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The Housemaid: An Absolutely Addictive Psychological Thriller with a Jaw-Dropping
Twist by Frieda McFadden is a fast-paced, gripping read that will keep you on the edge
of your seat. The story follows Millie, a woman recently released from prison, who
becomes a housemaid for a wealthy family. But as dark secrets unravel and the line
between victim and villain blurs, the suspense builds to a shocking, unpredictable
twist. McFadden masterfully weaves a tale of manipulation, deceit, and revenge,
making this a must-read for fans of psychological thrillers that deliver shocking

surprises.
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Prologue

Prologue opens with the protagonist in a state of escalating panic, aware that they are
stuck in a seemingly inescapable situation. They are keenly aware that leaving the
house now would not only be impossible but would also likely result in their immediate
arrest. The decision to run,-which they now regret not taking earlier, lingers in their
mind like a missed opportunity.The police-arejn-the house, and their discovery of a
body upstairs has turned what was once an uncertain situation into a dire one. There is
no turning back now. The weight of their predicament presses down on them, as they
are moments away from being read their rights. The thought crosses their mind that
the police haven't yet formally charged themm—maybe they’re hoping to extract more
information before making that move. It's a slim hope, but the protagonist knows their

window for escaping this mess has closed.

The protagonist's attention is drawn to the detective beside them, a man with graying
black hair and a bulky build who sits comfortably on the lavish burnt-caramel Italian
leather sofa. His frame seems almost out of place on such an expensive piece of
furniture. The protagonist finds themselves wondering about his life outside this
interrogation room, imagining him in a much less refined setting—perhaps a tacky,
worn-out sofa at home, with rips and stains, far removed from the plush luxury he's
currently lounging on. This momentary distraction, however, doesn’t last long as the
horror of the situation sinks back in. While the protagonist’s mind briefly drifts to trivial
thoughts, the detective’s mind is focused on something far darker—the discovery of a
dead body in the attic. The reminder of that grim reality only heightens the tension in
the room. The question about the body is not just a formal inquiry but also a push for a

response, a critical point in the unfolding investigation.

The protagonist’s anxiety grows as the detective’s question hangs in the air, the

silence amplifying the uncertainty. The need to give a clear, concise answer is



overshadowed by their internal struggle over whether or not to invoke their right to a
lawyer. They are unsure about how the process works, caught between fear of saying
the wrong thing and a need to protect themselves. Even though they know the right
course of action is to ask for legal representation, the circumstances feel so
overwhelming that their usual sense of self-preservation falters. The protagonist
hesitates for a moment, wondering if it's too late to make the right choice. When they
finally answer, it's with the simplest truth they can muster: they found the body about
an hour ago. But even as they say these words, they realize they are only telling part
of the story. The full truth—what led to this, discovery, what they might have done or

seen—remains unspoken, tucked away in the corners of their mind.

This chapter masterfully captures the protagonist’s growing unease as they try to
navigate the interrogation while dealing with the reality of their situation. Each
question from the detective seems more probing than the last, adding layers to the
tension that is steadily building in the room. The protagonist feels like they are
teetering on the edge, unsure whether to give in to the pressure and reveal more than
they should, or to hold back, risking more serious consequences. The complexity of the
situation is reflected in their internal conflict, as they try to maintain composure while
the weight of the discovery upstairs looms over everything. The idea of being trapped,
not just physically in the house but emotionally in this conversation, starts to feel
suffocating. The tension is not only about the dead body but also about the unraveling
of the protagonist’s own actions and decisions, which have brought them to this
moment. This chapter, with its psychological depth, explores the fear and confusion of
someone caught in a web of circumstance, torn between self-preservation and the
consequences of their own choices. It highlights the complexity of dealing with an
investigation where every word can mean the difference between freedom and guilt.
The protagonist is left to wrestle with the ambiguity of their own involvement, knowing

that any misstep could change the course of the entire situation.
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1: Millie
“Tell me about yourself, Millie.”

Nina Winchester leans forward on her caramel-colored leather sofa, her legs crossed to
reveal just the slightest-hint of her knees; peekingyoutyunder her silky white skirt. |
don’t know much about labels, but it's obvious everything Nina Winchester is wearing
is painfully expensive. Her cream blouse makes me long to reach out to feel the
material, even though a move like that would mean I'd have no chance of getting

hired.
To be fair, | have no chance of getting hired anyway.

“Well...” | begin, choosing my words carefully. Even after all the rejections, I still try. “I
grew up in Brooklyn. I've had a lot of jobs doing housework for people, as you can see
from my resume.” My carefully doctored resume. “And | love children. And also...” |
glance around the room, looking for a doggy chew toy or a cat litter box. “I love pets

as well?”

The online ad for the housekeeper job didn’t mention pets. But better to be safe. Who

doesn’t appreciate an animal lover?

“Brooklyn!” Mrs. Winchester beams at me. “l grew up in Brooklyn, too. We're

practically neighbors!”

“We are!” | confirm, even though nothing could be further from the truth. There are
plenty of coveted neighborhoods in Brooklyn where you’ll fork over an arm and a leg
for a tiny townhouse. That's not where | grew up. Nina Winchester and | couldn’t be

more different, but if she’d like to believe we’re neighbors, then I’'m only too happy to



go along with it.

Mrs. Winchester tucks a strand of shiny, golden-blond hair behind her ear. Her hair is
chin-length, cut into a fashionable bob that de-emphasizes her double chin. She’s in
her late thirties, and with a different hairstyle and different clothing, she would be very
ordinary-looking. But she has used her considerable wealth to make the most of what

she’s got. | can’t say | don’t respect that.

| have gone the exact opposite direction with my appearance. | may be over ten years
younger than the woman sitting.across from me, but | don’'t want her to feel at all
threatened by me. So for my interview, | selected a long, chunky wool skirt that |
bought at the thrift store and a polyester white blouse with puffy sleeves. My dirty-
blond hair is pulled back into a severe bun behind my head. | even purchased a pair of
oversized and unnecessary tortoiseshell glasses that sit perched on my nose. | look

professional and utterly unattractive.

“So the job,” she says. “It will be mostly cleaning and some light cooking if you're up

for it. Are you a good cook, Millie?”

“Yes, | am.” My ease in the kitchen is the only thing on my resume that isn’t a lie. “I'm

an excellent cook.”

Her pale blue eyes light up. “That’s wonderful! Honestly, we almost never have a good

home-cooked meal.” She titters. “Who has the time?”

| bite back any kind of judgmental response. Nina Winchester doesn’t work, she only
has one child who's in school all day, and she’s hiring somebody to do all her cleaning
for her. | even saw a man in her enormous front yard doing her gardening for her. How

is it possible she doesn’t have time to cook a meal for her small family?

| shouldn’t judge her. | don’t know anything about what her life is like. Just because

she’s rich, it doesn’t mean she’s spoiled.



But if | had to bet a hundred bucks either way, I'd bet Nina Winchester is spoiled

rotten.

“And we’'ll need occasional help with Cecelia as well,” Mrs. Winchester says. “Perhaps

taking her to her afternoon lessons or playdates. You have a car, don’t you?”

| almost laugh at her question. Yes, | do have a car—it’s all | have right now. My ten-
year-old Nissan is stinking up the street in front of her house, and it’'s where | am
currently living. Everything |l own is in the trunk of that car. | have spent the last month

sleeping in the backseat.

After a month of living in-your-car, you realize the importance of some of the little
things in life. A toilet. A sink. Being able to straighten your legs out while you're

sleeping. | miss that last one most of all.

“Yes, | have a car,” | confirm.

“Excellent!” Mrs. Winchester claps her hands together. “I'll provide you with a car seat
for Cecelia, of course. She just needs a booster seat. She’s not quite at the weight and

height level to be without the booster yet. The Academy of Pediatrics recommends...”

While Nina Winchester drones on about the exact height and weight requirements for
car seats, | take a moment to glance around the living room. The furnishing is all ultra-
modern, with the largest flat-screen television I've ever seen, which I’'m sure is high
definition and has surround-sound speakers built into every nook and cranny of the
room for optimal listening experience. In the corner of the room is what appears to be
a working fireplace, the mantle littered with photographs of the Winchesters on trips to
every corner of the world. When | glance up, the insanely high ceiling glows under the

light of a sparkling chandelier.

“Don’t you think so, Millie?” Mrs. Winchester is saying.

| blink at her. | attempt to rewind my memory and figure out what she had just asked

me. But it’s gone. “Yes?” | say.



Whatever | agreed to has made her very happy. “I’'m so pleased you think so too.”

“Absolutely,” | say more firmly this time.

She uncrosses and re-crosses her somewhat stocky legs. “And of course,” she adds,
“there’s the matter of reimbursement for you. You saw the offer in my advertisement,

right? Is that acceptable to you?”

| swallow. The number in the advertisement is more than acceptable. If | were a
cartoon character, dollar signs would have appeared in each of my eyeballs when |
read that advertisement. But the money almast stopped me from applying for the job.
Nobody offering that much money, living in a house like this one, would ever consider

hiring me.

“Yes,” | choke out. “It’s fine.”

She arches an eyebrow. “And you know it’s a live-in position, right?”

Is she asking me if I'm okay with leaving the splendor of the backseat of my Nissan?

“Right. | know.”

“Fabulous!” She tugs at the hem of her skirt and rises to her feet. “Would you like the

grand tour then? See what you're getting yourself into?”

| stand up as well. In her heels, Mrs. Winchester is only a few inches taller than | am in

my flats, but it feels like she’s much taller. “Sounds great!”

She guides me through the house in painstaking detail, to the point where I'm worried
| got the ad wrong and maybe she’s a realtor thinking I’'m ready to buy. It is a beautiful
house. If | had four or five million dollars burning a hole in my pocket, | would snap it
up. In addition to the ground level containing the gigantic living room and the newly
renovated kitchen, the second floor of the house features the Winchesters’ master
bedroom, her daughter Cecelia’s room, Mr. Winchester’s home office, and a guest
bedroom that could be straight out of the best hotel in Manhattan. She pauses

dramatically in front of the subsequent door.



“And here is...” She flings the door open. “Our home theater!”

It’s a legit movie theater right inside their home—in addition to the oversized
television downstairs. This room has several rows of stadium seating, facing a floor-to-

ceiling monitor. There’s even a popcorn machine in the corner of the room.
After a moment, | notice Mrs. Winchester is looking at me, waiting for a response.
“Wow!” | say with what | hope is appropriate enthusiasm.

“Isn’t it marvelous?” She shivers with delight. “And we_have a full library of movies to
choose from. Of course, we also have all the usual channels as well as streaming

services.”
“Of course,” | say.

After we leave the room, we come to a final door at the end of the hallway. Nina

pauses, her hand lingering on the doorknob.
“Would this be my room?” | ask.

“Sort of...” She turns the doorknob, which creaks loudly. | can’t help but notice the
wood of this door is much thicker than any of the others. Behind the doorway, there’s

a dark stairwell. “Your room is upstairs. We have a finished attic as well.”

This dark, narrow staircase is somewhat less glamorous than the rest of the
house—and would it kill them to stick a lightbulb in here? But of course, I'm the hired
help. | wouldn’t expect her to spend as much money on my room as she would on the

home theater.

At the top of the stairs is a little narrow hallway. Unlike on the first floor of the house,
the ceiling is dangerously low here. I'm not tall by any means, but | almost feel like |

need to stoop down.

“You have your own bathroom.” She nods at a door on the left. “And this would be

your room right here.”



She flings open the last door. It's completely dark inside until she tugs on a string and

the room lights up.

The room is tiny. There’'s no two ways about it. Not only that, but the ceiling is slanted
with the roof of the house. The far side of the ceiling only comes about up to my waist.
Instead of the huge king-size bed in the Winchesters’ master bedroom with their
armoire and chestnut vanity table, this room contains a small single cot, a half-height

bookcase, and a small dresser, lit by two naked bulbs suspended from the ceiling.

