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“DID YOU CONSIDER just setting a pile of money on fire instead?”


“Har har, smart-ass,” Maggie quipped over Aerosmith wailing through the speakers.


She was used to Dean’s overprotectiveness toward her home renovation budget and his consistent mistrust of her ability to turn nightmares into dreams.


The house rose in front of them through the rain-slicked windshield as the truck squeezed through the overgrowth on both sides of a rutted lane. Three stories. A massive porch that disappeared around one side. Shingles and carved wood with several layers of peeling paint battled it out to draw the eye first.


But nothing could compete with the turret. Part of the porch on the first floor, it became a balcony on the second. The third and final level was closed in with rounded windows and a needle point–tipped roof. The view from up there was one she predicted that even the pragmatic Dean would get excited about.


He flopped back in his seat and shook his head. “This better be the first and last time you buy a property sight unseen.” His voice was its usual morning rasp when Maggie dragged him from his beauty sleep.


The property wasn’t exactly unseen, but she doubted the truth of it would make her business partner feel more confident. “I saw pictures,” she argued instead.


“I saw the same pictures and distinctly recall trying to talk you out of it.”


“Whine later,” Maggie told him as they got out of the truck. The ground was soft and wet beneath her work boots.


What had once been an elegant, tree-lined drive was now an overgrown trail. The neglected trees and shrubs seemed determined to force the property’s surrender to nature.


But the house? Well, there was magic here on this bluff. She could feel it shimmering just beneath layers of rotting wood and what was most likely lead paint. Like a buried treasure waiting to be unearthed.


Maggie cocked her head and studied the exterior. Rain pattered off the bill of her cap.


Whimsical maybe. Dilapidated definitely.


“We’re not in Oregon on the beach anymore, Toto,” Dean said, eyeing the monstrosity.


“No, we’re not,” she agreed, tucking her hands into her coat pockets and wishing she had the keys. She’d closed the deal on her last flip, a charming beach bungalow, a handful of days ago. With the largest check to date burning a hole in her pocket, she’d packed up and hit the road, heading east for the new adventure.


“What the hell is it even?” he asked, zipping his vest to his chin. “What’s it doing here?”


The fact that the once-grand fever dream of a mansion didn’t fit was precisely what she loved best about it. This part of Idaho was full of timber cabins, smart lakeside cottages, and a tidy downtown of kitschy brick and clapboard buildings. But here, surrounded by mountains and aspen and river, the Queen Anne Victorian reigned over it all.


Proudly, unashamedly different, the Old Campbell Place had claimed this spot on the bluff without regard to any other outside forces for well over a century. She’d have bought it even without the house tangling up briefly in her own history.


“It was originally built by Aaron Campbell for his wife, Ava, allegedly a romantic at heart,” she said, warming to her topic.


“Oh goodie. A lecture.”


“Mr. Campbell’s family owned jewelry stores and a timber operation in the area.”


“Must have been a lot of money in murdering trees,” Dean mused as he tested the first step leading to the porch.


“Actually, Campbell’s money came from the fifteen western novels he wrote.”


He groaned. “I hate it when houses have backstories. It makes you spend more.”


“Mr. and Mrs. Campbell spent four years building this place, making sure every inch of it was perfect.”


“And then they died tragically of typhoid and lead-based paint?” he guessed.


Maggie gave him a playful shove and danced up the steps onto the porch. “No. They lived happily ever after for forty-plus years, giving generously to the town. Raising a family. Throwing spectacular parties.”


“And then they died.”


“And then they died—romantically—a few months apart. The house was passed down through the generations—some with better taste than others. When the family money ran out after a few generations, the house was donated to the town in the 1980s.”


“What did the town ever do to them?” Dean quipped. He gave the porch railing a shake and shot her a smug look when two of the spindles fell to the ground.


“I can fix that,” she said with confidence.


“The town turned it into the Campbell House Museum and ran it for just over a decade. Which is why the place comes chock-full of family artifacts.”


“Don’t even ask me to run the cash box at the yard sale, Magpie. I’m busy that day.”


“Come on. It was cute when you haggled with the church bingo lady in Aberdeen. The viewers loved it.”


She cupped her hands to one of the dingy front windows and peered inside. Wallpaper. Gloriously hideous pheasants in blue and gold climbed the walls of the study like an invasive ivy. Her fingers itched to touch it. It was so aggressively eye searing it might actually work. There were a few pieces of art, including what looked like a portrait hanging above a blackened fireplace. She gave the glass a swipe with her wet sleeve but only succeeded in smearing the layers of grime.


“Speaking of, when are you announcing this new ‘guaranteed to bankrupt you and lose all of your followers’ project?” Dean asked, clomping down the steps.


In Maggie’s opinion, the man spent entirely too much time thinking about numbers. Budgets, YouTube subscribers—all 900,000+ of them—and advertising dollars. But that was why they worked so well together. Dean obsessed over numbers on the page while she turned disasters into dream homes.


She followed him around the side of the house to the uneven stone terrace. The whole thing needed to be relaid. “We’ve still got three episodes banked on the beach bungalow. But I’ll start teasing this place on Instagram.”


He tripped, stumbled, and then kicked at the offending stone that had caught his shoe.


“Wait until tomorrow when the place is ours and there’s insurance before you fall and break your face,” she advised.


“What the hell is that?” he demanded, gesturing toward a concrete monument.


Maggie grinned. “A fountain.”


Four nearly life-size stone horses stood in the center of the base. One pawing the air, the others frozen midgallop. “That looks like the four horses of the apocalypse guarding a communitywide West Nile virus infection waiting to happen,” he said, eyeing the foot of black, murky water and debris clogging the fountain’s pool.


Despite the snarky, uncaffeinated grump show, she could tell he was starting to thaw … marginally. Dean had a soft spot for the quirky. Which was why he’d tolerated Maggie for so many years.


“Tell me they piss water.”


“I’m sure it can be arranged,” she mused.


He grunted and continued across the terrace toward the backyard.


“That’s a sizable problem,” he observed, coming to a stop.


She ducked around him and eyed the fir tree that leaned lazily against the back of the house. That hadn’t been in the pictures.


“I can fix it,” she chirped, already picturing a bench or chair reclaimed from the wood.


And she would. Maggie Nichols had yet to meet a challenge that she couldn’t conquer. Her real estate picks had gotten progressively more dilapidated, and while they briefly gave Dean bouts of acid reflux, he always came around. Especially at closing, when keys were exchanged for big, fat checks.


“The whole budget’s gonna go to landscaping,” he complained.


“Dean, Dean, Dean.” She sighed. “When are you going to start trusting my vision?”


Identifying potential had never been in the man’s skill set. But she didn’t hold it against him … at least, not anymore.


“This is going to be the one, Magpie,” he insisted, nudging a damp fern with the toe of his boot.


She flashed him a smirk. “You think this place will be the one I can’t finish?”


“I am absolutely certain you’ve bitten off more than you can chew. Eighteen rooms. I read the listing. There are outbuildings, which, judging by this wreck, are going to be hovels. There’s no way you can do this. And none of those rabid followers of yours are going to tune in to a project this big. It’ll be weeks of just hauling out god-awful carpet and scraping wallpaper. How the hell are you going to keep their attention?”


