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      Oh, to be stupid again. I mean naïve. To be that fresh-out-of-community-college guy arriving in Manhattan six months ago with big dreams and an unshakable feeling that something amazing was just around the corner. 

      Greyhound had rolled me into Grand Central Station on a bitter cold February afternoon. I carried one suitcase containing two pairs of jeans, three shirts that could almost pass for “smart casual,” a Mighty Mac Barnstormer fur-hood jacket (which made me look like an Arctic fisherman), a battered copy of the classic novel Valley of the Dolls (don’t judge—that old campy-romantic fantasy is one of the reasons I wanted to move here in the first place), a laptop containing the draft of a novella I wrote in creative writing class in junior college, and a Visa debit card crying out for CPR.

      What I didn’t have was a job, a place to live, or anything more than a vague plan to become rich and famous. My pockets were stuffed with the three Z’s: zero, zip, and zilch. But what I did have a lot of was what my sweet granny—between bouts of smoker’s cough—called “gumption,” which I’m now pretty sure was her word for “zero self-preservation skills.” And back then, I thought gumption was all I needed to make a big and amazing life. 

      But the thing about “big and amazing” is that it’s…well, subjective. Winning a Pulitzer? Big and amazing. Finding true love? Big and amazing. Tripping over a freshly murdered body? Also big and amazing. Just not the sort of amazing I’d been meaning to manifest.

      So, to whichever divine force, mythical being, or celestial middle manager is in charge of life goals—I say, “We need to talk.”

      Okay, so I was cash poor. But I was rich in the currency that really mattered: trust. Not “trust” as in “trust fund” (tragically, no), but “trust” in me. Trust that one day I’d be a New York Times bestselling author. That my face would be smiling from the covers of Time and Publishers Weekly. That Oprah and Reese would duel over whose book club got to “discover” my novel first. And, naturally, I’d be grinning smugly like Frieda McFadden on her Instagram profile.

      New York—loud, frenetic, a bit stinky—was where it would all happen. I knew it!

      Call me deluded. 

      “You’re deluded!”

      If I’d known in advance all I’d have to go through (and the bodies I’d have to trip over) to reach the top, I might have said, “Actually, no, thank you, Universe. I’ll just stay in my small town, flip tots at Sonic, and cultivate an appetite for beer for breakfast.”

      But instead, I checked into the Rest Assured Motel on 155th Street. Spoiler: it was neither restful nor assuring. That night, in the so-called city that never sleeps, a rat tried to spoon with me. And outside my window, someone was either begging for his life or auditioning for Law & Order: Cadaver Unit. Either way, I told myself it was character-building. Fodder for the memoir I’d publish fifty years later, in the waning days of my glorious literary stardom. 

      The next morning, I logged onto NestQuest and found a studio apartment to share with two other guys in “affordable” Washington Heights. 

      Then I went to SwellHire Top Temps and applied for literally anything. And presto-change-o, within days, I was the assistant to the intern tech copywriter for an industrial waste management company in Jersey City. Yes, nothing says “glamorous Manhattan debut” quite like industrial garbage.

      I bought my very first MetroCard. And on Sundays, I haunted the Strand bookstore over on Broadway, pretending to browse the poetry section and trying to look adorably intellectual. My fantasy was that some shy, devastatingly cute nerd would notice me and say, “Hey, wanna come back to my place? I’ll show you my first edition of The Bell Jar.” Which, honestly, could have been hot. Alternatively, he might have offered FLOTUS Interruptus by Melania Trump. Not hot.

      So, yes. My life was exciting.

      Really.

      (Okay, not really. But I’m relentlessly optimistic.)

      The copywriting gig? Total disaster. In fact, all my subsequent temp jobs started like dreams come true but turned into Netflix true-crime docuseries waiting to happen:

      – Barista at Perkatory (turns out I don’t steam well under pressure).

      – Nail salon helper (what’s cuticle oil?).

      – Nursing home attendant (sent packing for being “too sensitive,” which, frankly, I take as a compliment).

      The most recent gig? Working as a PA for my all-time favorite movie star and getting to live in her swanky Tribeca condo penthouse. Smash cut to: murder in her condo. I’m a person of interest. Real killer found. I get sacked anyway. Totally unfair. You can read all about that in Breakfast at Timothy’s, available wherever you get your cheeky murder mysteries.

      And then—boom—a miracle.

      SwellHire Top Temps placed me as a paid intern at the Adele Cummings Foundation for the Arts, Research, and Theater. A multibillion-dollar nonprofit dedicated entirely to giving away money. Buckets of it. Oprah levels of “You get a grant! You get a grant!” Dorothy Parker once said, “I don’t know much about being a millionaire, but I’ll bet I’d be darling at it.” 

      Me too, Dorothy! 

      Which brings me, inevitably, to this story. The one with another dead body. It’s someone I know—or wanted to know. She was on the verge of becoming famous. A cabaret singer with a voice that sounded like velvet dipped in sin. I instantly became a fanboy the first time I heard her sing.

