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The housekeeper ducked through a doorway and closed it carefully. The latch made only a tiny click, yet she flinched.  She found the bedroom offered no hiding places except an open wardrobe. She tiptoed inside before sliding the door shut. Through gaps in the wardrobe, light fell upon an unusual suit hanging beside her. She touched a sleeve and gasped, finding it to be made of rubbery, black material. 

The bedroom door clunked open. Heavy footfalls entered the room and paused. The hidden housekeeper covered her mouth. Suddenly, footsteps pounded toward her location. When the closet door whipped open, she screamed. 

––––––––
[image: ]


The cab deposited Rita and little Gabe’s family in front of one of the grand monoliths of Manhattan, overshadowing lesser skyscrapers. Before they got into the elevator, a guard blocked them. As he took a moment to smile at the baby, his jacket opened to reveal a pistol in a shoulder holster. Then the guard checked identifications. Brain and Todd, even in their checkered suits, barely merited inspection. They had been here often. However, the guard nodded approval as he passed a sensor over Rita’s body. Brian and Todd’s joke had been she looked like a newly-hired elementary school administrator. They had chosen a slim-fitting blazer with a red skirt for Rita and pulled her hair into a bun.

Inside the elevator, Brian pressed the button for the penthouse. Rita’s knees buckled slightly as they shot upwards. Her ears popped at the sixty-third level. The car began slowing after seventy.

A smiling woman in a form-fitting, aborigine suit met them immediately when the doors opened. The woman said “Georgette will be detained a few minutes,” and made a gesture for them to follow. 

She marched them to a broad passageway with ample, natural light and bade them to have a seat, indicating benches. The men had been here before and seemed humdrum, but the arched, glass-and-concrete arcade astounded Rita. It ringed a rooftop courtyard, overflowing with sunlight. The men sat with little Gabe on a bench together in their perfect, checkered suits and gazed at this oasis. The foliage reminded Rita of Japanese gardens she had seen, except the rocks here were entirely volcanic and the trees looked like something out of Vietnam. For a moment, she gazed at Brian and Todd, openly leaning against each other, aglow with a shared marvel appreciated within the fanlike fronds of the garden. They were in love with the view, each other, and the baby Brian cradled. 

At odds with the thriving wilderness, everything on their side of the glass was sterile. In fact, Rita noted, there were no scents, not even aromatic leftovers of lunch from a hidden kitchen. No candles, oils, or incense colored the air. Not even a whiff of perfume. 

This was at odds with Brian and Todd’s Theater District apartment, which always smelled of sandalwood and warm citrus. She missed it already. She missed them although they sat just a few feet away. 

As if reading her mind, Brian smiled at her and said, “You’re the best, Rita. Georgette will pay you what you deserve, not what we pay you.”

Georgette arrived, escorted by two bodyguards and her entourage. The gentlemen rose. Their meeting felt cordial, but crisp and ritualized: a transaction atop a mountain peak, with winged angels in attendance. Rita waited to speak when spoken to. She clasped an imaginary clipboard behind her back.

After fussing over the baby and a few pleasantries with Brian and Todd, Georgette looked at Rita. 

It was not the first time Rita had locked gazes with a one-percenter. Rita smiled back, unblinking. She stood by her white-glove guarantee. Still, she felt the weight of Georgette’s green eyes. Rita immediately understood: this flawless woman required flawlessness.

“Are you the best?” the slim woman asked. Her words came in clipped, well-mannered English.

Rita confirmed, “Yes Ma’am. Elite housekeeping, par excellence.”

The younger woman wore silver, horn-rim frames without lenses. Rita guessed she wore the frames as a warning. Take me seriously. Her daddy’s-girl face belied a businesslike attitude.

“I hear you have a guarantee.”

“If you find we are not compliant with the contract,” Rita said, “There is no charge for the week. No questions asked.”

“One hopes such a high standard is not abused.”

Rita nodded again, “It’s mutual. When we trust each other, we both perform better.”

Todd interjected, “See? She values the performance of her clients.”

“Is she trustworthy?” Georgette asked the men.

