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COZY	MYSTERY	as	KP	Stafford	
 
 

The	Honeydew	Queen	–	From	a	new	series	The	Red	Hat	
Bookstore	Mysteries	
	
CHAPTER	ONE	

	

Arlene Swanson stepped off into the dewy grass. She smiled knowing how 
much she loved the feel of morning dew on her bare feet as she made her way across 
the yard and into her honeydew melon patch. She’d been the county Honeydew 
Queen for ten of the last eleven years, until last year when Myrtle Camp grew the 
biggest melon and beat her out of a ten-year winning streak. She couldn’t allow that 
to happen again. She was so close to carrying the crown for a decade and now she’d 
have to start all over. She kept her honeydew patch separate from the rest of her 
garden patches. This one was the one that she took the most pride in, so it was close 
to the house. She stopped at the edge of her patch and enjoyed how everything 
glistened with moisture first thing in the morning. She closed her eyes and took in a 
deep breath. It was part meditation ritual and part prayer before she stepped off 
into the fresh dirt. Last night’s dew was extra thick. Her toes sank into the soft earth 
as she made her way through the patch checking on each melon. In her hand, she 
carried a peanut butter jar full of alcohol. If she found any unwanted insects, she’d 
plop them into the bottle. She didn’t mind killing them, but she refused to use any 
kind of chemicals on her gardens. This meant she had to take her time making her 
way through each row and looking for intruders that could ruin a crop in a matter of 
hours. Squashing them with her hands could be time consuming and quite messy, so 
she devised this plan of embalming them, so to speak. She giggled to herself as she 
thought about putting some of the pests over on Myrtle’s garden. Myrtle wasn’t as 
completely organic as Arlene and used some pesticides, so the bug wouldn’t live 
long regardless. A frown crossed her face at the thought of losing her crown to 
someone who used chemicals. It wasn’t right. The contest should be based solely on 



organics. That was another reason she intended to win her title back. She was 
determined to get the whole county on board with organic gardening and she had a 
better chance and more pull if she continued to win Honeydew Crown each year. 

A movement caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. She turned to 
see a small rabbit hopping through her melon patch. “Little bunny, you know good 
and well you’re not supposed to be in here.” She started walking towards it using her 
hands to shoo it away. “You get over there to the clover patch I planted for you and 
have breakfast there.” The small creature twitched its whiskers at her and hopped 
off towards the tree line where a thick patch of clover had been planted. It didn’t 
always work, but Arlene figured the best way to keep rabbits and deer out of her 
gardens was to plant them their own at the edge of the woods. She didn’t tend to 
them, simply letting them grow wild, for the most part. Her whole yard was 
surrounded by wild gardens so the critters could help themselves. From time to time 
a young deer would make its way into her yard and main gardens, but for the most 
part the outlying gardens did keep quite a few animals away from her yard. 

After she’d finished getting the pests out of her melon patch, she glanced 
towards the property next door. Mrytle Camp, her least favorite neighbor. There was 
a good hundred yards between the properties and a small wood line, but it was too 
close for Arlene. Looking down at the jar of bugs in her hand she grinned and stuck 
her tongue out towards Myrtle’s place. She looked at her watch, “Dangit! I’m late.” It 
was already past seven in the morning. Peggy and Marnie would be expecting her at 
the diner, but she wouldn’t make it on time.  

 
* * * 

 
 
Marnie and Peggy sat in the diner across from their bookstore slash tea shop 

slash quilt shop, sipping coffee. Marnie glanced at her watch, “Arlene’s late.” 
Peggy looked up from the book she was reading and glanced at her own watch. 

It read seven-twenty-five. “She’s not late, we’re early. We don’t meet until seven-
thirty.” 

Marnie’s face pinched. “Yeah, but we’ve always gotten here by seven-fifteen.” 



Peggy looked at her, “It’s not time to worry yet, so stop it.” She sipped from her 
coffee cup and put her nose back in her book. 

Marnie sat quietly with a section of fabric she was quilting on. She would 
hand-stitch hundreds of squares and then hand-stitch them all together. Her work 
was beautiful, a true work of art. She’d won many quilting contests in their small 
town over the years. Some of the younger seamstresses used machines for their 
quilting. Marnie secretly thought it was wrong, but she rarely said anything, unless 
one of those quilts won a contest over her hand-sewn items. She glanced at her 
watch again but didn’t say anything to Peggy. She let out a huff as she turned 
towards the door and then refocused her attention on her square of fabric. After 
three times of the same routine, Peggy pulled her eyes away from her book and 
looked at her watch. It was seven-forty. Arlene was always punctual. A pang ran 
through Peggy’s chest as she got the eerie feeling something was wrong. A look of 
concern crossed her face. Marnie took note of it. “Are you having a vision or 
something?” 

Peggy shook her head, “No, just a slight feeling that something isn’t right.” 
The diner door opened and they heard the soft ting of the small bell over it. 

Peggy let out a breath, “There she is.” 
Arlene walked over to the table, flopped her big bag into an empty chair and 

plopped her backside into the remaining chair. She noticed Peggy and Marnie 
staring at her. “What?” 

Marnie spoke first, “You’re late and Peggy was getting one of those 
premonition things.” 

Peggy waved her hand in the air as Arlene turned to her, “I’m fine. You’re little 
gut feeling was wrong.” 

“I didn’t say a word,” Peggy huffed out. “It wasn’t a gut feeling, it was more like 
a chill, anyway. Chills don’t always mean something is wrong.” She said as she stuck 
her tongue out at her long-time friend. 

The waitress walked over with a cup of fresh coffee for Arlene and pulled out 
her little order pad and started writing. She didn’t need to ask what they were 
having as the women always ordered the same thing, but she had to have it on paper 



to give to the cook. He couldn’t see the front and had no idea who was in the diner 
ordering food. 

Arlene looked up at her. “I want pancakes today.” 
The waitress eyed her suspiciously as Marnie gasped and Peggy had a look of 

disbelief. “You’re changing your order?” Marnie stated as much as she asked. 
Arlene looked at her and laughed. “I am.” She looked at Peggy. “Maybe that’s 

what your chill was about.” 
Peggy shrugged her shoulders but a funny feeling washed over her. They were 

all set in their ways and rarely veered off course. Something didn’t feel right but she 
blew it off. It was probably because this was just something out of the ordinary. 
They had all talked about making some changes in their lives. Perhaps Arlene was 
just leading the way. She looked at the waitress, “I’ll have pancakes too.” 

Marnie’s mouth dropped open, “Are you two going crazy on me?” 
Arlene let out a huff, “Lighten up, Marnie. It’s pancakes, for one day. The 

world isn’t going to end because of it.” 
The waitress looked at Marnie, “Are you having pancakes too?” 
“No. I’m having my usual. Someone needs to stay sane around here.” 
 
Marnie ate her biscuits and gravy while eyeing Arlene oddly as she inhaled her 

pancakes. She only ate sweets when she’d been working extra hard and it was 
usually at the end of the day, never first thing in the morning. Arlene had been 
awfully quiet all morning too. Marnie wasn’t the psychic of the bunch, but today 
Arlene just seemed off. She glanced over to Peggy, looking for some indication from 
her since she did have what they all considered some kind of premonitions, but she 
was enjoying her pancakes and didn’t seem bothered by the change in breakfast. She 
returned her attention to Arlene. 

Arlene caught her staring, “You never saw anyone eating pancakes?” 
“Well, you usually don’t have them for breakfast. What’s bothering you?” 
Arlene put her fork down. “I’m just tired. Nanny goat has been sick and I was 

up half the night.” 
Peggy raised an eyebrow, “You’re a night owl half the time and it never bothers 

you, so tell us what’s really wrong.” 



