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Dinah’s story is dedicated to the Givers among us, who like Dinah, are sometimes thought to be “too good to be true.” They’re not, of course— they just care. Thank you for all you do.

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

A NOTE FROM LIZ

More From the A New Season Series

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“NOT AT ALL?” DINAH Tyler kept her voice calm with an effort. She sprayed and wiped the same booth she’d just cleaned. Which was probably a good idea anyway because she could still see a vague hint of mustard color on the laminated tabletop. A crack in the vinyl on the bench didn’t feel good on her knee, either— she could just imagine sitting on it.

“Don’t get all upset, Mom.” Arlie sounded excited, yet uncertain at the same time. “If you want me to come home, I will, but Sabra says it’s so much fun and the tips are great—I can help a lot more toward next year’s expenses.”

The tips were great at Dinah’s, too, especially if the server was as young and cute as Arlie was, but even with Cooper Lake on its outskirts, Fallen Soldier, Pennsylvania, bore no resemblance to a resort town. Dinah’s was a railcar diner, not a restaurant with multiple dollar signs after its name on review websites. Across the street, the Traveler’s Rest motel had fourteen rooms with kelly-green doors and was the only place in town to stay since Cooper’s Folly, the B & B on the lake, had closed the year before.

“It’s okay, Arlie. As long as your dad doesn’t have any objections, I don’t, either.”

Dinah’s firstborn laughed. “He’ll be relieved—you know that. Dad was so horrified by me going into puberty that he never got over it. He’ll have a great summer without me, with the boys working on a ranch close to him and Corinne. You”— Arlie’s voice gentled—“you can have some time to yourself. You’ve earned it, Mom.”

Maybe she had, and there was no denying she’d learned to cherish both quiet and privacy, but she’d never wanted it more often than the every other weekend, half the year’s holidays, and the few weeks in the summer that came with being the custodial parent. When the triplets finished kindergarten, she and Brian had acknowledged that the marriage they’d leapt into the summer after her sophomore year in high school wasn’t working out; it wasn’t that either of them wanted more, just that they didn’t want the same things. They’d written their divorce agreement out on the back of an order pad from Dinah’s and shared a lawyer.

There had been bumps in the road, of course. When Brian moved to Colorado to join his brother’s dental practice, the triplets were in the sixth grade, and he’d petitioned for joint custody. The kids were fine with that idea until they found out it didn’t mean their dad was coming back to Fallen Soldier to spend his half of the year with them in the house on Harley Creek Road. When they learned they’d be in Colorado from January until the end of June and that Bendix, the three-legged sheltie they’d found on the verge of death in the creek, couldn’t go with them, they pleaded with their parents to leave well enough alone. Their behavioral promises alone made it worthwhile, so Brian tore up the petition, and Dinah went out of her way to make visitation both easier and more liberal.

When they started college with the boys at Penn and Arlie at Salus, Dinah and Brian gave them their choice of where they wanted to spend their summers. Until now, the summer after their second year, they’d spent most of their time in Fallen Soldier. But this year the boys had jobs on a Colorado ranch near where Brian lived and Arlie was going to wait tables at a Lake Michigan resort with her roommate, Sabra. Other than a quick weekend at home to drop off college luggage and pack up summer clothes at semester’s end, Dinah wouldn’t see them at all.

“It’s okay.” She took a deep breath, then another. “It’s time. I can always go back to picking up shifts at the Travelers’ Rest.” Working the desk at the motel had been a second job whenever she’d needed it and sometimes when she didn’t—the kids had spent more than one night on rollaway beds in the motel office, watching movies on TV while Dinah worked. “The money would come in handy.”

Arlie chuckled. “Still saving for that rainy day?”

“It’s bound to happen.” Arlie didn’t remember the days of robbing Peter to pay Paul, when Dinah had paid the electric bill in installments and learned to decorate cakes to supplement her income. Brian was a good dad who had never once missed a child support payment, but there was no getting around the fact that having three kids in braces at the same time was expensive —even when their father and uncle were dentists.

She finished cleaning the diner in preparation for the next day and locked up when she left. Although the house on Harley Creek Road was home, it was no more so than the diner. Rebecca Spears, who’d owned Dinah’s at the time, had hired Dinah when Brian started college. Rebecca financed Dinah’s GED, set up a playpen for the triplets when their mom had to bring them to work, and cosigned for a car loan when it was too cold to push a triple stroller to work. Brian did the best he could, but between carrying more than a full class load and working at Max’s Pizza on the lake, he was less available than either of them would have liked.

