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Tender Tide

 

He’s home from the war. She’s back in Willow Bay to care for ailing parents. Both transformed by time and trauma, can they reconcile their present with the love they left behind but never forgot? 

 

Jasmin Powter has put her ambitious life on hold to help her parents and their failing horse ranch. If she can’t find a way to safeguard their future, her family will lose everything. Luke Taylor, the man who left her all those years ago, has been helping her parents. Seeing him again opens old wounds—and old attractions.

 

Weighted by regrets, Luke only wants to escape the guilt that robs him of sleep and haunts his days. No penance is enough, and he can’t give Jasmin the love she deserves until he’s a whole person again.

 

Can the tender tide of a love remembered bring them peace and help them realize how much stronger they are together?
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Dedication

 

 

To my readers, who keep me going. I’ve found my happy place at the ocean. I hope each and every one of you has found a place you can go to regroup, renew, and energize yourself.


 

Chapter One

 

Gladys Hawthorne sat in her gray leather recliner staring through the open brocade drapes at the September sunshine, so rare on the coast this time of year. After last winter’s abundance of rain, no one in Willow Bay looked forward to winter. Summer had been a glorious respite from mud puddles and flooded roads. She, for one, did not look forward to traipsing around in the rain. Her old bones complained more these days than ever before and her bobbed white hair went frizzy at the first drop. Still, it was the only way to keep an eye on her town.

That’s how she thought of Willow Bay—as hers. She’d moved here after her husband’s death several years ago and had adopted the town. And the town had adopted her. Except its people had no idea who Gladys Hawthorne really was. To them, she was the local street person, always around, eyes wide open, always with an opinion on how the town should be run. She’d harangued Josh Morgan, Willow Bay’s Mayor, more times than she could count, yet he continued to treat her like a friend and always asked after her welfare. Did she have enough food? Did she want a place to sleep?

That wife of his, Dana, had helped him to relax. Gladys smiled, knowing she’d had a part in making that happen. Same with Bernie, the fiery redhead who owned Square Peg pizza parlor, and her husband, Paul. A few choice words in the right ears had gotten them together and now they were expecting a baby, just like Dana and Josh.

As for Dana’s friend Aimi and Willow Bay’s sheriff, that had been the dangerous one. A deluded stalker had come after Aimi and Jackson had been the only one who could keep her safe. And now they were planning their wedding. Gladys hadn’t been able to help much with that one, but she’d done what she could. Love, once again, had prevailed.

A deep sense of satisfaction filled Gladys as she sipped her morning tea from a dainty, floral cup. Mornings were her favorite time of the day. So much promise. New problems to solve, people to help past their stubborn nature. Speaking of which…

Noise, like a toolbox closing, sounded behind her. Lucas Taylor walked from the kitchen into her light and airy sitting room, carrying said box. Construction and handyman work had certainly done right by the ex-marine. The man’s tall frame had muscles in all the right places, honed for work, not for show. But show they did. She might be old, but she had eyes and could appreciate a handsome man. With that short, thick blond hair that stood on end more than lay flat and those startling blue eyes, Luke was the quintessential boy next door. Man, she corrected herself. No way anyone of any age could call him a boy.

Gladys tapped her lips with her forefinger as if shushing a child. Luke was also very much a loner, something Gladys had mused about for some time now. With all he did to help others, he should be surrounded by the love of a good partner. And she’d finally come up with a solution for that.

“Leak’s all fixed, Gladys.”

“Thank you. You’re a good man to come spur of the moment.” She stood up and patted his arm. “And for keeping my secret.”

“When are you going to let Willow Bay in on this whole ‘not really a street person’ thing?”

“When I’m good and ready, Luke Taylor. And not a moment before.”

He shook his head. “You are an enigma, Miss Gladys. Not sure I’ll ever understand you.”

“Just keep fixing what breaks around here and we’ll get along just fine.” She pulled some cash out of her housecoat pocket and handed it to him.

