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Chapter 1 – A Neighbor Across the Hall

[image: ]


The moving truck pulled away just as the afternoon sun slipped behind a blanket of gray clouds.

Tony stood on the sidewalk with one hand resting on the handle of his last suitcase, staring up at the five-story brick apartment building that would become his new home. It wasn't luxurious. The paint around the windows had faded in places, flower boxes decorated several balconies without any attempt at matching colors, and someone had hung tiny wind chimes that danced softly in the breeze.

It was exactly what he had been looking for.

Quiet.

Ordinary.

A place where no memories could follow him.

He adjusted the strap of his messenger bag and carried the suitcase through the front entrance. The lobby smelled faintly of fresh coffee and lemon-scented floor cleaner. A collection of mailboxes lined one wall while a worn blue couch sat beneath a large window overlooking the street.

The building manager, Mrs. Alvarez, appeared from a small office carrying a folder.

"You made it," she said with a warm smile.

"I did."

"How was the drive?"

"Long enough to make me appreciate elevators."

She laughed and handed him a set of keys.

"Apartment 4B. You're across from 4A. Nice floor. Quiet neighbors."

"That's exactly what I was hoping for."

Mrs. Alvarez studied him for a second, as if recognizing the tiredness behind his polite smile.

"Fresh starts are good for people."

Tony nodded.

"I hope you're right."



Apartment 4B felt strangely empty despite the mountain of moving boxes scattered across the living room.

He walked from room to room slowly.

A modest kitchen with white cabinets.

A comfortable bedroom overlooking the courtyard.

A small office that he immediately imagined turning into a reading room.

Nothing extravagant.

Nothing complicated.

Perfect.

He opened the bedroom window.

The scent of rain drifted inside while distant traffic hummed somewhere beyond the neighborhood trees.

For the first time in months, his chest didn't feel tight.

His previous apartment had never truly belonged to him.

Every corner had reminded him of Daniel.

The couch they had picked together.

The framed photographs that had once celebrated vacations and birthdays before being quietly packed away.

The promises that had slowly dissolved into silence.

Six years together.

Six years believing they were building a future.

Then one confession.

One apology.

One suitcase packed in the middle of the night.

Daniel had fallen in love with someone else.

The sentence still echoed in Tony's mind whenever he let his thoughts wander too long.

He wasn't angry anymore.

Just... exhausted.

Starting over felt less painful than staying somewhere every memory demanded an explanation.



By early evening, most of the kitchen was unpacked.

Tony found a mug, filled it with coffee, and carried it toward the hallway to grab another box from outside his apartment.

Instead, he found a large cardboard package leaning neatly against his door.

He frowned.

He hadn't ordered anything.

The shipping label clearly displayed another apartment number.

4A.

He glanced toward the opposite door.

So much for a quiet first evening.

Balancing the box in his arms, he knocked gently.

A few seconds passed before footsteps approached.

The door opened.

The man standing there wore loose paint-speckled jeans and an oversized green sweatshirt with rolled-up sleeves. His dark blond hair looked as though he had repeatedly run his fingers through it while concentrating on something. A pencil rested behind one ear.

His blue eyes widened.

"Oh."

Tony smiled awkwardly.

"I think this belongs to you."

The stranger blinked once before laughing softly.

"I was wondering where my package disappeared."

Tony lifted it slightly.

"The delivery driver seems to think we're the same person."

"I suppose we both have excellent taste in apartments."

Tony chuckled.

"Apparently."

The man accepted the package.

"Thanks for bringing it over."

"No problem."

"I'm Gretzky."

Tony hesitated for the briefest moment before extending his hand.

"Tony."

Their handshake was simple.

Friendly.

Yet somehow lingered just long enough to become noticeable.

"You're the new neighbor," Gretzky said.

"I moved in about three hours ago."

"Welcome to the building."

"So far everyone has been nice."

"We try."

Gretzky shifted the package against his hip.

"If Mrs. Alvarez hasn't already warned you..."

