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Note from the Author

This book is written for mature readers. Kiss Me in Fire Station Lane joins my Mayton Hearts series alongside Come Back to Bed, Beautiful. These stories are stand-alone romances so you can join the series anywhere.

For this story I was inspired by a little street in the Hutt Valley called Fire Station Lane, which struck me as the perfect setting for a romance so I fictionalised it and brought it to Mayton!

Johnny Best was only mentioned once in Come Back to Bed, Beautiful. He was such a nice guy I thought he deserved his own story. Quinn is a new arrival to Mayton, though she knew Johnny back when they were both fifteen. Locals Kate and Linc, Olive, Lollie and the band pop in to say hello. In true Mayton style, we also have Olive’s coffee window, Linc’s horses, dogs and small boys creating mayhem.

Please note Mayton and its characters are fictional; any perceived resemblance to known persons or events, past or present, is coincidental. No AI has been used.

Enjoy the read!
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Prologue
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“Kiss me.” I didn’t stop to think. This is just something you say when you are both fifteen, standing under a streetlight on a hot summer night, and the hot guy in front of you is looking, well, really hot. It’s got to be said, so I do.

“Here?” Johnny looks stunned.

“Yes here, in Fire Station Lane.” I smile in a way that I hope looks sexy. Alluring? At least mischievous. I don’t really expect him to kiss me.

And sadly, he doesn’t.

Instead, he flushes bright red and takes a step back, looking stricken. I know I’m no supermodel but I’m also not a complete antidote (yes, I’ve been reading my mother’s historical romances) so Johnny’s reaction seems extreme. I’m sure he likes me. He is kind and funny, has a killer smile and laughs at my jokes. Have I read him completely wrong?

From across Main Street, behind me, someone calls, “Go on, Johnny, kiss her! You know you want to.”

My heart sinks. Now I know why he’s so embarrassed. I turn to see his brother lounging against his car in front of their house, watching us with interest. At eighteen, Johnny’s brother is three years older and a million times cooler and now I blush, too. I hope he can’t see that from across the street. Because I might want to kiss Johnny in Fire Station Lane, but Mario is the kind of guy who’d do a whole lot more than kissing. Mario has the hottest car in town, a smile to die for, and a body like the Farnese Hercules (I’ve also been reading up on art history).

“Never mind,” I say. “It was just a stupid joke.” I spin and walk back up the lane, fast. I feel hot all over with shame and embarrassment.

Johnny says something indeterminate, a kind of protesting croak, and Mario laughs. “You missed your moment, little bro. I can see you need coaching. You should come out with me on Friday night, you know, learn from the expert.”

Johnny’s voice deepens to a growl. I don’t want to see them fight because these two are always coming to cuffs and Johnny always loses. I fling through my grandfather’s garden gate and around his cottage to the oak tree. My tree. Life has a way of making more sense when viewed through the branches of a tree.

Kiss me. What possessed me? I hope I never see Johnny or his brother again.
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Chapter 1
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I lean on my suitcase and gloomily survey Fire Station Lane. It is just as I remembered it, a stretch of grey cobblestones squeezed between a large white bungalow and the hulking red-brick of the Fire Station. There is a new hedge of fuschias, flowering in bright profusion, and a shiny ladder on the training tower behind the Station, but otherwise...

“It’s like I never left.” I feel depressed by the thought. Twelve years of adventures and travel have somehow brought me back to square one. And without the grandfather I adore.

“Is this the right place, miss?” The driver leans to catch my gaze. There is only one taxi driver in Mayton, his name is Bert, he has one arm and drives like a lunatic. The previous taxi driver was called Ernie. I swear you could not make this stuff up.

“Yes, my grandfather’s... Um, my house is just down the lane, thankyou.”

“Then you must be Quinn.”

“You’ve heard of me?”

“Of course. For the record, I think you’re better off without him. And it’s good of you to come and help Doris.”

I don’t know what Bert is talking about. I look at him blankly and he opens his mouth to say something else, but then doesn’t. I figure he’s one of those people who doesn’t know what to say to grieving relatives.

