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Mortar and Murder

 

“With plot twists that curve and loop . . . this story offers handy renovation tips, historical data, and a colorful painting of the Maine landscape.”

—Examiner.com

 

“Mystery author Jennie Bentley has nailed together another great mystery with Mortar and Murder.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

 

Plaster and Poison

 

“A delightful small-town Maine sleuth . . . Solid and entertaining.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“[A] thrilling story that keeps the readers guessing and turning pages.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“A believable and beguiling mystery. Each novel in the series delights and the third installment only raises the stakes.”

—Examiner.com

 

“A pull-no-punches mystery.”

—The Mystery Gazette

 

“This is one solidly built mystery . . . Attractive characters and a beautiful setting round out this wonderful read.”

—RT Book Reviews

Spackled and Spooked

 

“Smooth, clever, and witty. This series is a winner!”

—Once Upon a Romance

 

“Bound to be another winner for this talented author. Home-renovation buffs will appreciate the wealth of detail.”

—Examiner.com

 

“I hope the series continues.”

—Gumshoe Reviews

 

 

Fatal Fixer-Upper

 

“An ingeniously plotted murder mystery with several prime suspects and a nail-biting conclusion.”

—The Tennessean

 

“A great whodunit . . . Fans will enjoy this fine cozy.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Smartly blends investigative drama, sexual tension, and romantic comedy elements, and marks the start of what looks like an outstanding series of Avery Baker cases.”

—The Nashville City Paper

 

“Polished writing and well-paced story. I was hooked . . . from page one.”

—Cozy Library

 

“There’s a new contender in the do-it-yourself home-renovation mystery field . . . An enjoyable beginning to a series.”

—Bangor Daily News

 

“A strong debut mystery . . . Do-it-yourselfers will find much to enjoy.”

—The Mystery Reader

“A cozy whodunit with many elements familiar to fans of Agatha Christie or Murder, She Wrote.”

—Nashville Scene

 

“A great whodunit. Fans will enjoy this fine cozy.”

—The Mystery Gazette

 

“A fun and sassy journey that teaches readers about home renovation as they follow the twists and turns of a great mystery.”

—Examiner.com

 

“The mystery is unusually strong. Home-renovation and design tips are skillfully worked into the story, the characters are developed and sympathetic, and the setting is charming. The climax leads to a bang-up ending . . . A first-rate mystery and a frightening surprise ending.”

—RT Book Reviews
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When my stepfather, Noel, asked my boyfriend, Derek, and me to participate in an episode of a renovation show his TV network produces, I didn’t think it would be a problem. Derek and I had renovated four houses together, starting with the 1870s Second Empire Victorian I had inherited from my great-aunt Inga a year earlier. After that, we had bought and restored a supposedly haunted midcentury ranch, and then turned a decrepit carriage house at the back of my friend Kate’s property into a romantic retreat for two just in time for her wedding to Waterfield Chief of Police Wayne Rasmussen. For the past few months, we had worked our fingers to the bone on a 1783 center-chimney Colonial on Rowanberry Island. By the time the TV crew was set to arrive on the coast of Maine, it was mid-July, but contrary to my first blithe impression, there was indeed a problem.

“There’s no way!” I told Derek, and not for the first time. “No way at all we can renovate a whole house in a week!”

When Noel first approached me about taking part in a renovation show, I hadn’t realized we’d be dealing with a time constraint. There are so many shows out there, with so many gimmicks, that I figured we’d be redoing something small, like a kitchen or bathroom. Something we could easily do in the five days the crew would be in town. But as it turned out, the program we would be participating in was called Flipped Out!, and for good reason.

Anyone who has ever renovated a house can tell you it’s not usually a quick and easy process. As Derek had warned me during the very first conversation we’d ever had, more than a year ago now, it always takes longer and costs more than you think it will.

And that’s OK most of the time. When you’re just working for yourself and not on a schedule, it isn’t the end of the world if it takes you a few extra days, or even a few extra weeks, to finish the job.

This time, that wouldn’t be a possibility. The television crew would arrive in Waterfield Sunday night and would depart again the following Saturday morning, and we’d be expected to finish a whole house by the time they left. They’d shoot “before” footage bright and early on Monday morning, and God help us if they couldn’t shoot “after” footage at the end of the day on Friday. When I’d asked Noel what would happen if we weren’t finished by Friday night, his answer had been, “Just make sure you are.”

“We’re gonna be fine,” Derek said now, in answer to my lament. “Don’t worry, Tink. I’ve got it covered.” He grabbed his hamburger in both hands and took a bite.

