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CHAPTER 1 — The Girl Who Moves In Next Door
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If there’s one thing I’ve learned about living in this building, it’s that mornings have their own personality.

Some days they’re quiet, like the air is still deciding whether to wake up. Other days they’re loud—neighbors dragging furniture, someone practicing guitar at 7 a.m., or Mrs. Hargreeves yelling at her cat for eating her succulents again.

But today... today was different.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t quiet.

It was alive.

There were footsteps in the hallway—light, quick ones. The kind that didn’t belong to any of my neighbors. A soft thump, a quiet “ow,” and then the rustle of cardboard somewhere just outside my apartment door.

I stood there, toothbrush still in my mouth, staring at the wall like it could explain what was happening.

It couldn’t.

I spat, rinsed, ran a hand through my hair, and peeked into the hallway.

And that’s when I saw her for the very first time.

Or—technically—I saw a cardboard box tipping sideways in slow motion, followed by a girl trying very hard to catch it and absolutely failing.

The box hit the floor. Hard. Something inside clattered—pots? Pans? A stack of bricks? Who moves in with bricks?

“Oh my god—stay, stay—no, don’t—!”

The girl crouched down, hair falling forward in waves, a strand sticking to her cheek. She looked up at me in pure mortification.

“Hi,” she squeaked. “I swear I’m usually coordinated.”

I froze. Completely. My brain produced static, then a single, very helpful thought:

She’s pretty.

Abort. Abort.

I considered retreating into my apartment forever, but my feet had other plans. They walked me straight toward her.

“Uh—you, um—need help?” I said, sounding like a malfunctioning robot.

She blinked up at me. Her eyes were warm. Ridiculously warm. Like they carried their own little sunrise.

“Really? You don’t mind?” she asked, already halfway through handing me something from the box before I could answer.

It turned out to be a frying pan. A very large one. My hand brushed hers and I swear my entire arm lit on fire.

Calm down, Jackie. It’s just skin. Human skin. The kind people have.

Why is it warm. Why is everything warm.

“New neighbor?” I managed.

“Yeah!” she said, brightening. “Bay. Bay Ashford.”

Bay.

Like the water? Or the leaf? Or... no, stop analyzing. People don’t enjoy it when you break down the etymology of their names in casual conversation.

I swallowed. “I’m Jackie. I live... here.” I pointed at my door. “Next door to... your door.”

Great. Incredible. Amazing start.

If I had any dignity left, it evaporated the moment she smiled at me. It wasn’t even a big smile. Just a small, slightly embarrassed curve of her mouth that did something catastrophic to my ability to function.

“I’m so glad I’m not going to be living next to a serial killer,” she said cheerfully.

I choked. “Wh— I— I’m not— I mean, obviously I’m not—”

She waved her hands. “I know! I know! You have, like, friendly eyebrows.”

This was a new one. I had no idea how to respond to being complimented on my eyebrows at eight in the morning, but she seemed genuinely delighted by them, so I tried to act like this was normal.

Friendly eyebrows. Right. Sure.

We both crouched to pick up the rest of her things. Every time she reached for something, she leaned just a little too close, and my heart reacted like she was about to recite a love confession instead of grabbing a whisk.

She smelled like citrus and something warm—maybe vanilla. Or maybe sunshine. I didn’t know sunshine could have a scent, but if it did, it would be whatever she was wearing.

“Thanks for the help,” she said, standing up and brushing off her jeans. “I promise I’m not always this chaotic.”

“You’re not that chaotic,” I lied.

She raised an eyebrow. “I literally dropped a box on my own foot.”

“Well,” I said, “your foot probably deserved it.”

She snorted out a laugh. A real one. Loud and bright and completely unfiltered.

I felt it go through me like a shockwave.

Stop. Stop smiling like that. You look unhinged.

“Do you live alone?” she asked, balancing the recovered box against her hip.

“Yeah. You?”

“Yep. Just me, my questionable life choices, and... way too many pans apparently.” She nodded at the one I was still holding.

“Oh.” I looked down. “Should I—?”

She took it back, her fingers brushing mine again.

Internal systems: critical meltdown detected.

“Thanks, neighbor,” she said softly.

Neighbor.

Right. That was all we were. Two people who lived next to each other. Nothing dramatic. Nothing life-altering.

Except she smiled again—and something in my chest shifted, like a tectonic plate giving way.

