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Chapter 1

 

 “What do you mean you’re selling the business?” 

 Eudora Hendricks stared at her boss like she’d grown a second head, but she’d never seen Jonelle Behr looking lovelier.

 As was her habit, Jon perched a slender hip on the corner of Eudora’s desk and had actually kept her shoes on. “Running the Seeds of Love Foundation, overseeing the construction of the retreat for children with special needs, and working with my other charitable organizations, I’ve neglected the business for the past eight months. It just isn’t fair to you.” 

 “I’m fully aware of what you’ve been doing, but I’ve kept a handle on everything. Our sales figures are above last year.”

 “You left out ‘in my absence.’ You’ve been doing a fantastic job.”

 Eudora couldn’t hold back the resentment in her voice. “I know who put the idea in your head. Your billionaire husband. It’s like you two are joined at the hip.” She suddenly realized what the bitchy comment implied. “I’m sorry, Jonelle. That came out all wrong.”

 Her next comment was cut off when Eudora’s door opened, and said husband walked in, carrying a manila file folder. “Sorry, I had to take that call.” He softly kissed Jonelle’s brow and slipped a possessive arm around her waist. “What did I miss?”

 “Eudora just told me I’m glued to your hip.” Jonelle glanced down at the way his hip was pressed against her side and smiled. “She’s right.”

 “We’ve been married for eight months, and the honeymoon is far from over. I confirmed with our pilot that we’ll be ready to leave for Barbados in two hours. We’ll pick up the Good Time Girl and sail her back to Naples.” 

 Eudora had to give Lucien Behr credit. The billionaire could walk into the room and take over a meeting without missing a beat. She did like Lucien, especially for all the happiness he’d brought into her best friend’s life.

 “I have the paperwork right here,” Lucien continued.

 Eudora stood up and braced herself against the edge of her desk. She could barely get the words beyond the lump in her throat. “You’ve got a buyer already? Do I know this person?”

 “I do,” Jonelle said and returned her husband’s grin. “You do it.”

 Lucien held out his hand to Eudora. “Do you have a dollar?”

 “For what? Coffee? You can’t even purchase a bottle of water for that around here.”

 “Eudora, indulge my husband.”

 “Okay.” She opened the top drawer of her desk and took out a small purse that held an even smaller change purse. “Will four quarters work? I don’t have any bills.” 

 “Why not? Give the money to my wife.”

 She placed the four quarters in Jonelle’s hand, and her fingers curled around the coins. “Congratulations, you’re now the sole owner of Eudora Holdings.”

 Eudora felt the blood drain from her face, and she plopped down in her chair. “This isn’t a joke? You’ve just sold me your million-dollar business for a dollar? Is that even legal?”

 “I considered making you a partner, but you’ve poured your heart and soul into this business for the past twelve years. You run things, and the other licensed agents look to you for everything. I was the figurehead, but you’re the heart of Eudora Holdings.” Jonelle turned to her husband and squeezed his hand. “Lucien is quite capable of putting food on our table. I’ll always be around if you have any problems or questions.”

 Lucien opened the folder and set it in front of Eudora. Little colored flags indicated where she was to sign. “Scrawl your John Hancock, and Eudora Holdings is all yours. Taxes have been paid to date, and my lawyers will complete the closing paperwork.”

 “But Jonelle already signed the house over to me.”

 “I don’t need two houses in Port Royal, considering Luc and I live two blocks away from you.”

 “I’m still in shock and don’t know what to say.”

 “If you’d rather I sell the business to Bruce Demonde, I’m sure that can be arranged.”

 “That shithead can rot in hell,” she sneered, then said to her best friend. “I’m still overwhelmed, but knowing you’ll be around if I can turn to you at any time puts my mind at ease.”

 “You’ll get copies of the paperwork when everything has been transferred,” Lucien assured her.

