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“Crap!”
House keys slipped out of her hand and landed on the concrete step. Wrapping one arm protectively around the bag of groceries, she bent her knees and reached down for the keys. She managed to hook the key ring under the nail of her middle finger and pull herself upright without tipping the bag over and dropping any of the $30 worth of fruits and vegetables that made up the bulk of her diet. She swiped at a line of sweat on her forehead with her palm and stuck the key into the deadbolt. The lock made a smooth turn and clicked open. Gripping the door handle, Antigone pushed with her shoulder and tumbled into the foyer. She grabbed for the handle to simultaneously stop the door from banging against the wall and to keep from stumbling. She took a deep breath.
She welcomed the blast of air conditioning as she straightened up. She shifted the bag of groceries into the nook of her right arm and nudged the door closed with a toe. It shut with only a hushed thump, and suddenly she was standing in twilight. The house seemed to repel natural light. A mere splash of daylight slipped in from the kitchen windows to give the hallway a long five o’clock shadow, but otherwise, it may as well have been dusk as 11 in the morning. In the dark of the night, it was worse. After a week in the house, Antigone decided to leave the light on in the library every night as she went to bed. Not that she had any particular reason to be downstairs after dark, but until the Woman told her not to, she kept the light on. It didn’t do much to combat the persistent darkness in the hall, but she slept better all the same. Night after night the Woman, her employer, retired to her room immediately after dinner. After cleaning up in the kitchen, Antigone rushed down the hallway and up the stairs to her room on the third floor. She always glanced at the library to see that a line of light shone underneath the door. And she always felt relieved against all logic that it did.
Antigone closed the door with care and carried the groceries into the kitchen to start prepping for a guest. A guest! She was shocked when the Woman told her she was expecting a visitor. He was arriving after dinner. A man! She decided to make snacks, something she could set out on a silver tray. Antigone knew nothing about who this mystery guest was, so she guessed what might be the best thing to serve. She had rushed to the store in the morning with a variety of ideas to cover every possible contingency; a vegetable platter, croquettes, and pigs in a blanket. She bought a few bottles of soda and a six pack of ginger ale and belatedly placed three cans of beer and a bottle of sauvignon blanc on the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. The house came stocked with liquor but as the Woman didn’t drink and Antigone wasn’t even old enough to purchase alcohol, she had no idea who had bought it. It ought to be drinkable, she decided, thinking she might check for expiration dates if she remembered again later.
After dropping off the groceries on the counter, she pulled her wet blouse away from her skin. The heat started to fry her even though she had left the house earlier than usual to avoid the worst part of the day. The forecast called for an apocalypse-like temperature of Hell on Earth this afternoon. The sun had left its place in the firmament and landed in Las Vegas this morning. August in the valley was never a picnic; temperatures didn’t start to really drop for another month, but this week was supposed to be exceptional. It was 115 degrees in the shade and she had already soaked through her blouse by the time she crossed the parking lot to the grocery store.
She had lived in Las Vegas all her life, so the temperatures in the summer were nothing new. Ninety degrees she could handle. One hundred degrees was just another day. But with forecast temperatures skyrocketing into inhuman territory, she was ready to shutter herself indoors and wait it out. The good news was that the Woman spent all day in her bedroom, resting or doing who knew what, and wouldn’t rise until late afternoon for an early dinner. Today’s routine, even with the guest tonight, wasn’t going to vary much.
The house rules were no visitors – which applied to Antigone, not the Woman but when was the last time the Woman had any visitors? – and to keep clean and keep quiet. Clean was easy. Antigone was in charge of keeping the house clean and the common rooms were easy to keep up with. The house was practically a mausoleum and most of the rooms were under the spell of dust and musty odors. The kitchen required the most upkeep as well as the dining room because the Woman required one meal a day, seven days a week. But the Woman rarely went anywhere else in the house except back to her bedroom. In someone’s supreme wisdom, Antigone’s bedroom was located on the top level and at the opposing corner from the Woman’s. Her level actually had three rooms and a bathroom. Her bedroom was connected to a small room that had been turned into an office by a previous occupant. Another bedroom down the hall might have been for additional help at one time, but Antigone had no use for it. The original sheets were still on the bed, covered in a thick and defined layer of dust that reminded her of a wool blanket. Antigone amused herself by writing a note in dust across the comforter and then run from the room in fear of having disturbed the dead.
Quiet, surprisingly, was easier. With no one to talk to, Antigone learned to walk lightly across the floor and keep her TV at a hush. Neither required that much restraint. Her room was fortunately, and curiously, equipped with internet and cable television. She never saw the bill and wasn’t even sure if the Woman knew what internet was or how to use a remote control. Some previous help must have set up the cable and web access. Antigone was grateful for it, however it happened. It sucked being alone in the house, ignored by her employer and expected to entertain herself without the company of guests.
The lack of visitors would have bothered her more except she knew the house had a perplexing effect on people. Her high school boyfriend had visited less than two weeks after she had taken the job and refused to come inside. He hadn’t seemed scared exactly, just repulsed. Not turned off but turned away. VERBOTEN. Owen denied noticing anything unusual about the house except that it sat alone on a block without any other houses in what was generally a highly populated residential neighborhood in Las Vegas. Not just the fact that there were no other houses on either side the street, but the land in both directions was tilled brown dirt right up to the sidewalk. It sat on a short block that ended in a cul-de-sac. Behind the house, the property stretched a quarter of an acre. Only after that point, marked by a line of fences put up by the neighbors, did the area start to look like any normal neighborhood. Across the street was the same. The land where homes should have been was bare dirt until you looked at the next block over and saw a four-foot natural stone retaining wall that marked the beginning of someone else’s property. Antigone had no idea who owned the land or why it sat undeveloped when Las Vegas was in a perpetual frenzy of homebuilding. She wondered what those neighbors thought of the strange house she lived in, but she never walked up to their doorstep to ask. She had a queer feeling they wouldn’t even know the house was there at all.
She blamed the damn house and the damn job for souring her relationship with Owen. He had been pretty supportive when she took the job, considering she hadn’t exactly embraced any alternatives. He found a room to rent for the summer in a large apartment by the air force base, across town from her. The apartment was being rented out by three college students, friends of his from high school, who were looking for a sublet. Owen was oblivious to the state of the house, overrun by beer cans and paper plates filled with crumbs and leftovers of unidentifiable snacks, bottle caps they were collecting (apparently) in the kitchen, jackets tossed in every corner and one roommate’s strange obsession with writing on the bathroom mirrors in dry erase marker. As much as Antigone liked the boys that lived there, even on the hottest day of summer, she felt the need to strap on her Doc Martens to protect her feet when she walked through the living room. Her plan at one time had been to stay with Owen at the apartment. And when instead she moved into the house to work for the Woman, she thought she had caught a lucky break. It was clean, quiet, and closer to the University than Owen’s place by a lot.
But one short drive down the cul-de-sac, one look at the solitary, haunted house that seemed to have been dropped carelessly in a random spot in the valley and poisoned everything in the immediate vicinity, and Owen refused to come back. Antigone didn’t understand it. Yet the longer she lived there, the more she realized the house, not Owen, was to blame. In order to keep seeing him, she drove out to North Las Vegas to his place. It was two months until Owen moved into the residence halls on campus, and she figured the long drive was manageable until then. Then he started college and homework ate up his time. He never explicitly broke up with her. The daily e-mails became twice-a-week check-ins; then he stopped replying to text messages right away. Sometimes days passed before she got a new message. Finally, with no way to get ahold of him short of driving to campus and storming into his dorm room – she thought about it – she gave up chasing him down and waited for him to call her. It took her a while to finally admit he wasn’t going to.
