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            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I won’t lie.

      I’ve been pretty mean to a lot of my characters. I’ve put them through the wringer to the brink of death or even past it. This time around, I wanted to stay happy. I wanted to write something positive and hopeful. That doesn’t mean I wasn’t going to make my characters work for it, but they were definitely going to have a happy ending. I mean, this is a romance novel, right? Happy endings are required!

      Tara and Steve both have a strong sense of family. But where Tara grew up in a home where everyone loved and supported each other, Steve and his brother did not.

      What they do have in common is how willing they are to put their own lives on hold, sometimes to the detriment of their own happiness, to help those they love, whether that’s a parent, a brother, or each other.

      They deserve to be happy, so I wrote this with the hope that Tara and Steve could put themselves first for a change.

      Don’t Call Me Sugar is set in Grant’s Crossing, the same world as my military dramas, Wayward Guilt and Safe Now. Each book, including this romance novel, acts as a stand-alone novel. While Steve’s rough upbringing is implied, I left it behind in Safe Now, concentrating on the here and now for Steve and Tara’s romance.

      As for other characters in the book, such as Kiro (KEER-oh) and Celeste, Logan, Nick, or any of the other firefighters you’ll meet, fear not, friends! I have plans to tell all their stories.

      Big plans!

      In the meantime, thanks so much for visiting Grant’s Crossing!

      

      Happy reading!

      

      - Heather

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Kristy, Deb, Amy, and Rachel

      

        

      
        For being the best living, breathing, author support network a girl could ever need!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Take the Curry

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, Illinois - Summer

      

      The sun was still well above the horizon as Tara Bailey grabbed her purse and sent a mischievous grin to her coworker. They’d muddled their way through to the end of a project so she was ending their workday a few hours early. Being a Friday made it that much sweeter.

      She shot a quick text to her boyfriend to let him know she’d be over early and would pick up dinner. Their favorite Indian restaurant was on the way on her short walk back to his place.

      They’d been dating for over a year and had recently decided to move in together. She was living in a studio, so they decided to move into his larger, one-bedroom apartment. They’d already lined up a group of friends to help move her in when her lease ended in a couple of months. She was excited that she’d found the one.

      A bell jingled above her head as she opened the door to the Taj Mahal restaurant.

      “Aah, Miss Tara,” an older Indian man greeted her warmly. “Looking for your usual curry dish?”

      “Hi, Raj! Yes, please. Two, if you don’t mind.” She held up two fingers for emphasis.

      “Right away.”

      Tara paid for her order and then sat in a nearby booth to check her phone.

      Oh, good. The Cubs beat the Cardinals.

      She checked her text messages and knitted her brow. Her text to Ethan showed delivered status but not yet read. “Probably still out for his afternoon run,” she mumbled, knowing Ethan was training for the Chicago Marathon.

      After a short wait, Raj called her name and handed her a bag of food. 

      “Thanks, Raj!”

      Tara started toward Ethan’s apartment with a spring in her step. She looked forward to a weekend with no plans. It was a rarity when neither of them had to work.

      As she arrived at his ten-story, brick apartment building, an exiting resident held the door open. She headed to the elevators. An older couple stepped out of the elevator as the door opened. She made room for them to pass, then stepped inside and punched floor number five. She leaned against the back of the elevator, letting her eyes close to the whooshing sound of the elevator doors closing.

      Finally arriving at Ethan’s door, she unlocked it with the key he’d recently given her and stepped into his comfortable apartment. His wallet and phone were on the kitchen table. She tapped his phone screen and saw her message up front and center in his notifications. She glanced down to see his running shoes by the door.

      A sound from down the hall drew her attention.

      “What the…?” Tara wondered as she heard muffled sounds coming from inside her boyfriend’s, soon to be their shared, apartment.

      She set her keys down next to the bag of food as butterflies started dancing in her stomach.

      As she inched her way down the hall, she could make out more than one voice, if you could call it that, but it was more than one.

      Was there someone else in the bedroom with him?

      She paused by the mostly closed door, listening to her boyfriend’s grunting along with the high-pitched whimpering of someone who was not supposed to be there. Her heart pounded in her chest, and tears pricked at her eyes. “Ethan?” She swung the bedroom door hard enough to hit the wall.

      Ethan was definitely not alone.

      Stunned, Tara could only see her boyfriend’s bare ass sticking straight up between two legs that were most definitely not hers.

      “Shit!” Ethan jumped up, pulling the sheets with him to reveal a blond woman wearing nothing but the pink on her cheeks.

      “What the hell, Ethan?”

      Tara gawked at the woman, who was slow to cover herself up. Apparently, he now had a thing for blondes.

      Ethan motioned between the woman and him. “This is not what it–”

      Tara’s hand shot out. She shook her head and kept her voice low and steady. “Don’t even go there.”

      It was exactly what it looked like.

      She turned and stormed out of the room, her heart racing in anger. A thud sounded behind her and she hoped it was him falling from the bed. It was followed by more swear words and panicked mumbling.

      Moments later, Ethan was fresh on her heels, as buck naked as the day he was born.

      Well, maybe not that exact day, but kudos for wearing a condom.

      “Tara! Wait! Shit.” He looked down, pulled off the condom, and dropped it in the kitchen trash can.

      “For what?” She turned to face him, hoping her anger would keep the tears at bay. “You asked me to move in with you. I… I’m glad I haven’t yet, but….” She hated how her voice rose in pitch when she was angry.

      “Don’t. Tara.” His rushed voice softened. He stepped closer. “Please.”

