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      Crystal Jennings stared at the two pink lines.

      How could she have let this happen? Two weeks ago, she would have been ecstatic to see those pink lines but now, not so much.

      The positive pregnancy test was just another nail in the coffin of her relationship with her boss. First, she’d discovered large amounts of money were being run through the business, making her suspect her boss was involved in money laundering. Then, a week later, she found out he was married when his wife had shown up at the restaurant where she was having lunch with him, screaming about the “bitch who’s screwing my husband.” Her relationship with Richard Wilson was over, even if he didn’t know it yet.

      The phone on the table buzzed with a text message, startling her out of her funk. Glad it was a text instead of a call, she punched in her code and read it.

      Richard: We need to talk.

      She replied: Nothing to talk about. It’s over. And I’m leaving. Deposit my last check.

      Blocking the number so she wouldn’t see any more texts from him, she stood and picked up the packed bag at her feet. All she could think about was getting out of Chicago and back to Forest Springs. She’d decide what to do about the pregnancy later when she’d had a chance to think. The bag held a couple of changes of clothes and a jump drive with the incriminating evidence of the money laundering—just a little insurance he’d leave her alone.

      The sun peeked over the horizon as she drove out of town, away from the wreckage of her life, back to a place she felt safe—home.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost Noon when she pulled into the parking lot of the Forest Springs Café. A flat tire an hour out of Chicago and a stop for breakfast had her arriving later than she’d planned. The diner still looked the same with the red and white striped awning running across the front. She watched as her oldest friend, Mary Baker, wiped down a table and arranged the salt and pepper shakers and condiment bottles back into their respective spots. The town looked the same as it had for years. Famous for its hot springs, Forest Springs catered to the tourists while retaining its small-town charm.

      After checking the jump drive was in her purse, she stepped out of her car and into the sunshine of an Indiana summer day. Heat radiated up from the asphalt, bringing back memories of running barefoot through the lot as Mr. Carson yelled at them to stop acting like heathens and to get back in the café to finish their jobs. Mary was responsible for menus, making sure they were all wiped down and clean before being handed out to customers, and Crystal rolled silverware into napkins, preparing for the next rush. As they grew older, their responsibilities increased, both eventually becoming waitresses.

      Pulling open the door, she stopped and sniffed. The smell of coffee greeted her, making her want a big mug of it. She stood just inside the door until her friend looked up.

      “Cryssie, you made it,” Mary said as she hurried over to pull her into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was surprised when you called me from the state line an hour ago.”

      “It was a spur of the moment decision. We can talk about that later.”

      Mary pulled her over to the booth near the kitchen.

      “Right now, I really want one of Mr. Carson’s special grilled cheese sandwiches.”

      “No problem, though I’ll be the one making it. Mr. Carson is on vacation until Monday, and Preacher hasn’t shown up for his shift yet.” She scoffed. “Some manager. I hope you’re planning on staying a while. Mr. Carson will be disappointed if he didn’t get to see you.”

      “I’ll be here for a bit. I’m on a vacation.” She wondered who this preacher person was. Must be someone new in town.

      “Great! I’ve got some time off coming to me. I’ll see about using some of it so we can hang out while you’re here.” She pushed herself up from the booth. “Let me go get that sandwich made for you. Go ahead and help yourself to whatever you want. It’s all still in the same place.”

      After Mary went to the kitchen, Crystal walked to the soda dispenser, pleased to discover they still had her favorite, Dr. Pepper. Filling a glass with the beverage, she looked up as the bell over the door tinkled, signaling the arrival of customers.

      “Go ahead and sit wherever you’d like.” Picking up some menus, she passed them around the table. “I’ll get you some water while you’re deciding.”

      Returning to the area behind the counter, she yelled through the window to Mary that they had customers. The tinkling of the bell over the door signaled someone else entering the diner.

      Mary yelled back, “Okay, good thing Preacher finally decided to show up. I’ll be out in a moment to take their order.”

      Too busy filling glasses with ice and water to look up to satisfy her curiosity about Preacher, she concentrated on setting the glasses on a tray to carry them out to the table. She’d just picked up the full tray and turned when she heard a voice she never thought she’d hear again.