 Jonelle held out her favorite pen, the gift Eudora had given her when they’d celebrated five years in business. “Use this pen. It’s brought us good luck.”

 Her fingers shook slightly when she signed the paperwork and handed the folder to Lucien. “I’d like to take you two to lunch, but I know you’ve got a plane to catch.”

 She came around from behind her desk and gave Jonelle a quick hug. Tears filled both their eyes. “You’ve had faith in this girl from the backwoods from the very beginning. Thank you for the rest of my life. I promise not to let you down.”

 “I know you won’t. Martin would be so proud of his mom, as am I. The head office is now yours. Box up everything in my desk, and I’ll pick it up when we get back.”

 Eudora accepted the tissue Lucien held out and dabbed at the wetness under her eyes. “Thanks. I said this at your wedding, but I’ll say it again. You two make quite a pair, and I’m so glad you found each other again. Have a wonderful mini vacation on your yacht.”

 “We will,” Lucien said and tapped Eudora on the tip of her nose. “I love being joined to my wife’s hip. See you in a week.”

 “Did this really happen?” she said to her now empty office. Jonelle had put the business in Eudora’s name initially. She’d wanted to prove to her family that she was more than just a rich socialite. But now the name reflected the real owner, Eudora.

 The three other real estate agents—two men and one woman—who worked through Eudora Holdings were in the office, so she called them in to let them know that she was now the owner. They were surprised and offered their congratulations. She assured them she wasn’t looking to make any managerial changes other than hiring an administrative assistant.

 The enormity of what had just taken place still had her head in a whirl. She was the owner and boss! This evening, after her weekly rehearsal for the Artis–Naples Philharmonic chorus, she’d celebrate with her friends. 
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 After rehearsal, Eudora set her mocha latte on the round table she shared with three of her friends. Betty, Bonnie, and Beatrix were sisters. Betty, the oldest, was married to the owner of a Bentley car dealership. The husband of Bonnie, the middle sibling, was president of a bank, and Beatrix was married to one of the country’s leading heart surgeons. Spa treatments and facelifts had taken ten years off of their faces. They could all pass for being in their early fifties.

 They’d chosen a rainbow of hair colors—champagne blond, brunette and russet red—to camouflage the gray and wore jewelry that reflected their rich, comfortable lifestyle, but they were generous and had the sweetest hearts. They couldn’t care less that Eudora hadn’t been born with a silver spoon in her mouth.

 “Have you heard?”

 “Betty, is she supposed to read your mind?” Bonnie said, setting her raspberry frappé on the table.

 “It’s okay,” Eudora said with a laugh. The giddiness in Betty’s voice said she was in gossip mode. “Tell me.” She broke off a piece of her blueberry scone and took a bite.

 “We’re going to have a guest conductor when we perform for the special fundraiser for Seeds of Love,” Betty announced. 

 “So, who is it?” Beatrix prodded.

 Betty’s hazel eyes widened in excitement. “Peter Llewelyn!”

 “Really? Jonelle must’ve waved her magic fundraising wand. He’s been a recluse the past five years,” Bonnie said.

 “I’m being dense here,” Eudora said. “I know he’s one of the country’s leading musical composers and directors, but I haven’t followed his career.”

 “Oh, it was tragic!” Betty exclaimed. “His wife and three-year-old son were traveling to meet him at a sold-out concert at the Met and were killed when a truck plowed into the limo they were riding in. He’s only thirty-nine years old, but has basically stopped communicating with the outside world. He’s written the scores for two Tony Award-winning musicals, one of which is currently on Broadway, but he keeps in the shadows. He pours his life and heart into his music, unable to get over the loss of his loved ones.”

 “That’s so sad. How do you know so much about him?” Eudora asked Betty.

 “His mother is close friends with my sister-in-law. They live on Park Avenue.”

 “So why has he suddenly decided to return to civilization?” Eudora asked.

 Betty shook her head. “That I can’t answer.”

