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Forward

When I first started writing this book I had a pretty clear idea of the characters I wanted to create. One was Florence, or Flo, who was a waitress at this roadside diner, Mattie’s Diner. I knew in my head that I was copying the character Flo, from a sitcom from my childhood, Alice. That character she portrayed stuck with me my entire life. Loved her.

Sadly, when I was more than halfway through writing this book, Polly Holliday, who portrayed Flo, died. I was very saddened by this news and I only hope that I portrayed this character the way she would have liked. So, I dedicate the novel in her memory.

Having said that, I have to also give credit to my own grandmother who had her own special recipe for Southern style biscuits, which I still make to this day, with a tweak, which I am known to do.

I remember going to a diner very similar to Mattie’s Diner as a young man, and loved the homestyle food, the great service and the homey atmosphere. There is a lot of my personal experiences in here. I enjoyed writing this book and it naturally flowed from me. It was just easy to write.

I hope everyone enjoys the life of these characters as much as I enjoyed writing them.
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Chapter One
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Jamie unlocked the glass door of the diner, the little bell overhead tinkling back and forth. He would know that sound anywhere having grown up with that tiny silver bell which was looking an old and tired. Rust showed on the inside and the side facing the glass door. Normally he would come in from the back entrance that opened up into the kitchen, but today... today he had buried his grandmother. The grandmother who had taken him in, along with his grandfather, when his own mother decided she didn’t want him. 




He closed his eyes. All the smells and sounds of his upbringing surrounded him. From the light traffic along the interstate service road, to the slight hint of grease, cooked onion and just under all that, the pine cleaner his grandmother has insisted they use. 

Even with the lights off he could see how dingy and old things looked. There wasn’t a lot of décor in the sixty-seat diner. His grandmother didn’t see the need for a lot of unnecessary decoration. A few cheap dime-store paintings hung here and there, faded from age. Behind the cash register was a photo of his grandparents the day they bought the old place and another picture of them along with a newspaper clipping from their 50th wedding anniversary. In between the pair rested a framed one-dollar bill. It was the first dollar earned when they took over the diner. He sighed heavily, his head dropping. He could see the old linoleum flooring, also discolored from age and cracking. 

A tear ran down Jamie’s cheek. He’d lost both his grandparents who practically raised him, within five months of each other. Granted, they were both in their eighties, and while they were elderly, they had both been vibrant and working up until they died. 

Papaw was found sitting in his rocking chair, his pipe in hand. It had been his habit after diner every night for as long as Jamie could remember. He would go out onto the back screened-in veranda on the second story of the diner, fire up a bowl of tobacco, and have a sit in his rocking chair. That was his habit and as far as Jamie knew, his only vice. Papaw never drank as his grandmother thought it a sin, having been raised a strict Methodist. He only had eyes for his wife, Jamie’s grandmother, Mattie and he didn’t know a stranger. Although he wasn’t a big talker, he was a kind-hearted man and in his quiet simple way, often helped others, sometimes without them even knowing. 

Jamie walked behind the counter, through the swinging door and into the kitchen. There was the grill, along the wall towards the dining room, clean and ready to be used. The spatulas had been slipped into their holding sleeves on the wall behind. Next to it was the six-burner gas stove and oven, also clean and ready for business, and next to that a six-level stack oven and quick streamer below that. He closed his eyes as he ran his forefinger across the short steam table that butted up against the flattop grill. Then there was the food holding counter that opened up to the dining room and above that the heat lamps. He remembered all the waitresses that had worked there over his lifetime cracking jokes or giving special requests through the small opening as they lifted the completed orders from the shelf. 

Jamie could practically cook blindfolded in this kitchen. Since he was six, or was it seven, years of age, he’d been in this kitchen every single day of his life until he went off to college. Nothing had changed much in all those years except for a walk-in refrigerator, a new stove, and a new, but even then, a used stainless-steel work bench and a two-level industrial sized oven used almost exclusively for biscuits, corn bread, pies, and cakes. That had been Mamaw’s and Jamie’s department. He had to close his eyes again to hold back more tears. Not now. I can’t now. 

There was the almost new, stainless-steel table with one shelf underneath, stacks of bowls, rolling pins, and sheet pans sitting there, ready to be used. Jamie would bet all the money in his wallet that there would be a biscuit cutter in the top bowl on the far-left side of the lower shelf. Mamaw would call it her biscuit table. The only light was coming from a very narrow set of windows toward the back of the kitchen and what little, if any, light from the windows of the dining room. It was only then that he noticed a man sitting on the table in the gloominess, since no lights had been turned on. 

“Holy shit!” He jumped at least a foot. “Who are you and how did you get in here? There isn’t any money.”

The man raised both hands, one of which had a partially eaten sandwich in it. Now that Jamie had a moment to take it all in, he saw the guy had a mouthful of food. He was also dangling keys from the forefinger of his other hand. 

“I ’ave a key,” he muttered around the mouthful. He jangled the keys, and swallowed. “I have a key,” jumping down, he took a gulp of milk from a glass that had been next to him, before he walked slowly towards Jamie, around the other counter that held a toaster, waffle iron, and additional workspace with a wooden cutting board. It was like he was sizing Jamie up, then swapped the sandwich into his left hand, wiped his right on his jeans. “You must be Jamie,” thrusting his hand out; a big bright smile appeared on his face. “Glad to meet you finally. I’ve heard so much about you, I feel I know you.” 

Jamie finally found his voice. “Uh, hi. And you are...?”

The man tilted his head slightly, his hand went to his chest. “I’m truly hurt. I’m Jesus Miguel Santos Salazar. Most people call me Salzy for short.”

Jamie’s mouth hung open. “I could have sworn Mamaw called you Sally. I was really expecting you to be a woman from how Mamaw mentioned you.” Jamie slowly raised his hand towards the man in front of him, and he couldn’t help but notice how nice looking the man was. “I wondered how a man got the name Sally.”

Jesus Miguel Santos Salazar busted out laughing. “Yeah, there were times when I thought she was calling me Sally also. Mr. Solan just ended up calling me Sal.” Salzy took Jamie’s hand in his. “Every time you were here, I wasn’t.” He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s just the way it goes sometimes when you’re a trucker.”

“So, you’re Sally.” Jamie laughed when Salzy frowned.

“Please, don’t you get started calling me that. It’s... weird.”

Jamie couldn’t help but chuckle. “Okay, Salzy it is. Or... maybe just Sal, like Papaw said. I think that may suit you better, however... I’ll go with Salzy.”

