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Dear Honorary Citizens of Dickens



[image: ]


For some time, I’ve wanted to write a post-Covid story. 

There were so many losses during those horrible two years, losses of loved ones, careers, lifestyles, and everyday freedoms, I feel now we’ve had enough time since the lockdown ended that a story about losing someone to the horrible disease wouldn’t be so raw.

I may have been wrong about that because when I was writing this, I had to stop several times to cry and grieve along with the characters.

Suffice it to say, I was afraid I’d written a real downer of a holiday tale. 

But the saying great stories are made in the editing process is true for a reason. To balance the sadness, I added humor and happy events. Humor that you’ve all come to expect from Amy Charles, her family, and the people of Dorrit’s Diner and Dickens.

And so, because trigger warnings are something many readers want put forth first and foremost now, here are the ones for this tale: 

~ loss of a spouse/grief

~depression

~isolation

~aimlessness.

And here are the happy triggers:

~new babies

~new love affairs

~finding your center

~learning to love again

~friendship

And the happiest trigger of all: The residents of Dickens and Dorrit’s Diner.

Enjoy, my dear friends. And wherever you find yourself this holiday season, remember: Love is always in season in Dickens.

~Peg 
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Prologue - "My name's Tony, by the way." ~ Tony Smith, aka Anton Saparosa
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September

Tony lifted the filled coffee mug to his lips and sat back in what he had begun to think of as his booth in Dorrit’s Diner: back corner, window overlooking the parking lot, and an unobstructed view of the entire dining room, including the counter.

He’d been in the tiny New England town of Dickens for a solid month, the longest time he’d spent anywhere in the past two years. Something about the quaint Yankee town spoke to him on a deep, almost spiritual level. Well, it would have been spiritual if he believed in a higher power.

Which he didn’t. Not anymore.

But all the same, Dickens was the first place he’d stayed longer than a few days since he’d abandoned his former life.

Run away from it was more the truth. 

The townsfolk left him alone for the most part, although he’d be blind and deaf not to realize the old gossipmongers had him squarely in their sites. The dangling, open-ended questions he got when he went to the local grocery store for supplies, the smiling stares sent his way as he walked along Main Street, toothy grins just waiting for any opening from him to indicate they could chat away and ask him all about himself.

Tony didn’t chat. Lorna had laughingly referred to him as tall, dark, and silent more times than he could remember.

Lorna.

Tony sighed as he sipped his coffee. Today marked two years, three months, and eight days since she’d left him.

He’d been told the pain would ebb with time.

It hadn’t.

He’d been encouraged to remember the happy times and forget the horrible ones. 

He couldn’t.

He’d been advised to move on, put his old life behind him, forge a new, better one. 

He wouldn’t.

If he could add one word to Lorna’s loving description of him as tall, dark, and silent, it would be obstinate.

Two years, three months, and eight days later and obstinance still ruled his life.

A commotion of raised voices and shouts coming from the kitchen had him shoving his grief into his back pocket. Every customer in the place – and it was packed, just like it had been every day since he’d arrived, no matter what the time of day – sat bolt upright in their seats, their gazes glued to the swing doors behind the breakfast counter.

A few of the waitresses bolted through those doors, leaving the dining room abandoned, save for his waitress, Julia, who came to his table, his regular breakfast plate order in her hands.

“Here ya go.” A strained smile crossed her usually open and sweet face.

“Thanks.” 

She refilled his cup. 

“Something up?” He ticked his head toward the swing doors.

Her sigh was deep. Well, as deep as it could be since her pregnant abdomen took up much of her torso. 

Rolling her eyes, she told him, “We’re dealing with an unexpected issue.”

He ticked his head to one side but stayed silent. She’d been his waitress most mornings and usually had an easy, chatty way. He didn’t need to ask anything because she’d volunteer it without prompting.

Lorna had been like that. Always the first to start a conversation; always the first to engage with people.

His polar opposite.

A Dickens Memorial ambulance pulled into the parking lot, red lights twirling, siren blaring. The waitresses came back through the swing door, their expressions as tense as Julia’s.

For the first time in what felt like forever, curiosity got the better of him.

“Somebody hurt?”

