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Dedication:

For my Dem Bones sisters who persist each day. Never give up. 
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Haven’t yet read the other Hometown Heroes books? They all stand alone and have their own happy ending, but if you’d like to read them in order, you’ll see familiar characters reappear and grow in the small town of Lindsey Point. They are, in order:
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Beacon of Love – Lucas and Sophie – Welcome to the small town of Lindsey Point: home of a haunted lighthouse, a 50-year old murder mystery, and a romance about to erupt between a NYC travel journalist and a hunky local handyman who’s nursing the scars of losing both his best friend and his fiancee. Lucas wants to protect the town's secrets. Sophie is bent on uncovering them at all costs. As the mystery deepens, sparks fly and legends crumble. Can two total opposites find lasting happiness despite the odds? 
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Inferno of Love  – Finn and Aubrey – One teenage summer, Finn and Aubrey fell in love in the tiny coastal town of Lindsey Point. But that was before a fire turned him into a hero and a horrific accident stole her memory, leaving them both forever scarred. When Aubrey returns to Lindsey Point years later, sparks fly as the former lovers reunite—but so do long-lost secrets and locals who want them to stay buried. Now Finn and Aubrey must come to terms with the past if they have any chance of building a future together...
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[image: ]


Labyrinth of Love – Chase and Shannon (and Bruce and Vivian) – Chase Reardon and Shannon O'Brien thought they were strangers assigned to work on the same small town project...until a forbidden love story from 60 years ago linked them in unimaginable ways. How far will we go, and what kinds of secrets will we keep, to stay with the one we love? 
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Miracle of Love – Mick and Annie – Two best friends are stranded during a Christmas Eve blizzard, along with a pregnant stranger and a pair of donkeys, and realize the love they’ve been looking for has been in front of them the whole time.
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Soldier of Love – Heath and Franny – He's a retired Army vet with PTSD. She's the owner of a small-town inn who's nursing the wounds of losing both friends and family. Friendship soon deepens into something more, until a national contest puts the B&B—and their fragile new relationship—under the spotlight. Can two lonely souls help each other find love and hope again, or are some battle scars too deep ever to heal?
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Chapter 1
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May 31, Blakely College, Lindsey Point

“But I didn’t do anything.”

Afternoon sunlight skated across the dean’s desk, a large, uncluttered surface with scars along the edges. The dean himself had some scars, Chloe Garrick noticed, possibly the result of a shave gone wrong, but she kept that thought to herself. 

“As I mentioned on the phone,” he went on, ignoring her and speaking more to Chloe’s father, “we have a zero-tolerance policy at Blakely for hazing.”

“Hazing? I wasn’t even part of—”

Heath Garrick held up one giant palm to silence her. He had scars too, on his arms and neck and a small one that ran up one side of his right hand. Remnants of battles fought on the other side of the world, long before Chloe had known him. He cut her a glance, and she swallowed the rest of her words.

“I’m sorry, it wasn’t clear on the phone,” Heath said to the dean. “I know we spoke about consequences, but does your policy mean she’s expelled?”

Expelled? The word cut like ice. This couldn’t be happening. No one had said she might be thrown out of school.

“No. It’s a first offense, and she doesn’t have anything else on her disciplinary record.” The dean looked at Chloe, his expression neutral, tone flat. “She’ll be on probation for the fall semester and, as I believe I mentioned during our first phone call, also expected to do one hundred hours of community service before returning to campus. In August, we’ll meet again to reassess.”

“A hundred hours?” The dean might have mentioned it to Heath, but no one had bothered to share this piece of information with Chloe. How was she supposed to keep her part-time job at the diner? Or take online classes, the way she’d planned? Or have a life?

“Chloe, would you please wait in the hall?” Her father nodded at the door.

