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        This book is dedicated to every reader

        (there’s lots of you!)

        who reached out to find out when

        Emmaline’s story would be told.

      

        

      
        I’m so thrilled to dedicate this book to you.

        Thank you for asking about Emmaline.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There are so many people who have believed

        in all the drafts of this book.

        Thank you to every one of you.

        Emmaline is a character that I was destined to write.

        Her story is my privilege to share.

      

      

      

      
        
        As with the creation of this story, I’d encourage you to always remember that history is just how we got here.

      

      

      

      
        
        *This* is the moment that matters.

        So I’ll use this space to encourage you,

        my friend, to fight for what you believe.

        Ask for what you deserve.

        And always believe in yourself.

      

      

      

      
        
        xoxo

        Christina

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          EMMALINE

        

      

    

    
      This fire? Not her fault.

      Well, mostly not her fault.

      Fine, a little bit not her fault.

      Sonofabitch, it was totally her fault.

      Her fault for always saying yes. Her fault for marrying the wrong man. Her fault for divorcing him. Her fault for thinking she deserved an orgasm to celebrate closing the loan on her new home in her new life. A life where she did not plan to blend in with the curtains anymore. A life where she planned to stand up and shout, “I’m Emmaline!”

      But now, flames licked up the inside of the dumpster as though they were starving and the metal came coated in chocolate syrup.

      She sighed. Mostly, the fire was her fault for purchasing a knock-off-brand battery-operated-boyfriend that began smoking before things even got good.

      Here’s the thing: she was the daughter of a firefighter. He had lectured her about how fires start. Never once—not once!—had Dad mentioned the peril of knock-off vibrators.

      She should’ve gone brand name.

      Emmaline Eaton learned this lesson in the hardest of hard ways.

      Light the neighborhood dumpster on fire the first night in her new home in Denver? Check that box right off the list. She was officially the worst at all things decision-making related.

      This was not the way she’d planned to make herself stand out.

      The neighborhood stayed quiet this close to midnight, and no one was around. Small blessings and all that. The thin mountain air of Denver’s summer was sure feeling thick right about then—and not because of the burning garbage fumes, either.

      When the “thing” started smoking, she’d panicked. Tossed that pretend lump of a man right in the trash and took that bag to the neighborhood dumpster.

      Em had considered putting out the flames quickly, but she couldn’t risk anyone digging through the trash to figure out what had started this mess. She’d briefly hoped that maybe no one would connect the dots on this one. They’d find the who-dittily-do and have no idea where it came from.

      But then she’d remembered the mail with her name that she’d tossed out in the same bag. So it made lots of sense to just let it burn for a minute. Not too long. Just long enough to destroy the evidence.

      Burn, baby, burn.

      The neighborhood HOA had the foresight to place the dumpster way off at the end of the cul-de-sac with nothing in the direct vicinity but some soaked grass from the sprinklers. Nothing flammable close by—other than the contents. Contents that needed to burn, burn, burn.

      Not to worry, she had a plan to eventually put out the fire where Bob was burning. Bob being the name she’d given her battery-operated boyfriend when she still had hope for his usefulness. Being a responsible adult, she had a fire extinguisher and a hose with her—she’d even turned on the water at the spigot nearby before she came to battle the flames, something Bob couldn’t do. Turn her on, that is. She could just get a Roomba and name him Bob. Then she’d at least get clean floors.

      Next time she bought herself a vibrator, it’d be top of the line, and she’d name it Banks or something even more unique. Something creative.

      She used to be creative, but that was before the divorce. Before the marriage, really.

      Definitely before the current dumpster fire.

      Grr.

      “Mom?” Fiona, her ten-year-old daughter, called from the porch of their new home. Oh geez, she had apparently woken up.

      “I’m here, babycakes,” Em replied, not as loud as her daughter, but with enough volume to be heard through the distance that stretched between them.

      “Why are you outside?” Fiona asked, sleep still present in her voice.

      “Taking out the trash.”

      “Why’s it on fire?” Fiona asked, like this was totally normal and not that big of a deal.

      Which was good because it wasn’t that big of a deal.

      “Everything’s fine, baby,” Em whisper-yelled down the street. She didn’t want to wake the neighbors. You know? “Go back inside. I’ll be right there.”

      She would be once she dealt with this whole situation successfully.

