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 Call Me Eli 
 
    Desdemona Wren 
 
      
 
    After his father’s passing, Eli Tremont struggles to find acceptance in his hometown of Appleton, WA due to him being transgender.  
 
    His step-mother, Clarice Tremont, would rather try to erase him from existence than accept him for who he is and his step-sisters, Anastasia and Nina, follow her primitive way of thinking. 
 
    There are only a few people in Appleton that are on his side; his best friend Kelly Baum and his boss Alex Gilroy. They’re the only people who even come close to understanding what he’s going through. 
 
    When Kelly (with Alex’s help) pushes Eli to go to Seattle for an impromptu summer iteration of CosFest, a costume festival he and Kelly have been going to together for years, Eli is against it. He would rather pull out his own teeth than risk angering his step-mother. Though, when he finds out Clarice and his step-sisters will be gone for the weekend, he goes without their knowledge.  
 
    However, there’s something Kelly isn’t telling him; there’s a reason why CosFest was rescheduled. Eli discovers this when the international superstar, and his step-sisters’ favorite musician, Dustin Lightning takes the stage and the purportedly enchanted evening quickly begins to unravel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    My father, Samuel Elijah Tremont, was a good man, but even the best men can make mistakes.  
 
    Last year—five years after the death of my mother—my father remarried. I wasn’t angry. I wanted my father to be happy. He’d been lonely since my mother’s passing, and I felt like this would be good for him. 
 
    Clarice—his new wife—was fine, at first. I was even excited to have two new sisters.  
 
    Like their mother, Anastasia and Nina were great, at first. I adored them. Having sisters was sort of like having a built-in best friend. They had to like me. I didn’t even mind much that Clarice wasn’t very warm or motherly.  
 
    I didn’t expect her to be. She wasn’t my mom. So it made sense that she kept her distance. The slack I cut her then would come back to bite me in the ass later, though.  
 
    Barely a year into his second marriage, my father was in a terrible car accident. He never came home again.  
 
    I was only fourteen-years-old and I’d already lost everything.  
 
    I’d lost my mother, my father, and my sense of self. I didn’t know who I was without him there other than a giant mass of angst and anger. I knew it wasn’t his fault, but how could he have left me behind? 
 
    I never even got to show him who I really was. 
 
    Without him, Clarice and her daughters had no obligation to me anymore. Neither of my now deceased parents had any living family members willing to take in an angry, transitioning, fourteen-year-old boy.  
 
    All I had left were Clarice, my step-sisters, and the empty house my father had left behind.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Three years later… 
 
      
 
    “ELLA!” Clarice shouted from downstairs. Every morning started like this.  
 
    Ever since my father’s passing I’d become a servant in my own house. I had to pay for my room and board somehow.  
 
    “ELLA!” Clarice shrieked again, giving me no time to react. 
 
    She was probably sitting down in the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee and looking over the newspaper.  
 
    “I’m here,” I said, checking the clock on the wall. It was a little early for her to be up and about. She rarely ever beat me downstairs.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” Clarice said with a sigh, looking up from her newspaper and eyeing me skeptically.  
 
    Just as I imagined, she was sitting there at the large wooden kitchen table in front of a brightly colored daisy placemat, sipping her coffee. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a simple bun, and she sported a pastel pink pantsuit. 
 
    When she opened her mouth to speak, I already knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “Why are you dressed like that?” Clarice asked.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you still be sleeping?” I retorted, avoiding the question. “I haven’t even brought your coffee.” 
 
    “Some of us have to work for a living,” she sneered. 
 
    I bit my tongue. I had a job. Clarice knew I had a job. I worked part-time at The Arcade after school to keep up with my expenses. Fortunately, Clarice didn’t force me to pay rent, but I had other expenses she refused to cover.  
 
    Not to mention, even though she insisted on buying all of my clothes, none of them were ever really me. Considering all Clarice bought me were dresses and the occasional skinny jeans with girly embroidery on the back pockets.  
 
    “Go upstairs and change, Ella,” Clarice said, sighing. “Why don’t you wear that new pale pink chiffon dress I bought for you?” 
 
    “I gave the dress to Nina. It’s more her style, don’t you think?” I asked. 
 
    Clarice frowned. “I bought that dress for you,” she said slowly. “Not Nina. It really bothers me when you act so inconsiderate.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, not really meaning it.  
 
    “Go upstairs and tell her you want the dress back,” Clarice commanded. “I’d like to see you wear something nice, Ella. These clothes don’t suit you.” 
 
    It had always been like this between Clarice and I. She never took me seriously. 
 
    I didn’t respond, turning around to march back up the stairs. I have no intention of asking Nina for that dress back, but I didn’t want to confront Clarice either. I would try and wait her out to see if she’d leave before bothering to call me back downstairs again.  
 
    I didn’t exactly feel at home in my too-tight jeans or my women’s plaid shirt either, but it  was better than a dress. The binder I was wearing definitely made me feel a little better too. When I passed my reflection in the mirror at the top of the stairs I refused to look at it. 
 
    I hung out in my room, face down on my bed, for nearly an hour before I finally heard Clarice slam the front door. She was probably used to routine the same way I was at this point. I wondered if she ever got tired of telling me to go back upstairs and change and then me never coming back down again. 
 
    I was supposed to make breakfast every morning, and usually, I did, but not today. Clarice probably had to go to work without something to eat. Some part of me felt guilty for that. 
 
    In my back pocket, my phone began to ring, startling me out of my thoughts. I quickly pulled it out, reading the caller ID. 
 
    It was Kelly Baum, my best friend here in Appleton. She was one of only four people other than my step-family that even had my phone number. I didn’t have many people I connected with here in Appleton, the rest of my friends were from other states. 
 
    I accepted the call.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, smiling. I liked that Kelly was one of those people who would rather call than send a text.  
 
    “Hey,” Kelly said. “Wanna go hiking today? Or whatever else there is to do in the middle of nowhere Washington?”  
 
    I liked hiking. Not as much as Kelly did, but I was fond of it. Where we lived in central Washington there were even a bunch of cave systems to explore. Not that I would recommend doing that without a guide. Exploring cave systems without a guide was a terrible idea.  
 
    “Can’t,” I said. “I have to work today.” 
 
    Kelly groaned. “We could go after.” 
 
    “It’ll be dark,” I protested. Kelly was always suggesting we go night hiking up in the foothills, but I was terrified of being outside after dark. I was more of a morning person.  
 
    “So?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “So, mountain lions! And wolves. And god knows what else will be out there,” I shouted.  
 
    I could practically hear Kelly roll her eyes through the phone. “You’re hopeless, Eli,” she said.  
 
    I felt a little thrill in my stomach when she said my name.  
 
    “That never gets old,” I breathed, a wide grin on my face. 
 
    Kelly laughed. “I know...Eli.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine, and my grin got even bigger.  
 
    “I’m so glad I have you, Kelly,” I said. “Clarice still insists on referring to me as Ella.” A knot formed in my chest. “Had an argument with her this morning. She wants me to wear this pink dress she bought me. Naturally, I hid out in my room.” 
 
    "What time do you go into work?" Kelly asked. "We can hang out before then." 
 
    "I'm pulling a double today, or I would," I said, "I only have an hour before I need to be out of the house." 
 
    "Boo," Kelly said. "Maybe I'll come hang out with you at The Arcade then. I don't even know why you have to go so early if you guys don't even open until noon." 
 
    "Gotta prepare for the day drinkers," I laughed. 
 
    The Arcade I worked at was also a bar. These types of things had become more popular in bigger cities in the past few years, but our arcade only doubled as a bar because the town was so small. Definitely not because we were following any trends. 
 
    Kelly snorted. "I wish I could get day drunk." 
 
    "Still too young," I said. 
 
    "Only four more years," she sighed. "I do plan on getting drunk as often as I can in college. Because we'll both be in Seattle next year. Getting into all sorts of trouble." 
 
    I grimaced. "Didn't you get in to Stanford, though?" 
 
    Kelly was impossibly smart. Way smarter than me and pretty much everyone in this town. I wanted her to do what was best for her, but she kept insisting that she was coming with me to UofW next year. 
 
    “I wanna stay close to home, Eli. You know that. Stanford would be too far. Besides, Ivys don’t hold the same clout they used to.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “I have to get going. Pretty sure Clarice isn’t coming back.” I was glad Nina and Anastasia were out with their friends at the lake. They’ve been gone a few days but would be back tomorrow.  
 
    "I get it, I get it," Kelly laughed. "You're going to have to leave soon if you want to still ride your bike to work." 
 
    "Not gonna be able to ride my bike today," I said with a sigh. "I'll have to drive. Plus it'll save me in the long run. You know I hate riding my bike home at night. What if a friggin wolf comes out of the woods and tries to eat me? I can only pedal so fast." 
 
    Kelly erupted with laughter. "God, E. You worry so much about wildlife that has never even bothered you. I don't even understand why you're so obsessed with this idea that a wolf is going to literally eat you. It's insane." 
 
    I pouted. "It could happen! We literally live in the middle of prime wolf territory." 
 
    "No, we don't," Kelly argued. "We barely even have mountain lions, dude." 
 
    I sighed. "It could still happen, okay? You know how scared I am of being eaten by wildlife." 
 
    "Oh my god you're such a baby. Go to work. I'll be by in a few hours when The Arcade actually opens if you want a ride home or something." 
 
    "Still gonna drive, but thanks," I said. 
 
    "Suit yourself, Eli," Kelly responded. "See you when I see you." 
 
    "See you when I see you."  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Work was usually fun. As much as I complained about how crazy it got once the day drunks got there, watching drunk people play video games was hilarious. Plus my boss, Alex Gilroy, was amazing. 
 
    I met Alex when I used to come to this arcade with my dad. Alex had worked here since he’d been in high school too, and he was only five years older than me. He used to idolize my father, so when my dad passed, it was hard on both of us.  
 
    When the time came for me to start working to support my "bad habits" as Clarice would call them, I chose to start working here. 
 
    When I came out to Alex he took it in stride. I half expected him to be upset or disgusted like Clarice had been. He had grown up in Appleton, after all, but he just shrugged and asked, "What should I call you now?" and he never looked back. 
 
    Other than Kelly and her family, Alex was the only other person in Appleton who was comfortable with calling me Eli. He even let me change my name tag.  
 
    "Good morning, Eli," Alex chirped when he sidled up next to me to unlock the front door. 
 
    "Mornin’ boss," I responded in kind.  
 
    "Looking forward to slumming it with the day drunks again today?" he asked. 
 
    "Of course, I am. It’s what I live for," I said. 
 
    Alex swung open the front door and let us both inside. He took a deep breath through his nose and smiled. "Ah, the smell of nerds and desperation."  
 
    I rolled my eyes. Every time I had opened The Arcade with him he said that. 
 
    "Let's get to work. There's a bunch of gum I meant to scrape up last night at close that I never got to," I said. 
 
    "You sure you're good to work a double, bro?" Alex asked. "You closed last night and now you're here bright and early. You get enough sleep? You staying hydrated?" 
 
    "I'm fine," I said, laughing. 
 
    Alex hummed in response. "Okay, Eli, if you say so. Let's split up. I'll work back to front, you work front to back. Meet in the middle?" 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain,” I said, giving him a salute and pulling out my phone to queue up my cleaning playlist.  
 
    I started at the front with the awful margarita machine. It was the safest bet considering it took hours for the slurry of margarita mix and below-bottom-shelf tequila to become even a little bit frozen or palatable. 
 
    Even frozen—or as frozen as the machine could get it—the margaritas were terrible. They were basically a margarita slushie that tasted like someone chewed up an entire lime and spit it in your mouth and then you washed it down with tequila. 
 
    Didn’t stop me from skimming a little off the top when I pulled the mix out of the freezer. I had a feeling I was going to need it. 
 
    Just because Kelly and Alex were accepting and nice didn't mean the rest of the town was. Here in The Arcade I didn't have the luxury of fading into the background. Since I was so different, and I decided to take a more open and out approach to being transgender, that meant the people of Appleton believed it was a two-way street. 
 
    They all had the wonderful habit of trying to tell me exactly how they felt about my "lifestyle choice" and how wrong I was. A lot of people even cited Jesus as a reference for their bigotry. 
 
    Little known fact about the Pacific Northwest: it is just as bigoted, if not more so than the South East. Kelly and I liked to lovingly refer to Oregon and most of Central Washington as the "second bible belt".  
 
    Everyone in Appleton went to church on Sunday and most of the businesses were even closed on Sunday morning for services.  
 
    I dumped the margarita slurry into the machine and flipped the on switch. Then, I grabbed a mop from the back and started mopping the floor. 
 
    I mopped these floors last night at close, but they never stopped being sticky. It irritated me, so I liked to mop them in the mornings again to make myself feel better. We had slip-proof mats over the floor, but knowing that underneath them, the whole floor was a sticky mess of sugary goop made me anxious. 
 
    From cleaning the floor I moved on to wiping down the counters and, ironically, brewing coffee. It was interesting how many weird things we offered here at The Arcade. There was alcohol, coffee, games, prizes, bar food, pizza, and (oddly) we also sold music. Like, CDs and albums. 
 
    The Arcade was sort of half-arcade, half bar, half-general store. 
 
    "You almost done out here, Eli?" Alex asked, slipping through the doors to the back. He was carrying two tills to place in the registers. "I need you to venture out into the gaming floor to check for anything you and Sharon may have missed last night at close. I know the two of you were probably exhausted. Closing at 1 a.m. is ridiculous." 
 
    "You're telling me," I said with a laugh. “I'm as done as I'm gonna be over here. Just need the tills in place, and we'll be ready to open. I'll go check the floor while you get that squared away." 
 
    I turned and doubled back toward the game room. I'd been working at The Arcade for almost two years and every single shift I have ever closed, I'd forgotten something. It was hard to catch everything when you were trying to escape the pitch black of the game room in the middle of the night. 
 
    It got creepy in here at close. There was maybe a few older dudes drinking margaritas out of giant cups with crinkly straws, bent over a machine, their faces illuminated by the game's light. I shivered at the memory. 
 
    Alex didn’t like to schedule me for closing shifts, usually. He preferred to have me in on opens since he usually worked opens, but when Alice had to call out last night, leaving Sharon to close alone. I stepped in as a favor. 
 
    I definitely didn’t mind covering shifts. I could use the money, considering next year I would be in the city on my own. Kelly kept saying she was coming with me, but I was still holding out hope that she came to her senses and actually went to Stanford. She deserved every good thing she ever got in life because she was an incredible person and an incredible friend. 
 
    I couldn't have made it through high school without her. She was the whole reason I even applied to college in the first place. I was okay with being resigned to sticking around Appleton forever. Maybe go full-time at The Arcade. Eventually become assistant manager and live in one of the tiny apartments on the other side of town, but Kelly saw something in me that I could never really see in myself. 
 
    I moved quickly through the dim room of The Arcade, flipping machines on and picking up trash. When I’d reached the far side of The Arcade, I heard someone shuffle and giggle behind me. I whirled around, dumping the entire armful of trash I'd picked up onto the ground. 
 
    "Who's there?" I asked, raising my fists up as if I were ready to fight. When, truth be told, I was a terrible fighter. I had been absolutely creamed in every fight I'd ever been in. Didn’t stop me from trying, though. 
 
    "Calm down," Kelly said, stepping out of the shadows and waving at me. She looked amused, her whole body shaking with laughter. "It's just me." 
 
    "Oh my God, Kelly, you can't just sneak up on me like that. How did you even get in here? We don't open for another..." I trailed off, checking my wristwatch, "Half-hour." 
 
    "Alex let me in, duh," Kelly said, rolling her eyes. "I have a surprise for you." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. "A surprise that couldn't wait until after I was off work? Or at least until after The Arcade opened?" 
 
    "It's a super awesome special surprise, so no," Kelly said, grinning. 
 
    I sighed, stooping down to the ground to pick up the trash I'd dropped. "Well I hope it was worth it. Cause I'm pissed I have to pick up all this trash again." 
 
    "Oh, it is. It is very much worth it," Kelly said. 
 
    "What is it then?" I asked. "I don't have all day." 
 
    "Wellll," Kelly drawled. "You remember how it's your eighteenth birthday in literally four days?" 
 
    I set my jaw and glared up at her, picking up the last of the trash. "Yes," I said. 
 
    "And you remember how you were so, so sad that we wouldn't have time to go to Costume Fest this year in Seattle because they changed it to the summer instead of keeping it in the fall when we were supposed to move to campus?" Kelly continued. 
 
    "Yes," I said, standing up. 
 
    "Welll," Kelly said, pulling something out of her purse and presenting it to me in a flourish. "SURPRISE!" 
 
    I blinked, dropping the trash in a nearby trashcan while my eyes adjusted to the closeness of the pieces of paper she was waving in my face. 
 
    "What is this?" I asked, plucking one of the papers from her hand. 
 
    "Confirmation," she said. 
 
    "Confirmation? For what?" I asked, hastily reading the paper. 
 
    They were tickets to CostumeFest, our favorite costume party-slash-bar crawl of the year. Not that we ever attended the bar crawl aspect of it, what with being underage, but Kelly and I had been attending the huge costume party for two years now.  
 
    Before her, I used to go with my dad. He was always traveling to Seattle for work, so he brought me and CosFest sort of became a tradition for us as soon as we found out about it. My dad always said it was like getting two Halloweens a year.  
 
    Eventually, we even started going to conventions. I never really got into pop culture or anything like that, but I definitely grew to love costumes.  
 
    Now, it had become a tradition for Kelly and I to go every year in the fall when they usually had CosFest. This year, however, they moved it up to the summer, and I couldn't use the excuse that I was going on a school trip to trick Clarice into letting me go to Seattle. She never really approved of CosFest. Even when my dad was still alive. 
 
    "Kelly," I sighed. "I can't accept this. You know I can't go. It's the middle of summer. I don't have any excuse for being out of town for an entire weekend. Plus I have to work. Alex needs me." 
 
    "No I don't!" Alex shouted from the front of the store. "I already approved your days off!" 
 
    "Oh my God," I groaned, scrubbing my hands over my face, "Stop eavesdropping, Alex!" 
 
    "Happy birthday, Eli!" Alex called. 
 
    "See?" Kelly asked, hopeful. "Alex said you can go. And Clarice doesn't have to know. Just tell her you're going on a vacation with me and my family. Mom and Dad will cover for you." 
 
    "You know Clarice thinks you're a terrible influence. There's no way she's going to let me go out of town with you or your family." 
 
    "Then tell her you're going out of town with Alex, I don't care. I just know you and I are going to CosFest. I didn't spend 5 days entering giveaways and calling radio stations for you to bail on me now," Kelly grumbled. 
 
    "Oh my God," I sighed. "I don't even have a costume, Kelly. What were you thinking? Things like this require careful planning and execu—" 
 
    "Actually, you do have a costume," Kelly said, grinning.  
 
    I gave her a wary look. 
 
    “I’ve only been working on it for the past year,” she said, her grin widening.  
 
    I blanched. "No," I said. "That thing isn't anywhere near ready. And CosFest is in three days." 
 
    "That's where you're wrong," Kelly said with a smirk. "That costume is one-hundred-percent finished, and I know because I literally just put the finishing touches on it." 
 
    "What? How?" I stammered. 
 
    "Obviously I’m your fairy godmother, Eli,” Kelly said, brushing her long red hair over her shoulder. “Not only did I complete the perfect costume for you, I also got you tickets to CosFest. I even got us somewhere to stay.”  
 
    I worried my bottom lip between my teeth.  
 
    “Just please, please say you'll come. We'll cross the Clarice bridge when we get to it, but this is our last CosFest before college and I just..." she trailed off, looking sad. "We both need this." 
 
    "I don't know," I said. "I just...it's going to be too hard. Clarice is adamant that I don't do anything fun or have any sort of happiness in my life ever. Other than having a roof over my head, I guess..." I trailed off. 
 
    "Fuck Clarice then, just sneak out. I don't know." Kelly said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "For five days?" 
 
    Kelly shrugged. "I mean," said said, shrugging. "It could work." 
 
    I looked at Kelly as if she'd grown two heads. 
 
    "It could," she repeated, more forcefully. 
 
    I sighed, finally giving in. "Whatever,” I said, “I'll just tell her I'm doing another college visit or something. That's a thing people our age do, right?" I asked. 
 
    Kelly grinned, clapping me on the back. "That's the spirit, Eli!" 
 
    “Now get out of here so I can do my job,” I said. 
 
    "About that," Kelly grinned sheepishly. "We sort of have to leave now to go to Seattle because I told Aunt Greta we'd pet sit for her." 
 
    I scrubbed my hands over my face in irritation. "Kelly! I have to work! I can't just leave Alex here alone." 
 
    "Actually you can," Alex said, walking into The Arcade with Sabrina, a newbie we just hired from my old high school. "Sabrina was happy to pick up your shifts today. Plus, I'm inclined to pay you for your trouble. We all want to see you happy, E. And if happiness means going to Seattle then that's what I want you to do." 
 
    "Oh my God. Did the two of you just decide this without even asking me?” I asked. "I can't just leave. I need at least two business days to come up with an excuse for Clarice!" 
 
    “You literally just said you were going to tell her you had another college tour,” Alex said.  
 
    “Yeah!” I responded, voice too loud. “But I need at least another day to prepare myself to say that! She can tell when I’m lying I really don’t want to mess things up with her. I have to live with her for the whole rest of the summer!”  
 
    Alex and Kelly exchanged looks.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” I said, knowing exactly what that look meant. “I couldn’t possibly stay with either one of you. She’d make both your lives a living hell.” 
 
    “We could take it,” Kelly said. "Just come on. I have another surprise for you on the way to the house. A surprise I'm pretty sure you'll love." 
 
    “I hate surprises,” I grumbled. “You both know how much I hate surprises.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Kelly said, “Just get your stuff and let’s go.” 
 
    “Fine." I turned back to Sabrina and Alex. "Thank you so much for covering my shifts, Sabrina. I'm so sorry for the inconvenience." 
 
    Sabrina laughed. "It's no trouble, Ell—" her eyes widened and she clapped her hands over her mouth. "I'm so sorry," she mumbled through her fingers. "I meant Eli. I don't know why I said that I—" 
 
    I smiled softly at her, reaching out to put my hand on her shoulder reassuringly. "Sabrina, it's fine. You’re trying, and that means the world to me." I smiled at her and she relaxed visibly. Another person on the list of people who called me Eli. 
 
    “Have a good trip, Eli,” she said, patting my hand.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, releasing her and turning to look at Alex. 
 
    He pulled my into a hug. “Have a good trip, man.” 
 
    I laughed. “You know I’m not leaving forever, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but this weekend is going to suck without you,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t have to go—” 
 
    “Yes you do, Eli,” Alex, Kelly, and Sabrina said in unison. 
 
    “Dang okay,” I said. “I’ll go.” I patted Alex on the shoulder. “Thanks for still paying me even though I'm not gonna be here." 
 
    "Well, it's a one-time thing, so. Don't go around blabbing about it,” Alex said. 
 
    "Of course not," I said. "Thank you so much, man. It really means a lot to me." 
 
    "Dude, whatever," Alex said with a laugh. "Just get out of here and go enjoy CosFest." 
 
    "Fine.” I said, grabbing Kelly’s arm and dragging her out through the front doors of The Arcade. 
 
    "I am so mad at you," I hissed once we were outside. 
 
    "You love me," Kelly said. 
 
    "Whatever. I'll meet you back at mine. I have to take the clunker home first." 
 
    Kelly gave me a half-assed salute. "Aye, aye captain." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and made a beeline for my dad's rusty, old, red Subaru. 
 
    I am beyond pissed at Kelly for doing this to me. I hate having people spring stuff on me last minute. There are so many things I need to get done and clothes I need to pack and excuses I need to make to Clarice. The school tour thing was just an example. There was no way Clarice would believe that. This was going to be a disaster.  
 
    Who was going to make her and Nina and Anastasia’s breakfast in my absence? Who was going to keep the house clean? I suppose they could call a housekeeper, but having me around to do it for free was better for them. 
 
    I parked my car outside of the house on the street and marched up the driveway to the front porch. I wanted to get this excuse to Clarice over with. 
 
    When I walked into the house, no one was home. Usually Clarice came home around this time for lunch, so I was a bit startled when she wasn’t there. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked, making my way from the front room to the kitchen where I spied a note left on the kitchen table.  
 
    I snatched it up, reading it over. 
 
      
 
    Ella, 
 
      
 
    My chest clenched tightly. 
 
      
 
    I'm taking Anastasia and Nina to Seattle this weekend.  
 
      
 
    I've left a list of chores for you to do before we're back on Monday. 
 
      
 
    See to it that they're done. 
 
      
 
    Clarice. 
 
      
 
    I flipped the note over, reading the list of chores. It was, of course, a mile long. Some of these things hadn’t been done in years. There was no way I could finish this by Monday. I swallowed down the lump in my throat and frowned. 
 
    My hands were trembling when I walked back outside where Kelly was waiting in the driveway, leaning against her car. 
 
    As a general rule, she never stepped foot inside my house. Clarice absolutely despised her. For some reason, probably because Kelly actually liked me. Not Ella. ME. And that sort of thing really rubbed Clarice the wrong way. 
 
    "How'd Clarice take it?" Kelly asked, looking over my shoulder and back toward the house. 
 
    Wordlessly, I handed Kelly the note. 
 
    Kelly read it over, a smirk forming on her lips. "This is perfect," she said. 
 
    "How?" I asked, already freaking out. "That chore list is a mile long! I'll never finish it even if I start right now. If I leave for the weekend I'll never have time! There's no way I can go to Seattle. What if I run into Clarice while I'm there? I—" 
 
    Kelly gripped my upper arms, squeezing. "Eli, Eli!” She shook me. “Calm down. Jesus." 
 
    I stared at her, eyes wide. 
 
    "Seattle is an enormous city. There's no way we'll see them. They're probably on the coast somewhere. We'll be in the city and not at any of the beaches or anything. And I can solve your little cleaning crisis easy." 
 
    "What?" I asked. "How?" 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” Kelly said sweetly. “Just go inside and get packed before I kill you.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Eli, I only have so much patience,” Kelly said through clenched teeth.  
 
    I frowned. “Kelly I don’t—” 
 
    “Eli,” she growled, leaving no room for argument. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, voice soft. “Okay.” 
 
    I went upstairs and packed a bag.  
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    Kelly’s house was enormous. The house I lived in with Clarice and my step-sisters wasn’t small, but Kelly’s house completely dwarfed it.  
 
    “C’mon, E,” Kelly said, grabbing my hand and leading me upstairs. “Let me show you your finished costume.” 
 
    I followed along with her, albeit a bit reluctantly. There were still so many unanswered questions. Not to mention, if this was the costume I thought she was talking about, it might take me a little too far out of my comfort zone.  
 
    When Kelly opened the door to her mother’s craft room, motioning to the exact costume I thought it was, my stomach sank.  
 
    “Kelly,” I said, voice low. 
 
    “No need to thank me,” Kelly said, giving me a pointed look. “Just try it on so I can make sure the measurements are right.” 
 
    I looked down at my feet, frowning.  
 
    “I can’t wear that,” I whispered. “I—” 
 
    “Yes you can, Eli,” Kelly said. “Every year you wear something safe and slightly drag queenish and I love those costumes, but this is your favorite prince outfit from the fairy tale movies you watched growing up, and I desperately need you to like it.” 
 
    I swallowed. Kelly had been working on this for almost a whole year. Ever since I sort of mentioned my obsession with one of the princes from this cartoon movie I saw as a kid. His outfit had been so cool to younger me. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “I do like it. In fact, I love it. It’s gorgeous and well made and exactly like Prince Caedan’s, but I don’t think I can be Prince Cae—”  
 
    “You can,” Kelly said. “I spent almost a year making this costume for you, Eli. You can be Prince Caedan.”  
 
    I sighed, hunching my shoulders. “Do you think so?” I asked. 
 
    “Duh,” Kelly said. “Now come on, put it on! We have pretty much zero time for alterations at this point, E.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” I asked, shooting Kelly a look. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I know.” 
 
    The costume made me look ethereal. I looked nothing like myself save for the long black hair that hung limp over my shoulders.  
 
    The way the tight black pants hung on my hips didn’t make me feel self-conscious in the same way skinny jeans did. The high necked ruffled white shirt and suspenders made me feel, I don’t know, manly.  
 
    My favorite part of the costume, however, was the knee length jacket that went over it. Like the shirt, it had a high collar too, one that just barely brushed the back of my head. It was also dotted with silver embroidery at the neck, shoulders, and sleeves. Kelly must have spent ages on just that alone.  
 
    "Do you like it?" Kelly whispered, no longer able to stand the silence.  
 
    "I do," I breathed. "I really do, but..." I trailed off, looking away from myself. "I just...it doesn’t feel...complete, y’know?" 
 
    Kelly bit her lip, nodding. "I thought you'd say that. Which is where my other surprise comes into play." 
 
    I looked up at her, tilting my head to the side in question. 
 
    "Stay right there, I've got to go to my room to get it, but I know you'll love it." 
 
    Kelly disappeared, leaving me alone in the craft room for a few moments. When she returned, she was carrying a wig in her hands. It sheared short, dyed black, and the exact hair cut I wanted. 
 
    “I know we’ve tried this in the past and it was kind of shitty, but I had this special made for you specifically, so I’m really, really hoping you like it.” Kelly thrust the wig forward toward me. 
 
    I blinked down at it, shocked.  
 
    "You did this for me?" I asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    Kelly nodded enthusiastically. "Yep. Now you have hair that actually matches you instead of this forced idea Clarice has of you. I know you can't cut it without risking her wrath, but..." Kelly trailed off, smiling softly. "This is the next best thing, right?" 
 
    "Aren't custom wigs outrageously expensive?" I asked, heart pounding. 
 
    "It's a birthday present, Eli. I wanted to do something nice for you," Kelly said. 
 
    My eyes got watery and I threw my arms around Kelly, squeezing her tight. “You’re the best friend I could have ever asked for Kelly,” I sobbed into her shoulder “This is too much!”  
 
    Kelly gripped me by the shoulders and pushed back a bit, her eyes locking with mine. “You’re worth every penny, Eli. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
    I laughed through my tears, grateful for her. 
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    The drive to Seattle was long but full of gorgeous sights. Most of the state was rife with giant mountains and greenery. Once you got past the desert parts, at least. 
 
    I spent the entire trip in the passenger seat.  
 
    Kelly insisted on driving the whole way there, citing that I was a terrible driver. Which was beyond ridiculous. Kelly was the crazy bad driver. I was way more cautious, and I actually paid attention to the road around me. 
 
    We reached Kelly’s aunt’s house in record time.  
 
    This wasn’t the first time I’d been here, we usually stayed here when we wound up in Seattle, but I was always pleasantly surprised when I saw it. Kelly’s Aunt Greta lived on one of the islands in Lake Washington, roughly a half hour drive from the city.  
 
    She managed to get her house before the property values in the city had started to skyrocket, so she wound up with an enormous three floor house with a second floor wrap around deck and finished garage.  
 
    Kelly parked her car in the driveway and we got out, stretching before we grabbed our clothes out of the car.  
 
    My costume for CosFest had been carefully placed in a garment bag. I grabbed that after I grabbed my duffel full of wrinkled clothing. 
 
    I had spent the entire trip wearing my wig, trying to get used to it. I loved how it felt to not have my hair hang around my face. It felt like an ache, a need for it to be all gone. Now it was. And it was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. 
 
    Metaphorically, at least. Considering it was all meticulously pinned into a wig cap beneath my wig.  
 
    We made our way up the drive, bracing ourselves for the torrent of animals we could already hear yapping and yowling inside.  
 
    Kelly's aunt fostered rescue dogs, rescue cats, and any rescue animal she had room for. Back in Appleton, she even owned a farm full of rescue horses, llamas, cows, and even a few deer. 
 
    Every person in Kelly's family had a giant heart. 
 
    “You ready?” Kelly asked, eyeing my garment bag closely.  
 
    “I will protect this costume with my life,” I said.  
 
    “Good,” Kelly said, yanking open the front door.  
 
    A horde of animals rushed out to greet us, and I laughed when a few of the dogs jumped up on my legs and waist while a horde of cats wound between my legs.  
 
    "I told Greta to kennel them," Kelly groaned, though she wasn't really angry. "It is so hard to get inside without any of them escaping when they're all trying to jump all over us and trip us up!" She shoo'd a few of the animals away with her hand. 
 
    "Come on babies," she said, shoving a few away from the door with her foot gently. "We gotta get inside, then you can come lay all over us, I promise." 
 
    I laughed. "I can't wait to get inside and snuggle with all these cute babies. It'll be a fantastic change from my day-to-day life." 
 
    Clarice had never allowed us to have pets growing up. Not even a hamster or a fish. She wasn't a very nurturing mother, so I assumed her daughters wouldn't be either. So, I was sort of glad we never had animals. Let me be the only punching bag, I guess. 
 
    We squeezed the rest of the way into the door, gently pushing animals out of the way and laughing until we were breathless. This is the most fun I've had in almost a whole year. 
 
    In Appleton it was hard for me to have fun or act like myself. With the dark cloud that is Clarice always hanging over my head I had too much anxiety to do anything other than work and occasionally try and hang out with Kelly. Knowing that Clarice was here in Seattle was irritating, but I was going to make it work. Seattle was a big city. The chances of running into Clarice or my step-sisters were very low. 
 
    We made our way upstairs to the bedrooms. Greta's house was immaculately furnished with gorgeous dark wooden chairs and rich colored fabrics. It felt a little old timey at first glance, but she also had a massive flat screen TV hung up on the wall in the living room with state-of-the-art speakers.  
 
    "I'm gonna get these kids fed," Kelly said, poking her head into my bedroom. "Go ahead and get comfortable. We won't be going out tonight. I'm exhausted after driving and I'd like to just chill downstairs and watch a movie or something." 
 
    I laughed. "Go on," I said. "I'll be down soon. Maybe we can watch something on HBO or Showtime. Your aunt does have cable, doesn't she?" 
 
    Kelly shrugged. "I think so? But does anyone actually have cable these days?" 
 
    "I don't actually know anyone that has cable, so no?" I said. 
 
    Kelly laughed. "Alright, E. I gotta get these kids fed before they riot. There's a lot more of them than there are of us." She disappeared down the hallway, descending into the den of animals below. 
 
    I heard several of the dogs yap and a few high-pitched feline whines. The cats and dogs were usually the only animals allowed to roam free.  
 
    There were also a few rabbits in the pool house, two ferrets in the attic, a horde of wrens in the greenhouse, a few snakes in the garage, and some chickens in the backyard. It was kind of like living on a farm, but instead it was on an island in the middle of a proper neighborhood. 
 
    You'd never know from the outside that this house is filled to the brim with animals. 
 
    Didn't stop Greta’s neighbors from complaining, though. Lots of people don't like the chickens. Not like she even has a rooster of anything and to be honest chickens don't really smell that bad. The rabbits though, the rabbits could stink up a whole town. 
 
    I made my way downstairs when the dogs and cats stopped sounding too rowdy. 
 
    Kelly was already lounging across the couch, TV on. 
 
    "She doesn't have cable," Kelly said, not even looking up. "She does have a Roku though, so it's kind of the same thing." 
 
    I laughed. "Sort of, I guess. Just with more choices on what we can watch. What's she got on Roku?" I took a seat on one of the chairs next to the couch and leaned back, looking up at the TV. I'm suddenly hit by how tired I actually am. And I didn't even drive, so Kelly has to be beyond exhausted at this point. 
 
    Kelly yawned loudly. "I mean she's got Netflix. And Hulu. HBO Now. Amazon too. So basically everything. I'm not completely sure how Roku works. I don't know." 
 
    "Netflix, then. I'm sure there's something mindless we can put on to get in maximum cuddles with the babies before we ultimately pass out," I said. 
 
    Kelly and I usually end up passing out downstairs even though we always have our own room here. There's something about sleeping in a heap of animals that's oddly comforting.  
 
    None of the pets are actually allowed upstairs with the exception of the ferrets. And since the stairwell was hidden by a door not even the cats could weasel their way up there. 
 
    Kelly turned on something random, but at this point I wasn’t even sure what it was. My eyes were already closed, a cat settling on top of my chest. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around the cat, running my fingers through its thick fluffy fur. I don't even open my eyes to see which cat it is. 
 
    As I faded in and out of sleep, I heard Kelly laugh softly. 
 
    "Eli," she said. "You never took off your wig." 
 
    I smiled softly. "Cause it's not a wig," I slurred sleepily. "'s me."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror. Wearing this costume with the wig Kelly bought for me made me feel real. The tailored fit of the jacket and trousers made my body look the way I've always wanted it to look. Especially after the alterations we’d done yesterday.  
 
    Since coming to Seattle I'd rarely taken off the wig that Kelly had given me. I wanted so badly to sheer off the hair beneath it, but the anxiety of returning to Clarice with my hair short and spiky like the wig made my gut twist. 
 
    The entire time I'd lived there, she'd been against me cutting my hair. Even before I was fully out, she refused to let me or my step-sisters cut our hair any higher than mid-back. I think it was because she'd always suspected that maybe I was a little different. 
 
    She didn’t take the news of my impending transition well. It was never about her, though. It was about me being comfortable in my own skin. Clarice’s bigotry and hatred was really put a damper on that, though. 
 
    Kelly knocked on the doorway to my room, peeking her head in. 
 
    I turned to look at her, watching in amusement as her eyes lit up. 
 
    "Oh Eli," she said a bit breathless, "You look stunning." 
 
    I laughed. "Thank you," I said, bowing my head in embarrassment. 
 
    "You look like you," she giggled, clapping her hands together. 
 
    She stepped into my room, walking around me in a circle, taking in the full outfit. "I cannot believe how amazing you look right now. Well, I mean. I can believe, but I also can't. Being away from Clarice looks good on you." 
 
    "Of course, it does. It's nice to be around someone I actually like in one of my favorite cities."  
 
    Kelly beamed at me.  
 
    "Are you ready to go? CosFest starts in less than an hour and we've gotta ferry to the main land and take a bus. No parking at the venue. Not that any of the venues they've ever chosen have had parking," Kelly griped. 
 
    The parking in downtown Seattle was severely limited and expensive. It would be cheaper for us to Uber all the way there and back than to even bother trying to find a place to park.  
 
    We usually reserved the Uber ride for the way back, though. The way there on public transit was easier before we’d partied and maybe drank a little too much. 
 
    Kelly and I both had exceptional fake IDs. We'd never been caught, not once. Probably because in addition to fake IDs Kelly and I also had common sense.  
 
    "I'm ready," I said, turning to look at myself in the mirror again. My chest soared a bit, feeling a weight knocking itself lose and floating off into the ether.  
 
    Tonight was the first step to me becoming who I really wanted to be. It felt so different from every other time I'd been to CosFest. Like something amazing was going to happen. 
 
    "Come on then, E. Next ferry is in 20 minutes and we gotta grab a bus halfway across the island," Kelly said. 
 
    I waved her off. "You know even if we miss that one we'll still be three hours early. Calm down, Kelly. We do not need to be in Seattle so soon." 
 
    Kelly scoffed. "We do if you want to walk Pike's before we head to CosFest. You know it's been too long since we were able to go there." 
 
    I chewed my bottom lip. "It has been a long time. It'd be nice to have some cider. I'm only sorry we didn't get to go this morning since I would have loved to see tourists pelted with fish." 
 
    Kelly laughed. "Ah yes," she said. "Our favorite pastime. But somebody didn't wake up until almost noon." 
 
    "Hey!" I said, affronted. "You’re the one who dragged me all over hell and creation yesterday to find golden thread. Then we were up half the night trying to alter my costume!” 
 
    “And I still woke up on time,” Kelly said. 
 
     “This is a vacation for me. If I wanted to wake up early and go to a fish market I would have stayed in Appleton,” I said, indignant.  
 
    "There's no fish markets in Appleton, E," Kelly said, obliterating my joke. "We're a landlocked town in the middle of the high desert. No such thing as fish where we're at." 
 
    "I know," I deadpanned. "I was joking." 
 
    "No time for jokes when we need to be getting to the ferry. Our bus is going to be here in three minutes so chop chop." Kelly clapped twice in my direction before turning on her heel and exiting the room.  
 
    The bus stop was less than a block away from Greta’s house, which was the main reason Kelly and I stayed here. Other than it being free. And filled with cute animals.  
 
    I grabbed my bag—a matching black and gold satchel—and flung it over my shoulder. I would grab the black boots I bought for this outfit from the shoe rack downstairs. I had to assume Kelly had already kenneled all of the animals that needed to be kenneled. 
 
    I made my way downstairs quickly, slipping through the door at the bottom of the stairs just in case there was an animal nearby. They liked to try and sneak upstairs, but since Kelly and I were going to be gone for hours leaving them alone up there would be disastrous. 
 
    There was a pet sitter coming by later in the evening to make sure all the dogs were walked and every animal was fed. We had to splurge on that because we felt so bad about wanting to be at CosFest for the rest of today. 
 
    "Have you kenneled everyone?" I asked, rounding the corner to find Kelly waiting at the front door, my shoes in hand. 
 
    Kelly was dressed as a princess. Her red hair was pulled back into a french twist, and her gown was stunning. She went for a glittery golden shift gown that fit her perfectly. She went without a big poofy skirt because of all the public transit and walking we'd be doing.  
 
    She did manage to add a sort of cape to her dress that hung down from her waist and trailed behind her in a train. She'd put that on later once we were finished walking around the entirety of Seattle, I supposed. For now, she looked simple and clean with glitter and pearls in her hair and the sweetest princess makeup I've ever seen. 
 
    I took my shoes from her hand and leaned down to place them on my feet. 
 
    "The bus is almost outside if you could just, y'know. Hurry up or something." Kelly said. 
 
    "Alright, alright. Stop rushing me," I groaned. 
 
    Kelly's phone lit up in her hand. 
 
    "Look, Google is telling me there’s only a minute left,” she said, presenting the phone to me. 
 
    I finished tying my boots and sighed, looking up at her. "There, are you happy?" I asked, straightening up and reaching for the doorknob. 
 
    Kelly beat me to it, grabbing my hand and leading me down the jagged front steps of her aunt's house to where the bus was waiting at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    I nearly tripped over my own two feet twice, trying to match Kelly's pace.  
 
    She was almost a whole head taller than me, a pain point for our friendship, but not one that mattered a whole lot. Did I wish I were taller? Sure. But Kelly was almost supermodel tall with a slender body. Her bones jutted out at all angles, making her look half-starved. 
 
    Kelly suffered from anemia as well as a heart defect which made it difficult for her to gain weight. It also made her tired all the time, and her diet was really tricky. Tonight was going to take a lot out of her, but I knew she wouldn't miss it for the world. 
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    CosFest looked incredible. This year it seemed to be a little more packed than usual. This was probably the reason they had to move it to the summer and switch the venue last minute. 
 
    I never looked into the reason much. I don't have a lot of time to look into social media or anything like that. I'm just grateful to be here. Especially considering I almost had to miss it this year. 
 
    The venue itself was filled to the brim with people dressed in a variety of costumes. I'd always been fond of crowds, despite being shy and timid. It was easy to disappear into a group of people and fade into the background. 
 
    A hand circled my wrist and dragged me forward into a clearing in the sea people, a light airy laugh filling the air. 
 
    "Eli!" they said, pressing a kiss to my cheek. "It's been too long." 
 
    I pulled away, beaming. "Aki," I said, pulling them into a tight hug. 
 
    Aki was the first friend I ever made. Ever. We'd met in elementary school, but lost touch when they moved away. They used to be my best friend, but now Kelly held that title. It was just nice to see Aki at CosFest once a year. 
 
    "It's so good to see you!" they shouted over the noise and commotion around us. "When Kelly called to tell me you'd both be coming I was over the moon. I can't believe you made it. I can't believe they got Dustin Lightning as the musical guest." 
 
    I went rigid at the sound of his name. 
 
    “Dustin Lightning?” I asked, my heart speeding up. He was my step-sisters’ favorite musician. They were obsessed with him and had never missed any show he played on the west coast. They’d even seen him in New York. Twice.  
 
    “Yeah,” Aki said, beaming. “He’s like, a superstar.” 
 
    “I know who he is,” I said, feeling like the wind was knocked out of me. I turned slightly to look at where Kelly was standing next to me. “Why didn’t you tell me he’d be here?” I asked.  
 
    I had to keep reminding myself to breathe so I didn’t strangle Kelly right now. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t come if I told you,” Kelly said.  
 
    I bit my tongue to keep from screaming in her face. “I guess now we know the reason Clarice and my step-sisters came to Seattle this weekend,” I said calmly.  
 
    “Maybe they’re not here?” Kelly asked, hopeful. 
 
    My nostrils flared. “If he’s here, they’re here.”  
 
    “The venue is packed, though,” Aki said. “You probably won’t even run into them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kelly agreed. “The crowd is so huge here they probably won’t see you or even recognize you. So don’t freak out until there’s something to freak out about, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, calming a little.  
 
    “Don’t let Nina and what’s-her-face ruin our good time,” Aki said, reaching out to lace her fingers through Kelly’s. “I got us a table.” 
 
    Kelly giggled, leaning in to press a kiss to Aki’s cheek. 
 
    “Have I told you how stunning you look, my love?” Aki asked, their eyes roaming over Kelly’s body. 
 
    “Hey!” I said. “What about me?” 
 
    Aki turned over her shoulder to give me a once over. “You just...look like you,” Aki said. “Or how I always imagine you look. I don’t live in Appleton so it’s not like I see you year-round.” 
 
    “Trust me, he looks amazing,” Kelly said. “I made his costume after all.” 
 
    Aki smirked. “Great job, babe,” they said, pressing a kiss to Kelly’s lips.  
 
    "Oh my God," I groaned. "Can you two please stop flirting? I'm just trying to have a good time." 
 
    Aki rolled their eyes. "We only get to see each other once a year, Eli," they scolded. "We have to get it all out sometime." 
 
    Aki lived in Nevada, but they always made their way to Seattle for CosFest. Aki and Kelly have sort of been on-again off-again date-mates for the past few years. They kept in touch throughout the year and hooked up every time we ended up in the same city. Which was why I took an Uber back to Greta’s from CosFest. I didn’t plan on riding public transit alone in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Yeah, Eli,” Kelly said, echoing Aki’s sentiment. “Now take us to this table. I don’t want to stand in these heels all night. I'll die if I can't dance while Dustin Lightning is performing." 
 
    Behind them, I groaned. I wasn't a huge fan of Dustin Lightning. Partly because Anastasia and Nina were way too into him, but mostly because he was too out there for me.  
 
    Kelly shot me a look over her shoulder. "We don't need your unpopular opinion right now, Eli," she hissed. "Just let me like him. He's cool." 
 
    "Whatever you say," I responded, rolling my eyes. I guessed that's why CosFest was so crowded this year and why I'd seen so many people dressed up like Dustin Lightning. Usually we got one or two, but this year it was just a giant overload of his fans. 
 
    I was glad CosFest was growing, but couldn't they have booked someone a little less eccentric? Maybe I would change my mind after being this close to him in person. I had no idea. I guessed as long as he didn’t show up wearing a meat suit like he did on the red carpet a few years ago, we'd get along famously. 
 
    The stage he was performing on was awfully close to the audience. Which was, of course, what I was expecting for this year's musical guest. Though, knowing that it was Dustin Lightning kind of made this feel a little weird. 
 
    On stage there were no instruments set up. There wasn't a band either or any groupies. The stage was bare save for a stool and a microphone. From seeing so many of his concerts on TV this didn’t strike me as anything he'd be comfortable doing. 
 
    Our table was as close to the stage as we could get. There was a giant dance floor right next to us. Every year CosFest threw a huge dance party with a musical guest that was usually pretty small-time. Nothing of Dustin Lightning's caliber. I'm surprised he even agreed to do this. 
 
    "How'd you get a table so close?" Kelly gushed. 
 
    "Had to sell my first born to a witch," Aki responded flippantly. 
 
    Kelly laughed in response. 
 
    I didn't even turn around to look at them, my eyes glued to the stage. It was so empty and shocking. Maybe this was what he was going for? Once he'd done everything else, the most shocking thing he could do is come and perform at a small-time event on this mostly empty stage. 
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    Hours later when Dustin Lightning appeared on stage, I didn’t recognize him. He was dressed in a pair of dark-wash skinny jeans and a simple pastel orange button up shirt. His deep umber skin glowed under the lights of the stage. 
 
    He raised his head to look out at the crowd, green eyes glittering. He gripped the mic and stared out at us. And I was struck by the realization that I have never once seen what Dustin Lightning actually looked like. 
 
    Usually he was wearing stage makeup or a mask or something to distort his face. So it came as a huge shock to me that beneath all of his gimmicky clothing and costumes, he was actually...cute. 
 
    "I'm Dustin Lightning," he addressed the crowd, a smirk on his lips. "This is what I really look like." 
 
    The crowd around us erupted with laughter. 
 
    “It's a pleasure to be here tonight. Even though my agent thought this was too small-time for me to bother with—" 
 
    The mic screeched and Dustin winced, pulling it away from his mouth. 
 
    When the screeching stopped, he smirked, rubbing his ears. "Guess I can't say any of that," he glanced over at the sound booth. "Again, happy to be here and all that. Let's get this party started." 
 
    Everyone around me was whispering, wondering if his look tonight was his own take on a costume. Considering he'd always dressed in a way that makes me ridiculously uncomfortable. 
 
    I've seen more of his body than I've seen of mine, something that should be impossible, but with the way he dresses it almost certainly is not. He was so comfortable with his body and part of me would have given anything to feel that sort of comfort in my own skin. 
 
    I can barely feel comfortable right now in probably the best costume I've ever worn with my long hair stuffed up into a wig. Even if this was the closest I'd ever been to who I am. 
 
    Dustin Lightning leaned away from the microphone and sighed, stretching his hand out toward the wings of the stage. A few beats of silence followed, and Dustin turned his head, eyes flashing with annoyance. 
 
    I shrank down into my seat, watching as someone quickly ran from the wings onto the stage with a Spanish guitar. 
 
    "I'm so sorry," she said, handing him the guitar and bowing in apology. 
 
    Dustin sighed. "Thank you, Carla." 
 
    He slid onto the stool that sat behind the single microphone on the stage. Then, he glanced out at the the audience with a smirk on his lips. Finally, he began to play. 
 
    It wasn’t anything I'd ever heard by him. Admittedly, I only listened to a few of his songs prior to this moment, but this didn’t match his usual genre.  
 
    When he opened his mouth, the words that came out were in Spanish. 
 
    For a long time, nobody moved, stunned to silence as he played. This was supposed to be the portion of CosFest where everyone danced, but right now the entire dance floor was empty. 
 
    My heart thudded in my chest, watching Dustin Lightning on stage with wide eyes. He was nothing like I expected. Though, this could all be part of his act.  
 
    Still, he was an incredible talent. So much so that I couldn't keep my eyes off of him, even when a horde of people around me finally started making their way to the dance floor. 
 
    I sat in my seat, watching him. 
 
    "Like what you see, E?" Kelly whispered in my ear. 
 
    I jerked back into reality, turning away from where Dustin was still singing on stage. 
 
    "N...no!" I yelled loudly over the music. "I just. I've never seen a celebrity this close before. I didn't know what to expect." 
 
    Aki and Kelly exchanged knowing glances. 
 
    I blushed and turned to look down at my lap. 
 
    "Come dance with us, E," Aki offered, stretching out their perfectly manicured hand. Their skin was a dark tan, making their mint green fingernails pop perfectly. 
 
    I shook my head once, gripping the fabric of my pants. I usually danced with them every year, I felt so exposed, despite somehow also feeling like I fit just a little more. 
 
    "Come on, Eli," Kelly said, gripping my bicep and squeezing. "It'll be fun." 
 
    "It's a slow song," I protested, glancing up at them and biting my lip. 
 
    "So?" They asked in unison, blinking at me. "We've all danced together to slow songs before." 
 
    "Yeah, but this one is romantic! Or something! I don't know!" My heart was hammering, the blood rushing to my ears. Usually I felt so at home here, but I really didn't want to sway in a crowd of hundreds of Dustin Lightning fans. That seemed a little overkill. 
 
    "Suit yourself, E," Aki said, sounding disappointed. "Come dance with us with the music picks up, though. Yeah?" They grabbed Kelly's hand, lacing their fingers together. Their skin a stark contrast to Kelly's own pale white skin tone. 
 
    Aki and Kelly were cute together, but outside of CosFest they dated other people. So far as I knew, at least. I didn't really have much contact with Aki other than the occasional weekly email or monthly call. Their relationship with Kelly was sort of confusing to me, but it wasn't really any of my business, so I never asked. As long as they were happy and everything was in order, I didn't have to interfere. 
 
    As soon as Aki and Kelly departed, two girls swooped in to claim the table. I groaned audibly, mustering up the cruelest look I could. I raised my head, leveling my gaze directly at...my step-sisters. 
 
    I dropped my jaw, mouth hanging open as I sputtered, any objections I had to them invading my space were lost in my surprise to see them here. 
 
    Nina squinted her eyes at me. "You look familiar," she slurred, obviously drunk. 
 
    "Oh my god, Nina, don't be racist," Anastasia chastised. 
 
    I blinked back at them, confused.  
 
    “I’m not being racist, God,” Nina slurred. “You’re so embarrassing.” 
 
    "Can we, like, sit here?" Anastasia asked, squinting at me. 
 
    "No," I said, voice firm. "This table is reserved by someone else." 
 
    Both Anastasia and Nina clicked their tongues. 
 
    "Party pooper," Nina clipped. 
 
    I shrugged at them. "Sorry, that's just the way this works." 
 
    "Told you we should have had mom reserve a table," Anastasia pouted. 
 
    "I don't need your logic right now, Ana," Nina hissed, turning to walk away. "Let's just go get another drink. I expected so much more from Dustin Lightning. He's so different tonight and his music is so blech." 
 
    I winced. I thought his music sounded pretty good, but I didn't know anything about music. Not really. I think a lot of things that other people found offensive are kind of nice to listen to. Though, my favorites were 90s boy bands and pretty much any instrumental. Even the ones that sucked. 
 
    When the first song ended, the same girl, Carla, appeared on the stage to hand Dustin a different guitar. This one was electric, and I felt my stomach sink a little. It appeared he was going right back to his roots. At least, until he started playing. 
 
    This song was faster, but still on the softer side, his voice cutting through the crowd. I'd never heard him so raw before. Even at his concerts he'd used some sort of vocal modulation. His music was usually so abnormal that this sort of sound didn't make sense. 
 
    His regular voice was beautiful. It'd been beautiful during the first song, but now that I could understand him it was different. He was different. 
 
    Kelly and Aki made their way back to me, huge grins on their faces. "Come dance with us!" Aki shouted before they even made it back to the table. 
 
    "I can't!" I shouted back, "If I leave, somebody is gonna poach our table." 
 
    Aki rolled their eyes. "I'd like to see anyone try. I'll fight them." 
 
    I sighed. "You're going to get us kicked out of CosFest for fighting," I chastised. 
 
    "Just shut up and come dance with us, Eli. It isn't CosFest unless all of us are dancing together," Kelly grumbled. 
 
    "If you say so," I said, shrugging. I slid out of my chair a bit reluctantly and let them lead me back onto the dance floor. 
 
    They brought me close to the stage, just beneath where Dustin Lightning was still singing. 
 
    He looked like a god sitting up on stage and bathed in light. His face was flushed beneath the brightness, a sheen of sweat on his skin. His eyes were closed, his lips wrapping around every word he sang. 
 
