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      First days on new jobs are generally fraught with anxiety and diarrhea. It was no different for aspiring novelist Timothy Trousdale, who had just landed a job as an assistant to his all-time favorite movie star, Mercedes Ford. He was excited and nervous and panicked and jittery because not only was he going to his new office but his new home as well. Curiously, the position required that he live in Mercedes’ super-swanky Tribeca penthouse, The Colton. That was totally cool with Timothy, who was thrilled that he could finally escape the hell of sharing an eight-hundred-square-foot studio apartment with two present—and future—losers.

      However, August mornings in Manhattan have no respect for auspicious beginnings, and this one was punishingly hot and humid. Timothy had taken an MTA bus from 45th Street, and by the time he arrived for work—wearing his only pair of dressy jeans, a classic Oxford powder-blue button-down shirt, and used-to-be-white tennis shoes—he was more wilted and stinky than poised.

      The grouchy doorman at The Colton, dressed in a pseudo-military livery, casually surveyed the splotches of perspiration leeching through Timothy’s shirt. After a phone call to somewhere within, he unlocked the building’s front entrance and allowed Timothy inside.

      Ahh! Heaven! Timothy had walked out of the sweltering steam of the city jungle and into an oasis of refrigeration that was the building’s two-story, glass-atrium lobby. He instantly and affectionately dubbed the space Arendelle in honor of his favorite animated movie, Frozen. “Let it go, let it go,” he whispered, lyrics from the film’s hit song, trying to stave off a full-on panic attack. Other than that, and the squeaking sounds made by the gooey melting rubber soles of his shoes meeting the cold, polished marble floor, the place was as quiet as a mausoleum.

      Timothy had been instructed to meet with the concierge, Mr. Fulton, who would provide him with the key to the penthouse. Key? He quickly found that with all the super-rich and famous people living here, access to their condo units was only possible if you had a bunch of technological ways to be individually and specifically identified and authorized.

      After Timothy provided his Alabama driver’s license, a debit card desperate for an infusion of paycheck funds, and a Piggly Wiggly supermarket rewards card that he’d retrieved from the bottom of his rucksack as proof that he was indeed Timothy Truman Trousdale, Mr. Fulton tapped some numbers into his cell phone. Timothy heard him whisper the cryptic words “Du jour” and “two weeks, tops.” In a short moment, a burly man with a high forehead and no discernable neck, wearing a blue police-like uniform, appeared through a doorway marked Authorized Personnel Only.

      Without so much as a goodbye from Mr. Fulton, Timothy was turned over to this imposing, no-nonsense guard whose badge read Griffin. Timothy couldn’t tell if it was a first or last name, but he was nonetheless intimidated by the guy. Griffin ushered Timothy into a suite of rooms that looked the way he imagined the Pentagon’s War Room must look. There were half a dozen computers and television monitors and an equal number of uniformed people watching screens and typing notes, presumably reporting the contents of their video displays: mainly empty corridors, the front entrance, and side exits of the building.

      “Palm there,” Griffin said, pointing first to Timothy’s hand, then to a device that looked like an ATM. But where a keypad on an ATM might be, there was a flat, white surface with a red-lighted outline of a hand. He touched the pattern, then splayed his fingers between the lines. A moment later, the outline turned green.

      Griffin then cocked his head to another device that resembled what Timothy’s eye doctor used during exams. “Retinal scan,” he said (although Timothy initially thought he said something a bit more personal and anatomical) and indicated for Timothy to place his chin on a rubber pad just below two lenses. He peered in, and a mesmerizing kaleidoscopic lightshow of colors swarmed before him. It was so hypnotic that he would have loved to watch it for hours. But, after a muffled ping sound, the machine automatically went dark.

      “Voice encoding,” Griffin said, holding a digital audio recorder. “Speak clearly into the mic. State your full name, address, and the home telephone number you had as a kid.”

      “What’s next? A microchip in my neck?” Timothy said. “Arff-arff!” The joke bombed. “How now, brown cow?” he added, enunciating each word distinctly. That, too, failed to elicit anything more than a look of irritation on Griffin’s face, so Timothy got totally serious and followed the instructions. Shortly afterward, with all the warmth of the monotone voice in a GPS app, Griffin said, “Your personal body characteristics have been extracted. You can go.”

      Body characteristics? Extracted? Timothy looked at his palms. Then, at his arms. No signs of skin puncture. Griffin said that the information was entered into what he called “The Colton’s impenetrable security database.” No key cards or passwords or PINs in this highfalutin place!

      Timothy shrugged, stood up, and walked to the door. There wasn’t a knob or handle. He turned and gave Griffin a quizzical look. Griffin stared him down, testing him to see if Timothy could figure out how to get out of the place.

      Well, Timothy Trousdale may have been a nervous wreck, but he wasn’t a complete idiot. He quickly caught on and placed his right hand on the ATM-like pad next to the door. After a mere second, the light around his fingers turned from red to green. Then he looked into the kaleidoscope machine and heard that ping of approval. As the lenses went dark, he heard the almost inaudible click of the lock being released inside the door. The portal slowly opened outward, and he turned to Griffin with a look of arrogant satisfaction. Then he walked out into the lobby.

