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      'WANTED: Live-in companion for sick wife. House rules strictly enforced.'

      I shouldn’t have ignored the last part of the ad.

      Caring for the unresponsive wife of celebrity podcaster Colin Harrington could be the best thing to happen to me in years. A place to live. A paycheck. A last chance to resurrect a career as comatose as the woman I'm paid to watch over.

      I have to make it work. I just have to survive a few months inside the eerie, high-tech halls of the Harrington mansion.

      But Kara is testing the limits of my sanity. Doors open and close on their own. Shadows shift at the edge of my vision. And I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched.

      I wouldn't mind—if I knew it was Colin. He's been through hell, and it's been years since the accident that took his wife from him. Maybe it's time he moved on. Maybe I'm the one who can help him.

      Then I find a cassette tape—and a voice I was never meant to hear..

      Someone in this house has a secret they'll do anything to protect.

      But they're not the only one with something to hide.

      I have a secret of my own—and I won't be silenced so easily.

      Perfect for fans of The Housemaid, Verity, and Gone Girl, this fast-paced, darkly addictive thriller is packed with secrets, suspense, and jaw-dropping twists.
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      You would look at me and think—she has everything. 

      But you wouldn’t understand. Nobody would. 

      

      This is the only way it can end.

      Because when she wants something…she gets it. 

      This is the story of how I die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      If any of the neighbors had seen me standing in front of the Harringtons’ house looking the way I did, they may have called the police.

      And I wouldn’t have blamed them. I’d tried to tame my frizzy hair and dress in my nicest clothes, but despite my best efforts, it was clear I did not belong here, on this scorching driveway winding down to a multimillion-dollar house. From the outside, I could easily be mistaken for a crazed fan who had broken into this sanctuary of clean driveways and perfectly maintained gardens.

      Or worse, paparazzi.

      I swiped off some sweat with the back of my hand and looked down over the house. It was just as it had looked online: a modern house, white, all clean lines and sharp angles. Tall glass windows broke up the exterior, reflecting the surrounding landscape of trees, meticulously trimmed lawn, and a polished black marble statue at least ten feet high.

      The house looked like a sculpture. Some architect had definitely won an award for it. 

      This was a home for the kind of people who never broke a sweat, with hair that always looked effortlessly glossy. Actresses, famous podcasters. That is to say: people like the Harringtons. 

      I started walking down the driveway toward the house. The hot asphalt stuck to the soles of my shoes, which came free with a terrible smack.

      I tried not to think about how much hinged on this interview, but with every step, my intrusive thoughts grew louder.

      My career. Smack. My dreams. Smack. Everything I’d worked for in LA, everything I’d sacrificed. Smack, smack.

      I was so immersed in my thoughts that I didn’t look up at first. But when I did, I was transfixed by movement in the small upstairs window. My steps faltered.

      The reflection of the bright blue sky and shimmering sun obscured its features, but there it was—a black silhouette of a person, pulling the curtains to one side and staring down at me. I mean, I was sure it was looking at me, even if I couldn’t distinguish a face. It froze me into place, as surely as a butterfly pinned onto a board.

      And then, as soon as it had appeared, the curtains dropped, and the shadow was gone.

      I took a deep breath. I was being stupid. If I was interviewing candidates for a live-in job, I’d want to sneak a peek at them too.

      So I kept walking.

      How much really hinged on this interview?

      Everything.
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      As I approached the door, I reached out to ring a doorbell—only to discover there wasn’t one. The entire door and the surrounding walls were made of a smooth, black slate that didn’t have any features at all, much less a doorbell. I’d spent so long panicking about the interview during the drive over, and up outside the house, that I only now realized I was in danger of being late to an interview I couldn’t afford being late to.

      Right as I was contemplating hammering on the door, there was a sound like a vacuum seal being released, and the door swung open effortlessly. 

      The man standing in the doorway was undeniably attractive. His hair was glossy and black, and his shirt was bright white—almost blindingly so. Either it was new or he had access to an industrial-level bleach I had never heard of.

      He had a question etched on his face. 

      Probably wondering if I am about to attack him.

      I quickly lowered my raised fist. “Hi, I’m Anna. I’m here for the interview?”

      “Anna Albright?” he asked with a smile. “Perfect! You’re right on time.”

      My spirits lifted a little from the positivity; maybe I didn’t look as out of place as I’d thought. I straightened my posture and tried to exude confidence.

      “That’s great! I’m really looking forward to meeting the Harringtons.”

      The man smiled widely and gestured for me to come inside. As he closed the door behind us, it glided shut and closed with another vacuum-like woosh. 

      “You’ve already met one!” he said cheerfully. “I’m Colin, Colin Harrington. Sorry, I should have introduced myself earlier. It’s been a hectic morning, with all these interviews.”

      I cringed inwardly—less than a minute in, and I’d already made a mistake. I should have known it was too much to hope that the Harringtons kept a hot, eligible doorman. To hide my embarrassment, I gestured at the door. 

      “How do you…open it?” I asked.

      “Oh, it’s a smart door,” Colin explained. “It recognizes us.”

      “Oh.” 

      Obviously.

      Colin laughed at my bewilderment. His laugh was bright and infectious, and for a moment we both chuckled at the door.