Julia glanced over her shoulder, then rested one hand on top of her belly. “Our cook, Winston. He fell while he was reaching for something in the pantry. Looks like he might have busted his hip.”

A quick flash of the elfin-like cook danced through his mind. A cross between an aged hippy with a grey, dangling ponytail and a beard that would put Rip Van Winkle to shame, plus a biker covered with tattoos, the cook was known for his acerbic wit and no-nonsense manner of cooking.

Tony’s Uncle Luigi would have described it as “Plain and simple. No heart. No love. Just sustenance.”

The old man would have shaken his head and muttered an unintelligible curse.

A busted hip in someone who looked to be in his early seventies was nothing to sneeze at.

Just then, the owner of Dorrit’s, Amy Charles, blew through the kitchen door, her gaze traversing the room and landing on Julia.

The lithe septuagenarian made a beeline for her daughter-in-law.

“Where’s your husband?” she asked after first nodding a greeting at him.

“Flying.”

“Crap on a cracker.” Amy slammed her fists on her almost non-existent hips. “He was my one hope to take over for Winnie. I need a cook, asap. I can’t feed all these people,” she swept her hand across the room, “manage this place and serve at the same time.”

Something in her tone hit Tony deep in his chest. Part exasperated, part worried, and with a little fear thrown in, she sounded much like his Aunt Connie when his uncle had his first heart attack and was unable to run their restaurant. Tony had stepped up and never once regretted his decision. His aunt had been eternally grateful, and Tony learned a valuable lesson: helping people is its own reward, which had to be the reason he did what he did next because he hadn’t felt like helping anyone in a long, long time.

Two years, three months, and eight days, to be precise.

“Need a hand?” he asked Amy.

She narrowed her gaze at him. “What I need is someone who can cook and run my kitchen so my customers don’t revolt. Can you do that?”

“I can.”

Her eyes widened.

“I grew up in a diner. Cooked in and managed it from the time I was fourteen.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then rose. “I can give you a hand this morning until things settle down if you’d like.”

Amy’s discerning eye raked across his face, probing, measuring.

He knew what she saw: a forty-something guy with hair in need of at least two inches chopped off, six days of lazy stubble on his cheeks and jaw, and a body that could use a minimum of ten pounds back of the thirty it’d lost in the past two years. A smile hadn’t met his lips in quite a while, and he rarely – if ever- struck up a conversation with anyone.

None of those traits exuded trustworthiness, and he figured Amy was wary of him because of it.

“Come with me,” she said after a moment’s reflection.

He chugged the remainder of his coffee and followed her through the dining room.

Just beyond the swing doors, chaos ruled.

The two paramedics who’d responded to the 9-1-1 call were trying to load the screaming cook onto a gurney. The cook may be tiny, but he more than made up for the lack of height with the volume of his wails. 

Amy said, “Wait here.”

She made her way to the gurney, grasped her cook’s hand, leaned down close, and said something that quieted him. Then she placed a kiss on his forehead and told the paramedics to break some speed records getting to the hospital.

Two of the older waitresses surrounded Amy, speaking at once and questioning how they were going to continue serving if they didn’t have a cook. Amy shooed them away, telling them she was taking care of it. 

They didn’t look all that convinced, but they went back out to the dining room with the instructions she’d given them to tell the customers their orders were going to take a few minutes longer.

Then she lit on him.

For some crazy reason, he threw his shoulders back and stood straighter.

“Know your way around a kitchen, do ya?”

“Blindfolded,” he replied, surprising himself with his candor.

Her piercing glare shot his way again. She reached into a tabletop drawer and pulled out a hair elastic. 

“Board’a health rules.” She handed it to him, and he pulled his hair up into a man-bun.

“I’m gonna get a few of these orders ready,” she said, washing her hands at the sink. “While I do, make me an omelet.”

Like he knew his way around a kitchen blindfolded, he could make a simple omelet in his sleep.

“Any particular kind?” he asked as he moved to the sink, doffed his jacket, and then mimicked her handwashing motions.

Amy popped six pieces of bread into the industrial toaster with one hand while the other poured pancake batter onto the griddle in six perfect little rounds. “Surprise me.” 

