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SPRING




CHAPTER


1


Paige St. James crossed her long legs restlessly under the glossy wood of the conference table. She wasn’t cut out for marathon meetings with multipage agendas. The longer the suit with the receding hairline and the PowerPoint presentation droned on, the antsier she felt. She had things to do, and listening to a bunch of network drones salivate over how to milk more ratings out of an already hit show didn’t get her any further down her to-­do list.


“What we really need is to see some emotion out of Gannon,” the suit announced. The next slide appeared with Gannon King’s sex god face and a bar graph. Paige was pretty sure none of the handful of women in the room were looking at the graph. “That’s what the female demographic is clamoring for.”


“To be clear, you’re not talking about his usual emotion. Correct?” Eddie Garraza, the man on her right, was the executive producer and ringleader of the three-­ring circus known as the reality show Kings of Construction. In a room full of designer suits and shoes that cost more than most people’s first cars, Eddie was wearing his trademark khakis and rumpled button-­down. His trusty moccasins tapped an incessant beat under the table.


Paige hid her snicker behind a cough.


Gannon King’s usual emotion was fiery temper that singed anyone within a forty-­foot radius. A builder by trade, he was an artist with woodwork, producing furniture pieces that were one-­of-­a-­kind works of art. The female viewership worshipped Gannon’s shirtless physique, but Paige saved her lust for the furniture, not the man. With that talent came a passionate, argumentative, stubborn attitude that often held up shoots and pissed Paige off.


“We want to see the human side of him. Cat plays great in the ratings, but Gannon needs to soften up a little. Viewers will eat it up.”


Cat King was Gannon’s equally attractive and talented twin sister. Younger by two minutes, she shared Gannon’s long-­lashed hazel eyes but had miles of California blond tresses where her brother had dark hair usually worn shaved short. Where he was abrasive, Cat was smooth. Where Gannon argued, she orchestrated compromise. Without their uncanny family resemblance, it would be difficult to make the familial connection by behavior alone.


“Paige.” The man in the too tight Hugo Boss—­Raymond? Ralph?—­gestured at her with the presentation remote. “You’ve gotten into a few skirmishes with Gannon. We’re looking to you to rile him up and catch him on camera. You know he’s a softie for kids. See if you can push him over the edge there. There’s a five-­thousand-­dollar bonus in it for you if there’s tears from him.”


She gave a nod, acknowledging that she’d heard the man without actually agreeing to anything. It was true. There had been more than a few on-­set arguments between them in season one of the home renovation reality show. Gannon seemed to instinctively know what buttons to push to send her into an internal maelstrom. Given the instant success the show had been, the network had ordered a twelve-­episode second season, which would give her plenty of time to get into it with the brash host.


If she were that kind of field producer.


But as much as she needed an extra $5,000, she wasn’t going to set up Gannon and push him over the edge or stir up his emotions for fun. He might be an asshole, but he was an extremely talented asshole. And in her heart of hearts, his open hatred of “network bullshit” was something that she could respect.


Not that she’d ever tell him that.


Eddie jabbed her under the table with the capped end of his ballpoint pen. “We’ll do our best,” Eddie told Raymond-­Ralph, his face a perfect poker mask while Paige’s fingers flew over the laptop, making notes.


Behind the same wire-­rimmed glasses he’d worn since the mid-­1990s, Eddie never gave up what he was thinking with unnecessary facial expressions or body language. He spoke plainly and knew when a battle wasn’t worth fighting. That was why, in an industry of perpetual youth chasers, Eddie rocked a head of fluffy silver hair and had never been near a Botox needle.


The presentation moved on, and Paige’s gaze wandered to the view of New York through the wall of glass. They were downtown, six floors up at the production company’s headquarters. Summit-­Wingenroth Productions sounded like a company with a long, respectable history, but it was founded five years prior by a former reality star and made its profits churning out dozens of barely unscripted shows for the networks.


Kings was the only show in the company’s lengthy credits that Paige could stomach. They helped people, and that—­to her—­was the endgame. For Summit-­Wingenroth, it was a schmaltzy hook to reel in an audience and sell advertising.


The double doors to the conference room opened, drawing everyone’s attention. Gannon King, larger than life, strode into the room. Cat breezed in behind her brother, smiling warmly at everyone gathered. Smoothly, Raymond or Ralph clicked to the next slide, and Gannon’s face disappeared behind another chart of audience demographics. Paige turned her attention back to the laptop screen in front of her and refused to stare.


Gannon was the kind of man who wrestled your attention from you as soon as he walked into a room. Built like a Norse god, his broad shoulders and muscled pecs gave way to a taut abdomen that had Twitter lighting up every time he took his shirt off on camera. The gray Henley he wore today stretched across his chest and molded to his impressive physique. A trio of leather cords wrapped around his left wrist.


Disheveled as usual but in the careless, confident way, his hair was a little longer on top than last season. Paige bit her lip. She was a field producer, not some lovestruck teenage fan. And he was the narcissistic bane of her professional existence.


“There are our rising stars.” The suit’s tone had an extra layer of phony to it that had Paige barely controlling an eye roll.


“Sorry to interrupt,” Cat said without a hint of apology in her tone. “But we were in the neighborhood and thought we’d stop in.”


“You’re welcome to join us. We were just going over the demographics.”


And ways to break your brother on camera, Paige added silently.


Gannon ignored the pleasantries and stalked to the coffee station. He poured himself a mug—­black—­and leaned against the counter. Cat took a seat near the head of the table and stared raptly at the presenter until he turned a bright shade of fuchsia and fumbled over the word “ratings.”