      For me, her murder wasn’t just tragic, it was personal. 

      And as luck would have it, my fingerprints were at the crime scene. You’ll see.
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      According to cultural anthropologists, the world is split into two distinct groups: the haves and the have-nots. 

      Squillionaire Adele Cummings? She lives on Haves Street. She owns the whole flippin’ block. The zip code. And probably the moon rights above it.

      Adele Cummings is rich. Mackenzie Scott rich. Saudi sheik rich. They say she has mansions all over the world. And a private tropical island in the South Pacific. Also, a fancy-schmancy jet to shuttle her to and from…here to there…and this way and that. 

      When the Wealth and Prosperity Fairy flipped on Adele’s abundance tap, it didn’t just flow—it went full-on Old Faithful. It was impossible to put a cork in it. The only thing Adele Cummings could think to do was to give a lot of it away. 

      This is actually a lot harder than one might imagine, given ambiguous tax laws and the understandable distrust of no-strings-attached freebies. Nothing makes you read the fine print faster than the phrase “just sign here.” So, with a deep sense of noblesse oblige, she established the Adele Cummings Foundation for the Arts, Research, and Theater with a mandate to find worthy recipients of her billions. 

      Get the picture? 

      I’m on the flip side of the affluence coin. Timothy Truman Trousdale here, and unlike super-rich Adele Cummings, I live on Pauper Place. I rent month to month. A relatively recent transplant to NYC from semi-rural Alabama, I work minimum-wage temp admin jobs and share a shoebox with two (present and future) losers. And I fully expect goons from JPMorgan Chase to show up any day now with bolt cutters to pry my perpetually delinquent Visa credit card from my hands.

      I’m broke. But it’s not that I lack a good work ethic. Far from it. My now-dead daddy drilled into me that early morning start times meant you got stuff done. He’d come into my bedroom all sunshiny before dawn and call out, “Up and at ’em, Timmy boy! You don’t want people thinkin’ you’re useless!” Thanks for the inspiration, Dad.

      Trouble is, in New York City, hard work and actually earning enough to live on don’t necessarily go hand in hand. One builds character. The other builds credit. And between the two, guess which one my landlord prefers?

      Nor do I squander the little I earn. I respect money. Honestly, I’d make a spectacularly generous millionaire—if only the universe would give me an audition. I’ve already mastered the art of wealth redistribution: lending money to friends who think “repayment” is just a suggestion.

      Anyway, in this amazing city, everyone seems to have somewhere important to go and something exciting to do. And for the first time in weeks, I did too! 

      It was one of those early autumn mornings in Manhattan, with the city air happy it was no longer humid. I practically skipped along the Upper East Side, headed to my new temp assignment at the Adele Cummings Foundation. 

      Picture me on East Seventy-Second Street—light on my feet, a bargain-bin Dancing with the Stars pro. Wind in my sails, clean jeans, white Oxford cloth button-down shirt, sneakers. I practically tap-glided toward the crosswalk, almost expecting some Broadway chorus boy to burst out of a boutique, grab my hand, and yank me into an eight-count before the light changed.

      I arrived at the address provided by the agency: a Beaux Arts Gilded Age house with a fancy front entrance. Two granite Corinthian columns flanked black wrought-iron French doors. The house had a name: Ravenscroft. That sounded vaguely spooky. Like a place Edgar Allan Poe might have lived (if the great author hadn’t been destitute).

      Who goes around giving their house a name? Then I remembered Elvis Presley’s Graceland and Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello and Michael Jackson’s Neverland. Posh people are different from ordinary folk. I guess they’d never settle for a mere number to identify their residences.

      Castles and palaces in England have names: Windsor, Buckingham, Highgrove, etc. So why wouldn’t American royalty, like Adele Cummings (and Elvis, the King, obviously)? 

      And, because I am nothing if not a creature of symmetry, I immediately decided my apartment needed a name as well. How about Winterbourne Manor? Otherwise known as 2743-B East Franklin Avenue (above Abu’s Kebab Take-Out, entrance via the back alley, try not to trip over the trash cans). I thought a name might make my place sound marginally less like the shit pit it actually is.

      I took a deep, nervous breath, walked up two steps, and peeked at my phone screen once again for the name of the person I was supposed to meet: Mrs. Johnston, Corporate Concierge. 

      Ring, ring! I wasn’t sure what to expect. A butler? A maid? In only a moment, as if a hand had been on the doorknob waiting for me, I was greeted by a smiling, stylishly dressed older woman who was probably in her early sixties. She wore a tailored gray tweed blazer over a burgundy blouse and a scarf tied in a careful half-knot just below her collarbone. Her straight silver hair was cut shoulder length and parted dead center. A pearl and sapphire brooch garnished the lapel of her suit jacket. (Nothing like the cheap stuff my stepmother orders online from Tickytacky.com.) 

