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Book 1: A New Diner for Christmas
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Chapter 1

Susan Malloy glanced at her longtime friend, Lori Witherite, sitting across from her at the table on the lanai. A warm morning ocean breeze flipped her hair off her face while she sipped an iced coffee.

“It sure is beautiful here in Florida. I love it.” Susan pushed her hair behind her ears.

“Yes, it is, and you’ve worked so hard for too many years not to enjoy it year-round.” Lori smoothed the tablecloth.

“But what about the summer? I’m not sure I’m cut out for such humidity for so long. Yesterday afternoon was too hot for me, and it’s only May. I must have really thick blood.” Susan grinned. “I’ll be inside most of the year,” she complained then took a long drink of iced coffee.

“Nothing wrong with looking at this view through the window, is there?” Lori beckoned to the tumbling ocean waves.

“No, that’s true, but what about my lifelong friends in Saddle Creek? They’re like family to me. There are upcoming weddings and babies, and I’ll miss them all. I’d like to know where my money is from Parker, too. He’s two months behind.” She ran her palms up and down her arms.

“Why don’t you call and ask him?” Lori suggested.

“I tried. The only number I have for him has been disconnected. Damn it.” She threw her napkin on the table. “I knew I should have called him last month when he missed sending a payment for the first time.”

“Anyone there who could check on him? See if the diner’s even open? Maybe he’s sick and had to close it up.”

“I guess I could call the sheriff. If anyone would know it’d be him. He ate there, or did when I was there, almost every day.” Susan punched the number to the sheriff’s office into her cell phone, put it on speaker, and set it on the table between them. “Hi, Mitch, it’s so good to hear your voice.” Susan said when he came on the line.

“Yours too. How’s the salt air and hot sand treating you?” the sheriff asked.

“Good. It’s beautiful here but I miss all my family and friends.”

“We’ll have to plan a trip there to visit.”

“It would be wonderful to see everyone, but I may not be able to stay. I have a problem, and I hope you can help me. I wondered if you’d been to the diner recently. Parker Cavendish is behind on his payments to me...”

“What?” Mitch interrupted her.

“Parker owes you money?” Sheriff Rogers barked.

“Yes, you know, I sold the diner to him myself when he couldn’t get a bank loan. It was a mutually agreed upon sales installment loan. He was supposed to pay me a certain amount for so many years and then I’d transfer the property deed to him. But the payments were late from the beginning and, I thought, he was still learning the business, he’d figure it out, and catch up. But he’s missed two payments completely. Do you know anything about it?”

“Unfortunately, Susan, I do. Parker was involved in a money-laundering scheme using the diner as a front. It became a crime scene, he was arrested, and it was boarded up last month.”

“I can’t believe it.” Susan pinched the back of her neck with her fingers. “You know, I was afraid something like this would happen. I had a funny feeling about him, not the money-laundering part—I don’t even know how that scheme works—but the boarding-up part.”

“He received drug money from a huge cartel in Denver and deposited it, along with his own transactions, and then would buy them fancy houses, cars, and jewelry with the extra through a fraudulent company. Anyway, he was blackmailed, the FBI was looking for him anyway, and he finally gave himself up.”

Lori gasped, and Susan twisted the napkin with her fingers. “I had no idea. So, you said it was boarded up, right?” Susan confirmed.

“Uh-huh, about a month ago.”

“So, I’m never going to get my money, am I?” Susan closed her eyes and shook her head.

“No, I’m afraid not,” Mitch said. “I guess you could hire someone to clean the place up and put it back on the market. You may not get your asking price, but you would get something for it, eventually.”

“Geez, I can’t believe it. I knew I’d have to do something if another month went by without a payment, but I had no idea it would be so bad.” Susan rubbed her tired orbs.

“It’s not the end of the world. You do have a some options. Think about it a while before you make any decisions. I’m here if you need me.”

“Thanks, Mitch. Let me know if anything changes.”

“I sure will. Bye.” Mitch ended the call.

“The income from the diner was my retirement. I put all my money into keeping the place up, thinking when I sold it, I could live for the rest of my life on the income. If I stay here, I’ll have to get a job to support myself. Whatever am I going to do?” She cried out her heart on her friend’s shoulder.

*****
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A FEW DAYS LATER, SUSAN hummed on her way to answer a knock on her door. “Lori, come on in. I should have unlocked the door for you since I knew you were coming over.”

“It’s no bother. Did I hear you humming a tune?” Lori followed her into the kitchen.

