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        On the eve of his eighteenth birthday, awkward nerd Jaz Berkowitz is resigned to the fact that this summer’s vacation at a deserted lake resort will be another family disaster. That is until hunky 19-year-old Trip Bardot swaggers into his world.

      

        

      
        Trip is everything that Jaz is not, with the exception of one thing—they’re both complete weirdos. The more their strange and lonely worlds merge, the more this unlikely friendship begins to morph into something more.

      

        

      
        Can shy Jaz open the door to his heart to let in the boy of his dreams? What is the secret that keeps Trip and his mom constantly on the move? Is Trip truly boyfriend material…or will he one day disappear forever?

      

        

      
        Over the course of a few days one summer, two boys are about to learn that true love can surface when you least expect it.
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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”
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      The gentle rock of the pontoon.

      The soft lullaby of the lapping waves.

      The sweat trickling down his freckled brow, shining in the moonlight.

      That’s how I’ll always remember my eighteenth birthday.

      It was the July my parents decided it would be a great idea to try someplace new for our summer vacation, all of us knowing our days of being a family were numbered. Not because I was about to head to college, but because of the yelling and the screaming and all the fights that happened over the littlest things.

      Why did my father never finish the milk in the bottom of the bottle before opening a new one?

      Why the hell did my mother find it so difficult to iron the creases out of his cuffs and collars?

      Since when did my dad decide he was so busy he needed to start working back at the office late at night?

      Funny how people think a change of scenery will make everything better, because it doesn’t. It just lowers the volume a little so the other families vacationing around you can’t hear you fighting.

      Not that there were many other guests staying at Lake Serendipity that July. In fact, the twenty or so cabins strung along the sandy shore were deserted but for two of them.

      One for us.

      And one for the other family that checked in the same day.

      That was how I met him.

      That was how we became the best of friends that July… and then some… and then a lot more.

      Yes, that was how I fell in love for the first and last time.

      I guess to begin with I was taken by the newness of Trip Bardot. There was something so shiny and irresistible and strangely exotic about him that I kinda became infatuated with our unexpected friendship. I craved his company each day more and more. I thought about him when I wasn’t with him, sitting at dinner with my parents while they argued. I dreamed about him at night, when the fan ticked overhead, and the mosquitoes found the tiny rips in the window screen and sucked my hot young blood like virgin-hunting vampires. I could relate. I was thirsty for fresh blood too. I guess I was just at that age, that tipping point, when your school life is behind you and a whole world of possibilities begins to present itself.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      Let me walk things back a little, back to the moment I first laid eyes on him.

      He and his mom pulled up outside their cabin no more than ten minutes after we arrived.

      We were staying in cabin number seventeen, unpacking our car as Trip and his red-haired mom pulled up in front of cabin number twelve, opened the trunk of their old aqua-blue Ford Thunderbird and began unpacking. My mom gave his mom a smile, just enough to be polite without committing to a lifelong friendship; she was not the kind of woman my mother befriended, too much cheap jewelry, too much skin showing. Trip’s mom gave a pleasant wave back. My mom hurried into our cabin.

      My dad meanwhile ignored everyone as he plodded up to the porch and fumbled with the keys in the door. “Damn stupid sticky lock.” He’d been in a bad mood since we’d left Pasadena.

      I decided to stay away from him and hang by the car instead.

      That’s when I saw Trip for the first time. The moment I did, I had to look away. Funny how beauty does that to shy people, like my brain telling me not to look at the sun during an eclipse.

      And yet… how badly I wanted to look.

      I stole a glance back at him.

      He was doing more than glancing back at me.

      He had locked his eyes on me, sliding his cool Wayfarers down his nose to get a better view as he sucked on a Jolly Rancher lollipop. I’m not sure what he found so gaze-worthy. I was far from supermodel material. Sure, I was slowly but thankfully emerging from years of baby fat, but my body was still figuring out what was worth keeping and what it wanted to throw away. He, on the other hand, was tall and handsome, his body having already made the transition from teenager to man. He wore cut-off denim shorts that showed off his tanned thighs, a tight vintage Ziggy Stardust T-shirt that showed off his chiseled chest, and a woven straw trilby hat with a feather in the band and tufts of auburn hair poking out from underneath it.

      He took the lollipop from his mouth, and I could hear the sucking sound five cabins away. “I like your birthmark.”

      Fuck.

      I had a large birthmark on my right forearm, kind of in the shape of Italy.

      I hated it.

