
A Man Needs A Maid © 2015, 2022 by Giselle Renarde

All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental. All sexually active characters in this work are 18 years of age or older.

This book is for sale to ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It contains substantial sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which may be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files where they cannot be accessed by minors.

Cover design © 2015, 2022 Giselle Renarde

First Edition 2015

Second Edition 2022

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000. 


Table of Contents

Disclaimer

A Man Needs A Maid | By Giselle Renarde

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

If you enjoyed A Man Needs A Maid, you might also enjoy:

ABOUT GISELLE RENARDE

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

A Man Needs A Maid

By Giselle Renarde



[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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RUMOUR HAD IT THERESA tried to get her boss into bed the very first day she started cleaning for him.  He came home after work to find her draped across his duvet, naked as a jay-bird, and bathed in rose petals.  Romance up the wazoo.  Apparently, he took one look at her, did a swift one-eighty, and closed the door behind him. 

Aviva didn’t usually listen to rumours, but she’d heard this one from so many reliable sources she believed it might be true.  Theresa sure did gush about her boss.  She never mentioned the nudity, though—or the rose petals.  Aviva could only imagine why: it would have been embarrassing for Theresa to give herself over to a total stranger and be rebuked.

“Are you sure I’m the best person for the job?” Aviva asked as Theresa led her up a garden path surrounded by roses.  “You know I’m the world’s biggest klutz.”

“You won’t be cleaning fine crystal,” Theresa said.  “Wallace wants the silver shined up for his big party, and I can’t stand the smell of that polish.  I’m sure you can handle silver.”

“Hope so.”

A chill ran down Aviva’s spine even though the morning sun felt lovely and warm against her back.  There was something ghostly about the huge house with the creamy stone façade.  Even though the garden and front path were well-maintained, she expected it to be dilapidated on the inside, like Mrs. Havisham’s sad, neglected mansion in Great Expectations.  She hadn’t even walked through the front door and already Aviva was totally creeped out.

“Will your boss be home?” Aviva asked, crossing her fingers.  She avoided meeting men as much as possible.  They had an amazing ability to disappoint her.

Theresa glanced at her watch.  “He’s long gone by now.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge,” Theresa shot back.  “There’s something about him, Viva.  All he has to do is look at me and I tremble.”

Aviva shuddered. 

“Thank goodness he isn’t home during the day or I’d never get any cleaning done.”  Theresa punched a code into the lock, then pushed the door open.  “Wallace practically lives at the office.  I think he even sleeps there some nights—that, or he’s away on business.  Sometimes I wonder why he bothers having me clean every day.”

“That’s simple enough,” a dark voice said from the end of the hall.  “I have you clean because a man needs a maid.”

Aviva’s stomach clenched.  She bit her tongue—literally—to keep from cussing him out.  All she wanted to say was, “A man needs a maid?  What kind of sexist bullshit is that?  You think women were put on this earth to wash your dishes and make your bed?”  

But she didn’t.  She didn’t say anything at all.

“Wallace, you’re home!”  Theresa kicked off her shoes and ran to him like a maiden in a meadow.  “It’s so good to see you.  Come, meet my friend Aviva.  She’s helping with the silver.”

“Ahh, Aviva.”  Wallace emerged from the darkness, extending his hand to shake hers.  “It’s kind of you to lend your time and attention.  The silver hasn’t been out in ages, and I’d love to see it restored to its former glory.”

Aviva’s heart thundered.  This man, this Wallace—he didn’t look anything like she thought he would.  The way Theresa described him, he came off sounding like some young buck with more muscles than brains.  But Wallace was lean, almost sallow.  A lesser suit would have swallowed him whole, but his was finely tailored.  It probably cost more than her entire wardrobe.  

What Aviva didn’t expect were the silver strands throughout his hair and his neatly trimmed beard.  He was much older than Theresa made him out to be.  Not in a bad way.  Aviva couldn’t deny that her pulse raced when she looked into his steely eyes.  He was actually strangely... handsome.

“A man needs a maid?” she asked, without shaking his hand.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

His cunning smile fell for a moment, but it came back even stronger.  “Ask Neil Young.”

“Huh?”

