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      Jaci Burton is a USA Today and New York Times bestselling author who lives in Oklahoma with her husband and dogs. She has three grown children, who are all scattered around
         the country having lives of their own. A lover of sports, Jaci can often tell what season it is by what sport is being played.
         She watches entirely too much television, including an unhealthy amount of reality TV. When she isn’t on deadline, Jaci can
         be found at her local casino, trying to become a millionaire (so far, no luck). She’s a total romantic and loves a story with
         a happily ever after, which you’ll find in all her books.
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      When it comes to love, they already know the rules . . . by heart.

      
      Thirty-two and finally setting up her veterinary practice in the town she once called home, Emma Burnett is on her own and
         loving it. Independent and driven, she’s not letting any man get in the way of her dreams. Not again.

      
      That’s fine with Luke McCormack. Divorced and hardly lacking in female company when he needs it, he’s devoted to the only
         faithful companion in his life – his police dog. Still, there’s something about Emma he can’t shake.

      
      When a series of local break-ins leaves Emma vulnerable, she seeks help from the first man to spark her desire in years. And
         now they’re giving each other something they thought they’d lost forever . . . hope.

   



      
For Ashley. I’ve seen you grow into a beautiful young woman of fierce dedication and determination. No matter what roads you’ve chosen to travel, I’m so very proud of where you’ve ended up. Love you!
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      Chapter 1

      
      EMMA BURNETT COULD have never imagined that going hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt would be so exhilarating.

      
      She could barely contain her excitement as she looked over every aspect of her just-about-to-open new veterinary practice
         with a heavy dose of pride and more than a little trepidation.
     

      
      It was six-fifteen in the morning. Her staff would be arriving soon. She grinned at the thought. She had a staff now.

      
      “We’re here, Daisy. We made it.”

      
      Daisy, her yellow Labrador retriever, thumped her tail and looked up at her, dark eyes filled with adoration. You had to love
         a dog because no matter what happened, they’d always love you back. You could have an awful day, be grouchy and in the worst
         mood, and your dog would still sit at your feet and be there for you.
     

      
      Emma rubbed Daisy’s head and locked up her bag in her office, then closed the door, moving into the lobby. Daisy followed
         along, sniffing every square inch of gleaming tile Emma had spent the weekend polishing to perfection.
     

      
      
      Sure, she could have had a cleaning service do that, but this place was hers and she wanted to do it herself. Then, after
         she’d cleaned, she’d inventoried, going over every scalpel, pair of forceps, IV pole, and thermometer. She’d inventoried all
         the drugs—twice—from antibiotics to pain medications, making sure everything was in order.
     

      
      This place was hers. She still couldn’t quite believe it.

      
      She swept her hand over the pristine reception desk, tapped her finger on the desktop computer she hoped was filled with appointments
         for the day, then moved on through the double doors leading to the back room where the sparkling instruments awaited her first
         touch.
     

      
      Cages were ready, and so were the exam rooms. The OR was prepped. Everything was spotless and sterilized.

      
      She was in debt up to her eyeballs, but, come hell or rising water from the creek down the road, this place was all hers now.
         It had taken years and more than a few major detours, but Hope Small Animal Hospital was now owned and operated by Dr. Emma
         Burnett, DVM.
     

      
      She inhaled and exhaled, letting the dual feelings of satisfaction and utter terror wash over her. At least this time it was
         a healthy dose of terror. Not like before.
     

      
      It would never be like before again. She’d lost five years of her life on that mistake, and now, at thirty-two, she was making a late start. But after
         going back to school and working with a veterinary group in South Carolina, she was finally home and on her own with a practice
         that was all hers.
     

      
      A knock on the front door made her startle. She curled her fingers into her palms.

      
      “Calm, Emma. This is your big day.” She hurried to the door, grabbing her keys out of her lab-coat pocket.

      
      It was Rachel, her receptionist, along with Leanne, her tech. Her two assistants were the gas in the engine that drove this
         clinic. She smiled and unlocked the door. “Good morning.”
     

      
      “Mornin’, Dr. Emma,” Rachel said with a grin, her arms laden with donuts and coffee. “Thought you could use these.”

      
      “It’s so good to be back here again,” Leanne said, her long blond hair braided into two pigtails, her purple scrubs decorated with tiny paw prints.
     

      
      Totally adorable.

      
      “You’re my lifesavers. Both of you. Thank you.”

      
      They sat in the tiny break room together and ate donuts, drank coffee, and went over the appointments for the day.

      
      “You have a full day, Dr. Emma,” Rachel said.

      
      “Really? That’s great.” She wanted to leap up and pump her fist in the air, but that would be so unprofessional.

      
      “Doc Weston always had a full waiting room.” Leanne licked donut icing off her fingers. “Everyone was disappointed when he
         had to close so suddenly. So were we.”
     

      
      “No kidding,” Rachel said. “Leanne and I were lucky to hook up with the Barkley clinic on the north side of town after Doc
         Weston closed, but Barkley sucks.”
     

      
      “Understatement,” Leanne said. “The doctors there are dicks.”

      
      Emma would not smile about that. Really, she wouldn’t.

      
      Leanne nodded. “I’ve been spreading the word about the reopening. It’s like Field of Dreams, Doc. People will come.”
     

      
      Emma let out a hopeful sigh. “That’s so good to hear.” She wanted to be busy. She needed to fill this place up with clients.

      
      Since Dr. Weston had retired six months ago, the clinic had been closed and Hope residents had to go to the other clinic for
         animal care. Bruce Weston had been a wonderful veterinarian. He’d taken care of Emma’s terrier, Soupy, and her collie, Max,
         when she’d been a kid, and she’d loved him. She’d always been eager to come here and look at all the pictures of animal breeds
         on the wall of the exam rooms, check out the charts and the models of the insides of dogs and cats. She’d been curious and
         he’d always been more than happy to answer all her questions. Besides her utter love of animals, Dr. Weston had been one of
         the primary reasons she wanted to become a veterinarian. He was kind and patient, and had taken just as much care of the owners
         as he had of the animals.
     

      
      
      She’d been sad to hear about his heart surgery and subsequent retirement, but happy for him now that he and his wife, Denise,
         were moving closer to their grandchildren in Colorado. She’d been ecstatic that he’d been amenable to her buying out his practice.
         It had taken a whirlwind trip from South Carolina back to Oklahoma so she could meet face-to-face with him to iron out the
         particulars once she’d learned his practice was for sale. He’d been generous in his price and had helped her work out the
         loan details so she could get it done.
     

      
      Maybe her luck was finally changing.

      
      At six forty-five they cleared out the remnants of donut nirvana and Rachel, ever efficient, booted up the computer, while
         Emma and Leanne set up the rooms and instruments, ready for the first patients to start rolling in.
     