“None of our Chihuly swans have gone missing.”

“How is she with discretion?” 

“Well,” Todd laughed, “You’d know if you’d heard about any of our crazy, sex parties.”

Georgette raised an eyebrow and nodded before saying, “Not through her.” 

Brian coughed into a fist.

Todd recovered, stating, “We’ve had many housekeepers.”

“Fired all of them,” Brian added.

“And Rita puts them all to shame. It’s going to be really hard parting with her, but after everything you’ve done to help us adopt Gabriel? It was obvious. Your grand ball is coming, and you’re in a bind. After losing your housekeeper, well!”

Rita looked at little Gabe, bearing her deceased husband’s name. When Brian and Todd agreed give his name to their baby, she had been so excited. She wanted to help raise him, but Todd and Brian were ending Rita’s contract with them so she could work exclusively for Georgette.  

“There’s nobody like Rita,” Brian spouted, “Nobody.”

Together, all three of them plus the entourage and two bodyguards regarded Rita in her heels and blazer. Rita was vaguely aware of their scrutiny, but her attention was elsewhere. 

She scanned the penthouse, adding items to her mental checklist. She knew she had passed the first test and was preparing next steps.

The next day, she submitted thumbprints and personal information to a high-clearance private investigative firm. A bearded man in a brown suitcoat which had a chocolate, satin lining interviewed her over lunch. He jotted her answers down on a tablet and pretended to look bored, but his vulture-like questions kept circling over her heritage. 

He wanted to know when she came to the United States, where she and her husband had lived, what kinds of jobs they held as they journeyed northwest. The investigator wanted to know every detail of her naturalization and how long she had lived in New York before and after her husband died. He subtly inquired how she managed to keep their cleaning business afloat on her own and whether she had accepted any support from anyone.

Finally, he asked whether she had any recent boyfriends. It was too easy to answer. She had not dated since Gabriel passed away.

He requested a list of references who would also submit to similar inquiries. Rita had served celebrities and politicians, but no employer had ever been this thorough. 
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A week later, the chief of staff called and made Rita an offer that almost made her drop her phone. If only Gabriel was still alive! Their tenacity and reputation had finally paid off. She had scored “the big one” and could pay for her sons and their families to visit. 

A security guard called immediately after Rita accepted the offer and asked her to come to the penthouse for her security fob.

“One question,” she asked Brian and Todd when stopped by their place to collect some of her supplies, “What does Georgette do?”

Todd responded, “Not exactly sure. Rude to ask at this point.”

“Don’t worry,” Brian added, “It never comes up. You won’t see her much anyway.”

Todd and Brian loved to gossip. Why did they hesitate to pursue this mundane topic? She struggled to recall any rich head of a household who did not define themselves by their vocation or avocation.

For the next three days, she fielded get-to-know-you interviews with twenty other staff members. When Georgette’s chief of staff, Jaqueline, called Rita, it felt like a presidential briefing. 

“I’d like you to inspect the East Wing tomorrow. Georgette will remain in the West Wing, near the offices and the pool, most of the day. A helicopter will bring guests to the helipad around noon. Don’t be distracted. Several visitors should arrive via the lift as well. Some may wander into your area. They are permitted to roam the property freely. If you encounter anyone, do not make a scene, especially if they are famous. Do not engage with guests unless they engage you. I will meet you at the lift entrance tomorrow at, say, 10am?”

“10am is perfect.”

“Since English is not your native language,” Jaqueline said, “I must ask whether you need me to clarify anything. I do not speak Spanish yet, but I can learn. I already speak four languages.”

“That won’t be necessary, but thank you.”

At 10am, Jaqueline met Rita as expected. Rita recognized her as the one wearing aborigine on her first visit. Now Jaqueline wore a cream-colored pantsuit and gestured for Rita to wait as she finished a conversation with someone via headset, in Italian. Eventually, she sang arrivederci to the air and turned back to Rita. They shook hands and moved into the East Wing. White, Louis XIV furniture filled the space, bordered by etched, marble walls. It felt like a temple.

