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Chapter 1

The first summer after graduation, I signed up for a county conservation program because I thought it would look good on my scholarship applications and, truthfully, because I had no idea what else to do with myself.

That was where I met Elise.

We were assigned to a trail restoration crew at Westridge Preserve, a dry stretch of pine, scrub oak, and sunburned switchbacks above the reservoir. The rangers split us into small groups that morning, and Elise was put in charge of mine before any of us had even finished signing the liability forms.

I noticed her immediately.

I had never done anything with another girl before. Not even close. But I knew, in the quiet way a person knows a truth they are not ready to say out loud, that my attention had always bent more toward girls than boys. And Elise pulled that attention like gravity.

She was tall, maybe five eight or five nine, with long runner’s legs and a body that made every movement look deliberate. Her brown hair was tied back in a clean ponytail, her face bare except for sunscreen and the faint gloss of sweat from the heat. She looked expensive without trying to. Not flashy, not spoiled exactly, just polished in a way I had only seen on girls from families who belonged to tennis clubs and ordered salads at restaurants with cloth napkins.

I was eighteen, short, nervous, and painfully aware of my dirt stained volunteer shirt.

Elise clapped her hands once, sharp enough to make the rest of us look up.

“Okay, we’re clearing invasive growth from here to the bend,” she said. “Everybody gets a section. Work from the trail edge back toward the markers. Don’t just rip the tops off. Get the roots.”

The rangers had barely walked away before two girls near me started whispering and laughing like they were already bored. Elise either did not notice or pretended not to. She assigned our sections one by one, then pointed me toward a patch of thorny weeds near a split rail fence.

“You take that stretch.”

“Sure,” I said too quickly.

She glanced at me, amused for half a second, then moved on.

I dropped to my knees and got to work.

The others picked and fussed and complained about bugs, but I treated the assignment like Elise herself had handed me something important. By the time the sun rose higher and sweat started running down my back, I had cleared my whole section. My hands were filthy, my knees ached, and I felt strangely proud.

Elise came down the trail a few minutes later, carrying a clipboard she did not really need.

“Um, Elise?” I said.

She turned, one brow raised.

“I finished my section. What should I do now?”

She walked over to inspect it. I stood there with my little garden spade in my hand, trying not to look as desperate for approval as I felt.

She crouched slightly, scanning the dirt and the roots I had exposed. “Not bad.”

The praise hit me harder than it should have.

Then she stepped to the line between my section and the one beside it, where the two girls had barely done anything.

“You missed that one,” Elise said, pointing with the toe of her hiking boot.

I dropped down instantly and dug under the weeds. It fought me, roots gripping the soil like wire, but I worked the spade under it and tugged until it came free.

“Got it,” I said, holding it up before I realized how eager I sounded.

Elise was not looking at the weed. She was looking at the two girls ahead of us, who were leaning on their tools and laughing at something on a phone.

Then her gaze dropped back to me.

“You got dirt on my boot.”

I froze.

A few crumbs of soil had fallen onto the dark leather near the toe of her expensive boot.

“Oh. Sorry,” I said.

I brushed it away with both hands before I could stop myself. The motion put me lower in front of her, kneeling in the dust while she stood over me. I felt the shape of that moment before I understood why it made my stomach flutter.

Elise watched me for a beat, expression unreadable.

Then she said, “Leave it. Come with me.”

She turned and strode toward the other girls.

I scrambled up and followed.

The two girls straightened when they saw Elise coming, but only enough to look annoyed.

“If you came out here to talk, there were easier places to do it,” Elise said. “You’ve barely touched your sections. The crew is already behind because of you.”

One of them rolled her eyes. The other made a show of picking up her spade.

Elise looked back at me. “What’s your name?”

I stuck out my hand before I could think better of it. “Mara. Nice to meet y-”

“You think you can help them catch up?” she asked, cutting right past the handshake.

I let my hand fall. “Yes. Of course.”

“Good.”

I knelt again and started clearing the first neglected patch.

As soon as Elise walked away, the girls started muttering.

“She thinks she’s in charge of the whole park.”

“Seriously. Who made her queen?”

I kept my head down. “She kind of is in charge of our section.”

They both stared at me.

“Relax, hall monitor,” one said.

The other snorted. “Maybe if you work hard enough, she’ll give you a sticker.”

My face burned, but I said nothing. I just worked faster.

By the time Elise returned near lunch, I had finished both of their sections and most of the brush along the fence line. The two girls had disappeared toward the water station at least ten minutes earlier and had not come back.

Elise stopped at the edge of the cleared ground.

“You did all this?”

I sat back on my heels and wiped my wrist across my forehead. “You said we were behind.”

Her mouth curved into a small smile.

It was not warm exactly, but it felt like sunlight anyway.

“Good girl,” she said, then reached down and brushed a few loose strands of hair away from my face.

My whole body went still.

She seemed to notice.

“Come on,” she said. “You can get lunch. After that, I’ll have a few more things for you to do.”

I followed her for the rest of the afternoon. She had me carry extra water bottles, fetch gloves from the ranger station, mark cleared sections with orange flags, and double check a slope where the crew had missed several roots. None of it was hard. None of it was strange enough that anyone would comment. But each time she gave me something to do, I felt that same little spark of pleasure when I did it right.

By four, the volunteers were packing up. My shirt was streaked with dirt and sweat, my ponytail had come loose, and my knees were scraped raw.

Elise looked fresh by comparison. Tired, yes, but still composed. She leaned against the tailgate of a Ranger truck and drank from a metal water bottle.

“I’m playing tennis with a friend after this,” she said. “You can come watch.”

I blinked. “Really?”

“If you want.”

“I do.”

“The courts are near my house. Follow me there. I’ll change, then we’ll walk over.”

She said it like the matter was settled.

I got into my old blue Honda and followed her white SUV out of the preserve lot. Within ten minutes, the road changed from cracked county pavement to smooth lanes lined with stone walls, gated drives, and trees trimmed into perfect shapes. Her neighborhood sat above the reservoir, all big windows and landscaped yards, the sort of place that made my car feel louder than it was.

Elise pulled into a curved driveway in front of a house that looked like it belonged in a magazine. I parked behind her and waited outside, unsure whether I was supposed to come in.

She disappeared through the front door without inviting me.

Twenty minutes later, she came back wearing a white tennis skirt, a fitted sleeveless top, and court shoes that looked almost new. Her hair had been redone into a tighter ponytail. She carried a racket bag over one shoulder and a smaller tote in her hand.

She handed me the tote.

“Carry this.”

I took it automatically.

“I need my arm loose for the match,” she added.

“Right,” I said.

We walked down the sidewalk together. Elise talked easily, mostly about herself, and I listened because I wanted to know every detail.

Her full name was Elise Hartwell. She was eighteen too, also leaving for college in the fall. She had gone to Briarfield Academy, the private school across town that always beat my high school at everything despite having a fraction of the students. She was headed to a selective university two states away on a tennis scholarship and planned to study business.

She mentioned friends, parties, tournaments, summer trips, and boys with names like Graham and Carter, but said she was not seeing anyone seriously.

I never found the right place to tell her that I had been on flag corps, or that I was staying home to attend the local state college, or that my mother would have panicked if she knew I had followed a girl I barely knew to a rich neighborhood.

The courts sat behind a private recreation center tucked between the houses. A blonde girl was already there, hitting balls against a practice wall.

“Elise,” she called.

Elise took the tote from me just long enough to pull something out, then handed it back. “Put that by the bench.”

I obeyed.

The blonde girl crossed the court and hugged Elise. She was shorter than Elise but still taller than me, with curly hair cut above her shoulders and a stronger build, compact and athletic. She looked me over with open curiosity.

“Who’s this?”

Elise glanced back at me. “Mara. I met her at the preserve. She was useful, so I brought her.”

“Useful?” the blonde girl repeated, smiling.

