
  
    [image: Second Chance Reception]
  


  
    
      Second Chance Reception

      A Christian Football Romance

    

    
      
        Lorana Hoopes

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Lorana Hoopes

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To my creative writing students who challenge me to become better every day.

      To Rebecca, my amazing student teacher, who allowed me more time to write.

      To my readers! I could not do this without you!

      I’m giving away free listens. For every 100 subscribers I get on my Youtube channel, I add another audiobook for free. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Jefferson

          

        

      

    

    
      Exhaustion. That was the only word he could think of. Jefferson flicked out the bedroom light and let out the sigh he’d been holding back. Fatigue permeated his bones as he padded softly to the kitchen, and for a moment he thought about running down to the corner store for a bottle of something to help him sleep.

      Liquid Courage. That’s what they’d called it in college, and it had certainly given him courage. Courage to attend the party, courage to hit on the pretty girl. However, it also had a dark side. The lure of feeling good and believing you could do nothing wrong along with the ability to make you lose control and pass out. It wasn’t those evil sides Jefferson was looking for, and he’d promised himself he would never return no matter how big the temptation, but he couldn’t deny it was strong tonight.

      Not the need to lose control or even the need to feel good - he was pretty happy with his life, considering. No, just the desire to pass out. To let his brain turn off, let his body relax, and fade off to dreamland for a solid eight hours. He’d even settle for six. When was the last time he’d gotten a good six continuous hours of sleep?

      Jefferson paused, his hand on the fridge door. When was the last time he’d gotten a night of uninterrupted rest? Two years ago? Three? Before Hayley that’s for sure. He blew out a frustrated breath and opened the door. However, as soon as the cold air hit him, he merely blinked, unsure of exactly what he’d come in the kitchen to get.

      Jefferson let the refrigerator door swing closed and ran a hand down his face, feeling the stubble of his five o’clock shadow scrape across his palm like dried sand after a day at the beach. He might have to consider getting some help if things didn’t turn around soon, especially now that he was playing more often. Of course, Mason was only gone for a week, but sleep deprivation was dangerous. That was the case regardless of other criteria, but Jefferson felt it was even more so when you were on a field running for your life against people whose only desire was to tackle you. Even the safety measures the league had in place didn’t protect everyone all the time.

      Warm milk. Isn’t that what his mother used to suggest when he had trouble sleeping as a kid? Jefferson opened the fridge again and stared at the milk, but the thought of heating it up not only turned his stomach but would require effort. Effort he didn’t feel like expending at the moment. Maybe cold milk would work just as well. He could drink a glass as he did his nightly devotion and then maybe he could get some rest.

      With the decision made, he grabbed the milk jug and let the fridge door close again as he turned to the cupboard to retrieve a cup. He poured the ivory liquid in, watching the few bubbles that surged to the surface as if competing in a race. When the cup was three quarters full, he put the lid back on the milk and returned it to the fridge. Then he carried the milk to the table where his Bible lay.

      He took a swig as he sat down and opened the book to the last chapter he’d been reading, but as he stared at the page, the words swam together. This was going to be harder than he thought. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took a deep breath.

      “Lord, I could use some help. I’m trying to focus on Your word, but my body is tired and my mind refuses to rest. Please, help me.”

      He’d been hoping for a feeling of peace, maybe even a jolt of energy or the mind-numbing sensation of his brain turning off. Instead what he got was an agonizing scream that sent tiny slivers of ice shooting through his veins.

      When he’d been younger, he’d thought sneakers squeaking on the tile floors of the school hallway was the worst sound in the world, but after Hayley, he’d realized how wrong he’d been. There was nothing like the sound of your daughter screaming. The intensity, nervousness, and fear it elicited compared to nothing else.

      He pushed back from the table so hard that the chair he’d been sitting in clattered to the floor with a loud thud, but he barely heard the sound and he had no desire to remedy it at the moment. His daughter was in pain, and that was all that mattered now.

      Pushing her door open, he rushed to her bed where she thrashed back and forth, her tiny hands clutching her tummy.

      “It hurts, Daddy. It hurts so bad.”

      The tears that streamed down her face clawed at his heart as did the agonizing expression distorting her beautiful face. “What does, baby? Your tummy?”

      “Uh huh. Can you make it stop?”

