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      Three Days Ago…

      A loud crack startled Jordan from his sleep. His hands flew to his pounding head as he looked around the room for the source of the noise.

      It sounded like a gunshot, or perhaps he was just having another nightmare. Sometimes he couldn’t tell the difference.

      Years in the military and working as a cop had unquestionably done a number on his psyche, so he always investigated. Often, it was his dog chasing a squirrel in his sleep or the cat moving through the wood shutters as she stalked a lizard from behind her prison of glass and brick. These sounds he knew. A gunshot, though also familiar, didn’t encroach on his daily routine anymore. Nowadays, he found himself basically shackled to a desk, the mundane routines of desk work, a far cry from the pulsating thrills of field police work he once knew.

      The room was pitch-black, and his alarm hadn’t gone off, so it was still early. He patted his wife’s side of the bed. Empty. Though, that wasn’t unusual. The last few weeks, she’d been staying up later than he did, using studying as an excuse. He’d go looking for her and find her asleep on the sofa. He didn’t buy her studying excuse. Things between them hadn’t been the same for months.

      But tonight, he thought they’d resolved whatever her problem was. He was willing to take some of the blame. But as she’d pointed out with the age-old “It’s not you, it’s me” line, she’d admitted something was wrong, just not what that something was.

      Fuming, he disentangled himself from the blankets that had already twisted around his feet as he thought about their conversation earlier. He’d given her an ultimatum when he came home. He didn’t understand what was happening, but things had to change. Dejectedly, he’d informed her earlier that evening that if she wanted to leave, just do it and get it over with so he could move on with his life.

      She hadn’t accepted his offer; instead, she started kissing him.

      She hadn’t come near him in almost two months. Whenever he broached the subject, she complained about her school deadlines or didn’t feel well. Tonight was different; she was different. The old passion was there as though it had never left, which it hadn’t for him. She was the one who had withdrawn. She was the one who didn’t want to be close to him. God, how he’d missed her.

      Jordan now wondered if everything earlier had been a performance to distract him. Had she wanted to leave but wasn’t prepared? Jaynee would graduate within a few months, something she’d been focusing on the last five years of their marriage. Would she not need him anymore? He hated feeling this way, but what else could explain her aloof manner lately?

      His anger almost at the brink, he rolled out of bed, pulling on his boxers and a T-shirt. He’d wake her and demand answers if she’d fallen asleep on the sofa again. He wouldn’t let her sidetrack him by acting like she wanted him. He loved her, but he couldn’t continue like this. He wouldn’t. It was too painful.

      As he stood, the pounding in his head from the excessive amount of alcohol he’d consumed earlier nearly sent him to his knees. Tonight was the first time in years he’d drank, one of the reasons it’d been so easy for her to persuade him that she wanted him, too.

      Jordan felt his way out of their master bedroom, opening the door without a sound, unsure if he wanted to argue in the middle of the night. He shot a quick glance at the clock radio’s glowing red numbers: just shy of midnight. It hadn’t even been an hour since he’d fallen asleep.

      She must have gotten up almost immediately after they’d made love.

      No, he amended. After they’d had sex, as that was all it must have meant to her. He must have been sleeping deeply to have already dreamt of gun battles. His posttraumatic stress disorder rarely allowed him a night without nightmares.

      No lights were on in their office, so he padded his way into the hallway and down the staircase to the kitchen and family room.

      Sometimes, when she left their bed, she feigned insomnia and went downstairs to watch TV. But he didn’t hear any chatter or see the familiar flickering light; the house was eerily quiet.

      Remembering the ill-omened sound that had awakened him, his heart started racing in his chest, and his stomach felt like an empty pit as he entered their family room.

      A greenish glow from the electronic equipment cast eerie shadows across the living area. As his vision adjusted, he saw she wasn’t on the sofa either.

      Had she left their house in the middle of the night? Had his friends been right?

      Was Jaynee having an affair?

      Resentment welled in his heart that she would do that to him after all these years, after everything he’d provided.

      A breeze emanated from the back porch. He squinted, realizing the patio door stood wide open. She must have left, but why would she leave without closing the door?

      Jordan slowly made his way to the French doors, careful not to trip over anything, and attempted to shut the door, but something blocked its track.

      He switched on the overhead light, and she was there.

      He dropped to his knees, his hands fluttering to her face in horror. “Oh, my God … Jaynee … What have you done?” He barely recognized the peal of words that had escaped his throat.

      Blood dripped from his wife’s forehead and pooled onto the planks of their wood deck. Her arm was draped across the threshold. Beside her lay the .38 caliber revolver he’d given her for protection when they first married.

      Jordan’s first instinct was disbelief; he wanted to inspect the gun to ensure it was hers. But his police training snapped into gear. Instead, he knelt over her to confirm she was still breathing. Thank God she was, but it was faint, and she was unconscious.

      Scrambling to his feet, his vision blurred by tears, he searched for the cordless phone. Jaynee never kept the phone in the same place, and she never kept the ringer on. Hunting from room to room, he finally found it in the spare bathroom.

      Punching in the three numbers, Jordan staggered back to his fading wife.

      “Emergency!” he answered the automated question, waiting until a woman’s voice came on the line. “My wife has been shot! She’s breathing, but barely. I need an ambulance!” His voice emerged hysterical, a combination of pain and pleading, but he knew he needed to remain composed so she’d understand him.

      The dispatcher asked a torrent of questions to keep him talking.

      “Listen, ma’am,” Jordan interrupted the woman’s queries, racing to the front of the house, “I’m a cop. I know crime-scene protocol. I’ll leave the front entrance open for the officers and medics. My wife is unconscious from a gunshot wound to the head. The firearm is beside her. I need to get back to her.”

      Jordan disconnected the phone as he returned to Jaynee, slumping beside her, hoping she could still hear him.

      “Jaynee, can you hear me? I love you. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean those terrible words. Please don’t leave me like this. Please come back … I don’t want you to leave. I promise whatever is going on, we’ll work it out, but please don’t leave me.”

      Inhaling a mouthful of air, he positioned his fingers against her carotid artery to confirm she was still breathing. She was, but her pulse felt weak. He needed her to comprehend how much his life counted on her survival.

      “Jaynee, you need to fight. You’ve always been a fighter, so I want you to fight to live. Fight for us,” he commanded, his tone beseeching and demanding. Once again, tears fell unrestricted down his face. He never cried, not before tonight. But at this moment, he knew more than ever how much his wife meant to him and how he could never subsist without her.

