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Chapter One
Judi jumped out of the tow truck's passenger seat and dashed around to the back where Hammerin' Hank was unloading her Datsun 240Z.
The car was limey yellow and had the lines of a vintage Ferrari, or at least that's what her dad said. She loved its get up and go, when it actually got up and went. This was the fourth time she'd had it towed since her move to Carterville in August.
She yanked open the office door and stomped inside. Tom, her mechanic and number three on her speed-dial, raised his head from his study of a grease-edged manual.
Judi could see "You again?" in his eyes. "How can I help you?" he asked, his tone more polite than his expression. He slapped the manual shut and slid it beside the cash register.
"It won't start. Again. Same as last time." Judi glanced out the window. The tow truck driver had unhooked her car and removed the flashing lights from her rear window.
Tom shook his head. "Young lady, I don't know what else to fix. I'm not that good with foreign cars. Maybe you should take it to someone else."
"You're the only mechanic in the phone book who will touch a foreign car."
Tom shrugged. "As much as I'd like the work, I don't have time to fiddle with it. It'll just cost you more money for labor and parts and not get you anywhere."
Judi drummed her fingertips on the worn countertop to keep her frustration at bay. She appreciated his honesty; it was probably unusual for the mechanics to turn away business. He could milk her for hours and hours of labor. "I still need to get it fixed. It's my first year as a teacher. I need to have reliable transportation. I'm new to Carterville. Is there someone not listed in the phonebook?"
She couldn't lose her job. She owed it to her dad to fulfill his final wishes. He knew how much she wanted to be a teacher and he'd done everything he could to get her through school.
Tom removed his greasy baseball cap and ran his hand over his bald head. "Let's see here. You could try Bryce Halloway."
"Halloway? The heavy machinery place just outside of town?" Tom was referring her to a tractor repair shop? How would they know any more than Tom about foreign cars? She had hit rock bottom.
Maybe it was time to junk the car and get something more reliable and less flashy. Her stomach lurched as soon as she thought about it. The Datsun had been her father's pride and joy. He'd spent many a Saturday afternoon tinkering with it or cruising along the Florida coast. Since he died, the car was the only memento of him she had left.
Too bad he hadn't taught her about anything under the hood; then she could fix this herself.
If only she had time to learn now. Days flew by with prepping for her second-graders and she was exhausted each night after teaching. Everyone said the first year of teaching was the hardest. She had to believe they were right. Keeping a room full of second graders busy for six hours a day took all her energy. Being tardy would put her job in jeopardy. At least her car had broken down after school this time. She had the whole weekend to get it fixed.
She didn't have a choice; she'd have to try Halloways'.
Judi returned to the parking lot to flag down the tow truck before it left. Hammerin' Hank's electric blue truck was heading for the exit. She dashed across the parking lot, waving for him to roll down his window. Hank saw her, gunned the gas and barreled straight for the parking lot exit. Judi only caught him because he had to stop for oncoming traffic. She pushed her hair out of her face and rapped on the window.
"We need to load it back up," she called to him through the dust-streaked glass.
Hank shook his head, cracking the window a narrow sliver. "I've got another call. I can come back later."
"No. I am paying you to tow my car and you are going to take it where I tell you." She jammed her finger against his window, leaving smears in the layer of dirt.
"I've already unloaded it. I'll have to charge you again." He reached for the stick shift as if he meant to pull away.
Judi just stared at him, her fingers gripping the glass.
"Fine." He jerked the truck into reverse. Judi jumped back to avoid getting knocked to the ground as he jammed on the gas and barreled the truck toward the Datsun. He climbed out and set about hooking her car back up to his tow truck. Judi scrambled into the cab and over the driver's seat to the passenger seat. She clicked her seatbelt in place and took a fortifying breath. Hammerin' Hank would likely leave her here and tow her car straight to the junkyard.
Hank spit on the ground. "Where to now?"
"Halloways'," Judi said, keeping the doubt out of her voice.
Hank snorted and heaved himself into the truck. "Better off going to the junk yard." But he started the truck and headed across town.
"You sure about this?" he asked as they pulled into Halloways' dirt parking lot. "I'm not towing this piece of junk anywhere else."
"It's what Tom recommended," Judi said, trying to ignore her own doubts. It was this or lose her job. Buying another car wasn't an option. She could probably bum a ride from Mark Schultz, her friend in the maintenance department for a few days, but that wasn't a long-term solution.
Hank shifted into park and started the mechanism for unloading the car. Judi climbed out and surveyed the yard. Tractors and other farm implements lined the lot. Rust crusted over the Kelly green and faded red paint on the worn parts of the machines. There wasn't a car in sight. Had Tom been spray-painting this morning?
"Hey, you can't unload that here!"
A man in coveralls with the top half pushed down around his waist and a John Deere hat perched on his head came out of the garage. His face showed dark stubble as if he hadn't shaved in a day or two. He wiped his hands on a greasy rag and stuffed it in his back pocket. Grease spots marred the legs of the coveralls and the white T-shirt he wore underneath them. He had a lean, muscular body and tanned skin. Maybe Halloways' wasn't such a bad idea.
"You can't unload that here," he repeated. "We're not a car shop."
Hank stopped the winch. Judi scowled at him.
The man in the coveralls glared at her and shot a questioning look at Hammerin' Hank. Hank rolled his eyes and folded his arms over his gut. The man's green eyes swung to her car and gleamed. He was intrigued. She felt a tiny glimmer of hope. He adjusted his hat and smirked. Dimples popped out on his cheeks.
Okay, he was cute, but kind of a jerk. Story of my life, Judi thought. She slung her purse over her shoulder and tried to head him off. "Are you Bryce Halloway?" she called.
He gave her a slow once-over. "Who wants to know?"
"Tom from the collision shop told me you could fix this."
He crossed his arms over his chest, which emphasized his muscular biceps. "Don't know why he'd say that. We work on tractors and farm implements here."
"But Tom recommended you. Look, you're my last resort." Judi hated to sound whiny, but if Bryce could fix her car, she needed him to do it. "He won't work on it anymore and I need it fixed. By Monday."
"What do you want me to do about it?" Bryce's eyes strayed to the car again.
She ignored the 'junk yard' Hank covered with a cough. "Tom said you might be able to work on it."
"I don't fix cars."
Judi gave him her best teacher stare, guaranteed to make most second graders toe the line. Bryce didn't flinch; he also didn't give in. Guess she needed to practice it on people taller than forty-eight inches.
"I'll pay you," she said, trying a little honey since her coercing needed some work. Maybe a few extra dollars would sugar the deal. "But I need to get to work on Monday."
Bryce strode over to the car and ran his hand along the curved fender. "What is it?"
"A 1972 Datsun 240Z. Nothing happens when I turn the key." Judi scurried after him as he strode around the vehicle. She was sure he wanted to get under her hood, but something was holding him back. The clang of metal against metal echoed out of the garage door of the shop.
"This is in great shape." He knelt beside the wheel well and cocked his head to look under it. "Barely any rust. How'd you manage that in Michigan? Garage it every winter?"
"It was my dad's. He lived in Florida. I haven't driven in it in snow yet."
Bryce nodded. "Rear-wheel drive is rotten in the snow and ice."
"What does that mean?"
Bryce stopped his perusal of the car and scowled at her. "You're either a race car driver or you have a winter car."
"Unfortunately, neither." She eyed the car and bit her lip. One more problem with this car. She sighed. It was old. It was small. It was temperamental. And now she couldn't drive it in the snow. She shouldn't have kept the car as her last memento of her dad, but she needed the transportation.
She peered at Bryce through her eyelashes. He gave her an appraising look and mumbled something that sounded like "too good to be true."
He wiped his hands against his coveralls. "I could take a look at it. I can't promise anything and I can't do it here."
