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Bet Against Me

Trina Lee would sell
her own mother’s house out from under her if it meant securing a
sale, no joke. Her reputation as a ruthless deal closer and her record sales year in Boston’s
luxury property market should’ve landed her Realtor of the Year, so
when the award goes to new girl rival Kendall Yates, Trina is left
speechless. And, okay, turned on.

 


Kendall made more
enemies than friends the night
of her big win, but she couldn’t care less. She’s the best, and she
has the obnoxious glass paperweight to prove it. This is the edge
she needs to escape the shadow of her family’s reputation. When her
boss accepts a friendly bet that she can close the holy grail of
property deals, she’s not about to fold for anyone. Especially not
to overly cocky and annoyingly beautiful Trina. Even if it breaks
her heart.
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plot held my interest.”—Katie Pierce, Librarian, Hennepin County Library
(Minnesota)

 


 


Room Service

 


“The sexual tension
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Rêveur

 


“Room
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“Riley is a natural
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together, but also that both of them would grow and change enough
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Chapter One

Trina Lee stood in
front of her desk and looked to her right at the shelf lined with awards. She had sacrificed more
than a few dates, more than a few girlfriends, and most of her
weekends over the last five years to fill that shelf with an array
of glittering, glistening, gleaming plaques and accolades that led
her to this day, the day she’d be named Realtor of the Year. And
honestly, she couldn’t freaking wait.

“That’s an impressive
trophy shelf you’ve got there,” Ellison Gamble, her boss and the
owner of her realty office, Gamble and Associates, said from the
doorway of Trina’s corner
office.

“There’s always room
for more,” Trina replied, waving at the shelf as she looked at her
boss. Ellison was leaning against the doorframe with that elegant,
confident ease that she always seemed to embody. Nothing ever riled
Ellison—she was calm and
collected in the most intense of situations. That was one of the
things that made her such a ferocious businesswoman. She was
unshakable. And her success was legendary. At only forty-one,
Ellison was the youngest owner of any luxury real estate office in
Boston. Not to mention the most successful, at least in Trina’s
opinion. Ellison had it all, and Trina wanted to make Ellison
proud, because she admired Ellison, and not just because of her
amazing wardrobe. Luxury real estate was not for the weak or
thin-skinned, and Ellison had helped Trina become who she was
today. She owed her life to Ellison, or, at least, her trophy
shelf. “Or, worst case scenario, I’ll ask my boss for another
shelf.”

“I’m sure she’d be
agreeable to that,” Ellison replied. “You had an amazing year, Trina. You’ve had an amazing few
years. Make sure that you enjoy yourself tonight, no matter the
outcome.”

Trina beamed at the
compliment before a moment of insecurity crept in. “You’ll be
there, though, right?”

Ellison stood.
“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” She
held up her phone and pointed to it. “I have a conference call with
Charles Langley, and then I’m meeting Talia at my place to get
dressed.”

“Oh, tell Talia I said
thanks again for the dress recommendation,” Trina said.
Talia was Ellison’s personal stylist,
a contact Ellison had shared with her when they’d started working
together. Brand representation and image were important to
Ellison’s business model, and that was fine by Trina since she had
a weakness for shopping and designer clothes. She had a closet full
of commission checks spent on Talia’s clothing recommendations. She
wouldn’t change a single thing though—Talia had never steered her
wrong. And that red dress she was going to slay in tonight was no
exception.

“Will do.” Ellison turned to leave.

A thought occurred to Trina.
“Did you say Charles Langley? As in the new Harborside project in
the Seaport, that Charles Langley?”

Ellison looked back
over her shoulder and gave Trina a broad grin. “You’re finally
reading those emails I’ve been
sending, huh?”

Trina made a face.
“No. Well, yes, boss. But no, not
really.” She really should get better about those interoffice
memos. The truth was she knew Charles Langley’s name because he was
quickly becoming the most sought-after luxury developer in the
city. Everyone knew about the Harborside project. That luxury
condominium complex had been under construction on the water’s edge
for over a year and a half. You couldn’t drive through the Seaport
without seeing Langley’s construction vehicles and cranes littered
everywhere. He was practically a fixture in the landscape
there.

Ellison shook her head.
“Suddenly I’m not so sure you’re getting that extra award
shelf.”

“Just tell me—it’s
about the Harborside, right? Did you secure the contract? Tell me you did. Then tell me it’s
mine.” Trina was practically salivating at the thought. If the
preliminary mock-ups were any indication, Langley had spared no
expense on those condos. And though they were still under
construction, Trina was positive they would sell faster than he
could finish them. And that was a very good thing for everyone
involved.

“We’re just having a
friendly conversation,” Ellison said with a wink. “But never say
never.”

Trina barely contained
the squeal of excitement. “See
you tonight, Ellison.”

“Save me a seat at the
table,” Ellison said as she walked out of view.

