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The Landlord

The stubborn tang of fresh paint hangs in the air like a stubborn guest as I slide my key into the lock of my new office. The metal tumbler clicks, and the door swings open on silent hinges. I step inside and almost stumble—morning sunlight pours through the broad front windows, slicing the empty reception area into prisms of gold and deep shadow. Fine specks of dust drift in the shafts of light, glinting like minute, weightless embers suspended in midair. The walls wear a flawless coat of eggshell white, unmarked by scuffs or nail holes. Underfoot, rich, dark laminate stretches as far as I can see, its grain pattern so lifelike it could be real wood. At the far end of the room, the sign for Mathias Taxes y Más leans against the wall, still swaddled in translucent plastic, its bold letters hidden until the moment it finally hangs above the entrance.

My office.

The words settle in my chest like an anchor weighted with years of longing—countless mornings spent punching a clock for someone else’s dream, hours spent helping to build enterprises that bore other people’s names. Now at last, something carries mine. I should feel triumphant, that swelling elation that makes your throat tight and your lungs expand until you fear they might burst. Instead, a coil of anxiety tightens in my gut. Launching a business isn’t a leap; it’s a freefall without a parachute.

Every unopened invoice feels like an accusation. Every expense, a brand seared into the ledger of my future. Every pen stroke on these crisp pages is a vow that Future Matias will somehow scrape together the funds to cover Present Matias’s decisions.

I walk across the room, the soft click of my dress shoes resonating on the laminate. In the center of the long conference table lies a heavy folder, thick with paperwork—my commitments, my debts, my hopes. On top, the commercial lease glares up at me, final and irrevocable.

A knock reverberates through the empty office.

I look up.

A man fills the doorway, framed by the bright morning light. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, and muscular in a way that speaks less of gym machines and more of real labor—think fences raised, walls built, futures constructed. His dark hair, threaded with silver at the temples, hangs just so, as if a breeze is forever tousling it. He wears dark denim, scuffed work boots, and a blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to reveal sun-browned forearms. The scent of fresh soil and cedar seems to cling to him, as though he’s walked straight from a building site.

His warm brown eyes meet mine—steady, observant, as if he’s reading an unspoken list of questions etched on my face.

“You must be Matias.”

His deep voice carries the sort of quiet confidence that commands attention without shouting. No arrogance—just the surety of someone who knows his worth.

I recognize him immediately from the lease documents: Eduardo Ramirez, owner of the commercial plaza. My landlord. My partner in this high-stakes venture.

I cross the room and extend a hand. “That’s me.”

His grip is firm, his palm calloused. “Eduardo.”

“Good to meet you in person.”

He scans the office—fresh paint, flawless floor, the wrapped sign. “You’ve done a lot already.”

“I’ve been here every day,” I admit.

“I can tell.” A slow smile cracks his face, warm as dawn’s first light. It isn’t practiced; it feels earned. Something tugs inside me. I push it aside. I have enough to worry about without finding my landlord attractive.

“Coffee?” I gesture toward a small kitchenette tucked into one corner.

“I never say no to coffee.”

Ten minutes later, mugs in hand, we sit across from each other at the table. The lease lies between us, its pages crisp and unwrinkled. The hum of the air conditioner is the only soundtrack to our tension.

Eduardo thumbs through the contract, his brow knitting in concentration. I’ve marked nearly every second line with neon highlights and margin notes—questions, clarifications, my anxieties inked in block letters and hurried scribbles.

After a few moments, he leans back, leather chair creaking. “You’ve highlighted half this contract.”

“I like knowing what I’m signing.” My tone is flat but honest.

“Good. Most people don’t.” His approving smile is small but genuine.

I tap one highlighted clause. “What exactly do you mean by common-area maintenance adjustments?”

He chuckles, a rich sound. “I wondered how long it would take you to find that.”

“I work with taxes. We get paid to find things.”

“Point taken.” He leans forward, forearms resting on the table. “Basically, if the parking lot needs repaving or the landscaping needs attention, those costs get divvied up among all tenants.”

“And based on square footage,” I add, scratching a note.

“Exactly.”

For the next hour, we plow through every paragraph: insurance requirements, utility responsibilities, repair obligations, signage restrictions. Eduardo knows every detail—every number, every potential pitfall—as if he designed the building himself. No wonder he owns multiple commercial properties across the city.

At last he snaps the folder shut. “You’re underestimating your expenses.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

He fixes me with a steady gaze. “I’m sure you ran the projections.”

“I did.”

“But you don’t sound convinced.” His voice hardens slightly, as though he’s seen too many dreamers crushed under reality’s weight. “Most folks focus on rent and forget everything else.”

I cross my arms. “I didn’t forget. Internet—”

“Included.”

“Cleaning services—”

“Included.”

“Equipment maintenance—”

“Included.”

“Emergency repairs—”

I falter, if only for a second. Eduardo notices. Of course he does.

