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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever moved to a new place hoping for peace and found something better instead. 
For the neighbors who show up too often, ask too much, and love people into telling the truth anyway.
And for anyone who has ever discovered that the right person next door can change everything.
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  Chapter 1: The Man With the Wrong Lamp


By the time the moving truck backed into Juniper Ridge Court, Daisy had already narrated three possible criminal scenarios into the neighborhood group chat and opened her blinds the exact amount required for surveillance without looking, in her words, creepy. 
Mallory Pike knew this because Daisy had texted her a photo of the blinds with a ruler next to them.
Daisy: Optimal angle achieved.Daisy: If anyone asks, I am watering my fern.Mallory: You do not own a fern.Daisy: Then today is a day of growth.
Mallory slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans and looked up from the flower bed she was pretending to weed.
Pretending because there was no world in which anybody on Juniper Ridge Court believed she was actually focused on dandelions while a stranger’s moving truck rumbled past the circle of trimmed lawns and matching mailboxes.
The cul-de-sac had the energy of a suburban safari.
A minivan door opened halfway down the curve. A garage door rose with theatrical slowness. Someone started walking an extremely old beagle that had not shown interest in walking before the truck appeared. Across the street, Nina and Owen were standing in their driveway with coffee mugs, both of them making the valiant effort to look like two people who had simply happened to be outside at the same time rather than the reigning monarchs of neighborhood curiosity.
New neighbor. Unit twelve. The house with the blue shutters and the front porch swing nobody had ever used because old Mr. Hanley had believed porches were for structure, not leisure. He’d moved to Arizona in February after declaring Florida humidity “an organized attack,” and since then the place had sat empty, accumulating speculation.
Nina lifted her mug in greeting when she noticed Mallory looking.
“It’s reconnaissance.”
Owen took a sip of coffee. “For legal purposes, I’d like it noted that I suggested we stay inside.”
Nina turned to him. “You are outside.”
“I was overruled by the marriage.”
A laugh tugged at Mallory before she could stop it.
That was Juniper Ridge in a nutshell. Nobody ever minded anybody else’s business alone. They did it together, with snacks.
The truck came to a jerking stop in front of the Hanley house. The back door rolled up. A ramp clanged down. Two movers hopped out, already damp with sweat in the late-morning heat.
Mallory’s first thought was that he was too put together for this neighborhood at ten twenty on a Thursday.
Dark T-shirt, faded jeans, sunglasses, baseball cap pulled low. All of it ordinary enough if you didn’t look closely. But she did look closely, because close-looking was a bad habit she’d turned into a career and then, after burning out on corporate crisis consulting, into a much quieter life of freelance branding work done from her dining room table.
His clothes fit too well. His watch was understated and expensive. His posture said he’d spent years being watched and had learned how to carry himself in a way that gave away as little as possible.
Also, and this was oddly specific, he was holding a lamp like someone who had never once in his life moved a lamp.
Nobody cradled a lamp with both hands unless it cost more than rent or they’d previously paid someone else to move it.
Daisy: He’s hot in a “federal witness protection but make it tasteful” way.Mallory: Please never say that again.Daisy: I’m trying to contribute.
The new neighbor said something to one of the movers and smiled.
It hit the movers. It hit Nina from half a driveway away. It probably hit a woman watering hydrangeas three houses down and improved her credit score. It was easy, polished, practiced without seeming practiced. A smile built to lower defenses and keep conversations from turning sharp.
Men who smiled like that either sold luxury real estate or had something to hide.
As if summoned by the scent of fresh mystery, Daisy’s front door opened and out she came in lemon-print pajama shorts, slippers shaped like strawberries, and a tank top that said ASK ME ABOUT MY THEORIES.
When she opened them, Daisy was already speed-walking across the court with a ceramic watering can in one hand.
Nina hissed under her breath, “Absolutely not.”
Owen said, “And yet.”
Daisy arrived at the curb just as the new guy set the lamp inside his doorway and turned back toward the truck. Up close, he was taller than Mallory had guessed. Broad shoulders, sun-browned forearms, dark stubble that looked less accidental than it wanted to pretend, and a mouth that seemed permanently one comment away from amusement.
In the way charming men always were.
“Hi,” Daisy said brightly, holding the empty watering can like a passport. “I’m Daisy. I live there, there, and emotionally in everyone’s business.”
The man looked at the watering can, then at Daisy. “That’s refreshingly direct.”
“I save time.”
“I can respect that.”
Nina and Owen had begun a slow drift closer, the social equivalent of sharks circling but with better athleisure.
Mallory should have stayed where she was. Instead, she stepped onto the sidewalk because if Daisy was going in unsupervised, somebody had to represent dignity.
By the time she reached them, Daisy was already mid-interrogation.
“So what brings you to Juniper Ridge Court?” Daisy asked.
The man pushed his sunglasses up onto his head.
His eyes were a clear gray-blue, the kind that tended to be described badly in poetry and too often in dating app bios. They flicked over Daisy, then Nina and Owen, then landed on Mallory for half a second before returning to the group.
Owen barked out a laugh.
Nina smiled despite herself. “You’ll fit in beautifully.”
“I’m aware you’re all assessing me,” the man went on.
Daisy clutched the watering can to her chest. “Assessing is such a cold word. We’re welcoming.”
“By forming a semi-circle?”
“Structurally, yes.”
He looked at Mallory then, as if inviting her to join the joke.
She crossed her arms. “You should know this is them on good behavior.”
“That depends,” Daisy said. “Do you have a boat, a suspicious ex, or visible tattoos with coordinates on them?”
Mallory pinched the bridge of her nose.
The man’s mouth twitched. “I have none of those things.”
“That you’re willing to admit,” Daisy said.
He held out a hand, still smiling. “Luke.”
No last name. No helpful extra detail. No, hey, I’m Luke, recently relocated from Atlanta, work in software, allergic to shellfish, thrilled to be here. Nothing normal. Just one name dropped into the circle like a coin into a fountain.
Mallory noticed Nina notice it too.
Daisy shook his hand. “Daisy. Full-time optimist. Part-time investigative journalist.”
Nina stepped in, all polished warmth. “I’m Nina, this is my husband Owen, and that’s Mallory. We live directly across and two doors down.”
Luke glanced toward the houses as if arranging them in his head.
“Confident,” Owen said.
“Prepared,” Luke corrected.
Mallory said, “Smart.”
His attention came back to her, sharper now. “You sound skeptical.”
“I sound experienced.”
“With apology baskets?”
“With people who anticipate needing them.”
