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Kevin, 

Thank you for always being there for me, no matter what.
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Faith

There you are. I’ve been waiting for you.

My entire being goes still as I watch him through the window. The sounds inside the coffee shop disappear. Everyone and everything but Rivers fades to gray. I don’t want to miss a step, a look. Each day I watch for him, hopeful that he’ll be here. Each day I don’t see him, I tell myself tomorrow...tomorrow I will see him. I haven’t seen him since Monday, and it is now Thursday. 

Too many tomorrows passed.

There truly is something about a man in uniform—a quiet show of power and strength. His slacks and white button-down shirt mold to his fit frame; he holds a cap under one arm and has a backpack slung over his shoulder. His dark head is down as he walks with purposeful, yet slightly uneven steps. 

The man looks up. 

I take a shaky breath. My pulse and heartbeats are out of sync and chaotic. Anticipation so heavy it feels like nausea courses through me. My eyes sweep across his features.

His beautiful, scarred features. 

He offers a polite smile and a nod, as he always does, and he walks past the coffee shop, as he always does.

“Miss? Can I get a refill?”

I blink and my surroundings come back into focus. Music and voices crash over me and the small coffee shop is once more congested with people. I stand near the register of Cookies and Creamer, coffeepot in hand. I look at the short, gray-haired man who stands on the other side of the counter. 

With eyebrows lifted, he holds out a coffee cup.

“I am so sorry,” I tell him and quickly refill his coffee cup. I place a hand on my hip and give him a wide smile. “What kind of cookies do you like?”

“Cookies?” 

“Yes. Cookies. What kind do you like?”

“Chocolate chip?” he answers warily.

I laugh. “Two chocolate chip cookies coming right up. On me.”

“But...why?”

“Because you were kind enough to not get upset at my daydreaming.” I hold up a finger. “One moment, please.”

The annoyance falls from his face and his brown eyes crinkle at the corners when I hand him a package of cookies. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” I return. “Have a nice night.”

He raises his mug and dips his head as he turns from the counter with his coffee and cookies.

“Well played.”

I look at my friend and coworker. “Just keeping the customers happy.”

Vanessa nods and wavy black hair swishes across her shoulders. “Oh, I know. How many cookies is that this pay period?”

I grab the small notepad from a drawer and add two more lines to the tally. I tilt my head as I add up the lines. “Twenty-four. Not bad.”

She groans. “That’s fifty dollars from your paycheck. You gotta stop handing out cookies.”

“Never.” I grin and mischievously add, “I do what I want.”

“Oh, I know, and you doing what you want is making you broke.”

I shrug and smile. “Cookies make people happy.”

“You know what else makes people happy?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.” 

“Money, honey.”

I frown. “Dang, you’re right. This is really putting a damper on my plans to become a millionaire, isn’t it? I better stop now while I can still salvage the dream.”

“You know, chances are, that guy will not be a return customer. He’s probably on his way to the airport. You just tossed aside your millionaire dream for nothing.” She starts a fresh pot of coffee.

I clap both palms to my cheeks and widen my eyes. “The horror!”

Cookies and Creamer, a no-fuss coffee shop that’s open daily from 6am to 10pm, is inside a little square building nestled right next door to the Buchanan Regional Airport. The walls are painted coral and there’s a shelf of books for people to read as they drink their coffee. We serve straight-up coffee and a variety of cookies we bake during our store hours. The shop is simple and has a homey feel to it. It’s not fancy and I like that.

“So,” Vanessa begins.

I put away the notepad and meet her green-eyed gaze. I already know the subject matter.

“How long have you been pining over your pilot now?”

My cheeks warm. “He’s not my pilot.”

With her pretty face and long and lean frame, Vanessa could have been a model. Instead, she chose to take business management courses and go to culinary school. If all goes well, she plans to have her own diner, The Hot Spot, open for business by Valentine’s Day.

Vanessa rests her hip against the counter ledge and crosses her arms. “How long?”

“I don’t know—”

“Since he started showing up a couple months ago,” Vanessa cuts in. “And you’ve spoken to him, what, like four times?”

I shrug and avoid her eyes.

“I don’t get it. You don’t even know him, but you’re all...” She gestures to me. “This. Whatever this is. All googly eyes and silly smiles and spacing out when a customer is literally standing right in front of you. How can you be like this over someone you don’t even know? Maybe he isn’t as great as you want him to be. Have you ever thought of that?”

She’s wrong. 