“I don’t like taking your money.”

“If you don’t start taking more of it, you’ll end up like my alter ego for real. You don’t charge enough for what you do.”

He shrugged, so Gladys dropped the subject and moved on to something much dearer to her heart. “So, how are your neighbors doing?”

“The Powters? As well as can be expected.”

“That stroke of Katherine’s was a close call, wasn’t it?”

“Too close. They almost didn’t get her to the hospital in time.” The frown on Luke’s face showed his concern. “And Ned’s health isn’t great, either, with that bad hip of his.”

“I heard that their daughter has moved back home to help out.”

Luke’s eyes brightened for a moment and Gladys worked hard to keep her glee under wraps.

“Yep,” he said.

“Jasmin was always such a lovely girl. I don’t understand why she moved all the way to New York City.” Gladys had lived there for years and it didn’t hold a candle to the quiet, small-town life of Willow Bay.

Luke shrugged, the scowl firmly back on his face. “Some people need change.”

“Yes, they do, don’t they? Sometimes, a change like that helps you figure out where home really is.”

Gladys met Luke’s sharp gaze with satisfaction. She’d planted the seed. Now all she could do was pray it would grow. Maybe give it the occasional nudge, but too much interference would send both these introverts in opposite directions.

That couldn’t happen. They were perfect for each other. So Gladys changed the subject to safer ground. “You going to the Cannery Park opening?”

“Yep. Want a ride?”

“Oh, no, dearie.” She put a hand on his arm again and walked him to the back door. “Wouldn’t do to have me seen on the arm of a hunk like you. Everybody would start thinking I’m off the market.”

Luke’s frown disappeared as he chuckled. “Like I said, you’re an enigma.” He reached down to kiss her cheek, then left with a wave, walking through her backyard at a casual pace. Because of her need for subterfuge, he would take the alley to the side street and walk around to his truck, which was parked several houses away.

“Such a good boy,” she said, closing the door and heading for her bedroom. It was time to get dressed and out and about to see what was happening in her town today.


Chapter Two

 

After finishing up some minor maintenance on Willow Bay’s blue and white striped lighthouse, Luke stood and looked out over the ocean. The waves were quiet today, as was the wind. There was no better view than this one right here, on the outer walkway of the lighthouse. Volunteering to maintain the building and its all-important light meant he could enjoy this view. He came here a lot, even when he wasn’t working. He could think here. Process. Corral his emotions into some semblance of normalcy.

Calm the chaos in his mind.

Drawing a deep breath of salty air, he closed his eyes, raising his head to the sun. Fall had just begun and this warmth was unusual at the ocean this time of year. A gift he treasured. He didn’t have much to do today now that he’d finished at Gladys’s. Maybe he’d get his fishing pole and hit the beach. Try to nab some ocean surf perch for dinner. Might as well take advantage of the nice weather.

Gladys. Luke shook his head, unable to figure the woman out. She acted like a street person, yet lived in one of the most expensive mansions in town, right next to the mayor. Right under the man’s nose and he didn’t know. While curious about why she lived a covert life, Luke would never ask. It wasn’t his place. The story behind this lady would come out in its own time. Until then, he’d keep her secret. Everyone had a right to their secrets, including him.

But she’d brought up something that had been on his mind a lot lately. Or someone. Jasmin Powter. They’d been raised as neighbors and he’d harbored a crush on the girl next door all through high school. She’d been all about leaving Willow Bay as soon as she could, which had intimidated the hell out of him. This was home and he didn’t want to be anywhere else. By the time he told her he liked her, graduation loomed. They’d been great together—really great. Luke hadn’t wanted it to end but her wanderlust came between them. She wasn’t going to fulfill her dreams here in Willow Bay and he didn’t want to live here without her, so he’d joined the Marines. He’d left first, just about the hardest thing he’d ever done. His departure gave her the opening she needed to stretch her wings and fly. He’d kept in touch as long as he could, but distance pulled them apart after she’d moved to New York City and their chats grew fewer and fewer until they disappeared altogether. Their paths hadn’t crossed since. He’d been home a couple years now, wiser about the world and way more cynical at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. And living in the house he’d been raised in, right next door to the Powter place.

