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CHAPTER ONE — The City and the Stranger
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New Orleans woke slowly, like a creature stretching after a night of music. The early sun slid over the rooftops of the Marigny, catching on wrought-iron balconies and the glossy leaves of magnolia trees. For most people, it was just another hot Louisiana morning.

For Billy Carson, it was another day he hoped no one would talk to him.

He moved quietly through the lobby of the tech firm where he worked—one of those sleek, open-space startup offices where people wore headphones, sipped iced coffee, and acted like they were inventing the future. Billy liked his job; he liked coding, solving puzzles, building things no one else could see. What he didn’t like was attention.

He was twenty-five, soft-spoken, a little too pale for someone living in the South, and happiest when he could disappear behind a pair of monitors. While the rest of the office buzzed around him, Billy slipped into his cubicle like a ghost.

At lunch, he usually sat alone.

Today, though, the break room was louder than usual—someone was talking in a warm, rolling country accent that felt out of place among the city chatter.

“...back home we always used to finish chores ’fore the sun was up,” the voice said, cheerful, unbothered. “Guess folks here like things... slower.”

Billy paused, tray in hand.

The speaker was tall—ridiculously tall—lean and broad-shouldered, with sun-touched skin and wheat-gold hair that curled at his temples. He had the open, easy smile of someone who had never learned to be self-conscious. His denim shirt looked worn-in, the kind bought for work, not style.

He didn’t belong in a tech company break room.

He didn’t belong in New Orleans.

He looked up, caught Billy staring—and smiled like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Hey there,” he said, nodding toward an empty chair. “You lookin’ for a spot?”

Billy blinked.
Words. Need words.
“Uh—I—yeah,” he managed, cheeks warming. “Thanks.”

The stranger’s grin widened, bright enough to feel like sunlight.

“Name’s John,” he said, offering a calloused, warm hand. “Just moved here. First week in the city.”

Billy hesitated, then shook it.
“Billy.”
“Billy,” John repeated, as if testing the sound. “Good to meet you, Billy.”

John talked easily—about the farm he grew up on, the decision to move somewhere bigger, the job he was trying to land in the city. Billy listened, surprised by how calming John’s voice was, surprised by how natural it felt to sit across from him.

No one ever made Billy feel natural.

At one point, John leaned forward, elbows on the table.
“So what do you do here?”
Billy swallowed, pushing his glasses up. “IT. Mostly backend systems.”

“That’s... computers, right?”

Billy couldn’t help it—he laughed. Quiet and small, but real.

“Yeah. Computers.”

John beamed like Billy had given him a gift.

Their conversation flowed, soft and warm, until Billy realized lunch break was long over.

He stood abruptly. “I—I have to get back—”

“Oh, of course.” John rose too, all polite instinct. “But hey... I don’t know many people here yet. Would you maybe... want to grab coffee sometime?”

Coffee.

With this handsome, open, impossible man.

Billy’s heartbeat tripped.

“I—yeah. I’d like that,” he said before insecurity could strangle him.

John’s smile was slow and grateful.

“Good. I’ll look forward to it.”

As Billy walked back to his desk, he felt something unfamiliar blooming in his chest—something soft, bright, almost frightening.

Hope.
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CHAPTER TWO — Coffee in the Quarter
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Billy spent most of the afternoon pretending to work.

His eyes stared at code, but his mind replayed John’s smile, the warmth of his voice, the way he said Billy like it mattered. He scolded himself for being ridiculous—one friendly conversation didn’t mean anything. People like John were kind to everyone.

But the way he looked at Billy hadn’t felt generic.

It felt... deliberate.

By five o’clock, Billy could no longer sit still. He packed up early—something he never did—and stepped outside into the thick, sweet New Orleans air. The city smelled of jasmine, river water, and faint traces of last night’s bourbon.

John was waiting on the sidewalk.

Billy stopped short.

He wore the same worn denim, sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms, and he stood like someone who’d been raised under open skies—spine loose, chest open, breathing easy.

“Hope you don’t mind,” John said. “I wasn’t sure when your shift ended, so I figured I’d just catch you when you came out.”

Billy’s mouth went dry. “You waited... for me?”

John shrugged, bashful but proud.
“Yeah. I meant what I said about coffee.”
He held out a helmet. Billy blinked.

“You... ride a motorcycle?”

“Old one,” John said. “Bought it used. Runs loud, but she’s loyal.”

Billy had never been on a motorcycle in his life. The idea terrified him.

And yet...

“Okay,” he whispered.

John helped him settle behind him, hands gently guiding Billy’s fingers until they rested around John’s waist. Billy could feel the man’s warmth through his shirt, the solid muscle beneath.

