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Welcome to the Hometown Heroes series! All these stories take place in the fictional small town of Lindsey Point, on the Connecticut coastline. They all stand alone with their own happy ever after and you can read them in any order, though you’ll see familiar characters reappear in each one as you move through the series.  Enjoy!
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Beacon of Love

This hunky handyman wants to protect his town's secrets. But a nosy city journalist is determined to uncover them. Will a 50-year old mystery bring together these two total opposites or turn the town on its head with scandal?

Inferno of Love

One teenage summer, Finn and Aubrey fell in love. But that was before she lost her memory in the fire that made him a hero. Now she’s back. And he’s still in love with her. But when she finds out the truth, will their passion rekindle or go up in smoke?

Labyrinth of Love

A forbidden love.

Generations of family secrets.

What happens when the truth is revealed? 

Miracle of Love

She can’t wait to leave town and start a new life. He’s been in love with her forever. Will a Christmas Eve blizzard help these best friends realize their true feelings? 

Soldier of Love

She’s a quirky inn owner who doesn’t fit in. He’s a soldier with PTSD, fighting demons at every turn. But sharing a house might be just what they both need to heal...

Art of Love

She’s an American college student studying in France. He’s a reclusive ex-pat who’s given up on love. Can these two find a future together despite the odds and the ocean between them? 
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Chapter 1
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Annie McKenzie bent her head against a wintry blast that almost took her breath away. Nor’easter on its way for sure. But the December weather didn’t bother her. One more block, a handful of steps, and she’d be back at one of her favorite places in all of Lindsey Point. She narrowed her eyes against the specks of snow that stung her nose and cheeks. Half a block. Two more steps.

Finally, chilled to the bone, she pulled open the heavy front door of the Great White Bar and Grill. She hadn’t been back to town in three long months, and she couldn’t wait to catch up with everyone. And prove I could do it, a voice whispered inside her head. Few people had thought a diner waitress from the wrong side of the tracks could make it in nursing school. Even her father had frowned and told her she’d be better off using her cooking and cleaning talents to find a man with money. But she’d squirreled away a dream all those years ago, after the plane crash that killed her classmates back in high school. I’m not going to stand on the sidelines of life. I’m going to do something important. Make a difference. It had taken her a while to save up the tuition money, but she could see her dream now on the horizon, waiting for her.

The only problem was that she’d kind of screwed up. Or more than kind of. She banished the thought, the image of an ugly red F on the top of her exam paper, and pulled off her hat. I’m back!

Only two men sat inside the Great White.

“Finn?” She stopped in the foyer and frowned. The wind knocked over the Christmas tree beside her, and she bent to right it. Where is everyone?

“Annie!” The tall, dark-haired bartender strode over and gave her a hug. “You picked a heck of a night to come home.”

“I know. It’s not any better in Boston. I’m glad I got on the road when I did.” She glanced at the one other customer in the pub and then back at the gathering shadows. They smudged Main Street with gray. “Hey, stranger,” she called.

Lucas Oakes turned with his usual solemn expression. “Hey, Annie.” He wore a baseball cap and a Red Sox sweatshirt, and had one giant hand wrapped around his beer mug. “Merry Christmas. Welcome back to Lindsey Point.”

“Thanks.” She looked around. “Where is everyone? I thought Patti would be here, and Sophie, maybe Carl and some of the others...”

“People are stayin’ home,” Finn said as he took his place behind the bar again. “We’re supposed to get over a foot of snow tonight.”

Annie climbed onto a bar stool, disappointed. “I wanted to see the old gang. It feels like it’s been forever.”

“It has been, in Lindsey Point time.” Finn chuckled. “Gosh, you’ve missed the birth of the Stevenson twins, and the new front door on Tink’s Hardware, and I think Charles introduced a new coffee flavor at his café last month.”

Annie smiled and shook her head. All those little things made up the Lindsey Point of her heart, new front doors, coffee flavors, names, and faces she knew at a glance. She didn’t care whether Finn joked about it, or whether outsiders called the town a little slow-motion place. It was her place. The anxious edge plaguing her since exams began to fade.

Finn poured her a tall glass of wine and slid it over. “You done with school?”

“For the semester.”

Lucas tapped his mug to her glass. “Gotta hand it to you, goin’ back after all this time.”

“You know I’m the oldest in all my classes by about ten years, right? No, wait. Make that fifteen.” F. Failure. F. She couldn’t push the image from her mind this time. She looked at her two former high school classmates. “How did we get this old, anyway? I still feel like I’m eighteen.”

