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      Can an ex-con actually be one of the good guys?

      
        Claire Holland returns to her hometown of Red Ridge, Kentucky to nurse her broken heart after finding her longtime boyfriend in the arms of another woman. Well, the scene wasn’t quite that eloquent. But she no sooner arrives and she must deal with putting her grandfather in a nursing home, dealing with her derelict younger brother who has been hanging out with some pretty unsavory characters, and running the family diner. She doesn’t have time for a manicure or a haircut let alone a relationship. And she certainly doesn’t have time to deal with the hot guy who keeps staring at her butt. A hot guy who is also an ex-con. Not only does he want to work for her at the diner, he’s also interested in renting the apartment above the diner.

        

        Jordan Quinn hates being labeled an ex-con, but that’s what he is. It doesn’t matter that he already served his time. People still look at him like he’s a pariah, including his new landlord aka boss Claire Holland. Even though she makes it perfectly clear she wants nothing to do with him, Jordan can’t fight his attraction to her. Not even when she uses him by having revenge sex so she can rub it in her ex’s face.

        

        But when he realizes she doesn’t trust him with her heart or as a business partner, he learns a very painful lesson. You can’t erase your past no matter how badly you want it to disappear. He wonders if Claire can ever look beyond the man he used to be and see the man he is today.

        

        Claire learns an important lesson of her own. Don’t assume and judge. Because she might just lose the best guy on the planet.

      

      [image: ]

      
        Want to know when I release a new book?  Signup for my newsletter.

      

    

  


  
    
      For Dad.  I know if you were here you would be proud.  Miss and love you.

      

      And a special thank you to author friend Mary Campisi for the great title.  What would I ever do without you?
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      Claire Holland didn’t know what made her want to throw up more; the fact that her three-pound Yorkie had barfed on her only pair of Jimmy Choo pumps this morning or the sight of her boyfriend’s—ex-boyfriend’s . . . appendage . . . in that waitress’s mouth.  Both were enough to gag her.

      She glared at the guilt stricken little dog who was shaking uncontrollably in her tiny closet.  “Theo, how could you?  Those were my favorite shoes,” she accused, pointing to the ruined, red, four-inch heels.  “Couldn’t you have picked an old pair of sneakers to toss your cookies in?”

      Theo dipped his head in shame, which made Claire feel badly for scolding him.  “It’s okay, baby.  I forgive you.”  She scooped the little guy up and held him to her chest, rubbing his soft fur through her fingers.  “You’ve had a rough few months.  So have I.”  And while she could forgive an innocent dog she didn’t quite feel the same about forgiving Noah Esposito.  Even though his infidelity had happened more than three months ago.  There were just some things you never got over.

      But things happened for a reason, she supposed.  After all, if Haley Jacobson hadn’t been trying to swallow Noah’s “appendage” in the first place, Claire might never have returned to Red Ridge, Kentucky.  To her wonderful life here.  To her brother who seemed to hate her for some reason, to the diner where she worked sixteen-hour days, seven days a week, and to her Papa who barely seemed to remember her since moving into the nursing home right after she’d returned.  She would never have inherited Theo if Mrs. Zelnac hadn’t suffered a stroke and had also moved to the nursing home.  Falling Waters.  The same one as Papa.  At least her grandfather had a friend there, if he remembered the woman, that is.

      Claire, on the other hand, had no one, it seemed.  Her brother Lennon barely tolerated her, came to work at the diner and scowled at her, only to do the same the next day.  Her sister Starr—yes both her sister and brother were named after Beatles and she wasn’t and no one had any idea why—had just graduated from med school.  She was about to start a residency program at a hospital in Lexington.  She wanted to be a general physician and return to her hometown of Red Ridge someday.  That would be great, having Starr nearby and free check-ups as well.  Rosie Appleton—Rosie Hubbard now—her best friend from high school was happily married to an orthodontist and had three kids, which didn’t leave her much time for herself.  Not that Claire had any free time of her own.  But on the rare occasions they had gotten together during the past few months, it had been fun.  Even though Rosie mostly talked about how wonderful married life and motherhood was.  “You should try it, Claire,” she’d said, like Claire even had time to consider it.  Not that she would consider it any time soon, even if she did have time.  Men were scum—with the exception of her Papa—and were not to be trusted.  If dating and living with Noah all those years had taught her anything, it was that.

