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        Wine glasses full to the brim.

        An angry daughter.

        A drop, dead gorgeous mother.

        A girlfriend that doesn’t love me anymore.

        The longer I sit and think about the three of them, the more confused I’m becoming.

        I know I shouldn’t cross the line—it should only be felt, but never seen.

        But I’ve spent days, weeks, months, watching her, and she’s been watching me too.

        I just didn’t know it until it was too late.
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        KASEY

      

      

      There she is again.

      I smile slightly as I glance out the classroom window and see Mrs. H’s car idling at the front of the parents' car line.

      Class ends in half an hour, and the school day with it, and she’s here to pick up Aimee.

      It’s the ruse she uses more often than not, and I know this for a fact because she always manages to park just outside the window of my last class, each and every school day.

      It makes me wonder if she’s seen my eyes on Aimee. More than likely. I just chalk it up to her being a cautious mother, taking interest in the boy that seems to have her daughter in his sights.

      The problem is, they look so damn alike, that I can’t help but appreciate seeing her too.

      But since I’m too young for Mrs. H, I do my best to avoid her gaze as much as I can–no matter how hard it proves to be from time to time.

      I startle slightly when the school bell rings, then reach down for my backpack and toss my books inside. Hoisting the straps over my shoulders, I reach down and smooth out the bottom of my school-ordered crisp white button-up shirt, then glance out the window one more time, before I take a deep breath and walk out of class.

      Maybe I can say hello before they drive away.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Aimee!” I call out in the crowded hallway when I see the beautiful, normally sprightly girl’s hair bouncing toward the door. She stops walking and casts a curious glance back over her shoulder, light brown eyes scanning the crowd until she sees me waving at her. And in a split second, she looks almost… defeated.

      “Hey, Kasey,” she murmurs, after I’ve managed to push my way through the kids rushing toward the door, stopping in front of her. I look down at Aimee and do my best to keep the smile on my face, even though I can tell she’d rather be anywhere than here.

      Aimee Huntington is such a babe.

      Her long, brown, wavy hair is a shade darker than her light brown eyes. Her skin is an immaculate shade of pale ivory, free of any of the acne scars that most people our age should have, the light brown freckles that gently cover her cheeks from one side to the other make her look almost ethereal. Like a rare porcelain doll that any collector would pay big money to have.

      “Heading home?” I ask, thumbing my straps from top to bottom. She nods as she looks away. Okay, ask a better question. “Want me to carry your bag to the car?”

      She looks up at me slowly, almost as if she’s deliberately trying to unnerve me, but it won’t work as easily as she hopes. Besides, I want to get another look at Mrs. H. I’ve seen her once or twice, bumping into her at the mall, but I’d like the chance to finally look into her eyes and smile at her the way I do at her daughter.

      Maybe it’s a fucked-up fantasy of mine, but, if they’d both be willing …

      “No, it’s okay,” she finally says, as she turns around and damn near barrels her way out of the school.

      But I’m not too far behind her.

      Because if the mother is anything like the daughter, then...

      I step outside a few moments later and inhale a deep breath of the fresh afternoon air. Glancing toward the school bus that’s waiting for me, I shrug and decide to go for it. Who knows how many more times I’ll be feeling as brave as this? I may as well capitalize on it.

      I pick up my pace, walking just below a jog, catch up to Aimee, and pull the car door open for her just before she has a chance to do so herself. She gives me a semi-withering look, but I just grin and motion for her to get in.

      Once she does, I lean my arms into the window and look across into the eyes of the woman that’s too old for me—the one that’s off-limits, the one I know wants me as badly as I want her and her daughter—and I grin.

      “Hey, Mrs. H. Long time no see.”
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        JULIA

      

      

      His blue eyes bore into mine. Aimee fidgets in her seat. I plaster a smile on my face, take a sip from my ‘water’ bottle and clear my throat.

      “Kasey. Hi, how’re you?”

      “Can we go?” Aimee says quietly.

      Kasey grins wider. His eyes swing intensely between me and my daughter. “I’m good.” He slaps the car door with both hands. “Have a good weekend, ladies.”

      Aimee rolls the window up immediately and flicks her wrist in goodbye.

      “Rude,” I cough.

      She rolls her eyes and glares straight ahead. “He’s creepy. He asked to carry my bag to the car. Who does that?” She slinks down in her seat slightly as I pull away from the curb.

      “A gentleman. That’s who. Stop being so judgmental.”

      She mumbles “you’re one to talk,” as she turns up the volume for the radio. I take another sip from my tumbler. The vodka-mixed-with-cranberry-seltzer burns mildly, but I like it.

      “You should date him,” I say.

      Aimee’s face scrunches up until it’s no longer pretty. “If you like him so much, maybe you should.”

      There was a time I used to be as pretty as my only child. Tight, flawless skin, long muscular legs. Toned torso, shiny hair down to my waist. That was before her father used me up. Sucked everything I had out of my soul and left it to rot for some younger, prettier girl. The only difference between us is that I was nice—compliant. I never would have dared to treat my mother the way Aimee treats me. She chose Dan in the divorce. She chose her lecherous father. I can’t lie—it stung. It still stings. I get her two days a week and every other weekend. Our relationship is strained at best, and downright gnarly at worst.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I attempt to ask what her plans are for the weekend, but my attempt at communication is shut down. We pull into the driveway, and before I have the car in park, Aimee is out trotting to the front door. I let out a sigh. Weekends are the hardest. Weeknights she comes after school and stays until eight p.m. Those are the easy days with her. Say hello, let her do her homework, force some food down her throat and hug goodbye.

      Weekends drag when you’re stuck with someone who only tolerates you. She spends most of her time in her room, or on her phone or out with friends. Which, ok, wouldn’t be so bad, except that I have to watch every word, every behavior when she’s here. The last thing I need is her reporting back to her father, and losing what little visitation I have. She’s all I have left. He took everything from me, but I will not let him take my daughter too. I pop a little white pill and wash it down with my vodka cranberry seltzer before steeling myself and heading inside.

      Dinner is quiet. Aimee moves food around on her plate. Chicken and asparagus. I was supposed to know that, in the last two weeks, she changed her mind and no longer likes asparagus, and now she’s miffed that I wasn’t privy to her inner thoughts.

      “So, why does this Kasey kid rub you the wrong way?” I ask. I take a sip of my wine. “He’s cute and seems sweet.”

      She sighs long and loud. “Why do you care?”

      I shrug. “Just making conversation.”

      “I don’t feel like talking really. Can I be done?”

      I stare at her plate—barely touched—and frown. “You haven’t eaten.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You literally said you were starving when I called you down.”

      She puts her utensils down and stares at me. “Well, I’m not now.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Please eat the chicken at least.”

      “It’s not healthy to eat when you aren’t hungry. The whole clean plate club is outdated and honestly, like, abusive.”

      I cock my head to the left. “Abusive, really? Come on, Aimee. I’m trying here. Just eat the chicken and then you can be finished.”

      She stabs her half-a-chicken-breast with her fork and shoves the entire thing into her mouth. Her eyes never leave mine. Through a mouth full of un-masticated chicken, she says, “Happy now?”

      I bite my tongue and nod. Aimee pushes her chair away from the table, drops her plate in the sink and disappears into the bowels of the house. It’s going to be a long weekend. I drain the rest of my wine, refill my glass and finish my dinner the way I normally do—alone and in silence.

      I slather moisturizer on my face after applying numerous serums for anti-aging. My eyes are red—I drank too much today. I drop some eyedrops in, then inspect every crevice, line and spot on my face before slapping the light off and crawling into my bed.

      The second my head hits the pillow, my mind drifts to Kasey. His blonde hair, the way the wind blew his too long mop over his forehead. Those blue eyes locked on mine, a hint of playfulness in them. The way he lingered with that cocky smile only teenage boys can get away with. My hand drifts under the covers. Under the waistband of my pajama pants. I touch myself. I bet his body is all hard muscles and virgin skin. Fingering myself, I sink into the mattress, fantasizing about a seventeen-year-old playboy. My nipples harden. He wants me. He’s hungry for me. He’s ready to learn, focused on me—my pleasure. Rough hands against my soft skin. Learning, exploring. Lips devouring, leaving no spot of skin undiscovered. A moan slips from my lips. My breath hitches. The small of my back lifts off the bed. More, more, more.

      When I come, I come so hard that I have to change the sheets.

      After that, I sleep like the dead.
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        KASEY

      

      

      “Yeah, yeah, but at least I passed the test,” I tease my girlfriend Eden on FaceTime.

      We’re both lying in our respective beds in our respective homes, having our nightly conversation. It’s strange; we see each other in the hallways at school, but somehow it still doesn’t feel like I spend enough time with her.

      She makes a face, rolls her eyes, then turns on her side, setting her phone on the pillow next to her. The tell-tale sign that she’s ready to go to sleep. I glance at the time at the top of the screen, wondering when ten p.m. became bedtime, but she’s had a mentally exhausting day, what with the calculus test she practically killed herself studying for. And I know that teasing her about possibly failing isn’t going to do me any favors, but I can’t help needling her.

      “Whatever, Kasey,” she grumbles, before placing a hand to her mouth, stifling a yawn.

      “Relax, E. You passed. You must have; I helped you cram for the test, remember? And not to toot my own horn, but I am something of a math genius,” I say with a grin.

      “I guess you have your uses,” she says conversationally, as she closes her eyes.

      I chuckle.

      I don’t mind being teased about much, but our relationship isn’t something I like to joke about. Even though she knows that, she still enjoys ribbing me about it from time to time.

      “So, that’s it? You love me for my math?” I ask in an unintentionally tight tone.

      “Well, that and the thing you do with your tongue.”

      My face turns red.

      Eden opens her eyes slightly, grins at my obvious discomfort and giggles. “Come on, Kase. You know that you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “True,” I say, after clearing my throat. “And then there’s that thing I do with my tongue. I guess I’m the whole package, now that I think about it.”

      Eden lets out a groan and it’s my turn to laugh in triumph.

      “Good night, Kasey,” she says, as she leans up on her elbow and shakes her head.

      “‘Night, E,” I reply, as I swipe the button to disconnect the call.

      With a sigh, I lean over and set my phone on the nightstand, then clasp my hands on my chest after I get comfortable again.

      As soon as Eden is out of sight, my thoughts turn toward Mrs. H. Something was different about her today, almost welcoming. Like she was happy to see me in a weird way. Or maybe she read the boyish crush all over my face when I gave her a toothy grin.

      Either way, I sometimes find myself wondering if she ever thinks of me. Aimee too. She’d be more my speed, since she has virgin written all over her face. And while I’m not a virgin myself, I’d be more than willing to kickstart Aimee’s engine if she gave me the chance.

      With a sigh, I turn my eyes toward the window.

      Aimee Huntington; the inadvertent bane of my existence.

      She acts as though she hates me; however, I don’t think she does. I think she’s playing hard to get and I’m up for the challenge. It’s not like Eden would notice, because I’m pretty sure she’s over it when it comes to us at this point. Each night, she’s been hanging up earlier and earlier, which makes me wonder if she has someone else already.

      I close my eyes and think.

      I haven’t seen Eden making eyes at any of the other guys in school, and I haven’t seen any of them show interest in her, but that’s the thing about infidelity; it’s always done in secret, hidden far away from the daylight.

      So, why would I see it?

      Chewing the inside of my mouth thoughtfully, I open my eyes and lean over to swipe my phone off the nightstand and tap the screen to life. Opening the contacts, I quickly find Aimee’s number, then let my finger hover over the call button.

      Do I really want to do this? What if I’m just imagining things about Eden? What if I can have them both? The latter thought is enough to excite me to the point that my dick starts to slowly press against my sweatpants.

      I’d be the coolest guy in school with two girlfriends.

      The jocks, the nerds–they’d all look up to me and wonder what it is that I have that they don’t. And the answer would be simple. Eden and Aimee.

      Taking a deep breath, I run a hand down my face, before I hit the button and place the phone to my ear. I’ll ask her out on a date; the worst she can say is no. At the best, she’ll say yes.

      Perhaps Mrs. H. will chaperone, I think with a nervous chuckle when the other line finally clicks and I hear a soft “hello” greet me.
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        JULIA

      

      

      I’m pouring myself a glass of wine when Aimee plods down the stairs, wiping at her sleep-crusted eyes. She looks beautiful even now, without trying. Her tee shirt is two sizes too big for her, baggy and swishing the tops of her thighs as she walks.

      Her eyes squint, brows furrowing as she glances from the countertop to me. “Jesus, Mom. Already? It’s not even lunch.” Her tone is full of disdain.

      I finish my pour, filling the oversized stemmed-glass to the brim before bringing it to my lips and enjoying a sip. “It’s eleven. Close enough.” I shrug.

      “Whatever. Hey. Kasey is coming over today so can you please not be drunk?”

      “Kasey?” I ask. “The boy you don’t like?” I am thoroughly confused.

      Aimee rolls her eyes at me. “We’re just hanging out.”

      “Where?”

      Again, with the obnoxious eye roll. “We’re going to hang out at the pool. So can you just please stop drinking so you’re not drunk when he arrives.”

      “Excuse me. I’m your mother and I don’t appreciate your tone. Keep it up, and when he arrives I’ll kindly let him know you’re grounded, and he needs to leave.”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “Try me,” I say, taking my glass and heading onto the patio. A quick glance back at Aimee reveals her standing, hands on her hips, slack jawed. Good. Maybe she’ll behave.

      I settle into the lounge chair and soak up the warmth of the sun while I drain my glass of wine. Soon enough, some boy will break her heart and leave her, and then she’ll understand how hard it is to be alone. She’ll understand the need to turn to something—anything—that can numb the harsh realities of the world for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      The doorbell rings. Thud. Thud. Thud. Aimee’s heavy footsteps sound furious. She’s always so loud, like an elephant stomping on hardwood. She races down the stairs, beating me to it. She shoots me a searing look over her shoulder before she swings the door open wide.

      Kasey grins and says hello. He’s tan and tall, in shorts, a tee and sandals. His legs are muscular and covered in light hair.

      “Come in,” I say, and swing an arm wide, gesturing.

      “Thanks, Mrs. H.,” he says. “Can I call you that?”

      I smile. “Sure, but it’s Ms. H.”

      His eyebrows raise, and I swear he licks his lips at the discovery.

      “Got it.”

      Aimee grabs his hand and starts pulling him. “Come on. This way. Bye, Mom.”

      Kasey stares at me as he passes, his body moving, but his eyes trained on me until he’s through the sliders and out of sight. A flush warms me. It’s been a long time since someone’s looked at me with want. A self-effacing grin sweeps over my face.

      From the kitchen window the two of them laugh and play in the water. Splashing and dunking each other. I fill my water bottle with vodka, ice, and a splash of orange juice. Aimee squeals. I glance out the kitchen window. Kasey stands at the edge of the pool, arms scooped under her nearly naked body, and tosses her into the blue water below. When he laughs his entire face changes, lightens. And then he sees me. I turn away and take a sip of my drink.

