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      Josh Waldron wandered barefoot around his new temporary apartment, counting his steps, listening to the echoes in the nearly empty space. Wondering how long it would take to feel like home.

      The relocation agency had done an amazing job finding this place—a beautifully converted factory loft not far from downtown Atlanta.

      Mellow hardwood floors throughout, salvaged from an old school gym. Concrete countertops in the kitchen and baths, all inset with old skeleton keys and bits of stained glass and gears and springs rescued from the factory.

      The non-stinky paint they’d used lived up to its name. The only thing he smelled was the lemongrass of his own deodorant.

      Close to the MARTA transit line that would take Josh on a quick ride to his new job in a couple of days. Plenty of parking under the building for those unlucky enough to have to dive into the whirlpool of traffic every morning and evening.

      The builders had managed to retain the retro-cool vibe of the hundred-year-old brick building while bringing in touches of pure modern. Josh had already taken himself from the third floor upstairs to the roof to see the huge array of solar panels and solar water-heating tanks, perfect for an already hot and sunny mid-May in Georgia.

      From what he’d heard and read, the massive black water tanks and gleaming rectangles of blue and silver would be every bit as effective in February down here.

      From the roof, he could see what looked like a gigantic forest all around him, broken here and there by the nearby train lines and the three huge interstate highways that bordered and defined Metro Atlanta. As for the city itself, the clustered glassy towers of downtown were closer, but he could see the sprawling jumble of big Midtown buildings in the distance as well.

      He hadn’t quite worked out what happened to uptown, why locals never seemed to capitalize downtown, or what Midtown was supposed to be halfway to. It was almost as mysterious as the dizzying number of streets with Peachtree in the name.

      The factory loft developers had even managed to include a tree-lined courtyard with fire pits and two pools (one long enough for laps, the other twisty and clearly meant for relaxing), a community garden, and a half-mile-long running track around the complex. The track, the walking surface around the pool, and the raised gardening beds made with almost entirely recycled materials, of course.

      Josh wondered how many pairs of shredded old sneakers had helped create the track’s springy blue surface, so much more forgiving on his forty-something-year-old hips than concrete.

      He brushed his fingertips over the mess of photos, paintings, and various other bit of art stacked up against the wall in the living room as he passed by. His preferred black metal frames were already warm from early Friday morning sunlight streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Getting at least a few of those hung on the flat white walls would help give the place a homey touch, even if he did decide to send the rest right back to storage. Hanging anything on the solid wall of original tan brick might be more tricky, but the maintenance folks had sworn it could be done.

      Josh walked back into the kitchen and opened the door of the stainless steel refrigerator again, staring at the mostly empty bright white shelves and spotless glass compartments.

      Nope, the fridge hadn’t managed to sprout whatever magical variety of food would satisfy his restless cravings in the ten minutes since he’d last checked. Only boring staples like milk, eggs, stuff for sandwiches. Fuel, basically, rather than anything more inspiring.

      The only non-standard splurge for him was the decidedly non-organic non-dairy creamer he’d splashed into his coffee when he got up.

      He purposely mussed his in-need-of-a-trim brown hair, wanting to make something at least feel lived-in. Comfortable. Familiar.

      The echoing sound of his own footsteps only made the loneliness worse.

      The move had been the right decision. Josh’s mind—freed from the demands of a slowly dying relationship for the first time in eight years—understood that, and had reacted accordingly by leaping into action the second a concrete job offer in digital special effects materialized.

      Josh and his mind had finally punched their ticket for the Life Change Express straight out of Nowhereville, Ohio, barely three weeks ago. After nearly three years of study, and a year after the end of his relationship with Mike. Josh had heard and heeded the advice to avoid big decisions right after a breakup. Even if that breakup had only been delayed by inertia.

      Now here he was, within reach of his big city dreams.

      Staring out the window at the city he’d chosen to dream in.

      Hoping the whole thing would be worth facing alone.

      Maybe if he repeated the mantra to his heart a few thousand more times (the move was the right decision), the message would finally sink in.

      Movement down in the community garden caught his attention, and he gratefully accepted the distraction.

      Several people milled around at the arched metal gateway to the garden, right before the broad graveled path split to pass through the neat and even rows of knee-high boxes. Josh didn’t recognize anyone, but then he’d barely met anyone since moving in a few days ago. He could make out two men and three women, but not much else.

      They did look like they were around his general age, at least from three stories up. Exactly the sorts of people he wanted to meet if he went by clothing and general attitude. Blue jeans, colorful t-shirts. A couple of floppy sunhats.

      The willingness to work together to make the sprawling garden better for everybody, even if they were supposedly there for the short term, like Josh.

      Nice as these apartments were, about a quarter of them were tiny, designed for people who would be moving out or moving on before too much time passed. Less than a thousand square feet, much less in some cases.

      Josh had a small living room, bathroom, one bedroom, and the strangely large kitchen. Maybe that’s where people were supposed to gather, if transient residents gathered at all.

      He hadn’t planned on needing any kind of temporary housing. Not years back when he’d starting daydreaming, then thinking, then planning this move into the next phase of his life.

      He’d expected to be buying a house with Mike.

