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His name is Michael.

He’s four years old.

He heard the lady with the white hair tell that to the man who said he was a doctor. Michael didn’t know what a doctor was, but the man had nice eyes and smiled.

Not like the other man. The mean man. The one who hurt Mommy. The one who put him in the closet and locked it. 

Michael cried and cried for someone to come get him.

Mommy cried too, when the mean man shouted. 

Then...nothing.

Nothing for so, so long. 

His tummy hurt because he was so hungry. The last thing he ate was the piece of bread the mean man gave him. He had to go pee and was afraid he was gonna wet his pants. That would make the mean man madder.

The lady with the white hair found him on the floor of the closet.

She picked him up and told him he was safe now.

Michael didn’t know what safe meant.

She carried him out of the closet and through the place he lived with Mommy. She covered his eyes so he couldn’t see. 

He fell asleep because he was so tired and hungry. 

When he woke up, he was lying on a soft bed. A really soft bed. His dirty clothes were gone and he was in new ones. They smelled clean and felt nice against his body. The lady with the white hair was whispering to the man named doctor. They came to stand next to the bed. They asked him his name, if he knew how old he was, if he knew Mommy’s name.

He didn’t answer. The mean man told him to be quiet or he’d hurt him. Hurt Mommy.

Where was Mommy?

More people came. They looked like the doctor. Long, white coats. They smiled and talked to him, asked him questions.

So many questions. 

But he kept quiet. He didn’t want to make the mean man mad again. He hated when Michael asked questions. 

When he was alone, he cried. Silent tears, so no one would hear, like when Mommy left him alone at night and he was scared. 

He missed Mommy. Where was she?

They gave him food. Lots and lots of food. More food than the mean man had ever given him.

“You can eat it,” the white-haired lady said, handing him a cookie. He was afraid to take it. When the mean man gave him a cookie, he always snatched it back and smacked Michael’s hand. Then he laughed and ate it himself.

Michael waited until she left the room. Then he ate everything as fast as he could. His tummy hurt for a different reason now.

When she finally came back she had another lady with her. She had nice eyes. Pretty blue ones, like Mommy’s, and long, long hair down her back like Mommy’s, too.

“I’m Amy,” she said. “I’m going to take you home with me for a while.”

He wanted to go home with Mommy. Where was she?

Amy held out her hand and Michael slid his into it, never looking away from her eyes.

“This is Andy,” she told him. Michael couldn’t breathe. Andy was big, like the mean man. Michael tugged hard on Amy’s hand and moved behind her like he used to with Mommy. The mean man would always reach around her, grab him, and then smack him.

Or worse. 

Amy picked Michael up and held him close. “Andy is my husband,” she told him. “He won’t hurt you. I promise.”

She kept holding him when she said, “And these are my little girls. Abra and Sasha.”

Michael had never been around other kids. These girls smiled at him. The bigger one, Abra, gave him a lollipop.

He looked at Amy and only took it when she said, “It’s okay.”

They had what Amy called a family dinner. All of them, around a big table. So much food. Michael watched them all eat. His tummy rumbled again, but he was afraid to reach for anything on his plate. Afraid they would snatch it away. Afraid he would get hit.

“You’re not hungry?” Amy asked.

His tummy made a loud noise. Michael braced himself for the smack to come. The mean man always hit him when his tummy rumbled.

Amy smiled and the girls laughed.

“Somebody’s hungry,” Abra said.

“Eat up, little man.” Andy lifted his fork. “Amy’s food is the best there is.”

While they all ate, he lifted the roll on his plate, eyes watchful, waiting for the blow.

It never came.

When he put some mashed potatoes on his spoon, his hand shook and he kept a watchful eye on Andy.

Andy ate his potatoes and winked at Michael. “Good, right?”

They all talked while they ate. Michael stayed silent.

After dinner, Amy took his hand and led him to the bathroom. It wasn’t like the bathroom he shared with Mommy. This one had clean floors and smelled nice. No bugs ran up his leg. 

“Let’s get you cleaned up for bed,” she said. “Can you take your shirt off by yourself?”

Slowly, he lifted it over his head. His back and arms still hurt from the last time the mean man had hit him.

Amy’s smile went away when she looked at him without his shirt, and Michael grew afraid again. He saw tears run down her face.

“Oh, you poor baby,” she said, tugging him against her.

Michael liked how she smelled. Sweet, like the lollipop Abra had given him.

The bath water was warm when she put him in the tub and washed his hair. She hummed while she gently rinsed him. Michael liked the sound. Afterward, she dried him in the softest towel he had ever felt. It smelled clean and good, too. 

But Amy smelled better.

She helped him put on pajamas, helped him brush his teeth. Michael didn’t know the last time he’d brushed his teeth. She combed his wet hair.

“We’ll need to take you for a trim, little man.”

He didn’t know what a trim was, but she smiled and he hoped it meant something good.

For the first time in forever, he felt clean. And full. 

And very sleepy.

“He’s dead on his feet,” she told Andy when he carried him to a bed. Michael was so tired he forgot to be scared of Andy.

