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“Do you want to live?”

Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden

Prologue

JEREMY SHERIDAN crushed his empty beer can in his fist. Nothing felt right. Staying or going. But he disliked the idea that he might be a burden.

He sat on the deck of the little shop where his brother-in-law, Lucky Romo, painted motorcycles for a living. The same little shop where Jeremy had been living for a while, next door to his sister, Tessa, and Lucky, thanks to their kindness.

He’d spent a lot of time with Lucky since his return from Afghanistan. He’d never have expected the guy to become his new best friend, but he found Lucky easy to be with. Maybe it helped that Lucky didn’t talk a lot. Funny, most people looked at Lucky and saw nothing but a big burly biker with long hair and tattoos. But the guy was an artist, the real thing, a freaking Picasso with a paint gun.

And people who looked at Jeremy saw a war hero. The war hero. Destiny’s official Boy Wonder.

It was a role he’d thought he wanted. One he’d pretty much played all his life. Star athlete in high school, homecoming king, all around good guy. And he’d thought coming back to his hometown and being that same guy again would be easy, the natural thing to do. But turned out he’d brought some heavy baggage home with him. The kind you couldn’t unpack.

He walked into the house, to the fridge. Opening the door, he rummaged around and at the same time heard Lucky come in from working in the garage.

“Any more beer?” Jeremy asked.

“Had the better part of a six-pack in there last night,” Lucky replied. “You drink it all?”

“Guess that’s possible.” Jeremy cursed under his breath. “Sorry, man,” he murmured.

“Don’t need to apologize,” Lucky said, “but . . . you don’t seem like you’re doing too good.”

“I’m okay,” he claimed. But he still stared into the fridge, because it was easier than meeting Lucky’s gaze.

“Listen, you sure you don’t want me to paint that old truck? I’ve got some down time right now.”

Jeremy glanced up to see Lucky hiking a thumb over his shoulder to the driveway. Lucky had probably offered to paint Jeremy’s old Ford pickup half a dozen times since he’d come home. Jeremy knew it looked like crap—a mottled, sun-beaten red. But it had always looked that way, from the very day he’d bought it used right after high school with the money he’d saved from working at Edna Farris’s apple orchard. It felt like one little piece of his old life he hadn’t lost. “Nah, man. But thanks.”

Though now it hit him for the first time that maybe it was an eyesore in the driveway of a guy who painted vehicles for a living.

Now he met Lucky’s gaze. “If you want me to move on, just say the word.”

“No, it’s not that. There’s plenty of room, and you’re family. And hell, you spent most of your adult life in war—that’s bound to mess you up. But . . .” Lucky stepped closer, spoke lower, even though they were the only two people anywhere nearby. “People are beginning to talk. To worry.”

Jeremy finally shut the fridge door, stood up straight. “People?”

“Tessa. Your parents.” He stopped, sighed. “Everybody really. Tessa and your folks are pretty sure some stuff happened in Afghanistan they don’t know about.”

“You say anything?” Jeremy asked. He had confided in Lucky. Lucky had come through some bad shit himself and landed on his feet. Better than on his feet—he had a great life. Maybe Jeremy had hoped Lucky’s change of fortune would rub off on him somehow.

“No,” Lucky assured him. “You asked me to keep it just between us and I have. But . . . guess I worry a little, too, dude. Thing is . . . I’ve been wondering if maybe you should think about talking to somebody.”

Jeremy’s gut tightened. “I talk to you. That’s enough.”

“I’m not sure it is,” Lucky told him.

“I already did that kind of talking,” Jeremy pointed out. “Before I was discharged. I passed with flying colors.”

“You mean you lied.”

He crossed his arms. “I just wanted to come home, man. Put it all behind me.”

“A shame that last part didn’t work.”

Jeremy didn’t answer. But he knew it was true. And he knew Lucky was right. Last summer he’d worked some construction in Crestview, the next town over—but it had been a temporary position and when it had ended, he’d let it. He’d let himself go right back into the solitude up here at Whisper Falls.

Over time he’d discovered that he liked just keeping to himself, here at Lucky’s. He liked looking off the deck out into the thick woods that surrounded the place. He liked thinking about walking into those woods and just getting lost there. Sometimes he took those walks, into the trees and up to the falls. Sometimes he napped because it turned off his thoughts for a while.

He kind of wanted to walk into the woods and get lost right now. But war heroes don’t spend their days holed up in the woods drinking beer. He’d hidden from that reality almost as well as he’d hidden from everything else. Until now.

“Maybe I should go somewhere new,” he said, voicing the thought he’d been turning over in his head for days now.

“No, man,” Lucky told him, shifting his weight from one workboot to the other. “Like I said, this isn’t about that. You’re always welcome here.”

And Jeremy let out a breath. “I know, and I appreciate that. But . . . maybe a change of scenery would do me good.”

“Where would you go?” Lucky asked.

Jeremy considered options. On one hand, there weren’t many—he didn’t have a lot of ties outside Destiny. But on the other, there were millions—it was a big world.

“Maybe I’ll go to the beach,” he offered up. No particular reason, but the beach was a peaceful place. “Maybe I’ll head to that that little town where your parents live.” Lucky’s mom and dad had moved to Florida years earlier, and Jeremy had even gone with his own parents on vacation to visit them right after his return from overseas, back when he was wearing the war hero persona better. “It’s nice there.”

“Yeah, it is,” Lucky agreed.

Although Jeremy wasn’t really sure what a change of scenery would do for him. Other than stop him from hiding himself away in those woods forever. At the beach there was only the ocean and horizon. A lot harder place to hide.

