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      Two lives, one huge secret, and a love that might not survive the truth.

      A street-wise manicurist from Queens, Ashley Thompson, never expected her life to take a detour into the sleepy town of Millbrook. But inheriting her estranged father's modest home and auto mechanic garage has a way of pulling her in. Ashley’s plan is simple: sell off the estate and hightail it back to her fast-paced city life. But Millbrook, with its quirky charm and slower pace, has other ideas—especially when it comes to the ruggedly handsome mechanic who can't seem to stop looking her way.

      The duct tape Blake McGregor used to hold his life together is failing fast. His girlfriend is with him for the money, and he’s the foreman of a garage with no owner in sight. Just when he thinks he can’t take anymore, in walks a Park Avenue Princess who turns everything upside down.

      Together, Blake and Ashley form an unlikely team, defying the odds and keeping the struggling garage afloat. But as Ashley unravels the truth about why her father cut ties with her, a buried secret surfaces, threatening to shatter Blake’s world and the fragile bond they’ve built. Can they survive the fallout, or will the truth drive them apart?
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      I shoved open the door to Ciao Bella Hair & Nails, Ma’s salon. Swear to God, the stench of the backed-up sink nearly bowled me over. This caused a reflexive gulp of my butter pecan frappé—down the wrong pipe, of course. The next thing I knew, I erupted into a coughing fit, which made my eyes water and wracked me like a rag doll. Thankfully, the place wasn’t buzzing with the lunchtime rush to witness my dramatic comeback.

      Ma, otherwise known as Rosemary Caputo, lifted her red-rimmed glasses to inspect the cut on Mary Grace’s salt-and-pepper head. Through the mirror, she flashed her million-dollar smile. “Cara, I didn’t expect you back so soon! Traffic on the Taconic must have been good to you.”

      Mary Grace said, “Morning, Ashley! Your ma was just givin’ me the lowdown on your trip upstate.”

      After swiping away tears from my lung-hacking episode, I managed a greeting. “Hey, Ma. Hey, Mrs. DiAngelo. Yeah, I dropped off my luggage at home and stopped for a coffee before work.”

      Mary Grace said, “You see that? Great work ethic. Hustle is so hard to find nowadays, you need a magnifying glass. You’re doin’ good, kid.” Her thumbs-up jutting out from beneath her barber’s cape really boosted my morale.

      But since we’re speaking truths, Ma can be a handful when she wants to pry. Mary Grace is a doll. She’s what some folks might lovingly call a yenta, but I call a busybody. Knows everybody’s business better than the IRS. Just watch. News about my inheritance will spread faster than free Wi-Fi.

      I set my coffee cup down by my manicure station and was about to rearrange the cuticle pushers and swabs. Not even two seconds later, Ma blurted, “So? Don’t keep me in suspense. How did the will reading go?”

      “Hold that thought,” I cut her off. “Sink’s backed up again?”

      Her lips thinned into a tight line, and she snipped faster than usual. “Yeah, it’s been giving me grief.”

      She needed to call a plumber ages ago. Same with bifocals. But rent sucked up our disposable income. So those upgrades got shoved to the back burner. Naturally, I pitched in where I could, but there was only so much I could do.

      “Ma, how many times do I gotta tell you? If the pipes act up, dump in some Drano.”

      Mrs. Professional Extraordinaire continued to work and didn’t look at me. “Oh, Ashley, you know how monkeying around with all that makes me nervous.”

      Me and Ma tag-teamed this world since my diaper days. I became her personal YouTube-certified MacGyver, fixing anything that broke. P.S.—don’t mention it to her because she thinks I’m a savant.

      I rushed to the employee-John, and flipped on the light. Grabbing the declogger from under the sink, I made my way to the defunct one. Black scuzz floated around. Gross! My forearm shielded my mouth. This crap made the Hudson River look like it ran on tap from heaven.

      Nuh-uh! No liquid will fix that disaster. Back to the bathroom for the big gun: the plunger. It would've been nice to not do this with a customer in the shop, but reeking like a week-old dumpster wouldn't exactly boost our Yelp rating.

      Mary Grace was our ever-reliable regular. Never missed an appointment, come rain or snow. Between you and me, she was lonely since her husband, Sal, passed a few years back. He always had a joke and a story. Mary Grace swore he was the fountain of her youth. You could tell his passing left a void in her life. So no, we didn’t mind if she stuck around. Company did wonders for the soul, but frankly, it surprised me she’d put up with this smell.

      Armed with the plunger, I pumped it in the sink a few times and nothing happened. I gave it a few more pumps. Nothing. A few more. Nada. Repeat. Until this gurgling sound came from the pipes, grumbling complaints. Genius me lowered my head to listen over the background talking. All at once, foosh! Black soapy water spewed from the sink, christening my vintage Blondie tee in gunk. I yelped and jerked backwards.

      The ladies yucked it up while I wrung out the filth from my now-dishrag of a shirt. With vengeful speed, I unscrewed the cap off the Drano and poured the liquid down the drain.

