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      As a panned Hollywood director, Kel craves a simple life outside of the limelight. His new neighbors don’t seem all that interested in the quiet life, what with their raucous late-night parties. Not wanting to make a scene — and preferring to stay anonymous —he decides a polite note in their mailbox may fix the problem. He should have stuck with passing notes, because meeting the girl next door face-to-face introduces a whole new problem, and one he’s not sure he wants to be free of.

      Candace has a sweet life earning big tips as a beverage cart girl at her local country club. But she has bigger dreams. She’s getting out of Florida and far away from this meddlesome golf community as soon as she can afford it. However, the discovery of a grumpy note in her mailbox from her new recluse neighbor sets off a chain of events that has her rethinking her plans.
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      Candace

      
      I inspect my makeup and hair one last time in my bathroom mirror before dashing off to work.

      A tidy ponytail swings high off the collar of my unsexy uniform polo shirt. Ponies are not my favorite look, but they are a must in the Florida heat. No one wants a peevish cocktail server out on the links.

      Adjusting the soft tendrils around my face, I blink at my reflection, practicing my smile. That shy (ahem, fake) smile quickly made me the highest tip earner at Rosewood Glen Country Club.

      The older golfers tip better when I wear coquettish ringlets that complement my face shape. It’s not my fave look, but it makes me appear younger and more innocent. I know what that means, but I try not to think too deeply about that, as most of those guys are older than my dad. The thought of most older men assessing my appearance gives me a feeling I can only describe as squick.

      I roll on my sheer gloss over my lips, smack them together, and make a duck face in the mirror. The high-rollers prefer softer makeup on us girls, too. I learned in my first week that I earn more tips with a pink glossy pout rather than a powerful red lip. Again, squick.

      One of the other beverage cart girls told me the older dudes love me because I look like Melanie Griffith with my strawberry-blonde hair, thick lips, and striking eyes. That’s a genuine compliment; Working Girl is one of my favorite movies. Sadly, I don’t possess that actress’s kittenish voice, or I’d also put that to work for me.

      As I rush downstairs to look for sneakers amidst the mess from last night’s party, I adjust my medium, unimpressive boobs inside my push-up bra. Curse these underwires that dig into my armpits. My friend Colette says I need to go get properly fitted. But who has the time, let alone the cash, for a decent department store bra?

      Colette, that’s who. That girl has it made in the shade with her doting husband, Warrick. She doesn’t have to work but wants to finish art school anyway, and I respect that. Warrick happily bankrolls her art school education, along with her every whim. Yes, I’m jealous. But, after the life she led before they met, I’m happy she found a good one. With as sheltered as she was, she could have easily ended up with a controlling asshole. Warrick is good to her, and she’s deliriously happy, and that’s all that matters. Respectful Warrick is solidly in the “not squick” category, as older men go.

      Scrambling around the littered floor, I locate my sneakers under a pile of pizza boxes. Great. Sighing, I wipe off the pepperoni stains as best I can then tie them on tight. If my coworkers comment about my stained white sneakers, I should tell them it’s their fault for leaving a mess.

      But I probably won’t say anything. Don’t want to harsh the vibe. And I wouldn’t want to be alone on a Friday night, especially now that my school friends are all graduating college or leaving town. All I have left are my coworkers and my married friend Colette.

      I can be the real me as soon as I make it big in Hollywood. Not as an actress, no. I’ve finally finished a screenplay I’ve been working on for four years, and I’m saving my tips to help me afford to relocate to Hollywood someday.

      Eyes on the prize.

      That’s the vision that keeps me tolerating comments about my pretty smile while I’m sweating my ass off on the golf course. That’s the goal I had when, last year, I mistakenly let an older man with ties to Hollywood tempt me with promises of money and fame—only to find out he just wanted to keep a secret plaything…a secret from his wife.

      Ethan Rockwell…the name still makes me shiver in disgust. I never would have gone on a date if I’d known he was married. Never. After his wife found out, there was a screaming match between them at the country club. They divorced, the house sold, and they disappeared from the neighborhood. What hasn’t disappeared, however, are the shitty comments I still have to deal with from time to time. Even though I did nothing wrong, I’ve never lived down the embarrassment amongst the gossipmongers of the neighborhood—even though I never so much as held hands with Rockwell. The jerk.

      Should I have quit this job after that? Some would say so. But my boss at the club had no reason to fire me, as he understood that I did nothing wrong. And for the tips I make, I can put up with a little bit of side-eye.

