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            Chapter One

         

         The March sun beat against the top of Moira’s head as she stepped in front of Sweetie’s Bake Shop and pulled open the door. She breathed in the familiar aroma of coffee and pastries as she walked inside, and sighed happily. Home sweet home-away-from-home.

         “Moira!” her mom called from behind the counter. Darla Green had bright red hair that she’d kept long since Moira was a little girl. The only hint that she and Moira were even related was the stamp of rust-colored freckles that both women had across the bridges of their noses and cheeks. “You’re running behind, aren’t you? I thought you might not be coming in this morning.”

         Moira headed in her mother’s direction. “My shift starts in half an hour. I’m sorry to say I’m getting my coffee and bagel to go this morning.”

         Darla frowned as she started preparing Moira’s breakfast. Moira didn’t come in every morning, but two or three times a week she found herself here to see her mom and satisfy her cravings. Call her superstitious, but the fact that it sat catty-corner on Good Luck Avenue always made her feel like there was something lucky in dropping by. Maybe there weren’t the leprechauns of her childhood imagination, but she was fortunate to have a place to come where she could visit with friends and family and get her daily dose of caffeine all in one.

         Moira glanced around the room as she waited, spotting several locals in their regular spots, including Reva Dawson, who had her laptop front and center. Reva was undoubtedly working on her latest blog post. Moira did her best to avoid being fodder for Reva’s town blog. Moira kept a quiet life out of the spotlight. As a 911 dispatcher, she worked behind the scenes of the goings-on in town. She knew every bit as much as Reva, probably more, but she didn’t feel the need to gossip like the infamous town blogger did.

         Beyond Reva, Moira spotted her best friend Tess sitting at a table on her own. Tess had her phone in front of her and was swiping a quick finger up the screen, a telltale sign that she was looking at TikTok or, in Tess’s case, more likely BookTok. Tess owned the local bookstore a few doors down the street and ran the weekly book club that Moira attended.

         “Here you go, sweetie.” Darla slid a cup of coffee and a bagel wrapped in wax paper toward Moira.

         “Thanks, Mom. Love you.”

         “Love you too.” Darla flicked her gaze at Tess. “You going over to say hello?”

         Moira nodded as she collected her breakfast items. “A very quick one. Being late for the dispatch is, in actuality, a life-and-death thing. Or it could be.” Maybe, if Moira didn’t live in Somerset Lake, where the biggest day-to-day emergency was a lack of parking on Hannigan Street.

         Darla tsked as a smile spread through her rosy cheeks. “You always have been a dramatic one, haven’t you?”

         “I’m not being dramatic right now. A lot could go wrong if no one’s there to answer the call for help.” This wasn’t exactly true. There was always one other dispatcher on shift. Since Somerset Lake was a small town, that was all that was needed. Moira was proud to be one of the few. She loved her job and knowing that she was quite possibly saving people’s lives. Or, more often, kittens that were stuck in trees and couldn’t figure out how to make their way down. But she liked saving them too.

         Moira waved at Tess and walked over to where she was sitting. Tess looked up from her phone as Moira paused at the head of her table.

         “Hey, you. I was hoping you’d come in today. Have a seat?” Tess asked. Today, her black hair was pulled back in a low ponytail with a few loose curls framing her face.

         “I wish I could, but I have a shift in twenty-five minutes,” Moira said. “I need to get home.”

         Tess visibly wilted. “Boo-hiss. I’m so jealous that you get to work from home.”

         Moira offered back an eye roll. “Oh, please. You own your own business. It might as well be home for you.”

         “True.” Tess grinned. “Tomorrow then?”

         Moira nodded. “Sure. I’ll come in a little earlier so we can have breakfast. Sound good?”

         “I’ll look forward to it.” Tess checked the time on her phone’s screen and heaved a sigh. “I need to get to the bookstore anyway. Lara doesn’t mind opening for me, but I don’t want to take advantage of her. She’s the best thing that’s happened to me in a while. I don’t want to run her off.” Tess stood and pulled the strap of her purse onto her shoulder.

         “Don’t you mean River Harrison is the best thing that’s happened to you?” Moira teased. River was Tess’s fiancé, and Moira was sure she’d never seen her friend so happy. The fact that her best friend had found love—for a second time—did Moira’s heart good. Those who wanted a life partner should have one. Moira, on the other hand, wasn’t interested in sharing her home, her bed, or her life with anyone. Maybe it was because she had grown up as an only child. It hadn’t made her spoiled, but it had definitely molded her into a fiercely independent woman who didn’t mind being alone.

         “You’re right. River is the best thing, and Lara is a close second.” Tess laughed as she collected her trash to discard on her way out. Then she and Moira waved at Darla before pushing through the exit doors. “So tomorrow?”

         “I’ll be here. See you then.” Moira started walking. The parking on Hannigan Street was scarce, which meant she’d parked the length of a football field away. Maybe that was a slight exaggeration, but she was glad she’d chosen sneakers when she’d left the house this morning.

         Moira started hurrying toward her vehicle when her cell phone pinged from the front pocket of her purse. She fumbled with her coffee and bagel, shifting them to one hand so she could free up the other and dig inside her purse. When she pulled out her phone, there was a text waiting for her.

         
            Dad: Did you see your mom this morning? How was she?

         

         Moira frowned at her dad’s message. Her dad didn’t usually check up on Darla. He’d retired last year though. He seemed to be loving his newfound freedom, but Moira thought her mom seemed to be struggling with the fact that he was discovering new hobbies while she was working long hours—although it was doing what she loved.

         Hugging her coffee to her side with the bagel resting on top, Moira used her opposite hand to tap out a return text with her thumb.

         
            Moira: I just left Sweetie’s. Mom seemed fine to me.