“You do realize you say that about every house, don’t you?” She nudged him in the direction of the bluff.


“Seriously. I have concerns about your decision-making. Are you having some kind of midlife crisis? Couldn’t you just buy a convertible and get a new haircut? Maybe date another guy who still lives with his mom?”


“You’re mean when you haven’t had enough coffee,” she complained as they stepped over a log into a small thicket of briars and brambles. “Besides, I told you Bobby looked older than he was when he turned his hat around backward.”


“You and the backward-hat thing,” Dean groaned. “Ouch! Thorn!”


“It’s not a thing. I just happen to find cute guys in backward ball caps attractive.”


“And how old was Backward Hat Bobby again?” he pressed, feigning a faulty memory.


“Twenty-four.” A mere decade younger than herself. “And don’t even get started on the robbing-the-cradle bit. Men date younger women all the time. Besides, it was fun while it lasted.” Fun while it lasted applied to all of Maggie’s relationships. That particular one had lasted exactly as long as it had taken her to realize her cute California flirtation lived in his parents’ basement while he “figured out” what he wanted to do with his environmental science degree.


“I have no problem with you dating guys ten years younger … if you were fifty and they were employed and had their own place. And knew what dryer sheets are for.”


“I never should have told you about that,” she grumbled.


“You know what I think?”


“No. But that’s never stopped you from telling me before.”


He paused dramatically. “I don’t think you believe in love and romance and happily ever after.”


She eyed him. “Oh? And you do, pot?”


“Listen here, kettle. I am a jaded man. A realist. A cynic, if you will. You buy hovels like this and turn them into castles. You should believe in romance. You should be dating and falling in love and settling down and giving me weekends off.”


“Ah. Now I get where this is going. You’re Danny Kaye–ing me,” she said, referring to White Christmas, a holiday movie she’d tried to dislike over the years and never quite succeeded.


“I always thought of myself as more of a Bing Crosby than a Danny Kaye.” Dean sniffed.


“Listen, Bing, Danny, or whoever the hell you are, I’m not in one place long enough to even learn a guy’s favorite beer, let alone sexual position or 401(k) balance.”


“But you could be. You could take time off between houses. You could take a vacation and fall in love with your scuba instructor.”


“Or here’s a thought. I could renovate this house, make it beautiful, and we could make an obscene amount of money.” It’s what they did and how she earned the freedom and financial stability she’d always craved.


“You already have an obscene amount of money,” he pointed out.


“I think our definitions of obscene are pretty far apart.”


“Check your statements and get back to me. You’ve leveled up and haven’t noticed yet.”


“Do you want a raise? Because I’ll give you a raise if it stops you from whining all the time.”


“I don’t want more money—I mean, I wouldn’t say no to it. But I want more time. You should, too. What’s the point of making all this money and running your own business if it means you can’t enjoy it?”


“I do enjoy it,” she argued. “I love what I do.”


“Well, you better, because it’s going to take you six years to finish this place.”


“Three months,” she insisted. Then caught his skeptical look. “Fine. Four tops.”


“You pay me to be practical,” he reminded her as he carefully removed a briar that had attached itself to his sleeve. “It’s impractical that your only days off are the ones you take driving between houses. You can’t keep this up forever.”


“Practical concerns noted. In the meantime, you trust me to have vision,” she said, blazing a trail through underbrush toward the one thing that would shut him up.


“Vision. Not hallucinations.”


She said nothing and pointed to the rocky edge of the bluff.


His brown eyes widened. “Oh. Shit.”


“Yeah. Oh, shit.”


They stood shoulder to shoulder and looked across the rolling foothills and canyons spread out before them. The Payette River zigged and zagged below, green and fast with snowmelt. The town, compact and cozy, was tucked into a hard bend to the north. The lake beyond fed the river and the tourism that coaxed travelers off the beaten path, away from the jagged mountain peaks and ski resorts and into Western Idaho.


“Figured we’d open up the view a little bit,” she said, still looking out over miles and miles of rugged country. “Thin out the vegetation. Maybe take down a couple of the trees.”


“The budget isn’t big enough,” Dean said, recovering himself quickly. He wasn’t a romantic who could be charmed with breathtaking views and historical charm. But at least she knew he was willing to flirt with the value of a multimillion-dollar view.


“We could double our money here,” she said, tempting him with his language of love.


“Double? Ha. First of all, you have to decide what’s the absolute minimum to get this beautiful and market-worthy. Then you being you, you have to decide how much over that you’re going to run amok. Then we’ll have to pull a buyer who wants a seven-figure mausoleum in Where the Fuck Are We, Idaho, out of our asses.”


She clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Oh, and Kinship.”


“Kinship what?”


“Kinship, Idaho. That’s where the fuck we are. Now, if I promise to buy you two huge coffees when we go into town, will you be a good boy and get your fancy drone out?”


Grumbling, he left her there and picked his way through nature. “I hate thorns!” he called over his shoulder. “Son of a—”


She snickered when his dark head disappeared into a wet bed of tall ferns.


“Watch your step,” she sang out too late, following him to the front.


“I’m not too fond of you right now!”


While her partner swore his way back to the backyard, drone in tow, Maggie faced the house. With her thumbs hooked in her pockets and rain dampening the short ponytail pulled through the back of her hat, she studied it. Three sprawling stories. Eighteen rooms. Four fireplaces. Not nearly enough bathrooms.


The paint, at least six different colors that she’d counted, was peeling. The yard had been eaten by weeds and overgrowth. What looked like a very healthy crop of poison oak climbed the north side of the house, which faced the detached carriage house.


The front porch looked like it was a good four inches lower on the right than it was on the left. The warped front door was way too small for a house so grand.


She felt the rev in her blood. The low hum of excitement of a new challenge, an adventure at the starting line. It was like finding a secret treasure in a ruin. Only, the ruin was the treasure. And her favorite part was excavating it piece by piece. Restoring old charm and adding new-world function. Every project was someone’s dream house. And she did what she could to bring it into being.


But this place, the Old Campbell Place—capitalized like a proper noun, as it had been dubbed for over a century—would be special. It already was. And it was even better than she’d remembered.


She waited until Dean had grumbled his way around to the back with his toy before taking out her phone and lining up a selfie with the house behind her.


It was tradition. Every project. Just her and the house at the very beginning of their journey together. She’d never shared any of them. It felt too personal, as if she were standing in front of her own dreams and asking them to come true.


“Closing’s not until tomorrow, Magpie,” Dean said when he returned. “Still have time to change your mind.”


She heard the hope in his voice and grinned. “Nice try. This is happening.”


He heaved a heroic sigh. “Fine. I have a couple of local trades lined up tomorrow after settlement. Figured you’d want to get started on the estimates right away.”


“You figured right. Come on. Let’s get you some caffeine so you can be nice. Maybe they’ll let us check in to the hotel early.”
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“LOOK, MAN. ALL I’m sayin’ is, if it makes you yack, maybe think about not eating it next time.” Silas Wright’s passenger had the good grace to look chagrined … and a little nauseated. “I mean, seriously, Kev? A whole pack of bacon. Even I know better than that.”


Kevin, a burly pit bull, whined a little, his wet nose twitching.


