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            Chapter One

         

         A noise woke Lucy Hannigan. She peered into the darkness of her bedroom, heart thumping beneath her heavy quilt, and waited to hear it again.

         Or hopefully not hear it again.

         Another loud bang had her body shooting upright in bed. It sounded like something had been knocked over outside. Was someone at her back door?

         Lucy grabbed her iPhone on the bedside table and looked at the time. Five a.m. wasn’t the hour for friendly visitors. But if this was just a friendly guest, then whoever was making the ruckus would ring the doorbell. From the back side of the house, someone would need to open Lucy’s fence, which was secured by a lock.

         Lucy eyed her French bulldog, Bella, who was snoring soundly in the corner of the room. “Some guard dog you are,” she whispered, standing on shaky legs, her ears tuned to anything that went bump in the night—er, early morning.

         Lucy had been out late, helping to deliver a baby at Maria Fernandez’s house. Being a midwife, she was used to keeping late hours, but she’d hoped to sleep in this morning. Now she was wide awake with adrenaline pumping through her veins.

         Something scraped against Lucy’s back porch. She stood frozen for a moment. This time, Bella opened her eyes and lifted her head.

         “Bella, bark,” Lucy whisper-shouted. Perhaps the sound of a ferocious canine would frighten the intruder away. “Bark!”

         Lucy had inherited her mom’s old French bulldog along with this excessively large home in The Village, the oldest neighborhood in Somerset Lake, North Carolina. The house had belonged in her family for generations along with half the businesses in town. Along the way, families had grown smaller, businesses had been sold off, and all that was left in the Hannigan family now was Lucy and this pink house.

         “Bella, bark!” she ordered again.

         Instead, Bella lowered her head, closed her eyes, and huffed softly. Once upon a time, Bella had been trained to be a watchdog. Now she could barely hear or see. She could still catch a scent though. That wasn’t helpful at this moment.

         Lucy stepped out of her bedroom. It was the only one downstairs. She did everything on the first floor because Bella couldn’t climb the stairs anymore. For the most part, Lucy just pretended that the second level of the house didn’t exist. This house was big enough for two large families to live comfortably. It felt a bit wasteful to have so much unused space.

         She shuffled quietly down the hall in socked feet, her heart pumping as she clutched her cell phone in her hand.

         What did she really think she was going to do if she ran into a burglar? Invite him in for coffee?

         The noise happened again. Lucy gasped. Then she simultaneously pressed the Power button and the Volume button on her iPhone four times in quick succession—the shortcut to dial 911. The phone immediately began to sound an alarm that punctured the darkness. This time, Bella scurried out of the bedroom with a few loud barks.

         Lucy held the phone to her ear, her hand shaking so hard she could barely keep from dropping it.

         “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a familiar woman’s voice asked.

         “Moira?” Lucy whispered. Moira was one of Lucy’s best friends, and she worked as an emergency services dispatcher in town.

         “Lucy?” Moira asked. “Why are you calling me here? This line is for emergencies only.”

         Lucy leaned against the wall in the hallway, one hand pressed to her chest. Her heartbeat forcefully thumped the pads of her fingers. “This is an emergency. I think someone is breaking into my home. There are noises on the back porch. Can you send a deputy? Or the whole sheriff’s department?”

         Moira asked a few more questions and kept Lucy on the line. She was so professional that Lucy almost forgot that the woman helping was her sarcastic best friend. Minutes felt like hours and then someone rang her front doorbell.

         Bella ran ahead of Lucy, stopping behind the front door and barking in a deep, misleading baritone.

         Lucy followed and went up on her tiptoes to look out the peephole. A Somerset Lake sheriff’s deputy was standing on her porch. She wobbled on her toes until she could also see the man’s face. Black hair, dark eyes.

         “Is that a deputy?” Moira asked, her tone continuing to exude calm professionalism.

         “Yes.” Lucy returned to flat feet. Her heart was racing for a whole other reason now.

         “So you’re safe to disconnect this call?” Moira asked.

         “Yes. Thank you. We’ll have coffee later?” Lucy asked.

         Moira audibly sighed. “These calls are recorded, Luce. Just text my cell.”

         “Right.” Lucy tapped End on her phone’s screen, reached for the doorknob, but hesitated. Of all the deputies at the Somerset Lake Sheriff’s Department, why was Miles Bruno the one who responded to the call?

         The doorbell chimed again.

         This time, Lucy sucked in a breath and turned the knob. She opened the door and peered back at Miles, almost forgetting that she was terrified of whatever was making the noises on her back porch. This man still had a hold over her, even twelve years after he’d broken off their brief engagement.

         “What’s going on?” he asked, his tone just as professional as Moira’s had been.

         Lucy pointed in the opposite direction. “The back porch. There’s a noise.” She hugged her arms around her chest, realizing that she was wearing a too-thin cotton pajama top and pants. It was late November, and the chilly air zipped right past Miles, through her door, and penetrated her clothing.

         Another noise had Lucy whirling in the direction of her kitchen, which led to the back door. “Did you hear that?” she asked breathlessly.

         Without answering, he stepped over the threshold and walked past her.

         What kind of egotistical burglar continued to break in once a sheriff’s car had pulled into the driveway?

         Lucy locked the front door behind Miles, just in case the burglar decided to run around to the other side of the house. She heard Miles open the back door and braced herself for a fight. Good guy versus the bad one. What if the bad guy won? What if he had a weapon?

         I should hide.

         Lucy looked around the living room, which still housed her parents’ furniture. Everything she owned had belonged to her mom. Her father had passed away when she was in college. One morning, he’d had a heart attack in his sleep and never woke up. Lucy had been devastated at the time but losing her mom last year hurt even more.

         Lucy hurried over to the couch and squatted down, sandwiching herself between it and the end table. She’d always been horrible at hide-and-seek as a child. Anyone with two good eyes would find her, especially since her breathing was so shallow that her lungs were making a scraping sound. She momentarily tried to stop breathing but that only resulted in an audible gasp a minute later and more shallow breaths.

