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      Pete Ward walked into the Front Porch Diner. Per usual, eight a.m. on a Wednesday morning meant every table was occupied, and there was only one stool open at the counter. Members of the city council sat at the rectangular table near the front of the dining room. In the corner booth, Walker Bailey, a detective with the state patrol, sat with his partner, Jed Scott. A group of farmers, who congregated regularly, occupied their usual large round table at the center of the room. Members of the quilting club and the women’s league sat in their normal, predictable places.

      The diner symbolized an idyllic slice of small-town life that was Caseville, Michigan. As police commander, Pete had been a leader of the community. Six months ago, he’d been reframed as a villain.

      He scrubbed his stubbled face and crossed the distance between the door and the counter, stumbling but catching himself before sliding onto the seat.

      Nate Jenkins, the owner of the diner, stopped in front of him. He flipped over the mug, resting it on a saucer. “Are you okay, Pete? Coffee?”

      “Sounds perfect. And I’m fine. Just a long night.” Pete couldn’t say he knew Nate well, but everyone recognized the familiar face. And he was always a gracious host to his customers. Even through the worst of it, Nate never appeared to judge him.

      He’d been working as a nighttime security guard for the hospital for nearly four months now. Stopping for coffee and breakfast on his way home was something he treated himself to a couple times a week. He guessed that made him predictable, too.

      Nate filled the cup and dropped a handful of creamer containers in front of him. “I’ll be right back to get your order.”

      Pete plucked the laminated menu from the counter and scanned it out of habit, even though he tended to order the same thing. He rubbed his shoulder and tried to drown out the chatter surrounding him.

      The way he’d been fired from the police department still ranked as the topic of the day. He listened to the elderly women gossip as if it had happened last night instead of six months ago.

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed Nate approaching and pulled the pharmaceutical bottle from his shirt pocket. He opened it, and dumped a pill into his hand. A sip of coffee helped him swallow the tablet.

      “I’ll take a couple of scrambled eggs and wheat toast,” he said.

      “Pete Ward, can I talk to you outside?”

      He flipped his gaze over his shoulder, making eye contact with Walker. “Is it against the law to eat breakfast? Or is it an offense to your moral code?”

      Behaving in a manner not befitting an officer was the official reason he’d been fired. Maybe he hadn’t followed the rule of law to the letter, but he’d never apologize for doing everything he could to get his daughter the medical treatment she needed. In those moments, he was a father first and a cop second.

      “I’d prefer to do this outside.”

      Pete slid off the stool and straightened his spine. Walker was a big guy, but at six feet five inches, Pete stood at least three inches taller.

      “What crawled up your ass today, Officer?”

      “I couldn’t help but notice the pill you took.”

      “A lot of people take ibuprofen.”

      “Prescription?”

      “For migraines, not that it’s any of your business. Now, get out of my face.” He twisted back toward the counter.

      Walker grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t turn your back.”

      With his elbow, Pete knocked Walker’s grip aside. “Don’t put your hands on me.”

      Walker pulled Pete’s arm behind his back and swiped at his shin with his boot, slamming Pete’s body against the counter. His coffee cup slid off the edge and crashed to the floor.

      If there had been any eye in the diner not focused on them, the shattering mug fixed that.

      He felt the cold metal of a handcuff snap around his wrist.

      “You are under arrest.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “Disorderly conduct.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” A gruff chuckle escaped him. Not the smartest thing to do when you’re being arrested, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “Do you want me to add a resisting arrest charge?” Once Walker had him in cuffs, he began patting Pete down. “Do you have any weapons? Or anything sharp?”

      “Don’t you think this is a bit much?” Nate’s voice rose above the clatter of the diner’s patrons.

      “Thanks, man, but I got this.” Pete appreciated the other man’s efforts.

      He tried to twist his head to get a glimpse over his shoulder, but with Walker’s hand pressing down between his shoulder blades, Pete couldn’t move. “I’m not saying a damn thing without my attorney.”

      Walker helped Pete stand up straight. “Lawyering up. It’s the song of a guilty man.”

      Pete sneered but kept his words to himself.

      “Still a smug son of a bitch. We’ve been seeing an increase in prescription drugs on the street. Drugs stolen from the hospital. Don’t you work there now?”

      “As a security guard.”

      “That must give you access to the pharmacy.” Walker reached into Pete’s front pocket and came back with the bottle. “There’s no label.”

      “It fell off.”

      Walker opened the bottle and dumped a couple of pills into his hand. “That’s not ibuprofen.”

      “Are you a pharmacist?”

      “You’re a disgrace. Let’s go.”

      “Can I pay for my coffee and the broken mug?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nate said.

      Walker motioned his head toward the door. “Don’t make me drag you out of here.”

      Pete drew his lip between his teeth and started walking, acutely aware of every judging gaze and hushed murmur.

      Walker’s partner stepped ahead and opened the door.

      The ride to the station happened in silence. Pete was grateful Walker didn’t try to engage in conversation, and he, too, kept his mouth shut. He thought about the choices he’d made—what had got him here. Did the community members who once respected his badge now believe he’d hit rock bottom?

      At the station, Walker directed Pete into an office.

      “Don’t you want to use an interrogation room?” his partner asked.

      “This is fine.” Walker took one step into the room and closed the door, leaving his partner in the hall. He undid Pete’s handcuffs and pointed to a table and chairs.

      Pete scanned the ceiling, examining the corners and the lighting fixtures.

      “We’re good in here. No cameras. No microphones,” Walker gave his assurances.

      Pete rubbed his left wrist, then the right. “Did you have to make them so tight?”

      “We wanted it to be convincing.”