I grab the washcloth from the sink and vigorously wipe down the countertops, aware that Vanessa silently watches me. When I run out of countertops to clean, I toss the rag in the sink and look at my friend. “I don’t know if you’ll understand.”

“Try me.”

I swipe hair from my face and look beyond the coffee shop to the dusk-riddled sky. It’s getting late and the place empties as the outside world turns from day to night. “Have you ever met someone and right away felt a connection to them, or like you’d known them a long time?”

“Maybe,” she answers slowly.

I lock eyes with my friend as I tell her quietly, “As soon as I saw him, I felt something. I don’t know if it makes sense, but it was like I just knew I was supposed to meet him, that I’m supposed to know him.”

Something about the way Rivers looked at me that first time—both hopeful and hesitant—pricked my heart with awareness and empathy. It’s like he unconsciously reached out to me. What kind of a person would I be if I ignored that silent call to be seen? 

Of course, maybe I’m delusional and that isn’t at all what happened.

“Then why haven’t you tried to talk to him more?”

“Things have to happen the way they’re meant to happen,” is all I say in explanation. “You can’t force them.”

Vanessa rolls her eyes and straightens. “I don’t have enough patience for that.”

“I think you would, given the right circumstances.”

“And what sort of circumstances would warrant patience from an impatient person?”

“Life-altering ones.”

“Like?” she prompts.

I envision dark eyes and imperfect, striking features, and smile. “We meet people all the time, Vanessa, but sometimes, we meet someone special, and we just know our lives will never be the same.”

“And you knew this the first time you met Rivers?”

I smile and shrug.

“Just be careful, all right? I don’t want you to get hurt. Jackson did enough damage to last a lifetime.”

That name used to cause stabbing pain in my chest, but these days all I feel is embarrassment and naiveté for the girl who fell for the wrong guy. 

“You can’t stop that from happening,” I tell her quietly. “People get hurt all the time. It’s part of living and loving. I know that. You know that.”

“All right, well, that’s enough Dr. Faith for one night. You’ve told me many, many enlightening words that my brain cannot process at this time of night.” Vanessa bumps her hip to mine. “Get out of here and enjoy what’s left of your night. You were supposed to leave an hour ago.”

“I know, but—”

“I know, Faith, I know.” Vanessa shakes her head, but there’s a smile on her face. “You hoped you’d get to see him.”

My mouth stretches into a wide smile. “And I did.”

“And you did. ‘Night, lady.”

I linger. “Is there anything you want me to do before I go?”

Home, although I’m tired and that is where I sleep so I have to go there to get to my bed, is quiet and empty. I’m not quite ready for the solitude of my apartment. 

“No.” Vanessa gently pushes me out from behind the counter. “You’ve already done most of the nightly cleanup for me. You make me feel bad when you do that and you make me look bad. Get.”

“Okay, okay,” I say with a laugh. 

Vanessa peers through the glass windows of the shop. She frowns and looks at me. “Did you walk or drive today?”

“I walked.”

Her frown deepens. “Why do you do that when you know it will be dark before you get out of here? It’s not safe—and it’s cold out.”

“It’s only a couple blocks. I walk all the time—and it isn’t that cold.”

“It isn’t that warm either,” Vanessa retorts. “What if there’s a creeper out there who decides they like the looks of you a little too much?”

I give her a look and repeat, “It’s only a couple blocks.”

“In the dark.”

“I’ve walked to and from work for the last how many years, in the dark even. Besides, it’s dark at like six right now—it’s basically always dark. I’m fine,” I repeat with a reassuring smile. 

“That’s a lot of dark,” is her dry reply.

“It sure is.” I grab my jacket and purse. “Have a good night.”

Vanessa scowls at me. “Text me when you get home.”

“I will. Good night, Vanessa.”

“Good night, you boob.” She sighs and waves as I laugh and walk out of the coffee shop. 

I shiver and put on my jacket as I enter the October night. Vanessa was right: it is cold out. I even understand her concern about me walking home in the dark, but nothing bad ever happens in the small city of Buchanan, Iowa. I am aware that doesn’t mean it won’t happen, but the chances are low. The last thing that drew attention was when seventy-two-year-old Ian Dickens ran a red stoplight last summer, and it wasn’t until he was pulled over by the local police that it was discovered he did not have on any clothes.

I shove my hands in the pockets of my coat, and under the glow of streetlamps, make my way toward home. Fallen leaves shimmer in shades of autumn. I inhale deeply of the crisp, cold air. 

