
  
  
      
        
          The Neighbor’s Key

          
		      
          Serena Spirals

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright ©2026 by Serena Spirals 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        New Faces Next Door
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Lonesome Evenings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Key Exchange
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Midnight Whispers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Surrender in the Shadows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Rhythms of Desire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Cracks in the Facade
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Hidden Trophies
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Unraveling Secrets
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Reckoning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter one
New Faces Next Door


Kate Lotz stood at the kitchen sink in the pale morning light, hands moving through soapy water. Same sponge. Same dishes. Same smell of last night's garlic chicken on the ceramic. Thirty-five years old, and her morning thrill was choosing navy yoga pants or black. She glanced at her reflection in the window above the sink, long auburn hair twisted in a messy knot, green eyes once sparkling with mischief now dulled by routine. Her tank top clung to the full swell of her breasts. The fabric stretched across wide hips that once drew street whistles. Now those hips just filled out the couch while she waited for her husband. 
Kelvis had left for his shift before dawn again. She smelled his aftershave in the hallway, a scent that once made her stomach flutter. These days, it reminded her how early he left and how late he returned, exhausted enough to kiss her forehead and collapse into bed. Their sex life had become a monthly obligation, quick, polite, over before she even warmed up. She told herself it was normal. Marriage wasn't romance novels anymore. But the ache between her thighs, when her mind wandered, suggested otherwise.
She dried her hands and moved to the living room, straightening pillows that didn't need it. The house stood spotless. Always spotless. That was her contribution. Kelvis brought home the paycheck; she kept the nest perfect. Lately, the nest felt like a cage. She paused at the mantel photo, her and Kelvis on their honeymoon ten years ago, tanned and laughing, his arm possessively around her waist. She barely recognized that hungry woman. Where had it gone?
The garage door rumbled and pulled her back. Kelvis shuffled in at six-fifteen, shoulders slumped under his work shirt, short brown hair flattened from his hard hat. Blue eyes heavy with fatigue.
"Hey, Katie," he said, voice gruff but affectionate. He set his lunch cooler on the counter and pulled her into a quick hug. His work-worn hands settled briefly on her hips, then slid away. "Smells good in here."
"I made pot roast in the slow cooker. Figured you'd be hungry." She leaned into him, inhaling machine oil and sweat. Once, that scent made her want to drop to her knees. Now it meant another load of laundry.
They ate at the kitchen table, evening news murmuring in the background. Conversation stayed safe: his factory day, her grocery trip, lawn fertilizer this weekend. Kate pushed food around her plate, noting Kelvis's tense shoulders.
"I got news today," he said, wiping his mouth. He looked guilty. "They offered me night shift supervisor. More money. Better benefits. Starts next week."
Kate's fork paused. "Nights? All nights?"
"Ten p.m. to six a.m. I'll sleep days, then head back. It's a big step, Katie. We can pay off the truck, maybe vacation."
She forced her perfected smile. "That's wonderful, Kel. I'm proud of you."
He squeezed her hand across the table. His palm rough, familiar. Safe. "I know you'll be alone a lot. But you've got your garden, yoga. I'll be a call away."
Alone. The word hit hard. Kate nodded, envisioning silent evenings like empty roads. "We'll make it work," she said. She always did.
That night, after Kelvis snored beside her, Kate lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Her body felt restless, electric. She slipped a hand into her panties and touched herself, thinking of nothing, everything. Pleasure sharpened her emptiness. She stopped short of release, rolling over with a frustrated sigh. This was her life. Enough. It had to be.
Three days later, the moving truck arrived next door.
