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To my fabulous critique partners, Laurie Gifford Adams and Lorraine Lander, and the newcomer to our group, Brooke Baker. Thank you for helping me hack the original version of the story down to the roots so that the real story could grow back stronger than before. And thank you to all my lovely readers who allowed me to take the necessary time to rework this story. I’ve never written and discarded so much of a book before (21 chapters!), but I know this version is far better than what I had started. I hope you do, too!

Professionally, Dovey Werner’s life is great. Her love life? Not so much. When her magical family ring finally appears to her, Dovey is ecstatic... until she realizes she must choose between her high school crush, Chance Best, and his best friend, Brady Eriksson, who she dated for a year. (Un)lucky for her, she’ll be working with both of them in a televised home-flip reality show as they compete against three other teams to renovate a full house in a month. Problems start when the dreams come, showing her a Viking lifetime when the ring first became cursed. If Dovey understands correctly, she chose wrong in a past life, condemning hundreds of generations to doom, including that of her own parents! If she messes up this time, will she ruin her siblings’ happiness as well as her own? 

Solopreneur Chance Best knows he’s a perfect candidate for the home-flip show, but since he must choose a partner, he picks Dovey Werner, a girl from high school he liked but never pursued due to his pact with his best pal, Brady. Winning means working with his favorite TV crew and helping Homes for Humans, his dream. But Dovey is hard to overlook, and worst of all, the guys all love her. Though Chance claims he does not want to date Dovey, the thought of her with anyone else, especially Brady, grates on him. But how can he tell Dovey that Brady is wrong for her without revealing he is her, ahem, Best Chance at happiness?

Will building a house together tear this team apart? Or will this contest be the foundation of a beautiful relationship? 

​

Author’s Note

Three-hundred fifty years before Romeo and Juliet was written, the Nordic world recited what has come to be known as the Laxdǣla Saga. In this tragic romance, a beautiful and talented young woman named Gudrun was considered cursed by her village. Why? A wiseman informed her she would have four husbands in total, which did not bode well for her. She married at age 15 and divorced that man shortly thereafter. Her next husband died at sea. 

After that, Gudrun befriended two foster brothers, Kjartan and Bolli. She and Kjartan were considered a good match, but Kjartan and Bolli took to the seas despite Gudrun’s pleas to bring her with them. Kjartan remained in Norway, but Bolli returned, truthfully informing Gudrun that her beloved Kjartan had become close with the queen. Bolli then asked for Gudrun’s hand in marriage. Despite Gudrun’s lingering attachment to Kjartan, she reluctantly wedded Bolli. Kjartan returned years later to find his beloved married to the man he considered his best friend. Hard feelings erupted and insults passed lips, fueled by Gudrun’s calumny and scorn. This escalated until a family feud erupted, culminating with Bolli killing his best friend, Kjartan. 

I have incorporated as much of the original Laxdǣla Saga and Viking history into this story as possible, taking only slight liberties with the tale as necessary.

The most important thing to know, though, is that Kjartan’s grandmother, an Irish princess, was abducted by Vikings as a teenager and sold into slavery. 

And she carried with her one very special ring....

BEFORE 

YOU 

BEGIN:

Have you read 

Cloudy Skies: Prequel?

It’s free! It also sets up the entire series.

Click here to download your ebook.
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Dovey snapped upright in bed, panting as she oriented herself to the darkness. Her fingers landed on her still-pounding chest, and she half expected to encounter a metal breastplate. Instead, she touched only her cotton pajama top. Though the weight of her marmot fur-lined cloak slowly dissipated from her shoulders, the burden of her dream remained. 

Lately, they had become more vivid, more real. Filled with anger. Betrayal. Regret. As she inhaled deep breaths to calm her racing heart, Dovey tried to mentally grasp and recall the threads before they unraveled the way dreams naturally did. 

She’d looked different, shorter, stockier, but Dovey knew it was still her. Each time she’d had this dream she’d been yellow haired, with thick braids that ran from her forehead backwards, almost like a mohawk. In the dream, Dovey sensed she’d been married to the blond man beside her, but then another man had appeared at the door, a full bearskin pelt in his arms. Rustic, handsome, in an untamed kind of way. His dark beard was neatly trimmed to a point. While most of his head had been shaved, his top knot sported a dozen braids— just like hers— though his twined into a giant one that dangled a foot off the back of his head, braided neatly with a strip of leather into a queue. He wore a boiled leather jerkin and matching arm guards over a gray woolen tunic. Silver fox fur lined the tops of his heavy boots, as well as the underside of his billowing black woolen cloak. A thousand freckles told of his long journey away at sea. 

