
        
            
                
            
        

    
	How can a woman choose between heaven and hell when they both look so much alike?

	 

	 

	Persephone Nicholls believes she’s living a real live Cinderella story when she’s swept off her feet by the handsome and wealthy, Garrett Byrne, but when Byrne begins to show his darker side, Reverend Patrick O’Connor offers friendship, warmth, and maybe even love. The problem is, with their wavy auburn hair, solid bodies, and deep blue machine gun eyes, the two men look so much alike that Percy can’t seem to keep her emotions straight. Will these heavenly feelings cast her straight into hell?
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Chapter One: An Unexpected Invitation

	 

	 

	It had come down to this. Why was Percy surprised? Everyone back in Oregon said she was a loser. Percy thought she’d escaped that curse four years ago when she left Garnetsville. She took off right after graduation. Horrible Garnetsville, Oregon—how she hated the people there... and how they hated her, at least the ones that knew her family. She left in the summer of 1968. Now, here it was, 1973, and another day on this job just confirmed what a failure she was.

	Stepping out of the white van with her bucket in hand and her apron over her arm, Percy was dropped at the side entrance of this lush California mansion. She trudged up the driveway feeling foolish and exhausted before even beginning her day of housecleaning. She knew better than to go to the front door. Cleaning people used the back. The kitchen staff would let her in. That’s how it worked in a house like this.

	She glanced down at the contract. Garrett Byrne. Whoever he was, he was apparently giving a party tonight, so she needed to make sure the place was spotless. The company should have sent two workers, this place was huge, but Hello Sparkle was managed by penny pinchers. She noted that all cleaning supplies could be found in the closet to the left of the north pantry. She snorted. Did Mr. Byrne also have a south pantry?

	Once she was let inside, Percy started her walk-through. There was no way she was going to get out of here in her allotted seven hours. There were too many rooms to clean. It helped that the place was already pretty immaculate—sparkling white, as if nobody actually lived there. This guy was no slob, but he had all sorts of framed portraits, delicate sculptures, trophies, awards, and scads of things that could easily break. Percy could never replace stuff like that. She’d better not get clumsy. She’d have to work slowly and carefully. Shaking her head, she sighed and then turned with a start. A man was standing, framed in the living room door, eying her silently. He could be none other than Garrett Byrne, an exotic black cigarette dangling lazily from his left hand, and his right hand resting in his pants pocket.

	Garrett raised his eyebrows as he sized her up, then he spoke. “You are, I take it, the cleaning woman?” He had a rather melodic voice with a slight accent. Percy thought he might be British, but the accent was warmer.

	She nodded but remained quiet.

	“Good. I’m glad you’re here early. I’m having a party tonight.” He stepped into the foyer where she stood. Well over six feet tall, head held high, and impeccably dressed, Garrett’s presence was overwhelming. His slacks had a crease that could have cut butter, and his shirt framed his body perfectly. Percy caught the scent of expensive aftershave as he drew near. “There will be quite a few important guests, so I want the place to be gleaming. Got that?” He looked down at her.

	He was too dazzling. She couldn’t even meet his glance. She kept her gaze on the floor as she murmured, “Yes.” After a moment, he reached out and took her chin, gently lifting her face. He turned her head from side to side, just slightly, and peered at her. “Hmmm,” he commented as if he was measuring up a filet. She blushed. “Very pretty. Gray eyes. That’s unique with your skin. West Indies?”

	She nodded. “My mother was from Anguilla, sir.”

	“Nice.” Seeming to lose interest, he let go of her and turned away. “You have a lot to do, so I will leave you.” He departed as quietly and swiftly as he had entered.

	Percy’s knees shook so hard that she would have collapsed onto the settee, but she was afraid Garrett might walk back in. He was quite a man. She’d better do a first-rate job today. It would be terrible to have a guy like that mad at you. She was sure he would not hesitate to call the boss and viciously complain if he was displeased. As the day progressed, Percy polished everything until her arms hurt. She even skipped lunch. It was too terrifying to imagine missing anything in this big house. Finally, she worked her way upstairs. Heading into the first bedroom, she pushed the door open with her hip and stepped in. Wielding her feather duster in one hand and a can of Pledge in the other, she turned, then stopped short. Byrne was lying on the bed, back propped up against fluffy pillows, legs crossed at the ankles, smoking a cigarette and reading a magazine.

	“I’m... I’m sorry, sir. I’ll come back to this room later.”

	“No, no.” He waved her in. “You can clean here now.”

	She took a timid step forward.

