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MAGGIE MULDOON GRITTED her teeth as she listened to her aunt ranting.

Alice Borden stared at her niece. “If I don’t watch them every minute, Maggie, they won’t do quality work. And I am paying top dollar for quality work.” 

Maggie and Aunt Alice had been having this argument for ten minutes, and Maggie knew from a lifetime of experience that Alice had no intentions of giving in. Nor did she.

“You can’t sit here and watch them work all day every day and half the night, too, or however long they’re here.” 

“That is correct.” Alice’s eyes glinted with triumph. “I will take the day shift when you are at the shop, and once you return home, you will step in. When you work the later shift and are home in the morning and I am not available, you will watch them.”

This wasn’t going the way Maggie planned. Alice had decided to update her American Queen Anne style tower house in East Waterland, a small town in western Connecticut, and had chosen a local firm, Dream House Construction, to do the renovation. Dream House had been recommended by two of Alice’s friends and she had seen first-hand the excellent work the contractors had done. She had hired them three days ago to get started on her own home. 

Alice, who was in her early eighties, owned the home and occupied the first floor while Maggie rented the second floor. Maggie knew the arrangement worked well for both of them, provided they stayed out of each other’s ways. Unfortunately, the restoration work would require that they share living quarters until the first floor was completed. If Alice was satisfied with the results, she would then have the second-floor apartment renovated in the spring. Maggie hadn’t decided if she wanted Alice to be pleased with the work; if she wasn’t, her aunt’s complaining would be incessant until Dream House made it right, but if she liked it so much she wanted the second floor done as well, then Maggie would be forced to double up with her aunt for twice as long, which would quickly become unbearable.

Maggie decided to leave the subject of the constant babysitting of the contractors for now. “How long is this going to take? Did they give you an estimated completion time?”

“I told them the renovation was to be completed before Christmas Eve.”

“Or else what? Santa won’t bring them any toys?”

“They were told when to be finished, and they had better be finished.” Alice frowned at Maggie. “There is no need to be sarcastic, young lady.”

“Alice, isn’t it the usual process for the contractor to tell the client how long the job will take?”

“Not the way I see it,” Alice said, crossing her arms and raising her chin. “And I am Aunt Alice to you, Maggie.”

“And if they run into unexpected problems, what happens? Not only will it affect the cost, but it will affect the timeline.”

“Not the way I see it.” The chin lifted higher.

Maggie thought it wouldn’t be long before her aunt’s chin was pointing straight up at the ten-foot-high ceilings if they continued the argument.

“Don’t you think it’s taking a chance to invite your friends to your Christmas Eve open house when the house might not even be ready?” Maggie wondered why she’d asked, since she could predict what Alice would say.

“Not the way I see it.” Maggie stopped herself from mouthing the words along with Alice. She was nearly thirty, not a six-year-old. Although Alice sometimes made her feel as if she were still a child. “The young men will be here tomorrow at eight o’clock sharp. You will have left for the shop, but I will be with them to make sure they carry out my instructions.”

Maggie felt sympathy for the “young men”, who could be anywhere from twenty to sixty years old. “Young” was, after all, a relative term. She hadn’t met them, and could only hope they knew what they were in for in agreeing to work for Alice Borden.

“Well, Aunt Alice, I look forward to seeing what’s been done when I get home tomorrow night. Your room is ready for you upstairs whenever you want it.” 

Maggie was at least thankful the bedroom Alice would be using during the weeks of construction was at the other end of the hall from her own, and had its own bathroom. They would be dining together every night, then most likely sharing the living room until one of them went to bed. As Alice liked to stay up until very late, Maggie guessed she’d be the first to go to bed, and expected she’d be escaping to her bedroom earlier and earlier as the days of cohabitation wore on. And on.

“Good night, dear,” Alice said. 

Maggie was thankful Alice wasn’t the affectionate type, expecting hugs and kisses. Ever. The only time Alice had allowed herself to be hugged was after her husband, Maggie’s Uncle Lionel, had passed. She wasn’t the warm and fuzzy type, either, which she guessed was another reason they got along so well. Well, they got along for the most part. 

