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      Lorelei glanced at the clock and stifled a yawn. She was definitely not a morning person and, in her opinion, anyone who thought five hours after midnight was morning was sadistic. 

      The door banged open and Andee, her business partner, backed into the diner’s kitchen lugging a large crate loaded with groceries and fresh flowers. 

      “Morning, sunshine,” she said in her typical cheerful singsong voice. Her dark hair swung in a ponytail.

      “Bite me.” Lorelei continued to beat the whisk against the bowl of eggs in the crook of her arm. 

      “Yay! You’re in a good mood.” Andee slid the crate onto the counter and began to unload the cartons of fresh eggs, gallons of milk, bags of spinach, scallions, red peppers, and fresh strawberries from the next town over. 

      Lorelei finished the eggs and poured them into a pie plate, completing her third quiche for the morning, this one a ham and Gruyere combination. “What did I say about talking to me before I’ve had my coffee and the clock hasn’t struck noon?” She teased.

      “To not to. But I haven’t listened to you since we took tap lessons at Mrs. Becky’s dance studio when we were six years old and you told me to try out for the skunk part. Who’d want to be a skunk?” She shook her head while pulling down a large mixing bowl and handed it to Lorelei.

      “I was a skunk,” Lorelei said.

      “Exactly, and you said it was terrible. Remember how Buck teased you about stinking for all of first grade? Terrible.”

      Lorelei paused as she measured out the flour for her waffle mix and curled her upper lip at the woman who’d had been one of her closest friend for the last quarter century.

      “And you still ended up marrying him. You’re a true friend,” Lorelei said with as much sarcasm she could muster, considering the early morning hour. Roosters were still asleep.

      “And don’t you forget it.” Andee blew her a kiss before she turned to leave the kitchen. 

      Lorelei finished the waffle mix and pulled the scones out of the oven, replacing them with the quiches. Running a breakfast diner, a popular one at that, was exhausting work and Two Chicks and Bacon closed their doors every day at noon. Lorelei couldn’t imagine how bone weary she’d feel if they ran a lunch and dinner service as well. 

      “Oh my God," Andee exclaimed as she barged into the kitchen, the daily special’s chalkboard in her hand, the swinging door crashing against the wall.

      Lorelei, who’d been checking on her croissants, jumped and burned her hand on the searing hot oven rack. “Ow.” She rushed to rinse it under cold water. “What in the hell?” she asked, closing the oven door with her foot.

      “I’m sorry. I totally forgot to ask if you saw the paper this morning.” It was an explosion of words, as if Andee couldn’t contain them any longer. Which she probably couldn't considering secrets leaked out of Andee faster than water ran through a colander. Her intentions never ran toward malice; she simply had a knack for inadvertently spilling the beans. 

       “Ah, no. I haven't seen the paper yet as I was here before they were delivered.” Lorelei pulled an ice cube from the fridge and rubbed it over the red welt running across her wrist.

      “Guess who’s moving home? Well, not home exactly but back to Florida and crazy close, too.” The smile on Andee’s face was large and laughter bubbled from her lips.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out whom she was talking about. There was only one person from Lakeland, the prodigal son, whose homecoming would make the papers.

      “Why would you think I’d care one fig about Cole Williams moving back to Florida or moving anywhere for that matter?”

      “Oh come on, Lorelei, it’s Cole. We’ve all been friends for a million years. It’ll be great to see him again. I bet Buck’s planning all kinds of man fun for himself and Cole—or he will be once he sees the paper.”

      “Y’all didn’t know he was moving back?”

      Andee shook her head.

      “Didn’t y’all just see Cole a few months ago at the Sugar Bowl?” Lorelei tossed the melting cube into the sink and checked the list of items she needed to make and bake. She had no more interest in talking about Cole Williams than she had in getting a gynecological exam. Though both were unavoidable, at least one was in her best interest, the other...not so much.

      “Yeah, we saw him at the Sugar Bowl but he was working. Coaching a top SEC football team requires a lot of his attention,” Andee said and rested the chalkboard against her hip.

      “He’s not the coach, he’s the offensive coordinator.”

      “Ah-ha, you do pay attention to Cole’s career,” Andee stabbed a finger in Lorelei's direction.