"I've got a tow truck. Where do you want it?" Judi gestured to Hank who rolled his eyes. He wasn't happy about loading and unloading her car a third time. Too bad, she thought, I'm paying for it.
Bryce stood and scratched the back of his neck. "Take it to my house. I've got tools there."
"Lead the way." Judi headed for the tow truck. "Mr. Halloway wants the car delivered to his house. He's going to work on it there."
"You want me to haul this somewhere else?" Hank spat on the ground.
Judi arched her eyebrow.
Hank muttered a curse.
At least the look worked on him. He scratched the grease-stained shirt stretched over his twelve-can beer gut. "Alright. But this is the last time. Don't call me if you need this hunk of junk hauled again."
Judi hoped she didn't need to. "You're the only tow truck in town."
Hank worked the winch and resecured the car. "So."
Bryce went into the shop through the open garage door, shoved his coveralls the rest of the way off and hung them on a hook. He shouted something about going to lunch, then climbed into a grey and blue Suburban that seemed to teeter on its wheels.
They followed Bryce through town to a small house with a large pole building behind it. Hank unloaded the car and helped Bryce push it into the pole building. Judi barely had a chance to write Hank a check before he hopped in his truck and was out of the yard. She gave him a hefty tip to tempt him to answer the phone in case she needed his services again.
Once the car was in the pole building, Bryce pulled the hood release. The hood hinged at the front bumper and a small panel near the windshield on the passenger side covered the battery. Bryce opened them both and studied a maze of wires and hoses.
The pole building was precision-neat like a doctor's office, complete with rubber gloves, blue paper towels, and a big orange bottle of soap. Wrenches, screwdrivers, and sockets hung on the wall above a workbench created with gleaming tool chests. Against the other wall sat a car covered with a tarp.
"You got the keys?" Bryce asked. Judi fished them out of her purse and tossed them. He caught them in one hand and unlatched the door with the other. Settling in the seat, he shoved the key into the ignition and turned it. Nothing happened.
"This what it does every time?" he asked, climbing out of the car.
"Yeah. My name is Judi, by the way." She held out her hand. He reached to take it, then shrugged at his grease-lined hands.
"Nice to meet you." He returned to the engine compartment.
"Tom would fix something and it would work for a few days and then the same thing."
He jiggled the connections to the battery and tugged a few more wires. Muttering something to himself, he traced a wire around the engine compartment. Judi leaned back against the tarped car and watched him work.
"Don't touch that." Bryce pointed at her, but didn't look up.
Judi stood up straight. "What's under here?" She tugged at the cover and glimpsed a sliver of gray primer paint. "Are you restoring a car?"
"I said don't touch it. It's none of your business." Bryce unscrewed a cover and peered inside. He wiped his finger around the rim, then rubbed the residue between his fingertips. "Why don't you go home? I'll call you when I figure it out."
"How?" He was doing her a huge favor, but he could be a little more pleasant.
"How what?"
"How am I going to get home?" Judi asked. "I'm kinda without transportation."
His gaze went from the car to her. A smile touched the edge of her lips. Was he one of those gearheads who didn't see anything else if a vehicle hood was propped open? "Right. Leave your number on the pad over there." He gestured to the workbench.
Judi dug a pen out of her purse, refusing to touch the grimy pencil shoved in the spiral of the notebook. She jotted her number, then wrote her name above it.
"And how am I going to get home?" Her dad had been the same way. When he was working on the Datsun, she could have ridden out of the driveway on the back of a Harley, clutching a man who personified the name Bubba and Dad wouldn't have noticed. But when they took the car out to tour the countryside, she and Dad had created some of her most precious memories.
Bryce pumped soap from the orange container and washed his hands in the utility sink. He dried them on a paper towel, but the grease still stuck in his fingerprints.
"I'll take you home. I need to get back to the shop anyway."
Judi grabbed her bags out of the passenger seat. She followed him to the Suburban and attempted to climb into the passenger side.
"Do you have a step-stool in the back for your wife?" Judi said when she finally heaved herself into the passenger seat. "I think I need a six foot ladder."
"Not married." He backed the truck onto the road. "I give my dates a boost."
Well, that explains the biceps, Judi thought. He must date a lot.
And he lets me scramble in myself. Guess that shows how I rate. Dimples or not… then she cut herself off. Why did she care what he thought of her? He was only fixing her car.
"How long do you think it'll take to fix?"
"I have to figure out what's wrong, then order parts. By Sunday, if I'm lucky." He shrugged. "Old cars can be tricky."
Chapter Two
"Where are you staying?" Bryce asked as he pulled out of his driveway. He jabbed the garage door opener and the door slid down, hiding the sports car inside.
"I'm renting half of a duplex from Edith Foster. She's a wonderful lady. She brings me fresh cookies all the time." Judi fiddled with her earrings. They were bushel baskets of apples, which matched her sweater and the barrette that clipped her brown hair into a ponytail.
"Edith is one of my mom's good friends. She's about the best cook I know," Bryce said, trying to keep his attention on the road and not on her hair as it swished across her shoulders.
"She included one dinner a week in my rent and it has been fantastic. She even offered to drop me off at the elementary school when my car wouldn't start, but every morning I've had a problem, she's already left," Judi said as Bryce drove down her street.
When they arrived at Judi's duplex, she hopped out of the Suburban and landed on the ground with an oof. "I need a parachute for that," she said.
"I'll call you when I have something." Bryce shifted into reverse and backed out of her driveway.
He couldn't wait to get Judi out of his garage and out of his truck. How was he supposed to concentrate when she hung around his garage with that swaying ponytail? Ponytails always revved his imagination. His fingers itched to tug the elastic out and watch her hair tumble down around her face.
He had no idea what he had done in the twenty minutes since her car arrived in his garage. He'd been concentrating on not staring at her or ticking her off. She had to be able to spit tacks if she could coerce Hammerin' Hank to load and unload her car three times. What would she do if he couldn't fix her car?
A hot car and a sexy woman. She had enough meat on her bones to look healthy. Like the women in his hot rod magazines. He shut down that thought. He didn't need to imagine her sprawled across that bright yellow hood.
If he could, he'd work on the car now, but he needed to get back to the tractor shop. His dad would mutter all afternoon about hour-long lunches and how his granddad ate a sandwich at the desk everyday and that was how Halloways' Tractor Repair became what it is today.
Bryce parked the Suburban in his usual spot behind the shop. He barely cracked the door when his dad yelled from beside a wagon.
"Where you been?" His dad knelt over the wagon tongue with a welding rod in his hand and the welding helmet tilted back on his head. "Dennis has been in here looking for his tractor and the phone's been ringing off the hook. Not the best time to take a long lunch."
Bryce pulled his coveralls over his shoulders. Being Dad's best friend, Dennis was an adopted uncle. They liked to go the extra mile for him and Dennis always appreciated it. He would have finished the repair before he'd left, but the siren song of the car and its driver had pushed everything else out of his mind.
He tried to let the criticism roll off his shoulders. It was the same every time he left the shop, but it still rankled. He peered over his dad's work. "Clark's bent the hitch again? What does he do with his wagons?"
"Overloaded it. I had to cut the whole blasted thing off and weld on a new one. You better get busy on Dennis's tractor."
"It's just a belt. I should have it done in half an hour." Bryce grabbed the black rubber loop from the counter and headed for the squat red tractor lurking behind the shop.
Dad and his shop. Everything had to be done three days early or it was two days late, he thought, twirling the belt around his finger. He flipped open the access panel and worked on fitting the belt around the wheels and pulleys. His dad sauntered over just as he wedged the last one on.
"Looks about right," Dad said.
I don't need a babysitter. I could replace a belt in my sleep. Bryce tested the tension on the belt. A little loose. He made an adjustment.
"Dennis'll be a happy man. Say, he said you've been asking about that old Pinto he's got parked in his barn. What would you want with that hunk of junk? You've got a truck."
