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Note to readers


[image: image]


In this book, you can take the cowboy off the ranch, but you can’t take the ranch out of the cowboy, even if he happens to be at the beach. 

There is little that I love more than reading no matter the season, but there is something special about summertime reading, especially while lounging at the beach. Think sweet, romantic beach reads that span long, lazy afternoons.

The Blue Bay Beach Romance series is meant to impart that easy, breezy, sunshine feeling when days are long and carefree. These are the kinds of stories that can be read during an afternoon at the beach, by the sea, lake, pool, or nice and comfy inside with the air conditioning. Or if you need an escape to the sunshine during the long, dark winter, on a rainy day, or when life’s storms come your way these books are for you.

I hope these books capture that summer vibe of relaxation and possibility along with sparks of romance, fizzy feels between first kisses (or second chances or third tries) and the joy of the happily ever after. Wherever you are and whenever you read this book and the others in the series, I hope they transport you onto the pages.

The books in the Blue Bay Romance series stand alone, meaning you don’t have to read them consecutively, but doing so provides a richer experience. 

I wish you many hours of happy reading.

♥ Ellie

P.S. Be sure to check at the end of the book for a VERY sweet surprise!
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Chevy
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Chevy Ann Muller had never been kissed. As the bus came to a stop and let out a long sigh, she did the same. 

She gathered her belongings, which wasn’t much—she’d been traveling light for a long time—and stepped off the bus. 

A sign welcomed her to Blue Bay Beach. She’d never been to South Florida and if rumors were true, it was probably a retirement community. She didn’t imagine that her first kiss would happen anytime soon. 

The air was sticky on that early summer day and salty, but as she moved from the edge of town, along a sand-strewn street called Mansion Mile, a pleasant breeze blew back her long dark-blond hair and a different kind of sigh escaped. The one when the bus stopped was resignation. The second sigh was one of tranquility, ease. 

Waves gently lapped a white-sand shoreline and for the first time since she convinced herself to get on that bus, she felt a sense of peace. 

Chevy had been all over the world and had created her own sort of criteria for whether or not she liked a place and would consider staying a while, but never more than a few months—enough time to earn some money and experience the place. The key was not to get attached to anyone or anything. 

She walked past the post office, Beach Waves Salon, a boutique, the church, a candy shop, and the Sandy Shore Inn before the road curved and narrowed toward the Sea Bird Streets. She stopped at the market and picked up a few supplies—she was starving after the long bus ride.

There would be plenty of time to check out the stores, the boardwalk, and meet people, but she feared if she didn’t go straight to her destination right away she’d talk herself out of it.

Chevy pulled the letter she’d received several months prior out of her pocket, double-checked the address, and kept walking until she reached Egret Avenue. She remained focused and didn’t let herself admire the bungalows, the whimsical streets named after seabirds, or the flowers. 

She gripped the letter in one hand, the key that came with it in the other, and cautiously approached house number eight. 

Another sigh escaped. It faltered on her exhale as though not sure whether to turn around and not look back. 

Chevy had never met her father—Warner Muller. For her entire life, that house was just an address. Numbers and words inked on her annual birthday card envelope in the upper left-hand corner. Later, he was simply the address on at least a hundred postcards she’d sent to him over the years. 

He was gone, but the house was real. 

And ugly. 

An eyesore on the street of quaint cottages with white trim and matching fences, festooned with colorful lantana, bright bougainvillea, and orange blossoms with a delightful fragrance that would’ve made her smile had circumstances been different.

Like the other cottages on the street, number eight was craftsman style with a covered front porch in front of a wide window with the door to one side. But unlike the other houses, that one had missing shingles, peeling paint, and was a mess. The grass grew in clusters like it wanted to succeed, but wasn’t sure if it would get enough water or if it would get too much sun.

Chevy took a few hesitant steps along the stone path. Chevy had a wanderer’s heart. She never felt like she belonged anywhere and was reluctant to set down roots. She turned around, glancing back toward the fence and across the yard at the reluctant-to-grow grass. “Me too,” she said on a long exhale as she wondered if she’d made a mistake going there.

Still clutching the letter in one hand and the key in the other, she continued. As she neared the house, the rest of the greenery was overgrown and jungle-like. At second glance, the house really just needed some TLC.

The truth was, Chevy didn’t have anywhere else to go after she’d received notice that her father had passed away and his remaining assets had been passed on to her. She was out of money and had to face the past as intangible and as painful as it was. 

Summoning strength, Chevy rolled her shoulders back at the same time as thick drops of rain fell from the sky, ushering her onto the covered porch.

As she slid the key into the lock, she had the sense that she wasn’t only about to open a door to a house, but she was about to unlock the past and what it meant to her in the present. But she shoved that strange notion aside as the rain pounded down, blurring the world at her back.

The door creaked as she pushed it open. The musty scent of a space that had gone unused for a time filled her nose. Despite the rain, she left the door open behind her to air the place out.

The furnishings and décor were sparse and mostly comprised of dusty shades of orange and brown. She imagined her father had been a bachelor by the looks of things and hadn’t updated anything since he’d moved there. According to the letter she received outlining the terms of her inheritance the deed was dated exactly twenty-eight years ago, which was her exact age.

Chevy fought the urge to call, “Warner?” Instead, “Dad?” came out at a whisper. Tears sprung to her eyes. Of course, he didn’t answer. 

After years of working at a fishery down the coast, he’d succumbed to untreated prostate cancer—at least that’s what the lawyer had said when she’d called after receiving the notice. 

