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John was a lonely programmer used to a routine schedule of working all day in his cubicle and video gaming all night in his apartment. He had kept his social interactions to a minimum. It’s not that he didn’t want social interactions, it is just that he wasn’t very good around people. That goes doubly true around a pretty woman. When John was around a beautiful woman his brain stops working normally and he starts tripping all over his tongue.

That was certainly how he interacted with his new neighbor, the beautiful Ally, the first time he met her. It was a stupid, but all too common, action of a confirmed introvert. Still that first day, he helped her move in, because that’s just what a good neighbor does. He knew that she was just someone he shared a common balcony with and that she could never be interested in him for more than that, right? There was no hope of romance between an athletic young woman and him. They were a terrible match. He was a gamer, an introvert, and less than physically fit. She was an extrovert, a physical therapy trainer with a model boyfriend. That was exactly the type that would never be into him.

That's how life went by for him until the virus hit. With everything shut down in the city and him working at home, life wasn’t so bad for an introvert like John. Life was tougher for Alley, though. She couldn’t work from home, she’d just used the last of her savings to move in, and then her boyfriend ran out on her during the crisis. Ally asked John for help to get by until the crisis was over, and John just couldn’t say no. Not to a neighbor in need during the worst crisis of their lifetime. Anyway, they did share that balcony, so it is sort of like that they were quarantined together.

Ally promises to help John get into shape and get over his shyness. John offers to pay the bills until things get better. When times get tough, good people band together and maybe they will also fall in love. The worst of times bring out the best in the right people.

The Quarantine Cupid is a transgender erotic romance tale of good people getting together to survive the worst of times.


Chapter 1

Before the Storm

“Did you see your new neighbor yet?” asked Dave.

John didn’t quite catch the comment because he was too busy fishing out his mail from the complex’s communal mailbox. He turned the key and popped his little brass door open. There was nothing inside but fliers. He pulled the fliers out and tossed them in the community garbage can. It was nearly full today. That’s how things went these days. No one sent John a letter through the mail anymore. Not even his mother. Heck, even his billing companies knew enough to go paperless. Everything was done efficiently and impersonally online. That was okay by John since it kept social distancing to the maximum. The only thing that could ruin a good day was contact with another human. At least in John’s opinion. It’s not that he didn’t like people, it’s just that he always went all awkward around people. Okay, not all people. Mostly he went all awkward around women. The curse of an introvert, he guessed. He’d learn to deal with it by not dealing with women as much as possible. One might accuse him of ignoring his fears, but since he lived alone there was no one in his life to accuse him of anything. He closed his mailbox and locked the door.

Having given his mail its proper time of day, he turned around to reply to Dave. Dave was about eighty going on fifteen emotionally. He had a prime apartment right near the mailboxes. The location allowed him to chat with anyone that came into the complex. John figured it was about the only socializing the old man got to do these days. John always made sure to give Dave a few minutes a day just to humor the old dude. It was a pity the old man was only into one subject. That one subject was women which was a subject John knew so little about. Dave acted like he was an expert on them. Dave liked them young and pretty. John didn’t know why since at Dave’s age he was lucky to get one at all. John hadn’t seen Dave with any women of any age or number on the beauty scale. The lack of one didn’t seem to motivate Dave to think about other topics of conversation. No, it seemed to only rev up his motor more.

John waved. He said, “Hi Dave, what’s new?”

“Your neighbor! Don’t you ever listen to me?”

John’s old neighbor moved out about three weeks ago. He liked his old neighbor, Scott. Scott was a programmer and a classic introvert just like he was. Like John, Scott shopped online, ate at home, and played online video games for fun. Scott and John shared the same flight of stairs for their walk-up to their front doors. They also shared a common balcony. Not that either of them used it. Well, maybe they used it in the summer when it got really hot. Even then, it was just the two of them on opposite ends of the balcony banging on their laptops together. John couldn’t remember saying more than three words to Scott that he didn’t text online while playing a game in all the time they lived opposite each other. Those good times were gone now. Scott got a job upstate. Now there was this new neighbor to worry about.

John replied, “I guess she’s young and pretty?” He knew the answer already. Dave wouldn’t be talking about her if she wasn’t.

“She’s a real spinner with one nice tight ass,” said Dave.

“I believe you mean a young woman in top physical condition.”

“That sounds politically correct. I don’t do political correctness. That’s what’s wrong with women today. They went woke.”

“And you’re still asleep.”

“Exactly!”

“Dave, you have to learn to be polite to people and stop putting your label on them,” reminded John.

“You mean go woke myself? I’m too old to learn new tricks.”

John shrugged. Dave wasn’t going woke, so he was going to stay emotionally broke. The curse of being an old man. The world had changed, and Dave hadn’t, so he’d be alone. Of course, John was alone most of the time too. But John had his virtual friends online which Dave clearly lacked.

Having felt he’d entertained the old man enough for the day, John turned to leave. The old man wasn’t done yet. He never was. He was old and lonely. He didn’t understand, like John did, that a whole world existed online so you never had to feel lonely.  The old man shouted, “What about that virus thing?”

Virus thing? That was odd. John couldn’t remember the last non-female subject Dave had brought up in a conversation. It caught his ear, but good. John spun around. He asked, “What virus thing?”

“Don’t young people watch the news! It’s all over China. It’s killing people left and right. Now it’s in Italy too, but good. I heard it is here in the US too lurking.”

“Lurking?”

“Around the corner, around the bend, it takes up to fourteen days to show you got it.”

“It sounds like the plot of a zombie movie.”

“It wasn’t a movie. I saw it on the news. You catch it, wait fourteen day to drop dead, and the whole time you’re spreading virus to kingdom come and back! You could be a walking dead man right now and not know it.”

John rolled his eyes. “It sounds bad.”

“They said it’s coming here to our city next. The next booby plague.”

“Bubonic, not booby, Dave.”

“Shit, it’s going to kill us all no matter what you call it.”

“That’s just fear talk, Dave. The news says stuff like that to get people to watch. It will never happen. Anyway, the president said it was a hoax.”

“You sound like him, too confident for your own good. Watch the news, you’ll see,” Dave clearly wanted to say more, but bit his lip. That was okay by John, he hated politics. He rather Dave was talking about women if this is what he talked about when he wasn’t talking about women.

John noticed why Dave went silent in a hurry. She walked into the commons. She must be his new neighbor. She just had to be her, because John never saw her around the complex before and she was the type you would remember. She was too good looking to be dating anyone in this complex, right? Too good looking by half. John understood quickly why Dave was talking about her. She was about five foot two inches with long black hair.  She was carrying a lamp. She was eyeing John in a way that made him feel uncomfortable. Mostly because women didn’t eye him at all. He’d been on two dates in the last year. Neither ended well, or to put it another way, the best part of them was that they had ended. It probably wasn’t those women’s fault the dates went badly either. He was just terrible one on one with women. He was good online, but face to face he was a failure. It only made him like being online more.

She walked up to John and said, “Well, hello there. I’m Ally. I live in apartment 6b.”

That clinched it. She was his new neighbor all right. John stood there partially stunned. He gave her a weak smile. Dave stepped in for him. Dave said, “This here is my Johnnyboy. You know the cute lad that will be living next to you that I was talking about earlier. He’s a real looker, ain’t he? I told you he was. Big penis too!” Dave gave John a wink like he was helping him. John hid the grimace he felt. Dave told her all about him already. Great, what had Dave told her?

She extended her hand. She said, “Hi John, nice to know you and your member.”

“It’s not that big … I mean, don’t take Dave too seriously.”

“Too bad I like them big.”

John froze up. She held out her hand waiting for him to shake it. He was too timid to touch her. She took the initiative and grabbed his hand which did nothing to calm his racing heart.

Finally, he let a few words escape. “Nice … nice to meet me … you. Nice to meet you.”

She added, “I got a mattress in my car, care to help me lift it.” She had an iron grip. It confirmed what Dave said, she was in great physical shape. She was only wearing bagging sweatpants and a shirt, though, so John could only guess how attractive she was underneath. Not that he really cared. A woman like this would never be into him. Never. Still, you don’t turn down an offer to help a new neighbor. That was just rude, and John wasn’t rude. His mother had taught him to do right by a lady.

“I could try to help,” he offered.

She squeezed his bicep. She said, “Not much muscle there, but it will have to do.” She put down the lamp she was carrying and headed out toward the road. John followed her.

Dave shouted after him, “You go get her, John!”