Silas hit the button and lowered the window a little more. “Don’t you puke. I’m trying to impress a client that desperately needs my expertise. Dog barf isn’t impressive.”


His dog’s tail gave a happy wobble as warm spring air rushed in.


Silas loved this time of year, too. As a kid, it had meant that endless summers of swimming, skipping rocks, and sleepovers were just around the corner. As an adult, the first sustained days of spring buoyed Western Idaho residents into thinking about mulch and weeding and retaining walls and patios for outdoor entertaining. And how much they didn’t want to do that work themselves.


It was no coincidence that the mailers for Bitterroot Landscapes were landing in mailboxes in a fifteen-mile radius today. Not only had he highlighted the nice, clean look of fresh mulch and neat lawn lines, but he’d also made sure to hint at what a pain in the ass the work was.


After several years of steady growth, he’d predicted this season would be tougher. The plant closing had many neighbors hurting for those paychecks. So he’d been prepared to tighten his belt and do what was needed to keep his people working steadily.


However, he hadn’t predicted a call about the Old Campbell Place.


Born and raised in Kinship, Silas was as familiar with the house on the bluff as the cold cuts cooler at Garnet Grocery and every kayak-swamping submerged rock on the five miles of Payette River he considered to be his.


Judging from the call, the estate’s new owner was looking to do more than Band-Aid the grand dame of a house. And Silas was going to dazzle the hell out of that someone into letting him get his hands on those grounds.


The dog let out a sigh.


As long as a certain someone kept his breakfast down.


The road got skinnier and steeper as his truck climbed. He’d laughed when the client—Dean Jensen with those California vowels—had asked if he needed directions to the project. Everyone knew where the Old Campbell Place was.


He slowed and signaled for the turn onto the lane. Not even the camouflage of wild Rocky Mountain maple and chokecherry could hide the way.


Bumping along, he noted the fresh ruts in the mud. He wasn’t the first trade on-site. A good sign that the owner was excited to get started. He could get behind excited, he decided as the quaking aspens that seemed intent on devouring the drive thinned and the house came into view.


He let out a low whistle that had Kevin perking up.


She’d been a grand beauty in her day. Now, crumbling and sagging. But beyond the peeling paint and broken windows was the kind of charm that never faded. The grounds—he’d had a look at the site map to refresh his memory—were five acres of hilltop roll. House, garage, barn, remains of a greenhouse. Mother Nature had been busy here in the years the property stood vacant. Trees and shrubs, weeds and thistles.


She needed love. A lot of it. But the potential was there. She could rise again, given the right care … and a sizable budget. And he wanted his hands on it. Not just for the job security and that influx of cash to his bottom line. No. He liked the idea of adding his mark to this piece of local history.


Kevin let out a bacon-scented burp that pulled Silas from his romantic reverie.


“Gross, man.”


He spotted a Hines Contracting van out front and swung in next to a pickup the same make, model, and blue as his own.


“Stay put and, if you gotta puke, puke out the window,” he told his dog.


The screen door on the front banged open and then shut, and he spotted his old Little League coach exiting.


“How’s it going, Jim?” Silas called, getting out.


“Some place, Sy,” Jim told him with a grin usually reserved for over-the-fence homers.


“Sure is. I’m hoping the pockets are deep.”


“Deep and smart. Big job,” he said cheerfully. “But the owner’s got brains and vision. And best as I can tell, a decent budget, too.”


Music to the ears of the Kinship small businesses, Silas thought.


The screen door creaked open and banged shut again, and he felt his world tilt a few degrees.


The work boots were scarred and not for fashion. Long legs seemed to go on forever under a pair of battered utility pants. Curves, subtle ones, revealed themselves through a dirt-streaked tank top. Hands in pink-trimmed work gloves tossed a long-sleeve flannel over the porch railing.


Silas was already in lust before he got to her face.


Categorizing as fast as he could, he took in the sight. Sun-kissed skin, leanly muscled arms, strong shoulders. There was a softness in the heart-shaped face beneath a fringe of bangs. Loose strands in the same chestnut copper shade had escaped a short ponytail at the back of her long, slim neck and framed sharp cheekbones and a straight nose. Her lips weren’t painted, but they were lifted in the kind of smile that hinted at secrets.


“Wow,” he said.


“You okay there, kid?” Jim asked.


Silas, like the rest of Kinship’s athletic population, had been “kid” to the man since he was seven years old. “Okay doesn’t even begin to cover it,” he admitted.


Jim rolled his eyes and then turned back to the goddess on the porch. “Real nice meeting you, Ms. Nichols,” he said.


“Maggie,” the goddess corrected. She had one of those throaty voices, just a little rough around the edges. Like the rasp that came from shooting whiskey too fast. “I’m looking forward to your estimate.”


“Have it to you Monday,” he promised. Jim paused to eyeball Silas like he’d just shown up on a job site in a prom dress.


To be fair, it had happened once. A bet was a bet.


He clapped him on the shoulder. “Later, Sy.”


“Later, Coach,” Silas said without taking his gaze off Maggie Nichols of the strong arms and sexy voice.


They eyed each other for a beat, and then she was shucking her work gloves. “Sy as in Silas Wright? Bitterroot Landscapes?” she asked.


“That’d be me,” he said, approaching the porch like a tractor beam had locked on and was dragging him forward. “And you definitely wouldn’t be Dean Jensen.”


They met on the steps. “Maggie Nichols,” she said, offering a hand. Ringless. Long fingers. Calloused.


Silas closed his hand around hers and enjoyed the invisible sparks that shot out from the contact. Her eyes were brown, warm, and golden. They made him think of topaz in the sun.


“That’s a long handshake you’ve got there, Mr. Wright,” she observed, giving their joined hands a pointed look.


He grinned. “I’d apologize, but I don’t want our relationship to start out on a fib because I’m not actually sorry at all.”


“Ah, a flirtatious landscaper,” she said lightly as she withdrew her hand.


Kevin let out a mournful whimper from the truck window.


“Pipe down, Kevin,” Silas said, without looking back.


The quirk of her lips was a full-blown smile now, and he felt his stomach dip like it was on the rolling hills of a coaster.


“You named your dog Kevin?” she asked.


In response to hearing his name, the dog let out another pathetic moan.


“He named himself,” Silas explained. “The shelter tried every normal dog name in the book before they started on the people names.”


“Aw,” she said. The softness in her eyes had him reluctantly dragging his attention away from her. He saw Kevin was doing his best depressed pet routine, with one jowl pitifully draped over the truck’s side mirror.


“Don’t fall for it,” Sy said. “He’s a diabolical attention whore.”


On cue, the dog let out a howl.


“You can let him out, you know,” Sy’s future wife said, falling into the dog’s trap.


“You say that now, but Kevin’s a little burly, and while he has a heart of gold, he can look a bit intimidating. Plus, he just ate an entire pack of thick-cut, hickory-smoked bacon, and I’ve got concerns about his ability to keep it down.”


“Better for him to lose his breakfast out here than in there,” she advised. “If it gets in the vents, you’ll never get it out.”


Sensing an ally, the dog perked up.