Twenty-two years and two owners later, Dinah was the restaurant’s manager. The present owner showed little interest in the property beyond their earnings. That was just fine with Dinah.

She’d ridden her bicycle to work that morning, and as she pedaled up the hill to Harley Creek Road, her calves informed her she should have known better—she got more tired after a double shift at thirty-eight than she had at sixteen. She parked her bike beside her car in the garage and went into the house to let Bendix out.

She almost groaned at the sight of the crumb-coated sheet cake on the island in the kitchen. Not that she’d forgotten about Joanna Phillips’s retirement party at the Dockside. She just hadn’t remembered.

Mike Applegate, who owned the Dockside, texted while she applied buttercream to the cake. My brother will pick up the cake.

Are u coming 2 the party?

Probably not, especially since she was still wearing her black-and-white polka-dotted DINAH’S apron and the clip that held her hair back when the front doorbell rang. Except for writing Joanna’s name on the cake, it was done.

Pulling the clip from her hair so that it tumbled to her shoulders, she massaged her scalp as she opened the door. Bendix, panting happily, stood beside a tall man in jeans and a white shirt with the tails out and long sleeves rolled to his elbows. His dark blond hair was long enough he tucked it behind his ears and his eyes were the same startling blue as Mike’s.

He looked cranky.

“Mike sent me to pick up a cake.” Sounded cranky, too.

And she wasn’t in the mood.

“Come on in,” she invited. “I don’t have Jo’s name on it yet. Not that it’s likely to be intended for anyone else since it’s her retirement party, but something needs to fill that blank space.” She stood aside for him to enter, bending to rub Bendix’s head when he leaned against her legs. “Right this way. Would you like some coffee while I finish?” Not that she had any made, but any good waitress offered coffee within five minutes of someone coming to her house.

“I’m in a hurry, if you don’t mind.”

“Sorry.” She washed her hands and filled the piping bag with lime green gel. “So, you’re here visiting Mike? I didn’t even know he had a brother. Where are you from? I don’t think I’ve ever heard that, either.”

The scowl that marred his face deepened. “South Dakota.”

“Wow, how did Mike end up here?” She put down the bag and clipped her hair back up, washing her hands again before going back to the cake.

“You’d have to ask him that.”

She was getting less and less in the mood for dealing with Mike’s admittedly attractive brother. Clamping her teeth over her bottom lip, she wrote Joanna’s name on the cake. “There we go.” She stepped into the dining area at the end of the kitchen and folded a cake box.

Usually, when she put a cake into a box when someone was there, the person would offer to help her, and sometimes she needed the help. She was glad she didn’t need it now, because she was dead certain Mike’s brother, who hadn’t so much as said hello or shared his name, would have died before offering assistance.

Bendix was lying there gazing adoringly at him, the little turncoat.

She inserted the fastener flaps into their slots. “Would you like me to carry it to the car?” She beamed at him, thinking a little snark might be just what he needed. “No, thanks.”

He was gone within a few minutes, Bendix looking longingly after him.

“You can’t have him, Bendy. Come on, let’s get your supper.” She went to the breezeway to feed the dog. She wasn’t the only one who missed the kids. They’d been Bendix’s personal property since the day they’d carried him in from the woods after he’d been shot. No one had ever claimed him, and the vet bill had been one more reason for working extra hours.

But Bendix had been worth it.

“What do you think?” she said, setting down a bowl of fresh water. “Should I go to the party? I’m really tired, but I’d like to wish Joanna well.”

Her friend Rachel was buying Reinvention, Joanna Phillips’s boutique on Main Street. Rache expected her to show up at the party. Joanna had mentored her much as Becca had done for Dinah.

Bendix appeared to give her question some thought before he finished his drink and went into the house without eating. When she followed him, she saw him do the required turning around three times before he folded himself into a crescent on the rug near the living room fireplace. She went to stroke his head and run his brush over the fur on his back, smiling at his obvious pleasure.

According to the vet, he was probably eleven or twelve and he was tired. Their daily walks had gone from a couple of brisk miles to a mile of snail’s pace. He’d become a picky eater, no longer expecting his share of her dinner. After giving up on trying to keep him off everyone’s beds, she grieved that he could no longer get on them in an airborne leap. Oh, Bendy, stay well. At least for a while. Selfish or not, she couldn’t bear the idea of losing him her first summer without the kids in the house.

