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CHAPTER ONE


Evan stepped back to admire the new display of beach towels
stacked neatly on the shelves next to the stand of beach umbrellas. His shop
assistant Darroll Styles said, “Do you really think we’ll sell a lot of those since
it’s October?”


“They will once I do this,” Evan said, as he ducked into the
backroom and then reappeared with an opened green and red umbrella he sat into
a holder in the main front display window. He reached down to plug in a cord,
then looked triumphantly at Darroll. “Ta da!”


The little twinkling string of lights circled the top of the
umbrella and down along the handle. Evan pulled a gold star out of his pocket
and mounted it on top of the umbrella. “A Christmas umbrella. It’ll remind
folks that they make great presents.”


“It’s not Halloween yet.”


“Doesn’t matter. We just need people to start thinking of us
and Christmas presents at the same time. They’ll pass by every day, and before
long, the idea will be planted in their subconscious. Subliminal—or not so
subliminal—advertising.”


A young woman walking by stopped dead in front of the window
and stared at the umbrella tree, prompting Evan to say, “See? It’s already
working.”


But when the woman strolled into the store, she was far from
all smiles. In fact, her eyes were little tempests of fury. “You stole my idea!”


Evan gaped at her. “What?”


She pointed to the umbrella tree. “You must have seen that
in my store. I know I can’t copyright an idea for a display, but that doesn’t
give you the right to steal it.”


“But I don’t remember—”


“Oh, you can’t weasel out of this one. I’d never seen
another umbrella Christmas tree before mine. Complete with the lights and the
star on top.” 


Evan looked over a Darroll as if hoping the other man would
stand up for him, but Darroll just shrugged and ducked behind the counter to
grab some chewing gum and restock the empty boxes on top. Coward.


“Look, Miss ...”


“Matson. Dusti Matson. And I know exactly who you are. Evan
Love, heir to a fortune. With all that money, why do you have to steal other
people’s ideas for your business? It doesn’t make any sense.”


Evan stood there, uncertain of what to do. “First of all, I’m
not rich. Second, as you say, displays aren’t copyrightable. Third ... did you
say Dusti Matson?”


She nodded. 


“You run the Sea Shanty store.”


“Not just run, I own it. Well, half of it. My aunt owns the
other half. Anyway, this isn’t the first time I’ve noticed you having a display
or an ad in the paper or marketing tactic along the beach that was first used
by one of the other shops along the boardwalk.”


“Coincidence,” Evan defended himself. “There are only so
many ways to advertise.”


“Don’t for one minute think you can use that charming frat
boy persona to disarm me. Because it’s not going to work, buster.”


“Look, I’m sure it’s all just a misunderstanding. Surely we
can work something out here.”


Dusti narrowed her eyes. “All I want is an apology. And a
promise to stop doing this in the future.”


Evan swallowed hard. It was just a silly display. Why was
she all worked about it? And why should he have to apologize when it was such a
minor thing? “I’m sorry you’re having a bad day or something. Are you having
problems with your shop?”


“Even if I were, I wouldn’t tell you because it’s none of
your business.”


He shifted his feet. “I didn’t mean anything—”


“Oh, they never do.” She looked off into the distance, and
he wasn’t sure if she was talking about him or someone else.


“You seem like a nice person, Miss Matson. Perhaps we can
discuss this sometime, say, over coffee?”


She shook her head. “What is it with handsome guys and egos?”
She sighed. “I’m just wasting my time. Although you really should think twice about
copying other people’s ideas. The other shop owners are beginning to talk.” And
with that, she stormed out of the store.


Evan gazed out after her as she left. He turned to Darroll. “And
what is it with gorgeous women and insanity? What was that all about?”


Darroll picked up a glass from a display next to the counter
and began dusting it with a cloth. “You’re right in that there are only so many
ways to advertise. But ... you do seem to ‘repeat’ a lot of what others are
doing along the strip. Some would say that’s just coincidence, others might say
it’s stealing. And still some might call it ‘lowbrow’ tactics.”


Evan sat down a chair with a sailboat painted on the front. “I
don’t know, Darroll. I’ve tried so many different things here. First, it was
fudge and salt water taffy, then surfing gear, and now the more touristy beach
stuff. Nothing seems to be working. I’m getting a little desperate.”