      Pete lowered his frame to a chair. “Do you think it worked?”

      “I think so. We certainly caused a stir.”

      Sure, they created a gossip-worthy scene, but Pete doubted the act would do anything to make a break in their case. “I’m not sure the quilting club or the city council are our prime suspects for the drug thefts.”

      Walker went to the desk, opened the top drawer, and pulled out an envelope, which he delivered to Pete. “You’ve been an informant for a while now, and you haven’t brought me anything we can use. We still don’t have any real suspects.”

      Two months after he started at the hospital, Walker approached him about the  case. The narc unit was pretty sure the opiates on the streets and the ones missing from the hospital were one and the same, but Pete hadn’t been able to pinpoint who was stealing them.

      Only two other people knew Pete was now helping Walker. One was the commander who approved Pete’s assistance. The other was Trevor Collins, the CEO of the hospital.

      Pete opened the envelope enough to see the bills inside. Paid informant was a far cry from detective, but the extra money was nice. And Walker had promised that after he arrested the culprits, he’d recommend Pete for a detective position.

      “I’m still betting on an inside job.” The pharmacy was locked up tight to the general public before he came on duty at ten p.m. Any meds that were pulled for after hour emergencies went through a strict protocol that never varied. “I think we need to switch my shift.”

      “I don’t think the thefts are happening during the day. Neither does Trevor.”

      “Okay.” Pete thought they were chasing their tails, but he acquiesced anyways. “I still don’t understand how this little show today is supposed to help the case. We've led the patrons of the Front Porch Diner to believe you suspect me, but they’re not the ones  stealing the drugs.”

      “If the suspects think you’re using, maybe they’ll approach you.”

      Pete rubbed his temple. He disagreed with Walker’s methods but wanted a path back into police work. So, he’d toe the line. “What’s the next step?”

      “Go home. Go to work tonight. See if anyone interacts differently with you.”
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      Emma Haines paused on the sidewalk and took in the architecture of the historical building, silhouetted by the setting sun. The Blue Water Inn was one of the places her new landlord had mentioned in the things to do folder he’d left on the coffee table of her short-term rental. A glance up and down the street unnerved her. There was literally zero traffic, something she never saw in Chicago.

      The inside of the Blue Water Inn was dimly lit and empty, except for two people. One sat on a barstool, and the other stood behind the counter.

      “What can I get you, little lady?” the portly, balding bartender asked.

      As she approached the bar, Emma tried not to laugh. The scene reminded her of an old black and white episode of The Andy Griffith Show that her dad liked to watch on the retro channel.

      “What do you have on draft? And I’m hoping you have food, too. I moved to town and spent all day unpacking before I realized I hadn’t picked up groceries and the diner was closed.”

      He slipped a laminated menu toward her. “Coors and Miller Light. You’re in luck. I was about to turn the fryers off. We don’t normally get customers this late on a Sunday night.”

      “I’ll have a Miller Light.” She studied the paper for a long minute. Bar food was nothing new. She’d gotten through med school on late-night takeout. But the guy sitting on the stool next to her? He was different, and she was sure he could satisfy her other hunger.

      It was hard to judge his height with him sitting on the barstool, but he had to be well over six feet tall. And muscular. This man never missed a workout. The cropped salt and pepper hair and the fine lines around his eyes told her his age was in her sweet spot. The well-groomed, three-day beard made him all the more attractive.

      Her friends never understood her attraction to older men, but Emma would choose a professor over a fellow med student any day of the week.

      She tried to break the ice with the silver fox. “Are the burgers good?”

      He flipped his gaze from the ballgame. “Yeah. They are. The fries, too.”

      “I’ll take that.” Both the burger and this gorgeous man. She’d never before seen such beautiful ice-blue eyes.

      “You got it.” Bill turned to the man. “You want anything, Pete?”

      He blinked twice as if the bartender had pulled him from a pleasant dream. He pointed to the plate of half-eaten nachos. “I’m good.”

      The bartender tossed the menu under the counter and filled a frosted mug with a draft beer. He delivered it and retreated to the kitchen.

      Emma wanted to break the ice but struggled with the right thing to say. The last thing she wanted was to sound stupid. Or worse, desperate. Since starting med school, most of her adult conversations revolved around medicine, whether it be with her fellow students, interns, residents, or attendings.

      Starting normal, everyday discussions was something she struggled with. She took a sip of her beer, and her eyes wandered to the TV before coming back to him. “Tigers, huh? You wouldn’t happen to know the Cubs’ score?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t watch a lot of baseball.” After a long moment of silence, he swiveled the stool toward her. “Pete Ward. Did you say you’re new in town?”

      “I’m Emma Haines. I’m working here this summer.”

      Emma studied the scene in front of her. The half-eaten plate of nachos, the hardly touched glass of bourbon. Pete Ward didn’t appear to be a barfly. He hadn’t been downing one drink after the other all night.

      So, what’s his story?

      She didn’t want to stare, so she glanced around the room, but her gaze came back to him. “What brings you into this hopping place on a Sunday night?”

      Yeah, I have no game.

      Pete chuckled. Did he think she was silly?

      “I work third shift, but this is my day off.” He motioned to the kitchen. “Bill makes good food, and it’s better than sitting at home talking to the walls.”

      “That has to be hard.”

      “It doesn’t bother me. Except when I’m wide awake on Sunday night and almost everyone else I know is asleep.”

      Emma could relate to loneliness. Between medical school, her training programs, and her brother’s needs, she’d barely taken time to breathe let alone socialize. She loved her brother who had Down syndrome and would always be there to help manage his care. She’d already, at the tender age of twenty-five, assured her parents she’d take custody of Lenny after they were gone.