      She stepped away from his lithe, muscular runner’s body. “Please, what? I’m dating you, Ethan. ONLY YOU.” She stressed as she tried to catch her breath. “Apparently, you can’t reciprocate that one small courtesy.”

      “Courtesy? What do you–?”

      “FIDELITY, ETHAN.” She snatched her purse off the table and grabbed for her keys. Her shaking hands fumbled them, and they landed on the floor with a loud clang. “Shit!” She stooped over to pick them up, facing him again with tears in her eyes. “We’re done.”

      “Come on, Tara. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

      She closed her eyes and whispered. “Anything I’ll regret.” She coughed out a laugh. With a shake of her head, she lifted her lids and gave her now-ex-boyfriend an icy glare.

      She extended her arm toward the bedroom. “I take it you don’t regret her. Because my list of regrets has just grown by one.”

      “Huh?” He said with a knitted brow. Then it hit him. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have locked the door.”

      “The door?” Her voice sounded much higher-pitched than she’d hoped. “You’re with another woman, and you’re worried about the door? You gave me a key.” For a moment, she couldn’t form words. Her mouth opened and closed several times. She looked down and wrenched his apartment key off her keychain.

      Her fingernail broke. “Dammit.” She stuck her finger in her mouth. She lobbed the key onto the table, where it bounced twice before landing flat. “You can have it back.”

      “I don’t want you to be sorry, Tara.”

      “Sorry for what, Ethan?” She waved her hand holding the keys around in a circle. “I’m not the one cheating in this scenario.”

      She took a deep breath while letting her eyes briefly stray in the bedroom's direction. “Goodbye.”

      With one final glance back at Ethan, she snatched up the bag with the curry dinners and hurried out of his apartment. She didn’t care that she left the door wide open in time for his neighbors to walk by and see him in all his glory.

      The elevator doors closed to the sound of a door slamming in the distance, but not before her tears fell.

      At least she still had dinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            New Arrival

          

          STEVE

        

      

    

    
      Ypsilanti, Michigan

      

      “I’ll be back in a week or two to pack up all my stuff.”  Steve Cook hugged Sheryl Albright, who held him tight for a few extra seconds.

      “Take care of yourself, Steve,” she said.

      “Yeah,” Mason ‘Mace’ Albright added as he accepted Steve’s proffered hand and pulled him into a hug with a couple of hearty slaps on the back. “And don’t worry about all your stuff, bro. We’re glad to hold on to it for at least a few months before putting it out with the trash.”

      Steve shook his head and chuckled. “Yeah, thanks, Mace. You’re a real friend,” Steve said with only a bit of sarcasm.

      Steve and Mace served together in Iraq and Afghanistan through some of the worst fighting, yet somehow they made it out with their sanity and friendship intact. They’d both swear that only their sanity would ever be in question.

      Turning serious, Steve held onto his friend’s hand a moment longer. “I’m indebted to you, helping me get set up here while–”

      “You owe us nothing, Steve,” Mace cut him off. “Just be careful, okay?”

      “I…” Steve trailed off as the sound of a motorcycle drew near.

      Their friend Andy, another veteran Marine who now served as a police officer like Mace, let his feet drop to the ground, removed his helmet, and left the engine running. 

      Steve glanced over and nodded at Andy.

      “I’m heading to Sandusky to be with my old lady at the beach,” Andy called out. “Thought I’d ride out with you for a while.”

      “Appreciate it.” Steve shrugged his backpack over his shoulders and grabbed his helmet. He turned toward his friend. “Mace…”

      “I know.” Mace nodded. “You’ll find Nick. I know you will.”

      Steve returned the nod and then smiled up at Mace’s wife. “Take care of your men, Sheryl.”

      “You bet I will.” As if on cue, their infant son’s cries could be heard through the screen door. She laughed. “Speaking of…” She waved goodbye as she went inside the house.

      Steve shook Andy’s hand on his way to his own motorcycle. He strapped on his helmet and started the engine before turning back for one last wave to Mace before he and Andy pulled out.

      After a while, Andy exited off the freeway in the direction of Sandusky while Steve continued south toward Columbus.
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      After nearly two hours of driving through Ohio’s ubiquitous cornfields and eventually past a seemingly abandoned industrial complex west of town on the other side of the Scioto River, Steve finally pulled into the small town of Grant’s Crossing.

      Built around a square-shaped park that was at least one and a half football fields wide and one football field long, the center of the town was large yet homey and full of life. Shoppers went in and out of one-of-a-kind stores and restaurants surrounding the park while kids tossed frisbees inside the large, open area of the square itself.

      Steve found an open parking spot in the northwest corner behind the town hall, the only building located inside the main square. Thinking he’d take a lap around the downtown area to get the lay of the land, Steve cut the engine of his motorcycle and pushed down his kickstand. He removed his helmet and ran his hands through his dirty blond hair, pushing it off his face. Securing his helmet to his bike, he followed the tree-lined sidewalk toward an old carousel in the northeast corner, now used as an outdoor stage surrounded by benches and small tables where people sat with their chosen beverages. Some older men played chess while young parents pushed strollers toward the park.

      After completing his lap, he came upon a shop that was sandwiched between a boutique clothing shop and an art gallery. A sign in a bookshop window advertising an apartment for rent drew Steve’s eye.

      The bell above the door jingled as he entered the shop. The man behind the counter closed the till and looked Steve in the eye with a broad smile. “Welcome to Between the Lines. How can I help you today?”

      Steve extended his hand toward the front door. “You have an apartment for rent?”

      “Sure do. Just put that out this morning,” the man said. “You lookin’ for a new place?”

      “Yes, sir. I am,” Steve confirmed.

