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“The most important thing in communication is hearing what isn’t said.”

— Peter Drucker

​The Man Next Door

Between Us

"When thin walls can't keep their secrets."

​
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​Chapter 1: New Walls, Old Habits
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​Moving Boxes and Muffled Music






​The Quiet Before the Shift

Sophie Lang had lived in Apartment 3B for almost five years, and she liked things a certain way: quiet, predictable, under control. Mornings began with coffee brewed to the minute, her favorite mug — chipped at the handle but still sacred — always waiting on the counter. She knew which floorboard creaked in the hallway, which of her neighbors watered their plants too often, and that Mrs. Doyle in 4C sang 80s ballads in the shower every Sunday morning without fail.

So when the building manager casually mentioned that someone had finally signed the lease for 3A — the apartment next door, the one that had stood mysteriously empty for months — Sophie felt her stomach twist with a quiet unease.

It was a Monday. Late spring. Rain tapped lightly at the windowpanes like it was trying to whisper gossip through the glass. Sophie sipped her coffee and stared out at the street, watching a large, beat-up black SUV double-park in front of the building.

A man stepped out. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a dark hoodie pulled over his head and sunglasses despite the gloomy weather. He slammed the car door shut with more force than necessary. Then came the boxes.

​First Glimpse Through a Peephole

She didn’t mean to spy. Not exactly. But when the elevator dinged on her floor, and a series of heavy thuds echoed down the hallway, curiosity got the best of her. Sophie opened her door just a crack, peering through the sliver of space like someone watching a play from behind the curtain.

He was dragging a dolly loaded with boxes, none labeled, all taped shut haphazardly. His jeans were frayed at the edges. He had stubble that verged on a beard and the kind of scowl that looked permanent.

He didn’t glance toward her door. Just rolled the dolly to 3A, cursed under his breath when the key jammed, and eventually shoved his way inside.

The door shut with a bang. Sophie flinched.

Not friendly, she decided.

Not at all.

​The Soundtrack of Disruption

That night, at exactly 9:42 p.m., it started.

Music.

Not loud, but there. A low, pulsing beat, muffled by the wall between them but insistent enough to make its presence known. Sophie lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to identify the artist. The voice was gravelly. Male. The lyrics indistinct.

It wasn’t bad music — in fact, it was kind of haunting — but it was loud enough to scratch against her nerves.

She knocked on the wall. Lightly. A polite suggestion more than a protest.

The music paused.

For three full seconds, there was silence.

Then it started again — louder.

Sophie sat up in bed, jaw clenched.

She opened her laptop and typed an email to building management she wouldn’t send. Just to vent.

Subject: New Neighbor

Body:

"Dear Roger,

Welcome back from Cancun. Hope the tan was worth it. Quick note: the new tenant in 3A appears to be both allergic to peace and physically incapable of operating a volume knob.

Yours in insomnia,

S. Lang."

She hit save draft and slammed the laptop shut.

​Collateral Damage and Cardboard Confessions

By Thursday, the hallway outside their apartments looked like a shipping depot. More boxes stacked up — tall ones, heavy ones, one with a smashed corner that leaked pages. Sophie stepped over a tangle of packing tape to get to her door.

As she juggled her groceries and reached for her keys, the door to 3A opened behind her.

“Sorry,” came a deep voice. “Didn’t realize I was taking over the whole damn floor.”

She turned. And there he was.

No hoodie. No sunglasses. Just sharp cheekbones, tired eyes, and a T-shirt that clung to his arms like it had been painted on. He looked about her age, maybe a little older — early thirties, she guessed. He held a box under one arm, a coffee mug dangling precariously from the other.

Sophie blinked. “It’s fine,” she said, too fast. “I mean — just a lot of cardboard. Makes the place look... lived in.”

He didn’t smile. But he didn’t frown either.

“Yeah,” he said, almost to himself. “That’s the idea.”

He shifted the box, and something inside slid with a thump.

“You’re the writer,” Sophie blurted.

He paused.

“Excuse me?”

She flushed. “Roger mentioned it. Said the new tenant was a writer. Not that I’m— you know— keeping tabs or anything.”

One eyebrow lifted. “Guess I better behave, then.”

