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Heidi stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror, smoothing down the fabric of her new red dress. At 35, she had that girl-next-door prettiness, warm brown hair falling in loose curls around her shoulders, hazel eyes that sparkled with a hint of mischief, and faint freckles dusting her cheeks, accented by dimples when she smiled. She still turned heads with her fit figure from yoga – pert breasts straining against the low-cut neckline, a trim waist, and hips that swayed sexily. The dress was an impulse buy, scarlet silk clinging like a second skin, ending mid-thigh with a slit that teased her toned legs. She hadn't worn anything this daring in years, not since the early days with Mick when their nights burned with passion instead of fading into routine Netflix sessions.

Mick, her husband of five years, lounged on the bed behind her, scrolling through his phone. At 41, he was still handsome in that rugged, executive way, broad shoulders from his gym habit, salt-and-pepper hair that made him look distinguished rather than old. But work had taken over his life, turning their marriage into a comfortable routine. Sex was perfunctory when it happened at all, a quick release before sleep. Heidi missed the fire.

"You look incredible," Mick said, finally glancing up. His eyes lingered on her cleavage, a spark of the old hunger flickering there. "That dress...damn, Heidi. You're gonna have those high school boys drooling."

She laughed, turning to face him with a playful twirl that made her curls bounce. "It's just a chaperone gig for Piper's Snowball Dance. Not like I'm out clubbing. Besides, you're the one who bailed on me."

Mick winced, setting his phone aside. "I know, babe. This merger crisis at work...it's all hands on deck. I'd be there if I could." He stood, pulling her into a hug, his hands sliding down to cup her ass through the thin fabric. "But seriously, you in that? Careful, or some dad's gonna hit on you."

Heidi felt a tingle at his touch, but it faded as quickly as it came. "As if. It's a bunch of teens and stuffy chaperones at a fancy hotel ballroom. I'll be home by midnight, probably bored out of my mind."

Mick kissed her forehead, then her lips, soft, familiar, but lacking urgency. "Text me if anything fun happens. Love you."

"Love you, too," she replied, grabbing her clutch and heading out. 

As she drove to the downtown hotel, the city's lights blurring past, Heidi wondered if this was all there was to life now. Piper, her 18-year-old stepdaughter, was a senior this year, full of energy and drama. Heidi had stepped into the mom role seamlessly after marrying Mick, but sometimes she felt like she'd lost herself along the way.

The hotel was a gleaming tower of glass and concrete, the lobby buzzing with holiday cheer. Fake snowflakes dangled from chandeliers, and the air smelled of pine and cinnamon. Heidi checked in at the chaperone table, pinning a name tag on her dress. "Heidi Vega, parent volunteer," it read. She spotted Mr. Hargrove, the school principal, across the room. At 55, with a stern jawline and silver hair, he was looking dapper in a tux but carrying that air of authority that made students avoid him. He nodded at her politely, after she caught him staring.

The ballroom was transformed into a winter wonderland: twinkling fairy lights strung across the ceiling, a massive Christmas tree in one corner, and tables laden with punch bowls and snacks. Teens in formal wear milled about, including Piper with her close knit group of friends – giggling and posing for selfies. The DJ booth was set up on a raised platform, where a young guy fiddled with equipment. He caught her eye immediately, tall, lean, with tousled dark hair and tattoos peeking from his rolled-up sleeves. His smile was easy, confident.

Heidi made her rounds, ensuring no one spiked the punch (too obviously, at least) and pretending to break up a few too-close dances. But her gaze kept drifting back to the DJ. He noticed, winking at her during a track change. A bit later, as she passed near the booth, he leaned over. "You look thirsty. Gin and tonic? On me."

She smiled, her dimples flashing. "How'd you guess? Thanks."

He handed her the drink from a small stash behind the booth, their fingers brushing. "CJ, by the way. This is my first gig in this town. You?"

"Heidi. Stepmom duty." They chatted briefly between songs, he was 27, traveled for his DJ engagements, full of stories about late nights and wild crowds. Each time she wandered by, he'd slip her another drink, his flirtation ramping up – compliments on her eyes, her laugh, her cute freckles, how her dimple would show when her laugh was genuine and how the red dress made her stand out from everyone else.

The alcohol warmed her, loosening the tension in her shoulders. By her third gin, a slow R&B track started, the kind with a sultry beat that made bodies sway closer. CJ caught her eye again. "Hey, Heidi, could I interest you in a quick dance with me back here? I can keep an eye on the setup behind the curtain."

More than a little intrigued and just a little buzzed, she slipped backstage, the heavy velvet curtain muffling the ballroom noise. The space was cramped, lit by the glow of his laptop screen, cables snaking around their feet. CJ pulled her close, one hand on her waist, the other monitoring a knob on the mixer. "See? Multitasking," he murmured, his voice low.

They moved to the music, bodies pressing together in the tight quarters. Heidi's hazel eyes met his, her freckled cheeks flushing as his hand slid lower, tracing the curve of her hip. "You're trouble," she whispered, but leaned in, her curls brushing his shoulder.
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