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    Dear Reader,

I originally started writing the romantic comedy  I  CAN'T EVEN in 2016, following the passing of my father. We had a complicated relationship and I channeled my grief into this story. Last year, in an effort to finally finish the manuscript, I published it on Kindle Vella (now defunct). 

I'm glad I did. It was nice to wrap up the lives of the characters I had come to care for and it helped me work through some leftover childhood issues.

This book includes the following subjects: loss of a parent, grief, alcohol use, childhood trauma, and diversity, including LGBTQ+ characters. There are also some explicit love scenes. If these are tender topics for you, please read with care.

XO. Jenn
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Chapter One
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“Jules, you have to come home. It’s Mom.” Sophie, my older sister, spoke with the gravity of someone imparting dreadful news.

“What about her?” I frowned at the coding on the computer screen in front of me as I gave my sisters, who were on speaker phone, half of my attention.

“She’s...she’s dying,” Emily, my younger sister, said. There was a catch in her voice as if she had to force the words out.

“Again?” I asked. 

“Jules!” My sisters wailed together, sounding perfectly horrified by my callousness. 

“What? You know it’s true,” I said. “This is seasonal for her, like allergies but so much more dramatic.”

I deleted some bad code and retyped what I thought the program needed. The pictures I wanted to use on the webpage I had designed were too big so I typed in a smaller ratio hoping to make them fit. 

“Not this time.” That was Emily, the closest to our mother, probably because she still lived at home despite being twenty-five years old.  

“Puleeze, the last time I fell for Babs’s overwrought death summons, I dropped a client and raced home only to have her blind date me with a podiatrist.”

I heard one of them snort. My money was on Sophie. As the oldest of us Blumer sisters, she was delightfully snarky, although she pretended she wasn’t.

“Three hours spent talking about feet. It was the worst dinner of my life. I still can’t look at a crouton and not see a plantar wart.” All true.

“Oh, ergh, I think I just threw up a little in my mouth,” Em said.

“Jules, I know Mom can be a meddler,” Soph began.

“You think?” Fearing I would get distracted and forget, I saved my work. “Or have you forgotten that she went to the furniture store where you bought your new living room set, canceled your order, and replaced it with one she liked better?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” Sophie said.

“She means well,” Emily protested. 

In addition to being the closest, Em was also the most loyal to our mother, Babs. I had no idea why since Em’s life was by far the most stifled by our mother’s overbearing manipulative interference.

“Em, she hasn’t let you cut your hair or buy your own clothes without her approval since...oh, wait...that would be ever in this lifetime.”

“I value Mom’s opinion,” Emily said. I huffed out a breath and she insisted, “I do. She has excellent taste.”

“Oh, my god,” I argued. “Mom dresses you like you’re a librarian and not one of the cool ones.”

“She’s got you there,” Sophie said.

“You have no cred here, Soph,” Em disagreed. “Mom has been overreaching in your parenting of the twins since you got knocked up your freshman year of college.”

“Hey!” Soph protested. “That’s a low blow.”

“And yet, also true.” I exited the software program I was using.

“Shut up!” Sophie snapped. 

See? This was why we didn’t speak very often. It rarely stayed civil for more than a few minutes.

“Babs treats both of you like puppets on a string.”  Yes, I was a bit smug, but that’s what happens when you’re the smarter middle child.

I stood up and stretched, putting my fist into my lower back for that little extra pop. My tiny studio in Brooklyn was not big enough to pace end to end, so I lapped the futon that folded out into a bed in the center of my apartment.

Spaghetti and Meatball were sacked out on their cat tree, ignoring me. Why Spaghetti and Meatball? Because I rescued them from an alley where they’d been dumped in a plastic bag behind Decusati’s Italian Ristorante. Spag was a long and lanky orange tabby while Meat was a round black blob, so it had made sense at the time. Actually, in the five years they’d crashed with me, their shapes had not changed an inch so still accurate.

“You’re one to talk, Jules,” Soph said. I could tell her dial was turned to maximum peeved as her words were as clipped as the bangs she’d cut too short on me when I was six. Yep, still scarred. 

“How’s that?” I knew I shouldn’t open that door, but I foolishly did anyway. 

“You moved three thousand miles away from home and you rarely come back,” Em said, interrupting whatever Sophie was about to say. “Who does that?”

“People who choose not to live with their mother when they’re a grown-up,” I assumed the hatha yoga asana of tree pose in an attempt to maintain my Zen.

“Don’t be so judgy,” Emily said. “I’m happy.”

“You need to upgrade your definition of happiness,” I argued. “Like, you might want to include miniskirts and some orgasms on that list.”

There was a beat of silence. Okay, maybe I’d gone too far given how naïve Em was.

“I have a...a...miniskirt,” Em said, flustered.

I burst out laughing. I know it wasn’t nice and I should have held it in, but she sounded like an angry kitten who hadn’t quite mastered the hiss and spit yet. Seriously, she could take lessons from Spag and Meat.

“It’s not funny!” Em oozed hurt. 

I knew I had to rein it in, but I could hear Sophie trying not to laugh, which didn’t help my control issues.

“You guys are such jerks!” Em growled. 

“I’m sorry, Em.” I switched my yoga position to the other side. “Really, I mean it. Forgive me?”

“No.”

“Ah, come on,” I protested.

“Nine words,” she said. 

“Really?” I asked. “Is this really a nine-word offense?”

I could picture Em with her straight honey-colored hair hanging halfway down her back, chin tipped up, and arms crossed over her chest in a stubborn stance as clearly as if she were standing beside me.

