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The Man Next Door
Owen Parker noticed the man next door before he noticed the house.

That probably said something about him.

The house should have been the first thing that caught his attention. It was impossible to miss, sitting at the end of the block with its chipped gray siding, crooked porch railing, and overgrown yard that looked like it had lost a fight with the entire month of July. A rusted mailbox leaned toward the sidewalk. The flower beds had been surrendered to weeds. One of the shutters hung crooked beside the upstairs window, clinging to the brick like it was too stubborn to fall off completely.

But Owen barely saw any of that.

He saw the man.

He was standing in the driveway of the house next door, one shoulder braced against the open hood of an old black truck. He was tall. Broad in a way that made the faded black T-shirt stretch tight across his back. Tattoos climbed both arms and disappeared beneath the sleeves. More ink curled up the side of his neck, sharp dark lines against sun-browned skin. His head was shaved close, his jaw rough with dark stubble, and even from across the lawn, Owen could tell he was the kind of man people noticed and pretended they hadn’t.

He looked like trouble.

Not movie trouble. Not the charming kind with a crooked grin and a motorcycle parked under flattering lighting.

Real trouble.

The kind neighbors whispered about.

The kind people crossed the street to avoid.

The kind Owen should probably not have been staring at while holding a cardboard box labeled KITCHEN STUFF in permanent marker.

The man looked up.

Owen froze.

For one awful second, they simply stared at each other across the narrow strip of grass between the two houses. Owen felt caught, like a kid with his hand in a cookie jar, except the cookie jar was a heavily tattooed stranger’s personal space.

The man’s eyes narrowed slightly.

Owen lifted one hand in an awkward wave.

The box tipped.

Something inside clanked hard against something else.

Owen grabbed it with both hands before it could tumble out of his arms.

The man didn’t wave back.

He just looked at Owen for another second, then dropped his gaze back under the hood of the truck.

“Well,” Owen muttered to himself, turning toward his new front porch. “Great start.”

The house key stuck on the first try.

Of course it did.

Owen jiggled it, balancing the box against his hip while sweat gathered beneath the collar of his shirt. The late afternoon sun sat heavy over the street, turning everything golden and sticky and making Owen regret every decision that had led to moving day in August.

Buying a house was supposed to feel adult.

Important.

Life-changing.

Mostly, it felt like carrying too many boxes while trying not to have a heat stroke.

The key finally turned. The front door opened with a groan that sounded suspiciously like judgment.

Owen stepped inside and set the box on the floor of the entryway.

His entryway.

His house.

For a moment, he let himself stand there and breathe.

The place smelled like fresh paint, old wood, and dust. Sunlight poured through the living room windows, catching in the air and glowing across bare floors. The walls were empty. The rooms echoed. Every footstep sounded too loud.

It was smaller than the houses he’d imagined buying when he was younger, back when adulthood seemed like something that would arrive with instructions and matching furniture. But it was his. A little two-bedroom with uneven floors, a narrow staircase, and a backyard just big enough for a table, a grill, and maybe a few raised garden beds if he got ambitious.

After the year he’d had, it felt like a miracle.

It felt like starting over.

Owen pressed a hand to the wall beside him.

“Okay,” he whispered. “We can do this.”

A crash sounded outside.

Owen jumped.

Something metallic hit pavement, followed by a man’s low curse.

He moved to the living room window before he could talk himself out of it and peeked through the blinds.

The neighbor had dropped a tool.

That was all.

He bent to pick it up, and Owen quickly stepped away from the window like he hadn’t been spying.

He was not going to be weird about the neighbor.

He was going to be normal.

Friendly, maybe.

Respectfully distant.

Absolutely not the kind of person who spent his first day in a new house peeking through blinds at the intimidating man next door.

Owen grabbed another box from the porch.

By the fourth trip from the rental van, his arms ached.

By the sixth, his lower back had begun making legal threats.

By the eighth, he was pretty sure one of the boxes marked BOOKS had somehow gained weight since leaving his apartment.