      “Name’s Ken Bailey.” Ken extended his hand, which Steve accepted. 

      “Steve Cook.”

      “And call me Ken.” He smiled. “No need to call me sir. Sounds like we’re in the military or something.”

      “Habit.”

      Ken turned toward Steve with an arched brow. “You served?”

      “Yes, sir. Marines.”

      “You don’t say! What brings you to Grant’s Crossing?”

      “Moving here to be closer to family.”

      That was only mostly true, but it wasn’t a lie either.

      “Already lined up a job yet? I know some folks looking for people if you work construction.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll be a firefighter paramedic with Grant’s Crossing Fire Department.”

      “Good. Good. The apartment’s right above the shop.” Ken motioned for Steve to follow. “Come on back so I can show it to you.”

      Ken peeked in the office to tell the woman inside he was heading upstairs. A medium-sized loading area was in the back, with a large, curved wooden staircase winding up to the second floor, opposite a single elevator.

      “This used to be a hotel, then a boarding house, but most of the rooms were converted into offices back in the ‘30s,” Ken explained on the way up the stairs. “We’re working on converting some of those into apartments on one side and upgrading them for commercial use on the other. The door to the residential area will have its own lock as well as a private entrance from the street out front, though you can also get in via the loading area we just passed through.”

      Ken unlocked the door and held it open for Steve to pass through first. “This is it. Two bedrooms, one bath, a full kitchen, and a living room.”

      Steve walked into the spacious apartment and looked around. He looked in all the rooms and returned to the living room, where Ken waited.

      “It’s got a hell of a view, too,” Ken said, gesturing toward the windows.

      Steve looked through to find a stunning view of the park inside the square and nodded in agreement.

      “We’re on Washington Avenue, and that’s Adams Street over there,” Ken pointed over the top of the carousel. “The fire station is about two blocks farther down, so you can walk to and from work if you want.”

      “What’s the rent?”

      Steve extended his hand after Ken quoted him a price. “I’ll take it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Fudge

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, Illinois

      

      A tall, silver-haired man in work pants and a dark button-down shirt with his name monogrammed above the breast pocket stood up and raised a glass to all the employees sitting at the break room tables for a makeshift celebration.

      “Standifer’s Hardware Store is going to remain alive and well thanks to the hard work of all our employees.”

      He continued when the applause died down. “I’d like to thank Gina for her hard work revamping the books and ordering system, so we’re no longer in the dark ages when it comes to maintaining our business. Thanks as well to Ben and Alex for all the hard labor rearranging the store. To my wife, Allison,” he turned his head to wink at the smiling woman standing beside him and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, “you’ve stuck with me through thick and thin. I love you and promise to start taking days off - maybe even an actual vacation.”

      The dozen or so people in the room all laughed.

      “And finally, to our good friend, Tara Bailey.”

      “Hear! Hear!” a voice called out from the back of the group.

      Robert Standifer laughed. “Thank you for guiding us through all these wonderful, yet sometimes painful,” he added with a twinkle in his eye, “changes to help keep our store open so that we may pass it down to the next generation of Standifers.”

      His two sons grinned at the prospect of carrying on the family business. They all raised their glasses and sipped their drinks.

      The crowd moved toward the tables heaped with snacks and a large sheet cake with “Congratulations to Standifer Hardware” spelled out in bright blue icing.

      Tara exchanged pleasantries with several people before saying her last goodbye. She was unable to escape without hugs from Robert and Allison Standifer, whose business she’d helped save. With a final wave, she left the Westside Chicago hardware shop for the last time; her work there was complete.
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      Tara opened the door of an old brown building on the west side of Chicago. It wasn’t one of the fancier skyscrapers like what one would see in the Loop downtown, but it definitely held its own, having been in the neighborhood for nearly ninety years. She took the stairs up to the third floor and stepped through the glass doors of Chapman Business Enterprises, a small consulting firm that worked to revitalize small businesses in desperate need of rescue.

      For nearly fifteen years, Chapman had been bringing Mom-and-Pop shops back from the brink, allowing more community-owned businesses to stay afloat and thrive. It also allowed more families to remain in their own homes and maintain control of their futures.

      She greeted Nadia, who manned reception, and sauntered straight to her desk. She dropped her purse in the bottom drawer and sat down. After a few seconds, she grabbed the Standifer Hardware file and signed on to her computer.

      She strolled to her boss’ office an hour later and leaned against the door frame with a big grin.

      “They had cake, didn’t they?” Ronna Chapman said from behind her desk.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “And did they toast you?” Ronna shook her head with a chuckle.

      Tara set the file on Ronna’s desk and sat down across from her boss of two years. “They did indeed.” She smiled as she leaned back and crossed her legs.

      Ronna opened the file, seemingly happy at what she saw on the opening pages. “I love when they do that.”

      Tara tilted her head and looked up, as if pondering something important. “Called my guidance wonderful, yet sometimes painful.” Tara laughed, thinking back to the kind family whose business was on the brink of closing before her company stepped in to help prop them back up.

      “Sounds like you did it right, then. Can’t make changes without a little pain.”
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      Being between projects always made for a slow workday, but since Tara had already turned in her final report, she finished the day by reading through application requests and counting the minutes to five o’clock. Just as she shut down her computer, an alert sounded on her phone.

      She frowned when she read the calendar reminder. Her ex-boyfriend’s younger brother had planned to be in town for his twenty-fourth birthday this weekend. She pondered whether to text him, but finally broke down and wished him well on his birthday. She immediately got a message of thanks back.

      She may not be part of the celebration plans now, but she always liked his happy-go-lucky attitude, not caring that she was his brother’s ex but simply grateful for the well-wishes.