         

         Moira didn’t have time to wait for her dad’s reply. She picked up her pace, still holding on to her phone and breakfast. The aroma of the Asiago from the bagel wafted up to her nose, making her belly grumble. Then a gust of wind blew her hair into her eyes and mouth.

         Ugh. She didn’t have a free hand to swipe it away, so she blinked through the curtain of dark hair, spotting her car up ahead.

         “In a hurry?” someone asked.

         The unexpected voice startled her. She whirled to find its source, her subconscious already matching the deep voice to a name before she looked into the man’s bright blue eyes. The sudden movement made her bagel tumble off the top of her coffee cup, where it was balanced. Moira tried to snatch it out of the air before it hit the pavement, which made her coffee slip from her grasp.

         Gil Ryan attempted to catch the bagel and drink as well. He lunged toward Moira and stretched out his hand, bumping his forehead into hers.

         “Ow!” She straightened and pressed a hand to her forehead, her eyes open to see the rest of the ordeal pass in slow motion.

         Gil caught the bagel—success!—but the coffee hit the pavement and exploded like a water balloon, dousing both of their shoes.

         Not my new Converse sneakers! Coffee stains will be the death of them.

         Gil straightened, holding the bagel with one hand and his forehead with the other, his gaze trained on her. “At least your breakfast was salvaged.”

         Moira hesitated before taking it, feeling awkward. She’d always felt this way with Gil, knowing he had a crush on her that she didn’t reciprocate. “I wouldn’t have dropped any of my breakfast in the first place if you hadn’t startled me,” she snapped. The awkwardness frequently made her come off as defensive and maybe a little cold. She knew this about herself. “Of course I’m in a hurry. That’s why I was walking so fast. Reason would tell you not to call out to a person who looks like they’re on a mission, unless you have something important to tell them.”

         It was like she couldn’t control her mouth when Gil was around.

         “I’m sorry. Why don’t you let me buy you another coffee?”

         Gil was pretty much a saint. Everyone thought so. She’d never known him to do anything wrong, unless he could be found guilty by association with his former roommate, whom Moira wished she’d never met. A person couldn’t rewind time though. If they could, she’d dodge the handsome town mayor and have her coffee back this morning.

         “I have to get home for work at nine. In fact, thanks to you, I’m running late.” She turned and started walking toward her car without a proper goodbye, which made her feel like a jerk. She immediately regretted the whole interaction with Gil, but if she turned around now, she’d be late to dispatch. So she kept walking.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Gil stepped inside Sweetie’s Bakeshop and headed toward Darla behind the counter.

         “Hey, Mayor Gil,” she said with a broad smile. Unlike her daughter, Darla was always happy to see him.

         “Morning, Darla. Can I get a hot coffee with a squirt of chocolate syrup?” he asked.

         “Only you.” She laughed, reaching for an empty cup off to her side. Then she prepared his drink as he pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “I had a little run-in with Moira before walking in.”

         Darla glanced over her shoulder as she poured from the pot on the back counter. “Oh? She was just in here.”

         “Yeah. We bumped into each other. I kind of spilled her coffee. Or she spilled it, but she firmly blamed me.”

         Darla chuckled. “Well, you know Moira,” she said, as if that explained her daughter’s attitude.

         He did know Moira. She was as nice as her mother, to everyone except him. Somehow he’d found himself on her bad side, and that’s where he stayed no matter how hard he tried to win her over. And he did try.

         Gil was a people pleaser, and he knew it. It bothered him when a person didn’t like him, especially someone whom he’d grown up with. And admittedly he’d had a crush on Moira Green since kindergarten when she’d sported long, black pigtail braids with green ribbons tied at the bottoms. While the other girls declared pink as their favorite color, Moira had always chosen green. While those pink girls had played hopscotch and dolls, Moira had dominated the swings and monkey bars.

         Moira didn’t do what was expected, especially back when she and Gil were growing up. She was an outlier, which some might call a negative. Not him though. Moira had caught his eye when they were only kids. “You know what, Darla?”

         Darla slid his coffee across the counter toward him and raised a questioning brow. “What’s that, Mayor?”

         “Can you make me whatever kind of coffee Moira had this morning? She didn’t have time to come back in and get another. It’d be a shame for her to work her shift without caffeine.”

         Darla’s green eyes narrowed. “You’re going to drop it off at her house?”

         Gil nodded, warming up to the idea. Maybe he’d finally win Moira over this morning. She didn’t have to reciprocate his attraction, but getting off her bad side would be nice. And he kind of was to blame for causing her to dump her coffee. He’d called out to her, seeing that she was obviously in a hurry. What was he thinking?

         “I don’t know, Mayor Gil. My daughter doesn’t like unannounced visitors.”

         He could guess as much. Moira wasn’t an introvert, but she was a private person. “I won’t stay. I won’t even go inside. I know she’s working. I just want to bring her a replacement coffee. She can’t fault me for that, can she?”

         Darla looked skeptical. After a long pause, she grabbed a cup and set about making another coffee for Moira. A minute later, she slid it toward him. “That’ll be four dollars and seventy-six cents.”

         Gil zipped his card through the reader, tapped in his PIN, and collected the two coffees. “Wish me luck.”

         Darla shook her head on a soft chuckle. “Good luck, Mayor Gil. I think you’re going to need it.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Gil was uncharacteristically nervous as he stood in front of Moira’s front door. He was typically a laid-back kind of guy, which was good given his profession. Being the mayor wasn’t easy. Yeah, Somerset Lake was a small town, and the folks here were agreeable for the most part. But one truth he’d discovered in life was that you couldn’t make everyone happy all the time, and that fact kept Gil up more nights than not.

         Gil shifted Moira’s coffee to his left hand and rang the doorbell. Then, seeing the little note that read Doorbell Broken, he finally knocked. From inside Moira’s home, he heard movement. She lived in a tiny one-story house in Wimberly Cove, a small neighborhood featuring one- and two-bedroom homes that catered to singles.

