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  Red Sundress Weather
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The porch boards burned the soles of my feet. I shifted in the lawn chair, tucking one leg under the other, trying not to sweat straight through my red sundress. The fabric already clung at the lower back and under my arms. Even in the shade, it felt like the whole damn state was simmering. 
I took another sip from the beer bottle resting between my thighs. It was cheap and warm and flat, but cold enough to be worth it. Somewhere in the backyard, Aunt Peggy was yelling about lemon wedges. Chris was laughing at something probably inappropriate. My little cousins were running around with sparklers, screeching like the fireworks had already started. And I was hiding out front, drinking by myself like some teenage girl with a crush and something to hide.
Which wasn’t far off, if I was honest.
I closed my eyes for a second, listening to the cicadas buzz under the classic rock coming from the backyard Bluetooth speaker. Lynyrd Skynyrd or something. My skin smelled like sunscreen and sweat. I’d helped slice watermelon, light the grill, carry three folding tables from the garage. I should have been inside helping Mom with the deviled eggs. But I needed a second to breathe. Cool off.
And then I heard the truck.
It was big, loud, and unmistakable.
My heart did something it hadn’t done in a long time: skipped a beat, then picked up like it was trying to outrun itself. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know who it was. The engine cut. The door creaked. Boots hit the gravel.
I looked.
And there he was.
Bobby Keller, in the flesh. Back in Arizona, on my parents’ front lawn, looking like trouble that’d been sweating in the sun
He was taller than I remembered. Broader, too. The white T-shirt clung to his chest and stretched tight across his shoulders, damp at the collar like he’d just come from the road. His hair was darker than it used to be, cropped shorter. The beard was new, thick and neat, and it made him look older. He had to be thirty maybe, thirty-one? Mature. Solid. He looked like he could pick a girl up with one arm.
And the tattoo. That was new too. It curled out from under one sleeve, black ink on tan skin, sharp-edged and bold. I couldn’t make out the shape of it, just the impression: danger, or maybe protection. Maybe both.
He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t scan the porch or look around first. His eyes went straight to me.
Locked.
And stayed.
“Jenny.”
Just my name. One word. But I felt it in the pit of my stomach, low and dark and tight.
His smile lifted the corner of his mouth, slow and sharp like he knew exactly what kind of damage he still did.
I opened my mouth and forgot how to speak.
He started toward the house, steps unhurried, shoulders rolling like he’d never rushed a damn thing in his life. I stared for a moment, then stood too fast, sloshing beer onto my hand. My fingers shook. I turned on bare feet and darted inside, the screen door slapping closed behind me like a warning.
The house was cooler, but not by much. Ceiling fans spun overhead and the scent of vinegar, charcoal, and suntan lotion lingered in the air. The kitchen was chaos. Aunt Shannon was cutting fruit while Aunt Peggy spooned baked beans into a too-small bowl. Mom was rearranging trays on the counter with surgical precision.
I ignored them all and headed for the bathroom, locking the door behind me.
like trouble that’d been sweating in the sun
My cheeks were flushed. Hair stuck to the sides of my neck. My thin red cotton sundress with spaghetti straps and a little bow at the bust, looked indecent in this light. Clung in all the wrong ways. Or the right ones, depending on who was looking.
He looked.
He really looked.
I braced both palms on the sink and leaned forward, breathing deep. Cold water. I needed cold water. I ran the faucet and splashed some on the back of my neck, then my wrists. It helped, but not much.
All he said was my name. Just that. And I was hooked.
Bobby wasn’t new. He’d been part of the furniture when I was growing up. He was Chris’s best friend, the guy who showed up for birthdays and cookouts and to fix the alternator on Mom’s car. He was five or six years older. Back then, that was a chasm. A whole different world. I was just the annoying little sister with braces and baby fat. He used to toss me in the pool, call me squirt, laugh when I tried to tag along.
But I tagged along anyway.
I used to dream about him. Lay in bed at thirteen imagining what his hands would feel like. What it’d be like to kiss him. I wrote his name in the margins of my notebooks. Wore lip gloss when he came over, pretended not to notice when he ruffled my hair.
Then he left.
Jobs out of state. Construction work, then oil rigs. I hadn’t seen him since I was 18. He’d been gone for years.
And now he was back.
He looked at me like a man looks at a woman. No squirt, no ruffled hair. Just heat. Quiet, sure, restrained, but unmistakable.
I pressed my thighs together. My pulse was still a mess.
A knock on the door. “Jenny? You in there?” Mom.
“Yeah. Just fixing my face.”
“Well hurry up, the corn’s ready.”
I flushed again from the guilt of what I’d been thinking. I splashed one more handful of water on my chest, patted it dry, and took a breath. Smoothed my dress. Pinned my ponytail up tighter. Opened the door.
The hallway was full of voices, laughter, and the clatter of dishes. I slipped back outside through the side door, trying to find a pocket of quiet. The sky was still a pale blue, but the sun was starting to dip behind the houses. The first official fireworks wouldn’t be for another hour, but the air already smelled like gunpowder and sweat.
Bobby was by the grill, standing next to Chris. I could see him from the side. His arms were crossed, profile sharp, beer bottle dangling from his fingers.