Had she known or had the guts to reach out to her father, maybe she could’ve helped in some way. But the closest she’d ever gotten to the man was through those once-yearly acknowledgments of her existence in the form of a birthday card. Chevy had been on the move since she’d turned eighteen so she had no idea if he’d sent any in the past decade. However, she’d sent plenty of postcards to him.

Taking a slow spin in the center of the living room, the kitchen was somewhat of a disaster. Taking a peek, the bedroom and bathroom doors were ajar and not in much better shape. From what Chevy could tell, a solid cleaning would make a huge difference and she hoped she’d be able to sell the house quickly and move on. 

Behind her, the floor creaked. A strange muffled sound caused her to startle and turn, but no one was there.

Chevy placed a hand on her hip. She’d traveled around the world on her own and even though she was a relatively quiet, reserved person she was adventurous and bold for having set out abroad. There was no way she’d take any nonsense from neighborhood kids or ghosts—not that she believed in that kind of thing.

“If anyone is here, this is my house now so scram,” she said and then shook her head slightly. The flight from South Africa had been long and the bus ride even more tiring. It must have been going to her head.

Outside, the rain had stopped as quickly as it started. As she stepped onto the porch, a small and shaggy dog with fur the color of sand stood in the yard staring at her. 

It must have been what she heard and belonged to one of the neighbors. The house on the left was almost identical to number eight, but also the opposite. Whereas hers needed paint, the other one was a chipper shade of orange with white trim. Whereas hers needed landscaping, it was manicured and tidy. However, the guy leaning over an old Ford in the driveway muttered a few untidy words and then scuffed the ground with a cowboy boot as he fiddled with something under the hood. 

She waved and called to him, but he must not have heard. 

The house on the other side of her dingy cottage was charming and worthy of a home show on TV. Whoever lived there must’ve had a lot of pride of ownership with the way no detail was spared from the crushed shells lining the path to the expansive porch, the lush greenery, and the flag fluttering in the breeze. 

Chevy had the sudden urge to make her father’s house less of an eyesore. Without a care in the world, she’d traveled a ton, done paid and volunteer work alike, and met people from all walks of life. Never had she settled down.

Okay, she had one care in the world.

She was on a quest to find home. 

Not her way home. She wasn’t lost. Not really. She had wanderlust. Or maybe that was just a way of saying she was afraid to put down roots. 

And selling number eight Egret Avenue would afford her to get back out there on the road to complete her quest.

But first, she’d do what she always did when in a new place. She’d put out her welcome mat so to speak. 

Among the many things that Chevy had done in her life, and there were many, staying in one place for more than a few months, owning a home, having a pet, or her first kiss were not on that list. 

However, the one thing she always did when she got somewhere new was to bake her famous loaded cowboy cookies. It was the only thing her mother had passed onto her aside from trust issues. She could learn a lot about the place and people in it along with whether she’d like it there if the ingredients were available and if the folks asked for a second cookie or for the recipe.

After poking around in cabinets and drawers, Chevy located enough cleaning supplies to carve out a space to work in the kitchen. Then she located a mixing bowl and cookie sheet. She took it as a sign that the house was equipped to bake cookies. Her mother had painted her father to be little more than a monster who lived in a lair, but from the looks of things, he was a regular guy who’d gotten sick and let his house slip into disrepair. 

Soon, the scent of the cookies baking replaced the stale air in the house. She tested the first cookie out of the oven after they cooled. A little sigh of delight escaped. They turned out perfect—crispy around the edges, soft in the middle, and full of flavor. 

Chevy put together a couple of plates to bring to her new neighbors. 

Outside, the sun was back. The guy who’d been working on the car was gone, but the vehicle was still in the driveway. Because of the chilly reception from him, she opted to go to the other house first. 

A woman with white hair pulled back in a clip and bangs skimming her eyebrows answered the door. Her smile was wide and welcoming. Her skin was deeply tan and creased from many summers spent in the sun. 

“Hi, I’m from next door. I brought some cookies,” Chevy said, holding out the plate.

A ripple of confusion rolled across the older woman’s features. “Isn’t it usually the other way around? If you’re new to town, aren’t I supposed to welcome you with something warm and delicious?” 

Chevy wasn’t sure what to say. She didn’t want to turn out like her parents. Broke and broken. She made it her life’s mission to give to others in whatever ways she could—cookies always went over well.

Just then, an older man who looked somewhat like a bulldog with a bald, round head bustled to the door. “Did I hear someone say something about cookies?”

“No, dear, you can’t hear a thing. You smelled the cookies.” Betty laughed warmly. “He’s getting hard of hearing,” the woman whispered.

“I am not. I hear you nagging me plenty.” He brushed his hand dismissively and smiled at Chevy then at the plate. 

She passed him the cookies and he was practically drooling. She had to admit, they were irresistible. 

“Also, I promise that you won’t have to look at that house, well, the way it is much longer. On my father’s behalf, I’m sorry,” Chevy said.

Betty pressed her hand to her chest. “Wait a minute. You must be Warner’s daughter. Chevy, right? Oh, he thought the world of you. We’re Gus and Betty. That’s Tucker,” she said in one long breath.

“Actually, I go by Ann,” but the correction to her name was lost in the sound of Gus exclaiming how delicious the cookies were around a mouthful.

Chevy turned slowly around as the floorboards of the porch shifted behind her. She took in a pair of worn cowboy boots, dungarees, a fresh white T-shirt, and capable hands with grease under the trim nails. As she worked her way up, she felt like drooling a little herself at the sight of a pair of muscled arms, a broad chest, and a chiseled jaw. A perfect set of lips gave way to a lazy grin, but his eyes were hidden under the brim of a cowboy hat.

He was cute. A very Cute Cowboy. His gaze hovered over her and she felt herself break out in a full-body flush.

