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Chapter 1 — The New Guy
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Nathan Cornell noticed the noise before he noticed the man.

Music first.

Not good music. Something bass-heavy and too loud for a weekday morning, rattling faintly through the closed kitchen windows while Nathan sat at his island pretending to answer emails he’d already read twice.

Then came the mower.

Then laughter.

Real laughter—sharp, careless, carried across the cul-de-sac like it belonged there.

Nathan looked up slowly from his laptop.

The landscaping company his HOA used rotated crews often, but they were usually older men who worked in silence and disappeared by noon. Efficient. Invisible.

This one sounded like a party had been dropped into his backyard by mistake.

He stood, already irritated, and crossed to the sink window.

A truck sat crooked at the curb, tailgate down.

And behind it—

The new guy.

Nathan paused without meaning to.

He was younger than expected. Early twenties, maybe. Buzzed dark hair, sun-darkened skin like he lived outside instead of visiting it. Gray athletic shorts hung loose on narrow hips. White socks shoved down into work boots that were already green with clippings.

And no shirt.

Of course.

Nathan exhaled through his nose and immediately regretted the attention he was giving him.

The guy bent to haul a gas can from the truck bed. His back shifted under the movement—nothing exaggerated, nothing trained. Just strength used often enough to become natural. Sweat caught the sunlight and made it hard not to look twice.

One of the older workers called out something from the yard.

The younger man laughed.

Like it was easy.

Like everything was.

Nathan stepped back from the window too quickly, as if the glass had noticed him.

The house went quiet again immediately.

That was the part he hated most.

The silence after sound.

After the divorce, silence had stopped feeling like peace and started feeling like occupancy—like the house was waiting for someone to return who never would. Expensive hardwood. Empty hallways. Rooms that echoed just enough to remind him they were unused.

His ex-wife used to fill space without trying. Music on in every room. Candles burning in daylight. Coffee cups abandoned mid-thought.

Now there was only the refrigerator hum and the keyboard clicks of a man who didn’t need as much space as he had.

Outside, the mower started again.

Nathan told himself not to look.

He looked anyway.

The lawn guy had removed his gloves and was talking while leaning on the mower handle, head tilted like he didn’t know what stillness was supposed to feel like. Sweat traced a line down his chest and disappeared into the waistband of his shorts.

Nathan looked away too fast.

Too late.

The guy’s head turned.

Straight toward the window.

Their eyes met.

Nathan froze.

The lawn guy didn’t.

Instead, he smiled—quick, easy, almost amused, like he’d caught something he wasn’t surprised to find.

Then he lifted two fingers in a lazy, mock salute.

Nathan stepped back from the glass.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered.

But it came out softer than he meant.

And worse—

He was smiling.

By late afternoon, the yard looked like it belonged to someone else entirely.

Cleaner. Sharper. Almost staged.

Nathan heard the mower shut off, followed by footsteps along the side gate.

A knock came at the sliding glass door.

He opened it halfway.

Up close, the guy looked even less like he belonged in Nathan’s world and more like he had no intention of ever doing so.

Sweat-dark hair. Flushed cheeks. Grass clinging to his calves. Bright blue eyes that didn’t bother pretending not to notice anything.

“Afternoon, sir,” he said.

The “sir” landed wrong in a way Nathan couldn’t immediately name.

“You finished?” Nathan asked.

“Unless you want me to run it again for emotional closure.”

Nathan blinked once.

A pause.

Then—“That a standard option?”

The guy grinned wider.

Definitely not normal. Or maybe just aggressively comfortable in his own skin.

“What’s your name?” Nathan asked.

“Billy.”

“Nathan.”

Billy glanced past him into the yard, like he was assessing something more than grass.

“You live here alone?” he asked.

It should’ve been intrusive.

Nathan answered immediately anyway.

“Yeah.”

Billy nodded like that confirmed something.

Not surprised.

Just... settled.

He shifted his weight, thumb hooking briefly into the waistband of his shorts like he didn’t notice the effect of standing there half in the sun and half in the doorway.

“You want us back next week?” he asked.

Nathan held his gaze a beat too long.