Arlene grabbed her fork and pushed a bite of pancake around on her plate. 
“The honeydew contest is next weekend.” 

Peggy reached out and touched her hand. “Are you that worried about it?” 
“I am. I haven’t thought about losing in the past because I always won. Since 

Myrtle got it last year, I’ve been afraid she’ll out-do me again this year.” 
Marnie looked up from her breakfast, “She has been boasting around town that 

she intends to keep the title.” 
Peggy shot a look towards Marnie. Marnie crinkled up her nose, “Well she 

has.” 
“Yes, but this isn’t the time to be bringing that up. Arlene needs our support 

and encouragement.” 
Arlene stood up and grabbed her big handbag. “It’s okay. I need to go get the 

fruit stand open. I don’t have time to sit around here and pout about it.” She pulled 
a ten-dollar bill out of her back pocket and threw it on the table before turning and 
heading towards the door, her flip-flops making flop-flop sounds against her feet as 
she walked. “I’ll see you two later.” 

Peggy looked at Marnie, “This was not the time to be the objectionable one and 
bring up Myrtle and her big mouth. Arlene has enough to worry about.” 

“You’re right. I guess I thought it might rile her up and make her determined 
to win.” 

“Well it’s not like it’s a contest of wits. She’d win for sure. The only thing she 
can do is hope she grows the biggest melon, since that’s the only criteria for this so-
called queen thing.” 

“You still think it’s silly?” 
“Yes, but that’s beside the point. We need to keep Arlene’s spirits up, otherwise 

neither of us are going to want to be around her for a while.” 
Marnie let out a sigh remembering how long it took Arlene to get over last 

year’s loss.” 
Peggy stood and grabbed her cup of coffee, “I’m ready to get to the bookstore 

where things are normal.” 



“Yes, I need to get to the office and tie up loose ends since it’s Friday,” Marnie 
replied as she grabbed her things. Both ladies threw a five on the table to cover their 
breakfast and coffee. 

 
CHAPTER	TWO	

	

Myrtle Camp arrived at home late in the day after spending most of her day in 
meetings with the Community Land & Streetscape Committee, a committee set up 
for community improvements. She was tired after having to argue her points all day. 
It’d been an extremely hot day with the sun feeling as if it wanted to scorch 
everything in sight. Her only highlight to the day was getting home to check her 
garden and picking some fresh vegetables for a cool salad. She entered her home 
and dropped the daily mail on the side table at the front door. As he headed to her 
bedroom, she looked into the den and saw her nephew glued to his laptop computer 
with the television set on full blast. Some action movie was blaring explosions and 
gun fire. She huffed out a long breath and decided she didn’t want to deal with his 
worthless hide at the moment. She simply wanted some peace and quiet. It was bad 
enough having to deal with the rhetoric of the town’s people, she had to come home 
and have her ears accosted by craziness. Her brother had called her at the beginning 
of summer to see if his oldest son could stay with her for a while. He was bright, 
good with computers and seemed to be a whiz on social media, but as far as she 
could see he was only slipping into worthlessness more and more each day. He’d 
helped her learn how to use some social media sites for some of the town functions. 
He worked on those for her, but the daily work only took him a few minutes to 
complete. At one point, he took some interest in gardening, but soon gave up the 
hobby and spent most of his days watching TV and surfing the net. She was actually 
glad he’d given up the interest. The young man tended to mess up more stuff than 
he ever helped her with. He was a total klutz when it came to walking down garden 
rows. Every day he’d step on a new plant and ruin it. She finally suggested he find a 
hobby more suited to him. Apparently, he discovered that wasting away in front of 
the boob-tube was it. She shook her head as she passed by the den again. He was 



completely unaware that anyone else was in the house. He would be no help if an 
intruder ever broke in. 

 
Myrtle changed into her garden clothes and headed to the back door of her 

home. She loved being with her plants at the end of a long day. She loved the quiet 
solitude and the fact that plants never argued back. She prided herself on the stock 
she grew. She even sold some of it to Arlene’s vegetable stand. Arlene wasn’t overly 
happy about it, but they’d agreed that Myrtle’s produce would be put on a special 
table because it wasn’t completely organic. It was actually Marnie who put the deal 
in place. She could be somewhat of a pushover and wanted everyone to simply get 
along so Myrtle often went to her when she needed something done concerning 
Arlene or Peggy. She was also the county extension agent, so that didn’t hurt 
matters either. Arlene, on the other hand, was Myrtle’s direct competition in the 
honeydew contest. They could be friendly when times called for it, but mostly they 
were head-butting rivals, in everything they did for the community. Myrtle was still 
happy to be able to sell some of her vegetables in Arlene’s fruit stand. The local 
town’s people seemed to enjoy it. Of course, she had to listen to Arlene complain 
about pesticides and chemically altered plant foods every time she dropped a load 
off. 

 
Myrtle opened the back door, stepped out onto her sun deck and gasped, 

clutching her chest as she looked out over her yard. The first thing she spotted was 
her prized honeydew patch. It was destroyed. The leaves had browned during the 
day and most laid on the ground. She ran to the patch and looked around. The sun 
had been brutally hot but she took measures to prevent burn up. She checked her 
irrigation system, everything was working fine, best she could tell. Why was the 
ground moist but the leaves had parched so quickly? She stood in the middle of the 
patch with her hands on her hips and her mouth hanging open. She pulled her 
hands to cover her face and started to weep. She pulled her hands down to look 
again, hoping it was a bad dream. She looked around and noticed Arlene’s goat in 
her squash patch. The word sabotage came to her mind. Surely Arlene wouldn’t 
stoop to such measures. She made her way over to the goat and grabbed it by the 



collar. The goat protested, but didn’t put up too much of a fight. She cursed at the 
goat. “Did your owner do this to my garden?” she asked as she pointed to the 
honeydew patch. The goat simply neighed. My heavens, I’m talking to a goat now. 
She started pulling on the goat so she could take it home and confront Arlene about 
her dying plants and not keeping her goat locked up like she’d promised to do. The 
goat was stubborn and didn’t want to move. Myrtle felt the anger rise up, she was 
madder than a wet hen. She tugged a little harder on the goat’s collar, but the goat 
grew restless and began bucking and kicking. “What’s gotten into you? You old goat! 
Stop being so dang stubborn.” Myrtle tried to grab on with both hands, but the goat 
slipped from her grasp. She reached for the collar again but all she could get ahold 
of was the goat’s tag. It snapped off in her hand. Myrtle stood there holding the tag, 
shocked at the behavior of the old nanny goat. Myrtle didn’t like her, but she’d never 
seen the goat act that way. Her heart jumped as she heard a noise behind her. She 
spun around to see what was going on. She grabbed her chest, “My lands you scared 
me. What do you want?”  

 
 

CHAPTER	THREE	

	

Peggy pushed around a box of used books that had been delivered Friday 
evening. Marnie was up front tidying up and dusting off displays. Marnie came in to 
help Peggy with the store on Saturdays since the County Extension office was closed 
on weekends. During the week, she studied soil samples and helped the community 
identify pests and other problems in their yards and gardens. She enjoyed the book 
store more, but she wasn’t up for full retirement for a while. She heard Peggy let out 
a squeal and ran to the back of the store to see what was happening. She found 
Peggy sitting on the floor with her legs wrapped around the box of books. She was 
holding one in her hand and had an odd look on her face. 

“What’s the matter?” 
Peggy flashed the book towards her, “The Beast of Boggy Creek came in.” 
“Is that the one you’ve been waiting for?” 



