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      For my family, always, who make every day precious.
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      “This is ridiculous,” Greta Jeffers said aloud, pulling the leash attached to a Tennessee fainting goat.

      “Nice, docile breed. Make good pets, and their meat is great,” Tom Crocker said when he dropped the kid off. “Haven’t named her yet. Thought you’d like to do the honors, Ms. Jeffers. Wouldn’t recommend a name if you’re considering the meat route.”

      Local farmer Tom Crocker was the parent of one of her students. Billy Crocker had had a difficult sophomore year and had spent a great deal of time in Greta’s office. A social worker at Cove High School, Greta had received a number of end-of-the-year gifts from appreciative parents, but a goat? Really?

      As her gift dug in her heels, Greta became more and more exasperated. Tom Crocker had just driven away, and she was attempting to lead the recalcitrant creature to her fenced-in backyard. Greta lived on the ocean in a small cottage left to her by her parents, both of whom had died in the past year. To say it had been a tough year was an understatement.

      Lost in thought, she relaxed her grip on the leash for an instant, and that was all it took. The black-and-white creature reared back, pulled out of the leash and was off at a run, headed down the Coast Road. “Dammit!” Greta cried, realizing she’d never be able to catch the thing. Even with short stubby legs, it can move!

      She ran into the house, grabbed her keys and raced to her truck. The dark green Tacoma had been her dad’s, and she said a silent prayer of thanks that she’d kept it and traded in her Honda. The goat was out of sight by the time she backed out into the road. There was a long track of open land in this section of the Coast Road, property of Cady Enterprises, owners of a very successful music venue, Sandy’s, a mile south of Greta’s home.

      By the time she pulled up beside the goat, they were a quarter mile from Sandy’s. “The little bugger,” she muttered, driving past and parking in the club’s large lot. She planned to head her off at the pass, so she jumped from the truck and hid at the corner of the sprawling complex. As the goat ran by, she leapt. “Gotcha!” she cried as the goat slipped from her grasp again and rounded the building.

      “Whoa, little fella,” a voice called.

      Greta ran around the side of the club, coming face-to-face with Murph O’Neill, Sandy’s manager. He had stepped on the leash and was bending to grab hold of it as she approached.

      “Thank goodness!” Greta said as she reached them.

      Murph smiled. “Yours?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

      “Didn’t figure you for a goat person.”

      “I’m not. She’s a present from an appreciative parent.” Greta knew Murph from town, but she’d had a memorable dinner with him when her friend and colleague Pam Morgan had been dating Murph’s boss, Sandy Rodriguez, founder and former owner of the club. There had been an attraction there, but Murph had been dating Sadie Riley, a local yoga instructor. Horseshoe Crab Cove was a very small town,, so the attraction had gone no further. Too bad he’s as gorgeous as ever, she mused.

      The tall redhead was built like a brick shithouse. His brown eyes sparkled with mischief as he proffered the leash to her. “Sure you can handle her?”

      “No, decidedly not. Don’t suppose you’d like to help me get her into my truck?”

      “Happy to,” he said, leaning down and scooping up the tiny creature. “She’s a cute little thing, isn’t she?”

      “Hmm, cute and naughty.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Doesn’t have one yet. I was advised not to name her if I eventually want to eat her.”

      He shot her a look. “What? You wouldn’t!”

      “No, I wouldn’t. I’m not even sure I can keep her. What do I know about goats?”

      Murph hoisted the animal into the back of her truck and looped the leash through a side bar to secure her. “How far do you have to go?”

      “Just a mile or so.” She pointed northward. “I live up the coast a bit.”

      “Lucky you. Listen, hang on. I’ll follow you and help you get her wherever she’s going. Whaddya say?”

      He has the most beautiful caramel flecks in his eyes, she thought. Thirty seconds later, she realized she’d been staring and quickly found her voice. “I say yes, sure, that’d be great.”
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      Murph jumped into his jeep and swung out of the lot onto the Coast Road. Greta had already pulled out and was waiting for him. He remembered Pam Morgan Rodriguez’s friend and was surprised he hadn’t seen her around the village lately. Man, is she ever pretty! Short and slender, she had a sharp, delicate beauty, with an oval face framing lovely blue-violet eyes and stylish short brown hair.