      Besides, she was thirty-seven, soon to be thirty-eight.  Too old to be thinking about having babies and settling down.  With running the diner she wouldn’t even have time to care for one child, let alone multiple children.  Like she said, things happened for a reason.  And she was obviously put on earth to work her ass off and grow old and gray alone.  The funny thing was, she was okay with it.  Or at least today she was.  It was everyone else in town that looked at her with pity.  “Poor Claire,” she’d heard them say.  “She needs a man in her life to help her.”  “Working at the diner is going to kill her, just like it did her grandmother.”

      But they were wrong.  She didn’t need a man.  No thanks.  Been there.  Done that.  Sighing, she set Theo down on the floor of her closet and went to get some rags to clean up his mess.  Then it was off to work she’d go.  Heigh-ho.  Heigh-ho.
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      Jordan Quinn parked his bike beneath a large red awning at the end of the building, took off his helmet and made his way up the walk to the Red Ridge Diner.  He peeked through the glass window.  It was supposed to open at six but the “Closed” sign still hung proudly from the front door even though it was already six-twelve a.m.  He wanted to be the first one to read through the help-wanted ads in the Lexington Herald since there was no longer a paper being printed in Red Ridge.  He needed a job.  And he knew some of the employers in Red Ridge still posted their job openings in the Herald. If you didn’t get to the paper first, people came along and borrowed—without returning—the sections they found of interest.  That had happened just last week when he’d showed up at the diner for a piece of cherry pie and a chance to browse through the paper.  Lo and behold the help-wanted section was already gone.

      Outside the diner, he waited patiently as thunder rolled through the low-hanging clouds.  He hated riding in the rain and the drive back to the farm was a good twenty minutes from town.  He would have to wait out the storm.

      Ten minutes later he peered through the glass again.  Still no sign of anyone inside.  He could always use his cell to find a job, but he hated scrolling through the tiny print.  And he supposed he could go down the street to another restaurant—maybe they had a paper—or to the fast food place at the edge of town.  He remembered seeing a paper box outside.  But neither had coffee as good as the diner’s.  Strong and black.  Strong enough to curl your toes.  Besides, he enjoyed watching the owner as she bent to do her morning chores or scurried across the room to wait on customers.  She had a nice ass.  Not too big and not too small.  Plump.  That was the word he was looking for.  What he wouldn’t give to squeeze those round globes in his hands.  Not much to offer in the breast department but that was okay.  That sweet, luscious, perfect ass made up for it.

      Her face was easy on the eyes too.  Thick, dark red hair that she wore twisted atop her head.  Big green eyes that twinkled when the sun shone through the windows.  Full lips made for kissing.  She rarely wore makeup, at least not that he could tell.  Then again, what the hell did he know?  He practically avoided eye contact with her when he saw her.  Liked it better when her back was to him so he could concentrate on her ass instead.

      He scrubbed at his face.  God he needed to get laid.  Since he’d gotten out of Unicor he’d only had sex once; the first week he’d been home.  He’d driven two counties away—just so he wouldn’t have to face the woman again if he ever ran into her—and picked up a nice young lady at a bowling alley of all places.  She’d taken him back to her place, a cute little bungalow, all neat and tidy.  Said her son was with her ex for the weekend, that they could make all the noise they wanted, and they certainly had.  He’d banged her silly.  After not having sex for fifteen years it was no wonder.  The next morning she’d said, “Wow!  You fuck like you haven’t had sex in forever.”  Jordan had only smiled, kissed her on the cheek and left.  He’d never seen her again.  Nor did he intend to.  Hell, he didn’t even remember her name.  That had been ten months ago.

      Since then he’d been working at Shelby’s Acres.  His sister Kennedy had married the owner last summer.  Jake Hastings.  A good guy.  And Jordan had given her away.  He was glad she was happy, and the best news was that she was pregnant and due any day now.  He was going to be an uncle.  Again.

      He and his fifteen-year-old niece Sydney had grown close since he’d been back.  She was a great kid.  Kept begging him to teach her to drive but Jordan said not until she had a learner’s permit, which she couldn’t get for another few months.

      He wished he had the money to buy her a car, but that wasn’t going to happen.  Even though he had saved nearly every penny he’d earned working for his brother-in-law—with the exception of what he had spent on his bike—he probably didn’t have enough.  Not with what vehicles cost these days.

