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The crinkle of plastic sent a chill down Kelli's back. Her phone tumbled out of her hand and almost fell into the box of three-inch screws at her feet. Turning, she caught her long-time best friend sticking a sucker in her mouth.

Kelli pressed her hand to her chest. "You scared me to death."

"Why? Are you looking at something naughty on your phone?" Cheek bulging, Joy closed her lips around the candy and leaned closer to look at Kelli's phone. "Hot guy?"

"No time for even a cold guy." She held up the cell, pointing the screen at Joy. "It's the perfect door for the house."

Anytime she was away from Thompson's Hardware store, she was remodeling her grandpa's old house. However, the discounts for being an employee helped her afford to fix up the big house little by little.

Thankfully, Joy and her husband, Derrick, occasionally hired her to work at the hardware store when they needed extra help since moving to Dually, Idaho. The extra money got her one step closer to her goal of opening a Bed and Breakfast—something Grandpa always dreamed about doing.

Now it was her dream.

"It's old." Joy's gaze went off the picture of the door and back to Kelli. "It's expensive."

Stained glass inside a solid wood door built in the early nineteen hundreds would never come cheap. For weeks, she'd searched the internet to find the perfect wow factor to welcome guests when she finally opened the place for business.

"I'm going to put an offer in on it." She glanced at the phone and sighed. "Eating macaroni out of the box for a month to afford the expense will be worth it."

"What's worth it?" Derrick crouched at the end of the aisle and petted the lazy orange tabby who frequently strolled into the store as if it owned the place. "Are you getting a bigger car?"

Kelli scoffed. "I've told you. I don't need a new car. I like the one I have."

Joy laid her hand on Kelli's shoulder, stifling a laugh. "You know, he's kind of right. That thing you drive is ridiculously tiny. When you buy something to fix up the house, you have one of us deliver it. The only thing the trunk on your car will hold is your purse."

"You're exaggerating." She rolled her eyes. "There's nothing wrong with Bug." 

Her old Volkswagen Bug had taken her back and forth to school, through two boyfriends, and drove her to Dually. Besides, the gas mileage was great.

"I'll never be a truck-kind-of-girl like you," she added.

"A van would be just as good around here. Anything is better than your clown car." Joy waved Kelli off when she opened her mouth to protest. "Just saying."

Kelli scoffed. She had no reason to trade her car in. "Until it breaks, I'm keeping Bug."

"Unlike me, you don't have a handy husband who can keep a vehicle running." Joy picked up a nail out of the bin and pointed the coppery point at Derrick. "If you refuse to get a man, you need a reliable vehicle. Bug will disappoint you some time in the future and leave you stranded on the side of the road."

"I'm pretty sure a man can do that to me, too."

"Solid man. Trusty vehicle." Joy bumped shoulders with Kelli. "Same thing." 

Kelli snickered, unable to take Joy's relationship advice seriously. "Hey, Derrick? Are you okay with Joy calling you a handy husband and a dependable vehicle?"

Joy groaned, nudging Kelli's side with her elbow. "That's not what I said."

"I don't know. I'm pretty sure that's what I heard her say, too." Derrick chuckled, though his gaze softened on his wife. "Joy of my life, sometimes you talk about your truck like it's your husband. Careful now. I could get jealous, thinking you're going to get rid of me for a Ford."

Joy stuck out her lower lip and glared, setting Derrick off in a fit of laughter. Kelli smiled, watching her friend rush off to her husband. She loved their relationship. If she had a man who loved her as much as Derrick loved Joy, she'd entertain the thought of buying a truck.

Outside the hardware store, a car honked. Seeing Joy wrapped in Derrick's arms with him whispering in her ear, unaware of a customer, Kelli cleared her throat to gain their attention.

Her two friends paid her no mind.

A woman walked through the door and laughed loudly. "Do you two ever stop? I don't know how you get any work done around here with all your kissing and hugging."

Joy laughed, not letting go of Derrick. "What can we do for you today, Mrs. Greer?"

"I stopped by to see if you have the package I ordered yet." Mrs. Greer pushed her glasses higher up on her nose. "'

Derrick let go of Joy and walked behind the counter. "Kelli? Can you check if we received Mrs. Greer's order yet'?"

"Sure." Abandoning her task of restocking the screws, Kelli headed into the back room and studied the shelves. There were only three packages. One of them was marked for Mrs. Greer. She picked up the box containing a set of blue ceramic cabinet knobs.

She brought them out to the counter to find Derrick busy helping someone else at the first register, so she moved over to the second register to ring up Mrs. Greer's total.

Having been in town only a few months, she was still learning who the frequent customers were who shopped at the hardware store.

"Here you go." She slipped the box into a bag and handed it over the counter with a smile. "Thanks for stopping in."

As Mrs. Greer left and Kelli was alone, she took out her phone. The bid on the door would end soon, and with any luck, she hoped to win before the price reached a thousand dollars. Anything over, and she would lose out.

"Did Mrs. Greer get her knobs?" Derrick approached the counter.

"Yep." She watched the screen of her phone.

Derrick leaned closer. "Whoa...you're not buying that, are you?"

"That's the plan."

"Don't."

