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Chapter One

Level-Ten Hot

 


“Holy shit,” I whisper while
squatting down beside my large front window. I’m peeking through
the blinds, doing my best not to be discovered perving on my new
neighbor who’s level-ten hot. And right now, he’s shirtless and a
little wet due to the fact he’s hosing down his big truck. “Oh
yeah, scrub that truck. Do it harder.” I giggle at myself because
Lord knows Henry Miller isn’t going to laugh. Cats do not
find humor in anything.

I lean closer to the window, and my hot
breath hits the glass and starts to steam up my little corner view
of Mr. Sexy. I know his name, thanks to the mailman accidentally
delivering his mail to my box a couple of weeks ago, but the
nickname is perfect for him. With a sigh, I say his name. “Sam
Griffin.” God, isn’t that rugged sounding? I pause, knowing I
shouldn’t say shit like this, but what the hell? Henry Miller won’t
tell. “Colette Griffin.” Wow. I like the sound of that. It’s much
better than the one I was born with—Munsel. Ugh, no matter how you
say it, it sounds depressing. Go ahead, say “Munsel” aloud.

See?

A griffin is a mythological beast, and let
me tell you, Sam fits that to a T, because the man is b-i-g, and
I’m not talking about dad-bod big. Peeking out again, I raise my
thumb and move it from side to side and up again like artists do to
see if I can estimate his size. I look ridiculous, but luckily it’s
just me and Henry Miller, and he doesn’t give a rat’s ass if I act
like a dork.

I’d guess him to be six three or four, so a
foot taller than me. His legs are long and muscular, and his
shoulders… God, his shoulders make me swoon. I know some women like
a guy’s butt, but I’m a shoulder girl all the way. I could just
picture myself hanging on to those as he….

Oops, never mind.

On top of all that yumminess is a face that
could launch a thousand orgasms. Square jaw that’s always got a
little scruff like he wakes up, shaves, and bam, it grows
back. Thank you, testosterone. As for the rest of his face,
I can only say that from a distance, he’s handsome. I wish I could
tell you about his eye color or how soft his lips would be, but I
can’t. I haven’t actually met him in person.

Why not just go introduce myself to him?
Well, because level-ten hot doesn’t mix with level-five meh—and
that’s after I’ve showered, done my hair, and put on makeup.
Since I’ve done none of those things, it means I’m currently
level-three scary.

Anyhoo, he moved in about a month ago. I
wasn’t here when the truck arrived to set him up in the home
attached to mine. I live in a duplex. I only rent, but I like
renting. I mean, if something goes wrong, I just call the
management company, and two or three weeks later, it’s fixed,
pretty much, which is good because I don’t have a handy bone in my
body.

Outside, I see Sam use some kind of soft
cloth to buff his truck to a glossy shine. “I’d like to shine his…”
I mumble to myself. Then I crack up because sometimes my dirty
thoughts … well, they’d make a sailor blush.

The way his back muscles flex and contract
are making me dizzy. I need to pull away from this and get back to
work. “Shit’s not going to edit itself.” And Mama needs a new
vibrator, apparently.

I plop back on my butt and crawl the short
distance into my small living room. Once I make it to the coffee
table, I use that to help push me up and walk the five steps it
takes to get it back to my desk.

My little place is perfect for me. It’s one
bedroom, one bath, with a living room big enough for a loveseat
(side note—no love has ever been made there), chair, and tiny
television stand for my even smaller TV. There’s what I call a
dining nook off the kitchen that I’ve set up as my office. It’s an
ideal spot for easy coffee refills and access to life-sustaining
snacks. But the best part is the sliding doors that lead to my
deck—my little slice of heaven. It’s small, only about
eight-by-eight feet, which means I’ve got room enough for a chaise
lounge and a tiny side table.

Three steps down from the deck leads to a
decent-sized grassy area I share with Sam’s side of the house. It’s
big enough for Henry Miller to roll around in when the sun is out,
like it is today. It’s finally nice enough outside for me to leave
the slider open so the slight breeze can come through the screen
door.