         She listened for what felt like an eternity. Then she heard heavy footsteps approaching.

         Please be Miles. Please be Miles.

         She squeezed her eyes shut and then jumped as Miles called her name.

         “Lucy? I’ve dealt with your burglar. It’s safe to come out now.”

         The breath whooshed out of her lungs. The good guy had won. Miles had always been one of the good guys, even when her broken heart had told her he was one of the bad.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As soon as Miles heard the address, he’d known whose house he was en route to. Lucy Hannigan had lived in the pink house on Christmas Lane since she was a kid. And since they were teenagers all tangled up in the thrill of first love.

         Lucy peered up at him from her hiding place behind the couch.

         “There was never a burglar,” he said. “But if there was, that would be an awful hiding spot.”

         Lucy frowned up at him. “Well, I didn’t have a lot of time to find a better one.”

         He chuckled and offered his hand to help her stand.

         She hesitated, and he knew she was just stubborn enough not to take it. Lucy was independent—that’s something he’d always admired about her. All the women in his life had that in common. His mom, his sister, Ava. His aunt Ruth. Not that Lucy was a woman in Miles’s life anymore. She was more of a friend who kept him at an arm’s length. He couldn’t say he blamed her.

         Lucy surprised him by extending her arm and slipping her hand in his, palm to palm. He tugged gently, and she came up fast and close, her green eyes narrowing in. Her soft pink lips puckered and made a small O of surprise. “Thank you,” she said a little breathlessly—probably because she was still calming down from the scare.

         “You’re welcome.” He didn’t release her hand immediately. She didn’t let go either. Instead, they looked at each other for a long moment. Once upon a time, Miles could swear he saw forever in those eyes of hers, reaching across time to old age. He’d been able to imagine Lucy’s red-toned hair turning a soft white and her sitting on a front porch swing still holding his hand somewhere.

         Lucy pulled her hand away and dropped it down by her side. Her gaze flitted past him, a look of uncertainty crossing her expression. “If it wasn’t a burglar,” she said, “what was making all that noise?”

         “An opossum. The little guy had his head stuck in a mason jar on your back porch. Want to see?”

         Lucy looked horrified. She shook her head quickly. “No, that’s okay. The mason jar is for harvesting rainwater,” she explained. “My mom used it to—”

         “Wash her face and hair.” He nodded. “I know.”

         It was a Hannigan family beauty secret. That beauty secret had been common knowledge since Reva Dawson had put it up on her town blog a couple years ago, boasting something about pH levels and minerals and referencing the Hannigan beauty. Miles had seen a lot of rainwater jars out on folks’ back porches since then. The Hannigan name had always been able to sell anything in this town. Even an old wives’ tale.

         “The creature is still in my jar?” Lucy folded her arms in front of her. Either because she was cold—the house was a little drafty—or because she was protecting herself, and not from a burglar this time.

         “Yes. You had a plastic bin on your porch. I contained it inside to make sure it didn’t run off while I talked to you.” Miles grimaced. “I’ll try not to break the jar but I wanted to make sure you won’t be upset if I do.”

         Her arms loosened and dropped by her side. Lucy looked from him to the back door and the critter beyond. “Those jars cost less than a dollar. The thing needs to breathe.”

         “He’s getting enough to stay alive right now.”

         “No. You should free him.” She shook her head. “It’s just a jar. I can get another at the store—really.”

         But Miles suspected the jar held sentimental value. It was her mother’s, just like the house and her dog. He’d been worried about Lucy since her mother passed. He saw something sad when he looked into her eyes. He’d wanted to reach out to her many times over the last twelve months but he’d always hesitated. She had close friends, and he doubted she wanted to hear from him.

         “Go. I don’t want that thing to die on my watch.” Lucy gave his shoulder a little shove, the unexpected touch shooting unexpected warmth through him.

         Miles started walking toward the back door, sending up a little prayer that he could save the opossum, the jar, and Lucy’s heart. He stepped outside with Bella at his heels. She hurried over and sniffed the thing with its head in the jar. When it swung wildly toward her, she took off, running back inside.

         Miles chuckled to himself. “Don’t worry, little guy. I got you. You’re creating quite the commotion this morning, you know,” he told the opossum. It was gray with a white face and bright pink nose. Kind of cute, maybe, but this wasn’t the first opossum Miles had come in contact with. He knew they had teeth like razor blades, and he didn’t really want those teeth to come anywhere near him. The last thing he needed this holiday season was rabies.

         “Okay, you grab the jar. I’ll grab the opossum,” he told Lucy, whose eyes grew wide. “Unless you’d rather touch the critter,” he said, knowing full well she wouldn’t.

         She shook her head quickly, making him chuckle.

         He grabbed the opossum’s backside first. Then Lucy bent and secured the jar. They both straightened and looked at one another. Of all the ways Miles imagined he might get close to Lucy Hannigan again, having an opossum in a rainwater jar between them wasn’t one of them. “On my count,” he said.

         She nodded, her green eyes still locked on his. She stepped away from the jar now, holding it far away from her body as if the creature might escape and launch itself at her.

         They both lowered back to the ground and prepared to pull in opposite directions.

         Miles’s fingers tightened just enough around the creature to keep it still. As soon as its head was free, he was going to let go and let it scurry off this porch. “One. Two. Three.” He pulled the critter. Lucy pulled the jar. The opossum was free with a quick pop of its head. Miles’s fingers flung open, almost tossing the creature in the direction of the steps so that Lucy didn’t freak out. From his peripheral vision, he could see that she was dancing on her feet, freaking out anyway as she watched the scene unfold.

         Miles smiled to himself. It took all of five seconds for the opossum to disappear into the night.

         Miles looked over at Lucy. “You okay?”

         She looked a bit shell-shocked. “Yes. That was certainly an adventure for one night.”

