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            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is dear to my heart. I’ve always loved the small town feel and the crazy characters that generally live there. I hope you enjoy the story and the characters as they are dear to my heart. IIf you do, please leave a review at your retailer.t really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.

      Below are all the books in the small town series. I would love for you to check them out. I’d also like to offer you a sample of my newest book. Free Sample!
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      

      The other books in the Star Lake series:

      When Love Returns
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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lanie Hall’s footsteps echoed in the now half empty house. True to his word, Denny had cleared out his half of the furniture. The rusty orange recliner she had always hated? Gone. The glass topped coffee table she had always imagined children breaking and cutting themselves on? It was gone too. The fact they had never had kids to break the coffee table hadn’t deterred her fears over the years.

      All that remained of the living room furniture now was the couch her parents had given her when she first moved out. Faded and slightly stained, but otherwise in decent shape, it had lasted through college, and without kids, had held up well over the years as well.

      Lanie wandered into the kitchen. Most of the appliances remained on the counter, but she noted the absence of the coffee pot. She might have to replace that as Denny’s morning coffee habit had rubbed off on her some time in their ten years together.

      With a heavy heart, Lanie followed the hallway into the bedroom which had felt empty for the last few years anyway. Somewhere around their fifth year of marriage, she and Denny had stopped touching and kissing. Forget sleeping in the same room at the same time. She would turn in and read a new book or get lost in a tv show until she fell asleep. He would fall asleep in the living room and leave for work without even saying goodbye. And that’s how the last few years had passed.

      Lanie crossed to the closet and opened the door. The small room had once been bursting with both their clothes, but now only hers hung on one side, creating a haphazard effect like a sinking ship. With a sigh she thought back to the last conversation she’d had with Denny.

      

      “I can’t do this anymore, Lanie. We hardly talk, and when we do, it’s short and curt. I want to experience something again.”   

      “Let’s try counseling, Denny,” Lanie said, curling her hands against her legs. “I don’t like feeling like roommates either.”     

      “We could.” Denny nodded and ran a hand through his short brown hair, “but I don’t expect it would help. Neither of us is getting anything out of this marriage any longer. I think it best we go our separate ways.”        

      Lanie blinked at him but nodded. A part of her had hoped he would fight, that he would agree to counseling or something else, but his adamant stance informed her he no longer cared to try. It saddened her a little, but she didn’t have the energy to fight for them both.     

      

      She shut the closet door, hating the reminder of her failed marriage. Though the divorce wasn’t official yet, it was only a matter of time. Denny was gone, and the paperwork was filed. As they hadn’t wanted any of the same things and they planned on selling the house and splitting the profits, the smooth process had taken no time, and now she was simply playing the waiting game.

      Suddenly, the house felt too empty, too condemning, and Lanie needed a break. She retraced her steps, grabbing her keys at the door, and hurried to her car. With no idea of where to go, she let her mind wander and her hands do the steering, but it wasn’t much of a surprise when she pulled into Mic’s, the radio station hang out.

      It had been where she had spent many Friday nights, belting out karaoke until Denny decided he no longer wanted to go out. He had never insisted she not go, but there had been a silent request coupled with a heaping of guilt, and she had eventually stopped showing up.

      Lanie paused with her hand on the door handle. What if this was no longer the hangout? What if she stepped inside and recognized no one there? Squaring her shoulders, she decided she didn’t care. It couldn’t be any worse or feel any lonelier than her empty house.  

      The darkened club looked exactly as she remembered if a little emptier, but a check of her wristwatch revealed the hour was still early. She sidled up to the bar for a drink, not because she was much of a drinker, but because she needed something to do.

      “What’ll you have?” the bartender asked. His bald pate contrasted with a full, thick beard, which formed an interesting contrast. Large gages created gaping holes in his ears, but his kind smile softened the hard image.

      “Can I have a sprite please?”

      The bartender raised one eyebrow at her, but turned and grabbed a glass.