“Yep. Don’t let Arlene know I have it yet.” 
“Why? She’s the one that’s supposedly seen one of the creatures.” 
“I want to read it first and if she gets her hands on it, it’ll be a week before she 

brings it back.” 
“Got cha’.” Marnie said as she walked over to look at the cover. “Do you think it 

was really a big foot creature she heard? 
“I don’t know. I do know she heard something she’s never forgotten.” Peggy 

replied as she got up and put the book in her bag before returning to the open box 
on the floor and started pulling more books out of it. 

Marnie leaned against the bookshelf, “Her mood is starting to bother me. She 
wasn’t in any better mood this morning than she was yesterday when she ordered 
pancakes for breakfast.” 

Peggy looked up at her, “Yeah, that’s been on my mind too.” 
“It’s not like her to keep things in or to not get over whatever is bothering her 

pretty quickly.” 
“I know, but she’ll come around. Don’t worry about it.” Peggy said, although 

she knew Marnie would probably worry herself sick about it. She wasn’t too fond of 
change or people acting out of sorts. She liked things very routine and everything in 
order. 

Marnie headed to the front of the store and began tidying up the hand-sewn 
quilted book bags she made and sold through the bookstore. They had been a big 
hit. Many people started asking for larger bags to use for shopping or as produce 
bags over at Arlene’s fruit stand. She sold a few of the larger bags at the store but 
most of her stock was sold at Arlene’s. People had started buying them for gifts, too. 
She looked towards the back of the book store. Marnie would be lost in that box of 
books for hours. She grabbed a feather duster. She did her best thinking while her 
hands were busy and she had to come up with a logical explanation as to why Arlene 
had been acting so distant and strange. Could it be she was just uncertain of herself 
and the honeydew contest that was coming up? Arlene had never had low self-
esteem before. It was very strange that she’d suddenly develop it. There must be 
something more going on that she wasn’t telling her two best friends about. Happy 
with the dusting, she sat down behind the counter and pulled out her sewing 



supplies. She needed to finish up two bags by the end of the day that had been 
specifically ordered by patrons. She sat back in the rocking chair and began her 
needle work. 

Half an hour later she heard the police car siren go speeding by. She looked up 
and noticed old sheriff Lancaster was in an awful hurry to get somewhere. Peggy 
came from out of the back of the store and looked out the windows, “What was that 
all about?” 

Marnie had put her sewing down and stood up to look out as well, “I don’t 
know. It’s been awhile since Lancaster has been in a hurry to get anywhere.” She 
turned to Peggy, “I hope no one is hurt or in serious trouble.” 

“Me too, but it’s probably nothing. You know he gets excited when it’s been 
quiet around town. It’s probably a cat up a tree or something like that.” The two 
women giggled. Peggy turned to head back to the bookshelves, an uneasy feeling 
washed over her, similar to the one she’d had in the coffee shop the day before. She 
started to turn and tell Marnie about it, but decided there was no sense in getting 
her upset, she was already in worry mode and knowing her little semi-psychic 
intuition had kicked in wouldn’t help matters. She grabbed the feather duster and 
decided to keep herself busy dusting off the books and shelves. The tiny inkling in 
her gut wouldn’t stop like it had before. Something was probably wrong in their 
community, but she couldn’t sense that it was anything major. Of course, her ‘so-
called’ gift had been wrong before. It was often hit and miss, although Marnie and 
Arlene thought it was spot on more than she did. She stood, dusting a shelf in a hap-
hazard manner, when movement caught her attention. She cut her eyes over to see 
Marnie had walked up and was staring at her. She turned to face her, “What?” 

“Something’s up.” 
Peggy waved the feather duster in the air, “I’m sure it’s nothing serious. We 

both know old Lancaster is starting to get jumpy in his old age. He just needs some 
excitement.” She turned to dust the shelf. 

“What I’m talking about is you.” 
Peggy looked at her, “What do you mean? I dust all the time.” 
“Yes, but you never dust the same shelf five times unless something is niggling 

at you. What is it?” 



Peggy walked around to the other side of the bookshelf, wanting to avoid the 
conversation. She knew it wouldn’t work and Marnie followed right along behind 
her. She turned to see Marnie standing with her hands on her hips and her head 
cocked sideways. “Okay, it’s just a little feeling like I had yesterday.” 

“You said that was nothing. Why is bothering you today?” 
Peggy blew her bangs out of her face with an over-exaggerated breath, 

“Because today the feeling won’t go away.” 
 
The bell over the door jangled loudly, like someone had just rushed through 

the door. They both hurried up front to see who had entered the store. Carol Hanes 
stood in the doorway, out of breath and clutching her chest. “Oh my gosh, I can’t 
believe it!” Her words came out choppy as she gasped for breath. 

Peggy and Marnie quickly went to her, one on each side to hold her up. 
“What’s happened?” Peggy asked. 

“You won’t believe…oh, it’s just awful.” 
The ladies helped her over to a seat by the window. “Tell us what’s going on.” 

Marnie said as she eased the woman down into the chair. 
Carol shook her head and put her face in her hands, “It’s tragic. And they’ve 

arrested…” Her voice trailed off as she covered her face with her hands again. 
Peggy squatted down in front of her, pulled her hands to her lap and looked 

her in the eyes. “Carol, calm down and tell us what has happened.” 
Carol looked at her, “Myrtle Camp is dead. She was murdered.” 
Marnie let out a gasp. Her and Peggy looked at each other. Both of them had 

that look in their eye when they knew Peggy had felt something hinky about town 
earlier that day. 

Carol was sobbing, “That’s not the worst of it.” 
Marnie sat in the chair beside her and put a hand on her leg to console her. 

“What could be worse than murder?” 
Carol looked at her, tears running down her face, “They’ve arrested Arlene 

Swanson for it!” 
 
 



 

ROMANTIC	SUSPENSE	AS	ANN	STAFFORD	

 

CORE	Sector	Series	–	Hunted	(Book	2)	
 
CHAPTER ONE 
 

Alec Brodie snapped a picture and looked down, his thumb finding its way to 
the special button that uploaded the picture by satellite and then deleted it from his 
camera. Safety precautions had been carefully considered. This was the second time, 
in recent months, he’d been sent to Belize. It wasn’t standard procedure to send the 
same man back into an area for surveillance, but his cover was well established. This 
was the only exception to the rule. He pulled a rag out of his pocket and wiped his 
forehead. Another day in this heat with the tropical flies was one too many in his 
mind. He wanted to go home where the temperature was milder and the humidity 
didn’t suck the life out of him. He never cared much for tropical climates, nor did he 
care for days and days of endless sunshine. Over two weeks he’d been here, waiting 
on his target to show up. Two days ago, the boat arrived, ready to be loaded down 
with cargo. As much as he hated what they were doing, he was glad to see it pull in 
so he could finish up. With any luck, he’d be done by the end of the day and headed 
back home to England by morning. His mission was simple, take photographs, do 
not engage anyone. CORE had been sanctioned to take care of the arms trade in this 
area, but no one went in without recon first. He wiped his face again and looked 
around trying to find something touristy he could snap a few shots of. He’d been on 
the bridge taking pictures of the boats for too long. He knew it was time to move on. 
The canal below him was lined with warehouses and businesses on either side, not 
really the tourist side of town. It opened up into the ocean making it the perfect 
location for smugglers to store their goods, load their wares onto boats in the cover 



of darkness and then disappear into the vast expanse of the sea. Most of the cargo he 
watched was headed to Havana. From there, it’d make its way to Miami and on into 
the United States. Alec, being English, wasn’t personally concerned about America 
too much, but arms trading, that was a different story. America was a leading 
supplier, even though they denied it. It didn’t matter which country the weapons 
ended up in, but in Central America it was a huge deal. He’d watched his share of 
drug smuggling throughout his assignments. He’d personally like to go undercover 
and bring some of those rings down, but his orders were to survey any extra 
movement in the arms trades. Word was out there was an uptick in activity. 

