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      The squeal of tires was the first thing. It cut through the morning quiet, then came the crash. Metal against metal, the groan of my own car's frame buckling. I watched it all happen from my ground floor apartment. I had been working on my second cup of coffee, just idly looking out the window, when it all unfolded in front of me. A black pickup truck, weaving like a drunk in a cartoon, swerving all over the street before it slammed right into the back of my parked sedan. The pickup didn't even slow down, just kept going, a trail of my car's bumper plastic glittering in the road.

      My hands were shaking by the time I hung up with the insurance company. The voice on the other end had been calm, professional, and completely unhelpful. The police had responded, too, but they couldn't do much without a license plate number, which I'd been too stunned to catch. I was staring at the empty space in the parking spot, the puddle of coolant slowly spreading on the asphalt. That's when the knock came at my door.

      My body moved on autopilot to answer it. I opened the door, but just stood there, not yet really comprehending what was happening. I was in a state of shock, with the faint smell of gasoline still lingering in my senses from the accident.

      "Alex? You okay?" Jake's voice was rough. He had grease under his fingernails and a permanent smell of motor oil clinging to his work shirt. "I drove by and saw your car. What happened, man? Were you in it? Are you okay?" I didn't answer right away, I just stared at him. I hadn't even considered that, the possibility that I could have been out there, loading groceries or getting ready to leave for work. I shook my head slowly, the motion feeling stiff.

      "Hit and run," I finally managed to say. "Just sat here and watched it happen."

      Jake pushed past me into the apartment, his presence filling the small space, grounding me. He scanned the room, then his eyes landed on me again. He saw the coffee mug in my trembling hand and took it from me, setting it down on the counter. "Jesus," he said, but he didn't say anything else, just stood there for a moment, letting the silence hang in the air. He understood. Jake understood the kind of helplessness that comes from watching your world get wrecked by someone else's carelessness.

      "Just let me handle this," Jake said, pulling out his phone. He started making calls, talking to towing companies and insurance adjusters with a confidence I completely lacked. I just stood there, feeling like a ghost in my own apartment, while he took control of the situation. He dealt with the police report, with the insurance claim, with getting the wrecked car towed away. "I can even see if my boss will hook you up with a loaner until you get yourself settled. The perks of working at a used car lot." He offered this last part with a small, tired smile.

      Just as things started to feel a little less like a complete nightmare, another knock echoed at my door. This one was different—a sharp, official rap that made Jake pause mid-sentence. I opened it to a delivery driver holding a clipboard.

      "Alex Peterson?" the driver asked, not waiting for an answer before continuing. "Got a delivery for you. Inherited vehicle. Sign here." He thrust the clipboard at me, a pen attached to it with a greasy string. My brain struggled to catch up. Inherited vehicle?

      I scrawled my name on the line, the signature barely legible. The driver nodded and gestured toward the street, where a flatbed truck was already lowering a car onto the asphalt. "It's all yours," he said, handing me a single key with a faded pink ribbon tied to it. "It's all there in the paperwork." And then he was gone, climbing back into his truck and pulling away before I could ask a single question.

      Jake and I both walked outside to look at my new inheritance. It was a sedan, older model, but in pristine condition. The paint job, however, was a shade of pink that could only be described as aggressively feminine. It wasn't a subtle rose or a dusty coral, but a bright, almost neon pink that practically screamed for attention.

      The interior wasn't any better. Equally hot pink leather seats, a pink dashboard, and even a pink steering wheel. "Well, Alex," Jake said, his voice full of barely suppressed laughter. "Looks like you're the proud owner of the Barbie Mobile. Did you win a contest or something?"

      "Very funny," I muttered, running a hand over the surprisingly smooth hood. "It's from my Great Aunt Betty. She passed away last month." I hadn't even known Betty well. She was a black sheep in the family, a woman who was always spoken of in hushed, disapproving tones. I remembered seeing one picture of her once, a woman with impossibly blonde hair and a figure that belonged in a magazine, not at a family reunion. The family said she'd married my Great Uncle Billy, though I'd never met him, only seen his photo—a stern-faced man who looked perpetually unimpressed.

      "Betty, huh?" Jake said, circling the car. "The one they said looked like a porn star?" He opened the driver's side door and the scent of something floral and sweet, like old perfume and bubblegum, wafted out. "She had good taste, I'll give her that. This thing is in immaculate condition. The engine's probably spotless."

      He slammed the door shut and the sound echoed in the quiet street. He could see my face, the mixture of annoyance and bewilderment. "Look, don't worry about it," he said, clapping me on the shoulder. "Bring it by the shop at the end of the week. I'll give it a full tune-up, check it over from top to bottom. And hey," he added with a grin, "if you decide you can't live with the color, I can get you a great deal on a new paint job. Something a little more... manly."

      I nodded, my hand tightening around the key with its pink ribbon. "Thanks, Jake. I appreciate it."

      After he left, I stood there for a long time, just looking at the car. It was so out of place, a splash of garish pink against the mundane gray of the apartment building and the asphalt of the parking lot. I finally got in, the pink leather cool against my back, and drove it into my assigned parking spot. While the spot was next to my bedroom, parking on the street had always been more convenient. But with the garishness of my new set of wheels, I wanted to avoid showing it off, preferring to park it behind my apartment building instead of in front of it where everyone could see it. It would be fine for a few days. Just until Jake could look at it. Just a temporary solution. I locked the car and went back inside, the faint, sweet smell of perfume clinging to my clothes.
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