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      #1 The Christmas Thief 

      There's a thief in Cottage Grove, and Tasha's a suspect. With Christmas around the bend, and a criminal threatening the community's peace, will Tasha solve the puzzle ... before it's too late? 

      

      #2 The Christmas Killer 

      Tasha had only been teasing her pal, Lorena, when she'd called her brew "deadly."  Who knew someone would soon be found poisoned to death—and Lorena, the camp cook—would be a suspect? With Christmas coming, and a criminal on the loose, can Tasha solve the mystery ... before the killer strikes again?

      

      #3 The Christmas Heist

      A Christmas wedding ... what could go wrong? Soon-to-be married Tasha discovers that something special is, quite suddenly, missing! Has her  jewelry simply been misplaced? Or is something more sinister going down, once again this Christmas, in the small town of Cottage Grove?
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      Wishful thinkers. Or tourists. Tasha wasn't sure which, but she couldn't allow the strangers to traipse across the vacant property next to hers for long. Didn't they know they were trespassing?

      She'd have to let them down easy, though. Didn't want to appear as some crabby thirty-something single with a hermit streak. Especially so soon after celebrating Thanksgiving. Although, come to think of it ... Rog sometimes accused her of being too quiet, too mousy ... too introverted.

      Tasha squeezed her eyes shut. She'd promised herself she'd never say her ex-fiancé's name again, and she'd have to remind herself that thinking his name was off limits too.

      Wolfy, her amiable mutt, whined beside her. She chose the pup because of his wildly curly fur coat, similar to the head of hair that she too had been "blessed" with. The rescue shelter promised her the dog was properly ferocious. "He'll protect you from intruders, both animal and human," they'd said. Right. This dog counted bunnies, squirrels--and snakes--among his friends. The closest thing to protection he would ever provide her would be to save Tasha from weight gain by sneaking off with the dessert that she occasionally forgot to put away after dinner.

      Wolfy whined again, but this time added a tug on his leash. Tasha slid a glance to see Mr. Cho, her friendly neighborhood garlic farmer, strolling toward them on the opposite side of the street with his poodle, Courtney, a prima donna if she'd ever seen one. Coming up behind Mr. Cho was a speed-walking couple she'd yet to meet, though they'd passed each other often. The man always smiled and waved adding a "hiya" when they moved past her, while the woman's acknowledgment was more of a brief nod. It always seemed to her that the woman was on a mission while the man was just along for the ride.

      There were no sidewalks near the homes in the remote seaside village of Cottage Grove, and Tasha was fine with that. A premium on water rights, not to mention the periodic building moratorium, kept high-financed builders away. The lack of formal pathways gave the quiet area a less well-traveled feel, like she was living in a bygone era where people walked more than drove, and during wintertime's shorter days, where they stayed inside to read by the fire and turn in early.

      Okay, maybe that did sound a little hermit-like. Still, Christmas was coming and even party animals enjoyed a nice fire during the holidays.

      "Hello, Tasha," Mr. Cho called out to her.

      She sent him a wave and a "hi."

      Courtney the dog stared straight ahead, as if Tasha and Wolfy were invisible, and pranced along the street like a royal horse leading a procession. Wolfy stopped and whined when they passed by.

      "Shh," Tasha said. "She'll break your heart and then there'll be two of us tending to our wounds. We don't want that now, do we?"

      Low-toned voices interrupted her thoughts. Undecipherable words coming from the men on the empty lot swam in the breeze. Tasha stepped behind a leggy pine tree at the top of the canyon behind her property and watched the strangers for a moment longer. The tall one wearing the black cowboy hat had lifted one boot-shod foot onto a tree stump and unrolled a wide swath of blue paper to rest across his thigh. The younger one, a straggly boy with bed head, peered a look over the paper too.

      Blue paper.

      Blueprints?

      Impossible.
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      Tasha let Wolfy off his leash. Maybe for once he would live up to the rep the rescue shelter had pinned on him. As predicted, when he realized his freedom, he raced to the men on the empty lot, his yappy bark adding to the mix of their voices. Wolfy reached the men and spun around, his tail dipping and diving like a stunt plane. He plunked himself on the dirt and rolled onto his back so the taller of the two men could bend down and give the animal a tummy rub.

      You had one job, Wolfy, one job ...

      The man stood as she approached, allowing the blueprints to slide onto the needle-strewn land. He wore faded Levi's and a dark red-on-red plaid flannel. His face was tan and in need of a shave. "Good morning," he said. "This your dog?"

      She nodded, unsmiling.

