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The dashboard on my Honda lights up like a pinball machine on tilt, every warning light fighting for my attention at once. Check engine, oil pressure, battery, and a temperature gauge pinned so far into the red it might as well be screaming at me in capital letters. Then, because my Sunday isn’t already a complete catastrophe, a grinding noise kicks in under the hood, metallic and ugly, and the whole car shudders once before going dead in the middle of Oakdale’s emptiest street.

“You’re kidding me.”

I use the car’s momentum to glide to a stop on the side of the road. Once I’m stopped, I turn the key, but nothing happens other than a click-click-click.

“Oh, come on. Come on.”

I lean forward to thump the dash, not that it does any good, and the horn honks, because of course it does.

This is not my day. I sigh and blow my hair out of my face. It’s time to call for help.

Steven’s name is the top caller in recent history, but I scroll past it. Calling my older brother means admitting I haven’t gotten the oil changed since—okay, since he told me to get it changed four months ago. It also means a lecture delivered in that disappointed voice he stole directly from our dad, and I’d rather push this car into a ditch.

Which leaves one option. The person I’ve been trying not to think about on the entire drive home from college for the week, the one I absolutely should not be excited about calling.

Jax. My brother’s best friend.

Jax’s Auto Shop is three blocks away. It should be closed on a Sunday. That’s what I tell myself as I grab my duffel, lock the dead car, and start walking. He won’t be there and I’ll have to call Steven anyway, and that’ll be that. No reason for the hammering behind my ribs right now.

No reason at all.

Except as I get closer, the bay door is halfway up. I stop on the sidewalk across the street, squinting in the late afternoon light. The shop sign is sun-bleached at the edges, and the J is slightly crooked from last spring’s storm that nobody got around to fixing. Jax’s truck sits in the side lot and classic rock thumps out from the open bay.

I’ve been visiting the shop since I was twelve, back when Steven first started working there. It used to feel like my home away from home, a place where I could hang out and bug my brother while he worked. Then I went off to college, and everything changed. I came back for my first break and dropped in to see Steven, expecting the same old routine. But Jax walked out from the back bay, wiping his hands on a rag, T-shirt clinging to his chest with sweat, grease streaked up his forearms, and every solid inch of him radiating a sexiness my eighteen-year-old brain had never once registered before.

My whole body went hot and tight, like a switch had been flipped that I couldn’t turn off. He looked at me with that same smile he always had, but nothing about the way I looked back was casual anymore. That was two years ago, and I haven’t stopped obsessing about him since.

Oh god, I’m going to make a fool of myself. I always do. Whenever I’m around him I can’t think and I trip over my words. He probably thinks I’m an idiot.

I cross the street before I can talk myself out of it. I duck under the bay door and immediately second-guess everything about my appearance. I didn’t plan on seeing him today. My hair is in a messy bun from the drive, I’m wearing jeans and a tank top that seemed cute this morning but now feels like I’m trying too hard or not trying enough. I don’t even have lip gloss on. Not that lip gloss would make a thirty-six-year-old man suddenly notice me, but still.

It’s darker in the shop than outside, and I blink as my eyes adjust. It’s almost as if nothing has changed. There are two lifts. One is empty and the other is holding a truck with its guts exposed. There are tool chests along the back wall, and a shop fan turning lazy circles in the corner.

And then I see him.

He’s bent over the engine of a truck in the second bay. His back is to me and his work shirt pulls tight across his shoulders. There are grease streaks up the forearm I can see, darkening the hair. I watch the muscles shift under his shirt as he reaches deeper into the engine. The overhead light catches a sheen of sweat along the back of his neck, and I have approximately two seconds of rational thought before every brain cell I own goes offline.

He’s the owner of this shop and of the most distractingly good forearms in the continental United States. And I’m standing here staring like he just walked out of the ocean in slow motion wearing nothing but board shorts, except instead of water it’s motor oil, and somehow that’s even hotter.

