
  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Cassandra Medcalf

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This novel is a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities is entirely coincidental.

      Cover created by Ashley Santoro.

      ISBN

      Print: 979-8-9855317-4-9

      E-Book: 979-8-9855317-3-2

    

  


  
    
      HOT ROD HOOKUPS

      FIXER UPPER ROMANCE, BOOK #2

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CASSANDRA MEDCALF

      

    

  


  
    
      For Mary Ann

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Gift for You

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Please Leave a Review!

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Cassandra Medcalf

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A GIFT FOR YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to download your free novella, Here Comes the Bride, which takes place at the same time as this book. It’s my gift to you!

      

      Thank you so much for reading. Shawn and Jess are my favorite—I hope you’ll love them, too!

      

      Cheers,

      Cassandra

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Shawn huffed in irritation.

      Setting down his socket wrench, he shimmied out from under his 1954 Chevrolet Bel Air and pushed himself up to a seated position. Empty sockets stared at him from where the headlights should be. Last week, he had removed the lamps to buff and polish the lenses. Now, he studied the chipped chrome grill and the interior of the front side panels. His eyes traveled up the curved lines of the car to the open hood, wherein sat the current bane of his existence.

      That engine. He’d tried everything. Well, everything he knew to try.

      He’d rebuilt the carburetor. He’d cleaned and replaced all the fuel lines. He and his granddad had even taken out the engine block and honed every cylinder until it sparkled, checking all the nooks and crannies for cracks, nicks, or stress fractures. It was immaculate.

      Shawn and Walter Cobb had fixed a bunch of old cars together as a hobby, even taking a few down to the raceway when Shawn had first gotten his license. But as the old man’s health had gone downhill, there had been fewer excursions to the track. This car was the first one in five years to reignite that sparkle in his granddad’s eye, and Shawn wasn’t about to let it get the better of them.

      It wasn’t as if he couldn’t get the engine to turn over. It would start, but once it got warmed up, it would stop out of nowhere.  Without fail, when it got to the fifteen minute mark, it would choke and sputter before coming to a complete standstill. And every time, he’d have to wait a day before it would start up again.

      It was killing him.

      “And here I thought I could have this done in time for me and gramps to actually enjoy it,” Shawn mumbled to himself.

      “That seems a little ambitious, don’t you think? It’s not even painted yet.”

      Shawn craned his neck around the front bumper to see his sister, Melanie, standing in the doorway of their parents’ garage.

      “Painting is, like, the very last thing you do, Mel. I also can’t do it here. I need to take it to the body shop for that, and unless I can get it running, I’m not gonna be able to drive it there. That’s assuming I get a few payin’ gigs and can actually afford it.”

      Shawn tucked his knees up and leaned on his elbow, running his fingers through his hair before remembering all the grease on his hands.

      Aw, shit.

      “You’re a mess, Shawn. Did you wake up with that cowlick?”

      “Thanks, Mel.”

      Melanie walked around the car and leaned forward to look under the hood. Shawn slowly got up, grunting as his knees popped and his back ached, and took a minute to stretch. Then he stood beside her to examine the engine for the 3000th time since his friend Natalie had traded him the Bel Air.

      “So she’s still not running, huh?”

      “Not for more than 15 minutes, nope.” Shawn tapped the hood with his fingers. “I can’t figure it out, Mel. No one can. I’ve never even heard of this kind of problem before. Of course, it doesn’t help that I can’t bring it in to have someone look at it.”

      Mel looked over at him. “I thought Granddad was helping you out?”

      Shawn shook his head, “It’s dangerous for him to work on the engine with his oxygen. He’ll help me with the other stuff. Or, maybe once the weather is a little warmer, we can work on it outside.” He glanced toward the closed garage door. Even with the space heater running, it was barely above 60 degrees in the garage. It was freezing. Unseasonably so, even for February. Shawn hadn’t been able to work outside in weeks because of the weather.

      He looked over at his sister and shrugged. She frowned at him sympathetically and tugged at a loose curl of hair hanging in front of her shoulder.

      “You look nice. What are you all dressed up for?”

      Melanie rolled her eyes, “Are you serious, Shawn? It’s Valentine’s Day.”

      Oh. Right.

      “Ah. Is Christopher taking you someplace special?” Shawn nudged the longboard he was using as a creeper back under the car and made his way over to the tool bench to grab some wipes for his hands.

      “Yes, actually!” Mel followed him to the bench. “It’s a surprise. He’s not telling me where exactly, but he said it’s in Martinsburg and to dress up really nice for it. Do I look extra special?”

