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A few years ago, when my gran was alive, she gave me a key. It’s a simple skeleton key, tarnished and worn. No amount of polishing has ever made it shine. To this day, I don’t know why she gave it to me or what it unlocks.

Gran was ailing when she produced it from under her pillow and pressed it into my hands. I didn’t know it at the time, but she had only a few days to live.

‘Dear girl, this is for you,’ she said as she folded the key into my palm with surprising force.

‘What does it open?’ I asked.

‘My heart,’ she replied matter-of-factly.

I sometimes have trouble deciphering the literal from the figurative, but even all those years ago, I knew enough about human anatomy to understand that no key in the world can unlock the human heart.

‘If that’s a metaphor, I don’t grasp it,’ I said. ‘Precisely what does this key open? A locked box? A drawer? A safe, perhaps?’

‘It’s the key to everything,’ Gran insisted. ‘It is all of me. And it is for you.’

Gran was so ill by this point that I assumed her mind was addled from pain. Moreover, I knew it was. There were times during those final days when she’d mutter unintelligibly under her breath – Birds of a feather … or A stitch in time … At other moments, she’d suddenly call out to someone she saw in her bedroom when there was no one there but me.

‘Gran,’ I urged whenever she regained consciousness. ‘This key fits a lock. Where’s the lock?’

Her eyes fluttered – open, closed, open. She homed in on me as though she’d never seen me before, and yet I’d lived every day of my life by her side.

‘You don’t know who I am,’ she said.

‘Of course I do. You’re my gran. And I’m your Molly, remember?’

‘I remember everything,’ she replied.

Then one day Gran asked – begged – to leave this world. I pleaded with her, but to no avail. I wanted so much for her to be well, and yet I always knew she would leave me one day.

‘It’s time,’ she said again and again.

And just like that, she was gone. By gone I do not mean asleep or on holiday or traipsing to the corner store to fetch a jug of milk. What I mean is: she was dead. Yes, dead. There really is no point sugarcoating these things. It was not easy or simple. She died.

My gran taught me to be direct. She also taught me everything else of substance I’ve learned in this life. For that, and for her, I remain forever grateful.

Today, I can’t stop thinking about her. In a cavernous chamber in my mind, her voice echoes, her refrains repeating in a Möbius loop. Perhaps I’m daft, with a mind as soft as unripened cheese, but there are times when I feel her lingering close. It’s as if she’s trying to tell me something – to warn me of some calamity or unseen danger ahead. I’m used to this, of course – to being the last to know, to understanding too late. What I’m not used to are warnings delivered from beyond the grave by someone who is most certainly very dead.

‘Molly, are you okay? Molly, look at me. Wake up.’

I’m staring into bright lights. Where am I? People crowd around me, shouting and calling my name. Is this an operating room? No, that’s not it. The place is familiar, but everything is blurred.

‘Molly, listen to me!’

‘Open your eyes!’

I know one thing only: something is terribly wrong. Was I in an accident? Am I dying, my soul rising to meet its maker?

Then I hear it, loud and clear – Gran’s voice.

All that glitters isn’t gold.

Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

Yes. I remember. I know where I am. I’m in the well-appointed tearoom of the Regency Grand, the five-star hotel where I work as a maid. My beloved fiancé, Juan Manuel, and I arrived early this morning to set up for the day’s big occasion – a fine arts and collectibles event with Brown and Beagle, celebrity appraisers and costars of the hit TV show Hidden Treasures. I’m not dying, thank goodness, but I’m also not all right. I’m lying on the floor, and all around me are microphones and iPhones and TV cameras and jostling humanity.

This was not supposed to happen. These cameras were never supposed to be focused on me. But moments ago, a revelation was made that was so astonishing, so absurd it feels like a dream. To my utter horror, I’m no longer the invisible maid toiling in the background but the epicenter of attention. An entire room of lookie-loos surrounds me, and they’re shouting at me in a desperate frenzy.

‘Molly, you’re a maid, right? At this hotel?’

‘Molly, how does it feel to go from rags to riches in an instant?’

‘Molly, can you get up off the floor? You’re rich!’

‘Molly, mi amor? Are you okay?’

The last voice cuts through, bringing me back to myself – Juan Manuel, my love, my life.

Lights and cameras push closer, and I lose sight of him. I try to lift myself, but I lack strength. Stars twinkle in my periphery – all that glitters isn’t gold. Two men’s faces – I know them; I’ve seen them before, many times – the stars of a popular show.

‘Tell our viewers how it feels, Molly. What’s it like to be an instant multimillionaire?’

The world tilts sideways and suddenly fades to black.

And then I remember everything: But how? How did it come to this?

‘Rise and shine, mi amor!’ These were the first words I heard as I woke this morning. Through sleepy eyes, I watched as Juan, still in his pajamas, popped out of our bed and pulled the curtains back to let the soft morning light into our room.