      The two males exchanged a look. The boy buried his hands into his pockets and backed up as if to say that the older one was in charge.

      He stuck out his hand. "Marc Shepherd." He gestured to the kid with bed head. "And this is Andy."

      "Can I help you two with something?" she asked.

      "Well, I don't know. Are you my neighbor?"

      "Depends, I guess," she said, tension rising in her lungs. "I don't know where you live."

      Marc spread his arms out like an eagle's wings. "Before long, I'll be living right here. If all goes well, I'll lay the foundation before Christmas. It'll be a slow process after that, unless the weather cooperates, that is. If rains are sporadic enough, I just might have her up by spring."

      "Here? You're building a house here?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "But ... but that's impossible. This land failed a perc test ... I was told it couldn't be built on." Her jaw tightened.

      The men exchanged another look. Andy shrugged and looked away.

      Marc nodded, his mouth grim. "Yes, it did a few years ago, when I first purchased the lot. But we were recently able to nail down the problem, and last month it passed without any hitches." He paused. "You may have seen a county official truck out here recently?"

      She had and it had unnerved her--though she hadn't suspected the truck's presence anything but routine.

      "I saw it."

      "Yes, well, a surveyor was out too. Planted some orange flags around the edges of the property--"

      "But somebody stole them!" Andy piped up.

      Marc put a meaty hand on the teen's shoulder, as if to calm him. "It's true that sometime between midnight and six a.m., the flags disappeared."

      Andy flicked his head, tossing a stray bang off of his forehead. "You wouldn't know anything about that now, would you?"

      Tasha shrank back. "Excuse me? You think I would have something to do with ... with that?"

      "Or maybe we have ourselves a Christmas thief!" Andy said.

      Marc frowned at Andy. "Stop. Of course our neighbor ..." He glanced at her, a question in his eyes.

      She returned his frown. "Tasha."

      He nodded. "Of course I don't think Tasha had anything to do with that. Was a windy night and those flags could be down on the beach somewhere by now."

      Tasha released a harsh breath and looked away. She had owned her tiny fixer-upper cabin for about a month, the real estate agent promising tranquility and solitude. This wooded stretch of the coast wasn't easy to navigate, so there weren't too many homes here, save those few on the hill behind hers. Living here among the pines and redwoods gave Tasha the sense that she was encapsulated somewhere deep in the woods, when in reality, she was cradled between the lushness of evergreen vegetation on one side and the starkness of cliffs hanging over the sea on the other. After losing her fiancé--and her career--in one unapologetic swipe, she'd welcomed the remote location and its power to heal and restore.

      Now, this.

      Tasha met his eyes. That's what you're supposed to do with the enemy--look them in the eye and let them know you won't back down.

      Marc sidled up closer to Tasha while Andy sulked away. "I want to apologize for my partner's assertion that you would've had anything to do with the missing flags," Marc said, his voice low. "He's ... well, he's in a rough patch right now with a young lady, and I'm trying to help him through it. He didn't mean anything by it."

      Tasha glanced over at the boy, his chin hanging low. Her heart prickled at the sight. Unfortunately, she knew all too well the face of heartbreak. She met Marc's eyes. "That's rough."

      He gave her a half smile. "Thank you."

      She flicked a glance away from his watching eyes. "The tree," she said, changing the subject. She gestured at the soaring pine tree in the center of the property. She had already made it her morning routine to sit on her deck on the south side of her cabin and gaze at the graceful branches of the fragrant pine. "I hope you're planning to incorporate it into your plans."

      Marc stroked his stubbly chin, glancing at her first, and then upward along the imposing trunk of the towering pine. He winced into the light-filled sky, and then once again returned his gaze to her. "She is a beauty--a Torrey pine," he said. "But unfortunately, she'll have to go."

      He might as well have slapped her, the sting of his words drawing blood.
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      Tasha kicked the door shut behind her. Surely she could fight this ... but how? She picked up her phone, scrolled through her contacts, and called the real estate agent for the first time since escrow had closed.

      A receptionist answered.

      "Harry White, please!"

      "Mr. White is no longer employed at Mile Pines Realty. Can someone else help you?"

      A knock at the door startled her. She hesitated.

      The receptionist cut in, "Can I connect you with someone else?"

      Tasha darted a look toward the door. "No. Th-thank you." She hung up and answered the door, fully hoping to find Marc Shepherd on the other side, Stetson in hand, telling her he had changed his mind. Instead, a woman with an updo and an overladen basket stood on her stoop.