      Shawn groaned as he worked a towelette in between his fingers. “Really Melanie? You know I’m not good with this stuff.”

      “You’re a guy, Shawn. Pleeeease! How do I look? From a guy’s perspective?”

      Mel held her arms out to her sides and did an awkward little turn. Shawn held back a snort as he took in her outfit.

      She looked nice, like he had said earlier. She was wearing a longer, dark gray skirt and a red sweater with lace around her neck and shoulders. She had on pearl earrings, and she had curled her long, light brown hair so it hung in ringlets down her back. When she turned, he saw a black satin bow at the crown of her head where she had pulled back some of her hair, and he noticed the rest of her accessories were also black—a wide belt and some short heels that didn’t look particularly appropriate for walking around in the middle of a cold snap in West Virginia.

      “You look… nice. But your feet are going to get cold.”

      Melanie pouted. “Should I do boots? I thought about boots. Would they be cuter?”

      “They’d be warmer.” Shawn shrugged. “Your hair is pretty. I like the bow.”

      “It’s not too much?” Mel touched daintily at the back of her head and grimaced. Shawn chuckled.

      “Mel. Christopher likes you, okay? If he didn’t, he’d have stopped dating you by now. Haven’t y’all been going out for like, two years?”

      “Twenty-one months,” Mel corrected. “So… cuter with boots?”

      She stuck her right foot out and pointed her toes, swishing her skirt around her calves as she did so. Shawn chuckled and shook his head.

      “Again, Mel, not really my thing. Ask mom.”

      Mel sighed. “Fine. I’ll ask mom. What are your plans for tonight? Do you have a date? What about that Natalie girl you keep talking about? When are we finally going to meet her?”

      Shawn’s shoulders stiffened. He tried to hide his reaction to Natalie’s name by cracking his neck and packing up his wrenches.

      “She’s got plans already tonight, I’m sure,” he muttered into his tool box.

      “I thought she barely knew anybody around here?”

      Shawn winced. “You know? I might just go to the bar tonight. With all the other pathetic, single guys in the eastern panhandle.”

      Mel scrunched her face. “Gross. You spend too much time there.”

      Shawn shrugged, happy for the change of subject, “I like it there. It’s fun. Bet there aren’t darts and pool tables wherever Christopher is taking you tonight.”

      Mel laughed. “I hope not!”

      He smiled at his sister and closed up his toolbox, taking one last look at the Bel Air before gently closing the hood. “Well, I’m not going anywhere before I clean up a bit. You all done in the upstairs bathroom?”

      “You mean my bathroom?” Mel crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows.

      Shawn leveled a look at her. “I believe it was our bathroom for a good seventeen years before you went to college and I moved out, Mel.”

      “Worst seventeen years of my life,” she said, and then winked at him. “Just don’t get it all gross! I swear, if you leave grease marks all over the sink again…!”

      She walked back up the couple of stairs and through the door into the house, and Shawn glanced back at the car.

      Guess I’ll have more time tomorrow, he thought, as he packed the last of his tools away.
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      To Shawn’s surprise, the Potomac Bar and Grill was actually packed on Valentine’s night. There were a few couples there, he noticed, but mostly it was the single men and women that he’d seen there before, milling about in groups around the pool tables and dart boards and a few crowded around the Deer Hunter game in the back. One of the few free chairs was in the very center of the bar by the register, and he did a quick scan of the room to see if any of his friends were around.

      But even he knew it wasn’t likely. He’d grown apart from most of his buddies now that they all had girlfriends or wives to hang out with, and of course, Natalie had her sexy lawyer girlfriend.

      Natalie Roche had shown up in the area last fall when she’d inherited her family house after her grandmother passed away. When Shawn ran into her after work one day, she had been hell bent on giving up her grandma’s house to keep her hellish job in L.A.

      But she and Shawn had gotten along, and in the first week of their friendship, he had made a deal with her. He’d bet that he could make her fall in love with the place if she would let him help her fix it up a little.

      Yeah, fall in love with the house, Shawn thought, shaking his head, that’s what I get for being cute about it.

      In the end, she had ended up staying, but not because of Shawn. Instead, she’d fallen for her family’s beautiful estate attorney, and Shawn had gotten an old car as a consolation prize.

      You blew your chance, dude, he chided himself. Give it up already.

      Shawn walked past the booths through the crowd of high-top tables and claimed the seat by the register. Jess was behind the bar tonight, as well as three other female bartenders, and Dave the manager with his wife, Susan. It looked like they were training two of the girls while Jess and the other girl were handling the actual patrons. It seemed a bit chaotic back there.

