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      A bead of sweat rolled down her neck and into her cleavage as she pulled her uniform top away from her chest and fanned herself with a menu. Marie Griffin wished she had let the phone call go to the answering machine that morning instead of picking up and agreeing to work the lunch shift at the Hoosier Diner. Once again, she was stuck working during the hottest time of the day and the air conditioning had quit an hour before. Eyeing the bin of ice, she wanted to scoop handfuls out and shove it inside her clothes, maybe that would cool her off. Instead, she leaned against the counter and continued to wave the menu in an attempt to cool herself. Her normally comfortable uniform stuck to her, highlighting her full figure. At least her dark auburn hair was already up in a bun and not sticking to her neck.

      She turned at the jingle of the bell over the door, smiling at the stranger dressed in an Indianapolis Police Department uniform. He stared at her as she lazily fanned herself with the menu. “Hi there. You can sit wherever. I’ll get you some water.” As she moved to scoop some ice into a glass, she missed him checking her out, zeroing in on her butt.

      Turning around, she found him seated at the counter, studying her. His dark hair flopped over his forehead, framing his hazel eyes. She watched as a blush crept up his face. Another jingle and she heard a familiar voice. “Hey, Marie. I thought you had today off.”

      “I made the mistake of answering the phone this morning. Brenda’s sick, so I agreed to come in and work. It was okay until the air conditioning quit an hour ago. Kevin is in the back trying to get it going again as the repairman can’t get here until tomorrow.” She set a glass of water in front of the stranger and scooped ice for another. “At least, it’s not busy. I think the heat is keeping everyone home today. I can’t believe it’s this hot in October.”

      “Be glad you’re in here; the heat is making people nuts. What time is your shift over? I don’t want you walking home alone today.”

      “I’m off at two but I’ve got class at three, so I’m heading straight to campus.” She placed a glass of ice water in front of him. In an attempt to change her brother’s focus, she asked about his partner. “So, who’s the rookie?”

      “This is James Marsden. He’s just out of the academy. James, this is my little sister, Marie.”

      “Good to meet you, James. Don’t let Steve boss you around too much.”

      The red fading from his face, James replied, “I won’t.” He reverted his attention to the menu.

      Marie looked at her brother. “You want the usual, Steve?”

      “Sounds good.”

      She scribbled on her pad and glanced at James. “And, how about you, handsome?” She smiled as the blush overtook his face again.

      “I’ll, um, I’ll have the club sandwich.”

      “And to drink?” She admired his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.

      “Water’s fine,” he croaked.

      “Okay. I better go let Kevin know we have customers. I’ll have your food out in a few minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      James stared at Marie as she pushed on the swinging door, glancing guiltily upwards when he heard Steve clear his throat.

      “I know that look. Keep your hands off my sister, rookie.”

      His mind whirled. Oh shit. Way to piss of your training officer, dumbass. “I…yes, sir.”

      “Glad we have that straightened out. Now, tell me more about this small town you’re from. Fairfield something?”

      James chugged some ice water before answering. “Fairfield Corners. It’s about twenty minutes outside of Fort Wayne. It’s a nice little town, but nothing exciting ever happens there. That’s why I moved to Indianapolis.”

      “Somedays, you’ll miss the quiet. It can get crazy here.”

      “That’s what Reggie says even though she’s going to school in New York.”

      “Reggie? Who’s that?” Steve asked. The scowl on his face made it plain what he was thinking.

      “Shit, no, it’s not like that. She’s been my best friend for about fifteen years; she’s like a sister to me.” Gulping more water, he used a napkin to wipe the sweat off his forehead.

      With a squeak, the door to the kitchen swung open as Marie pushed on it with her hip, her hands full of plates of food.

      “Here you go, guys. Do you need ketchup for your fries, handsome?” she asked with a smile.

      “No, thanks,” James mumbled as he looked down at his plate. If he met her eyes, he knew he would blush again. Her curves tied his tongue in knots. Just the thought of his hands anywhere near her had him gritting his teeth in order to keep his body under control. Sporting a woodie for his training officer’s sister was a sure way to get himself fired. Reciting basketball stats in his head helped him calm down.

      “Okay, let me know if you need anything else.” She pulled a couple of “to go” containers out and set them near their plates.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when she retreated to the kitchen and out of his line of sight. He chewed and swallowed mechanically as his thoughts drifted to the hair piled on top of her head. What would it feel like if he ran his fingers through it? Was it as soft as it appeared? Get a grip, Marsden, she’s not for you. Immersed in his inner dialogue, he blocked out the squawk of his radio as his thoughts raced about the beauty who had just taken a seat at a nearby table and was wrapping silverware into napkins.

      “Come on, rookie, we’ve got a call. Throw the rest of your lunch in the carton, and let’s go.”

      Now he understood why she had placed the containers on the counter before they had even started eating; a call during a meal was obviously a common occurrence. He threw some bills on the counter to pay for his bill. It had been drilled into him at the academy that they couldn’t accept free food. With one last look at Marie, he followed his partner out the door.
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      James slid into the patrol car with a sigh as the cool air from the vents hit him. The heat usually didn’t bother him but chasing a naked guy through Monument Circle had the sweat soaking through his uniform shirt. He wiped the droplets from his forehead as Steve climbed into the vehicle.

      “I could have gone my whole life without seeing that,” Steve said with a chuckle as he started the car. “At least, he’s unit twenty-nine’s problem now.” He glanced at the clock in the dashboard. Picking up his radio handset, he notified dispatch that they were off shift and headed back to the station. “What did you think of your first day?”

      “It was just what I was hoping for when I moved down here. Back home, a typical day would probably be boring. Nothing ever happens in Fairfield Corners. And that perp running through Monument Circle, who knew a naked guy could run that fast?”

      Lost in thought, James was surprised when they pulled into the lot at the station. As if on cue, Steve’s cell phone rang.

      Flipping it open, he answered as he shut the motor off. “Hey, Cara. What’s wrong, baby?” Listening to his wife, he frowned at her news. “Damn it, I’ll have to find someone else to pick up Marie. She has a late class, and you know I don’t like her walking home alone after dark. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. We just pulled into the station. I should be there in about thirty minutes.” He ran his hand through his hair and sighed as he leaned against the vehicle. “Yeah, love you, too.”

      “Well, rookie, I hope you don’t have any plans for tonight. I need you to go get Marie after her class. One of the kids is sick, and Cara got called in to work.” He led James toward the building,

      “Me? But…”

      “But nothing. I know you won’t do anything to hurt my baby sister. I would find out, and your life would be hell.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me anywhere near your sister?”

      “I don’t, but I can’t dump a sick kid on you on your first day, so you get to give Marie a ride, instead. You pick her up and drop her off, nothing else. And keep your hands to yourself. I don’t want her getting any ideas. She will spend her future with someone who doesn’t risk their life on a daily basis. She deserves a normal life, not one of worry and heartache.”

      “I understand. If I had a sister, I wouldn’t want her to hook up with a cop, either.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      His mind raced as they walked to the locker room. Marie alone with him in his car. Could he keep his promise to not touch her?

      After a shower, James donned
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