"Why not? It's perfect." She tapped her foot, watching the timer click down. "A little pricey but worth it."

"Way overpriced. I know someone who probably has a few of those on hand." Derrick took a moment to fish his phone out of the basket on the back wall behind the counter to text someone. "I can guarantee you that it'll be at least half that price and local, so no delivery fees."

Joy approached the counter. "Did I ever tell you how I met Derrick?"

"Yeah, a billion times. Your emails and phone calls to me that year were all about him." Kelli helped herself to one of the customary suckers left in the basket for the customers. Joy was always stealing them, so they were mostly her friend's help-yourself-stash. 

"I'm serious."

"I know." She raised her brows. "I believe you said, and I quote, 'OMG, you should see this guy doing construction. He's shirtless and sweating like a God.'"

Joy reached across the counter and snatched the sucker out of Kelli's hand. "No sweets for blabbermouths."

"Maybe I should send copies of all the emails you sent when you met him, describing his chest...and cute butt." Kelli grinned. "I'm sure Derrick would like to know how you were drooling over him.

Joy snorted. "I did no such thing."

"Come on. You two have been married for three years. By now, he should know you gawk at him shirtless. Did you not post a picture of him on Quick-Pic?"

"With permission." Derrick dug out another sucker and passed it to Kelli. "I know my wife. She gets overexcited around me. I can't blame her. Just look at me."

Derrick thumped his fist against his chest.

Kelli's lips twitched only to watch her friend's face flush. "It's impossible. Joy's perverted side cannot be hidden."

"Oh, I'm sure we're known as the lovey-dovey couple around town." A loud knocking sound, much like a hammer striking solid wood, filled the store. Derrick lifted his phone. 

Kelli shook her head. Of all the ringtones in the world, that was the worst.

"Good news." Derrick slipped his cell into his pocket. "Sam said he's got multiples of that door for a fraction of the price."

Her spine straightened to attention. "Who's Sam?"

"Old friend," said Derrick.

"He has a door?"

"A few."

"You're not lying?"

"Nope."

Excited, Kelli threw her arms around him. "Thank you."

Joy slapped her hand against the counter. "Hey, hands off."

"Sorry." Kelli backed away, holding her hands out to her sides.

"Not you." Joy pointed at Derrick. "You can't touch her. She's my best friend. I don't share."

"You are so weird sometimes." Derrick shook his head with a chuckle. 

"Due to our best friend alliance, you cannot shift Kelli to your side." Joy pointed. "Plus, you have paint on your arm, and it got on her shirt."

"What?" He checked an orange splotch on him that blended in with many others he had let dry on his skin. "Damnit. We need a new paint shaker."

"You're just bad at sealing the lids." Joy teased lightly. "Kelli, we'll replace your shirt."

Kelli waved off her friend's concern. A little paint on her clothes wouldn't hurt. Joy and Derrick had already warned her to wear old T-shirts to work with a pair of jeans. Everything inside the hardware store had paint, grease, oil, or tended to rip anything she wore. "With how much I'm painting at home, I'm sure I'll walk into work one morning with the same style of paint-covered clothes that Derrick wears all the time'."

Joy giggled. "Better you than me. There is a reason I don't deal with the paint mixing."

"Even though you were showing off as a teenager that you could color match like a pro." Kelli nodded when Derrick feigned a gasp over the information. "So Derrick, who taught you?"

"Her father, who was probably laughing about his daughter shrugging the job off on me." Derrick cast a raised brow toward his wife. "And your excuse for lying about not being able to run the paint department?"

"Not important." Joy whipped out her phone. "Let's buy a new paint mixer. One with good reviews. I'm sure that'll make your job easier."

Derrick glanced Kelli's way in disbelief. "So, is that how I convince my wife to let us upgrade the place, just fail at all the jobs she tries to get out of doing?"

"Looks like it," said Kelli.

"Maybe you can give me a list of what else she's keeping from me? I'd like to see it."

Joy wrinkled her nose. "Kelli, I will double whatever he tries to bribe you with to keep your silence."

Getting between these two was never a good idea. Despite how awesome a couple Joy and Derrick were, they could be a little competitive. "Suddenly, I can't remember anything."

"Bullshit. You've known Joy almost your whole life," said Derrick.

"My loyalty stands." She quickly retreated, going back to Aisle three to finish refilling the bins.

Her phone dinged. Remembering the auction, she looked at the ending price. Twelve hundred dollars.

She sighed. Even if she would've tried to bid, she would've lost.

"Hey, Derrick?" she said.

"Yeah?"

"Were you serious about your friend having doors?" She stuck her head out from the end of the aisle.

"That's what he said." Derrick craned his neck, glancing at the large wall clock above the checkout counter. "Your shift is almost over. Sam did say he's already at the warehouse, so why don't you take off early and head over?"

Joy nodded. She waved Kelli off with both hands. "Go ahead. Do you want to borrow my truck and see the true glory of an actual vehicle?

Snorting, Kelli removed her nametag. "Yeah, I think I'll agree after Bug's retirement. Thanks, see you tomorrow."

"Monday." Derrick checked his phone. "Yeah, Monday. We got a new kid who wanted weekends. Here's the address. I'll let Sam know you're coming."