“Desperate enough to poach other people’s ideas and
customers?”


“It’s not like that.”


“Hmm.” Darroll started on another glass.


“Sometimes I think my family expects me to fail, me being
the youngest.”


“Come on, Evan. Your brothers are just worried about you.
They don’t want you to fail, and you know it. Owning a business is stressful,
sure, but you’re up to it, man.”


Evan leaned back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling. “Wish
Dad hadn’t made up such a weird Will. Sure could have used that money right
here and now.”


“Speaking of family and all.” Darroll leaned against the
counter. “How are the plans for Liam and Cherisa’s wedding coming along?”


“Great. Just great. Two weeks from today. I’ve already got
my monkey suit. At least Cherisa has taste. None of those weird frou-frou
frilly ties or green tuxes.”


“Your Uncle Aron is the best man and you, Owen and Vaden are
the other groomsmen?”


“Yeah.”


“Guess it’s a given that Owen’s fiancée and Vaden’s are in
the wedding, too. So who’s the lucky lady you’re being paired with?’


“You know, I’m not sure. I don’t pay any attention to those
details. I guess it might be Cherisa’s sister, Katlyn.”


Darroll nodded. “Guess that leaves you as the sole family
bachelor. So when’s your turn?”


“I don’t have time for romance. There’s no rush, right?
Well, except for that whole inheritance thing. I’m not a sheep. I want to make
my own way on my own time.”


“Of course, of course. Do it your way. A regular Frankie
Sinatra, you are. Except your singing would make any woman run for the hills.”


That made Evan grin and being to relax. “What about you and
Elizabeth? Any wedding bells ringing in your future?”


“God, I hope not.”


Evan laughed. “Not the marrying kind?”


“I’ve been divorced once. Not in any hurry to get hitched a
second time. I like Elizabeth, but sometimes love takes time. And sometimes,
when you least expect it, it rises up and kicks you in the teeth.”


“Why, Darroll. That’s positively the most romantic thing I
think I’ve ever heard you say.”


Darroll shot him a mock glare. “Let’s not get snotty, you
little frat boy. At least, I think that’s why Dusti Matson called you.”


“I think it was charming frat boy. And I do believe she also
referred to me as handsome.”


“You’re not exactly my type, so I wouldn’t know. But Liz
called all the Love brothers ‘hunks’ once. So there’s that.”


“Hunks?”


“I think’s that woman-ese for cute butts or something like
that.” Darroll grinned at him.


“I do not have a cute butt.”


“Oh? Then what would you have the posterior police call it,
then?”


“Posterior police? I think I’ve been working you too hard,
my friend.” Evan rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “I don’t remember
consciously copying that umbrella tree. Do you think ... did I really steal her
idea?”


“I walked by her store two days ago. I vaguely remember a
tree kinda like that one. But you can always tell her that imitation is the
sincerest form of flattery.”


“I don’t think she’s going to want to get close enough for
me to tell her anything. You see how she reacted to my offer of a meeting over
coffee. I mean, who does she think she is?”


It was a rhetorical question, but Evan found himself
answering it in his head, anyway. Dusti Matson was a hard-working store owner
just like himself. Probably with the same budget headaches. And she certainly
had spunk, he had to hand it to her. Spunk and beauty. Those flashing hazel
eyes of hers were stunning to look at, even when she was chewing him out.


He sank a little lower in his chair. She had a point.
Darroll, too. He’d been skating a little too close to the edge in “imitating”
the marketing schemes of the other store owners. He wasn’t even sure why. It
wasn’t that he was lazy. Greta used to tell him he had enough energy for two
Evans. Ah, Greta ... she’d had hazel eyes, too, only hers veered more toward
the amber end of the spectrum, while Dusti’s were greenish-gold.


Maybe that’s when his store started failing, when Greta
died. And Mom. Greta had been the one to help him stock his first shop and Mom
had been there on opening day, cheering him on. 


No, he wasn’t going to start swimming in a pool of
self-pity. He’d been all through that and look what it brought him. Still, he
felt like he had the ghosts of Greta and his parents behind him, maybe a little
worried, maybe a little disappointed. 


He was determined somehow, some way to make this shop
succeed. No matter what it took.








