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Chapter 1




Katie closed her laptop with a groan. She couldn’t even finish her research paper for history class. How on earth was she supposed to write college application essays? Not that she wanted to. She didn't even want to apply. But, of course, not applying wasn’t an option, either. Her grandfather would never let her hear the end of it. 

With a sigh Katie pushed away her laptop and took out her phone. She shot off a quick text to her best friend Dani to commiserate, then stood up in search of a snack. Actually, she thought as she glanced out the window, with all of her pent-up energy, maybe she should go for a run. Running always helped clear her mind. And on such a beautiful fall day, how could she not prefer to get some fresh air? Her paper could wait.

Ten minutes later Katie was tying up her sneakers. She tucked her cell phone and key into the pockets of her leggings and headed out the door. After a few warm-up stretches she headed down the driveway and toward the center of Pine Valley.

Katie’s family lived a couple of miles from the center of town. It was a small town, and no one could really live very far from the center. It was a bit of a wheel, with houses radiating out, growing increasingly sparse as they began to intersperse with the forests that surrounded the town. Usually Katie headed for the outskirts, choosing to run on the trails that wound their way through the trees. But today she needed distractions.

The town was a hubbub of activity, as it often was this time of day. Schools were out, people were starting to leave work, and many people were fitting in errands before heading home to have dinner and wind down for the night. Pine Valley wasn’t known for its bustling nightlife. This small-town rush hour was about it.

Katie waved to several friends and neighbors. She enjoyed knowing just about everyone in town, even if it did make life difficult sometimes. She couldn’t imagine moving to a big city. Just thinking about going away to college was intimidating enough. If she was honest with herself, that was one of the reasons she was so reluctant to finish her applications. But never mind. She was here to get her mind off of it, not dwell on it.

Deciding that she really could use something to eat, Katie took a lap around the center, then made her way toward the diner. Her grandfather would be working, and he would make her something delicious. As she pushed the door open, a bell jingled, and she was greeted by Jordan, one of the diner’s staff members, who was pouring coffee for a customer.

“Hey, Katie,” he called, lifting his free hand in a wave. Jordan was just a couple of years older than she was. He had come to Pine Valley about a year ago, and from what Katie could ascertain, his life hadn’t been easy before that. Maggie, who owned the diner with Katie’s grandfather Richard, had taken him under her wing and turned his life around. See? Katie couldn’t help but think. That’s the beauty of a small town.

Upon hearing Jordan’s call, Katie’s grandfather, Richard, stepped out from the kitchen, a smile on his face. “Hello, Katie girl. Wasn’t expecting you today. Don’t you have a paper to write?”

Katie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’ve got time. It isn’t due for a week.”

“Alright, then.”

Katie approached him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I just went for a run, and now I’m starving. What have you got for me today?”

Richard was a great chef, even if he didn’t push himself beyond comfort food. Today his special was open-faced turkey sandwiches, and Katie knew that the turkey would be perfectly seasoned, not dry, with a rich gravy. Her mouth watered in anticipation.

When Richard returned to the kitchen, Jordan approached and poured her a glass of water. “So,” he began. “Richard tells me you’ve started applying to colleges.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Katie mumbled. Why was that all anyone wanted to talk about?

“Where you thinking of going?”

Katie shrugged. “Haven’t decided yet. To be honest, I’d rather not talk about it.”

Jordan held up both hands in a mock surrender. “Hey, no problem. Just making small talk. I didn’t even apply to college, so you’ll get no argument from me.” He flashed her a grin.

“Thanks.” Katie smiled back. She liked Jordan. He was sweet and a hard worker. But they didn’t seem to have much in common. She wasn’t sure what to say now that she had nixed the most popular topic of conversation. “Nice weather out today, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, fall is my favorite time of year. I love the foilage. Even if I am surprised there are so many leaves in a place called Pine Valley.”

Katie laughed.

“What?”

“It’s foliage, not foilage.”

“That’s what I said, foilage.”

Katie shook her head, a smile still on her lips. “It’s ok. Don’t worry about it. And, yes, we have more than pines in Pine Valley.”

“Now, snow,” Jordan grinned. “I like that, too, and I know I’m pronouncing that one right.”

Katie laughed again. “Yeah, you got snow right. And I agree with you. I’m a big fan, too.”

They lapsed into companionable silence as Jordan wiped down counters and Katie played with her phone. Dani had responded with a gripe about her own history paper, but Katie knew it was all talk. Dani never had a problem with writing, and she loved history. Katie appreciated the effort though.

After a few minutes scrolling social media, Katie looked up to see her grandfather entering the dining room, a steaming plate held out for her. “Mmm. Thanks, Gramps. It smells great.”

“Thanks, Katie girl. I tweaked the seasoning on the turkey this time around. I hope you like it. It was popular at lunchtime.”

“I’m sure I’ll love it.”

“I was surprised to see you today. I thought you were having dinner with your parents tonight.”

“Nah. They’ve got some meeting at the school for parents of graduating seniors.”

Richard lifted one eyebrow. “And you weren’t supposed to join them?”

Katie shook her head as she chewed a bite of turkey. “Not this time. This one was just for the parents. This tastes great, Gramps.”