He was halfway up the walkway with it when a voice said, “You need help?”

Owen startled so badly the box nearly slipped.

The man from next door stood at the edge of the yard.

Up close, he was even larger. Not just tall, but solid, with the kind of build that came from hard labor or prison gyms or both. His tattoos were everywhere. Knuckles. Wrists. Forearms. A dark line disappeared under the collar of his shirt. There was a scar through one eyebrow and another pale mark along his jaw.

His eyes, though, were not what Owen expected.

They were dark, guarded, and tired.

Not cruel.

Just tired.

“I’m okay,” Owen said too quickly. “Thanks.”

The man glanced at the overloaded box.

The bottom sagged.

Owen felt it at the same time the neighbor saw it.

“Oh no,” Owen said.

The cardboard split.

Books exploded across the walkway.

Not a few books.

A humiliating number of books.

Paperbacks scattered over the concrete, some sliding into the grass, one landing face-down directly at the neighbor’s boots.

For one second, Owen considered leaving the state.

The man crouched and picked up the closest paperback.

Owen lunged. “I can get that.”

The neighbor turned the book over.

The cover featured a shirtless man standing dramatically in the rain beside what appeared to be either a wolf or a very emotional husky.

Owen closed his eyes.

“Fantastic,” he said quietly.

The neighbor’s mouth twitched.

It wasn’t a smile exactly.

More like the ghost of one.

“You read a lot?” he asked.

“No,” Owen lied.

The man looked at the dozens of books scattered across the walkway.

Owen sighed. “Yes.”

The neighbor handed him the paperback.

Their fingers brushed.

It was nothing.

A brief accidental touch.

Still, Owen felt it like static.

“I’m Jace,” the man said.

Owen blinked, surprised by the introduction. “Owen.”

Jace nodded once, then reached for the broken box. “You got another one?”

“What?”

“Another box. This one’s done.”

“Oh. Yeah. In the van.”

Owen expected Jace to wait while he got it.

Instead, Jace walked past him toward the rental van like helping was already decided.

Owen followed, half embarrassed and half relieved.

“You don’t have to,” Owen said.

“I know.”

Jace grabbed an empty plastic tote from the back of the van and carried it over to the walkway. He began loading books into it with careful hands.

That surprised Owen too.

He had expected roughness. Impatience. Maybe annoyance.

But Jace handled the books like they mattered.

Owen knelt beside him and started gathering the ones in the grass.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

The silence should have been awkward.

Somehow, it wasn’t.

It was just quiet.

Finally, Owen said, “Thanks. I clearly angered the moving gods.”

Jace glanced at him. “Moving gods?”

“They’re real. Petty. Vengeful. Hate single people with too many belongings.”

Another twitch at Jace’s mouth.

Owen felt absurdly proud of himself.

“You moving in alone?” Jace asked.

There it was.

The question people always asked carefully, as if the answer came with a story they weren’t sure they wanted to hear.

Owen picked up a paperback and brushed grass off the cover. “Yeah.”

Jace didn’t ask why.

Owen appreciated that more than he expected.

“What about you?” Owen asked before he could stop himself.

Jace’s expression closed immediately.

It happened so fast Owen almost missed it.

One second there was a tiny hint of warmth. The next, the walls went up.

“Yeah,” Jace said.

Just that.

No explanation.

No invitation.

Owen nodded and looked away. “Cool.”

The word sounded stupid.

He was good at that. Filling uncomfortable spaces with stupid little words.

They finished loading the books. Jace picked up the tote before Owen could reach for it.

“Where?”

“Living room is fine.”

Jace carried it inside like it weighed nothing.

Owen followed, suddenly aware of the state of the house. Boxes everywhere. A rolled-up rug leaning against the wall. Half the couch still wrapped in plastic. A lamp shade sitting upside down on the floor for reasons Owen no longer remembered.

Jace set the tote down near the fireplace.

