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      I pull up to the Lancaster estate in my pickup truck, surveying the sprawling property. The backyard is a mess, overgrown and in desperate need of a makeover. Exactly the kind of job I specialize in.

      I hop out of the cab, grabbing my tools from the truck bed. The sun beats down on my shoulders as I make my way to the backyard. The Lancaster estate is a real beaut from the front—all manicured hedges and pristine flowerbeds. But the back is another story. Guess that's why they called me.

      Overgrown grass tickles my shins as I wade through the neglected lawn. Weeds sprout between cracked patio stones. A rusted swing set creaks in the breeze, unused for who knows how long. I can already envision how it'll look when I'm done: a real oasis. The kind of transformation I live for.

      I set my toolbox down with a grunt, rolling up my sleeves. Nothing beats working with my hands, breathing in the fresh air, sculpting something raw into a masterpiece. I built my landscaping business from the ground up and I pour my blood, sweat, and tears into every job.

      The screen door slides open and out walks Mr. Lancaster in his pressed khakis and polo shirt. I paste on a friendly smile. "Mornin', Mr. Lancaster. Quite a job you've got for me here."

      He waves a dismissive hand. "I'm sure it's nothing you can't handle, Jack. You come highly recommended."

      "I'll give it a complete overhaul. Lay down fresh sod, plant some trees for privacy, maybe a stone water feature..." I watch his eyes light up as I describe my vision. "Of course… a job like this doesn't come cheap."

      "Money is no object!" he says quickly. "I want the best, and I'm willing to pay for it. How soon can you start?"

      I hide a smirk. Guys like him are my bread and butter. They'll shell out whatever I ask without blinking. "I can get started right away. You won't be disappointed, Mr. Lancaster. I guarantee it."

      As I turn to survey more of the property, I spot a young woman stretched out on a lawn chair near a fountain, sketching. She glances up, curiosity sparkling in her eyes. I tip my hat and flash a smile. Can't deny she's easy on the eyes. But I'm here to work, not get distracted by a pretty face. It's difficult not to get distracted, however, with that thin excuse for a red bikini she's wearing.

      "Ready for me to transform this backyard into a masterpiece?" I ask Mr. Lancaster, snapping my attention back to what’s important.

      "Absolutely. I've got some great ideas to really make this space pop, if you think you can make them happen.”

      “No time like the present to get an idea of what you want.”

      We walk the perimeter as he describes his grand vision—lush gardens, stone pathways, maybe even a waterfall. I nod along, jotting down notes.

      "I'll need to take some measurements, crunch the numbers. But I'm thinking a few thousand should cover everything."

      Mr. Lancaster claps me on the shoulder. "Again, money is no object. I want this to be the envy of the neighborhood."

      I steal another glance at the young woman with fiery red hair. She's engrossed in her sketchbook, brow furrowed in concentration. Part of me hopes she'll head in soon. Having an audience while I work always makes me a bit uncomfortable.

      That's when she looks up and studies me again, her head almost cocked in a curious manner. She rises from her lounger and saunters over, hips swaying with each step. She clears her throat and confidently pipes up, letting her voice be heard. "I wanted to talk about the garden, Dad.”

      Mr. Lancaster intervenes and chuckles, rubbing the back of his neck. "Uh… pardon my daughter, Jack. She's got some... attachments to certain areas."

      "Dad, I planted those perennials myself!" the girl protests. "It's not fair to just tear them out."

      "Sweetheart, we've been through this," Mr. Lancaster says, his tone firm. "The whole backyard needs a redo. But you can plant more afterwards."

      I glance around until I find her little garden, trying to keep my focus on the task at hand. But it's hard to not study her again. Her bikini leaves little to the imagination, and I can't help but steal glances. She's a distraction I don't need, a spoiled princess scrutinizing my work.

      "But Dad, you promised—" she starts, her voice rising.

      "Enough, Sophie," Mr. Lancaster snaps. "Jack is the professional here. We'll do as he suggests."

      Sophie huffs, tossing her fiery hair over her shoulder. "Fine. But I want to be involved. I want to make sure it's done right."

