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For the ones still working on it, whatever it is.


Whether finding your way, or finding yourself …


Don’t give up. You’re worth the investment.


And for Ty. Thanks for loving this angry girl when she was a teen, and during every phase of me since.











Author’s Note & Content Warnings





I started to write this book shortly after I began writing my debut novel, and ended up setting it aside simply because I didn’t know if I had the chops to pull off what I was imagining.


I tried to start it again after Rootbound came out, but then Funny Feelings demanded to be written, even though I had about 30k words written in this. Obviously, I was a whole mess of doubts when it came to this story after that, and started to think that maybe it was just cursed. I had two other ideas in the middle that I almost abandoned it for again …


I thought anything involving home renovation and people living together through it, struggling to communicate, might not be very fun to read.


But … then I realized that this was the whole point. And reworking this thing almost felt meta in a way, with how much I had to restructure it and change it.


I truly believe it was worth it, and that this is the story as it was meant to be.




CONTENT WARNINGS:


-Parental Abandonment


-Emotional Abuse via a Parent


-Explicit Sexual Content


-Explicit Language


-Death of a Family Member (mentioned; occurs off-page)


-Infidelity (committed by a side character; occurs off-page)
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I Wish I Was the Moon—Neko Case


Beg Steal or Borrow—Ray LaMontagne, The Pariah Dogs


Leaving It Up to You—George Ezra


Under the Boardwalk—The Drifters


Now or Never—Elvis


Sugar, Sugar—The Archies


Coming Home—Leon Bridges


Come and Get Your Love—Redbone


Friday I’m In Love—Phoebe Bridgers


August—Taylor Swift


A Little Less Conversation (JXL Radio Edit)—Elvis


Good Vibrations—The Beach Boys


Jump In the Line—Harry Belafonte


This Magic Moment—The Drifters


Fade Into You—Mazzy Star


Like Real People Do—Hozier


Can’t Take My Eyes off You—Frankie Valli


Heavenly—Cigarettes After Sex


Cry to Me—Soloman Burke


Unchained Melody—The Righteous Brothers


Something Worth Working On—John K


Rose of Sharon—Mumford & Sons











Prologue





THE FOURTH OF JULY




LaRynn


All of my life’s most mortifying moments have a soundtrack.


In ninth grade, at my very first homecoming dance, I came barreling out of the girls’ bathroom, skirting updos and side-stepping a multitude of grinding, hormone-riddled bodies so that I wouldn’t miss my song. Rihanna was thumping through the gymnasium sound system, singing about finding love in a hopeless place—almost too on the nose, if you ask me. I quickly made my way to the imaginary spotlight in the crowd where I dropped and I swayed, a corsage-adorned wrist held aloft in the air …


And an entire corner of my dress tucked into my thong.


I thought my date had been trying to touch and dance with me. Turns out he’d been trying to get my attention. The butt cheek wasn’t the true travesty, though. Oh, no. The very visible tampon string—the one that seemed to glow in the dim gym lighting—was the thing that solidified that moment in horror for me.


Then there was the time, during my second semester of college, when I was listening to a pretty racy audiobook in the library. I eventually determined that it was too distracting to successfully study to, so I flipped over to my playlist. 311 was strumming on about amber being the color of my energy when I noticed the stares.


Turns out, when I disconnected from my tablet and switched over to the music on my phone, the device continued playing that book—out loud. Let’s just say, the narrator was very talented and had excellent, enthusiastic inflection.


And, alas, the memory I most often try to suppress manages to be the one that forces my eyes to clench shut the hardest. The one that occurred a few years before the echoing erotica incident.


My father’s irate, reddened face surfaces in my mind with it, followed by my grandmother’s stricken one, and my other summer friends’—theirs all stuck in various states of shock and confusion.


My hands clutching a boy’s shirt to my naked front while my father berated us, as we stood on trial in the glow of his headlights. And that same shirtless boy’s face, hard and unapologetic.


That time, above the faint sound of a warning alarm in the distance, it was Fade Into You playing on a loop in the background of my shame—me wincing each time it began anew. Likely the fault of an errant limb hitting repeat on the dash when Deacon dragged me across the console and into his lap, as he attempted to undress me along the way. We’d rapidly become too distracted to notice or care.


“But you two don’t even like each other!” June, the only girl friend I’d had that summer, said, gesturing wildly between us.


“We don’t,” Deacon replied to her, and my head whipped his way, as something caught in my throat quicker than I thought possible. Something heavy plummeted through the hollow of my chest. The last words I’d ever muttered to him before the pounding on the window began had indicated otherwise.


