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Chapter 1
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The elevator situation became clear about thirty seconds after I signed the lease.

There wasn't one.

Four flights of stairs in a building that smelled like radiator dust and someone's garlic situation on the second floor. The realtor—if you could call a woman operating out of a Kia Soul with a clipboard a realtor—had shown me the apartment on a Tuesday afternoon when the light hit the one window at exactly the right angle to make the place look almost livable. She'd walked me up all four flights without breaking a sweat, which should've told me something about how often she'd made this pitch.

"Cozy," she'd said.

Studio, I'd translated. With a bathroom that shared a wall with the kitchen and a closet that couldn't hold a secret, let alone a wardrobe.

I'd taken it anyway. First month and deposit wiped out the last of my savings that weren't earmarked for the credit card Kieran had convinced me to open jointly and then maxed out on furniture for the apartment I no longer lived in. But the lease was mine. The mailbox was mine. The radiator that clanked like a dying robot at 3 a.m. was mine.

Nobody else's name on anything. That was the whole point.

• • •
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Moving day was a Saturday in early October, the kind of day that couldn't decide if it was summer's funeral or fall's rough draft. I had a rented van that cost more than my first week of groceries would, two duffel bags, a box of kitchen stuff I'd bought at a dollar store the night before, and a laptop bag with a cracked zipper that I kept meaning to replace.

No help. Not because I was proud about it—or maybe exactly because I was proud about it. I hadn't called anyone. No one had offered. The math on that was simple and I didn't feel like doing it in front of witnesses.

The van was parked at the curb and the building's front door propped open with a phone book someone had left in the vestibule, which felt like a time capsule and a fire hazard in equal measure. First trip up: the two duffels, one on each shoulder, laptop bag across my chest. The stairs were narrow, the banister was sticky in places I didn't want to think about, and by the time I hit the fourth-floor landing I was breathing harder than I wanted to admit.

The apartment door stuck. I shouldered it open and the smell of old paint and Pine-Sol hit me like a welcome mat no one had washed in a decade.

Home.

I dropped the bags on the floor. The sound echoed because there was nothing in the apartment to absorb it. No furniture, no curtains, no rug. Just a studio with a window, a radiator, a kitchen the size of a prayer, and a bathroom I could touch both walls of if I stretched.

The mattress was next. A full-size, still in the plastic, bought off some guy on Facebook Marketplace who'd delivered it to the van in a pickup truck and asked if I needed help carrying it. I'd said no. I say no to most things, which is either a personality trait or a defense mechanism, depending on who you ask and whether I'm paying them by the hour.

I got the mattress out of the van and through the front door with a combination of willpower and geometry that would've made a physicist weep. Then I started up the stairs.

First flight: fine.

Second flight: less fine. The plastic wrap kept slipping and the mattress was bending in the middle like it was trying to fold itself in half and go home. I was sweating through my t-shirt and my arms were shaking in a way that made me briefly reconsider every decision I'd made since puberty.

The second-floor landing was where things went sideways.

I was trying to angle the mattress around the turn in the stairwell—because of course the stairs turned, because nothing in this building was designed for anyone who actually needed to move objects through it—when the box of kitchen stuff, which I'd stacked on top of the mattress like an idiot, shifted. Then slid. Then committed fully to the laws of physics and went off the edge.

I watched it go. Couldn't do anything about it because my hands were full of mattress and my back was against the wall and gravity is, as it turns out, undefeated.

The box didn't hit the ground.

A hand caught it. One hand, from below, steady as a shelf. The box stopped mid-fall and hung there in someone's grip like it had simply decided to pause.

I looked down.

The door to the second-floor apartment was open, and the man standing in it was holding my box of dollar-store kitchenware like it weighed nothing. He was looking up at me with an expression that was somewhere between amused and unsurprised, like he'd been waiting for the building to throw something at him and this was just Tuesday.

"Gravity," he said. "It's a whole thing."

I stared at him.

