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    Dedication
To all my Door County family and friends. Thanks for making this place so special.
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A Door County Romance Series Boxed Set

Novellas 1-3
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Discover the romance magic of Door County, Wisconsin along with three couples as they embark on epic journeys of the heart to find forever unions. Explore the splendor of Peninsula Park as love conquers within its enchanted essence and beauty.  
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Talia & Ryan’s Story 

~Enemies to Lovers~

Ryan Larson is a deputy sheriff in pursuit of an elusive woman.

Talia Johnson is a park ranger determined not to get caught.

When chaos breaks, they must work together to save the residents, visitors...and each other.
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Jess & Sam’s Story

~Second Chance Romance~

Sam Bley is a seasoned bachelor and likes it that way.

Jess Kadanko is a woman scorned who refuses to forgive...or forget.

Can old hurts be healed after twenty years, or is it too late?
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Addison & Clark’s Story

~Opposites Attract~

Clark Johnson is a widower tending to a grieving heart.

Addison Carlisle a tenacious journalist hellbent on getting a story, regardless of who gets hurts. 

When their worlds collide, they both find something they weren’t looking for, but desperately need.

*****
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Want to stay connected? 

If you’d like to be the first to find out about my new releases or book deals, please sign up for my newsletter.

SIGN UP for Valerie J. Clarizio’s Newsletter!
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Talia & Ryan’s Story, a Door County Romance

Novella 1
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Chapter One
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“113 10-50 PI,” dispatch radioed. 

Shit, personal injury.

“113 go ahead,” Deputy Ryan Larson replied.

“Moped versus tree on Shore Road in Peninsula Park, approximately one mile north of the park office. One female with injury. EMS has been paged.”

“Has state park law enforcement been notified?”

“Yes. Two park rangers are now on scene.”

Larson cringed at the thought of having to respond to the moped accident call, but not only was he the deputy closest to the scene, he was the only one available. The other three deputies working the county were busy with other accidents and complaints. They’d all been running non-stop since their shift started at three o’clock. 

Welcome to Door County Wisconsin on the Fourth of July weekend. 

Though he was only a few miles south of the park’s entrance located in Fish Creek, it’d take him a while to arrive on the scene. He hoped to get through the holiday weekend vehicle congestion without getting in a wreck himself. Red lights, and siren blaring, he clipped down the highway at speeds ranging between forty and ninety, depending on the curves and traffic. 

Emergency Medical Services updates indicated there were no major traffic issues currently impeding his route. They also reported that alcohol didn’t appear to be a factor with the crash.

He slowed at the curvy, downhill portion of the highway leading in to the small town he needed to drive through to reach the park. 

Traffic was at a near-standstill as people crossed streets on every corner. Curbside parking was filled. The vehicles in front of him couldn’t get out of his way. Frustration ripped through him. He darted his gaze around, looking for an opening to slip through. Nothing. Finally, the pedestrians seemed to get the picture and waved the cars through the intersections. 

Larson crept along, slowly meandering around vehicles that’d come to a stop, unable to get out of his way. Some motorists were lucky, ducking into overflowing parking lots of the retail hops and restaurants. Others simply pulled up next to cars parked at the curbside. He hated having to maneuver through these small Door County towns during the height of tourist season. 

Larson tightened his fingers around the steering wheel. Anxiety gripped his spine. Truth be told, it wasn’t the traffic, or the moped accident that had him cringing at responding to the call, it was the fact that she’d probably be there. 

Talia Johnson, the park ranger from hell. 

She hated him with a passion. Why, he wasn’t sure. Honestly, she was abrasive with all the sheriff’s deputies, but her dislike for him was second to none. So bad even his co-workers had noticed. 

As he drove past the entrance gate to the park, dispatch let him know that two first responders were on-scene with the two park rangers who initially responded to the call. Good news. But, the EMTs were still en route.

Larson pulled to the edge of the narrow road, parking behind Sam Bley’s truck and trailer loaded with lawn maintenance equipment. He was glad to know Sam was on the scene. The man was an experienced first responder, not to mention one top-notch lawn maintenance entrepreneur.