Paige grinned. Cat was a master at manipulating men. What looked like a pretty smile and keen interest was actually a calculated move to disarm the enemy and get her what she wanted. The more she was underestimated, the more she was able to get away with before her victims realized they’d been victimized. Paige wondered what Cat was after this time.


Still smiling, she glanced in Gannon’s direction and cursed herself when she found him watching her. He must have taken her expression as an invitation because he rounded the table to take the empty seat next to her.


The denim of his worn, ripped jeans brushed her forearm as he took his seat. Paige immediately yanked her arm off the armrest and put her hand in her lap. Once seated, he shoved his long sleeves up, revealing a hint of new tattoo on his forearm, and settled in, leaning on the arm closest to her.


She could smell sawdust and noted he was wearing his scarred work boots. He had probably spent most of the morning in his workshop in Brooklyn before Cat dragged him here for whatever scheme she was cooking up.


Why did he have to be so drop-­dead gorgeous and so profoundly talented? It wasn’t fair.


He leaned in closer. “What’s not fair?” he whispered. His breath was warm on her neck. Paige turned to look at him, finding him entirely too close. Was he a mind reader now?


He nodded toward her screen.


It’s not fair. It’s not fair.


Crap. Her subconscious was trying to make itself public. Paige bit the inside of her cheek. She shrugged. “Carpal tunnel exercise.” She wiggled her fingers, committing to the lie.


“Sure it is, princess.”


His smirk made it clear that he wasn’t fooled. And the “princess” pushed just the right buttons with her. He’d called her that ever since an unexpected downpour last season had soaked her to the bone. One of the volunteers happened to have her daughter’s gym bag with her, and Paige had spent the rest of the day into the night in a pair of volleyball shorts and a bedazzled too tight T-­shirt that said Princess across the chest. As soon as Gannon found out the nickname irked her, he became steadfast in his regular use of it.


Paige deleted the lines and tried to tune back in to the speaker, who was finally approaching the important part of the meeting. The families that would be featured on the show this season.


“Our first family for the season is the Russes.” A slide showing an older couple surrounded by kids of all ages filled the screen. “Phil and Delia Russe have three kids and nine grandkids.” He clicked to the next slide, which showed the exterior of a nondescript commercial building. “Twenty years ago, they opened a soup kitchen in town and have served up something like one million meals. The entire family still volunteers there.” Another slide, this one showing a shabby-­chic office with the Russes accepting a giant check from two men in suits. “Five years ago, they added a job placement service to the operation. So we’ve got formerly homeless ready to volunteer, all the kids and grandkids will be on hand, and the rest of the community is on board. It’ll be a schmaltz fest. Perfect season opener.”


Paige purposely left “schmaltz fest” out of her notes.


“We don’t have an update on exactly how extensive the renovation will be. I’ll send out a complete project scope when I have it,” Paige volunteered.


Gannon cleared his throat, and every gaze turned to him.


Kicking back in his chair, he swiveled toward the screen. “My guys touched base with the local crews and the township zoning board. There’s enough room in the back to add an addition for a first-­floor master, and then we can reconfigure the front for an open concept. The areas of concern are the roof and the forty-­year-­old electric. Both are going to need to be replaced. The permits shouldn’t be an issue.”


Gannon King was speaking in a meeting. Willingly. And helpfully. Wonders never ceased. Of course, he was also making her look like an out-­of-­touch idiot.


The three women around the table were hanging on his every word. The half dozen men were nodding thoughtfully as if he had just delivered the Gettysburg Address. Paige spared a glance at Gannon, who cocked an eyebrow and opened his hands. “I can play nice, princess,” he said quietly.


“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”


“I can hear you judging me.”


Ass. She bet he didn’t hear that.


“I’ll admit to judging you if you stop calling me princess for the season.”


Gannon leaned in. Again, too close. There were flecks of gold in his eyes that caught the light. The scar through his eyebrow made him look dangerous, rakish. “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”




CHAPTER


2


By the time the meeting was over, Paige’s empty stomach was complaining, and she was dying to get away from Gannon. A glance at her watch told her she had half an hour to find something to stuff in her face before she and Eddie hooked up with the location manager to get details on the first three shows.


She rose to pack up her laptop and papers, but Gannon remained seated at her elbow. She felt his eyes on her and tried to ignore it, but the searing heat finally broke her.


“Do you need something?” she asked primly.


His mouth quirked into a crooked grin. “I’ve never seen you in a skirt before. It’s…” His gaze skimmed her. “Nice.”


Gannon had seen her in everything but professional clothing. On the road, the crew uniform was jeans, T-­shirts, and any layers that could be added or removed. When they were filming, Paige considered herself lucky if she found time to swipe a coat of mascara on her lashes before heading to the set in the predawn hours. There were some benefits to being behind the camera.


The tingle on her skin told her that her legs would blush if they could under his scrutiny. She resisted the urge to tug her pencil skirt down. “So glad you approve,” she said coolly. “See you on location.”


She scurried out the door at a pace she hoped suggested busy but not fleeing for life even though she could feel his eyes boring into her with every step.


“Paige!” Cat caught her at the door. “Hey, wanna grab lunch?”


Paige peeked at her watch. “What can we consume in twenty-­five minutes?”


Cat wrinkled her nose, and then her face lit up.


“Hot dog cart,” they said in unison.


Paige laughed. “What about your brother?” The conference room door was closing behind them but not before she caught Gannon’s voice rumbling over two words that gave her the chills: Meeghan Traxx.


“He’s got business to take care of,” Cat said with a wave of her hand. “Let’s go eat terrible things and catch up.”