      “No, I just overhear his momma every day when she comes in for her tea and crumpets. He’s all she talks about. And speaking of crumpets, if I don’t get back to this”—she swept her arm wide, indicating the kitchen—“we’ll be hearing more complaints than gossip.” Lorelei slid a bowl toward Andee and removed the towel she’d draped across it over an hour earlier.

      Andee sighed. “I'll never understand how the two of you fell apart. You were so close.” 

      Lorelei looked at her friend, the woman who knew nearly everything about her. “Things were never the same for us after he left for college. Once he got there he never looked back. So much for all those promises of love and forever." Truth was things changed for them the night he graduated from high school and she gave him her virginity in the back of his truck bed.

      “Lorelei—”

      Lorelei laughed. “Seriously, Andee. He forgot about all of us. I can’t believe you and Buck even give a shit he’s coming back to town. He showed his true colors. Ugh, how many times are we going to have this conversation?” She knew it would be a different conversation if Andee knew all the facts but she was also aware of Andee's bleeding heart and proclivity for forgiveness. The last thing Lorelei wanted to do was rehash her past. Heaven forbid she mention the letters she’d received from Cole every year, marking the anniversary of an event that only made her melancholy. Fourteen letters. Fourteen years. She’d never bothered to read any of them after the first one. She'd held them in her hand, thought about reading them several times, but could never muster the courage to reopen a wound that had long ago scarred over. Reading the first one had left her sad and confused.

      Lorelei rolled out the dough with such vigor the handle on her German rolling pin snapped. “You have got to be kidding me,” she said, tossing it in the trash bin. She took a second one from the hanging rack and continued her work.

      “Maybe him coming home will give y'all a chance to put the past behind you. Maybe even become friends again.”

      “Doubtful, I've taken a page from Cole’s playbook and moved on.” Lorelei gave Andee a pointed look and a half shrug. To her, Cole Williams was the past and she’d no sooner live in the past than she’d drive a Chevette or go a day without her smartphone. 

      They finished the food prep and morning set up in relative silence. Though they’d done most of the work the night before, bringing in the papers, making the food, cutting and arranging the fresh flowers, and booting up the computer was all done during the wee hours of the morning before they opened.

      Twenty minutes before Andee was scheduled to turn the sign to OPEN, Lorelei loaded the front display with her homemade fruit Danishes, scones, crumpets, doughnuts, croissants, and biscuits. She flipped the newspapers open and laid them out for her customers to enjoy while they ate and stared down at Cole’s face. Amazing how age had only made him look better. He still kept his dark hair cut short but his laugh lines had deepened and given his strong face more character. Lord, how she loved that cleft in his chin but looking at him now only made her angry. 

      The picture showed him on the sidelines talking to a player. The intensity of what he was saying was clear by his furrowed brow and how he leaned close to the other guy, his head bent toward him as if telling a tremendous secret. 

      How many times had he leaned toward her like that? To tell a joke, whisper his love for her, or share a secret. More than she could count. But that was high school, when she thought she knew everything, could have anything, and deserved it all. And this was now, when the only thing she was certain of was that everything came with a price. 

      “Morning all.” Kylie, the young college student they’d hired as their barista, came in from the kitchen and took an apron from the rack.

      “Mornin’ Kylie,” Andee called from across the room.

      “Morning,” Lorelei said, and pulled her own well-used apron off and donned a new, cleaner one.

      “This place is gonna be all abuzz over Cole Williams moving back. It's all my daddy can talk about.” Kylie pointed to the picture in the paper before turning to fire up her large magic machine that could turn coffee into dessert.

      “God help me.” Lorelei glanced at the large clock that hung in the restaurant. It was going to be a long five hours.

      “I wonder how long we’ll have to wait before Mrs. Williams shows up. I bet she can’t wait to hold court. My daddy says he wants me to bring home any good info she might give out.” Kylie rolled her eyes and pressed a button that shot steam out a long stem. 

      “I’m turning the sign,” Andee called out. “Two Chicks and Bacon is officially open.” She'd been saying the same thing since the first day they'd opened for business six years earlier. 

      “I’m hiding in the kitchen,” Lorelei replied but she didn’t get three steps toward it before several locals flung open the front door to the restaurant and came bustling in. Thankfully, Mrs. Williams was not among them.

      “Did y’all hear?” Mr. Thompson, a mail clerk, asked as he grabbed a seat at the bar.

