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        Chelsea

         

        Timothy Holt is totally out of my league. He’s damn-near Australian royalty and I’m just a dog trainer. There’s no chance he’d want anything to do with me, especially after I accidentally spilt juice all over him just before he’s about to go on national TV. And then the success of my business suddenly hinges on us being in a relationship. How the hell am I going to make that happen?

         

         

        Tim

         

        Romance isn’t on my agenda. Nor is dog ownership. And then Chelsea Parker slams into me. Literally. She’s a complication I don’t need, but for some reason, I can’t stop thinking about her. Her smile, the way she makes me laugh, the way my body reacts to her…. I want everything about her. But what is she going to do when she discovers the truth I’m hiding from her? A truth involving a three-legged mutt called Wilbur?
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        For everyone who’s ever welcomed a rescued dog into their home and hearts.

      

        

      
        And for Ebony, my own rescued dog who changed everything for our family for the better.
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      Tim

      

      Snagging a pink tutu-wearing teddy bear up off the hallway floor without slowing down, I toss it through the closest open door and then head for the kitchen. “Ellie, we’re going to be late!” I call over my shoulder.

      Coffee. I need coffee. A bucket of coffee. Maybe a trough.

      Ellie, wherever she is in the apartment, deigns not to answer.

      “Ellie?” I call again, this time snagging up my car keys from where I’d tossed them onto the counter the night before. I bounce them on my palm, looking around the kitchen. God, I hope I remembered to charge the car last night. If I’m late for this interview…

      Maybe I should have accepted the invite to use Dad’s driver.

      A shudder ripples through me.

      Nope. Not an option. I’d promised myself if I was doing this—moving away from the academic life into the political one—I wasn’t going to ride Dad’s coattails. What message would that send?

      That you’re a Holt through and through?

      “Ellie? Are you coming?” Maybe I should change my surname? “Hello,” I mutter under my breath, extending my hand to an imaginary constituent standing in front of me. “I’m Timothy Fartybutt, Prime Minister of Australia.”

      A wry snort vibrates at the back of my nose. Ellie would be impressed.

      Speaking of which… “Ellie? Hurry up!”

      From deep in the interior of the apartment, a toilet flushes.

      Ah, okay. That explains it.

      The sound of feet thumping along polished bamboo flooring precedes the sudden arrival of a tornado dressed in pink tulle, faded denim, and a colour that could only be called cat-vomit yellow. On a good day. “Where’s Lord Byron?” Ellie asks, wildly looking around the kitchen. Her pigtails are a lopsided mess of strawberry-blond frizz, fixed with mismatched scrunchies.

      No way in hell am I going to suggest I fix them though. Never mess with a seven-year-old’s hair when she’s done it herself. I learnt that the hard way a month ago.

      “Byron is in your bedroom,” I say, jogging/shuffling on the spot. “We’re late. C’mon. Let’s go. Let’s go.”

      “In my bedroom?” Her eyes grow wider. “Daddy.”

      She pivots on her hot-pink Vans and bolts back into the apartment.

      I groan.

      Yep. Definitely going to be late.

      As if fully aware of the situation, my phone springs into life in the hip pocket of my chinos, the ring tone telling me exactly who it is.

      “Hurry up, Ellie!” I call, tugging my phone free and jamming it to my ear. “What’s up, Dad?”

      “Where are you?” Robert Holt—once Australia’s most beloved Prime Minister, now rabble-rouser antagonist to whomever happened to be the leader of the country at the time—asks.

      “Waiting for Byron,” I answer.

      Dad knows who Byron is and how much the bear is loved by Ellie. The illustrious and revered Robert Holt can very easily be angry with me, his only son and heir apparent, but being angry with his only granddaughter?

      Dad sighs. “Colin is outside that shoebox you call an apartment. Hurry up. He’ll take you to the studio.”

      “I don’t need Colin, Dad.” I claw a hand through my hair. Dad’s driver, while a nice guy, is also a consummate spy for Dad.

      “Colin is waiting,” Dad repeats. “And Lyle is in the car as well.”

      For fuck’s…

      I grit my teeth. “Dad, I don’t need a minder.”