While it was dangerous to go into territories where arms deals were hot, most 
of his assignments had been easy and uneventful. He blended in like a tourist and 
played the role of photoblogger well. He snapped a few shots of the east end of the 
canal before walking back to the other side of the bridge for one last glance at the 
cargo being loaded onto one of the boats. Movement in one of the alleys close to the 
docks caught his attention. Shit! Had he been spotted? Two men were making their 
way up the small slope towards his location. Should he head the opposite direction 
away from his hotel, or towards the men, being casual like he was returning to his 
room? Damn! The feeling in his gut told him they were coming for him. He didn’t 
need any altercations when he was so close to being done with this assignment. He 
headed towards them. With any luck, his gut feeling was wrong and he could keep 
up the facade of a tourist. Problem was, his gut was rarely wrong. He snapped a few 
more shots of various landmarks to keep up the appearance, the sinking feeling in 
the pit of his stomach growing stronger. 

 
As the men got closer, he could tell by the look in their eyes that they weren’t 

going out for coffee. Play it cool, he told himself as the distance between him and the 
men closed in. He took a deep breath and tried to sidestep them as they approached. 
Neither spoke as he passed. He felt a grip on his arm just before he was spun around 
to face the largest one. The smaller man stood behind him. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” 
The man’s foul breath accosted Alec’s nostrils. His stomach churned at the 

stench of liquor, garlic and poor dental hygiene. It was either that or the man had 



just eaten dog shit. Looking at his filthy appearance, it wasn’t a far-fetched thought. 
“I was thinking about dinner. Care to join me?” 

“This ain’t the tourist section.” 
“No shit!” The smart ass in Alec reared its head. He waited for the backlash. 

When it didn’t come, he spoke again, “I don’t like the overcrowded spots. I like 
being around the locals. Get more feel for the area that way.” 

“See, that my friend, can get you hurt. People might think yer lookin’ for 
trouble wandering ‘round in places you don’t got no business bein’ in. A man like 
that could find himself in the wrong place and then you’d get all messed up an’ ruin 
yer little vacation.” 

Alec looked down at the man’s hand as he tightened the grip on his arm. He 
glanced over his shoulder at the other man and then looked back at Dog Breath. He 
couldn’t be sure the man behind him wasn’t armed, but he needed to make a move, 
soon. “Man, I’m just checking the place out, taking some pictures to show the family 
back home.” Alec wanted to tell him he was the one looking for trouble, but he held 
his tongue. No sense starting a fight if he didn’t have to. 

The guy behind him grabbed the camera. The rough, nylon strap grazed down 
his bare arm. He suppressed the urge to take the guy out for touching his stuff. He 
watched as the man stepped up beside Dog Breath and shuffled through the pics on 
the camera. 

Dog Breath looked up, “I see you like pretty women.” 
“What man doesn’t?” Alec asked with a half-smile. 
“Maybe yer down here thinking yer gonna get lucky with a few of them?” 
Before Alec could answer the smaller guy looked up, “He takes boring pictures. 

Nothing but buildings and landmarks. There’s only a few of some birds, the ocean 
and the usual tourist spots.” 

Dog Breath looked at Alec. “I think it’s time for you to leave. Don’t let me see 
your face around here again.” 

“What about my camera,” Alec asked glancing towards the small guy. 
“That’s the price you pay for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Maybe you won’t make that mistake again.” 



“Fair enough,” Alec replied as he glanced down at the man’s hand still holding 
onto his arm. “You gonna let me go?” 

Dog Breath released his grip, pulled his arm back and indicated with a nod of 
his head that he should start walking. 

Alec didn’t waste any time taking the opening. He didn’t get in a hurry, but he 
headed off in the direction of his bungalow. Once he got closer to the area where the 
tourist shops began he glanced over his shoulder. The men were still standing there, 
watching him. He saw Dog Breath smash the camera and both men headed towards 
Alec’s direction. He instinctively took off running to stay ahead of them. He was sure 
it made him look guilty of something, but he’d pushed his luck once. No point in 
pushing it again. 

He ducked down an alley towards the beach where a row of shabby bungalows 
was tucked up in a line of trees and shrub bushes. After two weeks with time on his 
hands he’d gotten to know the area pretty well. He hoped his pursuers weren’t 
familiar with the place. Judging by their accents they were Cuban. Likely the only 
area they knew around here were the docks at the canal. He slid into some bushes 
next to one of the bungalows and listened. When he couldn’t hear any foot falls from 
the men chasing him, he breathed a sigh of relief but stood his ground. His buddy 
Marcus had taught him to never stick his head out too soon. The enemy was always 
willing to wait you out, just like a lion waiting on its prey to come out into the open 
again. The minutes ticked on. 

He heard a chair skid across the room in the bungalow he was leaning against. 
Looking over his left shoulder he saw a small window and eased himself over to peer 
in. Dammit! He didn’t need to get mixed up in what was going on inside. This wasn’t 
the time to play hero. He looked through the window again and shook his head. 
“Why this shit and why now,” he whispered to himself. “Of all the days to find this, it 
had to be today. No Alec, it couldn’t have been yesterday or the day before. It had to 
be right damn now, didn’t it?”  He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. “If 
you go in there, Bryce is going to have your ass. You’d be so ousted for letting this 
interfere with your mission. You can’t get involved. It’s against the rules.” 

Within three seconds he was in the house, tackling the man holding the knife. 
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The	Arrangement	
 
CHAPTER ONE 
 

Candace Williams stood in front of Suite 801. One of the top shareholders of 
the resort chain, where she was night manager in San Diego, had requested to meet 
with her. It wasn’t odd for her bosses to conduct business meetings with her on her 
shift, but only a few held them in their hotel suite. It hadn’t bothered her since her 
first month on the job three years ago. Uneasiness crept over her about tonight’s 
meeting since she’d only met this particular shareholder earlier that morning. It was 
always unnerving when meeting with a new shareholder, so she chalked it up as 
being par for the course. 

She straightened the collar of her white button-up blouse and smoothed the 
front of her dark blue skirt. Looking at her watch, she wondered if it was too early to 
knock on the door. According to the other managers, this guy expected everyone to 
be punctual. It was two minutes until 8:00, so she knocked and then smoothed her 
skirt again. Her palms felt sweaty so she brushed them down her skirt with a little 
more force than was needed.  

In their brief introduction that morning she couldn’t help but notice he was tall 
and had rich tanned skinned, maybe Mediterranean descent. Grey highlights at his 
temples blended into dark hair. She judged him to be around the age of fifty and still 
in good shape. Distinguished was the word that came to mind. If she were fifteen 
years older, she might have found him attractive. 

 
The door opened, she was staring at socked feet. She stuck her hand out to 

introduce herself as she brought her eyes up from the floor she’d been staring at. As 
her eyes swept further up, she tried to stifle a gasp seeing his unbuttoned shirt. This 



was definitely not par for the course. His shirt sleeves were casually rolled up to his 
elbows. He reached for her hand and all but pulled her into the room, closing the 
door behind her. 

As he walked on into the room he glanced over his shoulder, “Miss Williams, 
would you like a glass of wine?” 

The question took her by surprise almost as much as his casual appearance. 
This was a business meeting after all. “No, sir. I’m on the job.” 