“You might as well say them,” Sophie said. “It’ll be good practice for when you come back here and have to say them to Mom every day.”

“I’m not coming back, but okay, fine, here’s your nine words.” I rolled my eyes. “I am sorry. I love you. Please forgive me.”

This was a Babs thing. When we were young, she’d thought that making us simply say “I’m sorry” did not get the point across sufficiently, so she’d instituted the nine words. We had to say all nine words and sound like we actually meant our apology in order to get forgiveness. It just goes to show that even the worst mother has her moments.

“You are forgiven,” Em said, her tone mollified. 

“And now back to the reason that we called,” Soph said. “You really do need to come home, Jules. Something is wrong. Babs, er, Mom, is not herself.”

“Really?” I asked. “Has she quit drinking?”

“No,” Emily said.

“Quit snooping?” 

“No.” Sophie sighed.

“Quit shopping?” I asked.

“Yes!” they answered together.

Okay, that gave me pause. Babs was a shopper of the first order. She had a credit card for every department store in southern California and she liked to workout with them regularly.

“In fact, I asked her if she wanted to go to the mall yesterday, and she said no,” Em said. 

“No?” I couldn’t imagine my mom turning down a trip to the mall. 

A small fission of alarm rippled through my belly, my early warning signal that something was amiss. My mother, Barbara “Babs” Blumer, had to date only missed one sale ever and that was when an El Nino weather system hovered over the county for several days and the store having the sale was flooded to the rafters.

“See?” Soph said. “We’re serious. Something’s not right. You have to come home.”

I frowned. It was easy for her to say, it wasn’t like she lived three thousand miles away and would have to catch a very expensive flight out of New York City to go home to Gull’s Harbor, California, to sit at the bedside of that bitter pill we called Mom. Well, I called her Babs, mostly, but not to her face. 

“Jules, she’s...she’s asking for you.” Emily’s soft voice was barely above a whisper. 

My heart pounded hard in my chest, and I had a hard time swallowing. I had to take a steadying breath. My mother, the one and only—thank Christ—Babs Blumer, had asked for me. Well, in ten years, that was a first.

“I’ll be on the next flight.” I ended the call.

I arranged for my friend Jessie to watch the furry kids for me and by ten that night, I was on a flight out of JFK International. I spent a brain numbingly long layover in Chicago, which not even a Chicago dog could make better, and landed in San Diego at seven the next morning where Sophie picked me up just outside baggage claim.

Her smile, wide and warm, was the first thing I saw as she parked her SUV at the curb and dashed out of her car to greet me. It hit me then how much I’d missed her. Eight years older than me, I had spent most of my life trying to catch up to Sophie until at nineteen, she’d found herself married to medical student Stan Timmons and the mother of twins, a boy and a girl. Surprise!

At eleven, I had struggled with the abrupt loss of my big sister to her own family. She had always been the buffer between me and Babs and without her, well, things got pretty dicey.

Soph’s honey-colored hair was neatly trimmed and styled, just brushing her shoulders in the perfect mom bob, and her outfit, khaki capris and an aqua knit top, was without a wrinkle or a smudge. So much more grown up than my skinny jeans, black Converse kicks, and baggy hooded sweatshirt. In my defense, I’d been in a rush to leave New York. Yeah, total lie; I dressed like this every day.

Sophie hugged me tight and I noticed she was thinner than the last time I’d seen her. It took my sleep-deprived cabeza a second to do the math. Had it really been over five years since I’d been in Cali? Guilt began to nibble at my edges, leaving me frayed.

“How was your flight, Jules?” Sophie released me, grabbed my carryon and tossed it into the back of her SUV.

“Fabulous,” I said. “I scored a seat next to a teenage boy who smelled like rancid bologna and played his music so loud I now know all the words to Post Malone’s latest album.”

“Sorry,” she said. “You would have preferred Taylor Swift?”

“Hey, step away from the Swift,” I said. “The Eras tour was epic.”

Soph wrapped me in another hug that strangled. “Oh, God, I’ve missed you. Come on, you can power nap on the ride up the I-5.”

“You mean I’m not asleep now?”

Sophie smiled as she opened the passenger door for me. I climbed onto the seat and relaxed, hoping to catch a few Zs before facing Babs. 

It’s not that I don’t love my mother—I do. It’s just that loving Mom is sort of like loving a cactus; it’s best done from a distance...of miles. 

Of course, having her ask for me, well, that was a game changer. I wondered if, after all these years at odds, she had finally mellowed. Maybe she had come to love me for who I was and maybe this time we would have the tender mother-daughter moment I had always longed for. I barely acknowledged the tiny flickering flame of hope that burned low and deep inside of me for fear it might smother under the weight of my expectations.

I dozed as we made the forty-five-minute drive to Gull’s Harbor, a hilly seaside community nestled on the California coast halfway between San Diego and Los Angeles. It was tucked amidst the uber wealthy towns surrounding it like a sprig of baby’s breath in a bouquet of red roses. 

Gull’s Harbor was a bit too blue-collar quirky and off-the-wall artsy to be considered picturesque like its more well-known neighbors, La Jolla and Oceanside; also its beaches were guarded by rocks, temperamental surfers, and pungent barking sea lions so tourists were discouraged.

With a population of less than six thousand, Gull’s Harbor boasted a town square with the requisite gazebo, which held brass band concerts by the local veteran’s group every Friday night in the summer. It had been a long time since I’d been to one, but I vaguely remembered a lot of discordant squeaking culminating in a finish that sounded like someone stepping on a goose. Good times.