His tone was unreadable.

She offered a forced smile. “Anyway. Welcome. I’m Sophie. 3B.”

He looked at her for a moment too long. Like he was trying to place her in a story he hadn’t written yet.

“Cal,” he said finally. “3A.”

They stood there awkwardly for a beat before Sophie ducked inside and shut her door.

The music started again five minutes later.

​The Wall Between Them

By Sunday, she knew his schedule better than she liked.

He played music late. He typed fast. She could hear the clatter of keys when she lay in bed at night. Sometimes there was silence, and she wondered if he’d fallen asleep at his desk. Other times there was cursing — low, drawn-out — and the unmistakable sound of paper being crumpled.

He didn’t seem to own a television. Didn’t seem to have visitors. But once, around midnight, she heard a woman’s laugh — quick and breathy — and then nothing. Silence for hours afterward. That bothered her more than she expected.

Sophie told herself she didn’t care. That his life was none of her business. That he’d probably be gone in six months like most tenants before him.

But every time he laughed — rare and rough, like it hurt to do — she paused whatever she was doing.

And when his music drifted through the walls at night, she stopped turning it off with a pillow over her head.

She started listening.

​An Unexpected Intersection

Monday morning brought a rare surprise — silence.

Sophie stepped into the hallway with her travel mug in one hand and her phone in the other, her brain already at the office. But what she didn't expect was to nearly trip over a half-open box lying directly in front of her door.

“Seriously?” she muttered, nudging it with her foot.

Inside, stacks of paperback books leaned at odd angles, most with cracked spines and handwritten notes in the margins. On top lay a worn leather-bound journal with a pen tucked into the binding.

The door to 3A was slightly ajar.

Sophie hesitated.

Her conscience and her inner nosy neighbor had a silent argument. Finally, she gave the box a gentle knock with her knuckle.

“Hello?” she called out. “You’ve... lost a Hemingway.”

There was a shuffle inside, a muffled swear, and then Cal appeared in the doorway.

He looked disheveled in a way that almost felt deliberate. His hair stuck up in all directions, and his T-shirt read: WRITE DRUNK. EDIT SOBER. His eyes were bloodshot, but alert.

“Shit,” he muttered, seeing the box. “Thanks. It must’ve tipped when I was getting coffee.”

“You dropped half your literary career on my doormat,” Sophie said, then winced. “Sorry, that came out meaner than I meant.”

Cal smirked — the first genuine smirk she’d seen on his face.

“It’s fine. Some of those books deserve to be punished anyway.”

Before she could stop herself, she crouched to help him. “You have a whole collection of marginalia,” she said, flipping through one book. “Are these all yours?”

“Bad habit,” he replied, crouching next to her. “I argue with the authors while I read. Keeps me sharp.”

She handed him a book. Their fingers brushed, just for a second. Not long enough to call it anything. But not short enough to pretend she didn’t feel it.

​Coffee, Interrupted

By the following weekend, they had shared three hallway conversations, two accidental elevator rides, and one very awkward grocery store encounter where he caught her arguing with the self-checkout machine.

But it was Sunday morning that really marked the shift.

Sophie was curled up on her couch, halfway through editing a grant proposal and trying not to think about Cal’s music playing faintly through the wall. Her head was pounding — not from the noise, but from the relentless ache of a lonely week.

Then came a knock. Not on the door. On the wall.

Three slow taps.

She froze.

Then came three more — intentional, patterned, almost... playful?

She stared at the plaster like it might explain itself.

And then, against all logic, she raised her hand and tapped back: one-two-three.

Silence.

She waited.

Then the music changed.

It took her a second to recognize it — something jazzy and low, the kind of music you could pretend didn’t mean anything but said everything.

She laughed under her breath and leaned back into the cushions.

That night, she dreamt of a stranger’s fingers over piano keys and voices pressed against drywall.

​The Line Between Annoyance and Fascination

Over the next few days, their interactions developed a strange rhythm — not quite friendship, not quite rivalry.

She started keeping track of what music he played. He had a thing for obscure indie rock and jazz, with the occasional descent into angry guitar riffs that seemed to mirror his mood. Once, she swore she heard classical cello, followed immediately by punk.