“He’s a singer,” Theresa said from across the room.  She dragged open the closed drapes, shining the morning sun on Wallace’s austere face.  “Sorry, Wallace, she’s too young to understand.”

Aviva’s chest burned when Theresa talked about her that way, like she was a little kid, like she was stupid.  But Wallace smiled kindly and said, “It’s a song—A Man Needs A Maid.  I gather you’re not familiar?”

“I don’t know.”  Aviva’s skin blazed.  She felt like Wallace and Theresa were speaking a different language.  “I guess not.  Maybe if you sing a few bars?”

Wallace chuckled gently, setting his large hand on her shoulder.  “Trust me, you don’t want to hear my singing voice.  It would scar you for life.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Aviva.”  Theresa chuckled as she fluffed the sofa cushions.  “That girl’s made of metal.  You couldn’t hurt her if you tried.”

Aviva’s heart pretty much stopped beating, and Wallace must have known how embarrassed she felt.  His gaze softened noticeably and his grip tightened around her shoulder.  She looked away from the boss, blinking quickly to drive her tears into her lashes.

Clearing his throat, Wallace let go of Aviva’s shoulder.  He began to walk past her, gently brushing her arm with his in a way that seemed accidental, though Aviva never put a thing like that past any man.  Before he’d moved beyond her, he stopped and turned his head, like he was about to say something.

And then he sang.  He actually sang the words, “When will I see you again?”

Everything about it shocked her—not just the singing, but the sentiment.  His breath warmed her cheek, and she could only imagine how deeply she was blushing.  Why would he want to see her again?  They’d only just met, and she didn’t think she’d made a particularly good impression.

“It’s from the song,” Theresa called out, laughing.

“Oh.”  Aviva met Wallace’s fleeting glance as he made his way to the front door.  There was something about him... 

“Have a good day at work,” Theresa called as she led Aviva to the dining room.  “Mustn’t keep the boss.  Here’s the silver.  Get polishing.”

When Theresa raced through the hall to say her goodbyes to Wallace, Aviva couldn’t resist eavesdropping.  Maybe there was something going on between those two after all.  Maybe everyone was wrong and Wallace had accepted Theresa’s invitation that very first night she’d worked for him.  Maybe they were trying to keep it on the DL.

“I packed you lunch.  Did you see it in the fridge?  A nice prosciutto and bocconcini sandwich on a mini baguette.”

Wallace seemed flustered when he said, “Oh, yes, that was very kind of you, Theresa, but I have a business luncheon today—and most days, in fact.  There’s no need to make me sandwiches.”

“Well, eat it as a snack, then.”  Theresa sounded a little desperate, to Aviva’s ear.  “You’re withering away, Wallace.  Skin and bones!  I wish you’d let me whip up a nice meal for you.  Something hearty.  You need it.”

“That’s very kind, but not at all necessary.”  The front door opened, letting the chirps and chuckles of sparrows and squirrels echo through the long, narrow hallway.  “I prefer eating out, to be honest.”

Aviva’s pulse quickened.

“If you ever change your mind, just let me know,” Theresa said.  “I’ll whip up something special just for you.”

“I appreciate the thought,” he replied, noncommittally.  

And then the door closed.  That was it.  Wallace was gone.  

Aviva placed a hand on her shoulder.  It was still warm where he’d touched her, and a weird sort of buzz flowed down her arm, like a memory inside her skin. Very odd, especially because it usually bugged her when a man she barely knew placed his hand anywhere, even somewhere as seemingly innocent as her shoulder.  It didn’t bother her at all, with Wallace.  In fact, she kind of liked it.

“So, how’s it going in here?” Theresa asked in a voice that was high and falsely cheerful.  “Oh, you haven’t even started yet.  Well, what do you think I’m paying you for?  Get to work.  Chop, chop.”

“Yeah, for sure.”  Aviva was about to ask how exactly this worked, but Theresa had already disappeared.  She’d never polished a piece of silver before. She’d only taken on the task because it seemed easy enough and the money was a godsend.  She read the package instructions, picked up a rag, and cracked the lid.

“You weren’t kidding!” she called out.  “This stuff is foul.”

