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Chapter 1
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The box marked KITCHEN — HEAVY, DO NOT STACK had been stacked, obviously, beneath two other boxes, and it chose the exact moment I reached the third-floor landing to give up on life.

The bottom split. A cascade of mismatched mugs, a colander, and my one good cast-iron pan made a break for freedom, and I did the thing every mover does — the doomed lunge, arms wide, as if I could catch eleven objects with two hands — and managed to save exactly nothing except my dignity, which also shattered on impact.

The cast iron hit the hardwood like a church bell. The whole building probably felt it.

"Oh no." A door across the hall opened. "Oh — okay, don't move, there's mug shrapnel everywhere."

I looked up from my crouch of failure and that was it. That was the moment. I'd like to say something more interesting happened first, that I got at least one normal hour in my new building before my brain rolled over and showed its belly, but no.

She stood in the doorway of 3B in an oversized cardigan the color of oatmeal, sleeves shoved to her elbows, dark hair piled in a bun that had clearly lost a war several hours ago. Socked feet — one gray, one striped. She had a face made for the word soft: round cheeks, a full mouth, brown eyes that tilted down a little at the corners like she was perpetually about to apologize for something.

"I'm Jade," she said, already crouching at the blast radius, gathering ceramic shards into her palm with the practiced calm of someone who had cleaned up worse. "3B. You must be the new 3A."

"Cassie. Hi. I swear I own things that aren't broken."

"That's what they all say." A flicker of a smile, there and gone. She held up half a mug that read WORLD'S OKAYEST EMPLOYEE. "Casualty. I'm sorry for your loss."

"Honestly, he had it coming."

The smile came back and stayed a second longer this time, and something in my chest did a small, embarrassing flip. I'd been in the building four minutes.

She helped me carry the wounded box inside — she took one flap, I took the other, and when we set it down on the kitchen counter our fingers overlapped for a second on the cardboard. Just a second. Her hands were warm and there was a chip of dark polish on her thumbnail and I noticed all of it with a specificity that should have worried me.

"Okay," she said, stepping back, tucking a loose strand behind her ear. "Building orientation, condensed version. Radiators clank in winter, it's not a ghost. Mrs. Feldman in 2C will feed you until you beg for mercy. The super's name is Denny, he's nice but he responds to voicemails in geological time, so if something breaks, knock on my door first, I have a toolkit and a grudge against Denny." She paused. "Also — trash goes out Tuesday and Friday, and the chute on this floor is broken, so."

She disappeared into 3B and came back with a roll of heavy-duty trash bags, pressing them into my hands like a housewarming ritual.

"For the mug graveyard," she said.

"You're kind of the best neighbor I've ever had, and I've been here six minutes."

"Low bar. My last neighbor practiced trumpet." She glanced past me at the stack of boxes, at the mattress leaning drunkenly against the wall, and something almost shy crossed her face. "One more thing. Full disclosure." She knocked a knuckle gently against the wall between our units — the wall my bedroom shared with hers, I'd realize later, though at the time it was just a wall. "This is basically paper. Pre-war charm. You'll hear everything. Sorry in advance."

"I'm quiet," I said. "Customer support. My whole job is apologizing to strangers in a soothing voice."

"That sounds..." She searched for the word.

"Soul-flattening?"

"I was going to say relaxing, but sure." Her mouth curved. "Well. Welcome to the building, Cassie-in-3A. Try not to unbox anything else load-bearing."

Her door clicked shut, and I stood in my empty kitchen holding a roll of trash bags like a bouquet, grinning at absolutely nothing.

* * *
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Here is a true and humiliating fact about me: I moved to this city, to this creaky pre-war building with its clanking-radiator ghost and its geologically slow super, because a therapist I saw exactly four times told me I "structured my life to avoid being perceived," and I got so mad about it that I gave notice on my apartment.

She wasn't wrong. That was the maddening part.