      “You’re not out with your boyfriend tonight?” Shawn yelled over the ruckus to Jess, who was normally the one to serve him. Her back was to him; she was attending what looked like an entire tray of Jaeger Bombs. He took a second to admire the view of her ample backside before she turned around.

      “Be right with you!” She called over her shoulder, before hoisting the tray of close to a dozen glasses and balancing it on one hand over her shoulder, just barely steadying it with her other hand. She hip-checked the swinging door separating the bar from the main floor and carried the tray over to the pool tables in the back.

      Shawn watched, mouth slightly open, at the short, curvy blonde. She swerved her wide hips through the crowd with the ease and grace of a ballroom dancer. He’d carried shingles up a ladder before, but he’d never balanced a heavy tray of precariously loaded drinks through a crowd. It was a wonder none of the shot glasses fell into their pints. He was still watching her nimbly avoid drunk customers when the other bartender popped up in front of him.

      “Would you like a dinner menu, sweetie?” she asked him.

      He turned his head back around to look at her and glanced down to her name tag. It read Sheila, with a little heart over the “i” instead of a dot. “Uh, sure, Sheila. Thanks.”

      She reached under the bar and grabbed him a menu. “Something to drink? You interested in our ‘Sorry Singles Special’?”

      “Your what?” He blinked.

      “Sorry Singles Special,” Sheila said, and he dumbly mouthed the words—wondering how she didn’t stutter as she spoke them.

      “What’s the Sorry Shing–the Sho–what’s that?” Shawn flinched. He hadn’t even ordered yet, and he already sounded drunk. He heard a giggle as Jess came back through the swinging door, and then walked up to Sheila and patted her on the shoulder.

      “I’ll take this one, Sheila. He’s one of my regulars.”

      Sheila’s brow furrowed for a brief second before she flipped her curly brown hair, muttered  “fine,” and walked away.

      “Dave and Susan just love their tongue twisters,” Jess smirked, “The Sorry Singles Special is two shots of tequila for the price of one, and you’re not allowed to share.” She gave him an evil little smile. “I said it should be the ‘No-Share Sorry Singles Special’ and be two shots of schnapps, but no one could say that without messing it up. So we had to shorten it.”

      “The Shortened Sorry Singles Special?” Shawn smirked. Nailed it!

      Jess laughed. “You want one?”

      Shawn shook his head. “Nooooo, no thank you. I hate tequila. I’ll have whatever IPA’s on tap and a soft shell crab sandwich.”

      “One Sorry Single Softshell Sandwich comin’ up,” she said with a smile, her blonde ponytail bouncing as she punched in the order.

      A cold gust of air blew past his shoulder as the side door opened. Shawn looked up.

      Natalie.

      Shawn gulped as Natalie Roche walked into the Potomac Bar and Grill, rubbing her hands together and shivering in an oversized navy scarf and a tight gray button-up sweater, layered over tights and a tank top. His mind flashed back to how he thought his sister wasn’t dressed for the weather, but Natalie didn’t even look like she owned a winter coat.

      Bonnie the Lawyer came running in behind her, carrying a pea coat and a hat. He watched the two of them banter as Bonnie handed Natalie the items, and even though he couldn’t hear what they were saying, he assumed that Bonnie was lecturing her on dressing for the East Coast weather.

      He swallowed. He could literally see her every curve in that outfit. She couldn’t be comfortable in that. She must be freezing.

      He should look away.

      “Here you go, Shawn,” Jess said, thunking his pint glass down on the bar between them. “We’re doing a team meeting—you want in?”

      Shawn pulled his gaze away from the door and looked back at Jess, “Sorry, what? Team-”

      “A staff shot. Jameson. You look like you could use one.” She gave him a sad smile, and he didn’t like the look of understanding in her eyes. She glanced over to the door, where Natalie and Bonnie were still arguing playfully.

      He grabbed his beer. “Sure. Thanks, Jess.”

      She patted the bar beside his hand and turned back to a line of shot glasses that Sheila was filling for the six staff members, and quickly added a seventh to the row. Sheila looked at her questioningly, and Jess jerked her thumb toward Shawn.

      He gave Sheila an embarrassed wave. Great. Now I’m the sad, single guy.

      He wanted his sad crab sandwich.

      He quickly glanced back over his shoulder to find Nat and Bonnie. They’d squeezed themselves into the same side of an empty booth in the corner, and he looked away when he saw them making googly eyes at each other.

      “You gotta problem with that?” Sheila snapped at him as she set down his shot.

      “What?” Shawn blinked.

      “You know. With two girls together.”