      If I had known I was going to come in contact with someone like Trip that day, I would have worn long sleeves. I’d been teased about it my whole life. I wasn’t sure if he was teasing me now. “You like it? Why?”

      “Because I think birthmarks are totally cool. No two on the planet are alike, right?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Yours kinda looks like a unicorn.”

      I looked at it. I’d never seen that before. “It does?”

      He shrugged. “To me it does.”

      “I think it looks more like Italy.”

      He shrugged again. “Maybe it’s an Italian unicorn.”

      I chuckled.

      “Who the hell are you shouting to?” My dad was returning to the car for another load.

      I quickly grabbed a suitcase before he yelled at me in front of my handsome stranger, the wheels of the luggage wobbling as I hurriedly steered it to the porch steps.

      My father glanced down the line of cabins to see the other boy. He frowned disapprovingly. “Maybe there’ll be some girls staying here this summer. It wouldn’t kill ya to talk to a few girls once in a while, you know. You’re gonna have to man up to it someday, you can’t sit in your damn room for the rest of your life.”

      He took the suitcase off me and trudged back into the cabin, mumbling under his breath the words I heard him mumble so often.

      Pathetic.

      Pitiful.

      A goddamn embarrassment.

      Like I said, we all knew our days of being a family were numbered.
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      “Why don’t you open up your folding chair next to me?”

      I looked across the flat stretch of sand to see him sitting up in his own chair, applying sun lotion to his muscled arms. He was wearing his Wayfarers, a pair of tight, striped, pink-and-white swim shorts and a navy-blue bowling shirt with white piping. The trilby was perched on his head. He tipped the front of it up a little with one lotion-slicked finger to get a better view.

      Standing there in my oversized swimming trunks, with a beach towel under one arm and a folding chair under the other, I squinted back at him. For a moment I wasn’t sure he was talking to me. It was kinda hard to tell with his sunglasses on. I looked behind me in case he was calling to someone else on the beach, but it was just the two of us there on the sand in front of the wide, flat lake.

      To make doubly certain he had the right person, I called back. “Are you talking to me?”

      He laughed. “Yes, you. I’m talking to you. Unless you think I’m talking to that mangy old gull over there. But somehow, I don’t think he’d be very good at opening a folding chair, even if he had one. Wings… you know. Good for flying, not so useful for opening beach chairs.”

      God, he was a magnet.

      Never before in my life had I wanted to be a pin so badly as I did at that moment.

      He waved me over. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      I wasn’t waiting for anything. I was just enjoying our first encounter for what it was—odd, intriguing, filling me to the brim with curiosity.

      I turned with my towel and chair and waged war with the sand in an effort to reach him without falling on my face.

      “Are you having trouble walking on sand?” he asked before I was even halfway to him. “This is the flattest beach I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m not used to beaches.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Pasadena.”

      “You live in LA? There are beaches everywhere.”

      “I live in the burbs. I barely leave my bedroom, let alone venture to the beach.”

      “Then what are you doing here?” He seemed amused. “On a beach.”

      “I have no idea. We normally vacation in Palm Springs. In a motel. With a pool, not a beach. Sand can be dangerous stuff, you know. Up to twelve people die from sand collapses every year.”

      “Wow. I’m not sure what’s more fascinating… the fact that sand kills people… or your knowledge of it. Do you have any other odd foibles I should know about before you join me?”

      “Well… yes. If you must know, I’m allergic to strawberries, I get the hiccups if I eat something too spicy, and I have a recurring dream that involves me being stuck in a revolving door that I can’t escape from.”

      He plucked the Wayfarers off his handsome face and beamed excitedly. “Oh my fucking god. You’re a weirdo!”

      Instantly I felt threatened and did an about-face in the sand, praying it wouldn’t swallow me whole. And yet, at the same time, I kinda hoped it would.

      Quickly he called after me. “No, no, no! Don’t go. That wasn’t an insult. I love weirdos. I’m a weirdo too.”

      I turned back to him, one eyebrow arched in suspicion. “I’m not sure I believe you.” What with that gorgeous body and perfect grin and those muscled legs… those contoured arms… all that skin… the contradiction of a sun-kissed tan dotted with a galaxy of freckles like stars on a clear night.

      What kind of weirdo looks like that?

      “What will it take to convince you?” he asked.

      Bravely I threw down the gauntlet. “Tell me your odd foibles.”