He was the very image of a warrior sea captain.

When his piercing dark eyes locked on hers, a wave of... of... regret had washed over her. What did she regret? Had she treated the newcomer badly? Why had she come to her feet so slowly when their servant had opened the door to reveal him? Was he about to harm them?

As Dovey wiped her palm down her face, a realization struck her: Dovey was a Viking.

She felt pressure on her ring finger and reached for it, but nothing was there, despite the lingering sensation on her flesh. Could it be her family ring visiting her? The ring was Nordic; did her dreams have something to do with that? Was it finally her turn to find her perfect match?

If so, why was she getting these tragic nightmares? No one else in her family mentioned anything freaky like this. But these didn’t feel like nightmares. Dovey instinctively knew this was different. But how? And why were they only happening to her?

Her clock display read 5:55.

Dovey moaned, buried her fingers into her mess of hair, and hoped as she flopped to her back that the remaining hour of bedtime would be dreamless.
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Chapter 1
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What was the point of having a dream come true if it came with strings attached? Chance leaned forward in his office chair and reread the email, wondering if he was simply misunderstanding it. He blew out his cheeks after a moment and leaned back. 

Major strings.

Sell or Dwell, the hottest home-flip reality show sixteen seasons running, had invited him—him! Chance Best!—to be one of four contestants on a spinoff competition, Neighbor Rave. For a dude who was sort-of internet famous for his YouTube channel, Your Home’s Best Chance, the acknowledgment enough was mind-blowing. But as he scanned the email, he shook his head at their terms and corresponding repercussions. 

String 1: He had seven days to reply.

String 2: He’d have to hire a pet sitter or board his dog for an entire month.

String 3: The rest of his summer would be swallowed by this show. 

String 4: The worst of all... he’d have to bring a partner.

Chance Best did not do partners; they were nothing but a death sentence. 

He pushed away from his desk, rolling back until his seat bumped into the shelving behind him, where every single magazine issue of Sell or Dwell was neatly stacked. 

The benefit? All proceeds went to the best nonprofit ever, Homes for Humans.

Man, the carrot dangled inches away.

Sell or Dwell was his absolute favorite TV show. Between what he’d learned with his hands-on training when Homes for Humans built his mom’s house and what the TV show’s crew taught onscreen, Chance had rounded out an impressive skillset that had obviously caught the attention of the bigwigs at the network.

But a partner?

He grimaced and thumped his desk as his eyes locked on that crucial detail. “You and your partner will have the chance to live the life of your dreams! The winning team gains their own televised show, complete with webisodes, to be overseen by one of our very own Sell or Dwell staff. What are you waiting for?”

His dog, Sprocket, sensed his distress and came up to bump his elbow. Chance reached over to stroke the square black head of his shaggy ninety-pound mutt. Likely a Rottweiler/Australian Shepherd mix, his tri-colored buddy had the brains and drive of his heritage but luckily not the excessive energy needs of the latter. A good run once or twice per week was enough to keep his only-ever work partner focused. 

“Want to go for a run?”

Immediate interest filled Sprocket’s eyes, and he pranced backward and barked once. 

Chance needed time to think, and he did his best thinking in motion. Since he wasn’t citing examples of shoddy work that almost injured people or stripping off his shirt pre-demo for his female fans, he needed to get his blood pumping in another fashion. He tugged on his running sneakers, grabbed his keys and wallet, then clipped the leash on his dog. As he reached for the door handle, he hesitated, then grabbed his special aluminum case. Deciding to go full in, he donned a baseball cap with his show’s logo and left his apartment. Right now, Chance felt like he needed a quick two-mile run, and after three days of rain, so did Sprocket. While his dog pranced in place on the damp sidewalk, Chance stretched on the concrete steps facing his main door, then headed along the street at a steady jog. Overhead loomed a heavy slate-blue sky from the ongoing humidity, which threatened more inclement weather in a few hours. They passed the local shops, a few empty buildings, the local grocery store, then continued their normal loop through the schoolyard. The fields were empty, and as they continued on their path, Chance spied a small group of kids hanging out, smoking. The light of recognition sparked in one teen’s eyes, and Chance slowed his pace just a hair to see if the kid maintained eye contact.

