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      For everyone who's ever wanted to be bent over a workbench by a tattooed mechanic—no judgement here.
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      Just a reminder that Tuned to Break is set in Australia. So there may be words and terms used that seem a bit strange, but that’s just the way we talk!

      This is a standalone set in my New Hope World. You will see snippets of some of my OG characters. It’s not necessary to read their stories before this one, but if you choose to, the full reading list can be found on my website!

      Enjoy the banter and spice - I had fun with this one!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          STELLA

        

      

    

    
      “Here you go, ladies, another round of shots, courtesy of those blokes on the other side of the bar.” Logan slides the glasses across the sticky surface of Grumpy’s bar with his usual shit-eating grin.

      I stare at the amber liquid like it might bite me. “Are you freaking serious? We’ve had enough shots.”

      “Yeah, but these are free,” he shrugs, wiping down a glass that’s probably dirtier than when he started. “And you’d be an idiot to turn down free drinks.” He lifts a brow, challenging me to argue.

      He’s got a point, a drinks a drink. I snatch up the shot glass, knock it back, and immediately regret my life choices as the tequila burns its way down my throat. I slide the second glass across to my best friend, Megan, who’s hunched over her phone.

      Glancing around the crowded bar, I mentally curse her for dragging me to Logan’s new masquerade theme night. The entire place looks like a fancy dress shop exploded, full of people wearing half-masks, full-face masks, delicate lace numbers mixed with chunky knitted monstrosities and ones that glow an obnoxious neon under the UV lights. The bar's packed, music’s pumping, and everyone seems to be having the time of their lives.

      Everyone except me.

      “Megan, what are you doing?” I yell over the bass.

      “Nothing,” she says, not even bothering to look up from her screen.

      My frustration spikes. There’s only one person who could have her glued to her phone. “Are you seriously texting that dickhead ex?” The words come out slurred, evidence of the frankly stupid number of cocktails we’ve consumed tonight.

      She finally looks up, guilt written all over her face.

      Bingo.

      Look, I hated being dragged out tonight. I had plans involving my couch, a Netflix binge, and absolutely zero human interaction. But seeing Megan like this—heartbroken and a mess—I know she needed me to come out with her. We both needed to let off some steam, and she desperately needed to stop thinking about the arsehole who shattered her heart into a million pieces.

      “Megs, you’ve got to stop and let him go. He broke your heart.”

      “I know, but I miss him,” she sighs, and my heart breaks for her.

      I reach across and squeeze her hand. “Yeah, but he cheated on you. With your bloody cousin.”

      She lets out another sigh that sounds like it came from her soul and tosses back her shot without flinching. “I know. It’s just hard.”

      “I’m sorry, hun.” I genuinely hate seeing my best friend hurting. If I ever run into that douchebag, I’ll make sure he knows exactly what I think of him. Megan was the best thing that ever happened to him, and he threw it away for a quick fuck with a younger version of Megan. The man has no standards and even less brain cells.

      She places her phone face down on the table and picks up her drink. “Thanks for being the shoulder I needed. And thanks for coming out with me tonight, even though I know you’d rather be home in your pyjamas.”

      “Always,” I say, meaning it. “But let’s not make this a regular thing. You know this isn’t really my scene, right?”

      “Yes but look at you—you’re fucking stunning tonight.” She gestures at my outfit with genuine admiration. “That green mask really brings out your hair. And those heels? Fuck if I was into girls, I’d do you.”

      I laugh despite myself. Of course she’d say that. Megan’s been my ride-or-die since we were kids stealing lollies from the corner shop. We survived school together, uni together, and now we’re navigating our mid-twenties together. While I’m still working part-time at the coffee shop, completely clueless about what I want to do with my life, Megan’s pulling long shifts at the hospital as a nurse.

      The alcohol is making everything feel soft around the edges. I’m not drunk exactly, but I’m definitely floating in that blissful tipsy space where confidence is free-flowing, and consequences are a tomorrow problem. I attempt to stand, but my legs have apparently forgotten how to coordinate with my brain.

      “Whoa there.” I grip the table for support.