Bryce closed the access panel on the tractor and tightened the wingnuts. "I was thinking it might be a good figure-eight car."
His dad crunched up his face and wiped his hand through his thinning hair. He perched his Massey Ferguson hat back on his head.
"Demolition derby?" he snorted. "What a waste. Save your money." He headed back to the shop. "Don't forget to call Dennis."
Bryce saluted his father and gathered his tools. What he wouldn't give to have his own shop and build race cars instead of repairing and re-repairing muddy farm equipment. He found Dennis's work order in the stack. After leaving a message on Dennis's machine, he paged through the remaining work orders. Installing new tires on a rake, sharpening blades on a mower, or fixing the power take-off on a tractor. He grabbed that one. It wasn't fine tuning an engine, but was interesting enough to keep his mind off the classic yellow car in his garage and her spunky owner.
****
The rest of the day his mind strayed back to the car in his garage and the woman who demanded his attention. He itched to put the little four-speed through her paces. He had studied all the muscle cars from the Seventies, but the foreign sports cars were few and far between in this area.
The driver put him in a whole other gear. She dressed like Mom and apple pie, but she shot sparks like a Fourth of July celebration. She drove a sports car, but didn't know the transmission from the carburetor. Typical woman. They only cared about the car's body and not what the engine could do.
When he got home, he grabbed a soda from the fridge in the garage and stared at the car. One hundred sixty horses and two thousand pounds. This baby had to fly.
He tried the key again. Nothing. The battery could be dead. That wouldn't be the whole problem, but he'd need to charge it to diagnose the underlying cause. He levered himself out of the car. It was so low to the ground he could drive it halfway under his truck. He retrieved his battery charger from his workbench, hooked up the battery and waited a few minutes. When he twisted the key again, the engine roared to life.
He chuckled to himself and jumped out of the car. He disconnected the battery charger and slammed the hood. He dropped back into the 240Z and backed it out of his garage. He'd have to take it for a spin to check the functioning of the alternator and the rest of the electrical system.
Yeah, right. He had to put this baby through her paces. He touched the gas. The car shot down the road. To test the handling, he took it out to the road that curved around the lake. He shifted between the four gears, sticking the turns. His pulse zipped with adrenaline. He dove into a tight turn at twice the speed limit. G-forces thrust him into the worn leather seat. The car held the pavement. No body roll. No sliding. As he braked for a stoplight, he was panting. He had a new love. This baby could shift his gears.
Her owner, however, put him in reverse. Bryce wasn't saying she wasn't attractive; she'd turn his head faster than a Ferrari. But the way she seized Hank by the horns warned him to keep his distance. He didn't need another person thinking she could boss him around. He'd get this baby running with all her horses unbridled and he'd let her go. To keep Judi out of his head, he had to get this car out of his garage.
He motored the car back to his garage, belatedly realizing he hadn't watched for any of the electrical issues that may have caused the battery to die. After parking in his driveway, he popped the hood. The inline six rumbled at the injustice of standing still. At first glance, he didn't see anything wrong. He adjusted a few things to make it run smoother but there wasn't an obvious problem. He killed the engine and waited a few minutes, downing a soda from the fridge. He tried the key again. The engine cranked over, but reluctantly.
He scowled at the engine compartment. An hour of cruising should have fully charged the battery; the problem must be the alternator. It wasn't sending enough juice to the battery while the car ran. The parts store was closed. He'd have to order one first thing tomorrow.
****
Judi tacked the last two penciled-shaped construction-paper pieces on her bulletin board and stepped back to survey her work. She'd framed each of her students' pictures with construction paper pencils and stenciled their names below them. Her heart melted a little at each of their gap-toothed grins.
Two months into the school year and the students had already wrapped themselves around her heart. They had refreshed their reading and math skills and she couldn't wait to watch them discover new things. It was why she had become a teacher. She loved how each student approached a problem in his or her own way.
As she glanced over the pictures once more, she studied each one to remind herself of the strengths and opportunities each child held. She ended on the devious grins of the Rifler twins. Those two held a lot of potential, but she had a suspicion they frequently used their ingenuity for nefarious deeds. The trick would be directing their enthusiasm where it needed to go.
The year was off to a great start. If she could get her car problems solved, she'd be able to fully concentrate on her students.
Bryce had left a message on her voice mail that her car would be fixed this evening. She could stop by and pick it up. He had figured out the problem Saturday morning, but the new part hadn't arrived until this morning. He'd pop it in after work and she'd be good to go.
She couldn't wait. Bumming rides from her new co-workers was getting old. Mark had offered to drive her, but their schedules didn't match. At last, she could finally rely on her own transportation. She settled at her desk to look over her lesson plans for tomorrow and make some final notes. Her cell phone chirped. After glancing at the caller ID, she flipped the phone open.
"Hey Bryce. You figured it out, huh?"
"Yeah. It's gotta be the alternator. I'll put the new one in tonight."
"But Tom put an alternator in a couple weeks ago." She scratched 'alternator' on her notepad.
"Must have been a bad one. With a car this old, sometimes the most reasonably priced parts are refurbished ones and they aren't always the best. There may be a warranty on it though."
"I'll tell Tom I want my money back."
"Good luck with that. When do you want to come and get your car?"
Judi checked her watch. "I'll have to find a ride over there. What time should I come?"
"Are you at Yellow Jacket Elementary?"
"Yeah."
"Why don't I pick you up? It's on my way home."
"Sure. I'll meet you outside." Judi clicked off her phone. She couldn't wait to have her car back. She could be on her own schedule again and get to school early – well before the children were supposed to arrive.
She finished her notes for the next day, then dug inside her purse for her compact and did a quick check of her hair. It had gotten a little crazy during the course of the day. She eased the elastic pony tail holder out and finger-combed her hair. Her fingers caught in the tangles. Straightening this mess wasn't worth it. Bryce worked on machinery all day. He wouldn't notice that her hair was a bit bedraggled nor would he care. Twisting the elastic back into her hair, she snapped the compact shut and tossed it back in her purse. What did it matter how she looked? This wasn't a date.
Then she remembered the outline of his pectoral muscles under that clingy t-shirt. She rooted around in her purse for her mascara and lipstick and snatched her compact. A little refresher wouldn't hurt.
****
Bryce coasted the Suburban to a stop at the front entrance of the school. Judi remembered how difficult it was to climb into the seat. Maybe she should yell to Bryce to throw open the door and she'd take a running start. She imagined flying through the opening, sliding across the seats and crashing into Bryce's legs. Maybe not.
As she opened the door and started to hitch up the skirt of her jumper, she heard someone call her name from across the parking lot. She dropped the fabric when she saw Mark jogging across the lot.
"You've only been here a couple weeks and already you've found the town riffraff," he said as he neared the truck.
"Well, she already knew you, how hard would it be to meet the rest of the gang?" Bryce called from the interior.
Judi glanced from Mark to Bryce. "I take it you know each other." She slid her purse and messenger bag off her shoulder and set them on the floor of the truck.
"When I feel like admitting it," Mark said, grinning. "When someone asks if I know Bryce, I ask why first. It's usually safer that way."
"Safer?" Judi asked, eyeing the three feet of air between the ground and the floor of the vehicle. Was there a dignified way to get into the seat? Any attempt without hitching her skirt around her waist would result in falling backwards on her derriere. She couldn't get enough momentum for a jump without a running start.
"You never know what they're going to start talking about. It's better to know their grievance before acknowledging any acquaintance." Mark leaned against the open door.
"You're one to talk. Your Aunt Minnie ripped into me about how you disconnected the antenna on her television so she couldn't watch the Home Shopping Network. And I didn't have anything to do with it." Bryce jabbed his finger at Mark.