      Now was the time to stand tall and deal with things. She was going to deal-the-shit out of this situation. Yes, she stood taller. She was not the Em of yesterday who let the world roll right over her. No, she was doing this life thing right and not hiding anymore.

      This was her fault. Look at her owning it. Owning all her mistakes.

      “Should I call 9-1-1?” Fiona yelled back. “Grandpa always says to dial 9-1-1 if there’s a fire.”

      “No, babycakes, this is like a campfire. We can sing songs and roast marshmallows next time I take out the trash.” Lying to her kid? She shouldn’t do that.

      “Are you going to use the hose soon?” Fiona yelled again, but at least she stayed at the front door. “Or should I find marshmallows?”

      “I’ll be right back inside soon,” Em assured her. “See if you can find the marshmallows I bought at the store.”

      Please, dear goodness, go inside.

      Blessedly, with the promise of midnight marshmallows, her daughter went inside.

      Deep breaths, Em. Deep. Breaths.

      She hopped from foot to foot like she was a boxer getting ready for the ring instead of a new homeowner ready to put out a fire at precisely the correct moment.

      “The fire brigade is on the way,” a man yelled from up the street.

      Well, damn.

      Hopefully, that fire crew would not include her dad.

      Dear God, let it not be my dad. It couldn’t be her dad. The universe wouldn’t figuratively screw her that hard.

      Would ’fessing up to the situation be an admission of guilt? She should probably talk to an attorney before she made another mistake. Did divorce attorneys handle accidental arson via vibrator?

      She should google the melting point of silicone. That’s what she should do. She had a few minutes of time. The average response to this neighborhood was three minutes and twenty-seconds. See? She knew her Denver fire trivia.

      “Grab a hose, mate,” the guy hollered from down the road.

      Was that an accent he had? Sounded sort of British. But not British.

      A bit like those Hemsworth boys—the Chris and Liam guys.

      Australian!

      “I have a hose,” she yelled back.

      The hose she was prepared to use once the garbage was good and destroyed. Not one moment before.

      “Then use it,” the man yelled, coming closer.

      Nuh uh. Not yet.

      “Why aren’t you using it?” the man asked, breathless from sprinting up the street and getting closer by the second.

      Oh hey, he was a cutie pie.

      “Use it,” he hollered again.

      Ugh. Fine.

      She pointed the fire extinguisher at the flames like the good little firefighter’s daughter she wished she was, and let it rip.

      Well, hey now, this was actually pretty damn fun. Fire extinguishers were powerful.

      She got it. Got why her dad and her brothers all enjoyed this. Heck, maybe she should set vibrator fires more often.

      The flames died down thanks to the water and white powder burst. She double fisted it, the hose in one hand, extinguisher in the other. Even she wasn’t sure how she managed, but it involved her shoulder, some creative movement with her hand, and a bunch of badassery.

      She let the hose work on the residual licks of heat as the wailing siren of a fire truck came closer.

      “Y’okay?” the Australian accent guy asked, a touch breathy.

      She looked at him and really wished she wasn’t wearing her Peppa Pig pajamas. The ones that matched her daughter’s jammies, which they both thought were super cute.

      Because, ooooh, this guy was a good-looking one.

      He was handsome, and she was single. She glanced at his left hand. No ring.

      Bad. Bad Em. Focus on the issue at hand, not on the cutie pie.

      Still, she couldn’t deny that this guy was a looker. Messy blond hair, dear-God-blue-eyes, and that freaking accent women all over the country wanted to tuck into a Sprite bottle and savor. He wore a white tank top that stretched tight across some nice muscles, with steamy swirls of tattoo ink all the way down his arms—though he wasn’t a gym rat. Pajama pants slung low on his hips, but she didn’t glance down past his waist because, about the time the flames started, she’d given up on sex in all forms.

      “I’ll have a go.” He grabbed the hose. “Let me take it a sec.”

      She let him. Mostly because he said it so cute with that accent of his and she was reconsidering her no sex manifesto.

      “What a freaking disaster.” She rubbed between her eyebrows with her fingertips while he finished up with the flames. “I’ll never live this down.”

      Even if it wasn’t her dad who came on the fire truck, he’d hear about it and then the holidays would never be the same. Thankfully, her brothers didn’t work at the fire station for her neighborhood. Yep, that’d been the requirement she gave the real estate agent when she’d begun her search.

      This wasn’t her dad’s usual station, either.

