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After fifty highway miles of high desert air, my next inhale smelled suddenly of oil and soot. The smoke was leaking in ribbons from under my car’s hood.
So much for my spontaneous road trip. And so much for my plan to lick my wounds from a bad breakup, then lose my virginity in Vegas.
I glanced once more in the rearview mirror. Nothing. The ex wasn’t coming after me. I’d hoped he’d cared enough to chase me. Offer me apologies and flowers.
When the smoke started pouring into the cab of my classic Mustang, I lifted my high-heeled foot from the accelerator. But only a little. I love going fast. It's one of my two main pleasures in life. The other is making out with cute guys, and doing everything short of actually having sex. I’ve never done the dirty deed. When it gets right down to it, I freeze up and can’t let it happen. I crave it but I’m afraid of the pain. That fear cost me my boyfriend. He didn’t have to dump me though. He could have been patient.
Men. Exasperating creatures.
Men had tons of uses, I reminded myself. All kinds. Providing companionship, earning paychecks, unclogging toilets, squishing spiders.
Fixing cars.
My ex had “fixed” a weird noise under the hood. At a guess, he’d messed something up.
It made me feel better about getting dumped by him. Clearly he wasn’t The One if he did such shoddy work on my muscle car.
I waved the thickening smoke from my face. When I rolled my window further down I could just see a small building far ahead, surrounded by nothing but hardpacked dirt dotted with scrub brush, scrawny trees, and litter. If I was lucky it’d be a repair shop.
Getting closer, I peered through the smoke. I saw a huge old-fashioned billboard sign proclaiming the distant place to be Ed’s Tire Store. It appeared to be the only building around. I listened with concern to the noise my engine made. I wouldn’t be able to make it to the exit I saw much further up.
I made another impulsive decision as I glanced around. Hardly any traffic.
I mentally crossed my fingers then hauled the steering wheel to the side, piloting my Mustang over the breakdown lane and right down onto the dirt. The muscle car bounced over a particularly big hole and clanked ominously. I dodged tumbleweeds, drove around rodent holes, and just missed a wind-twisted Joshua tree. If highway patrol spotted me I was toast. There would be no flirting my way out of this ticket. No pushed-up cleavage, tears, or strategic grateful touches of cop’s muscled forearm would prevent him from hauling me in over this moving violation.
Tears might work on “Ed” though. I bet the owner of the place was a dirty old hermit starved for feminine attention. Who else would choose to work at a tire store in the middle of nowhere? I’d get my car fixed on the cheap for sure, and be back on the road in no time.
I bounced my way into a tiny, cracked-cement parking lot. Not a moment too soon—my car clanked like I had a couple of tire irons knocking around somewhere under the hood. Surely someone would come out to investigate the racket.
Weathered gray walls and neglected foliage framed the tinted-glass doors next to the open garage of the shop. The bay wasn’t too much larger than a three-car garage, and hosted only one other car, a jacked-up Nova that desperately needed paint. The place was tiny. What a dump.
Expecting some sun-parched geriatric to amble out, I could only gape when the sexy man sauntered toward me. The well-formed guy did have some grease on his clothes, which were jeans and a plain white tee. No overalls on him. His easy gait, broad shoulders, and sly, intelligent gaze jarred so much with what I thought I’d see that I could only sit there staring for a long moment. His strong, masculine features, thick fingers, and—I had to look—notably bulging package, caused a visceral thrill to spiral through my body.
This was Ed?
I turned off my car. I got out, trying to gather my wits. I was very aware of the way my nipples pushed against my thin white tee shirt. I positioned my legs to their best advantage as I leaned against my broken car. “Hi there. I’m Lisa.”
“Hey.” His dark eyes roved over my car possessively.
He was supposed to be looking at me. I had a hot car but a hotter body, and some real tears in my eyes. They might be mostly caused by acrid smoke at the moment, but they’d do the trick. I cleared my throat. “I could really use some help. You’re a mechanic, right?” I gave the word “mechanic” the same admiring, marveling weight one might give words like “guardian angel” or “miracle worker.” At the same time, I shifted my thighs and pointed my nipples right at him.
He looked at me then. His gaze flicked over my hips, my nipples, my face. He smiled, obviously liking what he saw. “Need a rotation? Or new tires? This is the place. Anything else, I can recommend a tow service.” He looked at my car again. “Your tires are in good shape.”