Salzy shrugged. “Fine by me, just not... Sally,” he scrunched up his face. He took his hand from Jamie’s. He looked towards the floor. “Man, I’m really sorry to hear about Ms. Mattie.” He looked up. “It was hard on her and all of us when Mr. Solan passed, but it was like a knife to my heart when Flo called and told me about her passing. I am really sorry.”

Jamie felt his mouth twitch upwards toward a smile at the mention of Florence’s name. She had worked for his grandparents for as long as he could remember. She still had the flame red beehive hairdo then, as she does now and always wore the brightest red lipstick Jamie had ever seen.

“Mamaw told me that you were here when Papaw... passed and helped out a lot. Thank you for that. I got here as quickly as I could.”

“It’s all good. I knew you’d take care of everything when you did get here.” Salzy shrugged again. “As soon as I knew you were on your way, I got on the road. I was already a day behind schedule, and the bosses weren’t very understanding since he wasn’t a blood relative and all.”

Jamie nodded.

“Oh, I hope you don’t mind me making myself a sandwich. I usually did when I came in from the road. I used to try and pay for it, but your grandparents wouldn’t let me. They were always feeding me. Instead, I took out the trash or did any odd jobs they had around. Oh, and I always use the back door.” He stuck his thumb over his shoulder towards the door.

“Yeah, they told me. They were very fond of you.” Jamie stood on his toes to see out the small windows along the back wall, and could only see the very top of a candy-apple red semitruck. “That your truck?”

Salzy looked over his shoulder. “Yep, that’s my rig. Well, it’s the company’s rig, for now, but I’m the only one who drives it.” Salzy took a long gulp of his milk. “I’m paying it off little by little. Then it will be mine.”

“I’ve never been in a big semi before,” Jamie said, still trying to see out the windows.

“I’d be happy to give you the grand tour, which will take all of two minutes,” Salzy laughed. “It’s not like it’s all that big on the inside. One of these days I’ll graduate to a condo cab instead of a coffin cab.”

Jamie’s eyebrows shot up. “A coffin cab?”

Salzy laughed again. “Yeah, that’s what they call them. The condo cab is like a tiny house, and the coffin cab only has a bunk bed, with a small amount of storage underneath the mattress. It really is like a large coffin. Feels like it sometimes, especially if it’s hot out.”

“Ah, okay. I get it now.” Jamie smiled. “I’ve noticed that on the drives from Atlanta and back.”

Salzy took a huge bite from his sandwich, that appeared to be ham with a lot of mayo and a bit of mustard. “That your Mercedes SL coup out there?” Speaking around the food in his mouth.

“Yeah. It’s kind of old, but it’s all mine and paid for. It’s in really good condition. My uh... father got it for me when I graduated culinary school four years ago. It was used then, but I’ve never had a problem with it, and I do like driving it.”

“It’s nice. When are you heading back?” Salzy asked.

Jamie shook his head. “I have no idea at the moment.” He shoved both hands in the pockets of his suit pants. He’d gotten it at one of the outlet malls on his way down from Atlanta when his grandfather had died. 

“I’ll be here for a day, and then off again. It’s a short run this time. Only to Jacksonville and back,” Salzy informed him before taking another long drink from his glass of milk. “If there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know. Okay?” He looked directly at Jamie. “I really wished I could have been here for the funeral. I did try, but traffic on I-20 was nuts with all the road construction.”

“I understand,” Jamie said. “It’s the thought that counts.”

“I don’t own a suit either,” Salzy said, looking back towards the old white tile floor. “I’d have had to wear some old slacks I have, which have seen better days.” He grinned at Jamie. “I do at least have a decent tie and white shirt.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Jamie couldn’t help but smile. It was like being around this man made you want to smile all the time. He pulled on his own tie that wasn’t very decent and looked cheap... because it was. “I didn’t have a suit until Papaw passed.”

Salzy shrugged, smiled, and took another bite of his sandwich. When he’d swallowed it, he asked, “Want me to make you one?”

Just as Jamie was about to answer no, the little bell jingled. Jamie and Salzy walked towards the front to see who it was. The woman who stood there had a look of pure disdain on her face, with platinum blonde hair, a lot of makeup and pinched face.

“And what do you want, Mother? Money?”
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Chapter Two
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“That’s Marlene?” Salzy whispered from behind Jamie. “Your mother?”

Jamie nodded.

Marlene looked at her son, the man behind him, then around the large dining room. When she looked back at Jamie, she said, “Now is that anyway to greet your own mother, Pierre? You didn’t even speak to me at the funeral or the burial.”

“Who’s Pierre? Salzy asked again in a low whisper.

“I thought you’d be halfway back to Texas by now.” Jamie stood there; his arms folded across his chest. “I didn’t speak to you because I didn’t want to speak to you.”

Marlene placed her left hand over her chest, the expensive looking handbag hanging from her arm. “She was my mother, Pierre.” The diamonds on her fingers sparkled in the sun coming in from the plateglass windows that made up the front of the diner. “I’m only doing what every child would do for their mother. I came to pay my respects, grieve, and... well, you know... greet all the people who will be coming to pay their own respects.” She looked at the first table close to her. She looked about ready to set her handbag down before thinking better of it.

Jamie glanced towards the parking lot. Three of the wait staff were getting out of an old Chevy pickup truck. He looked at his mother and snorted. Jamie turned, almost knocking Salzy over. “Sorry. Excuse me,” he said shortly. I need to get the lights turned on. He was already shucking out of his suit coat when he went through to the kitchen.

He could hear Salzy introducing himself to Jamie’s mother. He could hear her response. “Do you work here. Are you a... cook or something?”

Jamie let out a sigh. Why is she here? Hell, he didn’t even expect her to show up to the funeral, much less hang around. She hadn’t shown up for her father’s funeral after all. He pulled on a bib apron over a cook’s shirt that he’d slipped on after ditching the suit coat, dress shirt, and tie. He left the top snap button undone, still wearing his suit pants. There must be a reason. He wrinkled his nose. Jamie knew his mother well enough to know she wanted something, but what? It usually boiled down to money.

* * * * *
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Florence came through the front door of the diner and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Marlene. “What in dickens are you doing here?” She patted the back of her updo hair, her oversized brown handbag slung over one shoulder. “Shouldn’t you be off... doing whatever the hell it is you do?” She walked past Marlene, looking as if she’d just smelled something rotten.