A small, hectic person in a pantsuit and purple hair hurtles up. “Bert, Bert – excuse me, hi Alfred’s granddaughter – Bert take me to the train station, quick. Derryn wants me to go to the Springhill Station auction but I am not driving all the way out there to freeze my arse off looking at second-rate furniture and rusty farm equipment, so I need to be somewhere else, pronto.”

Bert looks unhappy. “I dunno, Bill, last time I took you in my taxi I almost lost my licence.”

“That was totally not my fault. You shouldn’a looked so hot in that tram conductor’s hat.”

“You shouldn’a kissed me! I nearly ran over Daisy and her cats in the street.”

“Well, you don’t have your conductor’s hat on today so we should be hunky dory. Open Sesame, let’s go.” She leaps into the taxi and yells out the window, “Sorry for your loss!” as it zooms off.

Right. I decide that everyone in Mayton is nuts, grab my stuff and set off up the lane. The cool breeze tugs at my long wool jacket and my wheeled suitcase bumps along behind. It was warm this morning in Auckland, but here the wind blows straight off the mountain and it already feels like winter.

At the end of the lane is my grandfather’s cottage, white with pale blue trim. It boasts an overgrown front garden, a porch festooned in wisteria and a freshly painted, weatherboard garage. My oak tree soars over all. I climb three steps to the solid little porch and try the door. It opens with a groan. Here is the cosy hall with dark timber floors, just as I remember. Autumn sunlight filters weakly through leadlights onto faded wallpaper and an elegant hall table swathed two inches in dust.

I look up. The cornices are wreathed in cobwebs. “Thanks, Grumps, you know I hate spiders.”

But Alfred is not here to laugh at me, so I drag my case over the lintel and trundle down the hall. There is his lounge room to my left, front bedroom to the right. Everything smells musty. In the lean-to kitchen at the back of the house, things look better. Here the benches are clean, a small stack of rinsed dishes by the sink. The single pantry shelf boasts a neat row of containers marked pasta, rice, coffee.

I pause in the doorframe and breathe. Alfred’s armchair is nestled in the opposite corner by the woodstove. His small dining table lies bathed in light from the window over the sink. There is a faint smell of woodsmoke, and a draft whistling in under the back door. The kitchen cupboards, once yellow, are now eggshell blue to match the newly painted garage. Someone has been busy.

This room feels so comfortable, so familiar that I expect to see Grumps lift his ancient black kettle and say, “Welcome, Quinnie, gumboot tea? We’ll have a wee natter.”

But he won’t. And we won’t. And I don’t have time for the stab of grief that slices through the butter of my conscience, because an elderly woman walks out of the bathroom and yelps, “Who are you?”

I stare at her. “Who are you?”

She is barely five foot tall, and bristling. “Don’t be ridiculous. I live here. Get out before I call the police.”

“But this is my grandfather’s house! Well, it’s mine now.” Being a homeowner still feels odd. Finding this woman in my house is even more odd.

“Nonsense. Alfred’s granddaughter is overseas and never comes here.” The woman looks fierce but her hands are shaking and she leans hard on her prong-footed cane.

I feel another stab of grief. I need Grumps. Right now. I need to ask him who the hell this woman is. He never spoke of a woman, the executor of his estate hasn’t mentioned her, and Scarlett hasn’t said a thing either.

I look again at her shaking hands and her hard, anxious gaze. I sigh. “I am Grumps’ granddaughter and we need to talk.” I offer my hand. “I’m Quinn Walker.”

Her eyes are flinty blue, in a face that’s ninety if it’s a day. “I thought you’d be taller.”

“I thought my house would be empty. Can I make you a cup of tea?”

“I’ll make the tea.” She brushes slowly past me in the hall. “You might poison it.”
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It takes her ten minutes to get the heavy kettle filled and onto the woodstove, but she looks so determined I don’t offer to help. She tells me her name is Doris Daybreak and she’s lived with Alfred for eight years.

“Doris Daybreak? That’s got to be a stage name.”

“How dare you.”

Belatedly I realise that for Doris’s generation, a stage career is considered racy. Inappropriate. I switch topic. “Eight years!”

“It might be more.”

“Not much more. I visited twelve years ago and I’ve never heard of you.”

“You must have been a pipsqueak then.”