I ground my teeth. “Thanks. Can you help me? Please? I’m having car trouble, and I’ve got to get back on the road.” He didn’t have to know my hot date was with slot machines and a sexy stranger.
I followed his glance to a clock hanging there. He was looking at a clock instead of at the nipples just about popping out of my top. I frowned, a feeling of insecurity souring my stomach. Maybe I’d lost my charm. Maybe that’s why my ex dumped me, because I was too fat or too ragged around the edges. Had I turned into a totally unappealing plain-Jane? Horrifying thought.
I stuck my chest out a little more and gave my hips a practiced sway. “I know you can help me. I’ll make it worth your while. Pretty please?”
He wiped his shaggy hair off his forehead with the back of his hand, leaving a grease mark. “That rattle under your hood? Means engine trouble. I bet you’ve got a…” He continued but I tuned out. Blah blah blah, pistons, blah blah blah camshaft. His shirt clung to his broad shoulders and chest in sweaty patches. I nodded as if I understood half of what he said.
I looked at him expectantly, wetting my lips. “But I’m desperate. Please?”
He sighed, louder than he had to. “Fine. Make yourself comfortable. Help yourself to water. This will take a few hours.”
He grumbled something resentful about cancelled plans, but I was too busy grinning delightedly to care. I still had game. That’s what mattered. I tossed him my car keys. “Thank you so much! I owe you. You’re the best!”
Three hours later, he appeared in the doorway with a lot more grease stains. “Okay. The problem was you had a bent…” More blah blah blah. “—but it’s fixed now.”
“I knew you could help!” I thought about hugging him, but his scowl made him kind of approachable. He was a cranky soul. Too bad. He was damn cute otherwise. Whatever. I’d be on my way as soon as I settled the tab.
“That’ll be seven hundred and twenty-five dollars.”
I stared at him. “You’re kidding, right? I mean…” Was he actually gouging me that badly? How was I supposed to bargain with someone like that? I couldn’t flirt properly with such sticker shock. “I mean that’s a lot of money.” I tried to laugh but it came out a little shrill and angry. “For just three hours of work.”
“Plus parts.” He drawled the words, looking at me as if he was the cat and I was the canary.
“Of course. We can’t forget your parts.”
He stared at me. “It’s what it cost. I even did it off the books to give you a break, as a favor to you. Otherwise it’d be more.” He looked at the clock again.
I couldn’t believe he was taking such advantage of me. And not even proposing a sexy alternative way to pay him off? Insecurity tugged at me again. This time it made me pissed. Was he oblivious? Was he gay? The fury that rose in me had the flavor of woman-scorned. First the ex didn’t chase after me. Now this. Twice in a week. I did not need this after just getting dumped.
I put on my sweetest smile. “I’ll need to check it out first, okay? See if it’s running right.”
Ed looked mildly disgusted. “It’s fine. But suit yourself.” He tossed the keys.
I got in, started the engine. I grinned as I backed out of the parking space. Ed was yelling something.
I got clear of the space, then floored it. The Mustang leapt forward, tires squealing as I burned out of Ed’s parking lot and sped down the road. Its engine roared the way only a solidly built old engine could, filling me with exhilaration. What was Ed going to do, call the police? If he did I’d just deny everything—the work was done off the books, after all.
A strange affection for Ed surged over me. He’d been super hot to look at. Plus he’d done excellent work. I decided I’d send him a check if I did okay in Vegas. If I lost, well, he’d lose out too. Serve him right for hurting my fragile feelings at a delicate time.
Then, over the sound of my engine I heard the roar of a souped-up car coming up behind me. A glance in the rearview mirror confirmed it was the same blue Nova I’d seen in Ed’s garage.
He was coming after me.
He was chasing me.
My heart fluttered, and my body went all tingly and alert.
His engine sounded bigger than mine. He hadn’t called the cops. He sure didn’t have the authority to pull me over. But his speed concerned me. If Ed had worked on that Nova, I might have trouble shaking him. I frowned, slamming my high heel down on the accelerator.
I was fast, but he was faster. Ed pulled alongside me. Against my better judgment I glanced over, then cringed. Oh, he was angry all right. His glare could melt steel. The wind from his rolled-down window made his unruly hair whip around his chiseled features. He jabbed his index finger at me, then to the side of the road. He wanted me to pull over, did he?