Luke leaned one shoulder against the truck as if he had all day. “Then I’ll try to be disappointing in the most harmless possible way.”
The deflection was back. Humor slid neatly over the actual question like a fitted sheet over a mattress.
Daisy, undeterred, pointed her watering can at the house. “So what do you do, Luke?”
He looked at the place behind him as if considering whether the porch columns might answer for him.
“I work remotely.”
Mallory nearly sighed out loud.
The most evasive sentence in modern America.
“Doing what?” Daisy asked.
“Computer things.”
Nina coughed into her coffee.
Owen turned away, shoulders shaking.
Mallory said, “That’s not a job. That’s what my aunt says when she doesn’t understand Wi-Fi.”
Luke’s grin deepened. “Then your aunt and I probably have a lot in common.”
“Do you?”
Against her will, a laugh slipped out, quick and low. His eyes flicked to her again, catching it, and something in his expression changed. Not much. Just enough to say he noticed details too.
One of the movers wrestled a stack of boxes toward the porch. A box labeled BOOKS sagged alarmingly from the bottom.
Luke moved fast then, stepping away from the group and taking the weight before it split. Efficient. Strong. No drama about it.
He grabbed the box with the easy reflex of someone used to physical movement, but his hands were too clean. No moving-day grime, no torn cardboard scrape, no guy-who’d-packed-his-own-kitchen look. He moved like he could do the work. He just didn’t look like a man who usually had to.
Daisy was watching him with the kind of delighted suspicion usually reserved for raccoons opening coolers.
“So,” she said. “Divorced?”
“Daisy,” Nina said.
“What? That’s public-interest adjacent.”
Luke laughed. “No.”
“Widowed?”
“Escaping a scandal?”
Mallory choked on air.
Owen muttered, “She really picked up speed there.”
Luke didn’t seem offended. If anything, he looked entertained. “I thought this was the good behavior version.”
“This is warm-up,” Mallory said before she could stop herself.
His gaze cut to her. “And you’d know?”
“I’ve lived here six years.”
“So you’re the local expert.”
“Sounds lonely.”
The answer hit more cleanly than she expected.
For the first time since he’d stepped out of the truck, his smile thinned. Not gone. Just less automatic.
Nina, who could smell tension the way weather stations detected storms, clapped her hands once. “Okay. We’ve all done enough weird for the first five minutes. Luke, welcome to the court. There’s a group chat, but joining it is a personal risk decision.”
“It’s not that bad,” Daisy said.
Owen looked at Luke. “Last month there were seventy-three messages about whether raccoons can hold grudges.”
“They can,” Daisy said.
Luke rubbed his jaw like he was trying not to laugh. “I’ll consider myself warned.”
Nina reached into the back pocket of her shorts and produced a folded card. Mallory stared.
“Do you carry welcome cards on your person now?”
Nina gave her an offended look. “I’m prepared, Mallory. Some of us contribute to the neighborhood culture.”
“That’s a phrase people use right before starting a cult.”
“It’s muffins and seasonal signage, not a cult.”
“Yet.”
Luke accepted the card. “Should I be concerned that you had that ready?”
“No,” Nina said at the same time.
Daisy leaned in toward Luke as if sharing a secret. “You should know Mallory is the hardest one to win over.”
Mallory stared at her. “Why am I involved in this?”
“I am not auditing anyone.”
“You literally have audit face.”
“I have one face, Daisy.”
“Incorrect. You have at least four. This is the one you use when somebody’s story has lint on it.”
Luke looked between them. “Story lint.”
“I gathered.”
Mallory could feel heat rising under her skin, which annoyed her because that suggested embarrassment and Daisy had not earned the satisfaction.
She looked at Luke. “Ignore her.”
“I don’t think she makes that easy.”
“She considers that a skill.”
“I do,” Daisy said proudly.
The truck engine ticked as it cooled. Somewhere farther down the circle, a sprinkler started its soft rhythmic hiss. A magnolia bloom had dropped into the Hanley driveway and was already browning at the edges in the heat.
Luke glanced at the house behind him, then back at the gathering in front of him, and for the first time something unpracticed crossed his face.
Mallory caught it anyway.
“Do you need help?” she heard herself ask.
Most of all Luke.
It would have been easier if he’d answered quickly. Instead he studied her like he was trying to figure out whether the offer came with terms and conditions.
Daisy gasped softly. “That was the wrong answer.”
Mallory frowned. “What?”
“You always test people by offering practical help in a tone that suggests refusal is a character flaw.”
Nina considered. “It is a little true.”
Owen nodded. “You once offered me your hedge trimmers like you were issuing a challenge.”
“They were the correct hedge trimmers for the job.”
Luke was smiling again, though this one seemed more real than the others. “Then for the record, I may regret this, but yes. I could use help with a table, if that offer hasn’t been revoked by committee.”
Daisy slapped a hand over her heart. “We have progress.”
Mallory ignored her. “Just the table.”
“Understood.”
Nina looked delighted in a way that made Mallory instantly suspicious of herself.
“I’m going inside,” Nina announced to no one. “I suddenly feel very respectful of other people’s privacy.”
“Liar,” Mallory said.
“Completely,” Owen agreed, following his wife back toward their driveway.
Daisy started retreating backward, eyes bright. “I too will leave. Physically. Emotionally, I will be with you both every step of the way.”
“Go home, Daisy.”
“I live for this tone.”
She trotted off, empty watering can swinging at her side.
That left Mallory standing with a stranger in a half-unpacked driveway, the late sun pressing heat into the concrete between them.
Luke took off his cap and pushed a hand through slightly mussed dark hair. “Do I actually want to know what story lint means in your head right now?”
She nodded toward the open front door. “Where’s the table?”
“In the dining room. Or what will eventually be the dining room if I stop storing my life in boxes.”
The house smelled like cardboard, fresh paint, and that faint mineral chill empty houses had before they absorbed a person. Light spilled across stripped hardwood floors. Stacks of boxes lined the walls in neat columns, all labeled in black marker. Kitchen. Linens. Office. Books.
Too clean. Too systematized. Like a man who either loved organization or wanted his life to look simpler than it was.
The table leaned against the far wall, round and solid oak.
“Lift on three?” he asked.
“You seem like a person who says that and then lifts on two.”
He looked offended. “I’m wounded by how quickly you’ve profiled me.”
“Am I wrong?”
He grinned. “Probably not.”
He did, in fact, move on two.
Mallory had time to shoot him a look before the table shifted awkwardly and they both had to adjust. His hand brushed hers on the underside of the wood, warm and steady.
Ridiculous that she noticed. More ridiculous that he seemed to notice her noticing.
