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Chapter One
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Seraphina

It was a beautiful ceremony. My brother Lexington Soren, heir to a billion-dollar shipping company, married for love. It’s true Lex and Keeley agreed to a marriage of convenience, but they quickly realized they were meant to be. I’m grateful the same restrictions weren’t placed on me by my late father. I’m single, childless, underemployed, and rich as hell. The kicker is most people assume I’m barely getting by because I don’t flaunt my wealth. I have my vices, but most people don’t see them.

“Where are you heading now, Elle?” I ask my oldest sister while we wait for our vehicles at the valet  stand of the wedding venue.

“Home. You?”

“Same. Aren’t Cora and Wes going to their dad’s?” 

“Yeah, why?” Ellery and her husband are embroiled in a nasty divorce. Like Lex, she was forced to marry an appropriately stationed man. My sister demanded fidelity. Her almost-ex didn’t follow through and violated their prenuptial agreement. Unfortunately for my soon-to-be former brother-in-law, Elle’s wealth is up in the air. Lex’s attorney is looking into the intricate details and what we are entitled to, given our parentage. It’s messy to say the least.

“Just checking in. No big deal. I’ll see you at brunch when Lex and Keeley return from their honeymoon. Love you.” 

“See you then,” my oldest sister answers.

“You sure you’re okay?” 

Her tone isn’t sitting well with me. Ellery is as intelligent as she is beautiful. She’s tall, thin, and blonde. I would kill for her hair. In hindsight, with knowledge of our parents’ affairs, we look nothing alike. While I am tall, my hair is chestnut, and my eyes are hazel like my brother. 

“I’m happy Lex married the right one the first time.” She shrugs. “I’m angry I didn’t stand up for myself.”

“You wouldn’t have Cora and Wes, if you did.” Weston is twelve, and his leukemia is in remission. His sister is ten, and she’s a certified genius. So much so that she’s taking classes two years ahead.

“They are the only bright spots of my marriage to—” She looks left then right. “—the lying, cheating sleaze.”

I politely stifle a laugh, and Elle smiles. Worth it. Our cars arrive, and we hug briefly and go our separate ways. 

My parents, Baldwin and Cecile née Westwood, had five children—one son and four daughters. Much like they expected of my brother, my parents weren’t soulmates. Their marriage looked good on paper. I’m not even sure they were ever friends. 

Soon before Lex’s wedding, we learned that neither of my parents were faithful. After lashing out at Lex because he’s in charge now, my sisters and I submitted to DNA testing. Only two of us are offspring of Baldwin and Cecile. Me and Lex. The fact that my sisters are not full siblings led to turmoil with our family trust. Based on his estate plan, it seems my father was aware Ellery and Sky were not his daughters sooner than the rest of us. The truth is, Dad likely knew after Ellery’s arranged marriage but before Sky’s. My younger sister’s husband wasn’t selected for her or on an acceptable list. Like Lex, she married for love. Unfortunately, she was widowed a few years later.

Old money is an apt description for the Soren family. Celt Industries is a multi-national shipping company. It was formed by my grandfather, Sumner. He built it from the ground up. While doing so, he managed to exemplify what a stable marriage looks like. 

Sumner and Collette had an epic love story. They met in high school and stayed together while my grandfather honorably served our country. Their letters are romantic and poignant. Nana was keen to share their contents, minus the spicy bits, before her death. Their bond was what classic romances are made of. Aside from their mutual love of movies and each other, they were truly friends. Their friendship carried them through many tough times, including the tragic loss of two children at once and a hostile takeover attempt of Celt Industries. Thinking about my grandparents pushes my thoughts back to the present issues.

I’ll gain access to my trust fund without any outside control when I turn thirty. The terms of my trust are simple. Tuition and living expenses were to be paid through college and graduate education, if applicable. Once I finished school, I received monthly living expenses as long as I’m employed. Soon, I’ll be granted complete control of the funds with a degree and a job. I would be bored to tears if I didn’t work. There are only so many material things a girl could buy. There are no other stipulations. It’s laughable that employment is required, considering the value of my trust is north of five billion dollars. Until recently, the five of us were treated equally. Now, I could end up with half of the family fortune. The possibility of having that much money is a foreign concept to me. It will take some getting used to. My family has set up generational wealth. More importantly, my grandfather is alive, meaning additional funds will be added to the corpus when he dies. My family is filthy rich. I suppose I am as well. The difference is, I don’t share that fact with anyone. More importantly, no one expects a bookstore manager could be an Ivy-League educated heiress.

