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  One


“Silent Night” played softly in the background as Ali Harper watched the patrons of the Emerald Isle Taphouse from her booth while she waited for her sister—who was late, as usual. 
Ali didn’t mind. 
Claire was always running late. A side effect of having three kids with another on the way. Before Xander was born, she was never late. 
Since? 
Claire and her husband, Jacob, were never on time.
Though Ali didn’t have children, it sounded about right. Claire was getting several people ready, including herself. Even when she left the house without her kids, Claire had to prepare them for her absence. Ali loved Jacob, but for some reason, getting kids dressed was just not on his list of skills.
It didn’t matter. Ali was just glad that her sister had found time to meet her for dinner tonight. 
They hadn’t always been as close as they were now. Claire was six years older than Ali, therefore had been a built-in babysitter for their single dad, who worked long hours to provide a good life for them. Ali was the typical annoying little sister who wanted to do whatever her big sister was doing. Claire resented her and wanted nothing to do with her.
Things had gotten better when Claire moved out. Even better when she married Jacob. But things really took a turn in their relationship when Claire gave birth to Xander. Ali didn’t know if having Xander was what had changed things for them or if time apart to grow up was. 
Whatever the reason, it had happened. And they had grown closer. Ali had always wanted to be close with her sister.
“Are you making up stories again?”
Startled from her thoughts, Ali looked up to see Claire had arrived and was staring down at her with a smile.
Taking the seat across from Ali, Claire said, “I can’t believe you still do that.”
Unsure how to respond, Ali shrugged.
Ever since she was little—because Claire wanted nothing to do with her—Ali made up stories to entertain herself. Wherever they went, she would imagine what others were saying to each other or what their lives were like.
She hadn’t actually been doing that now, but it didn’t matter. If Claire had taken any longer, that’s probably what would have happened.
Claire leaned in closer. “Who’s doing what around here?”
Ali rolled her eyes and said, “I don’t know.”
Claire gave her a look that she ignored.
Ali glanced around the room, and her mind did what it always did.
First, she saw a couple in the corner, obviously on a date. The guy was probably about to propose to his long-term girlfriend. She would say yes, of course. They wanted a Christmas wedding, but with it being just weeks away—definitely not enough time to plan for that—they would settle for a beautiful winter wedding in February. Maybe around Valentine’s Day. The family three tables over were celebrating their son winning the science fair at school and planning the fun activities they would do over Christmas break. And the three guys in the corner who were watching the large TV with the local college football game on were…
Ali tilted her head, studying them closer. They looked a little rough around the edges. Hair slicked back. One in dark jeans and a leather jacket. The other two in what looked like expensive tailored suits. They were probably loan sharks trying to figure out who they had to pay out or who needed to pay them. 
Yeah, that was probably it. Leather jacket guy looked like he could be trouble. Definitely the muscle.
A hand waved in Ali’s face. “Hello? Ali? Are you listening to me?”
“Huh?” Ali turned her gaze back to her sister.
Claire shook her head. “I knew it.”
Ali glared at Claire. “I hadn’t been doing that until you brought it up. It’s not a big deal. So, I make up stories. Where’s the harm in that?”
Claire cocked her head. 
“Fine,” Ali conceded. It may have gotten her into trouble a few times. “But I’m trying to do better.”
“Uh huh. And what trouble is happening in here at the moment?”
Ali frowned. “None.” She glanced at the three men in the corner and tipped her head in their direction. “Well, those guys might be getting ready to break some legs.”
Claire’s eyes shot open. “I’m sorry, what?”
Ali held up her hands. “I said maybe. They’re probably not even loan sharks.” Ali looked at them again, then whispered excitedly, “Ooh! Maybe they’re in the mob. That’s still a thing, right?”
Claire rubbed her forehead, her exasperation clear.
“I don’t even know why you asked me,” Ali said, looking toward the door. If this was how dinner was going to go, Ali couldn’t wait for it to be over.
“Because…” Claire shook her head. “You’re right. I don’t know why I did either. Should we order?”
“No need,” said a voice from behind Ali.
Two plates of Sunday Roast, a traditional Irish dish, slid before them, and Ali looked up to find Steve Lawson, the owner of the bar—and her boyfriend—smiling down at her.
“Hey ladies. I just made your usual. I hope that’s okay,” Steve said.
“Definitely,” Claire replied with appreciation.
“Thanks, babe. That was really sweet,” Ali said softly.
“Anything for you.” Steve dropped a kiss on Ali’s cheek. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ve got to get back to the kitchen.”