      
      And did they ever. The first clients started coming in as soon as they opened the doors at seven. The clinic offered drop-off
         service for people on their way to work in Tulsa. Since they were on the main road leading to the highway, it was convenient.
         People could drop off their animals, Emma would diagnose and treat them throughout the course of the day, and their owners
         could pick them up on their way home from work. She charged a minimum boarding fee to house them for the day.
     

      
      By eight o’clock, the appointment customers started piling in, and Emma reacquainted herself with the people in her town.
         She’d been so busy renovating the clinic, updating inventory, and working with her staff since she’d come home that she’d
         had no time to visit with anyone. She wished she’d had a chance to see her sister, but Molly didn’t come home. Ever. Period.
         If she wanted to see her little sister, she had to first track her down because Molly was as mobile as they came. And then
         she had to fly or drive to whatever location Molly called home that particular month.
     

      
      They talked on the phone at least once a week, and that would have to be good enough for now.

      
      At the moment she had her hands full with a hundred and forty pounds of very exuberant Newfoundland, who was happily slobbering on her neck as she performed an exam.
     

      
      “He’s very healthy, Mrs. Lang,” she said, as she and Leanne wrangled King, who was determined to play with them. He stuck
         out his tongue and slurped her face.
     

      
      Good thing she appreciated dog drool.

      
      “He’s eating my pear tree. Bits of bark at a time.” Mrs. Lang did not look happy.

      
      “Do you take him out for walks? How big is your backyard? Do you have other dogs for him to play with?”

      
      “King is our only dog, and the yard is small. And well . . . he’s kind of a lot to handle. It was my husband Roger’s idea
         to get him.” Mrs. Lang looked mournfully at King. “He was such a cute little puppy.”
     

      
      Many people thought puppies were so cute. The problem was, cute puppies often grew into giant dogs. Like King. She glanced
         over at King’s chart to check out the Lang’s address. “He needs exercise and stimulation. There’s a great park over on Fifth
         near your house. Does he walk on a leash?”
     

      
      “Yes. Very well. I made Roger take him to those classes.”

      
      “Excellent. If you walk him twice a day and take him to the park, it will help work off all this energy he has. Also, I highly
         recommend neutering him. You don’t want him to get out and father a bunch of unwanted pups, do you? And it will help settle
         him.”
     

      
      “Oh, of course. Let’s do that.” She smirked. “Roger won’t like that. Men and their . . . equipment, you know. They take it
         so personally. I’ll tell him it was your suggestion and he’ll do it. And I’ll make sure we walk him.” She patted her stomach.
         “We could all use the exercise.”
     

      
      The morning flew by in a blur of shots, exams, worming, and one tiny and filthy pit bull puppy someone had found in a ditch.
         She was a mass of flea-bitten adorable, a brown-and-white baby who’d either been abandoned or lost. The person dropping her
         off said she couldn’t keep her because she had two rottweilers at home and couldn’t possibly handle one more dog, but she
         couldn’t leave her shivering in the morning cold, either. Though it was late spring and the days were warming, the nights were still cool.
     

      
      Emma assured the woman they’d clean her up and find her a good home. She examined the pup, and other than needing a serious
         flea bath and a good meal, she was healthy, thankfully. She gave the pup to Leanne, who took her away to give her the flea
         bath and her first round of puppy shots.
     

      
      She only had time for a quick bite of the peanut butter and jelly sandwich she’d packed for lunch when the second round of
         afternoon clients came in. Daisy wound her way around the clinic, checking in on Rachel and Leanne as they did their work,
         too. Emma was so thankful to be this busy, she had no complaints. They were jammed all afternoon until the last pickup at
         closing, when her staff finally left.
     

      
      It was quiet. She swiped her hair out of her eyes and breathed a sigh of utter contentment as she walked around the clinic.

      
      It had been a good first day. This is what she’d wanted, what she’d worked so hard for. She’d lost sight of it for a while
         and thought she’d never have it.
     

      
      “Hello? Is anyone here?”

      
      Daisy’s ears perked up, and she bounded out of the office at the sound of the deep, booming voice in the lobby.

      
      Emma thought she’d locked the door.

      
      She hurried out to see a man holding a German shepherd by the leash who sat regally while Daisy tried to play with it.

      
      “Daisy, come here.”

      
      Daisy came over and sat dutifully next to her, tail whipping against Emma’s lab coat.

      
      “Can I help you?”

      
      “Yeah. I saw your lights were on and was hoping you’d still be open. My dog hurt his leg.”

      
      He came toward her, and she took a wary step back, until he walked under the overhead lights and she saw he was wearing a
         cop uniform. She breathed a sigh of relief.
     

      
      “You scared me there for a second.”

      
      “I’m really sorry. Luke McCormack. I’m local police here. This is my dog, Boomer.”

      
      
      McCormack. Last name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. She would definitely remember a guy who looked like
         him. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a uniform that fit him—very well. Dark brown pants, lighter brown shirt. Gun strapped
         to his hip. Very dark hair, cut short, full lips. Serious expression, which only made him look . . .
     

      
      Hot. Sexy. Though she didn’t think about men being sexy these days. She didn’t think about men at all, and hadn’t for a very
         long time.
     

      
      As he approached, she noticed the dog was limping. “Oh. What happened?”

      
      “We were chasing a perp—uh, a suspect. Boomer must have twisted his leg in a hole or something because he yelped and came
         up limping. I was headed toward the Barkley’s vet clinic and saw Doc Weston’s office was open again, so figured I’d stop here
         first. If you’re closed, I can—”
     

      
      “No. Of course, I’ll look at him. Bring him on back.” He walked side by side with her, and she noticed how very tall and broad
         he was. Daisy wound between them, licking the officer’s hand and staring adoringly up at him.
     

      
      Yeah, some watchdog you are, Daisy. Daisy wasn’t exactly what one could consider a personal bodyguard, unless excessive licking and an overabundance of affection
         counted as weaponry.
     

      
      Emma led the officer into the exam room and flipped on the lights, then turned around and knelt down, trying to calm her stupid,
         raging heartbeat. She smiled at the dog. “Okay, Boomer. Let’s take a look.”
     

      
      “Boomer. Sit,” the officer said.

      
      The dog sat and she examined his leg. He whimpered as she pressed on it. After finishing the exam, she lifted her gaze to
         the police officer. “Officer McCormack, I’d like to get an X-ray of this leg. I don’t think anything’s broken, but I want
         to be sure.”
     

      
      He nodded. “Okay.”

      
      “You can come with me. It’ll calm him to have you there.”

      
      
      She brought them back to the X-ray room, and he helped her get Boomer on the table while she got his leg in place for the
         X-ray.
     

      
      “So, you bought Dr. Weston’s practice?” he asked.