      “What??” Shawn repeated, louder. “No! No, it’s not like that–”

      “Sheila! Stop being mean; Shawn’s not a bigot,” Jess said, cutting in beside her. She gestured with her own shot, and they all lifted them to their lips and tilted them back, tapping the glasses on the bar when they’d finished. “He was sweet on one of them,” she gasped out through the whiskey burn.

      Shawn coughed. “Hey, I didn’t say—”

      “Which one?” Sheila asked, eyes widening.

      “It’s not like tha-”

      “The shorter one,” Jess answered.

      “The one without a coat?” Sheila gaped. “Why do they always go for the stupid girls?”

      “She’s from L.A., okay? She probably doesn’t even own a coat!” Shawn felt his face heat as he defended her.

      “Either way, it looks like she’s got someone to keep her warm, huh?” Jess teased. Shawn rubbed his face with his hands.

      “Don’t y’all have other relationships you can talk about?”

      He felt two small, soft hands grab his wrists and pull his arms away from his face. Jess leaned in close to him and stared into his eyes. He swallowed and looked away from her scrutinizing gaze, but what he found didn’t do much to calm him down. As his eyes moved down, he saw she was wearing a baggy flannel shirt that was unbuttoned, but tied just above her waist. Her stomach was visible underneath was a black sports bra, which barely contained an ample chest. He’d only ever seen really skinny girls dress like that, but on Jess–is curvy the right word for her?–he felt like there was much more to appreciate. He appreciated it.

      More girls should dress like that, he thought. Then his face flushed, and he darted his eyes back up to hers.

      “We’re not here to talk about our boyfriends,” she said, still holding his wrists. She hadn’t missed his eyes trailing down her body. “We’re here to help cute, lovesick singles stay positive. Comes with working in a bar six days a week.”

      Shawn looked away from her and pulled his hands away. They felt a little tingly where she’d been touching them. Cute, huh? His face was hot, and he felt a buzz in his pants...

      What the-?

      It took him a second to realize it was his phone vibrating—duh, Shawn. Of course it’s your frickin’ phone, you idiot—and he pulled it out of his pocket to see a text message from Melanie. It was a picture.

      He unlocked his phone screen and opened the text conversation to see a photo of his sister’s hand, with a giant diamond on her ring finger.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Jesus Christ. Is that from Christopher??

      

      

      

      

      

      He stared down at the photo. Three dots appeared under his text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Melanie

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Say hello to the future Mrs. Christopher Bennett!

      

      

      

      

      

      He barely had a second to process this bombshell before she responded again:

      
        
          
            
              
        And don’t take the name of the Lord in vain.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shawn tossed his phone onto the bar and ran his hands through his hair. This couldn’t be happening. He normally didn’t focus too much on romance, but in this moment he felt so incredibly single it hurt. Jess had been looking at him, and when he tossed his phone, she glanced down at the screen.

      “Woah!” she said. “Who’s the chick with the rock?”

      “My sister,” Shawn grumbled. “Apparently, her boyfriend proposed tonight.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice for her?” Jess looked thoughtful for a second before noticing Shawn’s dejected expression. “Oof.”

      “Yeah.” Shawn met her eyes. “Oof.”

      Jess wiped her hands on the kitchen towel that was tucked into her apron. She looked Shawn up and down again, and huffed out a little sigh.

      “Tell ya what,” she said. “I really shouldn’t do this, but how about I pour us both a Sorry Singles Special, only I swap out the tequila for whiskey, and we split it anyway?”

      “Wouldn’t that just be two shots of whiskey?”

      Jess nodded. “Yep. And boy, don’t we need ‘em.”
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      It was a training night. Jess probably should have been focusing a little more on the new girls and helping them figure out table numbers. She definitely should have been paying attention to the tables throughout the bar, instead of parking herself squarely behind it and leaving the holiday rush to Sheila.

      But she knew the look of a man in crisis. And Shawn Cobb was smack-dab in the middle of a crisis.

      Of course, almost everyone in the bar tonight was having something of an episode. It was Valentine’s Day, after all, and no one who was happy in their relationship (or lack thereof) was going to spend Valentine’s Day drowning their sorrows in tequila at the Potomac Bar and Grill. That’s not what happy people did. Jess had worked at this place long enough to know that, while most nights here offered a fun collection of country himbos out for a good time, the holidays brought a special kind of crowd—a depressed kind of crowd.