However, his grin didn’t last a moment longer. He muttered something then turned on his heel and sauntered down the path through the gate.

Chevy whipped around back to Betty and Gus. Her eyes were wide. What just happened? “Glad I didn’t try to bring that cowboy a plate of cowboy cookies. A bucket of coal would be more fitting.” She changed her mind. He wasn’t the Cute Cowboy. He was the Cranky Cowboy.

Betty shook her head. “Don’t mind him. He’s been through a lot. And I don’t think he’d turn down a cowboy cookie. He sure could use a little sweetness in his life.” She winked.

Chevy wasn’t convinced.

“I grew up in your house before your daddy bought it from mine. If you pull back the wallpaper in the smaller bedroom, you might find my name written in pencil. I imagine you have a lot of work to do but come over here anytime. And I owe you some pie—” Betty said.

“And a few stories about your old man if you’d like,” Gus added.

Chevy waved and made her way down the path.

Twilight settled like a watercolor painting in soft hues of gold and purple as Chevy got started cleaning the bungalow. It would likely take her a week or more of solid work to get the place presentable and by the look of things, some minor repairs would be necessary. Perhaps Betty and Gus could direct her to a local handyman.

Oldies music filtered from next door where the Cranky (and fine, she had to admit cute) Cowboy was back working on his car. His image had crossed her mind a few times that afternoon but she quickly squelched it when she thought about how rude he’d been. 

He’d looked her up and down then stormed off. What kind of welcome was that?

Someone outside hollered an unfriendly word. Setting down her rag, she walked toward the door to see if they were in trouble or hurt. Out front, she watched as the cowboy picked up his boot like he’d stepped in something, sniffed the air, and then scowled.

He wasn’t wearing his hat and their eyes met. Even from that distance, his were so blue and so piercing, she felt like shrinking back into the house.

Chevy startled as the cowboy stomped up her path and said, “Keep your little, yappy dog out of my yard.”

She looked around as though he might have been addressing someone else. Nope. What was with that guy? She would not be pushed around. 

“Sir, keep your dirty, stinky boots off my porch.”

Then the strangest thing happened. He smiled at the same time the sun set with one last burst of golden light. Chevy had the unsettling thought that it was the most breathtaking thing she’d ever seen.
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Tucker
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Tucker couldn’t help himself, his new neighbor was so cute and so confident, a smile bloomed on his face like his mother’s precious fields of bluebonnets back home.

“Can I help you?” his new neighbor asked in an irritated tone that suggested she’d do nothing of the sort.

He was suddenly all itchy inside. She had the kind of hair that tangled in the wind. Her coffee-brown eyes were both alert and curious like she really looked at the world and saw people. He didn’t want her to see him. He wished he had his hat on. A sudden warmth flooded him even in the dusky evening. It was as if his mother was suddenly beside him, nudging him to remember the lessons she’d taught her boys.

Had Tucker been wearing his hat, he would’ve taken it off and hung his head. As it was, he couldn’t tear his gaze from the cute girl-next-door. “Sorry, Miss. I forgot my manners.”

She lifted one eyebrow as she crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You certainly did, storming off before and then hollering at me. But that’s more like it.” She nodded her little chin primly.

The way she leaned in the doorframe made him want to linger. But he knew better than that.

“If you please, keep your dog in the yard.” He glanced back at the broken fence. 

Tucker had moved into the cottage next door the summer before and had only seen Warner Muller a few times. He gathered the older man had gotten sick. Between Gus, Betty, and himself they’d tried to look after him, but he was grouchy as all get out and eventually went to the hospital and didn’t come back. Betty visited several times and gave him updates. It was about six weeks later that he got word the man had passed. Then for the last six months, the house sat empty and fell into greater disrepair.

“If you’d like, I can help you fix the fence to keep that animal in.” He’d had enough experience repairing things around the farm that the fence was simple.

Her jaw was set and she locked him with what his daddy called a low-level glare. According to his old man, his mother had three stages to her glare. There was the low-level and was like a warning. It said, address this or things won’t be too pleasant around here. There was the mid-level glare and it suggested things could get ugly if the matter at hand wasn’t resolved. Then there was the red-alert glare and if his mama fixed any of them with that look life was over for the time being.

Even those memories of his mother had become fond after losing her. A slow smile spread across his lips. He couldn’t shake the sense that she was there with him, giving him a stern poke in the side to remind him to behave himself. She’d always joked that her sons were a pair of rascals. He’d grown up a cowboy, but became a mechanic, trading in the power of horses at the ranch in Texas hill country for horsepower on the streets late at night. His biggest regret. Now, he lived a quiet life in Florida, hoping he’d outraced the past.

“Something funny?” Tucker’s new neighbor asked. 

“No, nothing. But about your dog. I’m out there most afternoons working and can’t turn around and step in—”

“Oh, you’ve stepped in it alright.” Her tone was low, warning like a cold breeze coming across the plain. Alert, alert. She’d activated mid-level glare. “For your information, I do not have a dog. Never have. And maybe you should look after your yard. Had you been paying attention and watched where you were going, you wouldn’t have had the unpleasant experience and then marched over here, accusing me—”

But like the memories of his mother’s glare, there was nothing unpleasant about the experience. Granted, he didn’t want to rile his new neighbor up, but from her eyes to the color rising to her cheeks to that one little crooked tooth on the side to the full lips that pronounced each word, there was nothing unpleasant about her. Not at all.

But the odor of what Tucker had stepped in wafted between them and that was wholly unpleasant and brought him back to his senses.

“Where is that thing? Little. Shaggy. Yappy,” he asked.

