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  New Neighbor


The afternoon sun pressed warm against Emily's shoulders as she knelt in the dirt, her gardening gloves caked with fresh soil. She pulled another stubborn weed from the flower bed, the familiar rhythm of the task letting her mind drift. The petunias were coming in nicely this year, bursts of pink and purple against the green. She sat back on her heels and wiped her forehead with the back of her glove, leaving a smudge of dirt she couldn't see. 
A loud rumbling drew her attention. A moving truck, massive and orange, was backing into the driveway of the house next door. The For Sale sign that had stood there for months was finally gone.
Emily watched with casual curiosity. New neighbors. The Thompsons had moved out weeks ago, and the house had sat empty since then. She wondered who was moving in. A family? A young couple? The truck groaned to a stop, and the side door slid open with a metallic screech.
She returned to her weeding, but her attention kept drifting to the activity next door. Two men in matching uniforms started hauling boxes and furniture up the walkway. She didn't pay them much mind until a third figure emerged from the passenger side of a car that had parked behind the truck.
He was tall. That was the first thing she noticed. Tall with broad shoulders and dark hair that caught the sunlight. He wasn't wearing a moving company uniform. Instead, he had on a fitted gray t-shirt and jeans that hugged his legs in a way that made her look a second longer than she meant to.
He turned toward her yard, and their eyes met.
Emily's breath caught. He had a face that belonged on a magazine cover. Strong jaw, sharp cheekbones, and a smile that seemed to start in his eyes before reaching his lips. He raised a hand in greeting.
She waved back, suddenly aware of how she must look. The dirt caking her gloves, the sweat on her skin. She'd thrown on old yoga pants that morning without thinking, and now she was standing here looking like she'd been rolling in the garden. Which she had.
He started walking toward the low fence that separated their properties. Emily stood, brushing dirt from her knees, pulling off her gloves.
"Hey there," he said, his voice smooth and warm. "I'm Alex. Looks like we're going to be neighbors."
"Emily." She stepped closer to the fence, wiping her hand on her hip before offering it. "Welcome to the neighborhood."
He took her hand, but instead of a quick shake, he held it a moment longer than necessary. His grip was firm, his skin warm. "Thanks. I was hoping the neighbors would be friendly."
Something in the way he said friendly made her stomach flutter. She pulled her hand back, maybe a little too quickly. "Are you moving in alone?"
"Just me. I travel a lot for work, so I needed something low maintenance." He gestured at the house. "I figured a yard I can ignore is better than a condo I'm stuck in."
Emily laughed. "Well, if you ever need gardening advice, I'm your girl."
"I might take you up on that." His eyes swept over her, not in a leering way, but in a way that made her feel seen. Really seen. "You've done amazing work here. It shows."
She felt heat rise to her cheeks. "Thank you. It's my little escape."
"From what?"
The question was simple, but the way he asked it felt intimate. She found herself wanting to answer honestly. "From the chaos of daily life. I have a seven-year-old and a husband who works long hours. The garden is my quiet place."
Alex nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. "Everyone needs a quiet place."
The moving men called out to him, asking about where to put a couch. He glanced back, then turned to Emily with an apologetic smile. "Duty calls. But I hope I'll see you around, Emily."
"You will. I'm not hard to find."
His smile widened. "I'm counting on that."
He walked back toward the moving truck, and Emily watched him go. Watched the way his shoulders moved under his shirt, the confident stride. He glanced back once and caught her watching. He grinned, and she quickly looked down at her flowers, her heart hammering.
She spent the next hour in the garden, but she wasn't really seeing the petunias. She was replaying the conversation, the way his hand had lingered on hers, the way his eyes had traveled over her body. It had been so long since anyone had looked at her like that. Years, maybe. Chris loved her, she knew that, but the spark of new attraction, the thrill of being desired by a stranger, that had faded somewhere between diaper changes and parent teacher conferences.
By the time she went inside to start dinner, the moving truck was gone and Alex's house sat quiet. She caught herself glancing out the window as she chopped vegetables, wondering which room was his bedroom.
Chris came home late, dropping his work bag by the door and kissing her cheek. "Hey, babe. Smells good."
"Chicken stir fry." She stirred the pan, feeling the words building in her throat. "We got new neighbors."
"Yeah? Who moved in?"
"His name is Alex. He seems nice." She kept her voice casual. "Single. Travels for work."
Chris raised an eyebrow. "How do you know all that already?"
Emily shrugged, focusing on the sizzling pan. "He came over to introduce himself. We talked for a few minutes."
"That's friendly." Chris grabbed a beer from the fridge and leaned against the counter. "What's he like?"
"Tall, dark hair. Very good looking." She said it like it was nothing, but she felt her pulse quicken. "He was charming."
Chris was quiet for a moment. When she finally looked at him, he had a strange expression on his face. Curious. Interested. "Good looking, huh?"
"Very." She held his gaze. "He shook my hand and held it a little too long."
Something flickered in Chris's eyes. "And how did that make you feel?"
The question hung in the air between them. Emily set down the spatula and turned to face him fully. "It made me feel... seen. In a way I haven't felt in a while."
Chris took a long drink of his beer, his eyes never leaving hers. "That's hot."
Emily blinked. "What?"
"You heard me." He set the bottle down and stepped closer, his voice dropping. "Some handsome guy moves in next door and immediately starts flirting with my wife. And instead of being upset, I'm sitting here wondering what it would be like to watch you explore that."
"Chris." Her voice came out breathy. "You're serious?"
"I'm very serious." He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Em, we've been together for twelve years. We love each other. But I see the way you look sometimes, like you're wondering if this is all there is. I've wondered the same thing."
She felt tears prick at her eyes. "I love you. I don't want to hurt you."
"You won't hurt me." His thumb traced her cheekbone. "I want this. I want to see you come alive again. If that means flirting with the hot neighbor, then I'm all for it."
Emily's heart was racing. This was not the conversation she had expected to have tonight. She had expected maybe a little jealousy, a little insecurity, something she'd have to smooth over. Not this. Not him practically giving her permission.
"You really mean that?" she whispered.
"I really do." He kissed her, soft and slow. "I want you to be happy, Em. And if part of that happiness involves a little excitement next door, then I want to hear all about it."
She pulled back, studying his face. "You want details?"
"I want every detail." His eyes were dark with arousal. "I want to know what he says to you, how he looks at you, how he makes you feel. I want to be part of it, even if I'm not there."
Emily let out a shaky breath. "Okay."
"Okay?"
"Okay, I'll talk to him. See where it goes." She felt a thrill run through her, equal parts terror and excitement. "But if at any point you change your mind..."
"I'll tell you." He kissed her forehead. "We communicate. That's how this works."
She nodded, turning back to the stir fry with trembling hands. Behind her, Chris wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed a kiss to her neck.
"I love you," he murmured against her skin.
"I love you too."
But as she stirred the vegetables, her mind was already next door, wondering if Alex was thinking about her too, wondering what it would feel like to be held by those strong arms, wondering how far this new chapter of her life would take her.
The garden had been her quiet place. But maybe, just maybe, there was something more exciting waiting just beyond the fence.