         The door opened, and Moira crossed her arms over her chest. “What are you doing here?” she asked by way of greeting. She had on a headset, reminding Gil that she was on shift right now.

         “Uh, hi.” Gil held out Moira’s drink, hoping she wouldn’t knock it straight from his hand. “I know you’re working dispatch. I just thought you could use that coffee I made you drop earlier. As the mayor, I want to make sure the ones keeping us safe are wide awake.”

         She looked at the cup, not budging to take it. “That’s for me?”

         “It is. Your mom made it just the way you ordered yours this morning. I may have driven a little bit over the speed limit to make sure I got it to you while it was still hot.” He offered a smile, hoping he didn’t look as nervous as he felt as he continued to extend the coffee to her. “Please, take it. I can’t stand to waste anything. If you refuse this coffee, I’ll be forced to drink it along with the one I have waiting for me in my truck. That’ll leave me tightly wound for the day. I might have to call nine-one-one on myself.”

         Moira finally relaxed her guarded stance, extending a hand to take the coffee. Her gaze hesitantly met his. “Thank you. That was nice of you.”

         “You’re welcome.” He stood there a moment, finding it difficult to actually leave. They used to be friends—the kind that could laugh at everything and nothing at all. Then things changed between them. Gil never should have introduced Moira to his college roommate. He shouldn’t have brought Felix Wilkes to Somerset Lake at all. Hindsight was twenty-twenty though. Foresight was twenty-seventy on a good day.

         Finally, Gil backed away and stepped off her porch. “See you later, Moira.” He turned and walked back in the direction of his truck in the driveway.

         “Gil?”

         He turned eagerly toward Moira’s voice. “Yeah?”

         Her expression was sheepish and hesitant. Even though she’d called out to him, she seemed to be at a loss for words. “How did my mom look to you? When you saw her this morning?”

         Gil knitted his brows. “What do you mean?”

         Moira shrugged. “I didn’t notice anything different, but my dad seems to think she’s not acting herself.”

         Gil thought back on his interaction with Darla twenty minutes earlier. “She seemed fine. The same old Darla. Did your dad mention how she’s acting differently?”

         Moira shook her head, her dark hair scraping along her shoulders. “No. I’m sure it’s nothing. Thanks again for the coffee.”

         “Anytime.”

         She stepped back and closed the door, leaving Gil standing there, feeling a bit foolish and off-balance. Wasn’t that how Moira always made him feel?

         He continued toward his truck and got inside. Then he took a sip of his coffee before setting it in the cup holder and cranking his engine. Onward. He had things to do today, namely meeting with the town council about funding for a new parking lot on Hannigan Street. The next election for town mayor was this fall, and he wanted to promise his voters that he’d do whatever it took to ease the congestion on the main downtown stretch. But first he had to get the budget approved and find the perfect location, which was easier said than done.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The refrigerator was humming like one of those annoying flies that just wouldn’t go away. Normally, Moira could block out background noise, but today she was on edge, probably from her run-in with Gil. He always left her feeling a bit discombobulated. Or he had since their early twenties and that night that should never be discussed. It wasn’t Gil’s fault that she’d gone on a date with his roommate, Felix. It was Gil’s fault, however, that she’d gotten herself arrested the very next night. Gil had called law enforcement on her. That whole horrible weekend was one she’d rather just forget, and every time she saw Gil, she was reminded.

         Moira blew out a breath and stared at her computer screen, blinking past the sting in her eyes, a hazard of too much screen time. Dispatch was dead. Not that Moira would ever wish an emergency on anyone, but no one had even called to report a deer munching on their greenery. Or a bird that had flown into their garage and was squawking angrily at anyone that entered. That was yesterday’s call, and it was the most exciting thing that had happened on the dispatch all week.

         Moira closed her eyes for a moment, becoming increasingly aware of the refrigerator’s hum. She tried to block it out by following her stream of thoughts, which led her back to thinking about the mayor of Somerset Lake.

         Great.

         Her alert buzzed, announcing an incoming call on the dispatch. Adrenaline shot through her veins the way it always did.

         “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” she answered.

         “Yes, hi. There’s been an accident on Hannigan Street. It’s three cars,” the caller said breathlessly. “There’s a child in the middle car, and I can hear him crying loudly. Oh, poor thing. I hope he’s okay.”

         Moira typed the details as fast as she could while simultaneously alerting the local sheriff’s department and paramedics. “Crying is good. That means he’s breathing easily. Have the other drivers or passengers gotten out of their vehicles yet?” Moira asked, typing quickly into the system.

         “Just me,” the caller said. “I’m in the third car. I’m fine. I’m just…” The person hesitated.

         “Ma’am? Are you still there?” Moira asked.

         “Yes. Yes, I am. I can hear sirens now. That was so fast.”

         The sheriff’s department was right down from Hannigan Street. “Ma’am, are you hurt?”

         “Well, um, my forehead seems to be bleeding. I just feel a little woozy, that’s all. The child inside the other car is still upset. Should I go get them?”

         “No, stay where you are, ma’am. You need to sit down. Do you see an ambulance yet?”

         “Not yet,” the woman said. “I don’t know how it’ll get through to us though. This road is so narrow, and there are cars parked all along the sides.”

         Lunchtime on Hannigan Street was like that, mostly because of Sweetie’s and Choco-Lovers, which served up everything chocolate. Folks wanted to eat, and there was nowhere to park. “Are any of the vehicles smoking?” Moira asked, worried that one might catch fire. That had happened a few years back, and the driver had barely escaped.

         “No, I don’t think so.” The caller’s words slurred as they stopped and started. Moira thought maybe the woman had hit her head harder than she’d realized. “Oh, there’s an ambulance. And a fire truck too. I see their lights down the street,” she said.