He nodded, then, spotting an apron on a peg by the office door, donned it, scoping the layout of the griddle and its surroundings as he did.

A sense of anticipation pushed him to pull three eggs from the industrial refrigerator along with a container of shredded cheese. Opening it, he recognized the woodsy aroma of Swiss. One-handed, he cracked the eggs, whisked them with a fork, then poured them onto the grill, a handful of the grated cheese on top. While that settled, he pulled bacon from the warmer, crushed two pieces between paper towels, and tossed the crumbles on top of the setting eggs. From the spice rack, he grabbed jars of nutmeg and salt, added them, and then topped it all off with a pinch of pepper.

When the eggs were set to the point they were no longer runny, muscle memory pushed him to take a spatula and fold one-third toward the center, then the opposite side until the omelet was folded to perfection. Sliding the spatula underneath it, he flipped it over. Instinct told him the exact moment to remove it, and he placed the omelet on a clean plate.

While he’d been occupied, Amy had been a study in motion, never once stopping while she cooked, then plated, orders. The waitresses all lined back into the kitchen when Amy dinged the ready bell and took their orders while tossing him a quizzical eye.

Once they were alone again, Amy turned, dragged in a huge breath, and said, “Show me what ya got.”

He handed her the plated omelet and a fork.

Amy scrutinized it as if she were a general inspecting her standing-at-attention troops. First, her gaze raked over the perfectly pale yellow mixture. Then she raised the plate to her face and took a whiff, one eyebrow lifting.

Zeroing in on him, she asked, “Bacon?”

“I didn’t have enough time to slice the ham I saw in the fridge. The bacon’s maple flavored.”

She nodded. “Only kind I use. Something else in here. Something...earthy.”

“Nutmeg.”

Her brows lifted to her hairline. She forked a section and said as she lifted it to her mouth, “Color’s perfect.”

Since he knew it was, he kept silent. The first thing he’d ever learned to cook was an omelet. It had taken him almost a month of daily practice to know the precise second to remove it from the heat, when the best moment to fold it was, and how the only number of eggs to use would always be three.

Watching her, he identified the exact moment when the nutmeg and bacon hit Amy’s tastebuds. Her eyes went wide, then half-closed as the combined spice and pork bits sent a savory river of deliciousness across them.

She swallowed. “You know how to cook anything else?”

“Name a dish.”

“How are you with pancakes? Sausages? French toast?”

“Just as good as that.” He ticked his chin toward the plate she held. And since he knew his worth, added, “Better.”

“You know how to do a breakfast run? It’s not easy. In fact, it’s damn stressful.”

He nodded. “I do.”

“I think I’m gonna give you a chance to prove it.” She put the plate down. “If you’re serious about helping out, that is. For today – now - at least. Just to get me through to lunch.”

He had nowhere to be, nothing pressing him for his time.

And, most surprising of all, he wanted to help.

He nodded again. “I can do that.”

Julia pushed through the swing doors and waddled to a stop. “Dining room’s getting loud, Ames. How are we doing with orders? Should I hang the closed sign up?”

The diner owner looked from her daughter-in-law, then back to him, a corner of her lip tucked between her teeth. “No need. We’re gonna be fine.” She stretched out a hand for the orders Julia held.

The younger woman didn’t look convinced but handed them over, then grabbed a clean coffee carafe from the dishwasher.

After reading through the orders, Amy divided them in half.  Giving them to him, she said, “Okay, son. Appreciate the help.”

Without even glancing down at them, he said, “My name’s Tony, by the way.”

“I know.” She smiled for the first time since they’d come into the kitchen. “This is Dickens, son. There’s not much going on or that happens that gets by me, including newcomers, even when they’re close-mouthed. Once we get through breakfast we can have a little chat. For now, Tony-by-the-way, I got customers to feed.”

Small towns, he thought, shaking his head.

He didn’t give it another thought as he started the first order in his hand.

Three hours later, three hours in which he hadn’t stopped moving once, the lull that always came between the end of the breakfast rush and the beginning of the lunch crush dawned.

Tony stretched out the kinks in his arms and back that he hadn’t felt in quite some time. He rolled his shoulders and ticked his neck one way, then the other.