Tony raised an eyebrow.

"About what?"

"The third-floor twins who practice violin every Saturday morning."

Tony laughed.

"That sounds terrifying."

"It is."

"They're that bad?"

"They're actually incredible."

"So why is it terrifying?"

"They start at eight."

Tony groaned dramatically.

"You're kidding."

"I wish."

Both men laughed.

The conversation settled into a surprisingly comfortable silence before Tony realized he was still standing in the hallway wearing work boots covered in dust.

"I should probably finish unpacking."

"Probably."

"But if you need anything..."

Gretzky shrugged casually.

"...coffee, tape, tools, emergency chocolate..."

Tony smiled.

"Emergency chocolate?"

"Every apartment should have some."

"I'll remember that."

"Good."

Tony nodded once.

"Thanks again."

As he stepped back into his apartment, Gretzky called after him.

"Oh, Tony?"

He turned.

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad someone decent moved in."

Tony wasn't expecting the comment.

Something about its sincerity caught him off guard.

"Me too."

The apartment door closed gently behind him.



Across the hall, Gretzky leaned against his own closed door and smiled to himself.

He had expected another loud tenant.

Or someone who never acknowledged neighbors.

Instead, the new guy seemed thoughtful.

A little sad.

But kind.

Kindness was becoming increasingly rare.

He carried the package into his studio where sketches covered nearly every available surface.

Children laughing.

Dogs chasing butterflies.

Old couples holding hands.

Entire imaginary worlds waiting for color.

Opening the box, he found the new watercolor paper he had been waiting weeks to receive.

Perfect timing.

Yet somehow his thoughts drifted back toward the hallway.

Toward the quiet man with warm brown eyes who looked like someone carrying invisible weight.



Tony spent the rest of the evening unpacking books.

Medical textbooks from graduate school.

Novels he had promised himself he would finally read.

A few framed photographs remained wrapped carefully in newspaper.

He picked one up.

It showed him standing beside Daniel on a beach, both smiling into the sunset.

For several seconds he simply stared.

Then he quietly placed it back inside the box.

Some memories deserved gratitude.

Others deserved distance.

He sealed the box again and slid it onto the top shelf of the bedroom closet.

There was no anger in the gesture.

Only acceptance.

Outside, rain finally began tapping softly against the windows.

Tony made another cup of coffee and stood watching droplets race down the glass.

Across the courtyard, lights flickered on one apartment after another.

Families gathered around dinner tables.

Someone played soft jazz.

A dog barked happily somewhere below.

Life continued.

Simple.

Ordinary.

Exactly what he wanted.

A sudden knock interrupted his thoughts.

He opened the door to find nobody standing there.

Instead, a small paper bag rested on the floor.

Curious, he picked it up.

Inside was a chocolate bar and a handwritten note.

Emergency chocolate.

— Gretzky, Apartment 4A

Tony couldn't stop himself from laughing.

It was the first genuine laugh he had allowed himself in longer than he could remember.

Looking toward the apartment across the hall, he noticed the door already closed.

No expectation of thanks.

No awkward conversation.

Just a small act of kindness from a neighbor he had met less than an hour earlier.

Tony looked down at the chocolate once more.

Maybe Mrs. Alvarez had been right.

Maybe fresh starts really were good for people.
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Chapter 2 – Borrowed Sugar
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Tony had barely settled into a routine when the building reminded him that no place was ever as peaceful as it first appeared.

On Saturday morning, he stood in his kitchen brushing his teeth when he turned on the faucet to rinse his toothbrush.

Nothing.

He frowned and tried the handle again.

Not even a drip.

He checked the bathroom sink.

Still nothing.

"Seriously?"

He had planned to spend the day unpacking the last few boxes before grocery shopping, but the absence of running water quickly changed those plans.

A loud knock echoed through the hallway.

Tony opened his apartment door to find Mrs. Alvarez making her way from apartment to apartment with an apologetic expression.