Kate sliced vegetables for stir-fry when diesel rumble shook the windows. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and peered out. A tall man directed two movers in blue shirts, gesturing. His tight black t-shirt stretched across a muscular back and shoulders. Dark wavy hair curled at his nape. When he turned, she glimpsed tanned skin, a chiseled jaw, tattoo edge peeking from one sleeve.
She should've looked away. Instead, she watched him lift a heavy box, arm muscles flexing. Something low in her belly tightened, the first real spark in months. She shook her head, embarrassed, and chopped carrots harder.
Minutes later, he looked straight at her window.
Their eyes met.
Kate's breath caught. She waved. He smiled, wide, bright, devastating, and waved back. He pointed at his box, shrugged: sorry for the noise.
She laughed, waved again, then stepped back, cheeks warm. Get a grip, Kate. He's probably married. Or twenty-five. Or both.
Next morning, watering flower beds, she saw him wrestle a rubber tree from his pickup, muscles straining. She set down her can and crossed the lawn.
"Need a hand?" she called.
He looked up. Piercing brown eyes locked on her. Up close, he stunned: six feet of lean power, Latino features and trimmed beard. Sweat sheened his tanned skin.
"Only if you won't sue if I drop it on your foot," he said. His voice held a Spanish inflection, sliding over her like warm oil. "Enrique Saenz. Call me Rick."
"Kate Lotz." She grabbed the pot's other side. Their fingers brushed. A jolt shot up her arm. His hands: large, strong, confident. Unlike Kelvis's tired grip.
They carried it across the lawn, through his open door. Fresh paint and cardboard scented the air. Boxes everywhere. But her eyes drifted to him: moving shoulders, raven tattoo on forearm, easy smile on chiseled face.
"You're a lifesaver, Kate," he said, setting it in sunlight. "Most neighbors would bet on my hernia."
She laughed, brushing auburn hair from her face. "I lift heavy things. Husband at the factory, hauling when he's tired."
Husband flickered in his eyes, but his smile held. "Lucky man. Lucky me. I owe you coffee once I find the maker."
"I'll hold you to it."
She helped with two kitchen boxes before leaving. Each close brush sparked that electric thrill, like when Kelvis once pinned her to the wall, kissing like he needed air.
That afternoon, backyard weeding, a ladder scraped the fence. Enrique's head appeared, hair tousled.
"Permission to enter neutral territory?" he called, grinning.
Kate straightened, aware of her tank top on full breasts, yoga pants on wide hips. Sweating. Dirt smudged. Yet his look made her feel seen.
"Granted," she said, shading her eyes.
He rested forearms on the fence, corded arms flexing. "Had to see this garden. Those roses are incredible. Secret?"
She flushed with pleasure. "Sunlight, good soil, talking to them. Sounds crazy."
"Not crazy. Beautiful." His gaze lingered. "The garden. Though the gardener isn't hard on the eyes."
The compliment ignited her. Years since real flirtation, direct, heated. Nipples tightened; she hoped he missed it.
"Smooth, Rick?" she teased.
He chuckled, low, warm. "Only for something worth it. How long here, Kate?"
"Ten years. Bought with husband Kelvis after marriage." She reminded them both. But her eyes traced his jaw, throat.
"Ten years," he echoed. "Long time for a garden this lush. Takes dedication. Passion." Passion made her thighs clench.
They talked twenty minutes over the fence, nothing, everything. Divorce after five years apart, he said. She shared too much: Kelvis's nights starting soon, quiet evenings. He listened, eyes fixed. His smiles stirred long-dead butterflies.
"You know," he said, voice dropping, "if you need anything nights, I'm next door. Happy to help, whatever comes up."
Innocent words, charged undercurrent. Kate's breath quickened. Shut it down. Mention Kelvis. Instead: "Might take you up. Gets lonely."
Silence thickened the air. His gaze dropped to her mouth, lower, back up, hungry. Heat pooled in her belly; slickness shocked her.
"Back to unpacking," he said, lingering. "Glad I came, Kate."
"Me too," she whispered.
One last smile, then he vanished down the ladder. Kate stood among roses, heart hammering. She pressed a dirty hand to her chest.
What the hell?
She eyed her house, shared with good, steady, exhausted Kelvis sleeping upstairs. Guilt stirred, but thrill overpowered it. Awake. Desired. Alive.
That night, as Kelvis packed and re-explained his schedule, Kate nodded. Her mind drifted next door: dark hair, strong hands, promising smile.
His goodnight kiss, quick and distracted, she closed her eyes, recalling Enrique over the fence. His voice on passion.
For the first time in years, Kate fell asleep smiling secretly, heat simmering under her skin. The neighbor: two days here.
She couldn't stop thinking about him.