Yeah, I like my little place. And now with
the new neighbor, I love my place. Granted, it’s not as big
as the place next door. I saw it a time or two when the last
neighbor lived there. That place is set up in a similar manner as
mine, but it’s much bigger. Even the deck is twice the size.

I sigh, imagining what Sam’s place is like.
Probably super manly with black furniture and gray walls. I just
need to figure out a way to introduce myself to him, but I suck at
meeting guys. I’ve always wanted one of those meet cutes I read
about all the time.


Chapter Two

Henry Miller

 


After the excitement of my afternoon
watching my neighbor wash his vehicle and editing a sexy romance
novel, I decide to take advantage of the evening by sitting out on
my deck with a glass of wine. I love it. Watching the birds and
squirrels scamper around my yard is always entertaining. This
evening is no exception.

Sadly, Henry Miller hates the critters. When
he sees a bird flutter over to my little birdfeeder that I’ve got
suspended from my smallish tree, he hunkers down in the grass,
getting as low as he can so he can slither closer like a soldier
trench crawling. In the past, he’s nearly caught a slow-witted
bird, but I do my best to shoo them away before Mr. Miller gets his
paws on the poor creatures.

As for the squirrels, well, that’s another
story entirely. They taunt poor Henry Miller. No amount of
hunkering or slithering is going to surprise a squirrel. Instead,
they sit on the tree limbs and say all kinds of rude things to my
cat. Okay, I can’t speak squirrel, but I recognize the tone, and
it’s not nice. Honestly, I wish I had the chutzpah of the
squirrel that’s currently reading Henry the riot act. I swear to
you, she—and I know it’s got to be a female squirrel—has her little
paws on her waist and her head is bobbing back and forth. If I
could speak squirrel, I’d imagine her saying something like, “Look
here, asshole cat. You think you’re going to come up here into
my house and eat me? Well, fuck you. That ain’t
happening.” At the last minute, she practically spits, “Pussy!” I
giggle at my thoughts. I’m crazy, I know. Probably due to the fact
I spend way too much time alone.

I decide I need to capture the essence of
the squirrel. I pick up my pencil and the tablet I keep with me for
notes, ideas, reminders—things of that nature. I hold the small pad
in my hand and draw the sassy little rodent. I’m not the best at
drawing. Case in point, by the time I’m done, it’s hard to tell
what I attempted to sketch. I mean, I know what it was, but
if you saw it, you might ask, “Is that a cat, Colette?”

I’d shake my head.

Perhaps you take another stab at it. “A
rat?”

“Nope.” I’d titter at the absurdity. “It’s a
squirrel. See?” I’d point at the thing I drew at its little feet.
“That’s a nut.”

I take a long swig of my wine and sigh.

I come by it naturally, but I don’t want to
get into that right now.

The wine has gone to my head. I decide it’s
time to step inside and cook myself something to soak up the booze.
Standing up, I nearly topple over but catch myself on the arm of my
chaise lounge. After pushing open the screen, I turn back to call
Henry Miller, but he’s nowhere to be found. “Shit.”

Henry’s a good cat, mostly. He likes going
outside, but he only goes when I go, and he comes inside with me. I
quickly walk down the steps and scan the yard. “Henry,” I call,
loud enough for him to hear, but soft enough it won’t disturb my
neighbors. I look up into my little tree and see the squirrel
glaring down at me. “What?” I snap.

She doesn’t answer.

Smug bitch.

I spin around in a circle, looking up and
down in search of Henry. I stop when my eyes lock onto my
neighbor’s deck. My new neighbor. My hot neighbor. Combined, that
equals my hot new neighbor. His sliding door is ajar. Not only
that, his screen door is open.

“Idiot,” I hiss. No, I’m not talking about
Sam. I’m talking about Henry Miller. He’s such an asshole. I take
in a lungful of air for courage as I trudge toward Sam’s deck,
chanting softly to myself, “Please be gone or out front. Please be
gone…” You get the idea.

When the second wooden step up to Sam’s deck
squeaks under my feet, I freeze. What the hell is my problem? I
should just stomp right up there and knock on the door—make my
presence known.

