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          MAC

        

      

    

    
      I pull my Jeep into the parking lot outside of Cal’s Auto, a tan, boxy eyesore of a building in the middle of a craftsman-style neighborhood where homes boast history and uniqueness in comparison. Nirvana is only steps away—a small tube of burn relief shoved inside a drawer somewhere in the shop. “Thank God,” I mutter with acerbic anticipation.

      I tug my turquoise blouse away from my sunburned chest, trying not to cringe at what feels like sandpaper against my skin. I mumble and groan as I lean into the passenger seat for my clearance Coach handbag and my Batman lunch pail. Growing up with two brothers has always afforded me the very best in superhero merchandise, hand-me-down pajamas, Halloween costumes, and school supplies included.

      Precariously draping my purse strap over my shoulder, I move to step out of the Jeep, only to be gracelessly yanked back inside when my silver bangles get caught on the stick shift.

      “F—” I pause, squeeze my eyes shut, and press my lips together as firmly as possible to bite back both the pain and my favorite four-letter word. Carefully, I unhook my bracelet and climb out with my purse and lunch pail in tow. I might shut the driver’s door with more vehemence than is probably necessary before I rush toward the office, but I’ve never claimed to be a saint in any sense of the word.

      The clack of my heels echoes in the empty parking lot as I stop in front of the glass door. The morning mist feels soothing against my face and my exposed, burning skin, but just the thought of how hot it will turn within the next few hours is enough to make me squirm.

      My keys tangle as I search for the proper key on my ring. Generally, I don’t mind being the first one to arrive at the shop each morning, especially on Mondays with all the weekend drop-off order forms and keys that pile up in the after-hours box. There’s vehicle processing to be done—a triage of sorts, making sure the jobs are divvied up appropriately, ready and waiting in the guys’ boxes when they finally drag themselves in. But today is a particularly bad day to be fumbling with my key in a lock that’s older than me and refuses to work half the time.

      “Mornin’, Mac.”

      “Christ!” I drop my key ring on the pavement and stifle a curse. I whirl around to find Mr. Sanchez getting dropped off by a woman I would assume is his wife. She glares at me before she pulls away. My purse slips off and scrapes down my skin, making my shoulder scream, but I smile through it, forced though it may be.

      “I’m here to pick up the Tacoma.”

      “You’re a little early, Rey,” I say, breathing out my agitation, and finally unlock the door. “You’ll have to wait out here for just a sec while I open up.” I nearly woot with glee when the door finally flings open. My skin is officially on fire now, and thanks to my brother, Bobby, I’m running a tad later than usual. While waking up an extra thirty minutes earlier allowed me time to sneak in a quick morning run before I popped into the shower, I didn’t account for his ripped jersey that needed mending for practice today or the clothes in the washing machine that smelled like wet dog.

      “I’ll be right back, Rey.” I rush inside and toss my purse and lunch pail onto my desk without stopping as I head through the office. The moment I open the connecting door to the shop, the sharp tinge of metal in the air fills my nose, though I barely notice it. This has been my life for the past twenty-four years. The scents, the grime, the noise . . . it’s all ingrained in me and mostly comforting.

      I rush toward the break room, tucked away behind the parts counter, and try not to touch anything or get my outfit dirty so early in the day. The overhead fluorescents flicker on above me as I flip the light switch and beeline for the drawers that line the underside of the counter. “Where did I see you last . . .”

      The room rings with junk shifting in drawers as I slam them open and shut. I nearly panic when it crosses my mind that maybe it’s not in here anymore. But then I spot a twisted tube with a peeling label crammed in the corner of a drawer. “Yes!” I give a victorious and grateful smirk. “Thank you, Bobby,” I practically sing. I can almost feel my skin cooling as I reach for the outdated tube of aloe gel.

      Ecstatic that I’ve never tossed the discolored tube out in all the times I’ve contemplated it, I uncap it, thinking of little else than the soothing pleasure I know will follow. For the first time in a while, I’m grateful for my brother’s stupidity—for his afternoon nap breaks across the street in the park and recurrent summer sunburns.

      Impatiently, I tug my blouse up over my head, mussing my perfectly curled hair in the process, but I don’t care. Draping the turquoise chiffon over the back of a metal-framed chair, I proceed to squirt a glob of aloe gel into the palm of my hand and rub it all over my pink shoulder. The ache soothes. The burn lessens. The warmth seems to cool and the urgency rattling through me instantly calms.

      Shutting my eyes, I squeeze another dime-sized dollop into my hand and gently smooth it over my chest and reddened, exposed cleavage, mentally swearing to myself I’ll never tan and drink at the same time again. I briefly recall not being the only one that came back a mess. Sam and Reilly . . . I thought the crew’s annual camping trip would be the perfect excuse for them to talk their shit out and maybe even become friends again, but Sam seems to be struggling now more than ever, and I can tell Reilly is, too. I’m burned to a crisp, Bethany just had to show up and make matters worse, and, well, it wasn’t the weekend I’d envisioned.

      I squirt a small amount into my hand and rub it on the back of my neck, sighing in relief as the cooling sensation makes my flushed skin tingle. “Orgasmically wonderful,” I breathe.

      The sound of a shoe scuff in the doorway startles me, and I spin around. A man with piercing blue eyes is standing there, staring at me. His eyes widen for a moment before they seem to harden.

      “Fucking Christ, don’t you knock?” I shout and reach for my blouse, crushing it against my lace-covered breasts.

      “Excuse me? The door was open⁠—”

      “Do you mind?” I blurt out and slam the door, not considering for even a moment whether he’s a client or some Peeping Tom off the street. I take a ragged, deep breath, my heart racing and my hands shaking. Growing up in a smallish house with two clueless brothers and an impatient father has hardly afforded me much privacy over the years, but this . . . here? That was a first. I exhale slowly and stare at my hands a moment, realizing they’re covered in green goo.

      In three steps I’m at the sink, rinsing my hands and hoping to God that the man—the stranger who just saw me topless—isn’t out there anymore, that he at least has the decency to wait outside the shop until we’re officially open. Or better yet, I hope he’s so mortified he fled and I’ll never have to see him again. I’m not one to blush easily, but flashing and peep shows aren’t really my thing.

      Staring at the big gooey handprint on my shirt, I shake my head and try to curb my annoyance. It’s just another day, I tell myself, and quickly, I pull my top on, tucking the hem into the waistband of my black skirt. Straightening my shoulders, I run my fingers through my manhandled hair, clear my throat, and fling the door open, all poise and the epitome of control.