We were sitting in a booth at the Waymouth Tavern, a restaurant on the outskirts of Waterfield. An imitation Tiffany lamp burned above our heads, and out the window, we had a view of the Atlantic Ocean and a few of the islands dotting the coast of Maine. Rowanberry was one of them, although it was too dark by now to see anything but a low  shape in the water with some lights on one end, where the little village was.

My name isn’t Tink, by the way; it’s Avery. Avery Marie Baker. Tink, or Tinkerbell, is Derek’s nickname for me. It started out as sort of a joke, supposedly because I’m little and cunning—Maine-ish for cute—with lots of bright yellow hair I keep piled on top of my head when I’m working. And also because (Derek said) I pout a lot. At that time, I daresay I did: This was just after we met, and we spent our days butting heads over how to renovate my great-aunt Inga’s house. Derek, being a traditionalist and a restorer at heart, wanted to keep as many of the original features as possible. I—native New Yorker and educated textile designer—wanted to squeeze in as many modern amenities as I could.

He’d won, of course. He’d made a convincing case for preservation and authenticity, and besides, I have a hard time saying no to him. It’s those blue eyes, and that lazy grin, and just the whole adorable package.

I’m crazy about him. That’s why I ended up staying in Waterfield and going into business with him instead of selling Aunt Inga’s house for a tidy profit and scurrying back to Manhattan at the end of last summer.

At the moment, he wasn’t endearing himself to me, however, and yes, I’m sure I was pouting. The one-week time limit for renovating the little cottage on Cabot Street was freaking me out, and he wasn’t giving me the sympathy I craved.

“Derek.” I pulled the plate with the rest of his supper out of reach, thereby forcing him to look at me. “How can you tell me not to worry and that you’ve got it covered? How do you expect us to be able to do all the work in five days and not lose our minds? Just not sleep?”

“That’s one possibility.” Derek reached across the table to put his burger back on the plate before pulling it toward  him. He has longer arms than I do. I sighed. He added, “I’m serious, Avery. We’ll be fine. All the materials are bought, and we’ve got a schedule laid out day by day, if not hour by hour. We know exactly what we’re supposed to be doing at any given time.”

“That’s true,” I admitted. We’d spent the past week preparing so we’d be ready to launch into action tomorrow morning, as soon as the crew had arrived and had shot their “before” footage of the cottage.

The house we were renovating was a little 1930s cottage, roughly eleven hundred square feet, with two bedrooms and one bath, a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and a tiny laundry. The current owner had been using it as a rental, and as a result, it was pretty basic, with few or no frills. It was also a little beat up. But it had lovely oak hardwood floors—or would have, after we had applied three or four coats of polyurethane to them. The ceilings were fairly tall, and whoever owned the house in the 1970s had resisted the temptation to spray them with texture back when popcorn ceilings were all the rage. Scraping texture off a ceiling isn’t a big deal—all it takes is a spray bottle full of water, a putty knife, and stamina—but it’s messy and time consuming, and again, time would be at a premium this week.

In the living room there was a gorgeous natural-stone fireplace that had never been painted—no paint we had to strip, yet another reason to rejoice. It’s a crime to paint natural stone, but that doesn’t stop some people. And there were wonderful casement windows on either side of the chimney. They’d been painted shut, the way many old windows are, but we had taken the time to break the seal and force them open as part of the prep work. The kitchen was original but well made, and as I’d learned when we renovated Aunt Inga’s house and Derek had insisted on keeping the old kitchen cabinets, they could be made to look wonderful. The current owner had covered the outside of the house  with vinyl siding, which wouldn’t have been my choice, but it had been done recently enough that the vinyl was still fairly clean, and it meant we wouldn’t have to paint the exterior. A good hose-down with a power washer would do wonders. And the curb appeal was outstanding, with a pretty little porch with stacked-stone pillars and an original front door with matching sidelights. Drab now, but it would be cute as a button when we were finished. All in all, we would have had to look long and hard for a better candidate for a quick flip.

Still, five days wasn’t much time to get the job done.

“We’ll have help,” Derek said between bites of burger.

“Are you sure they’ll come through? Kate’s gonna be busy with the B and B, isn’t she? She’ll have a full house.”

Kate McGillicutty-Rasmussen was my first friend in Waterfield. She owns the Waterfield Inn, the B&B where I’d stayed my first night in town and where the television crew would be staying during the five or six days they’d be here, as well.

“She’ll find the time,” Derek said. “She owes us; we renovated the carriage house in record time last year. And Shannon and Josh are both out of school for the summer, so they’ll be available as well.”

Shannon McGillicutty, Kate’s daughter, and Josh Rasmussen, Wayne’s son, were students at local Barnham College. They were excited about the idea that they could do a few hours’ manual labor in exchange for getting their faces on television.