      “Ash, go clean yourself up before that mess burns through your shirt. You look like you went swimming in the East River.”

      “Thanks, Ma,” I mumbled, clutching my trusty arsenal and retreating to the bathroom. After stashing the cleaning tools, I grabbed a paper towel and mopped up the worst of the mess, then took in my shirt. Vintage Blondie destined for the garbage can. My heart nosedived with disappointment. I loved her. Cool music, shared blond hair. That shirt was my protest to the stigma that blondes weren't edgy and rebellious. Oh well, no time for tears. I yanked off my tee and turned it backwards to the clean side. It bagged at the belly, making me rock the frumpy look. I tied a knot in the front, exposing my midriff, and gave myself a quick once-over in the mirror.

      Eh, passable.

      I exited the bathroom and parked myself at the manicure station.

      “Enough already with the stallin’,” Ma said. “What happened at the reading?”

      I grimaced. “You ain’t gonna like it.”

      Ma raised her eyebrows, peering at me over the rim of her glasses. “Why?”

      I took a breath and spilled, “He left me everything. Like, all of it. His house, his garage, even a race car. Everything.”

      Mary Grace and Ma looked at each other with pure confusion written on their faces. “Enlighten me, baby, why’s that so bad? Sounds like you hit the jackpot to me.”

      “Me too,” Mary Grace put in.

      “Because…a garage? What do I know for cars? The bad news is that I gotta move to Millbrook for a while to sell it off.”

      Ma turned to face me. “Alone?! Oh, Ashley, you can't go back there by yourself. Lyle was a drunk! Who knows what you’ll find in his house.”

      Ever since we heard of Lyle's passing, my mother hung his picture in the salon, as a nod towards tradition. I crossed myself and kissed my St. Christopher pendant. “Ma, come on. Don’t talk like that about the dead. Besides, I need to stay there. The back and forth driving alone will kill me, not to mention drain my bank account in gas money.”

      Ma was about to mirror my actions but stopped short. “You know what? I’m gonna speak my piece and stop by confession after work.”

      I swirled the iced coffee cup while turning over the news. Bottled-up confusion, hurt, and overwhelm since the drive back from the lawyer’s office gushed out. “Radio silence all these years? What, I wasn’t good enough for him while he was alive, but now that he’s dead, I’m suddenly worthy? What am I supposed to do with that? I have to drop everything, pack his house, put it up for sale, and sell his car. All that will take time. It’s asking too much of a person you don’t know.”

      Not to sound greedy, but the money from the sale could be put towards property in Queens. With the prices around here, though, I’d have to barter my soul to afford even a tiny house. Or just stay in Millbrook, in a place I already own.

      Nah, I can’t think like that. My mother needs someone to look after her, and that role has been mine since training bra days.

      While inspecting the cut, Ma said, “He still held onto the car after all these years? Then again, it shouldn’t surprise me. When he wasn’t racing, he practically lived under the hood tinkerin’ away, only to resurface during meal times. Hand to God, the fridge and bathroom were the only two pit stops that man ever made.”

      Mary Grace perked up. “Wait a minute! Ashley’s father was a regular Mario Andretti? Rosie, you couldn’t tell a person?”

      “Not the Indianapolis kind, Mary Grace.” Ma explained. “Lyle had a classic car he used to race locally. He loved it more than he loved me, I swear.”

      I twisted my lips to the side and studied Lyle’s photo. No one could mistake our resemblance; we shared the blonde hair and blue eyes trait. I credited his side of the family for my wasp-like waistline, which was exotic around here. But the minute I opened my mouth—straight-up Caputo.

      My world revolved around my mother, from the sauce simmering on the stove when I came home from locking up the salon, to her yelling out the window at the kids riding their bikes on the road. Hard to imagine life without the fierce love of my anchor. As infantile as it sounded, I dreaded leaving.

      Then, my brain practically lit up. “Why don’t you come with me, Ma? It’ll be good for you to get some closure.”

      “Can’t, bambina,” she said, gesturing around with her comb. “Who’ll run the shop?”

      The door creaked open, and I clenched my jaw to trap the rude groan. In strutted Rocco Moretti, almond-skinned with gelled hair shining under the salon lights, gripping a clipboard in his stubby fingers. “Ciao, bellas! I’ve been wondering when you were going to get back, Ash. You wanna grab some cannolis at Luigi’s later?”

      Rocco... how do I say this? “No” ain’t in his vocabulary. Can’t say for sure if he blocks out my rejection, but he’s like one of those people handing out flyers who’d chase you down just to give you one.

      Could I have made up an excuse to spare his feelings? Yeah, but the direct route was the only way to deal with him. “We talked about this, Roc.”

      He flashed his gleaming teeth, totally unfazed. “Yeah, yeah, but maybe you changed your mind, huh?”

      Oy vey, why was he making me be a meanie? “Sorry, Rocco. Not feeling it.”

