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Dedication
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To the best grandma ever— Grandma Y

Every time I typed "the bird whistled" while writing this book, I thought about your bird clock going off every hour when I was a kid. That was such a huge part of my childhood. I got my love of plants from you. I miss the days of playing around your corkscrew willow tree, all our games of Skip-Bo, and living wild in your woods.

I love you.

Your granddaughter, Miranda.
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Chapter One
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The sorry state of her aunt's house left Jana Gracefield depressed. The beautiful cottage her late uncle built was now a mess in several rooms because of her aunt's hoarding problem. The same place her aunt proudly kept immaculate in the past now sat filled to the brim with boxes stuffed with newspapers and packaging from items ordered online.

She wandered the cottage hoping to have found the worst of the mess in the living room. Two bedrooms, one untouched and covered in layers of dust to the point Jana wondered if her aunt ever stepped foot in the bedroom that she'd shared with Uncle George after he'd passed away.

Jana barely recognized the second bedroom, the guest room she'd used growing up when she'd spend summers with Aunt Sharron. The twin bed sat pressed against the wall to make way for two card tables. Junk bought from her aunt's apparent shopping addiction graced every surface. The closet with its broken door held her aunt's clothing.

Her uncle's office resembled a tomb. George Hagger would never have wanted his things to be left to rot five years after his death. She doubted he'd ever dreamt his tidy homemaker of a wife would have let their dream cottage by the lake turn into a cluttered hovel.

Uneasy, Jana made her way to the kitchen, one of the few spaces her aunt kept clean and organized. She grabbed her phone off the counter to text her mother.

Mom, how is Aunt Sharron? Have you seen her place? Her bedroom and Uncle George's office probably haven't been opened in five years. How am I supposed to house-sit in such a mess? Should I clean this place up?

Sending the message, Jana went to what used to be a formal dining room right off the kitchen. Up against one wall sat a large cage surrounded by an indoor garden of houseplants. The green parakeet was why Jana inherited the house during her aunt's recent medical issues. Aunt Sharron had specific instructions that if anything happened to her, Jana was to live at the cottage and take care of Toby—who apparently lived like a king, spoiled and pampered.

Until yesterday her father had cared for the bird for the last three weeks until Jana could pack up her life and move out to Dually, Idaho, leaving no strings back in Madison. She'd come, expecting to make her stay permanent.

Her dad warned her Toby no longer tolerated people. The bird's health had been rocky lately, but he'd put his weight back on. She tilted her head and studied the small bird. Now she wondered if her parents hadn't thoroughly explained the situation to her.

A chime drew her back to her phone to find a message from her father. She hopped up on a stool to read.

Jana, it's Dad on Mom's phone. This morning Sharron had a stroke. She's in rough shape, so your mother can't reply to you, at least not without crying. You know how close she is to her sister.

As of an hour ago, the doctors put Sharron in a medicated coma to try and lessen the damage. There is still no idea how she mentality declined so quickly, but they assume she had at least one other stroke before this.

Your mother and I talked about what you can do with the house. I'll be out in three weeks. If you can pack up personal items, I'll move them out to Madison to store. We don't know if Sharron will recover enough to live on her own or how long it will take. But, if anything ever happened, she wanted you to inherit the house and care for Toby.

Do not use strong paints or chemicals while you clean. You know how sensitive birds are. I raised you around them. Treat Toby like he's your bird because he is yours at the moment.

We love you.

Tearing up, Jana sniffed. Then, she got another text from her father, this one much shorter.

I forgot to mention Toby can't be touched. It causes him anxiety. Good luck.

Unsocial birds were unnatural to Jana, whose father raised friendly ones when she was growing up.

Jana couldn't imagine her social butterfly of an aunt relying solely on the parakeet for companionship. Her uncle had to reign her aunt in from making friends with everyone. That's how sweet her aunt was.

The situation broke her heart.

Why hadn't she returned to Dually, Idaho, to check on her aunt more often?