Not only did he hold Chance’s eyes, he also swatted his buddies and pointed him out. 

Perfect. They clearly recognized him from his YouTube channel.

Chance flashed a smile and veered for them, and the young man who’d recognized him acted cornered as Chance drew near. Breathing heavily, he slowed, then stopped before them. “Hey, how’s it going?” He swiped the sweat from his brow as Sprocket panted heavily. His dog stretched out his nose to sniff the kids, then strained against the leash, clearly wanting more run time.

The teens shuffled and mumbled what might have been a hello.

Chance knew what it was like, being these kids. “How far can you run?”

They exchanged glances, but one took the lead. “I ran a 5k with my mom last month.”

“That’s great!” He meant it, too. “I think I was about your age when I started jogging. Good for the heart.” He bumped his chest with his fist, then pointed. “Those, not so much.”

Two cigarettes fell to the ground and disappeared under grinding heels. 

“Anyway, I got something for you guys.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the thin aluminum case, then tugged out three identical items about the size of a credit card. He handed one to each kid, making sure he gave out the personalized ones. “These things are literal lifesavers.”

They stared at their strange items, confused. 

“What’s it do?”

“I’m glad you asked.” He pulled out a fourth and pointed out each feature. “These two corners are screwdrivers.” He then drew his finger along the top. “You can see the ruler here to measure. This tapered area is a wrench for bolts up to 14 mm, and this spot is for opening cans... soup, not beer. This other one is for popping the top on a bottle. Soda, not beer, mind you.”

“What’s this part?”

“Letter or box opener.”

The kids seemed impressed. 

“Even better, I wrote my phone number on the back, under my YouTube channel info. That means, if you have any questions about how something works, you can call or text me, and I’ll be glad to help.”

“Legit?”

“Totally. When I was your age, it was just me and my mom. I was the man of the house. Had to take care of her, do all the maintenance, you know? Didn’t want things breaking apart on her. I wanted her to feel safe in her own home.” 

That must have resonated, because they all shifted, and their glances darted everywhere.

He tapped his logo and glanced down at his eager dog. “I’m totally a text away.” He held all their eyes for a second before nodding. “Have a great day, guys. Gotta run.” He smiled at his dad joke and headed out.

“Go get dirty,” one called after him.

Chance grinned that the kid used his tagline, feeling good about taking the time out for a jog today. He raised a hand in farewell as he tried to keep pace with Sprocket. Hopefully, those kids would tune in and learn something beneficial instead of hanging out smoking all day.

Once he and his doggo had burned off their angst and returned home, they headed into the kitchen, where Sprocket dunked his face in his mammoth water bowl and sloshed as much on the floor as he got in his gaping maw. Chance swung open the fridge for his own drink. For the barest of seconds, he saw stacks of beer on the shelves, but before he could even blink the image away it evaporated. He reached into the middle shelf and pulled out some energy waters to chug. 

He might genetically be a stress drinker, but at least his choice had no alcohol in it.

Two bottles of water later, Chance hopped into the shower, still undecided about entering the contest. Honestly, it was more like a prayer wrapped up in fantasy and tied with a hefty bow of experience, even though he never relied much on the first item. He imagined what it would be like working elbow-to-elbow with Sell or Dwell’s crew. From that show’s experienced team, he’d learned the ins and outs of home maintenance, craftmanship, curb appeal, plumbing, and even landscaping. 

His breath caught, and he dropped his washcloth. Would one of Sell or Dwell’s stars be judging the contest? Would he actually be meeting his idols face to face in the ultimate judgement day experience for a guy like him?

He picked up his washcloth, ran it under the water. Soaped it back up again, slowly and methodically to still his racing heart.

The stakes climbed higher.

But a partner?

A hint of stomach acid slipped up the back of his throat as he scrubbed his face under the pulsing showerhead. 

Chance Best flew solo. 

Always had, always would.

It was the only way to guarantee nothing got messed up, nothing missed code, nothing turned dangerous, or worse, deadly. 

He told himself it was also the only way to ensure he never repeated his parents’ mistakes, but deep down, he always felt that partnering up, dating, hell, marriage would be the end of him. Last thing he needed was to wind up dependent on a someone who would only slowly tear him to little pieces until nothing remained. 

He rinsed off and dried himself, got dressed, and dropped back into his desk chair. He wiggled his mouse to wake up the monitor. His gaze drifted to the top of the email, where Sell or Dwell’s logo stretched across its width. 