      “Hey, Ms. H?” Kasey’s deep voice greets me.

      I tuck my hair behind my ears and turn to face him. “Hey there.”

      “Do you have anything to drink? Aimee said she’s fine, but I’m thirsty.” I bet he is. I bet he’d love a screwdriver.

      I shake the thought from my head and nod instead. “I have water, juice and there might be some sodas left.”

      Kasey sucks his bottom lip between his teeth. Beads of water cling to his skin. “Soda works.” I turn to rummage around the back of the fridge for one. I can feel his body heat before he even touches me. He reaches over me into the refrigerator. His crotch pressed against my rear end, his arm sliding over my shoulder. “Got one,” he says.

      I twist around to face him. He’s inches from my face. “I thought...they were on the bottom shelf,” I say.

      He shakes his head as his eyes comb over my neck, breasts, lower. Heat blooms between my legs. “It’s hot out. You should cool off in the pool.” He backs away. Eyes still locked on mine, he cracks the soda open and starts chugging. His Adam’s apple bobs, and I want to reach out and trace the sinew of his neck. Lick the beads of water from his skin. Finishing the soda, he sets it on the counter, flicks his wrist in thanks and heads outside.

      With my ass, I bump the fridge door closed and clutch the countertop to steady myself. That felt a hell of a lot like flirting. Smirking, I swipe my water bottle from the countertop and plant myself outside in one of the lounge chairs. I don’t miss the way Kasey watches as I remove my coverup, revealing a tasteful but skimpy bikini. I put on my sunglasses and lay back.

      Aimee rolls her eyes so hard I can almost physically feel her doing it.
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        * * *

      

      The doorbell rings. It echoes through the silent house, startling me. I wipe under my eyes. I must have fallen asleep. The empty bottle of wine is perched on the side table next to my lounger. My skin is tight with a minor sunburn feeling. Stretching, I stand up and head for the door.
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        KASEY

      

      

      I pull nervously at the collar of my shirt as the sound of the doorbell echoes throughout the home. I want to take Aimee out, and if she keeps dodging me at school, then maybe she’ll get how serious I am by just showing up at her place.

      Chewing the inside of my mouth anxiously, I press the button again, then take a couple of steps back and glance around the front stoop. I’ve always liked her place; not that she knows how many times I’ve driven by, but it always seems so homey. Much more than mine does, anyway.

      Just when I’m ready to give up, I hear a muffled argument on the other side of the door and swallow hard. When it’s finally yanked open, Aimee looks annoyed and I can feel my balls start to shrivel.

      “I said, I’ve got it, Mom!” she barks over her shoulder before turning her attention to me. With a deep sigh, she steps out onto the stoop and pulls the door closed behind her. Crossing her arms over her chest, she arches an eyebrow. “What are you doing here, Kasey?”

      “Well–” I clear my throat, embarrassed at the fact that it cracks slightly, then try again. “Well, I was just driving around town and thought I’d see if you wanted to come hang out for a little bit?”

      She shakes her head as she purses her lips and I feel the instant sting of rejection. Until she opens her mouth and surprises me. “Yeah. Just let me go inside and grab my purse.”

      That wasn’t supposed to happen, I think nervously. Aimee Huntington isn’t the kind of girl that goes for a ride with a guy like me.

      Raking a hand back through my hair, I reach into my pocket and retrieve my phone, wondering what the incessant buzzing is when I see Eden’s name. I quickly swipe away, then shut the phone off, hoping that she won’t be too pissed when I call her for our usual FaceTime chat.

      It’s not like she’d even notice really. This is probably that woman’s intuition I hear so much about, I think with an eye roll, as I slip the phone back into my pocket.

      The door opens and closes behind me, drawing my attention back to Aimee. She promptly walks by me, down the stairs, over the walkway, until she stops by the passenger-side door of my car. Huh.

      With a shrug, I follow suit and walk around the front of the car, unlocking my door, then pressing the buttons on the panel that will unlock hers as well. Once we’re both safely inside and strapped up, I give her a grin.

      But Aimee isn’t looking at me.

      She’s staring at the front door of her home, probably a million miles away, and I just happen to be her great escape for now.

      “You okay?” I ask, the grin on my lips faltering slightly.

      “How did you know where I live?” she asks without looking at me.

      “Um … I didn’t? I mean, I did, but… I don’t know. Lucky, maybe?”

      The way I stumble over my words screams bullshit, but I don’t think she’d be too excited to know that my little crush has taken on such a life of its own that I kind of, sort of, broke into the guidance counselor's office to find her file.

      “Okay,” she finally says in an indifferent tone. “So, where are we going?”

      “Wherever you want,” I tell her, as I slip the keys into the ignition, then turn the car on. I give the gas pedal a firm squeeze so she can hear the roar of my engine, but she doesn’t seem impressed. Fine, I think irritably, as I put the car in drive, then pull away from the curb. If you don’t want to tell me where you want to go, then we’ll go wherever the hell the road takes us.

      I press the radio button, then switch to my favorite satellite radio station and instantly begin to tap my fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the song sending a booming sensation through the car. My head begins to bob as the song goes on and I steal a glance over at Aimee who’s staring out the passenger window looking like the saddest person in the world.

      “Does it really suck that much?” I ask with a chuckle.

      “What?”

      “Hanging out with me.”

      She finally steals a glance in my direction just as I turn my eyes back toward the road. Goddammit. I just missed making eye contact.

      “It’s not you, Kasey,” she says softly.

      Then what is it?

      “Do you wanna talk about it?” I press cautiously.

      “Not right now,” Aimee replies with a sigh.

      “Okay. Well, if you want to, I’ve been told that I’m a pretty good listener. I mean, never take my advice on anything–I suck at that—but I’m awesome when it comes to letting people get things off their chest.”

      Aimee smiles. She finally smiles at me, and I’m happy that I was able to catch at least that much out of the corner of my eye.

      “Thanks.”

      I nod as I decide exactly what she needs to cheer up. Glancing into the side-view mirror, I take a deep breath, then pull a U-turn and race to the other side of town where my favorite ice cream shop happens to be.

      We can do the girl thing for the rest of the afternoon until she feels comfortable enough to talk about what’s bugging her.
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        JULIA

      

      

      I stare at the leaves and brush that still need to be cleaned up around the yard. I’ve let it go—the yard. I draw in a long breath and exhale a deep sigh. I shouldn’t have to do this. This is paid-labor kind of work that I never had to worry about until Mac left me and made sure that my alimony payments cover the absolute bare minimum. I trudge to the garage and haul out a couple rakes—because apparently one is meant for raking around plants without destroying them, and one is for the lawn. And a pair of gloves, because blisters are disgusting.

      The sun, high in the sky, beats down on me as I work. Sweat beads on my forehead, occasionally dripping into my eyes. I take a break and chug the nice cold vodka tonic in the shade to refresh and refuel me. I’m hot, so I strip off my shirt and toss it on the lounge chair as I pass by, wearing only my bikini top underneath. As I rake, sweat trickles between my breasts. A car pulls into the driveway. The sun has shifted, moved lower toward the horizon. I’ve refilled my glass at least three times since starting this project and glancing around the yard, I’m barely even half done.

      I take a seat, take a drink, take a break. I catch Aimee from the corner of my eye through the patio doors. She goes straight upstairs. Little shit could, at the very least, offer to help—it’s her home too. I swap rakes so I can get under a couple flowering bushes, but then decide a quick recline in the shade might be nice.
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        * * *

      

      The fence gate creaks. I snap my head toward the sound.

      “Kasey?” I toss my forearm over my brow and squint across the yard.

      “Ms. H. What are you doing?”

      I plant a hand on my hip. “Yard work. Everything okay? Did you forget something? Aimee’s upstairs.”

      He shakes his head as he approaches. “You shouldn’t be doing this alone. It’s a big yard.”

      I pinch out a laugh. “Well, it won’t do itself and it’s just me, so…”

      Kasey stops short of pressing himself flush against me, his eyes trained on the beads of sweat traversing from my neck to collarbone to cleavage. His fingers wrap around the rake, grazing my gloved hand in the process. “It’s hot. My mom always says to hydrate.”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth and watch as his forearm flexes as he pulls the rake to him.

      “Your mom sounds smart.” I pull the gloves off and drop them on the ground. “Can I get you something?”

      Kasey nods. Grabbing my empty glass on my way in I refill my vodka tonic, add a hefty amount of ice to it and make one for Kasey. He’s removed his shirt, tucked it into the waistband of his shorts. The muscles in his back contract and release as he rakes quickly and efficiently. He has a glow about him in the late afternoon sun that makes him look like some kind of god.  I carry our glasses outside, leave mine on the side table and bring his to him.

      “Here. You deserve this,” I say, holding out the glass with a smile.

      Kasey grins, revealing those straight, white teeth and takes the glass. He tips his head at the sky and gulps. Then sputters. He coughs a couple times.

      “Ugh, that’s not water,” he says.

      I stifle a laugh and cock my head at him. “I thought you deserved more than just water.”

      His smirk returns. “Are you trying to get me drunk Ms. H?”

      “Oh,” I say, and swat at his glistening chest. “Live a little. Let loose. Relax.”

      Kasey tips his face to the sky again and chugs the remainder of the alcohol. “You don’t mess around, Ms. H. That’s a strong drink.”

      “No point in drinking it if you can’t taste it.”

      Kasey laughs. It’s deep and joyful. His abs flex with each heave of laughter. My finger reaches out to trace the lines of his six pack, but I stop before making contact. He looks between us at my hand almost on him and presses the sweating glass into my palm. The coolness sends a chill up my arm.

      “You’re pink.”

      “What?” I clutch the glass so hard I fear it might shatter.

      He touches the top of my shoulders. “Sunburn starting. You should put some sunscreen on, or you’ll burn.” His finger ghosts my clavicle as he drops his hand to his side. I want to lean into it...really feel it. Let him touch me. Would he be bold or shy? Rough or gentle?

      Swallowing thickly, I point to the table under the umbrella. “Would you mind?” I ask.

      Kasey beams.

      I sit in a chair at the table, in the shade, and hand Kasey the bottle of sunscreen. He squeezes a glob directly from the bottle onto my skin. It’s chilly compared to the air and a gasp rushes out of me.

      “Oops, sorry,” he says.

      I collect my hair and pull it over one shoulder so he can massage the lotion into my skin. His hands land on my shoulders softly. Gently he makes little circles, spreading the sunscreen.

      “Make sure you rub it all in, I don’t want any wonky suntan lines.”

      Kasey laughs. His thumbs begin to dig into my shoulder blades, his fingers over my shoulders, squeezing. Massaging. A small groan slips from my lips. “God, that feels good.”

      “You’re so tight.”

      “I hate raking and apparently so does my body.”

      He doesn’t stop. I’m certain the lotion is all rubbed in by now but I don’t tell him to stop either. I let him massage my shoulders. His fingers are long and thick, and his grip is strong. I tilt my head to the side as he kneads the tight muscles connecting my shoulders to my neck. His hands slide forward just slightly, toward my collarbone. I bite my lip. He lets his fingers slide forward a little more, mere inches from the tops of my breasts. My chest heaves with each breath. Kasey’s fingers slide further still, and just before they reach my cleavage, I still his hands by putting mine over them. Neither of us move or speak.

      His hands pull back, massaging aching muscles as they go. He clears his throat. “All rubbed in. I’ll go finish the bushes.”

      I take a moment to steady my breathing and my pounding pulse.
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      I wonder how Mrs. H is doing?

      For some reason, it’s the only thought I have as Aimee sits down across from me with her small bowl of yogurt. Hilariously, she really is doing the girl thing. Having a dainty serving of something healthy when I purposely brought her to this ice cream parlor to pig out with me and talk about what’s bothering her.

      Not to mention, each time I steal a glance into the mirror across the way, I can’t help but think about how good we look together.

      I dig my spoon into my sundae, then raise it to my lips, eyes steadily watching Aimee who’s currently using her spoon to spin swirls in her yogurt.

      “So… how ya been, Aimee?” I ask, before I shovel the spoonful into my mouth. I never knew how much silence bothered me until it was a forced scenario.  I don’t care what she says, as long as we can get this damn conversation going soon.

      She shrugs as I lick the back of my spoon and do my best not to appear as anxious as I feel. I always thought that taking her out on a date would be a fun experience since I already have a girlfriend, but it’s starting to seem like more of a nuisance than anything else.

      “How are things at home?”

      I’m starting to sound like the guidance counselor, I think, shrinking slightly in my chair.

      “Does it really matter, Kasey?” she asks in a subdued tone. I arch an eyebrow as she finally scoops up some of her yogurt, gently cleans the excess on the edge of her tiny bowl, then slips the spoon between her lips.

      “I mean, it must, since I asked,” I reply in a clipped tone. Aimee finally looks up at me and I smile as best as I can, hoping that it’ll be enough to forgive the agitation in my voice, but she’s making things harder than they need to be.

      “Fine,” she begins, as she moves her bowl to the side, then folds her hands on the top of the table. “Julia drinks. A lot. Ever since Dad left, she drowns herself in bottles of wine. I have to keep up the house, make sure the bills are paid–that is when she decides she wants to go to work and we have the money–and maintain my grades at school, because Heaven forbid they slip. Apparently, that would be the real embarrassment. And on top of everything else, I’m sitting in a strange place with a guy I barely know, all because I just wanted to get out of the house and away from responsibilities that shouldn’t even be mine.”

      Ouch, I think, as I swallow the sudden lump in my throat. I’m not close to tears by any means, I just wasn’t expecting to have that much truth tossed into my lap.

      “So, not good,” I discern clumsily, as I reach for my spoon again.

      She rolls her eyes as she reaches for her tiny bowl and looks down at it. “No.”

      “We don’t have to go back to your place after we finish up here, you know,” I offer in a friendly tone. “We can always–”

      “Listen,” she barks, cutting me off and pointing her spoon at me. “I appreciate the gesture, and even though I don’t want to be home, I’d rather be there than here.”

      “With me?” I ask quietly.

      Aimee lets out a frustrated grunt as she pushes her bowl away, crosses her arms over her chest, and looks at her reflection across the room.

      “It’s not the company, Kasey. I just worry that Julia will end up hurting herself somehow, or worse, if I’m not there to watch her.”

      “Okay, well,” I state thoughtfully, as I push my chair back and get to my feet, “if you don’t mind the company, how about I hang out at your place for a while? That way we can still talk, you can get to know me a little more than ‘barely,’ and we’ll be able to keep an eye on her?”

      Aimee looks up at me again with a sliver of hope shining behind her eyes, and I do my best not to smile. I’ve come to realize that anytime I do, she scrunches up her face, and I almost feel like she wants to deck me.

      “I guess that would be okay,” she finally concedes, as she pushes her chair back and picks up her dainty bowl.

      Don’t smile. Don’t do it. Don’t…

      Aimee sighs as my lips curve up and I give her a goofy grin.

      I can’t help it, though.