The room was big, the bed, too.  And soft. So soft.

“Want me to leave the light on?” Amy asked after she tucked him in. He didn’t answer, just stared up at her.

She kissed his forehead. “I’ll leave it on for a little while. Sleep tight, little man. I’m right across the hall if you need me.”

Michael closed his eyes.

He woke up. Fear shot through him.

Everything was dark and strange. Where was Mommy?

He slid out of the bed and crept from the room. He knew how to be quiet. He’d learned how because the mean man always punished him when he made noise. Silently, he walked down the hall, saw a light.

Not Mommy. 

Amy.  Sitting in a chair. She had a book in her hand, opened. He must have made a noise because she looked up and saw him. He shot behind the door to hide. Too late. She found him. He started to shake, afraid she would punish him for getting out of bed. The mean man always did.

“Can’t sleep, little man?” She lifted him in her arms again and carried him back to her chair. “Strange bed, new place. New people. I can’t blame you. You’re probably scared, too.  A lot of change, so fast. Let’s  you and me sit here in the rocking chair for a bit and cuddle.”

She held him on her lap, threw a blanket over them. Michael rested his head on her chest, listened to her heartbeat. It sounded...nice. Her fingers rubbed his back. Mommy did that sometimes when the mean man was away. Amy pushed the chair back and forth with her feet. The motion made Michael sleepy.

“You don’t have to be afraid, Michael,” she whispered and kissed his head. “I’ve got you. You’re safe here.”

Michael stopped shaking and closed his eyes.
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"Single, trilingual, and ready to mingle." Michael Charles
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Now...

From the dregs of an exhausted sleep, Michael sensed he wasn’t alone.

It may have had something to do with the stage-whispered voices of the two women standing at the edge of his bed. The two women who had been the bane of his existence since he’d been four years old.

“He sleeps like the dead,” Abra said, voice childishly loud and hushed.

“Always did,” Sasha agreed.

“Mom really needs to get him a new bed. He hasn’t fit in this one for years.”

“What time did he get in?” Sasha again.

“After two. Think we should let him sleep?” 

“Yes,” he mumbled into his pillow. One of them shrieked. Probably Sasha since Abra had nerves of steel, honed over the years by writing about murder. “Let him sleep. Please,” he added.

“You’re awake. Good. We need to talk.” 

Any further thought of getting a few more hours of needed rest disintegrated when his older sister’s heavily pregnant body plopped down next to him, making the already ancient bed sag under both of their weights.

“Go away. It’s too early to talk.” He buried his face in his pillow again, refusing to open his eyes and acknowledge them. 

“It’s ten o’clock,” Sasha declared, bouncing down on the other side, both of them now flanking him like they had as kids. “Time for normal people to be awake.”

“I’m not normal people,” he murmured and tried to change positions to make them shift off his bed. It would have been easier to move a mountain range.

“Well, we all know that’s true.” Abra snorted. “Still, it’s time to rise and shine.”

He ignored her.

Fingers tickled the back of his neck.

He flinched. “Stop it.”

Another set began working on his bare feet, which were sticking out from the bottom of the covers. 

“Cut it out.” This time he rose on his elbows and glared at the culprit over his shoulder. Sasha. No surprise. She’d always been a tickler.

“Ah, he wakes.” Abra grinned. “Sit up. We’ve got something important to discuss, and I want to make sure you’re fully awake and with it.”

Resigned, Michael shifted position and pulled up to sit, resting his back against the headboard.

“You’d better not be naked under there,” Sasha waved her hand over his comforter-covered body and bare chest.

Michael scraped his hands down his face, shook his head, then let loose with a jaw-cracking yawn. 

“Coffee,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “Would it have killed you to bring me a cup of coffee?”

“Since we can’t drink it, due to our expectant states,” Abra told him, “we’re not risking temptation. After we talk, I’ll make you a solo vat and you can suck down as much as you want.”

“After you talk, I’m going back to sleep. The sleep I’ve been rudely yanked from." 

Folding his tree-trunk arms over his naked chest, he scowled at the both of them.

In less than a heartbeat, the scowl softened. 

Their rosy faces glowed and he knew it wasn’t from the cold November air. Their clear, moist eyes were the embodiment of health and happiness.

He hadn’t been home in months, hadn’t seen them since before they both announced they were expecting – Abra her second child, Sasha her first. He’d been thrilled when he heard. 

He loved his sisters to no end and wanted nothing but the best for them, even though they insisted he be awake after only a few hours sleep.

“You two look good,” he said, his tone tempering as he summoned up a sleepy grin. “Really good. Pregnancy agrees with you both.”

Abra’s eyes narrowed while Sasha’s turned into donut-wide discs.

“Did you actually just compliment us, Michael Charles?” Abra asked. “You? The king of the socially silent?”

“The one who believes one word is better than 2, and none even better than one?” Sasha asked.

As tired as he was, these two never failed to make him laugh – at himself, most of all. Stifling a smile, he lifted his hand to hide his eyes and shook his head. “This is the reason why I never come home,” he said. “Being around you two gives me a headache.”

