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Chapter 1- Unexpected Visitor
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I’m not expecting anyone, which means the shrill buzz of my apartment doorbell instantly puts my heart in my throat. There’s something about that sound—a panic trigger left over from a childhood of hiding gaming marathons from my mom—that makes my nerves dance like live wires. I freeze mid-bite of microwaved ramen, noodles suspended in air, eyes fixed on the battered door like it’s about to explode.

Another ring, longer this time. Not a delivery, then. I set the plastic bowl down, wipe my hands on my shorts, and pad barefoot across the linoleum. My mind sifts through possible explanations: landlord, Jehovah’s Witnesses, some neighbor pissed about the laundry room. I don’t expect Corinne.

But it’s Corinne.

She’s framed in the battered rectangle of my peephole, which somehow amplifies everything about her—her hair, the glossy brown of roasted coffee beans, is up in one of those messy buns that make it look like she woke up beautiful and forgot to care. Her skirt is criminal: a plaid scrap barely long enough to call itself legal, clinging to the carved muscle of her thighs, ending just shy of the midpoint between hip and knee. And the crop top—barely there, really, one careless arm raise from disaster—shows the stretch of her stomach and the soft bounce of her chest, the kind of cleavage you could drown in if you weren’t careful.

I open the door, and her perfume storms me before she even speaks—a floral-musk so heady I feel it wrap around my brainstem. My pulse thrums in my ears. She’s holding a screwdriver and her phone, the latter decorated with a glittery sticker that says “BOSS.” Her lips, glossy as the sticker, are curled in this knowing smile, like she’s perfectly aware of the effect she’s having on me.

“Hi, John,” she says, and my name comes out like the first taste of something forbidden. “Sorry to bug you, but I could really use a man’s help with a little... home repair emergency.”

She has a way of emphasizing words like ‘man’ and ‘help’ that makes them feel filthy even though they’re not. I try to swallow and my mouth clicks dryly. I open and close my hands, suddenly aware of how much I’m sweating, and how visible it must be on my face.

“Uh, yeah,” I manage, my voice about two octaves higher than usual. “Sure. I mean, what’s up?”

She leans against my doorframe, the posture both casual and calculated, angling her hip so the skirt rides even higher. “I was hanging up a picture, but the damn screw stripped, and now it’s stuck in the drywall. I’ve got the tools, but not the muscle.” Her eyes flick to my arms, then to my face, then lower again to the place where my T-shirt clings to my chest. “Could you maybe come by and yank it for me?”

Every syllable is a dare. I try not to picture what kind of picture she was hanging, but my traitor brain conjures up images anyway—bedroom, silk sheets, probably a nude self-portrait or something equally pornographic. I force myself to focus on the actual request.

“Yeah, of course,” I say, a little too eager, immediately regretting how desperate I sound. “Do you, uh, want me to bring my own tools, or...?”

She laughs, a musical sound that makes my ears buzz. “No, I’ve got a whole kit. But you’re welcome to bring your manly wrench if it makes you feel better.”

I can’t tell if she’s flirting or just naturally this devastating. My tongue tries to untangle itself long enough to form words. “I’ll, um, put on some shoes.”

Her eyes linger on my bare feet, then up to my face. “No rush, tiger.” She turns on her heel, the skirt flashing just enough of her ass to make my knees buckle, and strolls back to her apartment. I watch her go before remembering I’m supposed to be acting cool and close the door.

I stand for a second, forehead pressed against the peeling wood, willing my heart to slow down. I’ve been in college for all of five months, and somehow my next-door neighbor has decided to make my existence a living, horny hell. I’ve seen the way Corinne’s eyes linger on me in the hallway, the smiles that last a little too long, the late-night texts about “borrowed sugar.” If she were anyone else, I’d think I had a shot, but she’s also the hottest thirty-seven-year-old on Earth, and she probably eats young men like me for breakfast.

Still, she asked me for help. That’s something.

I jam my feet into battered sneakers, run a hand through my hair, and check myself in the mirror to make sure I don’t look like a complete disaster. The result: medium-disaster, which is an improvement. I grab my phone and head next door.

Corinne’s apartment is a warm burst of air, thick with the same floral-musk perfume and something richer underneath—vanilla, maybe, or just her. It’s cleaner than mine by a factor of ten: plants on every surface, furniture that matches, throw pillows everywhere. I see the crime scene immediately: a painting of a woman’s face, wild hair and wild eyes, leaning against the wall. Above it, a silvery screw juts from the drywall like a stubborn tooth.

Corinne stands with her back to me, arms crossed under her chest, which presses her breasts together in a way that makes my brain flicker. “There it is,” she says without turning. “The world’s most irritating screw.”

I kneel down to inspect the problem, grateful for the excuse to look away. The screw is stripped to hell, the slot basically a smooth oval now. I fumble with the screwdriver, try to get a grip, but it just slips and scratches the wall. I feel Corinne come up behind me—close enough that I can feel her breath on my neck, close enough that the air itself is electric.

“Too tight for you?” she asks, dropping to a crouch beside me. Her knee brushes mine, her perfume wraps around me again, and my focus shatters into a thousand horny fragments.

“I think I got it,” I say, fingers trembling as I try to dig the screwdriver in. It’s impossible to concentrate with her so close. She leans in further, her hair falling against my shoulder, and places her hand over mine, guiding the tool. Her nails are painted a dark, glossy red.

“Try angling it up,” she says, voice low and smooth. I angle it up. The screw moves a fraction. She makes a pleased sound—somewhere between a purr and a giggle—and squeezes my hand before pulling back.