Had stated the opposite, in fact.


“It was just sex, right?” he’d said and shrugged, his eyes never leaving mine, hardening.


“The fuck, Deac?” Jensen, another long-lost friend of summer and June’s twin brother, had replied.


“LaRynn Cecelia Lavigne, mets ton cul dans la voiture!” Dad shouted before he slammed his car door. Get my ass in the car, indeed.


I’d only snorted, threw on his shirt, and marched over to my dad’s Mercedes, hoping I’d never see or hear from Deacon Leeds again.


That was the last time I’d ever said the words I love you—to anyone—all while that fucking song droned on.





So now, as brown-gray water gurgles up from the shower drain like Old Faithful, as I’m sprawled out naked on the tile and sputtering, screaming … I’m also aware of Elvis crooning from the record player in the hallway.


This song cannot be ruined for me. I refuse. I refute this.


I scramble to my feet, suppressing a gag at the smell, my wet and bedraggled hair making a sickening kersplat against my face. I heave and tremble like a raging bull.


This is it.


This is when the Lavigne rage breaks free.


La goutte d’eau qui fait déborder le vase.


I almost laugh at the irony. The English equivalent to the saying is ‘the straw that broke the camel’s back.’ In French, it’s the drop of water that makes the vase overflow—much more accurate given this particular scenario.


I feel my throat start to clog before I physically shake my head to clear it away.


I will not give Deacon that. He will not have my tears.


It’s just—I can’t believe that he’s still doing this. That he is still fucking with me. I can’t believe that I thought we’d finally, finally turned a corner in this arrangement, or that we’d at least reached an understanding.


Neither of us wanted this to begin with, that much has been clear, but we each have something to gain by working together. And while we’ve admittedly done a less than stellar job at making the best of it so far, I truly thought our respective tantrums were thrown and we’d start making some progress. The better we cooperate, the faster we can get this renovation done, and be done with each other.


My temper continues to pool and gather; two whole languages of fucking-infuriated muddling together as Elvis sings on.


I quickly try to get the water sopped up and under control while a kaleidoscope of images flash through my mind—a cord being snipped, a red cape being waved, a hatchet swinging.


Swing


Swing


Swing


Swing … Elvis is barritoning triumphantly that his love won’t wait just as Deacon bursts through the door.


“Larry?!” he shouts, abject terror paling his tanned, perpetually-smug face.


“You,” I snarl, my voice unrecognizable, possessed. The last piece of my sanity unhinges as I rise to my feet, still naked aside from the rubber gloves I pointlessly shoved on. Still dripping in the curdled, filthy water.


He clumsily grapples to shut the door, his head swiveling back around like he might rather die and let his ghost flee through it.


At least the man has the good sense to be afraid … No, I immediately shake off the thought. Not a man. An overgrown child. An adolescent meatball in the body of a smirking, swaggering adult.


My unfortunate ticket to jump-starting my life.


The bane of my existence.


My dear, sweet, husband.


The dead man walking.














Chapter One





Two Months Prior




LaRynn


Bent and broken stalks of pampas lay in scattered piles across the hillside, like the Pacific’s discarded toothpicks.


The occasional glimpse of the ocean on the horizon is welcome after the winding, swooping, relentless turns through the Redwoods prior.


I was forced to submit to my car sickness awhile back and had to make Elyse, my dearest (and only) friend, pull off to the side of the road.


I’ve spent nearly half of my life’s summers here, so I suppose I should’ve expected the nostalgia. As soon as I’d finished my puking, I looked up and was swept under a fresh wave of it, remembering the very same spot and circumstances from the last time I was sick there, nearly a decade ago.


“Merde, LaRynn. You are almost an adult. You should have outgrown this—this car sickness,” my father had yelled out the open door, the slight French accent only deepening the disgust in his tone. As if I was still wetting the bed or sucking my thumb. As if I could even help it. A Dramamine and all the pressure points in the world couldn’t make up for the stifling, stilted tension in the car that day. The way my mother stared longingly out the window and leaned into it with her entire body, like she’d rather have been anywhere else. The way my father would make small attempts at conversation before he’d shake his head in dismay when those attempts weren’t met with any level of enthusiasm.


My parents, who categorically did not enjoy one another, who spent more time wrapped up in their resentment—to the point that it took center stage in our lives—traveled every summer from the time that I was eight until eighteen, leaving me with my grandma. And until that final one, those summers were always restorative for them, too. They’d drop me off at the beginning of summer—usually some weekend in May when school would conclude—and pick me up around Labor Day, just before it would begin again. And things would almost seem better for them, typically until Halloween. A few years we even made it through Christmas.


