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Tessa Harris slammed the tailgate of her rented pickup truck and glanced around the worn yard.  It was strange being back here.  The small town of Willow Landing in southern Utah was the last place she thought she’d ever set foot in again.  The house she never expected to see the inside of as an adult, though it had remained a strong presence in her memory over the years, was even more worn than it had been during her childhood.  The trees were overgrown, and several branches grew over and brushed the roof of the small ranch-style house.  The grass, what little there was of it, was mostly brown.  There had been little rain, so the rest of the dirt between the dead grass patches was cracked.  The house itself was in only slightly better shape than the yard, but Tessa saw the potential of what the house could become.

Tessa picked up one of the boxes she had removed from the truck and headed for the covered porch, or at least that’s what she thought it was called.  The space was narrow, not much of a porch really, but a couple of rusted chairs sat under the overhang where one could sit, assuming the chairs would hold weight, which she doubted, and gaze out toward the dead lawn.

She remembered well back when flowers bloomed in front of the brick wall that acted as the porch railing.  The house itself had always been the dull faded brown color it was now, but most of the paint had peeled and cracked.  The roof needed new shingles, and she hoped nothing else.  If the wood that held up the roof was rotted, then the cost to fix it would double.

But Tessa wasn’t worried about fixing up the exterior of the house.  Her brother Simon had a contractor lined up to handle residing the house in a pretty light blue she had picked out and putting on a new roof in light gray, so only the inside of the home remained her problem.  And what a problem it was.  She smiled, thinking about how it would all look when she was done.

As Tessa entered the house, she touched the old, worn walls that had once been painted white.  They were dingy now, fingerprints and who knew what else stained them.  The light fixtures were also old and dingy, their once-brassy shine a distant memory.  The majority of the glass globes were broken, and many of the bulbs burnt out.  The fixtures made the interior look even more worn than the old paint did.

The kitchen wasn’t in much better shape, though the old cabinets made Tessa’s heart race a little bit.  It would take some work to get off the layers of paint, but they were original to the house, and once restored, would add some much-needed charm.  And there were hardwood floors under the threadbare carpet, and they too, once restored, would be a major selling point.  She had pulled up a few corners, and they seemed to be in good shape for their age.

While gazing around the forlorn kitchen where she had set the box, she heard a vehicle pull into her drive.  Not bothering to even get upset this time, she headed for the front door.  She had had several visits over the past couple of days from one Deputy Boyd Thomson.  She supposed it had been too much to hope he had forgotten who she was.  But she had not been that lucky.  In fact, the knowledge that her old childhood nemesis was now a cop had come as a shock, as much as it had dismayed her.  And while he had towered over her looking incredibly smug, he had made it clear that he wanted her gone.  She had listened to him and had taken deep breaths until she was once again calm.  By his fourth visit, she had barely blinked when he had written out a citation for disturbing the peace.  She’d simply taken it and watched with relief as he left.

But it wasn’t Boyd this time blocking her drive; it was the chief himself.

She watched dispassionately from the porch while the man unfolded himself from the SUV.  She had known Mason Slade was Willow Landing’s Chief of Police.  His father, Donald Slade, had been chief before him.  Word was Donald had retired a year ago and that was when Mason took over the position.  It was one of the first pieces of gossip she’d heard when she hit town.

Tessa first noticed how tall he was.  Mason had always had a good ten inches on her, but in his uniform and hat, it looked more than that.  His chest was broader, his legs were wider than she remembered from her early teen years, and the belt wrapped around his waist showcased that he was one very fit man.  There was no paunch or gut on him.  The tailored fit of his uniform left very little to the imagination.

“Good afternoon, Tessa.”

Tessa took a step off the porch and headed back toward the boxes she’d left on the ground by the truck.  “Good afternoon, Mason.  What brings you out here?  Or should I guess which one of my many fans called you out here?”

Mason took off his hat and sunglasses to get a better look at Tessa Harris.  She didn’t look all that different from when she’d been fourteen, though she’d filled out into a more feminine shape in the hip and breast area.  Definitely no mistaking her for a child any longer, despite her small stature.  Her hair was still a shade somewhere between blonde and red, her skin still fair with prominent freckles sprinkling her cheeks.

Tessa sighed and leaned her hip against the truck when he didn’t speak.  “So I take it you want me to guess.  I vote my neighbor Philip Degrassi called you again.  What was it this time?  More loud music?  Did I vandalize his yard?  Kidnap his dog?”

