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1

 

Justin

Everyone depends on me. They expect me to act in control, like a man in charge, from the moment my eyes open in the morning until I close them at night, but they don’t know how out of control I feel. They don’t see how much I wish I could just let go. Rid myself of responsibility.

I’m pulling into my driveway when my phone rings. It’s my assistant, Edward. I don’t know what I’d do without his help.

“What’s up?”

“There’s a problem at one of the laundromats. Some crazy person came in and started smashing machines. They arrested him, but there’s a lot of damage. I would go, but my wife has something special planned for us tonight.”

I curse under my breath. I glance out my car window and see my daughters, Gloria and Katie, staring at me from the window. They’re frowning, like they know I’ll have to leave to take care of business.

“Don’t worry about it, Edward. I’m going to say hi to my daughters, and then I’ll head over to the laundromat. Enjoy your night with Latanya.”

“Thanks, boss.” 

Edward ends the call and sends me an email with the information I will need to handle the emergency at the laundromat. Sometimes I hate all the responsibility on my lap. I have around a thousand employees depending on me. The stress makes me want to curl into a ball and hide in a corner, but I can’t because I’m the man with all the power.

People have called me spoiled my entire life because my parents had money. They left me a dynasty. A chain of grocery stores, laundromats, and rental properties scattered throughout the city. Money has never an issue. 

Nobody sees the darkness of my inheritance. The lack of choice. The forced destiny. It was never my dream to run the family dynasty, but what choice does one have when there’s a company so large and powerful at their fingertips? 

I take a deep breath and step out of my car. My girls run to the door and throw it open.

“Daddy! Daddy!” 

They’re the only joy in my life. My wife, Judy, and I have our issues, but I’ll never regret having the girls. They embrace me when I’m in the foyer before I can even take off my shoes, making me smile for the first time that day.

I ask them about their days. They tell me how their classes went, excited how they can finally see their friends again after winter break. Katie goes to the middle school, and Gloria still has a couple years left in elementary school. 

Judy rounds the corner, taking us in with an expressionless face. I don’t know what to think about my wife. Sometimes, I think she loves me. Other days, I wonder what she does while I’m at work.

Laughter erupts in the background.

“Mommy has her friends over,” Gloria says.

“How was work, Justin?” Judy asks.

“It was fine, but Edward just called me about an emergency. Someone caused havoc at one of the laundromats.”

Judy frowns. I hate how much I work, but there’s always something I need to do. She spends her days watching after the kids, cleaning our enormous house, or she’s out having her nails done. Judy is crazy if she thinks I don’t notice how often the color changes. Not that I comment on the changes. Not anymore.

She used to love when I noticed her changes, but then it became a question of how much she was spending. She throws guilt on me like dirt, so I stopped commenting.

“I have dinner for you in the oven.”

“Did you guys already eat?”

My daughters nod. Gloria says they had pasta, and that it was delicious, and that she helped her mom cook.

“You’re such an amazing helper, Gloria. I wish I could eat, but I have to run.”

“Don’t be rude. Say hello to my friends while you’re here.”

Katie runs to her mother, but Gloria stays by my side as we head deeper into our massive home. The ceilings in the main room are sky high. Carol and Linda are sitting on the sofa with glasses of wine in their hands. They worked with Judy when she was a nurse. She quit after having Gloria to spend more time with the girls, which I completely supported.

Carol’s eyes lock on mine. She’s never been a fan of me for whatever reason, but I’m much too busy to worry about what my wife’s friends think.

“Good evening, ladies. How are you?”

“Fine,” Carol says with a venomous purr.

“Doing well, Justin. How are you?” Linda asks. She’s much kinder. More reserved. She also has kids, which might be the reason, but I don’t think so. I think Carol just enjoys being a bitch.

“I’ve had better days. Some maniac smashed machines at one of my laundromats. If you’ll excuse me, I have to run to check out what happened.”

“No worries,” Linda says.

Judy takes a seat next to her. The girls run off to their bedrooms after telling me goodnight. They usually leave when the conversations turn serious, or when they’re too disappointed to see me leave. I know they hate it.

“You’re always rushing out the door. How do we even know there’s an emergency? What if you’re just making it up?”

My jaw clenches at Carol’s comments. She’s always stirring the pot. “You can ride along to the laundromat if you don’t believe me.”

Carol and I stare at each other, narrowing our eyes. Judy never does anything to stop her friend from making disparaging comments, and I hate it.

“Come on, guys. I’m sure he’s telling the truth, Carol. Don’t worry.”

I growl, but what can I say? There’s no time for me to fall into Carol’s web of drama. I have to find out what happened at the laundromat and make sure my employees are okay.

“Goodnight, ladies.” I turn and leave without another word. They are back to laughing like they don’t have a care in the world before I even get out of the door. I get in my car, turn the engine, and speed across town to the laundromat.

It’s a mess when I arrive. The police are still there with the perpetrator in their backseat. My employees are fine, but they’re shaken. The criminal had a psychotic break, according to the police. The insurance people are coming out in the morning, but I’ll have to close the laundromat for a few days. I’ll make sure my employees get paid.