Maybe a move would help him make a new start.

“What’s the town called again?” he asked.

And Lucky replied, “Coral Cove.”








“It’s time to open your eyes!”

Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden

Chapter 1

“PACK UP your stuff, go home, and get dressed—we’re going out!”

Sitting behind her sales table at the community’s nightly Sunset Celebration, Tamra Day looked up to see her neighbor friend, Christy Knight, who’d just barged onto the Coral Cove pier like she owned it.

Well, this was sudden. She and Christy didn’t usually “go out.”

Then she glanced down at the shorts and T-shirt she wore before raising her gaze back to her friend, a little dumbfounded. “I am dressed. And out where? This is Coral Cove, remember?” She loved the little beach town where she’d made her home for the last eight years, but there was no place in Coral Cove that required “getting dressed” in anything fancy to “go out.” In fact, the Sunset Celebration, where she sold the pottery and stained glass pieces from which she made her living, was about as “out” as it got around here.

Even now, as dusk descended, she was surrounded by other artists and shopping tourists, and music played over loudspeakers to vie with the occasional call of seabirds passing overhead. Being at the Sunset Celebration always made her feel good, talented, valued. It was the most festive place to be in Coral Cove. And she’d been having a perfectly good evening—up to now.

Which was when Christy pursed her lips, looking only slightly as if she’d been caught at something. “Well, I’m not sure where we’re going, but we’re meeting Cami for a girls’ night.” Then she raised her eyebrows hopefully. “Fun, right?”

Okay, what was going on here? Something was definitely up.

It wasn’t that Tamra didn’t enjoy a night out with girlfriends, but she didn’t trust this situation. She tilted her head, squinting lightly into the vibrant colors left from the recent setting of the sun. “Did Fletcher put you up to this?”

Their friend, Fletcher McCloud, had long been on a mission to find Tamra a man. And lately, she’d had the feeling everyone else was in on it, too—except for her.

And she wasn’t opposed to dating—but she simply hadn’t met a lot of eligible, handsome guys in Coral Cove, not in the entire time she’d been here. So she doubted her Prince Charming was suddenly going to show up tonight just because she “got dressed” and “went out.”

Christy gave her pretty blond head a light, cheerful shake in reply. “No, Fletcher has nothing to do with it. We just want to have some fun.”

She kept using that word—fun. But fun, Tamra thought, were the lives Christy and their friend, Cami, were already living. They were both in relationships with great—not to mention hot—guys. They were both blond and svelte and gorgeous and rocked a bikini like nobody’s business. And she loved them to death and was grateful for the joy they brought into her life, and she was glad they were happy. But the upshot was, she didn’t need anyone feeling sorry for her or trying to make something happen that . . . well, frankly, just didn’t seem to be in the cards for her.

“Chop-chop,” Christy said, clapping her hands so suddenly that Tamra flinched in her folding chair, hit her knee against a table leg, and shook her entire collection of pottery and stained glass. “Let’s go get you dolled up.”

Tamra grabbed on to the table to steady it—then drew back, frowned. “Dolled up? Really?”

Christy sighed, planting her hands on her hips. “Look, I’m not asking for diamonds and an evening gown here—just a skirt or something would do.”

And okay, the truth was that Tamra used to wear skirts a lot more than she had lately. And maybe she used to pay more attention to her appearance in general. As a local artist, long, flowy skirts had always been her usual style for the nightly event at the pier. Again, until lately, since she’d become more of a khaki shorts and T-shirt sort of gal.

So yeah, maybe she’d let herself go a little. But she’d been doing so much work helping to beautify the town, it was the only practical way to dress. It so happened that Cami was the head of the new Coral Cove planning commission, and Tamra was taking part in lots of projects that called for dirty hands, not skirts.

Or . . . maybe she’d also let herself go since . . . well, since Cami had gotten together with Reece Donovan, a longtime friend Tamra had once carried a torch for. She didn’t like admitting that to herself, but it had been a blow. Not Cami’s fault, and she was truly over it now, but it had stung at the time. And maybe even left Tamra feeling discouraged about something she hadn’t quite realized she cared about: romance.

“Okay, fine,” she finally told Christy. “I’ll put on a skirt. But I’m pretty sure we’re just going to end up sitting at the Hungry Fisherman drinking beer.”

“No,” Christy said adamantly, shaking her head. “We’ll find something better, something new and exciting! It’ll be fun.”

Now it was Tamra who raised her eyebrows, albeit in a manner more doubting than hopeful, as she replied, “I can’t wait to see what it is.”

JEREMY sat on a picnic table behind the Happy Crab Motel in Coral Cove, Florida. He’d been here a couple of weeks.

He was living at the kitschy little row motel built in the fifties for free, just because the owner, Reece, was a hell of a nice guy. That’s what you get when you show up someplace without a plan—you’re suddenly homeless. He hadn’t exactly thought of that when he’d gotten in his pickup and headed south down I-75.

Most people would have made a move like this with more of a strategy in mind, he supposed. And maybe a little more money in their pocket, too. But after he’d come home from Afghanistan, he’d given most of the military pay he’d accumulated over the years to the widow of his friend Chuck and their four kids, who lived in Texas. Chuck hadn’t made it back and Jeremy had—so helping out his buddy’s family had seemed like a no-brainer.

A cold, dark fist closed tight around Jeremy’s heart, even in the Florida heat, at the very thought of Chuck. The moment he’d seen Chuck fall flashed in his mind.

Push it away. Get back on track.

What track?

