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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a little different than books I’ve written before. “Menace” and “Trick” have been my favorite books to write, because they involved single parents, which is what the Midnight Cove series is completely about. As with my more recent books, there isn’t much drama, and this is a hot, slow-burn story. I hope that you’ll give Ash and Emma a chance, along with Syd!

      In December I was diagnosed with anxiety and depression. This book, was the book that came out of me once I was finally able to write again!

      

      Thank you so much for reading!
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        Single-Dad

        Firefighter

      

        

      
        Since my divorce five years ago, these are the two labels I've identified with. Now, I'm ready for more. Ready to give dating a shot, even with an eight-year-old daughter and twenty-four hour shifts needing my attention.

      

        

      
        When Sydney has a snow-day and we have an epic malfunction in the kitchen, we decide to head to the breakfast joint we've frequented for years.

      

        

      
        Except today something is different.

      

        

      
        Our normal waitress, Emma, isn't all baggy clothes and ducking her head to keep me from seeing her face. Today? Today I feel like I see her for the first time, and damned if our gazes don't ignite a heat I've only felt while on the job.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ash

      

      

      “Daddy!”

      I hear the excited whisper, but try to ignore it, pulling the blanket tighter around and over my head. Making a seam, I secure it with my thumb and forefinger, holding tightly against the small hands tugging on it. Sometimes the little ball of energy calling my name lies down next to me and goes back to sleep. Those mornings are glorious when she curls up against my back, and we sleep for a few more hours when she doesn’t have school, like this one. All the surrounding school systems are closed for a snow day. If I can just get a little time to snooze, this day will start off perfectly. Then maybe we can go sledding, see my Mom, or curl up with some blankets and watch one of the movies she likes.

      “Daddy!” She jerks at my blanket, trying to unearth my head. No more is she trying to whisper, long past the point of being patient. It’s louder now, more insistent, hoping for a reaction out of me.

      I’m so tired, so very, very tired. I just worked twenty-four on, and now I’m forty-eight off. Typically it’s not bad, I can catch a few hours’ sleep in between calls at the firehouse, but the last twenty-four were craziness. Our first winter storm of the year rolled through Midnight Cove overnight, causing multiple accidents and a house fire that kept us going almost my entire shift. I got thirty minutes, and that was it. Today I’m dragging ass. The last thing I want to do is to be the one responsible for another human being. But that’s me, and that’s my job.

      “I’m hungry!” She announces loudly, bouncing on the mattress. I’m kind of regretting picking her up at my mom’s this morning and bringing her home with me before I got at least a little shut-eye. I remind myself she won’t be this little for long, and before I know it, she’ll be old enough not to have to wake me up for her breakfast. She’ll have her own friends, her own life, and I’ll be the embarrassing dad and not one of her favorite people in the world.

      I feel her yanking at my blanket, again. Loosening my grip, I let her drag it down slightly. This time, fighting against the pull of sleep, I pop one eye open, looking into the same light-colored eyes that stare back at me in the mirror. Clearing my throat, I give her a grin. My voice is toast after the busy night and screaming out orders. It’s barely above a croak when I ask the question of the hour. “What should we do about that, Syd?”

      “Donuts and cereal?” She asks, her voice hopeful.

      “What about oatmeal and bananas instead?” I try to gently push her towards a healthier option. If she gets all that sugar in her, there won’t be a nap today, and I’m so looking forward to nap-time. The promise of it is already what’s going to keep me going through the next few hours.

      My little girl considers her options. “Can I put a scoop of peanut butter in it?”

      I purse my lips, pulling a face that makes her giggle. “Like we could eat it any other way?”

      She sits next to me, cross-legged on the bed, staring at me intensely. “No, there’s no other way.”

      Tugging on her curl, I blow out an exaggerated sigh. “Alright, let me go use the bathroom and wash my face off. Wait for me downstairs?”

      “I can set the table,” she offers, throwing her hands up in the air like she’s just given me the whole world.

      “That would be helpful,” I lift her off the bed, setting her down on the floor. Watching her run off, I wonder where in the fuck she gets all this energy.

      Heaving out a sigh, I flip the covers off my body, doing my best to ignore my morning wood. Sydney’s mom and I divorced five years ago, and I’ve been single since. Except for a couple of one-night stands, it’s been me and my left hand. The tension? It’s starting to get the best of me, beginning to gnaw at my gut. Reminding me of the things I’ve sacrificed to be the best dad I can be for her. To be the present one when it comes to her parents. One of us has to be, God knows Courtney wasn’t happy when she got pregnant and definitely wasn’t cut out to be a full-time mom. Fuck, I wipe my eyes, that’s a story for another day.

      Standing up, I roll my neck around on my shoulders wishing I could take a shower and jerk it before I have to face the stress of the day, but I can’t. There’s someone downstairs who expects me to take care of her. Pushing back my carnal needs, I make a beeline for the bathroom, do my business, brush my teeth, and wash my face. Grabbing a thick pair of sweatpants and a hoodie, I dress as quickly as possible, taking the stairs down two at a time.

      “About time you made it,” she gives me a little attitude from where she stands next to the kitchen table, our places set.

      “Sorry buttercup,” I lean down, kissing her forehead. “The world doesn’t revolve around you,” I tease. “There are things you have to do in the morning, just like there are things I have to do in the morning.”

      “Like brush your teeth and pee?” She asks, no filter, my girl.

      “Yeah, kinda like that.”

      Reaching into the cabinet, I grab my container of oats, scooping them out, before I do my doctoring to them. Cinnamon, organic brown sugar, milk, and a little natural sweetener is mixed together before I stick the bowl in the microwave.

      “That smells so good, Daddy,” Syd stands in front of the microwave watching it go around and around.