Lucas shot Finn a quick glance. “Sure as hell glad I’m not still eighteen.”

Without speaking, the three looked at the framed newspapers behind the bar. Finn had owned this place for almost a decade, and he still wiped down those frames every night, as far as Annie knew. A year or so ago, he’d had them replaced with special glass that would block the UV rays and preserve the newspaper articles forever. She supposed she didn’t blame him; their small town of Lindsey Point had a history worth remembering and bearing witness to.

Loss.

Tragedy.

Death.

Unsolved mysteries.

Annie studied the deep maroon of her wine. But there was happiness here too, and family roots going back generations. She loved every inch of this town, every person, every memory, and every quirk that made it up. She couldn’t wait to come back and work full-time at the Lindsey Point Medical Center. Really, she’d dreamed of it for as long as she could remember, or since the plane crash that had killed seven of her classmates, and that was long enough back to remember for her. One more semester of nursing school, the hardest semester, lay ahead of her. That, and an exam she had one more chance to pass. She drew in a quick breath and said her almost-daily prayer.

Please help me do it. Please help me get through it.

On the muted television behind the bar, It’s a Wonderful Life played in black and white, with the snow coming down on the screen as hard as it came down outside the Great White. As the lights in the bar flickered, the front door opened and filled the pub with a rush of cold air. Two snow-covered figures stepped inside, one a full head taller than the other.

“Hello!” boomed the tall one. He shook his head like a dog, scattering snow everywhere. Frost stuck to his lashes, and he blinked and squinted at them. “You oughta be closing up early, Finn. Bad storm coming.”

“Sounds like it’s already here,” Finn said. “An’ I don’t need to worry. I’ve got an empty bed upstairs. If I can’t get home, I’ll crash here tonight. No worries.” He tossed a coaster onto the bar. “What can I get you, Mr. Mayor?”

Archer Sinclair laughed and shook his head again. “Not a thing, believe it or not. I’m just taking a walk up and down Main Street to make sure everyone knows to get safe.”

“It’s really that bad?” Annie asked. This was the Connecticut coast, after all. They knew how to weather storms. Heck, if she looked across the street, she’d see the shadow of Lindsey Point’s famous lighthouse stretching into the sky. Though it hadn’t worked for over a half-century, it still stood as a steady reminder they’d survived storms before.

Archer took a good long look at her without answering. Finally, he said, “Annie McKenzie? Darling, you look terrific. I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“Why, thank you.” She lifted her glass. “I’ve been buried in schoolwork is why you and everyone else, except my nursing professors and the cadavers, haven’t seen me. I’m one semester away from officially being a registered nurse.” Please help me do it. Please help me get through it.

Archer grinned, but before either of them could say anything else, the man who’d come in with Lindsey Point’s mayor pulled off his hat and unwound a scarf from his neck. Annie’s breath caught in her throat.

Her best friend since childhood, the one person she’d confessed every secret and every sin to over the years, stood in the middle of the Great White. Even under the paramedic’s coat and heavy boots, she recognized his stocky, muscular build. His black eyes twinkled at her above a slash of white smile. She bit her lip and jumped off the barstool. Take her to another town, another state, another planet, and she’d know that smile in her sleep. She’d grown up with it. She trusted her heart with it. The dashing, dark-skinned man was the one person who had never, who would never, let her down. And it had been three long months since she’d seen him.

“Mick!” Annie rushed across the room and threw her arms around his neck.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Oh, Annie.

Mick sank into her embrace the way he always did — losing himself in her touch, her scent, her breath against his neck. By now, he couldn’t remember when he’d gone from being friends with Annie to falling head over heels for her. It didn’t matter. She’d made it clear long ago that she valued their friendship above anything else, and he’d never do a thing to jeopardize that. She’d had too many boyfriends love her and leave her, and he’d picked up the pieces of her heart too many times over the years, to risk being the one to hurt her.

“What are you doing here?” she said when she finally released him. Her curls fell over her forehead and into hazel eyes. “I didn’t think I’d see you until after the holidays.”

“Didn’t go south with the family this year,” he said gruffly. He rubbed wet snow from the back of his neck. “We’re down two paramedics at the station, so I stayed. Working a lot of overtime, but that’s okay.”

“Are you on call tonight?”

He nodded and pointed at the EMT truck parked outside. “Might be busy with this storm.” He cleared his throat and glanced at the radio on his hip, silent for now. “Hope not, but ya never know.” He managed to look past Annie to the others in the bar. “Hey guys. What’s up?”