      “I don’t understand it either,” Colin confessed. “The security team showed me how to use it, but all I remember is something about heatprints and voiceprints. Whatever that means. But you can open it with this handle from the inside…unless the triple lock is activated…”

      Colin experimentally turned the knob on the door, but nothing happened. He shrugged and motioned for me to follow him.

      The opulence of the Harringtons’ house quickly made me forget all about the door. It was hard for me to believe anyone actually lived here. The room we were standing in looked like a lobby in a fancy hotel. And wait—was that a waterfall inside the house?

      My thoughts were interrupted by a young woman with highlighted hair shrugging her strapped bag onto her shoulder. She seemed to be getting ready to leave. Dangling from her immaculately manicured fingers was a piece of paper. “I’ll just leave this here, Colin,” she said, motioning at a clear glass table the size of a bed, so clear it almost blended entirely with the room. A small stack of papers sat neatly on the edge of it, like a perfectly rectangular cloud floating in mid-air.

      “Ah, perfect. Thank you for coming along, Emily,” Colin replied.

      “No, thank you, Colin,” the woman said. She gave Colin a warm smile that instantly dropped as she turned away and passed me on her way to the door, giving me a quick once-over as if to say, “What do you think you’re doing here?”

      I clenched my hands into fists and followed Colin through the house. I was a good candidate for the job. I’d prove it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Colin led me through a pale corridor into his office and motioned for me to sit down. I handed him my CV over the desk. As he read, my eyes wandered around the room.

      It was sleek and modern with minimal decor. Art hung on one wall. One of the pieces looked like someone had crudely splattered fruit onto a canvas with a spray can. It reminded me of the stuff my hometown vandals graffitied onto the gas station wall. Who knows, maybe one of them had branched out to high-brow contemporary art now. 

      Colin noticed my gaze and asked, “What do you think?”

      “It’s…are you a big fan of apples?” I asked, gesturing toward the piece.

      Colin burst into laughter. He shook his head, his dark curls falling softly over his eyes. “No, no. It was a gift from one of my podcast guests who happens to be an avid collector of up-and-coming contemporary art. I keep it there to please him. Your reaction is refreshing. One of the candidates called it sublime.”

      I relaxed ever so slightly in my chair. If Colin was down-to-earth like this, maybe I still had a chance. 

      “And that one?” I gestured toward another piece of art, a portrait of a woman in the nude, with her features exaggerated, colored in bold dabs of purple, red, and black paint. So much paint caked the canvas that it resembled crusted dirt or dried blood.

      Colin pushed his hair back and glanced at the portrait. “Ah, that’s my wife. Kara. Most people notice that one first. She commissioned one of her favorite artists to paint her portrait. She is a big fan of contemporary art.”

      I struggled to think of something diplomatic to say, but thankfully Colin thought it was time to get down to business.

      “So, how did you hear about this opportunity with us?”

      “Actually…my dad told me about it. He’s mostly retired now, but he used to work in Hollywood. I guess an old acquaintance of his heard about the role and knew I was here and…open to work…” I cringed inwardly, wondering how I sounded. A grown woman with her dad still helping her get jobs.

      “Well, connections are vital. Especially in this industry. I can tell you, I am a very well-connected man, and look how I’m doing.” He smiled and extended his arms so I would take in his surroundings.

      I looked around, nodding, hoping I looked adequately impressed. I’d been so distracted by the loud artwork before that I hadn’t seen the framed certificate hanging on the adjacent wall. I tried to make out what it said: Certificate of Self-…was that “Mastery”? “Ministry”?

      What kind of school would someone like Colin go to?

      “It’s nice to see a father guiding his child. Are you two close?”

      Absolutely not.

      “Fairly,” I lied.

      Colin tapped at a point on my CV where I’d listed a range of jobs: waitress, maid, and bartender. 

      “You mentioned a relative at a care home?”

      “Just to show that I have experience caring for…” I trailed off. What was Kara’s condition, exactly?

      “That’s good to know. Just so you are aware, we already have a nurse for Kara. What we really want is someone who can keep her company and talk to her. Make her days more lively and stimulating.”

      I nodded eagerly. I could definitely do that. 

      “I work from home here and there, but most days I’m downtown,” Colin continued. “I wouldn’t want her to be lonely when I’m gone.” He handed my CV back to me. “Hold on to that for a moment. Did you have any questions before I introduce you to Kara?”

      “This is a live-in position, am I right?” I asked, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind my ear. It was an old habit from childhood, when I’d needed to calm down. But it wasn’t doing much for me at the moment: I could feel my cheap polyester shirt clinging to my underarms and my back, clammy from the sweat.

      “Yes. At least for the summer. Most of Kara’s friends have left town, and it gets pretty quiet up here. Whoever we hire gets free rein of the house. We want this to feel like home. Is that okay?” 

      Free rein of the house.

      Surely that includes the sound studio? My father had mentioned that as a potential perk of this job.

      But I bit down the question. Too soon.

      I nodded.

      “Great. Let me take you to my wife.”
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      Colin led me out of the office and through the lobby-like space, up a set of polished stone steps that seemed to float off the wall and onto an upper landing, the walls adorned with more abstract paintings. My shoes squeaked against the giant, seamless slabs of white marble. 

