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      No story is born without a whole lot of blood, sweat and tears (mine) plus handholding and encouragement (from my peeps) We authors are a needy bunch.

      Home in Your Arms is no different.

      I’m grateful to all of the people who made this story better, my editor, my beta readers, but especially my sweet, black cocker spaniel Stanley who kept me warm and cozy company the winter I wrote Karla and Zane’s story.
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        Small town
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        Love after loss
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        Family shenanigans
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      Romance is alive and well in New York City, the City of Dreams, and Charlotte O’Shay knows every spicy tale.

      Born and raised in NYC, Charlotte has done a fair amount of traveling but NYC will always be her home and her inspiration.

      Charlotte lives—with her suit-and-tie-wearing corporate warrior and their last child, a black dog who thinks he’s a bear—just three subway stops from where she grew up.

      You can find Charlotte walking along the Hudson riverfront or poking her head in and out of museums, libraries, antique shops or vintage boutiques and pubs which dot the city. Wherever she goes, Charlotte is dreaming up new stories of brooding, protective heroes who fall first and hard for the strong, independent women who challenge them on every level.

      If you enjoy Charlotte’s books,

      PLEASE CONSIDER POSTING A REVIEW.

      REVIEWS ARE OXYGEN TO AUTHORS! Thanks!
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      “The writing can be summed up in three words: emotional, intoxicating, irresistible.”

      
        
        ~NNLightBookHeaven.com
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      Zane

      Déjà vu.

      The unsettling sensation chilled Zane’s spine as his truck rumbled past Town Square. Ahead, the shiny pavement of Maple Run Avenue gleamed in the dawn light, burnished copper and pewter in the remnants of a late winter rain. Only a few brave buds spiked up green from the muddy March ground.

      Some might say the gray-green and brown terrain, camo colors in fact, was uninspiring. Not Zane. To him, everything about this geography spoke of renewal. And everything in Willow Springs from the namesake willows—swaying bravely in the crisp morning breeze, to the quaint, handprinted street signs—was welcoming in its way.

      He’d seen this place hundreds of times. In his dreams.

      But Zane was acutely conscious he’d only actually breathed the air and trod the ground of Willow Springs once before. At Joe Armstrong’s funeral.

      The rest of the time, his visits to Willow Springs had all been in his mind.

      Every time the words spilled from Joe’s lips, Zane had imagined. The first time Joe had waxed on about his hometown, Zane had only half-listened, unwillingly, not wanting the distraction. That was back when he was the only passenger in the Humvee, as he and Joe, his newly assigned driver, traveled the dangerous, desolate roads from one far-flung U.S. command post in Iraq to another.

      And yet, somehow, on that first trip, Joe, who was the embodiment of the saying ‘strangers were friends he hadn’t yet met,’ considered it his duty not only to get his superior from Balad to Baghdad alive and on time, but also to regale him with tales of his hometown, his family, his friends, and his sweetheart.

      After a few futile attempts to shut down the loquacious corporal, Zane gave up because the extroverted driver knew how to tell a story rich in detail and laden with good-natured humor.

      Then, as time went on, Zane hung on every word because Joe had become his buddy, as well as a soldier who longed for home and missed his girl. Since Zane had neither home nor woman, and was never likely to, he allowed Joe’s tales of the folks and events of his hometown to fill the gaping hole in his life.

      Over time, as the multi-layered stories unfolded and tales of people he’d never met were recounted, Zane almost looked forward to the next installment in what became of old Mr. Carmichael’s chickens or what long ago teenage hijinx Joe got up to with his brother Jed. Eventually, Willow Springs became Zane’s happy place too.

      Pumping the brakes of his old pickup, he straightened his aching spine against the worn cushion at his back, and wove the vehicle quietly into the center of town, determined to savor every detail. The rolling Vermont hills in the distance, where the Armstrong cows were apt to wander, the welcoming curls of smoke emerging from the chimneys of the local eateries dotted along Main Street— all of it— looked, strangely, like home.

      He executed another careful scenery sweeping turn, and now the Deerbourne Inn lay straight ahead. He relished the sight. In the dawn light, every brick and shingle, every acre of rolling fields looked fresh, bursting with life, and impossibly cheerful, almost unreal to his tired eyes.

      And Zane was tired to the bone. Tired the way you get when you’ve been driving a truck for sixty hours. Tired the way you get when you’d finally separated from the honor, privilege, responsibility, and obligation of serving your country full-out for twenty years.

      Good thing he’d gone ahead and booked a room at the inn. The town of Willow Springs was small, the kind of place where there was only one of each of the necessities, grocer, auto shop and the like. It stood to reason the inn, though rambling in the way of so many country establishments, was actually modest in size.