“Oh, yes. Sorry,” he chuckled. “I can have coffee or water brought up to the 
room.” 

“No, thanks.” She tried to be pleasant, but this was the first meeting she’d had 
that she was ready for it to be over and it hadn’t even started. The other owners 
she’d dealt with were stern businessmen. Pleasant, but they got down to business 
and if coffee or refreshments were offered, it was already setup. Most of them 
preferred the business meeting rooms downstairs. Few of them used their suites for 
business with hotel management. 

She waited close to the door while he poured himself another drink, unsure if 
she wanted to proceed on into the room. Tension crept up her back and into her 
neck and shoulders. Would it be rude to conduct the whole meeting while standing 
next to the door? She pushed the thought aside and decided she was being silly. He 
was a businessman who’d had a long day. Nothing to feel uncomfortable about. 

He glanced over at her, “So, how long have you worked for our company?” 
“Three years,” she replied, her voice higher pitched than she intended. 
“Three years. That’s quite a while to stay night manager.” 
“The day manager has been here several years longer than I have and I don’t 

see him changing positions anytime soon.” 
He turned and walked towards her, “Surely you’ve thought of transferring to 

another one of our properties where you could move up in the company.” 
“I like it here,” she said. And she did like it here. She’d gone to college here and 

received her degree in hospitality management. Her best friend was here. There was 
no reason to uproot herself just to be the head manager when she was content with 
her job and position for the time being. 



He reached out and touched her arm, “Where are my manners? Come, sit,” he 
said as he walked over and sat down on the bed. She chose a chair at the table in the 
corner. His brow furrowed before changing into a smile as he spoke. “Hmmm. You 
wouldn’t prefer to be in a tropical paradise instead of on the coast of California?” 

“Yes, later in my career. I’m still young but I do have long-term plans. Right 
now, I’m enjoying the experience I’m gaining by shadowing under the head manager 
here. He’s one of the best in the business.” 

The man held up his wine glass, “That he is. But you could have a great career. 
You’re bright. I’ve looked over your files. And now that I’ve seen you in person, well, 
a gorgeous woman like yourself should be in a tropical resort. You would definitely 
add to the natural beauty of those places.” 

The path of the conversation caused her to shift in her seat. She cleared her 
throat as she looked at him, “Mr. Hanover, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’d like to 
get down to business. I have other duties to see to before my shift ends.” 

He rose to his feet and walked over to her, “Yes, getting down to business.” He 
stood before her and reached out to touch her face. She turned her head away from 
him. Her heart pounded in her chest as a voice in her head was screaming.  Stay 
calm, she told herself. You’ve dealt with these kinds of men. 

He ran a finger under her chin and guided her face to look up at him. He had a 
provocative look in his eyes. It crossed her mind this business meeting would not 
end well.  

He bent down to kiss her. Instinctively, she pushed him away and stood up, 
keeping her hands in front of her. “Sir, I believe you’ve had a little too much wine 
and aren’t thinking clearly. I believe we should postpone this meeting until you’re 
sober.”  

As she headed towards the door he lunged at her from behind and grabbed her 
around the waist, swinging her around towards the room. “Now that’s no way to act 
towards a man who holds your future in his hands.” 

She fought, trying to pry his arms from around her waist. Her attempts were in 
vain. He shoved her forward towards the bed where she landed with her face 
planted in the white comforter. She tried to turn over quickly to get to her feet again, 
but the bulk of his body landed on her, pinning her to the bed.  



“Mr. Hanover, your behavior is inappropriate, but I will keep quiet if you stop 
this now.” 

“You won’t say a word at all. I’ll ruin your career and your life if you breathe 
one word of this,” he said as he ran one hand up her skirt and reached around to 
grab her breast with the other. She heard the buttons rip from her shirt as she 
struggled. Forcing her arm out from under her, she brought her elbow up and swung 
it backward. She managed to strike him across the side of his face, knocking him off 
balance. As he rolled to the floor, she sprang up from the bed and ran to the door.  

“Don’t expect to have a job in the morning!” He yelled at her. 
She jerked the door open hard and ran towards the elevator, but took the stairs 

instead. She ran down the stairs, stopping at each landing long enough to open the 
door on each floor, hoping to throw him off in case he came after her.  

As she made it to the ground floor, she looked down at her blouse. At least she 
had proof of the attack. Or did she? This was one of the top shareholders of the 
company and he threatened to destroy her career. She leaned against the door and 
sucked in a breath. Tears filled her eyes as she realized her career was in jeopardy. If 
pushed on the matter she could claim someone else had attacked her. She pushed 
the door open and headed to the front desk where her purse was stashed under the 
counter. The front desk clerk gasped and put her hands in front of her mouth. Her 
eyes were wide with shock as she looked at the ripped blouse. Candace shook her 
head indicating she didn’t want to speak of it. All she wanted was to get out of the 
place and avoid eye contact with everyone. She picked up the phone to call the day 
manager and told him she wasn’t feeling well. The humiliation of telling the truth 
pinched her chest. How could things go so wrong in such a short period of time? All 
she wanted to do was go home and stand in a hot shower while she cried her heart 
out.  

Candace stepped into the small shower stall. She put her back against the 
corner and slid down the wall. She’d never felt so violated. Dealing with overly 
flirtatious men was one thing, this was entirely different. All the times she heard 
news stories of rape victims, she never tried to imagine how they felt. She felt cold 
and calloused at the thought of never having cared that much. Now she had an idea 



of what it was like. She knew strong women got through it, but right now strength 
was the one thing she didn’t have. 

 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
Stewart Flannigan stood in his son’s office at the Flannigan Empire’s 

Manhattan hotel and beamed at the magazine cover. “This is an excellent write up 
about you my boy. Business should boom now.” 

“Business is booming, Father. I’m sure you’re aware of it.” 
“Ah, yes, but a rich heiress could come out of the woodwork and make our 

portfolio even better.” His father said as he made whirling gestures in the air with 
his hands. 

Cooper wanted to roll his eyes, but disrespecting his father was rude. Until a 
few months ago he enjoyed the playboy lifestyle, but lately it left him feeling empty. 
He knew there was more to life than chasing beautiful women and portraying the 
life of a bachelor. “I’d like to find a wife on my own if you don’t mind.”  

“Son, your way hasn’t been working.” 
Cooper again resisted the urge to roll his eyes. No, his way had not been 

working and truth be known, if his father didn’t insist he date the type of women 
he’d been dating, he probably wouldn’t have. Most of them were debutantes 
wallowing in daddy’s money and wanting the prestige that came with the Flannigan 
name. All Barbie doll models, he thought to himself, with the brains of dolls on the 
store shelves. He wanted a woman of substance, one who shared his passions and 
challenged him intellectually. One he could love and grow old with, no matter the 
numbers on his bank statements, a real woman. “I realize that,” Cooper replied. 
“But that article was a bad idea,” he said as he pointed to the magazine his father 
held in his hands. He appreciated everything his father had done for him, but it was 
time to consider building his own name. Getting out from under his father’s wing 
had been on his mind as much as finding real love. 

“You’ve always followed my guidance. Trust me, this was a good idea. Maybe 
the cover of People or Entrepreneur is in your future.” 



“Father,” Cooper said, as someone knocked on the door. He looked up and 
said, “Enter.” 

A courier walked in, “I have a registered letter for Cooper Flannigan.” 
“I’m Cooper Flannigan,” he said as the man walked towards the desk and 

pulled a letter out of his bag. He handed the clipboard to Cooper for a signature and 
then passed him the envelop as he took the clipboard back. “Have a good day, sir.” 