The betrayal consumed her in the fall. What snapped her out of it? Honestly, she didn’t know. One day, she woke up feeling better off without him. Overnight, she pushed aside the feelings of betrayal and faced the fact that college gave him an excuse to leave her behind. Had he been planning it all along? Was it what he wanted? No, she decided, it was the damn house. It was a possessive bitch, as much her master as the Woman. The real reason she knew the house affected people was because she felt it herself. Driving towards the house, in a car owned by the Woman – not that Antigone could ever imagine her behind the wheel of a vehicle – Antigone felt physically rebuffed. As if just pulling on to the block was a sheer act of will. As she covered the distance to the driveway, the effect switched. She went from being kept out to being sucked in.
Fall fell into winter. In Vegas, it wasn’t marked by much. Seasonal differences were subtle, a darker sky, shorter days, but the temperature stayed moderate – cold for the locals but laughably warm for the tourists. The days started to blend one into another. Antigone would spend long hours on her window sill, staring at the sky through her window. The glass was warped so that the sky above her looked ragged as though someone had taken a knife and carved a sliver out of it.
Her day was defined by the summons. Against all reckoning, Antigone knew exactly when she was needed. She felt an undeniable pull just before supper time. On the rare occasions that didn’t follow the routine, she knew exactly where she was expected to be, when and in a sum of a few short words, what she was needed for. The Woman had cast a spell on Antigone. She set her schedule around the Woman’s dinner time. There were times when she knew she had to get out of the house. There were times when she remembered the assignment was only for a year. Her employer – her real employer, the one paying her paycheck – had guaranteed her she would be out of there by the end of next summer. His company had many assignments to offer her, he had said, many better than this. She would be offered something, some great reward for her year in captivity. His words were a sugary candy that sat in the pit of her stomach because she had swallowed them whole.
Part of her time was spent working on little escape plans, one involving ditching the car and catching a bus out of town. In another, she would head to Owen’s and bust in whether he wanted her there or not, sleep on the floor by his bed if she couldn’t sleep next to him. If she begged him for protection, let him try to deny her that. But when she went on her errands away from the house, inevitably she was always in the car on her way back to the house before she realized she hadn’t made her getaway. Even this pretend break out became part of her routine. Day in and out, she would play the scenario in her head, inevitably snapping out of her reverie sitting in the same place at the window sill, the torn and sullen sky hanging forlornly just above her head. The Woman would summon her and the pattern repeated.
Without warning, it had been almost twelve months and what had happened? She had turned into the Woman. It shocked her to realize it, but that was the end result. She lived in seclusion, avoided people – when was the last time she saw her mother who lived five minutes away – and spent the majority of her time in the house. She had turned into a 19-year-old recluse and had done so without a whimper of protest. The house had destroyed her independence. Her will was gone, ground into powder and mixed into the Woman’s evening glass of ginger ale. Maybe that explained why the day came when Antigone broke one of the rules. She never planned to. It had happened casually, as though it had never occurred to her that she was doing something wrong. And for a time, she thought she hadn’t been caught.
Then one evening, the Woman summoned her. It felt like someone had hooked her brain and was tugging her down the stairs. It was well after dinner, the time Antigone typically had to herself. Curious and fearful by this change of routine, she stumbled down the stairs and found the Woman sitting at an antique desk in the library. The Woman glanced at Antigone as she entered, but it was almost another ten minutes before she looked up and spoke.
“We are expecting Mr. Grin this week, in the late hour. His visit will be brief but be prepared.” Antigone acknowledged the order with a nod of her head. She wondered what “be prepared” meant and decided she would make snacks and refrigerate the beer. She knew she was expected to greet him at the door, offer him refreshment and see him out at the end. The end of what? She wasn’t supposed to know. Though nothing was said aloud, she knew it all the same. She was supposed to remove herself and stay quiet until he was ready to leave. Wait to be summoned to see the guest to the door.
She left, dashing to the kitchen to begin a grocery list. She bought things and then decided she needed other things and planned to head out again the next day. Finally, Antigone settled on a menu and waited for the visitor’s arrival. The change of routine spooked her. A visit was so out of the ordinary after a year of nothing out of the ordinary that it made her nervous. There was no reason to think she had been discovered. There no reason to connect Mr. Grin’s visit with Antigone’s small mistake. If the Woman knew what Antigone had done, wouldn’t she just say something? And yet a small warning bell inside Antigone began clanging loudly, refusing to be silenced.
She took her usual place by the window in her bedroom. Outwardly, she was serene, practicing a calm demeanor for when she was standing face to face with the Woman. Inside, the turmoil twisted back and forth like a writhing snake. She left the television on to distract herself. The weatherman was reaffirming scorching, earth-burning temperatures the rest of the week. She smiled. What was it to her? The earth may burn around her, but this house would still stand.
There was no reason for her to think otherwise.
Antigone’s father left on her birthday. There had been a lot of tears and shouting, but in remembering that strange day, Antigone tended to tone down the hysterics. She wanted her lasting memory of her father to be a tranquil one. Even as the last few years of living together had been anything but.
“Dearest,” her mother had replied to her, always with the Dearest-this and Dearest-that. “Dearest,” she repeated because it was her favorite word, “I don’t know what your father told you but you have to understand he was sick.”
Antigone rolled her eyes plainly, so her mother could see. She went through a container of tissues that day, tearing one after another from the box to swat at her nose and wipe the tears away. Her parents’ final battle was fought with words; words so hateful that Antigone was surprised to find her parents knew them. But if she was being honest, they had been fighting for years. The only difference now was that her father had given up. He had fallen over into a shallow grave with his arms laid across his chest and allowed her mother to shovel the dirt over him. Antigone was glad it was over. The words had been fired off urgently and callously. Antigone darted between them, scared and unhappy.
Later, “Dearest,” her mother replied, “how could I live with his lies?”
But he had lied to protect them, she protested. He didn’t want his family to share in his pain. That was what the sickness was, keeping a secret so deeply that it sparked unimaginable anguish! And he did his best to keep it a secret – out of love for his family, out of his protective instincts! Meredith was unmoved by Antigone’s pleas. She even, in mocking tribute, rolled her eyes when she knew Antigone was watching.
Her father was brave. Antigone rallied to his defense, just as Meredith predicted she would. Antigone was consumed by a childish desire to get involved in the fight, to argue and shout or throw a tantrum and force her parents to deal with her instead of each other. But even then, she knew it was childish and some instinct held her back. So instead she watched.
Her parents had ranged about the house, like boxers taking their opponents’ measure. Antigone kept in between them, keeping her father in sight. It was only after he was gone forever that she realized she had always protected him, always favored him over Meredith. He began breaking down, she could tell. Meredith spun into the kitchen under the pretense of finding something for them to eat for dinner. In the living room, her father began to weep. He collapsed on the couch, reminding her of a balloon that was losing its helium and dropping slowly, inexorably to the ground. Antigone put a hand on his shoulder but she couldn’t bring herself to hug him. The hateful words were too thick between them, even though they were aimed at Meredith.
“I knew all along you were plotting something. And to not tell me!” Meredith yelled from the kitchen.
Food was never produced. Her father finally ran out of words, Antigone could see the exhaustion. Meredith struggled to keep up the shouting, having seen her adversary wave the white flat. She started picking up objects and slamming them back down. A baking dish cracked. A fork and knife were sent clattering to the floor. Meredith kicked over a bottle of Jim Beam that rolled underneath the side table by the front door. She picked up a blanket from the recliner and hurled it to the floor in the hall. Finally, Meredith took one last look at her husband and stormed off. She slammed the bedroom door and locked herself in. Her father sighed, a soul-weary sigh. He gave Antigone a half-hearted hug and a wan smile and then walked out of the house for the last time.
