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PROLOGUE

 

“Yes, Dad. I do understand.” I dropped my duffle bag onto the table and
kicked the motel room’s door closed with my foot.

“Do you?” His voice was impatient, as usual. “You’re wasting time driving
across the country when you can easily fly from city to city and rent a car
when you get there.”

“But, that wouldn’t be as much fun.” I smiled at the thought of the vein
popping at the side of his neck. My dad is not a big fan of fun. After a long
silence, I heard the resigned sigh that meant I had won. “Relax, Dad. You just
never know where I’ll find a business I might enjoy running. This road trip is
showing me a lot of options that weren’t considered when I made my original
assessments.” I pulled the can of Lysol from the duffel and began spraying all
of the surfaces: bedspread, shower, toilet seat, etc. I frowned at the door
handles, night stand, and lamp switch before deciding to disinfect them too.

“Will you meet my deadline?”

The deadline. Hmm. Dad had given me six weeks. More than half of that
had already passed. I still needed to come up with three businesses:
something small, privately owned, and in the Midwest. He intended to buy
one for me to run for five years before bringing me on board as an executive
in the corporation our family had operated for three generations. After all,
isn’t that why he paid for my Master ’s in Business Administration? I had
chosen to focus on Financial Administration.

“Jess, are you there?”

“Yes, Dad.  I’m here and the deadline is fine – give or take a week.”  

“So, in other words, you haven’t found anything.” The exasperation was



clear.

“Not true.” I just wasn’t excited about the ones that previously seemed like
good possibilities. “They just aren’t . . . I don’t know, Dad. They’re missing
something. Nothing has wowed me, yet.”

“Wowed you? Jessica, the deal is for you to find your own business. Instead
of me having the research team select something for you, I let you
investigate the companies for yourself, and I trust you to set up everything.
You aren’t picking out a dress for the prom. Find a challenge; you can figure
out how to be fascinated by it later.”

“Okay.”

“Where are you?”

“I don’t know – some little motel off I-70 halfway between Indianapolis
and St. Louis.” I’d been stopping at a lot of out-of-way places as a way to take
a break from staying in larger hotels with business centers and lack of
scenery. I liked driving through small towns and countryside when I wasn’t
pressed for time.

“Alright.” Another sigh. “Don’t forget to text your mom tonight. I’ve got
to go.”

“Bye, Dad.”  I clicked off the cell phone, made sure the spray had dried on 
the night stand, and set the phone down.  Now, where was the outlet for the 
charger?  

 

 



CHAPTER ONE

 

The French toast was incredible! I shoved another unladylike chunk into
my mouth and savored every chomp before following it with a hearty gulp of
obviously fresh-squeezed orange juice. Hmm. Maybe I should ask for the
recipe. I closed my eyes and wiggled my head in delight.

“That good, huh? I’ll let the cook know.” Laughter.

My eyes popped open and I stared at the man standing just a few feet away.  
If he had been food, he would have been this delicious French toast.  Wavy 
dark brown hair, country tan, tall, solid, brown eyes, and a bright smile.  I had 
to catch myself as the phrase “tall, dark, and handsome” came to mind and 
almost slipped across my lips.  

“Have you tried it?” I asked.  

“It’s my recipe.” He extended his hand and I shook it. “I’m Jake.”

I looked him over again.  No apron.  No kitchen stains.  

“Well, Jake; it’s nice to meet you. I’m Jess.” I returned his smile and the
handshake.

“Would you like more coffee, Jess?”

“Yes, thank you.” I watched him cross behind the counter and retrieve a
carafe as I folded the local newspaper someone had left on my table and that
I’d been browsing before the plate of food had been placed in front of me.
“I’m guessing you work here.”

“Sort of.” He refilled my cup and explained that he was the owner.

“Really?”  He didn’t look like he was much older than me.  But what did 
that mean; wasn’t my dad trying to put me in charge of a business and I was 



only twenty-five?  Instead of answering me, he flashed that smile and went to 
ring up a customer who was waiting to pay his bill.  I opened a packet of 
Splenda and sprinkled half of it in my coffee and tried not to seem like I was 
awaiting his return.  Okay, so he was intriguing even though I had no reason 
why.  Actually, I did have a reason – he was sexy; not that muscular-model 
type of sexy but the broad-shoulder, solid chest and thighs that filled out a 
pair of jeans type of sexy.  Or maybe those eyes had me mesmerized with 
movie-star long lashes and gold flecks that made the soft brown seem like 
jewels.  

I was hoping to continue our conversation, but a small group of people 
came through the front door and he became busy attending to obvious 
regulars.  No problem.  It gave me a chance to observe him while I chewed 
the bacon slowly, sipped the coffee, and played with the orange slice that had 
garnished the plate.  Everyone seemed to really like him, and he was equally 
as sincere as he spoke with them, nodded, laughed, and accepted hugs from 
the elderly women and jokes from their husbands.  Sometimes he’d sit beside 
them while they were waiting on their meals; sometimes he’d chat while 
ringing up their bills. 