      “Lyle is a political publicist, Timothy. The best in the country.”

      “I don’t need one of those, either.” I press my phone to my chest and throw a look toward Ellie’s room. “Els, hurry up!”

      “A forty-two-year-old single-father environmentalist about to make the shift into politics,” Dad is saying when I return the phone to my ear. I can only assume the admonition started with You do when you’re. “Especially,” Dad keeps going, “one who’s a widower and who’s been a tad, how shall I say this? controversial? throughout his academic career.”

      I grit my teeth again. Harder. Something cracks. Or feels like it does. Well, there goes my upper molar dental crown.

      “I’m not controversial,” I point out. “I’m honest. If the collective citizens of this planet don’t⁠—”

      “Your image needs polishing, son, and Lyle⁠—”

      “We’re here,” Ellie crows, bounding into the kitchen. Her pigtails are gone, replaced with a gravity-defying ponytail and a neon-pink cat ears headband. Lord Byron is still dressed in his tutu, but now he has a fat and floppy pink ribbon tied around his neck.

      Her timing is perfect.

      “I gotta go, Dad.” I grin at Ellie, frantically, comically, waving her toward the door. “I’ll talk to you after the interview.”

      “Timoth—”

      I kill the connection. Dad is incredible, supportive, and hmm…how should I put this? A tad overbearing?

      Snorting, I hurry after Ellie—now yanking open the apartment’s door. “Straight to the parking level, Els. No chatting with Mrs. Angelo this morning.”

      “But she’ll be sad if she doesn’t get to give me my morning milkshake,” Ellie protests, skipping to the lift doors, Byron bouncing against her leg.

      “Mrs. Angelo can give you an afternoon milkshake instead.” The octogenarian on the second floor decided to give Ellie a “comfort treat” the morning after Belinda passed away and hasn’t stopped. That basically equals eighteen months of milkshakes every school morning and some kind of freshly baked pastry every weekend morning. Mrs. Angelo used to make a milkshake for me as well until my belt buckle gave me a lecture.

      The weekend pastries, however… Yeah, no way I’m refusing those.

      Ellie pulls a face—part disappointment, part anticipation—and jabs the lift’s Down button. “Okay. I can wait.”

      “Thata girl.” Smiling, I check my watch and wince. Yeah, ridiculously late. It isn’t entirely Ellie’s fault though. Since cancer won its hard-fought battle with Belinda, time has been a little more fluid in the Holt household. Especially mornings. They kind of creep up on me in surprise attacks of disoriented emptiness.

      I’d thrown myself into work—I may not have been able to save my wife, but if I work hard enough, I might be able to save the world—and thrown myself harder into being the best dad I can be.

      The best dad I can be is, invariably, prone to running late.

      Ellie doesn’t mind. As long as Lord Byron is with her, she has no relationship with time.

      The joys of youth.

      “So, what’s on the program for this afternoon?” I ask as we wait for the lift to arrive. “Karate?”

      “That’s tomorrow,” Ellie points out, adjusting her school backpack on her shoulder. She smiles up at me and as always, my heart squeezes. I love her more than breath. “Today’s ballet.”

      I arch a playful eyebrow. “Since when do you do ballet?”

      Ellie giggles. Belinda had been a professional ballerina for the Australian Ballet Company, and Ellie is definitely following in her mother’s footsteps. “Daddy.”

      I pull a confused face. “I thought you did⁠—”

      The lift doors open, the man occupying the interior killing my intended joke about Ellie doing plumbing classes.

      I don’t hide my groan. “Good morning, Lyle.”

      Lyle Asher sighs, holding the door open with one shiny black leather-shod foot. “I’m not the enemy, Timothy.” He turns his laser-like focus to Ellie, a smile curling the corners of his lips. “Good morning, Elisabeth. I like your outfit. It’s a good look.”

      “Thanks.” Ellie lifts up Byron for inspection. “Do you like⁠—”

      “You are going to be late.” Lyle snaps his drilling attention back to me. “Not a good look. We need to hurry. I’ll prep you for the interview on the way.”