Theresa must have gone to a different part of the house, because she didn’t reply.  The place went quiet in a creepy way, and it felt dark despite the sun raging through the windows.  Aviva picked up one of the cups that matched the huge silver punch bowl.  This set must be worth... oh, she couldn’t even venture a guess.  More than she earned in a month, that was for damn sure.  She poked her cloth into the pot of polish and spread it in quick circles around the underside of the cup.  Seemed to be working.  A little elbow grease and she’d have this job done in no time.

Or so she thought.

After five minutes, by count of the mantle clock, the polish had made her so nauseous she opened a window.  Ten minutes after that, even fresh air wasn’t helping.

“Theresa?”

No answer.  Though the house’s silence was intimidating and weighty, Aviva slipped from the dining room to the kitchen.  The sun warmed the natural stone countertop, which sparkled like diamonds embedded in coal.  Feeling like a thief in the night, Aviva opened the cupboards until she found a glass.  She filled it with tap water, hoping to settle her stomach.  While she drank, she opened the fridge and peeked inside.  Not much there—milk, eggs, Dijon mustard.  

Oh, and something else, something that looked very much like it didn’t belong: a sandwich. A prosciutto and bocconcini sandwich on a mini baguette.  Wallace had willfully neglected it.  That made Aviva feel a little sorry for Theresa, who was obviously trying to get at this man through his stomach.

Aviva went back to polishing silver, and just when it seemed like she might be catching her stride, a wail erupted from somewhere in the house.  Perhaps “erupted” wasn’t the perfect word, because the wail was actually quite faint.  Poor Theresa.  She was in love with her boss, wasn’t she?  And every little rejection, like the sandwich left in the refrigerator, broke her aching heart.

Poor, poor Theresa.

Setting down the silver, Aviva crept along the quiet hallway.  By the time she got to the front door, where the staircase was located, she couldn’t hear Theresa crying anymore.  She stood by the door, taking in the view.  Despite the sunshine, the house seemed dark.  That probably had to do with the wooden floors and panelling.  The house was decorated with luxurious items—classic, if somewhat outdated, furnishings mixed with antiques that complemented the home’s age.  It must have been at least a hundred years old.  

Everything seemed ridiculously expensive, and Aviva wondered what that said about the owner.  Had Wallace picked out everything here?  Had he chosen that sofa?  Had he placed it there, by the window, facing the fireplace?  Or had some million-dollar designer arranged all these pieces?

Suddenly, the stuffiness of the house clenched tight around her lungs.  She called up the stairs, “Theresa?”

“Aviva?”  Theresa appeared at the top of the stairs, shaking a pillow into a clean case.  She pulled headphones from her ears.  “Were you calling me?  I listen to books on tape while I’m cleaning—I should have mentioned that.”

“Good idea.”  Aviva smiled, and so did Theresa—she didn’t look at all like she’d been crying.  “I was just wondering if we could take a walk or something.  That polish is really getting to me.”

“I know what you mean.  That stuff is killer.”  Theresa tossed the pillow into one of the rooms upstairs.  “Fresh air is a good idea.  I’ll show you around the back gardens.  They’re so beautiful you’ll lose your mind.”

A keen smile grew across Aviva’s lips.  “I’ve always wanted a garden.  Mom grows a few plants on the balcony, but it’s not the same as planting in the earth.”

“Wait until you see the roses!”

Aviva slipped her shoes on her feet.  “I saw them when we came in.”

“That was nothing.  There are even more in the back.  The boss has this strange pink variety that’s always in bloom.  I don’t know if they’re on drugs or what, but they’ve always got new growth, even in the dead of winter.”  Reaching for the slick, dark railing, Theresa started down the wooden staircase.  “Here’s an idea: we cut the best buds and make a centrepiece for Wallace’s table—for the party.  There’s nothing better than a big show of roses.  I think he’s already hired a florist, but we could...”

Without warning, Theresa lurched forward, chest first.  Her head followed, snapping violently as she tumbled down the stairs.  Aviva screamed, probably while Theresa was too shocked to realize what was happening.

“Theresa!”  Aviva raced to her friend’s side at the base of the stairs.  “Are you okay?  Say something, please!”

Theresa’s body crumpled on the wooden landing.  Face-down, she looked like a doll that had been dropped from a great height.  She groaned, and even that dull sound came as a relief.