He was tall. That was the first thing. The kind of tall that fills a doorframe and makes a narrow hallway feel like it has a centerpiece. Broad through the shoulders in a way that looked structural, not gym-manufactured. A dark t-shirt that fit like it knew what it was doing, sleeves sitting right at the curve of his biceps. Forearms. Jesus, the forearms—tan, corded, the kind you get from actually using your hands for a living, not from curling dumbbells in front of a mirror.

His hair was dark, cropped short on the sides, longer on top, with gray threading through the temples like it had started without permission and he'd decided to let it stay. His jaw was square and clean-shaven. His eyes were dark, steady, and doing something I didn't have a name for—taking me in without rushing, like he had all the time in the world and I was worth the look.

He was forty-something. Maybe early forties. Maybe the kind of forty-two that made forty-two look like a personal achievement.

He was, objectively and without any ambiguity whatsoever, the most attractive man I'd seen in a building that I now had to live in, which meant I was going to have to see him in the hallway and on the stairs and at the mailboxes for the foreseeable future while pretending I hadn't just catalogued his entire body in under three seconds.

Great.

"You need a hand?" he asked, and it didn't sound like a question so much as a statement that was being polite about its own inevitability.

"I'm fine," I said, from behind a mattress that was actively trying to eat me.

He set my box down inside his doorway—just placed it there, easy, like he'd deal with it later—and came up the stairs. Two at a time. He reached the landing and took the other end of the mattress without asking, which should've annoyed me but didn't, because his grip was sure and the mattress immediately stopped trying to fold me in half.

"Fourth floor?" he said.

"Yeah."

"No elevator."

"I'm aware."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Something drier than that, something that lived in the space between amusement and patience. He started up the stairs and I followed, holding my end, and the mattress moved like it had finally met someone it respected.

We didn't talk on the way up. He took the stairs at a pace that was brisk but not punishing, and I matched it because I would've rather died than asked him to slow down. His shoulders worked under his shirt in a way I was not going to think about. His hands gripped the mattress frame with a casual competence that I was also not going to think about.

By the time we got to the fourth floor, my arms were jelly and my lungs were filing a formal complaint, but the mattress was through the door and on the floor of my studio apartment in one piece, which felt like a minor miracle.

He stood there for a second, not winded, barely warm, and looked around the apartment. His gaze moved over the bare walls, the single window, the two duffel bags on the floor, the kitchen that was less a kitchen and more a suggestion. He didn't say anything judgmental. Didn't offer decorating advice or make a comment about the size. His expression was neutral in a way that felt almost kind—like he'd seen plenty of apartments that looked like this and understood what they meant.

Then his eyes came back to me.

"You need a lamp," he said.

That was it. Not you need furniture or you need a life or you need someone to help you carry things, for fuck's sake. Just: you need a lamp. Specific. Practical. Like he'd assessed the situation, identified the most immediate solvable problem, and offered the solution in five words.

"Yeah," I said, because my brain had apparently decided that monosyllables were all I was capable of in the presence of this man. "Probably."

He nodded. Looked at me one more time—a look I would spend the rest of the evening trying not to replay—and then walked out.

I heard his footsteps going down the stairs. Steady, unhurried. His door opened and closed on the second floor. Then silence.

I stood in my empty apartment with a mattress on the floor and no lamp and thought: You need to not do this.

This being the thing where I meet someone who pays attention and immediately start building a house of cards in my head about what it means. I knew the pattern. I'd lived in it for two and a half years with Kieran—reading every small kindness as evidence of something bigger, turning crumbs into a meal, convincing myself that the bare minimum was enough because at least someone was looking in my direction.

The man downstairs had caught a box and helped me carry a mattress. That was it. That was called being a neighbor. People did it all the time, even in buildings without elevators, especially in buildings without elevators, because the stairs were terrible and the hallways were narrow and sometimes you just caught the box because it was falling and you were there.

It didn't mean anything.

I went back down for the rest of my stuff.

• • •
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The last load was the kitchen box he'd caught, which was still sitting inside his doorway where he'd left it. I stood on the second-floor landing for a weird amount of time trying to decide if I should knock or just take it. The door was closed. I could hear something from inside—music, maybe, or a TV turned low. The garlic smell was coming from his apartment, I realized. He was cooking.