The decision still not made on whether she’d go to the party or not, Dinah took a shower and sat on the couch in her bathrobe with a towel wrapped around her wet hair. Joanna would never miss her if she stayed home and read a book, would she?

Her phone rang, and Rachel’s picture popped up. Well, whether Joanna missed her or not, Rachel certainly would. Dinah connected the call. “What?”

“I’ll pick you up in fifteen, okay? And don’t tell me you’re not going, either.”

“Well, I...”

“Make sure you wear something from the boutique. I think Jo remembers everything everyone’s ever bought there and it will tickle her.”

Dinah sighed loudly so that Rachel would get the full effect. “I won’t be ready in fifteen because my hair’s wet, so come on in when you get here. You can braid it.”

“Aren’t I the lucky one?” Rachel’s laughter earned a reluctant grin of response from Dinah. “See you in a bit.”

When Rachel arrived, Dinah had dressed in the sleeveless pink sweater and fluttery summer skirt she’d bought on clearance at Reinvention the autumn before. Her hair hung in damp strings around her face and she had mascara on the lashes of her right eye when Rachel appeared at the bathroom door.

“Wow.” Rachel clasped her hands in front of her and put on a decidedly phony dazzled expression. “Who are you hoping to attract with that look?”

For no reason she could fathom, the face of Mike Applegate’s grouchy brother presented itself into her conscious mind and stayed there, front and center. Pain radiated through the lines around his eyes and the gauntness in his cheeks. He had scruff on his face, which she liked, but his appeared to be more from lack of attention than from any aesthetic intent. He looked great in the jeans and shirt he’d been wearing, but they’d been loose on his frame, as if he’d lost weight recently.

She hoped he wasn’t ill. She frowned as she swept the mascara onto the lashes of her other eye. “Where are the kids?” Rachel stepped around her, searching in the vanity drawer for a band to fasten Dinah’s braid. “With their dad. He agreed to switch weekends because I had the party tonight and work tomorrow.”

That was unusual, but Dinah wasn’t going to say so. If Rachel’s ex was stepping up the plate, she was just going to be glad for her friend and the boys.

“Ouch.” Although she loved the way her hair looked when it was French braided, she was also amazed she survived the ordeal of having it done. Rachel always seemed so gleeful about the pain she was causing, too. Naomi, the assistant manager at the diner, said it was a good thing Dinah was a white girl, because she was too tender-headed for more than one braid in her hair. Since she was shamelessly jealous of the African American woman’s hair, Dinah didn’t argue the point.

“Okay.” A few minutes later, Rachel gave her braid a tug. “We’re good. You need another coat of that mascara, though— on both eyes this time—and some lipstick. You know, just in case there is a guy there you find...” Grinning, she let her voice fade away.

Although Rachel was seven years younger than Dinah, they’d been friends since she was Brian and Dinah’s favorite babysitter for the triplets. Since neither of them had sisters in their lives, they’d filled the gap for each other nicely over the years.

In Rachel’s car on their way to the Dockside, a restaurant on the lake, Dinah said, “None of the kids are coming home for the summer.”

“Oh, Dinah, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I mean, I’m happy for them that they’re getting to spread their wings in ways they’re looking forward to, but I’m not sure what to do with myself. I can work more, and I’m glad to—I like working—but I’ve never heard a single person say they were glad when their nests emptied because it meant they could work more.” Dinah looked out the window, smiling as they passed the Little Church in the Woods.

“What have you planned for this? It’s not like you didn’t know it was coming.” Rachel shook her head as soon as she stopped speaking. “That was dumb, wasn’t it? We’re single moms. We plan for food on the table and how to pay for leaky roofs, not what we’re going to do when we have time.”

Dinah laughed. “There’s truth to that, I guess. I keep thinking something’s going to happen with the diner, though, like the owner deciding to sell. I thought for sure once he figured out Fallen Soldier wasn’t going to grow very much, he’d be unloading the property, but he hasn’t.” While she was glad the company’s owner didn’t come around—she never heard from him unless he had a question on the weekly reports or unless he was saying no to what she considered important repairs and updates—she couldn’t avoid a niggle of concern for the same reason.

The parking lot at Dockside was so full, they ended up parking well away from the building. “We need steps,” said Dinah, which made them both laugh. Neither retail nor restaurant work allowed for much sitting-down time.

The banquet room in the restaurant was crowded. There were even guests on the outside deck with patio heaters. Mid-April’s evening temperature hovered in the lower sixties, but the heaters kept things comfortable. Servers were kept busy refilling the buffet.

