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Chapter One
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Jennifer Hart’s hands tremble as she tightens the last stubborn bolt beneath the battered belly of her newly acquired food truck. The metal is greasy, cold, and the autumn afternoon has already begun to slip into brisk evening, but determination keeps her knuckles moving. 

Every dime she’s saved from bartending, tutoring, and the summer’s insufferable office temp job sits in this temperamental, powder-blue truck. The food truck’s logo—a hastily painted “Hart’s Eats”—is already flaking at the corners, but she tells herself it’s “charming.” She believes in her culinary vision, even if no one else is buying yet.

The day started with promise and her signature cinnamon-sugar popovers nearly sold out at the Farmers’ Market, but a sudden shudder and an alarming clunk left her stranded on the side of West Street. The engine had died, refusing to turn over, and her phone’s battery gave out in perfect unison. She spends the next hour cursing the carburetor, her ill fortune, and the persistent ache of uncertainty in her chest.

That’s when a stranger’s shadow falls across the gap beneath her truck, and a firm but not unkind voice says, “Looks like a stubborn one. Need a hand?” She slides out and squints into the golden twilight. The stranger is tall, late thirties maybe, with a kind face and the kind of blue work shirt that says he knows his way around an engine. He introduces himself as John Evans, and his smile is the unhurried kind, like a sunrise.

Jennifer hesitates, but the way John reaches for the wrench—confident, unfussy—puts her at ease. As he slides under the truck beside her, she notices he smells faintly of cedar and old paperback books.

“Ever worked on a food truck before?” she asks, attempting to keep the self-conscious wobble out of her voice.

“Only as a customer. But I’m pretty handy. My brother owned a landscaping business, so I’ve been covered in grease and dirt since I was twelve.” He flashes a grin, and she notices laugh lines around his eyes.

Together, they fumble through the engine’s innards. John listens carefully as Jennifer details her diagnosis, and he offers suggestions without condescension—refreshing, after years of patronizing mechanics and skeptical teachers’ assistants. He even compliments her popovers, having sampled them at a market last summer, which she pretends not to remember but secretly thrills over.

In the process of wrestling a stubborn screw, John’s hand slips and he bangs his thumb, cursing softly. Jennifer laughs, the sound ricocheting off the empty street. He looks at her, mock-offended, and says, “You’re enjoying this.”

“Maybe a little,” she admits. “But honestly, I’m just relieved someone showed up who knows what they’re doing.”

They talk as they work, the conversation meandering from the best ways to caramelize onions to their respective childhoods—her mother’s obsession with homemade pasta, his family’s epic Sunday barbecues. By the time the engine coughs back to life, twilight has surrendered to darkness, and the only light is the dim halo of the streetlamp above.

“You’re a lifesaver,” Jennifer says, wiping her hands on her apron.

“Just doing my good deed for the day,” John replies, but there’s a softness in his tone.

She offers him a leftover popover, which he accepts, and they eat in companionable silence. With the truck purring again, Jennifer feels a strange optimism—maybe even hope. Before he leaves, John scribbles his number on a napkin.

“In case you need another rescue mission. Or, you know, want to swap popover recipes.”

Jennifer smiles, tucking the napkin into her shirt pocket.

They say goodnight, and as Jennifer watches John’s taillights fade into the city, she can’t help but wonder if this unexpected intersection could lead somewhere beyond broken engines and borrowed wrenches.
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Jennifer keeps her promise and makes John dinner the following week, and not just any dinner—a full picnic spread from the side window of her food truck, parked with a romantic sense of optimism at the edge of the bluffs above Crescent Bay. 

The ocean sets a blue-gray backdrop for the meal, the salt in the air mingling with the sizzle of her makeshift stovetop, and John’s laughter, surprisingly relaxed and easy, floats between the gusts of wind. They sit on the tailgate and eat steaming bowls of her homemade pumpkin gnocchi, passing a dented thermos of hot cider back and forth.

This becomes a routine. Evenings after the workday, John stops by the food truck—sometimes with grease on his hands, sometimes in a crisp collared shirt that makes Jennifer wonder about his past life in finance, which he brushes off as “not my scene.” 

They find their own rhythm, a comfortable banter that runs beneath every interaction, whether John is wearing one of his faded work shirts or sharp office-casual. The first time Jennifer calls him “a numbers guy,” John dramatically clutches his chest and protests that he only counts in ratios of butter to flour, which makes her laugh so hard she snorts cider through her nose. 

She retaliates the next day by printing a hand-lettered “Accountant’s Special: Buy One, Get One Depreciated at 2% per Bite,” and taping it to the food truck’s order window. John brings his friends from the repair shop to see it, all of them pretending to scrutinize the fine print before ordering three rounds of popovers each.

More and more, John lingers after his “dinner runs,” sometimes helping Jennifer mop the linoleum floor or re-stock the tiny napkin caddy. He becomes her unofficial taste-tester, offering opinions on everything from the savory hand pies (“Needs more thyme. That’s not a pun, I swear.”) to her experimental s’mores cookies (“If these were currency, I’d embezzle them”). 

Jennifer doesn’t miss how he listens, actually listens, when she rambles about the quirks of local vendors or the petty rivalries among food truck owners at the Saturday lot.

One chilly night, after the rush dies down, they sit on the tailgate and split a container of cold slaw. The parking lot is mostly empty except for the yellow glow of a distant streetlight, and their breath fogs in the air as they talk. John shares a memory about his brother’s epic failed attempt at Thanksgiving turkey, and Jennifer counters with the time her mother accidentally deep-fried a potholder. 

They laugh until their sides ache, but when the laughter fades, there’s a comfortable silence, the kind that doesn’t need filling.

Jennifer catches herself looking forward to these moments, the way John’s eyes crinkle when he smiles, the way he surprises her with little gestures—a repaired hinge on the prep table, a playlist of power ballads cued up on her ancient Bluetooth speaker. Sometimes, she wonders if he notices the extra cinnamon she dusts onto his popovers, or the way she always saves him the corner piece from her latest batch. She tells herself not to overthink it, but she can’t help it—there’s something magnetic in the way John is both steady and unpredictable at once.

One evening, as they close up, John leans against the side of the truck and says, “You ever think about expanding?”

“Expanding what?” Jennifer asks, pretending to wipe down the already spotless counter.

“The business. Hart’s Eats could be more than a one-woman show. With the right kind of help, you could have a fleet. Maybe even a storefront.”

She rolls her eyes in mock offense, but part of her thrills at the idea. “Let’s get through the winter first. Then we can talk world domination.”

“That’s all I’m asking for,” John says, raising his hands in surrender. “But if you ever need a marketing guru, or a guy who can swap out an axle in thirty minutes flat, you know where to find me.”

They don’t talk about it again for a while, but Jennifer finds herself sketching menus and jotting down event ideas, always imagining John somewhere in the background, tinkering or troubleshooting or just cracking jokes while she cooks. The food truck’s engine still complains on cold mornings, but now it’s John’s number that sits at the top of her speed dial.

It’s not long
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