“She can chase balls for us.”

They both looked at me.

My mouth went dry.

Elise tilted her head. “You don’t mind, do you?”

I should have. I knew I should have. She had invited me to watch, not work. But then she smiled at me, and the objection dissolved before it reached my tongue.

“No. That’s fine.”

The blonde girl laughed under her breath.

“I’m Tessa,” she said. “Try not to get hit.”

For the next hour and a half, I learned how to be a ball girl by being corrected. Elise and Tessa told me when to run, where to stand, when to toss a ball, when to stay back, and when to move faster. At first, I was clumsy, darting out too early or holding the balls wrong. Elise snapped my name a few times, and each correction embarrassed me so much that I concentrated harder.

By the end, I could anticipate them. I knew when Elise wanted the ball in her left hand, when Tessa preferred a bounce, and when to clear the court before a serve.

Only once did a stray ball catch me on the side of the head.

Tessa laughed. Elise smirked.

“You’ll live,” Elise called.

I rubbed the spot and nodded.

When they finished, both girls were flushed and breathless. Elise wiped her face with a towel and looked at Tessa.

“Leave your car here. We’ll come back for it later.”

Then she turned to me.

“Bring the bags.”

I collected both of their bags from the bench, slinging one over each shoulder, and followed them back through the neighborhood while they talked about people I did not know.

At Elise’s house, they settled onto the covered back porch in two cushioned chairs separated by a small glass table. The next chair was several feet away, near the railing. I placed their bags by the door and stood awkwardly with my hands clasped in front of me.

Neither of them looked at me for a while.

They talked about Tessa’s vacation, Elise’s upcoming tournament, someone’s pool party, and someone else’s boyfriend. I felt invisible, but not dismissed. More like I had been set aside until needed.

Finally, Elise glanced down at me.

“You can sit.”

I started toward the open chair.

Elise gave a small nod toward the floor in front of her.

“Oh,” I said.

I sat cross legged on the porch boards at her feet.

That seemed to please her.

“My shoes,” she said, extending one leg so the toe of her court shoe hovered near my chest. “Take them off. My feet are killing me.”

I hesitated only a second before reaching for the laces.

Her shoe was warm from the match. I loosened it carefully, then held the heel and eased it off. Her white sock was damp, clinging slightly at the arch.

Elise flexed her foot with a sigh. “Better.”

She switched legs, and I removed the other shoe too. This close, I could see the fine tan line above her sock and the faint dust on her ankle from the court.

Tessa lifted her foot and nudged my arm.

“Mine too.”

I looked at Elise, expecting some sign that I did not have to. But Elise was reaching for her lemonade glass, already distracted.

So I turned and untied Tessa’s shoes. I did hers faster, less carefully, aware of her watching me with amused eyes.

When I finished, Elise leaned back.

“Go inside and get us drinks. Lemonade if there’s some made. Not too much ice. If you can’t find it, ask my mom.”

“Okay.”

“And bring yourself water if you want.”

I stood, feeling oddly dismissed by that last part, and went inside.

The kitchen was large and bright and spotless. Elise’s mother was there, looking at something on a tablet. She smiled politely when I asked about the lemonade, as if girls she did not know came in to fetch drinks for her daughter all the time.

I returned with two tall glasses of lemonade and a smaller glass of tap water for myself. I set theirs on the table and sat back down at Elise’s feet.

She took a long drink, then looked down at me over the rim of the glass.

“You follow directions well.”

I shrugged, embarrassed. “I guess.”

“Do you always?”

“No,” I said, then added more honestly, “I just liked how you handled everything today.”

Elise studied me.

My cheeks went warm. I wanted to say more, but I could not make myself do it. I wanted to tell her I liked her confidence, her voice, the way everyone seemed to move around her without her ever having to raise it. I wanted to tell her I had not stopped noticing her since the moment she assigned me that first section of weeds.

Instead, I stared at my hands.

Elise lifted one socked foot and placed it lightly against my knee.

“Rub them.”

It was not quite a question.

I picked up her foot, unsure where to put my fingers. I pressed my thumbs clumsily through the sock.

Elise made a small impatient sound.

“Not like that. Take the sock off first.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

I peeled the damp sock from her foot. The heat of her skin touched my palm, soft and slightly moist from the match. She offered me the other foot, and I removed that sock too.

I started to tuck both socks into her shoes.

“Don’t put them in there,” Elise said. “They need to dry.”

I froze, holding them.

She reached down, plucked them from my hand, and draped one over each of my shoulders.

“There,” she said. “Perfect.”

Tessa burst out laughing.

I looked down, mortified, but Elise simply settled her bare foot in my lap.

“Now rub.”

I did.

At first I had no idea what I was doing. I pressed too lightly, then too hard. My fingers trembled. Elise and Tessa resumed their conversation above me, and for a while, I was grateful not to be the center of attention.

Then I began to understand the shape of her foot beneath my hands. The tension in her arch. The small muscles along the sole. The way her toes flexed when I pressed my thumbs into the ball of her foot. I slowed down and worked more carefully.

Elise’s conversation faltered.

She looked down. “That’s actually good.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

“You’ve done this before?” she asked.

“No.”

“Really?”

I shook my head.

“Huh.” She leaned back, looking pleased. “Maybe you’re just made for it.”

The words should have insulted me.

Instead they filled me with a warm, helpless pride.

I kept rubbing, more determined now. Her feet were long and narrow, with smooth skin and neat natural nails. The top of each foot was lightly tanned from sandals, while the arch and sole were pale except for a soft pink at the heel and toes. Everything about her seemed cared for, even this.

Tessa stretched suddenly and rested one socked foot on my shoulder.

I stiffened.

Then she placed the other against the side of my head, lazy and deliberate.

I looked at her.

She grinned. “What?”

My irritation flashed hot and immediate. I wanted to shove her foot away. It was one thing to be useful to Elise. It was another to be treated like a footstool by Tessa.

But before I moved, Elise shifted.

She lifted her foot from my hands and placed her sole in front of my face, toes flexing once as if to reclaim my attention.

The message was clear enough.

I turned back to Elise and took her foot again.

Tessa laughed softly and dragged her socked toes from my temple to my ear. I clenched my jaw and ignored her as best I could, focusing on the slow circles of my thumbs against Elise’s arch.

The afternoon light changed on the porch. Shadows from the railing stretched across the boards. Somewhere inside the house, dishes clinked. Elise and Tessa kept talking, their voices rising and falling over me.

I lost track of time.

Eventually Elise pulled both feet from my lap and placed them on my other shoulder, mirroring Tessa. Her bare sole pressed against the side of my face.

I looked up at her, waiting for instruction.

She did not give one.

Tessa shifted behind me, and her socked foot pushed lightly against the back of my head. My cheek pressed closer to Elise’s sole. My nose fit against the curve of her arch, and when I blinked, my lashes brushed her skin.

Tessa laughed.

I should have pulled away.

I did not.

Elise’s foot was still warm from tennis. A little sweaty, yes, but clean beneath it, with the faint scent of lotion and leather and summer heat. I rested there, barely breathing, trapped between humiliation and the terrible realization that I did not hate it.

After a minute, Elise tapped her toes against my forehead.

I turned my face enough to see her looking down at me.

“Comfortable?” she asked.

Tessa laughed again.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

Elise set her phone down on the table, and fear shot through me. Had she taken a picture? Had she sent it to someone? I could not tell from her expression.

“Take my shoes and bag inside,” she said. “Ask my mom where they go. Then find my sandals and bring them out.”

Tessa removed her feet from me. Elise did the same.

I stood too fast, dizzy with embarrassment, gathered Elise’s things, and went inside.

Her mother told me to leave the tennis bag in the mudroom and pointed me toward a row of sandals near the back door. I chose a pink and black pair that looked like Elise’s and carried them out.

When I returned, Elise extended her bare foot toward me without a word.

