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Philadelphia was finally waking up from its long, anxious hibernation. It was the summer of 2020, and the restrictions were lifting, leaving behind a city of masked faces and cautious relief. I was twenty-five, pale from months of staying indoors, and nursing a raw, fresh heartbreak. My girlfriend of two years had packed her bags just a week before lockdown ended, deciding our stalled relationship wasn't worth carrying into the new normal. So there I was, holed up in my apartment, staring at lines of code and drowning in cheap takeout.

That was until the elevator door chimed on my floor.

I stepped out to head to the mailroom, but before the doors could slide shut again, a motorized wheelchair blocked the threshold. I looked down, ready to apologize, and found myself staring into a pair of warm, knowing eyes.

"Excuse me, young man," she said, her voice rich with a raspy, lived-in cadence. "You're the tech guy from 4B, aren't you?"

"Uh, yeah," I stammered, adjusting my mask. "I am."

"Thank goodness," she smiled, deep laugh lines crinkling around her eyes. She was stunning in a classic, timeless way—silver hair pinned up neatly, a colorful silk scarf draped over her shoulders, and a full, soft figure that spoke of comfort and good food. She was carrying a few extra kilos, completely natural for her seventy-five years, but it gave her a comforting, substantial presence. "My name is Eleanor. And my desktop has been holding me hostage ever since the world stopped turning. Everyone was too terrified to visit an old lady, and frankly, I don't blame them. But I'm back to working remotely, and the blasted machine won't connect to my server."

I looked at her, realizing she was entirely dependent on that computer for her work and connection to the outside world, yet she carried herself with an effortless, disarming grace.

"I can take a look at it," I said, offering a small, reassuring smile beneath my mask. "Give me an hour or so. I'll come down to 2E."

"Oh, bless you," Eleanor said, touching a hand to her chest. "Take your time. No rush at all."

True to my word, sixty minutes later, I was standing outside her apartment door with my toolkit and flash drives. She buzzed me in immediately. Her apartment smelled of old books, lavender, and rich coffee. She guided me through the living room, gesturing toward a cozy den where her bulky desktop sat humming quietly in the corner.

"Why don't you get settled with that beast of a machine," Eleanor said, wheeling herself over to a plush armchair. "You look like you've been staring at screens until your eyes bleed. Let me put on the news or some classic game show so you can decompress while you work."

"Actually, just having some quiet background noise is great," I said, setting my bag down on the hardwood floor.

"Nonsense. Relax a little," she insisted warmly.

She rolled over to the couch, locked her wheels with a practiced click, and gracefully shifted her weight, pulling herself onto the sofa with a soft sigh of relief. As she settled back into the cushions, she caught my eye and let out a low, melodic chuckle.

"Computers are stubborn, but humans are worse," she remarked, her eyes glinting with a sudden, playful spark.

I turned back to the monitor, plugging in my diagnostic USB to run a deep scan for malware and corrupted registry files. The progress bar crept slowly across the screen. Behind me, the soft rustle of fabric filled the quiet room.

I glanced over my shoulder under the pretense of checking the cable routing. Eleanor had crossed her legs, the heavy fabric of her pleated skirt shifting. As she slowly uncrossed them and shifted her position, her movement was deliberate—hypnotic, even. For a fleeting second, the drape of her skirt parted just enough to reveal a flash of silk panties.

My breath hitched.

It had been months since I'd been close to anyone, let alone touched a woman. The loneliness of the pandemic, compounded by the bitter end of my relationship, had left me running on fumes. The contrast between my recent heartbreak and the mature, confident femininity radiating from Eleanor hit me like a physical blow. Down below, a sudden, undeniable heat flared, and I felt myself hardening against the fabric of my jeans. I quickly turned back to the screen, my face burning hot.

For the next twenty minutes, as the antivirus software chugged through thousands of files, I sat stiffly, acutely aware of every breath she took behind me.