      Rocco dropped his amiable expression in zero seconds flat. “Then I’ll take Genevieve. She’s been dying for a cannoli.”

      I jerked back. Whoa, now that’s some brass balls! Saying that in front of Ma?! If he'd pulled that with any guy who even vaguely resembled a father figure, he’d be sprinting for his life right about now. Confirmed my hunch about Roc. Clueless about boundaries.

      I kept my voice bright, pretending the innuendo flew over my head. “Gen’s awesome. Anyway, you two have a good time.”

      Rocco pressed his lips together, shrugged, then he split.

      Ma said, “See, Ashley? That’s a good-lookin’ fella right there. Loosen up a little, huh? You two’ll give me beautiful grandchildren.”

      I blinked at my naive mother. That cannoli comment flew over her head.

      “Alright, alright, not that I don’t appreciate your faith in my genes. But I’d rather go out with someone I see a future with, than someone I don’t.”

      Ma ran Mary Grace’s hair through her fingers, checking the length, while mumbling, “Too picky, that’s your problem.”

      Mary Grace said, “Aw, let her be picky, Rosemary. Better she finds someone who makes her happy. Remember Vinnie’s nephew? The one who delivered pizzas? I hear he was a courteous driver, never cussed out nobody. Says something about a man. Anyway, he’s a lawyer now, doin’ well for himself. Maybe you can ‘accidentally’ bump into him at the bakery this weekend.”

      Ma said, “Courteousness. A rare trait around here.”

      Palm out, I said, “Ma!”

      “What? Come on! All I’m saying is I want piccolini running around before I’m too old to take them to the park.  Don’t treat me like I’m crazy for wanting that.”

      Doing my part to uphold our bargain, I didn’t argue back in front of her client. So I said, “We’ll see, Ma. Besides, no point in starting something now when I have to go back to Millbrook.”

      Moving off the relationship track, she said, “Since you’re leaving, I’ll get Bianca to cover while you’re upstate.”

      I joked, “You sure Bianca can handle acetone? Could get dicey.”

      “Eh, I’ll take my chances.”

      Swiveling in the chair to face the wall of polish, I ran my fingers along the bottles to ensure the colors lined up in a gradient, while sipping on my iced coffee and humming to Blondie’s “Call Me.”

      “Did I leave a clipboard in here?”

      We craned our necks to Rocco, who poked his head through the door. I answered, “No, you took it with you.”

      Rocco nodded and was about to leave, but I stopped him. “Hey, Roc. You ever cuss anyone out in traffic?”

      He furrowed his heavy brows. “Who doesn’t? I could sense when they’re about to cut me off, and I lay into my horn while delivering a throwdown that would... make my nona faint.” He crossed himself, kissed his medal, then took off for good.

      I smirked at Ma. “The defense rests.”
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          Millbrook, New York
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      The burnt waffle stench sucker-punched me just before the smoke alarm shrieked a high-C, making me squint. I dug the hockey puck of a waffle out of the toaster with my grease-stained mitts, and wrinkled my nose at the disaster.

      Fantastic, just what I needed—another thing to tackle on my never-ending repair roster. Let's take inventory—a dripping faucet in the bathroom, a stubborn garage door that needed muscle to budge, and now, the toaster had decided to throw in the towel. Yep, my place was a handyman’s paradise, alright, showcasing my procrastination in fixing issues right under my own roof.

      I grabbed a dishtowel and frantically fanned the alarm to silence its soprano opera singing. So much for a quick bite before work, but a major score for fire safety. Eh, take victories where you can.

      Silk everywhere. My girl, Melany, charged in, done up like a magazine spread, and snagged the strap of her robe on the cabinet knob.

      The one she’d been hounding me to replace, but it was time I didn't have, so... yeah.

      “Oh, em, gee, what’s burning?!” Mel said, while wrestling herself free.

      With a fork, I raised the waffle and winked. “Breakfast.”

      Immune to my charm, she flicked her brown hair—streaked with caramel, toffee, or whatever chocolate bar they call it—crossed her arms, and gave me her no-nonsense best. “Told you that thing is liable to kill us. Here, I’ll order you a new one. How about a waffle iron this time, so you can eat actual food and decrease your dependency on cryogenic entrées?”

      With barely enough time to lace up my boots in the morning, who had time for home-cooked meals? The toaster—one button, presto, breakfast served. Besides, let’s face it, I’m no Julia Child. Can’t cook worth a damn. Truth is, I’d probably have burned down the kitchen if I tried to boil an egg. But my girlfriend didn’t get any of that because we lived on different planets.

      “I’ll look into fixing the toaster another time. For now, I gotta bolt to work. I’ll grab some grub at Sunset’s,” I said, referring to the greasy spoon down the road from the garage.

      Mel snapped a photo of the incinerated waffle with her phone. Her manicured nails blurred in motion over the screen as she uploaded it to her digital kingdom. She called herself a content creator, but how did it work? Don’t ask me. Entering contacts on my phone gave me a damn migraine.