      I raise an eyebrow and snap my gaze back to her. “You don’t have to worry about my abilities, ma’am.” My voice comes out more gruff than I intend.

      She flushes, her eyes flashing. “I don’t. I just... I want to make sure my plants are taken care of."

      Mr. Lancaster sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Sophie, please. Let Jack do his job."

      She turns to me, her expression pleading. "Can't you just work around them? Please?"

      I glance at the overgrown mess, then back at her. "I'll see what I can do. But no promises."

      She smiles, a victorious gleam in her eyes. As she turns to argue more with her father, she steals a glance at me, checking if I'm watching. I am, and she knows it. This girl is trouble, but I can't look away.

      "Dad, you're not even listening—" she starts, her voice heated.

      "Sophie, that's enough!" Mr. Lancaster's voice booms, his patience wearing thin.

      Their argument escalates, but I tune it out, focusing on the measurements I need to take. This job just got a lot more complicated, and it's not because of the landscaping.

      Damn it, I'm here to work, not ogle the boss's daughter, no matter how smoking hot she is in that barely-there bikini. She's not my problem now, and she better not be my problem as I get things up and running.

      I step away to give them some privacy as they continue to argue. I can't help but notice her sketchbook lying open on the lounger. I steal a glance, expecting to see cutesy doodles, but... damn. Girl's got talent. An open field stretches across the page, trees reaching for a cloud-dappled sky. The shading, the depth... color me impressed.

      Mr. Lancaster's voice pulls me out of my reverie. He strides over, dismissing Sophie with a wave of his hand. "I apologize for my daughter, Jack. She gets... attached to things. But I want you to proceed with your plans, no matter what she says."

      I nod, but can't help the twinge of guilt as I catch Sophie's hurt expression. I get it. I do. This is obviously her peaceful space too. But I've got a paycheck to earn, so whatever Mr. Lancaster says goes.

      Time to get to work. I haul barrows full of fresh dirt to one corner of the yard, sweat already beading on my brow. I can't shake the feeling of Sophie's eyes on me. I glance up and there she is, staring intently from her perch on the lounger. Is she... is she sketching me?

      I redirect my gaze, trying to focus on the task at hand. But I can't help admiring her passion, her fire. The girl knows what she wants and isn't afraid to fight for it. Gotta respect that.

      'Course, it'd be a hell of a lot easier to concentrate if she'd go inside and put some damn clothes on. The way the sun gleams off her skin, the curves of her body...

      I suddenly clear my throat. The temptation to glance at her again fills my head, but I keep my head down, shoveling dirt with a newfound intensity. However, I can still feel her eyes on me, tracking my every move. It's gonna be a long day.

      Or is it?

      It's not long before I feel something shift in the air.

      Glancing at Sophie, I can see she feels it too. We both make eye contact, then look up to the sky, our gazes traveling eastward. Where did that wall cloud come from?

      I continue working, and she continues sketching, but the sky starts to slowly darken as more time passes. A knot of worry tightens in my gut. Those are definitely storm clouds, and they're rolling in, thunder rumbling in the distance. The forecast never mentioned a storm today. I quicken my pace, hauling bags of dirt from the truck trailer, muscles straining.

      Soon, raindrops spatter against my skin, cool and sudden. I've got to hustle.

      I grab the saplings I'd hauled back here a little while ago, their roots wrapped in damp burlap, and lug them towards the house. That's when the wind suddenly picks up, whipping through the trees, scattering leaves across the lawn. Where the hell did this come from?

      I'm halfway across the yard when the skies open up, rain pelting down in thick sheets.

      The storm hits full force. High winds lash against the trees, rain driving down in a relentless torrent. I rush towards the saplings, left vulnerable in the open. To my surprise, Sophie's already there, bikini-clad, wrestling with a heavy pot.

      "What are you doing?" I shout over the howling wind.

      She looks up, hair plastered to her face, eyes defiant. "Helping! What does it look like?"

      I don't argue. No time. We work in tense silence, our bodies close, breaths ragged from exertion. Lightning forks across the sky, thunder crashing overhead. Sophie motions towards the pool house, shouting, "We can take shelter in there!"