Larson flung his door open and sprang out of his squad car. The ninety-plus degree temperature was like a punch to his gut, draining his lungs. The extreme humidity didn’t help his breathing either. It was always a scorcher on the Fourth of July. 

He grabbed his high-visibility safety vest from the trunk and headed toward the injured party, three vehicle lengths up the road. A woman in her early fifties lay half on the pavement, half in the ditch—her moped in the brush next to a good-sized tree. 

Sam leaned over the woman, asking questions about her pain. Her responses were not much more than whispers. At least she was conscious. 

Two other mopeds were parked at the side of the road. Those drivers stood a short distance away from the injured party, talking with the two rangers on the scene.

Clark Johnson, another first responder, helped Sam attend to the injured woman. Larson held the man’s skills in high regard as well. He’d been at enough calls through the years to know the first responder knew what he was doing as much as Sam. Clark’s only downfall was his daughter from hell, Ranger Talia. But, regardless of how Talia treated him, Larson really liked Clark and felt sorry for the poor man. Less than a year ago, he’d lost his wife, and he took it really hard. Hell, he actually felt sorry for Talia, too. It was no secret Mrs. Johnson’s death took its toll on both Clark and his daughter. 

With a quick glance in the other direction, Larson caught sight of Ranger Talia standing less than ten feet away, giving him the evil eye. A look he’d grown used to, but he still didn’t like it or understand the motivation behind it. Hell, once, he’d actually wanted to ask her to go out on a date. He hadn’t said three words before she’d tongue-lashed him and the entire sheriff’s department, putting an end to his desire to date her. If not for the scowl on her milky-white face, she’d be pretty and sexy as sin in her ranger outfit. Her curves filled out her uniform in all the right places.

Larson drew in a slow, deep breath and let it out before stepping up next to her, the second ranger, and the others in their little circle. He assumed they were witnesses to the accident, or perhaps friends of the injured party. Briefly, he listened to their banter. Talia’s tone was soft and sympathetic as she spoke to the group. Much unlike the tone she used when she spoke to him. 

Swinging his gaze around the area, he tried to piece together the events that’d caused the accident. No citizens parked nearby, and no mention from dispatch the accident was a hit and run led him to believe the woman lying on the ground simply failed to negotiate the tight curve and took out the tree—make that the tree took her out. From the sticker on the basket on the back of the moped, Larson knew she’d been driving a rental, so likely she wasn’t going all that fast. The damaged bike helmet next to her indicated she’d hit the tree hard enough to be thrown off, cracking her head good. No sign of blood, though.

A teary-eyed young woman in her early twenties stared at him. Her delicate features made her appear frail. Good thing she wasn’t the one who slammed into the tree; she would have probably shattered into pieces. 

Standing next to her was another lady, slightly older, perhaps in her early thirties. Shiny, straight brown hair framed her thin face. Long, thick lashes outlined her dark brown eyes. Real eyelashes couldn’t possibly be that long–they had to be fake. The woman could easily be a model. She raked her gaze over him. 

Seriously? Your friend just took out a tree, and you’re putting the “make” on me. 

Maybe she’s just a witness. Larson pulled the small notepad from his shirt pocket and flipped it open, then swung his gaze between the two women. “Hello, ladies. I’m Deputy Larson.”

The younger woman dabbed her big, brown eyes with a tissue as the other smiled flirtatiously. 

“Hi. I’m Meredith Dodson,” the teary-eyed woman said. She gestured toward the model. “This is Carolyn Chambers, my mother’s friend.” Her gaze darted to the injured woman. “That’s my mother, Jennifer Dodson. We’re visiting from California.” 

Larson nodded. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“I got it,” Ranger Talia cut in as she leaned farther into the circle. From under the brim of her brown hat, her bright green eyes shot daggers at him.

“Got what?”

“The report. You don’t need to worry about it. I’ll file the report. It’s my jurisdiction.” 

Her condescending tone irritated him. And this was a first—normally, park rangers didn’t file accident reports, even for those occurring in the park. It was certainly her prerogative, but historically, the sheriff’s deputies filed the paperwork. She was just playing big-shot and trying to make him look bad, but now was not the time to argue with her. Not in front of the poor girl watching the first responders tend to her mother. 