He hoped she was out of hearing distance. John found her curb side. Her car was easy to guess. It was the one that had a queen-sized mattress strapped to the roof. She bounded up to remove the straps. Then she started to hoist the mattress down. She really didn’t seem to need any help. He just stood there and watched.

She said to him, “Can you hold it off the ground? I don’t want it to get dirty.”

“Yah, a dirty bed is no fun at all.”

“I don’t know about that. Getting a little dirty in bed can be a lot of fun.” She shot him an impish smile.

He replied, “I … ah …”

“I can see you embarrass easily.”

“No . . . yes . . .”

“Forget it and help me move this.” She brought the mattress down into his waiting arms. He caught the end of it. She was moving the thing with ease, but it was heavy. His arms were straining from the full weight. She shimmied down from the car roof and took up a side. She added, “It is much lighter with two on it, huh?”

He really didn’t notice the change in weight. It was so bulky it still felt like a bag of rocks. Being the man, John naturally was walking backwards while she faced forward. She had a nice face. It was pleasant to look at. He focused on it, not so much because she was his type of woman, but because focusing on it allowed him to forget the aching in his arms.

“This is a pretty good work out, huh?” she said.

“Maybe too much,” he replied. That was a real smooth response, idiot. She will think you are a ten-pound weakling. He chastised himself. Not that it was unexpected. He always said the wrong thing around women. Some guys were naturally smooth and suave and guys like John were all thumbs around an attractive woman.

They were nearing Dave. Dave shouted, “That looks heavy.”

Not that he offered to lend a hand. That was the Dave that John knew. Dave was all talk and no action. Not that there would be any action. She jerked to a stop. She said, “This is the staircase, right?”

He’d barely noticed where he was. His head was a little light from the exercise. In relief, he put the mattress down. He said, “Is this okay, or are we carrying it up?” He was hoping this was as far as it was going, but he feared the actual answer.

“Could we go up?” she asked while offering just about the grandest smile John had ever seen to go with that request. How could he say no to that smile?

“No problem,” he replied. He hoped he sounded extra noble. Although, he figured he sounded worn out.

“You sure?”

“Of course.”

She took the lead. It was nice to go forward for a change. The downside was all the weight was now pressing down on him as they went up. It was a short staircase. It really shouldn’t be a problem. If only he’d gone to the gym more often, or at all. He always meant to, but there were all those buffed guys there. He was afraid they’d laugh at him. He wasn’t flabby, he just wasn’t ripped.

She paused. She said, “Let me get my key out. You okay handling it alone for a second?”

“Sure,” he lied. His arms burned as if they were on fire. His legs were wobbling. He bit his lip. He’d not let her know he couldn’t handle this. If you couldn’t help a neighbor in this world, what kind of a person were you? John might not like social interaction, but he wasn’t the kind of person to turn down a person in need either. Only he wished more people needed computer programming and less people needed heavy lifting.

“Got it open,” she said. The mattress began to move again. Within a minute it was inside her living room. “You can leave it here, John,” she said. He wanted to think an overwhelming appearance of relief didn’t flow out of him and was on display for her to see, but he couldn’t help himself. “You look a touch winded,” she said. Clearly, she had good observational skills.

“I’m fine,” he lied, because he wasn’t going to drop the noble act after playing the role for so long now.

She walked over to him and slapped his butt. That got his attention. She said to him, “You’re kind of soft all over, but that’s okay. I’ve worked a lot of guys like you back into shape. Though, usually they are injured first. I’m a physical therapist. That’s how I met my boyfriend. He hurt his knee, and I worked him back into shape during rehab.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Yeah, Greg. You’ll love him when you meet him. He’s a professional model so he needs to stay in shape. We’re sort of a great match.”

Of course, she had a boyfriend. They always had a boyfriend. Why Mr. Boyfriend wasn’t here doing all the heavy lifting, he didn’t know or care. He added, “I guess I’ll be going then.”

“Oh, okay. See you later, my helpful new neighbor.”

“Right,” he replied. He dug his key out of his pocket and turned toward his door. That was life, Ally was a good one and the good ones were never to be his.


Chapter 2

The First Day

The next morning John was running late for work. It was all his fault too. He’d stayed up late playing an online video game. He’d meant to go to sleep on time, but they hit level ten as a team raid. You don’t drop out of a group raid when you hit level ten. It was against the code of the Internet. The other players would never have forgiven him. Once you get a bad rep in a game then finding teammates can become impossible. It was worth the experience too since he’d gotten a new sword. Plus, so long as he skipped his shower this morning, he’d still be able to make up the time lost oversleeping his alarm clock. He really didn’t need a shower because no one ever visited him in his little cubicle at work that he wanted a visit from.

John grabbed a bagel from a bag on the kitchen counter and a Diet Coke from the twelve pack in the refrigerator. He needed his morning caffeine and Diet Coke went down better than coffee. He shoved his car keys in his pocket and hustled for the door. He stopped halfway to the front door. He slapped his forehead. Cell phone, he had forgotten to get his cell phone off the charger. He hurried back to his bedroom to grab the cell phone. Now he was ready to leave and none too soon.

As he was leaving the complex, he was greeted by Dave dressed in a surgical mask. Dave shouted, “No point leaving Johnnyboy. There are no places to go today for us all, we’re all shutdown.”

John shrugged. Dave didn’t go anywhere anyway so what the heck was he talking about. Still, it was odd to see the old man awake so early today. John ignored him and headed for his car. He’d give Dave his daily chin wag tonight when he was more likely to be fully caffeinated. His cell phone rang before he reached his car. He stopped to take it out of his pocket. It was unusual for him to get a call this early in the morning. It was unusual for him to get a call at all. The only person that called him was his mother. He noticed it was his direct line manager’s number on the phone. Why was his manager calling him before work started? It couldn’t be good news. He shrugged and answered.

“Is John there?” asked his manager.

He hated people that assumed John didn’t live alone and started a phone conversation with that question. “John speaking,” he answered.

“John, we’re shutdown. This comes directly from the top. All personnel are to comply with city edicts to stay at home. Thus, we all are to work from home for two weeks. You’ve got your laptop so just VPN in. We don’t want to be accused of being spreaders, now do we? Anyway, we’re all non-essential. Enjoy the break, but get your work done still!”

“Shutdown, why?” asked John.

“The virus, of course,” replied his manager. Then he hung up.

Virus? It had never sounded so bad. A citywide shutdown? That seemed crazy. Maybe Dave had been on to something. He slinked back toward his apartment. Dave was waiting by the mailboxes. Dave said, “Back so soon?”

“We’re shutdown.”

“Whole city is. The virus is killing people left and right. Never seen anything like it in my life. It sounds worse than the clap I got in Mexico once.”

“Yeah, I guess it would be. I must go home and prepare, I guess. Good talking to you Dave.”

“Always a pleasure.”

John headed up his staircase in a daze. How did this virus get so out of hand without him noticing it? Maybe he should have spent more time reading the news and less time playing video games. Then again, he had all the time in the world to video game now. Well, when he wasn’t working. Not that he would work much. He could program so much faster at home where he’d not have meetings, training, team building exercises and all the other bother managers created to make it appear the managers were doing something.

He popped open his front door and went inside. It occurred to him that he wasn’t prepared for two weeks at home. He better check on his supplies. He went into his spare room. It was nice to have a two-bedroom apartment. It meant his spare room could be used to store things. John was an expert hoarder. He shopped at a bulk store and lived alone so he had enough paper towels and toilet paper already. He was also set for Diet Coke twelve packs, and Ramen Noodles. Mac-N-Cheese, check. Tinned tuna, check. What else did a person need? He felt better about things. He could manage two weeks just fine with what was on hand.

If he couldn’t, John used a personal shopper already. It saved him time going to stores himself. He logged in to check what other people were buying. The website was running slow this morning. With a city-wide shut down, apparently a lot of people were discovering a service John took for granted. Finally, he got on. He better order more soda, tuna, and Mac-N-Cheese. He should probably get a solar cell phone charger too, just in case. What else would he need? Two weeks at home, it didn’t feel too long. He shouldn’t panic and go nuts buying crap he’d never use.

There was a rap on his sliding glass door. That was funny. Maybe the neighbor’s cat got onto his balcony again. He went over to shoo it away. He pulled back the curtains and discovered Ally standing there. She was dressed in a skintight workout top and Lycra yoga pants. Her curvy figure he missed seeing yesterday while moving her in was clearly on display this morning. It didn’t disappoint. He wondered why she was out on the balcony rapping on his window. No doubt it wasn’t so he could get a good look at her perfect figure.