 “You said we’d have something to celebrate,” Beatrix prompted Eudora, changing the subject. “So spill.”

 “As of this afternoon, I’m the owner of Eudora Holdings. Jonelle’s overwhelmed with her new responsibilities for the Seeds of Love Foundation, so she sold me the business.”

 All three faces split into grins. Beatrix thrust out her plastic glass, and they all tapped in congratulations. “Jonelle made a very smart choice. The business is in great hands.”

 “Did you do it?” Betty asked.

 Eudora was confused by Betty’s question. Her friend had just added soft lavender highlights to her blond hair. “Did I do what?” 

 Bonnie chimed in. “Submit Song of My Heart. It’s fabulous and should be heard. Just think. The song will be arranged and directed by Peter Llewelyn.”

 “Deadline is tomorrow!” Beatrix reached for her Louis Vuitton bag and pulled out her checkbook. “I can write you a check to cover the submission fee.”

 She really hadn’t thought about the arrangement, or the donation required to submit it. It was the song she’d poured her heart and soul into. “Ladies, rest easy. I submitted my song.” Eudora stood up and dumped her cup into the recycling can. “What do you say we go someplace to have a real drink? On me.”

 All three stood up, gathered their purses, and headed for the door. “Let’s hit the bar at the Turtle Club,” Betty suggested, leading the parade.
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 Peter Llewelyn turned away from looking out the glass sliding door that offered a late evening view of the Vanderbilt Lagoon. The sun was down, but the clouds retained a soft pink hue. Outside, the February evening was seventy-eight degrees, and people up North were freezing their asses off. He listened with half an ear to his mother rambling on the other end of his cell phone call. 

 “I said I’d do it and don’t need a lecture,” he said. “I’m tired of people telling me what I should do. I don’t want you to come to Florida to keep me company. I’m booked into the Vanderbilt for the next month. I’m thirty-nine years old and don’t need you to tell me when to get my hair cut, when to eat, or how to dress.” As was his mother’s habit, she listened only to the words coming out of her own mouth and not his. She was a veritable nag, but deep down, he knew she meant well. 

 He turned away and picked up the letter he’d set on the accent table near the couch. The welcome packet he’d received from the Artis–Naples Philharmonic included a detailed list of times and dates of rehearsals. There was also another item his mother had failed to mention. 

 When she paused to take a breath, Peter jumped in. “You and Jonelle Behr persuaded me to do this event to raise money for children with disabilities. What’s this about judging an original song that I’m to arrange and direct?”

 “There’s a five-thousand-dollar submission fee that will, of course, be put toward the Seeds of Love Foundation.”

 “I’m supposed to do this in one month? I’m in the middle of writing a score for a play that will debut in New York next year. I purposely rented out three of the surrounding units so I can play my keyboard without disturbing other guests.” He ran his fingers through his long hair in frustration. “Mother, I promise to eat and will talk to you in a couple of days.”

 He turned off his phone and tossed his cell on the couch. Tomorrow, there’d be messages from his mother and sister asking why he was ignoring them.

 “I don’t need a keeper,” he muttered and walked into the kitchen. The accommodations were five-star, but he had no intention of cooking. He pulled open the cabinet door next to the sink and took out a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. The first thing he did when he’d driven away from the airport yesterday was hit a liquor store. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday, and that had been a stale bagel. 

 He poured a generous helping, held up the golden liquid, and repeated what his grandmother had always said about alcohol. “The spawn of the devil.” She’d claimed it had eaten away his grandfather’s liver, eventually killing him and delivering him to hell. Peter drank half of it down and shuddered. “Grandma, I’m already there.” 

 He walked into the bathroom off the master bedroom, turned on the light, and was taken aback by the slovenly looking face staring back at him in the mirror over the sink. A hazy film covered bloodshot eyes that were normally light brown. A scruffy, five-day-old beard covered much of his face, and his mangy black hair brushed the collar of his black T-shirt. “Shit, man, derelicts don’t look this bad.” 