      Although alone—with Mr. Fulton nowhere in sight—he knew that the security automatons behind the computers kept their eyes on him. He was sometimes paranoid, and now felt sort of like a felon under house arrest. But he knew the security measures were for his and the residents’ protection.

      As Timothy approached the bank of elevators, the doors of the middle car parted without him even pushing a call button. Stepping inside, he was super impressed by the high-tech look of the interior: lots of colors, LED lights, and mirrors. He scanned the tiny room for the panel of buttons to select the penthouse floor but found only the hand outline and a smaller version of the retina-scanning machine. Patting himself on the back for catching on so quickly, Timothy followed the security procedure, and the doors closed. Then a sweet voice that sounded like an angel with a British accent said, “Please state your desired destination.”

      Timothy wanted to say, “Buckingham Palace.” Instead, he said, “Penthouse-A, please.”

      “With pleasure.”

      In only a moment, the doors parted again, and Timothy gasped in awe at the scene before him. He was suddenly Dorothy Gale from black and white Kansas, entering Technicolor Oz. Dumbstruck, he stepped out of the elevator and into the foyer. For a moment, he just stood there and stared. It could be a movie set, or where he imagined someone super-rich, like that Tesla car inventor/X owner, lives. A round, Lalique crystal glass pedestal table holding a massive arrangement of Casablanca lilies occupied the center of the entranceway.

      Timothy gingerly moved farther into the condo, and his eyes were drawn across the sweeping expanse of high-tech open-plan living space to an entire wall of windows two floors high. To his immediate left a curved acrylic glass staircase ascended to another level. Presumably, it led to the bedrooms. Further to the left of the staircase was a dining room with a long marble-top table set with two ornate gold candelabras. Looking ahead again, Timothy could see a wide terrace beyond glass doors.

      As he slowly walked into the main room, the view beckoned him, and he could see that one of the doors leading to the terrace hung open. Timothy had a curious nature—useful for writing stories but sometimes detrimental to his health and safety. Still, he wanted to step outside to view the cityscape. It was utterly breathtaking, with a long terrace appointed with wrought iron furniture and a fire pit bordered by a colorful collection of blooming stacked potted plants and flowers against a barrier of more acrylic glass. The muted sounds of car horns and emergency response vehicles wafted up the 45 stories, but rather than the irritation he usually felt from all the noise in the city, he had a sense of calmness and serenity. He became almost hypnotized as he looked out at the other ritzy buildings in the neighborhood. In the distance way beyond, he could see the Empire State Building and Central Park. His heart pounded joyfully from the thrill of it all. This is where I get to live, he thought.

      Timothy forced himself to step back inside the penthouse. He wandered around the living room as if he were visiting a museum. It was nearly as quiet as an exhibit hall, too. Rooms make a definite sound, even when they appear silent, and this place had an almost audible vibration. Although Timothy had seen fancy brownstones and apartments on Million Dollar Listing, this was off the charts in terms of elegance and size. Absolutely massive! With contemporary furniture—but not the cold steel and leather some designers use to insinuate modern sterility. Neo Art Deco, Timothy said to himself, wondering if that was even a real decorating style.

      Spotlighted on the wall to his right, over a Lalique console table, hung an immense painting of a Black woman with a white gardenia over her left ear. Remembering an interview with Mercedes Ford in which she said she was a fan of Diana Ross; he realized it was a painting of Miss Ross as Billie Holiday in the old movie Lady Sings the Blues.

      As he tried to keep his jaw from dropping from all the wonder around him, he recalled his dead father’s voice saying, “So this is how the other half lives.” His dad always made that comment when he saw a big house or fancy car or boat. “No, Dad, this is how the 1% of the 1% live,” Timothy whispered.

      A photo in a silver frame on another console table caught Timothy’s eye, and he reached out and picked it up. Of course, he knew he shouldn’t touch anything, but he’d instantly recognized the picture of a young and beaming Mercedes Ford, the biggest movie star since Bette Davis. In the photo, Mercedes, with shoulder-length blonde hair, wore a blue turtleneck sweater and embraced a little girl on her lap with yellow ribbons in her auburn hair. Timothy remembered seeing this very picture in a television retrospective of the star’s life and career. It had originally appeared on the cover of Vanity Fair magazine long before Timothy was even born. Mercedes looked to be about the age when she made her feature film debut forty years ago in the British period drama The Rose of Shaftesbury. Her tour de force performance brought audiences and critics to tears, and she was instantly crowned an international star.

      Mercedes won that year’s Best Actress Academy Award, and several more of those gold statuettes followed. Timothy wondered if it was true what Mercedes had once said on a TV talk show when asked where she kept her Oscars. “I think they’re in a shoebox under the stairs in the basement,” she’d laughed.

      If Timothy had one of those status symbols, he’d be showing them off to everyone—especially his mother, who couldn’t understand why her son considered himself smart enough to be a writer. But then, Mercedes was known for being an actor who graciously accepts the accolades but values her family and her art above all else.

      Timothy continued wandering around the room and gravitated toward a grand piano on a slightly elevated platform beside the wall of windows. The elegant black Steinway had a lustrous mirror-like finish. Timothy had always wanted to play the piano. Unfortunately, after years of lessons, none of his practicing sank in. He consoled himself by saying that he had other talents. But it was really a case of wanting to be an artist but having zero ability or confidence. He stared into the high-gloss shine of the raised piano lid and became lost in a long reverie about playing at Carnegie Hall.

