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Chapter 1

Micah
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* * *
[image: ]


Micah Lawson's alarm went off at 5:45 a.m., same as every other morning, and he was already awake.

He'd been awake since 5:32, lying perfectly still in sheets he'd washed two days ago, staring at the ceiling he'd painted himself because the building's maintenance crew couldn't be trusted with a straight edge. The alarm was a formality. A confirmation. His body didn't need it, but his brain liked the structure — the clean beep that said this is when the day begins, and everything before it doesn't count.

He silenced it on the first tone, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and put his feet on the floor in the exact spot where the hardwood didn't creak.

Gym clothes were already laid out on the chair by the closet. Black compression shorts, gray shirt, black trainers with the laces pre-tied at the tension he preferred. He dressed without turning on the overhead light — the bathroom nightlight gave him enough — and was out the door by 5:53.

The hallway of Building 4, Unit 7B was quiet. It was always quiet at this hour, which was one of the reasons he'd chosen this apartment three years ago. That, and the natural light in the office, the gas stove, and the fact that his nearest neighbor had been a seventy-year-old retired librarian named Dolores who went to bed at eight and communicated exclusively through polite notes slid under his door.

Dolores had moved to Florida in March.

Her replacement had moved in six weeks ago.

Micah didn't look at the door to 7A as he passed it. He didn't need to. He could feel the chaos emanating through the wood like a low-grade radiation — the faint smell of oil paint and Thai food, the scuff marks on the hallway floor from furniture that had been rearranged at least three times, the doormat that said COME BACK WITH TACOS in a font that made Micah's left eye twitch.

He took the stairs. He always took the stairs.

* * *
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The gym was four blocks away, a no-frills place with good equipment and no one who wanted to talk to him. Micah did his usual split — pull day, today, so deadlifts, rows, lat pulldowns, curls — and was back in his apartment by 7:15 with a heart rate that was already settling and a layer of sweat that he stripped off in a shower timed to six minutes.

He dressed for work: joggers, a clean henley, bare feet on the cool floor. His apartment looked the way it always looked — like a photograph someone had staged for a magazine about people who had their shit together. The bed was made with hospital corners. The kitchen counter held exactly three items: a pour-over coffee setup, a fruit bowl with two bananas and an apple, and a small succulent named Gerald that Micah did not acknowledge having named.

He made coffee. Ground the beans, boiled the water to 205 degrees, poured in slow concentric circles the way the internet had taught him three years ago. While it brewed, he opened his laptop at the desk by the window — the desk that faced the park, the desk with the good light, the desk that was the reason he could do this job from home and never have to share an office with someone who microwaved fish.

By 8:00 a.m., he was editing.

The manuscript was a contemporary romance — second in a series, decent prose, a plot that needed structural work in the third act. The author had a habit of letting her characters monologue their feelings instead of showing them, and Micah had already left forty-seven comments in the first twelve chapters, each one precise and specific and worded carefully enough that the author wouldn't cry.

Probably.

He worked in focused blocks — fifty minutes on, ten minutes off — and the morning moved the way his mornings always moved: productively, quietly, and entirely within his control.

Until 10:14 a.m.

That was when the bass started.

* * *
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It came through the wall like a second heartbeat — low, thudding, rhythmic, and completely unnecessary at ten o'clock on a goddamn Tuesday. Micah's fingers paused on the keyboard. He stared at the wall — the shared wall, the wall that used to be the quietest wall in his apartment, the wall behind which Dolores used to do jigsaw puzzles and listen to NPR at a volume so low it might as well have been telepathy.

Now it vibrated.

He could feel it in the desk. In the floor. In the fillings of his teeth.

Micah reached for his noise-canceling headphones — Sony WH-1000XM5s, the best two hundred and fifty dollars he'd ever spent — and put them on. White noise. Gentle. Calibrated.

The bass cut through them like they were decorative.

He turned up the white noise. Then switched to brown noise. Then tried "Focus Playlist — Deep Concentration" on Spotify, which was mostly piano and occasional rain sounds and had never once failed him in three years of freelance editing.

It failed him.

The music from 7A wasn't just loud. It was alive — switching tempos, surging in volume, punctuated by what sounded like someone singing along. Badly. Enthusiastically. With the kind of full-chested commitment that suggested the person on the other side of the wall had never once in their life worried about being heard.

Micah pulled off the headphones. Pressed his palms flat on the desk. Breathed.

He had a system for this. Step one: ignore. Step two: noise-canceling headphones. Step three: polite text to the building group chat.

He opened the group chat on his phone. Typed: Quick reminder that quiet hours extend to reasonable working hours for those of us who work from home. Thanks!

He stared at it. Too passive. He deleted "Thanks!" and replaced it with "Appreciate the consideration." Then deleted that and wrote "Much appreciated." Then deleted the whole thing because he sounded like a middle manager writing a Slack message and none of this was going to make the bass stop.

Step four.

He stood up. Walked to the shared wall. Made a fist.

He knocked. Three firm, evenly spaced knocks, the universal language of I am a reasonable person asking you to be reasonable back.

The music didn't stop. If anything, it pulsed louder — a swell that felt almost intentional, almost like a response.

Micah knocked again. Harder.

Nothing.

He grabbed his keys, walked out of his apartment, and stood in front of 7A. The COME BACK WITH TACOS mat was crooked. Of course it was.

He knocked on the door the same way he'd knocked on the wall — firm, measured, controlled.

The door swung open on the third knock, and Micah's prepared speech — something about decibel levels and shared living agreements and the basic social contract of apartment life — evaporated.

Riley Sharp was shirtless.