He slid the door open a crack. She wasn’t shy. She took it as an invitation to come inside. First, she shoved his door all the way open and then scampered into his apartment. With an attractive woman inside his apartment, suddenly all the general dirt around his place that John never noticed before stuck out; those dirty socks on the floor, the unclean plates in the sink, the odor of stale pizza boxes. He was feeling very unprepared for a visit from a woman at this moment and yet here she was ready or not.

She said, “Can I come in?”

She was already inside so how could he say no? John replied, “I guess.”

“Great. I’m out of supplies. I just moved in and Greg is still on the coast doing a shoot. He called to say that he’s stuck there now. He’s trying to rent a car to drive back, but no luck. He might be there for a while. Worse for me, my work is shut down. No PT visits for two weeks so I’ve got no income right now. And there’s even worse news, because I have no toilet paper! I’m in a mess-a real mess.”

John peered toward his spare room of spoils. He had more than he needed. It wouldn’t hurt to share with her. He assumed she came over to share this news for a reason. She wanted him to offer her help. The shutdown wasn’t going to last forever and it wouldn’t be neighborly to say no when he had the supplies. He replied, “You can check out my spare bedroom and see what I got that might be useful to you.”

She kissed him! She actually kissed him! He hadn’t been kissed in … well, he couldn’t remember when. It felt great even if it lasted just a split second. She talked as she headed toward his spare room. “You’re a lifesaver, John. Here I was in a new part of town, without my significant other, and short on supplies and money, and boom you offer me help, no questions asked. You don’t know how nice it is to run across people like you. A lot of people freak out around me. People have such complexes about these kinds of things. There’s a lot of hate out there.”

“Kinds of things?” repeated John totally confused.

“Gender issues.” She even air quoted that remark.

“Oh, I don’t think viruses have a gender.”

She stopped. Laughed and kissed him again quickly on the cheek. “You’re going to be a fun person to be quarantined at home with. You’re not gay, are you?”

He jumped back and cleared his throat. Just because he was shy around women, didn’t mean he was gay. He replied, “No!”

“Oh, I didn’t mean for you to take offense. I just wanted to know. I have a boyfriend already. It would be awkward, you know, if you were gay? But me and you, we’re just good neighbors instead. So that’s cool.”

None of that registered with him. Ally was high energy and a bit quirky. He shrugged. She was very friendly which was good. You could do worse than to be stuck with her for a week or two. Too bad about the boyfriend, though.

She went into the spare bedroom.  She clicked her tongue.

He asked, “Something wrong?”

“Your diet is all wrong. This stuff will kill you.”

“Worse than the virus?”

She walked over and caressed his face. “You’re kind of sweet funny. I can’t eat this stuff. You shouldn’t either.”

“I was just about to order more supplies online.”

She grabbed some toilet paper. Then she said, “John, I’ll tell you what, I’m in trouble. I need money to get by for a few weeks. If you take care of the expenses, I’ll help you out.”

This being a good neighbor was starting to sound expensive. Oh, but this was a desperate situation. He looked in her eyes. For the first time he saw fear. She was putting up a good front, but she was alone, broke, and in need of his help. It would be hard to say no to her. He had the money. He had a job and income. Anyway, in two weeks her boyfriend would be back and eventually they could pay him back, right? He gave in. “I’m willing to help you. You don’t have to help me back.”

“Nonsense, I’m a great fitness trainer. I’ll work you into shape, get you eating right, clean up your place and, most important of all, keep you company. Introverts like you need company most of all. I’m super handy around the house. You’ll see. Is it a deal?”

It was just for two weeks, two weeks of likely negative news to come on a daily basis. Having Ally around might be useful. He might actually appreciate a little real-life companionship during this pandemic. For the first time it dawned on him, two weeks trapped alone could be hell. He needed her as much as she needed him.

He replied, “Okay.”

She hugged him in excitement. She had a bear hug to be envied. “Great, now let’s get to work on your shopping list.”

“It’s right here on my laptop.”

She went over. She clicked her tongue. “You’re going to need a UV lamp to disinfect, hand sanitizer, lots of soap, masks, scarfs, air purifiers ...”

“I don’t think we need to panic buy.”

“These are essentials now.”

“Are you a pandemic expert?” asked John.

“Yes. I got friends back home that have been going through this for a month already. Never thought it could happen here. But trust me, I know what we need.”

“Well, okay then. Tell me what to add in my cart and I’ll have it delivered.”


Chapter 3

One Week Later

The doorbell rang. John went over to the peephole. It was a delivery woman and her daughter. They were wearing masks. Likely a week ago they were house cleaners or working in a restaurant. Those jobs were gone now so they were risking their lives shopping so that John could stay safe at home. He always tipped forty percent because a person should pay hazard prices to a person risking so much so you don’t have to.

After they had left, he put on a mask and opened the door. He took the delivery to the spare bedroom. He turned on the UV light and the air purifier. He’d let them run for a half hour. He closed the door.

He was now supplied for the week. He headed for the kitchen. He washed his hands. Then John took a Diet Coke out of the refrigerator. He popped the top and headed for his couch. Diet Coke wasn’t on his current diet, but Ally wasn’t around to see him drink it. He needed the caffeine this morning. It was one week of living within his apartment. Things were going okay, all things considered. Okay personally, the outside world seemed to be going to all heck, but he wasn’t sick so he counted his blessings.

He turned on his television. He hoped orange Uncle Bodybags wasn’t giving one of his useless press briefings. There was only so much advice on drinking detergent one could listen too. The TV was set to the twenty-four hour news channel and those channels seemed to love showing him. There was only one story they were all talking about. This Covid-19 virus news was now everywhere, you couldn’t avoid it if you tried. Even the commercials were about things like toilet paper and washing hands. John had become a hand washing expert over the past week. He couldn’t hoard up on hand sanitizer, sold out. Luckily, he had plenty of soap and that worked just as well. The news out of Italy and Spain were none too good today. The news out of New York sounded bad too. His little neck of the woods was better off. Still the news warned that case numbers were rising everywhere and so were the number of the dead. All in all, it was a thoroughly depressing way to start the day. He was going to have to bear listening to it though. He lived in that fantasy online world too long. He needed a harsh dose of reality to remind him to stay vigilant.

His cell phone rang. He went over to the charger and retrieved it. It was his mother so he picked it up.  She was calling often these days. Most likely because she was bored, but also because she was scared. She wasn’t as young as John. This virus didn’t spare any age group, but the old appeared to take it worst of all. It was up to him to get his mom’s mind on other things. He answered the phone, “Hi mom!”

“Did you see the news?” asked his mother.

“I got it on now.”

“They say Tom Hanks is sick. If he can get it, anyone can.”

“That’s how a virus works, mom. Anyone can get it.”

“Are you washing your hands?”

“Ten times a day, mom.”

“Changing your underwear?”

“That’s not how you catch it.”

“Oh, but if you go to the hospital in a hurry, you’ll want to have on clean underwear.”

“Good point, mom.”

“Don’t go outside.”

“I order everything online and have it delivered just like I’ve been sending stuff to you, mom.”

The sliding glass door opened. Ally came inside. She was wearing a crop top and yoga pants. Her abs were pure fire. She’d been coming over so often that he left the door unlocked now. She greeted John, “Hello neighbor. Ready to start the day?”

John covered the phone. He replied to Ally, “Almost, I’m just talking to my mom. I got the light on so be careful.”

“Fully supplied?"

“They got most of it. No hand sanitizer still, though.”

“Good, I’ll head to the kitchen and make you breakfast,” said Ally. Ally wasn’t wearing a bra on underneath. She short yoga pants were extra tight. John’s eyes lingered on her. She usually showed off her figure when getting ready to train him, but today seemed a bit much. She went over to the refrigerator and opened it. She bent over to pull out some fruit from the crisper. John’s eyes were glued to her bottom. Too bad she had a boyfriend, he reminded himself. Still, things were going well between the two of them. Probably better than expected because she had a boyfriend. Knowing he had no chance took the pressure off. He’d started relaxing around her.

The deal was that Ally was making the meals and working John out every day. He’d been supplying the money, food, and other essentials. He’d lost three pounds on Ally’s cooking while he was doing his part to keep the food stocked. It was real food too. Ally was insisting on fruits, vegetables, and grain. Apparently, you could make your own bread inside the oven. Who knew?