Her aunt's beloved cottage, the precious bird, the shopping addiction, and her aunt's hoarding overwhelmed her. Jana bit back a sob. She couldn't do anything about her aunt's strokes, but she could have made time to check on her. Instead, she focused on her career, friends, and dating and neglected her widowed aunt.

She hated how a tragedy made her see what she could've done differently. And now it might be too late to make it up to Aunt Sharron.

Lacey Lake used to be her favorite place to visit as a teen. Online schooling meant she could spend weekends hanging out with her aunt and uncle, who were also her godparents.

Over the years, she'd suggested visiting but had let her aunt gently decline. Now, she mentally kicked herself for not dropping by sooner.

Another text came through. Jana peeked to find her mother sent a gif of a woman forming a heart with her hands, saying, ‘I love you.' Jana softened. Her mother was beyond words at the moment. She replied with a picture of a toddler holding up two fingers, ‘me two.' Maybe a corny answer would cheer her mother up a little.

Toby gave off unhappy chirps. Worried, she hurried to check on him. He clung to the wire of his cage.

"What's wrong, Toby?" The moment she spoke, Toby spooked.

He let loose a squawk. Distressed, he flew around his cage before hiding in the corner. Jana winced. 

"You're missing Aunt Sharron, aren't you? Is the house too quiet?" Using her cell, she turned on her music and set her cell on the mantle by the tv before turning on the fake electric fireplace with no heat just for the ambiance. Aunt Sharron would have had it on. Maybe the bird just needed some familiarity. Luckily, she and her aunt shared similar tastes in music. Upbeat, sing-along, catchy melodies, hints of punk, rock, alternative, or country, the genre didn't matter because they loved to sing whether they could hold a tune or not.

Singing to distract herself and the bird, she tidied up the area where her aunt probably spent most of her time in the worn-out lumpy chair, with a side table dragged in from the living room and a footstool covered in food stains, all of which had seen better days. She moved them out and lugged her tiny desk in to create an office space. Nothing she did online required her to make calls so Toby could be loud and not bother a soul.

The dining room/parakeet room would include her workspace. Since she had a lot of work to catch up on, she could keep an eye on Toby better if she spent most of her time in the same room as him. 

"Kill. Kill." Toby shrieked. 

For a split second, Jana flashed back to watching her aunt freak out about bugs, particularly spiders, and her uncle taking a slipper or rolled-up magazine to go after the creepy crawly. Afterward, Aunt Sharron would tease her husband about being her hero and kiss his cheek.

Toby's outcry left Jana wondering if her aunt had to squish the insects herself or hide from them until they were out of sight now that she was alone. The thought only expanded her sadness.

"Swing booty." Toby squawked.

A snort escaped Jana. "Whatever you want, Toby." 

Knowing the song her aunt would have played, she turned on the music at the bird's request and danced around. From now on, Jana vowed to play any request the bird made. Maybe it would make both happier.

Needing to keep busy to keep from dwelling on the negativity, she went to work outside the former dining room where her aunt kept boxes stuffed with newspapers. She resisted the urge to throw them all away. They were for lining the parakeet's gigantic cage. However, she could find an out-of-sight place to store them.

Jana opened the hall closet to find it packed with bird supplies instead of cleaning supplies. She pulled out empty cartons off the floor to make room for the papers to sit neatly in a pile. Everything else she lugged to the shed out back to free up the boxes for packing the house.

Toby's whistling greeted her return. He seemed to like the music playing in the room. She always liked listening to music. Singing made the chores more enjoyable.

She filled her day with tidying and boxing up whatever she could. Unfortunately for her, Aunt Sharron's hoarding made it impossible to complete everything in one day.

Covered in dust, Jana snagged a pop from the fridge before stepping outside onto the front porch to stare at Lacey Lake. The lake may not be one of the prettiest of the chain lakes in the area— a bit murky and shallow. However, living on the water was far better than living in a second-story apartment in the city.

Drink in hand, Jana strolled down the steps along the walkway to the private dock. She sat on the floating deck to relax in the fresh air.