Derek continued, “Cora said she’ll be on hand whenever we need her, and Beatrice is back in town, too.”

Cora is Derek’s stepmother, and Beatrice is her youngest daughter. Bea and her husband, Steve, divided their time between Boston, where Steve was transitioning out of a job with a big law firm, and Waterfield, where he was starting a small practice of his own. Cora is fantastic in the garden, and although Beatrice is mostly a math whiz, I  knew we’d be able to find something she could do to help. After all, another pair of hands is another pair of hands.

“Between all of us,” Derek said, “we’ll get it done.” He took another big bite of burger, seemingly not the least bit worried. I picked at my crab cakes.

“It’s just a very short time and a whole lot of work.”

“Not that much,” Derek said. “It’s mostly all cosmetic. Slapping lipstick on the pig. Dressing it up for the cameras. New paint, a couple of coats of poly on the floors, new kitchen counter, new tile in the bathroom. You’ll be surprised at how fast the work will go.”

“If you say so.” Although I probably wouldn’t feel calm again until next week, when this whole ordeal was over. The house on Cabot was a great little cottage, it would be tons of fun to redo; I just wished we could really do it right and give it the time we should, instead of being in and out in five days flat.

Derek pulled his plate back across the table, put the burger on it, and started chomping on fries. I played with my crab cakes while sneaking glances past him to a romantic table for two where the other reason I wasn’t looking forward to the coming week sat.

Top-producing Realtor Melissa James was currently sharing a toast with Tony “the Tiger” Micelli, ace on-air reporter for Portland’s Channel Eight News.

Melissa is Derek’s ex-wife. They married young, while he was still in medical school. When he decided—after four years of education and four of residency, plus a year of working with his dad, Waterfield GP Benjamin Ellis—that he didn’t want to be a doctor after all, Melissa dumped him. Then she took up with my distant cousin Ray Stenham. That relationship had ended six months ago, and since then, Melissa had been on the prowl. I’d been a little worried that she might want Derek back, but lately she’d spent much of her time in the company of Tony the Tiger, so I was keeping my fingers crossed that that relationship  would work out. Given the champagne toast and the steamy looks, not to mention the little velvet box I thought I saw sitting on the table, it looked like the chances were pretty good.

They hadn’t noticed us come in, and I had breathed a sigh of relief, but I should have known it was too good to last. They finished their meal before us, and as they made their way toward the door, Melissa looked over and saw us. And tugged Tony’s sleeve before heading in our direction.

“Oh, hell,” I said.

“What?”

“She’s coming this way. I was hoping they wouldn’t notice us.”

Derek glanced over his shoulder and saw the two of them bearing down on us. “Be nice, Avery.”

“When am I not nice?” I wanted to know.

He opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, a manicured hand with long pink talons landed on his shoulder. It may have been my imagination that turned the gesture into more of a caress, but I don’t think so. Melissa enjoys rubbing my nose in the fact that she spent five years married to my boyfriend.

“Hello, Avery.” She showed me all her blindingly white teeth in a smile of false warmth before she turned her attention to Derek. “Hello, Derek.”

I don’t think I imagined the way her smile changed. Not to mention her voice. She was practically purring.

“Hey, Melissa.” Derek’s didn’t. He doesn’t want Melissa back, and he’s made that clear. I just don’t like the way she’s all over him. He doesn’t belong to her anymore, and she gave up the right to pet him when she dumped him for Ray Stenham.

Derek greeted Tony the Tiger. “Micelli.”

Tony nodded back. “Ellis.”

He’s a good-looking guy. Tony, I mean. Derek is gorgeous: six feet tall, with hair that’s a shade closer to blond  than brown, at least in the summer, and those melting blue eyes with crinkles at the corners. But Tony’s quite all right, if you like the type. A half dozen years older than Derek’s thirty-five, and sort of slick. Black hair and hooded brown eyes, olive complexion, always very nicely dressed. My boyfriend is happiest in faded Levi’s and worn T-shirts, while even Tony’s golf shirts are ironed and his jeans have creases down the front. He and Melissa make a lovely couple: She’s always decked out to the nines, too. Tonight’s outfit was a flirty Zac Posen skirt and blouse, with gold sandals and matching jewelry. Including the obscenely large stone weighing down the ring finger of her left hand.

“You two all ready?” she wanted to know, absently massaging Derek’s shoulder and making the lima-bean-sized diamond sparkle in the light from the Tiffany lamps.

“We’re ready for an offer on the house on Rowanberry Island. Any activity?” I smiled insincerely.