“You adore us and you know it.” Abra tugged his hand away from his face. “Now, listen. We’re being serious—”

“That’s a first,” he said.

Abra’s pinched pout pulled the grin from him.

“We need to talk to you,” Sasha said. “It’s about Mom.”

His smile flew. “What about her? What’s wrong? Something at the diner? Is she,” he gulped, “sick? She seemed fine last night when I got here—”

Abra took one hand, Sasha, the other. He clamped his mouth shut.

“No, no,” his older sister said. “She’s fine. Dad, too. Hale and hearty. Good New England stock, as Dad is fond of saying.”

He hauled in a breath and let his heart settle from its rapid thrumming. 

“Well...” Sasha bit down on a corner of her lip. “They are fine, like Ab says, but Mom’s tired, Mike. Really tired.” 

“She’s still working twelve hours a day, seven days a week at the diner. Still planning to feed half the town Thanksgiving dinner this weekend, too.” Abra rolled her eyes. “She caught a summer cold that knocked her on her butt for a bit, but she still went to work every day because, as she says, there’s no one she trusts enough to run the diner.”

“With Abs busy with Stevie and another baby on the way, plus her book deadline, and me working as the in-service director at the hospital, neither of us has been able to give her a hand or let her take a break. And she needs one.”

No one worked harder than his mother, a fact he’d known the moment she’d brought him home from the hospital to her family. 

From the time her parents, the original diner owners, died, Amy Charles had run Dorrit’s Diner, the tiny town of Dickens’ favorite eatery. All three adopted kids had grown up in the place. He had countless memories of sitting in a booth after school with his sisters, drinking ice-cold milk, and eating an order of French fries while doing his homework. Everyone in town knew who they were since everyone knew and loved Amy.

As teens, they’d all taken turns working for their mother. Bussing tables, waiting, even cooking. To this day Abra made the best burger he’d ever had, anywhere – and he’d flown all over the world; Sasha could toss pancakes into the air like a seasoned chef, and he wasn’t half bad at grilling anything and everything.

Living with parents who were town favorites – Andy had been the police chief for most of Michael’s childhood – meant if anything untoward happened to one of them, or if they did something naughty, word got back to Amy, lickity split. She’d been fond of telling them if they sneezed on Main Street while walking to the diner, she’d have five people report it to her before the kids even came through the doors.

Small-town life was, he’d often lamented,  a blessing, a curse, and everything in between.

“Okay,” he said. “What do you want me to do? Fly them somewhere for a vacation?”

Sasha tossed a side eye Abra’s way, which his older sister caught.

“Why am I feeling it’s not a free plane ride to a remote location you want from me?” 

“Because you’re wicked smart and intuitive,” Abra said, making it sound more like a question than a statement of fact. Or even a compliment.

“Abracadabra?” He never used her full name unless his patience was waning. 

“We were thinking,” Sasha said, rubbing her hands over her expanding belly.

“Never a good thing,” he muttered.

She tossed him a stink eye while Abra said, “Go back to being a socially silent giant for a moment and let us tell you our plan.”

“That you have one is terrifying.”

He almost laughed at the danger in her gaze, shooting his way. 

She took a breath. Then, in one long exhale, said, “We think you should take a leave of absence for a bit, until after the new year starts, and run the diner for Mom so she can rest and relax before the holidays come.”

It took him a moment to decode what she’d said since it had been given in one, long, run-on sentence. When he did, it was his turn for his eyes to bug wide.

“You want me to leave my job? Leave it? To manage the diner?”

“Not leave leave.” Abra swiped her hand in the air. “Take an extended vacation. You haven’t had one in forever. Three or four years, at least.” 

More like eight. 

Jesus, eight? How the heck had that happened and how had he not noticed?

“You can go back after the holidays when Mom and Dad come home from,” another wave, “wherever they want to go. They might not even go anywhere, just stay home and do everything they never have the time to do.”

Sasha nodded. “It makes sense it’s you. Your job allows you flexibility in hours. Plus, you haven’t taken a break in years, and you’re not involved with anyone right now. You’re not, are you? I mean, you never say. You never tell us anything about your life, relationship-wise or even from a career standpoint. You’re a clam in every conceivable way."

He simply shrugged. She spoke the truth. 

“So?” she repeated. “Are you? Seeing someone, I mean? Someone who’d be...upset with you coming home for an extended period?”

It would be easy to lie and tell her he was, especially if it meant he could get out of this cockamamie scheme.

But one thing Michael wouldn’t do was lie. Not to his sisters. Not to anyone, even if lying benefitted him. 

“Single, trilingual, and ready to mingle,” he quipped.

“So that’s a no on the relationship.” Sasha let out a breath. “Okay, good. And work? You can ask for a long vacay? Or maybe even a family leave?”

“Those are usually reserved for medical problems. Or deaths in the family. Just how long are you expecting me to stay?”

“A month?” She shrugged. 

He went back to being silent, figuring anything he said would be with anger coloring his voice.

