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      Why was it that cars always decided to go crazy when it was dark, or raining, or both?

      Tonight it was both, and cold to boot. She was only a few miles from home, her hyper-vigilant highway commute beginning to translate into a tension headache, when Jezebel’s, that was the name of her car, engine hiccupped and started to sputter. “Please, not now.” Cassandra’s stomach clenched as she pulled over into the exit lane. Jez coughed and lurched all the way down the ramp, while Cassandra held her breath and gripped the wheel with white knuckles, like she could keep the power flowing to the engine by sheer force of will. They beat the red light by a hair. A little more orange than yellow,  as she coaxed the poor beast through a slow right turn, then a halting quarter of a mile down the street, to the shop where she’d been taking the car almost since the day she bought it a couple of years earlier.

      Halfway over the lip into the garage’s tiny lot, Jez gave one final jerk and went dead. “Come on, baby, just a little further,” Cassandra pleaded, trying the ignition again, but it was no use. She shoved the gearshift into park, hit the hazard lights, and slammed both hands down on the steering wheel, trying to drive back the frustrated tears that threatened to spring loose.

      The timing couldn’t be worse. Christmas was coming all too soon, and she still hadn’t gotten most of Laura’s presents, nor the fixings for the Thanksgiving dinner she’d planned for the two of them on Thursday. Her mind raced with the prospect of all the scrambling she was going to have to do if the repair cost exceeded the hard-won balance in her savings account. Terry was a nice guy: maybe he would let her pay it off over a month or two and not charge her storage. But in the meantime, how was she going to get back and forth to work, let alone run necessary errands? No one from the office lived close enough to catch a regular ride. Taking one of the infrequent public transit buses would shave another irreplaceable hour off her day, both ways. Laura already rode the school bus most days, and was old enough to look after herself for a few hours in the afternoons, but they got too little time together as it was.

      Cassandra rested her forehead against the wheel, gathering strength to deal with the next step. She was so sick of struggling.

      A light tap at the driver’s window startled her out of her gloom, and she looked up to see Terry peering in at her. She put her window down a few inches, far enough to hear what he was saying without letting in the steady drizzle. “Put ‘er in neutral, we’ll get you outta the street.” A wave of relief hit her as the car began to roll across the lot, straight toward the garage bay. She hadn’t even been sure they’d still be open this late.

      “Stop,” Terry yelled as she got close to the building. Cassandra braked to a halt and popped her door open. “Why don’t you go on in, get out of the rain,” Terry said. “Me and Avery’ll get ‘er inside.”

      She looked across the roof, only now seeing Terry’s business partner Avery, leaning a muscular forearm on top of the car. He was bare-armed, as usual; the way he always went about his work, regardless of the weather. It was a good look on him—even if it was less a style choice than the practical matter of sleeves that didn’t accommodate the size of his biceps.

      That view was something she looked forward to every time she brought Jez in for service. It had been too long since a man had sparked her interest in that way; not that he’d ever given her a single inkling that the attraction was more than one-sided, and not that she planned on doing anything about it even if he had. Having a trustworthy mechanic always trumped the hazy possibility of a date. Still, it was a nice boost on an otherwise dismal evening. Anything to take her mind off the immediate trouble.

      On the surface Avery was a little rough; perpetually covered in grime from his work, with dark hair that hung in his eyes, and quiet to the point of being monosyllabic any time she was around, but Cassandra suspected it was mostly because he was kind of an introvert. Tonight he just lifted his chin in greeting, tight-lipped as ever, although there might have been a touch of a sympathetic smile under the poker face.

      The two men were an interesting contrast: Terry was never in any kind of mood other than charming and cheerful, and he did enough talking for both of them. They knew their business, though, and they’d kept Jezebel—pretty on the outside, but the very devil on the inside, back when she first bought the car—running smoothly.

      Until tonight, that is. She should have known it was just a matter of time before a bomb went off. Wasn’t that how it always was with a used car? She’d taken such care about keeping up with regular maintenance, so it must be something catastrophically bad, and lord knew she didn’t have the money for a replacement at this point.

      It only took a few minutes for Terry and Avery to get Jez in place over the lift in the open bay and join Cassandra in the office, with its chaotic mix of spillover stock parts, piles of paper, and one all-too-familiar chair wedged into a corner for those ill-fated enough to be stuck waiting while their vehicle was being worked on. “You got good timing—we were just about to close up shop for the night,” Terry said. “So what seems to be the problem, Miss Cassandra?”