      A pretty girl like her shouldn’t be so sad, and if hanging around her helps take her mind off things, then Eden will understand when I finally turn my phone back on later.

      As we toss our treats into the wastebasket, I do my best not to wish we had just taken them to go. I remind myself that, apparently, there are bigger problems in the world than my tossing an amazing ice cream sundae.

      Leading the way to the door, I push it open, stand to the side, and let Aimee walk out first. Is this wrong? To do this behind Eden’s back? I haven’t figured it out yet, but it doesn’t feel like it is.

      Besides, who doesn’t need a friend every now and again?

      I have to remind myself that it’s all I can offer for now until I can figure out how she really feels about me. Outside of her perpetual shade of sadness and anger. Friendship is great but… I just happen to have different feelings for Aimee.

      And her mother.
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      I absolutely hate Sunday evenings. I hate being alone in the house. I hate that he has primary custody. I hate that Aimee called Mac to pick her up instead of letting me drive her home. I don’t want him here. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want the lecture or dirty looks or worse, have to face the indifference that rolls off him when it comes to me.

      Aimee walks Kasey to the door shortly before her father is due to arrive. I don’t blame her. No one wants to put a stranger in the middle of the dumpster fire that is Mac and me.

      “See you, Ms. H. Thanks for having me.”

      I grin and wink at him. “Any time,” I answer.

      Aimee shoots laser beams at my head. If looks could kill, I’d be a goner. Once the doors close and Kasey’s gone, she plops down on the opposite end of the couch. “Mom, you can’t wink at people. It’s creepy. You look like a pedo.”

      “Oh stop. I was just being nice.”

      “You were being a creep,” she snaps.

      “Someone’s touchy. Something happen with your Dad? You guys fighting?”

      Aimee runs her hands through her hair and sighs. “No. Dad’s not the problem. He never is.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You have to stop drinking, Mom.” Aimee draws her knees to her chest and rests her forehead on them. “It’s a problem. You’re way out of control. Like, you can’t even stay sober long enough to drive me home.”

      I glance at the stemless glass of wine on the end table and mentally tally how much I’ve consumed today. It’s not that bad. “I’m not drunk. I could have driven you home.”

      Aimee’s head snaps up. “You literally polished off an entire bottle of wine while we watched a movie.”

      I wave a hand through the air. “You worry too much.”

      “Mom, if you can’t stop, Dad’s not going to let me come over anymore. He will revoke your visitation. Who’s going to clean? Make sure the bills are paid? Who’s going to make sure you’re not drowning in a pile of your own puke?”

      “Aimee!” I shout. “You make it sound like I can’t function, yet look, here I am carrying on a conversation with you just fine. You don’t pay the bills, you neatly stack them on my desk. I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “Cause you won’t even open them! You just toss them in the garbage when they arrive.”

      “I do no such thing and I don’t appreciate what you’re insinuating.”

      She glares at me. “I’m not insinuating anything, Mom. You’re a drunk and you’re unstable. That’s not insinuation. That’s fact. Simple observation.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me. Raucous and loud. Maybe a smidge deranged-sounding even.

      “I think you need to go back to therapy. I’ll find a counselor for you this time, as I don’t think whomever your father picked out did a very good job.”

      The knock at the door startles us both. Mac turns the knob and walks in without waiting, which pisses me off instantly.

      “You can’t just walk in. This isn’t your house,” I snap while pushing to my feet. My head spins slightly.

      Mac chuckles. The chuckle that makes his solid chest and shoulders heave and his eyes crinkle and I’m irritated that I still find him attractive. “Technically, babe, it is still my house. I’m still on the deed.”

      I sigh, exasperated. “Don’t gaslight me. You know exactly what I mean.”

      He nods. “I do. Aimee you ready?”

      My head swivels to my daughter. Her long lanky frame pushes off the couch. She nods and gives her dad a smile that screams relief. Relief from what? Me? Teenagers are a pain in the ass.

      Aimee waves as she walks past me and tucks herself under her fathers outstretched arm. I cross mine over my chest. Nobody likes a Daddy’s Girl. The door clicks shut behind them and I’m alone in the house. I crack open another bottle of wine and curl up on the couch to watch some Netflix. At nine, the lights automatically dim. I hate that. Mac set up some smart home bullshit that gently reminds you to wind down cause it’s near bedtime. His bedtime. I don’t know how to change the setting, so now I’m stuck every night with lights that auto dim at nine p.m.

      I hardly hear it at first. I must have dozed off. The knock at the door. I rub my eyes and get up. The dim lights don’t help anything. I glance around wondering if Aimee left something that she needs for school tomorrow, but only see one of those godawful ‘shackets’ on the back of a kitchen stool. It doesn’t look like Aimee’s, though. I swing the door open before I think to ask who it is. Kasey stands on the stoop smiling at me.

      “Sorry it’s so late,” he says.

      I find myself grinning. Straightening out my hair and rumpled shirt. “Kasey. Hi. No worries. What’s up?” I ask. He shuffles his feet and rubs his bare arms. The temperature drops off swiftly after sunset. “Here, come in.”

      He steps into the house and waits for me to close the door.

      “I left my jacket here. I was just coming to grab it.”

      I lick my lips as he drops his hands from his cut biceps to his sides.

      “I wondered who that belonged too. Come on. It’s over here.”

      On our way to the kitchen he says, “Did I interrupt something?”

      “What? No. Why would you say that?” I ask.

      Kasey shrugs. “The lights. I dunno, looks like mood lighting.”

      I laugh at that. Mood lighting. I don’t even remember what mood lighting even means at this stage in my life. We reach for his jacket at the same time. His fingers land on top of mine. I freeze with a sharp  inhale. His thumb sweeps across my knuckles. His pupils dilate. I suck my bottom lip between my teeth as he takes a step closer.

      Kiss me. Just kiss me. I’ll allow it. I’ll teach you things you’ve yet to learn.

      His tongue darts out, wetting his bottom lip as he stares at me. I lean forward, just slightly, and close my eyes. His fingers graze over mine. I can feel his presence, his energy, his breath so close to me. He pulls his hand away.

      My eyes snap open.
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      “For the last time…” I begin again testily, “I went for a drive then ended up at the ice cream parlor on the other end of town. Then I decided to watch a movie at a friend’s house before I came home.”

      Eden juts her chin out defiantly as I set the phone on my pillow, then lie down. I knew that calling her when I got back was going to cause a problem, but I didn’t think she’d act like a fucking preschooler.

      “And all of that meant you had to keep your phone off?” she snarls again for what seems like the millionth time.

      I shrug as I pick up the phone and turn on my back. Holding it a few inches away from my face, I do my best to force a smile onto my face, “When have you known me to pick up a call or answer a text when I’m needing some alone time? You’re too suspicious for your own good,” I chide her kindly.

      But this time, you have a reason to be. At least, I kind of hope so.

      “What friend was it?” she asks, conversationally.

      “Huh?”

      “You said you watched a movie at a friend’s house,” she presses. “Which one?” Her normally pretty face becomes tight with controlled anger.

      “Jesus, Eden. What are you going to do if I tell you? Make a phone call? Check up on whatever alibi you think I’m presenting you for God knows what reason?” I run a hand down my face irritably. “I’m going to bed. I can’t do the jealousy thing right now. If you want to try to have this conversation again, we can do it tomorrow before school.”

      “Kasey, don’t you dare hang–”

      “‘Night, Eden,” I interrupt as I swipe to disconnect the video call.

      I rest the phone against my chest, hating that I had to do that, but she’s not being reasonable right now and if I tell her I was at another girl’s house, I wouldn’t put it past her to try to start trouble smack dab in the middle of the hallway, or wherever it would be that she’d see Aimee first.

      Like it’s her fault that I’ve got a hard-on for her and her mother.
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        * * *

      

      I rub my eyes tiredly with the palms of my hands as I head up the walkway outside of the main building. I didn’t get much sleep last night after hanging up on Eden, and I think it’s mostly guilt.

      Guilt that I lied to her. Guilt that I actually had a good time on my somewhat forced date with Aimee. Guilt that I saw Mrs. H. plastered, and wondered if that would make things easier to put the moves on her.

      But it made me wonder too. Would I have a chance with either of them or would they both laugh me back into kindergarten if I told them what I wanted? Granted, I know Mrs. H. would more than likely toss me out of the house; however, something tells me that Aimee might actually be into me.

      She’s playing hard to get, I assure myself as I stifle a yawn and pull open the front door to the school. Once I’m inside, I make a beeline down the hallway toward my locker, then drop my backpack so I can spin the combination and open the damn thing.

      And as I start to land on the numbers I had so chivalrously picked out–mine and Eden’s anniversary–I find myself wanting nothing more than to change it to something else.

      I don’t have time right now.

      As the first warning bell rings and students start to scatter all around me, I smile when I decide what my new combination will be.

      The day I first took Aimee out on a date.

      And walked into her house to see Mrs. H. stealing as many glances at me as I stole at her.
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        * * *

      

      A piece of folded paper lands on my desk and I startle slightly, thankful that I was jostled awake from the nap I had been fighting since the teacher started droning on and on about World History.

      Without glancing to my left where Eden is sitting, I reach for it and gingerly begin to unfold it, until I’m able to read what she wants.

      Instantly, I swallow a sigh and roll my eyes at the ceiling.

      None of your “friends” said you were at their house last night.

      I knew this was going to happen today, but I kind of feel like she’s taking the coward’s way out, knowing full well that I won’t respond the way I want to when she writes me little “love notes” like this.

      With the shake of my head, I fold the paper in half, then slip it into the cover of my history book, prop my elbow back on the desk, and rest my chin against my palm.

      Doing my best not to fall asleep, or allow myself to burst into flames from the lasers she’s staring at me, I find myself wondering how in the world she thinks that she has the right to interrogate my friends.

      Of course, two can play the game of the jealous partner, and I know more of her dirty little secrets than she thinks.

      If she keeps pushing, I’ll just have to shove back.

      A small smile starts to curve my lips as I stifle a yawn as best as I can, knowing that there will be no better place for me to land at the end of this than just where I want to be.

      At the Huntingtons’ doorstep.

      Possibly in their beds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        JULIA

      

      

      Aimee hasn’t spoken to me in three days. She skipped her weekday with me as well. It’s irritating and shows just what a child she still is. I grew her. Inside me. I gave her the best of me. She shoved my organs around to make room for herself. Used me like a parasite. Sucking me dry of all my nutrients until she decided to expel herself from her host. She ruined my body—and wouldn’t you know it—years later my husband would leave me for an unmarred body. I gave up everything for her, and what do I get? Attitude and the silent treatment.

      I curse as I stumble around the coffee table. In the kitchen, I pour myself another glass of wine. No Aimee also means no Kasey.

      I am desperate to see him. Just a glimpse. The dimples. The ridiculous hair only a teenage boy can swing. His firm chest, cut arms and tight rear end. I drove to the school when it let out yesterday, Aimee-not-coming-over be damned. I parked near the pick up line and watched.

      Taking my wine back to the couch, I fold myself onto the chaise end, flick on the television and mindlessly cycle through the options.

      Kasey had looked tired when he exited the building and I had wondered if it was Aimee’s fault. Was she was giving him grief and attitude the same way she was me this week? Anger had bubbled in my gut as I watched him head toward the sidewalk. A girl, cute—but nothing to write home about, he could do better—had grabbed his shoulder to stop him. They spoke for a moment. Spoke might be too nice a description. She looked upset. Her hands gesticulated wildly and although I couldn’t see Kasey’s face anymore, his posture slumped, and I knew he was unhappy. Who was this tramp? And where was Aimee? He responded before nodding his defeat. She lumbered away looking victorious. Parched, I sucked down a gulp from my water bottle. The liquid sliding down my esophagus instantly calmed me. Clouds rolled in, casting everything in gray hues. I started the car, checked the time--shit I was going to be late for my nail appointment—and pulled away from the curb.

      The fucking lights dim, casting the living room in a soft, sleepy glow. I take another sip of my wine then lay my head on the arm of the couch—exhausted.

      I don’t know what had come over me, but I pulled up next to him, rolled down my window and said, “Hey, Kasey.”

      He startled, but quickly slapped a grin on his face and hunched down to see me. “No Aimee?”

      Panic spread through my veins as I thought of a lie. “Nope. Not today. Just on my way to an appointment.”

      His eyes seemed sad. “Fresh. Nice seeing you.”

      “Do you need a ride?” I asked.

      Kasey shook his head. “Car’s in the student lot.”

      I cocked my head and really looked at him. “Everything okay? You can always talk to me if you need to.”

      He considered for a moment. I could see the wheels turning as the clock was ticking by. I was definitely going to be late for my appointment.

      He smirked. “I’m okay. Just a little girl trouble.” He set his palm on the base of the open window.

      I set my hand over his. His hand was warm despite the chill in the air. “Teenage girls are crazy,” I laughed out. “Don’t stress too much, I’m sure it will all work out.”

      He stared at my hand atop his. Licked his lips. “Maybe I should date older women.”

      My belly coiled. Maybe he should. I giggled. “Well, they’re certainly less drama.” He swept his thumb on the outside of mine. I sucked in a breath. “If you ever need an ear to vent to, I’m around.”

      Smiling, he said, “I might take you up on that, Ms. H.” He swiped his finger over mine again and pulled away. I watched him saunter toward the student lot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake with sweat between my breasts, a throw pillow between my knees. I'm wet and bothered and yearning. My hand slips between my legs, Kasey on the brain. I begin slowly. Circling my clit gently. I imagine it’s Kasey’s finger. Soft and long, stroking me. I circle faster. Harder. My orgasm builds until my legs are shaking and my back is arching. I can picture his smirk. The feel of his skin against mine. My belly tightens, coils. God, I want to feel him—all of him. The daydream is too much and not enough. He’s young and strong and inexperienced. He does whatever I instruct. Whatever I desire. And he does it with enthusiasm. More, Kasey. I need more. I squeeze my eyes shut and focus.

      When I come, I come hard and groan out, “Kasey.”

      A pang of guilt follows. He’s a boy. The idea of being alone with him, of his hands and mouth on my breasts, my mouth, between my legs, thrills me. But he’s a teenage boy. My body shudders with tiny aftershocks. I slide my hand from between my legs and glance at the clock.

      Eleven p.m.
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      I push my dinner around unhappily on the plate set in front of me.

      Mom notices but Dad doesn’t.

      Hell, he doesn’t seem to notice much about anything these days unless it’s one of the ladies at his firm.

      But if Mom notices that, she refuses to acknowledge it where either of us can see.

      I sigh as I drop a cheek against my fist and stab at one pea, then a second, then a third. Digging the prongs of the fork slightly into the plate, I tap them into a neat line, before I open my mouth and pop them in.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Mom asks me quietly.

      “Nothing,” I mumble, as I set my fork down.

      “It’s that girl again, isn’t it?” Dad speaks up, knowingly. I give him a dirty look. The only time he does seem to spend at home anymore these days, is parked outside of my bedroom door and eavesdropping on my calls with Eden.

