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To the Universe...Thank you for the fact that my love of writing is not something I’ve ever had to hunt down.

 

 



WARNING: 
 


This novel is a DARK ROMANCE. It contains EXTREMELY foul language (from both men and women), EXPLICIT GRAPHIC sexual content (including some that may differ from your own), GRAPHIC violence (that many may consider gruesome or gory) and other adult situations. Some readers may find the content/subject matter that is covered in this work to be triggering or disagree with it entirely. This novel is intended for readers over the age of 18.

Please keep all these things in mind and proceed at your own risk.



Thank you.
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Chapter 1

 

Bunny

 

Death Canyon, Texas.

Population thirty-four.

Thirty-four fucking people.

Well, thirty-four fucking people and me.

Not that being here is a choice.

Who the fuck chooses to live somewhere called Death Canyon?

Technically, this so-called town is right on the edge of a place tourists love to come hike.

Explore.

Fall to their fucking deaths.

Whatever.

All shit I do not plan on doing nor did I come here to do.

And to be fair, I didn’t actually come here by choice.

My car just…stopped.

Because that’s what cars with shitty maintenance history do.

They shit out on you.

Funny thing is…people with shitty self-maintenance do the same thing.

Like the one that’s hunting me.

The one I need to continue to get miles away from before he gets wind of the fact that I’ve fled the latest city he followed me to.

I left around two in the morning to increase my chances that perhaps I picked a night where he was actually sleeping instead of just reviewing older footage, he got off a camera he somehow placed in my apartment. 

See, he is definitely a person that could benefit from some self-maintenance…like some extensive therapy…or…some very strong prescription drugs…or an electric chair. 

I really think the latter is his best option.

Or maybe it’s just my best option.

You know.

For surviving. 

At least until my thirty-first birthday.

Reaching over into my black go bag in the passenger seat, I retrieve my burner cell – the only safe type for me to have – and my lucky Mickey Mouse pen that I got on the only family vacation we ever took.

Most magical place on earth my ass.

I got lost. 

Found.

Lost again – because who can resist following Princess Jasmine to see her pet tiger. 

And I was only allowed one souvenir that fell within the absurdly low-price range.

Honestly…my parents weren’t really that cheap – may they rest in peace.

We were just that poor.

They were overworked, underpaid, pretending to afford middle-class bullshit, type of people. They had an ongoing inside joke where they referred to our family as “The Griswolds”, which I totally get now, but didn’t at the time – I mean why would I, I was just a kid. 

The ugly truth of the situation was the only reason we even got to go Disney World in the first place was because my dad won some salesman contest at the Mercedes dealership, he’d dedicated most of his adult existence to. 

I learned early in life two principles I think have gotten me pretty fucking far.

Commission gigs and serving jobs both suck ass.

Doesn’t matter how “nice” the place is.

They don’t pay you enough, more often than not they don’t see you as good enough, and you’ll never be special enough to not be replaceable.

That’s why I’ve never worked at either type of place.

You wanna know what does pay?

Teaching your rich prep school classmates – that are only your classmates because you’re a scholarship student there to make the demographics look good – how to hide their cocaine and sex addictions from their parents. It was almost like tax fraud for teens. Easy shit to do when you’re great at math. Later I did it for college assholes who didn’t want their actual accountants spilling their tea to the parents who were funding their orgy swamp parties and yacht raves.

Not that I was invited to the activities themselves.

In fact, the one time I was invited to a yacht party – post grad might I add, at the exclusive Contes De La Couronne Yacht Club – I was nearly assaulted. A near assault that allowed the man who would later turn from a fairy tale daydream to a night terror that has a person too terrified to ever sleep again, into my knight in shining armor. 

He was charming.

Too charming.

Too…well…scripted.

No person should always know exactly what to say and when to say it.

At least not a person who has a soul and knows when to blink without looking insane as fuck.

After tucking the pen into my high, sloppy bun that’s pinned at the top of my head, I retrieve another pen that will actually be used for doodling and attempt to make a rescue search on my device. While it’s not the most high-tech – something I can finically afford yet safety wise cannot – it has the capability to look up some stuff. 

When there’s service.

But given the lack of bars I’m seeing I’m gonna go ahead and guess there isn’t.

Meaning I’m stranded.

In the middle of fucking nowhere.

Outside a literal placed called Death. Canyon. 