      “Lanie? Lanie Hall?”

      Lanie looked to the left where the voice had come from, and her breath caught. Azarius Jacobson, a blast from her past, stood there dapper as ever in grey jeans and a darker grey shirt that accentuated his finely-toned arms.

      They had once worked together at the radio station, though he had quit and done something else shortly after her marriage to Denny.

      “Azarius? How have you been?” The words were barely out of her mouth before she threw her arms around him. They hadn’t been close when he worked at the station years ago, but he was a familiar face on a day she needed one.

      He chuckled as her weight knocked him a step backwards, and his arms surrounded her to keep them both from falling over.

      Though purely innocent, she hadn’t had a man’s arms around her in so long that it ignited a flame deep inside her, and a heated flush crawled up her face as she registered his touch. “Sorry, I’m just excited to see someone I know, and I haven’t seen you for what? Six years?”

      “Eight,” he said, dropping his arms. “You look fantastic. Just as I remembered.”

      Just as he remembered? The flush climbed higher up her face. She had only a vague memory of him from when he worked at the radio station, but he appeared to have a much better memory of her.

      “You look great too. Why don’t you get a drink and join me? I’d love to hear what you’ve been up to.” Why did the simple thought of him joining her send her heart racing?

      “Sure, I’d love to catch up with you.”

      He ordered a Vodka Tonic and led the way to an empty table.

      “When did you get back to town?” she asked as they sat. The light above bounced off his dark skin, creating a glittering caramel effect.

      “About six months ago,” he said. “I’m not working for the radio station this time though.”

      She smiled as she sipped her soda. “I figured you weren’t. I’m still there, and I would have noticed if you were back.”

      “Would you have?” His dark brown eyes bored into her soul, and she dropped her eyes and bit her lip.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” she said, stirring her straw in a circle. “Things have been crazy.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s been going on?”

      His gaze never wavered from her, and the intensity of it sent a shiver down her spine. When was the last time someone had looked at her like that? As if he really saw her? Years, she decided. It had been years, and the simple act not only made her feel beautiful but lowered her emotional walls.

      “My marriage fell apart,” she sighed. “I guess it had been going that direction for awhile, but we finally decided to stop fighting the lack of feelings and call it quits.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, but something about his expression made her wonder if he really were sorry.

      “So, what about you?” she asked, changing the subject. Her failed marriage was a topic she wanted to forget, not rehash. “How has life been for you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s been. I re-enlisted for awhile. You knew I was National Guard, right?”

      Lanie blinked and shook her head. She’d had no idea he was in the service. Wow, she really had been clueless about him. That was a pretty big piece of information to miss about someone.

      “Oh, well I needed a change, so I re-enlisted for a few years. My time just ended, so I’m back here as a civilian again, doing some contract work.”

      The shifting of his eyes led her to believe there was more to the story, but she didn’t press the issue. It felt like prying and that seemed rude after not having seen him for so long.

      “Do you sing?” she asked, gesturing at the karaoke book on the table in an attempt to change the conversation.

      A small smile pulled at the corner of his lips. “No, but I’d love to hear you sing. I always enjoyed watching you belting it out in the booth.”

      Unsure how to respond to that tidbit of information, Lanie felt her face flush again. Had Azarius had a crush on her? If so, did he still? And did she want him to? These questions circled through her brain, but all she could manage was, “You watched me?”

      “Only a few times,” he said. “You always looked like you were having fun, so go ahead and pick something. I’ll cheer you on.”
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      Azarius kicked himself as Lanie’s auburn head dropped to scan the binder of songs. He had almost spilled how attracted he was to her. He had been for years. In fact, her marriage was what drove him from the station and to re-enlist. Though he’d never gotten up the nerve to tell her how he felt, seeing her married to another had been unbearable.

      Now here they were back in the same town and both single. He finally had the chance to show her how he felt, if he didn’t mess it up too badly.