I worked from home for Verra Wellness — a supplements-and-serenity brand whose customers were somehow both zen and furious — answering tickets from women named Deborah who wanted refunds on adaptogenic mushroom powder. I had a headset, a script, and a soothing voice I'd built like a piece of furniture. My camera stayed off in every meeting. My social media was a graveyard. I ordered groceries to the door and told myself it was efficiency.

At twenty-seven, I could go a full week without being looked at by another human being, and I'd gotten so good at it that I'd stopped noticing it was a skill I'd been practicing.

New city. New building. New Cassie, theoretically.

I spent the afternoon unpacking in the way where you empty three boxes and then sit on the floor eating crackers and staring at the middle distance. My new bedroom was small but the light was good, gold and slanted through an old sash window, and I pushed my bed against the shared wall because it was the only arrangement that fit, tested the mattress, and lay there listening to my new life.

Footsteps somewhere below. Pipes ticking. A muffled thread of music from 3B — something low and moody, bass more felt than heard. Jade's apartment made small domestic sounds all afternoon. A kettle. A drawer. Once, briefly, her laugh — bright and startled, like someone had said something in her earbuds — and I lay there on my bare mattress and felt the sound land somewhere under my sternum.

Perceived, I thought. There's your problem right there.

Six minutes of kindness and one accidental hand-touch and I was lying on a bed listening for a stranger's laugh through the drywall. This was why I didn't leave the house. I imprinted like a duckling.

I made myself get up and unpack the office instead, because Monday I'd be back on the queue, soothing Deborahs, and my desk setup was the one part of my life that was fully under control.

* * *
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At six, there was a knock.

Jade stood in the hall holding a covered plate, and she'd changed — leggings and an enormous t-shirt with a faded tour logo, hair down now, loose around her shoulders, longer than I'd guessed. She'd also, I noticed, put on tinted lip balm or something, some small effort, and then I told myself firmly to stop cataloguing her mouth.

"So, this is going to seem like a bit," she said, "but Mrs. Feldman heard the cast-iron incident and made you welcome rugelach, and she can't do stairs today, so I'm the delivery system. If you don't take them she'll bake more. It escalates."

"That's the most credible threat I've received all year." I took the plate. Warm. Cinnamon. "Do you — I mean, I have nothing to offer you except crackers and boxed wine, but you're welcome to—"

"Boxed wine and someone else's rugelach," she said, "is objectively a great Tuesday."

She came in. She sat on my floor — cross-legged, easy, like sitting on a stranger's floor was a thing she did — because my couch was still bisected by a roll of bubble wrap, and I poured Franzia into the two surviving mugs, and we split Mrs. Feldman's rugelach off the shared plate between us.

She asked good questions. That was the thing I noticed first, once I got past the face. Not interview questions — real ones, at angles. Not what do you do but what did you want to be at nine years old (marine biologist; I liked that whales got to be enormous and unbothered). Not why'd you move but what did you leave behind (a lease, a gym membership I used twice, a version of myself I was hoping wouldn't find the forwarding address — I said the first two out loud).

"What about you?" I asked. "What does 3B do when she's not running rugelach logistics?"

Something happened to her face. Tiny. A door easing halfway shut behind her eyes even as her expression stayed pleasant — I only clocked it because I'd spent my whole life watching people instead of talking to them, and I knew a deflection loading when I saw one.

"Freelance," she said lightly. "Online stuff. Content, editing, brand things. It's boring." She turned the mug in her hands. "Perks are I make my own hours. Downside is my commute is eight feet, so my entire personality is this building."

"Hey. Same. We're basically coworkers."

"God help us." She lifted her mug; I tapped mine against it, ceramic on ceramic. "To the third floor."

"To the third floor."

She stayed an hour. She told me the building gossip in installments — the couple in 2A who fought exclusively about a boat neither of them owned, the mystery of who kept stealing the lobby umbrella — and she laughed at my Deborah stories, really laughed, head tipped back, and every time she did it I felt like I'd won something.

And look — I want to be honest about what this was, because I spent a lot of time later being dishonest with myself about it. It wasn't just that she was pretty, although she was, in a way that snuck up on you and then refused to leave. It was that she looked at me while I talked. Fully. Both eyes, whole face, phone dark on the floor beside her. I'd forgotten what that felt like, being somebody's entire focus, and it turned out it felt like standing too close to a fire in the best way, and I kept saying things just to keep her doing it.