Now Jasmin was home and he couldn’t stop thinking about the what-ifs. Luke shook his head, dispelling the thought. Too much had happened. He’d seen too much, done too much. Jasmin was an innocent compared to what he’d gone through. She didn’t deserve a guy with PTSD and a string of nightmares to prove it.

Heading back in, Luke descended the steep lighthouse stairs. Time to stop feeling sorry for himself and get back to this nice weather. Locking the entry door behind him, he’d just thrown his toolbox in the back of his truck when he heard the clip-clop of horses’ hooves. Before long, a train of eight horses and riders rounded the drive into the lighthouse, the lead horse being led by the subject of his thoughts.

Jasmin. He hadn’t seen her since she’d arrived home. Luke checked in on her elderly folks at regular intervals, but she’d always been at the beach with the horses, the only source of income her parents had. Neither of them could ride anymore, so the job fell to their daughter.

Her long hair, tamed by a ponytail that twitched back and forth as she swung her head, matched the scowl on her face. She marched toward him, her helmet unstrapped, holding on to the horse’s saddle as if to keep it in place. Those dark, stormy eyes looked like they’d cut him in half if he so much as moved an inch. But damned if she wasn’t the most beautiful thing he’d set eyes on in a long, long time. Old yearnings reared up in Luke. If they hadn’t gone their separate ways, he knew he’d have been a one-woman man.

Reminding himself that Willow Bay wasn’t her home, Luke pushed off from the side of the truck and met her in the middle of the parking lot, prepared for a less-than-warm greeting.

“No one dismounts,” she said, turning back to the group. “Feel free to walk your horses around the parking lot while I deal with my saddle.” She glanced at Luke. “Don’t walk on the grass. This is Luke Taylor, the lighthouse keeper. We don’t want to piss him off.” She turned a grim smile Luke’s way.

“Hey, Jazz. Long time.”

“Hi.” Her voice radiated frustration and anger.

“What’s going on?”

“Damn saddle strap broke and I’m not sure how I’m going to get these folks, and my horses, back to the trailer if I can’t ride.”

“Let me take a look.” He ran a hand along the neck of the sleek quarter horse. Lexie had been Jasmin’s horse since her sixteenth birthday and he’d fed her a lot of carrots since he’d been back.

“No sense. It’s shredded. I knew it wasn’t going to hold much longer but this is the last ride of the season and we can’t afford a new saddle. Well, anyhow, it looks like I’ll be the one hoofing it on the trip back to the trailers.”

“I’d be happy to drop your saddle off for you.”

“I can figure something out, thank you.”

“Stubborn as always, eh?” he said, hoping for a smile.

Instead, he got a scowl. Man, was she prickly.

“At least let me check it out.” He softened his voice, trying to soothe her into saying yes.

Jasmin looked away, then back at him. After a long moment, she muttered a “fine” and stepped back.

Lifting the flap, Luke fingered the leather. Jasmin was right, the strap was beyond repair, worn to threads right in the middle. He checked out both ends of the strap and thought he might be able to jury-rig something to at least get her back to the trailer.

Without saying a word, he walked to his truck and grabbed the tools he’d need. The other horses dutifully walked the edges of the parking lot like it was an arena, making him smile. Even strangers and horses followed Jasmin’s orders.

Back beside the horse, Luke poked a hole in the top of the strap with an awl.

“Hey!” Jasmin said. “Don’t destroy my saddle.” She stepped closer and covered the strap with her hand.

“This strap is toast. I can’t make it any worse, can I?” She only came up to his chin. He’d forgotten that. God, how could her hair smell so good? A flash, his fingers twining through her long strands, pulling her closer…

“Well, no, probably not, but— ”

Luke shook his head to clear images he had no right to call to mind, even if he wanted to. Too often. “I think I have a fix that will get you back to the trailer.” He settled an arm along the saddle.

