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      “Can I help you?”

      The words were delivered by a woman who appeared to be in her early forties, close to my own age. She was seated behind an oak receptionist desk, and in the middle of her lunch. From the remainders, it looked like a cheeseburger and fries, both surrounded with ketchup.

      I swallowed nervously and smiled. “Hi, I’m Cindy York. I have an appointment with Donna Cushman about a real estate agent position.”

      “I’m Donna.” She dipped a French fry in ketchup and stuck it into her mouth. Her close-set blue eyes scanned me up and down without comment, but a frown formed on her thin, chapped lips.

      “It’s very nice to meet you.” I extended my hand for her to shake, but she was too busy popping another French fry into her mouth. I nervously adjusted the dark blue blazer I’d worn with black slacks. The blazer was a bit small on my frame, but it was the only professional looking jacket that I owned. It had been seven years since I’d last interviewed for a job—long before my twins had even been thought of. After I’d received the phone call from Donna at Hospitable Homes this morning, there had been no time for clothes shopping. I’d still been in my bathrobe when she’d called, and in the middle of trying to fix a clogged sink.  One of my little guys had dropped his Matchbox car down it, thinking it was a car wash.

      Donna glanced over at the wall clock ticking away. It read five minutes after one. She tapped a red acrylic fingernail on the desktop. “You’re late. If you get this position, you’ll need to be on time. No excuses. Potential clients don’t like to be kept waiting when they want to see a house. It could mean the difference between a large commission or getting fired.”

      Yikes. “Yes, I understand. May I sit down?”

      Donna shrugged and gestured at the two plush blue chairs in front of the desk. Although I was fairly certain she had the resume I’d dropped off earlier this the week, I placed another one in front of her. She reached forward and grabbed it, her fingers leaving a nice large grease spot under my name. She appeared not to notice, or care.

      I took a moment to study the woman. Her premature gray hair cascaded around her shoulders in a thick, unkempt curtain. Her nose was flat, she wore no makeup and absently picked at something between her teeth. Emily Post would have been horrified.

      “It says here that you graduated from Sweet Success Real Estate School two weeks ago,” Donna smiled. “That’s my alma mater, too.”

      “How long have you been a real estate agent?” I asked with interest.

      Donna pursed her lips together. “I’m not an agent. I’m a real estate broker. I started Hospitable Homes five years ago. We are the third most successful real estate agency in all of Upstate New York.” She stuck her nose proudly in the air. “And that, you can be sure, is thanks to my superior customer skills.”

      If her customer skills were anything like her etiquette, I had my doubts. “You must be very proud.”

      “Of course.” Donna read through the rest of my resume in about five seconds. “Hmm. Let’s see, so you’ve been a stay-at-home mother for the last six years. Boring, boring. Blah, blah. Before that, you held entry-level positions in customer service. Oh, wait, here’s something. You once worked as a receptionist? That will come in handy. Every one of my agents takes one afternoon a week to field calls. My current receptionist is out on maternity leave. How many kids do you have?”

      “Three,” I said, with a note of pride in my voice. “Five-year-old twin boys and a twelve-year-old daughter. Do you have any children?”

      Donna shuddered. “Good Lord, no. Wiping snotty noses is not for me. I enjoy my freedom way too much to ever be tied down. Kids suck the life and money out of you.”

      She took another bite of her burger. Ketchup dribbled out of the corners of her mouth, making her resemble Dracula’s wife. I’d known this woman for less than five minutes but had already realized that Donna and I would never be friends. She struck me as too self-absorbed and impatient. Sure, kids required a lot of time and effort, but it was a badge of honor that I wore proudly. Did I even want to work for this woman? I reminded myself that we all had to start somewhere.

      Donna wiped her mouth on a napkin and glanced at my resume again. “It says here that you scored in the top ten percent of the class on the real estate exam.” She leaned back in the chair. “Tell me what’s the most important thing a realtor should know?”

      “Location, location, location,” I said without hesitation.