      
      Again, that voice of his. Deep and seriously . . . unnerving, but not in a bad way. It was doing something to her nerve endings
         she found decidedly . . .
     

      
      Uncomfortable wasn’t the word. She just noticed his voice. And so did her body. “Yes. I bought it right after he retired.”
     

      
      “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I got your name.”

      
      She looked up at him and frowned, then realized she’d been a complete moron and hadn’t bothered to introduce herself. “I’m
         so sorry, officer. I’m Emma Burnett.”
     

      
      “Nice to meet you, Emma. Are you new in town?”

      
      “Actually, I grew up here. My parents live over on Willow.”

      
      He nodded. “Did you go to Oakdale High?”

      
      “No. I went to Hope High.”

      
      “Oh, okay. The Burnetts on Willow. Your sister is Molly Burnett, then, right? She dated my friend Carter Richards in high
         school.”
     

      
      Hope was such a small town. Everyone knew everyone else. “Yes, Molly’s my little sister. Did you go to Hope High, too?”

      
      “No. I went to Oakdale.”

      
      That’s why she didn’t recognize him right off. He’d gone to the high school nearer to the county line. “Your name sounds familiar
         to me, too. Did you play football for Oakdale?”
     

      
      “Yeah. Wide receiver.”

      
      Now she knew why she recognized his name. He’d been some kind of football star. She remembered reading about him in the newspaper.
         He’d been good. But they hadn’t known each other back then.
     

      
      “So this is your clinic now?” he asked.

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      She grabbed the film and slid it in.

      
      
      “Luke.”

      
      She looked up. “Excuse me?”

      
      “Call me Luke. Not officer, and definitely not sir. Too formal.”

      
      He’d cracked a smile. He had a quirky, kind of off-kilter smile, and greenish-blue eyes that went really well with his dark
         hair. He had a rugged face, a square jaw, and, again, that really sexy mouth.
     

      
      Not that she was looking at him in that way, because she didn’t do that anymore. She and men were definitely off-limits. She’d learned her lesson the hard way.
     

      
      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be nice to her clients. “Okay, then, Luke. Let’s get this X-ray going. I need you to position his leg here for me, then if possible, ask him not to
         move.”
     

      
      “No problem. Boomer—stay.”

      
      Boomer lay perfectly still as they went behind the screen so she could take the shot.

      
      “Good boy.” Luke said to Boomer after the X-ray was taken. He swept his hand over the dog’s back and neck, showing care and
         affection.
     

      
      She liked seeing that in a dog’s owner.

      
      “Just one more film and that should do it. I need to turn him this way.”

      
      Luke helped her, and she couldn’t help noticing his hands. Strong. Big. Masculine, with a fine sprinkling of dark hair on
         his forearms. He hadn’t worn a coat inside, and he had some serious upper arm muscles peeking out from the sleeve of his uniform
         shirt.
     

      
      But she wasn’t looking, and she definitely wasn’t interested, despite the pinging in her nerve endings that conveyed otherwise.

      
      Chemistry couldn’t be denied. But that was biology. She had a choice, and she already knew what her choices were these days
         regarding men.
     

      
      She took Luke behind the screen and captured the second X-ray.

      
      But he did smell really good, though it wasn’t cologne. Shampoo, maybe? Or soap? Did they make scented soap for men? She had no idea.
     

      
      But she wasn’t interested, so it didn’t matter what kind of soap he used.

      
      “Are we done?”

      
      She looked at him. “Yes. Yes, we are.” She turned one way and he went the other, so they bumped into each other. He reached
         out for her arms to steady her, and she found herself staring up into those amazing eyes of his.
     

      
      “Sorry,” he said with a deep laugh that Emma felt all the way down to her stomach. And maybe even a little lower.

      
      “No. It’s my fault.” He took a step back and she moved around him.

      
      He had her acting like a teenager all filled with raging hormones. Ugh.

      
      “Just wait here a second with Boomer so I can make sure we don’t need to retake any shots.”

      
      She hurried out of the room and took a deep breath when she got into the reading room.

      
      What was wrong with her? She’d had male customers all day long. Some had been really good-looking, too, yet none of them had
         affected her like Luke was doing now.
     

      
      Likely because she hadn’t been alone with any one man all day. That had to be it. She never put herself in a position to be
         alone with a guy. And though Luke was a police officer, owned a dog, and seemed all nice and trustworthy, she knew better
         than to trust any man.
     

      
      She’d been naïve and trusting once, and it had cost her dearly. She was never going to be that stupid again, no matter how
         gorgeous a man was, or how nice he seemed.
     

      
      Or how good he smelled.

      
      Besides, this was the year of her career and nothing else. And so far, day one had been spectacular.

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      LUKE HAD BEEN a cop long enough to know two things were certain. One, when things were at their worst, more bad shit tended
         to pile on, and two, never judge a book by its cover.
     

      
      The first came true tonight when he’d been chasing the crackhead he’d pulled over for a speeding ticket, only to have the
         moron bail and run on him. He and Boomer had taken off on foot in pursuit, and Boomer had ended up wrenching his leg in a
         hole in someone’s front yard. Good thing he’d called in for backup—the suspect had been located hiding in someone’s shed.
         Asshole.
     

      
      The book with the pretty cover was currently taking an X-ray of Boomer’s leg. Dr. Emma Burnett was beautiful, but not in that
         fashion-model, take-your-breath kind of way. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, though some of it had escaped
         and framed her face. Her eyes were chocolate brown, framed by thick, dark lashes, and she had those full kind of lips that
         a man would want to spend hours kissing. She also had a body he’d be more than eager to pat down. Nice curves in all the right places, for sure, if a guy was in the market for a woman, which he wasn’t.
     

      
      He had plenty of women popping in and out of his life these days, which was just the way he liked it. In one day, out the
         next. The out part was the best part.
     

      
      Though right now the only thing that mattered to him was his dog. Dogs were the only creatures that were truly faithful. Women?
         Fun to play with. Definitely not fun to spend the rest of your life with. He’d tried that once.
     

      
      Epic fail.

      
      “The X-rays took just fine,” Emma said when she returned to the room. “I just need a few minutes to review them. I’ll be right
         back.”
     

      
      “Sure.”

      
      She led Luke and Boomer back to the exam room.

      
      He watched her walk out, disappointed the lab coat hid her backside. Based on the front of her, he’d wager she had a great
         ass, though he didn’t see someone like Emma Burnett as a one-night-stand type. Too bad.
     

      
      Hell, he hadn’t seen her in town at all before today, hadn’t even realized the clinic had opened up again. Good timing.

      
      She came through the door a few minutes later. “I have good news. Nothing’s broken.”

      
      He finally relaxed. “That’s great.”