      “Oh, Eli. You were always my favorite.”

      Sticking her phone in her pocket, she grabbed her bag and bounced down the stairs and out the door for the short walk home.

      Tonight, her goal for the evening was to get home as soon as possible so she could start her weekend off right. And by right, she planned to sit at home in an oversized t-shirt and yoga pants with a pint of Death by Chocolate ice cream and her favorite movie, Somewhere in Time.

      Snarfing down ice cream while spending the evening with Christopher Reeve and Jane Seymour had become her new Friday night tradition.

      Fortunately, a friend’s roommate had just moved out about the time Tara broke things off with Ethan, so Tara moved right in. But even after a month and a half, most of her boxes remained packed.

      During a quiet scene in the movie, the door to her apartment opened as her roommate swooped in like a whirlwind.

      “Seriously, Tara?” Becca sounded exasperated as she hung her jacket on the hook by the front door. “You’re pathetic. Why not try a Nicholas Sparks novel? Or, if you want to watch a depressing movie, watch Atonement or American Me? I mean, they’re both excellent movies, but you want to run off and hide from the world after watching them.”

      “It’s almost over.” Tara sniffed, her reddened eyes not straying from the TV. She grabbed a Kleenex and blew her nose.

      Becca rolled her eyes and disappeared into the kitchen. Coming back with a bowl of popcorn and two glasses of wine, she offered one to Tara, who took a sip.

      She inspected the wine inside the glass. “This is fantastic. What is it?”

      “It’s the Pinot Grigio from the winery you like out of Oregon.” Becca took a sip. “They have a terrific Gewurztraminer, too. But it’s nothing like what you can get from Alsace. And don’t even get me started on an American winery’s version of a Riesling.” Becca rolled her eyes again at the blasphemy in thinking that an American winery could match anything from her favorite wine region in France.

      Tara laughed as she took another sip, appreciating her roommate, who worked at one of the best wine shops in the city, a business she had helped bring back from the brink of bankruptcy two years earlier. Now that it’s consistently in the black, thanks partly to a popular wine of the month offering, Tara has become spoiled with high-quality wine. “It’s delicious. And goes well with chocolate ice cream.”

      “Tara.” Becca curled her legs underneath her on the opposite end of the couch. “You can’t keep doing this, you know.”

      “Doing what?” Tara raised her eyes, still bloodshot from crying at the end of her movie, to meet her friend’s gaze.

      “Living on ice cream and Christopher Reeve.”

      Tara pursed her lips, then let out a long exhale.

      “Right.” Becca shot out a sideways glance. “You should get out once in a while. At least leave the apartment for more than work.”

      Tara’s eyes glazed over, focusing on a random spot on the wall. “Of all things, I never expected him to….”

      Becca leaned forward and squeezed Tara’s shoulder. “I know you didn’t, but he did. And if he’s like that, better to figure that out sooner rather than later. He’s a selfish prick. Plain and simple.”

      “He’s a selfish prick I thought I was in love with.”

      “I know, but a selfish prick nonetheless.” Becca finished her wine and set the glass on the coffee table next to Tara’s empty pint of ice cream. “And his cousins aren’t any better. I’m glad you didn’t move in with him. For my own selfish reasons, I’m glad you’re here. Of course, I’m a much better roommate than he would have been.”

      “I do miss the sex, though.”

      “Yeah.” Becca conceded. “Can’t help you with that, though you can always help yourself.”

      “Not the same.”

      “True. Battery-powered devices always leave something to be desired.”

      “Don’t need batteries.”

      “What?”

      “They take USB cables now. You can recharge them.”

      Becca threw her friend a questioning glance, then quickly recovered. “Whatever. The wine is definitely better.” Becca stood up and grabbed her glass. She extended her hand toward Tara’s. “Want a refill?”

      “While the wine is, in fact, better, I’m not sure that’s an even trade, but….” Tara enjoyed the last few drops and handed the glass over. “Yes, please.”

      Becca refilled their glasses. “How soon until your trip to Mackinac Island?”

      “End of next month. Ronna’s already approved my time-off request.”

       “So you’re still going then?”

      “Yep. It’ll just be me and Christopher Reeve.”

      “Don’t forget Jane Seymour and Christopher Plummer.”

      “Right. She is so gorgeous in that movie.”

      “She’s gorgeous in all her movies.”

      “That’s true. And even though I’ll be taking the trip solo, I’ll at least have my fudge.” Tara’s face lit up as she thought of all the fudge shops on the island.

      “And in your time as a fudgie, you’ll remember to bring some back for your roommate, right?”

      Tara held up her glass with a smile. “Of course!”

      Becca clinked her glass. “Now I’ll drink to that!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            Welcome to Grant's Crossing

          

          STEVE

        

      

    

    
      Grant’s Crossing, Ohio

      

      “I’m Juan Palacios,” a tall, olive-skinned man with jet black hair sporting a hint of gray and dark brown eyes stood to greet him with a handshake from across the table at Jo’s Bar & Grille, the sports bar in the historic downtown.

      Steve quickly learned that locals knew Carousel Square simply as the square, the heart of Grant’s Crossing, Ohio.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Steve.”

      “He may be our lieutenant now, but he’s been Tank ever since high school.” Another man about Steve’s height, with dark wavy hair and green eyes, patted Juan’s back and offered his hand. “I’m Derek Mitchell. And this,” he pointed his thumb back to another man standing up from the table, “is Kiro Marinov.”

      “Kiro Marinov, you said?” Like the word hero, Steve repeated KEER-oh carefully. He figured the last name was easy enough as Marine, plus an added off at the end. “Russian?”

