
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Lockdown Love Affair

        

        
        
          Sunshine Meets Grump, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Kirsten S. Blacketer

        

        
          Published by Blackship Press, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A LOCKDOWN LOVE AFFAIR

    

    
      First edition. August 25, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Kirsten S. Blacketer.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393501596

    

    
    
      Written by Kirsten S. Blacketer.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    My motto for 2020: Embrace the suck. 

To Adam Driver, my inspiration for Ben. 

To my husband and kids, who had to deal with me during lockdown in Italy. Here's to the memories.

To JK, I'm glad you got the joke.
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A Letter from the Author
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DEAR READER,

While the situation that sparked the idea for this story is real, the story itself is a work of fiction using details and tidbits from my observations during this global pandemic. This story provided an emotional outlet for me during two months of lockdown in Italy. It became my way of processing uncertainty and disappointment. Ben and Penelope’s characters contain equal parts of me, which is why they make such a perfect couple. I hope you enjoy their love story.

This book is not a political statement. It is a work of romantic fiction aimed solely at showing the importance of human connection and understanding.

We all have unseen struggles we’re dealing with, so let’s be kind to one another.

With best wishes and love,

Kirsten S. Blacketer

P.S. Forgive any inaccuracies concerning Brooklyn. This country girl did the best she could with the research available. I had to make a few things up. Thanks for understanding and enjoy.
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Chapter One

Lockdown
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BEN

Lockdown Day 1

Don’t panic. It’s not the end of the world. It only feels like it.

I grip the remote tighter instead of throwing it against the wall. I want to see it shatter, but the thought of cleaning up another mess leaves me desperate for some form of control. Damn it. I have plans. I have work to do. If they lock the city down, I’m done. I groan when the mayor steps up to the microphone and announces the fate of the city, at least for the foreseeable future.

Non-essential businesses are closed until further notice. City-wide lockdown. Stay at home. Self-quarantine.

The words hover in the air like a poisonous cloud threatening to choke me.

Damn it. I shoot to my feet and, this time, throw the remote. The satisfaction of impact is short-lived. Just like I knew it would be, and now I have to buy a new remote. One more fucking thing. Great. Just wonderful. I stalk to the TV and jerk the plug out of the wall. Unnecessary, yes. But it makes me feel better.

My phone pings in rapid succession as a flurry of texts come in. I rub my hands over my face. Why? Of all the times for a pandemic to hit, why now? Why couldn’t it have hit after the merger? Now I’m stuck in my goddamn apartment, and I sure as hell can’t finalize this deal from home. What if I need files from the office? Specific records? The things I need to do my job might as well be half a world away. We are so fucked.

I stare out the window at the Brooklyn skyline. The sun casts long shadows over the city as it sets. I catch a glimpse of the neighboring building whose rooftop is nearly level with my floor. Dying sunlight highlights the pots and raised garden beds occupying part of the roof. The small table and two chairs sit empty. I rack my brain. Were those there last week?

I shake my head. It doesn’t matter. Normally, I’m not home to even notice anything outside my windows. This apartment is merely a place to crash when I’m not at the office.

My phone pings again. I have to deal with it sooner or later. The company needs direction, and with Evan out of town I need to be on my game. Lockdown or not, I’m still in charge. There’re mountains of work to do until the merger is complete. I can’t take the chance of anything going wrong.

I grab the phone. Fourteen messages. Half of them are from Evan. If I don’t call him, he’ll keep blowing up my phone. I hit the call button.

“Holy shit, you returned my call. Are you dying?” Evan sounds surprised.

“What do you want?” I pointedly ignore his snarky question.

“I saw the news.” The unspoken implications pull tight like a rubber band.

I want to snap, but I grind my teeth instead. “I have it under control.”

“I know. I’m not worried about the merger. I’m worried about you.”

“Why?”

“Because you live at the office, Ben. Do you even have food at your apartment?”