Richard smiled. “I’m glad you like it.” He raised his head to greet incoming customers. “I’d better get back to work. I’ll touch base with you before you go.”

He approached a table to chat with friends, and Katie watched him as she ate her dinner. It was good to see him so upbeat and full of life. Working at this diner - going into partnership with Maggie - had been the best decision for him. Before he had seemed somewhat lost, unsure how to fill his days. When she was young, he had helped take care of her. But she didn’t need babysitting now. It was good he had something else to focus on. Katie smiled to herself. Now all he needed was a girlfriend.


      [image: ]Jordan watched Katie as he wiped down counters and refilled drinks. When he had first moved to town, he hadn’t paid her any attention, but when Richard started taking on a more active role at the diner, she had come in more and more. And he couldn’t help it. She was pretty. And nice. And when she smiled, his insides did a little flip. But she was out of his league. She was going places, heading to college in a year and making something of her life. She wouldn’t want anything to do with a poor kid from Bridgeport.

Jordan had to remind himself that he had come a long way. When he had first come to town, he was a drifter, unsure of where he was going or how he was getting there. He was broke, with no family and no hope. He had actually entered the diner to rob it. But Miss Maggie had seen right through that. She turned his life around. She gave him a hot meal and a job, even paying for a week’s stay at a local motel so he would have a place to live until he started getting paid. Now he had a small apartment above a store in town. He was working hard at the diner, learning to cook and help customers. He was trying to put a little money aside. He wasn't just a poor kid anymore.

But he had nothing to offer a girl like Katie. Not yet, anyway.


      [image: ]Alyson sat at a table in the high school media center, skimming a packet of information that had been handed out in preparation for that evening’s meeting. She couldn’t even believe that Katie was old enough to be graduating high school. It seemed like just yesterday Katie was in pigtails, and Alyson was a sullen, depressed young mother. Of course that was before Jonathan had come into their lives. My, how things had changed.

Jonathan was looking at his own copy of the packet. “Why are we here again?”

“To learn about graduation, the college application process, and how to be supportive parents regardless of what our kids decide.”

“And we need to sit here on uncomfortable chairs for an hour for them to tell us that?”

Alyson shot Jonathan a look, and Jonathan flashed her a smile. He was just about to comment when the school principal asked for everyone’s attention.

“Good evening, everyone. I’m sure you’re all anxious to get home, so we will do our best to keep this meeting brief while still giving you the opportunity to ask questions. The packets you received contain general information, important dates, and contact information for the support staff here at the school should you run into any questions or concerns down the line. But we wanted to make sure you had a chance to meet everyone and ask any pressing questions. I know this will be a nerve-wracking year for many of you.” She smiled reassuringly. “Let’s start with our guidance counselor, Ms. Watts.”

An hour later, as Jonathan had predicted, they were putting on jackets and heading out the door. Alyson had known much of the information presented, as she tended to be a worrywart who researched everything, but it had been nice to get a personal perspective. The guidance counselor in particular seemed friendly and supportive, and Alyson was glad Katie had someone to turn to should she be interested.

Truth be told, Alyson worried about Katie. What parent didn’t? But there was something else. Alyson, Jonathan, and Richard had always assumed Katie would go to college, live her life, make her choices. But Katie seemed reluctant to even talk about college. She was quick to change the subject when it came up, expressed no interest in visiting any colleges, and didn’t seem interested in even discussing what she wanted to do after she graduated high school. Alyson hoped that her own traumatic experiences hadn’t affected Katie. She had tried so hard to shield her from that.

Katie had been an unwanted pregnancy, the result of a sexual assault. Alyson had been about to start college herself, eager to begin her education to become a doctor. While volunteering at a local hospital, she had been assaulted by a doctor who worked there. Unwilling to give Katie up, Alyson had to admit that, though she had tried, the first few years of Katie’s life had been less than happy. Alyson had been trapped in depression, unable to move forward in her own life, unable to even consider pursuing her dream. It wasn’t until Jonathan had gotten involved, encouraged Alyson to seek justice and compensation, that Alyson had even felt able to look beyond the present moment.

Alyson owed Jonathan everything. The fact that he loved her - and she loved him - just added to the debt of gratitude she held every day. And surely their lives were happy now. Surely Katie couldn’t remember or be tied down by the unhappiness felt when she was a toddler. Could she? Or maybe Alyson had been wrong to tell her the truth a few years ago when Katie started asking questions. She looked nothing like Jonathan, after all, whose complexion was a deep chocolate as opposed to Katie’s own pale, freckled skin.

Shaking off her worries, Alyson climbed into Jonathan’s car and buckled her seatbelt. Maybe she needed a heart to heart with her daughter. She just hoped Katie would open up to her.








  
  
Chapter 2




Maggie Devin opened the door to her little house and pushed open the door. It still gave her a little rush of pleasure when she did this, though it had been several months since she had bought the house. She had spent so long living in a small apartment at the back of the diner that it was hard to believe she had a space of her own that didn’t smell like french fries and coffee. 

