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Chapter 1
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“Yes, Mollie,” Myles Cornwall droned, his eyes on his computer screen as he scrolled through the spreadsheet his assistant had just sent him. “Your comedy set thing is tonight. I haven’t forgotten.”

“Oh I know that, because I won’t let you forget,” his sister chirped. “What I need to hear from you, though, is if I’ll be seeing your face in the place.”

“I’ve told you I’d be there.”

“No you haven’t. You just keep acknowledging the invitation, foolishly thinking I won’t notice that you never actually accepted it. You think you’re slick.”

Sighing, Myles removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He should’ve figured he wouldn’t get away with that. The truth was, while he loved his little sister, he wasn’t the biggest supporter of her burgeoning comedy career and didn’t exactly to rush to her shows. He wished she’d just accept his tepid support from afar. 

“Fine,” he finally acquiesced through gritted teeth. He knew she’d keep him on the phone until he gave a definitive confirmation. “I’ll be there promptly at eight.”

“Nice try. It starts at seven.”

“Ugh. Fine.”

Mollie hung up and Myles resisted the urge to outwardly groan. He was tempted to slow down on the work he needed to do so he’d have an excuse to work late, but that would drive him crazier than having to go to the show at all. 

Putting it out of his mind for the time being, he refocused on his work, frowning slightly as he perused the numbers in front of him. He grabbed a pen and started jotting down some notes, getting lost in his work.

After a while, his colleague and friend Ethan Fields knocked on the door to his office before poking his head in. 

“Hey, buddy.”

Myles pursed his lips, not loving that moniker but not wanting to be called a stick-in-the-mud yet again for saying so. “Hey, Ethan. What can I do for you?”

“About to head to an early lunch with a client.” He fully entered the office, leaning his six-two frame just inside the door and folding his arms. “Got a full plate today?”

“Always.”

“You’ll be up in here late tonight, won’t you?”

“I wish, but no. I have to go to my sister’s comedy...thing tonight.” He brightened, his eyes snapping to his friend. “You could come along. Maybe it’ll be more bearable if I don’t have to sit through it alone.”

“I would, but I have to be home tonight. Brianna is coming over to get the rest of her things,” Ethan replied, a slight frown forming between his sculpted brows. Myles still didn’t totally believe his claim that he didn’t get them shaped. “I don’t really trust her there alone, since she’s still salty about the breakup.”

“I’m surprised you finally pulled the trigger on that,” Myles muttered, pulling up his email and absently skimming over one that just popped in before immediately starting to type out a reply. “You’ve been dancing around it for months.”

“I was in love with her, Myles.” Ethan stepped forward and grabbed the back of the chair facing Myles’s desk, leaning his weight on it. “It’s not always the easiest to walk away from the one you love, even when you know it’s the right thing to do.”

“If you say so.”

“Anyway, what you’ll be doing sounds more fun than me playing watchdog to my ex to make sure she doesn’t take any of my stuff out of spite.”

“Or burn it.”

“I thought it was your sister that told the jokes.”

“I’d offer to trade places with you if I didn’t know it would send Mollie into a whole hissy fit. And there’s no telling what juvenile prank she’d try to pull on me in retaliation.”

“Why are you talking like you’re dreading this? I’ve been to a couple of Mollie’s sets; she’s a hoot.”

“Yeah a hoot that tells crude jokes that makes me want to wash out my own mouth with soap. It’s like all she knows how to talk about is sex. There are other topics, you know.”

“You sound like an old man, buddy.” Ethan chuckled, standing upright. “And a bit of a prude. When’s the last time you had any-”

“We’re at work,” Myles hissed, his hazel eyes darting towards the open door. “Can we not?”

“You brought it up. And anyway, you act like it’s some kind of monastery around here. This is nothing compared to some of the other things people talk about in this office, especially those juvenile boneheads Morton and Dennis.”

“Well, we don’t have to emulate that behavior in here. Let’s save it for after-hours.”

“Whatever, man.” Ethan glanced at his watch and turned to leave. “I’ve gotta jet. Have fun tonight. Say hi to Mollie for me and don’t be a grouse while you’re at her set, please. At least pretend to laugh.”

“I don’t enjoy pretending but can when I need to,” Myles stated, finishing the email he was working on and clicking ‘Send’ before reaching for a file on his desk. “Like when I pretended to like Brianna for the entirety of your relationship.”

Ethan stopped. “What?”

“Don’t you have a lunch to get to? Tardiness isn’t becoming of a banking executive. I hope things go amicably tonight. Don’t bother saying hi to Brianna for me.”

Glaring at Myles for a moment, Ethan started to respond before just shaking his head and walking away.
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Myles couldn’t help being in something of a foul mood several hours later as he headed across town to Mollie’s comedy set after first going home to quickly shower and change. As he always did before being roped into attending these things, he told himself it wouldn’t be that bad and to hold out hope that maybe his sister would elevate her material this time and wouldn’t spend the entire half hour of her set talking about penises and bodily fluids.