I picked up the box and went upstairs without knocking.

The box had dollar-store plates, two mugs that didn't match, a set of utensils still in the plastic, a cutting board, a saucepan, and a can opener. The absolute baseline of a kitchen. I unpacked everything onto the counter, which took about forty-five seconds because there wasn't much to unpack, and then I stood in my apartment and looked at what I had.

A mattress. Two bags of clothes. A laptop. A box of kitchen things I'd bought twelve hours ago. A window that faced the back of another building. A radiator. A lock on the door.

It should've felt depressing. Starting over at twenty-six with less stuff than I'd had at eighteen, in a neighborhood I'd picked because it was cheap and far enough from Kieran's apartment that I wouldn't accidentally run into him at the corner store. But there was something underneath the bleak inventory that I couldn't quite name—something that felt less like sadness and more like the silence after a long, loud noise finally stops.

Nobody was going to text me asking where I was tonight. Nobody was going to sigh when I came home late or forget to ask about my day or use the word fine like a door closing. Nobody was going to make me feel like being in the same room was a favor they were doing me.

I sat on the mattress—still in the plastic, which crinkled under me like the world's least luxurious fitted sheet—and opened my laptop. The building had Wi-Fi, allegedly, but the password the landlord had given me didn't work, which felt about right.

I ate granola from the bag I'd brought in one of the duffels. It was the store brand, slightly stale, and I ate it with my hand directly in the bag like a raccoon with a lease agreement. The apartment was getting dark—October sunset coming in early and mean—and I didn't have a lamp.

He'd been right about that.

I thought about the man downstairs while I chewed. Tried not to, which meant I thought about him more. The way he'd looked at me on the landing—not impatient, not pitying, just looking, like I was something he'd decided to see. The gray at his temples. His hands on the mattress, sure and unhurried. The way he'd said you need a lamp with the same calm authority that other men use to say things that mean nothing.

It wasn't that I found him attractive. I mean, I did—objectively, undeniably, in a way that my body had registered before my brain had signed off on it. But the thing that stuck wasn't his shoulders or his jaw or his forearms, although all three were going to be a problem. It was the attention. The way he'd shown up without being asked, helped without making it a thing, and then left without expectation.

I'd spent two and a half years with a man who made me feel like every kindness came with an invoice, and now some stranger had carried my mattress up four flights of stairs and told me to buy a lamp and it was the most seen I'd felt in months.

That was the problem. Not that the man downstairs was attractive. But that he'd paid attention, and I was the kind of person who couldn't handle that without turning it into something it wasn't.

I finished the granola. Balled up the bag. Dropped it in the trash can I didn't have and picked it up off the floor.

The apartment was fully dark now. I could hear the building settling around me—pipes ticking, someone's TV on the floor below, a door opening and closing somewhere in the stairwell. The sounds of other people living their lives in the same stack of rooms, separated by floors and walls and the thin mutual agreement not to look too closely at each other.

I pulled a blanket out of one of the duffel bags, spread it on the mattress, and lay down in my clothes. The ceiling had a crack in it shaped like a question mark, which felt like the building was editorializing.

From two floors down, I could hear music. Something low and warm, a bass line I could feel more than hear, coming up through the floor like heat through the radiator. His apartment. His music. His Saturday night, which probably involved the dinner he was cooking and the life he was living in the apartment below mine that smelled like garlic and looked like someone actually inhabited it.

I closed my eyes and told myself to stop.

Stop cataloguing. Stop reading signals. Stop being the kind of man who meets someone for four minutes on a stairwell and spends the rest of the night thinking about his hands.

I fell asleep with the music still playing beneath me, in an apartment with no lamp, no curtains, and no good reason to feel anything other than what I was: alone, starting over, and trying very hard not to want anything I couldn't carry by myself.
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Chapter 2
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I heard him before I saw him again.