      “Dear God,” Jordan pleaded in quiet prayer. “Please save her. Give me another opportunity. I don’t want anything without her. Please, take everything from me, but not Jaynee.”

      The siren wail snatched him from his invocations, but he didn’t move; he couldn’t leave her.

      After a few minutes, the telltale sound of an officer’s heavy boots indicated that the police had arrived.

      “Stand up slowly with your hands up, and step away from the gun,” the officer commanded in a loud, authoritative tone. The bellow of the officer’s voice sounded hollow in Jordan’s ears as if he were still in his nightmare. “Hands where I can see them!” he repeated.

      Jordan didn’t want to leave Jaynee’s side, but lifting his arms, he backed away from his wife. He understood procedure, knew they needed to cordon off the area. Still, he couldn’t fathom the suggestion of leaving her side.

      The officer focused his eyes on Jordan while he kept both hands gripped on his unholstered gun. “You made the 911 call? You’re a cop?”

      “Yeah. Charlotte-Meck.” Jordan glanced down at Jaynee. “She’s my wife; her name is Jaynee. I was sleeping when I heard the gunshot. I came down to look for her and found her like this. She’s still breathing, but it’s labored.” Jordan glanced over the officer’s shoulder toward the entry. “Where’s the ambulance?” he asked, uninterested in anything but saving his wife.

      “They’re just a couple of minutes away,” the cop muttered, tone distracted, obvious concern penetrating his voice. The man knelt near Jaynee’s head, checked her pulse, then stood up, his eyes grave.

      No matter what the situation, cops didn’t like to see other cops in peril. The officer’s chin pressed against the mouthpiece clipped to his shoulder strap, spewing words into the radio while keeping his eyes and gun trained on Jordan.

      Jordan’s mind was a fog, only deciphering fragments of what the officer muttered. Something about the house being secure. Of course, he realized after a few seconds. Paramedics would confirm it was safe before entering the house of a gunshot victim. The cop obviously thought that he had shot his wife.

      Domestic disturbances were one of the most perilous of all police calls. Scorned lovers were notorious for turning the gun on others and then themselves after realizing they’d murdered their loved ones in a moment of distraught passion.

      Finally, the ambulance arrived.

      Jordan watched as two medics poured through the door and rushed over to his dying wife. The older of the two shouted orders to the younger while a third and fourth paramedic carried a stretcher into the room. Jordan backed out of their way, knowing he could do nothing but watch as they struggled to save her life.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, hidden in the vegetation at the back of the property, he watched in frustration.

      He should have made his escape when her husband found her. He hated seeing him with her but couldn’t bear to leave. So he waited and watched, questioning her intentions, wondering why she had a gun.

      Now, he would have to stay and watch, sit by as her husband wept over her. As if he cared about her. Her so-called husband could never love her the way he could. He wasn’t supposed to be her husband. It was all a mistake. A mistake he intended to rectify as soon as possible.

      He would wait now, as he had for years. He had plenty of practice with waiting. She would survive; of course, she would. She belonged to him — forever.
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        * * *

      

      The gun had been unexpected. Why did Jaynee have a gun? Was she still alive? If so, would she remember their conversation? Would the police suspect foul play? And if so, would there be any evidence to suggest the shooting as anything other than her attempted suicide?

      These and a hundred other questions swarmed unabated as the vehicle crawled down the gravel road, the driver keeping a diligent eye so as not to be recognized by the officers or paramedics.
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        * * *

      

      Jordan followed the ambulance in his wife’s Altima. He understood they wouldn’t permit him in the back with Jaynee, and he would be helpless in the front. He knew he could maintain their speed. He could probably make it to the hospital faster than they could.

      As a patrolman, he’d always been the first on a crime scene. He decided to stay behind the ambulance, attempting to remain collected.

      His heart pounded as his mind agonized over the what-ifs. What if he hadn’t gotten drunk? What if he hadn’t fallen asleep? What if he hadn’t accepted her reassurances that everything was okay? He should have insisted she tell him the truth.

      But why would Jaynee attempt to commit suicide?

      She’d been struggling to finish college for five years and was now within a few months of graduating. They’d repeatedly discussed having children afterward. She intended to work out of their residence, which would have been perfect. It was what she’d said she wanted.

      Had he pushed her to extremes? Maybe he only thought she wanted what he wanted.

      She’d always been adept at suppressing unpleasant situations. Hadn’t she done that her entire life? Jaynee seemed content when she moved here after they married five years ago. Jordan thought he’d shown her the love she needed to forget her past. Now, he wondered if he’d ever understood her.

      He promised himself he would — he wouldn’t assume everything was okay any longer. He’d find out what was wrong. But for now, he’d do whatever was necessary to get her healthy again. She was going to survive. She was a fighter.

      Tears stung his eyes as he realized she’d now have to fight for her life. He wiped them away as he pulled into the parking area for the hospital emergency room. Jaynee needed him. She needed to hear his voice, understand he was here for her, comprehend that he still loved her … that he would always love her.

      Racing through the entrance of the ER to the receptionist, Jordan introduced himself as Caycee Jaynee Monroe’s husband.

      The crotchety older woman told him to have a seat. Someone would attend to him. Her personality was cold, like the hospital itself.

      Jordan couldn’t sit. He paced the hard tile floor, stopping and looking at the locked double doors every few seconds.

      Fifteen minutes later, a nurse finally approached, directing him to an alcove opposite the main area. “Your wife is in surgery, Mr. Monroe.”

      “How is she?” He wanted to rush the doors and find out if Jaynee was okay, but he knew he had to stay calm.

      “I’m sorry,” the nurse said. “All I know is that your wife is in surgery.”

      “But … she’s alive … so … she’ll live, right?”

      “Again, I’m sorry. I don’t have any additional information. The doctor will be with you as soon as he can.” She patted his arm, then hurried away.
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        * * *

      

      The hours passed slowly, even with officers interrogating him and finally accepting an affidavit of his account. They assured him, however, that they would return in the morning or when his wife woke up.

      When he thought he couldn’t bear the agony of waiting a second longer, a familiar person stepped into the waiting room. The older man nodded toward the locked doors, silently requesting Jordan to accompany him to a separate area. Jordan had spoken to Dr. McMullen many times over the years. He rarely came to the emergency room, though. Usually, a nurse updates a loved one on a patient’s status — unless it is bad news.