Hazel, a middle aged, roundish woman, followed Florence, who didn’t even look at Marlene, quickly followed by Minnie. Minnie was a thin, thirty-something woman who always reminded Jamie of a shy mouse but was a hard worker. She skirted around Marlene, her eyes firmly on the ground as she scurried after the other two waitresses.

Marlene just stood there looking very much out of place in her expensive black suit, white silk blouse and way too much makeup for a woman her age. It only made her look like a woman who wouldn’t give up her long-lost youth easily. Her bleached blonde hair was meticulously cut, her hands manicured as were her toes, in the slightly opened-toed, expensive-looking slingback pumps.

It wasn’t long before Walter shoved through the door, taking off a sports coat. He passed Marlene like she wasn’t even there. In his younger years, Walter played football as a linebacker and still had the same build, although a little thicker around the middle.

Timmy came in, looked at Marlene, his eyebrows slightly raised and hurried into the kitchen. The first time Jamie had met Timmy, he was struck by how shy the young man was, not much older than Jamie himself, but soon understood why. Timmy had a significant stutter. It was years before the redhead was able to grow out of being a pimpled teen.

Dexter, the dishwasher/cook, came in and greeted Jamie’s mother. “Hello, Ms. Marlene. Glad you could make it.” It sounded flat, like he was both surprised and uncomfortable all at the same time. Jamie was about to graduate high school when Dexter joined the diner family.

When Florence walked into the kitchen, she immediately hugged Jamie to her. “You poor, poor boy.” She then held him at arm’s length, looking at him for a moment before pulling him into another tight hug before releasing him. “Losing both Solan and Mattie so close together.”

Then it was Hazel’s turn. “How you holdin’ up, Jamie?” She hugged him. “The service was beautiful. Mattie would have been very pleased, and she was so, so proud of you.”

Jamie shrugged. He was doing everything he could to hold back the tears.

Minnie walked up to him, gave him a quick hug, then hurried back towards the staff room, which had a bathroom, a few beat-up old lockers that Solan had gotten from some school that had closed years ago. There was also a shaky table and a few mismatched chairs.

Walter came in and hugged Jamie close, his big arms like a vice grip around Jamie’s chest. “She was one of the good ones, but you always knew that.”

Timmy shook Jamie’s hand, looked into his eyes for a few moments, nodded, then dropped his hand and followed the other employees into the breakroom.

Salzy watched all this solemnly. He approached Jamie—the sounds of the locker doors being opened and the hum of the group talking surrounding them. “What can I do to help?”

Jamie stood a moment before shrugging his shoulders. “Why don’t you go and ask Flo.” Jamie had found his plain blue ball cap on the coat/hat hooks next to the back door and pulled it on. “I’m going to start on making biscuits. Everyone will be expecting them.”

Salzy raised his hand and gently squeezed Jamie’s shoulder. “You got it.”

Jamie rolled the large white bin filled with flour close to the biscuit table. Without even looking, he pulled out a large bowl, rolling pin, and the other bowl that, sure enough, held several biscuit cutters. He closed his eyes and remembered his grandmother teaching him how to make her famous buttermilk biscuits. He opened his eyes, wiped his cheek and picked up a baking tray and went to the walk-in refrigerator to get the butter, lard, and buttermilk.

When he came out of the big cold box, he saw that the staff had all changed into their respective uniforms. Flo, Hazel, and Minnie had on the bright pink dresses with white collars, pristine white pleated aprons, and a white lace handkerchief pinned down by their name tags. All the ladies were in the dining room, setting out the flatware and napkins. They were getting ready for all the guests they were expecting, coming to pay their respects. For Jamie, it wasn’t just another day of work. It was an important day. A significant day. It was not just another service at Mattie’s Diner.

Walter and Timmy had turned on the flattop grill, the stove already had a pot filled with water, and the flame, blue, white, flickering beneath it. A huge skillet sat on another burner, heating, ready to start the sausage gravy. Dexter was chopping and slicing onions, a large uncut pile next to the cutting board, as was a large bowl.

Jamie smiled and then frowned. There was something missing. He placed the tray that had all his cold supplies for the biscuits before he realized what it was that was absent. The radio hadn’t been turned on.

“Excuse me,” he said to Walter as he nudged his way between Timmy and Walter. He reached up and turned on the old portable radio that sat on a shelf behind the stove. Since the industrial exhaust fan had already been turned on, he upped the volume of the radio so it could be heard, but not so loud that it would blare into the dining room. The station was a country music one, which, as far as Jamie knew, had always been the music of choice in the kitchen.

Walter looked at Jamie and smiled. “Yep. It’s all going to be okay. You got this, just like ol’ times.”

Jamie looked at Timmy, who had a big smile on his face. “We’re o-on-on on it, boss,” he said in his stuttering way.

Jamie couldn’t help but laugh. Timmy had always called him boss, even when he was just a teenager. “Can’t have it too quiet in here. Mamaw wouldn’t like that one bit.”

When Jamie looked out of the opening into the dining room, his mother was just standing there looking very much out of place. He went to start making biscuits, unwrapping blocks of butter and then the lard, placing them on the large cutting board. He pulled down the rest of his dry ingredients that sat on the shelf above the work bench.

“Are you just going to ignore me?” When Jamie looked up, his mother stood about two feet away from him, making sure she wouldn’t get anything on her clothing.

Jamile held his hands up. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m busy.”

“We have important matters to discuss, Pierre.”

Jamie rolled his eyes. “You know I don’t go by that name and now is not the time for talking. There are going to be a lot of people coming and they will be expecting food, so unless you’re prepared to put on an apron and help, I suggest you get out of the kitchen.” He looked at his mother. “To be quite frank... mother, I doubt there is much of anything to discuss.”

Marlene stomped her foot. “I will not be spoken to like that and there is the matter of the will that needs to be addressed!”

Jamie started to cube up the butter, dropping it into a large stainless-steel bowl already containing a large amount of flour. “I don’t even know about a will, so I’m not the one you need to talk to.” He glanced up at her. “I knew you had to be sticking around for something, and as usual, it’s all about the money. What’s the matter? Did your latest sugar daddy cut your allowance off again?”
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Walter was putting the finishing touches on the sausage gravy when Jamie pulled out the first tray of biscuits. He placed them into the top drawer of the bread warming box that sat next to the door of the dining room. The waitstaff would get whatever biscuits or corn bread as needed. The second tray, which was already in the oven, would be ready in about five minutes.