      Besides, he was sure Jake would buy her something suitable when the time came.  The family seemed to be swimming in money.  Which was why they were overpaying him, he was sure.  That and the fact that he was Kennedy’s brother.  He had to get out of there.  Not that he didn’t like or appreciate the job, the hospitality or their generosity, but Jordan didn’t belong there.  He felt uncomfortable.  The family was made up of socialites.  Jake’s sister was married to the mayor, in fact.  Yep, it was time to move.  To do his own thing.  Have his own space.  Even if it didn’t compare to that beautiful home on all those lush green acres of land.  He’d miss it, sure.  But he was starting to feel pressured to fit into their tight little world.  And Jordan had never fit in anywhere.

      An elderly gentleman parked his car in the lot and came to stand beside him on the sidewalk.  He’d seen the guy before.  He was one of the regulars.  “Looks like rain,” he said.  A pause as he looked at his watch.  “Claire must have slept in, but that’s unlike her.  I hope she’s not sick.”

      Jordan, not one to make idle chitchat, nodded instead.

      “She works too hard, I tell you.  Her grandfather wouldn’t approve.  But he’s over in Falling Waters.”  The old guy pointed to his temple.  “Seems old Ben Holland has a case of dementia.  So he probably has no idea how hard that girl works to keep this place going.”

      Again, Jordan nodded.  He didn’t think of Claire as a girl.  She was probably in her late thirties.  But still pretty in a plain sort of way.  And that ass . . .

      “You’d think that no good brother of hers would step up to the plate, if you catch my drift.  But Lennon’s more interested in whoring around and drinking it up over at the Loose Goose.”

      Jordan pretended to be interested in what the old guy had to say.  He forced a smile and shrugged.  “Boys will be boys.”

      “He’s no longer a boy.  He’s twenty-two, I think.  He’s a man now.”

      Twenty-two.  But the guy still thought Claire was just a girl.  Jordan didn’t bother to argue with him.  Hearing the lock turn behind him, he breathed a sigh of relief.  He spun around and saw Claire Holland swing the door open and flip the sign around to announce they were now open for business.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.  “I thought Lennon was opening this morning but it turns out he texted me late last night to say he was going to be late.  And then Theo threw up on a pair of my good shoes so I had that to clean up . . .”  She blew out a frustrated breath and rushed behind the counter.  “Coffee will be ready in just a few minutes.  In the meantime I can offer you both a piece of pie.  On the house, of course.”

      “No thanks,” Jordan mumbled.  He grabbed the newspaper from the counter and took a seat in a booth near the back.  Slipped his leather jacket off his arms and set it and his helmet on the opposite side of the booth.

      The old guy made himself comfortable on a red vinyl stool at the counter.  “I’d like a piece of the lemon meringue, if you don’t mind,” Jordan heard the old geezer say.

      “You got it, Pete.”

      “I still can’t believe Mrs. Zelnac stuck you with that mutt of hers,” he grumbled.  “Like you don’t have enough to do around here.”

      The place needed a complete makeover.  Jordan would bet those were the original stools.  And the place had obviously been around since the sixties.  Everything needed a fresh coat of paint.  The booths either needed reupholstered or replaced.  The lighting and wall décor needed updated as well.  But it was clean.  He had to give her that.

      Claire set a piece of pie and a fork in front of the old guy.  “I don’t mind.  Really.  And Theo and I have grown pretty close.  If he would just stop barfing all the time.”  Claire turned her back on old Pete to measure out the coffee.

      Jordan lowered the paper so he could watch her ass sway with her movements as she worked.  She was wearing a black turtleneck sweater with jeans.  Jeans that molded across her backside nicely.

      “I need to go warm up the griddle,” she said to Pete.  “Be a doll and watch the door for me.  Okay?”

      Claire cast a glance Jordan’s way as she walked past him on her way to the kitchen.  He heard a tiny squeaking sound that sounded an awful lot like a dog barking.  Wasn’t that a health violation?  Having a dog in the kitchen?  Not that he had a problem with it, but still.

      He pretended to study the paper.  And then she was out of sight.  He sucked in a breath and let it out, found the section he was looking for and started skimming through the ads.