Instead of returning to my loft, I park near the center of Mystic Cove. The town is quaint and picturesque. There are a few distinct areas. Downtown is a busy street lined with restaurants, boutiques, Seaside Books, and Coffee & Confections. It’s one location of Keeley’s bakery business. My sister-in-law is a magician with pastry dough. There’s a working drawbridge and a small park along the waterfront. 

I exit my car and take a seat on one of the wooden benches. It’s near ten in the evening, but happy couples mill around. Ever since my siblings and I learned that our parents’ vows were simply suggestions, I was glad to be single. Now, after watching my brother find his person and meet the requirements of the Celt board, I may be rethinking my position.

As a small boat passes by with a couple dancing on deck despite the chilly air, I resolve to be open to the possibility of finding love again. I dated in high school... sort of. My mother was a hawk. She scrutinized the boys who dared ask me to homecoming or the prom. Each one was properly and thoroughly vetted based on their bloodline and place on the wealthiest families list. By the time I was a senior at my fancy boarding school, I simply attended solo. Alone was easier. 

At UPenn, I had a steady and mother-approved boyfriend. Pierce Thornton Wallace was premed. We were quite compatible. My relationship with Pierce lasted until halfway through our senior year. Despite his family’s money and tutoring, he underperformed in his classes. On top of that, he didn’t score well on the MCAT, which is the admission test for medical school. Once my mother heard he was failing and had no future in her terms, our parents forbade us to see each other anymore. We tried to keep our relationship under the radar, but it was futile. When you’re as wealthy as my family, eyes and ears are everywhere. 

Content my future husband won’t serendipitously appear, I wander back to my car and return home. Perhaps someday my someone will appear. It’s truly the only thing missing in my life. That, and a seat on the board.
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Chapter Two
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Seraphina

Two weeks have flown by. I hurry to my car and drive to my brother’s home. I understand his desire to keep people out, but the gate is a bit much for me. 

I park in front of the modern home with stunning views of the Atlantic Ocean and climb the staircase. As I’m about to ring the bell, the door swings open. Keeley is beautiful in a fitted red dress. It’s perfect for her curvy figure. 

“Look at you. You’re tan and appear thoroughly rested. Is that how you’re supposed to seem after a two-week honeymoon in Fiji?”

My sister-in-law wrinkles her nose. “Our trip was a wonderful balance of physical activity and relaxation.”

“Keeley! Not what I meant.”

She laughs heartily. “We need to have a baby, remember? Come in, Sera.”

Along with getting married, my brother is required to have a son to carry on the family name. Better him than me. I want to fall in love on my timeline, not one created by my father’s last wishes, twisted though they may be for Lex. Ideally, my brother can change the bylaws of the company. Right now, only men are allowed to run Celt Industries. Ironically, it’s our mother who is preventing the change. Cecile Soren is using her power to maintain the tiniest of holds on the company. The kicker is she’s been divorced from my father for years. I’m surprised Baldwin Soren allowed my mother to keep her vote.

“Hi, Sera.” Lex emerges from the kitchen area. The chef’s kitchen is absolutely his domain despite Keeley owning a bakery with two locations.

“You’re as tan as your wife,” I state.

“No comment.”

“Ewww, bro.”

He laughs and then hugs me. “Everyone else is in the dining room.” 

That explains the noise echoing down the hall. My sisters, Ellery and Sky, are here with their three children. My youngest sister, Waverly, has returned to college. She’s in a graduate program for Data Science for Public Policy at Georgetown. The shortest explanation is she wants to work in the legislature creating policies, which may become laws.

I frown. “Am I late?”

“No. They were early... quite early. Something about seeing us and the house.” 

“Fair enough. Before it gets too crazy, do you have any openings in your schedule in the next week to chat about my options? I have a few ideas I want to float by you.”

“Sure.” Even though it’s a weekend and outside his normal boundaries, Lex plucks his phone from his pocket. “I have time on Tuesday morning or Wednesday late afternoon.”