Kelli vaguely recalled being told about the teen working weekends to save up for something while over at Joy and Derrick's house for drinks a couple of days ago. She nodded. "Yeah, alright, thanks. More time to work at my place."

She headed into the office to snag her purse off the coatrack before shuffling out the back of the building to where her little sky blue bug. Fishing out her keys, she unlocked the driver's side. She curled her fingers, hooking them under the door latch. Her gaze went over the top of her rig to find someone staring her way from just past the newspaper recycling dumpster. 

He ducked out of sight, giving her chills. Calm down, Kelli. Small towns are safer than the city. It was probably some kid fooling around.

Unable to shake the uneasy feeling, she drove past the poorly chosen hiding spot to find someone in a hoody fiddling with a newspaper bundle. Had it just been her imagination that they had locked eyes, that they'd been staring at her? Shivering, she drove nearly across town before realizing she needed to get the address Derrick sent her off her phone. But, unfortunately, the place was in the exact opposite direction of where she'd been heading.

Pulling over into the parking lot of a Meyer's Coffee Shack, she managed to turn herself around. Derrick's instructions took her toward the lake her grandfather's house sat on, beyond the old boathouse, and off into the woods to what felt like an out-of-the-way place to find a sizeable junkyard-type warehouse. The only difference between this place and an actual junkyard was this one had architectural finds stacked and piled along the fence, not rusty old machines and piles of tires.

In awe of the treasure trove, she parked out front to get a better look at the doors out front. Sure they weren't her glorious stained glass hugged-by-oak piece she was looking for, but they were great for a backdoor.

Excited now that Joy and Derrick's help had paid off. She could put aside her worry that today's errand was another way to set her up on a date. Lovey-dovey couples shouldn't try playing matchmaker. By her count, Joy had tried to set her up with a date three times recently. She was far too busy renovating her grandfather's bed and breakfast to deal with men. She'd already dealt with enough romance drama with her last boyfriend.
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Sam signed the final paperwork for the building permit and slid the application into the outgoing box to submit tomorrow. He checked the time on the computer. If the woman Derrick sent over to the warehouse didn't get here soon, she'd find a locked building.

He had too many things to do to make sure the decrepit old house on Fisher Road got demolished in time for the new construction to wait around after closing for some woman who probably had no idea what she even wanted. 

Excited about the prospect of developing the land he'd bought cheap off the market, he still needed to squeeze in time to start the design of the modern dwelling.

The security system chimed. He glanced at the wall of monitors, showing footage of the perimeter of his property. He'd had to buy the cameras to prevent any more crackheads from stealing his copper and salvaging anything they thought was worth any money they could pawn.

A blue Volkswagen pulled up in front of the warehouse. He gritted his teeth.

Frustrated, he retrieved his phone, making his way to the front of the building while texting Derrick, asking his friend of fifteen years if the woman he'd pushed in his direction had actual plans to purchase a door because she couldn't get a doorknob in that vehicle she drove.

Derrick texted him a line of damn emojis—LOL, a bug, and a shrug.

"I swear if you and Joy are trying to set me up again, I'm blocking your number." Grumbling to himself while his thumbs typed out a reply on his phone, he accidentally kicked a small stack of old tin tiles he'd ripped from a rundown house before building a new family home.

Stowing his cell, he bent over, and organized the bundle so he wouldn't knock it over again. Straightening, he turned and found a woman standing in the doorway. 

"You must be Kelli," he said. "I'm Sam."

"Hi." Her wide eyes flickered around the place.

He waited for her to let him know how he could help her.

As she gawked, she muttered under her breath. Her soft, pink lips drew his attention.

Wearing a tight pair of jeans rolled up to her shins, she spun in a circle on her sneakers, giving him glimpses of a dark gray band tee with an odd orange smear of paint along her left shoulder.

Her gaze swung around, and blue eyes locked on him. He closed his mouth before she caught him gawking.

Her eyes lit up. "Do you really have a door with stained glass?" 

"Several." He stepped back, almost knocking down the tiles again. "This way."

She trailed after him. He could hear her muttering about something, and he found himself wanting to know what she was saying. Arriving at the doors Derrick had mentioned she was interested in, he turned to see her rushing toward them.

He stepped back, giving her room. "So these are what you were looking for?"

Bobbing her head, she ran her hand slowly over the door's surface. He couldn't help watching those slim fingers caress the wood and wish she was touching him.

"How much for—?" She checked out the three doors before pointing. "This one?" 

She'd picked out the one with peeling layers of paint, but the glass was intact and beautifully original.

Unsure of the price because Derrick frequently came over and researched the going rate for him, he leaned closer to her, catching a hint of strawberries. "Four hundred and twenty-five dollars."

She shrieked, catching him off guard. Tense, he cleared his throat. Usually, women who let out loose shrill sounds in their attempt to communicate their emotions annoyed him. He found the feigned excitement as fake as plastic fingernails. But Kelli's excitement was genuine and hit him like a punch in the gut. 

"Oh, wow..." She pulled the sleeve of her t-shirt up and rubbed the corners of her eyes with the soft, cotton fabric.

Taken aback, he said, "Are you okay?"