“Fifteen. Pimply and full of attitude, maybe, but not a pipsqueak.”

“Then it might be ten years. I’m not good at counting anniversaries.” She measures tea leaves into the pot with a trembling hand and I hold my breath as she hoists the big kettle and sloshes hot water in. “I know I moved in soon after we met. Alfred didn’t want to waste any time.”

When my grandfather died a few weeks ago, he was seventy-six. I’ve never thought of him as an ardent lover. “How did you meet?”

“At the library. We were doing a computer course.” She sets one mug on the table and goes slowly back for the other. “I didn’t learn a thing, it was all nonsense to me, but Alfred...” Her lips tremble. “He was very kind. I’d never known a man so kind. Handsome, too.”

My grandfather? Stooped with age, the way tall men often are. Bald. A little paunch. And there must have been a decade or more between them.

Doris follows my thought. “Sixteen years is no age gap when you love someone.” Glory, that makes her ninety-two! She lifts her chin. “My husband of forty years was an awful man. I was glad when he died. And I never wanted children, he’d have been a dreadful father.”

I look at Doris with her defiant chin, birdlike slenderness and sun-spotted hands. She seems light, translucent, like the smallest skirmish of wind might whip her away. But there is steel in her bright gaze. Her hurt has been papered over, layer by layer, but still smoulders like peat beneath. I understand suddenly how Grumps, with his kind heart and cheerful optimism, might love this fierce, broken soul.

But really. At their age?

I sip hot tea with Doris, and it is fully fifteen minutes before my predicament dawns on me. What on earth will I do now? I planned to live here for a few weeks, tidy up the place and sell it. But I can’t evict an elderly lady into the street. “Ohmigod.”

“Language,” says Doris, automatically.

“Sorry, I just realised. This house isn’t mine, it’s yours!”

“If Alfred has left it to you, I won’t complain.”

‘No, it’s that common law thing, you know. If you’ve lived with him for more than a few years you inherit everything, just like his wife would.”

“But we weren’t married.” Doris looks affronted. “I don’t want to be married. Worst thing ever. I’ve been married and I...”

“Well, you didn’t marry him, but...”

“Thank heavens.”

I can’t tell if she is joking or genuinely confused. “The point is, Doris, it’s your house.”

“No, it’s yours. You said so.”

I clarify. “You weren’t married to Alfred, but you still inherit his house.”

“I won’t have it.  I don’t want it. How dare he impose a house on me?”

“Pardon?” I am out of my depth here.

Doris begins shuttling the mugs and the teapot one at a time to the sink. “How could I look after this house? I’m on the pension. I don’t have extra funds like Alfred did, for the maintenance and rates. And I have no one to leave it to.”

“You could sell the house and have the money. Rent or buy another place.”

“I can’t sell this house, it’s Alfred’s.” A chink shows in her armour as she brushes away tears. “Alfred apologised on our way to the hospital... he’d never changed his Will. But he said his Quinnie will sort everything out.”

“That’s me. I’ll sort this out.”

Her chin lifts. “But I don’t want his house. You’re young and bright and fit, maybe a bit short for some professions, but I’m sure you can get a job and pay all the bills.”

I don’t bother telling her I already have a job, it’s a good one and very flexible. And in this enlightened age, no one comments on my height. “But legally, Doris, this is your house. I have to tell the lawyer about the mistake.”

“For the last time, certainly not. It’s your house!”

“But where will you live?”

“I’ll live here with you.”

I am stunned into silence. She seems so calm, confident, adamant... And frail. I don’t have the heart to tell her I’m not staying. That I want to sell the house. Mayton is not for me.

“What?” She is leaning on her cane, frowning.

“I’m just thinking.”

“Well, don’t think so loudly.” She heads for the door. “I am going to bed. You can make toast if you’re hungry.”

I glance outside. It’s still daylight. “Goodnight, Doris.”

“Don’t be cheeky.”

“I’m not, honestly. Are you sure you don’t mind me staying?”

“Alfred would expect you to stay.”

“Would you like me to bring you some toast?”

“I hate eating in bed.”