Stopping at the bar for a glass of wine before wading into the crowd, Dinah looked up and directly into the same blue eyes she’d seen earlier that evening. He still didn’t look friendly, although he nodded slightly in recognition.

“Hello.” She fixed a smile on her face. She’d heard all her life that she had a nice smile—if he didn’t like it, the problem was his, not hers. “Would you please tell me your name? Calling you Mike’s brother sounds too much like the dialog on daytime TV, as if I were talking to let the audience know who you are.”

“Zach. Three years younger and a lot better looking.” He almost smiled.

“Happy to meet you, Zach. I’m Dinah. I’d like a glass of Moscato when you get a chance.”

He poured generously, which she appreciated. Being a one-glass-and-done girl, she liked when it was easy to make it last. “Are you enjoying your visit?”

Why was she doing this? He obviously didn’t want to talk to her, so why was she intent on forcing the issue? This wasn’t high school, for heaven’s sake, not that she’d have had the nerve in those days to push for conversation with a guy. If Brian hadn’t asked her out when his girlfriend was mad at him, she never would have even had a date.

“It’s fine.” He nodded again. “Excuse me.” He moved down the bar to take an order. Dinah stepped away, inexplicably hurt by his dismissal.

Joanna Phillips was flushed and laughing, standing with her husband’s arm tucked around her waist and her grown children telling stories of growing up with their mother running first the now-defunct dry-cleaning store and then the boutique.

There were so many couples in the room that Dinah felt her singularity much more than she usually did. Even Vietnam veteran Jason Benteen, the keeper of the graves of the military, both known and not, who were buried in the cemetery at the Little Church in the Woods, was sitting with a woman near his own age whom Dinah didn’t know. Rachel was at a table with Tim, the man who’d done the renovations on the Culp Building, where Reinvention had been for the fifteen years it had been open.

Dinah had never minded being single, although it wasn’t the life she’d hoped for. Working in the diner meant she knew nearly everyone in town, was privy to and kept their secrets, and was on both the giving and receiving end of much kindness. The job also included the arguable perk that if she wanted a “plus one,” there were enough single men around to fulfill that need. However, it was fair to say she’d earned a reputation for seldom being interested in a second date.

She gave Joanna a hug and her best wishes, added her congratulatory card to the overflowing basket on the long table that also held gifts and flower arrangements, and slipped out onto the deck that faced the lake. Even with the heaters, sunset had brought a chill with it, so only the most dedicated sat in chairs with sweaters wrapped around them. Dinah was glad she’d pulled a white cardigan on before leaving the house.

The lake was as calm, as Coleridge had said, “as the gliding moon.” True to his words, the three-quarter moon seemed to be doing just that over the still waters. She leaned on the deck rail, taking deep breaths to give ease to the unrest that was making itself at home in her mind.

It had been too much of a day, working a double, talking to Arlie, worrying about Bendix, and then coming to a party where she felt so unexpectedly and deeply lonely.

When the door opened behind her, she didn’t turn around.
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ZACH DIDN’T MIND HELPING. Mike would cheerfully give up the shirt on his back to anyone who needed it, and although Zach didn’t think he shared the generosity gene, it was beyond him to deny any request his brother made. So it hadn’t been a hardship to drive across Fallen Soldier—ten minutes, tops—to the cozy little ranch house on Harley Creek Road and pick up a cake that was a work of art. He hadn’t minded at all looking at the pretty woman who’d baked the cake, although he wasn’t interested in being friendly the way she seemed to lean toward. He was a fan of physical intimacy between consenting adults, but he had no interest whatever in any relationship that lasted through breakfast. He had a feeling Dinah Tyler was the breakfast type. Not that his intuitiveness was to be trusted.

Later, when the regular bartender’s wife went into labor an hour before the party, Zach didn’t mind stepping behind the polished mahogany horseshoe-shaped bar that had been salvaged from an old hotel in Pittsburgh. Zach remembered going with Mike to pick it up. Neither of them had had any idea of how much it would weigh or exactly how they were going to get it into the rental truck to bring it to Fallen Soldier, but they’d gotten it done.

Mike stepped behind the bar as Zach wiped its surface. “Go ahead and take a break.”

“You sure?”

“Last I heard, you came to visit, not to work, although I appreciate your help. Grab a plate and have something to eat. Dockside’s finest is on that buffet, and Dinah’s cakes are the best in the Alleghenies.”