The wind picks up to sweep hair around my face. I look up at the star-filled sky as an airplane climbs through the clouds. I wonder if my pilot is on that plane. The thought makes me smile. 

I tip my head back and watch the plane vanish. “Fly high, Rivers.”
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Leaves crunch beneath my boots and the tip of my nose is frozen. Each exhale leaves my lungs in a cloud of white. I fist my hands inside the pockets of my knee-length coat. I should have worn my hat and gloves, but I didn’t know it would get this chilly. I don’t hate winter, but I don’t love it. 

Winter is rudely shoving autumn, the season I do love, out of its way before I really have a chance to appreciate the changing colors of the leaves, as well as that brief time where it is the perfect temperature to wear jeans and sweaters. 

My apartment is across the highway and two blocks down from the airport, near the official downtown area of Buchanan. Downtown Buchanan is made up of local shops, restaurants, and a handful of bars. It’s Monday night after eight, and except for an occasional vehicle that passes by, the roads are bare. 

With only the shadows and stars to accompany me, it seems like I’m in some futuristic sci-fi movie where I am the only human alive in an abandoned city.

I wonder where Rivers is right now, and what he’s thinking about, or if he ever thinks about me. I smile ruefully. Probably not. I am only a woman from a coffee shop he sometimes talks to and smiles at. He, on the other hand, claims an endless amount of my thoughts and dreams and causes my stomach to spin.

I cross the highway to the sidewalk that leads to the apartment building where I live. Other than the airport and coffee shop in the distance, there is nothing but trees and the outskirts of town behind me. Intent on getting out of the cold and dark and into my apartment, I hurry past establishments and bars where the sounds of voices and music can be heard from within. 

A rainbow of businesses, homes, and apartment buildings run along the sidewalks with trees and shrubbery painted around them. Buchanan is on the smaller side for a city; around 50,000 people in total, but big enough that it has all the stores I need to survive. The town is probably most well-known for its fourth of July events than span a week and bring people from all over the state to attend the various music bands, water fights, beanbag tournaments, and of course, the fireworks display.

I quicken my pace as the apartment building where I live comes into view.

Hillview Apartments is a decent enough apartment complex. It is a stone structure that is four stories tall and houses an eclectic group of people. What I like about it is that the rent is affordable and I have a space I can call my own. The downside is that it is a shared structure, and with that, comes varying levels of noise and cooking. I.E. sometimes I hear bits of people’s lives without their knowledge and the hallway smells interesting at times.

I step inside and am instantly blinded by the red and white Christmas lights that line the walls of the hallway and stairwell railing. I blink until I can focus on my apartment door. Those lights were not there when I left for my shift. Someone, probably the person four doors down whose door is covered in silver and green garland, turned on their Christmas spirit early.

“You missed Halloween and Thanksgiving,” I mutter.

I grab my keys from my purse and unlock the door to my apartment. As soon as I step inside, I smile. The scent of my favorite pumpkin vanilla candle lingers. The walls are painted a shade called ‘lyrical rose’ that immediately gives me a sense of peace. I remove my jacket and hang it, along with my purse, on the set of hooks near the door.

The couch and recliner set is made of gray fabric and there is an orange and yellow bohemian rug in the center of the room. I have an overabundance of colorful throw blankets and pillows to line the furniture and an eclectic assortment of paintings in vintage frames on the biggest wall of the room. 

When I first moved in four years ago, my landlord told me I could paint and decorate however I chose, with the understanding that before I move out, if I ever do, I will fill in any holes in the walls and repaint them white. I happily agreed.

Even though part of me wants to lie down and watch television until I fall asleep, the urge to create is greater. I am proud of Vanessa for following her dream of opening her own diner. I have dreams too, but for reasons I don’t like to admit, mine remain that: dreams. 

I turn on low-playing music before I pull my hair back in a ponytail and change into pink pajama pants and an oversized blue shirt. I make a cup of lemon tea and study the ingredients I pulled from the refrigerator and cupboards. Baking to me is as painting is to a painter. It soothes me and gives me a sense of pride and purpose.

“What should we bake tonight?” I ask myself.

I inhale deeply, and inspired by the scent of my candle, decide on brown sugar pumpkin cupcakes. A swoop of excitement spins through my stomach. I grin. Most of my recipes are formed through manual labor, taste testing, and countless ingredient variations—and they’re all stored inside my head. I could write them all down, but I try new things so often that they would constantly become outdated, and trying to keep track of it all sounds more like a headache than fun.

“Hmmm. Do we or don’t we add cream cheese to the frosting?” I narrow my eyes at the counter. “Yes. Yes, we do.”