That's the thing about old buildings—they don't believe in privacy. The walls are plaster over lathe, the floors are hardwood over subfloor over nothing much, and every footstep, every door, every shift of weight travels through the structure like a rumor. I'd lived in this apartment for eleven years. I knew the sounds of every unit in the building the way you know the breathing patterns of someone you've slept next to long enough. Mrs. Petrov on four did her dishes at 6 a.m. and watched Russian game shows at full volume until nine. Danny on the first floor played bass guitar badly on weeknights and well on weekends, which suggested that talent was a function of beer. The apartment across the hall from me had been empty for three months, and the one above me—the studio on four, the one with the window that faced the back of the Laundromat—had been empty since July.

It wasn't empty anymore.

The new tenant—Miles, the kid with the dark hair and the mattress and the look on his face like he was daring the building to be worse than he expected—moved in on a Saturday, and by Sunday morning I knew his schedule.

He woke up early. Not by choice, I didn't think—more like a man whose body wouldn't let him sleep past six regardless of whether he had anywhere to be. I heard the floorboards creak at 6:15. The bathroom door. Water running. Then nothing for a while, which meant he was standing in his kitchen or sitting on his mattress doing whatever people do in the gap between waking up and deciding the day is worth starting.

He left by 7:30 on weekdays. The door, the stairs, the front entrance. Quick footsteps, no hesitation on the landings. He didn't stop to check his mail on the way out. He came back between 7 and 8 at night—sometimes later—and the footsteps coming up were slower than the ones going down. Heavier. The kind of slow that means a body is carrying more than its own weight.

No cooking smells. I would've noticed, because smells travel the same way sound does in this building, and I'd spent three months with nothing coming through the ceiling but cold air and the faint chemical ghost of the last tenant's cleaning deposit. The kid wasn't cooking. I didn't hear a microwave either, which meant he was eating cold or not eating at all.

No visitors. No second set of footsteps, no voices, no laughter. No music. No TV, or if he had one, he watched it at a volume that didn't reach me, which seemed unlikely given that I could hear Mrs. Petrov's game shows through two ceilings and a century of insulation.

Just footsteps and silence.

I told myself I was noticing because that's what I did. I noticed things. It was professional habit—twenty years in contracting and renovation work will train your ears to listen to buildings the way a doctor listens to a chest. You learn what's normal and what's not, what's settling and what's structural, what's a building being a building and what's a problem someone should look at.

The new tenant wasn't a structural problem. He was just quiet in a way that had texture to it. Not the quiet of someone who valued peace, but the quiet of someone who'd learned to take up as little space as possible and had gotten so good at it that the building barely registered he was there.

I noticed that.

I told myself it was just observation and went about my week.

• • •
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My weeks had a shape to them that I'd stopped questioning sometime around forty. Coffee at six—stovetop espresso, the Bialetti I'd bought in a hardware store in Red Hook fifteen years ago that still worked better than anything with a plug. Two cups, black, at the kitchen counter with the window open if it was warm enough. News on the tablet—headlines, weather, box scores if there was a game worth caring about. Then whatever the day required.

Most days, that wasn't much. I'd scaled back the contracting work three years ago, after David left and I realized I'd been filling the hours with projects so I didn't have to sit in the silence of an apartment that used to have two people in it. Now I consulted. Building inspections, renovation advising, the occasional project management gig for clients who'd been with me long enough to know I'd show up on time and under budget. It paid well. It kept my hands busy when I wanted them busy and free when I didn't.

The apartment reflected the math of a man who owned his space and had time to care for it. Not fussy—I'd rather take a hammer to my own kneecap than describe my decorating style—but functional in a way that added up to something warm. A leather couch I'd had for a decade, broken in properly, the cushions shaped to my frame. Bookshelves I'd built myself—oak, floor-to-ceiling, filled mostly with nonfiction and the crime novels I read at a pace that would embarrass me if anyone was counting. Real cookware. Knives that held an edge. A kitchen with enough counter space to actually cook in, because I'd negotiated that into the renovation when I'd bought the unit and redone it myself.

The place looked like someone lived in it. Intentionally, for a long time, with no plans to leave.

It also looked like someone lived in it alone.