Wow.

If this isn’t every woman’s horror movie dream come true, I don’t know what is.

My caramel mocha-colored fingers prepare to refresh the search when all of a sudden, the sound of an engine pulls my dark brown eyes upward. 

The sight of a tow truck magically appearing on what I’m pretty sure is the main road of the tiny town seems like a blessing; however, in my experience, blessings are really just burdens waiting to be unearthed. 

Fuck, I could easily make a spreadsheet using events from this past year alone to prove that point.  

I cautiously watch the older automobile creep closer, an unfamiliar sense of dread being drudged up each time the tires roll across the barely paved path. It stops far enough ahead of me to be clearly visible as the person gets out yet not close enough to be of any actual help. 

And given the unclear weapon the middle-aged male grabs from the flatbed of his truck before heading my direction, I get the feeling helping me isn’t at all what he intends to do.

 


Chapter 2

 

Nolan

 

Another day, another brat stuck in the mud because mommy and daddy didn’t teach them any fucking survival skills.

Probably shouldn’t complain.

Towing keeps the shop open just as much as fixing their foreign piece of shits do.

Not that I hate all foreign cars.

Just most.

A lot like people.

Bracing the wood planks against my broad shoulder, I unhurriedly stroll in the direction of the black Benz stuck right off the main road while fighting the urge to smile.

If The Kid was with me, he’d be rambling off its damn specs by now.

Year. 

Horsepower.

Top speed.

Torque.

Weight.

Grip.

Dimensions.

Best tires.

Recommended maintenance schedule.

How the damn thing he’s never driven handles dry versus wet land.

Kid’s practically a certified genius when it comes to cars.

He credits getting it from his old man, but the truth is he didn’t.  

Yeah, alright, Big K knew some shit about cars. 

Afterall, he taught me when I was The Kid’s age now, and The Kid was still playing with Hot Wheels, but the shit Kipp can do? Big K wouldn’t have been able to do that without the help of a Genie and three fucking magic wishes. 

May the old drunk bastard get a drop of water in hell. 

But only one.

Finally arriving at the driver’s side door of the dirty vehicle, I’m both stunned and not surprised in the same grunt.

Of course, it would be daddy’s little princess.

The thought of it being the second coming of Mother Fucking Teressa never crossed my mind.

However, I can admit that I’m a little taken back by her looks.

Most of the females I cross paths with between here and Crystal Waters – the next city over where even a hunk of people who work in Death Canyon live – are carbon copies made from the same photoshop social media filtered program. 

Too shiny. 

Too phony.

Too squeaky clean.

At least from first glance this one appears to be made of actual flesh and blood versus injections and bottled water.

Watching her through the window, I prop the boards up and naturally wait for her to speak.

Tell me the obvious fucking problem.

Ask – or beg – for help.

Toss me a little schoolgirl pout accompanied by the typical defenseless damsel bounce that’ll make her boobs jiggle.

Instead?

She just glares. 

Taps the pen gently against her full lips in a two rasps pattern.

Stares challengingly into my dark eyes while I stare back curiously into hers.

Okay.

That’s new.

And so is my cock beginning to swell over the idea of swapping places with that writing tool.

“You uh…” my gruff voice does its best to remain unstrained despite stealing a glance of her beautiful brown tits that are pouring out of her wrong season black tank top, “need help or what?”

She opts not to answer the question but to ask her own. “You here to murder me?”

I grunt again this time amused and impressed alike. “No.”

“Rob me?”

“No.”

“Rape me?”

“Fuck no.”

She purses her lips and taps the pen to them again. “What’s with the weapons?”

“They’re wood planks.” Adjusting them is followed by a thoughtless shrug. “I use ‘em for quick mud fixes.”

Her dark eyebrows shift up in question.

“Out of towners have a tendency to get stuck in the mud around here after it rains. Using these things saves us both a lot of time and hassle.”

“You charge them?”

“No.”

“They tip you?”

“No.”

“So…you do it because you’re a good Samaritan?”

“Fuck no.”

“Then why?”

“Because the sooner they get the fuck out of my town, the sooner I can go back to working on shit I actually give a fuck about.”

Once more the younger woman – who’s probably at least ten years younger than me and probably five older than The Kid – catches me off guard. Not only does she smile, it’s genuine.

Not polite.