Trina let her gaze
settle on the framed magazine article featuring her photographed wearing her favorite crimson
power suit. The picture was stunning and one she used for most of
her social media and marketing, and the article was…well, it was
kind of a dream come true. She had been named as one of Boston’s 30
Under 30, and though it was considered a superfluous title by some,
it had come at a time in Trina’s life when she’d needed the
professional acknowledgment to feel like she was doing some good in
the world. While making buckets of money, that was. That list
helped kick-start her best sales year to date, last year, the one
she was nominated for tonight. In some ways, that magazine article
had been the motivational kick in the pants she hadn’t realized she
needed.

“Are you done gloating
to the boss about your awesomeness, and are you ready to go? We have hair, champagne, makeup,
champagne, clothing, champagne…you know, all the essentials to get
to before you take home the big prize tonight. Time’s a-wasting,
Lee.” Lauren Calloway slipped through Trina’s door and broke her
from her reverie.

“Jeez, when you put it
that way, it almost sounds like we’re late. Which is preposterous
because I’m never late. Which makes it even more unbelievable that
you, Lauren Calloway, are my best friend and most trusted
colleague, because you’ve
never been on time for anything in your life,” Trina teased. “You
know, come to think of it, why are we even friends
again?”

“You wound me.” Lauren
feigned offense and placed her hand over her heart. “We’re friends
because without me, your overly cocky, insufferable trophy-collecting ego would suck all
the air out of the room and we’d all be as dead as”—she pointed to
the graveyard of plants that lined one of Trina’s windows—“those
orchids you keep killing.”

Trina sighed. She
certainly lacked the green thumb her mother had. She liked to think she also lacked her
mother’s overly judgmental existence as well, seeing as she was
able to maintain plenty of friendships. Granted, none of them were
romantic, but still. Her mother was challenging to be around, but
the woman had a way with plants. She made a mental note to bring
the dead ones to her next time they crossed paths, which was as
infrequently as Trina could make it these days. There was a
collection of dead plants in her guest room at home that attested
to this fact.

“It’s true—I can’t be
trusted with flora or fauna,” Trina acquiesced.

“There you go again,
talking about all the hot women you’ve conquered in your wake.
Brag, brag, brag. Poor Flora and Fauna didn’t stand a chance.”
Lauren bumped her hip as she
joined her in leaning against the front of her desk.

“It was rather rude of
me to date family members, wasn’t it?” Trina rested her head on her
best friend’s shoulder. She was grateful to have a coworker and
best friend in the same person. It made the occasional absurdity of this job easier to
handle.

“Are we talking about
the Patterson twins now? Or the fictional Flora and Fauna sisters I
just made up?” Lauren paused before shifting away from Trina to
gawk at her. “Wait, do you have something to tell
me?”

Trina laughed. “No. We both
know I’m married to this job, Lau. Who wants to date someone who’s
always working, never free on weekends, and constantly scanning
social media for listing opportunities?”

“Another Realtor?”
Lauren joked. “Just kidding, we both know that you could never handle that kind of competition
outside of the bedroom.”

“As if there would be any
competition,” Trina scoffed.

“And there’s the ego I
know and love,” Lauren said. “You really should go on a date,
though, Trina. I mean, you’re
the total package once you get past all that bravado and annoying
successfulness.”

“Are you hitting on
me?” Trina pulled her friend into a hug and swayed them both side
to side. Lauren being gay was an added bonus to their friendship.
She’d spent many a night on
Lauren’s couch commiserating over women and how hard dating had
become. Neither of them had been successful at it, but at least
they were failing together.

“Alas, no. I could
never live up to your punctuality standards,” Lauren said before
adding, “and you’re way too
short for me.”

“Hey.” Trina slapped her
shoulder as Lauren wriggled away. “Five three is a perfectly
acceptable height. Plus, in heels I’m the same height as you.”

“Until
I put on shoes, that is,” Lauren said as she grabbed
Trina’s purse from her chair and handed it to her. “Let’s just
admit your affinity for the tallest possible heels is so you can be
more like me, your best friend and most loyal
confidant.”

“I hate you.” Trina took the
purse and followed Lauren toward her office door.

“Lies, all lies,” Lauren
said as she linked arms with her. “So, are you ready for
tonight?”

“Yes,” Trina said
without hesitation. She’d gone over the numbers and sales again and
again, and the fact was her competition didn’t hold a candle to her
successes. Except for that
mysterious Kendall Yates. She didn’t know much about her, but her
sales had been impressive, especially since she’d done them, it
appeared, exclusively alone. Trina prided herself on her solo
accomplishments, but she had a great team at Gamble and Associates,
and she would often buddy-up on properties. She’d learned long ago
that luxury real estate was more of a community job than a solitary
one. With the support of Lauren and the other agents at Gamble, and
the help of junior agent Jax, whom she was more than a little
indebted to, she was able to take big risks and know that she had
backup if she needed it. She had a support system of people who
trusted her to make the right decision and lead the charge if need
be, but who would also be there to help her if she needed them.
Like, if she locked herself out of her office, or if she’d ordered
too much Thai food when she was sleep deprived and blindly using
her food delivery app during an office meeting. They were good
people and she was glad to be around them.