Paige stashed her bag and papers in an empty cubicle, and they took the elevator down. They found a vendor around the corner and headed into the park, loaded hot dogs in hand. The early spring sunshine immediately lifted Paige’s spirits.


“Oh sweet Jesus, this is delicious,” Cat said, rolling her eyes heavenward.


Paige muttered in agreement as she worked her way through a mouthful of sauerkraut. “I don’t know how you eat like that and look the way you do,” Paige grumbled. Cat had two inches on Paige’s five foot seven and was built like a damn ballerina.


“Please. Pot, kettle.”


“Yeah, I’m going to spend an hour and a half in the gym tonight regretting this. You’re probably going to go home and eat six pounds of fettuccine.”


Cat patted her flat stomach. “Good genes and liposuction.”


“You’re such a liar,” Paige accused.


“I’ve been assured that it will catch up with me, and when it does, I’ll look like the adorable Italian meatball my noni is.”


“As long as it evens out in the end,” Paige waxed philosophically.


Cat shot rapid-­fire questions as they walked and ate. “So how was your break? Holidays good?”


“Yep. How about yours?”


“Crazy and hectic but awesome. Are you seeing anyone yet?”


Paige rolled her eyes.


“I’ll take that as a big fat no.” Cat’s platinum ponytail swung rhythmically. In her skinny jeans, boots, and tunic sweater, she looked as if she had just strolled away from a photo shoot.


“You know what my schedule’s like. I’m too busy for men.” Paige crumpled her napkin and tossed it in a trash can as they passed.


Cat shoved the last bite in her mouth. “Your priorities are out of whack.”


“I can’t understand you with all that meat in your mouth,” Paige teased.


“Oh!” Cat high-­fived her. “Nicely done. Now, back to me pressuring you to date or at least get laid. You’re a beautiful young woman, Paige. It’s a crime to keep all this”—­she gestured at Paige’s chest—­“buttoned up.”


“You’re ridiculous. Please tell me you’re not seeing anyone right now.”


Cat had a history of falling head over heels for the occasional unworthy man who proceeded to break her heart or piss her off. The whole cycle usually lasted around three weeks, and when it happened during filming, havoc was wreaked.


“Nope. Mama’s going through a dry spell. Want to be lesbians?”


“Well, it would be more convenient on the road,” Paige mused. “Which side of the bed do you sleep on?”


“The middle.”


“Nope. It would never work. I can’t be crowded under the covers.”


Cat sighed. “Fine. I’ll go back to men. Distrustful and confusing though they may be.”


“Speaking of confusing, what’s with you and Gannon crashing the production meeting?”


“We’re strong-­arming for a raise for the production crew and our guys.”


“My dwindling bank account thanks you,” Paige said. Gannon and Cat had very strong principles about spreading the wealth. The production company had offered them both astronomical raises for the second season, and Paige wasn’t surprised that they wanted to make sure everyone else was taken care of too.


“I heard Gannon mention Meeghan on our way out.”


Cat mimed vomiting. “Gross. Let’s not talk about that overinflated, poor excuse for a human being.”


Meeghan Traxx was the network’s biggest star. She had the blondest hair, the biggest breasts, and an infamously supersized ego. A designer with two of her own shows, she was also Gannon King’s girlfriend.


Crews talked. And Paige had heard enough to know that Meeghan was considered a monster on and off set. As obnoxious as Gannon could be, even he didn’t deserve Meeghan.


“Does she show up at your family functions? Like, did she bring some gold-­plated designer sweet potato side dish to the King Thanksgiving?” Paige pressed.


Cat snorted. “God, no! We’ve never met her. Gannon’s never even talked about her. Which is a good thing because if he were all, ‘Meeghan is so amazing,’ I’d be all, ‘I’m taking you to the ER to get a head scan because you obviously have a head injury.’”


Paige laughed. “I’m just now realizing how much I missed you.”


Cat wrapped her in a one-­armed hug. “Mutual, babe.”


“Oh my gosh! It’s really you!” A woman in a pink jogging suit squealed at Cat, hands fluttering. “My husband is not going to believe this! Cat King just walking around the park like a regular person.” She started digging through her giant purse.


Cat winked at Paige. “It’s always nice to meet a fan of the show. Would you like a picture?”


The woman triumphantly rescued her phone from the depths of her bag. “I would love one!” She shoved the phone at Paige. “Is your brother here?” The woman’s head swiveled from side to side fast enough for a low-­grade whiplash.


“Just me today.”


The woman sighed. “It’s probably a good thing. I’d faint if I met him.”


Paige grinned as Cat good-­naturedly accepted the bear hug turned headlock. She took a couple shots, making sure she captured the excitement and Cat’s best side.


The woman unhanded Cat and immediately flipped through the pictures. “This is so exciting!” She hurried off without a backward glance.


Cat grinned. “How long before she realizes she didn’t say goodbye?”


“Two blocks,” Paige predicted. The star factor hadn’t hit until halfway through the show’s first season, making stardom still new to the Kings. “Is being recognized still fun?” Paige asked.


Cat rolled her shoulders. “I signed up for it. Might as well embrace it.”


“Better than your brother has.” Gannon had an offseason run-­in with an aggressive photographer who wouldn’t leave Cat alone at an awards show. The incident had been captured on tape, and though he was mostly heralded for acting as the protective big brother, the incident left a slight smudge that the network was eager to erase.


“Gannon just has a little trouble overcoming his protective instincts,” Cat said. “He always has.” She glanced at the gigantic watch on her slim wrist. “I guess it’s time we get you back for the rest of your thrilling meetings.”


