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 CHAPTER ONE

 


 


The cesarean section had gone well. After her patient
was wheeled out to the recovery room, Anne stopped by the nursery
to check on her newest arrival. The tiny red baby, given a clean
bill of health by the pediatrician, lay wailing lustily while a
nurse cooed.

Anne rubbed the back of her hand wearily
across her forehead. For a moment, she couldn’t remember whether it
was a boy or a girl. She’d scarcely had time to check as she lifted
it from its mother’s womb.

Oh, yes, it was a little girl with a big
head, who’d refused to arrive in the world the usual way. Maybe
that’s where the term headstrong came from.

She smiled to herself. She’d have to tell
that one to her partner, John Hernandez. He’d been accusing her of
losing her sense of humor lately.

What a darling baby—they all were, of course.
Hard to imagine that soon she’d be pushing up on hands and knees,
then walking, then… Anne’s arms ached to catch the little girl as
she tumbled.

She isn’t yours. Stop fantasizing.

Stretching her cramped shoulders, Anne took
out her cell phone and checked for messages. There was nothing
urgent, just an update from Meg, the nurse-practitioner. In case
any calls had gone astray, she put in a call to Ellie, the office
receptionist.

Ellie confirmed that they’d had nothing Meg
couldn’t handle, but added, “Don’t forget you have to be home by
six.” Although only twenty-five, Ellie’s motherly air sometimes
made Anne feel like a child, especially when she was tired. In
addition, they’d become good friends outside the office, so Ellie
wasn’t shy about teasing. “You know you tend to forget about
anything that isn’t work related.”

Anne glanced at her phone. 5:15. Where had
the day gone?

Absentmindedly, she fingered the name bar
attached to her white coat, the one that said Anne Eldridge M.D.
and had thrilled her so much when she first wore it, which felt
like eons ago but was really less than eight years. “Refresh my
memory. What happens at six o’clock?”

“Four would-be housekeepers will be
descending on the Eldridge residence. If you’re not there, who
knows what they might do?” Ellie chuckled. She’d been in a good
mood for the last few months, since she recovered from her morning
sickness.

It sometimes seemed to Anne that everybody in
the world was pregnant. Everyone except Anne, of course.

Now she groaned. The last thing she felt like
doing was talking to a bunch of matronly women about their
references as live-in housekeepers. But duty called, and when it
did, Anne Eldridge snapped to attention. “I’ll be there,” she
promised, and clicked off.

Oh, Sally, how could you do this to me? she
wondered as she trudged out to the doctors’ parking lot and
shrugged off her jacket to reveal the no-wrinkle sheath dress
underneath.

Her sedan, a model chosen for its reliability
and good mileage, followed its well-worn path to her home from
Irvine Doctors Medical Center. The air conditioner purred, blotting
out the warmth of a Southern California June day.

Anne blamed this mess on the state lottery.
Her wonderful housekeeper, Sally Allen, had been an avid player.
Last month, she’d hit pay dirt—a million dollars—and announced she
was moving to Northern California to be with her daughter and
grandchildren.

Was it possible to find another woman so
efficient, so self-contained, so non-irritating at the end of a
hard shift?

Turning onto one of the wide, straight
boulevards that characterized the planned city of Irvine, Anne
mentally reviewed the course of her day. It was Wednesday, she
reminded herself; halfway through the week.

She’d been on call the previous night and had
delivered a baby at 5:00 a.m. There hadn’t been a chance to go home
before making rounds at the hospital and reporting to the office
for the usual prenatal checkups and Pap smears, which was why she
kept a change of clothing on hand. After a lunch meeting of the
hospital’s perinatal committee, she’d performed two D & Cs,
followed by the C-section.

Anne’s partner, John Hernandez, was a
perinatalogist, specializing in complicated pregnancies. Although
Anne chiefly handled the less difficult cases, she often filled in
for him on C-sections and other surgeries. In truth, she felt a
sense of achievement when she was able to save a baby who, without
careful monitoring and care, might have been lost. But it was hard,
intense work, leaving her drained.

