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Visionary gardener Tammy Hollins is making a new life for herself and her children after a tragic marriage. Plants she understands, but men…well, they’re of the weed variety. She’s started her own landscaping business, catering to her country music rock star brother’s friends. Her first client is sexy, soulful, Alpha hero material, and the one man who tantalizes her and scares her to death.

 

John Parker McGuiness is a man of many talents, working as a songwriter and lawyer for country music’s biggest stars. He’s drawn to Tammy like no other and hires her as his landscaper, wanting to show her they’re made for each other. When Tammy learns he’s a professed chocoholic, she fashions a magical garden for him—a chocolate garden.

 

As the garden comes to life, their love for each other grows. When tragedy strikes Tammy’s home, John Parker is willing to move mountains to protect her and her children. Tammy struggles to guard her newfound independence as they use the magic of the chocolate garden to help her children feel safe again. But when secrets from Tammy’s past resurface, can their love and passion survive the memories haunting her?

 

 

 

 

To my beloved friend, Joey, one of the first people who believed in my dream to become an author, and who shares her passionate love of gardening with me, giving me babies from her own garden, and for joyfully helping me find chocolate plants to feature in this novel. You are so like those magical plants, and I am blessed to have you in my life.

 

And to my divine entourage, who continues to show me that the magic and mystery of love is all around us, helping me scale to new heights.
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Chapter 1

 

 

Since she was a woman who’d flushed her wedding ring down the toilet in a fit of rage after her divorce, Tammy Hollins understandably had mixed feelings about weddings. Yet the sight of the beautiful gardens she’d created at the estate of her brother, country music star Rye Crenshaw, made her heart sing, as did the flowers she’d arranged for his wedding reception. Rye and Tory had insisted on getting married at the home she and her two children, Rory and Annabelle, shared with them, saying no other place could compete for their affection.

The reception was now well underway, and Tammy headed into the open white tent to check on the flower arrangements near the wedding cake, something she couldn’t seem to stop fussing over.

“They say Rye paid a million dollars to secure his sister’s divorce,” a woman in a yellow chiffon dress declared to another woman in eye-popping pink as they examined the seven-tiered white wedding cake closely, as if searching for flaws. “It was all over the papers last summer.”

Having people talk behind her back wasn’t a new circumstance, but it stopped Tammy dead in her tracks. They were surely not friends of Rye or Tory, but Rye had been forced to invite a slew of half-strangers for reasons he’d wearily explained away as “business.”

“Scandalous,” Ms. Sunshine herself murmured.

“
Bless her heart
,” Ms. Pinky said with a tsk.

Usually the last phrase was sweet as honeysuckle in the South, but when vipers like this woman used it, it made Tammy want to grind her teeth.

“I’ve heard Rye’s tried everything to find the person who spilled the beans about the money to the press, but without any success,
bless his heart,”
Ms. Pinky continued. “Even his lawyer has been stumped, and John Parker McGuiness is so charming he could coax a snake out of a woodpile. Tammy must be as mortified as Reverend Witherspoon when he was caught with Alice Higgins in the choir loft last fall.”

“Imagine your own husband demanding that amount of money to get rid of you and the children, even if they are cute as a button,” Ms. Sunshine declared. “What kind of wife must she have been?”

The buzzing in Tammy’s ears grew louder than the lovely band music. Why couldn’t the talk die down? She would rather be strung up than have people know her intimate business, but as Rye’s friend, Rhett Butler Blaylock, was fond of saying, that horse had left the barn.

“And I’ll tell you something else,” Ms. Sunshine continued. “I have family in Likopee, Mississippi, a few towns over from where Rye’s family lives in Meade. My cousin said Tammy’s husband was a huge womanizer.
Bless her heart.”

Heat flushed across Tammy’s cheeks, competing with the warm, muggy May day.

Ms. Pinky gave a clucking noise, and Tammy found herself thinking the silky fabric of the woman’s tight dress made it look like there were hot dog buns tucked beneath her bosom. “She’s attractive, I suppose, in a cool-as-a-cucumber way. Makes you wonder if that was the reason he strayed.”

She might wonder about Sterling’s reasons for cheating, but no one had the right to say such a thing.

“Of course you could have blown me over with a feather when Rye took her in,” Ms. Sunshine said. “Who would have thought he was from Southern aristocracy? My husband might do business with him, but I’ve always considered him nothing but a bad-boy country singer. Now, I’ve had to reexamine my entire position. He’s not much on appearances, is he?”

“No, he’s not.” Ms. Pinky stuffed a crab cake into her mouth before continuing, not realizing Tammy herself was standing right behind them. “Rye getting married today to that Yankee cook of his is somewhat scandalous. I mean they shared his tour bus for the whole summer, and
you know what that means.
”

Ms. Sunshine pressed her hand to her mouth as if scandalized. “And she chose red as her bridal color. It’s like she doesn’t have a lick of sense.”