You structure your life to avoid being perceived, said the therapist in my head.

Shut up, I told her. I'm busy.

At some point Jade glanced at the window — the light had gone from gold to blue — and something shifted in her, some internal clock going off. She unfolded from the floor in one motion.

"I should let you unpack. And I have—" the tiniest pause, a comma's worth "—work stuff tonight."

"Freelance never sleeps."

"You have no idea." She said it wry and quick, mostly to the doorframe. At the threshold she turned, backlit by the hallway's dying fluorescent, and gave me a last once-over that I felt travel from my face down to my socks and back. Neighborly. Probably neighborly. "Goodnight, Cassie-in-3A. I'm glad it's you."

"Glad what's me?"

"The wall," she said. "You share my wall. I was worried I'd get another trumpet." And she was gone, her door closing across the hall with a soft, final click.

I stood in my kitchen for a while after that, washing two mugs that did not need the attention I gave them.

I'm glad it's you.

It was nothing. It was a nice woman being nice to the new tenant. I knew from long experience exactly how good I was at inflating crumbs into loaves — I'd once sustained a six-month crush on a barista because she remembered I liked oat milk — and I was not going to do that to the person eight feet away, the person I'd have to see at the mailboxes for the entire length of a lease.

I was absolutely not going to do that.

* * *
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By eleven I'd built the bed frame, showered off the moving-day grime, and achieved the specific exhaustion where your body is done but your brain is still narrating. I lay in the dark of my new room in an old t-shirt, staring at the unfamiliar ceiling, listening to the building settle around me like a big animal getting comfortable.

New place. New sounds. The radiator ticked. A car passed, dragging a slow fan of light across the ceiling. Somewhere below, a door.

And through the wall — through the paper-thin, pre-war, sorry-in-advance wall six inches from my pillow — I heard Jade's voice.

Just the melody of it at first, words dissolved by the drywall. Low. Warm. A register I hadn't heard from her all evening — down in the chest, unhurried, curling at the ends of sentences. Talking to someone. On the phone, obviously. A little late for a work call, but freelance never sleeps; she'd said so herself.

Then she laughed, and it wasn't the bright startled laugh from my floor. It was slower than that. Darker. A pour of a laugh, aimed at somebody, and it moved through six inches of plaster and lath and straight down my spine like a finger.

I lay very still.

The voice dropped lower. A murmur now, rhythmic, almost — no. I was tired, and I was a creep, and it was a phone call. People had phone calls. Girlfriends, boyfriends, someone; a woman who looked like that did not lack for company, and what she did with her ten p.m. was aggressively none of my business, and I rolled over and put my back to the wall to prove how little I was listening.

Which is how I was positioned — spine to the plaster, eyes shut, insisting on sleep — when the first soft, unmistakable moan came through the wall.

I stopped breathing.

Don't, I told myself. Do not.

I lay there in the dark of my first night, six inches and one thin wall away from my new favorite person, and listened to her exhale someone's name.
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Chapter 2
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The moan came again, softer, and I did the only reasonable thing available to me.

I put a pillow over my head.

This worked for approximately nine seconds, because pre-war walls transmit sound the way water transmits sound — not around you but through you — and also because I am a weak person, and some traitorous part of my brainstem had already decided that whatever was happening in 3B was the most important information in the world.

It's a boyfriend, I told the inside of the pillow. A girlfriend. A person. She's an adult having a nice night with an adult, and you are going to sleep.

Her voice threaded through the wall again — words still dissolved, just cadence, that low warm register — and then a laugh, breathless at the edges, and then quiet, and then a sound that was not quiet at all.

I stared into the dark of my pillowcase and confronted several facts.

Fact one: I could hear her headboard. Not banging — nothing so cinematic — just a faint rhythmic creak, patient, unhurried, like someone rocking a boat they had no intention of leaving.