      “Hello, Cryssie.”
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      Surprised at the voice, she lost her grip on the tray, sending the glasses crashing to the floor. Turning to face the owner of the voice, she slipped in the water and landed on her hands and knees behind the counter. She looked to her left and found a pair of black, low-heeled boots next to her, the square toes scuffed from wear. Crystal stood and looked up into chocolate brown eyes filled with concern. She could see the boy she remembered in the man who stood in front of her. His leather jacket creaked as he took off his sunglasses and hooked them to the neck of his shirt, the sleeve of his jacket pulling up his arm and showing the hint of a tattoo.

      She’d lived through her teen years with a huge crush on Mary’s brother, Ezekiel. Her heart remembered and thumped harder, reminding her of the ways she’d tried to catch his eye. Back then, he’d been cute and a bad boy, always in trouble. He’d been rebelling against the restrictions set out by their brimstone-and-fire preacher father, taking off as soon as he turned eighteen. She’d been fourteen and had been heartbroken when he left.

      “I don’t remember you being such a klutz. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      He stepped in front of her and held out his hand. “Let me help you up.”

      “Thanks. I’ve had a really long day.” She placed her hand in his, surprised at the feel of his calloused fingers against her skin. Confused by her reaction, she pulled her hand away. She was pregnant with another man’s baby; she shouldn’t be feeling things for this leather-clad version of her old crush. “I’m surprised you remember me.”

      Ignoring her comment, he helped her to her feet. “Let’s get you in the office and get those hands and knees cleaned up. You’ve got blood running down your legs.” He stepped over the mess on the floor. “Hey, Mary, grab the mop and get this cleaned up.”

      Horrified to discover he was right, she followed him down the hallway past the restrooms to the office.

      The office was just as she remembered—a small metal desk and a couple of chairs squeezed into a room full of boxes of supplies. It even smelled the same, like old grease and musty paper.

      After removing his jacket and laying it on the desk, he pulled the first aid kit off the shelf beside the door. “Sit.” He dug through the supplies in the box. “Where are the tweezers?”

      “What?”

      “Tweezers. I’m trying to find them in this mess.”

      “What do you need tweezers for?”

      “You’ve got glass embedded in your knees. Tweezers will be the best way to get it out.”

      She sat on the chair in front of the desk and examined the blood oozing around shards of glass in her skin. How did she not feel that?

      Squatting in front of her, he picked up the tweezers and went to work pulling the shards of glass out of her knees. Wincing at the sting, she studied his hands. Warm and calloused, they were gentle as he dabbed at the cuts with a square of cotton. She watched him as he absently pushed his hair off his forehead and out of his eyes. Her fingers itched to touch his beard; trimmed close to his face, it looked both soft and scratchy at the same time. Lost in her perusal of his face, she didn’t notice when he poured antiseptic onto a cloth.

      “Ow, that stings.”

      She shivered when he blew on her skin to take away the pain from the antiseptic.

      After applying bandages to both of her knees, he stood. “Keep an eye on those and make sure they don’t get infected.”

      “Thank you, Zeke.” She blushed when she realized she’d been staring. “Sorry. It’s been a really long day.”

      “I’m not that angry kid any longer. Call me Preacher.”

      Crystal raised her eyebrows. “After everything you went through with your dad, your preferred name is Preacher? There’s got to be a story behind that.”

      “It’s a long story, and it’s none of your business.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Tired from her long drive, his dismissal hurt more than it normally would.

      After a knock, the office door opened. “Preacher, get a move on. I’ve got hungry customers out here, and I could use some help.”

      “Be right there.”

      Standing at the door, he turned and looked back at Crystal. “I can see interest in your eyes. Leave it, and me, be. I’m not worth it.”

      Her eyes wide with surprise, she stifled a yawn as she ambled back out to her table, grateful to see the glass of soda she’d poured earlier waiting for her. She closed her eyes and listened, the rumble of voices a backdrop for the symphony of sounds coming from the kitchen: the hiss of food hitting a hot grill, the tap of a whisk against the metal bowl, and the squeak of the order wheel as it turned.

      Mary hurried over, a plate in her hand. “Are you okay?” she asked as she set the plate in front of her friend.

      “Yeah. Just a few cuts. I’m fine.” The aroma of melted cheese and toasted bread wafted up from the plate, causing her stomach to let out a loud rumble. “Geez, guess I’m hungry.”
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