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—♡—♡—♡—

The bell above the door chimed with a jingle so familiar it barely registered anymore, but something made Rebecca Martin look up from the counter she was wiping down.

And when she did, her heart fluttered.

Because he was back. 

Rebecca’s hand stilled mid-swipe. Yesterday, he’d told her that he would be back. But customers often said that, a courteous final word as they headed out the door. 

He caught her eye and smiled. No longer the polite smile of a stranger. Now it was familiar, intent. Rebecca smiled back. 

“Well, look who it is,” Darlene said, sidling up beside her. “Your boyfriend has returned.”

“Oh, hush,” Rebecca retorted, rolling her eyes. “He’s not my boyfriend.” 

“I’d bet my first grandchild that he wants to be.”

“What—because he’s coming in for a second day in a row?”

“Sugar, I’ve had three husbands. I know when a man is interested. And that man—he’s interested.”

The man in question was tall, lean in that runner’s way, wearing athletic track pants and a faded Michigan State t-shirt. His dark hair was damp with sweat, and he had the kind of easy smile that suggested he didn’t carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.

He slid into a booth by the window—the one he’d sat in the day before. The booth that had been part of her section yesterday, but today, it wasn’t.

Thank God. 

Because she may deny to Darlene that he was interested, but she wasn’t stupid. He’d made extra conversation, looked at her with a sense of reverence and awe, the same look men always gave her. Like they thought they’d died and gone to heaven, just being in her orbit.

Rebecca went back to her cleaning, ignoring the flutter in her stomach that felt dangerously close to interest. Because the truth was, she had wondered if he would return. And now that he had, she knew that she’d wanted him to.

“You want the table?” Darlene asked, a spark of mischief in her eyes. The sixty-something manager had a radar for gossip that would put the NSA to shame. “We both know he’s back for you.”

“Nope.” Rebecca moved to the computer. “It’s your section. He’s easy to talk to, and he’s a good tipper.”

“All right, then.” Darlene grabbed the coffee pot and made her way over there. 

Rebecca headed toward the kitchen to check on the burgers for Thelma and Margaret, two senior sisters who had been coming into the diner every Friday evening for years. Her phone buzzed in her apron pocket. She didn’t need to check it to know who it was. James had a sixth sense for when she was having any kind of conversation he’d consider sus, even if it was with sixty-year-old Darlene who wore orthopedic shoes and had five grandchildren.

She headed past Marco and Darren at the grill and went straight to the back of the kitchen area to where the bathrooms and lockers were. She hurried into a bathroom, locked the door and pulled out her phone.

James: How’s work?

Rebecca: Good. Keeping busy.

James: Anyone bothering you?

The question felt loaded, like it always did. Like he already knew the answer and was testing her.

Rebecca: Just the usual crowd. Truckers and families.

James: Good. I was thinking about you. Miss you, baby.

Rebecca: Miss you too.

She stared at the words on the screen, feeling nothing. When had that happened? When had “I love you” and “I miss you” become automatic responses, empty of meaning? When had her own voice disappeared?

Rebecca caught sight of herself in the mirror above the sink. The bruise on her cheekbone from three days ago was nearly invisible now—she’d gotten good with concealer, a skill she’d never wanted to master. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her eyes looked tired despite the fact she’d slept nine hours last night. It was the kind of tired that sleep couldn’t fix.

Exiting the bathroom, she went to her small locker. Checking it had become habit, though she knew no one would have breached her privacy. But she checked to make sure that her secret stash was still in place. The small cloth bag was still hidden under extra aprons and another pair of sneakers. Inside: six hundred and twelve dollars. Her freedom fund.

Three more months of saving. Three more months of walking on eggshells. Three more months of James.

Three months until she could get the hell away.

She could do this.

When Rebecca returned to the diner floor, she tried to avoid eye contact with the stranger.

He was attractive—too attractive—and even admitting that to herself felt like crossing some invisible line.

It wasn’t just his dark hair, or the clean line of his jaw that caught the light when he smiled. It was something else. It was the way he looked at her—not like she was a piece of meat, but as if she were worth seeing as a woman. 

There was a warmth in his gaze that was the opposite of a leer—quiet, patient, respectful. The kind of look that reminded her she was still alive beneath all the layers of caution she’d wrapped herself in. 