He wasn’t predictable. And Sophie hated unpredictability.

But she also hated how much she liked listening to him live his life through the wall.

Then came Thursday.

She’d had the kind of day that made her want to throw her computer out the window — deadlines missed, coffee spilled, a client who called her honey on Zoom.

She got home, kicked off her heels, and dropped onto the floor with her back against the wall they shared. Her wineglass sat on the floor next to her.

She didn’t mean to — not really — but she knocked.

Twice.

Pause.

Three knocks came back.

“Okay,” she whispered aloud to no one. “So we’re doing this now.”

​The Voice Behind the Wall

That night, the music didn’t start.

Instead, there was a soft sound — a voice, barely audible.

“Hey.”

Sophie blinked. She leaned in closer to the wall, pressing her ear gently against it.

“Are you okay?” the voice came again.

It was unmistakably Cal’s. Low. Careful. Like he didn’t quite believe he was doing this.

She hesitated. Then answered.

“I’ve had better days.”

Silence.

Then: “Want me to ruin it further with my terrible playlist?”

She smiled despite herself.

“Only if it includes harmonica and yodeling.”

A pause.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Then the music started. Quiet. Mellow. Acoustic guitar and something almost like a lullaby. She sat there, on the floor, listening to music played just for her — not loud, not invasive, just enough to wrap itself around her shoulders like a blanket.

That was the moment she realized: the wall between them wasn’t a barrier anymore.

It was an invitation.










​The First Glare Across the Hall

​The Day Everything Shifted

The building had always been quiet — almost unnervingly so. Sophie had chosen it for exactly that reason. After years of roommates who threw parties on Tuesday nights and ex-boyfriends who believed volume equaled passion, silence had become sacred. She liked the muffled hum of the elevator shaft, the distant bark of a dog two floors down, the soft rustle of newspapers slipping under doors. She liked predictability. Order. Peace.

Which is why she knew — the moment she heard the thump — that her peace had just been evicted.

It was a Saturday. Morning sun streamed in through her kitchen window, catching flecks of flour in the air as she kneaded sourdough, her new pandemic habit that had stuck. The hallway outside echoed unnaturally loud with sounds: dragging, scraping, a box being dropped, and then a voice — male, curt, low-pitched — muttering something like “For f**k’s sake.”

She paused, hands still buried in dough, and tilted her head. The apartment next to hers — 4B — had been empty for over two months. Whoever was moving in didn’t sound thrilled about it.

​First Impressions Are Loud

Later that day, she peered through the peephole. A stack of boxes towered dangerously in front of 4B. There were no flowers in mason jars, no friendly doormats or welcome signs — just an old black duffel bag, scuffed sneakers, and a distinct aura of don’t talk to me.

Then the door opened.

He stepped out — tall, with dark jeans and a worn gray T-shirt. Messy dark hair, stubble like he’d stopped shaving a week ago, and eyes that flicked to her door like he knew he was being watched.

Which, to be fair, he was.

Sophie stepped back from the peephole, a little too fast, and caught her elbow on the coat rack. A thud. A wince. Silence. Then — a knock.

One. Single. Knock.

She froze. Didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

Who knocks once?

When she finally crept back to the door and looked out again — he was gone.

​The Glare that Could Burn

The official “glare” happened three days later.

It was trash night, and Sophie was wearing pajama pants covered in avocados, carrying an overfilled bag that was leaking coffee grounds onto her socks. The hallway was dim, humming faintly with electricity, and she almost didn’t notice him coming out of his door at the exact same time — until they collided in front of the garbage chute.

Her bag smacked into his leg. His notebook fell. She muttered an apology. He didn’t say anything.

He just looked at her.

Not just looked — glared. As if she’d insulted his ancestors. As if her avocado pajamas had personally offended him.

Something in her stiffened.

“Sorry,” she said again, voice sharp now.

He crouched, picked up his notebook — leather-bound, worn — and said, finally, “Could’ve given some warning.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize I needed a permit to take out the trash.”

He stared at her for a second longer, then turned and disappeared down the hall, boots echoing with just enough drama to make a point.

That was when she decided she hated him.