      Cassandra filled them in on the whole wretched but blessedly brief story, ending with, “It was only luck that I was so close and she held on long enough to get me over here.”

      She had kept her eyes on Terry as she talked, looking for any clue whether he thought the problem was something serious, but he simply shrugged a shoulder and said, “Well, nothing we can do about it tonight,” and went around the back of the cluttered desk to start the paperwork. “You need to use our phone to call somebody to come get you?”

      There wasn’t anyone. She could call Jenny, but that would mean asking her friend to abandon her shopping trip in the city, and she didn’t want to impose, even though the cost of a cab home was going to put yet another painful dent in her budget. “I’ve got my cell; would you happen to have the number handy for a cab company?” She’d been meaning to look into using Uber for just this sort of setback, but she hadn’t gotten around to it, and it wasn’t something she wanted to try out for the first time on a miserable, stress-filled night like this.

      “Hey, no,” Terry said. “Cab way out here? you’d be screaming bloody murder at how much they’d charge you. Nah, Avery’ll get you home.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Cassandra saw Avery do a double-take. “Me?” Unless her imagination was getting the best of her, he’d been watching her, not paying a bit of attention to the conversation.

      “Yeah, you,” Terry said, laughing. “I got bowling league tonight. Gonna have to hustle to get there on time as it is. Danesha will have my ass.”

      “I don’t want to hold either one of you up,” Cassandra said. “I’ll just call for a cab.”

      “Nah.” Avery ducked his head, hiding whatever thoughts he might be having about getting volunteered for the job. “It’s okay, if you don’t mind my truck.”

      She’d seen his truck on the lot before—a three-quarter-ton behemoth of indeterminate age, alternately primer-dull and rusty. She assumed it ran better than it looked, given what he did for a living. “Of course! Can’t really afford to be picky right now, can I?”

      Terry coughed and hid a grin behind his hand. Perhaps she should have found a more diplomatic way of putting it—some men were emotional about their vehicles, but the fates were smiling on her for once and Avery didn’t appear to be too put out over how she’d dismissed his precious truck. “It don’t look like much,” he said, “but it gets me where I’m going. I can drop you a ways down the street if you don’t want the neighbors to talk bad about you.” This time she was sure there had been a glimmer of humor. If she’d blinked she would have missed it.

      “Nonsense,” Cassandra said. “I couldn’t care less what they think.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but she wasn’t going to say anything to further insult Avery, his truck, or the offer of a free ride home.

      The inside of Avery’s pickup smelled of grease and old tobacco smoke, and somehow felt both larger than her cube at work and more narrow than her hall coat closet. She hadn’t taken into account how long it had been since she’d been in such a confined space with a man she’d never even broken bread with. Her nerves were jangled enough that it felt like a reasonable response when she froze with one hand on the open door and came within a hair’s breadth of changing her mind about taking a cab.

      “Still thinking about what the neighbors’ll say?” Avery closed his door and turned the key, the V8 roaring to life while she dithered over her choices and eventually scrambled in and settled at the farthest edge of the seat.

      He didn’t ask what her problem was, like some other man might have. He only asked, “Which way?” and pulled out onto the street.

      Once they’d sorted out the directions to Cassandra’s apartment, Avery was silent again, except for occasionally humming along with the radio. At least that’s what she assumed he was doing—it came across more as a tuneless, sub-vocal vibration, like a big cat’s purr. Once that image was in her mind—Avery’s shaggy head with the face of a lion, or a puma—she had to bite the inside of her cheek to hold back a manic laugh. She slapped a hand over her mouth, but a tiny snort escaped.

      “Hm?” Avery said, glancing in her direction.

      “Oh, nothing,” she said, fumbling for a good cover story. “I’m all over the place tonight. This kind of situation throws me for a loop, you know?”

      He was quiet again, but then he said, “This,” gesturing between them across the truck’s bench seat, “or the thing with the car?”

      “No, the car, absolutely the car!” Cassandra blurted out. “I’m sorry, I must have sounded so ungrateful for the ride. It’s just, I mean, you know, what if it’s something bad.” She’d been distracted by the details of figuring out her way home, but now the worries started to swirl in her brain again. “I don’t have a lot of money, and it’s coming up on Christmas, and I’m so sick of, just when I think I’m starting to get my head above water something always happens, and when I get stressed I don’t always think things through before I open my—” The tears overflowed, turning the headlights of oncoming cars into one haloed blur, and the flood of words hiccupped to a stop, just like her poor dead car.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Avery said, his voice rising. “Jesus. Don’t do that.”