         “Well, it’s kind of already morning.” He tipped his head at the scattering of light rising behind the mountain skyline. The mountains of North Carolina were softer than those on the West Coast. These rolled like a lazy river along the clouds. Any which way you turned in Somerset Lake, the view was the same—all sky and Blue Ridge peaks.

         “I guess it is,” Lucy said. She hugged the mason jar to her body. “And I will be wide awake for the rest of the morning. I was hoping to sleep in.”

         “Late night?” he asked.

         “Nine hours of labor and delivery,” Lucy confirmed. “But at the end of it, there was a healthy baby and two very exhausted and happy parents.”

         “A tired midwife too,” Miles added.

         “Yes.” Lucy broke into a yawn. “But after all this excitement, there’s no hope of going back to bed now.”

         Miles couldn’t take his eyes off her as she fidgeted with the strings of her pajama pants and patted down her long auburn hair. “The bright side is you can enjoy your coffee while watching the sunrise.”

         Lucy noticeably stiffened. No, he hadn’t been referring to the time they’d done that when they were eighteen—hers had been decaf because of the baby. Judging by her face, however, that’s exactly what she was thinking about.

         Time to leave.

         Miles walked past Lucy and back inside the house. “I’m still on duty,” he said as if to explain his rush. Not that she’d invited him to stay and catch up or enjoy a cup of coffee with her. “Do you mind if I wash my hands at your sink?”

         “Of course. After rescuing me from my burglar, that’s the least I can do,” she said, following him inside the kitchen.

         “You didn’t need rescuing,” he called behind him. “Although, I guess you would still be crouched between the wall and the couch right now if not for me,” he teased. He turned on the faucet and pumped some soap from the dispenser into his palm.

         After getting cleaned up, he headed toward the front of the house. He opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. “See you later, Lucy,” he called over his shoulder.

         “Goodbye. And Miles?”

         He stopped walking and turned back. “Yeah?”

         “Thank you.”

         “Just doing my job. And I’m glad I was the one who got the call. It’s good to see you, Luce. Have a good day.” He headed down the steps and made quick strides to his cruiser.

         Once he was inside his car, he blew out a breath and flicked his gaze to Lucy, who was still standing in her open doorway. After a second, she turned back and closed the door behind her. Miles reversed out of her driveway to finish his shift. After that, he’d be going straight to the Youth Center, where he volunteered regularly.

         With Thanksgiving coming next Thursday, the kids at the center were finishing up charity meal baskets. Once upon a time, Miles’s family had been the one in need. These days, the Bruno family was doing all right, even if they’d never lived in a fancy mansion-size house like Lucy’s in The Village. Miles had a good job with a stable income. Next on his list was to purchase a house of his own. Maybe after that, he’d finally be ready to settle down.

         The problem was that he’d ruined any chances with the only person he’d ever been interested in spending his life with. It was kind of hard to take back telling your ex-fiancée that the reason you’d proposed was because you’d felt obligated.

         Ouch.

         But telling Lucy the truth would sting a whole lot more—which was why he never would.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Lucy stepped into Sweetie’s Bake Shop later that morning, dragging her feet and in desperate need of a double espresso. She’d just left a client’s home and really wanted something stiffer than her usual French roast brew.

         The mother-to-be that Lucy had just visited didn’t respect Lucy’s time. The TV in her living room had been blaring, and the future mom was doing laundry in between Lucy’s midwifery services, making what should have been a thirty-minute house call last well over an hour. This was one of those times, rare as they were, when Lucy missed being an obstetric nurse in a hospital setting.

         “Hey, sweetie.” The café’s owner, Darla, waved from behind the counter. Never one to mince words, she said, “You look rough. Are you meeting my daughter here this morning?”

         “Yes. Moira said she’d stop by after her shift.” The shift where Moira had answered Lucy’s 911 call. How embarrassing. Lucy was never going to live this down with her best friend. “Can I get a double espresso please?”

         “Of course, you can. And I’ll go ahead and make Moira’s coffee too.”

         Lucy had no doubt that Darla knew exactly how her daughter drank her brew. Moira had always been an old soul, drinking black coffee since she was seven and reading the newspaper before she’d ever reached double digits.

         “And what’ll you have to eat?” Darla wanted to know. “How about a Sweetie Pastry?” Instead of naming the bakery after herself, Darla had titled it in honor of the Sweetheart Tree on the edge of Somerset Lake where lovers sometimes carved their initials.

         Lucy looked at the food in the display longingly. Everything looked as good as it tasted. Lucy knew this firsthand because she’d sampled every cookie, pastry, and muffin on the menu. “A pastry sounds delicious but I think today I’ll have a French baguette.”

         “You got it.” Darla took Lucy’s debit card, ran it through the scanner, and handed it back. Then she prepared Lucy’s espresso and slid it across the counter along with the baguette wrapped in a square of parchment paper. “I’ll bring Moira’s breakfast over in just a sec.”

         Lucy thanked her and then found a seat along the wall of the bakery, which was decorated in soft pastel colors. Lucy settled at her table and took a sip of her espresso, looking up when someone called her name.

         “Morning, Lucy,” Mayor Gil Ryan said as he walked toward the counter.

         “Hey, Gil.” Lucy didn’t harass the poor guy by calling him Gilbert the way that the guys in town did, knowing how much he hated that. Lucy thought it was a nice name though. It brought back memories of her teenage years reading Anne of Green Gables and falling hopelessly and helplessly for the character Gilbert Blythe.

         Lucy pulled a piece off her baguette and popped it into her mouth, almost sighing at the cottony texture of the bread that practically dissolved when it hit her tongue. She hoped Gil would get his breakfast and move on quickly before Moira arrived. Moira always got a little frustrated with Gil’s attention. He wasn’t flirty or inappropriate in any way. He was just nice. And he was extra nice to Moira.

         Darla, knowing her daughter and probably thinking the same thing, was quick in giving the good mayor his coffee and Danish. As Gil headed out with his breakfast in hand, he waved to Lucy. “See you later.”

         “Bye, Mayor Gil,” she called back.