      After a few nights sleeping in his utilitarian truck, Zane had taken no chances on the likelihood of finding a warm bed when he reached Willow Springs. Driving cross-country with only his thoughts and spotty FM radio for company guaranteed he felt the weight of every one of his thirty-eight years.

      He slowed the truck to a crawl and lowered the window. The pungent aroma of wet earth filled his nostrils, and the early morning country sounds he’d never quite forgotten, even after all of those years on foreign soil, assailed his ears. Raucous and strong, the dawn chorus sounded an aggressive warning to all the competing birds in the vicinity: mine. His mother used to say the birds were calling out a warning to each other. Mine. The word sounded strange in Zane’s ears. Mine. What could he claim as his own? What had he ever had that was truly his? His possessions were few. This truck, so old it boasted no wifi connection and no GPS, and the three duffels in its rear compartment, were all of his worldly goods.

      Twenty years in the service meant Zane didn’t consider anyplace home. His marriage lasted a fraction of that twenty years, and there were no kids from that ill-fated union. He’d been eager to have children in those days, but Torrie hadn’t wanted any. In retrospect, he considered her decision to be the only good one either of them made during the two years they were together.

      Granted, he’d been naive when he enlisted in the army straight out of high school. So damn young. Not that anyone believed his age back then. Not when he stood nearly six foot four and had already mastered an intimidating right hook. But after only a year in the service, the thought of coming home to someone special appealed to him, and the thought of a stable home and kids gave him hope.

      He and Torrie married when they were both nineteen. It hadn’t been long after, because of the ways young guys bragged and the speed that bad news travels, that Zane discovered most men Torrie encountered, both before and after they married, didn’t have to make it legal to enjoy her favors.

      Eventually after Torrie visited a quickie divorce lawyer, they signed the paperwork and their two  year union had been dissolved. With no children and no property, it was as if the marriage had never been. But the lesson had been learned. Although he’d been faithful, Zane still felt responsible for the breakdown of their marriage.

      “You may be young but you’re old inside, Zane,” Torrie said. “I need excitement in my life and you’re never here. Can you blame me?” It seemed a waste of time to remind her that she’d known full well his service commitment when they married.

      He didn’t blame her. They’d both been immature. And he now recognized that although he’d never strayed in the physical sense, he hadn’t loved Torrie any more than she’d loved him. She’d been an anchor to home when he desperately wanted a place to call home. But he’d never had a home so how did he know what he was asking of her? Or of himself? What did Zane know of home and stability?

      After the divorce, the army became home. In those early years, he pretended to enjoy the unceasing solitude of his army life, but before long he actively preferred it. The army nurtured him, allowed him to take online college courses and over time he achieved his management degree. On schedule, he took the required furloughs and enjoyed the hell out of them. Zane wasn’t happy but he forced himself to be content.

      Deliberately, in the process of attaining his ultimate goal, the rank of First Sergeant, he began to limit his social interactions with his soldiers. He kept his men strictly at arms length, knowing he needed to maintain the necessary distance to enhance his authority and ability to lead. And that’s the way it stayed until nearly a decade ago, when Joe Armstrong barreled through his reserve.

      And now he was alone again which wasn’t anything new. When his marriage imploded before his first hitch was up, Zane figured out life was divided between the lucky ones and the unfortunates.

      Circumstances stacked up early against him ever being one of the lucky ones. He’d never known his father; his mother eventually married and divorced the man who fathered his half-sisters. The Blackthornes, which was his mother’s surname, were scattered all over Oregon, Nevada, and California. Likely, if he did one of those DNA tests, Zane would discover he had tens of cousins and maybe more half siblings in the logging towns of his youth. Strangers linked only by chromosomes. Yeah, no thank you.

      Joe Armstrong, though, had been different. He’d been blessed with a good family, solid relationships, a class A girlfriend, and a welcoming hometown he knew inside out. Joe was truly blessed. Until one ill-fated night cost him everything.

      Zane pulled up to the Deerbourne Inn, wound round to the back lot. Out of habit he positioned his truck to face out toward the street backing into the rough gravel space till his back tires hit the brick curb. A tractor growled to life in the distance. Country life started before the sun came up. Good thing he could sleep in any conditions.

      He eased his long legs out of the driver’s seat, grabbed his clothing duffel from the bed of the pickup and ambled up the steps. The top stair, though constructed of thick oak, was bowing, no doubt a victim of the weather. He would offer to fix it. He had the time.

      The interior of the inn was refreshingly cool but not cold, like someone had left a few windows open to let in the breeze. The mismatched yet somehow welcoming mix of furniture in the lobby, constructed of cherry, mahogany, and oak, was polished to a high shine.

      The lone male receptionist at a gleaming reception desk greeted him with a wary good morning and a smile, checked him in with a minimum of fuss, and held out the small, ornate brass key to his room.

