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      I hate Denver.

      This city killed my dad. Medically airlifted here and left to die. This fucking city is dead to me, like him.

      “What do you want?” he demands, rude as hell.

      His face appears on a screen mounted next to the doorbell.

      Irritated, my fingers curl over the edge of the box holding his belongings. It’s all the crap he left at my best friend’s house, which I offered to burn in a barrel behind my garage. She couldn’t do it, or rather wouldn’t let me do it. Now I’m here, in Denver, two hours from my home, returning all his shit.

      “Open the door.”

      I try the handle, not afraid to barge into his steel and glass museum of a house, but the door’s locked. Figures. I bang on it with my fist, intending on making as much racket as possible to get his ass down here to open the damn thing.

      “No solicitors,” he barks and points into the screen.

      My gaze flickers to an engraved gold sign mounted beneath the doorbell. I don’t give a shit. I know why I’m here, and soliciting isn’t it.

      “Open the door, or I’ll carve my name on it.”

      I fish out my keys, giving him about two seconds to do it before I etch a line down the expensive wood.

      “Oh, this is nice. Very smooth.”

      “What are you doing?” he yells.

      The screen goes blank as footsteps thunder toward the door. It flies open when I start on the curved line of the D. The first letter of my name.

      His dark brown eyes are blown out. His mouth gapes, showing off his perfect white teeth, and astonishment coats his face while his finger traces the deep grooves. Taking advantage of his temporary lapse in judgment, I brush past him to enter the glass house.

      “You should get that fixed,” I toss over my shoulder because I’m certain he has a butler or handyman that will sand out my initial with no problem.

      My eyeballs can’t decide what to look at first. It’s all super modern, with white furniture everywhere.

      Some crazy-looking statues are stuffed into cutouts in the wall, and weird abstract art hangs in enormous displays beside each other.

      “What’s that supposed to be?”

      I tilt my head as I gaze at one. A child could have done better finger paintings.

      “Who are you? And why are you in my house?”

      He stands in front of me, blocking the view of the rest of his house and forcing me to analyze him instead. I get what she saw in him.

      Without a shirt, he’s impossibly fit. The sculpted caps of his shoulders connect to bulky muscles, making a straight line to the top of his neck.

      His round pectoral muscles sit an inch beyond his eighteen-pack abdominals, and his wide lats taper down to a tiny waist. The gray joggers drape dangerously low from his hips, with a faint happy trail disappearing underneath. Even his feet are nice. Rare for a guy.

      “If you’re done ogling me, please answer my questions.”

      He’s handsome, with a square jaw, cut chin, and almond-shaped eyes under thick black hair, intentionally gelled to stick up.

      “You wish. You’re way too pale for me.”

      I snort, shoving the box into his chiseled chest and leaving a burn mark near his nipple.

      “Kylie wanted me to give you this box of crap.”

      “I don’t want it. Let her keep them as mementos to remember me by.”

      He glances inside the open box with disdain before deserting me in his art exhibit living room. They’re his clothes and shit. Why wouldn’t he want them back? They probably cost a pretty penny. Tempting, I could resell them online if I had the time and cared.

      I follow, watching his back muscles shift while he walks into the kitchen to pour a thick green slug from the blender into a frosted glass.

      Unceremoniously, I dump the contents of the box on his kitchen island, which is bigger than my mattress. Then I drop-kick the box across the room, narrowly missing him. Damn shame. I wish it would hit him even though it wouldn’t hurt with all the muscles.

      His eyebrow pops up, unamused.

      “I don’t care. She doesn’t want your shit, so here ya go.”

      With my job done, I spin on my heel, causing my Converse to squeak on his gleaming marble floor. He trails after me when I remember the pale pink card stuck in my back pocket.

      She made me swear I would give it to him. She even sprayed it with perfume. Pathetic.

      “Oh, she said to give you this.”

      I whirl around to give it to him. His hand is outstretched, waiting when I decide he’s an asshole and not worth her sappy words. Nope, he’s not getting this. I rip it into pieces and toss it in the air, much to his surprise and my satisfaction.

      “Yep, I knew I had it somewhere.” I beam when I look at the confetti mess marring his white floor, and his eyes follow. “My part is done. Bye, asshole.”

      He doesn’t say a word when I yank open his door and walk outside. I head to my truck when curiosity gets the better of me. I glance back to see him watching from his floor-to-ceiling windows with absolutely no shame.

      Loser.

      Unlocking the driver’s door, I notice a new dent in the front quarter panel that I don’t recall being there before. Squatting to examine the dent, there are three black streaks. I know I didn’t hit anything to cause it. This is intentional.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      It had to have happened while I was inside with the asshole. I stand to flip him off, and he moves closer to the window, pointing while drinking his green sludge.

      Distracted and annoyed, I don’t see the three hoodlums walking down the street until they’re almost on me. Two stand at the front of my truck, while the other stands at my driver’s side tire, which is entirely too close to me.

      “Pop the hood,” the one with a filthy wife beater says.

      I assume he’s the ringleader.

      Bro better walk the fuck away because I’m not staying in this shithole city. These guys are a perfect example of why.

      “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      I step off the curb, my keys dangling from my index finger when I glimpse a tire iron in the bald guy’s hand at the front grill of my truck.

      “You do this?”

      I point to the dent, the one perfectly shaped like the end of the iron.

      “Didn’t do nothing,” he leers, then smashes the front headlight with the iron.

      He trades looks with the dickwad beside him, and I charge forward, only to be held back by the ringleader.

      “What you going to do about it, girlie?” he taunts, breathing against my ear like a freight train.

      Are they after me or my hot rod?

      Either way, I go berserk. Stomping my foot into the center of his and ramming my pointy elbow into his ribs with a hearty thud. He groans and bear hugs me as I fight to get away. Wrestling my hand loose, I haul back and punch him square in the nose. I’m rewarded with a satisfying snap.

      He howls in pain, instantly releasing me, with blood pouring down his lips and chin. Pain from my knuckles shoots up my arm and I shake my hand for it to stop.

      “You broke my nose!” he shrieks, lunging toward me. His filthy nails scrape across my skin before I kick him in the balls.

      “I know, dickwad.”

      He collapses to his knees, one hand cupping his nose, the other holding his dick. I fucking love that weak spot on men. Hearing a commotion behind me, I whirl around, readying my fists for a counterattack.