Feeling unsettled yet amused, I watch her painstaking progress down the hall. Apparently she sleeps in the little bedroom at the end. It’s been a long day of taxis and plane travel and unexpectedly becoming housemates with a nonagenarian, and I have no idea what to do next.

I do what Doris said, and start with toast.
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I find sharing a house with my nonagenarian friend is like living with a puppy. Doris sleeps like the dead until midnight, then wakes on the hour every hour until dawn. She gets up with the cockerels, makes a cup of tea, then goes back to bed to snooze. I know this because I am sleeping on a cold, lumpy couch under a thin, freezing blanket and I hear every creak in the hall, every clank of the flush chain, and the whistle of the kettle at dawn.

This woman will be the death of me.

I am drifting back into fitful sleep when Asmita calls, on her way to work. “I got your message. Why are you in Mayton? You hate the place!”

I don’t need to glance at my phone to know the look she’s giving me. “It’s been twelve years, Az, things might have changed.”

“Yeah, right.”

I sigh. “Yeah. Right. I’m just here to sort out Alfred’s estate and... stuff.” 

“The cottage you used to stay at?”

“The cottage, his clothes, his books...” I don’t tell my friend I’ve also inherited a 92-year-old roomie who is Alfred’s wife in all but name and should own my house but doesn’t want it. When I flew down here yesterday, I intended to stay just a few weeks. But I have no idea how long it’ll take to sort this thing with Doris.

“Don’t stay too long or you’ll meet some rich, dreamy farmer looking for an intelligent, well-travelled wife, settle down and never come back.”

“Oo, yuck Az, is that a dream of yours? This is Mayton, it’s small-town country New Zealand. No one is rich, or will admit to it, and we both know no man ever goes looking for an intelligent wife. Anyway I don’t want to settle down, I never have.”

“That last point is true. Why are you sorting your grandpa’s stuff?”

“Because he died. It’s his estate.”

“Whatever.” She waggles her toes at the screen, her nails freshly painted bright blue. “Why isn’t your mother doing it?”

“You know how Scarlett is.”

“You’re such a pushover for her.”

“I feel bad. She is busy with her exhibition, and I’ve been away for so long... Anyway, it’s my inheritance. Scarlett is only related to Alfred by marriage, such as it was, and she doesn’t want any part of it.” I change the subject to chat about our mutual friends and their various partners, babies, career and travel news until Az reaches her office. I blow her a kiss. “Bye babe.”

As I click off the call, I wonder how I always end up in these situations. They say life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans. Derailed, diverted, rescheduled, that’s me. Even while travelling in Europe, my plans were overset. Although I admit I did that entirely to myself, by hooking up with the wrong man.

I push aside all memories of my charismatic, beautiful and truly faithless José, and call Scarlett. I update her, and beg her for deliverance from domestic life for the foreseeable future with a step-grandma I didn’t know I had. I get a riot of laughter in reply – Scarlett is amused by Alfred’s romance – and a distracted, “I can’t deal with that, Quinnie. I have three huge paintings left to hang and we’ve run out of heavy-duty hooks.” I give up, get up, and go looking for breakfast.

There is no food in the pantry except days-old bread so it’s toast again. I manage to coax the overnight embers to life, and put two slices on the hotplate of the woodstove.

Doris potters in, frowning. “This room should be yellow.”

I add two extra slices. “It used to be, I remember.”

“Did you sleep well?”

I think of the dreaded couch. “A bit cold.”

“You should have used the wool blankets. They’re better than the modern rubbish. What’s your name again?”

“Quinn, I’m Alfred’s granddaughter who...”

“Yes, yes, I know who Quinn is.”

The milk in the fridge is off, but I find longlife milk in a cupboard. Sugar, too. I have an idea that sugary tea is good for shock. I think I need it this morning.

Doris surveys the cupboards. “It was that young bloke we asked to paint the garage. He did paint the garage, then he had some paint left so he wanted to do more jobs. Cheeky fellow. Alfred liked him, so he got him to paint the kitchen.”

“Did he charge you for the extra work?” I am imagining a scam. Elder abuse.

“He didn’t charge us for any work. I was not impressed. I told Alfred I hate being beholden to anyone.”

Not a scam then. “He probably just wanted to help.”