Steve took off, and Ali turned to see a sappy look on her sister’s face.
“What?”
“How are things going between you two?” Claire asked, pointing her fork full of food toward the kitchen where Steve had disappeared.
Ali’s lips twitched in thought.
Claire frowned. “That’s not a good look. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Ali glanced over her shoulder. “I mean, I don’t think anything is wrong. Not really.”
Claire narrowed her eyes. “But something’s wrong?”
“I just thought… I thought by now…” Ali pressed her lips together. “It’s nothing. Everything’s fine.”
Claire gave her “I’m your big sister and I don’t believe you” look while she shoved food into her mouth. 
Man, could Claire eat when she was pregnant!
“Spill it.”
Knowing Claire wouldn’t let it go, Ali said, “I just thought things would be different by now.”
“Different how?”
“I thought…” Ali’s eyes strayed to the family a few tables over. Then the couple in the corner.
“Oh.” Claire gave a knowing look. “I get it.”
“I just thought we’d be at least talking marriage at this point. We’ve been together for three years. And lately… I don’t know, Steve seems different.”
“I thought you said he wanted time to get his business up and running,” Claire said around a mouthful of roast, scanning the dining area.
“He did. But it’s been a year already.”
Ali had met Steve several years ago when he was a chef at one of her favorite Italian restaurants. Ali had tried to set Steve up with her friend and co-worker, Danielle. Turned out Danielle had a thing for someone else that she had been keeping a secret. Danielle had also pointed out how perfect Steve would be for Ali.
Danielle had been right. They hit it off right away. Steve didn’t even mind her crazy stories or the trouble they sometimes brought. He found them entertaining and even encouraged her to share them with him.
And it hadn’t taken long before they were sharing what drove their passions in life and what their hopes and dreams were for the future. 
Steve’s big dream was to open his own business. An Irish pub—with an American twist, since Irish pubs usually only served drinks. So, maybe more of a tavern. He didn’t really have a name for it. He just wanted the laid-back feel of a pub with a family-friendly restaurant. Steve had no Irish in him, but after a culinary trip to Ireland, he fell in love with the atmosphere.
A year ago, he had finally taken the leap and invested in this place.
“Starting a business can’t be easy. Especially a restaurant,” Claire offered.
“I know,” Ali said. “I guess I’m just worried there might not be a place for me in his life anymore.”
Claire studied her. “I’m sorry, sweetie. He seems to really care about you. Have you talked to him about it?”
Ali shook her head. “No. I don’t want to pressure him. I know this restaurant is important to him, and it’s a lot of work. But that is never going to change.”
Claire patted Ali’s hand and said, “I’m sure—”
Claire’s words were cut off when the front door flew open and a striking redhead whisked into the room. She moved straight to the bar as if she owned the place.
Both Ali and Claire watched in surprise when the woman leaned against the bar and with a firm voice, demanded, “I want to talk to Steve. Now.”
Claire whispered, “What do you think that’s about?”
Ali worked to keep her mouth from hanging open. “I have no idea.”
Though Ali could probably come up with several out-there ideas. None of which would do her any good right now.
“Have you ever seen this girl before? She seems to know Steve.”
“Never. What do you think she wants with him?” Ali’s mind started working overtime.
“Nuh, uh. Don’t do that, Ali.”
Ali frowned.
“Stop thinking the worst. No stories.”
“But—”
Steve rushed through the door leading to the kitchen. He spotted the woman with fiery red hair. Recognition crossed his face. 
Steve knew this woman.
Okay, don’t over-react. He probably knows a lot of people. He runs a restaurant.
Steve glanced around the room, then grabbed the woman’s arm. Pulling her to the end of the bar.
Ali watched as heated words were exchanged in hushed tones. She desperately wanted to know what they were saying, but couldn’t make out their words. 
By the looks on the faces of the others in the room, she wasn’t the only one. 
All eyes were on the two at the end of the bar.
The redhead placed a hand on Steve’s arm. His face hardened, and Ali heard him say, “No.”
Steve turned his back on the woman and stormed to the kitchen, clearly done talking.
She hollered, “Fine. Have it your way,” to Steve’s back and turned to storm out the front door.
A moment later, one of the loan sharks—mob guys?—followed her out the door. Another made his way to the kitchen, just letting himself in. 
That was strange.
“What in the world is going on here?” Ali said, not sure who she was even asking.
“I don’t know,” Claire said around another mouthful of food. “But it sure is entertaining.”