He disappeared into the kitchen for a few minutes before returning with a 
tray of freshly baked pies to put in the display case.  I could smell them from 
across the room: blueberry and apple.  

I looked at my cell phone: it was only 8:30. As if I had willed it to ring, my
Mom’s phone number began flashing on the screen and the ringer quietly
played her favorite piano prelude by Chopin. The music reminded me of how
much she liked to attend the symphony and that I wasn’t going to be able to
go with her for a couple more weeks. Maybe we were very close because of
my being an only child, but we did a lot of things together.

“Hi, Mom.”  I was always happy to talk with her.  



“Hello, sweetheart.” After all of the normal niceties, she got to the point of
her call. “The engagement party for Kathleen is in two and a half weeks, Jess.
I’d like you to be home for it.” Kathleen is the cousin closest to my age and
who’s like a sister.

“Of course, I’ll be there. In fact, I should have all of the traveling wrapped
up a week before then.”

“I just wondered.  You and your father are so obsessed with business right 
now that I never know what to expect.”  Mom was raised in an affluent family 
and had gotten a degree in fine arts and worked in a museum before 
marrying my dad.  After that, her primary responsibilities had been being a
socialite and raising me, which she says was her greatest pleasure.

“I can assure you that I’m not obsessed.  Dad worries enough for all of us.”  
I watched Jake as a tour bus unloaded and its occupants filtered into the diner.  
Even some of these people seemed to know him.  

“Jess, you do understand that your father has your life all mapped out,
right?”

“Yes,” I let out an amused breath. “I’m supposed to work on his project for
five years and then come home to marry Marcus.” I made a face and then
laughed. “Dad doesn’t understand that he can’t plan everything; but he’ll be
alright.”

“Of course, he will. I just want you to be alright.”

“Hey, Mom – you know me. Everything will work out fine. But I can
guarantee you one thing; I will not become Mrs. Marcus Stanton. He already
knows that.”

“He’s crazy about you,” she reminded.  

“He can’t be any other way – I’m the most magnificent and marvelous



person he’ll ever meet.” Mom and I laughed over the memory of Marcus
saying that to me. “I love you, Mom. Stop listening to Dad and stop worrying.
I’ll text you tonight.” It was our arrangement that I would let her know where
I was so she could sleep peacefully. Of course, the GPS tracker on my phone
would tell her that, but she needed to hear from me that I was alright.

A couple of minutes later, I ended the call and set the phone on the table.

I watched Jake and a lone waitress try to keep on top of the orders.  He 
really needed to hire another person if this was his typical breakfast rush.  
Just as that thought formed, another smiling young woman rushed into the 
building and went straight to the kitchen.  In what seemed like mere seconds, 
she was back out with an ordering pad, drying a hand on an apron, and saying 
she would take tables ten through fifteen.  

I noticed they had a rhythm.   The women took the orders while Jake 
poured coffee and set water pitchers on each table.  They all brought out the 
meals, he refilled the drinks, the waitresses checked on everyone and wrote 
out the checks, and he rang up the sales.  He spoke to everyone.  His staff 
smiled.  They all cleared away the dishes.  

I looked around: this was a nice place. I guess “quaint” would be a good
word. In the style of many other diners, it had vinyl booths and chrome-
trimmed tables. The homey country curtains, robin’s egg blue counter, and
chalkboard menu also weren’t unique but definitely added to the character.
The restaurant could use a little updating; but it would have to be done
carefully so as not to diminish the charm. I had to smile: there I was, thinking
like a manager. Wouldn’t Dad be proud?

I was so busy looking at the décor that I almost didn’t notice that Jake was 
looking at me.  Almost.  The question was whether to return his attention or 
pretend to not care.  I unfolded the newspaper and began skimming through it 
to avoid thinking about those beautiful eyes and the way his body moved 



comfortably around the room.    

An ad in the paper showed the diner was open six days a week from 8:00 
a.m. until 9:00 p.m. and closed on Sundays.  Was Jake always here?  That 
wouldn’t be unusual for a single-owner business, but it could be very 
draining.  If the restaurant was this busy in the morning, how much busier did 
it get at dinner time?  I knew from my brief time as a waitress during college 
that it could be easy to get flustered.  Not so here.  Jake and his employees 
seemed to have everything under control.   

They served good food from a menu that apparently changed daily; the
two-sided laminated page had Tuesday printed on the top. Breakfast and
sandwiches were listed on one side with salads and dinners on the other. As I
studied the selections, I wondered how many cooks there were. Did one
prepare dinner while another took care of the breakfast and lunch patrons?
I’d never really been interested in how a restaurant operated until now.

“Still doing okay?”

Jake . He caught me off guard. He refilled my coffee cup without my
asking.

“Yes, I’m fine.  Everything is delicious.”  I set the menu down and looked at
my half-eaten meal and then up at him.  “This is a lot of food.” 

“My uncle believed in big portions, so we try to keep it that way.  Well, let 
us know if you need anything.”  He headed to the cash register to ring out the 
regular customers who had come in before the rush of tourists.  After he had 
handed a woman her change, he looked dead at me with a question in his eyes 
that I couldn’t decipher.  He shook it off and walked towards a table where he 
was being summoned. 