      Enjoying life—or the company of a man—hadn’t happened in at least eighteen months. Seventy-five days from now, she would step into her residency at Mount Sinai Hospital. Everything she’d worked so hard for was within reach.

      Maybe this summer, or at least tonight, she could pursue something spontaneous. Do something for her alone. This gorgeous guy sitting next to her checked her boxes.

      She’d dated in her own age bracket before, but more times than not, she found younger guys and their desire to party tedious. Men like Pete Ward and her molecular chemistry professor at the University of Chicago School of Medicine met her where she lived. They’d settled down, took care of business, and, in the case of her former professor, found all her pleasure points in ways a guy her own age couldn’t.

      Maybe she was being irresponsible, but she deserved a little fun.

      Bill returned and put a plate in front of her.

      The aroma reminded her she’d been starving when she came in. “This looks fantastic.”

      Bill placed a bill face down on the counter. “No rush. I’m going to start shutting down the kitchen. If you need anything, holler at me.”

      Pete reached into his back pocket and came back with his wallet. He slid his debit card across the bar. “You can ring me out now.”

      “Are you leaving? It’s early for you.”

      “Nah, I’m going to finish my drink first.”

      When they were alone again, Pete traced the edge of his glass with his finger. “The Cubs? You’re from Chicago?”

      She chewed and swallowed her food. “Yes. Born and raised.”

      There was something in his gaze that both melted and broke her heart at the same time. A compassionate soul appeared to have been wounded—kicked around by his life. He said he was here because he didn’t want to be alone. Would he want her to keep him company?

      “Some of my favorite memories are at Cubs games. My father is a huge fan. He takes me and my brother all the time. Mom says the main reason he wanted kids was to have someone to go to games with.”

      A smile of recognition gave way to a deep sadness. He took a large sip from his glass. “Fathers and daughters.”

      His voice sounded wistful, as if he had personal experience with the relationship.

      Does he have a family? She searched his left hand for a ring and found none. Could she take that to mean he was available?

      “You said you’re not into baseball. What do you like?”

      He slid off the barstool and took a step toward her. “I’m a fan of contact sports.”

      Maybe she was better at flirting than she thought. She swallowed hard and slid off her barstool. He towered over her by a good six inches and embodied the words tall, dark, and handsome. “Like football?”

      “No. Not football.” His voice was low and husky. He downed the rest of the bourbon. His face reddened ever so slightly. “I’m sorry. You’re beautiful. I’m sure you’re used to attention, but I’m being foolish right now.”

      He was so close to her that she could feel the heat rolling off his body. The scent of sandalwood and bourbon invaded her senses. “You’re not foolish.”

      His eyebrows raised. “I’m not?”

      She pushed up on her toes. Good God. He was massive, but not in a threatening way. His aura was more in the I’ll always protect you zone. She reached to press her lips to his, admonishing herself as she moved closer. He met her halfway.

      Good girls don’t pick up strangers in bars. Maybe tonight she wanted to be a little bad.

      His arms came around her. As he explored her mouth, his hands roamed her back, her hips, the curves of her ass. He was oh-so-thorough in his examination.

      As the kiss broke, he whispered against her lips, “What are we doing? You don’t know me.”

      “I think maybe I do.” She initiated another kiss, and his body tightened beneath her touch. She slid her hand over his chest and down his abdomen. He had the proverbial washboard body, and she wanted nothing more than to get him out of the skintight jeans and loose-fitting T-shirt and between her sheets.

      He broke the kiss and started to move by her. “This is too crazy.”

      She slid her arm around his waist and kept him from getting too far away. “You said you don’t want to be alone.”

      His gaze came back to hers. “You are something.”

      “A good something or a bad something?”

      “Oh, it’s good.”

      “I could use some company, too.”

      “Oh, lady! I’m trying to be a gentleman here. You’re not making it easy.”

      She let her arm drop from his body. Immediately, her longing for him returned. “That’s where you’re wrong. My goal is to make this very easy for you.” Her voice came from her mouth, but the words didn’t sound like something she would say. She’d never said things like that to a stranger before.

      Emma felt as though her entire life had been about following rules and taking care of others. Any moment that wasn’t spent nose down in a textbook or at the hospital doing her clinical hours was spent with her brother to make things easier on her parents.

      Tomorrow, she’d begin the final leg of her research. In August, her residency in family medicine began at Chicago’s Mt. Sinai Hospital. Tonight, she wanted to be carefree Emma, who did something because it felt good. And she knew this man in front of her would make her feel amazing.

      His stare bore into her. Pete acted as though he’d never been approached by a woman, but that couldn’t be possible. The man was striking. Stunningly so. Physically fit. And those damn eyes, beautiful as they were, showed a deep well of emotional twists and turns.

      He took a step. Was he going to leave her standing at the bar, embarrassed by the way she’d thrown herself at him? Instead, he slid his foot back and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Fuck it.” His voice was coarse, filled with all the need stirring her gut.

      Before she could answer him, his mouth was on hers again. His fingers tangled in her hair. He gripped her tresses and pulled with enough force to get her attention and make her gasp.

      He nibbled at her lip. “You like that. Don’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “I only live a few blocks away.”

      “I bet I’m closer.” She reached into her pocket and came back with the cash she’d tucked away to pay for food. She hadn’t wanted to carry a purse and now was glad she hadn’t. She tossed the money on the counter and then started walking toward the door.

      “Are you coming?”

      “Not yet.”

      He’s truly the perfect package.

      Too bad the definition of one-night stand meant she’d never talk to him again after tonight. She was beginning to think there was a lot more to Pete Ward than the stunning outer package.