“A month would give Mom and Dad a chance to go somewhere and really relax. You know how much she loves Christmas. She’s already planning to go all out this year with the decorations and present buying. But there never seems to be enough time for her to do everything the way she wants, plus run the diner. She needs help, Michael. And a rest.”  Sasha’s voice broke at the end.

A month. An entire month. 

It sounded like a lifetime.

A month away from flying? He’d never gone more than a week at a stretch in his entire adult life without being in the air. Not since he’d first learned how to pilot a prop plane as a teen.

He’d been across the world more times than he could count, flown privileged clients to the ends of the earth and back. He could count on the fingers of one hand how many times he’d slept in his own bed in his apartment in the past six months.

But a month in Dickens? Why did that sound so...good?

Sleeping in every morning; not having his internal clock screwy from flying across too many time zones to keep up. Home-cooked meals versus airport take-away.

Of course, if he did this, he could kiss the sleeping-in part goodbye since Amy opened the diner every day at five a.m. and stayed until after the dinner hour ended.

And since he’d probably be manning the grill, those home-cooked meals were gonna consist of whatever the special of the day was.

Not exactly a vacay, to quote Sasha.

Still...

“Michael?” 

He pulled out of his musings to find his older sister peering at him with uncertainty in her gaze. And uncertainty was an emotional state Abracadabra Bree rarely had in her wheelhouse.

“What do you think? Can you do it?” Sasha asked. “Will you?”

“Would you?” Abra reached out and grabbed his hand, gave it a squeeze. “Could you? For Mom?” She tried – and failed – to look demure, widening her eyes innocently, tugging a corner of her mouth between her teeth in what he knew she thought made her look adorable and irresistible.

It was an expression he’d witnessed many times growing up when she wanted something from their parents, or if she’d gotten caught misbehaving and was going to be punished. She still had Andy Charles wrapped around her little finger, especially when she put this face on for him. 

“You can save the fake, damsel in distress act for your husband,” he said, his voice a deep growl. “I’m immune.”

When she tossed him a knowing grin, he sighed.

Never once in his life had he been able to say no to these two, something they both realized. It wasn’t a matter of ganging up on him. He was bigger than both of them put together. And they couldn’t intimidate him because he was the most stuck in his ways human being on the planet and if he didn’t want to do something, he simply didn’t do it.

Their request came at a time, though, when he’d begun questioning all the decisions he’d made in his thirty-two years. Questions growing from a restlessness rising in him of late. Questions that had him debating his life choices, his future, and every assignment he took. 

When had flying become a chore? Mundane? Stressful?

From the first moment he’d taken the throttle, flying had been his everything.  His life; his salvation; his mistress: his means of escaping his horrible early memories. 

But now? Now he found himself wanting to escape from it instead of to it. He’d felt more and more as if he were a glorified chauffeur than an experienced aviator because his clients were rich, spoiled, and selfish. 

And those were their good qualities.

He tugged his hand from his Abra’s. Then, he scrubbed both of his down his face while blowing out a sigh heavy on resignation and laden with weariness.

When he looked back at his sisters, they were both smiling.
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"Once a fry cook, always a fry cook." Michael Charles
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After a much-needed hot and steamy shower and then the vat of coffee Abra promised to make him, he felt human again.

While he ate a simple omelet prepared by Sasha, the trio devised a plan of attack. Well, his sisters did. Michael merely ate, gulped his coffee, and listened.

“You’re invited for family dinner tonight at our place,” Abra told him. “Mom and Dad have been on board since I asked a few days ago. Sasha and Steve are set, too. During dinner, I’ll mention the idea of Mom taking some time off before the holidays.”

“She’ll argue she can’t leave the diner without someone she trusts to run it for her,” Sasha said as she washed the omelet pan.

“Then you can volunteer,” Abra finished, thrusting her chin at him. “Tell her you’ve taken an extended leave, or a long vacation for the holiday season and you’d like nothing better than to work back at the diner. We all know how much you did, back in the day.”

He swallowed, took another sip, then sat back in his chair, all the while his eyes trained on her. “What am I supposed to say the reason for my extended stay is for? ‘Cuz you know she’s gonna ask. Dad will too. The both of them invented the word suspicious when it comes to one of us.”

“That’s no lie,” Sasha said.

Abra flipped her hand in the air. “Say you need a break. You’ve been flying for months on end, and a few weeks at home sounded like the perfect way to...decompress.”

“Decompress?”

Abra nodded.

It was eerie how on-target her statement was.

“The first thing you have to do, though,” she shifted in the chair, then lifted her foot to rub it, a difficult feat since her belly was so full of the baby, “is make sure you can get the time off. Do you think you’ll have a problem?”

Michael leaned down and grabbed her feet, draped them across his lap, and took over the rubbing.

Abra’s eyes rolled back in her head. “Oh, good God, man. You do that even better than Colton does,” she said. “Why hasn’t some woman snatched you up yet?”

“I’m gonna tell your husband you said that.” Michael grinned. 