Not shirtless in a casual, just-woke-up way. Shirtless in a way that suggested he had never considered putting on a shirt in the first place and could not fathom why anyone would expect him to. His chest was broad and tan and splattered — literally splattered — with what appeared to be teal paint. His sweatpants hung low on his hips, gray, paint-stained, slung like they'd given up. His hair was dark and pushed back from his face in a way that looked effortless but probably wasn't, and his eyes were brown and sharp and immediately, annoyingly amused.

He had a paintbrush behind one ear and headphones around his neck — massive, over-ear headphones that explained why he hadn't heard the knocking — and he was grinning like Micah's arrival was the most entertaining thing that had happened to him all morning.

"Oh," Riley said. "You're the wall-banger."

Micah blinked. "Excuse me?"

"The wall." Riley pointed past Micah, toward the shared wall. "You bang on it. Like, a lot. I thought it was the pipes at first, but pipes don't knock in passive-aggressive patterns of three."

"It wasn't passive-aggressive. It was a request."

"For what?"

"For you to turn your music down. It's ten in the morning on a Tuesday."

Riley leaned against the doorframe. The motion shifted the waistband of his sweatpants lower, and Micah's gaze did not follow it. Did not.

"Ten in the morning is a perfectly acceptable time for music," Riley said.

"Not at that volume."

"What volume would you prefer?"

"Off."

Riley laughed. It was a full, open sound — head tipped back, throat exposed, zero self-consciousness. Micah hated how disarming it was.

"You want me to work in silence?" Riley asked. "That's not how design works, man. I need energy. I need movement. Silence is where ideas go to die."

"I'm an editor. Silence is where ideas become coherent."

"Sounds boring."

"Sounds professional."

They stared at each other. Riley was still grinning. Micah was not.

"Look," Micah said, and he was using his reasonable voice, the one he used with authors who argued about Oxford commas. "I work from home. I need to concentrate. Your music comes through the wall like you're running a nightclub. I'm not asking you to change your life. I'm asking you to acknowledge that we share a wall and that sound travels through it."

"I acknowledge the wall."

"Great."

"I think the wall is doing its best."

"The wall is failing."

Riley crossed his arms. The paint on his chest shifted. There was more of it on his forearms, Micah noticed — teal and something darker, maybe navy, smeared up to his elbows like he'd been working with his whole body. Behind him, the apartment was a disaster — canvases leaned against every surface, a desk buried under paper and monitors and cables, a couch that appeared to be more blanket than furniture, and a kitchen island covered in what looked like the aftermath of a very ambitious smoothie.

"Okay," Riley said. "I'll turn it down."

"Thank you."

"One notch."

"That's not—"

"One notch, and you stop banging on my wall like you're trying to exorcise me." Riley pointed the paintbrush at him. "Deal?"

Micah opened his mouth to argue. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Fine," he said.

"Cool." Riley straightened up from the doorframe. "I'm Riley, by the way. Since we're apparently going to keep having doorway conversations about our feelings."

"Micah. And this wasn't about feelings."

"Everything's about feelings, Micah."

He said Micah's name like he was tasting it. Holding it in his mouth a half-second longer than necessary, letting the syllables land with a warmth that was entirely unearned and completely deliberate.

Micah turned and walked back to his apartment without responding. Behind him, he heard Riley's door close and, a moment later, the music resume.

One notch quieter.

Still too loud.

* * *
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He tried to work. He really did.

The manuscript was waiting. The third act wasn't going to restructure itself, and the author's deadline was Thursday, and Micah was nothing if not a man who met deadlines. He sat at his desk and opened the document and stared at a paragraph about two people falling in love in a bookshop, and all he could think about was teal paint on tanned skin and the word wall-banger said in a voice that had no right being that low.

He highlighted a sentence. Deleted the highlight. Highlighted it again.

Through the wall, he could hear Riley moving — footsteps, the scrape of something heavy being dragged, a brief burst of laughter at something on his phone. The music had settled into something more tolerable — still present, still a pulse, but no longer an assault. It sounded like lo-fi hip-hop or indie something, and Micah refused to admit that it was almost pleasant as background noise.

He forced himself back into the manuscript. Found a plot hole in chapter fourteen. Left a comment that said "This revelation would land harder if we saw the character resist the truth earlier — consider adding a scene in Act Two where she almost discovers the secret but talks herself out of it." Good. Clean. Useful. This was what he was good at — seeing the structure underneath the mess, finding the load-bearing walls in someone else's story, knowing where to push and where to leave alone.

He worked through lunch. Turkey and avocado on sourdough, eaten at his desk, crumbs carefully contained on a plate, no exceptions. By 3:00 p.m., he'd finished the developmental edit and moved on to line edits, which required a different kind of focus — granular, precise, the kind of work that made hours disappear.

At 5:30, he closed the laptop, stretched, and stood in his silent kitchen.

The music next door had stopped at some point. He hadn't noticed when, which bothered him — he always noticed changes in his environment, tracked them the way a rabbit tracked shadows. But Riley's noise had faded without Micah clocking the absence, which meant it had become familiar, which meant some part of his brain had already started filing it under expected instead of threat.

That was unacceptable.

He made dinner — grilled chicken, roasted vegetables, rice, everything portioned and plated with the kind of care that his college roommate had once called "honestly alarming." He ate at the table because eating at the desk was a line he refused to cross, and he washed the dishes immediately after because dishes in the sink were dishes in his head.

At 8:00 p.m., he was back at his desk for his evening routine: thirty minutes of personal reading, fifteen minutes of journaling, then bed by 9:30. The reading was a literary novel he was halfway through and mostly enjoying. The journaling was three lines in a leather-bound notebook — what went well, what didn't, what tomorrow needed.

He picked up the pen.

What went well: Finished developmental edit ahead of schedule.

What didn't: Neighbor situation is ongoing. Boundary partially enforced.

He paused. Thought about what else to write. Thought about Riley leaning in the doorframe with paint on his chest and a grin that looked like it had been specifically engineered to make structured people lose their train of thought.