“Sir, I do not have a dog and if I did, I’d be sure to keep it away from you. While I’m at it, I’ll steer clear too.” The glare was intensifying.

She had a point. If he knew what was good for him, he’d return to his yard, but something kept him rooted to the spot...and it wasn’t that he didn’t want to track dog droppings on her porch as he sauntered away.

But she was on a roll and kept talking. “Also, for your information, a dog like the one you assumed I own wouldn’t leave much for you to step in. Their droppings are small.”

They started bickering about dog doo...and cowboy boots...and the whole thing made him think about his brother. Tucker didn’t like dogs much, especially little ones. Parker was more of a dog person. Tucker preferred horses. That made him miss home. The range. The place he’d been avoiding.

It wasn’t like Tucker was hiding out, but he didn’t want to be noticed either. He wasn’t on the run but didn’t want his past to catch up to him. It was nice of Gus and Betty to help him out. They practically owned half the cottages in Blue Bay Beach and rented one to him. While Betty took him under her wing as a surrogate son, Gus took him on as an apprentice. 

Tucker grew up around horses and cars and knew how to take care of both. But Gus took it to the next level. Tucker had never met anyone with such a vast knowledge and appreciation of the way steel and oil could come together to create combustion. Gus referred to the fine mechanisms as works of art. To him, a V8 wasn’t just about speed. Although that had been the case with Tucker and his friends growing up. He’d learned the cost of going too fast.

Meanwhile, Betty kept him fed. His mother, God rest her soul, must’ve been grateful and sent her as an angel on earth.

Tucker had heard every word that had come out of his new neighbor’s mouth but had become mesmerized by each blink of her eyes and movement of her lips until she said, “And you can ask Betty how delicious my famous cowboy cookies were—loaded with oats, chocolate, coconut, and a secret ingredient. Too bad for you missing out.” Her arms were still across her chest as she whisked back into the house, leaving the screen door to hit the frame a few times before it settled crookedly against the wood.

He swallowed hard and made himself promise he would not return to that porch no matter what. He’d had enough trouble with girls next door. He’d learned his lesson on that account too.

[image: image]

The next day, Tucker had the afternoon off from the auto repair shop where he worked in town. Gus had given him the job after he’d retired—though that was just on paper. Gus was still in the garage daily. 

Like usual, on his days off, the two tinkered under the hood of one of many vintage cars in need of restoration. So far, they’d successfully revived a ’32 Ford Coupe, an old Woody, and an Aston Martin, just to name a few.

Quaint cottages populated Egret Avenue. Years previous, Gus and Betty Lisle had bought an adjacent property to theirs in the back. Using that land, Gus created a custom garage, unlike anything Tucker had ever seen. It was like a vintage showroom with black and white tile floors, a jukebox, neon lights, and so much chrome a man could go blind. Sure, it got a bit greasy in there, but now that Gus was retired, the space was his pride and joy and he looked after it.

“Okay, start her up,” Gus called from under the hood. The man was magic when it came to repairs. 

Tucker turned the key in the ignition and the Corvette T-top growled to life.

They both whooped. 

Betty poked her head through the door and said, “That’s the sound of success, which means you two have earned yourself lunch.” 

They started through the door adjacent to the house and she barred the way. 

“Boys, wash your hands.” Her tone was stern but her smile was golden.

They had a big family— five kids total though they were adults now. Three boys and two girls. Twelve grandchildren and nine great-grandbabies with another on the way. They adhered to a more the merrier rule of thumb. 

Tucker got the sense that he gave to them in a similar way they gave to him. Tucker and Gus could talk for hours about what the click, click, rrrrr under a hood could mean to walking through complicated carburetor repairs to debating the exact right PH for car washing soap. They’d grown as close as family. He missed his back in Texas, but leaving was for the best even though he knew his mother would disagree.

The sun beamed through the window just then, warming him. There were moments, like that one, like when he stood on the porch with his new neighbor and accusing her of leaving her dog loose, and when he’d first met Gus and Betty that he was certain his mother was somehow with him, at least in spirit. He’d parted ways with the Lord after everything that happened and suddenly felt uncomfortable. Like his mother had a window into his thoughts and was scolding him for losing faith. 

She may have been pleased he’d ended his racing days, but she would not be happy that he’d walked away from his church. Growing up, there was faith, family, and the farm. That was the beginning and the end of the story. He’d strayed but had his reasons and those he kept to himself.

Betty set three tuna salad sandwiches on the table. The plate of cowboy cookies from the neighbor sat in the middle. He reached for one and Betty swatted his hand. He stopped himself from saying Come on, Ma. Instead, he chuckled.

“After you eat your lunch, you can see what you were missing yesterday. I had to stop Gus from polishing off the whole plate himself. I’ll have to ask Chevy for the recipe.”

They chatted for a few minutes, but Tucker was starved and soon got his cookie. 

“My, she is such a sweetie—she certainly deserved a warmer welcome than the one you gave her, Tucker.” Betty pitched a stern eyebrow. 

He grumbled an apology. He hadn’t meant to be rude.

Betty was a mother through and through. “Had I known she’d arrived next door, I would’ve brought her over a welcome basket.” Betty took a sip of iced tea.

“I thought you did this morning,” Gus said around a mouthful.

“I did, but I would’ve liked to have done so yesterday. She just appeared without warning. She seems like a lost soul, but I have a feeling she’ll find herself here in Blue Bay Beach. We all do. This place has a way of drawing out the best in all of us.”

Tucker practically choked on an oat from the cookie and coughed a few times.

“You okay, son?” Gus asked.

“Yeah. I, uh, I forgot I have to pick up a part for the Thunderbird. Thanks for the grub, Betty.”

