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Prologue
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The September breeze swirled with balmy temperatures, yet whispered the approach of fall in Flagstaff, Arizona. Stephen took the hand of his wife, Annika, as they followed their favorite walking circuit along the pine shaded sidewalk on the edge of town. The streets were quiet that Sunday afternoon, save the occasional jogger or dog-walker.

“What a perfect day.” Stephen drew a full breath into his lungs. “Especially after such a busy and rainy summer.”

“Really busy,” agreed Annika, knowing they weren’t just talking about the unusually warm season that had just bade them farewell. It was their second month of an empty nest. The preparations, shopping, and packing right beforehand had occupied her mind for a while, staving off the emptiness to come. But once they took Derek to campus, waved goodbye, and drove away without him in the car, reality shook her to the core. 

It had been easier when Bryan had left in July to start a campus job. He’d already been gone from the house for two years, so Annika considered herself broken in for his departures. But Derek’s absence left the house too quiet.

“I think it’s already easier now without both boys.” She voiced thoughts that were never far from her mind, as if to convince herself. “I’m bouncing back.” She was trying, in any case.

“Yes, you are.” Stephen smiled and squeezed her hand. “And it’ll keep getting easier.” He cocked his head and met her gaze. “I sort of like having you to myself.”

She grinned back at him. “I’m sure I’ll enjoy the rhythm too. No more early mornings. And less laundry. And quiet while we’re reading and having coffee after breakfast.”

“We’ll have to plan a trip soon. It’ll be different with just us. I’m looking forward to it.”

“That sounds nice.” Annika let out a sudden chuckle. “Call me crazy, but I just thought about the mess I left in the kitchen. I never do that. Maybe I’m already adjusting to the freewheeling empty nest lifestyle.” After church, they’d had a hurried lunch of leftovers and rushed outside, impatient to enjoy the afternoon, calm and clear after a series of thunderstorms the previous week.

“They’ll wait. Now, how about we talk about the trip we want to take next spring? Any ideas? Maybe Europe, or even a cruise.”

“Hmm. You can give me some options, since you’ve been thinking about it already. We can talk about it later tonight.”

They fell silent as they kept a steady pace. Once both boys were away at college, they began the habit of walking together daily. It helped soften the transition between a full house of noisy teenagers with assorted friends and...just the two of them.

The full foliage of cottonwoods blended with the darker shades of evergreens, so numerous at that elevation. Soon it would transform to an orange and red painting, splashing the pine-dotted mountains and fields with color.

On the return toward the house, they approached a stone bridge which had been there forever. The rain had filled the stream beneath to a higher level and the gurgle of tumbling water added natural music to the peaceful day.

Something beneath the bridge caught Annika’s eye. “Stephen, what’s that under the bridge?”

“Huh? I didn’t see anything.” His graying brows furrowed.

Annika slowed her steps. Maybe her eyes had played a trick on her. “I thought I saw someone down there who might be hurt.”

“Sometimes homeless guys hang around down there. We should keep our distance.” Caution laced his voice.

Annika had already crossed the bridge and was scooting around the embankment. Stephen jogged to catch up with her. 

“I know what you’re saying, Stephen, but my gut is telling me this is different.” When she felt that nudge, she needed to follow it. Maybe God was telling her something.

“Okay, but let’s go slowly. Could be an ambush.” 

Stephen and Annika edged toward the shadow under the bridge, taking in the scene. A lone man lay on his back, unconscious. Near the curve of the bridge’s underside sat a knapsack, a rolled-up sleeping bag, and a couple of empty food cans.

The man groaned and his head turned to one side and the other, as though thrashing in pain. His eyes remained closed. Through his dark beard, Annika saw him gasping for breath. “He’s not sleeping, Stephen. I think...I think he’s sick.”

“Keep an eye out and I’ll see if he’s awake.” Stephen crept closer to the man. “Sir, are you okay? Are you alright?”

The man didn’t respond, though another groan spiraled from his throat. Stephen reached out to touch his forehead. His grim gaze found Annika’s. “He’s burning up. He’s sick, just like you said.”

“Can we...can we take him home?” Annika crossed her arms, a rumble of concern filling her chest and weighing inside. The man looked to be in his late twenties. Her stomach squeezed. This was someone’s son. Someone who likely didn’t know where he was.

“Or to the hospital.” Stephen felt for a pulse. “His heart rate seems fast. The hospital is safer for him, since we don’t know what’s going on. He may have pneumonia, especially if he’s been sleeping here outdoors.”

Annika swallowed the lump in her throat. “Okay. Let’s take him to the Medical Center. We can check on him tomorrow. Maybe they’ll find ID on him and can notify his family, if he has one.” 

“First thing is to get him safe. I can stay here with him. Can you bring the car?”

“Yes, good idea.” Annika rose. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

They exchanged a worried gaze. “I hope it’s not too late.” 

Stephen’s ominous tone caused a chill. Dread for this youthful stranger gripped Annika’s chest. “Me too.”

She took off jogging toward the house, praying all the way home. 
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Rick Russo pushed the lukewarm mug of coffee away from him as he sat at his mom’s kitchen table. He opened the Brenner Falls Times to the Help Wanted section and folded back the front page, creasing it carefully with two fingers. Funny, they still had help-wanted ads in a physical newspaper. Suited him, since he didn’t have a computer. As he shifted his chair closer to the tabletop, he grunted. Though he was only thirty-one, the print seemed too small to read.

