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Cassie 

I was mid-stride through my six-fifteen run on Birchwood Lane when a moving truck blocked half the road, and a man caught my elbow before I went sideways into the gutter.

The grip was firm without being rough. Warm through my running sleeve. I looked up into a face that looked like it belonged on a calendar. The kind firefighters would mock each other for having.  He had a sharp jaw, tired eyes, and the kind of shoulders that suggested he regularly lifted things heavier than anything in my life.

He released me the second I steadied.

"Watch yourself."

Not a concern. A caution. The kind of tone you used on a stray dog wandering too close to traffic.

"Thanks," I managed, but he had already turned back to direct the truck, one arm raised to guide the driver back into the driveway of the house next to mine. The house that had been empty for three months. The house I had been secretly hoping would stay empty because I liked my quiet corner of Birchwood Lane exactly the way it was.

So much for that.

I stood there with my pulse running faster than the two miles I had already logged. Adrenaline. Obviously adrenaline. The near fall. The sudden grip. The way his hand had known exactly where to hold me without grabbing, without fumbling. Like he had steadied people a thousand times before, and his body just knew the geometry of it.

I watched him guide the truck for three more seconds than strictly necessary, cataloging details I did not need. Dark hair cropped short. A station shirt stretched across his back, the word CALDER CREEK visible in reflective letters. The way he stood like he expected to be obeyed and was rarely disappointed.

Then I remembered I was standing in the middle of the road like an idiot and forced my legs to move.

The rest of my run was garbage. My pace dropped. My breathing stayed uneven. I blamed the near fall. I blamed the truck blocking my usual route. I blamed the early October chill that made my lungs work harder than they should have.

I did not blame the way my arm still felt warm where he had touched it.

Priya called while I was stretching on my porch, because Priya had a sixth sense for when I needed to be distracted from my own brain.

"New neighbor," I said instead of hello.

"Hot?"

"Rude."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive. What kind of rude?"

I pulled my heel up behind me, balancing on one foot. Through the gap between our houses, I could see him directing two younger guys carrying boxes. He pointed. They moved. Nobody argued.

"The kind that catches you before you fall and then tells you to watch yourself like you're the one who put a moving truck in the middle of the road at six in the morning."

"So he caught you before you fell."

"That's what I said."

"You led with rude. You could have led with caught you."

I switched legs. "I led with the relevant information."

"Uh huh." I could hear her smile through the phone. "What's he look like?"

"I wasn't paying attention."

"Liar."

I closed my eyes and saw him anyway. The tired lines around his eyes. The competence in his hands. The way he had looked at me for exactly one second before dismissing me entirely.

"Tall," I said. "Broad. Station shirt. Probably a firefighter. He has the look."

"The look."

I could hear her leaning forward through the phone.

"You know. The whole posture thing.  I don't need to talk about it."

"The brooding posture."

"I'm hanging up now, Priya."

"Call me after you bring him a casserole."

"I'm not bringing him a casserole."

"It's Calder Creek. You have to bring him a casserole. It's basically law."

I hung up on her, laughing.

Three days later, I brought him a casserole.

In my defence, Mrs Patterson from two streets over had already asked me twice whether I had properly welcomed the new neighbour. If she asked a third time, I knew she would bring it up at Town Hall. I did not need that particular brand of small-town judgment following me to work.

So, casserole. The one my mother used to make before she decided I was too much trouble to cook for. Chicken and rice and enough cheese to clog an artery. A peace offering for a man who had touched my arm once and then looked at me like I was furniture.

He answered on the third knock.

The door opened exactly six inches. Not unwelcoming. Not welcoming either. Just enough space for him to see me and for me to hand him a dish without any possibility of further interaction.

"I'm Cassie." I held up the casserole like a shield. "I live next door. Welcome to Birchwood Lane."

He looked at the dish, then at me. His eyes were darker than I had noticed before. The kind of brown that could be warm if he ever let it be.

"Thanks."

He took the dish. The door started to close.

"I put the recipe on an index card," I added, stupidly, because apparently I could not let the interaction end without embarrassing myself. "Under the foil. In case you wanted to make it yourself sometime."

The door paused. For half a second, something flickered in his face that might have been amusement or might have been pity. I couldn't tell.

"Appreciate it."

The door closed.

I called Priya from my kitchen while I stress-organized my spice cabinet.

"He took the dish and said thanks and then closed the door in my face."

"Before or after you gave him the recipe card?"

"After." I moved the cumin next to the coriander, where it belonged. "I told him about the recipe card while the door was closing."

"Oh, Cassie."

"I know."

"What does he look like up close?"