I stop at a drive-thru on my way home. I order tacos and a soda, not caring what they’ll do to my growing midsection. It’s dark outside. Lights from the parking lot flood my car as I bite into a taco. Sauce drips onto my pants, and I curse. My daughters would make me apologize. 

Maybe they’ll want to take over what my parents built, but I don’t want to force them. Not like my parents forced me.

I clean myself with a napkin and finish my food, disposing of the evidence in a trashcan before pulling out of the parking lot. Judy would criticize me for eating tacos when she has pasta at home, but it has been a stressful day.

Cars pass me on my drive home, but I barely register them. By the time I get home, I don’t remember stopping at stop lights or even which turns I made. Thoughts of the laundromat consume me. I wish I could help the man who snapped. Maybe he was asking for help through his actions. They’ll probably just throw him in a cell.

“What took you so long?” Judy helps me with my coat when I enter the house, but I can hear the scolding in her tone.

“There was a lot of damage.”

“Did you want the pasta? I can heat it up for you.”

“Sure,” I say. It’s easier to agree to the food than answer questions about what I might have eaten.

Judy turns on the lights, lowering them with the dimmer. She asks me about the incident. I tell her what I know. She’s thrilled the man who did it will end up in jail.

I say nothing as she lifts a bowl of steaming pasta from the microwave. Judy had the entire house renovated, even though it’d been in perfect condition when we bought the place. I said nothing when the thousands disappeared from our account. She never asked for my input. Judy gushes to her friends about the work she arranged every chance she gets.

“Pepper?” Judy places the bowl of pasta on the counter. I deny her offer and grab the fork she stuck into the noodles. Judy stares at me as I twirl pasta around my fork. “Why were you so rude to Carol today?”

I slurp the noodles without replying. Without making eye contact. I knew she was going to say something. Judy can’t help herself.

“Justin, did you hear me?”

“Yes, I heard you.” I take another bite of the food that tastes much worse than the tacos I just had. The only delicious part about the pasta is knowing that my daughter helped make it.

Judy crosses her arms over her chest, giving me a look that I’ve seen a million times. The look says I’m worthless. That I do nothing right. Doesn’t she know how stressful my day was? Sometimes I want to drive away from the city and keep going. To where? I don’t know.

The look disappears as quickly as it came. Judy smiles as she steps closer to me. I’m sitting on a stool at the island she paid thousands upon thousands to buy.

She places her hand on my shoulder, and her eyes shine like when we were younger. “I’m sorry, Justin. I know you’ve had a difficult day, but my friends are important. Would you mind trying a little harder to treat them with respect?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Judy smiles, taking my glass to fill it with more water. She places it on the counter. “I’m going to take a shower. Do you mind cleaning up?”

“No.”

“See you in bed.” Judy touches my shoulder as she leaves the kitchen. I take my time eating the pasta and reading news articles on my phone. The words are more of a blur than information, but it’s something to distract me from the laundromat and my meeting with the insurance company in the morning.

I put my plate in the dishwasher before heading upstairs. Judy is reading a book in bed. I don’t look at her as I go to the shower.

My dick looks limp and shriveled in the mirror. I used to love my penis. I used to give it all the attention in the world, but not anymore. These days, I hardly even masturbate. My dick is nothing more than an extension of my exhausted body.

Water runs over my naked frame. I lather myself with soap, going through the motions. My responsibilities play in the background of my mind. I ignore them, but they eat away at me like rust on an old vehicle.

Judy drops her book when I step out of the bathroom wearing shorts and a t-shirt. She watches me as I move through the room. I climb into bed and turn away from her, but I know she wants something. I know whatever she wants, I can’t escape.

Judy throws the blanket off her. She pulls me to my back. I lie there as she straddles my legs. Her dyed blonde hair falls in her face as she searches for my dick, but it’s soft.

“Aw, don’t tell me you don’t want this.” Judy pushes her panties down. She rubs her warm pussy against my dick, but I feel nothing.

Well, not nothing. A man can’t help how his blood flows, but my heart isn’t in my growing erection.

Judy lifts her hips and sinks her warm pussy onto my dick, making me moan. She rocks her hips. I close my eyes to enjoy the sensation, pretending that she’s a toy. Judy moans as she rides my cock. I know she’s doing the same. Pretending.

Every few months, we have sex like this. She rides my cock and touches her clit. I end up finishing with my hand, and then we turn away from each other to sleep. We never even say goodnight.

Tonight is no different. It’s almost a relief when it’s over. 

***

Carol

My body shakes as I walk away from the hospital where I work as a physician’s assistant. It’s been nearly twelve hours since I started my shift, and I have had nothing to eat except a few carrots and string cheese. My best friend, Beatrice, and I are meeting for dinner. I can’t wait to get something in my stomach, but I still have to drive.

Beatrice is waiting when I enter the restaurant. It’s only five minutes from the hospital. Beatrice is a real-estate agent with her broker’s license. She’s a boss. She sells more houses than almost anyone else in the city, and she’s the best in our suburb. Her husband, Vincent, stays at home with the kids because she is so busy.