He reread the terms and conditions, then skimmed the fine print. For every click on any contestant’s webisode, one dollar went to his city’s homeless shelter. 

Double whammy. Not only would he have the honor of accepting the torch to provide homes for uprooted families in need, but he could also ask his subscriber base to click on his webisodes as often as possible to raise money for his local homeless population. He’d been in both positions once, as a teen, and it had sucked. 

Oh, the temptation. 

Partner?

Ugh.

It would be the end of him.

He frowned, wondering why he reacted so strongly, so negatively to the prospect.

Sprocket sat beside him and dropped his twenty-pound skull on Chance’s lap, where Chance’s clean shorts soaked up the drool. Chance obliged his dog with a momentary neck massage until he felt the wetness seep through to his thigh.

“Gross. Down.”

Sprocket moaned and slunk to the ground at his feet. Chance wrinkled his nose at the mess on his clothes. “You totally need a bib, you know that?”

Sprocket’s tail thumped the ground at the attention as doggie adoration filled his eyes.

That was it! Chance would find someone who did as they were told. Someone who wouldn’t threaten his independence or try to overrun his life. Someone great at following orders. Meek. Submissive.

Doglike. 

He clicked on tons of DIY channels, watching and listening with growing irritation. One by one he found something wrong with each potential partner, be it their age, clothes, teeth-picking habit, snorting instead of laughing, or horrific eyewear. By the time dinner rolled around, Chance felt his ire rising. Not only did none of them seem capable of following orders, but how could the most amazing home renovation show expect him to partner with a skilled carpenter who picked his nose on camera? Or the mason who continually farted, also on camera? Or the supposed “designer” who created a wonderful living room, but actually forgot to run gas to the new fireplace? How, exactly, was that going to gain viewers? And if he couldn’t gain viewers, regardless of anyone’s remarkable skill, how could he ever hope to win the competition to join his dream team? Who else was going to care about the safety of those families in need as much as someone who had lived through it like he had?

A giant fist seemed to squeeze all the air out of his lungs.

Sure, he could go work for Homes, but he wanted to bring the Hollywood budget to them, along with the assurance that those people’s needs would always come first provided he was in charge of the project. 

He spun out of his chair again, prompting Sprocket to leap up and prance beside him to the kitchen. After measuring out kibble for Sprocket’s meal, Chance reached into the freezer and pulled out a TV dinner, not even looking to see what today’s menu was. He peeled back the plastic film and watched the tray turn ‘round and ‘round in the microwave, then sat down to eat something that was supposed to be beef stroganoff.

Since he’d emotionally committed to the cause, Chance returned to his desk to give it one more shot. He woke his monitor and clicked on the next suggested link.

It was a girl.

Woman.

A beautiful woman.

A beautiful familiar woman. 

He frowned and clicked the Play button, then his jaw dropped when he heard her introduce herself. 

Dovey Werner. 

Chills swept up his arms as his stomach dropped. He remembered her from their high school woodshop class, right before he’d had to drop out. She was a year or two behind him and could barely hit a nail on the head. He and his best friend, Brady, had both been interested in her, but they had agreed not to pursue her. No girl was going to ruin their friendship.

Didn’t mean he couldn’t help her in shop class, though, right?

Chance frequently came over to assist, since she routinely splintered her project beyond recognition. Their teacher couldn’t be pulled away from his Hot Rod magazines to supervise, and Chance worried that someone might get injured, so he’d stepped up to the plate, so to speak. He remembered how she’d nodded and pranced as he’d shown her the correct way to use the staple and glue guns on the wooden Kleenex box corners they were mitering and joining.

Pranced.

Like Sprocket.

So eager to please.  

She’d only gotten prettier over the years. Something tweaked his memory, and he frowned. She’d had some kind of scandal surrounding her in those days... what had it been? Chance remembered one of his classmates catching him checking her out and he’d shook his head no. Even made a cut sign across his throat, like cut that thought out. So he had. But when he learned his buddy, Brady, also liked her, they made a pact that neither one would pursue her. So he’d forced himself to stop gawking like she was the most stunning person he’d ever seen, despite the truth of it. Then he’d dropped out of school when his life got flushed and had only remembered her on the rare occasion when one of his cuts came out jagged.

She was even more beautiful today than he remembered. Stunning, actually. He couldn’t tear his eyes off her. 