      They pulled into her driveway side by side, and Murph hopped out, untying the goat and picking her up. “Nice place,” he said, turning to admire the cottage and surrounding property. The tiny, shingled cottage, a barn/garage beside it, sat fifty yards from the cliffs overlooking the ocean beyond. Behind the house was a large fenced-in yard with verdant green grass, a garden shed, and beautiful gardens. Someone had taken loving care of this property. Murph wondered how the gardens would fare with a goat running free.

      “It was my parents’ home.”

      “What, did they move to Florida?”

      “No, they both passed away this year.”

      “Gee, I’m sorry. Double whammy. That’s gotta be rough.”

      “It was.”

      He glimpsed sadness reflected in her beautiful eyes and had the urge to set the goat down and hug her. Poor kid. “Where do you want this beast?”

      “Backyard.”

      The four-foot split-rail fence was lined with almost invisible mesh wire. He wondered how big the kid would grow and whether an extension would need to be added to the top of the fence.

      Greta closed the gate behind them and he set the goat free. It scampered around exploring, digging with her little hooves, sniffing flowers and eating the new buds and grass. “Oh, boy, so much for Mom’s flower beds,” she said, shaking her head.

      “There might be something you can spray on them to discourage her.”

      “We’ll see. Would you like something to drink?”

      “I was going to ask if you’d had lunch,” he said. “Figured you deserved a break after this ordeal.”

      Greta laughed, a throaty, genuine laugh. “Love to, but I probably shouldn’t leave little Daisy Belle on her own till I figure out what I’m going to do with her.”

      “Probably smart,” he said, figuring this was his exit cue.

      As he turned, she said, “But I’d be happy to have you join me for lunch. We can eat out here on the terrace. On a whim, I cooked up a bunch of bacon this morning. I could make BLTs?”

      He grinned. “Be my pleasure. Can I help?”

      “What would be most helpful would be for you to stay out here and keep an eye on you-know-who.”

      “No problem.”

      “Iced tea or water?”

      “Love the tea,” he said, walking beside her to the terrace, where he sat on one of wrought iron chairs topped with comfortable canvas cushions.

      Greta smiled. “Be right back. Don’t let her eat every flower before I return.”
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      Oh boy, Greta thought as she carried the tray with sandwiches, iced teas, and a bowl of handmade potato chips from the local bakery. He’s as cute as ever. Too bad he’s got a girlfriend. She’d been alone too long. Her last boyfriend, Hugh Koffman, a colleague at the high school, had flown the coop a year ago around the time of her mom’s death. Then all hell had broken loose with her dad’s illness, and thoughts of dating flew away along with Hugh. What a jerk!

      “Here we go!” she said, setting down the tray. Murph was at the back of the yard trying to lure the kid away from the gardens with fistfuls of grass. “It’s okay. Let her do what she wants while we eat. This afternoon, I’ll google goat repellants or goat rescue.”

      He joined her at the table. “Thanks for this. It looks great and sure beats what’s in Sandy’s fridge until our cook gets in.”

      “The least I can do after all your help,” Greta said, thinking what a wonderful smile he had. Remember, he has a girlfriend!

      “You know, she might be okay and leave the plantings alone once she gets her own food. So are you gonna call her Daisy Belle?”

      “Maybe just Daisy. Temporarily, till I figure out where she’s going.”

      “You could check around. Maybe they’d take her to Land’s End or Morgan’s Fire,” he said, referring to two local farms.

      “I’ll ask Pam if she thinks they’d want her. Weezie Morgan runs pony camps, and I heard she was thinking about starting some 4-H programs.”

      Murph chuckled. “Goats and bunnies. I loved 4-H.”

      “I’m afraid I never did 4-H or any other animal husbandry training.”

      “You’ll be fine. Where’re you gonna keep her at night? Temporarily, I mean, until you find a home.”

      “Oh, gee, I hadn’t thought. I guess it’ll have to be the shed. I’ll clean things out this afternoon.”

      They enjoyed their sandwiches, chatting about her work and the club and who was performing that night.

      “Oh, I love them,” she said when he mentioned that the Mitch Corcoran group was playing. “We saw them in Newport last year.”

      “Yup, they draw a huge crowd. You should come, if you can leave little Daisy. I’ll tell them to comp you at the door.”

      “Thanks, but I’m not much for going to clubs alone. If I can wrangle someone into coming, I’ll see.”

      “Hope you do,” he said, taking the last bite of his sandwich. “That was the best BLT I’ve ever had.”

