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        Had she waited years for the perfect moment that would never come?

      

      

      

      Alice McBain spent a lifetime putting others first—her family, her friends, and Marilyn Morgan, the woman she’s secretly loved for over a decade.

      But Marilyn isn’t just the mayor of Tuckaway Bay and Alice’s superior—she’s running for a state Senate seat and insists on keeping their relationship under wraps until after the election. Her constituents, and her husband, must never know.

      Even though Alice has come to an amicable arrangement with her own husband, she is tired of hiding. After years of whispers and waiting, she wants the life she and Marilyn have dreamed of for years—out loud and in the open.

      But when she finally finds the courage to demand more than hidden moments, the carefully constructed façade of her life crumbles. The fallout touches everything. Her family is thrown into chaos, and Marilyn’s political ambitions hang in the balance.

      And the woman who’s always put others first must decide what love truly means when you finally choose yourself.

      I Wish You Love is poignant, powerful story of identity, sacrifice, and the courage to live—and love—authentically.
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        The thing that happened between Carol Oliver and Ella McBain at Sea Glass Inn.

      

      

      “Okay, ladies. Look. We’re stuck here—in this restaurant, inside this hotel, in the middle of this Christmas storm—so let’s make the best of it. We’re not chasing boy toys, and we’re going to get along. Right? No drama.” Hannah Watters scowled at the group.

      Carol Oliver narrowed her gaze, first glancing at Ella McBain—sweet, smart, always the good girl, Ella—and then at Hannah, whom she hadn’t quite nailed yet, personality-wise. She was sort of bossy, though. “Girl, drama is my middle name,” she said.

      “See?” Ella said. “You are just like your mother. I swear, Maggie Oliver keeps my mother spun up into a tizzy most of the time.”

      “Well, maybe Alice McBain needs to keep her nose out of my mother’s business.”

      “And perhaps your mother,” Ella shot back, “should figure out her life so my mother doesn’t have to worry. I mean, she and Lia and Julia are always anxious about everything going on between her and your dad. And whether or not you realize it, you are just like her—helpless, vulnerable, gullible, and self-centered.”

      For a moment, Carol was kind of shocked, speechless even. How fucking dare her? What do they know about my mom and dad? Then Ella’s last words hit her, and the heat of anger flushed up her neck to her cheeks. She pushed at Hannah. “Let me out.”

      Hannah braced herself against the table. “Wait.”

      “Why? I don’t need to stay here and be insulted.”

      Ella leaned forward. “Sit back, Carol. What are you going to do, anyway? There’s nothing going on. The Sandcastle Restaurant is the only place where anything is happening. In fact, I may just sit here until lunch, and then dinner.”

      “Well, that’s an exciting life.” Carol rolled her eyes, shifting her gaze toward the hot guy again.

      “That’s me. Boring Ella.”

      “Just like your mom,” Carol bit back. “Boring, mother hen, Alice.”

      Ella shot Carol a look. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because that’s what my mom always says. In fact, she makes fun of your mom behind her back because she’s such a goody-two-shoes.”

      Hannah laughed. “I haven’t heard that phrase since I was a kid.”

      Ella stood up. “And your mother screws any guy in a pickup truck who is the opposite of your dad!”

      “Whoa.” Hannah shot daggers at Ella. “That’s a lot uncalled for.”

      “She does not!” Carol batted at Hannah. “Let me out now.”

      Hannah pushed out of the booth.

      Carol passed.

      Ella stomped off toward the restroom and Hannah followed.

      Oh, no you don’t. Within seconds, Carol caught up with Ella in the hallway, grabbed her arm, swung her around, and stood nose-to-nose with her. “And your mother is a…a….”

      Ella stood her ground. “A what? Cat got your tongue? Hard to find anything to pin on my mom since she’s such a goody-two-shoes?”

      Carol wanted to blast her. Ella was always so…good. She was an honor student, or so her mother said. And she was pretty and popular. Her mother reminded her of that often. Why can’t you be more like Ella? She would say. Ella never got into trouble at school, and she was going to college on an academic scholarship.

      “Your mother….”

      “Yes?”