      Also, a requirement. But he floated between stations as one of the Division Chiefs so one could never really know.

      “Ya did this?” Hot Blond Guy asked, still spraying the water into the dumpster even though the flames were gone.

      She nodded. Willed her pulse to calm down a little. “Not on purpose.”

      “I’ve started a load of fires,” he said, still spraying away. “Never intentional, either.”

      This was sweet—the whole hey-I-also-start-fires schtick. And the way he said never like nev-ah. Freaking adorbs.

      Wait a second. Was he flirting with her?

      She slipped her glance to him and, oh yeah. He was checking her out.

      Her cheeks heated at the blatant perusal.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your night,” she said it, she meant it. Now what were the odds she could convince him never to say anything, ever, about what happened at the dumpster tonight?

      “You should probably go back to your girlfriend.” Was she fishing for personal details? Yes, yes, she was.

      “No girlfriend, I’m afraid.” His grin could’ve melted those piggy jammies right off her body. “Not at the moment.”

      The way he said that? Implied…oh, she’d been out of the dating game for a helluva long time, but even she remembered how it felt to do this dance with a new potential someone special.

      This guy probably stole the show wherever he went.

      Why did he have to be cute? Why couldn’t he be mediocre? Then she could totally flirt right on back.

      Sirens up the street wailed, and her face heated. They were coming for her.

      “Oh my God, this is going to be so bad.” She took in a deep breath of air.

      “Nah, don’t let it get to you. It’ll all be okay. Fire’s out.”

      She shook her head. “No, I…just… I’m something of fire department royalty in Denver.”

      He looked at her like she’d lit the entire street on fire. Not just the dumpster. “You’re what? Like a flames princess?”

      “My family. They’re all firefighters. This has the potential to be very…familial.”

      “And you keep them in business, eh?” he asked with a tilted grin fit for the handsomest of handsome cartoon heroes.

      She sighed internally but kept her expression neutral. At least she hoped it stayed neutral.

      “Not usually. Just moved back.” She slid her gaze to her petite house that was perfect for her little family. “But I’m still never going to live this down.”

      “Gotcha,” he said. “Family trouble is special trouble.”

      While that nugget settled between them, things got busy super quick as the fire crew arrived to do their thing, even though the fire was already out. Seriously. Why did they need to hoist around those gigantic axe things? She didn’t know.

      Thankfully, her dad was not among the crew.

      Unfortunately, her oldest brother—James—stepped from the truck with a big ol’ axe.

      Damn. Damn. Dammit. Damn.

      The other firefighters sallied forth, but James paused when he glimpsed Emmaline. Then he frowned.

      “Uncle James!” Fiona shouted, marshmallows in hand, running toward them in her matching Peppa Pig pajamas.

      “Fiona?” he asked, his face screwing up with many questions and a heaping dash of happy-to-see-her. “What are you doing up so late?”

      “Bringing the marshmallows for the fire,” Fiona responded, eyes bright, holding up the big ol’ bag of marshmallows. Then she took in the lack of flames and her expression fell.

      “Fire’s out,” Em said, refusing to look at anyone but her daughter. “Head on home and we’ll have marshmallows when I get back.” They could roast them over a candle or something.

      Though, that might not be the best idea. One fire a night already seemed like too much.

      James evidenced this by clearing his throat. “I’d like a post-fire marshmallow, Fi. If you’re handing them out.”

      “Yay.” Fiona grinned, pulling open the bag and handing one to her uncle. He went over the top taking it from her fingers and making ridiculous nom-nom noises.

      Then, without even checking with Em, he handed Fiona one and she also made nom-nom noises while she ate it. Hers were, however, way cuter than his.

      “Go on home now?” he asked Fiona with a wink.

      Fiona nodded, and Em scowled while ensuring Fiona made it back to the house, the marshmallow bag swinging in her little hand.

      “You can have two more before I get there,” Em said before Fiona went inside, loud enough for her daughter to hear. And not only because she was trying to one-up James, but also because Fiona was a good kid and a couple of marshmallows would be fine.

      Unless she lit the house on fire roasting them…

      “Em?” James asked in that big brother’s voice that was not awesome.

      She glowered at him. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      He glanced at the smoldering dumpster, eyebrows raised. “This is my literal job.”

      “I mean here.” She pointed to the asphalt. “This isn’t your station,” she clarified.