He frowned slightly when he realized his Cadillac was running differently. There was some funny noise that wasn’t there that morning, and Myles didn’t even bother trying to guess what it was. His knowledge of cars was elementary, at best. 

“Great,” he muttered, heaving a long sigh. “Another thing to worry about.”

Making a mental note to call his mechanic later, Myles continued on to the venue where Mollie’s comedy set was taking place. He hated going to this part of Brodence, the growing south Georgia city he’d grown up in. The streetlights seemed dimmer, the streets were narrower and full of potholes, and everything just seemed bunched on top of each other, from houses to businesses. And so many strip malls. 

Once Myles pulled into The Laugh Vat (and scoffed at the name), he carefully maneuvered through the shotty parking lot, trying to find a space that was far enough from other cars while still not so far that he wouldn’t feel comfortable walking back to it afterwards once it was dark. This wasn’t exactly the part of town that was highlighted on the Chamber of Commerce’s website. 

His car parked, his hand stamped, and his order placed for a gin and tonic (Mollie neglected to mention there was a two-drink minimum), Myles glanced at his watch as he wondered how long he was going to have to stay there. He hoped Mollie was up first so he could leave right after her set was done. Comedy shows weren’t his thing so he didn’t have plans to just make a night of it and enjoy all the acts. 

The small venue was about half full and Myles glanced around, taking in his surroundings. About eight small round tables, some with mismatched chairs, littered the floor that was covered in thin gray carpeting that looked older than Myles. A small raised boxy stage with a microphone stand was waiting for its first occupant of the evening, flanked by heavy red curtains that were purely for show. Muted lighting fell on the audience while the brighter lights blared towards the stage. Myles wondered if the sparse décor was intentional or circumstance. Or if the owner just didn’t give a damn enough to upgrade anything.

A fawn-colored woman poked her head around the left side of the curtains, her long goddess braids hanging. Her narrow brown eyes swept around the room and when they landed on Miles, she broke into a grin.

Myles waved at his sister, unable to resist returning her smile. He might not have been thrilled to be there but it made him feel good that it meant so much to her that he was. He told himself supporting his sister was worth a couple hours of misery.

Having verified that her big brother had actually shown up, Mollie disappeared back behind the curtain and Myles checked his watch again. 

Finally, the show kicked off. Myles’s hope that he’d be able to make a relatively quick exit was dashed when some comic other than Mollie was introduced first. Then another. It took every ounce of Myles’s willpower not to pull out his phone and check some emails, or fold his arms on the table and take a nap like he did in kindergarten and wake up when he heard Mollie’s name announced.

After about an hour, his sister finally graced the stage. She actually skipped to the microphone, already earning a few laughs. Myles just pursed his lips.

“How y’all doin’ tonight?” Mollie practically yelled, causing Myles to wince. He hoped she wasn’t going to bellow through her entire performance. “Have those drinks kicked in yet? This is one time when taking advantage of your liquored-up state is a good thing.”

People around him chuckled while Myles sat stone-faced. He pushed his second half-finished gin and tonic away. 

Mollie continued through her act, launching into a tale of a hookup from a sex site that Myles could only hope was made up. His ears burned as he listened to her describe how some guy fumbled through foreplay after having bragged on his skills for weeks.

“He was actually rubbing my titty like this,” Mollie screeched, moving her hand in a circular motion. “And swore he was doing something! Buddy was looking at me like he expected me to cum at any second. And I’m laying there thinking, what are you, a fucking DJ?? It’s a titty, not a turntable!”

The crowd cracked up while Myles shifted in his seat, feeling increasingly uncomfortable. 

“You’re wastin’ your time,” Mollie continued recalling her response to the inept lover. She was gripping the microphone in both hands in a way that Myles told himself wasn’t supposed to be indicative of anything. “It was so sad, y’all. I had to guide his hands where they needed to go like he was some kind of blind virgin. It was like trying to teach someone to walk for the first time. Except it was, you know...fucking.”

Oh god, Myles thought, forcing the scowl from his face when Mollie’s eyes flitted to him. When is this gonna be over??

After another twenty minutes or so, he was finally put out of his misery and Mollie wrapped up her set, thanking everyone for ‘hitting the g-spot of her ego’ with all their laughter before doing some kind of dance off the stage. 

His duty fulfilled, Myles wanted to go ahead and leave. But he didn’t want to endure the tantrum Mollie would have if he did so without at least speaking to her first. 

There was only one more comic after her, and his set was graciously short since he got mere giggles for his jokes that seemed to be solely about his dog. Red-faced, he muttered something about needing to pee before scurrying off the stage barely halfway through his allotted time. Which of course the host clowned him for. 

Mollie bounded from backstage and joined Myles at his table as soon as everything was over. She dropped into the slightly-rickety chair across from his, throwing one long leg over the other and grinning at her brother. 

“So what’d ya think?” 

Myles shot her a you know better glance. “We had an agreement, Mollie. If I had to come watch, you wouldn’t ask me for any feedback.”