    I never pictured myself as this sort of person. The person who had a crush on a celebrity. Though, until this moment, I'd never met a celebrity in person.  
 
    Not that I'd really met Dustin Lightning. More like he was slightly above me on a stage overlooking a dance floor. He was barely close enough for me to touch him, but I'm sure if I even tried Carla, who I could sort of see hiding in the wings of the stage, would definitely tase me. 
 
    "He's cute, isn't he?" Kelly smirked. Beside me she and Aki were already twirling and twisting to the music. They were much better dancers than I was, but it was still fun to dance off-beat with them. They never made me feel like a lesser person because of it. 
 
    I turned away from them, finally allowing myself to get into the music. I danced a little off-beat, turning to glance up at the stage, my eyes briefly locked with Dustin Lightning's. 
 
    The edges of his lips quirked up as he looked down at me and I swallowed hard. Could he see me in the crowd? Surely he wasn't looking directly at me. I turned over my shoulder to check for where Aki and Kelly were.  
 
    They were so wrapped up in each other, neither of them would have been present enough to notice if Dustin Lightning had been staring at me. 
 
    I sighed, staring down at the ground beneath my feet. 
 
    On stage, the song ended and everyone slowed for a moment, I shyly glanced up at him again, but he was staring down at his guitar, mentally preparing for the next song.  
 
    I’m both relieved and disappointed.  
 
    The next song was peppy and upbeat and nothing like the dark stuff he sang on his albums. His music was usually heavy, from what I remember. Though, most artists do go through growing pains. Maybe this was his growing pain? Becoming more pop-centric and less outlandish? 
 
    I twisted and twirled in front of the stage, not caring what people thought of me. I raised my arms above my head, laughing at myself. I truly was a terrible dancer. 
 
    I could tell all my movements were off-beat. I could hear where in the music I was supposed to move, but my body didn't want to behave. 
 
    At the end of his set, Dustin was smiling. 
 
    He never smiled in any of his pictures. Or maybe I had only ever seen the ones where he was angry or upset or emotional or something, but his smile made my stomach do somersaults. 
 
    I definitely had a crush on this stupid man. Well, maybe crush was too strong a word. More like an immediate physical attraction. I didn’t know enough about him for this to be anything other than physical. 
 
    Dustin Lightning was definitely physically attractive. And that one weird, almost moment between us was enough to pique my interest. At least, my body's interest anyways.  
 
    "Thank you, Seattle," Dustin said with a little smirk on his lips. "It has been an absolute pleasure to play CosFest." 
 
    He raised his hand up in a wave, then disappeared backstage. 
 
    He did two more encores.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I’m exhausted at the end of the night. At some point I lost Kelly and Aki, but that was something I expected. 
 
    Every year they disappeared somewhere toward the end of CosFest. Kelly wouldn’t be back until morning, but I wasn’t too worried. So long as I didn’t run into Nina or Anastasia again. Though, I was almost certain they left after the first song. They didn’t seem to be feeling Dustin’s set tonight.  
 
    Outside of the venue, I called a Taxi. I didn’t bother with ride sharing apps because a cab was probably cheaper than trying to maneuver around the surge pricing this event caused. 
 
    It took ten minutes for my cab to arrive, but I wasn’t bothered by it in the slightest. It was a slightly warm summer night and my costume wasn’t too heavy so the temperature was perfect. Usually after being inside around so many warm bodies for so long, I'd be shivering outside, but tonight seemed to be the one night a year Seattle had the perfect temperature. 
 
    When my cabby finally pulled up I took my time getting into the car, smiling at the cabby in the front when the opposite door opened and someone slid into other seat. 
 
    "Hey!" I protested. "This is my cab!" I slammed my door behind me in emphasis. 
 
    "I know," the stranger said, bright green eyes meeting mine. "And I'm sorry, but right now I need to make a quick getaway." He turned to the cabby, "If you just drive man, I'll pay you triple your rate." 
 
    The cabby took off into the street before I'd even buckled my seat belt. 
 
    "Y...you're—" I gasped, fumbling for my seat belt when the cabby slammed on his breaks at a red light and it sent me flying forward into the plexiglass in front of me. "Dustin Lightning!" 
 
    Dustin Lightning tilted his head at me, flashing a toothy grin. "I know," he said. "And you're..." He trailed off, looking over my costume. "Prince Caedan from Castle of Glass?" 
 
    I huffed, finally buckling my seat belt. "My name is Eli," I said. 
 
    "Eli," Dustin repeated, smiling. "Thanks for letting me share your cab." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "I'm not exactly letting you share it.” 
 
    Dustin shrugged. "Well you're stuck with me now. I'll pay for your trip since I promised the cabby a triple rate, where are we off to?" 
 
    "We?" I asked, heart hammering in my chest. "I don't know where you're off to, but I'm going back home." 
 
    Dustin pulled out his phone and checked the time. "Home?" He asked. "You can't go home, it's only midnight." 
 
    I blinked at him in surprise. "First of all, I can do whatever the heck I want." 
 
    He laughed at me. "Heck?" he asked. 
 
    My cheeks burned with embarrassment. "I don't like cursing," I said. "Don't make fun of me." 
 
    "I'm not making fun of you," Dustin said, reaching across the cab to put his hand on my knee. "I think it's kind of cute." 
 
    I yelped and jerked away from him. Usually people were not that forward with me. 
 
    "Look!" I said, a little too loud in the small space. "I know you're used to getting what you want, but I'm not going to be one of those things!" My heart was beating so fast I was terrified it's going to explode. 
 
    Dustin laughed again, clutching at his chest. "Oh God," he said. "No! I wasn't!" He could hardly talk he was laughing so hard. "I wasn't trying to..." he erupted into another laughing fit. "Jesus. Eli, no. I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable, it was not my intention." 
 
    My cheeks burned bright red. 
 
    "Okay," I said. "Whatever." I crossed my arms over my chest and turned to look out the window. 
 
    "But seriously, we could hang out if you wanted. You don't have to go home or anything. I would actually like to y'know. Not be alone while making a daring escape from both my security and my fans." He sounded almost shy. 
 
    I turned to look at him, narrowing my eyes. "How do you know I'm not one of your crazed fans waiting to rip your clothes off the moment we get out of this cab?" 
 
    Dustin raised his eyebrows in surprise, before his face morphed into a sinister grin. "Why wait until we're out of the cab?" he asked suggestively. 
 
    I made a high-pitched noise of protest. 
 
    "See?" he asked, chuckling at my reaction. "You don't have it in you to do anything so unsavory." 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. "Unsavory?" I asked. 
 
    He ignored me. "I know a nice 24-hour diner nearby. Let me buy you some somewhat decent diner food? You've gotta be a little hungry after CosFest. Maybe a little drunk?" 
 
    I clicked my tongue. "I'll have you know I am very sober right now. Too sober if you ask me." I'd neglected to drink anything at CosFest. I was too worried I'd run into Nina and Anastasia again to bother. That or my fake ID wouldn't work at this bar and someone would have to call Clarice. 
 
    I did not want her finding out that I was in Seattle instead of doing the laundry list of chores she left for me at home. 
 
    "So you're sober enough to come to a diner with me?" Dustin asked. 
 
    I grimaced. I didn't want to be out too late, but we were paying a pet sitter to be with the animals tonight. Plus, I didn't want him knowing where I was staying just in case one of his crazy fans was following us.  
 
    "Fine," I said. "I'll go, but only because I don't want you knowing where I live." 
 
    "Great!" Dustin said, clapping his hands together. He leaned forward in his seat, addressing the cabby. "Can you take us to the Midnight Diner on Cinder street downtown?" 
 
    "Sure thing," the cabby said, giving him a peace sign. 
 
    "Thanks, man," Dustin said, leaning back to look down at me. "So, tell me about you, Eli. Where are you from? What's your favorite color? Do you have any siblings? Are you dating anyone?" 
 
    I frowned, shrinking further into my corner of the back seat. "You ask a lot of questions," I said. 
 
    "Is it so wrong I'd like to get to know the person whose cab I hitched a ride in? I happen to be a very social person," Dustin said. 
 
    "You're not tired after performing? Aren't singers supposed to rest their voice after a show? Like, shouldn't your voice be strained?" I asked. 
 
    Dustin laughed. "Only if I'm performing somewhere else tomorrow. And I hardly call five songs at CosFest straining. It's nothing like one of my concerts." 
 
    "Well, yeah," I said. "From what I've seen of your concerts that was relatively...tame." 
 
    Dustin smirked. "So you've been to one of my concerts, then?" 
 
    "No!" I said. "I'm not even a fan. Not really. My step-sisters are. They're both obsessed with you." 
 
    "But you're not?" Dustin asked, eyes shining with amusement. 
 
    "I'm not obsessed with you, no," I said, calming a little. "I did think your performance tonight was...memorable, though." 
 
    "Interesting," Dustin said. "What was your favorite part?" 
 
    I shrugged. "All of it?" I said. "You were so different than what I'd come to expect from you. Usually you're so..." I gestured vaguely. "Out there." 
 
    "I'm glad you liked it," Dustin said. "But you're avoiding my other questions." 
 
    I huffed. "Why don't you answer them first, then?" I asked. "I don't feel comfortable telling you my whole life story. 
 
    Dustin waved vaguely. "Everything you need to know about me is in a tabloid or a magazine somewhere," he said flippantly. 
 
    "I don't believe that," I said, narrowing my eyes at him. "I want to hear your real answers. Not the fake ones from magazines." 
 
    Dustin was stunned silent for a moment. 
 
    "Okay then,” he began, clearing his throat. “I'm from Whitefish, Montana. My favorite color is orange. I have four siblings, but none of them are actually blood related. I grew up in foster care, but I was one of the lucky ones. I got a great foster family who really cared about me. And no, I'm not currently dating anyone. No matter how much people speculate. I am very, very single," he said. "Your turn." 
 
    "You grew up in foster care?" I asked. "That must've been hard." 
 
    Dustin sighed. "Like I said, I got placed with a great family. I mean, it took a few tries, but eventually they adopted me and that was great, but I am very much interested in hearing about you. I talk about myself for a living, y'know." 
 
    "Okay," I groaned. "I'm from all over. I was born in Nashville, Tennessee. Didn't stay there for long, but eventually ended back up in Washington where my dad is from. Been here for awhile. My favorite color is silver. I have two step-sisters, who I've already mentioned..." I trailed off, wondering if I should tell the truth about my current relationship status or if I should lie through my teeth. 
 
    "And?" Dustin asked, raising his eyebrows at me. 
 
    I didn't like lying. I sighed. "I'm single." 
 
    Dustin smiled. "Was that so hard?" 
 
    "Yes," I responded simply. 
 
    Dustin laughed, nodding toward my window. "We're here." 
 
    I turned, staring out at a diner sandwiched between two larger buildings. The whole front of the building was chrome plated with two enormous windows that looked into a brightly lit diner. 
 
    "I've never been here before," I admitted. 
 
    "It's one of my favorite places in Seattle," Dustin said, leaning forward to pay the cabby. He handed over a wad of cash and I frowned. 
 
    "C'mon, Eli," he said, slipping out of the cab. "Let's go eat pancakes." 
 
    "I'm beginning to think you're a little drunk," I accused, stepping out of the cab and slamming my door. 
 
    The cabby drove off immediately. 
 
    Dustin smirked back at me. "Might be," he said. 
 
    "Jesus," I muttered. Of course, I would end up getting stuck on some Seattle joyride with a tipsy celebrity. I winced. Of course, I would be complaining about getting stuck with a tipsy celebrity who paid for my cab here and who is also buying me pancakes at midnight. 
 
    I really should be more grateful. I just hope he doesn't get me killed. 
 
    "This way to pancakes!" Dustin shouted, breaking into a run toward the front of the diner. 
 
    "Slow down!" I called after him. "Shouldn't you be in costume or something? Just in case one of your fans is in there? Or one of them followed us here?" 
 
    Dustin laughed. "Best way to hide is in plain sight," he said. "Besides, nobody is going to attack me or anything. Don't believe everything you see in movies. We should be completely fine." 
 
    "Even without your security detail?" I deadpanned. 
 
    Dustin laughed. "Only one way to find out!" 
 
    He threw open the front door to the diner and stepped in. 
 
    I sighed and followed after him reluctantly. 
 
    "Hello!" He greeted the hostess inside. 
 
    She blinked at him, looking exhausted. 
 
    "Hello," she said. "Two?" 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. No diner I'd been in had ever had a hostess. Usually people sat wherever they wanted. 
 
    "Yes," Dustin said, reaching back to grab my hand. 
 
    The hostess didn't respond, she just grabbed two menus and started walking. 
 
    Dustin tugged me along with him. 
 
    It had been a long time since I'd held hands with someone who wasn't one of my friends. It was weird. 
 
    Earlier tonight if someone had told me I'd end up going to a diner at midnight with Dustin Lightning, I would have laughed in their faces. Yet, here I am. 
 
    The hostess seated us and gave us our menus. 
 
    "You don't even have to look at the menu," Dustin said when I reached down to open mine. "We're both getting pancakes. And bacon. And hashbrowns." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. "I'm so glad you think you know what I want. What if I have a gluten allergy? Or if I don't like pancakes?" 
 
    Dustin laughed. "Gluten allergies only affect like less than 1% of the population. And everyone loves pancakes. Even people who can't eat them." 
 
    "What if I wanted to eat something else?" I grumbled. 
 
    "There's always next time for that," he said. "Tonight we're getting pancakes. And bacon. And hashbrowns." 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. Next time? This wasn't just a one time thing? I felt my heart soar with the possibilities, but I stomped it back down. It was best if I didn't get my hopes up. 
 
    "Fine," I said. 
 
    "Good," he said. "You're going to love the pancakes here. They're fantastic." 
 
    "I bet," I said, unenthusiastically. "It is a diner, after all." 
 
    Dustin talked a lot, but he hardly ever said anything at all. I never thought I would be thinking that about a person, because it was so cliche, but he was very good at directing the conversation back to me and not talking much about himself. 
 
    I was also good at doing this, so basically we were talking circles around each other without really connecting. Not that I was complaining. The less Dustin knew about me, the better, but it would be nice to kind of take this opportunity to get to know the real him. 
 
    The brief moment we shared in the cab had been nice. I hadn't known he grew up in foster care. Granted, I didn't really scour magazines or news sites for information about him. That wasn't really my thing. 
 
    I had a lot of other stuff to worry about besides what Dustin Lightning was up to. 
 
    "Did you have any pets growing up?" I asked just as our food arrived. We'd been taking turns asking questions. Mostly stuff that didn't matter, but it passed the time. 
 
    "Not really," he responded. "We had a dog once, but he was really old. So." 
 
    Dustin cut off a huge piece of his pancakes and started eating immediately. 
 
    I followed suit. 
 
    We both ate in silence, scraping our plates clean. 
 
    Honestly we must have been a sight to behold, two young men eating like half-drunk heathens in silence. Despite the fact that I had not consumed any alcoholic beverage for the entire evening.  
 
    Come to think of it, I hadn’t even eaten. 
 
    Until now, at least.  
 
    The pancakes were a delight. They were the kind that melt in your mouth, and I tried to hide the fact that my eyes most definitely rolled back in my head the second they touched my tongue. 
 
    Dustin caught my eyes as I did it, though, smirking like he'd won or something. How irritating. 
 
    "Told you they were good," he singsonged around another mouthful of food. 
 
    "Don't chew with your mouth open," I scolded, my own mouth still full of food. "It's rude." 
 
    We both erupted with laughter after that. I nearly choked on a gluey mess of pancakes and hash browns I had in my mouth. 
 
    The waitress came back to the table several times throughout the course of our meal. It seemed that despite the late hour, we'd just headed another rush. It was weird to see this many people sitting in a diner this late at night. 
 
    Though, a lot of them were wearing costumes still, so it could have been some of the people from CosFest showing up to soften their hangovers with massive amounts of greasy food. 
 
    "We should go soon," Dustin said, a bit twitchy. 
 
    I looked up from where I was finishing off my last bite of pancakes. "Why?" I asked. 
 
    Dustin frowned, nodding his head toward the booth nearest to us. 
 
    I turned my head just slightly, trying to be discreet. In the booth there were two teenage girls, obviously filming the two of us at the table. I immediately turned my head away to give Dustin a wide-eyed expression. 
 
    "Oh," I said softly, letting my fork fall down to my plate. 
 
    All of these people were here for him. They'd come from CosFest to catch a glimpse of Dustin Lightning consuming heavy amounts of carbohydrates with a strange looking boy in a prince costume. 
 
    "Yep," Dustin said. "And as soon as they know where I'm at, my entourage isn't far behind." He slapped a few twenties down on the table and stood up. Then, he reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me up from the booth. "I know it isn't ideal, but we're going to have to run." 
 
    "I just ate so much breakfast food," I complained. "If we run I'm gonna throw up." 
 
    "Small price to pay to avoid—" 
 
    "Dustin!" The woman from the stage, Carla, shouted as she flung open the front door to the diner. 
 
    "That," Dustin hissed, turning on his heel and pulling me the opposite direction and into the back kitchen with the cooks. 
 
    "So sorry, but is there a back door?" he asked, "My friend and I really need to make a snappy getaway." 
 
    "Snappy?" I asked, amused. 
 
    "No time for questions, Eli. In case you hadn't noticed we are in the middle of a daring escape," Dustin said. 
 
    "I would hardly call it daring," I snarked. 
 
    Dustin sighed. "Anyway," he said, looking back to the group of kitchen workers that had started to crowd us a little bit. "Back door?" 
 
    They pointed us in the direction of the large back and Dustin bolted toward it. The floor in the kitchen was a bit sticky and a bit slippery, both of which were terrible to run on. 
 
    There was a clamoring behind us, the sound of Carla coming through the doors with several other people behind her. Dustin pulled me faster, shoving me through the delivery entrance first and slamming it closed. 
 
    "What now?" I asked, already breathless from the quick run through the kitchen. 
 
    "We keep running?" Dustin asked. "I guess? I don't exactly have a car on me or anything." 
 
    "I think continuing to run is a terrible idea," I gasped, bending over and groaning. "I am so out of shape." 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Eli," he said, the sound of my name on his lips sending a little thrill through me. "We're definitely going to have to run." 
 
    He grabbed my hand and tugged me along through the alleyway behind the diner, dragging me around the building and back onto the street. My entire body was on fire with pain, but I tried desperately to keep up with him. 
 
    "I don't know why," I huffed, gasping for breath. "You don't just leave me—" I took a gasping breath again. "Behind!" 
 
    "You'd get mauled by my fans, obviously?" Dustin said, hardly breathless. "And I would very much like to keep you intact, Eli." 
 
    He dragged me through a park across the street and into the giant timber trees that lead down to the sound. There was a steep hill on the other side, one that rivaled the hills I'd seen in San Francisco. It was the only way to get down to the water. 
 
    "If I run down that," I wheezed, "I am going to die." 
 
    "Don't worry," Dustin said, winking at me over his shoulder. "You'll be fine." 
 
    He took a sharp turn right before the hill, running off the path and into the trees. It was pitch black inside of them despite the lights of the city behind us. It was almost like we'd dove into another world. 
 
    He pulled me against his chest, leaning against a tree to catch his breath. 
 
    I breathed like my entire body was starving for air. I pressed my cheek against him and gasped, wheezed, and made otherwise unattractive noises as I tried to get some oxygen into my body. 
 
    "I have never run for that long before," I whispered, wiping the sweat from my forehead and chin. "I never want to do that ever again." 
 
    Dustin chuckled. "I'm afraid there might be more of that in your future, still." 
 
    "Just leave me to die, then," I said, sagging against him.  
 
    Dustin smiled at me, pressing two fingers beneath my chin to tilt my head up. His green eyes were shining, his lips parting as he leaned down. 
 
    "I'm going to kiss you now, Eli," he breathed, a feather's breadth away from my lip. 
 
    I blinked at him, no idea how to respond. I must’ve looked like a wreck right then. Covered in sweat and panting against him in the shade of these giant trees. Any comment I had, died in my throat when he pressed his mouth to mine. 
 
    I wish I could have said this was unexpected or too soon or whatever. All great romance stories talk about those big important unexpected kisses, but this kiss felt inevitable. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck, standing on my tiptoes to deepen the kiss. 
 
    He raked his fingers through my wig and it promptly came off in his hands.  
 
    I yelped, pulling away and covering my wig cap with my hands.  
 
    Dustin looked at me, dumbfounded. He blinked in surprise, batting my hands away and pulling the wig cap off as well to reveal my long black hair that Kelly and I had painstakingly pinned to the top of my head.  
 
    "What’s...Are you a girl?" he asked. looking me over again. 
 
    "No!" I yelled a little too loudly, flinching when I realized I could get us caught. "No," I said again, firmer. "I'm a man. I'm just not..." I trailed off, swallowing. I didn't want to have this conversation with a guy I barely knew.  
 
    Dustin's expression softened. "Oh," he said, smiling down at me again. "That's okay then. That's even better, actually.” 
 
    I grimaced. "How?" I asked. "How is this better?" 
 
    "You wouldn't believe how many of my female fans have dressed up as men to try and trick me, but you're actually a man. That's why it's better. You're who you say you are," Dustin said. 
 
    "Wait..." I said. "Are you gay?" 
 
    Dustin laughed. "I thought this was common knowledge, but yes. I am very, very gay." 
 
    "I always thought you were bi," I admitted. "My step-sisters seemed to believe that anyways." 
 
    "That seems like wishful thinking on their part, I think," Dustin said, smirking. He handed the wig back. "But I do have another intensely personal question for you if you're up for it." 
 
    I sighed. "If it's about my genitals then I would really rather you not ask. We aren't going to be doing that sort of thing, so you can get that out of your head now." 
 
    "I would never ask you a thing like that," Dustin said, suddenly serious. "That's just rude." 
 
    "Okay," I responded. "What's your question then?" 
 
    Dustin reached out and played with the ends of my slightly sweat matted hair. "Why wear a wig? Why not just cut it?" He asked. 
 
    I grimaced. "My step-mother doesn't exactly...approve of me." 
 
    "Oh," Dustin said, voice soft. "What about your father, then?" 
 
    I frowned, looking down at my feet. "He, uh, he died," I responded. "About three years ago. He never even got to meet the real me. So I'll never know if he approved or not." 
 
    "He would have," Dustin said. 
 
    I glanced up at him. My dad was always a sore spot for me. "That's what everyone seems to think, but it isn't the same thing as hearing it from him, y'know? I'll never be able to talk to my dad again." 
 
    "I'm so sorry," Dustin said, leaning down to press a kiss to my forehead. "I'm sorry to bring up bad memories." 
 
    "It's alright," I said. "It's just still a bit of a touchy subject. I miss him all the time. Especially now when I've felt so lost." 
 
    "We're all a little lost, though," Dustin said. "Aren't we? Nobody really knows exactly what we're all supposed to be doing. We're all kind of winging it. And I'd say you're doing a spectacular job of winging it." 
 
    I laughed. "You hardly know me, though," I said. "We only spent a few hours together." 
 
    Dustin smiled. "In my industry it only takes a few moments to know if someone is worth the trouble," he said. "And I knew you were worth it the second I saw you in the crowd at CosFest." 
 
    My heart sped up in my chest. "What?" I asked. "I didn't imagine that moment? When our eyes locked?" 
 
    Dustin laughed. "No, that was entirely real. I've got a soft spot for princes who don't know how to dance." 
 
    "Shut up," I said, giggling. 
 
    "Okay," Dustin said, leaning down to press his lips to mine again. 
 
    I leaned into the kiss, humming softly. As far as kisses go, this one was in my top five at least. Of course, by top five I mean I'm literally standing here beneath the cover of trees, brain short circuiting as I kiss a celebrity who I've just met for the first time tonight. 
 
    I'm not even one of his fans. That's probably what makes this even more outrageous. 
 
    I run my hands over his chest, taking a sharp breath in through my nose. 
 
    He's so solid beneath my fingertips. 
 
    He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me closer, pressing our bodies together as close as we can. It feels right. Like the perfect end to the perfect birthday weekend. 
 
    "Oh!" I gasp, pulling away from him. "I just remembered!" 
 
    "What?" He asked, eyes still glazed over from kissing. 
 
    "It's my birthday!" I said. 
 
    Dustin stared at me for a long time in silence before tilting his head back and laughing. 
 
    "What?" I asked, cheeks burning with embarrassment. 
 
    "Nothing, just..." he said between peels of laughter, his body trembling against mine. "Happy birthday." 
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    We left the cover of the trees after while, stepping back onto the concrete path that cut through the park. It was a quiet night, but Seattle had always been one of the sleepier cities. 
 
    "Looks like none of them followed us this far," Dustin said, winding his fingers between mine. 
 
    I coughed a little, blushing furiously and turning away. 
 
    "What?" Dustin asked, chuckling. "You realize we just made out over there in that thicket of trees right?" He pressed. "And you were basically a pro at that, but—" he raised our hands between us— "Holding hands is too intimate for you?" 
 
    I blushed harder, my whole face heating up. "It's not that, I just- Uh...It's-!" I stammered. 
 
    Dustin smirked. "What?" 
 
    "It's like...no one could see us in there. Now we're out in the open. And I'm holding hands with a celebrity. Not that I even really think of you as a celebrity considering I don't really know much about your career—" 
 
    He leaned down and kissed the corner of my mouth. 
 
    I made an inhuman noise, clapping my free hand over my mouth. 
 
    "Adorable," he said. "That is the cutest thing I've ever seen." 
 
    "Don't patronize me!" I said. "I don't know how to handle being so public." 
 
    Dustin looked around, gesturing at the park. "There's no one here, Eli," he said. "This is hardly public." 
 
    "Isn't someone always watching, though?" I asked. "Like paparazzi or something?" 
 
    "You watch too many movies," he said. "It's not like we're in California. Or New York. My being here wasn't very publicized. I don't usually play events this small so even if it had been heavily advertised people would have been convinced I'd pull out last minute or it was a hoax. This is actually the first time in a long time I've been to an event where I wasn't hounded by paparazzi." 
 
    "Did you want to come to Seattle?" I asked. "To play CosFest? It seems a little small-time for you." 
 
    Dustin laughed. "CosFest has been around since I was a kid. I grew up in Montana, but my parents were from Seattle. So we visited often.  
 
    I fell in love with the city when I was younger. And eventually I found CosFest. It's where I got my start, actually,” he smiled fondly at the memory. 
 
    “I met a few choice people and talked about my singing and my videos on YouTube and eventually I became what most people would refer to as an 'overnight sensation', but in truth it took years.  
 
    Years of careful planning and constructing an image. Now, I've outgrown the shock and awe of who I was then. Now I miss the quiet nights I spent out here looking at The Sound or visiting Pike’s or trying to get into bars with my fake ID." He stared up at the sky, smiling wistfully before looking back down at me. 
 
    "I desperately wanted to come back to Seattle. I'd been wanting to do something for CosFest since I became famous. I feel like this was an opportunity for me to finally try something new. Though, the crowd seemed a bit stunned by my lack of costume and the fact that I sang in Spanish for my opener." 
 
    "That was shocking," I said. "I didn't even know you could speak Spanish." 
 
    "Again," he said. "If you picked up any magazine with me on the cover, you'd know my parents taught all of us Spanish from a young age. All of my siblings and I are fluent. I also know some German, French, and Italian." 
 
    "Impressive," I said. "I can barely speak English most days." 
 
    Dustin laughed. "I think all of us are just playing at speaking English," he said. "This language is a nightmare." 
 
    We made our way down to the edge of the water, The Sound stretching out beyond the city; miles of pitch black water. We walked hand-in-hand  
 
    I hopped up on the concrete divider that laid between us and the pitch black water of the sound. I walked across it like a balancing beam as Dustin watched. 
 
    “Should we do something special for your birthday?" He asked when I made it to the other side without incident.  
 
    The wind that whipped around us was already starting to chill me to the bone despite my heavy outfit. I shivered and Dustin dutifully removed his jacket and placed it over my shoulders.  
 
    I blushed and gathered it around myself, tucking my face into the collar and breathing in his scent. I was already wearing my own jacket, but somehow the night had gotten colder. Probably because of the wind coming off The Sound.  
 
    "We already are," I said, softly. “This is the best birthday I could have asked for. Not every day I get to make out with somebody famous." 
 
    “I’ve had a great time too,” Dustin said, helping me down from the concrete wall and pulling me against him. “Not every day I get to make out with a cute boy.”  
 
    He kissed me again, raking his fingers through my hair carefully, trying not to disturb my wig like he’d done in the park.  
 
    I kissed him back, my face numb from the cold. I raked my fingernails over his back and he shivered against me, humming delightedly into my mouth.  
 
    “You’re so good at that,” he whispered when he pulled away.  
 
    "Good to know," I said, yawning. "But I'm getting tired, and it's freezing out here. So. As much as I have enjoyed this, I would very much like to go home now." 
 
    "And miss the sunrise?" Dustin asked, nodding to the East where the horizon was just beginning to brighten. 
 
    "SUNRISE?" I shrieked, blood rushing to my ears. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and unlocked it. 
 
    I had 17 missed calls and a mass of text messages from Kelly and Aki both threatening to kill me if I wasn't already dead. 
 
    "Crap!" I hissed, calling Kelly back immediately. 
 
    It went to voicemail. 
 
    I panicked, calling Aki next. She didn’t pick up. 
 
    "Their phones must be dead," I said, nearly hyperventilating. "I'm so sorry, I have to go. Like right now. My friends are worried sick. I can't believe I've been out for so long! I never do things like this! This was so irresponsible. Oh God, they’re both going to kill me." 
 
    "Calm down," Dustin said, reaching out to grip my arms reassuringly. "It's okay. I'll call you a cab. Don't worry. I can go with you to explain everything if you want—" 
 
    "No! Nope. That would be worse. I...just let me..." I sighed, pressing my hand against his chest and meeting his eyes. "This has been so wonderful, Dustin, I have loved every minute of the time we spent together. Which is actually really surprising. No offense." 
 
    Dustin beamed down at me. "None taken," he said. 
 
    "Good," I said, leaning up to brush my lips against his in a short, chaste kiss. "Thank you," I said. "For everything." 
 
    Then, I turned around and ran away. The sooner we forgot about each other, the better. 
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    Kelly and Aki were both livid. I had never stayed out so late before. Something I was keenly aware of the moment I walked into the front door of Greta's house. 
 
    "How could you be so irresponsible?" Kelly asked. "I had to pay Amanda—" the pet sitter— "Double because she had to sleep here! What were you even doing?" 
 
    "Nothing," I said, voice soft. I didn't want to give Kelly any excuses, least of all one that sounded horrendously unbelievable. If I tried to tell her now that I'd spend the night walking around Seattle with Dustin Lightning, it would sound like a flat out lie. 
 
    "You have never stayed out so late before," Aki said, her tone a lot calmer than Kelly's. "We were worried sick about you. We thought someone had abducted you or something. You need to make sure you call us when you're alone in a strange city, Eli. God you could have been killed!" 
 
    "I'm sorry," I said. 
 
    "And what do you even mean you were doing nothing?" Kelly asked, picking up right where she'd left off. I sort of felt a bit like I was being grilled by a parent. "How is it possible that you could have been doing nothing for nearly seven hours?" 
 
    "I just went to a diner," I said. "I didn't want to be alone." 
 
    "You wouldn't have been alone. There’s a house full of pets here, Eli. You've never had an issue before, if you had a problem, why not just bring it up with us? We would have understood." Kelly was talking softer now and I relaxed a little. 
 
    "I don't have a problem, I just. I wanted some food, I guess. And I wanted company. I just lost track of time. I'm sorry I didn't call. I wasn't thinking." 
 
    Kelly and Aki exchanged looks, the two of them deflating. 
 
    Kelly launched herself at me, gathering me up in her arms. “It’s okay, Eli. God. We were just so worried.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kelly pressed a kiss to my forehead. “It’s okay, but we have to get packed and you need to get changed…” Kelly trailed off, frowning and squinting at me. “Wait. Whose jacket is this?”  
 
    “What?” I asked, looking down at myself for the first time since I’d gotten home. “Oh crap,” I said, realizing I still had Dustin’s jacket slung over my shoulders. How had I not noticed this for the whole Uber ride back to the house? I slid it off. 
 
    “What?” Kelly asked. “Who does this belong to?” 
 
    “Just...can we talk about it later?” I asked. “I really need to go get packed. We have to leave soon if we want to get back to Appleton before Clarice and my step-sisters do.” 
 
    Kelly frowned. “Okay,” she said. “Hurry up.” 
 
    I pretended to be asleep for the whole ride home so I wouldn’t have to talk about my date with Dustin Lightning. I’d tell Kelly eventually, but for now I wanted to keep the memories and moments we shared to myself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Clarice was waiting on the front porch when we reached my house. 
 
    I didn't know what I expected. Of course, she would find out. She always found everything out. 
 
    "Hello, Ella," she sneered when I stepped out of Kelly's car into the driveway. My stomach sank. 
 
    My long hair sat heavy like a reminder down my back. It was greasy and frizzy and completely unkempt from being in a wig for so long. Some part of me had hoped it would become so matted I'd have to cut of off, but Clarice would go to any lengths to make sure it remained. 
 
    Clarice eyed my appearance skeptically. "Where have you been?" she asked. 
 
    I chewed the inside of my cheek nervously. "With Kelly," I said. 
 
    I stepped away from the car, leaving my luggage and Dustin’s jacket in the back seat. I could get it from Kelly later, for now I thought it would be safer if I could pretend that I hadn't just been in Seattle for the past few days. 
 
    "I can see that," Clarice said, turning her gaze to where Kelly sat in the front seat of her car. "Where with Kelly?" 
 
    I tensed up. She must know something I didn’t. There was no way she would be grilling me like this. It wasn’t the first time I'd spent the night at Kelly's house. I shouldn't be under such scrutiny, especially since Clarice and my step-sisters were away. 
 
    "Are you not happy with the cleaning I did?" I asked, changing the subject. Kelly said she would take care of it, and I had faith in my friend so fingers crossed this worked. "I got to everything on your list." 
 
    Clarice smirked, walking down the porch stairs and into the yard. "You did, did you?" she asked, stopping just shy of the driveway. 
 
    "Yes," I said, voice wavering. 
 
    "I installed cameras, Ella. For security in the event the house was ever broken into. We're all women we need to be extra careful." Clarice eyed me, eyes dancing with morbid amusement. 
 
    "Oh," I said softly. 
 
    "Yes, oh," Clarice repeated. "Imagine my surprise when I saw a crew of cleaners tramping around our house. I assigned those chores to you for a reason, Ella." 
 
    I frowned, ducking my head in shame. "I'm sorry, Clarice, I—" 
 
    "But no," Clarice interrupted. "It was more important for you to go gallivanting off to Seattle to dress like a man—" She glared at me in disgust. "And end up plastered all over the Internet kissing that ridiculous Dustin Lightning." 
 
    My head snapped up, eyes wide. "What?" I gasped. 
 
    "Yes," Clarice said. "I saw the pictures. Did you think I wouldn’t recognize you, Ella? I’m not an idiot. Anastasia and Nina are devastated. How could you be so selfish?" 
 
    I couldn't answer, my head was spinning. How many people had seen those pictures? I hadn't even told Kelly. She was going to be so pissed. Had Aki seen them? Had Alex? I should have expected this, obviously. Dustin is famous and we were kissing semi-openly in the middle of a park and very openly in front of Puget Sound, but I hadn't even heard so much as a camera shutter. 
 
    "Do you have anything to say for yourself, Ella?" Clarice asked. 
 
    "No," I said. 
 
    Kelly's car was still idling in the driveway. 
 
    "No?" Clarice asked. 
 
    "No," I said, looking up at her. "There's no excuse for what I did. I'm sorry." 
 
    "You're going to be," Clarice said. She took the last few steps left between us and grabbed my arm, yanking me back inside the house. "I'll make sure of that." 
 
    I didn’t even look back at Kelly's car.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Summer was nearly over and I had spent the better part of three months being a slave. I was forced to quit my job at The Arcade, and I hadn't been allowed to see or talk to Kelly since we had come back from Seattle.  
 
    I could only imagine how confused and hurt Kelly was by the pictures that surfaced of me and Dustin Lightning on social media. I didn’t get the chance to tell her about what happened. I never even got to see the pictures for myself.  
 
    There was a pang of sadness that settled in my chest every time I thought about Dustin. My step-sisters were livid with me for running off with him that night. If it hadn’t been for me messing everything up, they believed they could have had a chance with him. 
 
    The worst part was even though I continuously told them he was gay, they couldn’t see past Ella to me.  
 
    For almost 3 months I had been pretending. I had been shoving everything down until I was invisible. I couldn't afford another slip up. I wore dresses and brushed my hair, I put on makeup. Anything Clarice told me to do, I did. 
 
    There were only two weeks of this left before I was finally free to go to college. Two weeks before I could go back to being who I really was. So I didn’t have to feel this constant ache. This feeling of wrongness that came with being here. 
 
    I missed Kelly desperately. She came by ever so often, trying to get Clarice to let her in, but she never made it past the front porch. 
 
    Clarice took away my phone and my computer so there was no way for me to contact anyone. She wouldn’t even let me have paper so I could write a letter. I couldn’t even leave the house to go to the store. She was too afraid I'd try to run.  
 
    What she didn’t know was, if I had wanted to run—if I thought I could escape this never ending pain—I would have already done it.  
 
    I passed the time packing up my room. I didn’t have much, but I'd be taking all of it with me. Along with my dad's crappy old car. Then, I'd never have to come back. I never wanted to see this place again.  
 
    I should have left a long time ago, but until now I never had a plan. I wasn't ready to be on my own. Now, I had to keep swimming forward or I’d drown.  
 
    My room was almost empty now, devoid of every piece of me.  
 
    All I left behind was Ella. 
 
    I was packing the last box when I heard a scuffle downstairs on the porch. 
 
    I went to my window and glanced outside. The window of my attic bedroom looked out over the front yard and our enormous porch. I half expected it to be Kelly again, especially when they started hammering the doorbell.  
 
    I was wrong. My heart leapt into my throat.  
 
    Outside of my house stood the Dustin Lightning, world renowned superstar. 
 
    I stood frozen at my window, staring down at him with wide eyes. 
 
    Someone slammed open the front door, making a half-angry, half-surprised noise. 
 
    I guessed it was one of my step-sisters.  
 
    “Is Eli here?” Dustin asked, looking hopeful.  
 
    My step-sister, Nina from the sound of it, sputtered and nearly choked on her own spit. “D-Dustin LIGHTNING?” she gasped. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me. Am I in the right place? I’m looking for Eli Tremont?” he asked, brushing her off.  
 
    I blanched. How did he know my last name? Had he been looking for me online? I distinctly remembered only ever telling him my name was Eli. 
 
    Nina finally came back to herself. “Uh...no. I’m sorry. There’s no Eli here.” 
 
    I hated that I was surprised by this.  
 
    Dustin took a few steps back, checking the house number. “Are you sure?” he asked. “I could have sworn this was the right address.” 
 
    Nina hummed softly as if she were thinking. “No, sorry. No Eli here. Just me, my mom, and my sister.” 
 
    Was she just going to pretend I didn’t exist? All’s fair in love and war, I supposed.  
 
    She took a step out onto the porch, coming into view. “Why don’t you come inside, and I can help you look.” She sidled up next to him, batting her eyelashes.  
 
    He took a step back, a pained expression on his face.  
 
    “I’m good,” he said. “I’m just gonna try a different hou—” 
 
    "Wait," Nina said, grabbing his hand before he could walk away. "Did you say you were looking for Eli?" 
 
    "Uh, yes," Dustin said, wincing. “Twice.” 
 
    "I thought you said E-rye. Sorry,” Nina said, laughing nervously. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. There was no way he was going to believe that.  
 
    “Eli lives here," Nina said. 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat. 
 
    "He does?" Dustin asked, perking up immediately. 
 
    "Yeah, let me just...go get him. Wait here!" Nina chirped, turning around and running back inside. 
 
    My heart pounded and my head swam with a torrent of emotion. I hadn't seen Dustin since Seattle. I was wearing a dress and my hair was nearly down to my waist. I couldn't see him like this. I wasn't ready! 
 
    I could hear Nina running up the stairs and I started panicking. 
 
    By the time my door burst open, I was hiding in my closet. It didn’t stop Nina from ripping the door open and staring down at me. 
 
    She shrieked in surprise, jumping back. 
 
    "Jesus CHRIST, Ella, you scared the shit out of me," Nina hissed, hand over her heart. 
 
    "Ella?" I asked, confused. 
 
    She sneered down at me. "Yes," she said. "That's your name, isn't it?" 
 
    I had no idea how to answer that. 
 
    She moved some of my clothing around on their hangers, clicking her tongue in annoyance. 
 
    "Where are all your guy clothes?" Nina asked, irritated. 
 
    "What?" I responded, flabbergasted. 
 
    "Your men’s clothing," Nina said, glaring down at me like I was an idiot. "The clothing you wore to CosFest or something, Ella. I need it." 
 
    "Why?" I asked. 
 
    "Because I need it," Nina growled. 
 
    Then, it clicked. She was going to try and dress up like a man in the hopes that Dustin Lightning would think she was me. I couldn't stop the laughter that bubbled up in my throat. It wasn't funny, but it was also hysterical that she could think he would be that stupid.  
 
    "Why are you laughing?" Nina asked. "Tell me where your clothes are!" 
 
    I couldn’t stop laughing now that I'd started. My sides were starting to ache, my ribs on fire from the shaking in my chest. 
 
    "Oh my God, Ella. I'll just find them myself," Nina hissed. "You really are a shitty sister." 
 
    My mouth clicked shut at that. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, standing up from the closet floor and slipping past her back into my bedroom. “I think you might be able to find something in the boxes at the back of my closet,” I said, smiling. “You might have to dig, though.” 
 
    “Was that so hard?” Nina asked, rolling her eyes and stepping into the closet in my stead. I closed and locked the door behind her.  
 
    “What the fuck, Ella!” she shrieked, jiggling the handle on the door. “Let me out!” 
 
    I ignored her and slipped out of my bedroom down the stairs to the second floor. 
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    The front door was wide open when I stood at the top of the stairs. Anastasia had taken Nina’s place at the door, staring at Dustin awkwardly as he shifted uncomfortably beneath her gaze.  
 
    I smiled when I saw him. Never in a million years did I think he’d end up here on my doorstep.  
 
    I moved slowly down the stairs, catching his eye when I was halfway down. The toothy grin he gave me once he realized who I was made my stomach erupt with butterflies.  
 
    I still wore a bright pink dress and woefully ruffly pink and white socks, but he saw right through that. I descend the stairs slowly, his eyes on me the whole time. 
 
    Anastasia hadn’t noticed me yet, her eyes are still glued to Dustin, oblivious to my approach.  
 
    "How did you know where to find me?" I asked over her shoulder, making Anastasia jump and whirl around.  
 
    “Had a tracker in my favorite jacket,” he said. 
 
    I snorted. “Of course, you did.” 
 
    “I’m joking,” he said, and nodded his head toward the driveway. "Kelly got a hold of me. She's very persistent, y'know." 
 
    Anastasia kept trying to speak over us and insert herself into our conversation, neither of us paid her any mind.  
 
    "I know," I said. 
 
    "There are pictures of us all over the Internet," Dustin continued, shoving his hands into his pockets and rocking forward on the balls of his feet.  
 
    "I know," I said, slipping past Anastasia to stand closer to him. 
 
    "I couldn't get you out of my head," he said, voice low. 
 
    "Me either," I responded, pressing my hand to his chest. 
 
    He put his hand on my waist, just beneath my ribs. 
 
    "Ella what are you doing?" Anastasia hissed. 
 
    “His name is Eli,” Dustin corrected, finally acknowledging Anastasia’s existence for a split second.  
 
    Anastasia sputtered dumbly. 
 
    I chuckled, beaming up at him. "I'm going to kiss you now," I said, repeating what he said to me months ago in a park in Seattle.  
 
    He laughed, and I swallowed it with my mouth. 
 
    In the driveway, Kelly started cheering from her car. 
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 Recovering the Magic 
 
    Sheri Chapman 
 
      
 
    Zoey had always loved Cinderella, and as a surprise, her family took her to Disney on her eighth birthday.  Zoey’s childhood dream came true: she got to meet her princess idol!  On that fateful day, however, Zoey’s life changed dramatically.  The nice lady she met in the restroom was a trafficker who stole her away from her family.  Zoey grew up as a hard-working slave until hot lined call opened up a Division of Family Services investigation.  Chance, the attractive tutor assigned to work with her, was suspicious of the family’s story.  Could Zoey trust him enough to open up her heart?   Was he the key she’d been waiting for? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The sun cooked the top of my head as we pushed through the sweltering hotness.  I didn’t care, though.  I was having the time of my life!  My hand was swallowed up by my daddy’s, and Mama tagged behind with my brother in tow.  I was eight, and Brycen was five.   
 
    “Mommy, look!” I shouted, pointing.  “It’s Cinderella and her carriage!” 
 
    “And it’s even in the middle of the day,” Daddy added in amusement.   
 
    A parade of Disney characters were making their way toward us!  People surged forward making it nearly impossible for me to see through the wall of humanity.  I squealed in delight as Daddy hoisted me upon his broad shoulders.    
 
    “Hang on, Princess,” he instructed as he stooped down to also raise up my brother.  Mama was busy snapping pictures of us on Daddy and of the Princess and dancers around the carriage.   
 
    “This is sooooo wonderful!” I exclaimed in awe.  My voice definitely sounded moon-struck.  Cinderella was my favorite story ever.   
 
    My attention never wavered from the gorgeous young woman singing and dancing in her carriage.  Finally, the procession paused.  My idol got out of the vehicle and staged a performance directly in front of us!  When she began to move on, Daddy deposited us by Mama. 
 
    “Give me a second,” he said.    
 
    I watched as my father moved toward the woman in the ice-blue shimmery dress.  When there was a lull in the music, Daddy approached Cinderella.  The blonde turned her head to greet and smile at him.  The sun trapped in her hair reflected spun gold.  Cinderella seemed to listen intently then nodded in response to something Daddy said.  
 
    Beaming, my father turned toward us and motioned enthusiastically for us to come.   
 
    “I think your father wants us to go over there.” 
 
    “Really?” I squealed. 
 
    Through her warm amusement, Mama said, “Really.” 
 
    I raced toward my dad as fast as I could.  The people teeming in front of me let me pass with relative ease.  It seemed like forever, but we were by my father’s side at last.   
 
    “Young lady, you wait for your mother next time,” Daddy admonished me. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” I said, contrite. 
 
    My eyes were huge as I peeked up at the woman standing next to my father. 
 
    “Hello, young lady,” she said in a musical voice. 
 
    “H – hi!” I stuttered.  
 
    “I hear it’s a very special day for you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!  I get to meet YOU!” 
 
    Cinderella beamed at me then announced to the audience, “Everyone, today is this young lady’s birthday.  What is your name, sweetie?” 
 
    “Zoey,” I managed.   
 
    “How old are you, Zoey?” 
 
    “I’m eight today,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s all wish Zoey a happy eighth birthday,” Cinderella suggested. 
 
    The crowd mirrored her proposal and wished me a happy birthday.   
 
    I was so pleased!  Not only did I get to meet my favorite fairy tale princess, but she wished me a happy birthday, too!   
 
    “In addition,” came the perfect and cultured voice, “I have something for you.” 
 
    “You… do?” I gulped. 
 
    “Yes, my dear.”  Cinderella went back to her carriage and retrieved something.  She held it behind her back before presenting it to me.   
 
    “I’d like to give you a wand,” she said.  The blonde pushed a silver baton into my hand.  It was slender, about a foot and a half long.  It ended in a star shape that sparkled with little diamonds.  They twinkled and winked at me as I admired them. 
 
    I looked up at Cinderella and breathed, “Th – thank you!”  I couldn’t manage more than that.   
 
    She squatted a little so that she was on my level.  “You’re very welcome!  Have a great day!” 
 
    “It’s the best, E.V.E.R!” I whispered.  Then, she made my world because she gave me a quick hug.   
 
    I was a chatterbox for nearly an hour after Cinderella’s departure.  I remember sitting in the shade with a hamburger and a soda full of crushed ice.  It was the hottest part of the day, and we were wilting.   
 
    “Daddy, can we get some Dipping Dots and then ride Thunder Mountain?” I asked.   
 
    “You bet, baby.”   
 
    “Honey, I think I’ll take Brycen and do some smaller scale rides while you two stand in line.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll text you when we finish.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Mama said.   
 
    Daddy and I purchased the Dipping Dots and sat to eat our ice cream while Mama wandered away with my brother.  Right before we approached Thunder Mountain, Daddy asked me if I needed to go to the bathroom.   
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “I do, too.  It won’t take me long.  I’ll be right out here by that bench.  Do not go anywhere without me.” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.”   
 
    There were lines everywhere in Disney World, even in the bathroom.  I still had my wand gripped tightly in my hand.  While I waited, I stared at it.  It was my most prized possession! 
 
    “Hi, Zoey,” A bigger woman greeted me. 
 
    I looked around a bit, not sure if she was speaking to me. 
 
    “I saw you out there!  It was pretty neat that Cinderella gave you that nice-looking wand.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said, holding my cherished trophy a little higher so she could see it better.  
 
    “It would go really well with a dress I bought my granddaughter,” she mused.   
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The woman slipped her hand into her package and pulled out a silky blue dress that glimmered in the light. 
 
    “Oooohhhh,” I breathed.   “It’s so pretty!” 
 
    “You know,” the woman said thoughtfully.  “You look about the same size as my granddaughter.  Do you want to try it on?” 
 
    “Oh, could I?” I squealed.   
 
    “Just don’t get it dirty,” she said with a smile.   
 
    I could scarcely wait to try on the beautiful garment.  I hung it carefully on the hook until I could use the facility.  Then I took my clothes off and neatly folded them.  I slipped the cool fabric onto my damp skin.  I wouldn’t be able to zip it without assistance.  
 
    I looked for her when I exited the stall.  The woman was standing closer than I expected. 
 
    She said, “Oh, my!  Don’t you make a pretty picture?” 
 
    “Could you zip me up?” I asked shyly. 
 
    I presented my back to her and felt the dress tighten appropriately on my body.   
 
    “This dress was made for you,” the woman said with an approving nod.   
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that.   
 
    “Do you want to show your daddy?” 
 
    “Oh, could I?” I squealed.   
 
    “Of course,” she said.  “But let’s surprise him, okay?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She pulled a blanket out of another package.  She said in a conspirator’s whisper, “I’ll wrap you in this until we get in front of him so he can’t see you too soon.  Then, I’ll take the blanket off your head, and he’ll see you all at one time.”   
 
    “Okay!  My daddy will be so proud!” I said, buying into her ploy.   
 
    The woman put the blanket over my head and guided me out of the bathroom.  I felt disoriented, so I wasn’t concerned when we seemed to be going in the wrong direction.   
 
    We’d walked for a few minutes before I said, “Is he there?  We should be there by now.” 
 
    “I see him just over here.  Wait!  Don’t look yet!  We don’t want to spoil the surprise!” 
 
    I shuffled further.  Finally, I complained, “It’s too hot in here.  I don’t care if he sees now.” 
 
    The woman said, “Okay, I want you to sit on this bench for a second while I take the blanket off.  We want the dress to be pretty and not wrinkled.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The woman took the covering off, and I sat on the bench.  She made a small production of arranging the dress around me.  Finally, she took out a cloth from another bag. 
 
    “Why do you have that rag in a baggie?” I asked.  “And where is my daddy?” 
 
    “I told him to come in just a minute.  This rag has Cinderella perfume on it.  Do you want to smell?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    That day was the best… and worst day in my life.  That memory was six years ago; to date, I’ve never seen any of my family again.   
 
    While I reminisced, a fat tear slid down my cheek.  Finally, I shook my head and resumed washing the dishes.  It was 1:00 in the morning.  I would need to get some sleep before my day of rigor started all over again.   
 
    I’m known only as Gigi.  My new “family” wants me to feel like a dog.  I’m a personal slave to them.  I work for no pay and no rights.  I don’t even get to go to school.  My life is miserable and disheartened, but hope still lives in my breast.  I know my family is out there, and although I’m not sure how, I plan to find them some day.   
 
    I scrubbed the last pan and wiped down the kitchen.  Finally, I clicked off the light and readied myself for bed.  My toothbrush was a discarded one from a family member.  I cleaned it well before adopting it.  After brushing my teeth and putting on my worn flannel gown, I headed to my assigned spot.   
 
    The laundry room floor was cold on my bare feet.  I slipped on woolen socks and fell onto my bed.  The large dog pillow crammed in the corner was more comfortable than the hard floor, but still, it wasn’t the ideal place to sleep.  Once my head touched the cushion, I was already nearly asleep.  I curled under the threadbare blankets and knew no more.   
 
    Early in the morning, about 5:00 a.m., my alarm awoke me.  Groggily, I rubbed my tired eyes.  It was hard to drag my fatigued body out of my warm spot.  I knew what would happen if I didn’t, though.   
 
    I started a load of laundry and then headed upstairs.  I brewed a pot of coffee and began cracking eggs.  The sausage was beginning to sizzle in the pan when I slid the biscuits into the heated oven.   
 
    In another forty minutes, the husband and wife would come down the stairs for breakfast.  Usually on Tuesdays, I had sausage, scrambled eggs with cheese, and biscuits and gravy.  Mostly the menu varied, but not on Tuesdays.   
 
    After the gravy was made, I began slicing large, succulent oranges in half.  Then I squeezed all the juice out of them until a pitcher was brimming.  Next, I sat the table and organized the food items delicately around the new flower arrangement.   
 
    Finally, the couple was up.  I heard the parents descending.  They glanced at the table with the fragrant, steaming food and barked an order. 
 
    “Go wake up the girls.  I’m hungry.”  The woman, Liz, sat heavily at the table, rubbing her swollen abdomen. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t done that yet,” Ethan, the man, added. “Get me some coffee before you get them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”   
 
    I grabbed the coffee pot and poured him a cup full.  I added the amount of cream he liked.   
 
    “None for me,” said Liz.  “But you can pour some orange juice while we wait on your inadequacy.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said quietly. 
 
    “If you can’t have your chores done before we wake up, you need to rise earlier,” Ethan warned.   
 
    I spared him a glance of acknowledgement as I rushed off to get their children. 
 
    “Brittany,” I crooned softly as I gently rubbed her arm.  “Your parents want you to get up.” 
 
    “Go away,” she mumbled.  
 
    “Brittany, breakfast is ready.  It’s time to get up.” 
 
    “You dumb bitch!  I told you to go away!” 
 
    I sighed inwardly and went to Brittany’s younger sister’s room.  Amber and I were the same age.  Using the identical approach, I managed to wake her.  While she dressed, I went back to her sibling’s room.   
 
    “Amber, please get up.  Your parents are waiting for you downstairs.” 
 
    “I said GET OUT OF HERE!” 
 
    I flipped on the light, resulting in a screech.  I shut the door and returned to the kitchen. 
 
    “Sounds like Brittany’s up,” her father announced.  
 
    “What gave it away, Ethan?” his wife asked with a smile.   
 
    “She reminds me of you, Liz.” 
 
    “That puts me in a good mood.” 
 
    Ethan chuckled.  “Oh, you’re not so bad… unless you’re pregnant.” 
 
    “Now whose fault is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but when I find the bastard…” 
 
    Liz got up and said, “Gigi, I want some food on all the plates when I get back down.  It takes a real disciplinarian to get Brittany out of bed.”  She looked meaningfully at her husband.  “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Upon her return, her sixteen-year-old daughter, with disheveled hair, plopped resentfully into her chair.   
 