This room is modest, but that’s fine with me. If it.were too nice, it would be a certainty
| have no shot at this job. The fact that this room is kind of crappy means maybe her

standards are low enough that | have a teeny, tiny chance.

But there’'s something else about this room. Something that’s bothering me.

“Sorry it's small.” Mrs. Winchester pulls a frown. “But you’ll have a lot of privacy here.”

| walk over to the single window. Like the room, it’'s small. Barely larger than my hand.
And it overlooks the backyard. There’s a landscaper down there—the same guy | saw

out at the front—hacking at one of the hedges with an oversized set of clippers.

“So what do you think, Millie? Do you like it?”

| turn away from the window to look at Mrs. Winchester’s smiling face. | still can’t quite
put my finger on what's bothering me. There’s something about this room that’s

making a little ball of dread form in the pit of my stomach.

Maybe it's the window. It looks out on the back of the house. If | were in trouble and
trying to get somebody’s attention, nobody would be able to see me back here. | could

scream and yell all | wanted, and nobody would hear.

But who am | kidding? | would be lucky to live in this room. With my own bathroom and
an actual bed where | could straighten my legs out all the way. That tiny cot looks so

good compared to my car, | could cry.



“It's perfect,” | say.

Mrs. Winchester seems ecstatic about my answer. She leads me back down the dark
stairwell to the second floor of the house, and when | exit that stairwell, | let out a
breath | didn’t realize | was holding. There was something about that room that was

very scary, but if | somehow manage to get this job, I'll get past it. Easily.

My shoulders finally relax and my lips are forming another question when | hear a

voice from behind us:

“Mommy?”

| stop short and turn around to see a little girl standing behind us in the hallway. The
girl has the same light blue eyes as Nina Winchester, except a few shades paler, and
her hair is so blond that it’'s almost white. The girl is wearing a very pale blue dress
trimmed in white lace. And she’s staring at me like she can see right through me.

Right through my soul.

Do you know those movies about the scary cult of, like, creepy kids who can read
minds and worship the devil and live in the cornfields or something? Well, if they were
casting for one of those movies, this girl would get the part. They wouldn’t even have
to audition her. They would take one look at her and be like, Yes, you are creepy girl

number three.

“Cece!” Mrs. Winchester exclaims. “Are you back already from your ballet lesson?”

The girl nods slowly. “Bella’s mom dropped me off.”

Mrs. Winchester wraps her arms around the girl’s skinny shoulders, but the girl’s
expression never changes and her pale blue eyes never leave my face. Is there
something wrong with me that | am scared this nine-year-old girl is going to murder

me?

“This is Millie,” Mrs. Winchester tells her daughter. “Millie, this is my daughter,

Cecelia.”



Little Cecelia’s eyes are two little pools of the ocean. “It's nice to meet you, Millie,” she

says politely.

I’d say there’s at least a twenty-five percent chance she’s going to murder me in my

sleep if | get this job. But | still want it.

Mrs. Winchester pecks her daughter on the top of her blond head, and then the little
girl scurries off to her bedroom. She doubtless has a creepy doll house in there where

the dolls come to life at night. Maybe one of the dolls will be the one to kill me.

Okay, I'm being ridiculous. That little girliis probably'extremely sweet. It's not her fault
she’s been dressed in a creepy Victorian ghost-child’s outfit. And | love kids, in

general. Not that I've interacted with them much over the last decade.

Once we get back down to the first floor, the tension leaves my body. Mrs. Winchester
is nice and normal enough—for a lady this rich—and as she chatters about the house
and her daughter and the job, I'm only vaguely listening. All | know is this will be a

lovely place to work. | would give my right arm to get this job.

“Do you have any questions, Millie?” she asks me.

| shake my head. “No, Mrs. Winchester.”

She clucks her tongue. “Please, call me Nina. If you're working here, | would feel so
silly with you calling me Mrs. Winchester.” She laughs. “Like I'm some sort of rich old

lady.”

“Thank you... Nina,” | say.

Her face glows, although that could be the seaweed or cucumber peel or whatever rich
people apply to their faces. Nina Winchester is the sort of woman who has regular spa

treatments. “I have a good feeling about this, Millie. | really do.”

It's hard not to get caught up in her enthusiasm. It's hard not to feel that glimmer of

hope as she squeezes my rough palm in her baby smooth one. | want to believe that in



the next few days, I'll get a call from Nina Winchester, offering me the opportunity to

come work at her house and finally vacate Casa Nissan. | want to believe that so badly.

But whatever else | can say about Nina, she’s no dummy. She’s not going to hire a
woman to work and live in her home and take care of her child without doing a simple

background check. And once she does...

| swallow a lump in my throat.

Nina Winchester bids.a-warm goodbye to me at the front door. “Thank you so much for
coming by, Millie.” She reaches out to clasp my handin hers one more time. “l promise

you'll be hearing from me soon.”

| won’t. This will be the last time | set foot in that magnificent house. | should never
have come here in the first place. | should have tried for a job | had a chance of getting

instead of wasting both of our time here. Maybe something in the fast-food industry.

The landscaper who | saw from the window in the attic is back on the front lawn. He's
still got those giant clippers and he’s shaping one of the hedges right in front of the
house. He’s a big guy, wearing a T-shirt that shows off impressive muscles and just
barely hides the tattoos on his upper arms. He adjusts his baseball cap and his dark,

dark eyes lift briefly from the clippers to meet mine across the lawn.



Chapter 2

Chapter 2

When you live in your car, you have to keep things simple. You’'re not going to be
hosting any major gatherings, for one thing. No wine and cheese parties, no poker
nights. That's fine, because I don’t-have anyone | want to see. The bigger problem is
where to take a shower. Three days after | was evicted.fromm my studio, which was
three weeks after | got fired from my job, | discovered a rest stop that had showers. |
almost cried with joy when | saw it. Yes, the showers have very little privacy and smell

faintly of human waste, but at that point, | was desperate to be clean.

Now I’'m enjoying my lunch in the back seat of the car. | do have a hot plate that | can
plug into the cigarette lighter for special occasions, but mostly | eat sandwiches. Lots
and lots of sandwiches. I've got a cooler where | store the cold cuts and cheese, and
I’'ve got a loaf of white bread—ninety-nine cents at the supermarket. And then snacks,
of course. Bags of chips. Crackers with peanut butter. Twinkies. The unhealthy options

are endless.

Today I'm eating ham and American cheese, with a dollop of mayonnaise. With every

bite | take, | try not to think about how sick | am of sandwiches.

After I've forced down half my sandwich, my phone rings in my pocket. | have one of
those prepaid flip phones that people only use if they’'re going to commit a crime or
else they’ve traveled back fifteen years in the past. But | need a phone and this is all |

can afford.
“Wilhelmina Calloway?” a woman’s clipped voice says on the other line.

| wince at the use of my full name. Wilhelmina was my father’s mother, who is long

gone. | don’t know what sort of psychopaths would name their child Wilhelmina, but |



don’t speak to my parents anymore (and likewise, they don’t speak to me), so it's a
little late to ask. Anyway, I've always just been Millie, and | try to correct people as
quickly as | can. But | get the feeling that whoever is calling me isn’t somebody I'm

going to be on a first-name basis with anytime soon. “Yes...?”
“Ms. Calloway,” the woman says. “This is Donna Stanton from Munch Burgers.”

Oh right. Munch Burgers—the greasy fast-food joint that granted me an interview a
few days ago. | would be flipping burgers or else manning the cash register. But if |
worked hard, there was some opportunity for.advancement. And better yet, an

opportunity to have enough money to move out of my car.

Of course, the job | really would’ve loved was at the Winchester household. But it's
been a whole week since | met with Nina Winchester. It’s safe to say | didn’t get my

dream job.

“l just wanted to let you know,” Ms. Stanton goes on, “that we have already filled the

position at Munch Burgers. But we wish you luck with your job search.”

The ham and American cheese in my stomach churn. | had read online that Munch
Burgers didn’t have very strict hiring practices. That even if | had a record, | might
have a chance. This is the last interview I've managed to book, ever since Mrs.
Winchester failed to call me back—and I'm desperate. | can’t eat one more sandwich in

my car. | just can’t.

“Ms. Stanton,” | blurt out. “I'm just wondering if you might be able to hire me at any

other location. I'm a really hard worker. I'm very reliable. | always...”
| stop talking. She’s already hung up.

| clutch my sandwich in my right hand as | grip my phone in my left. This is hopeless.
Nobody wants to hire me. Every potential employer looks at me in the exact same

way. All I want is a fresh start. I'll work my butt off if | have to. I'll do whatever it takes.



| fight back tears, although | don’t know why I’'m bothering. Nobody will see me crying
in the backseat of my Nissan. There isn’t anybody who cares about me anymore. My

parents wiped their hands of me more than ten years ago.

My phone rings again, startling me out of my pity party. | wipe my eyes with the back

of my hand and click the green button to take the call.

“Hello?” | croak.

“Hi? Is this Millie?”

The voice sounds vaguely familiar. | squeeze the phone to my ear, my heart leaping.

“Yes...”

“This is Nina Winchester. You interviewed with me last week?”

“Oh.” | bite down hard on my lower lip. Why is she calling back now? | assumed she

had already hired somebody and decided not to inform me. “Yes, of course.”

“So if you're interested, we would be delighted to offer you the job.”

| feel a rush of blood to my head that makes me almost dizzy. We would be delighted
to offer you the job. Is she serious? It was conceivable that Munch Burgers might hire
me, but it seemed outright impossible that a woman like Nina Winchester might invite

me into her home. To live.

Is it possible she didn’t check my references? Didn’t do a simple background check?
Maybe she’s just so busy, she never got around to it. Maybe she’s one of those women

who prides herself on gut feelings.

“Millie? Are you there?”

| realize I've been completely silent on the other line. I'm that stunned. “Yes. I'm here.”

“So are you interested in the position?”



“I'am.” I'm trying not to sound too ridiculously eager. “l definitely am. | would love to

work for you.”

“Work with me,” Nina corrects me.

| let out a strangled laugh. “Right. Of course.”
“So when can you start?”

“Um, when would you like me to start?”

“As soon as possible!” I'mjealous of Nina’'s| easydaughthat sounds so different from
my own. If only | could snap my fingers and trade places with her. “We have a ton of

laundry that needs folding!”
| swallow. “How about tomorrow?”
“That would be wonderful! But don’t you need time to get your stuff packed?”

| don’t want to tell her that everything | own is already in the trunk of my car. “I'm a

fast packer.”



Chapter 3

Chapter 3

| arrive at the Winchester home the next morning, after Nina has already dropped
Cecelia off at school. | park outside the metal gate surrounding their property. I've
never been in a house that'was protected by a gate before, much less lived there. But
this swanky Long Island neighborhood seemsito be all'gated houses. Considering how
low the crime rate is around here, it seems like overkill, but who am | to judge?
Everything else being equal, if | had a choice between a house with a gate and a house

with no gate, I'd pick the gate too.

The gate was open when | arrived yesterday, but today it’s closed. Locked, apparently.
| stand there a moment, my two duffel bags at my feet, trying to figure out how to get
inside. There doesn’t seem to be any sort of doorbell or buzzer. But that landscaper is

on the property again, crouched in the dirt, a shovel in his hand.
“Excuse me!” | call out.
The man glances over his shoulder at me, then goes back to digging. Real nice.

“Excuse me!” | say again, loud enough that he can’t ignore me. This time, he slowly,
slowly gets to his feet. He’s in absolutely no hurry as he ambles across the giant front
lawn to the entrance to the gate. He pulls off his thick rubber gloves and raises his

eyebrows at me.

“Hi!” | say, trying to hide my annoyance with him. “My name is Millie Calloway, and it’s
my first day working here. I'm just trying to get inside because Mrs. Winchester is

expecting me.”