My gaze drifts to the kitchen. Do I have anything here? “This is Brooklyn. I can get a pizza delivered at 3:00 am if I want it.”

Evan grumbles under his breath. “Dickhead.”

“You know I can hear you.” I open my laptop and press a few keys, pulling up my inbox.

“Well, you are. Anyway, are you going to be okay working from home for a few days?”

“Yeah, I have some of the files here. Once things relax a little, I’ll get back in the office and finalize the paperwork for Mr. Kennedy.”

“I’ll try to get back to the city as soon as I can.”

“Why? There’s nothing for you to do here but sit on your ass.” I pause for effect. “Wait, you do that normally.”

“You’re a riot. No wonder you’re still single.”

“So are you. Or did you find the new love of your life in the Poconos?” I’m sick of lectures on my inability to connect with a woman from someone who finds his soulmate every time he travels.

“No.” The waver in his voice betrays him.

“Bullshit.”

“Fine. There might be someone, but it’s nothing serious.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” I scan the inbox and find an email from Empire Industries. “Has Mr. Kennedy reached out to you since you left?”

“No. Why?”

I read the email aloud, and my heart sinks. Shit.

“He wants the financials on top of the proposals?” Evan whistles low. “Do you have access to that stuff from home?”

“Not all of it.” Panic claws at the back of my throat. I force it down. “But that shouldn’t matter.”

“Do you need me to come back to the city?” Evan’s reliable, but when it comes to this kind of stuff, he’s more trouble than help.

“No, I’ve got it under control.” I take a deep breath. “What day are you coming back?”

“Sunday night.”

“Okay. Go enjoy your trip. I’ve got work to do.”

“Don’t overthink it, Ben.”

I scoff. “Later.”

Once I disconnect the call, I toss the phone aside and rake my hand through my hair.

“Shit.” I glance at the pack of cigarettes sitting near the door by my keys. I’m dying for one. I’ve been trying to quit for weeks. This is a hell of a time to give them up.

I settle for a beer from the fridge, ignoring the absence of any real food in the refrigerator, and collapse on the couch. I scroll through the rest of the unread emails.

There is plenty of work to keep me busy. Just because I’m at home and not at the office doesn’t mean I can’t be productive. Besides, the lockdown can’t last that long. This city has seen some shit. It’s been through terrorist attacks and financial recessions. And if the past is anything to go by, New Yorkers are resilient and badass. There’s no way a city of this size and fortitude will come to a screeching halt because of a global pandemic.

Even as I think it, dread settles like a dark cloud over my head.

***
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PENELOPE

Lockdown Day 1

I set the last few items in the box and close the lid. There. That should do it. I nod approvingly at the stack of boxes littering the hallway. Finally. It took me four months to sort through all of my grandparents’ possessions. After they both passed away in November, I found every excuse to avoid going through their belongings. It hurt too much every time I opened a door, only to find the room filled with empty reminders. They meant everything to me, and now they’re gone.

Sadness settles around me for a moment. “I miss you both so much.” My hand slides over the box. As the eldest granddaughter, I had the strongest bond with them. Nearly every summer and holiday meant a trip to the city to stay with Grandma and Grandpa. So many memories lay within this historic brownstone. I cried when the lawyer told me I’d inherited it. I’d never thought I’d find myself living in Brooklyn, especially in a world without my grandparents. When I moved in, the small reminders of them became overwhelming. After a few months, I found it easier to deal with their estate than to drown in it. It helped me process the overwhelming loss. Still, I miss them desperately, but at least they’re together and at peace.

A week before my trip to visit them for Thanksgiving, they died in a horrible car accident. I should have been here, but I wasn’t. Nothing can change that ache in my heart telling me I could have done something to prevent it.

No, I will not dwell on it. Not today. I can’t change the past with regrets and wishful thinking. I glance around the house and see how much I’ve accomplished. It needed to be done. So I did it, for them and for me.

Now, if I could just find the motivation to haul this stuff to the empty basement apartment Grandpa used for storage.