She turned toward her apartment, nudged the door open with her foot, and disappeared inside with a cheerful, “See you around!”

I stood there alone in the hallway, still holding a stray spatula she’d forgotten to retrieve, wondering what the hell had just happened.

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

It took me three whole minutes before I remembered I was late for my morning shift at the café.

I scrambled back into my apartment, grabbed my keys, grabbed the spatula (why), shoved it into my bag (WHY), and half-jogged down the stairs.

The whole way down, my brain replayed her laugh. And her smile. And her saying neighbor like it was a good thing.

I stepped out into the cool morning air, pressed a hand to my face, and muttered into my palm:

“Calm down, Jackie. You helped her pick up a box. Not marry her.”

My ears were already burning.

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

By the time my shift ended, I’d almost convinced myself that I’d been normal. Mostly. Probably.

Then I opened my apartment door and heard voices from next door.

Her voice.

I froze in the doorway like an unplugged robot again. I could hear her humming, walking around, setting things down. The soft scrape of furniture against the floor. The occasional muffled, “Oops—nope, not that corner,” followed by a thump.

I should go inside. I should stop standing here like a creep.

I turned the knob to my door.

It squeaked.

Loudly.

Her door instantly swung open.

She stood there, hair messy, cheeks flushed from unpacking, wearing an oversized T-shirt with some faded band logo I couldn’t read. She looked... comfortable. Warm. Like she’d stepped straight out of someone’s daydream and into the hallway.

“Oh! Jackie!” she said, smiling like we hadn’t met only once. “Perfect timing.”

Perfect timing?

For what?

Why would she need me?

Why is she smiling like that again?

“What’s up?” I asked, voice cracking on the ‘up’ like puberty had come back for revenge.

She held up an empty plastic container. “Do you have scissors? Mine are... somewhere? Probably under a pile of socks.”

“Yeah. Sure,” I said, stepping inside my apartment. “Uh—give me a second.”

I grabbed my scissors from the kitchen drawer.

I also grabbed the spatula. Again. For no reason.

Then panicked and threw the spatula onto the couch.

When I stepped back into the hallway, she was leaning against my doorframe—too close, too casual, too everything—and I nearly walked straight into her.

“Oh! Sorry,” she said, but she didn’t actually move.

Which meant I had to angle my arm awkwardly around her to hand her the scissors.

Our shoulders brushed.

I died.

Fully died.

I’m writing this from beyond the grave.

She didn’t seem to notice my internal funeral. She just lit up like I’d given her a winning lottery ticket.

“You’re a lifesaver, Jackie.”

“I—I’m really not.”

“You are.” She grinned. “I owe you one.”

No. No, no, no—do NOT say things like that. I cannot survive being owed anything by you. I am fragile. I am emotionally flammable.

Before I could self-combust again, she spun around, hair swishing behind her, and disappeared back into her apartment.

Her door clicked shut.

Silence returned.

I stood there for a full ten seconds, staring at her door like an idiot.

Then Mina’s voice exploded behind me.

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

“DUDE.

WHO WAS THAT?”

I yelped.

Literally yelped.

Mina was standing in my doorway, holding a bag of takeout in one hand and a smirk sharper than a knife.

“She’s—she’s—new neighbor,” I stammered.

“Uh-huh.” Mina stepped closer, peering down the hallway. “New neighbor who had you blushing so hard I could see it from the stairs.”

“I—I wasn’t—”

“Your ears are red. They look like two tomatoes trying to escape your head.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re dying.”

“I’m FINE.”

She grinned and shoved the takeout bag into my chest. “Jackie, my sweet disaster boy, you’re in trouble.”

“I’m not—”

“You SO are.”

Before I could argue, Bay’s door opened again.

She peeked her head out. “Sorry—did I just hear someone scream?”

Mina answered before I could breathe.

“Oh, that was Jackie. He’s just flustered because—”

“I’M FINE,” I shouted.

Bay blinked. “Are you... sure?”

No. Absolutely not. Nothing is fine. I am a walking emergency alert system right now.

I nodded stiffly. “Totally. Fine. Normal.”

Mina whispered loudly, “He is NOT normal.”

Bay laughed—soft and warm and too much—and I knew instantly I was doomed.

Completely, utterly doomed.

And that was only the first day.

Bay was still looking at me with this soft, slightly amused expression—like she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d walked into, but she found it charming anyway. Which only made everything much, much worse.