No wonder Anne’s shoulders ached and her feet
felt swollen, despite supportive shoes. All she wanted was a bath
and to binge-watch a few episodes of a romantic comedy series.
Instead, she had to stiffen her resolve and focus on picking a
woman who hopefully wouldn’t turn Anne’s home into her own personal
soap opera like the two she’d employed before Sally.

With only a trace of her usual surge of
pride, Anne turned onto the road where she lived, lined by elegant
two-story houses with small, perfectly groomed yards.

She’d progressed far from the dreamy-eyed
girl who, as an undergraduate at UCLA, had toyed with the idea of
becoming an actress. Foolishly, she’d entertained the notion of
working alongside the handsome actor she’d been dating and had
nearly married, of substituting his ambitions for her own. Yet
sometimes Anne wondered if she’d come a little too far, if she
might not have been happier if she’d cleared space in her life for
a husband and a child like that cutie back at the hospital.

Nonsense. That was just her puffy feet
talking. Could feet talk? Apparently so, in which case she felt
free to say, “Shut up, feet,” out loud.

Oh, help. She was losing it.

Thank goodness it was only five-thirty. With
luck, she’d have a few minutes to catch her breath before
confronting a roomful of housekeepers.

*

The traffic was thickening as Jason Brant
piloted his convertible through Newport Beach toward Irvine. He’d
taken a leisurely journey down the coast from Santa Monica,
enjoying the smell of the salt breeze, the sight of bronzing bodies
strewn about the sand and the cheerful shouts of teenagers as they
darted across the road to the funky shops on the inland side.

As he steered away from the coast, the
landscape changed. What must once have been scenic coastal bluffs
and fields of orange groves had become covered with condominiums
and houses lifted from an architect’s rendering. Artistic they
might be, but Jason disliked the sense of contrivance. Even the
wandering, grassy paseos that were supposed to be an improvement on
old-fashioned sidewalks felt artificial and impersonal.

He smiled and shook his head. Still imagining
himself a young renegade even at thirty-five. How could his editor
have thought otherwise? The man didn’t understand that political
significance began at home. Literally.

Jason supposed he ought to be angry. His
publisher had no business refusing to offer him an advance until
his latest book was completed. By all rights, he should take the
book elsewhere, perhaps consider self-publishing, but he liked his
editor, and the company’s printing was top quality, which was
important with photography.

Besides, having to conserve his funds had
inspired a splendid idea, one that dovetailed with his plans for
the new book.

What had decided him was the post that read:
“Housekeeper to Irvine physician. Live-in. Refs. reqd.” He’d have
to fudge on the references, but when he spoke to the receptionist,
he’d gained the impression that the doctor was single. The guy
would probably be relieved to have another man around, instead of
some middle-aged woman who’d turn up her nose at overnight female
guests or late-night videogame competitions.

Or whatever amusements rich Orange County
doctors indulged in.

Jason’s brain sounded a warning to watch
himself. He still retained his hungry-days prejudices against the
wealthy, even though he wouldn’t mind qualifying for that
description. However, despite the warm reception of his first book,
The Private Life of a Refugee, photography wasn’t a field
likely to net him a fortune. That was all right with Jason, as long
as he could earn a living doing what he loved.

It had been the greatest challenge of his
life, spending three months hiding, dodging authorities and risking
his life on the open sea, traveling from northern Africa to Italy
with a desperate refugee, a shopkeeper whose business had been
destroyed by rebels, and the man’s extended family. Jason’s wife,
Jill, had claimed she understood why he had to do it. Only
afterward, looking back, could he see how unhappy she’d been with
his long absence.

That didn’t justify her leading a wild life
in New York, going on spending sprees that had nearly cleaned out
their savings account. At his insistence, she’d joined a therapy
group for compulsive spenders, and they’d both worked to save their
marriage.

His next book had been researched closer to
home. For The Private Life of a Politician, Jill had
accompanied him on the campaign trail with a congressman, a
self-proclaimed populist whose hypocrisies Jason had managed to
capture with his camera. Jill had enjoyed that trip, mainly because
of the parties and other occasions for showing off her
wardrobe.

She’d changed, he’d been forced to admit,
from the idealistic girl he’d met in college. Their marriage had
begun to come unglued, a process that had accelerated despite his
attempt to save things. He’d proposed they find a place congenial
to both of them, settle down and consider starting a family. He’d
believed his wife would love the idea, since she’d been complaining
about how little time they spent together.