Mason took a step toward her.  She had a sheen of sweat on her chest, and he watched as a droplet ran between her breasts.  She was wearing an old tank top that had seen better days.  Her long hair was tied back in a ponytail.  Now that he was closer, he also remembered her bright blue eyes, the shade of a clear summer sky.  They were currently glaring at him.

“No, not your neighbor, though his complaints have been varied over the past couple of days.”

Tessa grabbed a box and started for the house, her voice trailing after her.  “Well, then who?”

Mason picked up one of the boxes and followed.

Tessa almost bumped into him when she met him at the front door.  She took the box from him.  “I didn’t give you permission to enter my home.”

“That you didn’t.  Just giving you a hand.”

Tessa was forced to look up at him when he didn’t take a step back.  His dark brown hair was cut almost military short, and his dark brown eyes bore into hers.  She remembered those eyes, eyes that she thought could see all her secrets.  Not wanting to be intimidated by him, or those chocolatey eyes, she pushed past him.

Mason followed her back to the truck.  “Deputy Thomson said he had to cite you for disturbing the peace.  He also said you threatened old man Degrassi and his dog.”

Tessa gritted her teeth and turned to face Mason.  “His word against mine, though I suppose my word doesn’t mean much.  But I plan to fight that citation.  I was nowhere near here when he claimed I was blasting music.  I was two towns over at the bank.  I guarantee you I’m on their security cameras.  And as for him and his dog, I’ve got better things to do.  His dog is a very large Rottweiler that weighs almost as much as I do, and Degrassi outweighs me by a hundred or more pounds.  If anyone threatened anyone, it was him threatening me.”

Mason had dismissed the threat accusations when Boyd had come in complaining loud enough for everyone to hear that Tessa Harris was a nuisance and should be run out of town.  What did surprise him was hearing about the bank.  That wasn’t in the report Boyd filed.  “Why didn’t you tell Deputy Thomson you were at the bank?”

“Deputy Thomson and I go way back.  He wasn’t going to listen to me any more than you are.  And even if he had, it wouldn’t have mattered.  He would have found a different excuse to write that citation.”

That rankled.  “I uphold the law, Tessa; I don’t break it.  Want to tell me your side of the story?”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed as she saw Mason go on the defensive.  She’d obviously hit a nerve, but really, what did he expect?  She didn’t trust him any more than she trusted anyone else in this town.  But it also wouldn’t do her any good to antagonize the police chief.  “Fine.  Degrassi came over the day I arrived.  That was two days ago.  He told me I’d be sorry if I didn’t pack up and leave.  I suppose he couldn’t exactly pick me up and throw me out of town, so he’s bent on either running me out or getting me arrested.”

Mason nodded.  Degrassi wasn’t known to be the most honest of men, but he was known for holding grudges.  Degrassi and her father had gone quite a few rounds back in the day, and Mason would bet Degrassi wasn’t thrilled to have the daughter back.  Honestly, no one was, including himself.  He and his father had thought themselves rid of all the varied members of the Harris family, but here was little Tessa, the youngest of the clan, back and already the center of trouble.

Mason gestured to the boxes from a big box store.  “The local hardware store could have supplied everything you need.  Why did you go two towns over to get them?”

“Now see, I tried to do that, but I was thrown out of the hardware store about five minutes after I entered.  Then I remembered that Degrassi and old man Baxter are friends.  My money wasn’t welcome.”

Mason picked up the receipt from the box.  She had been an hour away when the most recent phone call came in.  John Baxter, who ran the hardware store, said that Tessa had helped herself to some tools from his store without paying for them.  At the alleged time, Tessa hadn’t been there.  But still, he had to make sure.

Tessa saw him frowning at the receipt.  “What?”

Mason pulled a list from his pocket.  “Do you have these things here?”

Tessa took the list, noticing he kept his hands clean and his nails trimmed.  She shook her head.  “I didn’t buy anything from the store.”

“John Baxter didn’t say you bought the stuff.  But he does say the items went missing.”

Tessa paled, the paper slipping through her fingers.  “He said I stole them.”

Though not a question, he nodded.  “I need to check the premises.”

Tessa felt a flicker of anger, but the ember died out.  She didn’t have the energy left to fight.  “Look around.  You won’t find the items.  What’s in these boxes will match my receipt.”

Mason saw her energy fade, and her shoulders sag.  For the first time, he noticed how thin she was and saw the faint bruising under her eyes that spoke to either a lack of sleep or a lack of nutrition.  If her frayed jeans and worn shoes were any indication, he’d guess a little bit of both.

Mason picked up the paper from where she had dropped it.  “I’m sorry, Tessa, but I have to look.”

