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Chapter 1: New Town, Same Trouble
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Harper Blake gripped the steering wheel of her battered Jeep Cherokee, knuckles pale as she navigated the final turn into the cul-de-sac that would now be her home. The late afternoon sun cast long, golden shadows over the quiet street, blanketing it in a deceptive kind of peace. It was the kind of neighborhood that looked like it came straight from a realtor’s dream—neatly trimmed hedges, children’s bikes leaning against porches, wind chimes swaying softly in the breeze. The exact opposite of the blaring horns, crowded sidewalks, and crumbling charm of her old Chicago apartment. She exhaled slowly, dragging her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose as she eyed the house on the corner.

“This is it,” she said aloud, voice carrying in the stillness. “Home sweet hell, maybe.”

As she turned into the driveway, her brows furrowed. A giant black truck was parked dead center, its nose angled like it owned the damn property. The vehicle was monstrous, matte black with thick tires and a winch on the front that suggested its owner either liked to go off-roading or was preparing for the apocalypse. Harper parked on the street and climbed out, her sundress fluttering in the breeze. One hand shielded her eyes as she walked around the truck, inspecting it like it might move on its own.

“Seriously?” she muttered, spotting the faint outline of a military decal on the back window. “Fantastic. I move to the suburbs to get away from chaos, and I’m already trespassing on someone’s personal battlefield.”

The front door of the neighboring house swung open with a rusty creak, and a man stepped out. Tall. Brooding. Built like a linebacker. His black T-shirt clung to broad shoulders and biceps inked with tattoos, sleeves pushed halfway up his forearms. His hair was tousled like he’d just woken up from a nap or didn’t give a damn, and his beard was trimmed close but rugged enough to match the rest of him. His face—sharp jaw, dark brows, and eyes like slate—was unreadable.

“You lost?” he called, voice deep and edged with a growl.

Harper blinked, then squared her shoulders. “Nope. Pretty sure this is my driveway.”

He stepped off the porch, boots thudding on the wood, and crossed his arms as he stopped beside the truck. “You Harper Blake?”

“I am. And you are?”

“Graham Wolfe,” he said simply, as though that explained everything.

“Well, Graham Wolfe, your truck is in my driveway. You want to explain that?”

His expression didn’t change. “I’ve been parking here since the previous owner moved out three weeks ago. Figured you weren’t showing up until tomorrow. My garage is full—workshop stuff. Lumber delivery ran late.”

Harper crossed her arms to mirror him. “Well, surprise. I came early.”

The silence between them stretched taut, filled only by the wind rustling through the trees and the creak of a nearby swing set. Graham stared at her a moment longer before muttering something under his breath and turning back toward the truck. He climbed in, started it with a roar, and pulled into his own driveway like he was doing her a personal favor.

Harper watched him go, resisting the urge to flip him off. She wasn’t here to fight neighbors. She was here to start fresh, teach high school English at the local school, and finally find peace.

Inside, the house was echoingly empty except for the boxes she’d managed to jam into the back of her Jeep. The moving truck wasn’t coming until morning, so she dragged the essentials inside—coffee pot, toiletries, a mattress in a vacuum-sealed roll—and dropped onto the hardwood floor with a groan.

Through the open windows, she could hear the faint sound of hammering. Graham, probably. The kind of man who found comfort in tools and tasks instead of people. She bet he had callouses, didn’t speak unless necessary, and used silence like a weapon. Which made him exactly the kind of man she should avoid.

But of course, fate had planted him next door.

She unpacked a bottle of wine and a single glass, propped herself against the wall, and let the buzz of the alcohol settle in her bones. This was good. This was better. No screaming sirens. No toxic exes. No feeling like she had to keep up with everyone else’s version of success. Just her, her house, and her new beginning.

She didn’t see the note until the next morning, taped to her door in neat, masculine handwriting.