      “Okay, I think I’ll try this one.” Lanie pointed to a song in the book.

      He smiled and nodded at her as she scribbled the choice on a piece of paper. Azarius didn’t care what she sang; she had the voice of an angel any time she opened her mouth.

      Lanie stood and made her way to the stage, handing over the piece of paper to the DJ. He scanned it and motioned for her to take the mic on the small raised platform that served as a stage. Looking a little timid, she stood in front of the microphone and offered him a small smile.

      Azarius flashed her a thumbs up and smiled as the music started. She probably had no idea the Duran Duran song she chose reminded him of her. He thought back to the day he had accidentally stumbled upon her singing it in the booth.

      

      “Azarius, can you look at the board in control room three?” the station manager asked. “It’s been frizzing out again.”

      “Of course, sir,” Azarius said. He grabbed the tool box from the closet that housed it and headed downstairs to the control booths. Lanie was on in control room three, which made the job even more appealing. Azarius didn’t believe in love at first sight, but from the moment he had met Lanie, she had affected him in a way no other woman had. Now if he could just get up the courage to tell her.

      Duran Duran’s “Come Undone” was billowing out of the room as he approached. He knocked on the door, but when the music didn’t lower, he assumed she hadn’t heard his knock, and he pushed the door open slowly.

      Lanie stood behind the board in a pair of cutoff denim shorts and a red tank top. Her auburn hair flowed freely down her shoulders and bounced with the movement of her head from side to side.

      Her beautiful soprano voice belted out the lyrics, mesmerizing Azarius. He could have stood there all day watching her. “Can I believe you’re taking my... Oh!” Her voice stopped as she turned and spied him standing there. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “That’s okay.” He smiled and held up the tool box, so she would realize he wasn’t being voyeuristic. “I knocked but …” he shrugged. “I need to check out the control panel.”

      She lowered the music and stepped back. “Of course. You have about two minutes until this song ends though.”

      “I’ll be quick.”

      “I love singing,” she said as if trying to explain her actions. “And since the booth is soundproof, I often test my range since no one can hear me. My singing doesn’t go out over the radio.”

      Azarius bit his lip to hide his smile at her nervousness. “Even if it did, no one would mind,” he said. “You have a beautiful voice.” He watched the soft pink color climb her face before turning back to the control panel.

      

      “Was it okay?” Lanie asked as she finished the song and returned to the table.

      “It was amazing,” Azarius said.

      A rose color flooded Lana’s cheeks, and she dropped her eyes. “You don’t have to say that.”

      “No, I don’t, but you are an amazing singer.” Her eyes lifted, and he felt himself falling into the hazel depths. “Lanie, I’d love to hang out with you again,” he began. “Are you into eighties music?”

      Lanie blinked at him. “Am I into what?”

      “Eighties music. I know it sounds silly, but I love to watch old music videos, and I thought maybe you’d like to hang out and watch them with me.”

      “Like a date?” she asked, one eyebrow arched in the air.

      Azarius realized how silly that sounded. Yeah, come hang out and watch videos with me, but it was who he was. “Like two old friends reconnecting,” he said. “With the possibility of more.”

      She smiled at him and placed her hand on his, sending tingles down his arm. “I’d like that. I could use an old friend right about now.”
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      Azarius walked through his two-bedroom apartment looking for any mess he may have missed. He was generally a neat person, but on laundry day he had a habit of throwing the clothes in his oversized chair where they stayed until the sight bothered him enough he put them away. Thankfully, today hadn’t been laundry day and everything appeared to be put away and neat.

      A knock sounded at the door moments later. Lanie stood on the other side in a brown sweater and jeans. Her hands were shoved in her jean pockets as if nervous.

      “Hey, come on in.” Azarius stepped back and opened the door for her.

      “Thanks.” As she stepped over the threshold, her eyes darted left and right, taking in the small living room. “Nice place.”