      “Which one?” I ask him testily, as I pick up my fork again. “One of your many, or just mine?”

      Dad’s fork clangs angrily against his plate as he drops it. Mom leans over and places a hand on his forearm, trying to calm his temper before it reaches a boiling point that neither of us will be able to stand.

      “Listen, you little shit,” he begins, shaking Mom’s hand off his arm and pointing a finger at me, “I’m the adult here, not you. You better learn that sooner rather than later. And for that little outburst, you’re excused from the dinner table. If you leave your room other than to go to school for the next week, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” I ask defiantly, as I get to my feet so quickly that my chair topples over. “Hit me? I’m used to that. Try something new.”

      Before he has a chance to say anything else, I spin on my heel and stalk out of the living room wondering when the hell life suddenly came crashing down around me so quickly.
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        * * *

      

      My phone keeps pinging, ringing, and buzzing. I refuse to answer Eden’s call since she’s the one that put me in this mood. She came so close to getting me knocked out by my father and would more than likely put the blame squarely on my shoulders if I tried to mention it to her.

      It's strange.

      It’s like she has some kind of weird crush on him. Every time she sees him, her demeanor shifts. She becomes the picture of demure perfection, and he amuses her by sitting down to talk to her for a little bit.

      Truthfully, I think the reason he really does it is to piss me off. And it used to work until I started to focus more on Aimee. And Mrs. H. There’s no way I can forget about that sexy piece.

      I let out a frustrated grunt as I run my hands down my face irritably.

      I almost feel shitty for sticking myself into Aimee’s home situation. She seems so miserable when she’s there, and I guess I can understand, especially since she’s told me all about her mother’s drinking problem. Though I have to wonder how much of a problem it really is. I wonder if her father drinks too. Maybe it’s too much to have both of them getting loaded?

      I grind my teeth together as the phone starts its ritual. Ping, ring, buzz. Ping, ring, buzz.

      Leaning over, I slap it off the nightstand, then throw myself back onto my bed in a huff.

      I should have pushed Dad harder. If I can get him to admit it, then maybe Mom will finally leave him. I can get a job after school to help out with the bills. And if all else fails, I’m sure being a thief isn’t too hard once you get the hang of it.

      I scratch my chin as I mull over all of the pros and cons of getting Dad out of the house. Mom would probably be lonely even with me around, but I don’t think it’s possible for her to get any lonelier than she is when she sits by the kitchen window waiting for him to come home.

      Besides, I’m sure at least one of the male teachers at my school has to be single. It would actually be a win-win. She’d find someone that appreciates her, and I could really pull up a grade somewhere.

      I wonder if Coach Adams needs some pussy.

      It’s not that I’m bad at PE, he just grinds on me harder than anyone else, so it makes my lack of enthusiasm shine like a goddamn supernova exploding in a distant galaxy.

      Maybe, Mr. Landon, I think, as I stifle a yawn with my fist. Science has never been my best subject, and I think he’s going through a divorce. They can rebound with each other.

      I close my eyes as I turn on my side and curl up into a ball. My stomach growls slightly, but I tell myself that dinner wasn’t all that great anyway.

      Everything tasted stale because of Eden and her jealousy bullshit. The world looks stale at this point: grays, whites, and drabs of black. There isn’t color in it anymore. I’m wondering if things would go back to normal if I found a way to break it off without Eden losing her ever-loving shit about it.

      I reach up to brush my hair away from my face and begin wondering how my life would be without Eden involved in it.

      Granted, I do have feelings for her; and once upon a time, I thought she was the greatest thing that ever happened to me, but she’s been acting so difficult lately.

      I have to answer her texts, calls, and video chats, but she completely ignores mine, and I’m supposed to be okay with that.

      I have to make sure that I’m sitting next to her in the cafeteria, but there have been days when she’s decided that her friends are more important, and has gone to gossip with them at a different table, leaving me all by myself.

      I’ll just tell her tomorrow that things aren’t working out.

      It’s a decision I know I’m going to have to follow through on if I want to feel like myself again anytime soon.

      Blowing out my breath, I reach down for my blanket, pull it up over my shoulder, then sit up almost instantly.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      What the hell is that?

      I push the blanket off, swing my legs over the side of the bed, then run a hand back through my hair as I make my way over to the window.

      Arching an eyebrow, I cautiously pull the curtain aside, then startle when another pebble strikes the glass.

      Feeling annoyed that someone is throwing rocks at the window, I slap the curtains all the way open, dig my fingers into the frame and pull up the pane, ready to let all of my frustrations out on whoever the hell it is.

      When I lean out and glance at the ground below, I’m taken aback.

      I don’t know who I was expecting to see other than some neighborhood delinquents out making mischief, but it definitely wasn’t her.
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      There’s a chill in the air tonight. I’m not exactly dressed appropriately for the weather. My coat hangs to my thighs but beneath it I’m only wearing a lace chemise. Hello, Mrs. Robinson. My toes are cold. They should really mow the lawn. It’s long enough to tickle my feet. Nerves tickle my gut as the curtains fly wide. Kasey yanks the window open, looking irritated. I begin to question myself and why the fuck I thought it was a good idea to come here. But then he smiles at me and all my self-doubt flees.

      I give a hesitant wave back as I’m transported to my own youth. Late night antics, crushes, feeling unhindered. The weight of the world—bills, work, raising kids—didn’t exist then and I had been all things wild and free. Careless with no responsibilities.

      “Uh, Ms. H?” he whisper-shouts to me.

      “Hey,” I say. My voice is overly bright and high-pitched. I wobble a little in place, I had one too many sips of vodka on my drive over, for courage.

      “What are you doing here?” Kasey asks.

      I hesitate. Clear my throat. What am I doing here? “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” I say. And that’s the truth. “I saw you after school. I was driving by. You seemed off. I wanted to check in on you but I don’t have your number. So I thought I’d come and see for myself.”

      Kasey’s brows furrow and he sucks his bottom lip between his teeth. “I’m fine.”

      I cock my head. “Come on. Fine? Really? You definitely don’t seem fine. Why don’t we go for a drive. You can talk to me.” My stomach tightens. Come on Kasey. Just say yes.

      He shakes his head. “Can’t. Grounded.”

      I grin and shrug my shoulders. “Can’t or won't?” I raise a perfectly groomed brow at him. “Promise I don’t bite.”

      The grass is cool against the sides of my sandaled feet. I stare up at him, smiling. Hoping. Goddammit, Kasey, just say yes. I hear the bang of a door inside. It startles me and I glance around hoping no one can see me.

      “Fine. Just... wait there,” he says.

      My insides twist with anticipation and excitement. I step back under a tree and lean against the trunk. Kasey quietly sneaks out the side door. The soft latch of the lock the only indication that he’s come outside. I smile when I see him. He grins back. When he gets to the tree, he grabs my hand and pulls me behind it.

      “This is weird. You shouldn’t be here. My Dad will have a conniption.”

      I laugh softly. “Yeah. Probably not my best idea.”

      Kasey pouts. “You were at pickup today? Did I look that bad?”

      “You looked upset enough that I came all the way here. Let’s go for a drive. Drives always make me feel better. Therapy appointments should all be conducted in cars if you ask me.”

      Kasey’s eyes light up. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Great, let’s go. I’m parked over there.” I gesture to the side street that abuts his yard. He glances over and hesitates. I reach out and take his hand. He stares down at our combined hands and wrinkles his brow before letting me tug him along as I start walking. Once we’re in the car everything will be fine.

      Kasey doesn’t utter a word as we go. I feel him try once to pull his hand from mine, but I grip it harder until we’re at the car. I click the fob to unlock the doors and open his. “Feel like an ice cream? Or maybe some fries? Happy to stop somewhere,” I offer.

      “Uh. I could eat, I guess.” He slides into the passenger seat. I close the door. Excitement hammers through my veins as I round the hood of the car. Sliding into the driver’s seat, I tug the door closed. When I start it and put it in drive, the doors automatically lock. The finality of the sound seems too big in the small space.

      “Where to? I’ll take you anywhere,” I say. Kasey stares out the window and shrugs. If he’d just...look at me... he might relax a little. I’m here to help him take a load off. “Okay. If you’re not hungry, I can just drive.”

      “Sure,” he says, as I pull away from the curb. “Driving sounds good.”

      I glance at my makeup in the rearview. It’s flawless. I spread my legs slightly letting the coat slide off one thigh slightly, showing more bare leg. At the stop sign I notice his eyes land on my knee and slide upward as I accelerate on to the main road. Good boy.

      “Do you want some music? Go ahead and put on whatever you like,” I offer. I turn the heat up a smidge and unbutton the top two buttons of my coat revealing a hint of lacy cleavage. Kasey turns the volume up and flicks through some preset stations until he lands on something he likes. “So tell me what’s got you upset,” I say.

      Kasey turns to me and opens his mouth to speak, but quickly snaps it shut. A quick glance at him reveals dilated pupils as he takes me in. I lick my lips and pull off the main drag toward a quiet park. His eyes rake over my body and he adjusts himself in his seat.

      “Where are we going?” he asks, knee bouncing.

      “Driving therapy only helps if you actually talk,” I snap. I grab my water bottle and take a long drink.

      “Can I have some?” he asks. I smile and hand him the bottle.

      He chugs some of the clear liquid then chokes and sputters. I laugh. A full on belly laugh. The sound fills the car.

      “Fuck. I thought that was water. What the hell?” He slams the bottle back in the cup holder and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Relax. It won’t kill you,” I coo. “If anything it will help you loosen up.”

      I pull into a large vacant lot and park beneath a copse of trees. Turning to him, my jacket slips open further, revealing where my thighs meet. I reach out and stroke his cheek.
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      This is insane, but it’s exactly what I’ve been wanting for a while, I think, as I fish out my phone and then open the contact list. She’s going to be so fucking pissed.

      Running a hand back through my hair, I take a deep breath and jab a finger at Eden’s name. I’m a little nervous, but this is a conversation that needs to happen, and honestly, I’m sick and tired of having to work on her fucking time.

      The phone rings, and rings, and rings, and rings.

      I chuckle softly because I know that she’s waiting for me to give up so she can text me and ask what I want, but I’m more than happy to kill her battery with my persistence if need be. Maybe she’s rubbing one out to the thought of fucking my father.

      “Hey!” Finally, I think, as I roll my eyes at the obviously faux cheerful tone she just laid on me. “I was just about to call you!”

      “Right,” I reply evenly. Taking a deep breath, I shift my eyes toward the window, chewing the inside of my mouth thoughtfully. “Eden, I’ve been thinking–”

      “Me too, Kasey. I have to ask you something,” she states, cutting me off like she loves to do.

      I grunt in response and wait.

      “I heard a rumor that you’ve been hanging out with that Aimee girl. At our ice cream shop. Is it true?”

      I bite my tongue to keep from laughing at the outrage that’s suddenly crept into her tone. Leave it to Eden to not notice me until someone else does. Barely, anyway, I think as I swallow a sigh. Aimee doesn’t seem to want anything to do with me, though I like to think that I’m slowly making progress.

      Even as minute as it happens to be.

      “Yeah, she was having a bad day, and I was in the mood for ice cream,” I reply breezily. “Is that a problem? Am I not allowed to have female friends?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she replies testily. “You can have your little girl friends just like I have my boy friends.”

      I bet.

      “Speaking of boyfriend, that’s kind of why I was calling,” I begin, desperately trying to keep the tremor out of my tone. I’m not afraid of Eden by any means–I just hate hurting people’s feelings, is all.

      “‘Kay.”

      I hear her fumble on the other end, then the sound of a wrapper, before she starts smacking on a piece of gum in her mouth. She’s checked out of the conversation before I even have a chance to have it with her, which means it would be moot to even try at this point.

      “Were you busy? When I called just now, I mean?” I ask, changing the subject.

      While I can’t put this off for too long, she’s reverted back into her “little-girl-love-and-protect-me” routine, so she won’t take me seriously until she snaps out of it.

      Pop!

      “Uh-uh,” she replies, after she inhales the bubble she made of her gum and goes back to smacking on it.

      “Then… why didn’t you answer the phone?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t really want to talk right now,” she states with a sigh.

      “Alright. Well, call me back when you do. There’s some important stuff we need to talk about, okay?”

      “‘Kay.”

      Click.

      It’s almost like she knows it’s coming and wants to avoid it. Eden seems to be content with having me help her with her homework and cram for tests and other things, and thinks that I should be content with it too.

      I’m not.

      I haven’t been for a while.

      I guess I just didn’t realize how much until I started paying attention to Aimee… and her mother.

      Maybe things will work out, I think, as I shove my phone back into my pocket. Maybe Eden will finally admit this isn’t working out before I have to, then we can go our separate ways and I can see if the Huntingtons need a man in their lives.

      I’m sure I can handle both of them.

      My eyes flit toward Julia again as I swallow the lump in my throat.

      Or at least, I’ll give it a hell of a try.
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      I drop my hands from the steering wheel, unlock the doors and get out of the car. The fresh air, albeit chilly, feels good against my skin. I walk to a tall, old, weeping willow tree with a thick trunk and lean against it. Closing my eyes I heave in a deep breath. Can I go through with this?

      “Julia?” Kasey’s voice is close. I can smell him. That distinctly teenage boy scent. “Are you okay?”

      My eyes snap open as his hand is reaching out for me. I can’t stop myself. I rush into his arms, snaking mine around his neck as I do. The relief I feel is palpable. I pull back from his embrace and crush my lips to his before I can think twice. Before he can think twice. He’s warm. Hard and soft simultaneously. He doesn’t back away, nor does he kiss me back, not at first. I’ve shocked him. But I don’t stop. I won’t.

      Slowly, his body goes from rigid to pliable and his lips melt against mine. His hands come around me. His fingers dig into my skin. Needy. He hoists me up by the backs of my thighs and I lock my legs around his waist. Kasey stumbles, pressing my back against the trunk and thrusts between my legs. A groan slips out of me.

      I pull back from our kiss, yank his shirt overhead, and toss it aside. His mouth slams back onto mine while my fingers dig into the waistband of his jeans, impatiently trying to unbutton them. Kasey pulls the tie of my coat until it comes undone. He pulls back and admires me. I let him look. Soak it all in.

      “Fuck,” he groans.

      “I wore this just for you.” I say. “Touch me, Kasey.”

      I pulse my cunt against his cock with little squeezes of my thighs as his fingers trace the lines of the lingerie. His erection is strong, hard, and youthful as he shoves his hips forward, keeping me pinned to the tree. His mouth hits my neck and works its way down until he’s between my breasts. My nipples, chilled in the breeze and turned on at his touch, could cut glass. When was the last time I felt this good? My hands tangle in his hair as he takes a nipple into his mouth. More, closer, harder, Kasey. “Don’t. Stop.” I groan.

      He grazes his teeth over me, the lace providing no real barrier between us, and my body goes limp. He switches to the other breast and I’m certain I might explode with desire and need. His cock feels like it might explode through his jeans and rip through the delicate lace between my legs. “I need more,” I pant, as my legs shake and my nails dig tiny crescents into his bare, muscled shoulders. He leans back, eyes meeting mine, and nods.