I finally wrestle the thing free with a victorious grunt, nearly falling backwards in the process. Corinne claps, then cups her hands around her mouth and gives me a sarcastic cheer. “Strong and handy,” she says, giving me a look that melts me from the inside out.

She stands, smooths her skirt (which does absolutely nothing to lower the hemline), and reaches into her top for a $20 bill. For one stupid, glorious second, I think she’s going to pull it from between her breasts. Instead, she slides it from the waistband of her skirt, a move that’s somehow even more erotic.

“I insist,” she says, folding the bill and pressing it into my hand. “A hero deserves a payment.”

My hand tingles where her fingers brush me. I open my mouth to protest, but she puts a finger to my lips.

“Don’t argue,” she says, her voice like honey left too long in the sun. “You did me a favor, and I always pay my debts.” Her eyes are dark and bottomless, daring me to contradict her. I don’t.

Instead, I mumble a thank you and try to back toward the door with my dignity intact, which is a lost cause. She watches me with a smile, the kind that says she’s ten moves ahead and enjoying every second. My legs feel weirdly heavy and light at the same time, and it’s not until I’m back in my own apartment, door closed, that I realize I never got her perfume out of my head.

I look at the twenty in my hand, still warm from her skin. It smells like flowers, like sex, like her. I set it on the counter, but my hand lingers for a moment, not ready to let go.

If this is what being a handyman is like, I think, I might need to start advertising.
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The next day I receive another text from Corinne.

Hey, stud. I stripped another screw. Can you come give me a hand? ;) 

There are three exclamation points and an emoji that I can only interpret as sexual, but that might just be my brain. I drop my laptop, wipe my palms on my shorts, and knock on her door before I can talk myself out of it.

She opens it instantly, like she’s been standing on the other side with her hand on the knob, waiting for me. This time, her skirt is shorter—a shiny black material that hugs her hips and barely conceals the curve of her ass. The top is tight and white, a cross between a sports bra and lingerie, showing a two-inch gap of bronzed stomach. I am immediately and painfully hard.

She must notice, because her lips twitch, the ghost of a smile. “Hey, Johnny. Thanks for saving my ass again.”

I make a noise that’s supposed to be casual, but it comes out more like a dying bird. “Happy to help.”

She beckons me in, and I follow her through the hallway, eyes locked on her legs. She walks with a deliberate, almost exaggerated sway, and I swear she’s doing it just for me. Every so often, as she turns a corner or leans to pick up something, the skirt rides up and I catch a flash of black lace. For a second, I think I see the bare skin of her ass. I almost trip over my own feet.

Her apartment is somehow even hotter than yesterday—maybe it’s the sun pouring through the window, or maybe she’s just radiating that much heat. She hands me the screwdriver and gestures at the offending screw, high up on the living room wall.

I move to stand on a step stool she’s positioned, wobbling a bit as I climb. She plants herself directly behind me, close enough that if I lost my balance, I’d fall right into her. I try to focus on the job: the screw, the wall, the grain of the drywall beneath my hands. But I feel her gaze burning holes in the backs of my thighs.

“Let me know if you need a spot,” she says, a low rumble just inches from my ear. Her breath tickles, and I nearly drop the screwdriver. I can feel the sweat forming at the small of my back, and I’m hyper-aware that my gym shorts don’t hide boners very well.

The screw is stubborn—Corinne was right, she’s mangled the slot completely. I try to dig in with the flathead, but it keeps slipping and biting into my palm. Every failed twist makes my hands sweatier, and my arms start to shake from the effort and the proximity of her body. Every time I glance down, I see the outline of her breasts as she leans over, the thin fabric barely containing them.

After a few minutes of grunting, I manage to coax the screw out with a judicious combination of force and leverage. The screw pops out of the wall with a soft thud, and I nearly fall backward. Corinne’s hands shoot out to steady me, palms pressed flat against my hips. The touch is electricity. I am dizzy, breathless, grateful that I didn’t fall, and even more grateful for the excuse to feel her touch.

I twist to look at her, and she doesn’t let go. Her hands linger, then slowly slide up my sides as I step off the stool.

“You’re amazing,” she says. “Total lifesaver.”

My brain shorts out. All I can see is the way her top is now slightly askew, exposing the edge of a lacy bra beneath. All I can feel are her hands on my skin, even after she drops them.

“Um. Thanks,” I say, as if I’ve done something heroic. “It was nothing.”

She glances at the screw in my hand, then back up at me. “You sure you’re not too busy to help a neighbor in distress?”

I shake my head. “I’m never too busy for you.”

“Good answer.” She grins, then gestures at her kitchen table. “Sit with me a minute? I need to catch my breath.”

I nod and follow, still clutching the screwdriver and the stripped screw like a trophy. I sit opposite her, and she leans forward on her elbows, giving me an unimpeded view down her shirt. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.

She studies me for a moment, then tilts her head, brown eyes locked on mine. “I’m so dumb,” she says, tone light but edged with something. “I totally forgot to get cash when I was out. I mean, I literally have zero dollars on me. Unless you take credit cards.” She winks.

I try to smile, but my face is frozen somewhere between terror and arousal. “It’s okay. You don’t have to pay me.”

“Oh, but I insist,” she says, voice dropping half an octave. “It’s the principle of the thing. I promised you a reward, and I always keep my promises.”

She stands, comes around the table, and plants herself next to me. Her thigh touches mine, warm through the fabric of our clothes. She smells even better up close—perfume and sweat and something sharper, unmistakably female.
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