She shows just enough teeth so that it’s clear they’re all there yet not wide enough to give me a good glance at the piece of jewelry I know is in her tongue.

Been a long time since I’ve seen this much danger wrapped in something this delicious…

It’d be best for us both to get her the hell out of here as quickly and as quietly as fucking possible.

I clear my throat and resume the line of questioning to make that happen. “How long you been stuck?”

“Never said I was stuck.”

“I just assumed.”

“Not a smart thing to do.”

“You mean like you who just assumed I was here to rape, rob, or murder you?”

“In that order.”

The urge to smirk tugs at the corner of my lips prompting me to shake my head in order to resist it. “What’s the problem?”

“My car stopped.”

“What do you mean it stopped?”

“I mean it was driving before, and now, it’s not.”

Sass.

The type that makes my palm itch and my dick twitch.

The same type of shit that The Kid gives me. 

That I can’t act on.

Don’t act on.

Will never act on.

Yup.

She needs to move the fuck along.

Right. 

Now.

“You run out of gas?”

“No?”

“Is that a question?”

“Was yours?”

“Yes.”

Her mouth momentarily bobs in confusion before releasing a heavy huff. “I honestly don’t know if I did!”

“How do you not know?”

“Because I wasn’t paying as close attention as I probably fucking should’ve been-”

“Definitely should’ve been.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Are you here to help me or judge me?”

“I can do both.” This time I let my smirk be seen. “I’m very talented.”

“Is that so Mr. Ripley?”

“That’s Mr. Damon to you.”

Irritation flares in her gaze until she spots the mirth in mine. At that point, her slender shoulders slightly relax. Her heaving chest slows. And the tiny metal ball I didn’t need to see again – but fuck me because I wanted to – is toyed with in a playful fashion. It doesn’t take long for the Benz beauty to collect her composure and retort, “I need a tow.”

“You mean you need me.”

“Nah…” Her eyes sparkle with undeniable trouble. “I think you need me.”

She’s wrong.

I don’t need trouble.

I don’t want trouble.

And I damn sure shouldn’t be towing trouble into our small town instead of out.

Rearranging my hold on the planks occurs for a second time. “I think I just need a card to run for my services.”

At that, the mouthy female noticeably shifts in her seat. “Does it need to be a card, or can it be in cash?”

“You actually got cash?”

“You actually think I’m asking these questions to continue our stellar conversation?”

Ignoring the ache in my balls grows in difficulty. “You actually think you’d be the first broad to imply she’s got cash only to then try to bargain for a blowjob instead?”

“While it’s tax deadline clear you desperately need a blowjob…” the woman keeps her attention on me yet uses one hand to reach over into her black backpack, “I’m talking actual cash.” She flashes two hundred dollars bills at me. “See how it’s green and not Monopoly colored?”

“Depending on the version you played Monopoly did have green bills.” 

Her head tilts to one side in obvious irritation.

What the fuck is she annoyed about?

She’s the one who crashed in my town and needs my help to get the fuck out of it.

I’m just trying to make sure I get paid in the process.

But given how hard her attitude is making me, I may just fuck around and do it for free.

Whatever it takes to get her ass fucking gone.

Miles away from me.

The Kid.

Rather than proceed to poke her the way she likes to be poked – though not the way I wanna be poking her – I clear my throat and tip my head towards my truck. “Let me grab my tablet to get this process started.”

Getting the planks put back and retrieving my device are a seamless set of actions, but keeping a steady, skeptical eye on the snarky female disrupts them. 

I mean…she obviously ain’t going anywhere without some assistance.

And I’m the one here for that assistance.

But…there’s something about the way her eyes seem to always be watching her surroundings as if waiting for someone to pop out unexpectedly, not to mention how intensely she studied me every second I was in her line of sight. 

Who the fuck does she think I am?

Or work for?

An annoyed groan escapes as I tuck my tablet into my possession.

No.

I don’t need those answers.

I don’t need her shit.

I need her gone, an ice-cold beer, and a long hot shower.

Pulling up the paperwork during the walk back to her allows me to keep the situation from stalling a second time. The instant I’m back in front of her window, I state, “Need a name.”

“Cash.”

“Mrs. Ripley it is.” Not smirking at her scoff is almost impossible. “This is your total for a hook up and tow to the nearest shop. Round up to the next dollar. I don’t have change.” Showing her the screen precedes me extending her the device. “Pay. Sign. Date.”