“Wait a minute,” Cooper said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
ten. “Thank you.” He handed over the tip and returned his attention to the 
correspondence.  

His father sat in the winged-back chair on the opposite side of the desk as the 
courier exited the office. “What is that?” 

Cooper looked at him, “It’s from Simmons Enterprises.” 
Stewart shifted in the chair as furrowed creases crossed his brow. “You haven’t 

asked him for a job, have you?”  
“No, Father. I don’t know what it’s about.” He reached into the drawer and 

pulled out a letter opener. He placed the tip under the flap, sliding it away from him 
and slicing through the rich parchment with ease. He pulled the letter out and sat 
back in his chair to read it. 

After a long, uneasy silence, his father cleared his throat, “Are you going to 
share what’s in it, or keep me in suspense?”  

A concerned look crossed Cooper’s face while reading the contents. “Well,” he 
said, “Mr. Simmons is in poor health and officiating his will. He’s given me his 
property in the Bahamas.” 

Stewart sat forward, “Ah, that is good news. More property for the Flannigan 
empire.” 

Cooper frowned, “The man is in poor health and you’re concerned about the 
property? Seriously, Father. Besides, it doesn’t state the Flannigan empire. It states 
Cooper Flannigan.” He pointed to the paper showing it to his father. 

“Now son, it’s the same thing. But,” he sat back and rubbed his chin, “If I’m not 
mistaken, he closed that property last year.” 

“Yes, the letter says it needs updating and general maintenance to be up to 
code.” 



“I guess he thought our money could do it instead of spending his own.” 
“Father, stop being so rude. I’m sure that was not his intentions. He’s a 

generous man.” 
“Huh, how generous is it if the place is derelict?” 
Cooper shook his head, “He’s a long-time friend, Father, I don’t know why you 

are always so negative when speaking of him.” 
Stewart waved his hand in the air, “Never you mind that. I’m concerned how 

much that little gift will cost us,” he said pointing to the paper in Cooper’s hand. 
Cooper smiled to himself, he hated the man had fallen ill, but was gracious of 

the gift. He didn’t care how much it cost. He’d made wise investments on his own 
and had his own financial portfolio started. This was an opportunity to distance 
himself from his parent’s money. 

“I guess I’ll find out this weekend. I’m to meet the lawyer there and take care of 
the paperwork. And, it’s not your money I’ll be spending. It’s my own.” 

“If you don’t mind son, I want to tag along and have our own lawyer look over 
this deal before you sign anything. I’ll go make the arrangements,” he said as he 
stood and walked to the door. 

Cooper didn’t argue with his father. He knew the man hated tropical climates. 
He’d be there long enough to look over the legalities and he’d leave. And it was 
always a good idea to have your own lawyer look things over when making a deal 
such as this. 

He looked around his office. His father would have to find someone to fill his 
place. He was glad to be getting this chance. He admired his father and he guessed 
he felt something like love for the man. Although, his whole life, even his childhood, 
he’d been made to feel more like a business deal than a son. Maybe he was angry 
over that. He wasn’t sure, but he knew one thing, it was time to move on, even if he 
failed. Fate had stepped in at a convenient time. He looked down at his image on the 
magazine cover and thumped himself on the forehead. “I guess you won’t be pulling 
any heiresses out of the woodwork in this town now.” He said, as he let out a chuckle 
and tossed the magazine to the side of his desk. 

 
  



CHAPTER THREE 
 
Candace spent half the night pacing the floor trying to figure out how to handle 

her situation. The other half, she tried to sleep, but tossed and turned for what 
seemed like hours on end. After working the graveyard shift for three years she 
wasn’t used to sleeping until around noon each day. She laid in the bed, her eyes 
growing sleepy. Finally. The glowing numbers on her clock read six zero zero. She 
closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. 

A shrill noise pierced through her room, startling her awake. She looked 
around trying to focus her vision and pinpoint the obnoxious sound, her brain full of 
fog. It took a minute to realize she was in her bed. She looked over at the phone on 
the table and reached to grab it.  

“Hello?” She squeaked out through a dry and tight throat. 
“Candace, this is Raymond. There’s a meeting at nine thirty. You need to be 

here.” 
“Okay,” she managed to get out. The line clicked dead, so she placed the phone 

back on the table and looked at the clock. Eight o’clock. “Uh. How do people live on 
two hours of sleep?” She threw the covers back and stumbled towards the bathroom. 
Even though she worked nights, she liked at least six hours of sleep. Puffy, 
bloodshot eyes stared back at her in the mirror. Crying and lack of sleep did not 
flatter her looks. Reaching into the drawer, she pulled out the hemorrhoid ointment 
Minna had given her months ago. It worked for models to help lessen the look of 
bags under their eyes. It had helped her a time or two, or so she thought. She hoped 
today was one of those days it worked magic. A glance at the clock told her she’d 
been looking at herself in the mirror for fifteen minutes. Crap. It would take half an 
hour to get to the hotel. It left her just enough time to get herself together. Light 
makeup and a quick brush of her hair would have to suffice. Catching the bus this 
early in the morning was a pain, or at least catching one that wasn’t already full. 
Raymond was anything but pleasant this morning, so that would make matters 
worse, trying to figure out how the day would play out. She was sure he had heard of 
the attack last night and want her to explain. What would she even say? The truth. 
That was the best way to handle the situation. Raymond would smooth things over 



for her, he was a great boss and mentor. She pulled on jeans and a teeshirt. 
Comfortable was the way to go after the night she had and not knowing what 
awaited her in the meeting. She slung her purse over her shoulder as she headed out 
the door. Her favorite coffee shop was between her apartment and the bus stop. An 
extra-large cup was needed today.  

 
She arrived at the hotel with ten minutes to spare. As she walked in the door 

several people at the front desk looked up at her and then diverted their attention 
back to their tasks. Derek, the assistant manager on the day shift turned and walked 
down the hall to the right. The air was ripe with tension.  She sucked in a breath, 
donned a smile and pleasant demeanor before walking up to greet them. The 
morning crew tried to be pleasant but she sensed something was up, they all spoke 
to her like they were unsure of what to say or how to converse with her. Her heart 
sank realizing they all knew she’d ran out of here last night in a shambled mess. 
Would she be able to explain what happened without feeling embarrassed? 

 
Derek returned to the front desk while Candace spoke to the clerk on duty. She 

looked up and spoke to him, “Good morning, Derek.” 
Derek focused serious eyes on her, “They’re waiting for you in Meeting Room 

3.” 
“I guess we’ll skip the pleasantries this morning, huh?” 
He shook his head. “Being pleasant won’t help today. There’s been a lot of 

yelling. You’d do well to not be late.” 
“Excuse me? I’m still a senior manager here and off-duty or not, you have no 

reason to be snotty with me.” Candace didn’t wait for an answer before she headed 
down the hall to the meeting room. She never liked Derek and his pompous attitude 
didn’t cause her to soften to him. He’d wanted her job for the past year and hoped 
she’d move up to afternoon shift leaving him the night shift to work his way up from 
there. “Ah,” she said to herself, “He’s hoping I’ll get canned so he can just slide right 
into my shift.” 

She looked down the hall. Room three was at the end, on the left. For the first 
time since she’d started, the hall seemed long and gloomy. Butterflies churned in 



her stomach. The coffee she’d been sucking down churned in her stomach. That’s all 
she needed, puking in a meeting with her boss. Abandonment issues crept to the 
forefront of her mind, memories and thoughts she’d pushed aside years ago. Why 
hadn’t Raymond met her in the lobby to get her side of the story before requesting 
her presence? The question hung in her mind even though she tried to brush it 
aside. She threw her coffee cup in the trash can by the door and quietly rapped on 
the door before opening it. 