      This wasn’t good; this was never an encouraging sign, but he followed obediently. The tears that had never come before that evening flowed again.

      He’d lost the only woman he ever loved. Had he done something to cause this? How would he survive without Jaynee? She was his entire life. She couldn’t be gone; he’d feel it, wouldn’t he?

      His chest felt tight, and his stomach lurched at the same time a chill traveled down his spine. He followed the doctor into his office and sat down on the sofa. His head fell into his hands; he couldn’t handle this.

      Jordan looked up as Dr. John McMullen sat beside him, his face unreadable. Although he looked like he wanted to comfort him, Jordan knew Dr. McMullen wouldn’t offer him any artificial expectations.

      McMullen had always been honest, but unlike some physicians Jordan had met in his career, he’d also been sympathetic, especially regarding the lives of first responders — or their relatives. Jordan had witnessed his compassion for years.

      Having been the bearer of dreadful news to countless spouses and parents after their tragic loss, Jordan had tried to emulate his demeanor. Now, he was on the receiving end of McMullen’s sympathetic stare, which wasn’t any more comforting.

      Preparing for the blow, Jordan clenched his hands into fists and pressed them against his face.

      “Caycee is in ICU now,” Dr. McMullen began. “The bullet entered the left side of her skull below her temple and exited through the frontal bone. She survived the operation…”

      Jordan dropped his hands as his eyes connected with the doctor’s gaze. Thank God! Jaynee’s alive. He let out the breath he’d been holding as he awaited the rest of the doctor’s summation.

      “But, Jordan,” his tone softened, “we can’t be certain she’ll make it. Even if she does, there’s no way to distinguish what damage the bullet inflicted until she awakes.”

      Jordan swallowed hard. “But she survived the surgery,” he repeated as if to hear it again.

      “Yes, she did. We have her in a drug-induced coma, and we won’t attempt to revive her until the cranial pressure decreases. She wouldn’t be able to tolerate the pain if we did.” The doctor patted Jordan’s arm. “You can see Caycee now, Jordan, and you need to talk to her. Studies indicate numerous coma patients respond to a loved one’s voice.”

      “Jaynee …” Jordan said emphatically, drawing in a breath and shaking his head in disbelief. “Please call her Jaynee. She doesn’t like Caycee, so she goes by her middle name. Please inform the nurses.” The doctor nodded, and Jordan stood. “I’d like to see my wife now.”

      Dr. McMullen led him down the hall and stopped in front of one of the ICU rooms. Jordan felt the man’s cool hands on his forearm but couldn’t see his face through his tears. With a final squeeze of consolation, the doctor turned and left him alone.

      Jordan stepped into the cold, antiseptic-scented room. His legs felt as though they’d vanished from beneath him, and he’d collapse to the floor at any moment. He couldn’t move.

      Jaynee lay motionless on the hospital bed. Numerous wires from her body connected to several machines, creating an ominous cacophony and an eerie yellowish glow in the small room. It looked like a scene from a soap opera.

      Under the fluorescent lights, her skin was pallid, except around her eyes, which had splotches of crimson and were swollen and puffy. And worse, where her long, beautiful curls should be was nothing but white gauze.

      He forced his legs to move to her bedside. His tears fell without restraint as he touched her cheek.

      Talk to her.

      He lowered his head to his wife’s ear, hoping she could hear through the bandages … and while unconscious. “I love you, Jaynee. No matter what’s happened, I love you and know you love me, too.”

      Jordan believed the words, wanted the words to be true. But he couldn’t help but wonder what was so awful that his wife would attempt to take her life.

      Unless … was there something he didn’t know about her?
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      Five years ago …

      C.J. tapped her foot while a kid sitting in the front row attempted to sidetrack Professor Rawlings with his incessant questions about Hemingway’s life.

      Everyone knew the professor would go off on a tangent and run out of time, dismissing the class. The plan had backfired. It was time to leave, and here she still sat as the teacher droned on about his favorite author.

      She rarely minded. She enjoyed listening to the professor. But today was Wednesday, which meant she had an early shift at the steakhouse where she worked. She checked the time on her cell phone for the tenth time in five minutes. She couldn’t be late.

      Tim, the general manager, scheduled her for as many early shifts as possible because she was one of the few employees who always showed up on time and was willing to close if he needed her to.

      Because of this, she also received the largest stations. The way she figured … if she had to be there … might as well make as much money as possible. As a college student, she could pay her bills working only three days a week. If she picked up extra shifts, the money was gravy and went toward her savings. And more importantly, the extra shifts didn’t affect her studying anymore because, in the last year, she’d stopped dating altogether.

      The lecture ended, and the teacher excused the class, calling out, “Don’t forget your novella is due next week. Make sure it’s not tedious. I loathe boring stories. And if it makes me laugh, you’ll receive extra points. Also, drinking and fishing are always excellent subjects.” He finished his montage as the students hurriedly exited the classroom.

      Yep, he loved Hemingway and wanted to be just like him. Well, he’d have to make do with her paper. It was everything he’d said not to write. It was very sad; it was real life. It entailed drinking and fishing, but not what he was referring to, she was pretty sure.

      Since she had a few minutes to spare, C.J. stopped by the post office on the way to work. Her twenty-second birthday was a little over a week away, and although she and her mother weren’t close, her mother always sent her a hundred bucks for her birthday. And her best friend, Rainey, always sent a funny card. They’d been friends since third grade — until C.J. moved from South Florida.

      They’d visited each other several times over the last four years, but mostly, they just kept in touch by email. It hadn’t been the same, and she missed her friend terribly. Rainey was the only person who knew what she’d been through. But Rainey had been preoccupied with finishing college, and C.J. had been busy wasting her time. When she thought about the wasted years, she felt sick. Why had she been such a fool?

      Determined not to squander away any more of her youth and resolute to change her life for the better, she’d started back to college last month.

      Parking alongside the building, she sprinted from the car, ran inside, grabbed a handful of envelopes, jumped back in her car, and was on her way to work in seconds.

      It was ridiculous she still used a post office box, but old habits were hard to break. After high school, she’d moved around often and always used her grandmother’s address. It would be easy enough to use her home address now that she had her own place, but after some issues with her ex-boyfriend, she decided it was for the best.