“I’ll take Wednesday.”

His phone makes a little beep, and he says, “All set. For my reference, what is this about?”

“My trust mostly. I have a business I want to purchase, perhaps some real estate as well.”

“Good for you. You are well ahead of schedule.”

I won’t gain access until next year. “I know. I want to be prepared.”

My brother acknowledges my statement and adds, “I need to check on the quiche. We’ll be in soon.”

I join my sisters in the dining area and greet my nieces and nephew. A chorus of hellos and hugs circle the room. I catch up with my sisters. 

Elle and Sky are both blonde with light blue eyes and pale complexions. Wave has dark red tresses and striking green eyes. I don’t know how we didn’t see the lack of resemblance sooner, especially for Waverly. I can get past the open marriage aspect. If that was what my parents agreed on, fine with me and none of my business. The deceit makes me cringe. Our mother’s lies impacted me and my siblings for years and will continue to do so for many to come, especially, if my sisters are cut off. I shake away my thoughts of my mother for now.

We take seats around the table and dig into the feast. If I didn’t know better, I would say the caterer is exceptional. Truth is, Lex cooked our meal, except for the pastries Keeley made. He’s the humblest billionaire I’ve ever met. For the most part, I’m similar. The reality is I’m not as rich as Lex, but I could be soon. 

We purposely avoid talking about our mother and the trust issue during the meal at Lex’s request. I don’t blame him. He’s in charge and needs to clean up the mess left behind. Instead, we chat about sports and my niece and nephews’ upcoming school events.

Rather than go straight home after our meal, I park in the lot of the beach a few miles from Lex and Keeley’s home. The quiet stretch of beach is devoid of people except a single person and a dog on the opposite end of the sand. It’s chilly today, and the ocean breeze decreases the temperature more. 

Watching the waves roll in and out is soothing. Since my life was upended, I take additional time for purposeful mediation. True, I’m not going to lose everything, but gaining a billion-dollar fortune isn’t all roses either despite the adage money can fix everything. I suppose the statement is accurate. However, the number of zeroes in your bank account affects each aspect of life. Survival is easier. I don’t have to worry about food or shelter and likely never will in my lifetime. Yet, once people learn you have a seemingly endless pot of money, the requests begin, as does the race to determine who is real. It’s one of the reasons I chose to stay single. Although I’m rethinking the premise after seeing Lex find love and happiness with Keeley, despite his billions and familial pressure. 

I’ve done the apps and blind date route. There are two other options: Asking one of my sisters to find me a date, and sheer chance that I run into the man of my dreams. 

Me: Hey! 

Sky: You good?

Me: Yeah. Do you happen to have any single friends?

Sky: You want me to set you up?

Me: Yes and no. My efforts are failing.

Sky: Give me a little time. I’ve got you.

Me: Love you lots.

Sky: Love you lots more.

Despite our parentage differences, Elle, Sky, and Wave are my sisters. Always have been and always will be. The sad part is the inequity that might be forthcoming because they aren’t full siblings. That makes me angry. I’m grateful it isn’t on my plate to figure out how to handle our father’s wishes. The deeper question for my sisters is whether they want to know who their biological father is or not.

I inhale the salty air once again and retreat to my SUV. I don’t spend my money on flashy things. My car is about five years old and in excellent condition. My daily commute is slightly less than a mile. Typically, I walk to and from work. I suppose my loft is pricey, but it’s in a multi-use building owned by a Celt subsidiary with a small boutique on the main floor. The location overlooks a small inlet in Mystic Cove. That’s how my father decreased the impact of my living expenses. He bought the building and rented it out to the boutique. I would gather my carrying costs are the taxes and utilities only. 

The next morning, I walk to Coffee & Confections. Before Lex and Keeley married, I would frequent her café at least once a week. Now, I’m here two or three times.

“Morning. How can I help you, Sera?” Dylan asks. He’s been working for Keeley for at least a year now.

“Hi. I’ll take a caramel latté and the breakfast sandwich with ham.”

“Sure thing.”  

After ordering, I slip down the hall and wave to my sister-in-law. She’s on the phone, so I retreat and wait for my food. Like Lex, Keeley is determined to continue running her business. It’s admirable, especially considering she had to scrape and claw her way to success. 