      The pickings were quite slim.  A used car salesman, experienced only need apply.  A pharmacy tech, experienced only need apply.  An ad for a counter worker at a fast food place.  That didn’t excite him.  But, hey, you didn’t need experience.  A part-time dog walker, no thanks.  A hair dresser.  Scratch.  A caregiver to an elderly person, must be compassionate.  Definitely not for him.  He was many things but compassionate wasn’t one of his attributes.  And last, but not least, a car detailer at the local Suds ‘n Drive.  The thing was most jobs in a small town like this one were advertised by word of mouth.  No reason to waste money on a newspaper ad when all you had to do was show up at the local barber shop or hair salon and mention you were looking for help.  Somebody always knew of someone in need of a job.  A relative or a friend of a friend.

      Jordan really didn’t know anyone in town besides his sister.  They had only lived here for a few short months before he’d gone away.  But Kennedy had chosen to make Red Ridge her home.  Which was the only reason he had come back here.

      He set the paper aside and stared out the window.  The rain had started coming down hard.  It looked like he would have to wait until it let up a little before leaving.  No reason to hydroplane trying to get home.  Besides, it was his day off at the farm.  So there was no rush.  Maybe he would have that pie, or perhaps some eggs.  Although that would mean Claire would not only have to work the front counter but play cook back in the kitchen as well.

      She came rushing past him again, treating him to a nice view of that luscious sweet ass as it jiggled slightly.  “Coffee should be ready,” she said and made her way behind the counter.

      She served Pete first, placing sugar and creamers in front of him.  Then she poured another cup and started his way.  “Black, right?”

      Jordan nodded.  “Thank you.”  He had only come by the diner a few times during the past few weeks, but it seemed she already knew how he liked his coffee.  He breathed in the heady aroma and took a sip.  Heaven.  Just then the bell above the door chimed announcing more diners.

      Two chatty women, yacking it up, shook out their umbrellas and took the first booth nearest the door.  A man dressed in work boots and jeans took a seat next to Pete and started a conversation with the old geezer.  Ten minutes later more people filled the seats in the dining room.

      By lunchtime the place would be packed.  Then it would slow down until dinner time.

      He sat back, sipping at his coffee as Claire ran around the dining room taking orders, then went back and forth to the kitchen to cook eggs for the guy at the counter next to Pete and a couple who had just walked in.

      A while later a young man entered the dining room, via the kitchen, and Jordan saw Claire scowl at him.  “Where have you been?” she mouthed.

      Jordan angled in his seat to get a better look.  So this must be the brother.  This ought to be good.
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      “Lennon, where have you been?” Claire said, trying to keep her voice down while standing in the back of the dining room near the kitchen door.

      “I sent you a text.”  He shrugged, placing a baseball cap over his crown of dark auburn waves.  “Said I’d be late.”

      “You didn’t text me until after two in the morning.  So I didn’t see it until I woke.  I slept in till six this morning because I thought you were going to open today.”

      “Jeez.  Sorry.  Will you get off my back?”

      He wasn’t sorry at all.  “I’m trying to run a business here.  And I can’t do it by myself.”

      “Then hire some more help.  You keep talking about it but you don’t do it.  You’d rather play the martyr instead.”

      Claire studied her brother.  He was twenty-two and going nowhere fast.  He had a small group of losers for friends, which included Billy Easton, the biggest loser of all.  None had college degrees.  Lennon had gone to school for less than a year before dropping out and saying it wasn’t for him.  Which would have been fine if he had come home and applied himself.  If he took his job at the diner more seriously.  But, no.  All he cared about was hooking up with girls and getting drunk.

      What was wrong with him lately?  She didn’t remember him ever acting so poorly when she’d come home from Cincinnati for visits.  And if he had, Papa had never said a word about it.  At least not to her.

      The hot guy in the last booth kept glancing over his shoulder and appeared to be eavesdropping.  So she took Lennon by the arm and corralled him into the kitchen where they wouldn’t be heard.  “Papa would be so disappointed in you.  I bet he never let you get away with this crap when he was in charge.  Did he?”

      Lennon didn’t bother to respond unless that eye roll counted.  Claire had gone off to college when she was eighteen and Lennon was only three.  After school, she’d followed her college boyfriend Noah to Cincinnati where they had both gotten jobs with a large hotel chain.  She in management, and he as a chef.  Then when Noah had decided to open a restaurant, Claire had surprised him with a check of her hard earned money to invest in it as well.  Forty thousand dollars.  And hadn’t that turned out swell?