“Good night, Aunt Alice.” Maggie went upstairs to the sanctuary of her tower bedroom to enjoy the last hours of peace for potentially many, many weeks.
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MAGGIE HAD JUST BACKED her red Toyota down the cobblestone driveway and onto the street when she saw a big black pickup truck approaching, its signal flashing to indicate a turn into the driveway. And here are the “young men” ready to do battle with Aunt Alice. Because of the tinted windows in the truck’s cab, she couldn’t get a good look at the truck’s occupants, just saw the stylized Dream House Construction name and phone number stenciled on the driver’s side door. 

She pulled away and headed for Alice’s Attic, the second-hand shop co-owned by Alice, Maggie, and Libby Wilton, Maggie’s best friend. Alice rarely visited the shop, preferring to let Maggie and Libby handle the retail end of the business. Alice had contributed the majority of the capital to start the business, and the plan was one day for Maggie and Libby to buy out her share of the shop. Maggie appreciated that Alice let the girls have a free hand, and would continue to do so as long as Alice’s Attic was turning a profit, which it had done steadily since it opened six years ago. 

Maggie and Libby parked their cars behind the shop, sharing the parking lot with employees of a coffee shop, a florist, a bakery, and a book store, all located on the same block. 

After unlocking the back door of the shop, Maggie went into the small office and logged on to the computer to check for any orders that had come in while they were closed on Sunday. She heard Libby come in the back door and greeted her when she reached the office. The girls had similar coloring, both with long dark hair, Maggie with blue eyes and Libby with green and they were often mistaken for sisters. Maggie sometimes wished she had Libby’s calm, even temperament instead of her own frequently hot-headed approach to life. When they had to deal with a difficult customer, it was Libby who stepped up before Maggie’s temper got the better of her. When assertiveness was required, it was Maggie’s turn to shine, because she never backed down from a confrontation. 

“What’s new today, Maggie?” 

“Alice’s little construction project starts. Dream House Construction is there right now, probably wondering why they ever agreed to do the job.” Maggie grinned, imagining the scene at home. 

“What’s she having done?”

“Basically, every room on the first floor will be touched. The powder room is getting new fixtures and wallpaper. The woodwork and staircase in the front hall will be stripped and stained a lighter color, and the kitchen is being completely done over. Not to mention every room is going to be repainted.”

“That’s a lot of work. How long will all that take?”

“Alice is giving them until December 24th to be finished. And good luck to them if they haven’t.” Maggie shook her head. “I have to feel sorry for the guys.”

“Have you met them? I’ve seen the truck around town, but don’t know who they are.” 

“I haven’t met them, but I will after work. If they’re still there. They were just pulling in when I left this morning, and I don’t know how many hours they work in a day.”

“I can’t wait to see it when it’s all finished. The house is so gorgeous as it is, and it will only be more beautiful when it’s done.”

“We just have to get through the next six weeks or so of hammering, papering, painting, stripping and, oh yes, Alice’s criticisms, which I’ll be hearing every day when I come home. She and I are going to be sharing the second floor while it’s all going on, and you know how much fun that’s going to be.”

Libby laughed. “You can always stay with me if it gets to be too much.”

“Thanks for the offer. I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“I’ll go open up.” Libby left the office and headed to the front of the shop, turning on lights and unlocking the door, flipping the “Open” sign to face the street. Alice’s Attic was ready for another day.
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Chapter Two
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Libby offered to close up since she knew Maggie wanted to check on the progress at home. Maggie had told Libby Alice expected her to babysit the contractors in between working at the shop, and Libby had laughed at the idea, saying she wasn’t surprised that Alice Borden had decided that.

Maggie noticed the sky seemed to be a little darker every day when she got out, and the air was getting much colder. She shivered as she climbed into her car.

She reached home a little after five to see the big, black truck was still parked in the driveway.

Unlocking the front door, she slowly pushed it open, hoping not to bump anyone or anything. Gripping the door with one hand, she peeked her head around, and saw the hardwood floors were covered with taped-down brown paper. There were large sheets of plastic covering every doorway, and the furniture was pushed into the center of the rooms, then draped in white drop cloths. Everything in sight was completely protected from even the smallest speck of dust. She expected Alice to demand nothing less. 

She caught a faint odor of something familiar but not immediately identifiable. Not paint, but maybe wallpaper paste. She stepped carefully onto the paper and walked toward the powder room, then heard a curse coming from that direction. Definitely not Alice’s voice, so it had to be one of the contractors. Then she heard laughter, probably from a second person, another male. 