“You’re up early.” The voice of his mother, Debbie Russo, reached his ears before he saw her. He wasn’t used to her voice anymore, not after nearly fourteen years away. Nor was he used to living in her house, but he’d only arrived in early May. Less than a week ago. He’d give himself time to adjust. He hoped he could.

“Hey, Mom.” He turned his head and smiled at her. She laid a hand on his shoulder. She’d been doing that a lot since he’d come home. Though he liked the physical connection, it stirred guilt inside. He’d been gone so long, he had the impression she wanted to hold on to him to assure herself he was truly there and not some kind of mirage. 

It was Friday, but she’d taken the morning off for a dental appointment, so she still wore her bathrobe. She went to the counter and poured a cup of coffee then sat across the table from him. “Are you finding anything interesting?”

Rick shrugged. “Interesting isn’t really my criteria at this point. I need a job and about anything will do.” He scanned the column again. “But I may draw the line at garbage collector. I know it’s honest work, but imagine the smell.”

His mom chuckled. “I’d have to agree. Anything else?”

He held up a finger and scoped the bold print. “Yeah. Door to door surveys.”

“No.” They both said at the same time, then laughed.

“Here’s one. A restaurant called The Grateful Fork needs a dishwasher and busboy. Pay seems pretty good.”

His mother took a sip of her coffee. “That’s a good option. It’s a popular place in town. Kind of a gathering spot for locals. And you’ve got to start somewhere.” She took another sip. “You have restaurant experience, right?”

“Loads. Too much to count.” It was true. He’d bussed tables, he’d waited tables, he’d cooked, he’d washed dishes. For over a decade living mostly on the streets of Arizona he’d held many short-term restaurant jobs. They were easy to get and easy to leave, whenever the money ran short, which was all the time. Get and leave the jobs, over and over for more than a decade. He let out a deep sigh. A wasted decade.

“That sounds like it has potential. Not forever, just to get you on your feet.”

Rick met his mother’s gaze. “Yeah. Need to do that. Thanks for letting me crash here, Mom.”

She touched his hand. “You’re not crashing, Rick. This is your home, don’t forget. Just because you haven’t lived here in a while, you still have a room, and you always will. Please stay as long as you want.” She swallowed. When her eyes filled, she looked away. “I’m sorry. I...I’ve missed you so much. And I worried about you all those years.” 

She returned her gaze to him and forced a smile, swiping a rogue tear from her cheek. “I know I’m pressuring you. I don’t mean to. I’m just thrilled to have you back, so please don’t hurry off yet.” Wordless pleading poured from her eyes. 

Rick’s chest clutched. He covered her hand with his other one. To lighten the moment, he made a gruff sound in his throat. “No way. Not hurrying anywhere, Mom. I was gone too long and I’m...I’m sorry about that.” 

She pushed her chair back and withdrew her hands from his. “Well, you’re home now.” She forced a cheery smile then added, “I’m not trying to mother you. I respect the fact that you’re an adult.”

“Of course.” Rick grew uneasy with the exchange but pushed the feeling down.

“So, how about some breakfast?” Her voice became brisk. She rose and went to the fridge.

“You don’t have to cook breakfast every day either, Mom. How about I cook for you?”

“Okay. It’ll give you that much more experience to get the restaurant job.” They laughed.

While he stirred up scrambled eggs and laid out the bacon on the griddle, his mind flitted around. It still felt weird being home again, after no more than a handful of visits, financed by his brother, Ben, over the last fourteen years.

Mom had renovated some of the rooms, freshened them up, so the house didn’t look exactly like the one he’d grown up in. Again, courtesy Ben, renovator extraordinaire. The first example of that was the kitchen. Soft yellow painted walls glowed in friendly welcome, along with updated artwork, a new counter and cupboards, and new fixtures. At the windows over the sink and by the table hung matching curtains. Mom had replaced most of the rugs throughout the house and had the bathroom redone. 

But aside from cosmetic changes, the real reason it felt foreign to him was that so many years had passed since he’d lived there. Even his memories of childhood fought through filmy webs of time to regain conscious access. 

Rick often had to remind himself of the moment he’d had a conviction that he should return home to Brenner Falls. He’d just finished dinner with Stephen and Annika, helped with dishes, and returned upstairs. The minute he entered the bedroom he’d occupied for nearly two years, he knew. Otherwise, he’d never have returned home. He would have eventually found his own place and a different job in Flagstaff, which he’d grown to like, and had felt like home.

Not that he didn’t like Brenner Falls. He had good memories up to a point. That point was about the age of seven. Then everything went down the toilet. His mom had started drinking. Before long, she was a full-blown alcoholic. Several years later, when Rick was fifteen, his dad died of lung cancer. He and Ben had raised themselves, more or less. And the stuff they’d gotten into back then... He grimaced. Such stupid stuff...

With time, he and Ben took completely different paths. Ben got into church and eventually convinced their mom to go. Ben went on to college, and now was a respected engineer for the city of Brenner Falls. He was also newly married. Meanwhile, Rick left home to seek adventure out west. 