      Taking the key, he saw the young guy looked as nervous as an enlistee on the first day of basic. Hearing Joe’s voice in his ear, “C’mon, Eeyore, smile,” Zane forced a show of teeth in an unaccustomed smile, knowing his bulk and stature, coupled with his hawk-like visage, exuded threat. Smiling had never been in his vocabulary. But manners were. After issuing another smile and a gruff thank you to the clerk, he climbed the center stairs to room ten.

      The room was freshly painted a mossy green with curtains in a coordinating floral pattern. Dropping his duffel on the old school luggage rack, he sat at the foot of the bed to take off his boots to keep from tracking mud on the polished oak floor. He stripped off his shirt and did his best to wash two days of travel from his face and upper body, because— damn it, there was no shower, only a classic but not particularly large looking clawfoot tub. Could he even fold his body into that thing? Joe would guffaw at the thought of the spectacle Zane would make if he even attempted it.

      Of course, he was never supposed to stay here at the inn when he visited Willow Springs. He was supposed to stay with the Armstrongs. Joe had talked about it enough. So much that Zane finally swore to Joe he’d make it to Willow Springs after his last hitch—when he finally retired. Turned out Zane had been here even before he completed his service.

      Joe had been fortunate to make it through basic and all the way through his tour in Iraq, only to fall victim to a hit and run driver less than two days after his return home.

      The guy who always assured him he had everything to live for, the guy who’d never taken for granted how unbelievably blessed he was, was gone. Zane scrubbed a hand over the scruff on his chin. This was old ground. He was too tired to make sense of it now when he hadn’t been able to in five years. Because there was no way to rationalize it. There was nothing good about losing someone too soon. Joe was gone.

      Maybe his plan to see Willow Springs on his way up to his interviews in South Burlington was a bad idea. He’d promised Joe he’d visit but this was not the way it was supposed to be. Joe wasn’t here and in his place were memories. Too many memories.

      He’d get some rest and then bail. Zane brushed his teeth, flipped the little wooden hanging sign on the outer doorknob to the other side where the hand painted letters said Do Not Disturb. He pulled the curtain shut on the dawn light and stretched out on top of the thick, duvet covered featherbed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With nothing to do but sleep, he slept almost round the clock. When he stirred, his watch told him it was five in the evening. The featherbed had been serenely comfortable after those nights cramped and cold in his truck, even if his feet hung off the bottom of the bed.

      He was hungry. Zane wanted food, and a real shower, but he settled for washing up this time with bracing cold water and brushing his teeth again, before he changed into fresh clothing.

      Finding one of the power bars he’d stashed in his bag, he consumed it in two bites. He’d neglected to make a reservation for dinner at the inn which would have been handy given his hunger, but he was inclined to want something faster than one of the inn’s award-winning, but undoubtedly fancy, four-course meals anyway.

      He took a quick look at the town map the desk clerk proffered, but he didn’t need it. It was all as Joe described. Setting the map back on the desk, he proceeded into town. A couple of townspeople skittered to the edge of the sidewalk as he forged forward, head down with his naturally long legged stride, after which he endeavored to turn his scowl into something approaching a smile. Once or twice he even managed to grunt out a hello. Strangely, the greeting became easier the more used it. He heard Joe’s amused voice in his ear. See, didn’t kill you to smile, did it, Sarge? No, it did not.

      He pushed open the black painted solid oak door and stood at the entry, absorbing the controlled chaos within. The Stone Hearth Tavern was filled to bursting with people, the jukebox blaring Roy Orbison. Notwithstanding his recent practice of smiling at strangers, Zane was in no mood to actually converse with one among the throng at the bar. He made his way to an empty back table.

      After he gave the teenage server his order, he did his best to melt into the background—not easy given his size, but it felt good to stretch his legs and cross booted feet under one of the red-checked clothed tables backed against the rear wall. In less than ten seconds he saw her.

      Karla.

      Exactly as Joe described her and yet, mere words, even those of her loved one, could never do this force of nature justice. Not once you saw her in action. It wasn’t her height, though she was tall enough. It was the way she held herself. He’d had superior officers in full battle rattle who looked less in control than she did. This strawberry blonde commanded the area behind the bar, her staff, and the entire tavern with a simple flick of her capable hand and an impatient lift of one dark auburn eyebrow.

      It was a busy night for a Tuesday in early March. Winter had barely loosed its grip on this part of the country, but nevertheless it appeared that in the small town of Willow Springs, people went out to socialize. Socializing was as foreign a concept to him as smiling. It was two months since his retirement from the service, two months back on American soil, and he was as wary of people as a monk emerging from a twenty-year vow of silence.