​The Notebook

A week passed. Sophie heard him mostly at night — typing, pacing, dragging furniture. Once, around 3 a.m., she swore she heard him laughing — not in a joyful way, but in the desperate, I’m losing my mind and this is how I cope way.

Then came the delivery.

She was retrieving a package when she noticed his door slightly ajar. A gust of wind from an open window must’ve pushed it. She wasn't trying to snoop — truly — but a glimpse of his apartment told her more than she'd wanted to know.

Stacks of paper. Books everywhere. A desk crowded with notes. And in the center — the leather notebook.

Something clicked. A writer. That explained the muttering. The pacing. The caffeine deliveries at midnight.

Sophie rolled her eyes. Writers were chaos wrapped in denim and trauma. She’d dated one. Never again.

​Heat Behind the Wall

The walls were thin. She’d known that. But now she felt them.

His voice when he spoke on the phone. His low, rough laughter when something on his laptop amused him. The muffled strings of music — everything from Chopin to Nine Inch Nails. Once, she heard a monologue. A literal monologue. Like he was acting out dialogue. It was weird. And oddly magnetic.

Sometimes she’d press her back to the wall and listen, despite herself. He wasn’t just talking. He was performing. Characters lived in that voice. Anger. Longing. Pain.

And maybe that’s why the next time they met — laundry room, 11 p.m., fluorescent lights buzzing overhead — she didn’t glare back.

He did. As always.

She just smiled.

​Collision Course

That smile must’ve unnerved him. He didn’t say anything, just watched her dump a pile of wet clothes into the dryer.

“You talk to yourself a lot,” she said casually, without looking at him.

“Writer’s hazard,” he replied.

“And the pacing?”

“Plot holes.”

“What about the dramatic sighing at 2 a.m.?”

He smirked — barely — and leaned against the washing machine. “You always this nosy?”

“Only when the walls invite me.”

That earned her a small, grudging laugh. The first real sound of warmth she’d heard from him.

It didn’t make her like him. Not yet.

But it made her curious.

Dangerously curious.

​Unspoken Questions

After the laundry room exchange, things shifted.

Not dramatically — not like in movies, where enemies suddenly fall into bed after one good quip. No. This was slower. Quieter. More dangerous.

Sophie began to notice things. The way he always wore headphones but never actually had music playing. The way his fingers tapped on surfaces like they were searching for rhythm — or trying to remember one. The way he avoided eye contact like it was a trap.

She also noticed when he didn’t write.

The silence became louder on those days. No typing. No pacing. Just... stillness. The kind that made her chest feel tight. Like something was wrong and she wasn’t allowed to ask about it.

But she wanted to.

​Coffee and Distance

A few days later, she left an extra coffee cup outside his door.

She didn’t plan it. She had made two by accident — muscle memory from her old life, back when mornings weren’t solo — and something about the second cup just belonged there.

No note. No explanation.

An hour later, the cup was gone.

No thank-you.

That night, she found a small sticky note on her door.

“Next time, skip the cinnamon.”

She stared at it for a long time, then laughed out loud. For the first time in weeks.

And she hated that it made her feel warm.

​The First Glare Revisited

Sophie couldn’t stop replaying that moment in front of the trash chute.

His eyes had been tired, guarded — but there was something else too. Something fierce. Like he’d looked straight through her and judged every cell in her body unworthy. It wasn’t just rudeness. It was defense.

People glare when they’re scared, she realized.

Or when they’re hurting.

She didn’t know his story. Didn’t want to ask — not yet. But she started listening more carefully. And sometimes... she heard sadness in his silences. A pause before a slammed door. A whispered name she didn’t recognize.

And then came the rain.

​Trapped in the Elevator

They were both running late.

Sophie had spilled coffee on her blouse, was trying to get to her editing job without looking like a disaster, and he — well, he looked the same as always. Disheveled. Remote. Book under his arm. Hoodie pulled tight over his head.

They stepped into the elevator at the same time. Both paused. Neither wanted to retreat.

A ding. The doors closed.

Three floors later — a jolt. A groan of metal.

Then nothing.

No movement. No lights.

“No, no, no,” Sophie muttered.