With my egg sandwich in hand, I stroll down the block to Seaside Books. It’s an expansive indie bookstore owned by an eccentric spinster named Annette Cummings. She’s fended off numerous requests to purchase her building and business. Anne always politely says no. I’m the manager and work at least five days a week and have since graduating from college. I have a father-approved dual degree in business management and marketing, but there wasn’t a position at Celt then. Since having a job was my only trust requirement, I took one I loved rather than one at our family business that I might hate. 

I unlock the side door and flick on the lights. Shelves upon shelves of fantastic adventures are illuminated instantly. Books were my escape when I was younger. I suppose they still are. Each of us was sent to boarding school from seventh grade on. I loathed the years I was there alone. At any given time up to three Soren children were on campus. My high school years were hellish because Waverly enrolled at a different school. She knew her career path much earlier than most. I don’t blame her. Instead, I withdrew into the literary world of imagination. 

At precisely nine, I unlock the front door. A young woman and her son were patiently waiting to enter. 

“Good morning.”

“Hello.” Her greeting is soft and meek. 

“Is there anything I can assist you with?”

The mother shakes her head and adds, “We’re looking for the children’s section.”

I crouch and greet the little boy. If I had to guess he’s approximately four. “Who is your favorite character?”

“Stitch,” he replies. Then he gazes up at his mother, moves a bit closer, and whispers, “and Bluey.”

I chuckle. “Right this way.” 

He follows me without hesitation. Minutes later, he’s sitting on the plush rug in the kids’ reading section with a stack of books.

“Thank you,” she whispers. 

“My pleasure. I’ll be around if he needs more options.”

The young woman smiles. “I doubt it.”

Twenty minutes later, the woman and her son check out and leave the store. Anne breezes in at the same time.

“Good morning.”

“Same to you.”

She disappears into her office, and I don’t see her for hours. In the meantime, I stock the new arrivals and prepare flyers for our next book signing. A local author is presenting the history of an adjacent town. I walk down the narrow hall toward Anne’s office.

Given the volume of her normally level voice, I overhear, “I’m not selling to some big corporation for it to be shuttered within six months. Good day!”

I take a settling breath and knock on the doorframe. That explains why I could hear her clearly—it’s open. 

“Heading out for lunch?” she asks.

I nod.

“I’m on my way to the front. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Over the years, I’ve tried to befriend Anne. My efforts have failed. She’s strict about keeping our relationship employer/employee. Her decision isn’t ideal in my opinion, but she’s the boss. The rest of my workday is evenly paced. I bring home some new books and crash. I’m looking forward to meeting with my brother to discuss my future plans.

[image: Chinese Knot outline]

Two days later, I arrive at the corporate office for my meeting with Lex. I’m grateful he could fit me in so soon. I’m sure he’s swamped after his honeymoon.

His assistant, Andrew, who is always perfectly dressed, greets me. “Good afternoon, Miss Soren. Mr. Soren is running a little behind. Would you care for a beverage or snack?”

I’m not used to being served. While I stand to inherit a boatload of money soon, it won’t change my life. I have everything I need and most of the things I want. 

“Sera is fine. A bottled water would be great.”

“Please have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

I comply and sit on the plush sofa outside Lex’s office. I can hear him shouting to whomever he’s speaking with on the phone. “I don’t care. Find her!”

Normally, I would be concerned with his tone and words. There’s only one her he could be talking about, and quite frankly, I’m not a big fan of our mother.

Andrew returns with my water and sits at his desk. 

“Any chance you know who my brother is speaking with?”

He turns his attention to the computer, presumably to Lex’s calendar. “He had a call scheduled with Blackthorne Security.”

I nod and add, “Thank you.” Blackthorne has been working with my family for a few years. Mostly at Lex’s behest to locate Keeley’s siblings and check security for their residential holdings. Their private investigator is top-tier.

The heavy office door swings open, and my brother appears in the opening. 

“Hi, Sera. Sorry for my tardiness.”

We hug, and he closes the door with a snick.

“How can I help?” he asks.

“If you want to reschedule, I can wait.”

He drags his fingers through his hair. “No. We need to chat. Why don’t you share what you’re looking for and then I’ll update you.”