      “Oh, yeah. We heard. It’s excitin’ isn’t it?” Andee answered.

      “So proud we are. So proud.” Mr. Thompson said.

      “Of what?” Lorelei asked, one hand ready to push open the door to the kitchen. “He’s an assistant coach for college football. He hasn’t cured cancer or anything.”

      “But he’s gonna be a head coach with this new move. Not right away, of course, but he's setting himself up for the job,” was the reply from one of the others.

      “Oh, well, I stand corrected.” Lorelei backed out of the room. There was no point in disagreeing with a mob of football fanatics. She turned on the stove and prepared to make omelets and eggs over easy. They would gush about Cole and football all while ordering the same breakfast and going about their day in the same predictable manner. Who was she to be the sour apple of the group?

      Lost in her work, Lorelei jumped when Andee came through the door. “Mr. Jenkins says your ham and cheese croissant doesn’t taste as good as it normally does. Says you used the wrong cheese.” Andee arched a brow, her lips twisting into a grin.

      “The hell he did.” Lorelei checked on the frittata in the oven before she tossed her oven mitts onto the counter and pushed through the kitchen door, heading straight for Mr. Jenkins. 

      “What’s this nonsense I hear about the wrong cheese?” She stuck her hands on her hips and stared up at her old Driver’s Ed teacher.

      “What in the Sam Hill kinda cheese did you use?”

      “It was Gruyere.”

      “Groo-what? What is wrong with good old American cheddar, Lorelei?”

      “Nothing, but today it was Gruyere. You want American cheddar? Come back on a day when I decide to use that cheese.”

      “Some things don’t change, do they Cole?” Mr. Jenkins said, looking over Lorelei's shoulder. 

      Lorelei sucked in air and tried to steady her suddenly shaky hands. Her heart skipped at least four beats before it took off at an erratic pace. She wasn’t sure if she felt anger or surprise. Slowly, she turned to see the face that only a short time earlier stared at her from the paper. Fourteen years of unanswered questions, sadness, and longing pressed against her.

      "Oh, I don't know Mr. Jenkins, I imagine a fair amount of things have changed." Cole briefly met her eyes and gave her a tentative smile. He shifted slightly, leaning closer, and whispered, "Sorry, Lore. My mom made me come. She wouldn't take no for an answer."

      Though his aftershave was a scent she was unfamiliar with, she knew it would forever be a memory associated with this moment. She tried to focus on something other than Cole but her eyes were drawn to the small nick just below the dimple in his chin. It was astonishing how familiar yet foreign he was to her.

      “I'm here to tell you that most things to do not change and Lorelei Parker's temperament is true and constant. She’s a feisty one, has been and always will be. How in the Hades are you, Cole?” Mr. Jenkins asked, extending his hand, a smile larger than the Mississippi spreading across his face.

       “I’m all right, Mr. Jenkins.” Cole reached around Lorelei to shake the older man’s hand.

      “We’re right tickled you’re back, son.”

      “I’m pleased to be back in Florida as well,” Cole said, before adding after a small pause, “How ya doing, Lore?”

       Slowly, she turned. Feigning confusion she squinted as she scanned him up and down.

      “Cole? Cole Williams? Is that you? Lord, I sure can’t tell. Turn around.” She waved her hand in a circle to emphasize her desire for him to turn, which he did, slowly, with a puzzled look on his face.

      “Ah, there you are! I recognize you now,” Lorelei said to the back of his head. 

      He turned back to her with a frown.

      “I mean, that is the last thing we saw when you left for college. Did you even look over your shoulder or did you drive away as fast as that old pickup truck could take you?” She wanted to punch him in the solar plexus or kick him in the shin. She wanted to run away as fast as she could. She needed air, fresh air, far away from the air that Cole was breathing. 

      “Excuse me, gentlemen. Good morning, Mrs. Williams.” She waved to Cole’s momma as she stepped from between the two men and quickly made her way back to the kitchen.