Jake wasn’t at the counter when I went to pay for the meal.  However, the 
waitress was just as friendly as he and waved as I stepped outside and looked 



back over my shoulder.  I slid sunglasses out of my purse and headed towards 
the motel.  

Now, what direction did I want to go first?  The motel, restaurant, and a gas 
station were just off the freeway, about half a mile from the exit and truck 
stop.  It was on the edge of what appeared to be the town’s shopping district – 
the original downtown square with a park in the center that was ringed by 
boutiques, a drugstore, and storefront offices.  But in a different direction 
was a windmill farm, and I’ve never seen a windmill up close.  It seemed like 
a perfectly fine way to spend my morning.  Then I could check out the town 
in the afternoon and go back to the diner for an early dinner.   

 



CHAPTER TWO

 

“You’re back,” Jake said as he set a pitcher of water on the table.

“I’m hungry.” I smiled but continued to study the “Daily Specials” that were
written in chalk above the counter. “Any recommendations?”

“Everything is good.” He slid onto the seat opposite me. “If you like herbs,
the roasted chicken is my mother ’s recipe. If you like spicy, the sausage has
been simmered in a variety of hot peppers and tomatoes and is served on a
hoagie bun. And if you want something light, the baked fish is locally raised
and was delivered this morning.”

“Maybe I’ll have one of each.” I laughed and the golden flecks in his eyes
shimmered. “You have nice eyes, Jake; and I’ll have the roasted chicken with
a Pepsi.” I turned to look at him and was amused at his confusion. “What?
Should I have ordered the sausage?”

“I really thought you wanted one of each.”  Of course he was joking, too.  
He slid out of the booth.  My eyes followed him until he disappeared into the 
kitchen: I liked the way he moved.  Yes, I’d seen plenty of handsome 
strangers, especially ones built like him, on this trip through the Midwest.  He 
was different.  

The chicken was delicious.  It was actually half of a hen with potatoes, 
carrots, and whole cloves of garlic roasted in the same dish.  I tasted sage, 
rosemary, and probably tarragon but couldn’t identify all of the herbs.  

I took my time eating and paid attention to what was going on around me.  
Unlike the morning, the afternoon brought a steady but light stream of 
patrons.  Maybe that was because it was still early: only four o’clock.  Jake 
appeared with a refill of my Pepsi.   



“So, is this a family business?” I asked, remembering the comment he’d
made earlier about the food portions.

“Sort of.”  He was distracted by a patron at the cash register and said he’d 
be right back.  

“People usually don’t stop here twice in the same day,” he explained when
he returned and slid back into the booth. “Did you leave and come back, or
are you staying around here?”

“I’m passing through – just not in any hurry.” I put my forearms on the
table and leaned a little closer. “You’re pretty young to own a restaurant.
What’s your story, Jake?”

He studied me for a second before answering.

“My uncle left it to me. He passed about five years ago and didn’t have any
children; so I got it.” He nodded and grinned. “It’s the best thing that ever
happened to me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It gives me purpose. And I think it kept me from making some
other mistakes – made me change direction.” He shrugged. “It’s funny how
life works.”

“Sure is.” I thought about that for a moment. “You were really busy earlier.
Is it always like that?”

He shook his head and explained that he had an agreement with a travel
agency. Since he was pretty evenly located between major cities and casinos,
tour buses stopped here on Tuesdays for breakfast, and Fridays and Saturdays
for lunch. Other than that, his patrons are mostly regulars from small towns
in the area with the occasional traveler passing through.



“Besides the truck stop, we’re the largest restaurant around. Plus, the town
has a few nice stores and a movie theater; makes us attractive to people who
might want to stop for more than half an hour.”

“Quite a metropolis, huh?” I joked.

“For the middle of nowhere, I guess so.”  He looked really comfortable 
leaning back in the booth.  “So, are you heading to your next destination in 
the morning?” 

“Maybe.”  My next appointment wasn’t until Thursday in Indianapolis, 
which is less than two hours away.  I considered saying something about 
hanging around to check out the probably nonexistent night life, but decided 
against it.  What was really going through my mind was that I might hang 
around to check him out, but I wasn’t going to say that, either.

“Well; if you’re here for the night, you should visit Ornery Henry’s. It’s a
bar just on the other side of town and it’s actually pretty nice.”

Had he read my mind?  Interesting.  

“Jake, are you offering to be my escort for the evening?”  Did my smile 
match his?  And was he as curious about what lay behind my eyes as I was 
about his?  

“Sure.  Why not?  But I don’t close the diner until 9:00”  

It wasn’t actually a date – but it would be a lot more fun than working on
reports or occupying myself with computer games alone in my hotel room.

“Okay,” I nodded. “I’ll meet you there at ten.”

“I can pick you up,” he offered.

“Nope – my mom always told me not to get into cars with strangers. You
might be a serial killer and I wouldn’t have any chance of escaping.”



He laughed loud enough that the few patrons turned to see what was going
o n. He agreed to meet me there and excused himself to check on other
customers.

 

 

 

 

This is the end of the sample.
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