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      Colette

      On the outside, I'm just another suburban girl from an upstanding family. But behind closed doors, my life is sheltered and controlled. At age 22, I should be having fun and sowing my wild oats. But socially, I'm so far behind everyone else my age, it's embarrassing. I need a change. When a mysterious older man moves in next door, I seize the chance to learn more about the world outside of my father's tight control. What begins as innocent flirting soon turns my entire life upside down.

      

      Warrick

      I moved to this neighborhood to retire in peace and quiet. But the family next door gets my hackles up. There's something strange about them. Specifically, their daughter seems far too interested in me and my desire for a dull, suburban life. The more I push her away, the more I'm drawn to her. Colette's wide-eyed innocence unsettles me, and her thirst for knowledge ensnares me at every turn. When I discover what's really going on next door, I have no choice but to take extreme action that could upheave the anonymous solitude I've fought so hard for.

      

      This wide-age-gap, girl-next-door romance contains no cheating, no cliffhangers and is a stand-alone story with a happily ever after!
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      Colette

      
      I need to stretch my legs.

      Logging off my final online class for the day and perusing my day planner, I make sure I’ve ticked all the boxes before taking my free time. Sewing? Done. Calligraphy? Completed. Baking? Just uploaded a photo of my latest project, and the pie is chilling in the fridge.

      I should be free to absorb some much-needed Vitamin D. Ha. Not that kind of Vitamin D, unfortunately. Not while I’m living under my parents’ roof. They are super strict about visitors, and even though I’m 22, I’ve never even been on a date with a guy.

      No, the only D I consume is the kind that’s plentiful in the Sunshine State. But I don’t mind so much. The weather in Florida may be more humid than the inside of Satan’s jockstrap, but I’ll take any chance I can to escape the house and soak in the sun.

      The sound of an approaching car prompts me to lift my gaze to the picture window. Peeking up from my studies, I see the postal carrier’s truck park at our street-side mailbox. I jump from my chair. “The mail’s here! I’ll get it!”

      My father looks up from his studies on the far side of the library.

      “Have you finished school?” He still speaks to me like I’m 15 and not a full-grown woman.

      “Yes. I’m wearing my latest project, see?” I twirl. He eyes my outfit, and I see his lips twist. I know that look. I hold my breath and wait for the criticism. As for me, I like the flowing fabric in this heat, especially since my parents are so stingy with the air conditioner.

      “That skirt is too short, and your shirt is too tight. Change, and then you can go.”

      I lower my head. “Yes, sir.” 

      He doesn’t like my sullen tone, but lately, I’m tired of his rules. But if they shut me out, then where would I go? 

      I finger the lace on the edge of my skirt, finding myself silently wondering if drawing attention to my body is that much of a bad thing.

      “Immodestly provokes impure thoughts in men. Is that what you want?”

      I don’t answer. 

      Mom scolds him. “Oh, Jarvis. It’s just to the mailbox and back. Let her go.”

      Dad shoots a reproachful glance at Mom and then looks back at me. “Fine. Go. But make it quick.”

      I bound out the door like a puppy newly freed from her crate. The sun and the ocean breeze wafting over the golf course feel good on my skin. I spend most days in my room, library, or the living room doing online school, so I take a chance to go outside whenever I can.

      “School” is a bit of a stretch. I graduated from my private high school at 16. My parents have me taking online lessons to teach me “how to be a good wife,” they say. Cooking, baking, sewing, knitting, crochet, and cross stitch are just a few classes I take. They’ve also enrolled me in various online study groups, religious book clubs, etc. Paper-making was my choice. I love all forms of art, and I sneak it in under the guise of wifely duties. I convinced Dad that when the time came for me to marry a suitable man, I could impress him with my frugality by creating homemade wedding invitations. That clinched it. Old Jarvis Roberts will buy into just about anything if I sell it as a reflection of my good upbringing.

      His primary motivation for keeping such a leash on me is because he’s the pastor of our church and everything we do is a reflection on him. 

      Once outside, I admire my mother’s vining clematis that winds around the quaint brick-covered mailbox at the end of our long driveway. 

      From our mailbox, I can see the ninth hole; the vivid green of the trees and gentle hills tempt me to take a stroll. I never learned how to golf, but I might like to learn.

      I inhale the scent wafting from the row of red rose bushes that separate our driveway from the newly built two-story next door, and I hear the zippy sound of Candace Walker’s golf cart approaching. 

      The hunter green cart squeaks to a halt, and Candace calls to me when I reach the end of the drive. “Hey, babe! When are you coming to work with me at the golf course?” Candace and I went to high school together, and she’s the closest thing I could call a real-life friend. Most other kids our age went to college and then never came back. It’s comforting to see her whenever I go outside the house.