“They’ve got issues, no doubt. I hope his sister is grateful to him for all his charity. Of course, she’ll have to find someone else to give her a home now that he’s married.”

“Tammy!” her Aunt Henrietta declared. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

Pink and yellow skirts swished as Ms. Pinky and Ms. Sunshine swung around in tandem, mouths gaping like catfish.

Tammy pasted on a fake smile like a pro. First rule of Mrs. Augusta Keller’s Comportment School for Girls:
Never let them know they’ve gotten to you.

“How are y’all enjoying the wedding?” she asked as coolly as the cucumber they’d called her.

“It’s wonderful,” Ms. Pinky responded tightly. “You?”

“It’s the loveliest thing,” Tammy drawled in a voice that could have spun the sugar blossoms for the wedding cake. “Thank you so much for coming. I’m sure Rye feels blessed to have such sweet friends as y’all.”

They flounced off, whispering furiously now. Why couldn’t only nice people be invited to weddings?

“Were those women talking poorly about you?” Aunt Henrietta asked.

Tammy linked her arm through the elegant older lady’s, and the two of them walked back to the main reception area. Since any answer would only generate more talk, she didn’t make one. Another rule from Mrs. Augusta:
Only talk about what you want to talk about.

“What do you think of the wedding?” she asked.

Her daddy’s sister gestured to the open reception tent. “The flowers you arranged, goodness me, I’ve never seen more beautiful orchids in all my life, and they pair perfectly with the calla lilies, peonies, and roses.”

When Rye and Tory had asked her to arrange the flowers for their wedding, she’d been over the moon. They’d insisted on paying her as a vendor, just like when she’d designed Rye’s gardens in the spring. She had a nest egg started—the first money she’d ever earned on her own—and she planned to grow it. Charity, those two women had called it. Well, she wasn’t going to live off anyone’s charity. She had other ideas.

“Tory wanted something unusual. She’s special that way,” she commented. “And what do you think of Rye? It’s been a while since you’ve seen him.”

She patted Tammy’s arm. “I think he’s a changed man, just like the rest of you.”

Hearing the gurgle of familiar laughter, Tammy turned to find its source. Rye and Tory were dancing with Rory and Annabelle to a spicy number she didn’t recognize. Her face softened. Stress evaporated. Love had a way of doing that, she was finding.

“Rory’s gotten so big,” her aunt declared. “I can’t believe he’s seven. And Annabelle told me she’s practicing for kindergarten.”

“Yes, she’s been coloring a lot to prepare herself.”

“What are you going to do with all your spare time, darlin’? Be a big change.”

She took a deep breath before speaking. “I’m starting my own gardening business. Daddy’s offered to help me set it up,” she said softly, in the same delicate way she’d said her babies’ names in the first hours after they were born.

She’d been reading business books after the kids went to sleep at night, and while the thought of being incorporated created a giant lump of fear in her belly, fear would never control her life again.

“That’s wonderful! Do you have a name for it yet?”

It had taken a while to bubble to the surface, but she knew it suited her. “Visionary Gardening,” she said. The name resonated with her, not just because she always envisioned what a garden would look like before she broke soil, but because she was currently in the process of envisioning a new life for herself and the kids. But like her business, her life was still a work in progress.

The way the malicious gossip of strangers still affected her showed her just how much work she had yet to do.

Then she reminded herself weddings were known the world over for being a source of both joy and family tension. Seeing her mama for the first time since they’d parted badly nine months ago had made her insides feel like a hog’s slop bucket.

“That’s a lovely name, honey, and it does my heart good to hear your daddy is helping you. Hampton looks better than I’ve ever seen him. You’d never know he had a heart attack,” Aunt Henrietta said, squeezing Tammy’s arm. “Of course, Margaret always stays the same.”

Glancing at her carefully coiffed blue-blooded mama, sitting alone at the head table with a look on her face that could have turned the wedding’s patrons into pillars of ice instead of salt, Tammy shivered. Before last summer, she would have been sitting right beside Mama, looking just as disapproving and reserved. She’d been trained by the best, and she’d learned too well. Her immaculate sense of manners had helped trap her in a cold, passionless marriage to a cruel man. She hadn’t even dreamed an escape was possible until her estranged brother had showed up in Meade to make amends with their family.

Now she was undoing years of training, and her life was as muddy as Dare River out back.

Aunt Henrietta accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and took a long sip. “I’ve taken a shine to the idea of Amelia Ann continuing the Hollins tradition of having a lawyer in every generation, even if she is female. After Rye left Vanderbilt, I thought that practice had been broken for good. It’s still hard to imagine a debutant like our Amelia Ann taking a shine to the law, but she’s happier than I’ve ever seen her. When I asked her about her classes, she talked on and on about legal gibberish, just like Hampton used to do.”

It was easy to smile now. Because she wasn’t the only Hollins sister to have broken free of a life dictated by the family matriarch. Amelia Ann seemed to be having an easier time with the transition was all.
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