That was it. Battle over. No winners.
Antigone had plenty of time to wonder, but Meredith at least wasn’t forthcoming with explanations or apologies. Their relationship was stale to begin with. The loss of her father created an irreparable rift between the women. They lived together, rarely spoke and interacted so infrequently that Antigone wouldn’t have cried if one day her mother had simply evaporated into the thin air. Her mother, a nurse, spent whole days away from home. She failed to ask Antigone about her plans for college, or chide her for turning down scholarship offers from two different schools, or even ask her how she was feeling that day. Their living arrangement was so sterile that Antigone took to the habit of declaring to her mother her plans before she left the house just to spite her.
“I’m going to Owen’s,” she would proclaim and then spin out of the kitchen where her mother was languidly chewing on her dinner like a cow – broccoli and chicken from the looks of it – and run for the front door.
She did this a lot, shout something at her mother and then flee as fast as possible in order to avoid even the possibility of receiving a response. Antigone fully intended to move out of her parents’ house. There were many possible choices for her future, she figured, but living with her mother wasn’t one of them.
Antigone’s plan for after high school was admittedly still developing. Her preference was to move in with Owen and his friends, temporarily of course, just until he started college. She just had to convince him to agree to it. Her father had left money for her, a total of $3000. Enough to get her set up wherever she ended up going. She needed a job, of course, but part of her wanted to travel around the world. She dreamed in vague terms about squandering her father’s funds and heading off to Europe. Other people her age did. Not that she really had much firsthand experience with how to jet off to Europe. Or find a full-time job for that matter. She only knew that if other people managed it, so could she.
What would Owen say about her moving in? She waited until the very last week before high school graduation to approach him with the idea. She went over to his house in order to break the news to him. His mother answered the door with a cell phone jammed between her shoulder and her ear. She pointed up the stairs and left Antigone alone in the entryway. She closed the door softly and wandered upstairs, taking in the house smells, somewhere between cookies and a hint of berries. His mother must be baking desserts. It was comforting to know some things did not change.
Owen was a scrawny boy with freckles across his nose and light brown hair who didn’t hit his growth spurt until the middle of his senior year and then kept growing. Antigone rather liked him when he was small and knobby. He carried himself like a marionette being drawn along by string. But now he was larger than her, stronger, more imposing. He liked to pin her down and pepper her neck and shoulders with kisses. He thought he was being romantic, and she didn’t like to discourage him. She was surprised how much she liked his company and could imagine marrying him and having a bundle of freckly, waxy-complexion kids. They had been friends forever, but she was still surprised when one day on break from class, he had come up to her when she was sitting on the grass. He got down on one knee and asked her if she would go with him to prom “as his girlfriend.”
She gave him a full once-over from head to toe, arching her eyebrow while she decided. That day, his hair had been shooting out in every direction and his forehead was coated in sweat. His hands, when he took hers in his, were covered in black ink as though he had fended off an attack from a magic marker. Even though he was on one knee, he shook a little and had to push his hand against the ground to steady himself while he wanted for her answer. At first, he looked her directly in the eye, but after she didn’t say anything for a few moments, he started looking away to the left and then off to the right. A breeze blew his shirt up off his chest and exposed his little belly button and butt-white, hairless chest. He yanked at the tail of his shirt and pulled it back down, losing his balance and tipping over into the grass.
Finally, she offered him a quick nod of her head. He let out a long breath and collapsed on his back.
He wasn’t at all ugly as far as boys went. He lost the wire thin frame but still had the long bony fingers that he talked with. She tended to ignore what he was saying and focus on his fingers because they wagged in front of her all of the time.
As she approached his bedroom, she could hear the clack of those fingers along his computer keyboard. She knocked on his door even though it was open and walked in without waiting for him to answer. She laid down on her back on his bedroom floor and let her skirt crawl up her leg, hoping that showing a little skin would grab his attention. He was planted at his desk, his fingers flying over the keyboard and occasionally stroking the mouse. When he didn’t immediately turn around, she breathed deeply and closed her eyes.
“Tig, I really…” he stopped and turned to her. She opened one eye to look at him. “I mean, I’m really glad that you went with me.”
“Where, Mr. Clark?”
He smiled at her formality. He told her once in complete secrecy that he didn’t know which he hated worse, Owen for a first name or Clark for a last name. “Proooom,” he answered her.
She sat up and looked around the room, “Are you ever going to pack?”
“Why? I’m not moving out for two weeks. What’s there to pack anyway? The bedroom is furnished and I’m only going to be there a few months. I’ll leave most of my stuff here.” They had this same discussion at least a dozen times, and it always ended with him asking, “Sooo, what are you going to do, Tig?”
“About?”
He finally dropped off of the desk chair and laid down next to her. He turned his head to stare in her direction. “Place to live. College. Your mom is kicking you out.” He placed his fingers in her blonde hair, knowing that if he touched her boobs instead, she would push him away.
“She is not, Owen. She’s just got her own thing going on. Can you blame her? My father…It was hard on her.” She choked up. She didn’t know why she always defended Meredith when Owen pretty much said what Antigone was thinking. Owen stroked her hair and stayed silent.
“Anyway, I could stay. She hasn’t said anything about it at all. I just wasn’t planning on it.” His hand paused in mid-air.
“You’re not making sense. What were you planning on doing, Tig?”
She acted as if she hadn’t heard him. “She’s set in her ways. If she wasn’t so afraid of being bored, I bet she could just move to Jamaica and live on the beach. Money’s not the issue. She has to have someone to take care of. It gives her purpose. It gives her life meaning.”
He sat up. “That’s superb psychoanalysis, Dr. MacDowell. I’m serious, Antigone. You told your parents you applied to the University. I know you never planned on going, but don’t you think it’s weird that you don’t want your mother to know that?”
She rolled on her side away from him and peered at him over her shoulder. She batted her eyelashes a few times, but he only gave her a sour look. “I did tell them that, like years ago. That’s what every parent wants to hear when their kid starts high school. Well, okay, I may have sent away for some brochures to wild places like Wisconsin and Atlanta. I wanted to keep them on their toes. My mother just assumed I was actually applying to some of them. I never told her one way or another.”
“And you didn’t.”
“Well, it’s none of her business Owen! It’s not like I’m asking her to pay rent or pay for tuition. That would be different. I’ll get a job and support myself. I can be a cocktail waitress you know.”
He cringed. “That’s a terrible idea.” She stuck out a pouty lip at him and he bit it playfully. She sat up and crossed her legs. “I’m just worried about you, Tig. You’re so secretive about this big plan of yours and I don’t want to see you get hurt. Are you going to be homeless? Will I walk by the Stratosphere and find you panhandling your wares for money?”
“My wares!” she whooped. “Am I a kitchen appliance? I can make it as a hooker. Plenty of girls my age do!”
“TIG!”
She stood up and walked over to the window and gazed down at the street. It was like most neighborhoods in Las Vegas, mass produced houses on small, identical plots. The yards were grassless water-conserving rock lawns and ugly trees. Every house had the one cactus out front, standing guard. It was like staring down an infinite reflection of mirrors, the same driveway reflected in every angle.
Owen sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled her over to him. He put his hand underneath her chin and gazed up at her. “So what are you going to do?”
“I need a place to stay. Just for a few weeks, a month or two maybe while I get my plan in order.”
“What? With me?” his voice cracked. “We haven’t even...you think you’re going to sleep with me?”
