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        Peril in Pensacola

        Accidentally Undercover Mysteries - Book 1

      

      

      

      Dora Winslow is having a hard day. Not only does she stumble upon a money laundering scheme, but the next thing she knows her boss is dead. As the prime suspect for his murder, she goes to Brian, a police officer she trusts. She soon learns things aren’t adding up because Brian’s got a mysterious scheme of his own.

      With her best friend, Evie by her side, Dora is on the run. But before they can leave town to secure the evidence that could clear her name, she has to bring Brian down. With help from a hot chef, a friendly mailman, and a little white dog, Dora and Evie must balance the scales to save their bottom line.
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      Dora Winslow crunched on a raw broccoli floret as she frowned at the spreadsheet before her. Landing a job as an accountant for Two to Mango, a popular Florida restaurant chain, was like a dream come true, especially when she discovered her office would be located on the top floor of the Asian fusion restaurant on the main strip of Pensacola Beach.

      But the icing on the cake was that when she opened her window, the cool ocean breeze often wafted in, followed by the sound of the crashing waves on the powdery white sand of the beach. Although at the moment it was too hot for that, and she was enjoying the chill of the air-conditioning instead. What she hadn’t planned on was what having delicious food just two flights below her office would do to her waistline.

      A carrot gave an unsatisfying snap as she bit it, and she wished she was eating the crisp, lightly-fried calamari with mango dipping sauce the restaurant was famous for. Her frown became a full-fledged scowl as she puzzled over why the Pensacola location’s marketing budget was more than ten times higher than the other restaurants in the chain.

      The chain was owned by Steve Franklin, and his son Marco was the manager of the Pensacola location. Dora was used to Marco having more perks than the other managers. He was the kind of guy who led a flashy lifestyle and who didn’t like to take no for an answer. Fortunately for Dora, her hair was too brown and her figure too average to capture his attention, but it explained why his expense account was more lenient than his counterparts.

      Even so, the nepotism didn’t explain Marco’s unusually large marketing budget, and Dora’s thoughts headed into criminal territory when she recalled an accounting conference session on how to spot money laundering in the service industry. It was what prompted her to want to dig further.

      She considered sharing with her boss the troubling news about his son. Steve was a man whose ambition Dora respected. His success was an inspiring American-dream story of a boy who went from washing dishes to help his family get by to becoming a restaurant mogul in the state of Florida. But Steve also had a temper, and imagining how he would react to finding out his son was involved in something like a money laundering scheme broke her heart, and Dora wanted to be absolutely sure she had her facts straight before she did anything.

      Her veggie plate scraped across her desk as she pushed it aside. What she needed was more information, and she knew how to get it. Marco’s office was two doors down, giving her easy access to his computer. Dora could smell the odor of onions cooking just like every late afternoon before Two to Mango opened for dinner, and she knew Marco would be down on the dining room floor for the next few hours, leaving her plenty of time to do some investigating.

      Her practical ballet flats padded softly over the hallway carpeting as Dora made her way to Marco’s office and let herself in. The scent of his overbearing cologne lingered in the air, making her crinkle her nose as she seated herself in his chair and opened his laptop. The moment the screen lit up she sighed. His computer was password protected, but Dora was not one to give up easily. She tried a few combinations that came to her, like his birthday, his mother’s maiden name, and even his vanity license plate which read HOTSTUF. She was drawing a blank, but she knew someone who could probably spout off ideas until she lost her voice.

      Dora grabbed her phone to call Evie, her polar opposite in so many ways, but also her lifelong best friend. Evie didn’t answer with hello, instead saying, “Calling me during office hours? Tell me you’re sampling drinks for the new menu, and I’ll be right there.”

      Dora smiled at her friend’s eternal happiness. She was definitely Dora’s sun on the dark days, and she was thankful to have such a friend. “I wish, Evie.” She picked up a pen from Marco’s desk and rolled it between her fingers. “I need some help. Hypothetically, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Say someone wanted to figure out a password for a certain restaurant manager who drives a black BMW convertible.”

      “You mean Marco?” Evie asked.

      “Yes. A guy like him.”

      “Start with boobs.”

      “Boobs?” Dora asked skeptically, but her fingers were already moving on the keyboard.