I'd made peace with that. Or I'd decided that peace was what the absence of wanting looked like, which might not be the same thing but felt close enough to build a life on. David had been the last serious attempt—four years, most of them good, all of them shaped by the fundamental problem that I was too capable for my own relationships. His word, not mine. You don't leave room for anyone to be needed, Julian. He'd said it like a diagnosis, calm and clinical, the way therapists talk when they're using their professional voice on the man they're breaking up with.

He wasn't wrong. I just didn't know how to be less competent, and I wasn't convinced I should have to be.

So: a good apartment, a flexible career, a building full of neighbors I looked after because that was who I was, and a quiet life that had stopped expecting surprises.

That had been working fine until Saturday.

• • •
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I ran into him at the mailboxes on a Wednesday.

The mailboxes were in the vestibule, a row of brass-fronted slots set into the wall beside the front door. Mine was second from the left, bottom row. His was top row, far right—the one that stuck if you didn't jiggle the key. I'd been meaning to tell the landlord about it for the past two tenants and hadn't, which was either procrastination or a subconscious recruitment strategy, because there's nothing like a stuck mailbox to make a new neighbor talk to you.

He was already there when I came in from the street. Standing in front of the open box, flipping through a stack of what looked like forwarded mail—the kind with the yellow sticker, the kind that means you've recently left somewhere and the post office is still catching up. He had his bag over one shoulder and he was holding a protein bar in his other hand, half unwrapped, one bite taken.

It was 7:45 p.m.

"Hot water working up there?" I asked.

He startled. Not dramatically—he didn't jump or drop anything—but his shoulders tightened and his eyes came to me fast, like he'd been somewhere else in his head and the real world had interrupted. When he saw it was me, something in his posture shifted. Not relaxed, exactly. More like recalibrated.

"What?" he said.

"Hot water," I repeated. "The upper floors sometimes take a minute. The boiler's in the basement and the pipes run up through the walls, so by the time it gets to four, you might have to let it run."

He blinked. "Oh. Yeah, it's—it's fine. I figured it out."

"Good."

He went back to his mail. I opened my box, took out the usual—a water bill, a flyer for a pizza place that had been open for six months and still felt the need to advertise—and stood there a beat longer than I needed to.

He looked tired. Not the normal tired of a weeknight, but the kind that lives in the bones—under the eyes, in the set of the jaw, in the way his body held itself like it was budgeting energy for the stairs still ahead of it. His shirt was wrinkled in a way that suggested he'd put it on that morning without looking at it, and there was a crease across the back where it had been folded instead of hung. His hair, which was dark and thick and slightly too long in the front, was doing something he clearly hadn't authorized.

He was eating a protein bar for dinner. At 7:45 on a Wednesday. Like that was a thing a person did.

"Long day?" I said.

His eyes came back to me. Brown, I noticed. A dark, warm brown with something guarded underneath, like he was used to people asking questions they didn't actually want the answers to.

"Yeah," he said. "It's—yeah."

Not much to work with. I didn't push. There's a difference between being attentive and being intrusive, and I'd spent enough years in other people's spaces to know where the line was.

"The recycling goes out Tuesday nights," I said instead. "Blue bins by the side door. And if you hear banging in the pipes around 3 a.m., that's just the radiator. It's not going to explode."

"Good to know," he said, and the corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile, but the ghost of one. The sketch of a smile that a more rested version of him might've followed through on.

"Right," I said. "Night."

"Night."

I went upstairs. He stayed at the mailboxes. I heard him come up about ten minutes later, his footsteps slow on the stairs, pausing at the second-floor landing—my landing—before continuing up. I stood in my kitchen with my water bill and my pizza flyer and listened to his door open and close two floors above me.

The protein bar bothered me.

Not in a rational way—he was a grown man, he could eat whatever he wanted, and it wasn't my business whether his dinner had a wrapper on it. But I'd spent my whole life reading the difference between people who choose to eat like that and people who've stopped caring enough to do better, and the kid with the wrinkled shirt and the tired eyes and the dark apartment with no lamp wasn't choosing.

He was just getting through.

• • •
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His name was Miles.