He doesn’t say anything. From across the yard, | had only noticed how big he is—at
least a head taller than me, with biceps the size of my thighs—but up close, | realize
he’s actually pretty hot. He looks to be in his mid-thirties with thick jet-black hair damp
from exertion, olive skin, and rugged good looks. But his most striking feature is his
eyes. His eyes are very black—so dark, | can’t distinguish the pupil from the iris.

Something about his gaze makes me take a step back.

“So, um, can you help me?” | ask.

The man finally opens his. mouth. | expect,him.to.tell me,to get lost or to show him
some ID, but instead, he lets loose with a string of rapid Italian. At least, | think it’s
Italian. | can’t say | know a word of the language, but | saw an Italian movie with

subtitles once, and it sort of sounded like this.

“Oh,” | say when he finishes his monologue. “So, um... no English?”

“English?” he says in a voice so heavily accented, it's clear what the answer is. “No.

No English.”

Great. | clear my throat, trying to figure out the best way to express what | need to tell
him. “So I...” | point to my chest. “I am working. For Mrs. Winchester.” | point to the

house. “And | need to get... inside.” Now | point to the lock on the gate. “Inside.”

He just frowns at me. Great.

I’m about ready to dig out my phone and call Nina when he goes off to the side, hits

some sort of switch, and the gates swing open, almost in slow motion.

Once the gates are open, | take a moment to gaze up at the house that will be my
home for the foreseeable future. The house is two stories plus the attic, sprawling over
what looks like about the length of a city block in Brooklyn. It's almost blindingly
white—possibly freshly painted—and the architecture looks contemporary, but what do
| know? | just know it looks like the people living here have more money than they

know what to do with.



| start to pick up one of my bags, but before | can, the guy picks up both of them
without even grunting and carries them to the front door for me. Those bags are very
heavy—they contain literally everything | own aside from my car—so I'm grateful he

volunteered to do the heavy lifting for me.

“Gracias,” | say.

He gives me a funny look. Hmm, that might have been Spanish. Oh well.

| point to my chest. “Millie,” | say.

“Millie.” He nods in understanding, then points to his own chest. “I am Enzo.”

“Nice to meet you,” | say awkwardly, even though he won’t understand me. But God, if

he lives here and has a job, he must have picked up a little English.

“Piacere di conoscerti,” he says.

| nod wordlessly. So much for making friends with the landscaping guy.

“Millie,” he says again in his thick Italian accent. He looks like he has something to say,

but he’s struggling with the language. “You...”

He hisses a word in Italian, but as soon as we hear the front door start to unlock, Enzo
hurries back to where he had been crouched in the front yard and makes himself very
busy. | could just barely make out the word he said. Pericolo. Whatever that means.

Maybe it means he wants a soft drink. Peri cola—now with a twist of lime!

“Millie!” Nina looks delighted to see me. So delighted that she throws her arms around
me and squashes me in a hug. “I’'m so glad you decided to take the job. | just felt like

you and | had a connection. You know?”

That’s what | thought. She got a “gut feeling” about me, so she didn’t bother to do the
research. Now | just have to make sure she never has any reason not to trust me. |

have to be the perfect employee. “Yes, | know what you mean. | feel the same way.”



“Well, come in!”

Nina grabs the crook of my elbow and leads me into the house, oblivious to the fact
that I’'m struggling with my two pieces of luggage. Not that | would have expected her

to help me. It wouldn’t have even occurred to her.

| can’t help but notice when | walk inside that the house looks very different from the
first time | was here. Very different. When | came for the interview, the Winchester
house was immaculate—I could have eaten off any surface in the room. But now, the
place looks like a pigsty. The coffee table in.front. of the sofa has six cups on it with
varying amounts of different sticky liquids in them, about a dozen crumpled
newspapers and magazines, and a dented pizza box. There’s clothing and garbage
strewn all over the living room and the dining table still has the remains of dinner last

night.

“As you can see,” Nina says, “you haven’t arrived a moment too soon!”

So Nina Winchester is a slob—that’s her secret. It's going to take me hours to get this
place in any decent condition. Maybe days. But that’s fine—I've been itching to do
some good honest hard work. And | like that she needs me. If | can make myself

invaluable to her, she’s less likely to fire me if—or when—she finds out the truth.

n

“Let me just put my bags away,” | tell her. “And then I'll get the entire place tidied up.

Nina lets out a happy sigh. “You are a miracle, Millie. Thank you so much. Also...” She
grabs her purse off the kitchen counter and rifles around inside, finally pulling out the
latest iPhone. “l got you this. | couldn’t help but notice you were using a very outdated

phone. If | need to reach you, I'd like you to have a reliable means of communication.”

| hesitantly wrap my fingers around the brand-new iPhone. “Wow. This is really

generous of you, but | can’t afford a plan—"

She waves a hand. “l added you to our family plan. It cost almost nothing.”



Almost nothing? | have a feeling her definition of those two words is very different from

mine.

Before | can protest further, the sound of footsteps echoes on the stairs behind me. |
turn around, and a man in a gray business suit is making his way down the stairwell.
When he sees me standing in the living room, he stops short at the base of the stairs,

as if shocked by my presence. His eyes widen further when he notices my luggage.
“Andy!” Nina calls out. “Come meet Millie!”

This must be Andrew Winchester.'When | was googling the Winchester family, my eyes
popped out a bit when I'saw this man’s net worth. After seeing all those dollar signs,
the home theater and the gate surrounding the property made a bit more sense. He’'s
a businessman, who took over his father’s thriving company, and has doubled the
profits since. But it’s obvious from his surprised expression that he allows his wife to
handle most of the household matters, and it's apparently flat out slipped her mind to

tell him she’s hired a live-in housekeeper.

“Hello...” Mr. Winchester steps into the living room, his brow furrowed. “Millie, is it? I'm

sorry, | didn't realize...”

“Andy, | told you about her!” She tilts her head to the side. “l said we needed to hire

somebody to help with cleaning and cooking and Cecelia. I'm sure | told you!”
“Yes, well.” His face finally relaxes. “Welcome, Millie. We could certainly use the help.”

Andrew Winchester holds his hand out for me to shake. It's hard not to notice he is an
incredibly handsome man. Piercing brown eyes, a full head of hair the color of
mahogany, and a sexy little cleft in his chin. It’s also hard not to notice that he is
several levels more attractive than his wife, even with her impeccable grooming, which
strikes me as a bit strange. The man is filthy rich, after all. He could have any woman
he wants. | respect him for not choosing a twenty-year-old supermodel to be his life

partner.



| thrust my new phone into my jeans pocket and reach out to take his hand. “Nice to

meet you, Mr. Winchester.”

“Please.” He smiles warmly at me. “Call me Andrew.”

As he says the words, something flickers over Nina Winchester’s face. Her lips twitch
and her eyes narrow. I'm not exactly sure why though. She herself offered to let me
call her by her first name. And it's not like Andrew Winchester is checking me out. His
eyes are staying respectfully on mine and not dropping below the neck. Not that
there’s much to see—even though | didn t bother with the fake tortoiseshell glasses
today, I'm wearing a modest blouse and comfortable blue jeans for my first day of

work.

“Anyway,” Nina snips, “don’t you have to get to the office, Andy?”

“Oh yes.” He straightens out his gray tie. “I've got a meeting at nine-thirty in the city. |

better hurry.”

Andrew gives Nina a lingering kiss on the lips and squeezes her shoulder. As far as |
can see, they are quite happily married. And Andrew seems pretty down-to-earth for a
man whose net worth has eight figures after the dollar sign. It's sweet how he blows

her a kiss from the front door—this is a man who loves his wife.

“Your husband seems nice,” | say to Nina as the door slams shut.

The dark, suspicious look returns to her eyes. “Do you think so?”

“Well, yes,” | stammer. “I| mean, he seems like... how long have you been married?”

Nina looks at me thoughtfully. But instead of answering my question, she says, “What

happened to your glasses?”

“What?”

She lifts an eyebrow. “You were wearing a pair of glasses at your interview, weren't

you?”



“Oh.” | squirm, reluctant to admit that the eyeglasses were fake—my attempt to look
more intelligent and serious, and yes, less attractive and threatening. “I... uh, I'm

wearing my contacts.”

“Are you?”

| don’t know why I lied. | should’ve just said that | don’t need the glasses that badly.
Instead, | have now doubled down and invented contacts that I'm not actually wearing.

| can feel Nina scrutinizing my pupils, searching for the lenses.

“Is... is that a problem?” I finally ask.

A muscle twitches under her right eye. For a moment, I'm scared she’s going to tell me
that | should get out. But then her face relaxes. “Of course not! | just thought those

glasses were so cute on you. Very striking—you should wear them more often.”

“Yes, well...” | grab the handle of one of my duffel bags with my shaking hand. “Maybe

| should get my stuff upstairs so | can get started.”

Nina claps her hands together. “Excellent idea!”

Once again, Nina doesn’t offer to take either of my bags as we climb up the two flights
of stairs to get to the attic. By halfway through the second flight, my arms feel like
they’'re about ready to fall off, but Nina doesn’t seem interested in pausing to give me
a moment to readjust the straps. | gasp with relief when I’'m able to drop the bags on
the floor of my new room. Nina yanks on the cord to turn on the two lightbulbs that

illuminate my tiny living space.

“l hope it’s okay,” Nina says. “l figure you'd rather have the privacy of being up here,

as well as your own bathroom.”

Maybe she feels guilty about the fact that their ginormous guestroom is lying empty
while I am living in a room slightly larger than a broom closet. But that’s fine. Anything
larger than the backseat of my car is like a palace. | can’t wait to sleep here tonight.

I’'m obscenely grateful.



“It's perfect,” | say honestly.

In addition to the bed, dresser, and bookcase, | notice one other thing in the room that
| didn’t see the first time around. A little mini-fridge, about a foot tall. It’s plugged into

the wall and humming rhythmically. | crouch down and tug it open.

The mini-fridge has two small shelves. And on the top shelf, there are three tiny

bottles of water.

“Good hydration is very important,” Nina says earnestly.

llYes...ll

When she sees the perplexed expression on my face, she smiles. “Obviously, it's your
fridge and you can put whatever you want in it. | thought | would give you a head

start.”

“Thank you.” It’s not that strange. Some people leave mints on a pillow. Nina leaves

three tiny bottles of water.

“Anyway...” Nina wipes her hands on her thighs, even though her hands are spotless.
“I'll let you get unpacked and then get started cleaning the house. I'll be preparing for

my PTA meeting tomorrow.”

“PTA?”

“Parent Teacher Association.” She beams at me. “I'm the vice president.”

“That’'s wonderful,” | say, because it’'s what she wants to hear. Nina is very easy to

please. “I'll just unpack everything quickly and get right to work.”

“Thank you so much.” Her fingers briefly touch my bare arm—hers are warm and dry.

“You're a lifesaver, Millie. I'm so glad you’'re here.”

| rest my hand on the doorknob as Nina starts to leave my room. And that’'s when |

notice it. What’s been bothering me about this room from the moment | first walked in



here. A sick feeling washes over me.

“Nina?”

llem?"

“Why...” | clear my throat. “Why is the lock to this bedroom on the outside rather than

the inside?”

Nina peers down at the doorknob, as if noticing it for the first time. “Oh! I'm so sorry
about that. We used to use this room as a_closet, so obviously we wanted it to lock
from the outside. But then | converted it to a bedroom for the hired help, and | guess

we never switched the lock.”

If somebody wanted, they could easily lock me in here. And there’s only that one

window, looking out at the back of the house. This room could be a death trap.

But then again, why would anyone want to lock me in here?

“Could | have the key to the room?” | ask.

She shrugs. “I’'m not even sure where it is.”

“I'd like a copy.”