      I nod, hauling the saplings towards the small building. Sophie holds the door open, rain streaming down her face. We stumble inside, soaked and breathless. The door slams shut behind us, muffling the fury.

      "Thanks," I pant, setting the saplings down. "You didn't have to help."

      “I wanted to,” she says with a shrug, then glances out the window, watching the storm rage. "Besides, I couldn't just stand by and watch all your hard work get ruined."

      I raise an eyebrow. "Thought you didn't want me messing with your garden."

      She turns back to me, a small smile playing on her lips. "I never said that. I just wanted to make sure it was done right."

      I can't help but chuckle, shaking my head. This girl's something else. But I can't deny the determination in her eyes, the fire that's not just from her hair (though, at the moment, it’s wet and plastered to her head, taking on a darker tone). She's not just a spoiled princess. She's a force to be reckoned with.

      And right now, she's shivering, teeth chattering from the cold. I glance around the pool house, spotting a stack of towels on a shelf. I grab one and toss it to her. "Here. Dry off."

      She catches it, murmuring a thanks. I turn away, giving her some privacy. The storm shows no sign of letting up. Looks like we're stuck here for a while. But there's something about this moment, about her, that makes me not mind so much.

      I listen to the rain pounding against the roof, the wind howling outside. Inside, it's just us, the silence filled with the soft sounds of her drying off. I can't help but steal a glance, seeing her rubbing the towel over her arms, her legs. She catches my eye, and for a moment, we just look at each other.

      "My name's Jack, by the way."

      I'm not sure why I tell her this, but it fills the awkward silence.

      "Cool. Nice to meet you, Jack. I'm⁠—"

      "Sophie. I know. Your dad said your name earlier."

      "Oh! Well... it's nice of you to remember. I'm terrible with names."

      So am I, but it's not hard to remember hers. I don't think I'll ever forget.

      Then she smiles, a genuine one this time. "So, what's the plan, Jack?"

      "No idea," I say with a sigh. "But I can't get back to the job until the rain at least eases up a little."

      Something suddenly dawns on the girl. It crashes down on her so quickly, at first I worry I've offended her.

      But then she gasps and darts to the window. "Damn it, I left my sketchbook out there!" She smacks her forehead, cursing under her breath. "Ugh!" I approach the window to follow her gaze. That's when her hand grips my shoulder, fingers digging in. "Fuck! I can't believe I did that!"

      I tense at the physical contact, unsettled by the sudden intimacy. Why the hell is she touching me?

      "It's gonna be ruined," she groans, squeezing harder. I shrug off her hand, stepping away. Space. I need space.

      "It's just a sketchbook, sweetheart. Not the end of the world."

      She scowls but says nothing, turning back to the window. And that's the point, thank God, when the storm starts subsiding, rain now a gentle patter. I clear my throat. "I should get back to work. I'm glad nature's outburst wasn't drawn out."

      We exit the pool house, the air thick with humidity and tension. Sophie dashes towards her lounger, snatching up the sodden sketchbook. She hugs it to her chest, red hair plastered to her face, and bolts inside the house. I catch myself watching her retreat, eyes lingering on her barely-there bikini bottom.

      Shaking my head, I refocus on the task at hand. The ground's soft, perfect for digging. I grab my shovel, sinking it into the wet earth. Time to make up for lost time. I'll need to return tomorrow, but for now, I work.

      I start with the old garden, shoveling up clumps of mud and tangled roots. Sophie's perennials. I hesitate, her pleading eyes flashing through my mind. Then, I toss them aside. Can't dwell on that now.

      As I dig, I can't shake the memory of her hand on my shoulder. The frustration in her grip, the intimacy of the act. What was she thinking? I grunt, driving the shovel deeper.

      Yet, as I work, I find myself both dreading and anticipating tomorrow. The intriguing young artist with fiery hair and a fiercer spirit... She's a distraction I don't need. But one I can't ignore.

      I pause, wiping sweat from my brow. Glancing towards the house, I half-expect to see her watching me. But the window's empty. Good. I need to concentrate.

      I return to my labor, the rhythm of the shovel hitting dirt soothing my thoughts. Tomorrow's another day. And who knows what it'll bring.
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