What tomorrow needs: Better headphones.

He closed the notebook. Turned off the light. Got into bed at 9:27, three minutes early, which was practically reckless for him.

The building was quiet. His apartment was quiet. Through the wall, if he held his breath and listened — which he was not doing, because that would be insane — he could hear the faint, distant tap of a keyboard. Or maybe a stylus on a screen. Something rhythmic. Steady.

Working.

Riley was still working at 9:30 on a Tuesday, and for some reason, that detail snagged on something in Micah's chest and held.

He rolled over. Closed his eyes. Fell asleep faster than he had in weeks, and refused to connect it to the quiet, rhythmic sound still coming through the wall.
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Chapter 2

Riley
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* * *
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Riley Sharp had three rules for living alone.

One: never turn down an invitation. Two: never let the apartment get quiet long enough to notice. Three: if someone knocks on your door looking like they want to murder you, and they're hot, lean into it.

Rule three was new. Rule three was Micah Lawson's fault.

Riley had been awake since — actually, he wasn't sure. Time didn't work for him the way it worked for other people. It didn't move in clean blocks or scheduled increments. It moved in waves — surges of creative energy that hit at 2 a.m. and left him standing in front of a canvas with paint up to his elbows, followed by crashes that dropped him facedown on the couch at four in the afternoon with a half-eaten granola bar stuck to his cheek.

Today was a surge day. He'd been up since sometime before dawn, working on a brand identity package for a craft brewery in Southeast Portland that wanted their logo to feel "rugged but approachable, like a lumberjack who reads poetry." Riley had taken that brief seriously. Maybe too seriously. The brewery's entire visual identity was now spread across his apartment in various states of completion — color palettes pinned to the wall above the couch, font comparisons taped to the kitchen cabinets, three versions of the logo sketched out on his desk next to an empty smoothie glass and a plate that may have held toast at some point in the last forty-eight hours.

The music was essential. He couldn't work without it — couldn't think without the bass giving his thoughts a rhythm to follow, couldn't design without the energy feeding into his hands. His playlist today was a mix of everything: Anderson .Paak into Khruangbin into some hyperpop track a friend had sent him that sounded like a robot having a spiritual awakening. He played it loud because loud was how he felt it, and feeling it was the whole point.

He was mid-brushstroke on a physical mockup — hand-painted, because the client was paying for "artisanal" and Riley believed in giving people their money's worth — when the knocking started.

Three knocks. Evenly spaced. Through the wall.

He grinned.

Wall-Banger was up.

* * *
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Riley had noticed his new neighbor the day he moved in — hard not to, when the guy was standing in the hallway with a measuring tape, checking whether the moving crew had scratched the baseboard. He was tall, lean, with the kind of jaw that looked like it had been designed by someone who understood geometry. Dark hair cut short and neat. Eyes that were either green or gray depending on the light, and a mouth that was pressed into a line so firm it could've been used as a level.

He'd introduced himself as Micah, shaken Riley's hand exactly once — firm, brief, released — and said, "I work from home. I'd appreciate it if you kept noise to a minimum during working hours."

Not welcome to the building. Not let me know if you need anything. Just a preemptive noise complaint delivered with the warmth of a terms-of-service agreement.

Riley had said, "Sure thing, man," and then played music at full volume for the rest of the day because something about Micah's tight-wound energy made him want to poke it. See what happened. See what was underneath the control.

Six weeks later, he was still poking. And Micah was still knocking on the wall like a man who believed that order could be maintained through percussion.

It was the most consistent relationship Riley had ever had.

* * *
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The doorway confrontation had been — something.

Riley replayed it while he worked, brush moving in long strokes across the canvas, headphones back on but the music lower because he'd made a deal and Riley Sharp, for all his chaos, kept his deals.

Micah had been wearing a henley the color of slate, fitted enough to make the point without trying, and joggers that sat on his hips like they'd been tailored. Bare feet. Who showed up to argue about noise in bare feet? It was disarming. It was like arguing with someone who'd wandered out of a catalog for men who had strong opinions about thread count.

And his eyes — Riley hadn't been ready for his eyes. Gray-green and sharp, cataloging everything, taking in Riley's apartment with the speed and precision of someone who could calculate the exact square footage of chaos in a single glance and find it wanting.

Riley had expected irritation. He'd gotten something better: a man so tightly controlled that the irritation itself was controlled. Measured words. Clipped sentences. The kind of composure that wasn't natural — it was built. Maintained. Defended.

Which meant there was something underneath it worth defending.

Riley wanted to find it.

That was probably a problem.

* * *
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He worked until midafternoon, the kind of absorbed, physical work that left his shoulders aching and his hands stained and his brain buzzing with the particular satisfaction of something taking shape. The brewery logo was landing — the hand-painted version had a texture the digital version couldn't match, and he photographed it for the client deck, knowing they'd lose their minds over it.

At 3:00, he texted the group chat.

Not the building group chat — his group chat. Seven people, all of whom had keys to his apartment and none of whom used them with any predictability.

Dinner tonight? I'm cooking — which was optimistic, because "cooking" for Riley usually meant ordering too much food and arranging it on plates to simulate effort.

Responses came fast:

In. Bringing wine. — Sloane, his best friend since art school, who had opinions about everything and the loudness to match.

What are you 'cooking' — Dane, who knew him too well.

Down if you have vegetarian options — Priya, who was always negotiating.

I'll be late but save me a plate — Kai, who was always late.

By 6:30, Riley's apartment had transformed from a workspace into — well, it was still a workspace, but now it was also full of people. Sloane was on the couch with her boots on the cushions, telling a story about a disastrous date that involved a man, a ferret, and a Lyft driver who'd had to pull over. Dane was in the kitchen, opening the Thai food containers Riley had ordered and arranging them with more care than Riley would have managed. Priya was cross-legged on the floor, scrolling her phone, and Kai had texted that he'd be there in twenty, which meant forty.