      She chanced a sideways glance at the bills and letters on the passenger seat as she sped down the road. The extra-large pink envelope was undoubtedly from her mother. As if sending her a card a couple of times a year would change the past.

      She looked down at the seat again, and another envelope stopped her heart. She recognized the handwriting. In her last letter, she’d made it clear that she didn’t want him to write or contact her again. They were over.

      Nervous, as though he could see her, she stuffed the letter in her work apron. It was going straight into the dumpster, so she wouldn’t be tempted to read his response to her rejection.

      She didn’t understand her luck with dating. For that matter, she didn’t understand the trouble she’d had with all the men in her life. Clenching the steering wheel, she sucked in a breath to calm herself. She refused to let any man ever bring her down again. She was a good person. She didn’t smoke or do drugs and rarely drank. Still, she’d suffered two horrific relationships in high school and then, after moving to the Tampa Bay area four years earlier, had dated several delinquents before finding herself in a real predicament.

      What had she done to deserve the cards life had handed her? The more she thought about it, the madder she got. She didn’t perceive herself as wild-looking. But every time she went out with what looked to be a decent guy — a guy with a vehicle and an occupation anyway — they’d go out and end up at some party. The next thing she knew, her date would drop down and do a line of coke or light up a joint.

      God and C.J. had always been on friendly terms, but now even He was ticking her off. She prayed to Him nightly for a decent man. Maybe He was irritated because she hadn’t been to church in forever. It wasn’t anything personal with God; she just couldn’t stand the charlatans. And the last thing she wanted was to be a hypocrite herself. So, since He hadn’t been answering her prayers for the past year, she decided the best path was to abstain from dating altogether.

      She drove swiftly into the restaurant parking lot in her Ford Focus, parked in the rear, and trotted into the restaurant.

      After she punched her timecard, she set out to do her prep work. She had iced tea duty today, so she had to make a few back-ups of sweet tea and then set up for the rest of the night. Then she’d just have to roll silverware until her first customer arrived. Usually, one of her regular retirees would arrive in time for the early-bird dinner and save her from the monotonous task.

      Amy, the hostess, meandered through the service doors minutes after the restaurant opened. “You have a table, C.J.”

      C.J. glanced up and saw a wide grin lift Amy’s round cheeks. Amy didn’t usually inform the wait staff when they had a customer. Management expected servers to pay attention.

      Happy to have a customer, she grabbed her apron to leave but noticed Amy still standing there with that silly grin … now accompanied by lifted eyebrows.

      “What?” C.J. looked herself over to make sure she wasn’t wearing flip-flops or something abnormal. “Did I forget something?”

      “Nope. Just wanted to let you know you have a guest. A one-top in booth six,” Amy replied drolly, emphasizing one-top.

      Oh great, she must have ticked her off. Amy knew servers hated single diners. Typically, she sat them in the lounge area. Single diners were a waste of table space, as she only made half the standard tip. She needed money, and single diners wouldn’t bring in enough to pay her bills.

      She glowered at Amy, whose smile hadn’t diminished.

      “What?” she asked, raising her hands in frustration. The night wasn’t starting well. “Why are you smiling?”

      “Just want to see your reaction.” Amy smirked, then turned to walk away but paused in the doorway. “I’ll be nearby if you need any help,” she called over her shoulder, finally leaving the kitchen with C.J. staring after her.

      “Why would I need help?” C.J. muttered, rolling her eyes at Amy’s retreating backside.

      Content that she didn’t have to continue rolling silverware, she ventured off to greet her single guest. She dug into her apron for a pen, trying not to think about the crumpled letter she’d forgotten to toss in the dumpster. Why can’t he just leave me alone?

      Distracted, she didn’t bother to look at her patron as she rattled off her standard greeting. “Hi, my name is C.J. I’ll be your server this evening. Can I start you off with something to drink?” Finally finding her pen, she raised her eyes from her ticket book.

      At that precise moment, the man sitting in her booth looked up from his menu, acknowledging her presence.

      Wow! Now she understood Amy’s grin and offer to assist. The man at her table was a real looker. Not in a generic Hollywood way. He was a genuine all-American — but striking — male. The man’s face, chiseled and sculpted to perfection, stared back: square chin, high cheekbones, and angular nose, all framed by a neatly trimmed beard trailing up his jaw that only added to his rugged look. His hair was a deep brown, almost black, and cropped short, military-style. His build resembled an officer of some sort. His shoulders were broad and held back in perfect posture, and based on their width, she now understood the need for a larger booth.

      His eyes were the best, though. He had a lightly tanned complexion with dark brows, and beneath thick eyelashes were arresting steel-blue eyes. They were beautiful. The shock of electricity that shot through her, though, was incapacitating. She couldn’t think. Wow wasn’t quite enough to describe what she felt. Her feet felt as though they were rooted to the wood floor below her, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d just gawked at a complete stranger.

      A flash of blond hair caught her eye, pulling her out of her daze. Amy was peering around the corner, her grin still wide, apparently pleased with her reaction. Then she winked and turned away, leaving C.J. to her own devices.

      The man’s eyes held contact with hers for a few seconds before speaking as though he were dumbstruck, too.

      “Umm … Yes, ma’am, do you have sweet tea?” His strong Southern accent sent another shock through her.

      “Call me C.J., please. I’m too young to be a ma’am. And yes, we do. I made it myself,” she answered too quickly, not contemplating her words. Why had she felt the need to offer that tidbit? This man obviously didn’t care who brewed the tea.

      A slow smile lifted his cheeks. “Sounds good, C.J. I’ll take that then.” His cute Southern drawl made her initials sound like two words the way he drew them out, and the heartbreaking smile sent a shiver down her spine. Fine tan lines feathered from the corners of his eyes, similar to her father. Her dad had been the only man who’d ever made her laugh. A pang of longing hit her hard.

      “I’ll give you a couple of minutes and be right back with your tea.” Her voice cracked, and she turned away from him to retreat to the safety of the kitchen.

      Entering the kitchen, she whooshed out the breath she’d been holding. What the heck was happening? Why was her stomach doing loop-de-loops? Why did this guy have to stride in here, all-masculine looking, and start her heart pounding? It felt as if she’d been shocked by one of those heart thingies, and her heart was beating for the first time in years. She gripped the letter in her apron she hadn’t discarded yet. It was a significant reminder not to let a man’s cute smile influence her.