      A pair of eyes, blue as ice, stare back at me and my steadiness wanes.

      Iceman is leaning against the parts counter with his arms crossed over his chest. His smooth, strong jaw clenches like he’s been the one affronted, and he finally glances away from me.

      “You’re still here,” I say, trying to stay grounded and calm despite my screaming pride and burning embarrassment. Or is that the sunburn? With mechanic’s hands I could spot anywhere, he picks at something on his arm—what looks like purple paint.

      I smooth my shirt and skirt, shifting my gaze away from the ends of a black tattoo furling out from beneath the collar of his coal-colored button-up. “You look surprisingly put together for a Peeping Tom,” I jibe and walk past him.

      “Funny,” he says, but I barely hear him over the clip-clop of my heels on the cement as I head into the office. I wave through the window for Mr. Sanchez to come inside, offering him a false smile of welcome. “I’m sorry, but you should’ve shut the door if⁠—”

      I whirl around. “You shouldn’t even be here. We’re not open.”

      “You left the door unlocked.”

      He seems more thwarted than apologetic and I’m near bursting with fury. “Just tell me what you want,” I grind out, needing him to leave and never come back so I can wallow in my mortification without him standing there, glaring at me. What looks like judgment fills his eyes, and to my abhorrence, I wonder for the slightest moment what he’s thinking.

      Iceman straightens and I barely register Mr. Sanchez waiting, antsy in the background. “Cal said I needed to get here first thing this morning to fill out paperwork.” He sounds irritated, and his self-righteous air aggravates me even more, but I bite my tongue. “I’m assuming you’re Machaela, the office manager?”

      “It’s Mac,” I quickly correct and walk to my desk. “What paperwork do you need? Are you a new parts distributor, or did Bobby do some sort of damage to your car last time it was in?” He takes a couple lazy steps toward me. I’m scared to know, but I have to ask. “What did he do this time, leave greasy footprints on your floor mat? Was it a sticky steering wheel?” I shake my head, wondering what exactly happened while I was on my camping trip and what my dad promised this poor fool. Bobby’s a fantastic problem-solver, finding rattles no one else can hear, troubleshooting error codes and misfires, but he’s a messy mechanic who has upset his fair share of customers. I push the power button on my computer, the buzz of it powering up a welcome sound that fills the noticeable silence.

      “Nothing like that,” Iceman finally says. “I need to fill out a W-4.”

      My fingers pause on the keyboard.

      “And a new employee form. Cal also mentioned a handbook or something that I need to read over.”

      I straighten. “A what?”

      He outstretches his hand. “I’m Colton,” he says starkly. “Your new technician. Cal hired me on Saturday.”

      Like hell he did, I want to scream, but I’m speechless and automatically reach for his hand. It’s warm and his skin is a little rough. When he pulls his hand from mine my brain starts firing on all cylinders again. I shake my head and sit down at my desk. “I’m sorry,” I say coolly. “But that’s not possible. My dad didn’t mention anything to me, and I do the hiring around here. He wouldn’t have⁠—”

      “Your dad?” Colton’s eyes narrow. When I glare back at him, he peers down at his watch then crosses his arms over his chest.

      “Oh,” I start, “I’m sorry. Am I inconveniencing you this morning?” A gale of heat rushes over me as I picture him filling the door frame of the break room only moments ago. He’ll be here every morning—all day—every day. While he might turn a few ladies’ heads with his somewhat rugged, hipster look and the mysterious gleam in his eyes, today he’s a weight in the pit of my stomach and I’m feeling a little nauseous.

      “Look,” he starts. “I know you sort of run the show around here. Cal told me all about you. But you weren’t here and he said he needed someone, so . . .”

      I can’t help but stare at him—at the strain of his neck as he tilts his head looking at me, or the way his lips slightly purse as he waits for me to say something. I shake my head. I thought leaving for the weekend would be fine since my dad is supposed to be off on the weekends. “I’ve been wrong before,” I breathe and rub my forehead.

      “What?” Colton’s brow knits together. “I assure you I’m more than qualified.” His annoyance is palpable. Good.

      “I’m sure,” I say, grabbing a new employee binder from my filing cabinet. “Do you at least have a resume I can put in your file?”

      Colton nods. “I already gave it to him.”

      It’s too early in the morning for this. I smile the best I can. “Of course you did.” Who the hell knows where it is now. “So, you can rebuild trannies and diag diesels and restore⁠—”

      Colton’s nodding with each word. “I worked in a shop outside of San Francisco for eight years⁠—”

      “Which I would know if my dad had said anything at all. Got it.” I eye him carefully. “What brings you to Saratoga Falls . . . all the way from San Francisco?”

      “Hey, Mac,” Mr. Sanchez says, inching forward.

      I put my hand up. “Just a second, Rey. Thank you for your patience.” I look back at Colton.

      “Family stuff, not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Hmm.” My eyes narrow again before I give in and hand him his new employee binder. He eyes me a moment, like maybe he can’t believe I have the audacity to pry, but I do. “Take it. It’s your employee manual. It has our safety procedures, HR rules and regulations, that sort of thing.”

      He finally does, and I sit down, reaching for Mr. Sanchez’s repair order in my outbox. “All the forms you need to fill out are in there, too,” I tell Colton, ready to give him the spiel. “And I can sit down with you to go over your benefits when you’ve finished. Rey . . .” I wave him over to my desk.

      Colton nods and turns to leave the room like he’s in a hurry.

      “Um, where are you going?” I peek around Mr. Sanchez. “You can’t start working until that paperwork is filled out,” I clarify and stand up, bracing my hands on my desk.

      “I have to be somewhere. I told Cal I can’t start until Wednesday. I’m already late.” He holds up the binder and turns to leave. “Thanks,” he says over his shoulder, and he disappears out the door.

      “Hey, Mac . . .”

      “Yes, Rey. Your Toyota. Let me grab the keys,” I say, flattening out his receipt on the ledge above my desk. “Sign here, please.” I grab a piece of unopened mail from the pile on my desk and start fanning myself. A motorcycle rumbles to life outside and I nearly laugh.

      If the past five minutes are any indication, this is going to be interesting.
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      PRESENT DAY

      Sunshine. It’s warm, and it enlivens my skin as the sun begins to rise over the mountain peaks surrounding our sleepy little town. It’s going to be a beautiful December morning, despite the cold. I close my eyes and tilt my face toward it for three quick steps before I refocus on the road outstretched in front of me.