Until that final summer, when my naiveté about love was cured once and for all.


Until that year, this was the place that’d been more home to me than any, with the person who felt more like home to me than anyone had, too. My grandmother with her deep French accent and her cutting sarcasm and her laissez-faire freedom.


I’d never understood how my father came from her, opposite in every way.


I also still don’t understand how one summer nullified so many. I can only guess that it was my age the last time I was here that made it feel so vital. Eighteen had felt so much bigger than it was, so much more exposed. I’d burned bright for those months. The temporariness of it all had made me so unapologetically myself. Like I knew I was on the precipice of the rest of my life before college and the world’s plans for me would take over.


Maybe it’s because it was the last time I felt that way—like a version of me I enjoyed being. For a small while, at least.





As I feel the car make the final descent into Santa Cruz now, I try (and fail) to keep other memories submerged.


The smell of cotton candy and sun-soaked skin.


Vanilla custard and deep-fried artichoke hearts.


The ringing of arcade games and bare thighs shifting on leather, car windows open to the sound of waves crashing.


Hunger and frustration blurring together over three heated, sticky months. Deep brown eyes that cut right through me. Dark, silky hair sliding through my fingers. Broad shoulders under shaky hands.


The scent of a boy’s body wash, the taste of his chapstick, the tear of a wrapper–


“Are you okay? Is this okay?” whispered against my neck …


“Rynn—Jesus, are you going to be sick again?! You need me to pull over?” Elyse shouts, and I’m catapulted back into the present.


“What? Oh—no. No, I’m okay. Sorry.” I give a feeble wave of my hand before it falls to my thigh with a clammy slap.


“Your lips are back to being all pale.” She frowns, her gaze bouncing around my face in concern before it darts back to the road. “Are you sure? Maybe we should stop for something to eat?”


I search her face right back, gratitude blooming in my chest at having her here with me. That she took time off from her well-managed life just to come help me settle this whole mess. It’s a miracle she could even get the time away from law school. I certainly would not have been able to afford the time, had I still been attending.


In a roundabout way, even though it took me years to gain the strength to drop out, I’m grateful that I’d originally resigned myself to the life that was laid out for me. Because if I’d never gone to college and majored in poli-sci, I’d never have ended up in the same classes as Elyse, and made a true friend.


“Yeah, let’s grab a bite if you don’t mind.”





My heart continues to stutter and jump long after I’ve finished my fourth glass of water and pushed my food around my plate for the seven-hundredth time. I turn to stare out at the boats bobbing lazily in the harbor and try to settle its rhythm once more.


Elyse’s fork clatters against the table and my body jolts in its seat, chair leg scraping against the worn deck.


She sighs. “Alright, are you okay? You’re jumpy as hell and have barely eaten,” she says.


I blow out a breath and nod, but let it semicircle into an honest shake when her eyebrow quirks above her sunglasses. She lets out a small laugh and tilts her head. “Worried? Sad? What is it?” she asks.


“A bit sad. Worried, yeah. Anxious—that’s just a general state of being at this point, isn’t it?” I laugh bitterly.


“LaRynn, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she says, ignoring my sarcasm. “Let’s just go and assess what needs to be done and take things one step at a time.”


I turn to look back out over the water lapping against the dock. “I’m less anxious about that, I think. It’s just … being back here,” I sigh, ready to come clean. All the way clean. She knows that I need to get it ready to sell, knows that I need to work that out with a secondary owner. “Elyse, the other owner of the place … I know—well … knew him.”


She frowns. “Okay? And that makes a difference because?”


“For one, logistics.” I grab a napkin and a pen from the depths of my purse before I start sketching in order to explain. “A lot of the older buildings in Santa Cruz started out as single homes and then were restructured to be multi-unit buildings. So, some of them have weird layouts. My grandma’s has one single staircase with a shared laundry-slash-hallway area and a garage on one side, with one unit downstairs on the other.” I finish outlining that portion as she crosses her arms and waits for me to continue. “Then there’s hers—mine, on top, the last unit. It originally began as two units on the second floor.” I draw their shapes above what I’ve already laid out, little Jenga pieces on top of the others, along with their respective veranda areas sitting atop the garage side, plus a little cutout on the next side for my grandma’s other balcony. That one always looked like it was cut into the slope of the roof, like the ocean took a bite out of it. “Helena, my grandma’s partner, was her neighbor upstairs before they got together. That’s how they met in the first place. And after a while they tore down the wall separating their two units and made it into one. Did a full conversion. So, it’s a stacked duplex now, but shares one main entrance.”


