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The echo of a loud engine echoes through empty offices. It causes Ella to jerk up from an exquisitely grandiose leather chair, which seems to retain its beauty despite old age. Ella had tiptoed upstairs from the cellars, after thinking that she’s totally alone in the massive factory, that’s supposedly devoid of any of the workers usually occupying it at this late hour of the day.

“Who’s here still?”

Ella rushes through the room and stops abruptly at the door.

“Did the bitch come back for some after-hours work?”

Ella glances in both directions in the hallway.

“Who’s out there?” Ella’s voice echoes through the corridor.

“Only me, sweetheart. I’m the new cleaner.”

Ella shrieks when a male voice calls out to her.

“No need to be afraid. I’m just here to clean up after the bitch, as you so kindly referred to her.”

“Oops. You heard that?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I find it rather funny you call her that.”

“Why?”

“Because you—and please don’t feel offended by what I’m telling you—but you’re her step-daughter. I heard people talk about that, that’s how I know. You’re doing a job here that not many would do. You don’t ever complain about it.”

“I hate my job.”

“So, do I, but I still do it.”

“You could leave and get another job in a heartbeat.”

“So, could you.”

“No, I can’t. She’d make certain no one will believe me when I say I worked here.”

“Hmmm, if you say so, sweetheart.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Fair enough.”

“I’ll just go back to what I was doing. Let’s pretend we never met, okay. Please don’t tell anyone I was here...”

“I won’t.”

Ella starts walking away, then walks back to the door, “Errr, can I know your name?”

“Max.”

“Oh—right. Okay.”

Ella walks away and sits down on the chair once more. She stares at the door from time to time frowning as it’s obvious that the cleaner wants to make known he’s still nearby. She hears him whistle the annoying song she’d heard a few times on the radio.

I wonder who he is. Why is he working this late? No one ever works this late.

Ella sighs, gets up and walks back to the door. She glances in the corridor and sees it empty. She takes off her shoes, and on her bare feet rushes through the corridor before the annoying cleaner is back.

Only a few minutes later, Ella stands leaning against the door of the small room that’s her room in the factory. She stares at the long repair desk with all the products she still must test that evening. She knows that slacking isn’t an option.

“Mother dearest will be so angry if I don’t finish my work. But I guess I’ll have to deal with that tomorrow.”

Ella sits down on the small wooden chair. She picks up a bundle of something that should be a neat package of wires, but instead is a jumble that could easily be ball of wool that had been attacked by a playful cat.

“How the hell does this stuff get so messed up anyway?”

Deep down, Ella knows why the equipment is a mess. She’d seen one of her step-mother’s most loyal employees cause the mess. It’s obvious there were people in the factory buying favours from their boss, “I wish Dad was still here. He wouldn’t have allowed them to behave in this way towards me, towards all the people here...”

Ella’s head slumps down. She knows her situation is hopeless. No one can save me from that bitch no matter what I do. I guess I’ll have to throw in my lot with those here who are just as screwed over by the bitch as I am.

Ella picks at the bundle in her hand. “Dammit, how am I ever going to fix this?”

“Want some help with that, sweetheart?”

“Oh my god, are you still here?” Ella shouts.

“Errr—yeah. I told you, my name. You never told me yours.”

“Ella.”

“Just Ella, or...?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Can’t a guy be curious? Like why you are here all alone when there’s no one else here?”

“But you’re here, so I’m not alone.”

“If it was me here, I would have gone home hours ago. But something tells me it’s better I stick around until after everyone has arrived. Something tells me that all these needs fixing before the bitch comes. Why do you call her that anyway?”

“Errr—no reason. But why would you help me?

“No reason, other than to be nice I guess.”

“So, if you’re doing this, then what do I do?”

“Take a nap, have something to eat. Do whatever you like—”

“I guess I could try your job and see if it’s as boring as this.”

“If you like. I’ll make sure I’ll have all this fixed by the time you’re done playing with my gadgets.”

“Sure. See ya later.”

“See ya later, princess—Don’t come back until it’s midnight. Or you’ll turn into a pumpkin when you enter this room.”

“I’m certain you’re too old to read fairy tales, but okay—”

Ella rushes off before Max can say anything further. She also rushes off because the comment, for reasons that are totally incomprehensible to her, had caused a bright red blush to appear on her face. And she doesn’t want him to see it. She also feels her heart beating faster and not from the extra effort of walking fast.

It doesn’t take long before Ella arrives at Max’s gadgets. Though she grumbles under her breath when she sees it’s a machine, and Ella feels a renewed disgust for anything mechanical. But just as she’s about to turn, something on the gadget catches her attention. Someone meticulously had sanded off part of a name off the side of the machine. A letter ‘C’ is visible but looking closer she suddenly certain other letters were there in the past. Rust betrays that the vandalism had occurred years ago. Ella squints her eyes.

Hang on, does it say there what I think it says?
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Ella straightens up and glances around. She listens. In the distance, she can hear a rhythmic clunking sound and must guess that it’s Max doing something to fix the equipment, “I guess he’s having as much trouble sorting through it as I do. But I guess I can hold up my end of the deal and try to clean up.”

She looks again at the ‘gadget’ wondering now why Max referenced it in such a manner. She sees a red knob and guesses it’s the starter. She pushes it and jumps when the machine sputters to life though much louder than she’d anticipated.

“Is everything okay?”

Ella groans when she hears Max yell at the top of his lungs over the sound of the machine, “Yes, I’m fine, thanks.” Ella yells back.

“Just sit down on top of the little stool. There are two handles. One for movement forward, one for the brush.”

“I’ll figure it out.”

Ella looks at the roaring cleaner, Yeah, I’ll figure it out alright. Including why someone sanded off Dad’s name. Could this be why ‘Prince Max’ was so keen on us swapping jobs? For me to see this...

Ella smirks suddenly when she realises what Max had done. He’d offered her a way to undermine the bitch. She’d married her father, then when he died from a sudden heart attack, she’d somehow usurped the control of her father’s company from his only daughter Ella. The bitch had brought her two daughters with her to help run the business, and slowly Ella saw her father’s rather successful business fall to pieces right around her.

“I could have left with most of the others who left soon after that happened.” Ella mumbles. “But I guess I stayed to protect the workers here. I guess I brought this on myself. I wish Dad was still here—”

Ella climbs on top of the cleaner. She looks down, “Okay, I can do this. One’s for moving, the other for cleaning—Right. Okay, which one?”

She pushes against the left knob. She jerks forward then back when the cleaning machine comes to life.

“Ouch, I guess I need to be careful doing this.”

Glancing around Ella spots the desks of her step-sisters, no, better not do anything there because that will cause a lot of problems for Max. But it would be fun if I could do something.

Ella is about to move on when she spots something strange on the desk. She climbs from the cleaning machine, and gingerly steps into the room. She walks to the desk where a single sheet of paper lies on the desk. Its position betrays that someone might have forgotten it. Ella frowns when she recognises a name on the bottom of the paper.

“What’s anyone doing with Dad’s paperwork? Who’s using this?” Ella frowns angrily. She looks around the office that she knows, though vaguely
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