Dexter had already put three pans of meat loaf into the bottom oven of the big six-burner stove, and the aroma was tantalizing. Timmy was forming meat patties for burgers. Jamie could see that tomatoes, onion, lettuce, and pickles were already placed neatly in small hotel pans, sitting on a larger container full of ice. There was one small stainless-steel container empty. He knew that Timmy would fill it full of cheddar cheese closer to service time, which was quickly approaching. He’d also fried up some bacon that sat in a single hotel pan on the back of the stove to stay warm. Things were moving right along.

“Hey, Jamie, you wanna come and have a look-see?” Flo asked from the doorway of the kitchen into the dining room.

“Yeah, just let me put this tray down.” Jamie put the empty, but still hot, tray down next to his workbench.

He walked into the dining room, following Flo. It was all he could do to keep the tears at bay. Flo had always asked his grandmother to check out the dining room before opening time. It was just the way things were done. Done his Mamaw’s way.

Minnie and Hazel were standing, as usual, close to the front door. Flo walked over and stood by them. Jamie overlooked the room. There were small bud vases on each table with a single daisy in each. As he walked through the dining room, he noticed that all the salt and pepper shakers were full, as were the sugar caddies, all centred around the daisies. In front of each chair was a folded paper napkin, a fork to the left, a knife and spoon to the right. On the corner of each place setting were coffee cups, turned upside down on a matching saucer. Once again, Jamie closed his eyes to fight back the tears, but this time, this time, he couldn’t keep them back. He let them roll down his cheeks.

“Oh... now there, now there,” Flo said softly as she held him. “It’s okay. No need to try and be all brave in front of us. We’re family.”

“We are.” Hazel hugged him, and then Minnie joined in on the group hug.

Jamie wiped his face once he was able to. “It’s... perfect as usual.” He looked at the counter bar, the spinning stools, the place settings there. “Just as it should be.”

He was about to return to the kitchen when he noticed his mother pacing back and forth in front of the diner, cell phone in hand, gesticulating as she spoke. There was no doubt to anyone who saw her that she was angry and frustrated. Jamie sniffed, wiped his nose on a paper napkin he’d nabbed from underneath the old cash register, rolled his eyes, watching his mother and went back to the kitchen.

“We all set and ready to go out there?” Walter asked as he stirred the gravy, pepper shaker in hand, not even looking up.

“Yep.” Jamie stuck another tray of biscuits in the oven. “I’ll start on the corn bread now.” He stepped over to Dexter, who was cutting up green tomatoes. “How much longer on those meat loaves?”

Dexter looked at the small timer fixed to his cook’s shirt. “About ten more minutes.”

“That’s cutting it a bit close, but it’ll all be good.” Jamie looked around the kitchen. All the prep work had been done. The kitchen was heating up. He could tell by temperature alone that it was close to opening time. He was about to put some bacon fat into a large cast-iron muffin tin when he heard car doors slamming shut.

“It’s almost showtime, guys.” He wiped his hands on his apron. “Let’s have a really good service.” There were three sets of eyes on him. “Let’s do this for Mamaw and Papaw. Make ’em proud.”

The little silver-colored bell jangled. It was showtime.

* * * * *
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“Order in,” Flo called out as she attached the slip of green paper from her order pad to the wheel over the serving counter.

Walter spun the wheel around. “We got a burger, medium, with cheese. Coleslaw and fries. Catfish, hush puppies, slaw. Ham and cheese omelette, hashbrowns, biscuits, and gravy.”

“I got burger medium.” Timmy called out.

“I got hash browns, hushpuppies, catfish, and slaw.” Dexter answered.

“Slaw’s ready, Dexter,” Jamie said. He pulled three plates from the bottom shelf and put them under the heat lamps. “Plates at the ready.”

It was like a dance they all knew by heart. Orders in. Orders called out. Orders repeated by station. Orders filled and placed on the counter under the heat lamps that were now turned on.

“Order up!” Walter announced, tapping the bell to let the waitresses know there was food ready to be picked up.

They all worked like this for several hours until Flo came back and pulled Jamie by the sleeve of his cook’s shirt. “Come on now. You can’t keep putting this off. People want to see you. And yes, they want to offer their condolences.” She pulled Jamie towards the door. “And for goodness’ sake, try and get rid of Marlene. I don’t know what she wants, but just her being here is making folk uncomfortable. I swear, I don’t even know why she bothered coming at all.”

Jamie stopped. He looked at Flo. “She wants money. She thinks there’s a will, and she won’t rest until she sees it and gets her fair share.”

“Hmph, I should’ve known.” Flo snickered. “She isn’t going to be very happy then. And she’s gonna have to talk to Glenn Brown about all that.”

“Glenn’s the new lawyer?” Jamie asked as he let Flo pull him through the door.

“Yessiree-bob. He’s over in the back, table five.” Flo nodded in that direction. “He’s got his wife and their two grand-kids there. You know ol’ man Buchanan kicked the bucket last year. They found him lying on the floor of his office. Stunk to high heaven, so’s I heard.”

Jamie nodded. “I’ll see if I can’t get him to go and talk to her.” He paused. “Surely there isn’t going to be much of an estate.”

Flo stopped and looked at Jamie. “What makes you say that? You might just be surprised.” Her face was unreadable, the usual big smile gone.

The room had gotten quiet, and all eyes were on Jamie.

“You gotta say something, honey,” Flo whispered. “I’m right here with you,” her hand on the small of his back.

Jamie cleared his throat. “Um... I want to thank you all for coming.” He glanced towards the front door where a line of people leaned in, and still more people stood out on the front sidewalk looking in.

“I know most of you good folk as did my grandparents. I also know that they’d be very honored and more than likely embarrassed over everyone making such a fuss.” Jamie shrugged. “You know how they are... were.” He batted his eyes a few times, to keep the tears back. “Again, thank you all for coming, and I’m sure we’ll be seeing y’all again real soon.”

“So... you’re not gonna close the diner down?” The question came from Ms. Trembly, who had been Jamie’s math teacher in seventh grade.

“No, I have no intention of closing the diner.” It hadn’t occurred to Jamie to shut the diner down. He hadn’t even thought about what the future would be for the diner. He assumed it would keep on going as it always had. Am I ready to leave Atlanta and take over the diner? He’d have to think long and hard about that. He had a really good gig going as a chef in Atlanta and had built a good reputation there.

“What my son meant to say is that we haven’t discussed the future of the diner as yet,” Marlene said standing by the cash register. “We will make sure that everything is properly done as to the wishes of my parents, and of course that it will be financially feasible to keep this wonderful establishment operational going forward.”