         “Good. Stay on the line with me until someone attends to you.”

         “Okay.”

         Moira waited with the caller for what seemed like forever. She was sure the other dispatcher on shift right now was probably talking to another of the accident victims or a nearby onlooker. Finally, one of the paramedics on the scene stepped over to check on Moira’s caller.

         When Moira finally disconnected, she felt jittery. She always ended her calls before she knew that everyone would be okay. She had no idea what had happened to the child or the caller or anyone else involved in the pileup. Sometimes Moira got the rest of the story through word of mouth or via Reva’s town blog, but at other times, she was left to wonder if the person on the other line was okay.

         Getting up, Moira stretched and went to pour herself a glass of water. She drank it while standing over the sink. Then she turned as the alarm on her dispatch went off a second time. Again? For a dead day, two back-to-back calls was unusual. Perhaps someone else was calling about the same accident.

         Moira tapped a button on her wireless headset, connecting the call. “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

         “Hello? Are you there?” a man’s voice asked.

         “I’m here. Do you have an emergency, sir?” Moira asked.

         “Yes. I…” He groaned painfully into the phone’s receiver.

         Moira waited, worry growing. “Sir, are you there?” she asked after a few seconds went by. “Are you okay?”

         “Yes, my name is Doug Ryan. I live at 213 Lakeside Drive, but I’m at my brother’s house right now.”

         Moira knew this caller, which wasn’t so unusual. She knew most of the callers who dialed in. She usually tried not to let callers know she knew them though, in case it made them self-conscious or worried about privacy. In this case, she thought letting Doug know who she was would help establish trust. “Doug, this is Moira Green. What’s going on? Are you all right?”

         “Moira? Gil’s friend?” Doug asked, sounding confused.

         “I’m a dispatcher. Do you need me to send help?” she asked. Doug had Down syndrome. He had graduated from high school a couple of years ago and lived with his parents on the lake.

         “Yes. My parents are running errands. And Gil’s at a meeting. I’m at his house.”

         Moira knew Gil lived on the lake right next door to his parents. The house had belonged to Gil’s grandmother when she was alive. It was about a five-minute drive from Moira’s neighborhood.

         “And what’s going on with you?” she asked. So far, Doug was talking just fine, which meant he was breathing normally. She didn’t know if he was badly injured though.

         “I was feeling dizzy, and Goldie knocked me down.”

         Goldie was Gil’s golden retriever. He’d had the dog for years, and she’d seen him walking it in a nearby park on several occasions. “Can you get up?” she asked.

         “No, I hurt my foot when I fell. I’m still feeling dizzy too,” he said, sounding increasingly distressed. His words were coming out slower, and he was slurring.

         Moira started typing into her computer, sending details to local emergency crews. “When you fell, did you hear a snap or a pop in your ankle?”

         “I don’t remember. It happened so fast...Uh-oh. My foot is swelling and turning purple.” Doug took several audible breaths.

         “It’s okay, Doug, I’ve notified authorities. Try to stay calm, okay?”

         “O-okay.”

         Moira stared at her computer screen while she waited impatiently for emergency personnel to acknowledge the call. What is taking them so long? “Are you doing all right?” she asked Doug after a minute.

         “I think so. I’m feeling kind of hot though. I think I need my medicine.”

         Moira sat up straighter. She didn’t know Doug’s full medical history. “What medication are you on, Doug?” she asked, gaze trained on her computer screen. It had now been over five minutes. Usually someone had responded to her alert by now.

         “I take it when I feel sick like this.” Doug’s words tumbled over each other.

         “Doug, can you tell me exactly where in Gil’s house that you are?” Moira asked, trying to keep Doug talking so she could better assess his condition. The last thing she wanted was for him to lose consciousness.

         “Yes, I’m in the kitchen. On the floor.”

         She impatiently tapped her fingers against her desk. She usually got an alert when ambulances, fire trucks, or sheriff’s cars were deployed to the scene. Then she stayed on the line with the caller until emergency crews arrived. No one was responding right now though. Were they all at the three-car pileup on Hannigan Street? Yes, this was a small town, but surely they could spare a couple of essential workers to help Doug.

         “Moira? Are you still there?” Doug asked. “I don’t feel so good.”

         “I’m here, Doug. I’ve alerted officials, and someone is coming to help you.” She stared at her dispatch screen, heart racing in her chest. Finally, a message came on her screen.

         
            Emergency personnel are currently working a MVA. Someone will respond to this call shortly.

         

         MVA. Multiple vehicle accident. What did they mean they’d respond shortly? In all her years working dispatch, there’d never been a delay. She picked up her cell phone and attempted to call Gil, but the call went straight to voice mail. Next, she dialed the other dispatcher, Riley, who was also on shift. Instead of answering the call, Riley texted Moira back.

         
            Riley: I’m on the line with a MVA victim right now.

            Moira: I know. I got that call too. I need to step away from the dispatch. I need you to cover all incoming.

            Riley: What? Why?

            Moira: I’m responding to an emergency. I owe you.

         

         Without waiting for Riley’s objection—because there was no way she wasn’t going to object—Moira stood. “Hold on. I’ll be right there,” she told Doug, who was still on the line. “Answer the phone when I call you, okay? I’m hanging up on the emergency line and calling you from my cell.”

         “Okay,” Doug said.

         “Make sure you answer,” Moira stressed. She wasn’t quite sure of his condition, and she didn’t want to leave him alone in case he passed out.

         “I will.”

         Moira reluctantly hung up. She pulled off her headset, hoping Riley would be able to handle any incoming calls on her own. Then, with a shaky finger, Moira dialed Doug from her cell phone.

         He answered immediately. “Hello? Moira?”