His gaze moved around the room, not nosy exactly, but observant.

“Good house,” he said.

Owen looked around at the dust, the blank walls, the ceiling fan that wobbled when turned on.

“You think?”

Jace nodded. “Needs work. But it’s solid.”

“You know houses?”

“A little.”

Owen waited.

Jace did not elaborate.

Of course he didn’t.

“Well,” Owen said, “that’s good. Because I know absolutely nothing. My inspection report said the bones were good, and I just chose to believe that because it sounded encouraging.”

This time Jace almost smiled.

Almost.

There was a bark outside.

A deep, sharp sound that made Owen jump again.

Jace turned toward the door. “That’s Moose.”

“Moose?”

“My dog.”

“You have a dog named Moose?”

“He came with the name.”

“That sounds like something someone says when they definitely named a dog Moose.”

Jace looked at him.

Owen looked back.

Then Jace huffed a quiet laugh.

It was short. Rough. Like he didn’t use it often.

But it was real.

Owen felt something inside him loosen.

Outside, Moose barked again, louder this time.

Jace stepped toward the door. “I should go.”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks again.”

Jace paused at the threshold.

For a second, Owen thought he might say something else.

Instead, Jace nodded and walked out.

Owen watched through the open doorway as he crossed the yard back to his house. A massive brown-and-black dog waited at the fence, tail wagging hard enough to move his whole body. Jace reached over and scratched the dog’s head. Moose immediately went soft and ridiculous, leaning into him like a puppy trapped in a small bear’s body.

Owen smiled despite himself.

Then he noticed the woman across the street.

She stood beside a flower bed, hose in hand, staring openly at Jace.

Not curious.

Not friendly.

Suspicious.

When she saw Owen watching, her face changed. She gave him a tight little smile and waved him over.

Owen hesitated.

He had more boxes to unload.

He had furniture to assemble.

He had a kitchen somewhere beneath cardboard and packing tape.

But the woman kept waving.

So Owen crossed the street.

“Hi there,” she said brightly. Too brightly. “You must be the new owner.”

“That’s me. Owen Parker.”

“Linda Harris.” She shook his hand with damp fingers and the confidence of someone who knew everyone’s business before they did. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thanks. It seems nice.”

“Oh, it is.” Linda’s smile sharpened at the edges. “Mostly.”

Owen already knew where this was going.

He wished he didn’t.

Linda leaned closer, lowering her voice though Jace was far out of earshot. “I saw him helping you.”

Owen glanced toward Jace’s house. “Jace?”

“So you’ve met.”

“Briefly.”

Linda pressed her lips together. “Well. Just be careful.”

Owen kept his expression neutral. “Careful?”

“I don’t like to gossip.”

That was never followed by anything good.

“But people should know who they’re living beside,” Linda continued. “Especially someone young like you. He’s been in prison.”

The word landed between them like something dirty.

Owen looked back across the street.

Jace had returned to his truck. The hood was still open. Moose sat nearby, tongue hanging out, watching him with pure devotion.

“He told you that?” Owen asked.

Linda blinked. “Well, no. But everyone knows.”

Everyone knows.

Owen hated that phrase.

It sounded harmless, but it never was.

Everyone knows meant nobody had to prove anything.

Everyone knows meant a person could become a story and never get to correct it.

Linda kept talking. “I don’t know exactly what he did, but men don’t go away that long for nothing. And those tattoos.” She gave a delicate shudder. “I just think people show you who they are.”

Owen looked at Jace again.

At the big hands working carefully beneath the hood.

At the dog pressed happily against his leg.

At the man who had picked up Owen’s ridiculous romance paperbacks without making him feel small.

“Maybe,” Owen said.

Linda nodded, satisfied.

Then Owen added, “Or maybe people see what they want to see.”

Her smile faltered.

Owen immediately regretted saying it, not because he didn’t mean it, but because he had just moved in and already managed to irritate the neighborhood information center.

