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Chapter 1: The New Neighbor
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Ethan Cole liked quiet.

Not the kind of silence that felt lonely or heavy—but the gentle kind that settled in after midnight, when the world finally stopped asking for things. The kind that let ideas breathe.

That was why he’d moved to this neighborhood in the Hollywood Hills. Tucked away from flashing cameras and screaming fans, the street was lined with neat houses, tall hedges, and just enough distance between neighbors to feel private. Perfect for writing. Perfect for disappearing.

Ethan leaned back in his chair, eyes scanning the final paragraph on his laptop screen. It wasn’t perfect—but it was close. Close enough to let himself stop for the night.

He closed the laptop, rubbed his eyes, and stood. As he crossed the living room toward the kitchen, a sound stopped him—luggage wheels rolling over pavement outside.

He frowned.

That was new.

Curiosity tugged at him, and he stepped toward the wide window overlooking the driveway next door. The house had been empty for months, its lights dark, its mailbox overflowing before someone finally cleared it.

But now—

A sleek black SUV was parked out front. A woman stood beside it, sunglasses perched on her head despite the late hour, directing a driver as he unloaded suitcases. Big ones. Designer ones.

Ethan frowned deeper. Whoever she was, she didn’t look like the kind of neighbor who planned on staying quiet.

She pushed her hair back, and even from this distance, Ethan felt something shift in his chest. She was stunning—effortlessly so. Not flashy, not trying too hard. Just... striking.

Then the porch light flicked on, illuminating her face fully.

Recognition hit him like a slap.

“No way,” he muttered.

That was her.

Isla Monroe.

One of Hollywood’s most talked-about actresses. Award nominations. Red carpets. Tabloids dissecting every move she made. He’d seen her in films, of course—everyone had—but he’d never imagined she’d end up living next door.

He stepped back from the window instinctively, as if she could see him watching. His quiet street. His carefully chosen escape. Invaded by Hollywood royalty.

So much for disappearing.



Isla Monroe hated moving at night—but it was the only time she could do it without chaos.

No fans. No paparazzi. No strangers shouting her name like they owned it.

She exhaled slowly as the driver wheeled her last suitcase toward the door. “Thank you,” she said, forcing a smile. “That’s everything.”

Once the SUV disappeared down the hill, the silence returned—and with it, relief.

She turned, taking in the house she’d rented on impulse. Modern but warm. Private but not isolated. Her manager had insisted it was perfect.

Isla wasn’t sure perfection existed anymore.

She unlocked the door and stepped inside, the quiet wrapping around her like a blanket. No assistants. No cameras. No scripts demanding emotion on command.

Just her.

She dropped her bag near the door and wandered toward the kitchen, pausing when she noticed a faint glow through the window next door.

Someone was home.

For some reason, the thought comforted her.



The next morning, Ethan was halfway through making coffee when the doorbell rang.

He froze.

No one rang his doorbell.

He checked the time—8:12 a.m. Too early for deliveries, too early for anything requiring human interaction.

He sighed, set the mug down, and opened the door.

She stood there in casual jeans, an oversized sweater, and sunglasses hiding half her face. No makeup. No glamour. Just... a woman holding a small potted plant.

“Hi,” she said, tentative but polite. “I’m Isla. I just moved in next door.”

Up close, she was even more disarming.

Ethan blinked once. Twice. “Uh—hi.”

She gestured awkwardly with the plant. “I’m supposed to do the neighbor thing. Introduce myself. Offer peace. Apologize in advance if I’m loud.”

He almost laughed. Almost.

“I’m Ethan,” he said instead, stepping aside. “And you don’t seem like the loud type.”

Her lips curved into a small, genuine smile. “You’d be surprised.”

He took the plant from her, fingers brushing hers for a brief second. The contact sent an unexpected jolt through him—subtle but undeniable.

Silence stretched, not uncomfortable, just... curious.

“So,” she said lightly, glancing past him. “You live here alone?”

“Yes,” he replied, then added quickly, “I mean—yeah. Just me.”

“Good,” she said, then caught herself. “I mean—not good. Just... nice. Quiet.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You moved to the wrong neighborhood if you’re looking for excitement.”

Her smile softened. “That’s exactly why I moved here.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. He realized something strange—she wasn’t performing. No practiced charm. No polished persona.

Just Isla.

“Well,” he said finally, lifting the plant slightly, “thanks for this. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

She nodded, backing away. “Thanks, Ethan. And... if you ever need anything. Or if I ever need to borrow sugar like it’s a movie cliché.”

“I have sugar,” he said. “Too much, actually.”

She laughed—a real laugh—and it lingered long after she turned and walked back to her house.

Ethan closed the door slowly, heart beating just a little faster than before.

Quiet, he realized, was about to get complicated.

And next door, Isla leaned against her door, smiling to herself.

Maybe this place really was perfect after all.
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Chapter 2: Accidental Meetings
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Ethan told himself he didn’t care that Isla Monroe lived next door.