"I didn't disconnect it either. The cable came loose when she was vacuuming. I fixed it as soon as she called." Mark crossed his arms over his chest and faced Judi. "What's got you hanging around with the likes of him?"
"Tom recommended him to fix my car. We're going to pick it up now." Judi scanned the door frame for handles to help pull herself into the truck. No such luck.
"You worked on a car?" Mark peered through the open door. "What'd your dad say about that?"
Bryce scratched his nose with an obscene gesture.
Mark laughed.
A smile curved her face as well. "I take it you guys know each other well."
Bryce grinned at Judi and nodded to Mark. "Cool guy's best friend, you know. Women flock to me. He thinks one will notice him by association."
Mark's Robert Redford good looks couldn't hurt his dating prospects, but she wasn't so sure about Bryce's social skills. He hadn't flirted with her or said much that wasn't directly related to her car. But then maybe she wasn't his type and that shouldn't annoy her as much as it did.
"I'm on second shift. Bryce takes all the ladies by the time I get out of work."
"What can I say? They all want the best." Bryce winked at Judi.
Judi rolled her eyes. "If you're the best this town has got, I think I'd stick with a hot bath and a good book." She grasped the door frame and the handle on the door and attempted to lift her foot to the floor of the Suburban. The narrowness of her skirt prevented her from getting her foot high enough.
"Ouch," Bryce hissed, grabbing his chest.
Mark laughed. "She got you good."
All this male chest-bumping and neither was using his muscles to help her into this beast. Maybe she could rely on her own arm strength to pull herself in. She braced her right hand against the door and with her left she grabbed the door frame. Trying to flex her arms and swing her hips into the seat, she bumped the edge of the seat, but lost momentum and dropped back to the ground. She caught herself on the door before she tumbled into Mark.
"That's not how Bryce's dates usually get in the truck," Mark said, steadying Judi with a hand on her shoulder.
Now they notice, when I've practically landed on my behind. They're both probably having a good ole laugh at my expense. Judi contemplated crawling onto the vehicle floor and the damage she would do to her dress in the process. The floor might have been vacuumed in the last decade, but she didn't relished grinding her dress in it to find out.
"She's not my date," Bryce muttered.
"He's hiding a step ladder back there somewhere, isn't he?" Judi craned her neck to see into the rear of the Suburban. If she saw anything as big as a shoebox, she'd smack Bruce with it.
"You're going to let her scramble around until she flops into the seat like a landed fish?"
Bryce scowled. He reached across the seat and held his hand out to Judi. "Grab my hand. I'll pull you in."
"Chicken," Mark said. Then he clucked.
"Your time's coming, buddy," Bryce snapped. He wiggled his fingers to Judi. "Come on."
Judi eyed Bryce's hand skeptically. Mr. Biceps of Steel was going to pull her in? With one hand? Unless he produced some elaborate pulley system, she didn't see any other option. She reached for his hand. He grasped it tightly and the calluses on his palms scratched her hands. She ignored the warmth where his skin touched hers.
"Grab the dashboard with your right hand and jump," he directed.
After a count of three, he jerked her arm and her body flew into the cab. She lost her grip on the dashboard and tipped into the seat, landing with her face a little too close to Bryce's denim covered thigh. After righting herself, she tried to yank her jumper back into place. The skirt stuck to the fabric seat like Velcro, twisting uncomfortably around her legs. She reached behind her for the seatbelt and snapped it across her lap.
"Thanks," she muttered, vowing to find a less humiliating way to enter his vehicle should she ever have to do it again.
"Don't let him try to pull that crap with you. He's usually much smoother." Mark smirked. "Oh, Judi, I forgot. Minnie wanted me to invite you over for dinner sometime. She claims she's dying to meet you. Let me know what works for you."
"Your aunt is dying to meet me?" Judi asked.
Mark shrugged. "With Minnie, who knows? I better get back to work. See you two later." Mark slammed her door and waved.
"Smooth, huh?" She yanked on the still bunched fabric of her dress. It bound her legs so tightly she could barely move. "That was about as smooth as a granola bar."
"Ignore him. He doesn't know what he's talking about." Bryce shifted into gear and headed for his garage.
She lifted her hips off the seat and unwadded the fabric. When her skirt was again in the proper direction, she plopped back on the seat. "Thanks for fixing my car. Would you like to get some dinner? We could stop at Bart's Sandwich Shop before we pick up the car," Judi offered.
Bryce didn't respond at first and Judi wondered if he heard her. She was about to repeat her question, when he said, "No thanks. I already ate."
Okay, then, Judi thought. When Bryce didn't say anything else, like 'maybe another time' or 'how about Friday?' Judi decided this smooth thing was a bunch of baloney. "So how long have you known Mark?"
"We grew up together, pretty much terrorized the town until he went off to college. That's where you guys met, right?"
"Yeah. You didn't go to college?"
Bryce shrugged. "I didn't need to. My career was picked for me before I was born. I am next in the dynasty of the Halloways' Tractor Repair."
Judi sensed the irritation in his voice. "It isn't what you want to do?"
"I don't have a choice. Halloway men work in the Halloway garage." His voice sounded as if it wasn't his own. Like he was repeating something he'd heard a thousand times.
"How long has the repair shop been in your family?" She knew she was prying, but it was the most he'd spoken since they'd met. She wanted him to keep talking if only because it was nice talking to someone who wasn't seven.
"Since tractors were invented." He pounded his palm against the steering wheel. "Dad's got pictures of my great-grandpa with a steam tractor."
"A tractor powered by steam?"
"Pretty much. We've been fixing tractors ever since." Bryce lapsed into silence again.
Judi looked out the window at the mom-and-pop shops they passed along Main Street. They had probably been in their families for generations as well. It was part of the history of the town. A business stayed in the family.
"So when do you take over the reins?"
"Any time would be sooner than I'd like. Mom wants Dad to retire, so they can start taking vacations. She wants to cruise around the Caribbean. Dad won't leave the shop unattended for more than a couple hours while he's doing an onsite repair."
"But you're there." Surely Bryce was capable of running the shop for a few weeks at a time. He obviously knew how to repair things.
"Yeah, but it's his life. Gotta be on top of every detail. He can't do that if he's gone for two weeks on vacation. Wouldn't know what to do with himself. He'd probably call every two hours, reminding me to order something or checking to see which repairs I had completed."
"What would you do if you didn't work at the tractor shop?" She understood a little better how trapped Bryce was. Her father had shared her dream of going to college to become a teacher. What if their ideas had been different? She couldn't have suggested something different, especially at the end.
Bryce laughed to himself. "My dad would have a heart attack."
"But what would you do?"
"If I quit?" Bryce shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. "It'd kill my dad, but I'd restore old cars and build hot rods." They arrived at his driveway. He parked beside his garage and pressed the door opener.
"Isn't that what you do with tractors?" Judi asked, reaching for the door handle.
"Tractors," he snorted. "I fix them and they chug along and do their work, but a car…" he leaned back in his seat and stroked the steering wheel of the Suburban. "A car can fly around a race track, navigate a bumpy dirt road, or cruise smoothly down the highway. I could design a car so sexy guys would drool as it went past and with so much horsepower the most talented driver could barely keep the wheels from spinning. Take your car for example, drop an LT1 Camaro engine in there and you'd be doing burnouts as soon as you touched the gas."
His features changed as he spoke. Excitement filled his voice. The tension in his expression disappeared. A confidence that was almost cocky appeared in his demeanor. Bryce obviously kept this side of himself under tight control.
"I have no idea what you said, but it doesn't sound practical," Judi said. "You wouldn't be able to drive it anywhere."
"Exactly what my dad said. But it would be so awesome to build something like that."
"So why don't you do it in your spare time. Like a hobby?" Judi figured if she loved something as much as Bryce described, she'd find a way to do it. No matter what her dad said.