Linda cleared her throat. “Well. I’m only trying to be helpful.”

“I appreciate it.”

He didn’t.

But his mother had raised him with manners and anxiety, so there they were.

Owen excused himself and walked back to his house.

This time, he did not look at Jace.

He felt guilty, though he wasn’t sure why.

Maybe because part of him had thought the same thing when he first saw him.

Trouble.

Dangerous.

Stay away.

He hated that too.

By sunset, Owen had managed to empty the van, lose the screws to his bed frame, eat half a bag of chips for dinner, and discover that the upstairs bathroom faucet made a noise like a dying goose.

He stood in the kitchen, staring at a pile of boxes, wondering if it was possible to sleep standing up.

A knock sounded at the back door.

Owen frowned.

For one wild second, he imagined Linda standing there with a casserole and a printed list of everyone on the block’s criminal history.

Instead, Jace stood on the back steps.

Moose sat beside him, tail thumping.

Jace held a small toolbox in one hand.

Owen opened the door.

“Your faucet,” Jace said.

Owen stared. “My faucet?”

“I can hear it from outside.”

“Oh my God.” Owen dragged a hand down his face. “That’s embarrassing.”

“It’s loud.”

“I was hoping it was normal old-house music.”

“It’s not.”

Owen stepped back. “Do you want to come in?”

Jace looked at him for a moment, like he was measuring the invitation.

Then he stepped inside.

Moose tried to follow.

Jace pointed at him. “Stay.”

Moose sat.

Owen looked at the dog. “He listens better than most people I know.”

“He’s smarter than most people I know.”

Jace moved through the kitchen toward the stairs with the confidence of someone who fixed problems because problems were easier than conversations.

Owen followed him up.

The bathroom was small and painted a questionable shade of blue. Jace set the toolbox on the closed toilet lid and turned on the faucet. The awful honking noise filled the room.

Owen winced. “See? Goose.”

Jace gave him a sideways look.

“What?” Owen said. “It sounds like a goose.”

Jace turned the faucet off. “Washer’s bad.”

“Is that serious?”

“No.”

“Expensive?”

“No.”

“Will it kill me in my sleep?”

This time, Jace actually smiled.

It changed his whole face.

Not completely. Not enough to erase the shadows beneath his eyes or the hard lines experience had carved into him. But enough that Owen saw something softer. Younger, almost. A version of Jace that might have existed before whatever had happened to him.

“No,” Jace said. “Your faucet will not murder you.”

“Good. One less thing.”

Jace crouched and got to work.

Owen leaned against the doorframe, watching because he had no idea what else to do with himself.

“You don’t have to keep helping me,” he said.

Jace didn’t look up. “I know.”

“You say that a lot.”

“People say I have to do things a lot.”

Owen went quiet.

There was something in the way Jace said it.

Flat.

Careful.

Like the sentence had more weight than he wanted to show.

Downstairs, Moose barked once.

Jace paused.

“He okay?” Owen asked.

“Probably saw a squirrel.”

“He has strong feelings about squirrels?”

“Deep hatred.”

“Understandable. They do seem smug.”

Jace shook his head, but Owen saw the corner of his mouth lift.

A few minutes later, the faucet was fixed.

No goose.

No murder.

Just water running normally into the sink.

Owen clapped once. “You’re a wizard.”

Jace packed his tools. “It was a washer.”

“A washer wizard.”

Jace looked at him.

Owen grinned.

For a second, the air between them warmed.

Then Jace looked away.

Walls up again.

Owen was beginning to notice the pattern. Every time Jace relaxed, some invisible alarm went off inside him. Smile too long, laugh too much, stand too close, and suddenly he was gone behind his own eyes.

They walked downstairs.

At the back door, Moose greeted Jace like he’d been away for six months instead of six minutes.

Jace scratched behind his ears.

Owen leaned against the doorframe. “Thanks. Seriously. I owe you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Let me at least give you a beer sometime.”

Jace went still.