      "Can I help you?"

      "Welcome to Cottage Grove!" the woman said. "I'm Marylu from the town's welcoming committee and I've brought you some goodies." She extended the basket across the threshold.

      Tasha stole a look over the woman's shoulder. Marc's truck was pulling away from the side of the road. She flashed another look at her guest. "Thank you," she said. "Would you like to come in?"

      "Absolutely!"

      "I made some chai earlier. Would you like some?"

      "That would be lovely!" Marylu made herself comfortable on the couch, while Tasha stashed the basket on the coffee table and poured a cup of tea from the carafe on her counter. "I'm Tasha, by the way."

      "Oh, I know who you are, dear."

      "I see."

      Wolfy whined at Marylu's feet until she petted his head. "And who's this?" she asked.

      Tasha set the cup down in front of Marylu. "That would be Wolfy. Never met a stranger's hand he didn't like." Unfortunately.

      "That's lovely. I'd be happy to look in on him if you ever have to travel. Do you work very far away? Many of our residents do."

      "Not too far. Just down at the camp."

      "Oh, how perfect. Well, you're right, the camp is not too far, but I'm retired and have plenty of time on my hands. I hope you'll take me up on my offer anytime. Maybe sometime when you have a long shift at camp?"

      Tasha weighed that. Not a bad idea to have someone to call if she found herself in a bind. "I might do that. Thank you. Now, tell me about this welcoming committee. I didn't realize Cottage Grove had one."

      "I apologize for the oversight, Tasha." She sat back and Wolfy ran off after having gotten what he wanted. "I should've visited you weeks ago, but Harry ran off to a job somewhere in Vegas, and your information was lost in the shuffle."

      "My information?"

      Marylu picked up the cup, took a sip, and cradled it in her palms. "Your name, of course. And address."

      "And you knew Harry, my real estate agent?"

      "Of course, I did. Everyone knew Harry. Shame about those allergies of his. Hopefully Nevada's dry heat will clear it up."

      "Hmm, yes, a shame. Well," she said, eyeing the basket filled with chocolates, a plant, some coupons, and a lint brush, "thank you for the coupons and other items. I'm sure ... I'm sure I'll enjoy visiting the shops in town. I've been meaning to do that."

      Marylu turned her head side to side, no doubt taking in the stained paneling and dated fixtures, the bare floors and cookie-cutter rooms. Thankfully, Tasha had already torn out the tattered and dirty carpeting and had it hauled away. While she saw the entire place as a challenge that she would overcome and make into something beautiful when she wasn't assisting the cook at the camp down the road, others just saw a dump. She understood that, but she also refused to be dragged down by negative assessments. At least, not anymore.

      Marylu's gaze landed back on her. "Well, you've had your hands full, haven't you?" The woman chuckled, her eyes glowing. "No one thought Mrs. Jordan would ever sell this place, and I guess you could say she didn't!"

      "I don't understand."

      The woman's laughter died away. She lowered her voice. "I didn't mean to be disrespectful. I just meant that, well, she wasn't here to sell it, you know, since she passed away." She paused. "Wonder how it was that it landed in Harry's lap to sell."

      Harry had said that the house had been taken over by the state after the owner had died without any known relatives. But Tasha didn't care to kibbutz with the welcome lady about how she'd come to take ownership--no matter how many discounts she'd brought along with her. "I don't blame Mrs. Jordan for never wanting to leave," she finally said. "As soon as Harry showed me this cabin, I knew I wanted to live here. It's so, so beautiful." And healing. She cleared her throat. "Anyway, I plan to take my time renovating it. Hopefully, Mrs. Jordan would be pleased with the results."

      Marylu nodded. "Of course, dear. I'm sure, I'm sure." Her eyes shifted toward the picture window, the one that framed the pine that Tasha had already grown to loves so well. She gave Tasha a knowing smirk. "And from what I saw when I arrived, you'll have plenty of help with that Marc Shepherd around."

      Is anyone a stranger around here? Tasha held her tongue. Marylu, she'd discovered, was the type of woman who blew into a room, assessed it, and pulled unsuspecting inhabitants into her confidence. Even Tasha teetered on the edge of adding a lunch invitation to that tea. While she reveled in the solitude that her move had brought her--cultivated it actually--an occasional friendly visit was not completely unwelcome.

      She had no plan to invest in idle construction chitchat with Mr. Marc Shepherd, however--especially if he had any intention of tearing down that beautiful tree. The thought brought a harsh lump to her throat, and she glanced away so Marylu wouldn't probe into why she likely looked like she could cry.