      “You okay, babe?” Megan asks while looking at her phone again.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just need to pee before my bladder explodes.” I shake my head, trying to clear some of the floaty feeling. It doesn’t work.

      “Want me to come with you?” She’s already moving to stand.

      “Nope, I’ve got this. But give me your phone.” I hold out my hand, palm up.

      “No way. I promise not to text him again.”

      I give her my best ‘don’t test me’ look. The one that’s gotten me my way since we were sixteen. “Megan.”

      “Fine.” She hands over her mobile with all the enthusiasm of someone surrendering their firstborn. I pocket it and head toward the back where the bathrooms are, weaving through the crowd like I’m navigating a minefield of drunken bodies.

      The bathroom is a typical pub disaster. Sticky floors, mirrors that have seen better decades, and lighting that makes everyone look like they’re dying. I check my reflection anyway, reapply my lip gloss, and fluff my short red hair. Megan’s right—I do look good tonight. The green mask makes my hair pop like fire, and this outfit actually works.

      But this isn’t me. I’m not the girl who goes to pubs on Friday nights to get plastered and make questionable decisions. I’m the girl who stays home in oversized hoodies, binge-watching crime shows and eating cereal for dinner.

      Although, to be fair, what I’m wearing tonight isn’t that far from my usual style. I might be a homebody at heart, but I love dressing up. Short skirts, fitted tops that show off what God gave me, heels that make my legs look endless—that’s just who I am.

      Even at work at The Enchanted Bean, this is my uniform. My boss Emily is a legend; she lets us wear whatever we want as long as we’ve got the logo visible somewhere. She even had custom t-shirts made in different colours so we can express our individual styles while still looking professional.

      Stepping back into the hallway, the music hits me like a physical force. The bass is so deep I can feel it in my bones. I take a steadying breath and start making my way back to our table, already planning my escape route for when Megan inevitably suggests we stay for “just one more drink.”

      That’s when he appears.

      A figure steps directly into my path, and I freeze like a deer caught in headlights. My heart launches itself into my throat and starts doing gymnastics.

      He’s tall. Really tall. The kind of tall that makes me feel delicate even in heels. His shoulders are broad enough to block out the lights behind him, and his arms look like they could bench press a small car without breaking a sweat.He’s wearing a black half-mask that covers the top portion of his face, leaving his mouth and jaw exposed.

      Strong jaw.

      Very strong jaw.

      He looks like Batman’s kinky cousin, and I am absolutely here for it. My body reacting to him immediately.

      “How are you doing tonight, darl?”

      His voice hits me like a shot of the good tequila—smooth, warm, and straight to places that have been neglected for far too long. The way he draws out ‘darl’ makes it sound like something intimate, something real, instead of just another generic Aussie endearment. My body responds instantly, heat pooling low in my belly.

      “I’m good.” The words come out breathier than intended, like I’ve just run a marathon instead of walked ten metres from the bathroom.

      “Are you here alone?”

      “No, I’m here with friends.” I manage to sound somewhat normal, even though my pulse is doing things that definitely aren’t normal.

      He steps closer, and instinct tells me to step back. So I do. It’s like some primal dance we’re both participating in without discussion.

      “I’ve never seen you here before,” he says, taking another step forward.

      Now he’s close enough that I can smell him—something masculine and intoxicating that makes my brain go fuzzy. He’s positioned himself so I’m trapped, but I don’t feel trapped. I feel... hunted. In the best possible way.

      I could escape if I wanted to. There’s space to my left, people around us, exits within running distance. But I don’t want to escape. For the first time in months, something interesting is happening to me, and I’m not about to waste it.

      “Honestly, this isn’t really my thing,” I admit. “I’d much rather be at home in my pyjamas watching Criminal Minds.”

      “Ah, you’re one of those girls.”

      “What do you mean, ‘one of those girls’?” There’s some bite in my response because I hate being categorised.

      “The kind that binge-watches crime shows and casually discusses the best ways to dispose of a body.” His mouth curves into a smirk that does dangerous things to my composure. “Let me guess—you’ve got the whole thing planned out.”