When they set it down, a small envelope that had been wedged between the tabletop and the wall slipped loose and fluttered to the floor.
Luke moved first.
He bent, scooped it up, and tucked it into his back pocket in one smooth motion that would have looked casual if Mallory hadn’t already been looking for cracks.
She straightened slowly. “Important?”
His expression went pleasantly blank. “Just paperwork.”
“Your body language filed a stronger complaint than that.”
One corner of his mouth lifted. “Do you always talk like that?”
“Only when people hand me suspiciously boring answers.”
He held her gaze a beat too long. “Then I should probably work on my material.”
The room went still for one odd second.
From outside, Mallory’s phone buzzed.
Juniper Ridge Court (17 unread messages)
The latest was from Daisy.
Daisy: I have seen enough.Daisy: He’s hiding something.
Mallory looked up from the screen.
Luke had gone very still.
Mallory slid her phone back into her pocket.
“Well,” she said.
Luke exhaled through his nose. “That didn’t sound encouraging.”
“It wasn’t.”
His smile came back, softer this time. More tired. “Should I start on the apology basket?”
Mallory headed for the front door.
“Make it a good one,” she said without looking back. “You’re going to need it.”






  
  Chapter 2: The Neighborhood Federal Bureau of Investigation


By eight the next morning, Juniper Ridge Court had turned one man’s arrival into a full civic event. 
Mallory knew this because she woke to fourteen notifications, one missed call from Daisy, and a photo of a gray baseball cap zoomed in so aggressively it had become a grainy abstract study in fabric texture.
She squinted at her phone from the pillow.
Juniper Ridge Court
Daisy: Does anyone recognize this logo?Daisy: I adjusted contrast.Daisy: And saturation.Daisy: And justice.Nina: Daisy, please stop enlarging photos until they become paranormal evidence.Owen: I think it’s a fish.Daisy: It is not a fish.Owen: Then why does it look judgmental?Daisy: Because you’re not taking this seriously.Mallory: Why do you have a photo of his hat?Daisy: I observe.Mallory: From where?Daisy: The fern position.Mallory: You still do not own a fern.Daisy: Not with that attitude.
Mallory dropped the phone onto the mattress and stared at the ceiling fan turning slow, lazy circles above her bed.
The room held the early spring warmth that Juniper Ridge specialized in, not yet oppressive, just enough to remind everyone summer would eventually arrive with the subtlety of a marching band. Soft morning light filtered through her curtains. Somewhere outside, a lawn mower started up two streets over.
Except there was now a man across the circle with a fake-simple name, a vague remote job, a suspicious envelope, and a smile that kept sneaking back into her head for reasons she refused to unpack before coffee.
She pushed back the covers and sat up.
Her cottage was narrow and bright, the inside a mix of practical furniture, old hardwood, and the kind of orderly calm she’d spent years building on purpose. No chaos. No performance. No glossy surfaces designed to impress people she didn’t care about. The walls were a soft cream. Her kitchen shelves held white dishes, labeled jars, and one shameless row of bright yellow cookbooks because she liked cheerful things in contained doses.
Her last serious relationship had taught her that some men entered a room like a parade and left like a sinkhole. Since then, Mallory had become very intentional about her life. Her clients hired her to tell brands when they were trying too hard. She had quietly developed the same gift with people.
She padded into the kitchen, started the coffee maker, and caught herself looking through the window above the sink toward the house across the cul-de-sac.
She was pouring her first cup when her phone rang.
Daisy.
Mallory let it ring twice out of principle before answering. “If you’re calling about the hat logo, I’m hanging up.”
Mallory paused with the mug halfway to her mouth. “What coffee?”
“The coffee he just carried inside from Maple Bean.”
Mallory moved to the window again before she could pretend she wasn’t curious. Sure enough, Luke was on his porch with a cardboard drink tray and a white bakery bag tucked under one arm.
He looked irritatingly good in the morning. Gray Henley, sleeves shoved up, dark athletic shorts, running shoes. Like he’d come from a workout or at least wanted the neighborhood to think he had. Sun touched the side of his face. A dog from somewhere down the circle had wandered into his yard and was staring at him like he might be worth knowing.
“Why are you narrating his breakfast to me?” Mallory asked.
“Because no one who just moved in yesterday should already know where the best coffee is.”
“He has GPS, Daisy.”
Mallory took a sip. “I have work.”
“You work from home.”
“So do spies.”
Then she stood there another few seconds, mug in hand, and watched Luke disappear into his house with the coffee.
A minute later Luke came back out with half a pastry and crouched to offer it to the dog.
Mallory narrowed her eyes.
By nine-thirty she was at her dining table, laptop open, trying to revise a pitch deck for a boutique hotel chain that desperately wanted to be perceived as “timeless, elevated, and approachable” while also charging six hundred dollars a night for rooms the size of a generous linen closet.
The cursor blinked at her from a slide titled VOICE REFINEMENT STRATEGY while her attention drifted, against her will, toward the window.
Across the circle, Luke was unloading flattened boxes into a recycling stack beside his garage.
He worked with clean efficiency. Broke down boxes. Sorted packing paper. Stacked everything neatly. Nothing theatrical about it. He wasn’t one of those men who suddenly became very aware of their own forearms when a woman was watching.
Daisy: Emergency meeting.Mallory: No.Daisy: I’m outside.Mallory: Go home.Daisy: I brought muffins and a legal pad.Mallory: Why would that help?Daisy: It won’t. It will feel official.
A moment later Daisy knocked once and let herself in because Juniper Ridge had long ago dissolved the concept of formal entry.
She swept into the kitchen in green bike shorts and an oversized sweatshirt that said WELLNESS, BUT SPITEFUL, carrying a plate of blueberry muffins and, disturbingly, an actual yellow legal pad with LUKE?? written across the top in thick black marker.
Daisy set both items on the counter like she was serving a warrant. “Counterpoint: yes.”
“You cannot create a dossier on a man because he bought coffee.”
“I can if the coffee is from Maple Bean and he’s been here fewer than twenty-four hours.”
Mallory leaned against the island with her mug. “He could’ve searched ‘best coffee near me.’”
Daisy uncapped a pen. “And yet your tone suggests you want me to keep going.”
“My tone says you should get a hobby.”
“You are my hobby.”
“That’s deeply unhealthy.”
“Friendship is layered.”
Daisy dropped onto a stool. “Fine. Let’s review what we know.”
“We are not reviewing anything.”
“We know he is charming.”
“We know he’s hot.”
“We know he used only one name.”