         A moment later, Moira strolled in with their friend Tess at her side. Tess owned Lakeside Books and led the book club they attended every Thursday night.

         “Thank goodness Gil is gone,” Moira huffed as she laid her purse on the chair across from Lucy’s. She sat down, and Tess took the seat right next to Lucy.

         “I saw Somerset’s friendly mayor come in and waited around the corner to avoid him,” Moira explained.

         Tess rolled her eyes and shook her head. “And I caught her in the act on my way here.”

         Lucy giggled, nearly choking on another bite of her baguette. “Gil is nice. Handsome.” She ticked off the mayor’s positive qualities on her right hand. “He’s smart. Rich. A genuinely good person. What am I missing?”

         “You’re missing the fact that I’m not romantically interested in him.”

         Darla stepped over with Moira’s coffee, bagel, and a kiss on the cheek for her only daughter, leaving a bright pink lipstick print in her wake. She also placed a coffee and bagel in front of Tess. “Morning, Tess. I’m assuming you want your usual?”

         Tess reached for the drink. “Thank you, Darla.”

         “Of course.” Darla looked at Moira. “How was the night shift?”

         She blew out a breath as her bottom lip poked out. “Awful. I can’t wait for Celia to get back from her honeymoon so I can return to working days.”

         “She’s a newlywed. They should be up all night for entirely different reasons,” Darla said with a snicker.

         Moira reached for her coffee. “Thank you for this, Mom. I need it.” She sipped it gratefully.

         “Of course. Let me know if you three ladies need anything else.” Darla turned and headed back to the counter.

         “So…” Moira said. Judging by the grin on her face, she knew what had happened with Lucy’s burglar. “An opossum, huh? Did he steal anything valuable?”

         “Only my pride.” Lucy rolled her eyes and sipped her espresso. “I’m guessing Moira told you what happened this morning?” she asked Tess.

         Tess nodded. “I never knew you were so jumpy.”

         “The opossum was loud, okay? Very loud. And I live alone in a huge house with a ton of things that someone might want to take. How was I supposed to know it was an animal?”

         Moira cackled and bit into her bagel with a loud crunch. “And Miles was the one who responded,” she said after chewing and swallowing. “How did that go?” She waggled her eyebrows.

         Lucy was beginning to regret asking Moira to meet her here. “He saved the creature and left.”

         Tess looked disappointed. “That’s it? I thought there might be something juicier to that story.” Although a widow, Tess was the romantic of the group. All the books she chose for book club always had a happy ending. She wouldn’t hear of it otherwise. Lucy guessed it was because Tess’s own love story hadn’t ended happily.

         “Like what?” Lucy asked.

         “I don’t know.” Tess shrugged. “Like a brush of the hand or better yet a kiss.”

         Lucy’s mouth dropped even though she wasn’t a bit surprised. “I hate to break it to you two, but Miles and I are friends.”

         “Boring.” Moira took another bite of her bagel, hazel eyes rolling upward.

         “If you want exciting, find a book in Tess’s store,” Lucy muttered.

         After a quiet minute of eating, the conversation moved to other things.

         “So, any leads on renting out your garage apartment?” Tess asked.

         Lucy shook her head. “I’ve had that sign for renting my garage apartment out in the yard forever. Not one person has inquired. I was hoping the extra money would help me pay the last of my mother’s bills.”

         “Bummer,” Moira said. “I’ve heard of inheriting valuables after a loved one passes but never their debt too.”

         In Lucy’s case, the bills were all related to the house. It was so unlike her mom to be irresponsible with finances. For Lucy’s entire life, her mom had been frugal. In her last few years though, her mother had hired several contractors before she’d gotten sick and had failed to pay half of them. Funny, they’d all come collecting when Lucy was still grieving this time last year.

         There was a roofer. A plumber. A painter who’d painted the entire house in a fresh shade of pink. There were so many unpaid bills for Lucy to take care of along with that of her mother’s funeral.

         Lucy had promised herself that she’d wipe them all out by the New Year, which by her calculation was only six weeks away. And for the most part, she had. There was only one outstanding bill left on Lucy’s radar. “I really should sell the house. That would give me plenty of money to pay off the last debt my mom owes. But…” She trailed off for a moment. “Giving up the house feels like I’d be saying goodbye to my mom completely. And there’s Bella. That’s her house.”

         “Bella is a dog,” Moira pointed out, eyes rolling again. “She’d adjust to a change of scenery just fine.”

         There was also the fact that Lucy loved living in the pink house. Even as a little girl, being there felt like having her own, life-size doll house. It had felt magical to her, and in some ways, it still did. Every corner of the house was special in some way, from the abalone shell backsplash of the downstairs sink to the antique oak stair baluster to the expansive upper level. Even the attic felt special with its stained glass windows that streamed in jewel-colored light on stored-away things.

         “It’s too bad no one’s biting on the garage apartment,” Tess said. “The passive income would be great.”

         Lucy leaned back in her chair and folded her arms in front of her. “And a couple months’ rent would take care of the hot tub bill that my mom left me.” She’d never even seen her mom use the hot tub. When Lucy had come home to be a nurse to her ailing mother, she’d just assumed it was paid for. Like everything else. Her mother’s health had gone from bad to worse so quickly that there’d been no time to talk about frivolous things like bills and finances. Lucy’s mom had barely been able to talk at all as the throat cancer metastasized through her body. One month her mom had been bustling with the energy of a dozen five-year-olds. The next, she’d struggled to open her eyes.

         “Just be careful who you do decide to rent to.” Moira popped the last of her breakfast in her mouth and chewed. “Getting a terrible tenant could make your life miserable. They might blare music at all hours, have parties, or have a dog that poops all over your property.”

         Lucy felt her eyebrows raise.

         Moira dabbed her mouth with a crisp white napkin. “Trust me, I’ve heard it all on the dispatch.”

         “I’m sure you have,” Lucy said, sharing a look with Tess.