That settled, I work on the batter as I think about how I want to decorate the cupcakes once they’re cooled and ready to be frosted. I snap my fingers. I can sprinkle them with brown sugar and cinnamon and add a cinnamon stick on one side. I dance and nod my head as I pour the batter in two lined cupcake tins. Once the batter is in the oven with a timer set, I start on the frosting. My goal is a light, fluffy, cream cheese frosting with a hint of vanilla.

I taste the frosting. “Perfect.”

I grab a book from the small bookcase in the living room and settle on the couch to read as I wait for the cupcakes to be done. I am on a particularly steamy part of the story when the timer goes off and startles me enough that I drop the book. With an apology, I pick it up and pat the book cover before I set it on the end table by the couch.

As soon as my phone plays ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me’, I remember I was supposed to text Vanessa. 

“I’m not dead,” is the greeting I give my longtime friend.

“How do I know that? You could be a ghost.”

“I could be,” I agree. “Either way, I made it home okay.”

“Did you though, really, if you’re a ghost?”

I silently scowl at the phone.

“And you wonder why I worry about you,” Vanessa mutters.

“I don’t wonder. I already know it’s because you love me.”

“And possibly because of that one time you put on a pantsuit backwards.”

I laugh softly. “You’ll never let me forget that, will you?”

“It was pretty entertaining.”

“I could bring up some entertaining stuff you’ve done too.”

“Well, would you look at the time? I better go, lots of things to do,” she hurriedly says. “Glad you’re not dead.”

With a wide smile in place, I tell my friend good night and end the call.

Possibly part of the reason I have some extra softness around my body is due to my habit of indulging in the stuff I bake. Tonight is no different. Once the cupcakes are cooled and frosted, I eat two of them, and I do not regret it. They are perfectly baked, soft and airy, and delicious. I consider eating a third one, but if I keep eating them, there won’t be any to share, and that’s one of the best parts of baking. 

I finish my now-cold tea and wash the dishes I dirtied as I baked. That done, I brush my teeth, and with the romance novel tucked under my arm, head to bed. 
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Rivers

I look around the busy coffee shop with its bright walls and cheery atmosphere. There have been so many times over the last few months, whether or not I actually want coffee, where I find myself stopping here either before or after a flight. Something—someone—pulls me here again and again. I’d say it was Delilah, if I believed in such things. Why though? Why would she direct me to this particular place, if she could?

My hands tighten on the Styrofoam coffee cup.

The air shifts.

Without looking, I feel her approach.

I smell the scent of peaches.

Tingles erupt along my arms and back.

I briefly close my eyes.

And I wait.

The question, although worded differently, is always the same.

“How are you?”

I look up and catch the woman’s tentative smile before I turn my attention back to the cup of coffee I hold between my hands. Her. She would be the reason. 

I swallow. “Good. I’m good.”

The answer, although worded differently, is also always the same.

I wonder how many times, and in how many ways, I’ve answered that question over the last however many years. Never completely truthful, because who really wants to know about the sadness that’s altered my life? I think maybe she would. 

It somehow hits differently when she asks.

It sounds like she actually cares, like she really wants to know.

Why, I wonder.

Why would she care?

The woman briefly touches my shoulder. I instinctively tense and her hand falls away. I want to go back in time, not stiffen at her touch, but it’s too late. Even if I could, the reaction would be the same.

There is a stilted pause before she says, “Good.”

“How are...you?” I ask as I lift my gaze. 

Too late. Always too late.

She’s moved on to the next customer, her long coppery hair a curtain on either side of her face as she leans down to talk to a little girl in a purple dress. Always moving, always smiling, always aglow with positivity. I inhale deeply, eyes locked on her as she makes her way around the room. Everyone she talks to ends up smiling, their day a little bit lighter because of their encounter with her. It is the same for me.

Her name is Faith. 

She glances up, catches my gaze on her, and smiles the kind of smile that brightens her brown eyes and bursts through the recipient’s soul. I feel that smile. I should have said more, responded quicker.

Late. Always too late. I frown and look at my watch. “Fuck.” 

I’m late.

I down the rest of the coffee that went cold a dozen minutes ago, toss the Styrofoam cup in a nearby wastebasket, dig out some bills from my pocket to put in the tip jar, and stride through the door. 

It’s time to fly.

Breathe, Rivers.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Relax.

Focus.

And fly.

Touch those stars for me.

It’s her voice that slows my pace, calms my pulse, clears my head, and guides me. 