 When he’d checked into the hotel last evening, Carla, the hotel clerk, had called Chris, the manager, to confirm Peter’s identity. His baggage had been an old green duffle bag he’d slung over his shoulder, and he’d covered his head with a baseball cap. He hadn’t wanted to call attention to himself, but he’d gone to the extreme.

 When had he sunk this low, not seeing what was happening to him physically? Mentally, he was a mess, and his heart was empty. He chose to live alone and keep people out. For the past five years, he’d sought his saving grace, music. 

 He walked into the living room and set the glass on the table in front of the couch before turning on the keyboard that had been delivered this morning. Losing himself in his music world was the only thing saving him. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 Eudora walked into the house, feeling accomplished. She’d cleaned up Jonelle’s items from her office and had contracted a headhunter to search for an administrative assistant. 

 Just after her marriage to Lucien, Jonelle had gifted Eudora the home they’d been sharing for the past ten years. Her seven-million-dollar home was modest compared to those of her neighbors, whose estates were valued at thirty million-plus. If her mother could see Eudora now? She’d come from a four-room house with a leaky roof, broken front porch steps, and patches in a screen door that squeaked when you went in and out…a lifetime ago.

 She hurried down the hall to her office in the back of the house. Shortly after Jonelle had purchased the home, three of the six bedrooms had been converted into two offices. Jonelle’s office was much larger, and Eudora’s dream was to convert it into a music room with a compact baby grand piano. Slovenly-looking

 Eudora had chosen white, mission-style furniture for her office. Her desk faced the wall of glass windows so she could enjoy the lush gardens and majestic palm trees that surrounded the property. Beyond the screened lanai and indoor pool was a canal.

 As soon as she sat down at her desk, she kicked off her wedge sandals, a habitual move she’d started to emulate from Jonelle. Her feet screamed with relief when she relaxed in her cushioned office chair and pulled open the top left drawer. Sitting in a clear plastic box was a small velvet bag. Tears gathered when she removed the bag that contained a part of her life she’d never be able to get back. She inserted two fingers to loosen the drawstring and tipped the bag over. A small hospital band dropped into her palm. 

Martin Hendricks, DOB May 2, 2007 – May 16, 2007 

Jonelle had filled out the date of Martin’s death in pen. It might have been twelve years ago, but to Eudora, it was only a second ago when her tiny, precious son breathed his last breath.

 “My son, you’re still very much a part of my heart. I got up my nerve and submitted the song that I wrote in your honor. If I win, I’ll tell everyone about you.” Very few people knew about Martin, let alone the circumstances behind his birth. His shit bag of a father had gotten her pregnant and taken off, unwilling to accept the responsibility of fatherhood. Jonelle had come along and saved her life. 

 Eudora returned her treasured keepsake to its protective box.

 A yawn escaped, and she decided to call it a night. 

 

 Eudora woke up at seven the next morning, turned over, and stretched. Her mind was already focused on her appointment schedule for the day. The ceramic floor tiles felt cold on the bottoms of her feet when she headed for her bathroom. She was startled when her feet encountered the cold water on the bathroom floor. Her eyes flew open when a stream of water shot her in the face. 

 “Oh my God,” she screamed, dodging away from the water shooting out of the wall in the shower. Ceramic tiles were floating in the tub, and she hurriedly grabbed the towels from the towel rack to try to block the water coming out of the wall. She hastily dried her face and arms, trying to remember where the water shutoff valves were located.

 She recalled when the new washing machine had been delivered, and the guy looked for the turnoff valves for the hot and cold water. She hurried into the laundry room and pulled open two tall cabinet doors. Beyond was the shutoff valve for the water coming into the house. She had no other choice but to close the valve, even if it meant she’d be without water. 