         “You could ask Reva to spread the word about the rental,” Tess suggested. Reva Dawson ran a blog online about the town. She spread all the news she could get her hands on, which was why everyone in Somerset Lake read it as faithfully as they would any newspaper.

         “That’s not a bad idea,” Lucy said. Geesh. I must really be desperate to consider spreading the word on Reva’s blog. “Now that it’s the holidays, it might be hard to find someone. People don’t usually make big life changes this time of year.”

         Moira looked at her seriously. “It’s a hard time of year for some people. The call center gets more calls than usual.”

         Lucy narrowed her eyes. “I know where this is coming from, and you don’t need to worry about me. I’m fine.”

         “Great.” As if to prove a point, Moira asked, “So what are you doing for Thanksgiving next week then?”

         Lucy hugged her arms around herself even tighter. “Bella and I are, um, planning to stay home for a quiet day of reading. I have a huge stack of books that I’ve been meaning to get to.”

         “As much as I promote reading, doing so while home alone on Thanksgiving isn’t the best idea,” Tess said.

         “Not home alone. I have Bella.” Lucy understood that her argument was weak.

         Moira gave her a serious look. “Just know that my offer for you to come to my family’s home still stands. My mom owns a bakery. There’ll be lots of breaded things.”

         “You can also feel free to join me at my parents’ home,” Tess offered. “I’m the only single person there so bringing an ally would be a good thing.”

         These weren’t Lucy’s first invitations. She knew her friends meant well. But it was somehow sadder to sit around everyone else’s dinner table and pretend to be having a good time—when all you really wanted was to be alone to count your losses, which for Lucy, felt immeasurable in the last year.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Miles had worked all day, starting early at Lucy’s house. Now his shift was over, but instead of going home, he was in the next best place. In his mind, at least.

         He stood at the head of one of three long tables with kids of various ages. The kids were bused from the school to the Youth Center every afternoon, where they completed homework, played games, and worked on projects that taught them team-building skills while also benefiting the community.

         Right now, they were working hard on making Thanksgiving cards to accompany the food baskets that they’d put together for the holiday delivery that always happened the weekend before the big day.

         Miles walked between two of the tables, commenting on the colorful drawings as he passed through. The children on this side of the room were mostly younger, except for Charlie Bates. Charlie was thirteen but he liked to help out with the younger kids.

         “Hey, Charlie. How’re you doing?” Miles stepped over to where the boy was seated.

         Charlie looked up, lifting his lanky shoulders to the ears he hadn’t quite grown into yet. “Just hanging out, Deputy Bruno.”

         “Is your sister here?” Miles asked. Charlie’s sister, Brittney, was fifteen and had the attitude of three teenaged girls.

         “Nah. Mom doesn’t make her ride the bus here anymore. She gets to hang out with her boyfriend,” Charlie said.

         “Boyfriend? Already?” Miles shook his head. “Well, thanks for helping out, bud. It’s appreciated. How’s your mom and dad?”

         Charlie’s eyes dulled. His father had been laid off last month, and from what Miles had heard, they were struggling. Even so, he hadn’t seen the Bates family on the list of homes that would be receiving holiday food baskets this weekend.

         “They’re good,” Charlie said in a less-than-convincing tone of voice.

         “Glad to hear that. Let me know if I can help, okay? Don’t hesitate to ask for anything you need.”

         “Sure.” Charlie wasn’t looking at him anymore. Instead, he was back to drawing bubble letters on a piece of paper for the little girl beside him.

         Miles patted a hand on his shoulder and kept walking. “Keep working on the cards. We need them to be finished by this weekend,” he said as he walked back down the aisle to join the other adult volunteers, one of whom was Jake Fletcher.

         Miles had gone to school with Jake. They hadn’t exactly been friends, but since Jake had moved back to town this past summer, they had gotten closer. Jake worked as a lawyer in Magnolia Falls, and he also helped his fiancée, Trisha Langly, run the Somerset Cottages down on the south side of the lake.

         “How’s Charlie?” Jake asked.

         Miles’s gaze moved to the boy sitting at the table with the younger kids. “He seems to be doing okay, considering.”

         “His dad is having a hard time finding work. I spoke to him the other day,” Jake said.

         Miles couldn’t help thinking about his own childhood and father. “I wish the sheriff’s department was hiring.”

         “Lack of jobs can be a drawback of such a small town. Hopefully something will turn up soon.”

         Hopefully before the family got into dire straits. When Miles was growing up and his own father had lost his job, it had a domino effect that ended with his father walking out on Miles, his sister, and their mother. After that, hard times had gotten even tougher.

         Miles glanced over at Jake. “So, have you and Trisha set a date for the wedding yet?”

         Jake grinned from one ear to the other. “New Year’s.”

         “This coming one?” Miles raised his eyes. “That’s fast.”

         “When you know, you know,” Jake said. “And Trisha and I don’t need anything big or fancy.”

         Miles listened to Jake go into a few details. He and Lucy had decided the same thing when they were briefly engaged. They didn’t need a big church filled to the brim with people. They’d wanted to do things simply. Lucy had said she wanted to get married at dusk in the gazebo in the backyard of the pink house “with fairy lights everywhere.” And she’d wanted to wear a white dress trimmed in lavender ribbon because, at eighteen, that had been her favorite color.

         Miles smiled to himself, wondering for a moment if it still was.

         “I was thinking…” Jake said, pulling Miles from his memories, “maybe you would agree to be one of my groomsmen.”

         Miles felt his jaw drop. “You hated me in high school.”

         “True. But I like you now.”

         Miles chuckled. “I’d love to stand up there with you, buddy.”

         Jake offered his hand for Miles to shake. “Thanks. I would appreciate it.”

         “Well, I’m honored.” Miles smiled back at his friend, even if something inside his chest felt a little achy.

         Miles had seen a lot of his friends settle down in the last couple years. He didn’t buy into the whole biological clock; all he knew was that he liked the idea of spending his life with someone. But not until he was 100 percent certain he could support them. He didn’t want to take any chances that he’d let a family down the way his own father had. That’s why he’d hesitated about dating seriously until this point in his life.

