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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            NEIGHBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The roof needed replacing. Ethan stood on the street, junk mail in hand, and considered the roof. Asphalt shingles put on like twenty years ago—before he bought the house. The south-facing slope of the 1970s-era ranch house didn’t look too bad—but moss grew across the northern face.

      Fuck this house.

      Ethan shuffled uneasily into motion. The problem wouldn’t fix itself, but he didn’t know how it would get fixed. Not when every dollar went to his work. How was he supposed to fix it? Same as any of a dozen other problems. The weather was starting to turn cooler at last. Leaves had started changing. It’d be a relief from the hot days with no air conditioning when the temperature in the house rose into the eighties. Rain would come with the cooler weather, and possible leaks.

      A pattering of claws raced out of the mud room between the house and garage, as his two Boston terriers burst out of the doggy door with happy, panting faces. The small black and white dogs raced around him in frenetic circles on the cracked driveway. Ethan held onto his cane and stood still.

      “Hey! Hey, you two. Be careful. You knock me down, who is going to feed you?”

      Neither listened to him. Gizmo was the elder, by a year, male, and bulky, heavier in his build, but still trim. He was in the lead, dashing out across the yard in a sprint. Right behind him was Gadget, female, and fiercely independent. She tried to boss Gizmo around, but he rarely listened.

      Ethan smiled, watching them race in tight circles around the weedy flower beds and wild roses along the picket fence at the front of the yard. It was in as sorry of a state as the roof. Ever since Rachael’s passing (and for some time before, when he was caring for her), he hadn’t had the energy or will to spend on the yard. There were too many other things to do, to spend it taking care of the yard. She wouldn’t like to see it in this condition. It’d been her thing, though. She’d understand.

      She was the only one that understood the importance of his work—or knew what he did when he wasn’t at his job.

      He resumed his careful walk back to the mud room door.
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