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Prologue
J
EREMY
S
HERIDAN
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 crapâ€”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 warâ€”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 feetâ€”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 overâ€”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 manyâ€”he didn't have a lot of ties outside Destiny. But on the other, there were millionsâ€”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
“P
ACK UP
your stuff, go home, and get dressedâ€”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 eveningâ€”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, tooâ€”except for her.

And she wasn't opposed to datingâ€”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 wordâ€”
fun
. But fun, Tamra thought, were the lives Christy and their friend, Cami,
were already living. They were both in relationships with greatâ€”not to mention
hot
â€”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 itâ€”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 hereâ€”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.”

J
EREMY
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 planâ€”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 hadâ€”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, manâ€”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 wayâ€”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 saviorâ€”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 thereâ€”a catamaran and a sleek white sloopâ€”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 commentsâ€”they were talking about sex now, about what one of them wanted to do to a particular girlâ€”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 eitherâ€”more of a dog manâ€”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 oceanâ€”water, water, everywhere, but not a drop to drink. The lanky catâ€”too skinny for his sizeâ€”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 Coveâ€”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 headâ€”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 biteâ€”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 bodiesâ€”soldiers, friends. He never made the conscious decision to actâ€”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 himâ€”it was only action now.

And he never said a wordâ€”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.”

T
HEY
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 â€˜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 fiancÃ©, 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.”
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