      He shook his head like he always did when he didn’t want to answer her. An outright, not-worth-the-time dismissal.

      That. Sucked.

      She may as well have disappeared into the dark of night. Unnecessary, and all⁠—

      “Em, tell me you did not start this,” James said, with substantially more criticism in his tone than was entirely necessary.

      Oh, now he looked at her like she existed.

      “Knock it off, James.” His assumption got her hackles raised right up. “It’s not like I’m a serial arsonist.”

      He guffawed.

      “It’s only happened a few times,” she assured.

      Yes, she accidentally lit fires, and all of those times she’d been much younger. Not one of them involved sex toys.

      James made wide eyes at her. “A few times? That’s not giving you full credit. Should I go through them all?”

      “Only if you want to get kicked in the nuts by your sister,” Em countered.

      “Not her fault, mate,” Hot Blond Guy said with that really yummy accent. He pointed to himself. “My bad.”

      Was Hot Blond Guy seriously taking responsibility?

      “Your bad?” James raised his eyebrows toward the guy.

      “Yeah, the fire’s my bad.” Hot Blond Guy lifted his hand. “Name’s Ethan.”

      Yes, yes, he did take responsibility. Em’s mouth fell open the slightest bit.

      Okay, so, whoa. Coming to her rescue made him even sexier. Too bad he was so handsome, and probably super good at upstaging everyone in his vicinity.

      “Ethan,” James confirmed, shaking the wonderful man’s hand.

      She was going to make Ethan Rice Krispies Treats—her personal specialty. James, however, had practically called her a serial arsonist, so he was getting MiraLAX in his treats. Don’t eat the ones with the pink wrappers! Ha.

      James did that thing again. The one where he seemed to forget she existed because his entire focus turned to Ethan. Yeah, this was the problem with charisma-soaked hotties.

      “James,” one of the other firefighter guys called. “Check this out.”

      As her brother walked away, she seriously hoped they found a crapload of drugs that would distract everyone from the real culprit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      “Em,” Ethan said her name, taking his cue from James’s use of her nickname and savoring that syllable on his tongue like his favorite taste of watermelon and mint.

      “Emmaline,” she said. “Officially, I’m Emmaline, but most people call me Em.”

      “These would be those delicate family politics?” Ethan asked, low and only for her.

      “You have no idea.” She took a massive breath and then firmed her spine, seeming to prepare herself for whatever James was going to toss her way next.

      Ethan liked that. Liked that she stood up for herself with James.

      “You all right?” Ethan asked, hoping his concern was clear.

      She blew out between her lips. “It’s my fault. I threw it away when I should’ve dunked it in water. I didn’t mean for this to⁠—”

      “No worries. It’s all good,” he assured. “No more fire.”

      “There are still a lot of worries.” She pursed her lips as the fireys went to work digging through the mess in the rubbish bin.

      “I like to think that when dodgy things happen, it opens the door for better things.” He did. Although, the dodgy things in his life lately were just bloody pissing him off.

      “That is remarkably positive,” Em said. “I’m not feeling it right now.”

      “Not with that attitude,” he said with his best cheeky grin.

      She chuckled. So it worked.

      “I’m still a little punchy from the whole lit-a-fire part of the night. I’ll get to the better things someday.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself until then,” Ethan said.

      “Just a little hard?” She made an adorable little bit motion with her thumb and index finger.

      “Just enough so you don’t light up the dumpster again.”

      “The fire’s your fault?” James called from near the dumpster, disbelieving, his words clearly meant for Ethan.

      “Yeah, mate, sorry,” Ethan said, going for bashful. “Won’t happen again.”

      “This is yours, sir?” another firefighter guy asked, holding up a green, glow-in-the-dark, phallic slab of…silicone…with charring all down the shaft that left nearly nothing of the tip.

      Ethan squinted a little and had an intense desire to protect his own prick by covering it with his hands. He looked from the object that was not a corn cob to Em.

      “I did not see this coming,” James said under his breath, but loud enough for all to hear.

      “Me bloody, either,” Ethan said. Of all the things Em could’ve used to start the fire, this was not on his list of suspects. “It’s…uh… I think that there was a… yeah, uh, it happens sometimes when… oh, bloody hell.”

      He glanced to Em, hoping she might have some kind of story for him to share that wasn’t as embarrassing as all this.

      She shrugged and obviously there was no story.