Stay out of the garage. Fuse box connects through mine. It’s temperamental. Waiting on an electrician. - G

It wasn’t signed, but it didn’t need to be. Who else would leave a passive-aggressive PSA like that? She rolled her eyes, crumpled it, and tossed it in the recycling bin. Welcome to the suburbs, where the men wore their grump like cologne.

She spent the morning walking the neighborhood, introducing herself to the occasional passerby. Most people were polite, a few overly curious, asking what had brought her to their quiet corner of the world. She offered vague answers and sunny smiles, deflecting with ease.

By mid-afternoon, she was in the backyard, hands in the dirt as she tried to wrestle a dying rose bush back to life, when a voice cut through the air.

“You’re gonna want gloves. That thing’ll bite you.”

She looked up to see Graham leaning on the fence that divided their properties, arms folded, a cup of coffee in one hand like it was permanently attached.

“Good morning to you too,” she said dryly. “I’m fine.”

He tilted his head. “You’re bleeding.”

She glanced down to find a thin scratch on her forearm, red against the pale of her skin. “Occupational hazard.”

He didn’t smile, but there was a flicker of something in his expression. “Suit yourself.”

“You always this friendly?”

“Only on Tuesdays.”

She looked at him, really looked this time. The man was older, clearly in his late thirties or early forties, but he wore it well—like age had carved him out instead of worn him down. There was something magnetic about him, even under all that prickly silence. The kind of man who could probably unhook a bra with one hand and fix a leaky pipe with the other. Not that she was thinking about either of those things.

“What do you do, anyway?” she asked.

He sipped his coffee. “Carpentry. Custom furniture.”

“Figures. You look like you build things with your hands and scowl while doing it.”

“And you look like trouble.”

She grinned. “You have no idea.”

Just then, the screen door on his side of the house slammed open, and a teenage girl stomped down the steps. Hoodie up, headphones in, backpack slung over one shoulder. She gave Harper a quick once-over and then rolled her eyes so hard it was practically audible.

“That would be my daughter,” Graham said, not looking away from his coffee.

“How old?”

“Sixteen going on forty.”

Harper watched as the girl disappeared down the street toward the bus stop, posture screaming don’t talk to me.

“She’s got your attitude,” Harper said.

Graham finally smiled, just a little. “God help me, she does.”

The silence settled between them again, but this time it felt different. Less hostile. More like two strangers learning to navigate an unexpected detour.

“I’ll let you get back to brooding,” Harper said, standing and wiping her hands on her jeans. “Try not to write any more threatening notes.”

“Stay out of my garage,” he called over his shoulder as he walked away.

“Only if you stay out of my rose bushes!”

He didn’t answer, but she swore she saw his shoulders shake just slightly as he disappeared into his house.

Harper stood in the grass, the sun warming her back, and couldn’t help but laugh.

New town. Same trouble. But maybe, just maybe, the kind she wouldn’t mind getting into.
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Chapter 2: The Man Next Door
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Graham Wolfe had built his world with walls—some literal, some not. His workshop, a converted garage stacked with planks of cherrywood and tools that gleamed like extensions of his own hands, was his sanctuary. It was the one place where everything made sense, where problems had solutions, where silence wasn’t awkward but welcome. That morning, he was already elbow-deep in sawdust, smoothing out a tabletop for a client who wanted it rustic but refined, when the sound of a car door slamming outside sliced through the calm like a sawblade snagging in a knot of wood.

He didn’t need to look. He already knew.

Harper Blake.

She’d moved in barely twenty-four hours ago, and already his entire rhythm felt off. The kind of woman who smiled too much, talked too loud, and looked like trouble dipped in sugar. She was the sort of energy that didn’t just walk into a room—it burst in like a firecracker and left sparks behind. Graham didn’t do sparks. Sparks meant messes. Sparks meant distractions. Sparks meant mistakes.

But there she was again, bright and bold and completely unaware of the way she made his carefully ordered world tremble at the edges.