“I can tell this is the first of many times that you two will be ganging up against me,” Silas said as he left the steps and headed toward the truck. “I don’t want you to think I’ll always be this easy.”


“Oh, my,” Maggie said as eighty pounds of brindle pit bull celebrated his freedom with a zoom around the front yard.


The dog remembered that thanks were in order and plowed his way up the porch steps.


“No jumping,” Silas yelled, jogging after his wayward wrecking ball.


Maggie was braced for the impact, but Kevin skidded to a halt, plopping his big ass on the porch boards at her feet.


Disaster averted, Silas slowed his approach. Sometimes his fat dog’s brakes didn’t work so well.


“Well, aren’t you the handsomest boy in the whole world,” Maggie said as she gave the muscly dog a rubdown. Kevin swooned over onto his back to provide better access to his tummy.


“Stop horning in on my business, dog,” Silas complained.


Maggie straightened to her full height, putting her about a head shorter than his own six feet four inches. Good height for kissing without getting a crick in his neck, he noted.


“Business,” she said. “Let’s walk and talk.”


“I’m all yours,” he told her as he followed her off the porch.


“I won’t insult your intelligence by warning you that this is a big job,” she told him. “For starters, the trees are trying to eat the eight-hundred-foot driveway.”


“I’ve got a tree guy. Gal, actually,” he said, falling into step beside her. Kevin trotted ahead of them to begin his sniffing inventory.


“Good. Then we’ve got these prehistoric shrubs crowding in the front and around the east side. A bumper crop of poison oak.”


“I’m immune,” he told her. “It’s one of my many superpowers. What’s yours?”


“Built-in bullshit detector. All of this needs cleaned up,” she said, gesturing at the tangle of underbrush and trees that had cropped up alongside the house.


“Agreed. We’ll get a lot more light into the first floor if we cut all this back. What’s your favorite holiday?” he asked.


“Thanksgiving,” she answered without missing a beat. “Back here we’ve got another small issue for your tree gal.”


The small issue was a seventy-foot fir that had decided to take a nap against the house.


He took a closer look. “Been here so long it’s all dried out. We’ll give you a nice stack of firewood, since I’m assuming you won’t be converting all of the fireplaces to gas.”


“I’m keeping the two first-floor fireplaces wood-burning,” she said.


“Good. I’d hate for us to hit a deal breaker this early in our relationship,” he said, lifting a branch of a crabapple out of her way as they picked their way through the backyard. She ducked under his arm.


The dog joyfully barreled past them, nose to the ground as he sniffled and snorted his way around the perimeter of the old iron fence.


“The fence kind of makes me think haunted cemetery,” Maggie said, eyeing it. “I wouldn’t be heartbroken if you said it needed to come down.”


“Easy enough,” he said, pausing to take in the backyard. The morning sun was behind them on the front of the house. The weeds already coming back to life had no problem with the shade. Rocky Mountain maples sprang up from waist-high grasses in a jumble of branches and buds. A pair of spindly looking hawthorn trees loomed too close to the house.


“Might take a few of these taller trees down,” he advised. “You won’t want a sequel to that one. Plus, a house this size needs a backyard kids and dogs can run around in. Do you have any? Kids or dogs?”


“Agreed. And no, I don’t. But the next owner might.”


“Big project for a flipper,” he observed.


“Biggest I’ve tackled,” she said, leading him out of the jungle to the north side of the house. “But scope doesn’t scare me, and I don’t want anyone on my team that’s afraid of a little—okay, a lot—of hard work.”


He stopped in front of her and placed a hand over his heart. “Maggie, I’m deadly serious when I tell you that Hard Work is my middle name.”


She shot him a look that told him he was definitely charming the hell out of her. “No. It’s not,” she said.


“Okay. Fine. It’s actually Andrew. But my motto is Work Hard, Play Harder.”


“Now, that I believe.”


“I’m your guy, Maggie.”


“Hmm. We’ll see. I’m less concerned about the backyard and more hopeful that a smart, challenge-embracing landscape architect can bring this area back to life.”


What had been a stately stone terrace was now about 167 trip-and-fall lawsuits waiting to happen. The retaining wall at the far end had given up on retaining and leaned into, well, just plain leaning. And then there was the fountain. Four huge horses, stallions if their equipment was accurate, claimed the center.


Dark, soupy water from the rains puddled at the base around years of nature’s seasonal debris.


In its current state, the fountain was a mosquito breeding ground at best. At worst, it would have to be completely dismembered.


“Wow,” he said for the second time since he’d arrived. Unhooking the tape measure from his belt, he turned his ball cap around backward.


“Uh. I don’t know how long it’s been since it ran, but I’d love to get it in working order,” she said, a hint of wistfulness in her tone.


Kevin bounded up to her, a tree branch clenched in his massive jaws. He spit it out at her feet and waited expectantly. Silas noted the tangle of roots and dirt on one end and hoped the dog hadn’t actually yanked it out of the ground. He was dirty from nose to tail, the bottom half of his pudgy body obscured with dark, fresh mud.


“Did you fall in a well?” Maggie asked.


The dog gave a happy bark.


She snapped off a significantly smaller branch and gave it a toss in the direction of the backyard. She had a good arm, and the dog barreled after it, flinging wet mud in all directions.


“I apologize for my brute of a friend there,” Silas said. “I would assure you he is not always an asshole like this, but then I’d be lying. This is exactly why he got the boot from therapy dog school.”


Her sharp brown eyes darted to where the dog was rolling, stubby legs in the air. “Therapy dog school?”


“The rescue thought, since he was smart and affectionate, he’d make a good therapy or emotional support dog. He was a fast learner, but they underestimated the stubborn streak. They could get him to open drawers and refrigerators, but only when he felt like it. Nailed my shin just this morning on a dresser drawer he left open before he helped himself to all my bacon.”


“Wow,” she said.


“Speaking of wow, how about you show me this view?” he suggested, pointing toward the bluff.
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MAGGIE DID HER best to not watch Silas Wright take measurements of the terrace, the front of the house, the back fence. She had plenty on her plate without adding a flirty, not-terrible-to-look-at landscaper to it.


Dean—who was on the second floor and wailing along to a Britney Spears classic—had outdone himself in the research department. Mr. Wright was exactly right for the camera.


Her followers would eat up the curling, dirty-blond hair that peeked out from beneath the hat. The crinkles around the gray eyes. His stubble beard toed the line between careless bad boy and hometown heartthrob who was too busy to shave.


He was tall with a rangy, muscled build that filled out his T-shirt, advertising more than just the name of his business. Broad chest and shoulders with tan skin. The peek of a tattoo just under the sleeve of his shirt.


He bent to examine the stone at the far end of the terrace, and she had to turn away before she started thinking too hard about that very firm butt he came equipped with.


The sunroom. Yes. She should be thinking about whether she needed to replace all of the molding around the windows, not about man-butt.


She peeked again and had no regrets before prying another piece of casing free. Some owner in the recent lineage had replaced the glass in the enclosed porch, and Maggie’s budget cheered.


Satisfied that the casing needed to be replaced on only one of the dozen windows—thank you, baby Jesus—she added the item to her growing list on the iPad and then put her gloves back on and loaded rotted wood into the wheelbarrow on top of the orange shag carpeting she’d ripped out of the small hall closet.