I’m not a morning person, but Juan Manuel, just like my gran before him, delights at the dawn of each new day, invigorated with a zest for life, whereas I wrestle my way out from under cobwebs of exhaustion, begging for a few more minutes of slumber. And so it was this morning as it is on most mornings.

‘I beg you, press snooze! Please!’ I nestled deeper under the covers.

My beloved shuffled into his slippers and like a contented sparrow sang a happy tune as he flitted about our bedroom. A moment later, the mattress shifted as he perched on the edge. I felt his warm hand cajole me from my blanket nest.

‘Early to bed, early to rise, makes Molly healthy, wealthy, and wise,’ he chimed in his singsong voice.

‘Health and wisdom, I already possess,’ I muttered. ‘As for wealth, that’s really asking too much, especially two months before our wedding day.’

He laughed, a sparkling sound, crystalline and pure, like a silver spoon tinkling the edges of a porcelain cup. It’s now been over six months since Juan proposed to me in a surprising holiday revelation on the staircase at the Regency Grand. I was happy and relieved to say yes.

‘Get up, Molly. Today’s a busy day! We have to get to the hotel early. The TV crew will be there at nine A.M. sharp. I’m so excited. We’re going to meet the stars of the show!’

We were poised for a huge day at the Regency Grand, where Juan and I both work – he as a chef and I as a maid. Brown and Beagle, the famous appraising couple known for identifying antiquities and long-lost works of art, were bringing their road show to the hotel’s Grand Tearoom. It’s a shame Gran never got to see their popular reality TV series, Hidden Treasures, which debuted two years ago. She would have loved the hosts, owners of the eponymous high-end art auction house, two middle-aged, married men who share a passion for art and antiquities, designer clothes, and each other. The Bees, as they’re affectionately known by their legions of adoring fans, delight audiences nationwide with their witty repartee and their historical know-how, all while appraising items brought to the show by everyday collectors spanning the globe.

Most of the items they assess on air turn out to be worthless trinkets or not-so-clever fakes, but devoted viewers – myself and Juan included – watch every week for the gasp-worthy moments when a long-forgotten painting discovered in a dusty attic turns out to be a van Gogh or a wardrobe with a secret drawer bought from a charity shop reveals a hoard of priceless coins.

I felt Juan’s hand again, pulling the covers from my face. A moment later, his lips grazed my cheek as he planted kisses in a perfect garden row.

‘If you’re not going to rise and shine, solita, I may have to resort to extreme measures,’ he said playfully as he ducked under the covers and continued his plantation down my bare shoulder.

I wrapped my arms around his warm neck and stared into those beautiful brown eyes, like the turn-down dark chocolates we place on pillows at the hotel, but sweeter and richer because all the love that shines in them is mine.

‘Te amo,’ Juan said. ‘And I know just how to wake you up, Molly. I will use Juan Manuel’s surefire method – better than all the caffeine in the world.’

And so it was that I was instantly, enticingly awake, kissing my fiancé and tingling with a longing that moments before had not existed in me at all. This is what it’s like with us. Each day we spend together is a trove of secret riches. Never in my life did I think such a love could be mine.

We nestled in each other’s arms after, and we talked about our wedding, which is only two months away. We’re both so excited for our big day. Though it will be a small affair at city hall (Juan and I alongside Angela and my gran-dad), we can’t wait to share the moment. Still, it’s been stressful managing the costs of getting married on a maid’s and a pastry chef’s salaries. Mr Snow kindly offered the tearoom at the Regency Grand for a ceremony and reception, but I declined on account of the rental and catering costs, which we could never afford. As for outfits, we most certainly won’t be buying new. We looked at rentals, but the price tags added instant wrinkles to Juan’s forehead and mine. We still don’t have a tuxedo for Juan, and my search for a used wedding dress continues to no avail.

‘If I don’t find a dress soon,’ I said as we lay in bed this morning, ‘I’m going to have to make one out of used bedsheets.’

‘You could wear a paper bag and you’d still be the most beautiful bride in the world,’ Juan replied. ‘¡Dios mío! It’s almost seven A.M. We’re going to be late. Bust to move, Molly!’

And with that, we both burst out of bed as though the mattress was on fire, and we bustled about our apartment, showering and dressing, and preparing for our star-studded day with two TV celebrities at the Regency Grand.

We were about to head out the door when I remembered. ‘Wait! I need a shoebox.’

‘Madre mía, Molly,’ said Juan. ‘What for?’

‘Hidden Treasures,’ I replied. ‘Mr Snow invited the staff to bring in collectibles for Brown and Beagle to appraise before the shoot. I have a few items that fit the bill.’

‘But we don’t own any fine art,’ Juan said. ‘The only treasure in this apartment is you.’

I smiled, then opened the front closet, locating a shoebox, which I brought to the kitchen while Juan reluctantly trailed behind me. I placed Gran’s favorite teacup inside the box, the one with an English country cottage scene on it.