      “Feed them to the pigs,” I say without hesitation. “No evidence left behind. As long as you remember to remove the teeth first.”

      He laughs, and the sound is rich and genuine. “Of course. That’s everyone’s go-to method these days.”

      “It’s effective,” I shrug, trying to play it cool while my insides are melting.

      “I like a girl who’s prepared for anything.”

      He steps closer again, and this time when I step back, I hit the wall. Game over. He’s got me exactly where he wants me, and we both know it.

      He moves quickly, bringing his hands up to cage me in with his arms. His body is so close I can feel the heat radiating off him. When I lift my head to meet his eyes, what little I can see of them through the mask, the air gets sucked right out of my lungs.

      Even with the dim lighting and the mask, I can tell he’s gorgeous. The kind of gorgeousness that makes sensible women do very stupid things.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” His voice has dropped to something rough and intimate.

      “I don’t know.” It’s a complete lie, and we both know it.

      “Yes, you do.” The corner of his mouth lifts in a knowing smile. “What is it you’re here for tonight?”

      “To get drunk.” Which was the truth until about thirty seconds ago.

      “And?”

      The alcohol has apparently dissolved my filter completely. “To get laid. I need to get laid. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had an orgasm? Like, months. An orgasm that wasn’t courtesy of my own hand or a battery-operated friend.”

      The words tumble out before I can stop them, and I immediately want to crawl into a hole and die. But instead of looking shocked or running away screaming, something that sounds suspiciously like a growl rumbles from his chest.

      “I like a girl who knows what she wants.” His lips are now close enough that I can feel his breath on my skin.

      “I’m sure you do,” I manage to sass back, though my voice is shaking.

      His hand finds my hip, fingers trailing up toward my neck with deliberate slowness. Every point of contact sends electricity shooting through my nervous system. When he tilts my chin up slightly, I’m completely lost.

      Then his lips crash against mine, and my brain short-circuits.

      He tastes like coffee and something else I can’t name. His scent wraps around me and I lose all sense of where I am. My hands fist in his shirt, pulling him closer, needing more contact, more pressure, more everything.

      He kisses like he’s claiming me, his tongue taking control of my mouth with a confidence that makes my knees weak. The masks make it awkward, but somehow that just adds to the excitement. This is raw and desperate and completely insane.

      When his hand drifts down to the hem of my skirt, I let out a sound that’s part whimper, part plea. But it’s when his other hand wraps around my throat that I completely lose my mind.

      He doesn’t apply much pressure—just enough to let me know it’s there, just enough to make every nerve ending in my body light up like a Christmas tree. It’s something I’ve fantasised about but never trusted anyone enough to try.

      This is completely mental.

      He’s a stranger I met sixty seconds ago, and he’s got his tongue down my throat and his hand around my neck while his fingers skim higher up my thigh.

      I should be running.

      I should be screaming.

      I should be doing anything except melting into him like I’m made of chocolate and he’s the sun.

      But the thrill of it, the sheer recklessness of not knowing anything about him, makes the ache between my legs intensify to the point where I can barely think straight.

      His fingers tighten slightly against my throat, it’s not enough to restrict breathing, just enough to make me remember they’re there. I lean into the pressure as his other hand slides up the inside of my leg with agonising slowness.

      We’re tucked away in a darkened corner where his body blocks us from view, but the knowledge that we could be discovered at any moment only adds to the excitement.

      When his fingers reach my panties, I gasp against his mouth. He cups me through the fabric, and I nearly come apart at the seams.

      “Fuck, darl, you’re so fucking wet.” The words are rough against my ear before he captures my mouth again, kissing me like he’s trying to devour me whole.

      His fingers tighten slightly around my throat again—just enough pressure to make me remember who’s in control here. I lean into it as his other hand slips beneath my panties, fingers sliding through my folds with practised ease.

      My body starts trembling uncontrollably. Everything comes alive under his touch as he explores me with first one finger, then two, pushing deeper while his thumb finds my clit. My legs start shaking as my orgasm builds with embarrassing speed.

      Months of sexual frustration combined with alcohol and the most intense sexual encounter of my life—it’s a recipe for complete orgasmic meltdown.