      Carol took another step and peered into Ella’s perfect blue eyes. “Your mother humps women. She’s a lesbian, and she’s been hiding it from you for years. So how about that? Think she’s perfect now?”
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      Alice McBain faced the seaside motel and smiled. It wasn’t often that she and Marilyn could finagle a getaway for an entire weekend, but this was a celebration, of sorts. The May primary was over, and Marilyn had one more hurdle to cross before taking the North Carolina capitol by storm.

      Winning the primary wasn’t the only thing that made her giddy—winning meant they were one step closer to their happily-ever-after goal. They’d planned it for far too long. Perhaps things were finally coming together.

      She retrieved her bag from the trunk, glancing past the old building to the ocean. The Buxton Motel had been a mainstay for tourists and anglers on the island for decades, but they’d never been there. She and Marilyn rarely stayed in the Outer Banks, opting for Virginia Beach or Norfolk, where they could get lost in the crowds. But with the madness leading up to the primary, she didn’t have time to plan a trip north. Plus, if Marilyn had lost the primary race, there would be no celebration.

      So, Alice, who always made their reservations and planned their itineraries, waited until the last minute to plan a getaway. Luckily, since the summer tourist season hadn’t yet kicked in, the motel on Hatteras Island, an hour south of Tuckaway Bay, had vacancies.

      And to Alice, that meant there wouldn’t be many people. Of course, they probably wouldn’t leave the room much, anyway.

      After a quick check-in at the office, she carried her bag up to the second floor, where she located their oceanfront suite and unlocked the door. Her plan was simple. She’d drop off her things, then head to the local grocery store for water, goodies, and hopefully, something alcoholic. Afterward, she would set the stage and wait for the love of her life.

      The door swung open, and she stepped inside. It wasn’t the Ritz, not even a Marriott, but it was perfect—quaint, quiet, and since it was an end unit on the top floor, sinfully secluded.

      She quickly texted Marilyn.

      Alice: I’m here. It’s great.

      Marilyn: I’m here too.

      What? Alice glanced at her watch. No.

      Alice: You’re two hours early!

      Marilyn: Ditched the budget meeting. Fuck ‘em. What room?

      Alice: Second floor. Facing ocean #22 on the end.

      Marilyn: Can’t wait.

      Shit! She’d wanted champagne on ice, and the mood set with music and flowers and chocolates. And….

      Someone rapped on the door. “Alice? Sweetheart?”

      Oh, well. She moved quickly to unlatch the door. Marilyn pushed inside the room, tossed her bag into a corner, and embraced her like she’d not seen her in years.

      The kiss was deep and passionate, heating her cheeks and causing her breath to go shallow. Marilyn held her close, their bodies aligned. Despite feeling warm, Alice shivered as Marilyn brought her hands to her face and held her steady, while tracing her lips with her tongue. She fell limp under her caresses, opening her mouth to let her explore deeper.

      Abruptly, Marilyn pushed her backwards toward the bed.

      They tumbled into it with a burst of giggles.

      “We. Are. Finally. Alone.” Marilyn whispered the words, with a deliberate pause between each one, her breath feathering over Alice’s face.

      “Finally.” Alice sighed, looking into her lover’s eyes. “God, I love you.”

      Marilyn grinned and started undoing Alice’s blouse, taking her lazy time with each button while she peered into her eyes.

      Her body zinged with anticipation.

      Get on with it. You’re driving me crazy.
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        * * *

      

      Alice woke early, alone in the bed. She lay there for a moment, savoring the quiet, listening to the ocean, the rolling waves nearly lulling her back to sleep. That would not happen. She knew where Marilyn was. Rising, she wrapped her robe tight around her naked body and slipped out the door to the deck.

      There.

      Coffee mug in hand, Marilyn stared out over the ocean, waiting for the sunrise. Glancing over the horizon, Alice knew the yellow-orange orb would pop over the vista any second. It was that close. A soft saltwater breeze wafted over the deck, blowing Marilyn’s shoulder-length, dark blond hair around her pretty face.

      She never tired of watching her. That first glimpse always made her heart flutter.

      Drawn to Marilyn from the moment their eyes met at Bayside Realty, over a dozen years ago, Alice never tired of how she felt when they were together. Back then, she couldn’t put words to her feelings, or the attraction—until Marilyn started pursuing her, which had totally flabbergasted Alice.

      She’d avoided contact with her for weeks, initially, until she couldn’t.