“That sounds ominous.”

He shrugs and continues to stare out the large window toward the scenic view.

I push on. “First, how is married life?”

A huge smile appears on his chiseled face. “Worth the wait. It would’ve killed me if I chose one of Mom’s Stepford candidates.”

“Keeley is amazing.”

“She is. What are you thinking?”

“I want to chat about my trust. There are a few properties I desire to invest in and or purchase.”

He faces me with a raised eyebrow. “Specifically?”

“You look surprised,” I state.

“A little. We are the same as far as our view of money.”

“Yes and no. I don’t have as much access as you... yet. You’ve been able to use your trust for over eight years now. I’m just getting started.” 

“Fair. Please go on,” he states while sitting across from me.

“I want to buy my loft and the bookstore.”

He steeples his fingers in front of him. It’s his signature move when he’s contemplating. “The building or the business for the store?”

“At least the business. The profit margin is good year after year. Anne is getting up there in age, and I don’t want to lose that piece of the community. There isn’t another indie store for about thirty miles in both directions.”

“We can certainly look into both. Your loft is owned by a subsidiary of Celt. I can research how to facilitate the transfer. Do you want to change the tenant?”

“Not necessarily.”

“Okay. What else?”

I’m overjoyed that he’s actually hearing my requests. The last time I wanted to do something with my trust fund, my father shot me down as too young, dumb, and impetuous to know if it was a good deal or not. Those descriptors were to hide the one he really felt mattered... woman. My father wasn’t awful, as in he didn’t abuse me. College was meant for me to find an appropriate husband, not the education I also gained. None of us were supposed to work for a living and not at Celt. Once we were married, presumably we could be unemployed and our husbands would care for us. Then when the trust distributions were due, we would have even more money. Ellery fought tooth and nail for her job. The reality is my father gave her a ceiling by requiring all-male succession. Then again, she isn’t his daughter either. 

“I need a recommendation for a money manager.”

“Did you ever meet Lily Cappelli, now DeGaetano?”

“Elle’s friend from college?” 

“That’s her. I can connect you.”

Nice. Someone I kind of know already. “That is all I have for now, I guess. Actually, the “her” you were shouting about earlier. Was that Mom?”

Lex drops his head and looks direct at me. “Yeah. She took off to parts unknown with her latest sugar daddy.”

“Why do you need to see her?”

“I’m limited with the moves I can make until she acknowledges removal from the board.”

I wrinkle my nose. “You think it’s intentional?”

“Absolutely. It’s the only sliver of power she has. Avoiding a public court battle would be ideal.”

“Has Alannah found anything helpful?”

“She’s consulting with Dad’s probate attorney. The harsh reality is Baldwin Soren had two children. Us.”

“Are our sisters getting cut off completely?” Awful. My stomach lurches thinking about it.

His forehead scrunches up briefly. “Elle and Sky already have access to their trusts. As the trustee, I’m barred from adding additional funds because—”

“Mom was unfaithful.”

Lex lifts a shoulder and drops it. “I don’t like it any more than you do. At least initially, Dad believed they were monogamous. It wasn’t until he learned about Elle and Sky that our parents struck an agreement allowing them to both have lovers but remain married. I have been paying for Wave’s expenses from my personal assets. Alannah and Attorney Alton have differing views on the provisions of the will and trust documents.”

“Let me guess. Alton thinks only you and I should inherit and our sisters are cut off. Alannah’s opinion differs. Elle and Sky can keep what they have. Wave gets nothing. You and I split the rest?”

“You’re on point.”

I could be worth hundreds of billions. Holy fuck! “When will this be determined?”

“Not sure. I’m confident your trust will be available on your birthday. We can work on your plans in the meantime. The rest is going to take a while. Plus, there’s the whole baby watch as well.”

“I don’t love this. They’re our sisters. You shouldn’t need to rush having a kid.”

“I don’t either. I’m looking at all angles. At a minimum, I would like to give Wave the same as Elle and Sky. It would be termed a gift, so it’s tricky. 

“Massive gift to Wave.”

He tilts his head in question. “You don’t agree?”