“Okay,” Elyse says with a nod, always a step ahead. “So, wait, why couldn’t you split it down the middle?”


“The downstairs tenant, Sally, has been there since before I was born. So, I’m already … apprehensive … about selling the entire building and giving her the boot. And, according to the lawyers, since they didn’t specify leaving us each a unit, I’ll need him to sign off on anything, too.” God, so much time with lawyers in the last six months to go through all of this … If I’d had any lingering curiosity regarding a career in law, I’m officially cured.


Elyse blinks at me again. “Here’s where you tell me why that part could prove difficult.”


I twist toward the boats again, considering. Unsure how to explain that I feel betrayed on multiple levels over the fact that Deacon even gets to claim an ounce of ownership over my grandmother’s home. “Helena was his grandma. Deacon and his mom moved to be closer to her just before the last summer I spent here.” She wheels a hand through the air, subtly prodding me to get to the point and I sigh. I can’t say he was my boyfriend because he wasn’t. No one even knew about our little arrangement back then, not until we got caught. “I had a fling with him—he was my—” I sigh. “I lost my virginity to him.”


This has her sitting up with an amused sound. I simply can’t share in the revelry, so I give her a flat look.


“We all have a first.” She chuckles, shrugging. “It’s bound to be a little awkward, I’m sure, but I’d think some familiarity would help in convincing him to work with you. And this was what, a lifetime ago?”


“Eight years.”


“Well, you’re all grown up now, and both of you stand to make a great deal of money. Get him to sign over one of the units while he holds onto the other and does what he wants with it.” She laughs lightly again. “I thought you were about to tell me the place was haunted or something.”


“That is—” I retrieve the finger I’ve jabbed in her direction and level out my tone, already on edge at the mere reference to Deacon Leeds. “—that is exactly what he’s like, Elyse. My own personal poltergeist. You don’t understand. We spent fifty percent of that summer hating each other, and the other half we were out of our minds in another way. He was…” I inhale deeply through my nose. “He was judgmental and condescending and goddamn full of himself. He was annoying, constantly badgering. An absolutely shameless flirt, in any setting, with anything. Anything. That fucking squid on your plate right there,” I say and nod down to her calamari, widening my eyes meaningfully. “With a dash of a New England accent thrown in, he’d have found some way of making that sexual.”


“I don’t kink shame.” She holds up her palms with a toss of her shoulders.


“Elyse, I’m serious.” I close my eyes and groan, nerves prickling to life. A storm of emotion starts gathering in my mind; overcast, ominous, and entirely opposite to the glittering ocean to my right. “He had this way of aggravating me. He would—he’d bring out the worst in me, and then he’d call me out on it. He’d make me feel prudish, and then have some way of acting scandalized when I’d try to loosen up.” In front of other people, at least. In private, he was sweet and attentive. It gave me whiplash. “I—I don’t know how to explain it. From the moment we met, nothing was ever simple or easy between us.”


“I’m waiting for the part where this transitioned to you having sex with him…”


So I tell her.


I tell her the story of how a lonely, haughty, and very angry girl and a sharp-tongued, infuriatingly charming boy saw each other a bit too clearly for one summer. How that girl had already begun to harden her heart against love and vulnerability, and how that boy was already too accustomed and numb to loss for his age. I leave out the part about accidentally falling for him, not wanting to give him that much credit, not wanting her to have some “Aha” moment because of it. So that explains why you’re this way, why you so rarely date and why you’re such a viperish shrew—she might think.


Instead, I stick to a limited version of the truth. I tell her how two foolish young adults became reluctant friends; eventually bonding over their pessimistic philosophies on life and love, and how those two thought that these commonalities made them ideal comrades in sex …


Since, theoretically, it would have—should have—been easy for them to say goodbye.














Chapter Two







Deacon


Sally gasps, the wheels on her oxygen tank squeaking to a halt as she gazes longingly at the TV.


“Good Lord. I would let that man eat crackers in my bed. Off of my naked body,” she declares in awe, making the sign of the cross with her free hand. Never mind the fact that I know she couldn’t be less Catholic.


Dansby Swanson smiles down from the television, unaware that he’s likely roping my eighty-five-year-old neighbor closer to her grave in doing so.


I shake my head and laugh at the woman. “Why crackers?”


“Have you ever rolled on top of crackers in your sheets in the middle of the night?” she asks, leveling me with a glare. “You’d have to really like what you were rolling toward to make up for the sensation, trust me.”