John was pulled away from staring at Ally by the sound of his mother’s voice. “John, John who are you talking to? Don’t let strangers inside your place. Remember to keep your social distancing to a maximum! Strangers are danger!”

“Mom, it’s just my neighbor. We share that balcony, remember?”

“I thought he moved.”

“He did. This is my new neighbor. She’s helping me out during the crisis.”

“She?”

“Don’t sound so shocked.”

“I’m not shocked. I’m just … is she cute.”

“I … I suppose.”

“What do you suppose,” asked Ally.

Yipes, she was listening in on the phone call. Hopefully she couldn’t hear mom. He covered the phone. He said to Ally, “Nothing important.”

Ally shrugged and started piling fruit into a blender. It was her blender. She’d brought it over. She’d brought a lot of cooking supplies over. It was sort of fun to have someone around that could cook, clean, and most of all talk to. Her being around took the pressure off thinking about the virus. And there was no pressure of dating her. The fact he told himself that every five minutes in no way reflected his constant thinking about dating her, he lied to himself. He took a look at her in that sexy outfit. He swallowed hard. He was never a good liar.

“John, John are you there?”

He took his hand off the phone. “Yeah, I’m still here mom.”

“I’m going to go. I don’t want to keep you from your woman friend.”

“Mom, it’s not like that.”

“Have fun with your new friend.”

“Mom, she has a boyfriend.”

“They all say that son, until suddenly they don’t.” She hung up. He hoped mom didn’t get the wrong impression. In another week this virus thing would pass, and Greg would be back home. John would be out of good home cooking, but gain being able to go to work. This whole Ally and him thing would be history. He’d enjoy it while it lasted.

He went over to the kitchen. Ally asked, “Call over?”

“Yeah.”

“Is your mother okay?”

“She is doing great. How are your parents?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. They haven’t talked to me in five years. They’re religious and think I’ve joined with the devil.”

“Why?”

“You know.”

He didn’t so he just nodded his head. Poor Ally, all alone in the world. Well, besides Greg. He’d be back soon to help her. Such a bummer of a fact, he hated to keep thinking about it.

Ally changed the subject. She exclaimed, “I decided to give you a smoothie today!”

A smoothie! He took a step back. Smoothie, that sounded sexual. He’d never had a smoothie before. He’d not even seen smoothie porn. They were just friends. She had a boyfriend. What about Greg? He started sweating. Could a woman tell you never smoothied with a woman before? That explained the sexy outfit, though. She’d fallen for him. It was hard to believe. He’d never thought about her and him like that. Well, he thought about it often, but things like that didn’t happen to him. He said, “Don’t do anything hasty. I mean, I’d hate to ruin things.”

She handed him a glass of fruit drink. She said, “Here’s your smoothie. I put kale in it. It is a superfood. You’re going to love it so don’t worry about ruining it by offending me.”

Oh thank God, a smoothie was a drink. He sighed. He could be so stupid at times. He took the glass from her. His hand was still shaking. He hoped she didn’t notice. He took a sip. He said, “It’s fantastic.”

“I told you so. You look like a guy that could use a smoothie every day.”

“I probably could.”

“Greg loves his smoothies too. Everyday. Twice on Friday night. I wish he’d call or text. Two days with nothing.”

“He might be busy.”

“Busy? He’s stuck in a hotel room at the moment with another male model from the shoot. I hope he isn’t cheating on me.”

John laughed. “If the roommate is another guy, then you’re safe for sure. It’s not like he’s gay.” John gave her a wink. Clearly, she was worried her man stuck across the country was straying. He hoped he cheered her up. She burst into laughter. Good, he said the right thing. He hated seeing Ally so upset.

She blurted out, “Of course, he’s gay. I should try dating a straight guy sometime, but it’s hard to find one that will be comfortable around me.”

He laughed. Greg gay, what an idea. She gave him a look. Apparently, her joke went over too well or something. It looked almost like she was actually serious.

“John, you’re a funny guy.  I never know how you’re going to react to what I say other than that nothing seems to faze you. Are you ready to begin?”

John took that as a compliment. He stretched his arms. They still ached from yesterday’s session. Yesterday was strength building. Today was stretching and yoga. He replied, “You know what, I have to log onto work first and check. After that, I’m all yours for an hour or so.”

“No way I’m letting you out of my side of the deal.”

“No, really just a little work beforehand.”

“Okay, I’m going to get my laundry while you work. This outfit is just about the last thing I got to wear. I look terrible in it.”

“You look incredible.” He cupped his mouth. He shocked himself that he said it out loud.

She smiled at him. “I’m going to use your machine, the electric dryer in these places cost a fortune to run and I have no idea if Greg can pay the electric bill on time. You don’t mind, right?”

“No,” he replied.

She gave him a quick squeeze. He could feel her hard nipples press against his chest as their bodies came together. Then she headed out the sliding glass door. He mopped the sweat from his brow. Funny, it felt warm in here. He went to turn down the heat. That Ally was clearly taking advantage of him yet again. He couldn’t say no to her, though. There were too many people in trouble. The unemployment rate was through the roof this week. There were countless Allys out there and few had a John to help them. There’s going to be a special spot in heaven for you John after all this. He sipped his drink. It really was delicious. Being a good neighbor had its rewards.


Chapter 4

The Second Week

John hung up the phone. That was his direct line manager calling him. He guessed the news already, but now it was double official. The governor last night had called for an additional four weeks of stay at home to help flatten the curve. The curve was still rising. The next few weeks were critical. He knew his company would follow through and update their policy. He didn’t mind so much. He was getting more done at home than he ever did at the office. Still, he longed to take a walk in the park, go shopping at the mall, go eat out at a four-star restaurant, or visit the beach. He never did those things normally, but now that suddenly he couldn’t do them anymore, it drove him stir crazy not to be doing them. If he survived this crisis he was going outside every day for the rest of his life.

His thoughts went to Ally. She would be out of work for four more weeks. She couldn’t survive that. The government was only giving out 1200 bucks. That might go somewhere in rural America but it was peanuts here. It wouldn’t even cover rent. Hopefully Greg had a lot of savings. If Greg was still around. He knew Greg hadn’t contacted her in days. The strain was showing on her. She was trying to hide it, but he knew she was worried about her relationship. A friend couldn’t pry into that. He couldn’t ask her to tell him what was wrong, right? All he could do was be there for her.

He checked the time. It was past ten in the morning, and she’d still not shown up. He’d drank a Diet Coke in silent guilt this morning and then ate a bagel.  Neither was on her Alley approved diet menu, but he cheated when he wanted at the price of a small reprimand from her. He kept waiting for Ally to show up and chastise him about it, but nothing. Maybe he locked the door by mistake. He went over to his sliding glass door. It was unlocked. That wasn’t it. He went out to the balcony. He better check in on her. With this virus around, a woman home alone, a lot of things could happen to her.

“Hey John, are you going over to that cute little neighbor’s apartment? You’re seeing a lot of her lately. Hopefully all of her. When the cat’s away the mouse in your pants will play, huh?”

John stopped in his tracks. He looked down. Dave was down there in the commons wearing his mask. John and Ally’s actions were being noticed. That was bad. Mostly because there was nothing to it. Just neighbors helping neighbors. He’d do the same for Dave.

“Just helping her out,” replied John.

“Gotcha.” Dave winked. Then started to laugh. His laugh turned into a cough.

“That sounds bad, Dave. Are you feeling alright?”

“I’m good.”

John said, “Don’t tough it out. If you’re sick …”

“I already told you that I’m good.” Dave got flustered and walked off.

John hadn’t meant to offend him. He heard more coughing in the distance. Dave didn’t sound good. He hoped the old man wasn’t lying to him. This disease was nothing to joke about.

John went up to Ally’s door. It wasn’t open. Maybe she went out. People still went out to grocery stores. If she was just out, there wasn’t anything wrong with her, he assured himself. Only she was flat broke, so it couldn’t be that. Maybe Greg flew back. That must be it. It would be awkward to knock on the window and disturb them. They probably had a lot of . . . ah, catching up to do.

He turned to head back home. That’s when he heard the sobbing. It froze him in his tracks. He listened. Ally was clearly crying. Oh no, maybe she was sick. He built up the courage to knock. No one answered so he knocked again.

Ally came to the door. She wiped the tears from her eyes. She said, “Sorry that I haven’t been over yet today. I should be doing your cooking and cleaning, but I just haven’t been up to it today.”

“You don’t have to apologize. You’re not my slave. Relax. If you’re not up to it today, I’ll do the cooking and you can come over and eat when you feel up to it. I got chicken soup if you’re sick.”