      “Seriously?!” I raised a brow. “That briquette qualifies as fire content? See, this is why I’ll never understand your line of work.”

      “Totes. ‘Cause it’s funny, and content’s king. Oh, FYI, I told them it was mine,” she said, her whiskey eyes glinting whenever she did something mischievous. She flicked her fingers at the screen and perked up her thin brows. “Oh my God, look at the new Birkin collection! Like, now I’m literally obsessed! Those colors are so popping.”

      I could almost hear her gears turning, counting down the months until her birthday, just as I was counting the number of paychecks I'd need to sink into getting it for her. Because nothing says “Happy Birthday” like a purse equivalent to a mortgage payment. So I snorted, “Birkin? That’s some kind of fancy blender, right?”

      She shot me a pissy teenager’s glare and huffed, “No. Anyway, if I get the bag, just imagine the potential likes!”

      First date, big mistake. I “let it slip” that I played pro football and was a trust fund baby to impress her. My bad. I said dumb shit—true shit, but dumb shit—to get her. Now she treats me like a walking ATM. I’ve explained a million times that I prefer earning my dough through an honest day’s work, but she’s blinded by luxury and glitz.

      I’m the guy under the hood, getting grease under my nails, finding satisfaction in fixing something broken with my own hands. She sees it, but it doesn’t really sink in. Bad call in hindsight, but I walked right into it, so I can’t complain, and I can’t fault her for it either. So, like everything else, I put in the hours to make it work between me and my material girl.

      Taking a sip of my piping hot coffee, I saw Mel’s figure waver in the rising steam as she rested against the counter, swiping on her phone. I couldn’t help my smart-assed quip. “Uh-huh. Because overpriced purses are all the rage around these parts.”

      Melanie snapped her head up. “Actually, this town could use a high-end retail place. Think about it, Blake: ‘Melanie's Chic Finds.’ A haven for luxurious style.”

      “In Millbrook? Located between Mildred’s Yarn Emporium and Earl’s Used Farm Equipment.”

      Not a bad idea in terms of business, but around here, no way it would pan out. My girl’s Park Avenue dreams wouldn't fly in this small town. She doesn't realize these folks have simple, practical needs.

      Mel continued typing and murmured, “Details, babe. Details. Oh, yeah, did you book your flight?”

      My face chilled, and my eyes popped.

      Mel’s brows pulled together, her arms snapping down to her sides. “Blake! Don’t tell me you forgot about Martinique. I’ve got my ticket ready to go. All I’m asking is five minutes of your time to book your flight.”

      Great. Another argument waiting for me when I get home, courtesy of my limited hours to spare. It’s always something. Resting the mug on the counter, I said, “Can’t swing time off right now. Shop’s a mess, and the flea market’s a zoo. Equates to cleaning up with orders... so, sorry, Mel.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Unreal! You have time for everyone else except for me. What I wouldn’t give for the time you put into that place for Lyle, or your custom cabinets.”

      Forget it. Arguing won’t make her understand the pressure I was under. Pocketing my keys from the rack near the door, I said, “Sorry, babe. I’m stuck babysitting the shop until the new owner arrives. Raincheck on Martinique until winter, when things slow down.”
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      Let me tell you something about Millbrook. Even in this paved parking lot, floating dandelion seeds—or whatever you called those clouds of fluff—were giving my sinuses the evil eye. One good whiff was all they needed to set off my hay fever, the last thing you needed when meeting your new employees. Urban life didn’t offer much nature. Pigeons with lousy aim? Yeah, a dime a dozen. So, blame my upbringing for my lack of country preparedness. A drugstore trip was in the near future to stock up on sniffle stash.

      With my head held high and stilettos clicking to ‘Single Ladies,’ I strutted my stuff across the parking lot towards the mechanic shop. Nerves? Heck yeah! But “fake it till you make it” was my anthem.

      Still trying to process this joint as mine. Never owned a goldfish, animal, nor cracker. Now, I own a business and a house. Life, huh?

      The faded red paint on the beat-up sign announcing “Thompson's Garage - Est. 1973,” sent my blood pumping. Like that giddy rush you get when you spot your name on TV. Or at least, I do.

      Slamming the brakes, I whipped out my phone and snapped a pic to commemorate. A couple of taps later, and off it went to Ma. Knowing her, she’ll flash it amongst her regulars at the beauty shop.

      The reflection in the glass showed my blonde waves, usually neat, now looked like a squirrel's time-share. What’s with the out-of-control humidity this year, right? Using my fingers as a comb, I tamed the frizz, then hiked up the sleeves of my hot pink jacket, ready for showtime.

      Okay, Ash, you got this.

      After a few more breaths to psych myself up, I pulled on the cool metal handle and opened the shop door. The bell barely made a peep. How they even heard it over the radio blasting Hip-Hop in the back is beyond me.

      The shop carried no signs advertising their services. Just a simple, no-frills sign that read, “McGregor’s Custom Cabinetry” in faded black paint, followed by digits to call.