The music was on. The laughter was loud. Someone had opened the window, and the city's evening noise mixed with the apartment's internal chaos into something that felt like living.

Riley loved this. He needed this — the noise, the people, the energy. When his apartment was full, it didn't matter that his fridge had nothing but hot sauce and oat milk. Didn't matter that his bed was unmade and his closet was a war zone and his bathroom mirror had a toothpaste stain he'd been meaning to wipe off for two weeks. When people were here, the apartment wasn't messy. It was alive.

"Riley." Sloane snapped her fingers. "You're not listening."

"I'm always listening."

"You're staring at the wall."

He was. The shared wall. Micah's wall. He could picture the other side — the desk by the window, the clean lines, the man in the henley with his jaw set and his eyes cataloging Riley's every flaw.

"I'm not staring at the wall," Riley said. "I'm thinking about a project."

"On the wall?"

"The wall is part of the project."

Sloane narrowed her eyes. She was five-foot-three, Black, gorgeous, and had a bullshit detector calibrated to surgical precision. "Is the wall a metaphor for something I should be concerned about?"

"No."

"Is there a man on the other side of the wall?"

"There's a man on the other side of every wall, Sloane. We live in an apartment building."

"Riley."

"He's my neighbor. He hates me. It's fine."

"Why does he hate you?"

"Because I exist at a volume he finds inconvenient."

Dane appeared with a plate of pad see ew and handed it to Riley. "Is this the hot neighbor? The one who knocked on your door last week about the speakers?"

"He's not hot. He's structured."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive."

"He has a color-coded fridge, Dane."

"How do you know what his fridge looks like?"

Riley took a bite of noodles and didn't answer, because the truth — that he'd craned his neck to look past Micah's shoulder during their doorway argument, catching a glimpse of an apartment so clean it looked like a crime scene and a refrigerator with labeled containers in neat rows — made him sound unhinged.

The evening rolled on the way his evenings always rolled: loud, warm, overfull. Kai showed up at 7:45 with beer and a story about his boss. Someone put on a playlist that devolved into an argument about whether Sabrina Carpenter was a serious artist or a vibe — Riley argued vibe, Sloane argued both, Dane refused to engage because he was "above pop discourse," which was a lie.

At 9:00, Priya spilled red wine on the couch cushion.

"It's fine," Riley said, because it was. The couch was already a patchwork of old stains and questionable decisions. What was one more?

At 10:00, Dane and Priya left together — not together together, just walking the same direction, but Sloane raised an eyebrow that said she'd be monitoring the situation. Kai left at 10:30 after helping himself to the rest of the Thai food. Sloane stayed until 11:00, curled up on the wine-stained couch with her shoes off and her legs tucked under her.

"You're doing the thing," she said quietly.

"What thing?"

"The thing where you have everyone over so you don't have to be alone."

"I just like people."

"You love people. You also use them like white noise."

Riley looked at her. Sloane looked back. She wasn't being cruel — she was never cruel — but she was being honest, which was sometimes worse.

"I'm fine," he said.

"I know you're fine. I'm just saying — you could also be fine in the quiet."

"That sounds fake."

She laughed, stood up, kissed the top of his head, and left.

* * *
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And then it was just him.

The apartment looked like what it was — the scene of a gathering that had been fun but not meaningful, loud but not lasting. Empty containers on the counter. Wine glasses in the sink. A stain on the couch. Plates stacked but not washed because Riley would rather gouge his own eyes out than do dishes at 11 p.m.

He should clean up.

He picked up one plate, looked at it, and put it back down.

He should go to bed.

He didn't.

Instead, he sat on the couch — the stained, wrecked, beautiful couch — and pulled out his phone. Scrolled Instagram. Then Twitter. Then TikTok. Then back to Instagram. The algorithm fed him a loop of apartment tours, design reels, and one video of a golden retriever learning to skateboard that he watched three times.

The clock on his phone said 11:47. Then 12:15. Then 12:38.

The apartment was quiet. Not the good kind of quiet, not the peaceful, chosen silence of someone who wanted to be alone. The other kind. The kind that settled in after the noise left, thick and flat and honest. The kind that said: everyone went home and this is what's left.

Riley stretched out on the couch and stared at the ceiling. A water stain spread across one corner like a map of a country that didn't exist. He should fix that. He should fix a lot of things. He should clean his fridge and organize his closet and buy a real bed frame instead of a mattress on the floor and maybe, possibly, face the fact that he was thirty years old and his life looked exactly like it had looked at twenty-three, just with better clients and worse knees.

The quiet pressed in. He turned his head toward the wall.

Through it — faintly, barely — he could hear a sound.

Tapping. Rhythmic. Steady.

Micah's keyboard.

It was almost one in the morning, and the neatest, most controlled man in the building was still working. Still awake. Still on the other side of the wall, pressing keys in a pattern so even it could've been a metronome.

Riley listened.

He didn't put on music. Didn't reach for his phone. Just lay on his wrecked couch in his wrecked apartment and listened to the sound of someone else being awake, and the quiet stopped feeling so empty.

Tap. Tap. Tap-tap. Tap.

His breathing slowed. His shoulders dropped. The tightness behind his ribs — the one he never talked about, the one he filled with people and noise and movement because if he sat with it too long it started to ask questions he couldn't answer — loosened. Not gone. But quieter.

Tap. Tap-tap. Tap.

He fell asleep on the couch with the lights on and the dishes in the sink and a paint stain on his chest he'd forgotten to wash off, and the last sound he heard was a stranger's rhythm through the wall, steady as a heartbeat he hadn't known he was missing.
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Chapter 3

Micah

[image: ]


* * *
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The war escalated in increments.