“Good. Because Ellison is
going to have a bronze bust of your head made when you close this
deal tonight,” Lauren deadpanned. “I heard she plans to put it at
the entrance to the bathrooms. Like a greeter of sorts.”

“That’s a terrifying
notion.” Trina thought of
people rubbing the head for good luck after their bathroom trip
when they probably didn’t wash their hands, and she shuddered. “And
gross. Totally gross.”

She thought about
Lauren’s teasing for a moment. She would be lying if she
didn’t admit that a large part
of her wanted to make Ellison proud. Because it was Ellison who had
helped her realize that though success came from hard work, it also
came from teamwork. Which is why she was so proud to be nominated
this year—she’d done her homework, she’d put in her hours, she’d
worked hard alone and as a team member. And she’d damn well earned
this award. She deserved it. And that sense of accomplishment was
something she had been chasing for longer than she’d like to
admit.

As she turned
to close her office door and
flick off the light, she let her gaze settle on the orchid
graveyard. She wasn’t the best at everything, but she knew she was
the best at selling properties. She’d had a gift for it since she’d
first stumbled onto the career while in college. Her parents had
balked when she took her psychology degree to the Real Estate
Board, but her schooling had served her well. She was great with
people, she was patient and understanding, and she knew how to
gauge just the right amount of pressure to apply or space to give a
client. But she was damn competitive, too. And even though her
mother never approved of her career path, she’d silenced her father
with that first big luxury home sale commission check. She’d chosen
a path that her family didn’t understand, but she was excelling in
it, and she had no plans to stop anytime soon.

She shut off the light
and closed the door. The promise of tonight’s outcome made her
vibrate with excitement. Because even though a career in
horticulture probably wasn’t
in her future, there was one full of fast cash, expensive price
tags, and the rush of closing a deal.
And that part, well, that was something that never seemed to get
old. She let herself bask in that as Lauren talked animatedly next
to her in the elevator ride down to the lobby. She smiled because
life was good. She’d done well for herself, and she was proud of
that. Nothing could bring her down from this high she felt right
now. Not one thing.


Chapter Two

Kendall Yates hated
waiting. Like, really hated
it. To say being forced to wait for something, or worse, someone,
was a pet peeve of hers was the understatement of the century. And
as she waited for her boss, Whitaker Sharkney, to stop schmoozing
with every single human being who came through the door, she had
visions of strangling him with that goofy bow tie he always
wore.

“You look tense. You
need a drink,” Whitaker said as he waved over one of the waiters.
He handed a champagne flute to Kendall as he guided her toward the
balcony. “Relax. Drink up.”

“Thanks,” Kendall said
as she accepted the glass so as not to be rude, though she had no
intention of drinking tonight. She wanted to have her
wits about her since this day seemed
to only get worse, not better, as it went on.

The morning had
started off with an awesome spin class with her bestie, Margo
Channing, leading the exercise session. She’d had an all-star
performance in class, but the success high quickly plummeted when she reached her office. She
did not even have her coat off before news came in that a
multi-million-dollar single home sale she’d effectively secured had
suddenly fallen through. But the news about her father that
followed shortly after was what made her feel like the world’s
largest stone was sitting in her stomach. And try as she might to
focus on anything else, she couldn’t. Because how did you ignore
news that the man you hated more than anyone in the world had been
released from prison? The uncertainty of what that meant for her
was making her feel jittery.

So no champagne
tonight, not even the celebratory kind, because the last thing she
needed was to be uninhibited at a formal social event like the
Northeast Real Estate Awards
for fear that she might let the truth slip: Kendall was scared, for
the first time in a long time. Because the walls that had kept him
in had kept her safe, but with no walls, nothing would stop him
from interfering with her life again. No amount of distance. No
attempt at a new life. Nothing. Dick Yates took what he wanted when
he wanted it, and if he wanted to take what little joy she had
scrounged up since starting over these past few years, she knew he
had the power and connections to do it.

“Ah, look at all those gleefully ignorant hopefuls
out there,” Whitaker said as they looked down at the ballroom
below. “A roomful of hardworking agents waiting to accept their
awards and not anticipating having to be gracious losers. But
there’s always a winner and a loser, right? And I can’t wait for
you to win tonight.” He clinked his now near empty glass with her
full one.

“We’ll see,” Kendall
said as she gave him a small smile. His confidence was refreshing,
but she knew that more than just numbers and sales went into this award. Realtor of the Year
came with a long checklist of items that needed to be fulfilled
before a candidate would even be considered. Aside from individual
and team sales volume, considerable weight was given to community
contribution, charitable work and service commitments completed in
the calendar year, and the candidate’s perceived integrity and
adherence to the Code of Ethics of the industry. Oh, and no one
with less than fifteen years’ experience had ever been a contender.
But times were changing, and of the four finalists this year, two
were young rising stars in the industry, and Kendall was one of
them.