      As Colin led me through the house, he asked if I had listened to his podcast. I admitted I hadn’t. Of course, I’d heard of it—one of the top ten most listened to podcasts out there. From what I understood, Colin talked a lot about self-improvement. It’s hard to care about something like self-improvement when you’re constantly worrying about how you’re going to make rent. Once I could get by day to day, maybe I’d “look inward.”

      “Well, that might be a good thing,” he said, after my admission. “I have a bit of a tough-guy image on my podcast, which intimidates some people.”

      I found that hard to imagine—Colin had been nothing but friendly since I’d walked through his door.

      “You seem different from a lot of people I’ve met in LA,” I admitted. 

      “I get that a lot. Maybe it’s because we keep to ourselves. We try to stay out of the public eye as much as possible—the media really put us through the wringer following Kara’s accident.”

      Kara’s accident. I tried to retain a neutral expression as I remembered what I’d heard. Kara Harrington’s drunken fall. Controversial Hollywood star’s ascent cut short.

      The media had been relentless; it had chewed Kara to a pulp. There’d even been a big controversy about privacy when a paparazzi had snuck onto the grounds to get pictures via the house windows: an illegal practice, but the tabloid had still run with the pictures.

      “Maybe that front door isn’t such a bad idea,” I offered.

      “I’m glad you think so.” Colin’s voice held a hint of amusement. Then his smile faded away. “They wrote some pretty terrible things about Kara.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not one to dig around online looking for dirt,” I reassured him. “They just write anything that sells, right?” 

      “Good. It’s all garbage anyway,” he said, leading me along.

      I followed Colin down the hallway on the upper landing. The truth was, I had researched the Harringtons online. Aside from the flood of tabloid headlines, I’d read an interview where Colin expressed his deep hatred for the media, so I’d laid off the internet sleuthing after that. It seemed like I’d made the right call.

      Truthfully, I didn’t care about what I might find.

      There was nothing I could discover that would scare me away from this job.
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      Colin pushed open a pair of pale double doors at the end of the hallway at the top of the stairs. 

      “So this is Kara’s room,” he said softly. 

      The room was dark, lit only by a dimmed, muted light that made the sharp edges of furniture blur into their surroundings. The decorative objects and fabrics were neutrally colored, unoffensive, and impersonal, reminding me of a therapist’s office or an airport lounge. Across from the bed hung a painting of a city skyline at sunrise. It was the only glimpse of sunlight in the otherwise gloomy space.

      Kara sat in a wheelchair facing the curtained window, her back to us. I could only make out the head of tousled brown hair. She appeared to be motionless.

      Colin brushed past me toward the window, gesturing for me to follow.

      As I approached, I could see Mrs. Harrington in more detail. Unlike Colin, I’d seen countless images of Kara in ads, films, or tabloid magazines. It was odd to see someone in person you had seen in pictures for years. Elements about her face I’d never noticed were instantly apparent: the slight bump of her nose, the fine lines at the edges of her eyes, the beauty spots under her lip. 

      Of course, she looked sick now, her pale skin almost translucent in the odd light, her sculptural face turned gaunt.

      “Kara, this is Anna,” Colin introduced me. “She’s come to meet you and see if you might get along.”

      There was no response from Kara.

      “Hi, Kara, it’s lovely to meet you,” I spoke up. “I hope we can get to know one another and spend the summer together. I would like to help make sure you have everything you need.” I glanced at Colin, who nodded in encouragement.

      “Kara enjoys reading,” Colin continued. “But she can’t do it so much on her own now. Perhaps you could read her something?”

      Read to Kara? Acting and using my voice to convey emotions was the one thing I excelled at. This could be my chance to stand out from the other candidates.

      “Oh, sure,” I replied. I walked over to the bedside table and picked up a book before returning to my spot by the window. Kara still hadn’t opened her eyes, and I wondered how Colin knew she was even awake. With shaking fingers, I flipped to a dog-eared page, trying not to think about what would happen if I failed.

      If I didn’t land this job, it would be goodbye LA and hello sweet backwater hometown in Minnesota.

      I’d worked so hard to make it in this city. I’d made a lot of sacrifices. But if this didn’t pan out, none of it mattered.

      No pressure, right? 

      I drew a deep breath. Just another day in a recording booth, I told myself.

      Trying not to let my thoughts bother me, I opened the book and began to read aloud. It took me a moment to shake off the awkwardness of the situation—standing in a dark room, reading to an unresponsive woman—but once I started reading, my words flowed more smoothly, and my pacing became more even.

      As I finished the chapter, I looked up to see Kara staring straight at me. 

      I almost dropped the book.

      “Oh,” I said. “Did you like⁠—”

      But I never finished my question, as after what I could only interpret as a contemptuous gaze, Kara turned her head toward the window and focused on the curtains. I glanced over at Colin for help. 

      “I think that is enough for today,” he said gently. He leaned down to kiss Kara’s forehead before guiding me out of the room and down the stairs. He explained that she hadn’t regained her speaking abilities yet, so sometimes she communicated in unique ways, but I was only half listening through the ringing in my ears.

      That was it. My one chance at staying in this city, and it had somehow come down to reading lines—and still, I’d blown it. 