I grinned and gave him a finger of my own.
He pointed again to the side of the road. His expression told me it was my final warning.
“I don’t think so!” I yelled, thrilled despite myself. I refused to look at him again. Fear and excitement sped through my veins in an adrenaline surge. I laughed to think of his impotent fury. Part of me wanted to pull over, come what may. The attractive man had gotten under my skin, that was for sure.
But of course I’d do no such thing. He might be unstable. He might be—
SLAM.
He’d hit the side of my car at the rear wheel cover. My car slewed sideways in a rapid shimmy for one terrifying moment. I grabbed my wheel more tightly and steered to the right to straighten my car out.
He’d bumped my car. He’d actually bumped my car, and on a public road. How incredibly dangerous. And, illegal.
He’d probably dented my car.
Who did he think he was? Ed the mechanic was just an offensive grease monkey with a beat-up car. He obviously didn’t care if he dented my car.
Outraged, I floored my Mustang again. True, Ed had intimidated me with that maneuver, but now I was seriously pissed. If he got near me again I’d ram him hard. I would. Probably.
He let me get far ahead of him before I heard the screaming wail of his engine maxed out and closing fast. I tensed, wondering what he’d do, and that cost me speed.
Ultimately it didn’t matter. He passed me like I was holding still, then cut across in front. It forced me off the road. My right tires dipped into the ravine bracketing the road. Undercarriage metal squealed and shook and finally thudded in a hard enough bass thump to freak me out. To keep from destroying my car I lifted my foot entirely and braked. Without gas feeding it, the engine cut off with the next rock I jounced over.
I coasted to a lurching halt at the side of the road.
Movement in my windshield spiked my adrenaline again. Ed was stepping out of his car and slamming his door, clearly furious. I grabbed the ignition key and rotated it so hard I bruised my fingers. My engine refused to start no matter how many times I turned the key or how vigorously I stamped the accelerator. I probably flooded it.
Ed was coming to get me.
Panicked, I threw my door open and stumbled out into the hot afternoon sun. I had to get away from him. Maybe he’d go after my car instead of me.
I ran like the devil was on my heels. When I’d put a dozen yards in between me and the road, I chanced one look back. Ed pursued, dodging a large shrub with athletic grace I wouldn’t have expected from him. He was closing the distance. My stomach clenched tight and my legs turned wobbly. Panic like I’d never known before welled in my throat.
I couldn’t outrun him.
Winded, I stopped in a small clearing of packed dirt. I had to hope he’d listen to reason.
He crashed into the clearing. When he saw me standing there he stopped running but continued toward me. He smiled, a predator scenting prey. I didn’t like his smile. I tried to keep my fragile control over my panic.
I panted, gasping in terror. “Hey, so, I guess I shouldn’t have drove off, right? Pretty bad mistake. You win that race! And this one. Ha ha. Um. Ed?”
“Yes, Lisa?”
At least he was talking to me. That was good. A mixture of hope and fear swirled inside me. “We can come to an arrangement. I’m sorry. I was stupid. I’ve just had a really bad week. We can work it out. Right?” He was stalking closer. A wave of apprehension swept through me. I added in a small voice: “Please? I have some money.”
“I’d rather have you.”
His belated interest frightened rather than flattered me. The panic was rioting within me. “I don’t owe you that. Stop right there.” He wasn’t stopping. He extended his muscled arms toward me. I danced backward.
What did he expect, to embrace me? “I’m a virgin!” I blurted out.
A wild light filled his eyes. He laughed with delight. I suddenly knew letting Ed know I was a virgin was the worst thing I could have admitted.
He proved it in the next instant by grabbing the bottom of my white shirt and shoving it up. When I squealed with outrage, feeling his fingers roam to the waistband of my shorts, he hauled me closer and kissed me. I could feel that he was already hard, his cock straining against his tight jeans, a solid length against my bared belly. It sent an unexpected flame of desire curling through me. I tilted my face upward, moistening my lips.
Ed needed no encouragement. With an intensity that told me he was still pissed off, he forced my lips open with his own and invaded my mouth with his hot, savage tongue. The shock of the deep kiss shot straight to my pussy, and it was hard not to open up to Ed totally. For a moment, my body wanted to yield itself to his angry will.
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