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Prologue — The Look That Broke Her
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She shouldn’t have looked back.

Not because it gave her away—but because it confirmed everything I already knew.

The rain wasn’t heavy—just that slow, steady kind that makes the silence louder. I stood on the upper balcony, hands on the iron railing, watching the hood of her gray sweatshirt bob slightly with each step she took along the short concrete path that connected our driveways. Her house was to my right, the creek to my left, and the path between them wound past the stairwell like a quiet invitation. She had her hands stuffed into the kangaroo pocket like she was trying to stay warm, but it wasn’t the cold she was hiding from. It was me.

We hadn’t spoken in weeks. Not a word. Not a wave. Not a nod. And yet... I felt her more now than when we shared air.

Christina paused at the edge of the creek—right before the small bridge that separated our worlds. That pause... that one second of hesitation told me everything. She was deciding. Battling herself. And then, like a curse she couldn’t shake—she looked back.

She didn’t know I was watching. Or maybe she did. Either way, her eyes scanned my direction, pausing near the shadow of the overhang. They didn’t linger. But they didn’t have to. I caught the flicker—the spark of recognition. Of ache.

That was the look that broke her.

She had spent months pretending I was nothing. Cold. Dismissive. Married.

But that second of stillness in the rain told a different story. One of silent need. One of walls cracking.

I didn’t move. I didn’t wave. I didn’t smirk. I just watched her fight herself. And then turn back around.

She crossed the bridge like she was walking through fire. Like every step back to her house burned more than staying still.

I didn’t need her to say anything. Not yet.

I had all the proof I’d ever need: she looked back.

And now? She wouldn’t be the same.

Neither of us would.
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Chapter 1 — The Arrival
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I’m not an imposing man—not at first glance. Medium brown hair, close-cropped like a soldier who stopped caring about style but still kept it clean. Just stubble on my jaw. Blue eyes that women have called intense, even when I’m not trying to be. There’s something in the bone structure—a look passed down from old blood—that makes people stare a little longer than they should. Kingly, they’ve said. Handsome. Cute, if they’re trying to soften the truth.

I’m 5'10 and lean, built like someone who’s had to carry more than his share but never let it break him. Not bulky. Not soft. Just... carved.

A Scorpio through and through.

But none of that mattered when I moved in. Not to her. Not yet.

I wasn’t supposed to be here.

Not on this property. Not this close. Not living next door to the woman I told myself I wouldn’t want.

But that’s how it works, doesn’t it? Fate doesn’t scream—it whispers. And when my cousin offered me the duplex on the side of his house, it didn’t feel like an invitation. It felt like bait.

Christina was warm when I moved in. Friendly, even. Said hello with a little too much eye contact. Smiled with her eyes before her lips caught up. She didn’t linger, but she didn’t hide either. It was just enough to keep me guessing.

She wore yoga pants like armor. Hoodies like shields. Always in motion—feeding chickens, chasing kids, unloading hay. The kind of busy that’s meant to keep you from thinking too long. But when she thought no one was watching, she slowed. She stared.

And I noticed everything.

The way her ponytail bounced when she jogged back from the barn. The way she peeked up from the garden beds when I stepped outside. The way her smile faded when her husband stepped out behind her.

Doogie.

He acted like a good man. Said the right things. Played the role. But control doesn’t need to shout to exist. Sometimes it wears work boots and holds a power drill.

I kept my distance. At first.

But even distance has gravity.

The first real moment between us wasn’t planned. I had just come back from the gym, sweat still clinging to my collarbone, my hoodie draped over my shoulder. She was dragging feed bags from the trunk. Alone. Struggling. I didn’t offer to help. I just stopped. Watched her from the end of the drive.

She looked up. Met my eyes. And for a split second—just one—she looked relieved.

Then she looked guilty.

I walked inside without a word.

That night, she posted something on her farm page about how strong women don’t need saving.

But her hands had trembled when she thought I might.

And I never forgot that.
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Chapter 2 — Her Husband’s Shadow

[image: ]


There’s a rhythm to the property now.

Roosters crow. A screen door slams. Christina’s footsteps patter down the drive. A car starts. Then silence.

I’ve learned to time her movements to the minute. She leaves every morning after the kids board the bus. Yoga pants. Hoodie. No makeup. Hair knotted up like she doesn’t care who sees her—except I know she knows I do.

She disappears for hours. Sometimes two. Sometimes three. Sometimes she comes back lighter, like she exhaled something dark. Other times, she returns tenser—like she’s carrying more than she left with.

I don’t ask where she goes.

But I wonder if he does.

Doogie doesn’t look like the jealous type. Not on the surface. He works long hours, comes home covered in dirt, makes sure things are fixed. But there’s something... off. A false ease. The kind of calm men wear when they don’t know how close they are to being irrelevant.

When Christina is near him, she changes. A little stiffer. A little more careful with her words. Her laughter dies faster. Her eyes flick sideways before she speaks.

And when she sees me—when our eyes meet in those small, unscripted moments—she looks like she’s about to say something.

But doesn’t.

One night, I heard them through the wall. Muffled arguing. Her voice sharp. His louder. Then nothing. Silence thick enough to choke on. I stared at the ceiling for hours after, waiting for a sound that never came.

The next morning, she didn’t leave. Stayed inside. Blinds drawn.

That’s when I knew I wasn’t imagining it.

The pressure. The denial. The performance.

Whatever they pretend to be—it’s cracking.