      That tone was so bone-deep familiar she instinctively flinched, waiting for what always came next. Men didn’t like it when women got weepy. She knew better. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be such a big baby. It all got to me for a minute.”

      “Quit apologizing. That ain’t what I meant.” He didn’t seem to have much interest in soothing her wobbly feelings, which in Cassandra’s experience was the go-to response for most men, even—or especially—when it was insincere and mainly designed to shut her up. Finally he said, “Christ, I wish Terry was here. He’s always saying how I need to talk to the customers more, but look what I done.”

      “It’s not your fault, I’m a mess.” She pulled a tissue out of her purse and dabbed at her eyes, trying not to smear her mascara.

      “Just don’t think you need to get all bent out of shape about it,” he said. “Terry and me, we’ll get that car straightened out for you. Might not be that bad.”

      He could have started with that, she thought, but maybe he didn’t think he needed to sugar-coat things for her. Like she wasn’t ten pounds of issues in a five-pound sack. “From your mouth to God’s ears.”

      “She been acting funny before tonight? Stalling out, running rough?”

      He was good at this, even if he wasn’t trying to be. Something concrete to focus on was the best way to keep from getting stuck in her head. “Now that you mention it, she’s been sort of hard to get going in the mornings, but it always smoothes out once I get on the road. I honestly didn’t think much of it.” In truth she’d ignored it, hoping it would go away.

      Avery’s hands relaxed on the wheel as he turned off the main drag, into the lighter flow of residential traffic. “Mm-hm. Where’d you fill up last?”

      She counted back the days. “It must have been the little independent place on 16, by the McDonald’s. But I get gas there all the time. Does it matter?”

      “Might,” he said. “Could be you got a bad batch. We’ll see tomorrow.”

      When he dropped her off in front of the apartment, he asked, “You okay getting to work in the morning?” as if the next sentence might have been an offer to drive her, but she was certain he was only asking to be polite. It wasn’t like he ran some kind of side service chauffeuring hapless single ladies. In any case, the bus stop wasn’t too far a walk, and the forecast for tomorrow was for partly cloudy skies and no more rain.
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      Morning came far too early. Cassandra hadn’t slept well at all, waking repeatedly throughout the night when her brain decided she needed to spend some more time fretting about the car. “Mrs. Harrison is going to pick you up for school, just for today,” she told Laura, checking her bag again to make sure she had her office keys. “Mind your manners, and be sure to tell her ‘thank you.’ Lock up tight—”

      “I know, Mom,” her middle-schooler sighed, with an eye-roll thrown in for good measure. “Don’t let anyone in, don’t go anywhere after school except straight here, call you at the office to let you know I’m home safe,” Laura chanted. “I’ve only done this about a billion times.”

      Cassandra narrowed her eyes at her daughter, trying not to smile at the dramatics. “I’m required by law to worry,” she said. “It’s in the manual.”

      “Someday I’m gonna find that stupid manual, and I’m gonna burn it,” Laura said, grinning. She put her face up for her mother to kiss. “Now git, or you’ll be late to work.” Given the way they’d been clashing lately over even the smallest things, Cassandra welcomed the rare morning where they didn’t part with the residue of yet another argument hanging in the air.

      The first half of the day went by in a blur, tied up with a spreadsheet project that landed in Cassandra’s inbox before she even got to her desk with her coffee. It took her mind off her own imminent expenses, forcing her to concentrate on the precise work of importing batches of numbers and inserting the right formulas to make the columns and rows all add up correctly. It was eleven-thirty before she even noticed that the cubicles around her had filled up.

      “Earth to Cassandra!” Jenny whispered, stopping by on her way to her office. “Meet me in the break room in fifteen minutes, I’ve got treats…!”

      Cassandra gave Jenny a thumbs-up to show she’d heard and went back to her screen, determined to wrap up the project before she broke for lunch. The offer made her uneasy, though. Jenny had a habit of bringing in irresistible baked goods when she wanted to ask Cassandra to do something that might require convincing. Most of the time it ended up being something fun, or at least not a chore—one time it had been a mani-pedi, Jenny’s treat (something Cassandra would never splurge on for herself, and the generosity was a nagging reminder that she couldn’t reciprocate), and on a couple of occasions she’d asked Cassandra to water the houseplants when she and Roger were going to be out of town—but it always felt a bit like a bribe. Given the time of year, she had a sneaking suspicion what Jenny was up to.