      Only one thought dammed her tears: If Marc Shepherd planned to disrupt her newfound paradise, she sure wasn't going to make it easy on him.
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      At thirty-two years old, Tasha McHenry had been the youngest Human Resources Director at Tinston Insurance Services. She had started as a junior agent right out of college, but soon found that she preferred managing careers, as opposed to insurance needs. She'd met Roger Tinston, the owner's son, around that same time, but he had not stuck around long enough for anything serious to develop between them. It took six years of working around the country in various capacities--landscaper, stock broker, ice cream store manager--before Roger realized it was time to come home and take his rightful place in the family business.

      Tasha remembered the day with a mix of pain and dread. She hadn't felt that way at the time, of course. Quite the opposite. When the prodigal son returned--although she never approved of the moniker that many in the staff had affixed to him--she found herself more eager to get to work than anytime previously. A born storyteller, Roger's presence infused charisma into the always sedate, and occasionally dreary office. Several of the women on staff even began to see him in a new and better light, forgiving him his past and pegging him as a "perfect" match for their daughters. But much to their open chagrin, he chose her.

      Those were the happiest days of her life.

      Tasha grabbed her camp apron from the hook by her door, stepped out of her cabin, and turned the lock with her key.

      "Excuse me, ma'am?"

      She pivoted around. Marc stood uncomfortably close to her, and removed his Stetson from his head. Maybe he really was planning to tell her he was packing it all in. "Yes?"

      "I stopped by to pick up a toolbox we ... I left behind yesterday. I believe it was right under that tree over there." He pointed toward her beloved tree with his hat. "Have you seen it?"

      She glanced from him to the tree, then back again. His eyes never left her face. "Sorry, no."

      He nodded without a word and stepped back to let her pass.

      She stepped toward the street where her car waited, but spun back around. "You're sure you didn't take it with you? Maybe put it behind your seat or something?"

      He smiled at her then, his expression displaying relief. "Yes, ma'am. I'm sure. Sorry to have troubled you."

      She frowned. She didn't care to banter with him, and she certainly hoped that his plans would fall through, but Tasha also didn't care to be addressed as if she were an elderly woman on a cruise ship. "It's Tasha ... and you really don't think somebody stole your tools, do you?"

      His smile turned questioning, and he shrugged. "It's not something I care to consider, but given the circumstances, I have to assume that they were taken." He looked off toward the ocean. "It's a shame."

      She watched him a few seconds more, unsure of whether he believed her when she'd said she knew nothing about this. "Yes, it is," she finally said. "I have to get to work now. Hope you find what you're looking for."

      Tasha pulled into the camp parking lot thankful that her work there was neither especially trying nor overly busy. She'd always enjoyed cooking--Roger used to say that it was her Shrimp Caesar that had sealed the deal for him--so when she saw the ad looking for someone to assist the cook, she'd applied and started working within twenty-four hours. The camp was run by a local church, the pastor their director, and his children holding various posts. She'd yet to see them all, though, since the schedule was winding down for the holidays. The fact that this was the slow season with only a few more outdoor education weeks and the occasional family camp, made the transition easier.

      She poked her head into the kitchen, drawing in the aromas of simmering garlic, oregano, and parsley. "Smells more like an Italian restaurant in here than a mess hall," she called to Lorena. The camp cook stood in front of the sink, her red hair piled onto her head. Her pink-and-black chef's coat wore random splotches of red sauce.

      "Good! You're here." Lorena tossed a pot into a sink full of soapy water, her netted bun bobbing when she talked. "You can finish this."

      "Great." Tasha's attitude deflated as she took in the amount of unwashed cookery left over from breakfast. She braced one hand on her hip. "What happened here?"

      "Ack!" groaned Lorena as she batted at a loose strand of hair with the back of her hand. She gave the pot of sauce cooking on the stove a quick stir with a wooden spoon. "This week's kids are a terrible challenge, I tell you. Having the students help with the dishes is supposed to make my life easier. Do you know that it took three lessons before they could learn to use the dishwasher?"

      Tasha glanced at the arcane box-like machine with a conveyor belt attached. The contraption could wash more than fifty dishes per minute, but only if its operator knew how to use it first. "Given your reaction, I'm glad it only took me two," she said, eliciting a laugh from Lorena. Quickly, Tasha slipped on the camp apron she'd brought with her and got started cleaning every last pot and lid.