It gave him an excuse to continue skimming about ten of her videos, ostensibly assessing and judging her, though he knew deep down he was thinking with his groin, not his head. She seemed to know what she was doing, and the homeowners would give her a vision, which she flawlessly followed.

Followed.

She was dressed in a tight, cropped t-shirt under baggy overalls, which apparently came in every color imaginable, based on the webisodes he’d watched. And watch he did. Not just to glimpse the flash of her waist, either. Her smile and laughter warmed something deep inside him, making his cock twitch with desire.

He opened a new tab and searched her on social media. Every place he found her had no mention of a significant other.

She was too beautiful to leave all alone, floating around the internet. One of the other competitors was bound to discover her. 

Competitors? Hell, suitors. Someone was bound to snatch her up right under his nose.

Since he was quite happy with his life the way it was, he rationalized that he’d have no problem having a beautiful woman working under him for the competition.

Under him.

He squelched that thought.

No partners.

She had talent, from what he could see. She followed orders, which was what he needed. And he’d be much happier having a woman partnering him than a man. A woman who followed orders like Dovey wouldn’t be gunning to outshine him.

Damn, she was beautiful.

The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

Something primal snapped inside him as he watched her laugh on camera. 

He wanted her. Craved her.

Deserved her. 

No one else did. No; she belonged with him. 

Decision made, Chance copied her YouTube link and pasted it in the entry box marked Assistant. He didn’t know her address or phone, so he left those fields blank. The important thing was to appear decisive, confident to the suits running the contest. Yeah. Get the application in same day. Bulls and horns and all that BS.

He had to grab Dovey Werner before some single guy discovered her.

Applicant. Before the next applicant discovered her.

Let the TV studio track her down.

She’d be a fool to pass this up.

And for some unknown reason, Chance knew he would do absolutely anything to have her by his side.
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Chapter 2
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Dovey was just pulling away from her Maple St. project when her cell rang. She activated her hands-free feature when she saw it was her brother, Wren. She smiled and connected the call. “Hey, bro! What’s up?”

“Emma wants to know the next time you’re coming over for dinner.”

She smiled. “Just Emma? Not you?”

He laughed. “Okay, we want to know.”

She chuckled and chatted with him for a couple of minutes, happy that their mystical family ring linked her brother with a wonderful woman who was as genuine and caring as he was. Though Dovey had yet to have her turn, she carried equal measures of excitement and worry, especially since the weird dreams had started. 

Dovey was, at heart, a hopeless romantic, but truly, it would take something amazing for her to believe any hunk of mystical metal could pair her with a man who wasn’t afraid of everything she had to offer. Honestly, the more guys she’d dated, the more she was convinced that she couldn’t trust them to stick around. Her dad certainly hadn’t. Did she get lonely? Sure. Did she miss having sex? Of course. Did that mean she wanted to date someone and risk him trying to overtake her life? Nope. Dovey knew she had a lot to offer to the right person, yet most guys found it too much.

Their loss.

Didn’t make the pill any easier to swallow.

And now, these memory/dreams left her feeling off-kilter during the day, like something was seriously wrong with her life. Like she’d majorly messed up and sentenced herself to a life of solitude. But how? Why?

She pulled into the driveway of her next job, a small house on River Run. At the curb, Matt’s sedan idled, and she heard him cut the engine once she’d tossed her own truck into park. She got out and smoothed down the front of her double-breasted blazer, tugging her pencil skirt into place. She then grabbed her workbag and slung the thick leather strap over her shoulder. She waited while her young cameraman climbed out of his own car and collected his equipment. “Hey, Matt.”

“Hey, saleslady.” He shook his head. “Still used to you in overalls.”

“Not at this stage of the project. That comes later.”

He nodded at her, his digital camera drooping from the stabilizing brace resting on his thin shoulder. At barely twenty, he still had the gangly limbs from his teenage years, plus the facial blemishes from college stressors. “Before I forget: did you hear about the contest?”

She smiled as she lowered her brows. “What contest?”

His cheeks flushed a bit, but Dovey ignored his visceral response. Despite never having encouraged his attention, Matt continually fawned at her feet, a response she had conditioned herself to ignore her whole life. “Sell or Dwell has a spinoff show. Neighbor Rave. They’re looking for contestants. You should totally apply.”

The news caught her off-guard. “They are? Again? You think I should?”

A hint of a smile touched his lips. “You’d be great.”

Her eyes lit up. “Would you get to come with me as my cameraman?” He really was great at his job. “This would be as much of a break for you as it would be for me.” 

