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            Some loves don't arrive gently.They don't ask permission.They don't wait until the timing is right.
They take hold, ruin your plans,and dare you to call it a mistake.
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By Friday evening, Adrian Cross had already worked fifty-eight hours and was heading toward sixty-two.

He stood in the quiet of his kitchen knotting his tie with one hand and checking the time on the microwave with the other, the pale blue digits glaring back at him like a reprimand. 6:12 p.m. He should have left seven minutes ago. His overnight bag sat by the mudroom bench. His keys were on the counter beside a half-finished mug of coffee gone cold enough to taste metallic. Somewhere upstairs, the dryer buzzed its useless announcement into an empty house.

The whole place looked exactly as it had looked every evening for the past three years—clean, orderly, expensive, and almost entirely untouched by actual living.

Adrian picked up the coffee, took one dutiful swallow, and grimaced. He set it back down.

The kitchen was too large for one man. The dining table seated eight and had not hosted more than two in months. The framed abstract pieces his ex-wife had chosen still hung in the hall because he had never bothered replacing them. He had told himself that keeping the house unchanged was practical. Efficient. He was rarely home long enough to care what was on the walls.

That was the lie he used when he did not feel like examining the truth.

The truth was simpler and less flattering. Work had become the structure of his life because it was easier than building a new one. The hospital demanded everything and gave him a reason not to notice what else was missing. He woke before dawn, exercised, showered, drove, operated, charted, advised, signed, reviewed, repeated. His routines were so polished they barely required thought anymore. Even his solitude had become procedural.

There had been a time when he believed this phase would pass. The first year after the divorce, he had told himself he was resting. Recovering. Recalibrating. By the second year, the house had stopped feeling temporary in its silence. By the third, the silence had developed a kind of personality—one he no longer fought, only lived around.

He grabbed his car keys.

The dryer buzzed again upstairs.

“Not now,” he muttered to no one.

He crossed the foyer, slid his wallet into the inside pocket of his jacket, and reached for the front door. 

His mind was already halfway to the hospital—Saturday trauma overflow, a complicated consult, a resident who needed supervision and had too much confidence for the amount of skill he possessed.

He opened the door and nearly ran straight into a woman standing on the porch.

For one startled second, all he registered was sunlight caught in brown hair and a pair of wide eyes lifting to meet his.

“Oh,” she said, stepping back with a quick laugh. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to block your whole escape route.”

Adrian’s hand tightened around the doorknob.

She was young. That was his first coherent thought. Young and pretty in a way that was not polished or arranged but immediate. A loose ponytail, a white tank top under an unbuttoned green overshirt, cutoff jeans, bare legs, flat sandals. She held one hand around her opposite wrist as if she had come over with a purpose and was now second-guessing the interruption. She looked like summer itself had taken human form and wandered onto his porch.

He knew who she was, vaguely. The new tenant next door. One of the girls renting the old Ramirez place. He had seen moving boxes three weekends ago, heard bursts of laughter over the fence, caught sight of her once or twice dragging grocery bags from the trunk of a small silver car.

He had not seen her this close.

He was forty-four years old. A trauma surgeon. A man who had delivered terrible news to families with steady hands and a level voice. A man not easily rattled.

Yet something in him shifted so abruptly it felt almost physical.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

His voice came out even. Good. At least one part of him remained under control.

She smiled, and the expression changed her whole face.

“I hope so. I’m Callie. I live next door.” She tipped her head toward the neighboring house, though no explanation was necessary. “We’ve got this weird thing happening in the back. I think the gate is stuck, or warped, or maybe possessed. My roommate tried to force it and now it’s worse. I was wondering if you
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