      He breaks the kiss, adding more pressure to my clit while his fingers pump in and out of me in perfect rhythm. His other hand maintains that delicious pressure around my throat.

      “That’s a good girl. Let go for me. Let me feel you come on my fingers,” he whispers against my ear. “Your pussy is so fucking tight and soaked.”

      His words push me over the edge. I cry out, trying to keep quiet, but he swallows the sound with another searing kiss. The orgasm hits me like a freight train—wave after wave of pleasure so intense I see actual stars behind my eyelids.

      He keeps his fingers moving until I stop shaking, then slowly withdraws them. When he leans back with a satisfied smirk, I feel like I might collapse without the wall holding me up.

      “You know you look like Batman’s kinky cousin, right?” It’s the first coherent thought that makes it from my brain to my mouth.

      He chuckles, and the sound does things to me that should be illegal. “Yeah, maybe that’s the look I was going for.”

      “Well, that was...” I pause, trying to find words that don’t make me sound like a complete idiot. “Something.”

      “Yeah, that sure as fuck was something.” His voice is rough with satisfaction. “Your pussy felt amazing, and you were already so wet for me.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” I shoot back, trying to regain some dignity. “It wasn’t because of you.”

      “No? What was it then?”

      “Tequila,” I reply with as much attitude as I can muster.

      “Right. Had nothing to do with my fingers buried inside you or my hand wrapped around your pretty little neck?” The way he describes what just happened makes me clench my thighs together involuntarily.

      He notices, of course he does. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      I can’t argue because he’s right. The moment his fingers wrapped around my throat, I turned into a puddle of want.

      He lifts his fingers to his nose and inhales deeply, like he’s savouring fine wine. Then he slides one into his mouth, and my pussy clenches in response. Why is that so incredibly hot?

      “Darl, you taste so fucking good.” He closes his eyes as he licks his fingers clean, and I’m pretty sure I’m about to spontaneously combust.

      He leans down and kisses me again, just as intensely as before. I can taste myself on his tongue, and it’s addictive in a way that should probably concern me. His hand finds my throat again, squeezing just a little harder, making me whimper into his mouth.

      When he finally breaks away, he steps back far enough for me to get a good look at his body. I wish the alcohol wasn’t making my vision blur, because I’d give anything to commit every detail to memory.

      “I’ll see you around, darl,” he says with a wink that promises everything and nothing.

      Then he turns and walks away without giving me a chance to ask his name, ask for his number, or ask if he wants to continue this somewhere more private. I watch until he disappears around the corner, taking all the heat and electricity in the room with him.

      Fuck me.

      I just got finger-banged by Batman’s kinky cousin in a pub corridor, and it was the best sexual experience of my life. And I don’t even know his bloody name.

      I wobble my way back to our table on unsteady legs, and Megan takes one look at me and frowns.

      “Are you okay? You look flustered.”

      “I’m fine,” I lie, because I’m anything but fine. I can’t believe what just happened. Tomorrow, when I’m sober and mortified, I’ll probably regret this. But right now, all I can think about is how much I want it to happen again.

      “Stella, what aren’t you telling me?” Megan studies my face with the intensity of a detective. She knows me too well to buy my innocent act.

      There’s no point lying. She’ll interrogate me until I crack anyway.

      “So, I may have just let a complete stranger finger me in the corridor and give me the best orgasm I’ve had in... well, ever.”

      “Oh my God, you didn’t!” Shock and excitement war for dominance on her face. “You absolute legend!”

      “Blame the alcohol,” I mutter, snatching up my cocktail and downing what’s left in three large gulps.

      “Right, because it has nothing to do with the fact that you’ve been desperately in need of a good shag for months.”

      “Definitely not that,” I agree, though we both know she’s hit the nail on the head.

      Megan scans the bar with the dedication of a bounty hunter. “Where is he? Point him out!”

      I follow her gaze around the room. The crowd’s starting to thin as it gets later, and my heart sinks when I realise he’s nowhere to be seen.

      He’s literally vanished into the night like the Batman he resembled, leaving me with nothing but the memory of his hands and the taste of him on my lips.