      “Thanks. So how is it working at Sandy’s without Sandy? Do you miss him?”

      “Yup, but this is probably temporary, working for Cady. Elizabeth, the owner, is supposed to be headhunting for my replacement. She offered me the job and a ridiculous salary to go with it, but it’s not the same without the boss. A couple of us feel that way, and when the restaurant is ready to open, we all have jobs.” He referred to his former boss’s newest venture, a farm-to-table called Field and Fire, located near the Morgan’s Fire winery on the vast property owned by Richard Morgan.

      They sat sipping their teas, watching Daisy roam the yard. “She is pretty cute, isn’t she?” Greta said.

      Murph laughed. “Sure is. So you’re looking at free labor? That shed’s not gonna clear itself out.”

      Surprised, she gazed over at him. “Didn’t you have anything to do today?”

      He grinned. “Can’t turn my back on a damsel in distress. Two damsels in distress.” He pointed to Daisy.

      “Well, okay, then. It’s kind of a disaster in there. Let’s me put the lunch stuff in the kitchen and grab a broom and some trash bags.”

      He grinned. “Daisy and I’ll be waiting.”
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      Greta and Murph worked steadily on the shed for several hours, Daisy occasionally peeking in. Most of the equipment housed in the shed was moved to the second bay of the barn that served as a garage. They hung some of the garden tools on hooks out of Daisy’s reach.

      Once the shed floor was swept, they stood back to admire their work. “You’re gonna need some food and bedding,” he said. “I’ll drive in to Cove Feed and Grain. They’ll have hay and also pine shavings for her bedding.”

      Greta was about to protest that he’d done enough, then decided she shouldn’t leave Daisy to her own devices yet. “Are you sure you have time?”

      “Yup.”

      “Have Mike bill me. I have a charge account there left over from my parents.”

      “Will do. In the meantime, you might want to google what plants are poisonous for goats and look around the yard. You’ve got a lot of ornamental bushes.”

      This is absurd, she thought as Murph drove off. I don’t have time to take care of a goat!

      Nevertheless, she hurried inside to grab her laptop and searched for harmful plants and food, then took an inventory of the yard. Thankfully, the holly trees and honeysuckle were outside the fence down in her parents’ small orchard, and the azaleas were in the front facing the ocean.

      When Murph returned, he quickly unloaded the bales of hay and shavings, as well as a twenty-five pound bag of grain. “Sorry, I gotta run and get set up for tonight,” he said after depositing the last load in the barn. “You gonna be okay getting these out to the shed?”

      “Absolutely. I can’t thank you enough for giving up your day to help with my crazy, unexpected house guest.”

      He grinned. “My pleasure. It was fun. I grew up around lots of animals, and I miss it. Stop by tonight if you want.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll make some phone calls and get Daisy settled in.”

      “Here’s the slip from the supplies.” Their hands brushed against each other as he handed her the receipt, and Greta was surprised at the electric feeling that coursed through her.

      He met her gaze, a warm smile playing around his eyes. “Hey, we should grab dinner sometime.”

      “I’d like that,” she heard herself say, even as warning bells sounded.

      Murph hopped into his jeep, cranking down the window. “See you around, then. Good luck with Daisy. Goats are pretty easy, though they’re jumpers, so watch that she doesn’t jump the fence. They like companionship too, so you may want to think about getting her a buddy.”

      “I’m not listening,” she said, as she waved goodbye.
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      After waving to Murph, Greta circled the house to the backyard, where she found Daisy asleep in the shade at the edge of the back flower beds. Her tiny head rested between her hooves. Adorable. Four wheelbarrow loads later, she had hay and pine bedding spread in the shed. As she worked, Daisy woke and followed her, peering with curiosity into the shed, finally venturing in to nibble hay. Greta filled the water trough Murph had bought and set it just inside the shed door. She then sat on the floor and watched Daisy eat and drink, wondering how the baby goat would do all alone all night.

      Finally, she headed inside to call Tom Crocker. His wife, Stephanie, answered. “Hey, Ms. Jeffers, how’s the baby doing?”

      “I was hoping to ask you about nighttime and what I can expect. I’ve cleaned out my shed and she has plenty of food and water, but I guess I’m wondering if she’ll be lonely out there.”

      “Might be, but she’ll get used to it. You might hear a bit of bleating tonight. First time she’s been away from her tribe. She’ll miss her mom and her brothers and sisters. Goats are social animals.”