      Then, something in the shiny surface of the piano lid caught Timothy’s eye. A slight, almost imperceptible, movement. A reflection of someone standing behind him! Timothy whirled around.

      “Who the hell are you?” shouted a woman in her mid-70s with a loud, gravelly smoker’s voice. “I’m calling security!”

      In that nanosecond, a startled and confused Timothy dropped the picture frame. Its glass shattered on the marble floor, and a gazillion shards scattered everywhere.

      “Idiot!” the woman screamed. She couldn’t have been more maniacal if Timothy had just tossed a pet puppy over the terrace balcony. “Don’t touch what isn’t yours!” Again, she demanded Timothy’s identity.

      “Timothy. Timothy Trousdale,” he stuttered, horrified by his clumsiness, and this barking beast scared the wits out of him. So many things in New York frightened or intimidated Timothy. The sheer size of the city, the fast pace, and the cost of living were constant worries. He was even afraid to pull the stop-I-want-to-get-off signal cord on the cross-town bus, fearing another passenger would be irritated with him. “I work here,” Timothy added. “Starting today.”

      The woman scrutinized Timothy and came to a conclusion. “Oh, I get it. They’re spyin’ on me again. They wanna get dirt so they can get rid of me. It’s not going to be easy. No siree. I know my rights. Too old, they think. But I’m not goin’ without a fight. Ageism, I tell you! Well, you can say anything you want about me, but it’ll all be lies. Lies, I tell you! And I know a lawyer!”

      Of course, Timothy had no clue what the woman was yelling about. “No, no, no!” he wailed. “I’m just working here. To answer emails and do online social media stuff for the fabulous Mercedes Ford. I’m not a spy. I’m just a writer with a debut novel coming out.” Timothy blushed a little at the lie as he hadn’t yet even found an agent, let alone a publisher. But then, he hadn’t said when his book was coming out, had he?

      The woman looked at Timothy with even deeper suspicion. “Writers are all liars,” she hissed. “Fake news!” Then she sat down on one of two identical extra-long sofas facing each other perpendicular to the magnificent city view. Slowly, the old battle-axe melted. She looked defeated and tired. “I’ve been puttin’ up with this sorta bull for the past 50 years,” she said in a softer but still defiant voice. “At my age, I’ve had it with takin’ orders from upstarts like you.”

      “Orders?” Timothy scoffed. “I’m not your boss. I’m no one’s boss. I’ll do my work, and you do yours. We’ll be best friends and have a fabulous relationship. I’m just here to make a buck until my novel comes out. Um, let’s start over, shall we?”

      “Shall we?” the woman mocked Timothy’s grammar in a grandly affected voice, which he didn’t think sounded anything like his own. “Shall we dance?” the woman added. “Shall we have a spot o’ tea?”

      Timothy rolled his eyes. Oh, so this is how it’s going to be, he said to himself. “Might we pretend that I just arrived?” He rephrased his question. “I’ll introduce myself—Timothy Trousdale. And with whom do I have the fabulous pleasure of meeting?” Of course, his language sounded even more stilted and elitist the second time. He saw it in the woman’s face, too.

      “Okay. I’m just Timothy. And you are?”

      The woman sat mute for a long moment. Then, without looking at Timothy, she confidently said, “Fabiola.”

      Timothy reached out his hand to shake Fabiola’s, but the old woman simply glowered and offered a loud harrumph.

      “You do a fabulous job keeping this place so neat and clean,” Timothy tried, to win the woman over.

      Fabiola didn’t respond, and they sat silently for another long moment, both trying to figure out where their fragile détente would lead.

      “Must be a lot of work…” Timothy again attempted to open a civil dialogue as he looked around the room with admiration. Then, he became aware of the muted sounds of wind chimes filtering through the air.

      Fabiola heard them, too, and looked up. “Someone’s at the door,” she said.

      “That would be Moi,” a man’s voice said as Timothy looked up and rose to his feet.

      It was Jared Evans, the creepy guy from Muriel Maynard’s office whom he’d met during his interview a few days earlier. There was something unpleasant about him—Timothy had felt it when they were briefly introduced—but he couldn’t exactly put his finger on what it was. Jared seemed to seethe as if he were always looking for an opportunity to make a biting comment or judgment. Timothy could almost always find something attractive about another man: a smile, eye color, beard, talent, or intellect. But Jared was too peculiar and unnerving for Timothy to find him even remotely sexy.

      Jared had a slight body frame, narrow shoulders, dough-colored skin, and although he appeared to be in his mid-30s, most of the hair on his head had already disappeared, leaving a short-cropped semicircle that made Timothy think of a toilet seat in a public restroom. With his pointed nose, thin lips, overbite, and beady eyes, he looked like someone Timothy didn’t want to cross.

      “You two have met,” Jared stated redundantly. “I wanted to be here to introduce you, but things got insane at the office. Muriel’s in one of her assault modes. It’s always this way when she’s negotiating with one of our clients. I’m not allowed to say which one, of course, but she’s going to be really big, and Muriel’s giving ulcers to the Disney execs desperate to cast her as a character voice in their new animated musical film.” He paused for air. “That’s Muriel’s favorite thing in the world to do, you know, make Hollywood people throw up.”