      So, then, he was on his own. He heaved in a breath. Then let it out. Then heaved it in again. “Alright, I’m going to just be honest here…”

      But what was that honesty he was about to make up?

      “Believe it or not you can use one of those to…uh… stir the custards.” Dear God, that sounded awful. “Or, uh, it helps when I’m making dessert and need a little extra help to bring things—in..ingredients—together…” Oh, bloody hell this was sounding worse and worse. “I mean you can’t cut a steak with the damn thing, can ya?”

      Was it getting hotter out there? He felt warmer, for sure.

      James and Em both stared at him like he had tried to fix them a custard.

      “It’s not his. It’s mine.” Emmaline held her hand out for the…thing…making a gimme motion to James. “Unless the department needs it as evidence?”

      Did that happen?

      “Actually, yeah, you should probably keep that.” She pulled her hand away, sliding it in her pocket. “That’s fine, you just keep it. You might need to fix a custard or something later.”

      Ethan usually enjoyed using his words. It was part of his job. But he couldn’t find any of them at the moment.

      The pause in the thin nighttime air was only punctuated by a feline meowing somewhere up the street.

      “He was just being nice,” she clarified. “Ethan, I mean.” She pushed her toe at the asphalt before glancing back to Ethan. “He was being nice to me, and covering for me, and he didn’t know. Nobody actually cooks with these things. I’m pretty sure.”

      Honest to all bloody hell, Ethan thought his life was complicated, but he had nothing on Emmaline.

      This was the bit where he should be the knight in shining pajama trousers. He understood this, embraced it—but he couldn’t seem to spit the bloody words out. Not with the green slab o’ silicone still fresh in his mind.

      Also, because Emmaline was absolutely adorable, with her brown hair ruffled up into a mess of a wreck on top of her head, her pink pig pajamas, and massive rubber clogs.

      And again, because under all that adorable she was a real looker with an underlying strength, and the thought of her and the green wand o’ wonders conjured all sorts of illicit images to his brain cells that had no business being there.

      That was a non-starter that could get sticky quick. Ethan didn’t do sticky. Not when he had a daughter to raise, a television empire to rebuild, and a whole life to untangle.

      Also, he’d learned early in his life that a woman with a penchant for flames was best left to her own devices. Wisdom best not forgotten.

      “Righto.” Well. Ethan went for the charm he’d been known for once upon a time in Nosh-Land. “The culprit’s nabbed. No harm done. Onward.”

      They all stared at him like he was a mortadella sandwich short of a picnic.

      That look on all their mugs? The precise expression his business manager had when Ethan pitched his plan for opening his chain of restaurants in Denver, Colorado Springs, and Fort Collins while he waited for an opportunity to get back in good graces with the Nosh Network.

      “The dumpster is scorched,” James said, his voice pitching higher. “There’s harm done.”

      “Well, could’ve been worse. Amiright?” Ethan asked, even though he knew he was bang on the money.

      “Is this going to happen often?” Ethan asked Em, all cheeky like to lighten the mood. “I should stay in the know so I can notify the HOA board if we’ll need to redo the budget.”

      “The HOA board?” Emmaline’s eyes got big. “The HOA board does not need to be involved in this.”

      “I was pulling your leg. We’ll definitely keep it on the down low.” He winked. “Our secret. Right, James?”

      He could fully understand her desire not to involve others. She would probably prefer they keep this little nugget of intel among themselves.

      Emmaline’s bloke of a brother harrumphed and glanced away from them, back to the residual burnt out rubbish bin, the wheels spinning in his head.

      “Right, James? Our secret?” Ethan asked.

      James frowned, thinking way too hard. “Secret, huh?”

      “Because it’s nothin’ to be embarrassed about.” Ethan nodded along with his train of thought. “Could happen to anyone.”

      Emmaline quirked an adorable eyebrow. “You’re saying this could happen to you?”

      “Never.” He was confident in that answer, and perhaps he said it a touch too quickly. But he’d never lit a fire via unmentionables and didn’t plan on starting.

      “How do you normally light your fires?” James asked, unimpressed. Hands on his hips.

      That was a tricky one.

      “Some things are best left to the imagination,” Ethan dodged.

      “You said you also don’t generally light them on purpose.” Emmaline turned to him and assaulted him with the gorgeousness of her brown eyes.