      Outside the bar, she started to retrace her steps toward the diner and the rented apartment above it.

      His hand gripped her waist. With subtle pressure, he guided her back to him. He leaned against a car. His car, she surmised. He pulled her closer, guiding her body between his legs. “What are you doing, Emma? What’s this about?”

      “Do you think I have an ulterior motive?”

      “No. Not exactly. But maybe you’re trying to run from a problem.”

      Am I that easy to read? Or maybe he spoke from experience. “Do you know a thing or two about that?”

      “Honey, I wrote the book.”

      He dipped his chin slightly. His gaze focused on hers. She could tell he wanted this as much as she did, so why was he fighting? Weren’t men supposed to be the ones who easily gave into their primal urges?

      “My life before tonight has been about commitment, obligation, and doing what’s right for everyone but me. Tomorrow morning, I report to my new job, and the next ten weeks will be relentless, unending work. Rewarding work that will advance my career, but I won’t have a single moment for myself. For my desires. All I want is to be carefree for one night.”

      The hand that had rested in the small of her back slid over her hip. His other hand caressed her cheek. His touch was all the invitation she needed. She caressed his lips with her own. Her pelvis pressed to his. His body was on board with hers.

      So why was he still resisting?
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        * * *

      

      Pete followed Emma up the back steps of the Front Porch Diner, taking notice of her tone legs and sight waist. Her dark hair was piled on her head and held by a clip. He imagined it reached the center of her back.

      The apartment above the restaurant had become a carousel of renters. Because Nate had a hard time finding permanent tenants, he’d furnished the small studio space and listed it on those apps for short-term leases.

      Ten weeks meant Nate had found one tenant for most of the summer. Good for him.

      Emma said she needed to escape her life for one night. Boy, could he relate to that. The solitude of the last six months had left him lonely too, not only for company but for a lover’s caress.

      After pulling the door closed, he stepped aside. She twisted the lock in the door handle and manipulated the deadbolt.

      She pulled two clips from her hair, and loosely curled brown tresses fell down around her shoulders. “Can I get you a drink?”

      He stepped closer, sliding a hand against her delicate cheek, noticing the light freckles that told him she enjoyed spending time in the sun. He was already addicted to the taste of her lips and questioned if one night would be enough to satisfy his needs. He feared once she got in his blood, he might never be able to shake her.

      She slipped from him and went to the counter that separated the kitchen from the living space. She picked up the partial bottle of wine, unscrewed the cap, and took a large drink straight from the bottle.

      A little liquid courage. Maybe she isn’t as committed to this as she appears.

      He moved behind her. Wrapping an arm around her waist, he slid the strap of her tank top aside and nibbled on her bare shoulder. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      She reached behind her, caressing the back of his neck. “Positive.”

      It was all the encouragement he needed. He glided his hand under the cotton fabric. His fingers danced up her stomach, and he cradled her breast. He nibbled at her neck, and she pressed her ass to him. When her head rolled to his shoulder, he captured her mouth. With one hand, he pulled the tank top over her head, grateful she had forgone the bra. Then, he found the button on her shorts.

      She wiggled her hips, and the denim dropped to the floor. He needed to visit each and every one of her feminine curves and spun her to face him. His mouth feasted on her neck, and her mews and whimpers fueled his hunger for her.

      Her arms came around his neck, and he gripped her bottom, lifting her. She wrapped her legs around his waist.

      Oh. She’s flexible. And athletic.

      She clung to him, clawing at his back. Her desire fueled his.

      He hadn’t realized how much he missed a woman’s affection before she’d smiled at him in the bar. He sat her on the edge of the counter and met her gaze, holding her brown eyes in his stare, while he ran a hand down the center of her chest.

      Gently, he guided her back so she was lying on the laminate surface. Sliding her hips forward put her body on full display for him. When his tongue danced across the flesh of her breast, her back arched, and primal sounds erupted from her.

      If I only get one night with her, I’m sure as hell going to make the most of it.

      “Too. Many. Clothes.” Her words came in short gasps.

      He took a step back, and her body writhed in front of him. Her hunger stroked his ego and encouraged him to continue.

      “Don’t you move.” Pete used his policeman voice. Hard. Firm. It refused to be ignored.

      He tossed his T-shirt to the floor and stepped back up to her. His long fingers looped through the thin elastic of her panties.

      She lifted her hips, helping him as he pulled the delicate fabric down her flesh.

      “So beautiful,” he said before dropping his mouth to her stomach as his hands slid beneath her. Lifting her hips up, he slid his tongue lower, finding her most intimate place.

      He took her to the edge of pleasure and held her there. His own gratification would come after he’d taken her over the precipice of hers.
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      Pete awoke to the soft caress on his shoulder and a kiss to his cheek. How he’d missed a lover’s touch. He opened his eyes to Emma’s dark gaze. “Good morning.”

      She exhaled and slipped from the bed. “I guess this is the awkward part.”

      Pete sat up and watched her perfect body as she moved toward the dresser. “Where I have to make the walk of shame.”

      Her attention snapped over her shoulder. “I hope you don’t feel that way. I wouldn’t want you to regret last night. I had a lot of fun.”

      He left the bed and moved to her, reaching for an embrace. “Me too. Can I call you later?”

      Her body deflated. “It’s my first day at my new job. It’s going to be crazy.” Her gaze flipped to the clock on the nightstand and then back to him. Her cheeks were a lovely shade of pink, telling him she didn’t have a lot of experience with the morning after. Or the night before.