      Grinding my teeth for a third time—damn, I’ll need to make a dentist appointment later today—I hold his stare. “We’re good. I’ll meet you at the studio.”

      Lyle compresses his lips but bites back the retort he no doubt wants to lob my way.

      Ellie steps a little closer to my leg, her shoulder brushing my thigh as she hugs Byron to her chest, her wary eyes on Lyle.

      “C’mon, Els,” I murmur, scooping her up onto my hip and stepping into the lift. She’s too old to do such a thing to—at least, I think she is—but she giggles and clings to me, and I like that a hell of a lot more than cautious uncertainty.

      Maybe this political career is a bad idea. I want to change the world for my daughter, and all the children out there, I want to help it survive mankind, but at what expense?

      “Daddy?” Ellie whispers as I jab the button for the car park five floors down.

      Lyle follows us into the lift, letting out a frustrated breath.

      I ignore him, beaming at Ellie instead.

      “Yes, short stuff?” I haven’t called her short stuff for a while, but I’m feeling protective of her. And a little guilty.

      Ellie tightens her arms around my shoulders. “Can we get a dog?”

      “Yes!” Lyle declares. “Getting a dog is actually on my list. It’s an ideal move to appeal to the voters we are⁠—”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I burst out, at the exact moment Ellie squeals “We can? Yay!”

      “I’m thinking a Cavoodle,” Lyle goes on, withdrawing an iPad from the messenger bag hanging from his shoulder. He swipes his thumb over the screen, focus fixed on it. “Or maybe a Shiba Inu. Possibly a Bichon⁠—”

      What? What, what, what?

      “We’re not getting a dog,” I yelp.

      Ellie wilts on my hip. “We’re not?”

      Lyle narrows his eyes at me.

      Great. Now I’m the bad guy.

      Before I can stop her, Ellie wriggles out of my arms and thuds to the lift floor, hugging Lord Byron.

      Lyle cocks an eyebrow at me.

      Talk about being judged right now.

      I scrunch up my face, claw my hands through my hair, and then crouch down in front of Ellie, brushing a strand of strawberry-blond hair from her face. “We live in an apartment, Els,” I point out softly. “Where would the dog hang out when we are at work and school?”

      “My bedroom,” she mumbles. This is not the first conversation about getting a dog we’ve had. She made a PowerPoint presentation about getting one two months ago, complete with poll results she’d conducted at her school. Who would have thought ten seven-year-olds—and Mrs. Crumpton, for some reason—would all agree we needed a dog?

      Before I can respond, the lift doors chime and open, revealing our apartment building’s entry lobby. Not the underground parking level.

      I flick Lyle an exasperated look.

      “Oops.” He shrugs, not a hint of contrition on his face. “But seeing as we’re here, look, there’s Colin.”

      Sure enough, sitting directly outside the building’s main doorway, is a black Audi SUV.

      I bite back a muttered curse as Colin appears from the driver’s side, and—smile wide—places a McDonald’s milkshake on the Audi’s roof before finger-gunning at Ellie.

      “Milkshake!” Ellie shouts, running from the lift.

      “I’m going to bloody kill you, Dad,” I mutter, rising to my feet. Of course, the ex-leader of the country knows exactly how to bribe his granddaughter.

      “It wasn’t your father who organised the milkshake,” Lyle says over his shoulder as he strides from the lift after Ellie. “This is why you need me.”

      I sigh. And follow.

      Exiting my building, my focus locked on Colin handing Ellie the milkshake, I’m about to say good morning to Dad’s driver—or maybe I’m about to suggest bribing a seven-year-old isn’t exactly principled—when something slams into me.

      Something body-sized and warm and soft and smelling of pineapple.

      A damp sensation spreads over my side, the smell of pineapple grows stronger, and I stagger sideways, pinwheeling my arms as I lose my footing. I hear someone say “Crap. What the—”, I see Ellie’s eyes and mouth grow wide, I see Colin begin to hurry toward me.

      See the world tilt completely off its axis.

      And then I hit the footpath.

      Hard.

      Surrounded by the smell of pineapple.
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      Chelsea

      

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I’ve collided with someone.