      He wished he could. She’d never been a great sleeper, but the last few nights she’d woken up complaining that her tummy hurt. He’d checked her temperature, given her some Tylenol, and sat with her until she’d gone back to sleep. However, he’d never seen her as pale as she was tonight. When he touched her head, the heat radiating off her burned his fingertips. Whatever this was, Tylenol wasn’t going to solve it tonight.

      “Hang on, baby.” He scooped her up, the heat radiating off of her kissing the hairs on his arms. Even though she was burning up, he wrapped the blanket around her. The night air outside would be cold and he had no idea how long they might have to wait to be seen. Besides, it would keep her teddy bear close to her - something he knew she would want.

      The teddy bear, affectionately named Teddy when Hayley had learned to talk, had been a gift from his mother when she was born. On that day, Teddy had been a soft pink color with a darker pink bow tied around his neck. However, through the years and the many washings, his fur had faded to a dirty beige color and the pink bow had fallen off somewhere along the way as had one of his eyes. Thankfully, a black marker had sufficed in replacing the eye, but it was clear that Teddy was well-loved, and he still accompanied Hayley everywhere.

      Jefferson grabbed his wallet and keys, shuffling Hayley’s weight in his arms in order to shove the wallet in his pocket and get the keys in a position that would allow him to lock the door behind him. With each rearrangement, she moaned a little louder, tearing at his heart once more.

      “Just hang on. We’re going to see a doctor and find out how to make you better.” He hurried to the car, shielding her as best as he could from the biting cold.

      “It hurts so bad.” She moaned as he buckled her in her car seat and tucked the blanket around her.

      “I know, baby; I know.” Please Lord, let her be okay, he prayed silently as he inserted the key in the ignition and fired up the car. He couldn’t lose her too. The Bible said God never gave you more than you could handle, but he was confident losing Hayley would be his breaking limit.

      Few cars were on the road this evening which Jefferson was thankful for, and the parking lot of the emergency room appeared sparse as well. Perhaps they would be able to get her seen quickly. Every tear and moan tore at his soul, leaving marks he knew would take a lifetime to heal.

      After parking the car, he scooped her up in his arms, locked the car, and hurried into the emergency room. The front doors swished softly as he approached, announcing his arrival. All but two of the chairs in the waiting room were empty, and a lone nurse attending the desk glanced up as he neared.

      “It’s my daughter.” His pinched tone sounded terse to his ears, and he hoped the nurse would understand his emotion wasn’t directed at her. “Her stomach has been hurting and now she’s burning up.”

      The nurse stood, grabbed a thermometer and ran it across Hayley’s head. “One hundred and two. Let’s get her in a room and then I’ll get you started on the paperwork.” She picked up the phone and relayed a brief message to whomever was on the other end. A moment later, another nurse appeared and led him to a room.

      He placed Hayley on the gurney which made her look even smaller and then stepped back as the nurse began examining her. “How long has she had the pain?”

      “A few days.” Jefferson scratched at his chin, but there was no itch to relieve, only nerves. “But never this bad. Normally, I give her some Tylenol and sit with her and she goes back to sleep and seems fine in the morning. This is the first night she’s had a fever.”

      The nurse nodded. “Any allergies that you know of?”

      Jefferson shook his head. “No, none. Is she going to be okay?”

      The nurse paused her examination to offer him a reassuring smile. “We’re going to run some tests and find out what’s wrong with her. Don’t you worry.”

      It wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping for, but he knew it was the best she could do at the moment. Worry wasn’t something he could put out of his mind though. Not while his little girl lay on the table groaning in agony. But he also knew that there was only one thing he could do for her at the moment, and that was to pray.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Lucia

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucia fell into the leather couch with an exhausted sigh. It had been a long night - a good night as she’d heard nothing but compliments about the food, but definitely a long night. She’d spent most of the morning cooking and preparing the dishes for the team’s dinner. They’d had a late afternoon meeting, and the owners had asked her to supply the dinner for the team. Though Sundays were usually her day off to plan the meals for the next week, she’d been flattered that the team had asked her to cook for it, especially after just paying her extra to do Mason and Clara’s rehearsal dinner two nights ago. So, after cooking all morning, she’d spent the early evening making sure the dishes were served without a hitch, and the latter part of the evening cleaning up. To say she was bone tired would be an exaggeration.