“If I wanted his help, I’d have asked for it.”

“You did ask. Well, Grumps did.”

“Don’t argue. I could make the tea myself today but I can’t stand up for long. This time English Breakfast, please.” She closes her eyes. “Annoying.” I am not sure whether she’s referring to her fragility, the tea, or me. Perhaps all of them. “Stop wandering about. The kettle is in the servery.”

I feel like I’m stuck in a time warp. “Surely you have an electric kettle?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

I locate Alfred’s cast-iron kettle in the servery cupboard that connects this room with the lounge. I prop it under the tap, staring out over the back garden and wondering how I might escape the looming weeks, months and years of domestic servitude ahead.

There seems no immediate fix. After tea and buttered toast with honey, Doris parks herself with a book and I take stock of the cottage. The bathroom porcelain is stained, the hallway draped in cobwebs, the front bedroom filled with books. I feel guilt creep in over the gnaw of grief. All this dust is making me sneeze. I know Alfred was very house proud, so it seems he and Doris have not been coping. And I’ve been back in New Zealand for a year and not once thought to visit. Nice.

If Doris stays here, I’ll need to engage a weekly cleaner, a nurse, a cook. Perhaps someone friendly to take her on outings. Can such people be found in Mayton? Can I afford all this help without selling the house? One thing is sure, I’m not doing it all. How would I get any work done? And glory, I’d have to stay in Mayton.

First though, the kettle is whistling and Doris is hallooing. I need to make another pot of tea.

*
[image: ]


The tall, dark-haired man surveys the cottage, his eyes crinkled against the morning light. So, Alfred’s granddaughter has come for her inheritance. She hasn’t wasted any time. It was only a few weeks ago that the old boy’s heart attack carried him off.

Johnny watches her lithe figure, her decisive movements as she shakes the rugs and hangs them on the fence, her white-blonde ponytail whipping in the breeze. Beautiful. A curl of attraction swirls in his belly and he crushes it. Attractive, yes, but not for him. He wonders if she is planning to live in the cottage or tidy it up and sell it.

And what about Doris?

With a grunt, Johnny sets his questions aside. So long as his peace is not disturbed, it doesn’t matter what she does. He turns away and whistles for the dog.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


I am in the front bedroom vacuuming the ceiling when there’s a thunderous knock at the door. I almost fall off the chair – another knock like that will bring the house down. Expecting a giant, I look through the bay window.

There is a giant, standing on the porch. Tall, with thick wavy hair, a roman profile and a grim set to his mouth. Az’s prediction leaps instantly to mind but he doesn’t look like a dreamy farmer. More like an oversized Heathcliff, with a swarthy dash of Mr Rochester.

He raises his hand again to the door. I haul up the sash and yell out, to stop him collapsing the house. “What?”

He meets my gaze. A lean, handsome face with fathomless midnight-blue eyes. They seem familiar, but I don’t know him. His brows are strikingly arched like albatross wings. I’ve seen them somewhere, too.

From this angle I can see the entire left side of his face is disfigured by a vivid, angry scar. I blink. “Sorry. What do you...?”

The albatross wings meet. “I have your dog.”

“Pardon?” I must have heard wrong, his voice is so deep and gravelly.

“Your dog. I’ve been looking after him.”

“I don’t have a dog!”

He looks impatient. “Alfred’s dog.” With a sweep of his arm he indicates the cottage and its rampant garden. “If this is yours, I presume the dog is, too?”

“I think it all belongs to Doris actually, but...” I stop. I don’t need to tell this guy all my business. “Alfred had a dog?”

He scrubs one hand through his hair, and I find I am curiously attracted to this whole dishevelled, brooding look he’s got going on. “He didn’t talk about Clyde?”

“No.”

“Doris hasn’t mentioned him?”

“She has talked about Alfred, and English Breakfast tea – which she brews on a woodstove like in Medieval times, lord help us – and how short I am, and how they don’t make wool blankets like they used to. But a dog? No.”

“I’ve always thought tea was Medieval.” I am unclear whether that’s a joke because he immediately looks down the lane and gives a piercing whistle. There’s an answering scuffle and a border collie bounds out of the bushes. Like a furry black and white torpedo he zooms up the steps and presses himself to the door with a plaintive whine.