He snorted with regret. Some adventure that was. He thought living with his adopted family, his band of fellow druggies, would fill in the gaps of what he’d left behind. All he’d lost. For a while, it seemed to.

That was then. If he’d had any idea back then how God would get ahold of him, he’d have doubled over laughing in disbelief. Or shock. Despite his momentary regret and despair, a smile pulled his lips. God must be crazy to run after a foul-up like him.

“Eggs are ready, Mom,” he called toward the table, giving the fluffy yellow pile a final flip with the spatula.

“Already?” She grinned and put her hands on her hips. “You’re quick. Quick Rick, they’re going to call you over at The Fork.”

“Yeah, that’s it.” He smiled and held out his palms. “But what can I say? I’m a pro.”  
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KELSEY BREWSTER LOGGED out of her computer and gazed through the kitchen window at the dainty green maple blossoms making their spring appearance. Her office consisted of a corner kitchen nook at her parents’ house. From her chair, she could simply shift her focus to the outdoors and escape her screen for a few moments. She’d worked all morning at her online job, but it was time to stop. She’d get back to it later that evening. 

She stood, stretched, and crossed the entry hall to the den, a long, comfortable room with an expanse of windows on the back overlooking several acres under pine trees. “Molly, are you ready to go?” Her sister sat cross-legged on the floor, coloring at the square coffee table surrounded by a sectional sofa. “We have to leave in a few minutes.”

“I did a picture for you.” Molly’s grin stretched out, making her round face look wider and happier. “You have to come here if you want to see it.”

“You’re stalling, Molly.” Kelsey smiled in spite of herself as her chest swelled with affection for her sister, who was two years older, but much younger in mental capacity. 

Kelsey rounded the coffee table and squatted to look at Molly’s picture, a unicorn and a princess. “That’s beautiful, Molly. Is that princess me? Or maybe it’s you.” 

Molly giggled. “It’s for you, but I don’t know who she is. She’s just a pretty princess.”

“Very pretty. “You’re going to love Treasure House today. Miss Joanne said it’s a surprise, but I think it has something to do with painting...” She finished her phrase in a sing-song voice. Painting was one of Molly’s favorite things.

Molly let out a loud squeal and pulled herself up from the floor. “I like painting.” Then she frowned. “I don’t work today?”

“Not today. You’ll go on Monday and work with Miss Aggie on napkins and things.”

“I like Miss Aggie.”

“Me too.” Aggie had owned The Grateful Fork Restaurant for forty years. And grateful was what Kelsey felt each time she went there to help. Her regular job consisted of remote online work for a medical records company, which registered below zero on her excitement scale. But a few times a week she took shifts at The Fork to help Aggie out. Well, filling in when they were short-staffed in the kitchen or with waitstaff was only one of her motivations. Another one was simply getting away from the house and computer, being around the upbeat energy of The Fork. And around food preparation and service, her happy place.

Along with that, she got a change from keeping an ever-watchful eye on Molly, who had been born with Downs Syndrome. Molly could be fairly independent, but Kelsey still took her responsibility seriously, her promise to take care of her older sister while their parents were away for a nine-month mission trip in Uganda.

After dropping Molly off at Treasure House, an innovative adult daycare, she drove to The Grateful Fork. That day, she’d wait tables. She preferred kitchen work, or overseeing the shift, but enjoyed the atmosphere either way—the people contact, the laughter, and the good smells flowing from the kitchen. One day, if she stayed on target with her heart, she’d have her own restaurant and she’d probably end up modeling it after The Grateful Fork. The thought brought a smile to her lips.

Kelsey pushed open the glass front door and greeted the hostess. The restaurant extended a homey welcome to those who entered under its turquoise awnings on Restaurant Row, as the locals called Charleston Alley, since a few more eateries lined the narrow street. Folk art and antique implements hung on the warm golden-yellow walls. In one corner was a stage for music groups who performed on Friday or Saturday evenings. 

Stenciled over the pine-paneled bar near the ceiling were the words, Give us this day our daily bread. Aggie and Charles hadn’t had children, but they’d had a dream to own a restaurant. Aggie had grown up hearing stories of food shortages in England during the Second World War  from her mother, who had been a British war bride. This inspired the restaurant’s name and, as Aggie said, reminded anyone who came in the door why they should be grateful.

The kitchen already buzzed with white-clad cooks moving briskly under bright lights. “Hi Aggie. Hi everyone.” Kelsey reached into a bin and laced a clean server’s apron around her waist.

The woman paced through the kitchen, surveying large bubbling pots on the stove and making suggestions to the chefs. She turned to Kelsey. “Hello, Kelsey. Come over and try this sauce Vince just created. It’s good.” Her dark hair streaked with silver framed a bird-like face webbed with wrinkles. Despite her seventy-two years, she always seemed to abound in energy and creativity. She and her late husband, Charles, had made The Fork a Brenner Falls institution. 

“I’d love to.” Kelsey took the spoon of the creamy liquid. 

“Guess what’s in it, Kelss.” Burly Vince, head chef for the last twelve years, prompted her with an inviting smile. He frequently quizzed the savvy of her taste buds and cooking knowledge.

“I taste...” Kelsey moved her tongue around the creamy sauce. “It’s not anise...Is it tarragon? And butter and lemon. And is that nutmeg too?”

