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I told myself the guesthouse was practical. The kids were gone, the mortgage remained, and the space had sat there for years, fallow, useless, filling with boxes and dust. Renting it out felt like evidence that I was moving forward. Moving forward. I said it aloud to convince myself, repeating it like a mantra.

Nina Alvarez moved in on a Tuesday. Tuesdays were quiet here, my day off from the university, formerly my mental health day, now just the day when the house felt too large and my routines too thin. She stood at the side gate with a suitcase and a canvas tote, checking her phone, then the address, like she expected it to correct her. She was slender but curvy, with expressive dark eyes and soft, high cheekbones that caught the light, and dark hair that fell in a careless wave over her shoulders. There was a warmth to her smile, quick and open, and something in my chest loosened before I could stop it. She was immediately magnetic, a person you couldn’t help looking at, regardless of if you were attracted to her in that way. I wasn’t a lesbian, or even at all bisexual, but she was just too alluring to not draw a gaze. 

She smiled at me—open, quick—and something in my chest loosened before I could stop it.

I showed her the guesthouse, apologizing for the door that stuck and the heater that clicked like it was thinking too hard. She said it was perfect. Kind words, exactly as kind as they were untrue. She laughed easily, head tipping back slightly, and I told myself I liked her because she reminded me of my daughter. That explanation was neat and comforting, and I accepted it without resistance. I was in the grips of a world-class weapons-grade case of denial. I, Claire Whitman, Rhodes Scholar, forty-six-year-old professor of philosophy, ought to have had a pretty good grip on self-reflection and my own inner life. But denial was one hell of a drug, especially when it came to admitting your crush on a woman who was the age of your children. Especially when you’d considered yourself straight your entire life. 

Glancing at myself in the doorway, I noticed the way the late afternoon light hit my skin, pale and smooth with a faint pinkness at the cheeks. My hair was a lovely shade of strawberry blonde pulled back loosely, strands escaping to frame a face that had softened from years of smiles and sorrow. My eyes, a cool blue, betrayed the exhaustion I carried from three decades of managing a household and navigating a marriage that had ended in quiet disappointment. I told myself I looked fine. Reasonable. In control.

The driveway ran between the main house and the guesthouse, cracked concrete threaded with weeds. We crossed paths often. Nina worked from home, doing what, I wasn’t precisely sure, and I was still learning how to live in a house that no longer required constant attention. There was time on my hands that I wasn’t used to having, and I was perfectly content to fill it with her. At first we talked about practical things. Trash day. The leaky hose. Packages that ended up on the wrong step. Then the conversations stretched. We lingered. Leaned against cars, stood barefoot in the evening light, letting silence settle without rushing to fill it. That shared driveway opened up onto an ocean view, so the setting lent itself well to long conversations about life, the universe, all of it.

She asked me questions I was not used to answering. Not intrusive necessarily, just... open. She was casually vulnerable in a way that set me on edge at first, but I quickly realized was harmless and well-intentioned. What I did before the kids. Whether I liked living here. What I would do if I could disappear for a month. I gave her the answers I had rehearsed for years, the ones that made sense on the surface. She listened like they mattered, even when I suspected she noticed the spaces between them.

I knew how old she was because it came up naturally. Twenty-six. She said it plainly. My oldest was twenty-four. I told myself that drew a clear boundary. Tenant. Neighbor. Someone I could like without consequence. Those foolish intrusive thoughts that hung around every time we were together, every time I was hearing that lovely voice, answering her genuine interested questions, those thoughts could remain thoughts. That tenant-neighbor barrier could hold between us. 

Still, there were moments that unsettled me. The way she watched me when I spoke, like she was paying attention and seeing everything that lay beneath the words. The way she smiled when she caught me watching her, not embarrassed, just... aware. I told myself she was simply friendly. Young people were like that now. More comfortable with closeness. Unafraid of simple vulnerability.

The divorce had been final for three months when Nina arrived. On paper it was clean, even generous. In reality, it was a slow erosion, years of small disappointments stacked so carefully that they looked intentional. There was no movie scene, no argument where plates were thrown or whatever. Our marriage had died in darkness. I did not miss my ex-husband in dramatic ways. I missed certainty. I missed the role I had played so well I forgot it was a role. I had said goodbye to that part of me that could feel anything romantic. It had sung when I’d first met my husband. Then it had cried out in pain as our life fell apart. It had been silent for years. But now, as I grew closer to Nina Alvarez, that voice, that small part of me... I swore I could hear it whisper. 

Some evenings Nina sat on the step outside her door with a drink, and I joined her without thinking too hard about why. We talked about her work, about clients who wanted everything fast and cheap, about my kids, about the relief of no longer managing a household. Once, after too much wine, I admitted I was afraid I had already lived my life. That whatever came next would be a sad echo. She did not rush to reassure me. I appreciated that, the lack of an impulse to say pretty things on the way to a hollow false positivity. She said—honestly, authentically, genuinely—that she did not believe anyone was finished at forty-five. The way she said it lodged somewhere deep in me.

I started noticing when she was gone. Nights when the guesthouse stayed dark, when the driveway felt incomplete. I told myself it was ridiculous, the jealousy I was feeling. She had friends, dates, a life that did not center upon this house. Still, when she came back and waved like nothing had happened, the relief I felt surprised me.
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