      “I was afraid of that.”

      “Did Tom tell you she’s house trained?”

      “Really?”

      “She was supposed to be for my youngest as a 4-H goat, so we let Ruby keep her in the house, but then Ruby took a shine to her kid brother, and Tom thought you might like our precious baby.”

      “Is she used to sleeping in the house, then?”

      Stephanie chuckled. “On and off. One night she’d be in Ruby’s bedroom, the next out in the barn with the other goats.”

      “Well, thanks, Mrs. Crocker.”

      “Stephanie, please. We’re so grateful to you for all you did for Billy. We thought you’d get a kick out of our sweet baby. Oh, I hope Tom told you not to be alarmed if she faints. It’s the breed. They sometimes stiffen up when they get excited. It’s a genetic condition called myotonia congenita. They might freeze or topple over, but it only lasts twenty or thirty seconds. Doesn’t hurt ’em, just looks scary.”

      “Thanks for telling me. Honestly, I’m not sure I can keep her, but I’ll give it a try.”

      “That’s the spirit. You take care, Ms. Jeffers.”

      Greta rung off and shook her head, strolling to the kitchen window to check on Daisy. When she couldn’t see her, she headed for the back door, only to find the little goat waiting on the doorstep.

      “Okay, you little devil,” she said, opening the door. Daisy pranced in on hooves clicking on the tile floor.

      I must be insane, Greta thought, grabbing her phone and calling her friend, Pam Morgan Rodriguez. After she related the goat story and her afternoon with Murph, the friends decided to meet for dinner at Bluewater Seafood, a popular restaurant down the coast south of their village of Horseshoe Crab Cove.
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      “This has been the most incredible day,” Greta said as the friends met and were ushered to a table at Bluewater Seafood. “Wow, how’d we get this table?”

      Pam smiled, nodding to the waiter. “You forget who I’m married to.” Her husband knew every restaurant owner within fifty miles.

      Katie, the waitress, appeared with menus and took their drink orders. “Two chardonnays and waters, gotcha.”

      Pam leaned forward, grinning. “Of course, I want to hear about your new pet, but first tell me about cute Murphy O’Neill. Sounds like you had a fun day.”

      “Cute doesn’t begin to describe the man. He’s gorgeous, and what a nice guy. I mean, he spent the whole day helping me catch Daisy, clean out the shed, and get her settled. He even went to town to pick up a load from Cove Feed and Grain. I mean, who does that for someone he barely knows?”

      “Obviously someone who wants to know you better.”

      “Have you forgotten his girlfriend?”

      “You mean Sadie?”

      Greta nodded. “Yes, lithe, lovely Sadie.”

      “Who he broke up with six months ago?”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Here you go, ladies,” Katie said as she returned and set down their drinks. “Can I tell you the specials?”

      “Please,” Pam said, gazing up at her. Her friend possessed an ethereal beauty that, at the same time, came across as wholesome and down-to-earth. Her strawberry-blonde hair fell to her shoulders, and her lovely face was splayed with freckles.

      They both ordered specials, Greta the halibut, Pam the bluefish. When Katie disappeared, Greta leaned forward. “So he’s not with Sadie anymore?”

      Pam smiled. “Nope.”

      “What about someone else?”

      “Nope, or not that he’s told his best friend, and they’ve been together a lot lately planning Field and Fire.”

      “So, if a girl were interested…?”

      “You never know.”

      “Well, actually, he invited me to go to Sandy’s tonight. Wanna come? I’m sure not walking in there alone.”

      “Sure. Let’s do it. Maybe I can get Sandy to join us, although he pretty much steers clear of the place.”

      “Where is he tonight?”

      “With Maisie,” Pam said, referring to her husband’s daughter from his first marriage to Lolly Rogers. “But her mom wants her back after supper.”

      “I dunno. There’s also Daisy to contend with. No telling what’s she’s gotten into while I’m away.”

      “Where did you leave her?”

      “In the shed. I felt so guilty. We’ll only stay at Sandy’s a short time.”

      Over dinner, they chatted about life and work. When Pam first moved down from Maine, she had worked with Greta at the high school, so her friend caught her up on all the gossip there. They also chatted about Sandy’s plans for Field and Fire. After Katie cleared their dinner dishes, they declined dessert or coffee and headed out. They had come in two cars, so Pam followed Greta to the club, which was hopping, not an empty space in the lot. They parked a quarter mile up the Coast Road and walked down. As they neared the club, a familiar truck came up alongside them. Pam’s handsome husband called, “Want a lift?”