You need a plan, man—a fucking plan.

And that’s what he told himself every single day as he dragged himself out of his room. That’s what he told himself every night while he sat around watching the palm trees sway. Sometimes he walked the beach, but that took about all the energy he could muster. And so far, no fucking plan.

When he’d first arrived, Reece had asked him if he could swim. “Yeah,” he’d said. “Why?”

“Town’s looking to hire a new lifeguard,” Reece had told him. “You should apply.”

And Jeremy had said, “Uh . . . maybe, sure. Thanks for the info, man.” But inside he’d been thinking: Hell no. The beach on a busy day? No way—too many people, too much uncertainty. And being in charge of protecting people was the last thing he wanted. The military had deemed him a hero; so had his hometown. Because he’d once made a move that had kept his whole platoon from being decimated by an ambush. But funny thing about being that kind of savior—sometimes what people saw, knew, was only one side of the coin.

You need to find a job, man. Not as a lifeguard, but some other job.

The sun had just set, but the air remained warm. September in Florida. A long planked sun-washed dock stretched along the bay behind the motel, providing more than half a dozen boat slips. Two of the boats tied there—a catamaran and a sleek white sloop—belonged to Reece, but the other spots Reece rented out.

Now Jeremy watched two college-age boys in the distance, clearly rich and entitled as hell, downing shots of something dark on the lower deck of a big, ritzy cabin cruiser. Daddy’s boat. Part of him resented them and their youthful good looks, their loud voices that carried too far. And another part of him just wanted to go drink with them and forget things.

Next door to the Happy Crab stood a run-down seafood joint called the Hungry Fisherman. Movement from near the back of the restaurant drew Jeremy’s eye to a big but equally run-down gray tomcat sniffing around the trash bin, on the hunt for scraps. The cat appeared about as down on his luck as Jeremy.

Try though he might, he couldn’t block out the frat boys’ raucous laughter and snide comments—they were talking about sex now, about what one of them wanted to do to a particular girl—but he kept watching the cat, and stroking the beard he’d let grow over the last few months.

He wasn’t much of a beard guy usually, and he wasn’t much of a cat guy either—more of a dog man—but he found himself vaguely wondering what particular wars this cat had fought. He kept trying not to hear the loudmouth frat boys.

The big cat padded slowly away from the restaurant’s back door, apparently striking out. Jeremy suspected the scent of fish from inside was probably torture, that the cat was like a thirsty man staring at an ocean—water, water, everywhere, but not a drop to drink. The lanky cat—too skinny for his size—took long strides across the parking lot and past the motel’s pool, approaching Jeremy.

Stopping at Jeremy’s tennis shoes, he looked up and let out a plaintive meow. That was when Jeremy realized the cat was missing an eye, one permanently closed.

“Sorry, got nothin’ for ya.” Truth was, he’d eaten a lot of seafood himself lately, because Reece wasn’t the only generous person in Coral Cove—Polly and Abner, owners of the Hungry Fisherman, had been more generous with him than they or anyone else had reason to be. Gotta get a plan, man.

An image flashed in his head—him at a younger age, in his parents’ yard with his dog, Dakota. He’d gotten the German shepherd as a puppy when he was fifteen. Loved to play fetch, that dog. And acted like a big tough guy to outsiders, but he was more bark than bite—a big lovable hulk of an animal.

Whenever Jeremy had come home on furlough or between tours of duty, Dakota had been one of those things that stayed the same for him, just like that old truck. Pulling into his parents’ driveway to see Dakota run out and greet him had always taken him back to simpler times.

Dogs can only live so long, though, and Dakota hadn’t outlasted Jeremy’s dedication to serve his country. He’d gone in to the Marines at twenty-one and come out eleven years later. His dad’s email about Dakota’s death, only a few months before his discharge, had hit Jeremy harder than it should have. He still missed that dog.

Since Jeremy had nothing to offer, the one-eyed tomcat moved on in more long, lanky steps, heading out onto the dock, still clearly seeking dinner. The cat must have been drawn by the voices, since he padded toward the cabin cruiser, and right up a small plank walkway onto it.

And it was only a short moment later when the more obnoxious of the two boys barked, “What the hell? Get off my goddamn boat, cat!” with far more passion than the situation called for. Then he shot to his feet and kicked the cat, hard, catapulting it off the vessel.

For Jeremy, the cat’s airborne body moved in slow motion. His chest tightened as he watched it strike the trunk of a palm tree just off the edge of the dock with a thud, then land at its base.

The cat lay there, stunned and unsteady, disoriented.

And Jeremy’s gut clenched as the frat boys both laughed, and the other one said, “Shoulda thrown the dumb thing in the water to see if it could swim.”

More cruel laughter. “Maybe I will,” the first replied.

Jeremy saw from the corner of his eye when the cat got its wits about it and finally darted away into the night. But it was too late. Something inside him broke loose, taking him back, to the darkness that hid inside people, to pointless cruelty, to other falling bodies—soldiers, friends. He never made the conscious decision to act—he only felt the ground beneath his feet and the fury filling his lungs and heart and head as he bolted from the picnic table into a full-on sprint toward that boat.

All thoughts left him—it was only action now.

And he never said a word—simply punched the quieter of the two in the mouth, knocking him from a chair onto the deck, just before he picked up the louder one by the throat, slamming him against the wall of the cabin with the words, “You messed with the wrong cat on the wrong night, pal.”

THEY were drinking at the Hungry Fisherman.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Christy said to Tamra across the table. “We’re drinking at the Hungry Fisherman.”