I knew that from the mailbox label—a strip of paper with his last name, ROWE, printed in the careful block letters of someone who was trying to make their handwriting legible and didn't quite manage it. I'd learned his first name from Mrs. Petrov, who knew everything about everyone in the building within forty-eight hours of them moving in and dispensed the information with the cheerful indiscretion of a woman who'd survived the Soviet Union and no longer saw the point of minding her own business.

"The new boy," she'd said, catching me on the stairs Thursday morning. "Miles. Twenty-six. Works in advertising, I think. Very thin. No boyfriend." She'd said this last part with a meaningful look, which I'd ignored with the practiced ease of a man who'd been fielding Mrs. Petrov's matchmaking since the day David's boxes went out the front door.

"I'm not looking, Vera."

"Nobody is looking until they find."

I'd smiled at her and kept walking, because arguing with Vera Petrov was like arguing with weather—theoretically possible, practically pointless, and guaranteed to leave you damp.

But the information filed itself away whether I wanted it to or not. Miles Rowe. Twenty-six. Advertising. No boyfriend. Very thin.

I could've added to her profile. I could've told her that he smelled like cheap soap and coffee when you stood close enough, that he held himself like a man who'd been told to take up less room so often he'd forgotten he had a choice, that when I'd asked about the hot water he'd looked at me the way people look at unexpected kindness—suspicious first, then almost confused, like he was trying to locate the catch.

I didn't tell Vera any of that.

I went to my apartment and pulled out a container of the minestrone I'd made the day before and thought about what it meant that a twenty-six-year-old man was eating protein bars for dinner in a dark apartment with no lamp and no cooking smells and no visitors and a mailbox full of forwarded mail, and whether that was something I was going to do anything about or just observe from one floor down like the building's most attentive gargoyle.

The answer should've been simple. I was his neighbor, not his keeper. He was an adult. He didn't owe me his eating habits and I didn't owe him my attention. The neighborly thing to do was exactly what I'd done—introduce myself, offer a hand with the heavy stuff, mention the hot water, and leave it at that. That was the playbook. That was the line.

But something about him had gotten under my skin on Saturday and hadn't come out.

It wasn't the obvious thing. He was attractive—I wasn't blind, and I wasn't going to pretend I hadn't noticed the dark eyes, the way his mouth looked when he was trying not to react to something, the slim body that looked like it would feel good pressed against mine in a narrow hallway. I'd noticed. I was forty-two, not dead.

But that wasn't the thing.

The thing was the way he'd looked at me when I said you need a lamp. Like no one had told him something practical and specific and useful in a long time. Like he'd braced for judgment and gotten care instead and didn't know what to do with the difference.

I knew that look. Not on my own face—I wasn't the type to wear my damage where people could see it—but on other people's. I'd seen it on job sites, on neighbors, on David in the early days when I'd fix something in the apartment without being asked and he'd look at me like he couldn't believe his luck. Before the luck turned into expectation and the expectation turned into resentment and the resentment turned into you don't leave room for anyone to be needed.

Miles Rowe had that look, and it pulled at something in my chest that I'd thought was finished pulling.

I heated the minestrone. Ate it at the counter with a piece of bread and the evening light coming through the kitchen window. Washed the dish. Dried it. Put it away.

From above me, footsteps. His footsteps, moving from one side of the apartment to the other. Then stillness. Then the creak of the mattress—no bedframe, I'd noticed when I set the thing down, just a mattress on the floor like a man who'd decided that anything above the bare minimum was a luxury he hadn't earned yet.

I stood in my kitchen and listened to the ceiling and told myself to leave it alone.

Then I went to the fridge, pulled out the rest of the minestrone, and spooned it into a container.

I didn't bring it up to him. Not yet. I wasn't sure he'd know what to do with it, and I didn't want to be the kind of man who pushes care onto someone who's been taught that care always has a price.

But I set the container on the top shelf of the fridge, where I could see it. Ready.

Just in case.
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Chapter 3
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The building had a rhythm and the rhythm had Julian Mercer in it.

I learned his name from the mailbox—J. MERCER, second from the left, bottom row, printed on a metal plate that looked like it had been there since the building was built. Not a paper strip like mine. Permanent. The kind of label that said I live here and I'm not going anywhere, which tracked with everything else about the man.