“I’ll take your word for it.”


“You—” She swallows a breath and lowers herself in her chair before continuing, “—you sorta look like him, actually.”


“Okay, lady, enough flattery for today. And check your O2 levels. You’re having delusions now.”


“What? You’ve gotta admit, Deacon, the hair is similar.”


“I’ll refrain from having you committed for now, I guess. But, listen, Sal. If you’d called that insurance broker like I’d told you, you might not need me here patching up this stuff all the time. We’ve got to get a more permanent fix done. I’m doing my best, but I’m not a plumber.”


“Plumber, electrician—you both work on the guts.”


“By that sound logic, I could moonlight as a gastroenterologist and have enough money at my disposal to take care of this properly, Sal.” I’m also a general contractor but I have a feeling the plumbing issue is beyond my means—skill-wise, and financially.


She flips up the footrest on her recliner, closing her eyes through another attempt at catching her breath. My own chest squeezes at the sight.


It feels like yesterday that I showed up at the courtyard gate out front, its arch covered in tangled vines and overly-bright flowers, the sight of them offensive in their stark contrast to my bleak, riddled-with-teen-angst mood.


We’d relocated to California just that winter before, and I’d been fairly-fucking-pissed at the time to be spending my first golden state summer with my nana and her geriatric friends. All dreams of baseball and river floats with tiny bikinis were dashed away and replaced with the image of three old biddies working in their garden beds out front, the decidedly un-sexy sounds of sea lions echoing through the air.


Mom needed that summer to herself, though. Needed to escape and just be human for a while after Dad, to take care of herself and no one else. I knew that even at eighteen. My older brother, perfect prince that he was, remained off at college back east on his full ride. While I was headed exactly nowhere.


So I stayed here most of the time. Spent my time between Nan’s and the campground we were living in, where I also worked.


Amazing how wrong I was about that summer, though. How full it had been. Of bikinis, sure. But so much more than that, too. There may not have been any baseball, but there was volleyball on the beach, near-daily loitering at Neptune’s Palace, a few months’ hold on adolescence—even a bit of growing up at the end.


That summer became so pivotal to me that it fundamentally changed every summer for me since. The elated screams coming off of the Giant Dipper all sound like uptight girls with mile-long legs and long black hair. Dipped cones taste like the first time with her, every time. Like trembling, fumbling limbs and foggy windows and being verbally whipped and then sweetly kissed. Every jam-packed beach with out-of-towners ranging from the jean-clad to the perpetually barefoot all take me back to that summer. To being sad, angry, lost. To being completely in over my head with a girl who was way above my pay grade and never missed a chance to remind me.


To wanting more from life, but not knowing what or how to get it.


I’d been wrong about the biddies, too. Those three women had more vitality in them than even us kids back then. With my grandma and Cece gone, that damned gate and Sal are all that remain the same in this dilapidated place.


It’s the first weekend that it feels like summer, that’s why my mind keeps wandering, keeps getting stuck in the past, I tell myself. It’s the same reminder I always repeat, and it typically rings true. It always gets better after Labor Day.


Give me the fall, winter, hell—even the spring. When everything is a bit more mild, and a lot more peaceful. When parking’s easy, rides at the Boardwalk are either closed or only open on weekends, and I’m able to fill my days with work while getting caught up on whatever’s inevitably fallen behind, sans the heat.


“I did call that insurance broker,” Sal, finally having found her breath, tells me. “They won’t touch any of it. Owner’s responsibility, they said.”


Ouch.


“R.I.P. Cece and Hel, this hit’s for you,” she adds before she makes a show of snorting in her oxygen.


“Aren’t we spiritual today,” I mutter under my breath.


“Any update on all that?” she asks. I know what she’s referring to.


“Not yet, Sally,” I grumble. “I’ll reach out soon.”


I’m struck with the memory of seeing her name next to mine on endless stacks of paperwork, and the weird jolt that that alone had given me.


It’s only the ties shared between us that make me the slightest bit curious about LaRynn and what she thinks of this situation, what her plans are. Despite our grandmothers remaining together until they passed, she’s never been back here—at least not that I know of. Since the last time I saw her eight years ago, she’s given zero indication that she gives a shit about this place. She always met Cece and Nana elsewhere, always forced them to come to her, regardless of the state of their health.


The idea of approaching her and asking for her approval, when I was the one here for them … when I helped them through sickness and grief and even jetting over here whenever they couldn’t figure out their fucking TV … The fact that I have to ask for her permission on anything sets my teeth on edge.