Instead, she insisted she wasn’t ready to be
chained and shackled, and the more he worked to figure out how they
could compromise, the more she resisted. Claiming she’d married too
young—she’d been twenty-five—she’d gone to stay with friends in New
York. When she filed for divorce, Jason didn’t fight her.

Perhaps they’d simply drifted apart, but
their differences ran deep, he saw in retrospect. Working a routine
sales job despite her degree in marketing, she’d been impressed by
his supposedly glamorous job as a photojournalist. He’d been
dazzled by her sense of style and quick wit.

The truth was, he decided as he swung onto a
small residential street, that his occupation coupled with wishful
thinking had misled her. Jill loved luxury and attention while
Jason, despite his spirit of adventure, had an affinity for
domesticity. If not for him, there never would have been a dinner
cooked or laundry done. And as the years passed, more and more he
valued the little things that went into creating a home.

No wonder he felt qualified to apply for a
position as a housekeeper.

Jason double-checked the address as he halted
in front of a two-story house that looked very much like all the
others on the street. Yep, this was perfect for his plans.

It was a long way from the slums of Tijuana,
or even the rundown areas of Santa Ana, to this bastion of upper-
middle-class privilege—a route that probably half or more of the
maids had traveled. It was a contrast he meant to document with the
high-resolution professional camera that lay hidden in his
trunk.

Underneath the luxury of Orange County, Jason
knew, lay deprivation and fear for some. To earn enough to support
their families, maids often had to leave their children with
relatives and live in their employer’s house. Fearful of losing
their job, they often worked long hours for below minimum
wages.

While their conditions might be superior to
those in much of the third world, it angered Jason that such misery
existed in his own country, amidst wealth. He wanted to hold up a
mirror to the employers as much as to expose the situation to the
general public.

Not that his prospective employer was a
target. Since the doctor’s requirements included experience and
references, the guy presumably planned to pay competitive wages and
file tax forms.

Jason checked his watch. Five past six. Not
bad timing, considering the leisurely course he’d taken.

He strolled up the walk and pressed the
doorbell. A gray-haired, thin-faced woman answered. “Yes?”

“I have an appointment with Dr. Eldridge.
About the housekeeping position.”

Her forehead wrinkling as if she were
puzzled, the woman stepped aside to let him enter. “We’re supposed
to wait in the living room. The doctor asked me to answer the
door.” From her aggrieved tone of voice, it appeared that answering
the door had been a great deal of trouble.

Jason felt a momentary pang of guilt as he
entered and followed the woman down the entry hall. He didn’t mean
to deprive someone of a job she needed badly. On the other hand,
this woman’s truculent air didn’t bode well for her chances of
being hired under any circumstances.

In the living room, Jason noted the plush
carpet, high-beamed ceiling and oversize fireplace. The dove-gray
walls, slightly darker molding and soft red accent wall had
undoubtedly been designed by an expert, who’d picked up key colors
in the high-quality furnishings and paintings.

This confirmed his mental picture of Dr.
Eldridge as a middle-aged man, probably divorced, who spent much of
his spare time flirting with women at a fitness center. That suited
Jason just fine.

On the coffee table, the doctor had set some
magazines—Discover, the science magazine, and The
National Geographic. Interesting choices. He wondered if the
guy ever bothered to read them himself.

Two other women, in addition to the applicant
who’d greeted him, were staring at him from the couch. He pretended
not to notice their scrutiny.

Jason had just settled down with a copy of
Discover when an inner door opened and a plump woman stepped
out, nodding obsequiously. Behind her stood an attractive woman
with dark-blonde hair and startling blue eyes whom he guessed to be
in her mid-thirties.

So the doctor was married, after all. He
swallowed hard against his disappointment. That probably meant he
wouldn’t have a chance at the job.

Mrs. Eldridge glanced at him in surprise.
“May I help you? “

He explained why he was there.

“I see.” She frowned and tapped her foot on
the carpet. “No problem. You’ll have to wait your turn, of
course.”

“Fair enough.” He grinned. She didn’t grin
back.