“It’s not that. It’s … it’s Greg.”

She stepped away from the door. He followed her inside. He’d not been in a woman’s apartment in ages. It felt weird. Particularly with Greg not home.

She sat down on a yoga mat. She looked at him and cried some more. He was glad she was healthy. At least she wasn’t sick. Oh, but man troubles, he knew nothing about those. Still, he better cheer her up. He sat next to her. He put her arm around her. He said, “I know times are tough. Prince Charles and Boris Johnson are both sick now. But you got friends remember. Friends here that are going to help you get through this. Greg will be back when he can manage it.”

“I don’t think you can help me with this problem. Greg finally got a car. He drove it to his parent’s house. He’s staying there for good. We’re over. I thought he was the one. It’s over, though. He won’t be back.”

“Why?”

“Because … because of us.”

John was struck by that statement. Us meant him, right? What had he done but be a good neighbor? Oh, but it must look awkward to someone not here. Dave had gotten the wrong impression. It sounded like Greg did too.

“I will swear to Greg that there’s nothing between us,” John said.

She laughed. She pushed back her tears. She said, “You always say the right thing. I meant not US, as you and me. I meant us as in the big city. He won’t come back to the city. He never liked it here. His parents live in a nice rural town. The lower the population of a place, the lower risk. I’m not worth risking his life for, he told me. I told him I’m a city girl, I won’t go back to a bigoted small town. Folks in those small towns often don’t understand women like me. I can’t live a life surrounded by hate. In a big city you can blend in. You can be you.”

“You mean he abandoned you at a time like this.” John was actually mad. Here was just about the most perfect creature he’d ever laid eyes on. How could anyone leave her alone in a time of need? If Greg ever showed his face here again why John would smack him good.

“Yup. I love the city life too,” assured John.

“I thought he was the real thing too. Now I got to ship his shit to him. Sometime, when it’s over and I can afford it. I got no income, no boyfriend, and mounting problems. I’m a wreck.”

“Ally, you’re just about the perfect woman from where I’m sitting,” John replied.

“Perfect?”

“I meant that you’ll be okay,” replied John.

“What are you basing that on?”

“Well, I can’t be certain. It’s just … you know, you seem like the type that someone would hire quickly to PT again and trust me, you’ll find a new guy once this is done. You got heart, that’s hard to find. Plus, you’re so ...” At the worst time his cold feet around women showed up.  The words froze on his lips. He couldn’t get them out.

“I’m so what?”

“Beautiful.” His heart sank as the words were forced out of him. He had said it, though! Oh, but he felt embarrassed at the same time.

“You are hetero, right?”

“Ah, I think so.”

She stood up. She said, “I’m not all heart you know, but I owe you a lunch. You owe me a thirty-minute workout before that lunch. I think we should start right away.  I’m good at PT because I’m a slave driver at heart. I smell that coke on your breath, don’t think I don’t!”

“If you’re up to it.”

“You wouldn’t let me stay down in the dumps during this mess, so I won’t let you down. Let’s get to work. Afterwards, I might break open your snack reserves.”

“You’re eating snacks?”

“John, a boyfriend might let a woman down, but chocolate never disappoints a lady.”

She flashed her sweet smile his way after saying that. She took her hand and led him back to his apartment. Ally was going to be okay, he would make sure of it. And Greg, he could fetch his own stuff. The nerve of some men annoyed John. Some men could have any woman they wanted, and they pissed away so many quality women like Ally like it was nothing. Meanwhile guys like John would kill to have a chance at a woman like Ally, but never got that chance. Life, it wasn’t fair.


Chapter 5

Week Three

The rain was falling. The life-giving drops were just out of John’s reach as he sat on the balcony. There was nothing quite like being locked up with no place to go. The rain falling passed his balcony rail just seemed to be nature’s way of mocking him. It was saying, “Ha ha, you can’t go out today even if you wanted to.” Nature didn’t understand him. He wanted to go out there anyway. He wanted to throw off the shackles of the virus quarantine and run free. He wanted to dance among the raindrops. It was not to be. Not today. The virus was reaching its peak infection values. The news warned to brace for the news of massive death tolls to come in the next few days. Thus, all he could do was sit on his balcony with his laptop in his lap and watch the rain fall.

“Are you still working?” asked Ally.

He looked over his shoulder at Ally. She was carrying her laundry basket. They were locked up indoors all day. How’d she end up wearing so many clothes that she needed to do laundry every other day? Women, even locked up they went through three to four outfit changes a day. John at least managed to change his underwear every day to keep his mom happy. To tell the truth, he changed outfits everyday too. But just two outfits. He had something to wear during the day, and something to sleep in at night. He could do that now, because Ally kept a neat house. She always found time to do his clothes when she washed hers. Her doting after him was unnecessary. He could do his own laundry. 

“I’m almost done for the day,” he replied.

“It’s only noon.”

“I know, but you can do eight hours of work in three hours when there’s no distractions.”

She struck a pose. “And I’m not a distraction.”

“You? No, you’re… ah, you know like family almost now. I guess, I mean, you know, I’ve gotten used to you being around.”

“You make me sound like a pair of old socks.”

“No, I don’t mean it that way.”

“I’m kidding. Now can you squeeze over more and let me by? I’ve got our laundry to do.”

“Really, you don’t have to do mine too.”

“I’m trapped at home for weeks on end. These little chores pass my time. I’m not becoming a couch potato because of this virus. When this is done, I’m going to still be a mean-fit-physical therapy machine. That means, we eat right, we work out regularly, and we stay mentally sharp by keeping to a routine. We don’t give in to the boredom.”

“You are making a sound argument.”

“Because it is true.”

He moved over and she squeezed by into his apartment. He’d not thought of things from that prospective before. Her training him, so to speak, was also allowing her to practice her specialty. As he worked out, she did the exercises right along with him. She cooked healthy for him, so she ate healthy. In a way, she was working her job at home every bit as he was working his. 

“She sure spends a lot of time inside your place,” shouted Dave from below.

John looked down into the commons. Dave was outside standing in the rain. Dave had the look of envy in his old eyes. Perhaps not envy, though. Perhaps he was just living old man dreams of his younger years. It would be hard to explain to Dave that there was nothing between Ally and him. They were just friends.

“Just friends, Dave,” said John. He knew Dave would never believe it.

“I could use a friend like that, maybe two,” replied Dave. He laughed and then he coughed.

“Dave, you still aren’t sounding too good. They got that drive through test sta…”

“I ain’t got no Chinese virus!”

“A virus doesn’t care for racism, Dave.”

“I told you before I don’t do politically correct.”

“Could you at least stand out of the rain?”

Dave swooned a little. “Damn, this rain. It has got me woozy. It’s my allergies. Always come out in the rain.” Dave headed away coughing.

That raised John’s alarm. Dave should really get checked out. Even a slight chance that he had the virus should be checked. Dave was a grown man with his own mind so there was not much John could do but recommend what he’d recommended. He focused back on his work. He logged into his company’s VPN. He’d put in a little overtime. His email was filled with lots of online learning classes. They were the type of work managers needed to look busy. John had real work to do. He just didn’t feel like doing more of it today. If he finished his project ahead of schedule, his boss would just assign another project. He logged into online learning. You could never learn enough about Python, he supposed.

After his online class, John folded down his laptop screen. He headed inside. He took a peek in on Ally. She was sitting on the dryer reading a paperback. She looked up and said to him, “I’m running late. I’ll make lunch after this load is done.”

“No rush,” said John.

She flashed the book at him. She said, “This is a good book. I never thought I’d be into fantasy books with Dwarfs and Elves. Normally I read romance, but this fantasy stuff has a lot of secret romance.”

“Oh, I guess I read a lot of that genre.”

“I noticed from the pile in the spare room. You don’t mind me borrowing one.”

“Nope, help yourself and enjoy.”

He walked over to the kitchen. If she was busy, he could make lunch. The idea struck him as rather fun. He took a quick look back to make sure Ally was thoroughly engrossed in her book. Then he headed into the kitchen. Okay, he wasn’t the chef that Ally was, but he wasn’t useless in the kitchen. He could make a mean … something. He couldn’t just pop a frozen pizza in the oven. She’d balk at that. He took out a Mac-N-Cheese box. He tossed out the fake cheese that came with it. Then he put the noodles in a pot. He filled it with water. He started to boil it. He took out some broccoli. He chopped it up. Then he tossed it into the pot. Finally, he took out some real cheese. He’d wait to pour off the water to melt it over the mixture.