With a short running start, she bumped the wheel over the threshold into the kitchen. No rest for the busy. Not with a mammoth project ahead of her.


But she could see the finish line even though it was miles and months away. She could see cups of coffee in the brand-new kitchen with its wall of windows over quartz countertops and glossy new cabinetry. On nice, bright days, someone would take that coffee onto the sunporch or terrace. In the winter, instead of the small collection of cheap empty beer cans and liquor bottles she’d found, there’d be a fire in the high-ceilinged library at the back of the house. Of course, it wouldn’t be her doing the living after the work. But someone would be here, enjoying the treasure she reclaimed for them.


Pushing for the front door, she wheeled through the rotunda, past the Scarlett O’Hara–worthy staircase, and paused outside the study’s pocket doors she’d popped off their tracks to get a look at their hardware. The portrait above the fireplace beckoned again.


Mr. and Mrs. Campbell made a dignified couple. Maggie couldn’t help but wonder if it was her imagination or the talented hand of the artist that had her seeing the Mona Lisa smirk on Mrs. Campbell’s lips.


“Don’t worry, Campbells. It’s only trash,” she promised them before backing out of the open front door.


“Mags, Mags, Mags.” Silas was standing hipshot at the foot of the porch steps. “Got a hell of a place here,” he observed.


The man certainly wasn’t shy. Getting him on camera with his doofy dog and crooked grin probably wouldn’t take much more than a “please.”


“I am aware,” she said mildly, parking the wheelbarrow on the porch, above the dumpster. “Now, before you start working numbers and figuring out how to sweet-talk me into doing more than I want to do, let me give you the rest of it.”


“I’m all yours,” he said with that easy grin.


Silas Wright was used to charming the ladies. But this particular lady was more interested in his prowess outside of the bedroom.


“Renovations are just part of what I do,” she began, stepping off the porch. “I also film everything for my YouTube channel. It’s a weekly show. I started it a few years ago mostly to teach women how to tackle renovations, and it grew from there. If I hire you—”


“You will,” he said.


“If I hire you,” she repeated, “I’d want you and your crew to be comfortable being on camera. To talk about what you’re doing. Tell the story of your business, your town. I have a feeling you won’t be deeply offended if I tell you you’ve got a face for the camera.”


“I’ve heard I’m not completely hideous,” he said with feigned seriousness. “But that came from my moms, so they’re biased.”


“Moms?”


“Two moms. Two dads. Three sibs,” he offered.


“Your moms might be biased, but that doesn’t mean they’re wrong.”


“Why, Ms. Nichols, are you flirting with me?”


“I’m not flirting. I’m flattering you. Because if I do hire you, I’d want you to be okay with me using my sweaty, good-looking landscaper to keep the show interesting.”


“Hmm.” Silas rubbed a hand over his truly excellent beard of stubble. She could practically hear her female viewership—and a good percentage of the men—purr. “Is this the same pitch you gave Jim?”


She did laugh then. “No. I went more with the ‘free advertising for his business’ angle. I have a few thousand followers in Idaho, a few hundred that could be considered local. I’ll get more with this project. The more viewers who see your business, who see the people and hear the stories behind them, the more customers you’ll get out of the deal. I’ve got numbers on new sales leads after working with me. They’re good and getting better. And with all of that said, I sure don’t mind seeing a discount worked out here or there for my troubles.”


“You’re a very smart woman, Maggie. I like that about you.”


“I’m no therapy dog school dropout, but I do okay.”


His laugh—a genuine one—tickled something inside her. Something that required squashing because casually dating contractors was a hard no after both Maggie and Dean had made that mistake early on.


“This is a big job. And it’s got cameras, but the work isn’t for the cameras,” she told him. “It’s got to be real. Because at the end of the day, this needs to be someone’s dream home, and they have to be inspired to pay me top dollar for it.”


“I wouldn’t be here if you or someone hadn’t already done the research,” he guessed. “My crew is good. Solid. Not just dependable, but we’re damn creative, too. I’d be happy to drive you around and show you some of my projects downtown,” he offered with a wolfish wiggle of his eyebrows. “You know. Prove my prowess to you and all.”


“I’ll keep that in mind. Though, full disclosure, you’d be driving my partner, Dean, around because I’ll be busy demoing the hell out of every damn room for the next week or two.”


He leaned in close enough that Maggie thought for a second he might be lining up to kiss her. Which would mean she’d have to find herself another landscaper.


She was relieved when he stopped just outside the edge of her personal space. “Maggie Nichols, I don’t mean to scare you off, but I think you just might be the girl of my dreams.”


She gave him the eye. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”


“Never in my life,” he said, making an X with his finger over his heart. “How do you feel about breakfast for dinner?”


She rolled with the change in subject. “I don’t trust anyone who doesn’t want pancakes and eggs every once in a while for dinner. How do you feel about being on camera?”


She heard the already familiar screech of the screen door behind her. This time the noise was interrupted by a clunk and a crash. The hinges gave up their decades-long fight and surrendered, sending the door crashing to the porch floorboards.


“Maggie, if you don’t burn this hellhole down to the foundation, I’ll do it for you,” Dean bellowed.


“I’ll fix it,” she called back cheerfully. “Come over here and meet the landscaper before you make any more arson threats in front of witnesses.”


Dean clomped over in jeans and sneakers that were too nice to do any dirty work. He had an iPad in one hand and a very large coffee in the other.


Juggling both, he freed a hand and offered it to Silas. “Morning,” he said with slightly less grump.


“You must be Dean,” Silas said, shaking hands.


“That’s me. Has the tour of this three-story garbage dump scared you off yet?”


“One man’s garbage dump is another’s mountain of hidden potential,” Silas responded.


Maggie grinned.


Dean shook his head. “Great. Now there’s two of you.” He looked pointedly at Silas’s backward cap and then at Maggie and smirked.


She shook her head and mouthed, Don’t. You. Dare.


“If you don’t mind me asking, how old are you, Silas?” Dean asked.


Maggie elbowed Dean hard in the ribs.


The landscaper watched their exchange with interest. “Thirty-seven.”


“He’s thirty-seven, Maggie,” Dean repeated with as much subtlety as Kevin the borderline-obese pit bull.


“I heard,” she said dryly. “Don’t you have some calls to make? Dreams to crush with your heartless budgets, Dean?”


“Sure do. And I’ll be doing all of that from the comfort of the inn because a ceiling tile just missed my head by inches when it crashed to the floor in the hellscape you call a kitchen.”


“After you finish the B-roll of the sunporch and library,” she reminded him.


“Yeah, yeah. Silas, it was nice to meet you. Give us a good deal.” With that last demand, Dean squared his shoulders and stomped back inside.


“He’s a mercenary at heart and definitely not a morning person,” she explained.


“I bet he doesn’t like pancakes for dinner either,” Silas predicted.


She laughed because it was the truth.


“Couple more questions,” he announced.


“Shoot.”


“You married?”


“Not anymore,” she said. “Do you have any problems using advertiser products for the job?”


“Not as long as it’s a product that does what it’s supposed to. I’ve never been married, by the way,” he said when she didn’t ask him. “Early bird or night owl?”