Aviva touched her gently, not wanting to move her.  On hospital shows, they always said you shouldn’t move someone who might have internal injuries.  She didn’t want to do any more damage than the fall had already done.

“Where does it hurt?” Aviva asked, pulling her phone from her pocket.

“Uhhh...”  Theresa turned her head and looked despairingly at Aviva.  “Everywhere.”

“I’m calling an ambulance.”

Theresa looked oddly disappointed.  After a moment she said, “When you’re done with the ambulance, would you mind calling Wallace?”
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Chapter Two
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AVIVA HADN’T LIED TO her mother in ages.  A girl who gets pregnant at seventeen loses all trust with her family.  She’d been working more than six years to rebuild that trust with her mom, which thrived as they raised Enzo together.  Of course, it was easy enough not to lie to her mother when she had no men in her life.  As far as Aviva was concerned, men and lying went hand in hand.

“Why are you getting so dressed up just for work?” her mother asked.

If she’d been smart, she would have packed the outfit into a bag and dressed when she got there. But, in truth, she didn’t want to arrive at Wallace’s door wearing jeans and a tank top.

As she slipped a black skirt over her black stockings, Aviva said, “I was looking through the closet today and thinking, what’s the point in owning all these clothes and never wearing them?  I should either wear them or get rid of them.  So I’m wearing them.”

Lying had been so much easier when she was a teenager.  Now she felt guilty, and afraid of getting caught.

Aviva’s mother cocked her head, then shrugged.  “That’s true, but why all black?  You look like you’re going to a funeral.  No, no, in this weather you wear colours.  Like this orange dress—orange looks beautiful on you.”

“Thanks.  I’ll wear that one tomorrow—it’s supposed to be record-breaking temperatures for May.”

When in doubt, change the subject.  And Aviva’s mother had this weird thing about the weather—she could talk about it all day and all night.  In fact, she went on talking about the five-day forecast even as Aviva packed her purse and checked to make sure Enzo had started his homework.  Of course he had.  He was such a good kid.

“Kisses.  Mamma loves you.”

“I’m doing my work.”

She hovered above his head for a moment, savouring the sweet scent of her child, and knowing it couldn’t possibly last much longer.  He’d grow up soon.  Too soon.

“See you in the morning,” she sang, the same way she sang at him every evening as she left for work.

“Okay.”  Enzo turned from his desk as Aviva stepped out of his room.  “Oh, wait!”

Her heart fluttered the same way it always did when she hoped for a kind word.

“I need new shoes.”

“What?  I just bought you new shoes.”

“They broke.”

“They broke?”  Instant headache.  “How did your shoes break?”

Enzo shrugged.  “They were cheap.  You get what you pay for.”

Aviva struggled not to laugh.  He was a little sponge, absorbing everything she and her mother said.

Steeling herself, she said, “Shoes don’t just break because they’re cheap.  What happened to them?”

Enzo looked up at the ceiling, like he was searching for a good lie.

“Tell me the truth, Enzo.”

His shoulders fell.  “Gavin stepped on the back and the bottom ripped off.”

Aviva scooped his shoe off the floor in the front hall.  Sure enough, the rubber sole had detached almost completely from the rest of the shoe.  “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

“I forgot.”

“You mean you thought I’d be mad?”

His reply was a sneaky smile.

Aviva glanced at the clock on the microwave.  “Shoot!  I gotta go.  Sorry, buddy, but you’ll have to wear your old shoes tomorrow.”

“But they’re too small!  They have a hole in the toe!” 

“The lesser of two evils,” she said.  “Bye guys.”

Shoes, shoes, shoes.  That was all Aviva could think about as she waited for the elevator.  By the time she’d walked to the bus stop, she started feeling a little odd.  She wasn’t used to wearing nice clothes.  The heat of the day had come down, but she still felt muggy in long sleeves, stockings, and a wool skirt.  Everyone else waiting for the bus was dressed comfortably, if not sloppily.  There was something intimidating about being the best-dressed person at the bus stop.

As she boarded and found a seat, she thought of Wallace.  The harder she tried not to think about him, the more her mind dwelled on the confident lines of his face.  His hair, his beard, the crisp, clean fineness of his suit.  She replayed, in her mind, the day Theresa had fallen down the stairs, the way he’d raced home after she’d phoned him, the concern he showed his maid.  He really and truly cared.