      “Trust me. It’s the only thing he sees,” Evie said, and Dora chuckled because her friend was right. Whenever Marco saw Evie, he’d home in on her sizeable breasts. Evie made a hmm sound, indicating she was thinking. “Try boobs, one. Or boobs one, two or—wait. How about boobs to mango? Boobs to touch?”

      “My god, who are you, Evie?” Dora asked, amazed at her friend’s imagination. The keys were clicking with the flurry of Dora’s fast fingers as Evie continued to spit out password options. But nothing was working until Evie said, “Boobs for me using the number four.”

      “Boobs4me,” Dora repeated as she typed. The password box disappeared. “I’m in!”

      “Hypothetically,” Evie reminded her.

      “Right,” Dora said as she brought up the list of Marco’s folders.

      “I’m a hypothetical genius. You should probably bring me an order of crab cakes when you get out of work. I’m feeling the need for margarita Tuesday.”

      Dora was only half listening as she noticed a series of files that began with the words Washing Machine. She corrected her friend, who didn’t always have a handle on life’s little details. “Evie, it’s Thursday.”

      “Goodie! Only two days until my birthday. This is perfect. You can get snookered with me tonight to celebrate and tomorrow give casual Friday new meaning.”

      Dora ignored her friend’s suggestion of showing up to work hungover the next day. Even if it was Evie’s milestone thirtieth birthday. She knew whatever they did for Evie would set the precedent for her thirtieth that would follow two months later. “Holy …” Dora’s jaw dropped when she clicked on the file named Washing Machine1 and discovered a ledger for a sleazy adult book store in town. One that showed a whole lot of cash coming in. Unless dildos had become as expensive as designer handbags and shoes, there was no way the business could be having the kind of volume she was seeing. “Evie, I’ve got to go.”

      “Don’t forget my crab cakes!”

      Dora didn’t bother to reply before she hung up. They both knew that not only would she show up for margarita Tuesday on a Thursday, she’d bring Evie her crab cakes too. She moved on to the next Washing Machine folder, not the least bit amused by Marco’s attempt at humor, to find he was also cooking the books at a strip club, an hourly rate motel, an alligator park, and a dive bar.

      Her stomach rolled with her recently consumed crudité, and she pulled open a desk drawer in search of one of the flash drives bearing the restaurant logo that someone had ordered in bulk as swag a few years ago. Clicking the orange device into the laptop, she proceeded to download the Washing Machine folders onto it.

      As she waited, she wondered how best to inform Steve of his son’s crimes. Family could be tricky, and she knew that Steve didn’t see Marco the way others did. He was proud of his son, and she’d need to be careful how she approached the sticky situation.

      When the files finished downloading, Dora closed Marco’s laptop and left to go back to her office. She’d only taken a few steps before she heard the thudding steps of someone coming down the hallway behind her. She closed her fist tight around the thumb drive as her heart began to beat faster. There were three options as to who was behind her: Lindy, the older woman who was the executive assistant; Marco, who was busy in the restaurant; or Steve.

      Dora scurried into her office and quickly sat at her desk just before Steve came in. She glanced up at him and tried her best to give him a casual, “Hey,” as if she’d been sitting there the whole time.

      Not only did Steve not buy her attempt at appearing unfazed by his presence, but his eyes were narrowed as if he was more than concerned. “Were you just in Marco’s office?” he asked.

      Dora felt her cheeks begin to heat with the shame of being chided. It wasn’t an emotion she’d ever felt with Steve, although she’d certainly seen his wrath demonstrated to careless restaurant staff or to Lindy when she’d made a mistake.

      But Dora didn’t make mistakes. In fact, she’d been Steve’s darling since the first week she’d started work and waltzed into his office to present the man with significant new tax deductions she’d found.

      Dora wasn’t sure why he would be annoyed with her for being in Marco’s office, but seeing his anger directed toward her for the first time shook Dora’s belief that she was invincible. He definitely wasn’t going to take it well when she told him about Marco’s schemes, and suddenly she was certain she needed hide what she’d done. She grabbed the open padded envelope sitting on her desk that she’d been preparing to send to Evie. Her friend loved getting packages, so Dora made it a point to send her one on her birthday every year to help make the day special. She slipped her hand into the bubble mailer, pretending to smooth out the tissue paper-wrapped scarf, and deposited the thumb drive as she mustered the calmest voice she could manage. “I was in Marco’s office,” she admitted to Steve.