      A trail of visible breath follows me with each ragged exhale, and the pavement is unyielding but constant beneath my feet. It tweaks and pulls and stretches my muscles, making my body come to life, dispersing the lingering tension from the day before.

      The morning chill clings to the sweat that beads on my skin as I round the corner. My muscles seem to protest even more as my house comes into view. It’s old. The beige siding is peeling a bit, and the rust-colored paint that trims the windows and door is fading from more than twenty-five years of changing seasons. The patchy grass that covers the lawn glistens with frost, and the flowerbeds surrounding the house’s perimeter are barren. I smile inwardly.

      Yes, the house is small, unattractive, and crammed in a four-block radius with every other middle-class household, but it’s home. My home. It houses hundreds of battered memories, but there are some good ones mixed in there, too.

      Content with the burn of my morning run, I slow to a walk and pace myself to the house. Like most days, the thought of a hot shower beckons more incessantly with each step. Bobby steps outside the front door as I reach the yard, one leg of the flannel pajamas I got him two years ago for Christmas hiked halfway up his calf, and a long-sleeved thermal fits crumpled and askew against his lean, muscular frame.

      Despite the handsome, blond-featured twenty-one-year-old the young ladies see, he has more physical scars than any man I know. He’s had more broken noses than Dr. Coddington has ever treated, but then competitive college hockey will do that to a guy, I guess, especially if you’re a hothead in the rink.

      Bobby’s baby-blue eyes are barely open, but that doesn’t stop him from his morning routine. He reaches for the newspaper and runs his hand over his sleepy face. “Morning, you damn overachiever,” he says with a yawn. He shivers as the breeze picks up, but it feels good on my skin.

      “Sports section already, huh? Are your eyes open enough yet?”

      He ignores me. “Shouldn’t you have more clothes on?”

      “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for practice?” I banter back, stretching my leg on the top step of the porch. “Did you make coffee yet?”

      He shakes his head. “I haven’t made it that far. But I need to get my morning buzz on, too.”

      “Seriously,” I say with a lunge. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the U in like, forty minutes?”

      He grins. “I’m a fast driver.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fantastic.” He squints and peers sideways at the newspaper. He could easily check his phone for stats or scores, but like my dad, Bobby enjoys reading the morning paper, out of habit more than anything, I think. Other than cars, sports are the only thing they have in common. Sundays during football season are sacred in our house, and hockey season, well, Bobby’s more like a ghost than a brother October through March.

      Bobby opens the door for me and I step inside. Heat blasts me in the face, almost suffocating at first. The scent of my dad’s aftershave and Douglas fir lingers in the air. It’s the first day of December, only a few weeks until Christmas, and even though I still have some shopping left to do, we’ve had our tree up and blinking in the picture window since the day after Thanksgiving, and for me, a tree is all that matters.

      Christmas is my favorite time of year—the soft glow of colorful lights, the woodsy scents, the excuse to buy things, and that magical feeling of something warm and inspiring and good that seems to stem from the holidays always get to me. More gloomily, though, it’s also a reminder that my brother, David, continues to estrange himself from our family; he’s been out of touch for months this time. I should be used to it—him coming into and disappearing from our lives ever since Mom left—but I’m not. And if I’m honest, I know he didn’t just leave because of her.

      Wiping the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, I walk through the living room and then the dining room to the kitchen for a glass of water. I have to remind myself that despite David and my mom’s absence, I have my dad and Bobby around, and we’ve been through enough to know that’s plenty to be grateful for.

      Bobby plops down at the dining room table with his paper, the old wood chair creaking beneath his six-foot-one build. “So . . . I’m making the coffee again, it would seem,” I grumble.

      He smiles up at me, his teeth white and perfect, save for the black hole behind his right incisor where someone’s hockey stick met the side of his face. “You’re such a boy,” I say and open the coffeepot. “What’s the point of mouth guards if they don’t even work?”

      “Oh,” he says emphatically, “they work. I have more teeth than half the guys on the team.”

      “You should be so proud. Maybe by the time you’re twenty-five you’ll be ready for a full set of dentures.” I glance over my shoulder at him. “There’s a happy thought.”

      He lifts a shoulder. “Probably.” He’s not really listening anymore; he’s too busy poring over the stats in the sports section.

      The door leading to the garage opens and my dad steps into the dining room. I zero in on the beef sticks and HoHos in his hands, and he freezes—caught red-handed.

      I wipe the sweat from my brow again and hold up my index finger. “One beef stick, and your lunch is in the fridge. You’re going to give yourself a heart attack. In fact, you should start getting more exercise, get your heart pumping once in a while. You could run with me in the mornings.”

      My dad, the revered and sometimes feared Cal Carmichael, glowers and grumbles something, then leaves the HoHos and other beef stick on the counter. His I’m the father look hardens on his face, but it doesn’t faze me like it did when I was twelve.

      “Truce, okay?” I rise to my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. His goatee bristles against my face. “I already put a beef stick in your lunch anyway. You have two chicken salad sandwiches—one for a snack and one for your lunch—and fruit and a fiber bar.” I take the junk food off the counter and put it in the snack cupboard. “You’re welcome very much and good morning.”

      “I’m a grown man, Machaela,” he says grumpily, but this is a morning routine as well.

      I open the freezer to pull out a bag of coffee grounds. “Of course you are,” I say, tossing out the old filter from the coffeemaker and lining it with a new one. “And I’m your loving, affectionate, patient, kinder-than-most daughter who puts up with a lot and has to take care of you when you’re older, so I’m doing us both a favor.” I flash him a broad, toothy smile as I fill the coffeepot with water. “Not to mention the ladies would be devastated if they lost the town’s most eligible bachelor over forty.”

      My dad stiffens as he opens the cupboard. He tries to play it off by grabbing a few mugs, but he’s purposely not looking at me.

      I flip the lid to the maker shut and press BREW. “What don’t I know?” I pry because I can’t help it. It’s true, my dad is quite the catch, something I’ve heard many women say over the years. He’s got his own successful mechanic shop and a great reputation, he’s hardworking and raised three kids mostly on his own, but even with all the fluttering eyelashes and flirting I’ve grown used to over the years, I’ve never seen him with anyone, not since my mom. But the local residents . . . They can’t keep their mouths shut to save their lives and then it dawns on me.