It didn’t take long for Ally’s nose to sense what he was doing. She came out of the laundry room. She spied him cooking and asked, “Are you making lunch?”

He replied, “I thought it would be a nice change to cook for you.”

She came over to look in the pot. “That’s a lot of carbs.”

“I got green stuff in it too.”

“I guess that makes it okay. Let me put out the plates.”

Ally set the table while John finished off the dish with his cheese. He drained the pot of water. He had a cheese grater that he’d never used before. He shredded the cheese and stirred it into the pot to melt while the noodles were still hot. He took it over to the table and put it on a hot pad that Ally set in the middle of the table. Huh, that’s what those things were for. He had wondered. He sat down opposite Ally.

He asked, “Shall I serve.”

“Please.”

He took the serving spoon and dished out a bowl full for her. Then he started dishing out a bowl full for himself. He snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot.” He headed over to the kitchen. He took out the mustard. It wasn’t Mac-N-Cheese without a dash of the rich stuff. Some people liked ketchup, but John always liked rich Dijon in his. He offered some to Ally.

“I tell you a secret,” said Ally.

“What?” asked John.

“I sort of love Mac-N-Cheese too. Particularly with mustard.”

“You, the fitness guru!”

“Everyone has a weakness.”

“I won’t tell anyone.”

“Good. Put a spoonful of mustard in mine as well and sit down.”

“You like mustard in it too!”

“Love it,” she replied.

“We’re a lot alike.”

“When it comes to Mac-N-Cheese.”

“Yeah, I didn’t mean … anything.”

“I know what you meant.”

They sat there eating their meal. They were alike, well, they were like a married couple. It was sort of a pleasant thought. Now that Greg was gone maybe this would last a little while longer after the virus thing was done. Oh, but it wouldn’t last forever. They were two separate people. Ally was beautiful and beautiful people end up in a world with other beautiful people. They don’t end up with John the programmer types. Not in real life. Only in fantasy books. Still, he could enjoy being with her while it lasted.

“Help!” came a cry from outside.

Ally looked at him. He looked at her. The sound came again.

“Help!” It wasn’t as loud as the first cry. Then they heard a thud.

“It came from outside,” said Ally.

"I think it sounded like Dave."

They bolted from the table to the balcony. Lying down in the commons was Dave. He was passed out. Damn, John knew he wasn’t well. 

Ally asked, “What are we going to do?”

He handed her his cell phone and said, “Call 9-11.”

He started to get his mask. She said, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Someone has to go down there and help him immediately. We can’t just leave him there face down in a puddle as it rains. He deserves better.”

“But if he has the virus . . .”

“We have to do what we have to do. We’re all in this mess together!”

She embraced him. “Be careful.”

“I will.”

She kissed him and the cheek. Just a friendly peck, but it gave him the courage to go outside and help Dave.

He went out of the apartment. He wished he had one of those special N-95 masks instead of a cloth one. He headed down the stairs. No one else bothered to come out. More than just him and Ally must have heard Dace call out. Not everyone was brave in the face of danger. Or foolish. It was too late to back away now. He called out to Dave. “Dave, can you hear me?”

Dave didn’t reply. He went over to him. He was face down in a puddle. John picked him up. He carried him to a bench on the commons. Dave’s forehead was hot. He was sick. It was obvious. All he could do was wait until the paramedics came. It wasn’t much, but he’d not abandon the old man.

“Hang in there Dave help is coming.”

Ally tossed him down an umbrella from the balcony. She asked, “How is he?”

“Sick, very sick.”

“You might get sick too now.”

“If it happens, it happens.” He sounded braver than he felt. Mortality was in his arms. He was scared, but the old man needed him so he sat there waiting. John sat there propping Dave up and protecting him from the rain until help arrived.


Chapter 6

Week Four

All his computer work was done for the day. He could log in and play games, but he wasn't mentally prepared to. He hadn’t played much of them since Ally showed up in his life. He just didn’t need them anymore. They’d still be there to fill the void after it was over. Not after the virus, but after she was gone. She would be gone one day and there was no doubting it, there would be a huge void to fill. He should tell her how he felt. Only, he couldn’t. It might ruin it. He had grown to love her being in his life so much the fear of ruining it by professing his growing feelings overwhelmed him. He feared that more than the virus.

He sat back and relaxed. All there was left to do today was eat dinner. Then Ally would head back to her apartment and John would be all alone for the night. The night was the worst time of the day. He’d dream of being sick. That would wake him up and he’d lie in bed for hours in a panic. Some days he could tell Ally hadn’t slept well either. It was a quiet understanding between them. The virus was a ticking time bomb, you never knew if or when it would go off.

John sat down on his couch and turned on the news. Ally saw he was done working. She left the kitchen and came over to sit down on the couch next to him. She felt his forehead.

John said, “I’ve measured my temperature at least ten times today. I’m fine. I measured my oxygen level with an oximeter, it’s fine too.”

“It doesn’t hurt to have a second opinion.”

“I wish we got news from the hospital on Dave. They told me they’re only releasing information to family. I hope the old man pulls through.”

“I hope he didn’t give it to you.”

“It’s bigger than you or me. This thing is bigger than all that. It’s the biggest thing to ever happen in our lifetime. It’s unbelievable. I just want everyone I know to be safe. I don’t want to lose someone to this.”

“What if you did?”

“What kind of question is that?”

She reached over for the remote. She turned off the TV. She said, “I’ve been thinking about it a lot this past week. We’ve been sitting here day after day doing our normal routine while waiting to find out if you’re sick, if I’m sick too. It’s got me thinking about my life. I’ve been thinking about my regrets.”

John asked, “What do you have to regret?”

Ally sighed. She said, “The normal things, I guess. I regret not realizing who I was earlier. I mean, I went through a rather normal childhood. I played with the boys; baseball, soccer, boy scouts. It really wasn’t until I hit puberty that I began to realize I wasn’t who I thought I was. I must have always known, but it wasn’t until then that I knew what it meant to be me. And then I had a tough choice to make. It really wasn’t a choice, though. I was me and that was that.”

John shook his head. He replied, “I’m not following you.”

“It’s not easy to realize you’re transgender. If I was just an ordinary ole fag that would be one thing, I swear, I could handle that easier than this. Being attracted to men didn't scare me. But I wasn't really gay, I knew I was gender confused. I knew I liked men because I was a woman. But was I one? I didn’t look like one, but I knew I was one. To be unsure that you were actually you. It’s a terribly scary process. What will my friends think, what will my parents think, what do I really think! You see Ally the finished product of like seven to eight years of adjustment and self-realization. You should have seen me ten years ago. Oh, I regret not being born a cis-girl. I regret not playing with dolls, having pretty pink princess dresses, and wearing cute pink bows in my hair. It’s silly really, I know. But somehow, I regret it all the same. I should have known myself sooner. I shouldn’t have waited until my teens to say screw my parents, I’m going to be me. I should have been able to be me from the beginning like everyone else.”

John sat there dumbfounded. He really had never guessed. He’d been with her for four weeks and he didn’t know. Suddenly a lot of conversations they’d had since they met came into better focus. He felt stupid. That in itself was stupid. She was a woman. The same as any other. Well, maybe not the same, but the difference shouldn’t matter. If it’s one thing this crisis had proven to John, it had proven that it wasn’t what was on the outside that counted; not the money, titles, and other nonsense people claimed made a person. It was what was in you that counted when times get tough. There were plenty of millionaires, mayors, governors, and even presidents failing the people every day while often grandstanding their importance. Meanwhile society was being held together by the essential people. These essential people generally up until now were thought to be non-essential. They made minimum wage and until now deemed easily replaceable. It was these people that were pulling together to help each other. They were bringing John his food. They came to rescue Dave and take him to the hospital. They were working long hours to keep the lights on. They were working with sick people like Dave to help them survive. They had that special inner quality that they wouldn’t let their fellow man down. Meanwhile the people society told him were irreplaceable, like CEOs, had really made little to no difference at all during the crisis.

That was Ally in a nutshell. She made a difference, particularly to John’s life now. It didn’t matter what was on the outside. Inside she was as good a woman as he’d ever met. Well, besides mom. You can’t replace a guy’s mom in his heart. She was his best friend by now. It’s not like there was anything more than that. There wouldn’t be now. He wasn’t gay like Greg was. He liked women. But here next to him was a woman. She was just about the nicest woman he’d ever met. He got along better with her than any other one. She was Ally and he was glad about that. He was in love with her.