Jaqueline said, “Check anything you wish. Let me know if you have any questions.”

Rita nodded. 

Jaqueline watched while Rita slid a gloved hand into the marble etchings, “Surely,” she prodded, “You will be recording the location of everything with a video camera?”

Rita continued moving through the space. Finding nothing in the walls, she looked behind an entertainment center and retrieved a strange, brown smudge on her index finger

“Don’t need a video,” she said, “It’s a popular furniture layout for this tax bracket, this particular season. Her taste in color is very helpful for my work.”

Everything in the room was white. Rita held out her smudged glove.

“I can see why the last housekeeper was fired.” 

“Oh, she was not fired,” the chief of staff replied.

Jaqueline’s posture and smirk dared Rita to ask the obvious question. Instead, the housekeeper went back to her investigation, even going so far as to shine a pen light down into the floor registers.

“I will be attending to the cleaning personally, of course, until I have the right crew to back me up.”

“You have not yet staffed appropriately?” Jaqueline asked.

“Didn’t you review my background check?”

Jaqueline kept silent. It took a few seconds for Rita to realize she had not been admonished. Jaqueline had subtly upgraded the importance of recruiting.

Five years ago, Rita had downsized her business. All the excuses and politics that came with management exhausted her. Excuses, Rita knew, did not make stains go away. Back in the nineties, she had a dream team of flinty obresas who could work circles around most of the housekeepers available today. Those women had tenacious memories and chips on their shoulders, hauling buckets of hot water; white vinegar; and dish soap towards the smallest carpet stains because howcanyoujuststandtherewhilethatstainsets? Excuses are for the weak, they knew. Another thing they knew, in spite of how wonderful and competent they were: none of them could work faster or better than Rita. She paid the cost to be their boss.
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To celebrate Rita’s first day, Clarinda invited herself over with two bottles of white wine. Clarinda employed fifty or so of New York’s most attractive housekeepers, marketing to wealthy bachelors. Rita loved her friend but feared the inevitable question. It came as Clarinda poured both of them a second glass of Rosé. 

“So,” Clarinda said with a wink, “Looking for help with your big score?”

Although Rita rehearsed how to sidestep the question, she hesitated. Clarinda stopped pouring.

“You don’t think my ladies are good enough to handle it?”

Clarinda took the unopened bottle and left. Rita followed onto the landing and listened as her friend stormed down the stairwell, muttering angry Tagalog.   

When Rita re-entered her apartment, she went straight to the refrigerator and retrieved a pack of Camel No. 9s. Under a starless, New York night, she smoked two cigarettes and prayed for her children and grandchildren, asking God to bring them soon.

The next day, Jaqueline let her into the West Wing. This time, she did not hover over Rita. Free reign was given, except for areas deemed off-limits. Rita had just squatted down to dust the cross-bracing of a console table in an antechamber when she heard Georgette’s voice.

“Why do I smell cigarette smoke on you, Rita?”

Georgette stood in the doorway, peering into the antechamber. The young woman wore only a silk robe and a single-piece swimsuit. She looked as though she had been walking down the hall to the pool, but had frozen mid-stride, fifty feet away.

Rita said, standing, “I had two cigarettes yesterday, but I took a shower. If you can smell that on me from that end of the room, you have an amazing nose.”

“I do,” said Georgette, who swiveled her hips and entered the room, “I must admit, I would rather not have that smell in my home.”

Rita cleared her throat and forced herself to say, “That was not a part of the contract.”

Georgette lifted her chin and furrowed her eyebrows.

“You are correct. I would like to amend it.”

Rita swallowed. While Georgette’s legal team had been swift to execute her service agreement, a dizzying redline process added many unusual provisions: ever-changing off-limits rooms, strange hours, and unusual holidays. It required Rita to hire a lawyer on credit. But Rita needed this job more than cigarettes or a legal headache.

“Okay,” she conceded.

“Very good. What will it cost me?”

“Some would say this is a healthy favor you’re doing me. No charge.”

Georgette smiled and made to leave.