    “Why do we always have to have this crap on Tuesdays?” she griped.  “Why can’t it be pancakes or something?” 
 
    “We have pancakes a lot,” her father reminded.  “This is what I like, and this is my day to choose.  Eat up.” 
 
    The family consumed their meal in relative silence.  I waited on their every need.  Afterwards, each individual went back to her respective room to prepare for the day.  I began to clear the table.  If there was left over food, I was allowed to eat it, but I was not allowed to make extra food on purpose.   
 
    I dished a biscuit and gravy onto my plate and a few of the scrambled eggs.  I sat and ate quickly.  Then, I prepared a school lunch for the girls and loaded the dishwasher.  I was scrubbing the pans when Brittany and Amber returned.  
 
    “Your lunches are on the counter,” I reminded.   
 
    They both peered into their designer lunch bags. 
 
    “Mom!” Brittany yelled.  “Why are you making us take lunches?  You know I hate sandwiches!” 
 
    “They’re healthier for you than school lunches,” her mom called back. 
 
    “They SUCK!” 
 
    The girls grabbed their things and headed out to their car.  Brittany was allowed to drive to school one day a week, usually on Tuesdays.  I guess Ethan didn’t want to drive them to school on his special breakfast day.   
 
    “At least put something good in our lunches next time, Gigi,” Brittany demanded.  “Some chocolate or something.” 
 
    “I can only put in what’s available,” I reminded.  
 
    I received a glare as the girls slammed the door with their departure.   
 
    The kitchen was immaculate when the married couple returned. Liz handed me a list. 
 
    “We’re going out for the day.  I want all these chores done before our return.  Do not break any of the rules while we’re gone,” she warned. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said, bowing my head.   
 
    “We have eyes watching,” Ethan reminded. 
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    This was basically how my life went for the next three years.  When I was a few months into seventeen, things began to change at last!  And it was all because I decided to bend the rules!  Tired with the monotony of my life, I took a risk.  On this particular day, Liz was upset about something.  She was overly weary because the tiresome two-and-a-half-year-old was always into something.  For that reason, Liz had made a play date so that a few mothers could look after the children together and also visit with one another.   
 
    “Gigi, we’re going out with Ashton.  Have the list of chores that I’ve posted on the refrigerator done by the time we return.” 
 
    After they’d gone, I looked at the list.  It was a lengthy one.  I had to mop and scrub the floor and trim, dust the ceilings and fans, polish all the furniture, and dust everything on all three levels.  In addition, I had to have the evening meal prepared by 6:00 and do three additional loads of laundry which included folding and putting it away.  I growled in frustration.  The first thing I was going to do was go for a walk.   
 
    I’m not allowed outside, but what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.  I loved to feel the sun on my skin, even if it was getting cold.  Just a walk around the block couldn’t hurt.  Then I’d dive into the work assigned.   
 
    I snapped up a discarded jacket that I kept in my area for nights that got too cold for just the blankets.  I set outside and began at a quick clip.  I relished the sting of cold against my skin.  It made me feel alive and that there was more to life than my current situation.   
 
    Our neighborhood was quaint.  Mostly, it was filled with upper-middle-class families that all worked during the day.  It was the safest time for me to venture outside without being seen.   
 
    When I got back home, I began working.  I set an alarm to remind myself when to start supper.  First, I started with the upstairs.  It took me two and a half hours to thoroughly clean all the bedrooms and the bathrooms.  When I began on the main floor, the alarm to begin supper sounded.  I was far behind where the Mistress would want me to be.  I had done a fine job, so I hoped that she would be satisfied with me completing the remaining floors on the morrow.   
 
    I began frying the premium pork chops.  I cut asparagus spears, drizzled olive oil over them, then seasoned them with several spices, salt, and pepper.  I’d bake and broil them when the meat was a little closer.  I also boiled potatoes for homemade mashed potatoes and gravy.  Fresh rolls were ready for the baking sheets as well.  I planned to drizzle seasoned butter on the steamy tops before setting them on the table.   
 
    When everyone was seated and served, I relaxed a little.  So far, the family seemed to be in decent moods. It wasn’t until after I began clearing the plates that Liz spoke. 
 
    “How did the chore list go, Gigi?” 
 
    I gave a little curtsy to show my respect.  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I only got the top floor completed before I needed to cook your supper.” 
 
     “Let me get this right,” her tone was dripping.  “You’ve had all day to work, and you only got the top floor finished?”  Her sneer sliced my heart.  I knew this meant no mercy.   
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am.  I did a very thorough job, and I couldn’t do a good job cooking if I’d have continued cleaning.” 
 
    “Well, clean the kitchen and get to work!  You’ll need a few hours of sleep before breakfast in the morning.  I expect pancakes – unburned – when we come to eat.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I was grimy and filthy many hours later.  I was too exhausted to even wash up.  I knew dirt and cobwebs were on my clothing, and probably on my face as well, but at this point, I didn’t care.  I’d only have an hour and a half to sleep before the alarm sounded.  I curled up on my dog bed, and like a light, I was out. 
 
    The next morning, I had an equally as long chore list.  I supposed this was an additional punishment.  Usually the lists were long, but not so long as to be impossible.   
 
    I silently fumed.  Since my addition to this family, I’d basically been a slave.  I’d learned to cook and clean thoroughly.  During my training, if you want to call it that, if I didn’t do a good job, I didn’t get to eat until I did.  I became a very quick learner.  I also don’t get to go to school because Liz was afraid I’d tell someone about being stolen or about how they treated me.   
 
    Liz was normally the last of the family to leave the house.  On this particular morning, an unexpected knock resounded through the foyer.  My authority figure looked at me with surprise registering on her face.  She walked to the door and looked through the peep.  Then she turned to me and frantically gestured to make myself scarce.   
 
    I knew the command meant that I was to become invisible: she didn’t want to see, hear, or think about me.  But that was going to be impossible… 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Chancellor,” a man’s voice greeted. 
 
    “Good day, er… Mr.” Liz leaned closer to stare at the man’s identification tag attached to his lapel, “Ponder.”  
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    “What is this pertaining?” 
 
    “The young lady in this house.” 
 
    “My daughters are at school.” 
 
    “I’m speaking about the one that isn’t.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Mrs. Chancellor.  I know there’s a young lady in there, right now.  If you don’t let me in to talk with her, I’m afraid I will have to take more drastic measures.” 
 
    “I want to know what the Division of Child Services has to do with me!” Liz declared angrily.  “I pay my taxes, and I’m not abusive!  You have no right to question me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am, but every time we have a hot line situation, we are obligated to check it out.” 
 
    “Hot lined?” Liz exclaimed, her tone incredulous.  “I. was. HOT LINED?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Ponder replied calmly.   
 
    “WHO HOT LINED ME?” 
 
    “We are not at liberty to disclose that, ma’am.  Many times, our hot line callers remain anonymous.”   
 
    “This is simply ridiculous.” 
 
    “Ma’am, are you going to let me in?” 
 
    “I’m not happy about this, but I suppose.” 
 
    Liz opened the door slightly wider to allow him access.  The man in the crisp business suit walked in undisturbed.  He was used to unwelcoming house calls.   
 
    Mr. Ponder walked to the kitchen table and sat.   
 
     “What are you doing?” Liz asked, appalled at the man’s seemingly rudeness. 
 
    “I’m going to wait here until the young lady presents herself.” 
 
    “You are quite pompous, aren’t you?” Liz asked foully.   
 
    “I usually get what I come for,” the man returned, good-naturedly. 
 
    Liz sighed then came to find me.  Once located, she grabbed my arm in a vice-grip.   
 
    “You better toe the line,” she hissed.  “Or I’ll see to it your brother disappears, and he won’t have the princess accommodations you do, Gigi.  Lie if you have to but make him happy and go away.” 
 
    My eyes, I know, had to be as big as possible.  I could sense the fear in Liz.  I swallowed hard and whispered, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Slowly, I walked into the kitchen.  I looked at the floor shyly.   
 
    “Hello, young lady.” 
 
    “Hello,” I offered. 
 
     “I’m Mr. Ponder,” he said, standing and offering me his hand. 
 
     “I’m… Gigi,” I said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Well, Gigi, I’m going to get right to the point.  Why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    “Because… ah, well, um, because… I’m home schooled.” 
 
    “Why aren’t your… sisters? Homeschooled then, as well?” 
 
    “Because… I’m… shy.  I don’t like going to school.  It makes me have too much anxiety, and then I fail…” I lied. 
 
    “Please show me a recent home-school test, or I’ll need to give you one to make sure your education is appropriate for your age.” 
 
    “What?  Please don’t give me a test!  I get really bad anxiety!”  I wrung my hands for effect. 
 
    “Either I need to see a test today, or I need to come back.”   
 
    “Um, please come back?” 
 
    Just then, Liz entered the kitchen.  She was looking at me murderously.   
 
    “Mrs. Chancellor?” Mr. Ponder inquired. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can your… er, daughter, read?” 
 
    “Of course, she can read!” Liz’s tone was indignant. 
 
    “I want to set up a test to assess her knowledge.” 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    “I would like to test Gigi,” the middle-aged gentleman repeated. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “It’s good for all homeschooled children to be evaluated to see if the curriculum is suitable for that student’s needs.” 
 
    “Even if they’re learning disabled?” 
 
    My head snapped to look at her before I could hide my reaction to her words.  If Mr. Ponder noticed my response, he covered it well.   
 
    “Even the mentally challenged children must take assessment tests for the state near the end of every school year,” Mr. Ponder challenged.  “She is perfectly capable of taking a test in the privacy of her own home.” 
 
    “Fine,” Liz barked.  “Make an appointment.” 
 
    “In one week, then, Mrs. Chancellor, I’ll be back.  Gigi?  I’d like to visit with you a little longer,” he announced, looking pointedly at Liz. 
 
    My “mother” ignored his comment and began putting dishes up for once.   
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs. Chancellor?  Either direct us to another spot where we can speak privately, or pause in your chores for a bit of time?” 
 
    Liz turned around almost angrily.  Her lips were pursed in a tight white line.  “Stay in here.  I’ll be in the other room.” 
 
    I believed she would be in the other room eavesdropping at the door. 
 
    “Okay, Miss Gigi.  How long would you say that you’ve lived with the Chancellors?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, Mr. Ponder.” 
 
    “Take a stab in the dark.” 
 
    “Um…” I looked up as if thinking about it.  “I guess maybe about nine years or so.” 
 
    “Is that right?”  his eyes seemed to pierce into my resolve.  “And have you ever attended school while in this home?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Are you attending home school?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” but I’m sure he noticed my eyes dart away to mask the deception of my statement. 
 
    “And about how long do your chores take you a day?” 
 
    I looked back in surprise, reading the knowledge on his face. 
 
    I gasped shakily, “Just a few hours, sir.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Gigi?” he asked quietly.  
 
    I looked down but nodded.  I didn’t trust my voice at the moment.   
 
    “Look.  You can shoot it straight with me.  I won’t tell.” 
 
    He noted the barely perceptible shake of my head. 
 
    “What have they got to hang over your head?” he asked softly.   
 
    I wisely said nothing.   
 
    “Okay, Gigi.  I won’t force anything on you, but if you ever want to talk, here’s my card,” he said and pushed a card with his information into my hand.  I slid it into my pocket before he called for Liz to return.   
 
    “I’m going to be back next Wednesday,” Mr. Ponder informed.  “I want to see all her legal work then.  In addition, she’ll need to take an achievement test.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I have a choice.” 
 
    “Not really, ma’am.  Good day,” Mr. Ponder said with a slight smile.  He patted my back as he walked by me to let himself out.   
 
    As soon as he’d driven away, Liz turned on me with fury blazing.  “HOW did he know you were here?” she barked. 
 
    “I – I don’t know, ma’am!” 
 
    “Somehow, someone has seen you!” she hissed.   
 
    Although I really wasn’t sorry, I bowed my head and whispered in the most shamed voice I could muster, “I’m sorry, ma’am.” 
 
    “You better be.  Now finish up your work!” 
 
    As I was leaving to do as she commanded, Liz called after me, “Gigi?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “You, um, can read?” 
 
    “I haven’t had any books to read, but I can read some,” I confirmed. 
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    The next week passed in a blur.  I was a nervous wreck.  I felt full of anxiety.  When Mr. Ponder appeared at the appointed time, my apprehension wasn’t a pretense.   
 
    “Are you ready, young lady?” he asked after settling into his chair across from me.   
 
    I drew in a deep breath and swallowed audibly. 
 
    “Look,” he consoled.  “This is just an intelligence test.  It measures your ability to learn.  You can’t fail.” 
 
    “Really?  I thought it was an academic type test.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that.  Your, ahem, mother said you had a learning disability.  In order to determine this, we need to test your IQ.  Then we’ll do an academic test.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “No, I won’t do that to you.  I’ll make another appointment for that.” 
 
    I visibly relaxed.  When we’d finished, Mr. Ponder dismissed me so he could talk to Liz.  She was sullen and almost noncompliant.  The only reason she cooperated was to keep further involvement at bay. 
 
    I went to the living room and sat on the couch as Liz had instructed me to do while Mr. Ponder was there.   
 
    I couldn’t hear what they were discussing, but soon, Mr. Ponder followed Liz out of the kitchen.   
 
    “Show me Gigi’s bedroom now,” he instructed.   
 
    Liz led the way to the end of the hall.  She opened the last door on the left to a small room with one tiny window.  The room was the size of her large walk-in closet. 
 
    “This is where Gigi sleeps?” asked Mr. Ponder.   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where are all her belongings?” 
 
    “Um, she actually donated a lot of it to charity.  She likes to give to the needy.”  An uncomfortable silence stretched before Liz hastily added, “But I promised we’d go shopping tomorrow to get her more appropriate wear.” 
 
    I heard a satisfied noise of acceptance from Mr. Ponder.  “I want to see her room again upon my return.” 
 
    When the DFS agent left, I resumed my work.   
 
    “Gigi?” Liz asked, struggling to keep the anger out of her tone. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “After the girls are off to school tomorrow, I’m going to take you to get a few things.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, ma’am!” I said, struggling to keep the excitement out of my tone.  I really hadn’t been out of this house except for my little escape walks.   
 
    “And you’re to sleep in that room now.”  Liz could barely issue the words.  
 
    “Oh, thank you!”  I couldn’t believe my good fortune! 
 
    “You are not to talk about your life here,” Liz warned.  “If you continue to keep up your chores, you may have one hour to study a day.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, ma’am!”  It felt like that was all I could say. 
 
    “Just do your best on that damn test.” 
 
    The next morning, I was up earlier than usual.  I couldn’t sleep because I was so excited about my upcoming excursion.  I was going to get out of my jail!  I was being allowed to get attire!   
 
    I made an elaborate breakfast.  Everyone was pleased.  I even put extra good things in Brittany and Amber’s lunches.   
 
    “After I see a spotless kitchen, we can go,” Liz stated. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, already setting to work.   
 
    About an hour later, I sat in the back seat.  Liz wouldn’t allow me the privilege of sitting beside her.  I’m sure she thought that would make me feel more like an equal.   
 
    Liz took me to an upscale second-hand store.  I was fine with that.  The clothes inside were nice.  I was allowed to select one modest dress, two pair of jeans, a few sweat pants, tees, a light weight jacket, and one coat.  I also got to pick out a newer pair of tennis shoes and a pair of fashion boots to go with the dress.  Try as I might, I couldn’t entirely wipe the happy smile away. 
 
    When we got back home, I began all my chores.  I hummed while I worked.  I’d moved up from dog status to near human with my own room, bed, and clothes, all because I’d dared to venture out for a walk! 
 
    That evening, I was so exhausted.  The excitement from the day and the full time work had worn me out.  I couldn’t wait to sleep on my real bed!   It lived up to my expectation! It was the best night of sleep I’d ever remembered.   
 
    After breakfast and seeing the girls off to school, Liz had me move everything out of the nursery.  Then I had to tape the trim and put plastic down.  Lastly, I had the arduous task of priming and putting two layers of blue on the walls.   
 
    “Now,” stated Liz, “this room is fit for a toddler.” 
 
    When I finally got my hour off, I found myself dozing until the loud entrance of Brittany and Amber startled me.   
 
    “Hey, Mom?” Brittany called.  “Can Blake come over?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yes, but only for a few hours.” 
 
    “Will you make Gigi clean my room?” 
 
      “Sure, but he’s not going in there.” 
 
    “Come on, mom! I’m an adult now!  I’ll graduate soon!” 
 
    “Not going to happen.” 
 
    Brittany saw me trying to study.  “You heard mom.  Go clean my room.” 
 
    When I looked at Liz, her commanding stare was obvious.  So much for my one-hour break.  I was fuming.  At least my anger gave me the energy needed to tackle the task.  I still felt appreciation for having my own things, so, finally, my anger was short-lived.   
 
    Right when I’d settled back down over my book, Brittany said, “Mom, make Gigi clean Amber’s room, too.  I don’t want Blake to see it like it is.” 
 
    When I’d finished with the rooms, it was time to start the family dinner.  I was told to set an extra place at the table.   
 
    “Mom, will you make Gigi wear a maid’s uniform for when Blake is here?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Awww, why not?” 
 
    “Because I don’t need another report of Gigi not being treated decently.” 
 
    “But we do treat her decently,” Brittany sneered. 
 
    “Are you or your sister wearing maid uniforms?” Liz asked. 
 
    “Heck no!” 
 
    “See?  For anyone who asks, we all take turns making dinners.” 
 
    “Even though we don’t?” Brittany laughed. 
 
    “Even though we don’t,” Liz confirmed.   
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Inside, I was fuming.  I dared not show it outwardly.  I would continue serving this family until I could figure out something new.  The chicken Alfredo was slightly simmering when the boy arrived.  Brittany was all a flutter.  She gave him the tour of the house.   
 
    “You have a very nice home,” Blake said when they’d sat at their spots at the table in the formal dining room.   
 
    “Thank you,” Brittany replied.   
 
    Time lapsed as each thought of a new topic to discuss.   
 
    Finally, Blake asked, “Who’s that girl in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Uh, she’s… part of our family.” 
 
    “Really?  She seems… distant.” 
 
    “Ya, she’s our adopted sister.” 
 
      “How come I’ve never seen her before?” 
 
    “She’s shy, and so she’s home schooled.” 
 
    The rest of the evening was a blur for me.  I was highly uncomfortable with the obvious distinction between the family and me.  I’d never felt so isolated!  As soon as I was able, I disappeared out of the line of vision.   
 
    I made sure to keep repeating my real name in my head when I was alone (which is frequent).  I refused to become someone’s dog in all ways.  There was a part of myself that I reserved for the memory of who I used to be and that of the family I continued to love.  At times, I still cried myself to sleep.  Tonight was one of these nights.   
 
           Normally, I’m not the kind of person to wallow in self-pity, but even the boy who’d never met me knew I didn’t really fit in.  The recent joy of my shopping excursion diminished in my sadness, but it would forever bring me happiness to think of that moment of semi-freedom.  It was the most I’d had in nine years. 
 
    The next morning, I wondered vaguely about Mr. Ponder and when he’d be back to discuss my academic testing.  As I cooked the morning meal, I thought about it.  I knew my education was quite a bit behind, but I was still excited to find out how I did.   
 
    Almost as if on cue, the doorbell rang.  Liz answered the summons.  The family had just sat down to enjoy breakfast. 
 
    “Oh, look!  Mr. Ponder!” Liz announced loudly. 
 
    “Sit down with a plate of food and eat with us,” instructed Ethan.  “Now!” his terse command was softly uttered. 
 
    I scrambled to fill my plate and obediently sat.  I ate a few bites to look as if I also had been enjoying my meal.   
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Liz began, “wait in here until we finish our family meal.” 
 
    “I just would like to peek in the kitchen for a second to say hi to Gigi, and then, of course,” Mr. Ponder replied, unruffled.   
 
    Honestly, I knew Mr. Ponder just wanted to see if I was getting to eat or if I was just doing all the work.  Oh, how I wished I could tell him how it really was. 
 
    “Hello, Gigi,” Mr. Ponder greeted me.   
 
    “Good morning, sir,” I replied.   
 
    “Not to ignore everyone else, good morning, all.  I’ll be waiting in the living room,” he adjourned.   
 
    The atmosphere of the breakfast had changed.  Everyone seemed to eat as quickly as possible then left for the day.  I cleared the table and set all the dishes in the sink for cleaning after our guest left.   
 
    “Mr. Ponder,” Liz called.  “Won’t you join us?” 
 
    When the DFS agent sat at the table, Liz introduced him to Ethan.   
 
    “I hear you’re here to discuss Gigi’s academic results with us?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  If I may, I’d like to start off by saying that Gigi’s intelligence is excellent!” 
 
    I beamed at him.   
 
    “Gigi, an IQ score that is considered normal is 100.  Yours is 123, a very nice score.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ponder.” 
 
    He nodded then continued.  “Gigi, this is not directed toward you, understand?”  At my nod, he said, “It’s quite disturbing to see Gigi’s academic levels when compared for her potential to learn.”  Mr. Ponder gave an accusatory look at my parents.  “It’s almost as if Gigi’s really had no training past fourth grade, and she should be a junior by this time.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Liz exploded. 
 
    “Now darling,” Ethan said, calmly pulling her back down.  “Let’s hear him out.” 
 
    Begrudgingly, Liz sat.  It didn’t stop her eyes from shooting daggers.   
 
    “I know you’ve stated that Gigi is adopted, but here’s the thing: her file is missing.  It seems there isn’t any real paper trail to follow.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The agency said that a fire wiped out their history including computer files, but it’s deeply disturbing that there’s no documented proof that Gigi is here legally.” 
 
    “Um, sir?  Just what are you implying?” asked Ethan.  His face was reddening.   
 
    “Just what I’ve said.  You have no way to prove that you adopted Gigi through legal channels.  There is not a trace of paperwork.  Therefore, by the power of the state, I’ve opened an investigation.” 
 
    “AN INVESTIGATION OF WHAT?” both of my guardians screamed.   
 
    “A hotline call was initiated, and if I’m suspicious, which I am, that there is not equitable and just treatment of your, ahem, adopted daughter to your legitimate daughters, then I will open a case to determine if the treatment is actually fair and appropriate.” 
 
    “This is simply ridiculous!” Ethan yelled angrily.  “She is healthy and provided for.  How dare you!” his word reflected his wife’s earlier outburst. 
 
    “If you can’t control your reactions, I can have the child in question removed from your residence.” 
 
    I noticed an immediate change in my guardians’ demeanors.  They certainly didn’t want me leaving my prison without being under their supervision! 
 
    “What does this mean?  Please explain… this case,” Liz haltingly asked, swallowing her rage with difficulty.   
 
    “It means I’m not satisfied with your explanation as to why Gigi stays at home and works nonstop for this family to the point that her education is sacrificed while your blood children have freedom, privileges, and a life as well as the social aspects of a formalized educational setting.  This is not fair and equitable in the least.  I gave you the benefit of the doubt, but all my suspicions were confirmed with the level of performance on Gigi’s test in relation to her abilities.” 
 
    I sat quietly at the table, doing my best not to fidget. 
 
    “And furthermore, it’s obvious to me that you’re holding something over this child’s head.” 
 
    “Like WHAT?” Ethan roared. 
 
    “Search me,” Mr. Ponder said.  “All I know is that this young lady deserves, and is going to get, a lot more.  Because you are so very vague with what curriculum you’re using and with what regularity that Gigi sits down to study, I’m at liberty to supply a tutor of my choice.  He will be coming Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays until Gigi is caught up with her education.”  
 
    “B – bu – but,” Liz stammered, “Didn’t you say she was years behind?” 
 
    “That I did.  But lucky for you, she’ll be on her own at eighteen.  When she’s a legal adult, she can go and live at a group home rather than receive home tutoring… that is unless you say she’s still welcome to live under your roof.  That rule normally applies to kids in the foster system.”   
 
    The rest of the conversation and visit passed in a haze for me.  I was going to get a tutor!  Socialization with people beyond this particular family!  I nearly swooned with delight.  Maybe… just maybe I could start to fit in somewhere.   
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    Time flew by. and before I could even recognize that the moment had arrived, the door was opened to my tutor.  My mouth dropped in shock, and I froze.  He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen.  Surely, he wasn’t here to see me!  For a moment, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    He came in and smiled at both Liz and me.  His teeth almost seemed to dazzle.  Liz was also taken aback by the man’s attractiveness.  She seemed to be stammering and moving things around that didn’t require it.  Then, the curtain of the stage dropped when she realized this guy was here for me!   
 
    “Hello, Gigi.  I’m Chance, your new tutor,” he introduced himself.  “Mr. Ponder made me aware of your name.”  He walked to me and reached out a hand.  It was strong and lean looking with nice, clean fingers.  I tentatively held out mine in greeting.  He shook my hand and held it a little longer than necessary.   
 
    I looked up at him shyly.  His height made me feel very feminine.  Chance’s eyes were a stunning royal blue, and they were concentrated on me!  His hair was a striking contrast to his crystal clear eyes: it was a crisp dark brown bordering on black.  He watched me as I studied his appearance, and his dimples deepened as he observed my reaction to his proximity.   
 
    “Um, hello,” I returned softly.  We stood there, looking at each other for a bit until finally Liz slammed something down, distracting our attention from one another.   
 
    “You don’t need to be wasting valuable time chit chatting.  Sit at the table and get to work.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.   
 
    Chance lifted his brows and mouthed, “Ok-ay.” 
 
    Although I was irritated, I had to swallow a giggle.  Even Chance’s reactions were attractive. 
 
    He began, “Let’s start with a free program on-line.  It’s a neat database that allows you to read things at your own level and quizzes you over the selection.  Then, based on your performance, the next quiz offered takes into account how well you completed the one prior.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The next half hour I spent reading several stories and quizzing over them.  It was extremely difficult to concentrate with Mr. Handsome over there.  He tried not to watch me because he understood that would cause me anxiety or to not do as well, so I respected that. 
 
    Next, we worked on math.  I was decent at life type of math, but not so great at geometry.  Chance reassured me in his warm and pleasing voice.   
 
    Our time together passed by very quickly.  Before he left, Chance gave me work to do before he returned.  I was happy he did, because Liz would actually have to give me time to get it done now.  If there’s one thing I know about Liz, it’s that she wants to look good.   
 
    “I’ll be back in a couple of days, Gigi,” Chance’s warm timbre interrupted my thoughts.  “I think we’re going to make great progress.” 
 
    I flushed and looked down.   
 
    “Now, don’t be shy.  You have nothing to be bashful about.” 
 
    I didn’t know quite what to say.  I’d actually never been given any social opportunities since I was eight.  How was I supposed to act? I mean, the guy was  devastatingly handsome.  I have had little experience with people in general, but with men? Zero, none!   
 
    As soon as he was gone, Liz went on a ranting rampage.   
 
    “He is not coming back to my house!  How dare they send a predator into my home to work with a servant!  A SERVANT!” 
 
    “What do you mean, he’s a predator?” I asked, ignoring her low opinion of me. 
 
    Liz was so worked up that she turned around and smacked me across the face. 
 
    “You little floozy!  Flirting with him like that!” 
 
    “Ma’am?” I asked.  My hand clutched the site of my throbbing cheek.  Tears burned in my eyes that I dared not let fall.   
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about! “ 
 
    I knew better than to disagree with Liz.  I wasn’t flirting!  However, I was intimidated by Chance’s good looks!  Even if I had been teasing him (which I wasn’t), he would never see anything in me.   
 
    The next few days were excruciating.  Liz had me doing every dirty chore she could think of.  Scrubbing out the toilets by hand was especially detesting.  She relented enough to give me time to do my homework, but it was very difficult for me to think because I was so tired.   
 
    Finally, the day came for me to meet with Chance again.  Liz was pissed!  She tried to get Mr. Ponder to find a seventy-year old tutor for me, but the DFS worker had assured her that Chance was just fine.  He was not a predator and was highly successful when working with students who were fairly close to his own age.   
 
    When those brilliant baby blues were settled on me across the table, I noticed his intense stare.   
 
    “Wh – what?” I asked.   
 
    “How did you get that bruise?” he finally asked in a lowered voice.   
 
    “Uh, I have a bruise?” 
 
    Chance cocked a brow.  He wasn’t buying it.  He sat and waited for a different response.   
 
    “I fell when I got up at night to go to the bathroom.  I really need to replace the night light bulbs…” I mumbled.  Then I shrugged.   
 
    “Why do you protect these people?” Chance asked.  “We could get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    I shook my head and looked down.  How could I tell him about the continued threats on my real family?  My life had been sacrificed for them because I loved them.  It wasn’t their fault I’d been snatched away; that was on me.   
 
    I knew I’d been an innocent and that they’d prayed on my naiveté, but that didn’t change the fact that I’d disobeyed my father.  My wonderful father… my lovely mother… my cherished baby brother.  What I wouldn’t do to see them again! 
 
    “You okay?” an intriguing voice sailed to me from somewhere.   
 
    Suddenly, I ripped myself out of my reveries.  I needed to stop thinking about my missed family.  I’d given up on seeing them again until much later in life.  Someday, yes, I would.  They couldn’t hold me captive forever… could they? 
 
    “Gigi, talk to me.  Let me help you!” the handsome man implored. 
 
    Chance’s hand reached out across the table and found mine. My fingers curled softly into his before I tried to focus on the use of time. 
 
    “Chance, uh, what do you want to concentrate on first?” 
 
    Those startling eyes kept looking at me intensely for a good measure of time before finally, he sighed and pulled out the math book.   
 
    Before our wonderful time was up, Chance was more my friend than teacher.  I couldn’t confide in him my life story, but I felt closer to him than I had anyone in as long as I could remember.   
 
    “Gigi, I’m sure you don’t get to have a phone, but if you ever need me and want to call, here’s my number.”   
 
    Chance slid a phone number scribbled on the back of one of Mr. Ponder’s business cards.  I was glad that I had both of these caring men’s contact information.  I doubted I’d ever get the courage to make that call, but it was comforting to have it.  I put it in my pocket so that it was next to me. 
 
    Right after Chance left, Brittany walked in the door.   
 
    “Mom, who was that?” she asked.  “He’s hot!” 
 
    “That’s the young man working with Gigi.” 
 
    “No fair!” she complained.  Then the nineteen-year-old said as an afterthought, “Um, can he work with me, too?  I need to prepare for my college classes!” 
 
    Liz actually laughed at her daughter while I was growing angry.   
 
    I interrupted their playful dialogue by sassily asking, “Don’t you already have a boyfriend?”  
 
    “You wait a minute here!” Liz barked.  “You don’t EVER talk to my daughter with that tone!  Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Before I could utter a response, Brittany said, “Yeah, Gigi!  Even if I have a boyfriend, I still have a pulse!” 
 
    “Oh Lord,” Liz said with a laugh that helped to break the tension.   
 
    As I recalled, Chance had affected us all in the same manner. 
 
    Brittany continued, “And anyway, I’m not locked into any one man.  Besides, I’ll be going to college soon, so I may need to get better acquainted with men closer to my age.  Especially if they look like that!” 
 
    I continued to grow more and more upset.  Liz had just bruised my face because I merely talked to the man, yet her daughter admittedly planned on flirting with Chance, and Liz appeared to think that was a good idea?  It didn’t make any sense to me. 
 
    By the time of Chance’s next visit, Liz had already become friendlier.  I think she was definitely getting back at me.  She started to drop hints about her ‘beautiful daughter’ around him. I seethed with anger.  
 
    “Gigi, what’s the matter?” Chance finally asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I grumbled. 
 
    He flashed a dazzling smile.  “I think I might know,” he confided. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked.   
 
    His eyes were twinkling at me. 
 
    I didn’t want to take the bait, so I suggested, “Can you show me again how to solve quadratic equations?” 
 
    He leaned closer to me and said, “You bet.” 
 
    Liz walked in the room, “So, Chance, do you want to earn some extra money?  My daughter would love you to help her prepare for college.” 
 
    “In what subject?” he asked. 
 
    “Most likely math,” Liz responded.   
 
    “I’ll have to consult my schedule.” 
 
    “That’s fine.  If you’d bring it with you next time, I’d much appreciate it.  I can have my daughter meet you then, too.” 
 
    “Sure, Mrs. Chancellor.”   
 
    When she bopped back out of the room, I’m sure I looked crestfallen.   
 
    “Gigi, sweetie, I’m just appeasing your… mom.” 
 
    “She’ll rope you into working with Brittany.” 
 
    “Does it bother you that much?  I have no interest in her personally.  It’s just money to me.” 
 
    “You don’t know how they work,” I warned.  
 
    “No, you’re right.  I don’t.  Wanna tell me about it?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “If you play with fire, you’re going to get burned is what I’ve always heard,” I responded.   
 
    “If you won’t tell me, I’ll just have to find out the hard way,” he warned. 
 
    “They just manage to take every good thing away from me.”  The words slipped before I could take them back. 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said.   
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I whispered. 
 
    “You can ask me anything.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t what I was expecting.” 
 
    “What were you expecting?” I inquired. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  Something more… mysterious.  Like to give me a hint about what these people are really like.” 
 
    “Oh, no.  Just your age.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen, almost twenty.  I’m in my sophomore year in college, thanks to my high school for offering dual enrollment with college classes.” 
 
    “So, you’re only about two years older than me.” 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
          “How did you get to be a tutor?” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Ponder and I go way back.  He’s a family friend.  He knows I make great grades and being the younger end of the spectrum, he felt I’d make a great tutor for kids in the system.” 
 
    “And he pays you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s basically my job while I’m in school.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “So you have nothing to be jealous of.”  A ghost of a slow, sexy smile twitched his lips. 
 
    “Jealous?” I whisper vehemently.  “Who says I’m jealous?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just hoping you are.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that.  My typical response to embarrassment was to look down.  Even through my curtain of hair, I felt Chance’s eyes on me.  Still, I could not wipe the happy grin from my face. 
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    I was happier while I worked after that.  I thought about those phone numbers in my pocket while I had to endure Liz screaming at me and calling me many names.  It was like a part of my friends were with me, and I didn’t feel as isolated. 
 
    In the next few weeks, however, I wasn’t so content.  Chance began to work with Brittany in a session after mine.  I know I didn’t have a right to feel broken and torn like I did, but he was the only person in my recent life who actually cared about me.  I didn’t mean to feel jealous, but those emotions began leaking out of my pores.   
 
    I wasn’t allowed to be around them as Chance worked with my evil step sister.  I scrubbed the floor with vengeance and didn’t notice the tears as they fell. 
 
    “Well, now I know how to get real work from you,” Liz purred, breaking through my warring emotions.   
 
    I gritted my teeth in response.  I would not respond to her, I would not.   
 
    “Having Chance here isn’t such a bad idea after all,” she sneered before turning on her heel.  
 
    A few days later, Brittany came home from school all excited.   
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We have a big dance coming up!” 
 
    “Oh, yay!” Liz breathed.  She loved getting her daughters all dolled up as much as they enjoyed being pampered.   
 
    “Is this dance a special occasion?” I asked.  
 
    Brittany glared at me and went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Mom, we all voted on it as a class.  We’re putting this dance on for Project Graduation.  We want to raise money for fun activities after our graduation ceremony.  The dance will be for all high school grades so we can get a lot of entrance fees!  It’ll be money to go towards paying for activities.”   
 
    Liz squealed and did a happy dance while swinging Brittany around in a circle.   
 
    “Mom,” Brittany breathlessly continued, “the theme is Cinderella.” 
 
    I dropped my scrub brush. 
 
    Neither of the women paid any attention to me.   
 
    “Mom, um… do you think that maybe… Chance would want to go with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know, honey.  He’s probably a little past high school dances.” 
 
    “Well, I want to ask him anyway. We’re basically the same age except he took college classes in high school.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    I couldn’t take any more and ran from the room while silent tears scorched my cheeks.  Everything I’d ever loved was taken away by these people.  Because of them, my first adulation, Cinderella, was magical no more.  My beloved childhood romance was mauled forever by that fateful day, but still, the enchantment couldn’t be entirely erased.  A sliver of a charmed memory was entwined with the tale: the love that my parents had shown me by making my dreams come true.  In my heart, there would always be a memorable flare when the word, ‘Cinderella’ was mentioned.   
 
    However, at that moment, the pain associated with that character burned more brightly.  The thought of Brittany asking Chance to go to the dance with her was more than I could bear.  For the first time in a very long time, I could not turn off the tears.  
 
    Liz’s shadow filled my doorway.  I could feel her satisfaction at my misery, but for once, she said nothing.  She withdrew and left me to my sorrow. 
 
    The next day found me in a similar state: I was filled with sadness.  Most of the time, I was able to push down my own feelings of loss and despair, but now that it had raised its ugly head, it was not going to give up the fight easily.   
 
    Liz gave me slightly less chores, but I knew she expected a deeper clean than normal.  At least when I was scrubbing, my thoughts weren’t as focused on the horrors of my life.   
 
    “After supper is cleaned up,” Liz instructed.  “I want you to do some of your homework.  Chance will be here tomorrow, and I don’t think you’ve done much.” 
 
    I didn’t respond.   
 
    “Gigi!  Acknowledge me when I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
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    When Chance arrived, I couldn’t bear to look at him directly.  His brilliant eyes studied me as I made a show of gathering my school materials.  Right when we sat down to work, I saw the concern etched in Chance’s blues.  Silently, they questioned me, but I avoided direct contact. 
 
    “Gigi, talk to me,” he whispered.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “PMS,” I stated.  “Sometimes we women just feel sad.  Please bear with me, and I’m sorry if this is too personal of information.” 
 
    “I – I, uh, understand,” he stuttered. 
 
    I could tell he was torn on whether to believe me or to wonder further.  His eyes explored what he could see of my body and skin.  I knew he was looking for another tell-tale sign of abuse, but I was certain the blood oozing from my heart-felt stabs couldn’t be detected. 
 
    “Gigi…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Um, would you… be okay if I asked for permission for you to go out with me?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, dropping my pencil.  I couldn’t believe my ears! 
 
    “Um, would you agree to go out with me if I asked Liz?” 
 
    “Oh, Chance!” I whispered.  My heart was suddenly singing.  A tremulous smile graced my lips, and I felt nearly dizzy with the rush of blood to my face.  “B – but you can’t.” 
 
    “What?  Why not?” 
 
    “She would never agree.” 
 
     “Does she let Brittany date?” 
 
    “She’s older than me.” 
 
    “Well, is the younger girl allowed to date?” 
 
     “Girl?  Do you mean Amber? We’re the same age.” 
 
    Chance chuckled.  “I was referring to gender, not age.  Is the young woman, uh, Amber, allowed to date?”  
 
    “I – I – , um, I’m sure she can go to the dance.” 
 
    “What dance?” 
 
    “The dance Brittany is going to ask you to!” I blurted out.   
 
    Chance’s handsome brows shot up in surprise.  “She’s going to ask me out?” 
 
    “Yes.  And I, uh, know Liz will kill me if you want to go out with me instead.” 
 
    “Doesn’t the man get a say on who he sees around here?” he asked.   
 
    I didn’t answer and just looked down.  Suddenly, his larger hand covered mine in a slight but firm grip.  The comforting heat radiated into my colder one.   
 
    “She’ll have to let you out,” he said in a conspirator’s voice. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “She’s not fond of DFS investigations.  I can remind her that even adopted kids should have the right to be normal, especially if it’s something that her other children are allowed to do.” 
 
    I nodded glumly.   
 
    “Don’t fret.  We’ll work it out.” 
 
    Chance’s confidence gave me hope.  Even if I wasn’t able to go with him, I was joyful for his interest!  I really didn’t know what he saw in me, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.   
 
    When it was Brittany’s turn to work with the striking man, I knew I’d better disappear.  Typically, when Chance was here, I went to my room to work on homework.  It would never do to let him see me being a “servant”.   
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    A few days later, the doorbell rang.  Liz was home with Ashton while I was cleaning the base boards.   
 
    “Get to your room.  If it’s that prick from DFS, get clean clothes on, pronto.  Tell him you were doing homework.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I charged quietly down the hall while Liz answered the summons.   
 
    “Well, hello, Mr. Ponder,” Liz greeted quite loudly. 
 
    On cue, I donned clean clothes and went back to the living room.   
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Chancellor, Gigi.” 
 
    He received a cool nod from Liz and a happy smile from me.   
 
    “To what do we owe this pleasant surprise?” Liz asked sweetly. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you about this upcoming dance.”  
 
    Just as Liz was directing him to a chair, I sat heavily onto the couch with my jaw open momentarily.  This would certainly be interesting.   
 
    “So, you know about the dance already?” Now Liz had a real smile on her lips. 
 
    “Yes, Chance might have mentioned it.” 
 
    “Did he, now?” 
 
    Had her smile widened?  I suppressed mine.  I had a feeling the bomb was about to drop.  
 
    “So, I wanted to run an idea by you that Chance mentioned to me.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “He would like to escort all three of your lovely daughters to the dance.” 
 
    “All…” Liz looked momentarily confused, “THREE?” she said, shooting to her feet.  Gone was her smile.  Now her lips were a slash of white on her face.  An awkward silence stretched while Liz struggled for composure. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  All three,” Mr. Ponder confirmed. 
 
    “In my day, a man only took one girl to a dance,” she finally managed.  “And I know Brittany wanted to go with him… just him and not her… sisters.”  Her eyes slid sideways toward me before she forced them back to the man in the chair. 
 
    “Well, Chance insisted that he wanted to take all three.  Besides, he and I agree: it would be a wonderful outing for Gigi.” 
 
    “Gigi cannot go!  She’s too nervous in large group settings.” 
 
    “I’m afraid she’s going to have to overcome her fear.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!?  How dare you come in my house and tell me how to treat my own children.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not telling you how to treat your own children.  I’m suggesting to you that you treat your adopted child the same as you do your biological children.” 
 
    “Of all the nerve!” Liz hissed.   
 
    Mr. Ponder simply smiled. 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “That is the question,” Mr. Ponder replied vaguely.  He shrugged his shoulders noncommittedly.   
 
    “What does that mean?” Liz asked. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Mr. Ponder reflected. 
 
    “OOOHHH, you are impossible!” 
 
    The older man nodded once in agreement.  
 
    “So… how would this work?  One man with three women?” 
 
    “Well, Gigi and her sisters would go with Chance to the dance.  The sisters would help Gigi feel comfortable and introduce her to their friends.  Then, I suppose, they’d have to take turns dancing with him.” 
 
    “This is ridiculously impossible!  Brittany will never agree to this!” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to agree.” 
 
    “She doesn’t?” Liz asked hopefully. 
 
    “No.  She’s free to find her own date if she doesn’t want to support her sister’s first outing.  The same with your younger daughter.” 
 
    “So then… let me get this straight.  Gigi would be on a one-on-one date with Chance?” 
 
    “Only if your other two daughters don’t want to go with them.” 
 
    Liz began wearing a path in the floor.  I could feel the anger radiating off her.  I was sure I’d be in for a terrible tongue lashing and chore list once Mr. Ponder left. Finally, she stopped. 
 
    “What if Brittany asked a friend to take Gigi.  Could he take only Brittany then?” 
 
     “I’m afraid not.  Gigi has a relationship built on trust with Chance.  She would have even more anxiety if she were to go with a person she didn’t know.  We feel that Gigi needs this outing into the world, and it’s best if she’s supported by people who care about her.” 
 
    A small, exasperated sound strangled in Liz’s throat. 
 
    “Mama?” Ashton asked, toddling up to her.  She swung her baby into her arms and tried to mask her shaking.   
 
    “I’ll take my leave now, but as a last word of advice, I sincerely hope all three girls’ dresses would be of similar value.  Good day.”  Mr. Ponder winked at me as he took his leave.   
 
    As soon as the door shut, I ran to my room to put my work clothes back on.  When I heard Liz’s enraged scream, I began to shake.  I immediately went to work as far away from her as I could.  
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    “So how have things been?” Chance asked me at the next available opportunity.   
 
    “Horrible and wonderful.” 
 
    His grin told me he knew exactly what I meant. 
 
    “But they haven’t…” 
 
    “Beat me?  No.  I have had more chores on my list, though.” 
 
    “How did Brittany take it?” 
 
    “Not well.  She won’t be here for her tutoring session.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’m not surprised, honestly.” 
 
    “Me, either.”  
 
    “I wonder when Liz was going to tell me.” 
 
    “Probably as soon as my time is up.” 
 
    “Yes.  In other words, ‘Get the hell out!’” 
 
    We had difficulty suppressing our laughter.   
 
    “Chance?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Honestly, I truly am going to be nervous getting out in public.  I don’t know how to dance.” 
 
    “You’ll be the life of the party, Gigi.” 
 
    I looked down. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, gently cupping my chin and lifting my head up until I met his eyes.  “I’ll be there to guide you.” 
 
    While I smiled, his response was dazzling.   
 
    “Now I have a question for you,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you could have any name in the world on this magical night, what would you want me to call you?” 
 
    “Cinderella?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “On second thought, I’ve always loved the name ‘Zoey’.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to call you Zoey on our date night.” 
 
    Date night? I loved the sound of that. 
 
    “Just please don’t call me that around my… family.  They can’t stand the thought that I might have fun.” 
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    Later that night when Brittany finally got home, I heard her raging feet marching toward my room. 
 
    “You little bitch!  How dare you tread on my property!” 
 
    I didn’t respond.  I knew she’d marked Chance as hers, and I was going to get the blame for her not getting her way. 
 
    “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” she screeched.   
 
    “Brittany, believe it or not, I don’t want to go.  I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Yeah, right!” she said, throwing a cup at me. “You KNOW I was planning on asking him to go with me!” 
 
    “This wasn’t my idea,” I repeated.   
 
    “You’re truly a bitch!” she screamed.  Then she spun on her heel and left.  
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    The next few weeks were miserable for me.  The family ignored my existence unless it was to bark another command in my direction.  The only family members that weren’t unnecessarily mean were Ashton, the baby, and Amber.  I didn’t think Amber was fond of me, really, but she had more of a conscience than the rest of them.  I think she felt sorry for me.  
 
    Even though she was frustrated by the fact that Liz and Ethan told her she had to go with us to the dance, Amber really didn’t hold it against me.   
 
    “Mom’s making me go with you to keep an eye on you,” she said quietly one evening. 
 
    “I know,” I responded. 
 
    “I’m sure you do.”   
 
    I was cleaning out the refrigerator and wiping down the shelves while she was eating a bowl of ice cream. 
 
    “Listen,” she began.  “I don’t agree with the way my family treats you.  There’s not a whole lot I can do about it, but I want you to know, I can see that it’s wrong.” 
 
    My heart softened toward her at that moment.  “Th – thank you, Amber,” I whispered.   
 
    She nodded.  “I do resent that I can’t get a date of my own, but spoiled Brittany always gets her way.” 
 
    “Well, not… always,” I said. 
 
    Amber laughed.  “You’re right.  This one time, you got the prize, and she’s pissed!  She’s a poor sport.  My sister doesn’t know how to handle losing.” 
 
    The date of the dance was rapidly approaching.  My studies were also going well, but the closer to the outing, the more nervous I became.  It was getting harder to focus, and I think Chance noticed. 
 
    “Relax,” my tutor advised.  “Take a few deep breaths when you start to feel anxious.  This first step will be the hardest.” 
 
    “Chance, I can’t even think!”   
 
    “The greatest thing to fear is fear itself.” 
 
    No, not really, I thought. I was nervous about being in a crowded event, but I was slightly more worried about how the adults in this house would treat me upon my return.  That was scary, and I’d rather have to overcome fear than face that music.   
 
    “Hey,” Chance said softly, grabbing my hands.  “We’re going to have a good time!” 
 
    “I know.  Believe it or not, I really am looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Then just relax,” he encouraged.  “We’ve got to get through the next few chapters today before we can stop.” 
 
    “I know,” I said miserably.  My mind was just not on it today. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It was early, but breakfast was already steaming.  I had mounds of scrambled eggs, piles of golden toast settled close by the creamy soft butter in a crystal container, crisp and chewy bacon, and velvety oatmeal sweetened with brown sugar and cinnamon.  All the dishes were arranged expertly on the table.  I’d even made a few pancakes to be adorned by rich maple syrup so that everyone would be satisfied.      
 
    Ethan and Liz came down the stairs.  A sleepy-eyed toddler squirmed in his father’s arms.  When they’d settled into their seats, I poured Ethan coffee and Liz a glass of frothy orange juice.  Then I hurried up the stairs to wake the girls.  For once, Brittany wasn’t as difficult to awaken. 
 
    “I suppose you’re in such a good mood because we have to take you shopping today,” she grumbled. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but mentally nodded.  Then I left to awaken her sister.   
 
    “Good morning, Amber,” I sang. 
 
    She rolled over and groaned.   
 
    “It’s time to rise and shine!” 
 
     She cracked and eye and peered at me.   
 
    “I made you pancakes,” I bribed conspiratorially. 
 
    “Thanks,” she responded.   
 
    “You’re welcome.  See you downstairs!” 
 
    “Hey,” she called. 
 
    “Yes?” I said, turning back. 
 
    “I’m glad you get to go shopping with us.  I’ll be discreet, but I’ll make sure mom gets you a nice dress.” 
 
    “Aww,” I managed.  “Th – thank you, Amber.” 
 
    She smiled then rolled over for a few more minutes. 
 
    I never realized that Amber wasn’t truly one of them, but when I stopped to actually think about it, she had never been mean to me.  She always treated me with quiet dignity.  It was an epic moment to feel a connection with someone in this family! 
 
    After I served the household breakfast, ate, and scoured the kitchen, I ran to my room to put on my nicest things.  I wore a pair of fitted jeans, a fashion tee, and donned my light weight jacket.  I was an excited mess. 
 
    Liz was not happy to have to take me, so she and Brittany didn’t acknowledge my presence, but Amber was satisfied to sit in the back seat with me as we traveled to a bridal store for our first stop in our quest for the perfect Cinderella dress. 
 
    Right away, Brittany squealed in delight and headed for the most expensive rack.  I was overwhelmed immediately.  A sales lady approached, but Amber waived her toward her sister and mother.   
 
    “Come on,” she said.  “We’ll look over here.  We’re about the same size except you may have a little more upstairs.” 
 
    I know my eyes widened with surprise.  I’d never really thought about my physique.  Mostly I wore hand-me-down ill fitted clothes, and I worked non-stop.  I’d never had a moment to consider my appearance.  I blushed with embarrassment.   
 
    Amber snickered good-naturedly.   
 
    “Come on,” she said again and pulled me in the direction of vibrantly colored dresses. 
 
    I mostly stood in a daze.  I was a robot, holding the dresses that Amber piled in my arms.  Mechanically, I shuffled toward the dressing room with Amber chatting in my ear.  I’d never touched such delicate creations, and now I was saturated with them.   
 
    Finally, I was able to mutter, “Are you sure we won’t be… overdressed?” 
 
    “Oh, just go with it!  Yes, of course, we’ll be overdressed!  This isn’t prom, but what better excuse to dress up than going to a princess dance?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just stood there while she piled the dresses in the fitting room. 
 
    “You go first.” 
 
          “Wh – what do you mean?” I gasped. 
 
    “I mean you are going to try on the dresses first until one speaks to us.” 
 
    “B – but…” 
 
    “No buts.” 
 
          “But… your, um, mom.” 
 
    “I said no buts!”  She giggled to soften my fear.  “Look, I’ll take care of her.” 
 
    The next thirty minutes I tried on several dresses.  Finally, I came out in a pale pink design.  The skirt flared out delicately from the fitted waist.  A dark fuchsia ribbon encrusted with brilliance pieced the top of the dress to the bottom.  The front of the bodice was heart-shaped and modestly suggested the fullness housed beneath.  When I stepped into the illumination positioned over the mirrors, the light caught on the fabric and exploded into dazzling shimmers that turned the light shade of pink into an iridescent rainbow.   
 
    “Oh, my God, Gigi!  That dress was made for you!” Amber breathed. “The color of the fabric fits your skin perfectly!” 
 
    The glamour of the formality took my breath away.  It was way too fine for the likes of me.  
 
    “Oh, no… I couldn’t!  I mean, it was fun trying it on and all…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you will!  I insist!  I have quite a bit of allowance.  This dress is yours!” she cried.  “No matter what mom says,” she added in a low voice. 
 
    I couldn’t speak.  I replaced the finery with my items from the second-hand store.   I sat in numbed silence and nodded approval at all the beautiful gowns Amber tried on.  Finally, my new supporter settled on a molten-gold dress.  The rich fabric cascaded over a sheath, and a million diamonds twinkled from the folds.  It truly encased the wearer in finery suitable for a princess.   
 
    I barely paid attention when Brittany also fitted both of us with matching jewelry and shoes.  Finally, we saw the sales lady leading the other two family members to the purchase counter.  A lively blood-red dress was encased in a protective bag.  Gold piping snaked through out the formfitting ensemble.   
 
    “Did you find anything, Amber?” Liz asked happily. 
 
    “Yes, mom.  Both Gigi and I are ready to check out.” 
 
    “I hope you looked on the clearance rack for…” she cleared her throat then continued, “Gigi.” 
 
    “Nope,” Amber responded cheerfully. 
 
    Liz stiffened.  I could tell she really wanted to make a scene but thought better of it.   
 
    Amber lowered her voice.  “Mom, you’ve got to be careful.  With you-know-who snooping around, you don’t want to take a chance with buying less for Gigi.  Roll with the punches.  I’m thinking of what’s best for all of us.” 
 
    Liz’s face relaxed and she managed a tight-lipped smile.  “Of course, you’re right, dear. Thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    Brittany’s endless chatter about her dress and how beautiful she’d be filled the otherwise silent car.  I was relieved I didn’t have to speak about the astronomical purchases made on my behalf.  I was still in awe. 
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    Finally, it was the day before the dance.  I was on pins and needles when Chance appeared for our normal tutoring lessons.  I was so beside myself, there was no way I could concentrate! 
 
    I sat down next to the handsome tutor and shifted in my seat.  I picked up my pencil and put it down.  I fiddled with anything that wasn’t attached to the table.   
 
    “Hey,” Chance began.  “Just breathe.  Relax.”  He didn’t even ask why I was such a mess. 
 
    “I can’t!” I moaned.  “I’m a nervous wreck!” 
 
    “I’ll be right by your side.”   
 
    “That makes me anxious, too,” I admitted.  “I’m glad I know you, but you are very… intimidating.” 
 
    “Intimidating?  How am I intimidating?”  His blue eyes twinkled. “I try my best to reassure you.”   
 
    I looked down, embarrassed.  “Well,” I finally muttered in a low voice, “you are very… handsome.” 
 
    I could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “Well, thank you.  It’s not the first time you’ve been in my company, though.” 
 
    “In a way… it is.” 
 
    I knew without looking that he’d cocked a brow as a retort. 
 
    “You’ve always been my tutor,” I began. 
 
    “And not your date?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Gigi, I’m the one who is honored and humbled to have you as my date.” 
 
    I looked up, eyes wide. 
 
    “But…” suddenly, my throat was full of cotton, and I couldn’t utter another word. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” he began.   
 
    I worked at swallowing my shock. 
 
    He continued softly.  “I’m ecstatic that I’m the one who gets to take you out.  I’ll watch over you and guide you.  If you become overwhelmed, it’s not a problem.  I’m here to help you.  In addition, I can’t help but think how lucky I am to have met you.” 
 
    It was several more moments before I could even move.   
 
    Gently, he reached out his hand and covered mine.  “It’ll be a good time,” he promised.   
 
    I nodded with tears in my eyes. 
 
    “Gigi?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I – I’m just… so happy and thankful,” I finally whispered.   
 