Abra hit him with her idiosyncratic, piercing glare. “Save your breath because he won’t believe those words came out of my mouth. What about my question? Why aren’t you dating someone?”

“The last one we heard about,” Sasha said, sitting down opposite them, “was that lounge singer. Marly? Carly?” She shook her head. “What happened to her?”

Michael gingerly placed Abra’s feet back on the floor, then lifted Sasha’s onto his lap. “It was Shirley, and she moved to Nashville.” He lifted a shoulder. “Last I heard, she was singing backup for some country star and shacking up with a cowboy.”

“Oh, sweet baby Jesus.” Sasha threw her own head back now, her eyes slamming shut when he pressed on her instep. “Can you please move back home so we can have foot messages all the time? I forgot how good you are at them.”

He grinned. Both his sisters had run track in school and he’d given his fair share of foot rubs when they’d complained of pain, aches, and strains. Back then, they’d pay him. Petty cash for him to buy candy bars, taking his chores for a week, doing a shift at the diner, even volunteering to drive him out to the local airstrip so he could get in some practice flying time. It never ceased to make him laugh he knew how to fly a plane before he had a license to drive a car.

While he rubbed Sasha’s feet, Abra eyed him.

“What?” He squinted at her.

“No one...special? Since Shirley?”

“Why this sudden interest in my love life, Abracadabra?”

“You have one?” 

He closed his eyes and prayed for strength. 

Done, he helped Sasha’s feet to the floor as he had Abra’s, stood, and refilled his coffee mug.

“Not so sudden,” Sasha said, trailing circles on her stomach again. “We’re always wondering if you have someone in your life. Someone you can care for who’ll return the favor. Oh!” Her hands stopped moving.

“What’s wrong?” He dropped the mug to the counter, some of the liquid sloshing over the rim, and squatted next to her. “Is it the baby? Should I call Mom? Steve? Is it coming?”

Sasha grabbed his hand and laid it over her baby bump.

“Oh. Well, wow. Just...wow.” The baby kicked against his hand. Immeasurably touched, a slow, tender smile spread across his mouth, encompassing his cheeks. “This one’s gonna be a field kicker, for sure.”

Sasha nodded. “I’m thinking more a kickboxing champ.”

Another well-aimed kick had his hand almost lifting. “This go on all the time?” 

“Not during the day. Usually, he starts up the minute I get into bed at night. Makes sleeping a bit challenging.”

“He?”

Sasha shrugged. “Or she. We didn’t want to know.”

“How about you?” he asked Abra. “You know what’s cooking in there?” He pointed at her belly.

“A tiny human who hates when I eat tacos.”

His laugh came quick and free. “So, surprises all around. Good. I like not knowing,” he said. “Makes it more fun.”

“Says the man who doesn’t have to haul a bowling ball around in his tummy.” Abra went to stand, and found her brother at her side in a heartbeat, one hand supporting her arm, the other slung around her back.

“Who are you and what have you done with our obnoxious brother, Michael?” 

“You’re a little wobbly when you move,” he said. “Like a Weeble. I noticed it before. I don’t want you to take a header here in Mom’s kitchen. Colton would never let me live it down.”

Her eyes narrowed. When he was certain she was sure-footed, he dropped his hands, then picked up his mug again.

“If you’ll remember,” she said, “Weebles wobble but they don’t fall down.”

He nodded. “Just making sure.” He was certain she was going to quiz him more on his personal life, but the sound of her phone blaring In the Mood stopped any inquiry.

He got the gist Colton was on the other end when she rolled her eyes and said, “Yes, I’m sitting down with my feet up,” and then plopped back into her chair and lifted her feet two inches off the ground.

Sasha grinned at him while he shook his head.

“Colton needs me home,” she said, disconnecting. “Stevie’s being a pill and wants nothing to do with him. Only mommy.”

“Don’t you dare say anything negative about my favorite niece. She’s an angel.” Michael pointed at her.

“She’s your only niece,” Abra said, as she lifted back up from the chair. She tossed him a squinty glare when he made to help her. He dropped his hands. “And she’s teething, so even you wouldn’t think she’s heaven-sent when she’s fussy all day and night. I’ve got to get home. Coming?” she asked Sasha.

“Yeah. Drop me at the hospital. I’ve got some paperwork to finish up.”

“We’ll see you tonight,” Abra told him once they were both in her car. “Bring the parents so they don’t have to drive.”

“Will do.”

“And don’t forget the plan,” she added, lifting her cheek when he bent to kiss her goodbye.

“Yes, ma’am, General, ma’am.” He saluted. The nickname he’d given her when he was a tween and she a bossy teen had her hiding a smile. 

He stood in the drive, coatless in the November morning, and waved as they drove down the lane.

Pulling in a sigh that chilled his lungs with frigid air, he dropped his hands into his pants pockets and wondered how the heck he was gonna finagle a leave of absence.

***
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SINCE HE WAS UP NOW – regretfully – showered, dressed, and fed, he figured he might as well go into town and see what was what at the diner.

First, he made the call he’d been talked into making.