She stood in the doorway of the powder room that was now stripped of both fixtures and the old wall covering and saw the backs of two guys illuminated by a bright portable light that was hanging from a pole in the corner. Her eyes landed on the most hideous wallpaper she’d ever seen, which completely covered one wall of the powder room. “Save me.” The men turned to face her. 

Her first thought was the two tall men made the room seem small, when it had always seemed to be fairly good sized. Her second thought was they actually were young, as Alice had said, probably no older than she, and both were nice looking. One of them was scowling at her as if she had chosen the wallcovering and was now deciding, once they’d started working with it, that she didn’t like it after all. The other was smiling at her as if seeing her was the high point of his day.

“Hey, beautiful,” Maggie heard the smiling one say as he walked toward her. The other one, the scowler, stayed where he was. “I’m Robbie, and you must be Maggie.”

“I’m Maggie.” She gestured to the wallpaper. “What is that?”

The other man took a couple of steps toward Maggie, then put his hands on his hips and gestured with his head. “That is what Mrs. Borden wants in her powder room. Now if you’ll step back about six feet and get out of the way, we can go back to work.” 

Maggie stayed where she was. Mr. tall, dark, handsome and surly didn’t intimidate her. “Where is Alice? I thought she was supposed to be watching you. I can’t believe she chose this awful wallpaper.”

“Honey, Cole and I sure as heck didn’t pick it.” Robbie grinned at her.

So Cole was the taller, scowling one. The one who wanted her to “get out of the way”. Let him wallpaper the whole house with that horrible paper and when Alice tells him it’s the wrong paper, he can just strip it all off. It would serve him right for being so rude. 

“Fine. Paper away.” Maggie addressed herself to Robbie, who was at least pleasant, even if he was over the top with his “beautiful” and “honey”. After locking eyes with Cole, who continued to glare at her, she made a show of taking backward steps until she reached the six-foot mark he had demanded, then turned and started searching for Alice.

She found her aunt sitting at the table in the kitchen, which, other than having a sheet of heavy plastic covering the doorway, was unchanged. 

“Aunt Alice, how are you doing? You look tired.”

“Of course, I’m tired.” Alice had spoken with less vigor than Maggie was used to hearing from her. “I’ve been watching those young men all day.”

“I’ll take over now. Or right after I cook dinner.”

“Oh, I couldn’t eat now. Not while they’re still working here.”

“What time did they say they’d finish for the day?”

“I haven’t asked them.”

She was surprised by this omission. Her aunt must be really tired. “I’ll go ask them, then I’ll make you a cup of tea and some toast to hold you until I get dinner made.”

“That sounds nice, Maggie.” 

She knew they were in for a long six weeks minimum and Alice was already looking worn after only the first day. As she pulled aside the plastic to exit the kitchen, she hoped her aunt would decide she didn’t have to watch the carpenters every minute, just maybe check on them every hour or so. 

Back at the powder room doorway, she saw that another strip of wallpaper had been pasted up, and she was again treated to a view of the men’s backs. Although she found them an attractive enough sight, she had business to attend to. 

“When are you leaving?” Once she heard herself, she thought she could have phrased that a little more politely. Robbie continued to work on the paper with a squeegee, but Cole turned his face toward her.

“When we’re finished with what we’re doing.” He turned back to the wallpaper.

“Could you narrow that down to maybe a two-hour window?” This project was making her grit her teeth already, and she hoped she wouldn’t end up cracking a tooth. 

“No.” Cole didn’t even bother turning his face toward her when he spoke.

She looked at the bright light the men had strung up. There was an orange extension cord running from the light to the hallway outlet, and she saw just how to get Cole’s attention. She walked over and pulled the cord out of the outlet, plunging the powder room into darkness, then returned to observe the results. 

After she heard, “What the hell?” from inside the room, she saw Cole, then Robbie, come into the hall. Robbie was grinning, but Cole’s scowl had blossomed. Or perhaps exploded was a better description. Either way, it had certainly intensified.

“Now could you narrow it down to a two-hour window?” Maggie offered an artificial smile.

Cole glared at her for a moment, checked his watch, and glared some more at her. “Thirty minutes. And we’ll be here tomorrow at seven to make up for it.”