Yes, I should absolutely do that, but I
can’t. I’m not in any shape to meet my neighbor. The only thing I
did today was shower and dress in my oldest pair of sweats and my
most embarrassing tee. It’s the one my sister gave me as a joke. It
says in bold print: #1 Cat Mom.

See what I mean?

I tiptoe up the rest of the steps, rushing
to the spot next to the glass door like a cop trying to surprise a
perp. I lean closer to listen for any sound. Nothing. Taking that
as a good sign, I lean my head in further so I can actually look
into the house. And there that little fucker sits, on the counter,
licking his nonexistent balls like he owns the place. “Henry
Miller,” I hiss.

The little bastard doesn’t even look up.

“Henry,” I snap again.

Nothing.

“Goddamn it,” I mutter to myself. I’m going
to have to go in there. Looking down, I roll my eyes when I realize
I’ve got something on my shirt, right above my left boob. Pulling
the shirt up, I examine it more closely. I think it’s salsa from
lunch, but I can’t be sure, so I do what any self-respecting person
would do. I lick it.

Yep, salsa.

“Can I help you?”

The deep voice startles me so much, I jump
practically a foot off the ground. My landing is off-balance. I
grab the first thing I can to keep from taking a tumble. It just so
happens to be my neighbor’s chest.

Damn, his pecs are firm.

When his hands move up to support me, warmth
runs through my entire body. Warmth so hot, it feels like fire.

Okay, it isn’t quite that hot, but it
is super warm. Trust me.

“Oh.” I laugh because crying is out of the
question. “I’m sorry. I, uh, think my cat ran into your side of the
house.”

“Ah.” He looks back into his home and back
down to me. “I wondered who he belonged to.” His eyes move from my
face, past my lips, and down to my tee. “Number one cat mom,
huh?”

Shoot me now. Then my sister. She
dies next.

The only good thing about any of this is I
now know his eye color. Gray. Steel gray. And they’re surrounded by
lashes that are so long, it’s not fair. The rest of the stuff that
surrounds his eyes is just as captivating. His nose I’d probably
describe as Roman, and his mouth … holy moly, I want that
mouth.

“Ha ha.” My laugh is fake. “My sister’s idea
of a joke.”

“You must like it. I saw you lick it.”

No.

I do my best to take control of the
situation. I point to the spot that’s still moist from my tongue.
“Spicy salsa.”

“Mm, I love spicy.”

I just bet he does.

“Well, um, let me just get Henry Miller and
get out of your hair.” And, boy, does he have nice hair. It’s
longish, but not in a Quiet Riot kind of way. It’s more like
Charlie Hunnam from Sons of Anarchy—except Sam’s hair is
dark rather than Charlie Hunnam’s dirty blond. It only adds to my
neighbor’s next-level hotness.

“Henry Miller?” he asks, moving out of my
way so I can step through his doorway. “You named him after the
writer?”

He knows Henry Miller? Be still my
heart. “My father’s favorite author.” And since my father is my
favorite person, it makes sense—to me, anyway.

“Cool name.” He follows me into the kitchen.
“What’s your name?”

He wants to know my name? Hooray!
“Colette.”

“French.”

This man… “Yep. It is. It means people of
victory.”

“Hm.”

“And you’re Sam.”

“Yes.” He looks at me with curiosity.
“How…?”

“I got your mail one day.”

“Ah, I see.”

Reaching out, I wrap my hands around Henry
Miller and pull him in. “Well, sorry about this.” I nod toward the
most wonderful cat in the entire world. “He usually stays close to
home.”

Sam chuckles, and it’s a wonderful, rich
sound. “I’d say this is close to home. You can’t get much
closer than us.”

Oh, yes, we can.

“True.” I’m running out of witty things to
say. “Sorry again.” I walk toward the door and out onto his deck.
“See you.”

“Hope so,” the man says with a wonderful
huskiness to his voice, and my body feels like it’s on fire
again.

He hopes so?

Holy crap!