Jamie turned to look at his mother, his mouth agape. So that’s what she wants. She wants to sell off the diner and take whatever money she can!
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Chapter Four
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After Jamie had made his way through the dining room, shaking hands, personally thanking people for coming, and listening to personal stories about his grandparents, he finally got to ask Flo to bring Mr. Brown back to the kitchen so he could find out about his grandparents’ Last Will and Testament. He needed to get rid of his mother once and for all.

“Well now, Jamie,” Glenn Brown said, his hands in his pockets as he rocked back and forth on his heels. “We need to set up a time and place to discuss the wishes of your grandmother.” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “I assume you’d like to take care of that as soon as possible?”

Jamie saw his mother making a beeline towards them. “Yes, Mr. Brown, at your very earliest convenience, please.”

“What is going on here, if I may be so bold as to ask?” Marlene stepped up, taking a spot close to Jamie’s side. Jamie couldn’t help but notice that it had gotten quiet in the kitchen suddenly, unusually so, as well as in the dining room.

“I was just informed by Mr. Brown here,” Jamie indicated Glenn who was standing in front of him... them, “That there is a will and I wanted to know when would be a good time to go over it. I’ve asked him to make it as quickly as possible, if that is alright with you... mother.”

If Jamie didn’t like her before, now he just hated her. How could a woman be so callous towards her own parents and her own child. He never understood the woman who had given birth to him, dumped him, and wouldn’t tell him who his father was. He did have to smile, because he knew who his father was, but that tidbit of information hadn’t come from his mother, and he was positive she had no idea that he knew.

Mr. Brown looked at Marlene, his face blank, and then to Jamie. “I happen to have the papers with me.” He patted his suit jacket where the inside pocket would be.

“Works for me,” Jamie said smiling. If he knew his grandparents, and he liked to think he did, he was certain that Mr. Brown had been warned about Jamie’s mother. “Why don’t we step into the office.”

The office was smaller than most coat closets. The only time it was used was to count any cash that had been collected during the day before it was taken to the safe upstairs, where all the real bookkeeping was done. The room only had a small desk and two metal folding chairs.

Jamie opened the door and waited for Marlene and Mr. Brown to enter before squeezing through, closing it behind him. Marlene had taken the first folding chair next to the desk while Mr. Brown took the same kind of chair in front of the miniscule desk.

“Let me start off by saying my condolences to you both. I know what a loss it must be in losing a parent and grandparent.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out two bundles of papers, the outer pages blue. Mr. Brown laid one packet on the desk and unfolded the first.

“This is the Last Will and Testament of your father, Mrs. Meadows­­­—”

Marlene said haughtily, lifting her chin, “My name is no longer Mrs. Meadows. It is Mrs. Sloane. Mrs. Barton Sloane.”

“Since when?” Jamie asked, not at all surprised.

“It has been for some time now.” Marlene said, patting her hair.

Jamie laughed. “It wasn’t two years ago. My, my, you do get around, don’t you Mother?”

“Never mind that now.” Marlene looked intently at Glenn Brown. “As you were saying, Mr. Brown?”

The attorney cleared his throat. “The Will of Mr. Solan Puckett left everything to Mattie Mae Puckett, if she were living. There was a life insurance policy that was paid out and Mr. Jackson of Planters Credit Union oversaw that. Any questions regarding the life insurance should be directed to him. That takes care of Mr. Puckett’s business with the law firm. It was me that updated this Last Will and Testament nineteen months ago.”

Jamie nodded that he understood. Marlene however held her hand out for the document; she likely wanted to read it for herself. Mr. Brown handed it over without question.

“Now, for Mrs. Mattie Mae Puckett, she updated her Last Will and Testament around nine weeks ago.” The attorney pushed his glasses further up his nose before unfolding the pages. “This document is quite detailed and contains her last wishes. The funeral arrangements had already been given and followed through by Martin’s Funeral Home and paid for. There was no question that it is, or was, precisely what she wanted.”

“Ah,” Jamie said nodding. “That makes more sense now.”

Marlene looked at Jamie over her shoulder. “What does that mean?”

“It means Mother that everything was already done by the time I got here. I didn’t have a thing to do with any arrangements whatsoever. It also means that it’s the reason why and how it happened so quickly.”

Marlene went back to reading her father’s will.

“Moving on,” Mr. Brown folded back the first page. “For Mrs. Marlene Carolyn Meadows, now... Sloane, Mrs. Mattie Mae Puckett bequeaths,” he said nodding to Marlene, again clearing his throat, “She is to have possession of all the artwork in the dining room of the diner and all artwork in the apartment above said diner, but not the photo, dollar bill, or newspaper clipping behind the cash register. They are to remain with the diner.”

“What?” Marlene was out of her chair in a split second, still holding her father’s will. “That crap? It’s worth nothing. Every bit of it is dime-store junk!”

“Mrs. Meadows... Sloane, I am only following the wishes of your mother. You may read it for yourself if you’d like, but first, may I please continue with the rest of it? I can even make sure you have a copy if you’d like.”

Marlene sat, not even pretending to read her own father’s will any longer.

“Very well.” Mr. Brown again pushed his glasses into place. “All other property, possessions, including any and all monies are to be left to her grandson—”

Marlene stood once again. “This is outrageous! I will contest!”

“That is definitely your prerogative, Mrs. Meadows, sorry, Sloane. However, I must tell you, that this Last Will and Testament of your mothers is pretty ironclad as she wanted, and I have to go by what my clients want. I am sure you understand. You were mentioned in the will, and you did receive what your mother wanted you to have. Seeing as you haven’t seen your mother is over eleven years, you would have a very hard time having this overturned,” he said as he tapped the document in front of him. “Shall I continue?”

When Marlene said nothing, her hands clenched, a look of hatred written on her face, Mr. Brown continued, “All other property, possessions, including any and all monies are to be bequeathed to her grandson, Jamie Pierre Puckett Throneaux.”

Jamie looked at Marlene and had to laugh. The look on her face was priceless. “Did you not think that I would find out eventually, dear Mon Mère?” Marlene sat there with her mouth open, eyes wide.

“Oh yes, I know Jean-Claude Throneaux is my father. I’ve met him numerous times now. I’ve been to visit him in Paris, and he has visited me as well.” Jamie leaned over slightly. “I would also like you to know that he has never spoken an ill word against you, even though you refused him visitation to get to know his own son. I am fairly certain that is one of the reasons why you pushed me off onto Mamaw and Papaw, not to mention I was only in the way of your new family.” He stood erect. “By the way, how is my dear half-sister, Charlotte?”
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Chapter Five
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“But... how?” Marlene asked, barely above a whisper.