And I’m the fault line running beneath their house.
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Chapter 3 — The First Test
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It was a Thursday when she finally spoke to me again.

I was outside cleaning the front step—something to keep my hands busy while my head stayed sharp. The metal handle of the broom was cold against my palm, the bristles scraping softly against the concrete. I heard the screen door creak open behind me, followed by the familiar shuffle of her boots down the gravel.

I didn’t look up right away. Just listened. Felt her getting closer.

She stopped just a few feet away. The air between us thickened, buzzing with things unsaid.

“Hey,” she said, too casual.

I looked up. Her hair was damp, like she’d just come in from the barn. Mud streaked one side of her leggings. She had the nerve to act normal.

I gave a slow nod. “Hey.”

She lingered. Glanced over her shoulder toward her house. “You need any eggs?”

It was a simple offer. One she’d made before. But it wasn’t about eggs.

This was her test. Her attempt to reset the board, to pretend the tension hadn’t been coiling between us for weeks.

I shrugged. “Sure.”

She nodded, then turned too fast. Too guilty. And walked off like nothing happened.

She left the carton on the edge of the wooden table by the trash cans—where she knew I could see it from my window.

I didn’t touch it.

Not for hours.

I waited to see if she’d look. If she’d watch. If she’d wonder why.

Later that day, she walked by again. Slower this time. Her head didn’t turn, but her eyes—those traitorous, searching eyes—they flicked toward the carton.

Still untouched.

I saw her jaw tighten.

She was used to control. But this wasn’t her script anymore.

I wasn’t just taking the eggs.

I was taking back the frame.
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Chapter 4 — The Farm Page Confession
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She didn’t post much that week.

No pictures of chickens. No updates on goat weight. No rustic sunrise filtered through a mason jar.

Just silence.

Until Sunday night.

I saw it while scrolling half-asleep in bed. A blurry shot of her barn—soft orange lights glowing from inside, with a caption that read: “Sometimes you build walls so high, you forget what it was you were trying to keep out.”

It was poetic. And pointless. Because I wasn’t out.

I was still inside her head.

The post wasn’t for the farm followers. It wasn’t even for herself.

It was for me.

She wanted me to know she knew. That the tension hadn’t gone unnoticed. That the eggs, the silence, the stare-downs—none of it had passed by without scraping her.

I didn’t like the post.

Didn’t comment.

Didn’t even view it from my main account.

But she would know I saw it. She always knew.

The next day, I stepped outside just before noon. Right on cue, she was dragging a trash bag to the cans. She paused when she saw me. Said nothing. Just watched as I walked past her in silence.

Her mouth parted like she was about to speak—but I kept walking.

She turned back toward the house, the bag still in her hand.

And that was when I knew:

She didn’t want to reset the board.

She wanted me to flip it over.
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Chapter 5 — The Second Shift
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She started walking a different path.

No more crossing through the center of the driveway where our lines blurred. She began taking the long route—past the barn, around the chicken coop, even down by the Subaru—just to avoid the spot where we usually locked eyes.

But it didn’t matter.

Distance means nothing when someone’s thinking about you.

I’d catch her watching me through the slats of the fence, through the haze of a kitchen window when she thought the curtain was drawn. Once, she lingered behind the tree by the bus stop for too long, half-hidden like she didn’t know what she was doing there.

She knew.

And so did I.

She was unraveling. Quietly. Slowly. Exactly the way I wanted.

It was that Friday morning when the energy shifted again.

I stepped outside to stretch, the morning still gray and damp. I hadn’t even made it to the steps when I heard her door open. Too early for errands. Too late for coincidence.

She stepped out in black leggings and a pale hoodie, her hair down for once—wet, combed, intentional. She looked straight ahead, but her body was giving her away.

I walked past her driveway. Felt her eyes drag across my back.

She didn’t speak.

Didn’t need to.

I waited until I was even with the tree line before I turned and looked back.

And there she was.

Still standing there.

Still watching.

I didn’t smile. Didn’t move.

I just held her gaze until she blinked and turned away.

A full ten seconds.

That’s all it took to change everything.

And when she went inside, I knew she wasn’t going to tell her husband about the stare.

But she’d replay it. All day.

Like a bruise that won’t fade.
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Chapter 6 — Lingering Heat
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Spring crept in with soaked earth and early sunlight, but it wasn’t the weather that changed—it was her.

She stayed outside longer now. Found reasons to be in the driveway. Pretended to check the chicken feed twice in the same morning. She moved slower near my window. Walked past the fence a little too close.

It was the kind of presence that wasn’t overt, but felt like a hand just brushing your skin without touching.

One morning, I opened the door just as she stepped out. We froze—both mid-motion, both caught.

“Morning,” she said.

Her voice was quiet, but not fragile. Controlled.

I didn’t answer right away. Just looked at her. Eyes raking over every piece of her she pretended wasn’t for me.

She shifted on her feet. “You going to the gym today?”

That was new.

I nodded. “Later.”

She nodded back. Bit her bottom lip. Then looked away like she regretted asking.

That night, around 11:30, I saw a light flicker on in the barn. Just for a second.

I stepped out to check it—quiet, barefoot.

There was no one there. But the faint scent of her perfume hung in the air, mixing with hay and wood and cold metal. Like she had just left.

A game of near misses.

She was circling.

Testing proximity. Playing with danger. Waiting for me to close the gap first.

But I wasn’t here to make it easy.

I was here to watch her burn slow.
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