Mallory hated that this point had annoyed her too. “Lots of people do that casually.”
“Not like that. He did it like a man who’s used to having his name mean something.”
Daisy’s grin widened in the way it always did when she sensed traction. “Aha.”
Mallory bit into a muffin just to avoid arguing with that sentence.
Daisy, emboldened, flipped the page on the legal pad. “He also has a tasteful jawline and the posture of a person who’s been professionally photographed.”
Mallory nearly choked. “Professionally photographed.”
“Tell me I’m wrong.”
“I’m not having this conversation.”
“You are. Your face says you are.”
“My face says I regret opening the door.”
“Same face, different roots.”
Mallory set the muffin down. “Even if something about him is off, it’s none of our business unless it becomes our business.”
Daisy nodded slowly. “That is the most reasonable thing anyone has said about this.”
“Thank you.”
Mallory blinked. “Excuse me?”
“You’re the only person here who can ask invasive questions and make them sound civic-minded.”
Daisy gave her a look. “Mallory. You once asked the pool contractor if he had liability insurance before you asked his name.”
“He was near power tools.”
“Exactly. You care responsibly.”
Mallory opened her mouth, closed it, and hated that no defense came immediately to mind.
Daisy leaned forward. “Just casually talk to him. Be normal.”
“I am normal.”
“I meant normal-adjacent.”
“Leave.”
Daisy slid off the stool but made no move toward the door. Instead she angled her head toward the window.
“Oh,” she said, scandalized and delighted all at once. “Oh, this is rich.”
Luke was crossing the cul-de-sac carrying the coffee tray from earlier, now with only two cups in it. He headed not toward Daisy’s house or Nina and Owen’s but toward Mrs. Keller’s place on the far curve.
Mrs. Keller was seventy-eight, opinionated, and had spent the last three weeks in a battle with her knee, her front steps, and any neighbor who used the phrase take it easy within her hearing.
From the window, Mallory watched Luke climb the steps, knock once, and then wait. When Mrs. Keller opened the door, hair in rollers and expression sharpened by lifelong suspicion, he said something that made her blink. Then he held out one of the cups.
Mallory frowned.
Daisy breathed, “Oh no.”
“What?”
“He helps old ladies.”
“That’s your dramatic threshold?”
Across the circle, Luke stayed only a minute. He said something else, listened while Mrs. Keller pointed at him in what looked like a warning, nodded solemnly, and then, impossibly, made her laugh.
Mallory stared harder.
Mrs. Keller did not laugh for coupons, grandchildren, or elected officials.
Luke came back down the walk with the empty tray under one arm.
Daisy clutched the edge of the counter. “I need him to stop doing kind things until we know what genre this is.”
Mallory snorted, then immediately smoothed her mouth. “Maybe he’s just being a decent neighbor.”
“Fine. B-list actor.”
Mallory’s gaze stayed on him a second too long.
“Oh my God,” Daisy whispered. “You’re interested.”
“I’m observant.”
“You’re wearing the same expression you had when that contractor lied about composite decking.”
“Your brain has put him on a shelf labeled needs further review.”
Mallory gave her a flat look. “Go home.”
Daisy grabbed another muffin for the road. “I’m leaving. But history will show I was right about the on-ramp.”
She was still talking when she opened the front door and nearly collided with Nina, who had apparently decided to stop by without warning because no boundary survived five years in Juniper Ridge Court.
Nina stepped inside with the smooth confidence of a woman who had never once feared she might be unwelcome anywhere she had brought banana bread.
“I saw Daisy’s bike outside and assumed either gossip or a minor fire,” she said. “I brought cinnamon bread just in case.”
“Of course you did,” Mallory murmured.
Nina set the loaf on the counter and followed Daisy’s line of sight toward the window. “What’s he doing?”
“Helping Mrs. Keller,” Daisy said darkly. “Which is either genuinely sweet or extremely advanced strategy.”
Nina considered this. “Well, if it’s a strategy, it’s effective.”
“See?” Daisy said.
“That is not the point,” Mallory said.
Nina looked at her too casually. “So why are you watching him?”
“I live here. The window faces that direction.”
Daisy lifted one finger. “That is technically true.”
Mallory wanted better friends.
Outside, Luke turned toward Mallory’s house.
For one horrible second she thought he might actually walk over.
Instead he stopped at the curb, bent, and picked up a small cardboard box she hadn’t noticed near her mailbox. It was one of the shipping boxes from yesterday’s chaos, probably blown or left there by mistake.
He glanced at the label, then at her front walk.
Daisy made a sound like a teakettle preparing to explode.
“Oh, go away,” Mallory said.
“I would rather die.”
Nina, traitor that she was, took Daisy by the elbow. “Come on. Let’s preserve the illusion that we do not all live inside her walls.”
“You’re abandoning me?” Mallory asked.
Within five seconds both women had vanished through the back door into Mallory’s small patio garden like overgrown, conspiratorial squirrels.
Mallory stood very still.
A knock sounded at the front door.
Luke stood there holding the box. Up close he smelled faintly of clean soap and coffee. His hair was still damp at the temples, like he’d showered not long ago and then lost patience with the rest of the drying process.
“I think this drifted into your territory,” he said, lifting the box slightly.
Mallory looked at the label. It was one of his. KITCHEN - GLASS.
“That’s yours.”
He smiled. “Happy to contribute.”
She took the box from him. Their fingers brushed, brief and unimportant and annoyingly noticeable.
From the patio came a muffled thump.
Luke’s eyes flicked toward the sound.
Mallory said quickly, “Wind chime.”
He looked at the silent patio gate, then back at her. “That sounds like a heavy wind chime.”
“Imported.”
“Luxury model?”
“Very.”
He glanced past her shoulder, maybe catching the cinnamon bread and muffin plate on the kitchen island. “Am I interrupting a neighborhood summit?”
Another muffled noise came from the patio. A whisper-hiss. Then Nina, in the unmistakable tone of a woman trying to whisper and failing, said, “Daisy, stop crouching that low. It’s weird.”
Luke’s expression changed. Not surprise, exactly. More like confirmation of a theory.
“You know what,” she said, “I’m going to save us both time. Yes, they’re back there. Yes, they’re listening. No, I don’t endorse it.”
His shoulders shook once. “That was exactly the answer I hoped for.”
“Your expectations need work.”
“Probably. But I appreciate the honesty.”
She should have sent him away then. Taken the box, offered a dry goodbye, reclaimed the dignity of her doorway.
Instead she heard herself ask, “How did you know Mrs. Keller wanted coffee?”