      My stomach flops and I start putting the pieces together. “Are the rumors true, seriously?”

      His dark eyebrows crease. “What rumors?”

      “You and Alison?” Sam’s Alison. Horrible-stepmother-turned-good Alison.

      His eyes widen, even if infinitesimally, and I know I’ve hit the nail on the head.

      “Alison?” I repeat. The coffeemaker bubbles and grumbles as it percolates. “Have you really been up there fixing her Tahoe?”

      “Of course I have, Machaela. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “But you like her,” I muse. I peer past my dad, to Bobby. “Did you know about this?”

      Bobby can barely contain a smile and he shrugs. “You know as much as me.”

      My dad glowers, his narrowed stare shifting between us. “Knock it off, you two. I thought I raised you better than to listen to the gossip mill. Worry about yourselves, please.”

      His tone brooks no further argument so I say nothing more, even if he is being uncharacteristically annoyed about it. I focus on the coffee dripping into the pot. He’s been in a mood of sorts the past few weeks, and now it makes sense. I’ve never been a fan of Alison, not since she married Sam’s dad and everything started falling apart at the ranch, but she’d been growing on me since she started going to counseling with Sam. Alison has been trying to give Sam the family she needs and deserves—to be some semblance of a mother to her—and I appreciated that. Plus, she’s young and pretty and a widow. It really doesn’t surprise me that she might be interested in my dad, even if it is a strange pairing to picture.

      “I’m jumping in the shower,” I say, feeling itchy as my sweaty skin begins to dry. “Please don’t let Bobby drink all the coffee and you”—I point to my dad—“don’t sneak anything into your lunch because I’ll know.” With a warning glare, I jog up the stairs toward my room, wondering how serious this situation with Alison really is and why Sam hasn’t said anything to me about it.

      Toeing off my running shoes behind the door, I stare at the shoe holder that hangs there—one of two, the other hanging in my closet. I pick out shoes first and build my outfit around them for the day, something Sam—my best friend and confidante since elementary school—has never understood, but then why would she? She owns a total of four pairs of shoes, and even that might be exaggerating.

      Deciding black calf-skin boots and jeans will do nicely for a brisk December day, I skim through my closet for a top to match. Pinks, blues, purples, greens, black . . . the only color I refuse to wear is anything resembling white. It’s a necessary sacrifice given the grit and grease that has surrounded me all my life. I decide on a gray sweater and call it good. After laying everything out on my bed, I snatch my robe from the closet and head for the bathroom.

      Just as I’m about to shut the bathroom door, I hear my brother groaning from down the hall. “I was going to jump in the shower.”

      “You snooze, you lose. Maybe you should wake up earlier!” I shout and turn the water on. “Be out in ten.” We both know it will be more like twenty, but Bobby doesn’t argue. He can’t because he knows he takes longer in the shower than I do, even though I shave and he doesn’t. I have long hair past my shoulder blades while his is barely an inch.

      After squirting the last of my body wash into my hand, I scrub the sweat from my skin, rinse my hair, shave my legs and armpits—both things I very much dislike doing for some reason—and step out of the shower. Throwing my hair up into a towel, I dry off, lotion up, and don my robe. I check my phone. Ten past seven. “Only sixteen minutes,” I say with a self-satisfied grin, and I head out of the bathroom, a puff of steam filling the hallway behind me.

      Bobby’s leaning against the wall beside the door, clean shorts slung over his shoulder, unamused.

      “Like a pro,” I say and brush past him, but he’s too irritated with me to banter. I push my bedroom door shut with my foot and let out a long, steadying breath. Time to get ready for work.

      I start my hurried routine to pull myself together to get out the door. They’re generally well-oiled machines, these daily routines of mine; they have been since I was nine. But when I look into the oval-shaped mirror that hangs above my dresser, I pause. Leaning forward, I study my complexion. The natural sunlight that fills my room illuminates the faint dark circles that shadow my green eyes; I look tired. Apparently, the pace of my daily life is beginning to take its toll. It seems I’ll need all the cosmetic help I can get today.

      With a sigh, I get back to business. After a quick blow-dry, I settle on a sock bun and more makeup than usual to cover up the “exhausted.” I throw on my outfit, complete with a pink-and-black polka-dotted scarf for extra pop.

      My eyes wander the room as I zip up my boots. I still, staring at the black-and-white photos of me, Sam, and Nick that clutter the far wall. Interspersed are photos of some of my college classmates and a few candid shots of my dad and Bobby. I can’t remember the last time I even picked up my camera. Then my gaze rests on the first photo I’d ever taken—one of David on his seventeenth birthday. It’s discolored and bent, but he’s actually smiling. I grow angrier with him for being such a shitty brother the longer I stare at it.

      My dad hollers a time check from downstairs, and I blink the shadows of the past away. I grab my purse from the foot of my bed and head out. With only a few minutes until the shop’s supposed to be open, I head downstairs to claim a cup of coffee and grab my lunch.

      “Here,” my dad says, handing me my to-go cup. “Just like you like it.” He holds out my Batman lunch box.

      “You’re the best.” I wipe a smudge of jam from his goatee. “And a mess.”

      Dad smiles. “I was saving that for later . . .” His easy smirk wanes as he assesses me, and his brow furrows.

      Confused, I peer down at my outfit. Nothing’s exposed, everything is in place. “What?”

      “Haven’t we ordered you a uniform yet?” he asks, a little offhandedly.

      “A uniform? Why? What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” My sweater is nice, my jeans are, well, jeans, my breasts aren’t hanging out . . . I wait impatiently for him to answer.

      “It’s just very formfitting,” he says, turning away from me and heading to the coat closet.

      A leaden knot takes root in my stomach as unwanted memories of Sean darken my thoughts. I take a deep steadying breath in through my nose and exhale. Suddenly, I feel more self-conscious than ever and a spur of anger ignites a bit of sass. “Seriously? Since when have you had an issue with what I wear?”

      “Since we have new blood in the shop.”

      It takes me a minute before I understand his meaning, and I practically laugh. “You’re worried about Colton ogling me?”

      With a bored expression, my dad hands me my jacket.

      “Dad,” I start, pulling my jacket on. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re not the best of friends.”

      His dark, bushy eyebrow lifts.

      “You’re being ridiculous,” I say impatiently and hand him his lunch. “I’m sorry I don’t dress like a man and have the stench of sweat following me everywhere.”