“I kept asking who my father was and Mamaw finally broke down and told me when I was thirteen. All those years wasted. Time I could have had a father, and you took that from me. Took that from him.”

Marlene had the decency to look somewhat ashamed, he checks blushing as she chewed her bottom lip, but it didn’t last long. She stood up. “Mr. Brown, I would like a copy of that document,” she said pointing to the one in front of the attorney. She opened her purse and produced a card. “Here are my contact details. Please, do call me so that I may give you the name, address, and telephone number of my own attorney.”

Jamie’s mother looked at him. “Will you please let me pass?” She asked none too politely.

Jamie opened the door and let her leave. He smiled as he turned back to Mr. Brown. “I have to say, I was expecting exactly that from my mother.”

Mr. Brown chuckled. “As was your grandmother. I think you should close that door. There’s a lot I’ve got to go over with you unless you’d rather wait and come by the office?”

Jamie thought a moment. “I’d like to do it later if that’s okay with you, Mr. Brown.” Jamie took off the ball cap he was wearing and scratched his head. “It’s been... It’s been a very long day and right now, I think I’d like to go down to the bar and have a stiff whiskey.”

Glenn Brown folded up the documents and placed them back into the inside pocket of his suit coat. “Would you mind if I joined you?” He shook his head slightly. “Even having been told what the outcome was going to be, it was still... unsettling.”

“It would be my pleasure, Mr. Brown.” Jamie shook hands with the attorney. “I do have to do a bit of a cleanup, so would it be okay with you if we met in say...” Jamie looked at his watch. “An hour, maybe an hour and a half?”

“That would be perfect, actually. I’ll take my family home, and I will see you there.”

Jamie walked Mr. Brown back out to the dining room where his family sat talking with the staff, there was laughter, which settled down when the pair entered the dining room.

“Oh, to have been a fly on the wall in that meeting!” Flo laughed as she put her feet, which had been resting on a nearby chair, on the floor. “Marlene lit out of here like her butt was on fire!” Everyone had a good chuckle or outright laughed as they all stood up.

“Has everything been cleaned up already?” Jamie asked. He looked around the dining room. “Wow, people left quicker than I thought they would.”

Walter frowned at him. “Of course it has.”

“We pushed them out so we could close up.” Flow stood. “There’s already a sign on the door saying we’d be closed tonight.”

Jamie glanced around the dining room and nodded. “Looks good to me. Mr. Brown and I are going down to Smitty’s if anyone would like to join us. Drinks on me.”

“Well, that’s a definite improvement,” Flo said as she headed for the staff room to change. “Count me in.”

“Ms. Mattie would be fit to be tied,” Dexter chuckled. “I’d be happy to join you, boss.”

“I’m there,” Walter said grinning. “We have to toast the old girl even if she disapproves.”

“Okay.” Was all Timmy said.

“I’d be happy to give the ol’ gal a toast too,” Hazel said as she hustled after Flo. “This is gonna be fun.”

“I... I’ll have just one,” Minnie grinned shyly and left to change.

“I’m going to go and change my clothes,” Jamie announced. “I stink like grease.”

Glenn Brown and Jamie shook hands again. When he and his family left, Jamie locked the door and headed back towards the kitchen. When he got to the back door, Salzy was standing there, leaning against it.

“Hey,” he said to Jamie. “I’ve had a last-minute schedule change, so I won’t be heading out for four days. Everyone seemed to have things under control down here, so I went and had a nap. I didn’t get much sleep trying to get here as fast as I could.”

“Cool. We’re all going down to Smitty’s for a drink. Want to join us?” Jamie asked.

“A drink?” Salzy laughed. “Your grandmother is rolling in her grave.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve never been much of a churchgoer,” Jamie snickered. “We’re going to toast her whether she likes it or not. I just want to change clothes. Maybe have a shower. I smell like a kitchen.”

Salzy laughed. “Well, you’ve been in one all day.” 

“I’d still like to have a look when you have a chance,” Jamie stated, tilting his head towards the big truck as he pulled off the cooks shirt, tossed it in the clothes hamper next to the back door.

Salzy looked at the floor for a second and back towards Jamie. “Had I not seen it with my own eyes, I would have sworn you were your grandmother reincarnated. You move the same way. You talk the same way. It was like... it’s like you were her.”

Jamie pushed Salzy away from the door and opened it. “I’m going to take that as the best complement ever.”

“It was meant as one.” Salzy watched as Jamie locked the back door and made his way to the outside stairs. “I’ll just hang out here while you change.”

Jamie nodded and climbed the stairs. Stairs that looked as if could use some repairs and a good coat of paint.

* * * * *
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Jamie had a shot of whiskey, neat. He nursed it before Walter proposed a toast. He’d already had a brief conversation with Mr. Brown where they’d agreed for Jamie to go to his office after lunch service the following day.

Flo ordered another round for them all, even Minnie who swore she was only going to have the one.

“I propose a toast to the Puckett’s, and I do mean all of them,” she said looking at Jamie. “To the best people in the world to work for. It has, by far, been the best job I’ve ever had.”

Before anyone ordered another round, poor Minnie was completely drunk, Hazel and Timmy weren’t that far behind her. Flo, of course, seemed to be tipsy, but not drunk. Dexter volunteered to get them all home safely. He said he’d call his cousin who ran a taxi service in town.

Jamie and Salzy meandered down the dark street, with only the streetlights showing the way back to the diner. The streets were quiet even though it wasn’t eight thirty yet.

“That was a good time,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, it was.” Salzy reached out to steady Jamie as he stumbled. “That’s a great group of people you got working for you.”

“Ha! They don’t work for me. They work for...” It hit Jamie like a fist to the face. “I can’t believe they’re gone.” He’d stopped moving.

Salzy hugged Jamie from the side. “Yeah. It’s going to take some getting used to not seeing them every day.” He nudged Jamie into moving again.

Jamie stopped walking again. “What am I supposed to do now?”

Salzy turned Jamie by the shoulders to face him. “You do whatever you want or need to do, Pierre.”

“I’d slug you for that if I weren’t drunk.”

“Okay. I won’t call you Pierre if you don’t call me Sally.”

Jamie stuck out his hand. Salzy took it as they shook on the deal.