      “What for?”

      Dora’s hands shook a little as she peeled the tape off the sticky section of the envelope and sealed it, but not because she was afraid. She was upset that he’d assumed she was up to no good. She looked right into Steve’s eyes to challenge him back. Even though she hated to be wrong or make someone unhappy with her, she hated criminal behavior more. And she realized she was going to have to tell the man the truth no matter what his reaction might be.

      Dora stood up and placed her palms on her desk. “I was looking for his marketing budget. My records show that it’s ten times that of the other restaurants, and I wanted to see his version to make sure I had my numbers right.”

      A soft knock on her open door made both of them turn their attention to Lindy. “I’m leaving for the day. Did you want me to mail Evie’s present for you?”

      Lindy drove by the post office to get home each day, and she often took mail with her when she left work. Dora gave her a bigger smile than usual and grabbed the package to hand it to the older woman. “Thank you, Lindy. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem. See you both tomorrow,” she said in a cheerful voice.

      The woman’s quick retreat told Dora she also knew Steve wasn’t happy. When she saw a muscle twitch along her boss’s jaw, the confidence Dora had felt about correcting a wrong slipped away, and the icy fingers of fear tripped down her spine.

      “You think my son is stealing?”

      “I didn’t say that. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

      Steve raised his eyebrows at her in a way that made Dora think he didn’t believe a word she’d said. It occurred to her that he was acting a lot like someone who had something to hide and that he had no intention of letting Dora find it. She had a feeling her weekend was about to start early.
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      Evie Grant hummed to herself as she flipped through an In Style magazine. Her latest job at Price Dry Cleaners was perfect for catching up on the latest trends. Perched on the counter while waiting for a customer, she bounced her foot to the beat of the song playing on the sound system. She paused for a moment to admire her shoes. She’d bought them with her last paycheck, leaving very little to pay her bills, but she knew she’d eventually catch up.

      Evie twisted her foot back and forth to inspect the bright-yellow leather lace-up with a chunky heel and a white wing-tip design similar to the classic men’s shoe style. Paired with her daisy print sundress that had a flouncy skirt, she was a modern version of a nineteen-fifties pin-up girl. Although, instead of the hair sprayed version of an updo, she had a pile of messy blond curls on her head with a few strands refusing to behave.

      The bell on the door made Evie hop off the counter to assist the young woman who had come in. Evie let out a small noise of disapproval at the girl’s outfit. While the customer was young enough to pull off the short dress that clung to every dip and valley of her body, she had a winter-palette skin tone and was wearing an autumn color.

      “Honey,” Evie said as she shook her head. She waved her hand as if she was scanning the woman’s body with it. “Great dress, but a true red would be a much better color for you than salmon orange.”

      “What?” The girl glanced down at her body. “But it’s my favorite color.”

      “And a great one to love,” Evie said. “But it does nothing for your complexion.” She did understand how hard it was to give up on a favorite thing, so Evie smiled and added, “Save it for your accessories. Imagine a tangerine clutch and shoes with navy blue. Divine!” she exclaimed, quite pleased with her sudden burst of brilliance. “But trust me on this; no more orange near your face, got it?”

      The girl smiled. “Okay.” Then she frowned. “But what should I do with this dress?”

      Evie smiled back. “Size four?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’d fit me.” Evie held up her palm. “Or you could give it to Goodwill. Either one works.” She then tilted her head as she got to business. “Name for the pickup?”

      “Danvers,” the girl said, and items clattered on the counter as she emptied her purse searching for something.

      Evie clicked the conveyor button on, and the machine hummed as she rotated the Ds forward. She riffled through the bags until she found an order for Danvers. “Carrie?” she asked reading off the name on the ticket. She noticed the girl was checking herself out in a compact mirror.

      “Yes,” said the girl.

      The hangers clacked on a metal hang bar by the register when Evie hung the girl’s clothing, and she entered the amount due into the register. “Cash or charge? Cash gets you a discount,” she said as she’d been trained to do with every customer who didn’t look like they were a lawyer or the police. Apparently, that statement raised red flags for an audit according to her boss, Fred.