She stayed still, afraid to scoot against the rough, aged wood and get slivers in hard to reach places. The dock wasn't the only thing in a state of disrepair. She would need to hire someone to help with repairs around the place.

A horn honked at the side of the house. Jana glanced over to find a white pickup pulling up. With a groan, she pushed herself up, only to regret sitting down. The deck caught on her leggings in several places. Grimacing, she worked on unsticking herself.

"Are you okay?" A young man spoke up.

Giving up on being gentle, she silently vowed to hire a maintenance specialist. Standing up, she cringed over the sound of the material ripping. Embarrassed, she raised her gaze to find a boy in his late teens.

"I'm fine. I just moved in. You don't happen to know anyone who can sand, smooth, or do whatever to a dock to make it new again, do you?" She motioned to the wood, aware of the fresh rips in her pants.

He squinted, head slightly at a tilt. "I know the boss of a great demo and restoration company, one of them is a customer on my route. Want me to pass along the message to send someone out here?"

"If you could. Thanks." It dawned on her she had no idea who the kid was or why he came to her aunt's cottage. "Who are you?"

"Davie, from Café on Wheels, a local coffee shop." He beamed.

"I didn't order anything." She raised a brow, hopeful that something good was about to happen. "Do coffee shops deliver here?"

"Ours does, but only the beans. I have an order for you from a man who claims you're his daughter." He checked his phone. "Mr. Gracefield paid for the order. Do you still want the order?"

"That would be my dad. I'll accept it. Also, thanks for the help. If the repairman is fair on his prices and comes highly recommended, I'll have a few things for him to do around here." She had enough on her plate without dealing with hunting down the local services.

Davie hurried to the truck and opened the passenger door. She spotted the company sign ‘Café on Wheels' written vertically with a cow on wheels. She snickered. Davie glanced her way.

"Sorry, your logo looks fun."

"That's what we wanted. This year, we're expanding our branding. You can find our coffee shop on the map." Davie brought over a paper bag packed with fresh-smelling grounds. He turned it around to show a sticker with a map marking their businesses. "Café on Wheels and Dually Sweet Bakery are family owned. We are one of the proud family-run local small businesses. I'm bragging, but our coffee is the best."

"I'll believe you when I taste it for myself." She accepted the package. Freshly brewed coffee would help her find the energy to deal with the cottage.

Davie cheekily grinned her way. "Welcome to Dually, Idaho, Ms. Gracefield."

"Thank you." She waved him off, waiting until he left to make her way inside.

Leaving the sack on the counter, she took off her pants. Between the holes, snags, and slivers still embedded in the material, they were beyond repair. Luckily, she had more in her luggage. She pulled on a new pair before throwing the trash in the kitchen garbage can under the sink.

Her cell rang. She rushed to get it from the mantle. Her mother's number had her quickly answering. "Hello?"

"Hey." Her mother spoke up hoarsely.

Chest aching, Jana leaned against the wall. Her heart hurt for her mother, who had to handle everything since her grandparents were no longer around. "How are you doing?"

"It's rough." A sob from her mother left Jana wishing she could be with her, but someone needed to stay with Toby.

"I know, Mom. Do you want me to change the conversation?"

Her mother whimpered. "C-can you talk to me? I wanted to hear your voice."

Jana teared up. She walked over to her desk to sit down. "Yeah. Where should I start? My cleaning skills or how I just embarrassed myself because of dad?"

Her mother soggily laughed. "What did your father do?"

"I went out to sit on the dock like old times. A horn honked, so I turned around. A white pickup pulled up."

"Oh no, did your father send you bird supplies?" Her mother snickered. "Good luck with that. Your father buys so many toys for the birds."

"No, dad ordered coffee grounds from a local company. A welcome gift I appreciate. So here I am, sitting on the dock, having a nice time, when this truck pulls up. I got up, and my pants stuck on the deck. There's a stranger, a boy, about eighteen-years-old. I have no idea who he is and all I could do was sit there fused to the dock." Jana grabbed tissues from her desk drawer to dry her eyes.