Monday: Riley's friends arrived at 9 p.m. and didn't leave until midnight. Micah lay in bed and counted the distinct voices — four, maybe five — and cataloged every sound. Laughter. The clink of glasses. A shriek that might have been delight or might have been someone seeing a spider. Music underneath all of it, not as loud as before but persistent, a bassline that crept through the wall like ivy through mortar.

Tuesday: Micah found a flyer taped to the building's front door — hand-drawn, teal ink, advertising "7A's Open Studio Night, come see what I'm working on, bring snacks." It wasn't addressed to Micah specifically, but it felt like a provocation.

Wednesday: someone parked in Micah's assigned spot. A black Subaru with a cracked bumper sticker that said ART IS MESSY and a dreamcatcher hanging from the rearview mirror. Micah stood in the parking garage for a full minute, keys in hand, jaw working, before he photographed the license plate and sent a politely murderous email to the building manager.

The building manager responded four hours later: Thanks for letting us know! We'll look into it.

They did not look into it.

Thursday: the Subaru was still there. Micah took a Lyft to his dentist appointment and spent the entire ride drafting and deleting a note to leave on the windshield. Every version was either too aggressive (This is assigned parking. Move your vehicle immediately.) or too passive (Hi! I think there may be a mix-up with parking spots!) or too honest (I am losing a war of attrition with my neighbor and your car is a casualty).

He deleted them all and tipped the driver twenty percent.

By Friday, a full week after the doorway confrontation, Micah had compiled a mental dossier on Riley Sharp that he refused to call an obsession and couldn't quite call anything else.

He knew Riley's schedule — or rather, he knew the absence of one. Music started anywhere between 8 a.m. and noon, depending on whether Riley had slept or simply vibrated through the night on caffeine and creative mania. The music stopped in bursts, replaced by stretches of silence that lasted anywhere from twenty minutes to three hours, during which Micah could hear the faint scratch of a stylus or the murmur of a phone call taken on speaker because Riley apparently didn't believe in holding a phone to his ear like a civilized person.

He knew Riley's social patterns. People came over at least three times a week — never the same configuration, always loud, always lasting past Micah's bedtime. Riley's laughter was the anchor of every gathering, the loudest and most frequent sound, cutting through walls and closed doors and noise-canceling headphones with a consistency that suggested he'd never once modulated his volume for anyone else's comfort.

He knew Riley's cooking habits, which was generous terminology. The hallway outside 7A smelled like delivery food — Thai, Indian, pizza, the occasional ambitious smoothie that Riley seemed to make exclusively at times when the blender's violence would be most disruptive. Micah had never once smelled anything that suggested a stove being used for its intended purpose.

And he knew — because his body had apparently decided to betray his principles — that Riley was attractive in a way that felt specifically designed to annoy him. Not classically handsome. Not polished. Attractive the way a bonfire was attractive: bright and warm and completely indifferent to the destruction it caused.

He was aware of this. He chose to ignore it the way he ignored all inconvenient data — by filing it away and refusing to reference it.

* * *
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Friday evening. Micah was in the lobby checking his mail — a quarterly royalty statement from an author he'd worked with years ago, a coupon book he'd never use, and a water bill that was exactly what he'd expected — when the front door opened and Riley walked in.

He was carrying a canvas under one arm and a paper bag from the taco place on Belmont in the other. His jacket was paint-streaked denim, his jeans were ripped at both knees, and his hair looked like he'd been running his hands through it for hours. There was a smudge of something dark — charcoal, maybe — along his jaw.

"Hey, Wall-Banger," Riley said.

"That's not my name."

"It's your vibe, though."

Micah closed his mailbox. The lock clicked with a precision he found soothing. "Your friend's car is in my parking spot. Again."

Riley shifted the canvas to his other arm. "Which friend?"

"The one with the Subaru. Art Is Messy."

"Oh. Dane. Yeah, I'll tell him."

"You said that on Wednesday."

"Did I? Time is a construct."

"Time is how parking works."

Riley grinned. It was the same grin from the doorway — wide, warm, calibrated to disarm. Micah refused to be disarmed.

"I'll text him tonight," Riley said. "Promise."

"Your promises have a poor track record."

"We've known each other six weeks. That's not enough data for a track record."

"It's more than enough."

Riley tilted his head. The charcoal smudge caught the lobby's fluorescent light and Micah's fingers twitched with the irrational urge to reach over and wipe it away. He put his hands in his pockets.

"You know what I think?" Riley said.

"I doubt I want to."

"I think you like having something to complain about. I think you like the noise because it gives you a reason to feel righteous, and feeling righteous is your love language."

The words landed with more accuracy than Micah was comfortable with. He stood very still, the way he always stood when someone got close to something true — upright, controlled, face neutral.

"My love language," Micah said evenly, "is silence. Which you have never once provided."

"Silence isn't a love language. Silence is what happens when everyone leaves."

They looked at each other. The lobby was empty — just the two of them and the fluorescent hum and the faint tick of the wall clock that was three minutes slow and had been three minutes slow since Micah moved in. Riley's grin had faded into something quieter. Not serious, exactly. But present. Like he'd accidentally said something real and was waiting to see if Micah would meet him there.

Micah didn't.

"Tell Dane to move his car," he said, and walked past Riley toward the stairs.

"You could take the elevator," Riley called after him.

"I take the stairs."

"Of course you do."

Micah didn't look back. He took the stairs two at a time, which was not his usual pace and which he attributed to wanting to get to his apartment faster and absolutely not to the way Riley's voice carried up the stairwell, warm and amused and lingering in the air like smoke from a fire Micah hadn't started and couldn't seem to walk away from.

* * *
[image: ]


He called Jess at 8 p.m.

Jess Okafor was his oldest friend — they'd been roommates in college, back when Micah was still learning that not everyone found comfort in a labeled spice rack and a shared Google calendar for bathroom usage. Jess had survived two years of Micah's systems and emerged on the other side with a deep affection for him and a standing policy of telling him the truth whether he wanted it or not.