         Miles had the stable job and income now. The last thing on his list of criteria was a house that he owned instead of rented. His dad was always delinquent on rent. Miles’s family had been kicked out of three homes before his dad left their family. It was always his mom’s dream to own a house. A place that no one could take from them. Miles had adopted that goal for himself. He’d been saving money for a down payment, and he was gearing up to make it happen. Not today, but maybe next year.

         For the next couple hours, Miles encouraged, played with, and joked with the youngest members of his community. At six p.m., when the Youth Center closed, Miles headed out to his truck. His cell phone rang as he slid behind the steering wheel. He pulled it out of his pocket and read the caller’s name.

         Tony Blake.

         It was so infrequent that Miles’s landlord ever called that he picked it up and answered right away, worried that maybe the older man was sick or needed help. “Hello, Mr. Blake. How are you?”

         “Good. And yourself?” Mr. Blake asked.

         “I can’t complain. I have all my needs met, including a roof over my head.” Miles laughed because it was supposed to be a joke.

         Mr. Blake remained quiet. “About that,” his landlord finally said, clearing his throat, “your lease is up at the end of the month.” That wasn’t news to Miles. For the last several years, he’d re-upped his lease every November after Thanksgiving. “The thing is, I’m downsizing my life, and I’ve decided that I won’t be leasing out that house anymore. I’m going to move into it myself.”

         Miles took a moment to process what Mr. Blake was telling him. “I’m being kicked out?”

         “I’m sorry, Miles. You’ve been a great tenant. But I’m afraid to say, I need you to move out. As soon as possible.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next day, Lucy woke to her alarm clock instead of a frisky opossum with its head in her rainwater jar. She had her coffee first and then showered and dressed for the day. After that, she went to the counter of Sweetie’s Bake Shop for another cup of brew and a bite to eat before sitting alone at a table along the wall and pulling out her laptop.

         She took a huge bite of her bagel as she pulled up Reva Dawson’s blog for the town. Reva liked to use bullet points to list the town’s goings-on. That way you could read it more easily, digesting the gossip in small increments so that you were sure to remember it all and pass it on.

         It wasn’t all gossip, of course. Listed today, for example, was that Lakeside Books was having a sale on children’s titles, Choco-Lovers was having a chocolate tasting on Thanksgiving weekend, and the Youth Center was helping with the Thanksgiving meal baskets that were handed out every year. And…

         Lucy nearly choked on her bite of bagel. It lodged at the back of her throat before she could swallow effectively. She slapped a hand on her breastbone, helping it along, and reached for her coffee to wash it completely down. The coffee was too hot though, and it burned the roof of her mouth. She supposed that was better than choking.

         When she could breathe again, she reread the bullet point with her name.

         
            
	Lucy Hannigan had a break-in on Thursday morning. Deputy Miles Bruno was called to the scene and he handled the little rascal who turned out to be a raccoon.

            



         “It was an opossum!” Lucy practically yelled at her computer screen.

         Darla set a glass of water in front of Lucy. “Here you go, sweetie. Don’t want you to keel over in my bakery. That’s bad for business.”

         “And then it would make a bullet point in Reva’s blog,” Lucy said sarcastically. “Thank you.” She reached for the glass of water and drank half before setting it down. Darla was still standing there.

         “Can I get you something else?” she asked.

         Lucy checked the time on her phone. “I have a client appointment in fifteen minutes.” Lucy looked at Darla. “Can I get another one of these? For my client.”

         “Sure you can.” Darla headed behind the counter, talking behind her. “Pregnant women love baked items. Who is this for?”

         “Mandy Elks.”

         Darla glanced back, her mouth forming an exaggerated O. “She’s ready to pop any day, isn’t she?”

         “Not soon enough,” Lucy muttered under her breath. Mandy was sweet but pregnancy had made her a bit demanding. She was high-maintenance, which meant that Lucy was making daily house visits to check on her now. And to bring her breakfast.

         Lucy paid Darla for the extra bagel, grabbed the bag, and headed out. Ten minutes later, she pulled into the driveway of Mandy Elks’s house. After doting on Mandy just enough to maintain a pleasant relationship, she headed back to her car. Then she headed home for a small break. She noticed that the FOR RENT sign in the front yard had fallen—again. She walked over, picked it up, and drove it back into the ground, using the force of all her weight.

         As she was struggling to get the stake deeper into the dirt, she was vaguely aware of a vehicle approaching, slowing, and stopping.

         Lucy turned toward the deputy cruiser now parked on her curb. She straightened at the sight of Miles getting out, her heart betraying her with an extra beat or two. She supposed Miles would always have that effect on her. “Everything okay?” she asked.

         “That’s my line.” He stepped toward her, all tall, dark, and handsome.

         “I came by to check on you after yesterday’s scare.”

         Lucy straightened. “I’m fine. Just a little embarrassed, that’s all.”

         “I also came to ask about that sign in your yard. I saw it when I was here.”

         “Yeah. I’m trying to rent out the garage apartment,” she said. “I’ve had this sign up for a while but no one is biting.”

         “Mind if I ask how much the rent is?” Miles asked.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Lucy straightened as the implications of that question circulated in her mind. “Why do you want to know how much I’m charging?”

         Miles shrugged. “Well, it appears that I’m about to be homeless. At least temporarily. Mr. Blake is downsizing and wants to move back into the house that I’ve been living in for the last seven years.”

         “When?” Lucy asked, trying not to notice how Miles’s uniform hugged his shoulders and biceps just right.

         “He wants to move in on Thanksgiving weekend.”

         Lucy gasped. “That’s not even a two-week notice. Can he do that?”

         “I guess I could fight it but it sounds like Mr. Blake needs the place more than me. He’s had two knee operations this year, and he can’t climb stairs anymore.” Miles shoved his hands in his pockets. “I can get my stuff out and store it temporarily at my mom’s place. I guess she’d let me stay on her couch for a while.” His gaze dropped to the sign.