Her light blue eyes narrow at me. “Why? What do you expect to be keeping in your

room that you don’t want us to know about?”

My mouth falls open. “I.... Nothing, but...”

Nina throws her head back and laughs. “I’'m just kidding. It’s your room, Millie! If you

want a key, I'll get you one. | promise.”

Sometimes it feels like Nina has a split personality. She flips from hot to cold so
rapidly. She claims she was joking, but I'm not so sure. It doesn’t matter, though. |
have no other prospects and this job is a blessing. I'm going to make it work. No

matter what. I’'m going to make Nina Winchester love me.



After Nina leaves my room, | close the door behind her. I'd like to lock it, but | can’t.

Obviously.

As | shut the door, | notice marks in the wood. Long thin lines running down the length
of the door at about the level of my shoulder. | run my fingers over the indentations.

They almost seem like...
Scratches. Like somebody was scraping at the door.
Trying to get out.

No, that's ridiculous. I'm being paranoid. Sometimes‘old wood gets scratched up. It

doesn’t mean anything ominous.

The room suddenly feels unbearably hot and stuffy. There’'s a small furnace in the
corner of the room, which I'm sure keeps it comfortable in the winter, but there’s
nothing to cool it down in the warmer months. I'll have to buy a fan to prop up in front
of the window. Even though it's way larger than my car, it's still a very small
space—I'm not surprised they used it as a storage closet. | look around, opening the
drawers to check their size. There’s a little closet within the room, with just barely
enough space to hang up my few dresses. The closet is empty except for a couple of

hangers and a small blue bucket in the corner.

| attempt to wrench open the small window to get a bit of air. But it doesn’t budge. |
squint my eyes to investigate more closely. | run my finger along the frame of the

window. It looks like it's been painted into place.
Even though | have a window, it doesn’t open.

| could ask Nina about it, but | don’t want it to seem like I'm complaining when | just
started working here today. Maybe next week | could mention it. | don’t think it’s too

much to hope for, to have one working window.

The landscaping guy, Enzo, is in the backyard now. He’s running the lawnmower back

there. He pauses for a moment to wipe sweat from his forehead with his muscular



forearm, and then he looks up. He sees my face through the small window, and he
shakes his head, just like he did the first time | met him. | remember the word he

hissed at me in Italian before | went into the house. Pericolo.



Chapter 4

Chapter 4 follows Millie as she embarks on a difficult cleaning spree at Nina’s house,
determined to make order out of the chaos she finds herself surrounded by. After a
long seven hours of hard work, she tackles various areas of the house, starting with
the living room, which is the-first of many challenges. The pizza box stuck to the coffee
table, caused by a sticky spill, becomesja frustrating, obstacle that takes more time to
clean than she anticipated. As she moves from room to room, the kitchen proves to be
the most daunting space to handle. Overflowing garbage bags, a dishwasher packed
with dirty dishes, and pans coated with what seems like days-old food form a truly
overwhelming sight. Millie, however, refuses to give up and spends hours restoring
some order to the kitchen. As exhausting as the process is, she feels a sense of
accomplishment when she finally manages to get the kitchen back in a somewhat

presentable state, despite the massive effort it took.

However, Millie's sense of satisfaction is short-lived when she has an unexpected
encounter with Cecelia, Nina’s daughter. Cecelia surprises Millie with her silent, almost
eerie presence, and the intensity of her pale blue eyes only adds to the sense of
discomfort that Millie feels. The first interaction between them is tense, as Millie, trying
to bridge the gap, offers to prepare a snack for the girl, but Cecelia’s cryptic responses
make it difficult for them to connect. Millie, feeling somewhat awkward, decides to
prepare a snack of peanut butter and banana on crackers, thinking it would be a
simple and well-received gesture. However, to her horror, she discovers that Cecelia is
allergic to peanut butter, a detail Millie had no knowledge of. The situation escalates
rapidly when Cecelia, alarmed and upset, accuses Millie of trying to harm her, which
results in Millie feeling panicked and guilty. The tension peaks as Nina rushes into the
room, her concern for Cecelia’s wellbeing apparent, but the entire scenario leaves

Millie feeling overwhelmed.



Caught in a whirlwind of misunderstanding, Millie attempts to explain herself, only to
be rebuked by Nina, who chastises her for neglecting to consider Cecelia’s peanut
allergy. Nina’s anger is sharp, and Millie, still in shock, silently endures the scolding,
feeling both embarrassed and frustrated. She had no idea about Cecelia’s allergy, and
the lack of communication about such an important detail weighs heavily on her.
Despite her attempt to clarify, Nina’'s anger does not subside quickly, though she
eventually calms down and issues a stern warning, insisting that Millie must be more
mindful in the future. Millie,.irritated by the situation but too cautious to challenge
Nina directly, accepts the rebuke without a,.word..The chapter concludes with Millie
feeling unsettled, confused by Nina’'s harshness and“questioning the fairness of the
situation. She is left to prepare dinner, a task that now feels like another burden in her

already strained and unpredictable role in the household.

This chapter serves as a pivotal moment in Millie’'s journey, highlighting both the
challenges she faces in adjusting to her new life and the complex relationships she
must navigate within Nina’s family. The misunderstanding with Cecelia underscores
the difficulties of trying to integrate into a family where important details, like
allergies, are not communicated. Millie’s frustration is evident as she tries to balance
her desire to do the right thing with the frustration of being blamed for something she
couldn’t have known. The chapter also delves deeper into Nina’s control and her
tendency to place blame quickly, which adds to the pressure Millie feels in trying to
keep everything in order. What was meant to be a simple gesture of kindness quickly
turns into a lesson in navigating the intricacies of family dynamics and the weight of
responsibility that comes with her position. As Millie faces the unpredictable nature of
her new job, her internal conflict continues to grow, as she’s torn between trying to
prove her worth and struggling with the lack of communication and understanding in
the household. The emotional toll of these misunderstandings foreshadows the many

hurdles Millie will have to face as she continues to navigate her role within the family.



Chapter 5

Chapter 5 opens with Millie preparing dinner by 6:45 PM, the scent of marinated
chicken breasts filling the air as they roast in the oven, following instructions from a
service guide. The pleasant aroma greets Andrew Winchester when he arrives home,
casually loosening his tie. and.complimenting Millie on both the meal’s smell and the
pristine state of the kitchen. Although herjdayihas gone well, Millie refrains from
mentioning a small mishap with peanut butter earlier, not wanting to raise doubts
about her ability to meet the standards of Andrew's family home—a place Nina, his
wife, is traditionally credited with maintaining. Millie, trying to navigate her role in this
new environment, is careful not to make waves, despite the growing tension within

her.

As Andrew settles in, Nina arrives, looking as immaculate as always, yet Millie notices
a shift from the woman she saw in an old photo, revealing a more refined, slightly
different version of her. Andrew’s affectionate greeting to Nina is immediate, and a
brief playful moment unfolds between them as they joke about who missed whom
more, a light exchange that quickly becomes awkward for Millie. Feeling out of place,
Millie watches the couple, acutely aware of the intimate bond they share. This
moment, meant to be light-hearted, highlights Millie's growing discomfort, as she feels
increasingly alienated by the affectionate connection between Andrew and Nina. Their
closeness underscores the emotional distance Millie feels in her role as an outsider,

unsure of where she fits in the midst of their established relationship.

The tension further escalates when Andrew jokes about Nina's struggles in the kitchen,
teasing her about their reliance on takeout since his mother moved to Florida. Millie, in
this situation, is positioned as a solution to their mealtime difficulties, as Andrew
lightheartedly acknowledges her culinary skills. While this jest is meant to be

humorous, Nina’s discomfort is palpable, highlighting the deeper, often unspoken



pressures within their marriage, particularly the expectations placed on women to
fulfill certain domestic roles. Nina’s discomfort is evident in her response, a reflection
of the strain between public appearances and private frustrations. The remark
underscores the gendered expectations that often go unnoticed in relationships,
especially when one partner, in this case, Nina, feels unable to meet those

expectations due to various reasons.

Andrew'’s attempt to include Millie in their dinner is met with Nina’s subtle but
noticeable hesitation,-revealing her discomfort with Millie’s increasing role in their
lives. This moment exposes the fragility of their relationship, where even casual
interactions between Andrew and Millie create an undercurrent of tension for Nina.
Millie, sensitive to the fragile dynamic, declines the invitation, not wanting to escalate
the moment into something more uncomfortable. By choosing to distance herself,
Millie avoids deepening the potential conflict, but the decision also highlights the
delicate balance of power and intimacy within the household. Millie’s choice, though
modest, speaks volumes about the underlying complexities and unspoken issues in the
Winchester home, making her position within this family more precarious and

uncertain.

This chapter offers a rich exploration of the Winchester household's dynamics, subtly
revealing the layers of tension, expectation, and interpersonal conflict beneath the
surface of what might initially appear as a perfect family life. While Andrew and Nina
share a seemingly affectionate relationship, their interactions, both lighthearted and
strained, expose the underlying pressures each partner faces. The unspoken social
norms and gender expectations within their marriage are evident, with Nina struggling
to meet the role she is expected to play, while Millie feels like a reluctant participant in
a game she doesn’t fully understand. As the chapter unfolds, it becomes clear that the
social and emotional complexities within the household are far from simple, reflecting
broader themes of identity, domestic roles, and the pressures that shape relationships

in subtle but significant ways.



Chapter 6

Chapter 6 delves into the protagonist’s emotional transition from living out of their car
to finding a semblance of comfort in a proper bed, a milestone they haven't
experienced in a long time. The cot, although uncomfortable with its lumpy texture
and noisy frame, represents-a significant improvement over the back seat of their car.
For the first time in what feels like agesj thejprotagonistienjoys a sense of safety and
ease, something they haven’t felt during the many restless nights spent at various rest
stops. These previous nights were filled with anxiety and the constant readiness to
protect themselves, clutching mace for reassurance. Now, in a proper bed, there’'s a
newfound sense of luxury—being able to use a bathroom without fear and falling

asleep without the usual worry.

However, this newfound comfort quickly fades when the protagonist is briefly
awakened in the middle of the night, caught off guard by the unfamiliarity of the
space. For a moment, they panic, unsure of where they are, confused by the absence
of their car—a place that had become their refuge. The stillness of the room and the
quiet surroundings momentarily disorient the protagonist, and the comfort they had
felt evaporates into a fleeting moment of fear. In that moment, they are reminded of
the vast changes they’'ve undergone, particularly the recent acceptance of a job offer
from Nina and the transition into a new room. These new experiences should provide
reassurance, but the unfamiliarity of the situation disrupts their calm. Yet, as they
process the change, the protagonist remembers that their life is in a better place now,

and the panic subsides into a calm realization.

The peace doesn’t last long, though. When the protagonist attempts to open the door
to leave the room, they face an unexpected hurdle: the door won’t budge. This
moment of frustration disrupts the calm and comfort, symbolizing the unpredictable

challenges that come with change. The protagonist, once again reminded of the lack of



control they have over their environment, is confronted by a physical barrier that
represents the emotional and mental challenges they may face in their new life. The
inability to open the door becomes a metaphor for the barriers and uncertainties that
often arise when trying to move forward, despite the desire for stability. In many ways,
the protagonist’s journey mirrors this moment—stepping into a new life, hoping for a

sense of security, but encountering unforeseen obstacles along the way.

This chapter highlights the complexities of moving forward and adapting to change.
The transition from a.life of uncertainty to one of relative safety is not without its
emotional and physical challenges. The protagonist’s comfort, symbolized by the cot
and the simple act of sleepingin a bed, is overshadowed by the realization that their
journey is not as straightforward as it might seem. The locked door stands as a
reminder that even when one seeks comfort and security, there will always be
moments of doubt and struggle. This symbolizes the emotional turbulence that comes
with change—trying to find stability while grappling with the unknown. The
protagonist’s experience encapsulates the delicate balance between hope and fear, a
balance that is central to the process of moving on from the past and embracing a new

future.