When the progress bar finally hit one hundred percent, I cleared my throat, forcing my voice to remain steady.

"All right, Eleanor. Found the culprit. It was a rogue background service leftover from an old VPN update causing a conflict. I've quarantined it and optimized your startup."

"Oh, thank heavens," she said, wheeling herself closer. Her perfume—something musky and expensive—drifted over me. "You're a lifesaver. How much do I owe you?"

She reached for her leather handbag resting on the side table, unzipped it, and pulled out a thick wad of bills. She peeled off a twenty and a five, holding out the twenty-five dollars I typically charged for a quick fix.

I shook my head, waving my hand. "Don't worry about it. Honestly. Consider it a neighborly welcome back to the grind."

Eleanor paused, her fingers lingering on the cash. She looked up at me, studying my flushed face with a knowing, gentle smile that suggested she wasn't entirely blind to my physical state.

"You're a very sweet boy," she murmured softly.

She reached out, her warm palm resting firmly on my shoulder. The touch sent an electric shiver straight down my spine. I turned to look at her, caught entirely off guard by the depth in her gaze.

"Thank you, truly," she whispered.

I swallowed hard, nodded, and muttered a hasty goodbye, leaning in to brush a quick kiss against her cheek before hurrying out the door. Her skin was soft, and the kiss lingered just a second longer than intended—a little wetter, a little warmer than a standard neighborly farewell—leaving my skin tingling all the way back up to my floor.
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The rhythmic tapping of keys had become my only companion over the next twenty-four hours. My apartment was quiet, save for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sirens echoing up from the Philadelphia streets below. I was midway through rewriting a sluggish database query when a sharp, distinct knock sounded at my door.

I blinked, glancing at the clock in the corner of my monitor. It was just past four in the afternoon. Frowning slightly, I pushed my chair back, stepped over a tangle of Ethernet cables, and pulled the door open, expecting a delivery driver or the building superintendent.

Instead, I froze.

Standing in the hallway was Eleanor. But there was no motorized wheelchair, no metal frame, no wheels humming against the linoleum. She was standing on her own two feet, leaning ever so slightly on a polished wooden cane, wearing a sweeping emerald-green cardigan over a black dress. In her hands, balanced carefully on a ceramic plate, was a homemade bundt cake dusted generously with powdered sugar.

My jaw literally went slack. I stared down at her legs, then back up to her face, my surprise bleeding plainly through my expression.

Eleanor caught the exact moment my brain stalled, and a low, musical laugh bubbled up from her chest.

"Close your mouth, dear before a fly wanders in," she teased, her eyes twinkling with amusement. She stepped across the threshold, easing her weight forward with practiced caution. "I know. Quite the resurrection, isn't it?"

"I... yeah," I stammered, stepping back to let her in, still utterly bewildered. "Last time I saw you—well, I just assumed. I'm sorry, I'm not trying to stare, but..."

"It's entirely fine," she interrupted gently, walking at a measured, deliberate pace toward my small kitchen island. She set the cake down with a soft thud. "You aren't the first person to look at me like I've just parted the Red Sea. Let me sit down, and I'll demystify the whole thing before your analytical brain short-circuits."

I hurried to pull out a barstool for her. She sank onto it with a soft sigh of relief, dropping her cane against the counter.

"Here," I said, my voice still catching a little as I reached out to steady her elbow. Her skin was warm through the fabric of her sleeve, and she looked up at me, letting my hand linger for a beat longer than necessary before I let go.

"Thank you, sweetheart," she murmured. She crossed her ankles beneath the stool, folding her hands neatly in her lap. "The truth is, that motorized chair belonged to my late husband, Arthur. He used it during his final year before he passed. When my chronic back issues flared up last autumn, my doctor suggested I rest, but walking down the long corridors of this building or standing in line at the market becomes agonizingly painful after about fifty paces."

She paused, offering a wry, self-aware smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes.

"So
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