‘I’ll have you know the Bees once appraised a Ming Dynasty teacup at ten thousand dollars. Gran’s cup is Royal Standard fine bone china,’ I said. ‘Maybe it’s worth something.’

‘Molly, can we go now?’ Juan pleaded.

‘Soon,’ I replied. I rushed to the living room and opened Gran’s curio cabinet, which contained all manner of trinkets – her menagerie of Swarovski crystal animals, silver souvenir spoons collected from far-flung locales she never got to see, and one mysterious old key.

‘I’m taking some spoons,’ I announced, placing the nicest ones in my shoebox. ‘And the Swarovski swan, because it was Gran’s favorite. And I’ve always wondered about this old key,’ I said as I held it up for Juan to examine. ‘Gran claimed it was “the key to her heart,” but I’ve never been able to determine what it opens. Maybe Brown and Beagle can tell me.’

Juan looked at me with a strange expression I could not for the life of me decipher. ‘So you’re bringing a chipped teacup, a chunk of bird-shaped glass, and an old key … but you’re not bringing that?’

‘What?’ I asked.

‘The golden huevo,’ he replied. Naturally, I know what a huevo is because Juan makes delectable huevos rancheros every Wednesday. He was pointing to the top shelf in Gran’s curio cabinet, where I keep a bejeweled ornamental egg on its perfectly polished gold pedestal.

‘At least bring the egg laid by the magic chicken,’ Juan insisted.

‘It was not laid by a magic chicken. If only you knew,’ I replied.

But he didn’t know how I’d come to possess that strange objet because I’d told him very little about the time when I was ten years old working alongside my gran in a luxurious mansion owned by a sad and loveless couple. I never went into much detail about what happened to my gran in that mansion or how I came to acquire that golden egg nearly two decades later. Shame is a dangerous emotion. Sometimes it’s best left in the past, where it won’t contaminate others, spreading like a virulent contagion. I know this firsthand, and my gran knew this, too.

Let sleeping dogs lie.

When I first spotted the egg on the mantel in the Grimthorpe mansion, I was hypnotized. I wondered what it would be like to possess an artifact with such alluring beauty. In a strange twist of fate, long after Gran was fired from her job as a maid there, I met a gardener tasked with cleaning out the property after the deaths of the owners. He remembered me from when I was a child, and he also recalled how much I’d admired the strange, pearlescent egg on the mantel. He said it was a worthless bit of tat and that I could have it. And so instead of going into the trash, that golden egg became mine. Now, it sits in Gran’s curio cabinet, a private reminder of what we survived – Gran and me.

‘I’m telling you, Juan, that huevo is a worthless trinket. But I’m fond of it regardless.’

Juan grabbed the egg, placing it in my shoebox. ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,’ he said.

It was eerie. He said aloud the very words that had been ringing in my ears all morning. ‘I swear,’ I said, ‘every day that goes by, you remind me more of her.’

‘Of who?’ he asked.

‘My gran.’
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My dearest Molly,

If you’re reading this, it’s because the person to whom I’ve entrusted this diary has chosen this moment for you to know the truth about me … and about yourself, too. My instructions were simple: ‘Don’t rush it. Wait until the time is right.’ And so if your eyes are tracking these words, that time is now.

Oh, how I wish I’d had the chance to convey all of what is written here in person. How I would love to see you with my very own eyes, to enjoy everything you’ve become, because it was always clear to me, Molly, that you are special in ways you never gave yourself credit for. Despite the trials and travails of your early life, I knew you would blossom into a woman who would make me so proud. My dear girl, remember this if nothing else: you have always been and will always be my precious treasure.

As I write this, my end is nigh. Though I know it has been hard for you to accept, I am very ill, and I will not be getting better. It won’t be long now before I leave this world. It’s a moment I’m dreading, not for myself but for you. I fear leaving you to navigate life on your own for the very first time. I know you’ll manage, and I know it’s necessary – the natural order, the older generation making way for the new – but the only inheritance I’m leaving you is grief. Try as I might, there’s nothing I can do to spare you from that or from the other slings and arrows this life will aim at you.

But before I convey more, Molly, first, I must issue an apology. It is an unfortunate fact of life that sometimes we grow old before we grow wise, and for my part, I have learned – too late – the error of my ways. A long time ago, I decided to bury my past and hide it from you. When you were young, clever girl that you were, you used to grill me about my personal history, and all I said in response was Let sleeping dogs lie.

It was my firm belief at the time that sadness, pain, and loss should be suppressed and buried. I know now that I was wrong to deny you the truth, for my past is not mine alone. It is yours as well.

Do you remember the stories I used to tell you when you were young – fanciful tales of maids and maidens, lords and ladies, paupers and princesses? You’d look up at me with your big round eyes and say, ‘Tell me a new one, Gran, a story I haven’t heard before.’ I was happy to oblige.

My tales started as fantasies, but they never stayed that way for long. No matter how I tried to keep my life to one side, it wove its way into the fabric of my fiction. Sometimes, the things I made up cleaved so close to my own experience I feared you’d spot the anguish on my face or hear the pained catch in my voice. But you never did – or if you did, I never knew it.