"Tell me about the neighbor," Jess said, because Micah had made the mistake of mentioning Riley in a text three days ago and Jess had the memory of an elephant and the patience of a cat.

"There's nothing to tell. He's loud. His friends park in my spot. He doesn't own a shirt."

"He doesn't own a shirt?"

"He appears to own shirts. He chooses not to wear them."

"Interesting."

"It's not interesting. It's a building code violation."

Jess laughed. It was a quiet, knowing laugh — the kind that meant Micah was being transparent and didn't realize it. "You've mentioned him three times in the last week. You haven't mentioned anyone three times in a week since your ex."

"Do not compare this to Marcus."

"I'm not comparing. I'm observing."

"Observe something else."

"Micah." Jess's voice shifted — still warm, but with the gentle firmness of someone who'd spent a decade learning exactly how much pressure Micah could tolerate before he shut down. "When's the last time someone got under your skin like this?"

He didn't answer, because the answer was too long ago and too honest.

"I'm just saying," Jess continued. "You have a pattern. You build the wall, someone knocks, and you get mad at the knocking instead of asking why you built the wall."

"That's very poetic. You should write greeting cards."

"I'm serious."

"So am I. You should. There's a market for aggressively insightful sentimentality."

Jess sighed — fond, exasperated, familiar. "Call me when you're ready to talk about it for real."

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Goodnight, Micah."

"Goodnight."

He hung up. Sat at his desk. Stared at the wall.

Through it, he could hear Riley's music — low tonight, something acoustic and mellow, not the usual bass-heavy assault. It was almost pleasant. Almost the kind of thing Micah might have chosen for himself if he were the kind of person who played music while he worked, which he wasn't, because music was a variable and variables were distractions and distractions were the first crack in the foundation of a carefully maintained life.

He opened his laptop. Pulled up the next manuscript — a debut novel, literary fiction with romantic elements, a story about two people who kept almost connecting and never quite making it. The prose was beautiful and the structure was a mess, and Micah dove into it with the grateful focus of a man who was much better at fixing other people's stories than examining his own.

He worked until 11 p.m. Made his tea — chamomile, one bag, steeped for four minutes. Brushed his teeth. Stood in the bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror: thirty-two years old, dark circles that his moisturizer couldn't fully address, a jaw that was clenched more often than not.

He thought about what Riley had said in the lobby. Silence is what happens when everyone leaves.

That wasn't true. Silence was a choice. Silence was what you built when the alternative was noise you couldn't control — the sound of a bottle hitting a counter too hard, raised voices through a bedroom door, the particular quiet that followed a fight, heavy and bruised and waiting for the next one.

Silence was safe. Silence was his.

He got into bed. 11:14 — late for him, a deviation he noted and filed and promised himself wouldn't happen again.

The apartment was quiet. The building was quiet.

Through the wall, nothing. Riley must have gone out, or fallen asleep, or — for once — simply stopped making noise.

Micah lay in the dark and waited for the relief of total silence to arrive.

It didn't.

* * *
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Saturday morning broke his routine.

Not intentionally. Micah didn't break routines — routines were the architecture of a functional life, and you didn't take a sledgehammer to load-bearing walls just because you felt like it. But Saturday mornings were gym at 7 instead of 6, grocery store by 9, meal prep by 10, and this Saturday the grocery store was out of the specific Greek yogurt he used for his overnight oats, which meant a stop at the smaller market on Hawthorne, which meant his timing was off by twenty-three minutes, which meant he was walking back into the building's lobby at 9:47 instead of 9:24.

Which meant he ran into Riley at the mailboxes. Again.

Riley was wearing a shirt today — progress, if you could call a faded black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off to the point of structural irrelevance a shirt. His arms were bare and brown and dusted with fine dark hair, and there was a new tattoo on his left forearm that Micah hadn't noticed before — geometric, abstract, something that looked like it might be a half-finished design Riley had inked on himself.

"Morning," Riley said, not looking up from his mail.

"Morning."

"Dane moved his car."

"I noticed. Thank you."

"See? I keep promises. Just on a longer timeline than you're used to."

Micah set his grocery bags down and opened his mailbox. Inside: nothing. He'd gotten his mail yesterday. He'd known his mailbox would be empty. He'd opened it anyway because his hands needed something to do that wasn't cataloging the way Riley's cut-off sleeves exposed the slope of his shoulders.

"What's in the bags?" Riley asked, leaning sideways to look. "Wait — is that kale? Do you voluntarily eat kale?"

"Kale is nutritionally dense."

"Kale is a punishment for sins committed in a past life."

"What do you eat? You seem to subsist entirely on takeout and smoothies."

"And tacos. Don't forget tacos."

"How could I? The smell comes through the wall."

Riley looked up from his mail. His eyes were bright, brown and warm, and they were amused in a way that felt less like mockery and more like — interest. Like Micah was a design problem Riley hadn't solved yet and the challenge delighted him.

"You know," Riley said, "for someone who hates me, you know a lot about my habits."

"I don't hate you."

"No?"

"I find you disruptive."

"Same energy."

"It's not the same energy at all."

Riley leaned against the mailboxes. The metal creaked under his weight. Micah winced — the mailboxes were not designed for leaning, and the maintenance in this building was already hanging by a thread.

"What do you do on Saturdays?" Riley asked.

The question caught him off guard. Not the question itself — it was simple, benign, the kind of thing a neighbor might ask — but the way Riley asked it. Casually, like the answer didn't matter. But his eyes were focused, and he'd stopped sorting his mail, and his body had gone still in a way that Micah recognized because he did the same thing when he was paying closer attention than he wanted to show.