I grab my keys and open the front door. It’ll take a few trips, but I think I can manage it tonight.

Ooof. I collide with someone on my front doorstep. “Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry.” I straighten quickly.

“Quite alright, Miss Weiss.” My grandparents’ neighbor, Mr. Donovan, smiles at me before offering a piece of paper. He’s in his sixties and normally looks quite spry. Today, exhaustion lines his face. “I take it you’ve seen the news?”

I stare at him puzzled. “What news?”

His gray brows furrow. “The mayor just announced a city-wide lockdown.”

I blink at him, confused. “Lockdown?”

“Yes. You cannot leave your home unless it’s for a medical emergency or to purchase necessary supplies. All non-essential businesses are required to close.” His eyes widen behind his bifocals. “I’ve never seen anything like it in all my years.”

“Wow.” I glance at the paper in my hand. A notice from the city with instructions and contact information. “Thank you.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have to take some things to the basement and then run to the market for dinner.” I gasp. “Am I still allowed to do that?”

“It should be fine.” He nods. “But tomorrow, I would advise staying home if you can. This virus is nothing to sneeze at.” He chuckles at his own pun.

“Am I able to tend my garden on the roof at least?” I ask, tucking the paper into my pocket.

He nods after a moment of thought. “I don’t see a problem with that. It’s your roof. Not like you’re wandering around the city aimlessly.” He winks. “I’m looking forward to some of those fresh herbs and vegetables you promised me.”

“Of course.” A wave of relief washes over me. At least I have my garden. “They’ve already started sprouting. It’s sure to be a bountiful harvest.”

He smiles. “I hope so. If you need anything, please, don’t hesitate to call me.”

“I will.” I wave as he walks down the steps. “Thank you.”

Over the next hour, I transfer the boxes from the house upstairs to the basement apartment. Grandpa had converted the basement of the brownstone into a separate apartment in the hope I would come live in the city permanently. I wish I had taken him up on the offer after I graduated college. Regrets only serve as a hurdle, and I am determined to move forward. When I finally collapse on the couch, it’s completely dark outside.

Damn. I wanted to check on the garden. It will have to wait until morning. I shower and run to the corner market to pick up some items for dinner as well as supplies for the week. Once I’m back home, I make some dinner before flopping in front of the television. I ignore cable completely and turn on Netflix. They just released the new season of the science fiction show I love.

After my grandparents’ accident, I moved to the city to execute their will. Their estate covers my expenses, so there’s no rush to find a job. Not that I’ve thought about it until now. Am I even going to stay in the city? It’s not like I have anything keeping me here. Still, it would be an adventure, living the city life after growing up in rural Pennsylvania. Maybe I’ll take some time and see what Brooklyn has to offer me.

Even if the city wasn’t on lockdown, I would have never noticed. The market was busier than usual, but that tended to happen in the evenings. It took me a few months to acclimate to life in the city. I may never get used to the hustle of city living, although it is exciting.

I have a gorgeous home, a promising rooftop garden, and financial stability. What more could a girl possibly ask for?

I settle on the couch and snuggle beneath my favorite afghan. The show starts, and I’m drawn into the new season. I wish Lucy were here to watch it with me. I reach for the phone to call her and hang up when she doesn’t answer. Damn, she must be working second shift at the hospital this week.

Then I remember the lockdown and the pandemic. I hope she’s okay. I make a mental note to call her in the morning and then lose myself in the show.
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Chapter Two

The Lady in Red
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BEN

Lockdown Day 2

I want to throw my laptop out the window. None of the numbers make sense. I sent an email to my creative team before I went to sleep, and only half of them responded. I shove my phone into my back pocket and stalk into the kitchen.

Even though the caffeine is making me twitchy, I pour my third cup of imported coffee. Does my hand always shake like this? I hold it up and try to keep it still. It wobbles. Not enough to be noticeable, but enough to make me feel uncomfortable.

