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Chapter One: The Verdict
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Ashley Whitmore had been dreading this conversation for three days.

He knew it was coming. The signs were all there. His mother had been doing that thing she did when she was working up to something, that slow burn of silence punctuated by long, disappointed looks across the dinner table. His father barely spoke to him at all, which was somehow worse. Robert Whitmore was the kind of man who communicated displeasure through absence. The less he said, the angrier he was. And for three days he had said almost nothing.

Now it was Thursday evening, and Ashley sat on the living room couch while his parents stood above him like two attorneys delivering a closing argument.

"You understand why we're upset." His mother's voice was measured. Controlled. Linda Whitmore taught third grade at Millbrook Elementary. She had perfected the art of the calm, devastating sentence over twenty years of corralling eight year olds.

"Yes."

"Do you?"

"Yes, Mom. I do."

"Because I'm not sure you do, Ashley. I really am not."

He wanted to argue. Wanted to point out that the party hadn't been that bad. That plenty of kids his age threw parties when their parents went out of town. That it was practically a rite of passage. But he'd made those arguments already, on Saturday morning, standing in the wreckage of what had been a relatively clean house eighteen hours prior, and they had not landed well.

The wreckage. He had to admit it was bad.

It wasn't supposed to get out of hand. He'd only invited six people. Somehow six became twelve. Twelve became twenty. Twenty became what his neighbor Mrs. Calloway described to his mother over the phone as "a mob of delinquents." There were cola cans everywhere. Someone had knocked over the bookshelf in the den. A cigarette, not his, he maintained, had burned a hole in the arm of the couch. Two separate burns, actually. Someone had tried to cover the second one with a throw pillow, which only drew more attention to it when his mother arrived home.

And the noise. Christ, the noise. Two neighbors had called to complain, and one of them, a woman named Sara Adams who lived three doors down, had actually come to the door. Ashley remembered her standing on the porch in a cardigan and reading glasses pushed up on top of her head, looking past him into the chaos behind and saying, very calmly, "Ashley, I think you should turn the music down." He'd been three beers in and had said something stupid in response. He couldn't even remember what. Something dismissive. She'd given him a look he remembered from years ago, a look that made him feel about three feet tall, and then walked back to her house without another word.

Sara Adams.

He thought about her sometimes. More than sometimes. She'd been his fifth grade teacher at Millbrook. Miss Adams, then. She'd gotten married and divorced in the years since, but everyone still called her Miss Adams, even his mother, even though she was technically Mrs. Greer and then technically Ms. Adams again and the whole thing confused people so they just stuck with the original. She taught fifth grade, had done for twenty years, and she was, in Ashley's private estimation, the most beautiful woman on Birch Lane.

Not beautiful in the way the girls at school were beautiful. Not the Instagram kind, all filters and angles and carefully constructed poses. Sara Adams was beautiful the way a painting in a museum is beautiful. The kind you stop in front of and stare at and feel something you can't name. She was forty five, with thick brown hair that she usually wore pulled back in a loose twist, and hazel eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses that made her look like a sexy librarian, which was a cliche Ashley would never say out loud but thought constantly. She had high cheekbones and a wide mouth that dimpled at the corners when she smiled, which was often, and a figure that she dressed conservatively but could not hide.

Her figure. God.

He'd noticed it even in fifth grade, in the way that a ten year old boy notices without understanding. She wore button down blouses and pencil skirts and blazers that she'd take off when the classroom got warm, draping them over the back of her chair, and the boys would elbow each other under the desks because her blouse would pull tight across her chest when she reached up to write on the whiteboard. She had large breasts. There was no polite way around it. They were prominent and full and round, and they moved when she walked, and the buttons of her blouses strained against them in a way that made ten year old boys make bets about which button would pop first. None ever did. But the anticipation was electric.

He'd had a crush on her. Obviously. Every boy in that class had a crush on her. It was biology, even at ten. But Ashley's had been worse than most, and it had lasted longer, because she was also his neighbor. He could see her house from his bedroom window. After school and on weekends, he'd find excuses to go over there. Mow her lawn. Walk her dog, a little white terrier named Biscuit. Help carry groceries. She was always kind about it. Patient. She'd make him lemonade and let him sit on her porch swing and she never once made him feel embarrassed about his attention, even though they both knew what it was.

He outgrew it. Sort of. By eighth grade he stopped going to her house. By high school he could walk past her on the street and nod and say hello and keep his composure. But late at night, alone in his room, with his laptop closed and his hand on himself, she was still the face he saw. The body he imagined. The voice that narrated his fantasies in that calm, warm, slightly amused tone she used when she caught you daydreaming in class.

"Ashley." His mother's voice cut through the memory. "Are you listening to me?"

"Yes."

"Your father and I are going to the Henderson's anniversary dinner on Saturday night."

"Okay."

"We will be leaving at six and returning late. Possibly midnight."

"Okay."

"You will not be left alone."

Silence.

"I've asked Sara Adams to come over and sit for you."

His stomach dropped. Literally dropped, a physical sensation, like missing a step on a staircase.

"You're joking."

"I am not joking."

"Mom. I'm eighteen years old."