      And the absolute certainty that I’ll be replaying every second of this encounter for months to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          STELLA - 3 MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Miss! Excuse me, MISS! Oi, you!”

      The voice cuts through the Saturday morning chaos like nails on a chalkboard. I don’t look up from the coffee machine where I’m crafting what will hopefully be the perfect flat white. The customer can bloody well wait his turn like everyone else.

      “Sir, I’ve asked you politely three times to wait your turn. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      “No, you need to serve me NOW!”

      His voice rises to a level that makes several customers turn and stare. I can feel my patience, which was already hanging by a thread thanks to Bree calling in sick this morning, finally start to fray.

      It’s a typical Saturday at The Enchanted Bean—freaking mental. The weekend crowd is a special breed of demanding, and being here solo until Emily arrives is like trying to perform surgery with a rusty butter knife. Possible, but bloody frustrating.

      “I said I’d be with you in a moment. I’m just finishing this order.” I keep my voice level, professional, even though what I really want to do is tell this entitled prick exactly where he can shove his impatience.

      He scoffs—actually scoffs—and stands there tapping his manicured fingers on the counter like he’s playing some sort of annoying percussion solo. The sound is making my eye twitch.

      “Order for Arden!” I call out, sliding the coffee across the counter with a smile for the customer who knows how to behave like a civilised human being.

      Arden—one of our regulars—collects his drink with a nod of thanks and settles into his usual corner table. Now for Mr. Personality Disorder.

      “Hello, sir. Welcome to The Enchanted Bean. How can I help you?” The words come out with my best customer service smile, though I can’t quite keep the edge out of my voice. This bloke has been standing here acting like his coffee emergency is more important than everyone else’s, and frankly, I’m done with his attitude.

      “I’d like a cappuccino with no foam, please. Oat milk.”

      I blink at him. “So, you want a flat white?”

      “No,” he says slowly, like I’m intellectually challenged. “I want a cappuccino with no foam.”

      “Right. That’s called a flat white, sir.”

      His face starts turning an interesting shade of red. “Do you even know what you’re doing?”

      That’s it. The last thread of my patience just snapped.

      “Yes, I absolutely know what I’m doing. I’ve been making coffee longer than you’ve been able to drive, and a cappuccino without foam is, by definition, a flat white.”

      “No, it is NOT. It’s a cappuccino without foam!”

      “Listen, sir⁠—”

      “You have no fucking idea what you’re talking about! Just make my goddamn coffee!”

      The coffee shop goes dead quiet. Even the espresso machine seems to pause in shock. Every customer in the place is staring at us now, and I can feel something dark and satisfying unfurl in my chest.

      Game time.

      “Right.” I place both hands on the counter and lean forward slightly. “Listen here, you entitled tosser. I am not taking your order, I am not serving you coffee, and I am sure as hell not making you anything. You are no longer welcome at The Enchanted Bean. The door is right behind you—I suggest you use it before I help you find it.”

      “You can’t talk to me like that! I’m a paying customer!”

      “Actually, you’re not, because I’m not serving you.” I point to the sign next to the register. “See that? ‘We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone who disrespects our staff.’ Congratulations, you’ve just won yourself a permanent ban.”

      He looks at the sign, then back at me, puffing up like an angry rooster. For a moment, I think he might try to start something, but the coffee shop is full of university students who look like they’d be more than happy to escort him out.

      “I’m leaving a scathing review about this place!”

      I laugh. Out loud. “Oh no, what will we ever do? Your one-star tantrum versus our hundreds of five-star reviews? However will we survive?”

      “You haven’t heard the last of this! I’m calling your manager!”

      “Brilliant idea. I’ll make sure to tell her all about your charming personality and your groundbreaking cappuccino theory. Oh, and smile for the security camera—we’re thinking of starting a wall of shame.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “Watch me.” I tap my foot impatiently. “Now, are you leaving voluntarily, or do I need to ask these lovely customers to help you find the exit?”

      He snatches his phone off the counter with a huff that would make a bull jealous, storms toward the door, and slams it hard enough to rattle the windows.