Now, I can’t stop thinking about those tall tales I told. Did I do the right thing? Did any of the lessons sink in? Why did I think that veiled fantasies were what you needed when I should have just told you the truth – about myself, about our past, about all that was taken from us? Still, in the end, we lost nothing because love remained. It remains to this day.

My darling Molly, in your short life, you’ve endured more than your fair share of injustice. Oh, the sticks and stones I’ve seen hurled at you. I would have done anything to have them strike my being rather than make a mark on yours, but no matter how hard I’ve tried, I can’t protect you from the world’s cruelty.

Instead, I created a parallel universe, where we can see ourselves through a glass darkly. I turned our lives into a series of parables with morals I hoped you’d decipher for yourself one day. Perhaps through the legends of a girl or a maid or a princess, you would see who you really are – a uniquely gifted individual whose differences are her greatest strengths. And perhaps over time you’d discover the truth about me, too. For there is always truth in stories, Molly, and herein lies the truth in mine:

Once upon a time, in a kingdom not far away, there was a young maiden born into a life of unimaginable wealth and privilege. Then she lost everything, or almost everything. Her name was Flora Gray.

Molly, that maiden was me.
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‘Molly, mi amor? Are you okay?’

I know where I am, and I know what’s happening all around me. People jostle and push. And then there he is – my beloved Juan Manuel. But they’re pulling him away, lights and cameras in his face.

What’s happening? My head is spinning. I’m tired and weak. And someone is calling me, not out there, but from beyond.

You are never alone. You always have me.

I follow Gran’s voice, closing my eyes and sinking into the cozy darkness, safe and familiar – home sweet home.

I remember now, how it came to this. This morning, Juan and I left our apartment and made our way on foot to the Regency Grand Hotel, but once we arrived, a low-voltage jolt in the pit of my stomach made my shoebox tremble in my hands.

‘Are you okay?’ Juan asked.

‘A tad nervous,’ I replied. ‘I always get this way when we host a big event at the hotel. But all is well,’ I said, to convince myself and reassure him.

We both stood for a moment, taking in the splendor of the Regency Grand.

‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’ Juan said.

‘She is,’ I replied. The hotel is a timeless treasure. Surrounded by crass billboards and brutalist office towers, it remains an elegant dame, a five-star, Art Deco jewel with red-carpeted steps leading to a gleaming brass portico and shiny revolving doors.

My entire professional life has taken place inside that hotel. I’ve grown within her walls, learned to be a room maid, and more than that, too. A year ago, our hotel manager, Mr Snow, officially promoted me to a newly expanded role, making an important addendum to my extensive duties. I became Head Maid & Special Events Manager, in charge of private bookings – including today’s in the hotel’s Grand Tearoom.

I say this at the risk of being stricken down for overweening pride, but even now, after a whole year has passed with me in charge of the tearoom, I puff up a bit every time I think about how far I’ve come. Me – from Molly the Maid to Molly the Head Maid & Special Events Manager. There are times when my job is demanding and when I get overwhelmed by the workload, but I am happy. And at long last, I belong.

Juan has also climbed the competitive hotel hierarchy. Beginning as a dishwasher, he’s earned himself the esteemed role of Head of Pastry in the kitchen downstairs. Beyond overseeing breads, desserts, and baking, he’s in charge of high tea, which means not only will we be joined in matrimony in a few weeks’ time, but we are conjoined by our job functions, too. I love that man with my whole heart, and I cannot wait to be his wife.

Juan knows just how to put the ‘Special’ in all ‘Special Events.’ When the tearoom is full of expectant VIPs, I’ll ring the bell, and voilà – a tuxedo-clad army of penguin-like waiters marches in single file, carrying in their hands triple-tier tea trays replete with all manner of delicacies made by Juan and his kitchen staff – cucumber finger sandwiches with the crusts removed, heart-shaped macarons in rainbow colors, and Juan’s signature marzipan menagerie, one-bite wonders he calls ‘marzipanimals.’

‘Earth to Molly. Are you sure you’re ready for this event?’

I got lost in my memory again, but Juan has always brought me back to the present – the only place where life truly exists.

‘Look! It’s Mr Preston,’ he said.

Standing on the red-carpeted stairs of the hotel, chatting with the new young doorman, was the elderly man who for decades served as the revered doorman of our hotel. But Mr Preston holds another title nearer and dearer to my heart, one that my gran kept a secret from me to the day she died. I was shocked when Mr Preston revealed the truth a few years ago – that he wasn’t just a colleague but my flesh-and-blood grandfather.

When Gran and Mr Preston were young, they fell in love, but Gran’s family did not approve of the union, even less so when they discovered Gran was pregnant out of wedlock. She had the baby – my mother, now estranged from me – but Gran lost touch with her old beau, Mr Preston. Then they reconnected years later, but by that time, he was happily married to his lovely wife, Mary. According to Mr Preston, Gran and he remained friends to the day she died.