      She wasn’t attracted to women. She was married—to a man, of course. Happily married. She didn’t have affairs, and she didn’t flirt. Her family, her marriage, meant everything. And George, her husband, was extremely loyal and nothing shy of perfect. He was a great dad, a devoted and doting husband, and in every sense of the word, her partner.

      No. She wasn’t gay, or a lesbian. Or bisexual.

      Was she?

      That day, standing in the lobby of the rental agency, when their gazes had locked and held, Alice suddenly wasn’t sure of anything any longer. Unexpected things were happening with her body that had never happened before with a woman.

      Thrilling things.

      Sexual things.

      Indescribable things.

      Disturbing things.

      And yes, she’d been ashamed, until Marilyn ultimately convinced her that what she felt was normal and okay—but that had taken time.

      “You’re up.” Marilyn’s soft words came to her on the breeze.

      Alice realized she’d been staring past her toward the ocean, lost in thought. Lost in the wonder of the years they’d shared since they met. “I am. The bed was cold. I missed you.”

      Marilyn’s wisp of a smile made her heart sing a little. She was happy.

      They were both happy.

      “This coffee is so bad.”

      Marilyn’s words jerked Alice out of her musing, and she laughed. “I’m sure it’s terrible.”

      “But the sunrise is… Splendid.”

      Stepping closer, Alice slipped her arm around Marilyn’s waist, laying her head on her shoulder. “So peaceful.”

      “Yes.”

      “We needed this.”

      Marilyn set her coffee mug on the deck railing and cupped Alice’s cheek in her cool hand. “Yes, we did, my darling. I know the past few months have not been easy on you.”

      “Or you.”

      “Oh, I thrive on the madness. You, on the other hand, tolerate it.” She brushed her lips across hers. “And I thank you every single day. You know I couldn’t have won the primary, or endured my years as mayor, without you.” Her gaze penetrated, and then she whispered. “You are my rock, darling. My one and only.”

      Alice smiled back. “I’d walk ten thousand miles through crazy madness knowing you were waiting on the other side.”

      Marilyn brushed a few hairs back from her forehead, her fingertips softly skimming Alice’s skin, and peered into her eyes. “Ten thousand miles is excessive, don’t you think? Let’s just get through November, and then we can finally make plans for our future.”

      Alice’s chest swelled with happiness. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      Marilyn was rarely the one to bring up their future. Alice had resigned herself to that fact over the years. So, hearing her say those words, feeling the depth of their meaning in her heart as her lover stared into her eyes, made Alice’s entire weekend.

      Marilyn’s gaze held firm, and Alice could tell she was thinking about something.

      “What is it?” she asked

      A soft sigh escaped her lips, and she locked her arms around Alice’s back. “Sweetheart, the next few months are going to be insane. I hope you realize what you’ve signed on for—campaign manager and all. I fear we may have to stretch to find alone time from here on out.”

      “I realize that. But it’s for the greater good. Right?

      She flashed a wide smile. “Exactly. So, let’s enjoy today and tomorrow. All hell breaks loose on Monday.”

      “It’s a plan.”

      Marilyn brushed her lips across Alice’s. “And in December? We make up for lost time,” she whispered.

      Her kiss deepened, and Alice grasped the lapels of her robe and pulled her closer.

      Lost time. She’d waited nearly fourteen years for Marilyn. Was their future finally within their grasp?
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      A month later, Alice stepped into her office, frowning at the mess on her desk.

      A stack of folders leaned haphazardly against her desktop organizer. Campaign flyers poked out of a drawer. Two paper cups, half full of cold coffee, stood precariously perched near the edge of the desk mat. Her planner lay open, showing last week’s dates. Pens were scattered over everything, and a box of paperclips had apparently exploded by her desktop computer.

      She had to move those flyers soon. Marilyn had warned her against having political materials anywhere near the mayor’s office. It was the town council ethics committee policy—no campaign work or discussion of ongoing campaigns in any government office.

      No exception.

      Ever.

      They’d already violated that—had pushed the envelope on those local regulations—more than once, and that seriously went against her grain. Everyone knew that Alice McBain was the goody-two-shoes, mother-hen-protector, fixer-of-everything, follow-the-rules kind of girl.

      But she was following Marilyn’s orders.