         “Hi, Doug. It’s me.” Moira grabbed her car keys from the counter as she ran out of her home. She got into her blue Hyundai and reversed out of the driveway, wishing she had a little flashing light to put in her windshield. When she was growing up, she’d fantasized about being a cop or paramedic. She’d always loved the idea of helping people. A lot of her friends had grown up saying they wanted to be like their parents, but Moira had never wanted to run a bakery or café. She’d worked at Sweetie’s during high school, and while the money was nice to have, she’d dreaded working behind the counter. “I’m on my way, Doug. Just stay on the line with me, okay?” She drove faster than normal, heading in the direction of the lake. When she pulled into Gil’s driveway, she asked, “Is the front door open?”

         “No. I always lock it behind me when I come inside,” he replied weakly.

         Moira frowned as she parked. “Does Gil have a spare key that I can use to let myself in?”

         “Yes,” Doug said.

         Moira exhaled as she hurried out of her car, crossing the lawn toward the front porch. “Great. Where is it?” she asked, taking the steps two at a time.

         “It’s on the kitchen counter.”

         Moira froze behind the front door. “What? Why is it there?”

         “That’s how I let myself in,” he said.

         “Well, is there any way you can come to the door, Doug?”

         “I don’t think so. My ankle really hurts, and I’m feeling shaky.”

         Moira didn’t like the sound of that. Was Doug going into shock from the pain? If his ankle was broken, that was a real possibility. She looked around, trying to decide how to get inside the little yellow house. She could break a window, but that seemed extreme. Maybe she could pick the lock.

         “Maybe you can fit through Goldie’s doggie door?” Doug’s voice was growing notably quieter.

         “Doggie door? Where is that?”

         “At the back door.”

         Moira jogged behind the house and let herself in the fence. Then she climbed the deck steps and looked at the doggie door in question. She would fit, but if anyone found out, she might never live this down.

         “Please hurry.” Doug moaned softly. “I need my medicine.”

         Without another thought, Moira dropped to her knees and started crawling. “Hold on! I’m on my way, Doug!” She stuck her hand inside the doggie door first, planting it on the cold tile floor inside, screaming as something wet and slimy slid across the back of her fingers. Moira quickly withdrew her arm, heart ballooning into her throat.

         “That was Goldie. Please help me,” Doug said.

         Okay. I can do this. Moira stuck her arm through the doggie door again, and this time she followed with her head and her body, coming face-to-face with a large dog that ran its tongue over her cheek. Moira pulled the rest of her body through the door, glancing around for Doug.

         “Over here!” he called.

         “Good dog.” Moira patted Goldie’s head as she stood. Then she hurried over to the man lying on the floor near the kitchen counter. “Hi, Doug.” Moira squatted next to him and inspected his foot, noting the pockets of dark purple swelling on both sides of his ankle. She gently palpated around the bone of his ankle.

         “Ow!”

         “Sorry. It doesn’t appear to be broken. It does look like a bad sprain though. I’ll get you an ice pack.” Moira headed over to Gil’s fridge, noting all the photos of Doug and him attached to the surface with magnets. Gil had always been like best friends with his brother. It was something she admired. Growing up, she’d had a lot of friends who refused to hang out with their younger siblings, but not Gil.

         Locating an ice pack in the side door of the freezer, she carried it over to put on Doug’s ankle, crouching beside him. “You mentioned needing a medication. What kind of medicine are you taking, Doug?”

         “Orange juice,” Doug said matter-of-factly.

         “Orange juice?” Moira furrowed her brow. “That’s the medicine you were talking about?”

         He pointed at the fridge. “For my blood sugar.”

         “Oh. Okay.” Moira stood and walked over to the fridge. She opened the door and pulled out a carton of juice, setting it on the counter. Then she checked the cabinets and located a glass. Once she’d filled the glass halfway, she handed it to Doug, watching as he drained the entire thing in one huge gulp.

         “Thank you for coming to my rescue,” he finally said. He didn’t look as pale anymore. A faint smile lifted the corners of his lips.

         “Just doing my job,” Moira said. But going to a caller’s home wasn’t her job. Her job was to stay on the dispatch. Would she get in trouble for this? Or even fired?

         The sound of the front door opening and closing got Moira’s attention.

         “Doug?” a man’s voice called.

         Moira immediately felt her face flush. She knew that voice well. She’d just heard it this morning when she’d been unnecessarily rude.

         “In the kitchen!” Doug’s voice no longer sounded shaky or weak. The orange juice really had made an immediate difference.

         Gil hurried into the kitchen, stopping short when he saw Moira crouching at Doug’s side. “What happened?”

         “I called nine-one-one,” Doug told him.

         Gil’s eyes widened. “Why? Are you okay?”

         “I got dizzy, and Goldie knocked me down. Moira came over and gave me an ice pack,” Doug told him.

         “He also asked for orange juice,” Moira said.

         Gil’s gaze hung on Doug for a minute. He seemed to be analyzing whether Doug really was okay. “Juice is a good way to raise blood sugar levels quickly. Doug has type two diabetes. It’s a recent diagnosis.”

         “Oh. I didn’t realize.” Moira straightened back to a standing position. “Well, he seems to be doing better now. I don’t think his ankle is broken, but I do think it’s sprained. He might need a doctor to check it.”

         “Of course. I’ll see if Dr. Reynolds can work him in.”

         Moira nodded. “Now that you’re here, I really do have to go. I’m not supposed to leave the dispatch. But no one was responding to Doug’s call.”

         “Everyone is working the accident on Hannigan,” Gil said.

         “Yes, they are. Why didn’t you answer Doug’s calls?” she asked, not meaning for her tone to come out accusatory.

         Gil looked rattled for a moment. “I was in a meeting. I had to put my phone on silent mode. It was a media interview.”