Mr. Hanover was sitting quietly, his legs crossed, hands in his lap and a smug 
smile crossed his lips. Raymond tried to act casual but beads of sweat formed on his 
forehead. Mr. Hanover stood, spoke to Raymond and then strolled passed Candace, 
letting out a sigh as he walked by and headed out the door. When she heard it click 
shut behind her, she turned to make sure he’d left before approaching her boss of 
three years. He didn’t want to make eye contact so she sat across the table from him, 
hoping to force his attention on her. 

He finally looked up, “Candace, this situation is a mess. What have you done? 
And why?” 

“I’m not sure what you mean. I was attacked and I left. Maybe I should have 
stayed, but I was so upset.” 

A perplexed look crossed his face. “Mr. Hanover claims you tried to seduce him 
and ripped your shirt when he didn’t succumb to your advances.” 

Candace jumped to her feet, sending her chair backwards into the wall. “I did 
not try to seduce him. He requested a meeting in his suite. When I got there, he was 
drinking and physically attacked me. Surely you believe me?” 

Raymond rubbed the sweat from his face, “It doesn’t matter. He’s requested 
your termination.” 

“This is crap and you know it.” 
“The way you ran out of here makes you look guilty, Candace. I can’t ignore 

that and I can’t put my job on the line either.” 
It all became very clear. He was letting her down, like her father had done 

years ago. The majority of the men in her life had all abandoned her when she 
needed them most. She thought Raymond was different. He had almost felt like a 
father figure to her. Now history was repeating itself. 



“I’m not asking you to put your job on the line. I am asking that you believe me 
and stand behind me.” 

“That would put my job on the line. I’ve already been threatened.” 
“And you bowed down to it?” The disgust dripped off Candace’s lips. 
“I have a wife and kids. I can’t afford to start over at this point in my life.” 
“And I can? I’m just expendable?” 
“You’re young. You’ll find another job.” 
Candace thought before replying. Mr. Hanover had threatened to ruin her life 

and her career. He’d accomplished it in one day. “I’m pretty sure Mr. Hanover is not 
going to make it easy for me to get another job anywhere. He’s a major player in this 
industry and you know it.” 

“Perhaps you should consider a career change.” 
“Thanks for nothing,” Candace said as she turned and headed out the door, 

slamming it behind her. She loved the hospitality industry and couldn’t imagine 
herself in any other. She could relocate and possibly get rid of the black cloud over 
her head, but she didn’t have the money to move. It would take selling everything 
she owned to afford a plane ticket. She couldn’t just pack up all she’d worked for. 
There was no way. The best she could hope for was a job in housekeeping, starting 
at the very bottom and everyone knew it was rare for a housekeeper to ever work up 
past head of housekeeping. 

 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 
She didn’t like to admit defeat, but after a week of searching the classified ads 

for a job, she knew she had limited options. Her best friend, Minna, brought her a 
bottle of cheap bourbon and the latest edition of Hospitality Monthly. Minna hoped 
the booze would calm her nerves and she’d find a good job ad in the back section. 
Candace didn’t keep her hopes very high for finding anything suitable, but agreed to 
at least look.  

Minna poured them both a glass. Candace flopped on the couch just as Minna 
pulled out the magazine. She flipped the cover around so Candace could see. “The 
gorgeous Cooper Flannigan is on the cover.” 



Candace crinkled her nose. Not only was he good at this business, but the 
article touted him as one of the most eligible bachelors. “Pffft,” she said out loud as 
she stared at the face, “With his father owning half the hotels in the country, he’s 
never had a rough day in his life.” 

“Well,” Minna giggled, “Maybe you could marry him and not have to worry 
about finding a job.”  

“In your dreams. A man like that would never be interested in someone like 
me.” 

“Stranger things have happened.” 
“True, but you know I don’t want a rich brat for a husband. I want an old-

fashioned romance, with a guy who sweeps me off my feet.” 
“Since we’re dreaming, why can’t this guy be Mr. Dream Boat?” 
Candace rolled her eyes, “You know that only exists in fairy tales. I stopped 

believing in those when my father walked out on us.”  
“I know, sweetie, but you’ll get your break. You’re strong and determined. I’ve 

never known you to give up a fight.” 
Candace’s heart sank. She’d never felt so defeated in her life. She didn’t even 

have the heart or the nerve to tell her friend how she truly felt, like the life had been 
sucked out of her and she was steadily suffocating. She chugged down her last gulps 
of bourbon just as the doorbell buzzed. She gave Minna a puzzled look before she 
stood and padded across the room to look through the peephole. A rather dapper 
looking delivery man stood on the other side. “It’s a messenger,” she called over her 
shoulder to Minna. She opened the door as far as the chain would allow and looked 
out at the man. 

“I have a registered letter for Candace Williams.” 
“That’s me,” she replied. 
The man handed her a clipboard through the crack and asked her to sign it. 

She passed it back to him as he handed her the letter. “Wait a minute,” she said as 
she reached over to the table by the door and grabbed a couple of ones to tip him. 
She may be pinching pennies, but she wasn’t rude or cheap. 

She closed the door and turned the deadbolt before she looked down at the 
envelop in her hand.  



“You look concerned. Is it a lawsuit from Mr. Hanover?” Minna asked, concern 
in her voice. 

“No, it’s from Mr. Simmons of Simmons Enterprises.” 
“Isn’t he your family friend who owns several resorts?” 
“Yes, he is,” Candace said as she started opening the thick velvety envelop. “I 

hope my mother hasn’t called him and begged him to give me a job.” 
Minna put her hand on Candace’s leg, “Would that be so bad right now?” 
“No,” Candace let out a sigh, “Except for the fact that I want to make it on my 

own and not have my mother run to my rescue every time something goes wrong.” 
“I know, but didn’t Mr. Simmons get you interested in this industry? It only 

seems right you would eventually work for him.” 
“Maybe,” Candace replied as she pulled the letter out and began reading it. 
Silence filled the room as Minna waited for Candace to share the contents of 

the letter, her eyes growing wider with each sentence she read. 
“Holy crap!” Candace finally stammered out. 
“What? What is it?” 
She handed Minna the letter before standing up and pacing the floor. 
After a few minutes, she sat on the couch and poured herself another two-

fingers of bourbon and slugging it back. Minna sat staring at the letter before 
handing it to Candace, “I don’t know what to say. This is amazing.” 

“This is crazy!” Candace refuted. “It’s one thing to offer me a job, but this,” she 
waved the letter in the air, “Is crazy.” 

“It sounds like fate to me.” 
Candace rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t buy into all that fate stuff.” 
“Hmmm, seems odd that you need a job and the perfect opportunity just drops 

in your lap? How can you not call that fate?” 
“Fate can’t be that simple. Can it?” She asked with a [CERTAIN] look. 
Minna smiled, “Yes. It can be that simple and that easy.” 
“I don’t know Minna. This is a huge responsibility.” 
“And you will knock it out of the ballpark, girlfriend!” 
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE 
 
Candace stepped off the ferry with everything she owned; two suitcases and a 

carry-on. She sold her furnishings and whittled her personal belongings down to 
what would fit into her luggage. She took in a deep breath as the tropical breeze 
kissed her face. Moments of panic and terror kept invading her thoughts on the two-
hour trip from Miami to Bimini, but she was here now. There was no turning back. 
She would make this work. It was finally her chance to prove to herself that she 
could run a resort and turn it into a five-star establishment. Maybe one day she’d 
even be on the cover of Hospitality Monthly. She giggled at the thought. A taxi 
pulled up to the curb. Right on time. A casually dressed man got out, greeted her 
and put her bags in the trunk. 