“You’re taking yourself off the rotation for how long?” Michael pulled his cell away from his ear when his supervisor screeched through it. 

Wincing, he said, “I need some time, Ace. I haven’t had a day off in almost a year. Haven’t taken a real vacation since I started working for you.”

“Which has been your choice,” the man shot back. “Always up for a transatlantic run; always available on the spur of the moment. You’ve never not been available when I need you. Why do you need time away, especially now, at our busiest time of the year?”

Michael forced himself to keep the fact they had no defined busy time of the year because they were busy all year long, to himself. That was the real reason he hadn’t taken a vacation in all these years. Instead, he gave the man a modified version of the truth.

“Some family stuff going on. Needs my attention.”

“Family stuff? And you’re the only one who can take care of it? Don’t you have anyone else who can step up? Siblings? Parents? Anyone?”

“I have to do it,” he said. “Look.” He dragged in a heavy breath and ran his hand through his hair. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Of everyone who works for you, I’m the most reliable. I go anywhere I’m assigned. I never make waves. And I don’t screw around on the job.”

“Truth. Which is why this is throwing me for a loop.”

His voice had calmed from its initial bellow, which had Michael relieved.

“How long are you planning to be out?” Ace asked.

“I’ll be back right after the New Year.”

Silence shattered through the phone. Then, “That’s forty-two days. Forty-two. You know how many runs you could do in forty-two days?”

Too many. 

“Your mind is made up on this?” Ace asked when Michael stayed silent.

“It is.”

When Ace let out a dramatic sigh, Michael could practically feel the man’s breath shoot past his ear.

“I’m gonna assume you’re taking this leave without pay,” Ace said.

Michael could have protested.  But he didn’t. Ace’s tone said it wasn’t up for discussion. Feeling like a kid who’d been scolded in class, he signed off, wishing his supervisor a happy holiday season.

After disconnecting, a strange sense of calm came over him. Strange because he was effectively without a paycheck for the next seven weeks, something he’d never gone without for his entire adult life. Luckily, with no social life to speak of and an apartment with a couch he’d bought off a graduating college senior for twenty bucks, a 20-inch flat screen, and a king-sized mattress over a box spring, he had a decent sized bank account that could see him through for a year without adding a paycheck to it.

Not that he was going to take off a year. Seven weeks was long enough.

And with those next seven weeks now free of his flying duties, he could tell his sisters he was on board with their scheme.

He only hoped his mother would be, too, when she heard it.

Michael walked into the diner, stopped short, automatically lifted his chin, and sniffed. The aromas coming from the kitchen never failed to get his taste buds tap dancing. Even though he’d had a delicious Sasha-made omelet less than an hour ago, his stomach rumbled like he’d been walking in the desert for a week and had finally found an oasis.

Like any time of day, season of the year, tranquil weather or tempest, the diner was packed. Every booth had customers; every seat at the counter had a butt planted in it. And Amy Charles ruled over it all. 

No wonder, according to his sisters, she was tired.

“So, you decided to join the land of the living,” his mother called from behind the counter. “I didn’t think we were gonna see you ’til supper.”

His slow smile finished forming by the time he got around the counter. Hauling the woman who had – literally – saved his life, up in his arms, he pulled her close and spun her around.

Amy shrieked and giggled like a teenager as she threw her arms around his neck, a dishtowel clasped in her hand, and held on for dear life.

“I got up a little earlier than expected,” he told her as he gently put her back down. “Courtesy of your two annoying daughters.”

Amy lifted her cheek for a kiss, which he bussed, drinking in the familiar scents of cinnamon, vanilla, and bacon, which always surrounded her.

“You mean your two hugely pregnant sisters?” she said, cocking a hip, a fist planted across it, as she stared up at him. “The two angels who have made me a grandmother? Those two paragons?”

Piercing blue eyes he still swore to this day could reach right into his head and know what he was thinking, regarded him under lifted brows. Amy’s implication was clear. So clear, the bottoms of his ears heated. He knew if he glanced in a mirror they’d be cherry red.

“Yes, those two.”

“Why’d they wake you?” Amy ticked her head toward the swing connecting doors. He followed her through them to the kitchen and stopped short. The air was thick with the mouthwatering aromas of fry-grease, fresh coffee, and baking bread. His stomach growled so loudly, Amy laughed.

“When did you last eat?” she asked, distracted from her previous question.

“Less than an hour ago.”

“Obviously it wasn’t enough. Sit.” She pointed to a chair at the drop-table. “Winston? A stack of Belgians, please, for my boy, here. Make it a double stack.”

Michael nodded at the fry cook, his grease-stained apron covering a bony body, the ties wrapped around it twice before knotting over his concave belly. Hair the color of wet concrete Michael knew ended almost at his waist, was secured under a hairnet.

“Hey, Win.”

“Long time, yada yada,” the man replied as he ticked his elfin chin his way. “Snow Plow up.” He handed Amy a plate laden to the brim.

“Snow Plow? That’s a new one.” 