      “Nah, man. Bulgarian.” Kiro, a fair-complected man with short, spiked black hair and whiskey-brown eyes, corrected him with a grin. “And it’s good to meet you. Welcome to Grant’s Crossing.”

      “We’re the primary paramedic team on B-shift,” Derek explained, gesturing with his hand to Kiro before continuing around the table.

      A tall, slender man of Indian descent stood up and extended his hand. “Abhishek Battacharya.”

      “Pardon me?”

      He laughed at Steve’s knitted brow and open mouth. “Call me Shek.”

      “Ah. Thanks!” Steve laughed.

      Derek continued with the introductions. “That’s Tiny Tim.”

      Steve’s own six feet of height seemed short by comparison to the bald, solid wall of muscled man who had at least another five inches on him.

      “Tim Ellis.” Tim’s deep voice sounded out. “Welcome.”

      “And this is Emerson,” Derek introduced the last person at the table before settling back into his chair.

      “RJ Emerson.” An inch or two shorter than Steve and a tad more slender, Emerson was a man with messy, dark red hair and deep brown eyes who offered an equally friendly greeting. “Glad to have you with us.”

      “Thanks.”

      Tank ordered a beer for Steve, who started answering the usual questions. “After the Marines, I spent some time in Chicago, then almost a year in Ypsilanti before moving down here.”

      “That’s too close to Ann Arbor. Tell me you’re not a Wolverine fan. I mean, you’re in Buckeye country now.” Emerson laughed as he referred to the University of Michigan’s rival, The Ohio State University Buckeyes, whose campus was in the nearby capital city of Columbus.

      Steve scoffed. “Nah, man. Navy.”

      “Well, this should make the Army-Navy game more fun this year.” Kiro took a pull of his beer.

      “Why’s that?”

      He tilted his bottle toward Derek. “D and Tank are both Army guys.” He glanced up and pointed toward the man standing behind the bar, who gave a quick wave. “So is Mike Porter.” When Steve’s expression remained blank, Kiro explained. “Mike and Jo Porter own this place.”

      “Jo’s makes sense now,” he acknowledged. “I think I’ll be fine. Besides,” he smirked. “Three to one isn’t exactly outnumbered.”

      Tank rested his drink on the table. “What did you do in the Marines?”

      “Usually saved you Army boys’ asses.”

      “Uh. Oh. Them’s fightin’ words.” Emerson joked in his best cowboy drawl, drawing laughter around the table.

      “We may just have to make a friendly wager this year,” Tank said as he and Derek shared conspiratorial grins.

      Steve tipped his bottle in a friendly salute. “You’re on.”

      A couple of hours later, most of the men had gone home to their families, leaving only Steve, Derek, and Kiro behind. They were the three who all lived within walking distance of the popular downtown watering hole. Steve didn’t comment on the fact that Derek was still putting down beers while he and Kiro had already switched to non-alcoholic beverages.

      Curious and with lowered inhibitions, Derek spoke up as the server dropped a fresh beer off at the table. “So what’s with all the moving? You’ve been out of the Marines for what? A few years now? And you’re already on your third station in as many states.” He glanced over at Kiro and back at Steve. “We don’t want to have to treat our own.”

      Despite having expected the question, Steve’s body tensed. He stared at his root beer and took a sip while contemplating how best to answer. He leaned forward and rested both hands around the base of his bottle. Lifting his eyes to meet Derek’s, he relaxed his shoulders and replied. “I’m not a discipline problem, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Reckless, then?” Derek pushed, receiving a hard look in response. “I mean, why move so much?”

      Kiro’s eyes drifted back and forth between Derek and Steve, monitoring the swift influx of tension. “We’re a tight-knit group here. We’re like family. On shift, we trust each other with our lives. Off-shift, we do the same thing. Look.” Steve’s eyes narrowed in response as Kiro continued speaking. “We don’t mean to pry, but...”

      “I do,” Derek countered with a single arched brow, earning a frustrated glare from Kiro. “I mean to pry.”

      “We just want to know who we’re working with, that’s all,” Kiro explained, casting a warning glance toward Derek, who took another sip of his beer. “If you don’t want to tell us, that’s fine. But if it’s something that will affect us on the job or put us in danger, then we have a right to know.”

      “Right to know, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Both Derek and Kiro answered in unison, apparently agreeing.

      Steve nodded in understanding. He’d worked at fire stations where guys got along well out of necessity, but it always seemed forced. He’d also worked at some houses where they went out of their way to support each other. Well, one house, but it had been a while since his time in Chicago. Perhaps this one was similar. Taking a risk, he stared at his glass and started speaking. “It’s for my brother.”

      “Your brother.” Derek’s tone was flat.

      “Yes. My brother.” Steve met his gaze with a glare that dared him to say more. “I’ve barely seen him since I got back,” he mumbled into his glass.

      “Since you got back?” Derek set down his beer. “Back from what? Vacation? Your last job? What?”

      “From Iraq,” Steve growled.

      Kiro was lifting his glass to his lips and froze. “Wait. You haven’t seen him since you were in the Marines?”

      “Nope.” Steve finished his drink. “Well. A few times, but that’s it.”

      “That’s been what? Two or three years?”

      Steve’s glare confirmed Kiro’s math.

      “What about your parents?” Derek leaned forward. “Don’t they know?”

      Steve huffed out a laugh. “My parents aren’t exactly in the picture anymore. And my brother,” Steve set his glass on the table. “Let’s just say it’s for the best that he got away from them.”

      “Why don’t you just show up at his house?”

      Steve’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean?” Derek furrowed his brow.