      When it came time to prepare lunch, Lorena stopped fussing over the sauce--which she had prepared for dinner--and began peeling layers of wax paper from frozen hamburger patties. She caught Tasha's eyes and pointed at the twenty plastic bowls on the counter. "For condiments," she said.

      "Gotcha." Tasha began filling each container with curly lettuce, thick slices of tomato, and thin strips of onion and pickles. Working inside a busy kitchen with a pseudo-grumpy cook for a boss removed the pretense and stress that Tasha had known in the insurance world where the day's sales tally ruled the office climate. Here she could show up, stay busy, eat for free, then return home with enough energy to tackle the mounting wish list of projects waiting for her.

      At the moment, though, thinking about her wooded cabin overlooking the sea didn't bring her nearly the joy it had before she'd met Marc Shepherd and learned of his plans to build next to her.

      After lunch was served and the dishes cleaned, Tasha piled a hamburger onto a plate. Students were tucked away in the hall, listening to the camp ranger speak on tree identification and conservation, so she was free to take a break. "I'm heading outside for a bite," she called out to Lorena.

      "You do that! Just stay away from that flirt, Jeremy. He's trouble, that one."

      Tasha smiled and shook her head of curls. Stay away from the flirt--no problem there. She turned back around. "Sure you don't want to join me?"

      Lorena was drying her hands on a dishtowel, her cheeks rosy from the heat inside the kitchen. "Not today, but you call me sometime. My husband's at the fire station all week and I need some girl time."

      "Will do." Tasha tossed her a salute and headed outside where she found an empty table near a grove of pine and redwoods. In the distance, a wave roared as it hit the side of a cliff. A heady mix of nature scents enveloped her. Back in her hometown, parks were mostly devoid of trees so sports leagues could use the fields, but here? Nature had overrun the place with water and earth, never-ending seas, and limitless timber.

      She sat there in the blessed silence and envisioned stripping her cabin walls bare, hoping drywall holes would not be her undoing. Of course, she knew that she very well might find nothing but studs underneath, and if that were the case, she'd already decided to skip the drywall. Putty and paint would have to do.

      A pickup truck rolled into a clearing yards away from Tasha's table.

      "Hi, neighbor." Marc Shepherd smiled at her as he jumped from the truck and headed over to drop the tailgate.

      Tasha groaned silently. Really? He invaded her home, and now her work, in less than twenty-four hours? She wadded up her napkin and stood to leave.

      The driver of the truck, the infamous Jeremy, hopped out and chuckled. "Neighbor? Man, at least I know who I've got as my competition." He turned to Tasha and flexed a muscle. "Just dropping off some firewood, T. We'll be flashing some pretty impressive guns here in the minute, if you wanna stick around."

      "That's a tempting offer," she said. "But I'll pass. Duty calls."

      Jeremy threw his head back and laughed, but Marc stopped. He leaned up against the bed of the truck draping both arms over one of the side rails. He tilted his head slightly. "So you work up here?"

      She scooped up her plate and cup. "I do. I'm assisting the cook."

      "You're a good cook then."

      Tasha couldn't help but give him a small smile. The one thing Roger couldn't complain about was her ability to give her fiancé a good table to put his feet under. She had even taken cooking classes to keep up her skills. Her smile faded at the memory. "I try," she said.

      Jeremy slapped the tailgate. "Quit flirtin' with the help. We've got a load of wood to move."

      Marc nodded. "Right." He gave Tasha another look. "My crew and I'll be eating by a fire on my lot sometimes in the evening. If you don't feel like cooking--especially after being here all day--you're always welcome."

      She shrugged. "Thanks, but I have a long list of work to do on the house."

      "Understood. Offer's open."

      Tasha gave the men a noncommittal wave and began to head back inside, but stopped. She squeezed her eyes shut, hating how ungracious she felt--and sounded. The man had invited her to join him and his crew for dinner whenever she wanted. True, he was the enemy, but really, that was by default. Under different circumstances, they might have been friends.

      She sighed and turned around. "Did you find your toolbox?"

      "'Fraid not."

      She quirked her head to one side. "That's awful." Discomfort rippled through her at the idea that a thief really had wandered onto the property next to hers and taken something that didn't belong to them. "If it helps, I'll keep my eye out for anything suspicious."

      "I appreciate that," Marc said. "But you keep yourself safe. It's just tools."

      Jeremy's arms were loaded down with split wood. "Hey, Cowboy. I'm about to break a nail."