      “She even begins negotiations by handing out personal-size bottles of Imodium to the tough-guy execs,” Fabiola agreed.

      Distracted momentarily by Fabiola’s apparent awareness of business negotiating tactics and the visual image of a boardroom full of Suits being sick around a conference table, Timothy said, “We were just getting to know each other.” He smiled at Fabiola and added, “I know we’ll become fabulous friends.” He offered a big smile, but Fabiola looked away.

      “Right,” Jared said, “time to put you to work. I brought the laptop. Follow me to the office. I’ll set things up and provide you with passwords and such. All very hush-hush, you know. Let’s get it over with.”

      Timothy eagerly followed Jared down the main corridor, and when they reached the office near the far end, Jared unlocked the door and relocked it behind them. “Always keep it secure,” he commanded.

      Timothy’s smile grew wide when he looked around the small but smartly decorated office space. The forward-facing wall was another floor-to-ceiling smoked-glass window with an eye-popping cityscape view. A yellow mid-century style leather sofa sat centered against the window. To the left, running the entire length of the wall, was a sleek, shiny, gray-enamel, built-in desk with an executive chair that matched the color of the sofa. A professional-grade computer printer sat like a lump of heavy clay on the desk next to an I❤️NY coffee mug containing an assortment of pens. Fitted above, taking advantage of the entire remainder of the wall, were built-in storage cupboards and shelves for binders and decorative ceramic art pieces. Turning to the right, Timothy was thrilled to see another entire wall of books. Recognizing fancy gold-embossed spines with titles by Jane Austen, Charlotte Brontë, and Ian McEwan, he instantly felt a swell of pride confirming that his movie star idol was a connoisseur of classic literature.

      Withdrawing a MacBook Air from his canvas shoulder bag, Jared said, “And this not only never leaves the penthouse, but you must also lock it up in the safe if you ever have to leave it unattended. That’s extremely important. Even if you only go to the bathroom, it goes in the safe.”

      Jared moved to the other side of the room, removed his cell phone from his pocket, and swiped through a series of apps until he came to an icon that resembled a key. Tapping it, he entered a password code. Suddenly, after the clicking sound of a lock, the floor-to-ceiling bookcase pivoted to reveal… a hidden room.

      For the second time that morning, Timothy’s jaw dropped. Of course, he’d seen hidden rooms and secret passages behind bookcases on TV shows and in the movies, but he’d never been inside one.

      “Follow me,” Jared said.

      It was a relatively small space, more like a walk-in closet. But instead of a wardrobe, the carpeted room contained an old leather desk chair on casters, a step stool, and a few tall shelves with several shoeboxes on the top. Dominating the space was a five-foot-tall beige-colored steel safe, the variety of which one might find in an old bank. Impossibly sturdy and strong.

      “This is where the laptop goes,” Jared said. “And no one is to know this room exists. Not even you, if you get my drift. Give me your phone, and I’ll download the security app.”

      Timothy was mortified when he reluctantly showed Jared his old flip phone. He was too broke to even dream about owning an iPhone. Jared took one look, and horror registered on his face. “We’ll have to do something about that!” he snapped, then sniggered at the pathetic, old device. “What a loser,” he said under his breath, but loud enough for Timothy to hear and make him feel more inadequate than usual. Timothy was used to this feeling of inferiority but it still wounded his sensitive soul. “You’ll have a new one later today,” Jared said, pushing another combination of numbers and letters on his phone. The safe made a sound that suggested it was now unlocked. Jared pulled the handle on the obviously heavy door and revealed shelves packed with folders and papers. Timothy had expected tiaras, velvet trays of precious gems, rings, and necklaces. He thought the stuff in the safe belonged in a simple filing cabinet.

      “No need to examine any of this,” Jared said. “Just contracts and files. All very ordinary but none of your business.”

      Timothy shrugged and nodded. “Trust me; discretion is my middle name.”

      “Actually, I don’t trust you,” Jared snapped, giving Timothy a look of disdain and revulsion. “While you’re working for me⁠—”

      “I thought I was working for Mercedes Ford,” Timothy interrupted.

      “Same thing,” Jared barked. “And just so you know, you’re the most recent in a very long line of assistants who also pledged their discretion but were nosey and couldn’t keep their paws to themselves.” He dragged his index finger across his throat to indicate what had happened to the previous assistants. “I’m just sayin’,” he offered before closing the door to the safe and reversing the procedure to relock it. He ushered Timothy out of the secret room. “Now, let’s discuss your duties,” he said.

      “Muriel told me on Friday what my job entails, and I’m excited to start. Email and Facebook posts and some Instagram for Mercedes.”

      “I knew this would happen,” Jared said, throwing his hands up in a Why me, Lord pique. “Look, dummy, nothing about this job is ordinary. Things change as needed. What did you think?”

      Timothy blanched at being called a dummy. He’d never dealt with workplace abuse before and didn’t know how to respond. “Only that you needed a writer—someone to answer fan mail and stuff,” he said, remembering the job description from SwellHire Top Temps.

      Jared shook his head and grimaced. “Social media is just the tip of the iceberg. You’re here to make everyone’s life easier, Muriel’s—and my own. Although from the look of you, I can’t imagine you’ll succeed at that. You’re on call 24/7. Why else do you think we need someone to live here? Any one paw monkey can do email from a cage at the zoo, for crying out loud.”