      Shit. That’s what I get for checking my phone while running—no, sprinting—to avoid a freaking parking ticket.

      Argh!

      And of course, the pineapple juice I was attempting to drink—my very woeful breakfast—is now spilt.

      Double argh!

      Shooting the poor sod I’ve run into a quick look—oh boy, he’s covered in juice—I hold out my hand to him. “Sorry.”

      “Daddy!” A little munchkin with amazing strawberry-blond frizzy curls suddenly appears at his side. “Are you okay?”

      I take a step back. The family resemblance is undeniable. The munchkin and the guy on the footpath both have light-blue eyes and red hair, although his hair is a deep auburn red, not the fair copper of his daughter.

      Huh, he’s cute. Really cute.

      Maybe I should introduce myself?

      Hi, I’m Chelsea Parker. Your friendly neighbourhood⁠—

      “Are you okay, sir?” An older gentleman arrives on the scene, carrying a brightly coloured milkshake container.

      Frowning, I take another step back. Wow, the people of Balmain really take their fallen pedestrians seriously.

      I look back at the insanely cute guy on the footpath. “I’m so sorry,” I say, holding out my hand again as I step towards him. “I really wasn’t⁠—”

      “What the actual hell?” An immaculately dressed man who looks maybe twenty-five, maybe thirty-five, charges up to the other man’s side, his glare locking on me. “Why don’t you watch where you’re going?”

      I blink. I don’t do conflict, but whoa, way to ignite the fire. If I were a dog, I’d bare my teeth.

      Instead, I straighten a little, and play with the straw of the glass bottle once full of pineapple juice. Projecting calm and zero threat. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “No, no.” The guy I ran into shoves himself to his feet and brushes off his butt, chuckling as the little munchkin helps. “I’m okay.”

      Retreating a step, all too aware I’m still the recipient of a hostile glare, I give him a narrowed-eyed look. Now that he’s upright, he looks familiar. “Do I know you?”

      Chelsea! Parking ticket! Next client! Move!

      “Everyone knows Daddy,” the munchkin declares. “He’s⁠—”

      “Running late,” he cuts in, pressing his palm gently over her mouth with a laugh. He smiles at me, and my heart does a weird little flutter. He’s not just cute, he’s freaking here-take-my-panties hot. “Sorry to just walk out in front of you like that,” he continues, eyes twinkling as his smile stretches. My insides melt. Take-my-panties-and-my-bra hot. “I should have looked.”

      “You should be going,” the man of the ambiguous age interjects. “We need to be going. Now.”

      He shoots daggers at me with his eyes. Agitation and possessiveness rolls off him.

      Whoa.

      “Relax, Lyle,” the still familiar, still insanely cute guy says.

      The glaring Lyle bunches his perfectly shaved jaw. “I’m relaxed. But we are late.”

      I ignore Lyle, checking out the guy I knocked over instead. A small part of me recognises he’s holding my gaze. Actually holding it. Wow. I mean, seriously, wow. He’s cute and he’s holding my gaze. Another small part acknowledges the fact I’m enjoying the hell out of it.

      I don’t do conflict and I don’t do flirting, but he’s looking at me and he’s cute and…

      See where it goes, Chelsea. Go on. Have some fun. You can’t spend your life only focused on⁠—

      “We’re late,” Lyle announces, as if I didn’t hear him the first time. I can almost see his hackles rising, destroying the perfect comb-back of his slick black hair.

      My hair has never been a perfect anything. God, did I even do it this morning? I try to remember. Nope, no clue.

      Let’s hope the curls hide the possible absence of a brush. Maybe everyone will think I’ve just got a really expensive beach hairdo.

      I clear my throat, struggling not to reach up and touch my hair. “I need to go as well,” I say, looking at the very cute, very familiar guy.

      His gaze grabs mine again, and yep, he’s definitely holding it. “Sorry for getting in your road,” he says.

      “Anytime.” I let my lips curl into a smile as I turn away. “Sorry for knocking you off your feet,” I finish over my shoulder.

      I’m flirting. I’m actually flirting. Go me!

      “Anytime,” he calls after me.

      And he’s flirting with me. I think. Is he? He is, right? Oh God, why am I so bad at this?