      The asshole does a roundhouse kick into the tire iron guy’s chest. It sends him hurling into his grimy friend and they collapse to the pavement.

      While the thug clutches his wife beater undershirt, the tire iron clangs against the concrete. As he struggles to breathe, the veins on his neck bulge, and his face turns red. The grimy dude shoves his buddy off to go after the asshole, but he straight up kicks the guy in the stomach. The dude doubles over, grabbing his midsection and collapsing near his friend.

      The asshole whips into a fighting stance over the pile of men, waiting for another attempt, but the hyperventilating wife-beater-wearing thug waves him off.

      They’re done. No match for Mr. Karate Moves.

      My mouth dries at the ease and skill with which he handles them.

      The grimy guy hunches over the curb, heaving into the asshole’s green grass. The ringleader is holding his nose and running sideways to ensure the asshole doesn’t come after him.

      “You’re welcome,” that arrogant asshole says while smoothing back a lock of onyx hair that fell over his forehead. The waist of those damn sweatpants is even lower than before, and I’m salivating at how muscularly perfect his body is.

      “I had it handled.”

      He’s arrogant as hell.

      If he wasn’t so damn hot, I’d wonder how Kylie dated this dude?

      “Didn’t look like it to me,” he says, walking away from the thuds trying to get off the ground and out of present danger.

      “You got a pen?”

      His switch-up surprises me. I indulge him by opening the driver’s door and sinking behind the wheel to reach for a pen in my glove box.

      “Here.”

      “And paper.”

      “Why didn’t you say both at the same time?”

      I’m tempted to give him a bloody nose for his bossiness.

      “Because I didn’t. Paper?” he says, snapping his fingers.

      I pause, trying to hold myself back from punching that smug look off his face. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

      “You’ve made that clear. Paper?”

      He plants his hands on his hips. It gaps the front of the waistband, confirming he’s going commando.

      Damn my eyes for staring at the long outline of his dick now at eye level with me. I pluck a gas receipt off the floorboard and hand it to him with a scowl. He swiftly scribbles on it and then gives it to me. It’s a bunch of numbers.

      “What’s this?” I ask since there are no dashes. The way it’s written looks like a social security number with spaces in between.

      “My number. Use it some time.”

      He tucks my pen behind his ear.

      Is he seriously hitting on me after breaking my friend’s heart?

      Asshole.

      “Right, I forgot to give you something else.”

      I shred the paper and throw it in the air to sprinkle over the curb. He smiles, and it’s heart-stopping. Perfectly symmetrical shiny teeth made by a dentist and not his parents. I can see why she’s crying over him. He’s genetically perfect. But nope, assholes aren’t my kind. Hell, dating, in general, isn’t my kind.

      I get out of the car to pick up the free tire iron, compliments of the dickwads. The thugs are hobbling down the street, pride forcing them to go. They deserved that beat down for what they did to my baby.

      Inspecting the headlight, the thug scraped the top of the cover and busted the light. That fucker. I’ll need to order the part today, so I don’t get pulled over for a missing headlamp. The dent I can pound out when I get back to the shop.

      “What?” I scowl because the asshole is still standing there watching me.

      “What’s with this old jalopy?”

      “I’ll have you know, this is a classic 1968 Chevrolet El Camino. It’s the most valuable year. Figures someone as dumb as you wouldn’t know,” I explain, driving the tire iron into the palm of my hand a few times, imagining it’s his face.

      “Looks like a soda can.”

      “Shut up. I’m saving up for my paint job. Now move so I can go.”

      “Let me see your phone.”

      “Nope, I’m a one-trick pony, and that pen and paper bit was it for me. Bye, asshole.”

      He moves to the sidewalk with an amused smile while I slide behind the wheel and bring that beautiful engine to a roar.

      I drop the iron on the floorboard and look up as he’s making a circular motion to roll down the window. We’re done here. I flip him off as I pull away from the curb. When I glance in my rearview mirror, he’s standing where I left him.

      Another reason I hate Denver.

      It’s packed with thugs and assholes.
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      “Hey Carl, whatcha got for me?” I fasten the hair holder around my right pigtail and glance in the mirror to ensure the bands are even with one another.

      “Morning Dani, we’ve got a new client. He’s shipping in a car that sat outside for a couple of decades,” Carl says from behind the newspaper.

      He’s the only guy I know that still gets the thing and reads it cover to cover.

      “Sounds like my kind of job.”

      I tie a pink bandanna over the crown of my hair to protect it from the oil job I have planned for today before strolling past him to the box of doughnuts on the back counter that is calling my name.

      “Yup, I know you love a challenge, and from the looks of the pictures, you’re in for one.”

      He folds the newspaper and adds it to the pile against the wall that we are supposed to use on messy jobs to keep his floor clean. His old office chair whines when he leans forward to turn on his dusty computer.

      I shove half a doughnut down my gullet before pouring a cup of coffee.

      “That’s from yesterday,” he mumbles, hammering on the keyboard as he hunts and pecks for the letters.

      “Dammit, Carl, you know it’s the one thing I need to get me going in the morning.”

      I pour the coffee back into the pot, grab the handle, and walk to the small kitchenette by the bathroom to dump it out. After soaping and rinsing it, I head to the machine to start a fresh pot.

      “You’d think you’d know better after all these years.”

      “Yeah, well.”

      No sense in arguing with Carl. He’s too old to change. I finish my doughnut while flipping through my customer charts to see the status of each job and what parts I’m still awaiting.

      “You working on the Hernandez Buick? You’re behind. It needs to be out in two weeks,” he chides, not looking up from the big box computer from a decade ago.

      He’s too much of a cheapskate to replace it. The keyboard is new from all the pounding he’s done on the last four he killed.

      “If you’d let me hire another person, I wouldn’t be behind,” I state the obvious, although he never agrees with my statements.

      “Job security. Kids these days don’t appreciate such a thing but, in my day—”

      “Yeah, yeah, in your day, man invented the wheel, got it. I’m out of here.” I pour my cup of coffee and sneak another doughnut before heading to the garage.

      “When’s the new client coming in?” I pause, with my back resting on the glass door.

      “Car arrives in an hour, depending on the transport driver’s motivation to make his bonus. Client shortly after. I’ll come to get you when he arrives.”