      “Car?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “Take me on the ground. Now.”

      Gently, he sets me onto my feet. I undo his pants and yank them and his boxers down in one swift move. His erection bounces free. Thick and veiny. Absolutely gorgeous.

      He kisses and licks a trail down the center of my stomach until he reaches the trim of my lingerie. He continues kissing… over the fabric.

      I am wet. So wet that I’m certain I’ve left a dark spot on the lace, the sight and scent of me makes Kasey impossibly hard; greedy for more. He shoves the fabric aside, not even bothering to attempt to get the sexy little number off me. Two fingers slide in.

      “Do you like oral?” he asks.

      I almost laugh, but I restrain myself. “Eat me, Kasey. Devour me.”

      His grin stretches wide on his face. He plants his face between my legs and laps once, twice, three times, firmly, before sucking my clit between his teeth and nibbling gently. My hips buck wildly, and I feel like I’m on fire. God, Kasey. More, I need more.

      What is this voodoo he’s doing with his teeth? I should hate this. It should hurt, but, Jesus Christ, it satisfies every itch my body has. His fingers pump in and out of me with the enthusiasm only a teenage boy possesses. And like the greedy, growing teenager he is, he eats and eats and eats until my thighs snap tightly around his head, threatening to suffocate him; and even then, he helps himself. I’m bucking wildly on the ground, little rocks and roots dig into the skin of my back, but I don’t care. When I come, my body shivers, my back arches and I scream into the night.

      Kasey pants as he raises his head to look at me. His pupils dilated with desire and pride. “Again,” he grunts and pushes my legs apart.

      I’m breathing hard. Too hard. My body is jelly. I’m not ready yet. I want to bask in this release a little longer. “Kasey, wait.” I pull at his hair to get his attention. He glances up, his tongue makes a long, deliberate, slow lick up my center. My head drops back when he flicks my clit.

      “You wanted this, Julia. And I want to eat you again. I’m just giving you what you want.”

      There’s a smirk on his face. A glint in his eye. He slides three fingers inside me and takes my clit between his teeth and begins again.
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      I blow out my breath as I tell myself not to linger on this for too long.

      Though it’s great spanking material, it’s also a dangerous game to play.

      Two women from the same household wouldn’t really be in anyone’s best interest. Especially since I think one of them wants to sink their claws into me, and I know that the other would be more than happy to just claw me.

      Still, I can’t help but wonder if older women really are more experienced, and how assertive they are in knowing what they want. Is Ms. H more of a teacher or is she more of an explorer?

      Too many goddamn questions floating in my head about her instead of Aimee.

      She’s the one that should be more attainable, though it seems like she really can’t stand the sight of me, and I have no fucking clue what to do to change that.

      I bet asking her is out of the question, I think in amusement, as my eyes stay locked onto Ms. H’s.  Guess now is a good a time as any to tell her that she needs to go home.

      Letting the curtain fall back into place, I make my way out of the bedroom and head down the hall, quietly taking each step down to the ground floor. Once I reach the bottom step, I cast a glance up over my shoulder, then wait a few seconds before letting out a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding and heading quickly toward the front door.

      I put a hand on the doorknob, then rest my head against the cool oak. I don’t even know how to go about this without possibly hurting Ms. H’s feelings, but if my parents caught her out there staring at my bedroom window, they’d interrogate me, call the cops, have her arrested on an imaginary whim, then where the hell would I get with Aimee? She’d hate me even more than she apparently does now.

      Pulling open the door, I leave it cracked slightly behind me as I head down the walkway toward the street. There’s no other way than to be honest with her about the possible repercussions of being out here, uninvited. If she hates me, then she hates me.

      I’m kind of getting used to women feeling that way as it is.

      I raise an arm to wave at her, and when I get her attention, she immediately turns on the headlights of her car, blinding me.

      “Fuck,” I grumble, as I raise an arm to shield my eyes. I blink rapidly a few times to shake off the sudden explosion of lights. When I’m damn sure I can see clearly again, I drop my arm—then raise an eyebrow curiously.

      Ms. H’s car is gone.

      I didn’t even hear it leave.

      Which makes me wonder.

      Did I imagine the whole thing?
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        * * *

      

      Ring. Ring. Ring.

      “Ugh, hello?”

      I smile slightly. Aimee was obviously asleep, and I’ve woken her up, but her froggy tone is endearing.

      “Hey, sorry I woke you,” I laugh quietly.

      “Who is this?” she asks, as she lets out a heavy sigh.

      “Kasey.”

      “Oh.”

      Yeah, oh.

      “What’s up?” she inquires tiredly.

      “This is going to sound really weird, but um…” Just ask. “Is your mom home?”

      “I think so. She was passed out on the couch last I saw. Why?”

      “Huh? Oh, nothing really. I guess I was just curious since I have no fucking clue where my parents are. Doing an informal poll of my friends to see if they can account for their parents is all.”

      My laugh is as lame as my excuse, but it’s the only thing I’m able to think of on the spot. I mean, how else does one explain calling their fucking crush to ask about their mother instead of them?

      “And what’s the percentage so far?” she asks, stifling a yawn right after.

      “Percentage?”

      “Of friends who know where their parents are.”

      “Oh! Ha ha,” I laugh in the same lame fucking tone. “So far, one hundred. I’ll let you get back to sleep so I can wake up someone else. Sorry about that.”

      I jab the end-call button before she has a chance to say anything else, then toss my phone onto the nightstand. I fall back onto my bed, grab one of my pillows, and hold it tightly over my face.

      I have no idea why I can’t be myself around her, and considering she doesn’t seem to want me around her at all, I have to figure out how to stop messing this up before it can even get started.

      But before I even let things get that far, I have to get rid of Eden once and for all.
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      My eyes peel open slowly. They’re crusty and raw. My mouth is so dry it is hard to swallow. I blink, then rub my eyes roughly. A tennis ball rests in front of me, suspended in the air from the garage ceiling. I glance around, mildly confused. I’m in my car. Water bottle empty in the cup holder. The garage door still open behind me. My coat is tightly cinched around my middle, the belt uncomfortably digging in to my waist.

      Removing a strand of hair crusted to the corner of my mouth, I stretch, my upper back cracking with the movement. My phone is dead. I slide rather ungracefully from the car, my stiff and jerky movements mildly painful as I push my way into the house, jamming a finger into the garage door button to close it as I go.

      Aimee is sitting at the kitchen island staring into a bowl of cereal. Her eyes drift up to take me in. “Where’d you go so early?”

      “Early?” I ask.

      She glances at the microwave clock. “It’s eight. I expected to see you on the couch still when I got up.”

      I wave a hand in the air dismissively. “I was just in the garage.”

      “In your coat?” she asks.

      “It was brisk this morning.” I move to the counter and prep the coffee maker. Filter. Grounds. Water. Start.

      “Well, it’s not brisk in here.”

      While the coffee brews, I scoot to the bathroom and swap my coat for a robe. The lingerie I’m wearing startles me for a moment before memories of last night rush in. My eyes are bloodshot and my skin looks pale. A few drops of Visine and a splash of cold water on my face help that.

      Back in the kitchen, with Aimee now camped in front of the TV, I splash a little chocolate liqueur into my coffee mug before filling it. I just need to take the edge off. “Any plans today?” I call out.

      Aimee just shrugs.

      “Why don’t you invite that boy over? Spend some time in the pool.”

      “What is it with you about him?” she sighs.

      “What do you mean? Nothing. I don’t care. I just want you to be happy.”

      “Hate to break it to you Mom, but women these days don’t seek out men to find meaning in their lives.” She raises a brow at me as she puts her sweating glass of water on the wooden coffee table. No coaster. She’s goading me. I don’t feel like a fight. I’m too flustered and tired to play her ambivalent teenage games. Instead I ignore her to retrieve my phone from my coat pocket to plug in. I’m genuinely curious if I have any messages.
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        * * *

      

      At four Aimee’s dad honks from the driveway. I’ve been lying in a dark room with a cool damp washcloth on my head for the last hour. I can’t seem to get the raging headache to subside. The too-loud TV downstairs clicks off. Aimee hollers her goodbye, followed by the door slamming behind her, and I feel relief.

      I pull myself out of bed and drag myself to the bathroom. Stripping off my robe and last night’s lingerie I examine myself in the mirror. It’s a pity that there are no signs of having been ravaged after the fact. No definitive proof to hold on to. Not a mark, not a swollen lip, not anything to say—look at me, I’ve been thoroughly used and taken in passion and loved every second of it—there’s just skin, the same skin I examine every day for new lines, droops and wrinkles. A shame really, women should be able to wear sex like a badge. Hey, look at her, she had the time of her life last night. She’s practically glowing—dripping with sex. But no, there’s only my memory which is never enough. It fades and dissolves so quickly these days that I often wonder if some of them are even true. Did I really have a fourth glass of wine after dinner? Did I really finish my water bottle? Did I take that sleeping pill or did I just think about taking it? In your youth you squander all the best parts of life—tight bodies, sharp memory, fast metabolism, ephemeral beauty, being carefree with no responsibilities or bills to pay. You squander these things because you don't realize you're wasting them.

      I have cultivated a sense of perpetual availability to people, to Aimee especially. A dependence of sorts. Bored? Look to me.

      Hungry? Look to me. Feeling an emotion? Look to me.

      I might as well be a human vending machine. I can be accessed at any time of the day to fulfill your needs and desires. What do you want? You want to feel good about yourself? I can do that. You want someone to listen to your problems? I’m here for you. You want sex? I’ll give it to you. I’m a woman, and in every roll I’ve taken on, I’ve decomposed to simply a human vending machine. I want to take what I want, be what and who I want, and not give a damn about how that makes anyone else feel. It’s my villain era. The Rise of Julia.

      But first, I need a stiff drink.
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      I forgot how tightly this goddamn car handles, I think with a grunt, as the steering wheel finally follows my damn request to turn right.

      Mom and Dad left a couple of hours ago, piling into my car for the first time in a while, so I decided to use the other one. I’m hoping that maybe an afternoon drive will help me clear my mind, and perhaps give me the balls I need to drive over to Eden’s and tell her it’s over.

      I don’t know how many times I’ve taken this mundane drive. I’ve convinced myself more than once that this was exactly what I needed with the exact same result looming in the distance. Kind of like the sun setting over the horizon, except I’ve never made it that damn far.

      Not caring is what used to get ahold of me to make me stop. Not so much about Eden herself, but more about what our relationship had been deteriorating into. Now, it’s good old-fashioned guilt that’s plaguing me.

      I wish me and Dad got along better. It’d be nice to get some advice.

      I run a hand down my face as I stop at the next light and sigh heavily.

      Of course, he knows exactly how I’m feeling, sans the guilt.

      Mom turns a blind eye; he keeps screwing around.

      I chuckle ruefully.

      Guess I’m more of a momma’s boy than I thought.

      I just hate feeling so out of control of my life right now.

      Eden didn’t use to be so bad, and if she did, I purposely ignored it. Having someone to call my own, and do that thing with my tongue that she raves about, has been kind of nice.

      It was just…

      I finally started to notice the angry girl that sat alone in the cafeteria. The one that never raised her hand to answer a question, took her tests quietly, always finished first, and somehow still managed to come in last.

      Though I doubt having an alcoholic for a parent is easy. Not that I should judge; one of mine happens to be a whore, and that has to be worse.

      Doesn’t it?

      “Fuck,” I grumble, as the light turns green and I press down gently on the gas pedal.

      There’s that guilty feeling again.

      Only this time, it has nothing to do with prying myself away from the girl I’ve been dating. Instead, it has everything to do with assuming that I can relate to Aimee and that my life is just as bad, if not worse, than hers.

      And that’s not friendship.

      Comparing my situation to hers, even if only to myself, seems selfish.

      I can’t be the kind of friend she needs—or anything else—unless I stop secretly pitying my own life, and start really listening to her about hers.

      With my mind finally becoming clearer on all of the things I should be doing, I clear my throat and glance at the car that pulls up alongside of me.

      You’ve got to be kidding, I think, as a small smile curves the corners of my lips.

      I gently smack the palm of my hand against the horn, and wait.

      The driver of the car leans across his passenger and arches an eyebrow at me. I shrink down in my seat a little bit since it wasn’t his attention I wanted.

      Taking a deep breath, I repeat the motion, then allow the breath to escape slowly when she finally glances at me in annoyance.

      I grin and wave.

      Aimee locks her eyes on mine, then shakes her head, before forcing a tight smile onto her lips, and giving me a quick wave in return.

      Then a car horn blares behind me and I realize that the light has been green for longer than I’ve noticed.

      I roll my eyes and make a face at Aimee, then press down on the gas pedal, stealing one more curious look at the man driving their car before I do.

      Aimee rests the top of her head against her window and goes back to her world of alcohol-addicted mothers and absent fathers.

      I decide I know where I need to go right now.

      To the ice cream shop to drown my sorrows in a large, chocolate shake.

      I’m pretty sure that I’ve figured it out after this chance meeting with her in a car driven by a much older man.

      It’s no wonder she doesn’t want to spend time around me or any of the guys at school, and I can’t say I really blame her.

      She’s into older guys.

      I never stood a chance.
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      Aimee won't be back for twenty-four hours. I hate it when she's not here. It leaves too much time sitting alone with myself and my thoughts. It leaves too much time alone to drink away all my problems and stress. I pour myself another glass of vodka, feeling the burn as it slides down my throat. I lean back in my chair and stare at the empty space across from me, where Aimee usually sits. It's funny how someone can have such a big impact on your life, even when they're not around.

      I take another sip, letting the warmth of the alcohol spread through my body. I know I shouldn't be drinking so much, but it's the only way I can find any peace. The only way I can forget about all the things that bother me. The only way to stop thinking about him. A teenage boy that I shouldn't be thinking about at all.

      As the night wears on, I start to feel the effects of the alcohol. My thoughts become fuzzy and I feel a sense of detachment from the world around me. It's a feeling I've gotten used to over the years. It makes me bolder. Stronger. Better.

      I get up to pour myself another drink, but as I reach for the bottle, my hand knocks my phone off the edge of the counter.

      I could text him. I could text him and tell him to come over, but I know that would be a mistake. He's just a kid, barely legal, and I'm twice his age. It's not right, and I know I shouldn't be thinking about him in that way. But the more I try to push him out of my mind, the more he seems to invade my thoughts.

      I pick up my phone and stare at it for a moment, wondering if I should text him anyway. What harm would it do? He's mostly old enough to make his own decisions, isn't he?

      But then I remember the consequences that could come from such reckless actions. I’ve already crossed a line, haven’t I?  I have a reputation to uphold, a daughter to care for. An image to protect. If anyone were to find out about what I was thinking, it would ruin everything. I’d definitely lose custody of Aimee.