I had been trying not to think about that. The way he had filled the doorway. The way his forearms looked below the pushed-up sleeves of his Henley. The scrape of stubble along his jaw that suggested he had not shaved in two or three days and did not care who noticed.

"Old," I lied.

"How old?"

"I don't know. Forties. Maybe early forties." I paused. "His arms are good."

"His arms."

"Shut up."

"You led with old and then mentioned his arms. Those are mixed signals."

"I mentioned his arms because they're objectively notable. They look like they could lift heavy things. He's a firefighter. That's probably a job requirement."

"What kind of heavy things?"

"Goodbye, Priya."

I hung up and stood in my kitchen and looked at the wall I shared with the man next door and told myself I did not care whether he ever thanked me properly for that casserole.

By the end of the week, I had catalogued his habits the way I catalogued complaints at Town Hall: with obsessive precision and no practical application.

Five forty-five alarm. I knew this because I could hear his phone through my bedroom wall if I was awake. Which I was, because my body had decided six-fifteen runs required waking up at five thirty to stretch and hydrate. And apparently also to listen for sounds from the house next door.

Truck idling by six. The engine had a distinctive rumble that I recognized now, lower and steadier than my Civic. He waited for someone before leaving. I assumed a carpool.

Firewood stacked with military symmetry. I noticed this on day four when I saw him in his side yard, splitting logs like he had a personal grudge against each one. The wood formed perfect rows against the fence. 

Each piece was placed with deliberate precision. The kind of order that suggested a mind that could not handle disorder anywhere else.

Every detail was an irritation.

Every irritation required a second look to confirm it.

On day five, I saw who he waited for in the truck.

The young man who climbed into the passenger seat was tall like him, built like him, with the same dark hair and the same economical way of moving. But his face was different. Looser. More likely to smile.

A son, maybe. Had to be.

I watched Nigel—his name, which I had learned from Mrs Patterson, who made it her business to know everyone in Calder Creek. He reached over and cuffed his son on the shoulder. The gesture was easy. Familiar. The kind of touch that came from years of practice.

The son said something. Nigel's whole posture went loose for one unguarded second, shoulders dropping. The tension I had assumed was permanent dissolved into something that looked...almost soft. Then he laughed.

The laugh changed everything.

It was low and real and surprising, like his son had caught him off guard, and he did not mind. Like he had forgotten to be guarded and was enjoying the forgetting.

I stood at my kitchen window with my coffee going cold in my hands and watched him laugh and felt something shift in my chest that I did not have a name for.

Priya caught me staring at nothing three days later. I had stopped at the pharmacy during my lunch break from the Town Hall when she materialized beside me like she always did.

"You okay?"

"Fine." I signed for my prescription without looking at it. "Just getting my supplements."

"Three women from the station auxiliary asked about your neighbor's situation yesterday. Wanted to know if he was single."

She smirked at me, slow and deliberate, like she was waiting for a reaction.

"I have no opinion on the matter."

Priya raised one eyebrow. She had the best eyebrows in Calder Creek—dark, expressive, and capable of communicating entire paragraphs of skepticism with one tiny lift.

"You mentioned his laugh when we spoke three days ago," she said. "And I hadn't even asked about him yet."

"I mentioned it once."

"You said he laughed at something his son said, and then you said his laugh is different from what you expected. That's twice."

I grabbed my bag and my prescription and did not look at her. "It was relevant context."

"To what?"

"To nothing. I have to get back to work."

Outside, I told myself Priya was wrong. I was still telling myself that when I got to my car.

I drove back to Town Hall with my hands tight on the wheel and his laugh still in my head. The way it had changed his face. The way it had made him look like someone you could know instead of someone who existed only to be difficult.

I did not like the direction my thoughts were taking.

I did not like how often they took that direction without my permission.

The lights went out on both sides of Birchwood Lane at seven forty-three on a Wednesday night.

I was on my couch with a book I was not reading and a glass of wine I had not touched, thinking about nothing in particular. Then the lamp clicked off, the refrigerator went silent, and the whole house settled into darkness.

Power outage. 

Not unusual for October in the Pacific Northwest. 

Storms came through and knocked lines down, and everyone just dealt with it for a few hours until the crews fixed whatever needed fixing.

I reached for my phone to check the outage map. Dead battery. 

I grabbed my laptop next, already knowing what I would find. I had not charged it after it ran down at work—I never did, with anything, until it became impossible to ignore. 

Through my front window, in the sudden dark, I could see one light still glowing next door. Nigel's porch light, running on a generator that hummed steadily through the night air.

I thought about my work email.

I thought about the report due at eight in the
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