      And the last thing she wanted was to make Marilyn unhappy or upset about anything right now. Hopefully, her boss would be in a good mood today. While the town hall event last evening went long, the feedback coming in this morning was tremendous, encouraging, and positive. She supposed it was worth being run ragged all week, given that the town hall launched the upcoming summer campaign tour.

      While Marilyn was typically an organized, pulled-together woman, lately she’d been barking haphazard orders like a drill sergeant on crack.

      Get a grip, Alice.

      But the ugly mess on her desk seriously rivaled the mess in her head.

      In her life.

      And this commotion wasn’t likely to go away anytime soon. It was late June. Four more months, roughly, until the November election. They were currently staffing up to get a jump on the August-to-October political push.

      As if the election were the only thing causing her stress….

      However, this clutter was so unlike her, and she needed to rectify the situation sooner rather than later. She liked things neat and orderly. Craved that, actually. A place for everything and everything in its place. Isn’t that how the saying goes? That was her, for sure. She rarely left her workspace without tidying up, shutting down her computer, and dusting off her desk.

      Admit it, Alice. Your life went from perfect to shit in about three-point-five seconds. Or, to be more accurate, since the Christmas storm at Sea Glass Inn several months ago where your dirty laundry was aired for all to see—and judge.

      Marilyn burst through the door—one consequence of having an office connected to your boss’s—and Alice jerked her head up.

      “Oh, you’re here,” she said. “I checked a minute ago, and you hadn’t arrived yet.” She glanced at her watch. Marilyn insisted on staff punctuality, and far be it from her to grant Alice any slack. When they were at the office, she was just another staff member.

      Alice reached to her left and grabbed a fresh to-go cup of coffee and handed it to her. “Your morning coffee. Dark, hot, and devoid of anything pleasurable.” She smiled.

      Marilyn blinked, shook her head, and grinned. “You’re a lifesaver. I didn’t have time to stop this morning.”

      Alice shrugged. “I figured. The event went late, and I knew you’d sleep until the last minute.”

      “I have a meeting with Callahan in…” Marilyn glanced at her watch. “Three minutes. The coffee is perfect. Thanks.”

      “Is this about the dune revitalization grant?”

      David Callahan, the city manager—who worked closely with Marilyn daily—was continually searching for new funding for town and beach improvements. He’d be a likely candidate for mayor if Marilyn landed the state Senate seat in the fall. Marilyn had been grooming him for the potential likelihood that he could step into her shoes if elected. Of course, Callahan insisted he was nonpolitical and had no interest in running.

      Marilyn did not let that deter her.

      She nodded and stared at Alice’s desk, like it was the first time she’d noticed the mess. “It is the dune grant. Yes.”

      “I’ll get this cleaned up while you’re gone.”

      “I was surprised to see it when I got here. Not like you, Alice.”

      “I know.” She started scooping up paper clips. “We left in a hurry yesterday. Remember?”

      Again, another nod from Marilyn. “We did. But your office is the gateway to the Mayor’s office—my office—and appearances are important. Right? We can’t have people going around talking about us running a sloppy office, and me running a messy town.”

      “No, you’re right. Of course.”

      “Plus, this looks like a campaign headquarters, not a mayor’s reception area. We talked about that.” She glanced about.

      “Yes.”

      “We’re pushing it here. Since we’re ramping up for the summer, it’s time to get a headquarters set up somewhere away from this office. Get on that today.”

      Alice nodded. “Definitely.”

      “And hire that kid who volunteered at the town hall last night. The young man who helped us with all the tech stuff and other logistics.”

      “Matthew Miller?” Matt was a local, just graduated from Duke with an undergraduate degree in political science. While Alice knew he was starting grad school in the fall, he appeared competent and eager to step into the political arena. Maybe it could work.

      “Yes. Hire him. He can run the office under your direction.” More barked orders. Split-second decisions made.

      Though, hiring Matt could be a lifesaver. Alice had wondered how much longer she could effectively do two jobs—Marilyn’s campaign manager and assistant to the mayor. “Of course. I’ll call him ASAP.”

      “Clean up this crap first.”

      “Right, Marilyn. I’m on it. All of it.”