      They waved him off. “Watch this,” Pam said as he backed up and parked behind Murph’s truck. “Why didn’t we think of that?”

      “’Cause we’re not Sandy,” Greta said, laughing as they climbed the front steps, music deafening now, Mitch Corcoran’s deep throaty voice belting out a song.

      “If you got anything to say to me, better do it now,” Pam cried. “’Cause I won’t hear a thing in there.”

      Greta told the guy at the door that Murph had comped them, and he stood aside. “Come on in, ladies. You’re always free anyway, Ms. Rodriguez,” he added, nodding to Pam.

      “Let’s wait for Sandy over here,” Pam shouted, and they made their way along the south wall that held rows of hooks for coats and jackets.

      Suddenly Greta felt a warm hand on her shoulder. “Hey, you made it.”

      She smiled. His touch was electric. “Hi.”

      He turned his hundred-watt smile from her to her companion. “Hey, Pam, is Sandy coming?”

      “Right behind you, buddy,” a voice said as Pam’s dark-haired husband appeared at her side. “And my truck’s behind yours out back.” He leaned over to kiss his wife’s cheek. “Hey, babe.”

      Sandy’s coal-black eyes danced with light. He had a body to die for and gave off the kind of smoldering heat that made women swoon. From the moment she’d met him years earlier, Greta had always thought of Sandy Rodriguez as the most gorgeous man in town. Tonight, his former club manager was right up there. She already liked to think of him as my Murph.

      “Where do you feel like sitting?” Murph asked. “Just tell me, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “Ladies?” Sandy said.

      “The deck,” they said in unison.

      “Deck it is. What can I get you to drink?”

      Both women asked for seltzer, and the two men headed for the bar with promises to meet them on the deck. Greta and Pam fought their way across the dance floor to the double doors open to the ocean breezes. Miraculously, they found an empty table and grabbed it.

      “Here you go,” Murph said, handing them both their drinks. “Your hubby got waylaid,” he said to Pam. “He’ll be right out.”

      “Busy night,” Pam said, smiling up at him.

      “Yup, ’fraid I’ve gotta get back in, but if I get free, maybe we can grab one dance?” he said, looking at Greta.

      She blushed. “Sure, of course.”

      “Okay, then.”

      As he disappeared, Pam gave her a look. “Now that’s a man who knows what he wants, and he wants you!”

      “Ha-ha. He is pretty cute, though, and it’s certainly been a while since I’ve had someone in my life, especially a nice guy like Murph. I don’t count lecherous, narcissistic Hugh Cochran.”

      “He was kind of a loser. I’m surprised the chemistry department and the administration tolerates his behavior toward women students. In the short time I was there, I fielded several complaints from both sexes.”

      Greta sipped her drink, nodding at her friend. “I know. Unfortunately he’s hard to get rid of. He’s one of the high school’s four PhDs, he’s respected in his field, and there’s a huge shortage of science teachers.”

      “What about encouraging women scientists? I would think he’s scared away a number of them?”

      “Let’s not talk about that lecher. I’m afraid your husband has been swallowed up by his many fans,” Greta said.

      “Always happens, which is why he steers clear of this place most of the time. Customers run up and complain about Cady’s changes, and his former employees all want to grumble too.”

      “Well, here he comes, looking like a gorgeous swashbuckler, and with his first mate too,” Greta said as Sandy and Murph stepped onto the deck.

      “Sweetheart, they’re playing our song,” Sandy said, gazing down at Pam.

      Murph came around to stand beside Greta. “How ’bout it?” he asked, smiling as he extended his hand to her.

      “Love to,” she said, taking his hand and standing on wobbly legs. Just his touch was enough to make her go weak in the knees.

      They walked hand in hand to the dance floor as strains of Dolly Parton’s “I Will Always Love You” began. “Oh, I love this song,” Greta said as he pulled her into his arms.

      “Me too,” he said, his breath warm and sexy, lips brushing against her ear as he pulled her closer.

      Greta stiffened in surprise.

      “Too much?” he asked, gazing down at her.

      She smiled. “It’s been a while, but no. Just right,” she said, resting her head on his wide, strong chest, relaxing against him.

      “Good,” he whispered.
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