    “You deserve the best.  Your life is going to change.  I’m a lucky man because I can say that I’m able to be a part of it.” 
 
    I just nodded.  I wasn’t able to do anything else.   
 
    “And I can act like I want to be around you.” 
 
    “Wh – what do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I don’t have to act all formal.  I can be myself.” 
 
    I nodded and tried my best to focus.  Needless to say, we got little accomplished.  Liz came in the room haughtily.  
 
    “Brittany will not be needing to tutor today,” she announced briskly. 
 
    “Okay, Mrs. Chancellor.” 
 
    “Your time is up with Gigi.” 
 
    “We just wound it down, ma’am.” 
 
    Chance stood to take his leave. 
 
    “And it will just be Amber and Gigi with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Brittany has another date.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Liz seemed even more irritable when Chance didn’t seem to care that Brittany wasn’t going to be joining him. 
 
    What time will you be here tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll pick up the girls at 4:30. I want to take them to eat before we go to the dance.” 
 
    Liz just stared for a moment.  Then she turned, and without a word, left. 
 
    “Well that was a bit awkward,” Chance said and smiled at me. 
 
    “Liz is very… well, she has an idea of how things are supposed to go, and when they don’t go to plan, everyone knows it.” 
 
    Chance laughed at that.   
 
    “It’s true!” 
 
          “I can see that.” 
 
    I stared up into Chance’s attractive face. 
 
    “Walk me to my car?” 
 
          “I – I’ll walk you to the door.”  I shuttered when I thought of Liz’s reaction if I ventured outside without her permission. 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    His stunning smile shook me to my core.  Oh, he’d smiled at me before, but it had been an innocent smile: one of a tutor to his student.  This smile had a much different connotation.  It was of a man looking at a woman who intrigued him.   
 
    Somehow, I tripped on my way to the door.  Chance’s arm sneaked out and steadied me before I collided with the wall.  I felt his warm fingers through the fabric of my shirt.  My body trembled in reaction.  Chance slowly turned me into him and held me with both hands.   
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I – I – Um, yes.” 
 
    His bright eyes were staring at my lips.  I licked them nervously.  Chance began to lower his head to mine when I heard Liz scream my name from the other room.  Her raucous shout made me jump so much that I nearly rammed Chance’s face. 
 
    Chance smiled and held on to me.  “Hey,” he said.  “She’s not going to eat you.  I promise you that!” 
 
    My eyes must have flashed with the fear shooting through my body because he said, “Do you want to go with me now, Gigi?” 
 
    “I – I can’t.  You better go.  I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Chance’s hand lingered on the skin of my arm before he made any effort to open the door.   
 
    “Gigi!” Liz barked again.   
 
    “Coming,” I answered.   
 
    Chance pressed a finger lightly against my lips then pressed it to his.  “Tomorrow, Gigi.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Then I turned to answer Liz’s beckon.   
 
     “You think you are scot free, don’t you?” Liz huffed. 
 
    “N – No, ma’am!” 
 
    “I see the way you’ve changed!  You’ve even suckered my daughter into your little act!” 
 
    I looked down knowing that whatever I claimed, I’d be condemned. 
 
    “With that young man INSISTING that you go to this dance, too!” 
 
    “Ma’am, I didn’t want to go.” 
 
    “You shut your mouth.  I know better!  Now go fix dinner.  I have a special guest coming tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I began preparing new potatoes and peas, glazed carrots, and a fresh garden salad while Ethan prepared the grill.   
 
    “You better really suck up, girl,” Ethan suggested.   
 
    I looked at him startled. 
 
    “Liz is truly pissed.” 
 
    I nodded once and popped a cherry tart dessert into the oven to cook.  Then I prepared sautéed mushrooms for the steak Ethan was going to grill.   
 
    I felt confused.  I knew Liz didn’t want me to act like a human at all.  To her, I was only a slave, a human dog with no will of my own.  It really wasn’t my fault that the law had stepped in and now I had a glamorous man interested in me.  She was no longer in control one-hundred percent! 
 
    Truly, this was the happiest I could remember feeling in forever.  I was semi-human at last! 
 
    “Come on in,” I heard Liz greet a new arrival.  I had just set the table with the china finery and the upscale silverware.   
 
    “Sally!  It’s been a very long time.” 
 
    “Yes, yes it has,” the new voice agreed.   
 
    A key turned somewhere in my mind, and I felt a swirling mist hiss.  That voice… I’d heard it somewhere before.   
 
    “Come, I’ll show you to the guest room before we sit down to eat.” 
 
    I heard them heading up the stairs.  By the time they’d returned, the table was heavy with aromatic foods.  My stomach rumbled a response.   
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face when I saw the monster from my past materialize.  It was her, the woman I’d never forget who now stood in front of me.   
 
    “I see you recognize Sally,” Liz said sweetly.   
 
    I couldn’t respond.   
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” Liz chuckled huskily.   
 
    “She’s well-behaved,” Sally noted. 
 
    “For the most part, yes,” Ethan agreed.  “She sure has learned how to cook!” 
 
    Brittany and Amber warily watched the exchanges.  They weren’t sure what to make of the conversation circling around me.   
 
    “Hungee!” Ashton said, banging his spoon down on his high chair. 
 
    “Well, we’d better sit down,” Liz invited.  Then she commanded, “Gigi, make Ashton’s plate.” 
 
    It was a few moments before the feeling returned to my legs.  Involuntarily, I did as I was instructed.   
 
    “How’s the market?” Liz asked happily. 
 
    “Business is good!  I’ve never had a lack of demand,” Sally laughed.   
 
    “Do you keep in contact with all your… business clients?” Liz asked with humor. 
 
    “No, not all, but a majority.  I like to see the satisfaction of my customers.” 
 
    “That’s nice to know,” Liz responded.   
 
    “Happy customers means good word-of-mouth and also potential return clients.” 
 
    “Very true,” Liz agreed. 
 
    Everyone began to eat, and I waited on them.   
 
    “I have to say I was surprised when you asked me to come and stay a few days,” Sally admitted. 
 
    “Oh, I have my reasons,” Liz stated mysteriously.   
 
    Just then, it dawned on me what that reason was.  Liz was threatening me.  If I breathed a word to Chance or anyone else, my brother’s freedom was limited.  Who knows what kind of a home he’d end up in?  At least this one was livable.  I knew my situation could have been a whole lot worse.   
 
    Brittany said, “Gigi, you look white as a sheet.”   
 
    I knew a response wasn’t required of me, and for that, I was grateful.  I noticed that Amber looked upset, but I couldn’t explain anything aloud.   
 
    It seemed like days before the meal finally concluded.  I sank into a chair as soon as everyone left.  I noticed Amber came back in quickly.   
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked.   
 
    I looked at her blankly.   
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not stupid.  Mom can’t do this to you.  I won’t let her intimidate you anymore.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amber, but I can’t talk now.  I have to think about all this.” 
 
    “I’m here for you.  I want to do what’s right.” 
 
    Just then, Liz must have noticed that Amber wasn’t present and called for her.   
 
    “Look.  I’m going to go, but tonight I’ll come by your room, and we can talk.” 
 
    I simply nodded.  It was quite a while before I was able to rise and clean.   
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    The next morning, I rose and cooked breakfast. I’d barely slept.  How could I with the Troll from the Three Billy Goats Gruff living under my bridge?  Not surprisingly, Liz was smug when she came down.   
 
    “Sally and I are going shopping today,” she said, barely looking at me.  “I know you have plans, but don’t think you can shirk your duties.” 
 
    “I’m not going.” 
 
    Liz turned to stare at me.  What I thought would make her ecstatic made her glower instead.  “What?” she growled. 
 
    “I said I’m not going.” 
 
    “You WILL go.  I didn’t spend a fortune on you to have you make things worse with DFS.” 
 
    “How would I make things worse?  I know you don’t want me to go.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, but you have to go.  You will go, and then you’ll kindly tell Chance you never want to see him again.  That is what I want you to do.” 
 
    “Why?  I still have to tutor.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s their problem.” 
 
    I hung my head with resignation.  The glistening dew on newly opened Morning Glory petals had soured into clabbered milk on my tongue.  Liz certainly was a kill joy, and I didn’t have much joy to kill. 
 
    “Well?” Liz grunted harshly. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Now you’ve gotten Amber all worked up.  She’s made me let you take half the day off to get dressed up.  You are to make her happy and act cheerful.  Do not tell her that you and Chance are over.” 
 
    She waited expectantly. 
 
    Finally, I whispered, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    I could only raise my voice a little bit or it would break.  “Yes, ma’am.” I repeated.   
 
    “Let the girls sleep in.  You clean the kitchen and then warm them breakfast… or lunch whenever they arise.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Sally nodded approval at my obedience and dared to smile at me.  
 
    When the women, Ethan, and the baby left, I was alone in the kitchen.  The girls were still sleeping. I heard the tide rushing in, and before it could overtake me, and I ran to my room.  Just as I flung myself on the bed, the flood gates opened. 
 
    I curled into a fetal position on my twin bed and let the misery wash over me.  Wave after crashing wave, the water pounded my emotions until I was a broken heap on the bed.   
 
    “Gigi?” I heard from somewhere in the dark. 
 
    “Gigi!” 
 
    Suddenly, comforting arms were around me, holding me like I’d never recalled being held before.  I could not stop the sobs that racked my body. 
 
    “Gigi, what is it, honey?” Amber asked. 
 
    “N – nothing,” I finally managed. 
 
    She continued to stroke my hair and hold me until I calmed.   
 
    “Now, I know better than to believe it’s nothing.  It has something to do with that new woman, Sally is it?  Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it,” I muttered. 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” she asked.  “I know mother’s behind this.” 
 
    “Please,” I begged.  “Don’t tell her… don’t tell her I cried.” 
 
    “That would give her too much satisfaction, wouldn’t it?” she asked hatefully. 
 
    I didn’t respond.   
 
    “Look, Gigi, we are going to have fun tonight.  I want you to wipe your eyes and let’s get some cold compresses on you.  You have a big night ahead.  It’s going to be fabulous! Once in a lifetime.” 
 
    More tears leaked out of my eyes.   
 
    “Gigi?” 
 
    “I – I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “What? Why?  You’ve got the most handsome of men… Oh. My. God.  I smell mother.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “I – I have to go, though.” 
 
    “Damn straight you have to.  So, if you don’t want to go, why do you have to?” 
 
    “I, uh, I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Alright, then let me guess.  That way you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “If you say anything to her, she’ll know I told you.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    At my nod, Amber basically pegged what was wrong.   
 
    “Mom told you to break it off with Chance and is somehow threatening you with that Sally woman.” 
 
    I nodded miserably. 
 
    “Bullshit.  You’re going, you’re going to have fun, and you will NOT break it off with Chance.” 
 
    “I have to, Amber.  I don’t have a choice.  I would never want to do it because he’s any girl’s dream-come-true!” 
 
    Amber’s mouth was a jagged streak.  “I say that’s bullshit,” she repeated.  “I’ll blow this whole thing open wide on mom is she pulls this stunt.” 
 
    The wide array of emotions that hit me with that statement rocked my world.  Questions flooded my mind.  Would I be reunited with my family if that happened, or would my brother be lost forever?  Would I have a chance at life or be transferred into an abusive home?   
 
    “Amber,” I asked in a worried tone. 
 
    “Gigi, I’m not going to do anything unless I have to, okay?  Let’s take one step at a time.  I love my family, but I also hate them right now.  No person should be treated the way you are.” 
 
    I nodded but hurriedly asked, “What if your sister hears us talking?” I wrung my hands nervously. 
 
    Amber laughed.  “She’s not even here.  It’s just us.  She has a lot of beauty appointments today, so she’s out of our hair.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I have a friend who does hair and make-up.  She’s bringing an additional friend over for our hair, make-up, and nails!”  Amber let out an excited giggle.  “I just can’t wait to see how pretty you’ll be!” 
 
    About an hour later, my nerves were calm enough that I actually had fun.  I was introduced to Murdoc who was a tall, wispy black man whom I liked immediately.  He made it his dying mission to transform me.  I never recalled being so pampered.   
 
    Murdoc buzzed around me, screaming and throwing his hands in the air when he was happy with his creations.  He washed, dried, and twisted my hair until it hung in radiant curls.  He glitzed it with wonderfully smelling spritz.  Then came the make-up.  I’d never been allowed to play around with the pretty powders except when I was seven, and that didn’t really count.  I was very curious about what all Murdoc was doing to me.  I caught admiring looks from Amber and her friend, Lauren.  However, I wasn’t allowed to look at myself until I was complete, hours later.   
 
    Amber ran down to get a few refreshments.  When she returned, she said, “Good news!  Dad and Ashton are back, but Mom and Sally won’t be here in time to see us before we leave!” 
 
    I couldn’t hide the relief etched on my face, but Amber’s friends didn’t act at all curious about her announcement.  I guessed that to mean that either they knew everything about my odd situation already, or they just didn’t care about our family drama. 
 
    I breathed an audible sigh of relief.  Amber smiled kindly back.   
 
    “Get you a drink, girl, before we start on your nails!” Murdoc instructed.   
 
     “Okay,” I said.  Cautiously, I took a soda from the supply Amber had brought up.  It felt so strange for me to be receiving instead of serving.  I took a swallow then asked, “Murdoc, are you going to the dance?”  
 
    “I didn’t have time to dress shop,” he said, and we all laughed with him.   
 
    “How about you, Lauren?” I asked shyly. 
 
    “Naw,” she responded with a smile.  “The Bachelor is on tonight.” 
 
    “Honey, nothing can take place of that show!” Murdoc yelled laughing.   
 
    “I know, right?” she agreed.   
 
    We all laughed again.   
 
    I watched as Murdoc prepared my nails.  He somehow created a glittery creation from the canvas of my nails.  They began a vibrant fuchsia that melted into pink.  The pink faded into white brilliance.  A dazzling layer of glitter covered the darkest pink and trailed off as the color dissipated.  All I could do was watch and drink in all the beauty.  I felt as if I were in some sort of dream.  I truly felt like a princess… like Cinderella! 
 
    We donned our gowns just as the door rang.  I was very nervous, but the glamour gave me the shell of confidence I needed.  Normally, I would never have been able to walk down those stairs on my own, in finery fit for a queen, when the most handsome of men would be waiting and watching.   
 
    “Amber, thank you for such a magical day!  You look so beautiful!” I breathed.  “I’ve never had so much fun.  I can never thank you enough!” 
 
    “Gigi, it is you who looks magnificent!” she cried.  “I’m going to show you what you look like now!” 
 
    She brought me before a covered full-length mirror.  When she unveiled the piece, the woman standing before me simply could not be me.  I looked for Gigi, but she simply wasn’t there.  My mouth dropped open in shock, and so did the princess’s in the mirror.   
 
    Amber was grinning widely.  “Surprised?” she asked. 
 
    “Is… that… me?” I croaked. 
 
    “Oh, honey!  You like my work?” Murdoc asked with a Cheshire grin.   
 
    “Who wouldn’t?” Lauren breathed.  “You’re naturally beautiful, Gigi, but Murdoc knows how to showcase it!” 
 
    I continued to stare.  My hair was spun in gold ringlets down my back.  The sides were pulled up into a loose bun which overflowed and spilled down to blend in with the rest of the loose curls.  A few tendrils of hair twisted gently to frame my face.   
 
    My eye shadow reflected the pink in my dress but was accented by a hint of electric blue which made my eyes appear more alive.  My lashes, long and luxurious, didn’t seem to be real.  In addition, the silvery pink dress brought out my creamy complexion and accented the pink in my cheeks and lips.  A bedazzled necklace, earrings, and a tiny tiara completed the picture.   
 
    All I could do was stare.  Murdoc could perform miracles. This young woman simply could not be me.   
 
    “Stunning, huh?” asked Amber gleefully. 
 
    “Wow,” I said.  “I’ll bet your mom wouldn’t recognize me,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    Amber laughed, too, and said, “Now we know how to sneak you out for fun right in plain sight.” 
 
    “Amber, you look like a princess, too!” I said happily.   
 
    Amber’s golden gown was the perfect reflection for her, as well.  The sheath dress was barely discernable under the sheer white and molten gold layers of fabric. The dress was certainly fitted, but it was the perfect amount of elegance to show off Amber’s body without being too risqué.  The bodice was molded over her chest, but it didn’t dip too low.  Tiny brilliant diamonds danced iridescently from the folds of cloth.   
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    “Well, Princess, ready or not…” 
 
    We began descending the stairs.  The looks on the menfolk below was all the proof we needed to know we were breathtaking.  Chance couldn’t take his eyes off me.  Even Ethan was spellbound. 
 
    “Da-da, who that?” Ashton asked, pointing.   
 
    “I really don’t know, son,” Ethan replied in awe.   
 
    When we got down the stairs, I went directly to Chance.   
 
    Ethan kissed his daughter, then we followed Chance out the door. 
 
    “Here’s the limo,” he offered.   
 
    Ethan directed me by placing a light hand under my elbow.  I nearly choked when I saw the chauffer open the door for us.  Mr. Ponder was dressed as any well-paid chauffer would be.  He wore a black evening suit accented by a crisp white shirt and black tie.  His eyes twinkled at me from under the dark driving hat.   
 
    “Madam,” he said as he swung the stylish door open for me.  Lustrous light shimmered down the side of the pearl paint. 
 
    Mr. Ponder went to the other side and did the same for Amber.  When we all were seated, the limo pulled out from the drive.   
 
    “Miss Amber,” Mr. Ponder began, “Where next?” 
 
    Amber recited an address.  My eyes flew to her, full of questions. 
 
    “We’re picking up my date, now,” she said laughing.  “I thought we could double date instead of me being the third wheel as Mom would like.” 
 
    Chance chuckled at her words, but his blue eyes were still glued to me. 
 
          “Afterwards, we’ll go to dinner,” Chance finally said.  He turned to Amber.  “Tonight, Gigi isn’t Gigi.” 
 
    “I agree!” she said, “She’s a completely new creation based on the old.  She’s beautiful no matter what, but now we’ve added a layer of glamour.” 
 
    “Yes, and tonight, Cinderella’s name is Zoey.  Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Amber said, slightly surprised.   
 
    “But please don’t tell your mom,” I pleaded. 
 
    “You bet,” she replied.  “Heaven forbid we go against anything Mom calls you.” 
 
    When we arrived at the address, Mr. Ponder opened the door for Amber and waited by the car while she went to retrieve her date.   
 
    “You are simply stunning,” Chance uttered in my ear when we were alone. 
 
    “I – I… Um, thank you,” I said. 
 
    He turned his body toward me, and I was mesmerized by his crystalline blues.  He circled his arms around me and pulled me toward him. I was entranced as I watched his handsome face lower to mine.  
 
    The tender caress was only there for a light moment, but the touch was electrifying.  It left me shaking, and I think it must have affected Chance the same.  He let out a long, slow breath, and both of us sunk back into the plush seat as if we had no remaining strength. 
 
    “Wow,” Chance finally uttered.  “That was powerful! And it was only for a second!” 
 
    I could only nod.  Just then, light flooded into the vehicle as the two other occupants joined us inside.   
 
    “Whoa, what’s going on in here?” Amber teased.   
 
    I must have appeared flustered, because Chance whispered in my ear, “She’s teasing you.  You don’t have to answer.” 
 
    When Mr. Ponder began driving, Amber said, “This is my date, Josh.  Josh, this is Chance and Zoey.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” he said.   
 
    Josh was of average height from what I could tell.  His warm brown eyes glinted with peace, and his smile was disarming.   
 
    “Likewise,” Chance greeted. 
 
    I held out a hand and smiled.  “I’m so happy you’re going with us,” I said. 
 
    We visited as the lavish vehicle took us to an upscale Italian restaurant. 
 
    “I sure hope I don’t make a mess on myself,” I laughed nervously. 
 
    “Me, too!” Amber agreed. 
 
    “Just be careful about what you order,” Josh suggested.   
 
    “Definitely,” Chance added. 
 
    The meal went well, and everyone escaped relatively mess-free.  Mr. Ponder footed the bill.   
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ponder,” I said.  Everyone else thanked him, too. 
 
    “You’re welcome, all of you.  Now you kids go have fun.  Chance, let me know when you’re all ready to go.”   
 
    We pulled up to the ornate church that Project Graduation had reserved for the dance.  The castle-like church had donated its use to add to the magical theme.  The brown stone did resemble a palace.  My heart was beating hard in nervous anticipation.   
 
    “My lady?” Chance asked as Mr. Ponder held the door. 
 
    I put my hand in his, and Chance helped me from the car.  We waited as Mr. Ponder did the same for Amber and Josh.   
 
    I grabbed Chance’s hand, and we all went to the door.  The entrance was picturesque and welcoming.  A table of parent chaperones took our money to enter.   
 
    “Ooohh,” they exclaimed at us.  “You certainly came to the right place!  What are your names, dearies?  You have to enter the princess contest!” 
 
    “You can put Amber and Zoey Chancellor down,” Amber said, eyeing the prize.  The winner would be crowned with a magnificent tiara and scepter.  Both were encrusted with brilliant white diamonds.  There was also a huge bouquet of sophisticated blood-red roses on slender, iridescent  stems.   
 
    “Wow,” I mouthed to Chance.  His huge grin swallowed my fright.  I was feeling happy and more confident.   
 
    We entered into the main foyer of the church, and the decorations were extravagant.  One might expect a tad cheesy atmosphere if high schoolers attended a Cinderella dance, but this was done in style.  The decorations were so authentic that if I didn’t know better, the Queen of England would grace us with her presence.   
 
    I was walking and looking around in awe.  Chance was happy with guiding me so that I didn’t stumble because I was certainly not paying attention to where I was walking.  I knew that my eyes had to be giant saucers absorbing all the world had to offer.  It wasn’t often the dog was let out of its cage! 
 
    “Zoey, let’s grab a drink.  Then I want to dance with you,” Chance said into my ear. 
 
    I looked up into his striking features and said, “I’d like that very much!” 
 
    We grabbed drinks and sat at a nearby table.  Josh and Amber joined us.  I continued to stare until the surroundings finally began to take on a hue of reality.  Chance just watched me taking it all in. 
 
    Amber smiled and asked, “Are you enjoying yourself, Zoey?” 
 
    “Yes, very much!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m glad.  You deserve this and so much more,” she said softly. 
 
    “She’s in store for a lot more excursions,” Chance agreed. 
 
    With his statement, I tried not to let the anxiety overtake me.  Liz’s order to break up with Chance kept resounding in my head. 
 
    “Stop it,” Amber ordered. 
 
    “Stop what?” I asked. 
 
    “Stop thinking about Mom.  I’ll handle her.  Her overbearing, control-freaking is done!  I swear it!” 
 
    “Amber…” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s not talk… or think… of Mom tonight.  Deal?” 
 
    “But, she – ” 
 
    “Zoey.” 
 
    All three of my companions were staring sternly at me. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I sighed.  I made a gallant effort to release my anxiety.   
 
    “Come on,” Chance said.  “Our drinks can wait.  Let’s dance!” and with that, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome pulled me onto the floor.   
 
    Almost in correlation, a new song flooded onto the surface and swirled around us in romantic bliss.  Chance’s eyes twinkled as he enveloped me in his arms.   
 
    “It’s okay,” he reassured.  “You’re safe in my arms.” 
 
    I looked into his mesmerizing eyes.  He was so handsome and strong… and close.   
 
    “I – I know,” I whispered.   
 
    He lowered his head down and kissed me again as we danced. Tentatively, I kissed him back.  My heart was a flutter.  Suddenly, I was rammed in the back: we’d collided with another couple.   
 
    I cried out softly in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” a voice sneered from behind me.  “I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    I’d have fallen if Chance hadn’t been still holding me in his arms.  I turned to look and nearly fell a second time from Brittany’s aura of hate that enveloped me. 
 
    She continued, “I see you’re having fun.” 
 
    Brittany was dressed in her deep crimson mermaid gown inlaid with gold piping and sprinkled with wine-colored and gilded sequins.  Its V-neckline dipped down into her ample cleavage.  The dress clung to her figure and flared at all the appropriate places.  The gold hemline peeked from under a layer of the blood red fabric.  Gold and ruby earrings laughed at me from her ears, and I almost couldn’t tear my eyes from the necklace nestled between her uplifted breasts.   
 
    Brittany’s heavy make-up and matching red lipstick almost made her difficult to recognize.  Her lashes were thick and false.  There was no denying her beauty, but if felt as fake as she was.   
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I managed to say. 
 
    “I may take a dance later,” she informed Chance almost huffily.  “We need to talk.”  
 
    Without awaiting a response, she twirled away, leading a surprised-looking Blake away.  I noticed Blake still staring at me and Brittany’s haughty response. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Chance asked. 
 
    “She surprised me more than she hurt me,” I responded. 
 
    “She managed to knock you quite forcefully,” he replied stubbornly. 
 
    “I’m okay.”  I reaffirmed.  I paused a second before adding, “Are you going to dance with her?” 
 
    A slow, sexy smile erupted from his lips.   
 
    “Not if you don’t want me to,” he said. 
 
    “Do you want to?” I asked indignantly. 
 
    “No, my sweet, I do not.  Why would I want to dance with anyone else when the most beautiful girl is in my arms?” 
 
    He melted my heart with that statement.  “Th – thank you, Chance,” and I wasn’t really talking about the compliment.   
 
    He chuckled and then his mouth caught mine in another sweet kiss.  The kiss left me shaky, so we sat the next dance out to recoup. 
 
    “So, was that my sister that rammed into you?” Amber asked.  Without waiting for a confirmation, she said, “She’s just like Mother!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured.  “But she told Chance she wanted to dance with him later.” 
 
    “Like hell.” 
 
    “My feelings exactly.  She can ‘bump’ into me all she likes, but she’s not dancing with…” 
 
    I felt all three people’s eyes on me. 
 
    “Were you going to say…” Chance waited a beat before adding, “’my man’?” 
 
    I blushed furiously and looked down.  Amber began laughing out loud.   
 
    “You’re a hoot,” she said.  “Hey, I’ll let you two talk a few.  Come on, Josh.  Let’s dance!” 
 
    “I can put Brittany in her place eloquently,” Chance said.  “I don’t want any more trouble for you than there has to be.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s going to say something terrible about m – me,” my voice waivered. 
 
    “Zoey?  You know I have my own eyes to see with, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And my own ears to hear with?” 
 
    Again, I acknowledged him. 
 
    “Don’t you think I can see what’s going on here?  Probably more than you want me to see, but I know.  We’re here to have fun, and nothing she says can stop that.  Understand?” 
 
           “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, then.  I’m going to kiss you again, and then we can dance some more if you’d like?” 
 
    I could only nod as I saw his gorgeous face come closer to mine.  This time, when his lips caressed mine, I opened my mouth slightly, and he took it as an invitation.  Tiny electrodes raced up and down my body at the first embrace of our tongues.  I was shocked, happy, and scared all at the same time.   
 
    My breathing increased, and Chance pulled back.  “Um, you’re too exciting for me,” he admitted. 
 
    “Wh – what?” I stuttered. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a good thing,” he admitted.  “I just can’t kiss you any more for a while.” 
 
    “Wh – why?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to guess you have some strange feelings right now.  Your feelings are the same as mine, and it’s something that we need to ease into.  We can discuss this more later.  I’m basically telling you that your beauty is exciting to me in a good way, but I need to stay a gentleman.” 
 
    My eyes widened, but I understood what he was telling me.  “O – okay,” I said with a smile.  My feelings were skyrocketing with happiness.  This man was truly interested in me.  How did I rope this good-looking, kind man who also happened to really care about me?  I took a few minutes to let gratitude wash over me. 
 
    After another hour of dancing and having fun with Josh and Amber, the women that took our tickets proclaimed that they would be announcing the winner of the Cinderella contest after the next song.   
 
    “I’m scared,” I whispered to Amber, Josh, and Chance.   
 
    “Don’t be,” Chance said. 
 
    “You’re a naturally-born princess,” Amber agreed.  “I hope you get it.” 
 
    “I think someone else has a mind for it,” Josh said and gestured with a flip of his hand.   
 
    Brittany was strolling around, trying to gain the attention of the judges.   
 
    Amber laughed.  “I think it’d be hilarious if Zoey did get it!  Brittany would have a fit!” 
 
    My face must have paled, because she said, “girl, you’re safe.  I’m a true advocate now.  I’ve been silent waaay too long.” 
 
    Chance cocked a brow.   
 
    “Yes, I would like to meet with you about this,” Amber said.  “But not here, not now.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he admitted. 
 
    “Don’t I have a say in all this?” I croaked.   
 
    “Yes.  Let’s talk later,” Amber conceded.  
 
    We watched as Brittany and Blake stroked the floor.  Their moves teetered on over-the-line but stayed right on the border.  I wondered vaguely if that was her last-ditch effort to gain the judge’s attention. 
 
    When the song ended, two women and a man announcer walked up onto the stage.  A drum roll began, and big spotlights of different colors circled and zoomed over the crowd and floor.   
 
    “And now,” the male announcer’s voice began.  “The moment we’ve all been waiting for!  The winner of the Cinderella title!  This victor has been chosen on the following merits: A) Appearance – who has a similar manner of dressing gown; B) Mannerisms – which lady is most demure; and C) Couple – which couple appears most like a prince and princess.” 
 
    The crowd screamed in response.   
 
    “And the princess to claim the title of Miss Cinderella is…”  
 
    The drums rolled dramatically. 
 
    The sing-song voice drew out the name: “Miss Zoey Chancellor!” 
 
    “Oh, my God!  Zoey!” yelled Amber.  “You’ve done it!  You’ve won!”  She jumped up and down a few times in her excitement. 
 
    “Me?” I croaked. 
 
    Cinderella?  There was so much symbolism in that word, in that character, and now I was deemed as noble enough to carry the title?  I was overwhelmed.   
 
    “Come on, love,” Chance said, helping me to my feet.   
 
    I clutched at his muscular arm because I knew my own legs wouldn’t support my weight without his assistance.   
 
    We slowly made our way toward the center stage at the end of the dance floor.  Teens parted to allow us passage.  The spotlights were trained on us as we made our way.   
 
    When I somehow got on the stage, Chance continued to be my rock.  In a flurry of movement, my small tiara was replaced with the larger one, and I was given the scepter and bouquet.  Cameras were flashing at us.  We walked back and forth a few times while the crowd yelled and whistled in appreciation.   
 
    “Cinderella and Prince Charming, will you honor us with a dance on stage?” the announcer asked.   
 
    A lady came to retrieve my roses and staff while we led the dance.  Chance enveloped me in his strength, and his arms came around me as the music began.  I was lost to the world from within his embrace.  We began to sway with the melody.  No longer did I feel as if the world were staring at me, even if they were!  Chance was my knight in shining armor, and I felt I could face the world with him at my side.   
 
    When the dance finished, Chance played his part.  He kissed me thoroughly in front of the multitude.  Screams of support erupted around us.  This night, we really were the Disney characters personified.  My heart swelled with adoration. 
 
    When the kiss ended, Chance cradled my face in his warm hands.  He huskily uttered, “Your surprises aren’t over.”  
 
    Chance led me off the stage.  The lady brought my possessions to our table.   
 
    “Let’s go outside and get some fresh air, okay?” he asked.   
 
    “Y – yes,” I agreed, mildly wondering if something else could be going on.   
 
    Amber and Josh joined us.  As we were leaving, a hateful voice cut through the crowd.   
 
    “Congratulations, uh, Zoey.” 
 
    I didn’t even try to find the source of the voice.  I wouldn’t give Brittany the satisfaction.   
 
    The refreshing night air filled my lungs and calmed me.  Chance punched a text into his phone.   
 
    “Your surprise should be pulling up shortly,” he said.  Then he drew Amber aside and whispered conspiratorially into her ear.   
 
    She squealed a response and jumped up and down.   
 
    Seconds later, I heard tires turning into the circular drive in front of the church.  It was the pearly white limo. 
 
    “Are we going somewhere?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “You’ll see!” Amber screeched excitedly.   
 
    Mr. Ponder got out of the driver’s seat and opened the doors of the luxury vehicle.  A man, woman, and teenaged boy emerged.  Suddenly, I was in the middle of arms that hugged and squeezed me.  Someone was keening with deep emotion.  I realized the sound was coming from me!  I was crying like my soul was leaving my body.   
 
    “Mom!  Dad!  Brycen!  How?  How did you find me?”  and before they could answer, I kept repeatedly yelling, “I can’t believe it!  I can’t believe it!” 
 
    It was the best day in my entire life to date!  When the excitement finally abated, Mr. Ponder explained that Chance had mentioned the name I wanted to be called on our Cinderella dance night:  my true name, Zoey.  He did some research about missing Zoeys from nine years ago, and based on his suspicions, was able to locate my family.   
 
    “In addition, your kidnappers have been picked up and are now at police headquarters.  They’ve been arrested and detained for questioning.” 
 
    “Did you manage to get Sally?” I squeaked.   
 
    “Sally?” Mr. Ponder asked. 
 
    “She’s the lady that was visiting them. She’s the one who actually did the kidnapping,” I said.  “I overheard them talking that she has a business of ‘rehoming’ children she steals.” 
 
    Mr. Ponder whipped out his phone and was on it faster than I could believe.  Then I looked over at Amber.  She looked like a train wreck.  I saw happiness for me, sadness for her parents, and fright for herself.  I reached out to console her.  
 
    “Amber, don’t worry.  You’ll have a warm home to go to.  They won’t throw you out in the cold,” Chance reassured. 
 
    “What about my brother?  My sister?” 
 
    Mr. Ponder cut in, “We’ve made arrangements for you and your brother.  Zoey’s parents welcome you into their home with open arms.” 
 
    “What about Brittany?” Amber managed.  
 
    “Due to her… attitude toward Zoey, we felt is best that she not stay in the home with her.” 
 
    “B – but… where will she go?” 
 
    “Brittany’s legally an adult.  She can stay with friends or other family members.  Unfortunately, once a child has reached adult status, there’s little we can do besides point them in the direction of services we offer.” 
 
    Amber nodded miserably.  My heart really went out to her.   
 
    “Zoey!” Mom said, “I still can’t believe it!  I got my baby back!” 
 
    “I know, Mom!  Dad, I’ve missed you so!  I can’t even explain!” 
 
    We continued to mutter happiness at finding each other once again.   
 
    I couldn’t believe how much Brycen had changed.  I clutched him in my arms.  I didn’t think I could ever let go of him again! 
 
    In the end, Mr. Ponder was able to have Sally arrested.  It was a huge scandal that was publicized everywhere.  It made the big news and was plastered all over the newspapers, televisions, and internet.   
 
    Dad and Mom became foster parents to Amber and Ashton.  I really didn’t try to keep up with Brittany, but I know Amber stayed in contact with her.  Although I couldn’t find it in my heart to feel badly for Brittany, my heart hurt for Amber.  She didn’t deserve any of this, although I can’t say I feel the same about her sister.   
 
    Chance and I made our dating official.  I was truly on Cloud Nine.  And would this be a true Cinderella story if I ended this any other way?  We lived happily ever after!   
 
    The End.  
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    Charmaine lives a mundane life, he always has. He is nothing more than a stock boy at a shoe shop. But it is that job that makes him sit up and take notice of one customer in particular; Ella. Ella is a modern-day princess, heir to a large estate, beautiful, and looking for the perfect glass slippers to wear to the ball that a man like Charmaine will never be invited to. Only, a little bit of modern magic and some mishaps may make those shoes lead him right to where he was always meant to be.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Mr. Princeton, go in the back and grab me a size 9 in these stilettos. You can do that, right?” The short, balding man scowled, leaving a permanent frown on his face. It seemed he never smiled, yet everyone who came into the store seemed to love him.  
 
    The woman who sat with her foot extended for sizing let out a chuckle. She was one of those socialite models who had it all. Charmaine Princeton was a bit irritated by women like her. They all walked in like they owned the place, using their haughty attitudes to rub it in the faces of those they felt were beneath them. He hated that they had it so easy yet here he was slaving away trying to make do with what little he had. Even his boss treated him like dirt. 
 
     Charmaine went to the back where they stored all of the shoes and started to hunt down the stilettos that were required. That woman had large feet for sure. Charmaine was more into petite feet. They had to be slender and curvy. Pretty much like the woman herself. He would often dream about the perfect woman. The problem was that he could never find her in reality. 
 
     “Princeton! What's taking you so long? Get those shoes out here, man,” Mr. Demper yelled. Broken from the spell, Charmaine grabbed up the shoes and scurried over to his boss. He snatched the heels from Charmaine, and on bent knee, Mr. Demper grabbed the stiletto and glided it onto the woman's foot. 
 
     “Perfection!” Mr. Demper blew a kiss into the air. The woman giggled as she stood in her heels, making her look monstrously tall. Charmaine wanted to laugh at the ridiculous display, but he held his tongue. He did not want to lose his job. 
 
     “I feel like a goddess! These are perfect. I'll buy them,” the woman declared. A beaming Mr. Demper directed her to the front counter while Charmaine was left to clean up their mess. He sighed as he began picking up shoes and putting them in their proper boxes, making sure he matched the sizes to the box and had a left and right shoe of each. Once he got all that madness sorted out he then started to put them back on the shelves. The other two employees hated cleaning up. They often found ways to skirt around it. Though it bothered him that they didn't take their job seriously, Charmaine didn't mind the tedious work. In fact he found comfort in it. He'd given up on being the salesman since every time he tried for the position his boss would turn him down. He supposed he was destined to be the stock boy. 
 
     He went to the back to clean and organize the storage. A new shipment of shoes had just arrived, and he wanted to make sure they were all packaged properly and put in the right spots. He would hear a customer come in from time to time as he worked diligently in the back. Occasionally, his boss would call out for a pair of shoes and he would have to do the same thing over and over. The mundane didn't bother him, though. This was his life, and he chose to be content in it. 
 
     The day went by ever so slowly, and Charmaine was ready for it to end. Not that he had much to go home to. It was just a little box of an apartment in a shady part of town, but it was affordable, and it kept him out of the cold. He was grateful that at least the doors locked, the hot water worked, and he had a bed to sleep in. His apartment was sparse, but it was home. He finished facing a row of shoes then said goodnight to Mr. Demper as he clocked out and headed home. Another night at home alone. Such was life. 
 
     He entered his dilapidated apartment with shoulders sagging. Plopping on the threadbare couch, he yelped when his butt landed on a spring that was poking out, “I seriously need to buy some padding or something. This is getting out of hand.” The place was definitely an eyesore, but it was the best he could do. He positioned himself where the spring was not poking him and curled up for another fitful night of sleep. The only time it was pleasant was when he dreamed of meeting a princess and they would run off together into the sunset, living happily ever after. Those dreams were few and far between, but when he did have them, he treasured them.  
 
    He checked his phone to make sure that his alarm was set before he drifted off. Maybe tomorrow would be a better day. Maybe. 
 
      “I don't understand. You said that you would have my glass slippers. I ordered them special. So, where are they?” a musical voice greeted Charmaine's ears as he entered the store that morning. 
 
     “I told you, honey, they were special ordered from England. What do you want from me? I ain't your fairy godmother. I can't just wave a magical wand and make them appear. I will call you when they are here. There is nothing else I can do. Sorry,” explained a very disgruntled Demper. 
 
     “Ugh, fine! I'm just stressed, alright? I need them by the end of the week at the latest. The ball is this Sunday.” She turned to rush out the door just as Charmaine was coming in, and they collided, causing them to both fall on their rears. 
 
     “Oh my gosh! I'm so sorry. Here, let me help you up,” Charmaine offered as he got up off the floor. He held his hand out, and she graciously accepted. He pulled her up and helped her to steady herself before letting her go. He took in a sharp breath as he looked upon the beauty before him. Her honey blonde hair framed her heart shaped face just right. She was petite, and her curvy, hour-glass body fit snug in the blue dress she wore. She was breathtaking, and he couldn't take his eyes off of her. 
 
     “Sheesh Charmaine, your gentlemanly ways are gonna make me vomit.” Demper frowned. The woman before him giggled, 
 
     “Your name is Charming?” The lights that danced in her slate gray eyes mesmerized him. 
 
     “Actually, it's Charmaine.” He laughed. 
 
     “Oh! I see.” Her smile made his heart rate rise. 
 
     “Wha...ahem...what's your name?” he asked shyly. 
 
     “My name is Ella Cinders. Pleasure to meet you.” She reached out a dainty hand, and he shook it. 
 
     “The pleasure is all mine. Are you ok?” he asked, genuinely concerned. 
 
     “Oh, for heaven's sake, Charmaine. Go clock in before you land a date or something. Good Lord, that's all we need.” Demper walked up and smacked him on the back of his head then pushed him towards the back of the shop. 
 
     “Ok, well goodbye then,” Ella called out.  
 
    Demper shoved Charmaine into the storage room and whispered, “Find those shoes! They were supposed to be here two weeks ago.” He stomped off to the front to help another customer who had just entered. Charmaine looked around trying to figure out just what he was supposed to find. He had heard her mention glass slippers, but that was not something he had ever seen in this shop and didn't think had ever come in. Still, perhaps he missed them somehow. He turned about the room and glanced around, hoping to decide just what to do and where to start. He would need to go through every box thoroughly. He rubbed his chin stubble as he tried to figure out a way to make this an easier task. As it was, he would be here all night and perhaps the next day. This storage was extensive with shelves reaching floor to ceiling from wall to wall. The thought came to him that he could go by shoe size but then he could miss something. So, he chose to start from one end of the room and slowly work his way around the entire storage. This would take a long time, and he knew that Mr. Demper wouldn't let him go home until he found the item desired. 
 
     “Oh well,” Charmaine said to himself, “I could use the overtime.” He grabbed the first box and opened it. Just a normal pair of pumps. He closed the lid, put it back up, and moved on to the next box. This was going to be tiresome. What if they were not even here and he did all of this for nothing? He hoped that they were misplaced and not lost somewhere overseas. He went through shoe after shoe after shoe, and still no glass slippers. Yeah, so he lived in a Beverly Hills world, but he still could not get used to the lifestyle of so many who lived here. He inwardly thanked his dad sarcastically for bringing them to live in such a place.  
 
    Charmaine still felt the prejudices from way back when they had first moved there. It was no place for a poor father to raise his son. Still, he spent all he had to move there in order for his dreams to come true. Charmaine resented his father for such actions but after a few years of his dad's passing he was able to forgive him and move on.  
 
    Coming back to the slippers he shook his head, “Who wears glass slippers anyway? And what is up with this ball? How old fashioned is that?  Are we in some kind of fairy tale land all of a sudden? Man, I live in a weird place.” He continued to mumble to himself as he went through shoe after shoe. 
 
     “Ahem...” Mr. Demper bore into him. 
 
     “What? I'm doing my job. Doesn't mean I have to like it.” Charmaine shrugged and continued going through the shoes one box at a time. Mr. Demper rolled his eyes and said,  “Yeah, like a man such as yourself could ever make it into a fancy ball like the one being held this weekend. What? You gonna go in a t-shirt and jeans? Ha! That would be hysterical.” He laughed as he left the room shaking his head. Charmaine frowned. Why did Mr. Demper have to make him feel like such a loser? Yeah sure, so Mr. Demper had promised Charmaine's dad that he would look after him right before he passed away. He didn't have to rub it in his face all the time. The loss of his dad was rough, but that had been a few years ago and he was learning to deal with it. He was grateful to Mr. Demper for keeping his promise to his dad but didn't like being treated that way. Words like that always made him want to do the opposite just so he could prove the person wrong.  
 
    He rubbed his stinging eyes and refused to allow any tears to flow. It would do him no good to cry. He had work to do. Box after box and still no glass slippers. At least he was already on the third row, out of hundreds! He tried to pick up his pace while trying to be as thorough as possible. 
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     The week had gone by, and still no glass slippers. Charmaine had gone through all of the boxes but came out empty handed. He even searched all the little nooks and crannies that he knew of just to make sure they didn't fall and disappear somewhere. Ella had come by a few days after her first visit, sobbing and begging for her shoes to be there. Charmaine felt bad for her and wished that he could help her somehow.  Try as he might, he just could not figure it out. He wanted nothing more than to give this amazing woman what she wanted. 
 
     As he was remembering that moment, a sudden thought struck him, “Mr. Demper? Have you tried calling the company to see where the shoes are? Or do you have a tracking number?” Charmaine started firing off questions one by one, hoping to find answers. 
 
     “Stop kid! What? Do you think I'm stupid? Of course, I did all that. Everything points to the fact that they are somewhere here in the store. Where? I don't know, but I sure hope they turn up.” It was obvious that this was taking its toll on Demper. The man looked a bit disheveled and as if he hadn't slept for days. Charmaine knew that Demper took his business seriously. Any mess up cost him, and he hated losing money. 
 
     “We could try and order another pair, have them priority shipped?” Charmaine offered. 
 
    “I appreciate you trying kid, but it's just too expensive. I simply can't afford it.” He sighed and waved Charmaine away. Charmaine carried on with his work. It was a Friday, and the ball was being held that Sunday. Poor Ella would be devastated. As if she had read his mind, she entered the store, 
 
     “Please! For the love of all that is good, do you have my shoes?” she nearly cried. 
 
     “I'm sorry hun, but no. We've scoured this whole store, and nothing. I don't know what to tell you. I can give you your money back, if that helps,” Demper offered. This surprised Charmaine. He was never that kind to anyone. He must have felt the need to save face so he could keep his reputation intact. Regardless of the reasons, Charmaine was glad he had made the offer to her. It was the least they could do to make things up to her. 
 
     “It's not about the money. It's about the ball. I can't go without my slippers. I guess this means I just can't go.” She was deflated, and Charmaine just could not handle it. He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. That seemed to bring her a measure of comfort, 
 
     “Look, I know we can't find the glass slippers, but maybe we can find another pair of shoes that would work? We do have a wide variety of shoes here.” He hoped that the offer would help her. She mulled over what he said then nodded. 
 
     “Ok, I mean, what do I have to lose, right? I may as well try.” She sat in a chair and placed her feet on the ottoman. She had taken her sandals off so she could try on a few shoes. Charmaine could not believe how tiny her feet were. He found himself wanting to massage them and such, which gave him a funny sensation in the pit of his stomach. 
 
     “So...uh...what size are your feet?” He attempted to smile, but it came out more like a grimace. 
 
     “I think I wear a size five. I know, I have small feet. Not much I can do about that though, now is there?” She had attitude, but he kind of liked it. He also liked that her feet were so tiny. He held her foot in his hand, admiring it. He wanted to trail his finger down the curve of her foot but managed to pull out of his little fantasy in time, 
 
     “Alright, well I'm going to pick out about ten pairs of size 5 heels. Did you want them in white?” 
 
     “Oh, yeah, I guess white will do.” She sounded put off. 
 
    “Ok, well I'm going to do my best to find ones that will suit you. Do you like a lot of heel or little?” 
 
     “Little please. I don't really have the coordination to wear high heels. I want to dance in comfort, not trip all over the place.” She let out a little chuckle. 
 
     “Open toe or closed toe?” he smiled. 
 
    “Closed, please. I don't want to stub my toes. I cannot afford that” Charmaine thought that funny. It was obvious that she could afford anything. So, the statement came across as absurd to him. Oh well, at least she was cooperating. 
 
     “Alright, well let's start trying on some shoes, shall we?” He was an optimist at heart and could not help but hope to find her a pair of shoes she would love. It was his job after all, even if he never was allowed to do this sort of thing before. Demper said nothing, however, so he chose not to bring it up. Somehow, for some reason, this girl wanted him to help her, and Mr. Demper was oddly okay with it. 
 
     They had tried on pair of shoes after shoes after shoes, and still nothing suited her. He began to think she had to be one of the most picky women he'd ever known. Surely there had to be a pair of shoes that would work. He went to the back to use the restroom and get away for a few minutes. He felt like a complete failure. This was his one chance to prove to Mr. Demper that he could do the job but now he wasn't even so sure he could do the job. Looking at the reflection in the mirror his eyes grew wide. He was seeing himself, but what he really saw was his father. The idea that he was starting to look just like him actually made him happy. He said to the mirror, “Dad, I don't know if you are in heaven or what, but would you please help me in this situation? I'm at a loss on what to do for this poor woman. Any help I can get is greatly appreciated.” He laughed at the absurdity of the situation and just finished his business then got out of there. Just as he exited the bathroom, he saw a mouse scurry off into the dark. Running after that mouse, he wound up tripping over something and landed on the ground. Moaning while simultaneously cursing the mouse, he managed to sit up just a little bit. He peered over to where the mouse had scurried off to and noticed a shoe box kind of wedged into the wall a bit. He crawled over to it and tugged it out of the wall while opening it up quickly. 
 
     Sure enough, there were two beautiful, size five, glass slippers. He marveled at their sturdy craftsmanship. They sparkled in the light, leaving a cascade of rainbows in the room. They were very enchanting.  
 
    He managed to get up off the floor, wiped himself off, and took the box out to give to Ella. Only, she wasn't there. He turned to where Demper was behind the register, 
 
     “Where did she go?” He asked. 
 
     “She had to get somewhere. Something about pumpkin pie, carriages, and footmen. That's an odd bird, if you ask me. At least she bought a pair of heels before heading out,” Demper snickered, “Well done, Charmaine. Maybe you can be a salesman after all.” The proud look he gave Charmaine just them made him happy. He just had to let Mr. Demper in on the good news. 
 
     “I found them, though!” Charmaine laughed. Demper looked up as if in shock, not being able to speak for the first time Charmaine could think of. He motioned for Charmaine to bring the shoes to him, and Charmaine did as bidden. He opened the lid so his boss could see them. 
 
     “Well, I'll be! That is for sure a pair of glass slippers! I'm going to give her a call, then.” He grabbed his cell and dialed her number only to get a voicemail full message. He almost threw his phone but thought better of it, “Well Charmaine, my boy, congratulations! You have been promoted to delivery guy. I just happen to have her address.” He handed Charmaine a paper with the address on it, along with the keys to his car. Then he gave the box of shoes to him. 
 
     “Are you serious? You want me to go to her place and hand her the shoes?” He looked at the address then back at his boss, “And she just happens to live in a very ritzy side of town. Not so sure I can look my best, ya know?” 
 
     “What can I say? I need this done, and I need you to be the one to do it.” Demper demanded. 
 
     “Fine. I'll do it,” Charmaine complied. 
 
     “Alright, very good.” Demper turned and started back at his counting the till, leaving Charmaine to have do as he would. Charmaine wasn't looking forward to the task at hand. He would have to cross town at a busy hour, and he wasn't sure if he would even find her. For all he knew, she gave him a bogus name. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
     Charmaine looked about the ritzy homes as he drove through the neighborhood. He felt so out of place driving his beater of a car along all the pristine homes. A job was a job, however, and so he kept searching for the place. Demper's handwriting was not the greatest, and when he tried to reach him to get the address, Demper was not available. Something about out of town with the buds. With a heaving sigh, Charmaine drove down the street. He tried several homes asking for Ella, but no one seemed to know her. Each house he stopped by made him feel like less and less of a person. The people who greeted him had all looked him up and down with a look of disgust or disdain. Charmaine wanted to crawl in a hole and never come out. The last house he had tried he was greeted by a nice elderly woman who suggested to him that the one he was looking for might live at the end of the cul de sac. Charmaine thanked her and left. It was nice to have at least one person treat him decent. 
 
     Feeling a bit discouraged as he made his way to the end of the cul de sac he was about to turn around and face the consequences of an angry boss when he noticed a mansion on the corner of the lot. It stood out just a bit from the other homes. This had to be the one! He couldn't explain it, but it felt like the kind of place she would live in. Charmaine parked across the street and walked over to the place. The path to the door was hedged in by well-manicured shrubbery. The gardens around the house were lush and full. He felt like he was walking into one of those mazes that rich people loved to have. He wound through the maze until he reached the front door. Hesitantly, he reached out and banged the ornate knocker that graced the double French doors. 
 
     A butler, an actual butler, had answered the door. He was just the portly type that you'd see in the movies. The elderly man put his chin out a bit further when he saw the state of Charmaine, 
 
     “Yes, can I help you, sir?” 
 
     “Uh... yes. At least I hope you can.” Charmaine cringed inwardly at his own incompetence, “I'm looking for an Ella Cinders. Does she live here?” The butler looked him up and down with an increasing frown upon his face. 
 
     “Who wants to know?” he asked sullenly. 
 
     “Oh, well I'm trying to find her. I need to deliver some shoes to her,” Charmaine blurted. 
 
     “Ah, that explains it, a delivery boy. Very well, yes Miss Cinders resides here. You can leave the package with me, and I shall see it gets to her.” He held his hands out to receive the package. Charmaine did not feel right about this. He was not entirely sure if this was Ella's home and he definitely did not like the way this butler was treating him. He gave the butler a stern look, 
 
     “I'm sorry, sir, but I think it best to get this to her personally. Is she available?” He hoped he sounded confident at least. 
 
     “She is not home right now. Miss Cinders has gone to the annual ball. Not something your kind would be familiar with, I'm sure. Now be a good lad and give me the package.” His kind? The nerve of this man before him. He hated to admit it, but this butler's snide remarks were starting to get under Charmaine's skin. 
 
     “I'm sorry, but I simply cannot do that. I'll just have to go to this ball and get these shoes to her.” He turned his back on the butler and started to walk away. 
 
     “Suit yourself, good luck getting in looking like that.” The butler threw at him before closing the door. 
 
    Charmaine wanted to punch the man. How dare he treat him like that! He walked briskly out of the maze and to his car. He was beginning to think this was his worst day ever. He drove out of the ritzy neighborhood as fast as he safely could and searched for a place to park so he could look up where this grand ball was being held. He was ever thankful for technology. It made things so much easier on a person. 
 
     He discovered that the Annual Grand Ball was being held at the City Hall. That explained it. City Hall often held generous balls and charities for the public. That is, for the richer public. Charmaine browsed through pictures of previous balls and was impressed with the ballroom and the grand displays it exhibited. People wore the flashiest outfits he'd ever seen. No wonder Ella wanted those glass slippers. She had a part that she needed to play. It made him angry that such a girl had to force herself to fit into such a world. It was so fake to him. All that glitz and glamour. There was nothing real about it. He'd rather live in his dirt-poor state and at least be an honest man instead of having everything at your fingertips yet not be able to be who you truly were. 
 
     Charmaine lowered his head on the steering wheel. He had to get to that ball and get Ella those shoes or he could lose his job. It wasn't just that, though. Something about this woman made him smile. He wanted to make her happy, so he just had to get the glass slippers to her. He needed something better to wear, though. He couldn't afford anything fancy. Maybe he could rent something. No, that was too pricey nowadays as well. No, he would have to go to a thrift store and hope for the best. There was one just downtown, not far from the City Hall. The owners were always really kind and sweet. He would try there first. Fingers crossed he started up his engine and headed downtown. 
 
     Traffic was a bit much as it seemed to take forever to get to the place. Luckily, they were still open. He walked in and was greeted like a friend. 
 
     “Hey! Charmaine! It's so good to see you,” a kindly old lady cried out as she ran over to him and hugged him tightly. 
 
     “Hi, Mother,” he greeted back. She had demanded that he called her mother. It took some time but before long it became more natural. She pulled back and took a good long look at him. 
 
     “You look like a man on a mission. What can we do for you, hun?” 
 
     “Intuitive as always, Mother,” Charmaine laughed, “I need a nice suit. One that I can get away with wearing to the Grand Ball.” He waited for her to reprimand him and explain to him why it was a dumb idea to even consider the ball. Instead she seemed to light up with excitement. 
 