I met Beatrice when she sold me a townhouse. I was debating between a condo and a single-family home. Beatrice showed me I could have both in a townhouse, and I’m forever indebted to her for that revelation.

“Beatrice, how are you doing?” Everyone turns and looks at me because I’m screaming across the restaurant, but I don’t care. I haven’t seen Beatrice in like a month, and I miss her. We text each other, but it’s not the same as sitting down to talk.

Beatrice stands from the high-top table and gives me a smothering hug. I rock our bodies from side to side. Beatrice smells like flowery perfume and looks like money. She’s wearing a blouse tucked into a pencil skirt. There’s a gorgeous coat hanging off her chair. I still have on my scrubs and feel like shit, but Beatrice would never judge.

“How are you doing at the hospital, girl? I don’t know how you do it.”

“I love helping people, but it’s tiring sometimes. The hardest part is delivering bad news.”

We say nothing for a few beats, so I flag down the server to take our order. Sometimes my job stresses me out, and I want to quit, but I push through the bullshit. There’s no other job I could imagine doing when I sit down to think about alternatives.

“How’s Vincent?”

“He’s fine. He gives the occasional piano lesson, books the occasional show, and spends most of his time dealing with the kids.”

I don’t have kids, and I’m not sure I want them. I’m already thirty-five, don’t have a steady boyfriend, and my job consumes a lot of my time. That doesn’t stop me from having romanticized visions about Beatrice and her stay-at-home husband.

“Vincent seems like such the perfect husband.”

Beatrice grunts. “Everyone thinks that. You should see how the moms at school buzz around him like bees looking for pollen. It’s disgusting.”

“Do you trust him?” 

The server returns with our drinks and a spinach-artichoke dip I ordered. They always have it out within a few minutes, and I’m starving. Beatrice shrugs to answer my question and takes a bite of the dip after I dump half of it onto a small saucer.

“Some days I trust Vincent. Other days, I’m not sure. He has so much female attention, and I’m never at home. After we eat, I’m going to show two houses. I work from morning to night, so he has plenty of time to cheat without getting caught.”

“You don’t think he’d do that, do you?”

“If I had the female attention Vincent had, I’m not sure I’d be able to keep it in my pants. It’s not like we have sex.”

Beatrice and I laugh, but I worry. I love Vincent, but I would kill him if he cheated on Beatrice. She is the sweetest woman in the world. There’s a sassy side to her, but who wants a woman without a little spice? The server comes back around with our main courses. I have a hamburger, and Beatrice has a dainty salad.

“How are you going to survive off that little salad?”

“I had a huge lunch, and the spinach dip didn’t help.”

“I haven’t had anything to eat except carrots and cheese.”

“You need that hamburger then,” Beatrice says.

I smirk as I squeeze the buns, juices dripping down to the plate below. I bite into the burger, and it’s everything I needed.

Beatrice and I eat in silence. Country music is playing over the speakers, and I love it. Beatrice doesn’t. She tells me to stop singing along, but I can’t help myself. I don’t stop until she throws a piece of lettuce at me. It doesn’t hit me, but it’s enough to distract me from the song.

I pick up the piece of rogue lettuce from my plate and hold it in the air. “Did you mean to hit me?”

“I told you to stop singing,” Beatrice groans.

“Then you have to distract me. Preferably with something besides lettuce,” I say and toss the lettuce back.

“What about you, Carol? Are you dating anyone?”

“There’s nobody in my life,” I say.

“You haven’t really dated anyone since Kevin. When are you going to find someone?”

“I date.”

Beatrice arches her eyebrow at me before we both fall into a fit of laughter. I have sex more than I date, but even that isn’t entertaining. I don’t know why I can’t open myself up to more experiences with men. Something is holding me back, but I don’t know what.

“We both know that’s a lie.”

“What do you want me to say? When the right man comes along, I might give him a chance. I might not.”

Beatrice opens her cell phone, curses, and raises her arm. The server runs over to us. Beatrice requests our bills because she is in a hurry to her showing.

“Open your heart, Carol. You’re a catch.”

“Thanks, B.” I box up the second half of my hamburger to eat after I take a bath. They gave me far too many fries, but I ate all of them, minus the few that Beatrice stole off my plate.

I soak in the tub for an hour while watching television on a tablet, propped away from the water. Maybe there’ll be a man in my life. Maybe there won’t. I have a career, my townhouse, and money in savings. 

Isn’t that the dream? 


 

2

 

Justin

I spend my morning going between grocery stores I own, wondering if my life will ever change, or will it keep repeating itself?

The insurance workers visited the damaged laundromat a few days ago, and they’re only planning to cover seventy percent of the damages. It’s a chuck of money, but everything else will have to come out of my pocket, and it’s costing extra to have the project expedited. My people need to get back to work. The residents in the neighborhood need to wash their clothes.

Everyone is depending on me to make things happen, but that’s nothing new.

My life is an endless circle of people asking me to help put out fires. I wish my parents were still around to help me with the monster they built. The monster I was excited to run in my twenties.
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