Rita asked, “Should I have my lawyer send your people the revision?”

Georgette paused.

“Can our word be our contract?”

“Y-yes, that’s fine.”

“Superb.”

With a flutter of her silk robe, Georgette strode away.

Rita steadied herself on the console table. She felt as though all the blood had rushed from her head.

“I need a nap,” she told herself.
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The chief of staff’s daily briefings had a military constancy. Every day for a week, they met at the lift and, assisted by a data pad, Jaqueline would scroll through a map of the penthouse.

“From eight A.M. to one P.M., the master bedroom and her offices will be off-limits. There was a small soiree in the ballroom last night, so you may wish to see to that mess right away. A second function will begin there at two-thirty P.M. Expect it to end at ten P.M. Your night crew should have the space clean before the next function, which will be tomorrow morning at six A.M.”

The night crew was, for now, also Rita. She had not yet hired staff. After her normal day of cleaning ended, she rushed out and wolfed-down a sandwich, then returned at ten-thirty.

She found the ballroom floor to be arranged differently than she had left it. Several of the chandeliers’ bulbs had gone out. Thirteen winged armchairs sat in a broad circle, facing center. Some dark shape lay on the floor amid the chairs but in the dim light she could not make it out until she came within several feet. It was a puddle of goo, like gelatinous bone broth. The upholstery of the armchairs, she noted, dripped with the stuff.  

Technically, housekeepers are not house cleaners, but the contract paid her for a broad scope of work. It took her past midnight with a shop-vac and plenty of hot water and just a little detergent, but she got the stain out. Fortunately, it had no odor, whatever it was. She had to line up the chairs and point an industrial fan at them to start them drying.  

Exhausted, she made her way to the elevator. She needed to get a couple hours sleep before returning at six A.M. She pressed the button and stood before the door, waiting for the elevator car to arrive. Laughter issued from somewhere in the penthouse. 

The doors opened and a faint breeze rustled her clothing. In spite of appearances, Rita had the distinct impression the elevator car was occupied. Perhaps fatigue had gotten the best of her. Cautiously, Rita entered the polished interior. She saw only her reflection. When she turned to watch the doors behind her close, she yelped. 

It has just been a glimpse before the doors shut, but someone had been standing there, watching. 

The elevator began its descent. She rubbed at her goosebumps. 

After some a shitty nap, Rita hustled back the next the morning and made her way to the ballroom. She paused when she saw an apparition within the glass, courtyard enclosure.  It took a few seconds to realize it was Georgette, wearing what looked to be beekeeper’s gear. Fascinated, Rita watched Georgette until she was no longer visible behind the fanlike fronds.

Rita shook herself and went to the ballroom. There, she checked that the chairs were dry, put them in their proper places, and knocked-out multiple other items in the checklist, including lugging a 15’ ladder to replace the bulbs. Then she took the ladder to the library in the East Wing.

It was the most beautiful library she had ever seen. Jaqueline had mentioned it was an homage to some library in Prague, with hand-painted murals on the ceiling and gilded capital. There was also a large, bubbling box in the middle of the room which, she had been told, was a hooded aquarium full of blind, cave fish.

As she stood on the ladder, dusting shelves, something skittered behind books near her face. She hated vermin, but the contract compelled her. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to comply. Balancing, she reached towards the telltale book. Her heart pounded in her ears. With trembling fingers, inches from the spine of “The Book of the Damned” by Charles Fort, the door to the library banged open. 

She almost fell off the ladder.

“Oh, my goodness, Rita!” Brian, her former employer chimed. He twirled a tumbler of dark alcohol. “Come down here. Right now!”

She came down shakily and threw herself into his arms. She found herself letting out a breath she had not realized she had been holding. 

When her grip slackened, Brian held her at arm’s length and examined her.

“Well!” he laughed, “Somebody needed a hug!”

“I’m okay,” Rita said, “I’m just exhausted. I have to hire a staff and I can’t find time.”

“Do you need help? It’s hard to finding people as good as you.”

“Mr. Brian, that’s very nice of you, but-.”