She flipped open the
program for tonight and scanned the faces of the finalists. The
other superstar she was up against was Trina Lee, Gamble and Associates’ lead agent, who had a
reputation for being practically ruthless when closing a deal. And
though Kendall had never met her in person, she’d traveled in her
wake and seen the stats: Trina was the gold standard, a mirror of
her mentor and boss, Ellison Gamble, who’d had a similar
rocket-like start to her career. Ellison was an all-star in her own
right—well, depending on who you talked to, Kendall
thought.

Almost as if on cue,
Whitaker tapped Trina’s photograph and snorted. “I
can’t wait to see the look on
Ellison’s face when her prize pupil falls to the new kid in town.”
He patted her on the shoulder as he added, “They’re not going to
know what hit them.”

“Why do you hate her
so much?” Kendall blurted out before thinking better
of it.

Whitaker paused. “Trina?
She’s too cocky.”

“No.” Kendall could sort of
understand that opinion, assuming all those rumors she’d heard
about Trina were true. “Ellison. Why do you hate Ellison?”

Whitaker appeared
uncomfortable, adjusting his bow tie and pulling at his collar as he answered, “I
don’t hate
her. I just think it’s time that she
realizes that there are other stars in this town besides the ones
in her office. It’s a testament to my faith in you, Kendall. That’s
all.”

Kendall didn’t believe
that for a minute. She’d heard
rumblings over the year and a half that she’d worked at Sharkney
Realty that Ellison had been a protégé of Whitaker’s, way back
when. Kendall assumed he now resented her professionally because
she’d been so successful on her own. Kendall could see how that
would be frustrating for anyone. Seeing someone succeed in spite of
you must be annoying as hell. She was damn sure that’s how her
father felt about her walking out on the family business three
years ago.

Oh, what she would
give to see his face if she
won tonight. He’d sworn to her that she’d be ruined if she left his
real estate empire back in Connecticut. But his controlling ways
and ethically and legally questionable business dealings left a bad
taste in her mouth. She was sick of being under his thumb and
influence, of being tainted by association. No success she ever had
was considered her own, as long as he had anything to say about it.
He was convinced he’d made her, in every way possible. She’d long
grown tired of that narrative, so when the opportunity for a fresh
start in Boston presented itself, she took it. And she hadn’t
looked back once.

“Look, you joining our
team was a breath of fresh air, I’ll admit that,” Whitaker said as
he handed his empty glass off to a passing waiter. “I wasn’t sure what I was getting into
when you walked through that door, but you were so confident and
sure of yourself, I would have been a fool to ignore that fire and
let you slip away.”

“I was more than a
little sure of myself.” Kendall remembered that first day well. She’d come in guns blazing,
mustering up all her confidence and prep school charm training to
woo Whitaker into hiring her. She had an impressive sales record
back in Connecticut, but she’d be basically starting from scratch
in Boston. It was a risk to take her on, but one that she knew had
paid off exponentially. That’s what made tonight so wonderful—in no
time at all, she’d succeeded where her father promised she’d fail.
And she knew without a doubt in her mind that she’d been fueled by
her hatred for her father the entire time. She never seemed to
tire; she never ran out of fight. She felt like she had something
to prove, and she’d fucking done it. She did this all on her own
and she deserved this. All of it. “Turns out you made the right
choice.”

“You could say that
again,” Whitaker said as he grabbed another passing glass and
drained half of it. “Of course, I did my due diligence and looked
into your past. You being a Yates from Connecticut and all—it
seemed too convenient and
coincidental for you to be the phenome that you were without some
connection to the famed Dick Yates. That was an added bonus.
Clearly your entire family has a talent for making money. Cheers to
that.”

Kendall froze.
Whitaker had never mentioned that he’d made the connection. He’d also never told her he’d
looked into her. And she sure as hell never talked about her
father, ever. “You did what?”

Whitaker waved his
hand and motioned around them. “You can’t be surprised, Kendall. I
mean, look at the caliber of
people we’re up against here. This is a cutthroat business. One
sale could net an agent fifty to eighty thousand dollars or more in
commission. We’re in the business of selling luxury to the highest
bidder. I wasn’t about to put my neck out for someone who showed up
with lots of confidence but a sales sheet from anywhere but here.
You talked a good game, Kendall, but your name is what got you
through the door.”

Kendall felt the color drain
from her face. “You can’t be fucking serious.”

“I don’t get
it. You’re mad? Why?” Whitaker
looked confused. “You clearly have proven yourself capable and
deserving of this nomination. You absolutely slaughtered the
competition and did it entirely alone. Your numbers are all
individual—not even Ellison’s pet can say that. She’s got team
volume contributions on her dance card. You don’t need a team.
You’ve been a one-woman wrecking crew and moneymaker from the
get-go. The flair for sales in your family line is
incredible.”