“Bird,” she said. “How big of a crew do you need to get this done by, say, mid-July?”


“Bigger than I’ve got currently, but I know where I can find a few new recruits who wouldn’t mind getting dirty. Are you seeing anyone?”


“I’m too busy to see anyone. Can you turn on the charm for the camera?”


“As long as there’s someone to hold my hand, I think I can manage,” he told her.


“I’ll see if Dean is available for the hand-holding,” she deadpanned. She tucked her hands into her pockets and studied him. “Can you do this job, Mr. Wright?”


“Call me Sy, Maggie,” he said, his tone serious, gray eyes locking on hers.


“Can you do this job, Sy?”


“I can make this your dream home.”


“I’m not in the market for a dream home. But what I am after is a dream payday and the satisfaction of bringing this place back to life.”


“What I hear you saying is that there’s a twenty percent chance that you’ll fall in love with this place and your handsome landscaper,” he said.


“Clearly your auditory processing leaves something to be desired,” she shot back. “And I don’t date contractors. So if a dented ego is a deal breaker for you, you might as well get in that pickup and head home.”


“My ego can handle the dents,” he promised. “Think you’d be annoyed if I checked in every once in a while to see if you changed your mind?”


“I won’t change my mind,” she said firmly.


“But it’ll be real fun trying.”


“Wow me with your deeply discounted estimate, and maybe I’ll let you ask me out once a week.”


He grinned. “Deal. What’s the name of your show?”


“Building Dreams with Maggie.”


He nodded in approval. “Nice. I like it. What social media thing is it on?”


Social media thing? “YouTube.”


“Like the letter U?”


“That’s adorable,” she said. “Y-O-U. If you have any six- or seven-year-olds in your life, they can help you find it.”


“I’ll borrow one.”


“Great. Well, Sy, I’ve got a lot of work to do. Do you have what you need to work up an estimate that won’t require mass quantities of alcohol to review?”


“Let me collect my mud-wallowing partner, and I’ll get out of your hair.”


On cue, the dog came bounding around the side of the house. This time he’d managed to roll in whatever muck he found. His beautiful brown brindle was completely obscured under a glossy coat of mud.


“He looks like a swamp monster,” she observed. A very-proud-of-himself swamp monster with a pink tongue lolling in pure doggy delight.


“Don’t you dare do it,” Sy said to the dog. He grabbed Maggie by the shoulders and, before she could decide if she liked it or not, swung her around, putting himself between her and the rampaging mud monster. Crushed up against his chest, Maggie felt the impact.


“Uh. You okay there?” she asked, tilting her head back to look at him. Those gray eyes were rolled skyward, as if praying for patience. She wondered if she was about to get a front-row seat to an explosion of temper.


“Kevin,” Sy said on a long-suffering sigh, “you’re officially dead to me.”


She pursed her lips together and tried not to laugh.


“Maggie, I’d like to point out how heroic that was,” he said. “And I feel like that should carry more weight in your hiring decision than the fact that I was stupid enough to bring this pig-dog with me to a job site.”


“So noted,” she said.


He released her and turned just as Kevin the pig-dog bounded up the steps of the porch.


“Kevin, no! Stay!” Silas yelled as the dog eyed the wide-open front door.


Maggie choked down the laugh that bubbled up. The man’s back matched his dog. Slicked and splattered with a mud so dark that she was concerned there was a more sinister ingredient than just dirt.


“If you put one paw inside that house, I won’t take you to doggy daycare this week, and you won’t see your girlfriend, Tabitha,” Sy threatened.


At the mention of Tabitha, Kevin sat.


“Uh, I’d offer you a towel, but I don’t know if I have any yet,” Maggie said.


“Not to worry. Always Prepared is my other middle name,” the muddy landscaper told her. “I’ve got tarps, towels, and a change of clothes in the truck. I’ll just—”


All of Kevin’s fun seemed to catch up with him at once. He opened his cavernous mouth and barfed on the porch.


“Oh, buddy,” Maggie said. “Is he okay?”


In answer, Kevin trotted off the porch, tail wagging, and shoved his head into a shrub.


“He’s fine.” Sy put his hands on his hips and studied his boots for a long moment. “I’ve got a hose in the truck,” he said finally.


“I’ll leave you to it then.” She managed to get the words out. Barely. “I’ll just be in there trying not to laugh too loud.”


“Appreciate that,” he said.


“It was, uh … nice to meet you,” she said. “You make quite the impression.” She didn’t make it into the house before the laughter overtook her.


Kevin emerged from the bushes and trotted over to Sy.


“Don’t even try to make up with me,” he told the dog.


Kevin gave a happy bark.


“No. I’m not proud of you,” Sy said, rooting around the bed of his truck and producing a garden hose. “Why would you think I’d be proud of you?”


“What are we watching?” Dean asked, coming up behind Maggie.


“Just a man hosing a half gallon of dog puke off the porch,” she told him.


“Try not to hold it against him. The guy will probably earn you your millionth follower in one episode,” Dean predicted.


“Don’t even think about getting in the truck like this,” Sy said on the other side of the glass. Kevin barked and bit at the spray of water like it was a game.


Dean snickered.


“I should get back to—” Maggie’s intention to work flew right out the window when Sy stripped off his hat and muddy T-shirt.


“Oh, my,” Dean said.


“Wow,” she said in appreciation for the very fine male form that was now toweling off his dog.


“Pants. Pants. Pants,” Dean chanted.


“He’s not going to— Never mind,” she said as Sy toed off his boots and shoved his thumbs in the waistband of his cargo pants. She turned her back on the window.


“Bright-red Calvin Klein boxer briefs,” Dean reported with approval. “Just the one tattoo. Spare flip-flops in the back. Garbage bag for the clothes and towel. He’s prepared.”


Only Dean would find preparedness as attractive as a muscled man in nice underwear.


“He’s telling the dog to get in the truck. Uh-oh. The dog basically said ‘fuck you’ and took off running. Now our landscaper is running,” he said, continuing his commentary.


Maggie couldn’t help herself. She crossed the hall and peered out the bay window in the … parlor? Living room? Den?


Silas, in fire-engine-red underwear that confirmed her assumptions about his very fine rear musculature, sprinted into the backyard after the dog.


“I almost don’t care what his estimate comes in at,” Dean announced. “You have to hire him just for the face and the comedy.”


“He does make an impression,” she agreed when Sy came back into view carrying eighty pounds of wet dog like a very large baby. “He’s an outrageous flirt.”


“At least he’s an ‘of age’ outrageous flirt,” Dean said.


“I’m not dating my landscaper,” she said definitively.


“Is he too old for you?” he teased. “Oh, look. He’s so flustered he’s getting into your truck.”


She pushed him out of the way and looked.


“Want me to go tell him?” he offered.


“I’ll do it,” she said. “Keep your trigger finger off the record button.”


She headed outside, across the wet porch, and down into the gravel and weeds.


“Hi there,” she said, approaching the driver’s side. Sy was behind the wheel doing a mad search of the console, presumably for car keys.


“Miss me already?” he asked, pausing his search and looking not at all embarrassed about being practically naked.


“Haven’t had the chance. I actually had some very important information for you.”


“Your astrological sign? Your love language? Your newly discovered fetish for men with ill-mannered dogs?”