      He gives me the look. “Tone,” he warns.

      I shake my head, not even bothering to look back at him as I head out the door. “Hey.” My dad’s voice is stern, commanding me to stop and look at him. I do out of habit. “You’re my daughter. I don’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable, I just—it’s my job to worry about you.”

      “I understand that, Dad, but I’m not a little girl anymore.” My curves and a few resentful thoughts are all I have left of my mom. “Unless you want me to tape my chest down and wear a bag to work, this is what I have to work with.”

      My dad’s mouth quirks up in the corner and he glances up the stairs. “See you after practice!” he shouts, and we step outside to start another day.

      The drive to the shop, only a few miles from home, is much the same as it always is. My dad glowers at me as I hurry through stop signs and honk at inept drivers on the road. I blast the heater, he turns it down. I turn up the radio, he turns it down.

      “When are you going to hire some help for the front?” he asks as we draw closer to the shop, his voice booming in the small Jeep. He seems too large for it, but I should be used to seeing him folded into the passenger seat when he retires the Harley for the winter.

      “When I get a chance,” I say and turn into the shop’s parking lot. “I’ve been busy.”

      “That’s the point of hiring help—so you’re not so busy.”

      I shrug. I know he wants me to take a new hire on, he’s brought it up a couple times now, but I don’t have time to worry about training someone. To my dad, taking on new staff makes sense with how busy we always are, but then everything gets put on hold or slows down during the learning curves. Sometimes it’s easier to just keep chugging along at my own pace, doing things my way.

      I can feel my dad’s reproving gaze on me as he unfastens his seat belt.

      Luckily, I hear the Rumbler pull up, followed by Colton’s blacked-out Ducati, which means we’re done with this conversation for now. I climb out of the Jeep.

      “Morning, gentlemen,” my dad says, and I hand him my coffee mug and lunch pail before I head over to unlock the front door.

      “Mornin’,” Reilly says and reaches into the back of his truck. He lifts out a small ice chest, and I realize how routine him being here has become. Five months ago, he was debating whether or not to reenlist in the Army, and he and Sam were still trying to figure things out. It’s crazy to think how much has changed and how quickly. In fact, I see Reilly way more than I see Sam these days.

      I hear the settling metal of Colton’s motorcycle behind me, and against my better judgment, I peer over my shoulder. He pulls his motorcycle helmet off, then flings his leg over his bike. It’s getting icy; within the next week or so, it will be too dangerous to ride each morning.

      The instant he turns around, our eyes meet. His nose is pink, his brilliant blue eyes glisten from the cold, and white puffs of breath dissolve around his face. Then he frowns, or maybe it’s a scowl, ruining the picturesque moment, and I turn back to the door.

      He’s been working with us since summer, and we haven’t made much headway in our work relationship. But, true to his word, he’s great at what he does. His pace is a little slow, but then again, he’s a perfectionist, and slow is better than sloppy.

      “Hey, Mac,” Reilly says with an ease Colton and I will never share.

      I smile at Reilly and blow him a kiss as I unlock the door.

      My dad and Colton finish exchanging a few words and I motion them inside. Colton turns back to his bike, and I hold the door open for my dad as he passes. He stops, leans in, and kisses my cheek before he steps inside. I glance back at Reilly. “How’s Sam doing?”

      He’s grinning, but the look in his soft blue eyes is thoughtful, genuine. “Sam’s doing really well, actually.” We both know what he means by that: she’s not cutting herself anymore, not lost in regret and sadness since her dad’s accident. Nick reports the same thing—though Nick doesn’t like me to worry, so I sometimes wonder what he keeps to himself. But I see the truth in Reilly’s eyes, and it’s because of him that Sam is going to stay better this time.

      “Did I ever tell you you’re my hero?” I ask him, only semi-facetious as I wave him inside. It hurts my heart to imagine where Sam would be right now if he’d never come home—if he’d never fought for her, been patient, and, most importantly, stayed.

      “And you’re Sam’s,” Reilly counters. “So we’re even.” He winks.

      Oh, Sam. “Tell her I say hi and I miss her. My roof is getting mighty lonely.” Life has been so busy we haven’t had a girls’ night since the summer, which means no wine consumption, no stargazing on the roof while my dad and brother snore inside—a cacophony so loud the house nearly shakes.

      “Will do.” Reilly smiles and ducks down like my father did to kiss my cheek in jest as he enters next. When you’ve known each other forever, you’re allowed to be cute like that. “Aww, you’re too sweet,” I say, a tad giddy. I’m not sure it’s possible for a girl not to swoon when a hunk of military, grade-A man flesh like Josh Reilly pecks her on the cheek, practically married and all in good fun or not.

      Colton clears his throat and I look behind me. His helmet is under one arm—an arm half-covered in spiraling black tattoos hiding beneath his long sleeves—and his alarmingly blue eyes stare directly at me. Distant. Cold. Unwelcoming. My easiness fades.

      “After you,” he says, controlled and stark as always. He reaches above me to hold the door open and nods me inside.

      “Thanks.” I get a whiff of vanilla bean and coffee as I walk beneath his arm and into the office, though I try not to notice.

      Since our awkward meeting months ago, all I’ve gleaned is that he’s private, his gaze can strip you bare and gut you with one piercing look, and he’s a fantastic mechanic. Well, there are other small things that make me feel like a stalker when I think about them too much, like the fact that he rides a really expensive Ducati, Limited Edition, and takes it to the same mechanic my dad takes his Harley; he rarely goes out for drinks after work with the guys; his listed address is a post office box; he’s not married—I’ve heard the guys ask him—and his emergency contacts are his cousin, Ben Hughes, and his friend, Kylie Sutterman, according to the employee file I created for him. He has no food allergies but is allergic to penicillin, and the shop he worked at in San Francisco was smaller and family owned, a lot like ours.

      I crouch down by the front window and plug in the small Christmas tree situated there. From the corner of my eyes, I watch Colton head out to the shop, chiding myself for being equally annoyed and intrigued by him. When I realize I’m staring at him again, I tear my gaze away. Nope, not a stalker at all.
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      SEVEN YEARS AGO

      Sitting at the granite counter, in a kitchen as immaculate and perfectly staged as a cooking show vignette, I eat a late-night bowl of Captain Crunch—alone. Missing Kylie. Wondering what I’m doing with my life when I’m not with her.