Paige sighed. “It’s going to be a good season.”


[image: Images]


Hours later, after three more meetings and a conference call, an exhausted Paige let herself into her apartment. She peeled off her heels and tossed them in the direction of the couch. With her roommate, Becca, out of town on a shoot, she didn’t stop there. The skirt and blouse came next as she padded down the shabby hallway to her bedroom. Big enough for only a full-­size bed and a dresser, it was still home.


Paige dropped facedown onto the bed and stretched out.


Shooting started next week. They would fly into Columbia, South Carolina, and spend a day laying the groundwork, verifying permits to begin shooting, and then the chaos would begin.


It was hard work with long days. But the experience was invaluable, and she’d be a damned liar if she didn’t admit to getting a little teary-­eyed when shooting wrapped and they turned the keys over to the family. As greedy as the production side of things felt, they were still giving a deserving family a home they could be proud of.


Of course, she made sure no one ever saw the tearful side of her. She was on set to do a job and do it well. Eddie depended on her to keep things under control and on budget. And Gannon King challenged her at every turn.


She sighed into her pillow. Soon she would be able to take that experience and apply it to something more important, more personal. And far, far away from Gannon.




CHAPTER
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The Russes reminded Paige of a South Carolina–­based Mr. and Mrs. Claus. With wispy white hair and ruddy cheeks, the two were rarely not smiling. The joy appeared to be genetic, spilling over into the second and third generations. It was a full house, and Paige was wrangling the chaos.


“So tomorrow,” Paige said, handing Phil and Delia copies of the layman-­friendly call sheet, “we’ll be arriving around seven a.m. to set everything up with the intent to start shooting no later than eight. That means we need everyone”—­she circled her finger around the crowded living room—­“here by seven thirty for Gannon and Cat when they come knocking.”


The “surprise” scene was a bit of not-­so-­real reality. The families already knew they were chosen by the show. They had already spent hours on the phone with various producers and assistants, nailing down the details of their backstory, their cause, and what issues needed to be resolved with their homes. In the twenty-­four hours before shooting, they worked with more crew to pack up items that weren’t necessary to and in the way of shooting. Everything was shipped off to a local storage facility for the duration of the shoot.


The families were strictly instructed by Paige to be at the home at the predetermined time so they could all answer the door with proper enthusiasm. They protected the slim surprise factor by making sure the first time families met with the Kings was on camera and that the crowd of volunteers that appeared was full of friends and neighbors.


It was a lot of preparation for a two-­minute door-­knocking scene that was usually shot nearly a dozen times.


“Okay, kids,” Paige said, turning her attention to the grandkids in the room. “Tomorrow, we’re going to need to see your best surprise faces.” She pointed at a little girl with a skinned elbow and freckles on her nose. “Molly, let’s see your surprise face.”


Molly obliged with an expression of utter shock, and Paige applauded.


A little boy with eyes the color of denim tugged at her hand.


“Are you going to fix Pop-­Pop’s house?” The face was a killer, all big eyes and round cheeks. He was definitely going to get some screen time.


Paige knelt down. “That’s the plan, Trevor. Is there anything special you think we should fix?”


He nodded, his expression earnest. “Pop-­Pop likes popcorn.”


Paige pursed her lips. “Okay. So popcorn for Pop-­Pop.”


A lithe brunette in a Gamecocks sweatshirt laughed and joined them. Paige searched her memory banks for a name. Susan, she recalled. Phil and Delia’s middle child. “When Trevor has sleepovers at Pop-­Pop and Grammy’s, they make popcorn and watch movies. But Dad’s air popper broke last month, so it’s been nothing but microwavable stuff.”


“It’s gross,” Trevor sighed.


Paige nodded. “Well, I’ll see what we can do to solve Pop-­Pop’s popcorn problem. Now, what happens when you see the TV cameras?”


“I pretend they’re not there,” Trevor recited.


“Good job. So the only thing left—­and this is really important—­what kind of surprised face can you make?”


His solemn expression transformed into one of terror, eyes wide, mouth agape.


“Yeah, pretty sure that’s scared surprised. How about happy surprised?”
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Paige made it back to the motel before eleven and considered the day a success. Everyone was briefed. All the unnecessaries had been moved to Big Bob’s Climate Controlled Self Storage. And the local crew was ready to start demo as soon as they were cleared to go. They were as prepared as possible, even though she knew by experience that every shoot was destined to run into disaster regardless of preparedness.


She changed out of her jeans and pulled on a pair of sleep shorts and a tank before yanking back the bedspread and settling back against the pillows with her laptop.


Paige rechecked the call sheet and returned a few nonemergency emails that had trickled in while she was on set. She checked the time and texted Cat.


Paige: Make it to the motel?


The reply was instantaneous.


Cat: Here and ready to party!


Paige: Maybe you should go to bed instead. Early call tomorrow.


Cat: Yes, Mom.


Paige smirked. Some looked at her job as that of a glorified babysitter. But to her, she was the details keeper. She was double-­checking the releases and updating her notes when her stomach grumbled.


The chicken sandwich she’d scarfed down in two minutes flat had been hours ago. She ignored the internal rumbling and got up to inventory her set bag. Phone charger, bandages, a digital camera and charger, pens, paper, iPad and charger, fifty dollars cash, and a company credit card, all in their rightful places.


The next growl from her stomach was echoed by a dull ache. Paige sighed. A vending machine snack on her first night did not light a beacon of hope for the healthy season she had planned, but there would be no going to bed with her stomach gurgling in protest.


She grabbed her room key and change and followed the nauseating orange-­and-­red hallway carpet to the vending and ice nook.