Jason watched as she summoned another
applicant. Mrs. Eldridge was tall and had a capable manner,
qualities he appreciated after Jill’s flightiness. With her trim
figure and photogenic features, she bordered on beauty. Yet her
severe style—she’d pulled her hair into a bun—and buttoned-up
jacket over a simply cut dress implied she was either unaware of
her appeal or determined to suppress it.

Did Dr. Eldridge show much appreciation for
his wife? Idly, Jason wondered if they had children. He wouldn’t
mind that; he liked kids, and although he didn’t intend to do
double duty as a nanny, he’d be fine supervising them occasionally
as long as they weren’t spoiled brats. With this woman for a
mother, he had a feeling they wouldn’t be.

Reopening the magazine, he leaned back to
wait.

*

Even a dose of over-the-counter painkiller
wasn’t doing much for Anne’s headache as she questioned the last of
the three women in the tight confines of her home office. The man,
of course, was out of the question for the job, but since Ellie had
arranged for him to drive here, Anne had to grant him the courtesy
of an interview.

Otherwise, he might sue her. Besides, it
would be rude.

“I don’t do windows or move furniture, or any
other heavy chores.” The thin-faced candidate, sitting ramrod
straight, reminded Anne of the woman in the painting American
Gothic. “And I must have every weekend off.”

Anne tapped her finger against her tablet,
which displayed the woman’s résumé. “Naturally, you would have two
days off per week, but my former housekeeper occasionally
rearranged her schedule when I was entertaining.”

“I have other commitments.”

That seemed fair, Anne supposed. “Now, about
cooking...”

“My day begins at eight and ends at five,
like anybody else’s.” The applicant stared Anne straight in the
eye. “I believe in sticking to schedules.”

“But you don’t object to preparing a meal
that could be warmed later in the microwave?”

“So my duties would include meal planning,
shopping and preparation?” The woman’s nostrils flared.

Anne groaned inwardly. “That is generally
part of a housekeeper’s job description.”

The first candidate had lacked references and
kept checking her cell phone, presumably for messages more
important than her job interview. The second lady had chatted
nonstop, a habit that would drive Anne crazy within a matter of
days, and also had revealed personal details about her previous
employer. No doubt she’d discuss Anne’s private life with equal
heedlessness.

She’d sent both women home with her thanks
and a promise to email within a few days if she decided to hire
them. She hoped it didn’t come to that.

But this woman appeared to hate every aspect
of the job. What Anne really needed, she thought wryly, was a
wife.

“Thank you for your time.” Anne stood up,
bringing the interview to an end. “I’ll notify you within a few
days if I’m interested.”

“I expect to hear by Friday.” The woman
collected her purse.

“Very well.” Anne wondered what it was this
woman did on weekends that was so inflexible. Her imagination
conjured up a murderous son who required weekend visits in prison,
or a drug-smuggling ring.

It was a relief when the sour lady departed.
Although Anne sympathized with how unhappy her life must be, she
wasn’t seeking assistance because she had energy to spare. Just the
opposite.

When she bought this house, Anne had expected
to manage it and all her other needs by herself. She hadn’t counted
on the long and unpredictable hours of an obstetrician, or how it
felt to stagger home after late-night deliveries to find the milk
sour and cereal down to crumbs.

Then the washing machine broke, and someone
had to wait for the repairman. None of her neighbors was available
to assist. She couldn’t wait, and she couldn’t bear to spend a rare
free evening at the Laundromat.

She’d used an employment service initially,
with unsatisfying results. When a friend recommended Sally Allen,
whose elderly employer had entered a nursing home, Anne had hired
her after a brief but rewarding conversation.

That had been almost five years ago.
Housekeepers didn’t come cheap, but Sally had been worth every
penny.

Replacing her was proving another matter
entirely. None of Anne’s acquaintances had recommended the ideal
person. Placing notices online wasn’t yielding impressive results,
either.

She took a moment to reapply lipstick, then
chuckled at her vanity. Although the man, Jason Brant, had an
unmistakable appeal, she was interviewing him as a prospective
employee, not as a date.