“Okay,” she said lightly, “as long as you’re not, you know... dying.”

“Oh he’s dying,” Mina whispered loudly.

I shot her a murderous glare. She smiled like she was being helpful. She wasn’t.

Bay leaned a little farther out of her doorway, one hand still holding the scissors I’d given her. “Well... I’ll be next door if you need anything. Or if you hear loud noises. Or if I... accidentally drill into something I’m not supposed to.”

“Why would you be drilling anything?” I asked before I could stop myself.

She blinked. “I... honestly don’t know. But I feel like it could happen.”

I had no idea what that meant, but she seemed confident in her own chaos, so I just nodded like this was a perfectly reasonable exchange between neighbors.

She flashed a quick smile—small, bright, and devastating—and retreated into her apartment, closing the door with a soft click.

Silence.

Then Mina turned to me with the slowest, smuggest grin I had ever seen.

“Jackie,” she said, placing a dramatic hand over her heart. “You’re in love.”

I groaned. “We are not doing this.”

“Oh, we are absolutely doing this,” she said, stepping inside my apartment like she owned the place. “New girl moves in, you turn into a malfunctioning fire alarm? This is the best entertainment I’ve had all month.”

“She just needed scissors,” I mumbled, closing the door behind us.

“Yeah, and you looked like you were about to faint,” Mina shot back.

“I didn’t faint.”

“You almost did.”

I did not almost faint.

Probably.

Mina dropped the takeout bag on my kitchen counter and started unpacking the containers like she lived here. To be fair, she practically did. Mina had been my best friend since college—loud, unstoppable, and dangerously perceptive.

“Okay,” she said, pointing a chopstick at me like a weapon. “Tell me everything.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

“There’s SO much to tell.”

“There’s—”

“Jackie.” She leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “I saw your ears.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means EVERYTHING.”

I collapsed onto my couch with a sigh. “She’s just... new.”

“Uh-huh.”

“She dropped a box.”

“Uh-HUH.”

“I helped her pick it up.”

“Oh my god.” Mina slapped her hand on the table. “You are GONE for her. Absolutely gone.”

“I AM NOT—” I stopped mid-yell when I heard a faint thud from the apartment next door. Followed by a muffled, “No no no—not that way!”

I stared at the wall.

Mina grinned slowly.

“Oh my GOD,” she whispered. “You’re listening for her.”

“I am not.”

“You SO are.”

I buried my face in my hands. “Please leave my home.”

“No,” she said brightly, “because now I’m invested in your love life.”

“There is no love life.”

“There COULD be.”

I groaned again, louder this time. But Mina was unstoppable when she sensed even the faintest hint of romantic potential. I had walked straight into a trap and there was no escape.

“Okay,” she said, plopping down next to me. “What’s the plan?”

“There is no plan.”

“Wrong answer.”

“We’re not planning anything.”

“Wrong again.”

“MINA.”

She leaned in. “Jackie. My sweet socially anxious waffle. Listen to me. If you don’t make a move, you are going to die alone surrounded by your plants.”

I glanced at the small row of succulents on my windowsill, all thriving peacefully. “They’re good plants.”

“They’re not a girlfriend.”

“I don’t—” I stopped, lowering my voice because I absolutely did not want Bay overhearing this through the wall. “I don’t know her.”

“Which is why you’re going to get to know her.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

Mina rolled her eyes. “Fine. We’ll do it the easy way.”

She stood up.

I froze. “What are you doing?”

“Fixing your life.”

“Mina, don’t—”

She opened my door.

“MINA—DON’T!”

She knocked on Bay’s door.

I considered jumping out my window.

There was a shuffling sound. A thump. And then—

The door opened.

Bay peeked out, holding my scissors in one hand and a paintbrush in the other. There was a faint streak of blue paint on her cheek. Her hair was in a messy ponytail. She looked soft and warm and effortlessly pretty in the way people accidentally are when they don’t know they’re being observed.

“Oh! Jackie’s friend,” she said, smiling. “Hi.”

Mina turned her full extrovert charm on, which was terrifying. “Hi! I’m Mina. His best friend.”

I started quietly dying behind her.

Bay glanced at me, laughter flickering in her eyes. “Jackie, are you hiding?”

“No,” I said from behind Mina’s shoulder. “I’m standing.”

“You’re standing behind her.”

“It’s a tactical position.”