“There it is.” He arches an eyebrow.

“The pause.”

I exhale. “Emergency repairs are impossible to predict.”

“Exactly.” He leans in. “And they happen.”

His challenge pricks at my nerves, because I know he’s right.

“I can handle it.”

“I believe you can.” His affirmation, free of condescension, resonates more deeply than any sales pitch.

I nod, unsettled.

———
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Three mornings later, disaster arrives on silent feet. I discover it at exactly 7:30 a.m., drawn by a dank, stagnant odor haunting the hallway. My heart drops as I follow the smell: water glistens on the laminate in a dark, oily sheen. My breath catches: grand opening in less than two weeks, furniture delivery tomorrow, computers by Friday—everything hinges on this timeline.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmur, toes skidding on the slick floor.

I trace the moisture to a maintenance closet. My shoes squelch as I push open the door. Inside, I can see damp drywall and a trickle of water seeping behind the plaster. My throat constricts.

I pull out my phone. Hands shaking, I dial Eduardo.

He answers on the second ring. “Morning, Matias.”

“We have a problem.”

His tone shifts, all business. “What happened?”

Twenty minutes later, he’s standing in the reception area—no assistant in tow, no maintenance crew—just Eduardo with a worn toolbox in hand. The sight unsettles me. “You’re fixing it yourself?”

“First I need to figure out what’s wrong.”

Together, we peel back a section of drywall and discover corroded plumbing—an orphaned pipe that’s turned into a ticking time bomb. Fixing it will require permits, licensed contractors, inspections. Time I don’t have.

By noon, the office looks like an active construction site: chunks of drywall piled in jagged heaps, tools scattered across the hallway, the pristine flooring marred by dust and debris. My chest tightens. All our careful planning feels like a cruel joke.

Eduardo strides in, his boots crunching over fragments of plaster. He eyes the carnage and arches a brow. “You look like you’re about to kill something.”

“I’m considering it.”

“Who?”

“The pipe.”

He laughs, and for an instant the tension crackles. I find myself smiling back, despite everything. “That’s progress.”

“I promise you’ll feel it soon.”

He watches me as I pace, anxiety humming beneath my skin. When I finally slump against a wall, he steps closer. “Tell me what you need.”

I hesitate, then spill my fears in a rush—savings, sacrifices, the gamble of it all. The plain truth of how much this means to me.

Eduardo listens in near-silence. When I finish, he nods. “I know exactly what that’s like.”

I look up, surprised. “You do?”

The corner of his mouth lifts. “Everybody assumes landlords start rich. When I bought my first building, the roof collapsed three months later.”

My jaw drops. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” He shrugs. “Panic. Panic when you realize your dream is turning into a nightmare. Then grit. Then fix it.”

Between us, an unspoken bond forms: two builders who’ve risked everything for something they believe in.

———
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The repairs stretch from day one to day five. Each morning, Eduardo appears like clockwork, toolbox in hand, sleeves rolled, determination plastered on his face. We wrangle contractors, chase inspections, wrestle with suppliers, battle insurance adjusters. Lunch is often on overturned buckets in a dusty corner, the air redolent of sawdust and sweet carne asada from street tacos.

“This isn’t exactly how I pictured a grand opening,” I admit one afternoon, wiping salsa from my chin.

He grins, bright against his tanned skin. “Fewer busted pipes?”

“Reasonable.”

“And fewer surprise invoices?”

“Less reasonable.”

We laugh—two men in stained jeans and work boots, finding camaraderie amid chaos.

I begin noticing small things: the way his eyes crinkle when he laughs, the precise way he takes his coffee, the gentleness he shows the contractors as he shakes their hands. The soft shift in his voice whenever he mentions his abuela. The unexpected pull in my chest whenever he brushes dust off my shoulder.

By the time the final inspector arrives, I’m a bundle of nerves. He combs through every repair—plumbing permits, drywall patches, electrical sign-offs—while I tap my foot so hard it aches. Eduardo stands beside me, calm as ever, but I can see the tight line of his jaw.

At last the inspector signs: Approved. Official. The office can open.

Relief crashes over me so hard my knees threaten to buckle. I cradle the signed papers like a lifeline. Then I feel a hand on my shoulder.

Eduardo. “You did it,” he says softly.

His words land heavier than any praise I’ve ever received. He didn’t just watch me crash into this nightmare—he waded in to save me.

I turn, staring at him. For the first time in days, the building is hushed. No contractors, no drills, no phones. Just us.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“For what?”

“For staying.”

He meets my gaze. “I wanted to.”

The silence that follows hums with electricity. I can feel the heat of him beside me, the faint aroma of coffee and cedar swirling around his jacket. My heart hammers.

“Eduardo...”

His lashes drop, then lift again. His breath catches.

Slowly, he extends his hand. Our fingers slide together—natural, right. His calloused palm warms mine. I don’t pull away.