      Marilyn stared for a few seconds, holding Alice’s gaze. “I have to go. Callahan is a stickler for promptness.” She smirked and leaned closer, her cool, gray-eyed gaze penetrating. At her side, Marilyn reached for her hand and tangled their fingers together.

      Alice shivered a little, suddenly craving their closeness. It had been a while since Hatteras. A month. So many things in the way.

      Marilyn covertly glanced at the closed outer office door and gave her a quick peck on the lips.

      Alice hated how needy she felt at that moment.

      “I think we need a campaign strategy dinner meeting tonight,” she whispered. “Don’t you?”

      With a sigh, she agreed. “Yes.”

      Marilyn stepped back and tossed her a promising grin. “We’ll discuss details later.”

      “David values promptness.”

      A wide grin stretched across Marilyn’s face. “Precisely why I’m making him wait.”

      Of course. Because you’re the one in charge, my sweet Marilyn.

      Alice smiled and watched her leave. No wonder she’d fallen in love with the woman all those years ago. She was everything Alice wasn’t. The other half of her psyche. The id to her ego. The yin to her yang. The Alpha to her beta.

      The Dom to her sub.

      God help her.
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      Bayside Realty, fourteen years earlier

      

      “Dammit.”

      Hazelnut coffee sloshed over the side of Alice’s cup and onto the back of her hand. Another day starting off like horses from the gate, and with a headache.

      She set the cup on her desk, shook coffee off her hand, and reached for a tissue. Wiping off the drips, she then tossed the tissue in the small trash can under her desk and reached for her day calendar. Flipping the planner open with one hand, she typed in her four-digit passcode with the other, bringing her desktop computer to life.

      The voicemail button on her phone blinked steadily.

      While listening to the messages, she jotted down notes on a sticky pad, while monitoring the stack of emails sliding into her inbox and scanning today’s to-do list. With the voice messages finished, she glanced at the upbeat “quote of the day” on the planner page and chuckled, remembering how excited she’d been when she’d chosen that organizer.

      Uplifting and inspiring. Sheesh. She barely had time to read them.

      However, within two minutes, Alice had gotten a handle on her day and identified the immediate fires to put out. Let the multi-tasking begin.

      Slightly overwhelmed, she rubbed her temple, looking up as Marilyn Morgan—the newly hired agent at Bayside Realty—stepped into the lobby from her office down the hall. Alice hadn’t realized anyone else was there.

      Her job as office manager meant she kept the business humming along during the day. Her workspace in the lobby corner was comprised of a high counter wrapped around her L-shaped desk. She could look up and over when clients arrived, welcoming them to the agency. On top of the counter, she had placed business cards for all the agents, a sign-in sheet for their email newsletter, a bowl of hard candies—wrapped, of course—and a stack of refrigerator magnets with their logo and phone number, and their yearly calendar.

      Chairs for clients lined the front wall, on either side of the door. End tables held magazines. The coffee table provided a portfolio of current housing offerings. Beachy pictures and other beach-vibe knickknacks completed the space. Alice was proud of how it looked. When hired, her supervisor provided a budget for decorating the lobby. She’d nailed it, or so she was told.

      The space was warm, cozy, and made her feel happy and comfortable.

      “It’s too early in the day for a headache.”

      Alice reached for her coffee cup and took a sip. “Not enough caffeine yet.”

      The new agent strode quietly into her space and toward the desk, one high-heeled foot in front of the other—one slow, but determined, step at a time.

      They locked gazes briefly until Alice dropped hers and looked away. “It’s spring. Allergies.”

      “I see.” Marilyn paused alongside her desk.

      Suddenly, Alice was uncomfortable in her space. And the weird thing was, she didn’t know why. At first.

      Slowly, she lifted her chin. Marilyn’s filmy blouse was unbuttoned low enough to reveal a subtle hint of cleavage, the lavender fabric tucked into a silver-gray pencil skirt. Alice imagined there was a jacket to match that skirt hanging from the hanger on a hook behind her office door. An opaque set of pearls circled her neck and flowed over the rise of her breasts.

      Eventually, her eyes met Marilyn’s again.

      “Good morning.” Stupid. She should have said that earlier. Her throat felt tight, so she took another drink of coffee. “What can I do for you?”

      Marilyn set a stack of files on the desk. “I’m unfamiliar with the office protocol. Do you file these in the main file? Or should I? They are older listings.”