	“Come on. Don’t be shy.”

	Percy juggled the duster and spray can, then pulled a rag from her apron and began to wipe the non-existent dust from the edges of a mirrored dressing table.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Percy, sir.” She didn’t look at him.

	“Percy? Isn’t that a boy’s name?”

	“It’s short for Persephone.”

	“Ahh, Persephone. Interesting.”

	Percy moved to the dresser. She flipped her feather duster over a photo hanging on the wall.

	“Turn around, Percy.”

	Percy turned, feathers trembling.

	“Let’s see what’s under that apron.”

	“Sir?” Her eyes widened.

	“Take the apron off. Let’s get a look at you.”

	She blushed and shifted from one foot to another.

	“Well, come on. Don’t just stand there.”

	Setting down the cleaning supplies, her hands were free. She untied the back of the apron, which made crinkling noises as it slid off.

	“Set it to the side.”

	She did as he asked, and although she was wearing a baggy black sweatshirt and equally baggy black pants, she felt quite naked.

	“Hmmm.” He stood up and came over to her, then took her by the hand, and spun her from side to side, sizing up her body just as he’d sized up her face earlier.

	“Yes, very compact little body. I think I’ve got something for you. Wait here.”

	She stood still while he left the room. Percy didn’t know what to think. All of her instincts were on high alert. She’d heard about cases where the homeowners wanted more than just a clean house. It would be awfully hard to refuse this man.

	Byrne came back into the bedroom carrying a red silk dress and a pair of black heels. “Here,” he said, “Try these on.” He pushed them towards her.

	She took the clothes, then looked at him. “Aren’t you going to turn away?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s the nineteen seventies, my dear, not the prudish fifties,” he said, scoffing.

	Tingling with embarrassment, Percy shed her baggy clothes. Feeling his eyes on her, she bent over to hide her partial nakedness and pulled the dress toward her. It was satiny... no, silky. She believed it must be real silk. It was cut like the dresses Chinese women wore in the old movies and had that kind of design on it as well. She slid it over her head, and it slithered down to cover her body as if it was water.

	Garrett stepped behind her and fastened it. “There,” he said and pushed her over to the mirror. “Look at that.” He stepped back and smiled. “Now, put on the shoes.”

	She kicked off her sneakers, pulled her socks off, and then slid her feet into the heels. All of a sudden, she was almost an inch taller, and she couldn’t help but stand straight or she’d be off balance.

	“Well, look at you.” The smile he turned on her warmed his whole face, and he gently pulled the rubber band from her hair, then let it fall around her shoulders.

	Turning from side to side, Percy was surprised at how she looked.

	“You may keep the clothes,” Garrett said and headed toward the bedroom door.

	“Oh, I couldn’t, sir. I can’t afford them.”

	“They’re my gift to you.”

	“But I need to get paid. I can’t just take gifts.”

	“Did I say I wouldn’t pay you?” He raised his eyebrows as he turned back to face her.

	“Then I couldn’t possibly accept...” She was tongue-tied.

	“Of course you can, Miss Persephone.” He raised a hand to his chin, thoughtfully. “But if you feel you must do something in return.” He tapped his lower lip with one finger and paused. “Please come to my party tonight. I like to populate my gatherings with beautiful women, and you’ll be a nice addition... but”—he nodded toward the baggy clothes on the floor—”don’t wear those. Wear that.” He smiled at her. “It’ll be nice to have someone who is not so... so bold. Most of the women who will be here are what you might call experienced partiers. You’ll be a flower amongst all the snapdragons... a novelty. I enjoy novelties.”

	She was mute. Beautiful women? Her? Was he inviting her to this big deal he was having?

	“You’ll be here?” he asked, eyebrows raised. “At seven?” It was barely a question, more like a command.

	Percy nodded.

	“And leave your hair down. Just straight like that will be fine. It’s really quite beautiful. I think I’ll enjoy looking at you tonight.”

	Percy reached up and touched her hair.

	“Yes, that’ll be good. Now change out of your dress and back into your cleaning clothes. You’ve got a bit more to do before you leave.” And he was out of the room before she could even answer.

	 


Chapter Two: You Are My Novelty

	 

	 

	Percy was there precisely at 7 PM, having taken a taxi to Garrett Byrne’s home. It cost plenty, but she felt stuck, afraid her dress might get ruined if she took the bus. She didn’t want to risk making Mr. Byrne mad. Just being a few feet from him made her tremble, and that’s when he was being nice. If he got angry, Percy thought she would collapse.