      Not huddled in a glorified hotel and pretending he was fine with that. Acting like this half-new life, this rootless existence would suit him for more than a few weeks.

      Pushed out of his hyper-focused plans and dreams and expectations by Mike’s need for constant calm. Stability. Predictability.

      And because it had taken Josh so long to recognize how his own growing need for change—and the fear that went along with it—left the two of them less compatible rather than more as the years passed.

      Well, his longed-for change was finally here, and he wasn’t about to huddle inside and try to avoid it now.

      Josh shook himself, stepped into a pair of the shoes he’d lined up neatly beside the front door, and escaped the empty apartment.
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      Keith Anders stared at the shovel in his hand, wondering how the hell he’d come all the way from a year spent back home on his family’s Illinois farm to walking into a community garden on his first day in Atlanta. At least he wouldn’t be dealing with a huge herd of sheep or mucking out a horse barn here.

      At least he didn’t think so.

      The neat and orderly garden in front of him looked more like a botanical garden than one actual food came from. Precise graveled walkways almost wide enough to be driveways. Immaculate boxes made of some kind of recycled plastic boards that actually did look like wood. Geometric arrangements of pale heads of cabbage, darker leafy kale, and broccoli like miniature trees were backed by vines loaded with green beans, cucumbers, and melons cradled in little slings.

      Keith figured the heat that hadn’t quite arrived would take out lettuce and spinach and such before long. But he surprised himself by looking forward to what he might be able to coax out of the rich, nearly black soil well into the fall with an extra month before the killing frost.

      The fluffy clouds in the deep blue sky overhead were punctuated by an amazing number of airplanes. He’d never seen so much traffic in the sky outside of New York City’s airspace, and here almost all of it was heading to one vast airport.

      But even with that and the never-ending traffic he knew ran through and around Atlanta, all he could smell as he walked deeper into the garden was that rich soil. The tart, pungent, green aroma of the thriving tomato vines he couldn’t resist touching as he passed.

      The jets high above left a faint roar, but what Keith mostly heard at ground level was his boots crunching in the gravels, the wind brushing his curly blond hair back and away from his face. The low hum of honeybees from the garden’s colony working feverishly in the rows of red and purple flowers beyond the raised beds.

      If Keith’s latest escape from his farm-boy roots meant he had to come a long way south and end up right back in a garden patch, at least it was a beautiful one.

      He’d just reached four played-out beds that had recently been full of radishes and early peas (complete with a rake and a huge half-barrel of compost for him to shovel in) when a man spoke from right behind him.

      “Is this gardening thing voluntary? Or all the new residents assigned a turn, like chores?”

      Keith turned and blinked, then smiled. This wasn’t any of the other members of the informal garden committee he’d just met about an hour ago. For one thing, nice as they were, none of them looked anywhere near this good.

      Mystery Guy stood a little shorter than Keith, just under six feet tall, with thick brown hair standing up in the most adorable bed-head mess. The tan khakis and light green dress shirt weren’t as well suited for gardening as Keith’s old jeans and ancient t-shirt, but the clothes certainly…fit well.

      Mystery Guy looked strong, but not gym machine strong. Actual activity and getting out and doing things strong. Keith’s favorite.

      “Well, I just got here last night,” Keith said. “So I’m not sure if garden duty is only for me or for everyone new. They haven’t told me all the rules yet. I think they do that on purpose to keep the new folks off-balance.”

      Mystery Guy grinned. “We’ll have to stick together, then.” He held out a big, square hand. “Josh Waldron. Got here a couple of days ago, but I must have snuck in under the chore radar.”

      Keith laughed and let Josh’s hand swallow his in a warm, firm grip.

      “Keith Anders. I made the mistake of admitting I grew up in farm country in southern Illinois. Or it could be because I volunteered so I could get out and meet people. I have to force myself to do that when I get to a new place sometimes.”

      Josh nodded and rolled his big green eyes. “Yeah, I have to force myself most of the time. It’s usually worth it. I come from middle of nowhere Ohio, but I have exactly zero farm or garden experience myself. What exactly are you out here doing? Taking the dirt out of the boxes?”

      Keith squatted beside the raised bed, pleased that Josh did the same.

      “This isn’t merely dirt,” he said, gathering up a handful of the cool, slightly moist contents of the box. “Dirt gets in the corners and on the car and all over your nice clothes if you’re not careful. What you’re looking at here is soil. Nice quality, too. I’m adding compost to these four to feed it and make it even better for the next crops.”

      Josh grabbed a handful himself, squeezing it between his fingers. Keith smiled when Josh held it close to his nose and sniffed.

      “Smells good. Not like chemicals, or what I’ve always heard you farmer types use for fertilizer.”

      “There are times of the year when a big farm doesn’t smell quite so good.” Keith wrinkled his nose. “You can just about taste the air. You generally don’t get that in a nice garden space like this.”

      Josh sprinkled the soil back into the bed, brushed his hands together, and stood. He looked up at Keith under his eyebrows and smiled. A swarm of humming bees seemed to take flight in Keith’s belly.

      Gods, but this one was handsome.

      “Since you’re not actually shoveling shit,” Josh said, “want some help? Or at least company and someone to talk to? I promise not to make too big a mess.”

      Keith handed the shovel over with a smile.
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