      Colin had to repeat himself a few times before I realized he was asking me a question. 

      “I’m sorry?” I asked. 

      “You have such a lovely voice,” he said. “You are obviously a professional. Have you acted in anything I’d know?” His face brightened. “You must have heard about my offer to use the sound studio! Are you working on something right now?”

      His compliment would have warmed me if I wasn’t on the verge of tears. I mustered all my acting capabilities to smile brightly at Colin.

      “I have a role in an animated series. It’s a really exciting opportunity.”

      A role that could restart my career. A role I will lose if I don’t provide a sound studio for the project.

      “Well, I wish you the best of luck in your project, Anna,” Colin said sincerely. “I’m sure you’ll do a fantastic job.”

      I would have, I thought darkly to myself. But I forced a smile and nodded at Colin.

      He frowned as he checked his phone. “I need to take this call. Do you mind showing yourself out? Just leave your CV on the pile over there.”

      “Of course,” I replied, the job slipping away from me like a distant light fading across the horizon. 

      “Thank you for coming, Anna. Truly.” Colin shook my hand briefly, lifted the phone to his ear, and walked away. I heard his shoes against the marble and then the click of the office door closing. Disappointment lurched in my stomach. 

      As I leaned down to add my CV to the stack, I couldn’t help but notice the one that had been placed before mine by the young, put-together woman who had preceded me. It was printed on thicker, textured paper, almost like cardstock. Of course it was. I skimmed the contents and couldn’t believe what I saw. Was there really a course for rehabilitating exclusive individuals? 

      Screw that.

      I swiped the pretentious CV and put mine in its place. That perfectly primped, over-qualified candidate wasn’t desperate for this position like I was. I crumpled the page and shoved it into my pocket before storming out of the posh house and toward my beat-up car parked in the driveway. 

      The car came alive with a tired rattle. I quickly glanced back at the house one more time. My eyes found the upper story window, but there was no one there.

      I turned my eyes back to the street and stomped on the gas.
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      It was an hour-long drive back to my apartment, but it felt like a completely different world from the pristine streets of the Pacific Palisades. The roads were dirty, littered with garbage, while the buildings were worn down and covered in graffiti and perpetual grime no one seemed responsible for cleaning. 

      As soon as I pulled up to my building, I could see that my landlady had followed through on her threat from a few days ago: my belongings were scattered all over the sidewalk, spilling out of haphazard boxes. 

      Pressure building in my eyes, I quickly dodged out of my car and started loading everything in. As I bent down to pick up a box, my pencil skirt—the only skirt I had—rode up uncomfortably high, but I didn’t have time to fix it. I shuffled toward my car with the final box. Just as I was about to lift it in my trunk, the bottom gave way and scattered dog-eared books everywhere. 

      My landlady chose that moment to appear at her doorway. She stood there with a smug look on her face, wearing a faded floral cardigan despite the heat, which had plastered it against her leathery arms. Her frizzy hair was sticking to her forehead, and she crossed her arms as she smirked at me.

      “Didn’t think I’d actually do it, did you?” she taunted. “You young, entitled freeloaders always think you can get away with everything. Well, I’m no bleeding heart. You don’t pay, you don’t stay!”

      I wiped away tears threatening to fall with the back of my hand, refusing to give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry. I slammed my trunk shut, circled to the front, and hopped in as she hobbled after me.

      “And don’t think I’m not expecting that overdue rent!” she yelled as I drove away.

      And I kept going. I didn’t know where I was heading. I had nowhere to be. Someone once told me sharks must continue to swim or else they will sink to the ocean floor. I don’t know if it’s true, but I couldn’t stop driving.

      I pulled up a hill and continued on for another ten minutes before my car finally reached the top. The chirping of crickets filled the air as I turned off the ignition, stepped out of my car, and sat on the hood. It had been years since I last visited this spot. It was where my ex first took me when we started dating, trying to impress me with a secret view of the glittering city below. 

      “Welcome to LA,” he’d said with a smile. And in that moment, it had felt like this was where I was meant to be. But as time passed, it became clear I didn’t have what it takes to make it in this city.

      I couldn’t claw my way from the bottom to the top like I’d thought I could. I had the drive; I knew I did. Every fiber of me wanted to make it, and I was willing to do anything. But I just couldn’t catch a break.

      There was another thing I’d have to do. The thought circled in my head like a wasp, and I didn’t realize I was chewing on my nail until I tasted blood. 

      I needed to call my father and tell him the truth: I had failed and would have to come back home. 

      He’d never approved of my dream of becoming a voice actress. He’d told me, point-blank, that he didn’t think I had enough talent. That I would never make it in Hollywood.

      I’d taken that as a challenge. I’d been determined to prove him wrong.

      I’d never asked him for money, not that he would have offered any. But he knew I wasn’t exactly thriving out here. When he mentioned the job with the Harringtons and Colin being an “audio star” I could learn from, I saw it as some kind of concession. Maybe, just maybe, he’d finally accepted my dream.

      But now I’d only proven him right.

      My finger hovered uncertainly over the black, cracked screen of my phone. My reflection stared back at me in dozens of shattered fragments. 