      The last time Cassandra had shown up for the traditional holiday get-together at Roger and Jenny's, a spare single man had rather obviously been seated next to Cassandra for dinner. It wasn’t the first year that had happened, or even the second. Dylan had been a neighbor at Roger’s old place, and Cassandra had gone out with him a few times afterward. His company had been pleasant enough at first, but he was, not to put too fine a point on it, boring, and had some tiresome, outdated notions about how women should behave. The icing on the cake had been how overly attached he had gotten on such a brief acquaintance. She’d cordially but firmly put an end to it before even a month had gone by, after a lunch date where he had started making enthusiastic noises about introducing her to his aging parents and his teenage daughters.

      Now that the Christmas party season was rolling around again, she was dreading another repeat performance. Jenny wasn’t the only co-worker who had made blatant attempts at matchmaking—it was the office’s favorite lunchtime sport—but her friend was hands-down the most persistent, and Cassandra couldn’t stand the thought of another humiliating set-up. She adored Jenny, and Roger had turned out to be a good match for her, after a string of disappointing men, but Cassandra resented the implication that just because they’d found happiness, her continued single status was something that required an intervention.

      This year she needed to either find a date on her own, or come up with some excuse to skip the event altogether.

      She quickly re-checked her work, sent the finished spreadsheet back to the manager who’d made the request, and rose from her chair to stretch out the kinks in her back. She was just about to head for the break room when her cell phone vibrated.

      “Good news, Miz Cassandra! Your car’s ready to go.”

      Cassandra dropped back into her chair, astonished. They hadn’t even called her with an estimate. “So soon?”

      “Easy fix,” Terry said. “Avery thought it might be a clogged fuel filter from bad gas, and he was dead on. We ran ‘er dry, put some cleaner in with a fresh tank, and she’s purring again.”

      Her racing heart rate started to come back down to normal. Nothing like what she’d feared: a full engine overhaul, days worth of labor. Something manageable. “So what’s the total going to be?”

      “$75.00 without the tax; I don’t have the exact amount in front of me, probably another five bucks for that. I should have cleared it with you before we went ahead, but Avery was being such a sourpuss about it I purely forgot to call. We comped the labor; Avery said if we’d replaced that filter the last time you had it in we might have saved you the scare. It’ll be the new filter and the gas treatment, and the gas itself.”

      “I—” She’d been imagining an estimate in the thousands; at the very minimum several hundred. Not a get-out-of-jail-virtually-free card. “That’s incredibly generous of you.” What else could you say to the man who had just saved Christmas?

      “Not at all. I just didn’t want to listen to him gripe about how we didn’t do right by our best customer. Besides, he might have had a point. And you don’t need to tell him I said that,” Terry chuckled. “He’ll run it over to you at the end of the day, if you can bring him back here after.”

      “I’m at work today,” she reminded him. “That’s all the way over by Newnan.”

      “I’ll tell him, but I don’t think that’s a problem. He wants to get it out on the road and let it run, make sure it’s okay. I think he’s being paranoid, but I learned a long time ago not to argue with him. The man’s got a sixth sense. If it’s got anything else going on, he’ll spot it.”

      The overwhelming relief made her sag in her chair. She checked her calendar to make sure there weren’t any morning meetings she should prep for before she left, and gave Terry the address. “I got in early this morning, so I can leave by four. Will that work?”

      “I’ll let him know. He’ll call you back if it’s a problem, but it should be fine. There’s one more job to finish; I was thinking of closing early anyway. Get home in time to spend the rest of the afternoon with my kids. Could even fix dinner, for a change. My wife won’t know what hit her.” Terry was chuckling to himself again as he hung up.

      Cassandra managed to stop herself from dancing her way across the office, but she paused once she reached the break room for a brief, fist-pumping victory celebration.

      “If Excel gets you that worked up, I’m a little concerned about you, honey,” Jenny said, her eyebrows raised in curiosity as she took the foil off the plate that held her latest offering.

      “You wouldn’t be, if you’d seen that gem I just finished,” Cassandra said seriously, but she couldn’t keep a straight face. “Come on, I’m not that much of a nerd. My car is fixed, and it’s not even costing me a hundred dollars. I can’t tell you what a load that is off my mind.”

      “No! What’s Jez done now?” Jenny had come up with the name, back when the Del Sol had begun to reveal the mechanical shortcomings under her glossy, emerald green exterior.