It was subtle, but Owen saw it.

Then Jace shook his head. “I don’t drink.”

“Oh.” Owen flushed. “Sorry. I didn’t—”

“It’s fine.”

“Coffee then?”

Jace looked at him.

Owen’s heart did something irritating and unnecessary.

“Coffee?” Jace repeated.

“Yeah. I make decent coffee. Terrible life choices, but decent coffee.”

Moose leaned his massive head against Jace’s thigh.

Jace looked down at him, then back at Owen.

“Maybe,” he said.

It wasn’t yes.

It wasn’t no.

Somehow it felt like more than both.

Jace stepped off the porch.

“Night, Owen.”

Owen liked the sound of his name in that rough voice more than he should have.

“Night, Jace.”

He watched him cross the yard in the blue dimness of evening, Moose trotting at his side.

Across the street, Linda Harris’s porch light flicked on.

Owen saw the curtain move.

Of course she was watching.

Let her, he thought.

Then he closed the door.

Inside, the house was still a mess.

Boxes everywhere.

No bed assembled.

No plates unpacked.

No clue where he’d put his toothbrush.

But the faucet was quiet.

The rooms felt a little less empty.

And for the first time since signing the papers, Owen thought maybe this house was not just a place to start over.

Maybe it was a place where something unexpected could begin.
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Coffee and Rumors
The next morning began with a smoke detector.

Not his smoke detector.

Someone else's.

The shrill chirping drifted through Owen's open bedroom window at six-thirty in the morning.

Beep.

Silence.

Beep.

Silence.

Owen buried his face in his pillow.

Beep.

"You're kidding me."

By seven o'clock, he had officially declared war on whichever neighbor had been ignoring a dying battery for what was probably weeks.

He stumbled downstairs in mismatched socks and a faded college T-shirt, nearly tripped over a box labeled BATHROOM, and discovered he still hadn't unpacked his coffee maker.

This was unacceptable.

Coffee wasn't a luxury.

Coffee was infrastructure.

Coffee was civilization.

Coffee was the thin line separating him from becoming the type of person who yelled at smoke detectors.

Twenty minutes later he finally located the machine buried beneath kitchen supplies and enough packing paper to protect a museum.

The first cup tasted terrible.

The second tasted slightly less terrible.

The third tasted like hope.

Owen carried it onto the front porch and sat on the top step.

The neighborhood looked different in the morning.

Kids rode bicycles.

Dogs barked.

Sprinklers hissed across freshly cut lawns.

A jogger passed while wearing an expression suggesting she enjoyed exercise.

Owen found that suspicious.

Across the street, Linda Harris was already outside.

Of course she was.

The woman seemed to operate on a schedule controlled by neighborhood gossip and solar power.

She spotted him immediately.

Owen considered retreating indoors.

Too late.

She waved.

"Good morning!"

There was no escape.

"Morning."

"Getting settled?"

"Trying."

Linda crossed the street before he could stop her.

"I brought muffins."

Of course she did.

Owen accepted the container.

"That's very nice."

"They're blueberry."

"That's even nicer."

Linda smiled.

Then immediately glanced toward Jace's house.

There it was.

Right on schedule.

"Did you meet many neighbors yesterday?"

"Just a few."

"And him."

Owen took a sip of coffee.

"I met Jace."

Linda lowered her voice.

"I hope you aren't spending much time over there."

Owen sighed internally.

"Why?"

Linda looked almost offended by the question.

"You know why."

"No. Actually, I don't."

Her eyes widened slightly.

"He was in prison."

"You mentioned."

"That's not exactly normal."

Neither was monitoring the entire block from behind lace curtains, but Owen kept that thought to himself.

"He helped me move."

Linda's lips pressed together.

"They always seem nice at first."

The comment irritated him more than he expected.

Not because he knew Jace.

He barely did.

But because she'd already decided who the man was.

Case closed.

No appeal.

No evidence needed.

"He fixed my faucet too."