“See you around dinnertime?” she asked, but he was already out the door.

Betty’s words pierced something inside, taking his breath away...and an oat crumb from the cowboy cookie along with it. He scarcely had a moment to think that it was the most delicious cookie he’d ever eaten—and his mother was a prize-winning baker so that was saying something. It was also what Betty meant about Chevy being a lost soul. But the biggest snag was the comment she made about people finding themselves in Blue Bay Beach. He’d gone there for just the opposite. 

To forget.

Tucker wanted nothing more than to forget himself. Lost in thought as he shuffled past number eight Egret Avenue, he only stopped when a low moaning sound came from the direction of the house.

He’d told himself he wouldn’t set foot on her porch again, but the sustained and doleful sound came from the garage so he wasn’t technically breaking any rules. Was his neighbor upset? She’d lost her father and he had been harsh with her. He resolved to apologize and make sure she was okay.

The garage door was busted and he easily lifted it. But the space was dank, dusty, and empty of human life except for what appeared to be thirty years’ worth of junk crammed inside. 

Boxes carved a narrow path leading to the door separating the inside of the house from the garage, the same as at Gus and Betty’s.

The moan came again. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but the sound was eerie and the hairs on the back of his neck lifted. 

“Anyone here?” His voice was low and commanding. If there was something unwelcome or unearthly, he’d be sure to scare it away. 

But the sound came again as he moved deeper into the garage, squeezing past a broken chair, lamp, and countless boxes. 

All at once, he brushed up against something warm. Or rather, someone. 

There came a yelp and a crash as boxes and junk spilled between him and a beautiful woman with brown eyes.
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Chapter 3
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Chevy
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“You scared the life out of me,” Tucker and Chevy said at the same time, although he’d used a different word than life, which was reminiscent of what he’d stepped in the day before. 

“Watch your language,” she scolded.

“Watch where you’re going,” he fired back.

Chevy shoved aside a wicker basket, the base of a blender, and a pot with a dead plant. She grunted. “Watch where I’m going?  As she poked his chest, punctuating each word, she said, “What are you doing in my garage?”

He held up his hands in surrender. “I heard a noise.”

“Me too. I came out here to figure out what it was and found out why the inside of the house was relatively empty. My father had stored everything out here.” She huffed, not looking forward to the work ahead of her. She should’ve looked in the garage the day before to really get a sense of the scope of work ahead.

The moan came again as though telling them to stop their bickering.

They both went still and tilted their heads, listening.

Chevy pointed over Tucker’s shoulder back the way he’d come. Yes, she wanted him to leave but was grateful someone was there in case the house was haunted. 

The night before, she’d hardly made a dent in cleaning it, but did clear a spot on the couch and managed to clean a set of sheets. She’d hardly slept but it wasn’t because of the unfamiliar place or the many questions that came at her sideways about her late father. She let herself think about him once a year on her birthday and when she arrived in a new place and she’d send him a postcard, but that was it. She didn’t allow herself to wonder what he was like, if the harsh things her mother had said about him were true, or what he was like at all. There was no point in it. They’d never have a relationship—not back then and not now. He was gone. 

As the house had settled the night before, the palm fronds brushed against the window in the living room as thunder rolled in the distance, and the neighborhood slept soundly, she remained restless, awake, and with her mind racing.

“Are you okay?” Tucker said as they both crouched down in front of something large that was covered with a tarp.

She shrugged. She’d been okay, had a good life, and managed to get by, but now she wasn’t sure of much. She wasn’t sure what to make of how she felt, where she was, or what she ought to do. Plus, why did he care?

The moan turned into a whimper.

He gestured she move back as he lifted the corner of the tarp. He had hands that he wasn’t afraid to get dirty and she got the sense he could also protect her from whatever laid in wait under the tarp.

The sound came again and they both shuffled back, but it was only the dog from the day before. He was stuck behind the chassis of an old car and they could just barely make out its furry face.

“What are you doing there?” she asked.

“I thought you said that dog wasn’t yours,” Tucker said.

“It’s not. But how did it get under that old rust bucket?”

“It’s not a rust bucket. That there is a 1965 Chevrolet C10. A gem of a truck in its glory days and would be after it’s restored.”

“Glad you appreciate a useless hunk of junk. What’s that saying? One person’s trash is another person’s treasure? But of greater concern is the dog that’s trapped. We have to help him...or her.”

“There was thunder last night. Probably got spooked and found a way in. Dumb—”

She shot him a look. “That may not be my animal, but I’ll have you know that I love dogs.”

“I thought you said you’d never had one.”

“No matter. They’re a girl’s best friend.”

“The saying...” he drawled. Chevy got the sense he was mocking her comment about trash and treasure, “Is man’s best friend. And that role is reserved for horses.”

“Oh, right. You’re a cowboy.”

“Born and raised and proud of it too.” He rocked back on his heels and tucked his thumbs in his belt loop. The only thing missing was his hat—must’ve been lost in the avalanche of junk or left it next door. He was cranky, but she’d be a liar if she denied he was attractive with a rough shading of stubble along his angular jaw, strong chin, and those eyes of his.

“Well, Cowboy, born and raised and proud, will you please help me get this dog free?”

“Nice to meet you. My name is Tucker Ritchie and I would be much obliged.”

“It’s like you just switch those manners on and off. In the future, I recommend you keep them on.”

“Do you now? And where are yours, Miss Chevy?”

She crossed her arms in front of her chest and cocked a hip. Betty must’ve told him her given name—it was probably how her father referred to her since he didn’t know better. “My name is Chevy Ann Muller. I go by Ann.”

“Chevy like the car. I like that better.”