“Gotta change things up every now and again,” she said. “Menu gets stale after a while. Let me deliver this and then I’ll come back and we can chat. Pour yourself some coffee.”

No sooner was his cup filled she was back, wiping her hands on the towel she perpetually draped over her shoulder.

“Now, talk,” she commanded, leaning a hip across the table edge, crossing her arms over her chest, and glaring down at him. “Why did the girls wake you?”

He hadn’t intended to tell her. Abra had her big plan, and he was all set to let it come out at dinner. But that was the thing about Amy: she could worm the deepest of secrets from any of her kids without so much as an eye flick.

He gave her a quick synopsis of the conversation they’d had, watching as she rolled her eyes, a trait her oldest daughter had commandeered as her own. Abra’s eye roll was nothing compared to their mother’s. As a child it amazed him her eyes hadn’t disappeared completely inside her head, never to be seen again.

“Those two. I swear, you’d think I was a hundred and ready for the old folk’s home the way they carry on.”

Michael tugged her arms until they uncrossed, then he folded one of her hands into his, cocooning it between them. “They’re worried about you.”

“Nothing to worry about. I’m fine.”

He nodded, then ticked his head, holding her gaze. “Don’t hit me with one of your frying pans, but I can see what they’re talking about. You look tired, Mom.”

Her back went straight for a moment, then relaxed again. She shook her head and said, “Truth is, I am. This place is more popular than it ever was, especially with all the new people moving into town since the hospital expanded.  I’ve had to hire on a few new girls and it takes time to train ’em up right.”

“Your double stack.” Winston shoved a plate laden with four thick, golden-browned-to-perfection Belgian waffles at Michael. “You know where everything else is,” he said on his way back to the grill.

“That I do.” Michael stood and grabbed the cinnamon sugar from one of the cabinets, the powdered sugar next to it, and a stick of butter from the fridge. Amy slid a fork and knife from the serving drawer to him while he sat back down.

“How do you figure into their plan to get me to take some time off?” she asked as he cut into the tall stack.

Around a mouthful, he said, “They want me to take over here for you for a bit.”

Amy’s eyes went as wide as Sasha’s had. Then, they narrowed. “Don’t you already have a job? How do they expect you to take over”—she put the words in air quotes—“if you’re already flying hither and yon?”

He explained about the extended leave, then before she could protest, told her it was already a done deal.

“Your boss can’t be happy about this.”

Michael shrugged and forked in another helping of the delicious waffles. “He isn’t, but he knows I would never ask unless I needed to.”

“You don’t need to. I’m fine,” she repeated.

“You’re better than fine.” That put a smile back on her face. “But,” he stressed the word, “think how nice it would be to have one Christmas season where you could actually shop for presents, not go online to do it. Or decorate to your heart’s content and take your time to do so without needing to be here.” He waved his fork in the air.  “And then there’s Dad.”

“What about Andy?”

“Well,” he pushed the now empty plate away and wondered if it would make Winston ornery if he asked for another serving. “Dad’s been retired for over a decade. I would think he’d always planned for the two of you to spend this time together doing stuff, going places, whatever, than have you still be here on your feet ten to twelve hours every day. I mean,” he shrugged, “I wonder what he’d think of you having a month off to do anything you wanted. Especially with him.”

That had her considering. While she did, he rose and, plate in hand, ambled over to the waffle maker.

“Get your hands off my machinery,” Winston ordered without ever looking up from the grill. 

“I was just gonna make another one. You’re busy and—”

“I’ll do it. That machine is delicate. Needs someone with a practiced touch to handle her, ‘else she goes on the fritz. Sit yourself down.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Winston nodded, then poured batter over the grooves. “Didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” he thrust his chin toward a still-thinking Amy, “but the boy makes sense.”

Michael hid a smile at the term since he knew Winston was barely fifteen years older than him.

“Might be nice to have some testosterone walking around for a bit,” Win said. “Dealing with all the estrogen drama ’round here wears a man down after a while. Just sayin’.” He flipped the waffle maker over when the timer bell dinged.

When Amy rolled her eyes, Michael had to stifle a laugh from bubbling forth.

“It’s not like I don’t know the ins and outs of this place, Mom,” he said. “I can cook, serve, bus, do payroll and order supplies. Things I’ve done a million times before.”

“Not since you graduated college, though. Things change.”

“Not much, and never in Dickens. I can set my I-watch to the time your regulars show up every day, sit in the same booths and order the same things. I spotted Floyd Chadsworth and Deacon Plaster when I walked in. Sitting at the same exact table they sat at when I was in second grade. Floyd had a mug of coffee in front of him, Deac a pot of tea. Both had bacon, home fries and over-easy eggs on their plates.”

Amy’s eyebrows drifted toward her hairline. 

“Emma Cudgill and her daughter, Mildred, were at the first booth at the back, each with tea and oatmeal. When they finish, they’ll split a corn muffin.”

The ghost of a grin lifted the corners of her mouth.

“And you were the one who told me, a long, long time ago once a fry cook, always a fry cook.”

Winston sniggered and nodded. “Got that right.”