      Tasha rolled her eyes and shook her head. As she walked away, Marc's laughter barreled through the trees.
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      Back home, the automatic sensor light she had installed flickered on, lighting her way to her cabin. She took a hesitant glance at the property next to hers and noticed the sign of things to come--lot markers. Wooden posts, each with florescent-orange painted tips stuck up through the earth like daggers in the soil, outlining the shape of her heartbreak. Were these the ones that had disappeared?

      Tasha hurried to the front door where she found a note taped to the sidelight window. She frowned and carefully removed it before heading inside.

      Wolfy whined from the back deck. She opened the door and he bounded in, his mouth open and tongue hanging out. His bright eyes told her he wanted to play, but all she wanted to do was collapse on the couch. And so she did. She rested her tired legs on her scratched-up coffee table, patted Wolfy's head, and read the note she'd found on her way inside:

      

      Hello!

      Wolfy looked so forlorn this afternoon that we let him out of the deck to romp around awhile. Hope you don't mind.

      Marc

      p.s. The crew and I left to pick up fixins for dinner. See you soon.

      

      She rested her head back and groaned. Going to work today had been a welcome blessing, a way to think of something other than the impending construction project next door. Except for that brief meet up with Marc out at camp, that is. She needed to relax. To feed herself and draw a bath. Unfortunately, a spark of adrenaline made her plans to relax nearly moot. Her mind raced, trying to think of a tactful way to extricate herself from the man who seemed to know everybody.

      The crunch of tires followed by a distinct popping sound pricked her ears. She sat up. One of Wolfy's ears flickered backward. Several car doors slammed, then voices, followed by a shout. Carefully, Tasha scooped up her pup and headed for the front door. She double checked that it was locked, and peered out the window.

      In the glow of her automatic light, she could make out Marc and a couple of other guys standing next to Marc's truck. They were bent over, peering at something in the road. Relieved, she released a breath and was about to step away from the glass when someone turned around. It was Andy, and he was glaring ... at her.

      The teen charged toward her house. With a flick of her lock, she opened the door and met him halfway. This was her home and she wasn't going to allow surprise knocks onto her door become the neighbor's regular habit.

      "You left one of your carpet tack strips in the street," he accused, his eyes flashing. "Put holes in Marc's tires."

      Tasha recoiled. Wolfy whined in her arms. "I'm sorry to hear it, but that carpet strip wasn't mine, I can assure you."

      "Oh yeah?"

      "Andy!" Marc hurried over to stand between them.

      Tasha continued. "I don't know what just happened up there--"

      "I just told you what happened," Andy muttered.

      Marc's voice was sharp. "That's enough." He turned to Tasha, his hands on his hips. "I'm sure it was an accident."

      "I told Andy already--I didn't leave a strip of wood with sharp tacks sticking out of it in the street. I'm not an idiot." Tasha peered over his shoulder and squinted through the darkening night. "Actually, I just drove right over that same spot less than a half hour ago. I'm parked right in front of you."

      Both men looked toward the street where Tasha's Subaru was indeed parked. Marc glanced at Andy then back to her, his brow furrowed. "And you didn't pull into your spot from the middle of the street?"

      She shook her head. "No. I remember specifically pulling into right about where your truck is parked, and then I decided to pull forward." Adding that last part made her want to wince. She'd saved a space for him, but so what? She was only trying to keep him from knocking on her door to ask her to pull up.

      He watched her too intensely for comfort.

      "So wait a second," Andy said. "If you didn't leave it there, who did?"

      Tasha shrugged. "Haven't a clue."

      Andy folded his arms in front of his chest. "That's what I thought."

      Marc let out a sigh and put a hand on Andy's shoulder. "Let's not let this ruin the night, okay? The guys'll be here soon with grub and I promised this one"--he pointed a thumb toward Tasha--"that I'd make her dinner."

      She scoffed. "Oh, you did not."

      He winked. "I did invite you to join us whenever you see us out here eating, and though I'm not cooking, the guys'll be here soon with plenty of food."

      "Man, what about your tires?" Andy said. "When you gonna take care of those?"

      Marc scratched his shadowy chin. "After dinner one of you clowns can help me change them."

      Tasha took a step back. "Thanks for the invite, gentlemen--"

      Something sinister flashed in Andy's eyes. She could tell by the cold stare the kid gave her that he thought she was guilty of sabotage. She wanted to wring his skinny little neck, but not only did she know this would likely be frowned upon, it would unleash more fuel on the boy's ridiculous insinuation that she had left something dangerous in the street for Marc's truck to find. Refusing the dinner invitation, she reasoned, might also point to her guilt.

      With a sharp intake of breath, Tasha continued. "I accept your invitation."