"Apparently that's not old enough."

"I don't need a babysitter. I'm legally an adult."

"An adult." His father spoke for the first time. Robert Whitmore was standing by the mantle, arms crossed, still in his work clothes. He was a big man, six two, with the build of someone who'd played college football and kept most of the muscle. Ashley had not inherited his father's size. Ashley was five foot seven, slender, with his mother's lighter coloring and finer features. Standing next to his father, he looked like a boy. He hated that. "An adult doesn't let someone burn holes in his parents' furniture."

"Dad, I didn't..."

"You want to tell me again how it wasn't your fault? You want to explain to me one more time how you're not the one who was smoking?"

"I wasn't."

"You were responsible. This is your house. Our house. We trusted you, and you showed us that trust was misplaced. So until you demonstrate that you can handle the responsibility of being alone, you won't be alone."

His father's tone was final. The kind of tone that closed a door and locked it.

Ashley turned back to his mother. "Why her? Why Miss Adams?"

Linda Whitmore's expression softened, just a fraction. The corner of her mouth moved. "She's a neighbor. She's available. And frankly, she was one of the people your party disturbed. I think it's appropriate."

"It's humiliating."

"Good."

"Mom."

"That's the point, Ashley. If you'd acted like a grown up, you'd be treated like one. Since you acted like a child, you'll be treated like one." She paused, and something shifted in her face. A glimmer that might have been amusement. "Besides, you love Sara. You used to follow her around like a puppy."

His face went hot. Scalding. The blush started at his collar and climbed to his hairline in seconds. "I was ten."

"I remember. You used to pick dandelions from the yard and bring them to her."

"Mom. Stop."

"She kept them on her windowsill, you know. She told me."

"Please stop."

His mother studied him. She was enjoying this, he could tell. Not cruelly, but with the mild satisfaction of a parent who has found the precise pressure point to make a lesson stick. "You'll be polite. You'll do what she tells you. And when we come home, I want to hear that you behaved yourself. If she reports otherwise, there will be consequences."

"What consequences?"

"Use your imagination."

He didn't want to use his imagination. His imagination was already doing things he didn't want it to do. His imagination was picturing Sara Adams sitting on his couch in a cardigan, and then picturing Sara Adams sitting on his couch without a cardigan, and then the whole thing spiraled into territory that was not helpful right now.

"Fine."

"Fine?"

"I'll do it. Whatever. Fine."

"That's my boy." His mother turned to his father. "Should we tell him about the pajamas?"

Oh no.

"What pajamas?"

"I want you in your pajamas when she arrives. Showered, teeth brushed, pajamas on."

"Mom, I don't even own pajamas."

"Yes you do. I bought you a pair last Christmas. The flannel ones. You never wore them."

"Because I don't wear pajamas. Nobody wears pajamas. I sleep in boxers."

"You are not greeting Sara Adams in your boxers."

"I'm not greeting her at all! You're the one making me do this!"

"The flannel pajamas, Ashley. Saturday at six. That's final."

She left the room. His father gave him one last look, the kind that communicated everything that needed communicating, and followed her.

Ashley sat on the couch. The couch with two cigarette burns on the arm. He stared at them.

Saturday was two days away.

He thought about Sara Adams. About her dimples and her glasses and the way her blouses pulled tight and the look she'd given him on the porch three nights ago. A look of disappointment, yes, but also something else. Something he couldn't name then and couldn't name now.

He pressed his palms against his eyes.

Two days.

His phone buzzed. A text from Jake Moretti, his best friend since sophomore year.

yo you grounded or what

Ashley typed back: worse. they're getting me a babysitter.

lmaooooo what

i'm serious.

dude you're 18

i know.

who is it

Ashley stared at the screen. Typed. Deleted. Typed again. Deleted again.

just some neighbor.

that's insane. sorry bro.

yeah.

He put his phone face down on the cushion and leaned his head back. Stared at the ceiling.

Miss Adams.

He could still smell her perfume. Or he thought he could. Some soft floral scent she wore that he'd catch when she leaned over his desk to check his work, her hair falling forward, her blouse gaping just enough to reveal the white lace edge of her bra and the pale swell of what was underneath.

He was ten. He didn't know what he was feeling then. He knew now. Had known for years.

His cock stirred in his jeans.

He pressed the heel of his hand against it. Not now. Not here on the burned couch in the living room where his parents could walk back in at any second.

But the thought was already loose. Sara Adams, in his house, on Saturday night. Just the two of them. For six hours.

He should have been dreading it. Part of him was.

The other part, the part that was making his jeans tighter by the second, was counting the minutes.
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Chapter Two: Saturday
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Saturday came the way bad weather comes. You know it's on the horizon. You watch it approach. And then it's just there, filling up the sky, and all you can do is stand under it.

Ashley spent most of the day in his room. He tried to play video games but couldn't concentrate. Tried to watch something on his laptop but kept pausing it to check the clock. One o'clock. Two. Three.

At four thirty he showered. He took longer than usual. Scrubbed his hair twice. Used the body wash his mother bought that smelled like cedar, not the cheap stuff he usually grabbed. He didn't think about why he was doing this. Or he told himself he didn't.
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