When they got to the diner, Jamie said, “Come on, I’ll make us a couple of fried egg and bologna sandwiches, so we don’t wake up with a hangover.” He looked at his watch. “Well, that’s crap.” He shook his head. “I have to be up by four thirty. Gotta make the doughnuts.” He laughed at his own joke, referring to the old TV commercial.

“You do mean biscuits I hope,” Salzy said as he took the keys away from Jamie and got the back door open. “I don’t know what you did to those biscuits today, but they were the best I’ve ever had. Even better than Ms. Mattie made.”

Jamie stopped and looked at Salzy. “Now that is the best compliment I’ve ever had.”

He didn’t know what made him do it, but he reached up with both hands, held Salzy’s head on either side and kissed him. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, just a good long kiss. When he pulled away, he was shocked he’d done it.

Salzy reached up and covered Jamie’s hands. “That was nice. Thank you. But... I think you may have gotten some wires crossed or something. I’m—”

Jamie jerked his hands away. “What? Because I’m white and not Hispanic?”

Salzy laughed and laughed hard. “No, you silly goose. I’m not gay. If I were gay, I’d happily kiss you back.”

“Oh, holy shit.” Jamie covered his burning face with his hands. “What was I even thinking?”

“I don’t think you were thinking. Don’t sweat it. I’m not pissed or anything, but you do owe me a fried egg and bologna sandwich. Maybe two. I’m really hungry. Oh, and milk!”
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Chapter Six
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Jamie opened the door to the apartment upstairs. He didn’t even turn on any lights. He didn’t need to. When he got to his old room, he turned on the lights, picked up the suit pants, looked at them a moment and tossed them into the corner. I’m never wearing that again.

He opened the third drawer of the chest of drawers to pull out a pair of pyjamas. Jamie stood looking at the blue-and-white-striped garments and put them back. “It’s too hot for pyjamas.”

He went to the window and opened it. Glancing out, he saw Salzy’s truck parked. He must have backed it in, he thought. That’s when he saw the light in the apartment over the old garage. It wasn’t very big because it only has space for two good-sized cars and a small workbench along the back wall.

What he couldn’t stop looking at was Salzy walking around in his tight-fitting boxers. “It really is too bad he’s not gay. He is one good-looking man.” Jamie turned his back, stripped out of his own clothes, down to his own boxer briefs, tossing his jeans and T-shirt onto the nearby chair, crossed the room, turned the ceiling fan on high, shut off the light and fell into bed. He sat up again and managed to set his alarm clock.

* * * * *
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When the alarm clock went off the next morning, it took a moment for Jamie to realize where he was. He looked around his old room. Hardly anything had changed since he was a kid. Of course, you could tell he’d been a teenager when he’d left, but none of the furniture had. It was still the same old bed, chest of drawers, chair, and nightstand.

He groaned when he stood up. “This mattress is going to have to go.” Jamie twisted his back, bending backwards, trying to undo the knots in his lower back.

Jamie made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and rinse his mouth out with mouthwash. He for sure needed that after drinking so much last night, which was not his norm, especially on a work night. He washed his face, combed his hair, and went to get dressed.

He went to put on some underwear to discover that it no longer fit. Neither did the T-shirt. Sighing, he went to his overnight case and pulled out the only other pair of undergarments he had. He looked at the clothes he’d taken off last night and shook his head.

“If I’m staying more than one night, I’m going to have to go shopping. I can’t believe nothing fits me. I may need to do more than just clothes shopping.” He looked at the beat-up old clock radio that he’d gotten as his thirteenth birthday present. One of the digital lines was blinking. “Yep, that has seen better days as well. Crap, I gotta get a move on!”

On his way down the stairs, he again noticed how dingy everything looked. Jamie got the back door open and turned on all the lights in the kitchen. Even in here, things were showing their age, especially the floor. Everywhere he looked tiles were cracked—the grout either slightly grey or even black.

Scowling, he went into the dining room. Everything was set up for the breakfast service. He examined the stools and saw that most of the vinyl was cracked, some were a bit wonky and not exactly stable. The Formica on the countertops were completely white where there was the most wear and tear.

Next, he looked over the tables. Same thing with the chairs as the stools, and the mottled green motif was mostly gone, except in the middle of the table where the sugar caddies sat. He’d never noticed how run down the place was looking. I bet Mamaw and Papaw didn’t notice it either.

“Now isn’t the time to worry about that. I need to get ready for the day, and it was a day he wasn’t looking forward to. He knew that they were going to be busy, especially after the show that his mother had put on. Most of their regular customers knew how she was, but there was gossip to be heard and or passed along.

Just as Jamie made his way back to the kitchen, the back door opened, and Dexter walked in.

“Mornin’, Boss,” He smiled brightly. “I wasn’t sure if you was gonna make it this mornin’?

Jamie chuckled. “Dex, I’ve been way more hungover than this and still went to work.”

“Yep.” Dexter already had his cooks shirt on and was about to put on his apron. “You’re a Puckett through and through. We still doing the daily specials?”

“Yeah, if there are enough chicken livers in there for dinner. If not, I’ll run and get some from the store. I’m not sure when the last orders were made.”

Dexter turned to him. “Boss, we’re running low on just about everything. I think Ms. Mattie was feeling poorly for at least a week before... you know... passed on, and we don’t do chicken livers anymore.”

Jamie nodded. “Thanks for letting me know, Dex. I’ll get on the phone and get a regular order in.” He looked around the kitchen. “Hey, Dex... think we might could change things up a bit?”

“Oh, now I don’t know about all that. You know how Ms. Mattie was about staying on a regular basis and not doing much changing around. People know what to expect and want it exactly how it was. If Ms. Mattie preached much about anything, it was about everything being consistent.”

“Yeah, and how many new customers have we been getting?” Jamie asked as he started making biscuits.

“Well,” Dexter took off his ball cap and scratched the back of his head. “Now that you bring it up, business has fallen off quite a bit. Part of that is the new Waffle House just up the road, and that place is always full.” Dexter chuckled. “Mr. Solan, he was madder than an old wet hen when they opened up.”

Jamie smiled. “I bet he was. Let’s get this party started today. I’ll make a one-week order, and why don’t we all talk between breakfast and lunch and see where we stand?”

The smile fell from Dexter’s face. “You gonna close it up, ain’t ya?”

“That’s not what I mean. Didn’t even cross my mind. But I do think we are going to have to make some changes around here if we’re going to be competitive, is all.”

“Okay, I’m down with that.” Dexter looked around the kitchen. “Jamie, you gotta know that this place is home to most of us. And Ms. Flo was right last night; we’re family.”