Maggie kicked off her shoes and went into the kitchen to put down the bag of groceries she was carrying. She was also grateful for having this time away from the diner, rather than being chained to it twenty-four hours a day. Taking on a business partner had been the best decision she could have made. She’d been able to take a vacation, try out some new hobbies, and, on evenings like today, just relax a bit and put on a movie. She could finally breathe.

After whipping up a quick dinner as she put away the groceries, Maggie brought her plate to the living room and put on the TV. It was a bit early in the season, it still being October, but Maggie loved her Christmas movies. They were her guilty pleasure, and she put one on now, sighing happily as she settled on the sofa. She loved that there was always a happy ending. There was always hope and joy and kindness. She would ignore the little pangs she got about the romantic bits. She could live vicariously for now.

For now? Where had that thought come from?

Maggie was 62 years old. She had never married, had never really had a boyfriend other than a bit of dating in high school. She didn’t have any children, though she had taken Jordan under her wing and cared for him like a son. Her life had revolved around the diner, and she had accepted that. So where had these sudden thoughts about romance come from?

Must be the movies. Of course they would make her think about love. She enjoyed being on her own, enjoyed the freedom she was just beginning to experience. Of course, that also made her feel like a teenager, embarking on new beginnings, with life wide open in front of her. Possibilities seemed endless now. Did that include dating? She dreaded thinking about entering the dating pool at her age. But maybe she was no longer willing to accept being alone for the rest of her life. Was that so bad?

Her heart was starting to race a bit. She had to calm down. This was ridiculous. Deep breaths, Maggie, she told herself. After a moment she pushed thoughts of dating from her mind and focused on her meal and her movie. Plenty of time to panic about romance later.


      [image: ]Shortly after 11 pm, Richard and Jordan closed the diner and bid each other good night. The diner used to be open 24 hours a day, but one of the changes Richard and Maggie had made when they signed their partnership agreement was to adjust this a bit. Now they were only open around the clock on the weekends. With Maggie living off premises, and both of them getting older, they felt it was a good move. It didn’t make financial sense to pay someone to be there in the wee hours of the morning when they were lucky to see even a couple of paying customers.

It had been an adjustment for Richard to stay up even this late. But he was used to it now, and he found he actually enjoyed seeing the town late at night, when all was dark and quiet. It was peaceful, and over the summer he had been known to spend tranquil minutes walking through town before heading home. Now, though, a chill was in the air, and he longed to be warm in bed. He watched Jordan walk to his apartment, then Richard got into his car and drove the couple of miles home.

When they had moved to Pine Valley ten or so years ago, he and Alyson had been fortunate to find a house with an in-law apartment. Alyson and Jonathan were newlyweds at that point, and Richard didn’t want to impose on them, but Alyson was getting experience to become a physician assistant, and Jonathan was working full time. They needed help with Katie. This arrangement gave Alyson and Jonathan their own space while Richard was able to be independent yet on hand for Katie. Now that Katie was older, he wondered if he should find a place of his own, but moving was such a chore, and no one seemed to mind the situation. He had his own entrance and everything he needed, really. And with Katie likely going off to college, it wasn’t as if Alyson and Jonathan needed more space. They had never had other children, though Richard supposed it could still happen. They were both still young. He couldn't imagine them wanting to start over, though.

It was funny how his thoughts tended to wander late at night. It was as if, when the world was still, he finally had the space to muse. He knew it would take him some time to settle down for the night. He would make a cup of tea, sit in his favorite chair by the window, and watch the wind rustle through the trees. Eventually his mind would find peace, and he would make his way to bed. 

All in all, he had a good life: family he loved nearby, a wonderful community he was an active member of, and now a thriving business. When many of his peers were starting to think of slowing down, possibly retiring, he had found a new lease on life. He had not been looking forward to the long empty days as Katie got older. Now he had purpose once again. Life was good.


      [image: ]Jordan was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. It had been a busy day, and he was tired. But his mind wouldn’t let him rest. Katie hadn’t wanted to talk about college, but other kids had. Some of the local high schoolers would stop by after school to grab a slice of pie or hot chocolate, and more than a couple had been talking about college visits, application deadlines, and programs they were interested in.

That should have been him.

Jordan had graduated high school just a year and a half ago. But even before he graduated, he knew he wouldn’t be going to college. There just wasn’t the money. He was a broke orphan, living off the state. And his foster parents couldn’t care less about helping him find scholarships or anything. Jordan hadn’t had much hope for the future. But now, with a job and a roof over his head that he was paying for, he felt more secure, more in control. He could make his own way. How far could he go?

It had been a long time since Jordan had been asked what he wanted to be when he grew up. His mom had probably been the last one to ask him, before she got sick. What had been his answer, back when he was still allowed to dream? Nothing lofty, like a doctor or a lawyer or anything. What had he wanted?

A teacher. That was it. It wasn’t what he had told his mom. He had said a firefighter or some other manly thing. But inside, when he thought about the future, he wanted to be a teacher.

He had always liked school. And he was good at it. And he knew that school was the way out. It was the way to make something of your life, to not end up working two jobs to put food on the table. If his mom had still been around, he knew he would have ended up going to college. She would have been so proud. Was it too late?