         “It’s okay, Gil,” Doug said, looking offended by the conversation. “I can take care of myself, you know. I’m an adult.”

         Moira turned to Doug. “Of course. Even adults need someone they can call when they’re in trouble though. Are you feeling better?”

         Doug’s offense melted away, and he smiled. “It still hurts, but Gilly is here now.”

         Moira shared a glance with Gil. “Gilly, huh?”

         “It’s a childhood nickname that Doug won’t let go.” Gil laughed. “I guess it’s better than how my friends call me Gilbert.”

         Moira had heard Jake and Miles tease Gil with his full name on several occasions. She’d always loved the name Gilbert though, ever since she’d read Anne of Green Gables one summer and had fallen in love vicariously through Anne’s character.

         “Thank you for coming over, Moira.” Gil offered his hand to shake. “I’m sorry if this caused you any inconvenience.”

         “You’re welcome.” Moira stared at Gil’s outstretched hand before slipping her palm against his, wondering at the way her heartbeat quickened. “I, um, really have to go,” she said a second time, pulling her hand away.

         “Of course.” Gil nodded. “I’ll stay with Doug until his blood sugar is back to normal and see about getting his ankle looked at by Dr. Reynolds.”

         “Sounds good.” Moira hitched a thumb behind her. “I’ll, um, see you later,” she said. Then, with a small wave, she turned and left. She practically sped back to her own house. She ran inside and pulled her headset back on, exhaling when she noted that there were no missed calls on-screen. Then she relaxed into her chair and exhaled.

         What had started as a dead day had become dramatic. It was days like this she felt most fulfilled by her job. Some days she helped folks more than others. Some days she pretty much just sat at her desk and read books that she’d purchased from Tess’s store.

         Moira grabbed her cell phone and texted Riley.

         
            Moira: I’m back at the dispatch. I’m sorry for bolting on you like that.

            Riley: It’s against regulation to go to a scene. What were you thinking?

         

         Moira frowned at the text message. She hadn’t really felt like she’d had a choice in the matter. Doug needed help, and that’s all there was to it. Moira knew Riley was a stickler for rules though. She would never feel compelled to do what Moira had just done.

         
            Moira: I was thinking that someone needed help.

            Riley: Yes, but not from you. We’re not trained as medics. If Sheriff Ronnie finds out, you’ll be reprimanded.

         

         Moira took that to mean that Riley didn’t plan on telling the sheriff. At least she hoped that’s what it meant.

         
            Moira: Thanks again for covering while I stepped out.

         

         Moira’s shift ended later that evening without another call. She removed her headset and walked into her kitchen to prepare a dinner for one. After the day she’d had, she didn’t bother cooking. Instead, she would settle for a bowl of Cap’n Crunch cereal. It was quick and easy, and she was starving.

         She pulled the box out of the cabinet and then went to retrieve a bowl, startling when someone knocked on her door. Who would be visiting her now? Her mom always went straight home to her father after leaving the bakeshop, and her friends all had boyfriends, fiancés, or husbands to go home to these days.

         Moira stared at her front door for a moment, reviewing the list of possible visitors, none of whom seemed likely. When her unknown visitor knocked again, she sighed. She wasn’t in the mood for social hour. She’d prefer a glass of wine and a hot bath. Even so, she walked over and peered through the peephole.

         Moira’s heart sputtered and stopped along with all the breath in her body. When she’d shaken Gil’s hand earlier in the day, she’d felt something unexpected. Her heart had fluttered. Skipped. Quickened. He had always had a crush on her, but not vice versa. She’d never felt anything for Gil Ryan—until today.

         He knocked again. Moira pressed a hand to her overreacting heart. She considered pretending she wasn’t home, but her car was in the driveway. She closed her eyes and blew out a breath. This was silly. Whatever she’d felt earlier was a fluke. It was just Gil. She’d known him forever. The least she could do was answer the door—and politely ask him to leave.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Gil didn’t have to be an expert on body language to read Moira.

         She wasn’t smiling, but the good news was she wasn’t frowning either. She just stared back at him expectantly, her arms folded over her chest, her hazel eyes darting around anywhere except to look directly at him.

         If his heart weren’t in his throat right now, he might say something witty and make her laugh. Instead, he forced a nervous smile and offered a small wave. “Me again. I, uh, just wanted to say thank you again for earlier today.”

         “You didn’t have to come all the way down here. I just gave Doug an ice pack and a glass of juice, that’s all.” She nibbled at her bottom lip, drawing his attention there. There was something uniquely beautiful about Moira. A combination of interesting facial features—heart-shaped lips, a constellation of freckles over her nose and high cheekbones—that made it difficult for him to look away. “I was on shift for the dispatch, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to anyone. I’m not supposed to leave my post.” Moira shook her head. “But no one was responding to Doug’s call, and I was concerned.”

         “I won’t say anything, but…”

         Moira narrowed her eyes, concern wrinkling her forehead. “But what?”

         “Well, Doug is fairly active on social media. He’s already made several posts about how you saved his life.” He chuckled to himself, but Moira wasn’t laughing. On the contrary, she suddenly looked pale.

         “He can’t tell anyone. I could lose my job if Sheriff Ronnie found out.”

         “Don’t worry. I have an in with the sheriff’s department.” Gil winked, trying and failing to calm her down.

         “I don’t need the town’s mayor to put in a good word for me. I don’t need you to come to my rescue like a knight in shining armor again either.”

         Again?

         “I was just being nice.”

         “I know Sheriff Ronnie, too, you know. And I wouldn’t have gone to your house if there were deputies available to respond.”

         “I know that. We need a new parking area on Hannigan Street. Or even Good Luck Avenue.”

         “I don’t know where you’d put one. It’s always been a problem,” she said.