“Yes, you did. I’m feeling pretty good. I’ve made a decision,” Susan said, “Go ahead and sit down. I’ll bring the coffee and cake to the table.”

“I hope it’s the right decision.” Lori propped her chin on her open palm.

Susan placed everything on the table along with fresh coffee and warm strudel then pulled out a chair and sat beside her friend.

“I think you’ll like it or, at least, I hope you’ll support me,” Susan studied her face. “You’ve been such a good friend to me all these years and I appreciate you sticking with me through all this.”

“It’s no bother. What are friends for if they’re not here when you need them, and to lean on over the years. Tell me what you decided.” After pouring in cream and sugar she stirred her coffee, while Susan gave them each a generous portion of the warm perfect-with-coffee cake.

“Okay, here goes. I decided to hold off moving here permanently, anyway.”

“And...?” Lori asked.

“I’m going home, back to Jackson Hole to build up the diner one more time. I estimate it will take a year or so, and then I’ll sell it to someone I’ve done a background check on or I’ll, at least, let the sheriff check him out. I’m obviously not a good judge of people. Parker really had me convinced he was the perfect fit.”

“What if you can’t get the same clientele you had before, or it takes several years instead of one? At that rate, you’ll never get to retire.”

Susan placed her hand on top of Lori’s to stop her continual stirring. “You’re going to wear out the cup.”.

“Sorry,” Lori twisted her fingers together on her lap. “It’s—uh, I’m going to miss you. When we were in college, we agreed if or when our husbands were gone and we were alone, we’d retire together.” Tears threatened.

“I haven’t told you everything yet. I think I should go back and fix up Rosie’s again, make it better than before and then retire with you.”

“How are you going to make it better?”

“With your help.” Susan patted her forearm. “We’ve been best friends for so many years, and you’ve always decorated your houses beautifully. I could use your ideas.”

“It’s a good option, I think,” Lori mused. We wouldn’t be alone then, either, and it would be like a vacation for me for a year or so. It wouldn’t be so bad, but I don’t want to lose this place. I’d have to keep paying the mortgage on it, or where would I live when I do retire? I’m on a limited income you know.”

“You remember the apartment upstairs at the diner?”

“Yes, I do. But it’s pretty small, isn’t it?”

“About the size of the garage apartment downtown I’m still paying rent on, in case I didn’t like it here.” Susan replied. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”

“We sure are,” Lori said. “So, are we really going to do this? We’re going to move back to Wyoming, fix up the diner and then sell it? And then retire here in Florida?”

“Yes, I think we are.” Susan took a huge bite of cake. “Umm, this is good. I’ll put it on the menu. I think it’ll sell. Did I tell you about Janelle’s place?”

“No but once we get on the road, you’ll have days to tell me. I can’t wait to meet your ‘boys’ as you call them.” Lori cleared the table.

“When should we leave?” Susan asked.

“I only need a day to put the utilities on vacation and get packed. I didn’t keep much. I’ll shop for boots and a winter coat when I get there and need them, but I can be ready to leave in a day.”

“And I’ll be ready tonight,” Susan said. “Can you take care of the utilities today? This afternoon?”

“I guess. It’s a couple of simple phone calls.” Lori said.

“You know what my father would tell me to do?” Susan folded her arms across her chest.

“No, he was a truck driver and never retired. He died while driving a truck, so I can’t imagine what he’d say.” Lori snarked.

“He’d tell me to leave at midnight, drive through the night, miss all the traffic, and sleep during the day. What do you think? Could we leave tonight?” Outside the window, the waves were in constant motion.

“You’re going to do most of the driving, and I’m sure I can keep you awake, so let’s do it. We’ll be free like Thelma and Louise except for the bad stuff.” Lori laughed. “Such a great movie.”

Susan agreed. “I’m pretty pumped, I think I could drive straight through and only stop for gas and potty breaks.” Her apartment was a furnished month-to-month rental. “I have to tell my landlord I’m leaving. I’ve already paid for this month, and, since it’s the sixth, he has plenty of time to get another tenant.”

“I’ll park my car in the garage and take in the patio furniture. Give any food I have to Mr. B. next door. And pack. I’ll bring my suitcases over here to get loaded up....”

“That’s it. We’ll hit the road at midnight-ish.”



Chapter 2

A WEEK LATER, SUSAN opened the door to the Saddle Creek sheriff’s office. When Mitch peeked around the corner of his office doorway, his face lit up. Susan opened her arms, needing a hug from a familiar face at home. After the embrace, she said, “It’s so good to see you, Mitch. I was so excited to get back here, I almost got my first ever speeding ticket.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Susan. Sorry about the ticket but it’s for your own safety.” Mitch smiled.