CHAPTER TWO


Dusti carried in a handful of fringed silk shawls and laid
them on a table. The woman straightening out the piles of shawls and scarves
picked up the new deliveries and expertly folded them in with the others. “Aunt
Bess, you are an artist in your own right.”


“Why, thank you, dear. Maybe that’s how I’ve channeled my
art history minor from college ’lo those many years ago.”


Dusti ran a finger along one of the scarves. “I love the
feel of pashmina. I hope the poor Himalayan goats don’t miss it too much.”


“My Nepalese supplier assures me they are fine. I’ve seen
videos of the shearing process. It’s humane.”


Dusti frowned. “I had a very un-humane encounter with Evan
Love this morning. I can’t stop thinking about it.”


Bess raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Want to tell me about it?”


Dusti turned to point at the Christmas tree umbrella in the
window. “He stole our idea. And this isn’t the first time.”


Bess patted her shoulder. “You know about his family, don’t
you?”


“That he’s rich, yes.”


“His father was wealthy. And his uncle is, too. But when
making out his Will, Mr. Love included an unusual stipulation. Each of the four
boys had to find true love before he got his share of the inheritance.”


“How in the world would anyone decide that?”


“Their Uncle Aron decides. You’d have to ask him about how
he does it.”


“That’s an odd Will, for sure. Did Mr. Love have a bizarre
sense of humor or something?”


“I wish that was all it was. But no. Mr. Love’s wife was
killed in a car accident that also took the lives of four young women—all
engaged to or dating the Love boys at the time. I think it was a ladies’ night
out kind of thing. Mr. Love was grief-stricken, as you might imagine. He and
his wife were very close.”


Dusti thought about that. “I can understand wanting his sons
to find that same kind of love. But why withhold the money?”


“Everyone deals with grief differently. And apparently, the
four boys were acting out in behaviors Mr. Love didn’t approve. Nothing
illegal, as far as I know. I suppose this was his way of making sure they
settled down and found their version of happiness before throwing their money
away.”


“Are you going to tell me that Evan’s way of handling his
grief was to steal everybody’s ideas? I mean, I doubt it’s working. His shop’s
been so many different things, I can’t keep track.”


Bess nodded. “Evan may be striking out at others when his
business appears to be teetering on the edge. Maybe it’s teetering because of
his grief or just adding to it. Either way, we should try and understand his
viewpoint. Besides, he seems like a decent enough young man.” She grinned. “And
certainly quite the looker, isn’t it?”


Dusti’s jaw dropped. “Aunt Bess?”


“I may be in my fifties but that doesn’t mean I’m dead dear.”


“Guess I can’t argue with you on either count. Evan is
certainly attractive.” Then Dusti groaned and covered his face with her hands. “And
I think I called him handsome to his face.”


“In what context?”


“I thought it was disparaging. I asked him what is it with
handsome guys and egos.”


“And how did he respond to that?”


“He asked me out for coffee. I guess to apologize.”


“Um hmm. Seems like a nice gesture, don’t you think?”


“I turned him down, of course. Sexy guys are the worst. It’d
probably be an entire hour of him bragging about how wonderful he is.” Dusti
sighed and reached down to grab a box of turquoise necklaces and earrings that
had just come in and headed for the jewelry case. 


Bess said, “There’s only way to find out.”


“I’m just not ready. I know it’s only been four months since
Robert and I broke up. Well, since he broke off with me. But we’d dated for a
year, and I was actually starting to think it might be the real deal.”


Dusti remembered that day as if printed in her memory like a
movie. She’d been so excited that they were going to a concert by Blue Thunder—and
amazed he’d gotten tickets to the sold-out performance—and the fact they had
reservations afterward at the ritzy restaurant Twenty-Eight. 


In the back of her mind, she’d been half-expecting for him
to pop the question, so she’d gone out and bought a brand new off-the-shoulder
red dress with a lace-up back and crocheted lace details. Spent more than she
could afford on it, too. Although the concert had been amazing, Robert had
seemed ... distant. She’d thought it was because he said he had a little bit of
a headache and shrugged it off.


Dinner had been the Twenty-Eight’s signature lobster and
steak and Cabernet. After they’d polished off their tiramisu dessert, Robert
had reached for her hand, stroked it gently with his thumb, and she’d waited
expectantly for those four little magic words. 