He flushed again. “Doubt it. They only want people to do the physical stuff.”

She considered what applying for the contest would mean, and the notion held strong appeal for her. Last year, the winning home got donated to a nonprofit organization. If Dovey won, she’d totally do the same thing. Probably give it to Meals on Wheels, since that was what her mom did on her own—cook, bake, can, and drive homemade food and meals to shut-ins. Growing up on a farm, Dovey knew all about lean years. She recalled all-too-vividly claiming to be full while hacking off portions of her own meat to give to her youngest brother, Hawk, since his stomach had seemed bottomless. She, Wren, and their mom had all silently doled out their portions to keep their youngest family member strong. 

Although her passion was building things, she never wanted to see another kid go hungry.

Since Matt was still staring at her, Dovey asked, “I’m assuming I can go to their website to apply?”

“Yeah. They’ve had ads running everywhere.”

She smiled at him in genuine thanks. “That’s so nice of you to tell me about this. I truly appreciate it.” Then she sent him a teasing look. “You know if they accept me, you’re out of a job, right?”

He smirked, making him look even more like a teenager. “It’s not like I rely on my video income.”

“Not yet.” She smiled at him. “But once you graduate, I bet you’ll be in high demand. Your work is good. I mean it.”

Another swatch of color touched his cheeks. “Thanks.”

Before he began gushing, Dovey changed the topic. “Oh, here, I’ll need you to splice in a photo of this.” She pulled out a sheet of paper from a vintage catalog, showing a sketch of Modern Home Model 111.

Matt looked from the page to the house behind them and back to the paper. “Man. I’d never believe it if you didn’t have proof.”

“Sears was a pioneer,” Dovey said with a smile as Matt zoomed in on the paper. Someday, she’d love her own Sears home, The Martha Washington. But since most Realtors—heck, even the current homeowners themselves—rarely knew what they had, putting a search out for one was next to impossible. She’d grown adept at recognizing the models when she passed them, though. So far, though, no Martha.

Her cell chimed with an incoming message. Since she had a lot of materials set to be delivered soon, she’d turned her volume up high so as not to miss a call. She rummaged in her purse and tugged out her cell. She frowned at the email’s memo line stating she’d been chosen.

Chosen? Chosen for what?

Since it was clearly not her lumber delivery, Dovey tucked it back in her purse, slipped the vintage ad back into its folder, and hiked a thumb at the front door. “Shall we begin?”

He nodded and spread his feet for stability, then raised his camera.

Dovey squared up to him, making sure the house was in the frame behind her. She took a deep breath and smiled. Matt raised three fingers, counting down three, two, then pointed at her on one as he began filming. 

“Hello, and welcome to DIY Dovey. I’m Dovey Werner, and today, we’re going to meet with a homeowner to discuss tearing out and replacing some cabinets in her Sears home.” She indicated the house behind her as she smiled broader for the camera. “Sears, you say? Why, yes. In fact, during the early 1900s, Sears catalogs sold over seventy thousand homes, many of which are still standing today. Sears and other catalogs learned it was easier to manufacture all the parts and deliver them to the site by train, rather than cut to build from scratch. And today, we have one such home, Model 111, looking for a pantry update. 

“We’re meeting with the homeowner, Cathy Schein, who’s going to tell me what she’d like to do for the layout. Come on, let’s go see.”

Matt was so good at this that he stopped filming before she could even signal him. “What’re we doing?”

Dovey patted the bag at her hip. “I’ve gone over three different options and done some mockups for her. She’s going to let me know which one she’s chosen today. I’m hoping she’ll go with open oak-stained shelves and white walls, but she’s so used to that dark pantry with its ugly green ceiling and matching countertop that I’m afraid she’s going to pick navy and just have me repaint, which is not going to improve the home’s looks at all. It’ll simply go from a green cave to a blue one.”

“And you want me to film the discussion, right?”

She nodded once. “The guy before you only liked recording the demolition. What you do is so much more professional, and, as I’ve learned, critical. After that one family screwed me over, I want everything recorded now. I’m not making that mistake again.” It was the first time she’d ever taken someone to court, but hopefully, she’d never have to do it again. 

“I don’t blame you. I saw that webisode. Those built-in bookcases were amazing. Give me the address and I’ll go over there and tear them out for you. They can pay you double to put ‘em back in.”