      “Oh, please.” Alice took them. “I’ll file them. I have a system.”

      Smiling, Marilyn held her gaze. “Also, I have a couple of new listings to upload online.” She leaned closer as she handed her another file.

      Alice got a good look at the further exposed cleavage, and a hint of a black lacy bra.

      “Can you edit the descriptions first though? And run them by me before you upload?”

      “Uh…of course.” She risked a glance up, her gaze skimming Marilyn’s eyes. “Yes, that’s what I do.”

      Alice fiddled with her coffee cup, trying to get a grip on it.

      Slowly, Marilyn placed her hand over Alice’s, stopping her from picking up the cup. “You really should slow down on the caffeine, Alice,” she said softly. “I think it’s making you a little jittery.”

      No. No. That’s not it.

      She was confused, not jittery, and it wasn’t the coffee. It wasn’t the first time Marilyn had made her nervous.

      “Alice?”

      It’s your touch. Your presence. Your soft hand resting on mine. Your plum-painted nails, manicured fingers…possessing, caressing, my knuckles. Jumbling my thoughts.

      I like your hand there.

      And I like the way my name rolls off your tongue.

      And I have no business liking any of that.

      Alice withdrew her hand and buried it in her lap. “I’m fine, Marilyn. I’ll take care of those files and get back to you about the descriptions later today.” She dragged the stack of files closer.

      Marilyn stood over her for several more seconds.

      Will she not leave?

      Alice glanced up, catching Marilyn’s gaze. Or perhaps, Marilyn caught hers.

      “I’ll look forward to that.”

      She left, and Alice collapsed back into her chair and exhaled. Had she been holding her breath? Her hand still shook.

      Dammit.
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      By the time Marilyn’s meeting with Callahan was over, Alice had cleaned her office and tidied up Marilyn’s too. She’d been working for the woman for a long time, so she knew exactly what to do, and what not to do—what items to touch and move, and which items to leave alone. She’d only suffered Marilyn’s wrath once, not long after they’d first met.

      When they’d worked together at Bayside—a small agency dealing with vacation and residential home sales—most agents, including Marilyn, left by five o’clock. Alice didn’t leave until five-thirty. While a cleaning service came once a week, it was part of Alice’s job description to see that the lobby and offices were kept clean in between. That gave her thirty minutes with no one around to do the quick dusting in the four agent offices, plus the lobby and outer office, which was her domain. There were days some agents didn’t come into the office at all, and she could dust earlier. Win-win.

      So, she knew the drill. She’d known exactly what Marilyn was referring to earlier that morning when she’d said she didn’t want to give the impression to the public that she ran a sloppy government office.

      Marilyn was all about appearance and perception. If the public perceived something to be true, then it was. If what they believe is to our advantage, she would say, then lean into it. If it’s detrimental to our cause, then spin it until we own it.

      That was her attitude, basically, in work, play, and life.

      Not a local, Marilyn had moved into the area the year before she’d started at Bayside, when her husband became the general manager of a local construction firm. And since vacation businesses—accommodations, retail, rentals and leasing, restaurants, and the like—were the backbone of the Outer Banks economy, the construction business boomed.

      The same could be said, back then, for real estate—and the town of Tuckaway Bay was no exception to that rule. Growth was steady and imminent for the foreseeable future.

      Marilyn had rapidly proved herself as a top-selling agent. She burst onto the scene like a hurricane and left a definite trail of destruction and wonder in her wake. Never intimidated, she kowtowed to no one, and played the business like it was her fiddle.

      It didn’t take her long to become well known in the coastal town of Tuckaway Bay.

      Alice had admired that…and her. Marilyn won local and regional awards and eventually made quite a name for herself in the real estate arena across the state. There were even billboards with her picture sprinkled up and down the major highways. Anyone thinking of buying a house at the beach knew Marilyn was the agent to call.

      The woman was on top of everything. In control. Assertive, direct, and always right. And if she wasn’t, she faked it. Her hunches about buyers, and whether they would bite, were spot on. Her predictions about sales trends and markets were constantly on point.

      She knew her game and was a master at dominating the field.

      And in the political world, she was even better.

      Alternatively, Alice was the invisible person in the room at Bayside. While she knew then that she’d seamlessly kept things running and in tip-top shape, if she were to have unexpectedly not shown up one day, all hell would break loose.