After our usual Realtor, Irina Rozhdestvensky, had married a few months ago and become too busy with her new husband to tend to her career, we’d had to fall back on Melissa to market and sell our latest renovation project. It was over my strenuous objections, since I had spent the past year actively trying to avoid doing business with her. But she was the premier real estate agent in Waterfield, and probably in all of down east Maine, and when she cornered Derek and told him we needed someone with real experience to handle the sale of what had turned out to be a halfmillion-dollar historic waterfront property, he had been unable to say no. The house had been on the market for a couple of weeks now, but she hadn’t pulled a buyer out of a hat. I couldn’t resist bringing it up, even though I knew it was unreasonable to expect to get an offer so soon.

Melissa widened her fabulous violet blue eyes innocently. “I told you it would take time, Avery.”

She had. I guess buyers with that kind of money don’t grow on trees.

“What I meant,” she added, “was whether you were ready for tomorrow.”

The house we were flipping for the cameras belonged to Tony Micelli. When Melissa found out about Noel and the TV show, and that we needed a project to work on for a week, preferably without having to actually buy it first, since most of our money was tied up in the house on Rowanberry Island, she’d suggested Tony’s place. He’d owned it for years, had in fact grown up in it, and had been using it as rental property for a while now. The tenants—a couple of students from Barnham College—had graduated and left town at the end of the semester, and now Tony recognized the opportunity to give his property a cheap facelift before cashing out. Having the house featured on television would likely bring any selling price up, and he had a girlfriend who could market it for him. Besides that, he’d probably enjoy having Derek—his girlfriend’s ex-husband—doing the manual labor.

The sticky “ex” situation had been the biggest consideration in whether or not we wanted to take on the project. I’d wanted to say no when Melissa came to us—to Derek—with the idea of using Tony’s house for our project. I didn’t want to deal with her any more than I had to, and the idea that Tony would be hanging over our shoulders, making condescending comments and ordering Derek around, seemed reason enough to stay clear. But Derek said he couldn’t care less what Tony did; he liked the house, he thought it would fit our needs, and besides, he was used to dealing with demanding personalities—after all, he’d been married to Melissa for five years. And it was just for a few weeks: one before the shoot, one during, and one after, to tie up any loose ends. So I’d relented. I still wasn’t thrilled about having to deal with them both, but I could cope. At least I thought so.

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Derek answered, sending me a smile across the table.

I smiled back. Melissa smiled, too, tightly, and dropped her hand from Derek’s shoulder, albeit not without a last little stroke. “Has the crew arrived?”

“I assume so. If something had happened, I’m sure Kate would have called.”

“They’ll be at the house in the morning?”

“Bright and early,” Derek said.

“Wonderful.” Melissa glanced at Tony. “We might stop by, if you don’t mind. To meet everyone.”

Her tone indicated that we’d better not. Mind.

“Sure,” Derek said. “It’s your house. Not like we want to keep you out.”

Speak for yourself, I thought.

“Tony’s been in broadcasting for twenty years, you know. It’s quite possible he already knows some of the crew.” She used the hand with the ring to smooth her sleek, moonlight-pale hair behind one ear. By now, I was sure she was trying to draw attention to it, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of hearing me ask. And Derek, bless him, was oblivious. Of course, he’d had his back to them and hadn’t seen the champagne toast or the little velvet box.

“Television is a small world,” Tony said in his wellmodulated reporter’s voice. “I know a lot of people. Twenty-plus years in the business, a body gets around.” He passed a hand over his jet-black hair while smiling complacently at Melissa. “Are you ready to go, Missy?”

Melissa nodded. He took her elbow, and they moved away between the tables.

“I always feel like there’s a smell of sulfur in the air whenever she’s been around,” I told Derek, sotto voce, as soon as they were out of range.

His lips quirked even as he checked to make sure Melissa and Tony were too far away to have heard me. “I think that’s her perfume.”

It was my turn to smother a giggle. “They’ll be breathing down our necks for the next week, you know. Melissa  might even offer to get her hands dirty, just to get more face time.”

“I’m sure Tony has better things to do than hang around our project,” Derek answered. “He’ll have to cover the news for channel eight. I’m sure something will happen this week that’ll capture the public’s imagination and keep him busy. As for Melissa, don’t worry about her. She might drop by to get her face and name on TV, but she won’t try to do any of your work. Too afraid to break a nail.”

He polished off the rest of his burger.

I looked down at my own hands. I’ve never been able to grow my nails long, and with all the manual labor that I do, no polish would last beyond a day before peeling off anyway. So I keep my nails short and natural. On my hands, anyway. I do tend to go a little crazy on my toes, however. At the moment, they were lime green with pink tips to match my sundress, which had a border of green and brown palm trees against a pink sky marching around the hem.

“Are you ready?” Derek asked.