“Yes, a pinch. I tried fennel, but the flavor competed too much with the tarragon. We’ll use this over fish.”

“Rather fancy for The Fork.” Kelsey smiled. “Is it becoming haute cuisine around here?”

“Depends on the day,” Aggie said as she sat on a nearby stool. She waved Kelsey over. “Come here, dear. I want to tell you something.”

Kelsey went to Aggie’s side and waited.

“I’ve decided I’m going to retire soon. I’ve been thinking about it for the last year, and it’s time to pass the baton.”

Kelsey’s smile fell. “Oh, Aggie. I don’t know what to say.” Sudden sadness quivered inside, but she forced a supportive tone. “But of course, you deserve the fun and rest of retirement. What...what will you do with The Fork? Sell it?” She held her breath. She had to admit, The Grateful Fork was a little like family to her.

Aggie shook her head. “I may do that eventually, but I’m not planning to right now.” The woman took a long pause as her gaze laser-focused on Kelsey’s. “I’d like you to think about something, Kelsey. I don’t necessarily want you to give me an answer yet, but I thought about you taking over as  manager.”

Kelsey gasped and one hand went to her chest. “Me? Oh, Aggie.” A surge of hope peaked then fell with a thud. “That’s such an honor, and I’d absolutely love to.  But...but I can’t, not until my parents get home in November.” Six more months. She couldn’t ask Aggie to wait until Kelsey was ready for her dream job.

“Because of Molly?”

“Yes. Otherwise, I’d come in a heartbeat. You know I would.” Kelsey wouldn’t allow her mind to imagine managing the restaurant. The mental picture would only torture her, since it wouldn’t happen.

Aggie offered a restrained smile and a nod. “Yes, I know, dear. I’d forgotten about the commitment you made to your parents. The job would be too demanding, I think, to give adequate care to Molly.” She shrugged and let out a sigh. “Maybe it’s best to keep it in our family, then. I also thought of asking Danielle to step in as manager. You know Danielle, my great-niece.”

“Yes, we were in high school together.”

“Well, she’s been out of work for a couple months, since that IT job laid her off.”

Kelsey swallowed. “Has she ever done this kind of work before? Being a restaurant manager is rather involved, isn’t it?”

Aggie shrugged. “She’s been around here and there. She’s waitressed, she’s been a hostess. I’ll stay on for a bit to train her.”

Danielle lived in a small apartment on the edge of town and Kelsey didn’t see her often anymore. And she likely had no experience running a successful restaurant. 

“It might be risky, Aggie, since she doesn’t have experience,” Kelsey said. It would be a shame to put The Fork into the hands of an unproven if well-meaning manager. “Hostess is one thing. Manager is quite another, but I don’t need to tell you that.” 

Aggie waved the air. “After a month with me training her, she’ll be fine. I mean intensive training. Danielle’s smart. She’ll catch on. And she’ll have Vincent and Claire to rely on. They’ve been here forever.” 

Kelsey held down a sigh. She doubted Vince and Claire would be able to bring Danielle up to speed. They were chefs, not restaurant managers. They wouldn’t have time to tutor Danielle in restaurant management. 

With a sad smile, Kelsey laid her hand on the older woman’s arm. “I’ll miss you, Aggie.”

“I’m not gone yet.” Aggie chuckled. “But I’ll still drop in from time to time. Are you working only lunch today?”

“Yes. I have to pick up Molly after my shift.”

Aggie nodded. “How are your parents doing over in Africa?” 

Though the topic had shifted, a lead ball of regret still lay in Kelsey’s stomach. “They’re enjoying it, even though it’s hard sometimes. It’s quite primitive where they are, in a remote village. We talk on the phone every month. They have to travel to a larger town to call us.”

“I’m glad they’re able to stay in touch. They probably need it as much as you do.”

“That’s for sure. Well, I better get out there.”

The restaurant wasn’t too busy yet, so Kelsey could get her bearings. She forcibly pushed aside her disappointment at not being able to accept Aggie’s offer, as well as her misgivings about Danielle’s lack of experience. It was out of her hands. Instead, she took note of her section then went behind the bar to capture a moment of calm before the front door swung open and the lunch rush began.

Along the wall, a man sat at one of the empty tables filling out a job application, probably for dishwasher/bus boy. The job had been posted for over two weeks. He seemed old for that kind of job, maybe around thirty. Though she’d been in Brenner Falls all her life, she didn’t recognize him. Dark wavy hair curled below his ears around an olive complexion. Maybe he was passing through or had just moved to town.

Just then, he lifted his head, and his gaze found hers, as if he’d known she had noticed him. Her face grew warm. She offered a slight smile, then busied herself at the bar. 

The man’s dark, serious expression stayed imprinted in her mind. Who was he? Why would a guy his age want a job washing dishes? 

“Party of four at table six, Kelsey.” The words of the hostess caused Kelsey to spring into action.

Time went by quickly, since Kelsey didn’t stop moving for two hours. She didn’t think about the stranger again or notice when he left. The lunch shift started to wane until only a few customers remained. Time to finish up then scoot off to get Molly. 