Local shops circled the petite town green. The small independent businesses survived here but would expire like road kill if they were to try and make a go of it anywhere else—including Liam’s Coffee Shop. 

We were stopped at an intersection. I blinked fully awake to find the enormous coffee cup denoting Liam’s looming over me as if beckoning me to come inside. I averted my gaze, not wanting to confront my past just yet. I had managed to duck and weave for nine years; I did not want to take it on now when I’d had less than four hours of sleep and probably looked like something found growing on the crust of an old loaf of bread.

Sophie glanced at me as she drove on. “How are you doing?”

I sat up straighter. “Good. Great. Terrific.”

“Who are you trying to convince?”

I sagged back against the seat. Sophie was right. Who was I kidding? I was exhausted. 

“That bad?” I asked.

My older sister handed me her purse. “Lipstick and a comb in there.”

“Okay.” I could take a hint. 

I flipped down the visor and stifled a small shriek. My curly brown hair, I did not get the honey-colored tresses of my sisters, was a frizzy mess while remnants of my mascara were flaked all over my face. I had bags under my eyes big enough to replace the carryon I’d used for luggage and the beginnings of chapped lips. Lovely. 

“What did Babs say when you told her I was on my way?”

Sophie bit her lip. She gave me a sideways glance and my eyes widened in surprise. 

“You didn’t tell her I was coming? Why not?”

“Em and I thought about it, but...”

“You were afraid I’d flake?” I finished for her. 

Sophie did not immediately confirm or deny. I tried to comb my curls down but with the Pacific morning mist at full blast so was my hair. Giving up, I found a hair band in Soph’s purse and braided my hair into one thick plait that I let dangle over one shoulder. I waited for Sophie to answer.

“Well...” She shrugged. “After your last visit...”

“Visit?” I asked. “You make it sound like it wasn’t the equivalent of falling into a hell mouth.”

“The Christmas of twenty-seventeen,” she said. “Em and I have dramatic reenactments every holiday.”

I sighed.

“Lipstick,” Sophie reminded me. “And don’t worry. I’m sure Em will tell her you’re on your way. Mom will be thrilled to see you, you’ll see.”

I dropped the comb into her bag and fished out her lipstick. Like a sacred commandment, Babs believed that no woman should ever leave the house without her hair and make-up done. Woe be to the woman who showed up at Bab’s house without her face on.

Being a tree climbing, freewheeling tomboy, this might have been the rule that about broke me during my formative years. More battles had been fought in our front room over my wild mane and lack of make-up than any other subject save one. Liam Mahony, the hot boy next door, had trumped all other arguments combined. And it was my relationship with Liam that had finally driven me away from home without a backward glance.

I swiped the coral lipstick over my lips and pressed them together. I hadn’t worn lipstick regularly in years, being more of a cherry ChapStick sort of gal. Funny how old habits don’t die, however. I grabbed a tissue out of the pack in Soph’s purse to blot my lips just as Babs had taught us. I knew I still looked exhausted, but perhaps the tamed hair and lipstick would be enough to appease the old cranky pants.

We left the center of town and wound our way up the hill into the residential section. Midcentury modern was what the hip kids were calling it now, but back in its heyday, the fifties, it was just considered modern. The houses on the street where I grew up were all about squared edges and big windows, the better to appreciate the view of the ocean, and the yards were small, tidy, and fenced. A few stucco houses with red tile roofs and some rectangular gray ultra-modern houses peppered the neighborhood but for the most part, Gull’s Harbor clung to its Brady Bunch split levels with a tenacious grip.

Soph parked in front of our childhood home and I felt a clutching sensation in my chest. The house looked exactly as I remembered it; rough cut stone on the bottom with pale yellow on the wood above, the roof peaked over the double front doors which were painted white like the trim. Rectangular planters loaded with succulents lined the short walkway to the door, and I took a deep breath realizing I was now going to have to make that walk and face the dragon within.

I climbed out of the car and glanced behind me, down the hill, over several rooftops and the center of town until I could see the blue of the ocean all the way to the horizon. I took another deep breath of the briny sea air and held it in my lungs. 

Whenever life seemed to be too much, I took comfort in the constancy of the sea. It was here before me and it would be here long after I departed this earth. For some reason that awareness always helped me get my perspectacles on and focused. There were things in the world so much bigger than me and my petty problems.

“All right?” Soph grabbed my bag and joined me on the walkway.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I said.

The front door wasn’t locked so I gave it a gentle rap with my knuckles before walking in.  “Hello?” I called. 

No one answered as we walked through the small entryway and turned left into the great room that boasted floor-to-ceiling windows with the same spectacular view I had been taking in from the walkway outside. 

“Who’s there?” Babs sounded grumpy.

“It’s me, Julia.” I stepped fully into the large living room, giving my mother a small smile. She was seated on her favorite burgundy velvet divan, which had always reminded me of a throne. It was placed on the far side of the room and gave her an optimal view of the goings on in the house and outside. She had a pretty aqua afghan draped over her legs and an untouched breakfast tray on the coffee table beside her.

Her hair, styled in a pixie cut and dyed the color of champagne, was expertly arranged and her make-up was perfection. No one would ever guess she was sixty-four years old. Her pale blue eyes raked me from head to toe and her lip curled up on the right side just the teensiest bit so it was sort of like smile, you know, if she was paralyzed down one side and giving it her best effort. She wasn’t and it wasn’t.