“And what time will you leave tomorrow?” 

“What do you expect, a hand-written schedule?” 

“That would be perfect. Why don’t you bring it tomorrow morning.” Maggie walked to the orange cord and plugged it back into the outlet. “Let there be light.” She looked over her shoulder at the guys then headed back toward the kitchen to give Alice the update. She heard laughter behind her, and was pretty sure it hadn’t come from Cole.

She made an omelet for dinner for Alice and herself, and they sat at the kitchen table while she talked about her day at the shop. Her aunt seemed to have calmed down once she’d eaten and had had several cups of tea. When Maggie was clearing the dishes from the table, she heard Robbie’s voice from the other side of the plastic, and went over to hold it aside for him.

“Hey,” he said to Maggie, then looked at Alice. “Mrs. Borden, we’re leaving for the night, and we’ll be back tomorrow at seven.”

“Seven in the morning?” Alice sounded shocked.

“It’s fine, Aunt Alice. I’ll be up and I can let them in.”

“Well, if you don’t mind. But seven sounds awfully early,” she said, sounding doubtful.

“The sooner we get here, the sooner we’ll get the work all done,” Robbie said cheerfully.

He really was so much more pleasant than Cole, who didn’t have an ounce of civility in him, and she was thankful Robbie, not Cole, had come to tell them that they were leaving. He must have been in charge of public relations for Dream Builders.

“Good night. Thank you.” Maggie nodded and Robbie returned to the front hall. “I’ll go see them out.”

“Yes. Make sure they really leave and don’t just slam the door pretending to leave.” Some of Alice’s attitude had returned.

She’s been watching Matlock reruns again. Maggie saw Robbie walk out the front door but didn’t see Cole, and she went back to the powder room to see what progress they had made. Cole was there, squatting down. He stood slowly, running his hand along the seam. He must have heard Maggie because he turned and looked at her, but didn’t speak.

Does the man have any manners? She wondered if she should compliment him on their work, or at least say something nice.

“We can finish this job a lot sooner without constant interruptions.” 

“It must be your magnetic charm that keeps drawing us back to you. Maybe you should tamp it down a little.” Maggie walked down the hallway, but not into the kitchen. Her mission was to make sure Robbie and Cole were on the other side of the locked front door, and she would stay where she was until that was accomplished.

Robbie came back inside and he and Cole picked up their tools, and headed for the door. 

“Have a lovely evening, Dream Builders,” Maggie called to them in a singsong voice just before they passed through the doorway and out onto the porch. Cole slanted a glance over his shoulder at her, and for a second she thought she saw a glimmer of a smile on his face, then decided as the door closed carefully behind him that she’d imagined it. 
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“I’LL BE FINE FOR TONIGHT,” Alice insisted to Maggie. “My bedroom and bathroom are untouched, and I would rather sleep downstairs while I can.”

“I’m not going to argue anymore. If you want to sleep down here, then do it. I’m sure you won’t be going near the hallway or kitchen, so you won’t trip on any of the paper on the floors.” Maggie was sure of no such thing, but wanted to throw that idea out so Alice would realize she’d better stay put at the other end of the hallway in the construction-free zone.

“Of course, I’m not going into the kitchen in the middle of the night.” 

“Okay then. I think I’ll get upstairs now.”

“You will let in the builders at seven in the morning?” Alice eyed Maggie. “That’s very early. I don’t know why they’re coming that early.”

Maggie wasn’t in the mood to repeat the conversation she’d had with that cranky Cole. “They want to finish as soon as possible for you. Now good night. Are you going to your room now?” All Alice needed was to fall down and hurt herself after Maggie had gone upstairs.

“Yes, yes, I’m going,” Alice grumbled, starting down the hall toward her bedroom. Maggie thought crankiness was certainly running rampant in the house today.
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MAGGIE ROSE EARLIER than her usual time on Tuesday morning so she’d be ready to let in “the builders”, as Alice had called them. She was in the kitchen sipping hot peppermint tea after her shower, still in her silk vintage bathrobe, when she heard knocking at the front door. She was annoyed to see it was only six forty-five, fifteen minutes before the agreed upon time. She stomped through the kitchen in her bare feet, swiping the plastic sheet aside as she made her way to the door, hoping to reach it before the knocking resumed and woke Alice.

