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“We’re opening the summer house
this weekend. You should come.”

The offer came from my oldest, dearest friend
in the world, Casey. The we she mentioned would be her and
her husband, Thomas. They owned a two-bedroom cabin on the lake
upstate. A beautiful place. While I have nothing against Thomas, in
fact, he’s great, but being a third wheel at their first summer
weekend getaway just didn’t sound like fun.

Not to mention, it was a total pity invite.
Poor, lonely, recently divorced Alise. An old maid—or is it
maiden—at forty. Divorced, family-less. Alone.

“No. No. No,” Casey insisted over
the cell phone I pressed to my ear, trying to hear over the
rattling windows of the subway car I rode and its
impossible-to-understand PA system. “Thomas’s working this weekend.
We’ve got a ‘start of the summer season’ party coming up, and I
need to get the house ready. Air it out. Clean it up. Lay in
provisions and supplies.”

This being the weekend before Memorial Day,
which was the unofficial kickoff to summer, didn’t give them much
time to set up. Casey and Thom always hosted a big holiday weekend
bash. Ray and I would go every year.

We wouldn’t be going this year. Or ever
again.

“Come on, Alise. It’ll be just the
two of us. Just me, if you say no. All by myself. All alone. To do
all that work. Did I mention… alone.”

“You can’t guilt trip me, Casey,”
I said, holding a finger to my ear. “And I’ve got so much work to
do. For work. I just can’t.”

That part was a lie. I had nothing planned
except TV watching and drinking.

“Bring it with you,” Casey said.
“If you insist on being that kind of buzzkill.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I’ll bring wine and cheese
and…and maybe, if you’re a good girl, a little reefer,” she
coerced. “Like in the old days.”

Casey and I’ve been friends forever. She lived
across the street when we were growing up. She was my first and
best friend ever since kindergarten. We’d been through a lot
together. Ups, downs. The good times and the bad. And I knew what
she was doing now. Trying to get me through my divorce in one
piece.

I also knew this had been worked out in
advance. A weekend didn’t go by in the summer that Thomas wouldn’t
be at the house. And to say he’s stuck working was bullshit. Thom
was a Wall Street broker guy. He hadn’t worked on a weekend since
he was twelve and mowed lawns in the neighborhood.

Yes, I’d known Thomas since we were kids,
too.

He lived up the street from us. His dad was a
not-so-famous baseball player. Played one year in the major leagues
before he got hurt. After that, he ran baseball clinics and summer
camps while we were growing up. He groomed quite a few big-league
players. But I digress.

Thomas and I dated for two years after high
school. We almost got engaged. We were in the marriage planning
stage when I made the mistake of my life. I cheated on him, and I
got caught.

Brokenhearted, Thomas found Casey, and I went
on to marry Ray, compounding my initial mistake. Out of guilt and
to punish myself, I let my husband torment my life for ten long
years before I finally had enough and put a stop to it.

Casey and Thomas remained together, had a
family, and were the happiest, best couple I’d ever known. Another
reason I avoided situations where it was just the three of us
together. I didn’t still have feelings for Thomas. I’d moved on.
But I did pine for the life Casey had with him.

My life, I often thought bitterly when I was
at my worst. But never with any animosity toward either Casey or
Thomas. I owned my mistakes.

“Netflix and chill, Alise,” Casey
said. “Really?”

“That doesn’t mean what you think
it means,” I said. “Or so I’m told.”

“Whatever. Please!” she pleaded.
“Pretty please!”

“Okay,” I said, relenting. The
subway car screeched to a stop coming into the station. The lights
blinked off and then snapped on again. My stop.

“Yippee!” She squealed over the
phone. “I’ll pick you up. Friday. At noon.”

Smiling and loving my best friend for looking
out for me, I left the train. “It’s a date.”

 


As promised, Casey arrived at twelve. Sharp. I
tossed my overnight bag into the backseat of her ten-year-old
Honda, gave her a peck on the cheek, and we started the two-hour
drive to the upstate lakes.

The drive was pleasant. We caught up,
reminisced, and enjoyed the warmth of the bright sunny day. In the
town a half hour south of the summer house, we picked up
provisions. Lots of wine, cheese, crackers, and food for the grill.
Casey even showed me the stash of weed she had in the glove
compartment.

I closed my eyes behind my oversized
sunglasses and my floppy hat and smiled. Feeling the strain of my
divorce, the stress in my life, slipping away. At least for a
little while.

We reached the house a little half-past two. A
canal-facing, post-modern, two-bedroom house with a lot of straight
sharp lines and angles and glass. Lots and lots of glass. We
unpacked the car, put away the groceries, and Casey showed me to my
room.

It was a great house and a great retreat.
Private. Secluded. Beautiful.

I’d been happy for them when they bought it
and still was. Even as Casey showed me around, pointing out the
improvements they’d made and new decorating touches she’d added. If
I said a pang of ugly jealousy didn’t nibble at me—reminding me I
lived in a cramped, one-bedroom city apartment that I could barely
afford—I’d be lying.