“Julia, what are you doing here? Dear god, did you wear that outfit in public? You look like a homeless person,” Mom snapped. Before I could open my mouth to answer, she continued, “Did you run out of money? Is that why you’re here? Oh, hell’s bells, you’re not pregnant, are you?”

My head lowered toward my chest. Had I really expected a different greeting? I was an idiot.
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Chapter Two
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“I’m sorry, so sorry.” Em apologized for what had to be the fifth time in as many minutes.

“It’s fine,” I said. 

After kissing the cheek my mother grudgingly turned in my direction and giving her a hug, which was not returned, I decided it might be best if she was given some time to get used to the idea of my being here and escaped upstairs to my old room. 

“I should have told her you were coming once Soph texted me from the airport, but I was trying to get her to eat some breakfast and first she wanted eggs, and then she wanted toast, but then it became pancakes, and, well, I forgot.”

We were standing in my childhood bedroom on the second floor of the house. I glanced around the room. Not much had changed since I’d fled into the night nine years ago. The one time I’d been back five years ago, I’d stayed at Sophie’s house as it was less stressful for everyone concerned, but this trip I’d planned to stay with Babs, so I could better assess the situation. 

My old queen-sized bed with its matching desk and dresser was still here. The paint on the walls was the same sage green that I had spent endless hours staring at as a teen. A cream-colored comforter set decorated the bed, that was new, but the room still had all the personality of a motel. 

That had been life with Babs. No boy band posters on the walls, no stuffed animals decorating any surfaces, no toys or books or games were to be visible. She was a big believer in a place for everything and everything in its place. Basically, there was never to be any indication of the personality of the resident of the room—ever. I had often wondered if Babs had hoped for generic children. She did not get her wish with me.

I strode over to the closet and slid one of the double doors open. The closet was mostly empty, just some extra pillows and blankets on the shelves, but if a person knew where to look, like the backside of the sliding doors, they could find all of my teenage personality stapled right there.

Moving my carryon into the closet, I stepped inside and turned around. Then I grinned. My Green Day and The Killers posters were exactly where I’d stuck them, as well as my collection of surf brand stickers from Lightning Bolt. I smiled. It was as if I had stepped into a time capsule. 

My fingers ran over the frayed edges of the stickers, and the yellowing tape on some of the song lyrics I had written out on notebook paper and taped to the door. Then I saw the strip of photographs taken in a photo booth of me and my then boyfriend Liam Mahony, faded but still there. Just the sight of us smiling at one another, giddy with the infatuation of first love, felt like a punch in the feels I hadn’t braced my feet for.

I stepped out of the closet, slamming the door shut behind me. Em was frowning at me, but I didn’t explain. Liam Mahony was old news, the oldest news. I hadn’t seen him in nine years and had no plans to see him ever again. I couldn’t...not after what I’d done to him.

“You okay?” Em asked. “You look weird.”

Clearly, she had no idea about the adolescent artifacts that existed on the inside of my closet doors; no one did.

“Weird how?” I asked. “Weird as in my mother just rejected me, again, or just weird in general?”

Em twisted her fingers together and I could tell she felt awful, which being her older sister by two years meant I should have alleviated her angst. I was the person who was supposed to comfort her not make her feel lousy. But I wasn’t there yet.

“I’m sorry, Em. I’m bitchy because I’m really tired. Maybe if I nap, I’ll be less of a jerk.”

“You’re not. It’s okay. That’s a good idea.” Em stammered. “You rest. I’ll be downstairs with Mom and Sophie if you need anything.”

“Cool,” I said. Before she could bolt, I stepped forward and hugged her. It was awkward. I went high and she did, too. I adjusted at the same time she did and we ended up in a slanted hug that felt unnatural. I let go first. “It’s really good to see you, Em-cee-squared.”

She smiled at the old nickname; I’d had a million of them when we were kids.

“You, too,” she said. “Everything will be okay now that you’re here.”

My eyebrows went up, and I opened my mouth to ask what she meant by that but she slipped out the door, closing it behind her. As the youngest, Em had lots of practice listening in on the grown-ups, gathering information like a squirrel hoarding acorns and never getting caught. In short, she could be slippery. 

I wondered why she thought my being here was going to make anything better when historically speaking, I was the one who typically made everything worse by being at constant odds with Babs.

I climbed onto the bed. The mattress was harder than I remembered. The last time I’d slept in this room had been nine years ago. I didn’t miss it. I told myself this was temporary and as soon as I knew what was going on with Babs, I’d scuttle back to New York with all the speed of a cockroach escaping the light.

I had my own life in New York, and as much as I missed my sisters, I had a full and rich existence that they just weren’t a part of, much like I wasn’t a part of their lives here. Besides, I hated the way Babs made me feel when I came home, like I was a disappointment because I hadn’t lived up to her expectations of me. 

It might’ve helped if I’d understood what her expectations were, but Babs was the master at never really telling you how she felt so that you were always left dangling, swinging in mid-air by a thread that you knew she would cut at any moment.

I kicked off my shoes and rolled myself up in the comforter like a caterpillar in a cocoon. A yawn escaped me and I let it stretch my whole face wide, leading the way for the rest of my body to relax. I planned to take a power nap. Twenty minutes of rest and I’d be fine, ready to conquer the world or Babs’s incessant criticism at any rate.

I woke up ten hours later as the sun was setting over the Pacific. Damn it! 

“No, no, no,” I cried. 

Lurching upright, I stretched, fingers tingling in the hand that had been trapped under my head while I’d slept. I shook out my arm, trying to get the blood flowing. I scowled at the window where the sky was just turning the color of a sun-kissed peach. 