“You’re a mind reader,” Tamra said. “Thank God I got dressed up for this.”

“I need to add ‘create nighttime hotspots’ to my to-do list,” Cami said, holding up one finger as she shifted into town planner mode. She tilted her head, clearly pondering it. “Though it would have to be a place with just the right blend of elements.”

“A beach bar,” Christy suggested, wide-eyed and happy as always. “A fun, casual, open-air place.”

Cami’s gaze brightened at the inspiration. “In the empty lot across from the Happy Crab, at the end of the beach,” she added with a smile, pointing vaguely in that direction. She’d already talked Christy’s handsome fiancé, Jack DuVall, into buying a long-closed used car lot and opening a miniature golf business there, on which construction was just starting. Jack wanted to mostly just be the money behind the project, so he’d hired Cami to organize it all, and she in turn had hired Tamra to design the course and oversee the building of it.

“That would be perfect,” Tamra agreed, liking the idea.

But then Cami’s smile began to fade. “Now all I need is someone to finance and run it.”

Perennially cheerful soul that she was, Christy said, “Well, the more the town gets refurbished, the more new businesses it will draw. And look!” She held out both her hands to motion around them. “Outdoor seating at the Hungry Fisherman! If you can make Polly and Abner change, you can do anything.”

True enough, only a month ago, the patio they sat on just across from Coral Cove Beach had been pockmarked asphalt, part of the parking lot. But Cami had succeeded in getting the owners of the seafood restaurant to put in a small patio enclosed with a wooden fence draped with fishing net and a few white, round life preservers, and also to add a festive new drink menu, designed with Cami’s help. Music, another new feature, played over newly installed speakers—at the moment Bastille sang about flaws. And since then, business had picked up and they’d even started staying open later.

“And at least we’re not drinking beer!” Christy announced triumphantly with a short nod in Tamra’s direction. In fact, Tamra was drinking her second Ahoy Mateys, a rather tasty tropical rum concoction, while her friends both sipped on a couple of All Hands on Decks, the Hungry Fisherman’s version of a Long Island iced tea.

“You know what else?” Christy said in her merry way. “The more good changes that keep taking place around here, the more new people there will be to meet.”

Tamra glanced absently across the table at Christy—just in time to realize the statement had been targeted directly toward her.

So she arched one eyebrow in reply. And decided it was time to address the elephant on the patio. “Christy, I know you mean well—but why do you think I want to meet new people?”

“Well, I just thought—”

“And given the resorts up the road”—which kept Coral Cove’s beach and Sunset Celebration thriving despite the businesses in this older part of town needing a boost—“there are already plenty of new people coming and going all the time. So as much as I’m on board with sprucing up the area, I don’t think it’s going to have any impact on my social life. Which is fine just the way it is—promise.”

The women across the table from her went quiet. And Tamra realized she’d probably sounded annoyed. Crap. “I’m sorry,” she said immediately. “Maybe rum makes me defensive or something. And I don’t mean to sound unappreciative. It’s just that . . .” She let out a sigh. And, for lack of any better options, blurted out the ugly truth. “Okay, I know everyone feels sorry for me because I have no love life. And that’s nice of you all, but it’s really all right.”

“It’s not that we feel sorry for you,” Cami rushed to say.

“It’s just that . . . well, wouldn’t you like to find someone?” Christy asked. “I mean, deep down, isn’t that what everyone really wants if they’re honest with themselves?”

Whoa. This had suddenly turned into a deep conversation. Or deep by Tamra’s standards anyway. Being an artist, she certainly had the capacity to be deep, but . . . she didn’t always let it show. It was easier that way.

Both Christy and Cami really did have great lives. And she didn’t begrudge them that—but she often wondered if they really understood how different their existences were from hers. They were both so outgoing, whereas she tended to be a little more reserved, even guarded. They were pretty and perky and vibrant, while she was just more . . . well, average in all those ways.

She’d never been the life of a party, or “the hot girl,” or even “the pretty girl.” And she was fine with that really, because the one time in her life when she’d truly felt pretty and special had ultimately ended up making her feel ugly inside, and she’d begun to suspect that being pretty was sometimes actually more of a detriment to a woman than a help. So she was good with who she was.

“The fact is,” she began slowly, thoughtfully, “some people just aren’t meant to have the whole big dating-and-relationship thing. And I’m not interested in chasing after it. And I really do think you guys feel sorry for me—but stop, okay?” She tried to laugh, like it was all fun and games. “It’s really fine.”

The other two women stayed quiet for a moment, until Cami asked gently, “Then why don’t you look like it’s fine?”

Oh hell. It was the rum. She’d forgotten to keep laughing, keep her smile in place. And maybe the rum was bringing out something else, too, something she’d just been trying to ignore. And she’d been doing a pretty good job of it . . . until this very moment.

Trying to concoct a reply, she peered out over the beach as a sea breeze lifted her long, wavy, auburn hair, which she’d pulled back in a low ponytail lately to keep it at bay. And she wasn’t sure how to account for her expression other than with . . . stark honesty. An honesty and awareness suddenly bubbling inside her, almost actually wanting to come out. Damn rum.

So she took a fortifying sip of her Ahoy Mateys and said, “You want to know the truth?”

“Of course,” Christy said.

And Tamra dropped her gaze to her colorful drink, another wistful sigh escaping her. “I really am okay with the situation, except for . . . the sex part.” She’d muttered the last few words. More to herself than to her companions. Then realized she’d really, truly said that out loud, and added, “Oh crap. Apparently rum makes me spill my guts, too.”