“I just wanted to see what you’d say. It’s not like I didn’t notice you barely cracked a smile while I was up there, let alone laughed at anything. It’s a good thing my self-esteem is rock solid.”

“It would have to be.”

“You can be such a fuddy-duddy. I don’t know how the hell we’re related.”

“You’re my sister in every way that counts and I love you dearly but we’re not related by blood, Mollie. You’re adopted, remember?”

“Our parents must have sensed that you’d need someone to bring some joy into your life.”

“My life is fine as is.”

“Oh please. All you do is work, play racquetball, and watch those disturbing-ass crime shows. You so need to loosen up. When’s the last time you had any pus-”

“I am not discussing that with you.”

“That long, huh?” Mollie flashed a grin that was frustratingly triumphant. “Well, in case you wanted to know, I got some just last night. That’s why my skin has such a glow.”

Myles winced. “I didn’t want to know. I’m already trying to purge the things I heard you say onstage from my memory. Those were just jokes, right?”

When her grin only widened, Myles held up a hand. “Never mind. Mollie, I get that this comedy stuff is fun for you but when are you going to get a real job?”

Her smile flattened and her eyes rolled. “Not this shit again.”

“You need a career. A real career. You’re barely able to pay your bills with this. Let me get you a job at the bank.”

“I do fine. I’m more than capable of taking care of myself, Chubby, and Clap.”
“While I know how much you love those cats of yours, I’m not worried about them. I’m worried about you,” Myles insisted. “You’ve been trying to break into this comedy stuff for years now and are still only doing these tiny club shows with half-hour sets, and whatever that stuff is you do on the internet. How many auditions have you gone on that went nowhere? How many so-called promoters that made all these grand promises that ended up stiffing you? What are you even paying your manager for?”
“Are you finished?”

“You’re thirty years old. You need to start making some better decisions. Get serious about your future.”

“I’m paying my dues, Myles. Shit doesn’t happen overnight. I do temp work to keep me afloat between gigs. Being a comedienne is what I love to do just like being a Corporate Banking exec is what you love to do. I think that’s boring as hell but I don’t bug you about it, do I?”

“You more than make up for it with the other stuff you bug me about.”

“The point is, I respect that you make your own choices, whether I agree with them or not. And I usually don’t, by the way.” She stood as everyone else around them started slowly making their way towards the exit. “Do me the same courtesy, sir.”

Dropping it, Myles stood and glanced at his watch. “You ready? I’ll walk you to your car.”

They headed out a few minutes later after Mollie got her things and chatted with a few people, taking pictures with a couple of them. Once they were outside, Mollie glanced at his starched gray button-down, black and white pinstripe slacks, and shiny black Johnston and Murphy shoes. “You must’ve come here straight from work. You were the only one in the crowd looking like a Sunday school teacher.”

Myles rolled his eyes. “For your information, I went home and changed first.”

“And that’s what you chose to wear?”

“I’m perfectly comfortable.”

“I swear, if I ever saw you in anything casual, I’d melt into a puddle of goo.”

“This is casual. I’m not wearing a tie. Or a jacket.”

“Oh god.” They reached Mollie’s Honda Accord and she turned to give him a tight hug. “Thank you for coming. I love you, you big dud.”

“I love you, too. You need me to follow you home?”

“You can follow if you want, but you’ll just be going with me to East Tony to meet up with my date.”

Myles frowned. “You’re going to East Tony this time of night? That’s not exactly the safest area, Mollie.”

“You forget; I grew up in the ‘hood before our parents adopted me. They still know me out there. I can handle myself, big bro.”

“Why doesn’t your date come to you?”

“He doesn’t need to know where I live yet. You remember what happened the last time; that woman started popping up, trying to move in on the sly. No thank you.”

Myles sometimes forgot that his sister was bisexual; he tried to retain the least amount of detail about anything regarding her sex life as possible. “Text me when you arrive so I’ll know you made it safely.”

“Yes, dad.” Mollie playfully rolled her eyes but her grin showed her appreciation for his concern. She leaned up to give him a parting kiss on the cheek, her sleepy eyes and slightly-pointy nose (that she hated) seeming extra pronounced under the flickering streetlight. The gloss on her pouty mouth shimmered. “Maybe you need to think about trying to get your own hookup for the night. You need it. You’re thirty-six and stuffier than twenty aristocrats in a closet. With colds. Break out that little black book, bro.” She winked. “See ya.”

Myles watched as she got into her car and pulled off, sticking her tongue out at him as she passed. He just headed to his car, unable to resist a chuckle. 

Once he was back on the road, he was reminded of something going on with his car when he heard that noise again. Giving no thought to the hour, he immediately voice-dialed his mechanic, Chet. 

“What have I told you about calling me after-hours, man?” Chet’s agitated voice greeted him through the Bluetooth. 

Myles was unfazed. “You’re supposed to be available to me twenty-four-seven, Chet.”

