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            Open the Door

          

        

      

    

    
      Ginny kept her hand firmly wrapped around the doorknob of the hideous mustard-colored door in the middle of the catwalk, her voice even and smile wide in her best camera smile, but she spoke through clenched teeth. “It’s in the way, George. It’s ugly. It doesn’t belong here.”

      George’s lips had pursed into a thin line in every shade from brown to black to white. The muscles in his neck bulged, becoming one with his shoulder muscles, forming mountains on his back as his arms crossed. His lips barely moved in answer. “The homeowner said you could do what you want to the house as long as this door remains closed and locked. I’m sure she’ll explain when she returns from her trip.” He looked into the camera and rolled his eyes.

      Ginny’s face softened; George would blow up at any minute if she didn’t concede. She widened her eyes and let her eyelids flap as she lowered her chin and smiled at the camera. “I wouldn’t dream of opening the door, Bubba. Even if it is the only door into the inner sanctum, which was the previous owner’s bathroom. We’ll just put another restroom somewhere else or enter it from another room.”

      George didn’t flinch. His sharp stare bored holes into Ginny’s eyes. But with a voice full of the softness of a dove’s wing, he said, “It’s Dilys’s house.”

      Ginny winced. He’d broken a cardinal rule: Do not mention the homeowner’s name on camera.

      His voice grew a little louder. “We don’t touch the yellow door.” Then the shouting began. “We don’t break into the room from anywhere!”

      Ginny closed her eyes as she wiped both hands on the front of her shirt. She wanted to keep her voice soft for the camera, but a deep, slow breath failed to have the desired effect. Her eyes snapped open. “Fine!” she roared back. “Mark and I can work around the ugly mustard door. We’ll find a solution.” She leaned over the wobbly, broken railing of the catwalk, looking down where Mark and Andre sat at the worktable covered with blueprints, contracts, and coffee. “Right, Mark?”

      Mark, keeping his head down, answered with a croak, “Right.”

      Ginny braced herself, but she watched George’s camera face crack even as Doreen, their producer, said, “Put the cameras away, Zach. Maybe they’ll get their tantrums done by the time the rest of the crew gets here tomorrow.”

      “Damn it, Ginny!” shouted George. “Stop making like the victim here. Dilys never wanted us making this stupid show in her house, but you got the network to sign on before she could stop you. The least you can do is give her some privacy.”

      Ginny clutched her hip with one hand. The other poked its longest nail into George’s chest. “Privacy?” she screamed back as she heard Doreen call out, “Tabby! Where’s my aspirin?”

      The sound of a heavy truck rolling to a stop, its air brake squealing, echoed throughout the great room of the house.

      Andre waved to George. “Lumber’s here. Want to check it out?”

      George said nothing. He yanked at one of the many thick brown banisters, barely clinging to the floor and full of splinters, and broke it in half over his knee. “About time,” he growled, and marched down the stairs and out the front door.

      Ginny took time to count to fifty. Mamma always had them both do that when they got into fights as kids. When she was done, she walked downstairs and sat at the table next to Mark.

      “Please thank Andre for me,” she whispered as Tabby, their production assistant, brought her a steaming cup of tea and two aspirins.

      Mark lifted his eyes but didn’t answer.

      Ginny smiled and patted his hand. “I’m okay, now.”

      Mark grinned. “We’re allowed one tantrum per day until tomorrow. That’s when work starts in earnest around here. Like the tea? It’s a new blend. Tabby found it.”

      Tabby remained standing next to Ginny, grinning wide.

      Ginny stared into her big gray eyes, so full of adoration that she squirmed in her chair. “It’s good, Tabby. Thanks.”

      Luckily, just then, a boom erupted from the backyard where Doreen and Zach were smoking.

      “Jasper!” yelled Doreen.

      Ginny shook her head at Mark. “I thought Jasper said there wouldn’t be any more,” she had to clear her throat and look past Tabby, “steam explosions?”

      Mark shrugged, but before he could respond, Tabby snapped, “He needs to get that old system under control.”

      From her tone, the smug smile forming on her lips, the lift of her nose, and the way she finger-combed her hair behind her ears, Ginny knew they were in for a lecture.

      “We have a tight schedule. My daddy says he’s never heard of such a thing, and he should know. He’s an HVAC contractor.” Her tone was so matter-of-fact that both Ginny and Mark sipped from their cups to hide their smiles.

      “It’s an ancient system,” Mark slipped in as Tabby took a breath.

      “Well,” said Tabby, pointing her nose even higher as she looked at Mark. “My daddy says⁠—”

      “Which is why he’s one of our contractors,” Ginny interrupted. “His plans for the new solar and wind systems are fantastic.”

      Tabby straightened her back and finger-combed her hair behind her other ear. “Then why don’t⁠—”

      Ginny reached out and put her hand on Tabby’s shoulder. “Jasper was with us . . . that night . . . when the building collapsed.”