      Get a hold of yourself, she thought. He’s just a guy. So he was good-looking. What difference did that make? The men she dated were always attractive. Maybe that was the problem.

      Pulling in a deep, relaxing breath through her nose, she held it for a couple of seconds and then blew it out in a slow exhale. “There,” she said aloud. “That’s better.”

      She busied herself with getting the man’s drink. What was she worried about anyway? He looked like a nice guy, unlike her dates of late. It wasn’t like he’d even be interested. Guys like him were never attracted to her. She only managed to be a magnet for trouble, men who looked good on the outside but were horrible inside.
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        * * *

      

      Disorientated, Jordan wilted into his booth. He’d just gaped at the waitress when she’d requested his drink order.

      He didn’t understand what had happened but felt the electricity ignite. He’d read about it, seen it in movies, and heard his grandmother’s accounts, but he’d never experienced it. The strike had been instantaneous. What had Nanna called it? The thunderbolt? Or was it lightning bolt? He may not remember the name, but it had happened. The second his eyes had connected with C.J.’s, he felt the charge. It was as if his entire being had been struck, and everything he wanted or ever desired was wrapped up in this moment, in this girl.

      He should leave. This couldn’t be happening. Not here.

      C.J. was pretty, but it wasn’t that. There was something about her. He felt drawn to her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to leave even if he wanted to escape this emotion. It was too powerful.

      C.J. placed his beverage on the coaster and smiled. “Are you ready to order?”

      “Um … yes, ma’am, I’ll take the sirloin, medium-well, please.” Shoot, he reprimanded himself. She’d requested he call her C.J., but he couldn’t help it. That was how a respectful Southerner spoke; his father would have had his head if he’d addressed a woman any other way.

      “Sir, could I recommend either ordering your steak medium or switching to the strip steak? Or we could butterfly it. Our steaks are thick, and sirloin can be tough if overcooked.”

      He smiled up at her, unable to contain the pleasure that rushed through his body at this simple gesture. As though she wanted to take care of him. Of course, she probably offered this to all her customers. “Butterflying it will be fine, thank you.” He respectfully tipped his head.

      She wrote down his order, then sauntered away. His heart pounded faster than usual, and a warm feeling rushed through him. He had to make her his.

      Never having asked a waitress out before, he wondered how he would go about it. Men probably hit on her all the time. She was pretty, a natural beauty, even without makeup. Her dark hair was up in a ponytail, but a few strands had escaped. He felt the urge to tuck them behind her ear just to touch her hair.

      But her eyes were her most incredible feature. They were a deep hazel, like cat’s eyes, standing out in contrast to her olive skin. Unlike all the bony, thin girls he’d seen around here, her body was also perfect. She was petite and shapely, about five-three, he guessed. He liked that, too. She was perfect for his six-foot frame.

      Where was his imagination going already? Perfect for what … dancing? He chastised himself but knew he couldn’t let her escape without attempting to see if there was anything under her cover, as his mother had always put it. Was she just a simple-minded waitress? She didn’t sound unintelligent. No matter the looks, he could never deal with ignorance. He needed someone with whom he could relate.

      Again, his thoughts were uncontainable. He’d only just met this girl and was already wondering whether she was worthy. She’d probably think he was an ignorant hick anyway. Women loved his Southern accent but were always surprised when there was more behind his drawl than just a country boy.

      She stopped by the table with a pitcher of tea. He looked up at her and couldn’t have prevented the smile on his face, even if he’d tried. “What does C.J. stand for?”

      She refilled his glass, then leaned toward him. “I never tell anyone. It’s a secret.” She smiled, then turned and strolled off again, no clue what her whispered words had done to his insides.

      Secret? What did that mean? She’d smiled sweetly, but she’d also dismissed his query.

      His eyes followed her as she approached an older couple. She sat down beside the man as though she knew him. A protective instinct crept up out of nowhere.

      Seriously, man, get a grip. He’s like seventy-something.

      Jordan wasn’t jealous of the man, he realized. He was envious she wasn’t sitting, talking, and laughing with him. At this moment, he wanted nothing more than just that.

      C.J. disappeared into the kitchen again, returning a few minutes later with drinks for the couple and a salad, which must be his. He was proficient at reading people. What she did next would determine if he would act on his feelings.

      If she delivered the drinks before his salad, she might be interested. But if she dropped off his salad first so she could go back and talk to the couple instead of him, he’d know just to forget about trying to approach her and always wonder … What if?

      Passing right by him, she walked to the couple’s table and dropped off their drinks. He smiled, pleased with this simple outcome.

      Watching the effortless sway of her walk as she returned to him, he almost let out a whoo-hoo. But then, she set down his salad and bread and turned to walk off again.

      “Excuse me, C.J.?” he spoke in a rushed panic, a pathetic endeavor to keep her near him.

      “Yes?” She turned back, her dazzling eyes bright and beautiful. “Did you need something?”

      He stifled a chuckle. How juvenile. He was acting like he was seventeen, not twenty-seven.

      “Why is it a secret?” he blurted out the first question that popped into his head.

      She shook her head and chuckled out a breath. “My name?”

      “Yes, why won’t you tell me your real name?”

      “Well,” she said, sitting across from him, “I don’t like it. Besides, no one forgets C.J. It’s easy to remember, which brings my customers back to me.”

      Her eyes narrowed, showing a little crinkle between them. She looked up and flicked her gaze around the room as if expecting someone to charge through the door. He’d seen this look before — in victims.

      “I can’t imagine anyone forgetting your name, even if it was eight syllables,” he offered. What kind of corny line was that? He wanted to slap himself.

      But instead of rushing off again, she smiled. “Where are you from?” she asked. “You’re not from Florida, are you?”

      “Now, why would you think that?” he teased, smiling. Maybe he could get her to let down her guard.

      “Well, your accent, obviously. Plenty of Floridians have Southern accents, just not in Pinellas County. Even so, there’s something else I can’t quite place, but I know it’s not a Floridian trait.” She relaxed deeper in the booth, crossing her arms, awaiting his response.

      Wondering what she was getting at but deciding to engage her until he got what he wanted, he offered a compromise. “I’ll make you a deal,” he hedged, staring into her eyes a fraction longer than necessary, watching as her eyes grew wide. “You tell me your real name, and I’ll tell you mine … and where I’m from.”