He hit the emergency button. Nothing happened.

They looked at each other. A long, tense pause.

She crossed her arms. “You didn’t cause this with your brooding, did you?”

He exhaled through his nose. “Right. My brooding controls elevators now.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. You have ‘accidental chaos’ energy.”

He chuckled — actual chuckle this time. Low and rough.

They sat. Back against opposite walls. Silence stretching like an old sweater.

And finally, he asked, “Do I really seem that unbearable?”

Sophie blinked. “Honestly?”

He nodded.

She considered. “Not unbearable. Just... emotionally fortified. Like a castle with no drawbridge.”

He looked down. Then quietly: “Maybe the castle burned down.”

That silenced her.

She wanted to say something — anything. But words suddenly felt too sharp for the space.

The elevator whirred back to life twenty minutes later, jerking into motion as if embarrassed by its own failure. When they reached the lobby, they stepped out without another word.

But everything had changed.

​Echoes Behind Doors

That night, he knocked.

Not the single, ominous knock from the week before. Three soft, uncertain taps.

When she opened the door, he didn’t step in. Just held up a worn paperback.

“You said you liked mystery,” he said.

She took it. “Is this a peace offering?”

“No. A temporary ceasefire.”

Sophie smiled. “I’ll take it.”

For the next week, they passed books like notes in class. She returned his with scribbled thoughts on post-its. He sent hers back with quiet sarcasm and once, a doodle of a cat that looked suspiciously like hers — grumpy and regal.

She still didn’t know his name.

But she knew his handwriting.

​The Second Glare

It came out of nowhere.

They were in the lobby, checking mail. He had earbuds in, but she knew they weren’t on. She asked about the book she lent him. He didn’t answer. Just stared at her — that look again. Not hatred. Not anger. Just a storm behind his eyes.

Then he turned and walked away.

She stood there, blinking.

The next day, there was nothing on his door. No coffee returned. No notes. Just silence.

And that silence was louder than ever.

​When the Wall Became a Mirror

That night, she put her palm flat against the shared wall.

It was crazy. She knew it.

But she stayed there, quietly, waiting for... something.

A sound. A breath. A signal that he was there.

Minutes passed. She started to pull her hand away.

Then — tap. Just once.

From the other side.

She froze.

And smiled.

Whatever had started with that first glare — it wasn’t over.

It was just beginning.










​Late Night Typing and Thin Walls






​The Night It Started

The first time Sophie heard him through the wall, she was lying in bed with her arm thrown over her eyes, trying to pretend the buzzing in her head wasn’t from loneliness or the empty wine glass on her nightstand. She’d moved into the new apartment a month ago, craving solitude, quiet, and maybe—just maybe—a new beginning. Instead, what she got was insomnia and the infuriating sound of click-clack-click past midnight.

It was rhythmic, persistent, and maddeningly fast.

At first, she thought it was a mechanical issue—a heating pipe, maybe. But no. It had... a pattern. And the occasional pause, followed by more rapid-fire clicking. It took her two nights to realize: he was typing.

Typing loudly. Aggressively. Passionately.

And it drove her absolutely crazy.

She grabbed her pillow and mashed it over her head. It muffled the sound, but not the awareness of it. Somewhere on the other side of her bedroom wall, Mr. Moody Typewriter was going to war with a keyboard.

​Coffee-Fueled Curiosity

By the third night, Sophie gave up pretending to sleep and started making a mental profile.

Subject: The man in 4B.

Occupation: Definitely something dramatic. Possibly a novelist. Or a hacker.

Traits: Nocturnal. Loud. Unbothered by other people’s rest. Possibly emotionally constipated.

Annoyance Level: 8.5/10.

She started leaving passive-aggressive reminders for herself—notes on the fridge like "Buy earplugs. Or poison." But it wasn't just frustration. There was something else.

Curiosity.

It was the way the rhythm shifted. Sometimes it was slow and hesitant, like he was thinking deeply. Sometimes it was frantic, like he was chasing a ghost. Sometimes, in the pauses, she imagined him getting up, walking barefoot across hardwood floors, maybe talking to himself. Maybe swearing. Maybe slamming back coffee like a man possessed.