“Wow,” Christy said, looking as stunned as Tamra felt.

But . . . didn’t women talk about sex all the time? Not her, ever, until now—but wasn’t this normal? “Wow?” she asked, a little embarrassed, worried. Had she breached some social protocol she didn’t know about?

“It’s just that . . . you’re usually so reserved and—and straitlaced, I guess,” Christy mused, flashing a little grin. “I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but you just don’t seem like someone who thinks about sex. Or at least you never talk about it.”

Tamra sheepishly lifted her glass. “It’s the rum talking.”

Christy’s smile broadened. “Then I think maybe I like you drinking rum.”

All three of them laughed, but Tamra was quick to move forward with more of an answer. Even if she didn’t know exactly what she wanted to say now that she’d opened this personal can of worms. “Well, normally I’m not someone who thinks much about sex.”

Only then she decided that was enough, right there. Because sure, there was more she could say on the topic—much more—yet why put herself through that? The rum, apparently, had decided to shut up now.

“But . . . enough about that. Let’s talk about your wedding,” she said to Christy with an enthusiastic tone she hoped would catch on. “Are all the plans set? What’s left to be done?”

“W-h-h-hait a minute,” Cami said, sounding a little intoxicated. “Not so fast.”

Tamra just blinked.

And Cami went on. “You can’t say what you just said and not tell us the rest.”

“Well, sure I can,” Tamra insisted. “And there is no rest. Not really.”

“No,” Christy argued. “Cami’s right. I like this side of you.”

Tamra’s back went a little more rigid, though she worked to keep sounding casual. “What side of me? I’ve really said very little if you think about it.”

“But just enough,” Christy pointed out, “to make me feel like we’re . . . getting to know you more. I mean, I know we know you, but . . . you don’t open up a lot. This is probably the most personal conversation we’ve ever had about you. And I already feel like I know you way better than I did just five minutes ago.”

Tamra could have responded to that in many ways. There were plenty of reasons she wasn’t as open and trusting as a lot of other people. She almost envied the quick way Christy and Cami bonded with people—whereas Tamra’s bonds formed much more slowly.

And she supposed it was that which made her choose the simplest reply, the one she thought she could just spit out and get over with the quickest—which was, yet again, frank honesty. And yeah, it felt super personal to tell them this, but maybe the rum’s gut-spilling effects were on the upswing again.

“Okay . . . here goes.” Though she paused, nibbled her lower lip a second, and then made the mental push forward to share the things she was just now admitting to herself. And it all came out in a rush, like a big bucket of words being dumped out of her mouth. “Like I said, usually I don’t sit around thinking about sex, but lately I’m just feeling . . . those urges. A lot. As in it’s driving me crazy. Yesterday I saw a hot construction worker out on Route Nineteen and practically drooled.

“But I’m not the sort of person who just wants to hook up with someone, and even if I was I have no idea where I’d find a suitable guy, so no matter how you slice it, it’s . . . frustrating.” She stopped, giving her head a nervous little shake, predictably uncomfortable with the topic. Time to shut up again. “And that’s really it—all there is to it.”

Though she was quick to lift a finger high into the air then, because she needed to make something perfectly clear. “But that doesn’t mean I’m desperate to meet men, okay?” After which she lowered her voice, since a woman at another table glanced over. “Which is good, since there are so few around here who aren’t taken.”

The truth was, even most of the vacationing men were usually married. Coral Cove drew families and couples. Occasional groups of young women or college boys, but mostly it was a crowd of matched pairs.

“Happy now?” she asked.

And she was just gearing up for the next assault, preparing to defend her position—since well-meaning people who were parts of happy couples always seemed committed to convincing everyone else they also belonged in a happy couple—when the blare of a siren cut through the Coral Cove night.

A siren in Coral Cove was as rare as . . . well, as rare as sex for Tamra—she was pretty sure she hadn’t heard one in all the years she’d lived here. So it halted the conversation instantly, and they all looked up to see the glow of bright blue lights atop one of Coral Cove’s three police cruisers as it came screeching into the Hungry Fisherman’s freshly paved parking lot.

Two of the town’s half dozen cops rushed from the car, running into the space that separated the restaurant from the Happy Crab, toward the dock that lined the bay a short distance behind the buildings.

Polly hurried out the front door in the same rust-colored waitress uniform she always wore, the outdated beehive hairdo atop her head slanting this way and that as she struggled to see what was happening. “What in the Sam Hill?” she asked, looking after the cops.

She turned to the girls and other patrons on the patio, as if they knew what in the Sam Hill, but of course they didn’t. Christy held her hands up in silent reply to Polly, as if to say, Who knows?

A few minutes later, both cops reappeared, coming from the direction of the dock, but now they escorted between them a scruffy, bearded guy in handcuffs. Leading him to the cruiser, they pushed him into the backseat as everyone on the patio gaped.

“Lord, who on earth is that?” Tamra asked.

And Cami said, “Uh oh. That’s the guy Reece has been letting stay at the motel for free. I’d better call him.”

And as the police car’s blue lights faded into the night, leaving the Hungry Fisherman quiet and peaceful once again, Tamra said, “Well, there you go—case in point. If that’s the best this town has to offer me in the way of new men, I think I’ll just stay celibate.”








What could you do for a boy like that?

Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden

Chapter 2

“THE THROAT? You picked a guy up by the throat?”

Jeremy sat on a hard cot in a small holding cell in the Coral Cove Police Station, looking through the thin bars at Reece Donovan, who’d pulled a folding chair up close on the other side.