“What happened?” Wallace had asked as the paramedics loaded Theresa onto a stretcher.

“She fell down the stairs,” Aviva said.  She’d told him exactly that on the phone, but she could see the concern carved out on his face.  “We were about to go outside.  The silver polish was getting to me.  She was telling me about the back garden. She wanted to cut some roses, to surprise you.  Suddenly she was falling.”

“You mean she lost her footing?” Wallace asked.

“Not exactly.”  The moment played over in her mind’s eye.  “It’s not like she tripped.  She didn’t.  She... fell.  Forward.  It was really weird.”

“You saw it happen?”  The steel in his eyes melted to mercury.  “You watched her fall?”

What was that supposed to mean?  “I couldn’t have done anything.  I couldn’t have stopped it from happening.”

“Yes, I know.  I apologize.”  His hand found hers.  

“It’s okay.”  An extraordinary heat passed between them, and she struggled not to smile. With any other man—any other man—she’d be pulling away, muttering perv under her breath.  What was it about Wallace?  He touched her, and she wanted it.  She wanted more.

“Are you coming?”  Theresa had moaned as the paramedics wheeled her awkwardly out the door.  They were pretty sure her foot was broken in at least one place, and her wrist as well.  At the hospital, they’d have to do X-rays and all that.  “Wallace?”

“Yes, we’ll follow in my car.”

“We?”  Aviva looked up at him.  Her hand was still folded in his.

“I assumed you’d want to...”  

“Oh, yeah, of course.”  Aviva smacked her forehead.  Wallace must have thought she was a total bitch, not wanting to ensure her friend was okay.  “Sorry, I’m just a little frazzled.”

“I understand,” he said.  But he didn’t.  He had no fricken’ clue.

Aviva pet the grey leather as he drove them to the hospital. “This is a really nice car.”  

“Is it?”  Wallace seemed distracted.  “Yes, I suppose it is.”

It wasn’t a sports car, like a mid-life crisis car.  It was classy and obviously very expensive, but rich people didn’t know how nice their stuff was.  That was Aviva’s impression, at least.  Rich people had no idea how the rest of the world lived.

“Tell me,” Wallace said, breaking a long, tense silence.  “When Theresa fell, did it look... this is going to sound crazy...”

Aviva watched him watch the traffic.  There was an intensity in his eyes that bordered on fear.  “Go ahead, sound crazy.  Doesn’t bother me.”

He smiled faintly, giving her a quick look that made her heart flutter.  “Did it look at all like she was pushed?”

The words were out before she could catch them.  “Yes, that’s exactly how it looked—because her chest flew forward first, then her head.  It wasn’t like she tripped or missed a step or slid. It was like someone pushed the back of her shoulders.”

He nodded slowly.

How could he possibly have known?  Maybe he and Theresa had some sort of intimate connection Aviva wasn’t aware of.  Maybe they were an item after all, unlikely as it seemed.  Theresa was nice enough, fairly nondescript in terms of looks, and probably closer to Wallace in age—really, more a friend of her mother’s than of Aviva’s.  Strange to say, most of Aviva’s friends were actually friends of her mother’s.  Everyone her own age disappeared when she gave birth to Enzo.  Her mom said they were intimidated, but who knows?

The car smelled so nice.  Her old boss had a nice car, too, and when he drove her home one time, it had the same smell.  Expensive cars didn’t smell like old pizza and dog hair.  They smelled like... oh, she couldn’t even describe it.  Just good.

“Oh crap.”  Aviva covered her mouth.  “Sorry.  I left the lid off the silver polish. Damn.”

When she looked at Wallace, he was smiling.  That made her smile too.

Everything was confusing, once they’d arrived at the hospital.  Aviva was back and forth with her mother on the phone, trying to get contact info for Theresa’s sister and brother-in-law—that’s who she lived with, along with another family friend.  The three of them arrived en masse and took over with the doctors.  Wallace was on the phone, too, dealing with business stuff.  She watched him, and got so distracted she forgot to listen to her own conversation.  