A whimper escaped her. "Sorry, I'm just surprised...do you take debit cards, or should I run and get cash from the bank?"

"Uhh..." Not sure how to make heads or tails of her, he drew a blank for a moment. He'd expected her to try and talk him down in price, considering the tears and how flustered she'd become at the sight of the door. "I take cards or cash, not checks." 

Far too many customers had handed him bad checks in the past that'd bounced. He'd put a hard pass on going through the extra hassle of collecting the payment.

" I'm so excited." She brightened more, only to point toward the entrance. "Those doors out front? How much are they?"

He kept the more common doors leaned up against the front wall of the building to make room in the warehouse for the more decorative pieces worth more. "I can do fifty dollars on any of those."

"No way." She sucked in a sharp breath when he nodded and then dug in her purse, pulling out a debit card. "I'll buy both. Is it alright to come back again on another day and shop around, or do I ask Derrick to find out when it would be a good time to return?"

"Derrick only comes here on his off days or late night hours. He's busy doing his own thing with his wife." 

She blinked at him, then suddenly broke out in a giggle. What was with this strange woman?

"I'm not interested in Derrick. I just meant, should I ask Derrick to check with you on what is a good time to visit?" With a teasing grin, she laughed. "Let's start this over." She thrust out her hand for him to shake. "Hi, I'm Kelli, childhood friend of Joy...Derrick's wife. I've recently taken over my grandfather's property from my parents. I'm currently trying to return the house to its former bed-and-breakfast glory, so I would love to see you again so I can look through all the beautiful things you have in your warehouse."

Bed and breakfast? He'd lived around here all his life. The only B&B he remembered was down by Winrow lake.

"Would that be the one with the mustang parked inside the garage?" He asked.

A few years ago, Derrick dragged him down to fix the garage door for the older man.

"That's the place. The Mustang is gone now. Grandpa died last year, and my parents sold most of his things."

He inwardly cringed due to his callousness for not knowing about the death. "I'm sorry to hear that."

"Oh, no, that's fine." She waved him off with a gentle smile. "Grandpa passed the way he wanted to go. He spent the last few years he was alive fulfilling his bucket list. He was eighty-seven years old and had no business sky diving. He always talked about wanting an epic end to his life which would never happen in a nursing home. We suspected he planned everything down to the smallest details. He was the type who wouldn't want us to stay upset. Grandpa wanted to be remembered not as the old guy slowing down but as the guy who flipped off the cameraman on his first jump out of an airplane. He went out how he wanted to go."

A snort of laughter escaped him, remembering the old man who'd played rock music and strummed air guitar while they sat around drinking a beer after the repairs on the garage wrapped up. "He was a fan of malt brew."

She scoffed and ended with a small laugh. "Grandpa's liquor cabinet had the hard stuff. The beer was for casual conversation. If he offered you a beer and entertained you, either he was interested in talking or listening."

"He was an interesting man." One he couldn't believe he'd forgotten. Shaking his head, he chuckled, recalling a story Derrick had told him. "Did Derrick ever tell you about the time he played driver to your grandfather?"

"Are you talking about the time he had to pick up grandpa from the bar when Grandpa brought in his stereo to teach the youth how to party, or when Grandpa decided to ride and tame the wild horse?" Her lips twitched. "I believe they removed the plastic horse from outside the feedstore shortly after. The news hit the local paper and even had a picture, taken by Derrick. Grandpa howled with laughter about how skunk drunk he was. After grandma passed, he decided to live life to its fullest."

In his experience, grandfathers were supposed to slow down and enjoy the peacefulness of not working. Running his fingers through his hair, he found himself caught up in listening to her, forgetting what she wanted to buy.

His phone rang. He held up his finger, motioning for her to wait, and answered, "Crane Tomas Demo and Restoration, how can I help you?"

"This is Molly Davison calling about our appointment you missed."

He pulled a notepad out of his pocket to check his schedule, but he had nothing down for today. However, he recalled a Molly Davison on the calendar. "Ma'am, I'm looking at my calendar right now, and we have you marked down for the twenty-first at ten o'clock in the morning. Today is the twelfth."

Mrs. Davison sucked in a sharp breath. "I'm so sorry. I'll rewrite it. Thank you. I thought it was today. I'll see you on the twenty-first. Bye." She hung up on him.

Disconnecting the call, he stowed his cell. "Sorry about that." 

"No problem."

For the life of him, he couldn't remember why she stopped by. He looked around the warehouse, rubbing his jaw. It'd been a while since he lost himself in conversation with a woman.

She looked at him, smiling. Damn, she was pretty.

Barely any makeup on, and with her blonde hair hanging loose past her shoulders, he found himself staring, wanting to hear her laughter again.

"So....?"

He cleared his throat. "What were we talking about again?"

Kelli's smile grew at his discomfort. "Before we started talking about my grandpa's wild and crazy days? I introduced myself and asked about the two doors. You take cards, right?" She held up a plastic rectangle for a bank he knew was not local.

"Yeah, my office is this way." He led her to his workspace and ran her card through the machine while writing the receipt out. Once he got confirmation of her payment, he handed her a copy of the invoice.