“I mean exactly what I said, it’s a huge amount. Legally you can’t just give it away. In a perfect world, we get to share the entire company with our sisters. Realistically, I would want to find a way to give Wave at least her trust value. Please use equal funds from my money to pay her expenses until we figure this out. You shouldn’t have to carry Wave alone. What do you want to change?”

“I appreciate the offer. I’ll consider it. The gained interest on my personal trust will easily cover her for now. I want to change male succession for starters and the requirement that the CEO is the majority shareholder. It’s not how most large corporations are run.”

“Public ones, sure. Not family-owned like ours.”

“True. Also, I think you should get a seat at the table.”

“Seriously?” Inwardly, I remind myself that Lex isn’t like our father. He doesn’t subscribe to male-centric ideas of societal norms. I’m grateful our caretakers when we were young fostered that belief in him.

“Why wouldn’t I? I planned to request it for all my sisters but then....”

“Mom happened.”

He shakes his head. “Yes.”

“Thank you. Dad would never.”

He rounds his desk and hugs me. “I know.” 

There’s a sharp knock on the door. 

Lex releases me and quips, “I guess our time is up. Come in.”

Andrew steps into the office with a stack of files. “Your next appointment has arrived.”

“We’re wrapping up.” 

Lex’s assistant leaves, and we finish talking.

He continues, “I’ll have reports compiled for you about each aspect of both purchases with and without the real estate. Also, I’ll reach out to Lily for you. She hates the phone, so expect an email.”

“Woman after my own heart.”

Lex laughs. “When I learn more about the inheritance issue, I’ll share. We need to find our mother and obtain a signature. I’m confident she will attempt to use it as a bargaining chip.”

“Don’t give her anything more.”

My brother frowns. “I agree with you to a point. We have access to enough funds to fund a small country. If I thought a certain sum would fix the problem, I would part with it. Hands down.”

“Same, except you know our mother will keep asking for more.”

His shoulders slump under the heavy weight of our family drama. “I do.” Unfortunately, navigating the disaster our parents created is mostly his to bear because he’s the oldest and only son.

I leave the corporate office and sit in my SUV for a moment, going over his words in my mind. The sheer fact I may inherit that much terrifies me. The amount in my trust was enough for caution and living on easy street with minimal effort. Not for my safety but for my simple way of life. Can my net worth rival Warren Buffet’s and everything remain the same? I’m not so sure.
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Chapter Three
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Ashton

Eight months later

“Are you kidding me?” I scrub my hand through my hair. 

“I wish I was,” my father states. “We need to find at least two new lucrative locations. We’ve been losing money for the last three years.” Mitchell Calloway is a stout man. He built Calloway Investments while my mother, Sally, raised my brother and me. She was also the perfect CEO wife, handling business dinners and the like. Their marriage is solid. I hope to find a similar bond for myself one day. 

My family owns and operates numerous businesses, including convenience stores, car washes, and a string of independent retailers on the East Coast. Our portfolio includes mid-range to high-end boutiques, a few florists, and a handful of booksellers. I handle the first two types while my older, less savvy brother, Howie, manages the latter. My father is the director at an investment banking firm based in New York City and has oversight on family holdings.

“Why do I have to clean up his messes?”

“He’s lazy. I would fire him, but then he wouldn’t be doing anything to support the company. Why you? We both know you’ll replace me, not Howie.”

Frustrated, I pace the length of my father’s desk. His office is modern for a guy his age. The desk and seating are angular and uncomfortable. I think his furniture choice was purposeful to keep his meetings short and to the point.

Unfortunately, he’s right. My family is worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Only my brother flaunts our wealth with luxury cars, real estate, and designer threads. Neither I nor my parents are ostentatious in our lifestyle. We have modest homes and cars. While we opt for quality clothing, we aren’t label hounds like my brother.

Through high school, everyone knew who my parents were and our status. I realized early on I didn’t want “Richie Rich” stamped on my forehead. That descriptor comes with others, including lazy, dumb, entitled, and a mark for girls seeking to level up their future engagement ring. One woman like that was enough. Since college, I have used my middle name and maintained a humble profile. I want what every rich guy desires—a woman who doesn't see my money first. Finding her hasn’t been easy. Good thing I only have one high-maintenance babe in my life. Penny is my Whoodle. The breed is a cross of a wheaten terrier and a poodle. She’s my partner in crime these days. 