      Because you suck at dealing with humans, Chelsea. Suck, suck, suck.

      His daughter waves at me, and I wave back. And grin. At him. At the delicious little butterflies-flutter his playful compliment stirs in my stomach.

      Maybe I don’t suck at dealing with humans? Maybe I’m better at it than I thought. A year after being dumped by Roger—the only serious relationship I’d ever had—a year after many failed first dates and aborted Tinder interactions, I’d begun to believe I was.

      But perhaps this serendipitous moment with the familiar stranger is proving Roger wrong.

      Perhaps?

      Okay, maybe I’m putting the cart before the horse. One little flirtatious interaction and one brief second of eye-contact does not a femme fatale make. But still, when was the last time a living creature apart from an animal has made me grin?

      Because I can’t help myself, I shoot a look back over my shoulder.

      He’s watching me, poised to climb into the backseat of a black Audi SUV, the older gentleman who’d asked if he was okay holding the door open for him.

      Holding the door for him? What the?

      Who the hell is this guy? A celebrity of some sort? Is that why he looks familiar?

      He smiles at me.

      Before I know it, I smile back.

      And then, with a small wave, he disappears into the backseat of the Audi.

      A thick sense of loss ripples through me and I let out a sigh. “Yep. Missed opportunity right there.”

      The older gentleman closes the door, pins me with a contemplative scrutiny I feel all the way to my spine, and then strides around to the driver’s door.

      Lyle and the cutie-pie munchkin are nowhere to be seen. In the car already, no doubt.

      I chew my bottom lip. With the possessive way Lyle kept glaring at me, it’s probably better it’s all over but the singing.

      Still, damn, he was cute. The guy I knocked over. Not Lyle.

      Turning, I hurry to where I parked my car earlier in the morning. Sprint to it, in fact. As fun as the interlude has been, I’m going to be quite late to my next client. Brutus won’t care. As long as I come with liver treats—which I always do—the Rottie with a phobia of skateboarders will be happy to see me no matter how late I am. His owner however, Marjory Whitton, well, she will mind very much.

      Marjory isn’t someone to irritate. The twenty-seven-year-old social media influencer with her 1.8 million faithful followers can make or break a small business like mine.

      There is a glut of dog trainers in Sydney, but only a few who a/ specialise in helping dogs with anxiety and social disorders, and b/ have celebrity clients.

      The first time Marjory posted about Oh Behave Dog Training, I was flooded with new clients—case in point, the one I’d just finished with. That client, a personal trainer who thought Marjory walked on water, had managed to lock herself, her dog, and me—and my handbag and car keys and phone—out of her waterfront apartment and not discovered it until the session had finished. Hence why I’m now running late for Marjory’s session.

      Argh.

      Throwing myself into my old but beloved VW Beetle, I check my watch—shit, I’m so late—my windscreen wiper—no, no ticket. Phew—my phone—no text from Marjory demanding to know where I am. Also, phew—and my side mirror.

      My heart stops.

      Black Audi SUV.

      Black Audi SUV.

      Black Audi S⁠—

      It drives pass me, and for a fleeting second, I glimpse the insanely cute guy I’d knocked over in the backseat.

      And for an even fleeting-er second, his eyes meet mine through our side windows.

      And then he’s gone.

      I sit still, gripping my steering wheel. Heart racing. Who is he? Why does he look so familiar?

      Will I ever see him a⁠—

      My phone bursts into life on the passenger seat and I let out a little squeal as “Who Let The Dogs Out?” fills the Beetle’s interior with crazy gusto and volume.

      Yes, I know my ringtone is cliched and corny. No, I don’t care.

      Trying to get my heart back under some kind of control, I look at my phone’s screen. “Great,” I groan, my stomach sinking.

      Marjory Whitton is calling me.

      Damn it.

      Ignoring the call, I throw my car into gear and shoot out into the crazy Balmain traffic.

      Marjory lives in Woolloomooloo. With this peak-hour morning traffic it’s going to take me way too long to get⁠—

      “Who Let The Dogs Out?” blasts out of my phone again.