      And she should have been making her rounds. She was the friendly face that down-on-their-luck folks needed on nights like this. She had been that friendly face for the past four years—through the Valentine’s Days and Thanksgivings and Christmas Eves. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a holiday off.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she ignored it. Of course, Kyle had wanted her to spend the holiday with him. But while they were beginning to get a bit more serious, she couldn’t pass up on the tips that came with working a night like this. He’d agreed to stop in later to visit her while she was working, though, so she would at least get a goodnight kiss on Valentine’s Day.

      If not a little more.

      Jess worked on all the holidays. Unlike Kyle, star pitcher of the local Community College baseball team and all-American hottie, who came from a pretty well-off family in Northern Virginia, she’d been working for as long as she could remember. Long before she’d been old enough to work in bars, she’d been helping out in her dad’s garage since she could hold a wrench. Still did, too—although none of her boyfriends had ever been particularly happy about her spending her afternoons getting sweaty and greasy around a bunch of older men.

      But where none of those relationships had panned out, things with Kyle seemed to be going somewhere. He treated her like she really mattered, like he wanted to take care of her. And after night after night of taking care of everyone else around her, it was nice to have someone return the favor for once.

      Even if they couldn’t spend every holiday together.

      “Bottoms up!” Jess said as she handed a second shot of whiskey to Shawn. He stared at her, and she gestured again with her own full shot glass. “I’m not gonna drink this by myself, you know.”

      Shawn sighed. “Jess, I’m not really feelin’ getting drunk tonight. I might just head home.” His eyes darted once again to the booth in the back corner, with Bonnie Baker and Natalie … whatsername. Jess didn’t remember.

      She slapped a hand down on the bar.

      “Hey!” She set down her shot glass and eyed him menacingly. “You don’t mean that. You haven’t even gotten your sandwich yet.”

      “He would have if you weren’t wasting time talking.” Sheila elbowed her way past Jess and into the conversation, depositing Shawn’s dinner in front of him. “We’re swamped here, Jess, and the girls don’t know the table numbers yet. Help us out.”

      Jess flinched and shot Shawn a look before grabbing the bus bin out from under the bar.

      “I’ll be back—don’t you go anywhere.”

      Jess hustled to the kitchen counter to pick up and distribute orders and made her rounds about the floor, checking the door for signs of Kyle and glancing back at Shawn every so often to make sure he was still there. She could be miffed at Sheila for bossing her around, but Jess knew she didn’t mean it. Sheila had requested the night off so she could spend Valentine’s Day with her boyfriend, but had been called in to help with the rush while the owners trained the new girls. Still, it was no fun working with a grump.

      After checking in on all the diners, she grabbed a water pitcher and headed back over to the bar to get refills to the folks that had been cut off. She grabbed a glass for Shawn and filled it.

      “So tell me about your sister. I’ve never seen her in here before,” Jess said.

      “This ain’t really her scene.”

      “Older? Younger?”

      “A couple years younger,” Shawn said. He pushed the crumbs on his plate around with a fry.

      “Do you like her fiancé?” Jess prodded.

      Shawn shrugged. “He’s all right, I guess. A little stuck-up. He’s a tech guy and makes good money. He makes Melanie happy.”

      Jess studied Shawn’s face. It was sad to see such a catch sitting all alone at the bar on Valentine’s Day. His broad shoulders were hunched over the bar, his shaggy brown hair covered his downcast eyes, and he was fiddling with his fries more than eating any of them. He hadn’t taken an actual bite since she’d gotten back to the bar.

      Loneliness didn’t suit Shawn Cobb. She reached for his plate. “Didn’t your parents ever tell you not to play with your food?” She was flirting, something she’d gotten very good at over the years as a bartender. Kyle told her she flirted too much with the customers, but it was practically part of the job description. Being standoffish didn’t pay the bills.

      And if he cared that much, she reasoned, then he should’ve been pushing her to work more at the garage and less at the bar, instead of the other way around.

      Men.

      Shawn slumped in his seat and put his hands on his knees. “Sorry. I guess I’m done.”

      He was in worse shape than she’d thought.

      He leaned forward and reached into his pocket for his wallet, like he was about to leave. Fuck.

      Jess didn’t want him to leave; she was still worried about him. She hadn’t seen him smile once tonight, and that wasn’t a good sign. Every time Shawn came in the bar, he practically lit up the place. He’d always been something of a social butterfly though, she supposed—he tended to flit from group to group; he didn’t really have a “best friend” that she’d witnessed. The only times she’d seen him really connect with someone was…

      Well, with the woman that was currently necking with her girlfriend in the corner.

      Quick, start a conversation!

      “When was the last time you got laid, Shawn?”

      Shawn stumbled off his stool and dropped his wallet. He flushed, and his wide eyes turned to her before he bent to retrieve it. “What’re you askin’ me that for?”