      I had a sudden flash of a memory, of picking the phone up from a dark, wooden floor, of vaguely noticing the screen had cracked. Of flashing lights. The sound of an ambulance. Choking. Gurgling. A fleshy hand clawing at me, and then growing limp. 

      I tucked my phone in my pocket and forced the thoughts away, taking deep breaths. The lights of the city blinked absently below me.

      I’d come here to follow my dream. But the definition of a dream is an imagined experience: something not real. 
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      The aggressive electric chiming of my phone raised me from my clammy sleep. 

      I’d wrapped myself in the backseat of my car, but the interior was already heating up in the rising sun.

      I grabbed my phone and wiped the rest of the sleep from my eyes. 

      Shit. Lunch. Micky.

      Micky was an audio producer and director I’d met at an event for voice actors, and he had a role he thought I’d be perfect for. Not words I’d heard in a while. Micky was the only person who’d had the nerve to speak to me during the entire event.

      He’d offered me a potentially great gig—maybe even enough to restart my career, if it all panned out. There was just one catch. It was an indie project he was funding himself, and he’d already found an actress who could provide a sound studio for free.

      If I wanted the role, I needed to match that offer.

      The Harringtons had a state-of-the-art sound studio that, as their live-in employee, I’d have access to.

      Nailing my interview had been critical.

      The Harringtons would never hire me for the job following my disastrous interaction with Kara. Now, I’d have to break the news that the sound studio was a no-go, and he’d have to drop me from the last project that would keep me in the city.

      I wrote out a reply to Micky saying I’d be late and clambered out of the car and switched to the driver’s seat. I dreaded having to tell Micky about my failure, but it was best to get it over with. There was just someone I had to see first.

      Someone much more important than Micky.
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      It was a terrible day to drive a poorly air-conditioned car; as the sun climbed higher in the sky, the heat became almost unbearable. I pulled into the parking lot and stared at the building across from me, trying to cool off by waving the car door back and forth.

      I sincerely regretted sleeping in my polyester shirt, which was practically glued to me by two days’ worth of sweat. I wistfully thought back to the shower at my old apartment. I’d never thought I’d miss it: the creeping mold in the corners of the chipped tiles, the company of cockroaches that persistently skittered through the vent by the ceiling. What a difference a day makes, right?

      I glanced darkly back at my car. One of the advantages of living out of a car, at least, is that your wardrobe follows you anywhere you go. I dug around my bags and procured a simple T-shirt and unassuming yoga pants. Not the most elegant outfit, but I was confident the person I’d be visiting wouldn’t judge. After attempting to surreptitiously shuffle into my new clothes, I locked the car and headed over the lot.

      The Green Village care home was both a posh and a misleadingly named establishment; it lacked any actual greenery and was located in a busy, corporate area. The building itself was a sandstone-colored multi-story structure that resembled a villa.

      As I entered, the familiar nurse at the front desk gave me a wave, and I made my way down the pristine tiled floor toward room 107, my footsteps echoing softly in the empty hallway.

      My routine was familiar: adjusting the bedcovers and replacing wilted flowers, checking the charts at the foot of the bed, and observing the comatose figure before me. The only sounds in the room were the soft, persistent hum of the air conditioner, the distant conversations that carried down the halls, and the slow but steady breathing of the unconscious patient. On a monitor, the rhythmic spike of a heart rate.

      The minutes ticked by. Soon, I’d be late for lunch with Micky. Still, I found it difficult to tear myself away.

      Leaning over, I placed my hand on his arm and whispered, but there was no reaction. No indicator that he knew I was there at all.
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      Micky had chosen a trendy plant-based burger joint for us to meet at. It had an ironic name, bright blue seats, and annoyingly named menu items. Micky sat across from me with his glasses slipping down his nose as he perused the menu.

      A waitress carrying a pitcher of water shuffled over to take our order.

       “I’ll just have water, please.” I gave her a small smile, hoping it wouldn’t be a problem. 

      “Don’t be like that, Anna,” Micky groaned as the waitress filled my glass. “You’ll make me look bad. This one’s on me—get anything you want, okay?” 

      He turned to the waitress. “Double fries and the Double Smash Burg’r.”

      “I’ll have the cheeseburger,” I said. 

      “So a Cheezy Dream for you?” the waitress asked in a monotone, as if the words had been drilled into her.

      “Sure,” I replied, my heart going out for her. I’d worked my share of odd jobs trying to support my dream. She would probably much rather be out there pursuing hers than stuck here, forced to parrot dumb names.

      The waitress left, and Micky turned to me. “So, Anna, any news?”

      I took a sip of water to buy some time, feeling Micky’s eyes watching me hopefully. But there was no point in sugarcoating it.

      “I think the interview was a bust. Mrs. Harrington didn’t like me.”

      Micky frowned. “I thought she was a vegetable.”

      I cringed at Micky’s inappropriate choice of words but pressed on. “It’s hard to explain. I just had this feeling.”

      Micky scrunched his lips childishly in dismay. “This blows. I want to work with you.”

      “Too bad the project can’t afford to rent a studio,” I sighed, not for the first time. 

      “It’s an indie project,” Micky said defensively. “We have to save money where we can. My other actress brings a studio to the deal—I just can’t overlook that.” 