      Marc looked both surprised and pleased, but Andy not so much. She didn't care. She was hungry, and another more serious thought had entered her mind during this whole tiring exchange: she had not removed survey flags, stolen tools, or left a strip of tacks wide open on the street.

      So if not her, who?
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      In no time, the rest of the crew showed up, and a couple of guys changed Marc's tires while the others carried two picnic tables onto the site, lit a flame in the fire bowl, and spread out dinner. At some point, Mr. Cho showed up with two bags of garlic bread and that prima donna dog of his in tow saying, "Thought you might like some, yes?" He smiled widely at the applause he received.

      Tasha relaxed against a plastic Adirondack chair she had dragged over from her own deck. They were a lively crew, most of them in their older teens to young twenties, eating faster and more than she thought possible. Most of the campers she had served lately were elementary aged, except for a middle school group that had been in the first week she spent there. While a handful of boys always seemed to have inexplicably huge appetites, for the most part, they'd still had leftovers to put away and serve to camp staff the next day.

      Tonight? Not so much.

      A car rolled to a stop at the edge of the property. A woman stepped out, leaving the car running and the lights on. Andy stood up with a start and headed over to see her. They huddled together, the boy's shoulders hunched, his hands deep inside his pockets.

      It was impolite to stare, but the boy seemed agitated. Or maybe he still thought of Tasha as suspect number one. In any case, while Tasha sipped on her hot chocolate--one of the boys had served her some--she also nonchalantly observed Andy and the stranger. On second look, she realized that the woman was actually a young girl. Probably a teen.

      "That's the one he's been having trouble with," Marc said, stumbling into her thoughts.

      She jerked a look at him. Marc was watching Andy with almost fatherly concern. For the first time, Tasha wondered about their relationship. She swung a look at the young couple at the end of the lot. They stood at least a foot apart. Her arms were folded around her middle, he was staring at the road. Really, they looked as if they were miles apart.

      "It's really for the best that she leaves," Marc continued. "But he's still got it bad for her."

      "You seem to know a lot about what's going on with them. Are you and Andy related?"

      Marc slid a look at her. "Not by blood. I work with youth over at the church in town. It's a volunteer thing. Also know the girl's--Katie's--father. Another contractor in town. Anyway, Andy's had it rough with one parent gone and another ..." He stalled before continuing. "Well, another who's had troubles of her own. I needed an assistant for some of my jobs, so I hired him on."

      Inwardly, she sighed. She stole another look at him. "That's noble of you."

      Marc pulled his gaze away from the couple. "That's not why I do it."

      "It doesn't have to be your reason--it just is."

      "Well, thank you, I suppose." He ran a hand through his ebony-colored hair. "Listen, I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I'd like to show you my plans for the house. If you're willing."

      Her eyes drifted from Marc to his friends clustered around the fire, enthusiasm for her own project waning. "I'll be around tomorrow since it's Saturday. I can probably spare a few minutes." Would she be able to paint on a smile that she wasn't feeling? "I'm hoping it's a nice enough day to scrape my deck so I can paint it soon."

      "Good idea. You planning to mix stain in with your paint?"

      "Yup."

      "Nice. But listen, be sure not to leave the wood bare for long. This area along the coast is known for its sneaker storms, so you'll want to primer it right away."

      Tasha groaned audibly. "I know ... I know it's not much more than a shack, Marc, but really, I can handle the details of fixing it up. Don't think you need to provide backup or anything."

      He sat next to her, silent. Surely he was stewing over her gentle rebuke. But he had to know that she'd bought this place with plenty of thought, not to mention money. No one needed to know that she'd borrowed from her retirement account--with a penalty extracted--to buy this overpriced cabin surrounded by trees and water. Because of that, there wasn't one penny left to pay for outside help. It was all up to her.

      "If you can wait until seven to start, I can bring you my long-handled scraper--that'll make things move along faster for you. Unless, of course, you already have one."

      "Marc!"

      He quirked a look at her, his eyes intense enough to burn a hole right through her.

      She turned her chin away, focusing it on the night moon instead. She allowed her breathing to mellow before slowly addressing him again. "Thank you, but please don't put yourself out."

      He cracked a smile, those eyes as intense as ever. "I promise."
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      From her sprawled position on the couch, Tasha gazed at the hillside's arc, its water-color splashed beauty pressed against a baby blue backdrop. No people, no cars, and few man-made structures obstructed her view. Mr. Cho's place was up on that hill, and another house that she guessed belonged to the speed-walking couple she'd yet to formally meet. A few other houses sprouted here and there, mostly protected by dense woods. After meeting some of Marc's crew, she wondered if any of them might live up there as well.