  
  Two


“Ali, hey! Are you listening to me?” 
Ali looked up to see Danielle Stevens staring at her. “Yeah, sure. Why?”
“Because you’re rolling the fire hose wrong.” Danielle frowned. “What’s gotten into you? You have been distracted all day.”
Ali straightened and stood, examining the fire hose. Things at the fire station, where she worked, had been slow. So, they were organizing equipment. It was important for the fire hoses to be rolled in a particular way for quick use on a call.
And sure enough, she had rolled it wrong. How many times had she rolled fire hose? Enough for it to be second nature. Even distracted, she should be able to do it right.
For the past two days, Ali had been trying to process what she had seen and heard at Steve’s restaurant. That woman had known Steve, and she had been upset about something. Angry, even. 
Ali had asked Steve about it. He just brushed it off as an unhappy customer and told Ali not to worry about it.
Did he forget who she was?
He must have. And she hadn’t been able to let it go. She asked about the guy who had followed the redhead and the other man who had come back to the kitchen. 
Steve said it was just a coincidence they left at the same time. And the guy who came back to the kitchen was a friend.
A friend? Steve had a friend in the mob?
Ali shook her head. No, those guys weren’t in the mob. Maybe loan sharks, but not the mafia.
She had to get that story out of her head. They were just a group of men enjoying dinner and a game. Who were also friends with Steve, apparently.
Ali rolled out the fire hose to start over again. “Just tired, I guess.”
Tired of trying to figure out what was going on. 
It had taken all of Ali’s restraint not to go looking for answers. That was one of the reasons Ali’s stories got her into so much trouble. She always went looking for answers. Sometimes it was better to let sleeping dogs lie.
But Ali had never been good at that.
“I can relate to that,” Danielle said. She had a two-year-old at home. Danielle was probably tired all the time. “But you can’t let that trip you up and make a mistake. It may be quiet so far, but this time of year is always crazy. I don’t have to remind you how many Christmas tree fires we get called out to. People need to be taught what an overused outlet looks like.”
“And to water their tree.” Ali shook her head. “You’re right.” She started re-rolling the hose. “I’ll do better.”
The alarm rang out, and they dropped what they were doing and ran to the bay to gear up and climb into the ambulance.
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Danielle asked.
Ali gave a tight nod. She may have let her mind wander while she was rolling hose, but she wouldn’t let that happen while she was on a call. People’s lives depended on her ability to focus no matter what else was going on in her life. 
And she would do just that. 
Focus.
Ali got into the passenger seat and buckled in as Danielle pulled the ambulance out of the bay behind Jack Rivers in the fire engine. They followed him to the downtown area, where a small grease fire had gotten out of control in a restaurant.
Ali watched out the window as businesses passed by. The address they were heading to was only two blocks down from the Emerald Isle Tavern. 
That made Ali think about Steve. Which then made her think about the incident the other day at his restaurant. 
Danielle pulled to a stop in front of a building that looked like it was under construction. It must be a new restaurant going in.
Forcing thoughts of Steve, the redhead, and the mafia guys out of her mind, Ali did her job.
Jack was already at the front door, talking with a man wearing a white chef’s jacket, when Danielle and Ali approached.
Before Ali could set her gear down, the man in white said, “This way.” 
He rushed them to the back of the restaurant while explaining, “I don’t know what happened. I walked away for two minutes to get something from the cooler. When I got back, the stove was on fire. I tried to put it out, but it spread too fast.”
They pushed through the kitchen door, and though the fire was still contained to the area near the stove, they felt the heat of the fire on their faces as it ate up more real estate in the kitchen.
Ali dropped the bag with their gear.
Together, she and Danielle pulled a large fire blanket from the bag, as she questioned, “Why didn’t the sprinklers go off?”
It wouldn’t have mattered in this case. The water would have only made things worse in a grease fire. But the fact that they hadn’t gone off was strange. 
“We’re not open yet. Not everything is up and running. I was just testing the equipment along with some recipes for the menu,” the chef said. 
Ali and Danielle approached the stove with the fire blanket, and Ali bit her tongue to keep from reminding the chef why you wait until everything is ready before using it, figuring the fire was making her point now.
Jack pulled the fire extinguisher from the wall. Took aim and…
Nothing happened.
“What in the world?” Jack exclaimed. “It’s empty.”
“What do you mean, empty?” Danielle called over her shoulder. “This blanket isn’t going to take care of the fire.”
“This place is a major fire hazard. I’ll get our extinguisher from
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