      “Hey, you’re home.” April, her roommate, smiled as she crossed to the kitchen to grab a drink. “I’m going out in a bit. Do you want to come?”

      April was the antithesis of Lucia in nearly every way. Lucia’s Italian roots shone in her long dark hair and eyes. April, on the other hand, sported fiery red hair and green eyes - an homage to her Irish genes. Lucia was a force to be reckoned with in the kitchen, but because she spent so much energy commanding a presence all day, she was usually quiet and reserved when she got home, preferring to curl up with a good book rather than going out. April’s energy, on the other hand, seemed to last all day. She was vivacious, energetic, and had a date or a meet up with friends or co-workers nearly every night of the week. They’d met through an ad April had posted on campus, and while Lucia hadn’t been sure they would get along at first, they seemed to balance each other nicely. She didn’t even mind doing most of the cooking as April was a neat nick and came along after her, washing all the dishes and returning them to their proper place. That alone was Lucia’s dream come true most days.

      “No, I think I’ll just catch up on my reading.” Lucia stifled a yawn, but truthfully, she wasn’t even sure she would make it through a chapter of the novel she was reading. Still, she would try. If she went to bed at night without reading something, she always felt like she had cheated herself.

      April sighed and leaned against the wall connecting the living room and the kitchen. With a perfectly manicured red fingernail, she popped the top of her La Croix carbonated water, another trademark of hers though it had nothing to do with her background that Lucia knew. A soft hiss swept through the air. “You always read.” She paused as she tilted the can back to take a long sip. “Couldn’t you come out just this once? There’s a new club opening, and my friend Javier said it’s crazy fun.”

      A club was the last place Lucia wanted to be. She hated the noise, she hated the crowd, and she hated not knowing what every man looking at her was thinking. The idea that she should be able to read men’s minds was ridiculous, and she knew that, but after Philip she just couldn’t lower her guard around a man. At least, not yet.

      Plus, as great as she was to live with, April had one very annoying habit. Well, more than one truthfully, but one that particularly affected Lucia. Because she was beautiful and quite the social butterfly, April would stay with Lucia for about five minutes before some random guy (as long as she found him attractive) or her more outgoing friends (if no handsome guy was available) would drag her off to the dance floor, leaving Lucia either standing against the wall like a life-sized piece of the decor or fending off advancements from men she wanted nothing to do with. At least that had been the experience the one and only time Lucia had agreed to go out with her.

      That night, Lucia had ordered a drink, something she rarely did, hoping it would buy her time until April returned, but it hadn’t, and when the liquid was gone and the ice melted, Lucia had found herself bored and tired of the pitying looks the strangers in the club sent her direction. She’d approached April about leaving, but instead of acquiescing, April had pulled her on to the dance floor and pawned her off on some guy who had spiky blond hair and gauges in his ear lobes larger than most of Lucia’s jewelry. He’d proceeded to yell at her over the loud music pulsing through the room about his affinity for punk rock, spiked jewelry, and skinny jeans - none of which Lucia appreciated. It had been the second most miserable experience of her life so far and one she was in no hurry to repeat.

      “I’m sure you will have a blast, but I’ve been on my feet all day, April. I don’t want to go anywhere else tonight. I just want to stay home, change into pajamas, and relax in bed. Maybe sip some tea, but that’s it”

      April rolled her eyes. “I know we’re different, Lucia, but how are you ever going to meet anyone if you never go out. Do you even have friends at this new job of yours?”

      Lucia had gotten the job as head chef for the Texas Tornadoes a year ago, but she’d been vague about the promotion when she told April about it. A part of her felt bad, as if she was lying to her roommate, but she hadn’t told April because she knew as soon as she did that April would want to come and meet all the players, and Lucia didn’t want to be THAT girl - the kind who fawned over all the boys or brought in friends who did. Plus, she didn’t even know if visitors were allowed, and she didn’t want to have to continually deter April’s requests. So, she’d told her she’d gotten a job as a head chef at a cafeteria. That had been close to the truth and enough to keep April from wanting to show up.

      “I talk to some of the line chefs.” Lucia hated that she felt like she was defending herself. Yes, she probably should have made some friends by now, but it wasn’t that easy for her, especially after Philip. Though she knew most of the vitriol he had spouted at her had been false, it had wormed its way into her psyche nonetheless, and she was having a hard time removing it, leaving her avoiding new relationships and limiting her interaction to the people she worked with every day. People who were intimidated by her being the boss and had no desire to grab a coffee after work or a movie on the weekend.