      He frowns at my pigtails. It makes him uneasy when people think he’s employing a minor. Don’t stop some of his old geezer customers from looking at my full rack.

      “Ten-four.”

      I push through the door, breathing in the smell of grease and motor oil, which is as enticing as perfume on a hooker. I walk over to my little slice of heaven at the far end of the garage.

      Pulling out a few paper towels to lie on my workbench, I set my doughnut and coffee down to survey my tools to make sure they’re all in place and that Judd didn’t use any of them.

      The shop is quiet today.

      Other than Carl inside the office, I’m the only one here. Enjoying the solitude before Judd arrives to ruin it, I open my locker and drag out my coveralls. Depending on how hot it gets today, I may ditch them later.

      For now, I’m hunting down a brake fluid leak and adding motor oil, and prefer not to get it on my clothes or in my hair. The last time that happened, it took about five vigorous scrubs of my clarifying shampoo to get my hair back to its natural light blond color.

      I tug my covers over my Converse and cutoff shorts, leaving them unzipped at the waist with my tank top peeking out. It’s cooler for now. I’ll zip up when I get under the car to see what I’m dealing with.

      With Judd not here, my playlist dominates the garage. It’s a race between us to get here early, and he sulks when he has to listen to all my cheesy pop music. He’s into that heavy metal crap where dudes throw their heads around.

      When I have to listen to that shit, I want to throw my head against the wall. Carl doesn’t care what we play as long as we keep working.

      I wolf down the doughnut and chase it with a few slugs of coffee before scrolling through my playlists.

      Once the girl squad starts up, I belt out the words to the song, using my wrench as a microphone. Singing and dancing around the Buick, I pull out the tools I need and deposit them on the floor.

      When I have everything, I lie down on my creeper, zip up my covers, and slide under. After some time checking the line and the connection to the master cylinder, I find the culprit.

      “Morning, Dani.”

      “Hey, Judd. How’d it go last night?” I shout over my music.

      “She wouldn’t leave this morning, and now I have to listen to this girl crap. Today blows already,” he whines, and I grin while working the line coming off the cylinder.

      “Did you tell her up front it was a quick bang? Girls tend to hang around expecting breakfast if not told otherwise.”

      “I always tell them the deal. Some are too stupid or too clingy to believe me.”

      I don’t feel one bit sorry for him. The dude is a manwhore.

      “Go to their place instead? Then you can come and run. Get it?” I grin, tightening the bolt and humming to my music.

      “You tell me that all the time and I never listen. Can I come over tonight?” he asks, turning down my song, which causes me to frown.

      “Hey, I love that song, and hell no. You’re not getting in these pants, lover boy. I don’t have any STDs, and I’d prefer to keep it that way,” I holler from under the car, but he doesn’t reply, nor does he turn my music back on.

      “Judd?”

      “Dani, there’s a guy here for you.”

      Judd’s voice sounds tight. I glance to my left, and a pair of gleaming black dress shoes are standing between the cars.

      Fancy. Who’s that?

      “Give me a sec.”

      I finish connecting the line, knowing I’ll have to check it later and slide out to see who this mystery guest is. The second I lay eyes on him, I flash back to that day, three months ago, when he hit on me.

      Twice.

      What the hell is he doing here? Does he have a box of her junk too? I need to stop being the middleman in her disasters.

      “Why are you here?”

      I sit up on the creeper, not intending to stand and give him the time of day. Who cares if he hovers over me and cast glares at Judd?

      “Looking for you. It took me forever to find you.”

      He’s all gussied up in a fancy black suit and tie and looking very out of place here. His dress shoes clack on the concrete floors when he walks closer.

      “Funny, I wasn’t lost, so it’s no wonder it took you forever. That still doesn’t answer my question. What do you want?” I repeat, a silent Judd milling about his station over the asshole’s shoulder.

      “You.”

      “Not happening.”

      I lie down and roll under the car, continuing to work when his shoes shuffle toward the front tire. My mind is racing down the details of that day because I’m pretty sure I turned him down. Made it crystal clear what I thought of him.

      “You didn’t let me finish.” His frustrated voice amuses me, but I hold back my laughter.

      “Spit it out then.”

      “I want you to restore my car.”

      His car?

      He’s the new client? How can that be?

      No, this isn’t happening. I’m not hitching my wheel to this fancy-ass wagon. That’s for damn sure.

      “Again, not happening.”

      “Why?” He sounds bewildered and more frustrated. I love it.

      “Cuz you’re the asshole that broke my friend’s heart and was an asshole again when I dropped off your shit. And again, when you hit on me. That, kid, in baseball is what we call three strikes, and you’re out.” I drop the wrench, which clangs against my ear.

      “Fuck.”

      He squats, his pants so tight, I wonder if they’re going to rip.

      “Are you okay?”

      The concern in his voice is expected from a novice that knows nothing about cars. I’ve dropped, spilled, and burned many places on my body. It’s an occupational hazard.

      “I’m fine. It slipped.”

      Because of the excess fluid soaking my fingers. Good thing my bandanna is on.

      “If I recall, I saved you that day. Where’s the gratitude for that?” His concern clears faster than the gratitude he’s looking for.

      “Hand me that rag over there?”

      I point to it resting by his foot, knowing I can reach it myself, but I hate him, so I’ll make him work a little.

      “I didn’t need your help. I had it covered.”

      He picks it up with two fingers and tosses it into my general area. The fussy little thing can’t get his fingers dirty.

      I roll my eyes as I wipe the fluids from my hands and gather my tools.

      “You didn’t have it covered. One guy already had you. I’d hate to think about what would have happened if I wasn’t there. You’re welcome, for what it’s worth.”

      I roll out, tossing the rag into the wash can, and lean over to get up from the creeper without busting my ass like I did last time.

      “They were after my car. No big deal.”

      I walk to my station to wipe down my tools before hanging them on the wall. I don’t need his dirty dick hands tainting the pretty pink handles. Pink paint on every last one of them so he can’t steal or borrow them and lie about it later.

      “You’re naïve if you think that,” he huffs, his dark brown eyes intense as they follow my every move.

      This shop isn’t big enough for that.

      “Then good thing you were there,” I concede, planting my hands on my hips to square up with him.

      “You want a good job sticker or something?”

      “I want you to fix my car. You owe me that.”

      “I don’t owe you shit. Now move. I got things to do.”