      Timothy was still determining if his previous job as a host at The Chili Exchange was so terrible after all. “I thought you just needed a writer,” he said cautiously. While Timothy wanted to take advantage of this amazing opportunity, nothing about being on call 24/7 had been mentioned in the interview with Muriel. “If I’m always on call, will I get overtime pay?” he asked. “I was hoping to work on my new novel in my free time.”

      Jared sighed and sat down on the arm of the loveseat. With his hands in open the church and see all the people position, he stared at Timothy for a long moment before asking, “Timothy, how many hours are in a day?”

      Oh darn. Timothy felt as though he were back in grade school being tested about how long it takes for two trains traveling at 30 miles per hour to reach Philadelphia after they leave the stations in New York and Boston with 36 passengers aboard and stopping a couple of times along the way to let 17 people off. “Twenty-four hours in a day, the last time I checked,” Timothy said, feeling further diminished.

      “Time is one of our common denominators,” Jared said. “It’s how each of us uses those twenty-four hours that matters. If you’re really a writer—and to me, you don’t look bright enough to write a coloring book—you’ll carve out time for your little creative endeavors. On your own time. Do you follow me?”

      Timothy nodded slowly. Jared was probably right. Timothy had a friend in junior college who worked two jobs, went to the gym daily, took figure skating lessons, cared for his ailing mother, and still made time to write and publish short stories. The guy was amazing, and Timothy had wanted to be more like him.

      “I thought this might happen, so I brought along a printed job description. Study this,” Jared griped as he slapped a half-dozen stapled pages against Timothy’s chest. “I’ll also migrate all the phone numbers you’ll need into your new phone, which, by the way, is only to be used for business purposes. Capisce?”

      “Oui. I mean sì,” Timothy said, unsettled by his new boss’s rude behavior, and gave a cursory glance at the pages.

      “Alrighty,” Jared said as he essentially ended the meeting. He punched a password into his phone, and the bookcase pivoted back into place, leaving no indication that it was a portal to a secret room. “As for the old bird,” he cocked his head toward the door and Fabiola beyond, “don’t get too chummy. She’s not long for this world.”

      “She’s sick?”

      Jared shrugged. “Let’s just say she won’t be here much longer.”

      “I think she already knows,” Timothy said. “She thought I was sent here to spy on her.”

      “She’s also paranoid. That’s one of the reasons she’s on her way out. Again, lips sealed,” Jared said as he unlocked the office door. Timothy followed him back into the corridor, and Jared locked the door again. As they walked toward the elevator in the foyer, Jared suddenly turned around. Timothy followed as he retraced his steps and went beyond the office to a room at the far end of the condo. “She’s supposed to stay in here,” he said, knocking tentatively on the door.

      After getting no response he turned the knob and let himself into the bedroom. Timothy was aghast at the sheer messiness of the room, with clothing strewn everywhere, an unmade bed, and laundry left unfolded.

      Jared sighed. “Keep me posted if she starts treating the rest of the place like this.”

      At the elevator, Jared asked if Timothy had any last questions. Of course, he did.

      “How do I get my assignments? Which bedroom is mine? When is payday?”

      “Log onto the website listed on the pages I gave you. Check the dashboard several times an hour. Muriel or I will forward whatever requires your attention. As for your room, take your pick. They’re upstairs. Mercedes has only been here half a dozen times since she bought the place. Right now, she’s on a film shoot. Then, with awards season coming soon after that, she’ll be in LA. She’ll unlikely be visiting here until early next year unless she drops in after her current movie wraps. You’ll be paid every other Friday.”

      “What about having friends over?”

      “Nope.”

      “So, I’ll be a cloistered monk?”

      “You’re not in quarantine, for crying out loud,” Jared spat. “You have an hour off for lunch, and the office gets plenty of invitations to opening nights on Broadway, art galleries, and parties. I occasionally need a Plus-One.”

      Jared’s Plus-One? Eww, Timothy thought as he momentarily imagined being Jared’s date for anything where they’d be seen in public. More and more, this job sounded a bit crazy. What had he gotten himself into? And was he to be a prisoner in this gilded cage? That was definitely not for him. And Timothy told Jared so.

      “See your little friends,” Jared said sarcastically, “just not here. You shouldn’t have to work past 7:00 or 8:00 each night if you’re efficient. But, of course, you always have to be available for emergencies. Which reminds me, I’ve got to run over and get you a phone.” He sighed heavily with annoyance and shot Timothy a filthy look.

      Jared stepped into the elevator. He performed the whole biometric reading thing and curtly said, “Ciao,” as the doors closed.

      “Ciao to you, too,” Timothy repeated disinterestedly as the doors closed. He stood in the quiet foyer looking at the Casablanca lilies and telling himself that he had to stop being so negative. “This is the best thing to ever happen to you,” he said. “You have a beautiful place to live—rent-free. A paycheck that you can save because you’ll have very few expenses. And it’s a quiet place to write—when you aren’t at the beck and call of Muriel and Jared, that is. Think of this as an adventure! Just grow a spine, and you’ll be fine.”