      She made a tsk-tsk sound. “Try again. Money, money, money. The better the location, the more money you’ll make. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s what it’s all about in this office. Money.”

      I blinked, not sure that I’d heard her right. This went against everything I had been taught at real estate school. As an agent, I had promised to always be true to my clients. “I’d like to think that there’s some integrity involved.”

      Donna tipped her head back and laughed. “Oh, honey, you have a lot to learn. But you know what? I’m in a generous mood today, so I’m going to give you a try.” She reached into the desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper, which she then pushed across the desk to me. “This is our standard contract. Sign at the bottom and welcome aboard.”

      I studied the one-page document carefully. It basically said that I was now employed as a real estate agent for Hospitable Homes. Monthly office fees were a hundred dollars. Business cards, MLS or multiple listing fees, and insurance costs were all to be paid by me. Commission was the standard seven percent, which I received a portion of after the agency and other realtors, if any—had gotten their shares. “Um—”

      Donna slid a key at me. “This goes to the front door. Do not—and I repeat—do not ever leave here without locking the door behind you.”

      “The office fees are kind of high.” I hadn’t worked in years, and money was tight in our household. My husband, Greg, was employed as an automotive salesman and had been due a raise for a long time. Even if I made a sale this week, it would be at least two or three months before I saw a paycheck, depending on the closing date.

      Donna rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Fine. You can pay me half today, and the other half next week.”

      It wasn’t much of an improvement since I’d still be broke next week, but I decided not to argue any further. With a sigh, I drew out my checkbook, made the document payable to Hospitable Homes for fifty dollars, and handed it over to Donna.

      As Donna reached eagerly for my check, the desk phone office buzzed. “Hang on a second.” She picked up the receiver. “It’s a great day at Hospitable Homes. This is Donna speaking. How may I assist you?”

      Good grief. Her phoniness was so disgustingly thick and sweet that I could have cut it with a butter knife.

      “Yeah, Tina.” As Donna listened, her eyebrows rose several inches. “They want to see it now? Oh, give me a break. I don’t have anyone available to show the place.” She paused to listen, and I could hear the murmur of Tina’s voice from across the desk. “Yeah, I know it’s Jacques’ listing, but he’s in the middle of a closing. Can’t you put them off—”

      Donna stopped talking and listened. Tina’s voice sounded like a warbled version of Charlie Brown’s teacher in the holiday TV specials. “Yeah, okay. Fine. I’ll be there.” She slammed the receiver down, clearly irritated.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      She folded my check and placed it in her purse. “Not really. That was customer service. A client’s waiting outside our listing at 40 Park Place and wants to see it. Now. Jeez. People can be so annoying.”

      I hoped that she was joking.

      “No one else from the agency is available, so I’ll have to show it.” She let out a sigh the size of the Hudson River. “And I have a nail appointment in ten minutes. They get so testy when I call and cancel at the last minute.”

      “That’s definitely a bummer.” My tone was sarcastic. Good grief. Did this woman want to make a sale or what?

      Donna glanced over at me and smiled. “How would you like to show your first home today?”

      “Really?” I was equally delighted and terrified. “Right now?”

      “Sure.” Donna tossed her garbage into a nearby trash can. “There’s no time like the present, right?”

      I waited for further explanation while she typed something into the desktop computer at a furious pace. The printer on the nearby stand began to hum. Donna stood and retrieved the paper from the machine while I watched. She towered over me, and I figured she had to be at least six feet tall.

      Donna handed me the paper. “Here’s a copy of the listing. The man who wants to see it is named Charlie Atkins. Have you got any mace with you?”

      “Excuse me?” I gasped.

      She opened a desk drawer and handed me a small can. “Drop it back off when you buy your own bottle. I always recommend that my agents carry some in order to protect themselves while showing a house. There’s a lot of freaks out there. The code for the lockbox is 1225.”

      I hastily pulled out a pen and scribbled on the listing paper she’d handed me. “You said that the code was 1225?”

      “That’s right. Jacques, who has the listing, just loves Christmas,” Donna gushed. She picked up her purse. “Call customer service if you have any further questions.”

