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Natalie Nash woke to the insistent ringing of her alarm. She groaned and rolled over, wishing desperately for a few more minutes of sleep. Her eyes burned with fatigue and overuse. Going to bed at midnight and getting up at six-thirty left too little time for sleep. She slapped at the snooze button, silencing the shrill noise, but the alarm had done its job. She was awake now, unable to catch even a moment’s rest. As her mind cleared, she looked at the clock numbers, then sat up, swinging her feet to the floor in less time than it took to say, “I’m late!”

This couldn’t be happening. If she was late for work, she’d never earn the right to apply for the medical librarian’s assistant job that would soon be available, if her information was right. Even one late day would be a strike against her. With that in mind, she jumped into the shower, then hurried to dress for work and brushed her teeth, then her hair, leaving it loose around her shoulders. With a glance toward the tiny kitchen in her one-bedroom apartment, she promised her protesting stomach she’d get something later. She slipped on her coat, hooked her purse strap over her shoulder, then stepped into the hall and locked her door.

She lived on the second floor, and took the stairs in a near run, which didn’t slow through the hall downstairs or out the door and across the parking lot to her car. Breathing heavily in the frosty air, she unlocked her car as she approached it. Then she opened the door to get inside, but froze when she saw something that caused her to take a sharp breath.

With her attention centered on a man leaning against a green hatchback car several yards away, she pulled her purse from her shoulder and tossed it in, too. The man looked at her as if he felt her gaze. It seemed their eyes met, but the distance was too far away. She couldn’t tell if he was actually looking at her. A shiver of awareness ran down her back, bringing her to the present and the urgency to get to work. It couldn’t be who she’d thought, anyway. She slid into the car, settling behind her steering wheel. Cam wasn’t in Springfield, Missouri. He hadn’t been for over a year. She started her car, carefully keeping her eyes turned away from the man as she snapped her seatbelt into place and drove to the street, looked, then turned to the right in the northbound lane.

Forcing her mind to return to the problem at hand, she concentrated on getting to work with no more delays. Not that it helped, because she couldn’t stop wondering why that man had caused such a reaction in her. She hadn’t been thinking about Cameron Hagen. He was in Seattle, all the way across the country. This was the worst possible time for him to make an appearance. Either in person or as a figment of her imagination, it didn’t matter. She had other things to think about. More important things than the man she’d once loved. That love was dead now, because he’d killed it when he left. She’d begged him to stay, but he felt he had to go. He had to take the job offer constructing an office development in the suburbs of Seattle. Why there? Why couldn’t he have found a job here so they could have stayed together? Oh, but she knew the answer to that. It was because his love for her wasn’t what he claimed. And she had to stop thinking of him. Rehashing the past would do no one any good.

As she reached the clinic where she worked as a medical administrative assistant, she shoved him out of her mind, but knew it would take more than that to keep his presence away. When she pulled into a parking space, she bowed her head for a minute and prayed for help. “Please, Lord, help me keep my mind from straying to Cam. I can’t think I’m seeing him everywhere like I did after he left last year. Take him from my mind and my heart. I have to concentrate at work or I’ll be useless. Help me, please!”

As she hurried into the building and up the stairs to the second floor, she observed her surroundings and refused any more dalliance with the memories that only hurt, and helped no one. Cam was gone. He’d chosen what was more important in his life. She’d lost, and he’d won, although she wondered if he’d gained anything by going so far away. And she had to stop thinking about it.

“Good morning, Natalie.” The cheerful voice of her friend and co-worker Julianne called out. “Are you ready for another wonderful day? Do you realize how close we are getting to Valentine’s Day? Have you got any plans?”

Julianne was a chatterbox. She was a medical assistant and was great at her job, but she loved to talk. Which was fine normally, but this morning, Natalie didn’t want to hear about Valentine’s Day. Last year, Cam broke the news he was leaving just a week before Valentine’s? He’d left the day after Valentine’s Day. Before walking away, he’d given her flowers and a card declaring his undying love. As if! So no, she wasn’t interested in hearing anything about that day. But she pasted a smile on her face and settled into her work station. If this year had taught her nothing else, she’d learned to be a convincing actress. Turning a sunny smile toward Julianne, she said, “Oh, that’s right. I’ve been so busy with work and school. I haven’t had time to think. Especially not about cupid and love. So, what are your plans for the day?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” Julianne giggled. “There’s this guy I’ve been seeing. Jason Fuller. He’s really cute, and a good guy, I think. It isn’t serious, so that may come later, or maybe not. Anyway, he asked me out for Valentine’s night. Talk about reserving ahead. It’s almost a week and a half away. But he said he had to get a reservation where we’re going.” She splayed a hand over her heart. “Isn’t that the most romantic thing you’ve ever heard? I don’t think I’ve ever gone where you have to have a reservation before.”