 She was on her way back to the bathroom to clean up the mess when she noticed the water stain on the sheetrock outside the bathroom. Her troubles had just multiplied when she noticed the water was seeping out where the wall met the floor.

 “Don’t panic. The water is shut off for now, and this is fixable.” Her nightgown was wet, so she put on a sleeveless tank and shorts until she was able to get cleaned up. Sitting at her desk, she made a list. 

Call a plumber.

Send texts to other agents letting them know you’ll be coming in late.

Let the housekeeper know not to come tomorrow.

Locate a place to stay until repairs are made.

 There was only one place she wanted to stay, and hopefully, they’d have accommodations. She called the number to the Vanderbilt Beach Resort that was programmed into her phone. To her delight, Chris, the manager, answered.

 “Hi, Chris, Eudora Hendricks. I’m in desperate need of accommodations. I’ve got a major water leak in my house, and I had to shut the water off. My next call will be to a plumber.”

 “I have one accommodation, but it’s a condo unit on the second floor across the street from the main resort. It’s been totally renovated and just became available this morning. Do you know how long you’ll need the reservation?”

 “At this point, no. The tiles are floating in the tub, water was shooting out of a hole in the wall, and the sheetrock on the other side is water stained.”

 “You’ve got a major repair job.”

 “You wouldn’t happen to know the name of a good plumber.”

 “As a matter of fact, I do. I’ll text it to you when we’re done setting up your reservation. I’ve already got your contact information from when you and Ms. Addison stayed here for her bachelorette party. Hold one minute, please.”

 Eudora sighed with relief and crossed, finding a place to stay off her to-do list.

 “Okay, Ms. Hendricks. You’re all set. When you check in, Carla will be on the desk. Let her know how long you’ll be staying.”

 “Thanks, Chris.”

 Next, she sent a message to her other agents to let them know about her problem. Chris sent the name of the plumber. She got an answering machine and left a message stressing it was an I have no water emergency. She’d just finished packing her suitcase when the plumber returned her call. He’d be there within the hour.

 The guy was as good as his word. Chris had been correct. She was looking at a major repair job. The water had been leaking for quite some time, and the sheetrock would have to be replaced and repainted. He couldn’t guarantee he’d be able to match her existing tiles, so she was looking at a bathroom upgrade. He was also concerned about the floor under the shower and tub. He’d email her an estimate by the end of the day. To be on the safe side, he advised her to plan to stay at the Vanderbilt for at least two to three weeks. He also advised that she call her insurance company.

 A little after six, she locked up the office and drove to Gulf Shore Drive, where the Vanderbilt Beach Resort was located. For a day that had started out downhill, it had turned out to be a plus, business-wise. Two of her agents had closed deals on two mega properties, and she’d contracted to sell a home in Port Royal for forty million. Before leaving for the day, she’d scheduled two appointments for would-be buyers.

 Pulling up in front of the Vanderbilt was like coming home. She could already feel her body recharging after a very taxing day. Flanked by numerous chain hotels, the Vanderbilt remained an oasis of relaxation with a laid-back atmosphere. Despite facing the Gulf of Mexico, the resort had withstood the battering of many a hurricane, and the owners had maintained the old Florida-style architecture. The two-story building was a rare gem surrounded by glitzy modern hotels and high-rise apartments. If one wanted unspoiled beauty with a touch of class, one stayed at the Vanderbilt.

 Only a few steps away from the beachfront property was the home of one of her favorite restaurants, the Turtle Club. Diners could eat on the beach under umbrella-shrouded tables or inside the air-conditioned dining room. She knew from experience that one had to get a reservation, sometimes months in advance, to enjoy dinner while watching the sun go down.

 When she pulled up to the door, she told the valet she was checking into the condos across the street. He explained that she’d be given a special parking permit.