      “You must be Mr. Trousdale. I’m Mrs. Johnston,” she said. “Welcome to Ravenscroft and the Adele Cummings Foundation. We’ve been eager to receive you. Old Smudgy, here, too.”

      She patted the head of a docile black Labrador that stood by her side, listlessly wagging his tail.

      “Please come in.”

      Whoa! This reception was the exact polar opposite of how I’d been greeted at my last job! The one where I was living and working in a movie star’s chic modern penthouse condo and where I met my first murdered body. There, I’d been savagely mauled by a crusty old paranoid pit bull of a woman who insisted that I’d been sent to spy on her, and she wasn’t having any of that! “No siree!” 

      Still, I stayed on high alert. I’d only been in New York for six months, but that was five months, three weeks, and four days longer than it took to realize that first impressions in this city could pivot faster than a maître d’ when a bigger tipper walks in. Smiles turn sinister fast. Take that guy panhandling on Forty-Second Street who was all full of sunshine—until my fatal mistake of making eye contact, smiling back, and saying, “Sorry, no change today. Maybe next time.”

      Cue instant transformation.

      He mimicked me in a thundering nah-nah-nah taunt. “Sorry, no change today. Maybe next time! ASSHOLE!”

      And how about that sweet-looking old lady feeding pigeons in Bryant Park? I asked her—very politely, I assure you—if she could tell me how to get to the Whitney Museum. She stared at me for a long, excruciating moment, then bellowed, “Do I look like goddamn fucking Google Maps? Jesus fucking Christ!”

      So yeah. Lessons learned. In New York, a smile could just be the protective coating around a grenade.

      And yet—there was something about Mrs. Johnston’s smile that didn’t feel weaponized. She wasn’t trying to sell me a Louis Vuitton knockoff, or a bootleg DVD of Spider-Man 2 filmed from the back row or convert me to an obscure religion. She was just…lovely. Like the world’s nicest aunt who would bake me cookies for no reason at all.

      Stepping into Ravenscroft was like walking straight into a Julian Fellowes period drama—but without costumed servants. The vestibule alone was bigger than my shared shoebox. The parquet floor, probably from the turn of the twentieth century, was in a herringbone pattern. A large orchid dominated a round table in the center of the room. Overhead, a stained-glass Tiffany chandelier cast little rainbow halos through the room.

      To my left was a large mahogany-framed mirror (Chippendale?) with an eagle carved on top—wings outstretched like it was about to fly off to defend liberty. On the opposite wall was a marble fireplace with an oil painting of a seriously intimidating woman above the mantel. She held a Cavalier King Charles spaniel in her lap and wore an expression that said, “Yes, I am better than you.”

      The foyer’s centerpiece was a sweeping staircase, each step laid with a deep burgundy runner edged with a narrow border of gold, and a glossy dark-wood banister that all but begged me to slide down it. And this was just the entryway! I was stepping into old-world history. I imagined the walls here didn’t just have ears—they had stories.

      Mrs. Johnston guided me through to what she proudly called “the Grand Drawing Room.” Each step felt like a journey into a bygone era. My imagination soared. This was like time-traveling to the glittering decadence of the Roaring Twenties. I could almost hear George Gershwin at the grand piano, the clinking of martini glasses, and the sophisticated banter that must have reverberated through these rooms.

      I thought of Jay Gatsby, with his enigmatic charm and doomed dreams. Perhaps F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald had been guests at one of Ravenscroft’s soirees. Or maybe the sharp-tongued writers from the Algonquin Round Table, with their piercing satire and literary genius, had been here. A place this old—it was all definitely possible.

      Mrs. Johnston gestured for me to sit on a plush blue satin settee in the center of the room. “Tea, Mr. Trousdale?” she asked. “Earl Grey? Herbal? Oolong? Which do you require?” 

      I hesitated. Tea? Was this a trick question? The kind posh people ask to test your upbringing and rightful place in society? “Um…anything’s fine, thank you,” I said, aiming for nonchalance. 

      Mrs. Johnston paused, giving me a look somewhere between mild amusement and headmistress. “Mr. Trousdale,” she said, “if you prefer something, then you require it.” She glanced at the diamond iceberg on her finger. “Just as I require this adornment…” Her gaze slid down to my jeans. “And you require…denim.”

      Oh. Okay then.

      Her comment should have felt like a jab, but she said it with such poise and charm that it didn’t sting. It was more like an observation.

      “In that case,” I said, summoning every scrap of backbone I had, “I require Earl Grey, please. And lemon. Thank you.”

      Mrs. Johnston’s mouth curved into a satisfied smile as she poured the tea with the flourish of someone who’d probably done this for royalty. As I took my first sip, she began outlining her own role at the foundation.

      “I serve as corporate concierge, and you will report equally to me and our four advisors,” she said, her tone landing somewhere between pride and authority. 