      
      “Boomer does have a sprain, though. I’m going to give him an anti-inflammatory injection and suggest you keep him calm. Which
         means no heroic police-dog activity for at least a week.”
     

      
      Luke looked down at Boomer and scratched his ears. “He’s not going to like being off duty that long.”

      
      Emma squatted and ran her fingers through Boomer’s fur. “I’m sure he won’t, but it’s a short period of time for recovery,
         compared to what could happen if he hurts himself while he’s still trying to heal.”
     

      
      “Understood, Doc. I’ll make sure to take good care of him.”

      
      “I’m going to wrap his leg, which will offer him some stability and ward off swelling. You can take it off after twenty-four hours. I’m also going to give you some anti-inflammatory
         meds. Give those to him once a day. They’ll help ease any discomfort he might feel.”
     

      
      He watched her work. She was competent, and Boomer lay there like he was at a spa, his tail thumping while Emma talked to
         him in that soft, sweet way that females spoke to dogs. Boomer was eating it up, especially when Emma gave him a treat.
     

      
      “He’s going to want to come here every day now,” Luke said.

      
      Emma laughed, and Luke felt the twist of that sweet laugh all the way down to his balls.

      
      “Yeah, I’m very popular with the canine crowd.”

      
      “I imagine you’re very popular with every male, human and canine.”

      
      She lifted her lashes, and he saw the blush creep on her cheeks. Surely she was used to being complimented, but she looked
         away just as quickly and got down to business.
     

      
      Interesting. He didn’t see a wedding ring, but maybe there was a boyfriend and she thought he was hitting on her. Who knew?
         He was the last person to understand women.
     

      
      After the shot and bandaging, Emma walked him to the front desk.

      
      “What do I owe you?” he asked.

      
      She looked over at the computer. “You know what? I have no idea. Rachel handles all the accounting.” She turned to him. “We
         can send you a bill.”
     

      
      He frowned. “I can drop by tomorrow and settle up.”

      
      “All right. Thanks.”

      
      “No, thank you. You saved me a trip farther north to the other clinic. Boomer was in pain, so I’m glad you’re open and running.”
     

      
      “It was my pleasure.” She went to the desk and pulled one of her cards. “If you have any problems, or Boomer doesn’t seem
         to be getting better, give me a call, or bring him back in.”
     

      
      
      “Will do. Thanks again, Emma.”

      
      She blinked, looked at him as if there was something she wanted to say, then nodded. “You’re welcome . . . Luke.”

      
      EMMA BALANCED THE dog carrier in one hand while nudging away Daisy’s excited attempts to push through the door leading into
         the house from the garage.
     

      
      “Daisy. I know. I’m hungry, too. Just give me a second to turn the knob, and it’ll be dinner time.”

      
      Her purse drooped off her shoulder, the carrier tilted sideways, and Daisy barked. The pup whimpered.

      
      “Hang on, guys.” She turned the knob and Daisy bolted inside, her toenails tapping on the wood floor as she disappeared into
         the darkness of the house.
     

      
      She hit the switch and the hallway was bathed in light. She laid the carrier on the dryer long enough to punch the button,
         dropping the garage door closed. Daisy came bounding back to lick her hand and give her a hopeful stare, and the puppy cried
         again.
     

      
      “I know, kids. I feel exactly the same way. I could use a bath and a glass of wine, but I’m sure that’s not first on your
         agendas, is it?”
     

      
      Emma could have left the puppy at the clinic. She’d been cleaned up, inoculated, and fed, and she would have rested for the
         night. But she would’ve been the only guest at the clinic, and Emma couldn’t stand the thought of Annie—which is what Emma
         decided to call her because she was little and orphaned—being left at the clinic all alone.
     

      
      Emma headed into the kitchen, placed the carrier on the counter, and grabbed some dinner for Daisy. Now that the dog was occupied
         chowing down, she turned to the puppy.
     

      
      She set the carrier on the kitchen floor and opened it. Annie sniffed at the carrier opening for a few minutes, then not so
         gracefully tumbled out. Daisy, having already gobbled her bowl of food in about two bites, scrambled over to give Annie a
         sniff. She licked Annie’s face, which caused the pup to fall flat on her face.
     

      
      
      “Daisy. Gentle,” Emma admonished. “She’s just a baby.”

      
      Though she wouldn’t be for long. Emma scooped Annie up and gave her some love. She was trembling. “Poor little thing. Who
         would abandon you?”
     

      
      Sometimes, people just sucked. Emma knew that from experience.

      
      She fed Annie, brought her and Daisy outside. While the dogs were out doing their thing, Emma took a few minutes to admire
         the stars and take a few deep breaths to relax and roll her shoulders.
     

      
      It had been a good day. She hoped they were all going to be like this.

      
      The dogs came running back, so she let them in and locked the door. Emma put the pup back into her carrier. Annie curled up
         onto the blanket and went right to sleep. She was totally adorable. And Emma was not going to keep her, no matter how much
         the cute little thing pulled at Emma’s heartstrings. She hoped someone coming into the clinic would adopt her. She made a
         mental note to have Rachel post Annie’s picture and a notice on the bulletin board in the waiting room tomorrow.
     

      
      In the meantime, Annie’s carrier could sit next to Emma’s bed tonight.

      
      After heating up a rather unappetizing frozen dinner, washed down with a cheap glass of chardonnay, she grabbed the bottle
         and glass and headed into the bathroom, poured some great-smelling lavender gel into the tub and turned on the water.
     

      
      Daisy came into the bathroom, sniffed at the steam rising up from the tub, looked up at Emma, and burped.

      
      “Love you, too, punkin,” Emma said as she undressed and climbed into the tub. She grabbed her glass of wine and sank into
         the water up to her neck with an audible sigh.
     

      
      Now this was the way to end the day. She took a few sips, and even though it wasn’t the finest vintage, it tasted good going
         down, relaxing her tired, stressed body. She set the glass on the edge of the tub and closed her eyes, replaying the events
         of the day.
     

      
      
      She’d had a lot of clients—more than she thought she’d have. She’d been afraid they’d go elsewhere for veterinary care, but
         with only one other clinic in town, it was comfortable to stay with the familiar, even if there was a new doctor running it.
         Though she’d been gone a lot of years, she wasn’t a stranger—she had at least grown up in Hope. Her family was known. That
         helped.
     

      
      And then there’d been Luke McCormack, the very attractive police officer.

      
      No. She was naked in the bathtub and thinking about a hot man in uniform. What the hell was wrong with her? She did not want
         to go there.
     

      
      She paused, about to shut down the thoughts, and sat up in the tub, reaching for her wine to take a long swallow.

      
      How long had it been since she’d even thought about a man, let alone been out with one? How long had it been since one had
         even interested her?
     