Dovey laughed and patted his arm, since the defendant wound up paying about that anyway after all the court costs. All the guys wanted to go to battle for her, and she still resented and resisted it. When would they learn she wasn’t a damsel in distress? Why could they never understand that she owned her problems and rectified situations herself? 

She rang the bell and waited. Cathy opened the door and waved them in. 

“Dovey! How are you?”

“Fine, thanks. You look great! I love that top you’re wearing; it totally brings out your eyes. How are you doing?” After Cathy’s pleased reply, Dovey added, “You remember my amazing cameraman, Matt?”

They greeted each other and chatted a moment in the kitchen before Dovey circled back to business, excited to get to work. “So, have you decided what you’d like to do with the scary pantry back here?” She pointed her thumb at the gloomy green cave behind them.

“Yes. We’d like all the cabinets taken down and replaced with open shelving.”

“Fantastic!” Dovey smiled, inordinately pleased and relieved. It was not only the easiest option she’d presented them with, but also the sleekest design. Best of all, those vintage cabinets were in mint condition. Original unpainted maple with strap hinges. She utterly lusted after them. “It’ll look great in here! What color stain did you decide for the shelves?” She’d shown them light oak, cherry, and walnut options, but Dovey had urged them to consider the oak for a more traditional look, especially since Cathy wanted to move her family out of state next year.

“Oak. I think it’ll increase resale value when we put this house on the market.”

“Excellent choice. Have you decided on wall color?” As a tiny room off the back of the house, it desperately needed a fresh, bright, semi-gloss to take it out of the Depression. The existing green might be a direct accessory of that same vintage Sears catalog, but after one hundred years, it was time for an upgrade.

“Yeah.” Cathy spread out the color cards and pointed to one of Dovey’s top two choices. “We’ll go for white paint. I’m thinking Spring Daisy, in semi-gloss. Between the white paint and the oak shelves, I think that’ll brighten this up. And I bought a ton of matching containers to store everything.”

“That sounds amazing.” Dovey smiled broadly at her, relieved and excited. “You’re going to love how this looks.” She looked to Matt, and he stopped recording. Dovey then pulled her design book out of her bag and flipped to the sketch she had drawn of the chosen layout. Along the side of the picture, she wrote down the punch list of each task they needed to accomplish. She looked at Matt, and he resumed recording. “Okay, so we’re going to remove the existing cabinets, take care of all waste removal, patch, prime, and paint the walls Spring Daisy white in semi-gloss, then hang open shelves stained by yours truly in light oak. You’re in charge of emptying this room, right down to the dust bunnies. Did I get everything? Miss anything? What questions do you have?”

“None, that’s everything.” Cathy shook her head, so Dovey gave her a pen to initial each line item, including her price. Cathy wrote her a check for half as down payment, and then Dovey wrapped up and packed up and headed out with Matt. Once back at her car, he began recording again.

“So, our homeowner has chosen an open concept design that is going to be clean and fresh and streamlined. This is so important when you want to get your house market ready. Not only will Cathy have a pantry that will amaze any potential homebuyers, but she will also no longer feel like she’s slogging through a swamp every time she wants a can of soup. I can’t wait to start this project for her!”

She paused, and Matt stopped recording. 

“You are really good at this, Matt.”

His ears pinkened. “Thanks. Um, you, too.”

She laughed. “Oh, I’m used to being front and center. Ever since I was a kid, actually. My dad always said I could sell snow to Santa.”

He laughed.

Dovey, however, recalled how her father only ever wanted her to use her looks to get ahead, not her hands. Best not to dwell on that. “Okay, so, you’ll take care of editing that?”

He nodded. “Shouldn’t be much. You’re good.”

“You’re better.” She smiled and swatted his arm. He’d been a stellar employee so far.

He flushed and headed to his car, and Dovey headed toward hers. “I’ll call you with our next date!”

He nodded and raised a hand in parting.

Her phone chimed again, so Dovey tugged it out to read. Just as she was about to click on the You’ve Been Chosen! email, her left hand pleasantly thrummed like it did when she used a pneumatic flooring nail gun. She startled at seeing her family’s magical ring appear on her finger and felt a squeal of sheer joy erupt from her lips. She admired it and then hugged her hand tight to her chest. Despite her earlier reservations, sheer optimism filled her. It was finally her turn! Warmth bubbled up inside her until she heard herself giggling. Her turn! Her turn! Feeling as though she bounced on a floor of balloons, Dovey sprung onto the running board and settled into her truck. 