“You weren’t lying,” Amy said from behind him. He turned and she handed him a filled coffee mug, the coffee black, just the way he drank it. “You know your way around a kitchen.”

He took a deep, long draught and sighed when the delectable, dark Columbian blend hit his soul.

He swallowed, then, because she was staring at him with a face that told him she expected an answer, he said,  “It’s ingrained in my DNA.”

“That tells me a lot about you,” she said, sipping from her cup, “and absolutely nothing.”

The ghost of a grin tugged at a corner of his mouth.

“So, Tony-by-the-way,” she said, leaning a hip against the table edge and tossing a dish towel over her shoulder, “You as good with the rest of the stuff you cook as you are with breakfast?”

“Equally so,” he said. It was the truth, so he didn’t see a need to lie. Also, he was way beyond hubris at this point in his life.

“Got any place you need to be this afternoon?”

He’d started a new book last night that he’d closed after reading for an hour, was running low on milk and needed to pick up a few other provisions at the local grocery, and he’d noticed his tires could use a little air. He’d put off doing laundry for a bit too long, and God knew he should change the sheets on his bed.

All in all, he could find fifty things to keep him occupied for the rest of the day. And he should do them. 

But he didn’t want to.

What he wanted to do, really wanted to do – for the first time in almost three years – was... cook.

And for someone other than himself.

The notion hit him like a truck smacking into a guardrail on an icy highway at midnight.

With his heart racing, his breathing going just a measure shallow, and the tips of his fingers tingling with anticipation, he mimicked her stance, leaning his hip against the counter opposite her, trying so very hard to keep everything churning within him hidden. After taking a bracing breath and giving himself a moment to reconsider what he was about to say, he decided to shoot the moon.  

“What do ya have in mind?” 

Amy’s bright smile skipped across her face.
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"Don't worry. I won't tell your mother you used her diner as a backdrop for a serial killer." ~ Portia Avon
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December

“I can’t believe how cold it is here,” Portia said as she tugged up the collar on her coat and slid her chin under the scarf wound around her neck. An involuntary shudder zipped straight down her spine.

“This isn’t cold,” Abra Bree replied as she hit the automatic lock on her car. “January is when it starts to get brutal.”

Briskness in their steps, they all but ran from their parking space to the diner’s entrance.

“When you’re used to eighty degrees most days, ten degrees is pretty brutal,” Portia said. “That’s a seventy-degree difference.”

Abra shook her head and held the door open for her agent.

“Now, this is more like it,” Portia said when the heat inside the diner smacked her in the face. “I’m staying here for the duration of my visit.”

“I don’t think my mother or the board of health is gonna allow that.” Abra nodded at her sister-in-law, who was seated behind the cash register due to the advanced state of her pregnancy, and mouthed, “We’ll seat ourselves.”

Julia returned the nod with a tired one and blew her a kiss.

“I expected it to be more crowded in here.” Abra slid into an empty booth tucked into the back corner. After a glance at the wall clock above the counter, she added, “Okay, well, we’re a little earlier for lunch than I thought, so that’s good. Ten more minutes and we would have waited for a booth.”

Portia’s assessing gaze swept across the dining room, taking in every detail of the decades-old railroad car-type diner. “This place is exactly how you described it in Sleep Waits for No Man. Straight down to the wood panels and checkerboard linoleum.”

Abra’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I ever mentioned the diner portrayed in that book is based on this one.”

Portia waved a dismissive hand, her fingers fanning. “Don’t get snippy. I’m your agent and your alpha reader. I recognize little tidbits of your life when you intersperse them into your books. This place,” she ticked her head in the direction of the room, “is classic A.B. Cards mood setting.”

“Mood setting?” 

Portia giggled. “You know what I mean. And don’t worry: I won’t tell your mother you used her diner as a backdrop for a serial killer.”

“Her mother already knows,” Amy said as she dropped two coffee mugs and menus down on the table. With a raised eyebrow aimed at her daughter, she added, “People have gone out of their way since the book was released to remark on how similar the two are. Portia, girl, let me look atcha.”

Portia’s smile was pure joy as she rose and accepted Amy’s mama-bear-hug.

“Losing those 200 pounds of dead weight sure has made a difference. Getting rid of that no-account husband has taken fifteen years off you.”