      I take a deep breath and put the phone down. No, this is a bad idea. I need to stop thinking about him and focus on something else. As I make my way back to my chair, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. It's been a while since I've looked at myself like this. The bags under my eyes are deep and prominent. My hair is a mess, and my clothes are wrinkled. I look like a woman on the verge of a breakdown.

      I sigh and take another sip of vodka, feeling the burn in my throat. I wish I could just forget about everything, forget about all my problems and the boy that's been occupying my thoughts.

      But as the night drags on, I find myself unable to stop thinking about him. His youthful energy and carefree spirit are so different from my own jaded existence. Maybe that's why I can't stop thinking about him. He's a reminder of who I used to be. Who I could be.

      I pour myself another drink and stare at the empty space across from me. A sudden burst of courage overtakes me, and before I know it, I'm stripping off my clothes, slipping into some lingerie, painting my face in the best makeup to hide all my flaws and attempting to snap the sexiest selfies I can.

      My heart races as I glance at my reflection in the mirror. My body trembles with excitement and nerves, but I push those feelings aside and focus on the task at hand. I adjust my lingerie, making sure every curve is accentuated just right, and then I pick up my phone.

      I start snapping pictures, trying different angles and poses. I've never done anything like this, but for some reason, it feels liberating. As I take more pictures, I feel the rush—the thrill of being daring. Of behaving like a teenager—reckless and vain.

      When I finish, I take a step back to admire my work. I look absolutely stunning in the lingerie, my curves highlighted perfectly. As I continue to stare, I feel a familiar heat building between my thighs, and I know that I won’t stop here.

      With a sudden burst of inspiration, I grab my phone and hit record. Slowly, sensually, I begin to dance, my body undulating to the beat of some imaginary music. I lose myself in the moment, letting my inhibitions fall away as I explore my desires.

      Before long, I'm moaning softly, my body writhing with pleasure as I bring myself to the brink of orgasm while I imagine Kasey’s sinewy body and hot mouth on me.
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        KASEY

      

      

      Huh.

      I’m parked down the street, but with still a good view of the car as Aimee gets out first, then the man. He gives her a smile as she waits for him, then they hug. The way he holds her—almost against her will—kind of stirs something in me.

      Aimee doesn’t seem to mind much though, and if she does, she’s hiding it better than I would.

      I lean forward over the steering wheel as my eyes narrow, and I can feel something else starting to stir in me.

      Jealousy.

      Cold, hard, envy.

      That she would let some guy just hold her like that when she barely gives me the time of day.

      “Must be nice,” I mutter, as I blow out a breath. Leaning back in my seat, I run a hand through my hair before I decide I’ve had enough of watching them, then turn the car back on.

      As I pull away from the curb, I press down on the gas pedal and let the car lurch forward. Speeding past the nauseating, touchy scene, I press down on the horn to get their attention.

      I want her to know that I saw her.

      I want to know that she sees me.

      But of all the things that I know she won’t understand, she won’t know just how much she’s already wrecked me from the inside out.

      And I guess there’s no way she’ll ever realize it. Especially not while she has him.
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        * * *

      

      My large, Styrofoam cup is almost empty as I set it down on the table. I once read that vanilla can calm a stressed mind, and I’ve been pretty wired since “running into” Aimee and her guy.

      Leaning forward, I wrap my lips around the straw as I fish my phone out of my pocket. I figure now is as good a time as any to finally break things off with Eden since the rest of my evening is already shot.

      Placing the phone on the table next to the large cup, I double-tap the screen to life, scroll to her name, then chicken-peck a one-fingered text message to her.

      She’ll come because I reminded her that it’s our place and that I really want to see her right now.

      I wait a few moments for her to reply, then nod to myself when she tells me that she’s on her way.

      More than likely thinks I’m going to spend money on her.

      While the ice cream and shakes aren’t expensive here, I’m kind of sick and tired of her taking advantage of me, and this is one of the ways she likes to do it.

      She’ll “meet” me places or magically “bump” into me somewhere, claiming that she brought the “wrong” purse and asks me to pay for her stuff.

      It’s entirely my fault for doing it every time, though I always felt that, as her boyfriend, it was something I should do anyway.

      It’s gonna feel so good to get out of this bullshit relationship. Maybe even better to be alone for a little while.

      Aimee is already taken.

      Eden is a thieving whore.

      And Mrs. H.

      Well… she seems to have a bit of a crush on me from what I gather.

      Perhaps I’ll let her scratch that itch before I swear women off for a while.

      Might as well get something out of this.
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        JULIA

      

      

      I wake in my bathroom. On the cold tiles. My cheek stuck to the floor. I scrub my eyes with the heels of my hands. The events of the previous night slowly materialize in my mind, but everything is a blur. The last thing I remember is downing vodka. As I stagger to my feet, I glance at myself in the mirror. My hair is matted, and my makeup is smudged. I look like a hot mess. A wave of nausea hits me, and I stumble over to the toilet, retching as I empty the contents of my stomach.

      I sit there for a few minutes, gathering my thoughts and trying to recall what happened last night. But my mind is blank, and all I can remember is the taste of alcohol burning my throat. I try to stand up, but my legs feel weak and wobbly. I grab onto the edge of the sink to steady myself as I stumble towards the door. I notice my cell lying on the countertop.

      I pick up my phone and glance at the screen. The time reads 10:30 a.m. I groan, realizing that I'm already late for my 11 a.m. therapy appointment. Aimee's dad will have a field day in court if I miss any of my mandated appointments. A text message notification catches my eye, and my heart races as I read it.

      Wrong number...but hot pics.

      I scroll up and nearly vomit again when I see what I sent last night. I shake my head, trying to focus on the appointment at hand. But my mind drifts to the pictures I sent. I fight the urge to reply, knowing that I need to get to my appointment. I try to recall the events of last night, but my mind continues to draw a blank. I know I shouldn't be drinking, especially not in the midst of a custody battle.

      I take a deep breath and try to focus on the task at hand. I need to get to my therapy appointment if I miss it Aimee's dad will use it against me in court. I stumble from the bathroom into my bedroom, toss on the first clothes I find; then back to the bathroom to splash cold water over my face, rub some toothpaste on my teeth, and rake a comb through my hair.

      I grab my keys and head towards the door, taking slow and steady steps.

      I know that therapy is my only chance to save myself from this dark hole I am in. My mind races with memories of the past and present, but I try to push them aside and stay focused on the road ahead. The route to her office is familiar, yet every time I make this trip, I feel as if I'm navigating a foreign land. My mind is so consumed with thoughts of Aimee's dad and the looming court case that I barely notice the scenery passing by. Trees, buildings, and people all blend together into a meaningless blur.

      Finally, I pull into the parking lot of the office building. I take a deep breath and compose myself, straightening my clothes and fixing my hair. I check my reflection in the rearview mirror and force a smile. I can do this. I can face whatever demons lie ahead.

      I push open the door and step into the cool, clinical atmosphere of the lobby. The receptionist nods at me and I sign in, my hand shaking slightly as I do so.

      I take a seat in the waiting area, my eyes darting around nervously. The other patients seem so much more put together than I am. I sink deeper into my seat, trying to become invisible.

      Finally, the door to the therapist's office opens and my name is called. I stand up, my legs feeling like lead, and follow the therapist into his office. It's a small, cozy room with a couch, a couple of chairs, and a bookcase.

      "You made it," Dr. Richardson says.

      I nod.

      "How are you feeling?"

      I shrug. "Tired." I hate these appointments.

      I take a deep breath, my eyes scanning the room. Her bookshelf is filled with self-help books, some of them I even recognize. I wonder how many people have sat on this couch, seeking the same help that I am.

      She nods at me. “You look tired. How are you handling your sobriety?”

      I shift in my seat, feeling the sweat begin to form on my forehead. "It's been a struggle," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. "I've had some moments of weakness, but I'm trying my best to stay strong." Moments of weakness might be a bit of an exaggeration.

      Dr. Richardson leans forward, her eyes fixed on mine. "That's good to hear, but it's important to remember that recovery is a process. It's not something that happens overnight. You need to be patient with yourself." I nod, feeling a knot form in my stomach. “And your meds. You’re taking everything as prescribed? Keeping up with them?”

      I nod again, my eyes glued to the floor. "Yes, I'm taking everything as prescribed." Lies. You, Julia, are a liar.

      Dr. Richardson leans back in her chair, her eyes still fixed on me. "That's good. It's important to stay on top of your medication.”

      It hits me then. The photos, the video I texted. They were for Kasey. Everything my drunk mind strives to forget comes flooding back from the night before. Sweat beads on my forehead.

      Dr. Richardson sees the sudden shift in my demeanor and leans forward once more. "Is everything okay, Julia?”

      I swallow hard, trying to steady my racing thoughts. "Yes, everything is fine," I lie again, my heart pounding in my chest.

      Dr. Richardson studies me for a moment before nodding. "Alright then. But if you ever need to talk about anything, I'm here for you."

      I force a smile, knowing that I can't let anyone know what happened last night. Especially not about Kasey.
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        KASEY

      

      

      I force a smile onto my face when Eden waltzes into the ice cream parlor. It’s actually more of a grimace, but I don’t think she notices either way.

      She’s more than likely here sans money, expecting me to pay for whatever she wants.

      And I will.

      One last time, as a parting gift for the attention she gave me, even if I had to beg for it to be undivided.

      At least I know I’m good for groveling, I think, as she walks over and waits for me to pull a chair out for her.

      Ever the fucking princess.

      “Eden—”

      “What are you drinking?” she asks, cutting me off, and flipping her hair over her shoulders.

      “A shake, but listen—”

      “Do you have any left to share?”

      I do my best not to grind my teeth together. By “share” she means she wants one of her own.

      I lean to the side and fish out my wallet, tossing it onto the table and giving her a level stare. Not that she sees it, she’s too busy prying open the wallet, and fingering through the bills I have in there.

      “Be right back,” she says, getting to her feet. She settles on a twenty-dollar bill, then pushes her chair back, the scraping sound echoing throughout the ice cream parlor.

      I reach for my phone and begin to spin it aimlessly in circles on the tabletop. I could always just walk away and never look back—I’m sure that’s what she would do if the shoe were on the other foot, but I hesitate. I don’t think I’d be able to handle the guilt of not telling her why at the very least.

      Buzz, buzz, buzz.

      Arching an eyebrow, I snatch my phone quickly off the table. I guess in my haste to get Eden over here, I accidentally set the ringtone as vibrate when I put my phone away.

      Swiping at the bridge of my nose with a knuckle, I lean to the left as I do my best to keep the phone concealed from Eden’s line of sight, then tap the screen to life.

      No way.

      A small smile curves the corners of my lips as I reply a quick, hey there, to Aimee, then shove my phone back into my pocket.

      Since I know she’s nothing like Eden, she’ll more than likely give me a chance to get back to her. If she responds, I think ruefully, remembering that she’s with that guy and there’s no way I can compete with an older man.

      I startle when Eden pulls the chair out, the scraping sound echoing off the walls in the parlor again, then plops down in her seat.

      “Did that cost twenty dollars?” I ask, nodding at her sundae.

      “Nope,” she says, as she dips her spoon into one of the vanilla mounds.

      “Then let’s see some change,” I state in an even tone, holding my palm out toward her.

      She rolls her eyes and huffs as she pulls the bills and coins from her pocket, but as I take them from her and slide them to my left, Eden gives me a curious look.

      She knows something is up.

      She has to—I always let her keep the change.

      “What’s going on, Kasey?” she asks in a semi-bored tone, before she shoves the dainty spoonful into her trap.

      “This is over.”

      Blunt and to the point.

      The exact way I’ve needed to be with her for so damn long, but couldn’t muster up the courage to do so.

      “’Kay.”

      That’s it? I wonder, blinking rapidly a few times.

      “Did you hear what I said?” I push, curiously.

      “Yeah, you want to break up. That’s fine. I haven’t been able to stand looking at you for a while now,” she remarks, as she licks her spoon, then dips it into the vanilla mound again.

      I get to my feet with a dry laugh, and turn to walk away, but before I do, something stops me.

      History isn’t something that should ever really be forgotten or ignored, and I want to add one more little chapter to our failed love story before I go.

      “Hey, Eden?” I ask, turning slightly and placing a fist on the table next to her bowl.

      “Yeah?” she asks, without looking up at me.

      “You’re a terrible fucking lay,” I say, as my hand moves swiftly to knock the bowl off the table. Her sundae splatters onto the floor, and she finally gives me her attention. She looks angry, which is exactly what I want.

      “Have a good one,” I tell her with a nod, before I finally turn and walk away closing that disastrous chapter of my life.

      The ice cream parlor is silent as I walk by the patrons gathered at tables, watching me in stunned silence. When I reach the door and push it open to step out into the early evening sunset, I let out a happy sigh.

      Back to who really matters, I muse, as I dig my phone out of my pocket. She replied, I think happily with a smile.

      Now I just have to figure out how to get her away from the competition.

      Shouldn’t be too hard, I decide as my fingers move over the screen while I walk to my car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        JULIA

      

      

      Since my therapy session, hell, since I came to this morning, I’ve felt off. Unhinged or out of touch with my life. I’ve watched the video I recorded last night a couple of times over and I like that woman. Bold. Confident. I want to be more like her. I want what she has. I have no idea whose phone number received my pictures and video but I did scour my phone for Kasey’s number and can’t find it. Something in my brain can’t make sense of that fact. I know I have his number. Perhaps after the last time I saw him, I deleted it in a drunk panic. Even that seems ludicrous to me somehow. Logical and responsible in a way I’m often not. Aimee makes a pleased purring sound breaking my train of thought.

      She’s in the kitchen, twirling her phone on the countertop. A smile creeping on her face.

      “What’s got you in such a good mood?”

      She snaps her eyes to me and is nearly glaring. “Nothing.”

      I chuff out a sigh. “You don’t have to give me attitude. I was just asking.”

      “Mom, do you even care? I mean really? We both know I’m only here because the courts say I have to be.”

      Rage and resentment war for top emotion as I stare at her twirling her goddamned phone on the countertop. I suck my lips between my teeth then blow out a breath. “Of course, I care.”

      “Yeah, okay,” she rebuts. I snatch the phone off the countertop. I just need to take the edge off.

      “Mom!” she cries out. "Give it back. Now."

      My chin tucks into my chest. Give it back? Who's the boss here?

      "You can have it back when you leave."

      "Are you off your meds again? Drunk? Which is it? You're acting crazy." She juts out her hand and waggles it palm up at me to fork it over.

      I chuckle at her audacity. "You don't get to talk to me like that, young lady. Watch your tone or you'll regret it." Her glare intensifies, but I just stare back, daring her to push me further.

      "Whatever, you're crazy," she mutters under her breath.

      I close the space between us, towering over her. She looks up at me, her eyes wide with fear. I grab her chin roughly, forcing her to look at me. "You know what happens to girls who disrespect their mothers, don't you?"

      She shakes her head, her breath shallow and uneven.

      "They get punished," I whisper, my fingers trailing down her neck. I can feel her shiver under my touch, her eyes locked on mine.