      Corporate concierge sounded glamorous, like she should be booking Broadway theater tickets and limousines for Adele Cummings. But her list of duties—mostly admin—screamed “standard-issue office manager.” Then again, this was New York, where job titles were as inflated as real estate prices. I’d already met a telemarketer who insisted he was a customer outreach specialist, a librarian reborn as an information curator, and a waiter who proudly identified as a food and beverage consultant. Even my own temp agency had christened me a consulting associate, which, I admitted, sounded far classier than “gofer.”

      “I’ve been working for Adele Cummings and her foundation for over twenty-five years,” she continued. “I’ve been here longer than any of the others. I maintain the most sensitive files and keep the whole machine running—while everyone else takes credit for the hum.”

      She said that lightly, almost cheerfully, but there was a look in her eye that made me think she was exaggerating. “I’m devoted to Ms. Cummings, and she depends on me. For every grant application that comes in, I assign it to the appropriate advisor on our team. If I don’t know where something is, it’s either misplaced by staff or never existed.

      “I’ve scheduled an informal reception for 9:30,” she added. “An opportunity for the others to extend their personal welcome. Following that—presuming we haven’t sent you fleeing for New Jersey—we’ll migrate to the screening room for a brief orientation presentation. Does that agree?”

      Does that agree?

      What kind of question was that? Most employers barely noticed the help had heads, let alone thoughts. But I was determined to play it cool. “Awesome,” I said, nodding like a bobblehead.

      “Awesome?”

      “I mean, that’s quite agreeable. Indeed.” Quite agreeable, indeed? Who am I turning into?

      As the clocks in the house marked the half hour, the foundation’s main workforce began to filter into the drawing room. They gravitated towards me like curious relatives visiting a newborn’s crib—gently crowding in, peering closely, witness to something brand new. Each introduction brimmed with warmth and camaraderie. Well, except for one noticeably aloof presence. But I’ll get to that in a minute. The room otherwise buzzed with a friendliness that enveloped me in a sort of goodwill cocoon.

      I couldn’t believe it. Somehow, I had become the sun in a tiny solar system of delightful, dazzling, attractive human beings—each one orbiting me with a shared mission: to spread Adele Cummings’s philanthropic moolah across the arts and humanities universe. 

      But what really struck me—aside from the fact that they were all well dressed—was how genuine they seemed. Not just about their work, but about the point of it. They agreed they weren’t just doing a job. It was a calling. For life. Like philanthropy meets musical theater.

      And OMG, the respect they offered me! After working in offices where I was once referred to as “the neck” (mine’s not that long), these people made me feel like I was family. They called me Mister Trousdale. In fact, everyone at the foundation was Mr. this or Ms. that. It was a rule.

      “Ms. Cummings believes that first-name familiarity diminishes the individual,” Mrs. Johnston explained. “Here, we elevate each other with formality. It’s dignifying. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Trousdale?”

      After the many ways I’d been mistreated at other workplaces, this was an amazing novelty. “Absolutely,” I managed. Inside, I was thinking, I’ve never been dignified at a job before! I did wonder how they’d address someone who didn’t identify as either Mr. or Ms. Maybe Mx.? (That’s the gender-neutral one, for those of you not fluent in progressive office protocol.) 

      Honestly, after my last job—where insults were a form of team-building exercise, and my name was mostly shouted in ALL CAPS—this whole thing felt revolutionary. It felt like someone had quietly handed me a fresh start—with a big portion of hope.

      I was in a group of kindred spirits united under the umbrella of Adele Cummings’s philanthropic vision. And in this moment of welcome, I felt the first threads of belonging weave themselves around my heart.
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      The first to greet me was Ms. Neely. She was the sort of person who didn’t just walk into a room—she wafted. Everything about her screamed sophistication—in a quiet, cashmere sort of way. The word “ethereal” fit best.

      A brunette bob framed her face. Her cowl-neck sweater draped over her shoulders, and silver earrings caught the light with every subtle tilt of her head.

      “Mr. Trousdale, it’s a pleasure to become acquainted,” she said, offering a handshake. “I’m Ms. Neely. Awards and Allocations.” Her voice was warm and polished. “Your surname is deliciously distinguished,” she beamed. “It reminds me of my dearest chum, Suzie Schultz, who resides in the Trousdale Estates in Beverly Hills. Perhaps you know her?”

      Let’s just take a moment to review, dear readers. I grew up in semi-rural Alabama, where “luxury real estate” means a double-wide with a washing machine in the backyard instead of a pool. The odds of my knowing anyone in Beverly Hills are about the same as my popping into Sotheby’s to outbid Jeff Bezos on a Monet.

      But I suspected Ms. Neely probably didn’t mean it literally. It was her way of connecting worlds—her gleaming, curated one and my wrinkled, temp-agency-issued one. And for some reason, it worked. I felt like she was seriously interested in me as a human being.

      Sort of.