It’s strange that I know so little about my gran’s past. Sometimes she seems like the biggest mystery of all. Who was her family? How did she grow up? Did she have a loving mother or grandmother, someone who taught her right from wrong? It’s a cruel fact of life that wisdom comes with age, which is why I now regret not pressing harder for answers while Gran was still alive. Whenever I asked her about her childhood, she changed the topic. It’s all water under the bridge, she used to say. Now let’s talk about you.

This morning, as I watched my gran-dad on the steps of the Regency Grand, it occurred to me that he’s the only living link to my past.

Gran-dad spotted Juan and me in front of the hotel and waved. His hair, a bit tousled as always, has turned snowy-owl white.

Juan and I rushed over to greet him, and he threw his arms wide.

‘Gran-dad!’ I said as he enveloped both Juan and me in a massive hug.

‘I’m still not used to seeing you on these stairs without your doorman’s greatcoat and cap,’ Juan said.

‘Retirement has its perks,’ he replied, ‘but I do miss this place. And I miss seeing you two every day.’

Gran-dad comes to our apartment every Sunday without fail. Juan cooks a delicious meal that we enjoy en famille, but I sometimes think Gran-dad might be lonely. He’s been a widower for so long – Mary died years before Gran – and his daughter, Charlotte, practices law far away. Lately, after Sunday dinner, the three of us sit on our threadbare sofa and tune in to the latest episode of Hidden Treasures. Gran-dad loves the show as much as Juan and I do, and he regularly amazes us with his encyclopedic knowledge of arts and antiquities.

‘I’ll bet my right arm that’s a Tiffany vase,’ he said just last week. Lo and behold, Brown proved him right.

‘How do you know so much about old things?’ Juan inquired.

‘Takes one to know one,’ he quipped. ‘Plus, I wasn’t always a boor, you know. As a young man, let’s just say I had access to a wealth of experiences.’

My ears pricked up immediately. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, but Gran-dad was suddenly riveted by the TV show and did not reply.

As I studied him on the steps of the hotel this morning, I noticed he held a leather-bound book under his arm.

‘Is that for Brown and Beagle to appraise?’ I asked.

‘Indeed. Mr Snow said I could pop by for the day’s big event, and I brought an old J. D. Grimthorpe novel, signed. It’s not a first edition, but it might be worth something. I see you’ve brought some goodies, too.’

‘I have,’ I said as I tapped the lid of my shoebox.

Just then, Speedy, the young doorman Mr Preston had trained to take over his job, bounded down the stairs to greet us. Spindly as a sapling, he somehow manages to heft three or four suitcases at a time though there’s barely a muscle on him. When I first met him, I insisted on calling him by his given name, Peter, but he corrected me insistently.

‘I’m fly and I’m flash, and I like to dash,’ he said. ‘Call me Speedy. Everyone does.’

And so, unorthodox though it is, I respect Speedy’s wishes. Speedy is always tripping over his greatcoat, which hangs off him, and his cap is so big it threatens to fall right off his head. He certainly does not have Mr Preston’s gravitas, but he makes up for it by doing the doorman’s job with a surfeit of youthful – if somewhat gangly – enthusiasm.

‘Yo, yo!’ he said to the three of us this morning as he bobbed in our faces like an eager gopher. ‘Bruh and Bagel just got here. Walked right up these steps five minutes ago!’

‘Brown and Beagle,’ I corrected.

‘Like I said, they’ve arrived. And see that posse? That’s the camera crew. There’s the gaffer. He shines light on stuff to make it look better than it does in real life.’

Speedy, a tech wizard who loves music and movies, has been taking night classes in video production. He wants to work in the film industry one day, so having a TV shoot at the hotel is a dream come true for him.

‘See the long-pole lady?’ he said. ‘Boom operator. I’m still learning, but one day I’m gonna be a major film asphyxianado.’

‘Aficionado,’ I said.

‘Like I said.’

Keeping up with Speedy’s hummingbird pace makes me dizzy, and there are times when his mouth does not match the pace of his brain, something I’m still learning to forgive.

‘We’d better get in there,’ I said.

‘Lots to do this morning,’ Juan added.

The three of us left Speedy and revolved into the busy lobby. Oh, how I adore that lobby, with its tangy scent of lemon polish mixed with a fine mélange of guest perfumes. The grand staircase in the middle of the main floor is an Art Deco pièce de résistance. The serpentine brass handrails spiral gracefully to the terrace, where voyeurs can survey the bustling scene below – bellhops and valets crisscrossing the marble floor with luggage in tow, and guests huddled together on the dark emerald settees, their secrets absorbed into the deep plush velvet.

Several months ago, Juan came walking down that very staircase, and in front of the entire staff of the Regency Grand, he proposed to me, slipping onto my finger a ring that once belonged to my gran. A simple gold band with a little heart in the middle held between two tiny hands, that ring is with me always, a reminder not only of my engagement day but of the woman who taught me that love is everything.