Delilah.
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It’s been three days since I last stepped foot inside Iowa.

With eyes that burn and head foggy with the need to sleep, I return to Buchanan Regional Airport at the end of my shift. I walk into the normal airport atmosphere—voices and music, clashing scents of food and drinks, and people either in a frenzied stride or ambling about like they have nowhere to be. 

For a commercial airport, it is on the smaller side. Smaller planes, shorter flights. Not as well-known airlines fly in and out from here. It is vastly different compared to where I started, but also where I needed to be to keep my sanity.

My legs are stiff and uncooperative as I step outside. I am enveloped by frigid Iowa air and a sky bruised in shades of black and blue. Even though it is out of my way, I turn in the direction of the coffee shop. I know Cookies and Creamer is closed; I know she won’t be inside, and still my footsteps slow and I turn my head to look.

The scent of coffee lingers, but the blackness and silence are eerily out of place. It isn’t like I haven’t walked past this place countless times when it’s been closed, but this time, it seems different. This time, I feel the absence of life more profoundly. There should be laughter, conversations, music. 

There should be Faith.

She’s isn’t here. Did you really think she’d be sitting the dark waiting for you? And if she was, then what? What would you do? What would you say? 

“It’s closed, man,” a male voice says from behind. 

I look over my shoulder to the taller, younger pilot. “You coming or going?”

“Coming.” He smiles knowingly before he says, “You know, if you want coffee and cookies at this time of morning, you’ll have to go elsewhere. They don’t open for at least another hour.”

I jerk my head in the semblance of a nod and turn to leave. “Yeah. Right. Have a good one.”

“Is it the tall one or the short one?”

I face him.

Crinkles form around Ashton Friedman’s pale blue eyes as his smile grows. Frosted air coats his words as they leave his mouth. “Which of the coffee shop hotties caught your attention—the tall one with dark hair or the short one with red?”

“It’s the coffee,” I lie.

From my first day with Sun Airlines a few months ago, Ashton’s been semi-attached to me. He told me I remind him of his older brother who lives across the country. I like the guy, I do, but at times, he is more observant than I appreciate.  

Now, for instance.

“Oh, I know. I get it. Best coffee in Buchanan, that’s for sure.” He winks. “Well. You get some rest, Young. You look like shit.”

“No one asked you, Friedman,” I murmur with a faint smile.

With a laugh, he shakes his head of sandy-brown hair. “Sorry, dude, just keeping it real.”

“You have my permission to keep it a little less real,” I tell him without any heat. “Fly safe.”

“Always do.”

I give the coffee shop one final look as I turn to go. I ask myself why I’m looking for her anyway. I don’t have an answer. I shake my head and backtrack to my vehicle. 

Hands in the pockets of my jacket, I look down as I walk.

A muffled curse reaches me as a phone skids across the pavement. It hits the side of my shoe and stops. I reach down to pick it up. A corner of my mouth lifts at the sight of the gold-sparkled case.

“I don’t know what just happened. My fingers aren’t awake yet, I guess.” 

I go still at the sound of the voice. I carefully straighten and lift my gaze to brown eyes that steal the air from my lungs. She wears a black stocking cap and coat and a shy smile. A breeze lifts strands of auburn hair from her shoulders and the scent of peaches hits me.

“Hi,” I croak around a suddenly dry throat.

“Hello.” Faith reaches out a gloved hand. “Thank you for rescuing my phone.” 

I look from her face to her hand. I want to say it is lack of sleep that doesn’t allow me to compute what the gesture means, but I think it’s just my inability to think clearly when I’m around her. I shake my head against a wave of lightheadedness as my gaze returns to hers. 

Her smile falters. “You’re shaking your head. Does that mean you’re not going to give me back my phone?”

I blink. “What? No.” 

“No, you’re not giving me back my phone?”

I shove the phone toward her. What is wrong with me? “Sorry.”

“It’s a nice phone. Maybe you wanted to keep it.” Her smile grows.

“I like the phone case,” I admit lamely. 

She laughs. “It is a nice case.”

“It makes me think of stars.” 

Faith looks at her phone. “I never thought of that before, but yeah, it does, doesn’t it?”

I nod and shove my hands in the pockets of my jacket because I don’t know what else to do. 

We share a look as silence descends. I am the first to look away.

“Thank you again. I, uh, I should probably go. I have to open today—the coffee shop,” she adds at my blank look.

I want to say something, anything to prolong my time with her, but words elude me. “Have a good day.” 