“My truck,” she said.


“Your truck,” he repeated, resting his elbow on the open window, the picture of casual flirtation.


“You’re in my truck.”


He poked his tongue into the inside of his cheek and looked around the interior of the vehicle. “Huh. Yeah. That explains the lack of mulch on the floor mats and keys in the cupholder.”


“Yeah.”


He opened the door, and she took a step back as tall, nearly naked man and wet dog got out.


“It’s a hell of a story we’ll have to tell the grandkids,” he said. “Or nieces and nephews if you don’t want kids.”


The words barely penetrated. She was too busy admiring that long, lean body. The outrageous confidence and commitment to go-with-the-flow that made it impossible for the man before her to feel the slightest bit of embarrassment over his predicament.


“It was real nice meeting you, Maggie,” Silas said, offering her his hand.


“Uh-huh,” she said to his abs.
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FRESH FROM A shower at the inn, Maggie went in search of a strong Wi-Fi signal and dinner. Her muscles were singing from a full day of heavy lifting. But she’d gotten a respectable jump on the initial cleanup on the first floor. The more dirty work she got done now, the faster she and the crews could dig into the real work.


It was past sunset and a little chilly, but Kinship’s downtown was lit with charming gas streetlamps and tempting window displays. The general store with its well-stocked candy and bug spray sections and the big timber church on the corner were familiar. But the brewery looked new, or if not new, it hadn’t caught the eye of her twelve-year-old self all those years ago.


Also new was the artsy café on Main Street that was still open.


She headed inside the white clapboard building and was delighted when it wasn’t a bell that chimed, announcing her arrival. It was a set of spurs hung above the door.


There were a few patrons huddled around small, round tables over books and coffees poured in big, white mugs. The vibe was Wild West meets folksy hipster. She liked it immediately. Cacti and other less pointy greenery perched on rustic wooden shelves in white and copper pots. The counter was crafted out of knotty pine, and on top was a glass case of sinful-looking baked goods that Dean would never eat.


Maggie admired the man’s dedication to his physique. She could appreciate the effort and ethic but preferred applying her own to different areas.


She ordered a peanut butter cookie with her roast beef panini from Jun, the teenage barista, and settled herself at a corner table under black-and-white photos of mountain peaks and river bends.


She unloaded her laptop, tablet, camera, and phone onto the table and got to work. The contract from a new advertiser went to her attorney, and Maggie paused for only a moment to shake her head in wonder at the offer. She hadn’t started her show to build a platform of soon-to-be one million followers. Or to leverage that platform to move products for multimillion-dollar corporations. Yet here she was, getting a check and a closet full of Cat King workwear—a brand she genuinely loved.


Sometimes life was downright weird.


While the day’s pictures downloaded onto her laptop from the memory card, she rattled off a few dozen likes in response to comments on her latest Instagram post. Next, she called up her floor plan program and adjusted a few of the first-floor measurements. She needed to find space for a powder room and maybe even a full bath.


She was in the middle of creating a collage of her weirdest “finds” so far in the Campbell place when the barista delivered her dinner.


From beneath razor-sharp bangs, Jun eyed Maggie’s pile of electronics. “Need a power strip?” she offered.


“Just the sandwich and the Wi-Fi,” Maggie promised.


The door opened again on the jangle of spurs, and they both looked up. A boy in his teens sauntered in, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched in that gangly not-quite-comfortable way teenagers had. Jun raised a hand, and the boy gave her a too-cool nod in return.


Maggie hid her smile as the barista practically skipped back to the counter. Despite what Dean said, she did believe in romance. She just didn’t personally have the energy to carve time out of her schedule for it.


And why would she bother? Her life was on the road with pit stops in three- and four-month increments.


As soon as the “home” was beautiful and sellable, she was on to the next one.


No time wasted.


What man in his right mind would decide that following her from state to state and house to house would be his kind of happily ever after?


The idea was absurd enough to earn a snort. Her life suited her just fine.


She just wasn’t in a position to add a serious love interest into her schedule. Either he’d have to thrive on neglect or she’d have to stop doing all of the things. And if she stopped doing all of the things, she’d be letting down the people who depended on her. Dean. Her followers. The crews she paid. Small businesses and local artists who got a boost from her platform. And now advertisers.


She had a responsibility to them all. It fueled her.


Her stomach growled, demanding she return her attention to the food. There was a cup of pinkish sauce nestled into her mound of fries. She sniffed it and then tentatively tasted.


Not bad. She dunked a fry into it and scrolled through the comments on her YouTube channel.


YOLO14: Do you ever get tired of moving? Have you ever wanted to stay in one of your houses?


Maggie took a fortifying bite of panini before rolling out her standard answer.


Every house holds a special place for me, but they’re all meant for someone else. I’m just the lucky one who gets to play matchmaker.


Typing and swiping her way through the meal, she ticked tasks off her to-do list. It hadn’t been the most productive first day on the job. Not with the morning distractions of a mud-bogging dog and his incredibly well-built owner. Silas Wright was a distraction all by his handsome self.


Once the nearly naked man had left, she’d made a dent in the cleanup, managing to start parsing trash from treasure. The Old Campbell Place had its fair share of both. The front study alone had a complete set of A. Campbell’s hardback novels, a delicate needlepoint, an antique topographic map, and that portrait. The pheasant wallpaper had already grown on her and was most definitely staying. At least on the fireplace wall. The tiny room behind it, the one that was the most likely contender to become a downstairs powder room, was filled to head height with stacks of phone books and old issues of fishing magazines.


Anything deemed treasure got tucked into the back study for further investigation and careful boxing. The trash went straight into the dumpster or recycling bins she found in the garage.


Tomorrow would be more of the same, and the next day. Which meant she needed to keep fueled and stay organized.


Her panini was excellent, and the pink stuff on the fries really was good.


She checked the production calendar she shared with Dean. They had the last three episodes left on the beach bungalow. Then they’d start fresh and introduce fans to the Old Campbell Place. Her goal was to work her way up to six weeks of episodes edited and ready to go. More lead time meant better quality editing and a more cohesive story, and eventually she might be able to take some time off here and there between projects.


Maybe.


Truth was, she liked the work. Liked waking up with a purpose. Juggling both sides of the business. Busyness was purpose. And she appreciated having a constant sense of purpose.


Her phone vibrated on the table. She wiped her hands on her pants and answered.


“What are you doing?” Dean asked on a yawn.


“Giving myself a facial and reading that new time travel novel,” she lied, shoveling another fry through the sauce.


“Uh-huh. So you’re working late with no less than three electronic devices in front of you?”


“Four if you count the camera,” she said. “How about you?”


“I’m at a club.” He yawned again. “Met a cute librarian. We’re drinking wine and voguing.”


“Translation: You’re already in bed and wearing your cooling eye mask.”


“These eyes need daily de-puffing,” he insisted.


“I won’t judge if you don’t,” she said with affection. This complete acceptance of each other was why they worked. At least now. “What dragged you from your beauty sleep?”


“You mean besides nightmares of being saddled with a monstrosity that will devour every dollar in your account and still not be marketable?”


“Yeah, besides that.”


“Just my monthly plea for more bodies.”