      He hadn’t been prepared for the heat of passion. But then why should he be? There weren’t a lot of options for him in this town. His recent past had put severe limitations on his romantic future. That was what had made Emma so attractive. She didn’t know about his past.

      She’d assured him she was on birth control. As committed to her career as she was, he’d choose to believe her.

      “If I’m going to be on time, I need to get in the shower.”

      He left a soft kiss on her cheek. She didn’t return the affection.

      “You can show yourself out.”

      He might be offended by the coolness of her actions and words if he didn’t find her embarrassment so endearing.

      “I’m a big boy.”

      “Yeah, you are.” Her words sounded like the purr of a tiger cub.

      He winked. She’s adorable. Shy, but fun. Flirty and smart.

      He picked up his briefs and jeans off the floor, stepping into them. As he went in search of his T-shirt, his phone began to ring. He checked his pants pockets but came up empty. Following the ringtone, he found the device halfway under Emma’s bed.

      He was grateful for the call until he saw his ex-wife’s name on the screen. He shuddered. Rachel was a bucket of cold water, dousing the passion of the previous night.

      At least Emma is already in the shower, and I don’t have to explain… But what was there to clarify? This was a one-night thing, and Rachel was his ex.

      “What is it?”

      “Where are you?” For years now, Rachel hadn’t cared about him or what he did as long as he was available when she needed him. What’s changed?

      “It’s six-twenty a.m. Where do you think I am?”

      “Not at home. Ari and I are at your door.”

      He picked up his T-shirt from the kitchen floor and slipped it on as he let himself out of the apartment. “Why are you on my porch first thing on a Monday morning?”

      “That’s what we need to talk about.”

      Geez! Typical Rachel. The woman got some kind of kick out of keeping him on the outside until she needed him for whatever reason. Then she’d show up unannounced and chastise him for not being more involved.

      He stopped in the alley between the diner and the hardware store and scrubbed his face. The knots in his stomach that came with facing his ex made him nauseous.

      So much for last night’s escape. Time to face the harsh reality of my life.

      Seeing Ari took the sting out. He regretted not spending as much time with his daughter since everything had happened. “I’m getting off work. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” His stomach cramped. He hated lying, but telling Rachel the truth would make the situation more uncomfortable.

      “You don’t work on Sunday nights.”

      “Think about it.” Could she read the subtext in his harsh tone?

      “I get it. Can we meet at the diner? We’re both hungry.”

      His stomach growled loudly. That makes three of us. “Breakfast sounds great. I’ll meet you there.” It would take them a few minutes to make the short drive, so Pete decided to move his car up the street. He didn’t care what others thought about his car sitting in front of the bar all night, but Ari’s opinion mattered. He didn’t want to explain his escapades to his sixteen-year-old.

      Pete walked into the diner and surveyed the room. Two other tables were taken. The elderly Mr. and Mrs. Tucker ate their breakfast at one table. His replacement at the police department, Liam Hauge, occupied the other.

      He didn’t know much about Liam. But why would he want to? This guy had taken over for him as commander. Pete supposed he couldn’t hold his mistakes against Liam. Still, he was a symbol of all Pete had lost, and he couldn’t bring himself to try and make nice.

      Pete chose a table near the front window, one that put space between him and the other patrons.

      “Bring you a coffee, Pete?” Nate greeted from behind the counter.

      “Yes. And a couple of menus. I’m meeting Ari and Rachel.”

      Nate was setting the coffee in front of him when he spied his ex parking her car across the street. His daughter jumped out of the passenger side and crossed the street, only pausing long enough to check for traffic.

      Pete met her inside the door. She lifted up on her tiptoes to throw her arms around his neck. He held her close, like ten years, not ten days, had passed since he’d seen her.

      “I missed you.”

      “Me, too, sweetie. Me, too.”

      Ari held him tight, unwilling to let him go, which was perfectly fine with Pete. He’d stand right here, blocking the door as long as his daughter wanted him to hold her.

      He pushed her fine, blonde hair off her face and kissed her forehead. “How are you feeling?”

      She pulled back and met his gaze.

      Ari didn’t have to say a word. Her pale flesh and hollow cheeks told the story for her. When he held her, he’d guessed another few pounds had melted away.

      The bell on the door rang, and he swore the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. Rachel had caught up with their daughter.

      She greeted him by name.

      He pointed toward the table where he’d abandoned his coffee and the menus. After they sat, he took his seat and sipped from the mug.

      Rachel distracted herself with the menu.

      Every time they exchanged custody of their daughter, they did so on neutral ground. Again, he wondered why she’d shown up on his doorstep.

      Their divorce decree meant he didn’t have to deal with Rachel for any other reason than Ari, so he chose to turn toward the light in his life. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

      Rachel’s focus remained on the menu. “Ari, ask your father.”

      The girl squirmed in the chair and twisted her thin pink lips.

      Her nervousness broke his heart. Pete strived to be the kind of dad she could come to for any reason. “Anything.”

      The daggers of Rachel’s green stare hit him. “She hasn’t told you what she wants yet, and that’s your response?”

      “Yeah. It is.” He returned his attention to his daughter and worked to push everything else away. He tried not to fight with Rachel in front of Ari, but as of late, the woman came at him with guns drawn.

      The waitress approached. Pete recognized her as Nate’s oldest teenage daughter Lori. “Can I get you ladies something to drink?”

      Rachel ordered coffee, and Ari requested orange juice.

      Not wanting to be interrupted again, Pete decided to put the food orders in, too. “What do you say? Blueberry pancakes?”

      “Sounds great,” Ari said.

      “I’ll have the same.”

      Rachel handed the menu back to Lori. “Spinach omelet. Egg whites only.”