“Why not? This isn’t about sex. We can do it right now if that’s all you’re worried about.”
He looked wildly out his door as if his parents were standing right outside the room. Antigone almost laughed, but remembered she was here to ask him a favor.
“Your roommates like me. I’m as close with some of them as I am with you.” He scowled and she backtracked quickly. “Well, maybe not that close, but still. Would they really say no?”
He was reluctant to say anything encouraging, but she did have a point. “No. I guess not.”
No, they wouldn’t because she had already asked. She had gone to them directly to see if they minded if she moved in “for a little while” though she was vague about the timing. None of them could see a problem with it, as long as Owen agreed because she would have to sleep in his room. Antigone told them sweetly she wouldn’t plan any little detail until she talked to him, but of course she already considered it a done deal. She even made them agree not to mention it to Owen so that he heard it from her first. As far as she could tell, he was genuinely surprised to hear about it so they must have kept it under wraps. Some of Owen’s roommates had girlfriends themselves, so she wouldn’t even be the only girl in the house. Messy or not, the place sounded like an oasis compared to staying at her mother’s house.
She laid it all for Owen. “It’s a temporary thing, and I would help pay for stuff, cook dinner, whatever. I can split your rent with you. It just would be so much easier than staying with my mom over the summer. Eventually, I’ll be able to afford to live on my own and I’ll go find an apartment, probably close to campus so you’ll have someplace to hang out when you’re tired of dorm life.”
“Tig, I’m not paying my rent, you know that. My parents are taking care of that.”
She pressed a finger to his lips and held it there. “Give me one good reason. A good reason.” He didn’t open his mouth or push her away. “So it is okay if I live with you during the summer?”
He sighed. In his eyes, she could see he had given in.
With that settled, she had to find a job. It seemed logical. The city had plenty of casinos, and the casinos had plenty of retail shops. If she didn’t come up with something better, she could sell bath soap or crocs to tourists. Why not?
She grabbed Meredith’s newspaper on Saturday morning after she left for the hospital, and browsed the employment section. Antigone stationed herself at the kitchen table with a glass of orange juice and a black marker and began reading down the column. She could do the same job search online but it amused her to put her finger next to an advertisement and run down the page of the newspaper, reading all the ads in the same column. Most of the ads were impossible to tell if they were something she would want to do. They were usually one or two lines, and the majority were either for hotels or hospitals. She had no interest working in either environment but she couldn’t really think of what she did have an interest in, so decided to keep an open mind to all of them.
Unexpectedly, Meredith marched into the kitchen. She looked around as if she had forgotten something on the counter. Not seeing it, she took two steps towards the kitchen table, peered over Antigone’s shoulder at the want ads and left without commenting.
Antigone noted sourly that her mother looked more frail than usual. She imagined her mother as worn through, like wet tissue paper, and the image of her mother disintegrating into a gloppy mess put a smile on her face.
After an hour of reading the classified ads, she didn’t find anything that really compelled her to apply, but she saw a job fair announcement for next week that sounded promising. It happened to be the same day as graduation. She figured she could head off to the job fair first and attend her graduation after. And if she didn’t show up to pick up her diploma, she was still considered a high school graduate, right?
It would also have been nice if her mother had left a graduation gift on the kitchen counter. But Antigone searched the kitchen thoroughly and even scanned the living room to see if Meredith had left her any acknowledgement at all. There was nothing in the house that indicated Meredith knew what day it was.
Did her mother even know she was graduating? How could she not? True, Antigone didn’t order invitations. She hadn’t thought there was anyone worth sending them to. She was sure she had left the senior picture order form on the kitchen table for a month before finally filling it out and ordering one 8x10 of her which came with a free sheet of wallet-sized portraits for $8.95 plus shipping. She used Meredith’s credit card, surely her mother had noticed the charge? And if mother hadn’t seen that, she must have noticed when Antigone brought home the cap and gown in a sealed plastic bag and tossed it on to the recliner and left it there for a week. Maybe she had even let it slip while she was sprawled on the couch talking to Owen, Meredith standing just inside the kitchen door, making herself dinner and eavesdropping. Surely, the words “graduation” and “commencement” were key terms that would have infiltrated the shroud of regret that Meredith wore permanently around her since her marriage had disintegrated. Her ears must have perked up as she remembered her daughter had been through four years of high school, the end of which was a universally recognized ceremony for the awarding of a diploma.
Antigone looked at the doorway where her mother had just drifted through and decided there was no good reason to attend graduation anyway.
Antigone wandered among the tables, most of them covered with free pens and manned by surly looking human resources representatives that were trading job descriptions for resumes. She guessed that most didn’t look at any of the resumes they received and just filed them into a cabinet somewhere so that they could say they had been working diligently on filling the position. All the human resources girls were dressed the same. It seemed almost like a uniform, a tight skirt cut just above the knees, one inch heels and a blouse buttoned to just above the bra. She found the entire look repulsive.
The hall was crowded with people and it depressed her to see so many desperate individuals looking for work. There was this stink of desperation in their step; a kind of quiet despair overlay every smile. It made her sick to her stomach. She didn’t strictly speaking need a job to support herself. Could she really take a job away from someone who was barely surviving when she had a roof to live under and no responsibilities to take care of anyone but herself? Would Meredith stopping buying groceries because Antigone wasn’t working? Would she kick her out? Make her pay rent? None of those things sounded very likely. Antigone could probably go another year without leaving the house and her mother wouldn’t bat an eyelash. If Meredith kept up the insane work shifts, Antigone could probably last another 10 years without getting a job, and her life would be pretty much the same as it was today.
She felt tears pool in her eyes. She was not going to cry for these people! However, she also could not accept a job knowing someone who needed it more – needed it at all! – was a candidate for the same job. She would rather accept a lifetime of Meredith’s disinterested stares and starched collars than do that. She checked her watch and saw that she still had time to make it to her graduation ceremony after all. She had been at the job fair for a grand total of eighteen and a half minutes and had picked up two pens and a pin that said “Livable,” the name of a maid service. She said hello to six individuals; four job hunters and two HR reps, all women. She shook hands with one large woman who worked at Meredith’s hospital. Antigone had never met her, but she wasn’t convinced her last name wouldn’t ring a bell, so she abruptly left. In all, she had wandered up and then down two long rows of tables and found herself back at the main entrance with time to spare. She looked at her watch again. She could be in her graduation gown and in her seat before they started handing out diplomas. She turned on her heel to head back to the parking lot when she ran into a tall blonde man in a business suit. She knocked her head into his breast bone and she fell down, smacking her butt on the carpet. She pulled her skirt down to cover her legs and glared upwards at him.
“Sorry,” she said in a tone that she hoped indicated she was anything but. She stood and brushed herself off, waiting for an apology from him with her hands on her hips.
The man focused his eyes on her the way one might examine a bug crawling across the floor. She grew queasy from the attention. He was taller than her by a head, so she was staring up at him. He was rather handsome, in a severe kind of way, she thought. His face was tight like someone had pulled his skin back and pinned it there. He wore an expensive-looking black three-piece dress suit that was meticulously pressed and tailored to his long body. He would have been attractive if she hadn’t immediately imagined he was an embalmed corpse. What did he want?
“Are you here looking for employment?” he said. His enunciation was weird, putting emphasis on every syllable.
She eyeballed him suspiciously. “Are you an employer?”
He smiled at her, but it had all the warmth of an arctic breeze. She had to refrain from shivering as if it wasn’t 100 degrees outside. “I am. Are you looking for work?” he asked again.