      
      She thought back to the practice she’d worked at in South Carolina. She hadn’t dated anyone there. No one had even remotely
         sparked her interest. Even further back, there’d been school. Who had time to date while in vet school? It was like living
         a nightmare. Nonstop classes and tests and clinicals and no sleep. There’d definitely been no men in her life then unless
         they’d been study partners, and they’d been as exhausted and stressed as she’d been.
     

      
      The last time she’d had a man in her life had been . . .

      
      Ugh. That was so long ago, and he’d been her nightmare. She refused to think about him ever again.

      
      But today . . . now . . . she’d thought about a man. A very attractive, very sexy man. Was that such a bad thing?

      
      She might not want to have a man in her life, and she might not have one in her master plan for right now, but that didn’t
         mean she shouldn’t allow herself to think about one. She was human, after all. And a woman.
     

      
      She had the right to fantasize, dammit. A sexual reawakening was a good thing.

      
      Her phone rang. She wrinkled her nose, pondered ignoring it, but knew better. It would just ring again. And again, until she picked up. She wiped her hand on the washcloth and grabbed the phone from the edge of the bathroom counter, already
         knowing who it was.
     

      
      “Hi, Mom.”

      
      “You knew it was me, didn’t you? How was your first day? I was going to drop in, but when I drove by, the parking lot was
         full so I didn’t want to bother you. I’m so excited for you, Emma. I knew you were going to be a huge success. Dad says hi,
         by the way.”
     

      
      So much for relaxation. Her mother was a tornado of energy, both physically and verbally. “It went great.”

      
      “We should have had balloons and a big grand opening.”

      
      “It’s not a retail establishment, Mom. It’s a veterinary clinic. No balloons. When they pop, the animals will swallow them.
         Bad for the intestines.”
     

      
      “Oh, that’s right. Still, I think you need a grand opening. It won’t hurt to draw in more customers. You need to advertise,
         Emma. I already told you we’ll help with that. You have to push, push, push to be successful.”
     

      
      Push was her mother’s middle name.
     

      
      “And I already told you that Dr. Weston had plenty of customers. Let me see who we get back first. Word of mouth is the best
         way to draw in clients.”
     

      
      “Whatever you think is best. For now. We’ll talk more about that when you come over for dinner on Sunday. Tell me all about
         your day.”
     

      
      Emma stared longingly at her empty wineglass while she filled her mother in on her first day. She loved her mother, but Georgia
         Burnett was a force to be reckoned with and rarely took no for an answer once she had an idea in her head. She was opinionated,
         stubborn, and one of the strongest women Emma had ever known. They’d butted heads from the time Emma was a child.
     

      
      She’d thought long and hard before coming back home to set up her practice, but buying out Dr. Weston’s practice had been
         a deal she couldn’t pass up. Plus, she’d wanted family in her life again, needed the comfort of familiar places and faces.
         It was scary enough going into debt, even though her parents tried to help with the loan for the practice, which she didn’t want. She’d been dependent before, and she’d
         never be that way again. This time she was doing it all on her own. But she was doing it with family close by.
     

      
      “Do you need anything?” her mother asked.

      
      “No, I’m good, Mom.”

      
      “Your dad and I are worried about you, Emma. All the money you’ve poured into the business, plus your college-loan debt. It’s
         too much. We can help—”
     

      
      “I’m going to be fine. You know I used some of the money Grandma left me in her trust to help fund the practice. It’ll start
         making money right away.”
     

      
      “But it’s going to take years to pay off your college loans. It’s just you by yourself and it’s a huge burden. Why do that
         alone when you don’t have to?”
     

      
      She took a deep breath, and let it out. “Because I have to do this myself. And you know why.”

      
      Her mother was quiet for a few seconds, which Emma knew was a rare thing.

      
      “I understand. Of course, I do. But, Emma, we’re here for you if you need us. No questions asked.”

      
      Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them back. She’d already cried enough tears for a lifetime. Never again. “I know, Mom.
         That’s why I came home.”
     

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      LUKE DROVE DOWN the main highway. It was after rush hour, so the streets weren’t full of cars like they’d been an hour ago.

      
      There wasn’t a lot of crime in Hope. It wasn’t a large town. Big enough to have a city council and a police force and a mayor,
         which Luke was glad about. It had given him a job and a purpose and a chance to show off what he was worth, but sometimes
         it got downright boring.
     

      
      He wrote a lot of traffic tickets, and because the state highway ran through town, there were a lot of fender benders. He
         worked those, sometimes side by side with the highway patrol, which meant he often got to hang out with his friend Will, who
         was a state highway patrol officer.
     

      
      But major crime? Yeah, not so much. Meth labs were big in Oklahoma, and small towns bred them, so there was that. A few drug
         arrests, break-ins, drunk and disorderlies, and kids doing shit they shouldn’t do, but the opportunities to use his gun were
         rare. Which was a good thing, although he did continue to hone his shooting skills at the firing range or out at the family
         ranch.
     

      
      
      Someday he’d end up on a big-city police force. Tulsa didn’t have openings, and with the current budget cuts he was damn glad
         to have the job he held, so he wasn’t complaining. But he kept his eyes and ears open to the possibilities. Will often suggested
         he move over to HiPo, but he enjoyed being a city cop and it looked like that’s where he was going to stay for the moment.
     

      
      Which was fine. He liked being in this town. This was home, and protecting it meant something to him.

      
      The past few days he’d made some drive-bys around Dr. Emma Burnett’s place. Each time her parking lot was full of cars.

      
      Good for her. He was glad to see she had customers.

      
      “She seems to be doing fine so far, Boomer.”

      
      Boomer, asleep in the backseat of Luke’s patrol car, had no comment. Likely because he was still pouting about not getting
         to run the past few days.
     

      
      “You’ll be back in action soon enough, Boom.”

      
      He should stop by the doc’s office and have her take a look at Boomer’s leg. Luke was due for his break anyway. Not that there
         was anything wrong with the leg, but it was almost closing time and she didn’t seem to have any clients right now. No point
         in not being diligent about his dog.
     

      
      Yeah, and you want to see the hot doctor again.
     

      
      No, that wasn’t it at all. Emma seemed like someone a guy dated more than once, which wasn’t at all his type. He pulled in
         and turned off the engine. Boomer’s ears perked up.
     

      
      He called in to dispatch that he was taking a break, and he’d be temporarily unavailable.

      
      “Come on, buddy,” he said, grabbing Boomer’s leash.

      
      He remembered Rachel from the other day, when he’d stopped by to pay the bill he owed for Emma treating Boomer’s injury. He
         hadn’t seen Emma at all that day. She’d been in the back with patients.
     

      
      “Hi, Officer Luke,” Rachel said with a wide smile.

      
      She was good at remembering names. “Howdy, Rachel.”

