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I’ve been staring at my phone for twenty minutes.

The cursor blinks in the empty text field, mocking me. My thumb hovers over the keyboard. Retreats. Type. Delete. Type. Delete.

This is pathetic.

It’s Valentine’s Day, and I’m twenty-one years old, sitting alone in my apartment with a pint of ice cream in the freezer that I planned to shovel in my face while watching a romcom. The truth is, I don’t want ice cream. I don’t want chocolate or flowers or a generic date with a guy my age who’ll bore me over mediocre pasta.

I want Austin. My brother’s best friend.

God. I’ve wanted him for years.

It started when I was eighteen—the summer after senior year. My parents hosted the annual family reunion, and my brother Steve told his best friend to stop by. Austin showed up straight from a construction job. White t-shirt clinging to his chest. Dusty jeans slung low on his hips. He grabbed a beer from the cooler, tipped his head back, and I watched his throat work as he swallowed.

A door cracked open inside me and suddenly everything changed. I couldn’t stop staring at his forearms, the flex of muscle when he moved, his dark hair falling across his forehead when he laughed at Steve.

He caught me looking. His gaze—this impossible shade of green—locked on mine for just a second too long. Then he smirked, and my face burned so hot I had to look away.

I told myself it was a crush. That it would pass.

News flash. It didn’t.

Three years later, and I still feel that same electric jolt every time I see him. He lives fifteen minutes from my college apartment, while Mom and Dad are two hours away and Steve’s even farther. So when Austin told me to text him if I ever needed help, I took full advantage.

My leaky faucet. My stuck window. My “broken” garbage disposal that I may or may not have sabotaged just to have an excuse to text him.

He always comes to help. And when he leaves, I spend the rest of the night replaying how his hands looked wrapped around a wrench.

I’m losing my fucking mind.

I set my phone down and press my palms against my flushed cheeks. This is ridiculous. He’s thirty-one. He’s been Steve’s best friend since middle school. He probably sees me as his buddy’s annoying little sister—the girl he’s known since she had braces and pop star posters plastered across her walls.

Except... sometimes I catch him looking at me differently now.

Like last month, when I wore that sundress to Steve’s birthday barbecue. Austin’s gaze traveled down my body so slowly I could practically feel it, before he caught himself and looked away. His jaw had gone tight.

Or two weeks ago, when he fixed my kitchen sink and I leaned down to hand him a wrench at the same moment he sat up. Suddenly his face was level with my chest. For just a second his attention dropped to my cleavage before he cursed under his breath and stood up so fast he nearly cracked his head on the cabinet.

Maybe I’m delusional. Or maybe he wants me too, and he’s too decent to act on it.

I grab my phone again. What’s the worst that could happen?

My fingers move before I can overthink it anymore.

Krista: Hey. Are you free tonight? My sink’s acting up again and I could really use your help.

I hit send and immediately drop the phone like it bit me.

Oh god. What did I just do?

The sink is perfectly fine. He’s going to know I’m lying. My phone buzzes.

Austin: Yeah, I’m free. Not doing anything tonight. I’ll be there in 20.

Not doing anything tonight.

No date. No plans... on Valentine’s Day.

I look down at my oversized sweatshirt with a coffee stain on the sleeve, and leggings with a hole in the knee.

Okay. Okay. I can do this. Thank God I showered a couple of hours ago and shaved.

I tear off the sweatshirt as I run to my bedroom. The leggings go next. I yank open my underwear drawer and dig until I find the red lace set I bought last week—the one I told myself was “just for me,” as if I didn’t spend twenty minutes imagining Austin’s reaction if he ever saw it.

The bra cups my breasts perfectly, the lace scraping delicately against my nipples and making them tighten. The panties are barely there—just a whisper of fabric. I grab my red silk robe from the closet and slip it on, finger-combing my long blonde hair until it tumbles in loose waves over my shoulders.

I check my reflection. The robe clings where it should, the lace peeking through at the neckline. Please let him look.

I don’t feel like a woman who knows what she wants. I feel like a twenty-one-year-old virgin who’s about to make a complete fool of herself.

Twenty-one years old and still untouched. Not for lack of opportunities—guys have tried. College boys with their eager hands and sloppy kisses, but none of them made my pulse race. None of them made my body ache with just a look.