"What did you do?" Her mother seemed interested in the rest of the story.

"What else could I do? I pulled myself up and pretended I didn't have tears in my pants. You know how leggings tear." She sighed. "On the other hand, the young man gave me a recommendation for a repairman to come out and fix the dock. I might as well order some deck furniture. The lake is going to be my happy place. All summer, I'm going to sit in a lounge chair, sipping on flavored water, maybe a book in hand, and stare out at the lake."

Her mother sniffled. "Were they expensive pants?"

"Nah, just the cheap leggings I lounge around in at home. I have five pairs, no big deal."

"While you're relaxing on the lake, remember not to swim in the water," said her mom.

She looked out the window. "Why is Lacey Lake so dirty? It used to be cleaner years ago."

"I have no idea. The last time we were there to visit my sister..." Her mom cleared her throat. "The far side shore was a muddy mess. I think they expanded the far side and upset the aquatic ecosystem. Your side of the lake is the best, unchanged and rocky. There used to be a bunch of plants on the far side. It looked like they tore them out."

Jana groaned. "Tourists are great for the economy, not for the environment. I noticed the far side had more buildings. I should start a petition, getting all the frogs that inhabit the shoreline to sign, maybe they could replant the banks."

Her mother snorted. "I'd love to see their signatures."

"Little muddy handprints." Being silly, she tried to keep the mood light. Her mother called for a distraction to get her mind off Aunt Sharron. Jana would do the best she could to help her mom while residing in Dually, Idaho.
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Chapter Two
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Halfway through fixing a cup of the gifted coffee, the doorbell rang. Setting her mushroom-themed mug down, Jana hurried to answer while Toby began making a fuss. She'd check on the bird in a minute.

"Hold on. I'm coming." She nearly tripped over the broom and dustpan she forgot to put away.

She opened the door only to still when she spotted a hot-looking guy with dark hair, green eyes, and broad shoulders, threatening to pop the seams out of his shirt. She swallowed, keeping her drool in check. He checked off all the boxes on her ideal man list.

He dipped his chin. "I'm—"

The bird squawked loudly and said, "Handsome. Handsome." 

He cleared his throat, clearly bothered. "Ma'am...?"

"Hon, take it off." Toby crooned, sounding like her aunt watching a romantic drama on television. Obviously, the bird had a lengthy vocabulary.

"Is this a bad time?" He motioned behind him. "I can come back."

"Kiss him." Toby nailed her aunt's lines perfectly, complete with the worst timing. 

The visitor took a couple of steps back. "I should go." He hurried down the steps and hung a right toward a dark blue pickup.

Jana remained in the doorway, closing her mouth. She couldn't blame the man for rushing off. He practically got verbally assaulted by a parakeet.

The truck sped off. Jana toppled over with a burst of laughter. Hysterical, she could barely catch her breath. The shock on the man's gorgeous face was worth the embarrassment of having a talkative bird.

Hopefully, she wouldn't run into him while in town. She'd die on the spot.

"Good boy? My Toby?" Toby let out a sad whistle. "Good boy?" 

The sudden mellow tone sobered Jana. Toby missed Aunt Sharron.

"Good boy?" 

Her heart broke. Jana got up, locked the door, and returned to the formal dining room to find the parakeet sulking on one of his perches. He turned to her in excitement only to droop in disappointment. She wasn't who he wanted.

"Toby is a good boy." She got him one of his treats, putting it in his feeder dish. "Toby is a very good boy."

So far, he would fly to the far side when she opened his cage to avoid her, and when she cleaned his pen, he always kept the maximum distance between them. Knowing he'd stay on the other side of the cage until she backed away, she moved to her desk.

Her mind went to the hot guy who showed up on her doorstep and how Toby embarrassed him. She groaned. What if that was the repairman Davie recommended? The doorbell rang for the second time that day. Jana hurried to the door. She stilled, finding a different hunk. 