      Azarius shrugged. “It’s nothing much, but it works for me. Would you like something to drink?”

      “Sure, I’ll take water.”

      As she wandered around the room, taking in the pictures on his walls, he darted into the small kitchen to fill her a glass. When he returned, she was staring at a picture of his mother and her family.

      “That’s my mother, her husband, and my sisters.” Azarius laughed when Lanie’s eyebrows knitted together at the difference in their skin color. “My adopted mother.”

      “I had no idea you were adopted,” she said.

      “Yeah, my mama was taken from me way too young, but my mother and I are close.” He hoped she wouldn’t ask about his mama. Though he might tell her one day, it was not a story he shared often.

      “I always considered adoption special anyway because you know your parents really wanted you.”

      Azarius had never thought about it like that, but it did make sense, and while his memories of his mama were hazy, he was close to his mother.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Here’s your water. You wanna have a seat?”

      Lanie nodded and chose an edge of the couch. He opted for the opposite edge, leaving enough space between them they weren’t immediately touching though he longed to feel her warmth against him. Reaching behind him, he grabbed the remote and flicked on the TV.

      “Now you get to see how I spend my nights,” he said with a laugh. “YouTube,” he said into the remote and his video log popped up.

      “Your remote is voice activated?” Lanie asked, her eyes wide.

      He nodded. “You got a favorite eighties song?”

      “Um.” She pursed her lips and closed her eyes, creating just the tiniest of wrinkles across her forehead. “‘The Wild Wild West’ by Escape Club.”

      Azarius had never heard of the song, but he repeated the name into the remote and a video lit up the screen.

      “Oh my gosh, that is so weird,” Lanie said as a pair of lips filled the screen.

      “You’ve never seen this before?”

      Lanie shook her head, a smile on her face. “We never had cable growing up, so I only heard it on the radio. I don’t think I would have liked it as much if I had seen the video,” she laughed.

      “Well, then close your eyes,” he said.

      Lanie shut her lids and began singing along with the video. Azarius’s attention shifted from the TV to Lanie. He could listen to her sing all day. The movement of her lips garnered his attention, and he fought the urge to kiss her. As her head moved slightly to the music and her voice filled his ears, he realized he wanted more moments like this with her.
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      Lanie couldn’t believe how much fun she was having watching old music videos with Azarius. His taste in music matched hers to a T, at least when it came to old songs, and there was something comforting about hanging out with him.

      “You hungry?” he asked. “We could go get dinner.”

      Her stomach rumbled in answer. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      Azarius stood and held out his hand to help Lanie up from the couch. She placed her hand in his, enjoying the soft feel of his skin against hers. As he pulled her up, she lost her footing and fell into his chest, her hands splaying across his muscles. She had deduced he worked out, but his chest was solid and well-formed. His arms wrapped around her waist to steady her, and for a moment Lanie thought he might kiss her.

      She found the thought exciting and terrifying at the same time. Though she couldn’t deny she was beginning to feel something for Azarius, she wasn’t sure it was appropriate. After all, Denny had moved out only a few days ago, but it had been much longer since there had been romantic feelings between them. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she had been in Denny’s arms like this.

      “Sorry,” Lanie said, dropping her eyes.

      “Don't be.”

      Azarius removed his arms, and Lanie immediately missed the warmth of his touch and then felt guilty for it. What is going on with me?

      “Shall we take my car?” Azarius asked.

      Lanie nodded, curious about his Mustang and not trusting her voice. Did he see the effect he was having on her?

      She followed him through the kitchen to the small garage where his lime green Mustang took up most of the footage. A washer and dryer and some shelves filled the rest of it.

      Azarius opened the passenger door for her and Lanie slid into the black leather seat. She’d never been in his car, but she had seen plenty of posts of it on Instagram.

      He slid into the driver’s side beside her and punched the garage door opener.