Jordan flopped onto his stomach and closed his eyes. He had to get some sleep. He didn’t have an early morning, but he still tried to get up at a decent hour. He was trying to get some good habits, not sleep his days away. He wanted to go for a hike before work, but that wouldn’t happen if he didn’t fall asleep soon.

He rolled over again onto his back. What would it be like to go back to school? His belly fizzed with excitement. Maybe he should try and find out.








  
  
Chapter 3




Alyson greeted her next patient with a smile. The older woman was a regular and had likely come in as much for a chat as she did for her blood pressure medication. That was both the perk and the downside of working in a small town. 

Alyson was a physician assistant at the medical clinic in Pine Valley. When she had been pursuing her certification, she needed patient experience. The clinic had been one of the few who was willing to take her on. That opportunity, combined with the small-town community, had been what drew them to move to this particular part of the state. After her experience, Alyson had been reluctant to work in a hospital. She had resigned herself to working in her father’s restaurant until Jonathan had reminded her of what she really wanted. She loved helping people, wanted to heal them. And slowly, with time, she had healed herself, too. She may not be doing what she had dreamed of when she was a little girl, but it was pretty darn close, and she was happy.

She was just about to take her lunch break when Monica Branson, the doctor who was the clinic’s chief physician, pulled her aside.

“How’s it going, Alyson?” she greeted.

“It’s going fine. Light day. No issues.” The look on Dr. Branson’s face caused Alyson to pause. “Everything okay, Monica?”

“Oh, yes, everything’s fine,” Dr. Branson assured her, furrowing her brow and waving one hand. “I just wanted to give you a heads up.”

“Okay. What’s up?”

“Well,” Monica sighed. “I’m leaving the clinic. Not yet, but hopefully soon.”

Alyson was surprised. Monica had been the one to open the clinic. This was her pride and joy, and she was beloved in the community. “Wow. Sorry to pry, but why?”

“I’ve been approached by an organization in Rhode Island. They’re looking to open a couple of medical clinics, and they wanted my expertise. They would like me to oversee the designing, opening, and running of the clinics.”

“Wow,” Alyson repeated. “That sounds like an amazing opportunity.”

“It is. But, unfortunately, it puts this place in a bit of a tough spot. I’m going to be putting out feelers to find someone to take over, but until I find someone, I’ll be splitting my time a bit. Not ideal, but it’s either that or close. As much as I would love to just let you carry on, without your being an M.D. I can’t. And I don't see Dr. Nguyen being interested in taking over, since he works here more to help us out than anything. So I need to be around to oversee until we get a replacement. Hopefully I’ll find some good candidates.”

“I hope so. Let me know if I can help in any way.”

“Of course.” Monica turned to go, then turned back and opened her mouth as if to speak.

“Was there something else?”

Monica met Alyson’s gaze. “Alyson, I hope you know how valued you are here. The patients love you, and I know how seriously you take your work. You’re smart, efficient, and caring.”

Alyson blushed. “Thank you. I do my best.”

“I know. And it’s appreciated.” She paused. “I know we’ve discussed this in passing, and I respect your wishes to keep your past private, but I want you to know that I think you would be an amazing doctor. I really wish I could hand this place over to you. You are valued as you are, but I know you are capable of so much more.”

Alyson didn’t know what to say.

“Just think about it. I know it wouldn’t be a fast or easy process, but just think about it.”

Alyson could only nod. Monica briefly placed a hand on her shoulder, then headed back to her office. Alyson paused a moment, then resumed her progress toward the staff breakroom. She had given up her dream of becoming a doctor. She was happy as she was. Wasn’t she?


      [image: ]Maggie placed down a couple of plates and smiled. “Can I get you anything else?” The couple in front of her shook their heads and expressed their gratitude, and Maggie headed back toward the counter. She was feeling good this morning. It was a beautiful fall day. Business was steady but not overwhelming. Customers had been pleasant.

She was gazing out the window contentedly when Richard arrived. He took one look at her and laughed. “You look like the cat who ate the canary. What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing,” Maggie said, breaking from her reverie. She laughed. “Just feeling happy, I suppose. Would you have believed a year ago that I would be in this position?”

“It was certainly a bumpy time. And you were anything but happy then. But I’m glad you’re feeling better now. For what it’s worth, I think you made the right choice. For both of us! I’m not sure where I’d be, either, if you had sold the diner or closed it altogether.”

Maggie met his gaze. “You were a godsend, Richard. Still are.” She patted her apron and cleared her throat. “Now, let me get you up to speed.” They made their way toward the back office, Richard taking off his jacket on the way. “It was a busy morning, but nothing crazy. Steady. The new girl Jessica has been working out well. Lost a couple of eggs, but that happens. Everyone was pleased with their meals, so no worries there. How was last night?”

Richard hung up his jacket on a peg on the wall. “Sounds good. Last night was decent. A little rush around eight, likely due to a football practice that ran late. Jordan and I were able to handle it.”

“That’s good. I think I’m going to grab a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind, and take a little breather.”

“Of course. I’ll cover the front.”

They returned to the dining room. Maggie poured herself a cup of coffee then returned to the office and took a seat. She took a sip of coffee, leaned back, and closed her eyes. It had been a bumpy path. And now here she was, settled and happy.