“It’s not up to you what I’m called.” She huffed.

“And this must be The Dog. Capital T. Capital D.” He chortled.

He extended his hand as if to shake. She had a bucket of soapy water in the kitchen, a ream of newspaper and vinegar solution, and a house to clean. Never mind that she was wearing the same shirt as the day before, her hair was a mess under her kerchief, and the grime under her nails matched Tucker’s motor grease. 

She may have been a mess, but Chevy Ann Muller was nothing like her mother and would use her manners. “Nice to meet you, Tucker Ritchie.” She gripped his hand in a firm shake, but try as she might to infuse the gesture with cold hostility, her palm melted against his.

Tucker was tan, likely from years spent outside in the open air, riding horses or fixing cars. His eyes were bright and mesmerizing. She imagined they’d once had a twinkle to them. He had masculine features and perhaps a broken nose once. The only thing that tore her gaze from his was the slow smile that spread across his lips. 

“Mighty fine to officially meet you, Chevy.” 

She was going to correct him, but the way his lips rolled over the letters made his voice sound like a deep country melody. The kind that sung secrets under the stars. 

A little breathless, she said, “Likewise.”

When their hands dropped, they both seemed to snap back to the matter at hand. There was a trapped dog and an underlying sense of aggravation between them. She couldn’t pinpoint why he got her hackles up and likely why she did the same for him, but for the next thirty minutes, while they cleared a space in the garage and filled up the driveway with all manner of castaway items, they set the animosity aside.

At last, The Dog wiggled free and into Chevy’s arms.

“I thought you said—” Tucker started with accusation in his voice.

“I think he knows I’m a friend of animals. A best friend.”

“Does that make me the enemy?” he asked.

She gave him a long side-eye. “That depends. Do you want to be?” After the words had dropped she sensed the double meaning behind them.

“Not especially.” 

“Well, good. Now, I bet this little guy is hungry.” 

The dog walked over to the yard and relieved herself.

“Correction, little girl.”

“I don’t reckon your pantry is full just yet. I have some leftover chicken in the fridge. I’ll be right back.” Tucker sauntered off. 

Chevy soothed The Dog and checked for a collar, but there wasn’t one.

Tucker was back in moments with a bowl of shredded chicken. He set it on the ground and leaned against the frame of the garage door.

The Dog scarfed it up.

“You don’t seem the type to cook,” she said.

“Not especially, but I do grill. Barbecue is my specialty.”

Chevy loved grilled food. “Then I’ll expect an invitation sometime,” she said without thinking.

“As long as you share some of those cookies you brought over to Gus and Betty for dessert.”

Her jaw almost dropped. “My cowboy cookies? I would’ve brought you a plate, but—”

“But I think we got off on the wrong foot,” Tucker said, shaking his boot a little.

Chevy instantly thought of him stepping in dog doo and then accusing her of letting the animal that wasn’t hers loose. “I think you’re right. After all, we are neighbors and you know what the Bible says about loving your neighbor.”

He smirked. 

Again, it was a moment too late that the double meaning of what that comment could’ve meant struck Chevy. 

A flush warmed her cheeks. “And there I thought my cookies were what scared you off when you so rudely hurried away after Betty tried to introduce us.”

Tucker scrubbed his hand through his hair. His bicep flexed. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“Are you going to explain?” 

“I already apologized, but again, I’m sorry I was rude.”

Chevy snorted. It didn’t seem there would be any winning with him. “In that case, me too.”

“And I’m awfully sorry for your loss. For what it’s worth, I’ve lost a parent too.”

Chevy bit her lip and stepped closer. “Thanks. That means a lot. My father, Warner, and I didn’t know each other. He’d send me a birthday card once a year until I left—” She was going to say home, but none of the places she’d ever lived felt like that. It was what she’d been seeking in all of the countries she’d visited.

“That’s tough.”

“It’s life.” She shrugged. “I’m going to get this place cleaned up, do some repairs, and then fund my next big trip.”

“Oh, you travel?” he asked in a tone of surprise.

“I’ve been to all seven continents. One hundred and four countries and counting.”

Tucker’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

“As serious as prostate cancer. It turned out that’s what he died of.” Saying it out loud made Chevy’s eyes mist over. “I don’t mean that as a joke. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s come over me.”

Tucker stepped closer. “Hey, no one knows how to deal with this kind of thing until it happens to them. Even if you didn’t have a relationship, his passing brings that to the surface, you know?” The gentle look he gave her suggested that he knew exactly what he was talking about.

Chevy felt like someone put words to how she felt. She felt understood in a world where things suddenly stopped making sense. Her father seemed normal and not the bad guy she’d been made to believe he was. 

Chevy couldn’t stop herself from what she said next. “I lost my mother a while back and we did have a relationship—at least until I was fifteen and sent to foster care. She had a lot of problems. Substance abuse mostly. I was there at the end though. We made amends. Well, as much as we could, given the amount of time we had and her state. I still pray for her every day.”

Tucker’s expression was unreadable. It was like she’d given him as much to think about as he had with what he’d said about the way losing someone, even someone like her father whom she didn’t know. That particular kind of loss caused the pain associated with the lack of a relationship to spill right over.

She didn’t need Tucker to say anything. But he did. “I suppose praying is the only thing you can do. Better than asking questions that will never get answered.”

Chevy swallowed back tears. All the while, the little dog hadn’t left her side.

“So you’re just here until this place sells?” Tucker asked.

Stricken with a sudden pang that she couldn’t pinpoint, she turned to the boxes of junk and countless broken items scattered across the driveway. “There’s little in the way for a garage sale, but perhaps I can clean up a few of the items for a profit.”