      I hadn’t wanted to plead with Micky for the job, but now I was desperate. “You could pay me later, once the crowdfunding gets going? That way we could afford a studio now. Like you said, there’s a dedicated fan base, and once the pilot is out, crowdfunding should be a breeze⁠—”

      Micky stared at me skeptically. “I like you, Anna, but without a free studio thrown in, you’d still be losing the project money.”

      I dialed up the passion. “I’m worth it, Micky.”

      “I don’t know, Anna…I just don’t think it’s going to work out.”

      “You won’t regret picking me, I promise.”

      Micky frowned at me. “But what will you live on in the meantime?”

      I gulped. I hadn’t told Micky I’d been evicted, and I doubted revealing the fact would improve my argument.

      “I’ll pick up a part-time job. Find a more affordable place to stay.” I tried not to dwell on the logistics of what I was suggesting: finding a job to afford working another job I wouldn’t get paid for. I’d need a permanent address to land a job, but how would I find a place to stay with no money to put down and little guarantee I could pay rent? What would I tell a landlord—that I might star in a fan-favorite video game animated adaptation that may or may not be crowdfunded months down the line?

      “You’d downgrade? No offense, but isn’t the place you’re leasing sort of cheap already?”

      Before I had time to say anything, the waitress arrived with our food—two juicy burgers and a mountain of hot fries that made my mouth water just looking at them. As I took a bite and tasted the savory non-meat melting in my mouth, I instantly forgave the place for its headache-inducing furniture and odd naming conventions. It was divine. When had I last eaten?

      A bit of food dribbled down my lips, and I wiped my chin. I caught Micky staring, and he moved his gaze, abashed. I tried to ignore it. Micky was a nice guy, but I couldn’t imagine anything between us. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure if Micky saw it that way.

      There was an awkward pause.

      Just then, my phone rang.

      Thank god. 

      I probably broke a record with how quickly I snatched it up and pressed it to my ear. “Anna Albright,” I announced breathlessly. 

      Warmth filled my ears as Colin’s voice came through the line.

      “Anna, Kara loved you. Are you still interested in the job?”

      I could hardly believe what I was hearing. 

      Kara had loved me, and now I had the opportunity to work as her personal companion.

      I’d be spending the summer in the Harringtons’ opulent house. Not only that, but I would also have access to Colin’s sound studio, where I could record my lines for Micky’s project. A project that could save my floundering career. 

      “Anna?”

      “Yes, yes! I’m here.” I motioned excitedly to Micky across the table, who gave me a questioning look. “I would absolutely love the job!”

      “That’s great news. When can you start?”

      I gave Micky a big thumbs-up. He smiled back at me, but there was a strange look in his eyes I couldn’t quite place.

      It didn’t matter. I got the job at the Harringtons’. And everything was going to be okay.
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      When I arrived at the Harringtons’ the following morning, I encountered another obstacle besides the high-tech door from my first visit. A sleek black gate blocked the driveway that led down to the Harringtons’ house. Rails lead behind a cube-shaped bush where the gate must have been retracted the day before.

      Like the door to the Harringtons’ house, this gate didn’t have a console, button, or handles. I wondered if this gate, too, picked up heat signatures. 

      As I stood there, stumped by the elitist gauntlet of gates and doors and beginning to break a sweat, a voice behind me startled me out of my thoughts.

      “Can I help you?” a middle-aged man asked with a hint of suspicion in his tone. He was wearing activewear and sneakers I would usually associate with a teenager. His skin was remarkably smooth, and his shirt, like Colin’s, was blindingly white. It must come with the territory, I decided.

      “I’m here for work,” I explained, wanting him to know I wasn’t just some lurker he should call security on. After all, he might be seeing me often. “For the Harringtons. For Kara Harrington?”

      “Kara Harrington?” He raised an eyebrow. 

      “Yes, I’m her new live-in companion. I’ll be helping her out and keeping her company,” I offered. 

      He glanced at the house as if it was included in the conversation. He shook his head with a snort, then narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Well, good luck with that,” he said and turned to walk away.

      “Um, nice to meet you…I guess,” I said uncertainly, not sure what to make of the interaction.

      He was mumbling as he walked. From what I could make out, “crazy” and “bitch” seemed to be among his mumbled words.

      Rude. But at least he knew I wasn’t there to rob the place. 

      Not that I’d be much of a threat if I couldn’t even pass this gate.

      Just then, a disembodied, slightly distorted voice came out of the gate.

      “Anna! Welcome. Just come on through,” it said cheerily.

      With a sense of relief, I watched as the gate slid noiselessly to one side, disappearing behind the bushes. I hopped back in my car and slowly inched down the driveway toward the garage. As I approached, the doors parted to reveal a smiling Colin Harrington. My heart grew lighter as he walked up to my window, which I quickly, manually, rolled down.

      “So how does that gate work? Telepathy?” 

      Colin laughed at my dumb joke. “The security system pinged me that there was someone at the gate. But if you’re coming and going, it can tell if you’re carrying a key.”

      Of course.

      I looked over my shoulder to see the gate soundlessly slide back over the driveway, barring the way back up onto the street. 

      Colin pointed out a spot in the back of the garage for me to park among the expansive collection of luxury vehicles.

      I got out of my car, careful not to bump into anything that would surely cost more than my life, and made my way over to where Colin waited.