Why hadn’t anyone woken me up? This was so bad. I was never going to sleep tonight and tomorrow would be even worse than today had been. If things kept up this way, by the end of the visit I was going be on the same sleep schedule as the area bats.

Climbing off the bed, I crossed the room and glanced in the mirror. Ye god, my hair had woven itself into some sort of funky hair hat. The corkscrew curls that were the bane of my existence had broken free of the braid I’d wrestled them into and now looked like individual antenna desperately seeking life out in the cosmos. I slapped a hand to my forehead, dreading my next meeting with Babs. 

One of my earliest childhood memories was of my mother coming at me with a straightening iron, determined to tame my dark curls once and for all. Four-year-old me had sobbed and cried, terrified that she was going to burn me. Of course, now I realized she wouldn’t have but at the time the fear was a very real thing.

It was one of the more significant instances of my childhood. My father had stepped up in a rare moment of parenting and told Babs to leave me alone. I had inherited his wild curls, and I knew he liked seeing that trait in one of his girls. He had unplugged the straightener and told my mother to back off—yes, in those exact words. To me, he was my hero, my shining knight, the slayer of my dragons. To Babs, he had crossed a line and she’d looked at him in shock, as if he had slapped her. In retrospect, that was most likely the moment where her intense dislike for me began, shaping our relationship for years to come.

My father, who had always called me Peanut, died when I was ten. My larger than life dad with the big booming laugh, gentle hugs, and a charmer’s smile left me. He’d been the one person who was always on my side and who loved me unconditionally. The day he died my entire world crumbled. Dad suffered a cardiac arrest at his corporate muckety-muck job and was dead before the ambulance arrived. Luckily for Babs, who had never worked a day in her life, he had left her a very, very wealthy woman. 

Babs would argue, of course, and say that being a good wife to my father had been a full time job. This I had difficulty believing, given that she had a housekeeper, a gardener, and for the big life events, an entire catering staff. 

Babs had bagged my father with her va-va-va-voom figure, her thick honey-blond hair, her cute little upturned nose and her big blue eyes. That was the only feature of hers which I had inherited, a variation of her eyes. Hers were a pale blue, mine were darker, but we were the only ones in the family with blue eyes so I always felt it was a bond of sorts. You would think this would give me a pass with her. No.

In deference to Babs, I took my straightening iron out of my bag and plugged it in. It would take a while, but maybe I could tame my wild mane enough to mollify her. Although, why I cared what she thought I had no idea, thus the hours spent in my therapist’s office talking about the crazy train breaking down at the dysfunction junction which was my childhood.

While I waited for the iron to heat, I unpacked, putting my meager clothing into two of the four empty dresser drawers. My laptop bag which also functioned as my purse was next. I set up my computer on the desk in front of the window, plugging it into the outlet below.

I sat at my old desk, wondering how much my back was going to hurt with the crappy ergonomics of this situation. Since I designed websites for a living, the amount of hours I spent hunched over a keyboard was significant. Truly, it was a small wonder that I didn’t already resemble a one hump camel.

I popped open my laptop, planning to check my email and see if any of my clients were having a meltdown due to my surprise unavailability today. While I waited for my computer to boot up, I glanced over the top of the monitor at the neighbor’s house. Much like putting on lipstick to appease Babs, memory was guiding my actions, reminding me of how I functioned in this space.

How many hours had I spent sitting right here, dreaming of the boy next door? Countless. Endless. Years worth. Liam Mahony was my first crush or “Trouble” as Babs called him. She’d been right. He was trouble in the best possible way.

I’d been fifteen when this brash, wild new boy had appeared in the window across the yard. He had a thick thatch of dark brown hair, a ridiculously ripped torso from hours spent taming the surf, and a smile that literally melted my shorts.

Our houses mirrored each other and California real estate being what it was with houses built spitting distance from each other, our rooms were only fifteen feet apart. Plenty close enough for a teen girl to get her fill of teen boy eye candy. 

The tomboy in me had no idea what to make of the feelings the guy with the killer smile caused to flutter up inside of me like bubbles in a soda pop. One part of me wanted to run away from him as far and as fast as I could, but another part of me was fascinated like a diver facing a shark. I was both attracted by the mystery of this unknown species of boy and terrified of the same.

It took a few days for Liam Mahony to notice that we had the same walking route to school, sat in the same algebra class, and surfed the same waves in the afternoons and on weekends. When he stopped in front of me and introduced himself one afternoon, I panicked. We’re talking full-on brain stutter, tripping over my own feet, complete neuro shut-down mother fluffing panic. 

I’d probably looked like I’d been hit with a Taser. It sure felt like it and I was forever grateful that I didn’t start to slobber and drool on the spot or even worse pee myself. Terrified, unable to speak, and at a loss for any coolness I might ever have possessed, I nodded at him once and fled the scene on foot like a criminal trying to outrun the law.

I spent the next two weeks avoiding him while covertly spying on him. I surfed different beaches, rode my skateboard to school, and refused to look at him during class. I couldn’t handle the sizzle and zip I felt whenever he was near me. Even when he started hanging around with one of my closest friends, Jessie Lopez, I still couldn’t be near him without being rendered utterly stupid.

It did not stop me from watching him when I thought he wasn’t looking, however. From the cover of my darkened bedroom, I studied him in his room across the way. He did his homework at a desk in front of his window just like me. He also paced a lot, cranked his music, and, lord-a-mercy, lifted weights. The boy worked out every day, and I spied on him behind the cover of my sheer curtains, every day. Still, I never spoke to him and avoided any sort of contact, even ditching my friend Jessie if it meant I’d have to be in the same orbit as Liam.