      Ms. Neely radiated wealth. I just knew she was the kind of woman who never dribbled soup on her silk blouses. And yet—she wasn’t snooty. Not even close. She had this easy, elegant confidence that probably only comes from living a full, rich life. Despite our backgrounds I felt comfortable around her.

      She leaned in. “Mr. Trousdale, once you’re comfortably acclimated, I’d be very pleased to show you some of our Adele Cummings Arts Award applications. Your insight may prove invaluable…if you’re so inclined.” She then explained that I could assist by offering “a fresh perspective” on applicants’ backgrounds because I was someone unjaded by years of philanthropy or committee politics. Translation: she thought my small-town, outsider’s viewpoint might help spot a hidden gem. Translation of the translation: You look like you still know what rent costs. 

      Honestly, I didn’t know what to do with that. At every other job I’d ever had, my opinion had been about as welcome as a swarm of wasps at a picnic. But here? Ms. Neely was treating me like I was already part of the team—like I mattered.

      Then came Mr. Slater, the foundation’s director of Research and Analysis. And let me tell you, he was adorable. Tall, broad shoulders, and all the physical features most normal people dream of in a fantasy lover. He had that sort of effortless style that made you immediately think he was interested in you. His hair was a perfect mix of golden waves and premature gray. And don’t get me started on his skin. It had that golden, sun-kissed glow that made me certain he used some terrifyingly expensive face cream that only rich people know about—or could afford.

      His outfit? A master class in understatement. Perfectly tailored navy blazer, charcoal trousers, crisp white shirt with the collar opened down two buttons. And of course, there was a silk pocket square. Gay? Maybe. Maybe not. I’m often spectacularly wrong about that.

      “Mr. Trousdale,” he said smoothly, “I happen to have a pair of tickets for the Met’s season opener—orchestra seating, of course.” (Of course.) “But Wagner doesn’t speak to me. I’m more of a Puccini purist.”

      And with that, he reached into the breast pocket of his blazer and withdrew an envelope. “I would consider it a favor if you and a friend would attend on my behalf.”

      I blinked. Tickets to the Met? Orchestra seating? Did this man just casually hand me a golden ticket to New York culture as if it were a two-for-one coupon at Walgreens? Even I knew they cost a bloody fortune!

      Momentarily taken aback by the lavish offer, I stupidly asked, “Why isn’t Wagner speaking to you? You two have a bit of a falling-out?”

      It must have been an awkward question, because after a moment of confusion, Mr. Slater laughed.

      “Well done, you! Almost had me there! You amuse me, sir.”

      I didn’t know what I’d said that could be construed as amusing, but I thought it best to let it drop and hope that Mr. Slater and Mr. Wagner worked things out. The tickets in my hand felt like keys to a new world, one that promised to expand my appreciation of the arts.

      On the heels of that introduction, Mrs. Stone floated over to me. She was all radiant, high-voltage charm and joyful energy. Around her neck was a lovely string of pearls. As she moved, they caught the light, as if each bead were a tiny moon.

      “Ethics and Compliance.” She identified her advisory position. “Mr. Trousdale,” she said in a melodic, champagne-bubble kind of voice, “my husband will be piloting a clutch of our nearest and dearest to Aspen in his new Gulfstream toy over Thanksgiving. There’s room for one more if you haven’t made your own ressies yet. It would be marvy if you would allow us to shuttle you there.”

      I blinked.

      Aspen?

      Gulfstream TOY?

      What even is a Gulfstream? A private jet, I think. And what did one wear on a ski holiday to Aspen with people who had names like Remington and wore everyday pearls? But the idea of skiing—me, skiing?—was so ludicrous I had a full mental image of myself somersaulting down a mountain and needing to be airlifted home.

      And yet…her invitation was so warm, so guileless, so genuinely nice that I didn’t feel patronized. Mrs. Stone obviously lived in a universe of private jets, snow-covered chalets, and winter vacations. The most fascinating part of it all was that there wasn’t an ounce of pretension in her. She was just…naturally magnanimous.

      Then a deity strolled into the room. Mrs. Raymond. Everyone seemed to adjust to her presence. Like the whole place knew someone fabulous had arrived and wanted to behave accordingly.

      She was stunning. Like, movie-star-on-a-press-tour stunning. Her thirty-something skin was a glorious velvety mahogany. Her smile was 100 watts. Her voice was like someone had melted poetry and poured it over ice cream, with a South Pacific garnish. “The Marquesas Islands,” she said, when I asked about her accent. “A blend of Polynesian musicality and French rhythm.” The words slipped off her tongue like a lullaby.

      And before I could properly process how glamorous Mrs. Raymond was, she reached into her clutch and pulled out a gift card. “This is a wee something from my friend Angelica (which she pronounced Ahn-HEL-ee-ka),” she said, holding it out with a conspiratorial laugh. “She means well, but she always forgets I’m devoted to Brunello Cucinelli. Can’t imagine why she thought I’d deign to patronize Valentino. It’s just taking up valuable space in here. Perhaps you’ll find something for yourself or a friend. You’ll do me a favor by using it.”