Bryce climbed out and slammed the door. "Easier said than done."
Judi tumbled out of the truck, but managed to land on her feet. Thank goodness for sensible loafers. She followed him inside the garage.
"Your car starts fine now, but it could use a tune up. It doesn't look like it's had regular maintenance in a while." He fetched the keys from his workbench and tossed them to her.
"Regular maintenance?" She caught them by the oversized disk with a bright yellow smiley face on it.
"Oil change, filters, grease job." He ticked off the items on his fingertips.
"Oh. Maybe later, I guess. How much do I owe you?" Judi braced herself for the number that would empty her strapped checking account.
Bryce scratched his head and quoted a dollar amount.
"But that's only the parts. What about labor?" It was less than half of what Tom had charged her. She'd have enough left in her account this week for blue moon ice cream.
"Don't worry about it. It was nice to work on something that Clark isn't going to break again next week."
"Who's Clark?" Judi scrawled out a check on the hood of her car.
"This guy that beats the heck of his equipment. He drives over hand tools and wrecks his tires or backs his wagons into things. We always have something of his in the shop."
"I'll be sure to use my mirrors when I back up." That earned her a grin. "Are you sure I can't pay you more?" When Bryce nodded, she added, "Well then, I'll definitely have to take you out for dinner sometime."
Bryce shrugged. "Just get the oil changed. I'd hate to see this engine destroyed."
Chapter Three
Judi scratched the second to last item off the meeting agenda. Monday's afterschool meetings dragged. This far into the school year, she knew who was going to complain about what and how long it'd take. She was getting antsy. The Athletic Booster Club rep better be short. He was last on the agenda and she was anxious to get out of this overheated room. Now that her car was running, she had several errands she wanted to complete this evening.
The president of the booster club took the podium and did the usual welcome speech. Judi reviewed the 'to do' list she'd been keeping throughout the meeting. She had starred a couple items when something the athletic booster said caught her attention.
"We're looking for a driver for the figure-eight derby race car this year. Paul retired last year and so we need a volunteer."
Figure-eight race? It sounded like something you did with MatchBox cars. It could be fun. Judi paid more attention to the speaker.
"We need someone who is willing to drive the car at the event during the Winter Festival in January. The driver will also need to help us prep the car and contact our sponsors. If you are interested, please see me afterwards." He thanked the teachers for their time, then stepped off the dais.
Judi was out of her seat before the other teachers had a chance to gather their papers.
"I'm interested in driving," she told the man. "My name is Judi Montgomery." She stuck out her hand. The man grasped it and clapped her on the arm.
"Big Jim Reynolds," he said. "Glad to meet you. Have you driven a figure-eight car before?" Big Jim had a round face and a huge smile. It went well with his six-five, three hundred pound frame.
"No, but it sounds like fun. I just have to control a joystick, right?"
Big Jim chuckled patronizingly. "You'll be driving an actual car."
"A life-size one?" Had she done it again? Volunteered for something well beyond her capabilities? She shoved the thought away. It couldn't be that bad. She wouldn't be crashing into things. It had to be safe.
"Yeah." Big Jim wiped his nose with a red handkerchief and shoved the faded cloth back in his pocket.
"I'm not sure I understand."
Her dad always warned her about her eagerness to volunteer. Whenever someone asked for help, she was the first to offer assistance. The bake sale needed a batch of cookies? She could bake two dozen. She ended up chipping the charred remains off the cookie sheet after she forgot to set the oven timer. The boys' camp needed another chaperone for the hiking trip? She strapped on her boots, doused herself in mosquito repellant, and trudged the ten miles in a downpour with twenty disgruntled eleven-year-olds. While the kids didn't appreciate the trip, the parents had been thankful she'd volunteered, so they didn't have to.
"A figure-eight race is a like a demolition derby. Smashing and charging and the like."
Judi nodded. So there would be some crashing. She'd seen demolition derbies. The cars parked like they were in a small parking lot and smashed into each other. "I'd love to give it a shot. I'm new to the area and would like to get involved in some of the traditions. I don't know much about cars, but I'd love to learn."
"Okay, then." He hefted the duffle bag he carried and balanced it on his arm. He dug inside for a stack of papers. "Here's the list of last year's sponsors. You'll need to call or visit each one of them and get a picture with them presenting a check. We'll have a big display at the race and all the athletic events. Our goal this year is to buy new practice uniforms for the football team. We raised enough last year for new uniforms for the baseball team."
Judi took the papers and flipped through the list of sponsors. "Do you put all the names on the car?" There were at least seventy-five sponsors last year.
"Only those who donated more than a hundred dollars." He pointed to a group on the second page. "You should visit them first. Especially Halloways'. Fred likes to be the first to write a check and get his picture on our board. We like to get all the sponsors in the December newsletter."
Judi scanned the list and nodded. She hadn't expected Big Jim to be so organized. The sponsors were listed with their phone numbers, addresses and previous year's donation. "What kind of car do I get to drive?" she asked, tucking the papers into her grade book.
"It's a Ford LTD wagon. We've been driving it for six years now. Paul won last year. That's why he retired. Wanted to go out with a bang. In fact, the muffler fell off during the last race when the car backfired. So he literally went out with a bang." He chuckled at the memory. "Anyway, the car doesn't look like much, but she holds her own. We've been right there every year. I hope a little thing like you'll be able to keep that up."
"I'll do my best, sir." Judi plastered a grin on her face. If this guy wasn't a chauvinistic blowhard, she didn't know what one was.
"Now that I think about it," he said. "There's a height and weight requirement for the drivers. You have to be over ninety pounds and five foot tall." Big Jim appraised her up and down.
Judi snorted. She hadn't weighed ninety pounds since her freshman year in high school and while she tried to stay fit, there was no way he could think she weighed less than one twenty. The way Big Jim's gaze settled on her chest, she figured he knew the same thing.
"All right then. Turn the checks over to me as you collect them."
She knew he was looking for an excuse to pick someone else, but the last two teachers chatting by the door looked as if mud was their mortal enemy. She was it.
"Come on over to the farm when you get a chance and take the car for a spin. You'll want to practice driving it a time or two." He sniggered. "After being in so many races, it's got a few idiosyncrasies."
****
"Here she is." Big Jim yanked the tattered blue tarp off the car. A cloud of fine dust erupted and Judi sneezed. It had only been a week since she offered to drive the car and the race wasn't until January, but she wanted to get a better idea of what she volunteered for.
"Gesundheit." He rattled the tarp and rumpled it into a ball. Sunlight glinted through holes in the wall and ceiling of the dilapidated building. He tossed the tarp against the wall.
In front of Judi sat a spray-painted green Ford LTD station wagon. It appeared to have been beaten with the Green Giant's sledge hammer. The wagon part curved up to the sky. Judi assumed it had been rear-ended several times during its previous races. A yellow forty-seven was painted on the door and "Go Hornets" above the hole where the windshield used to be. 'Halloways' Tractor Repair' was sprayed in the place of honor across the hood.
Judi bent to look through the driver's window. Much of the interior upholstery had been ripped out, leaving a bench seat across the front as the only fabric furnishing. The driver's seatbelt had been replaced with a five-point harness. The harness and the helmet were the only things that didn't look like they had been in the barn for twenty years. Judi reached in and picked up the helmet. Underneath a hole had been chewed through the seat upholstery.
"Is that new?" Judi pointed to the hole in the seat. A mouse-eaten vehicle? This wasn't what she bargained for.
Big Jim stuck his head through the driver's window. "Well, I'll be. We'll have to patch that up." He reached in and pushed on the seat. A bite-size chunk of foam popped up. "Yep. Mice ate all the stuffing right out."
She examined the interior of the helmet for furry residents. Her fingertips grazed something warm. She squeezed her eyes shut and grasped the little furball.
