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Emma

“Am I the asshole here, seriously?”

Emma Hastings stood in front of the rectangular picture window of her sunken patio, peeking out from behind rattan curtains at the noisy revelers just next door.

Hooligans, the whole entire lot of them!

“Is that a rhetorical question?” Her coworker, Sasha Sinclair, snickered gaily, thoroughly enjoying Emma’s distress despite the late hour and last-minute phone call.

“What, so you mean I am?” Emma was babbling on autopilot, watching in horror as another scantily clad coed was tipped on her predictably bottle-blonde head to do a keg stand in the neighbor’s backyard. Her sunglasses fell off, to say nothing of the temptation her barely-there bikini bottoms must surely have felt to do the same.

Keg stands? After midnight? In bikinis? If Emma had owned a pearl necklace, she might have clutched it around her neck at the indignity. 

“No, girl,” Sasha smoothed in her effortlessly mature manner. And why not? She was safe at home with her hubby of twelve years, curled up in bed watching sweet, innocent romcoms, probably. “I’d be all up in arms if some college shenanigans were happening right next door to my domicile, I can tell you that much.”

“So why do I hear so much snickering over there?” Emma winced as the coed was set back on her heels, fake boobs in the same position as they were upside down—pointy, perfect and standing at attention beneath the beer foam-splattered neon crop top she wore. “Wore” being a loosely applied term, after all, since it barely concealed her cosmetically enhanced badoobies. 

“Sorry, it’s just, the last time I heard you this upset was when that one customer tried using a stolen credit card last week.”

“Can you blame me?”

“No, girl, honestly, but there’s a simple solution, you realize?”

“I’m not calling the cops on poor little Reggie,” Emma insisted, though the thought had crossed her mind since the party had started over three long, noisy, arduous hours earlier. To think that the same boy who had mowed her lawn every summer growing up could be hosting some late-night, fake-boobied, keg standing bacchanal while his parents were out of town sent shivers down Emma’s spine. 

Sasha made a clucking noise, like she did so often when the kids at work showed up late for their shift at one of the six food trucks they ran as part of their Snack Street operation. “Sounds like poor little Reggie’s getting his freak flag on and having a good old time while you’re standing there in your nightie pacing the floors thin worrying about how you’re going to get a lick of sleep tonight.”

“And?” Emma huffed. “Your point being?”

“And ... he’s not caring a hoot about your sleep schedule, girl.”

“I mean, what’s a little sleep, right?”

Sasha snickered as Emma winced anew, a trio of burly frat bros hoisting yet another coed aloft only to lap at a shot of tequila out of her belly button. “Oh, god!” Emma gasped despite her best intentions not to sound prudish.

“What now?” Sasha tried, and failed, not to sound unimpressed. 

“How much bacteria do you think lives in the average college freshman’s belly button?” 

Sasha’s bellowing laughter threatened to wake up Rich, the husband sleeping in bed next to her. “I doubt they’re worrying much about germs right now, Em.”

“How can they not?” Emma literally shuddered at the thought. “I mean, do you think the tequila kills them all?”

“Tequila?” Finally, Sasha’s voice registered the same judgy tone Emma had been shooting for ever since she’d called her in complete distress some ten minutes earlier. “At this hour? I thought you said it was just a keg party.”

“That’s what I’m saying!” Emma fumed, pacing in quiet little circles between the unruly keg stands and unsanitary body shots next door. “Tequila. Rum. Gin. Absinthe, probably. Coke, meth, you name it! It’s pure anarchy over there, I wouldn’t have called you otherwise.”

They bantered for a few moments more, Emma’s distress rising with every new keg stand, body shot, cannonball, and belly flop she witnessed through her perch along the windowsill in her sprawling day room out back. 

“Didn’t your neighbor leave her number while she was away?” Sasha asked, the first note of impatience creeping into her voice.

Emma couldn’t blame her. This wasn’t her problem, after all. “So what, I’m either a cop caller or a narc? I’m not comfortable being either at the moment. And, besides, his parents are on some second honeymoon cruise in the Pacific—that’s why the little shit has free reign of the house for the next six days!”

“Well, you know, there’s another option...” Sasha suggested patiently, Emma nodding to herself as she sighed and slid the curtains closed, stomach taut with resignation.

“I know,” she said, drifting back into the house.

“You do?” Sasha sounded surprised.

“I knew it when I called you,” Emma sighed, the sounds of college revelry as loud in the neighboring backyard as if it was in her very living room. “I guess I just needed someone to talk me out of it, that’s all.”

“That’s what I was supposed to be doing?” Sasha chuckled quietly. 

“Well, you’re usually my voice of reason at work, so...” Emma was already shrugging off her terrycloth robe, searching her bedroom closet for something appropriate to wear to break up a college party in the middle of the night. 

“I guess I hang up my reasoning skills when I clock out, boss.” There was a quiet chuckle, a few cheery “good lucks” and then Emma was alone, slipping into yoga pants and a pullover hoodie as if to camouflage herself when the neighbor kid, Reggie, opened up to find her standing there on his doorstep with her well-rehearsed ultimatum. Knock it off or expect a visit from the cops next. She girded her loins, laced up her shiny new sneakers and then? Spent the next two hours debating her decision.
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Mitch

“Uh ... hello?”