  
  Chapter two
Lonesome Evenings


The house felt different at night without Kelvis. Kate wandered from room to room in her favorite tank top and yoga pants. Silence pressed against her like a physical weight. This was the first night of his new schedule. He kissed her forehead at nine-thirty, murmured about calling on his break, and drove off into the darkness. Now, ten o'clock, the quiet clawed at her. She tried reading, then folding laundry, then streaming a show she couldn't focus on. Every few minutes, her eyes drifted to the living room window facing the neighbor's house. 
Enrique's lights stayed on.
She told herself she was just being neighborly when she drifted into the darkened kitchen and stood at the window. The curtain hung pulled back enough. His silhouette moved across what must be the living room, tall, broad-shouldered, the outline of those muscular arms visible even at this distance. He paused. Stretched. Ran a hand through his dark wavy hair. Kate's breath fogged the glass. A low pulse started between her legs, uninvited but impossible to ignore. She pressed her thighs together, ashamed of how fast her body responded to the mere shape of him.
This is ridiculous. You're a married woman staring at your new neighbor like some bored housewife in a bad movie.
But she didn't step away. Instead, she watched as he crossed to the window directly opposite hers. For a second, their gazes seemed to meet across the narrow strip of backyard, though she knew the darkness hid her. Her nipples tightened against the thin fabric of her tank top. The thrill from their fence conversation days earlier hadn't faded. If anything, the lonely evening sharpened it into something restless and hungry.
The next afternoon, she baked cookies. Not because she needed them, but because it gave her an excuse. When they emerged golden and fragrant, she arranged a dozen on a plate, checked her reflection, long auburn hair loose over her shoulders, green eyes brighter than they'd been in months, and walked next door before she could lose her nerve.
Enrique answered on the second knock. He wore a tight gray shirt that clung to every ridge of muscle, tattoos peeking from both sleeves. His piercing brown eyes lit with pleasure at the sight of her.
"Kate," he said, voice warm with that faint Spanish accent. "To what do I owe this beautiful surprise?"
She lifted the plate. "Housewarming cookies. I figured after all those boxes you might need something sweet. And, if you're not busy, I was thinking coffee? At my place. Since my husband's on nights now and the house feels too big."
The invitation hung between them. Enrique's smile deepened, revealing perfect white teeth. "I would love that. Let me grab my keys."
Ten minutes later, they sat at her kitchen table. Sunlight streamed through the window where she had first waved to him. Steam rose from two mugs of dark roast. Enrique accepted a cookie and took a bite, making a low sound of approval that sent heat straight to her core.
"These are dangerous," he said, licking a crumb from his thumb. "I'll be over here every day if you keep feeding me like this."
Kate laughed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Careful what you wish for. I bake when I'm restless."
His gaze sharpened. "Restless? First night alone hit you hard?"
She shrugged, tracing the rim of her mug. The kitchen felt smaller with him in it. His presence filled the space, his clean, masculine scent mixing with the coffee, his large hands dwarfing the mug. "It's quieter than I expected. Kelvis works hard. The promotion means more money, but the house echoes."
Enrique nodded, listening like her words mattered. Most men would have offered solutions or changed the subject. He waited, brown eyes steady on hers.
"I know the feeling," he said after a moment. "My divorce finalized four months ago. Five years of marriage, and one day we realized we shared space. No fire left. She wanted the city. I wanted peace. So here I am." He gestured toward the wall that separated their houses. "Single. Starting over. Trying not to eat all your cookies in one sitting."
The word single landed with force. Kate felt her pulse quicken. She had known, of course. His flirtation over the fence had hinted at it. But hearing it confirmed made something flutter low in her belly.
"I'm sorry," she said. "That must have been painful."
He tilted his
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