      Alright, am I missing something here? Did I punch in the wrong address on the GPS? Anchoring my knock-off Ray-Bans to the top of my head, I squinted at the distant street sign outside. Fat chance of reading it from way over here.

      Unzipping my bag, I shuffled through the junk—crumpled lottery tickets, a dead MetroCard, a prehistoric Dunkin’s tissue, and my wallet—until Lyle’s tri-folded will surfaced at the bottom.

      “Need a hand, dollface?”

      This cat, who slicked down his black hair with industrial-strength goop, fixed me with a judgy look. I’m guessing hot pink shorts and a matching blazer probably didn’t come around too often.

      Whatevs. Can’t get too worked up about it now.

      And…ah, was he flexing his biceps under those blue overalls, or was I trippin’?

      “Hold up, you guys do custom cabinetry? The sign outside advertises this place as a garage.”

      The mechanic blinked, then a slow smirk spread across his face, as if he’d just remembered his sales spiel. “Sure is, sweetheart. We do both. We’re a jack-of-all-trades kind of shop here. Boss does the finest woodwork in Millbrook.”

      Huh?

      Maybe they weren’t strictly a mechanic shop. Back where I’m from, shops advertised other businesses. We often carried flyers on the table for the bakery next door, and they returned the favor. “Scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours” type of deal. Still, this was a little extreme.

      Dialin’ back my attitude a notch, I asked, “Custom cabinets and car repair? What’s this, Bizarro World?”

      “Yeah, we wear a lot of hats. But hey, you gotta diversify your hustle to keep the lights on, right?” the man said.

      I planted an arm on the counter and flicked my fresh pink acrylics while taking in the surroundings. Nodding, I said, “So, youse are the Renaissance men of Millbrook, I take it?”

      Suddenly, a booming voice interrupted my train of thought, snapping my eyes wide. “Tone! You put in that order for the carburetor bolt yet?!”

      Tone? As in Tony?

      The writing ran squiggly on his dark blue overalls. It could’ve said “Tony.” All those years hunched over, painting designs on nails, didn’t do my sight any favors. A trip to the eye doctor moved up the ranks of the to-do list.

      Tony/Tone winced, and then hollered over his shoulder. “Not yet, boss! Talking to this lady, trying to figure out what she needs.”

      This dude, the size of a refrigerator, showed up from the back. His shoulders nearly took up the whole doorway. Jaw so chiseled, he could bust walnuts with them. Black hair, long enough to tie in the back. But most of all, those eyes. Arresting sea glass blue.

      Forget big, forget scary – this guy? Illegally good-looking. I mean, how is that even fair? He can’t be walking around looking like an Adonis, giving people palpitations. And by people, I meant me, because I forgot how to breathe.

      The boss’s scowl morphed into an eyebrow raise as he gave me the once-over.

      Great. Just freakin’ fantastic. Goosebumps broke out all over my skin. And thanks to my pink shorts, he probably noticed.

      Shorts are a tomboy’s answer to the mini-skirt. Perfect for July’s inferno, except now when it exposed my secrets.

      Mr. Big Stuff dabbed his hands on a grease rag and stuck it in his back pocket. “Morning, ma’am. Car troubles?”

      Smokes! Even his voice was Nutella-smooth. This guy’s AI, right? If he walked into Ma’s shop, my cousin Bianca would be all over him.

      That random thought punched me in the gut, and I wasn’t having it.

      “Ma’am?” the guy prompted, snapping me out of my daydream about the weave-pulling throwdown with my cousin.

      Shaking loose the cobwebs, I answered, “Ah, it could use a tune-up after that drive from the city.”

      The guy eyed my car through the window. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll take a look at it for you.”

      Trying to take my mind off things, I let my eyes roam the room. This shop hasn’t seen a mop or Brillo pad since the disco era. And those colored chairs! No way was I parking my behind on those petri dishes. But it was the bare, grime-caked walls that struck me as sus. Not a single sign displayed their rates or even a measly “no smoking” warning. Seriously, how did Lyle keep the doors open? Back home, there’s a huge poster hanging in the salon that shows our pricing and services.

      Sweeping at the bare expanse, I suggested, “You should really look into displaying your packages to give people an idea of what they’re getting into.”

      Good-looking and Tony exchanged locker-room looks, doubled over, shoulders shaking like I was killing it during my stand-up act. Clearing his tears, Good-looking said, “Lady, whatever you had in mind, this ain’t that kind of shop.”

      Man, I burned hotter than a fresh slice out of Ma’s oven. Anyone got a teleportation device? Asking for a friend.

      “Damn. Sorry! I—ah—didn’t mean it that way!” My voice went all squeaky from mortification.

      Good-looking’s lips twitched like he enjoyed himself, and his strong chin raised in a dare. “Really? How did you mean it?”

      Seriously, this guy had no clue how hard I worked to suppress my goofy grin. My cheeks were cramping, like I partook in some kind of cheek muscle boot camp. It took straight-up Herculean effort not to show I was feeling any type of way.