I looked back up at him. “To go home?”

“I was thinking more of tomorrow. Are you ready to tackle the work and the TV crew? Get out in front of the cameras and get your groove on?” He grinned.

I shrugged. I was feeling a little apprehensive about appearing on TV—nobody wants to look bad or sound stupid in front of a national audience—but on the other hand, I was looking forward to doing the work, and the exposure would be good. Between our own projects, while we wait for one house to sell so we can buy another, we sometimes have to take on jobs for other people to make ends meet. A TV appearance might mean more exciting opportunities, instead of just spending our time painting other people’s walls and sanding other people’s floors.

“Always looking on the bright side,” Derek said when I pointed this out.

“It beats always expecting the worst, doesn’t it?”

“That it does. And on that note . . .” He lifted his glass. “Here’s to us, and to another great project.”

I lifted mine, too. “A great project without any skeletons in the basement, or for that matter, any hidden rooms or dark family secrets.”

“Or dead bodies,” Derek said, since we’d found one or two of those every time we’d taken on a new project.

“I’ll drink to that.”

We clinked our glasses together and did.
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The camera crew arrived on Cabot Street bright and early the next morning. Derek and I were waiting on the porch steps, each gripping our paper cup of coffee, when the white van pulled up to the curb.

The van was unmarked. I guess I’d expected something like the Channel Eight News van, with its colorful logo and slogan and Tony and his coanchors’ faces depicted many times life size on the side, but when I thought about it, I realized that that didn’t make sense. The crew was based in California and wouldn’t have driven all the way to Maine; they had probably rented a van at the airport to haul all their gear up here.

The driver was a lean, sallow man with a narrow face, dark hair in need of a cut, and sad, droopy eyes like a bloodhound. A pair of ill-fitting khakis hung low on his hips, and on his feet were heavy boots with thick soles. Next to him in the passenger seat sat a blond woman in her early forties wearing a businesslike gray pantsuit. She  looked expensive. Back in New York, I’m not sure I would have thought so, but here in Waterfield, she stood out. It was another reminder how much my life and my perceptions had changed over the past year.

The back of the van held three other people, all dressed in jeans and T-shirts: one woman, two men. The woman was barely out of her teens and had a tangle of long, black hair pulled up into two bunches, one above each ear, as well as piercings in her nose, her eyebrow, her ears, her navel, and possibly a few other places that weren’t visible at the moment. She was chewing bubblegum, and as she stepped out on the sidewalk and pivoted slowly, looking around, she blew a big, pink bubble, popped it, and did it again.

Of the two men, one was a few years younger than me, just on the underside of thirty, and the other in his midfifties at a guess. He had thinning, gray hair and a beard, plus a stomach that curved the blue T-shirt he wore under a many-pocketed safari-type vest. The younger man was unnaturally handsome, like a soap opera actor or model. His jeans were a touch too snug, and his black T-shirt clung tightly to his chest. The brown leather of his cowboy boots was a perfect match for the glossy brown curls framing a face that could have graced the cover of People magazine’s “most beautiful” issue.

Derek snorted derisively.

I grinned.

The well-dressed woman looked at us, then came up the walk on pointy stilettos. “You must be the talent.”

Derek got to his feet and extended a hand. “Derek Ellis.” He indicated me. “This is Avery Baker.”

“I’m Nina Andrews.” She extended her hand. Her grip was no-nonsense, and so was the look in her eyes, although I noticed what appeared to be stress lines around her mouth and across her forehead. “I’m the director. This is the rest of the crew.” She turned to the van. “Fae, our PA. That’s F-A-E, like the fairy. No y, in case you ever have a need to  spell it. Ted, the grip and gaffer. He does the lighting and other technical set up.”

Ted was the driver, the skinny guy with the sallow complexion. He had opened the back of the van and was busy hauling plastic crates full of cords and equipment out of the vehicle and onto the sidewalk, and he must have been stronger than he looked, because the big crates didn’t seem to trouble him.

“Wilson is the camera operator”—the older guy with the vest; he was helping Ted unload the van—“and this is Adam.”

Her voice changed ever so slightly when she said Adam’s name, although that could have been because Adam himself came up to stand next to her right then.

Up close, he was almost too pretty. Perfect nose, perfect skin, dark blue eyes with long lashes, pink lips that missed being too full by a hair, and white teeth so straight and even they couldn’t possibly be real.

He took my hand in both of his, just holding it and not shaking, while he gave me a melting smile and a long, appreciative look from under his lashes. “I’m Adam Ramsey. Nice to meet you.”