      She was the coffee maker, phone answerer, copy machine fixer, appointment maker, meeting planner, paper filer, contracts drafter, listing copy editor and uploader, marketer, supply orderer, database owner, budget tracker, notary, and customer service provider.

      She got things done quietly and without fanfare. And as long as tasks were done well and correctly, she remained unseen—there and present, but mostly ignored, until someone needed something. That’s when she jumped and delivered without question.

      That’s why she’d let her guard down, somewhat, when Marilyn—who had been there less than a month at that point—had called after a showing and asked her to tidy up her desk early that afternoon. She had a late client meeting at five.

      So, Alice did. She’d wanted to make sure everything was perfect for this woman who had overtaken her thoughts, invaded her fantasies, and made her sizzle every time she got close. She’d dusted and organized the office, emptied half-full coffee cups, and took them to the kitchenette to wash. She’d emptied the small trash can under her desk and made sure Marilyn had fresh yellow legal pads—her preferred vessel for note-taking—in her desk drawer, along with her favorite pens.

      While in the kitchenette, Alice made a fresh pot of coffee for the thermos carafe, retrieved two more clean coffee cups and containers of cream, sugar, and sweetener arranged on a tray. She set it all up neatly on the cabinet behind Marilyn’s desk.

      As she left her office, Alice glanced at the stack of files and Marilyn’s open day planner. She closed the planner and straightened it on the desktop. Standing back, she admired her handiwork. The workspace was organized and ready for a meeting.

      Except for those damn files. Did Marilyn really want those there?

      With little thought, she lifted the stack, rifled through it, and realized they were all old client files from previously sold properties. Marilyn had her file a similar stack the week before, hadn’t she? She couldn’t imagine she’d need them today, as these listings were all wrapped up and closed.

      So, she took them back to her office and filed them in the main filing system. Once she’d done all that, she left for home.
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      “Yes. Yes. That sounds perfect.”

      An hour later, Alice was on the phone with the owner of a potential office rental downtown, when Marilyn breezed through her space, crossed the room without eye contact, and slipped into the mayor’s office.

      The older gentleman on the other end of the line rambled on.

      She gave the door a quick glance, turning slightly in her seat to see if Marilyn had shut it, then returned her attention to the caller. “That price may be doable if it includes utilities,” she told him. “Am I correct in assuming it does?”

      “Well, now. Not usually….”

      “I see. We do have other options that might better suit our budget then, although your space is the perfect location. I understand it’s been empty for some time, though. Correct?”

      The older gentleman hemmed and hawed for a moment, then reneged. “Fine. Utilities included. But if the water bill goes over a hundred dollars a month, I’m billing for overage.”

      “Great. I’d like to see the space this week, if possible.”

      They continued their chat and agreed on a two o’clock walk-through the next afternoon. Alice hung up and jotted down the meeting time in her planner. Just as she was entering the appointment in her personal online calendar—so Marilyn could see it if she chose to—her phone buzzed with a text message.

      Marilyn: Come here when off call.

      Alice: Be right there.

      Marilyn always texted. She despised the office intercom system, saying she didn’t like anyone in the outer office hearing her requests. Texting just worked better.

      Alice pushed open the door to Marilyn’s office and caught her expression as she stood, hands on hips, behind her desk. She looked up sharply as Alice entered.

      “My tablet is gone.” Her gaze was intense.

      “No, it’s not. It’s in the middle drawer on the right.”

      Marilyn huffed, then bent to pull out the drawer. She retrieved the tablet and then frowned.

      “You know I like it on my desk. Not in the drawer. I want things where I want them.”

      Alice bit her lip, then said exactly what was on her mind. “Of course. I learned that lesson years ago.”

      Marilyn stared daggers. “Good God, Alice. You need to let that go. What’s it been? Twelve years? Thirteen?”

      “Fourteen, actually.”

      “Jesus. I can’t believe you know exactly how long.”

      Alice held Marilyn’s gaze. “There are some things you don’t easily forget. Like, humiliation.”

      Marilyn blew out a breath and momentarily closed her eyes. “I apologized then. I was out of line. And I suppose I’ll be apologizing for the rest of my life—but you never should have removed those files.”
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