To my surprise, she completes the steps without hesitation.

“You want a copy of your receipt?” I ask at the same time I tuck the cash in my back pocket. This time the sarcastic glare successfully sparks a small smirk. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” After securing my hold on the tablet, I command, “Get out and go wait in my truck.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“What?”

“I don’t wanna ride in your truck.” The pen in her possession begins writing something on the inside of her thumb. “I wanna stay right where I am.”

“You don’t get out, I don’t tow.”

Her eyebrows immediately shift upward in question.

“I don’t tow…then your sweet tits are left here to take your chances at being a hitchhiker or a Happy Meal for the vultures.” Seeing her gaze narrow to tight slits convinces me to add. “And since you already paid me for the tow, you’d be double fucked.” There’s no resisting the wolfish grin that grows in place. “Is that shit you’re into?”

Suddenly, the woman forcefully opens the door, nailing me in the shin. Grumbles of pain are poorly swallowed prior to her announcing, “Next time I hit you in the nuts.”

Stepping back allows her the space to snatch up her bag, step out of her vehicle, and stomp over to my flatbed with my stare glued to every sway of her ass that’s being showcased in her red, skintight cheer shorts.

I need to be hit in the dick.

And the head.

Repeatedly.

Because towing this much trouble straight into the heart of our town versus out has to be the stupidest shit I’ve ever done in my entire fucking life. 

  

 


Chapter 3

 

Kipp

 

It may be five o’clock somewhere, but it ain’t here.

At least not for another five minutes.

Five more minutes and I can shut the garage. 

Lock up the shop.

Go upstairs and shove cold pizza in my face while flipping through this car mag for the fourth time because I don’t have any side jobs booked for the night.

Fuck, I wish I did.

I love working on foreign beauties when the lights go out.

I love when it’s just me, a performance kit, and classical music on repeat.

Other gearheads judge.

I mean…who the fuck likes classical shit?

Who the fuck chooses to listen to Bizet and Beethoven and Bach over Def Leopard or Cannibal Corpse? 

Who under the age of fifty who has had his dick touched by more than just himself purposely picks Puccini over Pink Floyd?

And I have had mine touched.

And sucked.

And fucked.

It’s just…been awhile.

Which is my fault.

I typically prefer the car in my presence more than the woman getting out of the passenger side.

Just like I prefer the money more than the pussy that’s sometimes offered instead.

Nolan’s content either way.

As long as I am.

It’s when I’m not that there’s a problem.

People see me and think screwing me over will be an easy gig.

People see him, and they know it’s not.

I may be “the brains”, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be the brawns. 

Once upon a time, Miles Nolan wasn’t always around like he is now.

I had to defend myself from my old man.

He was great with a wrench.

In both good and not good ways.

Not Nolan, though.

He’d never do that type of shit to me.

For me?

Yeah.

He has.

Beating some asshole within a couple inches of his life with a tire iron because he tried to scam me out of four grand may have just been another Tuesday for that hard ass, but turning that rage on me?

No day that ends in y.

He’d rather die first.

I know that shit because he’s said it.

Truth?

So, would I.

Without a doubt, living and working with Nolan is the second-best thing to ever happen to me with my old man accidentally drinking windshield wiper fluid seven years ago being the first.

The sound of his old tow truck approaching diverts my attention away from the magazine I’ve been mindlessly turning the pages of while humming along to Franz Schubert and up to where he’s partially pulling into the empty garage with a vehicle, surprisingly, in tow.

Huh.

Maybe I’ll have something to do tonight after all.

His skewed parking and immediate exiting reveal to me two more unexpected things.

The first?

He’s pissed.

We’re talking half a bottle of whiskey, four beers, two cigars, fuck dinner I’m just gonna drink it tonight level of pissed.

I ain’t seen him this mad since the day he caught his stripper ex-girlfriend banging that priest on a Sunday between church services. She was definitely on her knees, but the good lord damn sure couldn’t make out what she says saying if you know what I mean.

The second?

A long-legged, brown skinned beauty who happens to also be wearing a similar scowl along with teeny tiny red workout shorts I get the feeling she’s never actually worked out in. 

Not that she’s out of shape.

No.