      Tabby’s eyes widened, and her lips closed to a kiss. “Oh, right,” she said, full of so much sympathy and concern. Guilt washed over Ginny. “I’m so sorry. I should know when to keep my mouth shut.”

      Mark snickered but straightened his mouth as he said, “He’s very good with electronics, and he says the steam columns will lesson every day. It’s been weeks since we had to turn on the heat in the house, but with more people here now and all the hot water needed . . . Well, we’ll just have to work around them.”

      “Of course we will,” Tabby said, smiling at Ginny.

      Ginny pointed up to the catwalk. “Would you check the measurements of the banister up there for me? They look off on these plans.”

      “Sure,” said Tabby, almost glowing to be doing anything for Ginny.

      Mark leaned forward and whispered, “You’re a cruel woman, Ginny.”

      Ginny’s smile faded. She wanted to cringe at the accusation on Mark’s face. “I don’t know what to do. She follows me around like I’m a ball of string, and she’s always asking questions we can’t answer. What do I do? I’m not trying to lead her on. You know that.”

      Mark gripped her hand. “She is the fourth PA Doreen’s hired for us. Maybe she’ll quit like the others.”

      “No way,” said Ginny, shaking her head. “She loves this job. I just wish she weren’t so fond of me.”

      A smaller but equally annoying explosion erupted in the backyard.

      Tabby yelled down, “Did you hear that?”

      “It’s just the steam pipes,” Mark and Ginny both yelled back to her.

      “No,” said Tabby, pointing at the ugly mustard door in the center of the wall. “I mean, in there.”

      Ginny stared at Mark for an answer, but he only shrugged.

      “There’s nothing in there,” said Ginny. “Dilys says it’s been sealed since her grandfather died.”

      Mark turned his attention back to the plans in front of him. “It’s probably just the pipes. Ginny, you’re right; this measurement doesn’t look right.”

      “Tabby,” called Ginny, but Tabby was still staring at the door.

      “I’m sure I can hear something moving in there,” said Tabby.

      “I’m sure Mark’s right. It’s the pipes. Although, if the bathroom floods, we’d have to open the door, wouldn’t we?”

      Mark’s grin matched Ginny’s. “Wouldn’t that be a shame?”

      Both giggled, and Ginny’s worries faded.

      Tabby turned her attention back to measuring the banister, but before she stepped away from the door, she muttered, “What I wouldn’t give to know what's behind that door.”

      Doreen stomped in from the patio. “Tabby! Get the drone. I want exterior shots without contractors all over the place. Then find Jasper and tell him to stop those damn steam columns before I bring in someone to fix them on my dime! I’m sick of excuses.”

      “It makes no sense,” grumbled Tabby to Ginny and Mark as she pulled out the boxes with the drone and its controller. “It’s a bathroom. What good is a door to a bathroom if nobody can use it?”

      Mark sighed as loudly as he could. “Exactly! Dilys will be back soon, and we’ll work on her again. Until then, we’ll just have⁠—”

      “What’s so important about a bathroom?” Tabby asked.

      Ginny threw her arms into the air. “Who knows! Granddaddy took his dumps there, so we’re all supposed to kiss the door every time we pass it. Her house, her sentiments. We’ll deal with it.”

      Mark reached over the table and patted Ginny’s shoulder. “Now, now. We don’t know. That’s what makes ignoring it so hard. I want to remove the door as much as you, but we promised Dilys, and she’s been very good to us since . . . you know.”

      “Yes,” muttered Ginny. She sipped her tea. “It’s just so frustrating, and my tea is cold.”

      “One tantrum a day, remember?” Mark said.

      Tabby lifted the drone’s controllers, and snapped a new battery into it.  “This Dilys sounds like a real pain. I mean, if she doesn’t want that door gone, why agree to be on the show? Let me look through the contract. I bet⁠—”

      “No,” shouted Ginny and Mark together.

      Ginny moved to the rickety remains of the kitchen bar, pouring hot water into her cup. She sipped her tea again and grimaced. “Needs sugar. And I can’t . . . I won’t touch the door, as much as I want to.” She looked at Mark, who nodded. “She’s so nice, well, as nice as an overworked workaholic can be.”

      Tabby, halfway out the opening to the patio, turned back to face her. “I know you don’t like to talk about it, but how did you meet Dilys in the middle of a building falling in around you?”

      Mark cleared his throat. “It’s a long, painful story. Suffice it to say, she practically saved us, and she let me and Andre move into the boathouse while we work on the new show.”

      “And she let me and George move into the pool house,” said Ginny.

      “How’s the pool house working out for you?” Mark turned his full attention to Ginny.