“Avery Baker. Likewise.” I twitched my hand out of his. I was Derek’s girlfriend and had no business holding hands with anyone else, and despite his obvious attributes, Adam didn’t appeal to me. He had this veneer of high gloss that made him look sort of waxed. And the charm was too practiced, too calculated. He reminded me of my ex-boyfriend Philippe, the reproduction furniture maker I had worked for in New York. Philippe had been all about appearances, and I was willing to bet Adam was, too. He wasn’t pleased to meet me; he was just oozing charm because I was female and that was what he did. Nina must be used to it, because she didn’t bat an eye.

Next to me, Derek flashed a grin full of teeth and warning. “I’m Derek Ellis. Avery’s boyfriend. She and I will  be doing the renovating.” He gave Adam’s hand a good squeeze.

“Adam’s our runner,” Nina said as Adam stuffed his hands into his pockets. “He does a little of this and a little of that, wherever he’s needed. Right now, he should be over there with Ted and Wilson, unloading the van.” She glanced at him.

Unabashed, Adam saluted. “Sure, Neen.” He winked at me before he turned on his cowboy-booted heel and sauntered toward the van. About halfway down the garden path, he passed Fae, and he must have said something to her, because she giggled and twisted her neck to look at him over her shoulder, her cheeks almost as pink as the bubblegum.

Nina narrowed her eyes, but when Fae stopped beside her, she performed the next round of introductions without comment. “Fae, this is the talent, Derek and Avery. Fae is our PA, or production assistant. She takes care of any paperwork, legal permits, motel reservations, that sort of thing.”

“Nice to meet you, Fae,” I said. Derek just smiled. Fae lowered her eyes, blushing again. Given the many body piercings and the amount of skin showing between the low-slung jeans and cropped top, I’d have thought she’d be harder and more sophisticated, but she actually seemed like sort of a nice girl.

“Speaking of motel reservations,” Derek said, “you’re staying at the Waterfield Inn, correct?”

Nina nodded. “Mr. Carrick said we had to. That he and Mrs. Carrick stayed there when they were in town for Christmas.” She looked at me. “Rosemary Carrick is your mother, isn’t she?”

I nodded. “She and Noel got married a couple of years ago. Second marriage for both of them. He’s the one who suggested that Derek and I should do an episode of your show.”

“If Mr. Carrick suggested it, then I’m sure it’s a good  idea,” Nina said loyally. “You’re familiar with the Waterfield Inn, I take it?”

Derek and I both nodded. “Kate McGillicutty is my best friend,” I said, forgetting momentarily that she was Kate Rasmussen now.

Derek added, “The Waterfield Inn is the nicest B and B in town. You’ll be comfortable there.”

“We’re already settled in. Flew into Logan last night and drove up.” Nina smiled.

The Waterfield Inn has only four guest rooms. The big suite on the third floor where Mom and Noel had stayed when they were here in December, and three regular-sized rooms on the second floor. There were five people on the TV crew. I couldn’t help wondering who was rooming with someone else. Adam and Nina? Adam and Fae?

Or maybe no one was. There were two bedrooms on the first floor of the B&B, too, behind the kitchen and dining room, in the “private” part of the house. Kate and her daughter Shannon had lived in them until Kate married Wayne and the newlyweds moved out to the renovated carriage house. Shannon was still in hers, but maybe Kate had offered the other to Fae, while Nina was in the suite and the three guys had the three second-floor rooms. The first-floor rooms weren’t outfitted as guest rooms, but Fae might not mind, and she might even enjoy being next door to Shannon, who was close to her own age.

Problem solved.

While I’d been speculating on possible Hollywood hookups, Nina and Derek had moved on to the job ahead and what the next week would bring. Nina was explaining about the production schedule and why she’d prefer that he not wear the white T-shirt he had on while the cameras were rolling (too much of a contrast to his tanned face). She also said that we should avoid fabrics with patterns, like herringbone, corduroy, and pinstripes, all of which would create a wavy rainbow-colored pattern called a moiré  effect on-screen. Since it was July and hot, and since most T-shirts don’t come in those patterns, I didn’t think we needed to worry.

She turned to me. “Red and deep orange aren’t good colors for the camera, either, and it’s probably best to avoid black or really dark blue, since you’re relatively pale.”

“Sure.” I nodded obediently, although privately I thought that the list of admonitions didn’t leave me with a whole lot of options. Derek and I both wear a lot of white T-shirts to work, since they’re cheap and easy to replace when they get ruined. And they get ruined a lot. I’d have to pull out some of my nicer stuff this week. Which might not be a bad idea anyway, since I definitely wanted to look my best on TV.