         Lucy really wished he didn’t know about her garage apartment. She didn’t want him living so close by. That would be awkward, right? An ex-fiancé living on the same property? “I haven’t decided how much to charge yet,” she said. “I think there might be vacancies at the Somerset Cottages. Trisha fixed them up over the summer. That would be a nice place to live.”

         “They’re all full,” Miles said. “I called as soon as I got off the phone with Mr. Blake.” He looked at her for a long moment. Then he pulled his hands from his pockets and presented open palms. “I just need a temporary place while I look for something else. I’m thinking it might be time for me to buy a small house of my own. I’ve been saving money with that in mind.”

         “Wow. Buying a house is a big decision.”

         “It is. I was going to start my search in the new year but I guess my timeline has sped up…I’m a great tenant. Mr. Blake can vouch for me.”

         This is so awkward.

         “It would be handy to have a deputy sheriff living on your property. In case of break-ins,” he said in a teasing tone.

         “That’s true. It’s just…” Lucy trailed off.

         Miles narrowed his dark brown eyes as his expression turned serious. “Because we used to date? Because we were engaged?”

         “That was a long time ago,” Lucy said, maybe a little too quickly.

         “Right,” Miles agreed. “And we’re friends now. So it shouldn’t be weird at all.”

         “Right.” She didn’t have this tightly coiled tension in her chest with anyone else though.

         Miles held up his hands. “But we’ll still be friends if you tell me no. I promise.”

         “Can I think about it?” Lucy asked. “I mean, I haven’t even decided how much I want to charge or if I’m really even doing this.”

         They both knew that was a lie. The sign had been out for a month.

         “Sure. Think about it. And in the meantime, I’ll keep looking for a place to avoid sleeping on my mom’s couch. I love my mother but she loves to get into my business a little too much, always asking who I’m dating, why I’m not dating so-and-so, and when I’m going to settle down with a nice woman.”

         Just that little bit of information was enough to make Lucy feel awkward. Seeing Miles all the time would definitely be weird.

         Miles’s radio buzzed to life at his hip.

         “Shoplifting at Hannigan’s Market.”

         He took a few retreating steps toward his vehicle at the end of her driveway. “I need to go. I’ll talk to you later?”

         “Yeah.” Later. And hopefully by then she’d have a different renter in place and a reason to tell Miles he couldn’t live here.

         He paused before getting into his car. “Hey, Luce?”

         “Hmm?”

         “You know my mother makes enough food at Thanksgiving to feed the entire lake. She insists that I invite friends. I’ve already invited the other volunteers at the Youth Center. Jake Fletcher is bringing Trisha. Reese Whitaker said maybe. What do you say? Want to join us on Thursday at two o’clock?”

         Lucy hesitated. “Um.”

         “Do you already have plans? Because Thanksgiving Day is not the time to stay home alone.”

         Lucy wondered if he’d been talking to Moira or Tess. Or maybe Reva had broadcast in her blog that Lucy was orphaned this year.

         
	Someone please adopt lonely Lucy Hannigan for the holidays.

         

Miles opened his car door and stood behind it. “Mom has this challenge,” he continued before she could argue with him. “Whoever invites the most people to Thanksgiving dinner gets an entire pumpkin pie to bring home.”

         Lucy laughed softly. “I remember that challenge.”

         “And agreeing to dinner doesn’t mean agreeing to renting the apartment to me. It’s two separate things.”

         “Thanks for the invitation, Miles. The truth is, I actually already have plans.”

         His eyebrows drew up on his forehead. “Oh. Okay.”

         That was two small fibs she’d told Miles this visit. She was definitely not landing herself on Santa’s good list this year. Once Miles was gone though, she’d go inside her house and make plans. Then what she’d just told Miles would be true.

         His radio buzzed again.

         “You better go,” she said.

         Miles glanced at his radio. “Yeah, shoplifting in Somerset Lake is a rarity.”

         “Thank goodness for that. I’ll let you know about the apartment,” she promised—already knowing her answer would be no.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Miles flipped on the sirens of his car, which he rarely ever did, and sped to the scene. Shoplifting wasn’t necessarily an emergency and he suspected it was more of a misunderstanding than anything. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d truly caught someone stealing.

         Within minutes, he pulled up to the curb in front of Hannigan’s Market and cut the engine. He quickly got out and strode inside to meet the manager, Sandy Dunkin. She was sitting at a little counter along the store wall, separate from the cash registers.

         Miles’s heart sank when he saw who was sitting alongside her.

         “Hey, Sandy.” He stepped up to the counter and glanced over at Charlie Bates, the thirteen-year-old boy who helped the younger kids at the Youth Center. What had Charlie done? Now Miles was even more sure that this whole incident was a misunderstanding.

         “Thank you for coming, Deputy Bruno.” Sandy’s expression was regretful as she glanced over at the teenager. “Charlie here had some store items in his pockets as he tried to head out. I caught him last week and had a talk with him already. I told him, if I caught him again, I’d have to call the law. He promised he wouldn’t lift again, but…” She trailed off. “So, this time I called you. I had to keep my word.”

         Miles folded his arms in front of him. “Keeping your word is important. Hey, Charlie,” he said, addressing the boy whose chin was tipped down, nearly touching his chest.

         Charlie mumbled something that Miles thought might be a hello.

         “I’ll give him a ride to the station, and then I’ll have him call his parents,” Miles told Sandy.

         Now Charlie’s face whipped up to meet Miles’s eyes. “No! You can’t do that!”

         Miles faced the boy. “Why not?”

         Charlie looked at Sandy and back at him. Miles took the hint. They needed to talk privately.

         “I’ll take him from here, Sandy. Thanks for calling,” Miles said.

         “Thanks for getting here so quickly. I’m sorry, Charlie,” Sandy said regretfully. “You left me no choice.”