These days, she didn’t have much time for herself, unless Molly was occupied at the house with one of her hobbies. Kelsey had happily offered to take care of Molly while her parents were in Africa. They’d taken care of her all the preceding years. But it was tiring whether she was busy doing things for or with her sister or merely thinking about what Molly might need or an activity Kelsey could do with her. She could easily imagine how a working parent felt.

She’d pick up Molly and get her settled with her books. Then maybe Kelsey would have time to fiddle with one of her recipe inventions. She’d serve it for dinner, since Molly was usually a willing guinea pig for Kelsey’s culinary experiments. They could eat outside at the picnic table under the pine trees.

That mental picture of a peaceful Friday evening caused a layer of acceptance and calm to seep down inside, diluting her disappointment after Aggie’s news and the mismatch in timing for the manager role. It was clear that as perfect as the job seemed to her, it wasn’t meant to be. She had to accept that painful reality and keep going.  
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Congealed grease and smears of mayo covered the plates Rick sprayed with hot water and placed into the industrial-sized dishwasher. This didn’t faze Rick after all the contact he’d had with dirty plates over the years. He could stack eight plates on one arm and grab four condiments in the other. It might be nice to have a different set of skills, but at least he had that. And he wasn’t in a position to be choosy. He could always wait tables and earn more money, but didn’t feel sociable enough. Without drugs, he was back to being an introvert. Small price to pay to be clean.

Three days after completing his application at The Grateful Fork, he’d been called back for a perfunctory interview, which consisted of two questions. He’d been hired on the spot and asked to work the dinner shift the same day, so there he was. Michelle...Danielle...Rachelle? He couldn’t remember the name of the chubby blonde who’d interviewed him. He later learned it was only her third day on the job, but she was the great-niece of the owner. Of course, they’d done a background check on him, so thankfully, he’d stayed relatively legal during those lost years in Arizona. The only crimes he’d committed were against himself.

That last crazy night almost killed him. Literally. His so-called adopted family left him for dead under the bridge. When he awoke from a bad trip paired with pneumonia, he was in the hospital. A couple he’d never seen in his life hovered in his hospital room. The concern on their faces made him want to weep with a strange mixture of longing and loss. That’s when the fog of his last decade began to clear. Clarity was painful, especially in the beginning. But sobriety eventually felt good, hopeful. Hope was something he’d lost somewhere between the ages of ten and sixteen. He didn’t think he’d ever find it again, but he did. And hope was followed by faith. After that, everything changed quickly.

“You the new guy?” Rick heard a gruff voice behind him as he rinsed the dishes. He turned and faced a tall man who might have been in a boxing ring at one time. A graying crew cut topped a long, pocked face, and tattoos graced his upper arms.

“Yeah. Name’s Rick. Rick Russo.” The new grunt laborer, yet thankful for a job.

“Any relation to Ben Russo?”

“He’s my older brother. I just got back into town after a long time away.”

The man nodded. “Nice dude, your brother. I’m Vince, head chef. Also Italian.” He grinned and bushy eyebrows danced. “Welcome to the team. And welcome back to the Falls.” The kindness in the man’s eyes belied his imposing physique.

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, Vince.” The team. He’d never been called part of a team in other restaurants where he’d worked. Vince then introduced Rick to the other cooks. That too had never happened before. He’d always been a nobody, a fill-in dishwasher. Nameless, short-term. 

Might be a nice place to begin his new life.

His new life would consist of working full-time, or as many hours as he could get. And church. Brenner Falls Community Church. He’d attended once so far with his mom. Ben had already set him up for follow-up with the pastor, a friendly middle-aged guy named Frank. Rick could sense Ben’s compulsion to ensure Rick would get plugged in and avoid backsliding. Not a chance. Not after tasting death.

So, he’d met with Pastor Frank once and would continue every week or two for Bible study and discussion. Frank was a nice enough guy, but it was already getting stuffy under his wing. 

Frank had also recruited Rick to help the youth pastor with youth group on Thursday nights. As soon as Rick mentioned that last year he’d volunteered with the youth at the church in Flagstaff, the pastor had signed him up. That made Rick nervous, since his backstory was anything but inspiring. What could he offer to a bunch of church teenagers? They’d probably never even heard of some of the drugs he’d taken back in the day.

“We’re always in need of volunteers,” Pastor Frank had told him. “And you’re the right age to connect with them. Especially the boys. We have fewer boys, but some of them need an older guy in their lives.”

Rick had stifled laughter. “And you want me to be a role model? What’ve you been smoking, Pastor?”

Frank had merely laughed, unoffended. He knew Rick’s story—all of it—and hadn’t backed away one bit. “Not a role model, just a friend. They need an older male friend. Some of them don’t have dads.”

“Huh. Not sure I’m better than nothing.” Yet, he knew what it was to lose his dad. Maybe he could offer something to these kids. Might as well let God recycle some of his pain for the good of these fatherless teenage guys.

Rick gave in to a slight smile at the thought, then drew his mind back to the basic but filthy plate, transforming back to white under a spray of hot water. He rinsed the next ten in record speed and returned to the dining room.