As the chapter progresses, the protagonist’s internal conflict becomes more
pronounced. Despite the fear and discomfort, they find solace in the small
victories—such as having a bed to sleep in, being able to use a bathroom without
concern, and the promise of a fresh start. Yet, the locked door serves as a reminder
that change is a gradual process, often accompanied by setbacks and unforeseen
challenges. The chapter beautifully captures the theme of adaptation, showing the
protagonist’s struggle to embrace their new circumstances while acknowledging the
uncertainty that accompanies such transitions. It is a poignant exploration of the
emotional adjustments involved in leaving behind a life of instability for the hope of a

more secure future.



Chapter 7

Chapter 7 opens with the narrator descending to the kitchen, only to be greeted by a
scene of utter disorder and turmoil. Nina, in a state of heightened agitation, has taken
apart the kitchen, tossing pots, pans, and broken dishes across the floor in a frenzy.
Amid her chaotic search through the refrigerator, she inadvertently knocks over a
container of milk, sending it splashing across the-fleorina flood of white liquid that
mixes with the shattered remnants of the kitchenware. The scene feels overwhelming,
a reflection of Nina’s emotional state as she reacts to whatever has set her off, turning
the kitchen into a war zone of sorts. The mess is not just physical but emotional, as the

kitchen becomes a symbol of Nina’s inner chaos.

The tension reaches a peak when Nina, spotting the narrator, immediately confronts
them, demanding to know where her notes for the evening’s PTA meeting have gone.
She insists that the notes were left on the kitchen counter but are now mysteriously
missing. Her distress is palpable as she searches desperately for the notes, growing
increasingly frustrated. The narrator, unsure where they might be, denies knowing
their whereabouts and suggests other possible places where the notes could have
been moved, but these suggestions seem to aggravate Nina even more. Her agitation
builds, and every word from the narrator seems to fuel her anger, as she becomes
convinced that the notes have either been lost or discarded. The tension between
them grows, with Nina unable to hear any reasonable explanations, fixated instead on

the belief that the notes were purposely moved or hidden by the narrator.

The escalating commotion catches the attention of Andrew, Nina’s husband, who
enters the scene dressed impeccably in a sharp suit, a stark contrast to the chaotic
environment he walks into. His appearance—calm and collected—stands in direct
opposition to Nina’s frantic state, and it’s clear that he is used to managing the fallout

of such outbursts. As he surveys the destruction, his focus turns to Nina, who quickly



accuses the narrator of hiding or discarding the notes. Despite the narrator’s attempts
to explain their innocence, Nina’s accusations are unwavering, and Andrew’s presence
only seems to heighten the tension, making it even harder for the narrator to make
their case. The power dynamics at play here are evident, as Andrew’s authoritative
position in the household and Nina’s emotional distress seem to silence any valid
defense. In an attempt to resolve the situation, Andrew suggests that the notes might
have been digitally backed up in some way, providing a glimmer of hope that the issue
could be solved without further incident. However, Nina’'s dissatisfaction does not
subside, and she directs her frustration at.the.narrator, assigning them the task of
cleaning up the catastrophic mess she has created in the kitchen. In her haste to
escape the situation, Nina exits the room, leaving the narrator alone with the daunting

task of restoring order to the disaster she’s left behind.

As the chapter unfolds, it becomes clear that this moment of chaos is not just about
missing notes, but about the larger dynamics within the household. Nina’s explosive
outburst highlights the emotional instability that often underpins her actions, and the
narrator’s reaction reveals how deeply affected they are by Nina’s accusations. The
way Nina redirects her frustration onto the narrator, despite their lack of involvement
in the situation, speaks volumes about the tension in their relationship and the way
emotional turmoil can be misdirected. The contrast between Andrew’s calm and Nina’s
frantic energy also serves as a subtle commentary on the different ways people handle
stress and conflict in a domestic setting. Andrew, seemingly unaffected by the
emotional storm around him, takes a more pragmatic approach, suggesting a digital
solution to the problem, while Nina’s focus remains on the physical act of blaming and
accusing, ultimately leading to the narrator being saddled with the responsibility of
cleaning up the physical and emotional mess. This moment underscores the imbalance
of power in their household, where one person’s emotional breakdown results in

another person’s physical labor.

The chapter also reflects the psychological and emotional burdens that come with

living in a household where tension, blame, and frustration are so easily projected onto



others. The narrator, caught in the middle of Nina’s turmoil, has to deal with the
practical fallout of an emotional outburst, cleaning up not only the physical remnants
of the chaos but also the emotional weight that comes with being the target of Nina’s
frustration. The emotional landscape of the household is complex, filled with unsaid
words, hidden feelings, and an underlying current of control that flows through the
interactions between the characters. The chapter highlights the difficult position of
living under such tension, where the smallest things—like misplaced notes—can spiral
into larger conflicts, revealing the fragile nature of relationships when emotional
instability is a factor. The narrator’s internal.struggle to. manage Nina’s moods and
accusations, while trying to maintain some sense of their own autonomy, adds depth
to their character and underscores the theme of emotional labor that so often falls on
individuals in controlling or dysfunctional relationships. The act of cleaning up after
Nina’s breakdown becomes a metaphor for the constant emotional cleanup that the
narrator must perform in this household, constantly at the mercy of Nina’s

unpredictable mood swings and Andrew’s indifferent responses.

This chapter encapsulates the emotional and psychological weight of living in a
turbulent household, where the lines between responsibility, blame, and emotional
manipulation are often blurred. The events in the kitchen offer a snapshot of the power
dynamics at play, revealing how quickly minor issues can escalate into full-blown
emotional crises. For readers, this chapter speaks to the broader issues of domestic
life, power, and emotional manipulation, offering insights into how seemingly small
actions can have disproportionate consequences in the context of controlling
relationships. It also explores the ways in which individuals cope with these dynamics,

highlighting the emotional resilience required to navigate such environments.



Chapter 8

Chapter 8

Nina must have thrown half the contents of the refrigerator on the kitchen floor, so |
have to make a run to the grocery store today. Since apparently, I'm also going to be
cooking for them, | select some raw meat and seasoning that | can use to throw
together a few meals. Nina loaded her credit card'onto.my phone. Everything | buy will

be automatically charged to their account.

In prison, the food options were not too exciting. The menu rotated between chicken,
hamburgers, hotdogs, lasagna, burritos, and a mysterious fish patty that always made
me gag. There would be vegetables on the side that would be cooked to the point of
disintegration. | used to fantasize about what | would eat when | got out, but on my
budget, the options weren’t much better. | could only buy what was on sale, and once |

was living in my car, | was even more restricted.

It’s different shopping for the Winchesters. | go straight for the finest cuts of steak—I’ll
look up on YouTube how to cook them. | sometimes used to cook steak for my father,
but that was a long time ago. If | buy expensive ingredients, they’ll come out good no

matter what | do.

When | get back to the Winchester house, I've got four overflowing bags of groceries in
the trunk of my car. Nina and Andrew’s cars take up the two spots in the garage, and
she instructed me not to park in the driveway, so | have to leave my car on the street.
As I'm fumbling to get the bags out of the trunk, the landscaper Enzo emerges from

the house next to ours with some sort of scary gardening device in his right hand.

Enzo notices me struggling, and after a moment of hesitation, he jogs over to my car.

He frowns at me. “l do it,” he says in his heavily accented English.



| start to take one of the bags, but then he scoops all four of them up in his massive
arms, and he carries them to the front door. He nods at the door, waiting patiently for
me to unlock it. | do it as quickly as possible, given that he’s carrying about eighty
pounds’ worth of groceries in his arms. He stomps his boots on the welcome mat, then
carries the groceries the rest of the way into the kitchen and deposits them on the

kitchen counter.

“Gracias,” | say.

His lips twitch. “No. Grazie.”
“Grazie,” | repeat.

He lingers in the kitchen for a moment, his brows knitted together. | notice again that
Enzo is handsome, in a dark and terrifying sort of way. He’s got tattoos on his upper
arms, partially obscured by his T-shirt—I can make out the name “Antonia” inscribed in
a heart on his right biceps. Those muscular arms could kill me without him even
breaking a sweat if he got it in his head to do so. But | don’t get a sense that this man

wants to hurt me at all. If anything, he seems concerned about me.

| remember what he mumbled to me before Nina interrupted us the other day.

Pericolo. Danger. What was he trying to tell me? Does he think I'm in danger here?

Maybe | should download a translator app on my phone. He could type in what he

wants to tell me and—

A noise from upstairs interrupts my thoughts. Enzo sucks in a breath. “I go,” he says,

turning on his heel and striding back toward the door.

“But...” | hurry after him, but he’s much faster than me. He’s out the front door before

I’'ve even cleared the kitchen.

| stand in the living room for a moment, torn between putting away the groceries and
going after him. But then the decision is made for me when Nina comes down the

stairs to the living room, wearing a white pants suit. | don’t think I've ever seen her



wear anything besides white—it does complement her hair, but the effort of keeping it
clean would drive me crazy. Of course, I'm going to be the one taking care of the
laundry from now on. | make a note to myself to buy more bleach next time I'm at the

grocery store.

Nina sees me standing there and her eyebrows shoot up to her hairline. “Millie?”

| force a smile. “Yes?”

“l heard voices down. here. Were-you having company?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

“You may not invite strangers into our home.” She frowns at me. “If you want to have
any guests over, | expect you to ask permission and give us at least two days’ notice.

And | would ask you to keep them in your room.”

“It was just that landscaper guy,” | explain. “He was helping me carry groceries into

the house. That’s all.”

| had expected the explanation would satisfy Nina, but instead, her eyes darken. A

muscle twitches under her right eye. “The landscaper? Enzo? He was here?”

“Um.” | rub the back of my neck. “Is that his name? | don’'t know. He just carried the

groceries in.”

Nina studies my face as if trying to detect a lie. “l don’t want him inside this house

again. He’'s filthy from working outside. | work so hard to keep this house clean.”

| don’t know what to say to that. Enzo wiped his boots off when he came into the
house and he didn’t track in any dirt. And nothing is comparable to the mess | saw

when | first walked into this house yesterday.

“Do you understand me, Millie?” she presses me.

“Yes,” | say quickly. “l understand.”



Her eyes flick over me in a way that makes me very uncomfortable. | shift between my

feet. “By the way, how come you never wear your glasses?”

My fingers fly to my face. Why did | wear those stupid glasses the first day? | should
never have worn them, and when she asked me about them yesterday, | shouldn’t

have lied. “Um..."”

She arches an eyebrow. “l was up in the bathroom in the attic and | didn’t see any
contact lens solution. | didn’t mean to snoop, but if you're going to be driving around

with my child at some point, | expect you to.have good. vision.”

“Right...” | wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans. | should just come clean. “The thing is,
| don’t really...” | clear my throat. “lI don’t actually need glasses. The ones | was

wearing at my interview were more... sort of, decorative. You know?”
She licks her lips. “l see. So you lied to me.”

“l wasn't lying. It was a fashion statement.”



Chapter 9

Chapter 9

Nina is at her PTA meeting tonight—the one | ruined by throwing out her notes. She is
grabbing a bite to eat with some of the other parents, so I've been tasked with making

dinner for Andrew and Cecelia.

The house is so much quieter when Nina isn’t here. I'm not sure why, but she just has
an energy that fills the entire space. Right now I'm alone in the kitchen, searing a filet
mignon in the frying pan before sticking it in the oven, and it’'s heavenly silent in the

Winchester household. It’'s nice. This job would be so great if not for my boss.

Andrew has incredible timing—he comes home just as I’'m taking the steaks out of the
oven and letting them rest on the kitchen counter. He peeks into the kitchen. “Smells

great—again.”