She pointed behind him. "Uh...you aren't friends with the guy who just came to my house and then drove away, are you?"

"I could be. Without knowing who you're talking about, I can't say." He raised a brow. "I'm Sam Crane from Crane Tomas Demo and Restoration. Davie from Café on Wheels said you needed some help with the dock."

"You're the repair guy?" Breathing a sigh of relief, she waved him back from the door. "Let's step outside. I have a very noisy parakeet who was taught embarrassing phrases by my aunt who used to live here."

"And the parakeet said something to the man who came to the door before me?" Sam stepped back, letting her close the door behind her.

"I'm relieved that whoever he was, he was not the repairman, and I blew my shot on hiring him, or you." She laughed. "However, now I'm curious if all the guys in Dually are good-looking."

Sam grimaced. "I'm in a relationship."

"And I bet all three men I've seen, including the coffee shop boy, have women chasing them all over Dually. They don't grow men like you back in Madison." She formed a cross with her fingers. "Not that you're my type. I'm just sayin'. I hope to hire you and I never mix business with pleasure."

"My girlfriend is going to find you hilarious." He sputtered with laughter. "Davie mentioned you needed work done on the dock."

"Yep, all the splinters mauled my pants." She led him over to the decking.

Crouching, he examined the wooden dock. "Well, it's in great shape, no water damage or rot. Just rough from the weather. I can have a crew out here this week to refinish the top if you want."

"Really, that would be awesome." She held her breath. "How much?"

"A hundred bucks." He grinned. "Welcome to Dually."

"I love this place." Excited to find someone willing to work fast and cheap, she couldn't believe her luck. Davie had come through on the referral. "I'm sure I'll have more stuff that needs done as I look around and clean up the place."

"No problem. If it's small stuff, we usually make time for it. We'll be out here anyway." Sam motioned toward the far side with the tiny houses crowding the waterway. "Whoever built those, they aren't the ones repairing them."

"Tell that to the frogs. Whoever built those should have their head examined. They tore out all the native plants and expanded the lake." The thought of them ruining Lacey Lake for everyone and the wildlife ticked her off.

Sam rose to his feet. "Nobody expanded the lake. It's erosion from the houses they slapped down. My crew had to pull one out of the lake."

"A whole house went into the lake?" She planted her hands on her hips. "I'm glad I live on the unpopulated side."

"Only because the owners on this side of Lacey Lake were smart enough not to sell out to the developer." Sam got on his phone, texting somebody. He got a reply in moments. "Pete says Thursday is fine. Will that work for you?"

"My schedule is free." Although she had tons of work backed up, she wouldn't turn down an opportunity to move her desk closer to the window and watch hot guys at work.

"Great, I'll let him handle it for you." Sam went to walk off only to glance back at her, concerned. "You should invest in some cameras. You can never be too careful."

"Why? Has something happened here?"

"My girlfriend's ex-boyfriend tried to kill her after she moved here." Sam gritted his teeth. "Seriously, if you suspect anything is off, call the police, anybody. More and more people are moving here. The world isn't a safe place."

The man wasn't peddling for more business. Instead, he had a legit concern. "No worries. When my dad was staying here a few weeks ago, before I moved, he put up a security system since I'm here by myself. Is your girlfriend okay?"

Sam ran a hand through his dark rich brown hair. He squinted her way. "She's surprisingly tough and bounced back. How new are you to Dually?"

"I spent time with my aunt and uncle when my uncle was alive, but then my aunt stopped inviting me over in the summer—and I grew up. She's left the house to me."

"I'm sorry. I hadn't realized she pass—"

"Oh, no." She cringed. "Aunt Sharron is at the hospital. My mom's with her. We're hoping she recovers."

He nodded.

Awkwardness settled around her. She cleared her throat. "I don't know much about the area. Should I be concerned about anything weird going on?"