Bay laughed. She had a really soft laugh, like silk folding in on itself. It made the hallway warmer.

Mina elbowed me. “He liked helping you earlier.”

I gasped. “MINA.”

“Oh?” Bay tilted her head. “Did you?”

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” Mina said.

“I—maybe—slightly—helped,” I whispered.

Bay’s smile softened, and she looked at me in this gentle, grateful way that short-circuited my brain.

“Well,” she said, “thank you again. Really.”

“You’re... welcome,” I said, voice cracking like a brittle twig.

Bay didn’t comment. Bless her.

Then she held out the scissors. “And here—before I lose them again.”

I stepped forward. Wrong move. She stepped forward at the same time. Even worse. Suddenly we were close—too close—close enough that I could see the tiny freckles across her nose and smell the faint citrusy sweetness of her shampoo.

Her hand brushed mine as she returned the scissors.

The hallway spun.

My ears burned.

My soul left my body.

Mina mouthed behind her: TOMATO.

I wanted to sink into the floor.

“Thanks,” I croaked.

Bay smiled like she didn’t just accidentally incinerate my entire nervous system. “Anytime, neighbor.”

Neighbor.

She said it again.

And it hit me the same way.

She stepped back inside her apartment. “I’ll see you later, Jackie.”

Her door closed softly.

Mina turned to me slowly. Very slowly.

Then she said, “You’re doomed.”

I dropped my face into my hands. “I know.”

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

Mina stayed for dinner because Mina always stayed for dinner. She sat on my counter while I chopped vegetables, swinging her legs and humming like she was narrating her own sitcom.

“You should invite her.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“MINA.”

She shrugged. “Fine. Then I’ll do it.”

“You will not—”

She grabbed one of my aprons and tied it around her waist. “Watch me.”

I slapped a hand over her mouth. “Stop. Please. No inviting. No helping. No embarrassing me.”

She licked my hand.

“EW—WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU—”

“I needed you to let go.”

“I HATE YOU.”

“No you don’t.”

She was right. I didn’t.

But I still glared at her while she cackled.

We ate, argued about which one of us was doing the dishes (me), and she left at 8 p.m., shouting, “GOODNIGHT, NEW NEIGHBOR!” at Bay’s door on her way down the hall.

I nearly tackled her down the stairs.

When the building finally quieted down, I collapsed onto my couch. My brain felt fried—like too many circuits had been overloaded at once. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Bay again—her smile, her laugh, her eyes.

The softness of her voice when she said neighbor.

The warmth of her fingers brushing mine.

I pressed a pillow over my face.

“This is bad,” I muttered into the fabric. “This is really, really bad.”

My heart didn’t listen. It just thumped harder, traitorously excited.

Somewhere through the wall, I heard her humming again. A slow, gentle tune. Probably unpacking. Maybe painting. Maybe doing something chaotic that would set off the fire alarm at any moment.

But she sounded... peaceful.

Warm.

Close.

Closer than anyone had been in a long time.

I stared up at the ceiling and whispered to myself:

“Calm down, Jackie... she’s just a girl.”

Then I remembered the way she smiled at me in the hallway.

And the way my entire body reacted to one small accidental touch.

And quietly, to no one at all, I admitted:

“...I’m so screwed.”

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

That night, as I finally dragged myself to bed, I passed by my living room couch.

The spatula was still sitting there—the one I’d accidentally stolen from her box.

I picked it up, feeling stupidly warm inside.

I should return it tomorrow.

Just... not too early.

Not too eager.

I placed it on my kitchen counter and shook my head at myself.

A spatula.

I was holding a stranger’s spatula like it was a symbol or something.

I turned off the lights and stepped into my bedroom.

Just before I closed the door, I heard it again through the wall:

Her laugh.

Soft, bright, unguarded.

It reached me like a little spark.

And for the first time since she arrived, instead of panicking, I felt something else unfurl quietly in my chest—

Something warm.

Something dangerous.

Something that felt a lot like the beginning of trouble.

I smiled into the dark.

“Welcome to the building, Bay,” I whispered.
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CHAPTER 2 — Coffee, Chaos, and First Impressions
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Morning shifts at the café are usually predictable. Not good, not bad—just stable, the way I like them. The lights hum softly, the espresso machine warms up with a hiss, and the whole place smells like roasted beans and fresh pastries. It’s comforting. Calming. Safe.

A perfect environment for someone who prefers not to spontaneously combust in public.