Tessa simply nodded and grabbed another box.  Mason took the receipt and went through her purchases.  He went through her rented truck, her worn-out dark blue Honda that sat on the gravel drive beside the house, and then followed her inside.

“Needs some work.”

Tessa set the last box down while Mason finished searching the house.  “Simon inherited the house after Aunt Sylvia passed.  With all the nearby resorts and tourist traffic around these parts, Simon asked if I wanted to tackle a remodel.  I think he’ll get a pretty penny for it once it’s spruced up.”

Mason, who had gone through all the supplies she bought and didn’t find a single stolen item, was curious.  The supplies were not of someone doing a little home renovation, but of someone who knew what she was doing.  “Is that what you do?  Fix houses?”

Tessa wiped the sweat that had gathered on her forehead.  The house had central heating and air, but the air conditioning hadn’t worked for years.  Simon had a man coming at the end of next week to take care of that.  “Sort of.  Mostly I do house painting.  But I’m handy with flooring and other minor repairs.  Simon has a contractor coming to do the roof and siding and to redo the baths.  I can’t seem to get the hang of plumbing.”

Mason turned and leaned up against the kitchen counter.  Her brother Simon was about his age, maybe a year or two younger.  Back when they were kids, they were not what you’d call friends.  Mason was surprised to hear Simon had the money for those kinds of repairs.  The best anyone figured, he’d end up in prison like his father.  “I haven’t seen Simon since I left for college.  How is he?”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed, and her hands fisted at her side, prepared to defend her brother.  “He’s fine.”

Mason decided not to pursue the conversation on her brother.  “All right, Tessa.  I don’t see a single item on the list here.  And I’m guessing if I call the bank, I’m going to find out you were there.  I’m going to drop the citation.  And I’ll have a chat with Degrassi.  Okay?”

Tessa gaped.  She had half expected to be hauled in anyway.  “You believe me?”

Mason kicked away from the counter.  “Let’s just say I understand.  There’s a lot of bad blood between your family and this town.  People are not happy you’re here.  But you have as much right to be here as they do.  Keep your nose clean, and you and I won’t have any trouble.”

Tessa didn’t respond, but apparently Mason wasn’t waiting for one.  He let himself out of the house and headed back to his SUV.  She watched as he put his hat back on.  Tessa found her voice.  “Thank you, Chief Slade.  You won’t have any trouble.”

“Let’s just keep it Mason.  I always did like the way your cute Southern accent said my name.”

Tessa stared after him as he got in the SUV and drove away.  That had almost sounded like he was flirting with her.  But since even the idea of that was absurd, she dismissed it.  And she supposed her accent was a bit out of place.  She’d been born in Alabama, and no matter how long she’d lived in the Midwest, the accent had remained with her, though muted with time.

Once he was out of the drive, Tessa turned to look through the trees.  She could just barely make out Degrassi’s house.  He was on his front porch staring her way.  She couldn’t make out his expression, but she imagined he had been standing there hoping to see her hauled off to jail.  Though tempted to wave at him, or perhaps flip him off, she turned her back instead and went inside.  Right now all she wanted was to get something to eat and prop up her feet.  She’d been running around since dawn, and she had a big day ahead of her tomorrow.  Tomorrow she was going to start stripping paint off the cabinets.  And from the looks of them, that was not going to be an easy feat.  But since the kitchen was the heart of a home, that was the place she wanted to get started.

Hours later, she was curled up in the old bed in what was considered the master bedroom but found she couldn’t sleep.  Shortly after Mason had left, she had sent a quick text to her brother to let him know she had all the supplies purchased and was ready to get started.  She also wanted to let him know that while he was doing the siding and roof, he should probably do the windows as well.  His negative reply had been expected, but with persuasion, he had finally agreed to it.  He trusted her judgment and told her to do what she needed to do but to take it easy on his wallet.  She had smiled to herself, sent him a message back telling him no chance, and then had lain down to try to sleep.

Now staring at the ceiling where she could tell there had been some water damage, she thought about how strange it was to be back in the house she had spent a good part of her childhood in.  Aunt Sylvia had been a saint, and Tessa hoped there was a reward for her in Heaven for having put up with all she had over the years.  Tessa had been eight when her father, Randy, had lost his job, which in and of itself wasn’t exactly significant.  But because he’d been fired from almost every job he’d ever had, he found it impossible to find a new one.  He had cursed up a storm, then informed his small family that they were moving in with his sister.