I knelt and slid the sandal on.

She kept her other foot tucked beneath her for a few minutes while she and Tessa continued talking. I stayed there, waiting. When she finally crossed her legs the other way, I slipped the second sandal onto her foot.

Only then did she look directly at me.

“What was your name again?”

The question stung more than it should have.

“Mara,” I said. “Mara Kessler.”

She held out her phone. “Put your number in.”

I took it carefully and entered my number with hands that were not quite steady.

Elise saved it, then smiled.

“I’ll text you when I need another massage.”

Tessa covered her mouth, laughing.

Elise gave me a small wave, palm out, dismissing me like she had finished using something and set it aside.

“Bye, Mara.”

I stood, brushed the porch dust from my shorts, and walked back across the lawn toward my car.

Behind me, the two of them started laughing again.

I should have felt ashamed.

I did feel ashamed.

But when my phone buzzed before I had even reached the driveway, my heart leapt anyway.

It was a text from Elise.

Don’t forget my name next time.

I stared at it for a long moment, then typed back with trembling thumbs.

I won’t.


Chapter 2

When I got home that evening, my mother was in the kitchen, rinsing lettuce in the sink.

“There you are,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “How was the trail cleanup? You were gone a long time.”

“It was good,” I said, trying to sound casual. “The cleanup was fine. I met some people and ended up hanging out for a while after.”

Mom turned fully then, her eyes narrowing with the particular attention mothers had when something looked wrong.

“What’s on your shoulders?”

I froze.

Elise’s socks.

I had forgotten them completely.

The two white socks still lay draped over me like some strange ceremonial scarf, warm from my skin now instead of hers, faintly gray from tennis dust at the heel.

“Oh,” I said too quickly. “Nothing. Just a joke. Elise put them there earlier and I forgot.”

“A joke?”

“Yeah. It’s stupid.” I snatched them off my shoulders and backed toward the stairs. “I’m going to shower. I’ll be down in a bit.”

“Mara, dinner’s almost ready.”

“I know. Just a minute.”

I hurried upstairs before she could ask anything else.

Once I was in my room, I closed the door and leaned against it, breathing hard. Then I looked down at the socks in my hands.

They were just socks.

That was what I told myself.

Two plain, damp, used tennis socks from a girl I had met that morning.

But my hands tightened around them like I was holding something precious.

I sat on the edge of my bed, then slid down onto the floor. The room was still bright with evening light, my old posters and thrift store bookshelves and laundry basket all suddenly looking childish and far away. I lifted the socks to my face.

The scent hit me first.

Not perfume. Not anything pretty in the ordinary way. It was sweat, warm cotton, shoe leather, the rubbery closeness of tennis shoes, and underneath it all the faint clean trace of Elise herself. My stomach dipped. My eyes closed.

I breathed in again.

My whole body seemed to answer.

I stayed like that until the dizziness scared me a little. Then I folded the socks carefully and pushed them into my pillowcase, deep enough that my mother would not find them if she came in to collect laundry.

That night, after the house went quiet, I pulled them out again.

I rubbed them across my cheek and pretended the cotton was Elise’s bare sole. I imagined the porch, the soft pressure of her foot against my face, the way she had barely looked at me when she told me to enter my number into her phone.

For the next few days, I checked my messages constantly.

Nothing.

No text from Elise. No command. No casual hello. Not even a joke.

By Wednesday, I convinced myself she had forgotten me.

By Thursday, I told myself I was glad.

By Friday night, I had put her socks under my pillow again and fallen asleep with my face against them.

The next park cleanup was scheduled for Saturday morning. I arrived thirty minutes early.

The preserve was cooler that day, the sky pale and hazy over the ridge. Volunteers gathered near the ranger truck, sleepy and irritated, drinking coffee from paper cups. I stood near the sign-in table and watched every car that turned into the gravel lot.

Elise did not arrive early.

The rangers started without her.

For ten awful minutes, I thought she was not coming at all.

Then her white SUV rolled in late, clean and bright against the dusty lot. She stepped out wearing fitted hiking shorts, a sleeveless performance top, and sunglasses pushed up into her hair. She looked as if lateness were simply another privilege that belonged to her.

The ranger gave her a clipboard again.

“Elise, can you take the east loop crew?”

“Sure.”

I moved before anyone else could, slipping into the group forming behind her.

She did not look at me.

Not once.

All morning, I stayed close enough to hear her voice. She gave me plenty to do. Carry this. Clear that section. Bring more bags. Tell the ranger we need another rake. Hold this marker while I tie the flag.

But I could not tell whether any of it meant she remembered me, or whether Elise Hartwell simply gave orders to anyone within reach.

I worked harder than I needed to anyway.

Near the end of the session, as the crew packed tools back into the truck, Elise finally looked directly at me.

My breath stopped.

“I’m not playing tennis today,” she said.

“Oh,” I replied, stupidly disappointed.

“But you can still come over and rub my feet.”

The disappointment vanished so fast it left me lightheaded.

“Okay,” I said. “Should I follow you?”

“Yes. Park on the street, not in front of my house. A few houses down. Come through the garage, and don’t take forever.”

“I won’t.”

She turned away before I finished speaking.

I followed her through the winding roads back to the reservoir neighborhood. This time, I parked exactly where she had told me, two houses down beside a stone mailbox and a row of trimmed hedges. Then I ran back, feeling ridiculous and eager and afraid all at once.

Elise was just stepping into the garage when I reached it.

“You’re out of breath,” she said.

“I hurried.”

“Good.”

Inside, the garage opened into a tiled mudroom that smelled faintly of laundry detergent, cut grass, and expensive house. Elise stopped on the mat and lifted one boot slightly.

“Take them off.”

I knelt on the hard tile.

Her boots were dusty from the trail, heavier than the tennis shoes had been. I untied the laces, loosened them carefully, and slipped the first boot from her foot. Her sock was warmer than the air, only faintly damp from the morning. I held the top of it between my fingers and looked up for direction.

“Leave those on for now.”

I let go.

Then her eyes sharpened.

“That reminds me. Did you bring back my socks?”

My face flushed. “Yes.”

Still kneeling, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the pair from the week before. I had washed them, dried them, folded them neatly, then carried them around like a secret.

Elise took them and inspected the fold.

“You washed them?”

“Yes.”

She considered that, then handed them back.

“Keep them for now. Don’t forget to leave them in my room later.”

“Okay.”

She walked through the kitchen, and I followed.

The room was huge, all pale counters and bright windows and cabinets that seemed to go on forever. It was nearly the size of the entire downstairs of the little house I shared with my mother.

Elise pushed open the back door and called, “Mom, I’m home.”

A voice answered from somewhere inside. “Family room, sweetheart.”

Elise led me there.

Mrs. Hartwell sat on a wide sectional sofa with a tablet in one hand and a glass of something pale in the other. She looked up as we entered. Like Elise, she had the calm beauty of someone who had never needed to rush for anything. Her hair was lighter than Elise’s, swept back loosely, and her face had the same clean lines softened by age rather than diminished by it.

Elise dropped onto the sofa and pointed at the floor in front of her.

I knelt.

She extended one socked foot toward me.

This time, I waited.

She gave one small nod.

I peeled the sock off slowly. Her foot was warm and barely moist, much drier than after tennis. I removed the other sock as well, then hesitated with both in my hands.

My first instinct was to put them in my pocket.

Elise’s voice cut in immediately.

“Where do those go?”

I looked up.

Her expression was stern enough to make my chest tighten.

“Sorry.”

I straightened both socks and draped one over each of my shoulders.

Elise smiled.

“There.”

Mrs. Hartwell watched the whole thing with mild amusement, as if her daughter had brought home a stray cat that could do tricks.

“Get me a lemonade before we start,” Elise said. “Not too much ice.”

I got up at once.