“I’m not a damn doctor. What do you want?”

“Something’s wrong with my car.”

“Are you driving it right now?”

“Yes...”

“Then it can’t be that bad, can it? This could have waited until tomorrow.”

“When can you fix it?”

“What’s wrong with it, Myles?”

“How am I supposed to know? You’re the professional. It’s making some kind of noise.”

“Even if I could determine anything from that vague-ass response, there’s nothing I can do about it tonight. It’s almost ten o’clock and my wife is over here mean-mugging me ‘cause the phone woke her up. She has to work the early shift tomorrow.”

“My apologies to your wife, but-”

“You know the drill, Myles. Call the garage in the morning and make an appointment to bring it in. And let this be the last time you call me this time of night for this shit; I am not at your beck and call. I do have a life, you know. Get yourself one.”

Myles was shocked when he heard the dial tone. His anger flared that Chet had actually left him hanging. He wouldn’t even have a garage if it weren’t for Myles’s family loaning him the money to open it. Never mind that he’d already paid the money back; Myles still felt Chet should’ve acted a little more grateful and made exceptions for him, regardless.

Sighing, Myles just turned up the music from the jazz station he was listening to and concentrated on getting back to his side of town. He wondered how things had gone with Ethan and Brianna that evening, with her getting the rest of her things from his house. He wondered who it was that Mollie was going to meet. Her suggestion that he hook up with someone had gone unacknowledged but it certainly wasn’t the first time someone said that to him. Everyone seemed to be under the misconception that Myles had no love life whatsoever and that was the reason for his perceived ‘stuffiness.’ 

This was just the way Myles was, and he liked himself. His life might not have been perfect but he had way more to be grateful for than to complain about. And contrary to what people seemed to believe, he dated enough. The relationships usually didn’t go very far, but Myles could attribute that to a number of reasons, many of which didn’t have to do with him. 

Truth be told, Myles was over the dating scene. From his experience, women just couldn’t be trusted; they always seemed to want something from him, knowing the affluent and well-connected family he was a part of. It usually ended up being more about appearances than anything else, trying to tweak him to fit their image of an ideal mate. And on the rare times it wasn’t, and he met a woman that actually had some substance, some conflict would inevitably arise that would drive too big of a wedge between them, and it was decided that the effort to fix it wasn’t worth it. Myles had resigned himself to focusing on his career, his philanthropic efforts, and looking after his parents, even though they were more active than him and showed no signs of slowing down any time soon. They were in the number that constantly stressed for him to loosen up and have some fun, and there had been more than a few hints about wanting grandbabies at some point.

Myles figured he’d leave that duty to Mollie, who he knew wanted children someday once her career was off the ground. He had accepted that he’d probably never meet a woman that would accept him just the way he was. 

Chapter 2
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“Take it off!”

Jackie Malone danced in her seat as the women around her screamed for the man on stage to lose the cowboy getup he was sporting as they threw money at his feet. She grinned, enjoying the show and the atmosphere, but her dollar bills stayed tucked in her bra. She was waiting on her favorite dancer to make his appearance and then she had every intention of making it rain like a deluge.

When they finally announced Ringo and the opening chimes of Jodeci’s “Freek’n You” began to play, Jackie eagerly scooted forward in her seat. The first cheer erupted from her throat when the bow-legged dancer with the oiled-up caramel skin did a teasing slow walk onto the stage, his long black locs hanging over his shoulders and his eyes scanning the screaming horny crowd as if looking for prey. When his gaze landed on Jackie, he smirked and eyed her up and down for several moments before going into his dance, which only made her scream louder. 

Jackie bolted out of her seat and made a beeline to the front, boxing a couple of women out of the way and ignoring their glares. Her big brown eyes stayed locked on the man in front of her, grinning wildly as she fished the thick wad of money from her cleavage and began tossing it at his feet several bills at a time. When his attention landed on her again, she winked at him and bit her plump bottom lip, feeling her whole body wake up. Clearly, her pre-show pep talk she’d had in the car about controlling herself was a waste. Ringo was her favorite and always had that effect on her, despite her best efforts. 

She’d just tossed her last bill when he slithered over to her side of the stage, his muscles popping and flexing as he did a couple of stage-humping push-ups before jumping to his feet, landing directly in front of her. His eyes were mischievous as he bit his bottom lip and held out his hand to her, and Jackie wasted no time grabbing it. She flashed a smug grin to the jealous ladies around her as Ringo helped her up on stage, immediately sliding his hands down her hips and behind her thighs before hoisting her up. Jackie grinned, more than willing to hold on for the ride.

Someone quickly brought a chair onstage and Ringo lowered her onto it before stepping back and resuming his show, this time just for her. Once his clothes started coming off and he was dancing for her in nothing but a black leather speedo, all composure went out the window. Jackie screamed until her throat hurt, writhing in her seat and trying to resist the urge to tackle this man right there on the stage. She was feeling extra heady thanks to being the one Ringo chose to come on stage and get all of his attention, and she was enjoying every second of it. 