      This felt weird. No, it was weird because he didn’t belong here. Did he belong anywhere? Zane squashed the intrusive thought because he reckoned he belonged here as much as anywhere else. Even if his mind knew the truth of it, it would take some convincing before his body unwound from its tense coil in the hard wooden chair at the back of the tavern. Wary and on watch, he was the furthest thing from relaxed or social.

      He was served with a minimum of fuss and twenty minutes later, cheeseburger and fries consumed, he stood, casting one last look behind the bar. Karla stood at the old-school register, hair gleaming bright as a new penny under the amber pendant light, pencil tight between her white teeth as she rang up a customer. He dropped some cash on his table and found the exit.

      What a mistake that was. Zane shook his head at the absurdity of the plan prompting him to stop at the tavern Karla owned, and to visit Willow Springs at all. What had he imagined he’d do? Belly up to the bar for an awkward conversation, tell her he was Joe’s senior NCO and friend? Did Karla deserve to have her wound ripped open without warning, to suffer the loss of her beloved Joe all over again through him? Did he want the look he’d get from her, the utter pain she’d feel and imprint back on him when she was reminded of all she’d lost? That was not an accomplishment he needed to add to the weight of loss he already suffered for his friend. What exactly had he been thinking coming to the tavern?

      Jamming his hands into his jacket pockets, he strode back to the inn. Willow Springs box checked. Zane settled back on top of the comfortable feather bed, booted feet hanging off the bottom of it, and stared at the ceiling.

      Sleep did not come easily after an unaccustomed multi-hour rest. True his muscles were tight and he was still physically wiped out from the road, yet an undercurrent of adrenalin whipped through him making it difficult to relax.

      After a few fitful hours, he swung his legs off the bed again and stood. Since he hadn’t bothered to undress, he splashed cold water on his face and shrugged back into his jacket. He would walk. Walking where he chose, when he wanted to and for as long as he felt like it, was one of those freedoms Zane doubted he’d ever take for granted again. Stepping lightly down the stairs, he found the back door and left the inn.
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      Karla

      There was a name for the kind of exhaustion consuming her, but damned if she knew the term. She might look alert, present, and completely on top of her game, but Karla was phoning it in.

      The regulars at the tavern behaved the way they always did. She grinned when young Jimmy Duncan fell into his usual antics over by the dartboard, feigned a laugh when his friends pulled him back from behaving like a complete ass.

      She shook her head at the gossiping biddies at a side table near the kitchen, their eyebrows going up and down like dancing caterpillars, as they caught each other up on all the news a small town like Willow Springs had on offer.

      Pride pulsed through her every time she realized this was a comfortable space for folks in Willow Springs to let loose and forget about whatever bugged them for a while. This was her place. Her space. And no one, even her family, challenged her right to call the shots here.

      It was two a.m. Another night in the books at the Stone Hearth Tavern. The week had barely begun, but Karla was fit to drop. Ronnie called out sick which forced everyone in her employ to work extra hard tonight. And there weren’t that many of them to begin with. Every one, aside from her cook and despite being hard-working as hell, was a part-timer. Karla was the boss and the only one on site at least twelve, but sometimes eighteen, hours a day. Not that she was complaining.

      She’d never trade the energy she expended to keep everything running here for the dubious pleasure of time off. Time off for what? What would she do? Time stretched in front of her like an endless dark tunnel. She’d stay busy every day, thank you very much. When she had less time to think, there was less time to mourn.

      Yet somehow, no matter how physically depleted she became, sleep eluded her. Karla didn’t need anyone to tell her lack of rest put her on edge and made her, to put it mildly, snippy, or if she was totally honest, a first class bitch.

      So, she faked her smiles. Karla could count her moments of genuine happiness over the last several years on one hand—with two fingers left over.

      One—when she’d inherited the Stone Hearth Tavern from her uncle shortly after Joe enlisted. Her mom had freaked out big time. Running a tavern was so not the plan Jackie Payne designed for her daughter as Karla worried out Joe’s service. Which made Karla’s success with this place all the sweeter. This business was exactly what Karla needed to focus her considerable energy and put her business degree to optimal use.

      The second time she was truly happy in these last years had been when her young nephew was born and she’d been asked to be his godmother.

      The last time was a few months ago when out of the blue, Jed showed up here at the tavern, overcoming his own five years of grief and solitude to pursue his now fiancée Samantha. Karla’d given Samantha a hard time at first, and it took a blow-out argument, the kind of argument that either makes a friendship or kills it, to settle things between them. But when the smoke cleared, she and Sam understood each other and respected each other. Today they were firm friends.

      Karla’s smile was authentic every time she thought about how over-the-moon loopy Jed was for his woman and she for him. Yeah, that was the way it should be. Let’s hear it for true, sweet love. There was nothing better. She’d had it. So she couldn’t complain. Karla’d been lucky.
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