“I need to use the
ladies’ room. I’ll see you at the table.” Kendall didn’t wait for his reply. She was seeing
red, and she needed to get away from him as fast as possible before
the other part of her father that she inherited besides his
talent—his anger—reared its ugly head. That was not a
trait she was proud of, and it was something her mother often
commented about, how similar she and her father were in the rage
department. But she wasn’t her father. She didn’t fly off the
handle and verbally abuse anything with a pulse that crossed her
path. But, admittedly, she had to work hard to keep her temper at
bay once she was triggered. And suddenly her faith in her control
was failing her. Today had been a day of too many bombshells for
her to handle. She was feeling very triggered,
and she needed some air. Now.

 


* * *

 


She let the cool water
from the faucet trickle down her fingers before watching it slowly
swirl down the drain. Whitaker’s revelation shouldn’t have
surprised her or angered her like it did. It was more that this
whole fucking day had been one
load of shit piled on another. This was supposed to be an exciting
day for her, a celebration of her successes, regardless of who won
Realtor of the Year. She was up for an armful of achievements, and
even if she didn’t take home the top prize, she knew she should be
proud of the fact that she was even short-listed at all. She’d
fought so hard for this, and yet, right now, it felt empty. She
felt empty.

She shut off the
faucet and looked at herself in the mirror. Her bloodline was all
over her face, which annoyed
her in this instance. She had her father’s green eyes. But hers
were kinder and so much brighter. Her mother’s thick, wavy blond
hair sat atop her head in an elaborate updo she’d definitely
overpaid for on Newbury Street earlier. Her features had served her
well over the years, but tonight they were a painful reminder of
where she came from. There didn’t seem to be enough distance from
that past for her, especially not today.

She reapplied her
lipstick even though her makeup was flawless. Years of
being one of the faces of the Yates
real estate empire had taught her the tricks of the trade, and she
was as good as any Hollywood makeup artist for sure. Image was
everything in this business, and the more beautiful you were on the
outside, the easier it was to sell something, anything. Especially
luxury real estate, which was the business of extravagant living
and beautiful people. And Kendall knew she had a pedigree in both.
She’d thought by coming to Boston to start over that she could
leave some of that behind. She’d erased her social media presence,
fudged a few details on her résumé that wouldn’t draw too much
attention and didn’t impact her sales numbers, and basically became
reborn here. She’d started from scratch, and it had been damn
hard.

She
brushed an errant hair off her
forehead and tucked it into the ornate antique clip she’d found at
that little boutique in Brookline. She looked beautiful, but that
empty feeling from before was there and it was palpable. She’d
wanted to pave her own way, and she’d thought that she had.
Suddenly she wasn’t so sure of that. How many clients had Whitaker
floated her way that he’d already tainted with mention of her
father? Or worse, had other people made that connection and assumed
she was just an extension of Dick Yates in another city? No one had
said anything to her, but she didn’t trust herself right
now.

She started doing a
mental tally of all the transactions she’d closed. Her banner year
had come to its peak with a last-minute, end-of-year sale that
narrowly made it through
before the close of business on New Year’s Eve. The sale had seemed
like great fortune at the time, lucky even. But was it more than
that? Had that sale, like all the others, been influenced by her
father? Had she just overlooked something? Had she ignored the
signs? Did everyone know she was Dick’s daughter?

Two laughing agents
came into the bathroom, and Kendall looked at them, feeling as insecure as her thoughts were
chaotic. Tonight was supposed to be a night of celebration, but it
certainly didn’t feel like one. And on top of feeling empty, she
had never felt so alone.


Chapter Three

Trina swore she must be
dreaming. But this wasn’t a
dream—it was very obviously a nightmare. Just moments before, her
picture was on the screen behind the podium on the stage, and her
accomplishments were being lauded to a room full of applause, and
it was announced that she was…the runner-up. The runner-up?
Impossible. This was impossible.

Last year’s winner,
Carter Something Unremarkable, rambled on, and Trina felt numb.
“This was the closest race we’ve ever had in the history of this
award, and what a wonderful problem it is to have—two
incredible salespeople working
toward the same goal, upholding the highest of standards in the
industry. It’s a proud day for us and for our industry as a whole.
Congratulations to this year’s winner, Kendall Yates.”

Trina was vaguely
aware of her hands clapping,
but the rest was sort of a blur. Kendall gave a short speech—too
short a speech, if you asked her. One that didn’t seem worthy of a
winner. Who the fuck was this Kendall Yates anyway?

“You okay?” Lauren leaned
over her shoulder, breaking her trance.

“What?” Trina did not feel okay. She
felt…blindsided.

“You have this creepy
plastic grin on your face, and your hands are getting red from
clapping.” Lauren reached out to still her robotic movement. “Look
at me.”

Trina turned to look
at Lauren but caught Ellison’s
gaze from across the table. Ellison was expressionless, save for
one raised eyebrow. An almost contemplative one. Trina was not
feeling contemplative. She was feeling sick.

“Let’s take a walk.”
Lauren didn’t wait for her to answer, instead pulling
her to her feet. Trina did her best
to walk as casually as possible with her friend, but a part of her
felt like it was still sitting at that table, locked in position by
disbelief.

