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Chapter One

In a display of monumental patience, Dahlia gave the wrench one last hard pull and stepped back from the truck wiping her hands with a rag. "Alright, Jim. Try it now."

The engine coughed and sputtered before rumbling to life. An elderly man leaned out of the driver's side window and gave a thumbs up. "You're a miracle worker, girl."

"The miracle will be when you stop calling me girl. I'm old enough to give you grandchildren." Dahlia gave Jim a wide grin. "Great-grandchildren if I was wild enough."

"Ah, you lot are too sensitive." Jim turned off his beat-up van and hopped from the driver's seat, wiping his own hands on his jeans before giving Dahlia a hearty handshake. "Thanks for helping me out. Business is in the shit and I've got no spare cash for a new truck."

Dahlia returned his bright smile. "If you can give Ricky a new fridge hookup on the cheap, we're square. She will not stop talking about an ice maker and some insane need to control the fridge from her phone." At his confused look, Dahlia just shrugged her shoulders and slammed the hood into place. "She knows more about this stuff than me. I'm a tinkerer, not a techie. Besides, she's a fantastic cook. It’s worth the investment."

Jim held his belly in deep laughter. "Ah, God, the stars in your eyes. I'll get you the fridge just because I looked at my own wife like that, bless her soul."

Dahlia laughed as he crossed himself and she packed up her tools. "Take it easy on this old gal, Jim. Eventually, you'll have to upgrade to a fancier ride and you know those have fancier gimmicks in them."

"I bet you could learn. I learned my son didn't like girls but women like you sure made up the difference!" Jim's cheeks flushed red and for a moment Dahlia thought Jim was either drunk or legitimately touched. "If I can learn gays, you can learn computer cars."

"Shit, you sentimental ass. My heart just melts." She stepped into his hug and accepted a paternal squeeze.

"Thanks again for the fix. Tell your lady I say hi and I’ll look into the fancy fridge!" Jim gave her shoulder a hearty pat and jumped back into the driver's seat. They both gave a final wave as he backed out of her driveway to head home.

Dahlia tucked the dirty rag in her back pocket and went to put her tools back into their proper places. Ricky would roll her eyes at the hyper organization but there had to be balance in relationships; one neat freak, one clutter bug. Dahlia didn't mind cleaning since Ricky worked long hard hours and didn't deserve housework on top of it.

Speaking of the devil, an ice blue SUV with a dented front bumper pulled into the driveway and shut off. Ricky's long leg stretched out of the open door followed by a bleary-eyed brunette in a wrinkled suit. She didn’t quite balance right on her high heel and Dahlia caught her arm before she could fall.

"Hard day?" Dahlia took advantage of their position and slid her arm around Ricky's waist.

"I had to battle the damn board to give the nurses a fucking raise they deserve." Ricky reached back into the car and grabbed a steaming paper bag. "I brought home dinner since you said Jim would be coming by. I hope burgers are ok?"

"Sounds good to me. Just let me change and wash my hands." Dahlia gave her a kiss on the cheek and followed her into the house. A dog howled in the distance and a chill ran up Dahlia's spine. She took an extra second to make sure the door was locked.

After dinner, Dahlia rubbed Ricky's aching feet until she fell asleep on the couch to the drone of a sitcom on the television. Just as she started to nod off herself when her phone rang She tried to reach for it without waking Ricky but she yawned and blinked open her big brown eyes.

"Hello?"

"Hi, is this Dahlia Zender? I was hoping to schedule a pickup for some scrap metal."

"Sure, how many pounds do you think?" Dahlia went into the kitchen for a notepad and pen.

"I'd say about 200 pounds?"

Dahlia scribbled down the number and asked for the person's name. "Ok, Randy. Just leave me your number and I'll verify from the recycling center to confirm when we open tomorrow around 8 am."

"Sounds great. Thanks a lot!"

When Randy hung up, Dahlia ripped the paper from the pad and left it by her keys at the front door.

"You shouldn't indulge these after-hours calls, hon." Ricky ruffled her hair to loosen the dark curls from their tangles. "People will take advantage and you'll always be on the clock."

"I know. But this was a quick one and he sounded like a sweet old man."

Ricky stood up and nuzzled her head into Dahlia's neck, squeezing the shorter woman in a hug. "I guess I'm not the only one who's lucky you have a soft heart."

"Come on." Dahlia tugged at Ricky's hands and led her to the bedroom. "Let's get some sleep. It's gonna be a rough day tomorrow. That guy is in the middle of nowhere."

"Make sure you charge extra for fuel." Ricky yawned and headed for the shower. "Care to join me?"

Dahlia smiled. "Well, in the interests of conserving water. I have a soft heart for the environment, too."

"And there's the sense of humor that got the ring on my finger."

Chapter Two

With a kiss goodbye sweetened with toothpaste as Ricky got ready for work, Dahlia left home for the scrap yard to use their truck for this special haul. As usual, her boss was late but as the first one there, she got the best truck before anyone else. Once she signed it out and took the keys, her boss, Carl, walked through the door. 

"Mornin'" He grumbled around a long sip of coffee.

"Yikes." Dahlia noticed the heavy bags under his blue eyes and his shirt wasn't as pressed as usual. "Rough morning?"

"One of my dogs was really sick all night. Throwing up all over. Scared my girls half to death."

"Oh, man." Carl's fosters meant the world to him. Helping the animals helped him and his three daughters cope with the loss of their mother to a sudden seizure five years ago. "You sure you don't want Andrew to cover? He can come with me on this early run and you can have a nap here in case anything happens."

"Nah, I'll take the run with ya. Hopefully, they'll tip big. It'll help with the vet bills."

"If you insist." She showed him the address. "But I'm driving. It's far enough that you can nap on the way. I won't be offended you're getting out of my scintillating conversation." She laughed and twirled the keys around her finger.

"I'll take it." He said through another yawn and signed his name with a hand with rough dry skin from frequent handwashing. All those pets and fosters must make a mess. Dahlia always wanted pets but Ricky won't even agree to one dog.

Dahlia adjusted the seat while Carl made his gentle giant, hard-earned fit body into the passenger seat. He set up the GPS for her as she pulled out of the yard then passed out to the random pop station on low volume. It was only white noise for the two-hour ride as Dahlia tried to think of ways to get Ricky to agree to take one of Carl's more mellow fosters off his hands. A breed that would be ok at home with her regular-ish schedule and Ricky's sasquatch sighting levels of irregularity in her schedule. Maybe a good running partner for herself and a cuddle bug for Ricky. Dahlia could almost predict every argument against it and a suitable counter-argument. She almost had it all worked out when she had to elbow Carl awake as they pulled up to the given address.

When Carl looked the place over, his eyes narrowed. The house was clearly run down but the rest of the neighborhood didn’t seem dangerous. "Let me radio back to the yard that we arrived. Just in case."

"He seemed like a sweet old guy on the phone." Dahlia trusted his instincts. Carl worked in repo before switching to the scrap metal industry after his first daughter was born as it was safer but he had a good eye for trouble. She kept the doors locked and her hand on the panic button on her phone.

"Let me call him to confirm the pickup. I don't want him to think you're alone." Carl dialed from his business smartphone. "Hello, this is Triborough Scrap and Recycling. You made an appointment with one of my workers to pick up some scrap
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