And then everything changed. On a rainy Saturday, I took my board to one of the less popular beaches. It was called Devil’s Backbone because there was a line of treacherous rocks hidden below the surf. Only the locals knew how to navigate the area, but the waves were decent, no ankle busters, and it was worth the risk if you knew what you were doing.

I was out alone for most of the morning, enjoying the rides I’d caught, the sound of the waves, the pelicans flying overhead while they fished for their lunch with dramatic diving catches. It was all very peaceful and Zen, until he showed up. Jogging out into the surf with his board tucked under his arm, I recognized him right away. Liam Mahony.

I glanced behind me, praying for a wave to appear that I could ride in to get away from him. The sea was as calm as glass. What the hell?

Liam climbed onto his board and paddled right for me. My heart started to pound in my chest and I was sweating despite the chill of the sea water my feet were dangling in. I could paddle back to shore to avoid him, but that would probably look weird, and I desperately did not want him to think I was any weirder than I was sure he already thought I was.

When he slowed alongside me, I glanced in both directions. There was a vast open ocean out here. He could surf anywhere. Why was he in my space, making my insides melt and my outsides shiver? I sent a silent prayer of thanks to the laundry goddess, also known as Helena our housekeeper, that I was wearing my best bikini, the purple one that made my bazooms look way bigger than they actually were.

“Hi, Julia.” Liam’s voice was low and gravelly. It hooked into the center of me, and I realized I really liked hearing my name on his lips.

He hauled himself up to straddle his board, and I watched as the water poured off his body. I wasn’t positive but I was pretty sure I went momentarily cross-eyed at the sight.

“So, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

“Huh?” I had to drag my gaze away from his chest to meet his warm brown eyes.

He grinned at me and the slash of white teeth against his full lips made my throat go dry and this time I knew I went cross-eyed and saw spots. Have mercy!

It was then that an enormous wave came and plowed us into the surf. I went down with a yelp and lost sight of Liam. We were on top of Devil’s Backbone and I was terrified that he’d been slammed into the rocks below. I popped up out of the water as another wave hit, dragging me down. My shoulder scraped a rock but I was able to push off of it and swim to the surface.

When I came up again, I saw Liam face down in the water. His board was loose and being carried on the crest of a wave toward the beach. Meanwhile Liam was headed straight for the rocks. I climbed onto my board and paddled toward him. Another wave separated us, but I kept track of the bright yellow swim trunks he had on and used them to spot him. I grabbed him by the arm before he was pushed into a worse section of rocks and hauled him onto my board. With him unconscious but safe, I turned us toward the beach and paddled as hard as I could.

It took all of my strength to maneuver us in. Once we reached the sand, I ripped off my ankle harness, grabbed Liam under the arms, and dragged him up the beach until we were half in and half out of the surf. His eyes were closed and I couldn’t tell if he’d hit his head on a rock or his board or if he’d just taken in so much water he couldn’t breathe.

“Come on, new boy,” I begged him. “Wake up and open those pretty eyes for me.”

I knew basic CPR as Babs had insisted that I learn if I was going to spend my days on the beach. I think she had grand visions of me being the next Pam Anderson. Yeah, no. 

Instinct took over and I went through all of the things I remembered a first responder was supposed to do. I listened to his heart and tried to see if he was breathing. I was so freaked out, I couldn’t tell. I checked his mouth for an obstruction and his eyes to see if they were dilated.

Seeing no other recourse, I figured mouth to mouth was in order. I tipped his head back, closed his nose, took a deep breath and blew into him, trying to inflate his lungs or push out the water or whatever it was this was supposed to do. He remained terrifyingly unresponsive. 

I was going in for the third time when I became aware of his hand in my hair, holding me in place while his tongue ran over my lips and he fit his mouth against mine, kissing me with a wicked thoroughness that left me, who had never been kissed before, stunned.

When he ended the kiss, he sat up and pressed his forehead to mine, each of us short of breath as if we’d both nearly drowned. 

“I knew it,” Liam said. His voice was gruff. “I knew it would be like that between us.”

After a couple of moments, I sat back on my heels and studied him, uncertain about what had just happened but crazily wanting it to happen again.

“So, it looks like you’re going to live.” I was pleased my voice sounded so much calmer than I felt. 

“Yeah.” His deep brown eyes were fixed on my mouth and a flash of heat lit up my insides like a tiki torch. 

I didn’t know what to make of that, so I latched onto the much more familiar feeling of anger. My terror about what could have happened came roaring up out of me like a geyser. I punched him on the shoulder. Hard. It barely rocked him.

“Damn it, Liam, you scared the crap out of me!” I cried. “You could have been killed. We both could have.”

He tipped his head and batted his ridiculously long eyelashes at me. “Aw, don’t be mad, surfer girl. Look at it this way, since you just saved my life, you own it now.”

“Huh?” I blinked at him.

“It’s true,” he said. “When you save a person’s life, they are forever in your debt. They belong to you.” 

I stared at him for a moment and then I threw back my head and laughed. It was a great big belly laugh, a guffaw if you will, and much to my relief he didn’t look offended so much as amused.

“I’m serious.” He winked at me, then lowered his voice and added, “Now you can do whatever you want with me.”

Well, didn’t that just send a delicious shiver through me. Sadly, for him, I wasn’t an idiot. I shook my head at him and grinned. I could not believe he would waste a move like this on me.