	Byrne’s maid answered the door, and Percy was beckoned in. From there, she was shown to the living room. Once she entered, Byrne was effusive in his greeting. “Why, Persephone, I hoped you would actually show.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the middle of the room. “Gentlemen, meet Persephone. She’s my new friend. I met her just today. Isn’t she lovely?” He pushed her slightly forward. The men offered various compliments, and Percy tried to smile and respond politely. What she really wanted was to find a corner and hide with a big glass of wine and some of those delicious-looking hors d’oeuvres. Not having an income large enough for excess, Percy was perennially hungry, and wine was out of the question, at least any that was palatable. She stared at it all longingly.

	Garrett must have caught her expression. He intervened and brought her over to the table. “Can I interest you in some refreshment?”

	Percy nodded.

	“Help yourself, dear.” He watched as she filled her plate. She tried to keep from being overly zealous. “Something to drink?” he asked.

	She nodded again. Somehow, she couldn’t seem to get her voice together when she was around him.

	“Wine? Cocktail? Beer?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

	“Wine,” her voice came out in little more than a whisper. Clearing her throat, she repeated, “Wine. Red. Thank you.”

	Garrett chuckled and waved his hand. A white-coated man carrying a tray laden with a bottle and delicate glasses came at Garrett’s beckoning and poured. Garrett lifted the glass from the tray and handed it to Percy. “There now. Make yourself comfortable. I must go off and tend to the guests.” He turned away, then stopped and turned back. “Don’t leave, though.” His eyes bored into hers. “Not without telling me.” With a grin, he said, “You know I like novelties and you—” he continued pointedly—”are my novelty tonight.”

	Percy shivered and watched him move through the crowd, then she found herself a spot on an out-of-the-way loveseat where she could sit and sip her wine and feel safe. Even though the hors d’oeuvres looked delicious, her appetite waned as she pondered the brief conversation with Byrne. Her tummy had tightened when he told her she was his novelty. She had a feeling she knew what that meant. What she didn’t like was the fact that she sort of wanted to be his novelty. Even now, she was trying to keep her hands from shaking and had to flag down the wine-bearer—at least that’s what she called him—in order to get another glass and then another. After three on an empty stomach, she was feeling a bit more capable of making a decision on whether to leave or to have what she thought might be the experience of a lifetime. After all, how many men like Garrett Byrne was she ever going to have? At the rate she was going, how many men would she ever have at all? The wine seemed to be making her brave... more than making her brave, it was making her curious.

	During the evening, various men drifted Percy’s way. Several gentlemen of distinguished age seemed particularly interested in talking to her. One even put his hand on her knee as he leaned forward and asked her questions. Each time, just when Percy felt as if she was backing up to the edge of a cliff, Garrett would appear out of nowhere. He would somehow spirit the man away and connect him with another, more willing, lady. Through her tipsy haze, Percy began to view Garrett as her rescuer—tall, handsome, overwhelmingly confident, and now like a knight, protecting her from... she wasn’t sure what, but she didn’t think those men had anything good in mind.

	Eventually, Percy began to wonder if she’d misread Garrett’s intentions. It would be humiliating to hang around here only to have him look at her, his beautiful blue eyes filled with disdain, and say, “You thought... you thought I wanted to take you to bed?” She could imagine his voice rising in disbelief. Percy shook the nightmare from her head and got up to leave. Locating Garrett, she took his hand and thanked him for a wonderful evening.

	“You’re not leaving.”

	“Excuse me, sir.”

	“You’re not leaving. Go back and sit down.”

	“Sit down?”

	“Yes... I told you,” he said with a glint in his eye. “You are my novelty tonight. Our evening will not even begin until all the guests have gone, and you are left for me.”

	Percy just looked at him, speechless.

	“Now, be a good girl and go sit down.”

	She staggered back to the loveseat and did as he said. The party didn’t end until well after three AM when Garrett finally closed the door behind the last guest. The place was a shambles. All that Percy had done to make it shine was a waste at this point. She rose from the couch and began to collect used glasses. Garrett strode over to her and grabbed her wrists, forcing the glasses down. “I didn’t ask you to stay to do that.”

	He pulled her across the room. “I have something much more urgent for you to take care of.” Still holding her by one wrist, he led her out of the living room and up the stairs. “You know what I need.” They went into the bedroom, and he turned to face her. He didn’t waste a moment before his hands reached forward to explore her body. The silk made a soothing sound as his touch moved over her then his mouth was on top of hers, his kiss so passionate that she was pushed up against the bedroom door. He pressed his body against hers.