Something about the way he said it made her think he already knew the answer before he asked the question. But she was at a job fair, so either she was a job hunter or a prospective employer. Since everyone had color-coded nametags, it was pretty easy to tell who was hunting for work and who was being hunted. Except him, no nametag. That made him even more exceptional and curious, and maybe a little threatening.
“What kind of work?” she asked carefully.
His face was impassive. His skin was extremely white, like a vampire had drained him of all his blood. She looked even closer. Maybe he was a vampire after all. That would explain a lot of things. “The kind for which you will be well compensated,” he said. “We have a position available immediately in the area. Are you interested, Ms. MacDowell?”
“I didn’t tell you my last name.”
“Then that should convince you of the sincerity of my offer.” She almost smiled in spite of herself. What an oddball this guy was. “You’re wearing a nametag,” he reminded her with a hint of amusement.
She felt stupid. She looked down to hopefully hide the fact that she was blushing. This wasn’t exactly the best start to a job interview. “So tell me what kind of job this is, Mr., what do I call you?
“Marlow. A client of ours has requested we place a new employee in her household. We look for someone who is sensitive to the needs of our client and can be…observant in the discharge of her duties.”
“You’re hiring a spy?”
He acted like she hadn’t spoken. She took that as a confirmation. “I assure you the assignment will be quite boring. The position is a live-in house worker. You would be expected to clean, prepare meals, and receive guests. In this particular instance, the work load would be very light. She is a very hands-off employer. Assuming you can adhere to certain rules, which we would of course discuss with you in advance, you will find the work quite undemanding.”
The keyword in his description sunk in. A light bulb went off in her head. “Live-in? As in a room?”
“Fully furnished, and as I understand it, equipped with modern conveniences.” He said this as though he couldn’t imagine what those modern conveniences might be, or why they might be appealing to her.
Even the plan didn’t account for her finding a place to live and a job this quickly. It might smooth things over with Owen if she didn’t have to live with him. She hadn’t exactly gotten blinding enthusiasm for the idea from him. And it was not like she was moving to the moon. They would still be able to see each other. She ignored the fact that she was considering a job as a maid, or worse, if the lady was ancient, she might need a caregiver. She could potentially be doing the same work her mother did, changing bedpans and wiping drool. Meredith might actually approve of this career path and encourage her to take the job if she knew about it. Antigone had no intention of telling her.
“How long will I be living there?”
“After the successful completion of one year of service, we can reassign you within the company. We have a number of offices around the world…” he let the idea hang in the air. “It is not, in any case, intended as a long term assignment.”
She snatched it out of the air. No long term commitment and the opportunity to take another position and possibly travel to another country! Well, why wouldn’t she take it? Antigone couldn’t think of a single reason.
As if he knew what she was thinking, he pulled a folded letter out of his inside pocket and handed it to her. “This is an offer letter. Please come tomorrow to the address at the top of the page and my agent Mr. Tan will assist you with the hiring papers. I assume you can start this week?”
She had the presence of mind not to gape at him, even as she marveled that he was so sure of her plans when she hadn’t figured them out yet. “Sure,” she answered.
“Excellent.” He nodded at her curtly and walked off towards the exit.
She unfolded the sheet of paper and wasn’t nearly as surprised as she should have been that the offer letter already had her name printed on it.
Marlow was correct in all respects. The amount of actual spying was little because the Woman never did anything. Antigone was prepared to keep notes on the occasional visitors, but in a full year, she had nothing to report. She was supposed to keep an eye out for unusual happenings, but in a house where nothing happened, it was hard to think how anything could not be considered unusual.
It wasn’t glamorous, but Antigone found unexpectedly that she enjoyed her solitude. She spent a lot of time writing in her journals and poking around different websites from her computer. She kept up with her high school Spanish by watching Spanish-language films. She had some notion of educating herself, but there was never a fixed plan for how to go about it. She vowed not to become totally cut off from current events, but her only option was to turn on the morning news and watch at least an hour every morning. And when boredom overwhelmed her, she slept. And the days passed peaceably enough.
Perhaps the oddest thing about working here, even odder than the fact that the Woman never left the house even once as far as Antigone knew, was the fact that the Woman enjoyed her cooking. She never said much, conversation was a rarity, but she complimented the meals and ate with a strange gusto that never ceased to amaze Antigone. Of course, if the Woman was anywhere near as bored as Antigone herself was, maybe the queer obsession with food made sense. There wasn’t exactly a great deal else to cling to as the days wore on. More than once, Antigone wondered about the other employees that used to live in the house. There were indistinct hints of other occupants, a ring she found in the bathroom, pinprick holes in the wall where someone had hung a poster, and other things of that nature. Had they taken one year assignments too? Had they left out of boredom or some other reason? Or maybe they had died and were trapped in the house as ghosts? Or were they not employees at all, but family? Maybe the Woman had children, grown and now adults living on their own? But they never visited, and she never talked about having any family. If the house had secrets, they were kept under lock and key. Night after night, it was deathly quiet.
That the year had flown by wasn’t much of a consolation. She wished desperately everyday to hear from Marlow that they were moving her to the Tokyo branch of the company (she had no idea if they had a Tokyo branch, but she couldn’t think of anywhere more exotic she would like to go). But the days slid one into the other. She never spoke to her mother anymore, skipped the trips home to rifle through the things she had packed up (her mother never moved them, not even to push them aside to clean Antigone’s bedroom!)
Originally, Antigone had been making short visits home just to see what Meredith would do. The day she left, Antigone decided to leave a brief note. “Started a new job. I hope things are well. Love, Tig.” It wasn’t exactly the fight she had been itching for. She never packed all her belongings. She figured she could go back at any time and get what she needed. It occurred to her that she would run into Meredith at least a few times. She decided the occasional interaction would be a good thing.
Meredith seemed to be handling her new life, post-husband, post-daughter with an admirable amount of aplomb. Her mother seemed to know that Antigone wasn’t going to college but had for some reason decided not to talk about what she was doing instead. She asked Antigone about her job – once – in one of her short visits to the house.
“You like what you’re doing?” she had asked and that was it. There were no follow-up questions. No “what kind of work are you doing?” No “where are you living now?” No “how is everything else going?” It was as if Antigone’s life no longer mattered.
She had the right, she thought, to be offended by Meredith’s behavior. She just did not have the courage to say something to her face. Instead, the trips home grew few and far between. She began packing up her stuff into boxes. And when one box was full, another would appear before her next visit. It was a matter of two months, maybe, before Antigone’s entire life was boxed away, ready to be tossed into storage. But then the boxes themselves sat in her bedroom collecting dust. Disappointed, the visits stopped. Her mother never called her to check up on her. It was almost as though as soon as Antigone had left the house, she ceased to exist.
The calls to Owen stopped too. Well, what did she have to say to him anyway? She didn’t totally want to lose touch with him. She had some vague idea of reconciling, maybe at the end of the summer when he was back on campus and taking classes again. She regretted letting their friendship disintegrate. He had once been the only important guy in her life, and she cherished his company in her memories. She deliberately ignored the rather obvious conclusion that he had gone off to college and had forgotten about her. Other things were most interesting to him now. It was too depressing an idea, so she preferred to believe their parting was mutual. Different paths, a natural progression for two friends after high school to take separate routes to their future and lose touch.
Antigone found herself driving by the campus during her morning errands in case she saw him walking by. It was unlikely to happen over the summer, and she didn’t even know if Owen was on campus right now. Yes, she reasoned, there was a chance she could “accidentally” run into him. She wouldn’t call him, wouldn’t dignify the desperation that a phone call would imply. But if she happened to see him on the sidewalk, she could wave from the car. Maybe she could pull over and offer him a ride somewhere. It was too hot to be walking outside for long. He would tell her he was on his way to lunch and suggest that she join him. And she would say, “Yes, I don’t have to be back at work until this afternoon.”