Later, once the show was over and Jackie was back in her car, she sat in the parking lot checking her appearance in the visor mirror. She raked her fingers through her super-short black hair and refreshed her lipstick, admiring her pecan brown skin in the dim light. Satisfied that she still looked delicious, she flipped the visor mirror closed and adjusted her low-cut v-neck top before digging into her purse for her lavender vanilla body mist, giving her cleavage a refresher spritz. Her body was still buzzing with energy and she wasn’t ready to leave just yet. 

Her phone rang with a call from her friend Cassidy, and Jackie glanced out the windows around her before answering. 

“What’s up, Cass?” 

“Hey, girl. What you up to?”

“Nothing much; chillin’,” Jackie replied, her eyes sweeping the parking lot again. “What’s going on?”

“Waiting on Orion to get back with my heating pad. I wrenched my back last night.”

“How’d you do that?”

“Girl, trying some new position he saw online somewhere. ‘It’ll be fun’, he said. Now I’m laid up.”

Jackie couldn’t help but laugh. “I tried to tell you men like more than missionary sometimes.”

“Whatever. And I don’t know why you’re laughing.”

“Because it’s funny.”

“You’re the one that likes to be all adventurous, not me. Missionary is a top-tier classic. Orion had me doing all kinds of shit last night. And I think he actually spit on me when he was getting it from the back. Can you believe that??”

Jackie wrinkled her nose, even though her giggles continued. “I can, actually. And I know we go way back but you don’t really have to go that deep into detail of your nasty newlywed sex.”

“Since when are you so skittish? I’m usually the one that has to cover my ears when you’re talking about your raunchy exploits. And you’re supposed to be the one I can complain to about my new husband so you’re just gonna have to suck it up.”

“Ugh.”

“I tried to stay in the moment and everything but knowing he did that kinda took me out,” Cassidy continued. “We started fussing about it while we were still sexing, and things got more and more intense, and then he tried to twist me into some kind of crazy position and I hurt my damn back. I thought sex injuries were supposed to happen during hoe phases, not once you finally settle down.”

Resisting the urge to laugh louder, Jackie shook her head. “If you’re having sex, you can get sex injuries, hoe phase or not. Which you never had, by the way. I am sorry you hurt yourself, though; you gonna be all right? You going to see a doctor?”

“Nah, I don’t think it’s that bad. I’m sure the heating pad and some extra strength Tylenol will get me right. Don’t worry, I’ll be at work on Monday.”

“That’s not why I was asking but good to know. You’re pretty irreplaceable.”

“Of course I am. Nobody else is gonna put up with you.”

Just then, there was a knock on Jackie’s window. She grinned when she looked over and saw Ringo standing there, his gold tooth gleaming as he smiled down at her.

“I’ve gotta go, Cass,” Jackie announced hastily as Ringo leaned to where he was eye-level with her. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

“Why you rushing off all of a sudden? You’re supposed to be keeping me company in my time of need-”

“And I did. Now I have to handle something. Bye.” Jackie hung up and turned her attention back to Ringo, jerking her head towards the passenger’s seat. She unlocked the door as she watched him round the front of the car and get in.

“I figured you’d still be here,” Ringo greeted, his dark eyes snaking down her body and back up again. “Wasn’t ready to call it a night, huh?”

“After that show you just gave me? Hell no.”

“You know I’m not gonna see you and not give you special attention. I appreciate you coming out.”

“Wouldn’t have missed it. You hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Let’s go eat, then. I’ll bring you back to your car later.”

“Don’t try to kidnap me.”

“That was one time!”

They headed to a nearby diner, which was pretty full since apparently many others that had been at the male revue had the same idea. Jackie recognized several women’s faces that had been in the audience, and they didn’t look too happy when she strutted past them with Ringo. 

“Don’t start nothin’ in here,” Ringo playfully warned when Jackie blew a mocking kiss to a sneering woman. “We’re just here to grub, that’s it.”

“They’re the ones giving me the evil eye.”

“And you’re loving it.”

Jackie didn’t bother trying to deny that.

Once they were seated, Ringo immediately grabbed a menu. “So what’s been up with you, Jacks?”

She smirked. “You know I never loved that nickname. I think you say it to mess with me.”

“You never minded it before.”

“You mean when we were still together? Yeah, I tolerated it. Mostly because I got to enjoy that body of yours whenever I wanted. But another woman has that privilege now.”

“I’m just a piece of meat to you, huh?”

“Of course not. We’re still friends, first and foremost...with occasional benefits.”

He arched a brow at her. “That was before.”

“You don’t have to remind me.”

They placed their orders and proceeded to get caught up, since they hadn’t seen each other in a couple of months. Their romantic relationship had ended a few years earlier and Jackie didn’t always hide her resentment of that well, since that decision hadn’t been hers. She was grateful that they were still at least in each other’s lives, even if it wasn’t in the capacity she wished for. 