“Yep,” Jeremy replied. He wasn’t exactly proud of what he’d done, but on the other hand, he still thought the punk had earned it.

Reece, however—sitting there in his usual flip-flops and cargo shorts—just shook his head, looking perplexed. “Why?”

Jeremy kept it simple. “He kicked a cat.”

“A cat?” Reece blinked.

And Jeremy nodded.

Reece squinted, clearly trying to make sense of this. “You a big cat lover or something?”

“Nope. But the guy had no cause. Kicked it so hard it went flying into a tree trunk.” Just then he noticed the two cops who’d arrested him standing on the other side of the room gawking at him like he had horns sprouting from his head. He knew he didn’t look good lately, but damn. He switched his glance from them back to Reece. “What the hell are those two staring at?”

Reece looked over, too, then back through the bars. “I’m guessing it’s the first time in a while they’ve had a prisoner in here. They probably don’t quite know how to handle it.”

“My first time being one, too,” Jeremy informed him. Then muttered, “And I’m starting to feel like an animal in the zoo.”

“The cops were asking me if you had an anger problem,” Reece informed him.

But Jeremy shook his head. “It wasn’t an anger problem—it was an asshole problem.”

Outside the cell, Reece leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his hair. Finally he said, “Shit, dude—I like you. And I wanna help you out. But . . .”

Jeremy let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. Or maybe he’d been holding his breath for weeks, months, possibly even years.

Something colored Reece’s voice, and it was . . . burden. Most people in Jeremy’s life never quite let that out, let it show. They cared about him and knew he’d been through bad things. But Reece . . . Reece didn’t know him or his past.

“This isn’t me.” The words left him in a murmur, unplanned.

“What?” Reece asked.

Jeremy looked up, met Reece’s gaze for the first real time since he’d walked in here. “This isn’t me,” he said again. “But after I got back from Afghanistan, things changed.” Then he let his eyes drop to the floor between them. He didn’t like letting weaknesses show.

“Damn, man,” Reece said. “I saw your tattoo, so I knew you were military.” Jeremy had gotten a U.S. Marines emblem, along with the words Semper Fi, tattooed on his right biceps only after returning home. Something about trying to hold on to that hero persona. But stamping it on his arm hadn’t made him any more of a hero than he’d been in the first place. “I didn’t know you’d been in Afghanistan, though.”

Jeremy didn’t reply to that because he had nothing else to say. He’d already said too much. He didn’t regret defending a helpless animal. But he regretted garnering anyone’s sympathy. Silence stretched between them, expanding to fill the room like something heavy and smothering.

“Can we make a deal?” Reece said a long moment later.

Jeremy flicked his gaze tentatively upward to the guy outside the bars. “What’s the deal?”

“I’m gonna bail you out,” Reece said. “And I’m gonna talk to the guy who owns the boat and whose son you attacked and try like hell to get him to drop the charges because you’re a military veteran and my friend. And you can keep staying at the Happy Crab. But in return, I’m putting you to work. On some projects around town. My girlfriend is the town planner and she’s looking to hire someone for some heavy lifting, landscaping, and light construction. You be able to handle that?”

A job. Someone was offering him a job.

One that had nothing to do with protecting people, thank God.

And hell, that felt unexpectedly good. “Yeah,” he said simply.

“All right,” Reece told him. “Your first few paychecks can go toward paying off your bail and back rent on the room. Can you handle that, too?”

“Sure,” he said again.

Reece just looked at him for a long, sizing-up kind of minute—probably trying to decide if he’d made the right call here. Jeremy didn’t know the answer any more than Reece did. Finally Reece commented, “You don’t say much.”

“Nope.”

At this, Reece just laughed, then pushed to his feet. “Hang tight, I’m gonna go bail you out.”

But as he started to walk away, Jeremy decided there was one more thing he should say, even if he kept it quiet, short. “Reece,” he said.

Reece stopped and looked back.

And Jeremy added, “Thanks.”

TAMRA wrapped a sweater around her and warmed her hands on the big mug of hot tea she’d just made for herself. It wasn’t that cold out, but fall had brought cooler nights to Coral Cove, the temperatures dropping after dark, and she found herself wanting to bask in the softer air.

It was late—nearly one A.M.—and she sat in the garden she’d created behind her small beach cottage on Sea Shell Lane. She’d had the yard enclosed with a tall privacy fence almost as soon as she’d moved in—common in Florida because so many people had swimming pools. Yet no one had known her well enough at the time to ask why, and even though she’d made friends since then, no one had particularly inquired about the choice.

She’d wanted to create a sort of private paradise, a serene place for her and her alone, and since that time, her garden had been an elaborate work in progress. Always in progress—she was always adding things, changing things. Just last week she’d added snapdragons in a sunny spot, which she knew would grow taller and more robust than they ever had the chance to do in northern climes, and several pottery birdbaths she’d crafted hung from the branches of various trees. She sat surrounded by orange marmalade and white plumeria and giant elephant ear plants as a soft sea breeze riffled through a set of windchimes she’d made as well, and the sweet scent of the bougainvillea draping the west wall wafted past her.

It had indeed become her secret haven, the place she went to just be with her own thoughts, find peace when she needed it, feel more peace when she already had it.

Sometimes she napped in the hammock strung between two tall palm trees, but tonight she sat curled up in one of the white Adirondack chairs she’d placed in a semi-circle around the fire pit she’d installed. She used the fire pit often when the weather was cool enough, but not the other chairs.

She looked at them now, wondering for the first time why she’d even bought more than one when she never invited anyone into her garden, never let it be enjoyed by anyone but herself.