But nothing—not even the quiet dignity of a coffee grinder—could have prepared me for seeing her walk through those glass doors.

It was around ten. The mid-morning lull. A couple of laptop guys sat near the window. A mom tried to convince her toddler that the blueberry muffin didn’t have “evil raisins.” My coworker Liam was in the back, humming badly to some indie playlist.

And then the bell above the door chimed.

I didn’t even look up at first. I was wiping down the counter, my mind drifting back to yesterday—the dropped box, the spatula incident, Mina whisper-screaming TOMATO at me—

Then the air shifted.

Not physically. Just... something in the room felt different. Lighter. Warmer.

I looked up.

And there she was.

Bay stood near the entrance, holding her phone in one hand and squinting at the menu like it contained ancient runes. Her hair was down today—soft, slightly wavy, the kind that catches light in a way that shouldn’t be legal. She wore a denim jacket and a faded peach-colored top. Casual. Simple.

And somehow stunning.

My heart tripped over itself. My brain forgot every barista skill I’d ever learned.

I think I stopped breathing for a full two seconds.

She didn’t see me yet. She was too busy debating with herself about lattes, probably winning and losing simultaneously. Then she took a step forward, and her eyes finally landed on me behind the counter.

Her face lit up instantly. Like actually lit up. A warm, sunny smile that hit me like a direct meteor strike.

“Oh! Jackie!”

She said my name like she’d been looking for me.

Like she was happy to see me.

Which was unfair. Illegal, probably. Life shouldn’t allow moments like that without prior emotional training.

I tried to look like a normal human barista. I failed.

“H-hey,” I said, my voice cracking embarrassingly on the vowel. “Bay. Hi.”

Great. Perfect. Amazing composure. Truly a man of confidence and charm.

She approached the counter, leaning forward just slightly—too slightly. Just enough to completely disintegrate my ability to think straight.

“I didn’t know you worked here,” she said, glancing around at the café like she’d stumbled into my secret lair.

“Yeah,” I said. “Morning shifts mostly.”

“That’s so cool! You look like you belong in a café.”

“I—what does that mean?”

She opened her mouth, paused, then laughed softly. “I don’t know. You just do. You have... café vibes.”

Cafe vibes.

What. What does that even mean.

Do I look like a mug? The smell of espresso? A pastry?

“Thanks,” I said, even though it wasn’t an answerable statement.

She clutched the strap of her bag, still smiling. “This place is really cute. I’ve been meaning to check it out since I moved in yesterday. Well, since I moved in and immediately made a mess you had to help me with.”

“You didn’t make a mess.”

“I dropped a box on my foot.”

“That happens.”

“It definitely doesn’t happen to normal people.”

Then she laughed again—soft, warm, self-deprecating. And I realized that hearing her laugh twice within a minute was extremely hazardous to my cardiovascular health.

She glanced at the chalkboard menu again, scrunching her nose. “Can you... recommend something? I don’t know what I’m in the mood for. Something warm? Or sweet? Or maybe iced? But warm? But also sweet?”

“You want... everything,” I said.

“Yes,” she admitted.

I bit back a smile. “Okay. I can do that.”

I turned to start her drink—a caramel latte, warm and sweet—but when I reached for the syrup bottle, I knocked a tin scoop off the counter.

It clattered loudly onto the floor.

I froze.

Bay giggled.

My ears burned.

I retrieved the scoop, set it aside, and tried to act like a fully functional adult. She watched me with this amused gentleness, like she wasn’t judging me at all—just finding quiet entertainment in my existence.

“So,” she said, chin resting lightly on her hand as she leaned against the counter, “has Mina always been... like that?”

I almost dropped the milk pitcher.

“You met Mina,” I said, as if she hadn’t met Mina literally at my doorway yesterday.

“Yes,” Bay said, grinning at the memory. “She’s... a lot.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“She’s funny,” Bay continued. “And loud.”

“Two accurate words.”

“And she likes teasing you.”

“Three extremely accurate words.”

Bay laughed again, and I forced myself not to look like a man trying to imprint her laughter into my DNA.

“She seems to really care about you,” she said thoughtfully.

“She shows it by harassing me.”

“She shows it by being loud about it,” Bay corrected. “That’s different.”

“That’s... fair,” I admitted, though quietly, because I could almost hear Mina shouting “LOVE YOU TOO, BESTIE” from across town.