     “Oh my heavens! I haven't been to the Grand Ball in ages!” Mother exclaimed, “That's not an easy thing to get into. Do you have an invitation? Or buy tickets?” 
 
     “Say what now? Invitation? Tickets?” Charmaine was perplexed. He truly had no idea what he was getting himself into. 
 
     “Oh dear. You poor boy. It's a woman, isn't it? You've been smitten and just can't help yourself?” She gave him that knowing look. 
 
     “Well...I... umm...” he stammered. 
 
     “You precious thing. Don't you falter now. You hold onto that tenacity. Mother's going to make you into a king tonight! And don't you worry about the ball, dear. I will get you there.” She winked before she ran off to grab something in the back of the store. Charmaine didn't quite know what to think about all of it. Mother seemed to know just what he needed. This would be an experience, at least. 
 
     She came back with a sharp black suit that looked like it was made just for him and a gold tie. Handing it all to him,, she made him go to the dressing room and change. 
 
     “Those belonged to my oldest boy. It will be nice to see it on someone else. You are built just like him, so I am certain it will fit you. Now, get in there and change already,” she chided. He did as was told, mostly because he knew when she got that look in her eye you didn't dare say no. She gasped in delight when he walked out. 
 
     “Oh, my dear boy, you are so handsome! This woman will definitely notice you! Oh, but we must do something about that face of yours. Too much facial hair in my opinion. Ooh....those shoes are amazing. I'm so glad they fit too! Now come here, let's clean you up.” Charmaine smiled at Mother's ramblings. He loved seeing her so excited and could not deny her that. The shining gold shoes seemed a bit much for him, but she insisted it was a nice touch to match the tie.  Soon she was grooming him, styling his hair and shaving his chin. He'd never had anyone fuss over him like this before. It was a bit comforting. She took such gentle care of him, so much so that it almost made him cry. 
 
     “Mother, I can't afford any of this. It's too much!” Charmaine exclaimed as he saw a complete stranger in the mirror. Instead of his father he now saw a handsome young man before him. No one would be able to tell who he was due to this amazing transformation. 
 
     “Nonsense boy! This is my gift to you. There is nothing more important to me than love. I will do whatever it takes to see it bloom.” A wistful look fell over her face as she spoke, “Now boy, do be a gentleman and leave before midnight. Sometimes the magic fades by then. It would do you no good for that to happen.” 
 
     Charmaine didn't always understand Mother's words, but he nodded and just let it go. He started for the door when he realized that the car he was driving would not work for this ensemble. His shoulders drooped. 
 
     “What is it, Son?” Mother asked with a look of concern.  
 
    His face downcast he said, “I don't have a nice car, and well... how am I going to get there, let alone get in?” It all seemed a bit too much for him. All he wanted was to get those shoes to the beautiful woman so she would have a good night. Things were becoming more and more difficult. Mother smiled wistfully as she said, 
 
     “Never you worry my darling boy! You can take my Austin. And I did say I would get you in that ball.” She winked at him again as she tossed him the keys to her suped up classic Austin Martin. He could not believe she was going to let him use it. How could he be so fortunate? Someone was smiling on him this day. As he left the shop he heard Mother say on the phone, “Hey Campton? I'm calling in that favor you owe me. Yes, that one. I have a young man heading your way for the Grand Ball. Let him in, will you? Yes, that's all. Yes, consider your debt paid. All is forgiven. Thank you ever so much. Goodbye!” 
 
     Charmaine shook his head. Just when you think you know someone there they go and surprise you. He reached into his car and grabbed the package for Ella. He whistled as he ran a finger alongside the shiny black Austin Martin. The real gold trim made it all the more fancy. He hopped into the driver's seat and almost panicked. How could he drive a classic such as this out into the crazy traffic he was about to enter?  
 
    He admired its pristine beauty, knowing that Mother hardly drove the car herself but kept it in good shape in honor of her deceased husband. It was all just a bit much and he was not sure he could go through with it. He took a series of deep breaths before starting the engine. Carefully, he pulled out of the garage and out into the busy streets. So far so good. He'd had a couple of close calls with some reckless drivers but managed to get away without incident. 
 
     He could not believe his fortune when he made it to the ball without incident. To his surprise, a valet came over and offered to park his car, no charge. How fortunate could he be? They even allowed him in when he gave his name at the entrance, though the walk up the several flights of steps was a bit strenuous. When he walked inside his jaw dropped. He felt like he was transported into a whole other realm. The beauty that surrounded him was so surreal. Men and women were dressed in their eccentric finest. Even though he blended in nicely he still felt a bit out of place among them. 
 
     Squaring his shoulders, he meandered through the crowds, hoping to meld with them and not be called out. The last thing he wanted was to be noticed. He found himself by the wall next to refreshments. Helping himself to some fine dining or at least to him it was, he ate and drank quickly, feeling like he was doing something wrong while doing so. He stood against a pillar and watched people as they milled about. Everyone was lost in their own little fantasy world while he stood by like a statue watching the scenes. It all just felt so fake to him and the only thing he wanted was to get out of there. As if he weren't already feeling stifled a man he knew all too well came right up to him. 
 
     “Charmin! How are you my TP boy?” The booming voice called out even though he was only a foot from him. Charmaine was relieved that the place was filled with chatter as people conversed, making it so no one really heard or paid attention to Bryson's outburst. 
 
     “The name is Charmaine, as you well know, Bryson. And I am nobody's TP boy.” Charmaine was taken back to his high school years when Bryson and his buddy Winston would wrap him up in toilet paper and give him swirlies. Or they would each grab him up by the arms and carry him to either a trash can or locker. It didn't matter which they chose. All they wanted was to feel the power of harming another, much to Charmaine's demise. He should have known that they would be at a thing like this. He knew that Winston had to be around there somewhere. The men had always been inseparable. Both men had grown up to become very successful. Bryson was a lawyer and one you did not want to go against.  Winston was a big shot business tycoon and very well off. Why two very successful young men continued to treat a guy like Charmaine as if he were mere garbage was beyond him. 
 
     “Ah, come on, man. Can't you handle a little fun?” Bryson whined. Just then, Charmaine was smacked upside his head by someone behind him. 
 
     “Bryson, what have we here, man?” Winston bellowed. He was bigger than Bryson. His muscles bulged out as his chiseled chest was barely covered by a tight shirt that allowed his pecs to poke out. He kept his jet-black hair in a short crew-cut style which gave him the look of a military man. This was not a guy to provoke. 
 
     “It's our buddy Charmin bro.” Bryson's devious smile was a sharp contrast to his sun-tanned skin. He was leaner than Winston but held himself in a similar demeanor. His chocolate eyes had melted many women's hearts over the years. Charmaine remembered that the ladies loved to tousle his brown curly locks. 
 
     “You've got to be kidding me. How the hell did a rat like you get into a palace like this?” Winston demanded. Charmaine cringed inwardly but knew he had to hold his own or he wouldn't last through the night. The last thing he really wanted was a brawl at the ball. He definitely did not want Ella to be witness to something like that. 
 
     “Listen up, jerks, this is not high school, and I can do whatever I damn well want to. Now scram.” He swooshed them away with his hands, trying to remain calm but secretly quaking inside. The men just stared him down, sizing him up. He was leaner than they were by far. To them, he probably appeared scrawny. He saw that look they always got in their eyes when they were about to do something to him. He braced himself for contact, but as luck would have it, the two men were quickly whisked away by two ladies that had passed by. Charmaine released the air he hadn't realized he was holding in. He hoped his luck would keep running as he pushed through in search for Ella. 
 
     Suddenly, the music stopped, and a man stood up to a mic up on a raised platform. He looked like the kind of man that would own this place. Stocky build, blonde combed over hair and mustache. Charmaine could tell he was a man in charge and one that could not be bought or scammed. 
 
     “Thank you all, yet again, for another successful ball!” Everyone clapped and cheered. “I hope that you are ready for this year. I've done things just a bit different this time around. You see, my beautiful baby girl has just turned twenty-one.” More cheers and excitement. “Yes! So, I want all you lovely ladies to have a seat as the eligible bachelors remain standing on the ballroom floor. Go on, now!” He waited for everyone to do as they were asked. So, this was the man who ran the annual ball. That made sense. He did have that vibe about him. 
 
     Charmaine wasn't sure exactly what was happening, but he stood still and waited, hoping to figure it all out.. He grew anxious as the room remained silent and thinned out quite a bit. It seems mostly women preferred balls these days. He joined the men in a semi-circle as they all faced the man on the platform. 
 
     “Good! Now, I introduce to you my one and only princess... Ella Cinders!” Everyone clapped as Ella came up onto the stage and stood next to her dad. Charmaine could not keep his eyes off of her. That was her father? He could see it now that they stood side by side. He watched her adjust the mic and clear her throat. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her hair was done up in a loose chiffon and the white ball gown she wore was elegant and sparkled in the light.  
 
    Her eyes shone brightly as she searched the room. She took the mic and spoke out I want to thank all of you for coming here tonight. It means a lot to me. For the next two hours I will be dancing with all of you eligible men.” She laughed nervously, “So, you better be on your best behavior because I will be choosing one of you to be my date.”  She went silent as all the men in the circle hooted and hollered. Charmaine could not imagine dancing for two hours straight. That did not sound like fun in the least. He did see why she would need to, though. There were quite a few men to dance with. This had to be the oddest thing he'd seen yet, though he did look forward to having a dance with her himself. Yet there was a part of him that didn't like the idea of her dancing with all those other men. Surely there were some eligible bachelors who met her fancy. 
 
     Ella stepped off the platform and down to the center of the ballroom floor. She did a quick sweep of the room with her eyes. She seemed hesitant, and Charmaine could tell that this was something she didn't really want to do. He was near the end of the line that she would be choosing her men from, so he knew he would have to wait patiently. He had to convince himself to not be jealous of the other men. She was a free woman and could chose whomever she wanted to be with.  
 
    Ella walked over to the first man in line and held out her hand. A song began right away. The waltz led them out to the center as they whirled around the room. Charmaine watched Ella as she twirled and swayed. She was mesmerizing. A picture of beauty and grace. He couldn't wait to dance with her. To see her sparkling eyes and bright smile up close. To breath in the aroma of her hair and hold her slender waist. This woman was everything he'd ever wanted. He watched as she danced with man after man. Each one walking away a bit less confident than when they came. He felt bad for them as he watched them leave with heads down low. 
 
     It was now his turn as she walked up to him and asked, “Shall we?” He bowed at the waist and accepted her hand. He was grateful for the dance lessons his mother had paid for. He had very few memories of her but the ones he did have meant the world to him. The lessons sure did come in handy now. He whispered a word of thanks to his mother as they moved to the center of the room. Hand in her hand and the other on her waist he took her around the room, matching her fluid motions as they moved as one. Clearly impressed Ella moved in a tad closer to him. He could smell her vanilla perfume and it was divine.  
 
    She smiled at him, “Where ever did you learn to dance so well? You are by far the best dancer I've been with tonight.” It made him feel good that she was so pleased. 
 
     “Oh, well, my mother paid for lessons. I always grumbled thinking it was a waste of time.” Charmaine smirked as the memory flooded through his mind. 
 
     “And do you think it was still a waste of time?” Ella teased. 
 
     “No, I think it was worth every last penny.” Charmaine looked deeply into her eyes. He felt spellbound as he could not turn away and she was just as enchanted as he was. The song had ended, but they continued on through to the next song and onto the next. Time stood still for them as they were the only ones in the room.  Soon she was nestled up close to him as he held her tightly, still dancing.  
 
    He whispered in her ear, “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” Ella's cheeks flushed at his compliment which only made him smile. 
 
     “Thank you,” she breathed heavily, “I think you are quite handsome as well.” They pulled away slightly. Charmaine leaned down as his lips sought hers. The clock gonged just as their lips were about to touch. He realized then that it had struck midnight. The words of Mother rang in his head and he knew that he had to flee. 
 
     “I'm so sorry. I must go now.” He turned and ran. In so doing, he dropped a package on the floor without realizing it. He'd had it tucked in his jacket the whole time he had been dancing.  
 
    Ella reached down and picked up the box as others began to leave the room. Why did he leave? Did she do something to upset him?  The box she held was a bit beat up and worn. She carefully pulled off the lid and gasped as she saw what was inside. The glass slippers she'd so desperately wanted to wear that night. One slipper had shattered when the package had hit the ground. She plopped on the ground with the box in her hand. A sudden realization hit her. The man she had danced with for a good part of the night was the one at the shoe store. “Charmaine?” she whispered. She had not recognized him all cleaned up like that. His departure saddened and confused her. He was a nice guy, and she thought he was very handsome, so why would he just up and leave like that?  
 
    Her father came over and knelt by her side, “Princess, whatever is the matter?” He frowned. Ella smiled wanly. Ever since she was a baby he had called her his princess. It would seem she would always be so to him. 
 
     “I met this amazing man, but he just up and ran. I don't know what to do.” Tears fell unwillingly down her cheeks. Her father reached up and brushed them away as he looked down at the glass slippers. He felt awkward in moments like these. Ella's mother had always been the one that could sooth their baby girl but now that she was gone he was left to try to do so and that never came out right. Still, he had to at least try. He racked his brain on what to say but nothing came. All he could think of was that shattered shoe. 
 
     “My dove, you should really return those shoes.” She didn't know if it was the words he said or his frazzled demeanor, but it caused her to laugh heartily. It was just the thing to break her out of the funk she had fallen into. Her dad's words caused a plan began to form in her mind. 
 
     “Daddy, you are a genius!” She kissed him lightly on the cheek then closed the box up, “Let's get home. I'm tired, and my feet are killing me.”  
 
    Not quite knowing how to respond to her glowing praise he just nodded and guided her out of the hall. He was much relieved that she seemed to be in better spirits. He said a silent prayer of thanks and hoped that her dear mother was even now looking out for his baby girl. 
 
    Charmaine had gone home that night a complete mess. He had gone rushed into his apartment and changed right away. Who was he to think he could ever live up to the standards of a woman of Ella's caliber? He was a mere peasant compared to her. No, he knew there would never be a chance. He'd failed in that as he ran off like a lunatic. Surely, he would never see her again.  
 
    After a couple hours of berating himself for his stupidity he passed out on the couch. He had fallen into a fitful sleep as flitting dreams came and went. Dreams of a beautiful princess riding hard on a horse and chasing after her fleeing prince. He didn't know what to make of those odd dreams, so he just ignored them. 
 
     He had returned the items back to Mother, along with her car. She had tried to object, but he would not allow it. He thanked her quickly and got out of the place as fast as he could. He didn't want to burden her with his failures. He didn't think she deserved that. He wound up spending the rest of that week just focusing on his work, keeping to the back as much as he possibly could. Mr. Demper could see that Charmaine was in a bad frame of mind, so he stood clear of him and allowed him his peace. Charmaine was very grateful to him for that. 
 
     It was morning, and he'd just entered the shop for work. Mr. Demper was starting to open the place up. When he saw Charmaine he smiled, “Well lookie here, the boy arrives on time? Be still my beating heart!” Charmaine took the teasing in stride as he went inside to clock in. 
 
     “I'll be in the back if you need me,” Charmaine stated. 
 
     “Wait, Son.” Demper stopped him. Charmaine turned to face him. 
 
     “Yeah?” 
 
     “You doing alright, kid? All week you've seemed a bit down in the dumps.” Demper seemed genuinely concerned and that made Charmaine feel a tad better. 
 
     “I'll be alright. I just need a little more time to process things is all.” He didn't want to discuss things of this nature with his boss. He doubted that Mr. Demper would even understand. 
 
     “Well, just let me know, alright? If you need to get some things off your chest, I'm here for you.” Demper patted him on the shoulder much like a father would before he went off to set up displays in the storefront windows. 
 
     “Hey, look on over there! Is that Charmin? Whoo boy... it sure is. It's the lady thief. I think we need to go teach that boy a lesson!” Winston's voice boomed out. Charmaine cringed. The last thing he needed was to have a confrontation with those two dimwits while he was at work. It felt like high school all over again. It wasn't that Charmaine couldn't fight, it was more that he did not want to fight. He could definitely handle his own if he had to, but he preferred to handle things in a more peaceful manner. Still, these two muscle heads were much stronger than him, and he had struggled all through high school to keep from getting beat up by them. 
 
     “Ya know what? I think you may be right. How dare he cut in and not allow us our turn to dance!” Bryson exclaimed. They entered the shop like a couple of alpha dogs about to fight for their territory. Charmaine was not wanting a fight. 
 
     “Look guys, just let it go, alright? It's not that big of a deal. I mean, are you really all that upset just because I was at a fancy dance? We're all grownups here for crying out loud. This is not high school.” 
 
     “Just shut up!” Bryson demanded as Winston went to throw the first punch. Charmaine ducked then backed off a few paces. They came at him with fists flying. He got one fist in the face and another to the gut. Soon he was on the ground, taking a few hits. Suddenly, a sizzling could be heard then silence. Someone reached down a hand to help him up. Charmaine looked up to find Mr. Demper reaching out to him. He allowed him to help him up and noticed then that Demper was holding a taser. Charmaine looked at the two men on the ground still twitching. 
 
     “Uh...what just happened?” Charmaine dared to ask as he sat up slowly while grimacing at his bruised ribs. 
 
     “I just saved your ass is what happened,” Demper quipped, “Good thing I had those tasers. I knew they'd come in handy one day.” He stood there like a tiger ready to pounce. Charmaine wasn't sure to be relieved or embarrassed by the rescue. 
 
     “I'm really sorry, Mr. Demper. I didn't mean for this to happen here.” He felt for sure he was going to lose his job over this. That was the last thing he needed. He braced himself for the worst. 
 
     “Look, kid, I don't want to know what this was all about alright? Let's just get this all cleaned up and then you can get to work in the back. We just had a shipment come in that I need you to go through.” With that he called security in and had them drag the men out of his shop. Charmaine cleaned up the mess that the scuffle had made then went to the back immediately without a word. He thanked his lucky stars that he still had this job and was determined to get twice the amount of work done than normal. He didn't know when his luck was going to run out, so he wasn't going to take any chances. He needed the busy work anyways just to get his mind off of the things that were keeping him occupied as of late. 
 
     The door chimed as someone entered. Charmaine could hear whispers as he continued to work. It didn't matter who was out there. He knew his job was back here, and so he ignored whatever was taking place up front and continued his work. So, into what he was doing he hadn't noticed that Mr. Demper had been shouting his name for some time now. 
 
     “Charmaine! Get your head out of the clouds, boy! I need you at the front!” Mr. Demper nearly yelled in his ear, causing him to jump so high he almost hit the ceiling.  
 
    Charmaine held his hand to his chest and stammered, “I'm sorry Sir. I didn't hear you. I'll be right there.” Demper nodded as he went back to the front. Charmaine placed the box he had dropped onto the shelf. That only reminded him of what a fool he had been a week ago. In a foul mood he walked to the front and called out, 
 
     “What do you need, sir?” 
 
     “Hi,” a female voice welcomed. He knew that voice. Could it really be her? He turned to the voice, and sure enough, standing there was Ella, as beautiful as always. She wore a simple day dress with a matching hat and the white heels he had sold her. 
 
     “Oh, hi,” he replied nervously, “What can we do for you?” Ella handed him a box. It took a moment for it to register what the box was. He opened it to find one very well kept glass slipper and a shattered one next to it. He looked at it in utter horror, “Oh my gosh! Miss Cinders, I am terribly sorry about your shoes. I can't believe I did this!” He hung his head low as he said, “I will pay for these. I owe that to you, at least.” He was such a bumbling fool. Now he knew he would never have a chance with her. He'd shown her that he was not worth her time. He would just pay her for the broken shoes and allow her to move on and he prayed that he would be able to do the same, though it would be very difficult to forget someone like her. 
 
     “I just want to return them. Accidents happen,” Ella said sweetly, “Besides, it gave me a reason to see you again.” Her smile was brilliant, and it made her eyes sparkle in that way he loved. Did she really just say that though? He looked at her in shock, 
 
     “You wanted to see me again?” He feared that he had misheard her though he dared to hope just a little. 
 
     “Well, yeah. You left so quickly. I didn't have a chance to ask for your name or number. All I had were these shoes, and that's when I realized I had to come here. I had to see you again.” She looked at him with questioning eyes, asking more with the look than words could ever convey. 
 
     “I don't get it. I'm just a lowly nobody, and you are a very well to do woman. You wouldn't want a broke guy like me. I wouldn't fit into your world.” Charmaine tried not to sound condescending. That was not his intentions at all. He just could not wrap his head around the idea that she would want anything to do with him. He definitely did not deserve to have her. He had nothing to offer her and that made him ashamed. 
 
     “Charmaine, right? Look, I am not looking for someone to hand me the world on a platter. Neither do I want someone to kiss my feet and worship me. I'm looking for a man who is real and honest. A man who can make me laugh and feel special.” She took his hand and looked him in the eye, “I think I found that man right here.” He felt the sincerity behind her voice as she spoke from her heart. 
 
     “Really? You don't think me beneath you?” Hope continued to stir in his chest. 
 
     “What? You really think so little of me? Of course, I don't think that. You are amazing, and I want to be able to get to know you for you. No pretenses, no parties, and no uppity ups telling us what we can or can't do. I mean, I don't think my dad would approve at first, but I know he'll come around because he will see that I am happy. My happiness means the world to him. So, what do you say? Can we give 'us' a try?” Her eyes were misty as she waited for him to answer. 
 
     “If the shoe fits,” he whispered. 
 
     “Huh? I don't follow.” She looked at him quizzically. 
 
     “I said, if the shoe fits.” He reached into the box carefully and pulled out the remaining glass slipper. He brushed it off gently, making sure there were no bits of broken glass in the shoe. Much to his surprise, it was as if the shoe had not even been touched. He motioned for Ella to have a seat.  She smiled at him as she saw what he had planned and sat on the chair holding out her foot. He got down on his knee and held her foot steady, longing to caress her foot as he pulled off her white heel and sat it aside. He then took the slipper and placed it ever so gently on her foot. It slid on with ease and looked beautiful on her dainty foot. He looked up at her and gave her his biggest smile. 
 
      “A perfect match.” She laughed as she fell into his arms. He held her close, savoring the moment. Yes, he would give them a chance. How could he not? This was the woman of his dreams, and she wanted to be with him. It didn't matter what others thought or said. All that mattered was the two of them being together. He found his knight in shining armor when he discovered her, and he was her damsel in distress. Together they would live happily ever after no matter what may come their way. 
 
      
 
                                                                The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    I am a multi-genre author who hails from Redding, California. I live with my husband and children. Reading and Writing are my passions. If I am not engrossed in a book, or writing my next book, then I am either hanging out with my family or spending time with friends. As a writer, it is my hope to bring fascinating worlds to life for readers of all ages!


 
   
  
 

 Cinderfella 
 
    J.V. Stanley 
 
    Roberta Coffey 
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    Forward 
 
      
 
    Some love stories stand the test of time and are remarkable works of fiction. There is the work of Jane Austin who trail blazed the way we view romance, leading to stories from the likes of Nora Sams, Nicholas Sparks among others. These romance novels have shaped the way that we view love and how it feels to be loved. Although most are works of fiction, some are loosely based on real life people who have experienced what is known as the rare, unrequited, and unconditional, once-in-a-lifetime love. It is through these stories that the authors take us through the mind of some of the most remarkable characters who discover that kind of love in sometimes the most unexpected ways. 
 
    The following story is based upon and inspired by the true love story of my mom and step dad, Robbie and Darren Coffey. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I was at the point in life where everything felt like it was falling apart. I had just got into an automobile accident and was still recovering. I remember the screech of the tires, the sound of metal against metal, and the ache of the sudden stop. Everywhere hurt and despite the accident, I found myself having to drive my daughter, Julie, to school every morning. Everything changed when I saw him. As I turned out of the driveway, I noticed an old, dark blue, Ford pickup. I’m not sure what drew me to gaze past the window to the driver, but I did, and the moment our eyes met, I felt a shock running from the pit of my stomach into my heart. There was no way I was able to hide my smile. He looked straight at me and had his window down. I remember his mouth moving as though he wanted to stop and say something, but he drove on by. His eyes were wide, his hair was long and blonde hanging down his shoulders like string.  
 
    I looked at Julie and smiled. “Who is that?”  
 
    She returned my smile with one of her own. “That’s one of Sam’s friends. You remember, Mom, the one that lives on the corner. Sam goes to his house and lift weights with him…” she leaned toward me and whispered, “He goes there sometimes to drink, too. Don’t tell him I told you.” 
 
    I dropped her off at school and drove home. Turning the corner, I saw his truck parked across the street, cattycorner from ours. I pulled in the driveway, went into the house, and sat on the couch. I lived in a bi-level house with large cathedral ceilings. I would decorate the support beams with garland and ornaments during the holidays. I kind of missed looking up at them, admiring the warmth and beauty of the Christmas season. It was February of 1989, and I didn’t want to be one of those people who left their decorations up past Easter.  
 
    I would rest my head in my hands and look out the window while I was alone and the kids were in school. As much as I loved our house, it felt like a burden because there was so much work that needed to be done with it. The upstairs was a large living room with an adjoining dining room. There was a large fireplace where we set up soft, velvety couches around it. The kitchen had a bar where we set up stools with bird plates lining the top of the walls. The hallway had a balcony outside the master bedroom with an adjacent bathroom. I took a seat on the couch and looked out the window as I often did. It was just me, alone with my thoughts. I dwelled upon the accident; my neck was sore from whiplash and my body felt stiff.  
 
    My thoughts then shifted toward the downfall of my marriage. I looked back and watched as the happy memories faded into a dark loneliness. Here I was with three kids, Sam 17, Ben 14, and Julie 9, and I was alone. There was a sort of void inside of me, and the recent car accident only sealed my disposition. Distraught, I shook the thoughts out of my head and allowed my mind to focus on the beauty of the thaw. There was a little bit of snow on the ground and the days were brightly overcast. Half-melted snow piles littered the side of the road, creating pudding-like mud that formed a miniature valley with each passing car. I found comfort in my spot on the couch, admiring the outside world. My mind eventually drifted toward the man I saw driving the truck. Kind of a nice looking, but then I thought, Sam was going over there to drink. That was kind of embarrassing to me. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea of my son drinking. It felt like one blow after another, divorce, accident, and my eldest son now drinking at a stranger’s house across the street. I had to think about how to approach the situation, but I felt worn down.  
 
    I was married for nine years to a man I grew to dislike. The fights and the anger were too much for me to bear, and I couldn’t even imagine what the kids were going through. This was the second divorce, and it felt like all was lost. There was always arguing over money, time, and a myriad of other things that sprang up in the midst of it. The little things just added up and ruined my marriage. We ended up moving to Howell to get away from the city. Cornfields lined the dirt roads, and the road in town was made of brick. It was the typical small town with various old fashioned shops lining both sides of the street. We would rumble down the washboard dirt roads and coast along the asphalt, admiring the scenery. But I was alone in the house, and the thought of my outings and fell despondent. What was I going to do? How was I to make it alone? The worry was crippling to the point where I wanted to melt and become the couch I sat on. I wanted to disappear, but there was no way possible. I had to buckle down and get things done. I had a house payment and bills to contend with at the time and my kids needed me now more than ever.  I couldn’t afford to let anything get in my way, either. I was living off of child support. 
 
    I would stare out the window for a while at the muddy snow-covered ground. Everywhere I looked was ice. Crystals formed on the trees after the snow started melting and glittered in the sunlight. I returned to my chores; doing dishes, laundry, and vacuuming the floor. After I was finished, I looked at the time and realized that it was time to pick Julie up from school. Julie was slender with long sun-bleached hair. Her smile lit up the room, and she was always so curious. Her hazel eyes were filled with a mix between mischief and merriment. It amazed me how expressive she was. She knew more than she should about the conflict between her father and me. Every argument I had with my soon to be ex-husband, she would sit at the bottom of the stairs and listen, so we opted to have our “discussions” at night to avoid her catching wind of what was going on. I remember the night that I kicked him out of the house. He had gone downstairs to say his goodbyes to the kids, and I found out that there was such a thing as ‘a last nerve’ as I ordered him to leave the house. It was like my mouth had taken over spewing venom from my lips. I wanted to be done and over with. I had enough.  
 
    As for Sam, he was a large kid with bulging muscles. He had aspirations to become an actor and was contemplating going into the marines first to pay for college. He was at least six inches taller than I was at my 5’4” frame. His hair was the color and texture of rawhide, and it curled along the sides of his ear.  
 
    Sam usually stayed at school for a while for wrestling and football practice, so he would get home at around six-o-clock. When Sam got home, I met him at the door. I stood there and waited until he took off his shoes and began walking up the stairs. I put my hands on my hips and glared at him.  
 
    “Who is the guy across the street?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what it was about that kid, but I felt as though I had to know more about him. I figured if anyone knew who he was, Sam would. I felt a wrench in my stomach that twisted my insides. Paranoid images filled my mind as I imagined my son drinking and partying. He was far too young for that and had so much ahead of him. He was a smart kid and he was my rock during the hard times. I worried about him. I’m a mom, I’m allowed to worry.  
 
    His eyes furrowed. “What guy?” he replied 
 
    “Are you getting alcohol from the guy across the street?”  
 
    “No…”  
 
    “What’s the guy’s name that you’re lifting weights with?”  
 
    “I dunno. Dick, I think. Why?”  
 
    “Are you drinking with him?” 
 
    “Umm. No. Mom, what is this all about?” 
 
    “You better not be. If I find out you’re drinking, you’re gonna get in trouble…” I knit my brows and glared at him, “and so is he.” 
 
    He gave me look that implied that my concern wasn’t valid. He was still young- too young, and I couldn’t help but wonder what the kids thought of the divorce. I knew that Julie was taking it rather somberly. She wasn’t sure what was going on other than her dad was not living in the house anymore; he moved back in with his mother in Dearborn. The house felt empty even with the kids in it. Regardless, they were my world, and I would go to any lengths to protect them. However, there was only so much I could do within my power. I had to get job and the impending bills loomed over my head. I knew things would get harder before they got better, but I wanted something accomplished now. I was impatient for it. Healing from this debacle would take time, and I had no choice other than to be patient and play the waiting game. We all had court-ordered therapy to give the kids the chance to organize their thoughts and help them through this troublesome time. Julie was having nightmares, which concerned me greatly. I was in therapy myself, and I found it difficult to open up and talk. I didn’t even know where to start; there was so much.  
 
    I never felt more alone, staring out the window, wishing for a life that wasn’t mine. I needed someone, a confidante. Without the security of having a husband, there was nowhere I could turn and no one in my life that was close enough to warrant a girl’s night to ease the tension in my life. My parents weren’t around, and we had been estranged for the past six years. My life revolved around my kids, my husband, and my job. With the divorce, I felt like the rug was pulled out from underneath me.  
 
    I thought again about the guy driving the blue Ford pickup off and on. I couldn’t help but wonder how old he was. I glanced over at his house every now and then, watching as he came back home from work around five, which was around the time the boys came home from school. I would watch him leap up the steps to the house and go in. Everybody has a story to tell, and I wondered what his was.  
 
    The next time I saw him I was heading to the store. This time when we looked at each other, my infatuation began brewing under the surface of my heart. I couldn’t help but fantasize about him. When I got home, I had a nervous flutter within my chest. I closed my eyes, and he was all that I could see. I tried to recollect the finer details, but it was a cloud. I wanted to see what he looked like close up. All I could bring to mind was his dark tan to the warm smile on his face as he passed by. Julie and Ben didn’t know anything about him. Without letting on what my intentions were, I opted to question Sam. 
 
    “What is that guy’s name again?” I asked.  
 
    “What guy? You mean Donovan?”  
 
    “No, that friend of yours across the street. The one you work out with.”  
 
    “Why do you want to know?” he responded as he shifted his weight. “He’s just a guy I hang out with and lift weights with every now and then. I like talking to him. I hang out with his younger brother, Dick.”  
 
    And that was the extent of the conversation. It wasn’t enough to go on, but it was something. I daydreamed about him quite a bit, looking out of my window off and on while watching for his truck. I felt guilty about it because I didn’t even know how old he was.  
 
    A few weeks later, I saw him again. I caught him when he was coming home from work. I couldn’t really get over the age difference and thinking about him made me feel both guilty and…wonderful. Here I was, an older woman, recently divorced for the second time, and checking out the guy across the street. I couldn’t help but laugh at myself. I carried the image of him with me off and on throughout the day as I went about my way, making phone calls, cleaning the house, and job searching.  
 
    Time got the best of me, and I started getting depressed, and I was feeling extremely lonesome for someone to talk to, a friend, and the companionship of a man. I had my two sons and my daughter, so I wasn’t alone, it was my heart that felt empty. I thought to myself, Maybe I should talk to him. What could it hurt? I didn’t have any close friends that I could confide in and desperately needed adult interaction. There was only so much I could talk about with my kids. I needed an outlet of some kind, even if it was just someone who would listen. I felt drawn to him for some reason, a peculiar feeling in depths of my soul, but I’d shake the thoughts away, shutting my eyes tight and telling myself, What are you thinking?  
 
    I walked over to the phone book and picked it up, going through the ‘C’s. I found out his name from Sam; Darren Coffey. I found a listing on Roberta Court for a Henry and Laurie Coffey. As soon as I saw the number, my heart did a flip in my chest while a knot formed in my stomach, as though I had discovered treasure. I felt silly and giddy at the same time. What should I do? Should I call him? What should I say?” I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. I just won’t tell him who I am. I’ll just talk to him. I certainly didn’t want to rush into anything, and the more I thought about it, the more I felt like I needed to talk to him, that I could trust him. If he didn’t know who I was, I couldn’t get hurt by him.  
 
    I sat down on the couch with the phone in my hands. The kids were at school. It was a breezy March afternoon, and I admired the light that came in through the large windows, hitting the plants making the living room look like a jungle. To me, the living and dining area felt like an open tree house. When I looked outside in the summer time, all I saw were leaves from the large choke cherry tree and the two Rose of Sharons growing beside it. I looked through the naked branches across the street for his blue Ford pickup parked outside the large brown house. I looked at the phone and then down at the number in the book, my heart racing. I kept debating on whether or not to call, but then realized he was at work. I laughed to myself. I sat there for a while with the phone in my hand. I began rehearsing what I was going to say before hanging up the phone, the cord twirling into a rope at the bottom from years of being overstretched.  
 
    I started cleaning the house, waiting for the kids to come home When Julie got home, she ran through the door at high speeds and headed to her room to read and do her homework. Ben would come home after track practice, and he often hung out with his friends in the downstairs. Meanwhile, my eldest son, Sam, was at wrestling practice. When five-o-clock rolled around, Darren pulled up in the driveway across the street, and I watched as he walked in the house, his hair stringy and oily, covered with a baseball hat. His jeans were tattered and stained in the front and his shirt was no worse for wear either. He wore a large, blue checked, quilted flannel overtop. I wasn’t quite sure if the man I was looking at was Darren or Dick. I grabbed the phone as soon as I saw him walk in the door and dialed the number. I stared at the house as the phone rang, my hands shaking in anticipation. My stomach nearly careened against my chest as someone picked up the phone. It was a male voice.  
 
    “Can I please speak to the man that just got out of the blue truck?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.  
 
    “I am,” he replied.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    He laughed. “Is this Jessica or Denise?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. I ran my hand through my dark red hair and grasped a handful at the scalp as a wave of anxiety hit me. I couldn’t believe I had gone through with it. “Why did you say that?” 
 
    “Are you going out on me?” he replied, his tone sounded incredulous. “This has to be Jessica or one of her friends…” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I’m someone different. I don’t know her.” My voice was shaking. “Is that your girlfriend? Is your name Darren or Dick?”  
 
    “Darren. Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you right now. I just want to talk. Will you just talk with me? I just need someone to talk to.” 
 
    He kept going down the line asking me if I was this girl or that girl, naming people I had no idea who they were as though I was trying to glean information about him for them. I kept on denying his suggestions, so eventually, he gave up and decided to let me talk. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I just wanted talk and just needed someone to talk to.”  
 
    “Can I have your phone number so I can call you back?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I can’t do that,” I replied. The knots continued growing in the pit of my stomach as I held onto the phone, twisting the cord around my fingers as I spoke and paced the floor. 
 
    He continued with a barrage of questions. “Okay, what color hair do you have? What do you look like? Where do you live? Who do you know? Who are your friends, and why did you pick me to call?”  
 
    I couldn’t tell him anything about myself because he knew my kids and the rest of the neighborhood for that matter. So, he asked me what I wanted to talk about. I asked him a few questions of my own like where he worked. He told me he did aluminum siding for a company called Blanchard. He went on to talk about his old girlfriend and what she had done to him, including the fact that she cheated on him.  
 
    We took turns reassuring each other, each saying that we believed that the other deserved better. He talked about hunting and fishing, which are things that I grew to love and appreciate. Before I got off the phone, Julie bounded up the steps. I told him I had to go, and he replied with a stern no.  
 
    “Are you going to call me up again?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When? 
 
    “When you get off of work?” 
 
    “Alight, I look forward to it,” he responded. I could almost hear the edge of his lips curl into a curious smile before I got off the phone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The following day I waited in anticipation for him to get home from work. I was excited to talk to him again. I never saw him leave for work, I only noticed when he returned. As I stood watching in the window, peeking out of the drapes, I saw him jump out of the truck and run into the house. Just as he got to the doorstep, I hurried up and dialed his number. He whipped open the door and dashed into the house. Apparently, someone was grabbing it at the same time he was, I heard a bit of rustling and a few choice words before Darren came on the line and greeted me with a sweet hello. Darren had a unique voice. He could go from talking in a deep baritone to a high-pitched soprano when he’s feeling silly. 
 
    “Is this Dick?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s Darren.” The voice sounded a little different from what I had heard the previous night. “Hi,” he said in a tone laced with a sugary sweetness.  
 
    My heart sank a little because he sounded so young, and I felt uncomfortable. I thought again about the age difference. Why was I doing this again, calling him and talking to him like an intimate stranger? But I could not stop smiling. When we spoke to each other, there was a depth I didn’t realize was possible. I couldn’t believe how comfortable it was talking to him, as though we had known each other for years. We talked about everything from what we enjoyed, what we didn’t like, to the foods we liked to eat. He started talking about himself quite a bit and the rough luck he had with women, but he felt comfortable and natural talking to me. He noted how mature I sounded as opposed to the other girlfriends he had in the past.  
 
    As time went on, I would watch him run from his truck as soon as he got home, and bolt for the door to answer my call. There had been a few times when I couldn’t call him because the kids were around. I didn’t want Sam to know I was calling up his friend’s older brother. During the times I didn’t call because life got in the way, when I finally did, he would get upset and hit me with a barrage of questions wondering what I was doing and who I was going out with. He answered a call from me while under the influence as he hung out with his friends. Unbeknownst to me, I learned that he was a bit of a heavy drinker and smoked weed. 
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” I started, feeling slightly nervous about the answer before I even heard it, “I was wondering how old you were?” 
 
    He answered immediately. “I’m twenty three.” 
 
    I put my hand over my mouth in shock. 
 
    “How old are you?” he asked, his voice so sweet it sounded like honey. 
 
    “I’m older than you.” I replied through my fingertips. 
 
    “Really, how much?” he asked. 
 
    “A lot. I’m a lot older than you. Maybe I should not call you up. I feel so guilty, and I don’t want to lead you on. I just wanted someone to talk to.” 
 
    I could hear his smile again over the phone. “Well now, that’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk to you anymore, Darren. I think maybe…” 
 
    “No, no, no. Keep calling me, please keep calling,” he protested.  
 
    “Why? I am older than you,” I replied.  
 
    “I like your voice, and you sound sweet. I don’t know, I just feel like I have to talk to you. I like it.”  
 
    His dad answered the phone during one call I had made a week or so later. Everyone was laughing and cracking up in the background. When Darren got on the phone, he had apparently smoked a joint and answered the phone in a very high-pitched girl voice, talking to me slowly and sweetly.  
 
    “Hi. How are you?”  
 
    “Fine, what are you doing? Why are they laughing in the background?” I asked. I was worried, and my parental instincts kicked into high gear. Was Sam going over there and smoking pot with them? Was he out drinking with them as well? He hung out there often enough and he was gone for the evening.  
 
    “No, don’t worry about it. It’s fine. They’re fine,” Darren said, his tone reassuring.  
 
    I cut the phone call short because it felt awkward. I had grown out of smoking pot when I was young, and I hadn’t done that in years. I was a thirty-five-year-old single mom with three kids and had to be a good influence as they came first. Kids are impressionable, and Sam was over there hanging out. I could feel my pulse quicken in my chest at the thought. At the same time, however, I was also disappointed that I couldn’t talk to him for very long, it just felt strange talking to him while those around him laughed. I also wanted to see if he would tell me whether or not Sam would partake.  
 
    I continued calling him after. About a month and a half of not telling him who I was, I broke down and told Sam that I was speaking to the man across the street.  
 
    “Come on, ma. Oh my God. Don’t tell me you’re talking to him,” Sam whined. 
 
    “Come on, Sam. I don’t have anyone my age to talk to. Are you taking any drugs?”  
 
    “What does that have to do with anything? 
 
    “Are you?” I shot him a warning glance. “Are you taking drugs over there? Smoking pot?” 
 
    His jaw dropped in obvious offense. “No, I’m not taking drugs, ma. I’m in wrestling and have to get tested for drugs for the competitions. I have to be drug free.”  
 
    I shot him another warning look. “You’d better not be.” I hoped that I could trust my son to make the right decisions. I felt torn. Torn between the worry for my son and the influence that the family across the street may have on him and my growing infatuation for Darren. My instincts told me that everything was fine with Sam, but there’s always that motherly doubt lingering at times. It also told me that Darren was a good man to talk to. He became my friend in a way I never imagined possible. We got to know each other’s minds and souls; it wasn’t simply a physical attraction. Darren had a beautiful soul. He was kind, optimistic, and he would give the shirt off his back for everyone. Without fail, he was there for me every time I called. It was like he counted the hours before we talked again like I had. I’d find myself looking at the clock, waiting for him to come home so we could talk again.  
 
    A couple weeks passed, and Darren and I started getting more intimate on the phone as we continued talking. He never knew who he was talking to, but this man filled my heart and spoke with me, helped me through some of the challenges that I had during the course of the past two months. I talked about the divorce, my accident, and all the worries and woes that weighed heavily on my mind. He helped me during the times I would break down in tears over how overwhelming my life had become. He didn’t know me, but he knew me. He knew my heart.  
 
    One day, it was time. I spoke to the kids and explained to them that I met someone and we had been speaking on the phone. I told them that I didn’t really know him up close, but I wanted to meet him, and I was wondering if it’d be okay with them. Sam and Ben shared shocked expressions while my daughter, as adaptable to change as ever, was the first to say yes.  
 
    Sam wasn’t too thrilled with the idea. In fact, he felt a little embarrassed until I told him that Darren didn’t know who I was or what my name was. This eased him a bit.  
 
    “Can we compromise?” he asked, his face narrowing in aggravation. “I mean, I don’t mind if you talk to him, but do you have to reveal yourself to him? I just don’t think this is a good idea, ma.”  
 
    I did it anyway.  
 
    One evening when I was talking to Darren, he pleaded with me. “Please, can we meet? Please.”  
 
    I wanted to meet him so very badly. The evening drew close, spreading a darkness across the neighborhood. I looked to his house, and the lights within it gleamed like a beacon from across the street. I looked to the skies, and the stars were revealing themselves like a blanket of glitter. I took a deep breath, and I said to him “Okay. Look across the street. Do you see the house adjacent to the right of your house?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is the light on?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied.  
 
    I reached over and flicked the light switch, and I was suddenly surrounded in darkness. The only light visible was the blinking light of the stove and microwave telling the wrong time. “Is the light off?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I flipped the switch again, my hands shaking as I twirled the cord around my fingers “Is the light on again?” I giggled despite myself. I couldn’t believe he still didn’t get it. And then a lightbulb flashed in the tone of his voice.  
 
    “Oh! Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes. I live here.” 
 
    “You do? Can I come over?” he asked, his excitement clearly apparent.  
 
    I shook my head and sighed. “No. Not right now.” 
 
    “Come on, can I come over?” 
 
    “No, you can’t come over right now. The kids are home watching TV downstairs. I feel really uncomfortable because you’re so young.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “It’s Robbie.” 
 
    “Robbie,” he repeated causing butterflies to swarm in my stomach. “Who are your kids?” 
 
    “You should know them. Sam, Ben, and Julie.” 
 
    “Sam? Sam is your son?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yeah, he is,” I replied and then waited for his response, wondering if the fact that I had a seventeen-year-old son would put him off.  
 
    “What made you pick me to talk to?” he asked. 
 
    I was quiet a moment. “You caught my eye when you were driving past me a while back. For some reason, I was drawn to you.” I then explained to him how I had seen him the first time and our eyes met. 
 
    “That was you? When can we meet?” he said abruptly.  
 
    “You still want to meet me?” I asked, shocked. This man wasn’t balking at the idea of meeting a woman not only eleven years older than him, but also a woman with three kids.  
 
    “We’ll have to make a time. Sam doesn’t approve of this, so we’ll have to do it….I’m going to have to sneak. I don’t feel very good about this, I mean, what is your family going to think of this? I’m so much older than you.” I ran my hand across my hair and grabbed a handful at the roots. I squeezed my dark black-brown eyes tight trying to quell the nerves in my body that caused me to shake. I tried to steady myself with a long breath I blew out as though blowing through a straw.  
 
    “I don’t care,” he replied matter-of-factly. But then he got quiet and thoughts started to overrun my mind. I was wondering how he felt. The discomfort was overwhelming, but he kept reassuring me that he really liked me. “Please?” he implored.  
 
    His insistence eventually won me over. “Okay, I’ll figure out a time.”  
 
    I waited for a few days. Sam had to go to one of his wrestling meets, so I set up a time for Darren to come over. I got cleaned up, put my makeup on, and made sure I dressed nicely. I told Ben what was going on, he was upstairs in the living room, meanwhile Julie was spending the night at a friend’s house. I then called Darren and told him to come on over. Come meet me.  
 
    “Do you want me to come over there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll meet you in the front yard in the driveway. We’ll go for a walk down the street toward the lake.” I watched the house across the street as the door flew open and he ran off the porch and cleared the street. I walked outside, scared to death, and met him at the end of the driveway.  
 
    First, I looked at his face. He had the biggest smile that lit up my entire world. His lips were large and scrumptious. His blue-green eyes shone bright while his hair was long and blond, oily and hanging in strings around his face. He had a button-down shirt with a short sleeves and a collar, the first couple buttons opened at the top. As he reached his hand toward mine, it was his darkly tanned arms that caught my eye. His forearms looked like Popeye’s. I noted the veins popping out from underneath the skin. When he grabbed my hand, he grabbed it a little tighter than I was used to, nearly cutting off the circulation. I didn’t say anything at first, but I had to wriggle my fingers to maintain the feeling in them. He eased his grip, and we continued to walk.  
 
    He looked into my eyes and his smile broadened. “You’re preeeetty.”  
 
    I couldn’t stop my blush.  
 
    We walked leisurely toward the lake. It started getting darker, but we kept walking. Although we couldn’t see, I suddenly felt a presence nearby. We talked about everything, and despite my discomfort and unease in regards to the age difference, I felt oddly comfortable opening up to him. It felt familiar, intimate, and nothing I had ever experienced before, despite the age. For some reason, it bothered me, but when I was talking to him, I didn’t think of it at all. I could be myself, open and honest, which is something I wasn’t used to. Not too long after, we caught Ben sneaking around, watching us. We turned around and started walking back and we would glance and see Ben as he crept within the darkness. We got up to the corner between Roberta Court and Butler Road and stopped near a camper in the neighbor’s yard.  
 
    He turned to me and looked at me as though memorizing my features as I had his. He then put his arms around me. I hesitated, I wasn’t sure exactly what he was thinking at that point, and suddenly it hit me. Literally. He kissed me. As he kissed me, a million thoughts ran through my mind. What is his family going to think? He kissed me as if he was so in love that I melted into his arms. My thoughts concentrated on the kiss; the softness of his lips and the way his arms felt around me. More than anything else, I fell in love with a man eleven years younger than me. After he kissed me, leaving me with the subtle aftertaste of chewing tobacco in my mouth, he looked at me. At that moment, I was his, and he was mine. 
 
    “I cannot believe this. Darren, I’m scared.” 
 
    “Don’t be scared. Don’t be afraid. I’m with you now.” He held me tighter. “Don’t worry about anything. Don’t worry.” 
 
    We turned, and he ran his hand down my arm and grasped mine. I was shocked. He looked so happy and confident. We walked back to the house and he escorted me to the door.  
 
    “I’d better go in. I have to check on Ben.” 
 
    He grabbed me around the waist and kissed me one more time. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he whispered in my ear, giving me goosebumps. 
 
    I went into the house in awe of it all. I looked for Ben and found him in the middle of the living room. Ben was a slender kid and was in track. He was built for stealth and was the exact opposite of his brother in so many ways. He was a brilliant kid with rich dark hair with his cheeks dotted with freckles. He met me at the top of the stairs and hit me with a series of scolding questions. He had heard me often enough as I drilled in their heads to be wary of strangers, and here I was on the receiving end.  
 
    Ben had his hands on his hips, his eyes revealing his upset. “Mom, what were you doing? Where were you? You have to watch out, you don’t know that guy. He could have been a bad guy. I don’t really know him, but he could have hurt you. Don’t you go outside by yourself ever again! I was afraid for you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” I replied, slightly exasperated. 
 
    “But I do.” He then pulled out a steak knife out of his pocket. “I’m here to protect you, Mom. I brought a knife with me.” 
 
    I stood there awestruck. How was I supposed to handle this situation? He was serious, and I stood there beside myself. How do I take this when I just met the man? And here I was kissing him and falling in love with him. Thank God we didn’t meet up with Ben on the road. I could only imagine what he would have done as he saw us kissing. I couldn’t blame him, after all he was looking out for me and trying to be the man of the house since my ex-husband left.  
 
    The following day, Darren told me that he wanted to take me for a drive. I told him I would have to wait a few days because of what happened with Ben. “I really need to pin down Sam and talk to him because if I went out with you, I wouldn’t be able to if Sam was really disapproving. Not only that, I can’t let Ben worry the way he did when we went for that walk the other day.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. It became a mantra of his. Don’t worry.  
 
    A few days passed, and I looked outside and noticed his truck parked in the driveway. I hadn’t noticed before that his truck was jacked up. When he pulled up to the end of the driveway and I strained myself as I kicked off the ground with my heel and pulled myself in. It was the first time I was in a truck that high up from the ground. We drove around Howell and down the dirt backroads and eventually found ourselves in a familiar place. There was an old asylum called Hillcrest that had been torn down years ago. There was a basement in it that had a door on it. He opened up the door, and we were greeted with a load of cement. We walked the perimeter; the property was untouched for years, and sometime later it was developed into a subdivision. As we walked around, I ran across something I hadn’t seen in years. There were beautiful Lilly of the Valleys adorning the ground. I loved the way they smelled. He picked one and handed it to me, and again, I blushed. He took me around and showed me different things in the area, just a peaceful nature walk, save for the dreaded thought that this miraculous place was once the site of an insane asylum. To my surprised as we walked, I learned that Darren was an encyclopedia. 
 
    When I got back home, I sat on the couch for a very long time, thinking about all the things we did and seen on our walk together. He showed me the farm where he laughingly told me he hung deer testicles on the mailbox because he was always fighting with that man about hunting in the area every year. He laughed about it, but I cringed with disgust. He then showed me the dairy farm he worked at. He told me the story of how he was kicked by a cow and the time he fell off the tractor and landed on his back, causing him nerve damage. He got too close to a lake while driving the tractor and fell breaking his back, yet he still worked harder than any man I had ever known. The fall caused his hands to shake permanently, and there were some days I saw him hunched over in crippling pain. He told me that he used to live out that way, about his mom and dad and the things he used to do while he was growing up.  
 
    Some of his stories amazed me and brought tears to my eyes with laughter. He told me about the time he had a water fight with his step brother and step sister when they were young while their parents were gone at work. It started outside as they sprayed each other with the hose and that eventually led them into the house with the hose as they sprayed down the walls trying to nail each other. Meanwhile, his little step sister brought her horse into her upstairs bedroom. He laughed as he told me of the destruction and his mother’s reaction to it when she finally came home. He told me about the time he pushed his step sister down the stairs in her Barbie bus and how she went flying. I couldn’t help but laugh, even though in the back of my mind I was thankful that my children were so well behaved. Honestly, it was a relief because I don’t know what I would do or how I would react if it were my kids were running through the house spraying a hose. He was a ridiculously mischievous child. He had a penchant for throwing snakes in front of his mom when she was walking and during a trip to Florida, he captured anoles and let them loose on the plane. In one of the open fields in Southfield he would set traps for kids and people when they came down the trails. The kid was nothing but mischief. 
 
    Then he told me something that surprised me. It was where he used to live. He grew up in Southfield, and I happened to live in Redford Township growing up. How could two people meet now after living so close to each other for so many years? When I married my first husband, we lived in Southfield Downs in a trailer park around Telegraph and 12 Mile Rd. I was just sixteen when I lived there, and Darren was barely even a twinkle in his father’s eye. I couldn’t stop thinking about how young he was or the fact that we lived so close to each other. He told me some of the things he did in Southfield on 8 mile road, which was close to the house I lived on Indian Street in Redford Township.  
 
    When Sam got home, I decided to approach him and open up to him about the relationship. I told him that I wanted to continue seeing Darren.  
 
    “Come on, Mom. I don’t want anything to do with this. You’re embarrassing me. It’s up to you, but I don’t approve,” he said, looking at me scornfully. “Just see him as someone to talk to, but just leave it at that.” 
 
    So, I kept the relationship to myself for a while and left him out of it. One day Darren came over, and I thought it was the perfect time for him to meet my daughter, who was the most enthusiastic about the relationship. Ben was apprehensive, Julie didn’t know him, and Sam didn’t approve. Darren made me happy, and although I wanted what was best for my kids, I also couldn’t deny my heart. I wanted to see how Julie would react, especially considering the trauma she went through with her dad, the divorce, and everything else. I knew I had to go about this carefully.  
 
    He came over with the intention of taking the both of us out canoeing in Kensington Park. I watched as she came out of the front door, and I made the introduction. “Julie, this is my friend Darren. I wanted you to meet him.”  
 
    She looked immediately star struck. Yep. That’s my daughter.  
 
    Darren greeted her with a warm smile and regarded her gently.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, rather shyly. I could see stars form in her eyes. She seemed eager to get to know him, and I was relieved that she wasn’t apprehensive.  
 
    Darren had borrowed a large, red canoe from a friend of his and had it strapped to the back of his truck. Julie and I climbed into the cab and set out to Milford. Darren laughed and tried to joke around with her, but she would bow her head and try to hide her face. Her lips would curl into a smile, and the way she blushed was adorable. She didn’t say much; just went along for the ride. We carefully put the canoe in the water. I made sure she was wearing a life vest and instructed her to sit in the middle. This would be her first time in a canoe, and I wanted her to be safe. Darren climbed into the back of the canoe to steer while I took the front. As we went down the river, we saw a blue heron flying between the trees. When I think of nature, I think of God and I felt like he was there with us as we paddled down the river. The sun glistened off the water, and I noted the reflection of the trees obscured upon the water like a mirror that rippled with the current. We’d let the current take us, and I felt a peace that I hadn’t felt in a very long time.  
 
    “Ouch,” Julie cried. I turned to look at her wondering what had happened.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Darren said and then looked up at me. “I accidentally hit her in the head with paddle.” 
 