After a moment one foot started tapping. She stopped it when she noticed. Why was she suddenly feeling antsy? Her thoughts drifted back to her train of thought the night before. In many ways she had been right: she did feel like a teenager, just starting a new life. And that made her want to try things, do things, live. True, she wasn’t as young as she had been, but she hadn’t felt this young in a very long time. How sad that she had had to wait so long to get to this point. Now that she was here, though, she didn’t want to waste it.

When Richard had first joined her in the business, Maggie had taken some time off, done a little traveling, and tried a few new things. But that had just been testing the waters, spreading her wings a bit after being confined for so long. Now she wanted to fly. But where? And how?

Maggie pondered as she sipped her coffee. When she had been considering selling the diner, she had thought about moving away from Pine Valley. She had anticipated more traveling, more wandering. But one of the reasons she hadn’t sold was because she loved Pine Valley. She wanted to be part of this community. And she enjoyed running the diner for the most part. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t experience life beyond her quaint existence. She just needed to figure out what she wanted to experience.

Her thoughts drifted again to the night before. Was she looking for love? Did she want to be in a relationship? Her heart beat a little faster. That would certainly liven things up. She wasn’t opposed to companionship and having someone to do things with. Experiencing life could be a lot more fun if you had someone to share it with. But was that what she was really looking for? Or was there something else? She would have to give it some thought.

Taking one last sip of coffee, Maggie stood up and joined Richard in the dining room. The lunch rush would be here before they knew it, and she wanted to make sure they were ready.


      [image: ]Jordan didn’t end up going for a hike before work. His mind was still on the idea of going to college. He hadn’t been able to afford a computer yet, so he took the opportunity of having a morning off and went to the town library. He planned to do a little research, see if he could get information about colleges nearby or online and find out if there were any scholarships he would be eligible for.

By the time he entered the diner in time for the lunch rush, he had learned about a couple of community colleges that were relatively close by and had found a couple of websites that listed scholarships and grants. It would take time to go through the lists, but he wasn’t in a big rush. He had a lot to figure out, and he didn’t want to waste time and money by jumping into a situation before he was ready. Now that he had the idea, though, he could spend his free time getting more information.

Maggie had been like a second mother to him over the last several months. She had taken him in and set him on a more constructive path. He was grateful for everything she had done, but, more than that, he felt close to her. He didn’t have any family left, and she had been so welcoming he couldn’t help but feel a kinship. He couldn’t wait to tell her about his plans.

He found her in the kitchen, helping to plate some meals, when he arrived. He quickly washed his hands and grabbed a couple of plates from her, then followed her into the dining room to deliver them. She smiled her gratitude. “How are you doing today, Jordan?”

“Doing pretty good. A little tired, though. Didn’t get much sleep.”

“Oh, that’s a shame. Everything alright?”

“Oh, for sure. I actually had an idea I was hoping to run by you.”

“Of course,” she said. They placed their plates in front of their waiting customers, then returned to the front counter. “What’s up?”

“Well,” Jordan began, unsure how to broach the subject. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Miss Maggie. You gave me hope and a future when I didn’t expect either.”

“Oh, no, Jordan, are you moving on?”

“No! Oh, no, Miss Maggie. I was just trying to say how much I appreciate you. And, well, eventually I do hope to move on, but not in the way you’re thinking.” He took a deep breath. Why did he feel nervous? “Truth is, by the time I got to Pine Valley, my life was, well, shit, if you can pardon my language.”

Maggie gave a sad smile and rubbed Jordan's shoulder. “Yes, I know. You had a tough time of things.”

“Yeah. But back before my mom died, I had dreams, you know? I didn’t expect everything to get so bad.”

“I know, sweetie. It wasn’t fair, the cards you were dealt. You’re a good kid who deserved more.”

“So,” Jordan said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking.” He paused again. “A lot of kids have been coming in here, talking about college and moving out and all that. And…” His voice trailed off.

“Jordan, I think that’s an excellent idea. You’re a smart kid, and I know you’re capable of more than this if you want it. You should go to college if that’s what you want.”

Jordan breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. “You think I could do it?”

Maggie gave him a pointed look. “You know you could do it. You wouldn’t have come to me all nervous and excited if you didn’t think you could.”

“Thanks, Miss Maggie.” He grinned. “It will probably be a while, though. I have to figure out how to pay for it first. I thought maybe I would start with a community college and see how far that got me. Those are cheaper, from what I can tell, and I probably have a better chance of getting in, since it’s been a year since I graduated high school and all that.”

“I think you can do anything you set your mind to. If that’s what you think is best, then I support you completely. Let me know how I can help.”

Richard called to Maggie from the kitchen, and Maggie turned to him. “Be right there, Richard.” Then she turned back to Jordan. “I’m glad you shared this with me. We’ll talk again soon, maybe after the lunch rush.” She smiled and patted Jordan on the shoulder, then moved to the kitchen.

Jordan took a deep breath and grinned. It felt real now, now that he had told someone about it. He was going to go to college.


      [image: ]Katie and her friend Dani decided to stop by the diner after school before heading back to Katie’s house to work on their history papers. They needed pie as fortification for the long afternoon of research they had planned.