Fact two: I could not hear anyone else. No second voice, no answering murmur, no male rumble, no other-woman anything. Just Jade — Jade's sighs, Jade's little catching breaths, Jade saying something at intervals in that curling half-purr, pausing as if listening, then saying more.

Fact three: I was lying six inches away with my whole body clenched like a fist, and the warmth pooling low in my belly was not going anywhere, and I was a terrible person.

I took the pillow off my head. In my defense, it was hot under there.

The rhythm through the wall shifted — slower, deliberate — and she made this sound, this specific sound, a moan that started closed-mouthed and broke open halfway through, and my hips pressed down into the mattress before I had voted on the motion. Just once. Involuntary. A reflex, like a knee under a doctor's hammer, if the hammer was your beautiful neighbor getting herself off eight feet away.

Because that's what it was, I was increasingly sure. Herself. On the phone with someone, maybe — that would explain the talking, the pauses — and God, that idea was somehow worse, hotter, worse: Jade with her hair down and her voice down, narrating for somebody lucky enough to be on the other end of the line.

What does she look like right now.

The thought arrived fully formed, in high resolution, and brought slideshow attachments. The oversized t-shirt from my floor this evening, rucked up. That chip of dark polish on her thumbnail. The mouth I had spent an hour telling myself to stop cataloguing, open against her own—

My hand had migrated to my stomach. Fingertips under the hem of my sleep shirt, resting on bare skin, pretending to be casual about it. Everything below my navel had gone heavy and molten and shameless, ignoring every memo my conscience sent down.

Through the wall, Jade said something that ended in a gasp.

My fingers slid lower. Under the waistband. I found myself embarrassingly, undeniably wet, and my breath went thin, and for three or four slow circles of my own fingers I let it happen — eyes shut, ear tuned to the wall like an instrument, her rhythm and mine drifting toward each other like two clocks on the same shelf—

"—thank you so much, baby."

The words came through clear. The first fully legible thing she'd said all night, pitched up bright and warm, and wrong — wrong for the moment, wrong genre entirely, a customer-service thank you, a receipt of a thank-you — and my hand stopped moving.

I lay frozen, pulse slamming, listening with my whole skeleton.

The rhythm hadn't broken. The creak kept its patient time. But now that I was really listening — listening instead of dissolving — I heard the shape of it. She said something, paused. Said something else, paused. Laughed that dark pour of a laugh, paused. The pauses were all the same length. The phrases had a — a cadence, a loop, like a lifeguard's whistle, like a flight attendant's spiel, like—

Like my voice. Eight hours a day. Thanks so much for your patience. I completely understand your frustration. Is there anything else I can help you with today?

Like a script.

She moaned again — gorgeous, theatrical now that I had the frame for it, a moan with projection — and then, distinctly: "...you're spoiling me tonight."

Plural-audience warmth. Tip-jar warmth.

I yanked my hand out of my own pajamas like I'd touched a stove.

Oh, I thought, staring at the ceiling, face on fire in the dark. Oh, you absolute creep, you were — she's working. Some kind of — phone thing, audio thing, something — and you were listening, you were three circles of your own fingers into listening, you were syncing your—

I rolled over, put my back to the wall, dragged the blanket to my chin, and lay there radiating shame like a space heater while my body — which had received none of the memos, which did not care about context, which had in fact found the new context privately electrifying and was refusing to be debriefed about why — throbbed on, unresolved, for a long, long time.

Through the wall, faint and unbothered, Jade laughed at something I couldn't hear.

It was 11:58 before her side of the wall went quiet. It was considerably later before mine did.

* * *
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I did not touch myself thinking about my neighbor.

I want that in the record. I got up, drank a glass of water in the dark kitchen like a haunted Victorian, went back to bed, and lay with my hands clasped on my sternum like a pharaoh until sleep took me out of sheer boredom. What my dreams did was not my department. There's no jury in the world that convicts you for dreams, which is fortunate, because mine had apparently taken extensive notes on a certain laugh and possessed no shame whatsoever.