"Nothing weird at the moment." He smiled, putting her at ease. "I'd be careful around Thompson's Hardware store. Don't tell the owners, Derrick or Joy, if you are single. They are a lovey-dovey matchmaking couple. Just a friendly word of warning they love their double dates." Sam grimaced sourly. "Yeah, I'm glad I'm through with that."

"Did they set you up?" She wondered how bad it could be. Dates were fun.

A snort of laughter escaped him. "Long story, but they kept trying to break us up. Joy's best friends with my girlfriend."

She smiled, unsure if he warned her or encouraged her to visit the hardware store.

"My men will be out Thursday." He walked away, muttering.

She returned to the house only to reflect on his warning. "I wonder if they know any tall, dark-haired, broad-shouldered guys who haven't heard Toby speak."
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In the backyard, Jana hung all the washcloths and rags she'd used to clean the house. For whatever reason, the dryer refused to work.

Noise from the front of the cottage drew her attention. She left the wash in the basket to find a truck with a sign saying Crane Tomas Demo and Restoration. She counted the men. There were five guys hauling tools out of the back of the pickup.

One man stood off to the side with a clipboard in hand. She walked over to him. Again, why were the men of Dually, Idaho, so handsome? This one wore a wedding band on his left hand, not that he was her type.

He jerked his gaze and stumbled back, almost dropping his clipboard. "Don't sneak up on me."

"I didn't. I walked. Totally different than sneaking." Well, she didn't announce herself, either. "I wasn't expecting you this early."

"We got done on our other job earlier than expected and thought we'd get to work." He motioned the men to the dock.

"Does your company know anything about dryers?" she asked.

"Don't do it, Derrick, you can do everything except electrical." Another worker glanced at her. His mustache twitched in amusement.

"Pete shut it," Derrick grumbled. "You can look for her.  Joy wants me back, this isn't my day off from the shop, but Sam had to go picking with Kelli and didn't want her driving out there alone."

"Do you blame him for being overprotective? We were all there when her ex came after her." Pete sighed heavily. 

Jana watched curiously as they talked about what Sam Crane had hinted at the other day about his girlfriend almost getting killed.

Pete turned to her. "What's the dryer doing?"

"It'll turn on but it won't dry. I don't know if it has always been broke or happened recently. I only moved in a week ago. My dad was staying here before me, and he never mentioned anything wrong with the dryer." She shrugged. "It would be nice to dry my clothes instead of hanging them outside."

Derrick dug his hand through his hair. "Jana Gracefield? Are you related to Robert Gracefield?"

She nodded. "Did my dad talk your ear off about parakeets, birds, or health-conscious products?"

Derrick blew out his cheeks and exhaled heavily. "We had some interesting conversations, but I'm not a bird person. He came into the hardware store for a heating element for the dryer. I remember him because it went to him pointing out a sale on paint and how we didn't carry any bird-safe products."

"Yep, that's my dad. Sorry, he raises birds. I'm now raising my aunt's parakeet. You need to be careful about bringing odors and fumes into the house. He probably gave you all the warnings." She cut herself off, not wanting to go into a spiel about bird care.

"I'll go in and check the dryer." Pete offered, motioning to the men standing around and eavesdropping to get to work.

"Great, thanks." She led him inside to the dryer near the back door.

He turned the machine on. It started right up. Opening the door, he shut it off. "I'll go get my tools from the truck."

"Alright, I'll be in the room right off the kitchen." She headed to Toby's room. The bird wasn't too happy about the noise outside, so she turned some music on to distract him while she plowed through some of her work.

Her boss sent her an email, tasking her with a batch of photos to go through to see if they complied with the company rules. She loved working for Julie who created an amazing family friendly photo resource for all ages. It was her job to step in when users failed to comply with the site's rules to keep their rating for general audience.

Today's request consisted of some innocent pics with far too many nude tones that the filtering software flagged as questionable. The artist behind the camera certainly loved close-ups of hands and faces.

Pete cleared his throat. She raised her gaze from the computer to find him in the doorway. He motioned behind him. "Your father attempted to install the element, but it wasn't properly installed. The dryer works now."