Lauren smiled and
thanked some people on Trina’s behalf as they wove
between the tables toward the
stairs leading to the outdoor balcony. Trina managed a few tight
grins, but words failed her. She had failed
her. She’d lost. How had she lost?

The cool night air on
her face caused her to blink back tears, the sudden temperature
change making her eyes water.
Or maybe she was just crying. She wasn’t sure.

“Okay. It’s okay,”
Lauren said as she rubbed her hands up and down Trina’s arms, but
Trina shivered all the same. This dress was not meant for a cold
evening like this. This dress was made for an over the top, pretentious celebration. This
was not a loser’s dress, and yet, it apparently was that,
too.

“How did I miss this?”
Trina asked, still unbelieving of what transpired. “I watched the
numbers. I scrutinized the sales data on MLS and followed the buzz around every Realtor in Boston
for an entire fucking year. And yes, Kendall Yates’s name was
thrown around here or there, but there was no way she was going to
hit the numbers by the close of the year. She never works with
other agents, her community contributions are the bare minimum, and
no one knows a thing about her. She’s like a ghost. Who the fuck
even is she? Where did she even come from?”

“Connecticut.”
Ellison’s voice was soft. Trina hadn’t realized she’d followed them
out there. The previously
empty balcony suddenly felt crowded.

Trina turned to face her,
wiping her last tear away as she tried to quiet the white noise in
her ears. “Connecticut?”

Ellison nodded, her
expression bleak. “She’s Dick Yates’s daughter. She came to
town quietly but evidently
didn’t stay that way.”

“You’re joking.” Trina
frowned.

“Whoa, whoa. Slow
down.” Lauren shook her head and put her hands up. “The
white-collar crook with the pretty sizeable real estate empire who
went to jail for real estate fraud? That guy?”

“If by sizeable you
mean the rumored thirty million dollar plus real estate empire and
monopoly in all of Connecticut,” Trina said. Everyone in the
business knew about Dick Yates and his jail sentence, but she
didn’t know the details except that he was rumored to be a bully and someone who drove all his
competitors out of town through force and other means. He was also
believed to be aligned with enough shady politicians to have gotten
deal after deal approved by any city he’d stepped into within
Connecticut’s borders, though she’d not seen any solid proof of
that. But she had heard enough to let her know she never wanted to
meet the man. And she certainly never wanted to be beaten by his
daughter.

Ellison sighed. “Yes, that
guy.”

Trina took in
the information and something broke
inside her. “I busted my ass for God knows how long, and some
nepotistic newb just waltzed in here with Daddy’s contacts and
stole it from me?”

Lauren looked
horrified but Trina couldn’t stop herself. The chill from
before was gone, her rage
about the newly revealed information making her feel like she was
on fire. “This is ridiculous. Who did she have to pay off on that
judging board to make this the closest race in history? I’d like to
see some receipts to support this fucking fake news.”

“Ellison.” Whitaker
Sharkney’s tone was gloating as he stepped onto the ever more
crowded balcony. “Such a shame about Ms. Lee.” He turned, seeming
to feign surprise at noticing Trina three feet away. “Oh, my
apologies, Trina. I didn’t see
you there.”

“I bet.” Trina’s lip curled
and her instinct told her to lunge at him until she felt Lauren’s
hand on her wrist, steadying her.

Ellison turned to face
him, her expression cold. “Whitaker, it’s always a pleasure. How’s
business? Good? You lost every
single category you had an agent in tonight, so maybe not so
much.”

“Except the category that
mattered, you mean.” Whitaker grinned like a Cheshire cat, and
Trina scowled.

“Well now, I saw the
numbers, Whitaker. It seems to me you owe Ms. Yates a
piece of the business. Since she’s
the only one generating any of it. Not unlike when I was doing all
the work for you all those years ago, right? What was it you called
me when I asked for my fair share? Ungrateful,
I believe.” Ellison had an edge to her voice that Trina hadn’t
heard before.

Whitaker snarled. “You
were too big for your britches then—and now, it seems. Kendall took
a fifth of the time it took your shooting star to achieve her
success. It’s just too bad you put all your chips on a losing
agent. Guess you gambled and
lost, huh?”

Ellison’s laugh was
chilly. “A gambling reference? Really? I suppose I should expect
nothing less from a shark like you.” Her
smile had ice in it. “You always were a cheat, Whitaker. Seems like
that hasn’t changed.”

Whitaker glared at Ellison,
and Trina wasn’t sure what to do, until she noticed Kendall
approaching over his shoulder, and then her mouth jumped out in
front of her brain.

“Were you in on this twisted
little fuck-you game Sharkney over here is playing?” Trina called
out, and Kendall stopped short of Whitaker’s side, her expression
one of surprise.

“Excuse me?” Kendall
replied. With her this close, Trina was able to see the
emerald glow of her eyes and
the way that necklace she wore complemented them so nicely. The
combo of the white Chanel pantsuit and no shirt on the strikingly
beautiful woman would have normally caused Trina’s heart to skip a
beat, but in this case, Kendall’s statuesque beauty only fueled her
rage. She was beautiful and well-dressed on top of being unjustly
awarded Trina’s title? No. Fucking. Way.