In the kitchen, I found the pitcher and filled a tall glass. I added ice, then stopped, second guessing myself. Three cubes? Four? I chose four and brought it back.

Elise looked into the glass.

“That’s too much ice.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Fix it.”

I rushed back, dumped out two cubes, and returned.

This time, she accepted the glass. She drank, then rested it on the side table.

“You can do my toes first,” she said. “Then, if I have time, you can rub my feet.”

I blinked. “Your toes?”

“My nails. Go upstairs to my room. In my bathroom there’s a tray on the vanity with polish and nail stuff. Bring it down.”

I remembered the hallway from the week before only because I had been sent inside for her sandals.

“Yes, Elise.”

“Then hurry.”

I hurried.

Her bedroom looked exactly the way I imagined it would. White bedding, framed prints, a desk with a slim laptop, perfume bottles arranged on a mirrored tray, and a closet door cracked open to reveal more clothes than I owned. The bathroom attached to it was bright and spotless. I found the tray on the vanity, loaded with polish bottles, files, cotton pads, and tools I barely recognized.

I carried it downstairs with both hands.

Elise did not take it from me. She tossed a small pillow onto the carpet and placed one foot on it, then leaned over the tray to inspect the polish colors at her leisure.

I stayed kneeling, holding it like an offering.

Finally, she selected a soft rose color and handed it down.

“Start with this. My nails are bare, so just do the polish. If you don’t mess it up, maybe next time I’ll let you do the cuticles and filing too.”

“Okay.”

I set the tray beside me, leaned down on my knees and one hand, and carefully separated her toes with bits of cotton. My own nails were usually done in a rush on my bedroom floor, but Elise’s felt like a test I could not fail.

I painted her big toenail first, slow and careful, wiping the brush against the bottle so I would not flood the edges. It took twice as long as doing it myself.

When I moved to the next toe, Elise stopped me.

“Blow on each one before you start the next.”

I paused.

She looked at me.

I leaned closer and blew softly over the wet polish.

My lips were only inches from her toes. When I inhaled, I caught the warm scent of her skin again, lighter than the socks had been but sharper because it was her, not cotton, not memory. A shiver moved down my back.

Elise shifted and rested her other foot casually between my shoulder blades.

At that exact moment, Mrs. Hartwell entered the room.

“Elise,” she said, laughing. “You could have painted your own toes.”

“She wanted to do them,” Elise replied. “Besides, she does what I tell her.”

Heat rushed to my face, but I kept blowing on the nail, terrified that the polish would smear if I moved.

Mrs. Hartwell sat on the sofa beside her daughter.

“What’s your friend’s name?”

Elise tapped the top of my head with her bare foot.

I looked up quickly. “Mara Kessler, ma’am.”

“Mara,” she repeated. “Don’t let my daughter boss you around too much.”

“It’s okay,” I said, and my own voice startled me with how sincere it sounded. “I like helping Elise.”

Elise gave a delighted little laugh.

“See? She likes it.”

Mrs. Hartwell’s eyes drifted to my shoulders.

“Are those your socks?”

“Yes,” Elise said. “They needed to air out.”

“And her shoulders were the best place?”

“She doesn’t mind.”

I shook my head immediately, then adjusted the socks so they hung more evenly, as if proving it.

Mrs. Hartwell smiled and leaned back.

“Well. That’s convenient.”

I returned to Elise’s nails while they turned on the television and talked above me. The show murmured in the background. Their conversation moved from neighbors to travel plans to college shopping, then back to people Elise knew. My world narrowed to her foot, the brush, the careful sweep of color over each nail.

After more than half an hour, I finally sat back.

“Elise,” I said softly, waiting until there was a pause. “I’m done.”

She lifted both feet and placed them against my upturned face before I could react. Her heels settled over my eyes, and her arches rested across my forehead.

I went completely still.

“Elise,” Mrs. Hartwell said, amused. “At least let the poor girl breathe.”

“I’m checking her work.”

Elise held her feet there for several seconds, turning them slightly as she examined the polish.

“They look good,” she announced. “Actually, they look really good.”

Relief and pride flooded me.

“You can do them from now on.”

“Thank you,” I said, too brightly.

Then, before I could stop myself, I cupped her heels and kissed the bottoms of both feet.

The room went quiet for half a second.

Mrs. Hartwell laughed first.

“Oh, Elise. I think you found exactly the kind of helper you needed.”

Elise looked down at me with a pleased expression that made my stomach turn over.

“Can I see how they look with your sandals?” I asked.

Her smile widened. “Go put the tray away and bring them down.”

I sprang up, nearly tripping over the corner of the rug.

Upstairs, I returned the nail tray to her bathroom. I found the pink and black sandals near the closet. Before I brought them down, I looked toward the hallway, listened, then pressed a quick kiss to the inside sole of each one.

When I returned, Elise extended her foot.

I dropped to my knees and slid the first sandal on, then the second. She stood so close that my face was nearly level with her thighs. From the floor, she seemed impossibly tall, all smooth skin and confidence and effortless control.

She walked toward the television, turned, and posed.

“What do you think?”

“Very pretty,” Mrs. Hartwell said.

“Beautiful,” I whispered.

The rose polish matched the pink straps almost perfectly. The black sole made her tanned foot look even warmer. I clasped my hands together without meaning to, fighting the sudden urge to crawl forward and press my cheek to her ankle.

Elise beamed, then returned to the sofa and dropped back into place.

She put one sandaled foot against my chest.

“Take it off. Then get me another lemonade. Ask my mom if she wants anything.”

I looked toward Mrs. Hartwell.

She smiled at me as if we had already settled into a routine.

“You may call me Mrs. Hartwell. There’s chilled white wine in the refrigerator. Bring me a glass.”

“Yes, Mrs. Hartwell.”

When I returned with their drinks, I served Mrs. Hartwell first, then Elise. Elise accepted the lemonade without thanking me. Somehow, that felt more natural than if she had.

I sat cross legged in front of her and lifted her bare foot into my lap.

The massage came more easily this time.

I knew where she liked pressure, how to work the arch, how to circle the heel with my thumbs. Elise rested her other foot on my shoulder and idly twisted a strand of my hair between her toes.

When I let my cheek brush appreciatively against the foot in my hands, she nudged my face with her heel.

“Massage first.”

I corrected myself and focused.

Above me, Elise and her mother continued talking as if I were furniture.

“It is nice, isn’t it?” Mrs. Hartwell said.

“What?”

“Having someone so eager to make herself useful.”

Elise looked down at me. “So far. I haven’t really used her for much yet.”

“She did your nails.”

“And my feet. But that’s easy. Maybe I should have her do laundry. Or clean my room.”

“Why not?” Mrs. Hartwell said lightly. “A girl your age can always use help staying organized.”

Elise’s expression brightened. “Like my own maid.”

“Something like that.”

Elise moved her foot from my shoulder and tapped my forehead with her toes.

“Cancel whatever you’re doing this summer. When I text, I expect you to come over. You can keep volunteering at the preserve, since I can use you there too.”

“Okay,” I said.

I was ashamed by how easy it was to agree. More ashamed because there was nothing to cancel.

“This is amazing,” Elise said, turning back to her mother. “What else can I have her do?”

Mrs. Hartwell took a slow sip of wine.

“Don’t rush. Think longer term.”

“College?”

“For example.”

Elise frowned thoughtfully. “She could visit and clean my dorm.”

Then she looked down at me.

“Where are you going to school?”

“Local state,” I said. “Here in town.”

Elise made a disappointed sound. “That’s too far from Briarwick.”

Briarwick University. The selective school two states away. Her school.

“Maybe,” Mrs. Hartwell said, “you should think even longer term than college.”

Elise tilted her head. “Like what?”

“Well, if you’re going to have a busy life, reliable help matters. Households don’t run themselves. Children don’t raise themselves. Good help is hard to find, and when you find someone loyal, you don’t let her drift away.”