“Hold on tight,” John murmured.

Billy did.

They rode through the French Quarter, the engine grumbling, the world blurring into color—balconies crowded with ferns, flickers of jazz spilling out of open doors, tourists snapping photos, locals weaving through the chaos with practiced grace. Billy pressed his cheek lightly against John’s back, feeling strangely safe.

John pulled up near a small corner café—the kind with mismatched chairs, potted herbs, string lights glowing even before dusk.

“This all right?” John asked.

Billy nodded, heart still thumping from the ride.

They took a table outside, the air buzzing with distant saxophone notes. A server brought iced chicory coffee—cold, sweet, and smoky.

John took a sip and made a face.
“Well, that’s... something.”
Billy laughed again—twice in one day, which felt like an accomplishment.

“You get used to it,” he said.

John leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, eyes soft and curious.

“So tell me about you.”

Billy froze. Talking about himself was never easy.

“There’s... not much to tell,” he said quietly.

“I don’t believe that,” John said. “Not for one second.”

Billy’s cheeks warmed.

“I’m just... an IT guy. I like quiet things. Books. Games. Music, sometimes. I’m not good at... people.”

“But you’re good at talking to me,” John said gently.

“That’s different.”

“How so?”

Billy hesitated, then whispered, “You’re easy to talk to.”

John’s eyes softened even more.

“Good. I want to be.”

The wind carried a swirl of jasmine between them. For a long moment, neither looked away.

Then John shifted, suddenly shy in a way that looked strange on him.

“Billy... I know we just met. And I ain’t trying to rush anything. But... I like you.”

Billy’s breath caught.

“I don’t expect anything back,” John added quickly. “I just figured... honesty’s good. Especially in a city this big.”

Billy stared at him—the handsome, gentle farm boy who’d crossed hundreds of miles and somehow ended up sitting across from him, speaking softly, sincerely, without any games.

“I like you too,” Billy said before fear could stop him.

John’s smile lit up the whole street.

And Billy realized he’d just told the truth.
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CHAPTER THREE — Learning the City Together
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John woke early.

He couldn’t help it—farm life had trained him to rise with the sun, even now that he lived in a crowded New Orleans apartment with thin walls and a window that overlooked a street where jazz occasionally played at 3 a.m.

For the first time since moving here, the morning felt... exciting.

He kept replaying Billy’s quiet smile, the way he’d said I like you too as if it were a confession he’d been holding for years. John hadn’t expected anything from him—Billy struck him as someone careful with his heart, someone who didn’t offer himself easily.

The fact that he’d said those words at all meant something.

And John planned to honor it.

He texted Billy as the sun rose over the Mississippi:

Morning. If you’re free today, I’d love to show you a spot I found yesterday. Thought you might like it. —John

Billy replied two minutes later:

Okay. When?

John grinned.

Whenever you’re ready.



Billy lived only four blocks away, but John walked over instead of riding the motorcycle. He wanted the time to settle his nerves—and he didn’t want Billy’s first impression of him today to be noise.

Billy met him outside his apartment building, hands in his hoodie pockets, hair slightly messy as though he’d run his fingers through it too many times.

“You walked?” Billy asked.

“Yep,” John said. “Wanted to take things slow this morning.”

A soft look flickered in Billy’s eyes, quickly hidden.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

They headed toward the river, weaving through vendors setting up stalls and old men feeding pigeons. The air carried the rich smell of beignets and powdered sugar. A street musician warmed up a saxophone with gentle, hesitant notes.

Billy walked close—not touching, but nearer than yesterday. John noticed every inch of distance that disappeared.

Eventually, they reached a small riverside pier—not the tourist one, but a quiet wooden walkway shaded by cypress trees. Sunlight reflected off the slow-moving water like scattered gold.

Billy stopped, breath catching.
“This is beautiful.”
“Yeah,” John said softly. “Figured you’d like it. You seemed like someone who could use a quiet spot in a loud city.”

Billy smiled—small, but warm.

They leaned against the railing, watching a tugboat crawl along the river. After a few minutes, Billy spoke.

“Why did you move here? Really.”

John exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck.

“A lot of reasons. Wanted something new. Wanted to see if I could... build a life that was mine, not just one handed to me.”

Billy nodded.

“My family’s farm is great,” John added. “But it wasn’t home for me anymore.”

“Were they okay with you leaving?”

John hesitated.
“Not really. But they’ll adjust.”
Billy turned toward him. “I’m glad you came.”

John’s chest tightened—unexpected, powerful.

“I’m glad I found you,” he said.

Billy
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