Maggie rolled her eyes ceilingward. “You have this scheduled in your calendar, don’t you?”


“You’re damn right I do. Every month on the twenty-third, I plead my case for one more production person.”


“And what do I say every twenty-third?” she asked.


“Ask me next month.” His impression of her was not the most flattering. “It’s next month, and I’m asking. Nay, pleading! We need someone else, Magpie. We can’t keep up as it is.”


“We’re doing just fine,” she said dryly.


“Maybe you can work around the clock like some robot overlord with no need for things like sleep and food and sex—”


“Excuse me, I’m having food right now.”


“But I can’t,” Dean continued, ignoring her. “A production assistant. Someone to shoot footage, schedule social media, bring me coffee.”


“You just want the coffee,” she joked. But on the inside, she wasn’t feeling so funny. More help meant another person to be responsible for. She worked her ass off for Dean. For everyone else who depended on her. How much ass did she have left for someone else?


“Just think about it, robot overlord,” he said on a weary sigh. “If someone else can handle more of the day-to-day, I’d have more time to focus on editing, to schmooze more advertisers. And it’s not like we can’t afford it.”


“Another person is another expense,” Maggie pointed out.


“Seriously, when’s the last time you looked at the numbers?” he asked.


“I look at numbers all day every day.”


“I don’t mean tape measures and follower counts. I mean the income reports.”


Oh. Those.


“I look at them,” she hedged.


“Look at the specially prepared reports that our very nice accountant prepares for you every month, Maggie. Look at them and consider adding another person.”


“I’ll think about it,” she promised.


“Just so you know, I’m upping my scheduled request to bimonthly.”


“Doesn’t that mean every two months?”


He groaned. “Yes, but in this case, it means twice a month, smarty-pants. I honestly don’t know how you would survive without me.”


“I don’t either,” she admitted. Not only was Dean the numbers guy behind their partnership, but he also handled most of the filming and editing.


“Well, you’re going to learn if you don’t get me some help because I’ll die of a dramatic aneurysm attributed to overwork.”


“I’ll keep that in mind. Hey, this pink sauce came with my fries. Do you know what it is?”


“Dear God, tell me you’re not putting fry sauce in your mouth.”


“Fry sauce?” she said, her mouth full.


“It’s ketchup and mayonnaise mixed together to create a fatty, sugary, disgusting condiment.”


“Huh. No wonder it tastes so good,” she mused.


“You disgust me,” Dean sang.


“You adore me,” she countered.


“Ugh. Good night.”


“Night.”


She polished off the rest of the meal, including the fry sauce, scheduled the new project sneak peek posts, and organized the last of the beach bungalow pictures into their appropriate folders in the cloud.


Then, because Dean had brought it up, she opened up the latest monthly report. With as many numbers as she dealt with every day—follower counts, budgets, measurements, estimates—Maggie had drawn the line at accounting.


Instead of micromanaging the finances, Maggie had a very competent accountant in Seattle she’d never met compile a monthly report on income and expenses.


“Holy shit.” She sucked in a breath and choked on her own damn spit.


Those were commas. Not decimal points.


How long had it been since she’d last opened one of these?


She knew down to the penny what they made off each property, was vaguely aware of what came in through advertisers or through her own small online merchandise shop. But to see it all together. To come face-to-face with the oats she’d spent years sowing. The fruits of her labor …


Maggie blamed Silas Wright for the random growing metaphors. Putting them aside, she gave herself a moment to bask.


She was flush.


And granted, with the new advertising partnerships Dean had negotiated and the higher dollar investment properties they’d been tackling, things looked like they were on an upward trend.


But.


She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. Just because the resources were there now didn’t mean they’d always be there.


She remembered with a familiar ache in her belly the excitement she’d felt when her mom came home announcing she’d finally landed a “real job,” a “big job.” She’d twirled Maggie around their tiny living room until the downstairs neighbor had pounded on their floor.


They would move to a bigger place, maybe even a house. They’d have all the steak and hamburgers they could eat. They’d take a vacation every summer. Somewhere different every time, her mom had promised.


But then all those hopes and dreams that had finally been within her grasp were shredded and tattered, unrecognizable. And the fallout from it—well, it would have been better to not have had the hope in the first place.


It had scared Maggie, seeing her mom’s brave face crumble. Realizing that it could.


Now a worldly adult, she understood viscerally that, just because checks were rolling in now, it was no guarantee that they would continue. A bigger team meant more people she’d be responsible for. More people to provide for.


If she were being honest, it scared the shit out of her. There were ways they could do more without adding more people. There had to be. Best to keep things within her control. Dean would just have to deal with it, she decided.


Her phone vibrated again, and she frowned at the text.


Dayana: How’s Idaho? What’s the new place like? Weirdest thing you found so far?


It was ironic, hearing from Dayana just when Maggie had been lost in memories of her mom.


She decided to sit on the text for tonight. Sit on all of it and focus on the job at hand.


Maggie managed another few minutes of work before the spurs jangled again. A group of teens strutted inside. Troublemakers was the label she guessed they’d want. Piercings, too much eyeliner, ripped-up jeans, and the sulky slump of teenage shoulders. They were too loud and drew too much attention.


A couple of the other patrons shot them dirty looks before going back to their coffees and their chats.


One of the boys, taller than the rest, with freckled skin and a head of thick blond hair, stuffed his hands in his pockets and stood back while his friends ordered at the counter. She saw him surreptitiously eye the community bulletin board, and when he was sure none of his friends were watching, he tore off a phone number from a flyer.


“Yo, Cody. You want something?” Jun called, unflappable in the face of her rebel classmates.


“Nah, I’m good,” he responded.


She watched as they took their drinks and snacks and boisterously made their way to the door.


They seemed to take the energy with them, and she decided to pack it up for the night. She had the entire weekend to get shit done. And hopefully by Monday, she’d have a nice stack of job quotes and she could start hiring, start the real work.


She packed up her devices, carried her dishes to the designated bins, and headed for the door.


Pausing at the bulletin board, she noted the flyer that had caught Cody’s eye. Warehouse work. Nights and weekends. She frowned and wondered what would have a kid who surely was still in high school looking for night shift work.


Giving Jun a wave, she pushed through the door and out into the chilly night. Tomorrow it would be sunny and sixty-five degrees. She’d open the windows—at least the ones that weren’t painted or nailed shut—and breathe some new life into the Old Campbell Place.


Vegan4Life22: Maggie, what’s Idaho like? Are you missing the beach? When will the first episode air? I NEED TO KNOW!


HandyHarryGuy: Sound advice on the plumbing in this episode. It’s great to see a real pro online! Keep up the good work!


DonnaMeagleIsMyHero: Maggie fans, rumor has it she and Dean are in Kinship, Idaho! That’s only an hour from my house! Hmmm, roadtrip?
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TOBY KEITH CROONED about Solo cups from the speakers on the outdoor patio at Dive Bar. The night was a little cool, but Kinship residents were the hearty, outdoorsy type and didn’t mind layering up in sweatshirts and circling their chairs around the gas heaters near the outdoor bar.


“So, you and Michelle get back together yet?” Michael, Silas’s stepbrother, asked over the rim of his snooty Shiraz.
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