He seemed mildly surprised by the question. “I saw her out yesterday while I was unloading. She mentioned the knee, then pointed at the court like she was threatening it. This morning I was getting my own and figured asking if she wanted one was the easiest way to avoid being put on a neighborhood watch list.”
Mallory leaned against the doorframe. “Too late for that.”
“Daisy owns a legal pad.”
He actually laughed this time, full and low. It did something stupid to the air between them.
“That’s ominous,” he said.
“You have no idea.”
“Should I be concerned she’s collecting fingerprints from my trash?”
“She’d frame them before she dusted for them.”
“Noted.”
Luke glanced toward the patio again. “Do they often hide in your shrubbery?”
He nodded like this made perfect sense. “That’s almost weirder.”
His eyes moved over her face briefly, lingering just enough to make her conscious of the fact that she had not done much beyond brush her hair into a low knot and put on a T-shirt that read I ALREADY SAID NO.
He said, “You seem less suspicious today.”
“That’s because today I have data.”
“Inconvenient data.”
His brow lifted. “That sounds promising.”
“It means I watched you bring coffee to Mrs. Keller, which was annoyingly thoughtful.”
“Annoyingly?”
“I had an image?”
“You had a provisional one.”
“Ah.” He nodded gravely. “And now I’ve disrupted the file.”
“You’re enjoying this way too much.”
“Maybe because it feels like the first honest conversation I’ve had since I moved in.”
Something in his face shifted again, the same thing she’d caught yesterday beneath the polish. Tiredness. Maybe relief. A man who had spent too much time recently performing versions of himself and was not quite used to being spoken to directly.
Mallory hated that she noticed that too.
From the patio, Daisy stage-whispered, “Ask him what computer things.”
Mallory nearly dropped dead on the spot.
Luke heard it; naturally he did. His smile returned, warmer and more amused than before. “Computer things, huh?”
She rubbed one hand over her forehead. “I am so sorry.”
“Don’t be. Honestly, that’s fair.”
“It’s vague.”
“Intentionally vague.”
There it was. No dance around it. No playful dodge. Just a simple admission, and it threw her more than another joke would have.
Mallory lowered her hand. “Why?”
“I like quiet,” he said.
He let out a breath that sounded suspiciously close to a laugh. “You really do audit people.”
She crossed her arms. “You really do dodge.”
The patio door slid open behind her.
Daisy emerged upright at last, one curl caught in a rosemary bush, Nina following with the look of a woman who had accepted that dignity was no longer on the table.
“Well,” Daisy said brightly, as if this were all perfectly normal. “Since subtlety is dead, hello again.”
Mallory stared at the sky, asking whatever higher power supervised cul-de-sacs why it had done this to her.
Luke, to his credit, did not seem rattled in the slightest. “Hi, Daisy.”
Nina gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m not apologizing for myself. Only for the visual.”
Daisy pointed at Luke. “I have one question.”
Mallory said, “No.”
Luke said, “I’m listening.”
Daisy smiled with the satisfaction of a person whose favorite word was fascinating. “Why do you know Maple Bean is the best coffee in the area if you just moved here yesterday?”
Nina closed her eyes. “Straight to it.”
Luke considered Daisy for a beat, then said, “I asked the movers where they’d get coffee if they needed it bad enough to fight over parking.”
Daisy frowned.
Nina looked impressed. Mallory was too, though she had the sense not to show it. Daisy, however, looked personally betrayed by competence.
“Fine,” Daisy said at last. “That is plausible.”
“Thrilling review,” Luke said.
She narrowed her eyes. “Still watching you.”
“I assumed that was a given.”
Mrs. Keller’s front door opened across the cul-de-sac. She stepped onto her porch and called, in a voice sharpened by years of command, “Luke!”
Mrs. Keller lifted her empty coffee cup high in the air. “Too much cream next time.”
She pointed the cup toward Mallory’s house. “And if those three women scare you off, that’s weakness in the bloodline.”
Nina clapped a hand over her mouth.
Daisy doubled over laughing.
Even Mallory felt her composure crack.
Luke looked back at them, helpless amusement in his face. “I feel weirdly supported and threatened at once.”
“That’s Juniper Ridge,” Nina said.
“On the welcome sign, in spirit,” Daisy added.
Luke glanced at Mallory. “Is she always like this?”
Mrs. Keller, still on her porch, barked, “Yes.”
That did it. Mallory laughed outright, unable not to. The sound caught all of them for a second, maybe because she wasn’t usually the first one there. Luke looked at her with quick surprise, then something softer.
As if he liked being the reason.
She sobered first, as usual, because of course she did.
“I should get back to work,” she said.
Nina nodded. “I should also leave before I lose all claim to maturity.”
“True.”
Luke stepped back from the doorway. “I’ll let you all return to your regularly scheduled surveillance.”
“Community engagement,” Daisy corrected.
“Vague but spirited,” Nina said.
Luke dipped his chin once toward Mallory. “Thanks for not filing a formal complaint over the wandering box.”
“You’re still in the observation phase.”
“I’ll try not to disappoint you.”
He laughed, then headed back down the walk.
Mallory watched him cross the street, and before she could stop herself, she watched the small things too. The easy way he moved. The slight drop in his shoulders once he turned away from them, as if every conversation cost a little more energy than he wanted anyone to know. The fact that when the old beagle from yesterday wandered into his path again, he bent without hesitation to scratch the dog behind the ears.
Daisy drifted up beside her and followed her gaze. “You’re in trouble.”
Mallory didn’t look at her. “I am not.”
“You laugh too early around men you’re in danger of liking.”
“You do not have a field.”
“I have instincts.”
Mallory shut the door and turned the lock with more force than necessary. “My instinct is that you need a richer inner life.”
Nina picked up her purse from the counter. “For what it’s worth, I think Daisy’s wrong.”
Daisy blinked at her. “Traitor.”
Nina shrugged. “Mallory doesn’t like him yet.”
“Thank you,” Mallory said.
Nina smiled. “No. I think she’s interested in figuring him out, which is unfortunately much worse.”
Mallory said nothing because that landed too close.
Daisy slapped the legal pad against her palm triumphantly. “On-ramp.”
“Get out,” Mallory said.
After another four minutes, half a muffin, one lecture from Nina about how Daisy could not say the phrase bloodline weakness to strangers even if Mrs. Keller had said it first, and an unnecessary sidebar about whether Luke looked more like a “retired athlete” or a “man who once sold out arenas.”
The hotel chain still wanted to be timeless and approachable. The slide still waited. The cursor still blinked.