She opened her mouth to protest, to tell them if they just asked one of the other Delta sisters, they’d understand that Chloe hadn’t been part of the Delta Spring Soiree at all. She hadn’t helped plan the party or execute it or anything. She’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

But her father only pressed the truck keys into her hand and motioned again at the door. “I’ll meet you outside.”

Thankfully, most Blakely students had already gone home for the summer, so Chloe didn’t see anyone she knew. She climbed into the passenger side of her father’s pickup and listened to three classic rock songs before he finally emerged from the stone building. He opened the driver side door, got inside, and said nothing.

“Well?”

Still nothing, which wasn’t surprising. Her father wasn’t exactly the talkative type. He silenced the radio, turned the steering wheel in his hands, and pointed the truck toward home. A tiny muscle twitched in the side of his face.

She counted to one hundred before she tried again. “Dad?”

He pulled in a long breath through his nose. Only when he let it out, and they were halfway through town, did he answer her. “I’m disappointed in you, Chloe. Yes, I know this is college, and college students don’t always make the best choices. I also know your mother didn’t set the gold standard example of behavior for you when you were growing up. But still, you’re going to be a senior. You should’ve known better.”

“Dad, I wasn’t even —”

“You knew what was happening,” he said before she could finish. “You could have done something to stop it. And you didn’t.”

At his admonishment, Chloe felt about ten years old. She shrank into the door and leaned her head against the window. She’d heard the disappointment speech plenty of times from her mother. But never from her father. From the day she’d found him nearly five years ago, he’d been more of a best friend than a parent. He never scolded her. He certainly never punished her. 

She watched mile markers pass along the shoulder of the road, their white paint faded from the sun and salty air. 

“So are you sending me to Mom’s?” That would be worse than doing any kind of community service, putting up with her mother’s boyfriend of the month while trying to negotiate piles of laundry, newspapers, carefully cleaned tuna cans, and folded cardboard that took up ninety-eight percent of the free space in her mother’s mobile home. 

“No.” He slowed the truck at the only traffic light in downtown Lindsey Point. To their right, the bay shimmered under the afternoon sun, stretching out to the ocean beyond. In a moment, they’d pass the town’s historic lighthouse, and then they’d reach Patchwork Lane and the newly renamed Sunrise Bed and Breakfast. “Franny and I talked about it last night,” he went on. “We have another solution.”

“Which is?”

“What happened at that party is pretty serious.” The muscle in his jaw twitched again. “You’re lucky you’re not facing assault charges.”

She twisted her fingers in her lap. She wondered what had happened to the rest of the Delta sisters. She wanted to text Misty and find out, but now probably wasn’t the best time. They’d all had the same kind of meeting either yesterday or this morning with the dean. Chloe’s, apparently, had been the last. 

“I agree with the community service,” her father continued. “I think you’ve thought more about how this whole thing affected you and less about how it affected that poor girl. Maybe helping others will let you see that. And if there was a good place to do it in town, I might agree to it. But I don’t want you hanging around your sorority sisters on your downtime.”

Chloe waited, but he didn’t go on right away. He turned onto Patchwork Lane, and the stately bed and breakfast, a restored three-story colonial, appeared before them. Finally he said, “We’ve decided to send you away for the summer.”

“Wait. What? Send me away where?”

He pulled into the driveway but kept the truck running. Chloe could see her stepmother standing on the front porch.

“There’s a program Franny heard about called Inter-Help. I’ve looked into it, and I agree it’s a good option. The dean signed off on it today. It’ll give you the hours you need, and I hope it’ll give you some perspective, too.”

Chloe went cold. The air conditioning, so welcome against the cloying spring heat just a few minutes ago, swept up her legs, over her chest, and to the top of her head. Something in her heart splintered, the pieces of her that also belonged to her father, the flesh and blood they shared. 

I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.

She blinked back tears. “Did you tell Mom? She might not agree to it.”

Heath gave her a knowing look. “Your mother has seen you a total of two times in the last four years. She stopped paying her share of your tuition last year. But yes, in case you’re wondering, I did call her and tell her what happened and what we’re planning. And she’s on board with it.”