When he turns slightly to grab a wrench from the rolling cart, I catch the stubbled jaw and faint laugh lines around his eyes, and I want to lick the grease off his collarbone. Which obviously makes me crazy, or pathetic, but my body doesn’t care.

Last time I saw him, I gave him my best eye flutter that I’d been practicing in the mirror. All he did was call me “kid” and ruffle my hair. I’d be insulted if that brief touch hadn’t turned me on. He looks at me the way you’d look at a lamp—pleasant, functional, zero sexual interest.

Wait, we’re alone... I’m suddenly happy my car died on a Sunday. If I wanted to embarrass myself horribly, now would be the time to do it.

Excitement pulses through me and heads straight for my pussy while I raise my voice to be heard over the music. “Hey.”

He straightens so fast he almost cracks his head on the hood. When he turns around he’s holding a wrench in one hand and a rag in the other. Surprise crosses his face, and then for just a breath, his eyes go dark with a hunger that makes my stomach flip before his expression goes carefully blank.

“Lila?” He turns the music off and wipes his palms on the rag before tucking it into his back pocket. “What are you doing here? Thought you were at school.”

“I’m home for the week and my car died close by.” I shrug casually and hope he can’t see that I’m practically vibrating out of my skin. “I didn’t know you’d be open.”

“I’m not. Officially.” He gestures at the Ford. “I’m catching up on a build. Sunday’s the only time it’s quiet enough.”

Quiet. Right. Because on a normal day Steven would be here, and my best friend Cassie from next door would be popping in, and the bay would be full of noise and people and reasons for Jax to treat me like a piece of furniture. 

But today it’s just us, and the shop feels enormous and private. And my panties are so damp he might be able to smell my arousal if he comes any closer.

“You should’ve called Steven,” he says carefully.

“Steven would lecture me about the oil change I didn’t get.”

He gives me a ghost of a smile. “Yeah, he would.” He drops the wrench onto the cart with a clank. “All right. I’ll take a look.”

“It won’t start. I’ll need to get it towed.”

He gives me an amused look. “Toss me the keys, I’ll go get it.”

I dig them out of my pocket and throw. He catches them one-handed without looking, and I hate that a one-handed key catch sends heat straight to my clit.

Twenty minutes later, the sad little Honda is up on the lift. Jax pops the hood first, peering into the engine bay with a flashlight before sliding underneath on the creeper.

He rolls back out, more grease streaking his forearms, and wipes his hands on a rag. The chain around his neck glints—plain silver that disappears under his collar so I’ve never seen if it has a pendant. I’ve always wondered about it but never asked.

“Alright, so your battery’s on its way out. Voltage dropped pretty hard, which is why it was clicking on you,” he says, nodding toward the engine bay. “Your alternator pulley’s all chewed up too, and it looks like the serpentine belt was slipping for a while before it finally shredded. That’s the big one, because once that belt goes, your alternator stops charging, your water pump stops spinning, and your engine overheats. That’s why it stalled on you.”

He tosses the rag over his shoulder and leans against the lift post, crossing his arms. “When’s the last time you checked your fluids?”

“Define ‘checked.’“

He stares at me and I stare back.

His jaw ticks. “Lila.”

“I know, I know.” I hop off the stool. “Show me. I want to learn so you’re not bailing me out every time.”

Yeah, I’m lying. I don’t want to learn how to check my car’s fluid levels. The perks of having a mechanic brother mean I can focus on other things... like his sexy best friend. I just want an excuse to get close to him.

He hesitates, scanning my face for a beat too long, then nods toward the hood. “Come here.”

I get as close to him as is socially acceptable and he leans in, pointing at a cracked rubber belt I couldn’t have identified in a lineup. I lean in too, close enough to feel the heat rolling off his body, close enough to smell him—clean sweat, motor oil and soap. He must have showered before he came into the shop. I
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