      “Great,” said Ginny, trying to ignore Tabby’s eyes staring at the back of her head. “Well, once we got it painted. And your contact at the furniture refurb shop got us a great deal. Randall just put in a bunch of plants. Gives the place a nice, homey quality. How’s the boathouse?”

      “Never thought I’d so enjoy listening to water flowing under me, but it’s heaven after spending the day in here. Andre set up my easels and canvases from the old place. River’s a lovely place to paint. Oh, and Randall’s already filled the little patio with plants. Is there anything he can’t grow?”

      Mark cringed as Tabby pushed herself between him and Ginny. “Why’s the house in such disrepair? Is Dilys just a total slob or what?”

      “Her grandfather,” Ginny began, and held her hand as though she held a bottle and moved it to her lips. With a whisper, she added, “liked the booze.”

      “Loved it might be a better word choice, from what Dilys says,” added Mark. “Poor Dilys. Just wants to get rid of this place and move on with her life.”

      “But she signed the contract!” Tabby exclaimed. “She’s got to live here for at least two years. And have the open house, and⁠—”

      “All covered,” said Ginny, putting her hand on Tabby’s shoulder. “Look around. This place won’t be revamped in nine months. It’ll take at least two years to bring it up to the multi-million-dollar level, even if we have to work around that hideous door.”

      “That ugly, ugly mustard door,” added Mark with a sigh.

      Tabby smiled at Ginny. “You’re a great designer, Ginny. You’ll figure something out.”

      Ginny laughed. “Thanks, Tabby. If only I could get into that room and see what’s so special about it. I know I could convince Dilys to let us move the door.”

      Mark cleared his throat and looked at Ginny over the top of his mug. The steam fogged  his glasses, so he looked over their rims. “Tabby, doesn’t Doreen want that drone?”

      All three jumped as a boom erupted from the front yard this time. They all twisted to look out front, but there was no way to see the front yard through the small dark hall that led to the front door under the catwalk.

      “Another one!” screeched Tabby.

      “No,” Mark said. “I’d say that was lumber being dropped.”

      “Tabby, dear,” said Ginny, forcing a smile. “Doreen and the drone?”

      Tabby’s eyes narrowed. Her mouth opened, but then Doreen’s voice roared over them.

      “Tabby! Get that drone out here, then get those shits under a roof and out of my shots.”
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      Ginny checked her lipstick in a piece of the cracked and falling gold-flecked mirrored tiles on the wall under the catwalk before heading out the front door to watch Zach, the video producer, practice a few shots with just the boys.

      She hung back, however, when she caught George’s eyes watching her. He was still on edge. She needed to find out why. Randall and Jasper were on top of the hill, almost at the back of the house. She couldn’t tell what they were doing but realized she’d be in the shot if she walked behind the truck with all the lumber. Despite George’s claims, she was not jealous of shots that didn’t include her. She’d moved just close enough to see the monitor where Zach was sitting.

      George stepped into full frame. The late morning sun shone so bright, it almost glinted off his teeth.

      Andre turned to the camera and smiled. “You ready, George?”

      George, with his smile so bright and hands rubbing so gleefully that no one on the production crew doubted his sincerity, said, “I am so ready to get this project started, Andre; I can hardly stand myself.”

      Andre pulled back the blue tarp. “Take a look at this,” he said pulling a long dark board off the top of the stack. “Imagine this in the center of a long dining table, in front of the accordion glass doors leading to the patio.”

      Before he could say anything else, the camera operator squealed, “Ow!” and fell on her face as a column of steam burst out of the ground behind her.

      Doreen jumped, almost falling onto Ginny as she walked up behind her, as another column grazed the side of her arm. “What the . . . Jasper!”

      “Here we go again,” said Mark.

      “Jasper!” yelled Doreen. "When the hell are you going to fix the—whatever it is?”

      She turned to stare at Ginny, her eyes boring into her soul. “What do you know about this? You said Jasper fixed the steam bursts.”

      Mark, Andre, and George all looked at Doreen. “It’s practically fixed.”

      “Hah! I want it all fixed, not practically fixed. Now! We’ve got a schedule to keep!”

      Ginny muttered to Mark as she raced to his side, “We better talk to Jasper.”

      George grabbed Ginny’s arm and whispered in her ear. “That’s not anywhere close to—you know.” He looked around before lowering his voice and spelling out. “The e-g-g.”

      Ginny tried not to laugh in his face. “Talk to Doreen. She likes you best, and I’m pretty sure everyone here knows e-g-g spells egg.”

      George opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head. Pulling his shoulders back, he said, “I can do this.”

      Ginny stood still as George pushed past Mark and put his arm around Doreen’s shoulders, pasting on his flirtiest smile.

      “Relax, Doreen. I got this.”

      Ginny grinned as Doreen’s face lit up when George gave her that smile.

      “I can’t watch,” Andre said. “Come on, Jasper and Randall are working on the stone wall.”