I set her drink on the counter.

“One caramel latte.”

Her eyes lit up. “This looks amazing.”

She reached for it at the same time I slid it toward her.

Our fingers brushed across the cup sleeve—warm against warm.

The moment was tiny. Barely half a second. But my entire nervous system reacted like she’d grabbed my hand and recited poetry into my soul.

I snatched my hand back like the cup was on fire.

She didn’t seem to notice my meltdown. Or maybe she did. Hard to tell—her smile had softened, like she found something endearing in my panic.

She wrapped both hands around the cup, inhaled the steam, and sighed happily. “Oh, this smells perfect. Thank you.”

“Y-you’re welcome.”

She took one sip.

And then the disaster happened.

Not because of her.

Because of a child.

A very small child with a very large chocolate muffin.

The toddler from earlier suddenly sprinted past Bay, tripped over nothing, and bumped her elbow just as she lifted her drink for a second sip.

The cup jolted. Warm latte sloshed over the rim.

It splashed lightly onto the counter...

And a little onto her hand.

“Oh!” Bay gasped, more startled than hurt.

“Are you okay?” I asked, panicking instantly.

“I—yeah! I’m fine, it didn’t burn.” She laughed under her breath. “I’m just... magnetically drawn to chaos, apparently.”

She grabbed a napkin to dab her hand, but the moment she lifted the napkin dispenser—

It came off its base.

Straight up lifted off.

The entire block of napkins detached from the counter like it had been waiting for this exact day to embarrass someone.

“Oh—oh no—” she choked out, trying to catch it as it slipped sideways.

I reached over the counter at the same time she reached underneath it.

Her hand shot up.

My hand shot down.

We collided mid-air, fingers tangling briefly, the dispenser teetering between us.

Then—

THUD.

It hit the counter.

Followed by a soft rain of napkins fluttering to the floor.

Bay let out a tiny squeak.

I let out a mental scream.

The toddler let out a delighted “WOOOOW!”

And for a brief second, we just stared at each other across the counter, hands still awkwardly overlapping, surrounded by napkins like we were in the middle of some bizarre romantic snowstorm.

“I—” she started.

“I can—” I tried.

We spoke at the same time, then both shut up, then both laughed at ourselves, the sound layered and warm and almost too much.

She knelt to pick up a napkin. I knelt on my side of the counter to grab the ones that had fallen through the gap.

For a second, our faces aligned at the same level.

Close.

Very close.

Close enough that I could see the tiny flecks of gold in her brown eyes. Close enough that I caught the faint vanilla note of her shampoo again. Close enough that if I leaned forward even a little—

Nope.

Nope nope nope absolutely not.

I darted upright instantly, hitting my head on the underside of the counter.

“Oh god—Jackie—!” she exclaimed, rising halfway with her napkin still in hand.

“I’m fine,” I lied, rubbing the top of my skull.

“You don’t look fine.”

“I don’t?”

“You look pained.”

“I am—in a normal way.”

“There’s a normal way to be pained?”

“Yes,” I lied again.

She pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh. “You’re really... something.”

“Something disastrous?”

“Something cute,” she said, then froze. “Oh my god—I didn’t mean— I mean, I did, but not— I just meant—like—your reactions are...”

She turned pink.

She turned pink.

My brain blue-screened.

I had no idea what to do with that information, so I just stood there, dazed.

Bay cleared her throat, flustered. “Anyway. Sorry. Uh. Thank you for the caffeine and emotional support.”

“Anytime,” I whispered.

She didn’t hear me. Probably. Hopefully.

She gathered the last napkin, smoothed her hair, and exhaled like she’d just run a marathon.

“Well,” she said softly, looking at me with something warm—too warm—in her eyes, “I guess you’ll be seeing me again.”

She gave me one more smile—gentle, shy this time—and headed out the door.

The bell chimed behind her.

And I finally remembered how to breathe.

When Bay stepped out of the café, it felt like someone had unplugged the sun.

The door swung shut behind her with its usual soft chime, but somehow it sounded... lonelier. The air settled back into its normal hum, the espresso machine hissed like nothing had happened, and the toddler resumed smashing muffin crumbs into the floor with the enthusiasm of a tiny demolition crew.

Meanwhile, I stood frozen behind the counter, holding a stack of slightly crumpled napkins like I’d forgotten what hands were for.

Liam peeked his head out from the back room. “Dude,” he said, “why you look like you just saw God?”