Her mother, Janine, had cried, which just angered her husband.  She hadn’t wanted to leave her home, which then sent Randy on a tirade.  Her brother Simon had been silent about the move.  He knew not to cross their father when he laid down the law.  Tessa had cried, but she had done it silently in her bed.  She and Simon had to share a room, so he had heard her tears.  He had come over, picked her up, and let her sleep with him that night.  She took comfort in his presence.  And because Tessa adored her brother, she had believed him when he told her everything was going to be okay.

But things were not okay.  They had lived with Aunt Sylvia for four years.  She and Simon had continued to share one of the three bedrooms.  It had been the smallest one in the house.  Over the course of those four years, Simon had become a different kid.  He no longer let his little sister sleep in his bed; he started missing curfew and had been caught drinking and vandalizing property.

When she turned twelve, her father had finally gotten tired of living with his sister and bought a small house across town, though to this day she still wasn’t sure where he’d gotten the money to buy a house.  Then things had gotten worse.  Her father was drinking all the time.  Her mother was a shell of the woman she had been and went about taking care of her family on autopilot; there but not participating.  Simon went from vandalism to outright theft.  He got into fights in school, one of the most notable fights being with Mason Slade.  Chief Slade had arrested her brother for that fight, and many more times after that.  Every time the chief called saying Simon had been arrested, her father cursed the chief, cursed his son, and cursed life in general.

Tessa rolled over on her side.  She was grateful Simon had not ended up like their father, as everyone had predicted he would.  But they didn’t know the Simon she knew, the one who cuddled his baby sister.  The one who held her when she cried.  And while he might have gotten derailed for a time, he had eventually gotten back on track.  It had taken their father’s arrest to get him to see the error of his ways.  For Tessa, it had been a blessing the day Chief Slade, accompanied by officers from the neighboring city, took her father away.

She, Simon, and her mother moved back in with Aunt Sylvia.  It was Sylvia’s influence that helped Simon get back on track, telling him he was the man of the family now and had a duty to them.  Their mother let Sylvia take care of her children while she hid away from the world.

Tessa sighed and flipped onto her stomach.  When Simon left to join the Army, Tessa had been left alone.  Sylvia started spending more and more of her time with her boyfriend and was never home.  Janine never left her bedroom, and Tessa had been starving for company.  The day she turned eighteen, she ran off with her boyfriend.  Timothy and she had been friends since shortly after she moved to town.  He had been one of the other children who had been tormented by their classmates.  Everyone knew her father was a loser who couldn’t hold down a job.  She wore old clothes that didn’t fit, and she had been very unkempt.  For Timothy, his father was the town’s garbage man, and his mother worked in the school kitchen.  The children were not kind to him.

In hindsight, her and Timothy’s plan to move in together and start a new family wasn’t one of her better ideas.  And it had been her idea.  But he had been the only person, besides Simon, who seemed to care about her.  But life had beaten the two of them down pretty quickly, and what had started with such enthusiasm had turned into a nightmare.

Tessa punched her pillow and tried to relax.  She supposed it was understandable that she would be bombarded with memories, lying alone in her aunt’s house with the ghosts of those memories trapped in the walls of the old home.  And seeing Mason Slade probably hadn’t helped.  Though where she expected hostility, she had gotten reasonable.  He had listened to her side of the story, had done his job without destroying her property, and had dropped the citation against her.

She couldn’t help but notice he had aged well.  She was a few years younger than her brother, and Simon was only a year behind Mason.  She had just turned thirty-one, so she knew Mason was thirty-six.  Thirty-five would have been very young to become police chief, but she supposed having a father who had the job before he did made the transition easier.  And Mason had always been a take-charge type of person.  He played almost every sport in school, had gotten a full-ride scholarship to some fancy college, and studied law and law enforcement.  Shortly after that, he’d entered the police academy.  He had always been an overachiever, so being chief at thirty-five was probably inevitable.

She knew he had left town for a while and had been a detective at a major city police precinct before moving back home to take his father’s job.  She had to admit he looked the part.  The short hair, the tall, muscular build, and his intimidating presence were probably all prerequisites for a police chief, even in a small town.  Though the town wasn’t so small anymore, what with the tourists and the nearby resorts to police.  She imagined he was a busy man.  So it begged the question, why had Mason shown up at her home today?  Over the past two days, she had only seen Boyd, and he had been less than friendly since their history was long and colorful.  In a school full of bullies, Boyd had been the ringleader.  It still surprised her that anyone would let him wear a badge.  But perhaps his unprofessional attitude and the threats he had issued had more to do with her than with his job.