    “She probably deserved it,” I said, chuckling.  
 
    “Awww…no she didn’t.” he said and smiled at her. She returned the smile with one of her own then she smiled and rubbed her head.  
 
    We continued down the river admiring the scenery. I admired the babble of the small brooks emptying into the river and the fell trees covered in moss along the bank. Even the disarray of sticks and fell branches and brambles amazed me.  
 
    Nothing quite compared to the beauty of the outdoors, and I grew to love it as much as he did. Darren was an avid hunter and fisherman and knew so much about nature. We would be driving at sixty miles an hour, and he would be able to spot Labrador Tea and pitcher plants from twenty yards away. We would venture off the beaten path, exploring the world and all its wonders. We would go berry picking, venturing onto farms where we’d pick our own strawberries and thendrive down the washboard dirt roads in search of blackberries and raspberries. There were a few times when Darren would bring home a wild animal that he would find. He would bring them over and show Julie; from newts, praying mantises, and walking sticks, to different birds like silver waxwing, cardinal, and blue jay. 
 
    One morning I spotted a blue jay getting attacked by a murder of crows just down the street. I called out to Julie, who was still sleeping, and in her nightshirt, to run outside and save the poor little bird. She ran out on her tiptoes, scurried across the street, and shooed away the crows from the baby bird. She stood there a moment. looking down at the little bird.  
 
    “Grab it!” I yelled and she shook her head. “Julie…” 
 
    She wrapped her hand under the inside of her nightshirt, bent down and picked up the baby bird and rolled it up. She ran back to the house in a sort of uncomfortable waddle and shimmied through the door. She opened her shirt, and I was greeted by the open screeching mouth of a baby blue jay. I had a cage for the little guy and some mashed crickets we had picked up for the iguanas we owned, and I fed him through with needle nose pliers. I had finally found work after months of searching and found myself a job working at a pet store and had accumulated a menagerie. I happened to have a large black cage for him and set out to nurse him back to health. Little did we know that he would be tamed and become a valued part of our family.  
 
    “Bandit, Bandit, baby,” I would coo to which he would eventually reply and wolf whistle at me.  
 
    After the trip to Kensington with Julie, we started spending more time together with her. Darren would come over, and I would make him dinner, and he would joke around with the kids. They were sort of playmates, it seemed. He played a game called ‘Gotcha Last’, like a sillier version of tag. Every time he would tag her he’d snigger and zip away out of Julie’s reach. I watched as her face scrunched up in frustration, and then she’d dart toward Darren, but he was too fast for her. They would chase each other around the house at full speeds, banging through doors and making a ruckus in the house. It got to the point where I would have to intervene and tell them to calm down or stop the game because Darren nearly busted down the door trying to get her after she tagged him. There was also the game he called ‘Bread basket’ where he would press his fist into our stomachs and then run away. Again, they would chase each other around the house until I became frustrated and told them to stop… Either someone was going to get hurt or something was going to break.  
 
    We still snuck around because of Sam’s disapproval, unfortunately. Julie kept mostly to herself and didn’t talk much about it other than the occasional “When is Darren coming over?”  A lot of times we had to meet at an agreed upon location. Darren suggested the Park and Ride on M59 across from the local gas station. Darren met me there, and I would drop off my car and we would take Darren’s truck. He would then take me out to dinner in Fowlerville and the surrounding areas.  
 
    Fishing and canoeing trips became the norm for us. One trip we went from Kent Lake in Milford and canoed all the way to the Delhi in Ann Arbor. We packed the canoe with tackle boxes, snacks, and warm clothes. Darren started naming all the birds, and trees, and plants as we paddled. He was always the first to point out the different critters. We ducked under long branches as though they were hands outstretched, waiting for a kiss. Some branches had huge spider webs in them, which we would destroy with the paddles. Darren would always take the rear of the canoe and steer while I took the front, and Julie sat in between. We would fish from the canoe, and one time, Darren ended up hooking my shoulder with a green and yellow three-clawed fishing lure. It was embedded into my skin. Darren was trolling the lake and we had an electric motor attached to the canoe pushing us forward. He was casting his line out, and when he did, the wind caught it and it hooked me in the shoulder, so we had to leave. When we got back to the house, Darren had his mother come over to remove it. First, she used a pair of wire cutters to cut the hook. She then pushed it through the skin and slipped it out with not a tear shed. Julie looked at me with wide-eyed wonder.  
 
    We laughed about it later with Darren telling me “I caught a keeper.” 
 
    Another time when we were out fishing on another lake in the area. We would start early in the morning when the light of day was just over the horizon burning beautiful streaks of pink and purple in the sky. We’d end up leaving at dusk, spending the whole day together admiring the beauty of the outdoors. I remember the smell of bug spray and sunblock permeating the air. We had packed a lunch of sandwiches and chips to snack on with three two liters of Mountain Dew. I heard the crack of a can opening as I looked at Darren. I noticed the canoe jostling and turned to Julie wondering what was going on and why she was rocking the boat. 
 
    She looked at me with her hazel green eyes, her mouth pursed. Her life jacket was fitted tightly and was pushed up to her chin. She wanted to go swimming so badly that she wore her bathing suit underneath a long black t-shirt. “I have to go to the bathroom,” she said. “…like really bad.”  
 
    I sighed. We were in a public area near a beach with houses spotting the edge of the lake.  
 
    “Alright, come on,” Darren said. She got up tentatively and slipped out of her shorts. She stood, wobbling the canoe from side to side.  
 
    “I’m scared,” she whined. 
 
    “Just go, but please be careful. I don’t want you tipping us over,” I said, motioning to the canoe.  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Damnit, I lost my hat.” Darren reached over and grabbed her hand. “Come on,” he said, cursing. “That was my favorite damn hat.”  
 
    She carefully went over the side, and with the current, the canoe kept moving, so she held on for dear life. “I can’t go. The water’s too cold,” she said, looking up at me. 
 
    Darren started getting frustrated, trying to hold the canoe steady.  
 
    “People on the beach are looking at me.” She whined. 
 
    “Just go!” I cried, and I watched as her features squish together as she tried to force herself to pee. When we finally got her back in, she was shivering, and we all watched as Darren’s hat was swept up into the current.  
 
    There was another time we went for a canoe trip to Kensington Park as a family. By then, Sam was more accepting of Darren and tagged along on our trips. He and Ben took one canoe, and Darren, Julie, and I took the other. Sam was a large kid; weight lifting and football morphed his body into a tank, while Ben was long and lean. When they both got into the canoe, it kept tipping over. Before we opted to switch the kids around, the canoe tipped again. Ben dove into the water while Sam held onto the sides of the canoe.  
 
    “It’s not my faaaauuult,” he yelled as he plunged into the water. None of us could contain our laughter. Eventually, we opted to have Sam and Darren with Julie in the middle while Ben and I took the other.  
 
    We would spend our weekends in the outdoors and we hit nearly every lake in the area. There was Coon Lake, Triangle Lake, Cedar Lake, Trout Lake and the countless rivers. Darren also taught me how to hunt and fish. Every November we would hike and hunt in the woods on a friend’s land. Ronald Williams was one of Darren’s best friends. He had bald spots around his ears and the top of his head, but his hair hung long, resting gently upon his shoulders. His complexion was pockmarked with a large bulbous nose that nearly took up half of his face. He was a gentle man, though and one of the most giving people I had ever known. I can recollect the time we spent in the woods, patiently waiting for deer to grace us with their presence. I remember listening to the hush of wind as it blew through the naked tree branches and the soft rustle of leaves as they clung to them. I remember the sound of my boots as they shuffled across the ground and the cracking sound bark made as I climbed to my tree stand. It always amazed me the way he would set his tree stand at remarkable heights. The man was fearless. Mine was always close by and he always had it set up for me before I went out. Climbing the trees made me feel like a kid again off on an adventure in the sky and I would watch with anticipation burning through my veins for the beautiful deer that would happen upon my spot. I thought I couldn’t be happier. I had found the love of my life and I had learned so much from him. Darren brought a light into my life and ignited a flame within me that inspired me. That is, until the relationship with his step sister got in the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I met Dick before I met anyone else. He was short with a medium build. He had a bit of a belly on him, but otherwise looked muscular. His hair was a dark shade of brown, reminding me of the color of walnuts, and his eyes were almost black they were so brown. As a conservation officer, he was always busy and out in the woods. He was mostly quiet and kept to himself, nodding off and on as we’d talk to him.  
 
    I ended up making a cake for his family for our first Christmas together. Darren didn’t come over for any of the holidays. My mother and father came for dinner as well as my grandmother. We had a generation picture taken with my daughter, mother, grandmother, and myself. As a means to break the ice with his family, I had made them a cake the shape of a Christmas tree and brought it over. Luckily, the cake didn’t stick to the pan; it came out perfectly in every sense of the word. I spent an hour or so decorating it with dark green frosting I had to dye and little spots of red for decoration. Dick had eaten so much of the cake, he complained that he was pooping green, worried that he was sick. Darren’s mother, Laurie and his father, who they called Papa, were cordial and thanked me for the cake. His step sister, however, was a different story. She eyed the cake up and down, raising her eyebrows in mock appreciation. Darren used to tell me about Alice, and I was curious to meet her, but I wasn’t prepared for her reaction and attitude toward me. He would get a wistful look on his face, remembering his childhood. They were both really close until I came into the picture. I imagine she thought that I was taking her brother away from her.  
 
    I was first greeted with a simple “hello” She stood protectively in front of Darren every time we were around. She idolized her brothers to the point where she seemed jealous of the relationship that Darren and I had. Nothing changed his mind about me, and I could see the fire burning in her eyes when she talked to me. It appeared as though she was holding back. She would lean forward and take a drag off her cigarette and blow it out from the side of her lip. She tapped her long, painted fingernails against the wall as she leaned into it and looked at me expectantly.  
 
    At first, she was polite. Darren introduced her to me, but she seemed rather standoffish with a strong personality, but she smiled. She didn’t seem too thrilled about the idea of Darren and I dating, which was a point of discord between us. She put on a façade when she was around me, the picture of politeness. Dick seemed to get along and was happy that his step brother was happy. But Alice, was different. She stood protectively around Darren as though he belonged to her. There was a lot of avoidance. We didn’t talk much, but when we did, she would roll her eyes and put on a fake smile. That was until it happened.  
 
    As for Papa and Laurie, they would invite us over for dinner and a movie. Sometimes Julie would come along and we’d nestle into their couch which was the size of a twin bed and allow ourselves to become absorbed into the cushions. Laurie would put out a few snacks while Nanny would sit quietly in the corner crocheting booties. We’d sit and watch Jackie Chan movies while Papa narrated it or talked about astronomy or whatever interest he got into. Papa was a brilliant man and taught Darren everything he knew. From astronomy to the business he owned, he knew how to profit from education. His knowledge was extensive, and he was an avid researcher, much like Darren who had to learn everything. And much like Darren, Papa would laugh, his crescent shaped eyes shining while he teased Julie and me.  
 
    Laurie, on the other hand, was a thin woman and shared the same brown shade as Dick’s hair. She bred manx cats, many of which went on to win awards. She had gifted me a multiple award-winning manx cat, my first. His name was Against All Odds, and we called him Oliver. He was the most beautiful cat I had ever seen, and so unique that his name matched him perfectly. His coat was a thick, bright vibrant white that felt like a mink coat. He had heterochromia iridis; one eye was blue and the other gold.  
 
    I loved their home. Although it was cluttered; you couldn’t see the walls they were so stacked with furniture. She loved to shop, and she was an avid bargain shopper. She had class and beautiful taste. The cats she kept downstairs in various cages while others roamed the house. The cats were beautiful, and I absolutely loved going downstairs and adoring them.  
 
    I have had a love for animals all my life. I don’t see them as pets. I see them more as a part of the family. Sandy was a Norwich terrier mix and was my best friend. I took her everywhere with me. She had the most loving disposition I had ever seen in an animal. She helped me through the roughest of times, and I remember crying into her coat as my ex-husband walked out the door. Darren was there for me after my dog died due to complications after she got spayed. She was fourteen years old and sick. Darren, heartbroken for me, took her to the veterinarian to be put down, but the veterinarian informed him that Sandy could be saved. They had told us to get her spayed. When Darren heard that, he told me immediately. Trusting the vet with the life of my dog, I opted to have her spayed. Four days later, she died. The veterinarian demanded their money, so in the memo part of the check I wrote: 
 
    Here’s your money. Thanks for killing my dog. 
 
    After Sandy died, I was at a loss. Shortly after, Darren had moved in. It had been very nearly a year after we got together, Sam enlisted in the marines. I had a hard time letting him go. He was seventeen and had already made up his mind. He was just waiting on my signature. I reluctantly signed the papers, and with a nod, the recruiter took the paperwork, picked his hat up from the dining room table, and went on his way. Darren moved into the house with only the clothes in hiscar; he had nothing else. He came here with nothing and got everything. Not too long after, Darren took Julie, his grandmother Nanny, and I up to Tapiola to stay in his great grandmother’s house. 
 
    Darren had a love for the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. It was the one place in the world that made him feel alive. He and his siblings had grown up in Tapiola during the summers. His grandfather, a Finnish WWII vet would sit him down and teach him everything that he knew about hunting, fishing, foraging, and life. He breathed life and lit a spark within Darren that inspired him to live fully and enjoy the little things. He made Darren into the man he was. The depth of his calm nature was awe inspiring. He rarely got mad and was the type to diffuse arguments the best way he could. His fatal flaw was the fact that he was a people pleaser. He couldn’t abide dissent in anyone. He never said no, it was like that word didn’t exist in his vocabulary.  
 
    Darren spent every summer in a seven bedroom farm house down a long, winding dirt road in the middle of farming country. I watched as the wind caused the tall grass to bow and ripple in the summer sun as we drove. It almost looked like an undulating flag to me. The property was rich and wholesome, with a large orchard of various apples. A Red Delicious apple tree stood at the back of the house. Darren and I had climbed up there and shook the apples out of the tree, and Julie and Nanny spent the afternoon making us apple pies. Nanny was a dainty old woman with a warm smile. She was soft spoken and sweet, always eager to please. We spent our days hiking along the property, exploring, relaxing. We all spent our evenings in the sauna, and Darren told us the story of when his mom would go into the sauna she would always run out and jump in the snow and roll back into the little wooden room.  
 
    We drove for hours looking for deer in the vibrant autumn woods. Everywhere there was warmth despite the chill in the air. It was autumn and the leaves were burning with color. We would explore the property, untouched and unkempt land. It reminded me of a time long ago where the world was untouched by human hands. The land was alive despite the fall. I felt as at home in the Upper Peninsula as Darren had. He wanted to follow his dream, but his dream would have to wait a few years; to live in the Upper Peninsula. It wasn’t until after we returned, our relationship with his family began to crumble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    After a relaxing week, we returned home, and we were invited to his parents’ house for a party with Darren’s friends and family. Toward the end of the evening when most of everyone was pretty well sauced, Alice seemed upset, so she had taken Darren and I aside outside by the front door.  
 
    “You don’t understand, I might have cancer,” she said as black streaks ran down her face.  
 
    “Alice, I really don’t think you have cancer. I think you’re worrying too much,” Darren responded. “You have to be patient and not jump to conclusions.” 
 
    She ran her fingers under her eyelids to catch the tears that fell. “You don’t understand. They really think its cancer. I don’t know what I’m going to do, and you don’t seem like you even care!” Her voice raised an octave and started cracking. “I can’t believe that you don’t believe me,” she said and covered her eyes and cried.  
 
    Dick appeared out of nowhere and stumbled toward us. “What the hell, Darren, you don’t believe her? Our sister is sick. She’s sick, and you don’t even give enough of a shit to take her seriously? This is cancer we’re talking about here.” 
 
    “I just really don’t think…” 
 
    And just like that, Darren stumbled backward, holding his nose. Dick had slugged him right in the face. Darren shoved him back and Dick came right back at him again. Since Darren was the older brother and he was very strong, roughly five other drunken guys decided that they would jump into the situation. Darren struggled against the hands holding him down and the fists that were punching him, but they managed to pin him down. Strange men I had never seen before came up and started beating on Darren. A total of six men pinning Darren down so his step brother could beat him.  
 
    I couldn’t take it, I couldn’t stop them at all and everybody was screaming and yelling. I had sent Julie back home earlier, and I had to check on her. The only thing I could do was yell and scream, and every time I went to go to help, Alice held me back. I couldn’t get into the conflict because of the kids, I ran back across the street to see if Sam was home so he could come help Darren. Time passed, and I waited for Darren to come home. No one called the police. I thought his parents were going to do something to help Darren out, but no one did. I called the house to ask where Darren was, and they said he got up and went off. I didn’t know where he was for hours. I stayed up all night looking for him, but he was nowhere to be found. When I reached the point where I couldn’t open my eyes, I retired to my house for the evening and fell asleep on the couch.  
 
    Finally, dawn came and I rolled over on the couch half asleep waiting for Darren again, wondering if he was bleeding somewhere in a ditch or something I didn’t even know what happened to him. I wondered if anyone even bothered to take him to the hospital. I felt lost and helpless. I needed to find him, and I felt like I couldn’t stomach the events from last night. I couldn’t handle watching helplessly as his step brother beat up the man I love, his own brother. No matter how many times I asked them, they refused to tell me where Darren was. The light broke through the window, so I began my search again. I walked down the sidewalk looking straight ahead as I was heading out to the car, I saw him in the front seat. The doors were locked, and I knocked on the door. No answer. I had a sudden panicked feeling as though he had fallen asleep and died in the car, so I began knocking on the window harder. I tried the door again and then tried the back seat and passenger windows with no luck. It took a while for him to wake up, and I felt a wave of relief sweep over me, that was until I saw his face.  
 
    He looked up at me with a swollen face, mottled with black and blue marks and blood. He unlocked the door, and I opened it and saw that he was bleeding. Blood poured out of his head, and there was a patch of wet blood on the back of his head. He had a black eye, dried blood crusted around his swollen lips. His shirt was bloody. I helped him out of the car and into the passenger side. I ran in and told the kids that I had to take Darren to the hospital.  
 
    He had a concussion and a dislocated shoulder. Despite everything, Darren never called the police, and they never apologized to him for what they did to him. He was weak, and his voice was hoarse. His t-shirt was all bloody, and both of his eyes were black, his nose was swollen and covered in dried blood. The back of his head was covered in it, dying his blond hair pink. A knot had welled up on the back of his head. It broke my heart. I was in shock, I couldn’t believe that his family would do something like this to such a sweet, kind hearted, loving, humble man.  
 
    He walked out of the hospital, too proud to ride in a wheelchair. We didn’t let him sleep for the rest of the day because we were worried about the concussion. I called his mother and told her exactly what I thought of the situation and told her how Darren was.  
 
    “It was all Alice’s fault. Dick too,” I said angrily. “They could have killed him!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to say…I can’t believe it happened either. But Darren knows how to take care of himself.” 
 
    I was infuriated.  
 
    Alice came over the following day after Darren had walked over to his parent’s house. I looked out the window, and there she was, walking up the sidewalk. I opened the door, and she brushed past me.  
 
    “We need to talk,” she said and made her way upstairs into the kitchen. I told Julie to go downstairs, but I knew she would listen in on the conversation anyway. She would sit at the bottom of the stairs and listen and as much as I wanted to tell her to go to her room, I was trapped in the doorway by a screaming Alice.  
 
    “Who the hell do you think you are? Do you think you’re better than me? I could have cancer, and no one, and I mean no one, was taking me seriously.”  
 
    I could feel a shock run through my heart as my vision started to blur. I didn’t understand her logic. He never even had the chance to explain himself before they jumped him. “That doesn’t give you any right whatsoever to beat on your brother. He had to be hospitalized. You allowed them to give him a concussion, and none of you bothered to check on him or even look for him.”  
 
    She looked at me, and I could see the venom in her eyes. Her blood was boiling and if Darren hadn’t of been there, I knew that she would try to knock me flat. “You aren’t right for my brother. I don’t approve of this at all…” 
 
    My jaw dropped. So, this was it. I knew it from the beginning as the feeling festered inside my stomach, churning it like butter. The only thing I could make out was a baffled “What?” 
 
    “You’re a bitch, and my brother deserves better,” she said.  
 
    “Hey now,” Darren piped in. “You don’t get to say that. I know who is best for me, and I’m in love with her. I think she’s perfect for me.” His hands were shaking more than usual, and his face was so swollen he could barely talk. His body was hunched over when he tried to walk; everything hurt.  
 
    She scoffed. “Darren, you don’t know what you’re doing. She’s too old, and you deserve to have children of your own, and you can’t have that with her. She’s too…”  
 
    And that was it. I was too old. This wasn’t the first time she had insulted my appearance, my age. I was dumbfounded. I could only mouth words, I was so taken aback.  
 
    “You need to leave. Leave my house,” he said and gestured for the door. Darren finally stuck up for someone that he loved.  
 
    Then, it was her turn to be speechless.  
 
    “Darren, I…”  
 
    “Just go!” he said and winced in pain.  
 
    She leaned forward once, her squinty eyes narrowed and matched the wiry black hair she had dyed recently as I had noticed the blotches of black upon the skin of her neck. She acted tough after as though she wanted to beat my ass, but she dared not. After what happened with Darren, they couldn’t afford to be charged twice for assault and battery. Darren could have had them both locked up, but they were family and he had such a tender heart, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. I wanted to press charges, but it was out of my hands. I opted to take the high road as opposed to stooping to her level. She would try to goad me on, to lure me into a fight with backbiting comments and with the way she would treat Darren. I tried to remain as calm as I could around her, but I could feel my temper rising into my esophagus.  
 
    After she left, Julie came upstairs, and we all talked about what happened. His parents didn’t do a damn thing about it. We didn’t talk to Alice or Dick for a long time after that.  
 
    Darren and I grew closer together throughout the two years of our courtship. We made it through many battles with the family, both his and my own. His step sister poked fun at my physical appearance a lot and threatened me off and on. She tried to make me feel bad about myself, as though I wasn’t adequate. She made sure to kick me down mentally and emotionally whenever we were forced to be near each other. Darren eventually patched things up with his family; he just let it all go like it was water under the bridge. He was always the peace keeper, and he loved his family. But there was one thing he loved above all else and there was nothing in this world that would stop him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    He had asked me before to marry him, but I didn’t think he was serious.  
 
    We were both going to get our income tax soon, and Darren said he wanted to get an engagement ring. He took me to a jewelry store in Southfield. It was a large three-story building and had many places where they made jewelry. It was like a little fortress, fully equipped with security officers. We walked from one room to another, each one had an artist that designed and molded the rings right there. They had a massive collection of rings in different designs. They could do just about anything, they specialized in custom made jewelry. As I was walking past one of the displays, a ring caught my eye that stood out from the rest. It was a setting with two ribbons lined with diamonds along the side. The way the light caught the diamonds amazed me. I asked the jeweler to take it out. He opened the door, and I pointed to the one nestled next to a marquis. I put it on my finger; it fit me perfectly, but I had to wait for the diamond to be set. I held out my hand and watched the diamonds dance within the light.  I found the perfect setting, all I had to do was pick out my diamond. I went over to the counter and found a gorgeous princess cut diamond that fit perfectly with the setting.  
 
    After I picked it out, I was thrilled and had a light feeling in the pit of my stomach. Darren went over and put the ring on layaway. I glanced to my left-hand side and looked down in the case in one of the displays and saw it. I saw Darren’s ring. It looked just like mine without the center stone and larger diamonds on the side. It looked like it was made to be a matching pair.  
 
    “Oh my gosh, Darren! There’s the ring that matches mine.” I turned to the sales lady.  
 
    Darren came up to the case. “Yes. That’s my wedding band.” He tried it on, and it fit perfectly. The saleslady was astonished and went back and told the designer that there were rings that he had made separately that matched perfectly and should have been sold as a set. No one ever noticed the similarities. We decided to put that one on layaway as well. 
 
    Several months went by, and we continued to pay for our rings. One day we had enough money when income tax came. Darren and I ventured back to Southfield. On the way, we were trying to figure out a day to get married and when and where we would tie the knot. Darren and I agreed because his family didn’t approve, that we would elope. We loved each other dearly, and the kids loved him too.  
 
    We went into the building and walked up the steps and stood there. Darren said that he would pay for them. He walked up to the register and started the transaction while I stood there glancing at the shining jewels in one of the cases. As I was standing there, I felt a tap on my back. I turned around and looked, and there was no one there. And then I felt a tap on my knee. I looked down and Darren was on one knee looking up at me in the middle of the store. He proposed.  
 
    Holding the ring to me, he opened his heart, and it poured out of his mouth. “Robbie, you are the love of my life, and I would be honored if you would be my wife. I want to grow old with you and live out my life with you. You are my everything.”  
 
    My heart was in my throat, and I couldn’t stop smiling. He placed the ring on my finger. I then put my hand on my mouth and squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t know what to say, I was so surprised with tears running rivers down my cheeks.  
 
    I got tears in my eyes and said, “Oh my gosh. Yes, I will marry you.”  
 
    He got up off of his knee and stood up. I then put his ring on his finger, and we grabbed each other’s hand and looked at each other and kissed. People stood there watching us with smiles on their faces. Happiness exuded from the both of us, and I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect proposal surrounded by jewels. I put my arms around him, and he held me tight. We turned and left the store, got in the car, and he kissed my happy tears.  
 
    On the way home, I had a pang of worry. “Darren, your family is never going to accept me.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I love you,” he said. “They’re not marrying you. I am. They aren’t living in our house, we are. They aren’t paying our bills, we are. I want to live with the rest of my life with you.” 
 
    “Darren, I can’t have any more children. I’m too old to have children.” 
 
    “I already have three kids; Sam, Ben, and Julie. Besides, I don’t think I can have children. I was hit so many times. I’ve been hit with a bat, hit with a croquet mallet, kicked by a cow…” 
 
    “Do you know that for sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I can never have kids.” 
 
    When we got home, we were trying to decide on a day. We asked the kids for suggestions. Julie came up with the date, Tuesday, December 27th. I asked them all to stand for us. They happily obliged. I wore my wavy red hair down, and it fell upon my shoulders. I had put on my makeup and a flowy peach dress, the color always complimented the orange undertones in my complexion. Darren wore a dress shirt and tie, and we held hands all the way to the Justice of the Peace. We drove all the way to Port Huron to get married. We picked Port Huron because it was where Darren first accepted Christ in his life on the river, and it was his dad’s favorite place and where he wanted to retire. His whole family loved that area, and so that’s where Darren wanted to get married.  
 
    We never told his family that we were getting hitched. We didn’t tell them a thing because they just didn’t approve, and they would try and figure out a way to stop it. I knew that Alice would do anything to change Darren’s mind about me, even going so far as to try and sabotage our relationship. Despite all of that, seven months after we got engaged, we were married on Tuesday, December 27th.  
 
    We told Darren’s family on New Years that we were married during a party they were throwing with the family. Part of me worried that this party would end up like the last party we went to. My palms began to sweat. They just smiled and said that they were happy for us. There was no hostility, but there wasn’t a “welcome to the family”, either. His step sister continued hating me, glaring at me from time to time. She still tried to separate me from Darren when we were together. She’d stand right between us as though constantly challenging me for his affections. Dick, on the other hand, was happy and supportive.  
 
    That following spring, Darren came home from work with a cherry tree, an apple tree, a peach tree, four grapevines, and three raspberry plants. He proceeded to plant them all around the house. He had built a ten-foot trellis for the grapevines. We grew. We grew as a family, a unit with unfaltering love. We lived, loved, and we were a happy family. We had an eternal love. The fire of our love never went out. He continued holding my hand, opening the doors, and treating me exactly the same day after day as if we were always dating for the first time.  
 
    Sometimes Cinderella stories don’t follow the general rule with magic and fairy godmothers. Sometimes the best love stories are the real ones, where the magic happens within the heart and coalesces into the mind and spirit. It’s a warmth that surrounds you and it’s a safe place. Darren brought me out of desperate depression. He lifted me up in ways no man has ever done as I lifted him. He once told me that if it wasn’t for me, he would have died young, of alcoholism or drugs. Or died in the military. He told me I was the one who saved him. Once you’ve been loved by your Prince Charming, you can never settle for less. Darren was my happily ever after as much I was for him. 
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 Chase the Dream 
 
    Nathalie M.L. Römer 
 
    Every day is the same for Ella. She’s told by her boss, who also happens to be her step-mother, to work late, repair the junk or else. Every day, Ella obeys her step-mother… 
 
    However, one evening her routine is disrupted by the cleaner, Max, who subsequently helps her to discover some secrets that her step-mother hides from Ella. 
 
    A few roller-coaster nights later, and she’s head over heels in love, plotting a revenge, and discovering that sometimes fairy tales do happen… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The echo of a loud engine echoes through empty offices. It causes Ella to jerk up from an exquisitely grandiose leather chair that seems to retain its beauty despite old age. Ella had tiptoed upstairs from the cellars, after thinking that she’s totally alone in the massive factory, that’s supposedly devoid of any of the workers usually occupying it at this late hour of the day. 
 
    “Who’s here still?” 
 
    Ella rushes through the room and stops abruptly at the door. 
 
    “Did the bitch come back for some after-hours work?” 
 
    Ella glances in both directions in the hallway. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” Ella’s voice echoes through the corridor. 
 
    “Only me, sweetheart. I’m the new cleaner.” 
 
    Ella shrieks when a male voice calls out to her. 
 
    “No need to be afraid. I’m just here to clean up after the bitch, as you so kindly referred to her.” 
 
    “Oops. You heard that?” 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart. I find it rather funny you call her that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you—and please don’t feel offended by what I’m telling you—but you’re her step-daughter. I heard people talk about that, that’s how I know. You’re doing a job here that not many would do. You don’t ever complain about it.” 
 
    “I hate my job.” 
 
    “So do I, but I still do it.” 
 
    “You could leave and get another job in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “So could you.” 
 
    “No, I can’t. She’d make certain no one will believe me when I say I worked here.” 
 
    “Hmmm, if you say so, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I’ll just go back to what I was doing. Let’s pretend we never met, okay. Please don’t tell anyone I was here…” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Ella starts walking away, then walks back to the door, “Errr, can I know your name?” 
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “Oh—right. Okay.” 
 
    Ella walks away and sits down on the chair once more. She stares at the door from time to time, frowning as it’s obvious that the cleaner wants to make known he’s still nearby. She hears him whistle the annoying song she’d heard a few times on the radio. 
 
    I wonder who he is. Why is he working this late? No one ever works this late. 
 
    Ella sighs, gets up, and walks back to the door. She glances in the corridor and sees it empty. She takes off her shoes, and on her bare feet, rushes through the corridor before the annoying cleaner is back. 
 
    Only a few minutes later, Ella stands leaning against the door of the small room that’s her room in the factory. She stares at the long repair desk with all the products she still has to test that evening. She knows that slacking isn’t an option. 
 
    “Mother dearest will be so angry if I don’t finish my work. But I guess I’ll have to deal with that tomorrow.” 
 
    Ella sits down on the small, wooden chair. She picks up a bundle of something that should be a neat package of wires, but instead is a jumble that could easily be ball of wool that had been attacked by a playful cat. 
 
    “How the hell does this stuff get so messed up anyway?” 
 
    Deep down, Ella knows why the equipment is a mess. She’d seen one of her step-mother’s most loyal employees cause the mess. It’s obvious there were people in the factory buying favours from their boss. “I wish Dad was still here. He wouldn’t have allowed them to behave in this way towards me, towards all the people here…” 
 
    Ella’s head slumps down. She knows her situation is hopeless. No one can save me from that bitch no matter what I do. I guess I’ll have to throw in my lot with those here who are just as screwed over by the bitch as I am. 
 
    Ella picks at the bundle in her hand. “Dammit, how am I ever going to fix this?” 
 
    “Want some help with that, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Oh my god, are you still here?” Ella shouts. 
 
    “Errr—yeah. I told you my name. You never told me yours.” 
 
    “Ella.” 
 
    “Just Ella, or…?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Can’t a guy be curious? Like why you are here all alone when there’s no one else here?” 
 
    “But you’re here, so I’m not alone,” she quipped 
 
    “If it was me here I would have gone home hours ago. But something tells me it’s better I stick around until after everyone has arrived. Something tells me that all these needs fixing before the bitch comes. Why do you call her that anyway?” 
 
    “Errr—no reason. But why would you help me? 
 
    “No reason, other than to be nice, I guess,” Max responded 
 
    “So, if you’re doing this, then what do I do?” 
 
    “Take a nap, have something to eat. Do whatever you like—” 
 
    “I guess I could try your job and see if it’s as boring as this,” she offered. 
 
    “If you like. I’ll make sure I’ll have all this fixed by the time you’re done playing with my gadgets.” 
 
    “Sure. See ya later.” 
 
    “See ya later, princess—Don’t come back until it’s midnight. Or you’ll turn into a pumpkin when you enter this room.” 
 
    “I’m certain you’re too old to read fairy tales, but okay—” 
 
    Ella rushes off before Max can say anything further. She also rushes off because the comment, for reasons that are totally incomprehensible to her, had caused a bright red blush to appear on her face. And she doesn’t want him to see it. She also feels her heart beating faster and not from the extra effort of walking fast. 
 
    It doesn’t take long before Ella arrives at Max’s gadgets. Though she grumbles under her breath when she sees it’s a machine, and Ella feels a renewed disgust for anything mechanical. But just as she’s about to turn, something on the gadget catches her attention. Someone meticulously had sanded off part of a name off the side of the machine. A letter ‘C’ is visible, but looking closer she suddenly certain other letters were there in the past. Rust betrays that the vandalism had occurred years ago. Ella squints her eyes. 
 
    Hang on, does it say there what I think it says? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ella straightens up and glances around. She listens. In the distance, she can hear a rhythmic clunking sound and must guess that it’s Max doing something to fix the equipment, “I guess he’s having as much trouble sorting through it as I do. But I guess I can hold up my end of the deal and try to clean up.” 
 
    She looks again at the ‘gadget’ wondering now why Max referenced it in such a manner. She sees a red knob and guesses it’s the starter. She pushes it and jumps when the machine sputters to life, though much louder than she’d anticipated. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Ella groans when she hears Max yell at the top of his lungs over the sound of the machine, “Yes, I’m fine, thanks,” Ella yells back. 
 
    “Just sit down on top of the little stool. There are two handles. One for movement forward, one for the brush.” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Ella looks at the roaring cleaner, Yeah, I’ll figure it out alright. Including why someone sanded off Dad’s name. Could this be why ‘Prince Max’ was so keen on us swapping jobs? For me to see this… 
 
    Ella smirks suddenly, when she realises what Max had done. He’d offered her a way to undermine the bitch. She’d married her father, then when he died from a sudden heart attack, she’d somehow usurped the control of her father’s company from his only daughter, Ella. The bitch had brought her two daughters with her to help run the business, and slowly, Ella saw her father’s rather successful business fall to pieces right around her. 
 
    “I could have left with most of the others who left soon after that happened,” Ella mumbles. “But I guess I stayed to protect the workers here. I guess I brought this on myself. I wish Dad was still here—” 
 
    Ella climbs on top of the cleaner. She looks down, “Okay, I can do this. One’s for moving, the other for cleaning—Right. Okay, which one?” 
 
    She pushes against the left knob. She jerks forward then back when the cleaning machine comes to life. 
 
    “Ouch, I guess I need to be careful doing this.” 
 
    Glancing around, Ella spots the desks of her step-sisters, No, better not do anything there because that will cause a lot of problems for Max. But it would be fun if I could do something. 
 
    Ella is about to move on when she spots something strange on the desk. She climbs from the cleaning machine and gingerly steps into the room. She walks to the desk where a single sheet of paper lies on the desk. Its position betrays that someone might have forgotten it. Ella frowns when she recognises a name on the bottom of the paper. 
 
    “What’s anyone doing with Dad’s paperwork? Who’s using this?” Ella frowns angrily. She looks around the office that she knows, though vaguely, as used by one of her two step-sisters; both were given prominent roles in the company. 
 
    Ella looks through the glass partition at the cleaning machine, and stares once more at the place where someone had haphazardly sanded away the name that had been there, “The name now is ‘C. Industries Inc’. It was ‘Chase Industries’ before. My Dad’s name. My name…Does this mean that they stole all this from me?” 
 
    Ella walks out to the cleaning machine which makes a soft buzzing sound. She climbs on top of it. Sitting there silently, Ella stares aimlessly at the other end of the corridor. She knows that she just had to turn left there, and she’d be in front of one specific door: her step-mother’s office door. 
 
    “Should I dare to go inside there and see what I can find there?” But Ella remains frozen in place on the cleaning machine. She’s too afraid of the consequences. She shakes her head to dispel the fear that had now entered her mind. Ella’s hand is on the handle to let the cleaning machine move forward when a soft pinging sound echoes through the corridor. She looks up and sees a light flicker up on the elevator display at the end of the corridor. She knows whose elevator it is. She glances behind her, then in a panic manages to steer the cleaning machine back around the corner where she’d come from minutes earlier. After climbing down, she quickly dashes forward and looks around the corner and sees her step-mother exit the elevator, obviously fluffing up her expensive coat in front of the mirror next to the elevator for her then to disappear towards her office. 
 
    “Won’t be long before she’ll come looking at my so-called progress—” 
 
    Ella turns and dashes to the stairs at high speed. 
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    “Max, are you in here still?” Ella hisses under her breath while she glances towards the stairs, “Max?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m almost done. Just two to go.” 
 
    “I think we need to go back to our regular jobs. The bitch is here. If she sees you in here, I’ll get a right old beating from her.” 
 
    “Oh right. That’s one good reason to stop what I’m doing. Let me explain quickly how to complete this task.” 
 
    Ella sits down, for a moment wondering if the work ahead would be difficult or not. 
 
    “Just connect all these blue wires to these connectors that say ‘A-D’ next to them. The orange ones to the connectors that say ‘R-D’ next to them. Then you close this cover over them with these screws. They’ll take the longest so do the wires on both first, then all the screws. You understand what to do?” 
 
    Ella nods, swallowing hard, then giggles. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    “I don’t think the guy who tells me what work to do knows how to do it. You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    “I have a father who taught me electrical engineering since childhood. Though, he chides me now for my current career choice.” 
 
    “Cleaning?” 
 
    “After a fashion. But I better go because I can hear footsteps. You’ll be okay alone with her?” 
 
    Ella nods, “I have to—” 
 
    Max leans forward, and he kisses Ella’s forehead, “That’s for courage.” Max explains, winking at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ella feels her face. It feels hot. Hopefully I’m not blushing. The bitch will wonder why. I can claim that it was hot here tonight. She listens for the footsteps closing in. Listening to the sound the heels make on the concrete floor, Ella picks up the work still to do, then she mouths Max’s instructions. 
 
    “Wipe that smirk off your face, Ella. I have investors coming in exactly twenty minutes. Make sure you’re done with your work, or there will be consequences. They’re here for the next three days. Spick and span—” 
 
    “I’m done in about five minutes,” she explains. 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me, little girl.” 
 
    “I’m not a little girl and—” 
 
    “When you talk like that, you are. Just make sure you’re not here when I’m back with the investors.” 
 
    Ella just nods. She looks down, feeling her step-mother’s eyes piercing through her like the laser cutters used in the room above her. She waits, then when she’s met with silence, Ella glances up ever so slightly. The room is empty. She listens and hears the fading sound of the tap-tap-tap of fast-paced steps. 
 
    “Bitch,” Ella whispers. 
 
    “I agree. Let me help before I go home.” 
 
    “Hi Max,” Ella sighs. “Did you hear all that?” 
 
    “I did. I guess I can help you every day, so you can avoid the ‘consequences’ she suggested.” 
 
    “I know what it means. That means I’ll be locked up for a day in there.” Ella nods sideways. “That’s my ‘home’.” 
 
    “She makes you sleep here?” he asks, incredulously. 
 
    “I guess so. I can’t do anything to stop her.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help?” 
 
    “I doubt it. You better go before she sees you. If she sees you, you’ll lose your job.” 
 
    “There’s other jobs. While I talk, I’ll sort out these two items.” Max points at the table. 
 
    “Not for me. And go ahead. You can do it so much faster than I can.” 
 
    “Never say never. I will help you. Even if it’s just to fulfil my father’s wish for me to have a job as an electrical engineer, and it’s used to help a damsel in distress.” 
 
    “I’m not a—” Ella stops talking when a finger gently brushes over her cheek. She looks up. Max looks down at her.  
 
    “Never say never,” Max repeats softly. “I’ve been here long enough to have seen most of her behaviour. There’s a way out for you. I will help you,” He says. 
 
    “This is the first time in fifteen years I feel hope.” 
 
    “Good. Fifteen years?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s how long ago my dad died.” 
 
    “Roger Chase was your father?” 
 
    “Yes—How do you know his name?” 
 
    “I saw it on some papers in the bitch’s office.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ve sorted this out. I’ll go now. I think you have a minute left on the clock. See you tonight, okay.” 
 
    Ella nods. 
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    Ella listens through the door to the murmur coming from the repair room. She hears several voices that sound foreign. Among the voices, she hears the annoying voices of her step-sisters and then their bone-shattering giggle that seems to echo everywhere, even in her tiny room. She tries to make sense of what is said, but after some minutes of trying, she has to give up. It’s clear that her step-mother, who gets everyone to call her Mrs. Chase at events such as this, is the centre of attention in the group. 
 
    “Did I hear that right? She’s taking credit for my work?” Ella frowns angrily, then pushes against the handle of the door. She pulls her hand away like she touched the piping hot side of a pan with food cooking over the stove. “Why is it locked? If they’re talking about Dad’s business, I should be there. I’m his daughter. This is my inheritance. It’s not hers. Now I know how Cinderella in the fairy tale feels when she’s forbidden to go to the ball.” 
 
    “Are you going mad in there?” 
 
    Ella scrambles onto her feet and backs away from the door. Did she hear me? Did anyone else hear me? 
 
    “Ellaaaaa, ooh Ellaaaa. Now, now, little girl. Mother says that you won’t get out of there until tonight if you’re crazy. Crazy girls don’t come out.” 
 
    You bitch. You’re as much a bitch as your ‘mother dearest’. Leave me alone already. 
 
    Ella looks behind her and, like many times before, she finds solace in the only thing of beauty in the moment. She feels the warmth of the sun caress her cheek as the sun rises. “I wish I was out there—” Ella whispers. “I wish I’d listened to Max and gone with him.” 
 
    “Ellaaaa—” Ella glances back to the door. It seems the taunts coming from behind the door would continue for as long as the meeting is going on. 
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    “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair,” a familiar voice whispers from behind the window.  
 
    “Well, that’s if I use a hair growth lotion, and grow my hair in five minutes and pull you up as you’re down there and I’m up here.” 
 
    “Max why are you here?” Ella whispers. 
 
    “I found some information.” 
 
    “What information?” 
 
    “About your father. About Roger Chase. Is your real name Ellana Chase?” 
 
    “Errr—it is.” 
 
    “You said that he’s been gone for fifteen years.” 
 
    “Yes, he died fifteen years ago.” 
 
    “You were only eight years old when he died.” 
 
    Ella nods, “I still miss him every day.” 
 
    “I can’t get you out of there right now, but I can make certain that the masquerade stops when the investors are gone. The law is on your side, and this all be over in three days. I’m on your side as well, just remember that.” 
 
    Ella nods once more. 
 
    “I need to go now before they see me. Will you be okay?” he asks. 
 
    “For the most part. Just that my step-sisters see me as some sort of perverted form of entertainment. They’ve been calling my name for the last fifteen minutes. But I guess I can live with it for three more days.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll come check up on you as often as I can.” 
 
    Ella hears fast footsteps fade into the distance. She looks out of the window and glances at few details of the city beyond that she can see, which is now bathed in the orange hue of a rising sun. 
 
    Dad, I know you’re somewhere out there. I miss you so much. Dad, guide Max to a way to help me…Please… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ella walks slowly to the door when the taunts stop and two pairs of footsteps rush away from it. Ella puts her ear to the door to listen. Silence… 
 
    I guess they all left for food. 
 
    Ella turns and walks to her bed. She sits down and stares at the floor. “I guess ‘day one’ starts whenever she opens the door. I wonder when Max plans to be back…if he’ll come back at all—” She stops her monologue when familiar footsteps approach the door. She stares at the door, willing it to open without the presence of the ‘bitch’ outside it. 
 
    “Come outside.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m coming.” 
 
    “Keep that tone to yourself. I have extra work for you to complete.” 
 
    Ella waits until she’s past her step-mother before rolling her eyes, but she says nothing, remembering Max’s words from minutes earlier. 
 
    “The investors want to see the rest of the factory. It needs to be clean today. But as you see, the rest of the lazy employees want their weekend off. I guess that leaves only you to do this work.” 
 
    Ella freezes in place, Am I some sort of slave in her eyes? Is that what Max meant when he said he’s working on getting me out of here? 
 
    “As I can divert their attention for so long, I suggest you get on with it. Spick and span.” 
 
    Ella stares, glaring with even more anger than before, at the woman walking away. Tap-tap-tap… 
 
    Ella heaves a sigh once she’s alone, then she stares at the cleaning machine standing in the corner. She smirks. “I guess I can really surprise her by hurrying the work by using that monstrosity. But I do wish now Max was here to help me. I could have this floor done in under a day…” 
 
    Ella glances over her shoulder towards the stairs, hoping that any moment Max would arrive, but realises she’s alone. 
 
    “Okay, I can do this. It was this knob to turn on this cleaning machine…” 
 
    Ella jumps back when cleaning machine comes to life with an almighty roar, and then once more, when the sound echoes back at her from several directions. 
 
    “Hold on, stupid beast. If you are a ‘Chase’ machine, then you should be obeying me.” 
 
    Sudden laughter rings behind Ella that she recognises. She turns and sees Max leaning against the wall. 
 
    “You plan on talking that into doing the cleaning for you?” 
 
    “How do you—” 
 
    “I overheard the conversation with the bitch.” 
 
    “So, you’ll help?” 
 
    “Only if you enlighten me by satisfying my curiosity.” 
 
    “I’ll try…” 
 
     “Do you want a burger and a cola? I can go get it. It’s better than this crappy whatever this is that you’re suggesting we’re eating as lunch.” 
 
    “That’s what she leaves for me to have. Sometimes the workers are nice and leave me some of their food, but most of the time the bitch throws it into a bin before I can even get to it. I’ve never tasted cola. Is it nice?” 
 
    “Oh yes, but it’s suggested not to drink too much of it…or so the doctors always say. I tend to ignore them.” Max winks at Ella. “Want a burger and cola?” 
 
    Ella nods. 
 
    “I’ll knock on the door downstairs when I’m back. Like this…” 
 
    Max knocks on the tread they’re sitting on. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I suggest you keep cleaning in case she arrives back. Or at least to give her the illusion you’ve been doing everything here all by yourself.” 
 
    Ella gets up and picks up the bucket beside her. “I wish I knew why she needs this place so clean. It can’t be just because of the investors.” 
 
    “Is that what she told you?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as fast as possible.” 
 
    Ella watches Max walk through car park outside towards the street beyond. It’s a moment such as this when she wishes that she could do the same. She sighs, then turns and walks back to the bucket she’d placed on the floor for a moment, then walks to the banisters and using the small sponge starts scrubbing over it with the rough side, and by extension this action brings back Ella’s earlier thoughts about why she needs to do the task and why she’s even here. 
 
    Okay, get it together. Just remember you’re not Cinderella. You’re just an employee who’s being mistreated by her employer. If I can even call the bitch an employer. Max said he’s finding out what’s going on. He asked about Dad too. I guess I just need to play along just like he said to do. 
 
    Two knocks. 
 
    “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, I suggest we eat outside the door, so the smell of this food doesn’t spread around here. The less she can tie to you as bad behaviour the better it is for you.” 
 
    “Okay, but I can’t be outside for long.” Ella rushes down the stairs and past Max, then flops down on the step. Max steps outside and grabs a bag and a bottle from the window frame beside the door. 
 
    “I decided to get a bottle, so it’s easier to hide that you had any of this to drink. Just don’t shake it, or it will explode out of the bottle. It’s a fizzy drink.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Max opens the bottle slowly then hands the bottle to Ella. She gingerly sips from the bottle, then looks surprised at Max, “It tastes funny. It feels like I got bubbles on my tongue. But I like it.” 
 
    “Good. That solves one conundrum.” 
 
    “What conundrum?” 
 
    “The conundrum of working out what sort of food and drink you’d like. Now this burger for example. It has a sauce on it. It may taste funny in a different way.” 
 
    Ella takes hold of what she assumes is a burger, “Why is the meat between the bread?” 
 
    “That’s how it’s served.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Looking sideways at Max just in case he plans to laugh at her, Ella opens her mouth open wide and then bites. This time the surprise is even greater and her head jerks sideways once more, and she stares with wide eyes at Max…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Max laughs nonetheless when he sees the surprise on Ella’s face. She grins too while chewing on the burger, then bursts out in a giggle for a few moments. 
 
    “Ah, so you do know how to have fun…” Max reaches up and caresses the crease on Ella’s face created by her broad smile. “I think that this suits you better than the angry frown I’ve seen so far, or the tears I saw yesterday.” 
 
    “I don’t have much to be happy about inside there,” Ella whispers, nodding over her shoulder towards the door. 
 
    “I’ve noticed that.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to satisfy your curiosity. I guess you want to ask me stuff.” 
 
    “If you’re okay with me asking. Remember earlier when I asked about your name?” 
 
    Ella nods. 
 
    “I asked because I saw something in her office, and I saw your name written on it.” 
 
    “My name?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I asked about your name. I think that something is going on here that may affect you.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m only the cleaner. But I do want to help you because I can see you’re sad about what has happened to you…and your father. I heard you mention him too.” 
 
    “I miss him all the time. Even when my memories of him are so vague. He died for an unknown reason fifteen years ago.” 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    “All I know is that she died when I was just a toddler. I was two or three at the time. My father married the bitch a year or so before he died.” 
 
    “So, you don’t even know your mother. That’s sad.” 
 
    “I miss her too even though I never knew her. I remember Dad telling me something about her being in the hospital for a year before she died there. I don’t know how she died.” 
 
    “I saw two women with the bitch when I arrived.” 
 
    “Did they both have reddish brown hair like the bitch?” 
 
    “Yes, they did.” 
 
    “Those are my step-sisters. They bully me all the time and are as bad as their mother. I can’t stand them. They’re pretentious as hell. Don’t let them fool you. They’re as nasty as her and are as scheming as she is. I’m not stupid. I know that what they’re doing must involve this place somehow. Especially when I saw that someone sanded off my name from the cleaning machine.” 
 
    “That’s why I suggested you use it. I wanted you to discover it.” 
 
    “Thanks—I think.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I find their treatment of you disgusting, to say the least. I’ve been a cleaner here for three months, and when I saw you yesterday, sitting in that chair, I think that was the first time I’ve ever seen you in the offices upstairs,” he said. 
 
    “Normally, I don’t dare to go there, but I do it each year on one specific day despite the risk. It would have been my dad’s birthday yesterday.” 
 
    “I see. You said it was your Dad’s chair, right? Does she know that?” 
 
    “I hope not. Because if she did she’d throw it out with everything else that was his. I have a few books that were his under my bed downstairs too. I just hope she’ll never find them…” 
 
    “Give them to me. I’ll keep them safe at my house.” 
 
    “You have a house?” 
 
    “Of course. If you want, you could come with me and I’ll keep you hidden there if needed.” 
 
    “Errr…that’s nice, but—” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I need to stay here. If I go, they would end up unemployed. She knows she cannot get rid of them if I’m here. If I left, they would be in so much trouble.” 
 
    Ella feels a familiar brushing over her cheek. She looks at Max who smiles at her gently. She sees compassion in his eyes. Without knowing why, Ella feels her face become hot once again. Shit, am I blushing? She looks away, suddenly feeling extremely shy even though she’d talked frankly with Max about rather personal matters. 
 
    “Max, can I ask you something?” she questioned softly. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What would you do if it was you in this situation?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know because I’ve never experienced something like this. I think you’re brave. Just remember that I’m working on fixing this, okay. I can’t yet tell you how, but I know things will be okay for you in a few days.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “I know so, Ella. Just hold on. Remember that you’re not alone anymore. You got me.” 
 
    Max leans sideways and kisses Ella on her forehead, causing Ella to blush once more. And more. This time she feels a tingly feeling coursing through her body like she has never felt before. 
 
    Is this how falling in love might feel? Am I falling in love with him? Is he my Prince Max who will rescue me from my evil step-mother and evil step-sisters? Should I dare to hope… 
 
    Ella finishes off her burger, then she drinks a few more sips from the cola. She hands the bottle to Max who tightens the cap, then puts the bottle in his bag. “I’ll take it home with me and use the bin in the street for these wrappings.” Max nods towards the gate beyond which cars are now driving past. “It’s close to rush hour, so it means that she’ll think I’ve just arrived to work. If we work fast, we can be done with it before she’s here.” 
 
    “Okay, but she’ll still want me repairing the junk too.” 
 
    “As yesterday I’ll help with it. I said you’re not alone anymore. I’ll help with everything now until it’s time—” 
 
    Max walks off before Ella can ask a meaning for the words. She stares after him, again wondering why at times he sounds so mysterious. She just hopes that he’s not someone working for the bitch because that would mean she’d be in serious trouble now. 
 
    A few minutes pass before Max is back, but his bag is gone now. Ella gets up, and steps back into the factory, followed by Max who closes the door softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Ella walks slowly along the upper floor of the offices and glances through the window of each office cubicle at the content of each ‘room’ before she sprays the window thoroughly with cleaning liquid. She tries to imagine herself sitting in one of the rooms as an employee, but she can’t bring herself to imagine a normal life. 
 
    Not yet at least. Not until it’s two days from now. I hope Max spoke the truth when he said he was getting things sorted. 
 
    When she investigates the next cubicle, Ella grins. She sees a book on the desk. A book that has a story in it that is all too like her own situation. After looking in each direction, Ella opens the door of the cubicle and rushes inside, closing the door behind her. She listens for sounds. When she hears none, she lunges for the book. 
 
    Ella caresses the cover of the book that’s made of soft leather. On its cover, a single word is imprinted into the leather with gold leaf: Cinderella. 
 
    “I wonder whose office this is?” Ella murmurs. “This is beautiful.” 
 
    Ella sits down on a chair behind the desk and she places the book on her legs. Again, she caresses over the cover, then opens it. On the first page she sees a beautiful print depicting a woman in a long, pale-blue dress with one of her legs stretched out and a man kneeling before her, putting a shoe onto her foot. 
 
    “This is so beautiful. I wonder whose book is this is. I guess it won’t harm anyone if I read this book later when I know the bitch has gone home.” 
 
    “Ella.” 
 
    Ella glances up when she hears Max call her name, “I’m over here.” Ella calls out. She hears some fast-paced footsteps, then Max appears in the doorway. 
 
    “What are you doing in here? Never mind. I just saw the bitch pull up, so you need to hurry down to the repair room. I can keep her busy until you’re not out of breath anymore.” 
 
    Ella places the book quickly back on the desk and sprints past Max towards the workload elevator that would take her to the cellar where the repair room is located. Before leaving, Max looks at the book on the desk. He frowns when he sees the name of it. He walks to the desk and places the book upside down on the desk. Best not have the bitch see this book or she might get ideas from it. I wonder if Ella was reading it because she’s starting to realise about her situation. 
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    Max walks quickly walks to the elevator that would be used by Mrs Chase and calls the elevator up. With the elevator on the top floor she would need to wait for it to arrive down again, and the elevator is slow as it is. Two minutes later, the elevator arrives, and Max grabs the vacuum cleaner and makes a point of vacuuming the floor of the elevator, and the heavy vacuum cleaner prevents the door from closing for a time. Once that’s done, he lifts the vacuum cleaner into the elevator, unplugs it from the socket, and walks into the elevator before the doors close. 
 