      Wait.

      Hold on.

      Did this ethereal goddess just hand me a Valentino gift card plucked from her purse like it was a stray Tic Tac?

      I stared at it like it might disappear if I blinked. A real, actual Valentino gift card. Like, fashion week Valentino. Like, things I’ve only seen in magazines next to price tags marked “If You Have to Ask…” Valentino. And she was giving it to me because it didn’t match her brand loyalty?

      I managed a thank you that sounded only slightly strangled while inside I was screaming: WHAT IS HAPPENING HERE?!

      Because here’s the thing. I could tell she wasn’t showing off. She was just being generous in the casual way that people who never have to check their bank balances can be. I guessed that in her world, giving away luxury was simply a matter of practicality. 

      OMG! Who are these amazing people? And how did I land in such a big, deep, fluffy pile of their molted angel feathers? Perhaps their very detachment from need allowed their generosity to flourish. People who don’t want something from you can be incredibly magnanimous. It’s the envious losers you have to be wary of. Unburdened by the problems that plague most of us, rich people can afford to extend kindnesses and support without ulterior motives. It dawned on me that the real measure of wealth wasn’t in the opulence of one’s surroundings but in the capacity to offer benevolence without conditions. I filed that away for future contemplation—and practice—when I was rich.

      Taking a quick mental step back from the dazzling swirl of welcome smiles and light-reflecting jewelry, I clocked the one person in the room who hadn’t offered so much as a nod, a smile, or a single syllable of introduction. I asked Mrs. Johnston who the woman with the antisocial detachment was. 

      “Ms. Klotz. Policy consultant.”

      Even her name sounded disturbing, like a spoon grinding in a garbage disposal. Klotz… Klotz… Klotz… And of course, I never insult someone’s physical appearance—as that’s not nice—but I’ve gotta say, she sorta reminded me in a way of an anteater. That was a wild distortion on my part, but she almost looked as if evolution had momentarily gotten obsessed with eating efficiency and forgotten about symmetry. 

      Her eyes were smallish and deep-set. And her nose was longer than average and sorta pulled downward. She didn’t smile. She didn’t even seem to blink. I wasn’t entirely sure she even breathed. She just sat in a wingback chair, arms crossed, lips pursed. There was an invisible wall around Ms. Klotz, which made her even more intimidating. She sat ominously like a thundercloud in a beige cashmere sweater, ready to pour disapproval on whatever unsuspecting soul dared to breathe too near her.

      Ms. Klotz was probably in her early thirties and every bit as impeccably turned out as the other dazzling creatures flitting around here. She wore a diamond dragonfly hair clip on the side of her sleek bob—though to my eyes, it looked less like it was ornamenting her and more like it was being held captive. Ms. Klotz exuded all the warmth of a full-body airport security scanning machine. 

      From the moment our eyes met (or rather, the moment my eyes met her judgmental squint), I knew we were not destined to braid friendship bracelets. At least not without a huge amount of effort on my part. It wasn’t that she ignored me. Ignoring would’ve been easier. She assessed me. Like someone silently debating whether I should be erased from her presence using a giant DELETE key.

      And it wasn’t all that subtle. Her gaze absorbed me from head to toe. Of course, I smiled at her because that’s what you do when you’re a nervous new employee and one of the senior staff looks like she’d rather be chewing gravel than sitting anywhere near you. I tried to be cheerful and optimistic as I approached her.

      “Ms. Klotz? I’m Timothy, er, Mr. Trousdale. It’s lovely to meet you.” 

      Her response? A barely perceptible eyebrow twitch. That was it. That was her grand gesture. No “hello.” No “welcome.” Just the universal facial expression for I see you. I do not like you. Kindly evaporate. It was like she was allergic to cheerfulness.

      But I was sure I could win her over. Eventually.

      My smile—which usually worked like a charm—froze on my face. The corners of my mouth started to twitch. My cheeks went hot. My inner monologue was shrieking, Abort! Abort! She’s immune to charm! I tried one last lifeline: “Well, I’m sure we’ll work well together.”

      She said nothing.

      Nothing.

      Not even a passive-aggressive “Mm.” I could’ve been a lamp.

      I turned and made a beeline back to Mrs. Johnston, as if she were my emotional support human. She looked at me as if to say, You’ve met Cerberus.

      And I had. The three-headed canine that guards the gates to Hades. One woman, one glower, one shattered self-esteem in under thirty seconds. A new record for me.

      “She needs a juice box and a nap,” Mrs. Johnston murmured sympathetically after witnessing my dismal crash-and-burn.

      I wanted to say she needs an enema, but I didn’t know Mrs. Johnston well enough yet to be crude.

      “Don’t take it too personally,” she added. “Ms. Klotz hardly ever says anything. She barely acknowledges a good morning. She doesn’t have to. One of those top-down hires—straight from Ms. Cummings’s inner circle.”