"Here's the culprit." She held the mouse out toward Big Jim. It sprang from her hand toward Big Jim and clung to the bib of his overalls. He screamed as loud and as high as a three hundred pound man could, leaping backward into the shed door. The whole building shook. His shriek startled some of the feathered residents. They swooped toward the door for freedom. Big Jim crouched against the door, covering his head with his hands. Judi ducked as the last swallows escaped the shed.
She bit her lip hard to keep from giggling as Big Jim cowered against the shed door. Before the urge left her, Big Jim stood up and brushed the dust off his "father of the quarterback" sweatshirt.
"Little buggers leap like that – they probably have rabies." He panted. "You sure he didn't bite you?"
Judi displayed her unpunctured palm. "I think I'm okay."
He held up a set of keys attached to a pinup-shaped key fob. "You want to start her up?"
"Sure." Judi grabbed the key, certain she was the first woman to infiltrate this old boys' club. She reached for the door handle and her hand hit the steel I-beam welded against the outside of the car.
Big Jim smirked. "You have to go through the window."
Judi nodded and stuck her head and shoulders through the opening, grasping the steering wheel with one hand and the back of the seat with the other. She figured she could pull her torso through and then slide her legs in place. Didn't work.
She wiggled and tried to gain some leverage by placing her knee on the window ledge. All she got out of that was a scratched back where she's scraped against the roof of the car. Perhaps another approach would be better.
She slithered backward until her feet hit the dusty floor. From the grin she glimpsed on Big Jim's face, he was enjoying her predicament. She hoped his amusement was not from watching her behind wiggle around in the worn jeans she'd donned after school. And that her scrambling hadn't torn an embarrassing hole in the already threadbare fabric.
The big oaf could give me some tips, she thought. It's not like I laughed hysterically at his little mouse-fright.
She retreated a few steps and reconnoitered, then tried again. She balanced her right hip on the sill and swung her right leg through the opening. She shifted her hips though the window and dropped into the seat. Her left leg stuck out the window. After some contorting, she managed to fold it under the steering wheel. She'd have to brush up on her Dukes of Hazzard episodes to learn how to do that properly. Shoving the key through cobwebs into the ignition, she twisted it. The starter clicked, but the engine didn't catch.
That was her luck lately.
Perhaps, she could get out of this now. Look before you leap, her father always said. Here she was looking around after another sky-dive. If the car didn't run, it probably couldn't be fixed. She was off the hook.
Big Jim scratched his head and ambled over to the hood. He pulled the pins loose and yanked the reluctant metal door. The rusty hinges squealed as he pushed the hood into its upright position.
Judi squirmed out of the vehicle with much less grace than Daisy Duke had ever managed in the General Lee.
"Can you hold this?" he asked. "The struts are broken."
She grasped the hood and propped it up while Big Jim poked at things in the engine compartment.
"Well, I'll be." He reached in and shook out a clump of leaves, hair and string.
Another mouse nest. Great. The car was a rolling rodent motel. She would be disqualified in the race if there were rules about taking passengers.
Big Jim tossed another nest on the ground, stomped on it with his steel toe work boots, and continued his inspection under the hood.
No chance of rabies there, Judi giggled to herself.
He pulled up a loose wire. The end had been chewed through by the recent occupants of the engine compartment. "I guess we'll need to fix this." He dropped the wire and reached for the hood. Judi stepped back, allowing Big Jim to close the hood. "We'll get Bryce to look at it."
"He's your mechanic?" Judi asked. Guess he wouldn't be able to avoid her so easily.
"Yeah. He's good at puttering with cars. Bryce does any repairs we need."
"That's a good deal. I'm meeting him tonight. I'll ask him about it then."
"A date?" Big Jim adjusted his baseball cap.
"He wanted to do some adjustments to my car."
Big Jim nodded. "You seem like a nice girl. Just be careful. Bryce has a reputation with the ladies."
****
Big Jim's words echoed in Judi's head as Bryce led her through the sandwich shop. A ladies' man, huh? Bryce didn't seem to have the people skills to convince a thirsty man to drink a glass of water. He'd hemmed and hawed before agreeing to dinner in exchange for doing the tune-up he'd suggested. What guy would refuse free food?
They'd passed several open tables before Bryce gestured to a chair for her at a table near the rear of the restaurant. The chair he held for her faced the door to the kitchen. The corner was darker than the rest of the restaurant and hidden from the view of most of the diners. Was he looking for privacy or trying to hide?
"Do you mind if I sit over there?" Judi pointed to the seat opposite. "There's a draft here. It must be right under the air conditioner vent."
She'd forgotten her umbrella at home and got caught in one of the frequent downpours they were having as she came out of school. Her hair and shoulders had been soaked. Sitting in a cool draft sounded like the recipe for a sinus headache.
Bryce hesitated. He glanced around the room, then shrugged. "Go ahead."
Judi sat down and Bryce chose the chair to her right. They were both sheltered from the view of the dining room. Maybe he was hiding from an old girlfriend or something. She caught a hint of citrus in his cologne. It reminded her of her dad, but she couldn't remember him wearing cologne. She liked the scent; there was comfort in it.
A waitress appeared at their table. She gave Bryce a glowing smile that faded discernibly when she saw Judi. Bryce didn't seem to notice.
"Can I start you with something to drink?" The waitress poised her pen above a green carbon pad.
"A lemon-lime soda," Judi said, after checking the beverage list.
"Okay. The usual for you, Bryce?"
Bryce met her gaze and winked. "You got it."
"One draft coming up." The waitress sashayed toward the kitchen, shoving her pen into her apron pocket.
"You know her?" Judi asked.
Bryce peered over his shoulder at the retreating waitress.
Is he checking her out, Judi thought, or trying to remember? He'd probably recognize her more easily if he was looking at her face.
"It's a small town," he said. "I come here a lot."
She conceded a good waitress would know the preferred drinks of the regulars until another woman with a bouncy blonde ponytail sauntered by their table. The woman raised her hand to wave at Bryce, but stopped midway through the motion when she made eye contact with Judi. Her eyes narrowed and she continued on to the bathroom.
"You know her, too?" Judi asked. The woman thrust open the bathroom door hard enough for it to bounce off the interior wall.
Bryce hesitated, then scratched his chin. "Maybe."
"Maybe you know her or maybe you're going to tell me how you know her?" Judi wasn't sure why this bothered her, but two women had given her if-hell-freezes-over-I-want-you-to-be-in-it glares when they saw who she was dining with.
"Maybe she thinks I'm hot," Bryce said grinning.
"You don't think very highly of yourself, do you?" Judi slid the menu away from him, since he obviously didn't need it. She flipped it open and glanced at the entrees.
"So many women want a piece of me, I can't deny them all." Bryce leaned back in his seat and held his hands palms up.
Judi shook her head. He had a cockiness that popped up at the strangest occasions. Was he using it as a cover for something? She wasn't sure why she wanted to find out, but she definitely did. It was endearing in a weird sort of way.
"They want a piece of something all right. The last woman wanted my liver. They turn on all the flirting when they see you. I think the last woman even undid a button on her shirt. It's me that has them biting a stink bug."
Bryce leaned forward and tugged on his ear. "Maybe they're jealous?"
"Of what?"
"You sitting here with me."
Judi couldn't contain the guffaw that erupted from her throat. "You're cute, but you're not that special."
Bryce's eyes danced. "But you think I'm cute."
Dang it, she had said that. She rolled her eyes. "In the that-kid-is-covered-with-mud-glad-I'm-not-his-mom kind of way."
"But you'd still consider scrubbing his cheeks, right? I don't know what it is, but women love me. I'm like George Clooney or something around here."
"We certainly don't have to worry about your ego." She just needed to keep her car running. She didn't need to stroke his burgeoning ego or alienate half the population who thought she was yanking Bryce off the bachelor market.