      I sidestep him, trying to get over to the driver’s door when he blocks my way. Judd’s trying hard not to listen, but this shop is too small not to hear everything.

      He takes the tiniest step over, unwilling to give more. I’m not the skinniest girl in the world, but I shimmy past, hoping the brake fluid on my covers gets on his designer duds. I yank the driver’s door open to test my repairs.

      “You going to a funeral or a wedding?”

      With the driver’s door propped open, he inconveniently leans against it. The throaty engine gurgles.

      Not a good sign.

      “Excuse me?”

      He raises his voice over the car’s sputtering. I have a fair bit of fine-tuning to do to get that perfect purr.

      “You’re wearing a suit when it’s the dead of summer and going to be in the nineties today. I figure you’re either going to a funeral or a wedding. Why else would you be wearing it?”

      Not that I don’t love Colorado summers, but the unusually high temps heat the garage and make it an inferno. Carl’s tiny mounted fans in the corners of the garage are like a gentle breeze when I’m wanting a hurricane.

      “There are other reasons besides those two.” He lowers his voice when I cut the engine off.

      I cast him a suspicious look.

      “Interview? That’s not really your house, is it? You live with your parents, right? I knew that place was too clean for a dude.”

      Poser.

      I know what I need to do next. Two things actually. Get rid of him and continue working.

      “I’m gainfully employed,” he replies, resting his hands on the frame of the door and trapping me in place.

      I think this guy loves power moves because he keeps using them all over this garage.

      “Who says that? Gainfully employed. It sounds like you’re a senator or a census worker.”

      I yank on the doorframe to get his ass off it before slamming it shut.

      “It would to a high school dropout.”

      I whirl around to tell him to fuck off when Carl comes waddling through the door. His curious gaze falls on us and I snap my mouth shut.

      “Good, I see you two have met,” he says. The asshole’s head flies around to meet the old man’s eyes.

      “Yeah, something like that,” I mumble, debating if I should tell Carl how I know him.

      “Good. Mr. Takahashi, lead the way.”

      Carl sweeps a hand toward the lobby door. The asshole looks at me for a second, nods, and then strides toward it without another word.

      Mr. Takahashi?

      Interesting.

      I follow the men through the lobby, out the back door to a parked trailer, unloading a rust bucket behind the fence at the far end of the property. I stop as they continue toward it. This isn’t happening over my dead, rotting-in-the-hot-sun body.

      “Dani, come up here,” Carl hollers over his shoulder.

      I can’t stop my feet from dragging on the concrete leading to the car. It makes enough noise for them to turn and watch me drag them the last ten feet. When I finally stand beside them, the rust bucket lurches inward as if giving up. It should, I have.

      “This your hunk of junk dying in our lot?” I ask while we all stare at it.

      “Er, yes. That’s, um, him.”

      I laugh. This is priceless.

      “Him.”

      The asshole called himself gay, and he didn’t even realize it.

      “Dani,” Carl warns, and I rein it in for his sake, only for his sake. Not the asshole’s.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You called this heap of crap a guy, which makes you gay. I love it,” I blurt out, disregarding Carl’s disapproving look.

      “Is that not how it goes? You call yours her, so I thought it follows gender lines,” he explains politely.

      I know that shit’s an act, for Carl’s sake.

      “Yeah, cuz she is. It’s okay. You’re gay, so stick with him.”

      I pat his back and Carl shifts with unease at the mention of sexuality.

      I don’t think he cares, gay or straight or whatever. He’s not one to talk so openly about it. It’s a generational thing.

      “Well, what do you want to be done to, er, him?” Carl asks, and this gets better and better. I cross my ankle over the other and wait patiently as both of them fidget.

      “Fix it up, like new again.”

      I chuckle when he reverts from ‘him’ to ‘it’. Carl leans back to flash me a warning look behind the asshole’s back.

      I cover my mouth and prop my arm under my elbow as if I’m deep in thought.

      “Original or reproduction parts?” Carl asks, and his eyes slide to mine.

      “What do you recommend?” the asshole asks me. My lip snarls at the helpless sight of his rust bucket. “You don’t like it? It’s a muscle car and a good year.”

      The car should go back to where he found it, pushing up daisies.

      “I’m not a fan of cars from the seventies but to each his own.” I shrug, avoiding the question since I won’t be taking on this project.

      “Do you know what it is?” the asshole challenges, causing my blood pressure to rise.

      “Yeah, before someone tortured it slowly over the course of many, many years and finally murdered it, it was a 1972 Ford Gran Torino Sport 351 Cobra Jet V8. But now? It’s a rusted-out soup can. Good luck.”

      I pat his back and start to turn away.

      “Dani.”

      Curse you, Carl.

      “Can you restore it?” the asshole asks with a hint of sincerity.

      I wipe the sweat from my forehead, knowing I can restore it, but I won’t.

      “She can restore anything. She’s our best preservationist,” Carl brags.

      I roll my eyes, and the asshole raises an eyebrow. The best preservationist out of two is a step above winning a participation trophy in school.

      “Preservationist, huh? Then she’s perfect for the job. When can you start?”

      “Half past never. Carl, I need to get back on the Hernandez car. I’m behind, after all. Bye, Mr. Takahashi.”

      I take two steps back, planning to run on my third step.

      “I’ll pay thirty percent more.”

      He does the unthinkable. He appeals to Carl’s business sense.

      “You don’t even know what it’s going to cost to resurrect this thing from the dead,” I say, cupping my hand over my eyes to block the morning sun. “Doesn’t matter, anyway. I get paid the same if I work on him or the other five cars in front of yours. As I said before, good luck.”

      “Dani, I decide around here, not you. Now Mr. Takahashi—” Carl starts.

      “Call me Tomlin, both of you, please.”

      He smiles at both of us, genuinely at Carl, and for effect at me.

      I’m partial to asshole, but Carl won’t let me call a potential client that.

      “Tomlin, what Dani’s trying to say is that she already has commitments for other clients. Perhaps we could get someone else to work on it. Judd has more experience than Dani and is ahead of schedule, unlike some people.”

      His parental eyes flash his disapproval, and I glance away when the asshole catches the look.

      “With all due respect, you said she is the best and has a waiting list. Does this Judd person have a list of clients waiting for his work?”

      “No, but I can assure you that his work—”

      “What’s the difference, then?” Tomlin presses.

      I remain silent as they go back and forth as if I’m not standing right here.