      “For once, nothing that has me crying in the bathroom,” Cassandra said. “Something got clogged up because I bought crappy cheap gas. Shows you how much I know: I thought gas was gas? About gave me a heart attack last night. I thought I was looking at having to bus it until I could get the repairs paid off.”

      “Girl.” Jenny’s voice went low and reproachful. “You know you can come to me if you get caught short?”

      Cassandra squeezed her eyes shut and sighed. She should have known better than to mention her financial woes. “I do know, you always say that, but if I start down that road, I could never live with myself. I appreciate your good heart, truly I do, but—I need to make my own way.”

      “All right, message received,” Jenny said, yielding the point. “But the offer stands, so please keep it in mind. I’m glad you got it sorted out so fast this time. Now, could we get to the really important stuff, please?” She handed Cassandra a paper plate and a fork. “These are mostly your traditional pecan pie, but made into bars, and there’s a little bonus under the filling.” She paused, her own fork hovering in midair. “Honest opinion: is it too much?”

      The pie—or cookie? was, as always, flawless: luscious, nutty filling in a buttery crust, with the unexpected twist of a layer of bittersweet chocolate ganache at the bottom. “Oh my god,” Cassandra mumbled around the first bite. “That’s decadent. A yes vote from me.”

      “Excellent!” Jenny crowed. “We have a winner. I’ll run the rest of the menu by you once I get it nailed down, but this was the one thing I wasn’t sure about. We’re doing all hors d'oeuvres, buffet-style instead of a sit-down dinner, with the expanded guest list this year.” She looked sideways at Cassandra. “You are coming, aren’t you?”

      “Well, since I don’t recall getting a save-the-date yet, I can’t really say.” They both knew Cassandra’s social calendar was wide-open, but Cassandra always tried to pretend there was some scant possibility she’d have other plans.

      “Anyone in the running to be your escort?” Jenny’s eyes gleamed, and Cassandra could tell she was itching to present her list of candidates.

      “As a matter of fact…” Cassandra began. The next word ought to have been a reluctant, predictable “...no,” but somewhere in there, her wayward, sleepless brain got a different idea and ran with it. “I’m sort of seeing someone.”

      The instant it was out of her mouth she wanted to rewind time.

      “What?” Jenny’s voice rose to a screech, and Cassandra lunged to push the break room door closed before everyone on the floor knew her business. Her wholly imaginary business. “Since when? Who is he? How did you meet? Tell me everything!”

      “Patience, grasshopper,” Cassandra said, while her thoughts spun in panic. “I—I don’t want to spoil things by making a promise I may not be able to keep. It’s very new, and I don’t know if he’ll be available, or if he’ll even want to come.” That should be just enough of a diversion to keep Jenny from trying to introduce her to someone. All she had to do now was tell Jenny on the night of the party that sadly, the very new thing hadn’t worked out after all. Or that he had to work. Or he was a hermit, and it was against his religion to celebrate commercial holidays. The tragic possibilities were limitless.

      “It’ll be the seventeenth. Lock that down now. Unless he’s got one of those jobs where he’s on call, even on weekends. Like a, a firefighter. Or a doctor? Or a cop. Ooh, is he a cop? Roger might know him.” Jenny was so excited she could hardly stand still, her corkscrew curls bobbing.

      “You’re ridiculous!” Cassandra protested. “He’s not a cop. Or any of those other things.” She couldn’t stop digging the hole deeper every time she opened her mouth. “I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” She dropped the plate into the trash and took her fork to the sink to wash it so she didn’t have to look Jenny in the face and chance giving anything away.

      “This is very interesting,” Jenny said, her smile growing broad and thoughtful. “The sex must be off-the-charts good, if you won’t even tell your bestie.”

      “What—what does that—” Cassandra stammered. “Where do you even come up with such things?”

      “It’s a proven fact,” her friend insisted. “In the early stages of a relationship, women are less likely to talk about the details if they’re having really great sex. Something about being afraid to jinx it.”

      “Sweetheart,” Cassandra said, “I hate to be the one to tell you, but one Cosmo article does not equal ‘proven fact’.”

      “It was Marie Claire, and I still think I’m right.” Jenny dropped her own plate and fork into the sink with a careless thunk that suggested she was somewhat put out by Cassandra’s roadblock. “Fine, be that way. I will wait to hear all the dirty details until you’re ready to share.”

      Cassandra made sure she was halfway out the door with her packed lunch before she turned back and said, “If I remember right, you couldn’t stop talking about Roger from the day you met; does that mean I should feel bad about your awful sex life?”

      Jenny’s laughter followed her all the way back to her desk.
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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