      Timothy tried to convince himself that he’d landed in Clover. And then, from down the hall, he heard the loud and violent sound of glass shattering. He raced to find out what was going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Timothy knew where the sound was coming from and who was making all that noise. It had to be Fabiola. Sure enough, when he arrived at her room, he could hear something else shattering against a wall. He knocked and called out Fabiola’s name. Silence. He knocked again and asked if there was anything he could do to help.

      Eventually, a softer version of the harsh New York accent Timothy had first been introduced to cheerfully said, “Everything’s fabulous.”

      “Not from the sound of things,” Timothy said. Then, after a long silence, he slowly turned the door handle and eased the door open. He was met with a strong perfume scent and saw the carnage of broken atomizer bottles scattered on the floor.

      Fabiola looked at him with red-rimmed eyes and shrugged. “Just expressing myself,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. She looked at the stained wall and added, “What? You’ve never heard of postmodern abstractionism painting? I call this masterpiece Madonna and Child.”

      Timothy stood looking at the wall and the sad woman before him. He pressed Fabiola to say why she was so angry. “Must be hard to get old, eh?” he stupidly said. The words just slipped out of his mouth.

      Fabiola looked at Timothy as if he were nuts. “Yeah, and I really miss my daddy, Methuselah.”

      “Anything I can do?” Timothy asked. “We’re living together now, at least for a while, and…”

      “And I’m scaring you. I know. I get it,” Fabiola spat. “Don’t worry; this doesn’t happen very often. I haven’t killed anyone in days.”

      “Hey, sometimes I get mad too.” Timothy tried to make Fabiola’s distress more of a universal thing. “We all have our ups and downs. I sometimes think I’m way too sensitive for this planet. A guidance counselor at school said that I have ‘generalized anxiety disorder.’ Heck, whenever an agent sends me a rejection for my book, I’m miserable for the whole rest of the day.”

      “I thought you said your book was about to be published,” Fabiola said.

      Oh, phooey! Timothy regretted the little lie he had told; it just made him feel more like a failure. “I mean, I got lots of rejections before I finally sold the book,” he said, continuing the sham. “I have a file full of emails from agents and editors telling me that my project wasn’t right for them.”

      “You’re telling me I’m a rejection, like one of your stupid letters?” Fabiola shot back. “You don’t know a thing about me, Mister. And that’s an understatement!”

      Timothy could tell where this conversation was going. If he tried to make Fabiola look on the bright side of things, she would say that he was too young to know what he was talking about and couldn’t possibly understand. It would go back and forth, so Timothy simply said, “You’re right. Let me know if you want to talk… or anything.” Then he closed the door and decided to select a bedroom for himself. Two boxes with his meager possessions were being sent to The Colton in the afternoon, and he wanted to figure out where to put his stuff.

      After living with two other guys in a studio apartment not much bigger than a cargo shipping container, Timothy knew that he was pretty much now at Downton Abbey. “Please, dear God,” he begged, “don’t let this be like those dreams about winning the lottery that always ends with the alarm clock going off!”

      After examining all the rooms, Timothy went for one with a queen-size bed and an en suite with travertine tile in the shower and double sinks in the vanity. A recessed alcove boasted a combination toilet and bidet. Again, he thought of his dad. This is how the other half lives.

      As Jared had placed the laptop in the safe and Timothy didn’t yet have a phone with the app to access it, there wasn’t any work Timothy could do, so he decided to familiarize himself with the rest of the penthouse. He returned to the living room and discovered that the shattered glass from the picture frame was still all over the floor. He was about to summon Fabiola to clean it up, then thought better. The poor old woman was having a rough day. Instead, he wandered into the huge kitchen and began rooting through drawers and cabinets for a broom and dustpan. He found the utility closet and all the items anyone might need to keep a condo this size in shape. He swept up the shards and returned the silver frame where he’d found it. And then the wind chimes/elevator doorbell wafted through the air.

      “That was fast,” Timothy said as Jared entered the condo.

      “They don’t mess with me at the Apple Store,” he said, withdrawing a white, rectangular box from a plastic drawstring bag. “I need you to get to work right away.”

      My gosh, the phone was absolutely beautiful! Timothy couldn’t believe he’d finally possess modern telecommunications. He felt he was possibly the last person in New York to lay his hands on one of these beauties.

      Jared walked him through the security app. “Memorize the code,” he snapped. “You can’t write it down anywhere.”

      Thankfully, Timothy had a decent memory. In an instant, he was able to access the phone and its contact list. “What about getting into the secret room and safe?” he asked.

      Jared cocked his head toward the office, and Timothy followed him down the hallway. Once again, Jared opened the door and locked it behind them. “Go to it,” he said and gave Timothy a four-digit code for the phone.

      “Voila!” Timothy said when he successfully opened the bookcase portal.

      “You only have three tries to get the codes right. Otherwise, you’ll be locked out,” Jared warned. “It’ll take Muriel’s master code to override your error. You think that fat guy with the weird hair in North Korea is scary? By comparison, Muriel makes him look like the Buddha.”

      Timothy made a face Jared obviously interpreted as concern because he said, “Yeah, you’d better be afraid. And I can’t wait to watch what happens when you screw up. Open the safe and take the laptop out.”