She unlocked the door and pulled it open to see Cole standing there carrying a toolbox, then he gave her a quick once over before meeting her eyes. He wore no expression, which was at least an improvement over his habitual scowl. 

“I thought you’d never get here.” She held the door wide open and he walked past her and across the hall toward the powder room without speaking. He entered the small room and she turned back to see Robbie coming up the porch steps carrying more tools and equipment. “Good morning.” 

“Hey, gorgeous. Nice robe.”

“Thanks.” She closed the door but kept it unlocked. She figured Cole and Robbie might be in and out to the truck and she wouldn’t dream of slowing them down for even a millisecond by locking them in. Or out. 

When both men were in the powder room and the light had been plugged in again, she returned to the kitchen to finish her tea before heading upstairs to dry her hair and dress for work.

Alice was dressed and in the kitchen by the time Maggie came clattering down the wooden stairs in her heels. “Have a good day, Aunt Alice.” She would have advised anyone but her aunt to try not to stress about the work being done, “the builders”, and anything else related to the updating, but Alice wouldn’t listen or appreciate the thought behind the words.

“You as well, dear.” 

Maggie pulled aside the plastic curtain to leave the kitchen. It was only the second day of construction and the paper covered floors and plastic barriers were already getting to her. In the hallway, she glanced toward the powder room and saw Cole and Robbie were making progress with the hideous wallpaper. She shook her head at the sight of the paper, wondering what had possessed her aunt when she chose it. She stepped into the powder room doorway. “Do you like this wallpaper?” 

Cole was the first to turn around and see her. “It’s a reproduction of the St. James pattern and it was designed for Queen Victoria’s Throne Room at St. James’ Palace in 1881. Mrs. Borden likes it, and that’s what matters.”

Put firmly in her ignorant-about-Victoriana place, Maggie turned and headed for the front door and the great outdoors where the cold November air was much less oppressive than in that stuffy old powder room filled with men, one of them with a bad attitude.

At lunch time, she called to check on Alice, something she never did, but she was hoping to prevent a repeat of last night.

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

Maggie was more relieved than irritated by the answer, so she ended the call. No worries on that front. Tomorrow she’d be going to the shop later, since she was scheduled to work the eleven to seven shift. Maggie would have to “watch” Cole and Robbie work, and presumably once she returned home they would have left for the day. She could at least hope.

The day was busy and good for the “bottom line” as Alice called it, and when Maggie left for home she was in a good mood. She could hear the raised voices before she opened the front door and her good mood seemed to float away on the wind. Feels cold enough to snow, she thought, as she opened the door to face the first crisis of the reconstruction. 

“It’s upside down.” Alice’s voice. Not good. Someone please tell me it isn’t the wallpaper. Maggie headed for the powder room before taking off her wool coat.

She saw Alice standing in front of Cole, pointing her finger from him to the four covered walls. Now that Maggie knew that it was reproduction wallpaper, she had decided it wasn’t hideous. Ornate and much too colorful, definitely, but not hideous. 

Cole’s face was impassive, and Maggie was surprised he wasn’t scowling despite being the object of her aunt’s rant. She felt sympathy for him for the first time. Then he glanced over at her and his familiar scowl returned. 

“You have to rip it down, and I don’t know how soon I can get replacement rolls. This is coming out of your pay, Mr. Kessler.” Alice continued her onslaught.

Maggie left the room, retrieved her laptop from upstairs, sat at the kitchen table for a moment, still hearing her aunt’s raised voice going on and on, and tapped at her keyboard. Cole had told her the name of the paper, and she researched it now. She nodded, picked up her laptop, and headed for the powder room. She walked over and stood beside Cole, showing him the photos on the screen. He looked from her to the screen and back, then he took the laptop and turned it so Alice could see the photos.

“Aunt Alice, look at the wallpaper in these pictures. It’s the same pattern you have, and it’s hung the same way yours is hung. Do you see it?”

Alice stopped her tirade and looked closely at the pictures. Then she began to laugh.

Cole looked at Maggie, his face still without expression, and she was puzzled. For Alice to laugh like this wasn’t like her. At all. 

“Aunt Alice, what’s so funny?” 