“And how is work going?” he would ask (though he always sounded more snooty, like Marlow, than goofy like himself when she played the conversation in her head).
“Oh it’s good. You know how it is, busy all the time,” she would reply.
Her campus drive-bys were unsuccessful. Only once did she spot a guy she thought might have been Owen. She had practically driven up on to the curb to get a closer look.
She realized that ploy wasn’t going to work, so she started having lunch at restaurants and fast food joints near the school. It was a long shot, and she didn’t stop every day for lunch, but she figured an occasional pass at Taco Bell would seem like a normal thing. She had to eat, and if she just happened to be in the area, it wouldn’t be hard to explain. She alternated between tacos at one place, sandwiches at another, and on a rare occasion pizza even though it was inevitably more food than she wanted to eat no matter where she went.
She decided on a hamburger for lunch one day for variety. The menu was nothing special, but she duly ordered a plain burger before parking herself near the window so she could look out at the lunch crowd. The burger smelled heavenly probably because she hadn’t eaten one in ages. She chewed each bite with relish. She might as well enjoy herself. It was blazing hot outside anyway, and she was not eager to get into the car which was at the moment turning into an oven on wheels, baking in the sun. She held her burger with both hands, admiring the bite marks she had left in the bun.
“Excuse me, but you look like a girl that hasn’t had a burger in a long time,” a voice said.
The burger dropped through her hands and landed neatly on its wrapper. She looked up in surprise. “A fact, friend,” she answered.
“May I?” he said, indicating the bench across from her. She almost said no, should have said no. There wasn’t a single good reason he was trying to talk to her, a stranger. But she took a bitter comfort in knowing that the house owned her. She might flirt with him, even strike up a spark of romance, but whatever he wanted from her, he couldn’t have it. The house, the Woman, those things held her powerless. The realization was depressing, but she had long since accepted the truth of it.
She examined him while he stood there waiting for her answer. He seemed pleased that she was looking at him so intently. He was handsome in a nondescript way, in his early twenties, with a stylish wavy hairstyle and crisp, preppy look about him. He was wearing a t-shirt and tan cargo shorts that looked like they had been pressed they were so neat and matching sandals. She could tell he was fit. He had some nicely defined arms and a flat stomach. In short, he was cute. So she let him sit.
He slid into the seat across from her. He had a chocolate milkshake in his hand that he set on the table.
“You’re not going to ask me for my fries?” she asked.
“No, that’s okay. It’s clear I would deprive you if I did.” He stuck his hand across the table. “My name is Jacob.”
She reluctantly shook his hand. She was already finding him charming and that annoyed her. “Antigone.”
“That’s an unusual name, Antigone.”
“My father, Bart, majored in Classical Studies when he was in college. He could speak like four languages.”
“Only four?”
“Well, he never learned French because he didn’t like the false cognates. But he knew Latin, Spanish, and some Greek. And English,” she added, in case he thought she couldn’t count. “He was really smart, probably too smart for their marriage. Meredith, my mother, I think she never liked him being so much smarter than she was.” Antigone’s father always had the tendency to talk about lofty topics with lots of big words while Meredith looked on, bored and restless. When she was being particularly impatient, he would address conversation only to Antigone. They developed a game when she was younger that if he used a word she didn’t know, she would grab the dictionary and try to find its meaning. He would wait patiently for her to find the word – helping her out as needed – and then pick up the conversation right where it left off as though no time had passed.
“You miss him?” Jacob asked. He took a sip of his shake.
“How did you…?”
He shrugged. “Your tone. It sounded past tense to me, like you don’t see him anymore.”
“It’s a long story. I don’t ever remember my parents getting along. I suppose they must have, though, at least in the beginning. After all, they got along long enough to have me.” She laughed nervously. “Bart was always very kind and supportive to me. Whatever he thought about Meredith…my mother, it didn’t affect our relationship. He left me a lot of money. Not like I’m set for life or anything, but he always wanted me to be free to do what I wanted to do and make my own choices.” She stopped suddenly. “Why am I telling you all this?”
“You’re lucky,” Jacob said, as if the question was rhetorical, “you got along with your father. I was a mama’s boy all the way. I know my dad loves me, in some weird way, but that’s only something I’ve really figured out recently. He was very tough to grow up with. Exacting standards, rigid behavior. Everything had its place. Every action was weighed and considered and talked about. Nothing was spontaneous, you know? Not very much fun to be his son.” She nodded sympathetically. Her burger was finished, but she didn’t move to clean up her tray. “I should tell you,” he said, “that my father is a state Governor.”
“Really?” Her eyes opened wide. “That sounds exciting. Do you meet a lot of famous people?”
“I don’t. Maybe he does. Politicians, at least. Yeah, I just meant to say that he has his reasons. For how he raised me. When he has responsibilities for an entire state, it’s kind of hard to blame him for taking a militaristic approach to child rearing. Thank God my mother had some mothering instincts. And a good nanny,” he joked.
“Bart was an artist,” she said. “A painter. He worked out of the spare bedroom in our house, the one that faced west. Said it got the best afternoon light. He liked to paint in the natural light as much as he could. When I was younger, he would let me sit in the room while he worked as long as I didn’t make too much noise. He worked in the mornings at an art store. I know people bought his stuff, but I don’t think you would have heard of him or anything.”
He stirred the slush around the bottom of his cup. “You never know,” he said. “So what do you do?”
“I’m a housemaid.” She laughed with him. What a terrible sounding job, even to her ears. “I know it doesn’t sound sensational, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“And now?” he asked pointedly. “A bad idea, eh? Or just bored?”
She tried to decide how much to tell him. He had guessed the gist of it already. She leaned in. “You wouldn’t believe the house I’m living in. I’m pretty sure it’s haunted.”
He whistled, leaned back in his seat, and braced his hands in a tight grip on the table in mock apprehension. “No way.”
Antigone was enjoying herself. She reached over with both hands, grabbing his from the table and pulling him closer. “No exaggeration, friend. Even on the sunniest day, you drive up and it’s like there are thunder clouds overhead. Inside, it’s dark all day, like the sunlight never makes it through the windows. It is decorated like a castle. Large ornate paintings of ancient ancestors whose eyes follow you. Stuffed animals on the fireplace mantle that seem to growl when you pass by. She even has a crazy collection of vases. One is a bunch of really buff guys with these teeny-tiny waists running in a race naked.”
“She?” he asked. He extricated his hands and crossed his arms over his chest.
Antigone hesitated, but only for a second. “The woman I work for is downright crazy. She wears the same thing day after day. This short-sleeve white gown with gold stitching across the shoulders and around the sleeves. She doesn’t talk about anything. I don’t think she even lives in this century. I mean mentally. She only comes downstairs for dinner. I don’t know what she does the rest of the day. Sleeps maybe? Drugged up?”
He slapped his hands against the table top. “No way. What’re you there for?”
She shrugged. “To cook. I keep the house clean, not that there’s much to do besides dust and wash dishes. Even her tableware is kind of weird. The plates are heavy, silver I think. I’ve never seen metal plates before. They’re probably older than I am. I swear, if I wasn’t getting out soon, I’d go crazy.”
“You’re leaving the house?”
“I hope so. I was only supposed to be there a year. I mean, it’s a really creepy house. I wouldn’t want to be trapped there forever…”
He had a strange glint in his eyes. She paused, wondering what he was thinking.
“What?” she asked.
He smiled, trying to reassure her. “That’s the second time you said ‘trapped in the house.’”