Great. It wasn’t like she expected her mother to jump in and save her. Chloe had spent her entire childhood and adolescence bouncing from town to town and house to house. She’d learned early on where she fit into her mother’s list of priorities: somewhere below working two jobs to pay the rent and working a third job as a stripper to find a man. Tracking down her father and moving into the Sunrise Bed and Breakfast had given Chloe a place to call home. Pledging Delta had given her sisters she’d never had and a world of people who loved her. She didn’t want to leave Lindsey Point. She didn’t want to go anywhere at all.

But if she didn’t agree to this, then it looked like finishing college was off the table. She couldn’t afford the tuition by herself, and she wasn’t sure any of her sorority sisters would let her crash on their living room couch for the summer. 

She watched the clouds move across the sky. “So where am I going?”

“Inter-Help is an international organization.” He paused. “You’ll actually be going to France.”

The gears in Chloe’s head screeched to a stop. “As in Europe? As in Paris?”

“As in Touciennes. It’s a small town near Marseilles, down on the southern coast. I traveled through it when I was deployed, which is the only reason I told Franny I would consider it. It’s a nice town, very quiet and safe. You’ll be helping out in an art studio there.” 

“But I don’t speak French.” I’ve never been outside the country except once to Mexico. I won’t know anyone.

And I’m scared.

“Well, you know plenty about art, right? And I thought you took three years of French in high school.”

Her voice trembled. “Yeah, but the only things I remember are how to ask where the bathroom is and do you speak English?”

“I imagine those will be helpful. Look at it this way: you’ll have a chance to brush up on a second language. Consider it a fringe benefit.”

“When do I leave?”

“Saturday. I have a folder with all the details in the kitchen.”

“But I’m supposed to go to the shore with Misty this weekend.”

“Guess you’d better tell her your plans have changed.” He killed the engine and climbed out of the truck.

“Dad, wait.” She fumbled with the door handle, stumbled in the loose gravel of the driveway, and only caught up with him inside the house. He was standing in the parlor, talking in a low voice to Franny. When they both turned to look at Chloe, something in their expressions had changed.

“Come and sit down.” Franny beckoned them into the kitchen, which smelled like cinnamon and vanilla and coffee. Fresh cookies sat on the counter, and she handed one to Chloe. She didn’t want to take it. Her mouth tasted like sawdust. She hadn’t even left yet and homesickness swept over her. She felt ill, feverish, like the floor was tilting beneath her. 

“Don’t send me away. Please. I’ve moved like ten times in the last eight years.” She’d just finished decorating her room upstairs last year, painting intricate ocean and forest scenes on each of the four walls and hanging white lights from the ceiling. Sometimes she came home from college just to sleep there and wake up under her own little Milky Way. “I’ll help out more this summer. Or I’ll quit my job at the diner and work here for free instead.” She finished off her cookie, pleased with the thought. “That could work for my community service, right?”

“I think the point of community service is to branch out and help others who are less fortunate than you are,” Heath said. “That wouldn’t really be the case if you stayed here.”

Franny turned to put the cookies away, and when she turned back, with a little sigh and her hand on her belly, Chloe knew.

“Oh my God. You’re pregnant. Aren’t you?”

Her stepmom turned pink, and she looked everywhere but at Chloe. “Yes. Eight weeks,” she finally said. “It was a surprise. We were going to wait a little longer to tell you, but....” 

Chloe’s mouth hung open. “Wow. Well, um, congratulations.” But something sank inside her. This is the real reason you’re sending me away. So they could prepare for a new baby, an unflawed child who, with the genes of Heath and Franny, would probably never, ever do anything wrong.

Her father turned three shades of red. Their dog, Bud, nosed his hand, and he took the opportunity to bend down and say something unintelligible into its fur.

“Your father’s worried,” Franny said.