      Lorelei spent the remainder of the morning behind the scenes and away from the mob that had taken over their small diner. Though Andee accused her of hiding out in the kitchen, Lorelei certainly had enough cooking to justify her absence and the distraction of filling the orders kept her from spying on him. But it wasn’t the overflow of customers flocking to see Cole that had her twisted in knots, it was knowing what waited for her when she got home. After all, if Cole Williams was in town, eating at her diner at the ungodly hour of nine o’clock in the morning then it was likely he was staying in town. At his momma’s house. Right next door to her own.
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      Cole stood at the large picture window that overlooked Lake Gibson. Coming home, to Lakeland, had been something he’d put off for a long time. A very long time. And seeing Lorelei again, well hell, he knew the length of his absence had only made the already strained relationship even more so and the likelihood of a happy reunion impossible. He wondered if he’d ever be able to garner her forgiveness. 

      He caught site of her weaving down from her parent’s deck and leaned toward the glass in surprise. 

      “Mom,” he called over his shoulder, “does Lorelei live with her parents?” That was something he’d never imagined. He knew everything about her, at least everything his momma knew. Including details about every guy she'd dated and the many theories the townspeople had on why she wasn't married with children. But last he heard she was living in the central part of town not next door. 

      “No, honey. The Parkers moved to North Carolina. Let’s see, it was right after you took that job in Texas—”

      “Eight years ago,” he mumbled. He hadn’t stepped foot in his hometown in over eight years, preferring to invite his mother and friends out to visit him. At first, while in college, he'd come home every chance he got which was pretty limited with football training, practice, games, and attending classes. He tried repeatedly to reconnect with Lorelei but her father was a mighty foe and once she left for college those opportunities ceased to exist. It was near impossible for him to get from the northern part of the state where he went to school to the southern part where she was. It's not like she'd ever responded to any of the letters he sent either, and, like with all things time became the great divider. Once he graduated it was easy to find a million reasons why he could never make it home. 

      “Was it eight years? Well, if you say so. You remember me telling you that they lived in Maggie Valley part time, so her dad could teach at the seminary. Recently, they decided to stay for good. Lorelei bought their house a few months ago. They plan to continue to come down in the winter and stay with her. In fact, you just missed them. They left a couple weeks ago.” 

      He watched Lorelei amble toward the dock, a basket swinging from her hand. She looked just like she had in high school, only prettier. Same long blonde hair that reminded him of the fresh honey his momma always set out with the breakfast biscuits. Same large greenish brown eyes that reminded him of campfires and pine trees. Only this time those eyes no longer looked at him with mirth and mischief but a coldness born from her anger.

      She nestled into a chaise lounge on the dock and settled back with a book, taking from the basket a small yellow carton and a wine glass. 

      Funny, how she still preferred her wine from a box instead of a bottle. Likely acquired the taste after all those times of swiping wine from her parents believing they couldn't tell it was missing because it was from a box. 

      “I’m gonna step outside for a bit, Mom,” he called, already unlocking the sliders and pushing one open. He didn’t wait for her reply but stepped out onto the deck and quietly slid the door closed. Tucking his hands into his front pockets, he crossed over his folks’ lawn onto hers and wove his way down to her dock.

      “How are you Lorelei?” he said when he reached the first plank and stepped onto the creaking wood.

      Without looking over her shoulder, she replied, “Do you really care?”

      "Listen, I'm sorry about coming to the diner today. I know you don't want me in your space—”

      "Like you are right now."

      Cole stifled an audible sigh. The last thing he needed was her misinterpreting it for impatience. He knew coming home would be difficult; that he would have to face his past. It was long overdue and the obstacles that needed to be overcome looked insurmountable.

      "I'm gonna be staying with my mom for a few weeks while I get settled and look for a place. I don't want that to be a problem for you. I know you don't want to see me. I'll try and be mindful of that but—“

      "But I've never had my wishes granted before so I guess I shouldn't expect anything now."

      “Why are you busting my balls, Lorelei?” He knew why and maybe now was as good a time as any to clear the air.

      “Why are you and your balls standing on my dock asking to be busted?” she asked, this time looking at him over her shoulder. “Go away, Cole.”

      “Do you really hate me that much?” His voice was soft, nearly lost in the breeze.

      She dropped her head briefly before placing her book on the table and turning to him. “I used to be so very angry with you, so yes, I probably did hate you ‘that much’ for a while. But that was years ago. Now, I just can’t be bothered.”

      He pulled his hand from his pocket and swiped it down his face, sighing heavily before shoving it back into the pocket. “I never meant to hurt you, Lore.”

      She gave a bitter laugh and sat straight up. “Oh really? Because where I was standing it sure looked like you didn’t give a shit about me and that hurt an awful lot.”