Between the tits falling out of her tank top and her round ass asking to be looked at in those bottoms, I can connect the curves on her like a fucking Maserati I wanna stick my dick in.

Um.

Her.

I wanna stick my dick in her, not the car.

Just to be clear.

I’m not one of those. 

I’ve never been, nor will I ever be one of those.

I simply meant the shorts look brand new versus worn in.

Sliding the paper object to the side, I warmly ask, “New customer?”

“Not until tomorrow,” Nolan shoots back as he walks towards me.

“And why the fuck not?” sasses the female who parks herself on the opposite side of the counter from me.

“We close in four minutes.”

My correction is quietly muttered, “Five.”

“It was five minutes when I parked.” He emotionlessly flicks a finger to the clock on the wall. “Four now.”

“Your truck says you’re open twenty-four hours,” she snaps on a harsh stomp of the foot. “I can read, asshole.”

“Which is surprising,” Nolan unreluctantly jabs back.

“He uh…he just means…we get a lot of out of towners who seem to struggle with that…that…concept when it comes to…our…uh…services. I’m Kipp, by the way. Kipp Woods.” I attempt to clean my greasy palm by rubbing it on my stained light gray shirt before extending it in her direction. “You?”

“Cash,” my best friend states upon his arrival beside me.

“Huh…” Confusion causes me to instantly quirk an eyebrow. “Like Johnny?”

“Like she doesn’t exist, Kid.”

“But she does exist.” My eyes help themselves to another sweep of her curves that could make a classic Corvette Stingray do a doubletake. “And she’s fucking beautiful.”

Nolan grumbling his disapproval is easy to ignore thanks to her bashfully blushing. “Very smooth, Casanova.”

“More like Caranova,” I poorly flirt. 

“Bunny,” she sweetly announces at the same time she shakes my hand. Almost instantly afterward she shoots the man beside me a glare. “Yes, it’s my real name. No, it’s not a nickname.” Her palm falls defensively to her hip. “And if one of you makes any sort of joke related to Bugs or Babs or Playboy, I will bear mace you and eat a Kit Kat bar like a fucking carrot while waiting for you to go blind.”

Alright.

She’s hostile.

Question is…was she like this pre or post my best friend picking her up.

Nolan does his best not to smirk at the same time he braces his arms on the counter. “Towing services are twenty-four seven. Mechanic services are eight to five Monday through Friday and ten to four on Saturdays. Closed on Sundays.” He cocks his head in a condescending fashion. “Guess the F in Friday today stands for fucked.”

“Are you always this sunshiney?”

“Yes,” I answer in a small airy chuckle. “And he starts drinking at five to not get grumpy.”

This time it’s her who smirks.

“Since we can’t get you in today-”

“Won’t.”

“How about we store your car free of charge until the morning?” It’s impossible to keep hope out of my voice. “Will that help?”

Frustration I couldn’t recognize more if it bitch slapped me in the face has her flinging loose strands away from her dark eyes. “Fine.”

“You mean thank you,” Nolan practically growls.

“I mean lower my car from its flat prison to the driveway, so that I can crawl into the backseat for the night.”

Consternation and dread battle for reign in my stomach prompting me to practically bark, “You can’t sleep in the backseat of your fucking car.”

“I don’t think I was asking, Codename: Kids Next Door.”

“But-”

“And I don’t think I need your permission.”

“No, but-”

“And I’ve done the shit before.” Both hands slam on the counter space prompting me to jump back in surprise. “And it looks like I’m about to fucking do it again.”

  






Chapter 4


 

Bunny

 

How is it I always get myself into bullshit?

Without trying.

Having to pee at a carnival only to nearly get kidnapped by a carny who thought I’d follow him to his van for a teddy bear?

Not trying.

Getting my bag confiscated by airport security only to find out it wasn’t my bag and the new to the job agent had tagged it by mistake?

Not trying.

Innocently fleeing from a stalker in the middle of the night who has made my life a living hell for the past three years?

Not. Trying.

You know most of the women I’ve crossed paths with in my life summon the fucked-up shit to them. They drink too much or shop too much or do too many mushrooms. They invite problems into their lives because they don’t wanna deal with something, which is way different than trying to deal with something and failing.

For instance, filing a police report only to have it get “lost”.

Filing another in a different city only to have the same thing occur.

Requesting a restraining order in a different state only to be told nothing can be done because there’s no proof that I’ve been assaulted or threatened or victimized.