“Or that could be the Botox,” Abra murmured, arms crossed over her chest.

Both women tossed her a stern glare. It was Portia who then laughed and told Amy, “She’s not wrong. A little grumpy today, but not wrong.”

“She’s grumpy most days,” Amy said with a wise nod. “Raising two kids under the age of three ain’t easy, and she’s no spring chicken.”

“She’s sitting right here and can hear you,“ Abra said, her familiar pout puckering her lips.

Amy assessed her daughter’s face. “More than a little grumpy, I’d say. You miss your coffee hit this mornin’ darlin’?”

“I had her up wicked late last night going over a few things,” Portia told her.

“And then, right on schedule, both girls were up before first light, screaming to be fed.  I don’t even remember when I put clothes on or if I brushed my teeth.” Abra sighed and closed her eyes, telling Amy everything she needed to know. 

With a quick squeeze of her daughter’s shoulder, she said, “Be right back with a pot. A full one.”

“It’s a little demoralizing how well she knows me,” Abra said once her mother retreated behind the counter.

“She’s your mother. I imagine no one, other than that god of a husband of yours, knows you better.”

At the mention of the man in her life, Abra finally smiled. 

“So, tell me,” Portia said, settling back in her seat. “How’s the new book coming?”

“Slowly.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “Mom was right when she said raising two kids isn’t easy. What it is, more than anything, is time-consuming. The second I think I’ve got a half hour to sit down and write a scene, one of them needs something. Colt helps out as much as he can, but he’s busy, too.”

“You need a nanny.”

“What I need is a wife.”

Because Portia knew exactly what her friend meant, she nodded. “Yeah, we all kinda do.  A wife would be great. When I was married to Rod-”

“And now that you’re not,” Abra interrupted, “Can I finally tell you how much I hate his name? I mean, his Christian name wasn’t even Rodney. It was, simply, Rod. Who names a child after an inanimate object? Especially a boy? Did they have no idea how...suggestive it was?” 

“His parents weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed.”

Abra grinned. “Ha-ha. Nice comparative description there, my friend.”

“You’re not the only one with a B.A. in English.”

Abra lifted her water glass in a toast.

“Anyway. As I was saying, when I was married, working full-time, and doing everything I could to make the business successful, I was also taking care of the house, paying all the bills, and managing everything else, including Rod.” She shook her head, her gaze dropping to her hands. Seeing her naked ring finger was still a shock, even though she’d slipped her wedding band off when she’d filed for divorce.

“I could have used a clone to see to all the wifey stuff while I worked.”

“I don’t mind doing the wifey stuff,” Abra said, “but I’d like a little more time in the day devoted solely to writing. I used to pound out a first draft in less than two months. These days? I’m already four months into the newest book and am only fifty percent done. At this rate, I won’t make my deadline.”

“I’ve got your back.” Portia waved her hand again. “I’ll call your editor and tell them to move it back a few months. They won’t say no. Twenty-eight consecutive number-one bestsellers is a bargaining chip any day of the week.”

“I adore you.” Abra stretched out a hand and grasped her friend’s wrist.

“Okay, chickadees.” Amy returned, two filled plates balanced in the crook of one arm, her free hand holding a coffee carafe. “I made this one just for your table,” she said, placing it next to her daughter. Then, she settled a plate in front of each of them.

“Mom, we didn’t order yet.”

“Don’t need to. This is the special of the day and I know you’re gonna love it.”

Both women looked at their plates.

“Is this...? What is this? I’ve never seen anything like this on the menu before,” Abra said.

“It looks like a frittata,” Portia said, stabbing at the golden-brown pastry with her fork. 

“Give the girl a cigar. It’s a veggie frittata with a few different cheeses in it for flavor. Your dad tried it this morning when he stopped by and said it’s the best thing he’s ever eaten. And you know how much he likes to eat.”

“Did you make this?” Portia asked, after taking a bite, an explosion of tastes and spices bursting across her tastebuds. “It’s out of this world.”

“Love to take the credit, but I can’t. It’s my new cook’s recipe. He’s been asking to try a few different things, shake the menu up a bit, and I finally said yes.”