      Lori walked away, and Pete’s gaze returned to Ari. “What did you want to ask me?”

      She slid her fingers against the tabletop, drawing circles against the wood. “Let me do it. Let me join the program.”

      Now they were making progress. “What program?”

      Rachel reached over, putting a hand on Ari’s wrist. “That part is taken care of. We don’t need your father’s permission.”

      Ire bubbled up in his stomach. “Can someone fill me in?”

      “At last month’s appointment with Dr. Grant, he suggested we enroll Ari in a new study.”

      Those words sounded suspiciously like a trial, an untested method, that could offer hope but be pulled away from her. “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

      Rachel shoved her hand in front of her. “Listen for a minute. There is no medication involved in this. The program focuses on nutrition and physical activity to rebuild the immune system. She wants to do it, and I’ve already enrolled her.”

      Pete shook his head and relaxed against the back of the chair. Initially, he wanted to remind her of all the reasons he resisted these plans. Did he have to recount everything that happened six months ago and admonish her for making these decisions without him? Yes, Rachel had primary physical custody of their daughter, but being an involved, caring father was part of his fabric.

      He was angry at his ex, but never at his baby girl. “So, if this is settled, what is your question?”

      “I want to live with you for the summer.”

      Could they do this? He worked nights. Could he change shifts? Why was Rachel bending her demand to keep a tight grip on their daughter? He flipped his attention to Rachel. “You’ll allow it?”

      “I need you to take the lead on this.” She pulled a folder out of her large leather purse and slid it across the table. “It’s an involved program. She’ll have appointments three to four days a week.”

      Pete opened the folder and glanced at the first page. All of the appointments were scheduled. Two a week were at the hospital, but the other two were at Sunnydale Farms, the therapeutic horse facility outside of town. “You’re right. This is a lot.”

      “Dad!”

      His daughter’s plea tugged at his heartstrings. “Of course you can stay with me for the summer.”

      “And I can do this? I can ride horses?”

      Weren’t horses and stables dirty? “Is this somewhere someone with deficiencies in her immune system should be spending her time?”

      “This could help her.”

      Rachel’s voice reminded him of nails on a chalkboard, even when she was trying to convince him something was good for Ari. These days, he struggled to remember he’d once loved this woman with his entire heart.

      His gaze flipped to his daughter. Her big blue eyes, the ones everyone said she got from him, pleaded. How do I say no?

      “We’ll give it a try.”

      Ari was out of her chair with her arms around Pete’s neck again. She squeezed him tight and kissed his cheek.

      He relished the affection.

      Rachel dug around in her purse. “Why don’t you go move your bags to your father’s car?”

      After she took her mother’s keys, Ari pivoted to Pete.

      “Mine is unlocked. Put them in the back seat.”

      When Ari was out of earshot, Pete unleashed on his ex. “You could have prepared me for this instead of blindsiding me.”

      “You would have said no without even checking into the details.”

      “We agreed to be done with Dr. Grant and this hospital. We said we were going to let Midland Med handle her care.”

      “He contacted me about the trial.”

      Pete curled his fist under the table and closed his eyes tight. “No more experiments. Proven treatments. We agreed on that.”

      “No! We didn’t. You laid down the law. She wants this, and she needs it.”

      “But horses?” He bit his lip and shook his head.

      “Why do you act so surprised? She’s talked about wanting to ride horses since she was little.” The woman paused. Her eyes closed tight.

      Over the last year, the lines on her face had deepened and her eyes had grown sad. Pete knew recent events had been hard on her, too. Maybe he hadn’t offered her as much grace as he should have.

      “There are two roads here. One, the regimen works, and she gets a better quality of life. Two, she’s happy this summer doing something she’s always wanted to do. Either one is a win,” Rachel said.

      He refused to think of Ari having a bucket list. If he agreed to this program, he’d do so because it would help Ari get better. Not because they were giving up a fight and accepting defeat.

      Pete opened the folder again and stared at the list of appointments. “If you knew you were going to have me managing this, you could have let me set these times.”

      “Those are the times she was assigned.”

      Lori returned to the table with the food. She set the first stack of pancakes in Ari’s empty spot. Pete closed and picked up the packet, making room for the food.

      Lori motioned toward the Sunnydale emblem on the front of the folder. “Hey! Is that for the study?”

      “Yes. My daughter is enrolled,” Pete said.

      Ari came back into the restaurant, returning to her seat. “Mmm. Blueberries. These smell great.”

      Pete motioned toward Ari and introduced the two teens. “Lori rides at Sunnydale. Right?”

      “I’m working there, too, this summer. My aunt and uncle are trainers. So, I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “Great!”

      Pete tried to focus on the conversation with Ari as they ate, but his mind raced with the million and one questions he had about the program. Anytime he asked one, Rachel cut him off, saying all would be answered at the initial meeting later this morning.

      Once they were done eating and he’d paid the bill, the three left the diner.

      Pete checked his watch. “I want to go home and shower before this appointment. Can I meet you at Sunnydale?”

      Rachel glared at Ari, and the teen retreated to Pete’s car.

      “I’m not going to the meeting,” Rachel said.

      “What do you mean? This is our daughter’s treatment.”

      “If I could make these appointments, I wouldn’t have had to call you in.”

      “Yeah, that’s another topic of discussion,” Pete said.

      Rachel fiddled with the purse strap hanging from her shoulder. “We’re leaving in a couple of days for a three-week cruise.”

      The other half of her we was Steve, his partner when he worked for the Midland Police Department. Shortly after Pete moved out, Steve moved in.

      He swallowed hard and closed his eyes to the mixture of anger and pain. “There is so much I want to say.”