“Hey, Jordan,” Dani greeted him as they slid onto stools at the counter. She gave him a flirtatious smile. “How’s it going?”

“Not too bad, Dani. How are you?” He grinned back and poured them mugs of hot chocolate, their usual.

“Can’t complain. Little miss grumpy pants here, on the other hand, can’t seem to do anything but complain.”

“I’m not complaining,” Katie protested.

“Your scowl is a complaint,” replied Dani, giving Katie a pointed look.

Katie sighed. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind right now. I’m not complaining.”

“What seems to be the trouble, Katie?” Jordan asked as he dished them up thick slices of apple pie.

“Just this stupid history paper. And a math test next week. And an English paper coming up soon. And all anyone wants to talk about is college and applications and what I want to do with my life.” Katie’s voice escalated as she spoke, and when she paused, she caught Jordan and Dani staring at her with widened eyes. She forced herself to take a deep breath and calm down. “Sorry.”

“Sheesh,” said Dani.

“I just – “ Katie sighed and played with her slice of pie. “I don’t know. Just need to breathe.”

“Breathing is good,” Jordan agreed. “You still have time, right? Nothing needs to be figured out now, does it?”

“The way everyone’s talking, it sounds like I should have figured it out years ago.”

“Well, I know that’s not true,” Jordan said. “Look at me. I had ideas, then life fell apart, and I didn’t think anything would happen. But now I have ideas again. And I’m figuring it out. You’ve got time.”

“And what have you figured out?” Dani asked him, giving Jordan her full attention.

“Well,” Jordan said, suddenly shy. “Not to make Katie feel bad, but I’ve decided I’m going to go to college. I just have to figure out how.”

“Ooh, that’s exciting. What are you going to study?”

Jordan swallowed. “I’m thinking I want to be a teacher,” he said quietly.

Katie looked up. “A teacher? Really?”

Something flashed in Jordan’s eyes. “Yeah. Is there something wrong with that?”

Katie was quick to shake her head. “No, not at all. I’m just surprised is all.”

“What did you think I would want to be?” he asked, an edge to his voice.

Katie cocked her head and looked at Jordan. What did she picture him being? “I don’t know. Maybe a cop? Or a chef?”

Jordan’s shoulders relaxed. “Nah, never wanted to be either of those things.” He met her gaze. “I’d ask you what you want to be, but I don’t want to get my head bit off.” He grinned, then turned to Dani. “How about you, Dani? Any idea what you want to do?”

“I don’t plan on declaring a major for a while. I want to explore my options.”

Jordan nodded. “I get that. Well, I’ll leave you to your pie. Catch you later.”

“Bye, Jordan,” Dani said in a sing-song voice.

“Geesh, could you be any more obvious?” Katie commented after Jordan was out of earshot.

“What?” Dani feigned innocence.

“Bye, Jordan,” Katie mimicked, exaggerating the sing-song and adding a giggle. “Why don’t you just ask him out already?”

Dani sighed. “Because I don’t think he sees me like that. Unfortunately. I’m trying to wear him down.”

“I thought men liked women who played hard to get.”

Dani shrugged. “That didn’t work. So I’m trying a different approach.”

Katie rolled her eyes. “Or you could just find someone who’s interested to start with. I know for a fact you have admirers.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Katie took a bite of pie and looked toward Jordan. Maybe she could do what he had done, take some time off. If she made it sound intentional, maybe that would get people off her back. Then she could take her time figuring things out. If she decided college was what she wanted to do, then she could go later. And if not, then at least she would have some work experience to help her figure out her path. 

Pleased with her idea, Katie took another bite of pie. Dani was talking – had been talking – about the math test they had coming up. After a few moments of Katie’s silence, Dani realized she hadn’t been paying attention. “Earth to Katie.”

Katie looked up at Dani. “Sorry. What?”

“You were miles away. I assume you don’t know if what we learned today will be on the test?”

“No, sorry. No clue.”

Dani rolled her eyes. “You still moping?”

Katie shrugged. She didn’t want to admit that she had been thinking about Jordan, and about how he always made everything better.








  
  
Chapter 4




“Richard, do you have a minute?” 

Richard paused in counting the cash drawer and turned to find Maggie standing in the doorway of the kitchen. Her eyes were sparkling.

“You look…excited. Should I be worried or excited, too?”

“I’m hoping you’ll be excited, too. I’ve just had an idea. A brilliant one, I might add.”

“Uh oh. Now I’m really worried.” But he flashed her a smile. “What’s your idea?”

“Hmm. How to begin.”

The diner was quiet. It was the lull between lunch and dinner. Jordan was wiping down tables at the opposite end of the diner, and another one of their cooks, Dan, was cleaning the kitchen. At the moment Richard and Maggie were the only ones at the counter. Maggie lowered her voice.

“I’m not sure if it’s a secret or not, but Jordan told me earlier that he’s planning on going to college.”

“That’s great. He’s a bright kid. He could go far.”

“I agree. But that got me thinking. We both know he doesn’t have much money, just what he makes here which is not as much as I wish it could be. And a lot of the kids we get working here are trying to save up for college or whatnot.”