      "Punished?" she stammers, her voice barely a whisper.

      "Yes, punished," I reply, my grip tightening on her chin. She jerks out of my grasp and back-steps until she’s near the stairs.

      “I’m calling Dad.”

      I hold up her phone. “Good luck with that.”

      Aimee bites her bottom lip, her eyes well with tears, and then she bolts upstairs slamming her bedroom door behind her.

      I let out a blood-curdling scream of frustration. She’s not wrong. I haven’t been taking my meds but I feel fine. Better than fine. I toss her phone on the counter and pour myself a full glass of wine. Her phone vibrates. Kasey. A grin creeps over my face. I could use some Kasey, I’ve been craving Kasey. I open the notification and read through their texts. Banal. How my own daughter hasn’t learned the first thing about flirting with a guy is beyond me. I glance at the clock. Aimee’s dad should be here to pick her up in thirty minutes—eight o’clock on the dot, per usual.

      I tap my fingers over the screen.

      How about you come over to my Mom’s at ten for some fun?

      I hit send and take a long sip of my wine, feeling the warmth spreading through my body. Kasey responds almost immediately.

      Perfect. He replies.

      I chuckle to myself, feeling thrilled at the prospect of my little game. I glance over at my reflection in the kitchen window and smirk. I tuck Aimee’s phone in my pocket and get to work. I’ve got some quick redecorating to do in the half-finished room in the basement and not a lot of time to work with.

      I break, sweating from vigor, when the doorbell rings. Aimee’s dad waltzes in like he still owns the place. Which, technically, I suppose he does. Aimee stomps downstairs from her room—eyes puffy and red from crying.

      “What’s going on, Julia?” he demands.

      I pull Aimee’s phone from my pocket, powered off now, and hand it directly to him. “She’s just mad that I took her phone away because of the attitude she was giving me.” I turn slightly so that I’m facing Aimee and dare her to say differently.

      She doesn’t.

      As soon as they’re out the door, I head back to the basement to finish what I started.
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        KASEY

      

      

      Aimee told me to meet her at her house, and while I’m so fucking eager to see her and tell her that I’m free for the taking now, I kind of want to make her wait a little bit.

      I don’t want her to know just how eager I am, because I think that was the mistake I made with Eden.

      There’s something here—there has to be. I don’t know how to explain it, but I can feel it in the marrow of my fucking bones.

      I watch the people walking on the streets. The ones that are laughing and joking, clearly enjoying each other’s company and I wonder if I’ll ever have that someday.

      Mom doesn’t have a backbone.

      Dad doesn’t give a fuck.

      Eden is a combination of both.

      The phone buzzes in my pocket again and I smile. Her eagerness to hang out alone tells me that this will be a totally different experience, but it kind of piques my curiosity too. Aimee’s never been one to go out of her way to talk to me, so why the sudden interest in me?

      Don’t start making up scenarios or else you’ll mess this up before you give it a chance to happen.

      I run a hand back through my hair as I keep cruising through the city streets.

      Love would be nice.

      I don’t think I’ve ever felt what that’s like.

      I know Mom has tried her best, but not being loved by Dad has made her a little worse for wear in that department. He is a total clusterfuck that only cares about his whores at work and any new ones he meets when he goes to his conferences, so I’ve never looked to him for that.

      Aimee doesn’t seem to have known much love in her lifetime either. Mrs. H seems to be constantly intoxicated and I think when it comes to taking care of things around the house, that falls on her.

      It sucks.

      She should have a chance to be a kid and it seems like it got swiped away from her.

      My thoughts trail to the older man that I saw her with and I can feel my lips turning downward into an angry frown.

      “He doesn’t matter,” I mutter quietly, as I take a left on the next block. “Only we do.”

      A shocked huff of breath escapes me as my eyes widen slightly. The shiver that went through me when I said those words…. Holy shit. Maybe this is what love feels like.

      It’s at this moment that I decide I have to give up any hope of pursing Mrs. H. Aimee has to be my sole focus. She needs to feel loved and cared for, doted on even.

      And I know I can do that like a fucking champ since it’s basically all I was good for with Eden, catering to her every whim, spending all of my money on her, and doing my damnedest to try to get her to care about me the same way I did about her.

      Did, I think with a smile.

      I feel better the more it sinks in that the catastrophe of a relationship, if it can even be considered that, is in the past, and I have the future to look forward to.

      Even if it’s for the summer break that’s a few weeks away.

      A couple of months with Aimee would be a thousand times better than another day with Eden.

      Rolling my shoulders, I lean forward and pick up a little bit of speed. I’m halfway across town already and it’s starting to get late.

      The incessant buzzing that’s been tickling my thigh has been beckoning me back to Aimee’s house.

      Like a bee to a flower, I know where I have to go. I know that if she sees me for what I can be for her, instead of who she’s seen me be at school, she’ll let me get drunk off her sweet honey scent.

      Reaching into my pocket as best as I can, I pry the phone out and toss it into the empty seat next to me, the one Eden is no longer entitled to sit in. Then I smile again as I make my way toward a well-deserved future.

      One that has the hope of love and appreciation.
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        * * *

      

      I’m a bit grumpy and disgruntled by the time I turn onto Aimee’s street. I got stuck in a fuck-ton of traffic that ate up the better part of an hour, but I messaged her to let her know what the deal was.

      Hell, I even sent her a picture to prove it.

      She hasn’t replied yet, but the nerves I feel from just being able to get time with her post-Eden makes up for it. I figure that if Aimee changed her mind while I was honking my horn and yelling expletives out my window at the traffic, she would have more than likely messaged me to tell me so.

      I can’t believe this is actually happening, I think, as I see her house on the street. My heart begins to thump a little harder in my chest, my cheeks flush red, and my hands begin to shake.

      It's almost as if the crush I’ve had on her for a while now has evolved into something else and is finally coming through.

      I take a steadying breath and remind myself that she’s the same girl I saw earlier in the arms of another man.

      I remind myself that if I show up looking like I’m about to crawl out of my own skin from the excitement, she’ll more than likely throw the door shut in my face and I’ll have to start all over again.

      I pull the car into the first empty spot I see, cut the engine, and reach for the phone.

      I’m heading up toward the door.

      I don’t even bother waiting for a reply, instead turning the ringtone off completely because if it buzzes again, I’m afraid I’ll lose my nerve.

      I feel like a nerd ready to lose his virginity on prom night, when all I really want to do is spend some time with her.

      Alone.

      Away from her mother so that her mood doesn’t sour.

      I want to get to know Aimee better, and have her know me—the real me, not the one I’ve pretended to be to keep up appearances for Eden.

      The one that she’s seen in the small fragments of time that we’ve got to spend together.

      Here goes nothing, I think, as I jog up the walkway. Rubbing my hands together, I take a deep breath, then raise my finger and press the doorbell.
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        JULIA

      

      

      I’m frenzied, worried he won’t come. Why is he late? He said he’d be here. It’s almost eleven p.m. I was finished with the basement room at nine forty-five. I freshened up, painted my face just so—not too dramatic, but not bare. Then put on the sexiest, laciest lingerie I own before pulling my silk robe over it and tying it tight. I check myself in the hall mirror one last time.

      I know it's wrong, but I can't help the feelings inside me. At first, I tried to ignore them, to push them down and pretend they weren't there. But the more time I spent with him, the more intense they became.

      I pace around the living room, trying to calm my nerves. Maybe he got held up at a friend's house. Maybe his phone died. Maybe he's on his way now. Maybe he texted Aimee and she asked him what the hell he was talking about. I should have kept her phone so I could communicate more. Thank god I deleted the few messages between us that she hadn’t been privy to before she left. I pour myself yet another glass of wine and try to relax, but my mind keeps wandering to thoughts of him. I try to shake off the feeling of nervousness and frustration, and instead focus on the thrill of it all. The forbidden nature of our relationship is what makes it so exciting.

      I hear a car pull up outside, and rush to the window, peeking through the curtains. It's him. Finally. I can feel my body temperature rising as I hurry to the door to let him in.

      He looks up at me, his eyes dark and intense. He's wearing a leather jacket and tight jeans that hug his muscular legs. I ask him to pull into the garage.

      “There’s been a bunch of break-ins this week and I’d feel so bad if your car was broken into while you’re here.”

      Kasey nods before grinning at me and hopping back into his car to move it. Once he’s safely inside, I hit the button and close the garage door. As Kasey walks up to me, I can feel the tension between us. We stand there for a moment, just looking at each other. I can see the desire in his eyes, and I know he can see it in mine.

      “Uh, hi, Mrs. H,” he says, as I usher him into the kitchen.

      “Kasey, please, it’s Julia,” I say.

      “Yeah, okay. Sorry. Is Aimee here?”

      I grab my glass of wine and lean my hip against the counter. “She just ran out to grab you guys some snacks.” I gesticulate a little too wildly for my liking, trying to sell the lie. “Do you want something to drink while you wait?” I ask.

      Kasey shakes his head. His hair flops around with the movement and I’m suddenly parched with want.

      He takes a step closer to me, and I can smell his cologne mixed with the sweat of the day. I know I shouldn't be thinking these thoughts about Aimee's boyfriend—if he is that—but I can't help it. The forbidden fruit always tastes the sweetest.

      "I think I know what I want," Kasey says, his voice low and husky. He takes another step closer. My body shivers at the thought of  his touch.

      "What do you want?" I ask, almost breathless.

      "You," he replies, before pulling me in for a kiss. The kiss is hot and passionate, everything I had imagined it would be. I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me. His hands roam over my body, making their way to the hem of my robe.

      “Mrs. H?” Kasey’s voice snaps me from my daydream. I’m leaning against the freezer. Kasey next to me, the fridge door open. He’s holding a Yerba Mate. “This okay?” he asks, watching me cautiously.

      I snatch the bottle from his hand and nod. “These cans are dirty, I’ll put it in a glass for you. Why don’t you sit down.” I jut my chin toward the stools around the kitchen island. Get it together Julia. My heart races. I pop open the can’s tab, grab a glass from the cabinet and glance over my shoulder to be sure that Kasey isn’t watching me. I’m relieved when I find him staring at his phone. His face is wrinkled up. Like he’s confused about something. Quickly, before I lose my nerve and my window of opportunity, I pour the crushed sedative into the glass and proceed to empty the Yerba Mate tea into the glass. I swirl it a few times and put a shot of vodka in for good measure.

      I hand the glass over to Kasey with a smile. My plan is set in motion, and soon enough he will be putty in my hands. He glances up from his phone, his eyes lock on mine.

      He takes a big sip before putting the glass down on the kitchen counter. “You know, Mrs. H, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something.” His eyes glint with a mischievous glimmer that makes my stomach flip.

      “Oh?” I say, as he takes another long drink. “Well, what is it?”

      “I know this is going to sound crazy…”

      “You can tell me anything,” I encourage.

      He knocks back another sip of his drink. “Sometimes I think about you.”

      My heart pounds so hard against my chest it feels as if it might break free. “Kasey,” I begin cautiously, “you know that’s not possible.”

      He drinks some more. The crushed pills won’t take long to take effect I know, but this is so much better than I anticipated. He leans in closer, and I can see the intensity in his eyes. “I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help it. I’ve tried to ignore it, but every time I think of Aimee and you, I feel this electric pull.”

      He chugs the rest of the drink in his hands. I can feel my resolve weakening, my thoughts jumbled as I try to reconcile my own desires with the reality of the situation. “What about Aimee?”

      “What about her? Do you think she’d join in?” He reaches out to take my hand, and I can feel myself slipping under his intoxicating gaze. The sedative is taking effect, and I can see his eyes becoming heavy-lidded.

      “I don’t know if she would,” I say, my voice softening as I lean in closer. “But maybe we don’t need her.”

      I feel the heat of his breath on my neck as he whispers in my ear, “I don’t feel right.”

      The sedative has completely taken over, and Kasey is putty in my hands. “Oh no,” I fawn. “Come with me, I’ll make you feel better.”

      I hold out my hand to him. He takes it. My thoughts are chaotic and fractured but I can’t find it in me to care. His hand in mine feels electrifying, and I lead him towards the basement door.

      As we descend down the stairs, the musty smell of the dark basement fills my nostrils. The only light source comes from a dim bulb hanging by a thread from the ceiling. Kasey shivers next to me, but I press on.

      Once we reach the bottom of the stairs, I pull him towards a small room in the corner. The room is bare except for a twin bed and a metal chair. I gently push Kasey onto the bed and straddle him. I secure his hands to the scarves I knotted to a chain I bolted across the wall.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, running my fingers through his hair. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      Kasey moans. I lean in and press my lips to his, feeling his body tense up at first, but then relax into the kiss. My hands roam over his body, feeling every muscle beneath his shirt. His breathing becomes more ragged, and I can tell he’s feeling the full effects of the sedative.

      I pull away from the kiss and take off his shirt, revealing his chiseled torso. I run my hands over his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my fingers. I then trail my hands down his abs, teasingly pulling at the waistband of his pants.

      Kasey moans, and I know he’s ready for more. I slowly undo his pants pulling them down to reveal his cock. I lean down and take him in my mouth, swirling my tongue around his tip before taking him all the way in. He tastes salty and musky, and I can feel him growing harder in my mouth.

      Suddenly, Kasey tries to push me off. “Wait,” he whispers.

      I reach up and slap a hand over his mouth.
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      My breathing is labored.

      My arms are restrained by something heavy, and I can barely open my eyes.

      I feel a sliver of saliva as it drips from my bottom lip to my sternum, and try to lift my head.

      But even a movement as slight as the one I manage causes my head to spin. She drugged me. The reality sets in like a hammer to my already pounding head.

      How could I have been so fucking blind?

      As I take in another heavy breath, I know the answer, and it stings as much as my breathing does.

      The need for love in any form, for acceptance of being who I am, led me here to this place. I wanted Aimee Huntington so goddamn much that it blinded me, and here I am—stuck under her home with her clearly insane mother and no way to get out of this. Even with all of this resonating in my semi-conscious state, there’s a part of me that wouldn’t want to find a way out.

      Of course, attempting to make such a crazy thing happen is what got me in this mix-up in the first place.

      “Ju…” My lips smack together as the words drown in my foggy state. Come on, Kasey. “Ju… li… a.”

      “You’re awake!”

      The excited tone and high tenor of her voice causes me to close my eyes tightly, staving off another pounding sensation in my head.

      I do my best to nod, but instead look like a slightly off-kilter bobblehead with the way my head moves erratically.

      “Do you like everything, Kasey? I worked really hard on this just for you—for us.”

      I take in a painful, deep breath, then try to force my eyes open again.  I can try to placate her and maybe she’ll let me go, or at the very least, untie me.

      One of my eyes cooperates as best as it can, opening slightly wider than the other. She’s a blur for the most part, and the harder I try to bring her into focus, the more I realize that I kind of don’t want to.

      Julia is out of her mind.