Linda looked genuinely shocked.

"Why would he do that?"

Owen blinked.

"Because it was broken?"

Linda seemed unable to process this.

Thankfully, a delivery truck pulled onto the street before she could continue.

Owen used the distraction to escape.

"Well, I should get back to unpacking."

Linda looked disappointed.

The woman clearly had more warnings prepared.

"Of course," she said.

Then added:

"Just be careful."

Owen forced a smile.

"I'll keep that in mind."

He wouldn't.

Not really.

The rest of the morning disappeared beneath cardboard boxes.

Kitchen.

Bedroom.

Books.

More books.

An unreasonable number of books.

By noon, his living room finally resembled a home instead of a warehouse.

Exhausted, he stepped into the backyard.

The August heat settled over everything like a heavy blanket.

A wooden privacy fence separated most of the yard from Jace's property, though there was a section of chain-link near the back.

Moose appeared first.

The giant dog trotted toward the fence and immediately sat down.

His tail wagged.

Owen smiled.

"Hey, buddy."

Moose's ears perked.

Owen approached the fence.

The dog remained seated, watching him with hopeful eyes.

"You're probably the friendliest thing in this neighborhood."

Moose wagged harder.

A moment later, Jace stepped out of his back door.

He wore faded jeans and a gray tank top stained with paint.

The tattoos on his arms seemed even more extensive in daylight.

Some were faded.

Others looked newer.

There were names.

Dates.

Symbols Owen couldn't quite make out from a distance.

Jace spotted him.

Their eyes met.

For a second, neither spoke.

Then Jace nodded.

"Morning."

"It's noon."

Jace glanced at the sun.

"Good point."

Owen grinned.

Jace almost smiled.

Almost.

Moose leaned against the fence.

Owen reached through and scratched behind his ears.

The dog immediately melted.

"Traitor," Jace said.

"He likes me."

"He likes everybody."

"I choose to believe I'm special."

Jace snorted.

Actually snorted.

Owen felt absurdly victorious.

An hour later, he was hanging curtains when somebody knocked on the front door.

He opened it expecting Linda.

Instead, a teenage boy stood on the porch.

"Are you the new guy?"

"Depends."

The kid looked confused.

Owen smiled.

"Yes."

The teenager jerked his thumb toward Jace's house.

"You should stay away from him."

Owen stared.

"Excuse me?"

"My dad said."

Of course.

The kid shrugged.

"Said he's bad news."

Then he simply walked away.

Just like that.

As if he'd delivered the weather forecast.

Owen stood frozen on the porch.

Anger simmered unexpectedly in his chest.

Not because the kid said it.

Because somebody had taught him to.

That evening, Owen found himself thinking about it.

The grocery store trip.

The teenager.

Linda.

The whispers.

The assumptions.

Everyone seemed to know who Jace was.

Nobody seemed interested in knowing who he actually was.

As sunset painted the neighborhood gold, Owen carried a folding chair onto his front porch.

A few minutes later, he noticed Jace sitting on his own porch across the yard.

Moose lay beside him.

The dog looked asleep.

Jace stared toward the street.

Not doing anything.

Not talking.

Just sitting.

Alone.

For some reason, the sight made Owen sad.

Because loneliness recognized loneliness.

And he knew that look.

The look of someone who had grown used to spending evenings by themselves.

The look of someone who expected nothing.

Without thinking, Owen stood.

Crossed the yard.

And stopped near the property line.

Jace glanced up.

"What?"

Owen lifted a second folding chair.

"I made coffee."

Jace blinked.

"So?"

"So I'm drinking it."

"Congratulations."

Owen pointed to the empty chair.

"You can join me if you want."

Jace stared at him.

The silence stretched.

Owen suddenly felt ridiculous.

Then Jace looked away and rubbed the back of his neck.

A nervous gesture.

Unexpected.

Almost humanizing.

"I don't know," Jace said.

"It's coffee."

"I know."

"I'm not proposing."