I blinked. “I—I didn’t.”

“You did,” he said flatly, stepping out with a carton of milk. “You’re pale. And also red. How are you doing both at once?”

“I’m not—”

I cleared my throat. “I’m fine.”

“You’re whispering,” Liam pointed out.

“I’m... normal.”

“You’re whispering more.”

I clutched the napkins tighter, trying to steady the swarm of bees currently inhabiting my ribcage. Liam stared at me like he was attempting to diagnose a rare disease.

Then his eyes shifted to the door.

“Oh,” he said knowingly. “Was it a girl?”

I choked. “No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

We stood there in silence. I broke first.

“She’s my neighbor.”

“Ooooh.” Liam drew the word out like a middle-aged gossip at a book club. “Neighbor girl.”

I could feel my ears heating. Again. I was starting to think my ears needed their own fire extinguisher.

“It wasn’t—she just—she came in for coffee,” I muttered, stacking the napkins into a pile for no reason.

“And you’re acting like you just got proposed to.”

“I am not.”

“You totally are.”

“I—”

“Jackie,” Liam said, placing a very serious hand on my shoulder. “Did you at least get her number?”

“I—I poured coffee on her.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Okay, technically a toddler poured coffee on her. But I was... involved.”

He stared at me for a long, evaluating moment.

“...You need help.”

“I don’t need help.”

“You need SO much help.”

I groaned, dropping my face into my hands. “I can’t do this today.”

Liam patted my back with the solemnity of a doctor breaking bad news. “It’s okay, man. You’ll recover. Just hydrate. Try breathing.”

I was already breathing. Badly.

The rest of my shift passed in a haze. Every time the doorbell chimed, my head snapped up like I was waiting for her to return. Every time someone leaned on the counter, I flinched because I kept half-expecting accidental hand collisions.

By the time my shift ended, my nerves felt like they’d been wrung out and hung to dry.

I clocked out, grabbed my bag, and stepped outside into the early afternoon air. It was warm, slightly breezy, the kind of day that usually relaxed me.

Not today.

Today I power-walked home like someone was chasing me with emotional vulnerability.

━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━

When I reached my apartment building, the universe decided to bully me a little more.

Because Bay was in the lobby.

She wasn’t doing anything dramatic—just sitting on the bench near the mailboxes, legs tucked to the side, phone in hand, a small to-go pastry box on her lap. She looked peaceful. Pretty. Entirely unaware that I was seconds from spontaneous combustion.

She glanced up.

Her face lit again—instantly, warmly, like seeing me was a good surprise.

“Jackie!”

I squeaked.

Actually squeaked.

“Hey,” I said, attempting to sound casual but definitely sounding like someone whose brain had taken the day off.

She stood up, brushing crumbs from her thigh. “You’re back!”

“Yes,” I said, because apparently that was the most complex sentence I could form.

“I, um—” She lifted the pastry box with both hands, offering it like a ceremonial gift. “I brought this for you.”

I blinked at the box. “For... me?”

“Yeah!” She smiled shyly. “As a thank-you. For helping me yesterday. And for... today. And for generally not panicking when I break everything around me.”

“I wasn’t panicking.”

“You absolutely were.”

“...yeah.”

She laughed softly. “It’s just a brownie. But it’s from the bakery near the corner—the one with the cute chalkboard sign outside. I stopped by after leaving the café.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know. I wanted to.”

Wanted to.

The words hit something in my chest like a warm stone dropping into a still lake. Gentle. Quiet. But strong enough to send ripples through my entire body.

“I—thank you,” I said, accepting the box with both hands like it was fragile evidence in a crime show. “Really.”

She rocked lightly on her feet, smiling. “You’re welcome. And, um... if you ever need help with anything, you know—moving, borrowing tools, emotional support after a toddler attacks you—I’m right next door.”

I nodded, unable to stop staring at her expression. She looked... earnest. Open. The kind of warm that doesn’t realize it’s warm.

“Right next door,” I echoed softly.

“Yep,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Kind of convenient, isn’t it?”

Convenient wasn’t the word I would’ve chosen. Catastrophic, maybe. Or dangerous. Or something dangerously close to perfect.

But I just nodded again, because using actual feelings in front of another human seemed like a really bad idea.

Before either of us could say anything else, the main door slammed open behind me.

“HELLOOOO BEST FRIEND—”
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