Finn gave him a knowing look. Lucas jutted his head in a typical silent greeting. “You stayin’?” Finn asked. “Or are you making rounds with the mayor?”

Mick pulled off his coat and draped it over a chair. Snow dripped to the floor, forming a puddle almost at once. “I’m stayin’.” He hadn’t planned on it, but with Annie here, those plans had changed. “For a while, anyway, or unless I get a call. Roads out to my place are bad. If it’s all the same with you, I’ll hang here. Then probably crash at the station later on.”

Archer lifted a hand in goodbye and backed toward the door. “Guys, I’m serious. Keep an eye on that weather.”

“Bye, Mr. Mayor,” Annie said with a smile. “Thanks for keeping our little town safe.”

Archer grinned and vanished into a swirl of white.

Finn filled a glass with ice. “Ginger ale?” he asked Mick.

“Since I’m on call, yeah. Thanks.”

Lucas pulled up a seat beside Mick, and Annie clambered on the stool to his right. She wore a bright green sweater and tight jeans that hugged her ample curves. God, he loved her body. He loved that she didn’t hide it or complain about it, the way so many other women did.

“So tell me about school,” he said.

She spun the stem of her wine glass in her fingers. Short, no-nonsense nails. No rings. No jewelry at all except the tiny diamond studs in her ears. She’d worn them for years; he remembered the Christmas she’d gotten them from her father. “It’s hard,” she finally said. She took a long drink of wine. “Tougher than I thought it would be. I study all the time, and still sometimes –”

“You’re tough,” he said before she could finish. “I bet it’s nothing you can’t handle.”

Her bottom lip trembled. “I failed a major exam last week.”

He laid a hand on top of hers. “Everyone fails an exam once in a while. Can you retake it?”

She brushed away a tear. “Yes. I have one more shot. But I have to spend all of break studying for it.”

“Then I know that’s what you’ll do.” He squeezed her hand and wished he could do more, touch more. “Let me know if you want a study partner.”

The smile she gave him always brought him to his knees. “Thanks. You always did have more faith in me than I had in myself.”

Finn tuned the television to a different channel, and the Grinch’s green face filled the screen. He turned up the volume in time for the holiday cartoon’s famous song to play.

Annie gave Mick a wide smile. “...you have all the tender sweetness...” she sang.

He finished the lyric with her, and Finn rolled his eyes and chuckled. “When are you two just gonna get married already? You act like a couple who’s been together fifty years.”

Mick’s cheeks burned, and he wished his glass had more than ginger ale in it.

“Aw, Finn,” Annie said. “Mick’s my best friend. He’s like my brother.” She wound her arm through his, and he had to swallow hard to keep his desire at bay.

You’re like her brother...

That means she’s like your sister...

Yeah, right. He finished his ginger ale and stood. “Be right back,” he said and headed for the restroom. Inside, he splashed cold water on his face. He’d always been able to keep his feelings for Annie tamped down. Only his closest friends knew the truth, and he’d sworn them to secrecy. But since passing thirty almost three years ago, and watching his friends walk down the aisle and have kids, those feelings had reared up more and more often. He’d looked around; he’d dated more than a few women. But none of those relationships lasted, and he was beginning to wonder if it was because none of those women could hold a candle to Annie.

When he returned from the restroom, Finn had dimmed the lights. The Grinch was now holding hands with Cindy Lou and welcoming Christmas at the top of his lungs. Annie’s head bobbed along to the music. When she saw Mick standing in the shadows, she beckoned him over.

He could smell the wine on her breath and, for a moment, he thought about just taking her in his arms and kissing her. If he had a beer or two in his system, he might actually have the courage. Instead, he sat back on his stool and watched the snow fall.

“How’s your mom?” Annie asked. “And your sister?”

“Both good.”

“In the Myrtle Beach condo for the winter?”

He nodded.

“Remember the time we drove down there? Straight through, without a plan or a map or anywhere to stay?”

“Of course. We crossed the town line, turned around, and came back. Just to say we did it.”

“Twenty-eight hours,” she began.

“...and fifteen minutes,” he finished, the way he always did. They hadn’t stopped talking the entire way down and back. They hadn’t stopped driving either, except twice to use the bathroom and once to get out of the car around midnight and dash into the ocean. Annie always claimed they hadn’t slept a wink, but Mick recalled a brief, blissful hour on the sand when she leaned against his chest and closed her eyes. He’d sat there with her heavy and peaceful in his arms, trying to shift so she didn’t feel his erection pressing against her, but trying to remain still enough not to wake her.
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