      “That’s it?” I asked in amazement. “What if he wants to buy it?”

      She laughed out loud. “I think you’d be breaking some kind of record if you sold the first showing of your life. But, hey, miracles can happen.”

      Wow. Way to boost my self-confidence.

      “If you sell the house today, you will get two and a half percent commission as the buyer’s agent. Make sure that this Atkins guy isn’t working with another agent before you get too involved. And if he doesn’t have an agent, try to get him to sign with you! Call Jacques if you have any questions. He’s the listing agent and would show the house himself, except he’s at a closing.” Donna flashed me a triumphant smile. “Jacques is the best agent I’ve ever had. He’s the proverbial goose who’s always laying a golden egg.”

      I kept writing. Jacques = golden egg.

      Donna moved towards the front door, dangling her car keys. “Um, hello? You’re holding me up here.”

      “Sorry.” I grabbed the key and stuffed it into my purse along with the mace and listing. My heart was beating at a furious pace. I glanced nervously at the wall clock while Donna watched. “Do you think that I’ll be finished by three o’clock? My kids get home from school then.”

      “Oh sure.” Donna tapped her fingers against her mouth to conceal a yawn. “Just tell this Atkins guy to show you the money. Remember, that’s what it’s all about.”
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        * * *

      

      The house at 40 Park Place was a white Colonial with vinyl siding in desperate need of a pressure wash. The lawn was overgrown, and the driveway cracked in several places. I patted myself on the back. Good eye for detail, Cin. Now, let’s go sell a house today.

      I looked around for a vehicle with a man sitting inside, but there was none to be found. From Donna’s phone call, it sounded like the prospective buyer was already out front. The For Sale sign on the lawn held a photo of Jacques Forte, or Donna’s golden goose as I now referred to him. He was smiling broadly, with a thick head of blond hair and green eyes gleaming behind a set of designer eyeglasses. He was a nice enough looking guy, but probably another money-grubbing agent like Donna.

      My nerves began to tingle as I climbed the front steps. I punched the code into the lockbox attached to the porch rail and tried to lift the front plate, but it wouldn’t budge. It took a couple of more tries before the front of the lockbox fell off, revealing the key inside. I laughed out loud. The entire experience felt a bit like I was acting in a Nancy Drew mystery.

      The interior of the house was warm and stuffy with its air stagnant. I stopped to open a couple of windows in the living room. The temperature outside was above average for New York at this time of year—mid eighties in early May.

      The kitchen was adjacent to the living room and consisted of a small, round walnut-finished table, two chairs, and white appliances which all looked to be relatively new. That was a plus. On the blue granite countertop was a stack of Jacques’ business cards with more copies of the MLS listing next to it. The house had three bedrooms and one bathroom, situated on half an acre. I peered out the window over the sink. The small fenced-in backyard contained a birdbath, gas grill, two lawn chairs, and a tool shed.

      A staircase in the hallway led to the second floor. I climbed the steps and went to check out the bedrooms. When Mr. Atkins showed up, I would need to act like I knew my way around here. Sure, it wasn’t my listing, but for a little while I could pretend it was. With any luck, I’d have my own in a few days or so.

      Since I’d always liked working with the public, the real estate field had appealed to me for a long time. When Greg had received an unexpected Christmas bonus from his employer, he’d given part of it to me and told me to sign up for the real estate school I’d been wanting to attend. The best thing I’d ever done in my life was to marry that man fifteen years ago.

      The third bedroom was being used as a study. There was a wood fireplace, oak desk, and a complete wall of books. Many of them looked to be vintage. As I ran my fingers up and down the leather bindings, I was reminded of how I missed reading for pleasure but sadly there was never time for it in my current schedule.

      My hand hovered above a mint edition of Hamlet when I heard the front door slam. It must be my potential client. Eagerly, I turned away from the bookcase and hurried down the stairs, ready to show my first house. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I stopped abruptly at the sight before me.

      A man was standing in the hallway holding a shiny revolver in his hand, which was pointed directly at me.
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