      “I know, I’m hungry too,” my stomach growls loudly. I’m reaching into our fruit basket, looking for a banana she might eat. If it’s too yellow, she hates it, and it has to be cut up in a certain way. But hey, if it gets her to eat it, then I’ll do what I need to.

      “Daaadddd,” she pulls the name out, but I’m busy.

      “One sec,” I tell her, going through our bowl.

      “Dadddd,” she tries again.

      “Give me a minute, Syd,” now I’m getting slightly irritated.

      “Dad!”

      And that’s when I hear it. A loud explosion in the microwave, then the power cuts off. “Son of a bitch, what was that?”

      “That’s a dollar in the swear jar,” she claps her hands, happy to have caught me doing something I’m not supposed to be.

      I hold back every other swear word I want to let fly when I see milk and oats start dripping through the door.

      “What are we going to eat now?” She questions, looking up at me like I have all the answers.

      This is one of those times where I wish I weren’t supposed to have all the damn answers. The last thing I want to do is clean this up, and even if I do, what are we going to eat? I can’t cook this on the stove, I’m a microwave guy all the way. “Go get dressed, Syd. We’re going to Bridget’s,” I mention our favorite restaurant in town.

      “It’s snowing, and we get to go out for breakfast? This is the best day ever!” She screams, running up the stairs.

      “Be sure and grab your snowsuit,” I yell after her.

      Sighing, I come to grips with the fact my day just got a whole lot longer.

      

      
        
        Emma

      

      

      “I didn’t expect anyone to get out in this weather,” I gossip with Bridget as the two of us stand behind the bar at her restaurant.

      I’ve lived my entire life in Midnight Cove, and I’ve never seen weather like what we had last night. Snow coming down faster than the plow trucks could keep up with it, an arctic freeze when I woke up this morning. If it weren’t for the morning patrol unit needing breakfast, and them coming to pick us up, me and Bridget wouldn’t be here.

      “Can’t say I expected it to be busy or anything. The five people we’ve had so far were more than I thought we’d have, but I sure didn’t expect to see him today,” she points out to the parking lot, where a sleek black truck has just parked.

      Ashford McKinley. Firefighter extraordinaire, hot AF single-father, and my crush since high school. Not that he knows, I’ve always been shy, and while we’ve been friendly acquaintances, we’ve never been what I would call friends. I was the quiet girl in high school while he was the quarterback of the football team dating the head cheerleader. The two of us never ran in the same social circles, and even though I wait on him and Sydney just about every time they come in here, our conversations have never gone past polite. No matter how much I’ve wanted them to.

      “Damn, his beard is longer than it was last time I saw him. What I wouldn’t give to have him run that against my neck or shoulder,” I sigh as I look over at Bridget. She’s one of the only people privy to my crush, and not because I told her flat out, because she suspected and asked.

      “That boy doesn’t even realize how hot he is, which makes him even hotter,” she whispers as the father and daughter make their way through the door.

      “Thank God you’re open today, Bridge,” he greets her with a hug that I would die to be a part of. To have his strong arms wrapped around me? Dream come true.

      He’s laughing at something she said, the strong column of his throat moving up and down with the motion of his joy. I watch as he takes off his coat, glimpsing the gray Henley he wears underneath it. Even though we’re months from summer, he still holds a bit of golden color reminiscent of someone who spends a lot of their time outdoors. It’s striking against the well-worn shirt, not bothering to temper my gaze, I take in the darker spots under the shirt on his arms, knowing that’s where his tattoos rest. I scrutinize further down, eyeing the ink on his hands too. There’s something so sexy about watching him do the most mundane things, the way the ink plays peek-a-boo depending on what he’s doing. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I have a fantasy of seeing those inked hands roaming all over my body. As I’m looking my fill, Bridget comes back over, knocking me out of my haze.

      “I know what they want to eat, you got the drinks, Em. Look alive, we’re the only people in here besides those two, and if you’ve ever wanted his attention – honey you’ve got it now.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see he’s discreetly checking me out. Something I’ve never noticed him doing before. Already I’m nervous as I notice a flare of interest in those light colored eyes of his.

      Typically I wear comfortable clothes when I know I’m waitressing, but today I figured there’d be no one in, so I have jeans that actually fit tucked into rain boots, a long-sleeve black shirt snugger than I normally wear, covers my upper body, along with a bright pink puffy vest. My hair is up, but I didn’t bother to straighten it, I left it curly, can’t remember the last time I left it down when I knew I was coming into work. Feeling confident, I grab coffee and orange juice, the drinks they’ve ordered every time they’ve come in here, put a little swing in my hips, and march my way over to the hottest single-dad I’ve ever met in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      “Guess what,” Sydney says as I walk over to them, placing their drinks on the table.

      “What?” I ask with a tilt of my head, and what I hope is a twinkle in my eye. Maybe let her think we’re co-conspirators in some secret.

      “School’s out today!”

      I have to laugh at her exuberance, she’s got it in spades. I can remember being that excited for a snow day. I wish I still got excited for the little things like she appears to be. “And let me guess? You’re super excited?”

      She nods. “I am! Dad promised me we could go sledding down the hill at my Nana’s, and then maybe we can have hot chocolate with marshmallows and chili later on,” she says it all in an excited rush when she finally stops, she has to take a deep breath.

      “Sounds like you have an action-packed day planned.” I’m a little envious. The only thing I have planned is going home to an empty apartment, curling up on the couch with a book and a blanket, hoping it will take me away to someplace more exciting than this life I’m living right now. Is this where my life is right now? Jealous of a six-year-old?

      “I do,” she turns her eye to her dad. “I have to go to the bathroom, is it okay?”

      Ash looks around, noticing we’re the only ones in here. “Go for it. If you need
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