A compact car whizzed by, nearly hitting him as it squeezed between him and the oncoming traffic sharing the one open, narrow lane of the road. Evidently, the flashing lights on the park trucks and his squad meant nothing to the passersby. Larson shook his head and threw up his hands, hoping the driver would see him in his rearview mirror. As if dealing with Ranger Talia wasn’t bad enough, he had to deal with idiot drivers, too.

He nodded at Talia. “Great. I’ll go up the road and slow the vehicles down until this is cleaned up. Officer McGrath radioed. He should be here any moment. He was just about home when he heard the call. I’ll send him up the other way, and he can monitor traffic from that end.” 

Or did she want to handle traffic control, too?

Larson rolled his eyes to the sky as he turned to head up the street. Darkness was creeping in. Where is that freaking ambulance? 

As if on cue, an ambulance rounded the curve, followed by a pickup truck from the moped rental company located just outside the park entrance. 

Larson flagged the truck to a stop. “As soon as the ambulance is gone, you can pick up the mopeds.”

The young man nodded.

After the first responders got them up-to-speed on the injured party’s condition, the EMTs took over Ms. Dodson’s care. But the men would have to wait for the ambulance blocking the roadway to depart before they could leave. Especially Sam. There’d be no way for him to maneuver his truck and trailer around the ambulance on the narrow, tree-lined road.

Sam and Clark stepped up to him.

“She’s a busy one today, huh,” Sam stated, more than questioned.

Larson nodded. “Yeah. The radio has been non-stop since I started my shift at three.”

“Us too, Larson. We’ve been running pretty steady since before noon,” Clark informed him. “Welcome to the Fourth of July weekend in Door County. Nothing too major though, at least until now. Just a couple of bumps and bruises as a result of low-speed fender benders in town. You know, everyone’s craning their necks, looking for a parking spot and not paying attention to the vehicles in front of them.”

“Don’t forget the bee bite call,” Sam added. “Actually, that kid was in a world of hurt. It was a good thing the EMTs were already nearby because the kid didn’t have his EpiPen along.”

Larson gestured toward the ambulance. “So, what was the deal with the moped lady?” 

Sam shook his head. “She simply missed the curve and hit the tree. Rung her bell pretty good. I don’t think she’s hurt too bad, though. Probably just a concussion.”

“That really bites,” Larson replied. “Here she’s on vacation and winds up in an ambulance.”

“Yeah, poor lady. To make matters worse, it’s really not even a true vacation for her,” Clark commented.

“What do you mean?” 

“Ms. Dodson arranged this trip to help her daughter get her mind off an unfortunate event that sent her to the ICU for a bit recently. Evidently, she and her friend were attacked on a beach in North Carolina. Meredith suffered a stab wound—her friend’s fate is still in limbo. And now this happens to her mom.” 

Sam tilted his head slightly toward Ms. Dodson’s daughter and friend as the women filed into the second park vehicle that came to pick them up. “And that friend of hers, what’s her name?” he asked.

“Carolyn,” Clark replied. “Yeah, a real piece of work—freaking hitting on you when her friend is laid out on the pavement.”

So, miss hot pants eyed up him, too.

Sam chuckled. “She is kind of cute, in an over-enthusiastic and desperate kind of way.” He arched a brow. “Hmm, desperate. That might be to my advantage.”

Larson shared a chuckle with the others. He could actually see his buddy and ‘Miss Hot to Trot’ hitting it off. 

The ambulance pulled away. The kid in the moped rental company truck pulled up to the mopeds parked on the side of the road. Larson, Sam, and Clark went to help the young man and Talia load them. 

Larson reached for the one that had hit the tree. The rim of the front tire was bent out of shape.

Talia quickly stepped in front of him and gripped the handlebars. “I got this one.”

He flinched, never having heard such a stone-cold tone of voice in his life, and he dealt with criminals for a living. It was the complete opposite of the soft, soothing tone he’d heard her use when talking to Ms. Dodson’s daughter and friend. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what he’d done in the past to irritate Talia so immensely. 

At first, her attitude toward him bothered him, but now he was actually getting annoyed by it. What gave her the right to be so rude and snippy to him? Where was her professionalism?