Then, “Yeah.”

Billy smiled like that was the only answer that made sense.

“Cool.”

He turned, jogging back toward the truck.

Music spilled from the open door as he climbed in. The engine started. The truck rolled away, casual as anything.

Nathan stayed in the doorway long after it disappeared.

The yard was perfect.

The house was quiet again.

But the silence didn’t land the same way it had this morning.

It felt... interrupted.

And Nathan wasn’t sure he liked that.

Or why he didn’t want it to go back.
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Chapter 2 — Extra Work
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Nathan lasted three days before inventing a project.

He told himself it was legitimate. The hedges along the back fence were starting to look uneven.

They were.

Just not “call the landscaping company twice in one week” uneven.

Still, around noon Thursday, he found himself standing in the kitchen with his phone in hand.

By two-thirty, he stopped pretending he hadn’t already decided.

The truck rolled into the cul-de-sac with music bleeding faintly through open windows.

Nathan noticed it immediately.

Annoyingly immediately.

Passenger door opened first.

Billy hopped out shirtless again, black athletic shorts hanging lower than they had any right to in a suburban neighborhood. He stretched like he had all the time in the world, then turned toward the house.

And smiled.

Right at the window.

Like he’d known where Nathan would be.

“Jesus,” Nathan muttered, stepping away from the glass.

Then—because he clearly had no self-control—he looked again.

Billy was still smiling.

The crew leader knocked twenty minutes later.

Nathan opened the door halfway.

“Mr. Cornell,” the man said politely. “Hedges?”

Nathan nodded once. “Fence line.”

“Got it.”

He turned.

“Billy—take care of it.”

Billy gave a lazy salute from the truck.

“Yes, sir.”

Nathan hated that it did something to him.

The heat built as the afternoon stretched on.

Nathan tried to work.

He really did.

Laptop open. Spreadsheet untouched. A muted call he wasn’t listening to.

Outside, hedge trimmers buzzed in steady rhythm—too close to ignore, too repetitive to fade into background noise.

Finally, he stood.

Glass of water in hand, he stepped onto the back patio.

Billy was along the fence line now, trimming overhead branches. Forearms flexed with each cut. Leaves stuck to his damp skin like punctuation he didn’t bother brushing off.

He looked up immediately.

“There he is,” Billy said. “Thought you’d ghosted.”

Nathan held out the water without thinking.

“You look like you’re overheating.”

Billy took it, no hesitation. “Careful. That sounds like concern.”

Nathan didn’t answer that.

Billy drank deeply, head tilted back. Sunlight caught his throat as he swallowed.

Nathan looked away too late.

“Thanks,” Billy said, wiping his mouth with his wrist. “Most homeowners just watch us through blinds like we’re a nature documentary.”

Nathan exhaled a short laugh. “I wasn’t watching.”

Billy glanced at the kitchen window.

Then back at him.

Nathan felt it immediately—heat creeping up his neck.

Billy grinned.

“You’re bad at that.”

“At what?”

“Lying.”

Nathan folded his arms. “Do you always run commentary while working?”

“Only when the audience is interesting.”

That landed.

Nathan didn’t respond fast enough, which was apparently all the encouragement Billy needed.

“You flirt with every client?” Nathan asked.

Billy tilted his head. “Only the ones who keep showing up outside with water.”

Nathan froze.

Billy laughed instantly. “Relax. That was a joke.”

Nathan rubbed his jaw. “You’re insufferable.”

“Usually. Depends on humidity levels.”

A pause.

Then, like it meant nothing at all—

“You work from home?”

“Yes.”

“What do you do?”

“Consulting.”

Billy nodded like that explained everything and nothing. “That sounds like something people say when they don’t want to talk about their job.”

“It pays well.”

“Yeah,” Billy said, glancing at the house. “I figured.”

No judgment in it.

Just clarity.

Nathan studied him for a second longer than necessary.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

That did something worse than expected.

Nathan looked away.

Billy noticed. Of course he did.

“You got kids?” Billy asked casually.

“No.”

“You were married though.”

Nathan’s head snapped back. “How do you know that?”