Chapter Three

Cheap Wine

 


I practically sprint home. The second my
feet hit the grassy turf, I’m off like a shot. I have to get to my
place so I can have the meltdown I so rightly deserve. The second
I’m inside the screen door, I drop Henry onto the chair next to my
desk, grab the bottle of wine, and take a big ol’ swig right out of
the bottle. No big deal. Next, I bend over and curse myself for
taking a big ol’ swig of wine, because it was cheap and it was
Chardonnay, and cheap Chardonnay burns like a bitch going down. I
assume expensive Chard goes down smooth as silk, but I don’t know.
I’ve never had anything that costs more than $7.99 a bottle.

Once that stuff finally goes down, I start
the pacing, back and forth from my little galley kitchen to my
office nook, all the while talking to myself—erm, I mean to Henry.
“OMG. I can’t believe that just happened. And look what I’m
wearing!” I practically shout that last part. “And… Henry Miller—”
I stop for a second to make eye contact with my feline … or try to
make eye contact. Not easy to do with a species that’ll do just
about anything to avoid any type of human contact unless
they want it. No matter. “—I can’t believe you just pranced
your fancy ass over to his place.” Pacing begins anew. “And my
God…” I’m not sure how to finish the sentence except to say, “He
was hotter close up by far, Henry. So. Damn. Hot. The things I
could do to that man…”

Oh, who am I kidding? A guy who looks like
that isn’t going to go for a t-shirt licking woman whose body could
best be described as fluffy.

But I digress.

I always digress.

My mom says my ability to get off track is
“quirky” and “endearing.” I’m not so sure.

Halting my pacing, I rub my face with both
hands. Today has been eventful, that’s for sure. And a tad
stressful. From the corner of my eye, I see the wine. I’ve got a
decision to make. I could either finish that wine, make
dinner—which after everything that just happened will be frozen
pizza, because comfort food—or I could finish the manuscript I was
working on earlier. Turning my head, I spot my office.

Okay. The term “office” is overstating. Let
me rephrase. I look over at my laptop and sigh. I can eat pizza
while I work. Work wins—this time.


Chapter Four

Geriatric Relatives

 


I’m leafing through my mail as I walk up my
sidewalk to my porch. That’s when I hear it—the telltale sound of a
very large and very bad for the environment recreational vehicle,
better known as an RV. Turning my head, I sigh at the sight of it
as it pulls up to the curb in front of my side of the duplex. As it
stops, it makes the same hissing sound as a Greyhound bus, because
it’s essentially the size of, well, a Greyhound bus.

No worries, it’s a happy sigh. I step up
onto my porch and turn to face the vehicle. That’s when I catch
movement to my left. Sam has just emerged from his half of the
duplex. I glance at him and give him a small smile, but my
attention is drawn back to the RV. I watch as the front door opens
slowly. A woman emerges. I swear to you, I half expect smoke to
billow around her as she places one Birkenstock-clad foot onto the
ground, like an alien landing or a scene from a disco movie. It’s
that dramatic. I watch as my dad does the exact same thing,
except he’s hobbling a bit more than Mom, plus he’s wearing his
trusty brown loafers. No matter what the man wears, shorts,
swimsuit, tuxedo, he’s always wearing his brown loafers.
Once his feet hit the grass, he raises his arms above his head and
begins to stretch. He bends at the waist to the right, then left.
I’ve seen it a million times, and no matter how ridiculous he
looks, it always makes me smile.

“You know them?” Sam asks, pulling my eyes
and thoughts away from the only man I’ve ever loved.

I nod.

“Grandparents?” he queries.

“Parents.” Yeah, I know what he must be
thinking. My parents are old-ish. “I was an oops baby.” I peek over
at him to see if he understands. He’s frowning, which I take as a
sign that he doesn’t have a clue what I mean. “I was an accident.”
That’s the way most people say it, but it was no accident that my
parents are, and have always been, very affectionate with
one another. Mom was forty-three when they had me. That’s not
uncommon these days, but thirty-two years ago, it was rather
shocking.

A shiver runs down my spine thinking about
my seventy-five-year-old and seventy-nine-year-old parents doing
the deed. Hell, I’m surprised there weren’t more “oops”
babies in my family, as much as they go at it. Unfortunately, I’ve seen it firsthand. I mean … lock the damn bathroom door for god’s sake, Mom and
Dad!

“Colette!” my mom shouts.

“Hey, Mom.” I smile. “Dad.”