None of them were him.

I should set the mood. Right? Sexy music.

I move to the living room and pull up the music app on my phone to find the playlist I made on a whim weeks ago—Operation Seduce Austin—and click play.

“BABY SHARK DOO DOO DOO DOO DOO DOO—”

I almost drop the phone and lunge for it. Silence. Blessed silence.

Why do I even have that playlist? I babysat for my cousin once, six months ago.

I find the actual playlist and let smooth R&B fill the apartment.

There’s a knock at the door.

Already? What the heck? Did he speed here?

I smooth my palms over the silk, take one more steadying breath, and walk toward the door. Casual. Confident. Like I answer the door in lingerie and a robe all the time.

I rehearsed an opening line. A flirty quip that would make him look at me like he does in my daydreams.

My mind blanks.

What was it? Forget it. I’ll improvise.

I reach for the doorknob, planning to attempt a sexy lean against the doorframe when I open it, and—

My bare foot catches on the edge of the entry rug.

I stumble. Hard. My palm slaps against the door for balance.

“Krista?” Austin’s voice is muffled through the door. “You okay?”

“Fine!” I call back, my voice an octave too high. “Totally fine! Just—one second!”

I straighten up and check that the robe hasn’t shifted.

Just open the door, Krista.

I turn the knob. Austin fills the doorway.

He’s always been big and broad-shouldered, the kind of man who takes up space just by existing. The scent of him—woodsy and clean—washes over me, and my skin prickles with awareness.

“Hey—” He cuts himself off and goes still.

His gaze drags down. Slowly. Taking in the robe, the way the silk clings, the fact that I’m clearly not wearing much underneath. When his attention reaches the lace visible at my neckline, his jaw tightens so hard I see the muscle flex.

Say something flirty. Say anything.

“The sink,” I blurt. “Is broken. Again. It’s very... sinky.”

Sinky? Kill me now.

Austin steps inside, and suddenly my tiny apartment feels even smaller. He’s in jeans and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, forearms bare.

He closes the door behind him. Leans against it, and crosses his arms.

“Sinky,” he repeats. His voice is low, almost amused.

“It’s a very technical term.”

“Is it.” One eyebrow lifts. “Do you usually greet your plumber in a silk robe?”

My neck flushes. He’s been my only plumber for the last year, but I don’t say that. “I wasn’t expecting—I mean, I was getting ready for—” Abort. Abort. “It’s laundry day.”

He was supposed to walk in, take one look at me, and ravish me. This isn’t going how I hoped.

“Laundry day.” He pushes off the door, taking a step toward me. “And the music?”

I’d forgotten about the music. The smooth R&B still pulses through the apartment.

“I like to listen to music while I... wait for repairs.”

“Krista.” He takes another step. Close enough now that I can feel the warmth radiating off his body. “I fixed that sink two weeks ago. I installed a brand new faucet. Top of the line.”

“Even good faucets can be... faulty.”

“I guess I better go check it then.”

He moves toward the kitchen.

“Wait—” I dart in front of him, blocking his path. “You don’t need to check right now.”

“Krista. Move.”

“No.”

What am I even doing?

“No?”

He can’t actually check. He’ll know I lied. I hear myself babbling. “The sink is... shy. It only acts up when I’m alone.”

Silence stretches between us.

And then he laughs. A real laugh—low and rumbly, the kind that comes from his chest.

“A shy sink.” He shakes his head, still chuckling. “That’s a new one.”

“Plumbing is very emotional.”

His laughter fades, but the warmth in his expression remains. And underneath it—a focus that makes my body tingle. “You know what else is emotional? The garbage disposal you broke last month. The one you sabotaged with a potato.”

My stomach drops. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It was a whole, unpeeled potato shoved down the drain.” He’s not laughing anymore. His voice has gone silky, and he takes another step toward me. I take one back. “I saw the receipt on your counter from the grocery store. You bought a single potato the day you texted me.”

Oh shit, I left it out? “That’s circumstantial evidence.”

“Like the window you WD-40’d before calling me about it being stuck?” He plants a palm on the wall beside my head, caging me in. “Or the cabinet hinges you loosened? Or the
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