Butterflies tickled her stomach on the drive to the resort. The driver explained 
it was in a remote location on the island. Before it was closed it was one of the most 
popular destinations, but since it’s closing there wasn’t much traffic out this way 
except for people on a leisurely drive to take in the view of the ocean. She looked out 
the window. It was breathtaking. She’d seen the ocean many times living in 
California, but it never appeared as vivid as it did now. The water was a deeper blue 
than she’d seen before, the sky looked as if it went to infinity. The beach stretched 
out like a white-gloved finger on a rich blue velvet backdrop. She took in a deep 
breath and closed her eyes. This was now her home. Even with her ten-year career 
plan she never dreamed she’d be in a place as beautiful and tranquil as this. She was 
excited to begin this new direction in life, to have a place she could finally call her 
own. 

As the driver pulled into a grove of palm trees at the end of a stretch of 
highway, her heart skipped a beat. The anticipation of seeing her new home and 
business had jangled her nerves. This was the moment of truth.  Weeds and 
wildflowers had taken over much of the property. All cosmetic work, she told 
herself. Nothing a few days of hard work and sweat won’t fix. Up ahead she noticed 
a few people moving about, pulling vines and working on the areas around the 
resort itself. She wondered if Mr. Simmons had hired them to clean the place up for 
her. She knew she couldn’t afford to hire a full crew right now. What little bit of 



money she had from the sale of her furniture was meant to be spent on updating the 
place as best she could. It would be a work in progress for a while, but she knew she 
could pull it off. Minna agreed to take a job as soon as Candace had the place up and 
running. The two of them would work magic together, just as they had during 
summers from college when they worked a small bed and breakfast outside of LA. 
The older couple had loved all of their ideas and the place really hopped with 
excitement. At times, she missed those days. Working at a B&B was so much easier 
than running a hotel or a resort. They were young and full of life back then. How 
wonderful it would be to go back to those college years. The car pulled to a stop in 
front of the entrance and brought her back into the moment. She looked at the 
opened layout of the portico with rooms on either side of the expanse and smiled. 
The view of the ocean beyond the resort was magnificent. She couldn’t wait until 
they were having morning coffee in the breezeway before work each day. She 
stepped out of the cab and took in a deep breath. The view, the smell of the salty air, 
the breeze, all made her dizzy with delight. Her and Minna would make this as much 
fun as their college years. For the first time in a long time, she looked forward to the 
future. 

 
 
CHAPTER SIX 
 
Stewart Flannigan had a look of disgust as he walked around the property with 

his son. Cooper could tell his father wasn’t pleased with the condition of the place, 
but Cooper felt a glow inside of him, something he’d never really felt before. He 
knew he have the place in shape in no time and within the year it would be a hot 
destination for tourists. He had to prove it to himself, but more importantly he had 
to prove it to his father. If he could get this resort back on the map, so to speak, and 
get people making reservations years in advance to stay at the [LUXURIOUS 
RESORT], he was sure his father would finally show some pride in him. He knew his 
father was proud that he could run a hotel, but he’d never actually stepped out on 
his own and accomplished anything without the cloud of the Flannigan Empire 
hanging over his head. Acquiring this property couldn’t have come at a better time. 



This would also take some pressure off of him after the atrocious article his father 
insisted on in Hospitality Monthly. Cooper wanted to be known for his business 
savvy, not the fact that he was one of the richest and most eligible bachelors on the 
market. He wasn’t even sure he was on the market these days. He was looking 
forward to a break from having to date to keep us his appearance in society circles. 
Another thing his father had insisted on that Cooper was less than enthused about. 
Playing society status games and trying to act interested in the latest bachelorette 
pickings had left a bad taste in his mouth [CLICHE]. At least in the Bahamas he 
didn’t have to worry about those things. He was actually looking forward to dressing 
in more casual attire and letting himself have a good time. At this point he wasn’t 
sure he was even going to shave daily or brush his hair. Unfortunately, he’d have to 
wait until his father grew tired of the climate and headed back to New York before 
he slipped into his new beach bum lifestyle. 

He looked over to his father and noted the deep crease growing across his 
forehead as he tapped his chin with his index finger. Never a good sign. The man 
was contemplating something and Cooper was sure he wouldn’t like the idea. 
“You’re deep in thought, Father.” 

“Hmm,” was the only sound that escaped the man. 
He returned his attention to the grounds crew pulling weeds. He hadn’t been 

allowed to start interior renovations, as he hadn’t officially met with the lawyer 
about the estate yet. The lawyer was reluctant to give Cooper the okay to proceed 
with exterior cleanup and explained the expense was all on him. His father, of 
course, was against the idea, but Cooper was ready to get things underway. He 
watched a taxi pull into the front circle drive as his father cleared his throat. He 
turned back to look at him. This was usually the cue that he was ready to speak after 
having a long thought process. He looked at Cooper, “I was remembering that I 
know a few rich heiresses who might take to living in a tropical paradise such as 
this,” he said as he waved his hand around in the air. 

“Father, I’ve told you, I’m not looking for a wife right now. I want to get this 
place in working order and pulling a profit.” 



“Nonsense, boy. A wife could add some charm to the place. You’re thirty years 
old, it’s time you start acting like it and get married. You’ll have a much better social 
standing with a wife by your side.” 

Cooper shook his head, “I don’t want a wife or a girlfriend. I don’t even want a 
relationship right now. Can we drop this so I can focus on business?” 

Stewart turned and gave his son a stern look. “You have to at least stay in the 
dating scene, or else...” he trailed off. 

Cooper was afraid to ask, but he knew he needed to know what concerned his 
father. “Or else what?” It wouldn’t be the first time he’d threatened to cut him out of 
the will, so he wasn’t overly concerned about that. He’d made his own money and 
could support himself so it wasn’t that either. 

Stewart leaned in closer and whispered, “People will talk if you’re living down 
here with all these beautiful women and not dating them.” 

Cooper laughed as he shook his head. “You worry too much about what people 
think.” 

“We have a reputation to uphold and I won’t have you tarnishing the name of 
Flannigan.” 

Cooper sucked in a deep breath. There was no point in arguing with the man. 
He’d be back in the city in a few days and it wouldn’t matter. He wasn’t looking for a 
woman, had no intentions of dating for a while and that was all there was to it. He 
turned back to the front of the resort as a woman was pulling her bags from the 
backseat of the taxi. She was having trouble wedging it out. He watched her grab it 
with both hands and give it a hard jerk. The bag came loose and causing her to spin 
around and almost fall. His heart skipped a beat when she looked up to see if anyone 
had seen her, her cheeks turned a rosy red. What struck him was her eyes. She had 
beautiful green eyes and a slight auburn tint to her hair. She was quite possibly the 
most beautiful woman he’d seen. It was a natural beauty, not like the made-up 
runway models he’d dated or the rich debutantes. This woman was average by all 
accounts of the women he’d dated in the past, but she was truly the most striking 
woman he’d ever laid eyes on. 

He pulled his eyes away to finish the conversation with his father, “No worries, 
Father,” he said as he shook his head, “the Flannigan name has survived a lot of 



scandals. I’m sure I can’t tarnish it much worse than it has been in the past.” He 
then turned and headed towards the main area of the resort. The taxi had gone and 
the woman had disappeared. He figured she was part of the cleaning crew the 
groundskeeper said he’d bring in. He was too aggravated at his father to worry about 
that at the moment. He wanted to find the lawyer and discuss when the meeting 
would take place so he could get on with business. 
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