      “I don’t know where he lives. He...” Steve shook his head. “He fell into a dangerous crowd, and I haven’t been able to locate him. They keep moving him.”

      “Dangerous crowd,” Kiro repeated. “You mean he gets into trouble with the police or something?”

      “More like traffickers…,” Steve mumbled, shaking his head to clear the thought. “Shit. Look. Just forget I said anything.”

      He started to rise when Derek reached across the table and grabbed him by the forearm to stop him. “This stays between us.”

      Steve almost shrugged him off, but hesitated and glared right at Derek, whose expression had changed from mistrust to genuine concern.

      “And we can help,” Derek added.

      Steve turned to Kiro, who nodded in confirmation. “Let us help.”

      Steve leaned in and gritted his teeth. His expression was stern and his voice gruff. “How? How can you help? Every time I think I find him, he disappears. He’ll set up a time to meet, but then cancel at the last minute. Something comes up. It’s as if they know I’m coming, so I’m always a step behind.”

      Derek tilted his chin toward the bar. “Drew can help you, then.”

      “Drew?”

      “Sheriff Drew Strager, Jo Porter’s brother.”

      Steve looked at a man in a sheriff’s uniform talking to the woman behind the bar. He yanked his arm back. “I don’t want him arrested. I want him to be safe.”

      “Fine.” Derek pulled back, holding his palms out as he leaned back into his seat and stretched his legs out beneath the table. “I know you just got here, but you can trust him. He’s good people.”

      “Yeah?” Steve took one last look at the sheriff, sharing a joke with his sister. “That’s what they said about our parents.” He stood up and dropped a few bills on the table. “Thanks for the drinks tonight. I’ll see you both on Friday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            Red Soles

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, Illinois - Two months later

      

      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into going clubbing with you tonight.” Tara Bailey adjusted her dress, which barely made it halfway down her thighs. Her wavy, red hair hung down well beyond her freckled shoulder blades, covering some of what her backless, green dress did not.

      “If I’m driving downtown, you’re going out with me,” Becca admitted as she smoothed out her own dress. She flipped her long, black hair behind her shoulders. “And giving you an excuse to wear those heels was all the convincing you needed to get out of those yoga pants you’ve been living in lately, so no complaining.”

      Tara grinned and shimmied her shoulders, unable to resist making sure everyone and their mother saw the gorgeous red soles on the pair of heels she loved so much. The same shoes she’d saved for months to afford but rarely wore except for special occasions.

      Her first time clubbing since her breakup definitely qualified as a special occasion. With three-inch heels, she was an inch or so shy of six feet tall and most definitely stood out in the crowd.

      “And your dress makes your green eyes pop.” Becca smiled as they drew closer to the bouncer at the entrance. “Face it, Tara. You look hot tonight. The men will line up to dance with you. Oh!” Becca tapped her arm and surreptitiously pointed to a man toward the front of the line. “Maybe even him.”

      Tara didn’t bother to be subtle while checking him out from head to toe. Then she caught the woman wrapping her arm through his. Her smile dropped. “Looks hot, but I think he only has eyes for that blond up there. She’s just as hot.”

      Shorter by several inches, Becca missed the blond. She grabbed Tara’s shoulder to balance herself on her tiptoes. “Damn. You’re right.”

      “Yeah.” Tara exhaled and leaned toward Becca so she could be heard over the sound of the music that made its way outside. “Last thing I want to do is encroach on someone else’s date.”

      “Good point.” Becca smiled as they approached the bouncer, who held them back until a couple holding hands exited the building. “But we can still dance.”

      “Yes, we can.”

      Motioned inside, Tara and Becca shared a grin as they walked into their favorite nightclub, Club 72. It was an upscale nightclub with an enormous dance floor and Chicago’s best weekend DJ.

      Tara liked it because it reminded her of her family’s bookstore back home, which was established in 1972, the same year as this club. Though she was confident the owner of this club had put more effort into updating it than her parents had with their shop back home in Grant’s Crossing, Ohio.

      Tara and Becca loved a good cocktail or glass of wine but weren’t otherwise big drinkers. A big night on the town warranted at least a drink or two before hitting the dance floor. As was their ritual, they started by heading to the bar before taking a lap around the perimeter to see who was there and what everyone was wearing.

      “I’ll get the first round,” Tara offered as she reached into her tiny purse that held her ID, credit card, phone, lipstick, and enough cash for a cab ride home if the Lyft was too expensive when they left for the night. “The usual?” she raised her eyebrows, glancing toward her friend.

      Receiving a nod, she ordered their drinks and handed the Manhattan to Becca while keeping the Old Fashioned for herself. They meandered through a crowd of ladies gathered for a bachelorette party, admiring their dresses as they passed. She caught the eye of the bride-to-be, and couldn’t resist congratulating her. “And you look fantastic in that dress.” Tara nearly yelled to be heard over the music blaring in their ears.

      “THANK YOU!” the lady yelled in return. Glancing down, her eyes widened when she caught sight of Tara’s red soles. With a big smile, the bachelorette added, “And I love your shoes!”

      Tara’s face lit up. “Thanks!”

      With a renewed spring in her step, she and Becca twisted and turned through the hordes of people to reach the table-filled platform surrounding the dance floor on three sides. As if they’d just hacked their way through the jungle with machetes, they finally reached a clearing with an open high-top table.

      Becca held up her drink and spoke loudly enough to be heard over the loud music and the steady beat they could feel pulsing through the floor. “Here’s to a fun night out with friends and an entire club full of good-looking men.”

      Relieved to be just outside of the traffic flow of people, Tara clinked her glass against Becca’s to offer a toast. “And here’s to the best roommate a girl could ask for, happily sacrificing to come out and be my wing woman!”