“We’re family. What would you need?”

“Just to check emails and respond, but you don’t have to worry about me.” 

Brian looked shocked.

“Rita, why on earth would I not worry about you?”

“Can I pay you for helping me?”

His reaction caught her off guard. The color drained from his face as though she had uttered an obscenity. She checked if she had slipped into Spanish like she used to, but no. 

She asked, “Are you okay, Mr. Brian?”

“Rita, Rita, Rita,” he said, taking a belt of his whiskey, “That’s not how we do things. Let’s just keep Georgette happy, you understand? That’s the only thing we need to do.”

“Okay.”

“She’s got that big party coming up next month. You’ll have a staff to handle it.”

Rita thought about that conversation over the next few days while she worked with Brian to assemble a crew. He even conducted phone interviews and arranged background checks. His fervor startled her. 

“Can you imagine!” he shouted after a recent interview, “Can you imagine someone with such strong opinions about burnished wood? If Kendra had five minutes to talk about burnished wood in a thirty-minute interview, can you imagine the time she’d steal from Georgette?”

Holding the receiver away from her ear, she listened to Brian finish his update while she cleaned one of the guest bathrooms. It was good to have a distraction. Brian’s call gave her something else to focus on besides the mess she had been scrubbing. By the time he hung up, she had almost finished sponging a multi-colored, Pollock splatter off white tile.  

Good thing she always wore gloves.
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“Do you trust them?” 

Georgette found Rita in the observatory on Monday. Rita had been lost in thought, holding the hem of blackout curtains in her hand. She had been checking for signs of sun-aided deterioration. 

Rita shook herself from her examination and regarded her client. Georgette stood, again, at the entrance to the room. She wore a pink turtleneck and gray slacks that showed off her petite frame.

“I’m sorry?’

“Do you trust your staff?” Georgette repeated, without any hint of judgement.

“They are the best available in Manhattan.”

The woman arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms.

“I’m not typically concerned about availability. You were not available, yet here you are.”

Touché.

Rita had pulled open the windows to inspect the curtains. She stood exposed to the unobstructed sky of Manhattan and all of its sunshine. A trickle of sweat dribbled down her back.

“My guarantee,” Rita said, “Is of course extended to the work of my employees. I am training them myself.”

The woman considered that, “The ball is Friday. There can be no mistakes.”

The sun on her neck felt like a steam iron. Rita swallowed. There had been something she wanted to say. Now was the time to say it.

“About that,” she said, “I’ve been planning to take some time off. Just four days.”

The little woman waited.

“Starting Friday,” Rita finished. 

Out of professional courtesy, Rita did not mention she had not slept more than four hours a night for the last three weeks. She also did not mention that Friday was her anniversary – hers and Gabriel’s. She did not mention that every year, she visited his grave, drank, and smoked cigarettes all day.

“Ah. Friday,” was all Georgette said.

“My crew will be ready by the ball.”

“Ready means perfect,” said Georgette.

“White glove,” Rita promised.

The mysterious pixie nodded once, pivoted on one foot, and walked away. As her footsteps receded, Rita felt that horrible sensation of light-headedness again. She drunkenly attempted to examine the stitching of the blackout curtain. Her head buzzed, then the sounds of more footsteps rang over the tile floors, as though an invisible crowd jogged after Georgette. 

She really needed sleep.
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The etymology of the word “mistake” literally means “to take in error”. To carry wrong. To miscarry. 

The miscarriage occurred Wednesday night when Rita made a surprise inspection of the night crew. She told them she would be taking the night off, but when she laid down on her bed at 10pm, she knew sleep would not be coming. After training the crew three days and nights Georgette’s words haunted her. 

“Ready means perfect,” Rita groaned, sitting up in bed.

By 10:37pm, Rita found herself standing at the foot of a different bed. One of the penthouse’s opulent guest bedrooms held a stripped mattress, marred by muddy brown stains.

She shot a look at her two employees – Emma and Viv – waiting for an explanation.

“When we pulled back the sheets, it was like that,” Emma said, still clutching the sheets.