      
      She frowned and glanced down at the computer. “I don’t have you on the books for an appointment. Did I miss one?”

      
      
      “No. And I know you’re about to close. I was just driving by and thought if Emma—if Dr. Burnett had a second, maybe she could
         do a recheck on Boomer’s leg.”
     

      
      “Oh. Sure. Let me find out for you.” She picked up the phone and hit a button. “Hey, Dr. Emma. Officer McCormack is here with
         Boomer. Do you have a second to take a look at Boomer’s leg?”
     

      
      She waited, smiling up at Luke the whole time. The girl was adorable, couldn’t be more than twenty-one or so, with short dark
         hair and glasses that only added to her appeal. She probably had ten boyfriends.
     

      
      As it should be at that age.

      
      “Okay, thanks.” She hung up the phone. “She’s finishing something up in the back. She told me to take you into one of the
         exam rooms, and she’ll be right there.”
     

      
      “Great. Thanks.”

      
      Rachel led him back to one of the rooms and he took a seat. Boomer, always happy to get out of the car, wagged his tail and
         paced around the exam room.
     

      
      “You’re just bucking for another treat, aren’t you?”

      
      Boomer showed his teeth in a wide smile and wiggled his butt.

      
      “Yeah, some fierce police dog you are. Some burglar will wave a cookie at you, and you’ll let him run right by.”

      
      Luke grinned. He knew better than that. On command and on duty, Boomer was as good a cop as any of them out there.

      
      Emma opened the door and her dog Daisy came bounding in behind her, greeting Boomer with a fierce wag of her tail and a sniff.
         Boomer did the same.
     

      
      Emma smiled at him, and he felt the gut punch. Not sure why someone in pink scrubs and tennis shoes with her hair messily
         piled up on top of her head could spark his libido, but there it was.
     

      
      No. Not your type, remember? You’re here for the dog.
     

      
      “Hi, Luke,” she said as she closed the door behind her. “Is something wrong with Boomer’s leg?”

      
      “Honestly? Not a thing. He seems to be healing up fine, and I’m taking him on walks every day. But I had a free minute while I was on my shift tonight, and I saw you hadn’t closed
         yet, so I thought I’d drop by and have you take a look.”
     

      
      “Oh, I’m glad you did. I’ve been thinking about . . . him.”

      
      He couldn’t help but smile and wonder if it had really been Boomer she’d been thinking about, because there were those telltale
         spots on her cheeks again.
     

      
      She was gorgeous when she blushed.

      
      Okay, she was gorgeous without needing to blush.

      
      She took Boomer with her and left the room, Daisy following behind them. He went, too, watching as she walked all around the
         clinic with Boomer, testing his leg strength. When they came back in, she moved Boomer’s leg back and forth, pressing on various
         parts of it. He tensed, waiting for Boomer to show signs of pain.
     

      
      She looked up at Luke, her easy smile relaxing him. “He’s healing very well.”

      
      He breathed out a sigh of relief. “That’s great news. He seemed to be doing okay, but I’m glad to hear it from you.”

      
      But then she frowned. “You said you were on duty?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Why’s he with you?”

      
      “Oh. He goes everywhere with me. But he’s not on duty. If I get a call, I keep him in the back of the cruiser. He’s just riding
         along so he doesn’t have to stay home.”
     

      
      She nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. He’s doing great, Luke. His leg is steady. He’s putting all his weight on it like it’s
         not causing him any pain at all, so you’re doing a fine job with his rehab. Give it another couple days of rest, then I think
         you can start running him again.”
     

      
      She bent and petted Boomer and Daisy simultaneously, not seeming to mind at all when they both licked her face.

      
      You had to appreciate a woman who didn’t object to a little dog spit. A lot of women didn’t want to be mussed up. Obviously
         Emma had no problem with it.
     

      
      “Thanks. I’m relieved to hear that, and I appreciate you taking another look.” He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I worry about him. It’s stupid, I know.”
     

      
      She stood and laid her hand on his arm. “It’s not stupid at all. I treat Daisy like she’s my kid. Animals can’t speak for
         themselves, so they rely on us to be both their caretakers and their playmates. I’m so happy you’re doing such a good job
         of caring for Boomer.”
     

      
      He looked down where her hand lay on his arm. Just as quickly, she jerked it away, then reached into the jar on the counter
         and gave Boomer and Daisy a treat.
     

      
      “Anyway, I’m glad he’s rehabbing so well.”

      
      She walked him out front. “I’m sorry to say that everyone’s left for the night again. Rachel had a date so I let her leave,
         and Leanne had already taken off.”
     

      
      “So . . . alone together again, huh? This is getting to be a habit.”

      
      She looked at a loss for words. She wrapped her arms around her chest, then shoved her hands in the pockets of her lab coat.

      
      Huh. Interesting. “Emma. Do I make you uncomfortable?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      Well, at least she was honest. “I’ll take off, then, and drop by tomorrow to settle up my bill with Rachel.” He led Boomer
         to the door.
     

      
      “No. Wait.”

      
      He paused and turned.

      
      “It’s not you, Luke. It’s nothing about you.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      She shook her head. “It’s . . . nothing. It’s me.” She smiled. “Honestly. I’m just not comfortable around guys.”

      
      He popped up an eyebrow, then it hit him. “Oh. I get it. Sorry.”

      
      Her eyes widened. “No. You are not getting it at all. That’s not it.” She took a few seconds. “I’m not explaining myself well.
         Look. It’s been a long time.”
     

      
      He cocked his head to the side. “Huh?”

      
      
      “Um, you know.”

      
      “No. I don’t.”

      
      She bit down on her lower lip, then said, “First, there was four years of vet school, and after that I had to dive in and
         work with several doctors at a practice. Getting my feet wet, you know? It was nonstop work. There was no time in my life
         for the whole dating thing.”
     

      
      Now he really did get it. He came toward her. “So, you’re saying you’re . . . rusty?”

      
      This time, at least, she didn’t back away like he had the plague.

      
      “Yes. That’s it exactly. I haven’t dated anyone in years.”

      
      He found that hard to believe. “Years?”

      
      She tilted her head back and looked up at him. “Yes. Years. It’s a little embarrassing.”

      
      Up close, she was more than the pretty face he’d first thought. Her eyes were wide pools of whiskey brown, her lashes so long
         she’d never need makeup, and her lips—damn, she had a sexy mouth. “You need to get back in the game, Emma.”
     

      
      She sighed. “Tell me about it.”

      
      “With someone you can trust.”

      
      She looked toward the door. “Easier said than done.”

      
      “Let me take you out.”

      
      Her head jerked up and her gaze met his. “What?”

      
      Yeah, what exactly. He couldn’t believe he’d said that. But now that he had . . .