I guess the photos of the mutilated cat whose corpse was used to make the words “I” and “You” out of it’s heart and blood, are just totally normal things my chick acquaintances over the years have forgotten to tell me while sharing their shittiest one nightstands and streaming network passwords. 

Doodling the word “fuck” on the side of my shoe is suddenly summoned to a halt courtesy of the cutie tapping on the window to my backseat.

Ugh.

To be honest, he’s not cute.

His mannerisms and goofy boyish grin are cute.

The rest of him?

Can we say magically delicious?

Unkempt black hair, blindingly bright blue eyes, cut jaw, strong neck, the type of frame stacked enough to play something like soccer or swimming yet not so slender you could use him to pick steak from your teeth, are just a recipe for bending me over the hood of this car – that he demanded get parked in the closed garage for my protection – and showing me how good you really are with your hands.

And that shit?

That is not only the last thing I need…it’s the last shit I should be thinking about.

Craving.

Even if it’s been years since I’ve wanted to be with someone let alone actually done it.

“Hungry?” Kipp warmly questions from the other side of the glass prior to showcasing a plate in his hands. “I reheated it.”

Rather than answer, I return to darkening the freshly drawn letters my medical condition has me impulsively creating. “Where’s your keeper?”

“Went to bed early.”

“Why?”

“Said I’d do the dishes.”

“Why?”

“So that he’d go to bed early.”

His answer successfully pulls my stare up to see him smirking. 

Beaming.

Effortlessly burning a hole in the barbwire, I have twisted around my heart.

Despite his irresistibly dreamy demeanor, I keep my timbre even, “Why?”

“Wanted to get a peek under that hood.”

Cocking an eyebrow is attached to salacious smile.

“The um…the…uh…” Kipp kicks his head to the side. “The car.”

“Mmm,” is the only retort he receives as I move onto writing a new word beside the last.

“Not your top.”

“You don’t wanna see under my top?”

“Well, I mean I do, but-” the curious glance he’s given simply makes him stutter more. “Th-th-that’s not – See that didn’t – And you said-”

An amused hum is accompanied by me slipping the edge of the pen top between my teeth.

“I like cars,” Kipp innocently confesses. “I like what they’re made of. The sounds they make. The difference changing the tiniest part can make. I-I-I-I like knowing what they’re capable of especially when you treat them right instead of wrong. Give them love instead of neglect.”

Wonder if the same can be said about his dating life.

Not that I’m looking to check out his profile.

Or his tow master general’s. 

Or both at once which would be something totally foreign for me.

But not inconceivable. 

“I live and breathe and think cars. All the time…They’re almost like…giant…jigsaw puzzles.” Now pleased with his analogy, he eagerly nods. “And I like puzzles.” His smile once more becomes rather boyish. “Of all kinds. I’m just the best at car ones. And ones that look like cars.”

I can’t stop myself from cooing, “How are you this adorably cuddly and your boss-”

“Co-Owner.”

“-that Rage Against the Machine dickish?”

“Nolan’s really not that bad. Trust me.”

“I don’t trust you.”

He does his best to hide the hurt that’s flashed in his expression yet fails. “His bark is usually worse than his actual bite.”

“Then might I suggest you invest in a shock collar?”

Kipp helplessly laughs, his head tipped slightly back, completely carefree. He’s open and vulnerable and wordlessly inviting me to join him.

To have the tiniest taste of what that’s like.

What that could be like.

And God help me because even the littlest drop of it is intoxicating.

“Nolan’s a good man,” Kipp proclaims, tone still warm and welcoming. “He jus’ doesn’t like to let people know he cares.”

“Mission. Fucking. Accomplished.”

More laughter.

Bigger smiles.

Brighter eyes.

Geez, he’s just like a little white line in the bathroom of a corporate charity event promising me a good time I know will rewrite my whole fucking existence without my permission.

“He cares in his own ways.”

“Is that the right wording for telling you to make sure you take the office keys upstairs with you so that I don’t try to steal shit?”

“It’s what I call him making meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and corn on the cob for dinner.”

Cluelessness immediately appears on my face.

“We were supposed to have leftover pizza.”

“Still don’t follow.”

“He suddenly decides to make a hot meal – a hot meal with enough for at least three people – instead of just stuffin’ his face with cold cardboard, and you really can’t follow the track I’ve lined with bright orange cones?”