“How’s business?” Ringo asked, cutting into this medium-well steak. “Is the hottest mechanic in Brodence still busy as hell or have things slowed down some?”

“Some, but we’re still booked more days than we aren’t.” Jackie took a sip of her orange juice. “We’re hitting our two-year stride, finally.”

“I’m still trippin’ that you actually left that bougie-ass corporate job and opened your own car garage.”

“Why? I’ve said I would for years.”

“Plenty of folks talk about it but don’t be about it. But you did that shit. No wonder you were always hogging my TV with your car shows and hanging out at AutoZone like most women hang at the mall.”

“I love cars,” Jackie shrugged. “Always have.”

“Hey, you can fix a carburetor better than I ever could, so I’m not mad at it.”

They continued with their meals and conversation, their easy rapport as buoyant as always. Once Jackie paid the check (“I invited you, remember?” she reminded when he protested), they headed back out to her car, Jackie’s hand lightly clamped to the crook of Ringo’s arm. 

“You might as well come on back to my place,” Jackie suggested as Ringo opened the driver’s side door for her. “We both know you won’t be going to bed any time soon, anyway.”

Ringo didn’t look at all surprised by her invitation. “As tempting as that is, I shouldn’t.”

“Why shouldn’t you?”

“You know why, Jacks.”

“I know you’re not saying that girlfriend of yours that’s way across the country is the reason we can’t even hang out as friends.”

“I’m not, ‘cause that’s what we just finished doing.” He met her challenging gaze, standing pretty much eye-level with her five-seven height. “But we both know you’re not inviting me over just to drink rum and play cards.”

“We can do that, too.”

He sighed and shook his head. “Jacks...”

“Look, Ringo, I’m not trying to be messy, here. But do you really think she’s way over there not doing her own thing? You two only see each other a couple times a year. I don’t even get why you’re bothering.”

“It’s not for you to get.”

“Don’t get snippy. Just get in the car.” She stepped closer, her ample bosom grazing his chest. “You know you want to.”

“I want to do a lot of things I shouldn’t.”

“How ‘bout if I offer to return the favor from earlier and put on a personal show for you?”

She could see his eyes brighten despite the rest of his expression not budging. He didn’t speak for several moments, them facing off as people milled around them to and from their cars. Jackie prepared herself for anything, more than willing to wait him out.

“You still have those heels?” he finally asked in a low voice. 

Biting her lip, Jackie nodded. “My one and only pair.”

“Aight.” He held the door open and stepped back, a lustful shadow now darkening his eyes. “Let’s go.”

Grinning, Jackie got in the car.

––––––––
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The following Monday morning, Jackie was at her garage, The Auto Loft, getting ready for the day. Cassidy, who worked as her receptionist and office manager, hadn’t made it in yet, so Jackie went ahead and took a peek at the calendar. She beamed when she saw nearly every slot on the calendar full. 

A lot of people thought she was nuts when she left her thriving executive career to open her own garage. And those who didn’t figured it was just a sign she could no longer cut it in that environment. Jackie didn’t care what anyone thought about it. She hated being buttoned-up Jacqueline Malone, whose days revolved around so much corporate minutiae and red tape and veiled smiles that it made her stomach turn, and she decided she didn’t want to live like that anymore. She’d been putting away money for years, never having planned to answer to anyone forever. And with her lifelong love of cars, it wasn’t a hard decision as to what she would do next. She enjoyed being under a car hood more than she did being in anyone’s conference room. Now, she could just be Jackie.

She only employed two other mechanics and an assistant so far, and was looking forward to when she could expand and hire more. Cassidy often joked that she was running a ‘boutique’ garage, with the seafoam green-painted lobby/waiting room, comfy seating and R&B music that played throughout the day. Artificial green plants and colorful artwork added to the vibe. The other mechanics, both men, also teased her about that at times. Jackie took the ribbing, always reminding them that her loving cars didn’t mean she didn’t love pretty things, also.

Cassidy arrived, laden with coffee and breakfast sandwiches for the both of them. Her expression was pinched in annoyance as she stomped around the front desk. 

“What’s the matter with you?” Jackie asked her, frowning in concern.

“Ugh, those assholes!” Cassidy placed the coffees on the desk and dumped her bags into the chair. “Did you know Lula’s Cup might be closing?”

“Why??”

“Because some developers have been breathing down their necks about buying them out so they can have the land. Probably want to build some damn car wash or chain restaurant that we already have a million of. Nobody gives a damn about preserving the small businesses anymore.”

“Oh...” Jackie blew out a measured breath as her frown melted. “And Ms. Lula doesn’t want to sell, I assume.” Ms. Lula was the owner of the beloved coffee shop.

“Of course not. But they’re steadily trying to wear her down, borderline harassing her, knowing she’s old and won’t have the energy to fight them off forever.” Cassidy brushed the bang of her shoulder-length brown wig from her eyes and pressed her hands to her round cheeks, taking a couple of deep breaths. “Oh, and good morning.”