      Mrs. Johnston adjusted her glasses, her tone light but measured. “Comes in two, maybe three days a week—when the mood strikes. Sometimes disappears for weeks. No one questions it.” She smiled faintly, as if she’d revealed a state secret and then tucked it neatly back where it belonged.

      I nodded in understanding. You don’t question a natural disaster. You board the windows and hope you’re insured. I didn’t know Ms. Klotz, but I really didn’t want to either.

      “One bit of advice, Mr. Trousdale. When Ms. Klotz gives you an assignment, do exactly as she says. Never ask her to repeat herself.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “She will not only remove your head, but she’ll detach your manly bits, sauté them with a little shallot and wine reduction, and serve them for lunch like she’s appearing on The Great British Bake Off.”

      Cannibal Edition.

      “She found the assistant you replaced quite…tasty.”

      I had no idea whether Mrs. Johnston was exaggerating, and I didn’t want to find out. I made a mental note to bring a voice recorder every time I entered Ms. Klotz’s line of fire. If she ever asked me to do anything—no matter how trivial—I would do as I was told, with the quiet terror that one mistake could turn me into a eunuch.

      I gulped. “There’s got to be a human being in there somewhere,” I said, perhaps too brightly. “I’m sure I’ll find it eventually.” I gave Mrs. Johnston my best little-ray-of-sunshine smile. “She probably just needs time to know me.”

      As I looked around the room at everyone something shifted in my chest. Maybe a hint of something that felt close to suspicion. I told myself I was being dramatic. That after six months of employment humiliations, I was bound to flinch at kindness.

      As the meet-and-greet began to wind down—and these lovely people started murmuring polished regrets about having to return to their offices—Mrs. Johnston turned to me with her soft smile.

      “Aren’t they all proud of themselves?” she said, watching the advisors glide away. “So well dressed. So well educated.” Her smile didn’t change, but something in her voice thinned—just slightly. “Not a care in their insulated worlds. Must be nice.”

      I blinked. It wasn’t the words so much as the way she said, “Must be nice.” 

      For a moment, something hard flickered behind her eyes. “They haven’t a clue.”

      Then, as quickly as a light flipping on, she brightened again—sweet, composed, grandmotherly. “Well! Perhaps it’s time to watch our orientation presentation? If that suits.”
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      Due to the age of everything else in this office I was expecting Mrs. Johnston to roll out a creaky TV trolley and show an old, grainy VHS tape. Instead, she guided me through to the library, casually nudged open a panel in a bookcase, and led me down a stairway to a private cinema. I’m talking red velvet seats, low lighting, and the faint, lingering scent of buttered popcorn.

      “Do make yourself comfortable,” said Mrs. Johnston, as if we hadn’t just descended into the Bat Cave. I settled into a seat, and for the next half hour, I was absorbed in the fascinating Adele Cummings origin story. 

      An only child from an upper middle-class family in suburban Boston, Adele was a precocious child and had a private education at the prestigious Chalford Academy. Her parents instilled in her the importance of always striving to improve herself and always behaving with dignity and integrity. They taught her the value of gratitude for every aspect of her good life. They insisted, “Those of us with more must do more”—a sentiment worthy of Jesus Christ, Maya Angelou, and Spider-Man.

      MIT scouted Adele Cummings, and by the time she earned her degree in biological engineering, she had already made a considerable fortune by licensing her patent for a synthetic bacterium she’d developed in a student research lab. The innovation proved pivotal in improving diagnostic procedures. It was adapted for use in treating a parasitic disease that only people in Southeast Asia were ever affected by.

      Before turning thirty, Adele had launched and sold several biotech startups, working across borders and collaborating with researchers from Singapore to Stockholm. She never rested on her laurels, always chasing her next brilliant idea, some frontier no one else had thought to cross.

      The general public knew very little about Adele Cummings, and she preferred it that way. While some might have heard about her green energy crusades, she was most proud of her freebie airline, Cummings’s Goings—founded, as she once declared in a sharply worded press statement, “expressly to help refugees from so-called ‘shithole countries.’” Adele wanted to prove that not all rich Americans were vulgar, narcissistic political grotesques with more money than sense and an alarming allergy to empathy. She liked to say that if wealth really revealed character, then some people should have stayed middle class—where at least their cruelty could be contained to HOA meetings and golf-course tantrums.

      The video presentation’s voice narration (which sounded like Judi Dench) assured viewers that Ms. Cummings was not, in fact, the “aloof megalomaniac” so memorably described by The Financial Times of London but was merely “super self-conscious about her super-huge cup runnething over.” She just preferred to serve humanity as anonymously as possible.

      In fact, Adele Cummings was so secretive that there wasn’t a single photo of her as an adult in the entire video. Not even a snapshot of her snipping a ribbon at the grand opening of the water-purification pumping station she built in Senegal—although there was a glossy photo of the ribbon itself. No pictures of her touring the Frank Gehry–designed E. coli treatment center she fully funded in Uganda. None from the time she went to Sweden to accept a humanitarian award. 