What was it about the guy?  She’d probably seen a hundred men who looked like Wallace.  What made him so different?  Aviva hated to think she felt kittenish and gushy around the man just because he was rich.  That would be pretty shallow.

“Sprained ankle, broken toe, sprained wrist.”  Wallace counted the injuries off on one hand. 

“Poor Theresa!”

The hospital didn’t have a room to put her in, even short-term, so they’d stuck her in a wheelchair just outside triage.  Classic Theresa—her only concern was for Wallace.  Grasping Aviva’s hand, she said, “I won’t be able to clean for a while.  Can I count on you to take care of Wallace?”

“What?  Why me?”

“Theresa,” Wallace whispered as a nurse wheeled another patient by.  “Aviva’s young.  She doesn’t want to clean an old man’s house.  I’ll go through an agency.  It’s fine.  You just worry about getting back on your feet.”

Aviva’s cheeks blazed.  Wallace was standing so close behind her his body heat warmed her backside.  “It’s not that I don’t want to.  It’s... complicated.  Anyway, I already have a job, and if I don’t get moving I’m going to be late.”

She said goodbye, leaving Theresa in the capable hands of family, but she wasn’t exactly surprised when Wallace followed her out.

“Let me drive you,” he offered.  

“No, it’s fine.  I’ll take the bus.”

But Aviva wasn’t walking toward the bus stop.  Her feet were taking her back to Wallace’s car, like they knew what she really wanted.

“Where do you work?” he asked.

Oh, she couldn’t tell him.  It was too embarrassing.  When they got to the car, she cited the intersection, but that was it.

“Right in the middle of the city?”

“Yes.”

“And you work nights?”

“Yes.”

“I wonder...”

Aviva tried to keep quiet, but she couldn’t help herself.  “You wonder what?”

“Well, maybe Theresa elected you to her post because you’ve got your days free.  Perhaps she thought you could clean days and at night continue to work... wherever it is that you work.”

“Hmm.”

There were too many worms in this can.  She didn’t want it opened.

“You’re a good driver,” Aviva said.

Wallace smiled.  “Am I?”

“Yeah, your driving’s very smooth.”  She wanted to touch his hand, but resisted.  “I feel safe with you.  I don’t usually feel that way in cars with men.  That probably sounds stupid.”

“No,” he said.  “No, not at all.”

A moment passed and Wallace drove in silence.  When traffic stopped them, he sighed and said, “Only, it’s a little awkward, with the agencies.  I get the sense I’ve been blackballed.”

Intrigue!  Maybe Wallace wasn’t the fine upstanding citizen he seemed to be.

“Why?”  Aviva asked.  “Do you hit on every girl they sent you?”

Wallace laughed.  “Hardly!”

“But they hit on you, I bet.  I mean, if Theresa’s anything to go on...”

“Perhaps.”  Wallace cleared his throat, like the topic made him uncomfortable.  “I don’t  pay much attention.  I try to let it wash over me.  I don’t... engage.”

“Are you gay?” Aviva asked, surprising herself—though Wallace didn’t seem surprised in the least.

He simply said, “No.”

“That’s good.”  Ooh, that came out wrong.  Her instant crush was showing.  “Not that it matters, either way.  I don’t have anything against gay people.  Anyway, you didn’t say why the agencies won’t send you a maid.”

“A story for another time, perhaps.”

Aviva’s mind reeled.  What could his dirty secret be?  Maybe she was barking up the wrong tree, thinking he harassed his maids.  That was so typical.  Aviva figured every man was a self-entitled lecher—especially men with money.  But it could be that his secret had something to do with... well, she didn’t know what.  She had absolutely no idea.  And there was only one way to find out.

“I guess I could help you out for a few days.  I mean, I haven’t even finished with the silver yet, and I know you have this party coming up...”

“Yes,” he grumbled.

“What?  You don’t like parties?”

“I’d just as soon spend the evening alone, but my business partners can be quite persuasive when it comes to social matters.  They’ve insisted.”

“Ahh.”

“I don’t suppose...”  Wallace gripped the wheel as they trudged through traffic.  “No, never mind.  You work in the evening.”

“Yeah, I do.”  Aviva watched him intently.  “But what were you going to ask?”