	Percy was shaken. She’d never had anyone sweep over her in this way. Garrett pulled back and laughed. “I love this.” His voice was husky. In one move, he swooped down and picked her up, then turned and practically threw her onto the bed. “I love to turn a little weed into a fine blossom.” And he climbed onto the bed beside her. “You will be a wonderful plaything... my plaything.” He reached over and traced circles on her body, first on her shoulder, then across her neck, moving down the front of the dress, and finally ending up over her breast. Percy watched his hand, and he watched her face. Her breath caught in her throat. “And what shall we do with you?” he whispered. His fingers gently pinched as he teased her. “You’re not used to this, are you?”

	Percy shook her head. She looked up into his eyes. They were like the sky, like huge seas of wanton temptation. All she desired was to dive into them. His lips curved in an invitation, and she raised her head to kiss him. His tongue forced its way into her mouth, and she let him push her head back on the pillow as he twisted against her. Waves of unfamiliar passion began to rise up inside of her, and she reached to touch him, but he pulled away and said, “No, no, not so fast.” He helped her to undo her dress, then slid it off. Unhooking her bra, he said, “You won’t be needing this.” Then he slid her panties off. “Or these.” He looked up at her. “When you’re alone with me, neither bra nor panties unless I tell you differently. Understand?”

	She nodded even though he confused her terribly. He gave her a little smile in response.

	When she was completely undressed, she tried to cover herself with the sheets, but he tore them away. He raised her hands to his shirt, and she unbuttoned it carefully, then slid it off his shoulders. He leaned forward, and Percy got the courage to kiss his chest. As she did, his excitement became contagious, and she found herself not just kissing but also licking and biting.

	“That’s a girl.” His words came out in a choked whisper, and he put a hand on her back. Then his hand moved to her head, and he guided her downward. Percy knew what he wanted, but she was terrified. She had no experience with these things.

	She froze. “Garrett,” she whispered, “I don’t know how...”

	He just smiled and looked down at her. “I’ll teach you.” It took only moments for him to shed his slacks and briefs, then he lay back on the bed. “Come here.” He reached out an arm, and Percy straddled his left leg. She leaned down, and he spoke gently, guiding her and telling her exactly what to do with her mouth and her fingernails, his voice catching when she did something particularly well. Percy was amazed at the ease with which she could elicit pleasurable sounds from him. It struck her that someone like Garrett Byrne must be terribly difficult to please, so she was glad she was making him happy.

	“That’s good. That’s good.” He moaned, encouraging her, then, just when it seemed like she was getting the hang of it, he pulled her off and had her lie back down. The expression on his face was almost predatory, but it made her heart flip. She wanted to spread her arms wide, spread her legs wide, and let him into her. He used his thighs to help her do that. At first, his body pushed against her gently, but when she raised her hips, he was more forceful and penetrated her. It hurt a little, but she’d done this before, back in high school, back in Garnetsville, the place she hated. She bit her lip and relaxed to welcome him. In moments it went from hurting to feeling okay, then to feeling remarkable—so remarkable that she wanted more—more of him. This was not like Garnetsville at all.

	“That’s it,” he whispered, “take it.” He drove into her harder and harder until something happened that had never happened before. It was an explosion of feelings, both physical and emotional, an explosion that made her cling to him and cry out. The ecstasy overwhelmed any embarrassment. She didn’t care about the noise she made or what she did or said. The world seemed like a different place altogether. The feel of him pulsing inside of her was almost unbearable. It was beyond astounding. She fought profound tears as the pace slowed. And after a while, he disentangled himself, rolled to the side, then pulled her to him.

	“What... what was that?” she whispered.

	He chuckled. “That was you... being my novelty.” He clutched her arm and shook her in a little hug. “You are delightful... made to be played with, well and often.”

	Percy lay there, eyes open, staring at the ceiling as Garrett drifted off to sleep. Then, when she was sure she wouldn’t wake him, she raised herself on one elbow and stared down at his face. She’d been afraid to look at him so closely earlier. Without the cocky expression he wore while awake, he seemed almost angelic. His chin was boyish, and his cheekbones were high and heroic. The shadow of his eyelashes fell peacefully over the tops of his cheeks. How did a man like this, a man so rich and suave and worldly, decide to pick her? Percy felt like Cinderella. This morning she’d been holding a feather duster and a cleaning cloth, and tonight, she held a man like this in her arms. Maybe she wasn’t such a loser after all.
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