“Hey, Colly,” Dad says with a smile. He’s
always called me Colly. Sure, it sounds like a breed of dog, but
I’m used to it. Besides, he’s got nicknames for all of us. None are
especially original. Case in point, my oldest sister, Candy, he
calls Candy Cane. See what I mean about the creativity? No matter.
What he lacks in creativity, he makes up with pure love. My dad’s
the best. Next in line is Carla. He calls her Carly Simon. Connie
is ConCon, and my brother Chris was Christopher Columbus.

Bending down, he touches his toes several
times in a bouncing motion to stretch his back out. When he stands,
he points at the large black pickup parked in the driveway. “Wow.
Get a look at that truck, Sonia.” He glances at Mom and gives her a
wink. “I’d love a big truck like that.”

“Now, Stephen, you know darned well I’d need
a ladder to get up into that thing, because Lord knows you’d never
be able to lift me with your back.”

Ignoring Mom’s obvious rejection of his
dream vehicle, he turns to me. “This isn’t yours, is it,
Colly?”

If he’d just look to his right, he’d see my
little compact hatchback with the dent in the passenger side door.
(Not my fault.) I glance over at Sam, who’s still watching the
scene before me, his arms are crossed over his chest as he
smirks.

And what a smirk it is…

Then Sam says in his deep, sexy voice. “It’s
mine, sir.”

Sir?

My dad’s going to love him.

“Oh?” That’s the moment Mom notices Sam.
It’s also the moment she makes a beeline for the porch. Wrapping me
up in her arms, she squeezes me tightly. Pulling away from me, she
places her hands on her hips, smiles at Sam, and asks in her
cheeriest voice, “And who are you?”

I don’t let him speak. Using my thumb, I
point it in his general direction. “Sam. My new neighbor.”

“What’s the horsepower on that behemoth?” My
dad has made it to the porch now, and he’s got me pulled in tightly
just like Mom did, but he’s still talking about the stupid
truck.

“Four-seventy-five.”

My dad whistles. “I bet that thing can haul
ass.”

I snicker because it’s funny when my dad
cusses.

“It sure can.”

“I’d love to see under the hood.” My dad
doesn’t bother with pleasantries. He goes right for it. The man is
a motorhead, for sure. And not just about trucks. He spent more
time researching RVs than he has driving it. He knows everything
about them. I wouldn’t ask him about it, though. Not unless you
want to lose two hours of your life.

“Come on. Let me show you.” I watch as Sam
steps down from the porch and begins to walk over to the truck.

My dad follows, raising his hand for Sam to
shake. “Steve.”

“Sam.”

“Nice to meet you, son.”

I look over at my mom, whose eyes are firmly
placed on Sam’s backside. “Mom.”

Still staring, she mutters, “What?”

“Stop staring.”

She quickly looks my way. “I wasn’t.”

“You were.” The perv.

“Well, can you blame me? Look at the
size of him.” Leaning in like she’s about to share a
secret—only she can’t whisper worth a damn—she adds, “I bet his
penis is huge.”

“Jesus. Mom.” I want to die. I really do.
“Please don’t say ‘penis.’” Ever again.

“Oh?” She arches her drawn-on brow that’s
two shades darker than her dyed blonde hair. She constantly looks
surprised. “Do you prefer ‘cock’?”

Now who’s surprised?

“No.” Oh. My. God. “Mom…” I don’t even know
what to say at this point. “Please don’t say,” I lower my voice,
“‘cock’ out loud.”

“Oh, pish-posh. Everyone’s saying it.”

And by everyone she means her book club,
which is a group of old ladies and two even older men who meet and
talk about smutty books via Zoom twice per month because they all
travel.

“We’re into some wonderful BMDS books right
now.”

“BDSM.”

“What, dear?”

“It’s BDSM, not BMDS.”

“Whatever.” She waves her hand in the air
like reversing a few letters is not a big deal. I guess it’s not in
the grand scheme of things.

“Did you know, your father refused to put a
hook into the wall of the RV.” She rolls her eyes.

I don’t want to know this. If I covered my
ears, would she notice?