“What is so funny is that the mightier than thou Sophia Morrissey, who did not hire these young men to work on her home, has the same wallpaper in her powder room, but hers is hung upside down.” Alice cackled a few more times, then left Maggie, Cole and Robbie standing in her wake. Cole handed the laptop back to Maggie, and she looked at the screen again before closing it. 

“Hey, sweet thing, thanks for saving our a - our bacon,” Robbie said.

Maggie looked at him. “You’re welcome. I like peace in the house as much as the next person.” She carried the laptop upstairs, irritated that Cole hadn’t so much as smiled or said a word, friendly or otherwise, or even looked at her since the crisis was averted. Prince Charming he wasn’t. 

She returned downstairs and decided to get dinner ready. Alice, still smiling over her “victory”, was hanging up the wall phone when Maggie pulled back the plastic and stepped into the kitchen.

“Well, that certainly did me good.” 

“Which part is that?” Maggie pulled pans out of the cabinet. “Thinking the wallpaper was upside down, yelling at Cole and Robbie, or realizing the wallpaper was exactly the way it should be?” 

“Sophia Morrissey’s mistake, of course.”

“Do you think if there are any more problems, you could tell me and I’ll speak to the guys?” 

“Why? I can tell them myself.” 

“Sure you can. You’ve already made a big fuss about the wallpaper being hung upside down, but I’m sure they’re used to people yelling at them for no reason.”

“There seemed to be a reason, young lady.”

“And I seem to remember someone once telling me that you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.” Maggie looked pointedly at her aunt. “But maybe that was an old wives’ tale. So you go ahead and yell at them if you think they’ve done something wrong. It will probably make them work much faster, and even better than they would have otherwise.” Maggie opened the freezer, then looked at Alice. “How about pasta with your favorite meatballs?”

“Pasta is fine. So you want to be the one to talk to the builders? Fine. Every time I see something I don’t like, I’m going to call you, and you can handle it.”

“Do that. You know, something just occurred to me.” She turned to face her aunt. “I thought you said you were going to watch their every move. But yesterday when I came home, you were in the kitchen, and they finished papering the whole powder room before you noticed the paper was allegedly upside down.” Maggie, eyebrows raised, eyed her aunt.

“That is Aunt Alice to you, young lady,” Alice said, sniffing. “And I hope we finish with dinner by seven o’clock because that’s when Jeopardy comes on.”

Score one for me. Maggie set the pans on the stove and got the box of pasta from the cabinet. She was thankful Alice wasn’t hovering over the guys, and doubly thankful that she wouldn’t be required to either when it was her turn to “watch them”.

Once dinner was finished, Alice went to her room to watch television, as Maggie had offered to clean up. The kitchen was not equipped with a dishwasher, something that would be rectified with the remodel, and she stood at the sink, gazing out into the dark yard, washing dishes. The black pickup truck was visible in the light from the window, and she saw when the passenger side door was opened because the dome light came on. Robbie was loading something into the area behind the front seats. She looked down into the sink, knowing he would be able to see her watching him, illuminated as she was by the light over her head. 

She had almost finished the washing when she heard the sheet of plastic being pushed aside. Cole came into the kitchen holding a roll of wallpaper, still in its plastic wrapping, and his eyes rested on her. 

She took her hands out of the hot water and dried them on the dishtowel, then turned to look at the wallpaper.

“This was left over.” Cole held out the roll.

She stepped close enough to take it from him, and she turned it over, looking at the photo on the wrapping, then at Cole’s face. “You knew you put the paper up the right way.”

“Yes.” 

“You could have just showed this to my aunt, or at least told her it was on correctly.”

“I could have.” 

“And yet you let her shout at you and you did nothing.” She was mystified.

“She was stressed and she needed to blow off some steam. We’re done for the day.” He turned and headed toward the doorway, pulling aside the plastic and walking out before Maggie had finished mulling over what he’d said. She looked again at the roll of wallpaper, and shook her head. Moments later, Robbie entered the kitchen.

“Good night, sweetheart. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“What time do you think you’ll be here?”

“Seven probably.” 

“Does that mean quarter of seven, or seven?”

“Could mean either.” He shrugged. “Cole was in a hurry to get here early. Same thing could happen tomorrow.”

“Great. If I don’t answer the door, it’s because you’re here too early.”

“You sleep in the tower room, right?” Robbie didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ll just put the ladder up to your window and serenade you until you wake up.” 