      I don’t know if it’s with lust, or if the alcohol finally killed any rational brain cells she had left, but I need to think fast and get out of this situation as quickly as possible.

      If I make it through this, I’ll leave the state. Better yet, I’ll leave the fucking planet just to get far away from anywhere she could possibly find me.

      The blur starts walking slowly toward me, hips swaying seductively, until she’s so goddamn close to me that I can feel her breath on my forehead.

      Leaning down, Julia places her lips gently against my sweaty brow. I stiffen slightly as I feel the tips of her sharp fingernails trailing down my chest, my torso, then hooking into the waistband of my jeans.

      The feeling of my skin breaking as she digs them into my flesh elicits a painful gasp from me.

      “I thought you’d like that,” she coos, half-slurring her words.

      “I got something else you might enjoy,” she whispers, that vodka-laden breath of hers hot against my forehead. “Wait here.”

      Where the fuck am I supposed to go?

      I don’t dare say it out loud though since I’m still trying to figure out if I can sweet talk my way out of this.

      “Show me,” I manage to spit out.

      “Oh, I will,” she replies, her tone mysterious, her voice not as close as it was a few moments ago.

      I close my eyes again, try to clear my head, and think of Aimee. The entire reason I’m in this fucking mess is over the girl that isn’t even here.

      It makes me wonder if it was even her that I had been talking to.

      I hear the shuffling of Julia’s feet as she stumbles toward me this time, instead of her sexy swagger.

      Knowing I can’t see her, as I continue to hide in the self-imposed darkness behind my closed lids, seems to have taken her confidence from her.

      Good.

      The second she lets her guard down, I’ll—

      “What the fuck!” I manage to blurt out in surprise, as my jeans are pulled roughly down my thighs, my boxers following quickly after.

      She rakes her nails up my thighs, causing my body to start trembling, and I can hear the knowing smile on her face when she says that I’m a “much bigger boy” than she thought I was.

      In a different world, this would be a compliment, but having become one of The People Under the Stairs, I find nothing complimentary about it.

      “Mmph,” I mumble in response.

      Julia’s fingernails move to my inner thighs as she starts to graze them with the sharp tips. Is it hot? Yes. Am I enjoying it? Fuck no.

      I thought I would until it actually happened. I have nothing I want to give or take from this crazy lady, and I know that saying it won’t stop her.

      I’m a prisoner in her home now instead of a welcomed guest, and prisoners have no rights.

      “Julia,” I try again in a more coherent tone, “I don’t—”

      “Yes, you do,” she chimes in, cutting me off. “I know you do because you’re starting to grow right before my very eyes. Is this your lie detector, Kasey? Are you like Pinocchio? Only instead of your nose growing, it’s your cock?”

      I grind my teeth together hoping that the sensation may bring me a little closer to coherence, but instead, another sliver of saliva pools on the tip of my tongue, then drips down onto Julia’s fingertips.

      “That’s so sexy,” she breathes.

      And in the next breath, I’m damn near gagged as she shoves a hand into my mouth to gather more spit, then wraps her spit-slicked palm around my dick.

      “I knew you wanted me as I much as I want you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        JULIA

      

      

      While he was passed out, I gave him a sponge bath. Teenage boys can be so stinky sometimes. I wanted to make sure that, when he came too, he was clean. Prepared and ready for me. Earlier was fun, but I knew he wasn’t coherent enough to participate. Now he is. Well, almost. I give him my best hand job.

      I move my hands up and down his shaft in a slow, firm rhythm, feeling his body heat and pulse. To increase his arousal, I sometimes stroke close to the head, then stop and press my thumb there. His breathing is deep and uneven, and I can tell he’s enjoying the sensation even if he is fighting it. His cock gets harder and harder, soon I can feel him start to twitch and jerk. I let my hands run faster and harder, increasing the intensity. He’s close to his release, and I can sense the orgasm build. When I finally feel it in his body, I stop abruptly with a giggle, only to start again. This time slower, this time more gentle.

      He's probably thirsty. I must remember to bring down a bottle of water for him afterward. He’s weak and dizzy, and can hardly keep his eyes focused. It’s the perfect opportunity for me to take him. As I enter him with my finger, his body tightens and he whimpers. His orgasm is long and intense, and I can feel him shaking underneath me. I press my lips against his and kiss him deeply. He only protests for a moment.

      This is what erotic pleasure is all about. He’s mine now and I can teach him just what life has to offer as far as pleasure goes.

      My phone vibrates on the basement steps. Over and over and over. The sound is offensive. Kasey's eyes try desperately to lock on to mine but the drugs haven't quite worn off yet. Not that I’ve really given them a chance to.

      Irritation consumes me like a wildfire out of control. Who could possibly need to get a hold of me right now? My heart throbs against my ribcage with annoyance as I push up to my feet and stomp across the basement. The screen reads Aimee and my irritation blooms into rage. Kasey is mine. I will not share him.

      "Jul...ia," Kasey mumbles, "please."

      I pick up my phone and hurl it across the room, satisfied at the way it cracks and shatters. Kasey flinches at the sound, but his eyes remain half-closed, his mind still foggy from the cocktail I’ve given him. He tries to sit up but I march back to him and push him down with a firm hand.

      "You need to rest," I say, my voice cold and calculating. It sounds different from normal. Like I’m not really inside my body.  "You're in no condition to move right now."

      Kasey nods weakly, his eyes starting to drift shut again. I watch him for a moment, feeling a mix of anger and possessiveness and desire that I don't quite understand. This isn't like me, not really. But Kasey is different. He's special.

      And I won't let anyone come between us.

      I sit down beside him, running my fingers through his messy hair. He murmurs something incoherent and I shush him, feeling a strange sense of comfort in the way he leans into my touch.

      My mind starts to wander as the minutes tick by. What if this could last forever? Could I keep Kasey here with me, safe and sound, never letting anyone else touch him? It's a tempting thought. One that I haven’t been able to shake. One that I’m not sure I want to shake.

      I brush my lips against his forehead, feeling the warmth of his skin against mine. His eyelashes flutter and he opens his eyes, gazing up at me with those big, beautiful eyes of his. I smile down at him, feeling my heart swell with a fierce, possessive love.

      "You're going to be okay," I tell him, holding his hand tightly in mine. "I won't let anyone hurt you."

      He nods, a small smile crossing his lips. "I know," he whispers hoarsely.

      I feel a surge of pride at his words. This boy, this beautiful, broken boy, trusts me with his life. And I won't let him down. I'll protect him no matter what.

      I lean in closer, running my fingers through his hair again. His breath hitches, and I can see desire in his eyes. He wants me just as badly as I want him.

      Without a word, I press my lips to his, feeling the softness of his lips against mine. It's like an electric shock, the way my body responds to his touch. We kiss deeply, passionately, lost in our own world of desire and need.

      In that moment, I know I'll do anything to keep Kasey safe. I'll fight for him. For us. I just need a permanent plan. I need to keep Aimee away. I have all the time in the world to concoct something.

      I pull away and smile at him. “I have some things I need to take care of, but I'll be back. Don’t worry.”

      His eyes look a little wild but he doesn’t give me any grief. I pick up my broken phone from the other side of the room and head upstairs. In the house, I close the basement door behind me and deadbolt it. I listen quietly to see if he makes any noise, any screams for help, but I know the room is well insulated so I needn't worry about anyone hearing him.

      I feel greasy and tired. Time for a shower then something to eat. Maybe I'll even make something tasty for Kasey too.
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      My body is still trembling.

      Feeling Julia’s hands on my cock did nothing but scare me even more. Regardless of how she perceived it, how it felt to her, it felt like rape to me.

      And I know that when I get out of this, if I get out of this, no one will believe me because men don’t get raped.

      A common misconception that I’m ashamed to admit I believed up until now.

      Now that I’m a victim of this heinous act, I know that the chances of walking out the front door of this house is less than stellar.

      A shaky, pained breath escapes me.

      My head still hurts. I still feel nauseous, and as I close my eyes again, I realize that I prefer to stay in the dark.

      I also understand why so many do. They find comfort in the oblivion that others simply don’t know or always try to coax them out of.

      I take a deep breath and do my best to raise my head again, this time slightly succeeding, and rest the back of it against the wall behind me.

      The smallest kindness she could do for me would be to untie me. I don’t know how much longer I can stand it here like this. The next thing would be a sip of water.

      I know that asking for anything other than her will more than likely get ignored, though.

      I have to try and get her to think about something else. Maybe Aimee. They live under the same roof, and I doubt that she’d want her daughter to know just how crazy she’s gotten.

      Above me, I can hear the faint sound of footsteps, and I realize that I’m finally beginning to come out of the fog.

      I have no idea what the hell she gave me, but I know I never want to try it again.

      Inhaling a steady breath, I slowly begin to wiggle my fingers, and once I realize that I still have control of them, I do my best to bend them in an attempt to untie the restraints. If I can loosen them even slightly in the state that I am, then I’ll be able to get out of this shit one way or another.

      “No, no, no, no,” I whisper urgently, when the tip of one of my fingers gets entangled in the restraint. Fuck! I can’t be like this when she comes back down.

      Panic sets in as I try to wrestle my finger out of the trap I inadvertently set for myself. I’m going to have to break it, it’s the only way.

      Grinding my teeth down as I brace myself, I take a deep breath, then pull down as hard as I can, swallowing the scream of anguish that attempts to spill out of me.

      I don’t know how I’m going to explain this either, but at least my finger isn’t stuck anymore and it’s easier to hide for now.

      Creak, thud.

      I close my eyes swiftly and tell myself to find comfort in the darkness.

      I can hear Julia humming as she makes her way down the stairs. She seems to be in a hell of a good mood, so I’m hoping that whatever happens next won’t take too long and won’t be painful.

      As I hear the sound of glass being set down near me, I let my chin fall to my chest again, and squeeze my eyes tightly shut.

      I want to go home.

      And that’s when the terrifying realization hits me, that I probably am home now. I know that Dad won’t notice that I’m missing, and if he does, he’ll just chalk it up to me running away with Eden. Mom will agree with him because she wants so desperately for him to notice her.

      Like I wanted Aimee to notice me.

      I do my best to flex my finger and then swallow down the sickening feeling of having such a violently broken digit.

      “So young, so ripe,” she breathes, still a few steps away.

      I forgot that she was down here again already.

      I’m making more mistakes within the confines of my self-imposed darkness than I am when I see the blurry figure moving in front of me.

      I think about Eden, how another day with her would have been better than being a prisoner in someone else’s home. I think of how—if I had just resigned myself to being her wallet on legs, her fucking doormat—that I’d be at home right now, staring at my cellphone in my hand, hoping and praying that she’d acknowledge me.

      Where is my phone?

      The thought is invasive and self-defeating all at the same time, because even if I knew–even if it still were within reach–it really isn’t. I’m picking myself up with thoughts and actions I won’t be able to act upon, then knocking myself down again when it continues to sink in just how helpless I am.

      Unless.

      “Julia?”

      I smack my lips together a few times, trying to get the sensation of dry-mouth to go away.

      “Yes, Kasey?”

      “Tell me what you want. I’ll do my best to give you anything so long as you promise to loosen these straps. My arms are starting to really hurt and it’s getting harder to breathe.”

      It’s not entirely a lie, more of another desperate realization of my helplessness, and I’d rather not die from my lungs collapsing all because this alcoholic bitch wants to get her rocks off with a teenager.

      “Hm. That’s tempting,” she remarks, as her footsteps start to shuffle toward me.

      She places a hand on one of my hips, then leans in closely, her lips grazing mine.

      “Anything?”

      “Anything.”

      “Promise?” she asks, moving her lips toward my neck. I can smell the wine, strong on her breath, and do my best not to gag in response.

      “I cross my heart.”

      “Good boy,” she murmurs, slipping her arms around my waist. “Now, we’ll get to play.”
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      Memory is a funny thing.

      People think their recollection of something is crystal clear, rock solid and accurate, when more often than not, the memory—the recollection—is severely flawed. Take Kasey for instance. He doesn’t recall any of our time together before the basement. Not the car ride, not the flirting. Not the desire and innuendo. He kept saying I was delusional. That I’d imagined all those moments in time, made them up from some sick fantasies. Now I can admit that perhaps some of my memories of us are fuzzy, but to believe that every single memory I had before the basement was wrong, is just preposterous.

      I tried to confront Kasey about his version of things, but he only grew more defensive. It was almost as if he was afraid of what he might remember if he acknowledged the truth. Maybe he was scared of what his own mind would reveal to him if he dug too deep. I don’t know and honestly, it doesn’t matter.

      I refused to let go of my memories. They were too vivid, too important to me. I remembered the way he looked at me when we first met. I remembered the feeling of his touch, his hand on mine, his lips on my skin. And I knew that those memories were not just figments of my imagination. How could they be?

      I took lots of deep breaths and tried to calm my never ending nerves during this difficult stage of our relationship. It was frustrating to have my memories of Kasey called into question, especially since I knew they were true. Weren't they? But arguing with him never seemed to get me anywhere. I decided to take a different approach after a couple of weeks together.

      "Let's say for a moment that you're right," I said slowly. "That every memory I have of us before  the basement is just a fantasy. That still leaves us with what happened in the basement. That was real, wasn’t it?"

      Kasey shifted uneasily in his spot. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      I leaned closer to him, my heart racing with excitement and fear. "Yes, you do. You remember. We both do."

      For a moment, Kasey didn't say anything. Then he looked away, his cheeks flushing. "I remember," he muttered.

      I agreed to untie one of his hands then, and over time, I've managed to spruce up the basement more to make it more comfortable for him.  Most days he enjoys reading books and having dinners together, followed by passionate lovemaking. I've trained him well and he always manages to please me. Of course, like any couple, we’ve had some scrabbles. He tried to bite me once and I had to leave him alone for two days. And there was the instance when he used his free hand to grab my neck and squeeze. Harrowing as that might have been, I persevered and he’s really come around.

      Aimee's father won full custody in the hearing. The judge, after listening to Aimee and my ex-husband testify along with my court-appointed therapist, decided that, because of my propensity toward alcohol and my inability to consistently take the antipsychotics, I was unfit. And because she's seventeen, Aimee was allowed to choose whether or not she wanted to visit me. She chose not to.

      It absolutely gutted me. That's my baby, my daughter, but it gave me all the time I needed to focus on Kasey and our future together. I have high hopes that one day soon I will be able to keep him in the bedroom upstairs. The basement is awfully dreary and chilly in the winter. He's much better behaved these days.

      And now as we look back on our journey together, over dinner, we realize that memory really is a funny thing. But it is also a powerful thing. It's shaped us, defined us, and ultimately brought us closer together. And we promised to cherish those memories, flaws and all, for as long as we live. I even gave him a glass of wine so we could cheers to it.

      I know I'll savor each of our moments now that I'm finally happy and in control.
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        Grab your FREE copy of What Lies Beneath here!

        “The atmosphere is dark and ominous, and there’s seemingly no escape from the monster. But the question is, who is the real monster?” – USA Today Bestselling Author Ellie Midwood
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