      
      “You heard me. Let me take you out. We’ll go out somewhere and eat. Use forks and knives. Have a nice conversation and a drink.
         Then I’ll take you home, walk you to your front door, and call it a night.”
     

      
      She had this wary look on her face that would have made him laugh if he wasn’t sure she was taking this so seriously.

      
      “That’s it?”

      
      He grinned at her. “Well, that’s not how I usually do it, but for you, sure. That’s it.”

      
      She frowned. “How do you . . . usually do it?”

      
      “Look, Emma. I’m not the dating type. But I like you. And I can see you want to ease into this. I want to help. I want to be your friend.”
     

      
      Her gaze narrowed. “My friend.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “But I’m not your type.”

      
      “I didn’t say that.”

      
      “You implied I wasn’t the type of woman you typically did . . . whatever it is you do with women, since you just said you’re
         not the dating type.”
     

      
      He resisted rolling his eyes. This was why he didn’t like having extended conversations with women. It usually led to him
         getting in trouble for something he said that he didn’t really say, but the woman thought he meant what he didn’t say in the
         first place.
     

      
      Women drove him crazy.

      
      “I didn’t imply anything. I just asked you out on a date.”

      
      She crossed her arms, only this time it was in irritation, not defensiveness. “I don’t need a pity date, Luke.”

      
      Shit. Foot-in-mouth struck again. “I don’t pity you. I like you.”

      
      “You already said that. As a friend, of course.”

      
      He clenched his jaw. “Is there something wrong with that?”

      
      “No. I love being your BFF. It’s exactly how I want you thinking of me. Thanks for the offer, Luke, but I’ll pass. If you
         have any more problems with Boomer, don’t hesitate to call me.”
     

      
      She pushed him toward the door, opened it and herded him out, then locked it behind him.

      
      With him on the outside and her inside, he could do nothing but stand there and stare at her, struck utterly dumb by whatever
         the hell had just happened.
     

      
      She’d been pissed. Even now, she stared at him as she shuttered the blinds closed, and he could see the hurt in her eyes.

      
      Women were one fucking mystery after another. His ex-wife had driven him batshit crazy, and he’d sworn he’d never get involved
         with another one.
     

      
      
      He’d tried to be nice to Emma, tried to help her out. Hell, he’d even asked her out after hearing her story about not dating
         for years, figuring she’d be happy to have a night out. He found her hellaciously attractive, but he knew limits, and when
         a woman was skittish, he could stay hands-off. But instead of being grateful, she’d acted as if he’d insulted her.
     

      
      He should have left Emma alone. He’d broken his own cardinal rule, and look where it had gotten him.

      
      Tossed out on the sidewalk.

      
      He looked down at Boomer, who stared up at him and wagged his tail, oblivious to what had just happened.

      
      “Let’s go, Boom. Time to get back to work.”

      
      A MERCY DATE. Mr. Hot and Sexy had asked her out on a mercy date.

      
      The sparks between her and Luke had been out of this world. Twice she’d been alone with him, and she might have been a little
         wary, but she hadn’t been afraid. He was nice. Luke had a good sense of humor, and he was oh-so-fine-looking. And he had a
         great dog that Daisy loved. If she was going to go out with someone—which she wasn’t—he’d be the right guy.
     

      
      But then he had to treat her like she was some poor, pitiful misfit who couldn’t get a man to ask her out if she’d put a front-page
         ad in the hometown newspaper begging for one. 
     

      
      Take her on a date. As a friend. Just to help her out.

      
      “What a colossal douchebag.”

      
      She wanted to throw something. Unfortunately, everything in the clinic cost too much to hurl across the room.

      
      She stormed into her office to grab her bag, Daisy bumping into her leg to shove her head under Emma’s hand.

      
      There was the calm she needed. She absently petted Daisy, then sat in her chair and nuzzled Daisy’s neck.

      
      Was she really that pathetic?

      
      She’d felt the chemistry between her and Luke, had been excited to have those feelings again. She’d thought that maybe . .
         . just maybe, at some point she could take a shot at having a normal life again after all the hell she’d been through. But she was obviously throwing off some kind of odd signals
         that screamed she was helpless and pathetic.
     

      
      Ugh.

      
      She was not helpless, and she didn’t need a guy to rescue her from her self-imposed dating exile. Just because she didn’t
         have a man in her life didn’t mean she was miserable.
     

      
      She was fine. Perfectly fine. She had her shiny new practice and her patients and her dog.

      
      What more did she need to be happy, dammit?

      
      She finished up at the clinic and took the dogs home, got them fed and settled, then wandered the kitchen, searching for something
         to eat.
     

      
      Nothing sounded good. She felt unsettled, as if there was something she should be doing, but wasn’t.

      
      Her thoughts wandered back to Luke, which got her irritated all over again. Now she had a full steam of mad and nothing to
         do with all that pent-up emotion.
     

      
      Since sex was out of the question, she needed an outlet. She’d already gone to the gym before work this morning, though nothing
         said she couldn’t go again. Then again, that’s not what she wanted.
     

      
      Routine was her problem. She finally decided she needed to get out of the house. Too much sameness wasn’t good for her, and
         she’d spent the past week doing the exact same thing every day—going to the clinic, coming home, and spending the night alone.
     

      
      If she continued that, before long she’d have two dogs and a house full of cats, and she’d park her butt on the sofa watching
         one too many of those Real Housewives of some city or other.
     

      
      She refused to let that happen, so she changed into jeans and a sweater, grabbed her keys, and drove to Bert’s, the town’s
         best diner. A bowl of chili for dinner sounded really good.
     

      
      The good thing about showing up late was avoiding the normal four to six p.m. dinner crush. Bert’s was a popular place, and
         Hope was a very small town. Tuesday was meat-loaf night, and she’d had Bert’s meat loaf before. It was awesome. So was his chili.
     

      
      The place had pretty much emptied out, so she grabbed a table. Anita, one of the waitresses who’d been there “forever” according
         to her, hustled over.
     

      
      “How ya doing, honey?” Anita asked, grabbing the pencil from her multicolored hair.

      
      “Great, thank you.”

      
      “You’re in late tonight. I hear the new clinic is keeping you busy.”

      
      The one thing about Hope—and Bert’s diner—was that there were no secrets, and everyone knew your business. Which for Emma’s
         business could be a very good thing. “It has been busy, which makes me very happy.”
     

      
      “And hungry, I hope. What can I get for you?”

      
      “I’ll have a diet soda and a bowl of chili. Can I get macaroni with that?”

      
      “You bet. I’ll bring your order right out.”

      
      She’d brought a book with her, determined to settle in and enjoy taking herself out to eat.

      
      Who needed a guy? She didn’t.

      
      “Hey, Emma.”