      “That doesn’t count and you know it.” April walked into the living room and perched on the rose-colored recliner that matched nothing else in the room but had been too comfortable to pass up when Lucia had found it at a garage sale. “What about a guy? Isn’t there anyone you have noticed?”

      This was another area where April and Lucia differed greatly. April enjoyed dating, and she had a string of men that she saw on a regular basis as well as new ones she added in occasionally. Lucia, on the other hand, hadn’t had a boyfriend in nearly two years, and he’d definitely left a lasting impression on her. Men, on the whole, rarely registered on her radar at least as anything other than customers and clients. However, she couldn’t deny that she had noticed one of the players Friday night. She’d even found herself drifting over to the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the dining room several times in an attempt to spy him through the small window. Of course, she’d told the other cooks (and tried to convince herself) that she was merely making sure everyone was satisfied and lacking nothing, but she easily could have handed that job off to a line chef or even trusted the servers who spent the night refilling drinks and removing plates and silverware. But she hadn’t; she’d done it herself, hoping to catch a glimpse of the brunette man who’d stared at her with caramel-colored eyes and sent a searing heat licking up her neck unlike anything she’d felt in years.

      “There is someone, isn’t there?”

      April’s bubbly outburst reminded Lucia that not only had she been wandering memory lane, but she’d stayed long enough for the heat to make a return appearance in her cheeks. There would be no avoiding this conversation now. April was like a shark in blood infested waters anytime she suspected a hint of romance or gossip.

      As if preparing for a long spill session, April leaned back in the chair and pulled one knee up to her chest. “Who is he? Tell me about him.”

      “I don’t know his name.” Lucia was glad for once that she hadn’t met any of the players so that she wouldn’t have to lie. “I don’t know any of their names, but he’s a regular. He has brown hair and brown eyes, but this smile…” She trailed off, unsure how to describe his smile. Friday was the first time she’d seen it, seen him, but it had definitely affected her. He’d held her gaze like he was really seeing her - not the pretty, curvy Italian she knew most men saw, but her - and when he’d smiled, she’d felt… Well, she didn’t know exactly what she’d felt, just that she’d felt. Something that hadn’t happened in a long time.

      “You don’t know anything about him?” April asked. “How is that possible if he’s a regular?”

      Lucia shrugged. “I don’t usually go into the eating area. I’m normally in the kitchen, cooking, remember?”

      “Well, you have to change that.” April took a sip of her drink and then tapped her finger against her lips. “Could you go out? I mean there’s no rule against it, is there?”

      “Not that I know of.” Lucia said the words slowly, dreading where this conversation was headed.

      “Then you should try and at least talk to him. Find out his name, what he likes to eat, something.”

      “I don’t know.” Lucia was protesting more out of habit than any other reason, but she wondered if she could talk to him. She was curious about him, especially because of the way he’d looked at her, but could she actually start a conversation with him?

      “You’ll never know if you don’t at least try.” April leaned forward, her gaze focused and penetrating as if she thought she could will Lucia into action with her words. “Sometimes, you just have to hold your breath and jump in, you know?”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Though she wasn’t sure she would have the courage, Lucia mulled the idea over in her mind.

      A horn blared outside and April jumped up from the chair. “That will be Javier. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      “I’m sure.” Her pajamas were sounding better than ever, especially now that she wanted to imagine talking to the handsome football player. She’d probably never get up the nerve, but she could dream about it, couldn’t she?

      “Okay, well, have fun.” April crossed to the kitchen to toss her can away. Then she grabbed a jacket and headed out the door, calling, “Don’t wait up,” as she shut the door behind her.

      Lucia chuckled. That certainly wouldn’t be a problem. Though it wasn’t even midnight, her body felt like it was hours past, and she knew that as soon as she hit the sheets, sleep wouldn’t be far behind.
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      “Celiac disease? What does that mean?” Jefferson glanced from his sleeping daughter to stare at the doctor, trying to make sense of the words that sounded like a foreign language in his head. He knew part of it was his exhaustion, but he also had little knowledge of this disease that now defined his daughter.