“I’m glad you did,” Abra said. “This is delicious. More than delicious.”

“I’ll let him know. That seems to be the consensus all around this morning from the regulars.”

Her name was called from the counter, and she excused herself, saying, “Enjoy.”

Both women concentrated on eating for a few moments.

“This is better than anything I’ve had in a five-star restaurant since the world opened up again,” Portia declared. “Maybe even before it closed.”

Abra nodded.

“If this is diner food, I’m never eating in a fancy restaurant again,” Portia declared. “Your mom says her cook is new. Do you know who the person is? Their background? I’m imagining a Cordon Bleu graduate.”

“I don’t think so. He doesn’t look like the fancy Cordon Bleu type.”

“So, it’s a guy?”

Abra nodded. “A really hot one, too.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down.

“You can’t say that about another man. Not when you’ve got your own hottie at home.”

“Which is why I can say it safely.” She flapped one hand in the air as she forked in another serving of the frittata with the other. “Anyway,” she continued around it, “He’s been in town for a few months. Very quiet. Barely talks. I’ve never heard him say a word other than hi when mom introduced us.”

“Is there a reason? I mean, something...physical?”

“No. I don’t think so. He just strikes me as the silent, broody type, you know?”

Amy returned once again.

“Good?” she asked.

Both nodded.

“I was telling her about your new cook,” Abra said. 

“He was the answer to a prayer.” She related how Winston had fallen, broken not only his hip but busted his kneecap as well, putting him out of working commission for at least five to six months.

“Tony offered to help the morning Winnie got hurt. Then, when I found out what a marvelous cook he was, I asked him to stay on a bit. God was surely shining down on me that day because he agreed and has been here ever since. Going on almost three months now.”

“That’s him,” Abra said, motioning with her fork to the swing door where a man emerged, garbed in a grease-stained apron and carrying a plate.

Portia craned her neck to see, blinked, then did a double take and blinked again.

It couldn’t be...could it? Was that...?

“What did you say his name was?” she asked Amy.

“Well, I didn’t, but it’s Tony-by-the-way.”

“Bide Away?”

Amy’s laugh was deep, loud, and infectious. “No, hon, that’s not his last name. That’s how he introduced himself to me after making me the best omelet I’d ever tasted in my entire long, life. We were in the kitchen, me trying to get the orders out on time, him proving to me he could cook. After tasting that omelet, I knew I needed him way more than he probably needed a job, but I asked him if he could stay through lunch. He said he could, then introduced himself by saying, “My name’s Tony, by the way.”

Portia grinned. “Cute story. But what’s his real name? His last name?”

Abra’s eyes zeroed in on her face from across the table. “Why are you so interested?”

Portia was known by all the major editors in every publishing house in New York as tight-lipped and emotionless when negotiating for her author clients. Never let them see you sweat was the motto of her life. Good thing, too, because it had gotten her through a soul-crushing divorce and she’d never once let her ex see how devastated she was.

Abra Bree, alias A.B. Cards, was one of the most astute people she’d ever known. She possessed a natural inquisitiveness that bordered on psychic and always seemed to guess what everyone around her was thinking or feeling.

Portia learned over the years she’d been an agent how to school her features to never let anyone know what was going on inside her at any given moment, and right now, she pulled from that well of contained insouciance.

With a shrug that was as practiced as it appeared natural, she replied, “Plain nosiness more than anything.”

Abra’s you-don’t-fool-me-glare washed over her face.

Amy, distracted when her name was called again, said, “It’s Smith. Tony Smith. I’ll be back.”

Once she left them, Portia shook her head. Was she wrong about him? Admittedly, he looked a little different than he had before the world went into hiding. Thinner, longer hair, his face a road map of sharp angles and lines.

She could have been mistaken. After all, it had only been a fleeting glance as he delivered the plate to one of the customers. Plus, he’d been halfway across the room and Portia’s distance eyesight wasn’t what it had been ten years ago.

Or even two.

But still...

“Okay, something is roaming around in that brain of yours,” Abra declared, peering at her with such intensity that Portia wondered if her client actually could read minds.

Giving herself a mental shake, she followed it with her head.

“Care to share?” Abra asked.