"Great, you can bill me for whatever the service costs," she said.

"Nope, little stuff like that is nothing. It wasn't even a big deal." Pete waved her off. "Everyone deserves a little help now and again."

Grateful, she wondered if she should make them some of the coffee Davie brought over. "I have a new bag of house blend from Café on Wheels, can I make everyone a cup?" Thankfully her father left behind a large pack of disposable travel cups.

Pete gave a toothy grin. "It's the best coffee shop in town. Nobody will turn the offer down. Thank you, ma'am."

She had a package of Oreos she could set out for them. Oreos and coffee went together perfectly.

"By the way, cool bird." Pete pointed toward the cage.

She held her finger to her lips. "Careful, he talks a lot if you wake him up."

Pete shook his head in amusement and backed out the door. She shoved her clothes in the dryer before starting a pot of coffee. The gentle hum from the other room added to the white noise for the bird.

Using a tray, she put their drinks on it, individually bagged cookies, a handful of sugar packets, and stir-straws. She picked it all up and headed for the door, only to find she had a problem. She couldn't open the door while carrying everything.

She set the tray down, opened the door, and propped it open with a wood crate. Then, she lugged everything outside.

She stood at the path to the lake to find they'd already sanded the surface of the dock. "Wow, it looks better already."

"It's just the first pass." A man wiped the back of his neck with a handkerchief. He glanced back only to blink hard. "Ma'am, you didn't have to fix us anything."

"It's just coffee. Davie from Café on Wheels delivered it to me and there's more than enough to share. I also opened a package of Oreos because..." She grinned. "Well, Oreos are life." 

Another man walked up to the dock. Her smile faltered.

Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Handsome stared her way with piercing green eyes. She recognized him instantly because her stomach fluttered like a pile of starving butterflies.

"I assume your roommate won't interrupt me out here," he said.

Her roommate? Her jaw dropped and she quickly closed her mouth when she realized he thought Toby was a person. Of course, he hadn't seen the bird.

She set the tray on the cooler one of the men had brought to the jobsite. "Is it okay to leave this here?"

"Go ahead. It's just water and Mikey's orange juice." Pete's thin little mustache twitched as he placed his hand on the hunk's shoulder. "Did you meet her...roommate?"

"No." His voice slightly cracked. "But I heard her loud and clear."

Jana struggled not to blush. "I didn't bring enough coffee out. I should go inside and get you a cup."

"We're not sharing." Pete teased. He gave the guy a shove toward the cottage.

She walked ahead of him, highly aware of the way her hips swayed. Without looking back, she wondered if he was watching her.

Feeling safe enough with a yard full of men, she looked forward to talking to the man alone and finding out what he wanted from her.
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Chapter Four
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Stepping inside the house, Conner caught a whiff of coffee and lemons. His gaze went from the woman with her auburn hair pulled back in a braid halfway down her back to the state of the quaint cottage.

His first thought was to call 1-800-GOTJUNK and have them help her haul all the stuff in her house away.

The living room had trails cut through the junk piled around the room. Between the haphazard towers sat boxes half-filled with odds and ends. Cleaning products were scattered around the room, probably why he smelled lemons. He wondered how two women could live in such a state.

Due to his job, he'd seen his share of dysfunctional households, but she was on another level.

He turned back to her to find her staring at him. Guilty of judging, he shook off his shock over the condition of her house. "I guess I should introduce myself first."

"That would be great." She leaned over to the coffee pot, putting a paper to-go cup down before starting a fresh pot.

Awkwardly, he rubbed his neck. He hoped the roommate wouldn't show up. "My name is Conner Ferguson. I'm inspecting Lacey Lake, the buildings, the water's edge, and the surrounding woods. There have been three houses which have slid into the lake."

She gawked and then exhaled harshly before she spoke again. "I'm Jana Gracefield...wait, those matchbox houses across the lake slid off their foundations?" 

"They don't even have foundations." He scoffed. The
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