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​Chapter 1
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The drip has been going for three days. It’s not a burst pipe or anything dramatic enough to justify the full-scale spiral I’ve been fighting since Tuesday. Just a rhythmic tap-tap-tap onto the cabinet floor under the sink like a tiny metronome counting down to the last of my sanity.

I peer under the sink. Problem: leaky pipe joint. Attempted solutions: Video tutorial (failed at step three when the guy said “simply replace the slip-joint washer” as if that phrase means anything to a normal person), tightening the coupling myself (made it worse), ignoring it (three days and counting). Remaining option: call a professional.

I grab my phone and lean on the counter, chewing my thumbnail. I’m housesitting for my aunt this summer while she’s in Portugal and it’s just me, her houseplants, and her leaky pipes. I texted her about it this morning and her reply came back quickly: Call a plumber, sweetie. I’ll pay for it. Don’t let it get worse!

Normally I’d call my friend Lila. She knows a guy for everything through her husband’s car repair shop. But I don’t need Lila or a reference from Jax for this one. I already met the perfect man for the job at their barbecue six weeks ago.

Drew.

When I first saw all six-foot-plus of him with those wide shoulders, I forgot what I was saying mid-sentence. When I found out his job, I joked that if I ever have a leak, I know who to call. Then I smiled at him and his ears turned red.

His ears. This massive man with palms large enough they’d swallow mine whole was blushing at the ears because I smiled at him.

I’ve been thinking about it constantly. Six weeks of replaying a two-minute conversation with a man I don’t know while my body does things I can’t explain. I press my thighs together at the memory and a low ache pulses between my legs.

Here’s the thing. When I go back to college in the fall, I’ll be twenty-one years old, a senior, and I’ve never been touched by a man. My one attempt at a date was a pre-med student who spent two hours describing the stages of decomposition and then asked if I wanted to see his cadaver lab. When I said no, he cried. That’s the whole romantic résumé, and I’m tired of feeling weird about it since some of my friends are married and pregnant.

A man with red ears, huge hands, and a gentle voice? A man who blushes when a woman smiles at him isn’t going to be rough or careless. He’d be patient. He’d be good at it. My pussy throbs at the thought and I squeeze my eyes shut.

So here I am, chewing my nail down to the quick and pretending the reason I looked up his number online is the sink.

I text him and describe the leak in detail: location, duration, approximate drip rate per minute because I counted. Twice. Because that’s what I do when I’m nervous.

He texts back in forty seconds: Be there in 20.

Oh god. Twenty minutes. I look down at myself, ratty college t-shirt, no bra, hair situation best described as feral, and sprint to the bathroom to change into a tank top that doesn’t have a stain on it. He’s coming to fix a pipe, Jessie. Get a grip.

***
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He’s exactly what I remembered, except worse. Worse meaning better.

When I open the door, he fills the entire frame. Broad with square shoulders, toolbelt slung low on his hip. Warm hazel eyes that crinkle at the corners when he sees me.

“Jessie, right? From the barbecue.” He says it like he’s uncertain if it’s okay to remember me, and that slight uncertainty in his voice sends a zing straight down my spine and between my legs. Ohhhh no, why did I think this was a good idea? I’m not going to be able to think about anything but how hot he is. 

“That’s me. The leak’s in the kitchen.” I step back to let him in. He has to angle his shoulders to clear the frame, and I clench around nothing. Yeah, I’m having a stronger reaction to him now than I did at the barbecue. 

He sets his toolbox down beside the sink, swings the cabinet doors open, and crouches to examine the pipes underneath. He leans forward, forearms braced on the cabinet base.

His forearms. I need to address his forearms because they’re becoming a problem. They’re thick and roped with veins, dusted with dark hair, flexing as he adjusts the wrench on the coupling. The tendons move under tanned skin every time he tightens his grip, and my brain goes fuzzy. I’m staring at a man’s forearms while he fixes a pipe and I’m getting wet and this is mortifying.

I lean my hip against the counter next to him, arms crossed, pretending I’m supervising. Quality control. Definitely not staring at how his jeans pull tight across his thighs.

“How long’s it been doing this?” he asks from under the sink, voice muffled.

“Three days. Twelve hours. Roughly.”

A low chuckle. “Roughly.”

“I keep a mental log.” Stop being weird, Jessie. Normal people don’t keep drip logs.

“I can tell.” He slides out enough that I can see the amusement on his face. There are crow’s feet at the corners of those hazel eyes, the kind you get from squinting in the sun or laughing a lot. “You try fixing it yourself first?”

“I watched a seven-minute video and made it worse.”

“The usual outcome.” He grins, slides back under. “Washer’s shot on the slip joint. Easy swap.”

While he works, I retreat into what I do best. I compile data per Lila’s rundown of the crew at the barbecue.

Drew. On-call plumber for Jax’s Auto Shop. Age: thirty-seven. Status: divorced. Build: powerlifter. Demeanor: calm, warm, zero drama.

Sixteen years older than me.

I keep thinking: he’d be so careful with me. My first time. He wouldn’t rush. He wouldn’t fumble. He’d know exactly what to do.

He reaches into his toolbox and I watch the leather of his belt creak as he shifts, the worn fabric of his shirt riding up just enough to show a strip of lower back. No plumber’s crack there, but I almost wish there was.

I push my hair behind my ear and redirect my thoughts. “So you work for Jax often?”

“Nah, I’m just on-call. Jax is good people.” He reaches for a coupling and the wrench clanks against the pipe. “How’s Lila doing? She looked happy at the barbecue.”

“She’s good. Getting bigger by the day.” I almost add more but catch myself. “This is my aunt’s house. I’m housesitting for the summer, and she told me to call a plumber.”

“Ah.” He tightens something and the dripping stops. Just like that. Three days of torture ended in twelve minutes by a man with good hands and a rubber washer.

Good hands. I file that away and try not to think about where else I’d like those hands. Zero self-control plus zero experience equals stupid, and I’m proof.
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