 She stepped into the lobby, and her heels clicked against the aged porous, and pitted travertine floor tiles. Guests immediately felt the old-world charm of dark wood, Tiffany lamps, and deep-cushioned chairs that invited one to sit down and relax. Slim, glass-fronted cases displayed unique shells and gems prominent in the area. A neat rack held brochures about nearby attractions. Wood blades from two ceiling fans moved the air around, and classical music played in the background. She was tempted to curl up in a chair and kick off her shoes.

 Carla, the night desk clerk, manned the gleaming wooden counter that held a single computer. A bird of paradise plant thrived at the opposite end of the counter. Soft-looking, reddish-gold curls brushed her cheeks and forehead. The short sleeves of her white shirt that bore the logo of the resort revealed a light Florida tan.

 “Hi, Miss Hendricks. Chris let me know you’d be checking in. You’ll love the deluxe condo.”

 “Thank you so much. Everyone is always so accommodating.”

 “Since you’re considered a ‘local,’ you know about the little grocery store two blocks away, and the Publix has a food-delivery service.” 

 “I use them at home, but it’s great to know they’ll deliver to the condos.”

 “Don’t forget the continental breakfast is in the Turtle Club from eight to ten in the morning.”

 “Thanks for reminding me, but I’ll be on my way to the office by then.” 

 To the side of the counter was a small table that held a tall glass beverage server on a silver stand filled with ice water. A thin layer of lemon slices floated on the top of the water. Eudora helped herself and savored the cold, lemony flavor.

 “Do you need help with your luggage?”

 “Thanks, no. I’ve got one bag and can run home to get clean clothes.”

 “Ms. Hendricks, I think it’s only fair to warn you we have a somewhat eccentric guest on the second floor, lagoon side. He’s a musician and will be playing the piano.”

 “Not a problem. I always work with eccentric clients, and I love music.”

 Eudora filled out the registration card, including the Florida plate number for her Lexus. “Thanks again for being so accommodating.”

 “Your condo has a full kitchen and is fully supplied with dishes and utensils. The maid will come in daily to take care of your suite.”

 “Carla, I know how gracious your staff is, and your hospitality is second to none. You guys are going to spoil me. I feel like I’m on vacation.”

 “That’s what we want.”

 The sun had set when she got her suitcase from the back of her car and approached the two-story building. When she pushed the button for the elevator to go to the second floor, she heard the mellow sound of a keyboard. It got louder when she stepped into the hall and passed the door to condo 404. The musician was very talented, but there wasn’t anything happy about the melody being played. If he was composing, it was dark and depressingly sad, she thought.

 She felt the stress melting even more when she stepped into the condo that she’d call home for a few weeks. The open space was so much more than she’d expected. A chair rail accented the coin-gold painted walls. The old-world style continued in the ornate area rugs that covered the oversize beige ceramic tiles. A glass-topped coffee table and loveseat created an intimate conversational setting. Two brown wicker armchairs with thick cushions faced the glass sliding doors. Beyond was a screened lanai that overlooked the Vanderbilt Lagoon. The round table and chairs would be the perfect place to enjoy her breakfast or if she was home in time to cook an evening meal.

 Standing in the full-size kitchen, she could look over the countertop to the dining area adjacent to the living room. She sighed with relief when she walked into the bedroom and set her bag on the padded bench at the foot of the bed. 

 “I need a long hot shower.” She opened her suitcase and took out a pair of lightweight lounging pajamas. She’d put her few clothes in the dresser in the morning and have a food order delivered. 

 The shower felt wonderful, and she washed her long black hair twice. She applied her facial moisturizer and brushed her hair until it was almost dry. Before Jonelle came into Eudora’s life, taking care of her skin had never been a priority. Purchasing fancy cosmetics had been a luxury. 

 Exhaustion had taken its toll, and she crawled into the queen-size bed but left the drapes in front of the glass sliding doors open. She liked looking at the small harbor lights and snuggled her head into the pillow. 