“Uh huh…”

“Well, this is where my idea comes in. Well, actually it’s a two-part idea. First business is doing well, and I think we should give everyone raises.”

Richard laughed. “We can take a look at the books and see what we can do. I have no problem with that.”

“Second, what do you think about putting together a bit of a scholarship for our staff? If they work hard and get good grades, we could give them a little something extra. I know it wouldn’t be a lot, but I think we could swing at least a little something.”

Richard looked at Maggie. Over the last year he had gotten to know her pretty well. Her life had become a bit stale, but she had always been hardworking, reliable, and considerate to others. It didn’t surprise him that she was looking for ways to help her young staff members, especially Jordan, whom she had a particular fondness for. Since she had decided to make some changes in her life, however, Maggie had a tendency to get a little overzealous, to want to jump in with both feet. Then she would backtrack and figure things out afterward. He had found he often had to be the voice of reason. It could be a challenge, but they had turned into a good team.

“I think it’s an excellent thought, but we have to make sure it’s feasible before we go announcing anything.”

Maggie sighed dramatically. “Fine.” She smiled. “Good idea, though?”

“Yes, Maggie,” Richard said, laughing. “Good idea. Now let’s see if we can make it a reality. I’ll look over the books tonight when it’s quiet. We can touch base again tomorrow.”

“Sounds good. Do you want a break before I head out?”

Richard headed to the kitchen to make himself a burger. Dan was texting on his phone, but he quickly hid the phone when Richard came in. Richard held up one hand and shook his head. “Don’t you worry about it. It’s quiet and you’ve obviously been working hard. The kitchen looks great. You deserve down time, too.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“Why don’t you have a seat, relax a bit before things pick up again? I can cover the kitchen if anyone comes in.”

Dan took off his apron and went to the small table and chairs they had set up in a far corner of the kitchen. It was a place for staff to sit and grab a bite to eat, though Richard rarely saw anyone sitting at it. While he appreciated his employees’ work ethic, he wanted to make sure they realized they could relax once in a while, too. Perhaps when they announced the raises they could remind everyone of work-life balance.

Richard chuckled to himself. He hadn’t even looked at the books yet, and already he was getting drawn into Maggie’s idea. But they did deserve it. They were good kids. And if he was in a position to help them, shouldn’t he?

He prepped his burger, then opted to eat it standing up, looking out the opening between the kitchen and dining room. He didn’t want to make Dan uncomfortable by sitting with him, and the view was better here, anyway, looking out the plate glass windows at the fall foliage. He loved this time of year. And fall in Pine Valley? There wasn’t anything better.

A couple came in, and Richard made their meals, insisting Dan take a few more minutes. Richard didn’t get as much kitchen time as he used to in his own restaurant, and sometimes he missed it. Filling in helped keep his skills sharp, too. He was responsible for the daily specials menu, and he wanted to make sure he knew what he was doing. The town didn’t go for fancy fare, but a little variety was good. Today was meatloaf, but he was considering trying something a little more exotic for the weekend. Maybe chicken kiev or something. Some of their regulars relied on the diner for date night, and a little something special couldn’t hurt.

Richard’s restaurant had been in a much larger town than Pine Valley, but it hadn’t been much fancier than the diner, and he saw many of the same customers every week. He had had to keep things fresh to keep them coming in, and he used to relish trying new recipes. He and his wife had had adventurous palates, and their own date nights would often involve seeking out new things to try. When she had passed away, Richard had stopped being so adventurous, preferring the familiar comforts of recipes they had found together. By the time Alyson was a teenager the menu had consisted of homestyle favorites with a rotating selection of more interesting fare. As a result, Alyson’s repertoire was a bit less exciting than his had been.

Selling the restaurant had been as much to get him out of a rut as it had been seeking a new beginning for Alyson. She needed to get away from reminders of her ordeal, and he was ready to move on. When Alyson and Jonathan had decided to move away, he had joined them and never looked back. Well, except when his thoughts drifted down memory lane. But he hadn’t regretted his choice then, and he didn’t now.

Once the meal was made for the couple, Richard brought it out to the dining room. He served the customers, then told Maggie she was good to go.

“Don’t forget to look at those books,” she reminded him as she put on her coat.

Richard laughed. “I won’t.”

Maggie smiled and bid him farewell. Richard watched her go, a smile lingering on his own face. Maggie had such energy now, and she, like he, seemed happier than she had been in a while. It was hard to believe she had been so depressed and dejected just a year ago. Her midlife crisis had helped them both.


      [image: ]Maggie often stayed late at the diner, not having anything pressing to do or anywhere interesting to go. But today she felt energized, and she had found it hard to stay still at the diner any longer than she had to. The only trouble was, in a town the size of Pine Valley there were only so many options for entertainment. Maggie opted to start with a walk and see where it took her.

The town center was busy but not crowded. School had let out, but many people were still at work. The library tended to get a bit of a rush after school, and they often had programs for the children to keep them occupied and out of trouble. The community center, which housed the senior center, also had things going on. Maggie had participated in some of their programs. She enjoyed the art classes and the occasional lecture. She had tried the fitness programs but had had to admit that she just wasn’t as flexible as she once was. And she didn’t really have much desire to be whipped into shape.