      Got him.

      “That long, huh?”” She shook her head, her face full of mock pity.

      Shawn blinked. “That ain’t your busi—”

      “You can tell me Shawn; it’s okay! You’ve been comin’ in here telling me your troubles for how many years now?” Jess reached to pat his hand, now resting on the bar where he had grabbed it to steady himself.

      Shawn glanced around the bar, as if nervous someone might overhear. “Jess, that ain’t a polite thing to ask somebody!”

      Jess laughed. “So proper! Well, fuck, I didn’t realize I was in the presence of royalty.”

      His face went from pink to crimson, and his pale blue-green eyes were wide with embarrassment.

      God, he’s a cutie. Why haven’t I ever noticed his eyes before?

      Shawn glanced back once more to the table with Bonnie and Natalie. Natalie was practically in Bonnie’s lap now, leaning into her as Bonnie whispered in her ear.

      Jess looked at the pain in Shawn’s eyes. Then it clicked.

      “Oh shit,” Jess hissed. “Did you and Natalie—?”

      Shawn jerked his head back, “What? No! We’re just friends.”

      “But you wanted to,” Jess said.

      “I didn’t say that. What’s got you all interested in my love life all of a sudden?”

      “Your lack of love life, you mean?” Jess teased.

      Shawn narrowed his eyes and pulled his hand off the bar. “Later, Jess.”

      “Wait, Shawn!” Jess sped after Shawn, who was already pulling on his coat as he pushed out the side door. She ran outside after him, forgetting it was eight degrees outside.

      “Fuck, it’s cold!” Her teeth already chattering, she crossed her arms over her exposed midriff, pulling her long sleeve flannel tighter around herself. “Shawn, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings!”

      “Yeah, well,” Shawn called as he walked to his truck. He didn’t turn around.

      “I’m sorry!!” Jess shouted. Fuck she should have worn thicker pants tonight. Her thighs stung under her jeggings as the wind picked up.

      Shawn opened the driver’s door of his truck and gave a wave. She ran awkwardly over to the driver’s side, gingerly stomping in her old boots that were not exactly appropriate for an icy parking lot. By the time she reached his truck, he’d shut his door and fired up the diesel engine, and he sat in the cab blowing on his hands to warm them.

      She knocked on the window.

      She saw him angrily look at her and debate whether or not to open his door. Eventually, he couldn’t ignore her anymore, and he rolled down the driver’s window.

      “What?” He grumbled.

      “Are you safe to drive tonight? You’re not like, gonna hurt yourself?” Jess bounced her knees, attempting to keep herself from freezing.

      “Yes, Jess, I’m fine. I’m not gonna hurt myself. And I’m sober, ‘kay? I’ve had less than you have.”

      Jess shivered and nodded.

      “Now get back inside. You’re not dressed for this.” Shawn started to roll up his window.

      She put her hand on the glass. He rolled his eyes and lowered it again. “You sure you’re good?”

      She’d hate herself if he got into a wreck on the way home. She wasn’t sure where he was headed, but the Potomac River wove its way through the mountains all around them, and the roads could be scary when it got this cold.

      Shawn sighed. “I gotta wait for the truck to warm up, anyway. By the time I head out, I’ll be more than fine.”

      Jess bit her lip, which was already chapping from the cold. She didn’t like that response very much.

      “I’m waiting with you.”

      “What?” Shawn scoffed, “Jess, I’m—”

      “It’s my job to make sure the people that leave this bar are good to drive!” To convince him she meant business, she stomped her foot. Unfortunately, the heel of her boot caught a bit of ice when she did it, and she lost her balance. Her other foot slid on the slick drive, and she waved her arms to catch herself.

      Shawn leaned out the truck window and grabbed her under her shoulder blades. She looked up, hanging from his grip, and was momentarily breathless with shock. Their eyes locked. She slowly, carefully, found her legs and stabilized them once more, straightening as Shawn shifted his grip around her ribcage. Shawn didn’t let go, though, and her standing brought her face closer to his as his hands securely held her sides. Their breath clouds mingled in the freezing air between them.

      “Thanks,” Jess mumbled, eyes not leaving his.

      “Get in the cab, Jess.”

      “What? But I’m–”

      “Look.” Shawn removed his hands from her waist now that she was standing on her own. “If you gotta stay with me until you think I’m good to drive, then you ain’t gonna do it out in the cold, makin’ me keep my window open. Get in the cab.”

      Jess nodded. She was cold.

      She elected to cross in front of the truck instead of around the back, where the piled snow from the last storm provided a crunchier, less slippery surface than the shiny blacktop of the parking lot. She opened the door and hoisted herself into the passenger side.