      “I was scared.” He took another step forward.

      She jumped up from the chaise and came toward him, her finger pointed at his face, her hand quivering. 

      “You were scared? You? Imagine how I felt. While you were at football practice at your big university and hanging out with all the lovely co-eds, I was telling my parents—alone I might add—that their only child who was just a week away from starting her junior year in high school was pregnant. You can imagine how that went over, considering my dad’s a preacher and all. So forgive me if I don’t feel all that sorry for you.” She stood in front of him, poking her finger into his chest.

      "I asked you to give me a few days to wrap my mind around it. To figure things out. You could have waited."

      "I was throwing up all the time. My mom was bound to figure it out sooner than later. I didn't have the luxury of giving you time to figure things out."

      "I'd have come, you know that." He caught her eye and held it, pressing his point.

      "And when I lost the baby, why didn't you come then?" She moved her hands to her hips and stared up at him, eyes fuming, shaking her head.

       "I told you I was sorry a hundred times in the letters.”

      “Because that’s the same thing. I mean, you could have tried saying it to my face.” Her voice was heavy with anger and hurt.

      "You told me in an email that you lost the baby. How is one better than the other?" His voice quivered.

      "At that point I thought you didn't care anymore and I was just telling you out of obligation."

       “I did try to see you. Several times.” It took everything he had not to shout.

      “Oh, sure you did.” She crossed her arms and pressed her lips together.

      “I came here, skipped classes and everything, and tried to catch you right after school. Your dad was home and he told me that the best I could do for you was to never come back and leave you alone.”

      Lorelei eased her shoulders back slightly and stared at his face.

      “I tried again that night, but your dad, he must have slept on your porch or something. He caught me trying to sneak up to your window. So I went back to Gainesville and came back a few weeks later and tried to get to you at school.”

      “I never saw you at school.”

      “No, that’s because the principal came out and said your dad had been called and was on his way. I tried, Lore, I really did.”

      “So you wrote a letter.”

      “I tried email but you never answered those. Your mom gave me the idea about the letters. She saw me outside, staring at your house and told me one thing she liked about her day was checking the mail and seeing if anything good was waiting.” Cole laughed. “It took me a few hours to figure out what she was telling me.” 

      He searched her face. For years, he’d been looking at her in old pictures, the only current one he had was the newspaper article about her and Andee opening the diner. Seeing her now made him itch to know her again. To know how she’d spent the last fourteen years. 

      “Would you even have accepted an apology from me? Face to face?” He took a step closer. 

      Cole wanted to pull her into a tight embrace and never let her go. Force her to forgive him through a bear hug like he used to do when they were kids. He’d royally screwed up the one good relationship he’d ever had. The one person he wanted to share everything with could barely stand to look at him. To say he was sorry now felt more like another tear in their relationship, rather than the first stitch in mending their bond.

      Lorelei shrugged. “It might have been nice to have one. But you’re right. It’s too late for apologies.” She turned back to the chaise and her book.

      “You know, Cole. I wasn’t the only one affected by your actions. I swore my parent’s to secrecy and it was really hard on my mom trying to maintain her friendship with your mom knowing what she knew.” Lorelei plopped back down on the chaise and stared up at him.

      Several times Cole had listened to his mother questioning what had gone wrong between her and Mrs. Parker, blaming it primarily on jealously because of Cole’s success. Knowing that Lorelei had never told anyone made him ask, “Why didn’t you tell my mom?”

      He tried to picture how his mother would have reacted. It would’ve devastated her. Since his father’s unexpected death the year before he graduated high school, Cole’s momma had put everything she had in making sure that her son was successful. To insure that he would have a different life than the one his father led.

      He looked at Lorelei stretched out on the chaise and thought of all the times they’d tossed a football around in his front yard. Football had been his lifeline, his way out from under his father’s thumb, and his path to a different life. If anyone wanted to be close to him, they had to do it through football and Lorelei had. He’d taught her how to throw a spiral and to catch a long pass. She’d taught him how to laugh at himself and about patience, showing him that good things came to those who knew how to pace themselves. A practice that had paid off for him and in fact landed him the coach-in-waiting job.

      “I’ve always wondered why you didn’t just tell anyone who’d listen.” Cole stepped forward and came to stand at the foot of the lounger.