      The entire coffee shop erupts in applause and cheers. I take a theatrical bow, grinning despite myself.

      “Thank you, thank you. I’m here all week.” I straighten up and clap my hands together. “Right then, who’s actually ready to order some coffee?”

      The next twenty minutes fly by in a blur of appreciative customers and much better vibes. When Emily finally arrives, looking slightly panicked, I fill her in on the morning’s entertainment.

      “You told him to leave?” She’s trying not to laugh and failing spectacularly.

      “In slightly more colourful terms, yes.”

      “I wish I’d been here to see it. Though honestly, you handled that better than I would have.”

      “Oh yeah? What would you have done?”

      “Probably thrown something at his head. Maybe the tip jar. It’s got a good weight to it.”

      This is exactly why I love working here. Emily isn’t just my boss—she became my friend the moment I started working here over four years ago. She treats this place like what it is: a community hub, not a corporate machine. She trusts me to run things when she’s not here, and she’s got my back when customers get out of line.

      “Stella?”

      I look up to see Arden approaching the counter. I know him by sight—he’s in here almost every day during semester, always ordering the same thing: skinny latte, extra hot, no sugar. He’s got that effortlessly wealthy look going on—perfectly styled hair, crisp clothes, and today’s bow tie is a particularly snappy shade of navy. I’ve seen him around campus and noticed he usually has some gorgeous woman with him who I’m pretty sure is his wife.

      “Yeah, what’s up?” I move to meet him at the side of the counter.

      “Mind if I have a word?”

      I glance at Emily, who waves me away. “Go on, take a break. You’ve earned it after that performance.”

      Arden and I settle at one of the small tables by the window. He’s got this amused expression that makes me slightly nervous.

      “That was bloody magnificent,” he says, grinning.

      “What was?”

      “The way you handled Captain Cappuccino over there. I’ve never seen anyone get ejected from a coffee shop with such style.”

      I shrug, though I’m secretly pleased with myself. “You deal with enough dickheads in hospitality, you learn how to handle them. The four dollars he might have spent isn’t worth ruining everyone else’s morning. Sometimes you’ve got to choose your battles.”

      “Exactly my point.” He leans forward, suddenly looking more serious. “Any chance you’re looking for a change of scenery? Jobwise, I mean.”

      That catches me off guard. I’ve been working at The Enchanted Bean since I started uni, and while it’s only part-time, it covers my rent and keeps me fed. Though I’ll admit, extra cash wouldn’t go astray, my poor Corolla is held together with duct tape and zip ties.

      “I’m pretty happy here,” I say carefully.

      “I’m sure you are. But what if I told you about something part-time that might interest you? Something that would let you keep this job too?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What did you study at uni?”

      “Business administration.” I graduated six months ago and have been floating ever since, not sure what I want to do with my life. The coffee shop is comfortable, familiar. Sometimes that’s enough.

      “Perfect. See, I own a few businesses around town, and one of them is in desperate need of someone who can wrangle chaos into order. Someone who won’t take shit from difficult people.” He gestures toward where the cappuccino disaster occurred. “Someone exactly like you.”

      My curiosity is piqued now. “What kind of business?”

      “Doc’s Auto Restoration.”

      The bottom drops out of my stomach.

      “Oh.” The word comes out flat, deflated. “That’s... that might be a problem.”

      Arden’s eyebrows shoot up. “What kind of problem?”

      I take a deep breath. This is not a conversation I enjoy having. “Doc’s my uncle. We haven’t spoken in six years. He cut me out of his life after my mum died—his sister—and he’s literally the only family I have left. My dad pissed off when I was little, so when Mum passed and Doc went radio silent...” I shrug, trying to look like it doesn’t still hurt. “Let’s just say I’m not his biggest fan.”

      “Shit, Stella. I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It’s fine. Well, it’s not fine, but it is what it is. Family’s supposed to show up for each other, especially during the worst times. He didn’t. End of story.”

      Arden looks genuinely sympathetic. “I get it. Family stuff is complicated. But here’s the thing—Doc retired about a year ago. I bought the business from him. He still comes around occasionally for consultation on specific projects, but day-to-day operations are run by my best mate Chase and the other mechanics. I’m more of a silent partner who pays the bills and tries to keep things profitable.”