I’ll have to soon, though. Sal’s rent barely covers the property taxes for the place, and it’s been a money pit otherwise.


And every time I imagine that conversation with LaRynn, I’m sent through an exhausting whirlpool of pondering and wondering and reflecting, which is aggravating enough as it is. This is all before actually speaking with her. And yet I still manage to tie myself up in wondering what she thinks. How she feels about all of this. Wonder if the passionate girl I got glimpses of grew up to be a woman who knows her own mind or not.


Ridiculous. Ridiculous and annoying that my brain ever gets stuck where she’s concerned.





I run the faucet and the shower at the same time to make sure things are draining, willing the anxious feeling in my gut to clear away with it. When things seem to be flowing smoothly again, I call over to Sal to let her know she’s up and running once more.


She moves like she plans to get up and walk me out before I put my hand on her shoulder and ease her back down.


“Thank you, Deacon,” she says with a sad smile.


“Need anything else before I go?”


“Just turn up the volume on your way out. The summer shitshow is underway.”


It’s then that I notice the chorus of honking and yelling filtering in through the open windows, and turn up her music to drown it out before I leave.


It’s the time of year where even the reserved-for-residents-only spots are stolen, and people circle around for ages trying to find parking, tempers rising with each passing lap. Summer feels like it starts in May on this part of the coast, and typically leaves in August.


Someone sounds like they supremely pissed people off this time, though. A litany of curses in between honking that grows louder with each step I take into the courtyard.


“LaRynn, just get back in the car! Come ON!” rises above the noise and my feet stutter.


I didn’t …


I couldn’t have heard that right. My brain must be fucking with me again.


I drop my tool bag and carefully unlatch the gate. The honking and shouting carries on, but my steps move like they’re underwater. I round the corner to the other side of the building and take in the scene before me.


A white, blonde woman standing in the middle of the street outside a loaded-down SUV, passenger door ajar, attempting to direct traffic around.


My eyes skate down the sidewalk, along the fence that separates it from the side yard until, sure enough, they snag on the back of a head. A head of black, waist-length locks. It’s ridiculous, that hair—in its abundance and in its impracticality. It was a constant complaint of hers and yet, here she is, with more of it than ever before. Because yes, of course it’s her. She stands up, and if I wasn’t already convinced, the legs would have clued me in. 5’11 at eighteen made her intimidating, so she’s damn formidable now. But then she kicks a planter box and I nearly shout and blow my cover too soon. The planters are one of the only things in decent condition and she’s kicking it like she fucking owns the place. Brat.


Oh, I think. That’s right.


“I still don’t understand how you forgot the key, out of everything you brought!” her friend shouts in irritation.


“There has to be something here. They always left a key to unlock the garage, always!” LaRynn shouts back.


“A decade ago, maybe,” I say. I smother the smile that wants to tug on my lips when she whips around and sees me, eyes and mouth both wide.


She reels in her expression. “Deacon.” She nods coolly. I’m glad we’re not pretending with niceties.


“Larry,” I reply, and she immediately scoffs and rolls her eyes. Two syllables—that’s all it took to rile her up and now I can’t stop the smile.


“I suppose you’re still an ass, then?”


“And I suppose you’re still a princess—who cares that it’s opening weekend and it’s especially crowded, everyone else with plans and places to be can fuck off because you don’t want to look for a parking spot?”


“We’ve been looking for forty-five minutes!”


“And after forty-five minutes traffic rules and regulations no longer apply to you?”


“Is that him?!” the friend shouts from the road. LaRynn shakes her head sharply and stomps back to the car. “He’s so tall!” she continues.


“I’m him!” I shout back cheerfully. “Deacon!”


“Nice to meet you!” she replies with a wave. LaRynn snarls something before she hurls herself into the car and slams the door.


“Okay, well, we’re gonna go park and then we’ll be back!” Friend yells before she eases into the driver’s seat and takes off.


Can’t wait, I think, still smiling.














Chapter Three







LaRynn


Oh, god. I should have figured he’d be lurking around here. Probably visiting Sally, being the precious grandson she never had.


I also forgot how it felt to be in his proximity. I’ve grown so accustomed to being as tall as the men around me, or taller. The sheer size of him makes me jittery, uneasy in a way. That advice we all got as kids before a nature-related activity pops into my mind. If you see a bear, act bigger than it. Be bigger than the bear.