"Meal prep," Micah said. "Errands. Sometimes a run in the afternoon."

"That's your whole Saturday?"

"It's a productive Saturday."

"It's a Tuesday disguised as a Saturday."

"What do you do on Saturdays?"

Riley shrugged. The motion rippled through his shoulders in a way that was unnecessarily fluid. "Whatever happens. Wake up, see who's around, maybe hit up the farmers market if I feel like walking. Work if I'm inspired. Don't work if I'm not."

"That's not a plan."

"That's the point."

They looked at each other across the small lobby. Riley's mail was a handful of junk — Micah could see the coupon pages and credit card offers from where he stood, none of it opened, all of it destined for the recycling bin Riley probably didn't have. Micah's mailbox was empty and clean. The metaphor was so on the nose it was almost insulting.

"You should come to the farmers market," Riley said.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I've already done my grocery shopping." Micah gestured at the bags.

"It's not about the groceries. It's about the experience. The samples. The guy who sells those little mushroom empanadas. The vibes."

"I don't shop for vibes."

Riley laughed — that full, open sound that Micah had learned to anticipate and failed to develop immunity to. "Okay, Micah. Go meal prep your kale."

"I will."

"In your quiet apartment."

"Yes."

"Alone."

The word landed differently than Riley probably intended. Or maybe exactly how he intended — it was hard to tell with Riley, whose carelessness always seemed to have a precision underneath it.

Micah picked up his grocery bags. "Enjoy your unstructured Saturday."

"I always do."

He turned toward the stairs. He was four steps up when Riley's voice floated after him, easy and unbothered and pitched exactly to carry.

"You know, your kale would taste better with my mushroom empanadas."

Micah didn't respond. He climbed the stairs at his usual pace, one hand steady on the railing, grocery bags balanced, breathing even. When he got to the third floor and turned toward his apartment, he did not look at the door to 7A. He unlocked his own door, stepped inside, set the bags on the counter, and stood in his clean, quiet kitchen for a long, still moment.

Then he unpacked the groceries. Washed the kale. Prepped the chicken. Portioned the rice. Labeled the containers. Wiped down the counters. Organized the fridge.

And thought about mushroom empanadas.

* * *
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The manuscript he was editing that afternoon was a problem.

Not the prose — the prose was strong, muscular, confident in a way that debut authors rarely were. The problem was the love interest. The author had built a character who was charming and disruptive and emotionally perceptive, the kind of person who walked into a room and rearranged the energy just by existing. The protagonist — a controlled, solitary man with a rigid routine — was supposed to find this threatening.

He didn't find it threatening. He found it magnetic. And the author was writing the resistance as genuine when it was clearly, painfully, a defense mechanism.

Micah left a comment: "The protagonist says he finds the love interest irritating, but his behavior tells a different story. He's tracking her movements, anticipating her patterns, cataloging details about her that go far beyond annoyance. Consider leaning into this contradiction — let the reader see the gap between what he says and what he does. The tension is in the gap."

He stared at the comment.

Read it again.

Deleted it.

Rewrote it with less personal resonance: "Consider deepening the protagonist's internal conflict here. His stated feelings and his observed behavior are misaligned, which is an opportunity for tension."

Better. Professional. Detached.

He saved the document and went for a run.

* * *
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The run was supposed to clear his head. It usually did — the rhythm of his feet on pavement, the steady cadence of his breathing, the predictable loop through the park and back, 5K, always the same route, always the same pace. His body knew the run so well that his mind could float, process, file, and return clean.

Today his mind refused to float. It snagged on Riley's voice in the lobby. Alone. On the charcoal smudge along Riley's jaw. On the way Riley had said what do you do on Saturdays like the answer was a door he was considering knocking on.

Micah ran faster. The park was green and alive, dog walkers and joggers and couples on benches, and he moved through it all at a pace that was two clicks above his usual and left him winded in a way that felt like punishment for a crime he hadn't committed yet.

He got home at 4:30. Showered. Made an early dinner because his run had been harder than planned and his body wanted fuel.

While the chicken was in the oven, he stood by the shared wall. Not leaning on it — he wasn't Riley — but standing near it. Close enough to hear.

Music. Soft today. Something with a guitar and a voice that sounded lonely in a beautiful way. And underneath it, barely audible: humming. Riley was humming along, and the sound was — unguarded. Private. The kind of sound a person made when they didn't know anyone could hear them.

Micah stepped away from the wall. Ate his dinner at the table. Washed his dishes. Read his book. Wrote in his journal.

What went well: Stayed on schedule. Good run. Productive edit session.

What didn't: Still thinking about the neighbor. Not sure what to do with that.

He paused. The pen hovered over the page.

What tomorrow needs:

He wrote: Better boundaries.

Then crossed it out and wrote: Clarity.

Then crossed that out too and closed the notebook, because the honest answer was something he wasn't ready to write down. Something about mushroom empanadas and charcoal smudges and the way Riley had said his name in the doorway six days ago like it was a word worth keeping.

He turned off the light and lay in the dark. Through the wall, Riley's music faded. Then stopped. A beat of silence — perfect, complete, the kind of silence Micah had built his whole life around.

Then the faint smell of cedar and paint thinner drifted through some invisible crack in the wall's architecture, and Micah closed his eyes and breathed it in before he could stop himself.

He smelled like that. Up close. In the doorway. Cedar and paint and something warm underneath, something human and uncontrolled.

Micah rolled onto his side, pressed his face into the pillow, and thought: This is not happening.

But his pulse was still elevated from the run, or from the wall, or from the six weeks of pretending that the most disruptive thing about Riley Sharp was the noise.

It wasn't the noise.

It had never been the noise.
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Chapter 4

Riley

[image: ]


* * *
[image: ]


The client call went south at 10:07 a.m.