“And the cop reduced it to a warning since it was her first one ever,” Lori interjected. “Suse, you have to tell the whole story. Good thing I was there with you or you’d still be bawling along the side of the road.

“Mitch, this loud-mouthed broad is my best friend since we were kids, Lori Witherite. we’re ready to get back to work. Oh, Lori, this is Sheriff Mitch Rogers.”

Lori and Mitch shook hands.

“Are you going to sell the diner or revive it?” Mitch stretched his arms above his head.

“We’re going to make it better than it ever was.” Susan glanced out the windows at the snow-capped Tetons. “I never get tired of those mountains. They’re breathtaking every single time.”

“We liked it like it was, your meatloaf, your spaghetti—” Mitch started.

“You boys and your meatloaf,” Susan cut in. “Give it a break. We’ll have the old favorites and then add a few others to the menu I’m sure will be a hit, too.”

“I assume the sheriff is one of your ‘boys?’” Lori asked.

“Yes, he is, and he’s a fine young man. But I practically raised them all and then took in their wives when they needed a place to stay, too.”

“Thank you both. Let’s take a ride out to the diner, and I’ll help you get inside to have a look around.” Mitch led them to the door.

“Thank you, Mitch.” Susan said and she and Lori got in the van and followed Mitch to the diner. As they approached, Susan slowed and gasped. “I can’t believe it. It doesn’t even look like the same place. I’m not sure about this Lori.” Susan slowly parked beside Mitch’s police SUV.

“The boards on the window make it look worse than it is, but with some cleaning up and redecorating it’ll be as good as new in no time.” Mitch took a small crowbar out of his trunk and headed to the front door.

Susan followed, her heart filled with trepidation, sweat trickling down her spine. She stepped inside and grasped the wall to keep from falling to her knees. The sight before her was, was—she was speechless, immobile. What had happened to her family diner where everyone came for meatloaf and her “boys” brought their families for Christmas Eve dinner? Would it ever be the same?

Lori walked past her then turned around. “Are you okay, Susan? You’re so pale?”

Mitch rushed to Susan’s side, took her arm, and led her to the nearest seat at the counter. “Let me get you some water.” He walked through the nearby swinging doors into the kitchen.

Lori stood beside her, her arm around her shoulder. “I don’t remember it like this at all,” Lori whispered.

“I-I made some changes since you were here last,” Susan said through trembling lips. “I’m not sure we can do it, Lori. I don’t know.”

Mitch returned with a clean glass filled with water. “I let the water run to get the pipes cleaned out, so this is pretty fresh.” He helped her raise it to her lips.

Susan looked around, taking in the condition of the faux leather stools and booths, the floors, the stainless-steel countertops. It didn’t look too bad. Mitch propped the doors to the kitchen open and she saw stacks of plates, saucers, and cups. Napkins were on a shelf beside metal bins holding flatware. She slowly stood and inhaled. I can do this.

Lori linked her arm through Susan’s, and they walked together into the kitchen. “It needs a good cleaning from top to bottom. We might need to replace a few appliances, but otherwise, we should be okay.”

“Maybe some fresh curtains at clean windows—” Susan took another swallow of water.

Mitch had strolled through the diner and came back to stand beside her. “I have an idea, Susan.”

Susan bobbed her head.

“My uncle John, my mother’s older brother, is here visiting for a while. He lost his wife a few months back, and he’s lost. Not quite sure where or what he should do with this life. And the best part is he happens to be a general contractor. He’s who you need to take a look and give you a knowledgeable opinion of what can or cannot be salvaged from here. I’m hoping all of it because I love this place. Its location is perfect, too.”

Susan slowly dipped her head. “Great idea.”

Lori sighed loudly. “Once the boards are removed from the windows, we get rid of the clutter and give it a good cleaning, I think it’ll be beautiful again.”

“You really think so?” Susan gazed around the interior. “It’s too dark to see much, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, the sun’s setting already but, soon we’ll be into summer and then more daylight,” Mitch offered. “Would you like me to talk to my uncle?”

“Yes, Mitch. I think it’s a great idea. If he can meet me here around ten in the morning, I’d love to hear what he has to say. You have my cell number, right?” Susan turned toward the door.

“Yes, and I’ll give you a call if my uncle John can’t meet you here. Otherwise, he’ll be here.” Mitch held the door open then used a hammer to nail the boards back into place.