      She sprang from the table.

      Oops, guess I lost that standoff, he thought wryly.

      “I have to get their salads,” she stammered, shaking her head as if trying to dislodge something. “I’ll be right back.”

      Relief washed over him. For a second, he thought he’d been too assertive, which he tended to be sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      Even though she knew she had plenty of time, C.J. rushed to the kitchen. The Smiths enjoyed sipping their cocktails before they ate. But she had to escape.

      Could he really be interested, or was he just having fun? Thinking about his piercing blue eyes that seemed to read her, she tightened a hand around the envelope concealed in her apron. She couldn’t trust herself. She made disastrous decisions when it came to men. She couldn’t continue flirting with disaster, even if he looked like fun.

      She stood in the kitchen, pulling on her bottom lip, and took deep breaths. Slowly, her pulse returned to normal.

      After calming herself down again, she ordered the Smiths’ dinners and waited for their salads. She ambled her way to her regulars’ table, brandishing a fresh iced tea for the man who was upsetting her world just by asking what her initials stood for. And what was with his ridiculous comment about never forgetting her name?

      Quickly trading out his drink, not giving him a chance to speak, she retreated to the Smiths, deciding to chat with them before she had to pick up his dinner. She could allow someone else to deliver his meal. But she wanted to see him again, even for a few seconds.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid girl. Will you always be so dense?

      If she was honest with herself, she’d initiated the flirting. People asked what C.J. stood for all the time. For some dim-witted reason, though, she’d decided to taunt him by withholding the answer. He’d turned her teasing around on her, and now she felt nauseated.
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        * * *

      

      C.J. managed to ignore him yet continued to perform her job flawlessly. She permitted him only the time needed to replace his beverage, then headed to her other table.

      Did it mean she wasn’t interested? Did he care?

      He watched her laugh with the couple. They looked happy … as if they’d been married fifty years like his grandparents. He was seven years older than his grandparents had been when they married. He hadn’t been thinking about marriage these last few years; it hadn’t even been a thought. It was this girl and this blasted thunderbolt his grandmother had cursed him with that had him thinking crazy thoughts about a woman who wouldn’t even tell him her name.

      His grandmother had explained how she and his grandfather had met in an apple orchard when she was nineteen, and he was twenty and how she’d known he was the one. His grandfather must have known, too, because he’d asked her to marry him within weeks of their initial meeting.

      Nanna had assured Jordan it would happen to him also, just as it had with his father and his father before him. Jordan had listened to her anecdotes but had all but given up on something spectacular happening to him — until now.

      Jordan’s gaze followed C.J. as she left the table and disappeared into the kitchen. He was probably creeping her out, but he couldn’t stop watching her. He saw her glance his way a couple of times. Of course, she was his waitress; she could have just been checking his drink levels.

      C.J. walked out of the kitchen with his dinner in one hand, a fresh glass of sweet tea in the other, and a bottle of something tucked in her apron. She set down his dinner and a fresh glass of sweet tea but didn’t leave immediately.

      “Do you use steak sauce?” she asked in a cool, professional manner.

      “Yes, please,” he replied as smoothly as possible. She was going to play hard-to-get, something he wasn’t accustomed to. Not that he had a lot of experience dating. He didn’t. But he’d never had to try hard. Women seemed more than willing to approach him, or his sisters were always ready to set him up.

      “That’s what I thought.” A warm smile flashed across her face as she set down a bottle of A.1. and settled into the booth again, sighing. “My name is Caycee Jaynee Evans, both spelled with ay and ending in ee. Caycee is a boy’s name, and Jaynee should have been Jayne. It would flow better. Try explaining how to spell Caycee Jaynee long enough, and you end up with C.J.,” she babbled.

      Maybe a date wouldn’t be so difficult after all. “I understand. I like them both, especially Jaynee. Can I call you Jaynee?”

      A small huff escaped as she shook her head in confusion. “Why would you want to do that? You’ll probably never even see me again. And by the way, it’s your turn. What’s your name, and where exactly are you from?”

      Her eyes were impatient, and Jordan knew, as before, he had only mere seconds to talk before she darted off.

      “My name is Jordan Monroe, and I’m from a little town in North Carolina called Stanfield. It’s about forty-five minutes southeast of Charlotte.”

      “Figures,” she huffed again, sounding displeased with this revelation. “A real Southern gentleman. And I was right. You’ll never see me again. So why does it matter what my name is?” She jumped up, scurrying away before he could respond.

      Okay, so it is going to be difficult to ask her out.

      C.J. stopped by a few minutes later to check on his steak but left swiftly so as not to allow any time for additional questions or conversation.

      The dinner was delicious, but the overwhelming desire to break through her shield was frustrating. What had compelled him to ask a complete stranger if he could call her by her middle name? It was personal. He wanted it to be personal. He’d seen the disappointment when she sighed at his response. She’d called him a Southern gentleman. Not a redneck, a country boy, or a hick. References he’d become familiar with over the years, particularly in the Army. He’d even referred to himself by those disparaging names on occasion.

      C.J. had two more groups of customers sit down in her section, and he knew he couldn’t keep bugging her.

      She walked back to his table, a cool look in her eyes. “Have a nice evening,” she said, then laid the check on the table.

      He had a couple bills ready. He stuffed the two twenties inside the folder and jumped up beside her. “Thank you, C.J. You can keep the change. I hope it makes up for me irritating you.”

      Staring at his hands, she accepted the folder without a word and looked up at him.

      “Would you meet me for coffee after you finish work?” The words left his mouth before he even considered why he was asking her. They lived six hundred miles apart. What was he thinking?

      Surprising him, her eyes filled with so much passion that he was positive she would say yes. But with a sudden look of resolve, she shoved her hands in her pockets. He could hear her wrinkling up a piece of paper. She was just nervous.

      After a couple seconds, she stared up at him, those gorgeous hazel eyes growing a shade deeper. “I don’t date,” she said softly but determinedly. Her brows narrowed as though she had something else to say, but she turned to greet her next table.

      Her words hit him like a steel bat, but something about her eyes told him he shouldn’t give up. There had been something about how she’d dismissed him that said she’d regretted telling him no.