He stepped back and eyed her medium-built, five-and-a-half-foot frame. Yeah, she grew up on a dairy farm, so she was probably fairly strong, but there was no way she was going to load that moped herself. She’d have to wait for one of the other guys to finish loading the other scooters to help her.

Larson leaned back on his heels and crossed his arms over his chest. “Fine, all yours.”

He spun and walked away to help Sam, Clark, and the kid from the rental company secure the scooters already loaded in the bed of the pickup.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Talia struggle to wheel the damaged moped to the truck. 

Serves her right. 

When she got to the tailgate, her dad reached down and gripped the handlebars to help. Talia grabbed the back of the moped and hoisted it up. She’d just about lifted it high enough when she lost her grip and stumbled. 

Instinctively, Larson lunged forward and grabbed the scooter from her, wielding it up onto the bed of the truck as she landed on her rump. 

“Now look what you did!” Even in the dusk-lit sky, it was easy to see her flaming red cheeks. They matched the fire in her eyes. 

Fury shot through his veins. And to think, for a brief moment, he’d thought about extending his hand to help her up. 

Forget it. She’d probably rip my arm off. 

“How in the hell is it my fault you fell on your ass? The way I see it, you should be thanking me for saving you from being crushed by the moped.”

She sprang to her feet and moved toward him, her angry gaze glaring up from only inches away. “You knocked me over when you grabbed the moped. All I was doing was readjusting my grip and you—”

“Readjusting your grip? Who are you trying to kid? It was too heavy for you, and you were about to drop it on yourself.”

“It was not, and I didn’t need your help. Not then, not ever. You’re just a—”

“Talia!” Clark barked. “Enough.”

The ranger fastened her gaze on her dad. They exchanged a long look before she stomped off to her vehicle and peeled out. Burnt rubber permeated the air. 

Larson was floored that Clark yelled at his adult daughter. The man didn’t have an aggressive bone in his body and didn’t say much to start with, but to yell at her in front of people meant he was furious about something. It couldn’t have been the argument he and Talia shared.

He stared at Talia’s taillights as they wove through the curvy road. Just a...what? What had she been about to call me? And why do I care?

Heat flooded his cheeks as he turned to face her dad. The man must wonder what that heated exchange was all about. 

Clark and Sam jumped down from the bed of the pickup truck, and the rental company kid pulled away.

“I’m sorry, Ryan.” Clark’s eyes filled with regret. 

That can’t be good. 

He called him by his first name. He always called him by his last name. 

“She’s...”

Larson held his hand up. “It’s okay, sir. I’ve obviously done something to make her mad. I’m sorry for that. But, honestly, I don’t know what I did.”

“You didn’t. It’s not you,” Clark replied, sadness in his gaze. “It’s a long story.”

Larson felt sorry for the man. Hmm, long story. What’s that about?
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Talia wove her way through the crowded parking lot near the park’s beach. Vehicles were double parked and parked along the side of the road. It was going to be a complete cluster come time to leave. In her three years working at the park, this had to be the largest crowd she’d ever seen for the Fourth of July fireworks show.

She parked in her reserved stall next to the gift shop and assessed the crowd. There had to be at least two thousand people in the park area and seven hundred on the water’s edge. Looking out on the bay, she took notice of the boat and barge hired to do the firework show. They were in place a safe distance from the shore. The sheriff’s department, Coast Guard, and Department of Natural Resources boats were in the harbor, holding clear the perimeter needed to ensure the safety of the spectators of the boating community. 

Everything looked good from her perspective. 

The darkness of the sky indicated the show would start soon. Taking a minute for herself, she leaned her head back against the seat’s headrest and closed her eyes. Visions of the moped accident rushed back. Including her dad yelling at her. Though she loved him dearly, she was so angry with him right now she could spit nails. 

And to yell at me in front of Deputy Ryan Larson, of all people. 

She’d never be able to face him again. It was bad enough when he gloated over her nearly dropping the moped, but that look of amusement and satisfaction in his eyes when her dad yelled at her was enough to make her want to crawl in a hole and die. 