She glanced at her tablet. The résumé he’d
sent Ellie was sketchy, and under references, he’d put merely: “On
request.” Although that confirmed her instinct to dismiss the
fellow quickly, she had to allow him a fair hearing. A well-to-do
physician would be an easy target for a discrimination suit.

Fine. She’d question him, as she’d done with
the others. Then she’d ask Ellie to post a notice on a different
website.

 


 


 


 CHAPTER TWO

 


 


The office seemed to shrink to even tinier
proportions than usual as the man relaxed in the chair opposite
Anne, his long legs stretching so close to hers that they nearly
touched.

“Have you worked as a housekeeper before?”
She detected an intelligent glimmer in his dark-brown eyes, a hint
of humor and a reserve that intrigued her. Then there was the
stylishly cut brown hair, softly mussed as if he’d just tumbled out
of bed. Someone ought to run her fingers through it. And you’re
way too tired to be interviewing this guy.

“Only unofficially.” His calm self-confidence
made her feel as if he, not she, were conducting the interview.

“Unofficially?”

From an expensive leather portfolio, he
produced several letters. Curious, Anne inspected them. One was
from a lawyer, insisting that he’d eaten Jason’s cooking on a
number of occasions and found it excellent. Another was from a
woman named Jill Brant, attesting to Jason’s skills as a
housecleaner and launderer.

“Is Jill Brant a relative of yours?” She
handed the letters back to him.

“My ex-wife.” Amusement quirked the corners
of his mouth.

Anne started to choke and ended up coughing.
“You brought a recommendation from your ex-wife?”

“Who knows my housekeeping skills better than
she does?” Jason spread his hands expansively. He had nice hands,
Anne noted from the corner of her eye—slightly roughened, as if he
knew the meaning of real work, but well kept and clean under the
nails.

She blushed, hoping he hadn’t noticed her
inspection and half-aware that she was focusing on the peripheral
portions of his anatomy to keep her gaze from the lean rugged
length of him. There was something unsettling about the man. Why
did she keep getting the sense that there was more to him than
appeared on the résumé?

“Why do you want to work as a housekeeper?
Don’t you have some other occupation? I mean, it is a bit unusual
for a man to seek a job like this, particularly when he has no
previous experience.” She was pleased by the professional, clipped
tone of her voice. All business.

“Well, I have done some professional
photography, but my divorce pretty well cleaned me out
financially.” The strong bone structure of his face and jaw were
offset by the velvety softness of his eyes, she noted before
dragging her attention back to his words. “I thought this would be
a secure setting, doing work I enjoy, while I indulge in shooting
the kind of pictures that interest me.”

“I see.” It was out of the question, of
course, but how was she to tell him that?

Before she could frame her rejection, Jason
seized the initiative. “Tell me more about you and Dr. Eldridge,
about your life-style. Do you have children?”

“I beg your pardon?” She gaped at him.

It was his turn to look confused. “Excuse me.
I just assumed you were Mrs. Eldridge—”

Anne felt the heat rising to her cheeks. “My
friends call me doctor.”

He ducked his head, a gesture she found
appealingly boyish. “My apologies, doctor. As you can tell, I was
visualizing a man.”

At least he’d brought the subject of gender
out in the open. “And I was visualizing a woman.”

“For the job? Why?”

It ought to be obvious, but apparently not to
him. “As you can imagine, a single woman might consider it awkward
to have a man around the house.” Anne sucked in a breath. She
wished he wouldn’t stare at her so intently, as if he were
regarding her in a new light, as if... as if he’d become aware of
her as a woman. An unmarried woman. “In addition to how it might
look to others, there are questions of privacy.”

Instead of taking the hint and agreeing with
her, Jason shrugged. “Your notice mentioned living quarters. Aren’t
they separate from the rest of the house?”

She admitted there was a bedroom and bath
downstairs off the kitchen, while her own quarters were upstairs.
“Nevertheless, I’m in the habit of wandering around in my
bathrobe.” She cut off the words abruptly. Why on earth was she
disclosing such personal details to this total stranger?

“Let’s discuss the advantages.” He leaned
forward, his dark-brown eyes catching her blue ones “The added
security of having a man on the premises, for example.”

“I have an excellent burglar-alarm system.”
Besides, what am I going to do for protection when the most
dangerous man around is already living here?