“Thanks.” | add a little bit more salt to the mashed potatoes, which are already
drenched in butter and cream. “Can you tell Cecelia to come down? | called her twice

but...” Actually, | called up to her three times. She has not yet answered me.
Andrew nods. “Gotcha.”

Shortly after Andrew disappears into the dining room and calls her name, | hear her

quick footsteps on the staircase. So that’s how it’s going to be.

| put together two plates containing the steak, mashed potatoes, and a side of
broccoli. The portions are smaller on Cecelia’s plate, and | am not going to enforce
whether she eats the broccoli or not. If her father wants her to eat it, he can make her
do it. But | would be remiss if | didn’t provide vegetables. When | was growing up, my

mother always made sure to have a serving of vegetables on a dinner plate.



I’'m sure she’s still wondering where she went wrong with raising me.

Cecelia is wearing another of her overly fancy dresses in an impractical pale color. I've
never seen her wear normal kid clothing, and it just seems wrong. You can’t play in the
dresses Cecelia wears—they're too uncomfortable and they show every speck of dirt.
She sits down at one of the chairs at the dining table, takes the napkin I laid out, and
places it down on her lap daintily. For a moment, I'm a bit charmed. Then she opens

her mouth.

“Why did you give me water?” She crinkles her.nose at the glass of filtered water | put

at her place setting. “l hate water. Get me apple juice.”

If | had spoken to somebody like that when | was a child, my mother would have
smacked my hand and told me to say “please.” But Cecelia isn't my child, and |
haven’t managed to endear myself to her yet in the time I've been here. So | smile

politely, take the water away, and bring her a glass of apple juice.

When | place the new glass in front of her, she carefully examines it. She holds it up to

the light, narrowing her eyes. “This glass is dirty. Get me another one.”

“It’s not dirty,” | protest. “It just came out of the dishwasher.”

“It's smudged.” She makes a face. “I don’t want it. Give me another one.”

| take a deep, calming breath. I’'m not going to fight with this little girl. If she wants a

new glass for her apple juice, I'll get her a new glass.

As I'm fetching Cecelia her new glass, Andrew comes out to the dining table. He’'s
removed his tie and unbuttoned the top button on his white dress shirt. Just the tiniest

hint of chest hair peeks out. And | have to look away.

Men are something | am still learning how to navigate in my post-incarceration life.
And by “learning,” | of course mean that | am completely avoiding it. At my last job
waitressing at that bar—my only job since | got out—customers would inevitably ask

me out. | always said no. There just isn’t room in my messed-up life right now for



something like that. And of course, the men who asked me were men | wouldn’t have

ever wanted to go out with.

| went to prison when | was seventeen. | wasn’t a virgin, but my only experiences
included clumsy high school sex. Over my time in jail, | would sometimes feel the tug
around attractive male guards. Sometimes the tug was almost painful. And one of the
things | looked forward to when | got out was the possibility of having a relationship

with a man. Or even just feeling a man’s lips against mine. | want it. Of course | do.

But not now. Someday.

Still, when | look at a man like-/Andrew Winchester, | think about the fact that | haven’t
even touched a man in over a decade—not like that, anyway. He's not anything like
those creeps at the seedy bar where | used to wait tables. When | do eventually put
myself back out there, he’s the sort of man I’'m looking for. Except obviously not

married.

An idea occurs to me: if | ever want to release a little tension, Enzo might be a good
candidate. No, he doesn’t speak English. But if it’s just one night, it shouldn’t matter.
He looks like he would know what to do without having to say much. And unlike
Andrew, he doesn’t wear a wedding ring—although | can’t help but wonder about this

Antonia person, whose name is tattooed on his arm.

| wrench myself from my fantasies about the sexy landscaper as | return to the kitchen
to retrieve the two plates of food. Andrew’s eyes light up when he sees the juicy steak,

seared to perfection. | am really proud of how it came out.

“This looks incredible, Millie!” he says.

“Thanks,” | say.

| look over at Cecelia, who has the opposite response. “Yuck! This is steak.” Stating the

obvious, | guess.

“Steak is good, Cece,” Andrew tells her. “You should try it.”



Cecelia looks at her father then back down at her plate. She prods her steak gingerly
with her fork, as if she’s anxious it might leap off the plate and into her mouth. She has

a pained expression on her face.

“Cece...” Andrew says.

| look between Cecelia and Andrew, not sure what to do. It hits me now that | probably
shouldn’t have made steak for a nine-year-old girl. | just assumed she had to have

highbrow taste, living in a place like this.

“Um,” | say. “Should I...?"

Andrew pushes back his chair and grabs Cecelia’s plate from the table. “Okay, I'll

make you some chicken nuggets.”

| follow Andrew back into the kitchen, apologizing profusely. He just laughs. “Don’t
worry about it. Cecelia is obsessed with chicken, and especially chicken nuggets. We
could be dining at the fanciest restaurant in Long Island, and she’ll order chicken

nuggets.”

My shoulders relax a bit. “You don’t have to do this. | can make her chicken nuggets.”

Andrew lays her plate down on the kitchen counter and wags a finger at me. “Oh, but |

do. If you're going to work here, you need a tutorial.”

“Okay..."”

He wrenches the freezer open and pulls out a giant family pack of chicken nuggets.
“See, these are the nuggets Cecelia likes. Don’t get any other brands. Anything else is
unacceptable.” He fumbles with the Ziploc seal on the bag and removes one of the

frozen nuggets. “Also, they must be dinosaur-shaped. Dinosaur—got that?”

| can’t suppress a smile. “Got it.”

“Also”—he holds up the chicken nugget—“you have to first examine the nugget for

any deformities. Missing head, missing leg, or missing tail. If the dinosaur nugget has



any of these critical defects, it will be rejected.”

Now he pulls a plate from the cabinet above the microwave. He lays five perfect
nuggets on the plate. “She likes to have five nuggets. You put it in the microwave for
exactly ninety seconds. Any less, it's frozen. Any more, it’s overcooked. It's a very

tenuous balance.”

| nod solemnly. “I understand.”

As the chicken nuggets rotate in-the microwave, he glances around the kitchen, which

is at least twice as large as the apartment | was evicted from.

“l can’t even tell you how much money we spent renovating this kitchen, and Cecelia

won’t eat anything that doesn’t come out of the microwave.”

The words “spoiled brat” are at the tip of my tongue, but | don’t say them. “She knows

what she likes.”

“She sure does.” The microwave beeps and he pulls out the plate of piping hot chicken

nuggets. “How about you? Have you eaten yet?”

“I'll just bring some food up to my room.”

He raises an eyebrow. “You don’t want to join us?”

Part of me would like to join him. There’'s something very engaging about Andrew
Winchester, and | can’t help but want to get to know him better. But at the same time,
it would be a mistake. If Nina walked in and saw the two of us laughing it up at the
dining table, she wouldn’t like it. | also have a feeling that Cecelia won’t make the

evening pleasant.

“I"d rather just eat in my room,” | say.

He looks like he’s going to protest, but then he thinks better of it. “Sorry,” he says.

“We’'ve never had live-in help before, so I’'m not sure...



Chapter 10

Chapter 10

A week later, | come down to the living room and find Nina holding a full garbage bag.

My first thought is: Oh God, what now?

In only a week of living-with the-Winchesters, jhfeeljlikeslive been here for years. No,
centuries. Nina’'s moods are wildly unpredictable. At one moment, she’s hugging me
and telling me how much she appreciates having me here. In the next, she’s berating
me for not completing some task she never even told me about. She’s flighty, to say
the least. And Cecelia is a total brat, who clearly resents my presence here. If | had

any other options, | would quit.
But | don't, so | don't.

The only member of the family who isn’t completely intolerable is Andrew. He is not
around much, but my few interactions with him have been... uneventful. And at this

point, I'm thrilled with uneventful.
Truthfully, | feel sorry for Andrew sometimes. It can’t be easy being married to Nina.

| hover at the entrance to the living room, trying to figure out what Nina could possibly
be doing with a garbage bag. Does she want me to sort the garbage from now on,
alphabetically and by color and odor? Have | purchased some sort of unacceptable

garbage bag and now | need to re-bag the garbage? | can’t even begin to guess.
“Millie!” she calls out.

My stomach clenches. | have a feeling I’'m about to figure out what she wants me to do

with the garbage. “Yes?”



She waves me over to her—I try to walk over like I'm not being led to my execution.

It’s not easy.

“Is there something wrong?” | ask.

Nina picks up the heavy garbage bag and drops it on her gorgeous leather sofa. |
grimace, wanting to warn her not to get garbage all over the expensive leather

material.

“l just went through my closet,”she says. “And unfortunately, a few of my dresses
have gotten a tad too small. So I've collected them in this bag. Would you be a dear

and take this to a donation bin?”

Is that it? That’s not so bad. “Of course. No problem.”

“Actually...” Nina takes a step back, her eyes raking over me. “What size are you?”

“Um, six?”

Her face lights up. “Oh, that's perfect! These dresses are all size six or eight.”

Six or eight? Nina looks like she’s at least a size fourteen. She must not have cleared

out her closet in a while. “Oh..."”

“You should take them,” she says. “You don’t have any nice clothes.”

| flinch at her statement, although she’s right. | don’t have any nice clothing. “I’'m not

sure if | should...”

“Of course you should!” She thrusts the bag in my direction. “They would look amazing

on you. | insist!”

| accept the bag from her and nudge it open. There’s a little white dress on top and |
pull it out. It looks incredibly expensive and the material is so soft, | want to bathe in it.
She’s right. This would look amazing on me—it would look amazing on anyone. If | do

decide to get out there and start dating again, it would be nice to have some decent



clothing. Even if it is all white.

“Okay,” | agree. “Thank you so much. This is so generous of you.”
“You're very welcome! | hope you enjoy them!”

“And if you ever decide you want it back, just let me know.”

When she throws back her head and laughs, her double chin wobbles. “l don’t think
I’'m going to drop any dress sizes anytime soon. Especially since Andy and | are having

a baby.”
My mouth falls open. “You're pregnant?”

I’m not sure if Nina being pregnant is a good or bad thing. Although that would explain
her moodiness. But she shakes her head. “Not yet. We've been trying for a bit, but no

luck. But we're both really eager to have...



Chapter 11

Chapter 11

“Millie!” Nina’s voice sounds frantic on the other line. “I need you to pick up Cecelia

from school!”

I’'ve got a pile of laundry-balanced in my armspyandymyrcell phone is between my
shoulder and my ear. I .always pick up immediately when Nina calls, no matter what

I’m doing. Because if | don’t, she will call over and over (and over) until | do.
“Sure, no problem,” | say.

“Oh, thank you!” Nina gushes. “You’'re such a dear! Just grab her from the Winter

Academy at 2:45! You're the best, Millie!”

Before | can ask any other questions, like where I'm supposed to meet Cecelia or the
address of the Winter Academy, Nina has hung up. As | remove the phone wedged
under my ear, | feel a jolt of panic when | see the time. I've got less than fifteen
minutes to figure out where this school is and retrieve my employer’s daughter.

Laundry is going to have to wait.

| type the name of the school into Google as | sprint down the stairs. Nothing comes
up. The closest school by that name is in Wisconsin, and even though Nina makes
some odd requests, | doubt she expects me to pick her daughter up in Wisconsin in
fifteen minutes. | call Nina back, but naturally, she doesn’t pick up. Neither does Andy

when | try him.
Great.

While | pace across the kitchen, trying to figure out what to do next, | notice a piece of

paper stuck to the refrigerator with a magnet. It’s a school holiday schedule. From the



Windsor Academy.

She said Winter. Winter Academy. I'm sure of it. Didn’t she?

| don’t have time to wonder if Nina told me the wrong name or if she doesn’t know the
name of the school her daughter attends, where she is also vice president of the PTA.
Thankfully, there’s an address on the flier, so | know exactly where to go. And I've only

got ten minutes to get there.