      “I, uh…” I stammered, working my scrambled eggs of a brain to dredge up long-buried legalese.

      Fanning out my nails, I gestured around and said, “Hold on a sec... I got questions ‘cause this joint is shadier than the back alley behind a social club.”

      Good-looking’s full lips quirked up in a half-smile that did dangerous things to my pulse. He crossed his arms, the faded blue overalls pulling snug across his broad shoulders. “Alright, detective. Hit me. Though, for the record, I’d say it’s shadier than discounted parts off a truck. Back alley might be pushing it.”

      Every hair on my arms stood straight up, and my inner daredevil was dying to jump the counter dividing us to get all up in his face—in a good way.

      I cleared my throat and cold-shouldered the butterflies. Trying to keep my cool, I said, “Well, that ‘custom cabinetry’ sign is kind of... unexpected.”

      His lips went pastrami-thin, and one heavy brow arched. Tilting his head a smidge, he challenged, “Unexpected how?”

      “Oy vey!” I rolled my eyes. Wasn’t it obvious? “It’s just, you know, not exactly your typical mechanic shop offering.”

      My brain went on strike, leaving me to rely on two-dollar words for million-dollar questions. I needed to pull my act together because I’d suddenly forgotten how to talk.

      “Well, let’s just put it this way,” he drawled deep and smooth, “this ain’t your typical body shop. We tinker outside the box. So, what exactly sparked your curiosity, Miss…?” He left the question hanging and leaned forward, all ears.

      “Thompson,” I filled in. “Ashley Thompson.”

      Good-looking’s openness and faint smile fizzled like a dying light show, and his face became hard lines, his cold blues hurling accusations that hurt my feelings even though he didn’t voice them.

      “Ashley Thompson,” he repeated, all slow. “You finally decided to show up, huh? So, Ashley, what’s got you second-guessing our setup here?”

      Self-doubt and guilt steamrolled me, and shame prevented eye contact. The bubblegum pink shorts and blazer combo paired with a black crop top seemed like a cute idea this morning. Now, they made me feel like some kind of bimbo. Normally, I couldn’t care less what people thought about my clothes. But when those people are my employees and I sported Barbie’s Malibu outfit, it hits different.

      “Look,” I leveled with him. “I just found out that Lyle died and raced over the second Ma convinced Bianca to cover for me at the salon.”

      The guy’s heavy brows pulled together, and you could practically smell his judginess. “In all that time Lyle was laid up, you never thought to contact him? To check up and see if he needed a hand?”

      His roast hit like a backhand, and I sized him up, ready to remove my hoops. Any attraction I felt caught the express out of the station.

      This bozo didn’t know what he was talking about. Ma ran away from Lyle due to his alcoholism. Nona, may she rest in peace, was as devout as they come. Divorce was a cardinal sin in her book. So when Ma showed up on her doorstep with baby me in tow, begging for a place to stay, Nona slammed the door in her face. We ended up in a homeless shelter. First memories? A lumpy cot reeking of bleach.

      All ‘cause of that loser.

      So yeah, my attitude returned tenfold, and I shot him a glare that could turn Hell into an icebox.

      My clenched fist rocketed to my hip, manicure digging into my palm, but I couldn’t give a damn. “Excuse me?!” I said, dipping my chin. “Who the hell are you to get up on your high horse about my relationship with my alcoholic, deadbeat old man?!”

      “Blake McGregor. The manager here and your father’s right-hand man,” he added, his voice dripping with respect. “Lyle was solid. Decent. Always willing to lend a hand, especially to my dad.”

      I rolled my eyes. His bigness didn’t scare me. City life toughened me up to not care.

      “Right,” I shot back, the bitterness drifted up my throat like smoke. “Newsflash, pal. That kindness? Never saw it. Never even laid eyes on my old man. Couldn’t pick him out of a lineup.”

      Inheriting all his junk felt like a cruel joke. This stranger acknowledged me after he died. He couldn’t reach out to me while I was growing up and needed my father.

      Apologies for ranting. That inheritance rehashed the garbage I kept buried. Hand to God, I don’t walk around with a chip on my shoulder about that bum. As much as it affected my life, legions of people were in the same boat.

      This Blake guy couldn’t peel his eyes off me. Maybe he was trying to find a resemblance to Lyle, who knows? No one on Ma’s side rocked blue eyes or naturally blonde hair, so yeah.

      Finally, he spoke, in a rumble that annoyingly goosed along my arms. “In that case, why don’t you come back to the office and see what’s going on?”

      My head jerked back. Ah, what’s the deal with the office?

      Game face on, I tailed Blake into the place. It smelled like a combo of deep-fried engine and that cherry-almond air freshener they use in repair shops.

      My stilettos clacked uncertain rhythms on the grease-stained concrete floor as I crossed the garage towards a darkened room with a giant glass window covered by dingy Venetian blinds, slats bent at odd angles.

      Tony/Tone and some other dude in the back glanced up from their cars, eyeballing me as I passed by. Although tempted to smile, I didn’t, because figuring out this mystery took priority.