Elise looked down at me with new interest.

“What are you majoring in?”

“Art history,” I said. “I was hoping to work at a museum or gallery.”

Elise considered this.

“That’s not useless. I’d want my kids to know about art.”

Mrs. Hartwell smiled. “A strong educational background would make that more practical.”

Elise nodded, warming to the idea. “Could you change to early childhood education and minor in art history?”

The massage slowed in my hands.

“I think so.”

“Then do that,” Elise said. “Call admissions Monday. Tell me when it’s done.”

She lifted her foot from my lap and placed it against my face, heel on my chin, toes reaching up past my forehead.

The room seemed to vanish around that single point of contact.

I should have said something. I should have laughed or refused or at least asked whether she was serious.

Instead, I sat there with Elise’s foot pressed to my face and felt my future bend in her direction.

After a while, she lowered that foot to my shoulder and offered me the other one.

I resumed the massage.

“Thanks, Mom,” Elise said, bright and pleased. “You always know what to do.”

“My pleasure, darling.”

Elise leaned against the sofa cushions. “You seem like you know a lot about this.”

“About what?”

“Getting people to do things for you.”

Mrs. Hartwell smiled in a way that made her look even more like Elise.

“I may have had a helper or two when I was younger.”

Elise sat up. “Really? Tell me.”

I kept rubbing, but every nerve in me sharpened.

“It was my freshman year of college,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “There was a boy. A junior. Very sweet, very taken with me, but not my type.”

“Why not?”

“He was handsome enough. Played intramural soccer. Wonderful legs.”

“Mom.”

“What? He did.” Mrs. Hartwell laughed softly. “But he was studying accounting, and he had the personality to match.”

Elise giggled.

“We had a class together,” her mother continued. “He asked me out, and I went once. It was dull. I tried to let it end there, but he kept asking for another chance. Eventually I told him I was too busy to spend time with someone I wasn’t going to date.”

“That’s harsh.”

“It was honest. He looked devastated. Then he asked if he could help me study.”

Elise’s eyes lit with interest.

“At first, that was all it was,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “Homework. Notes. Errands now and then. Then I asked him to bring dinner one night. Then to wash the dishes. Then to pick up groceries. Then to help with laundry. He was good at being useful.”

Elise glanced at me.

I looked down quickly and pressed my thumbs into her arch.

“What else?” Elise asked.

“He drove me places. Waited in the car if I was busy. Cleaned my room. Did a few chores for my roommate too. He became quite good at massages.”

“And pedicures?”

“Eventually.”

Elise laughed.

Mrs. Hartwell’s smile faded into something more thoughtful.

“My mistake was letting him think he still had a chance.”

Elise frowned. “What do you mean?”

“In public, I treated him like a friend. In private, I used him like help. That confused him. He started hoping I would change my mind about dating him.”

“And you didn’t.”

“No. By then, I couldn’t see him that way at all. So I ended it before it became tedious.”

Mrs. Hartwell swirled her wine.

“If I had been clearer from the beginning, he might have understood his place. Then who knows? Maybe I’d still have someone to rub my feet and file my taxes.”

Elise burst out laughing.

“File your taxes?”

“He was an accounting major.”

“That’s actually useful.”

“I thought so too, eventually.”

Elise looked down at me, thoughtful now in a way that made my skin prickle.

“That’s enough massage,” she said.

I released her foot.

“Bend over.”

She pointed to the carpet between her legs.

I lowered myself onto my hands and knees, then down to my elbows, my face a few inches from the rug. I felt Elise’s feet press against the back of my blouse, searching under the collar.

“It’s too tight,” she said. “Undo the top buttons.”

My fingers shook as I opened the first two buttons.

Her feet slipped under the fabric at the back of my neck and settled coolly against my bare upper back.

I stayed still.

For a few minutes, that seemed to be all she wanted. I was a footrest. Nothing more. Her heels rested near my shoulder blades while she and her mother watched television and talked over me.

The rug smelled like vacuum powder.

My gaze drifted to her sandals on the floor.

If I was going to be down there anyway, I could make myself useful.

I reached for one.

Elise’s weight shifted sharply on my back.

“Be still.”

“I was just going to clean your sandals,” I said into the carpet.

A pause.

“Fine. But don’t squirm.”

She lifted both feet an inch and set them down again, firmer this time, making her point.

I pulled the sandals under my face.

The inside sole held the faint salt of her foot and the rubbery taste of the material. I cleaned carefully, telling myself that if I did it well enough, Elise would be pleased. I worked from heel to toe, paying extra attention to the place where her toes rested.

It was embarrassing.

It was also calming in a way I did not want to examine.

I shifted to the other sandal, but before I could finish, Elise pulled her feet from my back.

“I’m going upstairs.”

I sat up, my blouse hanging open at the top. Before I could fix it, Elise placed her bare foot in front of my face.

I leaned forward and kissed her arch.

She laughed.

“No, Mara. Put my sandals on.”

“Oh.” My face burned. “Sorry.”

“But I didn’t finish cleaning the second one.”

“Let me see.”

I held both sandals up side by side.

Elise inspected them.

“Not bad. You’ll do that whenever I wear them.”

“Yes, Elise.”

She wiggled her foot, and I slipped the sandal on. Then the other.

“You can finish next time,” she said. “And remember, when I call, I expect you here within fifteen minutes.”

“Yes, Elise.”

But I was speaking to her back, because she had already started up the stairs.

Mrs. Hartwell looked down at me from the sofa.

“Goodbye, Mara.”

The tone made the dismissal clear.

I buttoned my blouse with unsteady fingers and let myself out through the garage. Outside, the late afternoon sun had dropped behind the neighboring rooftops, turning the windows of Elise’s house gold. For a moment, I stood on the driveway, breathing in the smell of cut grass and warm pavement, trying to feel like the same girl who had arrived there an hour earlier.

I wasn’t.

In my pocket, my fingers closed around Elise’s folded socks.

She had told me to leave them in her room.

I had forgotten.

I looked back at the house, at the upstairs windows, at the perfect white trim and the shaded porch and the life inside it that seemed to have reached down and taken hold of mine without asking.

Then I got into my car and sat there without starting it.

On Monday, I was supposed to call admissions.

Not because my mother wanted me to.

Not because I had thought it through.

Not because it made sense.

Because Elise had told me to.

I rested my forehead against the steering wheel and whispered her name once, so quietly even I barely heard it.

Then I drove home with her socks still in my pocket.


Chapter 3

This time, I remembered Elise’s socks.

I left her house with them still draped over my shoulders, but before I went inside my own, I slipped them into my pocket. My mother was in the living room with the television on low, and I managed to get upstairs without another question.

The second my bedroom door closed, I took them out.

They were still folded the way I had carried them, soft from washing, but no longer clean. Not after Elise had worn them again. I turned them inside out with almost ceremonial care, then pressed them to my face and covered them with kisses. The scent of her was there, sharper now after the morning at the preserve and the strange, dizzying afternoon at her house.

I tucked them back into my pillowcase before dinner.

That night, I barely slept.

By Sunday, I was useless.

I stayed around the house all day, pretending to read, pretending to help my mother, pretending I was not listening for my phone every second. Sometimes I paced my room. Sometimes I knelt beside my bed and took Elise’s socks from my pillowcase just to hold them against my cheek.

By five o’clock, I had convinced myself she would not call.

Then my phone buzzed.

I nearly dropped it.

The number was unfamiliar, but the message was unmistakable.

Here. Now.

A second message followed almost immediately.

Back door.

I stared until the letters blurred.

Then I threw Elise’s socks over my shoulders and ran.

“Mom, I’m going to Elise’s,” I called from the stairs.

“Again?”

“I’ll be back later.”

I was out the door before she could ask more.

At Elise’s house, the side gate was unlatched. I let myself into the backyard and stopped for half a second despite myself.