And it just fucking figures he’d look the same, somehow. The same, but better. I’ve successfully avoided most pictures, and the only times I’ve (drunkenly) looked him up over the years, his accounts have been private. But all the things that needled me so thoroughly before are still there in all their glory. The same warm, dark eyes that trap you, the kind that make you curious enough to get closer, hoping to explore their depths.


Nope, now’s not the time to slip down that particular mental spiral.


After failing to find a spare key, it takes Elyse and I another thirty minutes to park—three blocks over. We narrow down and prioritize the things we need to bring right away and start making the trek back to the building in a frustrated daze.


By the time we amble up to the corner of First Street, I’m sufficiently irritable and my various packs keep slipping down my sweaty shoulders.


“Oh, you’re shitting me,” I growl when I see Deacon leaning against the open doorway of the perfectly empty garage.


“Thought you’d changed your mind and gone back home,” he says.


He makes no move to help either of us, but he does proceed to talk some more. “I’ll keep it open and let you guys park here for the night.”


“Let? We don’t need you to let us do anything, Deacon. Except get upstairs and get settled before you and I are forced to interact much more.”


“Even so, before you go—”


“Nah-ah. Settled, first.”


“That’s fine, but—”


“Bye for now.” I avoid meeting his gaze for too long and wheel past him with my luggage, Elyse following behind. I need a minute to pee and collect myself before I can attempt a grown-up conversation with him.


“Rynn,” Elyse whispers when we make it inside the hallway. “I think I should remind you that you need him to be agreeable, so maybe a little kindness wouldn’t kill you?”


“I know,” I groan back. “I just—need a minute.”


We slip past the laundry area toward the stairs, luggage wheels rolling noisily over the tile. Everything, down to the washer and dryer, looks exactly the same, but something is … off. I decide I’ll put my finger on it later and start trudging up the stairs, my bag knocking painfully into my heels with each step.


It feels so much more open than before, somehow. The window across from the landing looks out to the now-setting sun over the ocean, the pier jutting from its center.


And, almost as if I can’t help myself, I pause, suddenly hopeful. And grateful that my grandmother left me this piece of her, deserving of it or not. It’s a foundation for me to build my own life on. I’m nearly penniless, completely directionless, and barely speaking to my parents. But I have Elyse, and I have this shelter by the sea.


Elyse has pushed past me during my musing, so I snap to and catch up, frowning when I see the look on her face. “Rynn…”


“Hey Larry,” Deacon says to my right.


I look that way now and—


“What the fuck?! How the hell did you get up here?” I do a double take when Elyse catches my eyes with her dramatically widened ones.


“Poltergeist,” she whispers in mock-terror.


“I installed a fire escape,” Deacon replies, vaguely bored and tilted against the skeleton of a wall that once held a mishmash of art. I recall the ceramic key hooks Helena made during her pottery stint and almost let a laugh escape, remembering Grandma rolling her eyes at Hel because “Could we be any more cliché than coastal grandmother lesbians that garden and throw clay?”


And now they’re gone. Left this world mere months apart from one another.


A sharp ache burns through my throat and I will it to harden into frustration, aim it back at Deacon instead.


“Where are the rest of the walls, Deacon?”


I look beyond him and see the majority of my grandmother’s original place. Or, at least what’s left of it. It appears to be freshly primed in the intact areas, patched in others. But … there are almost no cabinets, no appliances—well, aside from a mini fridge and an oven. The bare minimum as far as furniture goes … and more of the walls are gone than standing. There’s not even insulation in some.


His brows inch down, confused. “You don’t know?”


Obviously not, dick. “What happened?” I ask.


He stands up from the counter and walks our way, bringing with him the full awareness of a grown man at ease in his body.


I’m forced to acknowledge it, now—just how very much he is a man in comparison to the boy I spent a summer with. From the five o’clock shadow dusting his sharpened features, to the shoulders and arms and legs that have filled out … immensely. He was an athlete before. At six-foot-four it was to be expected. Brown hair with a slight curl, a tiny bit overgrown and arranged artfully in a way that’s just fucked-up enough to look like he’s not trying. Or like it was mussed by someone’s hands clenching it while he eagerly buried his face between her thighs, inky-dark eyes peering up between them in smug satisfaction. It’s all too easy for me to picture.


And even back when we were teens he dressed like someone’s uncle on vacation—a look that’s somehow managed to become a style these days. He’s wearing an unbuttoned red shirt dotted in tiny redwoods slung loosely over a plain white tank top that clings to him. I spy the Santa Sea Campground logo and quietly snort. Looks like he’s just as stuck as he ever was, too. The ensemble’s completed by dirty bluejeans and work boots. A smattering of chest hair peeks up from the neck of his top; something I notice when he reaches up to scratch something there, along with an octopus tattooed on his hand—both new. But gone are the vestiges of lanky limbs, replaced by ropes of broad muscle and assuredness.


