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      Who needs a love life when there’s so much work to do?

      Nothing is getting in the way of this tiny house build.

      Not my tiny budget.

      Not my tiny stockpile of supplies.

      Not the tiny question of legality concerning the practice of sneaking materials out of the dumpster on my neighbour’s construction site.

      Not the tiny snowflakes threatening to fall sooner than I am prepared for them.

      Definitely not Cullen, the not-so-tiny foreman on the construction site with his amazing shoulders, kind eyes, and inexplicable interest in taking me on dates and feeding me.

      Wait. Maybe that last one, but just for the afternoon…then I’m right back on task, because building an entire house, of any size, from recycled materials is no tiny feat.

      So imagine my shock when, every time I leave the site, I come back to find someone has been there while I was away. They haven’t taken anything. Instead, they’re putting up walls and roof joists and leaving behind festive decorations.

      Have I been the victim if tiny construction elves?
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      I would like to acknowledge the territory of the Anishnawbek people and the Robinson Huron Treaty territory where I live and work, in particular, the territory of the Atikameksheng Anishnawbek. This land falls under the Three Fires Confederacy, which is the alliance of the Ojibway, the Odawa and the Pottawatami. I am grateful for the opportunity to live on, work on, and share the land with all people—those indigenous to the area, and those from around the world.

    

  


  
    
      For my sister-in-law, Jenn. She totally knows why. Happy Christmas, I wrote this in July. You’re welcome.
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      Thanks to Mary for keeping me on the straight and narrow, i.e., nonkinky path, this time. We did it! (Bears don’t count.) Thanks to Grant for answering 1001 construction questions, complete with napkin diagrams, price quotes, and building code violation warnings.
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      Heart-stoppingly cold air pinched Eugene’s nostrils shut the instant he hopped from the step of his trailer to the ground outside. A crow startled up from the fire pit at the heavy metallic clank of the step bouncing back from his weight and the bird’s cantankerous cry echoed off the lake that stretched out at the bottom of the property.

      “Morning to you too!” Eugene called to it.

      Sunshine glared down, making Eugene wish for just one snowy, overcast day. At least that would be a relief from the unrelenting cold. A quick glance around his minuscule front yard quashed the thought, though.

      Devoid of anything resembling grass or, heaven forbid, a flowering plant, the space looked more like the worst areas of the construction site next door than a yard. He was—or wanted to be—a landscape contractor, for goodness’ sake. But like the shoemaker’s kids, his yard was the last to receive attention and it showed. He should do something about that.

      Better yet, since it was past growing season, he could dress the place up for the holidays and distract from the sad condition of his landscaping. Even a pine tree in a pot or a garland on the trailer could hold a few strings of lights—brighten the place up.

      “This is depressing.” He glanced at the crow, who clucked at him from an overhead wire. “What would you know about it?”

      The crow cawed. Loudly.

      “Whatever.”

      Grumbling under his breath, Eugene tucked his hands under his armpits and shuffled across the hard-packed ground. Pink morning sunshine skittered off the ice filigree surrounding the reed stems edging his nearby pond. A small trickle of water spilled over the rocks and down through the pond to the lake in a miniature waterfall. The sound grounded him, and he smiled.

      “Never get tired of that.” It was why he had a crow and squirrels for neighbours, and probably foxes and racoons, too.  He wasn’t the only one drawn to the little stream of running water.

      Letting out a puff of breath, he watched it swirl away in the morning air. The lake should have been frozen by now—had been by this time of year when he was a kid—but weather changed, he guessed. Really, he should be glad there was no snow yet, even if Christmas was only a month off. He still had a lot of work to do to get the place winter-ready.

      The dwindling pile of salvaged two-by-fours tucked up under the trailer mocked him. He was close to completing the framework for the timber walls that would define his home. He had just enough long timbers left to erect the last outer walls. Without any room for mistakes, he would have to be judicious how he measured and cut.

      As he stood there, the crow returned to sift through the ashes of his fire. It was a wasted effort on the bird’s part. Eugene was careful not to leave food refuse around, or he’d be overrun with seagulls and other enterprising city-adjacent wildlife.

      It did remind him that if he was going to check the construction site’s bin, he’d better do it quickly, before the first workers arrived. He didn’t really think his early-morning thievery went unnoticed, but as long as no one saw him, no one seemed inclined to say anything. It wasn’t like he was taking anything they planned on using. It was all in the garbage already. He was recycling. Reducing his—and their—carbon footprint.

      Reusing waste.

      Scavenging. Whatever.

      Determined, he pulled his gloves from his back pocket and hustled down the path leading through the five feet of scrub brush that separated his lakefront postage stamp from the site next door. At the top of the hill, he could look down on the house undergoing renovations. It was roughly twenty times the size of his modest five-hundred-square-foot-ish floor-and-a-half plan. Where his neighbours had opted to blast out half the mountainside to create a flat space large enough for their monstrous dwelling—right on the beach—the bulk of Eugene’s land remained vertical.

      Sure, the beachfront portion of his yard could only be accessed twenty feet straight down a switchback stairway, but the upside was that he enjoyed an unobstructed view over the lake and would never be bothered by unpredictable water levels.

      “Not getting the work done, Kraft,” he muttered to himself, and set out down the stairs.

      At the bottom he had a quick look around, but the site was still quiet. Reeds crackled and whispered along the shore between his beach and theirs. Mist lifted in ethereal veils off the water. Somewhere in the bush at the foot of his cliff, a small animal rustled through papery oak leaves. The quiet was amazing, given he was less than a ten-minute bus ride from downtown.

      A distant horn reminded him he wasn’t the only person up and about, and that he had a mission. He headed for the bin, which, if he wasn’t mistaken, was a good fifty feet closer to the property line and the bottom of the stairs than it had been yesterday. It was still well on the neighbour’s plot and had been carefully placed to avoid the gardens he’d planted for the elderly couple, but it sure made his job easier for the big stuff.

      Smiling, he donned his gloves as he sauntered over. A quick step and a jump and a firm grip on the upper lip of the dumpster, and he was balanced on the top, gazing down. The bottom was littered with old shingles and tar paper and other roofing refuse. Some splintered two-by-fours tangled in the mess, but tossed against the near wall of the bin were about two dozen used but straight eight-foot two-by-fours. Nails stuck out here and there, and some had the distinct blue paint from the home’s
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