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The bed frame gives up on life at 8:47 a.m.

A sharp crack with no warning, and then I’m on the floor with the mattress caved in at one corner, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars somebody stuck to the ceiling god knows how long ago.

“Motherfucker.”

I lie there and count the stars because it’s better than thinking about whose house I’m sleeping in. Three weeks I’ve been crashing in Kade Mercer’s spare bedroom. My dorm was damaged in a storm and it’s closed for the rest of the year for renovation. My roommate’s boyfriend’s cousin’s backup plan fell through, and Cassie—sweet, well-meaning Cassie—said the magic words, “Kade’s cool. He won’t bother you.”

Cool. Sure. If “cool” means a six-foot-four carpenter who smells like cedar and makes me clench my thighs together when he reaches for the coffee mugs on the top shelf every morning. If “cool” means I’ve been sleeping twelve feet from a man who could pin me down with one hand and take what he wants, and I’ve been wet about it for twenty-one consecutive days.

But yeah. Cool. He won’t bother me.

I’m sleeping at my ex-boyfriend’s dad’s house. Ex-boyfriend’s. Dad’s. House. 

Chris and I dated during sophomore year of high school—mostly just innocently hanging out and one homecoming dance where he kissed like a dead fish and I pretended not to notice. His parents got divorced and he moved to Portland with his mom. I hadn’t thought about him in years. The universe rewarded my indifference by putting me in his smoking hot father’s spare room with a throbbing problem between my legs and zero game plan.

I survey the wreckage of the bed. One broken support piece. Kade built this bed years ago—the kind of craftsmanship I’ve been studying in my Design Theory class except I keep applying the concepts to his forearms instead of furniture. 

Three weeks here and I’m already breaking his shit. Fantastic. Add it to the list with soaking his sheets because I’m a horny virgin. I’d also developed an obsessive catalogue of his facial micro-expressions that I’m storing in my brain like a deranged surveillance file. I probably need therapy.  

I drag on cutoffs and a tank top with no bra. I dislike wearing a bra in general, but I’m hoping when he sees me in the tank top, his jaw will do the thing. 

The thing. I’ve been documenting it.

Jaw Clench #1: Day three, I walked out of the bathroom in just my robe and wet hair. He was walking past and his whole face went to stone and he turned around and went back to his room.

Jaw Clench #2: Day ten, I made sure to do my post-run stretches in the living room in the shortest shorts I own when I knew he’d walk past. He stood in the doorway for exactly four seconds (I counted) before his jaw locked and he disappeared into the garage.

Jaw Clench #3: Day fourteen, he installed a new lock on my bedroom door that I didn’t ask for. He didn’t explain it. I stared at the shiny brass hardware and wondered if he put it there because he needed me to lock him out. 

I haven’t locked it once. And those three are just the entries with the cleanest visual tells—the complete file runs forty-plus data points deep. Eye-contact durations. A whole sketchbook spread of his hands I labeled “industrial-design reference” and submitted for studio credit. My brain is a crime-wall of this man. I am both the detective and the suspect, and the investigation is going nowhere because I keep tampering with the evidence.

When I head out to the kitchen, I quickly realize he’s not home. His work boots are missing from beside the door and his truck isn’t in the driveway. 

Back in my room, I take a picture of the broken bed and text him.

Lena: Broke the bed frame. Sorry. Can u fix it? I’ll buy the wood or whatever.

Three dots appear.

Kade: Bring the slat to the workshop.

I give him a cheeky “Yes, sir,” text and yank the broken piece free. That “sir” is me teasing him. My backpack has NO GODS NO MASTERS hand-drawn on the flap in ninth-grade Sharpie. I have never, in my life, called anyone sir and meant it.

I grab my keys, and shove on my unlaced boots. The choppy pixie cut gets a finger comb and doesn’t need a mirror—one benefit of hacking off all your hair after a tattoo artist named Toad told you you’d look “sick as fuck” with short hair. He was right. I look badass and vaguely threatening, and exactly like the kind of girl who shouldn’t be sleeping in an older man’s spare room and developing feelings.

The broken wood fits in the backseat of my beater Honda. We’re very classy around here. Design-student-chic meets dumpster-fire-aesthetic.