      Timothy reached among all the papers and file folders and lifted the computer from the safe. He closed the heavy steel door and repeated the security process. He breathed a sigh of relief, but Jared seemed disappointed by his successes.

      “Okay, then,” Jared said as he left the secret room.

      When they were both on the other side, Timothy tapped the security app again and entered the passcode. He was almost drunk with success as the bookshelves pivoted back into place. “Easy-breezy,” he said triumphantly.

      “Check the emails,” Jared demanded in a tone that suggested Timothy had already neglected a duty. “Should I stay to make sure you’ve got the right username and password?”

      “How many tries do I get before I’m locked out of the computer?” Timothy asked.

      “Oh, dear God! Pretend you only have one shot,” Jared cried. “You should get all the codes right the first time. And don’t tell me there are too many. You probably remember your address and your phone number and your mother’s birthday. I’ll bet you never get those wrong. In your case, you probably do.”

      Jeez! Why is this guy being so negative? Timothy thought but wanted to appear totally confident, so he said, “I’m good. No problem-o. I’ve got it down. We’re cool.” He wondered if he was overselling himself.

      Jared gave him a dubious look. “You’re a cocky little dweeb, aren’t you,” he said, then they walked back toward the foyer, with Timothy cradling the precious laptop firmly against his chest. “And don’t bother me unless it’s an emergency,” Jared added. “I call you—no need for you to call me.” He stepped into the elevator and placed his palm on the biometric pad. The doors closed, and Timothy was alone. He returned to the office, closed, and locked the door, sat at the desk, and opened the computer.

      He marveled at the beauty of the machine. The casing was brushed silver with a backlit keyboard. His own PC was a cracked and often not working piece of rubbish. He hit the On button and heard the pleasant startup chime from this beautiful piece of equipment. He typed in the password, opened the browser, and then clicked on the mailbox icon. A short list of only five incoming messages appeared. He decided to start with the earliest one, from Muriel, who had attached another file containing fan mail. That one was loaded with messages! In the body of her short message, Muriel said: “From today, the emails arriving at the Mercedes Ford fan site will be forwarded automatically to the Inbox on your computer. We don’t make fans wait more than twenty-four hours for responses.”

      Timothy recalled that Muriel had mentioned during the interview that the replies were going to appear to come from Mercedes Ford but that there would also be a line stating ‘This message was sent on behalf of Mercedes Ford’ to offer Mercedes legal protection in case of any errors made by the actual sender. Not that Timothy would ever dream of making a mistake while writing on behalf of his idol.

      So, Timothy immediately downloaded the correspondence and began to read the messages, eager to answer each one. The weight of responsibility of representing the iconic Miss Ford pressed heavily on his mind.

      The messages all had a similar theme. They loved Mercedes’ work and wanted autographed photos. A few of them had sob stories about being down on their luck and asked if Mercedes could find it in her heart to make a mortgage or car payment for them. Those were really sad, and Timothy didn’t have a clue how to answer them. He’d have to talk to Jared about it. And what about pictures and autographs? Jared had yet to tell him how to reply. For a moment, he thought about calling him, but he’d been warned, and this certainly wasn’t an emergency. He didn’t want to appear as if he couldn’t figure these things out for himself. He remembered the sheaf of pages with his job description. There was indeed a paragraph about fan mail and instructions for finding templates for responding to all sorts of inquiries. “Simply fill in the blanks,” it said. Timothy selected the weirdest letter first:

      
        
        Dear Mercedes, (Such inappropriate familiarity, Timothy thought.)

      

        
      
        Me and my boyfriend Thomas, I LOVE, LOVE, LOVE you and your movies. We go all the time to the discount theater here in Siminac. You have certainly given us hours and hours and hours of many happy hours. Well, except for that one movie that was supposed to be a comedy, but you weren’t very funny in it. We think that you are so talented and hear that you are a very generous star.

      

        
      
        I am writing to you because I think you are a nice person. All the magazines at the Walmart checkout line say so. Like Julie Andrews and Sandra Bullock. Not like Amy Schumer, who may be nice, but we’re Christians and don’t like her potty mouth.

      

        
      
        Here’s the main reason why I’m writing. We’ve had a bit of a spell of being unlucky lately. Thomas had to quit his job at the warehouse because he didn’t get along so well with the foreman and broke his arm, but it wasn’t entirely Thomas’ fault. And I can’t work because I have a social anxiety situation caused by being on the heavy side.

      

        
      
        Since we pay to see your movies, we want you to pay us back. Just this one time, for sure. We need to buy a new truck so that Thomas can start his own business. He’s tired of working for mean bosses. He wants to haul people’s junk away. We figure that since everybody has junk, we can make a good living from taking it to the dump. We’ll be selling the good stuff. We only need $35,582.62 from you.

      

        
      
        Please let me know immediately when the money will be coming so we can get the truck. We thank you very much and know that Jesus will pay you back for us, with lots of interest for sure, because you are a good person.

      

        
      
        Very sincerely,

        Rebecca Ritter

      

      

      Timothy knew he shouldn’t have laughed when he read that letter, but it was so pathetic that he couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t imagine the nerve of someone asking a stranger for a lot of money. But then he realized that to some people, Mercedes Ford wasn’t a stranger at all. She was a real person whom they saw in movies and on TV talk shows. Some misguided people apparently thought it was quite acceptable to believe they could mooch off of her—like a rich cousin.