      The first time she’d suspected Noah had cheated on her was ten years ago.  But he’d denied it up and down, and since she had no real proof, she’d given him another chance.  He’d asked her to marry him shortly after that but something told her to stall.  She’d been stalling ever since.  And then she’d walked into the kitchen three months ago and found him and Haley together.  Later he’d finally admitted he had been cheating on her for years.  Men.  They were all ass wipes.  Papa excluded.

      But she didn’t want her brother to be one of the bad guys.  She wanted him to meet a nice girl, settle down someday and have children.  At least she’d have nieces and nephews to love and spoil since it was too late to have kids of her own.  Well, not technically, but since there were no prospects at the moment from which to choose to father those kids, it was more than likely she would never be a mother.  The thought saddened her, but she was a true believer that if it was meant to be then it would happen.

      Their grandfather had been one of the good guys.  He and Grandma Emma had adopted two boys.  One hadn’t turned out so well, but Uncle Mark was the sheriff now.  He and Aunt Mary had raised a daughter.  Her cousin Liza.

      After the death of Claire’s parents, Papa and Grandma had taken in their three grandchildren.  Claire had been fifteen at the time, Starr only five and Lennon just a newborn.  If anyone could straighten out her brother it was Papa.  He’d always been a hard worker, had insisted the kids work in the diner from the time they were each fourteen years old.  And he was stern, didn’t take crap from anyone.  Although if you didn’t know the man you might not ever believe that after seeing him in that nursing home.  He was now pale, fragile and helpless looking.

      “When’s the last time you visited Papa?”

      “I told you I’m not going back to that smelly place to see him!  I hate it there!  All those old people!  It’s disgusting.  Last time I was there some old lady shit her drawers.  Right in the middle of the activities room.  I almost threw up.”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “Then get off my case,” he said, glaring at her.  He grabbed an apron from a peg on the wall and tied it around his waist.  “You know you should have stayed in Cincinnati.  Then Papa would have sold the diner and that would be it.”

      Claire stared at her brother.  “Why would you want him to sell the diner?  To strangers no less?”

      “So we don’t have to work here.”

      “Lennon, where would you work?  What would you do?  You don’t even have a college degree.”

      “I know.  You keep reminding me.  Thank you very much.  But just because I’m not a doctor like Starr doesn’t mean I’m worthless, you know.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “No?  But that’s how you treat me.  Like I’m a loser.  Like I need you to tell me what to do around here.  I’ve been working here for eight years.  I know what to do, Claire.”

      She’d had enough of his surly attitude and his smart mouth.  They had customers waiting.  “Then why don’t you grow up and start doing it?”  She turned and pushed open the swinging kitchen door.

      “Because then you wouldn’t have anyone to boss around!” he shouted at her.  “You couldn’t play the martyr.  That’s why you won’t hire anyone.  Poor little Claire.  Her boyfriend cheated on her so she plans to hide in this crappy little town and work in this crappy little diner the rest of her life!”

      Claire’s mouth dropped open.  She was so angry she could slap Lennon across the face.  But instead she sucked it up and marched back to the dining room.  Hot guy was staring at her.  She could feel his eyes boring into her as she walked back behind the counter.  Obviously he had heard Lennon’s last comments.  How could he not?  She took a calming breath and put on her best smile.  “Anyone need more coffee?”

      A few hours later Claire looked at her watch.  Ten o’clock was her favorite time of day.  Too late for breakfast and too early for lunch.  The place was usually empty around that time.  But for some reason hot guy was still hanging around.  He’d been there almost four hours now.  Didn’t he have anything better to do than sip coffee and read the paper all morning?  Which she knew he wasn’t really reading.  Once, when she’d approached him to see if he wanted a refill, the paper had been upside down, and yet he’d pretended to be grossly interested in an article.

      God, she hoped he wasn’t some crazy stalker.  She’d never seen him before a few weeks ago.  He hadn’t grown up around here or she would remember.  You didn’t forget a guy who looked like that.  Brawny was the best way to describe him.  Lots of lean muscle.  A guy you wouldn’t mess with.  He was tall, about six-two, maybe taller, with dark wavy hair that brushed the tops of his ears and hazel eyes that occasionally peered out at her.  His jaw was rugged and unshaved this morning.  He was dressed in a navy blue Henley with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows—showing off a tattoo of a bulldog on his right forearm—jeans and boots.  He reminded her of Hugh Jackman, her favorite fantasy lover.