“I’m not worried. Just concerned.” He scrubbed one hand over his face and then pulled Chloe in for a hug.

All her jealous feelings, all her uncertainty and guilt, vanished in his embrace. She breathed against his strong, sturdy chest. He smelled the same as always, like soap and shampoo and the outdoors. Happiness and hard work. It didn’t matter that they’d missed out on knowing each other for so long. The here and now was all that mattered. 

I don’t want to go. 

“I’m not sending you away because of the baby,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “Don’t want you to think that.”

“Then don’t do it.” She looked across the road at the shoreline, the lighthouse, the dirt road that curved to nowhere. Her home for the last four years. She knew every inch of this house and the beach it overlooked.

“It’s only for eight weeks.” He remained still and sober, though she thought she caught a glimpse of emotion inside his deep blue eyes. He held her at arm's length, one hand pressing down on each of her shoulders. “I’m hoping it will give you some perspective, hon. Maybe help you develop some empathy.”

She turned away.

“You won’t be completely alone,” he added. “Remember my friend Jackson Lawson? Served with me for three years in Iraq?”

Chloe shook her head.

“His son Bodhi lives in Touciennes. He’s twenty-five and lives right in town. I spoke with Jackson, and Bodhi’s agreed to give you a hand, help you get settled. Actually, you’ll be living in the same apartment house, across the hall from him. He’ll be waiting for you at the airport when you land.”
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Chapter 2
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June 4, Marseilles Airport

Bodhi Lawson strode through the airport and scowled. Late spring in the French Riviera had turned beastly hot in a matter of days. This time last month, he’d still been wearing a wool cap and gloves on his walk to work. Today the air seemed to warp with the heat, and the pavement had shimmered under the tires of his Renault as he drove the fifty miles from Touciennes. 

He checked his phone, then the arrival time of Flight 303 from New York City. Due in at nine, they’d been delayed almost two hours leaving the States. Now her ETA read 11:10. 

“Excusez moi,” a woman said behind him. Bodhi glanced over his shoulder and stepped aside. The woman dropped her gaze, then lifted it again, as if to indicate she hadn’t seen his right cheek or been shocked by its appearance. He knew the reaction. He’d seen it a thousand times in the last fifteen years. Maybe more. 

The scar had faded with time, but it still covered most of his face. He wondered what Chloe Garrick would think when she saw it. He wondered if she’d give him the same look, pity crossed with curiosity. Or if she’d smile too widely, to pretend it didn’t matter, or look deliberately at the other side of his face instead. Or ask him straight out what had happened, or say something about it being either a gift from God or an obstacle to make him a better person. Maybe she’d recommend a plastic surgeon, or tell him the scar gave him character. He’d experienced every possible reaction. Nothing would surprise him. 

He checked his phone again: 10:50. That gave him about a half hour before she arrived. He ran one hand over his shaggy dark hair and ordered a double espresso from the closest coffee shop. He should be at work, dealing with overdue accounts and new clients who needed hand-holding and daily phone calls. 

Why did I agree to this? 

He paced the concourse and sipped his espresso. That answer was easy. The Lawsons were indebted to Heath Garrick, always had been, since the guy headed off a mortar attack thirty years ago somewhere in a forgotten, forsaken desert and saved Jackson’s life. 

I’m alive today because of Heath, plain and simple. If his father had said it once, he’d said it a thousand times. Bodhi heard it in his dreams sometimes, and he wondered what it felt like to owe your life to someone else’s actions. To feel simultaneously that connected and that indebted to another person.

He checked the time again. Babysitting a college student wasn’t really his idea of how to spend the summer. Okay, maybe he wasn’t babysitting exactly, more like finding her an apartment and showing her around town, but still. His father had mentioned something about Chloe doing community service, which sounded a little fishy. Weren’t there plenty of places she could do that at home? I don’t have a lot of time off, he’d said the first time his father e-mailed with the request.
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