But regardless of Boyd, or even Mason, Tessa was going to stick it out.  She owed her brother, and this was a simple enough way to repay him.  She would have to find some way to deal with Degrassi and keep her fingers crossed that she wouldn’t find Boyd or Mason at her doorstep again.
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Chapter Two
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Mason finished reading the last of the reports on his desk.  He had his own reports to type up, and he had a meeting with the mayor and the town council in a few days about budgets, but he was having a hard time focusing.  Yet another report had come across his desk on Tessa Harris.  This one had about as much credibility as the last ones.  If this report was to be believed, Tessa had been seen drunk and naked on the road outside her home, disturbing traffic and making a nuisance of herself.  Mason hadn’t seen a single liquor bottle in her home; not even a case of beer in her fridge.  And since the report came in from Degrassi, Mason was filing it away with the rest.

Hopefully, that would be the last one.  Mason had had enough and made the promised visit to Degrassi just that morning, which was why he had been late getting into the office.  He’d told Degrassi that it was illegal to file false police reports and to be sure he had his facts straight the next time he called in with a complaint.  So unless Degrassi had photos of Tessa naked in the street, he had nothing else to talk to the old man about.  Of course, Mason thought, a picture of a naked Tessa dancing in the street would be a sight to behold.

“What’s that look all about?”

Mason jerked his head up, drawing his thoughts away from a naked Tessa.  He smiled at his dad.  About two or three times a month, his dad popped into the office.  Mason wasn’t bothered by it; his dad missed being an active police officer, though if ever needed, his dad was ready and willing to lend a hand.  Mason humored him when he stopped in, and his visits usually ended with a free lunch at the local diner, courtesy of his dad.

Mason tossed the latest complaint against Tessa on the desk by his dad.  “Philip Degrassi has made it clear as day that he has a real problem with Tessa Harris moving in next door to him.  His complaints have been plentiful and varied.  They’ve also mostly been proven false.”

“Naked in the street, huh?  That would be a new one, and I guarantee that someone besides Philip would have noticed.  But I can be your witness for this one.  I was at Tessa’s place when this complaint came in.  And I can say with assurance that I didn’t see her naked.  I believe she was scowling at me right about this time and was fully clothed.”

That got Mason’s attention.  “What were you doing at Tessa’s?”

“Same thing you were doing when you went out there to see if she robbed John’s store.  I wanted to get a gauge on her.  Let’s just say Philip is not the only one who isn’t happy to see her.  I thought when Sylvia passed that we’d seen the last of the Harris clan.”

Mason knew that Sylvia Harris had never caused any problems, but because of her brother, trouble had a way of circling around her.  There had been one memorable occasion when Randy Harris had been arrested. Donald Slade had had plenty of people claiming Randy owed them money, or that Randy had stolen from them, too.  Rumors were that Randy had robbed a bank two towns over and stashed the money.  But if Randy had stashed it, he had refused to tell anyone where it was.  Eventually, he was released, and the charges were dropped because the money wasn’t found in his possession.  But in addition to the people claiming they deserved a piece of the stolen money, there were others who had shown up looking for it.  It had been a long summer for the local police and for Sylvia Harris.

Mason felt a brief stirring of sympathy for Tessa.  So far, she had not caused any trouble, and yet trouble was circling her.  “I’ll add your testimony to the report.  The mayor is also interested in Tessa.  If I remember correctly, he and Randy used to work for the same construction company.  I’m pretty sure you arrested Randy for a bar fight the two had gotten into.”

Donald and Mayor Griswold were good friends.  “Alex had to file several complaints against him.  Randy was constantly hitting on Alex’s wife.  Their last fight ended in Randy’s arrest for public intoxication and assault.  Several witnesses came forward and said that Randy had attacked Alex.  Alex simply defended himself.”

Mason pulled the file toward him and made a few notes.  “Alex was elected mayor that next year.  I think the town liked having a man in office who could defend and protect his family.”

Donald took a seat and stretched out his legs.  “That they did.  And he’s done a good job.  He might retire soon.  But that’s not why I stopped in.  I saw something while I was at Tessa’s place.”

Mason was almost afraid to ask.  “All right, what did you see?”

“Someone vandalized her property.  Someone spray-painted ‘get out’ all over the front and back of her house.  Whoever it was also painted it on her car, though almost anything would be an improvement to that piece of junk.  There were vile obscenities painted on her car, too; the tires were slashed, and the interior was covered in what I imagine is animal feces.”

Mason’s gut clenched.  “That sounds awfully personal.  I didn’t see a report filed.”