Her eyebrows lower. “Thanks. You too.”

I only manage a few steps before she calls my name. I turn to face her and wait.

Faith takes two steps toward me, lower lip caught between her teeth. “I want to apologize.”

I tilt my head. “For what?”

She looks to the left of me. “The other day...I touched your shoulder and you flinched.” She hesitates before she locks her eyes on me. I am unable to move under the strength of her gaze. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry. You just...you looked so...” Faith shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. I overstepped boundaries and I am sorry if I made you uneasy. The last thing I want to do is upset you.”

My throat tightens. I wish she hadn’t noticed I flinched at the same time I am thankful she did. I could try to explain my reaction, but words can’t always accurately describe feelings, especially ones even I don’t fully understand. I could tell her the sad, depressing story of my past. I could tell her of my resigned present. I could talk and talk and talk, and maybe, at some point, it would all make sense to even me, but she has to go, and I don’t have the words. 

I say, “Thank you.”

And I walk away.

I’m almost to the Jeep Cherokee when I glance over my shoulder. As if she feels my eyes on her, Faith stops and partially turns. Even with the distance between us, her gaze sees through me and into the darkest, most hidden parts of me. 

Maybe I don’t need words. 

Maybe she already knows. 
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Faith

Rivers is here.

I feel him before I see him. 

A knot forms in my stomach and tugs. I swallow as I look up. He stands near the door of Cookies and Creamer. As always, he’s dressed in his pilot’s uniform. 

Am I kidding myself to think that he’s here for me?

My nerves freeze at the same time everything inside me tells me to go to him. He offers the faintest nod, the smallest smile. I feel that invisible barrier locked firmly in place, but I swear he fights against it, that he fights himself.

Tear it down, Rivers.

I lift my chin and he inclines his head. I look from him to the line of people who stand on the other side of the counter. My eyes ask him to stay. Wait for me, please. Something shifts in his expression. I feel him close up; I watch him take a step back.

I feel my heart squeeze.

“I’ll take two chocolate chip cookies and one medium coffee, please.”

I blink and focus on the elderly woman with curly gray hair and twinkling eyes. I smile. “You got it.”

“Thank you, dear,” she tells me as I hand her the cookies and coffee. “Keep the change.”

“Thank you.” I drop the change in the jar near the register. “Have a nice day.” 

I hurry through the line of customers, but it doesn’t matter. Like a ghost, Rivers is gone when I look up. Maybe he is a ghost.

He would be the one ghost I’d be okay with haunting me.

I look across the room to where Vanessa stands near the bookshelf with a customer. Her eyebrows are arched. I shrug and she rolls her eyes before she turns her attention back to the woman in a red coat. Vanessa, lover of books, holds one in her hands as they talk. I love books too, but I’d rather read them than discuss them.

I turn away from my friend.

I don’t know what Vanessa expects me to do. I see Rivers and interact with him for moments that feel like seconds. I can’t ask him out. I mean, I could, but I won’t. That may work for Vanessa, but that’s not me. I don’t push. Even if I was that type of person, I instinctively know all I’d accomplish is to permanently push Rivers away.

This time it was over a week before I saw him again. It’s always too long, I think, as the oven timer goes off. I set the coffeepot down on the counter behind the register. I grin at Trish, the owner of Cookies and Creamer, as I sweep past her on my way to what passes as our kitchen. 

I grab an oven mitt from a drawer and remove three baking sheets of cookies. I gladly inhale the scents of chocolate chip and sugar cookies as I work. The cookies, although not homemade, are still good. They weren’t made with love though, not like my homemade cookies. 

‘Head over Feet’ by Alanis Morissette plays from the coffee shop speakers and I sing along as I put the cookies on racks to cool. 

“Hey you,” Trish calls over the top of the half-partition wall that divides the main coffee shop from the designated baking area.

I pause with a bottle of dish soap in my hand and look up to see the top half of Trish’s face. Brown eyes with perpetual crinkles around them meet mine. I smile. “Hey you back.”

Down to the gray-blue color, Trish’s hair reminds me of Rick’s hair from the cartoon show ‘Rick and Morty’. “A member of your fan club is here and requests your presence.”

“I don’t have a fan club,” I tell her, laughing. I set down the bottle of dish soap and dry my hands on a towel.

Vanessa appears beside me. “I’ll take over cookie duty so you can sign autographs or whatever it is people with fan clubs do.”

I look at Vanessa and lower my voice when I ask, “Did I become famous without realizing it?”

She aims a grin at me and begins to package the cookies. “You wish.”