      “Shit,” I mutter, seeing Marjory’s name on its screen. Scrunching my eyes closed for a split second, I connect the call. “Hi, Marjory,” I say, as bright and cheery as an overly caffeinated kindergarten teacher. “I’m on my way. Sorry, just got caught up with⁠—”

      “Timothy Holt,” Marjory exclaims. “I know. When are you going to introduce me to him?”

      I frown. “Who?”

      “Timothy Holt,” she repeats. “I saw a photo of you with him on Instagram just now.”

      “Instagram?” What on earth is she talking about? “I’m not on Instagram. I’ve just finished with a client in Balmain, one of your followers, actually, and I’m heading⁠—”

      “Yes!” A predatory mix of excitement and impatience fills her voice. I can almost see the same mix on her gorgeous Millennial face. “Balmain. That’s where Timothy Holt lives. I want you to introduce me to him. Today.”

      Something deep in the recesses of my mind itches. Holt. Holt. Why is that name familiar? Maybe I went to school with him? But why would a famous social influencer know him if that’s the case? No idea. “Who the hell is Timothy Holt?”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Now I can almost see the shock on Marjory’s face. Can definitely hear it in her voice.

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “The ex-Prime Minister of Australia’s son,” she declares. “Drop dead gorgeous. Widower. On everyone who’s anyone’s invite list despite the fact he rarely accepts a single one.” She snorts. “And as an aside, also on my devour list.”

      “Your what?” I don’t speak social influencer. I also don’t speak Millennial. If that’s what Marjory’s speaking.

      “So when are you going to introduce me to him?” she asks again. Or is it more of a demand?

      Flicking on my indicator, I inch my way into a minute gap in the next lane, wave my appreciation at the car now behind me, and then frown. “Marjory, I really don’t know what… Wait, you said you saw this photo of me and Timothy Holt just now on Instagram? Who took it?”

      “No idea. Some rando. They uploaded it with the hashtag #TimHoltIsHot which I follow just in case he’s spotted somewhere near where I am. But it turns out I’ve had a direct line to him all along.”

      An itch begins to crawl over my scalp as I picture the insanely cute guy I’d collided with. Good grief, had I really run into Robert Holt’s son? “Where were we when the photo was taken?”

      “A busy footpath. There was you, Timothy, an old dude in a suit, some other guy with a messenger bag—seriously not on trend right now—who was glaring at you, and Timothy’s daughter.”

      My face prickles with heat. Shit. Shit. I knocked over the ex-PM’s son. I crashed into the ex-PM of Australia’s son.

      “You know him, right?” Marjory asks. “The way he’s smiling at you, it looks like you’re old friends. Not that you’re that old—what are you? In your forties?”

      “I’m thirty-seven,” I mumble, my mind replaying over and over every minute, every second of my interaction with Timothy Holt. Did I do anything considered a threat? Apart from knocking him off his feet, of course? Is the old guy his bodyguard? Were the federal police⁠—

      “Thirty-seven? Really? Wow, okay, then.”

      Oh my God, why does she sound so shocked? How old did she think I am?

      “Well, Timothy’s forty-two,” Marjory continues. “Which isn’t that old, not when I’m only in my mid-twenties.” She laughs. “So, if you could just introduce me to him, I would love you forever.” She pauses. For a beat. “And rave about Oh Behave for another month on all my socials.”

      The last is dangled like bait.

      Of course, I can introduce you to him, Marjory. Damn, wouldn’t it be good if I could say that? To actually personally know Timothy Holt…

      I mean, how good for my business would it be to personally know Timothy Holt so I could introduce him to Marjory and get all that influencer magic?

      I picture Timothy Holt again. Remember the way he’d smiled at me. The way I’d responded to that smile…

      How good would it be to be able to say, We’re as thick as thieves. We have coffee regularly?

      Does he like coffee? Is he a coffee person or a tea person? Does he like movies? Hiking? Gary and I love hiking. Is Timothy a hiking person? Is Timothy a dog person? What would Gary think of him? To be fair, my ten-year-old Blue Heeler-Labrador cross loves almost everyone, but I always trust his judgement with those he doesn’t love.
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