      “It’s a digestive disorder.” The doctor twisted on the stool to face him, but her expression remained as neutral as her voice. “It means that she has an intolerance to gluten. When she eats it, it triggers an immune response and can appear as diarrhea, bloating, gas, nausea, constipation, and a swollen belly.”

      Jefferson blinked at the doctor. She sounded like one of those terrible drug commercials that promoted all the benefits of the drug and then quickly read off the horrible side effects at the end. “So, is there a pill she can take?”

      The doctor smiled softly and shook her head. “There is no cure for Celiac disease. We can give her some medication to help with gas or constipation when she has flare ups, but most of this will have to be controlled by diet. She will need to eat a strict gluten-free diet to remain healthy.”

      Gluten-free? Jefferson had never been affected by food, so his awareness of ingredients was limited, and he had even less knowledge of gluten, whatever it was. The only thing he knew for certain was that it was in bread because he’d heard people talk about how they were allergic to gluten and could no longer eat bread. Still, he could acknowledge their diet at home was not the healthiest one. At least not on the nights when his sister, who also served as Hayley’s nanny during the day, didn’t make enough food for dinner. “What is gluten exactly?”

      “Gluten is a protein found in wheat, barley, and rye.”

      So bread; but she hadn’t mentioned white bread. Did that mean it was okay? “But we don’t eat any of that. Hayley only likes white bread. I don’t even eat rye bread, and I’m not sure I know what barley is.”

      The doctor’s face took on a patronizing expression as if she were explaining this to a child instead of a grown man. “Unfortunately, just because white bread doesn’t contain the word wheat, that doesn’t mean it is gluten-free. Gluten is in a lot of our foods and we don’t even realize it. Do you eat anything processed? Anything breaded?”

      “Chicken nuggets.” A feeling of chagrin fell over Jackson as he mumbled the words. Was he a horrible father for feeding his daughter what she liked? Had he caused this? “Oh, and those little corn dogs.”

      The doctor nodded. “Those would definitely be a culprit, but so would a lot of other things. The white bread if she eats sandwiches at all, and I’m guessing because of her age that peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are a staple…” She let the words fade as she looked to Jefferson.

      “Yeah, again one of the few things she’ll eat without a battle.” He was such a failure. How had he not known he was hurting his daughter?

      “Those are definitely at the root then, but gluten can also be found in vitamins, toothpaste, and preservatives.”

      Toothpaste? Jefferson ran a hand across the back of his neck and tried to take even breaths. It wasn’t working. Even though he was nowhere near water, he felt like he had the one time in high school he’d been messing around in the pool, inhaled too much water, and been close to drowning.

      “I know it sounds hard.” The doctor’s voice took on a soothing tone as if reading his mind. “And it will definitely take some getting used to, but it can be done. The good news is that most fresh food doesn’t contain gluten, so meat, eggs, fruit, vegetables, dairy - those are all great choices. You can even try quinoa, corn, and rice. Most people with Celiac can handle those. You’ll just have to avoid anything breaded, as much processed food as possible, and learn to read labels.”

      “Right.” Jefferson sighed as he watched his daughter’s tiny chest rise and fall. They’d given her some medication to help her sleep and the exhaustion of the ordeal had taken care of the rest, but while he felt she was in good hands here, he had no idea how he would continue to care for her when he got her home.

      The doctor rose from the stool and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know this is a lot, but the important thing to remember is that you didn’t cause this, although you or your wife could be carriers. You should both get checked out as well.”

      Carrier? Did that mean he could have this? That he was responsible for giving it to Hayley? Or had it been Jessica? “I can get checked, but her mother died a few years ago from cancer. I don’t know how to find out if she had it.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll send the nurse in to draw some blood for your test, and I’ll get you paperwork that will help. It will detail foods that are better for her to eat, resources to research, and a few recipes to get you started. Do you cook?”

      Jefferson shook his head. “I don’t cook much, but she stays with my sister during the day who cooks. I’ll see if she’ll make more meals.” As he said the words, he began running through his money and the bills in his head. True, he was playing more this season after proving himself last season, but he was still relatively new to the team and not making what some of the stars did. He had been frugal when he purchased his house and not overspent like he knew many athletes did when they got their first contract. Nor had he bought an expensive car, but the hospital bills from his wife’s death still hung over his head as did some of his college tuition. In addition, babies were not cheap and even though he was able to pay her less than a full-time nanny, paying his sister still took a sizable chunk of his check every month.