“Oh I just meant…”
He stood up abruptly. “You ready to go?”
She glanced at her watch. They had been talking for almost an hour. It had been a nice hour, but she supposed it was time to get back to the house. She wasn’t in a particular hurry – dinner was hours away – but he probably had somewhere to be. Still, he was cute and he had been good company. He grabbed her tray to take it to the trash for her, and waited while she picked up her clutch and flattened a fold in her skirt. He looped his arm around hers and escorted her to the door. He opened the door for her with a dramatic flourish and a slight bow of his head.
She laughed despite herself. He followed her outside. It was full-on summer, and the sky was slowly baking the day to oven temperatures. It was worse stepping into the direct sunlight. The heat rolled across her without any relief.
“I’d like to see it,” he said.
She lost track of what they were talking about. “See what?” she asked.
“The house.”
She looked into his face and saw he was deadly serious. She laughed it off. “Oh that’s not going to happen.” Then his expression broke into a pout.
“Why not?”
She shook her head emphatically. “You won’t want to. You think you will now, but when you get within a block of the place, I guarantee you will want to turn tail and drive off.” She pulled her car keys out of her purse. She stepped off the sidewalk without looking at him to see if he followed her. Yet she knew she still had his attention. “The house has a weird effect on people. It scares them off. Haunted. I told you.”
He grabbed her elbow to stop her. He slowly, gently swung her around so that she was looking at him again. That glint was back, almost like he knew exactly what he was doing. But if he knew about the house, then he knew it would never let him near it either.
“Is that a challenge?” he asked.
“A statement of truth,” she answered. He started walking towards his car.
“So when can I come over?” he called over his shoulder.
She raced after him and stood in front of him. Fine, so he enjoyed a challenge. He clearly wanted to see the house, or was it just an excuse to see her again? She just knew there was no way he would even make it down the block to the driveway. Owen couldn’t do it, and Antigone only did it by an act of compulsion that wasn’t her own will. She was literally propelled along by another force. There was no harm in letting him try because then maybe she could see him again.
He read the look on her face perfectly. “Now,” he repeated, “When can I come over?”
They agreed that Jacob would show up at the house in two days, at eleven o’clock in the morning. That was the time Antigone usually left on her errands, and she hoped that any noise in the house might be attributed to her usual routine. She still didn’t believe Jacob would make it to the doorstep. He agreed immediately not to knock on the door or ring the bell. Instead, she would look out for him. As an afterthought, she made him agree not to touch anything in the house or talk too loudly. Anything to keep the Woman from realizing he had been there. Antigone could be fired, she explained, bringing him into the house was a violation of her contract. There was no guarantee the Woman wouldn’t know someone was in her house anyway.
“Wow, everything you said about this house is true,” he commented.
Antigone glanced up the staircase, straining her ears listening for the sound of movement from the second floor. He was talking quietly, but it still felt to her like yelling in a mausoleum.
“Stop doing that,” he whispered into her ear. “It’s okay. We won’t get caught.”
At ten thirty, she stationed herself in the library to peer out the window. It offered her the best view of the street. The library had a wall of books that were shelved haphazardly. The books were uniformly old, many of the titles written in other languages, with fraying and faded spines. Her first time in the room, they had been covered in a thick layer of dust, but since then Antigone had cleaned every book. The rest of the room was dominated by a heavy, dark wood coffee table sitting on curved legs that ended in what looked like three curled toes digging into the carpet. There was an enormous, and she found out heavy, couch in a faded purple fabric that felt scratchy like wool. The cushions were plush so that she sunk into the couch, but the material was so uncomfortable, she wouldn’t let it touch her bare skin. The couch had a tall, rigid back rounded at the top into an ellipse. The couch was pulled out five feet from the back wall so there was room to walk behind it. The room had a working fireplace with a mantle, and the portrait of a dour old man mounted above it. The only light in the room was from two ornate lamps, one on each side table flanking the couch, made of bronze gold topped with a glass lampshade decorated in a Greek key design. Antigone always approached the lamps cautiously. They had to be worth a fortune.
There was enough light from the street that she left the lamps off. She saw Jacob’s car park out front and watched him step out. He made it down the street but seemed unsteady as he put both feet on the driveway. Still, she marveled he had made it this far, and therefore wasn’t surprised when he managed to get to the front door. She rushed out of the library to open it before he decided to ring the bell. If he felt any sort of hesitation when she opened the door, he didn’t show it. He stepped over the threshold, if not enthusiastically, at least with a certain amount of confidence. He made no comment on the hushed darkness that wrapped him in its embrace.
She whispered that he could have a tour of the downstairs only. She led him first down the hallway to the back. They entered a long rectangular space that was the kitchen on the right and a living room on the left. Only the kitchen was tiled. It was modern with an island in the center and an oversized refrigerator, a four burner stove top and other amenities that she was surprised to find in the house. The living room was sparely decorated with two lounge chairs arranged at an angle to slightly face each other, with a small table between them. The opposite wall was dominated by yet another life-sized portrait of an angry old man dressed in an eighteenth-century suit, seated with a slight slouch and unkempt hair sprouting in every direction. That his hair hadn’t been smoothed down, either by the man or the artist, was a strange thing to Antigone. It made him look insane. The adjoining wall had yet another fireplace that, to her knowledge, had never been used.
Jacob took in every detail. His eyes searched the walls and the furniture, although what he expected to find, she didn’t know. She led him into a tiny room in the back of the house which was where they dined. The ornate wood dining table filled up almost the entire space, with just enough room between the table and the walls for diners to seat themselves and pass by sideways. The legs were elaborately detailed with what Antigone took be a floral motif. The backs of the dining chairs were equally ornate and the cushions were decorated in brown flowers. They weren’t terribly comfortable to sit on, and the room was so cramped, she always felt a little uneasy eating there.
Jacob stood in the doorway of the dining room and didn’t move. Antigone smiled at him, inviting him back to the library, but he was studying the room intently.
“What?”
He shook his head. “Is there a bathroom?”
She nodded towards a side room. The bathrooms in the house were humorously decorated with floor to ceiling wallpaper, wide vertical bands of alternating images. The first band was a white background with deep green vines and blooming pink petals. The second band appeared to be leaves of a white flower against a muddy green backdrop. Separating each band were half-inch stripes of puce. They were functional, if not ridiculously ugly.
Antigone busied herself in the kitchen making sandwiches while Jacob used the bathroom. She could hear the hum of the fan and began singing quietly to herself. After a few minutes, she paused to listen for the fan. The humming continued for a few more seconds and then stopped. She heard the click of the door and Jacob came back into the room.
A smile bloomed across his face, then he gave her a mock frown. “Let’s go out to eat, darling.”
The sandwiches were almost complete. She chose turkey with tomato slices. She opened her mouth to protest, when he reminded her, “We don’t want to get caught.” He pointed to the floor above them.
Oh right. The Woman’s bedroom was right above them. For a moment, she had forgotten all about the house and its strange powers over her. Not a healthy attitude if she was trying to stay employed. And as unexpected as this past year had been, Marlow had explicitly promised her something better next year. She dreamed about the adventure and freedom that she expected was coming soon. Jacob was right. It wasn’t worth risking any of that, no matter how novel it might be to just have lunch in the house.
She nodded. She quickly wrapped up the sandwiches while he shoved condiments back into the fridge. She had her purse in the library in case she had to meet him outside, so she just had to grab it and they could be gone. Three minutes later, she was locking the front door behind her. She slid into the passenger seat of his car, a compact hatchback. He squeezed her hand.
“Now that was something,” he said.