      Timothy opened the folder titled Correspondence Templates and scrolled down the list of possible responses. When he saw one titled Never a Lender Be, he clicked on the document. Bingo! It read:

      
        
        Dear [Insert Name],

      

        
      
        Thank you very much for taking the time to write to me. I sincerely appreciate the wonderful people like you who let me know they enjoy my work. Honestly, I love my job so much that I don’t consider it work at all. I know how lucky I am.

      

        
      
        I read your kind letter with great interest, and although I have enormous sympathy for your [inset specific situation], I am not legally allowed to provide the money you requested. It’s a long story, but it all has to do with the IRS and laws in [insert state name] that my attorney and accountant tell me are quite explicit about celebrities sending money to people they don’t personally know. I blame everything on Washington. Don’t you?

      

        
      
        Although I am unable to help you at this time, please know that you remain in my thoughts and prayers. I am enclosing an autographed color photo of myself.

        I hope you will see my new movie [Title], which opens nationwide on [date].

      

        
      
        Good luck to you!

      

        
      
        Yours sincerely,

        Mercedes Ford

      

      

      It seemed a perfect response to poor Rebecca and Thomas’ delusion that they could squeeze Mercedes for all that loot. Then Timothy proceeded to the next letter. And the next. This went on for hours. Eventually, he realized that dusk had begun to settle over the city, and he was feeling hungry. He turned off the computer, successfully opened the secret room and safe, and locked away the laptop. Such a great first day, and I’m sure I’ll get used to Jared, he said to himself as the bookcase again closed to conceal the room. He opened the office door, relocked it, and wandered to the kitchen.

      There was little food available, at least nothing in the refrigerator or freezer that appealed to Timothy. Just then, Fabiola walked in. Perfect timing, Timothy thought; she’ll be starting dinner soon. “What are we having tonight?” Timothy asked. Fabiola gave him a look that made Timothy feel she thought he was an idiot. “For dinner, I mean.”

      “You tell me,” Fabiola said.

      “Lasagna sounds good,” Timothy said. “Or maybe something Mexican?”

      “Sounds good to me, too,” Fabiola smirked and wandered out of the kitchen toward the terrace. “In the meantime, pour me a glass of white wine,” she called back. “And I’ll have some crackers and the rest of that Brie in the fridge. Oh, and use the correct stemware. I hate drinking white wine out of a red wine glass.”

      Timothy quickly got the picture. Fabiola obviously was not going to cook for him. He wished he had the nerve to complain to Jared but knew he wouldn’t. He did the next best thing and tried sarcasm. He looked back at Fabiola, who was smiling evilly at him. “And would madam care for caviar on toast points to go with her wine?” Timothy teased.

      “Fabulous,” the old woman whinnied like a horse.

      Timothy actually did find a jar of caviar in the fridge. And he served Fabiola a glass of wine, too (he just guessed at the right stemware). They both finished the bottle together in silence, and by then, Timothy wasn’t hungry anymore. And he also asked himself, What’s wrong with this picture? I’m a writer employed by Mercedes Ford in her New York penthouse condo, and I’m acting like I still work at The Chili Exchange. Again, it occurred to him that this job, which seemed like a godsend at first, might not be so great after all. Then his brand-new cell phone rang.

      The screen said, Jared Evans. “Hi, Jared,” Timothy said in a chirpy greeting. Then Jared told him that he’d monitored the responses to the fan letters and thought he’d done a totally crappy job. “Incompetent? Substandard? Pathetic? You can see what I’m doing when I’m on the computer?” Timothy asked incredulously. He looked over at Fabiola, who was smirking and nodding her head. “Isn’t that illegal? It’s certainly intrusive.”

      Jared reminded him that the computer belonged to Muriel Maynard Management, that Timothy worked for Muriel Maynard, and that it was right to keep an eye on the owner’s property. Timothy supposed that was true, but he was still unnerved by Jared playing Nosey Neighbor. But considering all the surveillance he’d already been subjected to at the condo, he realized that he shouldn’t expect privacy on a business-owned laptop either.

      But that was not the entire reason that Jared was calling. He told Timothy to go back to the computer, read his latest email, and respond immediately. Timothy looked at his wristwatch. It was 8:30, for crying out loud. Jared had previously told him he would not be expected to check emails after 8:00 p.m. Plus, he’d already had a few glasses of wine and wasn’t altogether sober. However, he ended the call and told Fabiola he’d catch her later. Then he went back into the office.

      When Timothy retrieved and logged on to the computer again, he found a dozen more emails had arrived. However, the one from Jared was flagged with a small icon of a jagged lightning bolt. He clicked and opened it.

      Timothy read the message twice, trying to decipher why it was so urgent. It was merely a text from Muriel saying there was to be a party at the penthouse the following Saturday night. The guest of honor was Virginia La Paloma, the Italian soprano. Timothy thought, Woo-hoo! My first swanky showbiz party! Suddenly, the good day that had turned into a not-so-good day was a good day again. Very cool, he thought, and immediately emailed Jared. “Of course, I accept! I accept! I accept!” his words practically skipped across the screen. “Sounds like fun! However, I have nothing appropriate to wear to a fancy party.”

      Jared immediately responded. “How nice of you to accept. And
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