      It was so much warmer in here than it was outside. She sheepishly looked back at Shawn.

      “Sorry. Maybe I’ve had more than I realized. Sometimes I get carried away drinking with the customers,” Jess admitted, rubbing her hands together in her lap, “Especially on the holidays. I just… I hate seeing people sad. I like to help cheer ‘em up, you know?”

      Shawn nodded, reaching over to grab her frosty fingers with his very large hands.

      Jess swallowed. She shouldn’t let him hold her hands. But she was freezing, and he was warm. How was he so warm?

      “I really am okay, Jess. I’m sure there are some guys in there that need you more than I do.” He chuckled. “Or, you know, Sheila.”

      Jess laughed and then winced. “Oh fuck— Sheila’s gonna be pissed.”

      Shawn patted her fingers and withdrew his hands. The cold air rushed around her palms in their absence. She really should get back to Sheila. Shawn would be fine. He was probably more fine than she was.

      Shawn sighed. She glanced up at him.

      “I guess … I guess I am a bit of a wreck tonight.”

      Jess studied him. He stared off in the direction of the passenger side mirror, not meeting her eyes.

      “I haven’t really had time for relationships since high school, you know?” he said quietly. “When Natalie came here, and we started gettin’ along, well… I thought maybe it’d be like those movies my sister always watches. But then she found someone else, and I guess… I mean, I’m happy for her! Really… but, now I’m back where I started.”

      Jess shifted in her seat to look at him better. She wasn’t expecting him to actually open up like this tonight. She put her hand on his shoulder. The muscles tensed briefly at her touch, then relaxed as he turned his head to look at her.

      “Sometimes it’s like I just woke up and suddenly everyone had someone, you know?”

      She swallowed. “Yeah. Yeah, I get that.”

      He nodded and looked at his dash. She wasn’t sure what he saw there, but he seemed a little less lost. Her phone buzzed in her pocket–That’s probably Kyle– and the noise brought them back to the conversation.

      “Well, you still got work to do, and I probably ought to get home. I haven’t even been at the house yet today, and I gotta start up the furnace before I hit the hay.”

      Jess flinched. “You have to start up a furnace?”

      Shawn smiled at her. The cab felt warmer.

      “It’s ain’t so bad,” he said. “That’s what I get for spending all day at my parents' place.”

      She wanted to ask him what he was doing there all day, but then he gestured toward her door.

      “Oh! Right. Yeah. Back to work!” She turned to open the door, then looked back at him, “You know, Shawn, we could always hang out sometime. I’m kind of surprised we never have before.”

      Shawn shrugged. “Ain’t no rest for the workin’ class.”

      She nodded, and opened the door. “Thanks again for the save. And the warmth.”

      She didn’t just mean the cab.

      “See ya later, Jess,” Shawn said. She closed the door and stepped back as he eased out of the parking space and onto the road.

      Then she crossed her arms back over her chest and carefully stepped her way back to the bar.
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      Kyle was waiting for her.

      “There’s my girl,” He wrapped his bulky arm around her waist and gave her a kiss before she slipped back behind the bar. He leaned forward over the spot Shawn had just vacated.

      Jess washed the glasses that had piled up behind the bar. “About time you showed up! Where’ve you been?”

      “Picking up this.”

      Kyle pulled out a solitary long-stem rose from behind his back and held it out to her. Jess cooed as she accepted it, and Sheila cut between them, glaring at her.

      “Alright, Cinderella, are you gonna work tonight or not?”

      “Aww, come on, Sheila. Give the girl five minutes.”

      Kyle’s eyes sparkled as he pouted at her. Jess stifled a giggle.

      Sheila was unimpressed. “She just took five. She’s back on the clock now, loverboy.”

      She grabbed a pitcher of water and bumped Kyle’s shoulder as she walked past him to handle refills. He grimaced.

      “What’s got her all pissy?” he sat down and Jess poured him a beer.

      “She’s just mad she has to work tonight.”

      But Jess did make an effort to check in on the other patrons more after that. She did a loop and refreshed a few pints before circling back to Kyle. He was staring openly at her chest and exposed midriff as she washed glasses.

      “Someday maybe you won’t have to work so hard, Jessie.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she shook the Clorox water off her hands and reached for her dishrag.

      Kyle gestured around the bar. “Look at all you do. Bartender by night, mechanic by day… you oughta take a break sometime.”

      “Is that so?” Jess raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Yeah,” He grabbed her wrist as she wiped down the bar beside him. “Why don’t you let someone take care of you?”