Grabbing the door on their way out, he stilled when he realized she had a compact car. "How exactly were you planning on getting this home?"

"I don't live far. I'll just strap them to the roof and drive slow." Was she serious? She couldn't expect them to make it there in one piece, much less stay on top with a balancing.

Softly growling, he had her twisting around to stare at him confused. "Yeah, not happening. You'll either lose them, break them, cause an accident or get into one. I'll just put them in my truck and drive them out later before I head home."

"Um, my address...."

"I know where you live."

Kelli's brow furrowed. Her lightly freckled nose wrinkled in annoyance. "I'm pretty sure I can get it home just fine."

This stubborn woman was trying his patience. There was no use arguing with her. "Alright, but the glass will break from the vibrations." Bluffing a bit, he watched her hesitate. "All it takes is one rock kicked up from the road or a pinecone falling off the trees, and the vintage stained glass will be a goner."

"Uh...I'll wrap it. I have a blanket in the back seat left from padding around the swan planter Joy gave me." She brightened up as if a little bit of fabric would solve everything.

He glanced over at the runty vehicle. Granted, it did have a rooftop cargo rack, but its small size would not support two doors, much less one. Not one for small, compact, useless cars, he wished people would smarten up when they moved out into the country. City rides and country rigs had their place on the road, and this little bug did not fit in with the dirt and gravel roads.

Kelli held up a woolen atrocity he doubted anyone had ever wrapped themselves in. "Got the blanket. It is thick enough. I moved all my stuff here on my bug. It'll be fine."

No, it wouldn't. "I have to go past your way after I get off work in a couple of hours. So let me haul them over to your place for my peace of mind. It's beyond me why Derrick hadn't let you borrow one of his trucks'." 

Her nose wrinkled, striking him as cute. She glanced away from him momentarily. "Until Bug dies, I'm keeping him. Do not join Joy's side telling me to get a truck."

"Then keep the bug and get a truck as well." Running his fingers through his short hair, he wondered what it would be like to tangle his in her blond locks she had pulled back into a ponytail.

"I'm not wasting money on another vehicle until my bed and breakfast is up and running. Besides, Bug works perfectly fine." Her phone rang. She fished it out of her studded denim purse to answer it. "Hey Joy...no, it worked out better than I hoped. I also got a door to replace the one leading into the garage...of course, I'm going to put them on Bug...."

She winced. He could only imagine she was getting chewed out by Joy, who was pro truck. "Bullshit, I have a blanket...." She deflated a little. "He may have mentioned something like that...ugh, fine, but I'm not coming over for drinks tonight since I'll be busy. Bye." She hung up and stowed her cell back into her bag.

Sighing heavily, she turned back to Sam, who had a feeling he owed Joy a game night soon. "Joy told me not to be an idiot if you offered to haul them for me. I'll agree out of fear that she'll roll my beloved Bug into the lake." 

Yep, he'd be bringing the drinks next time the crazy love-struck couple invited him out for cards. 
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Chapter Three
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Power sander in hand, Kelli trudged from the back porch with only a portion of the old wood floor peeking through peeling layers of paint. She had no clue why her grandparents had ever painted the floor in the first place, but she was bound and determined to revive it to its original glory. She probably would have been done with the floor if the power hadn't gone out on her earlier.

She placed the power tool on the shelf with the other hand-me-down tools she'd received from her father when he upgraded his own or came from her grandfather's estate. She would never try to use some of them, mainly due to the damaged cords.

Until her dad could take time out of his busy schedule to examine the damage, she kept everything stored on the shelves. At the moment, Dad was far too busy on his new project to fly to Dually and help her. She understood the construction business. When people were buying or remodeling, her dad worked twenty-four/seven to make up for those times the real estate market slowed.

She grabbed some of the trusted, simple, non-electrical tools before she headed into the storage room. The room had excellent lighting, but the mismatched cabinetry, ugly faux marble pink countertops, and DIY shelving cheapened the room and made it appear junky. 

Goodbye eyesore. Hello, home office. The space was too awkward for a bedroom, yet perfect for a desk, couch, and possibly some built-ins.

Whoever helped her grandfather install the two-by-four monstrosities formerly holding plastic totes of holiday décor must have been drunk because nobody in their right mind would need so many flipping nails.

Hammer in hand, she stuck the claw end behind the board, trying to separate the wood from the wall to no avail, so she tried using the crowbar. Several grunts and muscle-straining moments later, the shelf never budged. 

Without electricity, she couldn't bring in her jigsaw to cut off sections of the wood at a time to make the work go much faster.

With no choice but to give up on yet another project until she could get her power back on, she headed to the kitchen. The one place in the kitchen she hadn't worked on was where she kept all her grandma's vintage dishes her grandmother had collected throughout her life. 

All the antique appliances worked great. Her grandpa had refurbished the stove and fridge. But most of it went unused because her grandma had passed away soon after, and her grandpa never took to cooking for himself.

Despite being over fifty years old, the stove itself was in new condition and sparkling clean.

The mint green appliances, the dark-stained butcher block counters, and the beautifully cut cabinets her grandpa built below the open beams of the ceiling welcomed her like a hug.