“Nothing to share. Not really.”

She forgot what a wordsmith her client was and how she could read the subtext in every statement uttered or spoken.

“Not really? That implies there is something, something you don’t want to talk about.”

Portia rolled her eyes. “Anyone ever tell you you’re like that dog with the proverbial bone? How annoying you can be?”

Abra shrugged. “Everyone tells me that. Every day. I consider it a positive personality trait.” She forked in another helping of the frittata and grinned what Rod always referred to as their client’s shit-eating-smirk.

An accurate, if vulgar, description.

“Keep telling yourself that.” To change the subject and divert the conversation, Portia said, “I’ve been negotiating a new foreign rights contract for your first six books. It looks very promising. Want the details?”

And just like she’d hoped, Abra took the bait.

Money, and the prospect of acquiring more of it, had always been a good way to get a client’s attention off a topic, even someone who was as dogged as Abracadabra Bree.

While she explained the details of the contract negotiations, Portia let her mind wander to the diner’s new cook.

She needed to find a way to see him up close without anyone – most of all Abra – knowing.

How to do that was something that occupied her mind for the rest of the meal.

***
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Exhaustion flowed from the roots of Tony’s hair down to the soles of his feet.

And he was happier than he’d been in ages.

Well, maybe not happy happy. He wasn’t certain he was ever going to feel the absolute joy that had once upon a time engulfed him. But his overall mood had improved and brightened tremendously since that fateful day in Dorrit’s when he’d volunteered to help Amy Charles.

Why he’d spoken up was still a mystery, one he didn’t bother trying to solve. He had, and his life had taken another unexpected turn.

Like he’d never abandoned it, diner life flowed back through him without any mental effort. Call it muscle memory or thousands of days of the same movements and thoughts, but from that first breakfast he’d helped Amy get through to the full day of work he now gave her six days a week, he’d eased right back into his old, well-honed habits.

Cooking, like breathing, was something he did without any thought necessary. Every recipe, every cooking temperature, every ingredient needed slid from his mind into his hands, controlling his movements and guiding him.

Uncle Luigi’s voice whispered in his ear more and more these days, telling him, with the utmost sincerity and veracity, this is what you were meant to do, Nepote. Cooking is in your blood, and blood always tells. 

Those words, spoken in the thick accent of his father, uncles, and grandfathers before him, must have been why he took the job Amy offered him at the end of that first day. She named a salary price, even though he’d have worked for nothing since he didn’t need the money, then he insisted he be paid in cash, weekly, with no IRS involvement necessary.

If she thought the request strange or foreboding, she hadn’t batted an eye, simply nodded. It made him wonder if she suspected he was running away from someone or even the law. But she hadn’t pried, just paid him with a smile and her continual thanks.

He knew his days were numbered. As soon as her regular cook was back, he’d be gone.

That was fine. He wasn’t looking to put down roots. Anywhere. Not now, and probably never. 

He finished sweeping up the front of the diner – not his job, Amy had told him – but he’d replied he liked doing it.

And he did. 

His favorite part of the day had always been the end of the night when the customers were gone, the workers clocked out, the place was quiet, and he could be alone with his thoughts to plan for the next day.

These days, his plans didn’t include obsessing about how to make an already perfect menu even better. He didn’t give a thought to which of the powerful, mighty, or influential movers and shakers would be in attendance for an evening meal, critiquing and reviewing the food he’d prepared.  He didn’t worry about ordering supplies, or fret when they were late or not to his specifications. And he didn’t have to think about payroll, quarterly taxes, or the various federal and city agencies, all wanting a piece of his thriving business. 

These days, his mind was...quiet. Like the diner. Never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined how much he craved the quiet; how much he didn’t miss the chaos and cacophony of a hectic kitchen; how the simple pleasure of just cooking would make him feel alive again. 

Two years, six months, sixteen days.

The passage of time hadn’t eradicated the pain. His first and last thought every day was a reminder of the time gone, the days and hours he’d been robbed of a lifetime with his forever love.

A flash of light burning from the parking lot had him glancing up. Car headlights pulled into the lot. No – pulled out. He hadn’t noticed a car was still parked as he’d been sweeping. Now, it turned left and exited. It was too dark to see the color, but as it drove under the lot spotlight, he saw it was a small, dark two-door. Too far away now to make out the plates.