      Naturally, I was dying to know what the squillionaire looked like—just in case she ever popped into the office and I accidentally bumped into her in the hallway. I was told she was “shy” and rarely came to New York. Which sounded suspiciously like code for “Quasimodo’s less-attractive sister.” 

      But really—who cares? When you’re rich, people pretend not to notice nature’s more aggressive vandalism of your appearance. Truthfully, it didn’t matter one iota to me what Ms. Cummings looked like. Even if she were a cross between the Elephant Man and Picasso’s Weeping Woman with Handkerchief, there was so much to admire about her. Most impressive of all was the Adele Cummings Prize—no-strings-attached, tax-free, multimillion-dollar grants awarded for—as the foundation’s mission statement proclaimed:

      
        
        …outstanding contributions to the creative,

        performing, literary, visual, and media arts.

      

      

      These were in addition to the garden-variety charities she vigorously supported: cancer research, medical detection dogs, elephant sanctuaries, and environmental protection projects. No individual or group was too insignificant for consideration to win a big chunk of Ms. Cummings’s change. Past grant recipients included novelty causes such as Toodle-Loo. This nonprofit provided toilets and other sanitation facilities in Bangladesh. And Barely Literate, a group of rebellious librarians in Florida who flouted their state’s censorship and banned-books laws. (They lured people into what appeared to be brothels but were really “story dens.”) 

      Adele Cummings supposedly studied every grant application and, with guidance from the foundation’s advisors, personally selected all the recipients of her eponymous prize. Basically, she was an upper-crust fairy godmother with a tax-deductible wand.

      Okay, I was in love with Adele Cummings. It was true. If or when I met her, I’d tell her how amazing I thought she was. How much I admired her generosity. I’d thank her for funding orchestras, museums, and scholarships. I’d tell her that what I admired most was that she didn’t shout about her good deeds. No photo ops. No YouTube videos of her cradling starving babies in faraway lands. She just gave. Quietly. Decisively. I’d try to sound professional, but even if I tripped over every other word, I’d make sure she knew I thought she was terrific.

      After the video presentation, I was given a tour of the rest of the foundation’s offices at Ravenscroft. The place was lavishly decorated—but in the way I thought a rich old lady’s Manhattan apartment circa late 1990s must have looked. Quite frankly, even though the foundation gave away an obscene amount of dollars, they obviously hadn’t used much of it to redecorate their own space since before I was born. 

      There was a lot of faded mahogany paneling, dusty teardrop crystals on the chandeliers, and threadbare patches on some of the Oriental carpets. Still, the place reeked of old wealth. I could smell it everywhere. It sort of hung in the air, like particles of the lilac-scented talc my granny dusted herself with before church on Sundays—and before talc was deemed the toiletry equivalent of asbestos. Mrs. Johnston even wore a perfume scent like my granny’s.

      “And this will be your office,” Mrs. Johnston announced as she led me to a wood-paneled room larger than my entire shared apartment. My jaw dropped as I took in the furnishings: an antique desk, a plush leather executive chair, an iMac computer, and a widescreen TV mounted on the wall. It even had a chandelier! 

      Oh, I get it. I’m new. This is an initiation hazing ritual sort of thing. Mrs. Johnston’s going to laugh at me for falling for her joke.

      But she seemed serious. Then she added, “You’ll want to hang something on the walls, so you’re welcome to select whatever you like from the gallery upstairs. We understand art is subjective.”

      Standing there, I, Timothy Trousdale, was simply overwhelmed. Who, I wondered, were the idiot interns before me who let the amazing opportunity to work for Adele Cummings slip through their fingers? I was determined to do everything in my power to make this into a permanent gig. 

      Almost gone were my thoughts of working on my dumb novella (with the equally dumb title Suffer Fools) or even starting another book. Why would anyone with anything better to do endure the grinding, years-long journey it took to cough up eighty-five thousand-plus words—one painful keystroke at a time—only to face the equally Herculean task of finding a literary agent? (A near-impossible feat unless you’re related to someone at Curtis Brown.) 

      And even if, by some miracle, I found an agent, that agent still had to convince an editor to publish the damn book. And even if the editor said yes—which would be another miracle—then would come soul-crushing revisions and the near impossible task of finding an actual reading audience in a world that would rather binge reality TV. Nope. Why bother?⁠1

      I was speechless at the sight of my office and the twinkle in Mrs. Johnston’s eyes told me she knew how happy she’d made me. If I could afford to send her flowers, I would. She smiled and said, “There are just a couple of rules we all have to follow.” 

      I was an excellent rule follower. That was my best employee trait because I didn’t like to let anyone down—especially anyone who gives me a paycheck.

      “One: Unless otherwise instructed, no one outside the advisory team is to access the shared computer folder labeled Grants,” she said, her tone clipped. “Those files may contain sensitive information—financial disclosures, background checks, or
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