      “Dani’s a little too much of a perfectionist. She doesn’t meet deadlines because she’s meticulous with her work. It borders on obsessive and, at times, disruptive to the other clients. But she’s earned a reputation for herself, so I can’t move clients away from her. Even if she took your project, she wouldn’t meet whatever deadline you set for her. She barely listens to me, and I own the place.”

      They both chuckle at my expense, and I take another two steps back. On three, I’ll run for real this time.

      “I tend to be a bit of a perfectionist myself, so I understand the trap we put ourselves in. I’ll wait then for her schedule to clear. In the meantime, can it remain here?”

      He can’t park that heap here for the next year because that’s how long it will take me to get through my waitlist.

      “Sure, let’s work up the paperwork inside.”

      Carl claps the asshole’s back like they’re long-lost friends, and I must stop this.

      “This perfectionist didn’t agree with it. Looks like you’re on Judd’s schedule. That’s a shame. See ya around.”

      I drop my hand, let out a small wave, and speed walk toward the garage.

      “Dani, don’t be rude to our client. Get back here,” Carl calls to my back.

      I grit my teeth and turn to face them as they walk toward me. The asshole’s smirk pisses me off.

      “I think what Dani means to say is she needs the right motivation to take on my, what did you call it again?” Asshole mocks, and I easily rattle off the insults.

      “A rusted soup can, a hunk of junk, and a heap of crap. Any will do.”

      “Very clever. To take on my preservation. A little incentive, perhaps, to move it up in her schedule, so I don’t have to lurk around here, waiting for months.”

      A year, actually.

      Shit. An entire year of him lurking before I start.

      I could set aside my perfectionist ways to move through the cars quicker. I hardly think it’s fair that he gets to jump the line. That’s not happening.

      Whom am I kidding?

      I can’t not be a perfectionist. It’s in my DNA. Dad was a perfectionist. He’d never let me cheat or cut corners on a restoration. He taught me everything I know.

      “Nope, there’s nothing I need. Where’s Judd? Judd? Come out, come out wherever you are,” I scream across the parking lot toward the garage.

      When I don’t hear a response, I turn back to the guys.

      “He’s probably working. That Judd is a stickler for detail.”

      I walk toward the open bay and flat-out run when I round the corner.

      “Yo, Judd!”

      He’s scrolling through Tinder, ogling girls at his station, when I tap him on the shoulder.

      “Dude, didn’t you hear me calling your name?”

      “I blocked it out.”

      He keeps scrolling, staring at one bikini-clad girl after another.

      “Hey jerk, this is serious. I gotta car for you. Come meet the guy. You’ll love him. He’s all fit and shit like you. It will be great.”

      I tug on his coveralls, knowing they will be in the garage at any moment, and I still have a deal to seal.

      “I’m not gay.”

      “Duh, I know. I meant you can bro it up, lift weights, spot each other, talk shit, and whatnot. Come on. You’re wasting time. He’s right out here.”

      “It’s all settled. Dani will start—”

      “No! Judd agreed to do it, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      My song and dance better work because the last time I owed Judd a favor, I had to work in a bikini all day. Let’s say oil is harder to get out of crevices than coveralls.

      “Nice try. Judd, go back to work.”

      Carl gives me the eye again, three times in ten minutes. It’s an omen of a bad day.

      “Dani, come with us.”

      Judd scowls at me before picking up his phone to scroll again. I follow behind, dragging my feet again, but no one cares enough to comment.

      Carl pushes through the glass door. The asshole holds it open for me in fake chivalry as he touches my pigtail when I pass. I swat his hand, trying not to punch him as we walk down the hall to Carl’s office.

      “Let’s all have a seat and discuss the project. First, why don’t you tell Dani what the incentive is? I think she’d like to know,” Carl says, trying to bait me as he shuffles around the desk piled high with crap to plop his ass behind it.

      “No incentive necessary. Who wouldn’t love to work on a rusted-out soup can? I know I would.”

      I lay my hand against my chest for effect and perch against the short bookshelf stuffed with papers and other knickknack junk to avoid sitting in the chair next to the asshole.

      He laughs, Carl frowns, and I look away.

      “A custom paint job,” the asshole says, and I return his gaze.

      “You want a custom job? That’s fine. We got a talented guy that does a sick pinstripe if you like that sort of thing. No worries, though, because that’s a long way off. You still gotta source the parts if you’re going replica.”

      “No, you finish ahead of schedule. I’ll pay for the custom job you want.”

      He smiles like the devil, and now I’m the one laughing.

      “Joke’s on you because I’ll have that paint job done and paid for by the time your tin can rolls around.”

      I dig my fingernail into my ear to check for wax, completely disinterested in anything else that comes out of his pie hole.

      “Dani,” Carl warns, pointing a pencil at me before digging around his desk for his schedule book.

      “He’s agreed to pay for it and the thirty percent increase if his car is next after the Buick.”

      That sneaky shit.

      I scowl at the gall of buying his way to the front of the line. He arches his eyebrow, challenging me to decline, and I’ll take that challenge. I flick the wax from under my nail before I start.

      “That’s an awfully nice proposal, Carl. But how will you explain to the other customers ahead of him that he gets to jump the line? Some have been waiting three months already. They will not be happy to know some guy saunters in here offering a ridiculous amount of money he thinks of paying to spite me.”

      I glare at both.

      “Dani, that’s enough. Your attitude would anger your father. Since he’s not here, do I need to turn you over my knee as he would?”

      I hate that he’s known me my whole life. Otherwise, this would be harassment, and I could file a claim somewhere in the government.

      “No, Carl.”

      “Let me handle the clients. You worry about getting that car done and finding parts,” he says, acting all tough and blowhard.

      It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes, so instead, I stare at the peeling wood-paneled wall behind his head.

      “Yes, Carl.”

      “Stop patronizing me. And apologize to Mr. Takahashi.”

      I gasp, my eyes meeting the asshole’s gaze and watching a smirk play at his lips.

      “I’m not saying sorry to him. Did he tell you he’s interviewing?”

      I throw out my arm, my finger pointing to the asshole as I glare into the old man’s beat red face.

      “He doesn’t even have the money to pay for the restore, much less thirty percent on top. Thirty percent on top of nothing is still nothing. Tell him. Tell him what you told me about the suit and stuff in the garage. Go on, tell him about the interview today.”