Even the flawless, white enamel of the kitchen sink matched the general theme of the kitchen and sparkled. 

However, after so many years, the white paint she remembered as a child was now a pale yellow in need of brightening. The backsplashes showed wear and tear with some broken and chipped tiles, and the blue and white ceramic squares clashed with the mint green.

Last Thursday's rain highlighted another problem area, the kitchen window frame leaked, and she suspected the roof needed replacing.

Hopefully, resolving the roofing issues would take care of the raccoons in the attic and prevent any future rodents from sneaking back in.

She shuddered at the thought of vermin under the same roof as her. She hadn't even attempted to go up into the attic.

A thud came from above.

She gritted her teeth as a shiver crawled down her spine. "Think of the devil...just you wait, masked bandit. You're not going to be here much longer."

Her phone rang. She shrieked. Reaching over the counter, she yanked the charging cable from the phone.

Heart racing, she checked to see if Derrick had messaged her about work at the hardware store only to find it was a message from her mother with a photo of a pink vintage washer and dryer set.


For your birthday? Brand new, modern but doesn't look it. We spotted it while replacing ours. We'll drive them down when your father's work slows down. How's the house? Love mom.




Excited, she pinched the screen to zoom in to find that the set was even digital, far better than the monster set in her possession. As it was, Grandpa's old washing machine tended to walk across the room when spinning a load of wet clothes.

A new set would be perfect. Being pink, too, she could continue with the theme of using colorful appliances throughout the house.

She quickly rushed to reply to her mother. 


YES!!! Thank you so much. Love, love, love them! House is fantastic. A lot of work, even more work with the power out. Yes, mom, I paid the bills. I'm going to ask Joy's husband to look at the electricity panel. Oh, I also picked out my new office space. I can't wait to send you before and after pics of the room. Tell dad I love him. Love you both. Don't work too hard.



The doorbell rang. The chime sounded louder in a house with no power. Leaving her phone, she hurried to the door. "Derrick, you don't have to knock...." Pulling her newly installed refinished stained glass door open, she found Sam standing on her front porch. "Oh, it's you. I was expecting Derrick."

He raised a mahogany brow. "So, Derrick is coming over?"

"Joy's sending him as soon as he can break free from work. I have a power outage issue I wanted him to look at." She motioned behind her. "It won't stay on, and my dad replaced the fuse box and the wiring for my grandpa not even five years ago when he had a similar issue."

Sam's gaze intensified. "I'll look at it. You shouldn't be asking Derrick for help with anything electrical."

His nostrils flared. She stepped back, weirded out by why the idea of Derrick helping her seemed to irritate him. "Uh, it shouldn't be a big deal. Joy lends him out from time to time as long as I feed him."

Sam's shoulders broadened and he muttered, "I didn't think they were that sort of couple."

It dawned on her, the wording, his reaction. Cracking up, she waved the idea of Joy and Derrick having an open relationship off. "He comes over when I need manual labor, moving heavy things, or help trying to figure out something I'm not skilled at doing and can't do alone. But, seriously, Joy would kill anyone who made a move on her man. I love Derrick because he's my best friend's husband. Though, because it's me, Joy would probably die laughing about you assuming something was going on."

He dug his hands through his dark, rich brown hair with a groan. "I'll look at your power if you promise me two things. One, never ask Derrick to touch anything electrical. He's the worst at wiring, and even Joy will agree. Two, never mention this conversation to them."

"Okay, I promise." She mentally scratched telling Joy about the conversation off her To-Do list. "Though, I really would appreciate you looking at the electricity. I've called two different places, and both are booked out for two weeks or more. The other ones turned down the job once I gave them my address, which is bad business."

Sam's gaze moved to the door. "Who's doing the work on the house?"

The house was one of her favorite topics. Having hung the door yesterday, she caught herself stopping every time she walked past to admire the wood and stained glass. "I do most of it."

He raised his brows and turned his attention to her. She swallowed as his gaze dropped to her chest before meeting her eyes. "Yeah?"

She pulled her bottom lip from where she'd caught it with her teeth. "My dad taught me most of everything I know. My mom and sister loved to paint and remodel when I was growing up, then lost interest when I was old enough to help. So, My dad taught me a bit about fixing things up and putting rooms back to their original shape."

He stared at her lips move as she talked. Self-conscious, her mouth went dry.

"Anyway, if you want to look at the electricity, be my guest. Though, Derrick will still stop by the house. He's bringing me a package from Joy."

Sam looked away from her and pointed. "Do you mean that box?"

She leaned out the door, catching a whiff of musk coming off him, and spotted a package. "I must not have heard him stop. I wonder why he didn't come in."

Sam bent and scooped up the box with a soft groan. She inhaled swiftly at how sexy the noise was coming from him.

"What did she pack in here, bricks?"

"Um, I have no idea. She said she was reorganizing her house on her day off and thought of me." 

She motioned to the braided scrap rug in the living room, which resembled a warehouse of supplies for the house placed in semi-organized scattered piles for later use. "You can set it in there, and I'll show you where the breaker is in the back bedroom."

Placing the box down, he followed her to a small, unfurnished room. He pulled a penlight from his pocket to check the breakers.