It was a toss-­up between peanut butter crackers and a single-­serve bag of popcorn. Paige went with the popcorn in honor of Pop-­Pop. She already had an email in to see if there was room in the budget for a theater-­style popcorn maker.


She bent over to wrestle the bag free from the machine.


“Aren’t you the one who always says those machines are filled with poison?”


Paige jumped and swiveled.


Gannon was leaning against the doorway. He wore a leather jacket over well-­fitting jeans and a T-­shirt. His hair was shaved short now.


She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest, suddenly feeling very naked. “Did you just get here?” Gannon was notorious for arriving too close to the comfort of Paige’s carefully crafted schedule.


“I’m here, aren’t I? And don’t change the subject.” He strolled in and grabbed the popcorn out of her hand. Opening the bag, he shook out a handful and handed the rest back to her. “I catch you sneaking in here after all those lectures to everyone last year about the dangers of living off vending machines.”


Paige had the good grace to look guilty. “It was a late night, and I haven’t had a chance to stock up on nonpoisonous snacks.”


Gannon popped a kernel into his mouth. “It’s nice to know you’re human, princess.” He walked out of the room without a backward glance.


“You have an early call tomorrow,” Paige yelled after him. “Don’t be late!”
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He was late. Not late enough to hold anything up but enough that Paige shot him her ice princess look when he strolled past with two dozen doughnuts for the crew. Gannon hid his grin when she turned her back on him and stormed off, her windbreaker rustling in indignation.


He wasn’t as big of an asshole as he made himself out to be, but damn if he didn’t like getting a rise out of her. It made the frigid early morning calls, the long hours in downpours and drywall dust, and the general bullshit from the network more tolerable when he could see that little tic in her jaw, the blaze in her blue eyes.


She never once lost her temper, a fact that fascinated him. Gannon came from loud, passionate Italian stock that wasn’t afraid to smash a plate to make a statement. Paige, on the other hand, systematically choked down any temper and, with frosty efficiency, made him dance like a fucking puppet.


He paused to check out the facade of the house they’d be essentially gutting. The weathered two-­story jammed in between two other homes was just the kind of project he liked to sink his teeth into. The house was showing its age in sagging gutters, dingy siding, missing shingles, and from what he remembered from photos of the interior, decor that paid a horrendous tribute to the 1970s.


The tight lot would be an issue, he mused. But the neighbors on either side were big fans of the Russe family and had volunteered to help with the show, which usually meant no noise complaints. Plus, to be extra safe, Paige had worked her magic to get a stipend to put both families up in a hotel for the week of the shoot.


Gannon found his sister huddled under layers of coat and sweatshirt, guzzling an iced coffee on a chair. She was flipping through the day’s call sheet while crew buzzed around her, laying cable and erecting pop-­ups.


“Morning, Cat.” He flipped the lid on a doughnut box and watched her eyes light up when they spotted the Boston cream.


“Best brother ever,” she said, taking a decadent bite. She checked her watch. “You’re late.”


He grinned.


She gave him a bland look. “You were ready to go when I left. You could have gotten a ride with me.”


He shrugged, all innocence. “I had doughnuts to pick up.”


“It’s the first day of shooting for the season, and you’re already torturing poor Paige,” Cat complained. “Why do you mess with her?”


“She’s too buttoned up. One of these days, I’m going to push her over the edge, and she’s going to have to scream at me and call me an asshole to my face instead of saying it in her head and pulling the ice princess routine.”


“You’re totally into her,” Cat accused.


“I am not!” He wasn’t. His gaze tracked to Paige where she had her head together with the local contractor they were using for the project and a production assistant. Her hair—­a rich brown cut in a chin-­length bob—­was pulled back in a stubby ponytail and fed through the back of a battered ball cap. She wore jeans, work boots, and a shapeless windbreaker probably over one of the T-­shirts she favored.


Cat raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s probably a good thing if you’re not. Looks like the contractor’s son has the hots for her, and I’d love to see her get laid.”


Gannon’s head whipped around on his neck as if it were possessed. He zeroed in on the lanky guy in ripped-­up jeans and a Clawson Construction fleece who strutted up to Paige and the GC. He couldn’t hear what he said, but the guy had Paige laughing and looking up at him as if he was a fucking comedian.


“Yep. Good thing you’re not into her,” Cat said, hopping off the chair and patting his shoulder.


Muttering under his breath, Gannon decided to muscle in on their little chat. He was the host of the show. He should know what was going on. He stepped over cables and around one of the two production assistants their little crew boasted.


“Hey, Mike, right?” he said, offering his hand to the burly, bearded contractor. “I’m Gannon. We talked on the phone.”


Mike’s ham-­sized fist closed around his in a hearty handshake. “Good to finally meet you, Mr. King,” Mike said with the quick grin of an actual morning person.


“It’s just Gannon.”


“I was just telling Paige here how excited we are to get started. The Russes are personal friends, good people.”


“Well, Paige will make sure we do a good job for your friends,” Gannon promised, sliding an arm around Paige’s shoulders and hauling her up against his side. She stiffened under his touch. “She does a great job puppet mastering chaos.”


“We’ve certainly been impressed so far,” Mike agreed. “This is my son, Brandon,” he said, jerking his thumb at the guy in the fleece.


“Brandon.” Gannon offered his hand. He put a little extra power into the shake. “Paige and I are looking forward to working with you both. Clawson Construction has a solid rep.”


“What the hell was that?” Paige hissed, sliding out from under his arm when the Clawsons headed over to talk with their crew.


“What was what?” Gannon asked, all innocence.