      “Let’s skip it. We’re divorced. Have been for years.”

      He stepped closer and dropped his voice lower. “I don’t care who you’re screwing. And I would gladly take Ari for the summer. But I don’t understand why you didn’t talk to me about this earlier? Why not give me a chance to adjust my schedule? What if I had planned a vacation this week, too?”

      She laughed out loud. “Come on. You don’t do vacations.” She handed him an envelope. “All the details of where I’ll be and when are there.” She walked to the car, tapped on the window, and then waved to her daughter. “I’ll come watch you ride when I get back from my trip.”

      Rachel then crossed the street, got into her car, and drove away.

      Pete peered through the window at Ari’s face. He couldn’t have asked for anything better than a whole summer with her. That didn’t mean he was going to stand by and let some doctor poke and prod her in the name of their research. He’d make a final decision after he got answers to all his questions.
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      Emma Haines counted herself lucky as she walked up the barn aisle of Sunnydale Farms with Ben Crawford—one of the most renowned adaptive and therapeutic riding instructors in the country—by her side. He had agreed to manage the equestrian arm of her research and his credentials added significant weight to her work.

      The aisle was full of people tacking up horses. The younger and the more disabled worked with the help of others. Some were able to tack their horses alone.

      The children’s laughter mixed with the sweet smell of hay reminded her of the barn she rode at—and took her brother to—on the outskirts of Chicago.

      “You’ll see a lot of the same faces here day-to-day, and you’ll learn their names quickly.” Ben paused to talk to a young man in his late teens or maybe early twenties. He was wearing riding breeches and a dark blue polo shirt bearing the Sunnydale logo on the front breast.

      When he finished, they continued walking. “Max graduated from Lake Erie College a couple of weeks ago. He’ll start working there as a trainer in the fall. We’re so lucky to have him back for one more summer.” Ben pointed to the clipboard in Emma’s hands. “Our first client should be here soon. Ariella Ward. Her condition is a form of autoimmune polyglandular syndrome.”

      Ward? As in Pete Ward? Can’t be. Ward has to be a common name. Right?

      Emma set aside the memories of last night and tried to focus on the job she was here to do. She remembered the case but had only ever talked to the girl’s mother. “She’s the patient who was removed from the drug trial late last year. Right?”

      “It’s rather tragic. I understand she responded well to the infusions.”

      “What happened?”

      Ben didn’t immediately answer. “With respect to the Ward family’s privacy, let’s say she is no longer eligible to receive the medication.”

      “It’s unfortunate, but she will make a good control subject in my study.”

      Ben flipped the page again. “Do you want me to have Max get a horse ready for her? I was thinking Denver would be a good match.”

      “Please. My intake exam will take about twenty minutes, and then I will put her up on a mount for a short time.”

      “She should wear a mask if she rides in the indoor arena. If she’s outside, it’s not so important, but I’d still advise it. With school out, both arenas will be full all day long. Lots of dust,” Ben said.

      “I agree.”

      She’d been impressed with Ben on their initial meetings over Zoom, but she hoped he didn’t plan to micromanage the treatment of her patients. She’d thought his input would be limited to matching horses with riders and giving advice on therapies. She didn’t expect him to be involved in every aspect of her patients’ care.

      Ben started talking, and she tried to focus on the words. But, from the corner of her eye she saw a blonde teenage girl coming into the barn. That must be my patient. The girl was rail thin with long, fine hair. Emma’s first thought was the condition of her hair signaled a lack of nutrition. She also wore baggy jeans and an oversized hoodie, even though the temperature was in the mid-eighties.

      The man walking two steps behind her—the tall, hunky one she’d ravished last night and then not-so-gently kicked out of her apartment early this morning—seized her attention.

      He was freshly showered, and his hair was still damp. The T-shirt he chose today encased his body, showing off his fit frame. The urge to slide her tongue against his washboard abs took hold.

      Her main attraction to Pete was based on the fact she would never see him again. Just her luck, his daughter was in her study.

      His comment about the relationships between fathers and daughters now made sense. He’d been drawing from experience. She’d checked for a ring, but maybe he was the kind of guy who didn’t wear jewelry. Maybe he liked to sleep around.

      For the moment, she had to push those emotions aside. She had a job to do and a study to run. She couldn’t let her ill-thought-out decision last night compromise her work today. She had too much riding on her research, and her patient’s care had to come first.

      As they approached, Pete’s gaze met hers, and the color visibly drained from his face.

      Yeah. This is going to be fun. Not!

      Ben smiled warmly at the teen. “Hi, Ariella.”

      “Ari,” both Pete and the girl said in unison.

      Pete laughed. “She prefers the nickname.”

      “Noted. This is Dr. Emma Haines,” Ben said.

      When Pete grabbed her hand, the memory of his mouth on the nape of her neck sent a shiver up her spine. “I thought your wife would be joining us.”

      “Ex-wife, and no.” He slid an arm around his daughter’s shoulder. “Ari’s spending the summer with me. I’ll be bringing her to her appointments.”

      The warmth between the two did nothing to squash Emma’s growing attraction to this man. In fact, it fueled the fire. The passion between them had sizzled in the sanctity of her apartment, but this guy was warm and caring, evidenced by the way he talked to and about the ill sixteen-year-old.

      But, goodness, she was closer in age to his daughter than she was to him.

      She forced her gaze on Ari. “There is a camper right outside the barn. It’s serving as my office for the duration of this program. Today, I want to do a quick intake exam, and then we’re going to introduce you to a horse.” She shifted to Ben. “You said Denver, right?” She scribbled the horse’s name on the top page of Ari’s file.