      “You can do this, Mr. Davis,” the doctor said. “I’ll have the nurse bring those papers back in, but feel free to stay until Hayley wakes up. Her stomach should feel better but the sleep will be good for her no matter what.”

      Jefferson nodded and thanked the doctor, but when the door closed behind her, he let his emotional wall fall. His head dropped into his hands, and he blinked to keep the burning tears from escaping his eyes. “Lord, I am going to need some help here. I am in way over my head at the moment. Is this my fault? My punishment for my relationship with Jessica?”

      He paused as if expecting an audible reply, but of course none came. However, he knew God didn’t punish like that. Free will involved choices, and choices carried consequences. His choice to be intimate with Jessica out of wedlock had carried the consequence of Hayley’s unplanned birth, but could it have carried more? If they had gotten married first, would they have known to get tested for something like this before considering a child? He doubted it. Not that the guys on the team shared everything, but he’d never heard any of them discuss blood tests for things like this.

      A soft sigh spilled from his lips. These questions did nothing for his current situation. Only God could fix that. That he knew by now, so he continued his prayer. “Can you send something? Peace, knowledge, someone to help me out? Anything?”

      He let the silence hang in the air for a moment as he waited for something. God didn’t often speak loudly, and when Jefferson had rededicated his life to Christ, he’d learned to listen for the small voice, the quiet one that often went unheard because people weren’t used to being still or ignored the voice for too long. But Jefferson was learning. It was not an easy process, but he was trying.

      Opening his eyes, he looked back to Hayley and struggled to draw a breath against the weight pushing on his chest. She appeared so small and fragile in the bed made for an adult. Her blonde hair splayed out on the pillow like shiny gossamer waves, and her peaceful expression gave her an angelic look. He only hoped he wasn’t being given a glimpse of the future, one where she became an angel before he was ready.

      His mind thought back to ninth grade when he’d been forced to read Romeo and Juliet. There had been a scene when Juliet stared down at Romeo and remarked how he looked pale and as if at the bottom of the tomb. Jefferson had found it creepy at the time, then mildly interesting when he’d realized the foreshadowing behind it, but now he hoped he wasn’t having a similar experience with Hayley.

      The nurse entered a few minutes later with a needle and a stack of papers for him. With a perfunctory stick, she drew his blood, covered the site with a bandage, offered a few encouraging words, and then left. When the door closed behind her, Jefferson picked up the papers and began to read. Fresh food - that part seemed easy enough except that Hayley was picky. She lived on Mac N Cheese, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, chicken nuggets, and anything that matched her color choice of the month - all of which were now to be avoided. How in the world would he be able to make food she would eat and still meet her new dietary requirements?

      “Daddy?”

      He glanced up at the soft voice of his daughter. “Hey, Hayley, how are you feeling?”

      “Better.” She touched her stomach as if exploring for pain. “Can we go home now?”

      “Yeah, we can go home.” As he gathered up her things, he sent a text off to his sister, Lorelai. He would be late to work, but he still needed to go in today. When he received her response, he fired off another to his coach and Blaine, the team captain and quarterback, informing them of the situation. Well, some of the situation. He hadn’t exactly told the team about his daughter yet. Then he picked up Hayley, her teddy bear and her blanket, and carried her to the car.

      Lorelai’s car was already at the house when he arrived, and she opened the front door as he approached as if she’d been watching from inside. Though different genders, there would be no doubt Lorelai was his sister from anyone who saw them side by side. They both had their father’s dark hair and brown eyes. Even the shape of their nose and eyes were the same. In fact, the only differences were that her face was a little thinner and his chin was a little squarer. He’d often wondered if their closeness was due more to their similar age or their similar appearance.

      Her concerned gaze traveled first over Hayley before meeting his eyes. “Is she okay?”

      “Yes and no,” Jefferson replied with a small shrug. “Let me get her set up with a video and then we can talk.”

      Lorelai nodded and smiled at Hayley. “Hello, Miss Hayley. I heard you had an adventure.”

      Hayley’s face scrunched, sending tiny wrinkles up the bridge of her nose. “My tummy hurt, but it’s better now.”

      “That’s good.” Lorelai turned on the television as Jefferson set Hayley on the couch and tucked the blanket around her.