Donald sat forward, his elbows on his knees.  “I was under the impression when I left that she had no intention of filing a complaint.  I hadn’t noticed the car when I pulled up, and the words painted on her house were by her front door, so the porch shaded them.  I came off a bit strong, and by the time I noticed, she wasn’t in a friendly mood.”

Mason rubbed his brow.  “What exactly did you say to her?”

Donald made no apologies.  “I told her what you probably told her.  That she had better not cause any trouble or you’d see she was locked up.  She paled but didn’t say a word in response.  Then she straightened her shoulders, thanked me for my concern for the town’s well-being, and said to have a nice day.  It was when she opened her front door that the sun hit the glass and lit the wall by her door.  I came over and saw what was there.  I asked her who did it.  She looked me in the eye and said she did it herself.  Then she closed the door in my face.  So, I took a look around and saw the car.  That, more than anything, has me worried.  I figured I should come and file it for her.”

Mason contemplated sending Boyd to take a look but dismissed it.  He wasn’t sure what was between Boyd and Tessa, but Mason got the impression that Boyd wasn’t impartial when it came to Tessa.  Even if Boyd hadn’t ranted about the Harris clan and very vocally told everyone who would listen that she needed to go, he would have known.  There had been an almost happy glint in Boyd’s eyes when he brought in the last complaint filed against Tessa.  And Boyd had said if Mason wanted her picked up, he’d be happy to do it.

“All right.  Thanks, Dad.  I’ll make it a point to stop there later today.  Right now, I think we could both use a fresh cup of coffee.”

Donald slapped his son on the back and led the way out.  “Now you’d be right about that.  And your mother wanted me to stop in and say she’s having everyone over on Sunday for dinner.  She’s hoping you can make it.  She’s excited about our trip coming up but is fretting about being away for so long.”

Mason and his dad walked along the main road through town as they headed to the restaurant.  “So you mean dinner tomorrow.  She always frets.  I think she thinks we’ll all starve to death or forget all about her while she’s gone.  Never mind that all of us moved out years ago.  But the two of you deserve this.”

“I’ve got the motor home rented and I’ve got all the supplies stacked up in the mudroom.  She’s got the itinerary planned.  And now that she’s finished with planning the trip, she’s fretting.  So you and your sisters are all being asked to come for Sunday dinner.  And then the next Sunday and the next until we actually leave.”

Mason laughed; he couldn’t help it.  “So this is a command performance then.  I think I can swing it.  Since I got a new officer, I can take a day off now and again.”

“How’s that working out?  I hear Officer Jackson did well in school and got high marks.”

Mason nodded.  “His instructor at the academy recommended him.  He’s green, but he’ll do.  I’ve got him training under Lawrence, so he’ll do fine.”

“Good choice.  Lawrence has broken in a lot of new officers over the years.”  Donald could only approve of his son’s choice.  Deputy Alicia Lawrence had been with the police department almost as long as he had been.  She’d retire in the next couple of years, and that would be a shame for everyone.

When they arrived at the restaurant, it was oddly quiet.  Everyone was looking at the front of the restaurant.  Mason saw Tessa at the counter.  When she turned, she stopped for a moment and stared.  He couldn’t decipher the look on her face.  She then rushed past him and his dad, the bell ringing over the door as she did.

The hushed room steadily grew in volume.  Mason was tempted to go after her but figured that would just cause talk.  If she had been causing trouble, he had no doubt Margie, the owner, would have called him over.

Donald pulled out the menu, though he already knew what he wanted.  “Wonder what that was all about?”

Mason watched as Margie headed their way.  “I think we’re about to find out.”

“What can I get you two fine gentlemen today?”  She pulled out her pad and gave them her biggest smile.

The very robust, red-headed Margie had owned the diner for years, having inherited it from her parents.  She’d been married three times, and each of those husbands had worked there for a time.  But the restaurant was one hundred percent Margie’s.

Donald ordered the special and asked to have the coffee keep coming.  Mason did the same.  “So how are things going today?”

Margie huffed.  “Well, they were going just fine until Tessa Harris showed up.  She had the nerve to ask about a job.”

Mason knew very well there was a wanted sign outside.  Margie’s most recent waitress had left for college.  “Aren’t you hiring?”

Margie tucked the ticket in her pocket.  “Not her kind.  Rumor has it she applied at a couple of other places, too.  As if anyone in their right mind would hire a Harris.  I wish she’d just pack up and leave.  Our town was doing just fine without her.”