Across the circle, Luke opened his front windows. Then his side windows. A few minutes later he dragged a folded patio chair into his tiny front yard and sat down with a mug and what looked like a stack of mail.
People who wanted to disappear usually hid harder.
People who understood attention knew the trick was to give it something bland to rest on.
Daisy: Final ruling for the morning: either he is exactly what he says he is, or he is wildly not.Mallory: Astounding work.Daisy: Thank you.Daisy: Also if you happen to speak to him again, ask what streaming services he uses. That reveals character.Mallory: I’m not interviewing him for a mortgage.Daisy: Yet.
Mallory set the phone facedown and looked out the window one more time.
Luke lifted his mug, seemingly to drink. But instead his gaze moved up and caught on her window.
Even from across the cul-de-sac, she could tell when he spotted her. There was the faintest pause. Then that mouth of his tipped at one corner in a private, knowing smile.
Mallory stepped back from the window at once, irritated by the sudden thud of her own pulse.
He was still a question mark in a baseball cap. A man with edited answers and careful pauses and a life that didn’t line up neatly. He was also, apparently, kind to old women, patient with dogs, and unreasonably skilled at surviving Daisy.
Mallory went back to her desk, but not to the hotel deck. She opened a blank note on her laptop instead.
Just for herself.
Just because she liked order.
At the top of the page, she typed:
Luke - preliminary inconsistencies
Then she sat very still for a moment, stared at the words, and exhaled.
This was a terrible idea.
Which was exactly why she knew, with a sinking little spark of anticipation, that she was going to keep going.






  
  Chapter 3: Wine Night and Other Poor Decisions


By six-thirty on Friday, Juniper Ridge Court had done what it always did in moments of uncertainty. 
It added folding chairs and snacks.
Mallory stood in her kitchen holding a bottle of pinot grigio and staring at herself in the microwave door like it might offer better advice than her actual friends had.
It did not.
The reflection looking back at her seemed unimpressed by the fact that she had changed shirts three times before settling on a navy sleeveless blouse and white jeans. Casual, but not careless. Attractive, but not trying. Entirely normal for neighborhood wine night and not, under any circumstances, selected with the knowledge that Luke would be there.
She shifted the bottle from one hand to the other.
This was stupid.
It was wine night, not a coronation. Juniper Ridge did one most Fridays when the weather was good and everyone felt like pretending the week had been less ridiculous than it actually was. Nina hosted more often than not because Nina’s driveway had the best shade, Owen grilled things with suspicious confidence, Daisy brought gossip disguised as dip, and somebody inevitably said, “We should do this more often,” as if they were not already doing it constantly.
A round of neighbor updates. Light HOA complaints. Snacks. Mild flirting from couples who’d forgotten nobody needed to witness their marriage staying healthy in public. Daisy eventually saying something that sounded illegal but technically wasn’t.
Luke.
And because the universe occasionally liked to see how far her patience could bend before snapping, Daisy had texted three times that afternoon.
Daisy: Wear the green top.Mallory: No.Daisy: Why do you even own a green top if not for dramatic eye contrast?Mallory: I hate everything about that sentence.Daisy: Excellent. See you at seven.
Mallory grabbed her keys, the wine, and a container of marinated olives she’d promised to bring, then headed outside before she could talk herself into staying home and pretending she’d developed a fever.
The late-evening air was soft and gold. Cicadas hummed from the trees lining the far sidewalk. Nina and Owen’s driveway had already been transformed into the usual setup: folding chairs in a loose semicircle, citronella candles on side tables, two platters of cheese sweating quietly in the heat, and Owen in front of a grill wearing an apron that said KISS THE COOK BUT LOWER YOUR EXPECTATIONS.
Nina stood near the garage arranging stemless wine glasses with the precision of someone preparing a surgical tray.
Nina didn’t look up. “And yet I’m still right to do it.”
“It’s one of my best features.”
Mallory handed over the olives and the wine. Nina scanned both like customs enforcement and nodded approval.
“Unlike?”
Nina tipped her head toward Daisy, who was sweeping down the driveway in a lemon-yellow sundress with a charcuterie board large enough to feed a wedding.
“Unlike whatever she thinks brie can survive.”
Daisy arrived smiling like an angel with a reckless streak. “For the record, brie is resilient.”
“It’s ninety degrees,” Nina said.
Daisy spotted Mallory and immediately narrowed her eyes. “You ignored my styling advice.”
“You look annoyingly good anyway.”
Owen looked up from the grill. “Did you all know Daisy has already referred to this evening as an operational opportunity?”
Mallory closed her eyes.
Daisy gasped. “That was private grill-side conversation.”
“There are no private conversations within twelve feet of you,” Nina said.
“There could be if people valued mystery.”
At that exact moment, as if the cul-de-sac had a flair for timing, Luke crossed from his house carrying a bottle of red wine in one hand and a plate covered with foil in the other.
Mallory hated that she noticed him before anyone else spoke. Hated, too, that he looked even more unfairly put together tonight than he had during the week. Dark jeans. Pale blue button-down with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. No baseball cap. No sunglasses. His hair was slightly mussed in a way that suggested effort disguised as the absence of it.
He looked like a magazine had tried to invent “approachable man at neighborhood gathering” and then overshot into trouble.
Daisy leaned toward Mallory and whispered, “That shirt knows what it’s doing.”
Mallory kept her eyes forward. “I’m begging you to preserve one sliver of decorum.”
“I have never claimed that as a skill.”
Luke reached the driveway and paused just long enough to take in the setup, the grill smoke, the chairs, the assortment of neighbors who had already found reasons to be present.
“Please tell me I’m not underdressed,” he said.
Owen looked down at his own apron. “You’re fine. I’m the one who’s losing a class war.”
Luke laughed and held up the bottle. “Peace offering.”
Nina accepted it. “Smart man.”
He lifted the foil-covered plate a little. “And I brought dessert because I’m told these things matter.”
“They matter more than most elections,” Daisy said.
He looked at Mallory then, just for a second, and she felt that quick private recognition again, the one that had started at her window yesterday and now felt entirely too easy between them.
He said, “I wasn’t sure if there was a dress code beyond ‘suburban but alert.’”
Mallory sipped from the glass Nina had just shoved into her hand. “You’re safe as long as you don’t mention property taxes in an optimistic tone.”
Mrs. Keller appeared two minutes later, carried in by sheer willpower and a folding cane she used mostly for emphasis. She accepted a chair near the edge of the group and fixed Luke with the kind of gaze usually reserved for poorly built fences.
“You brought the wrong cream again this morning,” she announced.
Luke, already seated opposite her, put a hand to his chest. “I thought we agreed that was a warning, not a permanent mark on my character.”