“I don’t know if the cookies are...” I trail off when she shoots me a look. Cool enough, I finish silently.

“Go,” Vanessa urges and nods toward where Trish stands.

“—brings more business to this here little coffee shop, you can have all the fan clubs in the world,” Trish states, unaware I am not actively listening to her. “They can even meet here to worship you, as long as they buy coffee and cookies.”

“Obviously,” I murmur and smile as I walk around the divider. 

“Surprise!” With his arms spread wide, my brother jumps toward me with a wide grin.

“Brett!” I lunge for him.

“Faith!” Laughing, he gathers me into a hug and squeezes once before he releases me. “How you been?” He flicks my hair. “Your hair is longer.”

“So is yours.” I reach up to muss his unkempt brown hair.

Brett ducks from my touch and holds up his hands, palms toward me. “Hey. Easy. There is a secret strategy to this style.”

“Is it called not brushing your hair?” I tease.

“That’s for me to know and you to never know.” Brett’s long legs are encased in jeans and his top half is clothed in a black, hooded sweatshirt.

A glance around the coffee shop tells me he came alone. “Where’s the rest of you?”

He shrugs one shoulder. “Don’t know, don’t care.”

“Wow. Okay then. Good to know how much your friends mean to you.” I lean against the counter and cross my arms. “What are you doing here anyway?” 

“I came to see you, silly.”

“No. I mean in Buchanan.” As far as I knew, Brett didn’t plan to come home again until Christmas. “What are you doing back home?”

We share the same brown eyes, but that’s where the similarities end. Brett is tall and lanky with proud, prominent features. I’m average height with softness and curves. I envy his cheekbones. 

“I missed my little sister,” Brett tells me and reaches around the counter for a cookie. He pauses, cookie in hand, as he notices Vanessa. He quickly turns to me and puts a finger to his lips. “Shh. Don’t tell Trish.”

“Don’t tell me what?” Trish looks up from the table she’s wiping down.

“Nothing.” Brett winks at me.

“Maybe you miss your little sister, but that isn’t why you are home.” 

“You’re not very sneaky. I know you’re stealing cookies,” Trish says from behind Brett.

“I know, Trish love, I know.” Brett winks at me and places the entire sugar cookie in his mouth. He pauses. “You didn’t make these, did you?”

“I mean, technically, I did.”

“Yours are better,” he whispers loud enough for Trish to hear.

“Stealing my cookies and then insulting them. You’re lucky I like you,” Trish mutters and walks to the bookshelf to straighten books that don’t need to be straightened. 

“I’ll pay for the cookie,” I call.

Vanessa snorts from the other side of the half-partition.

Back to us, Trish shakes her head and waves a hand. 

Trish Coolidge is in her fifties, maybe five feet tall with her tennis shoes, and has a good fifty pounds or more on me. Her customary outfit is jeans and a short-sleeve shirt. Today her top is orange with a pink flower at its center.

“I like your shirt, Trish,” Brett says.

“Suck-up,” Vanessa mutters as she walks to the register.

“Are you saying it isn’t a nice shirt?” Brett levels his eyes on my friend.

“No,” Vanessa returns. “I’m saying you’re a suck-up.” 

Brett chews and swallows the cookie before he turns to me and says, “We came home because Lenny was feeling homesick—hell, we all were. We agreed a road trip to Buchanan was a good idea.”

When a man and young girl approach the counter, Vanessa waves me away as I take a step toward them. She smiles and greets them, her high ponytail swaying when she reaches for the coffeepot. 

I turn back to my brother. “How long are you staying? Where are you staying?”

“We head back to Tennessee early next week. We got rooms at the bed and breakfast heading out of town toward Wisconsin. What’s it called? The Tin Lantern Inn,” he answers before I can.

“Does Mom know you’re back?” Mom would not be happy if Brett was back in town and didn’t immediately let her know. I frown. “We only get you for a handful of days? That isn’t much time. And then you won’t be back again until Christmas?” 

“I’m not sure.” His eyes shift past me to Vanessa. “I might come home for Thanksgiving now too.” 

I narrow my eyes. “What was that?”

Brett pauses. “What was that?”

“That look you gave Vanessa when you said that.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

I wait.

Brett runs a hand across his face. He sighs and drops his hand. “What? Fine. I was checking out Vanessa, okay? Am I not allowed to look at your super-hot friend?”

Although Vanessa’s eyes remain firmly on the customers, I notice her cheeks pinken.  