Bryce rolled his eyes. "You didn't answer my question."
"About what? Scrubbing your cheeks? I don't think you need help taking a bath. Although…" She lifted his hand off the table and flipped it over to reveal the grease embedded in his skin. "You might want to use soap."
"Har. Har." Bryce slipped his hand away and unrolled his napkin and silverware. Judi dropped her hands back in her lap so she wouldn't miss the warmth of Bryce's skin.
"It's this weird thing. Every woman is attracted to me." A somewhat fake grin took over his face. "Oh great," he muttered, waving to an older woman with gray curls and a light blue jogging suit. The woman scurried over.
"Even grandmothers are drawn to you? Am I lucky I'm still in my seat?"
"Hello, Bryson," the woman said. "How are you?" Her gaze swung to Judi. She beamed and stuck out her hand. "And who is this? You must be new in town."
"My name is Judi Montgomery." Judi shook the woman's hand. "I'm teaching second grade at Yellow Jacket Elementary."
"Oh, you're Mark's friend. So nice to meet you. Minnie Schultz. Bryson's mom, Dinah, and I have been friends since we were knee high to a bug's ear."
"Nice to meet you." Judi truly meant it. Minnie's was the first friendly female face she'd seen all evening.
A waitress approached with a two-liter of soda balanced on a pizza box. "Here's your order. I put it on your tab."
"Oh. Thank you." Minnie grabbed the pizza box and tucked the two-liter under her arm. "I'll see you two later. I want to get home before this gets cold. The Ladies and I are watching 'You've Got Mail' tonight."
"I thought tonight was your craft night," Bryce said.
"Yeah," Minnie shifted her order to her other hand and pulled her keys from the pocket of her velour hoodie. "Dinah heard the movie was cute."
Bryce grunted. "Sounds like Mom. Have a good night."
Minnie waved with her elbow and scurried out the door.
"My mom's friends are so weird," Bryce said.
The waitress took their order, keeping her eyes locked on Bryce the entire time. Judi wondered if she should hire a food taster.
"What's your real explanation for the way all the women except Minnie are treating me?"
Bryce took a drink of his beer. "Okay, so here it is. They all want to date me." He leaned back in his chair and held his hands out to the sides as if to say he was an open book. "Women are lining up for me."
Judi rolled her eyes. He couldn't be serious. He had to get it out of his head that he was as desirable as George Clooney. He was cute and he had his moments, but really? He was a guy's guy if there ever was one, no matter what Big Jim said.
"Lining up? How deep has it been?"
"Two girls in high school got in a fist fight over me before one of the dances. A third would have gotten in on it, but she had senior pictures that day. Didn't want any bruises on her face." Bryce drew a circle around his face with his finger.
"Oh please. I'm going to need hip waders. Just because I'm new in town doesn't mean I'm going to fall for a line like that."
"Ask Mark. He was there. He took the loser to prom."
She knew Mark well enough to know he wouldn't corroborate Bryce's story unless it was true. Judi fiddled with the collar of her blouse. The heat from the kitchen must be contradicting the air conditioning vent because she felt flushed. Talking about the women who Bryce dated wasn't supposed to make her more interested in him.
Judi raised her eyebrows. "So every woman with the exception of Minnie thinks we're on a date. And that I may have ruined their chances of ever getting a date with you?" I should have given him a gift certificate. She wouldn't have drawn the ire of the entire female population of Carterville with a gift card.
"Possibly. Although Minnie definitely thinks we're on a date and she's on her way to tell my mom all about it." He smeared his beer glass through the condensation ring on the table. "What would you think?"
"Sorry to burst your bubble. I wouldn't get in a fist fight for a date."
"But you think I'm cute. You're flirting with me."
"I am not."
Bryce leaned across the side of the table. "You're twirling your hair around your fingers." He brushed a fingertip along the side of her hand.
"What does that have to do with anything?" She would have dropped her hand into her lap, but didn't want to give Bryce the satisfaction of unsettling her.
"You're drawing attention to one of your best assets. And all I can think about is what your hair would look like tumbled around your shoulders."
Judi's pulse feathered. She wasn't sure if her heart had stopped or if it was beating so rapidly the beats seemed as one. "That sounds like your problem, not mine."
"You asked me out." He wiggled his eyebrows, teasing her as his dimples deepened. Okay, she could see some of the charm. He could turn it on when he wanted to. She prepared herself for the switch to turn off.
"As a thank you for fixing my car." The words sounded defensive in her ears. She shifted in her seat, adding a bit of space between them. Not because I like you or anything. If she kept reminding herself, she'd probably believe it. Probably.
Thankfully, the air conditioning kicked in, cooling her flushed skin.
"But you asked me out. That's what they all do. I don't want to make them feel bad. So we go out. One date." Bryce pushed his empty draft to the side of the table. "I never go on more than one date. It's my dating commandment."
Judi shivered. "You have rules for dating? Like what, no call back unless you get to second base?"
"No, nothing that complicated. No second dates, period."
The waitress replaced his empty glass with a full one. He slid the glass over and took a sip. He didn't give any of the women a chance to get to know him. Or was it the other way around? Was he avoiding building a relationship with the women he dated? What didn't he want to risk?
"Do you call all your dates after the first one?" Bryce asked.
He'd thrown the question back at her? Asking for more information went against his no-building-a-relationship rule. Well, she'd see where this was going. If he thought this was a date, she knew he wouldn't call her again anyway. And her car was fixed, so she wouldn't need to call him either.
She was going to say 'of course,' but then she couldn't remember the last date she'd been on. Last spring she'd been so busy with her student teaching position. Then with her dad's funeral in the middle of it and trying to sort out the estate this summer, she'd barely found her feet again before packing up and moving to Carterville.
And before that she'd had school and working part-time in the campus cafeteria so she could eat.
"I haven't been on a date in quite some time."
"Then what do you know about dating at all?" He leaned toward her again and arched his eyebrow. She caught herself staring into his eyes. The green glimmered even in the shadows. No wonder women were intrigued. But she wasn't supposed to be. She mentally sat herself in the corner.
The waitress brought their orders and placed them on the table.
Yeah, her love life had been on the barren side, but she'd been through a tough patch with every other aspect of her life. She couldn't have handled another complication.
Although it would have been nice to have a shoulder to cry on when her father died. She cast a sidelong glance at Bryce. He had nice broad shoulders. They could have supported her tears.
But Bryce wasn't that kind of guy.
Judi took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was too bad. Bryce was definitely likable. She wanted to see what was under his façade of bravado. But she wasn't going to be a woman on a string, waiting for him to call her, then discovering him on a date with someone else. A one-date wonder wasn't for her; she wanted someone she could settle down with. She twisted the gummy paper band off her napkin and released her knife and fork.
"How'd you end up in Carterville? There weren't any better teaching positions around?" Bryce asked between bites of chicken wing.
Judi scraped the black olives off her slice of pizza before answering. "I wanted to be in a small town and Mark gave me the recommendation."
"So you replaced Mrs. Fender. Lucky kids. She made us write lines on the board during recess when we misbehaved."
"Why do I think that was an unbearable and frequent punishment for you?" Judi bit into her pizza. "This is excellent."
Bryce gave her a look that made her wonder why she expected anything different.
"Writing lines wasn't so bad. It was better than cleaning chalk boards, but during recess? Come on. What could be worse for an eight-year-old boy?"
Judi had to agree. That's why it was so effective. "What'd you get in trouble for?"
Bryce pushed the empty wings basket to the side of the table and dove into his pizza. The waitress snatched up the basket in seconds.
"Wait, let me guess. Flirting with the girls?"
"Not every time." He laughed to himself. "Sometimes it was spit balls, talking in class, staring out the window, drawing cars on my papers. Mrs. F. didn't care about that one so much, but Dad hated it."