    It takes just two more minutes to arrive downstairs, and a surprised Mrs. Chase stares at him while he stares back cold at her. 
 
    “What are you doing in my elevator?” Mrs. Chase snaps at him. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m the night cleaner.” Max states pointedly. 
 
    “Who hired you?” 
 
    “Your employment department did.” 
 
    “Oh—Anyway, go clean somewhere else. The noise of vacuums gives me a headache.” 
 
    “I’m required to clean the lobby, according to my schedule.” 
 
    “Then get on with it. Spick and span.” 
 
    “You have an interesting way with words. I guess you’re the darling of everyone who works for you,” he commented. 
 
    “I’m not interested in being a darling of anyone.” 
 
    Mrs. Chase walks into the elevator and turns and frowns when she sees Max grinning at her. She grunts, then pushes the button to allow her to go up. Max looks up at the sign above the elevator doors and sees the number counting up. 
 
    “That gives Ella fifteen or twenty minutes. Enough time for me to go help her after cleaning. I best give the impression I’m doing what she thinks.” 
 
    Max turns, switches on the vacuum, and makes a point of vacuuming in front of the elevator just in case Mrs. Chase wants to come pester him. 
 
    After a few minutes, Max turns the vacuum off, pushes the button to bring the elevator down, then he walks nonchalantly away towards the stairs leading downstairs, then after arriving, he rushes down until he’s in the cellar. A few minutes later, he walks into the repair room, and grins at Ella who smiles when she sees him. 
 
    “I think I’m getting better at this thanks to your lessons.” Ella beams a broader smile at Max. 
 
    “Good. I can help a few minutes. The bitch went up to her office, but I doubt she’ll stay there for long.” 
 
    “I’ll try to work faster. For once I want to be finished before she arrives.” 
 
    “You will with my help.” 
 
    Silently, both work on the equipment needing to be repaired, but then Max looks up from his own work when he hears Ella grunt, “What’s wrong, Ella?” 
 
    “I just saw something that makes me angry as hell all of a sudden. On this equipment. Like the cleaning machine someone removed the name…” 
 
    “Let me see.”  
 
    Ella hands the wire bundle to Max. “It’s on the left side, next to the black wires.” 
 
    “Ah right, I see what you mean. I got an idea. I have my cell phone with me today. I can take a photo of this.” 
 
    “What use is that?” 
 
    “It can act as proof of what she’s doing to you.” 
 
    “I guess so. But I doubt the cops will even believe me if I go to them. I’m never going to get out of this place…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ella slumps on the repair desk, burying her head into her folded arms that are already wet from a flood of tears that came as soon as she said the words. She feels a hand on her back. Max gently lifts her face until she’s facing him. He looks at her with a stern expression. 
 
    “I told you not to give up. It’s less than two days, and then something is going to happen. Can you hold on that long?” 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    Max looks up with a frown on his face, “I think I can hear her walking through the corridor upstairs. I’ll sit down over there in the corner. I have an idea.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. If she tries to do something I can help you, okay.” 
 
    Ella nods. 
 
    Max walks towards the chair in the corner of the room behind Ella who glances at him for a moment, then looks towards the door… 
 
    Tap-tap-tap. 
 
    Fuck, she’s here soon. She’ll see that Max is here too. 
 
    Ella feels a wave of fear go over her when the door opens, and her step-mother enters the room. They stare at one another, and strangely, for once, it is her step-mother who looks away. She stares incredulously at the table. 
 
    “You’re already finished—” she mutters. 
 
    “I guess this batch was easy. Except for—” Ella begins to say. She’s uncertain what to say next. A loud snoring sound interrupts her, and it seems both she and her step-mother have the same need to look behind where Ella is sitting. On the sofa behind her, Max seemingly sleeps. 
 
    “I thought—” 
 
    Ella glances back at her step-mother, noting an uncommon hesitation in her voice. 
 
    “Anyway, if you’re done here I have another task for you. Perhaps the idiot behind you can help too.” 
 
    Ella snaps back to reality when her step-mother speaks in an icy cold tone suddenly. She promptly turns, and this time the taps of her heels are faster than usual. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that was normal and strange at the same time,” Ella says, after silently staring at the doorway for five minutes. “I wonder what’s different.” 
 
    “She couldn’t speak to you in her normal way because I’m here,” Max quietly voices. “She knows that I’m a witness now. Plus, also this…” 
 
    Max holds up his cell phone, “I recorded the conversation. I have both a video and her talking. I’m going to venture a guess that the ‘task’ she spoke of is to throw out evidence of what she did against your father and against you.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve watched enough cop shows to know.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    Ella glances back at the repair desk and all the fixed devices there. She picks up the device where she’d spotted the removal of the company name ‘Chase’. She holds it up and turns to Max, “Do you think this means she’s doing a crime here? This and the cleaning machine—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Max rises from the seating and walks to the repair desk. He accepts the device from Ella and looks it over once she points at the location of the missing company name, “Yes, it’s clear that someone scraped off four letters.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be my father’s business. Well, actually mine.” 
 
    “Yes, it should all be yours. I’m guessing that her ‘task’ involves destroying the proof of that. We best go upstairs and see what she wants you to do, with me helping you. I’ll try to make sure she cannot go ahead with anything she has planned.” 
 
    Ella gets up and once she stands, Max takes her by the shoulders. He looks at her face searchingly before he speaks again, “I saw the book you were looking at. This isn’t a fairy tale you’re in. It’s a dangerous situation. She is dangerous. It seems she made you disappear for fifteen years.” 
 
    “No one knows about me outside this place?” Ella whispers. 
 
    “Before yesterday—no. But now they do. I told them.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting it to be like a fairy tale with me being rescued by a handsome prince.” 
 
    Max smirks, “So, I’m not handsome enough for you then?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “I know. But—” 
 
    Max stops speaking and leans forward and kisses Ella on her lips before he speaks once more, “But I guess you may not like me anyway once you know my true identity.” 
 
    Ella frowns but decides not to ask why Max would make such a comment. 
 
    Before either can break the awkward silence that suddenly descends on them, they hear a voice echo through the corridor that neither wants to hear, “Ellaaaa. Spick and span—” 
 
    Both Ella and Max feel like children being chastised as they walk into her step-mother’s office. They’re met with a cold, hard stare. Ella feels Max’s hand touch hers. It allows Ella to relax somewhat. 
 
    “If the two of you want to play pranks, there are consequences for that sort of behaviour. As I said this morning, I need to make this place perfect for the investors. The offices are too much of a mess to my liking. I want both of you to collect all unnecessary paperwork, books, junk…and throw it all down the chute so it all goes into the dumpster downstairs.” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Chase,” Max answers. 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Ella whispers. 
 
    “I’m going now. I have dinner planned with my two daughters.” 
 
    Both Max and Ella stay silent until the fast-paced tap-tap-tap has faded from earshot, then Max whispers the precise thought going through Ella’s mind, “She doesn’t even regard you as a daughter.” 
 
    “I guess she never has,” Ella whispers back. “I guess it proves even more how right you are about all this. Whatever all this is really.” 
 
    “I have some friends—That dumpster isn’t going to rid her of evidence, if you get what I mean. Let me call someone quick. It’s best you stand out there in case she comes back.” 
 
    Ella frowns a moment, then she nods. Once outside the office, she listens to the murmur coming from within. The call doesn’t last long… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Max nods at Ella when he walks from the office. Despite having another moment of doubt about him, Ella feels relief wash over her, I guess I’ll have to trust him. But I wonder what’s with all the questions he keeps asking me. No cleaner needs to know this much… 
 
    “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    Ella glances around. Her gaze fixes first on the door of her step-mother’s office, then the two for her step-sisters, and then finally on the door where she’d found the book earlier. 
 
    “I think, and I’m not an expert, that if you swapped dumpsters so evidence goes somewhere safe, that the first evidence would be the paperwork in the offices of the bitch and her two daughters. Yes, you’re right I’m not her daughter. I’m my dad’s daughter. Then there’s certain things I want safe from her antics as well.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s your call. I’m just here to help. I guess I deserve this after the way I spoke to her earlier.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Not so much what I said, but how I surprised her by using her precious elevator. Have you never seen how stupidly silly she’s about touching stuff? Last time she touched something dirty it was almost like she could have placed her hand on a hot stove.” 
 
    “I had noticed it. I thought it was because of me.” 
 
    “There are people out there, who feel fearful of touching dirty stuff. I think she’s one of them. A few of such people, can also become unreasonable at times with others, while wanting to keep stuff clean. Not going to say this is what she has, but the symptoms are there.” 
 
    “If she’s sent to prison I hope they give her the dirtiest cell in there.” 
 
    “When—” 
 
    Ella looks at Max, then softly repeats the word, “When—” 
 
    A whistle pierces through the air, and Ella jerks up and she looks towards the open window, “What was that?” 
 
    “Our signal. Once we’ve collected all the evidence, and the things you want to save from her wrath, they’ll take the current dumpster with those items away and replace it with one containing another company’s junk, and then we complete the task here. She’ll be none the wiser, and unless the bitch digs down to the bottom of the dumpster or gets her precious daughters to climb in to do it for her, she’ll never know what we did here.” 
 
    “Those precious daughters better take off their expensive shoes covered with Swarovski gems or they’d be totally ruined in the experience. The last time they tried to do anything remotely close to cleaning, one of them, can’t recall who now, lost a shoe down the chute, and she was in a right panic until one of the employees had found it. The shoe was ruined. Then as she stepped into the shoe, she cut off her toe almost because of a piece of glass that had gone inside the shoe during its descent.” 
 
    Max laughs. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, the more I hear about your oh-so-dysfunctional step-family the more I feel like I’m caught up in a modern-day version of the Cinderella story. No pun intended, and no insult meant by it.” 
 
    “None taken. I think the same. Especially now with you here. No pun or insult intended either.” 
 
    “One difference, though. I think it’s more likely that you will be doing the rescuing in the end, not me.” 
 
    They’re silent as they walk into the next office to clean up: the one belonging to the oldest of the two step-sisters. Max grabs a pile of paperwork from the highest shelf and hands it to Ella, who places it on the desk. 
 
    “Did she need stitches for the toe?” 
 
    “Errr—Haven’t you noticed how odd her shoes look. Some of the employees claim half her toe is missing.” 
 
    “It may sound harsh, but in a way, it will teach her. Vanity never gets its just reward. Neither does cruelty and—” 
 
    “I wonder why she has a photo of my dad and I here?” 
 
    Max turns and see Ella holding up a photo. He walks over and looks down at the faded photo that shows a toddler on her father’s shoulder, “That’s you, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember this photo from childhood. I wondered where it went after—” 
 
    Max places a hand on Ella’s shoulder, “We’ll figure it all out once this is over, okay.” 
 
    Ella nods, then feels a hand caress her cheek. She looks up and sees something new in Max’s eyes. Something that betrays his feelings for her. 
 
    I guess falling in love isn’t simply two people saying ‘I love you’ to one another. It’s about two people sharing something profound and growing closer like we are. Am I falling in love with him too? My face doesn’t feel hot anymore when he looks at me like this… 
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    It’s just after midday when the last of the evidence disappears down the chute. Ella suddenly feels like a weight is lifted from her shoulders, If I can make it through the rest of today and then tomorrow, everything will be over. He says so. 
 
    “Right, shall we see if the floor below has anything important too?” 
 
    “My dad’s old office is there. She keeps it locked, though.” 
 
    “I’m the cleaner here. I have a master key for all doors.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go there next. But what about his chair? It won’t fit down the chute.” 
 
    “I’ll carry it down and tell one of them downstairs to place it in the truck they have with them. It will be just as safe.” 
 
    “Please do. It’s the only thing I have left that’s special. He told me my mother purchased it when he got the patent granted. Yes, I know about that because I’ve been reading through the paperwork we collected in the bitch’s office.” 
 
    Ella is about to walk towards the stairs when Max stops her, “No, Ella. This place, all of it, is yours. We go down in that…” 
 
    Max nods towards the elevator. Ella swallows hard, looks at Max who nods at her encouragingly, then she nods and slowly walks towards the elevator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ella stands close to Max as they both stare up at the display telling them that the elevator is on its way. There’s nothing to stop them from having to confront Mrs Chase, if she’s standing inside the elevator once the doors slide open. The tension makes Ella’s heart beat faster inside her chest. She feels her body tremble. She knows it’s forbidden for her to go on this elevator… 
 
    She feels Max’s hand grip tighter around her own. She feels a renewed surge of courage, I can do this. All this is mine. The thought repeats itself in sync with the counting up of the elevator’s display. She heaves a deep sigh when the elevator is empty once the doors open a minute later. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    Ella doesn’t hesitate. She knows that now there’s no turning back. Whatever we’re doing, it’s now in motion, and I have to remember that tomorrow is my last day here like this. Tomorrow she’ll pay for what she did to my dad and to me. 
 
    The doors close, and Ella can’t help herself and she smiles when a soft tune starts, “That was my Dad’s favourite piece of classical music,” Ella whispers. “I wonder now how the bitch feels every time she’s in this elevator.” 
 
    “It definitely taunts her. She didn’t look happy when she stepped into this elevator earlier. I guess it’s your father’s way of being able to keep taunting her despite his passing, so I’m guessing that he discovered that she wasn’t the right woman for him. Maybe their marriage was him being on the rebound because he was still grieving your mother’s passing. It makes it even clearer to me that something happened and that she’s involved in it directly.” 
 
    “Maybe Dad wanted to divorce her, but she did something that caused him to die.”  
 
    Ella gasps and presses her hands over her mouth. She stares with wide-open eyes at Max, “Did I just say that?” Ella mumbles from behind her hands. 
 
    “You did. And unfortunately, you may be right.” 
 
    Another period of silence accompanies their walk towards the room where Ella had been sitting just a few days earlier when she’d encountered Max in person for the first time. As they arrive at the room, Max and Ella look at each other before walking inside. 
 
    Ella sits down in the chair and runs her hand along the side of the chair, “I miss him so much.” 
 
    “I understand you miss him, but you need to look forward, not back.” 
 
    “I know. I guess I’ll have to come to terms with whatever happened to him.” 
 
    Max squats down and holds his hand against Ella’s cheek, “You’re not alone anymore. I’ll help you through this until it’s over. I cannot tell you more than that, and I do hope that you’re not going to think less of me when the truth does come out. Remember this, regardless of what happens. Truth always prevails when people try to lie or cheat their way into situations such as what your step-mother and step-sisters are doing. It will all work out okay.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Anyway, let me carry this chair downstairs. You stay here, and please wait until I’m back. Hide somewhere if the bitch turns up, and if that happens, just stay silent.” 
 
    Ella nods. 
 
    Max straightens up, and Ella gets up, though somewhat reluctantly. She nods, then watches Max pick up the chair without any effort. Suddenly, she realises how strong Max really is, so when he said he could protect her, he means it. She watches Max walk from the room, then looks around in a panic for a moment before rushing to the window to look outside. 
 
    After several minutes have passed, Ella sees Max far below her, carrying the chair to a vehicle where two men seem to greet him like they know him. I wonder who they are. They seem to know him. Ella smiles when she sees the chair being handled like it’s the most precious object ever, like an expensive painting was being carried and not her father’s old chair. 
 
    “I guess I’m liking him more and more. He kissed me. I wonder how he really feels about me…” 
 
    Ella turns and walks to the table and walks past the piles of paper lying on the desk, all of which are covered in dust. It’s obvious that this room hasn’t been used for years. Ella looks at the end of the long table, and for a moment she can imagine her father sitting there. 
 
    “I better make sure that I collect all this paperwork as well while I’m here. It may prove this company is mine.” 
 
    Ella picks up the first pile of paper and blows the dust from it. She sees a date on the top of the first sheet of paper. “That date is more than fifteen years ago. What happened here for this to be left behind, and then for Dad to die so suddenly.” 
 
    Ella looks up when she hears footsteps, but as they lacked the distinct taps of the heels of the sort of shoes her step-mother or step-sisters wear, she feels some relief. A moment after, Max enters the room. 
 
    “I found something here.” 
 
    Max walks around the table to where Ella stands, still holding the pile of dusty stack of paper in her hands. She hands them to Max, who looks over the page. 
 
    “A date.”  
 
    “I saw it too.” 
 
    “It could give some evidence in finding out what your step-mother did fifteen years ago. We can add this to the items we’re extracting from this place.” 
 
    “Are those two men going to take it all somewhere safe? I saw you talking to them.” 
 
    “Yes, they are also helping. I best wait with saying how until after tomorrow, okay.” 
 
    Ella nods, then stares around the room in a pensive mood, before she continues, “I usually have trouble trusting people because of how the bitch treats me, but with you…” 
 
    “You trust me?” 
 
    “I actually do.” 
 
    “Hopefully, that won’t change…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Ella yawns, and for a change, she had the chance to sleep through the night because of Max’s suggestion for him to be ‘on duty’ as he’d stated. She stretches, then stares at the window, and sees sunlight streaming in. 
 
    “What time is it?” she mutters. 
 
    “Time for breakfast.” Ella smiles when Max’s voice echoes from the repair room. A moment later Ella becomes aware of something smelling sweet. 
 
    “What breakfast?” she calls out. 
 
    “I got it over here on the repair desk. I wonder if I should eat it all. There’s no way you’ll enjoy pancakes for breakfast.” 
 
    “Pancakes? You got pancakes?” 
 
    “Yes, I have pancakes. Let’s see—one, two, three, four, five, six for me if you don’t hurry up and get here.” 
 
    Ella jolts up from the bed, puts on her clothes, then she rushes next door where she abruptly stops. She stares in amazement at the repair desk which is devoid of any equipment to be repaired or any tools lying there usually. Over it lies a linen table cloth on which sits a large plate with a stack of pancakes on top of it. Next to it sits a small bowl with fruit, a bottle of what she guesses is a bottle containing syrup of some sort, and small plate of butter. 
 
    “My dad used to do pancakes when I was little,” Ella blurts out. She feels a sudden hunger pang. The next moment, Ella feels her face hot from blushing, when her stomach makes an audible gurgling sound. It’s met with a wave of laughter from Max. 
 
    “Come. Sit. My mother made these pancakes when she heard about you from me last night. Your father’s chair is now a guest in her spare room, and she said to me that you’re welcome to come live with her until you get everything sorted out to start afresh, once this is over.” 
 
    “Really? That’s really nice of her.” 
 
    “You’ll meet her tomorrow afternoon. And the offer stands regardless of how you may view me after tomorrow.” 
 
    Ella decides not to ask for the meaning of the words. Instead, she smiles warmly at Max, then sits down at the repair desk and looks at the food. She feels hesitant about taking any of it. 
 
    “If the bitch comes, I’ll make sure she leaves you alone.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Now, how many pancakes do you want? I got more in that container over there.” Max nods sideways towards the wall. Ella sees a box on the floor. 
 
    “I think I start with two.” 
 
    “I’ll take two as well.” 
 
    Ella looks at the remaining food on the repair desk. 
 
    “This bottle has maple syrup in it. It’s from Canada. My mother has her sister send it over from there from time to time.” 
 
    “Your mother is from Canada?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “I guess my mother decided to let my father decide where the money was best.” 
 
    “Is that why he wanted you to be an electrical engineer?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “I guess so, but that’s a rather long story. Too long for a romantic breakfast with the bravest woman I know.” 
 
    “I’m not brave.” 
 
    “I think you are. Anyway, let’s continue. This fruit here is a mixture of berries from my mother’s garden. The way I like to have my pancakes is as follows…” 
 
    Ella watches on as Max places a spoonful of the fruit on each of his pancakes, then pours some of the syrup over it, then places a thin slice of the butter on top. He rolls each pancake tight. She copies all his actions. 
 
    “Try it,” Max says, beaming a smile at her. 
 
    Ella complies, and her face displays a broad smile a moment later, “That’s delicious.” 
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    Ella is about to place the first bite of her fifth pancake into her mouth when she hears a sound that makes her cringe to the core. 
 
    Tap-tap-tap. 
 
    Not just one person’s footsteps, but three. A moment later, she stares at her step-mother and step-sisters, who all stare back, first surprised, then annoyed, then all three displaying a mirror image contortion of anger. 
 
    Max and Ella stare at the newcomers, then at one another, before both burst out laughing loud and uncontrollably. 
 
    “What is going on here? Ella, who gave permission for you to be slacking. What is this food doing here?” 
 
    “It’s our breakfast. I think we have a plan to have a day of fun today.” 
 
    “Mother, why are you letting her talk that way?” 
 
    “Yes, how dare you speak to me in this manner. I’m your mother and—” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You are a step-bitch.” 
 
    “Mother.” 
 
    Ella giggles then looks at her step-sisters, “Not so much fun when you’re not in control, huh? I guess I can decide later what the employees will be doing when they arrive.” 
 
    “It’s our company.” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Chase, this is actually her company, and before that, it was her father’s company. None of you three has any claim to it. Not if I go by some of the paperwork I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Shut up, you’re just a cleaner here.” 
 
    “I guess I can clean up this place somemore. It seems I missed some dirt right here. Want me to clean this place up somemore, Ellana?” 
 
    “Her name is Ella.” 
 
    “It’s Ellana Chase, and you know it, you bitch. And this place belonged to my father, and now it’s mine,” she announced. 
 
    “And now who is going to believe you, Ellaaaa…” 
 
    Ella stares at the younger of her step-sisters with equal venom that she’s seeing in the woman’s face. Maybe in another life, and other circumstances they might have been friends, but not now and certainly after what the other woman’s mother had possibly done fifteen years ago… 
 
    Ella is about to speak again when she feels Max’s hand grasp hers and squeeze it softly. She quickly looks at him and sees him shake ever so gently. She turns her face back to the three women opposite her, but she stares blankly at the fire hose beyond them to focus on something other than them. She shuts her mind, also, to the taunts coming now from all three… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When the sound of three pairs of high-heeled shoes finally fade in the distance, Ella finally relaxes and slumps forward. She bursts into a flood of tears, “I told you. There’s no way I can ever get away from them. They hate me, and what they said will happen. Once you’re gone they will make sure I’ll regret eating these pancakes, and what I said to them all…” 
 
    Ella looks silently at Max, now with the earlier doubts back in her mind about him, and curious also how he plans to explain what he’d hinted at. Max seems to stare at his plate, seemingly shy now. Ella places her hand gently over his hand. He looks up at Ella. 
 
    “I guess I said stuff you’re wondering about.” 
 
    “I’m wondering about it, but I guess I can wait until tomorrow for answers. I guess I need to trust you.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetheart.” 
 
    Ella looks surprised when Max answers in a tone similar to how he’d spoken to her on the first evening. She backs away. 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I guess I’m preparing myself for rejection…” 
 
    Max gets up and stomps from the room. Ella stares after him in astonishment, then looks at the table. She reaches over the repair desk to something she recognises as belonging to Max. He’d forgotten his wallet… 
 
    Ella feels tempted to open the wallet. Opening it would offer the immediate answer of who Max really is, and perhaps why he’s here. She starts to unfold the square object, but Ella only makes it a quarter inch into the action before she snaps the wallet shut and gently, like she’s handling a fragile object, places it back in the place it had been lying. She pulls her arm away, and stares at the door and listens for any footsteps that indicates Max coming back. 
 
    No sounds. 
 
    Silence permeates Ella’s surroundings. Like the building had become abandoned. She listens for sounds from outside. She can’t hear any cars driving by, and glancing at the clock on the wall and seeing it’s only a minute before the 9 AM bus would drive by, stop for a few seconds then move on… The ticking of the clock goes past the moment that this arrival of the bus would happen. Silence everywhere… 
 
    Ella sighs, then glances around at the small repair room, and then at the door of the room that was her designated ‘bedroom’, though the circumstance of the massive workload given by Mrs. Chase often meant she didn’t, or more precisely, couldn’t use it. 
 
    She gets up and walks to the door. After a final longing stare at the repair table that had been so romantic until the arrival of Mrs. Chase and her two daughters. Suddenly, the breakfast felt off, almost like dressing up for pretence. 
 
    Ella gags, and a moment later, she throws up. The impact of the situation causes a renewed fear to well up. Something about it seems like she was being fooled into believing things would change, “Maybe Max isn’t even his real name. Maybe he was sent here to test me. To make sure I would be obedient. No Prince Max for you.”  
 
    No prince of any kind for you, Ellana Chase. 
 
    Ella walks to the bed in the corner of the room. She slumps down and pushes herself into a tight ball. A thought repeats itself in her mind despite every effort to ward it off, “But I love him, but I love him, but I love him…” 
 
    The emotion of what happened during the morning causes Ella to become exhausted, and an hour later, she falls asleep without noticing it… 
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    Ella wakes a few hours later and stares at the window. The dusk betrays an immediate difference between this day and any previous days. 
 
    “It was supposed to happen today…” Ella whispers. “Where’s Max? Why can’t I hear any of the machines working?” 
 
    Ella pushes herself up using the wall for balance. She feels a dizzying nausea overcome her for a moment, and realises that she’d last eaten early that morning, and then had thrown it all up. Leaning against the wall, she moves towards the door, uncertain what she might find outside it. She steps into something wet with her bare foot, and realises her puke is still on the floor. She glances at the repair table… 
 
    “It’s all still there. Even the wallet.” 
 
    Ella jerks when her own voice sounds loud. She listens for any reactions from outside, in case someone was waiting for her to awaken. Still that same silence… 
 
    She walks to the table where three, now cold, pancakes lie on the large plate. She grabs one and mechanically chews from it while staring intently at the wallet. That wallet, which could offer her all the immediate answers. Why am I so afraid to look inside it? I guess it’s a bit like Cinderella’s shoe. It belongs to the ‘chosen one’, except, it seems, I’m becoming like the Prince. Does it mean that I could prove to Max I truly love him if I don’t look inside it? If I don’t do that, then let the truth come out, and then give him it and do it without ever looking inside… 
 
    Ella puts half the pancake not yet eaten down on the plate. She reaches for the wallet once more and holds it against her chest. She lets her fingers caress the surface, then brings it to her nose and smells real leather. 
 
    “I guess he cares about the chair for other reasons than just to be nice. This shows he cares about how he comes over to everyone around him. I guess he won me over with his behaviour and caring for me, not by saying a hollow ‘I love you’ to me.” 
 
    Ella jerks and drops the wallet on the chair beside her when she hears footsteps approach. A few moments later, she stares at the foreman of the factory, who seems tired, withdrawn, and awkward in his mannerisms. For a moment, Ella expects the usual short barked comment that he’d always convey to her on behalf of Mrs. Chase telling her that day’s tasks. 
 
    “I was sent down. They want you up in an hour…” 
 
    The foreman is gone before Ella can respond to his words. The words leave her frozen in place and wondering again what’s going on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ella glances around the corner of the doorway to the repair room into the corridor and finds it empty. She’s met with the silence that she’d noticed after waking. She looks behind her at the wallet on the chair, then dashes to it and places it into the pocket of her long shirt. 
 
    Slowly, Ella walks towards the elevator, almost afraid that it will open, and her step-mother will emerge from it to taunt her even more. 
 
    “No, I can’t let them bully me anymore. I must do something to stop all this, but what? And how? Will Max really help ,as he said? I wonder why he’s afraid of my reaction of what goes on up there…” 
 
    Ella stops a few feet away from the elevator. She stares at the doors, “If I go to the top floor that’s where Max kissed me for the first time. Not a kiss of lusting for something more, but that gentle caring kiss by someone who cares about a person’s feelings. A gentle kiss by someone who’s been caring about me a long time. He says he’s been here three months. He must have seen me here. But he’s letting me decide whether I want to be with him. If that’s true, that’s like true love I would guess.” 
 
    Ella walks forward and pushes her finger against the button. She glances up at the display, and almost in slow motion, the numbers count down. Too slow in her mind. She wants to be upstairs now. To find out for real if her mind is telling her the truth about Max’s feelings, or that it had tricked her in a lull of false hope. 
 
    A soft pinging sound announces the lift. She steps inside, stiffens up, and at first, can’t bring herself to push the second uppermost button. Slowly, her hand reaches out. She closes her eyes then pushes… 
 
    Another pinging sound causes Ella to open her eyes. She sees the familiar glass panels that divide the upper floor into the illusion of separate offices. She looks around for the presence of people, but all the cubicles are devoid of the usual staff. From what seems a far-off distance, she hears a murmur of voices drifting towards her. 
 
    Ella becomes aware of someone walking towards her from the left. A petite woman with black hair stops next to her and seems hesitant speaking to her, “Please…come. I was…told to bring you to a place to wait.” 
 
    Ella nods curtly. She follows the woman, who seems unwilling to engage in a conversation. The woman points at a doorway, and Ella guesses that’s the room she needs to use for waiting. 
 
    But for how long? And what? And for whom? Why…? 
 
    At first, Ella decides to stare at the windows, and for a moment contemplates looking through them to see if she could see the vehicle outside the building which Max had approached with the chair. And if it was there whether the two men were there too. And if they were there that perhaps Max might be standing there talking to them… 
 
    But Ella stays sitting. Something stops her from moving. Perhaps it’s the fear of finding out what’s going on, or perhaps because in that moment she was hearing something familiar that causes a chill to rise over her body, and her hair stand up and her skin to cover itself in goose bumps. 
 
    “Ella is the one behind this scheme to make me into the villain, isn’t she? She did all this. If she thinks she gets any of this, she’s more deluded that any of you. Maybe I should get her arrested for…for…for…something…goddammit…” 
 
    “What the hell is the bitch trying to claim about me?” Ella hisses between her teeth. She perks up, and now listens intently to what’s happening. Now her attention is entirely focused on the sounds coming from the other side of the offices, from the direction of her father’s old office. From the place, where the day earlier, his old leather chair had been located. Where dusty paperwork had shown Ella that the true ownership of Chase Industries should be hers, and not be in the hands of her evil step-mother or her evil step-sisters, whose whiny voices now also become louder, and filled with protest like that of Mrs. Chase. 
 
    Ella hears a booming voice call out, “I suggest you stop speaking, Angela. You’re the one who brought this on your own head with all your scheming that you started the day you married Roger.” 
 
    “Roger,” Ella blurts out loud. “That’s Dad’s name.” 
 
    Ella jerks her head around, and looks at the doorway, fearful that anyone might have heard her. No one comes. 
 
    So, this is about me, but I had it all the wrong way around. That man, and the others I can hear, are doing something to stop her. I didn’t even know her name is Angela. 
 
    Ella glances around, then rushes to a chair near the window. She doesn’t want anyone to realise she’d heard the words. But as she flops down in the chair, she also realises something profound, Max spoke the truth. He did help me. So, when he said he loves me and doesn’t know how I’ll feel about him today, he was worried I’d reject him for helping them. I need to go to him. If he’s here at all. If he’s here I’ll give him the wallet. I’ll tell him I love him too. And then— 
 
    Ella isn’t sure what would be next… 
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    Ella takes a sip from the cup of hot soup given to her by another of the office workers, though in her hazy mind, Ella is having trouble remembering the woman’s name. She notices a grimace on the woman’s face before she walks away. It makes Ella aware that something is going on that may not be so benevolent in nature. Ella reaches up to her face, expecting tears to be flowing down her cheeks 
 
    I guess I miss Max. Hang on, what am I thinking. I miss Max, because—Why do I miss him so much? He’s hiding something about himself that worries him, but I guess I’ve started to love him because of how he treats me, speaks to me, and helps me… 
 
    “Ella.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Ella looks up and sees the foreman from the factory stand in the doorway. She sees a scowl on his face, but she realises that it’s caused by irrational worry on his part, “Do you know what’s going on in there?” 
 
    “Sorry, no.” 
 
    “The others say that they’re going to close this place, and that she’s moving overseas with them.” 
 
    “You mean, the bitch?” 
 
    “Yes, her. She’s in there talking with the investors, but she doesn’t look happy. She was screaming at them, and I heard her use your name…” 
 
    “My—name?” 
 
    “Yes, she said to them that the disappeared money was your fault. Do you know what she’s on about?” 
 
    “Errr—no. Sorry. I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Just be careful…I was told you need to bring Max here.” 
 
    The foreman walks off, leaving Ella alone with renewed worries in her mind, which increases as she listens to the sounds from the other room. Above the sounds of all those talking, the sound of her step-mother’s screams is the loudest. 
 
    “She sounds like she’s being tortured or something,” Ella murmurs. “Well, I guess that after the way she’s treated me, she deserves to be locked up in a tiny cell the same size as the one I had to use, with the same sort of food she always gave me, and I guess she can stay there for the rest of her life…” 
 
    Ella jolts up from the chair and for a moment she’s uncertain what to do, but then she stares at the doorway. Slowly, she walks towards it. When she reaches it, she stares down the hallway towards where the rowdy discussion is coming. The hallway is empty. 
 
    “I guess I can go rescue Max. Never mind, whatever his secret is. I love him. I’m certain he feels the same about me…” 
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    “Are you going to keep polishing that window, or shall I rescue you from this job, Max?” Ella grins when Max turns around. “I could carry you out of here like in that movie, errr, what was it called again?” 
 
    “You mean like in the movie ‘An Officer and A Gentleman’?” Max laughs loud. “Are you up for carrying me like that?” 
 
    “I guess I can’t carry you, but you can come with me. If those lawyers up there are right, you’re on my payroll so…you can come with me upstairs. I want someone I trust there with me, while they listen to the sore excuses the bitch and her kiddos are telling the lawyers about what the hell they’ve been doing for the last fifteen years.” 
 
    “You want to find out what they did to your father?” 
 
    “Yes, actually!” 
 
    “Even if it points at something bad?” 
 
    Ella frowns for a moment, “Do you think something bad happened?” 
 
    “Only way to find out is to go upstairs. I’ll go with you, but you need to be prepared for surprises, okay.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Max walks close to Ella and stops in front of her. He lifts her face with a finger and looking searchingly into her eyes, “You got your father’s eye colour.” 
 
    “How do you—” Ella can’t finish the sentence because Max presses his lips against hers. Ella’s eyes fly open wide, and for a moment she squirms. But it doesn’t take long for her mind to shift to the events of a few nights earlier when Max had kissed her forehead. She feels her face become hot and is certain that she’s blushing. A few minutes pass, then Max slowly moves away from her. 
 
    “I guess that first time when I kissed you a few nights ago, it wasn’t good enough to show how I feel. I’ve been here for weeks, and I managed to fall head over heels in love with you in that time. But I’ll let you decide if you feel the same about me after we’ve gone upstairs, okay.” 
 
    Ella nods, and for a moment feels a pang of fear rise about whatever it is she’s about to discover about Max. 
 
    “I have something of yours…” Ella says hesitantly.  
 
    “Something of mine?” Max stares surprised at Ella. 
 
    “Yes, this.” Ella smiles when she sees Max’s face go from surprise to fear, “It’s not a glass shoe, obviously.” 
 
    Max grins at Ella, then looks again at his wallet, and frowns.  
 
    “I didn’t open it.” 
 
    “Errr…okay.” 
 
    Ella smiles when she sees Max blush as bright as perhaps she’d done herself before, when he had caught her off guard, “Should I look? Okay, so what secrets does ‘Prince Max’ keep in his precious wallet. Perhaps a discount card for a shoe shop for a secret shoe fetish…” 
 
    Max looks again at Ella and sees her grinning broadly. 
 
    “I’m trying to tell you it’s okay to surprise me. By now nothing surprises me anymore. Unless it’s a revelation that you’re the bitch’s brother’s nephew’s cousin’s former roommate, then I think you’re perfectly okay…” 
 
    “You’ve seen that movie?” 
 
    “Yes, secretly. I think one of them who works in the offices upstairs took pity on me for having boring nights with nothing to do. She left her cell phone behind on purpose. On the screen it said ‘Click the button, watch the movie, have a night of giggles’. 
 
    “I love that movie…” 
 
    “I guess we got something in common it seems.” 
 
    Max takes hold of Ella’s hand and pulls her closer. He reaches up to her face and caresses her cheek with the back of his hand. He leans forward and kisses gently on Ella’s forehead. He looks down at Ella, and she sees some concern flash over his face for a moment, before he speaks again, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’ll have to face the music at some point.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be bad. I promise…” 
 
    “Then why are you worried?” 
 
    “I guess—I think I’ll have to explain when we get upstairs. It’s no accident you were told to come downstairs for me. It was planned that this would happen in this way, so they can confront her before she knows more. They’re busy sorting out things so you’re going to be okay. I guess I’ll have to deal with what’s to come too…” 
 
    Max turns abruptly and starts walking. Ella feels like her shoes are made of lead as she follows Max up the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Max holds a door open, and beyond it, Ella finds the room packed with men and women, some of whom she recognises from the second night’s investor meeting. She also sees her step-mother and step-sisters sitting at the table, and all three glare her with seething anger. 
 
    “Ah, I see you found my son.” 
 
    “Your son?” Ella asks hesitantly. 
 
    “My name is Max Burley.” Max’s voice sounds devoid of emotion. 
 
    “Ha! And you probably thought you had snagged him.” 
 
    Ella stares her oldest step-sister angrily, “Snagged him.” Ella mouths. “What does she mean?” 
 
    “I guess my son kept to his side of the bargain and made sure no one was told who he really is. Ella, I cannot wave a magic wand like I’m some sort of Fairy Godmother, but I can make sure they don’t ever bother you. But to do that. I needed evidence.” 
 
    “I’m an undercover cop, Ella. I came here to do a job because my father asked me. What I didn’t count on is to fall in love with you in the process.” 
 
    “You’re a cop?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that explains it.” 
 
    “Explains what?” Max frowns, looking confused. 
 
    “All the questions you kept asking. I guess you needed specific details to confirm what your father suspected.” 
 
    “Roger Chase was one of my closest friends. When he died, seemingly in perfect health, and then somehow you disappeared off the face of the earth a few weeks later I knew something was wrong. Her changing the deeds of your house, changing the name of the company that I once helped to start with a sizable investment, and—” 
 
    “What you do you mean about me disappearing?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Max reaches into a pocket in his jacket and pulls out a piece of paper. “Remember a few days ago when I asked you what your full name is…” 
 
    Ella nods, and hesitantly accepts the paper Max is holding out. She glances at it, and her face contorts into anger and disgust. She glares at her step-mother before she yells, “Did you try to claim that somehow I decided to jump off a bridge, you evil disgusting bitch?” 
 
    Ella is met by laughter. From all three individuals sitting at the table, all sneering at her once more before laughing even more. Ella starts to walk towards them, but she’s stopped. 
 
    “They’re not worth it. They’ll go to court and then go to jail for a very long time,” Max says softly.  
 
    Ella glances up at Max, “Can you promise that?” 
 
    “Yes. All these people here are my friends, Ella. They, and I, and Max as well, we’ll all testify against them. What we’re doing now won’t bring back your father, but what we do now can give you a new and better life,” Max’s father says. 
 
    “I’d like to be part of that life, if you’ll have me, Ella,” Max whispers. “I love you. I guess I fell in love with you when we started talking that night when you were sitting in the chair that was over there…” 
 
    Max nods, and Ella glances over her shoulder. He nodded towards where the exquisitely grandiose leather chair was located when he’d made his presence known to her. 
 
    Ella looks up at Max. He flashes a weak smile at her before he speaks again, “If you’ll have me…” 
 
    It only takes a moment of hesitation before Ella’s arms find themselves around his neck, and before she finds herself kissing him. She feels his arms slide around her waist and feels herself suddenly being pulled even closer. 
 
    Ella only partially hears the protests coming from her step-mother and step-sisters, “Ellaaaa, we can be friends, can’t we? Take your filthy hands off me. Ellaaa, please, listen to me. It was mother who did this, not us. We’re innocent. We never meant any of it.” 
 
    Minutes later the room is silent again. Ella feels a soft tap on her shoulder, “Ella, you need to sign a few pieces of paperwork.” 
 
    Ella looks perplexed at tall man standing beside her. 
 
    “After signing it, all this will be all yours. Like your father wanted.” 
 
    “Only on one condition…” Ella states softly. 
 
    “What condition?” 
 
    “That you stop bugging Max about his choice of career. I love him just the way he is, and before he started this business, Dad was a cop too.” 
 
    “I guess I can live with that condition.” 
 
    “Me too,” Max adds. 
 
    “I have a condition for you too, Max.” 
 
    “Oh, oh.” 
 
    “I want you to teach me everything you know so I can continue with my dad’s legacy. When I saw the cleaning machine that night I realised that I should be doing what he did while he lived. I want this company to thrive, and I’m going to need help for it.” 
 
    “So, I guess I’ll do my cop work part time…” 
 
    “Only if you want to. One thing I’ve learnt from all this, is that forcing people into something they don’t want to do, isn’t helpful for anyone.” 
 
    “I guess I can do that, but I have one condition as well.” 
 
    “What condition?” 
 
    “That you forgive me for deceiving you all this time. I couldn’t tell you. Honestly.” 
 
    “I guess I can forgive my very own Prince Charming.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll be Prince Charming if you’ll be my future Mrs. Burley…” 
 
    “You come here for three months of undercover work and end up falling in love in the process.” 
 
    “Yes, father, that happened. But as I said to Ella. It’s up to her, and I hope she forgives me for deceiving her…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive. All I remember is a kind man who took pity on a damsel in distress, helped her cope, and then helped to leave from here. I love you too, Max Burley.” 
 
    “I guess there’s a wedding in the cards.” 
 
    “Yes, father, that’s precisely what’s going to happen. But only when Ellana Chase tells me she wants it. I think this is her last day of someone dictating to her how to live her life…” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Nathalie M.L. Römer is an author based in Gusselby, Sweden. She lives here with her partner Anders. Before this, she resided for more than two decades in Britain. She was born in the Netherlands and later also lived on Curaçao. 
 
    Nathalie considers herself a multi-genre author, and writes science fiction, fantasy, and mystery, and is working on expanding the scope of the genres she writes in.


 
   
  
 

 Cinderfella Miguel’s Land 
 
    Chasity Gaines 
 
      
 
    Miguel, orphaned after his Father's untimely death, faces his greedy stepmother. She throws him out of the house, putting him to work on the ranch. Victoria's son talks her into selling McCoy Ranch and moving to the city. Where they can lead the lavish life they both long for in the backwater town in south Texas.  
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, Miguel's teenage sweetheart, Anna, moves back to town. Can Miguel keep his ancestral home and win Anna's heart before the end of the Masquerade Ball? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Miguel shields his chestnut brown eyes from the hot Texas sun with his hand as he surveys the ranch. Cotton grew in the top right field making it look like a cloud floating just above the ground. Yellow hay grows tall in the south field shining like spun gold glittering in the bright sunshine. His mother was raised on this very land, as was her father, a family of gringos and Mexicans. When Miguel’s mother married his father, they bought up more plots of surrounding land extending the farm into a cattle ranch and breeding quarter horses which are known to be the best racing horses in America and abroad.  
 
     The land is fertile and beautiful as woodlands stretch out behind the house, leading to a refreshing flowing creek on McCoy Ranch. The contented horses nuzzle Miguel when he comes through to clean their stalls. He always has an apple for each of the ten horses they house that will eventually be bred. Cows can be heard mooing and snorting throughout the day. Lazily swatting flies away with their tails making a swooshing sound. Roses and sage give off an intoxicating mixture of beauty and peace. 
 
    One could spend forever—feet stirring the cold water while the hum of busy insects is a grand orchestra. Brown-tailed squirrels chase each other through tall oak trees. The songs of red-breasted robins mix with the coos of the fancy-tailed dove.  Sometimes he swears he can hear his mother’s serene laughter upon the winds. On stormy nights, he can hear his mother crying.  
 
    “Boy! Are you daydreaming again? Foolish. no good, why did I get saddled with the lazy boy,” Victoria rattled on with her tirade. Miguel didn't hear the soft crunch of footsteps as his step-mother found him staring off in space. She was a nasty piece of work, but he was just as much stuck with her as she was him. 
 
     He answers her hoping he can be civil. “Ma'am, I was just catching my breath and couldn’t help but to notice how beautiful the place looks from this view.”  
 
    She snorts as if she had never heard anything as ridiculous. “You sound like your father when you talk like that. His head was always in the clouds too. At least he realized you couldn’t handle the responsibilities of such a place and left me in charge. Now get your head out of the clouds and back to work,” her shrill voice echoes as her thin lips stretch across her white teeth like a feral animal about to attack.  
 
    Her blue eyes shine brightly with laughter since she knows Miguel was bested with her cutting remark. She turns her horse, the wind blowing her blonde locks loose from her red riding cap. She cantors toward the stalls leaving Miguel alone with his loneliness, grief, and work. 
 
    Miguel’s mother died in a mysterious fire that burnt the old barn completely to the ground leaving only black ashes behind. He was turning eleven that year, and after his mother’s death, he no longer cared about being eleven. He would have given anything to be ten again and playing board games with his mother when he was sick. Miguel was slowly coming to terms with his mother’s death until the day his father sat him down and told him he was going to get remarried.  
 
    Miguel railed at his father for betraying his sweet mother’s memory. He swore he would never forgive his dad for replacing his mother so soon. It had only been eight months. How could his father forget Mom so soon? Didn’t he love her? Does he really even love me? These were the questions running through Miguel’s head every day after learning the terrible news, especially after meeting the bride to be and his step-mother.  
 
    They didn’t get along from the start. She always had some sharp criticism about his wild hair, his clothes, or anything else that annoyed her. Miguel’s soon to be step-brother was a big douche, nose stuck in the air while he wears the most expensive clothes Miguel’s father can buy.  
 
    As Miguel chopped wood for the large fireplace in the living room, he struck at his dad, Victoria, and Mason, in his mind, with each blow of the ax to the wood. He spent the next few months attacking his chores around the farm, scowl firmly pasted on his face. He stayed outside so he didn’t have to listen to Victoria scold him over the most minuscule things. He also knew Mason would rather hang himself than get his hands dirty, so he was safe from the bullying braggart. 
 
    She was nearing forty but liked to pretend she was younger with her short skirts, tanned legs, and contoured face. Victoria loved expensive clothes and designer shoes and she had a love for men with money. She had been married twice before and widowed twice.  
 
    She seemed to be a lucky woman as she always seemed to marry men who had money, influence, or power. Luckier if they held all three qualities—she could live a plush life. She was a lucky woman indeed, as both her husbands left all their assets to her. She had even owned a large publishing corporation which she sold for an insane amount of money.  
 
    She tolerated Miguel showing a motherly face around his father and their friends, but as soon as Miguel’s dad died she became the evil step-mother found in fairy tales. Victoria barely spoke to Miguel unless it was to berate him or compare him to her perfect son. 
 
    She gave Mason, her darling son, easy chores around the house while Miguel took on most of the heavy labor of the busy farm, which didn’t bother him in the least. There were times Miguel’s father would have the two of them help with mending fences, getting the cattle back in their area, or helping feed the horses. Mason would sneak off as soon as Francisco turned his back, leaving Miguel to finish the chores by himself.   
 
    Mason could be found near the creek smoking a stolen cigarette or sharing a stolen beer with his pimple-faced friend from school. Miguel received many stern talking to’s over left behind beer bottles that seemed to be blamed on him. Miguel never complained or retaliated until Miguel found Mason spying on Anna while she was changing into her swimsuit. Miguel and Anna enjoyed swimming in the azul waters of the warm spring that could be found hidden by the large bushy trees. 
 
    Mason carried around a black and blue eye for weeks. He refused to go to school but Francisco would not hear of it and he drove Mason to his private school every day until Mason’s eye healed. Francisco told Miguel that he couldn’t make him like Mason but that he was family. 
 
     Anna has been Miguel’s best friend since elementary school. They ran behind Miguel’s Dad as he carried out his many duties on the ranch, they splashed away plenty of hot summers in the creek, and they spent time with Miguel’s mom baking cookies and helping in her garden.  
 
    They grew closer especially after his mother died. Anna was close to Gracie since her own mother had died when she was born. Gracie had shown Anna the same love and affection she showered on Miguel. Anna ran crying to Gracie when she got her first period because she thought she was dying. Her father, the town’s sheriff, was too busy and embarrassed to talk to his only daughter about the female body or anything to do with sex.  
 
     Miguel longed for his eighteenth birthday freeing him from a family that wanted him gone. He knew as soon as he turned eighteen that his father would set him up on a parcel of the lands. This would have him out from underneath Victoria’s roof. 
 
     He would become his own man and take over more responsibilities around the ranch so his father could relax a bit. His father planned on teaching him the ins and outs of the ranch and how to keep the books. And, Miguel dreamed of marrying Anna, having some kids, and growing old together. However, those plans slowly turn to ashes after a few years pass. 
 
    It was a beautiful sunny; hot Texas day. The house was abuzz with the coming and going of people bringing in food, wine, decorations, and big fancy awning to shield the guests from the glaring sun. Miguel’s father and Victoria were embroiled in plans for the yearly Charity Ball the ranch held. Victoria was going big this year; changing it to a masked ball. She said this way people could mingle without the constraints of their economic background.  
 
    Sometimes she amazed him with her ability to have any sensible idea. She had ordered Miguel’s and Mason’s suits for the occasion. Miguel hating the formal clothes, referred to them as penguin suits, but his father asked Miguel to humor his step-mother.  
 
    As the stars chase the sun from the sky, the prominent guests start arriving by limos while most of the townspeople walked. They wore their best dressing up gowns and suits with fine handworked jewelry. While the more prominent guests looked sophisticated in their expensive fashion gowns by famous designers Miguel couldn’t even name.  
 
    The masks were whimsical adding color and mystery. The women wore colorful plumes stuck in their colorful hats in various styles and shapes. Some with veils while others had a more symmetrical line to them. If anyone thought them silly or overmuch, they never spoke. Miguel was enjoying watching the adults make fools of themselves as they giggled in their drinks and told jokes that caused loud laughter to drown out any other sounds. The orchestra Victoria booked played upbeat tunes as well as those that were dreamy and ethereal beckoning guests to take their places on the dance floor.  
 
     Miguel was quite happy to see Anna walk in with her parents. Her father acted as sheriff of the small town and her mother was a hairdresser. Miguel’s hands were slick with nervous sweat as he hoped to dance with Anna that night. He daydreams of her soft lips against his and felt his pants shift. He adjusts himself in the shadows as his face burned red with embarrassment. 
 
     Miguel’s voice was on the verge of changing too which would be deep and manly one minute then other times his voice came out squeakier than a mouse. His father assured him that all was normal, even the hair growing in strange places.  
 
     At fifteen, Miguel knew that Anna was the one. His heart skipped and his knees went weak around Anna. He remembered a time when he didn’t feel this awkwardness when he was around Anna, but now he did well to carry on a conversation without feeling like he was going to puke.  
 
    His father’s advice was to tell Anna how he felt because he might be surprised to find out she feels the same. Miguel was working up the courage to go over to Anna and spill his heart out to her hoping his Dad was right. He picks one of the yellow roses from one of the overfilled vase while grabbing a handful of bluebonnets from another. He fidgets with the flowers trying to arrange them with the rose in the middle surrounded by the bluebonnets. Reaching into his pocket he finds a small leather thong and ties it around the flowers. 
 
    Miguel was deliberately making his way towards Anna with his simple but beautiful bouquet when a loud crash came from the billiards room. A woman cries out and several men, including Miguel, sprint across the hall. To Miguel’s horror he found his father on the floor, his face turning blue as his hands clutched at the left side of his chest. Francisco’s eyes filled with a mix of agony and fear as he searched for Miguel in the crowd. 
 
     He tries to reach his hand out to Miguel, but his body is snatched into another spasm. Miguel runs to his father’s side—squatting down-- he lays his father’s head in his lap and clutches at his father’s sweaty hand. Tears fall onto Francisco's face as Miguel weeps as he rocks back in forth as if he were rocking a sleeping baby. Many people stand shocked with tears running down their faces while others scramble to help in some way. Miguel feels like he is far away from the events going on around him. It is like he was in a bubble where time crawls like a child taking their time. 
 
    “Dad, please, I need you… I love you,” Miguel’s staccato sentence is broken up by the ball of guilt building in the back of his throat. In his head, the voices howl with such agony that he feels as if he is being torn apart by the ripping pain. He wanted to scream and tear at his hair but he holds tight to his father’s hand as death walks in with a chill as he stands waiting patiently for Francisco to take his final breath. 
 
    Francisco held tight to Miguel’s hand and as his life force ebbs, his grip loosens and his whole body relaxes. Francisco's dark eyes are still transfixed on Miguel and his dry mouth opened as if he had tried to speak to Miguel one last time. Anna’s hand was on Miguel’s shoulder, but he barely notices as Victoria finally calms down enough to call 911, but it was too late. Miguel refuses to leave his father’s side, he is holding his father’s hand as the first responders enters the house. Miguel didn’t need to hear their pronouncement. He knew his father was dead, leaving him with Victoria and Mason. 
 
    Shortly after the ambulance arrives, many people start to leave the party after giving their witness statements. Many people offer their condolences; but by that time Miguel was numb and tired of hearing, “I’m sorry.”  Victoria’s wailings can be heard throughout the house, however, the staff of Ranch McCoy, mourned the loss of such a hands-on employer and a fair one at that by stopping all the clocks and draping all the mirrors with black cloth.  
 
    They quietly go about their business cleaning the house, for they knew that people would be in and out paying their respects for a few days. They fear the disagreeable Victoria and hope Miguel will inherit the ranch while Victoria sought more wealth somewhere other than McCoy. Many return to their beds late that night only to wonder if their jobs were safe. 
 
     The coroner rules Francisco’s death as natural causes: a blockage in his heart causing him to have a massive heart attack. Sanchez Funeral Homes picks up the body an hour after the coroner leaves. About that time, the clear midnight blue sky clouds up dyeing the sky black hiding glittering stars, letting loose a torrential downpour. Miguel swears it rained and stormed for months after his father’s death turning the land into a slippery muddy mess.  
 
     Victoria locks Miguel out of the house the night after his Dad passes away during one of the worst storms to hit Atascosa County in South Texas. Miguel’s anguish is swallowed by the loud thunder and the creaking and groaning of wood and wind. Sharp lightning lit up the area in electric blue light and Miguel can make out the various buildings. He finds comfort in the angry storm raging around him as he walks aimlessly for  hours.  
 
    He only asks about his father’s will before being surreptitiously thrown out of his own house, his mother’s family home. His guts tell him that night that Victoria knew something. Cold and wet, he walks to the barn, stumbling over rocks and roots. He fumbles with the door—everything was slick with rain. 
 
     The collected hay soft and dry envelopes Miguel as he cries hot tears wondering what he should do about his situation. He falls asleep with so many questions running through his mind. Upon awakening, Miguel decides that he has to stay, no matter what, to keep the farm running and to protect his family’s legacy. His birthright. Now, that he has had time to clear his mind; his father’s funeral is the following day. 
 
    He hopes Victoria and Mason are gone so he can get inside to grab some of his belongings. Miguel is also starving so he hopes to grab some food on his way out. He knew that when she threw him out that it was for good. Unfortunately, Victoria is sitting on the wooden porch swing sipping sweet tea with her fan in her other hand. Noticing Miguel, Victoria sits up straight and offers him a seat beside her while she pours him a glass of cold tea. He smells of hay and sweat, Victoria wrinkles her nose in disgust, but Miguel takes the proffered seat and glass, drinking deeply from the cold sweet liquid.  
 