I stop walking, turn to my father, and ask, “What do we need?”

He raises his hand, urging me to sit in one of his uncomfortable chairs. I politely decline. Plus, I process issues better on my feet, at least businesswise. 

“As I said earlier, I need at least two locations.” He points to the Bankers Box on the credenza to his right. “That is the most recent information Howie compiled. I don’t have any idea how thorough or good it is. Chances are it’s shit.”

Damn it! “Great. I appreciate the homework. Do you have a preference for these locations?”

“No. Find me two indies with a good profit margin.”

“Are you looking to buy the building, the business, or both?” If my recollection is correct, about seventy-five percent of the time we own both.

“I’m more concerned with balance in that part of the company. Your half is performing well year over year. Howie’s not so much,” he replies. 

“Who is handling my current responsibilities while I bail out Howie?”

“You.” His response is blunt and unwavering. 

My father’s faith in me is nice, but he’s asking a lot of one person. “When are you telling Howie he’s being paid to do nothing?” Managing my workload and his will be challenging, especially while traveling. 

My father shakes his head. “Before the close of business. I’m going to assign him to a desk and keep him busy with bullshit projects. When you finish, I’m going to demote him.”

My first inclination is sympathy for Howie. My entitled brother is a single dad, which makes what my father is asking me to do suck even more. Nina, who is ten, deserves a happy, stable home. To get it, she’ll likely end up with her mother. Christine isn’t a bad person. However, her and Howie mix as well as oil and water. 

The emotion passes nearly instantly. Howie doesn’t care about earning his paycheck, only that it’s deposited every two weeks. “What is the timeframe?”

“Nine months.” His answer is shaky.

“So six?”

Mitchell Calloway draws his mouth into a straight line. “Ideally, yes. If you find a business quickly, you could push to one year.”

“Is liquidation an option?”

He shakes his head. “Maybe. If that is the best bottom line, what would you replace it with?”

“No idea... yet. It may not be profitable. I have to get through that box. If you demote Howie with no intention of letting him take over again, I’ll need to hire someone. Handling the entire company isn’t a one-person job.”

My father’s head drops. “Understood. Let’s fix the problem step by step.”

His response sounds logical. I suppose it is, except for the reality that I’m going to be running both arms of the family business alone for the foreseeable future. I rise, take the box, and exit his office. Rather than start weeding through the info here, I grab my stuff and return home. Our office staff is limited. The executives are generally remote given the necessary travel, myself included. 

I own a small condo a short subway ride from our office. It’s clean and modern with a shared patio. I don’t use the sitting area frequently, but it’s a nice amenity. When I swing open the door, Penny is sitting inside ready for a walk.

Hurriedly, I change my shoes and exit the building. There is a wide paved pathway we use once or twice daily across the street. It’s midday, which means there aren’t many others walking. We stroll to the end of the walkway, turn around, and continue back with the shoreline on our right. Penny is the best. When she was a pup, I worked diligently with her training. She’s well-behaved in nearly all situations. There was only one time where she jumped on my niece to get at her ice cream cone. To be fair, Penny was still learning her manners. 

After our walk, I fill Penny’s water and dive into the box. Hours later, my head is pounding. If it wouldn’t result in a shouting match and disobeying my boss, I would call Howie and exemplify point by point how incompetent he is. I’ve found three locations that are prime for purchase in less than an afternoon. He has been working on this project for almost a year with nothing to show for it. That begs so many questions. The first one is why?

Rather than attempt to figure out my older brother, I make a few notes before calling it a day. By tomorrow night, I hope to have a few more locations to scout and a way out of the mess Howie created. 

Sooner rather than later.
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Chapter Four
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Ashton

My rental is a little cottage set on an inlet in southeastern Connecticut. I opted for a short-term lease in a central location to scout the business and real estate. The food in the area is excellent, from the coffee shop nearby to the high-end Italian and Mexican restaurants a few miles away.

Nearly two weeks ago, my father dropped this mess in my lap. After my initial review, I found three potential options in the area. My next pass through the research yielded four more. For this project, my radius is about thirty miles. If I need to expand it later, I will. For now, seven options are plenty. Luckily, my temporary home has a nice office that overlooks the water. Neither sucks. 
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