“If you’re looking to make some cash, once fixed, that truck would be a goldmine.” Tucker pointed to the garage.

Chevy laughed. “Cars? They’re not my thing.”

He smirked. His scent of long days in the sun, horsepower, and engine grease wrapped around her. 

No, cars weren’t her thing, but he could be. As soon as the thought had wedged itself in her mind, she scrambled to get free of it, probably much like the little dog had when it was stuck under the car. 

Chevy was always on the move. As true as it was that she baked cookies and found the church when she was new to town, she also had the rule that she didn’t date. She wasn’t going to break hearts...or have hers broken when she inevitably left town.

But as Tucker sauntered away, leaving her and the little dog in front of the garage, she worried about what would happen if she broke a rule.

She’d been in Blue Bay Beach for less than twenty-four hours, and with The Dog at her heels, she rushed into town and toward the church she’d spotted when she’d first arrived.
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Several days had passed since Tucker had met then re-met Chevy Ann Muller and he couldn’t get her out of his mind. 

If she ever asked him why he took one look at her standing on Betty and Gus’s porch and then turned right around, it would’ve been because he knew what was coming. 

Seeing those soft brown eyes and that long wild hair blinked like a warning light on his internal dashboard. With that one look, he knew that she’d ruin him. She’d consume his every thought and cause him to break down like an old car.

It had happened once before and he vowed never to let a woman have that kind of control over him again.

During his early morning runs, before it got too hot, he’d seen her walking The Dog, often later in the day she’d be out shuffling things around the house, and going to town. 

They’d exchanged friendly hellos, but the more he tried to avoid her, it seemed the more frequently she appeared: getting the mail, chatting with Betty, and repeatedly trying to mend that broken fence so The Dog wouldn’t get loose.

From what he could tell, she’d hardly stopped scrubbing, dusting, and mopping the house next door. He’d only been inside number eight a few times. As Warner aged, his eyesight and energy declined. Poor guy. With a twinge of guilt, Tucker thought of his own father. No chance Chevy would respect him if she knew how he’d let his family down. Ah, there he was, back to thinking about her. 

He doubted that a spot was spared from her cleaning spray and rag. The outside was another story. Florida vegetation grew thick and fast in the humid weather with a brief rain shower nearly every afternoon. Gus called it the Florida Car Wash. If his vehicles weren’t under cover after it rained, he’d be outside in a hot minute with a chamois so the rainfall didn’t leave any spots on the shiny paint.

Shiny like Chevy’s hair. Oh man, he had it bad. He shook his head, scolding himself.

As busy as Tucker had been at the shop with a Triumph with an oil leak that had him stumped on, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. 

What she’d said about making amends with her mother and praying for her every day made him think his own mother would like to hear that. Caroline Ritchie would’ve been happy if he’d brought her home to meet the family. His mom had never liked Dalia—the one girl he’d dated. None of the Ritchie clan had.

Granted, Tucker didn’t need to make amends with his mother. However, his father was another story. And if he knew anything about his mother and heaven, she was praying hard for that to happen. 

But it wasn’t just Chevy’s faith that snagged his attention. It was her heart. She seemed selfless. Already, he’d heard from Betty that she’d baked cookies for the weekly senior luncheon and made friends with Billie who owned the Coconut Cove Café and ran the weekly food delivery program for people in the community who needed the extra help. Billie wasn’t exactly cuddly best friend material. Although, from what he’d gathered, again from Betty who knew everything about everyone in town, after marrying Rhodes, the restaurant owner softened up quite a lot.

“How’s she lookin’?” A sudden male voice said, slapping his hand on the hood of a 1960 Chevrolet Bel Air Tucker was halfway underneath as he worked on the tie-rod—he needed a break from the Triumph. 

At the same time, Tucker’s phone rang. He had it propped up against the tire so he didn’t crush it—rarely did he remember to take it out of his pocket before he rolled under a car. A familiar name flashed across the screen, causing him to ram his elbow on the crossbar. Fumbling, he almost dropped the socket wrench on his face and knocked his knee into the metal frame. He rolled out from under the car, muttering a few salty words under his breath. His mother would’ve had his hide.

“You okay there, boy?” Gus asked.

Tucker was hardly a kid—already in his thirties but to men like Gus and his father, he was just a pup. And there, Chevy popped back into his mind with thoughts of dogs.

“Oh,” Gus said, hiding a smirk. “I see you were distracted.”

“I wasn’t—I—” He started to defend himself.

Gus lifted his hand to cut him off. “Now, you’re working underneath almost two tons of American steel, not a time to be thinking about—” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

Tucker opened his mouth to protest, but Gus cut across him.

“So how’s this Chevy treating you? She giving you any trouble?”

It was obvious Gus knew how the name Chevy tangled up Tucker’s thoughts.

“No, Sir. I’ll have it ready for you by the end of the day.”

“No rush. The owner won’t be back from up north until next week. Sometimes it’s best to take these things slowly. You have to finesse the situation. Tease out the—”

This time Tucker lifted his hands. “Alright, alright. I get it.”

Gus smirked. He and his longtime friend Vince co-owned the shop. Officially, Gus was retired but still came by daily and did all the bookkeeping, orders, and manned the phone much of the time—not that the shop was booming. They worked on all makes and models of cars, but specialized in classics and drew auto enthusiasts from all over the country. The plan was, Vince would retire that summer and they’d decide what to do with the shop. Tucker would probably have to find another job that paid cash or go crawling back home and come clean with the truth.

One of the massive garage bay doors was open and Betty appeared backlit by the sun. “Hey, my two favorite guys.” She was almost always cheerful—a ray of sunshine in the same way that his mother had been for his father. Once upon a time, Tucker thought he’d like to have that. Too late for him.