      “Anyone?” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

      “Well, not anyone…”

      “Two burgers for table twelve!” Sheila shouted, once again bumping Kyle in the shoulder as she hustled to the kitchen. He grunted, and Jess bit back another laugh.

      “Maybe someone should take care of her first…” he grumbled.

      Jess swatted him gently with the dishrag. “How about I let you take care of me once my shift is over, loverboy?”

      His face brightened considerably. “Now you’re talking.”

      

      That night, she let Kyle take care of her slowly and deliciously. And when she rolled off of him after returning the favor, she set her phone alarm before curling herself against his muscled chest.

      “What are you setting your alarm for, babe? Tomorrow’s Saturday.”

      “I’m at the garage tomorrow morning,” she said, lightly running her fingers up and down his arm. She loved the feeling of his strong arms around her. He made a noise that was something between a scoff and a snort.

      “What?”

      She could see a grimace cross his face in the light of the streetlamp that glared obnoxiously through the drab gray dorm curtains.

      “Isn’t it kinda weird, you hanging out around all those old men all the time?”

      Jess laughed. “You mean my dad?”

      “Babe.”

      Instead of answering, he just raised his eyebrows at her. She shrugged. She’d hoped that Kyle didn’t have the same kind of misgivings all of her other boyfriends had had about her working at her dad’s garage. She liked Kyle. Maybe even loved him.

      Why are all my boyfriends so weird about me working with other men?

      “You don’t have any problem with me hanging out at the bar.”

      “That’s different. There are other girls at the bar, and besides, you get me free drinks.” He grinned at her, and she rolled her eyes. “The old men at the garage… I worry about my buxom beauty getting sweaty around all of them, you know?” He squeezed her ass. She squealed.

      “Are you talking about Randy and Chuck? They practically raised me. They’re also in their fifties.” Jess shuddered, and snuggled closer into his chest. Even the idea of Kyle being the least bit concerned about the mechanics at her dad’s shop was laughable, if not disgusting. They were family to her. He didn’t have anything to worry about.

      “What about the other guy? He’s only, like, 30.”

      “Beau?” Jess sat up, and Kyle’s eyes lingered on her bare chest as she did. She smacked him, and he met her eyes, a lusty grin still tugging at his lips. “He’s practically my brother. And he has a kid.”

      “Yeah, and you know how kids are made, don’t you?” He grabbed at her ass again, and she giggled, slapping at him in a playfight.

      She knew he was only trying to protect her. But she didn’t like what he was insinuating.

      “Kyle, it’s not a problem. Trust me.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her back against him. She only fought for a second before acquiescing. “It’s not you I worry about, babe. It’s them.”

      “And I’m telling you, it isn’t a problem.”

      “Babe.” Kyle reached a hand under her chin and tilted her face so their eyes met. “You are the type of girl that all men dream about settling down with. Those guys–even if they aren’t interested in you, they’re keeping you away from your future. It’s not like you’re going to work at a garage when you’re someone’s wife someday.”

      Heat rose to Jess’s cheeks. Settle down? Wife?

      Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

      “What do you mean, babe?”

      “I mean what I said earlier tonight,” he said, holding her tight against him. She could feel the curve of her stomach squish against his hard, warm chest, and she felt herself relax instinctively against him. “You need to stop working so hard. And let someone take care of you for once.”

      Jess’s heart beat faster in her chest as he held her tight. Kyle had used the “w” word. Did this mean he was really that serious about her?

      Maybe it was time to rethink working at the garage.
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      The next day, Jess tinkered with the wrenches in her father’s tool chest at his shop. Kyle’s words from the night before ping-ponged in her brain.

      Just north of the Virginia/West Virginia border, Ernie’s Garage attracted the more discerning car enthusiasts from the tri-state area. Her father was a wizard with engines, gas and diesel, and he’d trained a few apprentices that earned their keep. Growing up, Jess had spent more time in the shop than she had in their Virginia home.

      After her mother had died in a car crash when she was seven, Jess’s dad had thrown himself into his work. Jess didn’t remember much about her mother except for a few flashes here and there—her wavy, blonde hair, the old denim shirtdress she always wore, the way she made a fresh batch of cookies every week.

      I wonder if dad minded her hanging out around the shop.

      There had once been an old polaroid picture in the shop of her mom and dad leaning over the doors of an old vintage car they’d fixed up back when they were dating. The turquoise husk of that car had been towed back to the garage after the crash, folded and burnt, and had sat in the back lot until her father had finally scrapped it when Jess was in high school. The polaroid disappeared soon after that.

      But in the more immediate aftermath of the crash, Jess had needed someone
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