         “It’s a safety issue. I wouldn’t be a good mayor if I didn’t try to resolve it.”

         Moira almost smiled as she looked at him. The reason Gil hadn’t gone on many second dates in his adult life was that there were never any sparks on his first dates. Every time he ran into Moira though, despite the fact that she clearly hated him, there were fireworks. At least where he was concerned.

         If not for Moira, he would probably believe the whole spark thing was a myth and that finding the one came down to going on several dates with someone who shared common interests. Who knows? Maybe he would have settled down by now, like most of his friends.

         Gil cleared his throat and blinked, watching Moira tuck a dark lock of hair behind her ear where several tiny earrings were stacked. “How’s your dad these days?” he asked, hoping to defuse her tension. Granted, he was jumping from one stressful topic to another. A couple of years ago, Moira’s father had a cancer scare, and for a time, it hadn’t looked good. Now he was in remission.

         “Dad is doing well—really well. He’s loving retirement.”

         “I bet.” Gil smiled back at her.

         “To be honest, I think Mom is a little jealous even though she loves her work. Dad is sleeping in while she’s still heading out early for the breakfast crowd.”

         “I’m sure it’s an adjustment for both of them.”

         Moira nodded. “Doug seemed a little upset that I asked why you didn’t answer your phone when he called today. I think he thought I was suggesting he needed supervision.”

         Gil let out a sigh. “Doug has accused my parents of being overprotective of him lately. Me, too, I guess. He’s probably right. It’s not because he has Down syndrome. Doug is also the youngest kid—my mom’s baby and my younger brother.”

         “Nothing wrong with being independent,” Moira said. “In fact, I admire that quality.”

         Gil watched her. “I’ve always considered you to be fairly independent yourself.” He thought he saw offense settle on her features. “In a good way. You like to do things by yourself and in your own way.” And at times, Gil had noted that she resented someone trying to step in and offer her a hand. Or maybe it was just him she resented.

         “Is that why you hired Doug to be your campaign manager? To give him more independence?”

         Gil shook his head quickly. “No way. Doug could have had any number of jobs about here. Your mom offered him one at Sweetie’s as a matter of fact.”

         Moira’s lips parted. “She didn’t tell me that.”

         Gil lifted a shoulder. “Well, I snagged him first. He’s a hard worker, and he understands what makes people smile. He’s not afraid to tell me what I’m doing wrong either. And he believes in me more than anyone. He was the best guy for the job. Still is.”

         Something changed about the way Moira was looking at him. He wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but whatever it was, he didn’t think it was a bad thing. After a second, she looked away. “Well, thanks for stopping by. I need to get dinner started.”

         “Dinner for one?” he asked, immediately wanting to kick himself. He was so hopeless.

         “Mm-hmm.”

         “Yeah. Me too. Well, one plus Goldie. Maybe Doug, too, if he doesn’t like what my mom is cooking.”

         She nodded wordlessly, fidgeting with her hands in front of her. He thought she looked nervous and wondered if he was the reason.

         “Well, have a good evening, Moira.”

         “You too,” she said quietly, still looking at him in a way he’d never seen from her before. Her cheeks were flushed too.

         Turning, he headed down her porch steps, hearing the door close behind him. Whatever had softened in Moira’s eyes would return to disdain once she found out how the town council had voted today. It was nine against three, and mayor or not, he couldn’t overrule the majority.

         Gil got into his truck and drove home. When he unlocked and opened the door, he came face-to-face with Goldie, who seemed to be giving him the stink eye. He was getting home later than usual, but it couldn’t be helped. I’ll make it up to you, girl. Goldie was good-natured and upset for only a moment. Then she broke into happy tail wagging and charged forward to greet him, stopping short to sniff around his legs.

         “You remember Moira, right?” he asked, feeling like he’d cheated on his dog somehow. “Don’t worry, Goldie. You’re the only girl I love.” After a full minute of petting his dog, he headed into the kitchen for a glass of water, his thoughts retracing today’s three run-ins with Moira. Even though she’d seemed to let her guard down around him on the last visit, he wouldn’t be winning any votes from her this coming election. Not after she got the news about her mother’s business being evicted from Hannigan Street.

         His stomach clenched. He’d never been one for popularity contests, which is what running for office felt like. He wanted a second term though. He thought he’d done a lot of good for the town since he’d been elected to office, and there was still more he wanted to do. It was time to start making a concerted effort to secure votes for reelection this fall.

         The doorbell rang, and Goldie took off in that direction. Gil set his glass of water down and walked over to open the door.

         “Hi, Gilly.” Doug was wearing his usual ball cap that read VOTE GIL RYAN FOR MAYOR in large block font.

         “Hey, buddy.” Gil looked down at Doug’s foot. “How’s the ankle feeling?”

         “All better. Mom wrapped it and gave me some ibuprofen.”

         “Ah. I should have thought of that.”

         Doug shrugged. “You’re not as smart as Mom is,” he teased.

         Gil shook his head and chuckled. “True enough. Do you think the water will be good for a boat ride tonight?”

         “The lake is calm,” Doug said with a nod.

         “What do you say? Want to come out with me? An evening ride sounds like just what the doctor ordered.”

         Doug adjusted his hat. “Sure. We need to discuss how to make other people like you.”

         Gil grabbed his own ball cap from the hook by the door and put it on. “I suppose we can do that on the boat. You think there are folks out there who don’t like me?”

         “I made a list,” Doug said without cracking a smile.

         Gil matched Doug’s slower pace, guessing his ankle was still achy from his earlier fall. They headed toward the dock where Gil kept his pontoon boat. He also had a sailboat stored in a building off to the side of his house. While his friend Jake loved his small planes, Gil was a boat guy. “A list of people who don’t like me, huh? Is it long?”

         Doug blew out a dramatic breath. “Let’s just say we have our work cut out for us.”