“I’m heading over to the café to meet Chevy for...linner at Coconut Cove,” Betty said.

In tandem, the two guys tilted their heads in question.

“Linner, when you miss lunch and it’s too early for dinner. Since it’s already past three and I didn’t eat lunch, I’m famished. Can’t wait much longer to eat. I’m starved.” Betty used to work full time at the restaurant but now just pulled one breakfast shift and one lunch shift per week plus occasionally covering for others. 

“If you wait a little while, it’ll be an early bird,” Gus said.

“Oh come on, we’re more like night owls,” Betty teased, giving her husband a nudge. “Goodness knows you can’t help but have a late-night snack of a bowl of ice cream before bed.”

“It’s hardly a bowl. More like a scoop.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

Tucker chuckled at their banter.

“So we’re having linner this evening?” Gus asked.

“Well, I’m having pie,” Betty said.

Tucker’s mouth instantly watered. The Coconut Cove Café served Betty’s famous Key Lime Coconut Cream pie.

“You should come join us,” she said as though reading his mind.

“Aw, thanks, but I should get back to work.” Tucker’s stomach growled in protest.

Betty cocked an eyebrow, reminding him of Chevy. “Gus, I told you to make sure he takes a lunch break.”

“Hey, that’s up to him to remember to feed himself. I only just got here.”

“This boy gets focused on one of these projects here and keeps on working through the noontime hour. Soon he’s going to be nothing but skin and bones.”

“More like muscle and brawn, but whatever you say, dear.” Gus walked toward the door, likely realizing his wife wasn’t going to give up until they were all seated on the deck at the restaurant. Betty was persistent. 

However, she didn’t follow her husband. “Tucker, please take your lunch break.”

He supposed it would be rude to say no.

They exited the building and closed the big door. 

Betty hurried across the street where a couple of women were standing on the corner in front of the Sandy Shore Inn.

Gus talked about the bad tie-rod in the Bel Air when Tucker heard a familiar voice. Betty was talking to Ruby who helped out Sandy Leblanc, the owner of the Sandy Shore Inn. A beautiful woman stood with them. She seemed to be making herself right at home in town. The little dog was on a leash, sitting patiently at Chevy’s side watching a seagull peck at something.

“You should come too. Billie will be so pleased to see you,” Betty was saying as they approached.

“I’d like to, but Sandy—she hasn’t been herself lately. I should head back in,” Ruby said.

“In that case, I’ll bring you both dinner on my way back and visit,” Betty said.

Ruby softened and squeezed Betty’s arm. “Thanks, I think she’d like that.”

Tucker sensed that perhaps the owner of the Inn was ailing.

“Oh, Ruby, have you met Chevy? She’s Warner Muller’s daughter and moved in next door to me.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Chevy said. “But to be clear, I haven’t moved in. More like passing through. Hopefully, I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

Tucker was about to say something when he cut himself off and slapped an invisible bug on his arm.

Ruby and Chevy’s eyes landed on him.

He cleared his throat. “No-see-um. They’re bad this afternoon.”

Betty gave him a look because they both knew the pesky little bugs were rarely spotted at the beach.

Gus chuckled likely at Tucker’s sudden jumpiness. Chevy had him turned around and inside out. “Are we going to have linner or what?” He dragged Betty off as she started to explain the compound word she’d made up. 

Without breaking pace, she went on to tell Chevy all about working at the Coconut Cove Café. As they stepped onto the dock that stretched over the water, ending in a restaurant with a thatched roof that was patronized by people on foot and boaters alike, she finished with, “And they make the best Key Lime Coconut Cream pie in the world.”

“That’s not an exaggeration,” Tucker added because it was true. 

Gus chuckled again. “Don’t be fooled, Chevy. Betty is biased because she’s the one who makes it. But it is the best. Won prizes and everything.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s have linner. Though, thinking about it, I think the more accurate term would be pre-ssert. That’s like pre-dinner dessert,” Chevy joked.

Everyone laughed as Gus and Betty sat on one side of the table on the dock-deck. Chevy and Tucker sat down on the other and as they both lowered, they knocked into each other. It was far more welcome than his elbow and knee colliding with the undercarriage of the car. Warmth caressed his skin where her forearm had touched his. He knew he was being silly—practically acting like a teenager on a first date—and in the company of people who were old enough to be his parents.

Even though Gus and Betty had been together for the better half of their lives, the two could talk a blue streak, which cut down on any chance of there being an awkward silence between himself and Chevy. Although he wanted to talk to her. Ask questions. Hear about her life and travels. 

He ordered a BLT and ordered his thoughts to heel like The Dog seated quietly beside Chevy. There was no way he was going to let himself get caught up in her. Yes, she was pretty and kind and smart. But that’s not what he needed in his life. No way. No how.

After their food came, he snuck The Dog a few nibbles of bacon. 

“Tucker, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what do you think of heading up the Classic Car Show this summer?” Gus wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Vince and I have been talking about it for years, but we can’t seem to get it together. With him retiring this summer, I thought it would be a nice send-off.”

Tucker didn’t wait to hear more. “Yes, of course.” He’d do anything for those two guys. He was indebted to Gus and Betty and he knew it would make them both happy beyond measure. 

Betty clapped her hands together. “Gus has been talking about doing a club or a show in Blue Bay Beach for years. That would be wonderful. We could also add a swap meet. Like a town-wide yard sale. The attic space is filling up.” Betty rattled off a few more ideas.

Tucker tried not to show the nervousness in his smile. He’d never done anything like that before.

“We could have a barbecue, Coco’s
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