“Was the apartment upstairs effected by any of this?” Lori asked.

“Nope, it’s the same way you left it,” Mitch answered. “But I don’t think the utilities are on, so no heat or hot water.”

“You can stay with me for a night or two,” Susan said. “My couch is really pretty comfortable.”

“I’ll send my uncle over a little before ten to get some of the boards off so there’s more light to look around.” Mitch walked to his car.

“No, no,” Susan said. “I have an idea. I’ll talk to him about it tomorrow.” She waved goodbye to Mitch as she drove out of the parking lot.

“What’s the big idea?” Lori asked.

Lori never could keep a secret, and Susan wasn’t ready to share her idea. Her head was reeling with shock at what her cute family diner had turned into and what it would take to make it the way she envisioned it.

She had to make sure her idea was doable, first, and second, she had to find the money to pay for all the renovations.

I can do this.

****
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Susan was at the diner around nine. She’d left Lori asleep on the couch, borrowed her landlord’s flashlight and a crowbar she used to rip the plywood off the door. The locks had been changed, but the door wasn’t locked anyway. She wandered inside and examined every counter, every nook and cranny, making notes on a yellow pad.

“Hello, anyone here?” A man’s deep voice came from the entryway.

“Hello.” She rounded the corner from the kitchen.

“My nephew, Mitch, sent me here. Are you Susan?”

“Yes, and you must be John, right?” Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she looked him over at him from top to bottom. He was a very handsome man in his mid-sixties with a full head of silver hair. At least a foot taller than her, he had a muscular build and broad shoulders. His face was clean shaven and had wrinkles in all the right places reflecting laughter and sleepless nights.

As she held out her hand to shake, she met John’s deep-blue gaze. A tingle started at her fingertips and worked its way up her arm and down to her very center. She abruptly pulled away from him and shook her arm to get the sting out.

John strolled into the seating area. He made notes on a small wire-bound steno book. Finally, he returned to her side.

After a minute or so of silence, Susan asked, “What do you think?”

John sighed. “It’s a big job but doable. Bones are strong, plumbing and electrical wiring look good, but need to pass inspection. The appliances look okay except for the dishwasher, which might need an update. Overall, I think it’s good news.”

Susan swallowed. “You do? So fresh paint, new seating, maybe some rearranging and decorating... How much do you think it’ll cost?”

He did some figuring on his notepad then held it out to her. “This is a preliminary number until we can delve into it and make some decisions. That number is without replacing the dishwasher though.”

“How long? I had an idea I’d like to keep the boards on the windows until Christmas and then have a huge celebration, a big grand opening, what do you think?” Susan glanced around.

He studied his numbers. “It’s mid-May, giving us almost seven months and, if you help me with a couple of the large projects, like painting, we can keep the costs down without hiring any workers. If you’re amenable to the work, of course.” His deep voice resonated off the tall ceiling.

“I can do it. When do we start?”

“Let me get a few things ordered, like a Dumpster, and some hanging lamps for lighting, check on permits—they’re going to take the longest along with inspections—and you’ll need to turn the electrical service back on as soon as you can. So, when everything comes together, I’ll give you a call. Mitch gave me your number. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. I’d like your number too. In case I need to contact you with another idea, or something.” Susan gave him her phone, and he entered his number and returned it to her. She stepped outside the door and headed to her car. John quickly replaced the plyboard while she got into her car.

Now all I have to do is come up with the money. I’ll have to be in debt until I sell the diner.



Chapter 3

JOHN DAVIS, MITCH’S uncle, sat on the porch, his foot touching the floor every so often to keep the rocker moving. The noise from the night bugs filled the cool air with a sense of peace, and the country farm smell of the horses in the barn was a relaxing elixir. He missed his wife Elizabeth of almost fifty years. She’d been good to him, took care of him, but they never had any children. He had no one to give his last name to, let alone any legacy. When he died, the Davis name would end.

Their home, or his home in Montana was too lonely and had too many reminders of their long and mostly happy life together. Everywhere he saw her handicrafts: the curtains she made for the kitchen window, the embroidered pillowcases, the afghan she’d crocheted to cover her feet on cold winter nights.

It had only been a few months since he’d laid her to rest, but it seemed like years. She’d died inside when she received the diagnosis of terminal cancer about six months ago. She’d said her goodbyes then and made peace with herself and the Lord Almighty. He needed to move on, she’d said. He still had some living to do, she’d said. But he didn’t know how to do either of those things.