Maybe it isn’t the coffee. It could be stress. Yeah, it’s the stress. Has to be. Between the citywide lockdown and the inability to gather the paperwork I need to ensure this merger, I’m stuck. The walls seem closer together. Is this room smaller? I can’t breathe.

I shove away from the table and stalk down the hallway to my bedroom. I cross to the far window and open it. A cool breeze drifts through. It must be after noon because the sun has shifted behind the building and out of view.

I slip out onto the fire escape. I haven’t been out here since I moved in, but I’m desperate for some fresh air. Of its own accord, my hand reaches for the pack of cigarettes in my robe pocket. I smoked one before I went to bed.

Nine. There are nine left in the pack. I can make them last. I don’t need them. I drape my arms over the metal railing and hang my head. What the hell have I become? It’s only been a day stuck at home and I feel like I’m falling apart.

Several deep breaths later and my heart slows. It’s quiet, more than normal. The typical bustle of the city with the congested traffic, blaring horns, and endless chatter...it’s dimmed. I stare out over what little piece of the city my side of the building overlooks.

She’s still, almost peaceful. That can’t be right. The city that never sleeps takes a well-earned nap. Weird. I’ve never heard it so quiet. A shiver of unease snakes through me. This whole thing is strange in a way I don’t want to examine too closely. Besides, it’s not like I have anyone in my life other than Evan to discuss it with, so I shove it into a mental box and hide it in the dark reaches of my mind, hoping it’ll disappear.

I ignore the urge to run inside and turn on the television. But I know how the media works, and I don’t have the patience to wade through speculation to find a nugget of truth. I’ve avoided it so far. I deleted all the social media apps from my phone too. I don’t want to know. The anxiety of not being in control kills me.

I need to stay on task. Work. The merger. Focus. I have plenty to keep me occupied. Maybe I should set up a group meeting via VidBoom to ensure the team is keeping up with their work while we’re out of the office.

Fuck, when did I become that guy? The fucking workaholic with no friends who can’t turn it off. I rake my hand through my hair.

“Damn it.”

A creak echoes across the alley. I glance around, expecting one of my neighbors to poke their heads out one of the windows. Nothing.

Then I see it. A flicker of movement on the rooftop opposite me. Flashes of red and tan blink against the sunlight. A woman rounds the corner carrying a bag. She’s wearing a red sundress and a floppy brimmed hat. I shake my head. Some old lady trying to tame the city with a rooftop garden. Good for her.

My phone rings. The sound makes my heart jump in my chest. I pull it out and answer, turning my back to the rooftop garden.

“What’s up?”

It’s work. Good. I need a distraction.

“Hold on, would ya? I have to get my charts out.”

I dip back inside the window and close it. The woman in the garden is watching me. She waves.

She’s not old. I can see that now, not in detail, but enough to put her close to my own age. Shit.

I ignore the pull of curiosity and retreat to the kitchen. Once there, I push the speakerphone button and open my files. “Let’s go over the last year then.”

My gaze drifts to the window and the pop of red in the corner of my vision. Don’t be a fucking creep. This isn’t social hour. Focus. There’s work to do.

***
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PENELOPE

Lockdown Day 2

An unfamiliar ringtone echoes behind me. I jump and spin around, looking for the noise.

A man scrambles to his feet on the fire escape that crisscrosses the building across the alley. I barely catch a good look at him before he ducks through the window back into the seventh-floor apartment, nearly dropping the phone in his hand as he does so.

I giggle at the absurdity of it all. He acts like being caught outside is a crime. I shake my head. The city might be in lockdown, but it’s not like it’s illegal to step outside to get some fresh air.

I get notifications when there’s an update on the city’s pandemic response, but otherwise, I keep the news off. A steady diet of that crap will rot my brain, since most of it is speculation and projection anyway. Life’s too short to worry about things I can’t control.