It was stupid to care. But she did.

​Encounters in Silence

Their first real-life interaction wasn’t much of an interaction at all. She saw him in the mailroom one morning. Dark jeans. Black hoodie. Earbuds in. Beard slightly unkempt. He glanced at her but didn’t smile.

Just nodded. Once.

She stared at him too long. Not because he was particularly handsome (though he was, in a broody, why-did-you-ruin-my-sleep kind of way), but because she was stunned at how solid he looked. Like someone who didn’t just type loudly—he lived loudly, even if you couldn’t hear it in his voice.

"Morning," she mumbled.

He didn’t reply.

What. A. Jerk.

She vowed to start playing loud true crime podcasts through the wall. Especially the ones with screaming.

​The Typing Becomes a Soundtrack

As the days passed, the typing became something strange and steady in Sophie’s life.

She would cook pasta and hear it in the background—tap tap tap tap. She’d fold laundry and imagine him sweating over plot holes. She started giving his imaginary novel a name: Murder by Moonlight, and decided the protagonist was an emotionally repressed detective who only fell in love with dead women and metaphors.

It helped to laugh about it.

Until one night, when she couldn’t.

That evening, Sophie came home from work exhausted. Her boss had spent an hour lecturing her on "strategic communication tone," which apparently meant "smiling while being mansplained." She had spilled soup on her skirt, missed the bus, and returned to her apartment with the kind of hunger that wasn’t just physical.

She dropped her bag, kicked off her heels, and opened a bottle of wine like it owed her money.

The apartment was too quiet.

She froze.

No typing.

Nothing.

​The Silence Was Louder Than the Typing

It wasn’t until the second hour of silence that she realized she missed it.

It was bizarre and stupid and made no sense, but there it was—this irritating, compulsive awareness that something was missing. Her brain kept waiting for the tapping, for the rhythm she didn’t know she had memorized. It had become a lullaby, in some twisted way. An anchor. And now that it was gone, everything felt off-kilter.

She pressed her ear to the wall like a total creep.

Still nothing.

What if he had a date? What if he fell asleep early? What if he choked on a metaphor and died?

Sophie groaned and dropped back onto her bed.

“This is what it’s come to,” she muttered. “I’m obsessing over an insomniac stranger with a keyboard addiction.”

But she stayed up, listening.

And finally—at 2:13 AM—like the return of an old enemy-slash-friend, the typing began again.

Sharp. Relentless. Glorious.

Sophie smiled into her pillow.

“I hate you,” she whispered through the wall.





A Note Slipped Under the Door



The next day, Sophie found herself loitering in the hallway like a teenager with a crush and absolutely no plan. She was holding a yellow sticky note in her hand. Five words, written in black ink, slightly smudged because she kept touching it:

“Your typing is a menace.”

She stared at the door of 4B. It was matte black, slightly scratched near the bottom, and had a faint smell of old coffee and aftershave wafting from behind it. She bent down, hesitated, and then — with the speed and shame of a criminal — slipped the note under the door and bolted back to her apartment.

Heart pounding.

Palms sweating.

Sanity gone.

By the time she closed her door, she was already regretting it.

You absolute idiot, what if he reports you to the landlord? What if he comes over and yells? What if he’s hot and angry? Wait, why is that a problem?

She waited. Hours passed. Nothing.

The typing continued that night.

Only this time, it paused... and then resumed even faster.

Was that his answer? More noise?

She laughed into her wineglass.

Well played, 4B.






​Things Escalate — Because of Course They Do

Two nights later, Sophie got her response.

It wasn’t a knock. Not a note. It was a sound.

At 1:42 AM, the typing stopped abruptly — replaced by a deep male voice, speaking through the wall.

Not yelling. Not rude. Just loud enough to be heard.

“You okay over there?”

Sophie sat up in bed, completely stunned.

Was he talking to her? Through the wall?

She waited a beat. Her pulse raced.

“...What?”

There was a chuckle. Rough, low, tired.

“I said, are you okay? I figured you might be dying of passive aggression.”

She grabbed a pillow and launched it at the wall.

“Oh my god,” she yelled back, “do you have no shame?”

“None,” came the answer, followed by the unmistakable clink of a bottle being opened.