I also learned his schedule, which I was not proud of.

He left the building most mornings between eight and nine, which meant our paths crossed on the stairs roughly three days out of five. The first time, I'd been coming down from four with my bag over my shoulder and my headphones in, and he'd been coming out of his apartment on two, and we'd met on the landing in the kind of proximity that hallways like ours enforce—close enough that I could smell his soap. Something clean and warm, cedar or sandalwood, the kind of scent that costs more than my entire bathroom shelf and makes a person think about necks and collar bones and shower steam for no defensible reason.

"Morning," he'd said.

"Morning," I'd said, and kept walking, and thought about his soap for three subway stops.

The second time was at the front door. I was coming in, he was going out, and we did the thing where two people try to navigate a doorway that's only built for one and end up closer together than strangers should be. His hand went to the door above my head, holding it, and I ducked under his arm and got a full inventory of his chest at eye level—the worn gray henley, the way the fabric sat across his shoulders, the steady rise and fall of his breathing. He smelled like coffee this time, which was somehow worse than the soap, because it was domestic in a way that made me think about mornings and kitchens and someone handing you a mug without asking how you take it because they already know.

"Got it?" he asked, meaning the door.

"Yeah," I said, meaning nothing, because my brain had left the building along with any pretense that I wasn't cataloguing this man like a field researcher with a crush.

The third time was the recycling. Tuesday night, blue bins by the side door, just like he'd said. I went down with my bag of bottles and cans and he was already there, breaking down a cardboard box with his hands—not cutting it, breaking it, folding the flaps back and snapping the seams with a grip strength that was completely unremarkable and absolutely devastating. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and jeans that fit like they'd given up trying to be casual and settled for flattering instead.

"Tuesday nights," he said when he saw me.

"You mentioned."

"I did."

He took my recycling bag out of my hand before I could put it in the bin. Just took it, opened the bin lid, dumped it, and set the bag on the ground. Three seconds, no discussion, no performance. Like it was the obvious thing to do when someone's standing next to you holding a bag.

"Thanks," I said.

"Sure."

He went back to his cardboard. I stood there for a moment with my empty hands and my full chest and then went upstairs.

Three encounters in a week. All of them ordinary. None of them should've registered as anything more than the normal friction of shared space—two people who live in the same small building, using the same stairs, the same front door, the same bins. It was math. It was architecture. It was the building being small and the hallways being narrow and two men having schedules that overlapped.

Except I'd started timing my laundry.

• • •
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The laundry room was in the basement. A narrow, low-ceilinged space with fluorescent lights that hummed at a frequency designed to make you question your life choices, four machines that predated most of my wardrobe, and a folding table with a wobble. It smelled like detergent and damp concrete and that particular basement smell that old buildings cultivate like a signature cologne—mineral, slightly sweet, a little haunted.

I did laundry on Sunday afternoons because that was when Kieran and I used to do it together, and part of reclaiming my life meant doing the same things at the same times but alone and pretending that constituted healing.

Julian did laundry on Sunday afternoons too.

I figured this out on my second Sunday in the building, when I carried my bag of dirty clothes down to the basement and found him there, sitting on the folding table with a book in his hand and a load already tumbling in the dryer. He looked up when I came in and his expression did that thing—the slight rearrangement, the warmth underneath the calm, the look that said oh, it's you in a way that sounded different from how anyone else would've said it.

"The one on the far left pulls to the right on spin cycle," he said, not looking up from his book. "Just lean on it if it starts walking."

"The washing machine walks?"

"It has ambitions."

I loaded my clothes into the machine on the far left because I was apparently the kind of man who took recommendations from the hot older neighbor about which appliance had the best personality, and that was my life now.

We didn't talk for a few minutes. I measured detergent, started the cycle, and then stood there with the particular aimlessness of a person who has forty-five minutes to kill in a basement and no phone charger. My phone was at nine percent. I could've gone back upstairs. I stayed.

Julian was reading something with a dark cover and small print—a crime novel, I thought, or literary fiction with
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