      Blake flung the door wide open and switched on the light, then glanced back, his smirk rubbing me the wrong way. My nerves were already on edge, and his high-and-mighty attitude didn’t make it any better.

      Inside? A straight-up war zone. Mountains of unopened envelopes avalanched off the desk. Damn. Even a seasoned sherpa couldn’t navigate this mess.

      My jaw hit the floor, and a primal “Oh, hell no! I’m going back home,” nearly slipped out.

      “Surprised, Princess?” Blake’s deep voice rumbled from behind, jolting me out of my skin.

      I whipped around and came face-to-chest with him. If he wanted, he could touch the top of the doorframe, no problem. His sea glass blue eyes roved over me, taking inventory of my faulty wiring and unsteady breathing.

      My fingers were dying to trace the tempting curve of his lips and jaw, just to prove he was no fugazi, but common sense prevented me from acting on it. Who needed a harassment suit?

      I wet my dry throat and scooted back, desperate for some space.

      “Been waiting a long time for you to show and clean up Lyle’s mess,” Blake rumbled. “The lawyer never mentioned the paperwork Lyle left behind, did he?” A hint of amusement—or maybe a wiseass grin?—played at the corner of his pink lips.

      Right, I gotta chill. These feelings were one-sided, and it wasn’t cool to lay that on him. So, I squared my shoulders and set him straight. “Look, pal, if you think I’m some kind of Cinderella, you got it twisted. I ain't afraid of getting grease under my nails to handle business.”

      Just then, a lady’s voice called out from behind him. “Blake?”

      Blake’s smirk dried up as he turned to deal with her.

      Tall and skinny, a twenty-something-year-old with cascading brown ombre hair stood there, narrowed eyes bouncing from Blake to me, about ready to cuss us out.

      I knew that look. Seen it a million times on girls in my hood, right before they commenced hair-pulling. Never been on the receiving end, though, ‘cause I’ve been rocking the single-for-life status forever.

      “Now I see why you’re suddenly ‘too busy’ to go on vacation!” she mocked. “Who’s this? And what’s she doing in my garage?!”

      Hold up, what?!

      Blake cursed under his breath.

      My brows hit the roof. Did he tell her he owned this garage since he was Lyle’s right-hand man? Now, I gotta deal with a chick who deluded herself into thinking she was the boss out of second-hand authority.

      “This is Ashley Thompson,” he finally announced, his voice dropping an octave. “The new owner.”

      My jaw clamped shut, and I leveled Blake with a death stare. “Excuse me?! This place is hers? Who gave her that idea?”

      Tony, indicated by the now readable red lettering sewn into his dark blue overalls, came rushing up to us. “Ah, Mel,” his voice, all cautious, “You might want to backtrack.”

      Mel seemed clueless to Tony’s hint. Her eyes stayed locked on my pristine, manicured nails gripping the strap of my knock-off designer handbag. “My man runs this place,” she declared, her tone stinking with Park Avenue privilege.

      Blake groaned, as if he hadn’t slept since last Tuesday. For the first time, I noticed the faint lines around his eyes and the sag in his broad shoulders. Dude looked burned out. If I wasn’t so pissed, I might’ve felt bad.

      But this mess was on him. No way I’d let some Tiffany-encrusted princess steamroll me. I threw a hand on my hip and pointed, my acrylics glinting in warning. “Your man might run this castle, but I’m the queen who owns this kingdom.”

      Mel scoffed and folded her arms. With a chin jut, she snapped, “Prove it. How do we know you're not some gold digger moving in on Lyle’s property?”

      Blake pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his face in pure frustration. Grease smudged permanently under his fingernails. “Take it easy, Mel. We’re not exactly dealing with Fort Knox here. Trust me, this place ain’t no gold mine.”

      On the one hand, yeah, Blake toned down the tension. But on the flip side, his comment turned my ears hot. Was he saying this shop’s a bust? As the thought popped into my head, I shut it down. The main thing was to stay chill, so the cops didn’t roll up.

      “Look,” Blake continued, “before we start tossing around fancy titles like ‘queen,’ let me break it down for you. Being the foreman, I sacrificed a lot to keep this place running when Lyle couldn’t. A little appreciation for going above and beyond wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Secondly,” he continued, “I’ve got a busted transmission waiting, and don’t have time for all this drama, so one of you queens better hit the road.”

      Mel’s tough-girl act cracked like cheap polish. For a blip, she looked like a lost puppy, but the expression disappeared so fast I could’ve been seeing things. She shot me a glare before storming out of the garage. No doubt Blake will be sleeping on the couch tonight.

      Afterwards, the silence was so thick, you could slice it like butter.

      “Don’t go expecting glass slippers, boss. Just a whole lot of paperwork to save this place from going under,” Blake tapped twice on the doorframe, then turned and left.
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      I twisted the downy towel around my wet hair and flipped it into a turban. Then, I wrapped the other one tight around my damp body, tucking the end under my arm to create a makeshift dress.