Nina nearly choked on her wine.
Daisy whispered, “She likes him.”
Mrs. Keller snapped, “I have excellent hearing.”
The first twenty minutes unfolded in the usual neighborhood rhythm. Owen grilled shrimp skewers and declared them perfect fifteen seconds before almost dropping half of them into the grass. Nina refilled everyone’s glasses with queenly efficiency. Daisy circulated with her softening brie and hardening theories. Mr. Patel from two houses down complained about the HOA newsletter font. Someone else asked whether the raccoon from last month had returned with revenge in his heart.
Luke, to Mallory’s growing irritation, handled all of it well.
He laughed in the right places. Asked questions that made people feel seen. Deflected Daisy’s more invasive inquiries with humor instead of stiffness. He didn’t hog attention, but attention drifted to him anyway, as if he had spent years understanding how to let it arrive without seeming to invite it.
He knew when to pause before answering, the way people did when they’d learned their tone could be quoted back to them later. He kept angling himself so no one stood directly at his back. He took in everybody’s names too quickly and too accurately for a man who supposedly wanted a quiet reset in an ordinary neighborhood.
“Luke,” Daisy said eventually, dropping into the empty chair beside him with the predatory brightness of a woman who considered conversation an extreme sport. “We’ve covered local pastry rankings, your suspiciously decent dessert, and your willingness to help the elderly. Time for advancement.”
He looked down at his wine. “That sounds ominous.”
Mallory said, “No one has ever believed that phrase from you.”
Daisy ignored her. “Where did you move from?”
Luke swirled the wine once before answering. “Los Angeles.”
Nina leaned forward. “That’s a big shift.”
“Felt like time,” he said.
“For humidity?” Owen asked.
“For anonymity,” Daisy said immediately.
Luke smiled into his glass. “For a change.”
Mrs. Keller made a dismissive sound. “Everyone says that when they don’t want to tell the real story.”
Then Luke looked at her and, instead of dodging, inclined his head slightly. “That’s probably fair.”
Daisy pounced. “Okay, but what kind of change?”
He turned to her with a patient expression that should have annoyed Mallory more than it did. “The kind where fewer people know my business.”
Daisy put a hand over her heart. “You came to the wrong cul-de-sac.”
Mr. Patel, who taught high school drama and loved even the scent of performance, said, “Los Angeles, huh? So what were you, actor, producer, writer, life coach, or one of those men who open a juice place and call it a movement?”
Luke answered without thinking.
“Actor, technically.”
Owen lowered his grill tongs. Nina froze mid-pour with a bottle of sauvignon blanc hovering over a glass. Daisy’s mouth fell open so dramatically it would have been funny in any other context.
Mallory watched the exact instant Luke realized what he’d done.
“I mean,” he said smoothly, “commercial work. A few things. Nothing glamorous. More awkward smiling than art.”
Daisy narrowed her eyes. “You said that like a man who has at minimum sold a watch while standing on a cliff.”
Luke looked offended. “I’d never survive cliff work.”
“You look very cliff-capable,” Owen said.
“Strong cheekbones,” Daisy agreed.
Mallory took another sip of wine to hide her expression.
She watched him field the next few questions with renewed care. Better care. The kind a man used when he’d felt a floorboard creak under his feet and adjusted his weight.
Later, as twilight deepened and porch lights came on one by one around the curve of the court, the gathering loosened into smaller pockets of conversation. Nina and Owen were debating charcoal with two neighbors near the grill. Daisy had cornered Mrs. Keller into rating every dessert present. Someone put on a playlist low enough not to feel deliberate.
Mallory found herself by the side table near the garage, slicing the dessert Luke had brought.
Lemon bars, it turned out. Homemade, or at least excellent enough to fake it convincingly.
A voice behind her said, “I’m starting to feel like those are under formal review.”
Luke stood there with his empty plate and the expression of a man who already knew she was going to say something pointed.
“They’re very good,” she said.
“Devastating. I was hoping for mediocre at best.”
“Why?”
“Lower expectations. Easier life.”
“Given the week you’ve had, I’m not sure that strategy’s available to you.”
He leaned one shoulder against the garage frame. “Is this the part where you tell me the neighborhood has concerns?”
“You’re new, evasive, attractive, and helpful. You may as well have arrived with a flare gun.”
His laugh came quick and quiet. “Attractive made the list?”
She should not have said that out loud.
Annoyance climbed up her neck. “You’re impossible.”
“I’m standing here.”
“Noted. Still logging it as data.”
She set the knife down more firmly than necessary. “You like doing that.”
“Taking a real statement and turning it into a joke before it can mean anything.”
His eyes stayed on her face. “Maybe I just like making you exasperated.”
“Juniper Ridge seems like a place that supports weird hobbies.”
She tried not to smile and failed a little. He noticed. Naturally.
A warm breeze moved through the driveway, carrying charcoal smoke and cut grass and the faint citrus scent of the lemon bars between them.
Luke looked toward the group, then back to her. “For the record, I did do acting work.”
Mallory went still.
“Commercials?” she asked.
“A few.”
“That’s vague.”
He tipped his head. “You don’t miss much, do you?”
“It’s occasionally useful.”
“For branding clients or men with suspiciously good lemon bars?”
“Both.”
His mouth curved. “I knew the bars would betray me.”
She cut another square and slid it onto a napkin for him. “So Los Angeles, acting, and now anonymous suburbia.”
“Were you?”
“In Los Angeles?”
“In general.”
He considered the question longer than most people would have.
“Sometimes,” he said finally. “Not by choice.”
Mallory looked up at him.
The fading light had softened everything around the edges. Voices drifted from the other side of the driveway. Daisy laughed too loudly at something Owen said. Nina called for someone to move a chair before it clipped the potted basil.
And in the middle of all that ordinary neighborhood noise, Luke looked for one unguarded second like a man who had spent more time than he wanted cleaning up some version of himself.
Before she could decide whether to say anything else, Daisy materialized between them carrying a half-empty bowl of pretzels like she’d been summoned by chemistry and refused to let it gather unsupervised.
Mallory did not even try to hide her irritation. “How do you move that quietly in sandals?”
Daisy turned to Luke. “Important follow-up. If you did acting work, would we know you from anything?”
Luke took a bite of lemon bar and chewed with infuriating composure. “Almost certainly not.”
“It’s also not a yes.”
“It’s a dodge.”
“It’s a boundary.”
Daisy clutched the pretzel bowl. “A compelling boundary.”
Mallory said, “You are proving his point.”