“That depends, do you
need excusing?” Trina replied. “Like, should we excuse your win
tonight because your father’s
name did all the work? Or should we excuse the fact that you
certainly leveraged that little bloodline nugget to get some
numbers on your side to secure the win? Are we excusing cheating?
Because that’s what this feels like. Nepotism. Plain and simple.”
Trina spit the last bit out as bile rose in her throat. She hated
to lose, but she hated losing due to favoritism more than
anything.

Kendall cocked her
head to the side and seemed to survey Trina before answering. Her
voice was low, and her words were fast when she said, “I came over here to tell Whitaker I was
leaving because I have better things to do than exchange small talk
with losers like you. But since you’ve decided to drag me into
whatever death spiral of shame you feel for being the first-place
loser to my win, then you’d better brace yourself. Because I’m not
going anywhere. And you can say all you want about my family’s name
and how you think it might have influenced tonight’s award, but I
can assure you, I did this all on my own. And I’ll do it again and
again.” The smile she gave Trina was as fake as the blond hair on
her head. “Get used to the feeling of coming up short.”

“And I suppose that
threat is meant to make me shake in my Louboutins, is it?” Trina
laughed. “What a heavy burden that legacy must be for you. I can’t imagine what all those
open doors and windows must be like. Drafty, I bet. One long, clear
hallway of Daddy’s favors and money helping you reach your goals.
You probably haven’t had to work for anything in your entire life,
have you? What a gift.”

Kendall’s nostrils flared
and Trina knew she’d hit her target. “Listen, bitch—”

“That’s enough.” Ellison
stepped forward, her hands raised between them. “Let’s settle this,
shall we?”

“Settle what? Your
sore loser is verbally attacking my star agent.” Whitaker’s arms were crossed in what
appeared to be boredom. “It’s been settled. You lost. Kendall’s
right—you ought to get used to that.”

Kendall shot her boss
a look and Trina would have cared except all she could think about
was how much she hated Kendall
even though she knew next to nothing about her.

Ellison turned to Kendall
and addressed her. “You’re insisting you did this all on your own.
All I’m saying is—prove it.”

“I don’t need to prove
anything to any of you.” Kendall’s gaze on hers remained unwavering as she spoke. Trina wanted
to punch her.

“You don’t,” Ellison
replied. “But there is no way that your award will ever carry
anything but doubt and rumors. Unless you can replicate your
success. Without a shadow of a doubt, prove that you earned the title.”

“I’m over this,” Kendall
said in a huff as she turned to leave.

“So Trina’s right
then.” Kendall stopped when Ellison spoke. “That legacy burden is
too much for you. I understand, I know Whitaker does. He built his
entire career using his
uncle’s connections. You aren’t that different, I guess. I’m glad
you found each other,” she said.

“We’re done here.” Whitaker
reached for Kendall, but Kendall pulled away from his grasp.

“You don’t know anything
about me.” Kendall’s voice rose.

Trina scoffed. “Oh, I’d bet
Wikipedia will tell me all I need to know, but I’m sure that
doesn’t mesh with your fictional underdog narrative, so please,
continue with your vague, sweeping declarations.”

Lauren chuckled and
Trina almost forgot she was out there with them.

“Oh, c’mon, Whitaker,”
Ellison taunted. “Are you too afraid to be proven for the fraud
that you are? You’re the one who said I gambled and lost. What do
you say to a friendly wager, one that will prove which of these
ladies is the true Realtor of
the Year?” Ellison’s question was provoking.

“I’m listening,” Whitaker
said as he leaned in, his beady eyes darting back and forth. He
looked like a rat. With a bow tie. What grown man wore a bow
tie?

“I had a long chat
with Charles Langley today. The Harborside is nearly ready for the showing of some select
units while the rest are being finished. He hasn’t signed with a
realty firm to represent him yet, but the buzz on that property is
plenty loud. It’s expected to sell out long before the construction
finishes.” Ellison leaned against the railing behind her and
motioned toward Whitaker. “Charles mentioned you were in the hunt
for that opportunity. I mean, you’d be foolish not to be, since
it’s guaranteed profit with next to no heavy lifting. You know how
new builds go: fast sales, clean paper trails, high
payouts.”

“What’s the point of this
monologue, Ellison?” Whitaker snapped. “Charles hasn’t made his
decision yet, so this is a useless discussion.”

Ellison gave him a
small smile, and she looked at
Kendall as she spoke. “Charles did make his decision. He chose
Gamble and Associates to represent him. I made him an offer he
couldn’t refuse. So he didn’t.”

“Booyah.” Trina felt
her rage ebb with the revelation that Ellison had secured the
contract. This was an
opportunity she had been dying for, and it was hers now. Things
suddenly seemed less shitty.

“You’re lying,” Whitaker
sputtered, looking significantly less arrogant.