After that, the movie in her head was more of a blur. She
couldn’t remember what he said exactly, but it was something about not being
ready for a commitment, it’s not you, it’s me, the usual brush-off. Basic
translation—he wanted to play the field.


She’d seen him once or twice since, and he’d tried to be
friendly, but she’d been cold to him. What did he expect? He crushed her dreams
and then now all of a sudden, they’re supposed to be besties? Besides, his
charter boat service was doing pretty well, meaning lots of money for lots of
women to take to Twenty-Eight. She was pretty sure his business was doing much
better than Evan’s shop right now.


Damn. Why had she thought about him again? As if one man-sob-story
wasn’t enough. Just then, a customer came into the store, and Dusti pushed
aside all personal thoughts and pasted on her brightest smile. Fortunately, the
woman was both nice and a big spender, so Dusti was able to while away the
better part of an hour showing her their latest ankle boots and linen jackets. 


After the woman departed, three hundred dollars lighter,
Dusti grinned at Bess. “I’ll bet Mr. Evan Love and his Beach Bongo Bin shop won’t
make that much in its entire day.”


Bess wagged a finger at her. “Now, now, let’s not play that
schadenfreude game. We shouldn’t have to succeed at the expense of someone
else.”


“You’re right, Aunt Bess. And I don’t really want him to
fail. It’s just ... Oh, I don’t know.”


“He really got under your skin, didn’t he?”


Dusti didn’t want to admit her aunt was right yet again.
Dusti’s reaction had been a little outsized to what Evan had done. Stolen her
display idea. Big deal, right? So, why was she so furious with him? 


Bess added, “You know you’re going to have to learn to be
nice to him soon. Even if it’s just for that one day. The wedding?”


“I’d forgotten—but you’re right. Gawd. I don’t suppose there’s
a way I could back out now.” 


Dusti sighed and headed back into the stockroom to check off
more inventory. When she heard the bell over the door, indicating they had
another customer, she didn’t bound out right away, especially since her hands
were full with hats. Aunt Bess could handle it just fine. 


A male voice that sounded very familiar made her creep
toward the stockroom door. When she gave one quick peek out, she ducked back
inside and shrank into the corner, hoping the man hadn’t seen her.


Aunt Bess, ever the picture of unflappable grace, said, “Well,
Robert Burdick. I haven’t seen you in ages. What can I get for you today? A
nice beach wrap for your mother, perhaps?”


Dusti listened with shock as her ex-boyfriend replied, “Actually,
I was hoping I might catch Dusti in today.”


Dusti held her breath waiting, wondering—how was Aunt Bess
going to answer that? “I’m so sorry, Robert, but Dusti isn’t in the shop right
now. Can I give her a message for you?”


“No, thanks all the same. I’ll just try again another time.
Have a nice day, Aunt Bess.”


Dusti waited until she was sure he was gone and then joined
her aunt at the counter. “Thanks for covering for me.”


“It wasn’t exactly a lie, was it? I mean you weren’t
technically inside the store. You were inside the stockroom. And he didn’t
ask me that, now, did he?”


Dusti grinned at her. “You’d make a fine lawyer. But he has
nerve calling you Aunt Bess, considering what he did to me, don’t you think?”


“I don’t care what people call me as long as they buy
something. Which he didn’t, I might add. Oh, well.” Bess peered at Dusti over
her glasses. “You know you can’t hide from him forever?”


“Of course not. I just wasn’t in the mood for him today. I’ve
had enough close encounters of the male kind that I can handle.”


Bess looked out the door. “Don’t look now, but I think we’ve
got another customer. And from the looks of it, a male.”


“Male customers don’t count.” Dusti welcomed the new arrival
with another of her big smiles. This one was actually enjoyable because he wanted
to buy something for his daughter’s birthday and was clueless about what to
get. Dusti and Bess both had a lot of fun helping him, which resulted in
another grateful customer.


After he’d left, Dusti paused before heading back to her
inventory check. “Aunt Bess, you’re so good with people and especially seem to
know how to deal with our male customers. Why didn’t you ever get married? I
think you’re a prize catch, myself.”


Bess’ eyes twinkled. “Because it takes a mighty good man to
be better than nothing, dear.”


That made Dusti laugh and begin
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