      He led me inside, where the layout of the house was becoming familiar to me: On the first floor, there was a spacious kitchen and a sunken living room that overlooked a glittering pool visible through a glass wall. The corridor leading to Colin’s office branched out to several other rooms, of which a disproportionate amount were lavish restrooms. Upstairs, marbled corridors curled around the house, and a glass-lined balcony offered views of the shared spaces below. Doors were tucked under outcroppings of white rock, softly lit from underneath by hidden lighting that gave off a subtle, warm glow. 

      I didn’t want to think about how expensive this place was. I bet even one step on the staircase cost more than my car.

      Colin caught me staring down as we climbed the stairs. 

      “The steps are from Italy. Repurposed from an old castle.”

      I nodded, as if suitably impressed. Colin laughed.

      “I’m kidding. I have no idea. Probably some quarry in Colorado.”

      I relaxed. Rich, charming, and funny. “Thank you for having me. I’m so pleased to be here.”

      “We are so pleased you are here. And thankful you could start so soon.”

      He led me into Kara’s bedroom, where she was reclining in a chair, attended to by an unfamiliar woman. 

      “Anna, let me introduce you to Flora, Kara’s nurse.”

      Flora was a petite woman with soft features, her long hair pulled back in a braid. She wore a crisp white uniform that fit her perfectly.

      “Nice to meet you, Flora,” I said.

      “A pleasure,” Flora said. Her expression seemed to be in direct contradiction with the statement, but I smiled, resolved to make this working relationship the best possible.

      Unsure of what more to say, I leaned toward Kara. “Good to see you, Kara. I hope you’re doing well?”

      Kara’s lips formed words, but they came out as a barely audible whisper. I leaned in closer to hear her better. My? Mine?

      “Please do not disturb Mrs. Harrington while she is trying to sleep,” Flora said, patting my arm. I reluctantly withdrew. Had Kara tried to tell me something?

      “Well, I’ll leave you two to it,” Colin said. “Flora can show you to your room. I’ll be downstairs in my office.”

      “Yes, Mr. Harrington,” Flora piped up.

      Colin left and the door closed, leaving Flora and me hovering in awkward silence. 

      “Sorry…I thought she said something to me.”

      Flora considered me. “Sometimes Mrs. Harrington says odd things. It has to do with the accident. It’s just babble.”

      I glanced at Kara to catch her reaction, but there didn’t seem to be one. Kara continued to gaze listlessly ahead of her, at nothing in particular.

      “How much does she…um, Kara, understand?”

      “Mrs. Harrington sometimes expresses satisfaction or displeasure with non-verbal cues. Beyond that…well, she has not been cooperative in neurological exams. So, do not expect riveting conversation.”

      I winced. Even if Kara didn’t understand what was happening around her, it was jarring to hear Flora talk that way about someone who was present.

      No wonder Colin wanted someone else to keep Kara company. 

      “Her wristband has a button which she has learned to use to call for assistance,” Flora continued, handing me a pager. I’d only ever seen one on TV.

      “Old-school,” I murmured, turning the thing around in my hands.

      “I’ll show you to your room,” Flora sniffed. I couldn’t help but think she was stiffer with me now that Colin had left us alone.

      Flora led me out of the room and down a corridor with a glass railing overlooking the kitchen and living area below.

      “Mrs. Harrington’s wardrobe,” she indicated curtly as we passed a door. Flora hurried me wordlessly past another door. I motioned over my shoulder.

      “And that room?”

      Flora ignored me. 

      “I’m excited to be here,” I tried.

      “I can see,” Flora said dryly.

      Safe to say, I’ve met my new best friend.

      We passed a few more doors for which I received no explanation, and finally an elevator that went down to the ground floor. As we walked, Flora explained her shifts: Flora cared for Kara in the early mornings and checked on her again in the evenings, while I was expected to keep her company during the day and check in at night if needed. 

      I was losing count. How many rooms does this house have? 

      I followed Flora down the stairs to a hallway lined with ceiling-high glass windows overlooking a pool and rolling hills. In my peripheral vision, I could see the sparkling ocean. 

      “Wow.”

      “We are advised not to use the pool,” Flora said, noticing my reaction. 

      “Oh,” I said, slightly deflated. Colin had told me to treat this place like home, but Flora seemed to be laying down a lot more rules. She probably had insights about working here that I didn’t. I wasn’t going to give up on using the sound studio, but maybe it was safer to stick to Flora’s advice when it came to the rest of the house.

      After glancing wistfully at the pool, I followed Flora down the corridor and through the kitchen and living space toward a set of stairs leading downward. 

      Underground, we entered into a cozy family room complete with bean bags, as well as a room I was pretty sure was a movie theater. I had to hurry behind Flora, but I kept glancing around, trying to drink everything in. Was that a backlit bar built of quartz? Would I be living here? 

      Flora led me to a small room. It was a cozy space with a comfortable bed, warm lighting, and wooden shelves lined with books.

      “This is yours,” she said. 

      “It’s great,” I said, and meant it. 

      “You’ll probably have to go home to get some stuff.”

      “Oh no, all my stuff is in my car,” I said absently.

      “All your stuff?”

      Shit. I didn’t think Flora would be that impressed if she found out I was effectively homeless. 