She stood back, admiring his way around electricity. The thought of working with electrical systems made her nervous. She could never tell when wires were alive or dead.

As he checked each one, nothing happened in the house. "Can I take a look around to see if the outage is outside the house?"

Normally she wouldn't let a stranger snoop around the property, but Sam was Joy and Derrick's friend. Plus, he knew his way around houses, considering what he did for a living.

"Sure, do what you need to do." She pointed to the corner where the fuse box hung. "I'll be in the kitchen if you need me. I wouldn't trust myself with any of this. Me and electricity, nope, no way."

His soft chuckle warmed her chest. Her social life sucked. She'd gone too long without a love life if a bit of laughter from a guy she barely knew could affect her.

She needed to clear her mind and give herself time to get over her ex and not allow herself to fall for the next guy she met. It was the only reason she had for turning into butter at the way his soft laughter warmed her.

Excusing herself, she hurried out of the room, fanning her face.

Her wild mood was all Joy's fault for trying to set her up by inviting her to a game night she and Derrick hosted at their house. She wasn't interested in having any man in her life after surviving the last disaster.

She got to her phone and found her mom had added her sister, Kathryn, in the group text. They were both sharing photos of household appliances, trying to convince her to update. Taking pictures of what she had, she flooded the feed sending one message at the end. 


Did you forget Grandpa modernized the kitchen after having the vintage appliances redone? People would kill for my kitchen.



Her sister replied under the name Bland-and-Boring to which Kelli titled her sister in her contact list. Ugh - go with white. You can never go wrong with white.

Kelli knew an argument between mother and daughter would come if she didn't defuse the situation. 

She typed. Except for underwear and pants, right, sis?

Given a gif with an angry kid gesturing with a middle finger in reply from her sister, Kelli snorted. Kathryn wouldn't say another word. 

Oh, the benefits of being the slightly younger sister. She learned so much about the evils of white clothing before she'd hit puberty. Unfortunately, Kathryn had lived through some embarrassing life lessons that were passed on to her.

The power turned on, only to shut down immediately. Startled, she walked out to find Sam heading around the corner of the house. "It worked for a second."

"That's because the breaker box was probably never the problem. I need to grab some supplies. Do you need anything while I'm in town?" He wiped his hands off on a handkerchief he stuffed into his pocket.

She almost melted on the spot, having never known a guy Sam's age who carried a handkerchief before. It was something her grandpa had always done.

"I was hoping this wasn't something big or would take long to fix." She wrinkled her nose. "Am I ruining your evening?"

"Not at all."

"Well, I usually feed Derrick and Joy whenever they volunteer to help me with the house. If you want to grab a pizza or burgers, I'll pay you back plus whatever I owe you for helping me." 

"Only if you eat with me."

Her smile grew, she nodded. "Deal."

"Are you picky about what's on your pizza?" He checked the black watch on his wrist. "It'll probably take me an hour to finish."

His offer sounded awesome. "Nope, I'm not picky, just no garlic, anchovies, artichokes, or cooked mushrooms."

Lips twitching, he half-turned away from her. The guy was definitely laughing at her. "So, cold mushrooms?"

"Fresh mushrooms. There's a difference." Flushing, she planted her hands on her hips. "I don't like cooked broccoli either if you're keeping a list." 

He snickered. "So get fresh, cold mushrooms on the side?"

She blinked, taken off guard. "I don't think they'll do that."

"We'll see." Amusement caused his voice to rumble. 

She wanted to make it her personal goal to get him to laugh full out, just to hear it. She'd bet it sounded deeper than his casual speech.

Her phone rang on the counter. She motioned to it. "I should get that. It's probably my mother wanting to remind me to be nice to my sister."

Cocking a brow, he chuckled. Yeah, a full-out laugh would be something to behold. "Well, I'll leave you to your sibling troubles and run a few errands."

"Thanks again. I didn't plan on throwing you into my trouble, but it's very kind of you." She walked back to her phone. "I really appreciate it.

She picked up her cell. It wasn't her mother but Joy calling.

"Hey, Joy." She glanced back at Sam only for him to put his finger to his lips and winked. 

Her stomach fluttered, and she caught herself grinning after him, thrilled to share a secret with him.

Damnit. Being around Joy again had her noticing guys and falling for their charms when she'd kicked the man bucket and put her heart on a much-needed vacation before being thrust in Sam's direction.

"Okay, so I was cleaning out my garage..." Joy's laughter bubbled with excitement. "Guess what I found?"

Watching Sam walk out, she sighed in appreciation of how guys could pull off jeans so well. "I don't know what you found. A forgotten collection of magazines you're going to want to burn before Derrick gets home?"

A snort of laughter sounded from Sam, who was still in earshot.

Joy squeaked. "No way, I don't need those when I have the hottest man alive. I found our old scooters. Come over. I want to see which one of us can still pull off tricks."

"You've got to be kidding me? We were fourteen years old the last time we rode those. I probably can't even ride one anymore."

"Please. It'll be fun." Kelli paused. "You've been working on your house all day. You need a break. Come over for an hour, and let's dust them off." 

Kelli hesitated. She wanted to stay until Sam came back, but she also knew Joy would show up at her doorstep if she declined. "Only for twenty minutes. I have a lot of work to do."