“Look, don’t worry about Ms. Lula, Cass...she’s stronger than she looks. Greedy land developers aren’t anything new around here. Now please tell me you got my egg, bacon, and guacamole croissant. My stomach is going off right now.”

“You know I did.”

They quickly ate their breakfast as they chatted about the rest of their weekends, Jackie skipping over her night with Ringo. She didn’t have the energy to go into the details that Cassidy would surely insist on. They’d had many discussions about Jackie and Ringo’s friendship, and Cassidy veered from encouraging Jackie to go for hers to advising her to leave him alone altogether, depending on the day. Jackie didn’t want to risk hearing what it might be on this particular morning.

Once Jimmy and Irv, the other mechanics, arrived, everyone got their days started. Jackie popped her first piece of gum for the day and dove in, immersing herself in oil changes, battery replacements, and other things, actually loving how progressively dirty her coveralls got over the course of the day. As it sometimes did, her mind drifted to wondering what she might be doing if she were still at her old job, knowing that she was going to come out on top regardless of what it was. The most hated job in her garage beat the easiest day in that office any day of the week. 

Towards the later part of the afternoon, Cassidy let her know a customer wanted to speak to her. Rolling from underneath the Challenger she was under, Jackie wiped her hands on the towel she kept in her pocket and headed to the reception area. A frowning red-haired man stood there, his arms crossed over his chest. 

“Mr. Blaithe has some concerns about the work we just did on his car,” Cassidy informed Jackie with a pointed look.

Already sensing where this was going, Jackie reminded herself to keep her cool and stepped forward. “Yes, sir. Is there a problem?”

“There most certainly is a problem,” he immediately snapped, his nasally voice biting. He waved the itemized printout of his charges in the air. “You charged me for a new alternator when I didn’t need one.”

“You did need one, Mr. Blaithe,” Jackie patiently responded, still chewing on her gum. It helped keep her calm. Customers, especially male customers, questioning her decisions wasn’t anything new. “And I let you know of that possibility up front.”

“You could’ve done it without it.”

“Sure. But I assumed you wanted your car to actually run. So if I’m correct on that, I in fact couldn’t have done it without it.”

His face reddened. Cassidy ducked her head as she pretended to look for something in her purse, trying not to laugh. 

“The price is pretty high,” Mr. Blaithe persisted, unwilling to let it go. “You can’t tell me that you couldn’t have gotten this part for cheaper. Most mechanics I know keep spare parts on hand so they don’t have to gauge their customers-”

“Mr. Blaithe, you drive a ’67 Pontiac LeMans. That’s pretty rare and you don’t just get parts for that right off the shelf. So while, yes, I do tend to have some parts on hand, the one you needed isn’t one of them.” Jackie leaned her hip against the desk, her eyes never wavering from the fuming customer’s. “And since this was a rush job - at your insistence - it was extra to get it here as quickly as possible. None of this is new information; I told you all of this up front and you agreed to it. Did you not?”

His jaw clenched as his grip on the printout tightened. “Yes.”

“Yes. So, remind me again what the problem is?”

Dropping his eyes to the ground, he muttered, “Nothing. Um, never mind.”

He stepped over to the desk so he could pay his bill and Jackie stood, her own arms now folded, watching the transaction with an even expression. Mr. Blaithe barely looked at her as he quickly grabbed his receipt from Cassidy and scurried out, mumbling his thanks. 

As soon as he was gone, Jackie and Cassidy shared a look before breaking into laughter. 

“I should’ve known we wouldn’t get through a Monday without something happening,” Jackie commented.

“Yeah, well.” Cassidy unlocked the bottom drawer of the desk and lifted a large glass jar half full of various denominations of dollar bills. “That’s another deposit into the Disrespect Jar.”

“Girl, at this rate, we’ll be going on that vacation by the end of the year.” They each stuffed a few dollars into the cut-out slit in the jar’s lid.

“Jamaica, here we come.”

Not an hour later, a call came in requesting a quote. Jackie happened to be manning the phone while Cassidy went to the restroom, and the customer had an all-too-familiar condescending tone, questioning Jackie as if she was the one that needed his help and actually asked if there was someone else he could talk to. Jackie wrapped up the call just as Cassidy came back to the desk, heaving a heavy sigh.

“Another one, huh?” Cassidy surmised. 

“Unfortunately, yes. If shit keeps going like this, we’re gonna be able to go to France.”

Chapter 3

––––––––
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Myles wasn’t in the best mood. 

He still hadn’t been able to get his car serviced because Chet claimed to be too booked, and refused to bump anyone to make room for him or take him outside of business hours. Myles even offered to bring his car in early, but Chet wasn’t going for that, either. 

“If I let you do that now, you’ll expect it next time and the time after that,” Chet had told him. “You’ll try to deny it but you know it’s true.”

“And why shouldn’t I get some special treatment? Have I not earned that?”

“I know you’re not saying that because of the money your folks loaned me.”