Jamie nodded. “Yep. I know that as sure as I’m standing here making biscuits that I swear I could do in my sleep.”

Dexter laughed. “I’d never have told Ms. Mattie, but yours sure are better.”

“I never told her I double-folded them with more butter, stuck them in the walk-in before the final rollout and cut.”

Dexter was laughing hard. “She sure would have had a conniption fit for certain. Adding more butter just cut into the bottom line.”

“Why do you think I never told her!”

“What’s so funny in here.” Walter had come in. His own ball cap on his head as he got a fresh shirt from the clear wrap bundle on the folding chair next to the hamper.

“Jamie’s biscuits are better because he adds more butter and then sticks’ em in the walk in.”

Walter looked at Jamie and shook his head. “You better be damn glad your Mamaw didn’t know anything about that.” He laughed. “Just keep on makin’ ’em the way you do. Everyone loves ’em. I have a feeling I may need to make extra sausage gravy today. Just about ran out yesterday as it was. I had to keep adding more milk and bacon grease to it.”

“Will do.” Jamie got all the dry ingredients measured out when Timmy walked in.

“Damn boy,” Dexter exclaimed. “You look like something the cat threw up.”

Timmy groaned. “Tha-tha-that’s exactly how I f-f-feel.”

“Get some aspirin, a cold Coke, and I’ll make you a greasy sandwich,” Jamie said as he wiped his hands on a towel nearby.

“Naw, I got it,” Walter said. “I’m right here anyway, I might as well just get it done.” He looked over at Dexter. “You okay on doing the burger prep while you’re doing yours? Maybe do a bit extra?”

“Nope, not at all. We’ll get it all done. Don’t you worry none, Timmy. As soon as I get two batches of these biscuits done, I’ll take over the grill for you. Get you something to eat, see how you feel, and if you don’t feel any better, go on home.”

“I-I-think I may h-h-have to take you up on t-t-that.” Timmy wiped his mouth. “I’m g-g-g-onna be sick.” He ran off to the staff bathroom.

Dex and Walter laughed. “I bet that kid ain’t never been that drunk in his life,” Dexter said.

“It’ll do him some good,” Walter said as he started frying up an egg in bacon fat. “That poor young man hasn’t had much of a life as far as I know.”

“Nope. I don’t think he does,” Dexter chimed in. “That was mighty nice of you, Boss, giving the man a break like that.”

Jamie shrugged. “We all need a break from time to time.”

* * * * *
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“Anyone want a coffee or something before we start?” Jamie asked.

“I can get it,” Minnie started to get up.

“My legs aren’t broke,” Jamie said, pushing her back down in her chair. “You gals have been run off your feet today, so just sit and I’ll get it.”

“I’ll have a tall Coke with lots of ice, please,” Flo said, holding her hand up.

“I’d like the same,” Dexter said.

“I’ll have a black coffee, please,” Walter chimed in.

“Minnie, you want anything?” Jamie asked.

She looked down at her hands. “I’ll have an ice water, please.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“What’s wrong, Minnie?” Jamie asked softly.

She glanced up, then back to her hands. “It feels funny you waitin’ on us when you’re the boss now.” Again, she glanced up. “It’s like you’re Ms. Mattie.”

Jamie squatted down in front of Minnie. “Were all the same here, Minnie. We’ve always been like family, and I’d like it to stay that way.”

Minnie nodded.

“Now...” Jamie started. “Coke, with ice,” he pointed to Flo. “Same for Hazel and Dexter. Walter a black coffee, and an ice water for Minnie. I’m on it.”

“Look at you,” Flo snickered. “Next thing you know, you’ll be out working in the dining room.”

Jamie looked at her. “What? You don’t think I could?”

Flo snorted. “I know you could, but you best not start cutting into my tips!”

Jamie went off to fetch the beverages when there was a tapping on the glass door. It was Salzy. Jamie stopped to let him in.

“Thanks,” Salzy said, giving Jamie a brief hug. “Think I could get some ice? I think my fridge may be on the fritz, and it’s hotter than hades out there today. You can tell summer is coming.”

“Of course.” Jamie motioned him back towards the counter. “You’re gonna have to do a bit of work for it.”

“As long as I don’t break a nail.” Salzy snorted.

Jamie turned around and rolled his eyes. “Are you that precious?”

The entire room erupted in laughter.

“Just hold this tray and take it over to that table, after I get their drinks,” he pointed towards Flo and the other staff. “And if you drop and break it, it’ll come out of your pay check!”

“But I don’t even get a pay check!” Salzy whined.

“I suggest you don’t drop it then.”

Jamie filled the tray with the cold drinks, then poured himself and Walter a coffee.

Once he sat down, Salzy was just idly standing by when Jamie started. “What do you guys want to do?”

They all glanced around, looking confused at first.

“Oh, I get it,” Flo crossed her arms, clearly agitated. “You want to know if we want to be let go, and you and Marlene sell this place. Is that the plan now?”

Jamie threw his hands up, palms towards them. “No! I’m looking for solutions to keep this place going and competing with everyone else that’s openin’ up shop around us. I’ve not really studied the books, but from a quick glance, it isn’t looking all that good.”

“So... you’re gonna stick around?” Walter leaned forward, propping his elbows on the table, his coffee mug between his hands. “You’ll move back down here?”

Jamie looked at them all. “I don’t know what I want to be honest.” He looked out the window of the diner. He returned his attention to the staff. “What I do know is I don’t want to close this place. It’s my Mamaw and Papaw’s legacy. I guess, I’m looking to you to help me.”

Salzy raised his hand slowly. “Uh, I know I really don’t have a say in any of this, but this place could really do with a makeover.”

“You know, I was thinking that very same thing this morning. Things here are looking... tired, if you know what I mean.”

Flo looked flustered and then burst into tears.

Jamie jumped up and went to her, leaning over. “What’s wrong, Flo?”

She pulled a tissue from her apron pocket. “I didn’t know what to expect when... well, when first Solan died, and then Mattie so quickly. I... I don’t want another job. I’ve been here almost twenty-five years. I don’t know anything else and... it’s like my home away from home.”

“I think we all think that way,” Dexter said quietly.

“Okay, so let’s put our noggins together and come up with a plan.” Jamie sat back down and took a long sip of coffee. “Let’s all think about it and sit down again later in the week.”

“Alright, ya’ll,” Flo said, pulling on her shoes before standing. “We still have dinner to get through, although I’m thinking it’ll be a slow night. Never is busy on a Tuesday.”

“And I have to go meet with Glenn
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