“Deliveries are every Monday,” he said, ticking his fingers. “Tuesday is stock day and Thursday is order day. Every night the day’s receipts go into the safe and then are tallied weekly and deposited in the bank on Saturday. You haven’t changed the safe combination lately, have you?”

She shook her head.

“Three shifts for the wait staff daily with overflow on the weekends. How’my doin’?”

Her wise blue gaze skimmed over his face and landed back on his eyes. “That brain of yours.” Another headshake accompanied a soft sigh. “While it’s true I’d love a break, even for a few days, I can’t help think you were manipulated by your sisters.” 

He’d thought that, too. But the more he let the idea of being home settle, the more he liked it.

With a smirk he knew would draw another glare from her, he said, “When have I ever been manipulated into doing anything I didn’t want to do?”

And there it was: eyes narrowed, lips pursed into a crooked pout. “Truth? Never. When you first came to us you wouldn’t even talk until you were good and ready, despite the fact your sisters hounded you with questions every minute. Took you two months to say a word.”

He nodded. He’d been terrified to say anything, terrified if he opened his mouth it might get him sent back to the mean man, back to the dark apartment and that terrifying closet. He’d been frightened if he spoke, Amy and Andy would decide they didn’t want him and send him back to the man who’d hurt him, repeatedly, for so long. 

“You remember the first time you ever said a word to me?” Amy asked.

“You wanted to know if I wanted a cookie or ice cream for dessert one night after dinner.”

Head bobbing, she grinned. “Vanilla. That’s what you said. You wanted a scoop of vanilla ice cream. I almost came off my chair when I heard your little voice. Andy kept telling me you’d talk to us when you were good and ready, when you trusted us. You were still so scared and leery of us."

He’d never admitted the real cause of his fear to them. Until he’d started high school and grew into his six foot four height, he’d lived in fear the man who’d hurt him would find him, snatch him away from the family he loved, and abuse him as he had so many times before. The day Michael realized the monster he dreamed about was simply a man, and that now he was stronger and bigger than anyone he knew, including his adoptive father, the fear finally dissolved. What took its place was pure, raw hate.

“Still my favorite flavor,” he said, shaking the painful memories away.

“We got a vat of it in the walk-in freezer,” Winston said over his shoulder. “You start working here, you can eat it all day, every day, and still not make a dent in the supply.”

With a head bob to his mother, Michael said, “There ya go. All the incentive I need to work here for a few weeks.” He stretched out his hand to her again. “Just consider it, okay? Tonight, when Abra brings it up, don’t shut her down, first off. Talk to Dad about it, get his thoughts.”

Amy harrumphed. “I know his thoughts. He’d have been happy to see me sell this place ten years ago.”

Before he could reply his father had always been smart, the swing doors to the dining room slammed open, sending a gust of wind blowing through it.

Michael’s attention turned from his mother to see who had banged through the doors with the ferocity of an imprisoned lion breaking free from its cage.

He’d never seen her before, which wasn’t at all that unusual since he hadn’t been home in quite a while. Worry covered her face from the pinched brows down to the way she was biting at the inside corner of her lips.

Even if she hadn’t been telegraphing her anxiety, Michael knew he’d have remembered her if they’d ever met. He wouldn’t have been able to forget someone who looked like her.

Her eyes captivated him. Light gray, almost translucent, they were simply the most unusual color he’d ever seen. Wide and almond-shaped, the corners tipping up at the temples, they filled her face, made themselves the focal point of all her features – which, when his gaze dipped down to take them in – were all perfect in their own way. Platinum brows winged above those eyes in a flawless arch, their hue a match for the tumble of hair wrapped up high on her head. A pencil sliced through the center of a knot. Cheekbones any actress he’d ever flown would have been jealous of, hollowed the roundness of her face, a straight, upward tilting nose in its center.

If her eyes were the focal point of her face, her mouth came in a close second for allure. The delicate bow in the top was as sexy as all get-out. Pursed, as they were at the moment, twin crevices puckered at their corners. Those two little indentations had his tongue aching to run through them.

Dressed in jeans fitting every single line of her small waist and almost non-existent hips, they flowed down her thin legs, ending at her plain-white sneaker-shod feet. A black t-shirt covered her torso, a Dorrit’s Diner logoed apron over that, and like Winston’s, was tied twice around the tiny waist.

“Oh, sorry, Amy,” she said, stopping short once she spotted them. “I didn’t know you were having a meeting.”

“No worries.” His mother’s smile instantly lit up the space between her and the waitress. “Just jabbering with my son. Come meet him.”

A deer in the headlights was as clichéd a description as ever he’d heard, but it fit the waitress’s expression to a T.

“Michael, this is my newest girl, Julia Maryland. Julia, my youngest, Michael.”

Remembering the manners Amy and Andy had drilled into him, he rose, surreptitiously swiping his palm along his jeans, then came from around the table with it extended. A lick of fear jumped into those unique eyes as he came close, and he watched her slink back a little. A bolt of anger shot through his midsection at whomever, or whatever in her past had made her afraid.
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