Mason frowned at Margie’s retreating back.  “All right, Dad.  Why is Margie in a huff?”

“Margie is pretty sure Randy Harris robbed her restaurant shortly before he was arrested for the bank robbery.  What little cash that was left in the register was stolen, as was a lot of food from the freezer.  Everyone knew Randy was out of work again, and so the general consensus was that he was the perpetrator.  I agreed with her, but I couldn’t prove it.  There were no prints, and Margie didn’t have anything in the way of security cameras like she does now.  Randy didn’t make any large purchases, so we couldn’t trace the money.  And the house the Harris family was living in was empty of anything remotely resembling a meal.  If he stole the food, he didn’t take it home to his family.”

Sympathy tugged at him for Tessa.  “I hate to say it, but Tessa really would be better off if she left.  Though a lot of the new folks in town won’t have known the Harris family, a lot of the old folks will be more than happy to share the tales.”

“Something tells me little Tessa isn’t one to run off easily.  She’s got spunk.”

Mason took a sip of the coffee Margie had poured him.  “You almost sound approving.”

“Your sister Laine had taken a shine to Tessa.  They’re the same age and were in the same class in school.  Laine used to put extra food in her lunch bag so she could give it to her.  She brought Tessa by the house once.  Tessa had been quiet and barely said a word.  But eventually, we had to tell Laine she couldn’t be friends with her anymore.  Simon was becoming a problem, and I didn’t want my daughter playing with Simon’s sister.  Laine came in the next day in tears.  She had told Tessa they couldn’t be friends, and Tessa had told her that it was okay.  She understood.  Laine was actually upset that Tessa hadn’t hit her, or at least shoved her down.  Laine told me what I did was mean and broke Tessa’s spirit.  It was the first and only time I was ashamed of what I had done.”

Mason digested that story.  He didn’t remember Laine ever mentioning Tessa.  “So why did you show up at her house today?”

Donald shrugged.  “Tessa had never done a single thing wrong, but it didn’t matter, not then and not now.  She’s guilty simply because of who she is.  I guess I wanted to see her for myself.  Give her the same warning I’m sure you gave her.  She’s been gone a long time, and I told her I wouldn’t let her cause trouble and to mind herself.  I may not be chief anymore, but this town is still mine.”

Mason figured one day when he retired, he’d feel the same way.  “As far as I can tell, the only one causing trouble is the town’s reaction to her.  She said John refused to sell her supplies to fix the house.  Margie has made it clear she’s not welcome.  And Degrassi, well, if he doesn’t stop filing false reports, I’ll have to arrest him.”

“You’ll have the town in an uproar if you do that.”

Mason acknowledged the truth in his father’s words.  As the chief, he had to be careful.  He had to answer to the mayor and the town council.  If he let any infraction, no matter how small, slide when it came to Tessa, he’d hear about it.  And if he sided with her if it came down to someone’s word against hers, he’d have to justify that decision.  And arresting one of the town elders would definitely get him in hot water.

Donald smiled at the waitress who delivered their food, then pointed his fork at his only son.  “You have that look on your face.”

“Which one?”

“The one that says ‘just try messing with me.’”

Mason scooped up a bite of his eggs.  “I’m not happy Tessa is here.  But I’m also not going to let the town bully her.  If Degrassi crosses the line, I’ll haul him in.  And anyone else.”

“Just make sure you keep your temper under control when you see the house and car.  It ticked me off, and I’m not chief anymore.  A simple ‘get out’ note would have sufficed, but they took it too far.  Slashing tires and writing obscenities on her car went way beyond a bit of snubbing or bullying.”

Mason and his dad finished their meal and talked of much more pleasant topics.  His youngest sister, Cyndi, had gotten married last year, and shortly after, she and her husband Tyler announced they were having a baby.  It was hard to imagine his baby sister having a baby, but it was exciting for the family.  She was the youngest of the bunch and had always been the nurturer.  His sister Laine had been married a couple of years, but she said she wasn’t ready for a baby, though their mother had been hinting at it not so subtly for a while.  She hadn’t started in on Cyndi yet when Cyndi had surprised everyone.  Her husband was ecstatic and very much the nervous father-to-be.

Mason left his father at the car his dad had parked outside the station.  Mason had a few more housekeeping items on his to-do list before he headed over to Tessa’s.  Part of him had hoped she would trust him enough to call and report the vandalism, but that hope died at four in the afternoon when she still hadn’t called.  He let his secretary and part-time dispatcher know where he was headed.  She simply wished him a good night.  Mason doubted Hailey knew who Tessa was, other than what she had heard from Boyd.