“You know this is probably a bad idea.”

His lips quirk in a half-smile. “Probably.”

“You’re my landlord.”

“Unfortunately.”

I laugh—tense, breathless.

“We could make things complicated.”

“We could.”

Neither of us moves. The space between us shrinks.

Then I lean in.

His breath falters. The first brush of our lips is soft, hesitant—a question rather than a demand. His hand cups my cheek, thumb stroking my skin; my fingers find the fabric of his shirt. Time thins to that moment: two men poised on possibility.

When the kiss deepens, the office dissolves. No paperwork. No looming deadlines. Just the warmth between us, the promise of something neither of us quite expected in this newly painted space.

When at last we part, neither steps back. I press my forehead to his chest, inhaling the mix of sweat, cedar, and fresh ambition.

“Definitely complicated,” I murmur.

He smiles against my temple. “Very.”

I lift my head, meeting his eyes—warm, honest, unguarded. “What happens now?”

He pauses, vulnerability flickering across his face. “Dinner?”

I grin. “Safe?”

“Probably not.”

“But Friday?”

“Friday.”

His hand finds mine, thumb brushing my knuckles. The lease remains signed. The office will open on schedule. But in the hush of this new beginning, something else stirs—a chance at more than business. And as Eduardo slips out into the golden morning light, I already know I’m counting down the days.


The Contractor’s Deduction

By the time Rafael Mendoza walks into my office, I already know two things about him.

First, he is late.

Second, he is exactly the kind of client who waits until a problem is on fire before deciding to look for water.

He arrives eleven minutes after our scheduled appointment with a cardboard banker’s box tucked under one arm, a yellow legal envelope held between his teeth, and a phone pressed to his ear. His dark hair is wind-tousled, his work boots leave faint dust prints across my freshly cleaned floor, and the sleeves of his faded gray shirt strain around arms that clearly know more about lifting lumber than lifting pens.

“I told him the cabinets arrive Thursday,” he says into the phone, stepping fully into my reception area without noticing that I am watching him from the conference table. “No, Thursday does not mean maybe Friday. It means Thursday. Tell him if he wants me to finish that kitchen before his wife kills both of us, he needs to unlock the side gate before seven.”

He stops in the middle of the office.

Our eyes meet.

For one suspended second, neither of us moves.

Then he pulls the envelope from his mouth, gives me a look that is half apology and half exhaustion, and says into the phone, “I have to call you back.”

He ends the call and lowers the box onto the table with the careful urgency of a man setting down something heavy, unstable, and potentially cursed.

“Matias Alvarez?”

“That depends,” I say. “Are you Rafael Mendoza?”

“Unfortunately.”

“At least we both know where we stand.”

His laugh is rough and immediate, and something about it catches me off guard. It is not polished or charming in a practiced way. It sounds like it comes from somewhere tired but honest.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” he says. “Job site problem.”

“Contractor?”

“Is it that obvious?”

I glance at the dust on his jeans, the tape measure clipped to his belt, the faint white streak of drywall compound near his shoulder, and the small cut across one knuckle.

“A little.”

He looks down at himself, shakes his head, and then smiles with the kind of embarrassment that makes a man seem younger than his years. Rafael Mendoza is thirty-eight according to the intake form he emailed at midnight last night, but he carries himself with the weight of someone older, someone who has spent too many years being responsible for every nail, every invoice, every crew member, every delay, and every client who thinks construction schedules obey wishful thinking.

“I meant to change,” he says.

“For taxes?”

“For public decency.”

“You’re fine.”

The words leave my mouth before I think too hard about them.

He notices.

Of course he notices.

His eyes stay on mine a second longer than necessary, warm and dark beneath heavy brows, and then he looks away first. He clears his throat and taps the banker’s box.

“This is everything.”

I study the single box.

“Everything?”

“Everything I could find.”

“That is a very different sentence.”

His shoulders sink.

“Yeah. I was afraid you were going to say that.”

I gesture toward the chair across from me. “Sit down, Rafael.”

He does, though he sits like a man prepared to bolt if I mention spreadsheets too aggressively.

I open the box.

Receipts stare back at me.

Not organized receipts.

Not clipped receipts.

Not sorted receipts.

Just receipts.

Crumpled, faded, folded, coffee-stained, paint-specked, and shoved into the box with what appears to be active resentment. There are gas receipts from three years ago. Hardware store receipts. Restaurant receipts. A receipt from a tire shop. A handwritten invoice on carbon paper. A stack of bank envelopes. Two business cards. A pencil. A bent screw.

I lift the screw between two fingers.

Rafael winces. “That
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The Widower








































































The Auto Mechanic



















The Real Estate Agent































































































The Veterinarian





















































The Police Officer
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The Pilot


















































































































































The Firefighter























































The Gym Owner






















































The Coffee Shop Owner
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