I am horrified. “Whatever possessed Grumps to get a dog? He’s never had a dog! And that’s a young sheepdog of all things, they need so much exercise and brushing and...”

“You know about dogs?” Midnight-blue eyes fix on mine.

“I worked at a boarding kennel every weekend through college. I can’t imagine why Alfred would get a...”

“Perhaps he liked the company.” Is that a barb at Doris? Or me? He grunts. “The dog’s alright. He has free run of the lane, and he visits me every day to play.”

“You live in the lane? You knew Alfred?”

“Yes. No. Not well.” He turns away.

I run round to open the front door, colliding with the dog as he bounds inside. “Whoops. Wait! I don’t know your name.” Inexplicably, this seems important. Something about those incredible, midnight-blue eyes. He pauses at the gate but doesn’t answer. I offer, “My name is Quinn Walker.”

“I know. The dog’s name is Clyde.” He shuts the gate and strides off down the lane.

“How odd.” I stare at his retreating figure. “How rude!” The dog is running busily from room to room, so I follow him. “Don’t you think that is rude? I’m new here and he’s been looking after you, the least he could do is introduce himself.”

I realise the dog is running a search pattern and I feel a lurch of sadness, but then he arrives in the kitchen and finds Doris. With a yip of delight, he throws himself at her, licking her face.

Doris is startled awake. “Ooh yuck, get it off me!”

I grab the dog, pushing him firmly down at my feet. “Isn’t this your dog? The man said...”

“I don’t know any dog. I don’t like dogs. Get him away!”

I realise she is telling the truth. She dislikes dogs and she doesn’t remember this one, today at least. Yet this dog clearly loves her. And it’d be odd for a bloke to deliver a dog to her door without some justification in thinking she owned it.

I stare at the dog. He curls in a ball at my feet, his brown eyes sad. “I’m sorry, Clyde, you’ll have to make do with me instead.” I sit on the floor beside him, feeling all the weight of my move to Mayton and the demolition of my free-spirited, city lifestyle. It is so strange being here without Grumps and his barking laugh, his chatting over tea and his bearlike hugs. Doris seems an odd substitute.

I think Clyde the collie looks as lost as I feel.
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In the afternoon, the temperature drops. Wind wuthers round the chimney. I am working on my laptop at the kitchen table and the room gets so cold I can’t think properly. Cursing the Mayton autumn, I go outside for firewood. Alfred usually keeps a stack on the back porch and more alongside the garage.

I am dismayed to find there’s very little wood stored. “What will Doris do for winter?” The collie tugs out a hefty stick and runs off, not interested in conversation. I pile up some logs by the ancient range and ask Doris what she’d like for dinner. She says she’s happy with toast. “Toast again?”

“With peanut butter. I’ll make it.” She does, and I go off to do some vacuuming. It’s a little hectic because the dog insists on helping me, finding brightness in his life by chasing the vacuum nozzle around the floor. When I point it at the ceiling to suck up the cobwebs, he barks hysterically. It’s a joy.

We finish in a flurry, Clyde chasing the plug back into the machine, and I put it away. He leads me to the kitchen, tail wagging, to find Doris asleep again, drooping in her chair. I wake her gently and she potters off to the bathroom then to bed. Her walls are cluttered with family photos – Doris with her parents and various elderly relatives, Doris with Alfred – professional awards, travel photos, postcards and maps. Here I see seventy years of life and work, scrawled over in her carefully looped hand. It seems Doris has achieved a PhD and a long career in agricultural science, and she loves travelling: Went to the Riding School in Vienna, winter so the horses are stabled / Visited the Louvre and a wonderful patisserie by the Seine. / Mount Fuji is over 3,700 metres high / Close encounter with a tiger! Exhilarating!

I ask a few questions but it is obvious Doris is tired so I leave her to sleep. I let Clyde out for a wee, and while we’re in the garden Az calls me.

“How’s cottage life? Are you renovating yet, and designing garden rooms?”

“I’m still here. Don’t ask.”

“You’re back in town after twelve years, Quinn, you are an internationally renowned architect and you’ve just inherited
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