      “All the stuff I need,” I corrected quickly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. 

      Flora pursed her lips, studying me, but pried no further. I hoped she was satisfied with my answer.

      I really didn’t need her digging up dirt on me.
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      I didn’t have many essentials to move into my new room—my car was mostly filled with odds and ends like books, pots, and pans—so I only grabbed the duffel bag stuffed with all the clothes I owned. Flora had given me a clicker for the garage doors, which I accidentally bumped while hoisting the duffel. The doors slid open surprisingly quietly, but not quiet enough to get past Flora. The door into the garage whipped open, and Flora looked at me quizzically.

      “Leaving already?” she asked.

      “Nope!” I faked a laugh and shifted the box to my other hip, reaching for the clicker in my pocket. “Just a little clumsy!”

      Flora disappeared back inside, and I let out a sigh of relief.

      I looked out at the clear sky as the garage doors slid closed; only scraps of clouds hung overhead, curled like question marks.

      I wasn’t sure what the expected dress code was, but when I saw how simply Flora was dressed, I figured I could manage with the little I had for now. Once I started earning some money, I’d be able to afford better clothes. And with this job and Micky’s project, that hopefully wouldn’t be too long.

      As I walked back inside the house with my duffel bag, I noticed Colin saying his goodbyes, just finishing a call. I waited.

      “Great. Thanks, man. Eyes forward.” Colin pocketed the phone and turned to me.

      “Anna. Settling in?”

      “Sure! Flora gave me a tour of the house,” I said. “But she didn’t have time to show me the sound studio…”

      “Of course!” Colin replied enthusiastically, catching my hint. “Come along.”

      He led me downstairs to an unassuming door and gestured for me to enter.

      Inside was a massive, sleek console, double monitors, speakers, and a microphone, all clustered together behind some futuristic-looking desk chairs and leather couches. Everything was glossy and pristine, as if it had just been brought home from a store and unwrapped. The recording booth itself, behind a wide, spotless pane of glass, had extensive baffling, a table, seating, and several more microphones. Above the door to the booth was an unlit red light.

      Colin watched me. “Do you think it will do?”

      “It’s perfect,” I said reverently. 

      Colin mulled over the room, as if taking it all in once again. 

      “Kara and I both used it all the time, but now I mostly use it for sound editing and an episode here and there. Most of my guests prefer to record out in the city. But this place is special.”

      There was a bright electric chime, interrupting Colin from his recollections. He went for his phone and frowned.

      “Sorry, I really need to take this. Feel free to look around.”

      I settled into the rotating chair in front of the giant console, taking it all in. I was used to making improvised booths in my closet, stringing up sheets and blankets to muffle sound, but here I was, in a professional sound studio. And I had free rein. This had to be good enough for Micky. 

      I ran my hands over the console. My finger grazed a curly edge of clear tape on the edge of the console, out of place in such a pristine environment. I stared at the tape for a moment, this small, irritating flaw in an otherwise perfect space. Now that I’d seen it, I couldn’t help myself. I idly scratched off the corner and began to peel it away. Strangely, it curled off the edge of the console and underneath the desk. 

      I got down on my knees to pry off the tape, but then I noticed it was attached to something larger, secured with multiple strips of tape. Had I accidentally pulled something loose? Was this meant to be here? The Harringtons must have had the money to pay for proper repairs or fixes, and not have to resort to cheap hacks.

      As I examined closer, I realized the tape wasn’t just a quick fix or haphazard attempt at fixing the console—it had been carefully placed there. It was holding something in place. I pulled off the last of the sticky tape and along it, dangling, was a cassette tape. 

      I held the cassette in my fingers and turned it around. Written on it, in bold letters, was the name Kara. 

      I froze. 

      Why did I suddenly feel like I was doing something wrong? 

      A knock on the door made me jump, and I impulsively shoved the tape into my pocket. 

      Flora opened the door and peeked through.

      “I looked for you in your room. It is time for you to help with Kara. Follow me.”

      I followed Flora up the stairs, not listening to half of the things she said. I could feel the outline of the tape through my jeans.

      Who would go through the trouble of hiding a tape like that? And why?
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      On my first morning at the Harringtons’, I woke up to a stranger in my room.

      I jolted up from bed in alarm. I’d stayed up way too late and fallen asleep listening to Colin’s podcast, curious to learn more about my employer, and my groggy mind took a moment to register the intruder as a wide-eyed, young maid. 

      “I’m sorry,” she said in heavily accented English, looking down at her feet. “I didn’t know someone was here.” She quickly excused herself, not meeting my eye once.

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes with the back of my hand and got up. It was useless trying to fall back asleep now. I wondered who had forgotten to inform the maid I would be staying here.

      The maid wasn’t the only stranger in the house. When I headed upstairs to find something to eat, I found a delivery man stocking the fridge. Outside, beyond the floor-length glass windows, someone was tending the lawn. After a moment, a man dressed in a nondescript black suit walked down the hall from Colin’s office carrying a pile of papers and exited through the front door.

      They all ignored me. I hoped it was because someone had at least told them what I was doing here.

      I’d asked Colin whether I’d have a shelf in the fridge to keep my food, and he told me to help myself to anything from it, as it was regularly
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