      “Dani, what has gotten into you? Of course, he has the money. He contacted me a month ago when he was arranging for the car you see outside. Things like this don’t happen overnight. He’s already paid for six months of storage fees in advance.”

      My arm drops as I look suspiciously at the asshole, trying to detect if he’s lying. His facial expression is soft and unguarded. He’s the best damn actor I’ve ever met.

      “Did he tell you he broke my best friend’s heart?”

      That gets his face to tighten, swallowing up the sincerity to revert into a stony mask.

      “See, did you see what he just did right there? He knows I’m right.” My gaze volleys between the men, settling on the asshole’s icky brown eyes.

      “Yeah, you didn’t think I’d say it. Well, I did.”

      I bow up feeling like a badass, and the room goes silent. This guy’s an asshole and Carl deserves to know.

      He stands, catching us both off guard, and takes calculated steps to the door.

      “I believe I’ve worn out my welcome. I’ll part ways and have the shipper take my ‘heap of junk’ to another preservationist. I’ll expect a refund of all expenses incurred by the end of the week. Good day,” he vomits his threats before leaving the small office.

      Carl scrambles to his feet, wobbling a bit and knocking some papers to the floor as he shuffles past his desk to scurry after the asshole.

      A blink of guilt comes over me. I may have taken it too far.

      Meh, good riddance.

      Smiling, I tiptoe to the door and peek around the corner. Their heads are lowered, as are their voices when they walk toward the customer lobby. Once the hollow bell rings at the top of the front door, I know the coast is clear for me to bolt back to my station.
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      “What’s that all about?” Judd’s practically on top of me when I brush past him to turn the music back on. Pivoting to answer his question, I lean against my station to put some respectable distance between us, even though he’s already intruding in my space.

      “Just some asshole that broke my friend’s heart asking me to fix his car. Get this, he offered Carl thirty percent more to jump the line. The asshole thinks he can buy Carl like that.” I shake my head in disgust. “And he even offered to pay for my paint job if I finished early.”

      Judd laughs, getting the hint and stepping out of my personal space. It helps because I was one second from shoving him.

      “That’s impossible. You can’t even finish your coffee the same day you pour it. Everything in your life is half-finished.”

      Judd gestures to the stained coffee cup from Friday with coffee still in it.

      “Shut up,” I hiss, hating that it’s true and making a mental note to dump it out later.

      “If Carl didn’t ride your ass like a donkey, nothing would get done.”

      “I said, shut up.”

      My hands roll into fists. It wouldn’t be the first time I launched myself at him.

      “How’s the GED coming?”

      The smug bastard knows precisely how it’s going. It’s not.

      “Fuck you, Judd,” I spit through clenched teeth, trying to not lose a day’s work over a fistfight again.

      Deciding he’s not worth it, I turn away, thinking about what’s left to do to get that Buick out of here and prove all these jerks wrong.

      Judd presses his chest into my back, the hardness of his body pushing me against the cold metal counter. I try to elbow his ribs when he plants his palms flat on the steel, pinning my elbows to my waist. His mouth drifts toward my ear. His breath is heavy against my skin as his cheap cologne seeps into my pores.

      “Get your nut brush off me,” I seethe, as this isn’t the first time he’s harassed me like this.

      Most days, I endure it to make it end sooner, but today, I’d rip his pornstache off and claw his eyes out, especially after how frustrating this morning has been.

      “Womb broom. And you love my mustache. Think of how it will feel against that tight little body of yours.”

      His hard-on digs into my back. I wrestle to get him off me, but there’s no escaping him.

      “Act like your hairline and back the fuck up.”

      I lean forward to ram my upper body into his, but he barely moves.

      Why can’t Carl waddle in and see this? I swear that old man has the worst timing.

      “I like it when my girls put up a little fight,” he says, exhaling across my neck and thoroughly grossing me out with his bad breath.

      I’m about to ram the back of my head into his nose when the clack of dress shoes catches us both by surprise.

      “The lady said get off her, and I’m inclined to agree.”

      The asshole’s anger travels across the garage like a fast and deadly bullet. I turn my head in the direction of his command, but Judd’s big-ass head is blocking my view.

      “It’s cool, man. We’re just talking.” Judd’s voice rises. His manhood threatened as he lifts off me.

      I spin around, eager to see him get his ass kicked when Judd raises his hands in surrender. The asshole, on the other hand, is quick to charge forward to grab Judd by the collar of his covers. His face is placid, with a fire in his eyes and a throbbing jaw muscle. Interesting.

      I grab my coffee and rest my elbow on my station to watch the show. Judd hates tough guys because he thinks he’s his own form of badass. He doesn’t know what the asshole is capable of, but I do. This should be fun.

      “I’m going to be around here a lot now that Dani agreed to do the work.”

      My mouth opens to protest, and he shoots me a murderous look that has me taking a swig of my coffee. Yuck, cold. I set it down, mentally reminding myself to dump it out as well.

      “If I see that shit again, I won’t hesitate to take you outside.”

      He shakes Judd with his final words, but I know what’s coming.

      “Let’s go, tough guy,” Judd sneers, jutting his chin up but coming up about four inches shorter than Tomlin’s height.

      Yep, challenge accepted.

      Judd never backs down.

      He loves to fight and has come in here too many times with a busted lip or black eyes to prove it. I’ve never actually seen him fight, but from all the bragging he does, he seems to hold his own. I wish there was a way to place bets and make a little green off this fight. I’d go all in on the asshole.

      Damn shame.

      The asshole sneers or smiles. I can’t decide which, but he looks satisfied to fight Judd either way. If taking down two guys in a matter of seconds is any sign, he’ll easily win this. If we were at a bar, I could get an over-under started.

      Damn shame again.

      They stride toward the open bay, passing glares when Carl pops around the corner. He’s all smiles with his new customer paying extra.

      I look away, grumbling, “Bullshit.”

      “There you are. Did you get it squared away?” Carl’s chipper tone fails to read the room.

      It’s amusing when they stand in front of each other, acting as if they weren’t about to go to blows. Judd’s eyes glance from the asshole to Carl, waiting for him to admit what’s about to go down. Bunch of overgrown toddlers.

      Grabbing my ratchet set, I squat down on my creeper and slide under the car. Their deep voices rise in anger. I simply shake my head and start tightening the supply line. This should make Carl happy. I could have stood around and gawked, but I continued working.