      In the year we’ve been together, she’s become my life and all that seems to make me happy anymore. Being here, in a quiet, grand, and spacious house that’s never felt much like home, is a constant reminder of how different I am from my family. It’s a constant reminder of how lucky I am to have her—the only person who’s ever accepted me for me.

      After the sun had set beyond the bay and our date was over, I dropped Kylie off at home so she could study. Grades. Study groups. Red Bulls. That’s what her life consisted of when she wasn’t with me. But I wasn’t ready to come home. Instead, I’d gone to Malcom’s shop to finish installing the seats in an old ’57 Cadillac Coupe DeVille he and I have been working on lately, at least between my classes and exams. For being the father of a high school friend who’s taken me in under his mechanically inclined wing, Malcom’s been more of a father figure than my own dad has ever really been.

      As generally happens, I stayed later at the shop than I’d meant to, and before I knew it, the clock was striking midnight. I liked being there, though, in the silence, working without the echoing rattles and clanks that inundated the shop in the afternoons. It was easier to focus and lose myself in the task—taking nuts and bolts apart, pieces to a mechanical puzzle that intrigued me more than any of my father’s affidavits and client files he’s always trying to shove under my nose.

      Nothing’s changed in twenty years—I didn’t want to be a lawyer when I was little and I still don’t. I have never had an interest in weighing in on the worth of another person’s life, let alone having them depend on me for their livelihood. Which is probably why I cringe a little every time Kylie’s mom jokes about blond-haired and blue-eyed grandchildren running around her house one day.

      Engines, though, they’re easy. There’s always a direction to go and cut-and-dried answers to get you to the end result. You can either fix it or you can’t, and then you move on, unaffected.

      When I hear my father’s office door creak open down the hall, I groan inwardly. If he’s been working all night, that means he’s on a big case, and he’s probably not in the best of moods.

      He clears his throat and walks into the kitchen, surprised when he finds me sitting there, drinking the milk from my bowl.

      Our eyes meet and his bushy, graying eyebrows draw together. “You’re home late for a school night,” he says, his tone disapproving as he takes in my street clothes. He steps past me, toward the fridge, and massages his lower back as he straightens a bit. Whether or not he admits it, he’s getting older and shouldn’t be hunched over paperwork all night. I’ve heard my mother tell him so a hundred times, and each time he pretends he doesn’t hear her.

      “Yeah,” I say, a bit guarded. “I had something I wanted to finish at the shop.”

      He pulls the milk out of the fridge, reaches into the cupboard for a glass, and fills it to the brim. “And Malcom’s okay with you working there so late? Seems to me he’d want you home, preparing for your finals next week instead of working at this ungodly hour. He has a son. He should know better.”

      “He didn’t ask me to work tonight, I wanted to.” I scratch the side of my face, glance at the clock. Twelve fifty-five. “Don’t worry, I’ll pass my classes. I always do.”

      My dad grunts dismissively. “Barely,” he mumbles.

      Here we go. I drop my spoon into my empty bowl. The sound echoes through the kitchen.

      “I’m not sure why I need to keep telling you this, Colton,” he says, “but if you don’t take your undergrad studies more seriously, you’re not going to get into a good law school⁠—”

      The wooden legs of my stool scrape against the hardwood floor as I push away from the counter and stand. “And I don’t know why I have to keep telling you that I don’t want to go to law school.” I walk over to the sink and set my bowl in the ceramic basin with a clank. The sound reverberates through the cavernous room and I meet my dad’s hardened eyes.

      He straightens infinitesimally and sits down at the opposite end of the counter. The distance between us only mirrors what our relationship has been like my entire life. Only now, when I really look at the creases around his eyes and the gray stubble covering his chin, I realize how much time has gone by and that our differences have and will always be a crater separating us.

      “It’s like you’re doing this to test me, Colton,” he finally says. “To see how far I’ll let you take this whole self-exploration phase of yours. And my patience is beginning to thin.”

      I lock my gaze with his, flashing him the most unyielding stare I can possibly manage, and I step up to the counter. “I’m not going to be a lawyer, Dad. I’m going to keep working in Malcom’s shop because that’s what I like doing. That’s what I want to do—build things and use my hands. I don’t want to be stuck in an office my whole life, like you.”

      My dad’s fist comes down on the countertop, making the milk slosh back and forth in his glass. “And that would be so bad? Dammit, Colton. How can you not see that a future working on cars will get you nothing—you’ll go nowhere. Don’t you want to succeed in life? Don’t you want to be someone one day? Have money to provide for your family? What can you offer Kylie, or anyone else for that matter, if you’re some lube guy at the local mechanic’s shop when you have so much potential and opportunities you’re just throwing away?”

      “Kylie doesn’t need me to be a lawyer, she wants me to be happy.”

      He laughs. “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, it is. She’s not with me because of your money.”

      “What happens when she wants a family? You think she doesn’t care that you’ll have to scrimp and save to make ends meet?”

      “Give me a break. You act like I’ll be a bum. And we’re not even thinking about kids right now,” I say evenly.

      “Well, son, no matter how much you think you know about the world, you’re young and naïve if you think money doesn’t matter. And I hate to break it to you, but all women want kids.” His tone implies what I already know—they had me because my mom wanted a child; she’d needed one to fill the hole her husband couldn’t, and he gave her what she wanted. Only once. Anyone who knows Henry Colton Hughes knows that he’s a cold, meticulous, structured man who feels little when it comes to matters of the heart. That’s what makes him such a great lawyer.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t have the son you wanted, one that cares about all of that, who has the capacity to pour their life into someone else’s, but I can’t. I don’t care how lucrative the business is⁠—”

      “You think everyone has a chance like this—to live a wealthy and successful life that’s practically handed over to them? This isn’t something you just throw away.”

      “I don’t have to be a lawyer to be successful and it definitely won’t make me happy.” He doesn’t care about any of that, though. His empty, judging eyes tell me as much. “I get what you’re offering me, I do. But I’m sorry, I don’t want it.”

      “I swear to God, it’s like you’re not even my son⁠—”

      “Something you tell me all the time,” I bite out. “Clearly I’ll never live up to your expectations, so stop asking me to! It’s insane. My mind will never change. I don’t want to be you.”

      His gaze narrows. “Then I’m not sure why you’re still here, under my roof,” he says coolly, and my heartbeat stumbles. “Why are you even in school if you hate it so much? And you clearly don’t need my money—you act like you’re miserable and life is so hard and I’m so horrible. If you want to go off on your own, then do it. I’m tired of being disappointed.”

