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Jax’s Auto Shop next door has been mostly quiet since it closed at five, but then the grinding starts at seven.

I’m halfway through a charcoal study of my own hand when the angle grinder kicks on next door. The pencil slips and I ruin the line I’ve been working on for ten minutes. The shriek of steel chewing through steel vibrates through the wall and open window between my parents’ house and the shop, and the first orange sparks paint my ceiling through the gap in my curtains like a light show I didn’t buy tickets for.

This is the third time this week.

I try to keep working. Switch to a softer stick, figuring I’ll rough in the background while the noise runs its course. But the grinder keeps screaming and the sparks keep strobing and every line I put down comes out jagged and wrong, as if my hand is picking up the vibration through the desk. After an hour I toss the charcoal onto my sketchpad, smearing a gray streak across two days of work, and shove back from my desk.

Fine. I’ll wait him out.

Another hour passes while I’m flat on my back on my bed, staring at my ceiling like a canvas I forgot to prime. The grinder finally stops, and then the steady crackle of his welder starts up, quieter, but buzzing through the open window.

Twenty minutes later, I’m exasperated.

It’s him. It’s always him.

Steven.

Lila’s brother. She’s my best friend and her brother is the welder who works all evening whenever he wants. I’ve pieced together his pattern from sound alone. First the grinder screams while he preps the metal, then the crackle while he welds, followed by silence when he finally quits.

It’s hard to be annoyed at him for distracting me from my art when he’s so damn hot. It doesn’t help that I’ve been obsessed with him since the summer after high school. I saw him outside shirtless and it was like a switch flipped in my brain. He’s been the star of all my fantasies ever since.

I’m not sure how my parents sleep through his evening routine. They’ve been in bed since eight thirty because they set an alarm for five a.m.—on purpose. Crazy people.

My room is stifling and I’m in panties and a tank top. I peel my hair off the back of my neck—it’s long enough to trap heat like insulation, black strands clinging to skin that’s gone damp everywhere. August heat plus no A/C plus industrial noise through the window equals Cassie losing her mind. I press my palms against my eyes and exhale hard through my nose. When I pull them away I notice a faint charcoal smear across my wrist. Ugh, I hope I didn’t just get it on my face.

My phone screen says 9:34 when the shop finally goes quiet. Now there’s just the ping and settle of cooling steel and the thud of my own heartbeat.

The silence is worse. At least the noise gave me something to be angry about. Now there’s nothing between me and the image of him in there, alone, peeling off his welding hood under the dim shop light.

Enough.

I pull on cutoff shorts and shove my feet into slides, skip the bra because it’s after nine and my parents are dead to the world and I’m going next door to tell a grown man that his noise is disruptive. I don’t know what I’m doing, but if I’m honest, I know I’m not going over there because of the noise. That’s just my excuse. I’ve never tried to get a man’s attention on purpose and my entire strategy is “show up mad in tiny shorts.” Great plan, Cassie. Foolproof.

I trudge outside and cross the gravel lot between my parents’ house and the shop’s side entrance.

The bay door is cracked open about two feet for airflow. Light spills across the gravel and the air tastes like scorched metal. The side door is unlocked and I slip in before I can talk myself out of it.

The shop is dark except for the overhead fluorescents near the welding station in the far corner. A fume extractor clicks off as the last of the welding smoke clears. And there he is.

He has his back to me, leaning against the workbench with a rag in his hands, rolling his neck like someone who’s been hunched over steel for two hours. His welding hood and jacket are already hung on the hook beside the bench. The grinder sits on the floor near his boots. Some kind of metal octopus made of welded tubes sits on the bench behind him, ticking as it cools.

His sweat-damp work shirt clings to him, and his sleeves are shoved up past the elbows. His forearms are corded with muscle, scars striping both in silver-pink against tan skin. A few notable ones catch the overhead light. There’s a long one on his left forearm, another marking his right elbow from some incident that left a story written in silver-pink. The ridges look varied even from here, smooth and tight in some places. He earned those. Every mark is proof he works with fire and doesn’t flinch from it. I want to trace them the way I’d drag a charcoal stick across paper. Slowly. Learning the texture.

He drags his forearm across his forehead, and I notice the silver threads in his trimmed beard and a jaw that could probably cut sheet metal without the torch.

When he tosses the rag aside, the hem of his shirt rides up. I catch a stripe of bare skin above his waistband and dark hair disappearing below the denim.

Oh god.

My body is tingling like I sat on a vibrating washing machine, and I haven’t even made eye contact with the man yet.

He turns and sees me.

His eyes are graphite-dark—the exact shade from my favorite pencil set. They widen for one second before his expression locks into that stillness Lila once called his “resting welder face.”

“Cassie.” His voice is barely louder than the tick of cooling metal. “What’re you doing in here?”

“Complaining.” I cross my arms under my braless chest, which is strategic. I want him to notice my body. I know it worked because his gaze drops a fraction of an inch before snapping back to my face. Heat races straight between my legs and I press my thighs together. “Your grinding was distracting me all evening. Again.”

He picks the rag back up. Wipes his hands again, knuckles first, then between each finger, like he needs something to do with them. I watch transfixed and imagine those hands sliding between my legs. I need to think about literally anything else because I am getting embarrassingly wet.
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