Guilt consumed him when he remembered shaking hands. He’d thought his body was on fire, the heat settling in his groin. He’d told her he’d do the work and he would.

His nephew Mitch pulled into the drive then walked toward the house.

“How’re you doing, Uncle John?” Mitch removed his cowboy hat and twirled it in his fingers, resting his butt on the porch railing.

“Pretty good, son. How many arrests did you make today?”

“Not enough ’cause there are still bad guys out there for me to catch tomorrow.” Mitch slid into a rocker beside John. “Did you meet Susan at the diner this morning?”

“Yes, sir, I did. I looked the place over, and boy, it sure is a mess. But I think we can get it fixed up pretty nice. It’s gonna take time, and she’s willing to help me with some projects so we can save a little money.” John pushed his hat higher on his forehead.

“She’s a very sweet woman. I’ve known her ever since she opened the place years ago. She’s like family to Chase, Elliott, Dillon, and me. We’d go there once a week for dinner, and, let me tell you, her meatloaf is the best. Please don’t tell Mom,” Mitch whispered and then grinned.

“Your mother’s a fine cook. Geez, look at you and your dad. You’re both healthy as horses.” Elizabeth was a good cook but liked to make the same things over and over. He was ready for a change. Which even surprised him.

“When’s the diner going to be open for business?” Mitch asked.

“Not sure. She’s got some good ideas we’re going to think on, and I’m not sure about her money sources. We’ll have to wait and see what she decides. But I’m gonna help her, I told her I would.” John glanced toward Mitch who had a smirk on his face. He wasn’t sure why, didn’t really care. He’d do whatever he wanted when he wanted. No more fenced-in for him.

“What’re you going to do with your house in Montana while you’re here?” Mitch asked.

“I pretty much closed it up before I left, but I called a neighbor and asked him to check on it. I don’t know what I’m going to do long-term. It doesn’t feel like home anymore, too quiet and lonesome.” John removed his hat and swiped his forehead with his forearm.

“Understandable. You and Aunt Liz lived there a long time and maybe you’re ready for a bachelor pad.” Mitch elbowed his uncle.

“What’s got into you, boy? Thinking I want some kind of pad?”

“I’m happy, I’m in love, and I’m loving my life. Ronnie and I are getting married in a few months, and every time I think of her using my last name or who our kids are going to look like, her or me, I get all choked up. Is that how it was with you and Aunt Liz?” Mitch leaned his head back and rocked faster.

“I guess. Seems so long ago, we both got settled in our ways. But you hang on to all the new and exciting events that’ll be coming your way. They slow down as you get older.” John rubbed his finger over one side of his face. “I got something in my eye. Must be a piece of dirt.”

“Yeah, stuff happens. But seriously, Uncle John, you’re still young. You have a do-over. That’s what my friends and I call it. If we gave up the love of our life and could even think about a second chance, we’d have a do-over, like in softball. It’s the second half of your life, and you’re free to do whatever.”

“You’re pretty smart for your age, aren’t you, Sheriff?”

“I guess some of us have to learn the hard way.”

“Do tell. I’ll take your advice into consideration, boy. I’m going to say good night to your parents and head on up to bed. I think I can actually sleep tonight.” He stood and stepped toward the door then turned toward his nephew. “Thanks for the talk, son. Good night.”

John lay in bed mulling over their conversation hours after Mitch left. Could he have a second chance, a do-over? Was this the second half of his life? He hoped so because he sure did like the aqua blue color of Susan’s eyes.

*****
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BRIGHT AND EARLY THE next day, Susan dressed carefully, and made coffee and toast for breakfast. She studied her to-do list and picked up her mug to take a sip when Lori walked into the kitchen. She jumped and coffee spilled on her lap. She grabbed a napkin and blotted it while Lori tossed her a tea towel. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry, and good morning. What are you so jumpy about anyway?” Lori poured herself a cup of java.

“I have a lot of things on my mind. Visiting the bank is one of them.”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about. The property alone should be more than enough to secure a loan for more than you need.” Lori beamed as she joined her at the breakfast table.

“When did you get so smart?”

“Hey, I didn’t work at the Bank of Texas all those years for nothing. I learned quite a bit.” Lori stole a piece of Susan’s toast and took a bite.

“How? By osmosis?” Susan quipped. “You were a teller, not a loan officer. They have all kinds of qualifications and rules and regulations they have to follow.”

“You’re such a worry wart,” Lori commented. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

“I hope so. If not I don’t know what I’m going to do.” Susan twisted her fingers together and then apart.