      Becca smiled and drank to the kind words Tara offered.

      Tara took another sip as her other hand rested atop her purse. “Let the people watching begin!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            Car Accident

          

          STEVE

        

      

    

    
      Grant’s Crossing, Ohio

      

      “Hey, Steve. Why don’t you bring a date when we meet up at Jo’s tomorrow night?” Tim asked inside the Grant’s Crossing Fire Department engine as it sped down the county road on its way to the scene of a multi-car accident.

      “Yeah,” Emerson added after a glance out the window. “We see Derek out and about all the time. Why don’t you ever bring your women along?”

      Scoffing, Steve had to yell over the wailing sirens. “My women?”

      Tim laughed. “Yeah. I’m bringing Vanessa–”

      “You’re back together again?”

      Tim laughed. “Always! Celeste’ll be there with Kiro.” He nodded in the direction of Tank. “Tank might even bring Araceli along. You should bring a date, too.”

      “Nah.” Steve laughed and shook his head. “I don’t stay local, man. I’ve gotta live here.”

      “Yeah, but you should really–” Emerson started.

      “Maybe when you bring Aimee,” Steve cut him off with a smirk, “we can talk about that.”

      Emerson still hadn’t mustered up enough courage to ask his long-time crush out on a date. The sounds of good-natured laughter filled the cabin, though Emerson avoided further commentary as the engine stopped.

      The intersection was still in utter chaos as the first police cruiser entered the scene. Mangled car parts covered the intersection as cars attempted to drive through without damaging their own or making the existing accident worse.

      Three smashed-up cars sat tangled up with each other, two far worse than the third, and all three with deployed airbags and injured drivers.

      “That’s enough, men,” Tank called out as he opened his door. “We’ve got work to do.”

      Chief Travis parked the chief’s truck near the engine and assessed the situation as soon as he got out.

      The chief pointed to the banged-up car that wasn’t entirely attached to the other two. “Shek, Emerson,” he called out. “You head to the driver over there in that first car. Steve, you go with them and check his injuries.”

      They ran to the car as Kiro and Derek, the two primary paramedics, pulled the gurney out of the back of the ambulance.

      Chief Travis called out on his radio. “Dispatch, we’re gonna need at least two more buses with medics at our location.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Tank, Tim.” The chief pointed to the other two smashed cars. Get in there. See if we can get to them.” He turned toward the ambulance. “Kiro and Derek, you each take a driver.”

      Every man sprang into action just as two more police cruisers arrived on the scene. The first stopped in the intersection and spoke to the chief to figure out a plan of action. The other officers kept traffic moving and made way for the additional ambulances.

      Steve ran back to the engine to grab a neck brace and the jaws of life to extricate the first driver from the car, while Tank came back for a saw.

      The grinding sound of the saw cutting through the steel provided background noise as Steve did his best to calm a young teenager who rambled on about wanting to let his friends know he was on his way.

      “I only looked away for a second,” the teenager cried.

      “Don’t move, okay?” Steve assured the driver as Shek forced the passenger door open. Steve squeezed in and strapped on a neck brace. “Stay still while we get you out of here.”

      Steve kept a hand on the frightened driver’s shoulder as Emerson forced the door open. A second paramedic team pulled up in time to help the driver onto a gurney. They took him away to the hospital, fortunately with just a broken arm and possible concussion, along with a variety of assorted bumps and bruises.

      Meanwhile, Steve helped the second driver, who had just received cuts and abrasions from being bounced around and hitting his head on the steering wheel after the airbag deployed. He would be sore, but he would be okay.

      Through the back windshield, Kiro had climbed inside what was left of the third car, treating an unconscious driver from the backseat while the other firefighters disassembled the car around him.

      Steve was helping with the clean-up when they finished getting the third driver out of his car.

      That car was wrapped around a light pole and pinned there by the second car. It’s a wonder the driver survived at all.

      Steve watched from a distance as Kiro and Derek treated the driver on the scene. Outside of the Navy corpsmen Steve had served with, they were the very best medics he’d ever known. If he were ever injured, they were who he’d want to treat him. He knew they would do everything possible to get the injured driver to the hospital in as good of shape as possible.

      Steve was stowing his gear back on the engine as Kiro and Derek sped away in their ambulance.

      “Good work, men,” the chief announced after consulting with the police. The tow trucks arrived just as they were finishing their cleanup. “That was a rough one.”

      Back inside the truck on their way back to quarters, Steve couldn’t stop the thoughts niggling in the back of his head about his chief’s comment. He smacked Tim’s arm to get his attention.

      “What did the chief mean when he said ‘that was a rough one’?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Steve shrugged. “Know what?”

      “The driver Kiro and Derek treated?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The one in such bad shape? That was Kiro’s neighbor,” Tim explained. “He grew up next to him.”

      They arrived back at the station before Steve had a chance to ask his name.
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      After an hour of dancing, Tara and Becca bought a fresh round of drinks and found a table and cushioned bench off to the side.

      Holding her cocktail, Tara rested her hand on her tiny purse. She was sipping her drink when something inside her purse vibrated. Releasing her drink, she reached inside and pulled out her phone to find it blowing up with calls and text messages.

      “Everything alright?” Becca creased her brow out of concern.

      “I’m not sure.” Tara scrolled through her phone and noticed most of the calls were from her mother. There’s no way Tara could call from inside the bar with the music blaring, so she opened her texts to find her mom had sent several of those as well, all written in complete, grammatically correct sentences, with every word perfectly spelled out. Her mom never did get the hang of texting, but she at least knew how.