When he looks up, I wave. We all need a little bit of comradery during these crazy times. Even me. I’ve only been in the city for a few months, but I’ve made a handful of friends. It’s nice to have some local connections.

Life here is so much different than growing up in small-town Pennsylvania. My grandparents might have left me all their worldly possessions, including a posh brownstone in Brooklyn Heights and a cozy bank account, but I’d trade it all to get one more day with them. I shake the thoughts from my mind and turn back to the garden.

The man across the alley doesn’t seem interested in being friendly. Oh well. I set back to work on the raised garden beds draped with protective sheets to encourage germination. The seedlings should be ready for daily exposure soon, and they’ll need complementary flowers to draw pollinators. I make a mental note to put that order in with the garden center before retrieving the pots from the shed on the roof.

My grandmother started this garden years ago, much to Grandpa’s frustration. He built the shed for her to store the supplies for easy access and to save himself multiple trips to the basement every year. A country girl at heart, Grandma maintained a garden up until the day she died. It was her pride and joy. Now, it will be mine.

Never did I imagine I’d trade my job as a high school English teacher for a life of gardening leisure in Brooklyn. When I came here, I expected to want to return to my life in rural Pennsylvania. I’m not much of a city girl, honestly. But after meeting Lucy and inheriting the estate, I realized I could take this opportunity to find a new path in life, explore all the options. Unfortunately, lockdown is determined to delay my new adventure. Oh well, I’ll just enjoy the journey one day at a time until things level out.

I turn on some music and work until the sun sets over the horizon. The city lights flicker in the distance. I stop and stare out at the Manhattan skyline beyond the treetops in the distance. So beautiful. I sigh and gather my things.

The lights in the building across the alley catch my attention. The woman on the sixth floor is working out in her living room. The gentleman on the eighth floor is pacing from one room, through to the next, and back again, while he talks on the phone. The seventh floor is dark except for one window where a shadowed outline stands.

The man from the fire escape earlier. I cannot see his face, but I know he’s watching me. I can feel his gaze, and I shiver. I glance up at the dim lamp over my head. He knows I see him too.

When I turn back, he’s gone. Curiosity nags at the back of my mind. I shrug it off and retreat into the building.

My phone rings as soon as I close the rooftop door. Lucy flashes across the screen, and I accept the call.

“Hey, I thought you were working second shift?”

“I am. I’m on break right now. How are you holding up?” Lucy’s the closest thing I have to a best friend in the city. She works as an ER nurse at the Brooklyn Hospital Center, which is how we met. She’d been the nurse who’d delivered my grandparents’ personal items to me. A friendship took root instantly.

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“Don’t deflect. Seriously. How are you doing? Do I need to come check on you?”

“Lucy, you know better than anyone we’re supposed to be practicing social distancing. Plus, I don’t want you wasting whatever free time you have checking on me.”

“Who else is going to check on you?” She pauses, but before I reply, she interjects, “And the old guy next door doesn’t count.”

“Mr. Donovan checks on me every day. I’m fine. Really. How’s the hospital?”

“Busy. Lots of cases coming through. Still waiting on results to see if it’s this damn virus or just the flu making its rounds.” She sighs. “I don’t wanna talk about it. Distract me. Just for a little while.”

I laugh. “Okay, well, I found a huge box of cotton fabric when I was cleaning out the closets. I think I might try to make a dress or two. Want one?”

“You know how to sew?”

“Of course, Grandma taught me.”

Lucy laughs. “No, I don’t really do dresses, but thank you. At least I know you have something to keep you occupied during this mess.”

“Oh, and get this. I was working on the roof today, and I think I have a stalker.”

“What the hell?” Lucy screeches into the phone like a pterodactyl. “Did you call the cops?”

“Calm down.” I soothe her by explaining the details of the afternoon’s adventure. “See. It’s fine. I just thought it was funny. That’s all.”

“This city is full of freaks and pervs, Penelope. I was raised here. Don’t take any shit from them, you hear me?”
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