She didn’t know whether to laugh or scream.

Instead, she said, “You’ve got the loudest keyboard in North America.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied.

Silence again. Then:

“I’m Nate.”

She blinked in the dark. Nate.

And without thinking, she answered.

“Sophie.”






​The Wall Becomes a Window

It started small.

He would type. She would read on her bed. Then they’d talk.

Not every night. Not always long. But enough that it became... a thing.

No faces. No eye contact. Just voices muffled by drywall and habits.

They talked about ridiculous things—why tea was superior to coffee (he strongly disagreed), whether plants had feelings (he swore his cactus hated him), and which cereal had the best mascot (Sophie fought hard for Tony the Tiger, while Nate made a passionate case for Cap’n Crunch).

And then, slowly, deeper things started slipping in.

He talked about being stuck on his second novel.

She talked about hating her job and not knowing what came next.

He asked if she liked the sound of the rain.

She asked if he ever felt like he was writing himself into someone he used to be.

At some point, the wall stopped feeling like a boundary.

It became a bridge.






​A Night Neither of Them Expected

One night, the storm came in like a scream.

Thunder cracked so loudly Sophie sat bolt upright, heart hammering. The power went out, plunging her apartment into darkness.

She wasn’t afraid of storms. Not really. But there was something about the sudden silence—the loss of electricity, the hum of the fridge gone, the world shrinking—that made her feel too alone.

She padded to the wall and whispered, “Nate?”

No answer.

“Nate?”

Still nothing.

Had he gone out? Was he asleep?

She pressed her hand to the wall. It felt cold. Solid. Distant.

And then: a knock. Three soft taps. From the other side.

“I’m here,” came the voice.

She exhaled in relief.

“Power’s out.”

“I noticed.”

“You okay?”

“Better now.”

She smiled in the dark.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” she said, “but I miss the typing.”

There was a pause. Then laughter.

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”






​Words on Paper, Feelings in the Silence

When the power returned an hour later, Sophie flipped on her lamp.

There, slipped under her door like an echo of her old sticky note, was a piece of lined notebook paper.

Handwritten.

Neat. Bold. A little chaotic.


I write better when you’re awake.

Sorry for the noise. Not sorry for the company.

—N



Sophie stared at the note for a long time. Then she walked back to the wall, leaned against it, and closed her eyes.

Her fingertips grazed the cool plaster.

“Same,” she whispered.






​Cracks in the Wall, Cracks in the Heart

They didn’t talk every night after that.

But when they did—it was slower, softer, more honest.

She learned he lost someone once. That his first book was about it. That he didn’t like the silence, but he was terrified of what he might say if he let it break.

He learned she had stopped painting years ago because someone told her she wasn’t good enough. That she never slept before 3 AM. That she’d never been in love.

Until maybe now.

Maybe.

Sophie started imagining the wall disappearing.

What if she knocked on his door?

What if he opened it?

What if the person behind the wall was even better in person?

And what if he wasn’t?

That fear stayed with her.

But so did the hope.







​Coffee, Silence, and Suspicion

​A New Routine Brewed with Bitterness

Sophie had never been a morning person. Not really. But ever since he moved in — the man from apartment 3B with the perpetual frown and scruffy jawline — her mornings had grown even more... caffeinated.

The aroma of espresso started wafting through the paper-thin walls like clockwork at 7:00 a.m. sharp. It was maddening. Not just because she didn’t own a decent coffee machine and had to rely on mediocre instant coffee, but because his was the kind of smell that made you feel like your life was lacking something essential — like proper beans, or better choices.

It had become a ritual now: she’d wake up, sniff resentfully, wrap herself in her robe, and grumble into the kitchen. Stir. Sip. Scowl in the general direction of his apartment.

That morning, the silence between them had taken on a new weight. Ever since their hallway incident (which involved a dropped grocery bag, a pack of embarrassingly neon tampons, and a muttered “Nice timing”), they hadn’t spoken. Not that they’d ever really spoken. They just... exchanged looks. Sharp. Suspicious. Sometimes unintentionally intimate.

And now, the coffee smelled stronger than ever. Richer. It felt intentional.