      “You ready?” he asked, flashing her a smile as he donned a pair of large grey shades. They resembled old cop glasses, but they didn’t look silly on his face.

      “Ready for what?” Lanie asked as she fastened her seatbelt.

      “This is a turbo,” he said with a mischievous smile, “and I like to go fast.”

      The engine hummed to life and Azarius backed the car out. As soon as he shifted into drive though, the car zoomed forward and Lanie shot back against the seat. Her hand flew to the handle above the door, and she held on for dear life.

      A few minutes later, she was thrown forward as Azarius parked.

      “Do you always drive like that?” Lanie asked, trying to calm her racing heart. Her hand was still firmly fastened around the “oh crud” handle.

      Azarius laughed as he plucked the key from the ignition and opened the driver door.

      Before Lanie could open her door, he had come around the side, opened it for her, and held his hand out to help her up.

      Lanie took his hand, thankful for the support as she stood on wobbly legs. He didn’t drop her hand as she expected, but instead laced his fingers through hers. Something about the clash of his dark skin against her fair skin caused her heart to flutter.

      “This is my favorite sandwich shop,” he said, holding the door open for her. His eyes danced like a kid’s at Christmas time, eliciting a small laugh from Lanie as they entered the quaint establishment.

      An elder teen stood below an enlarged menu and behind the cash register. “Welcome to Johnie’s, what can I get you?” The monotonous timbre of his voice matched his expressionless face.

      “I recommend the number two.” Azarius focused on Lanie, ignoring the boy behind the counter, “but you order what you want.”

      Lanie smiled at the employee, whose name tag read Brad, and scanned the large menu. She had been hoping to start eating healthier - she’d packed on a few extra pounds in the last year from lack of exercise and feeling undesired. Ordering a salad felt wrong somehow though, and the number two did look delicious if they could hold the onions.

      “I’ll take his recommendation, but can I get it without the onions?” Cooked onions were fine, but raw ones never agreed with her stomach. Plus, she didn’t like the spicy taste in her mouth or the way her breath smelled afterwards.

      “Sure.” Blank-faced Brad punched a button in the register and shifted his eyes to Azarius.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Azarius said, dropping her hand as he crossed his arms and leaned back. “Am I right, man?”

      Brad shrugged, and Lanie bit her lip together to keep from laughing.

      “Well, I think the onions make the sandwich,” Azarius said. “So you can add her onions to mine.”

      “That’s not the way it works,” Brad said with a minute shake of his head.

      “It’s okay, he’s only kidding,” Lanie smirked.

      “No, I’m not. They can smother mine with onions,” Azarius continued. “And I’ll take a big bowl of the chili. It’s delicious here. In fact, you can throw more onions on the chili.”

      “But we don’t…” Brad began.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Lanie said, trying to keep from busting out laughing. “He’s giving you a hard time.” She’d never seen this playful side of Azarius. “Behave; he doesn’t get paid enough to deal with you,” she said.

      Brad punched another few buttons and glanced up. “Will that be all?” His voice finally registered emotion - an impatient desire to be done with them.

      “I’m good,” Lanie said.

      “Yep, I guess we’re good,” Azarius said, reaching for his wallet.

      “That will be $21.43 then.”

      “Oh, I can pay for mine,” Lanie said, patting her pocket.

      Azarius fished two bills out and placed them on the counter. “No, I got this, but you’re an expensive date,” he said, winking at Lanie.

      “Hah, I only ordered a sandwich. The rest was all you,” she said, swatting at his arm.

      He caught her hand and held it to his chest, sending a shiver up her arm. Time seemed to slow as their eyes locked. Did this mean he had feelings for her too?

      “Ahem,” Brad cleared his throat, breaking the connection. “Your change.”

      “Oh, right, thank you.” Azarius scooped up the bills and stuffed them back in his wallet. The small amount of change he dropped in a glass jar on the counter that sported a “give a penny, take a penny” sign.

      Lanie’s hand
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