      “I’m also curious about this,” James said, readjusting his stance like he was ready to dig in and hang out at the end of the cul-de-sac all night.

      Well, Ethan’s fires were a tad more contained and a touch more straightforward.

      “Grease fires, mostly.” He shoved his hands into his pockets instead of commenting on how her eyes had a hint of the same shade as her bedside wand— “Or the occasional flambé gone wonky every now and again.”

      “Holy crap. You’re a chef. I know you.” James’s eyes went wider. “Yeah. I know you.”

      Best not to make him think too hard on it, wasn’t it? This type of thing definitely wouldn’t go over well with the executives at Nosh if it got out.

      “Ethan Greene.” Ethan nodded, since it was who he was. “Formerly, of the Nosh Network. Currently, of Bradbury Drive.” He gestured toward the direction of his house.

      “Who?” Em asked.

      “The man who created the meatsicle,” James said with an awe that made Ethan uneasy.

      “The what?” Em asked.

      “You know,” James said. “Nosh Network? Barbecue show?”

      Em shook her head. “I… I guess I missed that one. I don’t watch a lot of television.”

      “This is the man who started the Barbecue World Championship,” James said, again with more awe.

      “And the man who would be grateful if we could make tonight go away for my new neighbor here,” Ethan said with a pointed glance he hoped would do the trick. “Perhaps I could drop off a gratitude cake at the firehouse sometime? For your trouble?”

      James pursed his lips. “You are the Ethan Greene.” He shot Em an unreadable look. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He strode back to his mates.

      “I’m not enjoying tonight.” Emmaline frowned.

      Ethan didn’t care for that frown.

      Of note, she didn’t mention a thing about his celebrity. He appreciated that. He was more than a bloke on the telly, but women rarely saw that in him.

      “Your secret is safe with me.” He held his pinky out to her.

      She stared at his pinky like he’d sprouted an extra off the side.

      “You know.” He linked his pinkies together to illustrate the way his daughter had him make promises.

      “Oh.” Emmaline linked her pinky briefly with his. “Right.”

      “Em,” James said, her name curt and abrupt.

      Oh wonderful, brother bear is back.

      “You’re off the hook,” James said, drawing the last word out a tad too long. “The guys all agreed this didn’t happen. All that jazz. Somebody tossed matches. Happens all the time.”

      “That’s great news.” Ethan smacked his palms together.

      Emmaline, however, was letting off an odd energy. The way she crossed her arms? She did not seem to be so friendly about the way this was working out.

      Yeah, not with the way she stared at her brother like a feral animal ready to pounce.

      “I know you,” Emmaline said, staring daggers at James. “This isn’t over.”

      “You’re right.” James nodded, his villain grin the stuff of sibling rivalries. “I’m going to hang on to this one.”

      He winked. The wanker winked.

      “That’s an odd thing to hang on to,” Ethan murmured, because it was.

      James gave him the empty picnic basket look again. “I meant the knowledge that this happened. Hanging on to that.”

      “Righto. For the next time you want something from her? So you can…what’s the word?” Ethan paused for a moment. “Blackmail your sister.”

      He may not have had siblings of his own, but he’d seen how these things played out.

      “I take it you don’t care for the cake, then?” Ethan asked.

      “It wouldn’t be right to take your cake.” Well, look at that, James could smile. “And blackmail’s not the word I’d use. Just sticking some knowledge away for another day.”

      “It’s fine.” Emmaline held up her hands in faux defeat. “I’ll owe you, James.”

      “Right.” Yes, that was another genuine wanker smile from the brother.

      Ethan couldn’t have that.

      “I’m afraid that’s a negative, mate.” Ethan took a slight step forward. Why? He wasn’t entirely sure.

      “What do you mean that’s a negative?” James asked, clearly having breathed in too many of the toxic silicone fumes to understand English.

      “I can’t let you blackmail my new neighbor when she’s had a helluva rough night.”

      “It’s fine,” Emmaline assured. “He can have this one. I still have video documentation that he’s the one who dinged our dad’s car three Christmases ago. I think the whole family would be more interested in that than this.”

      This was a right mess, wasn’t it? “Is this what brothers and sisters do? Blackmail each other with Wands o’ Wonder and videos of wrongdoing?”

      “Yes,” Emmaline and James both said at the same time.

      Ethan rocked back on his heels. Time to skedaddle on home where things still made little sense, but they gave it a fair shake. “Another reason to be glad I’m an only child then.”