      Candace turned 21 a few weeks ago and has been working almost every shift that the Rosewood Glen Country Club will give her and earning mega tips. She rarely has time to walk with me in the mornings anymore, but I’m happy for her; she seems to be having a blast in her new job. 

      I eye Candace’s adorable pink short-shorts, golf shirt, and visor—her cocktail server uniform. I imagine wheeling around all day in the sunshine on that lovely golf course, tanning, and making my own money.

      I applied for a job at the golf course, and the course manager said he wanted to hire me on the spot. My dad shut it down. “Serving alcohol is unladylike,” he’d said. I’m not sure what that means because half of the people I’ve ever seen serving and drinking alcohol are women.

      “Soon, I think!” I lie to Candace, as upbeat as possible. I can’t bear how some people look at me. Other women in some of my virtual classes, like my friend Lily, tell me to grow a spine and stand up to my dad. But they don’t get it. I don’t know anything different.

      “Great!” Candace replies, “’Cause this summer is gonna be huge, and we need you. These old farts tip well, and there’s a fresh wave of new members with all the new houses going up. Gotta run!”

      We wave goodbye as she zooms up the street and heads to the club around the bend. 

      Candace will graduate from community college next year, and after that, she’s not sure. She might travel. I’m not going to lie; I’m envious.

      I’ve looked online at the art programs at some state schools, and they look like an absolute paradise. What I would give to be in a room with an instructor, models, and other like-minded people. Mom and Dad would never speak to me again if I stepped out of line and applied to a school they didn’t approve of. And there’s a lot they don’t approve of.

      But sometimes, I do step out of line.

      Having a little secret keeps me happy. It gives me something to look forward to. Mom and Dad get stressed out over the church finances — and fielding phone calls from the members — so they sometimes take sleeping pills. Whenever they do, I sneak back downstairs to fetch my laptop and take it to my room.

      Sometimes I stay up all night, learning everything I’ve ever wanted to know about sex. I’ve seen … things. Let’s just say it’s a good thing I clear my history after every use. I know they check it.

      Reaching into the mailbox and pulling out the electric bill, Mom’s gardening magazine, and Dad’s monthly haul of religious tracts, I’m reminded of how weird our life must seem to everyone else. Do they know what really goes on? Do they know that my dad and his parishioners drive to the city every Saturday to hand out pamphlets about fire and brimstone and the end being nigh?

      What is “nigh,” anyway? What’s with the Old English? Are they just trying to sound spooky? Honest to God, the end has been “nigh” for so long you’d think they’d have come up with a different talking point. But the Rev. Jarvis Roberts loves an energetic apocalypse sermon.

      As I stand there staring at this armload of mail, a car’s approach catches my attention. A sleek, silver Mercedes glides past me, so close that I startle out of my thoughts.

      The darkened windows reveal a faint silhouette of a broad-chested man with a beard. The car pauses, and the driver exits.

      I am thunderstruck at the sight of him: A perfectly tailored suit in a color of blue that I can’t identify. It’s not navy, nor is it midnight. It’s set off by a silk, textured necktie, and crisp white shirt. As he stands, his veined, strong hands fasten the top button of his suit jacket. My eyes travel upward, along the line of a broad shoulder, taking in the full salt-and-pepper beard that’s more pepper than salt. His thick eyebrows bear a few stray silver strands, as does his thick, close-cropped hair. His face is imposing and severe, with a strong nose that reminds me of my brief class in Renaissance art. My dad pulled me out of that class when he noticed my fascination with the statue of Michelangelo’s David. (“They should cover their privates as God intended.”)

      This stranger’s large brown eyes bear crow’s feet, but I’d guess not from smiling. No, his smiles are hard-won. Slight sun damage dapples the parts of his face I can see. And then I wonder, how he can stand maintaining such a thick beard in this heat?

      He looks me straight in the eye, all business. “Afternoon.” He nods, his voice flat but not unfriendly.

      I open my mouth to speak, but air comes out. My throat is dry despite the humidity. “H-hi. Are you the new neighbor?”

      I glance away from his gaze to the “Sold” sign stabbed into the lawn next door.

      A pause brings me back to his eyes, which travel down to my neck, and I watch his Adam’s apple bob before he answers. Another curt nod. “Warrick Jameson. And you are?”

      Warrick. The name sounds medieval. I picture him swinging a broadsword, lobbing off heads on the battlefield.

      “Colette. Colette Roberts.” My name makes
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