I watched him for a beat too long before I made myself look away.
The Fourth of July always meant family, food, noise. But this year?
This year, it meant Bobby Keller — and my body knew it before I did.






  
  Handled
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As the sky turned pale violet, the party doubled in size. There were kids everywhere, barefoot and shrieking, someone’s toddler dragging a sparkler like it was a toy. Uncle Jeff was losing a slow-motion game of cornhole to two sunburned neighbors. The smell of meat thickened in the air, mixed with grilled onions, charred jalapenos, and that raw summer grease scent that stuck in your nose. 
I didn’t see Bobby right away.
I saw my brother Chris laughing with a guy from down the street. He spotted me and pointed in my direction.
“Hey, Jenny! You alive over there?”
“Barely.” I wiped sweat from my neck as I crossed to him.
He handed me a beer. “You been hiding inside?”
“Bathroom.”
Chris squinted. “You okay? You look flushed.”
I took a sip before answering. “It’s July. In Arizona. Everyone’s flushed.”
He shrugged, satisfied, and turned back to his conversation. I let the cold, sharp beer settle on my tongue a moment, and scanned the yard again. And there he was.
Bobby stood at the far end of the patio, facing the grill, tongs in hand like he owned the place. His back to me, arms flexed as he flipped burgers, the muscles in his forearms shifting under that white T-shirt. The tattoo on his bicep was clearer now: some kind of tribal-looking pattern, dark and dense. His shoulders rolled as he moved. Calm. Efficient. Quiet.
He looked so good.
Chris clapped his hand on Bobby’s shoulder a second later. Bobby turned.
And saw me.
Our eyes met across the lawn, just for a second. His face didn’t change. He didn’t smile, didn’t nod. But something passed between us like a held breath, or a pulled thread.
I dropped my gaze and moved toward the food table. Potato salad, coleslaw, grilled corn stacked in foil. I busied myself with tongs and paper plates, focusing hard on a tray of pickles like they held the answers to every bad decision I was about to make.
A shadow fell across the table.
“You’re not avoiding me, are you?” he asked, quiet.
I didn’t look up. “You’ve been manning the grill.”
“Barely.”
I glanced up. He was closer than he needed to be. The sun caught the edge of his beard, lit the curve of his jaw. His eyes were darker than I remembered. Not brown, not quite hazel. Something in between. And sharp. Watching me like I was something he meant to keep.
“You say that like it’s a problem,” I said.
His lips twitched. “Depends who it’s a problem for.”
I reached for a plastic fork. “You planning to make it one?”
“Don’t have to. You’re already squirming.”
I froze, just for half a second.
He saw it. Smiled slow.
“Relax, Jenny. Just saying hi.”
Then he reached past me. His arm brushed mine as he grabbed a pickle spear from the tray.
I nearly dropped the plate.
He walked away like nothing had happened.
Ten minutes later, I was leaning against the side of the house, trying to remember how to breathe. I didn’t know what annoyed me off more, the fact that he could get under my skin with one offhand comment, or the fact that he knew it.
I wasn’t thirteen anymore. I had a degree. A job. A life.
And I still felt like a dumb kid with a diary full of his name.
Someone yelled from the backyard. The cooler was out of ice.
Chris’s voice: “Jenny, can you grab the extra bag from the garage?”
I pushed off the wall and nodded. “Got it.”
The garage was open, half-shadowed from the setting sun. I stepped inside, blinking as my eyes adjusted. The bag of ice was buried in a cooler under a table. I crouched to pull it free, then stood, and startled.
Bobby stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame like he’d been there a while.
He didn’t say anything.
Just watched me.
I dropped the ice into the second cooler and closed the lid. The silence stretched. My heartbeat filled it.
“I’m not squirming,” I said finally.
He tilted his head. “Didn’t say you were.”
“You implied.”
He took a step closer. “You gonna fight me on every word I say?”
I stood my ground. “Maybe.”
Another step. “You always this mouthy?”
“Only when I know I’m being handled.”
That got a flicker of something in his eyes. Approval. Or challenge.
“You think I’m handling you?” he said.
“I think you like the idea.”
He stepped in close. Close enough that I had to tilt my head to look up at him.
“Jenny,” he said, and his voice dropped a note lower. “I do like the idea.”
I opened my mouth. Closed it.
His eyes were on my lips now.
“Thing is, I tell you to do something,” he said quietly. “You either do it, or you don’t. But you don’t pretend you don’t feel it.”
I didn’t know what to say. My hands were shaking. My chest was tight. He hadn’t touched me, but my whole body felt pinned.
His eyes held mine a second longer, then dropped to my chest, just briefly. He looked back up.
“Did you wear that dress for me?”
I swallowed.
He leaned in, not touching, his mouth close enough that I felt the shape of his breath.
“Next time you bring me a beer, try to bring it without spilling.”
Then he stepped back.
And walked out.
I didn’t leave the garage right away. I stood there by the cooler, trying to get my legs to work. My chest rose and fell like I’d just run a mile. I could still feel his voice, his eyes, and everything he hadn’t said.
It wasn’t a maybe anymore. It wasn’t childhood crush or nostalgia
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