“And there must be times when furniture needs
to be moved or there’s other heavy work that most women couldn’t
handle.”

“I’ve never denied that men can be useful.” Anne
smiled to take the edge off her words. “But my gardener comes once
a week, and he handles any heavy work for a few extra bucks.”

“Then there’s my cooking.” The man didn’t
surrender easily. “You’re probably used to rather plain fare from
your housekeeper—meat loaf, or maybe enchiladas. Well?”

Reluctantly, Anne nodded. Sally’s repertoire
had extended only as far as frying chicken and broiling steaks,
which weren’t exactly health food. Under duress, she’d been
persuaded to fix the occasional dinner salad.

“Cooking’s always been a hobby of mine.
French, Italian, Chinese—you name it.” Judging by his grin, Jason
was enjoying matching wits. “Let me tell you about my fettuccine. I
have my own pasta-machine, by the way.”

“Cholesterol,” Anne pointed out.

“Doctors never pay any attention to their
diets. Everybody knows that. But don’t worry. I make light versions
of classic recipes.” He sat back, as if he’d won his point, which,
in fact, he had.

Anne thought ruefully of her hasty lunches at
the hospital cafeteria, often involving overcooked green beans, a
gravy-laden entrée, a small tasteless salad and Jell-O for dessert.
“Well...”

Unexpectedly, he sprang to his feet. “Like
right now. You haven’t eaten dinner yet, have you?”

“No,” she admitted, reluctantly following him
out of the office and down the hall to the kitchen. What else could
she do, leave him to roam through her house unsupervised? “I was
thinking of sending out for pizza.”

Jason’s long legs cut across the expanse of
off-white tile and he swung open the doors of the side-by-side
refrigerator-freezer. Fortunately, Sally had gone grocery shopping
before she left on Monday, and it was fairly well stocked.

“You’ll need to use up these vegetables
before they wilt.” Jason began removing packages from the shelves
and laying them on the counter. “Where are the aprons?”

Anne pointed wordlessly to a drawer, and
Jason tied on a black apron trimmed in red and white. Her good
judgment ordered her to stop him, but darn it, she was hungry.
Maybe she could hire him for an interim period, a week or so, until
she found a permanent housekeeper.

“I suppose I could take you on
temporarily…”

“I’ll tell you what.” He unwrapped a package
of Swiss steak. “We’ll have a trial period of one month. If at the
end of that time either of us is dissatisfied, we’ll call it quits
and no hard feelings. What do you say, doc?”

She chuckled inwardly at his use of the
nickname, which managed to sound both respectful and irreverent. “A
month is longer than I had in mind.”

“Be fair about this.” Wielding a heavy knife
that resembled a miniature hatchet, he smacked the steak into
narrow strips. “I’ll be leaving my apartment in LA, so I’d need to
stay at least a month. I’m willing to gamble that you’ll keep me on
permanently, once you get used to me.”

With a sigh, Anne sank onto a chair at the
table, watching the whirlwind of energy with which he chopped
everything and located the appropriate seasonings, from teriyaki
sauce to fresh garlic.

She was too tired to throw him out and too
hungry to resist the mouth-watering aromas arising from the stove.
A few weeks. What could go wrong in so short a time?

“All right,” she said. “One month.”

*

After years spent traveling, Jason had
reduced his possessions to the bare minimum—which included the
pasta maker and a cappuccino machine that wheezed and groaned like
a calliope but brewed delicious coffee.

He managed to stuff most of his possessions
into his car and trek to Irvine by Thursday afternoon. Anne—or
should he call her Dr. Eldridge?—had informed him she’d be gone
until late that night, lecturing to a nursing class, so he could
move in at his leisure.

She’d presented him with a key and the
combination to the burglar alarm. Trusting woman, he reflected.

As Jason steered the car away from the coast
and into the city of Irvine, doubts begin to nag at him, doubts
that he’d shoved aside last night in his elation at landing this
job.

The fact was, he was working for her under
false pretenses. In much the same way that he’d exposed that
politician for the hypocrite he really was, Jason intended to show
this wealthy community its own darker side. Through his
photographs, the public would see the harsh private lives of the
servants who kept the rich people in comfort and ease.