Billy shrugged, still trimming absentmindedly with one hand. “House talks.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is if you’re paying attention.”

Nathan didn’t like that answer.

Billy scratched the back of his neck. “Empty house. No pictures. One mug in the sink. You don’t move like someone who’s been alone forever, just someone who got used to it.”

Nathan went still.

That was too accurate for a landscaper.

Billy added, almost softer, “My mom does the same thing after breakups. Takes everything down except the stuff she can’t reach.”

Nathan let out a short laugh before he could stop it.

Billy smiled like that mattered more than it should’ve.

Something shifted.

Less teasing now.

Less performance.

Just space between two people who had accidentally stopped talking like strangers.

Nathan realized he hadn’t had a real conversation in weeks.

Not a meeting.

Not a call.

Something like this.

Billy looked toward the pool.

“You ever use that thing?”

“Sometimes.”

“You should more.”

Nathan frowned slightly. “Is that a professional recommendation?”

Billy nodded seriously. “Absolutely. Pool like that and you’re inside working? That’s mentally unwell behavior.”

Nathan huffed a laugh. “You always insult paying clients?”

“Only the ones who could clearly afford it.”

That got another laugh out of him.

Billy looked pleased with that. He didn’t hide it.

The crew leader called from the front yard.

Billy sighed dramatically.

“Duty calls.”

He set the trimmer down, then paused.

“You gonna invent another fake project next week?”

Nathan blinked.

Billy didn’t look up immediately.

Just smiled.

Nathan recovered slowly. “The flowerbeds actually do need attention.”

“Sure they do.”

A beat.

Billy winked.

Then he turned back toward the yard.

Nathan stayed on the patio long after the truck left.

The yard looked the same as it always had when it was “done.”

But the silence didn’t feel identical anymore.

It felt... interrupted.

Like something had started happening in it.

And Nathan, against every bit of logic he had, was already thinking about next Thursday.
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Chapter 3 — Heat Index
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By the second week, Nathan recognized Billy’s truck before it reached the cul-de-sac.

That should’ve meant something.

Instead, Tuesday afternoon found him at the kitchen sink, rinsing the same coffee mug for nearly a full minute while he listened for it.

Nothing else.

Just listening.

Then—

Bass. Faint through the walls.

Nathan froze.

Pathetic.

Absolutely pathetic.

The truck rolled into view under a brutal July sun, heat shimmering off the windshield. Billy climbed out in a faded sleeveless shirt that looked like it was surviving purely out of spite.

Nathan’s eyes dropped before he could stop them.

Shorts again.

Different pair.

Worse somehow.

Billy turned toward the house.

And smiled.

Like it was already part of his routine.

Nathan stepped back from the window too slowly.

Caught again.

By noon, the heat index hit one hundred and three.

Even inside, the air felt thin and overworked, the AC struggling against something bigger than it.

Outside, the crew moved slower than usual.

Except Billy.

Billy didn’t seem to understand slow.

Nathan watched from behind the blinds as he pushed the mower across the yard, shirt darkening with sweat until it clung to him in uneven lines.

Then he stopped near the fence.

Looked around once.

And pulled the shirt off.

Nathan turned away instantly.

Waited.

Didn’t succeed.

Looked back.

Billy wiped his face with the fabric before tossing it over the mower handle like it didn’t matter where it landed.

Sunlight hit his skin like it had permission.

Lean. Real. Unedited.

The kind of body that didn’t announce itself—it just existed through movement.

Nathan’s attention kept betraying him in small, precise ways:
the line of untanned skin at his waistband,
the slow path of sweat down his chest,
grass clinging to damp calves.
Billy bent to adjust the mower.

Nathan exhaled through his nose.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered.

“Talking to yourself?”

Nathan nearly jumped.

Billy stood at the open patio screen door, hedge clippers in one hand, grinning like he’d been waiting for that exact moment.

“You trying to kill me?” Nathan asked.

“Bit dramatic for landscaping.”

“You move quietly for someone so loud.”

Billy shrugged. “Occupational skill.”

He stepped inside without waiting for permission.

The kitchen changed temperature immediately.

Not literally.

Something worse.