The Winchesters live. in-a town that boasts some of the best public schools in the
country, but Cecelia goes to private school, because'of course she does. The Windsor
Academy is a huge elegant structure with lots of ivory columns, dark brown bricks, and
ivy running along the walls that makes me feel like I'm picking Cecelia up at Hogwarts

or something unreal like that.

One other thing | wish Nina had warned me about was the parking situation at pick-up
time. It is an absolute nightmare. | have to drive around for several minutes searching
for a spot, and | finally squeeze in between a Mercedes and a Rolls-Royce. I’'m scared

somebody might tow my dented Nissan just on principle.

Given how little time | had to get to the school, I'm huffing and puffing as | sprint to
the entrance. And naturally, there are five separate entrances. Which one will Cecelia
be coming out of? There’s no indication where | should go. | try calling Nina again, but
once more, the call goes to voicemail. Where is she? It's none of my business, but the
woman doesn’t have a job and | do all the chores. What could she be doing with

herself?

After questioning several irritable parents, | ascertain that Cecelia will be coming out
of the very last entrance on the right side of the school. But just because | am
determined not to screw this up, | approach two immaculately dressed women chatting

by the door and ask, “Is this the exit for the fourth graders?”

“Yes, it is.” The thinner of the two women—a brunette with the most perfectly shaped

eyebrows I've ever seen—looks me up and down. “Who are you looking for?”



| squirm under her gaze. “Cecelia Winchester.”

The two women exchange knowing looks. “You must be the new maid Nina hired,” the

shorter woman—a redhead—says.

“Housekeeper,” | correct her, although | don’t know why. Nina can call me whatever

she wants.

The brunette snickers at my comment but doesn’t say anything about it. “So how is it

so far working there?”

She’s digging for dirt. Good luck with that—I'm not going to give her any. “It's great.”

The women exchange looks again. “So Nina isn’t driving you crazy?” the redhead asks

me.

“What do you mean?” | say carefully. | don’t want to gossip with these harpies, but at

the same time, I'm curious about Nina.

“Nina is just a bit... high strung,” the brunette says.

“Nina is nuts,” the redhead pipes up. “Literally.”

| suck in a breath. “What?”

The brunette elbows the redhead hard enough to make her gasp. “Nothing. She’s just

joking around.”

At that moment, the doors to the school swing open and children pour out. If there
were any chance to get more information out of these two women, the chance is gone
as they both move in the direction of their own fourth graders. But | can’t stop thinking

about what they said.

| spot Cecelia’s pale blond hair near the entrance. Even though most of the other kids
are wearing jeans and T-shirts, she’s wearing another lacy dress, this one a pale sea

green. She sticks out like a sore thumb. | have no problem keeping her in my sight as |



move toward her.

“Cecelia!” | wave my arm frantically as | get closer. “I'm here to pick you up!”

Cecelia looks at me like she would much rather get into the back of the van of some
bearded homeless man than go home with me. She shakes her head and turns away

from me.

“Cecelia!” | say, more sharply. “Come on. Your mom said | should pick you up.”

She turns back to look at me, and her eyes say.she thinks I'm a moron. “No, she didn’t.

Sophia’s mother is picking me up and taking me to karate.”

Before | can protest, a woman in her forties wearing yoga pants and a pullover comes

over and rests her hand on Cecelia’s shoulder. “Ready for karate, girls?”

| blink up at the woman. She does not appear to be a kidnapper. But there’s obviously
been some misunderstanding. Nina called me and told me to pick up Cecelia. She was
very clear about it. Well, except for the part where she told me the wrong school. But

other than that, she was very clear.

“Excuse me,” | say to the woman. “l work for the Winchesters and Nina asked me to

pick up Cecelia today.”

The woman arches an eyebrow and places a recently manicured hand on her hip. “I

don’t think so. | pick up Cecelia every single Wednesday and...”



Chapter 12

Chapter 12

Even though | had resigned myself to minding my own business about Nina’s mental

health history, | can’t help but wonder. | work for this woman. | live with this woman.

And there’s something else strange aboutyNinas kike, thissmorning as I'm cleaning the
master bathroom, | can’t help but think nobody with good mental health could leave
the bathroom in this sort of disorder—the towels on the floor, the toothpaste hugging
the basin of the sink. | know depression can sometimes make people unmotivated to
clean up. But Nina motivates herself enough to get out and about every day, wherever

she goes.

The worst thing was finding a used tampon on the floor a few days ago. A used, bloody

tampon. | wanted to throw up.

While I'm scrubbing the toothpaste and the globs of makeup adhered to the sink, my
eyes stray to the medicine cabinet. If Nina’s actually “nuts,” she’s probably on
medication, right? But | can’t look in the medicine cabinet. That would be a massive

violation of trust.
But then again, it’s not like anyone would know if | took a look. Just a quick look.

| look out at the bedroom. Nobody is in there. | peek around the corner just to make
absolutely sure. I'm alone. | go back into the bathroom and after a moment of

hesitation, | nudge the medicine cabinet open.
Wow, there are a lot of medications in here.

| pick up one of the orange pill bottles. The name on it is Nina Winchester. | read off

the name of the medication: haloperidol. Whatever that is.



| start to pick up a second pill bottle when a voice floats down the hallway: “Millie? Are

you in there?”
Oh no.

| hastily stuff the bottle back in the cabinet and slam it shut. My heart is racing, and a
cold sweat breaks out on my palms. | plaster a smile on my face just in time for Nina to
burst into the bedroom, wearing a white sleeveless blouse and white jeans. She stops

short when she sees me in the bathroom.
“What are you doing?” sheasks me.
“I'm cleaning the bathroom.” I'm not looking at your medications, that’s for sure.

Nina squints at me, and for a moment, I'm certain she’s going to accuse me of going
through the medicine cabinet. And I’'m a horrible liar, so she’ll almost certainly know

the truth. But then her eyes fall on the sink.

“How do you clean the sink?” she asks.

“Um.” | lift the spray bottle in my hand. “l use this sink cleaner.”

“Is it organic?”

“1...” I look at the bottle I picked up at the grocery store last week. “No. It isn't.”

Nina’s face falls. “I really prefer organic cleaning products, Millie. They don’t have as

many chemicals. You know what | mean?”

“Right...” I don’t say what I’'m thinking, which is | can’t believe a woman who is taking
that many medications is concerned about a few chemicals in a cleaning product. |
mean, yes, it's in her sink, but she’s not ingesting it. It's not going into her

bloodstream.

“l just feel like...” She frowns. “You aren’t doing a good job getting the sink clean. Can

| watch how you're doing it? I'd like to see what you're doing wrong.”



She wants to watch me clean her sink? “Okay...”

| spray more of the product in her sink and scrub at the porcelain until the toothpaste

residue vanishes. | glance over at Nina, who is nodding thoughtfully.

“That’s fine,” she says. “l guess the real question is how are you cleaning the sink

when I’'m not watching you.”
“Um, the same?”

“Hmm. | highly doubt that.” She rolls her eyes. “Anyway, | don’t have time to supervise

your cleaning all day. Try to make sure to do a thorough...”



Chapter 13

Chapter 13 opens with the narrator busy vacuuming the living room when she notices
a shadow moving outside the window. Curiosity piqued, she steps closer to the window
and sees Enzo working in the backyard, digging at the flower bed in the front yard.
From what the narrator gathers, Enzo appears to rotate between houses, taking on
various landscaping tasks. His presence hasjhbecome arnermal part of the household
rhythm, yet something about the day feels different as the narrator’s thoughts start to

wander, especially regarding Nina’s health.

Feeling unsettled, the narrator grabs an empty glass from the kitchen and fills it with
cold water, unsure of what she hopes to accomplish by approaching Enzo. She steps
outside, a bit unsure of herself but driven by a growing curiosity. After overhearing two
women discussing Nina’s supposed mental instability, the narrator can't shake the
thoughts that have been building in her mind. Her unease only grows when she
discovers antipsychotic medication in Nina’'s medicine cabinet, making her question
the situation further. While she isn’t one to judge anyone for having psychological
struggles—having encountered many women in similar circumstances during her time
in prison—the narrator feels it would be helpful to understand Nina's situation better.
She wonders if gaining insight into Nina's mental health might offer clarity, perhaps

even allowing her to find ways to support her.

Recalling Enzo's cryptic behavior on her first day, when he seemed to hint at
something, the narrator senses that now might be the right time to approach him for
answers. With Nina away, Andrew at work, and Cecelia at school, she recognizes an
opportunity to confront the mystery, even if the language barrier makes it difficult. The
only challenge is that Enzo speaks very little English, so communication could prove
difficult. Regardless, she figures that offering him the glass of water would be a kind

gesture, and maybe, just maybe, he’ll be more willing to talk. As she steps outside, she



finds Enzo engrossed in his work, still digging away without acknowledging her
presence. Undeterred, she clears her throat several times, trying to catch his
attention, but he remains focused on the task at hand. Finally, she waves her hand and

says, “Hola!”—realizing too late that she might have used Spanish instead of Italian.

Enzo finally looks up, an amused smile playing on his lips as he responds with a
cheerful, “Ciao.” His reaction, lighthearted yet slightly knowing, shows that he is aware
of her attempts at communication, despite the language gap. This brief interaction
highlights the growing-sense of complexity between the narrator and Enzo, and
perhaps even the greater mystery surrounding Nina’s mental state. Enzo’s presence,
coupled with the underlying tension in the air, signals that there are layers of meaning
and secrets yet to be uncovered in the household. The protagonist’'s simple gesture of
offering a glass of water becomes a symbol of her desire to bridge the distance
between herself and the people in the house, particularly Enzo, who seems to hold

some hidden knowledge.

In this chapter, the narrator’s curiosity about Nina’s mental state and her interactions
with Enzo reflect the larger theme of discovering the truth about those we live with
and the emotional complexity of trying to understand someone else's private
struggles. The protagonist’s internal dialogue reveals a deep desire to help Nina and
connect with her, but the realization that she doesn't fully understand Nina’s situation
heightens the tension. The language barrier with Enzo adds a layer of complexity to
the situation, as the narrator tries to navigate her way through the maze of unspoken
rules and secrets in the house. While the attempt to communicate with Enzo is driven
by a genuine desire to understand Nina’s behavior, it also highlights the challenges
faced when trying to connect with others, especially in a household filled with tension

and unspoken expectations.

The chapter captures the tension between the narrator’s need for answers and the
hesitations that come with not fully understanding the people around her. This
dynamic of trying to reach out, combined with the complicated nature of Nina's

behavior, emphasizes how deeply psychological issues can affect relationships within a



home. As the narrator continues to grapple with the complexities of Nina’s mental
health, her attempts to communicate with Enzo reveal both the potential for
connection and the difficulty of bridging the emotional gaps that exist between them.
The unease the narrator feels grows, and this chapter illustrates the fine line between
wanting to understand and the challenges that come with trying to understand

someone else's deeply personal struggles.



Chapter 14

Chapter 14

I’'ve been living with the Winchesters for about three weeks when | have my first parole
officer meeting. | waited to schedule it for my day off. | don’t want them to know

where I'm going.

I’'m down to monthly meetings with my officer, Pam, a stocky middle-aged woman with
a strong jaw. Right after | got out, | was living in housing subsidized by the prison, but
after Pam helped me get that waitressing job, | moved out and got my own place. Then
after | lost the waitressing job, | never exactly told Pam about it. Also, | never told her
about my eviction. At our last meeting a little over a month ago, I lied through my

teeth.

Lying to a parole officer is a violation of parole. Not having a residence and living out
of your car is also a violation of parole. | don’t like to lie, but | didn’t want to have my
parole revoked and go right back to prison to serve the last five years of my sentence.

| couldn’t let that happen.
But things have turned around. | can be honest with Pam today. Well, almost.