Of course, her friends had seen the garden—they’d either peered out at it through the French doors at the rear of the cottage, or they’d helped her carry things in and out through the side gate. Fletcher, who lived right across Sea Shell Lane from her, was always quick to notice out the window if she was toting in new shrubbery or big bags of potting soil and coming over to help. And her friends always seemed complimentary and even in awe of the space she’d tucked away back here when they had occasion to view it—but they never invited themselves over. Even Christy, who was so perky and sociable and lived right next door. Tamra couldn’t help thinking that, while it had never been said, on some level they knew it was a place she’d created only for herself.

Wouldn’t you like to have them over? Wouldn’t it be nice to have drinks around the fire with Christy and Cami? Wouldn’t it be pleasant to roast marshmallows and make s’mores with Fletcher? Or maybe invite John and Nancy Romo, the nice older couple a few streets away, over for a glass of wine?

Yet something in her core tensed slightly at the idea. She didn’t know why. And yet it remained there, floating heavy inside her.

Her discussion tonight with Christy and Cami had been oddly warming. She usually just found it annoying when her friends pushed romance on her, suggesting she should be out chasing men and making her feel almost abnormal not to be doing that. But tonight, even as uncomfortable as she’d been blurting out frank truths about herself, it had touched her when they’d openly wanted to be closer to her, know her better. And it had made her realize how many walls she’d put up—not just around this garden, but inside herself, too.

Yet . . . when all was said and done, she was still happier here alone. Happier to just be completely at ease, completely comfortable, by herself.

There’s nothing wrong with it. Enjoying your own company is healthy. You can’t love anyone else until you love yourself. And though it had taken a little time after her unconventional upbringing on a commune in Arizona, she really did love herself now. But she still didn’t trust easily. And she wasn’t sure there was an upside to changing that. It was better to take care of yourself, and easier to stay happy and productive if you didn’t put yourself at risk with people.

How on earth would inviting Cami and Christy back here for a drink put you at risk, for heaven’s sake? It wouldn’t, that simple. So maybe this wasn’t even about risk. Maybe it was just about personal comfort and ease. Everyone needed a place that was strictly their own and this was hers.

Now if only your stupid body would quit aching with lust. She prayed this was only a phase, one that would end quickly. And good Lord, she still couldn’t believe she’d told Christy and Cami about that tonight. Word vomit. Even if it had it resulted in making her friends feel more connected to her, it had still been word vomit.

She’d been trying to deny it even to herself for a while now. But the truth was that she suffered the warm spread of sexual desire flowing through her like hot lava almost all the time lately.

She’d suffered it this morning during a walk on the beach, where she’d seen all the things she normally saw there—but now she suddenly saw them differently. Felt them differently. She’d witnessed a couple kissing on a blanket and envied what they shared, hungered for what they experienced. The feel of wet sand on her toes, the cool ocean water lapping up onto them, had affected her in different ways than ever before, affected other parts of her body.

And she’d thought about it this afternoon when she’d worked in the art studio in her cottage. Digging her hands into the same clay she always worked with had held a fresh . . . awareness. Touching it had made her want to touch other, far different things. A man’s body.

And she’d felt it still more while weeding beneath her banyan tree just before the Sunset Celebration. Rich soil on her fingers, even the trowel in her hand, had held a newness for her, a strange yearning she couldn’t seem to shake free of. Being in her garden usually brought her an enormous sense of peace—she’d filled it with things she loved, after all—but today the overriding emotion had been frustration.

At thirty-five, she hadn’t thought much about sex in a long while. She knew most women were more into sex, but she’d just never suffered that compelling need for it that so many seemed to.

In her teens and early twenties, there’d been guys, experiences—but since then, not so much. And mostly, she’d been okay with that. Until now. The spot between her thighs ached even as she sat clutching the mug between her hands. People acted like sex was so fun, but when your body wanted it and couldn’t have it, well . . . she didn’t see anything fun about that at all.

Maybe it’s the birth control pills. She’d started taking them just recently—her doctor’s remedy for an irregular cycle that often came with bad cramping. And it had worked—thank God. But she knew the pill affected various hormones and wondered if this new rush of sexual need had perhaps been instigated by the change.

And while a part of her suffered the urge to pull up her skirt, bare herself to the bright moon peering down from a clear, dark sky, and just take care of her own needs, the thought made her feel . . . more needy than sensuous. She knew plenty of people took care of the issue that way, but the very idea made her feel lonely. And she didn’t want to feel lonely. She’d felt lonely in Arizona. She’d felt lonely all through her growing up years, even with people all around her. She’d finally quit feeling lonely when she’d left—because being alone wasn’t what made you lonely; it was about something else. And why do something that would make her feel lonely in any way whatsoever? She’d rather lose a little sleep over the physical frustration and just pray, again, that it would subside.

Was it possible, though, to be content in her private world here and . . . still feel a little empty inside? That didn’t quite add up, did it? It’s the sex issue making you feel empty, that’s all. Your life is great otherwise.

And even if there was something missing . . . well, maybe it was just easier not acknowledging that. She’d built a wonderful little life for herself here—so she was going to keep right on telling herself that it was enough, all she needed to be happy.

CAMI had arranged for an empty lot along Coral Street, which ran down the strip of land that stretched between the beach and the bay, to be paved and made into a municipal parking lot. It would serve the “Coral Street Business District,” as she’d recently dubbed the area she was busy bringing back to life. Three days after Tamra had “gotten dressed” to “go out” with the girls, she was joining up with Cami, Reece, Fletcher, Christy, Jack, and anyone else who was willing to pitch in, for the task of planting shrubbery and perennials around the small lot’s perimeter to make it visually appealing.