Zach’s stomach growled before he could disavow hunger, and he nodded. “I’ll do that. Back in ten.”

He filled a plate, keeping his head down so he wouldn’t have to make conversation, and begged coffee from a passing server. While he waited for the cup, he looked through the doors that led to the nearly empty deck.

She was out there. Dinah. She was leaning on the rail, but she appeared taut, as if she’d shatter if someone bumped into her. She held her wine glass, still half full.

He pushed the door open with his shoulder and stepped out, setting his plate on the nearest table. The air was cooler than he’d expected, although the breeze that had softened the afternoon had lain down in the evening.

He spoke into the silence that was broken only by the soft lap of the water. “Mike’s wife was a nurse in the air force at Ellsworth. Mike was stationed there, too, which disgusted him because he enlisted to see the world, not more of South Dakota. Anyway, he had food poisoning and Heather took care of him.” Zach shrugged. “She’s still taking care of him. When they were getting out of the military, they flipped a coin on whose home state they’d live in, and Pennsylvania won. I think Mike used a two-headed coin just so he could see someplace besides South Dakota.”

Dinah turned to look at him. She was smiling, and he had the impression she did that a lot. Her eyes, a softer, paler blue than his own, looked as if they did, too. “I like that story,” she said. “What about you? Do you still live in South Dakota? I’ve never been there.”

“It’s beautiful.” He didn’t always think so, but in reality, it was. “I still live there.” For now. “Are you from here?”

She looked at his plate where it sat on the table. “Please, go ahead and eat. If you don’t mind, I’ll get a plate and join you.” She held a hand up, palm out. “No strings. I’m not asking you to be my best friend.”

He chuckled, which he couldn’t in a million years have explained. “I’ll wait.”

She was back out in a few minutes, her plate fuller than his. He did know better than to mention that, however. He took it from her, setting it down at the seat across from his.

“Yes, I’m from here. I’m the proverbial high school dropout who got married, had kids, and got divorced by the time my classmates were getting out of college.” Her eyes widened. “Good heavens, that’s probably more than you wanted to know.

Could I offer up my blood type and shoe size while I’m at it?”

He squinted at her. “I’m guessing A positive and seven.”

“You’re half right. I’m A positive, but my feet are more... substantial than that. I wear an eight wide.” She gazed thoughtfully at him. “AB negative and eleven and a half.”

“Pretty close. A negative and eleven. Is that part of your waitress finesse, that you can guess things like that about people?”

“I think it kind of is.” She looked surprised at her own answer. “Everyone likes to talk about themselves. You can make someone’s day just by paying attention.”

“Not to mention, it’s good for tips.” He hadn’t meant to say that aloud, but not meaning to didn’t really mean squat when he’d already done it. “Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

“No, you’re right. It is.” She didn’t seem offended. “I hope I would still be interested if tips weren’t involved, though.”

“Have you always been a waitress?”

She nodded. “Since I was sixteen. I used to work the desk at the motel sometimes, too. I like hospitality.”

“And you bake cakes.”

“Yes. Even though my former husband is a dentist, we were challenged by having three kids in braces at the same time. It

was like buying a house. Besides, I like being busy.”

“I’d say you’ve accomplished that.”

“You’re a good bartender, I think, although I’m not qualified to judge. Is that what you do for a living?”

“Not since the years of working two jobs. More recently, my wife and I owned a construction firm. When we got divorced, she wanted the company and our house more than I did, so she bought me out.” All he had left of MarGate Builders was his tools and, hopefully, his reputation. He frowned. “I guess you’d have to say I’m unemployed, which feels really strange. It’s never happened before.”

“Do you have plans?” Her voice had softened, and he had to bite back resentment. He didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for him.

“No.” He got to his feet. “I need to get back to the bar before Mike comes looking for me.” He smiled at her, hoping the expression looked more convincing than it felt. “It was nice talking to you.” He was surprised to realize he meant it.

“Thank you. Enjoy your visit.”

The next time he saw her, she was leaving the restaurant with her friend. Not the first party-goers to leave, but far from the last. At the door, she turned and looked around as if searching for something, and her gaze came to a stop when she reached Zach. Not smiling, she raised a hand in a wave.

He waved back, unaccountably pleased by her gesture, and finished loading the glass washer. He filled a glass with diet cola, added some grenadine, and took a long drink of it, then wiped the bar again.