      He walked toward the exit but altered his course at the last second, headed to the bar, and ordered a beer he wouldn’t drink.
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      C.J. watched as Jordan walked out of her life. She was angry with herself for saying no but angrier that she’d wanted to say yes. Her stomach was in knots, and she didn’t even know him. She’d been wise to say no.

      He’d return to Charlotte, or wherever he was from in North Carolina, and never consider her again. She couldn’t withdraw her eyes from him as he walked toward the door. She wanted to dart after him, tell him she’d changed her mind, and decided she would meet him. Then, to her amazement, he turned and headed for the bar. She averted her eyes when he turned his head and looked back at her. She didn’t want him to catch her gawking.

      She turned away and let out a breath. Jordan was offering her another chance she didn’t want. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself, even if she knew she was lying.

      C.J. approached her next table, two young couples in their early thirties. She knew how to up the check and, at the same time, give herself a reason to visit the bar.

      “Ladies,” she said, speaking only to the women. “We have a special creation tonight, a raspberry margarita. We take our famous frozen lime margaritas and add a swirl of Chambord liquor. If you like margaritas, you must try this one.” The women giggled and looked at their partners, who encouraged them to go ahead. “And may I recommend a couple of our signature draft beers for you, gentlemen?”

      Order in hand, she was off to the service bar, which was at the far end of the customers’ area. Across from the service station sat Jordan.

      He smiled as she approached, a brilliant smile exposing a perfect set of white teeth. He was an ideal specimen of a man, and obviously, he didn’t know how to take no for an answer. Of course, he could have just decided to have a beer, but she doubted that. Most guys would have scampered off with their tails between their legs, but there Jordan sat, smiling at her.

      He lifted his glass as though offering her a salute, then took a sip and set his mug back on the bar.

      Unable to control herself, she smiled and then scooped up her drink order, returning to her customers. Adrenaline coursed through her as if she’d just run a marathon. The cocktails she carried nearly toppled as her hands quivered beneath the tray. How could a man she didn’t even know affect her in such a way?

      As the night progressed, she made excuses to walk past the bar. Every time she saw a food order for the bar, she’d snatch it up and personally deliver it to the bartender. All her tables were against the window, so her back was always to the bar, but she could swear she felt Jordan’s eyes following her.

      She wondered if she should be worried but, somehow, worried wasn’t the word coming to mind; flattered was more like it.

      As soon as she saw the bartender in the kitchen, she darted to him. “Billy, hey, gotta sec?”

      The bartender was grabbing a dinner plate, but he stopped to listen. Some bartenders could be cocky, but Billy had always been friendly. Of course, the extra tip she threw him at the end of her shift probably helped.

      “Sure, but I’m in the weeds. Whatcha need, C.J.?”

      “I was just wondering about the guy at the far end of the bar? The —”

      Billy cut her off by rolling his eyes. “You’re the tenth server who’s asked me about him. The military-looking guy, right?” C.J. nodded sheepishly. “Name’s Jordan. Seems like an interesting guy. Great tipper, too. I think he said he’s a contractor. Makes sense, he looks like a construction worker. It’s weird, though. He’s ordered several beers, but he only takes a sip or two, then pushes them away.”

      “So … has he asked about me —”

      “Gotta go, C.J. We’ll talk later.” Billy turned and darted off.

      Was Jordan waiting for her? she wondered.

      Business was slow, and Tim informed C.J. he’d closed her section. Under normal circumstances, this news would disappoint her. Typically, she’d offer to close for another server, but tonight, she felt otherwise inclined.

      She walked up behind the gentleman who was playing havoc with her perfect strategy of not dating while finishing college.

      What can it hurt? He doesn’t even live here.

      “Jordan,” she said in the boldest tone she could muster, leaning up against the counter alongside his barstool. “Are you stalking me? I already told you I don’t date.”
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        * * *

      

      Jordan felt a buzz rush through him when she said his name.

      He lifted his eyes to meet hers, inclining his head slightly. “I didn’t ask you on a date. I asked you to coffee.” He concentrated on keeping his voice confident. It wasn’t easy. She made him feel a bit shaky inside. Something he wasn’t accustomed to … with women or anyone else for that matter. He was used to being in control, taking command of every situation.

      “Even if I did date, I can’t go out like this. I smell like a restaurant,” she protested.

      It sounded like a pout from a child. But if she weren’t interested, she wouldn’t have come over to remind him she didn’t date. He almost laughed but restrained himself, realizing he was going to get his wish. He wanted this more than anything he’d ever wanted. Something about this woman had his insides bubbling.

      He moved his head closer, keeping his eyes indifferent. “You smell fine to me. Besides, I’ve been sitting here for hours, so I don’t think I’d notice anyway.”

      “I look terrible. My hair’s a mess. I’m not wearing any makeup, and —” She glanced down at her uniform. “Look at the way I’m dressed.”

      Following her gaze to her restaurant-issued shirt and khaki shorts, Jordan grinned. She was surrendering, and he was reveling in his victory. Now, to seize control. “It’s just coffee, Jaynee. If you want to get gussied up when I invite you on a real date, that’d be awesome. But right now, I just want to talk to you for a while. I saw a Starbucks a couple of blocks up the street; I’ll see you when you finish work.”

      Smiling, he turned away, focusing his attention elsewhere. He’d paid as he ordered so he wouldn’t have to wait to pay his tab. He gave the bartender a friendly nod. “Nice meetin’ ya, Billy. See ya ’round.”

      He hoped it would work, hoped she wouldn’t leave him sitting there like a dope. Perhaps he’d offended her by calling her Jaynee. How presumptuous he was behaving. He’d never pressed a girl to go out with him. But he needed at least one chance to survey these unbridled emotions running rampant through his mind.

      He left the restaurant with one fleeting glance in her direction. Her mouth was all but hanging open as she watched him walk away. Yes, it would work; she’d be there. He ambled off, grinning from ear to ear.
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        * * *

      

      C.J. stood there speechless, her jaw open in a catatonic stupor, baffled by her reaction.

      She thought she’d been in control. She’d just wanted to tease Jordan, never considering for a second that he’d be able to turn the tables on her. But he had, and now she felt all warm and fuzzy inside. He’d called her Jaynee again. She liked the way he said her middle name with that drawl. Would she go to meet him? Did she have a choice?