      “I wanted you to do the right thing because of who you were, not because your mom made you. Plus, I figured if you made it to the NFL, I could file a paternity suit and take all your income.”

      Cole laughed and sat on the edge of the lounger. “I knew you had to be beyond mad at me. I know I let you down, Lorelei. I think about it every day and for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t the man you needed me to be, or the friend you thought I was. I’m sorry.” He looked at her, their eyes holding and though it was ever so slightly, hers soften and he wasn’t about to let the opportunity go.

      “When you called to tell me you were pregnant, all I could think about was how would I ever be able to support you and a baby? I could hear my father ranting about how much he hated his job and how terrible it was to be stuck in a job you hated. And with you still in high school, I didn’t see how I could make it work. I couldn’t picture myself working for Publix, stuck in a grocery store. I’d be like my dad and probably have a heart attack on the warehouse floor just like he did—”

      “Lots of people work for Publix and are really happy. It’s too bad that your dad didn’t have the courage to change his situation either.”

      “I know that now. I know my dad’s unhappiness came from his poor decisions, but all I could think about was how we’d end up hating each other sooner or later. I didn’t want to work for a grocery store, even if I could work my way up to management, and the alternative was... What? A high school coach? I wanted more than that for me, for you. Especially in this town.”

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “You know how people talk here. Once you’re out of earshot, people would’ve been lamenting, ‘Look at Lorelei Parker, got herself pregnant in high school. She had so much potential.’ Or ‘poor ol’ Cole Williams, he had a shot at the big leagues until he knocked up Lorelei Parker’. I didn’t want that for either of us. I didn’t want to resent you and Lord knows I didn’t want you to hate me any more than you already did. At least you still had control of your life.”

      Lorelei’s smile was wistful. “Well, it’s irrelevant anyway. I had a miscarriage and no one is the wiser. You got everything you wanted and your momma... well, you’re all she talks about.” She drained the remains from her wine glass and tucked it, along with her book, back into her basket. 

      “Have you gotten everything you ever wanted, Lore?” he asked, curious as to why this enchanting woman was not attached to someone. Why any dumb ass, other than him, would be stupid enough to let her go.

      She moved off the lounger, careful not to touch him, and picked up her basket before she answered, “I can’t complain. I’m doing what I want with my life. Congrats on the new job, Cole. Good luck.”

      With a swing of her basket, she walked back toward her house, never looking back. For Cole, it was a start. One he'd readily take.
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      Sleep was fitful at best and elusive at worst. Lorelei continued to replay the conversation with Cole and thought about the box of letters buried deep within her closet. The letters her mom had left waiting for her on the desk in her bedroom instead of on the kitchen counter. She thought about how she’d deleted his emails without a second thought, so angry that he hadn’t even bothered trying to face her. She didn’t need to call her daddy to confirm Cole’s story. It made sense and explained why her dad would unexpectedly show up at school. 

      Seeing Cole brought up so much emotion and confusion and as she watched her clock click down the minutes until her alarm would go off, Lorelei stared at her closet doors and wondered what would have become of them had she not had a miscarriage. Would they have found their way back together, she more open to forgiveness for the sake of their child? Or would she be lying in bed, like she was now, pining away for a love she’d never got over. But, for all the happiness walking up to Cole and telling him how she felt might bring her; what was love without trust? Lorelei certainly didn’t trust Cole. Not anymore at least. 

      At a time when she’d needed him the most, when her life had changed forever, the only thing she had from him were letters. What could he say that would make it better? Nothing could give them back the innocence of their hope before she found out she was pregnant. She knew one of his greatest fears was to become a slave to job he hated like his father had been. He feared becoming his father, of not seeing his lifelong dream of playing football come to fruition, of being stuck forever in their small town. Apparently more than he feared losing her. Certainly, it had been sage advice from her mother to do nothing until she passed the twelve-week mark and when she’d miscarried at ten weeks, all of Cole’s problems had been resolved. 

      And the best he could do was to write a letter. 

      Lorelei turned off the clock, beating the alarm by twelve minutes, and shuffled to the shower. 

      Did she really hate him that much, he had asked. No, she hated herself more for still loving the boy, now man, who out of fear made a decision that was less than she expected. Forgiveness was a concept harder to practice than one could ever have imagined. 