She leaned her head back against the seat and laughed. She hadn’t realized how tense she had been while he was in the house. It was as if she had been holding her breath for the last twenty minutes.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Fine, just fine.”
They pulled off the street and a wind whipped up that knocked the car off balance. Antigone thought she could hear a howl behind her, but when she turned to look at the house, there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary. Her imagination was working overtime. In the light of day, the house seemed ordinary.
“You’ll never guess what I found,” he said. She turned her head back to look at him, confused by the change of topic. He seemed to have a way of doing that to her.
With one hand on the steering wheel, he reached with the other into the pocket of his shorts and pulled out a jewelry case made of pewter. Antigone felt the seatbelt tighten around her neck.
She choked. “You found that in the house?”
“I know. Cool, right?” He acted as though he hadn’t just stolen from her boss! What had he done?
Her hand shook when she reached for the box and took it from him. It wasn’t heavy and fit squarely in the palm of her hand. It was gold plated at the base, and the top had an inset of emerald green. Dead center of the lid was a small circular insignia of orange and red that reminded her of flames. She tried to pull the lid off the base, but it wouldn’t come loose. She brought the box up to her eye to inspect it closer. Along one side was a slender keyhole shaped like a figure eight.
“It’s locked!”
“Yeah?” he said. “Then all we need is the key.”
She set it down on her lap. “Do you know what’s inside?” she demanded. “Is it a jewelry box?”
He shook his head. “Too small for jewelry. Must be something else.”
Antigone avoided the question she really wanted to ask. Had he known the box was there all along? Is that why he had befriended her? To get into the house and steal this? Did he know what was inside? It was awfully small to hold anything significant.
She held it up again. What would she say if the Woman asked her about it? She couldn’t admit she invited Jacob into the house and let him waltz out with it. She could claim she didn’t know anything about it. Before today, that was true. She hadn’t realized that there was anything valuable in the house to steal.
Antigone thought about taking it back. She was sure Jacob wouldn’t fight her if she chose to return it. But she didn’t know where in the house he had taken it from and she wasn’t about to risk inviting him back inside to show her. No, she thought that taking it back now could make things worse. What if she walked in and the Woman happened to catch her trying to put it back? Better to hope the Woman wouldn’t notice it was missing to begin with. Maybe the box did not have much value her to? Maybe she had forgotten it was there at all?
Somehow, Antigone doubted the truth would be that simple.
The Woman didn’t appear for dinner. Antigone felt a chill as she realized she had been caught. It couldn’t be a coincidence on the one day Antigone had a guest in the house – against the rules – the Woman suddenly disappeared. Antigone spent the evening in the kitchen, chewing absently on one of the sandwiches she had made for lunch. When it was past nine, hours after the Woman would normally appear for dinner, she cleaned up the kitchen and went to her bedroom. She paused for only a split second on the second floor banister but saw no lights and heard no noises from the Woman’s bedroom. She fell asleep that night sitting up leaning against the window sill, as if the Woman might summon her at any moment.
If the Woman were angry at Antigone, she didn’t show it the following day. Not that she was ever particularly talkative, and certainly was never what Antigone might describe as friendly. Their first encounter the next evening was unremarkable. So Antigone decided that unless the Woman mentioned the box or Jacob’s visit, she wasn’t going to broach either topic.
So when the Woman informed her the next night that she was having a guest, Antigone’s curiosity was piqued. She convinced herself the timing was coincidental. The Woman knew nothing about the theft. This visit just happened to be in the same week. Though it was unusual no matter how you sliced it. The Woman requested some food be prepared, and informed Antigone that she would be serving. Unsaid, but clear, was that she was expected to otherwise stay out of the way.
She shopped for food wondering if there was any chance that the Woman’s guest would be eating any of it. He was arriving late and not staying long. She decided the offering was mostly a formality, something to suggest that the Woman was a fine hostess, one who looked after the needs of her guests. The food, Antigone assumed, would sit on the coffee table, ignored and then packed up – all of it – for her own lunch tomorrow. Yet she faithfully prepared enough to look impressive. Plus, there was a problem with what to serve exactly! Was she feeding a vegetarian? Would the man eat anything put in front of him? She decided to prepare a variety of options.
First, she sliced the length of a baguette to make toast bites served with pico de gallo. She buttered the tops of each slice and placed it in the oven and left it there. She wouldn’t need to heat the bread until much later. She diced up the tomatoes, red onions and jalapeños, mixed in the prescribed spices – fresh lime juice, garlic and cilantro – and chilled the bowl in the fridge. She cut dough carefully into small strips to wrap around sliced hot dogs for pigs in a blanket. She could bake those later too. Finally, she prepped a batch of chocolate cookie dough which she planned to bake an hour or two before the guests arrived to have the downstairs smelling sweet.
“You need to buy flowers!” a voice commanded her.
Antigone leaped out of her skin, a loud ‘yipe’ escaping from her. She whirled around to find the Woman standing in the kitchen doorway. Antigone’s first thought was to rush and turn down the dimmer switch. The Woman never entered a room that was too brightly lit. It made sense since she had, as far as Antigone knew, never been out in natural daylight either. Yet the woman seemed perfectly comfortable in the glare of the fluorescent lights. She had one hand resting on the door frame and the other hung down by her side. She wore a shimmering floor-length purple gown that was cinched tight at the waist and reminded Antigone too eerily of the fabric on the library couch. The sleeves extended down past her wrists, and the collar of the gown sat high up on her shoulders, with only a modest v-line snaking down between her breasts. Her hair was a massive nest that tumbled over her shoulders. She had touches of gray along her temples that showed and obscured her age all at the same time. She could have been fifty or one hundred and fifty, and Antigone wouldn’t have been shocked either way.
The Woman watched her with a calm that seemed, for a moment, as if she wasn’t even breathing. She looked frozen, like a lone animation cell isolated from the background.
“Flowers?” Antigone repeated.
“For tonight,” she replied, though not cruelly. She turned and glided back down the hall towards the stairs.
“What kind of flowers?” she asked, but to herself.
She decided on three summer arrangements, colorful mixes of orange carnations and alstroemeria, daisy chrysanthemums, yellow lilies, and pink miniature gerberas. She hoped the bright floral arrangements would give the room a little dazzle. Otherwise, the library was dreary and unwelcoming. She wanted something that beckoned ‘come in,’ not ‘go die.’
In her bedroom that night, with the sun just set and the pavement outside starting to cool from baking all day, Antigone laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. She knew it was only a matter of time before she felt the pull on her brain that told her to go downstairs. She needed to anyway, to put the cookies in the oven and get the warm smell of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies wafting through the house. But even knowing that her time was winding down, she didn’t leave the bed. She let her mind wander, ignoring the internal clock that told her the evening was marching on into night. Finally, she was ready to acknowledge what was bothering her.
Her year was up and she found herself uncertain what to do. She had lost contact with everyone who was important to her before. Her friends had all moved on to college. Owen no longer called to check in on her. She stopped visiting her mother. Anger at what she had lost in a year never came, nor any particular sadness. A heaviness, a vague sense of regret that she felt was reasonably justified, but being angry at her mother took too much effort. Owen was easier to hate, but honestly, she didn’t feel that way about him either. Whatever adventure he was on now just didn’t include her, and that was life. Being honest about it, Antigone realized just how much she wanted her independence. Antigone had succeeded in leaving the nest, succeeded in avoiding the conventional path to adulthood through college, and was even earning a decent wage and hardly spending any of it. She was free from all the trappings that kept her grounded for her first eighteen years and she had managed it in a span of less than twelve months. That was a supreme accomplishment, and she refused to let anyone take that away from her.
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