Mitch Carlson stood half-in, half-out of the front door, struggling to believe the vision standing in front of him. “I’ll say,” spat the sexy firecracker in the snug hoodie jacket and clingy yoga pants, peering gently up at him with fire in her eyes and venom on her tongue. 

“You’ll ... say ... what?” Mitch opened the door a little wider, revealing a living room full of passed out freshmen in various states of comfort and undress, the remnants of that night’s party.  

It was creeping up on 3:00 AM, but the sexy spitfire on his reluctant host’s welcome mat looked raring to go, as if up for a midday run. She shook her head, a sleek dirty blonde ponytail swishing along her shoulders as she not-so-gently pressed the door all the wider. Mitch watched her cool brown eyes widen at the spectacle, the first night of spring break claiming half a dozen revelers who, up until roughly an hour ago, had been downing shots, setting off firecrackers and making out like their very lives depended on it.

“You’re not Reggie,” the sexy cougar in the doorway announced, inching her way inside as he stood in awe of her ripe, curvy derriere as it flexed and flounced a step or two inside the foyer.

“You’re right,” he murmured, afraid to speak too loudly lest he wake the partiers back up and ruin this private moment with Little Miss Sex Pot. “I’m Mitch. And you are?”

“I’m Emma,” she huffed, looking every bit like an Emma at that very moment, nostrils flared, hands on her hips, wide dark dyes flitting from frat boy to coed, from overturned whiskey bottle to crumpled red plastic cup and back again. “Your next-door neighbor.”

“That explains the righteous indignation,” he muttered as she inched deeper into the living room, fuzzy pink slippers crunching over bottle tops and crumpled cigarette packs. “Can I help you?”

“Not anymore,” Emma huffed, peering more closely at the frat boy passed out on the couch. Brody? Mitch struggled to recall his first name. Or was it Brady? They’d only spoken briefly on the ride to Reggie’s house from Coastal College. “Now that you’ve quit causing all that ruckus over here.”

Mitch followed, but not too terribly close, afraid Emma might turn on him at any moment and unleash the fury clenched in those balled-up fists clenched tightly at her side. “Believe it or not, ma’am,” Mitch said quietly, knowing he’d erred the moment that last word left his lips. “I’ll have you know I did no ruckus-ing, had nowhere near any shenanigans, and caused not a single, solitary peep.”

“Ma’am?” Emma seethed, turning on him with renewed ire. “Just how old do you think I am?”

Mitch stifled a grin as he nodded toward her fuzzy pink slippers. “I mean, not old, old obviously, but old enough to own a pair of those puppies,” he pointed out. 

Emma glanced down as if forgetting she’d worn them out of the house. “Shit,” she huffed, lifting one graceful leg as if to examine it more closely. “I was halfway out the door to yell at you guys when I felt the wet grass under my bare feet and went back in and these were the closest to the door for some reason and...” Emma paused, mid-rant, peering up at him with a curious expression. “Remind me why I’m telling you all this again?”

Mitch sagged against a nearby stairwell, beaming his best shit-eating grin and nodding. “I just have one of those faces, I suppose. People just want to tell me things.”

Emma seemed to size him up, but she wasn’t the only one. As they savored their brief standoff, Mitch took in more details of his surprising late-night guest—the full lips, even bare of lipstick still ripe and rouged. The pert breasts, small beneath the thin jacket, the long, tapered waist and even longer legs, even if they did descend all the way into those puffy, fuzzy slippers. 

“Well, right now I want you to tell me something, Mitch,” Emma huffed, inching closer as his cocky façade crumbled with each pointy finger and flared nostril. “Why are you so protective of those damn stairs, huh, Pretty Boy?”

Mitch stammered, but not for the reason Emma might have thought. In all his days, no one had ever called him “Pretty Boy” before. Nerd? Sure. Dorkus Breath? Plenty of times. String Bean? More than he’d care to count. But Pretty Boy? Not on your life. 

“I’m not being protective,” he insisted, he hoped convincingly. “I just, I’m sorry about the noise. Earlier, I mean? And the fireworks, and the skinny-dipping and ... well, all of it, really. But party’s over, right? So...”

He was tempted to scoot his hands along, like a waving motion to send her on her way, but didn’t think it would go over very well with Reggie’s nosy neighbor. 

Emma nodded, nostrils flaring less often than they had, say, 90 seconds earlier. “The party may be over,” she insisted all the same, “but my job’s not.”

“Job?”

“You think I came over here for fun?” Emma huffed. “No, sir, I most certainly did not. I came over here to give Reggie a firm talking to and to make sure you kids hadn’t burned the damn house down. It’s the least I could do, as a good neighbor.”

“Well, it’s still standing, so...” Mitch hemmed, glancing around the living room in all its drunken debauchery. “Good neighbor status still intact?”

“It will be,” Emma insisted, inching closer and putting one pink fuzzy slipper on the bottom step beside where he stood. “When I see Reggie for myself and give him a mouthful.”

Mitch snorted, turning to follow her up the steps and, even with his long, cricket legs, finding them no match
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