Nina crossed over then, rescuing what little dignity the conversation had left. “Daisy, come help me move the dessert table before you interrogate someone into leaving the state.”
“Again,” Daisy muttered as Nina steered her away. “That happened one time.”
Mallory watched them go. “Did she actually interrogate someone into leaving the state?”
Luke looked alarmed. “Should I be worried?”
“I appreciate the clarification.”
From farther down the driveway came the soft pop of Owen opening another bottle. Porch lights glowed warm across the circle. Fireflies had begun to stitch small flashes near the hedges.
Luke glanced toward Mallory’s glass. “Do you always spend wine nights cross-examining the nearest available man?”
“Only the suspicious ones.”
“You used the phrase actor, technically like it slipped out of muscle memory.”
She said, quieter now, “Most people who’ve done a few commercials don’t say it like that.”
“You’ve clearly given this a normal amount of thought.”
“I do a lot of work with public image. Patterns jump out.”
“Lucky me.”
“On what?”
“Whether you’re lying for a harmless reason or a stupid one.”
One corner of his mouth lifted, but there was no real humor in it this time. “Those are my only categories?”
He looked at her for a long second, and for the first time since he’d arrived in Juniper Ridge, the charm fell back far enough for her to see the steel under it.
A man who knew exactly what he was saying and exactly what he was not.
“You always go this direct?” he asked.
“With people who answer around things.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
“I’m not.”
“You know,” he said, “for someone who claims to value privacy, you’re very committed to cracking mine.”
“Is it working?”
“Shame.”
Despite herself, she laughed. It slipped out quick and helpless and entirely too familiar, and his expression changed when he heard it. Softer again. Like he liked drawing it out of her almost as much as she hated giving it to him.
From the other side of the driveway Daisy called, “Whatever private joke that was, I resent it.”
Luke lowered his voice. “I’m starting to think Daisy can smell momentum.”
“She can. It’s one of her worst qualities.”
“Against my will.”
Mallory opened her mouth, then stopped.
He saw her register it and smiled like a man who had just won something very small and intended to enjoy it.
“I hate that,” she said.
“You laughed.”
“You got lucky.”
“I brought lemon bars. That sounds like preparation, not luck.”
She was still trying to think of a comeback sharp enough to recover when Daisy reappeared at full speed.
“Okay,” Daisy announced to the general group, “new game. Everyone tells the most dramatic thing that happened to them before age twenty-five.”
Mrs. Keller said, “No.”
Owen said, “That feels dangerous.”
Nina said, “Why do you always confuse community with exposure?”
Daisy ignored them all and pointed randomly. “Mallory, start.”
Mallory nearly dropped her glass. “Absolutely not.”
“Fine. Owen.”
“I once bought a motorcycle because a salesman called me cautious.”
Nina put a hand over her eyes. “We’ve been married four years and I’m still angry about that.”
The stories began circling, absurd and uneven. A prom arrest that turned out to be mistaken identity. A college production of Cats that ended with a stage collapse and three sprained ankles. Mrs. Keller once driving to Tallahassee without telling her husband because he’d insulted her hydrangeas in 1974.
“Your turn.”
Mallory watched him carefully.
He swirled the last of his wine and leaned back in his chair. “I once got trapped in a fake elevator for nine hours.”
Luke smiled faintly. “Set malfunction. Shoot ran long. Air conditioning failed. We all reconsidered our life choices.”
Mallory’s pulse kicked.
Shoot, like a person used to sets.
Daisy sat up straighter. “What kind of shoot?”
“Very sweaty by the end.”
Nina threw a napkin at him.
Mrs. Keller muttered, “Coward.”
But Mallory was no longer listening to any of them. She was watching the way Luke answered. The way his joke came half a second too fast. The way his hand tightened briefly around the glass before relaxing again. The way he avoided looking at her specifically, which meant he already knew she had caught something.
Wine night began winding down around nine-thirty. Chairs scraped. Plates got stacked. Neighbors drifted home under porch lights and lingering laughter. Daisy volunteered to help Nina clean up, which everyone understood meant she wanted ten more minutes of analysis before being forced indoors.
Mallory carried empty glasses toward Nina’s kitchen, then set them on the counter and slipped back outside for air.
The cul-de-sac was quieter now. Softer. Crickets loud in the grass. A warm hush settling over the court.
Luke stood near the end of the driveway alone, looking up at the dark shape of the trees.
He heard her coming and glanced over, unreadable in the low light.
“Neighborhood survived me,” he said.
“Barely.”
She stopped beside him, not too close.
Across the circle, Daisy’s silhouette moved in Nina’s kitchen window like a woman giving witness testimony nobody had requested.
Luke followed her gaze and smiled faintly. “I’m going to assume that’s about me.”
“It’s always about whoever gives her the most material.”
The word landed between them.
Performed.
Not participated. Not showed up. Performed.
Mallory turned her head and looked directly at him.
His expression stilled when he realized what he’d said.
Neither of them spoke for a second.
Then she said, very calm, very certain, “You’re not who you say you are.”






  
  Chapter 4: A Team, Unfortunately


The announcement was made by Nina at nine-oh-three on Saturday morning, which meant Mallory received it half a second after Daisy, six full seconds before Owen, and approximately three years before she was emotionally prepared. 
Juniper Ridge Court
Nina: Reminder: Beautification committee meeting at 10 in my driveway.Nina: We need volunteers for the spring block party entry display.Daisy: Mallory and Luke.Mallory: No.Daisy: Great enthusiasm already.Owen: I don’t think that was enthusiasm.Daisy: It had energy.Nina: Before anyone starts, the board already assigned co-leads based on proximity and scheduling.Mallory: Nina.Nina: Mallory.Daisy: Oh my God she did it administratively.
Mallory stared down at her phone, hair still damp from the shower, coffee halfway to her mouth.
No.
Absolutely not.
She set the mug down and typed with the kind of controlled force that suggested the keys had personally betrayed her.
Mallory: Define “already assigned.”Nina: Assigned yesterday after wine night.Mallory: Without asking me.Owen: To be fair, she also didn’t ask Luke.Daisy: That’s equality.Mallory: That’s kidnapping with clipboards.Nina: 10 a.m. Please bring ideas and a cooperative spirit.Daisy: I’ll bring muffins and escalation.
Mallory dropped the phone onto the counter and looked out her kitchen window on instinct.
Across the cul-de-sac, Luke was dragging a flat-packed patio bench out of his garage.
Their eyes met through two windows and one very nosy stretch of suburban sunlight.
He lifted his hands in a small, resigned gesture