      That shower? Off the hook! Jets pummeled me from every angle, like a carwash for people. The shampoo they got smells like bamboo! Bamboo! Who knew bamboo smelled that good?

      This place delivered the uptown experience in spades. If Ma were here, she wouldn’t stop raving about it. I’ll tell you one thing: those shampoo bottles would’ve vanished right into her bag. Ma’s a walking free-sample depot. We have a collection lining our drawer—salt and pepper packets, napkins, and enough soy sauce packets to open our own store. You think she’ll ever put them to use? Nah! It’s like she’s hoarding them in prep for the zombie apocalypse.

      Basking in spa-glow and ready to tackle the day, I opened the bathroom door and froze. My gut bottomed out.

      Two women were whirling through my room. I shrieked. They did too.

      I spun around, bolted into the bathroom, and slammed the door shut, twisting the lock.

      Wait a minute. Something didn’t sit right.

      A voice came from the other side of the door. “Ma’am, we’re sorry we startled you. We knocked a couple of times but didn’t get an answer, so we figured you had already headed out.”

      Housekeepers!

      Head smack. Oy, could I have been more of a schmuck?

      What’s the matter with me? City living had brainwashed me into thinking boogeymen lurked around every corner. Hiking the towel higher up my body, I inched the door open a crack.

      “Hey, sorry for my schmuckiness,” I admitted. “I’m not used to people being in my space, cleaning up after me. I'm from the city. Anyone inside my apartment uninvited means they’re up to no good.”

      A tall lady with jet-black hair in a high ponytail and thick pink lips said, “Don’t fret. Speaking as a single lady myself, I’d probably react the same way if I found someone in my apartment. Hi, I’m Lexy. This is Gloria, and we're doing housekeeping for this floor. If this is your first time here, may I recommend having breakfast at the restaurant? I believe the special today is Crème brûlée with fresh berries. Forget the toast, ditch the flakes—a velvety custard, that's the break!”

      What the⁠—

      I worked hard to stifled a snort, but a smirk crept onto my face at her…spirited sales pitch. Yeah, yeah, I get it. She's just doing her job. Did they actually train her to say that? Then it dawned. Custard. “Wait a minute. Youse serve Crème brûlée for breakfast? Ain’t that a dessert?”

      The older lady named Gloria, with dyed brown hair and coke bottle specs, looked heavenward and said, “Aye Dios mío.”

      I looked between the two women, my brows pulling together. “My bad, did I say something wrong?”

      Makeup-free and stunning, Lexy answered, “Don’t ever question Ethan Grant’s ability to serve the right dish. Sure, he’s crazy, but he knows how to tantalize the taste buds.”

      Realizing these ladies were on the clock, I exited the bathroom, giving them space to work.

      Gloria wheeled a cart and said, “I’ll handle the throne room.”

      I perched on the edge of the bed and watched Lexy swing a feather duster around the TV on the wall. The guys back home would be whistling catcalls when she walked down the block. Her smile was a neon welcome sign, radiating warmth and approachability. Yet, I detected a smartass lurking under the surface. Couldn't pinpoint why; she just gave off that vibe.

      Testing this theory, I steered the conversation back to this Ethan fella, who seemed to hit a nerve with both of them.

      I said, “Hmm, that sounds fishy. I take it this guy is good-looking or something?”

      Gloria stuck her head out of the bathroom, shot me and Lexy a funny look, shook her head, and then dove back to work.

      Okay...

      Lexy arched her waxed brow. “He’s a metrosexual dreamboat. Blond hair, full goatee, the whole hot-guy shebang. But, like, every girl around here gets shot down.”

      I nodded. Having spent my entire life surrounded by women, I spoke fluent womanese. “Uh huh. So you like him.”

      Lexy stopped dusting and her eyes met mine, sweeping me from head to toe. She found whatever she was looking for—trust, maybe? Whatever it was, her eyes softened.

      An unspoken bond formed between us, a connection that words couldn’t do justice. As someone who struggled to make friends, in that moment, it finally happened. Making friends never came easy for me. Folks from my neck of the woods gave a casual nod in passing, but that’s about it. Never bothered me none. That’s just how things went down.

      “There’s more to it,” she admitted. “I had eyes for somebody else, but he skipped town, and I’m trying, you know? Ethan seemed like a strong contender, but…” She trailed off and frowned. “Sorry. That’s a lot to lay on a person you just met.”

      Lexy resembled a wind-up doll as she approached the desk with jerky, robotic motions, likely from embarrassment.

      “Oh girl, don’t sweat it,” I reassured her. “When you work in a beauty shop, you get the four-one-one from every corner of the neighborhood. Anyway, I’m in town settling my dad's affairs. He recently passed away. Never even met him though. So I gotta go into his house, but I’m trying to work up the courage to enter. And let’s not forget the mechanic shop. Seriously, what do I know for cars? I feel like a fish out of water dealing with those people.”

      Lexy stopped again and
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