The people he’d met at The Fork were likeable, especially the kitchen staff. Friendly. Accepting. They didn’t ask a lot of questions, which he liked. He’d met nearly everyone who worked there, except a few of the servers. That included the pretty redhead who’d smiled at him the day he filled out his application. Her eyes, a dark blue—he couldn’t quite tell from the distance—were striking. Along with an eye-catching heart-shaped face. Her smile had been his first greeting, his first glimmer of warmth he’d seen in his future place of employment. Her smile had remained in his mind like an angel sitting on his shoulder. 
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KELSEY MEASURED THE oatmeal into a bowl, added brown sugar, milk, and salt, and microwaved it. She’d rather have made a puff pancake with Boursin cheese, sauteed shallots, a hint of Dijon mustard, and topped with a brown-butter glaze. But Molly wanted oatmeal. That was fine. Kelsey would make the special concoction for herself the next day and, if it tasted good, make a note in her folder. Inside the folder were the food experiments she’d been conducting for two years. She had almost enough recipes to publish a book, but not quite. She’d even taken photos of the finished product for most of them. She could put the puff pancake on her blog too, Kelsey’s Kitchen. Maintaining it was a challenge, but she posted weekly and her list of followers grew slowly but steadily. For now, it was a deferred dream, since there never seemed to be enough time. Little by little, she’d achieve something with her food passion, even without managing The Grateful Fork. She refused to dwell on that loss.

It was Tuesday, and she needed to work all day at her online job. She’d promised Molly she’d take her to The Fork for dinner that night instead of working a shift. A local band was scheduled to play. Aggie hoped to draw more people on a weeknight, though she always seemed to have a good crowd, regardless of the day.  

Kelsey’s computer job was dull but less pressured than the online analyst job for a pharmaceutical company she’d held for six years prior. The money had been good, but often she’d had to travel as well as attend a multitude of meetings. When her parents announced they wanted to leave for a nine-month mission trip in Uganda, she knew she’d need a job that would be simpler for her to maintain while caring for Molly. She’d lived at home for the last three years and had helped with her sister during that time, but now she was Molly’s sole caretaker.

A home-based job allowed her the flexibility to work at The Fork or do her own kitchen experiments. She ought to be more consistent with Kelsey’s Kitchen and other goals, but she was already juggling a lot between work, Molly, and The Fork.

Of course, she didn’t have to work at The Grateful Fork. She just wanted to.

“Am I folding napkins tonight?” Molly asked once they were driving across Brenner Falls. 

“No, we’re both off today. We’re having supper at The Fork. Not working. There’s music tonight. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

“Yeah. Funner than working.”

“Much funner. I like working there too. Don’t you?” Kelsey glanced over at Molly in the passenger seat.

“Yeah. I like folding napkins. I like helping Miss Aggie.”

“Me too.” Kelsey smiled. Aggie was like a grandma or aunt to her. Or at least a good friend. They had the same heart for food and hospitality and were on the same page in many ways. That might be why Aggie envisioned her in the manager role. A wave of sadness sailed through her at the thought of Aggie leaving, of no longer seeing her regularly. Danielle had begun her new role last week, so Kelsey saw her often when she worked lunch shift. Uneasiness pooled in Kelsey’s stomach. Hopefully, Danielle would learn quickly and be able to maintain Aggie’s success.

Kelsey and Molly settled at a table near the stage. The dining room was already half-filled, though the band wouldn’t start for another hour. Sounds of conversation, laughter, and clattering silverware hovered in the air. There were always a few familiar faces, those of regulars or friends, making the place feel even more homey to her. She could already smell the fried chicken breasts Vince was likely preparing for the evening special.

“Hi, Kelsey. Hi, Molly.” Annette, the waitress, grinned and handed them menus. 

While Kelsey and Molly pored over them and discussed what they wanted, Danielle arrived and stood beside the table. Her blond hair hung in a bob to her chin. “Hey, girls.” 

“Hi, Danielle. How’s the new job going?”

“So far, so good. There’s a lot to learn. Aggie’s like a firehose. But I’m getting the hang of it. She has me doing hostess this week, then I’ll move on to ordering inventory, stuff like that.”

“I hope it goes well, and you’ll like it.” Maybe Danielle would surprise Kelsey and find her niche in restaurant work. Behind Danielle, Kelsey glimpsed the guy who’d filled out the application the previous Saturday. He was clearing a nearby table. She lowered her voice. “Is that the new busboy?”

Danielle shot a glance over her shoulder. “Yeah. That’s Ben Russo’s little brother, Rick. He’s back in town, saved and sober, I hear.”

“Oh? That’s good. I know Ben pretty well. His wife, Amber, is a good friend of mine.” So that was the famous Rick Russo. She knew a little too much about Ben’s little brother. But saved and sober...that was great news. “I saw him the other day when he filled out the application. I didn’t recognize him, but I must have known him or known about him in high school. I think we’re about the same age.”

“Surely you guys ran in different circles.” Danielle gave her a knowing look.

No doubt about that. Danielle returned to the bar. Kelsey’s gaze followed Rick’s movements around the dining room for a few seconds. He had a certain focus and militant determination about him. She returned her eyes to the menu in case he saw her watching him yet a second time. He was cute. But if he was fresh off the streets, he likely had nothing in common with her.

Guilt pinched her inside. Lord, forgive me for that thought, for feeling superior, maybe even judgmental. That’s the last thing I should feel. There but for your grace...  The same grace that had pulled Rick in had pulled her in too. 