I woke up at nine with my alarm, an ache low in my belly, and a plan: I was going to be normal.

The plan lasted until 9:40 a.m.

That's when I went down for the mail — first-morning ritual, change-of-address confirmations, a coupon addressed to CURRENT RESIDENT, whom I now was — and found Jade at the bank of brass mailboxes, sorting envelopes.

Morning Jade. Hair in the defeated bun again, glasses I hadn't seen yet, a mug in her free hand that said DON'T in plain type. Sweatshirt, bare face, sleepy. She looked soft and rumpled and completely ordinary, and the sound she'd made at 11:15 — the one that broke open in the middle — played in my head at full fidelity, and my entire nervous system tripped over the doormat.

"Morning, 3A." She smiled at me over the mug. "You survived night one."

"Yep." A syllable. Great. Building on that: "Slept great."

Her eyebrow moved a millimeter. "Yeah? The street noise doesn't bother some people, but the trucks on Delancey can be—"

"Didn't hear a thing."

It came out too fast and too loud, the way innocent people in movies say they've never seen the murder weapon. Jade blinked. I stared into my open mailbox as though the coupon inside required close reading.

"Well," she said after a beat, amused, "lucky you. I'd kill for that. I sleep like a prey animal." She shuffled her envelopes; one, I noticed with the useless perception I brought to everything about this woman, was a padded mailer, and she tucked it under her arm label-side in. "You getting settled? How's the job — the soothing-voice thing? You're back on the clock Monday?"

She remembered. Of course she remembered; she was a person who asked questions at angles and kept the answers. She was being a good neighbor at the mailboxes, and I was watching her mouth form ordinary words and hearing you're spoiling me tonight, and the blush arrived at my hairline with a rolling boil.

"Monday," I managed. "Yeah. Deborahs wait for no one."

"Godspeed." She toasted me with the DON'T mug. Then she tilted her head, and those down-turned eyes did a small, quick pass over my face — reading it, the way she'd read the room last night before her internal clock went off — and something flickered behind them. Not guilt. Calculation was too cold a word for it. Inventory. A woman checking her locks.

"You sure you slept okay?" she said. Lightly. Very lightly. "Old building. The pipes do this — knocking thing. Some people say it sounds like all kinds of stuff."

The wall was right there in the sentence, wearing a fake mustache.

"Pipes," I agreed, with the conviction of a hostage. "Wild. Old buildings, man."

A pause, one breath long, in which we both held our mugs of denial.

"Anyway," she said.

"Anyway," I said.

"I have a — call. Work call." She backed toward the stairs, envelopes to her chest, padded mailer hidden like contraband. At the first step she paused, and her face did that thing again — the door easing halfway shut, but this time I could see her deciding to leave it open a crack. "Hey. Cassie."

"Yeah?"

"Some Fridays I make too much pasta. Fair warning. It escalates."

Then she was gone up the stairs, socked feet quick on the treads, and I stood at the mailboxes holding a coupon for a car wash — I don't have a car — grinning like an idiot and burning like a heretic, both at once, which I was learning was going to be the permanent weather system of living across from Jade in 3B.

* * *
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Here's how the week went.

Days: normal. Aggressively, performatively normal. We crossed paths at the mailboxes twice more, once in the lobby while she was signing for boxes — more padded mailers, a long tube, a package with a return label she flipped face-down when I got close, which I noticed and filed away with all the other things I noticed and filed away. She learned I take my coffee light; I learned her Thursday farmer's-market schedule; Mrs. Feldman waylaid us both in the stairwell on Wednesday and, in the course of eleven minutes, extracted my entire romantic history (brief, sapphic, dormant) while Jade stood behind her mouthing I'm so sorry and visibly memorizing every word.

Nights: the wall.

Not every night. That was the first data point my shameful inner scientist logged. Tuesday, nothing. Wednesday, nothing — Wednesday I lay awake anyway, listening to the silence with an alertness I refused to examine. But Thursday at eleven the low voice started up again, the warm cadence and the timed pauses, and Sunday too, later, past midnight, a longer session, and both nights I did the same thing.
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