“Can you drop me off at the car rental place? They said the car was ready for pickup, and I’ll clean up the apartment upstairs afterward.” Lori rubbed her back. “After two nights on your sofa I’m ready for a real bed.”

“I bet you are. I was going to leave in about a half hour. Can you be ready by then?” Susan jammed her notepad into her purse along with a file folder.

“Sure, I’ll get dressed really quick.” Lori placed her cup in the sink.

“I’ll stop by and help you as soon as I’m finished. Then we can go grab a light lunch. I told you about this new place downtown, Janelle’s Coffee and Tasty Pastries. I want to check out the menu. Not only are there lots of specialty pastries and coffees but quiche, soups, and salads are a favorite for lunch. I need to check out the competition but also, I might strike another deal to sell the pastries in the diner. Customers will stay longer with dessert.” Susan finished her toast and put her dinnerware on the counter.

“Another deal? You had another deal?”

“Before Janelle opened the coffee and bakery shop, she baked out of Chase and Lauren’s house and delivered fresh pastries like every other day. I only baked a few of her favorites once a week or so. Everything was a bestseller, too.”

“You have such great ideas, Suse. I’m going to get dressed and be back real quick.”

“My spilled coffee left a spot, and I need to change too.” Susan scurried off to her room to change. She ended up wearing a tan pantsuit with a black-and-tan tank top underneath. She looked in the floor length mirror, turned to the left and then the right. It would have to do.

Susan dropped Lori off and headed to the bank. She parked in front and sat in the car. she gripped the steering wheel with white knuckled fingers and let her forehead fall forward onto them. I have to get this loan. Please don’t let me screw this up. She grabbed her purse “I can do this,” she said and entered the bank.

The banker, Janet Trumpey, did a double take and then waved to Susan. Susan knew her from years of banking with her. Janet was a small woman, dark brown wavy hair and hazel eyes. Always neatly dressed and very professional, Janet was also known for a kind heart but only after thorough scrutiny and jumping through hoops. She was very empathetic, Susan remembered and hoped she’d consider using the diner and property for collateral, otherwise...

“Hi, Susan, come on in.” Janet offered her a chair. Susan was always surprised by how clean and uncluttered they kept their desks. There wasn’t even a sticky pad to take a note on.

“How have you been?” Janet closed her door and sat behind the wooden desk in a large leather chair.

“I’ve been good. You’ve probably heard more than I have about the diner’s closure, so I’ve come back to do it all over again. The next time I sell it, it’ll be to someone with a credible reputation.” Susan twisted her purse straps.

“Yes, I did hear, and I must say everyone has missed you and your cooking, so I for one are very glad you’re back.”

“Thank you. It means a lot.”

Janet pulled her chair in closer to her desk. “How can I help you?”

Susan took a deep breath. I can do this. “You’ve probably seen or can imagine the mess he made of the diner, and if I’m going to be successful again, I need to do some updating of large items like the dishwashing machine and some plumbing issues.” Susan opened her briefcase and pulled out a manila folder. She opened it and turned it around for Janet to peruse. “Here’s what he came up with. I know it’s a lot of —”

“Let me read this, so I can get a better understanding of everything.” Janet smirked.

Susan trained her eyes on the mountain scenery out the window. They were the one consistent thing all her life and offered her comfort and a sense of calm. And boy, did she need it today.

“This is pretty thorough,” Janet said. “Who is doing the work?”

“John Davis, the sheriff’s uncle, is the general contractor. I plan on doing as much as I can of the painting and cleaning, and John will do the construction and destruction of a wall, making an extra space. He plans to subcontract the electric and plumbing to professionals. With everything we’re doing, this should update the bones of the business and also maintain the 50s theme. We also worked on sales projection, including advertising and startup costs. It’s all on the next page.” Susan turned the page over then placed her hands back in her lap.

“Uh-hum, do you have a current appraisal of the building and the property? Let’s see, it’s about what, three acres.”

Susan nodded. “The last appraisal when I sold it in January to Parker Cavendish, as you already know, and no, it’s thirty-five acres and extremely valuable in a location with rapid growth of businesses and homes.”

“I see it now. It’s a large sum of money, so we’d have to get a new appraisal and use the property as collateral for the loan.”

Susan didn’t waiver. She had nothing to hide. “When will I know if I’m approved and can get the money?” Susan slid her butt to the front of the chair.