         “Let’s keep this just between us, can we?” Miles asked Sandy as an afterthought. Sandy wasn’t one to gossip but sometimes word got out to the folks who were. Gossip wouldn’t help Charlie or his family.

         Sandy nodded solemnly. “I won’t say a word.”

         “Thanks.” Miles walked alongside Charlie out of the store and to his cruiser. The chilly late November air made him fold into his coat deeper as they walked. They didn’t talk until they were both seated inside the warmth of his vehicle. “All right, Charlie. What’s going on?”

         Charlie’s chin was resting on his chest again. “Please don’t call my parents,” Charlie pleaded.

         Miles thought that maybe he heard tears in the boy’s voice. “Give me one good reason.”

         “Because…because my mom lost her job a couple days ago too. My dad was supposed to be looking for work but the truth is he took off last week. My mom said he’ll be back and we’ll be okay, if we can just get through this rough patch.”

         “Rough patch,” Miles repeated. That was an understatement.

         “If I cause trouble for my family, I’ll just make things worse.”

         “Then why were you shoplifting?” Miles asked. He still hadn’t started his car yet.

         “Because we don’t have snacks. My sister and I just get peanut butter sandwiches and ramen noodles right now. I wanted to get something else, just so Brittney would stop frowning so hard. I was going to pay for it later, I promise.”

         The story felt so similar to Miles’s own. His family had struggled, and his dad had finally broken under the pressure and left. Miles had been older than Charlie at the time though. He’d been able to get a job, at least. “Stealing is a crime.”

         Charlie was pale. “Yes, sir.”

         Miles suspected the poor kid was envisioning himself going to jail from now until next January. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll buy your family a little bit of food right now. But you have to do something for me.”

         Charlie’s eyes widened as he looked over. “What?”

         “I haven’t figured that out just yet,” Miles said. “No more stealing though. If that happens again, I will call your mom.”

         Charlie’s gaze slid over to meet Miles’s. “Yes, sir.”

         “Okay.” Miles pushed the car door back open. “Let’s go inside the market and get some snacks and maybe a box of mac and cheese for you and your family tonight. Then I’ll drive you home.”

         “What’ll you tell my mom? She’ll wonder why you’re buying us food.”

         “I’ll tell her that you and I have struck a deal. I’m delivering food baskets this weekend. Think your mom will be okay with you helping? I can pick you up.”

         “Yeah. She won’t mind.”

         “Good.”

         They went back inside the store, Miles waved at Sandy, and they perused the aisles, putting several items in a cart before checking out and leaving the store with a couple of bags of groceries. Then Miles drove Charlie home and walked him to the door.

         “What’s all this?” Mrs. Bates asked with a surprised smile.

         “Well, I asked Charlie to help me with a few things. I hope that’s okay. In exchange, he wanted to buy food. This is a good kid you got here.”

         The mother turned to her son. “That’s very generous, Charlie.”

         “It is,” Miles agreed, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I was wondering if you could spare Charlie tomorrow to help me deliver food baskets in the community.”

         Mrs. Bates looked between Miles and her son. “Well, he’s babysitting a friend’s six-year-old at one thirty. But he can help you in the morning, I suppose. This is a lot of groceries just for a few hours of work though.” She gestured for Miles to follow her inside.

         Miles walked through the living room and into the kitchen, where he laid the bags on the table. “I’ve been needing help here and there. I’m sure I’ll find something else for Charlie to help me with.”

         Mrs. Bates nodded again. “Of course I can spare Charlie if you need him.”

         Miles turned to leave.

         Charlie followed him to the door. “Thanks, Deputy Bruno,” the boy said a bit shyly.

         “You’re welcome. You might regret this arrangement though, kid. I’m gonna make you work for it.”

         “I don’t mind,” Charlie said, a small smile touching the corners of his mouth. “I just want to help my family until my dad gets back.”

         “All right. I’ll see you at the Youth Center at nine o’clock tomorrow morning, Charlie.” Miles turned and headed back to his cruiser. When he got inside, he checked his cell phone before pulling back onto the road. He still hadn’t heard from Lucy about that garage apartment. If she didn’t call back, it looked like he might be sleeping on his mom’s couch for Thanksgiving and maybe Christmas too. How was that for motivation to go ahead and make his dream of being a homeowner come true?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ashley Herring should have been a movie star. She was a high-maintenance diva misplaced in a small-town void of all the extravagancies she seemed to think she was due. Lucy kind of felt bad for Ashley’s husband, Allen, who was doting on his pregnant wife the best he could, and yet he seemed to keep falling short of Ashley’s expectations.

         “You want me to take a birthing class?” Ashley asked Lucy as if the idea was a foreign concept.

         “Like Lamaze?” Allen asked.

         “Kind of,” Lucy said. “I teach the expectant mother’s class over at The Village’s community building on Tuesday nights. It’s more than just breathing lessons. It’s how to eat healthy for the baby and what to expect during the various stages of pregnancy. It’s so important that an expectant mother take good care of herself. The father too.”

         “Can’t you just teach me that stuff during our appointments?”

         Lucy maintained her smile, despite her fraying patience. “This is more in-depth. The information I provide at the community building is on top of what I’m already teaching you during our home visits. You don’t have to come, of course. I’m just letting you know that it’s an option.”

         Allen put his hand on Ashley’s shoulders. “It’ll be fun. Kind of like a date night.”

         Ashley’s face scrunched up. “Date night is a nice dinner over candlelight. It’s not commiserating with other swollen-ankled moms-to-be over acid reflux and Braxton Hicks pains.”

         Lucy’s smile wobbled just a touch. “That’s not what this is. Allen, you are free to come on your own if you’d like. It’s good for husbands to be involved in everything going on during this special time.”

         “Well, he’s not going without me,” Ashley whined, her hands flattened over the mound of her belly, roughly the size of a basketball. Was Ashley like this before she’d gotten pregnant? Lucy wasn’t sure because they’d only been acquaintances before Ashley had become her client.
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