Rita sighed and looked at the precocious one, Viv, waiting for an answer. 

“We’re supposed to use waterproof mattress covers,” Viv groaned.

Emma, holding the sheets to her chest, looked back and forth from Rita to Viv, her mouth and eyes wide.

Viv kept her eyes to the ground, hands balled into fists.

Rita did not say anything to provoke Emma. She just imagined Georgette saying, “Ready means perfect.” Her expression must have changed because suddenly Emma’s fear peaked.

“What is that brown stuff anyway?” she snapped, “It’s like gravy fat! I find it everywhere. And who are we working for? What does she do”

Conspicuously absent from their training had been any mention of Georgette. The contract forbade documenting Georgette’s details or habits. However, other than a physical description of her client, Rita did not have information to share. Although she lived in a Manhattan penthouse and lived like a celebrity Georgette was a ghost. Nobody Rita knew, except for Brian and Todd, had heard of Georgette. A Google search for “Georgette Manhattan” only turned up a rotisserie-themed restaurant.

Rita muttered a prayer as Emma broke down, allowing all her thoughts to spill out.

“Who the fuck leaves gravy in their bed? Who the fuck leaves green gravy dripping from the chandelier? A fish tank with a hood over it? Something like a giant foreskin hanging from the shower curtain? Seriously? I need this job,” Emma said, breathlessly “But Rita, what the fuck is going on? I opened a closet when I got here and there’s some kind of rubber suit-”

Rita pursed her lips. She was exhausted. Her eyebrow twitched and her skin felt greasy, but she pretended to be a model employer. 

“Ladies,” she said, “Let’s go get a cigarette.”

They followed her to the elevator and then to the underground parking lot. Rita did not join them even though every nerve in her body begged for the false relief of nicotine. Instead, Rita stood well away from Emma and Viv as they passed a lighter back and forth. Rita sent a few texts to Todd and Brian, who responded immediately.

RITA: Emma’s not working out.

TODD: Where is she?

RITA: Parking garage. Got them outside to smoke.

BRIAN: Send her home. I’ll handle it.

RITA: What about Viv?

TODD: If she smoked, she can’t go back in.

RITA: OK. But we need to keep her.

BRIAN: Can you cover their shift tonight?

RITA: No sweat.

BRIAN: You are the best, Rita. Love you sweetie!

She heard the scuffle of footsteps. The women approached, smelling of burnt tobacco. Emma wrapped herself tightly in a baby blanket she must have pulled out of her car. 

“Good news, ladies,” Rita said, smiling, “I’m able to give you both the night off. It’s been a stressful start, but tomorrow is a new day.”

Emma smiled, hopeful. Rita smiled back. Viv nodded, but did not make eye contact.
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The good news is that the adrenaline of the evening carried Rita through the first few hours better than any cup of coffee. The bad news is that, eventually, the adrenaline wore off.

At 1:51am Wednesday morning, Rita was finishing up the Tuesday evening checklist. After taking over for both Emma and Viv, Rita found several other rooms with “gravy” on the furniture or carpet. Fortunately, no one had neglected fabric pre-treatment or waterproof mattress covers. Rita’s five-step process of grabbing loose matter with hot towels; suctioning the remainder with the wet-vac; spraying stains with warm, white vinegar; letting it soak; then blotting with a chamois worked perfectly. It just took a lot of time.

At 1:51am Wednesday morning, Rita had removed all the gravy. She had completed the checklist. 

At 1:52am, Rita saw a scuff on the parquet floor of the entertainment room. She got on her hands and knees with a microfiber rag and began to rub it.

At 1:52am Wednesday morning, Rita was unaware it was Wednesday. The briefing she had received about Wednesday was in effect. Rita, working to separate a thin layer of rubber molecules from a thin, crystalline layer of Polyurethane, was unaware she knelt inside an area that had become off-limits exactly one hour and fifty-two minutes ago.

For a moment, on her hands and knees behind a couch, fatigue overcame her. She closed her eyes and her defenses fell. Relaxation blitzed her shoulders and hips. She let her head fall, igniting a marvelous stretch throughout her neck. Her body moaned its need for sleep and she almost complied. 