Riley knew the exact time because he'd actually set an alarm for it — a minor miracle of organization that he'd been quietly proud of — and had been sitting at his desk with coffee and a clean shirt and his portfolio pulled up on the monitor like a real professional who had his life together.

The client was a wellness brand out of LA called Verdana — not the font, they'd been very clear about that in the first meeting, as if Riley might accidentally design their entire identity in Microsoft Word. They wanted a full rebrand: logo, color palette, packaging, social templates, the works. It was a $15K contract, the biggest of Riley's year, and he'd spent three weeks on mood boards and concepts and had nailed the direction in the last round of feedback. "Love the energy," the creative director had said. "Exactly where we want to go."

That was two weeks ago.

Today, the creative director's boss joined the call.

"We've been rethinking the direction," the boss said, which was corporate for everything you've done is garbage and we're not going to apologize.

They wanted something "cleaner." More "minimal." Less "artistic." They'd seen a competitor's rebrand — some collagen supplement company that had gone full Helvetica-and-white-space — and now they wanted that. Exactly that. Could Riley pivot?

Riley could pivot. Riley had pivoted so many times in his career he was basically a revolving door. But pivoting meant scrapping three weeks of work. It meant starting over with a brief that contradicted every previous conversation. It meant the creative director wouldn't make eye contact on camera because she knew this was bullshit but couldn't say so with her boss in the room.

"We'd need to revisit the budget," Riley said, because he'd learned the hard way that free revisions were a death spiral.

"The budget is the budget," the boss said. "We're not adding scope. We're refining direction."

"Refining" doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence.

Riley smiled the smile he used when he wanted to reach through the screen and shake someone. "I hear you. Let me take a few days to explore some options and circle back."

The call ended. Riley closed his laptop. Sat very still.

Then he said "fuck" to his empty apartment, quietly, with the precision of a man placing a single bullet into a chamber.

* * *
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The rest of the day was a write-off.

He tried to work. Opened Illustrator, stared at a blank artboard, and felt the particular creative paralysis of being told to make something he didn't believe in. The blank canvas stared back. It won.

He tried to clean — a desperation move, the psychological equivalent of rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. He started with the kitchen, which required confronting a graveyard of takeout containers and a pan he'd used to make eggs four days ago that had developed what might charitably be called a patina. He scrubbed the pan. Wiped the counters. Opened the fridge and closed it immediately because the fridge was a conversation he wasn't prepared to have.

The living room was worse. His workspace had metastasized across every surface — the desk was buried under sketches and sticky notes and three different styluses (he kept losing them and buying new ones instead of looking), the floor around the desk was a drift of rejected printouts, and the couch was serving dual duty as a storage unit and a napping station, its cushions hidden under a blanket, two hoodies, a stack of design magazines he'd been meaning to read for six months, and a single sock whose partner had presumably achieved enlightenment and departed this earthly plane.

He shoved things into closets. Stacked the magazines on the coffee table, then moved them to the floor, then put them back on the coffee table. It wasn't cleaning. It was redistributing chaos. But the physical movement kept his hands busy and his brain from spiraling into the place it went when work fell apart — the dark, quiet place that whispered you're not good enough, you've never been good enough, and eventually everyone figures that out.

By 3 p.m., the apartment looked marginally less like a FEMA disaster site and marginally more like an eccentric person's living space, which was the best Riley could hope for.

He sat on the couch. Pulled out his phone. Opened the group chat and typed bad day, anyone free tonight? Then deleted it, because he'd already had people over three times this week and even Riley could feel the rhythm getting compulsive.

Through the wall: the faint, steady sound of Micah's keyboard.

And something else. Something warm, rich, savory — drifting through the wall or under the door or through whatever invisible gap connected their two apartments. Micah was cooking. Actually cooking, not ordering or microwaving, but creating something from raw ingredients with skill and intention, and the smell was so good it was almost aggressive. Garlic, definitely. Something roasted. Herbs — rosemary or thyme, Riley couldn't tell, because his spice knowledge began and ended with Sriracha.

His stomach growled.

He almost knocked. Almost got up from the couch, crossed the ten feet of hallway between their doors, and said — what? Your dinner smells incredible and my life is falling apart, can I have some?

He didn't knock. He ordered pho from the place on Division. It arrived lukewarm. He ate it on the couch and scrolled his phone and listened to Micah's apartment through the wall — the clink of a plate, the soft sound of a chair being pushed back from a table, the distant murmur of a podcast or an audiobook played at a volume so considerate it bordered on passive aggression.

Micah ate dinner at a table. Like an adult. Probably with a cloth napkin. Probably with the food arranged on the plate in a way that was aesthetically considered.

Riley looked down at his pho. A noodle had escaped the container and was draped across his knee like a surrender flag.

* * *
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He couldn't sleep.

This wasn't unusual — Riley's relationship with sleep was best described as "on-again, off-again, mostly off" — but tonight it had a specific quality. Not the buzzy insomnia of a creative surge, where ideas crowded his brain and demanded to be made. This was the other kind. The flat, heavy kind. The kind where the dark pressed in and the apartment felt too big and too empty simultaneously, and every sound was either too loud or not loud enough.

At midnight he was on the couch. At 12:30 he was in bed — the mattress on the floor, sheets twisted, one pillow. At 1 a.m. he was back on the couch with his sketchbook.

The sketchbook was different from his professional work. His client projects were digital — clean, polished, built in Illustrator and Figma with the precision that paying customers expected. The sketchbook was analog. Messy. Ink and charcoal and the occasional watercolor wash, pages warped from paint and coffee rings. It was where he put the things that didn't have a client or a brief or a purpose. The things that were just — his.

He'd been working on something for a few weeks. Not every night, but most nights. A series of drawings that were becoming a zine — hand-bound, limited edition, the kind of thing he'd sell at a local market or give to friends or, more likely, stack on a shelf and never show anyone.
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