She didn’t answer him. Someone needing something chirped in the earpiece of her headset. Paige adjusted the microphone and told them she’d be right there. “Behave yourself,” she said, pointing a warning finger at Gannon.
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They had a preshoot meeting for the production team and both the Clawson and the King crews. Director Andy Sanders walked everyone through what they planned to accomplish that morning and then Paige took her crew aside to cover the finer points. It was a good, solid team. Traveling reality shows couldn’t afford the expense or headache of large crews, which meant much of their team played two or three roles to cover all their bases.


They had three camera operators, Tony, Ricardo—­Rico for short—­and Louis. Felicia was the sound mixer knocking on twenty years of experience. Mel and Sam were the fresh-­faced production assistants who doubled as camera assistants and generally indispensable gophers.


Paige covered all the loose ends that were left over, acting as production coordinator and assistant director. Andy liked to joke that she knew more than he did and should have been named director. It wasn’t really a joke though. It was tough to break into the boys’ club, not that Paige would let that stop her. She had plans to get there.


The sun was up, the Russes and their extended family had arrived on-­site, and they were ready to roll. Satisfied that everyone knew what his or her job was, Paige did one last check-­in with the family. They were clumped together in the Russes’ living room, nerves evident on all the adult faces. Trevor was in tears. “But I wanna wear it!” His wails added to the tension.


“What the hell’s going on in there, St. James? Stop pinching the kids,” Andy’s voice crackled in her ear.


“Gimme a minute,” she murmured before cutting her mic.


Trevor slid out of his mother’s arms and stomped over to Paige.


“Hey, buddy. Are you ready for the big day?” she asked.


“Mom says I can’t wear dis but I hafta!” Trevor ran his little hands over the toy tool belt he wore on his hips. “I’m gonna help build Pop-­Pop’s house!”


“Wow, you came prepared,” Paige told him.


“He hid it under his jacket,” his mom sighed, running a hand through Trevor’s hair. “We’ll make sure he doesn’t wear it on camera.”


That statement started the tears again.


Paige dropped down to her knees on the orange shag carpeting that was in its last hours of existence. “This tool belt is awesome, and I think Gannon is going to be really impressed.”


Trevor wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and leaned morosely against his mother’s leg. “Yeah?”


Paige nodded. “Definitely. But listen, since we’re supposed to be surprising you, you have to pretend that you didn’t know we were coming. So you wouldn’t have your tool belt on yet.”


He frowned at her, his blue eyes thoughtful.


“But when we give Gannon and Cat the tour of the house, I think it would be awesome if you put the belt on to help show them around.”


Trevor’s eyes lit up, and his mother muttered an “Oh dear God” under her breath.


“Does that sound good?” Paige asked.


Trevor nodded emphatically.


“Great! So why don’t you give me your belt now, and as soon as we reset for the tour, I’m going to have you put it on, okay?”


His little fingers worked the belt free, and he all but threw it at her. “Woo-­hoo! I get to help! Hey, Molly!” He ran off in search of his sister.


His mom sighed after him. “Thank you for that. Really, if it’s a problem at all—­”


“A face like that showing Gannon King his tool belt?” Paige shook her head. “What a way to kick off the season.”


She moved on down the line to Phil and Delia, who perched on the faded yellow-­and-­brown sofa where their oldest son was comforting them. Delia held a fistful of tissues. “How are you two doing? We’re just about ready to get started,” Paige promised.


Delia blew her nose mightily. “It’s hard to believe this is the last time we’ll all be in this house as a family.”


Smiling sympathetically, Paige sank down on the couch next to Delia. She’d dealt with this exact reaction from nearly every family the show had helped. It always amazed her, the connection that people could feel to a house. She’d never experienced that in her mother’s sprawling Long Island Tudor. Sure, she’d grown up there, but it had never felt like home. She put her hand on Delia’s.


“I promise you that Gannon and Cat and all the people on Clawson’s crew are going to make sure this stays home. We’re just going to make it more functional and safer for your family. This is just the beginning of the memories you’ll have in this house.”


Delia squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Paige.”


“Get your ass out here, St. James,” Andy ordered good-­naturedly in her ear. “We’re ready to roll.”




CHAPTER


5


There was nothing like the first “action” of the season. They all felt it: the crew, the contractors, the family. The excitement of a new beginning for all. At its heart, what they were doing was storytelling, Paige thought as she watched Gannon and Cat roll up into the driveway in the tricked-­out Chevy, a stipulation of the very generous advertiser.


That storytelling, the validation of each family and their contributions, was the reason Paige had stuck it out on the show. While the network and advertisers chipped away at the basic joy of the job, the families and volunteers and contractors they worked with made it bearable.


Gannon gave his trademark honk with the horn, and the Russes poured out of the front door with the enthusiasm of an elementary school recess. Andy was grinning, and that was a good sign.


They shot five more takes, getting different angles, before Andy was satisfied and they reset for the interior tour.


Brandon broke away from where he was sequestered off camera with the rest of the Clawson team and joined her under the awning. “You ready to get started?” Paige asked him.


He grinned down at her and patted the hammer on his belt. “I was born ready.”


Trevor ducked out of his mother’s grip and rushed up. “Paige! Is it time?”


“Perfect timing, Trevor.” Paige pulled his tool belt off her shoulder and helped him secure it around his little waist.


“Hey! Mine’s just like yours,” Trevor announced to Brandon.


Someone from the construction crew called Brandon’s name. “Sorry, kiddo, gotta go,” he said, ruffling Trevor’s thick hair, and the little boy’s face fell.