  
  Flirting Game


The morning light filtered through the kitchen windows as Emily poured herself a second cup of coffee. It had been three days since Alex moved in. She'd caught herself stealing glances across the driveway more times than she could count. Her heart still raced every time she heard his front door open. 
She stared at the coffee pot, an idea taking shape in her mind. Something bold. Something that made her pulse quicken just thinking about it.
She poured a fresh cup, added cream and sugar the way she'd noticed he liked it during their brief conversations. Before she could talk herself out of it, she walked next door and knocked.
Alex answered in a fitted t-shirt and jeans, hair still damp from a shower. His face broke into that easy smile. "Well, good morning."
"Thought you might want some coffee." She held out the mug. "I saw you were up."
He took it, his fingers brushing hers in a way that felt deliberate. Lingering. "You're a lifesaver. I haven't had a chance to get my coffee maker set up yet."
"I figured." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I was just making some and thought I'd share."
He leaned against the doorframe, sipping the coffee. "This is perfect. You're perfect." His eyes held hers with an intensity that made her stomach flutter. "Want to come in for a minute?"
Her pulse hammered. "I should probably get back. The kids..."
"Just for a minute." He stepped aside, gesturing with his head. "I promise I'll behave."
She stepped inside. The house smelled like cardboard and new paint. Boxes lined the living room walls. He'd made progress since the moving truck, but it was clearly still a work in progress.
"Sorry about the mess." He gestured at the chaos. "I'm still figuring out where everything goes."
"It's fine. Moving is always chaos." She wandered into the living room, running her hand along the back of a couch that faced a half-unpacked bookshelf.
He followed her, close enough that she could smell his soap. Something clean and masculine that made her want to lean closer. "So what's on your agenda today?"
"Grocery shopping. Laundry. The usual suburban glamour." She turned to face him. "You?"
"Unpacking. Maybe figuring out where to hang some art." He gestured at a stack of framed prints leaning against the wall. "I'm terrible at decorating."
"I could help. If you want." The words left her mouth before she could stop them.
His smile deepened. "I'd like that."
Their eyes locked. The air between them thickened until she could almost feel it pressing against her skin. He reached out, his hand brushing her arm with a touch so light it felt like a question.
She didn't pull away.
"Emily." His voice dropped to something low and warm. "I've been thinking about you."
"I've been thinking about you too."
His hand slid down her arm, fingers intertwining with hers. He pulled her closer until only inches separated them
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