Billy opened the fridge, took a bottle of water, and drank like he’d earned it. Half gone in seconds.

Nathan looked away too late.

A bead of water traced down Billy’s throat, disappeared into his collarbone.

Billy lowered the bottle. “You always this tense?”

Nathan gave him a flat look. “You always this irritating?”

“That’s a yes,” Billy said.

He leaned against the island like he belonged there.

The house felt smaller with him in it.

Too aware of itself.

“This place still feels sad,” Billy said suddenly.

Nathan blinked. “Excuse me?”

Billy shrugged, not defensive. Just observant. “It’s nice. Just... quiet in a way that isn’t peaceful.”

Nathan should’ve corrected him.

Instead he leaned back against the counter, exhaling once.

“It used to feel different.”

Billy looked up at that.

No joke now.

No grin.

“What happened?” he asked.

Nathan stared past him toward the backyard.

“Marriage happened,” he said quietly. “Then it didn’t.”

Billy let out a short laugh. “That’s the worst summary I’ve ever heard.”

Nathan huffed despite himself.

Billy smiled like he’d earned that reaction.

Then, softer—

“You still love her?”

The question landed clean.

Nathan didn’t answer immediately.

When he did, it surprised him.

“No.”

Billy studied him like he was checking for honesty.

“You just miss having someone there,” he said.

Nathan looked at him sharply.

That was too accurate to be casual.

Too young to be harmless.

Billy shifted slightly, scratching the back of his neck.

“My parents split last year,” he said.

Nathan paused. “Sorry.”

Billy shrugged like it didn’t belong to him anymore. “My dad kind of... left before he left. Stopped showing up while still technically there.”

Nathan understood that more than he wanted to.

Silence stretched.

Not uncomfortable.

Just shared.

Then Billy exhaled and broke it himself.

“Anyway. This got depressing.”

Nathan let out a quiet laugh.

Billy tossed the empty bottle into the trash and grabbed his shirt from the doorway.

As he pulled it on, Nathan’s attention followed before he could stop it.

Billy noticed.

Of course he did.

“You really do that a lot,” Billy said quietly.

Nathan met his eyes. “Do what?”

“Look.”

Nathan held the gaze.

Didn’t deny it.

Didn’t explain it either.

Something shifted—small, but real.

Billy didn’t smirk this time.

He just looked at him.

Like he was recalculating something.

Then shouting came from the front yard.

Billy rolled his eyes. “My parole officer’s calling.”

Nathan huffed. “Get back to work.”

Billy paused at the door.

Didn’t turn around immediately.

“You should swim more,” he said.

Nathan frowned. “What?”

Billy glanced back over his shoulder.

“You look like someone who forgot how to enjoy anything.”

Then he stepped back into the sunlight.

Gone again.

The kitchen went quiet.

But this time, the silence didn’t feel empty.

It felt aware of itself.

And Nathan stood there too long, heart still slightly off rhythm, wondering when exactly this stopped being about landscaping.
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Chapter 4 — The Divorce House
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Nathan woke up thinking about Billy Blake.

That alone was irritating enough to ruin the morning.

Worse was the second thought that followed—checking the weather app like it had any say in whether he’d see him today.

Eighty-nine degrees.

Clear.

No escape.

He tossed the phone back onto the mattress.

“Fantastic,” he muttered.

The bedroom felt too large again.

It always did in the mornings.

Not empty exactly—just... unfinished. Like someone had started living here and stopped halfway through.

His ex-wife used to fill that space without trying. Noise, movement, half-used things left everywhere as evidence of presence.

Now everything stayed where it was placed.

Intentional.

Unforgiving.

Nathan showered, worked, sat through meetings he barely remembered, and tried not to calculate the time.

He failed anyway.

12:17.

Music drifted faintly through the neighborhood.

His mood shifted before he could stop it.

That bothered him most of all.

Billy knocked on the sliding door thirty minutes later.

Hedge clippers over one shoulder. Cap backward.

That detail alone felt unnecessary.

“Afternoon, rich guy.”

Nathan opened the door halfway. “You assign that to all clients?”

“Only the ones who can afford to hate it.”