      I’m proud of myself.

      His dress shoes appear by the tire while I whistle, letting him know I’m not interested in talking to him.

      “Dani, a word?”

      He stoops down, and if he wants to make eye contact, he will have to lie on the filthy floor for that.

      “Busy, asshole,” I say loud enough to not be heard by Carl.

      “Danielle Louise Winters, get out here,” Carl hollering my full name as Dad used to isn’t a good sign.

      I’m going to nunchuck that asshole the second we’re out of Carl’s sight. I let my socket clang to the concrete floor in a juvenile protest but roll out to glare at both.

      “What now? Can’t you see I’m trying to work here? You know, get caught up. Finish the car.”

      I know it’s a weak excuse, but it’s the only one I got.

      “You’re taking the job. Get up and get the specifics so you can start on the parts today,” Carl orders while the asshole towers over him.

      He doesn’t seem satisfied that he won, which is weird because if I got my way, I’d be twerking.

      “Back to work, Judd.”

      I groan as I drag my ass off the creeper. Carl ignores me by walking away. Judd looks murderously at the asshole, and I stomp toward the open bay, needing a break from all the testosterone in here.

      I’d never admit it to him, but I’m a little giddy over his car. It’s in the worst shape I’ve ever started from, but if I can pull this off, she’d be a beaut. I practically skip to his heap of crap for a closer inspection when the asshole strides my way.

      The floorboard is gone, along with a hole in the roof from years of climate damage. The body is in terrible shape, and a smile passes over my lips. I’m in for a rigorous workout to get this steel hammered out.

      “What do you think?” he mutters, trailing beside me and stopping when I do. “Can you restore it?”

      My fingers brush a rusted-out hole in the trunk and throw large chunks into the storage lot grass. I don’t answer him right away. Choosing to survey the driver’s side, which seemed to have been resting beside a tree with the amount of sticky sap coating the driver’s window.

      “Did you pick this thing out?”

      I don’t even bother looking at him when I continue my trek around the engine. The roof has a horizontal dent in it, probably from a fallen tree branch. The front end has so much damage it looks like it was in a head-on collision. Once I pry the crumpled hood off, I’ll have a better idea of the shape of the engine.

      “Yeah, why?”

      I cup my hand over my eyes again when I look at him.

      “No reason. Why me?”

      “You’re the best,” he says with a tilt of his head.

      “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. Give me the real reason.”

      He joins me at the front of the car, the breeze picking up the edges of his black hair, giving him a more carefree look.

      “Does he always do that to you?”

      He ignores my question for his own.

      “Who? Judd? He means nothing by it.” I toss my thumb over my shoulder toward the garage. “I had it under control.”

      “Didn’t look like it to me. You realize that’s twice I have saved you.”

      I gaze at him, trying to figure out if he’s being sarcastic or not.

      “I’m no damsel in distress, asshole, so back off. I’ll handle my shit, and you handle yours. Which right now is me and this soup can you call a classic.”

      I drop my hand, setting this conversation aside to kneel and look under the engine. It’s not leaking anything. It probably dried out years ago, which means replacing a hell of a lot of parts. That’s going to be tricky. He does realize I might need to sub in some replica parts.

      “It is Tomlin, not asshole.”

      I don’t care what his name is. He’ll always be an asshole to me.

      “Don’t care.”

      I pick at some corrosion as I inspect the rest of the engine from this angle.

      “Are you always this difficult?”

      He shifts, leaning against the car, and it groans under his weight. His carelessness surges it toward me. I jump back to land on my ass, and it narrowly misses trapping me underneath.

      “Are you fucking crazy? Never, ever, touch a car when someone’s under it. Are you fucking stupid? It could have decapitated me!” I scream at him.

      The look of realization on his face, followed by horror, says it all. He did not know. It wasn’t intentional.

      Fucking idiot.

      “Dani, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      He’s squatting in my face, and the closeness is that of an intimate lover. It catches me off guard, and before I know it, he’s tugging me into his arms for an unnecessary hug.

      I’m not big on compassion or people comforting me. After growing up with a dad that never did it, random hugs make me uneasy. No one touches me except Judd. He’s constantly doling out unwanted sexual advances, but I’ve grown thick alligator skin to it after all the years.

      “If anything happened to you because of me—”

      Guilt, not compassion. Third damn shame today, and it’s not even noon.

      “All right, all right, already, get off. I know you made a mistake, but let’s not make this more than it is,” I hiss, struggling to untangle myself from him.

      He immediately releases me and stands up, putting a good amount of distance between us. Far more than necessary, but judging by his actions, I think his reaction surprised him too.

      Pushing myself up from the ground, I dust off my already filthy coveralls and straighten my bandanna. He shoves his hands in his pockets, punishing them for reaching out without thought. Good, let that be a lesson to him.

      “That little stunt might have cost you more money, seeing as how hard it hit the concrete. It may have broken a piece that I could have salvaged.”

      He nods, seeming to retract into himself. Interesting. Someone gets withdrawn when scolded. I’ll have to remember that since we’ll be working together over the next several months.

      “I’ll try to source original parts, but it might be hard because back in the day, they didn’t put as many in production as they do now. From what my dad used to tell me, they used cars from this decade in the demolition derbies, up to one hundred cars a night.”

      “What does that mean?” he asks, keeping his distance and looking more uncomfortable.

      “Original versus restored, age-old debate among purists.”

      He looks even more lost, and I find myself intrigued why he even started this little project in the first place.

      “Are you keeping or flipping her?”

      “Flipping?”

      I shake my head. This is too much handholding for me, and we haven’t even started.

      “From the top then. There are wildly differing opinions on what makes up original and restored. Typically, purists want to keep it completely original with numbers matching, so it’s basically what they call a survivor. Regardless of the condition, the failing original parts are removed and rebuilt exactly as original, but the exterior remains untouched or, in your case, rusted with holes. And I believe you looked at my sweet ride with disgust when you called it a jalopy because it was waiting for my sick paint job.”

      He looks bored or angry. I can’t tell which. Possibly mad at himself for making such a dumb purchase.

      That’s on him.

      He should’ve educated himself before he pulled this shit can out of the front yard it died in.

      “And the other opinions?” he inquires, raising a curious eyebrow.