Judi carved out another piece of pizza. "Why's that?"
"He thinks cars are a waste of my time. He doesn't want me to be distracted from the tractor shop." Bryce lifted his glass as if toasting someone. "Tractors are my life, Dad."
Judi winced at the bitterness in his voice. He sounded resigned, which was worse than desperate. He'd given up hope of ever changing his future. Sure, businesses around here passed from generation to generation, but it didn't have to be that way. Didn't he see he had choices? His life wasn't written yet. He could do whatever he wanted.
Her decision to teach elementary school had been a spur of the moment decision, but her dad had supported her. She wanted to help people, and her guidance counselor suggested teaching. Her decision was as simple as that. It fascinated her to watch her students grow and learn. She loved discovering non-traditional techniques for reaching struggling students. If only she could come up with something to direct the energy of the Rifler twins.
Judi ducked another I-can't-believe-he-hasn't-called-ME-yet stare from a woman entering the dining room. No wonder Bryce wanted to sit way back in the corner. He wanted to avoid all those looks.
"Why does your dad hate cars so much?" Judi pushed her empty plate to the side of the table, idly wondering how long it'd take for the waitress to pick it up. It likely wouldn't be as quickly as Bryce's beer was refilled.
"Who knows? Dad doesn't explain things like that to me. It could be just because I like them."
Even if he'd had an answer, what could she do about it? She couldn't force him to go against his dad. She barely knew him. And did she even want to become more entangled with the one-date wonder?
He crushed his napkin and tossed it on his plate. "We better go. I need to pick up a couple filters for your car and the parts store closes at seven."
Chapter Four
Bryce propped the hood on the Judi's Datsun. They'd brought it to his garage to change the oil and do all the other things that were required for a tune-up. He pulled a long metal stick out of the engine and ran his finger along the end. Grabbing a rag from the counter, he wiped the stick, then inserted it back into the engine.
"What's that?" Judi peered over Bryce's shoulder. He'd shed his sweatshirt once he was ready to get his hands dirty and now he wished for the extra barrier between them. Her closeness made him forget what he was doing.
"You're kidding, right?" He eased the stick out again. When she shook her head, he said, "I'm checking the oil. I take it you haven't changed it in awhile."
"How can you tell?" She pressed closer to examine the narrow column. Her flowery perfume contrasted with the metallic smell of oil. Why had he agreed to this? Dinner had been bad enough. He'd barely kept his head at the restaurant. The way she had teased him about dating, then she twirled her hair. He wished he could treat her like the rest of his dates. An enjoyable evening and a quick goodnight.
But she was getting under his hood.
"It's thick and gritty." He pointed to a dark section on the bottom. The attraction wasn't going to win. He couldn't give up any more of himself. "You've got to change it or your engine will seize, leaving you with a giant lawn ornament." Retrieving a circular wrench and a plastic basin from his workbench, he slid under the car. "My buddy's car was leaking oil like a sprinkler. He got stuck on the side of the highway with two rods blown through the side of the engine."
"That sounds bad." Judi looked down through the engine compartment at him.
She probably didn't know what a rod was or how much a new engine would cost. Why did she get to tool around in a car like this?
"Thanks for checking this for me. This is my first car and I can't afford to lose it."
Bryce untwisted a cap and thick brown liquid oozed out into the basin.
"How often should I change the oil?" Judi asked as she removed the new filter from the box.
"Usual recommendation is every 3,000 miles, but because this car is older, you should definitely check it once a week. At least until you know the car better." Bryce slid out.
"Why?"
"Older cars tend to burn oil. You'll notice a nasty smell when you stop for a stoplight or you'll see some blue smoke." Bryce wiped his hands on a rag and tossed it on the counter. Judi followed him back to the engine compartment.
"I haven't noticed any weird smell. So how do I check the oil?"
Bryce removed the dipstick from the engine again and pointed to two lines near the bottom. Judi hovered close to him. None of the other women had been interested in this kind of stuff. "You should see a line of oil somewhere between them. New oil will be almost clear. Old oil darker, maybe even black. Then you should change it as soon as possible. If the color is good, but the level is on the low side, add some oil." He pointed to a cap on top of the engine.
Judi studied the engine as if she was committing everything to memory. "Cars are a lot work."
"If you take care of them, they'll run a long time." Bryce peered under the car. "It's about done draining." When the flow stopped, Bryce used the circular wrench to loosen the oil filter on the side of the engine. He dropped it into the oil basin and scooted out from under the car. "You know, I've been reading up on these cars. They were cheap little race cars in the Seventies. It'd be cool to get this baby into shape and see what she could really do." He tugged the basin out from under the car and fished the cap out of the oil. He reached for the new filter, but Judi pulled it away.
"No, I'm going to do it." She headed for the car. "I have to keep this car, so I need to know how to do this stuff. I should have had my dad teach me before he died."
"You sure about this?" Bryce asked as he relinquished the creeper and she started to scoot under the car. Watching her slide under the car was about the hottest thing he'd ever seen a woman do. "You could take it to an instant oil change place."
"Just hand me the wrench-thingy." Judi wiggled her hand as she grimaced at the grimy undercarriage of her car.
Bryce placed the wrench in her hand and slid under the car next to her. He pointed to a place on the side of the engine and explained where and how to screw on the filter. After Judi put the new one on, Bryce wrapped his hand over hers around the wrench handle. He tightened the filter the last turn.
Suddenly the space under the car seemed like the coat closet during a game of spin the bottle. He'd never been under a car with a woman before. He wanted to linger there and point out the other parts of the engine and tell her about how it all worked and why it was so incredible.
Judi had other ideas. As soon the filter was on, she wheeled out from under the car, the creeper's casters chirping against the cement floor. She stood and brushed her hair away from her face, leaving a tiny oil smear along her jaw almost to her ear. She obviously didn't know it was there because she made no move to wipe it off.
He thought it was rather cute.
"What's next?" she asked, scanning the parts on the workbench.
"You said it was your dad's? Do you know if he was the original owner?" He needed to keep the conversation on the car, its history, its story. She might be willing to crawl under a car and change her own oil, but he didn't need her creeping into his life and changing anything there. No matter how cute that smear of oil was.
Bryce approached the bench and picked up the oil pan plug. "We put this on and fill the engine with oil."
"Dad had it for as long as I can remember. I know he loved this car." Judi took the plug and resumed her place on the creeper.
"Is that why you have to keep it?"
"I need the transportation too, of course, but it's all I have left of my dad." She tightened the plug and stared at the undercarriage of the car. "He would take me out for drives, saying it was our perfect car. Two seats, one for each of us. Mom had been gone so long it had only ever been the two of us. We'd go to car shows or parades and get ice cream for the trip home." Her voice wavered.
She slid out, her lips pressed into a tight line. Bryce expected tears, but she held them in or blinked them away. He was glad. He wasn't a touchy-feely kind of guy and usually stood helplessly when a woman cried, waiting for the downpour to stop.
She grabbed two quarts of oil and poured them into oil reservoir. He had more bottles ready when those were empty.
He didn't know what to say about her dad, so he stuck with the car. "It's in decent shape for its age. The trick will be keeping it that way. The salt on the roads this winter will eat right through the body. Are you planning to garage it for the winter?" Bryce scanned the engine compartment, then pulled a socket wrench from his pocket.
"I wish I could, but I don't have anything else to get me to work." She chucked the empty oil bottles in the garbage and wiped her hands on the rag Bryce had used. "I don't think I can afford anything else. My dad racked up a lot of medical bills before he died."
"Didn't he have insurance?" Bryce asked. He removed a spark plug from the engine and came to stand beside her at the workbench.
"A lousy policy. It didn't cover his chemo treatments."
"That stinks."
"Tell me about it. He sold his lot in the trailer park and even cashed in his life insurance policy."
"So there was nothing left?"
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