“So, new boy, this fake drowning thing,” I said. “Is that your move? And if so, how’s it working out for you?”

“That depends, surfer girl,” he said. “Will you go out with me tonight?”

My chest constricted and my breath was short. Liam Mahony, Liam hot-as-shit Mahony, was asking me out, not only that but he had feigned drowning to do it. There was clearly only one answer to be made.

“Yeah, sure, I could do that,” I said. I shrugged as if it was no big deal, when, ermagawd it was a big freaking deal!

His grin was blinding. “Well, then I can tell you that since I have only used the faked drowning technique to ask out one girl, you, it’s success rate is one-hundred-percent.”

“You know you could have gotten hurt for real,” I said. The fear came back as I remembered seeing him face down in the water, headed for the rocks. “Devil’s Backbone is out there and it’s a gnarly stretch of rock.”

“Well, I’ve been watching you, and I knew you could get us out of there. I believed in you.”

Yep, my heart pretty much took flight right there.

“Besides,” he continued, “given that you’ve been avoiding me like I’m a carrier for the plague, drastic measures were required. And after that kiss, I’ve got to say a concussion or near drowning would have been totally worth it. I like you, Julia Blumer. I have from the moment I first saw you.”

Probably, I should have dropped dead on the spot, like I was pretty sure I was going to, and our story would have had a happier—okay, not so much for me—ending. But I didn’t and we didn’t. Pity.

I continued staring at the darkened window across the way, tasting the bitter flavor of regret on my tongue. There was no point in dwelling on the past I told myself. It was dusted and done, and I couldn’t go back. Sadly, one of the first lessons learned when leaving childhood behind was that in real life there are no do-overs.

Suddenly, a light snapped on in the bedroom across the way. Curious, I watched and, as if he’d been ripped right out of my daydreams and thrust back into my reality, Liam Mahony strode into the room, shirtless. Oh. My. God.
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Chapter Three
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My heart stopped, literally stopped, and then as if remembering its purpose, it pumped doubly hard for three beats almost sending me into a dead faint. Okay, no, that was more likely due to the man I was staring at like a prime rib at an all you can eat buffet.

His thick dark hair was still unruly, like he’d just climbed out of bed but not a bed in which he’d been sleeping. His bare chest was even more muscled than I remembered with broad shoulders, roped forearms, and a sculpted V. Sweet baby Jesus, the man had an abdominal V, you know those muscles that frame the six pack abs and lead down to a guy’s equator, yeah that V, that made me want to lick it and then bite him...it...no, him...everywhere. 

I put my hand to my forehead and closed my eyes. Clearly I was having some sort of fit or hallucination, because while I hadn’t seen Liam in years, I had gotten sporadic updates from Babs, usually when she was feeling particularly cruel, and the last I’d heard he was living in the apartment above his coffee shop in the center of town. Obviously, my little jog down memory lane as I sat here in the dark had caused me to conjure something that was not there. Right? Right.

I opened my eyes fully expecting to see a dark window across the way. Nope. Instead, Liam had his back to me and was working on some sort of freestanding apparatus doing pull-ups, which for the record, completely defined his back. I felt a trickle of saliva slide out of the side of my mouth and realized I was drooling. 

I wiped my chin, never taking my eyes off the man as he hauled himself up and down and up and down and up and, well you get the drift. Lost in my appreciation for his scorching hot body, I didn’t realize he was done until he dropped from the bar and grabbed a nearby towel to wipe the sweat off of his face. At which point, I moaned, out loud.

“Hey, Jules, are you going to...” Sophie burst through the bedroom door and then stopped as she took in the view. “Oh my...”

She perched behind me with her arms on the back of my chair and we watched Liam move to the free weights. When he started curling the barbell in toward his torso, I noticed he had several lines of ink on his left side, a tattoo. I wished I could read it, but I was too far away. I found myself wondering when he got it, what it said, and why he’d put it right there. Then he braced himself with one arm while flexing the barbell in toward his chest with the other. Soph and I both sighed deeply and appreciatively. 

“Guys, what are you doing here in the dark?” Em strode into the room snapping on the light. 

“No!” I yelped as my pupils contracted. Thankfully, I had the presence of mind to drop to the floor before Liam, who would now be able to see into my room with the light on, got sight of me.

“Ah!” Sophie dove away from the window, shouting to Em, “The light! Hit the light!”

“What? Why?” Em glanced out the window and then yelped. “Oh! Oh, shit!”

Em slapped the switch, and the room was plunged into darkness. She dropped to her knees and crawled over to where Sophie and I were crouched on the floor in front of the desk.

“It’s okay, I don’t think he saw me,” Em said.

“‘Lucy, you have some ‘splainin’ to do’,” I said in my best Ricky Ricardo accent.  

“Yeah, um, I meant to tell you about that, er, him,” Em said. I could just make out her face in the shadows and she cringed. “But I forgot. He’s such a quiet neighbor, I forget he’s there. Of course, my room doesn’t look into his so not having a front row seat to the show, well, that could be why I forgot. I mean, wow, just wow.”

“No problem,” I lied. “He’s back, Liam’s back, living at home. These things happen. Maybe it’s a failure to launch sort of thing, like his coffee shop tanked, and he had to move back in with the Prof. and Mrs. Mahony?”

Liam’s dad was a professor of marine biology at Scripps Institution of Oceanography in La Jolla, so he was never Mr. Mahony to us growing up but always the Prof. Even though he had retired a few years ago, his title never changed.

“Not even,” Sophie said. “Quite the opposite, actually. His coffee shop is so successful, he’s opened two more, one in San Diego and one in Los Angeles.”