Kelsey ordered a chef salad with fried chicken tenders on top. A compromise between healthy and not, she told Molly. Her sister had no such limits, and fully enjoyed her smothered fried chicken and southern green beans loaded with bacon. The dining room filled little by little while they ate, and the noise kept pace. Soon, a full crowd stretched to each corner of the room as they anticipated the concert. 

A few minutes after Kelsey and Molly finished, the musicians began testing microphones and tuning their instruments. Kelsey felt a presence beside her.

“Are you finished? I’ll get these out of your way.” Dark eyes met her gaze, startling her. Rick Russo stood by her table, awaiting her response.

“Oh, oh yes, sure. Thanks.” She offered a little smile, and darned if her heart wasn’t pounding. He’d surprised her was all.

Rick nodded and stacked the plates along one arm, clearing the entire table at once. Impressive.

“Um, I’m Kelsey,” she told him as he turned to leave. “I work here sometimes. Just wanted to say hello, and welcome.”

Without smiling, he nodded. “Thanks. Nice to meet you, Kelsey.” He shifted his gaze to Molly. “And who is this young lady?” A tiny smile tugged the corners of his mouth.

“I’m Molly.” Molly awarded him with a wide grin. Her chin still sported a splash of gravy.

“My sister,” Kelsey said.

“Nice to meet you too, Molly.” After that, he disappeared into the kitchen, not wavering under his load of dishes. Kelsey didn’t watch him leave, but felt touched by the way he’d reached out to Molly. 

The musicians began their first song, a rousing country tune, and the volume hampered discussion. Kelsey glanced across the room just as Cooper Dawson and his wife, Blair, scooted in the front door. She waved at them in case they wanted to sit with her and Molly. Cooper was Amber’s older brother and had recently married Blair, a former neighbor and single mom to Jake.

Cooper and Blair settled across from them with smiles and greetings. “Did you already eat?” Cooper shouted over the din. 

“It’s good to see you both,” Kelsey shouted back. “Yes, we just finished. There’s Annette, if you want to order something.” She pointed to their server at the next table over.

They caught up on their news and lives for a few minutes—the new subdivision Cooper was working on, how they loved married life, Blair’s business, and her son Jake’s life as a growing ten-year-old.

Blair leaned toward Kelsey. “How is your food blog going?” 

Kelsey gave a wan smile. “It’s coming along, but it’s tough finding time to post consistently. Since it’s a food blog, I like to post recipes I’ve tested, but I need time to do that too before posting. Once it’s more established, I can sell my cookbook there.”

Blair pushed a lock of blond hair behind one ear. “Oh, right, I hadn’t thought of that. It’s more involved in your case than simply writing up a blog post.” She gave Kelsey a sympathetic smile. “I started mine with a few posts and tips, and it gradually gained momentum. Consistency is important, if you can pull it off. Along with lots of patience.”

“Yeah, I know.” Suddenly Kelsey felt glum. Blair was a good example of a motivated entrepreneur who’d done the hard groundwork before launching her own clothing label. It hadn’t been easy for her, while she’d juggled a factory job and single parenthood. But she’d taken baby steps, and it had paid off. She now had an online store with her designs and a collection of faithful customers. 

The same would be true for Kelsey, if she was more consistent... at everything. And maybe give up sleeping, which would supply a few more hours in the day. She forced out a smile. “You’re a great example for me, Blair. Even though clothing and food are different, the mechanics of steady focus and consistency are the same. There are no shortcuts.”

“True. But don’t forget constant learning. Experimentation.”

That, Kelsey could do. She loved experimenting with food, just as Blair must love trying and creating new clothing designs. But Blair had graduated from fashion design school. Kelsey was self-taught, thanks to her favorite cooking shows and many books, but primarily experimentation and a few classes here and there. Otherwise, it was The Kelsey Brewster Cooking School. 

“Hey, what about a video channel?” Blair brightened. “That would be perfect for you. You could show a recipe and different techniques, then the finished product. That would drive interest to the blog too.”

“That’s a great idea.” She’d certainly seen plenty of cooking videos. But that would have to wait for the next phase.

Blair touched Kelsey’s shoulder. “You’ll get there, Kelsey. You’re a natural.”

“Thanks, Blair.” Though she didn’t always feel like one, Blair’s comment spread warmth into her doubt, nudging some of it aside.

“Here’s the server,” Cooper told them. “Are you ready, Blair? No talking shop tonight, okay?” He grinned playfully and squeezed his wife’s hand.

Cooper and Blair ordered sandwiches and conversation died down while everyone listened to the band. Blair’s encouragement was helpful, yet reminded Kelsey of how much she hadn’t done in her own fledgling business. Though time was her primary challenge, she also had to admit to being gun-shy, lacking confidence, so she dragged her feet. 

Taking shifts at The Fork wasn’t helping her find time to work on Kelsey’s Kitchen. But she enjoyed The Fork. If she gave it up, not only would she leave Aggie short-handed, but she’d snuff out the highlight of her week. There was no easy answer.

After the band had played a few songs, Kelsey’s gaze panned the dining room. There were a lot of unfamiliar faces, people who’d recently moved into Brenner Falls, mixed with other faces of regulars she knew. The town was small, but grew steadily, changing month by month. 