The Hartwells’ yard looked less like a yard than a resort. A blue pool shimmered behind the house, its surface broken by a small fountain. The grass was perfectly cut. White lounge chairs sat beneath striped umbrellas. Tall planters overflowed with flowers that looked too bright to be real.

I shut the gate carefully behind me and crossed to the kitchen door.

It was unlocked.

Inside, the house was cool and quiet. I slipped through the kitchen and into the family room, where Mrs. Hartwell sat on the sofa with a magazine folded in her lap.

She looked up and smiled as if she had been expecting me.

“Elise is upstairs, dear. You’re to go to her room.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I gave an awkward little nod that was almost a bow, then hurried toward the stairs.

At Elise’s door, I knocked lightly.

“Come in.”

She was sitting on her bed with a magazine open across her lap, propped against a mountain of white pillows. The bed itself seemed enormous, dressed in pale sheets and a thick comforter that looked softer than anything I had ever owned.

Elise wore snug red shorts and a white cropped tee with a glittering little flag across the front. Her legs were bare, stretched lazily over the bedspread, and her feet were bare too. The polish I had put on her toes the day before shone soft pink in the afternoon light.

I noticed that before anything else.

She pointed to the rug beside the bed without looking up.

I knelt near the foot of the mattress.

For a while, she kept reading.

I stayed silent, hands resting on my thighs, eyes lowered but not quite low enough. One of her feet shifted to the edge of the bed and came to rest in front of my face.

Elise’s room was larger than my living room at home, filled with things I could have studied for an hour. Framed photographs. A white desk. A shelf crowded with trophies and perfume bottles. A closet door open just enough to show rows of hanging clothes.

But I looked only at her foot.

The smooth sole. The arch. The faint lines beneath her toes. The pink shine of the nails I had painted.

Eventually, Elise set the magazine on her nightstand and swung both legs over the side of the bed.

She pointed to the rug directly in front of her.

I shuffled forward until I knelt between her knees. My face was level with the strip of skin between her shorts and the cropped hem of her shirt.

Elise looked down at me at last.

“You still have my socks on your shoulders.”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“That’s cute.” Her mouth tilted. “Have you been wearing them since yesterday?”

“No. I put them in my pillowcase when I got home.”

Her expression softened into amusement.

“That’s sweet.” She patted the top of my head. “Did you wash them?”

“No. I didn’t have time.”

“That’s fine. You can wash them with the rest of my clothes tonight. Put them in my hamper. Leave the hamper out. You’ll need it.”

“Yes, Elise.”

I found the hamper in her closet and placed the socks inside. Then I returned to my knees.

Elise lifted both feet and rested them on my shoulders.

“First, you’re going to do my laundry. Wash, dry, iron what needs ironing, then hang everything up or fold it properly. While the laundry is going, you can clean my room and bathroom.”

I nodded quickly.

“Not just straighten. Clean. The bathroom especially. Every surface should look spotless when you’re done. Supplies are under the sink.”

“Yes, Elise.”

“When you finish, come find me. If I feel like it, you can rub my feet.”

My stomach fluttered with nerves and anticipation. “That sounds good.”

Her toes pressed under my chin.

“Speak clearly.”

“Yes,” I said louder. “That sounds good, Elise.”

“Good.”

She studied me for a moment, then smiled in a way that made my skin heat.

“Before chores, though, I want to try something.”

I stayed still.

“Wait here.”

She left the room and returned a minute later wearing a white satin robe. The belt was tied loosely at her waist, and the fabric shifted around her body with every step. She looked freshly showered, bare-legged, polished, and completely aware of the effect she had on me.

Elise sat on the edge of the bed in front of me.

“Take off your shirt.”

My fingers fumbled with the buttons.

“Bra too.”

I hesitated.

Her eyebrows lifted slightly.

That was enough.

I unhooked my bra and set it with my shirt, then lowered my hands to my lap. I had never felt so exposed in my life. Elise leaned back on her hands and looked me over with a calm, assessing interest that made my skin prickle.

“Don’t hide,” she said.

I straightened.

Her gaze dropped to my chest. “You’ve been keeping those from me?”

My face burned. “I didn’t know you wanted to see.”

Elise smiled. “Softie, you should assume I want to see anything that belongs to me.”

The words went through me like a hand around my throat.

She lifted one foot and brushed the sole lightly over my breast. I gasped before I could stop myself. Her skin was warm, the touch slow and testing, as if she were learning how much pressure made me react.

“Sensitive,” she said.

“Yes.”

She dragged her toes over me again, circling until my nipple tightened under her touch. I bit my lip. Elise noticed and did it again, more deliberately.

“You’re pretty when you’re embarrassed.”

I looked away.

Her toes nudged my chin.

“Look at me.”

I did.

She pressed both feet against my breasts, using me like a cushion. The weight hurt a little, but not enough to make me move. Her toes flexed and settled, pinching, teasing, then smoothing over me again. I could feel my own breathing getting shallow.

“I need a better name for you.”

I waited.

She considered me with her feet still resting on my chest.

“Softie.”

The nickname should have made me feel ridiculous.

It did.

But it also made something inside me loosen and melt.

“Do you like that?” she asked.

“Yes, Elise.”

“Good.”

She shifted her feet from my chest to my face. Her soles settled over my cheeks and eyes, her arches near my nose, her heels bracketing my chin. For a few seconds, the world became nothing but warmth, pressure, and the faint clean scent of her skin.

I breathed carefully beneath her feet, humiliated by how badly I wanted to stay there.

Then Elise lowered her legs and let the robe fall open.

I looked before I could stop myself.

She noticed.

“Well?” she asked, almost bored. “What do you want to do now?”

There were a dozen safer answers. I could have asked to start the laundry. I could have pretended not to understand. I could have waited for her to give me another order.

Instead, I whispered, “I want to kiss you.”

Her knees eased apart.

“Then do it.”

I leaned forward and kissed her calf first, then the soft inside of her knee. My whole body trembled. I had imagined girls before. I had imagined this before. But fantasies had no scent, no heat, no soft shift of skin beneath my mouth. Fantasies did not watch me with blue eyes and a lazy smile while I tried to prove I was worthy.

I kissed higher along her thigh.

Elise’s foot slid down my back, urging me closer.

“That’s it,” she murmured.

The praise nearly undid me.

I kissed her slowly at first, reverently, learning by the way her breathing changed. When my mouth finally reached her, Elise inhaled sharply and one hand slid into my hair.

“Again.”

I obeyed.

The first taste of her made my thoughts scatter. She was warm and wet against my mouth, and the small sound she made above me felt like a reward. I pressed closer, kissing her with the same devotion I had given her feet, only now the worship was hotter, deeper, more frightening because she wanted it too.

Her fingers tightened in my hair.

“Use your tongue.”

I did.

Elise’s thighs shifted around my shoulders. The satin robe whispered against the bed as she leaned back, giving me more room and taking more control at the same time. I followed every sound she made. When she breathed harder, I stayed there. When her hips lifted, I pressed closer. When she pulled my hair, I understood that she wanted more.

“Good,” she said, breathless now. “Right there.”

The words lit through me.

I worked her with my mouth until her composure started to fray. Elise Hartwell, who gave orders like the world had been built to receive them, began to lose the smoothness in her voice. Her breathing broke into little gasps. Her thighs tightened beside my face. Her hand held me exactly where she wanted me.

I wanted to be good at this for her.

Not just good.

Necessary.

Her hips rocked against my mouth. I slid my hands up her thighs, unsure if I was allowed to touch, but she did not stop me. When I found the rhythm she liked, her head tipped back.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Softie.”

My name in her mouth, even that humiliating nickname, made me moan against her.

That was what pushed her over.

Elise tensed, then shuddered through a hard, sudden release. Her hand pulled tight in my hair. Her thighs pressed against me. I held still and gave her my mouth until the last tremor left her body.