Perhaps, her bleary mind rationalized, I could just lie against this velvety couch and close my eyes for fifteen minutes.

She heard the doors open.

She heard Georgette say, “Siéntete como en casa!”

Rita’s eyes opened wide and adrenaline returned.

She heard multiple voices in multiple languages. None of them English or Spanish. Rita looked at her watch.

1:53am.

FUCK.

Rita found herself sprawled behind the couch at the back of the entertainment room. She heard the guests enter, lively and chattering. 

Although she had eluded discovery so far, they would soon find the maid (the maid!) on her hands and knees in an off-limits room.

The springs and joints of furniture groaned, apparently accepting heavyweight posteriors.

She would lose her only client.

She would disappoint Brian and Todd.

What would happen to her employees and payroll?

Everything she had worked for. 

The chance to bring her grandchildren to the United States. 

Gone.

There were two exists to the room. Georgette had entered with her guests at the front of the room. The rear exit waited fifteen feet away from Rita’s face. She stared at the braided, wrought-iron knob.

Georgette giggled something. Was that French? Another voice, sounding like bubbling tar, resounded through the room. 

“Jorgè” said Georgette in English, “Jorgè, you animal!”

The bubbling voice responded, quieter. A few others chuckled.

“Oh you,” said Georgette, playfully, “It’s never hard to guess what you are thinking. But can’t you see, we have guests?”

Another voice, thick with a French accent, said, “But Georgette, is zees not an entertainment room? Should we not be entertained within eet?”

Delighted laughter chorused, or what passed for laughter. The diversity of sound brought to mind the multi-colored oozes splattered on the white tile in the bathroom. Some of the voices trilled like operatic divas. Others groaned like pelicans.

“Oh, boo,” said Georgette, “I thought we might get to play charades.”

Rita felt a flame of hope. While everyone transitioned to a parlor game, she might be able to make it to the door without being seen.

A female (Rita guessed it was female because of its silky tone and the serpentine motion of its shadow) said, “We can play charades... of a sort. As our host, you get to go first. Let me whisper a secret subject into your ear.”

Rita heard the chair groan softly and this female rose. Her shadow ballooned on the wall and ceiling. Was she taller than the chandelier bulbs? Did she have multiple arms? Some kind of shuffling sound came from the center of the room. Rita heard Georgette let out a pretty little gasp.

Rita strained to hear anything at all for a few seconds. The silence remained absolute until the slow and distinct sound of unzipping.

Rita made the sign of the cross.

The sound of ripping fabric, followed by an exuberant and discordant ululation from many throats filled the air. The floor vibrated with a series of thumps, crackles, and something like rushing water. 

An object flew over the couch and hit the wall. It was big and rubbery and fell from the wall to the ground between Rita and the door. Uncharacteristically, Rita did not examine the pizza-sized splatter it left on the wallpaper or consider how to extract the stain without damaging the wallpaper. She did not even consider the circle of blood spreading around the thing or whether blood could stain polyurethane. Rita’s eyes locked on the thing itself and everything ceased to matter except getting out of the room with her life.

Georgette’s skin lay between Rita and the door. Although its limbs splayed out like a pile of laundry, Rita knew it was her skin. The empty-eyed mask bore Georgette’s beautiful hair. 

She heard the guests rise as one. The floor scraped and thumped. They jostled each other noisily. Rita peeked around the side of the couch and saw a mass of shapes converging. They faced the middle of the room. Staying low, Rita ran over the pile of skin (as she glimpsed down, she could see it still wore a green evening gown, tangled in a deflated mass) to the door.

She gave the knob a twist and opened it, but as she exited, she snuck one last look at the horror in the middle of the room. She covered her mouth, stifling a scream.

A variety of organisms wriggled together. Rita could not make out bodies so much as tangling nodules and appendages. Hairy, gaping mouths; whiplike tendrils; twisted horns; tangles of muscle. Almost a huddle, they embraced a single, wet
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