 The musician was really talented and changed the tempo of his song. The melody was softer, almost like a lullaby to a beloved child. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye. She’d never been able to sing a lullaby to her sweet baby. 
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 Over the past two days, Eudora had interviewed five job candidates, and the headhunter’s idea of a “perfect fit” for an administrative assistant was a lot different than hers. 

 The young woman sitting in Eudora’s visitor’s chair was the most questionable yet. Brynna Padgett was in her mid-to-late twenties and had dressed appropriately in a lemon-yellow dress that brought out the natural gold highlights in her dark brown hair. Her soft pink lipstick matched the color of her small conch shell earrings. They were unique, and Eudora decided they must be custom-made. Shoulders square, she sat up straight in the chair and folded her hands in her lap. According to her résumé, she lived in Immokalee and currently attended Florida Gulf Coast University part-time, studying to be a marine biologist.

 “You have an impressive résumé, but is there a reason you haven’t worked in the past two years?” 

 The candidate’s hands tightened into fists, and her eyes shifted to look out the windows behind Eudora’s desk. Something more here. “We’ll come back to that,” Eudora said. “Any hobbies? What do you do to have fun?”

 She appeared to visibly relax and put a finger to her ear. “I make jewelry with my mom. We collect seashells at Cayo Costa Island. We go to flea markets, and a few small gift shops handle them.”

 “I, too, love collecting seashells from that beautiful island. Other than your hobby, tell me something that’s not on your résumé that you feel I should know about you.” 

 “You mean cut the bullshit?”

 “Yes, let’s cut the bullshit,” Eudora agreed with a smile of understanding. 

 “I love kids and went to clown school so I could entertain at children’s parties. I help my mother clean homes in Port Royal. This dress belongs to my best friend. I don’t have anything decent to wear for interviews.”

 With the pretense lifted, Eudora enjoyed the real Brynna. “You look lovely in your friend’s dress. Along with going to school, you work with your mother and entertain children. You’re hardworking, ambitious, and straightforward. I like and admire you, but I need someone who is familiar with running an office.” 

 “Ms. Hendricks, you seem like a really nice woman, and I’m going to be completely honest with you. I started working in a small real estate office in Immokalee when I graduated from high school. The owner passed away, and the office was closed. Four years ago, I was hired by Carter and Goodman Realtors.”

 Now we’re getting someplace. “Did you ever get your certification and license?”

 “Yes, but I preferred to work in the office rather than sell real estate. I ran the office for almost two years without a complaint. Then this asshole jerk joined the sales team. He imagined himself as God’s gift to women and kept asking me out. He was a greasy slime and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I called him out in front of the entire office. 

 “Along with being the administrative assistant to the owners, I handled the banking. Suddenly, funds went missing. I adamantly denied any wrongdoing, and there wasn’t any proof to charge me with embezzlement. Who were they supposed to believe? I drive a five-year-old Camaro, and they drive Bentleys. You wouldn’t understand because you have nice clothes and money.” 

 I certainly do understand. I was once on county welfare. My clothes came from used-clothing drives at my church. She had a lot in common with Brynna Padgett.

 “I know that jerk Demonde found a way to get into the accounts and stole money.” She expelled a heavy I give up sigh. “I know you don’t believe me.”

 Eudora shot forward in her chair. “Bruce Demonde?”

 “You know him?”

 “Let’s say I’ve had some dealings with him in the past, and he’s on my shit list.” Eudora got up from her chair and moved to stand in front of her desk. “Brynna, I believe you’re innocent and would make the perfect administrative assistant. I can assure you that the three agents who work for me are above board. If at any time you have a problem, which I don’t expect you will, speak to me.”

 “I know I’m probably looking a gift horse in the mouth, but I have to ask. Why do you believe me?”

 “Let’s just say I was once in your shoes. Don’t let this Black Halo dress fool you. I’m no better than you or anyone else. Someday, when we have time, I’ll tell you how I got to sit in this chair. You’re aware of the starting salary?”

 Brynna just nodded.
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