      
      She looked up and smiled as Jane Kline and Chelsea Gardner appeared at her table. She’d gone to high school with both of them,
         and had recently renewed her acquaintance with Jane because they worked out together at the local gym.
     

      
      “Hi. Are you two here to eat?”

      
      “Yes,” Jane said. “We had a very long school meeting.”

      
      “Which means we’re starving,” Chelsea added. “Are you eating alone?”

      
      “Yes. Would you like to join me?”

      
      “Love to.” Chelsea pulled out a chair.

      
      “Are you sure we’re not intruding? Maybe you want to be alone,” Jane said, looking unsure.

      
      Emma laughed. “I spend plenty of my nights alone. I’d love some company.”

      
      Jane took a seat, too, and Anita came over.

      
      
      “A late rush tonight, I see.”

      
      “Meetings,” Chelsea said. “Ugh.”

      
      “Oh. No wonder you two look so miserable. Do they like to torture you poor teachers by making you spend all day long with
         those kids, then all night with a bunch of bureaucrats?”
     

      
      “Yes,” Chelsea said while perusing the menu. “All just perks of the job, you know.”

      
      Jane nodded. “But it’s over now and we can finally eat. What are you having, Emma?”

      
      “Chili.”

      
      “Oh, that sounds good. I’ll have that, too.”

      
      Chelsea ordered the soup of the day, and Anita brought their food over within a few minutes. They all dug in.

      
      “It’s a good thing Will took an extra shift today,” Jane said. “At least he’s not fending for himself, alone with the kids.”

      
      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Chelsea said. “The guy can open a can of SpaghettiOs or make a grilled cheese sandwich, Jane. He doesn’t
         need you to be there to cook dinner for him.”
     

      
      “Oh, I know. I just like to cook. I always cooked for the kids and me before Will came along, you know. It’s just nice to
         have a man in the house again.”
     

      
      “Women in love. Spare me,” Chelsea said to Emma with a roll of her eyes.

      
      Emma laughed. “Will is rather spectacular-looking. It’s a wonder you don’t have him locked in a closet somewhere, Jane.”

      
      Jane grinned. “He is a hottie, isn’t he? I don’t know what he’s doing with me.”

      
      “Uh, because you’re a rockin’ sexpot?” Chelsea said.

      
      “Oh, sure. A rockin’ sexpot with two kids.”

      
      “That just meant you know what you’re doing. And who says women with children can’t be sexy?” Emma said. “Look at you, Jane.
         I sometimes can’t believe you’ve had two children. You have an amazing body, you’re a wonderful teacher, and those blue eyes
         of yours are knockouts. You’re smart and gorgeous. Maybe Will should be the one locking you up in a closet so no other guy gets within five feet of
         you.”
     

      
      “Hell, yeah,” Chelsea said, toasting that comment by raising her glass of iced tea.

      
      Jane’s cheeks pinkened. “If I’d known it was going to be Build Jane’s Ego Up Night, I’d have dressed better. Thank you, ladies.”

      
      “Just stating the truth.”

      
      “Will tells me you treated Luke McCormack’s dog, Boomer.”

      
      Emma’s spoon stilled on its way to her mouth. She looked up at Jane. “Will knows Luke?”

      
      Jane smiled innocently at her. “They’re best friends. Is Boomer all right?”

      
      Okay, dog talk she could handle. “He’s doing fine. Luke brought him in for a follow-up tonight, as a matter of fact. He’s
         healing up nicely and should be able to return to active canine duty within a few days.”
     

      
      “That’s great news. The kids love Boomer. And I’m weakening in the get-a-dog department. Ryan and Tabby are really giving
         me the full-court press about one. And Will says he thinks it would teach the kids responsibility. Secretly, I think it’s
         Will who really wants the dog.”
     

      
      “Dogs are great companions for kids, providing you get the right breed, one that’s good with children.”

      
      “Maybe you could come over and talk to all of us about that. I don’t want to make the wrong decision.”

      
      She nodded. “I’d love to.”

      
      “I’ll cook for you, too,” Jane said with a wink.

      
      “Sold.”

      
      “See, I have nothing to offer. No dog advice, nothing. No wonder I don’t get invited over for a home-cooked meal,” Chelsea
         said.
     

      
      Jane nudged her. “You have an open invitation to come over anytime and you know it, so quit with the false complaints.”

      
      
      “Fine. I’m coming over when Emma does. Maybe she can talk me into a dog, too.”

      
      “You?” Jane asked. “As fussy and as much of a perfectionist as you are? I can’t see you as a pet owner.”

      
      Chelsea lifted her chin, her hair flawless and still perfect, despite the horrible lighting in the diner and after a long
         day at work. It was difficult for Emma to be around Chelsea because she was gorgeous, with her red hair and stunning blue-green
         eyes, and she was built like a centerfold. And to top it off, she had a funny, dry wit and an easygoing personality. She was
         quite possibly perfect. Emma had loved her from the moment Jane introduced them.
     

      
      Someone like Chelsea probably went on a lot of dates. Maybe she would be the person to ask for advice about how to handle
         reintroducing herself back into the world of men. Not that she was looking to do that or anything, but eventually her self-imposed
         exile would have to end, and she hadn’t exactly dealt with Luke’s invitation all that well.
     

      
      Then again, she wasn’t sure if that was her fault or his. “So, I sort of got asked on a date tonight. I think, though I’m
         not really sure.”
     

      
      “Really? That’s exciting,” Jane said, grinning. “Who’s the guy?”

      
      “Uh . . . Luke McCormack.”

      
      “Real-l-l-ly,” Chelsea said. “Luke asked you out? That’s so interesting.”

      
      “Well, he didn’t ask me out on a date. More as a friend?”

      
      Chelsea frowned. “What do you mean?”

      
      She told them about her exchange with Luke at the vet clinic.

      
      Jane rolled her eyes. “Men can be so dumb sometimes. He thought he was doing you a favor by asking you out? What an idiot.”

      
      “I’m with Jane. He’s an imbecile. I’d like to kick him in the nuts.”

      
      Emma laughed. “Thank you. I thought I was being overly sensitive, or maybe I read the situation wrong.”

      
      
      “No, you definitely didn’t read it wrong,” Chelsea said. “As if you need a mercy date. You’re hot, Emma. You could walk out
         this door, and ten guys would fight each other for a chance to go out with you. Luke’s a moron, and you should tell him to
         shove it. Never mind, I’ll tell him to shove it.”
     

      
      She laid her hand on Chelsea’s arm. “Oh, please don’t say anything to him about this. You, either, Jane. I just wanted some
         advice, but I’d like this to stay among the three of us.”
     

      
      “You’re no fun,” Chelsea said. “I love reading the riot act to Luke. We’ve been sparring for years now. I’m an only child,
         so I never had brothers and sisters to fight with. He’s like the brother I never had.”
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