The corner of Jace's mouth twitched.

Owen saw it.

Victory.

Finally.

A real smile.

Tiny.

Brief.

Gone almost immediately.

But real.

After a long moment, Jace stood.

Moose rose with him.

And together they crossed the yard.

For the first time since moving in, Owen had the feeling that maybe the rumors weren't the story.

Maybe they were only the beginning of one.
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Chapter Three
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Coffee With a Felon

The next evening, Jace actually showed up.

Owen spent the entire day telling himself he wouldn't be disappointed if he didn't.

That was a lie.

A very obvious lie.

One he repeated several times anyway.

By six-thirty he had brewed an entire pot of coffee.

By seven he had moved two chairs onto the front porch.

By seven-fifteen he was pretending not to glance toward Jace's house every thirty seconds.

At seven-twenty-two, he officially declared himself pathetic.

At seven-twenty-four, Moose appeared.

The giant dog trotted across the yard like he owned both properties.

Jace followed behind him.

Owen immediately looked away and pretended he hadn't been watching.

"Smooth," Jace said.

Owen looked up.

"What?"

"You weren't staring at my house at all."

"I wasn't."

"You were."

"I was looking at a bird."

"There aren't any birds."

"There could have been."

Jace sat down.

Moose immediately flopped onto the porch and rolled onto his side like a fallen horse.

Owen laughed.

"How much does he weigh?"

"Too much."

"That's not a number."

"One hundred and twelve pounds."

Owen nearly spilled his coffee.

"That's not a dog."

"That's what the vet said."

Moose groaned happily as Owen scratched his belly.

"He's perfect."

"He's spoiled."

"Same thing."

For a moment, Jace's expression softened.

Not much.

Just enough.

Owen noticed these things now.

The tiny changes.

The brief smiles.

The rare moments when Jace forgot to keep his guard up.

Those moments felt important.

Like seeing sunlight through clouds.

They talked about meaningless things at first.

The neighborhood.

The weather.

The terrible condition of Owen's lawn.

"Your grass is dying," Jace said.

"Rude."

"It's turning brown."

"It's embracing autumn early."

"It's August."

Owen pointed at him.

"You don't support creativity."

Jace shook his head.

The faintest hint of amusement lingered in his eyes.

Owen considered that a victory.

An hour passed surprisingly fast.

Conversation came easier than Owen expected.

Jace wasn't exactly chatty.

Most of the time he listened more than he spoke.

But when he did talk, people paid attention.

Every word seemed deliberate.

Thought through.

Nothing wasted.

It was strangely refreshing.

Especially compared to Owen, who had once gotten lost in the middle of his own story and forgotten what point he was trying to make.

Twice.

In the same conversation.

"So what do you do?" Jace asked.

Owen blinked.

"Work-wise?"

"That's usually what people mean."

"I work remotely."

"Doing what?"

"Graphic design."

Jace nodded.

"Any good at it?"

"Extremely."

"Confident."

"I designed my own business website."

"How'd it turn out?"

Owen sighed.

"It crashed three times."

Jace laughed.

A real laugh.

Deep.

Unexpected.

The sound startled both of them.

Jace immediately looked away.

Owen grinned.

"There he is."

"What?"

"The mythical sense of humor."

Jace rolled his eyes.

The porch light flickered on as darkness settled over the neighborhood.

A few houses down, children chased fireflies.

Someone grilled burgers.

Music drifted faintly from an open window.

For the first time since moving, the neighborhood felt comfortable.

Like home.

Then a truck rolled slowly down the street.

Owen barely noticed it.

Jace did.

Immediately.

The change was instant.

His shoulders tightened.

His eyes followed the vehicle.

Every trace of relaxation disappeared.

The truck slowed near Jace's house.

A man inside glanced toward the porch.

Then drove away.

Nothing happened.

Yet something clearly had.

Owen felt it.

The tension.

The alertness.

The fear.

"Friend of yours?" he asked carefully.