      After Carrie paid, she tore the plastic wrap off her order and tugged a green dress off a hanger. She held the garment up to her chest and asked, “What about this one?”

      “Fabulous. You’re a winter, so true jewel tones are totally you.”

      Carrie grinned. “Can I use your bathroom?”

      “Sure, it’s right over here,” Evie said as she let her behind the counter. “You’re going to love how that color combined with your dark hair is really going to make your skin glow.”

      Less than a minute later, Carrie emerged from the restroom and handed Evie the orange dress. “You were right. I Iook so much better in this color.”

      “You really do.”

      Carrie impulsively stepped forward and hugged Evie. “Thank you.”

      “Happy to help.” Evie chuckled as the girl released her, and satisfaction filled her with a warm glow when Carrie left looking better than she had when she’d come into the cleaners.

      “I love this job,” Evie said as she held out her new acquisition to inspect it. And she discovered not only had she scored a new dress, but it was an Alexander McQueen, which cost a small fortune and was more than her credit card could hope to handle. She let out a squeal. Evie knew just what she was wearing to margarita Tuesday on this Thursday night.

      “Evie!” called out Fred Price, a short, stout man who happened to own the place. “Please tell me you didn’t just con another customer out of her clothing.”

      “I didn’t! She gave it to me and even thanked me for taking it.” Evie squinted her eyes at Fred. He had a surveillance camera set up to monitor the reception area. Supposedly for safety reasons, but Evie wasn’t so sure that was why. “Don’t you have anything better to do than spy on me from your office?” she asked as the bell rang to announce another customer’s arrival.

      Fred let out a low growl of frustration as Evie quickly greeted the new customer. Evie pasted on a show-stopping smile and said, “Hello. Welcome to Price Cleaners! How can I help you?”

      It was a woman with a small boy, and Evie knew just how to make the child’s day. When the woman said she was there to pick up the Parker order, Evie looked at the little boy. “I’m Evie. What’s your name?”

      “Spencer.”

      “Spencer, I’m going to need your help to get your Mom’s clothes. Do you think you can help me?”

      Spencer nodded.

      “Great. So, see this big conveyor belt? It can only be turned on with”—Evie darted her eyes to the left and right as if she was afraid to reveal a secret and lowered her voice—“magic.” Spencer’s eyes widened. “And you’re the one who has it.”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

      “I think you do.” Evie moved over to the conveyor and placed herself next to it so that the boy couldn’t see the switch. “I want you to hold out both your hands and stare really hard at the machine. Using your mind, tell it to start.”

      Spencer looked up at his mother, who was smiling. She said, “Go ahead, honey.”

      The boy scrunched up his face and held out his hands. “Move, machine!” he called out.

      Evie hit the On button with her shoulder, and the conveyor whirled to life. “You did it!” She gave Spencer a look of exaggerated shock. “I knew you were magic.” She turned to Fred, who had been watching the whole thing. “Did you see that?”

      Fred rolled his eyes at Evie before saying to Spencer, “That was amazing. I could use a man like you. When you’re old enough for a job, come see me.” He muttered under his breath to Evie. “Because I’m about to have an opening.”

      But Evie knew her performance meant he wasn’t going to fire her. She was good with people, and he knew it. Once Spencer and his mother left, Fred said, “You’re lucky you’re so good with kids. You can keep your job one more day.”

      Evie really did have a gift for dealing with people, and she knew just what Fred needed to feel good about his decision. She grabbed his hands and gushed, “Thank you, Fred. You won’t regret it.”

      “Humph,” he grumbled as he pulled away from her. “And no more magazines. Make a dent in the phone calls to overdue orders instead.”

      “Will do!” Evie said with a salute.

      Fred returned to his office, and she reached under the counter to grab the stack of tickets for orders that had been waiting for more than a month. It was her job to call and remind customers to pick up their garments. She only made it through four reminders when an older woman in her late sixties walked in clutching her handbag as if someone had just tried to rip it form her grip.

      “Miss Nancy, how nice to see you again today. Did you forget something?” Evie asked, smiling at the woman. Miss Nancy was a regular who was in every week without fail and almost never brought in the same thing twice.