“Mom knows I’m home,” Brett hastily tells me like he’s in a hurry to move on from the subject of my super-hot friend he was checking out. “She’s planning a big meal this weekend. I’m sure she already called or sent you a text about it.” 

“Probably. I haven’t checked my phone.”

My brother stands at the end of the counter and drums his fingers on the countertop, eyes locked on me.

I sigh the longer he stares unblinkingly at me. “What is it? You want something.”

Brett straightens. “What are you doing Sunday night?”

“Working.”

“What about after that?”

“Not working.”

“You should come hang out with us, like old times.”

“Maybe,” I reply cautiously. My brother has ulterior motives for why he wants me to hang out with them Sunday night. I know what “like old times” means.

“I’ll text ya.” Brett winks, and with lightning-fast fingers, steals another cookie. He loudly smacks his lips against the top of my head and walks backward toward the exit. “Thanks a bunch, Trish love! Glad you got to see me, Vanessa. See ya, Sis,” he calls to me before he shoves the cookie in his mouth and turns to walk out the doorway.

“I’ll pay for them, I promise,” I tell Trish when she walks over to me. 

She snorts. “You’re always paying for cookies. At this rate, your whole paycheck is going to end up going to pay for cookies.” Trish waggles a finger at me. “Stop handing out cookies.”

“Brett stole them.”

Trish narrows her blue eyes. “How many did he take?”

I lift two fingers.

“So much for the fan club idea being profitable for me.” She repeats, “He’s lucky I like him.”

“It’s unfortunate how likeable he is,” I muse.

“I don’t find him all that likeable,” Vanessa states. “In fact, I find him to be quite arrogant, self-centered, and childish.”

“Don’t lie, Vanessa,” Trish scoffs. “You and Brett got a thing for each other.”

I blink at my friend. “What?”

“We do not.” Vanessa protests loudly, but once again, she blushes.

“Yes, you do, don’t deny it. I know what I know and what I know is that you two like each other,” Trish insists.

I decide I don’t want to know. 

I turn to Trish. “You know, Trish, I’ll gladly bring cookies from home for you to sell with all the profits going to Cookies and Creamer.  Minus the ones I give away,” I add with a small smile.

“Oh, I know, and you know why I won’t let you.”

“Do I, though, really?”

Trish scowls. “You know if you bring your cookies here for me to sell, that’ll be the end of the ones I already sell, and then what if you decide to start your own bakery, which you should, and I have to go back to selling the cookies that are garbage in comparison to yours?”

I lift my eyebrows at Vanessa.

“She’s right,” is all she says.

“And you won’t let me pay you for them, so no deal,” Trish adds.

“I’d feel bad making you pay me for them.” 

Trish shakes her head. “Faith, honey, you wouldn’t be making me pay you for them. It would be a business transaction. I’d put in an order, you’d produce the goods, I’d pay you for them, then I’d sell them for a profit. And repeat. That’s what you have to do if you want to have a business of your own.”

“Well, I don’t want a business of my own, so there’s no point in discussing it,” I say in a controlled tone and look away from Trish. 

It’s a lie. We all know it’s a lie. 

“You’re screwing yourself over,” Vanessa tells me like I asked for her opinion.

I aim narrowed eyes her way. “Thanks. That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say.”

Vanessa shrugs, eyes on a table where two women sit and talk. “Well, you are.”

“Maybe I am.” I walk up to the counter and stop before Vanessa. “Either way, can we please drop it?”

“Yes, but—”

“Vanessa,” I interrupt and give her a look.

“Fine. Fine. It’s dropped.” She meets my gaze. “I won’t remind you again that you’re making a really, really bad decision by not pursuing a dream I know you have.”

“Great. Glad that’s settled. Thank you for not continuing to talk about it after I politely asked you to drop it.”

My friend rolls her eyes.

“Maybe we should talk about Brett and y—”

“It’s dropped, all right?” She straightens a stack of napkins. “Sheesh.”

I grin.

“Ladies.” Trish looks at me, then Vanessa. “Whenever you decide you want to work, we have customers.”

I salute Trish and turn toward the growing line in front of the register. I move to the other side of the counter and Vanessa quickly gives me a one-armed hug. I gently bump my head to hers before we focus on the customers. 

Face forward, she asks, “Ready to do this?”

I nod. “You bet I am.”

“Let’s do this then.”

We high-five and get to work.

Vanessa and I have always worked well together. Without a word needed to communicate who’s going to do what, she figures out who wants cookies, what kind, and how many, and I work on coffee orders.
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