For a moment, she lay back on the bed, silent.

I stayed where I was, kissing her softly, unable to make myself stop. My lips moved over her inner thighs, her damp skin, the places that still twitched when I touched them. I wanted to thank her, but that felt too small for what I felt.

Elise sat up and looked down at me.

Her expression had changed.

Before, she had been curious.

Now she looked pleased.

“Come up here.”

She patted the bed.

I crawled up beside her.

Elise pushed me onto my back, then moved over me, one knee on either side of my head.

My breath caught.

She looked down at me from above, hair falling over one shoulder, robe open, cheeks flushed from what I had just done to her.

“You did well,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“But I’m not finished.”

She settled herself over my mouth.

I froze for half a second, overwhelmed by the heat and weight of her. Elise shifted, dissatisfied.

“Move up. Toward the pillows.”

I obeyed.

“More. Put your head between them.”

I pushed the pillows apart and slid higher until they framed both sides of my face. Elise moved with me, lowering herself again until my world narrowed to her thighs, her scent, her warmth, and the soft darkness between the pillows.

“Don’t try to be clever,” she said. “Just keep your mouth where I put it.”

“Yes, Elise.”

She began to move.

This was different from before.

Before, I had been worshipping her.

Now she was using me.

Her hips rocked over my mouth in slow, possessive strokes. I kept my tongue ready for her, letting her set the pace, letting her take what she wanted. The pillows trapped heat around my face. Her thighs brushed my ears. Her weight pinned me in place, not crushing me, but making it clear that moving away was not part of my role.

My body reacted anyway.

The shame of it, the helplessness, the impossible closeness of her, all of it burned through me until I could barely think.

Elise’s hand found my breast and squeezed.

I whimpered against her.

She laughed softly. “You really do like this.”

I could not answer. My mouth was occupied, and maybe that was better. Elise did not need me to answer. She already knew.

Her pace sharpened. She rode my mouth with less patience now, grinding down whenever I found a spot she liked, then dragging herself slowly back as if she wanted me to feel every inch of her pleasure. My lips ached. My face was wet. I swallowed her taste and breathed whenever she allowed it.

A knock sounded at the door.

We both froze.

The door opened.

“Oh,” Mrs. Hartwell said from the doorway.

My whole body went rigid with panic.

Elise did not move off me.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Mrs. Hartwell continued, voice calm enough to be discussing laundry. “I only came to tell you dinner is ready.”

Elise looked toward the door. “I’m busy.”

“I can see that.” Mrs. Hartwell’s tone held a smile. “Take your time. It will keep warm.”

The door closed.

For one suspended second, neither of us moved.

Then Elise laughed.

It was bright, delighted, and cruel in the exact way that made my stomach drop.

“You heard her,” Elise said, looking down at me. “Take your time.”

Then she started again.

Harder.

The embarrassment should have ruined me. Instead, it seemed to strip away the last fragile piece of me that still thought I could pretend this was normal. Mrs. Hartwell knew. Elise knew she knew. Neither of them cared.

And I was still there beneath Elise, opening my mouth for her.

She leaned forward, bracing one hand on the headboard and the other on my chest. Her fingers dug into me as her hips moved faster. I gripped the bedspread with both hands and focused on serving her through it, following her rhythm, finding her with my tongue whenever she rocked forward.

“Good girl,” Elise gasped.

The praise hit me so hard I nearly lost the rhythm.

She pressed down, riding my mouth through another rising wave. Her thighs tightened around my head. Her breath broke. Her body moved in smaller, sharper motions until she suddenly went still.

Then she came again.

This time she held me there through it, using my mouth until her body stopped shaking. I swallowed as best I could, dazed by the heat and taste of her, by the sounds she made, by the weight of her pleasure pressing me into the pillows.

When she finally rolled off me, cool air hit my face.

I lay there blinking, soaked, breathless, and shaking.

Elise sprawled on her side, recovering.

For a few seconds, neither of us spoke.

Then her foot found my ribs and nudged me toward the edge of the bed.

“Down.”

I slid off the mattress and onto the rug.

I should have felt dismissed.

I did feel dismissed.

But I also crawled to the side of the bed and kissed the sole of her foot, then the other, small grateful kisses while she caught her breath.

Elise let me.

After a while, she rolled onto her stomach, cheek resting on her folded arms.

“Clean me up.”

I crawled partway onto the bed.

She glanced back at me, amused, as I leaned toward her with my mouth again.

“I meant with a towel, Softie.”

I stopped, face burning.

Then she smiled.

“But I didn’t tell you to stop yet.”

So I continued for a little longer, slower this time, kissing and licking the wetness from her thighs, cleaning the evidence of what she had taken from me. Elise sighed into the pillows, lazy and satisfied.

When she had enough, she pointed toward the bathroom.

“Now get the towel. Bring my clothes too.”

I hurried.

When I returned, I wiped her carefully. Her thighs, her hips, the damp places where my mouth had been. She stayed on her elbows and knees without a hint of embarrassment, letting me clean her like this was another chore I had been trained for.

I leaned in once more and kissed her.

“That’s enough.”

She tapped my forehead with her palm.

I dropped back to my knees on the rug.

Elise stood in front of me and let the robe slip from her shoulders.

“Dress me.”

There was no underwear with the clothes she had chosen. I did not ask about it. I slid the red shorts up her legs, slowly enough that my cheek brushed her thigh. When I fastened them, I paused too long with my face near her hip.

“Elise,” I whispered.

She looked down. “What?”

I did not know what I had meant to say.

Thank you.

Use me again.

Keep me.

All of it sounded pathetic, so I said nothing.

Elise lifted her arms.

I stood and pulled the white shirt over her head. Once it settled into place, she placed her hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down to my knees.

“Well, Softie,” she said, smoothing her shirt. “You have chores to do.”

“Yes, Elise.”

“Laundry first. Then the bathroom. Then my room.”

“Yes, Elise.”

“And when you’re done, find me. Maybe I’ll let you rub my feet.”

I looked up at her, still flushed, still trembling, still tasting her.

“I’ll hurry.”

“I know.”

She left me there with the hamper, the cleaning supplies under the sink, and the feeling that whatever line I had crossed could not be uncrossed.

The laundry took longer than I expected.

I had done laundry at home, of course, but never with so much fear of doing it wrong. I checked every tag. I separated colors from whites, delicates from ordinary clothes. I folded the socks carefully. I hung tops in the closet with all the hangers facing the same way because that was how Elise’s closet already looked.

While the washer ran, I cleaned her bathroom.

I scrubbed the sink, the counter, the mirror, the shower glass, and the floor. I wiped the baseboards and polished the chrome until my arms ached. The whole room smelled of lemon cleaner by the time I finished.

Then I cleaned her bedroom.

I made the bed, arranged the pillows, dusted the surfaces, gathered stray clothes, emptied the little trash can beside her desk, lined up her shoes, and returned the magazine to the nightstand.

When the dryer buzzed, I hurried downstairs. Mrs. Hartwell passed me in the hall and glanced at the folded clothes in my arms.

“Careful with the blouse, dear. That one wrinkles.”

“Yes, Mrs. Hartwell.”

She smiled. “You’re learning.”

The praise warmed me in the same dangerous way Elise’s did.

By the time everything was hung, folded, wiped, polished, and put away, more than two hours had passed. I found Elise in the family room after dinner, curled on the sofa with her phone.

I stopped a few feet away.

She did not look up.

“Done?”

“Yes.”

“Bathroom?”

“Yes.”

“Laundry?”

“All put away.”

“Good.”

She extended one foot from the sofa without taking her eyes off her phone.

I knelt and took it in both hands.

The foot rub lasted only fifteen minutes before she got bored and sent me home.

But I left glowing.

Not because the evening had been gentle. It had not been.