John said, “I think you are who you are. You shouldn’t regret that. All your experiences in life, the good and the bad, make you who you are. You’re born you and you don’t discover a new you magically later on, you just know yourself better with time."

“It never really phased you at all. Me being who I am. From that first day you treated me like a person. A lot of people wouldn’t have, you know? My parents are just never going to accept me. There’s so much hate out there. It’s like you didn’t know, but of course it’s obvious, so you knew.”

“I … well, you know, I … I try to treat everyone the same.”

“I thought a few times you might be making a pass at me, actually. But even with Greg gone you’ve been the perfect gentleman. Which is … okay. I get it. I’m not every man’s type of thing.”

“You’re beautiful. Any man would be lucky to have you.”

She kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” His voice cracked as he said that.

“Okay, your turn.”

“My turn?”

“Regrets. We’re doing regrets today. That’s what girl-gossip is all about, and since I’ve got no girlfriends on hand, we’re having a girl-gab session together instead. You’re smackdab in the middle of one if you didn't know it. There’s no escaping it now. It’s now your turn. I need a regret from you.”

“I … I can’t think of one,” he replied.

“You don’t regret wasting time playing video games instead of going outside?”

“Well, I mean, I have fun doing games too.”

“Then give me one.”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Give me one.”

He stood up. He started to pace the floor. She’d put him on the spot. He could have gone with gaming. He could have gone with not joining more organizations. He could have said he wished he did more socializing. That wasn’t his regret, though. No, if he died tomorrow of Covid there was only really one regret he had. But it was embarrassing to voice. Particularly to Ally because he had such strong feelings for her.

She said, “You’re dancing around the room. I sense a regret.”

“Okay, but don’t laugh.” She crossed her heart. He took a deep breath. There were things a man doesn’t tell anyone. Particularly a woman. There were certain things a man has to keep to himself. There are certain shames a man carries silently. But, Ally was different. He could tell her. It would be a relief to tell someone.

He said, “I’d hate to die a virgin.”

“That’s it.”

“What do you mean that’s it? I’m twenty-eight and never been … you know? My cherry isn’t popped. It’s rather embarrassing.”

“A lot of people think it’s noble to wait until marriage,” said Ally.

“But I’m not going to get married, now am I? I’m not marriage material. You’re the best relationship I’ve had with a woman and we’re only together because we’re essentially trapped together. Once this is over, you’ll move on. We might mean to keep in touch, but another Greg will come along and that will be that.”

She got up and moved alongside him. She said, “Maybe that’s true. I don’t know. But you shouldn’t be ashamed about something so trivial. It will happen.”

“Not if I’m dead by next week!”

“It really means that much to you.”

He put his hand on his head. He shook it. He said, “I don’t know. I just know if I’m a virgin, then I’m not a real man.”

“That’s so not true John. Trust me, Greg was no virgin even before me and he ran off on me when the times got tough. You’ve been there for me since day one and you’ve done it for no real reason at all other than you’re a good man. You risked your life to save Dave. That’s what real men do. Being a man isn’t about sex, it’s about what’s inside you. You and me, we’re more than our appearances, right?”

John smiled. “I guess so. It’s funny that you can see something in other people, you don’t see in yourself.”

She took up his hands. She said, “Yeah.”

Their heads moved close together. Her eyes closed. He could see her lips. Oh my, she was expecting a kiss. Sweat started to pour from John. He revealed his greatest regret to her and her to him. It dawned on him that perhaps, just perhaps, she liked him. Maybe she felt something for him. Oh God, what should he do? She was … she was a woman, right? He hated his inner doubt after so much bluster. She was a woman. He moved his head in to kiss her.

The alarm on the stove went off. Suddenly the smell of something burning filled the room. She backed away. “The roast, I think I overset the timer.”

She dashed off. What happened just now, was it love or was it just the idea of being in love? He didn’t know. And yet, he knew. He’d fallen in love with Ally. But it would never work, right? He couldn’t find the courage to act on his feelings and he hated himself for it. The introvert inside him had won again. The moment was over. He’d missed his chance.


Chapter 7

Week Five

The news was all about the virus reaching its peak. Apparently, they were over the hump now. The danger would be decreasing daily from now on. Not that it would go away until there was a vaccine. Still, things were feeling more positive news wise. The world wouldn’t be the same afterwards. But if things held out, neither John nor Ally would have gotten sick. Maybe they were the lucky few that never felt any symptoms while being sick. It was impossible to know. He did know that Dave was back home. The old man had pulled through. He wasn’t in talking shape, though. John had ordered him some food and medication after he’d seen him arrive as sort of a welcome back home gift.

All this good news wasn’t making John feel good deep down inside like it should be. No, he was lying in bed wide awake. The idea of dying wasn’t what was keeping him awake. That day last week when Ally and him had that talk kept playing over and over in his mind. There was a brief moment when maybe they’d have gone beyond being just friends. He’d felt the moment. He knew it was real. It was there for his taking and he’d been too slow. He could blame the stove’s alarm, but the truth was he’d blown it. He always blew it. Now the peak was going down. Soon they’d be allowed to go out for walks. Before long Ally’s work might reopen in a limited way. Then she’d meet someone. She’d be gone from his life. He couldn’t imagine a day without her. It was going to happen one day. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but soon. Yes, soon he’d be all alone again.

He could see the excitement in her eyes as they watched the news and the case numbers per day went down. He knew she was thinking what he was thinking. A few weeks and she’d be free from quarantine, she’d be free from him. She didn’t know he felt for her. He hadn’t told her so how could she know? He had one chance to show her how he felt and he couldn’t even kiss her. Ally said his regret shouldn’t be a real thing, but he still regretted it. He might not die from Covid, but he knew he’d die a virgin. If he couldn’t show Ally how he felt about her, he’d never be able to show anyone. He could rush down to save Dave, but he didn’t have the courage to kiss a girl that wanted to be kissed. Self-loathing, it was the worst way to spend the night.

Then something went bump. That bump made him jump. He kept a baseball bat by his bed. He grabbed it. The crime rate had dropped during the crisis, but now with things feeling better outside, had thieves returned to their trade?  He’d been keeping his balcony door open. It was a perfect opportunity for a crook. You’d have to be a monkey to climb up there, though, or a crook with a ladder. Ladders were cheap. He was worried.

He got out of bed. He held the bat with both hands. He moved toward the light switch. He thought better of turning it on. Better not alert them. One bat to the head scares better than a flashed light. He was glad Ally had been working him out the last five weeks. He felt strong enough to conk a crook but good. He crept out of the bedroom. He peered into the other bedroom. The storage stock seemed secure. He moved out into the kitchen dining space. He didn’t see anyone sneaking about.

He headed out into the living room. Again, it was empty. Maybe the bumping sound was in his head. He felt a breeze on his shoulder. He moved over to the sliding glass door. He left the door unlocked, but not open. It was open now. He had heard a bump. There was no one inside, though. Perhaps he scared the intruder off. He closed the door. His hand hovered over the lock. No sense locking it now. Plus, Ally might take offense if it was locked.

He headed back toward bed. Just as he passed by the laundry room, he heard movement inside. Crooks were like anything else. They were always in the last place you looked. In this case, why would a crook break into a place just to do laundry? But there was someone in there.

He moved to the laundry room door. He had one hand on the brass door handle and the other on this bat. He jerked it open. There was someone inside. He could see their blackened silhouette inside the windowless room.

“My, Dave didn’t lie to me that first day. You do have a large bat,” said the shadowy figure.

The voice was familiar. It was Ally. He dropped the bat to his shoulder. “What are you doing inside the laundry room at this time of night?”

“Taking chances.”

“I don’t think we washed any of those this afternoon.”

She stepped closer and reached for the light switch. He was blinded at first by the bulb. Then his eyes adjusted. He dropped the bat. Ally was wearing … well, she wasn’t wearing a whole lot. She had on a thin silk nightie. It went down to her hips. He could see her black lace panties and black-hip-hugging silk stockings. He’d been used to seeing her without her makeup on these past few weeks. He had forgotten how drop dead gorgeous she could be when she put herself all together.

She moved up toward him now. She reached and pressed on his pelvic region. “Do you have another bat ready for me?”

“Ah Ally, I don’t …”

“You don’t have to do a thing. I waited a week for you to act, but nothing. I’ve decided that I have waited long enough. I finally understand that a woman in this world needs to take a little initiative to get together with an introvert like you.”