"Game on." Joy maniacally giggled. It was the same way she'd done when they were growing up together. "Prepare to lose."

Joy's one flaw was she forgets how many times she'd lost in their competition or how many bruises she acquired by trying something new.

Caught up in her friend's excitement, she said, "No way, you are going down." 

She still skated casually while her friend probably hadn't been near wheels, except her truck, in years.

Besides, she had more reasons to win. She needed to beat Sam back to the house before he returned with pizza. 
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Chapter Four
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The smell of oregano and hot cheese permeated the cab of the forest green, super-duty truck as Sam drove up to Kelli's place. He spotted movement in the driveway and leaned forward, peering out the dirty windshield.

Kelli walked toward the house, dragging an old-style, sparkly purple scooter behind her. He squinted, picking up a slight limp in her sexy sway.

He pulled up in front of the garage with a growl, parked, and stepped out of the pickup. "What the hell are you doing?"

Kelli stiffened and slowly turned his way. "Joy called as you were leaving earlier, and I went over to her house."

"That doesn't explain...." He took the scooter out of her hand and held it out of her reach. "How you hurt yourself."

She sighed heavily, walking beside him to the garage. "When Joy procrastinates, she gets wild ideas that usually mean I regret agreeing to do anything with her."

From experience, he knew Joy tended to get carried away. She'd recruited him and Derrick to help her move furniture around her living room last month and then ended up liking the original layout better, and he had to move the pieces back. "What did she have you do?"

"Scooters." Kelli motioned to the dinged-up aluminum toy. It had seen far better days. "She wanted to relive our childhood, and now I'll be paying for it for days."

"This is yours?" He held up the slim two-wheeled contraption.

"No, this is Joy's. I brought it home, so she doesn't get another idea to ride it and somehow ends up killing herself." She pointed. "You can put it in the back of the garage."

He quickly put the scooter behind the garbage cans and returned to her. She offered him a smile for taking the task from her.

"At one time, I was good at riding. Not so much now. I have bruises on top of bruises. Luckily, the stand-in manager from the hardware store called, and Joy had to run back to work because Derrick was unavailable." She tilted her chin higher. "Were you able to get the parts for fixing the electricity?"

"Yep." He motioned his head toward the truck. "Let me get everything." 

Getting the warm pizza box, small paper bag, and his carry-all toolbox, he carried everything inside. His gaze followed her sway as she led him to a well-loved wooden table in the kitchen.

The artwork distracted him. Several names decorated the top of the mahogany surface. He placed the pizza box down on the marked-up wood tabletop. "Is your name included on the table?"

Kelli snorted. "No, it's a garage sale find. I'm going to refinish it when I find time. You should see the underside where the kids had even more fun. Crude drawings, cusswords, even a curse on a girl named Jenny for stealing the last bag of cheesy blasts— may she sneeze peas out her nose forever."

Hesitant to look, he decided to risk it and used the flashlight on his phone to light up the underside. The unknown kids went to town with the pens and markers. He even found a few wads of gum. "Well, you have your work cut out for you. What inspired you to buy it?"

"I didn't. The table was free. But, I did buy the chairs." Kelli rapped her knuckles on the table. "Thirty-five bucks and a little manual labor, and I'll have a nice table set. When those get refinished, I can also match the stain to the kitchen cabinets."

"Ambitious," he mumbled.

"Do you want to eat first or work on the power?"

"The job will only take ten minutes. I'll get it done so that we can eat with the lights on."

"Sounds like a plan." She smiled. 

Supplies in hand, he trudged outside to the electrical box. Opening the panel, he noticed a faint dusty footprint on the outside of the conduit pipe near the ground. Was it hers? 

The tread seemed to be of a tennis shoe. He couldn't tell what size it was from the partial, but if she kicked the pipe trying to get the power to work, he'd need to talk to her about the dangers of electricity. It wasn't something to mess around with. 

Shaking his head, he wouldn't doubt that the shoe print was from Derrick. His business partner was the man when it came to getting a boat out of a collapsed garage without damaging it, yet his friend couldn't rewire a lamp without causing some sort of localized disaster.

He fixed the old connections and put new end caps on. Once finished, he went inside to test a lamp. Still out.

The problem wasn't outside. It was inside the house. He walked to the bedroom and opened the breaker box. Flipping switches, he got everything turned back on.

Kelli whooped from another room. "And we have light."

A snort escaped him over her goofiness. He carried his toolbox through the house, finding her rushing to the kitchen. Her bruised ego better, she moved about without a limp.

Leaning into the kitchen, he watched her check the inside of the fridge and the oven light and then take her cell phone out of her back pocket and plug it into the charger. "It is working for now, but you should still hire an electrician to combine the two boxes. The one outside does the same thing as the inside one."

She paused for a moment. "I think there's a building code about having a power box on the outside."

He'd heard some of the conflicting codes while working with various locals. Some thought the old historical houses needed to stay with the regulations of the year they were built rather than change to the current codes. "Mine is on the inside. So it would be safer and up to code if you want to sell it later."

A groan escaped her. She leaned against the counter, hanging her head
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