For a fleeting second, she let herself feel that warmth. Then she swallowed hard, picked up the coffeepot, and told herself not to go there.

“Table four is up,” Marco called from the kitchen.

Rebecca spun on her heel. That was her order for the sisters. Two grilled ham and cheese sandwiches with tomato soup, the same order as always.

People who came into Darlene’s tended to have the same thing time and time again. There was an order here, a rhythm Rebecca could count on.

The stranger broke that rhythm.

She grabbed the plates from the kitchen window, set them before the sisters with practiced ease, and was about to retreat when she felt it—his gaze. Not heavy, not invasive. Just... there. Waiting.

He lifted his chin in a subtle beckon.

Rebecca hesitated, slid her order pad into her apron, and ambled over. God, she really liked his eyes.

“You’re back,” she said warmly. 

“Said I would be.”

“How are you doing today?” she asked, voice steady despite the flutter in her chest.

“Great.” He closed the book in his hands—A Streetcar Named Desire.

“You’re reading Tennessee Williams?” she asked, surprised.

He smiled. “You sound impressed.”

“Just... most people come here for burgers, not Blanche DuBois.”

“Guilty,” he said, grin softening. “You’re a fan of the play?”

“I’ve seen the film. A few times.”

“Good taste,” he said, tapping the cover lightly. “I’m rereading the play. It’s one of my favorites. Spent a few years in New Orleans. The city gets into your bones. Hard to shake it off. Have you ever been?”

“No.” But her curiosity pricked. “I’ve never been.”

“You should go,” he said, and the way he said it made it sound like a promise. “The food, the music... the ghosts of the place. It’s quite something.”

Something in her chest tightened. New Orleans could be a possibility...

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

“One bacon cheeseburger,” Darlene announced, swooping in and setting a plate piled high with fries and a burger dripping with grease in front of the stranger.

“Well,” Rebecca said, stepping back. “Enjoy your meal.”

“Cal,” he said suddenly. When her brows lifted, he added, “My name’s Cal.”

She smiled softly. “Enjoy your meal, Cal.”

The warmth she felt turned to ice the moment she pivoted—and saw Tony standing in the entryway.

“Hey, Becca,” Tony called, walking toward her. His voice was light, easy, but her stomach dropped nonetheless.

“Evening, Tony,” she said tightly.

He was here. Again. Had James sent him?

“Who’s that?” he asked, nodding toward the man at the booth.

Her heart stumbled. “Just a customer.”

Tony’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “He’s been in a few times, huh?”

“Sorry?”

“The way I saw him looking at you... It’s just a sense I get.”

Every time Tony popped in, Rebecca felt the noose tightening around her neck. Tony was James’ best friend. He handled maintenance for half of James’s rental properties, and had the kind of flexible schedule that allowed him to pop by whenever. Rebecca didn’t trust him. And she knew that he came in to ‘check on her’ from time to time and report back to James if she was behaving.

Rebecca forced a shrug. “We get regulars.” She paused. “Are you here for dinner?”

“Just passing by. Figured I’d say hello.”

He may as well have said, I’m watching you.

“Nice to see you,” she lied, leaning over to pick up some used dishes on a table. “But I’ve got to get back to work.”

“No problem,” Tony said. “See you soon, Becca.”

Rebecca’s pulse thudded in her ears as Tony left. She glanced toward the booth again, but Cal was looking down at his book now, unaware of the small storm that had just passed through her.

She didn’t imagine he’d be the type to send friends to check up on a girlfriend. Everything about Cal said that he was the opposite of James.

She pushed the thought away as soon as it formed. Dangerous territory.

Her phone buzzed again.

James: What time do you get off?

Rebecca: Eleven.

James: Be here by eleven-twenty. Not a minute later.

Rebecca drew in a deep breath. How was she going to handle three more months of this?

She slipped the phone back into her pocket and returned to her section, taking orders and delivering food with the mechanical efficiency of someone who’d done this a thousand times. The diner buzzed with its usual Friday night energy—families finishing late dinners, truckers grabbing coffee before the next leg of their routes, teenagers crowding into the corner booth and ordering one order of fries to share among five people.

Around nine, the new guy stood up to leave. Rebecca was clearing a nearby table when he stopped at the register where Darlene was counting out the cash drawer.

“Great burger,” he said, pulling
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