And then there was Addy’s place. Well, it was technically called The Art Spot, but everyone always called it Addy’s place. It was still a fledgling business, open for only a couple of weeks, but so far it had been doing well. Addy had come to town just over a year ago, and her determination to change her life had actually been the catalyst for Maggie’s own changes. But Addy had been passing through and had moved to Boston for six months or so before deciding Pine Valley was actually where she wanted to be. When she came back, she had returned with an idea. And that idea had turned into The Art Spot.

Addy had big plans. She had already started offering after-school classes for kids and teens, but she was also advertising upcoming family paint nights, couples paint nights, and other special events. Most of her business, though, came in the form of offering pottery to paint and art supplies to purchase. She also welcomed the public to come in and explore their creative side through the community mural. Maggie had visited on more than one occasion, and she decided to head in that direction today.

Jessica, the new cook at the diner, also worked part-time with Addy. She helped with the after-school program. Jessica wanted to become a teacher, and she spent her evenings taking her base classes online while she saved up for in-person courses the following year.

Maggie greeted both Addy and Jessica when she entered the shop. They paused to wave then resumed working with the children who were currently practicing pointillism. Maggie took a moment to wander, examining the in-progress community mural leaning against one wall and the pottery pieces currently available to paint.

The community mural was a free activity. Someone in town had sketched an image onto an extra-large canvas. Then, throughout the month, members of the community had been coming in to paint part of the image. Some would come in periodically to add a bit of color here and there, while others would sometimes sit for an hour or more, adding detail and shading that gave the mural depth and intensity. At the end of the month, the mural would be auctioned off, with the proceeds going to a local organization in need. This month the proceeds would go to the food pantry, to help as they prepared for the upcoming holiday season. Addy planned to introduce a new painting and organization each month.

Maggie was surprised to find a new picture posted, even though the month hadn't changed over yet. Gone was the floral bouquet that had been hung for Addy's grand opening. In its place was an illustration of a family gathered around a table, enjoying a holiday meal. 

Addy stepped away from the class to join Maggie. “I had to post it early. The mural has been so popular the other one was done last week." She nodded toward a canvas leaning against the wall a little farther in the store. "It came out great, didn't it?”

Maggie nodded. “Yes, it did. I am constantly amazed by the creativity in our community.”

“You added a fair bit to it. Care to add some to this one?”

Maggie blushed. “I’m no artist. But I suppose I could fill in some of the basic colors and let someone else give it some character.” She helped herself to a palette and poured some paint onto it. She was in a red mood today. The daughter’s sweater looked like it could work in red. A few moments later she was sitting on a proffered stool, paintbrush in hand, giving life to the illustration.

The time flew by. After the red sweater, Maggie decided to color in a brown turkey and gold candelabra. It was looking a bit color-by-numbers, but Maggie knew someone else would come in and add shading and depth, little details to make it pop. She was just enjoying the gentle brushstrokes, the soothing act of adding color to a white canvas. A couple of other people joined her briefly, adding touches to the other family members’ outfits, coloring a bit of the wall in the background.

When the after-school class had ended, Addy joined Maggie again. “Looking good, Maggie.”

“It’s looking adequate. For now. I’m sure someone else will really make it shine.”

Addy stood for a moment, looking at the mural. “Do you know who my most dedicated artist has been?”

Maggie shook her head.

“Bill.”

“Bill? I never would have taken him for a creative soul.”

Addy nodded. “Yup. He usually stops in shortly after I open, spends an hour or so adding depth to what’s been added, creating little details here and there. He’s really good.”

Maggie shook her head again. “It just goes to show: you never really know someone.”

Bill was a local resident known for being a little odd. Though Maggie wasn’t sure, she suspected he might be autistic. He had never given her any trouble, and he really seemed like a sweet man once you got to know him. Getting to know him, however, could be a challenge. And Maggie had never seen his creative side. It was nice to know that Addy had been able to bring out that side of him.

Maggie glanced down at her watch. “Oh my. I’ve been here much longer than I expected to be.”

Addy gave a soft laugh. “Painting does that. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. I don’t close until eight today.”

“No, no, I should really see about getting myself some dinner.” Maggie’s stomach gave a little gurgle as if responding, and both women laughed. “Thank you for the distraction today.”

“Any time.” Addy cocked her head to one side. “Was there a reason you needed a distraction today?”

“Just an excess of energy, that’s all. Needed something to occupy my mind. I would not have thought sitting for an hour would do it, but it seems to have done the trick.”

“Maybe you really needed time to let your body relax and your mind wander.”

“Could be.” Maggie placed her last paintbrush in a glass of water and handed the palette to Addy. “Thanks again. Have a great night.”

“You, too.”

Maggie put her coat back on and stepped into the cool evening air. The days were getting shorter, and the chill wind reminded her that winter would be here before she knew it. While she loved her little house, she did wonder if it would get lonely in the long winter nights. She was so used to having other people around her constantly. Romance or no, she did wonder if the winter would feel even longer without the hubbub of the diner filling the hours.

“Well,” she told herself aloud. “If it does, then I just spend more time at the diner. Just because I can leave now doesn’t mean I have to.” And with a curt nod, she headed home.
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