      The pea-soup South Florida air hits me when I slide open the back door—I’m never ready for it. This day will be another scorcher, and I’m grateful that I invest in good sunscreen. I don’t want to look like a catcher’s mitt when I’m 50. Ok, yeah, I’m a little vain.

      The first thing I do outside is turn on the soaker hose in the back garden for five minutes. There may be Solo cups floating in the pool, but the only thing my Gen X parents will care about is if their roses are suffering when they return from vacation.

      While I wait on the watering, I walk around to the front of the house to check the mail, pulling out my parents’ voluntary subscription to Rolling Stone and the involuntary monthly mailer from the American Association of Retired People. Dad grumbles every time the latter shows up, with its articles about the importance of fiber and colonoscopies.

      My phone automatically appears in my hand to take a photo of the cover boasting an article stressing the dangers of cured meats. I cackle and send it the family group text.

      Me: Picked up the mail!

      The three little dots appear immediately, and I know Dad’s taken the bait.

      Dad: I’m 47! Why do they send me this shit if I don’t qualify for AARP benefits yet?! It’s a conspiracy, you know. They’re rubbing it in my face that I paid full price for this three-week trip to Iceland.

      Me: Yes, that must be it. The universe is conspiring against your cranky old ass.

      Dad: I’m cutting you out of the will.

      Mom: Stop baiting your father. He hasn’t had something to rant about this entire trip.

      Dad: I don’t rant!

      Me: cry-laughing emoji.

      Mom: Whatever you say, Josh. Gotta go, sweetheart. We’re riding reindeer today! We have to put on our special pants!

      Me: Don’t describe your sick sexual perversions to me, and I won’t share mine with you guys. Deal?

      Dad: CANDACE

      Mom: You two. Ugh. BYE.

      I return to the backyard to shut off the water while still laughing. Josh and Kimberly are as weird as parents go, but Colette’s parents are on the other side of the weird spectrum. Yikes. Yikes-o-rama.

      Jarvis and Grace skedaddled three years ago after some scandal with their “church” that I didn’t totally grasp. Whatever. Honestly, the neighborhood is better for it. They never participated in anything. Not holidays, block parties, or yard hangs. Nothing. They’d shut their lights off not just on Halloween, but every light in that house was out by seven p.m. every night.

      Thank god Colette found Warrick and got the hell away from them.

      Me? I’ll be moving Josh and Kimberly Utz with me wherever I go; they’re more suited for California than Florida in a million different ways. I can’t believe they’ve lived here as long as they have.

      I step into the garage through the back entrance and flick the switch that raises the main door to the driveway. I would walk to work, but it’s so hot that my makeup will be ruined when I get there. So, Prius it is. And I realize that most of my time will be spent sweating in a beverage cart on the links, but I at least like to arrive at work feeling fresh and free of swamp ass.

      Sigh.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!”

      My heart leaps into my throat, and I slam on the brakes. I twist in my seat to see that I’ve almost reversed my car straight into Mark.

      Ugh. Mark. The Homeowners Association president of Rosewood Glen has come by again to bitch about one stupid thing or another.

      I buzz open my window, letting out my much-loved AC to address him. “What are you doing in my driveway? Were you like, stalking me?” I don’t pay the HOA dues, so I don’t feel inclined to hide my annoyance.

      He chuckles and slides out from behind the wheel of his golf cart, sauntering over in a way that tells me I’m in for a long, boring conversation.

      “I was just checking out the new color on the garage door. Really interesting.”

      Is it? It’s a basic medium gray and matches the front door. And looks pretty good with the white trim and the light gray siding.

      Nope. Not doing this today. I crank the wheel and make a three-point turn while Mark stands there expectantly.

      He starts to talk fast and loud once he realizes I’m hell-bent on ignoring him. “According to by-law 57, part B, all garage doors must be eggshell, fawn, or heather gray….”

      “Anything else?” I idle, the nose of my car pointed to the street. Even though revving one’s engine is stupid, I do it anyway to annoy him.

      Every homeowner in America knows they should never piss off an HOA president, but I love watching Mark’s panties get in a twist. Not literally. No one wants to see that. Ugh, why do I put these images in my head?

      He holds up a small envelope and waves it around, shouting, “Yes, young lady. One more thing. You’re not allowed to use mailboxes for anything but the U.S. mail.”

      I narrow my eyes at the piece of mail. I don’t remember seeing that in the
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