She tugged his pajama bottoms down. She pressed up against his body. Then she kissed him. She kissed him hard but slowly. He was so into the kiss he’d not noticed at first her hands. They were petting him.

“I seem to have gotten a rise out of you.”

“I’m not gay, I like women,” he whispered.

“You’re in luck then.”

He lusted after Ally, but for all his boasting of gender not mattering, he was afraid. They label gay was a hard one to shake. Society judged harshly any action labeled homosexual. He feared that label. It was silly, but fear often is. He could stare down death, but a stupid label scared him. He was an idiot.

“Don’t be afraid. I know now that I’m the right girl for you,” she said.

“Okay,” he replied.

“Relax, we will get through this together.”

Together. The most enchanting word John had hoped to hear. He’d grown so used to being together now, how could he deny himself her affection. To part with her was unbearable. He nodded his head. He was afraid, but he knew they’d get through it together like always.

She kissed his neck. Then she went down. She lifted his shirt. She played little circles around his right nipple with her wetted lips. Further down she went. She hiked down the trail between the abs she’d worked so hard to tone. And then at last she touched it. She played with the head with her tongue. Just little circles at first.

She said, “That first time I dreamed about a man and his penis, I knew myself. I knew I had to be a woman. But a woman needs a man. I never thought it would be so hard to find a real man. People think beautiful girls have real men falling at their feet, but often only dogs come calling after them. Real men get scared off by the dogs. A girl has to take a real man when she finds them. You’re my real man.”

“Ally . . .”

She cupped his swollen balls with her hand then swallowed them whole. She gagged, but she took them both in her mouth at once. She held them in there until the saliva burst from her face and trickled down her chin.

She pulled them out. “Yours is a big one. Much bigger than Greg’s.”

“Is ii?”

“Such a wonderful toy to play with.” She used her wetted mouth to dampen her fingers. Then she gently stroked him with one hand. The other hand moved across his buttock. She spread him apart. She played with his anal rim with her wet fingertips. It was unexpected. What she did next was even more unexpected. He felt a touch of pressure down below. He winced.

“Does it hurt?” she asked.

“A little,” he replied.

“Don’t worry with the pain comes pleasure.”

She was right. As she eased her middle finger into him, he could feel the sensation throughout his pleasure zone. His shaft and balls began to tingle.

“It’s the male G-Spot that no one ever tells men about. They claim your gay if you massage it, but they only deny themselves the pleasure by saying that. I won’t let you be denied,” she said.

“Keep massaging it, please,” he begged.

“Of course.”

He felt a touch more pressure. Then he felt the knuckles of her hand press against his cheeks. She was all the way in deep. She was stroking him with the other hand. She then sucked on his tingling balls. He was starting to enjoy it when the second finger slipped in.

“How many do you need?” he asked.

“Just one more to stretch you out nice and good.”

“Stretch me?”

“Don’t be scared.”

She eased out of him. She took a step back. Then she pulled down her black panties. Black was a color that could be so bad, but on Ally it looked oh so good. She shimmied those panties to the floor. His eyes went right to it like a moth to a flame. It was … it was rather cute. Not intimidating at all.

“Do you want to pet her? She likes to be petted,” asked Ally.

He nodded. She guided his hand over it. It was less than half the size of his. But it was ready for action. There was something intoxicating about knowing you had excited your lover. On every date he’d been on, he never knew if she was into him or not. With Ally there was no hiding it. It came as a relief to know she wanted him too. He stroked her to full life with one hand. The other hand went up her nightie. He squeezed her firm breasts.

She reached for the hem of her nightie. Then she pulled it off. Instinctively he went for her exposed nipple. He played with them with his tongue. Then he sucked hard. She squealed. Then she pushed him away from her.

“Did I do something wrong?” He asked in a panic.

“No, you did everything so right.”

She turned and sauntered into his bedroom. Her bare ass swayed as it beckoned him to follow. He had to obey that ass. It was his master now. He knew he needed it. Maybe that made him gay. But that was a label put on by other people. For him, loving Ally and making love to Ally was as natural a thing as trees growing toward the sunlight, as flowers giving nectar to the bees in their hive. When the madness of this was over he would take Ally out into nature because to him, her and nature’s beauty were one. Anyone that said different didn’t understand how nature worked.

He entered the bedroom. “Take all your clothes off and lie down in bed. Lie down on your back,” she ordered.

He paused. Ally was perfect naked, but he was not a bastion of fitness yet. He worried what she'd think of his still being molded body.

She started to help him. “I … I’m not perfect like you.”

“You’re just right, John. Just right for me.” She kissed him as she removed his shirt. She ran her hands through his chest hair. Then she added, “Lie down now and let me play with you.”

She had all the experience, so he did as ordered. He trusted her to know what he wanted, what he needed. She lifted his legs and placed them on her strong shoulders. He could feel her jolly member playing with his bottom. He knew she would take him. He let it happen.

He winced. She said, “It’s bigger than a few fingers, isn’t it?”

“It feels better. Why does it have to feel so good.”

“Because a real girl always does. Don’t touch your erection. Let my anal massage be your only pleasure.”

“I want to touch it so badly. It feels so aroused.”

“I know.”

She thrust into him. It hurt so good. He pinched his nipples to give his hands something to do. She worked up her rhythm. She was rather good at topping for a woman. His ass relaxed completely. It gave up any fight. It wanted it to happen. He rubbed his nipples as she took him.

Then Ally stopped. She ground into him until her tiny balls slapped his ass. She grabbed his dick with both hands and began to stroke it hard and fast. She circled her wide hips grinding on his bottom. His eyes rolled into his head. It was unlike anything he’d felt before. It was beyond anything he thought he could experience. Then he erupted. The compression of the massage below intensified his climax so much it was as if he’d never cum before. His hot sticky prize ejaculated all over his bare chest.

Ally wasn’t done yet. He could see the determination in her eyes. He went limp and she took that advantage to go all in on him. She pounded his ass. She wanted to feel what he had felt, and she wouldn’t stop upping the pounding until she found relief. She tensed up. Then she delivered her load. She left it deep inside him. They say semen has chemicals in it that affect the lover’s brain. The virus wasn’t the only tiny thing that affected the body. Those semen chemicals affected it in a good way. They bonded two lovers together. John hoped it was true.

She pulled out. She said, “You have no more regrets now. Your cherry has officially been popped.”

“It was popped in a way I wasn’t expecting.”

“But you like it.”

“Love it,” he replied.

She turned around. She pulled the stainless-steel anal plug out of her. She had been stretching herself for the moment to come the whole time. She asked, “Were you expecting this instead?”

“Oh Ally, you know that I want you.”

“Then take me. My bottom is thirsty for your touch.”

He climbed out of bed. He pressed his naked chest to her back. His spent climax mashed between their bodies. She didn’t mind. Instead, she danced within his grip. Her bare bottom playing with his penis. It found a second life fast. She arched her back presenting her pink prize to him. He guided his revived member into her. She made taking him look so easy, but it wasn’t. He had determination, though. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. That anal plug had stretched her already. She soon yielded to his member. He went all in. She groaned with delight.

“Oh my, I don’t think I’ve had a bigger one,” she boasted to his delight. “Take me, make me yours.”

“Forever?”

“Make this moment be our forever.”

She pulled a lock of her hair through her mouth. Then offered it back to him. He took it in his left hand. He grabbed more of her lush black mane with his right. He used it for leverage. She leaned forward to maximize the pressure in their locked hips. He cycled in and out. He almost lost it. He tried a few more times. Soon he found the rhythm she worked so instinctively. He pounded on her now. She groaned through her hair gag with delight. Taking Ally was incredible. He knew he wouldn’t last long, but he wanted it to last forever. He arrived too soon. He gave his gift to her deep down inside. She started to circle her hips. He knew enough not to pull out. He would let his lover arrive too. She shrieked in pleasure and arrived with a perfect anal climax.

Then they both relaxed. They embraced for a moment. Their body heat in the night shared. Then she said, “Let’s take shower and clean up.”

“I’ve never enjoyed washing my hands more,” he replied.

“I’ll wash yours, you wash mine.”

He replied, “Ally you have nothing to regret. No other woman can match you in my heart.”

“I’ve heard that before. And I’m still living alone.”

“You don’t have to. I have two bedrooms.”

“We will only need one.”

“Forever?”

“Forever.”

John replied, “I’ll take every day I can get.”

“Me too.”

They kissed. He knew he’d never have to fear living apart from her again. He felt confident that together they’d survive this and they would have that forever in the brave new world to come.
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