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  Morning Heat
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I parked in the far corner of the lot and killed the engine. Quick glance in the mirror. Gloss was fresh. Hair loose, messy in the right way. My blouse hugged close enough to make the men look without making me look unprofessional. I needed this paycheck and I’d learned fast how to make this place work for me. 
Second week on the job. I already knew the rhythm of this place. Metal clanging. Music from a busted radio fighting with power tools. Men yelling over the noise. The smell of grease and hot rubber clung to the air. A shop like this lived on attitude as much as skill. I liked adding to it.
I pushed the door open and tossed out a bright, “Morning, boys.” A couple of nods. A few looks that didn’t bother to hide what they were thinking. I smiled. I’d been lucky to land in a shop this laid back, but I knew better than to push my luck.
Clipboard in hand, I strolled the bays, checking VINs. I moved slow enough to feel eyes on me. Heat curled in my stomach. I enjoyed this part of working with all these men almost as much as the actual work. Walk in, shift the balance, make them miss a step just by being there.
At the last bay, Jason rolled out from under a sedan. Arms streaked with grease, grin lazy and confident. He waited for me to look at him. I dragged my eyes down his chest, back up again, then gave him a smirk before turning away.
The shop already felt hotter. The tension was delicious.
Jason slid back under the car, boots sticking out, and I moved down the line, scanning tags and tickets as I went. This part mattered and I wasn’t here to screw it up.
“Morning, sweetheart,” someone called from across the shop. I didn’t turn, just let a small smile curve my lips as I checked a VIN against my notes.
Jason slid out again, wiping his hands on a rag that looked older than me. “You’re early,” he said, grin warm and lazy.
“Gotta keep you boys moving,” I tossed back, pen tapping against the clipboard as I double-checked a ticket. My gaze lingered on his arms for a second longer than necessary. I wanted him to see me looking.
He caught it, grin widening. “Think you can handle that?”
I glanced up, brow raised, tone light. “Already do.” I made one last mark on the paper, neat and precise, then rested the clipboard against my hip. Playful didn’t have to mean careless.
Movement pulled at the corner of my eye. Vic walked past a few bays over, shoulders broad, face set like stone. His eyes flicked to me once, heavy and unreadable. My pulse tripped. I stood straighter, kept writing, every note sharp and to the point.
Jason didn’t miss a thing. “The boss is watching,” he said, voice low, teasing.
I gave him a slow smile. “Then you’d better get back to work.” I turned, a little sway in my hips, heat simmering under my skin. I knew exactly what I was doing.
I stepped into the break room, heading straight for the fridge. The little room was stuffy, heat trapped behind a door that barely shut all the way. The soda cans rattled when I pulled it open, and I grabbed one, the cold metal sweating against my palm.
Cody and Matt were leaned against the counter like they had nowhere better to be. Both of them looked me over before either one spoke.
“Well, if it isn’t sunshine herself,” Cody said, grin sharp as he popped a chip into his mouth.
Matt’s eyes traveled slow, lazy, like he had all the time in the world. “Brightened the whole shop the second you walked in,” he added, voice low enough to sound like more than a compliment.
I cracked the tab on my soda, fizz hissing, and took a long drink before answering. “Yeah, I try. Somebody’s got to keep you two awake in this heat.” I tossed the words like a challenge, leaning a hip against the table.
Cody whistled under his breath. “Careful, sweetheart, talk like that and you’ll end up on someone’s to-do list.”
I arched a brow, met his gaze without blinking. “Maybe I like being at the top.”
They shared a quick look, some unspoken conversation passing between them, amusement edged with something darker. I liked that. I liked knowing I could stir it up without much effort.
The door swung open, and the mood changed in a heartbeat. Vic stepped in, big frame filling the doorway, eyes sweeping over all three of us.
“You two done standing around?” His voice was flat, quiet, more threat than question. “Get your asses back to work.”
Neither Cody nor Matt argued. They grabbed their stuff and slid out past him, swagger gone under his stare.
I sipped my soda like nothing happened, even though my pulse kicked hard. Vic didn’t say a word to me, just turned and left, leaving the silence buzzing behind him.
I stayed put after they left, leaning on the table and taking a slow sip. The fizz tickled my tongue, cold against the heat that still clung to the room. Vic hadn’t looked twice at me, but I felt the weight of him anyway.
A minute later, the door swung again. Heavy boots, that quiet authority filling the space before he even spoke. I glanced up to find him at the counter, stirring sugar into his coffee, the muscles in his forearm shifting under rolled sleeves. He didn’t say a word.
I tried casual. “Guess you keep this place moving single-handedly,” I said, voice light, the same tone I’d used on the others.
His eyes lifted, met mine across the small room. Something unreadable sat there, not hostile, not friendly, just… assessing. “Somebody has to,” he said finally, voice low, rough like gravel.
I tapped the top of my soda can, suddenly aware of how quiet it was without Cody or Matt filling the air. The hum of the vending machine was loud, the fluorescent light overhead buzzing faintly. I wanted to keep the game going, to see if I could make that stony face crack.
“You’re a hard one to impress,” I said, aiming for teasing but softer this time.
His gaze didn’t shift. “I don’t hand out points for trying.”
That pulse-skipping jolt hit again, sharp and unexpected. I masked it with a shrug and a crooked smile. “Good thing I’m not keeping score.”