"I'm so sorry," she said before he could ask. "A water main down the street burst early this morning. The city's repair crew is already working on it."

"Do they know how long it'll take?"

"They're estimating four or five hours."

Tony sighed.

"Well, that could be worse."

Mrs. Alvarez smiled.

"I've opened the community room downstairs. We have bottled water, coffee, tea, and pastries. No point having everyone sit alone in their apartments."

"That's thoughtful."

"We're a small building."

She winked.

"We survive little disasters together."

As she continued knocking on neighboring doors, Tony closed his apartment and slipped on a light jacket.

He hadn't seen the community room yet.

Perhaps a change of scenery wasn't the worst idea.



The community room occupied the first floor beside the laundry area.

Large windows overlooked the courtyard, allowing sunlight to brighten the cozy space despite the cloudy weather outside. Several comfortable sofas surrounded a stone fireplace, while folding tables held coffee urns, bottled water, muffins, fruit, and enough cookies to satisfy an entire elementary school.

Half the building seemed to have gathered already.

Children played board games near the windows.

An elderly couple worked on a crossword puzzle.

Someone had brought a deck of cards.

The atmosphere felt more like an unexpected neighborhood gathering than an inconvenience.

Tony poured himself a cup of coffee and found an empty chair near one corner.

He had just taken his first sip when a familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

"I was wondering if you'd show up."

Tony looked up.

Gretzky carried two oversized cinnamon rolls balanced on a paper plate.

"I heard there were pastries."

Tony smiled.

"I figured I'd investigate."

"The pastries are decent."

Gretzky lowered his voice dramatically.

"But the coffee may qualify as industrial cleaner."

Tony laughed.

"I've only had one sip."

"And?"

Tony considered it.

"I've definitely had better."

"I rest my case."

Without asking, Gretzky sat in the chair beside him.

"I brought backup."

He placed one cinnamon roll in front of Tony.

"I can't eat both."

Tony looked at the pastry.

"That's generous."

"It's survival."

Tony raised an eyebrow.

"Survival?"

"If I eat two of these, I'll need someone to roll me back upstairs."

Tony chuckled again.

It surprised him how easily Gretzky managed to make him laugh.



For the next hour, conversation flowed effortlessly.

Not rushed.

Not forced.

Simply comfortable.

"So," Gretzky asked between bites of pastry, "how's unpacking going?"

"I'm down to about six boxes."

"Only six?"

"I may have underestimated how many books I own."

"Books are never a problem."

"You say that because you don't have to move them."

"I actually moved twelve boxes of sketchbooks."

Tony blinked.

"Twelve?"

"I've been drawing since I was six."

"So you're keeping everything?"

"I can't throw them away."

Gretzky smiled sheepishly.

"They're embarrassing."

"Why keep embarrassing drawings?"

"Because they remind me that getting better takes time."

Tony considered the answer.

"I like that."

"What about you?"

"What about me?"

"You've got any hobbies besides organizing books alphabetically?"

Tony looked genuinely offended.

"I don't alphabetize them."

"Oh."

"They're organized by subject."

Gretzky placed a hand dramatically over his heart.

"Forgive me."

Tony couldn't help laughing.

"I walk right into these jokes."

"You make them easy."



As more neighbors joined the room, conversations blended into a warm background hum.

Tony noticed something about Gretzky.

He spoke easily with everyone.

He knew names.

Asked questions.

Remembered details.

Mrs. Peterson's granddaughter had started college.

Mr. Walsh's knee surgery had gone well.

The twins downstairs had a violin recital next month.

"You know everybody," Tony observed.

"I've lived here almost five years."

"Still."

Gretzky shrugged.

"I like people."

Tony nodded slowly.

"I used to."

The words escaped before he realized he had spoken them aloud.

Gretzky didn't tease him.

Didn't immediately ask questions.

Instead he simply



















































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
&

A GAY ROMANCE SERIES ‘

Tim Co@kK





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