“I mean, how is he supposed to tie me up if
there’s nothing to secure the silk scarves?”

And there you have it. The reason I am the
way I am—Screwed. Up.

Deciding it’s best to change the subject, I
ask, “I thought you guys weren’t coming back for weeks.” My parents
are retired. They owned a hardware store for over forty years until
they decided to sell it six years ago. Except they really didn’t
retire in the traditional sense. They’ve never been the nap and
gardening kind of people. No, not my parents. Instead, they bought
that ridiculous RV and decided to travel around the US and Canada.
They’re quick to remind us to include Canada. They haven’t stopped
there, though, yet. They’ve also been to the UK and Europe. Not in
the RV, although I wouldn’t put it past my dad to find a way to
ship that thing over.

“Oh, you know…”

“No. I don’t. The last time I spoke to you,
you said you’d be home at the end of May.”

“Your father has an appointment.”

“An appointment? What kind of
appointment?”

“Just a checkup.” She waves her hand like
I’m supposed to believe this bit of information isn’t something
important.

“A checkup?” I look her right in the eye.
She’s sort of like Henry Miller when it comes to eye contact. I
know she’s blowing smoke up my butt when she won’t look right at
me. “Mom?”

“Huh?” she says, looking over at my father
and Sam. The hood is now up on the truck, and my dad has stepped up
onto the bumper, making him tall enough to peer down at the
engine.

“What’s wrong with Dad?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” She waves me off again.
“He’s got a little heartburn.”

Oh, shit. “Mom.” This can’t be happening.
Sure, my dad is nearly eighty, but the man is healthy as a horse.
He never stops moving.

Now, she looks at me. “That’s all it is,
sweetheart.” She reaches out and takes my hand in hers. “Just a
little acid reflux. Swear.” Squeezing my fingers, she adds,
“Getting old isn’t for pussies, honey.”

The use of the word “pussies” catches me off
guard. I cough. Choke is more like it. “Mom.” Jesus.

Changing the subject like a pro, she says,
“The reason we stopped by was to tell you that we’re starting up
our Sunday Fundays now that we’re back. It’s your turn in two
weeks.”

Sunday Funday. That’s what Mom calls Sunday
dinners for the Munsel family. I hate hosting because my place is
tiny and my family is huge. I’ve got three sisters, two of whom are
married and one divorced. Along with the two remaining spouses,
I’ve got two nieces, one married, one single. There’s one married
nephew, and three single nephews all of whom are close to my age.
One of those nieces has a child which makes my sister Connie a
grandmother. Which means we’ll be crammed inside my place like
sardines if the weather isn’t good. If the weather is okay, I’ll
force people to head out back.

Her lips are pinched together, and her brows
are raised like she’s holding her breath waiting for my
response.

The thing is, I ordinarily get out of
hosting things because a, my house is tiny, and b, it’s not my
thing. “Candy will—”

“No.” Mom shakes her head. “I want you to do
it at your place.”

I started to say that Candy would host for
me, but I guess that’s not going to happen this time. “She doesn’t
mind.” Honestly, she probably does mind. But that’s neither here
nor there.

“Colette.” Mom’s voice has gotten low, which
means this has turned into a serious discussion. “It’s your turn to
have the family over. Enough with this…” She waves her hand around
as she gestures at what, I’m not sure. “With this distance you’ve
got with all of us.”

Okay. Now that’s something I haven’t heard
from her. Ever. “I’m not distant.”

She lowers her arm and takes a small step
closer. “You are, and you know it.”

Do I?

“You know it’s true, and frankly, I’m tired
of it. It’s time you became a full-fledged member of the Munsel
family.”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, I mumble,
“Fine.” Looking over at my sweet father, I add, “I’ll barbeque.
Weather permitting.”

“Oh, good.” Mom gives me a bright smile like
she didn’t just tell me I’m not a member of my own family. “Your
father will be thrilled.”

No. That’s not good. My dad and the grill
are a dangerous combination. “No, I’ll—”

Squeezing my hand again, she leans closer.
“You know grilling is your father’s passion. He’d be devastated
if—”

“I know, Mom.” Dad loves to grill. She’s
right. But he’s terrible at it. Really terrible. “Sure,” I
say resignedly. “If it’s nice, Dad can grill.”