“Well, the caterers supply serving staff, but I was counting on having Theresa around to direct things a bit.  I thought perhaps...”

“What night is it?”

“Thursday.”

Aviva dug her fingernails into her purse.  “I’m supposed to work...”

“I understand,” Wallace said, though it was obvious he still wanted her there.  “You have prior commitments.”

“Yeah, I do.”  Aviva flipped down the visor and looked at herself in the mirror, then flipped it back up so Wallace wouldn’t think she was vain.  “But, you know, I’ve never called in sick.  Not ever.  So maybe... just this once...”

“I can’t ask you to lie for me.”  His tone didn’t match his words.

“I won’t lie, then.  I’ll just tell my boss something came up.  It won’t be a problem.  I only do it for the money.”

“Do what for the money?”  Wallace grinned, shooting her a sideways glance.

“Work hard for the money,” Aviva sang.  “Soooo hard for the money...”

She wasn’t going to tell him, if she could help it.  Even Enzo didn’t know what she did for a living.  His little friends might only be six years old, but even a six-year-old knew they were supposed to detest people like her.

* * * *
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THAT CONVERSATION IN Wallace’s car replayed itself in her mind as the bus trundled toward her stop.

Aviva had only managed rushed chats with him in the days since.  He’d left her notes about getting the house ready for the party, and Theresa had given her plenty of pointers, but she wasn’t entirely sure if the exacting standards were Theresa’s or Wallace’s.  She had a feeling Wallace didn’t pay much attention to his surroundings.  

There was something weird about his house—like he wasn’t fully present in it.  It was hard to explain, not that she had anyone to explain it to.  She hadn’t told her mother she’d spent the past two days cleaning for Wallace while Enzo was at school.  Theresa swore she wouldn’t say anything, but only time would tell.  

Aviva stepped off the bus at the stop nearest to Wallace’s grand house, bracing herself for the journey down posh streets with no sidewalks.  

Her heart fluttered.  

He was there.
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Chapter Three
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A SLIMY MAN WITH SLICKED-back hair wove his arm around Aviva’s waist.  “It’s very sad, isn’t it?  Cut down in her prime...”

“Very sad,” Aviva agreed, suppressing the urge to dig her heel into his shin.  She could see it now: the satisfying crack, the shriek, the horrified onlookers asking why a servant girl would kick a king. 

And there was Wallace, out of nowhere, coming to her rescue in a way she could never have anticipated.  He slid his hand around the slimy man’s waist, mirroring the hold the guy had on Aviva.  The slimy man shot Wallace a look that said, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  

Of course, at a gathering commemorating the ten-year anniversary of Wallace’s wife’s death, what could he do?

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Wallace said, tightening his grip on the man’s waist.  “Is this uncomfortable for you?”

The slimy man’s jaw swung open, and he slinked away without a word.

“You really are something,” Aviva said, smiling.  

“Better than being nothing, I suppose.”  Wallace shrugged wistfully.  “Although I do wonder, sometimes.”

“Trust me, something is definitely better than nothing.  I’ve had a ton of nothing in my life, and it’s not very satisfying.”

He smirked.

The party—if it could be called that—was dying down.  Guest numbers dwindled while caterers cleared up the little plates and wine glasses they’d supplied, leaving perfectly polished silver punch cups for Aviva.  

She wouldn’t do this again, not for Theresa, not for Wallace, not for anyone.  A couple hours in a house full of rich bastards was quite enough for one lifetime, thank you very much.  She’d rather be at her usual night job, getting harassed by strangers, than spend five more minutes around these jerks.

Not that she truly existed for most of them.  To the women—the straight ones—she was an invisible transporter of foodstuffs and remover of empty cups.  For everyone else, she was a pair of boobs, a butt, and legs.  She wasn’t an actual person to anyone, except Wallace.

The caterers cleared out almost as fast as the guests.  Maybe if it had been a real party, the kind where you were allowed to have fun, people would have stuck around.  Or not.  Wallace wasn’t the most hospitable host.  He wasn’t mean or anything, just distant.  Aviva knew because she’d been watching him all night.

Wallace’s business associates had assembled a bit of a shrine to his dead wife, with candles and photographs.  She’d been a beautiful woman: slim, tall, dark-skinned—that surprised Aviva, though she wasn’t sure why.