​The Café of Passive-Aggression

Sophie decided she couldn’t let it go on like this. She needed answers. Or at least decent caffeine.

Pulling her coat over her pajamas and jamming her keys into her pocket, she marched out the door. Her plan was simple: pretend she was on her way somewhere, bump into him "casually", and find out what brand of drug-like coffee he was brewing behind that mysterious door.

But fate had other ideas.

The elevator door opened, and of course — of course — he was already inside. Hoodie, black. Eyes, unreadable. Mug in hand. Ceramic. Black with white letters: “Write Drunk. Edit Sober.”

Sophie stepped in without hesitation, adjusting her coat and lifting her chin like she hadn’t been lying in bed one minute ago watching reruns of New Girl.


“Morning,” she said, as if it didn’t feel like declaring war.

“Morning,” he replied, voice low and gravelly.



The silence that followed was dense enough to cut with a butterknife.

She nodded toward the mug. “Smells lethal.”

He looked down at the steaming cup, then at her, eyes narrowing just slightly. “It is.”

That was it. That was the whole conversation. But somehow, it felt like more. Like a statement. A challenge.

Sophie crossed her arms. “What is that coffee? Is it legal?”


“Barely,” he said, almost smiling. Almost. “Colombian. A friend brings it from a roastery in Brooklyn.”



She scoffed. “Of course it’s from Brooklyn.”


“You asked.”



The elevator dinged. Ground floor. He stepped out first, giving her a nod that could’ve been polite or sarcastic — hard to tell.

She stood frozen, watching the door slide shut again, wondering why her heart was beating like she’d just run a race.

​Conversations in Silence

Later that afternoon, Sophie sat at her dining table, laptop open, cursor blinking uselessly in a blank document. She was supposed to be working on a pitch for a wellness blog, something about the benefits of lemon water and breathwork, but all she could think about was the man next door. And his stupid coffee.

There was something about him that got under her skin. Maybe it was the way he seemed so self-contained, like he didn’t need anyone. Or maybe it was the way he always looked like he was about to say something but never did. Or maybe — just maybe — it was that little half-smile in the elevator.

Curiosity turned into distraction. Distraction into restlessness.

She found herself hovering near the shared wall between their kitchens. Mug in hand. Listening.

Clink. Pause. Footsteps. The quiet click of a kettle.

He was in there. Doing something. Probably writing. Probably creating some brooding, heartbreaking novel that would make women sigh in bookstores.

And that made her inexplicably angry.


“You’re ridiculous,” she muttered to herself. “He’s just a neighbor.”



A very attractive, mysterious neighbor who made coffee like a barista-god and smelled faintly of cedarwood and black ink.

Ugh.

​Through the Steam

It was the smell that finally broke her.

That evening, she knocked on his door. Once. Twice. The kind of knock that said, I’m not here to chat, but I will if forced.

He opened it halfway, eyebrow raised.


“Problem?”

“No,” she said, clearing her throat. “I just—uh—I was wondering what kind of espresso machine you use. Mine’s kind of... dying.”



His eyes flicked down to her hands, where she clutched an empty mug like it was a white flag.

There was a pause. He stepped back and opened the door wider.


“Come in.”



Sophie blinked. “Seriously?”


“You’re not going to rest until you taste it, right?”



She hesitated only a second before stepping inside. The apartment was surprisingly warm, surprisingly lived-in. Books everywhere. Notes. Manuscript pages scattered like he’d been in the middle of a creative storm. The air smelled like beans and bergamot.


“Wow,” she murmured. “You’re a real writer.”



He didn’t answer that. Just moved to the counter, pressed a few buttons, and poured her a shot like it was an act of ritual.

She took a sip.

Stopped.


“Okay. That’s... unfairly good.”



He shrugged. “Told you.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the steam curling between them like a secret.


“You really don’t like me, do you?” he asked suddenly.



Sophie looked up, startled. “What?”


“The glares. The muttering. The passive-aggressive note about my recycling.”



She flushed. “I never said I didn’t like you.”


“You didn’t have to.”



He leaned against the counter, arms crossed, and watched her. Not in a creepy way. More like he was trying to read a difficult sentence on a page.
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