Another day. He’d made it another day.
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DINAH GOT THE MAIL when Rachel dropped her off after Joanna’s party, its bulk making her wonder idly how many days it had been since she’d picked it up from the cluster of rural boxes at the end the block. She laid it on the island and went to put her robe back on and wash her face before going back to the kitchen. She dropped a lemon slice into a glass of ice water and went through some of the mail, sorting out what needed immediate attention. She tucked the electric bill into the napkin holder that was her filing system and carried a couple of envelopes and a cake-decorating magazine into the living room with her. She needed to get off her feet. In the sixteen hours since the diner opened at six, she hadn’t had much sitting time.

Two thank-you notes were in the mail—one for a wedding gift and one for the backseat full of toddler clothing and shoes she’d purchased at a children’s boutique that was going out of business in Altoona and donated to Susan’s Closet. The nonprofit fulfilled needs that sometimes fell between the cracks of both agencies and private citizens.

Looking down at the note written in Lucy Proctor’s pretty hand, Dinah reflected that there hadn’t been a Susan’s Closet until she reached sixth grade, although children’s services had done what they could within the parameters they were allowed. The limitations had been severe, though, and the cracks in the system wide.

What had happened to Holly? Where had she—

Dinah clamped her mind shut on the thoughts. They didn’t lead to a good place.

Feeling Bendix’s gaze on her, she looked up to see him sitting patiently in front of her. “You want to go out, don’t you? I’m so sorry, Bendy. I’ve neglected you today.”

She wrapped the fleece blanket Arlie had made for her birthday around her shoulders and let Bendix out the back door, following him out and settling into the rocker on the porch while the dog secured the perimeter of the back yard. He stopped at the rear property line to have his nightly discussion with the neighbors’ dachshund, Fritz, who seemed to maintain the same bathroom schedule as he did. After doing his business in the normal place, he trotted back toward the porch, taking a detour at the last minute and going over to the maple tree where the kids’ tire swing still hung.

His errand complete, he came to the porch like a dog with a purpose, moving nimbly on his three legs. He came to a full stop in front of Dinah’s rocking chair, gently releasing what he carried in his mouth.

Having been the unwilling recipient of his gifts in the past, she turned on the flashlight on her phone to look at what lay at her feet. Just as it squeaked out a pitiful meow.

“Aw...” She knelt, scooping the tiny kitten into her hand. “Bendy, what are we going to do with this? It’s too little to live without its mama.”

He didn’t seem to think so, and hovered around her feet in the kitchen while she located a medicine dropper and the kitten milk replacer she’d bought for the last guest he’d invited to stay. That kitten had been bigger, though, and Fritz’s parents had adopted it. This one didn’t even have its eyes open.

“Come on, little Grace,” Dinah murmured, dropping milk into the yawning little mouth. “Bendy will think it’s my fault if you die on me.”

Oh, great. Now she’d named it.

Once the kitten had fallen asleep mid-sip, Dinah laid it on a scrap of flannel on a heating pad in Bendix’s bed in her room. “Take care of her, Bendy.” She patted both the dog and the cat and climbed into bed. It had been a long day.

Bendix woke her several times during the night to feed the kitten. Reminded of twenty years before when none of the triplets had mastered sleeping through the night, Dinah finally made room on her bed for both the dog and cat and went back to sleep. She didn’t have to work the next day, thank goodness. Although she put in the occasional weekend, this wasn’t one of them.

Except that it was.

“I’m sorry,” said Naomi when Dinah mumbled a sleepy hello at five o’clock the next morning. “I have no water and I have to wait for the plumber to get here. I’ll come in as soon as I can.”

“Why don’t we switch?” Dinah offered. “That way, you can have a real weekend off and I’ll take your Monday instead.”

“Oh, bless you. I owe you bigtime. You sure I can’t talk you into accepting my firstborn in lieu of payment? He’ll mow your yard in the summer even if he does charge you an arm and a leg for it.”

Dinah laughed, pushing back the tiredness that threatened to overwhelm her. “Hey, you wouldn’t take the triplets when they were in middle school, so you’re out of luck. Do what you need to do. I’ll see you Tuesday.”

Thankful her braid was still intact, she brushed on mascara and lipstick and donned the black leggings and Dinah’s Diner T-shirt she wore to work. She fed Bendix, then put the kitten, her blanket, and her feeding paraphernalia into a clothes basket and took her to the diner. Grace wouldn’t be the first homeless customer to come to the back door.

The day was busy enough that she didn’t pay much attention to how exhausted she was until the lunch crowd had dissipated and she was able to take her first break of the day. She went back to check on the kitten
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