      The bowl in her lap sat empty. After scraping her deck all day, she'd had only enough energy left to mix together granola and milk and eat it up for dinner. Actually, she had mustered enough energy to have seconds. Her mind began to float away to that place where everything was familiar, yet made no sense at all--the savasana of her day. Heaven. That's what this day had been like. No workers next door ... transformation of her own home taking place ... the rhythmic splash of incoming waves. Yes, heaven. As slumber settled in, a rap on her door jarred her back to reality.

      She padded to the door, socks sagging around her ankles. "Yes?" she said, dazed.

      Marc stood beyond the glass, his face peering at her from beneath his wide-brimmed hat.

      Tasha shook the fog from her brain and opened the door. "Did you come for your paint scraper?"

      He shook his head and pointed toward the sky. "The rain's coming," he boomed above the growling of the wind. "You'll need to cover your deck."

      Tasha opened the door wider to let him in. She spied a pair of beat up sneakers in the corner and slid her feet into them. "Are you sure?" she asked, her voice still heavy with sleep.

      "I've had plenty of work days spoiled by rain clouds. Here." He handed her one end of the plastic and swiftly walked backward, unrolling a large sheet onto her bare living room floor. Using a utility knife, he slit a section from the roll and gathered it into a bundle.

      Plops of water descended from the ominous clouds. Tasha jogged behind Marc as he hurried out to her back deck and began spreading the tarp across the scraped-clean wood. The felt of his hat caught drops with each move.

      Water droplets tap danced on the sheeting while Marc and Tasha worked together to flatten the plastic and staple the corners to each deck post. Soon the rain turned into a stampede as it hit the deck, drenching everything she'd left out--tools, snack remnants ... everything.

      Huddling beneath the eaves, Tasha wrapped her arms around herself, pulling the extra-long fabric of her sleeves in close. She stared at the wind-driven rain as it soaked its way into the trenches Marc's crew had so neatly dug into the ground for footings, and threw a questioning glance his way.

      He took it all in, then quirked his mouth to one side in a rueful smile. "Just a slight diversion, is all."

      She tilted her head up at him. "Thanks for saving my deck. You'd better get back to your truck before you drown."

      He leaned one steady arm up against the wall of her cabin, creating another protected place for her. He slid a gaze into her home through the window on the deck. "I have a confession to make," he said, swinging his gaze back to her.

      Tasha narrowed her eyes at him, silently chiding herself for letting her guard down so easily.

      "I looked at this place before you bought it, so I have a pretty good idea about what its needs are ..."

      "And you don't think I can handle it."

      "I didn't say that."

      "You didn't have to." She pushed herself away from the wall and out from under his not-so-faint protection. "I might not be a big strong he-man like you, but I can handle the renovations that my tiny home needs. I'm not as fragile as I look."

      His brilliant smile against his five o'clock shadow lit up the dim space. "I have no doubt about that!"

      "Then why the sudden confession?"

      He cocked his head in a shrug. "So you would believe me when I told you that you might have a problem with the roof. Have you noticed any wet spots on the ceiling?"

      She shrank away from him. "No."

      "That's good, but you'd better keep an eye on it--especially in the far corner of the living room." He stooped to pick up the roll of plastic at his feet. "Keep this here, and if you see any leaks at all, call me. I'll give you my number."

      "I doubt I'll need it," she cut in.

      He shook his head. "Where's your phone? I'll put it in for you."

      She let out a huff and pulled it from her back pocket. "Fine. But like I said, I won't call you."

      He handed her phone back. "I would feel better knowing that you have my number--just in case."

      The rain moved from heavy to steady and back again. "Well, thank you." I guess. "You went beyond the call of neighborly duty. My deck and I thank you."

      "You're welcome, Tash ... people do call you Tash sometimes, right?"

      "Never."

      His face broke out into a smile. He winked and said, "You're welcome, Tasha," and dashed into the flood pouring from above.

      Inside again, Tasha secured the front door and rested her chilled, damp self against a fake wood wall. Wolfy sauntered over and pushed his cold snout into her hand. She slid down onto the carpet and gave her pet's furry head a quick rub. "How come I suddenly feel like I have two pals watching over me, huh?"

      Wolfy's eyebrows shifted and he emitted an uncomfortable groan while lowering himself onto his paws. With one arm resting on her dog's back, Tasha stared across the room at the fog-covered picture window that took up so
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