      “You don’t even know,” James said under his breath.

      Emmaline took a right hook to his shoulder for that comment.

      James draped his arm around her shoulder. “No more fires, Em.”

      “I’ll do my best.” She saluted him. “Captain.”

      They did the required handshakes and good nights. Then the firefighters packed up.

      “Can I walk you home?” Ethan asked. Wasn’t that the decent thing to do?

      “You don’t have to, I’m good,” Emmaline said, again with the low chuckle in the back of her throat. “Thanks, though. And thanks for standing up to James. He’s not used to that from anyone but me.”

      Families could be a real pain in the bum. “Happy to help.”

      “Right,” she said, heading toward her house.

      “Righto,” he said, heading toward his house.

      This was, in fact, heading in the same direction.

      “I live up here, too,” he said to clarify.

      He also gestured toward the house he rented while staying in Denver.

      “I got that,” she said with a grin.

      “I’m over here.” She gestured toward the house nearest them, the one up for sale until that very day.

      “If you find yourself in need of a cup of sugar or anything.” He waved toward his house. “Third from the stop sign. That’s me.”

      “I totally owe you one for this,” Em said. “I’ll make you Rice Krispies Treats, and you have one entire free favor from me. Whenever you need it. I’m serious, you just ask.”

      “That’s very kind,” he assured. “But don’t even think twice about it. No worries.”

      “Just like that, no worries?”

      “You’ve got enough worries with that brother, I think.”

      “Are you always this nice to everyone?” Em asked.

      “Are you always surprised when people are kind?” he countered.

      She flinched. Just a tad, not a lot. “It’s not the world I come from.”

      “The world with James?” he confirmed.

      He’d believe that.

      “Oh, gosh, no. That’s family. That’s different.” She waved in the direction of the fire truck. “My family is invasive, but they’re good people. I meant my divorce. That’s what I meant. Before my divorce, the circles I ran with. They were more shark infested than kind. Anyway…” She tucked a stray hair behind her ear. Thank you for being nice to me.”

      “Anytime, Em.”

      He said it, and he meant it.

      And damned if he didn’t look forward to what came next.
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      “Annie,” Ethan hollered from the kitchen. He finished wiping down the stovetop from brekkie. The rest of his house may have been a disaster worthy of the Defense Force Reserves, but he drew the line at the kitchen. This was the one place he didn’t allow clutter.

      “Thirty minutes,” he shouted, snatching up a towel to dry where he’d cleaned.

      He was still in his sleep shirt and today he finally landed a meeting with one of the Nosh producers to discuss his return to the network, so he’d best get upstairs and put on his business shirt. He always wore jeans—it was part of his Ethan Greene character and that wouldn’t change. But occasionally, like today, he’d dress it up a bit.

      Annie didn’t respond, so he tossed the towel over his shoulder and moved to the banister before shouting up the stairs, “Thirty minutes.”

      Still no reply. Drat.

      He headed up, grabbing a stray water bottle and her schoolbag from the floor on the way to her bedroom.

      Annie was a new feature in his life because it was only in the recent past he discovered she existed. Her mum hadn’t mentioned their affair had resulted in a souvenir. Not until Annie was six years old and her dear mum needed a paycheck and a permanent break. Four years later, and now Annie lived with Ethan, but they were still figuring each other out.

      She had become used to doing things herself when she lived with her mum.

      And he’d never known what it was like to be a dad.

      So their introduction hadn’t been a cakewalk, that’s for bloody certain. Caused a whole commotion at the Nosh Network and he had to walk away from his television career to care for his kid. In return, though, he got a daughter, and he loved her more than his own life. He’d loved the bachelor life before Annie. Not realizing there’d been an Annie-sized hole in his heart ready to be filled.

      He knocked three times before pushing her bedroom door open. She sat with her back to him, headphones on her ears, typing something into her laptop. She was blonde, like him, but she’d inherited her mum’s green eyes instead of his blue ones. Only ten, but he could already see the woman she would be someday. Which meant he was in trouble because she was going to be a looker like her mum.

      A quick glance at the screen and he froze.

      Another dating website? With his photo up on the screen? Bloody hell.

      Even if he wanted a relationship—and he didn’t—he didn’t have time to give his partner. That wasn’t fair to either of them. It just wasn’t. He’d already covered this with Annie on multiple occasions.