He told himself that as he sat at his desk, staring at a blank page instead of the screenplay he was supposed to be revising. He told himself that again when his coffee went cold untouched.

And he told himself one more time as laughter drifted through his open window.

He closed his eyes.

So much for quiet.

The sound wasn’t loud—just light, effortless laughter. The kind that didn’t demand attention, yet somehow pulled at it anyway. Ethan sighed and pushed his chair back, standing to close the window.

That was when he saw her.

Isla was outside, struggling with a box nearly as wide as her arms. She had swapped yesterday’s sweater for a soft gray tank top and loose pants, her hair tied messily at the nape of her neck. No cameras. No glamour.

Just a woman trying not to drop her things.

“Need help?” Ethan called out before he could stop himself.

She startled slightly, then looked up. Recognition flickered across her face, followed by a smile that made his chest tighten.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” she admitted.

He jogged down the steps, taking the box from her with ease. “Moving day already?”

“Unpacking day,” she corrected. “Which I’m discovering is worse.”

He followed her into the house next door. The interior was still half chaos—boxes stacked against the walls, furniture wrapped in plastic, a faint scent of fresh paint in the air.

“It looks like a movie set between scenes,” he said.

She laughed. “Accurate. Except no one yells ‘cut’ when I get tired.”

They worked in easy silence, moving boxes, stacking them neatly. Every so often, their hands brushed, sending that same unexpected spark through Ethan again. He noticed it. He wondered if she did too.

“So,” Isla said eventually, “what do you do, Ethan?”

He hesitated. “I write.”

She glanced at him. “Write... what?”

“Screenplays. Mostly.” He shrugged. “Some get made. Some don’t.”

Her expression shifted—not star-struck, not impressed. Just curious. “Do you like it?”

“I do,” he said after a moment. “When it’s honest.”

She nodded slowly, as if that meant more to her than he realized.



Their next meeting happened two days later at the small café at the end of the street.

Ethan had just ordered when someone bumped into him, nearly knocking his coffee from his hand.

“I’m so sorry—” she started, then froze.

“Isla?” he said.

She pushed her sunglasses up, relief crossing her face. “Ethan. Hi. I swear I’m not stalking you.”

He smiled despite himself. “That’s disappointing.”

She laughed, easing instantly. They ordered together, then hesitated awkwardly, both glancing at the single empty table near the window.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“Coffee,” he agreed.

They talked—about nothing and everything. Her favorite books. His terrible habit of rewriting dialogue out loud. The way she missed walking through places unnoticed. The way he had chosen solitude long before it became fashionable.

For the first time in a long while, Isla forgot to watch the door.

And for the first time, Ethan forgot to keep his walls up.



The third time was unavoidable.

They ran into each other on the sidewalk late one evening, both returning home under the soft glow of streetlights. She had her phone pressed to her ear, her smile gone, tension etched across her face.

“I said I need space,” she snapped quietly, then ended the call.

Ethan slowed beside her. “Everything okay?”

She exhaled sharply, then shrugged. “Hollywood. It doesn’t like it when I disappear.”

They walked together in silence for a few steps.

“You don’t have to explain,” he said gently. “I get the feeling of being pulled in too many directions.”

She looked at him then—really looked at him. “That’s the thing,” she said softly. “With you, I don’t feel pulled at all.”

The words lingered between them, fragile and honest.

They reached their driveways at the same time, pausing instinctively.

“Good night, Ethan,” she said, her voice warmer than before.

“Good night, Isla.”

She turned away, but not before he noticed the small smile she tried—and failed—to hide.

As Ethan went inside, he realized something had changed.

These meetings weren’t accidents anymore.

They were beginnings.
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Chapter 3: Coffee on the Balcony
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The first time Isla knocked on Ethan’s door after sunset, she almost didn’t.

She stood there, coffee cup in hand, debating whether this crossed some invisible line she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. But the night was quiet, the city lights shimmered below, and for the first time in days, she didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts.

Before she could talk herself out of it, the door opened.

Ethan blinked in surprise. “Is everything okay?”

She lifted the cup slightly. “I made too much coffee. Thought I’d share.”

He glanced at the cup, then at her, then stepped aside. “That’s the most dangerous sentence you could say to a writer.”

She smiled, stepping in. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

They ended up on the balcony, mugs in hand, the warm night air carrying the distant hum of the city. From here, Hollywood looked almost gentle—soft lights, muted noise, nothing like the chaos it usually held.

“This is... nice,” Isla said quietly. “I forget the city can look peaceful.”

“That’s why I moved here,” Ethan replied. “Up here, it almost feels like the world can’t reach you.”

She leaned against the railing, staring out. “I used to believe that too.”

He didn’t push. He waited.

After a moment, she spoke again. “Do you ever get tired of being expected to be something all the time?”

“Yes,” he said immediately. “Even when no one’s watching.”

That made her
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