But I swallowed it down.

“It’s warm,” I said. In fact, the
house was stuffy. There was a closed-in, musty smell to the air.
“We should open some windows.”

Casey crinkled her nose. “Good
idea.”

We set about opening all the windows. We
pushed the storm glass up and brought down the screens.
Immediately, a cool, fresh breeze swept through the place, stirring
the sheers and open curtains and sweeping a fresh, clean, outdoorsy
scent through the rooms.

“We’ll have to do something about
the dust,” Casey said, “But first, let’s change into some
comfortable clothes and have lunch.”

“Excellent suggestion,” I said,
picking up my overnight bag from the front door foyer.

Heading toward my room for the weekend, Casey
called out, “The pool people were here yesterday. We can go for a
swim.”

“Sounds great.”

I closed the door and put my bag on the
luggage stand next to the closet.

For the trip out, I wore an oversized work
shirt—one of my ex’s—with the sleeves rolled up my forearm and the
tails tied in a knot between my breasts. Even at forty, I’d kept
myself in shape, though standing in front of the full-length mirror
in the corner, I did notice with some annoyance the soft beginnings
of a muffin top over the waist of my cutoff jean shorts.

“They shrunk,” I said without much
conviction.

I unwound the ties from my twin ponytails and
shook out my auburn-colored hair, enjoying the feel of it sweeping
across my shoulders and back. I untied my shirt and slipped it off
my arms. I unsnapped and unzipped my shorts and pushed them and my
panties down my legs.

Checking myself out in the mirror, I turned
left and then right. My ass cheeks were still firm and tight. My
boobs, while not large, but nothing to be ashamed about, were firm
and perky still. A considerable plus, I told myself, compared to
all the saggy women my age I see.

If I had a complaint about my looks, I’d say
my cheeks were a little too fleshy, making me look fuller than I
am, and sure, my thighs were not Hollywood starlet thin, but then
they never were. And then, of course, there’s my previously
mentioned muffin top—hardly noticeable with my shorts off. See? My
clothes are too tight, is all. I have a small, light brown colored
beauty mark above my lip where the skin creased under my nose when
I smiled. Most people say they like it. I chose to believe
them.

From my bag, I pulled out a new bikini bathing
suit I bought for the season. Powder blue with white trim. I
adjusted the cups, suddenly feeling a little self-conscious about
the way the top made my boobs plump, almost like a pushup
bra.

“You coming?” I heard Casey call
from the other side of the closed door.

“Be right out.”

As I came out of the bedroom, Casey was
closing the front door, holding a pizza in her hand. To a delivery
person I couldn’t see, she said, “Thank you.”

“When did you order pizza?” The
smell of it was heavenly.

“While we were at the store.
That’s cute,” she said, meaning my bikini.

“Thanks. Yours? Is it
new?”

“Yes.”

Hers was navy blue, almost a thong with a
strapless top. Casey had smaller breasts than me but also a smaller
waist. And hips. And just about everything else. Except her ass.
She’d always had a great, round, firm butt. Following behind her,
it was impossible to not notice how much her suit exposed her ass
cheeks.

In the kitchen, she put the pizza on the
center island. I pulled two beer bottles from the refrigerator and
twisted the tops off. We drank from the bottles and finished off
the entire pizza.

Not very ladylike of us, I guess, but we were
cutting loose.

Finishing our second round of beers, Casey
tucked the pizza box into a newspaper recycle stand and swept her
very blond hair from her forehead. Ever since we were kids, she
always wore her hair short. This was probably the longest I’d ever
seen it. She parted it on her left, where it swept across her head
and hung like bangs over her right ear. On her, it was sexy and
chic.

A style I could never pull off. At any
age.

“So,” I asked. “Where do we
start?”

“Let’s do windows.”

I groaned. “The whole house is
windows.”

Casey laughed. “Get the toughest jobs done
first. Then we can play.”

From under the sink, Casey handed me a bottle
of glass cleaner and two rolls of paper towels. In the living room,
she pointed at the big wall of glass that overlooked the backyard
patio and pool and the view to the canal. She put on a ’70s rock
playlist, and we sprayed the glass and wiped it down with paper
towels.

As we moved from room to room, window to
window, I felt myself begin to relax. Unwind. The pressure of the
divorce, battling in court, fighting over all the property, the
finances. It was exhausting. But, being there with Casey, the two
of us singing, offkey, and messing up all the lyrics.

And laughing.

We laughed so hard.

It wasn’t until later—after everything had
happened—that I remembered noticing Casey watching me a lot while
we cleaned windows. I thought it was out of concern, wondering,
looking to see if I was okay. If I was having a good time. Seeing
how freaked out the divorce—my chaotic life—was making
me.

But later—after—I came to realize she’d been
checking me out. In a way, she’d never done before. In all the
years I’d known her. I
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