She passed by the open garage door, carrying a cardboard box and humming some pop song under her breath, swaying her hips like the sidewalk was a runway and not a cracked slab of suburban concrete. She didn’t look over, but he knew she saw him. She always did. Her eyes were the kind that missed nothing—green, sharp, and sparkling like she’d come from a place where chaos was currency.

Graham set down the sander and rubbed his jaw, trying to ignore the way his chest tightened.

Nope. Not today.

But fate, as it turned out, had a cruel sense of humor.

He was just locking up the workshop, having given up on finishing the damn tabletop with her humming still echoing in his ears, when he spotted her struggling with a mattress in the driveway. The thing was half-unrolled, lopsided, and threatening to eat her alive as she wrestled it toward the door with more enthusiasm than technique.

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

Harper looked up, cheeks flushed, curls a mess, and gave him a grin that hit him square in the gut. “Only if you promise not to grunt the whole time like I’m annoying you.”

“I make no promises,” he muttered but crossed over anyway.

Together, they maneuvered the mattress through the narrow doorway and into her front room. Her place still smelled like fresh paint and pine cleaner, and she had the kind of chaotic decorating style that made his OCD twitch—boxes everywhere, mismatched furniture, an explosion of color and throw pillows that made it look like a craft store had thrown up inside.

“Thanks,” she said, plopping down on the mattress and patting the space beside her. “Want a drink? I’ve got water and wine, and only one clean glass.”

“I’ll pass.” He stayed standing, arms crossed, eyes scanning the room like it was a battlefield.

“You always this friendly to new neighbors?”

“Only when they block my driveway and yell at me on their first day.”

She laughed, unbothered. “Fair. But to be clear, I didn’t yell. I used my assertive teacher voice. There’s a difference.”

“You a teacher?”

“High school English. Starting next week.”

He nodded once, then looked toward the window, needing something to focus on besides the way she sat cross-legged like it was the most natural thing in the world, her bare legs distracting as hell, and her sundress slipping up her thigh every time she shifted.

“You’ve got a daughter,” she said, and it wasn’t a question.

“Lily.”

“She seems... intense.”

“She’s a teenager.”

Harper raised an eyebrow. “And you’re a single dad, I’m guessing.”

The question hit like a jab, but he didn’t flinch. “My wife died five years ago.”

“Oh,” she said, softer now. “I’m sorry.”

He didn’t respond. What was there to say? It was old news, a scar healed over but still sensitive when pressed.

“She doesn’t like me,” Harper added, trying to shift the mood.

“She doesn’t know you.”

“She glared at me like I’d just insulted Taylor Swift.”

“She glares at everyone.”

Harper smiled, tilted her head. “And what about you, Mr. Wolfe? Do you glare at everyone too?”

“Yes.”

“Even the pretty ones?”

His jaw tightened. She was flirting. Boldly. Unapologetically. It wasn’t like he didn’t notice. She was gorgeous. Curvy in the kind of way that made his thoughts wander and his hands ache with the need to touch. But she was younger. Too young. Too bright. Too damn loud for a man like him.

“This isn’t a good idea,” he said flatly.

“What isn’t?” she asked, playing innocent.

“This. Whatever this is.”

Her smile didn’t falter. “You mean the part where you help me with my mattress or the part where you stare at me like you’re trying not to imagine what I’d look like without this dress?”

He didn’t answer, but the muscle in his jaw ticked.

“Don’t worry,” she said, standing and brushing off her dress. “I’m not here to cause problems. I just moved in, after all. You keep your broody silence, I’ll keep my loud music and sarcasm, and we’ll get along just fine.”

He turned to leave. “As long as you stay out of my garage.”

“And you stay out of my rose bushes.”

He paused at the door, half-smiling. “Deal.”

But later that night, as he lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, her laughter still echoed in his ears. That woman was a storm wrapped in sunshine, and he knew better than anyone what storms could do. They ruined things. They tore
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