Kade’s workshop is on the far edge of Oakdale’s industrial strip, which requires driving past Jax’s Auto Shop to get there. Which means I have to look at the freshly expanded bay where, last weekend, the whole crew threw a party.

My friends—all of them paired off, all of them multiplying like it’s a competition. Jax and Lila wrangling their two kids, the oldest a bossy three-year-old with Jax’s serious eyebrows, the toddler clinging to Lila’s leg while she somehow managed a third baby bump without toppling over. Steven and Cassie, their daughter tearing around on stubby legs with a fistful of grass, Cassie resting a palm on a round, well-along belly while Steven hovered. Drew and Jessie, their little girl toddling between people’s ankles while Drew carried literally everything Jessie glanced at. Diego and Harper, baby Mateo strapped to Diego’s chest, Harper beaming and grabbing anyone who’d listen to look at the baby’s eyelashes.

Four couples. A swarm of toddlers. More babies coming. One mechanic shop binding them all together like a blue-collar fertility cult. And I wanted to join like a pathetic little freak.

I’d stood in the corner nursing a soda and pretending the ache behind my ribs was indigestion. And then Kade came and stood near me—not talking, because Kade doesn’t talk, he just exists in your space like a warm wall—and the ache moved lower. I had to leave early because I was one forearm-graze away from climbing into his lap on a folding chair and doing something that would have required moving to Canada, a new haircut, and an entirely different last name. And I already have the haircut.

I keep my eyes on the road as the shop slides past my window and pull up to his place a block later, gravel crunching under bald tires. The corrugated steel building with its hand-painted MERCER CUSTOM BUILDS sign looks oddly innocent considering the things I’ve been mentally doing to its owner for three weeks. The bay door is open and there’s sawdust drifting in the morning light. It would make a good composition. Rough steel against soft wood dust, industrial frame with organic texture. I’d shoot it in black and white if I had my camera.

Instead I carry the broken slat under one arm and walk in and—

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Kade Mercer, six-four and shirtless, leaning over a half-built bookcase with a hand plane, and every muscle in his back is moving in a way I have no business watching. Sawdust in the dark hair on his forearms. The waistband of his jeans sits low enough I can see the cut of his hip bones, which ought to be illegal, and I volunteer to draft the legislation. His hands. Those fucking hands. Veins roping from wrist to elbow. Thick fingers with blunt nails gripping the plane. 

He doesn’t look up. I’m not sure he hears me over the machinery running in the back. Or maybe he has and doesn’t care. Kade’s emotional display range sits somewhere between cinder block and granite, and I’ve been trying to crack it for three weeks.

I lean the broken slat against the wall and let myself stare.

There’s deep grooves bracketing his mouth. A jaw I daydream about caressing. A faded scar cuts across his left shoulder blade and I want to trace it with my tongue. Storm-gray eyes that give away nothing. 

Wanting your ex’s dad is a special kind of deranged. I know this. I’m filing it under “shit that proves I’m crazy” right between the tongue piercing I got at seventeen, the full sleeve I kept adding to every time I was sad, and the time I made out with a girl at a house party just to see if my then-boyfriend would react. (He didn’t. Dead fish in all departments.) But Kade is the man who leaves a coffee mug out for me every morning without being asked. Who looked at two full sleeves of ink on his son’s ex and never once asked why.

And I’ve been soaking through my panties watching him exist for three straight weeks.

There are eighteen years between us. He was already a grown man when I was born. He’s had a whole life—a marriage and a divorce, years of building things with those hands—and all that experience just makes him hotter, which is infuriating, because I’m twenty with a GPA that fluctuates based on my caffeine intake and I have no business wanting a man who looks at raw lumber like it’s a thing of beauty. I want him to look at me that way. 

He turns and pauses when he sees me. Those eyes track from my face to my bare legs and back up. His jaw flexes—a micro-clench at his temple, there and gone.

Jaw Clench #4. Filed and documented.

“I brought the patient,” I say, knocking my knuckles against the wood, and lift my chin as I dare myself to hold eye contact.

“Figured.” He sets down the plane and wipes his palms on a rag. “Let me see.”

He walks over and I smell
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