      “Annie?” he said, hurrying toward her before she could post anything.

      She jumped about three feet off the chair. “Dad.”

      “What on God’s green earth are you doing?” he asked, gesturing to the screen. Though he already understood what she was up to.

      “Nothing.” She hastily pushed the laptop closed.

      He reached around her and lifted the screen. “You’re still off to find me a date? Is that it?”

      “Dad. Yes. You need this.” She was ten years old. Only ten. And yet, she was slick as bloody hell with the computers and such. And as manipulative as her great-grandmother on his father’s side, with no care for consequences.

      “Annie.” He closed his eyes so he didn’t have to stare at his face on her screen. “Delete it,” he said. “Now.”

      She frowned at him. “Uh, this is how you get a girlfriend when you never go anywhere.”

      He didn’t want a girlfriend. He’d had loads of them over the years and it never quite stuck.

      “We’ve been over this,” he said, frustrated that his daughter navigated the bloody Internet better than he did.

      “You are not to find me any dates?” he asked.

      She didn’t react.

      “You heard me?” he asked again.

      She tossed her hands up in the air. “It’s for your own good.”

      Fantastic, now she was throwing his own words back at him.

      Annie hadn’t had a proper mum figure, since her mum had sent her off with babysitters and such. Now that they’d settled into something of a routine, and she got comfortable, well, she got on Ethan’s case to meet someone. She wanted him to find a missus so she could have a mum.

      When he refused to take the bait, she started searching for him. He’d taken away her laptop and mobile, and she’d only recently earned them back through chores and grades and all the things he figured she needed to do.

      “Delete it.” He pointed to the laptop, and they were down to twenty minutes to get out the door, get her to school, and get him to his meeting at the restaurant.

      He watched carefully while she removed the posting, to be certain it was well and truly gone. “Are there any others?”

      “Websites like this?” she asked, innocent as the day she was born.

      He nodded, hands on his hips, still holding the damn kitchen towel between his fingers. “These matching-people-together sites, yeah.”

      “No.” She blinked up at him. “But, c’mon, Dad. You know this is what we need.”

      “You’ve lost the Internet again, love.” He lifted her laptop and tucked it under his arm.

      “Daaaaad,” she whined. “How long?”

      He didn’t answer because he had no bloody idea. “The mobile, too.”

      “Dad. No.” She crossed her arms, the phone tucked under her armpit as though that would keep it safe from dear old dad. “For real?”

      He made a gimme gesture. “You go to school and come straight home. No dallying at the bus stop.”

      “I’m grounded?” She scowled at him and if looks could kill, he’d be a puddle of goo stuck in the carpet.

      “I prefer to call it helping around the house.” He dug in. “Now get your socks on so we can go.”

      “Why?” she demanded.

      “Because if you don’t wear socks, you’ll get a blister.”

      “No, why do you want us to be miserable forever?” She tossed her hands up with a hefty dose of drama.

      Drama that didn’t work on him. He was immune to her drama. That was his superpower.

      Still, the miserable part? That stung quite a bit. But that was being a parent, he’d learned, wasn’t it?

      “I’m that bad?” he asked.

      “Dad.” She frowned.

      “Annie, love, my hands are full. Two restaurants, one house, one daughter, and a try again for a show on the telly? You get my attention. There’s no time for funny business with a girlfriend.”

      “You’re not even trying.” Annie slid from her chair, stood, and marched to her dresser.

      She pulled open the top drawer with the wrath of a ten-year-old who lost her mobile. She nearly slammed it closed, but glanced up at him at the last moment and pushed it quietly shut with one finger.

      For whatever reason, that seemed to make her point more than if she’d slammed the bloody thing.

      “Annie?” he asked.

      She turned, but it was clearly not because she wanted to, but because she understood she had to.

      “There’s a new girl from up the street. If you see her at school, be kind to her, all right?” he asked.

      She nodded before she pulled a pink sweatshirt with little hearts over her head.

      His daughter may look for a mum in all the wrong ways, but she had a heart the size of the whole outback. That was her superpower. It’s what made being her dad worth every second.

      “Fine.” Annie slunk out the door to the hallway. “Fine. Fine. Fine.”

      Maybe not this particular second. She may have said fine four bloody times, but it still didn’t sound fine. Not at all.

    






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/idhtbth-new.jpg