“Nothing shapeless,” Nina continued. “You know how they say the camera adds ten pounds? It’s true. In life, you see not only the person but also what’s around them, so they tend to appear smaller. On camera, all you see is the talent, and that means you take up more space, which makes you look bigger. So be sure to wear clothes that make you appear taller and leaner, not wider. Shapeless clothing will make you look lumpy on camera.”

Derek and I both nodded solemnly, Derek not without an amused twinkle in his eyes. Neither of us are overweight, but who wants to look lumpy on every TV screen in America?

“Why don’t you show me around?” She looked past us to the house. “Tell me what you’re planning to do, so we can get some kind of shooting schedule together.”

“Of course.” He glanced at me. “You wanna do the honors, Avery?”

“You go ahead,” I said. He was the contractor; I was just the lowly designer.

We did a walk-through while Derek pointed out the architectural features and explained what we planned to accomplish over the next five days.

“We’ll refinish the floors, but that won’t be until the end  of the week. One of the last things we do. It doesn’t make any sense to do it first and then walk on the new polyurethane for a week. Plus, polying floors takes time. A coat a day for three days, and letting it cure. I’m sure you don’t want to wait around for that.”

Nina shook her head. “I’m afraid we don’t have that much time. After this, we’re going to New Hampshire for a week. We’ll wait for the first coat of poly to dry and do our final shots of the finished product, but then we’ll have to head out.”

Derek nodded. “We’re prepared to finish up what needs doing next week. In the living room, we’re not planning to do much except paint the walls and refinish the floors. In the dining room, we’ll replace the chandelier and paint and, again, do the floors. Avery will whip up some cushions for the window seat.”

I nodded.

“What’s your background, Avery?” Nina wanted to know while Fae took a tighter grip on her pen.

“I’m a textile designer,” I said. “Parsons School of Design. I worked in New York for a while, first as a grunt in the garment district and then as a designer for Philippe Aubert Designs. Reproduction furniture. And then I inherited my aunt’s house and moved to Maine. Now I work with Derek.”

Fae’s pen made scratching noises on the clipboard as she hurried to make note of all this.

“And you?” Nina turned to Derek.

“I’m a doctor,” Derek said calmly. “Medical school, residency, a year of general practice. My father’s the local GP. I decided I’d rather work on houses than people.”

“Interesting.” Nina glanced from him to me and back. “And how long have you two been together?”

“We met at the beginning of last summer,” Derek said. “When Avery came up to Waterfield to work on her aunt Inga’s house.”

“Derek was the handyman I hired to help me.” I smiled.  “After we finished renovating my house, we decided to go into business together. So I settled down here permanently.”

“Lovely.” Nina smiled back. “We’ll mention some of this in the introductions. Establish a rapport with the audience. They’ll want to feel like they know you.”

Of course.

“I’ve been watching your show,” I said as we moved into the kitchen. “There used to be a host who did the introductions and explained the projects, didn’t there?” He hadn’t been among the crew we’d been introduced to, so unless he was fast asleep back at the B&B, he wasn’t here.

Nina nodded as a shadow crossed her face. “Stuart. He’s not with us this time.”

“That’s too bad. I liked him.”

He’d reminded me a little of Derek. Tall, sandy-haired, easygoing. Handsome in a casual sort of way.

“We did, too,” Nina said. “He had an accident a few weeks ago. On one of the work sites. Stepped on a live wire and got electrocuted.” She shook her head, her face pale.

“Oh, no.” Derek and I exchanged a look. “That’s horrible.”

Nina nodded. “Thankfully it wasn’t fatal. He’s still in the hospital, and probably will be for a while, but he’ll survive. He’ll need physical therapy for one side of his body, as well as some speech therapy. We’re hoping that, over time, he’ll recover fully, but I don’t think he’ll ever be able to come back to work with us.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Nina nodded, acknowledging the sympathy. “We haven’t had a chance to replace him yet. For this episode, Adam will take over.”

Adam?

“I thought you said Adam was the runner.” I’d thought the runner was the junior member of a camera crew. The one who assists everyone else and does most of the grunt work.

“He is,” Nina said. “But he’s also had drama training, and he looks good on camera. He’ll pull it off.”

Of course. How hard can it be, right?

“Here’s the kitchen,” Derek said. “We’re keeping the cabinets, since they’re in good shape, but we’ll paint them and add new hardware, as well as a new sink and faucet set, and a new kitchen counter. It’s already been ordered. We’ll pick it up in a couple of days.”

Nina nodded while Fae made a note on her clipboard. “What about the floor?”

We all looked down at it: pristine but uninspiring off-white sheet vinyl.

“If we had more time,” Derek said, “I’d tile, or at least lay another form of flooring over it. But it’s in good shape, just a few years old, and time is of the essence, so we can just keep it and throw a couple of runners on top. It’ll coordinate well with the overall look once we get the rest of it done.”