His snark successfully drops my jaw, which seems to be what he wanted considering how wide he’s now grinning.

“When’s the last time you had a home-cooked meal?”

I don’t answer.

“When’s the last time you had more than a Kit Kat bar?” 

Alluding to my earlier comment causes me to smirk against my own volition.

“Why don’t you do us both a favor and eat it while it’s still hot?” Kipp suggests with a little less room for an argument. “You don’t deserve cold food, and I don’t wanna have to haul my ass back upstairs to microwave it again.”

Ignoring the hunger pains in my stomach grows impossible when he tips the plate forward just enough to see the butter dollops sliding around the white mountain of mashed awesomeness. 

I don’t even remember the last time I had a home-cooked meal that I didn’t have to make let alone one that couldn’t be made in fifteen minutes or less for fear of being watched through the cracks of the blocked windows. 

And freshly mashed potatoes? Hell, I know I haven’t had those since my parents died almost four years ago. Mom would make them for Thanksgiving because they were my favorite. She would then turn around and make Dad whipped sweet potatoes because they were his. The ironic shit about all of that was the fact she herself did not eat potatoes.

Not even in chip form.

“Fork? I question at the same time I unlock the vehicle for him. “Or is that gonna cost me extra?”

Kipp opens the door and presents the plate along with the utensil. “Just your keys.”

Digging them out from my bag is an easy task as is taking the plastic wrapped dish I’m practically salivating to devour.

What can I say?

It was a long drive from the Florida Georgia border to Texas and the desperation to wrack up the most number of miles I possibly could before he theoretically caught wind of my escape was the only thing on my mind.

Not sleep.

Not food.

Not even gas, which may be all my damn car needs with my luck.

Rather than shut the door behind him, my mechanic leaves it wide open, although I’m not sure if that’s his attempt at opening a channel of communication or hearing me better or hoping I step out to join him.

Sucks if it’s the latter because that shit’s not happening.

Getting close to people isn’t really my thing.

Especially physically.

And getting to eat without having to look over my shoulder is an even rarer occasion that I am definitely about to live up.

I don’t waste another moment ripping off the wrap and shoving a forkful of potato into my mouth. Heavenly flavors of garlic and butter assault my tongue, like Bonnie and Clyde on a country wide spree, resulting in a loud moan and me quickly scooping up a second bite. 

And then a third. 

And then a fourth and fifth and somewhere around the sixth the man at the front of my car lowers the hood just enough to grouse, “That’s really fucking distracting, baby.”

“Baby?” I lick away the amount that’s managed to get onto my lips. “Did you just call me baby?”

“No.” He rapidly shakes his head and continues to deny the accusation in spite of his very, very red face. “I said Bunny. Because your name is Bunny.”

He did not.

But this little white lie gets a pass courtesy of this big hunk of amazingness fucking my tastebuds.

“Whatever you say, kid.” The brush off is done on a stab to the meatloaf. “Hey, why does Winnie the Douche call you Kid, anyway? How young are you?”

“How young are you?” he challenges between tinkering.

“Old enough.”

“Same.”

His tit for tat method is one I don’t mind.

He can have his secrets.

And I’ll keep mine.

“How old’s Nolan?”

“Forty.”

“Oh, his age you’ll reveal?” 

Small chuckles precede his response, “I was just a kid when we met. Always thought the nickname was simply his way of showin’ he cares.”

“Do hugs not work?”

He momentarily lowers the hood again. “Does he look like a hugger to you?”

“He looks like he needs a fucking hug.”

“And you need to give this beauty some TLC,” Kipp scolds at the same time he resumes his inspection. “This shit looks like it hasn’t been maintained since it left the lot.”

“Because it hasn’t.”

“Why not?” More sounds echo throughout the garage. “Can’t afford it?”

Not the way he’s thinking.

Money isn’t the issue.

My safety is.

“Discover anything good, Vespucci?” I drop the fork near the edge of the plate to pick up the ear of corn. “Perhaps a quick and easy fix that’ll have me out of here in the next couple of hours before the sun and the big unfriendly giant are up?”

“No.” Kipp’s long pause has me preparing to playfully poke a second time when he makes his way towards the door holding an unfortunate tiny box up for me to see. “Found this under your front bumper.”
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