Nathan shook his head, but the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

Billy noticed immediately.

“You do that more now.”

Nathan frowned. “Do what?”

“That.” Billy nodded at him. “Smile like you forgot you’re not supposed to.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is now.”

Nathan stepped aside.

“Need something?”

“Water. Maybe food. I’m open to negotiations.”

“You eat constantly.”

“I’m outdoors. It’s survival.”

Nathan exhaled a laugh before he meant to.

Billy pointed at him as he passed. “There. That again.”

Nathan hesitated. “What?”

“You laugh now.”

Nathan didn’t have a response for that, so he let Billy inside.

That, too, was becoming a pattern.

The kitchen changed as soon as he entered it.

Not physically.

Atmospherically.

Billy opened the fridge like he’d done it before, took a bottle of water, and wandered deeper into the house while drinking.

Nathan followed at a slower pace.

“You always work this neighborhood?” Nathan asked.

“Mostly rich ones.” Billy shrugged. “They tip better in personality.”

“You in school?”

“Community college.”

“For?”

Billy made a face. “That’s classified.”

Nathan leaned against the counter. “Meaning?”

“Meaning I’ve changed my major twice and now I’m professionally undecided.”

Nathan snorted.

Billy nodded at him immediately. “That. You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Laughing.”

Nathan started to respond—

then stopped.

Because it was true.

Billy wandered into the living room, eyes scanning clean surfaces, minimal clutter, too much space pretending to be intentional.

“You ever think about selling this place?” he asked.

Nathan didn’t answer immediately.

“All the time,” he said finally.

“Then why don’t you?”

Nathan looked around.

The house didn’t feel like home.

It felt like a record of something that had already ended.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

Billy nodded like that made perfect sense.

“My mom stayed in our house too long after my dad left,” he said. “Said moving felt like admitting it actually happened.”

Nathan watched him carefully.

Billy said things like that too easily.

Like they weren’t heavy until after they landed.

“You close with her?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah.” A small smile. “She thinks I’m one flat tire away from becoming a cautionary tale.”

Nathan glanced toward the driveway. “That truck isn’t helping.”

Billy laughed. “It’s held together by optimism and bad decisions.”

A pause settled between them.

Not awkward.

Just open.

Billy looked down the hallway.

“You got pictures somewhere?”

Nathan’s body tightened slightly. “Why?”

“Because there’s basically none out here.”

Nathan hesitated.

Then turned and walked toward the office.

Billy followed without asking.

The office smelled like dust and paper.

Along one wall, frames sat stacked—some face-down, some leaning, all intentionally ignored.

Wedding photos.

Vacation shots.

Old versions of people who looked certain about things.

Billy crouched beside them.

Nathan stayed in the doorway.

Billy didn’t rush.

Didn’t joke.

“You were happy,” he said quietly, looking at one of the photos.

Nathan stared at it.

“I think so,” he said.

Billy glanced up. “You don’t look like you believe that.”

Nathan let out a short breath. “I don’t remember it clearly enough to argue.”

Billy studied the photos again.

“Do you ever miss him?” he asked.

Nathan frowned. “Who?”

“The version of you in those.”

That landed differently.

Nathan leaned against the doorframe.

“Sometimes,” he admitted.

Billy stood slowly.

Too close now.

Not touching distance.

Still too close.

“You don’t seem old,” Billy said quietly.

Nathan huffed once. “I didn’t say I was old.”

“You think it.”

Nathan almost smiled. “You twenty-two-year-olds make everyone feel ancient.”

Billy didn’t laugh.

He just looked at him.

“That’s not everybody,” he said.

The air changed.

Subtle.

But immediate.

Nathan felt it in his chest more than his thoughts.

For a second neither of them moved.

The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago.

Billy shifted first.

Stepping back.

Breaking whatever line had been forming without either of them naming it.

“Anyway,” he said lightly, voice slightly rougher than before, “your backyard’s trying to become a jungle again.”

Nathan exhaled once as Billy turned away.

The moment passed.

But not cleanly.

And Nathan stood there longer than necessary, realizing something with quiet clarity:

This was getting complicated faster than it should have been.
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