“Well, let’s hope for good weather, because
you know your sisters won’t let him near their grills.”

It’s true. None of my sisters let him cook.
They use the excuse that their husbands would be offended if
another man took over the grilling duties, and since I don’t have a
husband or even a boyfriend… You get the idea.

“Who’s hosting next week?” It’s been several
months since our last Sunday get-together.

“Connie.” Reaching into her back pocket, she
retrieves her phone. I watch as she presses some buttons. “I need
to remind Connie…”

At least Connie has room for all of us. She
and her husband, Mark, have a huge house on acreage outside of
town, which is great because their grandson, David aka Dash, needs
room to run. Lots and lots of room. Trust me.

“Thanks for letting me see the truck.” My
dad pats Sam on the back as they approach the porch.

“No problem, Steve.” Sam gives me a little
wave as he heads toward his front door. Of course I’m watching him
go. Who wouldn’t?

“Please tell me you’ve tapped that.” Mom’s
voice is right up against my ear. So close I can feel her hot
breath on my cheek.

Unfortunately, as I stated previously, for
some reason my mother cannot whisper. She tries, but it
always comes out raspy and loud. Loud enough for everyone to
hear.

I know that’s the case here as well because
Sam looks back at us and chuckles.

God. Someone please put me out of my
misery.

The humiliation is real.

“Huh?” She nudges me with her shoulder.
“Have you?”

“Mom.”

I’m about to tell her how inappropriate she
is and that she should never, under any circumstances, use the
expression “tapped that” again when my father takes her by the hand
and says, “Let’s get home. I’m pooped.”

Now see there. That’s the kind of thing a
geriatric relative is supposed to say. “Pooped” is what is
expected. “Have you tapped that?” is not.


Chapter Five

Sunday Funday

 


“You really need to buy a place of your own,
Colette.”

These words are courtesy of my oldest
sister, Candy. We’re almost eighteen years apart, and because of
that, she seems to feel the need to take on the role of
advice-giver. To me. Not my two other sisters. It’s a role she
relishes. At least that’s how it seems to me. I’ve heard this
speech before––many times. It’s the one about me needing to buy a
house rather than rent.

Maybe it’s because she’s divorced and her
children are grown and have moved halfway across the country that
she’s fixated on me. She’s got a lot of extra time on her hands,
which isn’t good for me.

I’m used to it. It’s just, sometimes I wish
they wouldn’t tag team me like this. You know, all three of them
talking at me at once. It feels more like an attack. Take this
time, for example. Collectively, they choose things that they feel
need to change about me, and they attack. It’s Candy’s turn to tell
me I should move out of my tiny rental into something of my
own.

“You’re losing money. You could be gaining
equity on a place. Instead, you’re paying someone else to earn
equity. Also, we can’t keep coming to your tiny house. There’s not
enough room for us here.”

See? I told Mom my place was too small, but
would she listen?

“That’s why I’ve decided, the next time it’s
your turn to host, we’ll just do it at my place.” Candy says this
like she’s doing me and the entire Munsel clan a huge favor.

Candy to the rescue.

I’m not sure why her statement bothers me so
much. It’s the same thing I told Mom. But because it’s Candy and
that tone of hers … well, it puts me on the defensive. The truth
is, while my place is small, I’ve made it work today. Everyone is
perfectly fine in my backyard.

Luckily… Wait, is it lucky that Connie
shifts the narrative to my love life?

No.

“Colette, there’s a really nice guy at my
office…”

Oh, here we go.

“He’s cute, you know, in an earthy kind of
way.”

What the hell does that even mean?
Earthy? Does he roll around in the dirt on his lunch break?
Whatever she means, no, I’m not into “earthy” guys.

Luckily, the weather is warm, and the sun is
shining. It was a risk to have something like this in April, since
it ordinarily rains a lot in the Midwest. Thankfully, it worked
out. My barbeque has been cleaned, and I made sure I had a full
tank of propane so Dad can ruin the burgers and hotdogs I’ve
prepared.

I’ve just opened my fridge to retrieve the
condiments
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