I left glowing because her room was clean, her clothes were put away, her body had known my mouth, and when I closed my eyes later that night, I could still feel the weight of her foot on my shoulder.


Epilogue

That third visit became the shape of my summer.

I was at Elise’s house five or six days a week after that. Sometimes she wanted laundry, cleaning, errands, pedicures, or a glass of lemonade brought to her by the pool. Sometimes she wanted my hands on her feet, calves, shoulders, or back. And sometimes her texts had a different weight to them, a clipped little command that made my stomach twist before I even reached the door.

Those were the days she wanted my mouth.

I learned the difference quickly.

When I was not at her house, I thought about what else I could do for her. I bought nail polish, lotion, hair ties, soft socks, little candies she mentioned liking, anything that might please her for even a second. I never called them gifts. Gifts sounded too equal. In my head, they became offerings.

Mrs. Hartwell never acted shocked by any of it.

She walked in on us only one other time that summer. Elise was lying on her stomach across the bed, reading a magazine, while I knelt behind her with my mouth between her thighs, kissing and licking her slowly because she had told me she wanted to relax.

Mrs. Hartwell opened the door and glanced at us.

I froze.

Elise did not.

“Elise, chicken or pasta tonight?”

“Pasta,” Elise said, turning a page.

“With the lemon sauce?”

“Sure.”

Mrs. Hartwell looked at me for half a second, then back at her daughter.

“Don’t be too long, sweetheart.”

“I won’t.”

The door closed.

Elise turned another page.

I stayed where I was and continued, because no one had told me to stop.

That was what the Hartwell house did to me. It made things that should have felt shocking feel ordinary. It made my embarrassment feel childish. It made obedience feel like a household rule, as natural as removing shoes in the mudroom or wiping the counter after dinner.

My chores became routine.

Laundry first, unless Elise wanted something else. I separated whites and colors, checked labels, folded her athletic clothes, hung her blouses, matched her socks, and learned which pieces she wanted ironed even when they did not need it.

Then her room.

I made the bed, arranged the pillows, dusted every surface, emptied the trash, lined up her shoes, returned magazines to the nightstand, and made sure the room looked untouched by anyone except her.

Her bathroom was the real test.

Elise meant what she said. She wanted it spotless. Not clean enough for guests. Not clean enough for her mother. Clean enough for whatever little test she invented.

Sometimes after dinner, she brought leftovers upstairs and set the plate on the bathroom floor.

“You missed a spot near the tub,” she said the first time.

I looked at the food, then at the tile.

“If it’s clean enough, it won’t matter.”

So I knelt on the floor I had scrubbed and ate while Elise sat on the edge of the bathtub, watching me with mild interest.

After that, she became more creative. A piece of fruit in the sink. A bite of bread on the shower floor. Once, with a smile, she placed something on the closed toilet lid and waited to see if I would hesitate.

I did.

The first time.

After that, I cleaned better.

I did her pedicures and, eventually, her manicures. I rubbed her feet, calves, thighs, shoulders, neck, and back. My hands grew stronger as the summer went on, and Elise noticed.

“You’re getting better,” she said one afternoon, her foot resting in my lap while she scrolled through her phone.

The praise stayed with me for days.

Sometimes Mrs. Hartwell let me rub her shoulders while she watched television. She was different from Elise. More amused. More polished. She thanked me sometimes, which always made me feel strange. Elise’s lack of thanks made me feel owned by the task. Mrs. Hartwell’s thanks reminded me that I was choosing it.

I was never sure which feeling was more dangerous.

There were also days when Elise barely used me at all. She would make me sit on the floor while she read, texted, watched television, or talked to friends. Her feet would rest wherever she happened to put them: my thigh, my chest, my shoulder, my cheek. Sometimes I was only a footrest. Sometimes only a fetcher of drinks. Sometimes only someone waiting nearby in case she wanted something.

I learned to be happy with that too.

Especially if she left a sandal or flip-flop near me to clean.

Elise came to my house twice that summer.

My mother had started asking too many questions. I spent so much time at the Hartwells’ that she finally insisted on meeting the girl who had taken over my schedule.

Elise was polite enough not to be openly rude, but she could not hide what she was. Not really. She looked around our small living room with careful restraint. She gave instructions instead of suggestions. When I brought her a drink, she accepted it without thinking to thank me.

My mother noticed.

After Elise left, Mom stood in my doorway with her arms folded.

“Mara, that girl is very used to getting her way.”

“I know.”

“She talks to you like you work for her.”

I stared at the floor.

Mom sighed. “And you let her.”

I still did not answer.

Her voice softened then. “You really like her, don’t you?”

That was the closest we came to talking about the truth.

I saw Tessa more often too.

Elise and Tessa played tennis several times a week, and I always went along when Elise told me to. I carried their bags, collected balls, brought water, and stood near the bench while they played. They tried to have me call the lines once, but that did not last. Tessa accused me of cheating after the third questionable call.

“She’s not cheating,” Elise said, laughing. “She just thinks every point belongs to me.”

“She’s useless as an umpire,” Tessa said.

“She’s useful for other things.”

After their matches, I rubbed both of their feet and calves. Tessa enjoyed making me work for her, especially because she knew I preferred Elise. She would stretch her legs out with a smirk and complain that I spent too much time on Elise’s arches, or that I was pressing too lightly, or that I had missed a spot of sock lint near her toes.

Sometimes they made me clean the sweat from their feet before I rubbed lotion into them.

I obeyed Tessa because Elise expected me to.

But I never felt about Tessa the way I felt about Elise.

One weekend, Elise sent me to Tessa’s house.

Not invited. Sent.

“I’m busy Saturday,” Elise said. “Tessa wants help. Go to her instead.”

I spent the whole weekend there. I cleaned her room, organized her closet, fetched snacks, rubbed her feet, and served her the way Elise had taught me to serve. Tessa enjoyed it because she knew I would rather be with Elise. By Sunday evening, I accepted her authority more easily, at least when Elise placed me under it.

But I still did not like her.

Not really.

I liked belonging to Elise.

One other weekend, my best friend from school came into town.

She knew I had been spending time with Elise. She did not know what that meant. I talked too much, made it sound glamorous and strange and funny, like I had been invited into some private world no one else could understand.

She wanted to meet her.

I brought her to Elise’s house during one of Elise and Tessa’s sleepovers.

By morning, she understood more than I had planned.

That is a different story.

By the end of summer, Elise had taken over my calendar, my thoughts, my habits, and a part of my future I still could not fully admit belonged to her.

Then she left for Briarwick.

I helped her pack.

She sat on the bed while I folded clothes into suitcases, wrapped shoes in tissue, packed makeup into little bags, and arranged her tennis gear the way she wanted it. She corrected me when I folded something wrong. She told me which dresses needed to hang in the garment bag. She made me redo one suitcase because I had put heavier items on top of delicate ones.

I cried while loading things into her car.

I tried not to, but I did.

Elise noticed.

“Don’t be dramatic, Softie.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’ll miss you.”

Elise looked at me for a long moment, then extended one foot.

I knelt in the driveway and kissed it.

“You’ll see me on breaks,” she said.

I nodded.

“And next summer, if you’re still useful.”

“I will be.”

“I know.”

I thanked her too many times. I promised I would come whenever she wanted when she was home. I promised I would answer her texts. I promised I would keep practicing massages. I promised I would not forget how she liked her room, her laundry, her drinks, her nails, her feet, or the way she liked to use my mouth.

Elise accepted all of it as if it were only natural.

Then she got into the car and left.

We stayed in touch after she went to school, but it was never quite the same. When she came home for the holidays, I saw her when she had time for me. When she returned the next summer, there were new friends, new stories, new expectations, and parts of her life I did not belong to.

I was never as special as I had been during that first summer.

But whenever her name appeared on my phone, I still answered.

And whenever Elise came home, I remembered exactly where I belonged.


Thank you
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