Paige spotted Gannon frowning over blueprints at a folding table under a pop-­up tent. “Hey, how about we go tell Gannon you’re going to help with the tour,” she suggested.


“Yes!” Trevor grabbed Paige’s hand and together they scampered over to the man. Gannon King could be an ass with most people, but hand him a kid and he was charming, sweet, and funny. It was one of his very limited redeeming qualities.


“Hey there,” Gannon said when Trevor stopped just short of running full speed into him. “Are you with Clawson Construction? Because I have a question about these blueprints.”


Trevor, eyes bigger than a Japanese anime character, shook his head.


Amused, Gannon raised an eyebrow at Paige. Too bad labor laws don’t allow us to cart children around on set with us all the time, she thought.


“This is my friend Trevor,” Paige said, introducing the momentarily shy kid. “He’s going to help give you a tour of the inside of his grandparents’ house.”


Trevor found his voice and launched into an explanation of every plastic tool on his tool belt. Gannon listened intently, nodding without interrupting.


Sam’s Southern baritone came through her headset. “Okay, Beast Mode, your presence is requested inside, and bring that handyman.”


Paige touched her ear and nodded toward the house, telegraphing to Gannon it was time to wrap it up.


“You know, bud, I think your belt is missing something,” Gannon told Trevor.


Trevor immediately twirled the belt on his little hips, looking to make sure he hadn’t lost any tools.


Gannon produced a carpenter pencil from behind his ear. “You’re definitely going to need one of these.”


“Whoa!” Trevor accepted it with the excitement of Christmas morning. “Hey! Mom! Look! Gannon gave me a pencil!” He took off at a sprint toward his parents.


“Thank God you didn’t give him something sharper like a chisel,” Paige breathed.


“Come on, princess. I believe we’re needed on set.”
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The first day of shooting went as smoothly as reality TV could. The Russes had been perfect on camera with their sincere combination of excitement and nerves, and Cat had glamorously made the same promises to Delia that Paige had. They would return to a family home ready to house decades’ more memories. Trevor leading Gannon around by the hand with his new pencil tucked behind his ear was guaranteed to melt hearts across the country when the episode aired.


They finished filming the tour by four, and Paige handed the family over to the production assistants to send them off with final reassurances. The Russe kids and some family friends had all kicked in to send Phil and Delia on a seven-­day cruise.


By six, Paige was going over the demo plans with Mike Clawson while an army of volunteers packed away the rest of the family’s furnishings and belongings into storage pods.


“We can’t touch these rooms because we need the light to shoot the demo, and they’re usually the biggest bangs for the buck,” Paige told Mike, indicating the kitchen and bathroom. “But whatever your crew can do in the two guest bedrooms and the downstairs powder room overnight will help keep us on schedule.”


“I’ll let you know if any of our inspectors find any bad news when we start poking around,” Mike promised.


“I appreciate that. You have my cell, right?”


He did. And her email and her hotel room just in case.


Paige cut Tony and Louis, checked tomorrow’s call sheet that she’d distributed after lunch, and had Sam set up the interview “booth” before sending him and Mel home for the night. Rico and Felicia would stay and help her get a couple hours of volunteer interviews. She consulted her list. She had ten interviews to do. She liked to start them on the first night when everyone’s energy was high. That way, if she uncovered a story that deserved more screen time, they had the rest of the shoot to work it into the story line and expand on it. It always made for a long day, but the end results were worth it.


She set up shop under a pop-­up erected outside the craft services and show sponsor tent. She found that shooting at night gave the feeling to the audience that everyone was tired and more vulnerable than in the bright light of morning. She was just getting ready to track down her first interview when Gannon stormed up.


“What the hell is this?” he demanded, shaking papers in her face.


She took them from him, perused them. “It’s tomorrow’s call sheet.”


“Why aren’t we having Clawson demo the main bath tonight?”


“Because of the magic of TV,” she said calmly. It was an old argument. Gannon was an actual contractor, which meant the ass-­backward timelines of shooting a TV show about home renovations were ridiculous.


“We’d be a hell of a lot further ahead in the morning if we have them demo it tonight. Do we really need to see Cat carry out another leaky toilet or me break another fucking mirror?”


“If you wouldn’t do such a good job at it, the audience wouldn’t want to see it. The Kings doing demo is a highlight of the show, and for continuity’s sake, it looks better in the episode when we do the tour, and it looks as if we start the demo immediately after.”


“It doesn’t make fucking sense to shoot it this way.” Gannon’s contractor sensibilities were officially in a bunch, but Paige had no sympathy.


“If you would look at the call sheet when it’s distributed, maybe we could do something about it, but since you can’t be bothered to review it in advance, this is what happens.”


“You’re just a network kiss-­ass. You don’t care about doing things right. You just care about cutting corners and manipulating ratings. This is a waste of everyone’s time.”


Nose to nose now. “No, this is a waste of everyone’s time.” Paige was the epitome of calm on the outside. On the inside, she wanted to take the hammer out of his tool belt and smack him in the forehead with it. “Either shoot the scenes the way we planned, offer up a goddamn solution, or go throw your temper tantrum somewhere else so we can continue. We’re all on the same team, and we all work long hours, and holding up production doesn’t help anyone. Now if you’ll excuse me, some of us still have a couple hours of work to do.”


That was as good of an exit line as she was going to have. Paige turned and stalked away from him. Rico let out a low whistle as he playfully filmed her storming off.


“Yeah, go ahead,” Gannon called after her. “Walk away and find someone else to exploit, princess.”