      At the diner, Lorelei went through her make and bake checklist and began the process of getting the diner ready for the day.

      She’d finished the crumpet dough and set it to rise, diced all the vegetables, and began setting out pie plates for her quiches when Andee walked in toting her crate.

      “Morning, sunshine. Whoa, you look like crud.” She kicked the door closed.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Are you getting sick?”

      “I didn’t sleep very well.”

      Andee’s eyes widened. “No kidding.”

      “It’s not that bad.” Lorelei walked over to the mirror by the back door and gasped at her reflection. Her eyes were bloodshot, not terrible by themselves, but the pallor of her complexion made the red of her eyes stand out. Dark circles rested heavily under her eyes.

      “You want to talk about it?” Andee asked before handing her a large coffee cup that she’d just topped off. 

      “Not really,” Lorelei said, returning to her quiches.

      Andee poured herself a cup and quietly went about emptying the crate.

      “Remember how people used to call me a goody-goody just because Daddy was a preacher?” Lorelei asked. 

      Andee nodded, “I do.”

      “Or if they weren’t saying that, then they were accusing me of rebelling because of what Daddy did?”

      “You could never catch a break, that’s for sure. My momma always said that preacher kids have it harder than other kids because they’re always being scrutinized.” Andee began trimming the flowers under running water.

      “Cole never did that. Neither did you, for that matter.” Lorelei looked at her friend and smiled. 

      “Well, of course not, honey. Anyone who knew you knew you had a mind of your own and weren’t prone to doing things out of spite.”

      Lorelei stopped whisking eggs and thought about her friend’s words. Had she held onto her hurt to spite Cole?

      “Hey, Bucky and I got to reminiscing last night. Remember that time—we were in seventh grade I think—Bucky had a party and Shawn Fields picked you to spend seven minutes in heaven with him?”

      Lorelei laughed. How could she forget? That night was the first time she’d been kissed and by two boys nonetheless. Those minutes in Bucky’s hall closet had been life changing for her.

      “Yeah, you all started banging on the door early and Shawn got mad.” Lorelei remembered how Cole had hollered through the wood that their time was up not seconds after they’d closed it. Shawn had quickly pressed his lips to hers and Lorelei had felt nothing. Not a single butterfly of excitement.

      “Remember how when y’all came out, Cole announced it was his turn and pulled you into the closet? We were laughing because I remember you telling Cole he better know what he was doing because Shawn Fields had set the bar pretty high.”

      Lorelei tossed back her head and laughed. “I had completely forgotten about that.” Not the kiss of course. The kiss, a simple press of Cole’s lips to hers, had made her knees wobble and her stomach turn inside out. But she’d forgotten she’d challenged Cole like that, knowing it would make him crazy.

      “Later that night when we were lying in bed, I asked you what it was like, remember? I was desperate to be kissed but scared I was gonna make a fool of myself and not know what to do and you said—”

      “That I was gonna marry Cole Williams.” Lorelei sobered instantly. Andee hadn’t been the only person she’d mentioned her aspirations too. She’d told Cole, of course, to which he’d responded, ‘All right, Lore. Just let me play football, too.’

      “Some things just can’t withstand the burden of distance, I suppose.” Andee shrugged.

      Lorelei stepped back to look at the assortment of food ready to be baked or prepped, yet all she could think about were the what if’s. So much about her had changed that summer, enough that even though she dated now she’d never been willing to risk the remaining half of her heart.

      Andee came up from behind and wrapped her in a hug. “Sometimes even when food tastes good, it could always taste a little bit better with seasoning or trying a different ingredient. Isn’t that what you always say?”

      “I have no idea what you are talking about.” Lorelei clasped her hands on her friend’s arms and gave them a squeeze.

      “I’m saying it’s time to be happy, Lorelei, and it’s ok to change the ingredients.”

      With a final squeeze, Andee was off to set up the dining area, leaving Lorelei with her thoughts. Until Cole walked into her diner yesterday, Lorelei had thought she was happy. Or content at least. She had a very full life.

      Lorelei chuffed at that last thought. Yeah, she had such a full life that two conversations with Cole and she was rethinking her actions of the last fourteen years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now this is how you make a croissant, Lorelei,” Mr. Jenkins said as he cut open his second ham and cheddar croissant.

      “God forbid you stretch out your palate.” She topped off his coffee.
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