“A fire,” he replies. “Faulty wiring. I tried telling them for years, when things kept going wrong. I think there were too many corners cut when they did their original reno, LaRynn.” His gentler tone throws me off, along with the use of my name.


“She never said anything to me,” I explain, trying to keep the plea out of my voice. “I didn’t know anything was going wrong.”


But, I see it turn over in his expression. I’ve managed to say the wrong thing—again.


“I guess you wouldn’t know, would you? Since you never bothered to visit her, couldn’t even make it down for her wife’s memorial.”


“I haven’t—I was in law school, Deacon, I couldn’t get out of it. Grandma understood. Besides, no one would’ve let me.”


He just shakes his head at me and snorts in disgust. “You were an adult, Larry.”


“Excuse me,” Elyse cuts in before I can respond, “but, where can we put our shit?” She swipes exasperatedly through the air with her free hand.


“The Dream Inn is a block away,” he offers.


My head twists in his direction with the menace of a haunted doll. “I own fifty percent of this,” I remind him, gesturing to the disaster zone around us. “I’m not going to a hotel.”


His chin dips, dark gaze lazily sliding its way up from my feet to my face. I resist the urge to adjust my shirt or hair or perform any other nonsensical tick.


He narrows his eyes. “I was understandably concerned about Sal living here after the fire incident, in addition to the plumbing issues—”


“Plumbing issues?”


“So, I’ve been staying here.” He points in a circle around him.


“So technically you’re living in my place?”


“Technically, I’m living in the one we own. The one that both of our grandmothers moved into when they got together. If you want to argue it out then fine, I don’t have a signed agreement for this and yes, I’m sure some court, somewhere would evict me for the time being. But this is California, Princess—even squatters have rights.” The corners of his mouth shrug up. “So if you want to do the dance in court, I’m more than happy to do that with you. Hell, let’s take care of everything you need to pay to fix up your end of the deal here and make this place livable again while we’re there, two birds one hearing.”


I bite back the retort that starts to boil out of me, imagine gripping the proverbial wooden spoon between my teeth to halt it. “Where’d her furniture go? Did everything get destroyed?” I ask, voice hitching.


His expression stutters and softens, reading the catch for emotion, I’d wager. “A lot of it, yeah. What wasn’t is in the garage under storage blankets.”


Elyse shoulders past me. “Does your couch fold out?” she asks him.


His face folds into a frown. “Uhhh…”


“—because even if it doesn’t, I’d advise you to at least offer her a place to stay, otherwise provide a bed, a cot, a mattress—anything—because she’s not going anywhere.”


Deacon balks at her. “Who are you, again?”


“Elyse Kemper, LaRynn’s best friend and future attorney.” She smiles brightly and sticks out a hand. He peels himself up to his full height and struts her way, loose-limbed and confident. He takes her outstretched palm in both of his and cocks his head with a smile. I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. Here he goes.


“Nice to meet you. Sorry we got off on the wrong foot.” His dark stare crinkles at the corners before it dips just so, just enough to have Elyse tipping her shoulders back, a blush creeping up her cheeks. He maintains eye (and hand) contact with her as a lock of hair flops to rest against his brow. “Did you two meet in college? I would’ve remembered if she’d told me about you before,” he says, smarmy grin intact.


“Oh because you were such an avid listener when you were eighteen?!” I scoff, and he throws an arm casually around her shoulders as he turns my way. Elyse, bless her soul, remains gaping doe-eyed back up at him.


Okay, if she’s not going to answer—“And yes, we met in college.”


“I figured. I have a superb memory.” A satisfied sigh. “So many memories,” he continues to sing, his gaze scaling the length of me again. And to my brain it sounds exactly like I remember the footprints you left on the interior roof of my Nissan Pathfinder due to the frequency with which I had them in the air and spread that way.


I smile back, cruelly. “Oh, yeah? Like the time you came in your pants in that stairwell right there without so much as a stroke?” Something explodes in my chest at the way his smile falls dead. A laugh sizzles out of me, and Elyse coughs to cover her own.


“Why are you here?” He takes his arm back and folds both across his chest.


I sigh and sort my thoughts, school my tone into something unassuming and friendly. Here goes nothing. “Mind if we go to your place to talk?” I gesture toward his pseudo living room.


And with a begrudging sigh, he leads the way.
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