Jace's jaw tightened.

"No."

The answer came too quickly.

Too firmly.

Owen let it go.

For now.

But he filed it away.

Because whatever history Jace carried around wasn't buried very deep.

A little later, Jace stood.

"I should head home."

"Already?"

"It's almost ten."

Owen checked his phone.

It was.

Somehow.

The evening had disappeared.

Jace whistled.

Moose immediately stood.

The dog stretched dramatically.

Then wandered toward the steps.

Owen looked up.

"Same time tomorrow?"

The question slipped out before he could stop it.

Jace froze.

For one awful second Owen thought he'd messed up.

Then Jace looked at him.

Really looked at him.

Like he was trying to understand something.

Trying to figure out why Owen kept talking to him.

Why he kept inviting him over.

Why he didn't seem afraid.

The silence stretched.

Finally Jace said:

"Maybe."

Owen smiled.

"I'll take maybe."

Something flickered across Jace's face.

Not suspicion.

Not annoyance.

Something softer.

Then it vanished.

"Night, Owen."

"Night, Jace."

Moose trotted across the yard beside him.

Halfway home, the dog stopped.

Turned around.

And ran back to Owen for one final scratch behind the ears.

Traitor.

Jace sighed.

Owen laughed.

And for the first time, he heard Jace laugh with him.

Not at him.

With him.

The sound lingered long after they disappeared into the darkness.

Later that night, Owen stood at his bedroom window.

The neighborhood was quiet.

Most lights were off.

Only a few porch lamps glowed against the darkness.

One of them belonged to Jace.

He sat alone on his front steps.

Coffee in hand.

Moose stretched out beside him.

Just sitting there.

Thinking.

Watching the night.

Owen should have gone to bed.

Instead he found himself watching.

Not because Jace was mysterious.

Not because of the tattoos.

Not because of the rumors.

Because beneath all of that, Owen recognized something.

Loneliness.

The kind that settled deep.

The kind that became familiar.

The kind that convinced you nobody would notice if you disappeared.

Owen knew that feeling.

He'd carried it for most of the last year.

After the breakup.

After losing the future he'd imagined.

After learning how empty a home could feel.

Maybe that's why he kept inviting Jace over.

Maybe that's why he couldn't quite walk away.

Because for all their differences, something about the man next door felt familiar.

And for the first time since moving here, Owen found himself wondering not what Jace had done.

But what had been done to him.

Down below, Jace finally stood.

He scratched Moose's head.

Turned off the porch light.

And disappeared inside.

Leaving Owen alone with a question he couldn't stop thinking about.

Who are you, really?
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Chapter Four
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The Grocery Store

Owen learned three things about Jace Calloway over the next week.

One, he woke up early.

Not regular early. Not respectable adult early.

Prison early.

That was the phrase Jace used when Owen found him outside at five-forty in the morning fixing the loose board on his porch.

“Prison early?” Owen had asked, still half-asleep and holding a mug of coffee like it was keeping him alive.

Jace hadn’t looked up from the hammer in his hand.

“Your body gets used to a schedule.”

Owen had leaned against the doorframe and watched him work.

“That sounds awful.”

“It was.”

Jace said it plainly.

No drama.

No invitation to ask more.

Just a fact placed between them and left there.

Two, Jace didn’t drink.

Not beer. Not wine. Not even when Linda Harris held one of her driveway cookouts and offered him a bottle with the tight smile of someone testing whether a person would fail.

Jace had simply said, “No, thank you.”

Linda had blinked, disappointed by his manners.

Owen had nearly laughed.

Three, Jace was good with his hands.

Not in the way Owen’s brain kept trying to make distracting.

In practical ways.

Quiet ways.

He fixed the porch board. Tightened Owen’s loose stair rail. Showed him how to reset the garbage disposal. Adjusted the latch on the back gate so it no longer screamed every time Owen opened it.

Every time, Owen offered to pay him.

Every time, Jace said no.
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