      Ben confirmed the information and then called out for Max to get the horse from the pasture.

      Pete raised his hands in front of him. “Can we slow down for a minute? Rachel dropped this in my lap this morning, and I’m not up to speed. I want to make sure you understand that Ari has a form of APS.”

      Emma lifted the large folder in her hands. “I’ve studied her file. Rachel and Dr. Grant gave me access to her records.”

      “I’m concerned that a horse stable is not the most sanitary place for her to be.”

      Ari pulled away from Pete. Her fists clenched at her side. “You told me I could try this.”

      “I’m trying to be open-minded.” He flipped his attention to Ben. “And I mean no disrespect. It’s more than apparent you keep everything as clean as possible, but it’s still a barn.”

      Ben’s posture softened. “Don’t worry about offending me. I understand where you’re coming from. We work with a lot of children with different medical diagnoses. Dr. Haines is equally versed in what protocols need to be in place to keep Ari well. We were discussing that she should wear a mask when she’s in the barn and brushing the horses.”

      The girl spun on her heel and walked away from the adults. Pete started to follow her, but Emma took control. “Let me talk to her. This is my study. And if there are any rules to be imposed on patients, I will be setting them.” She shot a glare at Ben, hoping he would receive the message about her frustration.

      Maybe drawing a line in the sand with Ben wasn’t her best or brightest idea. Hell, neither was sleeping with Pete. But she felt she understood where Ari was coming from. Working so closely with her brother, his disabilities, and his desire to be around the horses, gave her insight. A few months ago, Ari was doing well on a medication that was then ripped from her. Losing her line to a normal life had to be traumatic to the girl in ways others wouldn’t understand.

      Ari was at the fence. She studied the horses grazing in the pasture with a fondness Emma recognized. She’d been just as enamored with the animals at Ari’s age. Even younger.

      Emma stepped up next to the teen. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      The girl met her gaze. She had her father’s distinct eyes. The same turbulent emotions resided in both.

      “I want to be normal. I want to ride horses this summer like other girls my age.”

      “I want that for you, too. You’re scheduled twice a week for ten weeks.”

      “Dad’s going to stop it. He’s trying to be cool, but he’s scared.”

      She couldn’t imagine the man she’d been with last night as anything but self-confident and in control. “Maybe concerned is a better word.”

      “Try terrified. Or overprotective. I don’t want to wear a mask. I don’t want to be different. I don’t want to be the sick kid.”

      This poor girl. “If there is anywhere that you can be who you are, it’s here.” Emma nudged her shoulder and then pointed toward the outdoor arena. “I chose Sunnydale to be the home for my research because people who are managing health issues can have the normalcy you crave here. Some ride with special braces on their legs or backs. Others have their horses guided by trainers. Others, still, use specialized equipment to best serve their needs.”

      “You don’t know my dad. Some junk happened last year, and now he’s extra grouchy about my medical care. If he had his way, he’d put me back under house arrest. He didn’t let me do anything before I was in the drug trial. Now that I can’t get XFL13 until it’s approved, he’s been freaking out again.”

      The details of why she was removed from the trial were missing from Ari’s files. A logical reason would be that she either had bad reactions to the medication or her illness progressed while she was on it. From what others had told her, neither had happened. No matter the explanation, Emma wanted to help Ari in any way she could. “Let me talk to him. I’m pretty good at persuading people. In the meantime, to ease his concern, would you consider wearing the mask when you are in the barn, if I do everything in my power to make sure we work outside more often than not?”

      Ari scrunched her face in an exaggerated manner, playing as though she had to think about the question, before she laughed. “I can do that.”

      Max approached with the tan quarter horse. “Dr. Haines, who is riding Denver?”

      She tipped her head toward the blonde. “Ari is. Can you put him in a stall and take her to the tack room to find her some boots that fit?” She twisted to Ari. “I’m going to talk to your father, and then we’ll go to my trailer and do your intake.”

      Emma made her way back down the aisle. She found Pete and Ben locked in conversation. “Mr. Ward, can we talk about your concerns? Maybe I can put your mind at ease.”

      She noticed the tense lines of his frame and his muscular definition and knew how to loosen him up. So much for keeping my mind on my work.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m sure it’s in your little folder that Ari was part of a drug study, and the medicine was taken away from her. I’m not eager to get her hopes up again. I’m not interested in treatments that haven’t been approved. Her mother set all of this up behind my back.”

      Okay. So maybe he is grouchy.

      Emma took a step forward and lowered her voice, hoping to bring a sense of calm to the discussion. “There is no trial medication as part of my research. I’m working with Dr. Grant at the hospital and Ben here at Sunnydale to prove my hypothesis that nutrition and strength training can enhance the effectiveness of all other medical interventions.”

      “That’s fine and good, but there is no other treatment for Ari.”

      “Which makes her an excellent control subject.”

      Pete’s jaw set, and his eyes narrowed. “My daughter is not a subject. Nor is she blind research. She is the one thing in my life that matters.”

      Emma wished she could recall her words. “Then let me try to help her.”

      She laid her hand against his forearm, something she wouldn’t have done if they hadn’t shared last night.

      The tension eased in his shoulders.

      “What do we have to lose? My program can’t hurt her. If you let me, I can make her healthier. Then, when XFL13 is approved, she will be in a good place to start up again.”

      “The last I heard, the pharmaceutical company thinks it will be at least a year. Other doctors have told us to keep her from places where she can pick up bacteria, fungus, and viruses. This place…”

      “I get it. I talked to Ari. She’s agreed to wear the mask in the barn. I compromised and told her I would do my best to work with her outdoors. Can you live with that?”
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