He didn’t care for the notion that he might
be double-crossing Anne. Not that she personally had done anything
wrong, but he doubted her neighbors would appreciate being
exposed.

Anne wasn’t like any other woman he’d ever
met before, any more than she was like the imaginary middle-aged
Dr. Eldridge who played racquetball and chased young women. Her
frankness appealed to him, as did her sense of humor. And the
wariness in those blue eyes challenged him to win her trust.

He’d succeeded. Now did he dare violate that
trust?

Perhaps he was underestimating her, Jason
reflected as he paused for a red light. While Anne might earn a
high income, she didn’t appear obsessed by the things money could
buy, aside from her home, which was an excellent investment.
Perhaps she would understand, even sympathize with his project.

But he didn’t dare reveal the truth, not yet.
She would never accept him as a housekeeper if she knew he was
there for another purpose. And he wanted the experience, to learn
first hand how it felt to launder and mop and dust day after day.
He needed to understand the neighborhood cleaning ladies on a
visceral level.

Parking in front of the house, Jason began
unloading the car. He certainly did like this kitchen, he mused as
he passed through it on the way to his cheerful bedroom. The
kitchen was large and equipped for gourmet cooking; he’d long
dreamed of having a facility such as this, with granite counters,
double ovens and a gleaming array of copper pots and pans.

His thoughts returned to Anne. She had a
radiant beauty that she did her best to hide, whether intentionally
or not. What kind of a love life did she lead?

He didn’t believe any man had fully awakened
the woman within her, yet she radiated natural sensuality. He ached
to see her with her hair down, and without those confining,
unflattering dark clothes.

Stowing his camera and laptop, he went out
for another load and tried to pull his thoughts back onto a more
mundane level.

In all fairness, he admitted to himself as he
carted in two suitcases of clothing, this elegant lifestyle had a
certain appeal. He could get used to living in a fine house with
five bedrooms and four bathrooms—Anne had given him a tour of the
premises last night—as well as high speed Internet and WiFi.

It’s only for a few months, he told himself
firmly. There was no rule that said he couldn’t enjoy himself in
the meantime.

Anne had assured him that he needn’t start
work until Friday, and as far as he could see, everything was
spick-and-span. Still, out of curiosity, Jason inspected the
laundry room, which was connected by a chute to Anne’s upstairs
bedroom, and noticed a pile of delicate lingerie in rainbow
pastels: peach and soft blue and aqua. Who would have suspected
those lay underneath that businesslike dress?

Grinning, Jason turned away. His new employer
clearly had forgotten about this aspect of her privacy, and he
didn’t intend to remind her. As a housekeeper, he meant to be a
thorough professional.

He could drive back to his apartment for a
last load. No, that would risk getting stuck in rush-hour traffic.
He could live without the remaining odds and ends for a day or
so.

Deciding instead to enjoy the rest of the
day, Jason changed into shorts and a T-shirt and slid open the
glass doors that separated his bedroom from the redwood deck, its
corners anchored by wooden half barrels spilling out flowering
geraniums.

Adjusting the angle of a lounge chair, he was
preparing to read a novel on his tablet when he heard a yapping
noise from the house next door.

“Go inside! Shoo!” snapped a woman’s voice
with a slight Hispanic accent.

Jason swung to his feet and approached the
low dividing wall. Past the small lawn, a large-boned, dark-haired
woman of roughly fifty stood on the rear deck balancing a bucket
and mop. Dancing about her feet was a second mop, which on closer
inspection revealed itself to be a dog.

“Need help?” Jason called.

The woman shot him a look of frustration. “He
is under my feet. I am too old to catch him.”

“If he trips you, you could take a hard
fall.” Jason vaulted over the wall and strode across the grass to
scoop up the eager ball of fur, which promptly licked his
cheek.

“Thanks.” The woman indicated an open door.
“Put him there.”

When Jason obeyed, she managed to close the
screen just in time to stop the dog from bounding out. He sat
inside, peering through the mesh, and yapped once, with a wistful
note. Jason wished he could play with the lonely little
creature.

The maid was wringing her mop. “You move in
next door?” she asked.

“I’m the new housekeeper,” Jason said.

The woman regarded him dubiously, from
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