      Totally opposite of Noah, the man she had spent the last twenty years with.  Noah was fair skinned.  Tall, yes, but thin.  No match for the likes of hot guy.  And why was she comparing the two of them anyway?  Jeez.

      She was about to go back to the kitchen to talk to Lennon—maybe he had calmed down since this morning—when hot guy got out of his seat and walked up to the counter.  Finally, he was ready to leave.  Not that she minded him sitting there for four hours sucking up free refills.

      Honestly, she thought, trying not to roll her eyes.  Then again, there was something about him that made her feel a little vigilant.  “All set then?” she asked with a smile as he handed her a five-dollar bill.

      “Keep the change.”  Hot guy turned to walk out the door then changed his mind and turned to look at her.  “Did I hear you mention you could use some help around this place?”

      What!  Oh, no.  Never in a million years would she hire him.  But since she didn’t want to appear as if she was discriminating in any way, she gave him an employment application and a pen.

      He rested his lean hips on one of the stools and began filling it out right there.

      “You can take it with you, if that’s more convenient.”

      “It’s not.”

      She blinked.  Okay then.  He didn’t look like the type of man who had any kind of restaurant experience.  He looked more like a construction worker or maybe he wrestled alligators for a living.  Plus he had no personality.  She’d never once seen him crack a smile.

      She smoothed a hand over her jeans.  “I really need someone with experience.”

      He nodded.  “Great.  I’m sure you won’t be disappointed then.”  He slid the application across the counter, set the pen aside.

      “And I’ll need references,” she said, reading his name at the top of the paper.  Jordan Quinn.

      “Not a problem.  Do you know Jake Hastings from Shelby’s Acres?”

      She knew Jake, well barely.  But she knew who he was.  He’d been a year or two behind her in school.  She glanced at his application again.  “It says that’s where you work now.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well I’m sure the pay is much better there than what I can afford to pay you.”

      “It’s not about the money.”

      “Why would you want to switch jobs?  I hear that’s a great place to work.”

      He stared at her for a moment.  “I’m afraid of horses.”

      “Oh.”  She cleared her throat and skimmed over his application again.  Shelby’s Acres was a horse farm after all.  “It says here you have fifteen years of experience in the kitchen.  And you were a manager as well?”

      “Yep.”

      For a company called Unicor in Lexington.  She’d never heard of it.  “Is Unicor some kind of non-profit business?”

      “No.”  He waited a beat.  “It’s a prison.  A federal prison.”

      Claire couldn’t swallow.  Nor could she close her mouth.
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      Jordan was waiting for Claire Holland to recover.  According to his parole officer he had to disclose his criminal record to any potential employers.  He just hadn’t expected her to go into shock.  Maybe applying for a job here had been a bad idea.  However, he needed a job and this place would suit him well.  The long hours would keep him busy.  Not that they would cure his loneliness or his desire to have sex with a woman.  But he wanted to work, and what better place than a diner?  As long as he didn’t have to make idle chitchat with customers he would do just fine.

      “So that means you were . . .”

      “Incarcerated,” he finished for her.  “An inmate.  A prisoner.”

      She blinked, her entire body on edge.  “I see.”

      It was the first time he’d made eye contact with her.  The first time he’d noticed the tiny smattering of freckles dotting her nose.  But gone was the easy smile she seemed to have for everyone.  That had been replaced with trembling lips while tiny beads of sweat dotted her forehead.

      “What did you do?”  She shook her head slightly.  “I mean, what were you convicted of?”

      “Bank robbery.”

      “Oh,” she said, then her eyes widened.  “Oh!”  Her lips formed a perfectly round circle and dirty thoughts of her using that mouth on him came to mind.  Then she smacked her lips together and snapped out of it.  Lips that were normally full and seductive, just not at the moment.

      “Yes, that one,” he clarified.  Everyone in Red Ridge probably remembered the robbery at the First National Bank nearly sixteen years ago as it was the only time anyone had attempted to rob a bank in this town.

      “I wasn’t living in Red Ridge at the time but I remember someone had gotten shot.”  Her gaze went to his torso.

