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I can imagine them from here, the neighborhood gossips, noses pressed against the glass and hands white-knuckled on their curtains, waiting for the slightest slip-up. What the hell were they thinking, all those old hags in the building, when they first saw me climb into that gleaming sedan? The black leather seats, the hum of an engine that costs more than all our apartments combined, and me, tossing my duffel bag into the back without a single glance at the gallery. Their tongues must have been wagging, salivating as I passed like I was about to sell my body to the highest bidder.

My mother, though, she smelled the wind changing right away. She clings to her respectability like it’s the only thing keeping her alive, and she didn't waste a second crafting an official version and drilling it into the neighbors’ skulls. She made the rounds, chin held high, decreeing that her youngest had found herself a very "proper" position.

"It’s a new client of my daughter’s, an incredible stroke of luck!" she would repeat to the third-floor neighbor on the landing. "She’s babysitting for a very respectable gentleman, someone in a high position, you understand. She’s a hard worker, my girl. Not rich, true, but honest to her core!"

She clings to this image of the model daughter—the one who doesn't loiter, the one who brings home a few clean bills to help with the bills. If she knew the truth, if she could catch just one glimpse behind the curtain, she’d choke on her grand principles right then and there.

Still, don't go imagining horrors. Don’t expect one of those sordid stories of underground prostitution or shady tricks in second-rate hotels. I really am babysitting. That is the literal truth. I work for this distinguished gentleman, an impeccable man, a certified public accountant by trade. Once, I made the mistake of mentioning his "office," and he corrected me with a thin smile that didn't show his teeth.

"We call it a 'practice,' miss. The terminology is important. An office is for subordinates. A practice is an institution."

It was as if he’d tossed a stone into my own garden—a free lesson for someone like me, who tries so hard to cultivate refined language, to polish my mind so I don’t end up looking like the girls from my neighborhood. He lives right downtown, but not just anywhere. His villa sits atop the hill, where the air feels lighter and purer than in our dismal housing estate, wedged between the highway and the gray slab of concrete.

The atmosphere up there is different. He has a very young wife, of an almost irritating beauty, and twin six-year-olds who look like porcelain dolls. They go out almost every week, without fail, on Friday or Saturday night. Sometimes both. The schedule is set like clockwork. He picks me up at the gate at 6:00 PM sharp, his eyes filtered through designer glasses, and he drops me back the next morning, just as the neighbors are heading out for their bread.

During the drives, he reveals himself in small bursts, between heavy silences in the air-conditioned interior. He told me he was divorced, that he’d remarried this child-woman who waits for him up there. He also told me, almost like a useless confidence, that he had another daughter from his first marriage. A girl who lives with her mother somewhere far from here, and who is, give or take, exactly my age.

I was sure of one thing: she couldn't look much like me. In my mind, I had shaped her in the image of the world they inhabit up there: a tall, radiant blonde creature, with that innate elegance and sophisticated tone that puts you in your place without a word. But the reality he painted for me was entirely different—darker, grittier.

"She’s become a nightmare," he confided one evening, his voice thick with resentment, hands gripped tight on the leather steering wheel. "She gives me nothing but trouble, a mental exhaustion you can’t even imagine, miss. She spends all her time hanging out with losers, types with no future who are content to rot in mediocrity and idleness. She’s completely let herself go; she looks like a fucking hobo, she doesn't take care of herself anymore. She’s destroying everything she touches, throwing her goddamn life away just for the pleasure of hurting me, I’m certain of it!"

It goes to show that money and villas on the hill don’t protect you from anything. I, at least, am not throwing mine away. People might find me insignificant, and that’s likely the case for the average person. I’m a silhouette you forget—small, brunette, with a dry thinness that leaves no room for curves. I have no shape, no cleavage to catch the eye, always wrapped in the same outfit: that eternal gray dress and the black tights that sheath my legs like an armor of modesty. But I don't care. It’s in my soul that I keep my elegance. I read that line in a book once, and it stayed carved into my brain like an absolute truth, a secret superiority I carry under my skin.