She heard a thud and knew he’d thrown his tape measure into the tent wall. For whatever reason, his tantrum made her smile. Every time he broke and she didn’t, she counted it as a victory.


She busied herself with the remaining items on her to-­do list and promptly forgot about Gannon and his asshole-­ish tendencies. Darkness fell, and Paige blew through the interviews with a speed and efficiency honed by years of experience. She’d gotten her start as a production assistant on a dating reality show. She knew which questions to ask that would get emotional answers and build good stories. Most of it was a ratings ploy. Taking exhausted volunteers who had strong feelings for the family they were helping and pushing a few buttons guaranteed tears.


Paige’s personal challenge wasn’t to deliver the drama. It was to deliver the truth. It always rang differently than a Frankenbite story that postproduction cobbled together. Tonight’s volunteers were more than happy to sing the praises of the Russes, and with the family’s background, there was no shortage of backstory.


She sat off camera while Mariel, a woman who had been homeless for two years before the Russes coaxed her into the soup kitchen and then their job placement center, made herself comfortable on the stool. She wore her bright green Kings of Construction volunteer shirt over a sweatshirt to ward off the evening chill. Her dark hair was pulled back in a stylish bun—­her work hair, she called it. She clutched a tissue in her hand. “For the inevitable waterworks,” she told Paige.


“Well, let’s start there. What about helping the Russes makes you emotional?” Paige began.


Mariel rolled her dark eyes heavenward. “What about the Russes doesn’t make me emotional? I was a very young mom, and when my children’s father left, he took every dime we had in our checking account. I had no savings. I was working part-­time as a cashier in a drugstore. It wasn’t enough to support me, let alone me and three children. We were evicted from our apartment and living in our car when one day Phil Russe saw us in the library. It was cold, and we were trying to stay warm, and the library was quiet and safe. He asked if we were hungry—­”


Mariel’s voice broke, and Paige gave her a moment.


“My little boy, God bless his heart, said ‘Yes, sir. We’re always hungry.’ And my heart just shattered into a million pieces. My children were hungry.” Tears glistened in those beautiful dark eyes. “I was failing them. They should have been happy and warm and safe, and I was failing them.” Mariel took a shuddering breath. “But Mr. Russe didn’t judge. He just handed me a business card and said he had a hot meal waiting for us.”


Understanding the rhythm of storytelling, Paige prodded gently. “How long did it take before you went to the soup kitchen?”


Mariel smiled. “I had to make sure he was on the up and up, you see. So I used one of the library’s computers to look him up. We left for the kitchen thirty minutes later. And when my kids were having cookies for dessert, Mr. Russe brought Mrs. Russe out to introduce us to her. And my kids were never hungry again.”


Paige led Mariel through questions about the soup kitchen and the job center. The Russes helped Mariel find a better paying job, got her enrolled in online college courses, and gave her money to help furnish her first apartment.


“I paid them back, every dime, and started making contributions to their endeavors,” Mariel said with pride. “It wasn’t much at first, but I’m a vice president at a bank now. My two oldest are in college, and I fund a scholarship for teens who have been homeless.”


Paige smiled and wrapped up the interview. “That’s perfect, Mariel. I’m so happy for you and your family, and I know the Russes are really going to appreciate you being here and sharing your story.”


“Do you know that no one I work with knows my story?” Mariel cocked her head to the side. “I used to be embarrassed about my past, but now? Now it feels like something I can be proud of. I fought my way out of poverty, and now look at me.”


“Now look at you,” Paige echoed. “You should be incredibly proud of yourself.” She reached out and squeezed Mariel’s hand. “One last question. You’ve been a big supporter of the soup kitchen and the job center. You’ve already given back to the Russes. Why are you here tonight?”


Mariel straightened her shoulders, a single tear escaping her eye. “My family owes all that we have and all that we are to Mr. and Mrs. Russe. None of us will ever forget that. And so I am proud to give back to them in any way I can for the rest of my life.”


“I think that’s the perfect sentiment to end on,” Paige said, clearing her throat. She nodded at Rico, who gave her a wink and started tearing down. “Thank you so much for being willing to talk to us and for volunteering.” Paige offered Mariel her hand but the woman reached in and hugged her instead.


“Thank you for doing this for them. I can’t think of anyone who deserves something beautiful more than those two.”


Paige packed up her headset and gave herself a few minutes in the shadow of the craft services tent to swipe at her damp eyes. It was real people like Mariel and the Russes who made the rest of her job worthwhile. She may be dabbling in “drivel” as her mother liked to remind her, but she was also telling the stories of the brave, vulnerable, and triumphant.


“Didn’t know you were human, princess.”




CHAPTER


6


Gannon’s rasp of a voice came from behind her, startling her. She took her time turning around, not wanting to give him any glimpse of weakness or humanity.


He was much closer than she realized when she came face to chest with him. She stuck out her chin and forced a cool expression. “What are you still doing here? Shooting wrapped hours ago.”


He reached out and swiped a tear off her cheek. Her skin burned where his thumb touched her.


“It’s allergies,” she said and shrugged.


“Whatever you say,” he told her amicably. “I’m here because I had to fix a hole in the tent, and I’m waiting for you. I wanted to talk to you—­calmly and politely—­about tomorrow’s call sheet.”


“I can’t tell if you’re being a smart-­ass or not.”


He crossed his massive arms in front of his chest. His stance was wide, powerful. “You may have had a point earlier,” he admitted, looking down at the toes of his boots. “A small one. Minuscule really.”


She raised an eyebrow. “Why, Gannon King, I didn’t know you were capable of listening.”


“Let’s not get carried away here. I have a potential solution for my…concern about the main bath.”
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