      “Yes.  My father.  He was shot and killed by one of the guards.”

      “Oh, I’m so . . .”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Well, I’ll certainly give this some thought, Mr. Quinn,” she said, straightening and waving the application in front of her.  “I’ll call you.”

      Jordan almost laughed.  He had a feeling she would rip his application to shreds and toss it in the trash the minute he walked out of the place.  “Ms. Holland, we both know you’re not going to call me, and that’s a shame because I could be a great asset to you.”

      She blinked in surprise.  “Well, I’m sure you think so.”  She crossed her hands over her chest, the application dangling from the very tips of her fingers as if the damn thing had cooties.

      “I’m good at taking orders.  I have fifteen years of experience doing just that.”  He wasn’t trying to be funny and then again she obviously didn’t think so either, as her expression hadn’t changed.  So much for trying to make light of the situation.  But that didn’t stop him from continuing.  “I’m great at fixing things.  I’m amazing in the kitchen doing anything from cooking to washing dishes.  Speaking of cooking, and I don’t like to brag, but I can make a few dishes that will knock your socks off.  And I have a lot of good ideas for making this place look spectacular without tearing it down and starting over.  If you give me the chance I can definitely increase your profit margin.”

      She dropped her arms to her sides.  “There’s nothing wrong with this place.  My grandparents have owned it since the sixties and—”

      “It looks like it.”  He was beginning to wonder if even the dishes here were originals.

      She scowled at him.  “And I am in the process of buying it from my Papa who’s in a nursing home.  I’m just waiting for some money that I’m owed by . . . someone.”

      “Is that someone possibly your ex?”

      “It’s really none of your business, but yes.  I invested in my boyfriend’s restaurant in Cincinnati.  He’s in the process of getting a loan to pay me back.”

      “Uh, huh.  He’s had three months.”

      “You know, you really shouldn’t eavesdrop, Mr. Quinn.  It’s rude.”

      “And it’s also rude to keep your customers locked outside for thirty minutes, like you did this morning.  If I opened for you every day that would never happen.  You could sleep in and not have to worry.  Nor would you have to work so damn hard.”

      She blew out a puff of air, toyed with her topknot.  “You’re determined.  I’ll give you that.  But I’m not really hiring anyone at the moment.  I can handle things just fine with the help I already have.”  She turned her back on him and pretended to wipe a counter that didn’t need wiping.

      Jordan didn’t really have anything more to say to the martyr, as her brother had called her.  Yes, he had heard most of their discussion earlier.  “Well then, I guess I’ll be on my way.  Thanks for your time.”  He took one last look at that ass and smiled appreciatively as he walked out the door.

      [image: ]

      Two days after Jordan Quinn had applied for a job at the diner, Claire’s best waitress quit on her.  She was six months pregnant and was having health issues.  Her doctor wanted her off her feet for the remainder of her pregnancy.  And just this morning one of the cooks gave a two-week notice.  He was sorry, he’d said, but his wife got a big promotion at the bank where she worked—the one Jordan Quinn had robbed—and he was going to stay home with the kids, at least for the summer, which was just around the corner.  He’d gone on to explain that it was time they saved some money for a house, so they could get out of the trailer park where they lived.  With the promotion and no child care expenses to deal with they may just be able to do that now.  “Good for you,” she’d said with a forced smile and as much enthusiasm as possible then felt like crying.

      And if that was the worst of it she may have managed to get through the day without having a breakdown.  But no . . .

      A customer found a fingernail in her chef salad.  A fingernail!  She shuddered.  Last week someone had found a hair.  And the week before that a piece of chewing gum was found stuck to the bottom of a customer’s plate.  She knew who the culprit was.  Melinda Harrington.  Her newest kitchen worker.  Always fiddling with her hair, smacking her gum and biting her nails.  Claire had warned her for the last time.  She’d all but thrown her out the door only an hour ago.  Then she’d walked outside and screamed at the top of her lungs.  Although it hadn’t helped any.

      “What are we going to do?” Lennon asked when the lunch crowd had cleared.

      “I don’t know.  I just don’t know,” she said, hugging herself.  She took off her apron.  “I’m going to go let Theo out and then I’m going to run down to the nursing home to see Papa.”

      “What’s he going to do about it?” her brother asked.

      “Nothing!  I need to calm my nerves a bit, and
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