Talia reached up and massaged her throbbing temples. Screw it! What did she care what Deputy Ryan Larson thought of her? He was just another deputy who immaturely poked fun at and put down park rangers. Deputies had no idea what it was like to be a ranger and treated them as if they were inferior. But she’d expected more from Ryan. When she first met him three years ago, he’d seemed kind. It didn’t take long for his true colors to shine through, letting her know he was no better than the rest of his co-workers—arrogant as they came. She often wondered which deputies were still in the pool, the one they’d made betting on her longevity as a park ranger...or rather, when she’d screw up. 

The Deputies’ perceptions of park rangers were no secret, but for some reason, it really irked her that Ryan joined in their banter and had taken part in the pool. 

She’d never have known about the bet if not for her friend who’d once dated a deputy. Knowledge of the bet only put her on pins and needles whenever she had to work with any of them, knowing she had to prove herself, and in doing so, would probably never gain their respect anyway. 

What a stupid game. 

Talia blew out an exaggerated sigh. Yet, through all that, she still couldn’t deny her attraction to him; a man who bet on her to lose. Every time he looked at her with his intense dark gaze, her security wall begged to be let down, and she’d swear to herself that she was mistaken about his contempt for her. But her friend had confirmed for her that Ryan had indeed been part of the group—another just waiting for her to quit or screw up. 

* * * *
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Larson flipped on his blinker and turned out of the state park, glad to put the moped call and Talia Johnson behind him. He could leave the peninsula altogether, but that still probably wouldn’t be enough space between them in her mind. 

He shook his head in frustration. As mean as she was to him, he couldn’t deny the fact he was attracted to her. The way her hourglass figure filled out her uniform haunted his dreams on more than one occasion. Her bright, emerald-green gaze swallowed him whole at times. He’d be lying if he didn’t admit he liked the fire he saw in them, but he wished her fiery gaze was out of lust rather than fury. And her sweet, tantalizing scent nearly drove him insane. It always reminded him of a fresh spring morning; pure and refreshing. Unlike her behavior toward him. So why was he so enthralled by her?

Because I’m an idiot, that’s why.

When she’d fallen on her ass, it had taken every bit of strength he had not to rush to her side and help her up, but he knew she’d hate it. And when her dad yelled at her, he’d had to pinch his lips together not to defend her, even though Clark yelled at her on his behalf. 

Needing a distraction from thoughts of beautiful Ranger Talia, Larson turned his police radio up a couple of notches. Deputies Lamer and Wulf had been called to a serious car versus truck and camper accident that didn’t sound good. Deputy Morse was at a domestic call on the opposite side of the county. They’d all be tied up for a while, and Larson knew it was only a matter of time before he’d be summoned as well. 

The first loud thunder of fireworks from the park rang through the air. Looking in his rearview mirror, he caught a glimpse of red, white, and blue in the sky. Another one cracked and sizzled, then another. Larson tilted his lips at the thought of how the blasting fireworks reminded him of Talia’s explosive personality. 

* * * *
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Talia climbed out of her truck and made her way through the crowd of spectators lining the grassy picnic and sandy beach areas. She stopped and stood on the sidewalk between the gift shop and public restrooms to watch the firework show and monitor the visitors. 

The first loud, thunderous bang cracked overhead. Oohs and aahs echoed in her ears. Red, white, and blue sparkles lit up the night sky. Another firework sizzled in the air, then another. 

All at once, it sounded like World War III hit Door County, Wisconsin. Her chest reverberated with the percussion. Blazing explosions erupted off the barge. The crowd sucked in audible breaths as several more explosions sounded, and countless flames shot off the boat—toward the crowd. 

Flaming shards of debris fell into the mass of spectators. People’s clothing caught fire. The odor of singeing hair penetrated Talia’s nostrils. Screaming crowds ran toward her and around her, pulling their children along with them, some with burning clothes on their backs. 

She grabbed a discarded blanket from the ground and flung it around a woman’s shoulders, extinguishing the flames. After pulling her smoldering hat from her head, Talia dashed to help another. 

The explosions on the barge ceased, yet chaos surged around her. She yanked her two-way radio from her belt and called the park office to report what happened and instruct them to call dispatch, as the park radios were not on the sheriff’s department frequency.