Even though it’s a breezy spring day, Pam’s small office is like a hundred degrees. Half
the year, her office is a sauna, and the other half of the year it’s freezing. There’'s no
in-between. She’s got the small window wrenched open, and there’s a fan blowing the
dozens of papers around her desk. She has to keep her hands on them to keep them

from blowing away.

“Millie.” She smiles at me when | come in. She’s a nice person and genuinely seems
like she wants to help me, which made me feel all the worse about how | lied to her.

“Good to see you! How is it going?”



| settle down into one of the wooden chairs in front of her desk.

“Great!” That's a bit of a lie. But it’s going fine. Good enough. “Nothing to report.”

Pam rifles through the papers on her desk. “l got your message about the address

change. You're working for a family in Long Island as a housekeeper?”

“That’s right.”

“You didn’t like the job at Charlie’s?”

| chew on my lip. “Not really:”

This is one of the things | lied to her about. Telling her that | quit the job at Charlie’s.

When the reality is that they fired me. But it was completely unfair.

At least | was lucky enough that they quietly fired me and didn’t get the police
involved. That was part of the deal—I go quietly and they don’t involve the cops. |
didn’t have much of a choice. If they had gone to the police about what happened, |

would’ve been right back in prison.

So | didn't tell Pam | got fired, because if | did, she would have called them to find out

why. And then when | lost my apartment, | couldn’t tell her about that either.

But it’s fine now. | have a new job and a place to live. I'm not in danger of being locked
up again. At my last appointment with Pam, | was sitting on the edge of my seat, but |

feel okay this time.

“I'm proud of you, Millie,” Pam says. “Sometimes it’s hard for people to adjust when

they have been incarcerated since they were teenagers, but you've done great.”

“Thank you.” No, she definitely doesn’t need to know about that month when | was

living in my car.

“So how is the new job?” she asks. “How are they treating you?”



“Um...” | rub my knees. “It's fine. The woman | work for is a bit... eccentric. But I’'m just

cleaning. It’s not a big deal.”

Another thing that’s a slight lie. | don’t want to tell her that Nina Winchester has been
making me increasingly uncomfortable. | searched online to see if she herself had any
kind of record. Nothing popped up, but | didn’t pay for the actual background check.

Anyway, Nina is rich enough to keep her nose clean.

“Well, that’s great,” Pam says. “And how is your social life?”

That's not technically an area a parole officer is supposed to be asking about, but Pam

and | have become friendly, so1 don't mind the question.

“Nonexistent.”

She throws back her head and laughs so that | can see a shiny filling in the back of her
mouth. “l understand if you don’t feel ready to date yet. But you should try to make

some friends, Millie.”

“Yeah,” | say, even though | don’'t mean it.

“And when you do start dating,” she says, “don’t just settle for anyone. Don’t date a

jerk just because you’re an ex-con. You deserve someone who treats you right.”

llem...-ll

For a moment, | allow myself to think about the possibility of dating a man in the
future. | close my eyes, trying to imagine what he might look like. Unbidden, the image

of Andrew Winchester fills my head, with his easy charm and handsome smile.

My eyes fly open. Oh no. No way. | can’t even think it.

“Also,” Pam adds, “you’re beautiful. You shouldn’t settle.”

| almost laugh out loud. I've been doing everything | can to look as unattractive as |

possibly can. | wear baggy clothing, | always keep my hair in a bun or a ponytail, and |



haven’t put on even one scrap of makeup. But Nina still looks at me like I'm some kind

of vamp.
“I'm just not ready to think about that yet,” | say.

“That’s fine,” Pam says. “But remember, having a job and shelter is important, but

human connections are even more important.”

She might be right, but I'm just not ready for that right now, | have to focus on keeping

my nose clean. The last thing I'want is to end up back in prison. That's all that matters.

| have trouble sleeping at night.

When you're in prison, you're always sleeping with one eye open. You don’t want
things to be going on around you without you knowing about it. And now that I'm out,
the instinct hasn’t left me. When | first got an actual bed, | was able to sleep really well
for a while, but now my old insomnia has come back full force. Especially because my

bedroom is so unbearably stuffy.

My first paycheck has been deposited in my bank account, and the next chance | have,
I’'m going to go out and buy myself a television for my bedroom. If | turn on the
television, | might be able to drift off to sleep with it on. The sound will mimic the noise

at night in the prison.

Up until now, I've been hesitant to use the Winchesters’ television. Not the huge home
theater, obviously, but their “normal” TV in the living room. It doesn’t seem like it
should be a big deal, considering Nina and Andrew go to bed early. They have a very
specific routine every night. Nina goes upstairs to put Cecelia to bed at precisely 8:30.
| can hear her reading a bedtime story, then she sings to her. Every night she sings the
same song: “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” from The Wizard of Oz. Nina doesn’t
sound like she has any vocal training, but there’'s something strangely, hauntingly

beautiful about the way she sings to Cecelia.

After Cecelia goes to sleep, Nina reads or watches television in the bedroom. Andrew

follows upstairs not long after. If | come downstairs after ten o’clock, the first floor is



completely empty.

So this particular night | decided to take advantage.

This is why I'm sprawled out on the sofa, watching an episode of Family Feud. It’s
nearly one in the morning, so the high energy level of the contestants seems almost
bizarre. Steve Harvey is joking around with them, and despite how tired | am, | laugh
out loud when one of the contestants gets up to demonstrate his tap-dancing skills. |
used to watch the show when | was a kid, and | always imagined going on it myself;
I’m not sure who | would’ve invited to go,with.me. My, parents, me—that’s three. Who

else could | have invited?

“Is that Family Feud?”

| jerk my head up. Even though it's the middle of the night, Andrew Winchester is

somehow standing behind me, as wide awake as the people on the television screen.

Damn. | knew | should have stayed in my room.

“Oh!” I say. “I, uh... I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to...”

He arches an eyebrow. “What are you sorry for? You live here, too. You have every

right to watch the television.”

| grab a pillow from the couch to conceal my flimsy gym shorts that I've been sleeping

in. Also, I'm not wearing a bra. “l was going to buy a set for my room.”

“It’s fine to use our monitor, Millie. You probably won’t get much reception up there
anyway.” The whites of his eyes glow in the light of the television. “I'll be out of your

hair in a minute. I'm just grabbing a glass of water.”

| sit on the couch, clutching the pillow to my chest, debating if | should go upstairs. I'm
never going to fall asleep now because my heart is racing. He said he was just getting
some water, so maybe | can stay. | watch him shuffle into the kitchen and | hear the

tap running.



He comes back into the living room, sipping from his water glass. That's when | notice

he’s only got on a white undershirt and boxers. But at least he’s not shirtless.

“How come you poured water from the sink?” | can’t help but ask him.

He plops down next to me on the sofa, even though | wish he wouldn’t. “What do you

mean?”

It would be rude to jump off the sofa, so | just scoot down as far as | can. The last thing
| need is for Nina to see the two-of us getting cozy together on the sofa in our

underwear. “Like, you didn‘t use the water filter in the refrigerator.”

He laughs. “l don’t know. I've always just gotten water from the sink. Like, is it

poison?”

“I don’t know. | think it has chemicals in it.”

He runs a hand through his dark hair until it sticks up a bit. “I'm hungry for some

reason. Any leftovers from dinner in the fridge?”

“No, sorry.”

“Hmm.” He rubs his stomach. “Would it be really bad manners if | eat some peanut

butter right out of the jar?”

| cringe at the mention of peanut butter. “As long as you're not eating in front of

Cecelia.”

He tilts his head. “Why?”

“You know. Because she’s allergic.” They really don’t seem very respectful of Cecelia’s

deadly peanut allergy in this household.

Even more surprising, Andrew laughs. “No, she’s not.”

“Yes, she is. She told me she is. The first day | was here.”



“Um, | think | would know if my daughter were allergic to peanuts.” He snorts.

“Anyway, do you think we would keep a big jar of it in the pantry if she were allergic?”

That was exactly what | thought when Cecelia told me about her allergy. Was she just
making it up to torture me? | wouldn’t put it past her. Then again, Nina also said

Cecelia had a peanut allergy. What’s going on here?

But Andrew makes the most valid point: the fact that there’s a big jar of peanut butter

in the pantry indicates nobody here has a deadly peanut allergy.

“Blueberries,” Andrew says:

| frown. “l don’t think there are any blueberries in the refrigerator.”

“No.” He nods at the television screen, where Family Feud has entered the second
round. “They surveyed a hundred people and asked them to name a fruit you can fit in

your mouth whole.”

The contestant on the screen answers blueberries, and it’'s the number one answer.

Andrew pumps his fist. “See? | knew it. | would be great on this show.”

“The top answer is always easy to get,” | say. “The tricky part is getting the more

obscure answers.”

“Okay, smarty pants.” He grins at me. “Name a fruit you can fit in your mouth whole.”

“Um...” | tap a finger against my chin. “A grape.”

Sure enough, the next contestant answers “grape” and is correct.

“l stand corrected,” he says. “You're good at this, too. Okay, what about a

strawberry?”

“It's probably up there,” | say, “even though you wouldn’t really want to put a whole

strawberry in your mouth because it has the stem and all that.”



The contestants manage to name strawberries and cherries, but they get stuck on the

last answer. Andrew is cracking up when one of them says a peach.

“A peach!” he cries. “Who could fit a peach in their mouth? You’d have to unhinge

your jaw!”

| giggle. “Better than a watermelon.”

“That’s probably the answer! | bet anything.”

The final answer on the board turns out to be a plum. Andrew shakes his head. “I don't
know about that. I'd like to see a picture of the contestants who said they could fit a

plum in their mouth whole.”

“That should be part of the show,” | say. “You get to hear from the hundred people

surveyed and get the rationale behind their answers.”

“You should write to Family Feud and suggest that,” he says soberly.

“You could revolutionize the whole show.”

| giggle again. When | first met Andrew, | assumed he was a stuffy rich guy. But he’s
not like that at all. Nina is certifiable, but Andrew is nice. He's completely down-to-

earth, and he’s funny. And it seems like he’s a really good dad to Cecelia.

The truth is, | feel a bit sorry for him sometimes.

| shouldn’t think that. Nina is my boss. She gives me paychecks and a place to live. My
loyalty is to her. But at the same time, she’s awful. She’s a slob, she’s constantly
telling me conflicting information, and she can be incredibly cruel. Even Enzo, who's

got to be two hundred pounds of solid muscle, seems afraid of her.

Of course, | might not feel that way if Andrew wasn’t so incredibly attractive. Even
though | have sat as far away from him as | possibly can without falling off the side of
the couch, | can’t help but think about the fact that he is wearing his underwear right

now. He's in his freaking boxers. And his undershirt material is thin enough that | can



see the outline of some very sexy muscles. He could do a lot better than Nina.
| wonder if he knows it.

Just as I’'m starting to relax and feel glad that Andrew joined me down here, a screechy
voice breaks into my thoughts: “Gosh, what's the big joke you're laughing about down

here?”

| whip my head around. Nina is standing at the foot of the stairs, staring at us. When
she’s in her heels, | canhear hercoming a mile away, but she’s surprisingly light-
footed in her bare feet. She’s wearing a/white nightgown that falls to her ankles, and

her arms are folded across her chest.
“Hey, Nina.” Andrew yawns and climbs off the sofa. “What are you doing up?”

Nina is glaring at us. | don’t know how he isn’t panicking right now. I'm one second
away from peeing in my pants. But he seems totally cavalier about the fact that his
wife just caught the two of us alone in the living room at one in the morning, both of us

in our underwear. Not that we were doing anything, but still.

“l could ask you the same thing,” Nina retorts. “You two seem to be having a lot of fun.

What's the joke?”

Andrew lifts a shoulder. “I came down to get some water and Millie was here watching

television. | got distracted by Family Feud.”

“Millie.” Nina turns her attention to me. “Why don’t you get a television for your o