“We ordered the countertop to match,” I added.

The plain vanilla floor continued into the tiny utility room, where Derek explained that we’d hang some shelves and cabinets to make things look tidier. From there, we headed to the two bedrooms, which would both get new light fixtures, fresh paint, and refinished floors. We ended up in the only bathroom.

Nina looked around. “This is a big job.”

She wasn’t kidding. The bathroom was 1930s vintage and looked every bit its age. The tub was scratched and worn and needed reglazing, while the sink cabinet was a hideous natural oak, added sometime in the 1970s, with a molded plastic top. The floor was an interesting pattern of old-fashioned octagonal tiles, but many of them were broken and the grout was crumbling. We had decided we had to replace the floor. The white subway tile around the walls was in better condition; we planned to fill in with new tiles where the old ones were cracked, instead of tearing out and starting over. Derek had already removed the existing  plumbing, preparatory to replacing the ugly vanity with a pedestal sink. That’d be in keeping with the period, plus, there was a linen closet built in beside the tub already, so the extra storage wasn’t necessary. Add a new low-flush toilet, paint the walls, and we’d be good to go.

“We’ll spend most of our money and efforts here,” Derek said, “and on the front. First impression is the most important thing in flipping, and research shows that women buy houses based on bathrooms and kitchens, so those are where we’ll focus on the inside.”

Fae’s pen scratched across the paper as Nina asked, “What do you plan to do outside?”

“Let me show you.” He headed for the door to the outside with the three of us trailing behind. “The roof is in good shape, but it could use a scrubbing, so we’ll power wash that, along with the siding. Then we’ll do some landscaping to the front. Dig up an old porch swing from somewhere and paint it a cheerful color. There are a couple of good salvage stores around here that’ll probably have an old swing we can buy. Avery will make some cushions to go on it. She’s also got some pendants she’s planning to make to hang from the porch ceiling.”

“Twine pendants,” I shot in. “They look a little bit like rice lamps.”

“We’ll paint the door and sidelights, maybe hang some shutters. Add a lot of window boxes and planters, and that should be it.”

Nina smiled. “Sounds great. Did you get all that, Fae?”

Fae nodded.

“Then let’s put together a game plan.” Nina rubbed her hands together as Adam wandered back up onto the porch, gazing around.

“What’s going on?”

Nina didn’t bother answering, just continued to address Derek and me. “Today, we’ll want to shoot some introductory film. Get a few seconds of the harbor, of downtown, of  some of the renovated and historic homes in town. To set the scene.”

“Here we are,” Adam said, in what was clearly intended to be a stuffy announcer’s voice, “in picturesque Water-ford, Maine, forty-five minutes northeast of Portland—”

“Waterfield,” Fae muttered.

Nina raised her voice, perhaps to head off the argument before the children could start squabbling in earnest. “We’ll do that a little later. First we’ll film the house as-is and get the two of you on camera. After that you can get started on the work. Where do you want to begin?”

“I’ll start with the bathroom,” Derek said. We’d already discussed this and decided on the proper order of things. Day by day, hour by hour. “I’ll reglaze the tub, then remove and replace the broken wall tiles, tear out the sink cabinet and toilet, and then start ripping up the tile floor. Avery’s gonna start with the kitchen cabinets.”

I nodded.

“Marvelous,” Nina said. “Avery, your shirt will work fine for today. Derek, do you have another T-shirt you can wear? One that isn’t white?”

Derek usually keeps a change of clothes in the truck. It tends to be a pair of clean jeans and a button-down shirt, so he can look fairly respectable if he has to meet a potential client directly after work, or in case we’re going out to a restaurant or over to his parents’ house for dinner. He shook his head.

“Maybe you can go without a shirt,” Adam said, with a grin.

Nina thought for a second. “It’s warm enough.”

It was. July in Maine isn’t as cold as one might think; the temperatures were the same as they’d been last summer, in the upper seventies. And showing footage of a bare-chested Derek might boost ratings. I know it would keep me glued to the TV screen.

Fae giggled and ducked her head, her cheeks pink.

“I’ll take the truck and go get a different shirt,” Derek said, “while your crew sets up. This is a small town. It won’t take but a few minutes.”

“I’ve got a couple of your shirts at the house,” I suggested. “That’s even closer than your place.”

He nodded. “I’ll be back in a few.” He headed for the door.

“We’ll get things ready for when he comes back,” Nina said. “Adam, familiarize yourself with the house, please. Avery can show you around. Fae, with me.” She didn’t wait to see whether she was obeyed or not, just headed down the steps with Fae in pursuit. Adam turned to me and grinned.
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