      Randall looked up from his digging as they approached. He was kneeling next to the old stone wall that ran from the side of the house up the hill, then down to the remains of the old greenhouse.

      Andre nodded with approval. “Randall, you’ve got the old wall in pretty good shape. How’s the foundation?”

      “Totally solid,” said Randall with a grin, then wiped more dirt on his face as he scratched his nose. “I hear shooting’s not going so well.”

      Jasper, sitting on top of the wall, laughed. “I bet.”

      Ginny felt that prickling on the back of her neck as she stared into Jasper’s face. “Jasper?”

      Andre  oblivious to Jasper’s grin, picked up a stone from a stack in front of Randall. “These stones from the wall or new?”

      “Original, of course,” said Randall. “All the stones are here. Easy peasy fix. You two didn’t leave George alone to calm Doreen down, did you?”

      Jasper broke into a mischievous grin. “I could make it more interesting.”

      Ginny almost shouted, “Jasper! What are you up to?”

      Randall put his shovel aside and stood so he could lean on the wall next to Jasper. “Come on, dude. I know you’re driving Doreen nuts on purpose. Not that it isn’t pretty funny how it always happens around her and all, but . . .”

      Ginny poked Jasper in the chest. She wanted to be very angry at him, but the grin on his face was too much, and it was funny that the bursts of steam always happened when Doreen was around. “What are you up to, Jasper?”

      The color on Jasper’s cheeks turned a pale pink, then bright purple. He pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. “Here,” he said, shoving it into Ginny’s hands.

      On the screen glowed an odd grid of green and blue lines with tiny red flashing dots. She turned to look down the slope, then back to the screen. “A schematic?” She looked again at the screen, turned to face the other direction, then back to the screen. “Is this the whole property?”

      A guiltless smirk crossed Jasper’s face. “Yup. All the old steam pipes from the original boiler system for the house and all the outbuildings. Fixed it in like a week.”

      Randall and Andre both grabbed for the phone, but Ginny gripped it harder. “You’re causing the steam bursts.”

      “Dude!” Randall laughed. “You never said.”

      Andre tried very hard not to laugh, but when he opened his mouth to speak, he could only spit out, “Mark’s going to be so pissed he didn’t know about this.”

      Ginny, mouth in a firm, straight line despite her dimples twinkling, thrust the phone back into Jasper’s hands. “But it’s got to stop. Seriously. We can’t have Doreen hire someone else to come out here.”

      Andre stopped laughing. “Oh, that’s right. Maybe just not always on Doreen.”

      Ginny snapped around and put her hands on her hips. “Andre!”

      “Think about it, Ginny,” Andre said. “We know—” He looked around and lowered his voice. “We know our little friend has to let off a little steam now and then. This is a good cover.”

      “Oh, right,” Ginny said. “I should have thought of that.”

      “So, Jasper,” said Randall, his goofy face suddenly becoming very serious. “How did you know the you-know-what would need to let off steam?”

      Jasper’s face blushed purple again. He looked down as he put his phone away. “Well, uh, you know. All the water in the ground. We’re right here on the river. All the heat we put in the hole. I just figured⁠—”

      “Smart,” Andre said, interrupting Jasper. “Your app is the perfect cover.”

      “But still,” added Ginny. “Not so many and not right where Doreen is all the time. She’s sharper than you give her credit for.”

      Jasper nodded.

      Ginny looked him in the eye.

      Jasper said, “I promise.”

      Before Ginny could say anything else, Tabby came running up the hill toward them. She ran at full speed and stopped abruptly in front of Randall.

      “A truck from the garden center is here, Randall.” She put her hands on her hips and nose in the air. “What do you need more roses for?”

      Randall’s goofiest grin spread across his face. “Dilys likes roses. I’m putting in a maze.”

      Tabby’s chin dropped. Her fingers immediately began their usual combing of hair behind her ears. “Well . . .”

      Ginny looked back at the house where the little ring of roses surrounded the dragon egg. “That will be pretty.”

      “Oh, yes,” Tabby said. “It’ll be lovely.”

      Randall returned his attention to the soil where he’d placed a young sapling next to the wall. “Glad you think so, too. Do you think Dilys will be back today? I want to get those other roses in the ground, but she said she wanted to help.”

      Andre winked at Ginny, who let her lips turn up just enough for a sly smile.

      Randall continued, not noticing Andre or Ginny or even Jasper looking everywhere but at him to avoid laughing. “Dilys told me how much she missed helping her mom in their garden back east. Thought I’d leave a few for her to help plant.”

      “Good thinking,” Ginny said. “I’d like to help, too. Not much I can do in the house until the contractors arrive tomorrow.”

      Still grinning, Randall said, “The more the merrier.”

      Doreen’s voice chose that moment to blow up the hill. “Jasper! When will the steam stop exploding?”
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