He gave the faintest nod, finished his coffee, and turned for the door without another word. The silence he left behind was heavier than anything Cody or Matt had thrown at me.
I sat down at the table, staring at the can in my hand, my mind running faster than I liked to admit. Jason was fun. The others were easy. Vic was something else entirely. Unmoved. Unbothered. A wall I wanted to see crack just once.
By the time I got up to toss my empty can, the shop felt different. Warmer, charged, like the air before a welding torch sparks.






  
  One Mistake
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By midday the shop was running hot and loud. Phones rang off the hook, printers chattered, men joking and laughing across the bays. I kept my head down, working fast through a stack of orders, fingers flying over the keyboard. 
I liked the rhythm of it. A dozen things happening at once, all of it needing my attention. Matching VINs, flipping through catalogs matching a car’s year, make, and model to the right part numbers. Let them think I was only here to look pretty. I’d already proved otherwise.
Jason passed through on his way to the front counter. “You surviving out here?” he asked, grin easy.
“Barely,” I said, lips tugging into a smile as I handed him a ticket. “Go make yourself useful.”
He laughed, moving on. Matt wandered past a minute later, giving me a look before ducking into the restroom. I let it roll off me, tapping my pen against the desk and focusing on the next call.
Vic came through a couple of times, boots heavy, clipboard under one arm. The man moved like the shop bent around him. He didn’t stop, didn’t say more than a gruff “Need that invoice next,” and kept walking. I wondered what it would take to crack that stone face.
By the time the clock edged toward noon, I felt steady. Orders sent, calls handled, no fires to put out. My second week was starting to feel like a win.
I stretched, rolled my shoulders, and reached for my water, ready to keep the pace through the afternoon. As far as I knew, every ticket on my desk was clean. Nothing hanging over my head. Just another busy day I was more than capable of handling.
Vic’s boots hit the floor harder than usual as he crossed the shop. I glanced up just as he reached my desk, clipboard in hand, jaw tight enough to crack. He didn’t waste time with hello.
“This number,” he said, dropping the ticket in front of me. “Explain it.”
I looked down, scanning the line. My stomach turned. Wrong trim. Wrong part. There was no excuse for it. “Shit,” I muttered, eyes darting back to the screen as if I could undo it. “I’m sorry. I must have pulled it too fast yesterday. I’ll call the supplier now.”
His voice stayed low but sharp. “Too fast isn’t good enough. That’s a half-day of labor down the drain, and a customer breathing down my neck.”
I swallowed hard, heat creeping up my face. “I know. I messed up. I’m sorry, Vic.”
Vic leaned on the counter, close enough that his shadow fell across my desk. “An apology doesn’t give me back the time. You don’t get to be sloppy here.”
That sting went deeper than I expected. I’d owned it, offered to fix it. He was still grinding me down. My spine stiffened. “I’m not sloppy,” I said, sharper than I meant. “One mistake doesn’t change the fact that I’ve been busting my ass to keep things running out here.”
His eyes narrowed, hard and unreadable. “Then you’d better make sure it’s the last one.”
I bit back the hundred things I wanted to say, the mix of shame and irritation clawing at my throat. Instead I grabbed the phone and started dialing the supplier, fingers tight on the receiver. Vic stood there for another beat, silent and heavy, before walking away.
The moment he left, I let out the breath I’d been holding. My pride burned, but underneath it, the thought that I’d actually let him down made it worse. And I hated how much that mattered.
Vic didn’t leave it alone for long. The minute my call wrapped and the replacement order was confirmed, his shadow fell over my desk again.
“Office,” he said, voice flat, no question in it.
I stood, wiping my sweating hands on my skirt, and followed him down the short hall. The door clicked shut behind me. The little room felt smaller with him in it, walls closing in under that steady, hard look of his.
He dropped the ticket on the desk between us. “You know what that cost me this morning?”
I nodded, voice quiet. “I do. I already fixed it.”
“Doesn’t give me back four hours.” His arms folded, broad chest filling my vision, authority rolling off him in waves. “You don’t make mistakes like that here, Lisa. Not on my floor.”
The weight of it landed heavy. My throat felt tight, shame curling in my gut. “I know,” I said, meaning it. “I take pride in this job. I screwed up, and it won’t happen again.”
He leaned in, both hands braced on the desk, close enough I caught the scent of coffee and motor oil clinging to his shirt. “Words don’t mean anything. Doing it right the first time is what matters.”
I blinked hard, heat flushing my face, the sting of it pushing past my guilt. “I’m not careless,” I said, firmer now. “I made one mistake in two weeks of doing everything you’ve thrown at me. I already owned it.”
His gaze locked on mine, cool and sharp. “Then own what happens next. You’re staying late. We’re going through every order, line by line, until I know you won’t miss another one.”
Something hot and stubborn twisted in my chest. “You think humiliating me is going to help?”
“No,” he said, voice quiet as steel. “Making sure you never cost this shop another morning will.”
We stared at each other, silence thick enough to choke on, neither one willing to look away first. My pulse pounded in my ears, part anger, part something I didn’t want to name.
Finally, he straightened, scooping up the ticket. “Six o’clock,” he said, turning for the door. “Don’t be late.”
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