The woman had the most gorgeous, carefree smile.  In one picture, she wore a long white eyelet dress, and she looked innocent as anything.  Flanked by roses, she held a buttercup beneath her chin.  That made Aviva smile.  The richness of roses all around her and she chose a wildflower instead.  That one picture gave Aviva the impression that Sandy—that was her name, short for Sandrine—must have been a kind woman, nothing like the party guests.  If she’d been alive, maybe she’d have hid out with Aviva instead of making mindless small talk with the posh people.  Maybe they’d have been friends, or at least friendly.

“You don’t have to do that,” Aviva said when she spotted Wallace tidying the living room.

“I have to do something.”  Wallace sighed as he picked up dirty napkins off the fireplace mantle.  “Anyway, I don’t mind.”

“But you’re paying me to clean.  I feel bad if you’re helping.”

“Don’t,” he said.  “No reason to.”

The punch bowl was still half full when Wallace carried it to the kitchen.  “Did you get a sip of this?”

“Not while I was working, no.”

“Would you like one now?”

Aviva picked up one of the silver cups she’d taken such care in polishing.  “Are you sure?”

“It’ll only go to waste, otherwise.”  He ladled a good helping into her cup, and she took a drink before he’d served himself.  “Oh, wow!  That’s amazing.”

“Yes, the caterers did an excellent job.”

It was fruity and fresh, with just enough alcohol to warm her cheeks.  “Delicious.”

“Have some more.”

She did, and so did he.

“You can leave all this for morning, if you’re anxious to get home.”

“No, it’s okay.  I’m used to working late.”  Aviva wasn’t entirely clear whether he was trying to get rid of her.  “Unless... oh, you’re probably tired after all that small talk.  I can go, if you want.”

“No, no.”  Wallace grabbed her arm insistently.  “That isn’t what I meant.  If you’d like to stay a little longer, you’re very welcome.  Hell, you can stay all night, if you want.”

Aviva swallowed hard, and Wallace released her arm.  

“Oh, I didn’t mean...”

“I know.  I didn’t think...”  Aviva turned toward the sink, organizing the silver cups.  “I didn’t think that’s what you meant.”

Beyond her laboured breathing, the kitchen was quiet.  But it didn’t stay that way for long.  Piano music filtered in from speakers in the ceilings.  Wallace had showed her the control panel earlier in the evening.  The rest of the house seemed a little behind the times, but the sound system was cutting edge.  That told her Wallace valued music, highly, and Aviva felt closer to him with that knowledge.

“You wash and I’ll dry,” Wallace said.

“No, you don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

She looked up into his smiling eyes and felt a blush consume her cheeks.  “Thanks.”

As bubbly water filled the sink, Aviva played in the warmth.  She felt like a child.  Kids Enzo’s age loved running water, or still water—anything they could splash in.

“What were you thinking, just then?” Wallace asked.

“Hmm?”  Aviva turned off the water.  “I don’t know.  Nothing in particular.”

“I’m sure it was something.”

They’d only just met, and already he could read her like a book.  This could be very dangerous.

“I was thinking about your wife,” Aviva said, maybe a little passive-aggressively.  “I didn’t realize you were married.  It really surprised me when I got here today.”

“You were expecting a real hanging-from-the-chandeliers party?” he asked, obviously evading the intent of her question.

“I don’t know about that.  You don’t exactly seem like a party animal.”

He chuckled.  “I’m not.”

Aviva washed a cup, then handed it to Wallace, sneaking sideways glances as he dried it.  With every breath, she tried to ask again about Sandy, but the question caught in her throat.  The warm water was like a bubble bath for her hands.  In truth, she loved washing dishes.  Cleaning was wonderfully relaxing, especially in a house as beautiful as Wallace’s.

“Did your wife live here?” Aviva asked.

“Not nearly long enough.”  Wallace shot her a sad smile.  “We’d only been here a few years when...”

The kitchen seemed to darken even though all the lights were on.  “How did she die?”

It was the sort of information an outsider is supposed to glean from elsewhere, and in truth, she’d tried that method.  She’d eavesdropped her heart out during the party, hoping to overhear something about the circumstances of Sandy’s
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