At the university, I’m the pillar of the class—the best, the one whose grades make the slackers pale with envy. I try to be irreproachable, kind, always ready to help with a missed lecture or an explanation. The professors love me for my rigor and my silence; the other students appreciate me for my helpfulness, but the barrier is there, invisible and impassable. I’m not the kind of girl invited to student parties, to rages that last until dawn, or to impromptu trips to the cinema. I belong to that category of girls who don't have an apartment in the city, who have to catch the last train or the last bus to go sleep at their parents' place in the gray outskirts. No one imagines for a single second that under my drab dress, under my goody-two-shoes act, I too might want to have some fun, to burn a little, to love and be loved just like all the others.

Emotionally speaking, my past is a ruins—a string of minor disasters that taught me to be wary and withdrawn. So, I retreat into my own territory. I take my pleasures in solitude, in the privacy of my room or the silence of my thoughts, far from eyes that either judge me or ignore my existence entirely.

He came for me very early this Saturday morning. The sky was still a cold, metallic blue that made the exhaust fumes thick.

"We’re leaving for the entire day," he announced curtly, opening the car door for me. "We’ll probably get back very late tonight, maybe even at dawn; it all depends on the reception. The girls have school today, so the plan is simple: you’ll drop them off, then pick them up at the exact time. You’ll watch them all afternoon and evening until we return. Stay alert. I don't want any incidents while we’re gone."

I’ll be sleeping at their place, in that guest room that’s too clean and smells like wax, and he’ll drive me back to my door tomorrow morning. It pays well, and ultimately, that’s all that matters to me now.

The car pulled up to the marble porch, the engine dying with a mechanical sigh. I’d barely stepped out when the twins came tearing down the steps—two little storms of blonde curls that latched onto my legs, chirping with joy. I felt their small arms wrap around me, their damp kisses on my cheeks, but the warm welcome was quickly swept away by the electric tension saturating the house. There was a storm brewing; a heaviness that makes your clothes stick to your skin the moment you cross the threshold.

She’s still upstairs, locked in the bathroom. From the foyer, shrill bursts of voices reached me, bouncing off the cold floor tiles. It was the echo of one of those domestic disputes—as violent as they are petty—the kind of trivial scene you wouldn't expect in a place like this. Accusations about a poorly chosen dress, being ten minutes late... trifles that turn into mountains under the weight of resentment. It just goes to show: elegance usually stops at the bedroom door.

He stormed down the stairs, face flushed, tie slightly askew. His rage was palpable, radiating off him like a sick heat.

"That cunt!" he barked suddenly, like he was spitting out a pit. "Fuck, she’s going to drive me out of my goddamn mind! She’s sabotaging everything on purpose. How can anyone be this stupid? Behaving like a spoiled brat when we have obligations!"

I stood there, paralyzed. How could he talk about her like that? Such vulgarity, right in front of his daughters—who were wide-eyed—and in front of me? It’s true that to him, I’m just part of the furniture, a useful shadow moved as needed until I fade into the background. But still, the violence of that word stung my face. Suddenly, he seemed to realize I was standing in the middle of the hall. He froze, adjusted his jacket with a sharp tug, and forced his features back into a frozen neutrality.

"Forgive me, miss. My wife isn't quite ready yet, as you may have heard. We’ll have to adjust the schedule slightly. I’ll drive the girls to school myself right now—it’ll save time—and we’ll leave as soon as I get back. In the meantime, don't just stand here. Go have some coffee; it’s fresh in the kitchen. Help yourself."

He gathered the twins with an authoritative gesture and slammed the door behind him. The silence that followed was almost painful. I took refuge in the kitchen, a space of chrome and glass with a clinical cleanliness. I sat facing the open door to the hallway, my hands gripped around a mug whose heat was starting to irritate my palms. The steam from the coffee rose into my face, blurring my vision slightly.

That’s when she appeared. Silently, like a vision emerging from nothingness. She was in the raw state of a beauty
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