With Fletcher’s help, Tamra unloaded the signs she’d hand-painted for the lot from the back of her small SUV.

“Ready for a day of work in the sun?” Fletcher asked cheerfully.

Her friend was an unusual man. His small brown beard and ponytail made him look like a time traveler from 1969, he made his living by walking on a tightrope every night at the Sunset Celebration, and he stayed unusually positive no matter what. Case in point: His wife had left him nearly four years ago, turning his world upside down, and he had no idea where she was—and yet for some insane reason he remained happily convinced she’d come back any day now.

Tamra worried about Fletcher because he was a good friend and she cared about him. She feared his pie-in-the-sky attitude about his marriage would leave him with a seriously broken heart one day and that his denial was only delaying the inevitable.

“Definitely,” she answered him. In fact, she hoped some hard physical labor might be just the thing to take the edge off her sexual frustration. It was like a monster inside her, clawing at her constantly.

“You know,” he said, “if you don’t mind my saying, you don’t seem yourself lately.”

Oh crap. Her sexual deprivation showed? “Of course I’m myself,” she assured him, trying for a light laugh. “Who else would I be?”

He shook his head, not buying it. “I don’t know—you just seem . . . on edge.”

Yep, her sexual deprivation showed. Great. And it occurred to her that she could explain it to Fletcher—he was an evolved enough man that he wouldn’t be creepy or perverse about it. In fact, the idea made her wonder for the first time if he didn’t suffer similar issues himself given how long his wife, Kim, had been MIA.

But she thought better of it. Especially here, now, with people all around. Bad enough she’d spilled something that personal to Cami and Christy—but at least they were women.

So finally she just said, “Nope, fine,” and hoped it didn’t come out sounding too stiff. Besides, the one thing about Fletcher that bugged her was his tendency to push her toward finding someone to date. Of course, everyone seemed to do that lately, but Fletcher had been at it longer than most. And she knew they all meant well, but why couldn’t they understand that it just wasn’t that easy?

If she ever met someone, she wanted it to happen naturally. And she didn’t want to settle. So many women settled, just because they were desperate to be validated by having a man in their lives. She wasn’t that desperate and never would be, her recently activated sex drive be damned.

Within a few minutes, work had begun—an ample crowd of Coral Cove residents had shown up to help with the project, so Tamra suspected it would be a short day. Cami commandeered the whole operation—clipboard in hand, she went from person to person, giving out instructions. And soon enough, wheelbarrows were being pushed this way and that, shrubs and decorative grasses were being unloaded from truck beds, and dirt was being shoveled.

Normally, Tamra would be among those digging in the dirt, avid gardener that she was, but since so many others were on hand, Cami asked her to take charge of getting the signs she’d created in the ground. A main sign was to be placed at the lot’s entrance, and two more, indicating the lot was for patrons of Coral Street businesses only—as opposed to beachgoers—were to be erected at each side, facing the parking spots.

Tamra knelt, working with a large trowel, enjoying the feel of the sun on her face and shoulders, glad she’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail as usual—when a deep, shockingly rude voice sounded in her ear. “Can you get outta my way?”

Caught off guard, she looked up. She couldn’t see the face of the man standing next to her—it was blocked by a large juniper bush. She saw only dirty brown workboots and two burly hands wrapped around a large burlap-covered ball of roots towering above her. “What?” she asked.

“I said, ‘Can you get outta my way?’ This thing’s freaking heavy.”

She just blinked, her back going ramrod straight where she squatted in front of him. “Can you not be so rude?”

“Jesus Christ, woman. Just move before I drop the damn thing on you.”

Tamra tried to hold in her gasp. But given this Neanderthal’s manners, she feared he might make good on the threat, so as much as she didn’t like obeying orders from rude strangers, she grudgingly stood up and got out of his path. Then watched as he plunked the bush on the ground next to her feet.

She looked from the bush to the Neanderthal, now that she could actually see him, and—oh Lord, was she mistaken or was this the same Neanderthal who’d been hauled away from the Hungry Fisherman in handcuffs the other night? Same scruffy beard, same longish, messy hair.

“That bush had to go right there, huh?” she asked. “Right at this exact moment?”

His expression didn’t change—he wasn’t the least bit cowed by her scolding. “That’s where it goes,” he said. “It’s heavy, so why should I move it twice?”

“Well, maybe because I was already working there,” she pointed out, raising one critical eyebrow in his direction.

“Was it that hard for you to move?” he asked in the same tone, as if she were being unreasonable.

“Well, I—”

“Wait, don’t answer that,” he said, holding up one hand. “Didn’t know I’d be dealing with the princess of Coral Cove over here. But now that I know, I’ll steer clear of you.”

And with that, he turned and sauntered away.

And Tamra stood looking after him, bewildered. Where had this guy come from and what was his problem? And why did she actually feel a little like she was in the wrong here when she knew good and well that she was in the right?

No one had ever in her life accused her of acting like a princess. She just wasn’t that girl—not by a long shot. And she sure as hell didn’t like it. Who on earth did Mr. Scruffy Beard think he was, anyway?

Normally, she would turn around and go back to what she’d been doing. But she was so taken aback that she suffered the unusual urge to seek out some friendly faces rather than stand there alone stewing over some asshole she didn’t even know. Spotting Cami and Reece talking with Fletcher and Christy, she crossed the
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