“The appraisal usually takes at least a week, and then I’d have to prepare all the documents and submit it to the loan committee. They don’t meet on a regular basis, so I’d have to schedule a meeting. It’ll probably be three-four weeks.”

Susan moaned then hung her head. It was hopeless.

“Is something wrong?” Janet asked.

“We’ve already begun work on it. That’s why I need the money. I had used every penny I had to buy a new dishwashing machine, so I have to go ahead with the plans. I have too much invested in it already, and I can’t sell it in its current condition. I need the money pretty much right away. Is there anything you can do to expedite the process?” Aware some of the employees were sitting nearby at their clean desks. If only life was as simple as their clean desks.

Susan turned her attention back to Janet, who studied the paperwork she’d given her. Then she turned to her computer and pressed some keys. Susan had no idea what she was doing since she’d never taken the time to keep up to date with the ever-changing technology. She was happy using the old cash register and the wait staff learned it very quickly.

When the printer hummed, Janet turned her chair around, stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Susan nodded. What is she doing? The diner and land around it’s worth so much more than the amount I’m asking to borrow. Janet went into another office and placed the printed paper in front of a man in a suit and tie. He studied the paper, lifted his head and murmured something then reviewed it again. Then he wrote something on it and bobbed his head to Janet.

Susan stared at her lap and said a short prayer. Her palms sweated and butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Janet typed into her laptop, asking questions from time to time, then printed out a series of forms.

She gave Susan a pen and turned the pages around to face her.

“I spoke with the bank president and he agreed since the deed for the diner and surrounding property is free and clear of any liens, etcetera, and worth more than your loan, we could approve it without any sort of delay.”

Susan wanted to laugh and celebrate. “Thank you so much, Janet. I appreciate this so much. You’ll have to come to the diner for a meal. On the house, of course.”

“I accept, as long as you put the meatloaf back on the menu.” Janet said.

While Susan signed all the paperwork, Janet prepared the check, opened a new checking account for the diner, and directly deposited the money. She was good.

Susan left the bank with the new leopard-print checkbook in her purse, elated. She wanted to jump and click her heels together but knew she’d probably trip and fall and make a spectacle of herself. She liked Janet and intended to have a great business relationship with her. Wait until she told John. They’d have to celebrate.



Chapter 4

JOHN WOKE RIGHT BEFORE dawn, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and stretched. He smelled coffee and knew his sister and her husband were awake. First one up always made the coffee. He enjoyed his time there, but it had been a few months, and he needed to move on. Make a decision and act on it, damn it.

He’d loved his life with Elizabeth, but she was gone, and he didn’t want to go back to the home they’d made together. All her things were still there, as well as some of his clothes and woodworking tools he could use. Not ready to retire, he was also not sure what he wanted to do. He definitely didn’t want to live off his savings while taking advantage of his sister’s kindness.

Wonder when Susan will find out about her loan? I should have gone with her, to offer support. There wasn’t a lot of work they could do without the money to purchase the necessary supplies. He dressed quickly and was downstairs for breakfast when the sun peeked over the top of the Grand Tetons. A sight he’d never get tired of. There was something special about fresh mountain air first thing in the morning.

John stepped out on the front porch and pushed his arms through the sleeves of his jacket while he inhaled a deep breath. He exhaled. Great way to begin the morning.

Anxious to get to the diner and get to work, he hurried to his car. The diner project was a godsend. He needed the work to stimulate his brain and a companion like Susan to give him a reason for living.

He parked out front, unlocked the door, and entered the diner. Every sound he made echoed in the quiet. It was expected to warm up this afternoon, and he preferred to work in the cooler temps. As he strolled through, he stopped every now and then to consider what he’d planned for a particular area and then bustled on. When a car door closed outside, he walked to the front door. Susan was grinning from ear to ear.

“Hi, there. I didn’t expect you here so early this morning.” Her face glowed.

“From your expression, I’d say you have some good news.” She was so beautiful, he couldn’t stop staring at her. Her face flushed as he walked closer to her, rewarded with the scent of her fresh flowery fragrance.

“I sure did.” She waved the checkbook. “I got the full amount, and without an appraisal or loan committee approval. I’m so happy.”

His arms, seemingly of their own accord, wrapped around her middle, and he nuzzled her neck and inhaled. He’d remember her scent no matter where he went. He patted her back, not wanting to break the embrace, until Susan cleared her throat. Then he realized she wasn’t hugging him anymore. He slowly stepped back.

“Sorry, I guess I got carried away.” John turned toward the counter where he’d placed his clipboard.