The diner had closed almost an hour ago, all the waitresses leaving when he’d volunteered to sweep up as he had every other night. He liked they never took that he would for granted, but when the closed sign was turned, each of them began doing tasks to get ready for the five a.m. morning crush. When he told them to head home to their families, they’d thanked him with tired smiles and heavy lids.

Had it been one of the waitresses, maybe texting or just taking a breather before heading home? Had someone driven into town, hoping to get something to eat at the late hour, and then realized the diner was closed?

Tony shook his head. Why did he care?

Probably just someone who needed a few minutes to send a text or make a call before getting on the road, he mused, as he shut the light in the dining room and then grabbed his coat from the peg in the kitchen.

One last check to see that all was well for the morning start, then he shrugged into the coat, flipped off the lights, and locked up using the keys Amy had given him.

His car took a moment before it sprang into life since it had been sitting out in the cold December air since four-thirty that morning, the engine groaning with the effort. Driving home he remembered he had the afternoon shift tomorrow. That meant he could take advantage of a morning sleep-in. 

He knew himself well enough to know he’d be up before the sun rose, just like every other morning. A good night’s sleep was a commodity he didn’t trade in any more. 

Back at his rental, he tossed the keys on the Formica kitchen table, then undressed, leaving his clothes where they fell as he ambled to the bathroom. A long, hot, bone-softening shower later, where the aroma of bacon grease and maple syrup was cleansed from his hair and pores, he fell into bed, naked, pulled the covers up over his chest, and stared into the darkness.

Two years, six months, sixteen days.

Rolling over on his side, he sighed.

Goodnight, Lorna. I love you.
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"Okay, Natasha Romanov. What now?" ~ Portia Avon
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“I’m heading out,” Portia announced as she came to the open doorway of Abra’s home office. 

The writer looked up from her laptop and Portia was so tempted to pull her phone from her bag and snap a picture that she had to will her hands to stay still. Abra, aka A.B. Cards, the multimillion-bestselling author of the award-winning horror series The Dead Chronicles, adored by millions, was still in her flannel pajamas, her hair pulled into a top knot that looked too heavy for her small head, a crocheted blanket covering her legs and feet and a pair of reading glasses perched low on her nose.

She looked all of fifteen, not a woman approaching forty. 

Until just a few years ago, the literary world had assumed A.B. Cards was a hermetic man-genius who shunned society and lived in a decadent fantasy world of serial killers, murder, and horrific, twisted nightmares. The myth had been fostered by the publishing company because they assumed no one would believe that a thirty-something, mild-mannered, small-town, twice-divorced woman who was addicted to black coffee and diet soda could devise such gruesome and grisly stories.

When the man Abra was due to marry, a gambler who needed to pay back a loan shark’s financing or risk losing the use of his legs, had blackmailed her, threatening to out her pen name unless she paid off his debt, Abra’s publishers had made the life-altering decision to out Abra themselves – with her permission. The fiancé was dumped and left to find his own funding to keep his kneecaps intact, Abra had found a new, everlasting love in her hometown of Dickens in the town handyman; she’d given birth to two of the most gorgeous babies Portia had ever seen, and somehow, A.B. Cards’ fame had grown even more.

“If your fans could see you right now.” Portia grinned and shook her head. “They’d never for a second believe you capable of writing stuff that keeps them up all night, shaking in their beds.”

Abra pouted. “Is that your way of saying I don’t look...appealing?”

Portia laughed. “It’s my way of saying I’m going to give you a few hours to whittle down the deadline extension I just got you. Stevie is in daycare for the morning, Amelia is asleep, Colton is out on a job, and I need to run into town for a few things I forgot. So, have at it. I expect at least ten pages by the time I come back.”

Abra’s pout thickened, her eyes now narrowing. “What if it’s only five?”

“That’s five more than you had yesterday, so I’ll take it. Now. I’m off.”

With that, she pulled her coat collar up high around her chin to ward off the frigid Dickens air from seeping beneath it.

Once her rental car heated up, she pointed it toward Main Street, the tiny fib
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