      “Aunt Lorelai and I have to chat for a minute, bug, so you just rest here and watch the video, and then she’ll be right back with you.”

      “Okay.” Hayley’s attention was already on the screen which gave Jefferson a modicum of relief.

      When he and Lorelai were in the kitchen and far enough away to not disturb Hayley, he sighed and pulled out the paperwork. “So, Hayley has Celiac disease. It’s manageable, but her diet will have to be modified.”

      Lorelai took the papers and began to scan them.

      “I know you’re not a chef or anything like that, but if I pay you a little more, can you follow her dietary guidelines and maybe make dinners too?” Jefferson ran a hand across the back of his neck as he watched Lorelai. She was his sister, but she was still only a teenager, nineteen and a freshman in college. So young. Because she still wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with her life, she’d decided to save their parents some money and only take a few night classes her first year which was why she was even available to work for him during the day, but though they were flesh and blood, he knew this was asking a lot.

      She shook her head slowly, but not in a dismissive way. He could tell it was more from an overwhelming feeling than an outright no. “I’ll do my best, Jefferson, but this is not my specialty. I cook a few things, but this? This is going to be a challenge even for me.” She lifted her face and met his eyes with a serious gaze. “What are you going to do on the days I’m not here?”

      The days she didn’t come. He hadn’t thought about that. It was one thing to ask her to make an extra meal on the days she was here, but it was another to ask her to make an extra six on top of that. He dropped into one of the barstools and stared at the counter. “I don’t know. To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about it.”

      “Well, I think you need to. And soon. I know you don’t cook much, and these recipes are going to require some knowledge. Mom could probably help, but this might even be out of her league.”

      “No, I don’t want to bring Mom into this.” Ever since the day he’d had to tell his mother that Jessica was pregnant, their relationship had changed. She loved Hayley, and Jefferson knew she would do anything for the girl, but he wasn’t sure he could handle having her around every day. She hadn’t completely forgiven him for getting his girlfriend pregnant out of wedlock.

      Lorelai nodded and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Okay, I can understand that. Maybe you can hire a cook or at least someone to give you some lessons?”

      Could he afford that? He would have to sit down and study his finances to be sure, but even if he could, how did he go about finding a personal chef or an instructor? “I’ll look into it, but how do I even hire one? I don’t know any chefs, and I doubt they just put ads in the paper or online.”

      Lorelai tapped her lips with her finger. “You could check with the local college. I’m pretty sure they have a cooking program, so maybe some of their students would be interested.”

      “Maybe.” Jefferson didn’t have a problem with a student helping out, but he wanted to make sure whoever he got was knowledgeable enough not to make anything that would harm Hayley.

      “Or...” she drew the word out as if thinking about what to say next even while extending the life of those two letters. Suddenly she sucked in a breath and her eyes lit up. “What about one of the cooks at the training facility? If they can’t help you, I bet they would know how to get in touch with someone who could.”

      At the mention of this, Lucia’s face flashed in Jefferson’s mind. She rarely came out to the dining room, but maybe he could ask her for help? He didn’t know her well, but she had a kind face. Surely, she wouldn’t be opposed to at least pointing him in the right direction? “You’re right, sis. I can start there.” A yawn escaped his lips. He’d slept a little at the hospital but not long enough. “Do you have Hayley if I go lay down a bit before I have to leave for work?”

      “Of course.” She nodded and offered him a small smile. “That is what you pay me for, right? Besides, I love spending the day with my niece. Did you call Mom yet though? She’s going to want to know.”

      Jefferson pinched the bridge of his nose. Calling his mother was the last thing he wanted to do right now. “No, I didn’t, but I will. I promise,” he added as Lorelai shot him a pointed look.

      “You better. She’ll be even madder if she hears it from someone else. Anyway, get some rest. I’m sure you were up late last night. I’ll sit with Hayley and do some research while she watches. Hopefully, we’ll have some of the food here, but if not, are you okay if I place an order for delivery?”

      “Yeah, whatever you need to do, and Lorelai? I appreciate this.”

      “Of course. That’s what family is for.” Her words sounded confident, but he could tell that she still felt overwhelmed by this new responsibility and he couldn’t blame her. He did too, but they had made a pact to always be there for each other, and though it seemed he was often the one needing help, he knew that she would help in any way she could. At least he hoped she would.
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