“Well, actually-”

“For one, your folks loaned me that, not you. Two, I paid them back, with interest, over a year ago. And three, even they didn’t hold it over my head or expect me to treat them like the king and queen of the world despite them helping me out like they did.”

“Even so, Chet-”

“But I’d gladly make concessions for them because they still treat me with respect and not like some kind of peon that’s beneath them like you do. So you either wait for one of the next available spots on my calendar or take your damn car somewhere else.”

Myles’s jaw dropped, not believing his ears. He seethed at Chet’s refusal to budge. 

So Myles had to find another garage to take his car to, which annoyed him to no end. He called a couple of places to get quotes, but he knew he’d have to just choose a place and take it in since he wasn’t exactly sure of the issue and wouldn’t get a definitive answer until he was. 

It didn’t help his mood when he got a call from Cynthia, an ex that he still tolerated more than he should’ve. She had a tendency to randomly pop up, usually when she wanted something.

“Hello, Cynthia,” he greeted, already pinching the bridge of his nose under his glasses. 

“Myles, darling. It’s so good to hear your voice.”

“Why is that?”

“It always is.”

Not in the mood for her buttering up, Myles sighed and bluntly asked, “Why are you calling me, Cynthia? What do you want?”

“Why do you assume-”

“I don’t have time nor am I in the mood. What is it?”

“Fine,” Cynthia huffed. “I wanted to ask you to accompany me to the charity gala my ladies’ league is hosting this weekend. I’m on the planning committee and I’d rather not show up without an escort.”

“I’m sure there’s someone else you actually get along with that could escort you to this.”

“You and I get along perfectly fine when we’re not wasting time denying our feelings for each other. I miss you, Myles, and I know you miss me, too.”

“You’re mistaken.”

“Myles. Darling. Must you be that way? You talk as if you hate me.”

“No. But our relationship didn’t work because you were so self-centered. And you ignored my concerns whenever I tried to broach them to you. You didn’t even put up much of a fight when I ended it, so I took that to mean you were as aware of our incompatibility as I was.”

“On the contrary. I figured you just needed some time to regroup. Sow any oats that you men need to sow before you can settle down. I had every expectation that we’d pick up where we left off when an appropriate amount of time had passed.”

“Yeah, that was another issue. You made a lot of assumptions.”

“Well I don’t think the fact that Daddy would love to see you at the gala would be much of an assumption,” Cynthia retorted. “He mentioned you just the other day, in fact.”

Myles perked up. He’d temporarily forgotten that Cynthia’s father was chairman of the Titan Executive board and the key to Myles getting the seat he’d been coveting for the past couple of years. That board was made up of some of the most powerful individuals in Brodence and surrounding cities and Myles itched to be a part of it, just like his father once was before giving up his seat to focus on his ailing wife.

“Is that so?” Myles asked, trying to sound unaffected. “That’s surprising, since he’s been rather unresponsive to my attempts to connect.”

“Daddy is a very busy man, as I’m sure you know. But he’ll be at the function. Prime opportunity for you to speak to him.”

Myles wondered if getting another stab at making his case for that board seat was worth allowing Cynthia back into his life again. He’d tried going around her many times already and gotten nowhere. Maybe one night as her escort wouldn’t be so bad if it led to him getting what he wanted.

“I’ll think about it,” he finally said. “I have to go right now but give me a call tomorrow and I can verify for sure if it works with my schedule or not.”

“Absolutely, darling. I understand you’re a busy man, also. Do you still do those little kits for the homeless? I always thought that was adorable.”

Myles felt his face tighten. “I do, yes. Talk to you tomorrow, Cynthia.”

“Yes you will.”

Ending the call, Myles rubbed the bridge of his nose again. He was all but sure he’d be attending the function with Cynthia but he didn’t want to agree too easily and appear eager. Nor did he need to let her know that his attendance would be more for his own benefit than hers.

Still, the prospect of spending an evening with Cynthia, for any reason, soured his mood even more. And he wasn’t shy about venting about that and several other things when he was out to lunch with Ethan later.

“It’s just been an awful past few days,” he groused in conclusion, sitting back in his chair after tossing his napkin on top of his half-empty plate.

Ethan eyed him for a moment as he finished chewing his roasted duck. “You done?”

“Yeah, I’m not hungry anymore.”

“No, I mean are you done complaining. Because you haven’t stopped since you sat down.”

Myles frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Come on, man. Ever since we got here, you’ve fussed about your sister’s comedy set, your car, Cynthia, your meeting getting cancelled this morning, the weather. Do you not realize that?”

“All of those are valid grievances.”

“You really need to lighten up. So you didn’t like your sister’s jokes and she doesn’t want to work for the bank; get over it. She’s doing what she loves to do. Cars mess up; it’s not the end of the world. And your mechanic had a point about you expecting special treatment. It rains sometimes; big deal. And Cynthia...well, you’re bringing that on yourself by even entertaining her at all.”

“It’s not about her. I’m still hoping her father will consider me for a seat on
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