      “No. I didn’t forget anything.” Miss Nancy thrust a bright blue Post It note at Evie, her hand shaking slightly. Her lips were pursed, causing her bright red lipstick to crack. “Did you leave this in my pocket?”

      Evie glanced down at her own handwriting and nodded. “I know it’s hard to keep up with fashion trends, so I figured I’d give you a heads-up before you wore that sequin blazer again. It’s cute in an unexpected way, but the cut isn’t quite right for your body type and the fur on the cuffs and collar… Well, I think we can all agree that mink isn’t exactly socially acceptable anymore.”

      “This note says my jacket makes me look like a disco ball that needs a haircut!”

      Evie glanced down at the blue piece of paper and bit down on her bottom lip. She’d been in a bad mood when she’d left the unsolicited advice, and it was glaringly obvious she’d gone too far because Miss Nancy was craning her neck, peeking into the back area, no doubt looking for Fred. “Uh, it was just a little humor. Of course, you would never look like a disco ball. With that tiny waist, I’m sure you’re the envy of the bridge club.”

      “I don’t play bridge,” Miss Nancy snapped. “What, do you think I’m eighty?”

      “Of course not,” Evie said quickly, trying to recover. “You couldn’t possibly be a day over forty-five.”

      Miss Nancy snorted. “Nice try, little lady. But it’s too late to clean up this mess. I checked the pockets of my other garments and found a ton of unsolicited notes on everything from hemlines to unflattering colors.” The woman raised her voice as she added, “Do you have any idea who I am?”

      Evie shook her head. She just knew the woman as an eccentric lady who always showed up with interesting clothes that never quite hit the mark for Evie. “I was just trying to be helpful,” Evie said nervously. Maybe she had gone too far. But when Miss Nancy hadn’t commented on the notes before, Evie thought maybe she liked the advice. “Fashion is sort of my passion and⁠—”

      “Your passion?” Miss Nancy let out a huff of laughter and swept her gaze over Evie. “That dress is a bad knockoff from the Donna Karan line six or seven years ago. And the pants you had on last week? They had so many wrinkles they looked like you’d fished them out of a Cracker Jack box. Do me a favor and look up Nancy Lemon when you get a chance.”

      “I—”

      The woman held up her hand, cutting Evie off, and stepped into the back room.

      Evie started to go after her, but she heard Fred call out, “Hey, Nancy. Long time no see. We keep missing each other.”

      Whatever Nancy said, Evie didn’t catch it as another customer strolled in looking for his suit. She hurriedly retrieved it for him and was just about to dash into the back to apologize again when Fred appeared from the back room with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face.

      Evie swallowed. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Is it true you left fashion advice in the pockets of Miss Lemon’s garments, Evie?” His tone was low and full of disappointment.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      He held up his hand in much the same way Nancy had just a few moments ago. “Have you been doing this to all of my clients?”

      “Not to… for,” Evie stressed. “And not all of them. Just the ones who could use a few pointers.”

      Fred ground his teeth together, making a muscle in his jaw pulse.

      “It’s her or me, Fred,” Miss Nancy said. “I won’t have some young fool telling me my creations aren’t flattering.”

      Warning lights went off in Evie’s head. Creations? Nancy Lemon?

      “Oh, no,” Evie said out loud, clutching at her chest. “Lemon Fashions? Home of the perfect cropped pants and the best darn bra a girl can buy? That Nancy Lemon?”

      Miss Nancy beamed. “I did design the perfect bra.”

      “Ohmigod!” Evie squealed, pulling her shirt up to expose the red satin number that gave her the perfect amount of support and showed off her impressive cleavage. Made more impressive with the magical bra. “You are my favorite person in the entire world, Miss Nancy. A perfect genius if you ask me,” she gushed. “I’m a huge fan of my cropped Lemons. I have three pair.”

      “So, you like my sportswear line, but not my runway. Interesting.” She cast a glance at Fred. “A designer with less confidence could really get messed up with her advice. Better do something to nip this in the bud, or I’m finding a new dry cleaner come next week. Your choice.”

      “It’s no contest,” Fred said, still glaring at Evie. “This is the final straw, Evie.”

      “But—” Evie started.