She hoped her match would be strong and handsome and romantic, filled with conviction and self-worth and goodness. She prayed he’d support her decisions and not be cowed by her talent but would, in fact, share the same work ethics and passion for helping others that she did.

Bonus if he had dark eyes and thick braids.

What? No. She shook her head. That man was more nightmare than dream.

She opened the email, and her smile died a hasty death.

No.

This made no sense!

Before she’d even had a chance to hop onto the website, Sell or Dwell already welcomed her as a contestant. Not just a contestant, but partner, to Chance Best! That was the name he went by now, but she’d known him before as Chauncy Hale. Her heart raced even as a measure of horror filled her. Did he choose her? Was this a random assignment? Did he know she’d lusted after him in high school? 

And just like every time before when she’d been around him, feelings of regret surfaced. Regret that she never let him know her interest in him. Regret for not talking to him more. Regret that he moved away, and she dated Brady behind his back. Did he ever learn about that?

Oh, this could all go south in a hot second.

As she read through the contest’s terms and conditions, Dovey realized it was going to be a lot more grueling than she’d originally anticipated. This would be a four-week-contest, starting next week. 

Next week? She’d just taken on Cathy’s project! And she had a delivery coming soon for another one. What was she supposed to tell her customers? And not for nothing, she recognized some of the names who were lined up as judges. Talk about pressure! 

She preferred working with her hands these days, taking on one or two construction projects at a time instead of demonstrating products at three or four consulting parties per day, but this, this... wow. She’d have to mainline caffeine based on the contest parameters. It felt like she’d just finally escaped the high-pressure lifestyle after working for numerous Multi-Level Marketing companies, but this contest would throw her right back into a twenty-four/seven monthlong routine. She’d already done her time working morning, noon, and night every day to keep her high sales figures. 

She still had numerous boxes of inventory from Upper Ware, DIY Girl, Queen’s Castle, Love and Lust, and assorted other products that could only be purchased during a hostess’s party. As a consultant, occasionally, she’d still let friends or former customers host a party, but mostly these days, she was off the MLM clock.

She’d gotten rich working for everyone else. Now she wanted to use her money and her skills to help people have better homes.

As she continued reading, a feeling of unease rippled through her. Not only was she accepted without even applying, she worried this was way above her skillset. Yeah, she was talented, but she didn’t have a team of people working for her. She’d never been a general contractor on a major project. She’d only dealt with things like upgrades and replacements, not structural repairs or fire damage. What would she do if she encountered those? Would Chance know what to do?

She doubted it. She’d tuned into his shows over the years. All he did was strip and smash his way down to the home’s core problems.

She thought back to his chest. 

No. Stop thinking about his chest. 

Would he look even better in person? Sweaty and glistening and coated in drywall dust?

Stop it!

Maybe being his partner would mean he’d have to deal with any major issues, not her. 

As a career girl who’d been paving her own way for the last ten years, taking the back seat on any project went against her very grain. She thumped her hand against the steering wheel while she ruminated in front of Cathy’s house.

What bothered her the most was wondering why her old high school crush would suddenly choose her, now, after all this time? She remembered him barreling through shop class, practically taking on the role of student teacher as he inspected everyone’s work, pointing out what they were doing wrong and how to fix it. Not only one of the hottest guys in school, but also one of their star athletes. And not for nothing, he always rode his dirt bike to school. A dirt bike! He’d take all the paths through the woods, then emerge onto the pebbled path for the track team, then park in the lot right at the edge of the grass, where he could pop back into the woods again the second the bell rang.

Hottest. Guy. Ever. Not only in looks, but in passion. Whatever he did, he gave his all, and everyone knew how he felt about it while he did it. Only real problem she could think of was that Chauncy, um, Chance, had been completely intent on rescuing her from her own mistakes in shop class, like, daily. She’d been utterly disheartened to realize he only saw her as a helpless damsel in distress.

Just like her father had.

Cute and incapable.

Ugh. If it wasn’t one extreme with men regarding her, it was the other.

Maybe that was why she’d dated Brady once Chance had disappeared from school. Brady made her feel smart and feminine and desired. He had a five-year plan and the achievements to see it through to completion. He’d already been accepted at an Ivy League school by his junior year. He took care of her and her family when she needed him, and that sense of security had really helped assuage a lot of her doubts and insecurities back then. She licked her lips, practically remembering his kiss, even all these years later.
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