Mason waved at people he knew as he headed for his vehicle.  The town had paid for the new SUV last winter and was a proud sight for the folks.  The old sedan he had been driving was hardly more than an eyesore on a good day.  The town had finally gotten tired of paying for the repairs and voted for the new, bigger SUV.  The town’s name was painted in bright blue letters against the white paint.

Mason took the time to stop and grab a sandwich and say hello to a few more people before he made his way to Tessa’s.  It was almost six by the time he got there.  She lived on the outskirts of town, but not so far out that you hit the local ranches.  Beyond her property was a small wooded lot that backed up to the Jackson ranch, one of the biggest ranches in the area.  Her property wasn’t that far from his own, which was maybe twenty minutes closer to town.  But being the chief, he needed to be close by if he was needed.  His parents had lived in town since his father had been chief for so many years, but now they were contemplating selling their house.  They didn’t need to be so close to town anymore, and they said it was time to downsize.  It was on their list of things to do when they got back from their month-long trip.

Mason was tempted to buy it himself, but it seemed like a lot of house for a bachelor.  And despite his mother’s wishes, he didn’t see himself marrying anytime soon.  Being chief made it hard to date.  If he dated too much, people would talk.  If a relationship went sour, there was bound to be talk.  When he did date, it was never a local woman, which made dating a lot more difficult than it should be.

Mason pulled the SUV up behind Tessa’s car.  Thinking about marriage, he thought about Tessa.  He was surprised Tessa wasn’t married.  She was more than pretty enough to have attracted lots of male attention, and she was more than old enough.  He didn’t know where she had been living all these years but figured it had been far away from here.  The license plate on her car said Indiana.  He’d been tempted to run a background check on her.  He knew the town would have applauded him for it.  But she hadn’t done anything wrong, yet, and it seemed wrong.

Mason stepped from the SUV and walked to her car.  Obscenity was a mild word for the filth written on her car.  There was no way Tessa was getting the bright orange spray paint off her car, and in some places the words were scratched into the paint.  All four tires were not just slashed but shredded.  And the smell that was coming from inside, from having baked in the sun all day, was foul.

Heading to the porch, he saw the “get out” message in spray paint, this time in black.  It was stark against the dingy brown siding.  It looked like Tessa had scraped some of it off that had been on the peeling paint.  Taking a calming breath, he knocked on the front door.  When there was no answer, he banged again.  Still nothing.  Scowling, he banged again.  Cursing her, and with visions of what someone might have done to her similar to what they had done to her car, he kicked in the door.
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Chapter Three
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Tessa almost screamed as the front door flew toward her.  Mason was standing there, gun drawn.

Finding her voice, she yelled at him as he stood scanning the room.  “Have you lost your mind?”

Mason came further into the room to make sure there was no one else with her.  “Are you alone?  Are you okay?”

Tessa stuttered.  “Yes, I’m alone.  You broke down my door.”

Mason holstered the gun.  “And it was quite a flimsy one.  You should add that to your list to replace.  And you should know better than to not answer the door when the police chief comes knocking.”

Tessa wrapped her arms around her waist.  “I didn’t know the chief of police was knocking at my door.  I was lying down in the back.  What did you think was going on here?  I don’t want to talk to you.”

Mason pointed in the direction of where her car was parked.  “Given what happened, there could have been someone inside with you.  I had to be sure you were safe.”

Tessa dropped onto the worn sofa.  She supposed his father had told him what happened after his unpleasant visit.  “Is that what you’re putting in your report?  Never mind.  I’m perfectly fine, as you can see.”

Feeling a bit sheepish now that he was coming down from his adrenaline surge, he picked the door up off the floor.  It was beyond repair, but he leaned it against the open space so it would at least keep the bugs out.

Tessa rubbed the tension from the back of her neck.  Her belly was still in knots from the fear of having someone kick in her door and a gun pointed at her.  She had been living with, but trying not to give into, fear.  She knew people wouldn’t be happy she was in town, but she hadn’t expected this level of violence against her.  Maybe some vandalism, or perhaps some veiled threats, but the destruction of her car was something else entirely.

Calm now, Mason pulled a notepad from his pocket.  Just like his father before him and cops over the years, he preferred to take handwritten notes in the field.  “I want to talk about what happened here.  You need to file a report.”

Tessa shrugged, showing a nonchalance she didn’t feel.  “Like I told your dad, it’s nothing to get in a lather over.”

Mason struggled not to snap the pen in his hand.  “What he said was that you told him you did it yourself.”
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