‘I’m off to the kitchens, mi amor. I must check the marzipanimals. I made enough to fill Noah’s ark.’

‘Will you come back for the preshow appraisal?’ Mr Preston asked. ‘It starts in fifteen minutes.’

‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ Juan replied. ‘Molly’s about to learn an important lesson.’

‘And what’s that?’ I asked.

‘That sometimes a teacup is just teacup,’ he replied with a wink.

‘My gran’s things will always have value to me,’ I said.

‘And that’s why I love you,’ Juan pronounced as he blew me a kiss goodbye. ‘See you both in there.’

Juan hurried toward the stairs leading to the dank basement kitchen.

Gran-dad and I took in the lobby, a buzzing hive of activity. The settee area was cordoned off – a makeshift holding pen for the live audience waiting to enter the tearoom. Behind those maroon ropes, hordes of Brown and Beagle groupies – affectionately known as ‘Bee-lievers’ – milled about with Bee & Bee VIP lanyards strung around their necks, holding in their hands treasures they hoped were real. My dear friend Angela, bartender at the Social, our hotel bar and grill, was attempting to maintain order at the corral’s entry point, but if her fiery hair was a barometer of her mood (and it always is), she was losing control entirely.

‘Hair in a tizzy means Angela’s busy,’ Mr Preston whispered, reading my mind.

‘Look what the maid dragged in,’ Angela said the moment she laid eyes on Mr Preston.

‘It’s lovely to see you, Angela,’ Gran-dad said. ‘But why are you manning the lobby?’

‘The Social is closed today – Mr Snow’s orders – so he’s assigned me to crowd control. And it’s not going well.’

‘So I see,’ said Mr Preston as white-haired ladies sans lanyards ducked under the ropes of the exclusive holding area.

‘Everyone is excited that Brown and Beagle are here,’ I said.

‘Molly, these fans are lunatics,’ Angela replied. ‘See those two?’ She pointed to a couple in the crowd. The man held an oversize jar in his hands.

‘He claims he’s got Napoleon’s toilet paper in there.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Mr Preston exclaimed.

‘He swears the fine French lace in that jar was used to wipe the emperor’s royal arse. He tried to sell it to me!’

‘For how much?’ I asked.

‘You’re missing the point,’ Angela replied. ‘There’s only one authentic thing in that jar.’

‘What?’ I asked.

‘The shite, Molly,’ Angela answered.

‘How do you know the lace wasn’t Napoleon’s?’ I countered. ‘You’re not a world-renowned antiquities appraiser.’

‘She’s right,’ said my gran-dad. ‘With Brown and Beagle, you never know what might have value.’

‘You’re as bonkers as they are,’ Angela said, pointing a thumb at the throng of Bee-lievers gathered behind her.

‘See you in the tearoom?’ I said.

‘Wouldn’t miss it for all the junk in the world,’ Angela replied.

‘I’ll stay here to help Angela,’ said Mr Preston.

‘Much appreciated,’ Angela replied. ‘Later, Molly.’

I took my leave and trundled down the long corridor leading to the tearoom. The space was as I left it the night before, each of the forty round tables crisply laid with white linens, a napkin folded into a graceful crane for each place setting, and every bit of Regency Grand silver polished to perfection. What was different was the stage at the front of the room, where the film crew was taping down electrical cords and setting up a display table between three high-backed thrones – on one side, two thrones for the hit show’s famous hosts and on the other, a third for the guest.

Mr Snow stood in front of the stage as the lights beat down on him. He was conversing with a man in a rumpled T-shirt who was carrying a clipboard and wearing a baseball cap with a badge on it that said IRONIC in big, yellow letters. Mr Snow, dressed in an elegant three-piece suit, nodded as he listened to instructions.

He spotted me and waved me over. ‘Thank goodness you’re here, Molly. The TV crew arrived far earlier than expected, and as I think you’ll find, they’re terrifically eager to begin.’

‘But it’s only eight A.M. Filming starts at ten,’ I said. ‘We’ve got staff appraisals first.’

‘Actually, we’ve already begun filming,’ the man in the ironic baseball cap said. ‘The best shots are happy accidents.’

‘In my experience, accidents are rarely happy,’ I replied.

‘Molly, this is Steve,’ said Mr Snow, ‘the showrunner for Hidden Treasures.’

‘Honored to meet you,’ I replied, offering a circumspect curtsy. I fully expected Steve to tip his ball cap, or better yet remove it completely, but I was afforded no such courtesy.

‘What do you do here?’ Steve asked.

‘Head Maid and Special Events Manager, at your service,’ I replied. ‘Normally, you would not have to ask such a question because I’d be properly attired in my maid uniform, with my name tag pinned adroitly above my heart for ease of identification. But alas, no one was expecting your crew quite so early this morning.’