      No man had ever affected her in this manner. Not even the one whose letter she’d repeatedly crumpled in her pocket, and she’d spent years with him. Wasted was a more accurate depiction. Would Jordan be the same? He didn’t even live in Florida. Where could this possibly lead? That was the thought confirming her resolution. It was just coffee, nothing more, as he’d suggested. If she didn’t go, she’d always wonder, what-if?
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        * * *

      

      Jordan waited patiently. It was only eight-thirty, and he figured it would take her until at least nine to finish up at work and walk through the door at Starbucks.

      She’d only had one table left. He’d wanted to offer to pay their bill if they’d leave, but he couldn’t. She would think he was insane. She probably already thought he was controlling, but he knew she just needed a push. Why would anyone as pretty as her, not date?

      His eyes focused on the door every time it opened. He sat at a small table in the corner where she would sit across from him. She would come. He was certain. He saw something in her eyes. No doubt, she felt the instant attraction, too.

      He glanced at his phone. Nine o’clock. How long would he wait? Until they closed … and if she didn’t show … what then? Would he return to the restaurant tomorrow and allow her to reject him again? Yes, without a moment’s hesitation.

      The door opened again. He glanced up, and she was there.

      Unable to masquerade his elation, he smiled wide and stood as she walked toward him. He pulled out a chair for her to sit. She was more reserved than he was, but she offered him a warm smile in return.

      Jaynee had removed her barrette, and her hair fell around her shoulders and down her back in light curls. Her full lips glistened, beckoning a kiss. He’d been wrong. She wasn’t just pretty; she was beautiful. How had he not noticed how breathtaking she was?

      Jordan sat back down in his chair. “Thank you for not standing me up. I don’t think my self-esteem could have taken it,” he admitted.

      “Well, you didn’t leave me any choice. I didn’t want you to wait here all night, and it didn’t look like you were going to accept no for an answer. Why is that?” She chuckled, shaking her head, clearly mystified by his insistence. It was nice to hear her laugh. She’d been so serious earlier.

      “I honestly don’t know.” He smiled. “What would you like to drink?”

      “A … vanilla latte …”

      Her answer was immediate but sounded more like a question, uncomfortable, as if she weren’t accustomed to men buying things for her.

      Jordan walked to the counter to order her drink. He liked the fact that she knew what she wanted. He hated when women couldn’t make simple decisions. Her selection had been uncomplicated, too, not a total frou-frou drink. He drank his coffee black. Years in the military warranted that practice. What some women consumed could hardly be called coffee.

      He watched Jaynee while waiting for her drink. Why hadn’t he accepted no for an answer? It wasn’t his first rejection. That wasn’t his motivation. It hadn’t bothered him that she’d said no. What troubled him was the thought of never seeing her again. He wanted to open her cover. He wanted to discover everything about her.

      He couldn’t just tell her that. However, he’d try to be as straightforward as possible and could only hope he wouldn’t frighten her away.

      He offered the lady behind the counter a thankful nod when she set down the drink, then picked up Jaynee’s coffee and headed back to her, unable to ignore the bounce in his step. For the first time in a while, he was excited about getting to know a woman. It’d been years since he’d done anything other than go out with a woman because his sister or best friend had forced a date on him.

      As he placed her steaming latte in front of her, Jordan couldn’t contain a chuckle when he thought about what he was doing. “Now I’m waiting on you,” he said, leaning closer, so close he could smell her. She smelled incredible. He detected a slight grin, but then she gnawed on her bottom lip. Something made her apprehensive.

      “Thank you, and thank you for being such a gentleman. Men don’t stand when women enter the room, pull out chairs for them to sit, or insist they have coffee with them anymore, do they? Though … I’m not sure that last aspect constitutes gentlemanly behavior.”

      He took a seat across from her and just smiled at her comment. Her eyes flicked toward the door, then down at her coffee. Was she afraid of someone walking in and seeing her with him? She didn’t have a ring. That was the first thing he’d looked for before asking her out.

      Her eyes returned to him. “Why did you want to have coffee with me when you don’t even live here?” She flashed a half-hearted attempt at a smile.

      “I honestly don’t know.” He paused for an instant and gave some thought to what he wanted to tell her. “I don’t want to scare you, but I felt something from the moment our eyes met.” She didn’t rocket from her chair again … a positive indication. So he continued, “It didn’t matter that we didn’t know each other or if I lived in another country. I just couldn’t walk away, always wondering, what-if? Does that make sense?”

      She gave him a genuine smile this time but then fiddled with her stirrer stick, swirling her coffee. “Sort of, but it doesn’t make sense. Those things don’t happen in reality, only in movies. Real life is harsh; there are no fairy tales.” She flashed a glance at the door again as if it were her escape, but she remained seated. She took a sip of her coffee. “This will keep me up all night, you know.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head and sighing. “So you don’t believe people can have an instant attraction to each other?”

      “Sure I do,” she said with a chuckle. “A physical one. But then, after the initial attraction wears off, they’ll show their true stripes.” Her eyes returned to her cup.

      Just when he thought he’d broken through her guard, she’d thrown him a curveball.

      “Wow … sounds as though someone did a number on you.” She shrugged, and he knew he’d stumbled onto something. “And since you’ll be up all night …” He grinned when her eyes grew wide. “I’d be happy to stay up with you and listen if you want to talk.”

      Jaynee sucked in a deep breath, then exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “I’m damaged goods, trust me. I’m not worth staying up all night.” She took another deep breath. He was sure she wanted to say more, but she turned her head and gazed at the door.

      She probably expected him to charge the exit. Maybe she wanted him to retreat. Perhaps most men would, but he couldn’t force himself to budge. He wanted to know more.

      “Jaynee … Can I call you Jaynee?” He kept his voice low and soft.

      “I suppose.” She shrugged. “I actually like it.” She returned her eyes to his. They were misty. He decided to change the subject.

      “Perfect. I do, too.” He kept his expression light, hoping he hadn’t pushed her. He really wanted to connect with her. “What do you like to do for fun, Jaynee?”

      She shrugged. “Not much. I work and go to college. Spend my free days at the beach or with my grandmother. She’s the only positive thing in my life.” She smiled at the mention of her grandmother. So, they had at least one thing in common. They were both close with their grandmothers.
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        * * *

      

      Jaynee felt herself relax as Jordan fired questions at her. He hadn’t run away when she tried to frighten him off. He seemed generally interested in her dull existence.

      He asked her about her favorite movies, books, and music. He asked about
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