“Yeah, me either.” Natalie’s smile was genuine this time. “Hey, I hope you’ve found the right one. You deserve it.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that, but yeah, me too.” She turned away then. “I’ve got to get to work. Talk to you later.”

With a wave, she was gone, and the first patient of the day stood before Natalie’s station. “Hello, may I help you?”

After directing the lady to the waiting area, it seemed she had a steady stream of patients, so she handed out information forms to the new ones to fill out, took names, found files, and entered new information until she got a break a little after ten that morning. She checked the schedule and decided she could step away from her desk for a few minutes.

As she walked down the area behind her counter to the restroom, her mind immediately flew to the man she’d seen earlier. It wasn’t only his muscular build, the way he moved, and how he’d watched her that had teased her with the possibility it was Cam. Something inside spoke louder than any other possibility. A sort of spiritual feeling inside she couldn’t explain seemed to confirm it was him. As if she felt his presence. But why would he be back? Was he on a vacation? After all, he’d been gone a year. Her heart raced at the thought of seeing him. But she couldn’t. If he had come for only a few days, then left again, it would devastate her. She’d fought depression before, and didn’t want to go through that again. It’d been so hard to break all ties with him. Oh, how she had loved Cam. No other man tempted her after him. She’d thought about dating again, but when it came down to trying, she always backed away.

She used her limited time to stretch her muscles and freshen up, comb her hair, and wash her hands. Finally, she returned to her work. There was variety to her job, but a sort of monotony handling the same forms over and over. By the end of the day, she was ready to go home.

The lot outside her apartment building had thinned since that morning. She looked around but didn’t see the same green hatchback or the man who’d appeared to be waiting for someone. If it was him, he’d know what time she went to work. Surely she’d imagined recognizing him. He wasn’t here now, so she’d think no more about him. Not even if she saw someone with a similar build. She was over him. And that was that. She had to study tonight. There was no time for illusions from the past.
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Cameron Hagen’s heart had almost jumped out of his chest when he saw Natalie come out of the building. He’d pulled in and stopped before going to work on the off chance she still lived at this address. The timing was right since before she’d always left for work at seven. Seeing her would prove he had the right place. He needed to make sure before carrying out his plan. This wasn’t something to leave up to chance. But the longer he waited, the less sure he was. A few minutes after seven, he’d about given up, but there she was, and he eagerly stared at the woman he’d never stopped loving. Then she’d looked straight at him and froze as if she’d recognized him. Had she? His reaction of wanting to dive into the cover of his car proved the coward he was. With a toss of her long, blonde hair, she seemed to agree with him.

When her little blue compact rolled from the parking lot, he collapsed into the driver’s seat of his car, doubled his fist and hit the steering wheel, wishing he could chase her down and tell her what he was doing. But no, it was better she didn’t know he’d moved back home. Not yet. He watched from the security of his frost-covered windows as her car disappeared down the street. She’d turned north toward her job at the clinic. He assumed that’s where she still worked. He hated not knowing. But she’d cut him off, and anger at her silence kept him from trying any more. He’d let her have her way. He wouldn’t contact her again. Until now. But not yet. The timing had to be right.

He started his car and turned the opposite way, heading toward his new job. He’d already gone through orientation and was sworn in at the main office. Now he worked at a substation in the south part of town. He arrived within ten minutes, just in time to keep from being counted late on his first day as a mail carrier with the postal service.

After sorting and loading the mail he’d deliver that day, he loaded the mail truck assigned to him. Getting the containers in the order of delivery was a trick he figured he’d have to learn, but he finally had it done. He’d grown up in Springfield from his teen years, and knew the area pretty well. He was familiar with the southern area because that’s where Natalie had lived for several years and where he’d grown up in his parent’s house. She wasn’t in a luxury apartment building, but it was in a quiet area for Springfield. If there was such a thing.

As he drove from one street to another, leaving mail in boxes on the curb, he felt he was getting the hang of his job, and decided it wasn’t half bad. At a few places, he had to get out and walk, delivering at the doors. But then he welcomed the exercise and the time for thinking and regretting. Why hadn’t he done this a year ago? He’d gone to Seattle with big ideas and a sense of honoring his father by continuing the profession he’d worked in all his life. The same job that had killed his father, and almost crippled him, but he didn’t want to think about any should-have-dones. He’d rather think about Natalie and how to put his plan into action.

After a few hours, he arrived at her apartment complex, and his heart began that deep pounding of fear or excitement. He wasn’t sure what it was, only that even his body sensed her presence. He parked in front of the main building, where the mailboxes were located, grabbed the mail for the complex, and headed inside. After using the main key to retrieve the key to the unit, he opened the boxes and began distributing the mail. Since it was a large complex with many individual boxes, it took him a while to get to the one he most wanted to see.

When he saw a personal letter to Natalie Nash from her mother and an electric bill, he paused a moment, letting her name lodge in his heart. Oh, how he’d missed her. He’d met her
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