      The last few messages, all sent in rapid succession, made her heart race.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Your father has been in a car accident.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mom: It is serious.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mom: I’m on my way to the hospital now.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mom: Call me as soon as you get this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tara’s eyes watered as her hand flew to her chest. She tried to catch her breath but was on the verge of hyperventilating.

      Becca set her drink on the table. “Tara! What’s wrong?”

      “My…my dad.” Tara couldn’t bring herself to speak further. She held her phone out for Becca to read.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” Becca stuck the phone back into Tara’s purse and hung the tiny strap over her own shoulder. She grabbed Tara’s hand and led her outside the front entrance so they could hail a rideshare.

      Once inside the car, Becca pulled the phone out and handed it back to a still-stunned Tara. “Call your mom,” she said.

      Tara took a deep breath and fought back the tears as she dialed her mom. “It’s going straight to voicemail.”

      “Keep trying.”

      Tara kept redialing. She tried calling her brothers and sister, but had no luck. They were either on duty or enjoying a Saturday night college party.

      “Shit.”

      She redialed her mother’s number.

      The Lyft driver pulled up to the curb and stopped. Becca thanked the driver and ushered Tara out of the cab and into the elevator in their building.

      Finally, her mom answered. “Oh, Tara. Where have you been?”

      “Mom!” Tara cried, grateful to hear her mother’s voice. “What happened? How’s Dad?”

      “He’s been in a car accident.” Her mother’s voice shook. “I’m at the hospital now. Honey, it’s serious.”

      Tara’s shock gradually changed to concern as her mother described the accident. Her father was currently in surgery for a handful of broken bones and internal injuries.

      “Geez, Mom. Are you okay? Were you in the car with him?” Tara’s eyes snapped up when the elevator bell dinged. She let Becca guide her through the door and down the hall to her apartment.

      “I’m fine,” her mom said, giving Tara an opportunity to breathe. “I was at home when it happened. Anna Marinova came over and drove me to the hospital. My hands are still shaking.”

      “Anna drove you? So Kiro was there?”

      Becca kept a hand on Tara’s shoulder for support.

      “Yes,” her mom continued. “They say he was lucky because the car mostly hit the back seat and swung him around rather than hitting his door directly.”

      Tara said a silent prayer of thanks for her friend, Kiro. He must have called his mom after getting her dad to the hospital. Tara’s hand flew to her face as she fought back any thoughts about how much worse it could have been. She turned her gaze toward the ceiling, closing her eyes to keep her tears at bay.

      Her mom coughed a sob over the phone. “Had they hit his door directly….”

      Her eyes flew open. “Don’t even think it, Mom. You just said they didn’t.” Tara did her best to come across as brave. “Let’s be grateful for that.”

      “You’re right, honey,” her mom reluctantly agreed. “We should be grateful.” She breathed a humorless laugh. “Making it through surgery is what we’ll hope for right now.”

      Tara smiled at her mom’s attempt at an optimistic outlook. “So, how are you, Mom? Really. Is there someone there with you right now?”

      “Um… I’m… yes. Anna is still here with me.” Her mom’s shaky voice made her come across as unsure of herself. Gone was the constantly upbeat woman who always cheered everyone else up when the chips were down.

      Tara switched to her problem-solving self. “What else can I do, Mom? What else do you need?”

      “I don’t even know yet.”

      Tara forced herself to keep calm as her mom listed off the long list of her father’s injuries. A driver more interested in texting had run a red light and T-boned her father’s car, smashing him into the corner of the car in the lane next to him. All three drivers were taken to the hospital, though one was treated and released.

      “They had to saw the roof off the car just to get to him.”

      “Oh my god. I can probably rearrange my vacation time and be there in a few days. I’m sure I can stay for a week or two.” In her mind, she kissed her Mackinac vacation goodbye. Tara thought of her siblings. “Have you talked to Theo yet? We’ll need to get a message through to Tristan and Tiffany.”

      “I spoke to Theo. I should really call Tristan’s wife.” Her mom sounded panicky. “She should know what happened.”

      “I’ll call Emily. Don’t worry about that. Tristan’s at sea for another couple of months anyway, but you’re right. We can get word to him and Tiffany.”

      “Oh yes. You’re right, honey.”

      “Lydia can run the shop today, but without your father there…” Her voice trailed off.

      “I’ll be there soon, Mom.”
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      Thanks to her parents’ having drilled the importance of saving money into their kids, Tara could swing a few weeks off that would allow her to help her parents and still make rent. The downside was that she had to forego her vacation to Mackinac Island in favor of a trip home. She’d been looking forward to it for months, finally reserving her stay at the Grand Hotel, where her favorite movie, Somewhere in Time, was filmed.

      Tara’s shoulders slumped as she stared at the computer screen. Her mouse hovered over the cancelation button.

      “What kind of fudge would you have brought back to me?” Becca wondered as she rested her chin on Tara’s shoulder to glimpse the computer screen.

      “Chocolate. Dark Chocolate. Peanut Butter. Chocolate Peanut Butter. Macadamia Nut. More chocolate.” Tara’s voice sounded as dejected as a kid picked last for the dodgeball team. Again. “I would have shared it all with you, too.”

      “Mmhmm.” Becca attempted to rein in her grin.

      “Oh, who am I kidding? I’d have eaten at least half of it myself before I even left the island, and it would have been wonderful. But I would have shared at least some with you.”

      Becca laughed at her friend.

      Tara had planned on visiting every fudge shop on the island. Resigned to taking an unplanned trip home, she figured the island, the Grand Hotel, and, yes, the fudge, would still be there when she got the chance
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