      “Me? Jesus, where do I start? Okay, I like spiders for the simple fact that I hate flies. I believe in UFOs, Bigfoot, and just about everything else I ever saw on Unsolved Mysteries, however I do draw the line at sea monkeys. I’m not sure whether there’s a Heaven although I often dream that David Bowie and Freddie Mercury are up there somewhere looking down on us and singing “Under Pressure.” My favorite color is rainbow, my favorite food group is cheese—especially the European ones—and I believe that if there is a God, she’s gotta be a woman since they’re the ones with a knack for keeping our species going.”

      “What do you mean? What kind of knack?”

      He shrugged like the answer was obvious. “Hope. Comfort. The way that a mom can convince her kid that the world isn’t going to end when they scrape their knee. Women are good at all the important things.”

      “Then what are men good at?”

      “I’m not really sure. I haven’t met one who can give me a list of pros that’s bigger than the list of cons.” He lowered his Wayfarers to look at me. “At least not yet.”

      I could feel myself blush and hoped that he simply assumed I sunburned quickly.

      “Oh, and I hate exercise,” he added.

      I pointed to his arms. “You don’t look like you hate exercise.”

      “This isn’t the result of exercise. This is the result of a lifetime of changing flat tires and pushing my mom’s car out of ditches in the middle of the night because she swerved to miss a prairie dog caught in the headlights. And if that doesn’t convince you that I’m a weirdo, I’m not sure what will.”

      I shook my head. “I’m still not convinced.”

      His jaw fell open, even though he was still grinning. “Oh, tough crowd! Where, pray tell, was the flaw in my exceedingly convincing argument?”

      “I don’t think believing that God is a woman makes you a weirdo. It just makes you question the norm. Which is a good thing.”

      His smile spread wider if that was even possible. “My dear sir, please sit next to me. We may not be in Casablanca, but I do believe this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      I hesitated a moment longer, even though every morsel of my being wanted desperately to be beside him.

      “Well?” he pressed.

      I played it cool and eventually opened my folding chair, nuzzling it into the sand till I was sure it was evenly keeled and wouldn’t tip or sink and make a fool of me… or kill me.

      “The name’s Trip. Trip Bardot,” he said, shaking my hand as I sat down beside him. “My mother named me after her trip through Europe when she was nineteen. That’s when I was conceived, not that I ever met my father… and not that she even knows who he is. Too much information, I know, but you look like the kinda guy that can handle it. Point is, my mom wanted to name me Trip so she’d forever be reminded of one of the best times of her life… and in the hope that I might bring her the same kinda joy and happiness. She’s a true believer that someone’s name has the ability to mold them into the person they become. What’s your name?”

      “Jasper. But everyone calls me Jaz.” He gave me an excited look before I quickly lowered his expectations. “And no, I don’t play the saxophone or trumpet. Sorry to disappoint.”

      “That’s okay. You don’t look old enough to be a jazz musician anyway. At least not a good one. That shit takes decades before you’re actually any good at it.”

      “How old do I look?”

      “Old enough to start figuring out who you are, but young enough not to have made the wrong decision about it yet.” He looked me up and down. “My guess is you’re eighteen… and one month.”

      “Actually, I’m eighteen this Saturday.”

      He brightened up yet again. “No! You’ve got a birthday coming up? That’s so exciting. No, wait… it’s not just a birthday. It’s the birthday! The one when all the chains fall away and you finally get to do all the things you’ve ever wanted to do, like join the military or get a tattoo or vote for a better future for yourself.”

      “I only want to do one of those things.” I suddenly noticed the tattoo of a small bird on the inside of his right forearm. “Wait, how old are you?”

      “I’m nineteen and a half. I know, I’m practically your grandfather. Say, we should have a party on Saturday to celebrate.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so. My parents don’t really like inviting strangers over. Or having parties.”

      “Are you calling me a stranger?”

      “We just met.”

      “And yet I already know that despite my love of cheese, I would never bake you a strawberry cheesecake for your birthday. God, it’s like we’ve known each other for years, right?”

      I couldn’t help but grin. “It’s just that… well… I haven’t had a birthday party for a while now. My parents, they tend to find things to… disagree on.”

      “What do you mean? They disagree on whether or not to throw you parties?”

      “No. I mean, they have disagreements at my parties. It’s so much easier not to have a party at all.”

      “No matter. Who even said I was inviting myself over? We don’t need to celebrate with your parents, we can have our own little soiree.”

      “A soiree?”

      “Why not? We can have our own private beach party out here by the lake. I can even buy us some beers to celebrate. Whaddaya say?”

      “You can’t buy beers. You’re nineteen.”

      “I may only be nineteen, but I’m old enough to know what a little cash in a dark alley in Phoenix can buy you.”
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