“He actually bought the house from his parents so that they could move into a retirement community up the coast. His mom was super excited because they have bingo every week. She bought a swank set of daubers with their own carrying case. Doesn’t that sound fun?” Em asked.

Sophie squinted at her. “You have got to get out more.”

“Focus, people.” I clapped my hands twice to get their attention. “So, he’s been living next door for how long exactly?”  

“About two months, give or take a week,” Em said.

“Does Babs know?” I asked.

They both looked uncomfortable.

“She does, doesn’t she?” I persisted.

They nodded.

“And she still hates him, correct?” 

Again, they nodded.

“And yet you didn’t tell me?” I asked. “You really didn’t think this was something I might want to know to prepare myself in case I ran into him? Or worse, if Babs decided to drop this A-bomb on me over the phone?”

“Well, gees, Jules, you guys broke up like a million years ago,” Em said. “I didn’t think it was still that big of a deal.”

I rose up on my knees and peered over the desk into Liam’s bedroom. I motioned for her to follow me. Both Em and Soph popped up next to me, so the only things visible over the edge of the desk were our noses and eyes.

“Look at him,” I hissed. “That is the man I gave my virginity to, the man I thought I would marry, the only man who has ever brought me to orgasm with just a glance. In a hundred years, running into him would still be a big deal.”  

“I can see that,” Soph said. “My goodness, he has muscles in places I didn’t even know you could have muscles. Sheesh, is it hot in here?” She began to fan herself with her hands.

“Um, you’re kind of oversharing, Jules,” Em said. Even in the dark I could see she was blushing. “But, yes, I see that he is a fine specimen, not obnoxiously bulky but just right, and, like super defined. It’s almost as if he’s in high def.”

“Yeah,” I said. “High def enough to make me want to lick the window.”

Soph snorted and Em looked confused. It occurred to me that we’d failed our baby sister spectacularly in the appreciation of the male form department. Good thing I was here to correct the error.

As much as I loved ogling my ex-boyfriend with my sisters, I didn’t think my poor heart could take much more. The riot of emotions coursing through me made it difficult to function. I needed to compartmentalize. 

With one last lingering glance at Liam, okay, more accurately Liam’s butt, I forced myself to turn away. “All right, so why did you two come up here?”

Soph and Em exchanged confused glances before saying in unison, “Dinner!”

It was then that I heard the very distinct sound of thumping coming from downstairs. Babs!

I dove for my hair straightener. Sophie unplugged it from the wall, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the hallway.

“But—” I protested.

“No time,” she said.

Em led the way. We barreled down the stairs and jogged into the great room where Babs sat with her afghan on her lap and her face squinched up on one side like she’d just bitten into a something sour. There was a cane beside her that I hadn’t noticed before and I suspected was the source of the thumping noise I had heard earlier.

Mom glanced at the three of us, her disapproval obvious in the tight line of her lips. “Are we planning on eating tonight or are we on a newfangled starvation diet?”

“Dinner’s ready, Mom,” Em said patiently. “I’ll set the table...unless you’d rather eat here instead?”

Babs simply stared at each of us as if considering how difficult it would be to share a meal with all three of her daughters. I tried not to take it personally, suspecting it was my presence that put her off. Finally, she gave Em a sharp nod. “Dining room.”

Equal measures of relief and dread surged inside of me.

“I’ll help with dinner,” Sophie said.

“Me, too—” I began but Babs cut me off.

“You, sit,” she said. 

Mom pointed a bony finger at me and then at the armchair beside her. I sat. Twenty-seven years old and I still jumped when she spoke in that commander-in-chief voice. Seriously, Babs had untapped potential; she could easily have been a world leader, devouring smaller nations and leaving death and destruction in her wake.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

Well, that was...civil. I studied her. Now that I was rested, I could see that her face was thinner and more lined than I remembered. Her eyes were glassy and her skin crepe-like. For once my sisters had not exaggerated. Babs looked distinctly unwell. It made me uneasy.

“Yes,” I said. “Longer than I intended, actually.”

We were silent for a few moments. I heard the clock ticking in the corner, the rattle of silverware and plates as my sisters set the table in the dining room, and the quiet rasp of Babs’s breathing. That was new.

“Enjoy sleep when you can.” She glanced away from me and out at the dark night sky. “I don’t sleep well anymore.”

This seemed like a solid opportunity to ask her what was going on. I took it.  “Ba...er...Mom. How are you, really?”

Her frail body stiffened and she turned to me with one of her frostiest expressions; her pale blue eyes looked positively wintery and I half expected snowflakes to shoot out her nose. “I’m fine, Julia, just fine. Thanks for asking.”

May in Gull’s Harbor was generally around seventy degrees during the day and in the fifties at night. The town maintained a perfect year-round temperature which was the reason so many people loved it, except for right now. As if Babs could control the atmosphere, I swear the temperature in the room dropped to freezing. 

“Obviously, you are not fine,” I persisted, surprised I didn’t see my breath when I spoke. I tried to sound reasonable but when she rolled her eyes like a moody middle schooler, I lost the battle. “Listen, I didn’t come all this way—”

“Stop!” Mom held up her thin, age-spotted hand as if she could physically ward off my words. “This isn’t about you. It’s about me. And I say the status of my health is between me and my physician, no one else.”

Seriously? Babs was really going to play it that way? With her obviously wasting away and the three of us, her daughters, uselessly flapping our hands in dismay because we had no freaking idea what the hell was going on? 
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