“Well, all right. I’m hoping to get this fixed over the winter, though, so be gentle.”

“Gentle is my middle name,” he said, right back in those images of the two of them after high school.

When Jasmin blushed, Luke ducked his head to hide his smile. He widened the hole he’d started then reached down to unbuckle his belt. Jasmin’s eyes widened.

“What are you doing?”

“Using my belt to get you home.”

“Umm, okay. But it might not survive the trip.”

He smiled. “That’s okay. I have other belts.”

After fixing the belt in place, Luke tugged on the strap. “Good as new. Well, almost. I wouldn’t stand up in the saddle if I were you. And I’d mount carefully.”

She raised her foot, but Luke stopped her. “The less stress, the better.” He formed a cup by interlocking his fingers and leaned in to give Jasmin a leg up. When she didn’t immediately move to mount, Luke glanced up to see her scowling. Again. He didn’t know why she was so surly, but he waited and she finally moved toward him.

Jasmin smelled like her name, all exotic and spicy. He could get lost in that smell. Hell, he wanted to get lost, just like he had that summer. He wanted to do it all over again.

After she settled her boot in his hand, he lifted her into the saddle. Unable to resist, he ran a hand down Jasmin’s calf and helped seat her foot to stirrup. He would have kept his hand there, propriety be damned, but Jasmin reined her horse and shifted away. Still, he’d noticed the intense flare in her eyes. Maybe she wasn’t as unaffected by him as she tried to pretend.

Luke’s smile widened as he brushed sand and dirt off his hands. And Jasmin’s scowl deepened.

“All right, everyone,” Jasmin said as her group gathered. “Time to get you all back to your four-wheeled rides. Kirsten?”

The youngest rider, probably about ten years old with a bright pink baseball jacket and blond braids peeking out beneath her helmet, came forward. “Yes?”

“Do you remember the way back to the trailer?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jasmin squinted, probably at the word ma’am. “Then lead us out of here.”

The girl’s face lit up. “Come on, everyone. This way.”

Everyone smiled as they followed Kirsten out of the parking area around the lighthouse.

Just before Jasmin followed, she turned back to Luke. “Thank you for the fix.”

And for the minor feel? A smart man who tried to think before he spoke, Luke just nodded. “Anytime.”

Jasmin stared at him for a moment longer, then trailed after her charges, back to the beach.