‘Right,’ said Steve. ‘So, can we get the audience and staff in here, split? We’re ready to shoot.’

‘Wait, you’re filming staff appraisals?’ I asked.

‘Like I said, we film everything,’ said Steve. ‘All participants need to sign the appearance waiver. You wanna meet the Bees, you gotta sign on the dotted line,’ he said as he tapped the stack of waivers on his clipboard.

From the look on Mr Snow’s face, I could see he was as surprised as I was by this news. ‘Very well,’ he said with a sniff. ‘Molly, alert the staff downstairs, and I’ll tell Angela.’

Steve nodded and left us. I dialed Juan immediately.

‘This is Juan, the love of your life,’ he answered. ‘How can I be of assistance?’

‘They’re filming now. Tell your staff to come up posthaste.’

‘What?’ he replied. ‘We’re not ready.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘But come up anyhow. And, Juan?’ I added, ‘Can you grab my name tag from my locker?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. And goodbye.’

No sooner had I slipped my phone into my pocket than a wood-paneled door leading to the greenroom opened beside the stage. Brown and Beagle – the Baxley Brown and the Thomas Beagle – walked out. The second I laid eyes on the stars, I felt weak in the knees and my heart clapped excitedly in my chest. It was them! It was really, truly them, and in person the celebrity couple was jaw-droppingly magnificent.

They were dressed in their trademark velvet waistcoats – Brown’s scarlet, and Beagle’s royal blue. Brown was brawny and wide-shouldered, a very tall Prince Charming, with blond locks falling churlishly around his angelic face, a twinkle in his curious blue eyes. He looked even more handsomely chiseled IRL (as Juan would say) than he did on TV. Beagle was his physical opposite, a diminutive man, low to the ground like his canine namesake, but perfectly proportioned and no less dashing than his husband. He had wavy, dark hair and discerning eyes. He reminded me of that pop star who sang about raspberry berets and who changed his name to a symbol, which in my mind is even more perplexing than a man with a name like Peter choosing to go by Speedy.

As Beagle surveyed the room, his eagle-eyed gaze fell on me, and he bowed slightly in my direction. I couldn’t believe it. I would have reciprocated with a curtsy, but I feared loosening my knees might bring me to a delirious faint in the middle of the floor.

Familiar faces appeared at the entrance. There was Angela and my gran-dad, and trailing behind them, the VIP studio audience of Bee-lievers, carrying their precious objets in hand or wheeling larger items on trolleys. They streamed into the room and took their seats at the white-linened tables.

Next, in came Juan, heading straight for me. He was dressed in clean chef whites and his jaunty chef’s cap. ‘Your name tag, mi amor,’ he said. ‘May I?’ He pinned it on my left side, right above my heart.

‘Make sure it’s on straight,’ I insisted.

‘Do you think I don’t know you?’ he replied. ‘Done.’

He then led valets and bellhops, maids and waiters, laundry staff and receptionists, into the room, their treasures in tow. I marched over to my co-workers and asked them to form a neat line that snaked from the stage-right stairs all the way to the back of the room. Various clipboard-toting crew members expedited the signing of waivers with mind-boggling efficiency.

With my shoebox in hand, I headed to the front of the line, where Mr Snow was standing beside Speedy, who was bobbing up and down so much, I felt seasick.

‘I’ll go up first to quell everyone’s nerves,’ Mr Snow said. ‘Then it’s you, Speedy – and please, don’t talk over the hosts. After that, it’s your turn, Molly. Good?’

I managed a curt nod, but my mouth was suddenly dry.

‘Have you ever met a star?’ Speedy asked me. ‘I’ve never met a star. We’re gonna meet the stars!’

‘Quiet on set, everyone!’ Steve called out as he loped to the front of the stage. ‘Welcome to Hidden Treasures, where Brown and Beagle find lost works of art, changing history and lives in a single moment. Cameras are rolling, and this might just be your lucky day. You never know what Brown and Beagle will find on … Hidden Treasures!’

He started clapping then, coaxing the audience to do the same. Onstage behind him, the two dapper costars blew kisses to the crowd. Then as the applause faded, they seated themselves on their thrones.

‘Most of the time, we don’t find long-lost treasure,’ Steve warned the audience, ‘but that’s not the point.’

‘The point is to take the mystery out of history,’ crooned Brown.

‘And to dazzle and delight!’ Beagle said as he flashed his bejeweled jazz hands, which elicited oohs from the crowd. ‘Don’t be shy up here, folks. Remember, we appraise you as much as your treasure.’

‘Camera’s rolling. First up!’ Steve said as he pointed to Mr Snow.

Mr Snow walked up the stage stairs and took his seat across from the two expert appraisers. Under the strong lights, he started melting like soft-serve ice cream in the sun. He mopped his forehead with his pocket square, but the small cloth was insufficient for the task.

‘Sir, I think you forgot something,’ Brown said.

Mr Snow looked with confusion from one Bee to the other. ‘I’m sorry?’ he said.

