impressive one, with several mentions of serving as a virtual assistant on top of her current role as maid. Still… “I really shouldn’t be spending even more on top of your current fee. And you’re going to be very busy, I imagine.” Besides, unlike his home, he could actually deal with his real work.


She brushed off his words like so many fallen leaves, her blue eyes meeting his without the slightest hint of yield. “I will have spare time, especially once I’ve whipped this place into shape. But tell you what, I only ask that you pay me an additional amount equal to what you feel my services are worth to you and your company. And to be quite frank, sir, fourteen to fifteen-hour days are too much. You need an assistant to help handle the load.”


Okay, the idea had merit. He’d always been reluctant to hire an assistant, as it was quite the expense to bear for handling things he could take care of himself, but this was basically zero risk… and it would be nice to actually eat dinner at an appropriate time for a change. “Alright, we can give it a shot. Maybe a week or two, and we’ll move on from there. First…” He explained their business — custom lighting systems, with service after the sale.


She asked questions: what systems they used, important clients, who were the key figures, and a host of other questions. Each insightful, and with the sort of practiced ease that showed she knew her stuff. 


And while he went over the basic office politics and details, she got to work. The first room took about half an hour for her to turn from a disaster zone into something he’d be proud to show to anyone, but wrangled it she did, all while asking follow-up questions on every detail he shared. 


She handled each task with calm and composure, just like the one before it.


Definitely need to thank Nathaniel for recommending the agency. She definitely looks to be worth the expense. Aloud, he said, “In about thirty minutes, I need to head into the office. Is there anything you’ll need from me before then?”


Penelope considered. “Access to the programs you’ll need me to get into to help you. You mentioned Google Workspace. Were there any others?”


He shrugged. “A couple, maybe? I’ll send it all when I arrive today, but will you have the chance to relax at all?” 


Her eyebrows raised. “Believe it or not, I’ve dealt with far worse challenges before. Now, let me go unpack everything into my room…” A pause, and she turned to him expectantly.


Oh, right…


Honestly, it didn’t matter to Oliver which of the other rooms Penelope claimed, and he explained as such. She chose one within earshot of the master bedroom, but not so close as to risk ever being uncomfortable. As she moved her stuff in, she went over her planned schedule. It would be a few days, perhaps a week, before his property was back in the position he’d had it when he first bought the place, minus any repairs that might need to be done, and she’d keep all that within a budget. 


Very good, assuming she pulled it off as stated, of course. Definitely an odd woman, though. It was how she moved, he felt. She made every movement with an exacting precision, as if each step taken was another opportunity to become more efficient, while everything else was an obstacle to be removed. It would be nice if she came with a warning label that read ‘maintain at least ten feet of distance for safety.’ The thought made Oliver smile as he got into his car.


Wait, he’d forgotten to get her email address. Shit! He’d only interacted with the company directly before, not with her. No way to delegate if he couldn’t actually send anything. He hesitated only a moment before hurrying back inside. 


Penelope’s room was the room that he’d cleaned the least since his ex-wife left — it had been the one his ex moved to before she moved out completely — but as Penelope put it, that just motivated her to get started. Besides not being too far from Oliver’s own room, it stood maybe a half-dozen steps from the kitchen, and only a few from the storage closet she’d claimed for her supplies. 


He took a deep breath and knocked on the door, which swung open a few moments later.


“Yes, sir?” she asked over a suitcase full of clothes, having been unpacking. Already, the cleaning products atop a surprisingly clean dresser showed that she’d tidied up as she went along. Apparently, despite her maid’s uniform, she had other garments: blouses, dresses, pants and the like. Despite the inherent awkwardness of the situation, she met his gaze without the slightest trace of awkwardness.


Oliver explained the situation, careful to maintain strict professionalism himself — these were her quarters, her private sanctum, after all. Once he’d explained the email situation and gotten her own, giving her delegate access to his as she requested, he was about to leave. Another thought came to mind, though. He’d planned to send the message by email, but as he was right there… “I wanted to discuss your duties as my assistant,” Oliver said, offering a smile to remain nonthreatening.


Penelope nodded, gaze expectant.


“While I appreciate your initiative in attempting to aid me as best you can, and look forward to seeing what you come up with, remember that, above all else, you will serve as my employee. I am the boss, after all. Here are some things I will need service in…” he listed expected tasks, standard things he hoped she could handle without supervision. Most of his list matched her plans, although he knew some differences remained. The whole time, she remained silent, until he finished with, “… Now, there may be times I need to work a little even after I get home. I try to avoid it when possible, but am not always successful.” Then he waited. Part of the point of this was to establish proper expectations, as much on her end as his own.


Her eyebrows knit together, but she didn’t respond, simply looking him up and down. Her lip curled upward, just a little, and she stepped forward until barely a couple of feet separated them... “Rest assured,” she said softly, “I have dealt with many employers, and every one has had some, ah, growing pains, but I got each to where they needed to be in the end.”


Was she trying to intimidate him? An amusing prospect if so. “Of course, and I appreciate that I will have someone that I can rely upon. Thank you.” A platitude, but Oliver wouldn’t mind seeing if she was capable of —


“Excuse me.” She stepped past him, and her hip brushed against his own, while she leaned in briefly, just enough for her breath to puff warmly against his face. “I look forward to aiding you.” The sunlight gleamed in her eyes, a pale blue somewhere between the winter sky and pools of ice. Before he could think of a response, a reaction of any sort, she’d disappeared into the corridor beyond.


Oliver stood, frozen in place. His body tingled everywhere she’d touched — and was it just him, or had she trailed her fingers along his side? 


Maybe it’d just been a tight fit… Yeah, that made sense. There wasn’t much room near the doorway, even with him off to the side, so it made sense Penelope would need to brush past him. An accident, probably, so he should brush it off.


Focus, Oliver told himself. You’re a CEO, and you’ve got work to do. No point in stressing out over your maid, is there?


Right, time to attack the day. First things first…


/-/


It was almost noon when Oliver got to the office. The big sign on the front of the building read Hortense’s Lighting, with the logo of a light-bulb over a smiling man’s head — Okay, not the most creative of names, but he’d had more important things to worry about at the time. Marriage, debt collectors, all that jazz.


When he stepped inside, the air conditioner wafted crisp, cool air across his face. Even five years of wear and tear later, the offices showed no signs of deterioration. Plenty of space, too, as he’d made sure that the employees would have an open concept design, with a bit of extra space in their cubicles, thoroughly cleaned each day.


For the first time Oliver could remember, he wasn’t the first to arrive. He lingered briefly, observing his employees. Most didn’t notice his presence, focused upon their work, but a few offered cursory nods and waves, each of which he returned in kind. Warmth bubbled in his chest. Even












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