After they were out of sight, Luke got in his truck, mulling over what had just happened. Jasmin had not been happy to see him. While he didn’t understand why, he couldn’t quite keep the smile off his face as he drove to the beach, grabbed his fishing gear from the back of the truck, and headed for the water.

~~~

Jasmin loaded the last horse into the trailer, then undid the temporary hitching posts, hefting them into the bed of the old Chevy truck with an extra burst of energy. She sure could use that shiny black truck Luke drove. Jasmin hit the side of the ’87 her parents had bought new. Of all the people to rescue her, it had to be Luke Taylor? The high school shy boy who’d leaped out of his self-imposed shell at graduation, almost too late. They’d had two amazing weeks together. Because of him, she’d almost scrapped a future that had nothing to do with Willow Bay. Then, with fourth of July fireworks going off all around them, he’d told her he was leaving the next day for the Marines. He’d never given a thought to her plans, her goals. She’d wanted Luke to come with her to New York. After he’d left, she had even less of a reason to stay in Willow Bay, so she’d lit out within a month, fulfilling her dream to move to New York City.

Turning the key in the ignition, Jasmin prayed the usual grinding sounds hadn’t gotten worse.

In a wide, careful arc, she made her way off the hard-packed sand, easing onto the beach road as the truck groaned under the weight it pulled. Eight horses, tack, and various items loaded in a trailer way past its prime, same as the truck. How had her parents let things get so bad in just a few short years? Nary a word to worry her each time she called them. If they’d told her things were so dire, she could have helped, sent them money. Though not much, because she’d barely managed to make ends meet living in an apartment with six other people. New York was an expensive place to live.

Her parents were proud people who didn’t want help from anyone, even their daughter apparently, until things were almost too far gone. This realization couldn’t have come at a worse time. Working for Altair Clothing, an online clothing sales outlet, she’d talked her boss into letting her redesign their website. She’d spent four months creating the perfect online storefront for the business. She’d been offered a promotion, one that meant she could maybe move to a new place and only have a couple of roommates. Then her mother had a devastating stroke and Jasmin hadn’t thought twice. She’d quit her job, packed up everything, and come home, worry for her mother at war with her resentment over having to move back to Willow Bay. Family trumped everything else. Jasmin knew that and believed it in her soul, but she’d loved her New York life. Leaving it behind was a hard pill to swallow. Even worse, her resentment had grown every day since.

Pulling into the Powter property now, Jasmin saw it for what it was. Borderline dump. Everything her parents earned went toward keeping the horses fed and housed. The house needed a new roof and windows, the weathered boards needed painting. The outbuildings and equipment weren’t much better. Now that fall had arrived and she didn’t have to be at the beach every day offering rides to tourists, she could dredge up some of her carpenter skills from high school summer work and fix this place up a bit.

Not that she was looking forward to it. Jasmin parked by the corral attached to the barn, walked to the back of the trailer and opened the gate. After the horses backed into the corral, she unloaded all the tack and equipment. She’d have to go over everything, oil the saddles to keep the leather supple through the winter months. And get that damn saddle fixed. She dumped it on the tack room floor. Tomorrow was soon enough for that. She was bone tired.

One by one, she led the horses into their stalls and fed them, finishing up with Lexie.

“Come on, girl. You get to rest now. Not me. No sir.” She glanced at the house. “No rest for the weary.”

Lexie nudged her shoulder as if she understood. With a smile, Jasmin quickly brushed her down, fed her, swept sand out of the trailer, then parked the truck and headed to the porch. She sank into one of the old wicker chairs. Ned Powter, her father, sat in the other one, his dark hair so much grayer these days. His weathered face and tired eyes watched Jasmin as she pulled off her boots and sank back into the cushions.

“How was today?” he asked.

“Slow, but I got three good runs in. Saddle broke while we were out on the last one.”

“How’d you get back?”

“Luke Taylor fixed it.”

Her father’s bushy eyebrows shot up.

“How’s Mom?” Jasmin said, not wanting to give her father any time to think on the subject of Luke Taylor. Her parents had worried, that summer, about her instant devotion to Luke. Little had they known she’d crushed on him for a long time before graduation. Or that he was the one person who might have kept her in Willow Bay.

Eyeing his daughter, Ned paused to take a draw off his pipe before speaking. “Your mother still doesn’t want to get out of bed.”

“Did you make her?”

“How?”

“Damn it, Dad. We talked about this.” Jasmin shoved her boots next to the chair and stood. “She’s never going to improve if she doesn’t get up. I can’t be in two places at once. You have to get her to do her exercises.”

Yanking open the screen door, Jasmin glanced at her father, a man once larger than life who now had shrunk into a tiny shell of himself. She let the screen door slam shut and knelt in front of him, tears filling her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Dad. I know you’re doing your best.”

He tugged a strand of hair dislodged from her ponytail. “We’re all doing the best we can. And you are working harder than any of us when you don’t even want to be here. I’m sorry, bug.”

Jasmin smiled at the nickname she used to hate. “I’m where I need to be. We’ll get through this.” With a deep breath, she hugged her father and went inside. The kitchen walls were a dingy yellow that needed updating, as did the eyelet curtains that used to be white. Late afternoon autumn sunshine did little to cheer the room up, but Jasmin barely noticed as she turned into the dark master bedroom off the kitchen, which used to be her room. How many times had her mother opened this very door to wake Jasmin up, her face
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