      “You’re fired, Evie. Go home.” Fred took Miss Nancy by the arm and escorted her out the door while Evie blinked, wondering how she’d ended up giving advice to a famous fashion designer. “I was only trying to help,” she said again to herself as she grabbed her handbag and the McQueen dress from the back room and left with her head held high.
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      The door that separated the upstairs offices of Two to Mango from the stairwell to the restaurant below shut with a heavy thud from its hurricane-proof sturdiness as Lindy left Dora alone with Steve Franklin. The man’s dark eyes were black with his anger, and Dora was nearly shaking in her shoes as he asked, “Did you find what you were looking for in Marco’s office?”

      Dora shook her head as she looked down at a pen on her desk. She was a terrible liar and she knew it.

      “You did!” Steve cried out, and Dora jumped when he slapped his hands onto her desk and leaned over it toward her. “You little sneak,” he growled out.

      Dora had witnessed Steve laying into waitstaff who’d made him unhappy before, but she had never seen him this angry. It was looking more and more like he knew exactly what she’d found on Marco’s computer, and that made him dangerous. She stepped back from the desk, eyeing the door with the hope she could escape. “I didn’t find anything. I swear.”

      “How did you get into his computer?”

      “I didn’t!” Dora cried out as she backed up against the wall with the intention of sliding along it until she got to the door.

      Steve stepped in her way, but instinct kicked in and Dora bolted around him toward the exit. She wasn’t fast enough, though, and Steve grabbed her arm and yanked her back against his body, wrapping an arm around her waist. She gasped when a hard object was jabbed into her side, and she glanced down to see Steve was holding a gun.

      The urge to cry was strong as Dora began to whimper. Flashes of her life’s dreams played in her head: a handsome groom putting a ring on her finger; her imaginary children on swings; and Evie laughing as they frolicked in the waves as old women.

      “Please, I don’t know anything. I—” She inhaled sharply with pain when Steve dug the gun further into her side.

      “I bet you know plenty, and that’s too much for a smart girl like you.”

      He’s going to kill me, she thought. Dora was as conflict averse as a person could be. She would rather eat an overcooked steak than send it back. She’d let someone cut in front of her in line instead of standing her ground. And she was the type to hand her purse to a potential mugger before he had the chance to snatch it. So what she did next shocked her as much as it shocked Steve.

      Dora stomped her foot on top of his with all the strength she could muster and twisted in his arm to release herself as he reacted to the pain. She lifted her knee toward his groin and connected. Hard. Steve let out a groan of pain as he doubled over, and Dora grabbed the barrel of his gun.

      For a split second, she felt the hard metal of the weapon in her fingers before Steve realized what she’d done. He pulled back, but she wasn’t going to die without a fight. Somewhere deep down inside of herself, Dora found the strength to grab on to the pistol with her other hand and push it toward the ceiling while she held on tight. She stumbled forward and into Steve’s chest as he pulled harder.

      The gun exploded with searing heat that singed Dora’s blouse as a loud bang made her ears ring. Then a deafening silence settled around her as time nearly stood still. I’m dying, Dora thought as she sank to her knees with the weight of Steve pulling her down with him, clutching at her as if she were his life preserver. She watched his face as he opened his mouth and blood bubbled out of it.

      When it spilled over onto her chest she stared in horror as reality slapped her in the face. Dora wasn’t the one dying. When Steve’s eyes went blank, she didn’t need to check to know what she’d done. She’d killed Steve!

      Even though the third floor had been soundproofed to keep the restaurant noise from interfering with work in the offices, Dora couldn’t be certain the sound of the gun hadn’t been heard somewhere below. Marco Franklin was not the kind of guy to listen to excuses before acting, and if he found his father lying on the floor in a pool of blood while Dora was still there, she really would be dead. She needed to get out of there. Fast.

      People say you never know how you’re going to react in an emergency situation, but anyone who knew Dora would have bet money she was the type of woman who would freeze. They would have lost that bet, though, because she hopped up and sprang into action.

      She grabbed the extra outfit she kept hanging behind her door. Without giving it a second thought, she quickly stripped out of her bloodstained clothes and into a travel-friendly shift dress and another pair of flats. Gathering her discarded clothes, she rolled them into a ball and shoved them into the tote bag she carried every day before she left her office.
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