      He snatches his glass, still half full, from the counter and strides out of the kitchen. When I hear his office door slam shut again, I let out an unexpected breath. Although I’m grateful this feels like it’s the last time we’ll ever have to have that conversation, it also feels like he punched me in the gut. I’ve always known I was a disappointment to him in many ways, but to hear him say it out loud . . . for him to brush his own son’s happiness aside so easily hurts more than any physical wound. It’s only now that I realize he’ll never come around to accepting me—ever.

      Clenching my fists in resolve, I go to leave the kitchen, determined to be out of this house before the sun comes up. If he can disregard me so easily, then I don’t want to be here any more than he wants me to be.

      My mom appears in the doorway, tightening her robe around her waist. The sullen expression on her face tells me she’s heard enough to know there’s no going back from this argument.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      She doesn’t even argue. Instead, she lifts her chin. I know she understands, but her blue eyes fill with tears and my heart breaks a little.
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      It’s a chilly night, but the cold air filling my lungs goes mostly unnoticed as I stare down at the tiny blue light, blinking on my phone. Standing outside Lick’s Bar, I begrudgingly listen to the message that’s been waiting for me all day. I know it’s not from him; he’d never call me.

      Resigned, I lean against the side of the building and put my phone to my ear. I can only imagine what my mom is going to scold me about this time. Or maybe she’ll sound flippant and unconcerned like she sometimes does, regaling me with tales of the trips she’s been on lately and how jet-setting her life is.

      But the moment I hear my mom’s voice, something inside me aches a little. “Colton, I’m just wondering why I haven’t heard from you in weeks. Well, I know why, but—” She sighs and her voice changes from tones of disquieted concern to frustration. “I’m assuming you’re still living in Saratoga Falls? Are you still going to physical therapy? Are you even alive? I’m worried about you.” She pauses and I sigh for her this time, a puff of visible air evaporating as quickly as it appeared. “I hope things with Kylie are getting worked out. I’d like to see you guys soon. Please, just . . . don’t forget about us. Your father asked about you the other day, you know? No matter what you think, we love you and we miss you. Just call me when you can, please.”

      I’m a horrible son, and I know my mother doesn’t deserve my distance. I keep telling myself I have my own life I need to deal with and figure out before I can tackle my relationship with them, but if that were true, I know I wouldn’t feel so guilty.

      I stare down at my phone, watching as the screen dims to black. The bar door squeaks open and a slim, dirt-covered construction worker strolls out, nodding at me in greeting as he steps past. I nod back, trying to ignore the restlessness that generally lingers after a call from my mom, and I head for the door. I can’t put this “celebratory” drink off much longer. The instant I step inside Lick’s, the warm scent of stale beer assails my nostrils. I hate the dingy smell of bars, but with all the guys’ giddy-ass grins, it’s easy enough to ignore.

      “HEY!” they cheer in unison. With the exception of a couple of women at a table in the corner, the bar is pretty dead, though with the guys laughing and bantering, you’d never know it. I shake my head, laughing at their excitement, and walk over.

      “The man of the hour,” Reilly says, holding up a half-empty pint.

      Bobby grins and points to an empty stool beside him. “Reilly told me you finally fixed that POS, man. I can’t believe it. I thought for sure when I heard it was back that it was down for the count.”

      I sit down with a shrug. “It wasn’t easy,” I say, thinking back on the past two weeks I’d been wracking my brain, trying to solve the broken-ass mechanical riddle parked in my stall.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Nick says from behind the bar and offers me his hand. I accept it with a nod. “What, is this, like, your second time in here now?”

      “Yeah, I finally got a free night.”

      “Good for you. Although I don’t even know what to pour you.”

      I shrug, the guys all smiling, waiting for me to say something. “Whatever IPA you got on tap is fine.”

      “First drink’s on me,” Felix says as he steps out of the restrooms in the hallway. He pats my shoulder.

      A pretty redhead comes out from the back of the bar, flashing Nick a secret smile before she grabs an empty crate and disappears again. I’ve seen them together before, so their flirting makes sense.

      “I don’t think you get it,” Bobby says, angling to look at me. “Grayson’s been my dad’s customer for years. And when I say years, I mean like thirty years or something. I’ve known him all my life. His daughter is like the hottest chick in town.”

      “With a reputation that precedes her,” Reilly mutters.

      I nod a thank-you to Nick when a frosted pint glass appears in front of me.

      “. . . and all my life,” Bobby continues, “he’s had that same POS Cadillac. Now, how long it’s been running and the fact that, yet again, it’s fixed and back on the road⁠—”

      “Which might not be a good thing,” Felix chimes in. I chuckle and take a gulp, enjoying the hoppy taste. It’s been a while since I had a good beer, and I lick the foam from my lips.

      “—is a testament to your patience, dude.” Bobby’s hands fly up. “Even my dad’s given up on that thing—even though he’d never admit it. He always makes one of us work on it now.”

      “What can I say,” I say, shrugging. “It’s probably just luck, but I do get cars—women, parents, life, not so much.” I’m surprised to hear myself admit that out loud.

      “Hear, hear!” Felix hymns and we all clink our beers together, laughing.

      Reilly takes a gulp from his glass and lets out a contented sigh. “So, did you go to automotive school or work on cars with your dad as a kid?”

      Though Reilly’s question is innocent enough, my emotions still sit too close to the surface for me not to have a reaction. I shake my head. “No, my dad has never gotten his hands dirty in his life, actually. He hates that I’m a mechanic, which is probably why I’ve gotten so good at it.” The guys laugh at my joke, all but Reilly. I can’t tell if his expression is one of understanding or curiosity.

      The bar door opens again and Sam, Reilly’s girlfriend, walks in. She smiles and waves at the guys as they greet her, then her eyes meet mine. They’re too knowing, something I noticed the first day I met her in the shop.

      I take another gulp of IPA. It’s cold and refreshing going down, and I realize how much I miss summer already.

      Sam smiles at me. “Hi, Colton.”

      “Hey, Sam.” I smile a little and watch as her face lights up when Nick comes out from the back of the bar. They chitchat back and forth, razzing each other. It’s heartwarming and makes me a little uneasy seeing how close-knit the people are in this town. There’s nothing like knowing you’re an outsider when you’re trying to settle in and get your life back on track.

      And then there’s Machaela. If Sam’s here, it won’t be long before boss-lady shows up, I would imagine.