“I’m not.” Ellison
kept her gaze on Kendall. “I’ll make you a similar offer,
Ms. Yates. Prove yourself
worthy of that title you just won by taking on the friendly wager.
I’ll agree to co-represent the Harborside with Whitaker’s group,
and you and Trina fight to outsell each other.”

“What?” Trina couldn’t
believe this. Ellison must be drunk, right? “You’re joking.”

“No, thanks.” Kendall waved
Ellison off and turned to leave again.

“Tell me more,”
Whitaker said as he leaned in again, the look of greed in his face unmistakable. He was
disgusting.

“I said no, Whitaker,”
Kendall barked at him, and he surveyed her briefly before turning
his attention back to Ellison.

“There’s no reason to
be rude, Kendall,” he shot back. “Ellison has something she’d
like to propose.” Whitaker
dismissed her, and Trina cringed. Even though she had no idea what
alien had invaded Ellison’s brain and taken over her physical form
at this exact moment, she had never once felt dismissed by Ellison.
Not ever. Not that Trina had any real idea what the fuck was going
on right now, but still, Whitaker Sharkney was an ass.

“We’ll both represent
Langley. We’ll iron out the details, but we’ll work as a
partnership. The office that contracts the highest sales total in
the building wins. There are
eight floors and five units on each, two penthouses, and a
commercial space for rent on the first floor, rear of the building.
Langley already has buyers lined up for some of the spaces. We’ll
just have to fill the rest,” Ellison said.

Trina
looked over at Lauren’s gaping
expression and felt exactly the same way. Why was Ellison offering
to give up part of the profits? And why would she offer that to
Whitaker, of all people?

“But it doesn’t seem
like it’s something you’re interested in.” Ellison
shrugged as she added, “If Kendall’s
too afraid she can’t perform without outside help, then there’s no
point in discussing this further. I don’t need the partnership.
This was just a way to determine the real all-star here. It’s
really too bad for you, Whitaker. The remaining units are
collectively projected to sell for over eighty million
dollars.”

“We’re in.” Whitaker nodded
and stuck out his hand. “Let’s talk specifics tomorrow.”

“Like hell,” Kendall
replied, looking furious. “Who’s the we here,
Whitaker? Because it sure as hell isn’t me. You two want to play
some sick fuck millionaire’s chess game, you can do it on your own
time. Leave me out of it.”

“Sounds like they gave
that trophy to the wrong person tonight then,” Trina said. “Because
there’s no way I’d pass up a
guaranteed payday, even for pride. Guess you can, since you’re on
Daddy’s payroll no matter whether you close a sale or not, right?
Man, you got it rough, girl.” Trina heard the words leaving her
mouth. Was she actually goading Kendall into taking her money now?
What was in that champagne tonight?

Kendall’s eyes flashed
with anger and she stepped toward Trina. “You are as cocky as people say, aren’t you? Even in the face of such
an embarrassing loss, you’re like an angry chihuahua nipping at
ankles. It’s pathetic.”

“Did you just make a short
joke?” Trina laughed and loved that Kendall looked even more mad
than before. “Because that’s twice now. You’ll have to do better
than that, Blondie. I do my best work when I’m antagonized.”

Kendall
hissed. “You would never win
this competition. I beat you once and I’ll do it again.”

“Bet against me,”
Trina challenged as she smiled her first genuine smile since before
the awards started tonight. Fuck that stupid award—this was where
the excitement was. She’d make
it her goddamn life’s mission to beat Kendall Yates. It was
decided. Whatever Ellison’s motives were didn’t matter. That
Harborside top seller title was hers. “Give me all the fuel I need
to light your ass up.”

“Great,” Whitaker said
as he clapped. “It’s been
decided then.”

Kendall looked at him
like he’d lost his mind but said nothing. Trina took this as a win
since Kendall was visibly shaking with anger, and Trina preferred
they not progress beyond verbally sparring to physical altercation.
She was plenty scrappy and had
no concerns about her ability to quite literally kick Kendall’s
ass, but this dress was rather form-fitting and it might slow her
down a bit.

“Send me the details
of your proposal tomorrow, and let’s see if we can agree to the
terms,” Whitaker said, his
expression a child’s on Christmas morning. “This will be fun,
Ellison. How exciting.”

Ellison gave him a brief nod
as he walked away but said nothing to Trina and Lauren, which Trina
found to be more than a little maddening.

Trina
watched him leave with Kendall
near his side, speaking angrily, her voice raised but her words
inaudible.

“Does anyone want to talk
about what just happened? Or what the hell is going on?” Lauren
sounded as confused as Trina felt.

“Trina’s going to get
that title, like she deserves.
And we’re all going to make a boatload of money in the process,”
Ellison said as she placed a hand on each of their backs and
ushered them back inside. “It’s cold out here. Let’s celebrate the
fact that we swept every category we were in—”

“Except Realtor of the
Year.” Trina hated admitting that.

“Except that,” Ellison
agreed, but she didn’t look upset in the
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