News crackled through that the sheriff’s department, Coast Guard, and Department of Natural Resources officers on the water were unharmed and tending to the firework staff on the barge, in addition to a few injured bystanders from the boating community. That was a relief. She knew there was no way she could help them and the multitude of land spectators by herself. 

Thick smoke hung in the humid air, burning Talia’s eyes. She squeezed them shut and patted at them with the heels of her hands. 

What caused all the fireworks to explode at the same time?

Adrenaline shook her extremities. She sucked in a deep breath and opened her eyes. Though they still burned and her vision was blurred, she found her way back to her vehicle and flipped on the emergency lights. If nothing else, people would know where help would be. 

Her two-way radio let her know that support was on the way. People rushed toward her, looking for aid for themselves, family, and friends. They pushed and shoved each other. She yelled and gestured for people to slow down, hoping they’d stop trampling and tripping over one another. There were already so many injured and in need of help, they didn’t need to add to the numbers.   

Headlights lit up both the parking lots, revealing a major cluster of vehicles vying for position. Horns sounded. People yelled. Her breath caught in her throat. It would take a miracle for them to find order and exit the park. 

Two men squeezed through the crowd, not stopping until they reached her. One man identified himself as a nurse and offered his, and his friend’s help. Talia and the men began triaging the injured. Though she didn’t know these men, their calm demeanor was welcome, and they seemed to know what they were doing.

Emergency vehicle sirens sounded in the distance, drawing closer with each passing moment. She hoped they’d be able to get through the mass of traffic fleeing the chaos. Her thudding heart slowed at the sight of the red flashing lights on the first fire truck as it arrived on scene. She prayed her dad was in that truck. His decades of experience as a volunteer firefighter would certainly aid her in bringing order to

this utter disaster. 
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Chapter Three 


[image: ]


All those people. 

The moment Larson received the order from dispatch to head back to the park, his heart lunged into his throat. He spun his squad around and imagined the chaos Talia must be enduring. Likely, she was the only park ranger in the beach area handling what had to be pandemonium. 

He hadn’t driven past the beach when he’d left the park, but he knew from history, and the number of cars he met on the road earlier, there could be upward of two thousand people watching the fireworks. Far too many for one person to handle under these conditions. 

Dispatch stated that Talia had a couple of guys helping to establish order. Thankfully, one was a nurse who started triaging the injured. A planned thirty-minute firework show ending in less than two minutes due to all the fireworks detonating at once could only result in a lot of turmoil and injuries. 

As Larson turned off the highway to enter the park, vehicles poured out of the entrance. Though he was one of only a few cars heading toward the commotion, it was still difficult to maneuver through the erratic traffic. 

Clark Johnson’s unruffled voice sounded through the radio, showing he had arrived on scene with Firefighter Sorenson. Firefighters, and first responders, Bley and Kadanko, were also on scene with the firetruck. Clark was always calm and in control, no matter the situation. Larson knew that Johnson, as chief of the town’s volunteer fire department, would assume control and establish a command post. 

Based on the radio chatter, the chief had activated the county-mass casualty plan. 

Shit! Not good. 

Additionally, three ambulances from nearby communities were already en route. One was coming from Sister Bay and two from Sturgeon Bay. Unfortunately, those communities’ other ambulances were still busy with the car accidents on the highway. The Brussels ambulance in Southern Door County had been put on notice to cover any other incidences. 

The stars couldn’t have lined up better to create such chaos.

Finally, Larson made it to the primary parking lot of the beach area and he quickly took notice of the green command post light next to the fire truck. Carefully, he weaved around vehicles to get as close to the command post as possible. Automobiles and people fought him every inch of the way. 

Blood coursed through his veins at the speed of light. Can these people just get the hell out of my way? 

After reaching his destination, he slammed his vehicle into park and shot out like a rocket. He rounded the back of the fire truck to find Chief Johnson white-knuckling his two-way radio as he requested dispatch call out for mutual aid. The color of the man’s knuckles didn’t coincide with his composed voice. This was bad.

Ranger Talia emerged from the opposite end of the fire truck. Her pale cheeks were even paler than normal—pasty even. Was she injured? He scanned her
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