Her gaze strayed to one familiar face, Pete McGowan, sitting with a group of friends. Her heart did a tiny flip. He was back in town. She’d had a crush on him while they were in high school and church youth group together years earlier, but he was never more than a friend back then, despite her hopes. They’d gone to different colleges. A few years later, she returned to The Falls while Pete had moved to another town. According to the grapevine, namely Amber, who had the scoop on former Brenner Falls residents, he’d married someone from college, a woman who later left the marriage. And now, he was back in his hometown.

He looked even better than he had the last time she’d seen him. More mature, more seasoned, less cocky...though his short sandy hair and blue eyes were the same.

Was she grabbing at straws? Feeling desperate? Kelsey shucked off the thought. She refused to think there was no hope for her to find love like her friends had. But when they all got married, and she didn’t even have a date, it made a girl wonder what was wrong with her. Maybe nothing. It wasn’t God’s timing. But she’d been saying that to herself for years.

At her age, it was easy to assess whether a man she met had potential for a romance or not, according to age, faith, interests, background, and a few other things. There were two categories, Potential and Not. It was simply practical to think that way. It avoided wasting time, and having those things in common generally led to more stable relationships. 

Was Pete back for good? While she pondered the question, his gaze found hers across the room, startling her. He too looked surprised to see her, then grinned and gave her a little wave. She responded with a wave of her own just as the band began their next song.

After the concert, Kelsey and Molly prepared to leave. They said goodbye to Cooper and Blair. She turned and almost bumped into Pete, who stood close to the table.

“Kelsey Brewster! How long has it been?”

She broke out into a wide grin. “Hi, Pete. I don’t know, a few years at least. Are you visiting for the weekend?”

“Nope, I’m here to stay. I lived in Harrisburg for a while, but I missed my small town. Feels great to be back.”

“I’m sure you’ve noticed it’s not as small as it was before.”

“Yes, I’ve observed that during a few visits over the years. That’s a good thing. Progress and more amenities. I got my real estate license while I was away, so all the growth is great for me.”

“Oh, that’s good.” Kelsey nodded. “I think you’ll have plenty of clients. You remember my sister, Molly, don’t you?” She turned to Molly, who stood beside her, fidgeting with her purse.

“Sure do. How are you, Molly? I’m Pete. You might not remember me.”

Molly gave him a blank look. Apparently not. 

“Well, it’s good to see you again, Kelsey,” he said. “I’m sure I’ll see you around town.” 

No guarantees, but she hoped so. Maybe he’d have potential. She might ask him more questions, strike up a longer conversation if it weren’t for Molly. She responded with a smile, hoping he’d make a more concrete statement.

“In fact,” he added. “We should get together one of these days.”

“Sure, I’d love to.” For a split second, she wondered if he’d ask her for her number, but he’d turned away with another wave.

“See you around!” 

Kelsey forced another cheery smile while her hope seeped out like a leaky balloon. “See you around.” 

Story of her life. 
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Chapter Three
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Rick parked in front of the Brenner Falls Community Church at six-thirty Thursday evening. He came a few minutes early to breathe, be alone, to find his bearings. In thirty minutes, he’d become a volunteer youth leader. 

What were they thinking?

So, he sat still in the second-hand car his mom had bought for him. As soon as she knew he was heading home, she started looking, she’d told him. He ran a hand along the clean vinyl dashboard. It was a decent car, so probably Ben had helped her pick it out. She wouldn’t have known what to buy. It had a good engine, relatively low miles. A brief mental image of his mother scanning the aisles of used car lots brought a smile to his lips, despite the flutters in his stomach.

“Lord, what do you have in mind with all this youth stuff?” he asked aloud. Yet, he’d worked with the youth in Flagstaff and had liked it. He didn’t mention the fact of liking it to Pastor Frank, who would’ve planned out his entire future career. The kids had gravitated toward him for some reason. He hoped he’d somehow helped them. The Brenner Falls kids might be different. But maybe he could help them too. The very thought made him shake his head. Help them? He was barely out of the gutter himself.

“I shouldn’t think that way, Lord.” He admonished himself. “You saved me two years ago and put me on another path. It isn’t a small thing, so I shouldn’t think like I’m still in that gutter. Or under the bridge.” Yet, it was hard not to feel like he’d never change his identity. Like he was permanently tattooed with labels like druggie. Homeless.

He prayed silently for strength to walk through the doors. For God’s will, whatever that was. And to grasp his new place as a surrendered and redeemed son. He got out of the car and walked toward the large double doors of the church. 

“I’m looking for Jesse Holmes, the youth pastor,” he told the first person he saw, a maintenance man mopping the hall to a glossy glow.

“He’d be down in the gym by now,” the man said, pointing. “Go down the stairs at the end of the hall.”

“Thanks.” He was supposed to meet Jesse at six forty-five.

Rick had been in the church building a few times by now, but hadn’t been to the gym. He knew it was a floor below the sanctuary. When he entered the cavernous room, he saw Jesse right away, along with a few teenagers who’d arrived early. Some were shooting baskets at one end of the court, while others fidgeted awkwardly in a cluster as they waited for the program to begin.

Pastor Frank had introduced him to Jesse at church the previous week. Rick had a good first impression of the man
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