    “Well don’t act like an animal. One night in the barn and already you act like a nasty beast,” Victoria looks like she smells something rank as some of the tea runs down Miguel’s chin onto his nasty shirt. “You will pack some of your belongings. There’s no sense in mincing words. You will stay on as a farm hand so you will not be allowed in this house again. I will make sure you eat enough to keep you fit to work and you can stay in the small shed out towards the cotton. You will have the creek nearby for water. If at any time I feel like you are slacking, I will be rid of you and you will never see this ranch again. Do you understand what I am saying to you?” Victoria is calm as she directs her speech at Miguel while keeping her steely blue eyes focused on her freshly manicured fingers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Not trusting himself to speak, Miguel nods his head as his black hair bounces around his face. He looks Victoria dead in the eyes but finds she won’t or can’t look at his face. She catches a glimpse of defeat as Miguel quietly accepts her terms, yet, she sees an ember of burning determination. She must keep his spirit low and bend him to her will if she was to pull this off. 
 
     She follows Miguel up the flight of stairs to his room on the left. So many memories—lost without a warning. Victoria tosses a black bookbag at him and dryly sneers, “Bare essentials only, you won’t have time for silliness.” 
 
     She snatches the picture of his family out of his hand slamming it on the floor and stomping the frame shattering the glass. Miguel quickly grabs the handmade bracelet his sweetheart, Anna, had given him before moving to New York. He swiftly crams it into his pocket before Victoria can see what he has picked up. Miguel packs his clothes as quickly as possible as Victoria quietly stands in the doorway.  
 
    He glances at the book of fairy tales his mother read to him and he knows he has to create a diversion so he can pack it away unnoticed. Swinging around his bookbag, Miguel hits the lamp sending it and the table tumbling loudly to the floor. 
 
     “Oh no… I am sorry Victoria,” Miguel exclaims as he bends over quickly to tuck away the book, turning around with the lamp in his hand, Miguel sits it back where it was and uprights the table, picking up the papers and other books. He looks around the room that has been his since birth. Fighting back the tears that burn his eyes.  
 
    Victoria’s face flushes an angry red as she sputters, “You better hope nothing is broken. You have enough, now go on.. get out! And I better not see you at Francisco’s funeral.” She grabs Miguel’s shoulder digging her long nails into his flesh and pushes him out of the room that has been his sanctuary for as long as he can remember. Victoria’s high heel shoes click-clack as she makes her way downstairs ready to be rid of the stepson she never wanted. Mason stands with his back against the wall in the hallway eating a sandwich watching without sympathy.  
 
    The door slams behind Miguel and he hears the click of the locks as they are turned, shutting him out of his childhood home. True, he was at least allowed to stay on as a worker. He is ready, his father had made sure of that over the past few years, and what Miguel didn’t know, he knows he will be able to catch on fast once shown.   
 
    During his father’s funeral, Miguel is supposed to be helping with the new horses his father bought days before he died in Miguel’s arms. At the insistence of his father’s farmhands, Miguel borrows some clothes and sneaks away to his father’s funeral. She won’t keep him from seeing his Dad laid to rest. He still can’t believe that just a few days ago they were planning a fishing trip. These days were moving fast, blurry. There are moments when Miguel can’t catch his breath because of the pain that likes to sneak up when he least expected it to strike.  
 
    Miguel watches hidden in the line of trees and dark green shrubbery. There are so many people giving their condolences to Victoria and Mason as they put on a Grammy Winning performance with their fake tears. He hears his name being mentioned but the replies come in hushed tones. After the priest gives his comforting remarks, Miguel fades into the shadows of the trees, tears stream down his face blurring his vision.  
 
    He has noone and that realization hits him like a stampede of wild horses. He returns to the ranch and applies all his time to learning as much as he can and helping where needed. He makes sure to work as hard as possible so that when he returns to his musty; dark shed he passes out cold-- no dreams, no questions tumbling through his mind keeping him wide awake, just the milky darkness of sleep.   
 
    Throughout the years, Miguel’s efficiency on the ranch begins to rankle at Victoria because she is scared the miserable git might try and take McCoy Ranch from her. She doesn’t know anything about working with animals, working with the land, or balancing the books. She hates animals. She makes sure the maids never open a window which would let the foulness of the cow and horse shit disturb her sensitive nose.  
 
    She knows how to entertain and shop. One needs to be in the city to do that properly. Not hidden away in some country bumpkin farming town of only 697 people. The homely dressing shops of the small town are not to Victoria’s standards so she either brings in a seamstress or orders out of fat catalogs she receives in the mail like clockwork. Packages arrive daily addressed to Victoria—jewelry, shoes, clothes, handbags, and even home décor.  
 
    She longs to show off her collection—she desires fancy parties with champagne flowing—she wants admiration for her taste in décor as in her taste in fashion. She knows that McCoy is located in the wrong place and that she will eventually need to move on if she wants to take advantage of the money. 
 
    Mason has been talking about his real estate friend from Houston. If they can sell this place for what it is worth, then she knew she would live care-free for the rest of her life while Mason travels abroad. If they were to sell she knows she will have to figure out how to maneuver around Miguel.  
 
    Victoria stands at the big window in the living room watching Miguel in the training pit with the horses. He has grown into a handsome young fellow. He looks like his mother but has his father’s generous lips. His eyes a golden brown and his hair black as a raven’s wing. His skin is brown and supple even though he spends most of his time in the unforgiving sun. He walks tall and proud even though he is dusty and dressed like the hired help. Selling this place out from under him would leave him broken. Victoria’s smile is hidden by her hand as she holds back an abrupt bout of the giggles. 
 
     Mason saunters into the room and plops down on the black sofa. Lazily, he flips through a magazine then looks at his mother. “So do you want me to call Jack and see how much this place will make us?” His green eyes flash with greed as he thinks of the Hollywood parties and Parisian women. 
 
     “I don’t see why not, and the sooner, the better. And don’t go shoving it in Miguel’s face. We need to wait until the very last minute so he can’t interfere,” Victoria whispers as she runs her fingers through Mason’s blonde hair.  
 
    Miguel is tiling the cotton field when a familiar person comes into sight. He thinks he is hallucinating, he hasn’t seen Anna in years, but there she stands looking different but the same, her soft brown hair is cut short showing off the angles of a grown-up Anna. Her crooked smile still makes his heart beat loudly in his ears.  
 
    Stopping the tractor, Miguel jumps out and runs over to the white fence. Both are speechless at the sight at each other when finally Anna starts to laugh and takes her sleeve to wipe the grime off of Miguel’s face. They both begin to speak at once bursting into wild laughter. 
 
    “Please, go first,” Miguel whispers politely. He just wants to hear her voice. Didn’t he deserve a little happiness? 
 
     “I was sorry to hear about your father. I was even more sorry to hear how that evil bitch has treated you. The whole town still talks about it all the time,” Anna’s voice breaks and tears glisten in her green eyes. She doesn’t know what else to say as she notices the shabby but clean clothes Miguel was wearing. She digs her fingernail into her hand, angry at herself for staying away so long when he needed her.  
 
    She looks away from Miguel and says, “It can all be yours, you know? I know someone who can help.” Miguel snatches his hand from Anna’s and turns away from her looking back at the house. “I know it can but I can’t find Daddy’s Will, and I can’t look for it properly because I am not welcomed at the house. Without the will, she is entitled to two-thirds of the property and so much of the money. So she plans on keeping me penniless so that she can buy the portion of my land if she hasn’t put out that I’m dead.” Miguel mutters sarcastically. 
 
    Anna looks at Miguel and remembers the snaggle-toothed boy with the wild black curls promising to marry her with a ring he made out of hay and wildflowers. She can hear him release a loud sigh. “Do you remember when you proposed to me?” She has to know if he thinks about that too.  
 
    She loved Miguel from the moment she sat next to him in pre-school and she believed for many years that he has loved her just as long. She figured it was just a regular crush, yet over the years, she can’t deny that she thought of Miguel every day after she left all those years ago.  
 
    “I remember, but even then at that young age I had something to offer you; now I have nothing to offer you. I couldn’t make you endure the life I am going to have to live because of Victoria,” he speaks fast as if he didn’t want to say it out loud. 
 
    “I’m not giving up on you so easily Mr. Bello,” Anna grabs his face and looks deep into Miguel’s eyes as she makes her promise. She stands tiptoed to lay a kiss on his pink lips. 
 
    “Maybe deep down, I don’t want you to give up,” whispers Miguel as he leans in kissing Anna deeply. He pulls away and turns away from Anna. “You better go. It was good to see you and I hope you will stop by more if you have the chance,” his voice rough with emotion. He doesn’t turn around because he can’t bring himself to watch her leave. 
 
     Anna watches him walk cat-like towards the cotton field before turning and leaving, thinking what a fool she was to think he would fall onto one knee and ask her to marry him. Anna looks into her rearview mirror and sees nothing but the brown dust cloud following her. She should have been honest with him but she knew even now he still held onto that stubborn pride of his. 
 
    He has been through so much that she can’t stand to see the defeated look in Miguel’s eyes. She wants nothing more than to comfort him and show him the love he has lacked since his mother’s untimely death.  
 
    If the great matter with the ranch can be settled in Miguel’s favor, then surely he will propose and they can live happily ever after. She laughs at the cliched romantic notion, but she knows they are meant for each other. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Miguel runs his rough hands through his shining hair as he thinks about Anna. He has done his research and he has known for a while that soon enough his stepmother would tire of the country. He was banking on it, really. He has tried on many occasion to sneak into the house and search for his father’s lost will, but Victoria had a top of the line security system installed in the house. He came extremely close to being caught the last time he tried but the butler made an excuse about a stray dog.  
 
    He didn’t have money for a lawyer to even fight for his portion of the inheritance. He explains all this to Anna while she visits a few nights later as they sit in an empty horse stall. Fat drops of rain begin making music as they slap the treated wood of the barn’s roof. Pit, pat—Pit, pat—the rain cools the warm afternoon. Anna and Miguel are lost in their conversation still taking the time to listen to the rhythmic rain shower.  
 
    Miguel decides on meeting in the barn that night hoping to keep her away from his sad; one room shed where he sleeps during the cold winter nights. During the summer, he built a tree fort near the creek with the buzzing of insects, chirping of birds, and calm trickling of water. He is excited about showing Anna the fort. It is exactly like the one they had planned on building the summer before his mother died.  
 
     Anna knows a lawyer who specializes in inheritance cases and he is currently looking through everything Anna has sent him regarding Miguel’s case. “I hope you don’t mind,” Anna adds guiltily. “He is a great lawyer, the best, plus he owes me a favor anyway,” She responds before Miguel can answer. 
 
    “Guess it can’t hurt to see what this great lawyer of yours can find.” Miguel pokes Anna in the side making her jump. “Especially since you have already sent him what he needs.” He retorts before she can come back with anything. They both realize it is getting late and that the rain has subsided, so Anna leaves taking the hidden trail from their childhood. Miguel watches Anna’s shadow skip through the high grass and disappear in the darkness of the trees. His heart swells with the hope of his dreams finally coming true as  he watches the shiny wet stars peek through the windswept dark clouds. 
 
    Anna visits the ranch at night so she doesn’t run into Victorica and Mason. Miguel knows they will forbid her to return if they find out so they are careful. Most of the nights, Victoria and Mason are gone into the city and don’t return for days. This allows Miguel and Anna plenty of time to become reacquainted and to discuss their plans for the future.  
 
    “I had given up hope for any kind of future,” Miguel admits as he picks at the corner of his thumbnail.  
 
    Anna brings some board games which they hide under a loose piece of wood in the loft of the barn. They argue over Monopoly because Miguel feels like he should get out of jail free without a card. He has always liked to make new rules up along the way. Their laughter carries to the dorms of the farm hands and they smile to know that Miguel has found the person he can relax and be himself around.  
 
     The tree house is where Anna and Miguel spend many nights. The oak wood wrapped around the tall; thick pine tree so Miguel gets a 360 view of the ranch. The small house has two rooms and is furnished with a bed, a table, and a small fire pit to cook in and to warm the small tree house. Miguel turns the other room into a fully functional bathroom with toilet and shower. 
 
     Anna can’t believe he has turned their childhood vision into a reality. Miguel has even installed a window in the ceiling of the house that can be opened on clear; starry nights or closed on those nights rain fell from the sky in big splatters. But the window allows Miguel to look out at the wide open sky.  
 
     The stars and moon, the only witness to the tender moments between them. Anna relishes in Miguel’s strong toned body. His kisses intoxicate making her knees weak. Miguel loses himself in Anna, making him feel like a man. She makes all the pain and injustice melt away. He is happy here at Mccoy Ranch with Anna and he knew Anna felt the same. 
 
    Miguel cools himself by splashing cool water over his neck and back. When he dries his face he sees Victoria’s shadow looming over him. He replaces the cup by the well and looks her in the face thinking how she resembles a bird. “What do you want Victoria? I don’t have time to chit-chat, I’m sure you know,” Miguel says harshly.  
 
    Victoria cheerily says, “I have only come to tell you that we are selling the ranch. The deal should go through in a day or two. So you will need to make arrangements. I don’t know if the new owners will want you hanging around.” She looks him up and down as if his dirty appearance is an eyesore.  Victoria turns, her flowing dress trails behind her as she disappears into the sinking sun.  
 
    Miguel kicks the side of the tractor cursing the day his father ever lay eyes on such a conniving bitch. He can’t  just let his mother’s home slip through his fingers like sand. Knowing the tears were on the verge of spilling over, Miguel heads off to his shed to be alone. He kicks the door in and plops down on the worn cot which smells of sweat and sweet grass. The tears begin to blur his eyesight before falling to the ground in wet droplets. His head in his hands he peers through his fingers looking around at the cobwebs collecting in the corners, the sweat stains on his worn mattress, and the walls—oh how they closed in on him during times like these. 
 
    There are a few homey touches to the dark shed. He has a small lantern so he has light when it is dark. He has a few homemade quilts stuffed away on a small shelf. Someone gave him a few books to read which sit on the small table by his cot. The floor was petrified wood and Miguel has to watch his step or he will catch his foot in a hole.  
 
    Flies buzz aggravatingly as he tries to get some sleep landing on his face tickling him. Roaches scurry here and there and sometimes there are mice which keep him company in the winter. Not exactly what he was used to but at least he has a roof, even if it leaks when it rains and cold air slithers through the cracks. He doesn’t dare light a fire; he is afraid it will incinerate the dilapidated shed. 
 
     Instead, he put on all the clothes he owned and wrapped up in all the blankets too. He would get lucky sometimes when a maid would sneak him some of the hand warmers one can pick up from a store. Sometimes those bad boys were a life saver. This is another reason Miguel found the time to build the tree house.  
 
    He looks around and sees the book he hid away that day he was cast out of the house. Memories of his mother and father smiling at him as he ran through the tall hay. The smell of his mother as she snuggled close to him and read. He runs his hand over the cover slowly opening the book thumbing through his favorite fairy tales.  
 
    When the book comes to the story of Cinderella,” Miguel finds a sheet of paper holding the place as a bookmarker. The paper has turned an off yellow throughout the years. Miguel carefully unfolds the paper to find his father’s cursive writing. 
 
     Scanning the words, Miguel realizes that he is holding his father’s will. It is signed by his father, Francisco Bello and held another signature of a witness, Victoria Bello. She knew this whole time that his father had left most of it to Miguel. Francisco left Victoria the contents of the wine cellar plus a generous monthly income. Miguel’s father even thought of  Mason gifting him a substantial amount of money.  
 
    Miguel’s face is red with anger but he knows he must play it calm. He has the upper hand now. He tucks the paper back into the book hiding it behind a loose board in the floor. He is sure Victoria has ransacked the house looking for this revealing paper. Miguel can hear the agitated moos of the cows heavy with milk. His stride is lighter as he makes his way to the cows waiting to be milked. He is full of excitement and hope for once since his father death and the dying sunlight didn’t seem as dark as it usually did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Anna parks her black truck on the side of the dusty dirt road down from McCoy Ranch. She trekkes through the trees using the same trail her and Miguel used as kids. The trail leads to the sparkling creek were they spent a lot of time as children and now as adults. She can’t wait to tell Miguel that her lawyer friend, Lewis Black, might have found a way that Miguel could take over ownership of the ranch. 
 
     Anna lost in a daydream of living at McCoy Ranch as Miguel’s wife with a few children running around; she didn’t see the sinister shadow descend upon her. A dreamy smile lit up Anna’s pale face as she was coming up to “their” spot when from behind one of the bigger pine trees Mason steps out with a smug smile on his flat face.  
 
    “So glad to see you, Anna,” Mason's voice is full of venom dripping from each syllable. He steps closer to Anna making her uncomfortable. She shifts her feet readying herself in case she needs to run.   
 
    “What do you want?” She asks loudly hoping Miguel would hear the voices. She didn’t like the hungry look in Mason’s eyes nor the way he slithered near her. She smells the sour alcohol on his breath.  
 
    She tries to walk past Mason but he grabs her shoulders with his soft beefy hands. His breath is hot against her face, her stomach clenches and she takes a few steps back. Anna scans the area for a heavy rock or broken limb; she might have to have a handy weapon nearby if Mason decided to assault her.  
 
    “Come on Anna, play nice. Why can’t I see what you show that wetback every night?” Mason questions as he rips her shirt sleeve and moves to take her down to the hard ground, but he finds himself face down in a puddle of smelly mud. He takes a minute wiping mud and muck from his surprised face. 
 
    Miguel is so excited to tell Anna his news that he hurries to get everything done so he can meet her halfway. Dull with the alcohol, Mason rolls over trying to get to his feet. He was going to punish Anna for knocking him down. When he sees Miguel standing over him, Mason’s face turns beet red. He kicks at Miguel’s leg but Miguel’s reflexes are faster and he snatches Mason to his feet and pushes him so hard Mason grabs onto a tree to brace himself.  
 
    “Mason if you don’t get out of here now I will make sure you never leave this ranch alive. And if I ever see you messing with Anna, I will find the deepest hole and bury you in it alive and I mean every word,” Miguel says through clenched teeth as Anna clings to him. His heart pounds in his ears and his fists clench tight ready to fight Mason if he has too. 
 
    “You couldn’t even save your precious ranch. Do you honestly think a girl like Anna will stay with you after she realizes that you didn’t inherit anything?” Mason spits blood at Miguel before running back towards the house.  
 
    “Thank you,” Anna whispers in Miguel’s ear. Miguel picks Anna up laying a kiss on her forehead. 
 
     “I’m just glad I made it when I did,” Miguel exclaims with deep furrows along his forehead.  
 
    “I know Mason thinks he can take whatever he wants, but I never thought he would try and take advantage of a woman. But I have the very thing to keep you and the ranch safe.” Miguel winks at Anna as he pulls her along. They walk through the tall grass and weeds and come to the perfect spot. Wildflowers host a banquet for honey bees and perfume the area in a woodsy citrus smell. 
 
     The Texas sunset paints the sky in vibrant streaks of pink, yellow, and blues. They melt into each other’s arms. Neither want to think Mason would have gone any further. Their lips come together as their hands roam each other’s bodies.  
 
    Their gentle groans are heard by the curious mockingbird and the squirrel looking for his hidden food. Miguel breaks away after he kisses Anna deeply that they both feel the electricity between them. Anna burns so that she thinks she will smolder into ashes right in Miguel’s arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Oh .. I almost forgot, I’ve got some good news,” Anna whispers into Miguel’s ear. “But first, you need a bath,” she says with a laugh as she pushes Miguel into the shallow creek. Miguel holds onto Anna’s hand and pulls her in with a splash of cold water. They laugh as they send a spray of water at each other. A frog lets out a croak as he jumps out of their way as crickets serenade the full moon. Sitting on a huge rock they talk as they dry in the warm night air. 
 
    Anna trips over her tongue as she tells Miguel her good news. “Lewis has found out that Victoria has the ranch listed on the market. He also said you could hold her up in court as you should inherit some of the lands. You are entitled a chance to purchase her share at a reduced rate, if she ever decides to sell the place.” Miguel sits motionless as he runs this through his mind.  
 
    “She already has a buyer; she had to gloat about how I would need to find other arrangements earlier today,” Miguel exclaims. Anna makes a low growling sound as she looks out across the fields. 
 
    “I found my Dad’s will,” Miguel mumbles as he rips apart a blade of grass. “It was stuffed inside my favorite book as a child.” He explains further as he turns to look at Anna.  
 
    Her face is frozen in a mixture of shock and elation. The moon causes the water’s reflection to ripple across her face creating shadows and casting an eerie light as she stands up and brushes a strand of hair from her face.  
 
    “Oh.. that is an odd place, but at least you had it all along. Now, what do you plan to do with this fantastic piece of information?” Anna questions him as they walk through the woods back to her truck left on the side of the road.  
 
    “I’m going to get back what is rightfully mine,” his voice deep with determination. “I want you to wait a few days before coming back out here,” Miguel says seriously as Anna climbs into her truck. 
 
     She tosses him a cell phone and points at hers. “Call me, the number is programmed,” she calls out as she pulls out onto the road creating a cloud of swirling dirt particles. 
 
    Miguel looks at the phone and opens the contacts to see Anna’s number and her lawyer friend, Lewis, included in his contact list. He has to act soon before someone else buys his home.  
 
    He hits the send button and a gruff voice answers, “Hello, Lewis Black speaking.” Lewis listens with interest as Miguel tells him who he is and that he has found his deceased father’s will.  
 
    “Do you know anything about the books of McCoy Ranch, Mr. Bello,” Lewis asks Miguel. Lewis reads Miguel’s silence reassuring him that he took the liberty to comb through the finances. 
 
     “The ranch is quite a lucrative business, however, your step-mother has been spending large amounts of money. Those losses can be recouped once she is out of the picture. I would say that the money she has spent is in the ballpark figures of those monies she inherited from your father,” Lewis continues with his findings explaining that his father’s Will would keep Victoria from selling the farm out from under Miguel. 
 
      They discuss a plan of action that will leave Victoria’s head spinning for years to come. Before ending the call, Miguel extends an invitation to Lewis to attend the ranch’s Yearly Charity Ball. Miguel gives Lewis all the details and hangs up the phone. 
 
    Every year, McCoy Ranch holds a ball that is open to the whole town. They auction off horses and other items and in turn, McCoy Ranch donates the money raised to the town’s hospital. Throughout the years, the charities have varied, this year, Victoria is donating the proceeds to children in need. After Francisco died, Miguel wasn’t welcomed to the famed event. Rich people from all over Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona flew in to rub elbows with the rich and powerful. The townspeople got to mingle with the rich and make valuable business connections. 
 
     These parties are what Victoria and that spoiled son of hers lived for especially since Victoria was on the lookout for another rich hubby. She always wants to show off the best the ranch has to offer. Pulling out Miguel’s mother’s best crystal and china plates, the best linens, and tablecloths; the house women worked around the clock trying to follow Victoria’s contradictory orders. There hasn’t been a masquerade ball since Francisco death, but Victoria decides to throw another one in celebration of selling the place.   
 
    She always liked to be seen as a gracious host to the town’s people especially since all the rumors about how she turned Gracie and Francisco's boy out of the house and made him work long hours on the ranch. She makes sure to order plenty of food so that the townspeople can take plenty home with them. She orders that all glasses are to remain filled with the best wine or champagne that McCoy has to offer.  
 
    Miguel watches from the fields as Victoria’s screechy voice can be heard yelling orders and commands. He chuckles as he imagines Victoria with no voice. She keeps opening her mouth but nothing comes out. Maybe after tonight, she will be left speechless for the first time in her gold-digging life. Miguel returns to his work, hoping tonight goes as he and Mr. Black have planned. Soon Miguel is immersed in his work—loading hay, shoeing a horse and feeding the cattle.  
 
    The day is running smoothly and Miguel hopes that is a good omen. Miguel walks with a sense of purpose and whistles as he works, ready with a smile for everyone he passes. He even takes a moment to talk with a few of the older farm hands, the ones who knew his mother and father, the older men are interested in the pretty young woman hanging around the ranch at night. A few make kissing noises while the others hoot and holler about the one who got away. Miguel’s laughter was like a beautiful song to the farmhands who knew the lad when he was a babe.  
 
    A young clear-faced teen came charging at the gathered men bringing a dust storm with him, clearly, there was an emergency but the boy gasping for air can’t get the words to come out his dry mouth. Miguel walks the youth away from the gathering crowd. “What is it, Tomas?” Miguel softly questions the sweaty boy as he hands Tomas a small cup filled with water.  
 
    Tomas takes in a deep breath and gulps down the cold water, and finally, his words start to flow. “One of the heifers has gone into labor but something is wrong. I didn't know what to do,” Tomas’ voice falters and Miguel sees the tears about to fall.  
 
    He grabs up Tomas, “Come on then and let's see if you can learn anything today.” Miguel playfully tousles Tomas’ hair before breaking out in a run.  
 
    Miguel allows Tomas to lead the way as a few others come along to watch. He was glad to see the others just in case this calf wants to take its time. He didn’t have the time tonight. Salty sweat drips into Miguel’s eyes causing them to burn. He takes his work rag out his back pocket and mops his face dry. Tomas’ panting sounds like a dog stuck in the sun all day. They finally reach the heifer who is laid out in the field, blood seeping into the green grass.  
 
    She lets out a frightening howl causing both of them to jump. Miguel jumps into action. He moves slowly toward the laboring cow while gently telling her she was going to be okay. Her wild snorting calms to more of a snore as Miguel strokes her head coaxing her to stand up.  
 
    Miguel remembers another time; when his father was alive, he helped Francisco deliver a calf that was stuck. He knew what had to be done. “A few of you men try to hold her from the front. Talk to her and try to keep her calm,” he orders the men standing behind him. He has no gloves so he rolls up his sleeve and shoves his arm halfway inside the cow, he finds the leg that is stuck, but he doesn’t know what the wet leg was hung on. He pulls as carefully as he can as the mama gives out a loud cry.  
 
    He works fast afraid they will lose the calf. The slimy leg finally gives way and the calf hits the ground in a wet plopping sound. The sac bursts and the calf tries to gain control over its wobbly legs. Cheers go up as the crowd claps at the successful birth of the calf, but their celebration was cut short. 
 
     The mama cow grunts and blows clear snot; the calf cries out hungrily, but its mother ignores him. Shadows start to chase away the light, the party would be starting soon. Guest’s car lights cut through the fences and buildings casting dim lights and elongated shadows. 
 
     Miguel picks up the bloody calf and asks Tomas to grab some milk and a bottle, but as soon as Tomas’ sprinted off, the cow cries out and another calf was born, the sac bursting like a water balloon. Twins! The ranch has never witnessed the birth of twins before. The workers each pat the fast thinking Miguel’s shoulder. 
 
     The mother was happily letting her twins feed. Miguel knew at the moment everything was going to be then okay, but not unless he makes it to the Ball in time. Covered in blood and mucus, Miguel quickly makes his way through the spreading darkness to the watering hole he uses to wash.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The water, a hot spring, bubbles as gases underneath keep the water at a comfortable temperature all year. He hopes Anna was able to leave his package in his shed unnoticed as he takes a bar of soap and lathers it washing away the grime and blood of today’s work. The spring is hidden by tall shrubs and a copse of birch trees but the impending darkness gave extra protection from being seen.  
 
    Frogs jump and splash around the outer edges of the spring. The bird's chirp and twitter as they dart and roll after one another in the darkening sky.  If Victoria or Mason got a whiff of his plans who knows what they will be capable of doing. He scrubs his face and moves on to his long black hair.  
 
    Submerging himself under the water, he lets the warmth soothe sore muscles and rinse the now dirty soap from his dark smooth body. The water cascades down his chiseled chest and washboard abs. His legs hairy but muscular with huge calves. He could have been cut from an amber stone with his dark honey skin, thanks to his Dad’s Mexican heritage. He has to make a good impression tonight so he tackles his grease-stained nails.  
 
    Nude, he lays out on a flattened rock to dry. He combs his hair until it’s dry and shining like a raven’s wing. Looking at the stars, Miguel hopes that the planets are aligned so that this endeavor pays off. He closes his eyes concentrating on his mother’s fading face. Something soft touches his shoulder, he jumps to his feet, his eyes scan the area when a pair of cold arms wrap around him from the back. 
 
     “Did you bring the suit,” Miguel spins out of Anna’s arms humiliated that she caught him this way.  
 
    Anna giggles as Miguel ducks behind the rock. She holds up the suit so he can see she has indeed brought it along. She keeps her back turned as he slips the pants on and buttons up the white collar shirt. When Anna turns around, he is slipping on the new penny loafers Anna brought along. 
 
     “You couldn’t very well walk in there bare-footed. Why, what kind of gossip would be spread around about their shoeless host,” Anna’s sarcasm is not lost on Miguel as he rolls his eyes and laughs. Miguel’s stomach is fluttering with nervous wings of a million butterflies as he fidgets with the tie. 
 
    Anna notices Miguel’s hands shaking slightly as he fumbles with his tie. She reaches out and lifts his chin so that she can look him in his eyes. “I am with you every step of the way. You need only squeeze my hand to know I am always by your side,” Anna’s sincere words are followed by a lone tear which runs down her face. He hands her the tie and she has it perfect in no time. 
 
     He has just realized that Anna is dressed up for the occasion as well. She is wearing a short black dress that hugs her in all the right places. Her long legs seem even longer. Her pixie short hair frames her face and is slightly embellished with white pearls and baby breath.  
 
    “You look breathtaking,” Miguel manages to speak. Looking down he realizes that she is barefoot too. This deep belly laughter bounces off the trees and rocks as he points at her own unadorned feet. Anna pulls a pair of strappy black pumps from behind the nearest rock. 
 
     “I couldn’t walk all this way in these, now could I?” Anna smiles slyly. “And let’s not forget the most important thing,” her face flushed with excitement as her fingers brush his. Anna holds a Zorro-like mask bejeweled while multi-colored feathers framed the black eye mask. “Go ahead, put it on,” she nudges Miguel. She pulls her own mask down, a deep purple studded with shiny white stones. 
 
     Simple and elegant, just like her, Miguel thinks as he gnaws on his bottom lip placing the strange mask over his face. It’s now or never, Miguel takes a deep breath to steady his heart. 
 
     “It’s all over tonight, my love,” Anna whispers in his ear before kissing his hand. She hands him a folded piece of yellowish paper, his father’s will, she had been keeping safe until tonight. Together, hand in hand they make it up the driveway to the front door of the two-story log cabin that sat in the middle of the land surrounded by thick oaks with an overgrown garden situated towards the back of the house where the kitchen was located. 
 
    Masked people mingle throughout the lower part of the house as music lulls in the buzz of chatter. Champagne sparkles in fancy glasses, notes of wine lingers in the air. Men dressed like penguins walk the rooms making sure glasses stay filled while others carry fancy Pattee, caviar, and cheeses to hold the guests over until the fancy feast and unmasking of the host and guests.  
 
     Anna spots Lewis entertaining a group of frenzied feathers and fake smiles led by Victoria. Laughing at Victoria’s joke, Lewis excuses himself and makes his way toward Miguel and Anna. Lewis picks up another drink on his way over. He seems to be enjoying himself. He is a dark man with brown eyes and black hair that he wears long. He has a dark mustache which covers his lips, but his eyes are humorous and intelligent and women loved him. He is what Miguel’s mother would have called a fast talker.  
 
    “Boy, she is a little much, huh?” Lewis gestures with his head towards Victoria before tossing back a tall glass of fizzy champagne. “She is bragging to everyone how she is about to make a fortune from selling the place.” He shakes his head at Miguel. “So when are we dropping the bomb on dear old step-ma?” Lewis elbows Miguel playfully in the ribs.  
 
    Miguel’s sparkling eyes turn serious as he stares toward Victoria. “At dinner, of course, were everyone can witness her humiliation.” His voice is calm but determined. Everyone will see her for who she really is; a thief, and a liar and it was about damn time. He pats his suit pocket just to make sure his father’s will is still safe and sound. Miguel closes his eyes finding comfort in knowing that he holds his father’s wishes for the future. 
 
    Miguel never once complained to anyone about the way Victoria threw him out after his father’s death. He kept his mouth shut and worked the ranch. Finding happiness in knowing the ranch was thriving and it was because of his hard work, but he will never forgive Victoria for her treatment of him. Nor could he ever trust Mason to be around Anna.  
 
     He feels at home as he wanders through the rooms, memories dancing among the hidden guest. Past charity balls swirl through his mind as the images move like inky shadows on the walls of each room. His mother teaching him to read. The cook letting him lick the spatula when she baked cakes. The colorful paintings his mother worked on for weeks in her studio, as it was called. 
 
     Sometimes she spent hours if not days behind the blue doors mixing paint and creating beautiful pieces with each stroke of her paint brushes. All his fondest memories roamed this house but the house was also haunted by his parents’ deaths and Victoria’s heartless actions. He knows he could never tear down the house but he could build a new one, he thought to himself,  a new beginning with Anna without the ghosts that have haunted him for so many years, but he didn’t have to make a decision tonight. 
 
    Miguel finds it easy to speak to everyone. A social butterfly emerging from his cocoon. His hair falls in ringlets as he begins to sweat with the heat of the bodies in the room. He speaks to one man about helping to birth twins. The man has lost a few cows because of the calf being turned the wrong way, so Miguel gave him a few pointers surprising the rest of the group. 
 
     He spoke to a gentleman about the prices of cotton and the best seeds that produce the best yield in hotter climates. Miguel overhears an older woman talking about horses and he was quickly swept up in explaining the breeding process. His booming voice was raised along in the songs being sung. Through all this, he makes sure that his mask is still in place.  
 
     He and Anna lead many dances twirling on the marble floors. They garner the attention of their gracious host with their spectacular dance moves. When Miguel and Anna begin to dance everyone disappeared into the background. The guests are mesmerized by their moves and many stop dancing to watch from the sidelines. Victoria’s rings lend her clap a metallic click gaining the attention of anyone nearby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “That was a great show of talent,” Victoria expresses in a loud voice. “I am afraid I have been tied up and have failed to greet everyone.” She looks hard at the guests who spiced up her party. They both look familiar to her, but then again, she is acquainted with everyone invited in some way.  
 
    She places her cold hands on both their shoulders almost forcing them away from the dance floor. “I am sure are talented duo is parched after that vigorous dancing,” she motions for a short penguin to bring drinks as she waves off the other spectators.  
 
    Miguel’s body tenses as Victoria leads him and Anna away from the lit up dance floor. He doesn’t want to blow his cover now. Victoria could have him thrown out of the place before he has a chance to repay her kindness. His feverish eyes find Anna’s and he winks at her before starting a conversation with Victoria.  
 
    “I've heard it whispered in town that you plan on selling the ranch,” Miguel questions Victoria before she has a chance to start questioning them. He looks past Victoria and spots Lewis chatting with what looks like a peacock with long human legs. 
 
    Anna quips, “He doesn’t mean to be rude; he has always dreamed of owning a ranch one day. We actually looked into buying McCoy but alas the price is a bit steep for our pockets,” Anna confesses to Victoria as she brings a half-empty glass to her dry lips.  
 
    Victoria smiles softly at Anna and tsks, “One day I’m sure your dreams will come true.” She decides that the young couple must be from town and without many prospects. “I am afraid I must excuse myself,” she nods her head politely and is gone in a swish of her designer dress.  
 
    “Well that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Anna jokes as they walk towards Lewis. Miguel’s eyes roll at her before kissing her warm cheek. 
 
    The feathers on Miguel’s mask stick to his sweating face. As he scans the busy room, he finds that many of the elaborate masks droop like flowers in need of rain. He is sure everyone is as ready for the unveiling of the itchy; uncomfortable face masks, as he was. Loosening his tie a bit, Miguel is overcome by the champagne and the closeness of bodies. Needing a moment alone, Miguel slips off to the gardens unnoticed. His mother’s garden was overgrown and wild since Victoria saw gardening as dirty and hot work.  
 
    Gracie’s yellow roses stand as tall as Miguel. Their fragrance intoxicating, especially on extremely hot days. The mint had taken over the herb garden, strangling out mostly everything except the shrubbery rosemary. He thinks, even the weeds could not destroy the garden. 
 
     It’s wildness reflects Miguel’s spirit at the moment. Hearing the water splashing in the fountain built for his cherished mother, Miguel's feet carry him there like it was yesterday he sat on the side of the fountain begging her to return. He had promised to be good; to do all his chores without complaint. He tossed penny after penny until Victoria demanded that he stop wasting money on lost causes. 
 
    Lost in bittersweet memories, Miguel doesn’t realize he has company. The young man like everyone else at the ball wore a mask, but it was more macabre than anything he had seen that night. The eyes were downcast while the shell white mask leaks red liquid from slashing tears. It covers one side of the mysterious gentleman’s face; the side facing Miguel. Before he can speak, the phantom speaks in a voice known all too well by Miguel.  
 
    “Oh.. look who it is, one part of the dancing stars from earlier. Yes, Mother was both amused and annoyed at that spectacle, but the others will talk of nothing for months trying to figure out who were those talented dancers,” Mason sounds amused at his mother’s contradictory nature.  
 
    Miguel tries to speak in an amazed tone, “Victoria is your mother?”  
 
    “Uh—huh,” Mason gasps as he gulps down the contents of his glass then looks at his watch. “Shit, we will be late for dinner if we don’t head back and you don’t want to piss off my dragon of a mother,” Mason snorts as he throws Miguel a look over his shoulder to check that Miguel follows. As they rush through the garden, Anna steps out the double doors looking around for Miguel.  
 
    She wishes she would have followed him but Miguel knows this house better than she did. She scans the area one more time when she notices the colorful feathers of Miguel’s mask, however, she did not know the gentleman walking with him.  
 
    Anna catches herself before releasing a loud gasp at the horrific bleeding face of the man slinking forward. She notices that it’s a mask but one fit for Halloween, not a formal masquerade ball. She smiles at both the men as they come to the door.  
 
    “I was about to come looking for you. Mrs. Victoria said dinner will be served soon and she would like for us to join her at her table,” Anna’s voice sounds jovial and excited. She throws Miguel a quizzical glance over her shoulder as they walk back towards the front yard. 
 
    Miguel gives a quick introduction with a playful wink, “This is our host’s son, dear. We both took to the gardens for some fresh air before dinner and ran into each other.” 
 
    Miguel looks at Mason and apologies, “I beg your pardon sir, I am afraid I didn’t catch your name.” He sticks his hand out to shake Mason’s hand knowing this is the only time they have been or ever will be civil to one another.  
 
    Mason takes Miguel’s hand and is surprised by the strength and their roughness. These are working hands, he thinks. “Mason Brightwood, please call me Mason though. Please let me accompany you to dinner, that way we can make sure you get those seats close to Mother.”  
 
    They walk through a long corridor with springy burgundy carpet that was home to many old portraits with dates going back hundreds of years. Some of the portraits were of buxom women who bore a regal look while the unsmiling men were dressed in military uniforms.  
 
    “Who are all these people?” Anna queried. She found one of the pictures absolutely mesmerizing and stopped to take a closer look. The man looked just like Miquel just lighter skin tone. The handsome man had to be a great-great-grandfather of Miguel’s. He stares at the man who shares his face and birth name.  
 
    He remembers the heroic tales his mother use to tell him of his great-great-grandfather, Miguel Jose Bello. He fought in the Mexican-American War and was killed for what he believed in, the freedom of his people. Miguel hopes he has the strength of his namesake.  
 
    Mason’s face turns pink and his comment comes out sounding hostile as he fidgets with a ring on his forefinger. “Don’t know really. I think they belong to the woman whose family started McCoy Ranch.” It should be his family’s portraits lining a hallway. He had begged his mother to auction them off but she had denied the request due to the respect the townspeople felt for Gracie and her ancestors.  
 
    They arrive at a huge pavilion set out on the front lawn. There are several pavilions set up around the large front yard, with bright white tops, to accommodate every single guest. Tables and chairs begin to fill up as people become ravenous and excited to see what the feast will hold this year. Some are so far gone in their cups that they sway in their chairs as their eyelids lazily fall. 
 
    As everyone finds their seats, Victoria sees Mason walk in with her famous dancing duo and waves them to her. She has saved enough seats for the three of them so that they are all sitting at the same table where they find Lewis seated also.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Miguel slightly nods his head at Lewis as he pulls a chair out for Anna. Lewis grins mischievously as he takes a sip from his glass. As the remaining guests find their way to a seat, the low murmur of voices—interrupted by laughter—grew to a loud hum as the guests waited for their host to give a toast before the unmasking so everyone could dig into the mouth-watering food that could be smelled upon the soft breeze.  
 
    Anna squeezes Miguel’s hand under the table as Victoria rises to give the formal toast. Victoria looks happy with herself as she gazes around at her hungry guests with her glass full in her hand. Mason sways as he stands to ask for everyone’s attention allowing his mother to begin her speech so we can begin the feast.  Victoria looks at Mason with pride on her face—she smiles at Mason as he takes his seat and begins. 
 
    “As always I am happy that all of you could join us this year. Mason and I have always appreciated the support of you-- our friends, and neighbors, through all these years. I know Francisco is smiling down at each of us as we gather to carry on this tradition and raise money for those who are in need. This year all proceeds will be given to the burn center of the Children’s Hospital in Houston,” Victoria lets a tear come to her eyes as she comes to the end of her speech. 
 
     A thunder of clapping comes from the masked people gathered around the tables. Victoria raises her hand to calm everyone down. She stands with a big toothy smile as she waits for the cheers to subside.  
 
    “I want to thank you all for your contributions and donations which are going to a wonderful cause.” She continues after everyone quietens downs. “I also have some news to share with all of you. Mason and I will be selling the ranch, I have decided it is time to move on with our lives and hopefully, the new owners will see how important this giving tradition of McCoy Ranch is to not only the townspeople but to the various causes in which the proceeds go to help.”  
 
    Her voice is full of fake compassion since she doesn’t care if the new owners burn the place down around their ears. She eyes each of the guests trying to see if she can figure out who was who behind the masks. Mr. Lewis let it slip that the new owner is actually here.  
 
    How rude too, because they hadn’t even been invited, but she was eager to meet the person who was releasing her from this hole in the wall place. She watches some of the people squirm with discomfort as feathers fell over into eyes while others were wet with sweat stuck to their shiny faces. Everyone waiting for their host to announce the unmasking. 
 
    “Now without further ado, everyone may remove their masks and the servers will bring out dinner,” She exclaimed excitedly as she removes her own sweaty mask.   
 
    She watches as everyone begins to pull their masks off. Playing the amused host with laughter as she recognizes most of the guests mingling earlier, but there are a few surprises. Now Victoria studies those faces closer to her, the dancing duo, she really wants to know their identities and when they pull their masks down she lets out a loud gasp. She jumps to her feet sending her chair flying in the air with a loud clatter as it hits the platform each pavilion rests on.  
 
    “You… What. Are. You. Doing. Here?” Victoria roars noisily as she looks onto the face of her step-son.  
 
    “I invited him,” interjects Lewis. “Miguel Bello is the new owner of McCoy Ranch, or should I say he is the true owner of the estate,” Lewis stated in a more serious voice.  
 
    Victoria glares daggers at Lewis, Miguel, and Anna as she yell, “This is a lie! Anyway, how can this farm boy even raise the money to purchase the ranch? He has no money because he works on this ranch for his room and food,” Victoria adds as the other guests realize there is something amiss. She grasps the edge of the table so tight that her knuckles turn white. Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth and her face burns bright red knowing her guests are watching in scandalous wander. 
 
    The low hum of gossip being whispered around the tables sounds like the beating of moth wings stuck in a light fixture. Some of the townspeople notice that Francisco’s boy is sitting at the table with Victoria and that hasn’t happened since the death of his father.  
 
    Many believed Victoria had shipped him off to a military school because he hasn't been seen in years. Others whisper that he must have returned after running away all those years ago, after his father’s death.  
 
    Miguel’s legs are wobbly with nerves but he is able to stand. He takes an old piece of paper out of his suit pocket and begins to read it aloud. His voice starts off shaky. Victoria stands frozen to the spot as her the mask she wore begins to crumble. Her thin lips sneer and her eyes are cold and hard.  
 
    Mason jumps to his feet ready to strike Miguel for this ugly fiasco instead, he finds himself spread eagle on the hard ground. Lewis quickly stuck out his leg just in time to trip Mason. Laughter can be heard and Mason seethes with anger and confusion. He is full of alcohol and he hits the hard; wooden platform with a thunder shaking the feet of everyone at the tables.  
 
    “I suggest you stay down there if you can't act with any manners,” Lewis declares as he steps over Mason’s tangled body. “There’s a copy anyways, you dumbass.” 
 
    Miguel reads the last line of his father’s will and takes his seat again. He looks to Lewis to take it from there since he was the lawyer.   
 
    “Mrs. Bello, do you understand what this will means?” Lewis questions Victoria as she tries to compose herself.  
 
    “It’s all gone. I am ruined,” Victoria whines. She makes her way to Mason cooing and whispering in his ear as she helps him into an empty chair.   
 
    “Mom, don’t say that,” slurs Mason. “We still get what the old codger left us. We will be fine.” He tries to pat her cold hand that was on top of his own sweaty hand but she snatches it away.  
 
    Lewis speaks before Miguel can open his mouth. “Actually, you have spent that money plus some so you are entitled to nothing. It's as your mother says. You have tomorrow to pack any personal belongings and leave. Miguel wants to move back in as soon as possible.” 
 
    Miguel finding his voice again speaks up, “I am showing you more compassion than was shown to me.” He holds Victoria gaze. She sees the man he has become and she realizes she is beaten.  
 
    “We will leave tonight. I won’t stay a minute longer. You should thank me because if I wouldn’t have thrown you out, you would have never learned the ways of the ranch,” Victoria says smugly as she yanks Mason to his feet, dragging him along and yelling for two of the maids to come with them to help them pack.  
 
    She knew the Will held Francisco’s signature along with hers as a witness. If Miguel wanted to he could take her to court, go to the papers, humiliate her any way he could if she didn’t back down. She can’t act rashly now or she may find herself losing any connections she might need later.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Victoria hid the will in that ratty book because she figured no one would find it. She tried to convince Francisco to change his will giving the ranch to Mason rather than his biological son, Miguel. But he was adamant that the ranch went to Miguel because the ranch belonged to his sainted mother. 
 
     Blah. Blah. Blah.. she got tired of the same old speech. She had been tired of living in Gracie’s shadow and when Francisco died she decided that she would take matters into her own hands. 
 
    Many of the guests snuck away shaking their heads and murmuring to each other over the night’s revelations. While others sat glued to their seats watching the family feud. The staff members wore big smiles on their faces eager to be rid of Victoria’s snappish commands and Mason’s sneakiness.  
 
    The staff personnel remembers Miguel, an adventurous boy who worshiped his mother. They hoped this day would come as they had felt obligated to stay and watch over his inheritance. Much of his mother’s personal belongings had been snuck up to the attic so Victoria couldn’t get her grasping fingers on them.  
 
    Most of his mother’s belongings were valuable antiques and family heirlooms as well as her collections of porcelain dolls and her collection of favorite books, plays, and poems. His mother had a love of the arts and collected rare paintings. Much could be passed down to any future children of Miguel’s. Those were the hopes of the staff members of McCoy Ranch.  
 
    Miguel knows he will have no trouble with the staff as he takes over ownership of the house and the ranch. They proved their loyalties in many ways over the years. There were those who made sure he had extra blankets when a harsh winter set in, there was the extra food tucked away in spots only Miguel would find. 
 
    Anna sat quietly in her chair watching as the crowd began to thin. She smiled to herself watching Miguel take a stand. Her skin flushed with adrenaline as she waited for something bad to happen. She never trusted Mason, nor Victoria, and she certainly didn’t believe they would leave quietly. She realizes her legs are shaking and that she was rattling the table.  
 
    Standing up quickly as Victoria storms past dragging Mason along like a frightened puppy, Anna stifles a laugh and slips her hand into Miguel’s. He had won thanks to his Dad’s smart thinking of hiding the will in Miguel’s favorite childhood book. Francisco also knew Victoria would find no value in an old creased book with its spine held together by tape. She didn’t understand how important that book was to Miguel as it held memories of his beautiful mother. 
 
    Miguel was the rightful owner of McCoy Ranch and she felt a surge of pride and tears welled in her bright eyes. She can hardly believe this was the shy; hurt boy who swore many years ago that they would be married.  
 
    “You did it, babe,” Anna whispers in Miguel’s ear. “So what about that promise?” She murmurs as she turns his face to hers laying a light kiss on his moist lips.  
 
    By now everyone has seen themselves out leaving just Miguel, Anna, Lewis, and Victoria and Mason upstairs packing for their nightly departure. Miguel waves the staff away as they began to start the process of cleaning up after the long eventful night.  
 
    “Please, give us a bit, and watch Victoria and Mason closely to make sure they don’t rob or vandalize the house. I don’t care what they order; if they get out of hand you are to come directly to me. I will handle them myself. You all have done so much for me and I want to personally thank you,” he announces as he brings each one in for a bear hug before the staff disappears through the entrance to the house. 
 
    Miguel pours three glasses of fizzy champagne from the bottle sitting on the table. He hands Anna and Lewis a glass brimming full. “To life, love, and friends in unexpected places.” Miguel cheerily exclaims as he clinks his glass against Anna’s and Lewis’ bubbling glasses. Lewis shakes Miguel’s hand and promises to come out if Miguel promises to make it into the city a few times to have dinner. He kisses Anna’s cheek and excuses himself.  
 
    “Early morning, so I can’t celebrate proper but then again I have been celebrating all night. See you two lovebirds later and don’t hesitate to call if you need me. Think there are a few parcels of lands out the west of your land up for sale. Would make a great addition,” Lewis lets out a booming laughter as he staggers to the cab waiting patiently for him to make it to the car. As he crawls into the car, he waves wildly as the cab turns down the drive. 
 
    Miguel and Anna wave at Lewis as the car rides past them into the night. A breeze whips Anna’s hair wildly and they turn to walk up the drive. 
 
    “I want to show you something,” Miguel says playfully as he pulls Anna past the house and towards his mother’s garden.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The various blooms in the garden perfume the air in playful notes of jasmine and moonflowers. The crickets serenade the lovebirds. The garden is full of shadows as Miguel and Anna make their way through the overgrown paths twisting and winding like a maze. They explore Gracie’s garden which is wrought with every color rose imaginable. There are twisting and gnarled trees that look to be centuries old.  
 
    The gardens had been off-limits to them as children. It was a place of peaceful contemplation for his mother and a place to nurture her love of roses and herbs. They were amazed at the large blooms of the flowers and the aromatic fragrance of lavender mixed with the smell of damp earth.  
 
    Miguel turns to Anna and gets down on one knee with a crunching sound of his weight on the grass. He takes Anna’s left hand and pulls out a beautiful turquoise ring encased in a heart of sterling silver. He can see tears pooling in Anna’s eyes.  
 
    “With my mother’s ring, I ask you to be my wife, Anna Steelwater. You have always completed me, even when we were children. I have always known you were the only one for me. Will you do me the honor of becoming my partner in life, my eternal love, my wife?”  Miguel waits on bended knee for Anna’s answer. His mother’s fairy fountain replies in a gurgle of clear water. 
 
    Anna stands in the light of the moon shining like a goddess. She looks down at Miguel and pulls him to his feet. “Yes! Yes! I accept,” she answers in a broken voice as he slips the sparkling ring on her ring finger and pulls her in for a passionate kiss. Leaving both of them breathless and wanting more. Anna pulls away.  
 
    Catching her breath, Anna says softly, “You are one of the reasons I returned home. When Dad died he left me that parcel of land that Lewis mentioned. Your Dad was planning on buying it but he passed away before the deal went through and afterward Victoria said she didn’t plan on extending the land. So I came back initially to see if you wanted the land since Victoria had basically cut you totally out beside the hard work of the place. So now I gift it to you.” 
 
    Miguel, excited over the land, picked Anna off the ground twirling her around as they both laughed. “I think we are going to do just fine Anna-banana,” he teased using the name he called her when they were kids. They walk out of the garden heading for the house when a strange odor of something burning hit them. One of the maids Miguel had sent to watch over Victoria and Mason runs through the back entrance and down the steps almost knocking down Anna.  
 
    “Whoa, what is going on?” Miguel grabs the girl asking, “What is on fire?” The girl is hyperventilating but she finally calms down enough to tell Miguel what she saw. 
 
    “I was watching Mr. Mason as you asked, sir, but after he packed his belongings he said he was going to help his mother, so I returned to cleaning up the living room.” She took another deep breath. “I was taking out the trash collected from the living room and I noticed smoke coming from the horses' barn. Mr. Mason was running back to the house from the direction of the barn.”  
 
    The young girl’s eyes were rimmed red from sobbing and she cries apologies to Miguel. “I’m sorry sir, I should have kept a better eye on him. I just wanted to get started on the house so I could go to bed.” Her words come out in hiccups. 
 
    “Well let’s hurry and see if we can save the horses before the fire gets any worse,” He says to no one in particular as he takes off running across the yard down the field. Anna and the maid follow close behind. The frightened horses whine and kick the barn walls trying to escape the creeping fire. 
 
    By the time they arrive, Tomas has seen the smoke and  already assembled a line of men with buckets all the way to the creek to the barn which is only a few yards away. The men heave heavy buckets of water down the line to Tomas who throws the water on the fast catching fire. Miguel and Anna take a spot in the assembly line and help keep the water supply coming.  After several buckets of water, the fire was out and the ashes smolder and smoke while the burnt wood sizzled and the smell of burnt leather permeated the air along with the acrid smoke.  
 
    Tomas had acted fast and was able to get most of the horses out before trying to put the fire out. The barn was partially burnt, but it could be fixed. Some of the horses’ bedding burned, but the horses were safe as well as the volunteers who helped put the fire out. Miguel decided then and there he had great plans for Tomas because of his quick thinking and ability to act under pressure.  
 
    Miguel thanks Tomas and promises they will talk about his future at McCoy soon. Victoria begs Miguel not to involve the police with Mason’s arson attempt, but he tuned her out as he called 911. He isn’t going to look over his back for the rest of his life. When the police show up they question everyone. When it comes time to speak to Mason, Victoria found him hidden in the wine cellar nursing a badly burnt hand.  
 
    She is able to coax him to tell the truth as there is too much evidence against him, especially with his freshly burnt hand which smells of charred flesh. The EMT’s are called to take Mason to the hospital because he sustained third-degree burns to his fingers and hand. The cops follow close by to take him into custody after he is treated. Victoria rides in the ambulance along with Mason, taking all their belongings. She walks past Miguel without even speaking, but he is glad to be rid of her and her spoiled son.  
 
    The staff quickly and quietly work to clean up the mess left after the night’s most exciting Charity Ball McCoy Ranch has ever hosted. Miguel and Anna chose to sleep in the master bedroom, his parent’s room at one time. Victoria had her own suites built on the lower level of the house because she didn’t want Francisco thinking of Gracie. 
 
     The bedroom is a light baby blue trimmed in white.  They spent much of the night in the frothing jacuzzi kissing and touching. The warm water loosening tight muscles and washing away the weariness of the day and night. They take turns washing each other’s backs and Miguel washes Anna’s cropped hair. He didn’t want this night to end. 
 
    Miguel is extremely tired, but he relishes in trailing his hands down Anna’s soft body and seeing the mischievous smile play across her face. They spend a few delicious hours in passionate love-making. Their bodies a perfect mold; fitting like a favorite pair of jeans. They tumble into the soft canopied bed talking about their future and the future of McCoy Ranch when they fall fast asleep, naked and wrapped tighter than a candy wrapper around each other.
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