         Gil hoped his brother was teasing him. If he had to guess who was at the top of that list, though—especially after tomorrow—it would be Moira Green.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sheriff Ronnie never called. Moira hoped that meant her job wasn’t on the line. She’d left her post for a good reason. Then again, an argument could be made that there was never a good reason to leave the dispatch when you were one of the few people responsible for responding to emergencies. Each eight-hour shift had two operators, with ten dispatch operators employed in total. That made for a small department that held a great responsibility for the town.

         After changing into a pair of cotton pajama pants and a lightweight tank, Moira climbed into bed, begrudging the fact that Gil was still lingering in her thoughts. He was perhaps the nicest guy she knew, and all three times she’d seen him today, she’d treated him like the enemy. There was no excuse for being anything less than friendly, but she couldn’t seem to help herself when he was around. Tomorrow, she’d apologize for acting rudely. Until then, she’d marinate in her guilt and try to get some much-needed sleep.

         Moira burrowed under her covers and reached up to turn off her bedside lamp. Then she forced her eyes closed. It seemed like she’d just shut them when her phone’s alarm clock started chirping on the table beside her. Moira squinted at the light splintering through her bedroom window. Morning already? She felt like she had a hangover as she sat up and draped her legs off the edge of her mattress, pulling a deep breath into her lungs. Then she yawned and stretched her arms overhead, feeling her muscles pull taut over her joints. Her shift didn’t begin until nine a.m. Before that time, she wanted to get to Sweetie’s, grab some coffee and a bite with Tess, and hopefully run into Gil.

         When had she ever thought that?

         Moira stood and walked into the adjoining bathroom to freshen up and get dressed. Working from home meant that she could wear whatever she wanted. Today that was jeans with a stylish rip in one knee and a soft lavender tee.

         Moira combed her hair, brushed her teeth, and grabbed her keys on the way out of her house. Sweetie’s was only a couple of miles away. Moira crossed the distance in the span of one song on the radio. She had to park all the way at the end of the street and walk to her destination, which was fine when the weather was nice. When it wasn’t, she either got drenched or stayed home and settled for subpar coffee.

         She pulled her keys from the ignition and got out, spotting Gil’s truck nearby. Nerves bound her chest. The history between her and Gil was complicated. He wasn’t like his former roommate. It hadn’t been Gil who’d slipped a drug in Moira’s drink when she was twenty-one with the intention of doing who knows what.

         On the contrary, Gil had been the one to stop his friend from following through on his sordid plans. Because of Gil, Moira had been spared what might have been the most traumatic night of her life.

         Moira’s thoughts bounced around as she walked. The whole night was a big blur. All she really remembered was waking up at home and finding Gil in her kitchen. He’d explained that he’d driven her home. He told her that she was so intoxicated that he didn’t feel right about leaving her alone, so he’d stayed and slept on the couch. Moira had gone through that day confused about why she’d been so drunk after having only half a beer. She hadn’t wanted to believe Felix would have slipped something in her drink, but as the day went on and her brain tried to make sense of the night before, that was the only explanation.

         A little bell tinkled above Moira’s head as she entered Sweetie’s Bakeshop. She waited for her mom’s greeting, but it didn’t come. Her mom wasn’t even behind the counter.

         “Oh, Moira. There’s the hero of the hour!” someone said, gaining Moira’s attention.

         Moira turned toward Reva Dawson, her guard immediately rising. Friendly or not, Reva was the town’s biggest gossip, and Moira didn’t want to draw any attention to herself. “Hi, Reva. What exactly do you mean by hero?”

         “You didn’t read my blog post this morning, did you?” Reva tsked. “That’s okay. As you know, I have eyes and ears all over town. I heard about what you did for Doug.”

         Moira felt the blood drain from her face. “Oh? What exactly did you hear?”

         “That you saved the day. The local authorities were too caught up in that multiple vehicle accident, so hearsay is that you took it upon yourself to crawl through Mayor Gil’s doggie door and help Doug in his moment of crisis yourself. Bravo, Moira.”

         Moira’s lips parted. She couldn’t decide which part of this realization horrified her the most. “You didn’t put that on your blog, did you?” Please say no.

         “Of course I did,” Reva said, a proud gleam in her eye. “It’s bullet point number one.”

         Reva’s blog consisted of bullet points to offer the most recent gossip in an easy-to-read-and-pass-along format. “You beat out the three-car pileup news.”

         “Lucky me. But, Reva, can you please take what I did for Doug down? I wasn’t supposed to leave the dispatch. I could get in trouble for that.” Sheriff Ronnie was a reasonable guy, and Moira thought he liked her, but he was a stickler for rules. Staying on the dispatch during your shift was a biggie.

         “Heavens no. Why would I take that down? You’re a local hero around here, dear. The blog has already had nine hundred hits, and it isn’t even eight a.m.” The gossiper was practically glowing.

         Moira was about to argue some more, when someone cleared his throat behind her. A sense of dread knotted her stomach before she even turned to face him. “Sheriff Ronnie. Good morning.”

         The sheriff wasn’t smiling. Moira guessed he was one of the nine hundred visitors to Reva’s blog. “Can you come by the department after your shift today?”

         Moira swallowed past a tight throat. “Sure, Sheriff,” she practically squeaked. “Will do.”

         Sheriff Ronnie looked past Moira to Reva. He didn’t seem thrilled with her either. He tipped his head in greeting and then turned to leave.

         Moira’s heart was pounding, the sound reverberating in her ears. Reva gave her a sheepish look when Moira met her gaze again.

         “Well, I best be going,” she said. “Say what they will, but you’re still a hero in my eyes,” she added before walking away.

         Moira watched the older woman leave the bakeshop. She felt a lot of things right now, but heroic wasn’t one of them.
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