“That’s been done, with tragic consequences.” She remembered they would have gotten a tour from Alice before they were hired to do the job. Otherwise she would have been really creeped out.

“Tragic for you?” 

“Oh, not for me.” She smiled. “Better wear protective gear if you’re going to try it.”

“Robbie.” 

Cole’s voice was loud and close, and she hadn’t heard him come into the kitchen. His face wore its characteristic scowl, and for a change it was directed at Robbie, not at her.

“The boss wants to go. Good night,” Robbie said, preceding Cole through the doorway.

Cole turned to look at her.

“Good night, Mr. Kessler.” She gave him a sugary sweet smile.

He looked at her for a long moment, nodded, and left the room. The plastic sheet fell back into place behind him.
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Chapter Four
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Maggie awoke the next morning to the sound of a rumbling truck engine. Her alarm clock read a quarter to seven, and she sat up and threw off the covers. She stood at the window and looked outside, seeing a white truck with Plumbing Patrol emblazoned on it. “The fixtures have arrived.” Maggie wondered where Cole and Robbie were. Perhaps the plumber was even more anxious to get to work than the Dream Builders today. She read the rest of the words on the truck, and murmured, “I don’t care if you are licensed, bonded, and insured, Mr. Plumbing Patrol, you aren’t coming into this house without an escort.”

There probably wasn’t time for a shower, but there was at least time to brush her teeth before “the builders” arrived. She pulled on her robe and was about to brush her hair, while asking herself why she was bothering, when she heard the knocking. Fortunately, it was on the front door and not on her bedroom window. Robbie really was funny, and had much better manners than his boss, if that’s what Cole was. Robbie could have been joking when he called him “the boss”. 

Maggie made sure Cole and Robbie were on the porch before unlocking and pulling open the door. 

“Ah. The three wise men bearing gifts.” She stepped aside and Cole, Robbie, and the plumber carried in the tool boxes and new bathroom fixtures. 

Robbie and the plumber, who was introduced as Duke, smiled at Maggie. Cole wasn’t wearing a scowl yet, but she knew it was only a matter of time. She wouldn’t be leaving for work until just before eleven, so she still had hours of time to irritate him. 

She got ready for the day as quickly as she could, putting on black pants and a new white angora sweater that she thought would probably soon be shedding all over the place. But it was soft and warm, and the shop could get really chilly with the door opening all day. When she made it back downstairs, she could hear the guys talking in the powder room. Alice was in the kitchen, and Maggie was surprised to see her aunt was still wearing her bathrobe.

“Are you feeling all right, Aunt Alice?”

“I am perfectly fine, Maggie. I just would like to spend the day in my room and away from all the racket. Reading. Or perhaps taking a nap.” Alice picked up her cup of tea, lifted her chin, and marched by the plastic sheeting, out of the kitchen, and toward her room at the end of the hallway. Maggie heard the bedroom door close with more force than normal. With hours to go before she needed to leave, she decided she could go back upstairs and do something. But what’s there to do upstairs? I’m staying down here. Maybe they’ll have a question and they won’t want to disturb Alice. I’ll just stick around. And be helpful.

She had her breakfast and checked the time. Eight o’clock. She had almost three hours. Plenty of time to bake some brownies. She pulled the mix from the cabinet. Alice liked brownies. Guys liked brownies. Even Cole might like brownies. Not that she was baking them for Cole. She was just in the mood for them.

The brownies were in the oven and she had finished washing the dishes when she heard knocking. She put down the dish towel and headed into the front hall, walking by the powder room that was still filled with men and porcelain fixtures. The men glanced at her, then Duke and Cole turned their heads to look at what they were doing. She pulled the front door open and was surprised to see Libby.

“Libby? Come in. What’s wrong?” Libby’s pretty face looked distressed. Maggie pulled her friend into the house and closed the door.

“We can’t open the shop. There’s water all over Main Street and the water department has trucks there and a man said a cast iron water main broke. It will take hours before it’s repaired and everything is cleaned up. Maybe all day.”

“Is everyone okay? How about property damage?” 

“Everybody’s fine. The shops and homes in the area are all fine. But nobody downtown has water and it’s all a big mess.”

“So we have a day off.” Maggie smiled slowly.

“We have a
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