      “You bring the Ducati?” Bobby asks. He’s grinning at me, his eyebrows waggling. He’s a young kid, but has an appreciation of all things mechanical, like his father, even if hockey seems to be his biggest passion.

      I notice his missing tooth and smile back. “You’re a beast, man.”

      “And yet,” Bobby says, smoothing out his imaginary lapel, “I still get all the ladies.”

      I chuckle and take another drink. “Yeah, it’s a conundrum. And yes, I brought the bike, but I’ll have to cover her up soon. It’s getting too damn cold out there.”

      “Yeah, black ice is a problem, too. Mac says Thanksgiving is the cutoff. She doesn’t let my dad drive his Harley after that, says it’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m sure she does,” I grumble. That’s one thing Machaela’s not—shy about anything.

      “Man, I wish I could afford a beauty like yours. I have the Mustang⁠—”

      “Yeah, a sweet-ass Mustang.”

      Bobby smiles. “Yeah, she is. My dad helped me with her for years. It was sort of our thing. But a bike”—he whistles—“that’s my next investment.”

      Knowing that Bobby only recently turned twenty-one and still lives with his dad, I don’t see that happening. “It’s a fun bike, but had my circumstances been what they are now about six years ago, I wouldn’t have been able to afford it. You’ve got hockey and school to worry about. There’s plenty of time down the road to get one. Plus, your sister might have a conniption fit.” She always seems to have an opinion on everything.

      “Yeah, that’s true. Mac would fucking flip.” Bobby starts chatting it up with Felix, and I pull my phone from my pocket. When I don’t see anything from Kylie, it registers that maybe tonight will actually be a me night. I’m not sure I know or understand that feeling, but I allow myself to relax a little and take another drink from the perspiring pint glass in my hand. Everyone’s chatter and banter fills the room like white noise, and I find it strangely relaxing.

      “Sup, girl!” Nick drawls, and I glance toward the door. Machaela shuffles in, unwrapping herself from an assortment of black and pink and white accessories and hanging them on the coatrack next to the door.

      “You came,” Reilly says, clearly surprised. “No Cal tonight?”

      She scoffs. “Right. Like that will ever happen.” Mac drapes her polka-dot scarf over her coat before she struts over to the bar. I’ve grown used to the sound of her high heels throughout the shop, but what she wears . . . anything that tight around those curves should be outlawed. When Cal described her to me as a foul-mouthed pistol who keeps the business shipshape, I’d expected to find a homely tomboy that first morning in the shop.

      “Took you long enough to get here,” Bobby says and walks over to give her a peck on the cheek.

      She pulls Bobby a little closer and squeezes her eyes shut. That white-toothed smile of hers softens. “Long day,” she says and lets out a deep breath. Her hold on Bobby tightens until, finally, she straightens.

      The instant her green eyes meet mine, I nod a hello and force every fiber in me to ignore the apprehension I’ve felt around her since the first day I saw her—shirtless, red-cheeked, and glaring at me. I don’t like my body’s reaction to her, not in the slightest. She’s young, she’s got an attitude, and she’s superficial. Not to mention she’s the boss’s daughter and I don’t need any more drama in my life—especially not from someone who reminds me slightly of the life I left behind.

      “Long day, indeed,” Felix says. “I can only imagine after what I heard coming from your office at lunchtime . . .” He laughs to himself like it’s the most comical thing that’s happened in weeks. “I’d probably have peed myself if I was in Tommy’s position, I’ll give you that.”

      “Yeah, that was fun,” she says with her usual sarcastic sass. She plops her purse down on the bar and pulls out a stool beside Reilly. I glance around, wondering where Sam disappeared to, and my gaze catches one of the women looking at me from the table in the corner. Trouble. Women. All of them. I glance away and watch Machaela as she digs through her purse, adamant, then pulls out a tube of something. She can’t seriously be looking for more makeup.

      I rub my brow, silently chiding myself for caring at all. She applies ChapStick, and like she could hear my thoughts, her eyes shift to mine again, and I’m sure she smirks. I force myself to look away and pull out my phone, checking the time again. Almost seven-fifteen.

      “So, who’d you unleash the beast on today?” Nick asks, handing her a pint of something light. His faithful smile widens, and Machaela shakes her head and rubs her temples.

      “First of all, I’m no beast,” she says curtly. “A Sphinx, maybe.” She flashes him a sneaky smile, and I can’t help but admire the way her full pink lips pull up in one corner.

      “Medusa is more like it,” Bobby mutters and she chucks a peanut at him from one of the baskets on the bar. She hits him directly in the forehead, and I chuckle.

      “Hey, no food-throwing in my bar,” Nick scolds. “This is a respectable establishment, folks.”

      Machaela turns to Nick with wide, puppy-dog eyes before they crinkle with merriment. “Yes, sir.”

      Bobby’s shit-eating grin fades. “So, I missed it. What was all the yelling about? Felix said Dad had to step in.”

      She tilts her head and lets out an exasperated sigh. “God, you guys, I wasn’t beating the poor man. You make me sound like a tyrant. Dad didn’t ‘step in’ to rescue anyone; I called him in to hear all of Tommy’s excuses.” She turns to face the bar again. “No wonder there are so many rumors in this town,” she says under her breath.

      Reilly leans forward on the counter, inching closer to Nick. “There was definitely shouting,” he whispers. “Maybe even whimpering.”

      Machaela rolls her eyes. “Well, what exactly did you want me to do? Tommy delivered the wrong parts again. You guys want your jobs to go out on time, don’t you?” She glances between all of us. “I mean, I know they’re struggling with their computer system, but still. It’s been a few months, why is that still our problem? I’m tired of calling our customers to deliver bad news. He’s making us look like assholes.”

      “You’re not your father’s daughter at all,” Reilly mutters sarcastically. “You get just as worked up as Cal.” And Reilly’s right. Despite her formfitting attire, she belongs in that shop. She knows her stuff and she’s a force to be reckoned with. I can see why Cal relies on her so much, even if I don’t always appreciate the distraction.

      The moment I let myself drift into conversation with the guys, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I’m not sure when a call from Kylie became such a mixture of anxiety, excitement, and partial dread, but that’s what it’s come to every time I see her name on the screen. Lick’s is louder now, and I know I need to make this conversation quick. “Hello.”

      “Colt, I know it’s a bit of a drive, but can you come over for a bit, please
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