‘Your treasure. Or are you so precious you decided not to bring one?’

A hearty chuckle echoed through the crowd.

‘My treasure is in my pocket,’ Mr Snow said.

‘My, my, any takers?’ Brown quipped as he sat up straight in his chair, more regal and taller than ever.

The audience laughed, and the hosts waited comfortably, basking in the glow of their witty repartee. As I stood to one side, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Mr Snow. It’s no fun to be laughed at. Still, this is what the Bees do on their show – they say outrageous things, and the crowd laps it up every time.

‘Pull it out, sir. Let’s have a look,’ Beagle mused as he rubbed his small hands together with glee.

Mr Snow reached into his breast pocket and removed his pocket watch, a beautiful antique timepiece, pure silver with a crystal face. He detached it from a watch chain that I’d given him for Christmas the year before.

‘Ah!’ said Brown as he cradled the watch in the palm of his large hand. ‘Folks, this here is an American-made timepiece crafted by the Waltham Watch Company.’

‘Which is good news and bad,’ added Beagle as he leaned in for a closer look. ‘The frame is a replacement, but the watch itself is original.’

‘And this specimen is in decent shape, only a few scratches,’ said Brown. ‘However, Waltham was among the first American companies to mass-produce watches.’

‘Which means,’ said Beagle, ‘that this one, even in fine condition, is worth only around two hundred dollars.’

‘It was my grandfather’s,’ said Mr Snow. ‘It’s an heirloom to me.’

‘Sentimental value, but not a treasure,’ Brown pronounced. ‘Shall we get this man off the stage before he drowns in his own sweat?’

The crowd cackled.

‘Next up!’ Steve called.

‘Here goes nothing,’ Speedy said as he bounded up the steps like an adolescent antelope and took a seat on the guest throne. He held out one closed fist, waiting for the Bees to say something.

‘What have you got for us, young lad?’ asked Brown.

‘So my cousin, right?’ Speedy began. ‘He’s like one of those metal detector dudes? He trolls beaches looking for lost gold and crap. Oh crap, I just said “crap”! Am I allowed to say “crap” on TV?’

‘Bit late to ask,’ Brown drawled, and the crowd chuckled.

‘So, my cousin,’ said Speedy. ‘He finds this coin, right? And it’s buried deep in the sand. And he freaks out when he digs it up and shows me. And all these girls in bikinis run over, and now they’re all screaming, too, and we’re jumping up and down on the beach, and—’

‘What’s at the sharp end of a pencil?’ Beagle asked, interrupting.

Speedy was quietly thinking, perhaps for the first time in his life. ‘The point?’ he eventually replied.

‘Exactly!’ said Beagle. ‘Now get to yours. We don’t have all day.’

‘The point is I’ve got a Roman coin in my hand.’ He opened his fist to reveal a round object so tarnished it was hard to make out any features on it until he flipped it over. ‘Look. There’s one of them emperor dudes.’

He held the blackened coin as the camera zoomed in.

Beagle addressed the crowd. ‘What do you think, folks? Hidden treasure or hopeless hoax?’

The image of the coin was blown up on a monitor to the side of the stage. The crowd suddenly burst out laughing.

Brown pointed out what was obvious to everyone watching the screen. ‘That’s no Roman emperor,’ he said. ‘That’s Queen Elizabeth.’

‘And see there?’ added Beagle. ‘The date might have been your first clue.’

‘Oh. Right. 1980. But that’s, like, vintage,’ Speedy said. ‘It’s gotta be worth something, no?’

‘It is,’ said Brown, his eyebrows shooting up.

‘Most definitely,’ agreed Beagle as he crossed his arms. ‘It’s worth a penny.’

The crowd heaved with mirth as Speedy was escorted off the stage.

‘You’re up,’ I heard as Steve Ferris-wheeled his arms, prompting me to the stage. My feet were glued to the spot, but I dislodged them and settled myself on the guest throne, legs pressed together, shoebox squarely placed on top. I could hardly breathe as I stared at the two stars – one big, bold, and bright, the other small, dark, and dashing. They twinkled in front of me as their ultra-white smiles caught the glare of the lights.

Sometimes a smile is not a smile.

‘So you’re Molly the Maid,’ said Brown, his apple cheeks curving down to a chiseled jawline.

‘How did you know?’ I asked.

‘Your name tag was my first clue,’ Brown replied as the crowd laughed.

‘So you’re in charge of special events and you’re a maid here at this hotel?’ Beagle inquired.

‘That’s right. I love my job. My gran always said if you choose the right job, you’ll never work a day in your life.’

‘So true. I’ve never worked a day in my life,’ Beagle said as he preened his glossy, dark curls.

‘Descended from nobility, you’re a most regal Beagle,’ Brown quipped.

‘I’ve been called worse things,’ said Beagle with a shrug.

‘Molly, as a hotel maid, you must see so many things behind all those closed doors. Tell us
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