“It’s okay, I-it was good. It felt good. We’re celebrating, aren’t we?” Susan followed and stood beside him. “What do we do first?”

“I already have the wall down and the new one ready to go, so I need to figure out how much lumber I need and schedule the electrician. You probably know the best in town, so why don’t you schedule him and a plumber. We want all the innards of the place to be clean and ready to go.” John picked up the clipboard and moved over to where he intended to build the wall.

“Okay, I can make those calls. Any preferred time?” she asked.

“No, I’ll be here all day, so anytime is fine.”

“When are you going to pick up the lumber?” Susan asked.

“I’m not. We’ll have it delivered. Don’t have a truck big enough anyway. I hope I can get it soon.”

“Yeah, me. too. Since we have the money it’s work, work, work. I’ve been wanting to do a deep clean on the grill and the fryer, and I think today’s the day. I feel like I can put some elbow grease into it.” Susan moved into the kitchen area.

“I’ll order a few gallons of interior paint of the color you liked and, after the walls are scrubbed, we’ll prime and paint. Not until I’m done sawing, though. Sawdust will stick all over the paint.”

“Good plan. I hadn’t really thought about it. Those walls haven’t been scrubbed in years, and they need a good wash.” Susan ran her fingers over a nearby wall then pulled it away. She showed John her fingers sticking together “I have my work cut out for me, don’t I.”

“We can always hire a cleaning service. A steam cleaning might be better anyway. There’s no need for you to do all the work. It’s in the budget, and we’ve got the money.” She was so easy to work with and seemed to get along well with everybody.

“I like your idea. I could put in hours of elbow grease, and the walls and grill would not be nearly as clean as the steam cleaning people can get them. I’m gonna check on Lori upstairs and see if she wants to help. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be here,” John said, “waiting for you.”

The expression on her face was odd. It reminded him of someone in shock. Had he overstepped his boundaries with her? Scared her off with “waiting” for her? Not that he’d meant anything by it, or had he?

*****
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AFTER SUSAN KNOCKED on the apartment door upstairs, Lori answered it still in her pj’s and half asleep. “Hey, did I wake you?”

“Unfortunately, I had a late-night last night and didn’t get much sleep.” Lori moved aside to allow Susan to come in and then shut the door behind her.

“Are you alone?” Susan hooted. “Lori, Lori, when will you ever learn?”

“Sometimes I need someone like you to hit me upside the head, Suse.” Lori’s voice was hoarse with sleep.

“Who’s the lucky guy?” Susan made herself comfortable on the couch while Lori made a pot of coffee on the one-burner stove.

“A big shot. He’s the owner of the Cadillac Lounge in Jackson. It’s a long drive out here from town and back, so I don’t think I’ll be making it much anymore.” Lori sat beside Susan and pressed her head into the back of the couch.

“Is he nice looking?”

“Yes he is. Would I be seeing any man who isn’t? He sure knows how to wear a pair of jeans, whoo-whee.”

“Not to change the subject, but what do you think of this place? Do we need to do any renovations up here?” Susan asked.

Lori sipped her hot coffee. “It would be nice to have an actual kitchen instead of a hot plate and a dorm-size fridge. But I’m okay.”

“Exactly what I was thinking. Great minds, you know. But on another topic, did I take on more than I should have?”

“No, I don’t think so because you have me and John to help you handle it.” Lori went to pour two cups of coffee.

“Let’s leave John out of this for a minute. I got the loan from the bank. Janet Trumpey is still there. She’s such a nice woman and so professional.”

“I know, you always liked her. I remember you telling me all about her when you’d had a bad year and had to borrow money to pay the taxes.” Lori said.

“And, now the real work begins. The cleaning, degreasing, and elbow grease. Are you up for any real work, Lori?”

Lori rolled her eyes. “As much as I hate to say it, I’m ready. I’d like a pair of good rubber gloves.”

“Me, too. I’ll add them to the order John is placing for delivery. In the meantime”— Susan stood and stepped toward the door—“why don’t you get dressed in some old clothes and meet me in the kitchen downstairs. I’m going to clean the flat-top and the fryer and you can clean the walls around them.”

Lori moved around the small space. “I’m not sure I—”

“We both of us— agreed to work together. This is the worst it will be and I’m sure you’ll want to help decorate too, right?” Susan reminded her. “It’s only for a few hours, for Pete’s sake.”

“I know, I’ll be right down. I was thinking about what I was going to wear. I didn’t bring anything old, but I’ll find something.” Lori sat on the edge of the bed.
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