      “Okay, then you get to another school of thought that if you can’t live with the existing condition of the car or it’s not safe to drive, you replace failing original parts with rebuilt replacements such as the carburetors, alternators, etc. Obviously, the numbers don’t match, but the engine compartment and undercarriage are cleaned but untouched. You still get the exterior restored, but it’s not original anymore. Then again, look at her.”

      His eyes follow mine before traveling back to me.

      “She’s far from original in this condition. It would be a hybrid where the factory integrity is retained but no custom paint, non-original gauges, or other modifications. You still with me, Chief?”

      “Yes. Go on.”

      I take a big breath before launching into his last choice.

      “We could restomod her. Meaning updating many of the car’s components, again numbers not matching, but the overall appearance is close to stock. You could go with aftermarket tires, a modified engine compartment, and update the interior. It’s not original, but it’s fairly restored with new parts and usually cheaper.”

      “Price is not a factor,” is all he says, staying unusually quiet through my whole diatribe of car restoration.

      “Well, fancy pants, we could over-restore it to private museum quality where we dismantle her completely and restore or replace every part with a new-old-stock part. It’s far from original since the worker, me, wasn’t even born when this baby rolled off the assembly line, so you’re rebuilding it with non-original hands. But it would be hand-built, and hopefully, if I care enough about your shit can, it will far exceed the delivery condition from the original factory it came from.”

      He nods, and then that gorgeous smile he used to trap my best friend slowly spreads across his face. The last one, he likes the idea of having a show pony.

      Figures.

      “The last one. How long?”

      “Shouldn’t you be asking how much? It’s the most expensive, and then with your ridiculous upcharge added to it, not to mention my paint job, which you still don’t know the cost of, you’ll be paying more than she’s worth.”

      I step closer to him, watching the smile fade. Exactly what I thought, cheapskate doesn’t want to pay because his gainfully employed ass is a door-to-door salesman by the looks of his suit.

      “I already told you money is not a factor. How long will it take you?”

      “Right, we all have a money fairy running around throwing fistfuls of it in the air,” I answer with my usual sarcasm, but it doesn’t elicit a response. “Ten to twelve months, give or take a month.”

      “Four.”

      “Four? As in months?”

      “Yeah, you want that paint job? Do it in four months.”

      I glare at him, standing in his shadow to ensure he sees my full scowl.

      “I’ve got to finish the Buick first, then break yours down, rebuild the parts if I can hammer them out, and that’s not including finding them if I can’t. You’re ignorant. You don’t even know what you’re asking. Four months, my ass!”

      “Seems like you need a push, and I’ll be that for you.”

      Anger bubbles within me.

      “You’re unreasonable and irrational. Get Judd to do it. He’s open. Otherwise, ten to twelve months, give or take a month.”

      I look at the sky, inhale a deep breath, and try not to lose my shit on him.

      “You. Four months or no paint job.”

      He offers his hand like we’re spit-shaking on an agreed-upon deal.

      “Well, good luck with Judd. I’ll see ya around.”

      I step back and to the side, about to stride away, when he captures the back of my coveralls.

      “Let go.”

      I rotate to slug him, but he dodges my fist like the freaking karate master he is.

      “What would Carl say if you blew this deal for him?” he challenges.

      I debate on crushing his ballsack with my knee. It would make me really fucking happy but would also make Carl really fucking mad.

      “He’d bitch and moan like a girl, but that’s nothing unusual,” I reply, wrestling my collar out of his grasp.

      I straighten my covers in a huff and start walking toward the garage. I’ve lost enough precious time teaching him Classic Cars 101.

      “Your dad raised you to be a quitter?”

      No. He. Didn’t.

      No one, and I mean no one, talks shit about Dad.

      I whirl around and cover the short distance between us. My finger goes into his face as a compromise for not punching it.

      “Don’t you dare talk shit about my dad. Or so help you, I’ll lay your ass out right here and now.”

      Fury has my heart racing in my chest and adrenaline pumping through my veins.

      Yeah, let’s go, motherfucker.

      “I’m scared, daddy’s girl.”

      That fucking asshole. I rocket my arm back, ready to hear a satisfying nose crack when he catches it in his hand. His long fingers close around my fist, clenching it in midair. I’m not a southpaw, but I become one when it launches, still eager to break his fucking face. He captures it as well. We look a spectacle with his hands engulfing my fists.

      “Too predictable, Dani. You should know your competition before you take them on. It will save you from getting beat.”

      “Let go, asshole,” I sneer through clenched teeth and bound hands.

      “Tomlin, not asshole. Say it.” His bored look from earlier is now one of amusement. It pisses me off even more. “Say my name, and I’ll release your hands.”

      “Hell no, asshole. Now let go, motherfucker.” I drop my chin to head butt him, but he’s too damn strong and holds me back.

      “You have a sailor’s mouth. You get that from your daddy, too?” he taunts, and it’s all I can take.

      “He’s dead, asshole.”

      It comes out harsher than I intend, but the cold reality is that he’s gone. Even though I wanted to crawl into the grave with him when he died, I couldn’t and nothing I say will bring him back.

      My words hit him like my fists are intending to, and he immediately releases me. My chest heaves in anger and hurt, and I can’t even meet his eyes.

      It’s not that I’m ashamed of losing my dad. He was a great man. It’s just that the hole in my heart has yet to repair itself. If it were a car, I’d pound out the damage and make it look new again, where you couldn’t even tell it was damaged, to begin with. But I’m not an inanimate object.

      Life’s cruelties have created a mountain of hard feelings in me. I don’t sit around and whine about it because it does no good. I can’t change the fact that he’s gone, and I miss the hell out of him.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. I didn’t know, Dani.”

      “Yeah, well.”

      I shrug, looking at the straight edge of his pocket square. Who, under the age of eighty, wears a pocket square in their suit? Unless they’re dead, lying in a casket. Damn, even my thoughts are depressing me now.

      “Ten to twelve months, you said?”

      I don’t miss the hopefulness in his voice when my eyes fly up to meet his icky brown ones.

      “Oh, now you’re agreeing to my timeline after pitying me. Fuck you, asshole.”

      I thrust my chin up, challenging him because I don’t take anyone’s pity.

      “Can you stop? You’re acting like a pissed-off porcupine, throwing needles at everything that makes you bristle.”

      “Very poetic. You write sad songs too?”

      “Forget it.”
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