      I process this information slowly. “Doc retired? I thought he’d die with a spanner in his hand.”

      “Apparently not. Look, I can guarantee that if you take this job, you’ll never have to see him. If he needs to come in for anything, we’ll schedule it for days you’re not there. That’s a promise.”

      The idea is tempting. I did spend a lot of time at the workshop before Mum died, and I know quite a bit about how the business runs. Or used to run, anyway.

      “What exactly would I be doing?”

      “Admin stuff, basically. Invoicing, scheduling, dealing with suppliers, keeping the guys organised. The thing is, we’ve been through three receptionists in as many months. They all quit, claiming the mechanics are ‘impossible to work with’ and ‘complete animals.’” He makes air quotes. “Which is partially true, but they’re good guys. They just have a particular sense of humour, and they don’t suffer fools gladly.”

      “So you need someone who can give as good as they get?”

      “Exactly. Someone who won’t run crying when Jake makes an inappropriate joke or José starts an argument about football. Someone who can organise the chaos and maybe knock some heads together when necessary.”

      I’m interested now. “What are we talking about, hours-wise?”

      “Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday afternoons—after you finish here—and all-day Thursday and Friday. No weekends.”

      That could work perfectly. I’d still have my morning shifts here, plus two full days off when I don’t pick up a Saturday shift here.

      “And the pay?”

      Arden grins like he’s about to tell me I’ve won the lottery. “Forty-five dollars an hour.”

      I nearly fall off my chair. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Forty-five an hour. I know it sounds like a lot, but I’m desperate, and I’m hoping the money will encourage you to stick around longer than the others.”

      My brain is doing rapid calculations. Five hours three afternoons a week, plus two full days... that’s about thirty-five hours at forty-five dollars an hour. Holy shit, that’s over fifteen hundred dollars a week. I could have a new car within months.

      “Is the work actually that difficult?”

      His expression turns slightly sheepish. “Well, I won’t lie to you. The office is currently a disaster zone. The last girl apparently didn’t believe in filing systems or paying bills. There are invoices that haven’t been sent out, suppliers who haven’t been paid, and the appointment book looks like it was organised by a drunk toddler. It’s going to take some serious work to get things back on track.”

      “But you think I can handle it?”

      “After watching you handle Captain Cappuccino. I think you could handle anything.”

      I consider it for about thirty seconds before my practical side wins out. “Alright. I’m in.”

      “Seriously? Just like that?”

      “Just like that. When do I start?”

      “Monday afternoon? I know it’s short notice, but⁠—”

      “Monday’s perfect.” I’m already mentally planning how to break this to Emily.

      Arden looks like I’ve just told him Christmas has come early. “Stella, you have no idea how much stress you’ve just taken off my shoulders.”

      He pulls out his wallet and hands me a business card. “Text me your email and I’ll send over all the contract details. When you get to the workshop on Monday, just ask for Chase. He’ll be expecting you.”

      “Chase. Got it.”

      “And Stella?” He pauses as he stands to leave. “Thank you. I have a feeling you’re exactly what that place needs.”

      After he leaves, I practically float back to the counter where Emily is pretending not to eavesdrop.

      “So,” she says, not bothering to hide her grin. “Good news or life-changing news?”

      “Possibly life-changing news. I just got offered a second job.”

      “What kind of job pays enough to make you look like you’ve won the lottery?”

      I tell her everything, and her excitement is infectious.

      “Stella, this is amazing! It sounds like the perfect opportunity.”

      “You’re not worried about me cutting back my hours here?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m thrilled for you. Besides, you know you can always come back if it doesn’t work out. This place will always be here for you.”

      As I finish my shift and head home in my protesting Corolla, I can’t stop grinning. In two days, I’ll be walking into Doc’s workshop for the first time in six years. I’ll be managing a bunch of mechanics who apparently eat receptionists for breakfast.

      Honestly? After this morning’s performance with the cappuccino catastrophe, I’m looking forward to it.

      Bring on the challenge.
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